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1. the first snow 
	
 
Winter was noiseless in the first hours of the morning. River knew because she’d been awake all night digging up a grave. The snow had begun to fall late in the evening and her father had convinced her not to wait until morning to come to the graveyard. Now, the place was engulfed in fresh snow and a thick fog barely allowed her to see two tombs ahead. Even the lampposts looked like dim faraway stars in the night—useless.  
She shouldn’t have been exhuming a corpse at all. Seti had promised he’d come back from his travels before the first snowfall and that they’d leave Namu island to adventure the seas together. They’d been talking about their departure for years, collecting maps, planning every detail, and dreaming of exploring the strangest islands they could find. The right time to set sail should have been now, but either Seti was late or the snow had come early this year.
This year’s digging will be my last. Ever. 
This thought gave her the strength to carry on. Sweat dripped from her brows and her black hair stuck to her forehead, yet she was freezing. She’d dug out the freshly buried corpse with nothing but a shovel, and her hands hurt from the effort and the biting winds. She didn’t know which was worse, the cold or the corpse. 
One look at the body lying at her feet made her stomach churn. She wanted to bury it back. She couldn’t bear the thought of carrying it back home. The stench of decay was overwhelming, and the mere idea of the wriggling maggots inside made her shudder. Despite her repulsion, she felt fortunate this year. The corpse was that of a four-day-old stillborn baby, slightly bloated, but well-preserved by the freezing temperatures. With only a few kilograms to carry, the journey back home wouldn’t be as exhausting as in previous winters. 
She glanced around the graveyard, contemplating the idea of digging up another corpse. Not that she wanted to. She was concerned whether the birds would have enough to eat. A baby, surely, wouldn’t suffice to satisfy an entire flock of monsters. But she wasn’t sure who had died prior to the baby and her tired bones ached at the thought of shovelling any more dirt.
One corpse would have to do. 
She gathered her tools and put them back into her satchel. Then, holding her breath, she carefully wrapped up the body in a thick blanket. She scooped it up and reluctantly brought it close to her chest as if wanting to lull it to sleep. The previous years, she usually put the corpse in a wheelbarrow and pushed it home. This time, given the circumstances, she didn’t deem necessary to go through such hassle. She kept her chin up, trying to put as much distance as possible between her nose and the shrouded corpse, yet the smell still reached her. She gagged and almost dropped it.
‘Breathe with your mouth.’ 
Talking to herself soothed her. It gave her focus. Something to hear instead of listening for bird cries and the chewing of worms. 
She adjusted the hood of her cloak around her face to protect herself from the falling snow, and took the way home. She left without a glance over her shoulder, but the graveyard mist still coiled around her ankles as if trying to hold her back. She swiftly moved across the village, every now and then stumbling, either because of the slippery cobbled street or the snowflakes whirling like tornadoes in front of her. Soon, villagers would start to wake up and realise the horror of the first snow and she didn’t want to risk bumping into anyone. 
Once the deceased were heart-less and buried, they were quickly forgotten around here. Thus River wasn’t too worried about what the baby’s family would think of her stealing the body. The chances that they would return to the graveyard until another burial occurred were slim. However, getting caught carrying corpses around was never a pleasant experience. Her family was already subjected to enough judgment, she didn’t need to give people any more reasons to frown upon them.
Her main concern was whether the old gravedigger would discover the missing body and complain. River always tried to clean up the mess she created, but a new mound of earth amidst the snow-covered ground would hardly go unnoticed. She assumed the only reason he hadn’t scolded her yet was thanks to his granddaughter, with whom she used to be friends. It wasn’t that they’d stopped being friend, rather that they hadn’t talked in years. As far as River knew, there was no hard feelings between them.
The wind was harsh. It pushed and shoved her around, she had to cling to the corpse to make sure she wouldn’t drop it. She passed the last houses of the village and knew that the trickiest part was ahead. Her house stood at the edge of the woods, apart from the village itself, and the only access was through the meadow. As a kid, she used to whine because she had to walk a mile to get to school. Now, she loved living by the woods, closer to the fields, and away from the latest gossips that too often involved her family. 
The little path winding through the meadow was treacherous all year round. In spring, the wildflowers loved to grab at passing legs and trip up unsuspecting walkers. In the summertime, the snakes napping in the shade of the tall grass bit the unlucky that would step on their tail. Autumn brought frequent rain, turning the path into a bog that could swallow one’s legs up to the calves. And in winter, the path was coated with thick snow and patches of slippery ice, making it easy to stumble and slide all the way down the valley. 
Too exhausted for another trip down the valley today, River proceeded with infinite caution. The snowfall had already covered her footsteps from when she’d left the house earlier, leaving behind a thick layer of powder snow. For every step she took, she sank down to her knees. The unfaltering fog made it difficult to find her way, but her familiarity with the meadow allowed her to navigate it almost blindly. 
She walked all the way across the snowy meadow and finally reached the edge of the woods. From there, it was easier. All she had to do was follow the line of trees. Their vague twisted shapes bent towards the meadow as if they were trying to flee the woods. She wasn’t paranoid but, as she went on, a disturbing feeling crept in that the bare trees were turning their branches after her, that they reached for her like teeth biting down on a prey. 
‘My mind’s playing tricks,’ she whispered against the wind. ‘I’m carrying a corpse, it’s nighttime, and it’s the thickest fog I’ve ever been in.’ She shook her head, forcing herself not to glance at the trees on her left. ‘Be reasonable, it’s only the wind.’
As if hearing her, the wind gusted through the trees and blew her hood backward. She gasped, catching hold of the nearest trunk before she could slip.
‘See, normal trees.’
She patted its bark, like she was soothing the tree rather than herself, then hid back under the hood of her cloak, brought the corpse closer to her chest, and hurried along. 
When she looked up again, she found herself standing before a wooden door. The cottage’s windows were dark with night, yet she could smell smoke and distinguish wisps of fumes escaping the chimney. She frowned. The fire didn’t usually stay on all night. Someone had to be up early. A wave of relief washed over her, as she anticipated the warmth of the hearth to take the chill off her fingers.
She carefully placed the swaddled corpse in an alcove in the wall of the house, unfurling the blanket just enough to allow the head to protrude and release the putrid stench. With a sense of satisfaction, she wiped her gloved hands clean. Her duty was fulfilled. Every winter, they left this offering as a means of distracting the silver birds, should they ever venture near their home. When her father woke up, he would arrange the corpse more neatly and adorn it with dry fruit and nuts, as if the birds had any interest in them and didn’t leave them untouched every year.
Not without a last glance for the dead, she opened the door and let the warmth welcome her back inside.  
 
***
 
Embers glowed in the fireplace, but not brightly enough to light up the room. River fumbled in the dark, looking for matches and candles to light on.
A spark later, two ghostly shadows danced on the walls. One more than should be. 
‘Did you bring it?’ 
River jumped at the sound of the voice. Her twin brother, Lake—their father thought himself witty for naming his kids as bodies of water—stood by the staircase.
‘I woke up to snow,’ he said, tilting his head at the window. ‘Then I found your bed empty, so I figured you must have gone to the graveyard.’ 
‘Obviously.’
‘You should have woken me up, I would’ve helped you.’ 
She rolled her eyes. Lake’s specialty was pretending to want to help but always have an excuse not to help. She was certain he was still awake when she and her father had noticed the snow. There had been light slipping from under his door and sounds of footsteps coming from his room, so he had to have heard her leave for the graveyard.  
The first snowfall of winter always brought a flock of large silver birds onto Namu Island. Some claimed they journeyed from the tumultuous northern seas, but River’s family believed they came from the woods. Their stay was brief, lasting only a day or two at most, just enough time to collect a soul before disappearing until the following winter. 
Despite knowing their grim purpose, River’s family provided the birds with food every year. For as long as she could remember, she’d always been the one on feeding duty, likely due to her brother’s aversion to blood. The simple mention of corpses was sometimes enough to make him feel lightheaded. Unfortunately, seeds and grains failed to satisfy these birds. They preferred good leftovers of dead bodies—bones to chew on and freshly rotten flesh at its best. 
Their father always repeated that, if they helped the birds, then they were less likely to have their souls taken away. Perhaps it was true. Perhaps it was something he said to make them sleep better at night. She often questioned his beliefs, but she wasn’t reckless enough to put the tradition to the test and risk offending the birds. 
‘Where’s the body?’ Lake asked.
‘Same place I put it every year,’ she said, then snorted. ‘Why, are you going to arrange the offering this time?’
He shrugged, immune to her tone. ‘As if dad would let me.’ 
‘That’s your excuse?’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
She sighed. Why did she even try? She took off her heavy cloak and sat by the fireplace. She added a log, hoping it wasn’t too late to catch fire, and placed her freezing hands above the dying embers. It wasn’t long before her fingers felt like burning, but it was too good a pain to take them away. 
She looked up at Lake again and, working a gentle smile on her face, said, ‘Can you make me breakfast? I’m starving but my hands are too cold and sore to do anything.’
He scrunched up his nose. ‘Don’t you want to wash up first?’ 
‘I will,’ she said, glaring. ‘But only if you please make me porridge, Lakey.’ 
‘I suppose you deserve it,’ he said, then gestured to her hands. ‘Are you okay, though?’
She followed his gaze. The back of her hands were chafed, her brown skin slit by the harsh winds. 
‘This is nothing, and it will all be worth it when the silver birds leave tomorrow.’
When River returned to the kitchen after washing up, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and sweet vanilla porridge wafted through the room, instantly easing her mind. She sat at the table, and the unpleasant memories of the night slipped away as she embraced the cosiness of being home. A yawn escaped her lips, her head bobbed, and she felt herself dozing off until the sound of something hitting the table startled her awake. 
She blinked. Lake had brought a fuming mug before her. 
Muttering a quick thanks, she plunged her lips into the bitter coffee. It was hot, but she was too tired to care for the burning sensation lingering on her tongue. 
He added a bowl of creamy porridge in front of her and shook his hands to soothe the heat away from his fingers. River was too stubborn for her own good. A mere couple of blows later, she began gulping down the gooey mixture. It burnt the back of her throat and she could feel the heat spreading to her stomach as if she were swallowing glowing coals. It was painful but she would never admit it. 
‘Thanks, Lakey,’ she said instead.
She breathed out the heat, then went for another mouthful. Stubborn. 
Lake grinned, but she knew he would ask something from her during the day. It was sort of how their sibling-ship worked. They could be amiable to each other, as long as one always repaid the other’s favour. 
‘I’m going to wake dad, we’d better finish the offering arrangement before it’s too late,’ he said, before disappearing up the stairs. 
He was right; the birds had to be waiting on branches nearby and it was no good leaving them waiting. She glanced outside. The wind had abated and the snow fell gently to the ground. The fog had lifted, allowing the first rays of morning light to filter through. It appeared almost peaceful—the start of a typical, tranquil winter day—if not for the knowledge that death loomed at their doorstep. 
A shriek split the silence. 
River broke out in a cold sweat. She jolted out of her chair, and in her haste her hip collided with the table. The bowl of porridge toppled over and the spoon clattered to the floor.
For a moment, everything outside stood still. Even the snowflakes appeared to hang motionless in mid-air. River’s heart raced as she watched for a sign of them. 
The sound of flapping wings sliced through the sky and a flurry of grey feathers swirled past the window. Hair stood up on the back of her neck. They were here. 
The flock of silver birds had come to claim their meal.
 
 
 


2. heart-less
 
 
Lake staggered down the stairs and appeared before River, white as a sheet and shaking. He stood, mouth agape, no sound crossing his quivering lips.  
‘What is it?’ she asked. 
Tears filled his eyes as he stared at her in deafening silence. 
Even for a first-snow kind of day, his reaction was a little overdramatic. Like her, Lake didn’t cry easily, and he believed too much in the tradition to imagine that the silver birds would hurt him.
‘What is it? What happened?’ 
He closed and opened his mouth again, no sound coming out. He was too aghast to speak. River wondered if he could even see her, as his eyes stared blankly ahead, stuck in shock. 
‘Hey, Lake, what’s wrong?’ she said, clicking her fingers in front of him. ‘Where’s dad?’
Lake blinked, finally snapping out of it. 
‘They—they took him.’
‘What? Who—’ She paused as understanding flashed across her face. ‘The birds took dad.’ 
It wasn’t a question; Lake’s expression said it all. He broke down in tears again and let himself fall to the ground.
‘No, no! They can’t—they didn’t!’ 
River stumbled past her brother and, gripping onto the railing to keep herself from faltering, rushed up the stairs. It couldn’t be true. She wouldn’t accept it. The birds knew they gave them an offering every year; they would never hurt them. 
‘Dad... Dad?’ 
Her knees gave way as she entered his room. 
Her father lay in his bed, eyes closed as if asleep. He looked serene, if not for his chest ripped open and the bloody hole in place of his heart. For this winter’s reaping, the birds had taken their father’s soul. 
‘No, no, no,’ she repeated, shaking her head in denial. 
She crawled on all fours towards the bed and caught the blood-soaked bedsheets to help herself up. 
The birds had done a carnage. Every piece of furniture was stained with red and the floor was scattered with silver feathers. 
She let out a nervous chuckle. There she’d been enjoying breakfast like a fool while these wicked birds had been feasting on their father’s heart. 
It was all her fault. 
She’d run late with the digging. She’d brought a baby instead of the usual adult corpse. She’d asked for freaking porridge instead of getting things done. She’d grown too comfortable with her yearly task, thinking they were safe because they were the only idiots in the village who fed the birds. And for what? 
What if all she’d been doing was attracting them back to their house every year?
She fell to her knees, her body shaking with uncontrollable spasms. She couldn’t tell whether she was laughing or crying from the irony. 
Their father had always warned them about their carelessness, River for being too skeptical about the offerings and Lake for not fearing the birds enough. He’d been right. But even now, as guilt devoured her, as she washed her eyes in the blood, she still couldn’t understand what he’d tried to teach her. She couldn’t see the birds as divine spirits to respect. She could only see them for what they were: monsters. 
Minutes passed on the bedroom floor where, head buried between her knees, she fought her thoughts and let the tears flow. She couldn’t bear to look at him; the sight was too painful. But she couldn’t dare leaving him either. She feared that, if she left, he would start to decompose. He would start to not look like him anymore. Yet, the longer she stayed, the more she had to accept that the process had already begun. 
The blood had darkened and thickened. It wasn’t flowing out anymore—perhaps the body was drained. The rusty stench sickened her to her core and she kept waving her hand before her nose like it would make it go away. She couldn’t leave him, but she couldn’t stay to watch him stiffen and bloat and wait for the bugs to gather around him and eventually eat him away either.
The thought of maggots decided her. 
When she came back downstairs, Lake was sitting by the fire in silence. The tears had dried on his cheeks and he didn’t look as frightened anymore. He looked rather calm, like he’d already accepted the situation.
She sat next to him and gave a gentle pat on his back. To her surprise, he turned and leant in for a hug. It was a first for them, but she welcomed the embrace and slid an arm around his back to squeeze him tight. It was awkward, but also warm, and just good. Her throat tightened. She thought of many words to say to comfort him, but none of them felt right. None could make either of them feel better. 
‘The birds must have chosen him for a reason,’ he whispered against her shoulder. 
She pulled away. ‘What? What sort of reason could they have?’ She glared at him, cheeks flushing. ‘He revered the birds! Out of the entire village, he was the one who least deserved it—’ 
‘It’s done anyway.’ 
‘It’s done? That’s it? You got over it just like that?’ 
He didn’t answer. Instead, he stared blankly at the fire, unaware of how suffocating his silence was. It filled every corner of the room and weighed heavily on her heart. 
She stood up and opened the window. A freezing wind blew into her face. She gasped in surprise, but didn’t step away. She let it bite at her skin and chill her to the bone. 
‘We have to do something,’ she said after a while. It was only a murmur, but the wind carried the words to Lake. 
‘Do what? What do you want to do? He’s dead, all we can do is bury him,’ he said, voice cracking. 
He wiped away the tears before they could flood his eyes.
So he did still care.  
‘They took his heart, there’s no point burying the rest of—oh, no!’
‘What?’ 
‘I just realised’—she swallowed hard—‘dad never got to tell us.’ 
‘Tell us what?’ 
‘The place he buried mum’s heart.’ 
Lake’s jaws clenched. He and River had pestered their father with questions about their mother over the years, but their father had always given them evasive answers or changed the subject entirely. The only thing the twins knew for certain was that she’d died in childbirth—theirs. The lack of information had always been a source of frustration and sadness for them. They’d never understood his refusal to talk about her, especially knowing how much he’d loved her, for his eyes had watered and his hands had trembled at every mention of her.
The twins felt guilty, being the reason behind her death. And perhaps, not talking about her had been their father’s way of making them pay. 
Lake walked up to River. He put an awkward hand around her shoulders and pulled her close. 
‘I can’t believe he never even told us her name,’ she whispered. 
‘We’d have called her mum anyway.’
River elbowed him, but it was playful, for his tone had softened and his eyes were kinder too. Her heart warmed up a little. She reached for the window to close it, and rested her head against his shoulder. 
The best way through it was together. 
 
***
 
Grief was fleeting on Namu Island. Upon a person’s death, their heart, believed to house their soul, was cut out and either potted or buried in the earth. The heart was watered daily, and soon thereafter, a plant of some kind—flower, tree, or herb— sprouted and flourished from it. 
The plant was a poignant representation of the person they used to be. After the village’s witch had died, her heart had grown into a mass of stinging nettles. Though the villagers had dubbed her “the witch”, she’d been nothing of the sort. It was only that a murder of crows had often perched on her rooftop, cawing at passersby but never bothering her. When she’d died, the villagers had made the mistake to bury her heart in her beloved orchard. Since then, the nettles had spread and overtaken the entire field. They’d grown so high, it had become difficult to enter at all. Even in death, she fiercely protected her precious fruit trees. So typical of her.
As for the heartless bodies, people left them for the gravediggers to handle. Nobody liked an empty corpse. Most people didn’t even know the location their relatives were buried. Beside River and the gravediggers, few could claim they’d ever visited a graveyard. 
Only the heart mattered. 
River and Lake wished they had their father’s heart to bury and the promise that his soul would rest in peace. But his soul had most likely been ripped to pieces, which now rested in the pit of the silver birds’ stomachs. 
The twins spent the morning on the couch, going from bursts of tears to reminiscing the past. They would miss the long family walks by the river and their father’s spinach soup on a cold day. They would miss his mysterious smile when he talked about the woods and the lessons about the animals that lived there.  
The animals. 
River curled her fists and stood up, startling Lake who had been dozing off. 
She couldn’t waste another second. The birds might linger around for the day, but then they would quickly disappear deep into the woods, not coming back before the next winter. 
‘I’ll fix this,’ she said, with a look of determination on her face.
Lake rubbed his eyes as he yawned. 
‘What do you mean? You can’t fix death.’ 
‘I know that, but I can fix our revenge.’
‘Hey, hey, slow down.’ Lake sat up, a frown creasing his brows. ‘Revenge? What are you even saying? 
‘Well, now that we have two corpses to dispose of, we can use them as baits.’ 
‘Are you mad? I’m not gonna let you use dad for that!’
‘Oh, suddenly you care they might eat his body? What happened to they ate his soul for a reason?’ she mimicked.
Her eyes were glowing red. Those birds would just see. Their next bite would be their last. She would go into the woods and not leave until she’d buried a knife into each of their hearts. 
Lake shook his head. ‘Don’t be silly, you can’t go after the birds.’ 
He didn’t understand, as always. 
‘Why? Don’t you get it? Honouring the birds’—River snorted—‘see how well that served him? If you follow dad’s path, you’ll end up just like him.’
Lake stood up, his face flushing. He tried to grab her arm, but she brushed him off. 
‘What’s your plan, anyway?’ he scoffed. ‘Spread the bodies in the woods, hide, and shoot the first bird that’ll show up?’ 
‘That is exactly my plan.’
Maybe Lake did understand after all. 
‘Then you’re out of your mind!’—nevermind—‘Don’t you learn anything from the situation? Dad must have offended them, somehow… So what if they take your soul as well, then what?’ Lake paused, looking down and shaking his head. When he continued, his voice was down to a whisper, ‘I’m supposed to just… be alone?’ 
River swallowed. That wasn’t fair. He couldn’t go all sentimental on her. 
‘That’s my point. If we get rid of them for good, then none of us will ever have to end up alone.’ 
‘Dad respected the silver birds,’ Lake said. ‘He wouldn’t want you to risk it all.’
She looked away. Lake was right about that, but it didn’t mean their father had been right in the first place.
‘I know that, but it was before they killed him,’ she pointed out. ‘Besides, they’re just birds, they only manage to take hearts because they take people by surprise… but this time I’ll be the one doing the surprise.’
She began to walk away, but Lake moved before her to block the staircase. He was glaring, his fists raised in front of him, as he silently dared her to get past him. 
River snorted. Had the situation been a tiny bit less sorrowful she would have laughed at him. 
‘I don’t want to fight,’ she said. It wasn’t that she feared losing against him—as if—but the few steps she’d taken had made her realise how exhausted she was. Her vision had blurred and a dull pain throbbed in her temples. She sat on a nearby chair and massaged the sides of her head until her sight sharpened again.
‘Listen, we can either wait a year in fear of the next winter, or we can end it all now and rejoice at the next first snow,’ she said, calmly. 
‘No, we’re not doing it.’ 
River sighed. ‘You know what, Lakey, let’s talk about this later... all I need right now is a nap.’ 
She stood up and tried to push Lake aside to go upstairs, but her brother didn’t look the slightest convinced. He was still holding his hands up, not budging. 
‘Look, I promise I won’t do anything, but please think about what I said.’ She sent him a heavy look. ‘Now, can I go to my room?’
Lake’s arms fell to his sides with hesitation.
‘I spent a night digging up a corpse, if anything I deserve a hot shower and a nap in my own bed—let me pass.’ 
He shifted a little, a sign he was about to break. 
‘You can stay here and watch the front door, you know, to make sure you don’t miss my possible escape,’ she said, letting out a dry chuckle. ‘But I think running off while carrying our dad would be difficult to miss.’ 
Lake rolled his eyes, but the last argument had convinced him because he reluctantly stepped aside. 
‘Thanks,’ she said, walking past him with a sly smile.
Without turning, she felt Lake’s eyes follow her until she’d gone to her room and shut the door behind her. 
A tumultuous surge of emotions battled within her, each vying to be the one to surface. Grief for their lost father, anger at the birds, and now frustration because of Lake. Her eyes stung with unshed tears, but she was too furious to cry. She wanted to scream at her brother, to make him see reason, but she was too tired to try to make him understand. 
What if she really could get rid of the birds? Then Lake would thank her. Then they wouldn’t have to worry anymore and the whole village would be safe too.
Her brother had been right about a thing, though. She couldn’t possibly disrespect their father by feeding him to the birds, but it wasn’t like she needed his body anyway. She had a small, very-easy-to-carry corpse waiting for her right outside the house. The birds were greedy, yes, but if there was something to eat, they would eat it, no matter the size. 
She rushed to her wardrobe, eager to peel off her wet and muddy clothes and replace them with fresh ones. As she caught a glimpse of her dishevelled reflection in the mirror, she quickly averted her gaze. She didn’t need to see the remnants of tears staining her cheeks; she tasted salt on her lips. She tasted blood too, from biting down too hard while crying. She didn’t need to see her veins running with rage; her throbbing headache was palpable. She didn’t need to see the darkness around her eyes; exhaustion made her rusty bones grate with each movement.  
She grabbed a set of clothes and realised that her hands were still dirty with her father’s dry blood. She didn’t wash it off. She rubbed it off her trousers, a bit too hard that the soreness of her palms worsened.
More blood was about to spill.  


3. the silver birds 
 
 
River stepped over the windowsill. Her room was on the upper floor, but she had experience passing through the window. It usually involved going out to meet Seti or helping a girlfriend sneak in for the night, but today she was alone. She watched the ground beneath as she fumbled her way along the wall. At least, if she fell, a good blanket of snow would cushion the impact. She held onto one of the wooden poles that supported the house and let herself slide down.
‘Easy peasy,’ she whispered, but her satisfied smile turned into a wince when her sore legs hit the ground. 
She hadn’t napped like she’d promised her brother and every muscle of her body felt the need to remind her of that. She knew she could do it though. It wasn’t her first time going 24 hours without sleep. 
She walked around the house, ducking her head at every window. The last one gave onto the living room and she carefully peered through to get a glance at her brother. He was pacing the room, occasionally dusting or fixing the furniture.
‘Good to know I cannot count on him to ever be the lookout,’ she mumbled, as if it wasn’t serving her well at the moment. 
When she reached the alcove, she grabbed the thick blanket and pulled a disgusted face. No need to look to know that the corpse was still inside, the smell made it obvious. 
This time, she’d come better prepared. Her backpack was large enough to contain the baby’s corpse, as well as weapons, which mainly consisted of knives, daggers, and an axe. Thanks to Seti, she was good with blades—small ones; she didn’t deal with swords yet. She’d also traded her usual long cloak and high boots for lighter garments that would allow her to move faster. 
Taking the way to the woods, she looked for her previous footsteps slightly effaced by the recent snowfall. The gentle wind whispered in her ears as she walked. The air was crisp and the clouds slowly broke up in the sky to let the caramel afternoon light in. The first rays of warmth onto her face felt painfully good. She suppressed a coming tear and shook her head to gather her thoughts. 
Now wasn’t the time. 
She walked by the edge of the woods until she reached the end of meadow, then turned right into the woods. Her progression slowed down as soon as she had to make new marks. The snow was fresh and fluffy, every footstep muffled. She wasn’t sure it worked to her advantage. She was already good at moving around quietly, but now she wouldn’t hear anyone coming at her. 
The threat of the silver birds weighed heavily on her, every blade pressing down on her back with the purpose she had for them. If she usually had no reason to fear the woods, today every tree was a menace. Every tree could harbour a monster. 
For the first time, she’d seen the bloody carnage they left behind: a body slashed by beaks and claws. She frowned as a new thought occurred to her. Why hadn’t she heard the attack? Surely her father had to have screamed and called for help. Unless he’d been dead longer than she thought. Perhaps it had happened before she’d even came home. But then, why hadn’t Lake heard it? 
The sunlight barely reached under the trees too thickly covered with snow. It felt like time was stuck at dawn and the eeriest glow of the snow was the only source of light. She travelled through this strange semi-darkness, constantly turning around and checking her surroundings, until she noticed a place ahead that shone brighter. She picked up the pace, eager to step out of the shadow. 
It was a small glade of a perfectly rounded shape. She remembered wandering around here once. She’d found a patch of wild raspberries and spent the afternoon collecting them. To her brother’s delight, she’d come home with a full basket—Lake loved raspberries. 
She walked into the light with a sigh of contentment and, closing her eyes, tilted her head backwards to let the sun bathe her face.
Crack.
Her eyes flashed open. She turned around, scanning every tree and holding her breath with apprehension. 
Damn you for letting your guard down! 
A slender figure swayed between the trees. Their back was hunched, their frail body concealed under a brown cloak, and a wide hat fell upon their eyes. 
River tensed. Am I being followed? 
The person wasn’t trying to hide. They shuffled out of the dark in her direction and only looked up when the sun hit them. 
Her eyes widened in recognition, then quickly narrowed. What sort of business could the old gravedigger possibly have in the woods?
The old gravedigger was a kind soul to most, but for some reason he’d always been grumpy to River—some reason probably being her messing up his graveyard once a year. At the moment, he didn’t look angry though, nor did he look startled to see her. 
He tilted his hat down. ‘Good afternoon, River.’ 
She nodded in greeting, but remained wary. It couldn’t be a coincidence. 
‘It snowed,’ he added, glancing at the sky.
Way to point the obvious. She never enjoyed small talk, especially so when it started with the weather, but he had a knowing look and she understood what he meant. This was not about the weather. 
‘Yes, I did steal a body... again.’
To her surprise, the corners of his mouth quirked up. 
‘I expected so.’ 
‘But it was all for nothing.’
Her voice faltered. She looked away to hide the emotions washing over her face. She didn’t like being seen like this, as if she couldn’t handle herself—because she could. 
‘How come?’ 
She tried to speak, but her throat felt tight. 
‘They,’ she started, then took a deep breath to quell the emotions welling up inside. ‘They took our dad.’ 
When she looked back at him, his expression was kind, but there wasn’t the pity she feared. He gave her no sorries and no condolences, no good words of comfort, no gentle pat on her back, and no telling her that everything was going to be ok. He just stayed there, nodding, and watching her as if waiting for her to confide in him more. 
She realised how much older he looked from what she remembered, and couldn’t help wishing the birds had taken him instead. The thought was unfair, but the situation itself wasn’t fair either. At least, the old gravedigger had had enough of a lifetime already. 
The silence was growing uncomfortable and she wondered whether she should just have left. 
‘You’re not gonna start some chaos today, are you?’ 
Her eyes snapped up. How did he know? Could he smell the corpse in her bag? 
I can. 
‘Not chaos.’ She swallowed. ‘Justice.’
He studied her face at length, then said, ‘Do remember, child, that we don’t bring harm to the woods and its animals around here.’ The tone of his voice had become serious—almost solemn. ‘It used to be the way of men in ancient times, but they all perished because of that.’ 
She frowned at the appellation. Child. These old people always thought they knew better, but as wrinkly as they looked they hadn’t seen the ancient times either. 
‘Animals?’ she snorted. ‘They may look like birds, but they’re bloody monsters.’ 
‘You’re hurt, it’s understandable, but—’
‘I don’t need a lecture.’ 
She sent him a glare and walked off without waiting for his answer. She didn’t care about keeping a polite facade anymore and she’d lost enough time without having to hear this rubbish. 
In her rush, she stumbled and almost fell. Her cheeks warmed up in embarrassment, but it was the least of her concerns now. She walked across the glade, and as she reached the darkness under the trees, she threw a last glance back at the old gravedigger. 
He was gone. 
She frowned, looking around the glade for him, but he was nowhere to be seen. He had to have returned to where he’d come from. She shrugged; it wasn’t like he posed a threat to her anyway. 
As she delved deeper into the woods, her senses were on high alert, watching her surroundings for signs of humans or woodland creatures lurking beneath the dense underbrush. Sudden flurries of snow or the cheery chirping of a common bird were enough to startle her. An unnerving silence slowly enclosed her and caused her mind to play tricks on her. 
She kept hearing the sound of light footsteps, but always followed by no soul. She knew the old gravedigger couldn’t possibly be after her; she walked too fast for his limp to keep pace. And yet, the sensation of an eye riveted on her lingered. At times, it felt like the gaze came from beneath the bushes, and other times from high up in the trees. Once, she caught sight of an obsidian crow perched on a branch, its beady eyes fixed on her. Startled, she lost her balance and landed on her rear. When she looked up again, there wasn’t a single crow in the trees. 
‘Bloody bird.’ 
The cold, damp sensation seeped through her clothing. She’d lost her confidence. She twisted around, scanning the trees and beyond. Though the darkness had receded, the ambiance felt spookier. She half-expected a ghost to emerge from behind a fallen tree trunk or snowdrift—no, not a ghost, rather something more... feathery. 
Shivers ran down her spine. 
‘You’re supposed to find the birds, that’s the whole point,’ she whispered to herself. ‘You can’t freak out now.’ 
She took a couple more steps towards the sun and paused to listen. It had to be somewhere around here, but the snow made it a lot more confusing to get her bearings. She carried on, passing bushes and trees, listening here and there, until she finally saw it.
The river’s surface was frozen and covered with a blanket of snow that muffled the water flow underneath—its light burble turned to a murmur. 
‘Found you,’ she said, but the nervousness swelling in her chest made her wish she hadn’t. There was no going back now. 
She followed the course of the river, studying the trees around. She was searching for one in particular. One that was high and thick, and whose branches started low from the trunk. One that was crooked and old, easy to climb on, and which had a little wooden cabin hidden among its top branches. It wasn’t long before she spotted it. With the leaves gone, the cabin was all the more noticeable. 
River and Lake had built the treehouse many summers ago—well, their father had done most of the job really, but at their age they hadn’t realised that. Back then, they used to hike in the woods with their father every weekend, always taking a break around here to rest and eat a snack. Their father had taught them that, with the stream running nearby and the various bushes of wild berries growing in abundance, it was the best place to observe animals. 
It would be the perfect hiding place for her operation. 
She strode up to the tree, eyes fixed with determination. With a steady hand, she unzipped her backpack and took the bundle of blankets out. Holding her breath, she slowly unfolded them.
In the daylight, the corpse looked even more repulsive. Worms writhed through its flesh, and its bloated body threatened to burst at any moment. Despite her years of experience, she still recoiled at the nasty reek of death that permeated the air. But today she had to gut it out; it was precisely these odours that would attract the silver birds—only them had an insatiable appetite for putrefying flesh—and she had to work quickly to set her trap before they arrived.
She retrieved the trap from her bag, carefully avoiding the sharp edges. It was an old, rusted thing that her father had fashioned to catch the big rodents that infested their garden. He’d taught her how to use it, explaining the mechanisms and the importance of treating the animals with respect. She’d never quite understood why he insisted on releasing them back into the woods, only a stone’s throw away from their house. Surely, they would just find their way back? But her father had assured her that animals learnt and remembered just as well as humans and that, one day, they would stop coming. She doubted it though, because every spring and every summer they’d emptied the traps, and for one rat gone, two were back. 
The thought of her father rotting away in his bed crept into her mind. He’d taught her so much about the animals and the woods, and it pained her the most to know that it had all been futile in the end. He’d been deceived by what he’d most strongly believed in. 
Oh, I should have asked the old gravedigger to come pick him up.
Hopefully, he’d think of coming by himself, but that was assuming she hadn’t offended him too much earlier. 
The trap set on the ground, she grabbed the corpse with the blanket, not wanting to touch it with her bare hands, and dropped it on top of it. 
‘This should do.’ This would have to do. 
Catching a bird couldn’t be that difficult; the trap would do the job. It was finishing it off afterwards that she dreaded, and would rather not think about yet. 
Over the course of the years, she’d had many dreams—nightmares—in which she’d been killed, witnessed a killing, or done the killing herself. But never had she felt in control. The dreams made her do it. She hoped that, this time too, her instinct—anything—would take over and handle the knives for her. 
Once the trap was nicely concealed by the snow, she climbed the tree to hide in the cabin. She’d gone up there so many times, she could do it with her eyes closed. Despite the snow and the slippery branches, her feet knew where to step and her hands knew what to hold onto. 
The inside of the cabin looked just like she remembered—wooden toys scattered on the floor, a pile of moulded blankets in one corner, an old stool that was tipped over, and a few books laid open, all writings and illustrations inside fading away. She sat by an opening in the wall—not a window, but rather a fault made when assembling the wooden planks together—and watched her bait. 
She could barely sit still. Her legs were shaking with anticipation, with the thrill of knowing she was doing something very wrong and dangerous. In her twenty years of existence, she’d never felt it before. She now understood what motivated hunters from ancient times to defy nature. There was nothing quite like the exhilaration of rebelling. 
But the excitement of the wait quickly turned into boredom. The wind rose and whistled between the cabin planks. 
She shivered. ‘Should’ve come more prepared.’ 
The old blankets lying in the corner caught her eyes, but she didn’t want to consider this option yet. She stood up and paced the room to warm up. The cabin was so small, she quickly became dizzy from walking in circle and caught the wall just in time not to fall over. Sitting back, she wished she’d brought snacks and a flask of coffee. This would have fixed everything. Lukewarm, burnt, or bitter, she craved the divine liquid so much, she would have drunk the worst kind. Just thinking of it, she could taste it on her tongue, but what she needed was its warmth. 
The cold was getting to her. Her garnet cheeks felt icy to the touch and crystals were forming on her eyelashes. Giving up, she reached for one of the blankets and shook it open. Black spores flew up into clouds whirling in the air. She coughed. The blanket smelled old and its dusty, yet damp, texture made her shudder. Lacking a better option, she hid underneath with a defeated sigh. 
It smells terrible, but at least I won’t freeze to death. 
She studied the rest of the cabin to distract herself. The musty books kept calling to her, but she made no move to pick them up. Her father had read them to her so often that, if she dared open one, she would probably hear his voice resonating through the pages. 
One second she was staring at the books, and the next her eyes blinked open. Had she been sleeping? She couldn’t remember shutting her eyes at all, but suddenly found herself struggling to stay awake. Her head kept slumping down and her eyelids slid down despite herself.  
‘Remember why you’re here,’ she said, tapping her cheeks to vivify herself. ‘You cannot sleep now.’
Sleepier than ever, she longed for the warming rays of spring that would melt the snow away and envelop her body with comfort like a cocoon. Not like the mouldy cocoon she was in now. She rubbed her hands together. Despite the gloves, her fingers were getting cold too. It was becoming too much. 
‘Maybe I should just go ho—’ 
There was movement outside. She leant in, her face pressed against the wall, as her eyes peered through the opening. Something caught her attention in the sky. 
Dark wings, flapping—a crow. 
She frowned. Could it be the same crow as earlier? Had it smelled the corpse and been following her all along? She hadn’t considered the other animals that also liked to feed on dead bodies. 
‘You’d better not ruin my plan or—’ 
River’s threat hung in the air; she doubted she’d do anything to the crow. She watched as it hovered above the tree house. Crows didn’t usually concern her, but today she worried this one might keep the silver birds away. 
‘Well, it’s not like they’re scared of anybody.’ As she mumbled to herself, she wondered if that was true. Perhaps they did have a predator lurking for them in the forest. The thought sent a shiver down her spine, and she cast an eye over the trees, half-expecting something to emerge. She didn’t want to imagine a monster worse than them. 
Perhaps it was better not knowing. 
When she glanced back at the sky, the crow was gone. Her spirits lifted.
Minutes—hours?—went by, and she was stuck in a boring loop—pacing, leaning against the wall, groaning, staring, sitting back, and repeat. She was losing all hopes when— 
Screeeech.
The familiar cry made her freeze. She listened for more, not daring to look out yet, but the woods had gone awfully quiet. 
With utter care, she straightened up from the wall and glimpsed through the crack. Her hand covered her mouth as she stifled a gasp. The silver birds were by far much bigger than she could have ever imagined—somewhere between the size of a fox and a fawn. They flew over the trap, their silvery feathers cutting the air like blades. 
She gulped, filled with doubts. 
They’ll figure it out. They’re not common birds, they’ll know it’s a trick.
The silver birds slowed down. Excitement growled in their throats as they flew above the corpse in circle. River recoiled when she took in the rest of their appearance. The birds had sharp shining teeth lining the edge of their beaks. A dozen of dark eyes blinked on each side of their heads, one big in the middle and the others scattered around like crumbs. They were monsters. 
How could she be so foolish to think she had a shot? They were going to rip her heart out like they did her father, and exactly like Lake had predicted it. 
Quietly, she leant back towards the opening, only allowing one eye to peep out. The birds hadn’t noticed her. Or, if they had, they weren’t paying her any attention. Their hundreds of eyes were riveted on the rotting corpse, as they flew in circles above it.
She held her breath. This was it. 
The silver birds dove to the ground as one. 
They reached the corpse in a second and grasped at the flesh with their knife-like claws whilst still in flight. Then, before River’s disappointed eye, they pulled up and flew away. 
She clenched her teeth, feeling like screaming. The trap mechanism could only activate if it felt the weight of the bird pressing down on it. 
She dropped to her knees. She couldn’t give up, not now that she was this close to getting her revenge. Fumbling in her bag for her daggers, she smiled when she felt the smoothness of her blades and the reassuring grip of their handles. They would see. They would see just how good at aiming she was.  
Her fist curled tightly around a dagger as she took another peek out. 
The birds were still biting at the corpse, but never landing. She was surprised at how orderly they behaved. Never going all at the same time, and rather waiting for their turn. 
At least, it was until one of the birds lost its balance as a piece of flesh fell from its beak and it tried to catch it back. The bird flew into another one and their wings tangled when they tried to fly skyward. They clawed at each other to break free, one of them letting go of its prize in the process. The other managed to fly off without a glance for its buddy plummeting down after its catch. 
They had to really like dead bodies to risk it all like that. 
The diving bird landed on the corpse, its claw grabbing at the decaying skin to keep its balance, and the trap activated. Sharp iron teeth surged from under the snow and locked up both the corpse and the unfortunate bird in its bite.
River gasped in disbelief. 
It had been the plan all along, but until now she hadn’t truly believed it would work. 
Back home, she’d hoped the trap would catch several birds at once, but it was before realising their size. Now she knew that one catch, not only was fortunate, but might be enough to send the birds a message and scare them away for good. 
The free birds rose up in the air. She expected them to stick around and try to help their friend, but they were too excited about their freshly found snacks to care. The trapped bird let out desperate shrieks, its beak striking against the bars to get their attention, but to no avail. The rest of the flock was flying away. 
River spotted one straggler, an impatient bird who had landed on a branch. It gulped down the large piece of flesh held in its claws then took off after the rest of the flock. She stared at the trees behind which its silvery shadows had disappeared, not daring to move yet. The flock could still turn around. For more food. For their missing friend. 
Or for her. 
The trapped bird kept shrieking at the sky for help, but the flock never came back.


4. a heart for a heart 
 
 
River gathered her things and readied herself to come down the tree. She was frantic, shaking both in fear and in shock of having caught a silver bird.  
It was too easy. It must be a trick.
She climbed down, stopping on every branch to flash a glance at the bird. She jumped the last two metres and landed into the snow with a loud crunchy sound. The bird tried to take off in surprise, but its wings were ensnared. It couldn’t escape without breaking them. 
She swallowed hard. There was no turning back now.
For every step closer, her heart beat a little faster. Soon it was all she could hear. The pounding in her veins echoed through the entire woods. The bark of the trees moved inward and outward, like the trunks had their own heart pulsing inside.	
When she reached the cage, the smell smacked her with full force. She flinched, covering her nose. She’d forgotten about that. The bird didn’t seem to mind though. It was half-standing, half-bent on the side, its claws slowly sinking into what was left of the rotting corpse. But, for its defence, it had other worries of its own. 
It was trying to bite at the bars that held him down, each time with more desperation, but the blades buried into its wings kept him from reaching close enough. It was hard to believe that this was one of the birds that had killed her father. Strong enough to rip a heart out, but now rendered powerless. 
River chuckled nervously. She didn’t have the heart to shout gotcha yet. The silver bird couldn’t escape, but it still had sharp teeth, claws long enough to pierce through her whole chest, and more eyes than necessary to creep her out. 
She could hardly rejoice. How was she supposed to kill that? 
The bird had gone quiet and still. It watched River as she circled around the trap, one hand pinching her nose and the other branding a dagger. She was debating how to kill the monster without dying in the process.  
She should have learnt sword fighting like Seti had been suggesting—and to which she’d always replied that swords were too heavy and therefore not convenient. Now, she had to admit they made great weapons when it came to hurting the target without having to approach it. 
To be truthful, the choice of weapon wasn’t the issue. River could have thrown her knives and daggers at the bird long ago. The bird could barely move, one of the blades would have hit the target eventually. But she couldn’t bring herself to throw them. The simple thought of the blade breaking through the skin and spilling blood had her shudder.
I can’t do it. She covered her mouth as if it could bottle up her emotions. I can’t. 
She stepped back, sobs breaking out of her throat. She couldn’t do it, but she had to do something. 
She could leave it here to starve.
Yeah, like a coward. 
But there was no satisfaction in waiting and she couldn’t stay here, keeping watch for days until it died. And if she left, the bird might escape and then come after her. She had to get justice for her father now. 
A heart for a heart, today. 
So what other option did she have? Crush its head with a rock? Chop it off with a knife? She already knew she was too petrified for that. Bury the trap and the bird under more snow until it suffocated? This last option was ridiculous, though tempting.  
Come on, River, just kill it already.
She clenched the grip of her dagger and raised it in front of her. Her hand was trembling. Kill. She shuddered. She wasn’t sure she could even speak the word out loud, and yet she wanted to slit the bird’s throat? What a joke. 
As if to agree, the bird shrieked at her, its teeth hitting the bar with a dreadful clang. 
She jerked back. She’d hoped her instinct would take over as the moment came, but nothing was coming to help her. She was alone and she couldn’t do it. She wanted her revenge, yes, but she didn’t want to see the blood. She didn’t want to repeat the carnage of her father’s body. 
She shook her head and paced the ground until, in a flash of clarity, she remembered the river.
Maybe there was an easy way.
She approached the bird again, looking for the chain linked to the trap. If she reached it, she could drag the bird with her. She only had to hope that the bird wouldn’t bite her hand when she got close. 
‘Maybe if I’m fast enough, it won’t have time to realise.’
Yeah, tell yourself that.
Shut up.
You, shut up.
‘Fine, I’ll do it.’ 
Her eyes were set. She was wearing gloves; she’d be fine. 
Taking a deep breath, she lunged forward. Under its weight, the chain had sunk into the snow, but she had a rough idea where it was. She rummaged through the snow, and just as her fingers hit against something hard, the bird bent its neck and snapped at her hand. She pulled back in time before it could bite off her entire hand, but felt the teeth tear all the way through her glove and lacerate her palm. 
Screeeech.
All teeth out, the bird came for her fingers again, but she’d already backed off. 
‘Bloody freakin’ bird!’  
She held her wounded hand against her chest and stumbled, nearly falling over. It was the last straw. She burst out crying. 
Weak and incapable. 
You want to explore the seas, but can’t even handle a bird. What are you gonna do when you meet pirates and deadly creatures from the depths, huh?  
She glared at the bird, as if it were the one putting these thoughts into her head. Truth was, she was angry with herself for how terrified the bird made her. 
The creature stared back and she sweared there was a smirk on its beak. Its alert eyes followed her every move, and its claws clenched around the corpse leftovers, turning the flesh into a disgusting goo. 
Hoping to take it by surprise, she launched herself forward. Now, she knew exactly where the end of the chain was. She buried her hand through the snow and drew the rusty chain out. The bird gnashed its teeth but River was faster. She jumped back and pulled the chain taut between her and the trap. 
‘Yes!’ she yelled, ignoring the squawks of protest. 
With a victorious smile, she hauled the bird towards her.  
The river wasn’t far—only a couple of trees ahead—but the progression was slow. She strained at the chain, cold metal rubbing against the rawness of her palm and widening its bleeding gash. It stung and throbbed. She released her grip to rest her hand and kicked away the snow that had piled up in front of the bird, but quickly gave up as it snapped at her foot with its claws.
When she reached the water, she was out of breath and her brow covered with beads of sweat. The ache in her hands momentarily eased as she let the sight her gaze latched on mesmerise her.
The top of the river shimmered like a mirror, sparkles of ice and diamond flakes glistening in the evening light. She was lost in quiet contemplation at such beauty and could have almost forgotten why she was here. 
Almost.
She glanced back at the bird. Still there. Still screeching. Still terrifying.
She grabbed a big rock from the bank and threw it at the ice. It wasn’t as thick as she’d anticipated. The ice cracked and shattered immediately, water splashing around her ankles. It was so cold, the bird would freeze to death before drowning. 
She did want the bird to suffer, yet she was relieved the agony leading up to death wouldn’t last too long. She felt gracious, even, for offering such end. 
She dragged the bird onto the frozen river and towards the hole. It slid dangerously on the smooth ice and clutched at the corpse, screeching, and flapping its wings furiously. 
It knew what was coming. 
River screamed too, both to gather strength and to cover the monster’s noise. In a burst of bravery, she kicked the trap and it plunged into the hole with a loud splash. 
The bird and the corpse sank deep into the icy waters, taking with them the stink and the screeches, and leaving behind the bitter drumming of a single heart. 
 


5. ten peals
 
 
Killing didn’t feel good. 
Revenge tasted sourer than sweet. 
Two days had passed since the drowning and River had only gone out of bed to grab some food and a clean cloth to wrap her wounded hand. The bird’s bite on her palm didn’t stop bleeding unless she put constant pressure on it. 
Half the time she was overwhelmed with grief, the other half it was guilt eating her away.  Not that she felt sorry for taking the silver bird’s life, but there was a reason the villagers never tried to fight them off every winter. Tales and stories of men attempting to kill the birds didn’t lack and they all ended the same way: badly—for all of them had succumbed to the same weapon they’d used against the birds.   
River wanted to laugh at that. Was she supposed to fear the foothold trap she’d used? The ice cold water? Would she choke on her next drink? Perhaps she would. Here under the blankets, her own memories haunted her. She was reminded of that boy in her class, ages ago, whose father had chased the birds into the woods after they’d taken his wife’s heart. He’d come back to the village empty-handed, but the next morning he’d tripped over the same axe he’d carried in the woods, dying the moment his head hit the ground. 
River had always thought it was an accident. A pure coincidence. 
Now, she hoped it was. 
Her stomach was in knots and her throat so tight she didn’t think she could make a sound if she tried. Even in her sleep, she couldn’t rest. Her nights were filled with nightmares in which she was either chased by giant birds of distorted shapes, or had her insides swelling and stretching until her entire body blew up. 
Perhaps she needed to catch the whole flock to feel relieved, but how many birds was that? It was too much trouble if she could only trap one at a time. 
The evening she’d killed the bird, Lake had been surprised to see her coming in through the door while he’d been on the watch the entire afternoon. River had pretended to have gone for a walk—which technically wasn’t a lie—and since then there had been a frown pinned to Lake’s forehead. He didn’t believe her, and for that reason she’d been avoiding him. 
She couldn’t tell him what she’d done. She couldn’t give him the satisfaction of being right. Killing a silver bird had been a bad idea. It hadn’t fixed her father and hadn’t fixed her heart. If anything, it had made her further upset, because now she had this dreadful feeling creeping in her bones that there would be retaliation. 
What if next year they took two souls instead of one? What if they were waiting for her outside at this very moment? 
You fool, they’d have found their way in already. It’s not like walls and closed windows have ever been enough to keep them out.
River could have stayed another day or two cloistered in her room if she hadn’t heard the excessive chiming of the door bell followed by forceful knocking. Her best instinct was telling her not to answer the door, but silver birds never knocked or rang the bell, and her brother wasn’t here to do it for her. He’d gone out early in the morning and hadn’t come home yet. 
Ting-a-ling. 
Knock knock. 
Ting-a-ling. 
Knock knock. 
It wouldn’t stop. 
She assumed someone from the village had come to offer their condolences, but why couldn’t they take the hint and go away? After ringing the bell and knocking for so long to no avail, it was obvious River wasn’t in the mood for condolences. 
She dragged herself out of bed with a loud—and dramatic—groan. Whoever was at the door was going to regret ever coming here in the first place. 
She passed before her father’s bedroom with her eyes down. Not that he was still rotting in there—the old gravedigger had come pick up the body, and she’d washed off the blood—but it overwhelmed her whenever she did look. She remembered the way his body lay on the bed, all twisted and open. She still smelled raw flesh and blood, even though she knew it was her imagination.  
Too preoccupied by her thoughts, she didn’t realise she’d gone down the stairs and across the living room until she was facing the door. She reached for the handle and waited. 
All you have to do is put up a sad smile and say thank you. Then you can yawn, act tired, and close the door again. 
She nodded to herself. Yes, nobody would force her to socialise today. 
The door swung wide open, letting snowflakes whirling in eddies of wind swirl into the house. 
The tall figure standing alone in the shadow of the house wasn’t just any villager. River held her breath until he raised his head and made his hood fall back. A skin dark like a new moon night, frizzy hair speckled with salt, thin lips stretched into a large smile, and a sea glass eye, cloudy and green—a gift from the sea itself. The other eye was a deep brown, which made looking into his gaze an uncanny experience. He wore a long coat and heeled boots that clacked along the floor as he stepped inside the house to hug her.
‘You’re back,’ she whispered against Seti’s chest. He smelled like the sea—brine and awe. 
Seti was the most captivating person she knew and also her best friend. Every spring, he left the island to voyage the seas with his parents. They were merchants in the open, but secretly hunting priceless treasures, and they only came back to Namu Island when their finds were precious enough to content them until the next year. 
‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ Seti said. ‘I should have been there when it happened.’ 
River pulled away. She didn’t need to ask him how he knew. The silver birds’ attack was every winter’s preferred topic of discussion. The first person Seti would have met after coming ashore would have filled him in.  
‘It’s okay, don’t say that,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘If you’d come before, we’d have left the island without knowing that my dad would have been the victim this year.’ 
Her throat tightened at the word ‘victim’, deadening the following words.
‘I suppose,’ Seti said as he pulled her in for another embrace. 
Despite the door left open and the cold gusts of wind swirling inside, River felt warm. She was grateful for his lack of questions, for his presence, and his shoulder to rest on. Her eyes quickly filled. All these emotions buried deep inside her bed over the last few days were surging up. 
If Seti noticed her tears, he didn’t say anything. He held her and rocked her until her cheeks went dry and the sniffles quietened. Then, when the hug began to feel awkward, he pulled away and broke the silence. 
‘I missed you so much.’ 
‘With your dozen of boyfriends in each port, I doubt you even had time to think of me,’ she teased. 
He grinned. ‘Well, my boyfriends have been keeping me busy, that’s for sure.’
She elbowed him, but she was smiling for the first time in a while. 
‘I missed you too,’ she said. ‘So, tell me, what treasure did you find this time?’ 
Seti often talked of hidden caves filled with gold, of gem encrusted rooms beneath castle ruins, of secret tombs inside which magical artefacts lay forgotten. Each tale made River long for adventure a little more. She’d always dreamt of the day she’d leave Namu Island and sail the seas with him. 
‘Not many treasures, but my parents found an interesting map so they’re planning to set sail tomorrow.’ 
‘What? You just arrived and you’re leaving already?’ What about our plans? 
‘No, not me! I’m the reason they’ve made a stop here first—that, and to pack more provisions,’ he said. ‘They knew we’d planned to start sailing the sea on our own.’ 
River breathed a sigh of relief. She couldn’t wait to leave Namu behind, and with it the silver birds, the villagers, and the dreadful winter. But what about Lake? Could she really abandon him now that their father was gone? 
I could ask him to join us on our journey. 
She shook the thought away. Lake would do better without her. He had friends. He had an apprenticeship at the greenhouse. He had a future here; River didn’t. She was drawn to the unknown that waited beyond the sea horizon. 
‘Take off your coat, I’ll make you a hot chocolate,’ she said. ‘Then we can plan our escape from here.’ 
‘Oh, haven’t you heard the village bell? The ten peals—I thought we could go together.’ 
Her eyes widened. Ten peals called for a village gathering. But, depending on the direction of the wind, she couldn’t always pick up the sound of the bell from her house. 
‘What do they want? What happened?’ 
Besides dad. 
Seti shrugged. ‘No idea, but let’s figure it out.’ 
Her curiosity was piqued. She rushed to her room to change into warmer clothes. On her way out, she grabbed a heavy cloak to protect her from the frost-encrusted morning and a pocket knife. Not the greatest weapon, but a discreet one at least. While she couldn’t show up to the gathering with an axe in each hand and daggers around her waist, she couldn’t go out unharmed either. 
Not after what she’d done. 
 
***
 
‘Tell me everything,’ River said, as they walked across the meadow. ‘How many islands have you discovered?’ 
She was eager to hear Seti’s stories. He was a great teller for he always managed to make the simplest event sound like the most exciting adventure. This time, she needed the stories to keep her thoughts from drifting towards her father again. 
A mysterious smile stretched his lips as he spoke, ‘Have you heard of the hovering islands before?’ 
River hadn’t, and it wasn’t long before she found herself drinking in Seti’s every word. It turned out that the islands hovered because they were not real islands. They were mechanical. 
‘So, it wasn’t magic this time?’ 
Seti shook his head and River pretended not to be too disappointed.
Seti’s adventures involving magic were her favourites, but she’d never witnessed magic herself because there wasn’t any on Namu Island. 
His most infamous story was the one where he’d been cursed by witches as a little boy. Though he couldn’t remember the incident, his parents had recounted it to him so often that he knew the story as if it were his own memory. 
It went like this: his parents had unwittingly—or so they said—stolen the treasure from a coven. When they’d opened the chest, that definitely should have remained locked, a mysterious sparkly blue light had slipped out and enveloped Seti, knocking him unconscious. Seti liked to say that the light had “choked” him instead of “enveloped”, and that he’d remained asleep for a week. However, River had heard the story firsthand from his parents and knew that he’d woken up after just five minutes. 
Yet, those five minutes had been enough to transform Seti’s body. The traits of his face had been reshaped and every limb remodelled. Bones had cracked, flesh had shifted, as if a living thing had been crawling under his skin, reorganising the interior. He’d undergone such a transformation, he’d become unrecognisable. Seti’s parents had never been able to understand how it had happened, except for the certainty that the blue light had been responsible.
At first, they’d feared that their son had disappeared, that he’d been kidnapped and replaced by some random little girl. But as Seti had spoken and recalled shared memories, they’d accepted that he was still Seti, despite his new appearance. As for him, it hadn’t been until he’d reached puberty that he’d truly grasped the effects of the curse. 
People around him weren’t always understanding, but the hardest part was looking into a mirror and seeing a person whom he knew wasn’t him. It was a constant reminder that his appearance was awry; a product of the curse. Seti’s life purpose had always been to find the witches who’d cursed him and reverse the spell. Unfortunately, he hadn’t made much progress yet. The island where the witches lived remained elusive, and the few witches he’d encountered had been unable to help. 
River and Seti reached the end of the snowy meadow in silence. She meditated over Seti’s new tale, while he played with the grip of his sabre, until a cacophony of caws snatched her away from her thoughts. Crows winged their way down the valley, their dark forms disappearing into the woods, leaving behind only the sound of wind whistling through the leaves. 
Wait, the leaves? What leaves? 
Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the trees. Two of them stood out, their branches filled with luxuriant leaves swinging with the wind, their vibrant greens shining under the soft morning light.
Weird.
She followed the motion of the branches, the way they reached for the sky like hands. Last time she’d gone out, there had been no leaves in the trees, let alone green ones, and she could swear that the foliage had fallen mere weeks ago. 
It had snowed and it was mid-winter. Spring was coming hungry. 
River started telling Seti about it when she realised that, while she’d paused, he’d carried on walking. As he was about to cross the bridge that linked the meadow to the village, she ran down the path to close the gap. 
They reached the market square as the gathering was about to begin. The villagers were  clustered together around a roaring fire in the centre, except for Mazu, the baker, who stood on a wooden platform on the other side of the room. She was trying to get the others’ attention, but none of them seemed eager to step away from the warmth. 
River herself would have rushed to the fire to warm up her hands if she hadn’t noticed the two silhouettes waving at her. Despite his chunky beanie and thick scarf that hid most of his face, she recognised Lake at once. The other was Yue. She was the old gravedigger’s granddaughter and the reason they called him old. As the new gravedigger, she was supposed to take on the business after him. 
Yue was all grey, as if coming straight out of a time where colours had not been invented yet. She wore a long dark coat speckled with dirt and charcoal breeches underneath. Her ash grey hair was up in a bun and her big green eyes followed them as they approached. 
‘Seti, it’s good to see you again,’ Lake said, lowering his scarf. He then turned to River. ‘I’m glad you came, I thought you’d never leave your bed anymore.’ 
River rolled her eyes. 
‘And you still haven’t told me about your little promenade in the woods,’ he continued, with an insistent gaze. ‘Did you meet any animals?’ 
She sighed. It was getting tricky to avoid the topic without raising suspicions. She was bad—like terribly bad—at keeping secrets and hiding truths, especially from her brother. It was only a matter of time before she spilled it all out.  
Fortunately, Yue allowed her a little respite.  
‘Talking about promenade, River, you should come to the graveyard with me later,’ she said softly. ‘My grandpas’s done setting up the tombstone… Lake’s already seen it, and I thought you might want to see it as well.’ 
‘Right, and Yue did such a great job carving up the stone,’ Lake said, a sad smile—but a smile nonetheless—swallowing up his face as his attention quickly switched to Yue.  
Yue smiled back, lips sweet like raspberries. ‘Thank you.’ 
Lake loved raspberries.
So this is why he hasn’t been home much lately.
This was why, despite the grief, he was beaming like the sun. Why River had never seen him do such things with his mouth, with his eyes, with his entire face and body. He moved like his centre of gravity had shifted and he had to relearn to use his limbs. His hands often reached for Yue, but at the last moment he backed away, never daring to do as much as brushing her.
River couldn’t judge him. Yue was pretty and intriguing, with her soot dotted pale skin, and prominent cheekbones seeming to want to slit out of her face. Besides her striking eyes and lips—the only colours to stand out—she blended in perfectly with the harsh wintery surroundings. 
‘I’d like that,’ River said finally, forcing herself to look away. 
She wasn’t certain she wanted to see his grave. Though she’d never feared the graveyard before, it felt different having to walk on bones she knew, on flesh and skin she used to hug. 
‘Villagers, gather around,’ Mazu said. 
The tone of her voice suggested this was her last warning. 
River’s group hurried to join the back of the crowd. Curiosity beat the grief and the cold, especially when the news couldn’t wait later in the day to be delivered. It had to be important. 
Mazu was wrapped in a maroon cloak, the hood hiding her long whitish hair. She was a rather small woman, but the intensity of her traits and stern pose made her look taller than she was. River wouldn’t be exaggerating if she said that she was a bit scared of her at times. 
Mazu let the hood fall and started to speak, her loud voice carrying to the back of the crowd.
‘There are a couple of reasons I’ve brought you all together today, the first one being rather unfortunate.’ She paused and surveyed the crowd as if to enjoy the apprehension on their faces. ‘I want to offer my condolences to River and Lake.’ When her eyes found them, she gave a slight nod. ‘It’s never fair the way the silver birds choose their victims, but it’s a reminder that it can happen to any of us.’ As snickers rose from the crowd, a slight smirk stretched the corner of Mazu’s mouth. 
River clenched her fists. Their father had always been the laugh of the village with his strange habit of feeding the birds. Sure, it turned out the villagers had been right: feeding them had been a terrible waste of time. But it was insulting of Mazu to allude to it now.
‘Your father will be dearly missed,’ Mazu added, sounding anything but sincere. ‘But, thanks to his sacrifice, all of us will be safe till the next winter’s snow.’ 
River almost choked. Sacrifice?
‘Next, I want to inform you of the disappearance of Dorcas, our librarian.’ 
One might wonder how could Mazu bring up someone’s disappearance so casually, but that would be without knowing of Dorcas’s knack for getting lost. He had the tendency to go on a little errand and end up wandering in the woods. Then he’d reappear too many hours into the night, looking as disheveled as could be. 
‘I know it’s usually nothing to worry about, but it’s been 24 hours and the nights are freezing cold,’ Mazu said with a pointed look at the window. ‘Therefore, a search party is already ongoing, and we’d appreciate if more of us volunteered to help find him.’ 
She looked at the crowd with expectation. A few people quickly yelled their support, including Seti, who even whistled with enthusiasm.
River snorted. ‘She announced a search party, not a party.’
‘Allow me some hope, I’m already saddened you haven’t thrown me a welcome back party yourself,’ he said, feigning a sulk.
She let out a short laugh, clear like crystal and light as a feather.
It took her by surprise; she couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed. Seti had this power of making everything feel better. The lump that had been stuck in her throat since the passing of her father shrank a little. It was as if she was finally coming up to the surface to gasp for air, after holding her breath under the water for too long. 
As soon as she heard herself, guilt crept up on her. How could she allow herself the luxury of a laugh when she was supposed to be grieving? When she’d forever shattered her soul with murder? 
Surely, a killer—even a bird killer—couldn’t ever be deserving of joy. 
Seti seemed to understand what was going through her head, because his expression hardened. He drew nearer and put a comforting hand around her shoulder. 
‘Obviously, I was joking. I’m not expecting anything.’ 
He was going to carry on with apologies but she forced a smile onto her lips and spoke before him. ‘Let’s be the ones who find Dorcas.’
No apology could make the pain more bearable, but finding Dorcas would certainly make her feel worthier of living.
‘Yeah, that’s the spirit!’ 
‘He can’t have gone very far with the amount of snow outside,’ she said, pensive. ‘He’s probably somewhere in the woods, too busy painting a landscape to have noticed time passing.’ 
Dorcas’s parents shared information about the possible whereabouts of their son, then a logger warned them about the dangers of the woods. But River knew the woods like the back of her hand. Without wasting time listening to instructions, she grabbed Seti’s arm, and casting a final glance over her shoulder at Lake—too captivated by Yue to notice—they ran off together. 
 


6. crows at the feast
 
 
The majority of villagers searched the trails on the northern side of the village, because this part of the woods wasn’t arduous to hike and the scenery at the top was exquisite. For one that fancied painting like Dorcas but wasn’t much of an athlete, it made sense to go there. 
River and Seti decided to go south. First of all because they could never do anything like the others, but mostly because as they walked along the woods River noticed footsteps in the snow. Old enough to have frosted during the night, but not too old as to have been covered by last morning’s fresh snow. Beside Dorcas, there couldn’t be that many people adventuring the woods these days. 
River thought that stepping back into the woods would trigger a surge of wild emotions inside her, but with Seti walking by her side telling more tales of his journey at sea, it was easy. Laughter and mystery were the perfect distraction to her problems. 
‘I can’t believe you pretended to be a pirate just so you could make out with that boy,’ she said, laughing so hard her cheeks hurt. ‘And the funniest thing is that he actually believed you.’
‘Please, you know how good I am with a sabre,’ Seti protested. ‘A few tricks and I had him exactly where I wanted.’
She threw him a suggestive look. ‘Oh, I’m sure you did.’
‘Hey, that’s not what I meant, I—never mind.’  
He brushed past her, hiding his flushed cheeks into his hands.
‘I bet you even had him begging on his knees for more,’ she said, as she rushed after him. ‘Hey, wait for me!’ 
He chuckled but didn’t slow down. He couldn’t give her the satisfaction of witnessing the embarrassing crimson tint on his cheeks. 
‘Come on, it was too easy,’ she said. ‘You were basically asking for it.’ 
As she jogged to catch up, she grabbed a handful of snow then smashed it against his chest. It spilled to his face and left a big white mark on his coat.  
‘Oh, are we really doing this now? Fine.’ 
As if it were all he’d been waiting for, he threw himself onto the ground and built up a stack of snowballs before River could strike him again.  
She backed off, raising her hands in the air. ‘It was just a joke!’ 
‘Are you kidding me? Not before I get my revenge,’ he said, throwing a snowball in her direction. 
She fled the other way, yelling like it were silver birds chasing after her rather than her friend, but neither of them was going very fast. Their feet sank deep through the thick layers of snow, causing them to stumble and fall to their knees repeatedly, and the zigzag running between trees didn’t make it any easier. 
River stooped to gather snow between her hands and threw it blindly over her head. She didn’t hear Seti protest and assumed she’d missed. With the next snowball, she turned around to aim and almost ran into a bush. 
Seti wasn’t behind her anymore. 
She spun around, searching through the trees for a sign of him, but he wasn’t anywhere. She was alone. 
‘Seti?’ 
Her heart raced at the oppressive silence. 
What if something happened to him? 
Her first thought went to the birds. These monsters were clever if they’d thought about going after her friend before coming for her. She listened for a screech or a wing flap, but the ongoing silence was worse. The trees were closing around her like a cage. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run. Escape the woods before they found her too. 
She turned around a thorny shrub, and another one, hoping to find him hiding. No one.
‘Seti, come out! It’s not funny anymore… Seti?’ 
Splash.
She let out a cry of surprise as snow hit the back of her head, and turned just in time to catch Seti pop up from behind a tree with a broad smile. His hands were full of snowballs ready to be launched.   
Her face covered with her arms, she barely managed to wheel around that snow poured down on her like waterfall. It dripped down her neck and inside her clothes, melting at the touch of her skin. Cold water ran along her back, snatching shivers out of her. 
Seti smirked. ‘See, this is how it’s done!’ 
The audacity had her mouth falling open. ‘I am so going to end you.’ 
Her voice trembled from the snow wrapped around her neck like a scarf, but the threat was real. She ran after Seti, and suddenly they were both thrown back into the excitement of their childhood games where they used to pursue each other for hours, never tiring. Today too, despite the fatigue and the cold and the ever-present fear of the birds, they could feel the adrenaline rush pulling them back on their feet after every fall and keeping them running. It was only when they’d tripped too many times and both ended up crawling on all fours that Seti suggested a truce.  
He was breathless from running and laughing too hard. He let himself fall flat on his back and raised a hand to protect his face at the sight of River’s arms full of ammunition. ‘Truce,’ he repeated under his breath. 
She leant over him with a sly smile. ‘Does it mean I won?’ 
He glanced down at the snow in her hands then up at the smirk on her face, and swallowed.   
‘You won,’ he said, but kept his face covered until she’d let go of the snow. ‘Let’s focus on finding Dorcas, shall we?’ 
She held out a hand to help him up, and he stared at it with his brow furrowed in suspicion. 	
‘I won’t do anything!’ she said, chuckling. 
He didn’t look too trusting but accepted that she pulled him back to his feet. They walked the next steps in silence, calming themselves and their pounding hearts, taking in the beauty of the snowy woods glistening in the sunlight.  
‘By the way, you were right earlier.’ Seti glanced her way. ‘There was some kneeling involved.’
River’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you talking ab—’ Realisation hit her. ‘Oh, oh… Really?’ 
‘And now the weather—why is it so bloody cold?’ Seti said, patting his reddening cheeks.
‘Nice attempt at switching topics,’ she laughed, but didn’t ask for more details. 
Seti overshared about his dating life enough as it was. 
Trees and snow. More trees. More snow. The footsteps they’d been following earlier had vanished. Or rather, they’d lost them during the snow fight. They both knew it, but felt too ashamed to bring it up out loud. 
The slope was steep on this side of the mountain, so they traded discussion for a focus on their breath and their balance. It wasn’t just them; the whole woods had quietened. The wind had dropped. They couldn’t hear the burble of the stream anymore and River didn’t remember the last time she’d seen it either. No birds chirped and the constant bellowing of a stag had gone silent. Even the snow had softened under the sun and stopped making its crunchy noise under theirs steps. 
Silence was disturbing. While River used to find it comforting, now it made her thoughts scream. She felt the weight of something growing and approaching, though couldn’t tell if it was coming from inside her or everywhere around her at once. 
Swwwwish. A flutter of wings broke the air. 
River’s heart gave a jolt. She turned her head in frantic search of the culpable bird, while Seti wasn’t the slightest bit fazed. He carried on walking, not noticing that she’d paused, nor the dread painted on her face. 
The wind gusted through the trees, shaking her to the core. Icy and sharp, the harsh kind that left bruised kisses on her pinched cheeks and whistled the whispers of the dead through the leaves. 
Leaves. 
Her jaw dropped. There were more of them. Here too, the trees were wrapped in lush greenery. Branches clothed with leaves was a peculiar sight for the dead of winter. 
‘It’s unusually green around here,’ Seti said, stopping to observe the trees. Then realising how far behind she was, he asked, ‘Something’s wrong?’ 
Her throat loosened at the sound of his voice. She was not going crazy; he could see the fresh leaves too. 
‘Nothing, it’s just—’ 
Her words trailed off as a dark cloud came down on them, and she gasped, recoiling. 
It was no cloud.
A murder of crows flew across the sky. They moved together with the stormy wind, whirling around at every change of current. They passed over River’s and Seti’s heads and the shade of their black wings shrouded them in darkness, bringing a temporary night upon them. 
Startled, Seti lost his balance and fell over in the snow. River shifted to help him out when the bite across her palm began to itch. It itched to the point that she was compelled to rip her glove off and tear off the bandage. The wound hurt as if aflame, and as soon as it was exposed, blood pearled along the gash. 
She bit her lip to contain the pain and brought her hand against her chest to stop the bleeding. 
Was it fear awaking the pain, or was the wound reacting to the birds? 
When the crows croaked in answer, she flashed a wary look at them. They’d landed on the greenest tree of all and the simple sight of them gave her shivers. They weren’t silver birds, but at this point she trusted no birds at all. She wondered whether they were calling out to her because they knew, until she realised their attention wasn’t on her at all. Instead, their ravenous eyes were staring at something resting at the bottom of the tree—a carcass, it seemed. 
Her eyes narrowed, but she was too far to identify the animal. She took a timid step forward. The animal looked big enough to be the stag they’d heard earlier. She took another step, and before her mind could even grasp what she was seeing, she was already screaming. She stumbled backward, her hands covering half her face like it might make the appalling scene disappear.  
Dorcas.
Or, at least, what remained of him. 
Despite her numerous encounters with corpses, River had never seen anything like this. Dorcas appeared pale and wrinkled, as if he’d aged a hundred years in a single night. His once fleshy body now looked gaunt, covered with skin that crumpled like old parchment, as though he’d been drained of blood. His face was particularly disturbing, with hollow cheeks, bulging eyes, and a mouth caught in a scream. He seemed trapped in terror.
River retched and she might have been able to keep it down if it wasn’t for Seti throwing up right beside her.  
‘Is he—what happened?’ Seti said, in between spurts. ‘Should we check if—if he’s—’ 
‘I think he is,’ River said under her breath, before retching up again at the disgusting sour taste lingering in her mouth. 
‘Why does he look so… empty?’ 
River shrugged. She was still covering her eyes so she wouldn’t have to take in the whole body at once. Clearly, someone—or something—had sucked Dorcas’s blood, but she was afraid to voice the thought.  
Who would do such a horrible thing? 
‘What kind of animal feeds on blood?’ she asked, her voice but a mere murmur. She eyed the crows still perched on their tree, immobile, waiting. But waiting for what? A shiver ran down her spine. Silver or not, birds were not to be messed with. ‘Human blood.’ 
‘A vampire?’ Seti suggested with a nervous chuckle. 
She snorted. ‘I’m being serious.’ 
‘So am I, if an animal is capable of doing that, they might as well be some sort of vampire.’
River rolled her eyes, but deep inside she didn’t feel confident. Seti reminded her of her father’s words whenever she’d doubted the existence of the forest spirits he’d worshipped.
The myths and legends must all start somewhere. 
She thought of the magic Seti had encountered at sea. No matter how much she loved his stories, she didn’t think she’d believed all of them to be true until now. She shook off another shudder. 
‘Should we get closer?’ 
‘It depends, do you have a death wish? Do you want to be next?’ she snapped. 
She couldn’t deal with Seti’s foolishness. Not now, when she had the crows to watch out for. When she had this irrational fear that Dorcas might suddenly rise from the dead. She stayed on her guard, throwing cautious looks at both and fighting the urge to run. 
‘You think the birds could have done that?’ Seti whispered.
Which birds? 
‘The crows?’ She couldn’t bring herself to mention the others. ‘I doubt it, looks like they’re only here for the leftovers.’   
Right as she mentioned it, a crow nosedived for the scrawny corpse. She recoiled, although the bird paid her no attention. Its sharp beak pecked at the skin, tore it up for flesh, but hit at nothing but bones. It croaked in sheer disappointment and flew back onto the tree. No blood, no flesh, the killer had taken it all. 
River frowned. Something was off. Well, everything was off, but a little detail could make an important difference. She moved nearer.  
‘I thought we were not having a death wish today,’ Seti said, grabbing River’s arm before she could take another step. 
‘I just need to check something,’ she said, and pulled Seti with her as she walked on. 
‘He’s definitely dead, if that’s what you want to check.’ 
She wasn’t listening. Of course, he was dead. It wasn’t that she wanted to make sure of. 
Watchful of the birds above, she approached the body. Their beaks turned as she moved, and their dark eyes followed her every gesture. She’d never heard of a crow attack, but one could never be too careful. In a single flap of wings they could get to her; their beaks could slash her throat before she had time to cry out. 
The nasty smell of death hit her the moment she reached the body, yet it wasn’t as bad as the stillborn baby she’d carried around a few days ago. Despite his appearance, Dorcas couldn’t have been dead for more than 24 hours, and the freezing temperatures had to have slowed down the decaying process. 
River stretched her neck to see the other side of the corpse. His clothes were barely torn and there was no sign of a wound either. She stared at the place of his heart. The silver birds had ripped off her father’s shirt when they’d taken his heart, which meant Dorcas’s heart most likely remained in his chest. Which meant, the silver birds had nothing to do with it.   
‘The heart’s still there,’ she said, throat tightening at the thought of her father. ‘It’s probably not the silver birds taking a second victim, right?’
Seti nodded. ‘But what’s disturbing is the absence of signs of a struggle, no injuries—’
‘No splatters of blood—in the snow it would have been obvious.’
Most troubling was his terrified expression. 
‘Can someone die of fear?’ Seti asked, then laughed nervously. ‘No, it’s stupid.’ 
It wasn’t. River too, had come to the same conclusion. 
‘A cardiac arrest?’ she suggested. ‘But then it wouldn’t explain the missing blood.’ 
Seti sallowed hard. ‘We need to leave before whoever did this gets the idea of coming back.’ 
‘You’re right, how do we carry him back to the village?’ 
‘Carry him? How about we don’t?’ 
River wasn’t eager to touch the corpse either, but what other choice did they have? 
‘We’ll just tell his family where he is and they’ll take care of it,’ he said. ‘Or maybe—no, never mind.’
‘What?’
‘Well, can’t we just—you know…’ Seti pointed at Dorcas’s chest and made a slashing motion. ‘Cut his heart out and take it with us?’ The suggestion was embarrassing, but if he could avoid carrying a dead body then it was worth it. ‘The heart’s the only thing that matters and nobody will want to see him in this state anyway.’
‘So, you’re too grossed out to carry him… but fine cutting him open?’ she asked, amused. Only Seti could ease the deadliest mood. 
‘In fact, I thought you could do it, you know… since you’re so used to this disgusting stuff.’
She snorted. Of course he’d thought that. She’d do the dirty work while he’d twiddle his thumbs—or, to be more accurate, fiddle with the little sabre he carried everywhere. 
‘And what about the postmortem? This isn’t some regular death, they’ll need to see the body.’ 
‘Okay then,’ he said, pulling a face. ‘But we’d better hurry before the crows decide to get a bite each.’ 
Right, she’d almost forgotten about them. Why were they still here? Were they scared of them, or were they waiting for them to leave before tearing the corpse apart in search of the last chunk of flesh?
Not today, birds. Dorcas is coming with us.
‘Let’s start by untangling the roots from his ankles.’ 
Some roots were tightly wound around Dorcas’s ankles, like claws clenching their prey. It looked as if he’d been here for years and the tree had grown around him. 
‘And then we’ll drag him down to the village… hopefully it will slide smooth and easy on the snow.’ 
River gulped. The last time she’d dragged something on the snow, it had been neither smooth, nor easy. The silver bird had taken forever to reach its place of execution—the river. Dorcas would be just as heavy as the bird, probably more if he hadn’t been previously drained.
Good thing Seti’s with me this time. 
She took out the pocket knife hidden inside her coat. As she bent over the roots, croaks erupted from the tree. She glanced up. The crows were staring back at her. 
There was no time to waste. She pressed the blade against a root, when Seti jumped away from the corpse, crying out. 
‘Step back!’ 
The crows launched off and swooped down on her. 
River froze, panicked. So it had been a trap. Silver birds in disguise, or crows as their allies. Whatever they were, the setup had been meant for her. Dorcas had died so they could get to her. 
In a flash of lucidity, she managed to duck the first crow but felt it whoosh by, its wings brushing the top of her head. She raised her knife, the blade trembling in the air as terror overtook her. The crows fell on her, their black wings trapping her inside a shadow of feathers. She swung her blade at random. She expected bites and cuts from their claws, but the pain never came. Instead, the shadow melted with the ground as the crows landed all over the corpse. 
They’d realised River’s and Seti’s intention to take the body away and were protesting against it. They croaked at River and bit at Dorcas, ripping off his skin, pecking out his eyes, tearing off his fingers and toes, even his lips went missing before she found the courage to react. 
Bile rose up in her throat as Dorcas’s mouth vanished into a beak. 
‘River, get back!’ 
She shook her head, brandishing the knife higher to defend the body on the ground. In that moment, it was like Dorcas had morphed into her father’s form, and she couldn’t allow it to be soiled. 
‘Don’t touch him!’ she shouted, leaping forward to protect what remained of the corpse. 
‘NO!’ 
Startled by the foreign voice, she stumbled, nearly toppling over her father’s body. No, this isn’t dad. It’s Dorcas. 
The birds fell silent, ceasing their macabre feast, and cast their beady eyes towards something—or someone—behind River. Then, without a backward glance, they took flight. 
River turned slowly, her gaze meeting the stunned expression on Seti’s face. Emerging from the shadowy trees behind him was a young woman.  
‘Thank you,’ River said, her breath still ragged from swinging her blade at the crows. ‘How did you—’ 
She paused as she took in the stranger’s intense glare, wondering if the previous outburst had been directed at her rather than the birds, but her peculiar appearance had rendered her too speechless to ask. 
The stranger wore a long, white linen dress—was it already springtime?—paired with worn-out black boots that clashed with the ensemble. She looked uncomfortable standing there, constantly shifting her weight from one foot to the other, as if resisting the urge to flee. Her bare hands were clenched into fists, knuckles white, like she was containing the impulse to punch someone. But it was the exposed skin of her arms and shoulders that caught River’s eyes, for they were swathed in bandages. 
Perhaps if she’d been dressed more appropriately for the winter she wouldn’t have been injured like this.
As River drew closer, she noticed more details. Despite her short stature, the stranger exuded an aura of anger that made her intimidating. Freckles adorned her cheeks like a dusting of cinnamon, and her nose curved slightly, resembling a beak. Strands of strawberry curls intertwined with snow, petals, and broken twigs.
Where did she find petals in the middle of winter? 
A gust of wind swept through, tousling the woman’s hair and carrying the gentle scent of lavender to River’s nose—the stranger smelled like flowers.
When River came to halt before her, she was still unable to utter a single word.
‘Who are you?’ Seti asked, studying the stranger from head to toe with the same look of wonder.
‘She’s new to the village,’ someone chimed in.
Lake and Yue appeared on the path ahead. 
‘If you two had stayed until the end of the morning meeting, you’d have heard her introduction,’ Lake said with a smirk. 
He nodded at the stranger, but she barely acknowledged him. 
‘Look who’s acting so clever,’ River groaned, then turned her attention back to the woman. ‘My name’s River, what’s yours?’
The stranger locked eyes with her, and after a beat, replied, ‘Rosen.’
The coldness in her voice sent a chill down River’s spine, and the sound of her name felt like thorns pricking her skin.
‘What happened to you?’ Seti asked, pointing at the bandages on Rosen’s arms. 
‘Are you not cold?’ River said at the same time. 
Rosen’s gaze never wavered from River, but it was Seti’s question she answered. 
‘I had an accident… a couple of days ago.’ 
The storm brewing in Rosen’s eyes made the hair on the back of River’s neck bristle.
‘As for the cold, it has no hold on me.’ Rosen’s face hardened as if speaking pained her somehow. ‘Besides, look at the trees, spring’s on its way.’ 
River glanced at the swaying green leaves. It appeared the trees weren’t affected by the cold either. 
‘Yeah, we’ve noticed,’ she said with a furrowed brow. ‘So what brings you around here?’ 
Rosen’s jaw clenched. ‘Same as you.’ 
‘You mean, looking for someone you don’t even know?’ River intended it as a joke, but her words came out sharper. She couldn’t explain it, but there was something about Rosen’s demeanour that irked her.
‘We need all the help we can get, don’t we?’ Yue intervened, sensing the rising tension. ‘And I suppose we were all following your footsteps, thinking we were onto Dorcas…’ She glanced at the corpse and winced. ‘Which, as it turns out, we were.’ 
Lake let out a cry of horror at the sight of the corpse, but this was already old news to River. She found it hard to believe that Rosen’s arrival and Dorcas’s death were merely coincidental, and now her suspicion was piqued. 
‘So the three of you came together?’ 
Yue opened her mouth to respond, but Rosen cut her off. 
‘We can keep wasting time with this silly interrogation, or we can take care of your friend.’
‘Dorcas isn’t our friend,’ River said without thinking. It was the truth but she wouldn’t have said it if she didn’t feel so drawn to contradict her. 
‘Shocker, who’d wanna be your friend?’ Rosen muttered through gritted teeth. 
‘Hey, what’s your problem? I don’t even know you!’
‘Yeah, but I know you!
‘Okay, I don’t know what’s happening here, but it sounds like a misunderstanding,’ Seti said, raising his hands between them to ease the tension. ‘How about we get Dorcas back to the village, huh? Five sets of hands should be enough to carry him.’ 
River nodded, but her eyes couldn’t leave Rosen. She wasn’t one to back away from an argument, and it was only with clenched teeth that she managed to keep her mouth shut.
Good thing for the group, Rosen wasn’t as stubborn. She shirked away to gather around the body with the others, leaving River in total confusion.
What. In the silver birds’ nest. Was that? 
And who is she?
Her eyes never leaving Rosen’s back, River followed after the group. She was nervous about approaching Dorcas. Though she knew it had been her imagination, her stomach roiled at the fear of catching her father’s face amongst Dorcas’s features again. 
The group exchanged hesitant looks at each other, none of them daring to touch the body. 
‘I’ll get the feet,’ Rosen said at last. 
She bent over and grabbed Dorcas’s ankles. Touching a corpse had never looked easier.   
‘Wait, we have to severe the roots first,’ Seti said, kneeling down next to her. ‘I don’t know how he got himself snarled up.’  
Before he could reach the roots, Rosen pushed his hands aside. ‘No!’ Her fierce voice echoed between the trees, almost shaking the snow off them. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout, but I want to do it—I want to help.’
Yeah, help destroy evidence that would connect you to the murder. 
Rosen brushed the roots with her hands, testing and working the wood gently. At first, nothing happened. River fiddled with her knife, ready to join in. The blade kept snapping in and out, until the roots loosened and uncoiled from the ankles like it wasn’t hard wood but rather a soft and docile snake Rosen had just tamed. Her mouth twitched in satisfaction as she let go of Dorcas’s ankles. The corpse was free to leave. 
Lake clapped and River rolled her eyes. If this deserved clapping, then he was too impressionable. 
‘Brilliant,’ Seti said. ‘Now let’s get him out of here.’ 
The five of them grabbed either an arm or a leg and lifted him up. River huffed. Skin on bones was heavier than expected. But with their strength combined, they managed to find a balance, and after a few shaky steps they were progressing fast in the woods. 
River was at the back, holding onto a shoulder and an arm. She was trying hard to ignore the rocking of Dorcas’s head. Every step made his bulging eyes shake in their orbits while the head hit the side of her arm. At some point, her hand slid down the arm and almost touched the part where fingers had been ripped off by the crows. She repressed the whimper growing in her throat and forced herself to look ahead at the trees. 
Rosen walked next to her, holding onto the other shoulder. She didn’t look as affected by the smell or the sight of the corpse as the rest of them. Her expression was set, with the exception of the occasional smiles she threw in response of Lake’s latest stories about the village.  
What kind of person smiles while carrying a dead body? 
As if sensing the gaze on her, Rosen turned her head. Her merciless eyes were grey. Shining like a polished blade, they threw imaginary daggers at her. 
‘What do you want?’ Rosen snapped. 
River swallowed. She tried to form a coherent sentence in her mind, but panic was turning her thoughts to mush, urging her both to let go of the corpse to run and slap Rosen’s attitude out of her. 
Rosen sighed at her silence. ‘A simple thanks will do.’
‘Thanks? Thanks for what?’ 
‘For not letting you kill a crow,’ Rosen said, as if stating the obvious. 
A cold laugh escaped River’s lips. ‘What? They were the ones attacking me—’ 
‘Don’t you know that the heart of a crow is black and poisonous?’ Rosen said quietly. ‘And that if you murder one, you’re condemned to eat their heart and turn into a crow yourself… or else they’ll come haunt you forever.’ 
River frowned. ‘Why are you telling me that?’ 
‘Because that’s the fate you just barely escaped, thanks to me.’ 
Is she serious?
‘This is nonsense,’ River said, shaking her head. ‘I was just defending myself—I don’t go around murdering crows! And nobody’s gonna eat anybody’s heart, okay? Crows included.’
‘You might.’ 
‘What does that even mean?’ 
‘You don’t need to pretend with me,’ Rosen hissed under breath. ‘Bird killer.’ 
River stiffened, almost letting go of the body. 
‘You’re crazy,’ she said, faking a laugh. But her face had paled, nearly resembling Dorcas’s complexion, and she couldn’t bring herself to meet Rosen’s eyes. 
How does she know? Has she been spying on me? 
Hands trembling, she clutched at the corpse not to let go. The memory of her pushing the silver bird to its death kept playing in her head. She searched her mind for every possible place Rosen could have hidden, for a sign of her presence there. But the more she reviewed the scene, the scarier it got. Guilt and anger were still there, seething in her ribcage. Her heart beat out of her chest. Beads of sweat formed on her temples and trickled down. She was losing it. 
She was about to collapse, right here, right now. 
She set her eyes on the back of Seti’s head to pacify herself.   
I have done nothing wrong. 
She nodded to herself. 
The bird had gotten what it deserved, and so had she—revenge. No matter what Rosen had seen, she knew nothing. She was in no position to judge her. 
River stole a side glance at her. 
She’s pointing fingers, but she’s the one looking suspicious. 
Rosen had arrived at the crime scene conveniently on time to help, which couldn’t be a simple coincidence. And among them, she appeared the least disturbed by the fact that they were carrying a bloody dead body—or rather a non-bloody one, but that’s not the point. 
Seti looked over his shoulder. 
‘Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ 
‘I’m okay.’
Maybe she’d seen one. Ghosts, vampires, silver birds, the line was fine between one monster and another. 
With her greyish skin, greyish eyes, and supposedly resistance to cold, Rosen looked no different from the vampires of the fairytales River used to hear. She’d laughed at Seti earlier, but now she could see it too. Though vampires weren't real, there had to be some sort of new cold-blooded monster in the village. And right now, Rosen had just made it to the top of her list of suspects. 
 


7. a scent of death 
 
 
From its yellowish tinge and black speckles like growing mould, a drained heart was gruesome. And it stank.  
River looked away in disgust. This wasn’t her first burial, but never before had she stood close enough to see the details. The islanders loved to romanticise the heart when, in truth, it looked as empty as a corpse, and she wondered whether it truly contained more of a soul than the rest of the body. 
For the misfortune of finding the corpse, Beiwe—Dorcas’s mother—had rewarded River and Seti by inviting them to the burial. Though meant as an honour, River felt sick being here. Without Seti’s insistence, she doubted she would have come.  
Seti’s composed expression proved this wasn’t his first glance at a heart. With just the right amount of sadness in his eyes to fit the circumstances, and polite smiles at Dorcas’s family, he belonged. Actually, Seti’s biggest strength after sword fighting was his ability to adapt to the etiquette of any social gathering. Sensing that he was being watched, he looked up. The sadness briefly gave way to a supportive wink before he returned to digging.
Her stomach twisted. Seti had always been the one with the good heart and the good manners. Rather than caring what people thought, he cared how people felt. But, as the one with two living parents, he couldn’t come close to understanding River’s grief. 
Staring at the hideous heart, she imagined what her father’s one would have looked like. Relief swarmed in. Never would she have to feel the weight of his heart in her hand or dig a hole in the ground to plant it in the soil like a common flower bulb. 
‘May his heart become one with the earth, his arteries turn to roots, and his soul grow back into life,’ Beiwe sang to the ground, as she laid the heart into the freshly dug hole. 
Dorcas’s soul disappeared under layers of dirt. It vanished in ugliness. The heart, and the muddy ground. The grey sky, and the greyer clouds. The faces, and the tearful looks. But the words echoed in River’s mind, soothing her like a lullaby. Though she envied Beiwe for the chance of paying tribute, for the closure and the plant she’ll come back to, she hoped Dorcas found his peace. 
The family shared kind words and River knew her turn would come soon. Except, she had nothing to say. Her shaky legs died to take her away from here, to run further than the village’s limits, and escape the island’s grasp.
She spotted Seti whispering with Dorcas’s uncle, and coughed to get his attention. When curious eyes turned to her, she quite immediately regretted it. The whispers fell and people stared, expecting a speech. Head down, she bit her lip and crossed her fingers for them to shift their regard to someone else. While she’d agreed to come, she certainly hadn’t signed up for a speech. 
Seti approached her. 
‘It’s not your burial, yet you still manage to steal all the attention.’ A corner of his mouth lifted. ‘Well done.’  
‘Hide that.’
‘Hide what?’
‘You know what—the smile on your face,’ she said. ‘Don’t you know there’s a rule about not making fun of your friends at burials?’
‘First of all, there is no such rule, you just made it up, and second, since when do you care about rules?’ 
His eyes twinkled and River knew this was his way of laughing discreetly. 
She tilted her chin at the gate. ‘Let’s get out of here.’  
‘How about the reception? I know you’re not in the mood but—’
‘Who’s ever in the mood for a little death?’ 
‘—but we better show up,’ he finished. ‘People might have discovered clues about the cause of his death and—’ His voice turned into an enigmatic murmur. ‘—who are we to ignore a fine mystery?’ 
She shook her head, but didn’t object. If one thing always brought them together, it was curiosity. 
They left the grief-stricken garden—a pitiful patch of snow and mud, with a clod of dirt standing in its centre. It was hard to believe something beautiful would grow out of it. But wasn’t it all a metaphor for grief itself? At first pain seemed impossible to overcome, then with the acceptance of loss, joy arose again, just like the eventual return of spring. 
 
***
 
Dorcas’s death shook up the whole island. The islanders tried to come up with a rational explanation but, aside from putting the murder on the back of a ferocious animal, they went crazy with theories. They spoke of the infamous blood-sucking worms that crawled under the skin of their victim, sucking the body dry. River had no idea whether such worm existed, but she hoped it wasn’t the threat they were facing. Amongst the most ridiculous suggestions she heard, some made her laugh, such as the zombies and the ghouls, and others gave her the creeps, like the mutant silver birds, the werewolves, and of course, the vampires. 
Whichever monster was responsible for it, she most suspected Rosen. Although she appeared to be the only one thinking so. For some obscure reason, the newcomer had already charmed everybody, and her sudden appearance on the day Dorcas died hadn’t raised anybody’s suspicion except hers. 
When River and Seti arrived at the reception, the whole place was packed. Hugs, warm smiles, and tissues wiping sorrowful tears surrounded them. Whispers filled the room, and after paying closer attention, River noticed they carried more excitement than sadness. The islanders were more interested in gossiping about Dorcas’s death than honouring him. Condolences hadn’t brought them here, the circumstances of his death had. 
River’s heart clenched. Her reasons for coming were not different then theirs. She hoped Beiwe was staying home, like she’d heard. It was better to have her cry alone than endure such disrespect. Had it been her father’s reception, River would have blown up at everybody. 
As she walked amongst the different groups, nodding at acquaintances and snatching food from plates, she found herself eavesdropping for information. She wanted the same as everyone else: news and rumours. And if she hadn’t spotted Rosen right this moment, she might have felt ashamed about it. 
Rosen showed up at the reception with a bright grin and spiced apple crumbles for everybody. Her white dress and the flowers intertwined in her hair made her hard to miss. Either she hadn’t bothered taking a bath and changing since the previous day, or she’d misheard funeral for carnival. 
Rosen handed out apple crumbles to people around, unaware of River glaring at her from across the room. The thing was, River hated apples, and Rosen’s efforts to fit in only heightened her suspicions. 
‘People want to mourn, not eat cake.’
‘That statement is highly arguable,’ Seti said. He followed her gaze, frowned when he found Rosen, then licked his lips when the crumbles came into view. ‘I think I’d mourn better with a slice of cake in my hand, but to each their own.’ 
Following his wise words, Seti proceeded to walk towards the crumbles. 
River grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back next to her. 
‘Wait a second, don’t you think she’s a bit strange? I don’t trust her.’
He shrugged. ‘Me neither, not yet. But she’s got crumbles.’ 
‘My point exactly, you never know what’s in it.’ 
He cracked a laugh. 
‘Come on, you don’t actually believe she’d try to poison the entire village right in the middle of a funeral reception? She couldn’t predict her move to Namu would be so ill-timed, she’s just trying to make friends.’ 
‘Maybe, maybe not… but let’s get closer to keep an eye on her then.’ 
‘Brilliant idea,’ he said. ‘You watch her, and I’ll watch over the crumbles.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Deal.’ 
Rosen’s treats, or her smile, one of them was earning her popularity. The villagers gravitated toward her like magnets, showering her with warmth and fond looks as they pulled her into animated conversations. When she was busy talking to someone, the others stared like birds watching for crumbs. The second she slipped away from someone, another pulled her aside for a chat. She didn’t seem to mind though. Every time they introduced themselves, a sly smile spread across her face, her eyes shone like silver, and the freckles merged on her cheeks. 
River too, couldn’t look away. Something in Rosen’s crumbles had to make the villagers linger around her like moonlets orbiting a planet. If not poison, a spell of sort. 
Rosen’s tinkling laugh billowed out. River circled closer to catch the face of the jokester and almost rubbed her eyes in disbelief. Svea, of all men, stood before Rosen. At school, he used to be Seti’s eternal bully, but since the day Seti had started wielding a sabre, he hadn’t dared provoke him. 
‘See, something’s off,’ River said, narrowing her eyes. ‘Svea is not the type to chat and make jokes.’ 
‘The island doesn’t often get newcomers, he must enjoy the feeling of freshness that comes with speaking to a stranger—a pretty one at that.’ 
‘Pretty?’ She snorted. ‘If you’re into ghosts, maybe.’ 
Seti looked at her with a knowing smile.
‘What?’ 
‘Nothing,’ he said, but he looked too amused for his own good. 
She found herself waiting for the sound of laughter to occur again, and again, and each time it annoyed her a little more. It stirred a splitting headache and an itch across her wounded hand. She had this urge to scratch, to scratch through the flesh, to scratch the bone itself.
When a stinging pain bit her palm, she flinched and glanced down. The bandage ripped off, she’d clawed at her skin without realising. 
What the hell is happening to me?
Blood trickled down her palm and dripped from her shaky fingers. She was cursed. The silver birds had marked her, and now the wound refused to heal. Her throat tightened and she staggered, barely catching herself on Seti. 
‘Hey, what happened to your hand?’ Seti said, grabbing her shoulders to steady her. 
‘Nothing I—’
‘It looks bad! I thought you said it was just a scrape.’ 
‘It’s nothing… I fell in the woods, I told you.’ 
She covered the wound with a napkin and squeezed her fist around to make the bleeding stop. A drop of blood rolled down her knuckles, but she licked it off before it could leave a long trail across her hand. A metallic taste took over her mouth. 
‘How does it taste?’ 
She froze, startled. 
Rosen stood in front of them. A crown of fresh lavender and lilies adorned her hair, a new bandage covered her neck, and her cloudy eyes stared at River with expectation.
‘It’s so delicious,’ Seti replied, after shoving a spoonful of crumble into his mouth. 
The apple scent reached River. She winced in disgust and looked away, hoping the smell wouldn’t follow her nose. 
But Rosen was still watching River, expecting her answer rather than Seti’s. 
She rolled her eyes. ‘I haven’t tried it.’ 
‘No, but you might want to,’ Rosen pointed at River’s hand, ‘to get rid of the taste of blood.’  
River’s eyes widened. By instinct, she hid her hand behind her back. As if it could change anything now. 
‘How do you know?’ she asked, then bit her lip at her own mistake. She was the worst when it came to lying, so the last thing she wanted was to start a conversation about her injury.
‘You reek of death.’
Her breath caught. ‘Ex—excuse me?’  
Seti chuckled, and River threw him a sharp look—Really? You call that humour?—but he smirked and took another bite of crumble. 
It couldn’t have been a joke; Rosen looked dead serious. There was an unspoken tension in the way she stood, like she was about to draw a knife and stab her back the instant she turned. If the purpose had been to insult her, it had worked; her feelings were hurt. 
‘What happened to your neck?’ Seti asked, and River was grateful he switched topics. 
Rosen’s glare softened when she turned to him. ‘You mean that?’ she said, rubbing the bandage on her neck. ‘Nothing serious, I hit myself with the whisk while baking.’ 
Her voice flowed like honey on peaches, like a mellifluous lie.
River’s glance lingered over the bandages on Rosen’s legs and arms. The gauze looked bumpy in places, like something protruded underneath. Around her knee there even seemed to be something poking out, but she wasn’t close enough to discern it. She spotted freckles scattered over her bare shoulders and had to resist the urge to wipe them off like dust. She had to resist the impulse to rip off every bandage and see the monster beneath. 
It’s a masquerade. Nothing about her is real. 
‘You seem to get hurt a lot,’ she said. ‘Who did you attack to end up like this? Did the whisk hit your legs and arms too?’ 
‘Me?’ Rosen scoffed. ‘I could ask you the same question, who got you bad like that?’ 
River gulped. Rosen did know. 
It sure wasn’t a whisk, she was tempted to say, but it wouldn’t help her case. 
‘You can pretend as much as you want,’ Rosen continued, her honey voice stinging like a wasp. ‘But a worm can never shake a bird off.’ 
She cast a last glare at River and turned on her heels. As she walked off, she threw her hair behind her shoulder, revealing the side of her neck. A tiny blue flower stuck out from under the bandage, its petals still closed into a delicate bud. 
How odd. 
River shook her head, convinced she’d imagined it. And now that Rosen’s dagger eyes weren’t on her anymore, she found out her voice was back. 
‘I—Am I supposed to be the worm?’ she shouted after her, but Rosen was long gone.
 
***
 
The weather mourned too. Gloomy clouds gathered in the sky and broke into pouring tears—fitting for a funeral.    
River left the reception early. Whilst her excuse of being tired was true, she primarily needed time by herself to compose her thoughts. Her conversation with Rosen had left her confused, and if she were being honest, frightened.  
Rosen’s behaviour was a riddle. If at least she were rude to everyone, River would understand, but Rosen’s glare and insults were saved for her only. Yes, she’d killed a silver bird. And yes, she did expect a little criticism from the islanders if they ever found out. But she also expected understanding. Her father was dead, damnit, wasn’t she allowed a little screw-up? 
She’d promised herself she would tell Seti, but after Rosen’s reaction she wasn’t so sure anymore. Perhaps Rosen was the problem. Perhaps she came from a place where they worshipped silver birds the way her father used too. River had always wondered whether the birds struck other islands, it seemed she finally got her answer.
Except for River, the street was lone. She paused and opened her coat to sniff at her armpits. She hadn’t showered today, but it wasn’t that bad—far from the smell of death, and she was well-versed in the odour of corpses. 
Who walks around telling people they reek of death?
She resumed walking, inwardly fuming as she replayed the scene in her mind.
Rosen had no sense of decency yet she’d been offended when River had insinuated she’d attacked someone. But why taking it so seriously, unless it was true? 
Unless...
She gasped. Seti’s theory! 
Who would be able to smell blood from afar unless they were some sort of predator? If vampires were a thing, smelling blood could be enough to make them go crazy. For the little time River had known Rosen, she surely had been acting strange… so by death she might have meant blood. 
But could Rosen be so stupid as to reveal herself over something so simple?
She gave a chortle. ‘Even I would make a better vampire.’ 
The clouds’ cries quietened into a drizzle as she reached the end of the village, but the cold rain still seeped through her coat. She shivered and adjusted the collar around her neck, when she noticed a ghostly figure ahead. 
The person stood by the river. Her pale face and white clothes blended in with the snowy surroundings, like she belonged to the landscape. 
Rosen; so that’s where she’s gone to.
River came to a stop in the middle of the bridge. Her eyes narrowed as she leant above the edge. 
Rosen went into a squat to observe the leaves of a small tree that had grown on the riverbank. Her back turned to River, she was too focused on the tree to notice that she was being watched, to notice the rain or the water licking at her feet—unless she didn’t mind. 
‘What’s she doing?’ River muttered, a frown creasing her brows. 
The wind carried soft whispers to her, but she couldn’t decipher the words amongst the pitter-patter of the rain. She reached the end of the bridge and stepped into the meadow. She was tempted to walk down to the riverbank to figure out what Rosen was up to, but she was too afraid of getting caught spying on her. 
She was still debating, when Rosen stood up. Automatically looking away, River walked off and pretended that she’d just been passing by, unaware of Rosen’s presence. She followed the path home, and only after climbing the hill, did she dare glance above her shoulders.
Her heart missed a beat. 
Rosen was staring back at her. 
A shiver ran down her spine. She turned away and rushed home without another look back, her boots hitting the muddy path with a spongy noise, every step threatening to make her slip or glue her to the ground. 
When she opened the front door, her heart was pounding and her whole body tingled with apprehension. If she glanced back now, she wouldn’t be able to see Rosen anymore, yet she could still feel her sharp eyes piercing through her back, as though hunting for the darkest secrets buried in her soul. 
 


8. a splinter in the ice
 
 
An orange juice light leaked through the window panes into blossomed shadows on her bed. It was a fresh morning that even the flock of birds melting into the wisps of clouds in the sky couldn’t ruin. River’s eyes followed them until they’d disappeared into the horizon. The birds weren’t silver, but this detail didn’t matter anymore. Every time she saw or heard a bird, she froze. She couldn’t help it.
She chugged down the last drops from her mug, the black coffee painting her tongue in bitter awakening. Today would be another day of surviving the silver birds and hoping they wouldn’t retaliate, yet going out of bed had felt easier. Now she was driven with a new purpose: discovering how Dorcas had died and how Rosen was somehow involved in this. Because she had to be involved. 
Lake would argue there were better purposes, but at least it kept her mind off her father. 
A knitted beanie on and her warmest hooded cloak hanging over her shoulders, River stepped out of the house with determination. She had a plan. It was a wobbly plan, as going back to a crime scene often was, but she had to see if they’d missed any evidence. People commonly failed to notice the most obvious clues. A little voice in her head reminded her that criminals too, tended to come back to the scene, but she shushed it down. She had to start somewhere and, besides, she wouldn’t be alone. 
Seti had agreed to meet her on the bridge. She hadn’t shared her list of suspects—which only had the name Rosen on it—with him yet, but she figured it would be safer to investigate together, like when they used to explore uncharted regions of the island, pretending to be pirates hunting treasures or adventurers mapping the world. 
On her way across the meadow, she surveyed the woodland. The trees were precocious this year. An increasing number of them had grown tiny leaves the shade of spring. Unease gripped her at the way they swayed in the wind with impertinence, not in the slightest threatened by the snow nor the cold. 
She strode away, set on stretching the distance between her and the trees, when a high-pitched cry resonated across the meadow. Fear rushed in unbidden, her heart squeezing like a prey in a snake’s clasp.  
The small bird lay on the ground, its wings encrusted with dry mud and its feet caught in frozen clay. A wing was crooked and feathers were missing. It was stuck. 
She breathed out. 
The bird flapped its sound wing and let out another cry. It could barely spread it out and its feathers were soiled and heavy, keeping it from pulling out of the mud. 
She knew of pain and powerlessness, knew that if she didn’t help out, it would certainly die. But she feared it was a trick. A lure. A deception like she’d deceived the silver birds before. 
She shuffled closer, her eyes fixed on its beak. As the bird screeched again, her chest sank in relief. No teeth. Through the mud, she made out a reddish torso—grey marred silver birds to their core.   
‘It’s a robin,’ she whispered. ‘It won’t hurt me.’
You don’t know that. 
The safe move was to ignore it and continue on her way. But she was drawn to it, as if saving this tiny robin would erase her guilt and earn the silver birds’ forgiveness. 
Don’t fool yourself.
It was foolish, but she wanted to believe. 
Saving the robin, or not saving the robin.
Emboldened by empathy, she took another step nearer. This miserable bird couldn’t pose a threat to her. 
The robin cried again. This time, it sounded different. Hopeful, almost. It flapped its wings harder. Mud came off its feathers and it managed to stretch one wing out in a desperate last attempt at breaking free.  
River composed herself and leant down. Her trembling fingers stretched towards the bird’s neck, when she heard the faint sound of crushing snow. As if pricked by a thorn, she withdrew her hand and spun around. 
Behind her, the snowy meadow shone empty in the morning light. 
Her muscles ached from the tension. She couldn’t let go of the idea that the silver birds had set this trap for her, but she had to do the right thing—she had to save the robin. 
She willed her heart to calm and reached for the neck again. Every time she came close to touch it, the robin squawked and turned its head furiously, its pointed beak pecking at her fingers like a famished raptor. 
‘I’m trying to help you, stupid bird.’ 
She brushed the feathers on its back, where its beak couldn’t reach her. The robin settled down. It didn’t flinch when her fingers moved up, and her hand closed around its neck before it could realise the ruse. 
Her squeeze was gentle but firm enough as to keep it from biting her. She smoothened the feathers to wipe the mud off and pulled on the crooked wing. The robin let out a strangled whine, but its body relaxed when the wing returned to its original shape. 
She poked at the hard clay locking its feet and slowly dug them out. Claws unearthed, she picked it up to study the state of its legs. The robin shot upward, endeavouring to fly off, but she was still holding onto its neck. It squirmed frantically for freedom until a claw grazed her wrist and she let go, flinching.  
‘Ouch, is this how you thank me?’  
She followed the robin with her eyes until its shape melted with the sky and disappeared. 
Mud stained her gloves and a thin red line crossed her wrist, but it was nothing she couldn’t wash away later. She pulled her sleeve down to cover the wound and walked away. 
Seti had to be wondering what was taking her so long. 
 
***
 
Seti wasn’t there. 
River crossed the bridge, thinking he might have sat down on a bench further along the path, but even there she couldn’t find him. She returned by the water and waited, a frown creasing her forehead. She was the one ofte late, not Seti. 
The bridge was haunted by a ghost of her childhood—a memory. She could never cross it without being reminded of that time Lake almost drowned. He’d been a little boy then, playing with rocks on the river bank, until he’d lost his balance and fallen into the water. The incident had happened at the end of the rainy season, so the currents had been strong and the water level high. The scene had unfolded before River’s eyes but, rendered petrified, she’d taken forever to call for help. 
Their father and other villagers had searched the river for hours until coming to the conclusion that he was gone. Lake had remained under the water for too long not to die. But, out of nowhere, he’d crawled out of the river on his own. River would always remember the way he’d dragged himself onto the riverbank, soaking wet, but smiling. It had been a miracle. 
Since then, Lake loved the water while River hated it. 
Today, the river was calm. The frozen surface muffled its burbling sound. The ice shimmered under the morning sun, turning the waterway into a golden path. 
Dreamlike, except for the body that stood upside-down in the middle of the river. 
River’s stomach sank in like a stone. 
Against the brightness of the rising sun, the odd silhouette took the shape of a bare tree. The body was half-immersed, like the person had attempted to plunge into the water but gotten caught in the ice. Their head and shoulders had broken through and disappeared underneath, while the legs and torso protruded from the ice. 
It took a few seconds for River to realise what she was seeing, then confusion gave way to horror. She screamed. 
‘Seti!’ 
Her mind stayed frozen in place, but her legs ran towards the water, slipping dangerously on the snow until she reached the riverbank. Her heart pulsed loudly in her ears as she stepped onto the frozen water. The treacherous ice sank under her weight just as a firm hand grabbed her shoulder and pulled her backward. She fought off her attacker. But it wasn’t an attack, and the familiar arms that wrapped around her pacified her at once. 
‘Seti? But—’ She stared at the body stuck in ice, then back at her friend, stunned. ‘You’re here… then who’s—’
‘I don’t know. I just arrived and I saw you running to the water like a pirate to a chest of gold.’ 
A snapping sound ricocheted over the ice. 
River jumped aside, pulling Seti along with her, but the ice held. She looked back at the body and gasped. The legs had shifted down.  
‘He’s still alive!’ 
‘He can’t be, he’s just sinking because of his weight—’
‘But what if he is? We have to help him,’ she said, as she made her way onto the ice again. 
‘Wait, it’s dangerous!’ 
The frozen river held on as she took careful steps towards the distorted body. Like the robin, he’d become a prisoner of the nightly freeze. Like the robin, she hoped he’d survive. 
‘Come back here, please. It’s going to break.’
The ice fissured. 
She held her breath, waiting for the big collapse, for the cold waters to gulp her. But it didn’t break. She pressed on. Every step that kept her above the surface grew her confidence. The body was so close now, she’d soon be able to touch it. 	
‘Is he dead?’ 
She barely heard Seti’s faltering voice over the pounding of her heart. She stared at the body, terrified. The frosted fabric of his trousers scrunched like crumpled paper under her trembling hands when she tried to haul him up. The body was too heavy to lift on her own, but she couldn’t call Seti over and risk his life alongside hers. Besides, he’d only be adding more weight onto the ice. 
Ice popped and the body sank in deeper. A leg bent to the side, almost knocking River’s head. Its bare ankle bore strange marks, as if he’d been tied up. She brushed the pale skin and flinched, a shiver running down her spine. It felt cold and creased, like the skin was peeling itself into frost. She pressed her fingers around the ankle and waited, feeling for the faintest pulse. 
Not a twitch. Not a flutter. Only her heart beat across the river.
She let go of the ankle and stepped back. 
‘He’s dead.’ Her voice ripped through the silence like a scythe. 
Seti had one foot on the ice, the other on the riverbank, undecided as to what he should do. 
‘We have to pull him out before the river swallows him,’ she said. 
The body’s twisted posture disturbed her. She dreaded discovering his face because then the body would become a name, and she hoped she’d never heard it before.    
‘No, come back here! We’d better call for help first.’ 
‘We can’t wait,’ she said. ‘If he goes under the ice, he’ll get carried away by the current.’ 
Her eyes teared. It was too late. There was no point risking her life trying to rescue a dead man, but she couldn’t bear the idea of walking away, of leaving him like she’d left Lake to drown. The last time she’d stood on top of a frozen river, she’d been the one throwing bodies through the ice. She wouldn’t watch it happen again.
Her own lungs felt like they were filled with icy water. Fate was testing her. 
She held onto one leg and tried to pull up again, only to feel the body sink deeper.
‘You have to help me! I can’t do it on my own!’ 
‘It’s too risky, remember what happened to your brother… Come back!’ 
The ice cracked, but she ignored it. She remembered too well what had happened to her brother. It was the exact reason she couldn’t back down this time. 
‘Fine, I’ll do it on my own then.’ 
She grabbed both legs. The ice cracked behind her but she didn’t have to look to know that Seti was joining her; his curses and grunts sounded closer and closer. 
‘He’s too heavy to lift,’ she said, when he stopped next to her. ‘Let’s make him swing to the side, then we’ll use his own weight as leverage. Hold the hips up while I push from behind.’
They lifted the body up until the arms, then it wouldn’t move further. It looked like an ostrich with its head buried in the ground, except the shoulders too were stuck in ice.
‘I can’t hold on much longer,’ Seti said. 
‘The arms must be spread under the ice, that’s why we can’t pull him up.’ 
‘Okay, let’s look for help—’
‘Use your sabre to break the ice.’ 
‘What?’ Seti looked at her like she’d lost her mind. ‘Breaking the ice is exactly what we’re trying to avoid here.’ 
‘I’m not saying the entire river, just around the body.’ 
He shook his head, but still gripped his sabre and unsheathed it. 
‘As crazy as it sounds, it might actually work,’ he said with a groan. 
‘I can do it, if you’re scared.’
He raised an eyebrow at her. ‘You know you can’t. You haven’t tamed the blade.’
She knew only Seti could wield his sabre. Made out of a particular steel, the blade obeyed no one but its master. Seti was too gullible to realise she was merely provoking him into doing it.
‘No, but I can use my dagger though—’ 
‘I’ll do it.’ 
He knelt down by the body and hit the ice with repeated gentle blows. The blade quickly went through for the sun rays had been softening the ice. 
They exchanged a glance. Things were getting dangerous.
They smashed the ice around the buried shoulders and the body soon shifted. As they widened the hole, it swayed with the current. A shoulder broke free. They strained at the body and another shoulder, the arms, then a head followed. The corpse fell onto the ice with a loud crack. They jerked back, but the ice beneath their feet didn’t shatter. 
‘Was that… bones cracking?’ Seti asked.
River shrugged, too preoccupied by the state of the body. The man wasn’t as old as she’d reckoned from his wrinkled ankles. He was a boy. A teenager with a creased face whose nose and blueish lips were crushed. His starved-like cheeks hollowed into his skull and his frozen eyes, wide like saucers, were embroidered with underserved horrors. 
A strangled gasp left River. Like Dorcas, something had drained him.
‘That’s two corpses we find in two days,’ Seti said, staring at the lifeless body, in shock. ‘I’m not sure I like where this pattern’s going.’
‘Do you know him?’ 
If River knew him, the boy’s features were too deformed for her to recognise him at all. 
‘I do,’ he said. ‘It’s Svea’s younger brother… Nale.’ 
The name rolled off his tongue like a disgusting taste. She shared Seti’s sentiments regarding Svea but, whatever this poor Nale had done, he was not like his brother. He couldn’t have deserved such end.  
‘He looks exactly like Dorcas…’
‘You mean, bloodless and creepy?’
She nodded. 
‘Someone must have pushed him from the bridge… Someone strong enough to make him breach through the ice.’     
She was trying to come up with a plausible explanation, but her brain couldn’t refute the vampire theory anymore. 
‘Do you think he drowned, or that he was dead before?’ 
She opened her mouth to speak but a sharp cracking sound cut off her answer. It echoed down the river, making its frozen surface quiver. The ice cracked, and heaved, and split, and shattered right underneath their feet. 
Panic took them. Forgetting about the corpse, River and Seti rushed for the riverbank. They jumped from one piece of broken ice to another, their feet slightly sinking into the water before every flying leap. 
River could barely tell where she was going. Every step she took, the unstable ice threatened to flip over. She focused on keeping her balance until she spotted a tangle of roots on top of the ice and lunged for them. The last bits of ice gave way under her feet. The water grabbed her legs. But her fist closed around a root just on time to fight the current. 
The cold quickly took over. It closed her throat and numbed her limbs. The water wrapped around her neck and, when she tried to cry for help, she had no breath. The waves kissed her lips. They reached for her nose. She coughed the water out, her grip coming loose. 
The river would eat her up after all.  
Just as she thought her fate was sealed, her head rose above the hungry waves. Seti seized her shoulders and dragged her out. When her back collided with the snowy ground, her lungs filled with air again and she burst into tears. 
Nale’s body disappeared under the sharp pieces of ice that pitched dangerously on the surface, their edges cutting like glass and closing in on his body like teeth. 
River felt the bite as if it were her flesh being pulled apart. She sat up and leant against Seti. Both shook in their soaked clothes but, rather than the cold, their nerves were to blame. 
‘What now?’
Seti didn’t reply. He stared at the ice, still registering.
She turned to him when something caught her attention in the background. Someone stood on the bridge, watching them from afar. Despite the brightness of the sun rising in the sky behind her, and despite knowing her for merely two days, Rosen’s silhouette was unmistakable. 
River squinted. Rosen looked unbothered. With her chin up, blonde hair blowing in the wind, and eyes riveted on them, she made no attempt at coming to their aid. River had no idea how long Rosen had been watching, but she couldn’t have missed the sound of shattering ice or the ruffled state of the river. 
As they stared at each other, River realised that their positions were reversed from the previous day. Rosen stood on the bridge where River had watched her from, whilst River sat right where Rosen had squatted down to inspect a tree. 
She searched around. Without mistakes the tree was right behind her. Except, something was off. The tree looked greener and bigger than the one from her memory. Its branches struggled to carry the weight of their countless leaves. The day before, the highest branch barely reached Rosen’s shoulders. Today, its height was almost twice River’s. 
It wasn’t just the leaves sprouting early this year, the trees were growing incredibly fast. 
She followed the tree’s roots with her eyes. The longest ones stretched towards the riverbank for their sip of water. These were the very roots she’d grabbed to save herself. 
Thanks tree.
When she glanced back at the bridge, Rosen was gone. She blinked and looked around. The meadowlands, the fields, the bridge, all empty. 
Rosen couldn’t have left after what had happened, not without enquiring about their well-being, without asking why they were soaking-wet, freezing-cold, and frightened. River wanted to believe that she’d gone looking for help, but she wasn’t that naive. Rosen was there when they’d found Dorcas, and there she was again for Nale. 
Murderers always came back to their crime scenes and, sometimes, they didn’t leave them on time. 
Seti cleared his throat, finally coming back to his senses. 
‘We have to tell somebody.’ 
His legs wobbled as he attempted to stand up, but River grabbed his arm before he could lose his balance. 
She wanted to tell him about her sneaking suspicion, but doubted he’d believe her. Her chest tightened. Rosen knew she’d seen her. So what if she tried something against her next? What if she ended up like Dorcas and Nale? 
‘Will they believe us though?’ Seti said.
River swallowed hard. ‘They will when they fail to find Nale.’ 


9. the winter rose 
 
 
The air smelled like frosted flowers. Fresh buds grew on the branches before River’s eyes. They swelled like blown balloons, ready to burst into blossoms. No tree could thrive this fast, yet at this rate the whole woods would hop into spring in a matter of hours. 
On her way to the village, she couldn’t help but stare at every tree she passed. A gradation of seasons stretched up the mountains, from a vibrant flowery valley to wintery summits. This disease of spring was spreading around fast but, with the snow-covered ground and white peaks, it created a beautiful, odd contrast. 
She jogged to out run the cold and put some distance between her and the uneasy greenery.  
Despite the discovery of another dead body, the cobblestoned streets of the village were cramped with people looking all but terrified for their life. It had been a while since the market had been this popular, but people gossiped and exchanged information more than they bought groceries. They threw occasional worried glances above their shoulders, fearing that the killer was eavesdropping on them, before going back to their stirring conversations. 
River found Seti sitting on the windowsill of their favourite cafe, his attention lost in a thick book. Breathless, her hair bun hanging loose in her neck, she stopped next to him and tapped on his shoulder. 
‘You didn’t have to run,’ he said, slowly lifting his gaze from the text. ‘Being late is part of your charm.’ 
She raised her eyebrows. 
‘Is this how you flirt? I cannot believe you’ve tricked so many people into dating you.’ 
‘It’s no trick, darling. It’s not my fault if you have bad taste in men.’ 
She winced. ‘The taste isn’t bad, it simply isn’t there.’   
Seti gave a short laugh. He closed his book and leant to pick up a cup from the windowsill. 
‘Anyway, I got you coffee.’ He handed her the fuming cup. ‘Almond latte, cream, no sugar.’
River’s eyes sparkled. She hadn’t known how much she craved it until the thick scent of caffeine hit her senses and the warmth spread all over her palms. The warm coffee flowed over her tongue. The spices tingled her senses. She sighed with uncontainable satisfaction. 
‘And for me,’ Seti said, grabbing another cup. ‘A lavender latte with white chocolate and vanilla syrup on top.’
River disliked white chocolate almost as much as apples and, from the sly grin on Seti’s face, he was being provocative on purpose. She covered her mouth and pretended to vomit.
‘It sounds perfectly disgusting.’ 
‘Yes, and I ordered it specially to disgust you,’ he said, ever smiling. 
The previous day, they’d spent the afternoon at the station recalling the incidents of the river to the guards. The excruciating pain on Nale’s mum’s face had been heartbreaking. As chief guard, she’d sent without delay her patrols and trained villagers to search along the river. The rumour said they’d found a body, but to get the facts River and Seti were on their way to the announcement board at the wordsmith’s office.  
‘I’ve been investigating,’ she said as they walked. ‘And I might have a lead.’ 
Though it was debatable whether spending a sleepless night elaborating new theories about the murders really counted as investigating, Seti’s curiosity was piqued. He put his revolting latte aside and stared expectantly at her. 
‘The person who hurled Nale through the ice must be strong, so I’m not refuting the possibility of a magical being.’  
‘Is that you reconsidering my theory about the vampires?’ 
‘I’m just saying that it might not be as crazy as I first thought,’ she said reluctantly. Though nobody else was around to listen, she continued in a low voice, ‘And if there are vampires in town, or whatever they might call themselves, I do happen to have a main suspect—’
‘Rosen.’ Both spoke the name at the same time. 
‘You agree?’ 
‘Of course,’ he said, shrugging like nothing had ever made more sense. ‘Who else? The bandages, the pale skin, and the summer dresses like it’s 30° outside? Highly suspicious.’
‘Plus the timing of her arrival?’ she added with excitement, as if this wasn’t about the possibility of someone being a killer anymore. ‘At Dorcas’s burial, you were so eager to eat her crumbles, I was worried she got you under her spell already.’ 
‘It’s true that I didn’t suspect her at first, because of how inoffensive and nice’—River scowled at the words—‘she looks, but thinking back on her behaviour, who else, right?’ 
‘And there is something else,’ she took a look around, ‘remember yesterday?’
He winced. ‘Hard to forget.’ 
‘Let me finish—’ And so she told him about Rosen standing alone by the river after the reception, about how she’d appeared on the bridge after they’d tried to rescue Nale, and how she’d vanished just as quick. 
‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier?’
‘I was worried you’d think I was making it up or something.’
‘Hey, I was the one bringing up vampires, remember?’
She smiled. ‘Right, then—Rosen—you think she could have suck their b—’ 
She stopped mid-sentence when she noticed someone turn around the corner of the street ahead and walk in the same direction as them. Blond curls intertwined with fresh flowers rolled in the wind as the clacking of her hurried steps against the pavement echoed down the street.
River’s brow furrowed. Rosen? 
Rosen took a quick turn left and disappeared. 
River tugged at Seti’s arm. ‘Hurry!’ 
‘Why are we rushing suddenly?’ Seti said, struggling not to spill his latte. 
River turned the same corner Rosen did, but the street was empty.
‘Aren’t we going in the wrong direction?’ 
‘Not for what I have in head.’
‘But the wordsmith’s office is that way.’ Seti pointed at an alley behind them. ‘Isn’t it where we planned to—’
‘Follow me.’ 
River strode along the street, glancing right and left at every corner and taking quick looks through shop windows, but her suspect was nowhere. 
‘She can’t have vanished again,’ she muttered. 
‘What did you say?’ 
‘Nothing, let’s keep going.’ 
‘But where are we go—’
‘There! She has to be there.’ 
The glass castle waited for them at the edge of the village. Though not an actual castle, nothing came close to being as majestic as the greenhouse. Each wall was a puzzle of a hundred different windows, all of different sizes and shapes, but which somehow fitted together. The greenhouse reached higher than any other building in the village and its glass roof shone bright under the sunlight. Seti said that, on a sunny day, he could see the light from far at sea, before even spotting the island itself.
A silhouette walked behind a window and melted with the greenery. 
‘It’s her.’ 
River stalked towards the greenhouse. 
‘Her? Who?’  
‘Rosen,’ she whispered, as she crunched down to peer through the window. 
‘You’re aware the walls are literally made of glass, squatting or not, she’ll see you either way,’ Seti said, with a clever smile. 
Her mouth twitched. ‘Shut up.’ 
With an exasperated sigh, he bent down beside her. 
‘We are the worst spies ever.’ 
‘Talk about yourself, I’m alright.’
He chuckled. 
River caught a motion through the glass, but the vegetal chaos on the other side kept her from seeing properly. She crouch walked alongside the wall until she could peep through an opening. 
The source of her torment, as well as suspect number one, was pilling up flower pots and sorting out seeds. She wore a creamy turtleneck with long sleeves that ate her hands and large trousers that fell over her boots. River wondered if the strange bandages still hid underneath, because the one on her neck remained. 
‘What is she doing here?’ 
‘Planting flowers, it seems.’ 
River scowled. ‘I can see that, but why? What does she need flowers for?’ 
‘Her hair, maybe? Doesn’t seem vampirish enough to incriminate her, though.’ 
Right. They’d solved the mystery of her flowery hair. But River was hoping to catch Rosen doing something a little more villainous. If she expected to convince the villagers, she needed clues. 
Lavender and lilies were braided into Rosen’s hair, cascading over her shoulders. The longer River stared, the more she felt like plucking the stems. Would it feel like picking a flower from the ground? Would it leave a cut on Rosen’s scalp, and would blood trickle down her forehead? 
River shook off the thought. What in the silver birds’ nest was she thinking? 
As her gaze fell down, she noticed she’d been rubbing her palm again. The wound itched, and she died to rip off the bandages to scratch at the skin. Her hand closed into a fist. It worsened the pain, but the itching eventually went away. When she opened her hand again, a small red dot was spreading through the bandage. She winced. The wound had split open again. 
The bird’s bite must be poisonous. Wait, what if I’m slowly dying inside? 
She swallowed. 
Don’t be silly, you’re not dying.
She tried to reason her mind, but her heart pounded hard at the bottom of her throat and the itch returned to her palm. She looked up at Rosen. Focusing on a greater menace was the only way to distract herself from her wound. 
‘What are you doing here?’ 
River jumped, Seti too. At first she thought Rosen had caught them, but she was still watching her through the glass so it couldn’t be her. She turned around and breathed out. 
Yue and Lake were looking down on them, brows gathered in perplexity. 
‘What are you looking at?’ Lake said, leaning in to shoot a glance through the window.
‘Shush, stay hidden.’ 
River pulled on her brother’s hand to make him crouch down next to her.
‘Oh, Rosen’s—’
‘Shhh.’
‘Why?’ Yue whispered, as she squatted behind them. 
‘We’re trying to understand what she’s doing here,’ Seti said. 
‘What she’s doing here?’ Lake repeated with a snort. ‘She works here, she got an apprenticeship at the greenhouse, like me.’ 
‘What? Why didn’t you tell me?’ River said. ‘I thought Antheia was done taking apprentices.’ 
‘Apparently Rosen really impressed her,’ Lake said, shrugging. ‘But I didn’t know you were interested in her.’ 
‘I’m not interested in—’
She never got to finish her sentence as Rosen’s face appeared right behind the window, her stormy eyes set on her. She gasped and lost her balance. By the time she got back on her feet, Rosen had gone out of the greenhouse to join them. 
‘I hope I’m not interrupting,’ Rosen said. 
When their eyes met, coldness pierced through her.  
Of course you’re interrupting, and you know it.
‘You’re not,’ Yue said with a warm smile. ‘River and Seti wanted to check out the greenhouse.’ 
‘You don’t mind if we take them for a little tour inside?’ Lake asked.
‘Sure, I’m only here because Antheia tasked me with repotting… I still have a dozen more to do before tomorrow.’ 
‘Oh, we can give you a hand if you’d like?’  
The last thing River wanted was to get her hands dirty, but if that was the cost to finding evidence against Rosen then she’d make an effort. 
Brightness and warmth welcomed them inside the greenhouse. Patches of grass and flowers covered the ground, and the cobblestone paths that wove through them were buried under flowerpots of various sizes. Some pots were smaller than River’s fist, others rose to Seti’s height. The walls climbed to an unseeable ceiling for it melted into the sky, and intrepid plants stretched out of their way to touch it, displaying all shades of green and shapes of leaves. Flowers were painted with the most disturbing colours, some with an air of danger, others too unique to even exist. Balconies started off from every wall at different levels and diverse platforms either hung from the ceiling or rested on high columns. In some places, crooked spiral staircases gave them access, and in others nothing more than wooden ladders. 
River couldn’t believe such eerie castle had been there this entire time and she’d never bothered to take a look inside. She understood now Lake’s passion for his apprenticeship. 
The group followed Rosen deeper into the greenhouse. It felt like walking through a jungle. At times, they couldn’t see neither the sky nor the glass walls anymore, only plants filled their field of vision. Even the path they followed had disappeared under dirt, dead leaves, and wild grasses that grew between the old round paving stones. As they passed along flowers, various scents came tickling their nose. Sometimes sweet, sometimes spicy, always unpredictable. 
The sound of water babbled in the background. It grew louder and louder, until a fountain came into view. They stopped beside it, where a few flower pots blocked the path. 
‘I’ve been repotting these,’ Rosen said, showing the pots of purple pansies on the path. She then pointed at the black flowers waiting aside. ‘And those are the ones left to do.’ 
‘No problems, I’ll help.’ Lake flashed a glance at River and smirked. ‘And I’m sure River will help you too.’ 
River almost chocked on her saliva. 
River will what now? 
‘Of course we’ll help,’ Seti said, diverting their attention. 
Where had Lake gotten the idea that she could ever be into Rosen? If she had a type, cold-blooded monsters wasn’t it.
Rosen didn’t pick up on the comment and, despite River’s many stolen glances, she was either ignoring her or didn’t care. She explained how to repot and they got down to work.  
As it turned out, repotting wasn’t difficult, just a terrible bore. Seti made slow progress on purpose, so that he wouldn’t have to repot too many flowers. River, on the contrary, rushed through it, because she had this unhealthy tendency to want to be better than anyone else. Although, this time, she essentially wanted to beat Rosen, which was absurd since she was the botanist, while River’s fingers were all but green. Yue was the most efficient when it came to handling the dirt. She humbly said that it was due to her experience with burying corpses and that she wasn’t scared of getting her hands dirty. But, in the end, Lake and Rosen finished the job faster and better, leaving Seti happy and River grumpy.
‘Thank you, friends,’ Rosen said with a grin. ‘I think you all deserved a good snack.’ 
Friends? 
River rolled her eyes. What kind of friendship was that? They’d known each other for what, 4 days? It had taken her years to consider calling Seti a friend. She couldn’t trust people who gave their friendship away too easily. 
Rosen fumbled around in the tall grasses until she found a hidden wooden basket. A light sweetness filled the air the moment she opened it. She plunged her hand inside and drew out a blue-petal-covered shortbread biscuit. 
Lake’s eyes dilated at the sight of the treat. ‘Wow, did you bake it yourself?’ 
Rosen nodded as she handed the biscuit to Yue. 
‘I used roses from here to make the crystallised petals; try it.’ 
River’s hands itched to snatch the biscuit away, but Yue was quick to bite into it. Her expression lit up as she took in the taste. 
‘The crumbles, and now that, you’re such a good baker!’ 
Rosen’s cheeks flushed. She rolled up her sleeves and offered some to Lake and Seti. Both took a bite without hesitation.  
River would have scowled at Seti for his imprudence, but Rosen’s arms caught her attention. Long bandages wrapped her arms, from her wrists to past her elbows under the sleeves. Strange protrusions hid beneath like secrets. She imagined the worst, from a werewolf’s hairiness to mermaid’ scales.  
‘Would you like to try?’
She looked up, startled. Rosen was staring back at her.
‘Would you like to try?’ she repeated, pushing the basket towards her. 
The biscuits smelled nice, sweet, and inviting. Like coming home from the cold. Like watching the sunrise after a stormy night. Like the first flower of spring. River glanced at the flowers in Rosen’s hair. Flowers that grew in the winter. Flowers that blended so prettily amongst her hair they seemed to sprout right from her skull. Flowers that blew in the breezeless air. 
Flowers couldn’t be trusted nowadays. 
‘It depends. Did you lace them with poison?’ 
Seti gasped. Yue frowned at the last bite of her biscuit. Lake let out an awkward laugh. River herself couldn’t tell whether she was being provocative or serious. 
‘I suppose you’ll have to try to find out,’ Rosen said with a challenging smirk. ‘I heard you didn’t like apples, I made sure not to use any this time.’  
River’s heart skipped a beat. 
How did she know I’d end up here, eating her biscuits?
She didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of trying, but she was too defiant to back down. Everything about Rosen irked her. Her haughtiness and ghostly complexion. The corners of her lips, deceitfully curling up. Her sweet and enticing odour, like a carnivorous plant, and her kind eyes that turned hostile whenever they found her.
She gulped and, slipping a hand into the basket, picked the first biscuit she touched. The moon-shaped shortbread was covered with black petals that glistened like a starry sky. She brought it to her lips with fake confidence. Its scent tempted, yet daunted her.  
‘Just eat the damn biscuit,’ Lake said through his teeth.
River glared but she had to concede that her friends did look fine. If the fuss was for nothing, she looked more and more ridiculous by the second. 
She bit into the biscuit, chewed, and swallowed—hard. It tasted sweet as predicted and flowery, but not unpleasant. And, most importantly, she didn’t drop dead.
Harmless.
Or at least that was what she thought until she met Rosen’s eyes again. Her grey irises had lightened, and she was smiling. At her. Something had to be wrong. Bloody wrong. 
The biscuit had been a trap and River had fallen right into it. Like a newbie. 
The suffocating warmth of the room coiled around her like a snake. Her throat tightened. Her skin ignited. Hands and armpits turned clammy. 
River staggered over the basket to look at the biscuits, then at the leftover in her hand. Her eyes widened and, as if bitten, she let go of it. She understood the trick. All biscuits were covered with blue petals, except for the one she’d chosen. 
Hers was black.
She tried to speak, to warn her friends, but the words caught in her throat. 
So this was how Rosen had killed her victims, by gaining their trust over poisoned biscuits? Then what? How would she bleed away, like Dorcas and Nale did? 
‘Are you okay?’ Seti said, brow furrowed. ‘Is it that disgusting?’ 
She gulped, trying to swallow the fire in her throat, but even as she opened her mouth to answer she couldn’t make sense of what to say. The racing of her heart covered every coherent thought she had. 
She stepped away from Rosen. She had to leave while her aching chest still drew breath. She walked backwards until her back knocked into a flowerpot. It fell over and shattered against the paving stones.
‘What’s wrong?’ 
Lake tried to hold her back, but she brushed him off. 
They all looked concerned, except for Rosen whose triumphant smile wouldn’t fade.
‘What did you do to me?’ River rasped, as she lunged forward and grabbed Rosen by the throat. 
Rosen intercepted the hand and, as she wrapped her fingers around hers, the pain stopped at once. The fire went out. Her constricted chest loosened and relief poured through her. 
‘I didn’t do anything,’ Rosen said between her teeth. ‘You ate that biscuit yourself.’ 
The quiet words reached River’s ears only. Anger rose up in her chest, but Lake cut in before it could blow out.
‘Hey, which flower did you say you used?’ 
River heard the urgency in his voice and, when he came to hold her biscuit leftover before Rosen’s eyes, his expression alarmed her.  
Rosen shrugged. ‘Roses.’ 
‘The blue petals, yes, but this,’—he held the biscuit closer to her face—‘this is not some common rose,’ he said. ‘It’s a winter rose, it’s hellebore.’
River stared at the black petals. They didn’t shine like stars anymore. They were black holes whose wrinkles had gathered dirt.  
‘What’s hellebore?’ Yue asked. 
‘It’s a poisonous plant.’ 
River’s stomach dropped. 
‘So you did try to poison me!’ 
‘I had no idea, I must have picked it up by mistake!’ 
‘It’s okay,’ Lake said, putting a hand on River’s arm. ‘You haven’t had a lot, you should be fine.’ 
‘Should? I’m not fine!’ She pushed her brother’s hand away. ‘She tried to kill me!’
Lake laughed nervously. 
‘Don’t be ridiculous, why would she?’ He turned to Rosen. ‘Their colours are quite similar, it’s no wonder you mistook them.’ 
‘I’ve never heard of Hellebore from where I’m from,’ Rosen said, looking away, and the lavender in her hair quivered as she spoke. 
Only liars would feel anxious now.
River wanted to argue until her friends saw reason, but insisting was dangerous. If Rosen was linked to the murders, by accusing her, she risked being the next target. 
And I very much want to stay alive.
 


10. of corpses and curses
 
 
The wordsmith’s office bustled with villagers who had come with the same purpose as River’s: finding out about the killings. Packed in front of the announcement board, they whispered profusely and watched one another with suspicious eyes. Today, everyone was a potential killer to someone else. 
Seti threaded his way between people to reach the board, only to get pushed further back as more people tried to read the announcements. He returned to River, complaining. 
‘We can’t read a thing from here.’   
‘I asked someone; Nale’s body was found washed up on the riverbank.’
River had barely finished her sentence when an outburst took over the room.
Elina, the village’s wordsmith, was hanging a new paper on the board. Amongst the panic, ghastly words spread through the crowd. Drown. Naked. Body. People spoke in murmurs, as if it would make the horror less real.  
Seti and River shared an apprehensive look before elbowing their way towards the board. With the villagers shaking in their boots, they quickly found themselves in the front row.
‘They found a young girl,’ Seti whispered, as he read. 
Guards had found her naked body stuck under the ice of the river at the edge of the woods. The autopsy found that she’d drowned. That, contrary to Nale and Dorcas, her body hadn’t lost blood. And, most disturbingly, it revealed that her heart, not only was missing, but the scar on her chest appeared several months old. The girl had been cut open, sewn back, and preserved this entire time. That was impossible. 
‘A missing heart points to the silver birds,’ River said. ‘But stitches—’
‘It’s human.’ 
She gulped. Rosen. If she could play with poisons, she could mutilate a soul too. But Rosen hand been there yet, several months ago, to cut off the poor girl’s heart. If this death wasn’t linked to the others, then Rosen might not be the only killer on the island. 
‘Could be magic,’ she suggested, though magic left her skeptical. To believe, she’d have to see it first.  
‘Magic is human.’ 
Elina approached again with a picture to pin on the board. The crowd waited, restless at the thought of yet another dead body, but it was a drawing of the drowned girl. Since nobody had been able to identify her, the guards were appealing to whoever might recognise her. 
River was positive she’d never seen the girl before, but the more she stared at the picture the more her face looked familiar. She couldn’t remember where they might have met though, and the girl seemed too young to have been a friend. 
‘We should set sail as soon as possible,’ Seti said. ‘It’s becoming too dangerous to stay on Namu.’ 
She nodded. Four killings in a week, including her father, didn’t leave room for coincidence. They had to depart before they, in turn, lost their heart and blood. 
‘You’ve got a nerve coming here.’  
Svea leant against the wall, eyes puffy and bloodshot from crying. No matter how much she disliked the guy, her heart ached for his loss.
‘What do you mean?’ Seti said, broadening his shoulders. Even after all these years of being the most intimidating, he still expected Svea to bully him. 
‘What do I mean? You did this to Nale!’ 
‘What?’ Seti said. ‘That’s ridiculous.’
‘You were there!’ 
‘We tried to save him!’
‘Yeah, that’s what you told the guards—’
‘Because it’s the truth! Ask River, she was there too.’ Seti turned to her. ‘Tell him.’ 
‘It’s true—’ 
‘No, the truth is that you reported that Seti was late to meet you, didn’t you?’ Svea’s glare shifted back to Seti. ‘Maybe because you were too busy killing my brother?’ 
‘You’ve gone completely mad.’
‘You even said it yourself, that you didn’t want to help—’
‘Only because it was dangerous!’ Seti said. ‘I would never—’ 
‘You would if you’d been cursed again.’
Seti froze. One should never mention his curse lightly. 
‘You just came back, and people started dying.’ Svea’s lips trembled as he spoke. ‘Why did you do it? Is it retribution for what I did to you?’ 
‘Come on,’ River said. ‘You can’t be serious.’ 
‘The first curse damaged your head enough to make you think you’re a gu, who knows what another curse would do, huh? Make you eat people?’
‘I am a man.’ 
As if his low voice wasn’t enough of a warning, Seti gripped the sabre hanging from his waist-belt. 
‘You wish you were, but the best you got as cock is that sabre you carry everywhere.’
River made a lunge at Svea, grabbing him by the collar. ‘Don’t you bloody dare!’ 
Svea glared, undaunted. ‘I just did.’ 
She shoved him against the wall, and he gasped as the fabric tightened around his neck. She wished he’d shut up before his words hurt Seti again. Before she had to quieten him herself. On second thought, she didn’t feel sorry for him. It wasn’t pain on Svea’s face but free hatred, and she couldn’t condone that.
‘Apologise for what you said.’ 
His mouth twitched. ‘I don’t think so.’ 
‘Just drop it, River,’ Seti said, touching her arm. ‘And let’s go.’
There was no dropping it. Her fingers itched to slap him and wipe off that smirk of his. 
‘But with pirates as parents, I suppose the curse’s been in her all along.’ 
‘Shut up, shut up!’ 
‘Or what? You’re gonna fight me, you?’ Svea looked her up and down. ‘You can always try.’
‘River, it’s not worth it,’ Seti insisted. 
Svea’s self-satisfied smile maddened her. She clenched her fist. A rush of anger coursed her body and she’d never been great at keeping her anger bottled up. 
Seti grabbed her shoulder to hold her back, but she shook him off. 
‘If you insult him ever again—’
‘Him? You mean her—’
River lost control. Seti called her name several times, but she couldn’t hear him over the avalanche of feelings hurtling out. Her father’s death. The hunting of the birds. Finding Dorcas, then Nale. Rosen poisoning her. Svea insulting her best friend. 
Her fist met with his face. 
There was a loud crack followed by a split second of nothing, and then it came. The pain. She bit her lip to repress a cry as it travelled through her hand, arm, and shoulder. Blood fountained from the crushed nose under her knuckles. The ache was such that, for a brief moment, she thought she was the one bleeding out. Then Svea screamed and his crooked nose came into sight. It looked as if about to fall off. 
She stumbled backward.  
It was a lot of red. 
She felt herself floating out of her body. Screams and movements surrounded her but everything was a blur. Sounds muffled. Her vision hazed over. All she could think about was blood, pain, and red. Red. Red. 
The lump in her throat kept her mute when her legs gave way. Someone caught her as her knees hit the ground. She tried to hold onto these arms but lacked the strength. 
‘You’re okay, I got you.’ 
She breathed in the familiar scent but couldn’t speak his name before all went black.
 
***
 
When she came to, her mind was in a daze. She knew before opening her eyes that she wasn’t home, which was weird because where else would she go to sleep?   
Was this what death felt like—deafening noise and an abnormally hard mattress?
She frowned or, at least, thought about frowning. Her body felt too stiff and heavy to move even an eyebrow. A warm light kept her eyelids shut, as if she were resting under the summer sun. She tried to lift her hand, but winced at the sting coursing through her fingers. The fight came back to her in a flash. 
Her eyes opened wide on half a dozen heads looking down on her. She flinched and hid behind her hands in surprise, until Seti’s head popped up amongst them. He looked concerned and angry, both unusual expressions for his face. 
When her head felt less like a spinning top, she sat up. She hadn’t left the wordsmith’s office, but Svea apparently had. The villagers’ stares and nosy whispers made her uneasy. Some woman shot her a disapproving glance, then shook her head. River could almost hear her thoughts—young people nowadays. 
‘How long was I gone?’ she asked, catching sight of her bloodied hand. 
‘Oh, at least 2 hours. You do know you don’t have to go to such lengths if you want to take a nap, right?’ Seti’s lips stretched into a smile. ‘I’m joking, it’s been a minute.’ 
She barely heard the jest over her attempt at standing up, and fell backwards as her vision blurred.
Seti put his arm around her back to steady her. ‘Easy there, you need to rest.’
‘I’m ok—just moved too fast.’ She forced a reassuring smile on her lips. ‘Where’s Svea?’ 
‘He was taken to the healers.’ His frown loosened a little. ‘The punch was bloody brilliant, but I’m still mad at you for taking stupid risks.’
His smile said otherwise. 
‘He’s a twat and he deserved it, are you okay?’  
He nodded but, despite how hard he tried, he could never mask the hurt from her. She’d witnessed the consequences of Svea’s behaviour on him since they were kids. 
She reached out to squeeze his hand when she noticed the wary looks of the villagers. The mood had shifted since the fight, but the low voices weren’t about her and Svea. They were about Seti. Svea’s words had turned him into everyone’s prime suspect.  
 


11. a taste of the river 
 
 
The next day, the village woke up to whole green woods, four identical murders, and the disappearance of the mysterious girl’s corpse. 
An early merchant had stumbled into the wrinkled and blood-less bodies at the edge of the woods. The victims—a family of two mums and their non-identical twins—seemed to have gotten the brilliant idea to go for a sunrise walk. Their deaths shook the villagers to a whole other level, because it ruled out for good the theories that the previous deaths had been accidental, and they finally recognised them for what they were: cold-blooded murders. 
Guards commanded villagers to stay indoors while they investigated and tried to capture the killer. These restrictions were getting in River’s ways of preparing her departure from Namu. She needed to talk to Seti, but couldn’t risk crossing the village to meet him. 
‘You should leave with us,’ she said, as Lake joined her on the couch. 
He shook his head. ‘Go if you want—I know it’s been your dream—but I’m not leaving.’ 
‘Why not? Nothing keeps us here anymore… We only stayed because Dad didn’t want to leave the place Mum died.’ 
‘You mean nothing keeps you here. I have people, I have friends.’
‘You mean Yue?’ she said, raising her brow. ‘She’s the only reason you want to stay?’ 
‘That’s enough of a reason.’ 
She sighed. Of course it was. But she didn’t feel good about leaving him behind now that there was a serial killer on the loose. The killing streak had been going on for 4 days, who knew who’d be next? Whose body would they find tomorrow? Even if people stayed home, she doubted that a closed door was enough to stop whoever killer was out there.  
Rosen remained her primary suspect but, after much thinking, River couldn’t imagine her murdering an entire family and suck their blood, when she’d tried to poison her with something as delicate as a poisonous flower. All the more so in front of witnesses. Something didn't add up.
She glanced at her brother. He didn’t look troubled. Love shielded him from fear, sadness, and affliction. She envied that. Their father’s death kept her awake at night. The faces of Dorcas and Nale engraved in her mind killed any appetite she might have. And the thought of the silver bird, its piercing screech as it sank under water, left her hands shaking. 
‘I miss him, you know,’ she said, voice breaking.  
He turned to her. ‘I miss him too.’ 
‘But you barely ever talk about him.’
‘It’s just that… talking about it makes it real, and it hurts, and’—he looked away—‘it’s scary to think he’s gone.’ 
‘Oh, Lakey.’ She shifted closer to pull him into a hug. ‘It scares me too.’ 
‘You? You’re not scared of anything!’
She snorted. ‘Is that what you think? I’m terrified all the time.’
Images of the silver birds biting at the baby corpse flooded her mind, but she couldn’t mention that. 
‘You went silver-bird hunting right after they killed him,’ he said. ‘Talk about terrified.’
She winced. Here they were, finally addressing the topic they’d both been avoiding. 
‘I just didn’t want us to be next… they took dad, we could be on their killing list too.’ 
‘I reckon you haven’t fixed the problem, then? When you came back that day—the expression on your face—I thought you might have actually done it.’
She swallowed. ‘Done what?’ 
‘Killed one. But then I figured that if you had, you’d never have come back alive.’
‘Hey, thanks for the vote of confidence.’ She acted offended, but smugness filled within. After all, she too, couldn’t understand how she’d pulled it off.
‘It’s not that you’re not strong, it’s that they’re too vicious.’
She hummed. If only he knew that her strength had equalled their viciousness just fine. But here was the thing, even if she were to tell him, she doubted he’d believe her. 
‘Talking about vicious, don’t you think there’s something wrong with the new girl?’
‘Rosen?’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I think she’s nice.’ 
‘Yeah, that’s because she got you under her spell with’—she wanted to say with her smile, but it sounded ridiculous—‘with her stupid crumbles the other day.’
Alright, that wasn’t much better.  
He chuckled. ‘Come on, did you see her? She wouldn’t hurt anyone.’ He paused to think. ‘Actually, she’s the one who seems to get hurt often.’
‘My point, exactly. I think it’s just a cover.’
‘So your point, is that she’s a witch who put a spell on everybody, but you?’ 
He leant back on the couch and looked at her with an amused smile, like he knew something she didn’t.
‘Well, she’s—something.’ 
She was out of argument. She couldn’t explain everything to Lake yet, not if it might put him in danger too. 
‘Listen, she baked biscuits for us, and the hellebore flower was just an honest mistake.’
Though far from being a convincing alibi, she said nothing. She didn’t think she could leave Namu anymore, not as long as the killer wasn’t caught and Rosen lurked around. Her journey would have to wait, as Lake’s safety came first. 
 
***
 
Out the window, crows spun in perfect circles above the trees. River had been staring at them for a while now, nibbling on a chocolate bar at the same time. She wondered what sort of prey hid underneath the foliage to attract such a big flock, yet keep them chary of striking.
She bit into the last square of chocolate, when something moved between the trees. The shape was tall and humanoid. Her heart skipped. Someone skulked in the woods. 
All recent murders had occurred in proximity of the woods. Common sense begged her to step away from the window and hide, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the silhouette. She had to unmask the murderer. 
She crouched down, allowing only the top of her head to stick out as she peeked through the window. She had to look ridiculous but, unless Lake bothered to leave his room, nobody would walk on her in this position. 
The crows became agitated. They broke their perfect circles and dove. Their cacophony of croaks hushed the instant they disappeared under the trees. Everything went still. The wind died down, lulling the sways of leafy branches. 
River scanned the woods, heart in her throat. It was like the stranger had noticed her watching and had frozen the world in response. She had to know who they were and why the crows chased after them. Grabbing her coat on the way, she ran out the door. 
The mushy meadow welcomed her every step with a spongy sound. The warm afternoon sun had toasted the frosted ground, leaving behind a lovely mixture of slushy snow and mud to coat the land. She tiptoed to the edge to the woods, hoping to soften the noise.  
A thick bush as hiding place, she peered through the branches, waiting for the mysterious person to reveal themselves. She liked to think she was being discreet, until a silly move brought about the crack of a twig. She winced, heartbeat quickening in apprehension. 
Knowing her luck, this was probably the moment she would become the next victim.
Thump-thump. 
Thump-thump. 
Her pulse raced so hard, the crows had to hear it.
Thump-thump.
It missed a beat at the glimpse of strawberry hair shining in the distance. 
I knew it!
Surprisingly, the excitement of being right overcame the fear of being killed. 
Rosen had her back turned to her, one hand resting on the trunk of a tree, and a dozen of crows jumping at her feet. 
Despite the distance, River was able to make out her voice like a faint whisper. Rosen was talking to the tree. Unless she was addressing the crows? River had known she was weird, but she hadn’t thought her mental.  
Whatever discussion Rosen was having came to its end as she stepped away from the tree to look up at the sky. River followed her gaze. The clouds had turned orange for the sky would soon fade into night. 
It was getting late. 
River didn’t dare move. She was torn between her survival instinct urging her to run and her curiosity pressing her to figure out what Rosen was up to. She gave a quick look back at the house. Lake’s bedroom window was bright. There was still time to turn back and warn her brother, but he wouldn’t believe her and she couldn’t endanger his life. 
After coming close to killing her with bloody biscuits, who knew what else Rosen had up her sleeve? This might be the last chance at catching her out and incidentally stopping her from committing murder. 
River wasn’t done considering her options when Rosen walked away. The crows flew after her like pets. 
It was now or never. 
Without further thinking, she entered the woods. She had no plan, only the certainty that, wherever Rosen was going, she was going too. 
Rosen moved swiftly between the trees. No turn was random, she knew exactly where she was going, but her balance was off. She often stumbled and caught herself on trees and branches to keep steady. Now River understood the multiple bandages covering her skin. If she was a vampire, she made a really clumsy one. 
The explanation for her stumbling quickly came to River when she heard a whimper, followed by loud sniffles. She paused, eyes widening in realisation. Rosen was crying.  
River kept a careful distance between them but, with the falling darkness, it became hard to see through the trees and she feared she’d lose her. She had this strange feeling that, if she let her out of her sight for even a split second, something terrible would happen. If the wind swept the clouds away, the full moon would light up her way, but the air had never been stiller. 
Rosen sped up. River picked up the pace, but it wasn’t long before she found herself struggling to keep up. She relied on the crows to stay on track. Their shapes split the sky in darker shades and the echo of their croaks announced the path.  
Thump-thump. 
A path which led to woodland depths she’d always been too terrified to explore. This was a bad idea. What was she thinking, going after Rosen alone? At the very least, she should have left a note to Lake. To Seti. 
Thump-thump.
She could barely make out Rosen’s silhouette, or the crows’ through the thick foliage. Their croaks quietened and the sound of fluttering wings grew rarer. Twigs cracked only below her shoes, until they stopped completely. A shiver ran down her spine. All was silent except for her heartbeat and rapid breathing. 
Thump-thump.  
After minutes of walking blindly, she had to accept that, not only was she alone, she was also utterly lost. 
She turned around, studying the trees like they’d tell her the way, until she realised she couldn’t remember from which side she’d come from. A pang of anxiety gripped her chest. Sweat pearled down her temples as she hunted for a familiar sign. She wasn’t prone to panic attacks, but since her father’s death, she’d gotten plenty of them. 
She sat on a broken trunk to pacify herself, but couldn’t catch her breath. A chunk of snow against her forehead, she waited for the hot flash to cool down. Then she brought it against her neck and shivered when the icy water ran down her back. It might give her a cold, but at least it helped shift her focus to something other than her heartbeat. 
Thump-thump. 
The sound made her anxious. 
She rose again and walked. She knew nothing of her direction, but walked fast for the sound of footsteps to cover the beating of her heart. The woods pulled her deeper, but it wasn’t an immediate concern of her. She’d take care of one problem after the other. Even the Rosen problem had slipped out of her mind. She concentrated on her feet not to trip, on the darkness not to crash into a tree, and soon the panic passed.   
A sudden splash brought her back to her senses. Feet wet and water-splattered knees, River froze. She’d stepped into a stream, but not just any stream. 
The surface of the water had thawed and, with the melting of the snow, the stream had turned into a raging torrent. It was twice as wide as it used to be. Fresh grass had grown along the muddy bank. But there was no mistaking this place. 
Her feet had brought her back to the river where she used to play as a little girl. 
Where she’d drown the silver bird. 	
She didn’t want to look, yet found herself eyeing the water, leaning down, and searching for a sign of the dead bird. A wing. A feather. A claw. Any leftover, or evidence of what she’d done. 
As she found nothing, her legs began to shake. She forced her eyes off the water and stepped away with resolution. She refused to look further, refused to find out.
It was when she remembered the cabin. Spending the night there wouldn’t be warm, but it would be safer than roaming the darkness to get lost again. She reached the old tree and paused. Something was wrong. The shape of the tree was off and the cabin looked different. 
Feeling a prick in her foot, she flinched.  
Did I step onto a hedgehog or—
A plank of wood with nails sticking out. Wait. She felt the tree for the ladder but found only a naked trunk. The ladder had been destroyed. 
Her eyes narrowed as she peered up through the night. When she made out the contours of the cabin, she let out a cry of surprise.  
The ramshackle cabin was barely holding together. The floor was gone, all objects they’d kept inside scattered on the ground. The planks of the walls hung on to branches with shaky nails. No doubt, the next gust of wind would snatch the remnants away.   
But it wasn’t all. 
Like most trees in the woods, this one had gone through a growth spurt. Despite its old age, fresh healthy branches soared to the sky and overflowed with leaves and blooming flowers. The night kept the flowers hidden, but their scent was strong and distinctive. A new branch passed through the place the cabin’s roof used to be, and the roof now precariously perched a metre away. 
She shook her head in disbelief. The growth of the woods was unnatural. 
A shadow passed overhead, drawing her attention to the sky. She gasped, hand to her heart, but it was too small to be a silver bird. 
You’re okay. You’re safe. This place is like your second home. 
Something grabbed her ankle before she could finish reassuring herself, and a scream slipped out of her mouth. 
She tried to run, but the grip was firm and tight, keeping her rooted to the spot. She kicked, only to lose her balance, and her knees hit the ground with a loud cracking sound, while her head buried itself into the mud. Warmth ran down her legs before the pain really hit her. Too sharp to be rocks or wood, they’d pierced through skin and flesh like knives. 
The nails. 
She’d impaled herself on nails.  
Whimpering, she attempted to lift herself up, but the cord-like thing around her ankles wouldn’t let go. There hadn’t been any rope in their cabin though. Someone had set this trap recently. For her. 
Her heart jolted. The trapper couldn’t be far. 
She hauled up her knees, trying to pull herself up, but the pain was excruciating. Her skin tore at every bend of the knees. She was nailed to the ground, literally. 
Terrified sobs ripped their way out of her throat. She almost cried for help, when she remembered the only persons in the woods tonight wouldn’t help her. She was alone. 
Her body trembled. Her elbows slowly sank into the cold mud. She had to get out of here. If she didn’t bleed out, then the cold would take her.
She wiggled to reach her ankles, when she felt the cord moving like a snake. It crawled up around her ankle, except it wasn’t a cord, nor a snake. 
The thing snatched River off the ground and lifted her up in the air. She screamed in agony as her knees were ripped off from the nails. Eyes shut, she braced herself for impact. Her body tensed, dreading the fall, but the shock never came. Instead, the thing kept her swinging in the air, head down.
She risked an eye open, and horror stole her voice. She blinked, hoping the hallucination would fade, that she’d wake from the dream, because there was no way that the tree she’d climbed so often as a kid was moving in front of her eyes.  
It waved its branches in fury. The leaves shook as if caught in a storm. Roots slithered on the ground like snakes closing in on their prey. They curled up like a spider rearing its front legs. It had to be a nightmare. Trees couldn’t move. But the pain in her knees was too real to be a product of her imagination. 
One moment she hung in the air, and the next she was hurled into the icy embrace of water. Relief washed over her as the cold numbed the sting in her knees, but the ease was fleeting. 
The roots hadn’t let go of her legs. They tossed her around in the water like a rag doll until she couldn’t tell which way was up. She struggled against the current of the water, her scrambling arms joggling in every direction.   
What little air she took in when reaching the surface for a second was tainted of water. She kicked her legs but couldn’t wriggle away. The lack of breath took away the small strength she’d left. 
Agony pierced her chest. The icy water grabbed at her, got in her nose and ears. She wouldn’t survive this. Panic rose in her throat like bile when she realised she’d drown. Her head ached with every heart drum, threatening her skull to blow up. 
The tree lifted her to the surface and, before she could breathe in, shoved her back into the depths of the river. Her arms scraped the bottom. Twirls of water turned red. Her limbs, too numb from the cold, felt no pain. Her only awareness was for her chest, burning like a blaze. She wanted to scream, but it meant giving up. It meant allowing the water to swallow her up. 
The tree thrust her body against the rocks again. She gasped, tasting cold water. The crevices of the riverbed would eat her alive with sharp teeth, sharp like those of a silver bird. 
This was how the bird had felt. The irony soothed her somehow. Perhaps drowning was her fate, and there was no escaping what was fated. 
Thoughts left her, as well as the hope that anyone would save her. She felt herself falling into the comfort of death. She expected her life to flash before her eyes as she died, but there was nothing and she didn’t have the strength to recall a memory. 
Darkness pulled her down, the descent lasting forever. Her battered body went limp and, as she was giving into the inevitable, strong hands latched onto her, jolting her back into partial awareness. Her body rose despite the powerful rush of water pushing her down. She was dragged out of the river and directly into another’s fierce embrace, their desperate voice sounding distant to her waterlogged ears as she struggled to make sense of the world around her. 
Everything felt distorted and overwhelming to her dazed mind. She coughed the water out until desperately needed air rushed into her lungs. Every breath hurt, but she gasped for more. Her whole body ached, yet she couldn’t believe how good pain felt if it meant she’d live. 
The warm and firm embrace of her saviour kept her from giving in to complete panic, even as she sensed the tremble of wrath in their voice. Their words and meanings were lost to her and, though the voice seemed familiar, she couldn’t piece it together. She sensed they were trying to keep her awake, but found herself far too exhausted to do as they wished. 
She wanted to warn them about the trees, but lacked the strength to speak. She had to trust that she was safe in their arms as she allowed her consciousness to fade. The last thing she registered before slipping into complete oblivion was a warm breath caressing her eyes, the gentle press of fingers around her face, and a flowery scent.  
 


12. a song of crows
 
 
The first thought that crossed River’s mind as she came around was that fainting wasn’t the best habit to get into. First with Svea, and now with… The second thought was that she’d had the weirdest nightmare. What else could explain the memory of a monstrous tree going after her? 
Blades of grass brushed her fingers and tickled her face. She frowned as she slowly comprehended that she was outside and that she was freezing cold. Her eyes blinked open. She lay on the snow, along the torrent, but away from its muddy bank. It was still dark but she knew exactly where she was. 
It had been no nightmare. 
Frozen in place, River stared in bewildered silence at her saviour. Of all people, her face was the last she expected to catch leaning above hers.
‘Y—you!’ 
She couldn’t articulate a sentence. 
Rosen snatched her hand back and River followed it with her eyes. What she’d taken for grass caressing her face had been Rosen’s fingers. 
Her smell—cinnamon and lavender—washed over her. River took a steadying breath. It reminded her of the biscuits. 
She leapt to her feet to put some distance between them, and it was only once standing that she remembered her knees. The pain she recalled was gone. All that remained was exhaustion. 
She wasn’t dead and the tree was still, as if nothing had happened. 
‘You saved me.’ She’d meant to say you poisoned me, but the words had reshaped over her tongue. 
Rosen stared back at her, silent, with the expression of someone who had a lot to say but didn’t know where to start. 
‘The tree—my knees—how?’ 
River wanted to check her wounds, but was unable to take her eyes off her saviour. Rosen had to have seen the tree move, yet didn’t look perturbed. Perhaps she hadn’t been the one to save her. 
‘Calm down, you’re okay now,’ Rosen said quietly, like she feared her voice might wake up someone—or something. ‘You must be cold. Let me warm you up, or you’ll fall ill.’ 
Rosen approached, one hand reaching out, which only made River draw further back. There were trees running around killing people. Catching a cold was the least of her worries right now. 
A pang of realisation hit her. The trees had killed Dorcas, Nale, and the entire other family. It explained the roots around Dorcas’s ankles, and the roots resting on the frozen river where they’d found Nale. How they drew blood from their victims remained a mystery. But, if trees could move, anything was possible. At this point, she wouldn’t be surprised if roots could grow fangs or if a mouth hid beneath their trunk. Such mental image made her shudder. 
‘Did you see the tree?’ 
River’s breath caught in her throat as she waited for the answer. If Rosen hadn’t seen the tree, nobody would believe her word alone. They’d think she’d lost her mind or that drowning had given her hallucinations. 
Rosen looked hesitant, but the expression on her face couldn’t lie and the growing silence was the answer River needed. 
‘You did.’ 
River breathed out in relief—as much relief one could feel at the confirmation that trees were monsters.
‘They won’t hurt you anymore.’ 
River snorted. ‘Well, go tell that to Dorcas and Nale.’ 
Rosen cast down her eyes, like it pained her to think of them. But she hadn’t known either, so why pretending? 
‘How did you stop the tree?’ 
The flowers in Rosen’s hair trembled as she looked away, leaving the question hanging. 
Looking away—typical liar move.
‘I—I don’t know, maybe it got scared of me?’ Rosen said dryly. 
The thought of Rosen scaring the tree away could have amused her too, if she weren’t so disconcerted by her smile. Her gaze drifted from her eyes to the curls in her hair, shimmering under the dim light of the moon. She couldn’t imagine a monster being scared of her. Charmed? Maybe. But definitely not scared. 
And it irked her. Rosen irked her. 
River leant down to her legs. The trousers were ripped at the knees, leaving the bottom parts resting around her ankles. Washed-out blood spattered her skin but she couldn’t spot a single cut. Her mind couldn’t have made up the intense pain that had torn her knees. The deep nail stabs should have left literal holes in her knees, yet she saw nothing but smooth undamaged skin. 
Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. ‘What did you do to me?’
‘You mean saving your life?’ 
Rosen shot River a dark look, like she already regretted doing it.
‘You know what I mean—my knees, how did they heal?’ 
‘Hmm, I took care of your palm injury too… it was struggling to heal,’ Rosen said smugly. ‘You’re welcome.’ 
River startled at the sight of her hand. All evidence of the bite had vanished and the persistent itchiness was forgotten. 
‘Sometimes guilt keeps our body from healing properly.’
Rosen’s knowing look had her heart skipped. What did she know of her guilt? 
‘So what, are you some kind of magical healer?’ 
The words didn’t sound as derisive as she’d imagined them in her mind. But, after a tree attacked her and a stranger made her wounds disappear into thin air, coming up with a decent comeback was hard. 
Rosen gave a hint of a smile. ‘An apprentice botanist would be more accurate, but I suppose plants are quite magical.’ 
The smile annoyed her. Rosen annoyed her far more. Now that she’d healed her, River was forced to consider that the poisoning might have been accidental. 
The lavender in Rosen’s hair blew with the wind, except there was no wind. The trees, the lavender, River thought she’d never witnessed magic on Namu, but perhaps it had hidden in the woods all along. 
‘How did you do it, then?’ 
Rosen looked away to adjust her cloak. 
A truthful answer shouldn’t need much thinking. 
‘A magical healer doesn’t share their secret.’ 
An apprentice botanist, you mean. 
River kept the thought quiet. A bad feeling kept her from getting too comfortable with Rosen. Sharing jokes was the beginning of lowering her guard, and she couldn’t allow it. She couldn’t trust her. 
‘All I’ll say, is that the right leaves on the right wounds can mend even the deepest hurt.’ 
‘What does that mean?’
‘It means it’s time to get you home.’ Rosen pointed at her wet clothes. ‘You need to warm up and rest. Can you walk?’ 
She reached out for her arm, but River flinched away. The brush of Rosen’s fingers against her skin was enough to make the hairs on her arm stand.
‘I can walk,’ River said quickly. 
Rosen led the way through the trees, every step and turn made with confidence, like she knew the woods by heart and even the night couldn’t throw her off. 
River followed at a reasonable distance, pondering over their last conversation. Too many questions burnt on her lips. Trees coming to life, their seemingly magical growth, if it wasn’t related to Rosen’s arrival, why hadn’t she heard of it before? This wasn’t River’s first night hike in the woods, but woody killers had never attacked her prior to tonight.  
‘So, yesterday… you truly didn’t try to kill me?’ 
River flushed when Rosen looked at her over her shoulder. Under the moonlight, her grey eyes glinted like silver. Persisting in provoking her might not be the best key to survival. 
‘Well, you’re alive, aren’t you? And I just saved you from drowning… why would I want to kill you, if it’s just to keep you from dying afterwards?’ 
River sighed. ‘Why do you keep being like that?’
‘Being like what?’
‘Annoyingly evasive? Or is it just when you’re trying to cover up a murder attempt?’ 
Rosen rolled her eyes. ‘And you, are you always this ungrateful? Or is it just after being saved from a certain death?’ 
River clenched her teeth. Fine, Rosen could make fun of her, but she knew there were things left unsaid and she wasn’t one to give up. 
‘Listen, if I wanted to kill you, you’d be dead already.’ 
It was one way to put it. Rosen had a point; she was alive. And it was a little bit thanks to her, if she dared admit it. 
Her throat closed at the memory of the fire in her chest as she’d run out of air. She still felt the water shoving her body from all sides and locking her in a suffocating embrace. She’d thought she was going to die. 
She forced a deep breath in. Her wet clothes, plastered to her skin, felt like hands wrapped around her chest and throat, and she needed an escape. She needed air. 
Rosen’s voice echoed from far ahead and River remembered how to breathe. Without realising, she’d let the distance widen between them. She picked up the pace until she could smell lavender and hear that Rosen wasn’t speaking. She was singing. The melancholic words belonged to a language River couldn’t understand, while the melody sounded like a recurrent dream. A place she’d visited often but could never reach. Like a lullaby, it soothed her mind. 
The melody didn’t affect River only. As if answering a call, crows flew across the sky to land on the trees nearest Rosen. The further through the woods her voice resonated, the more crows gathered around.  
By the time they reached the end of the woods, the singing had softened into a hum. A thickness of feathers and darkness shrouded Rosen from River. She walked with a murder of crows and the murder flew with her. 
River crossed out the vampire theory from her mind. Rosen had to be a witch. 
 


13. mind-fogged 
 
 
A clotted mist rolled over the woods and towards the village. River stared absentmindedly at the white clouds slowly swallowing one house after the other. Last night haunted her mind. She’d come home in a complete haze and, though she had no memory of it, somehow managed to change into dry clothes and go to bed. 
During the night, crows and trees had visited her sleep and now she couldn’t tell the reality from the dream. Had crows followed her home? Had trees tried to drown her? Did Rosen really save her and mend her wounds? 
The water-soaked clothes lying on the floor confirmed the scary truth, but that didn’t mean she was ready to accept it. 
She wanted to tell Lake as soon as she woke up, because surely he’d make sense of all of this, but she found his room empty. With the villagers still confined to their home, the logical explanation was that he’d broken the rule to meet Yue. She watched the meadow from behind the window, expecting him to appear any time now with flushed cheeks from seeing his crush. 
Lake was taking a while to come back. River’s anxious glances towards the woods became more and more frequent. She feared a tree might have ambushed him too. She feared the whole woods might wake up and invade the village before she could warn anyone. Mostly, she feared going out herself to warn them. 
An hour passed and she had to accept that Lake would spend the day at Yue’s. At least, she tried to convince herself of it. Else she’d give in to panic.
The village had vanished under thick white cotton clouds when she made herself look away. Staring at the white blur of a landscape made her sleepy. After such tough night, there was no point resisting sleep. She climbed the stairs to her room, growing more somnolent each step. She let out a wide yawn as she opened the door and, mouth still open, froze in her tracks.
A crow hopped on the bed. 
When the bird noticed her, it let out a strident croak and spread its wings. River screamed as she jumped back in fear. She tripped on the threshold but caught the door handle to stop her fall. She paused there, dangerously leaning against the door, but not daring to move further back. 
The crow didn’t look friendly, and she stared with apprehension, waiting for it to attack. But instead, it folded its wings back along its body and stared back, like it was her turn to do or say something. 
‘What do you want? Food?’ she asked, her voice shaking along with her body. ‘I’ve got nothing for you, and you’re probably better than me at catching mice—or whatever it is that you eat.’ 
The crow croaked in response, startling her again.
‘How did you get in there, anyway?’ 
The windows were locked, and until now the door had been shut. Hands raised up in front of her for protection, she approached the window. If she opened it, it might leave. 
Before she could reach the other side of the room, the crow jumped on her in a single flap. She shouted and waved her arms in every direction to get rid of it until she realised it wasn’t attacking. Its wings barely brushed her face while its beak gently tugged at the hem of her shirt. 
For a moment she’d thought the crow was coming for her heart. Her arms settled to her sides as she let the bird guide her towards the window. 
‘You do want to go out.’ 
She slid the window open, its wooden frame giving a grim crack. The harsh winds slithered through the opening and bit at her face. She stifled a shiver at the cold pressing into the room.  
‘There, you can go now.’ 
Instead of flying out, the crow landed on the windowsill and stared at River with insistence. 
She groaned. ‘What do you want?’ 
It pecked at the window. 
‘Hey, don’t break the glass—’ 
Caw
Caw 
The crow looked at her, then out the window. 
She sighed. ‘What are you trying to say?’ 
She couldn’t believe she was trying to have a conversation with a crow. 
Caw
It bent its head to look outside and came back in to pull on her sleeve. 
‘Is there something outside?’ 
She leant out the window and gasped. 
The fog had taken over the meadow. It spread towards the woods, sliding on the snow like froth over coffee. Silhouettes swayed in its blur, walking in the direction of the trees. 
Her heart skipped a beat. The trees.
She leant further, squinting, but the fog was too thick to figure out their identities. 
‘What are you doing? Don’t go into the woods!’ 
The silhouettes kept floating over the meadow, undisturbed by her shouts. River’s chest tightened. What if Lake and Seti were amongst them? She had to warn them. 
She ran down the stairs, leaving behind the open window and the crow. In an instant, she was out the house, rushing across the meadow to meet the walking shadows. 
Caw
She looked up at the bird flying overhead. The crow had caught up with her. 
Thanks for warning me. 
Everything changed as River stepped into the cloud. Her vision blurred and a wet coldness wrapped around her. Feet, legs, then hands, all disappeared. The suffocating humidity smelled strange. Flowery. She coughed and slowed down. Thick fog clogged her throat. She covered her nose with her scarf. It eased her breathing for a little while, until her mind became foggy too.
She stopped running. 
Why am I here? 
Come here.
She spun round. The thought hadn’t been hers, but it reminded her the why. 
To find Lake. 
She ran again, fleeing the hushed whispers that tried to seize her.
Her thoughts were getting all mixed up. She caught herself thinking that she had to run into the woods, and almost tripped. She regained her balance just as the thought popped up in her head again.
I must go into the woods. 
She froze. 
No, not the woods! I don’t want to go there. 
Yes, the woods.
Fear crept up in her mind. She was pretty certain she’d had this thought against her will. 
She made a sudden turn right and only afterwards did she realise she hadn’t wanted to. She couldn’t see where she was going anymore and kept on taking unexpected turns against her will. The painful pounding of her heart snapped her mind back in control. She was surrounded with cotton whiteness and couldn’t distinguish neither the silhouettes, nor in which direction stood the trees. 
She was lost.
But she felt this tugging. This unwanted longing to walk with the fog. A pull luring her out of her awareness.  
‘You have to resist,’ she muttered to herself.
One wrong move could lead her straight into the woods. She gathered her focus on her feet to stay put to the ground, but couldn’t see them though the fog. She couldn’t see that they moved like her limbs had gotten a mind of their own. 
Wait, I’m not that blind.
It was simple. If the fog indeed tried to pull her towards the woods, all she had to do was pull the other way. 
Easier said than done. 
The unwanted thoughts overwhelmed her. She yelled to clear her mind, but the fog grew stronger. It felt like walking against a windstorm, except her hair didn’t whip her in the face. 
She struggled over every step, her mind busy blocking the thoughts out. Giving in would be so much easier and she was mad at herself for considering it. She wouldn’t allow her mind to disconnect from her body.
‘You will not have me drown again—’
The words died on her lips as she spotted a vague shape coming towards her. 
No leaves, no branches, and no deadly roots. It was human. And not just any human; her favourite one.
She gasped. ‘Seti!’ 
But Seti walked past her without granting her a look. 
They have him. 
River spun around and allowed her body to do what it wanted so dearly: walking with the fog. She caught up with Seti and pulled his face towards hers to force their eyes to meet. Despite his glazed expression, she knew there was hope. His pupil flickered when he saw her. 
‘You have to resist. Block the thoughts out.’ 
His functioning eye sparkled from the effort. He was trying to resist, but it wasn’t enough. He stumbled then resumed walking like nothing had ever happened.  
‘Don’t give in to the thoughts. Resist.’ 
She grabbed his arm to stop him, but it was hard enough blocking her own body from following the fog without having to drag Seti along with her. She stepped in front of him and put both hands on his chest. She pushed as hard as she could, but the fog grasped at her back and pulled the other way.
Think about the icy waters. Think about the nails buried in your knees. If you don’t want to go back, you have to fight. 
She shuddered at the memory, but the pulling eased. She pushed Seti harder. He wasn’t walking anymore, but he didn’t take a step back either. He was too heavy for River to make him budge. He had to fight the thoughts himself, it was the only way.
Another silhouette appeared behind Seti and River let go of him in surprise. Their contours sharpened fast, like the person was running. She barely had time to comprehend what was happening, or who they were, that the person jumped on them and slapped Seti in the face. The blow emitted a crack like a whiplash against his cheek. 
Seti’s mind jerked back in control. He staggered and let out a cry of pain as his cheeks quickly reddened. 
River blocked the fist coming at her right before it touched her face. Her eyes widened at the sight of Rosen. 
‘What the—’
‘The mist keeps away from pain,’ Rosen said. 
River shook her head in confusion. 
‘Was it really necessary though? Or are you just making up excuses to beat the shit outta us?’ 
She had to admit though that, contrary to her, he didn’t struggle to hold his ground anymore. Raising her hands, she stepped away from Rosen. She was ready to counterattack any unannounced slap. 
‘You figured the way to stay in control,’ Rosen said with an appreciative nod. 
She flinched. ‘I’m hardly in control.’
‘Think about your most painful memory, and pinch your arm whenever you feel your mind drifting.’ 
The instructions sounded ridiculous. 
‘If it’s another trick—’
‘Just do it.’
She’d never seen such serious look on Rosen, so she kept her mumbles to herself and, for once, did as she was told. The pinch had her wince, but relief came instantly. Her mind didn’t feel as crowded anymore and the unwanted thoughts quietened. She pinched herself again. 
It hurt, but pain meant control. Her mind strengthened as her arms stung from unrelenting pinching. The windstorm faded into a breeze. The pull became a tickle. The fog couldn’t grasp her anymore. 
‘Think about yesterday, when you almost drowned. A near-death experience should be enough to keep the mist at bay.’ Rosen turned towards Seti and, as if knowing all about his past and darkest secrets, continued, ‘Think about the times you got beaten up, the bruises, the blood, and those days spent hating yourself and those nights where you cried yourself to sleep.’ 
His eyes filled but he turned away before they could see a tear.  
River’s heart ached. 
How dare she bring this up like it’s nothing?
‘You’ll thank me later,’ Rosen said, staring back at her. ‘Now let’s get out of here.’
I’ll thank you never.
She let the memories of the previous day invade her mind and soon she was able to run behind Rosen. She battled the pulling by reliving every second she’d spent underwater. Every second the nails had pierced through her flesh. And when the memory weakened, when she struggled to revive the pain, she pinched her skin. 
The fog had to have stretched because it felt like they’d been running forever when River finally saw the end of it. 
Colours slowly found their way through the fog. The leftovers of dirty snow covering the meadow. The muddy riverbank. The wooden cottages. The grassy hills down the coast. And the mountains of trees. Green trees by the river. Green trees by the village. Had the woods expanded overnight?
At least, their branches and roots stood still. 
The group jumped out of the fog and felt the grip on their exhausted mind loosen, like two hands letting go before parting ways. They were free.
‘Bloody birds, what’s this mist?’ Seti said, panting. 
They kept running, throwing looks above their shoulders to make sure there was enough distance between them and the fog before they allowed themselves to slow down. 
River turned to Rosen. ‘How could trees do that?’ 
‘Trees?’ Seti said, bemused. ‘Why trees?’ 
River didn’t bother explain. She needed answers first. Rosen knew how to fight the fog, she’d stopped the tree the day before—although she’d denied it—and was possibly a witch—River still had doubts on that one. So, if anyone could make sense of the fog, it was her. 
‘It isn’t really a mist,’ Rosen said, staring at the undisturbed clouds that floated towards the woods. ‘And it isn’t really the trees.’  
River rolled her eyes. ‘Do you mind giving us a tiny bit more than that?’ 
Rosen gave her a dark look, but obliged. 
‘It was the flowers in the trees, they’re the ones releasing this thick mist,’ she said. ‘It carries their pollen, which then gets into your system… that’s how they take possession of your mind.’
‘Are you saying I was just possessed by a bunch of flowers?’ Seti said, chuckling.
‘That is exactly what I mean.’
‘You can’t be serious—’  
‘She’s right,’ River said, reluctantly. 
He cast them a suspicious look. ‘Are you making fun of me?’  
‘Impossible, River is the least fun person I know.’ 
‘You don’t even know me!’ 
Seti gave a laugh. ‘Oh, you two are friends now? What did I miss? How did this happen?’ 
They both answered at the same time, ‘We’re not friends!’ 
River snorted as she looked away. 
‘Well, I admire how passionate you are about not being friends,’ he said, amused. 
‘Whatever, we don’t have time for that now,’ River said with a glare. ‘Seti, you are so not ready to hear what happened to me last night.’ 
‘To make it short, I pulled her from a freezing river where a tree was trying to drown her,’ Rosen said, voice as dull as if she were announcing the weather. 
Seti laughed again, until he realised the dead-serious expression on River’s face.
‘Okay, I’m going to need a slightly longer version… For a start, what were you doing swimming in freezing water?’
River took a deep breath and gave it all to him, save perhaps a few little details. Seti didn’t need to know she’d been following Rosen. He didn’t need to know how enchanting her voice was—like literally enchanting crows. And he certainly didn’t need to know that the place she’d almost drowned was the same place she’d killed a silver bird. 
‘The threat of the trees seems limited to the woods though, so as long as we stay away from it we should be safe,’ she said in conclusion.
Rosen hummed. ‘And that’s probably why they’re using the flowers to attract you to them.’
River frowned. ‘You mean attract us.’
‘Of course—us,’ Rosen corrected, but her eyes didn’t meet River’s. 
‘What were you doing in the woods at night though?’ 
Seti just had to ask, didn’t he? But the part about moving trees didn’t alarm him, of course. 
Rosen arched an eyebrow, smirking. ‘Yeah, I wonder about that too.’ 
She knows. These crows of hers must have told on me. 
‘Well, you were out in the woods too,’ River said, crossing her arms against her chest. ‘And who’s to say I can’t take a walk in the woods when I fancy it, huh?’
Rosen snorted at the lie. 
‘Did you see anyone else in the fog?’ Seti asked. ‘I swear I saw shadows in there.’
‘Oh, Lake’s been out for hours—he must have gone through the fog too!’
River looked around in panic. They stood alone in the meadow. The village had emerged from the fog and all that remained of it were clumps that hung over the tree tops. She realised, to her horror, that if the fog had caught him it meant he was in the woods already. 
‘Rosen,’ the name burnt her tongue as she turned to her in last resort, ‘tell me you saw Lake.’ 
She shook her head. 
‘He must be fine,’ Seti said. ‘He’s probably with Yue, completely unaware of what happened.’ 
River stopped. ‘I have to go back to find him.’ 
‘Come on, let’s check the village first,’ he said, pulling her arm to make her follow. 
‘No, what if he’s not there? Then it’ll be too late—’
‘And what if you’re risking your life for nothing? I’m not letting you go back there.’
He threw Rosen an insistent look for support. 
‘Seti’s right, you shouldn’t go.’ 
‘You showed us how to resist the fog—’
‘Look at you, you’re exhausted,’ Rosen said. ‘If you let your memories torture you any longer, your mind won’t be able to fight the fog, let alone the trees. You’re not strong enough.’ 
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ River replied drily. ‘But I can’t let him alone with these monster-trees either—you saw what they did to the others.’ 
‘Please, don’t be foolish.’ Seti let go of her arm to grab her hand instead. His eyes alone begged her to stay. ‘Let’s check the village first, and if he’s not there then we’ll go to the woods together.’  
River swallowed hard. It was tempting, not having to go alone. Not having to face the trees this very second. And she could do with a little rest. Her legs still shook from the running. She wanted to believe Seti, believe that Lake was safe in the village.
‘Okay,’ she whispered, squeezing Seti’s hand back, but her heart clenched at the fear that she might be making the wrong decision.
 
***
 
The village was silent, for the command to stay home was still in force. Every street, alley, and corner breathed out loneliness. River knew it was normal, but her chest ached from Lake’s absence. She expected to see him at every turn, only to be disappointed. 
‘Lets go to Yue’s first,’ Seti said. ‘If he’s not there, we’ll knock on every door if need be.’ 
Yue opened after the first knock. River’s hand still hung in the air that she was quickly pulled inside. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Yue asked. ‘Is Lake alright?’ 
Her face mirrored River’s worry.  
‘I don’t know, we came here to know if you’d seen him?’ 
‘No, he was supposed to come so we could go through the lockdown together,’ Yue said, fidgeting with her hands. ‘But now—what if he’s become the next victim—’ 
‘Don’t say that,’ Seti said. ‘I’m sure he’s fine.’
He tried to put his hand around Yue’s shoulders to reassure her, but she flinched away the moment he touched her. Raising his hands, he took a step away. 
‘Sorry, I forgot.’ 
Yue had never been fond of physical touch, whether it be friendly or intimate. She often joked about how she only bore the touch of the dead. 
‘It’s okay.’
‘No, it’s not.’ River’s face flushed. ‘Lake wouldn’t have gone out, if it wasn’t to meet you.’  
‘Hey, it’s not her fault,’ Rosen said, coming between them. 
‘You, shut up.’ 
‘What—’
‘It’s your fault if I’m here, wasting time! Lake’s gone and if you hadn’t kept me from going into the woo—’
‘Seti kept you from going, not me!’ 
‘You told me I was too weak to carry on.’
‘That’s ridiculous, I was just trying to protect you.’ 
‘You’re ridiculous! Protect me? As if! You tried to poison me once, did you forget about that already?’ 
She knew it was her mistake for listening to Rosen, for trusting her, even when she’d promised herself she wouldn’t. 
‘Other villagers might have disappeared, you know? You can’t be selfish and act like you’re the only one going through pain right now.’ 
‘Yes, I can. And I will.’ 
River gave Rosen a final glare before storming out of the house. 
Who is she to tell me how to feel right now? 
She didn’t give a flying damned bird about the others. Because yes, she was selfish, and yes, Lake was all that mattered to her. Alright, and Seti. But, because he mattered too, it was safer if he stayed behind. 
She left the village without a look back and ran across the meadow so fast that, when she reached the edge of the woods, she hadn’t had enough time to think her plan through. Her skin prickled with anxiety. The trees didn’t look threatening, standing still, their leaves barely waving, but she knew better now. She knew she wouldn’t survive long in the woods if she came in with nothing but bare hands. She had to arm herself. 
But what sort of weapon could harm a tree? An axe? Could they even feel pain? 
She shook her head in disbelief. If someone had once told her she’d find herself having these questions, she’d have thought them mental. 
She stopped by the shed, next to her house, where they stored all kinds of tools for gardening and adventuring. She picked the weapons she had experience with: her sharpest knives, light daggers, and, of course, the old axe that belonged to her father. She attached the axe to her back, secured some blades to her legs, others to her arms, and hid more in places people wouldn’t think about. One could never be too prepared. 
These trees weren’t ready for all the bark stripping about to happen. 
She glanced at them through the window. She had no idea what made them able to move and whether they were all harmful. With the woods covering almost the entirety of the mountains, she hoped it was only a small number of them, otherwise she was doomed. 
After the shed, she went home to grab some snacks, a light coat, and her most practical bag—one that held just right on her back and wouldn’t bounce while running. The image of a tree waving its roots in the air while chasing her came to mind.
Let’s hope there won’t be too much running.
In her hurry to leave the house, she failed to notice the person waiting outside and crashed right into them. Before she could understand what happened, she was lying on the paved courtyard, arms and legs untangled with another person’s limbs. 
River groaned and rolled to the side to extricate herself from the mess. She knelt up to stand, when the sight of the person before her brought her up short. Fair curls, white lilies, and lavender stems falling in front of a face. There wasn’t room for doubt. 
‘For wolfsbane’s sake,’ Rosen said, glaring up at River. ‘Can’t you look where you’re going?’ 
‘What are you doing here?’ 
‘We are here to help you, obviously.’
Rosen looked at her hands and winced. She’d hurt her palms when trying to break her fall. She clenched her fists to hide the wounds, causing only more blood to drip from her wrists. 
‘We?’ River repeated, mesmerised by the blood spattering the paving stones. It sparkled like ruby gems.  
‘Your hands! Are you okay?’ 
Yue’s voice broke the spell. River looked away and noticed her and Seti standing on the side, fear and determination in their eyes. The presence of her friend loosened the lump in her throat. She wouldn’t be going alone after all. 
‘I’m fine,’ Rosen said as she rose. ‘Barely a scratch.’ 
The blood stains said otherwise, but Rosen’s sharp look defied them to pry.  
River gave Seti a sheepish smile. ‘You came.’ 
‘Can’t miss out on the opportunity to show off my swordsmanship now, can I?’ he said. ‘But if we die, I’ll be pissed at you for eternity.’ 
She pulled a face. ‘Sounds fair.’ 
Clutching the dagger in her hand, River led the way into the woods. 


14. fog hunting 
 
 
The sun was shining. The birds were out. It was a beautiful day for murder, yet the trees stood as immobile as regular trees ought to be.
River had expected trees to jump on them the moment they entered the woods, but they’d been walking amongst them for an hour without anything happening. Walking, walking, and losing their voice shouting Lake’s name. She wondered whether everything hadn’t just been a bad dream all along. The tree, the fog, nothing but shared hallucinations. If she came back home, maybe she’d find Lake waiting for her in the kitchen, fighting boredom by baking bread. She kept calling, his name echoing deeper and deeper into the woods, but he never answered. 
The foreboding sound of strong wind whooshing through trees startled her every time. At the crack of a twig or the swing of a leaf, she brandished her blade. Her eyes swept the surroundings, pausing on each quivering branch and watching the ground for crawling roots that might grasp her ankles. She felt sick with apprehension. 
‘You’ll poke somebody’s eye out if you keep waving your dagger like that,’ Rosen said, coming up to walk by her side. 
River didn’t grant her a glance. ‘Are you suggesting I let a branch grab my neck first?’ 
‘You don’t need to be so tense.’
‘No? Maybe if we weren’t surrounded by hundreds of trees that might come into action at any time to murder us, I wouldn’t be.’ 
Her scowl faltered at the sight of Rosen’s smile.  
‘What’s so funny?’ 
She looked away to scan the new trees around—every step meant new trees and new potential dangers—but mostly to hide the flush on her cheeks. She couldn’t bear to look at Rosen’s annoying face without feeling sick. Rosen made her heart flip and her skin prickle. If even her own body sent warnings in Rosen’s proximity, it was a clear sign that she couldn’t be trusted. 
‘You can lower your guard, we’ll be safe until night comes,’ Rosen said confidently.
River stopped in her tracks, causing Seti to collide with her back. She didn’t see when he lost his balance and had to catch a tree not to fall. She only stared at Rosen, bemused.
‘What do you mean?’ 
Rosen shrugged, but she had this faint air of I know things  you don’t. River wished she could wipe it off her face. She was dying to grab her by the shoulders and shake her until she got all the answers. 
‘Why until night comes?’ River insisted. 
Rosen kept the question hanging a little bit longer, like a grumbling cloud refusing to let go of the storm, then the words finally poured out. 
‘Sunlight, that’s what keeps the trees dormant,’ she whispered, as if she feared the trees might hear her in their sleep. ‘Sometimes, even the shiniest moonbeams weaken them.’ 
River gasped. It had to be true. All murders seemed to have happened at night.
‘How do you know?’ Yue asked, beating River to it. 
‘Yeah, and why didn’t you say that before we barged into the woods?’ Before I lost myself in futile terror. Before I wasted energy watching every tree I’ve walked past. 
Rosen lowered her head. ‘I study plants, remember? And I thought you wouldn’t trust me if I said too much about the trees.’
‘You’re right about that. I didn’t trust you then and I trust you even less now.’ 
River wanted to sound angry, but the truth was that she felt relieved. The trees not being a threat before nightfall meant they were safe. Lake was safe. For now.
‘I’m glad to know I was almost right,’ Seti said.
River raised an eyebrow. ‘About what?’ 
‘They might not be the vampires we expected but… they drink blood, they’re nocturnal,’—Seti gave a broad smile—‘they’re vampire-trees indeed.’
River rolled her eyes and turned to Rosen. ‘So Lake will be safe till sunset then?’ 
‘Yes, he’s probably still roaming the woods… unless he fell off a cliff, or into a hole.’ Rosen’s mouth quirked, but a quick glance at the others showed that they didn’t share her sense of humour. ‘It was just a joke.’
‘Ha ha ha, you’re hilarious,’ River said, blankly. ‘The amount of laughter coming from my mouth is astonishing.’ 
Rosen chuckled, and River’s insides cringed at the sound.  
‘Lake might come home on his own before night,’ Yue said, ignoring the dramatic staring contest happening between Rosen and River. 
‘In theory, yes, but it would imply that he freed himself from the fog,’ Rosen said, eyes still locked on River’s. ‘I think he’s still in the woods, his mind held prisoner by the fog.’ 
‘Still, there’s hope, right?’ Seti said. 
‘Hope is treacherous, the fog could be strong enough to hold him until night comes.’
‘Wait.’ River’s face lit up. ‘It’s a good thing if he’s still in the fog—’ 
‘Have you gone mad?’ Seti said. 
‘We have to get to higher grounds.’ River came to an abrupt halt. ‘Or climb a tree, maybe?’ 
‘That’s it, you are mad.’ 
‘Actually, River’s right,’ Rosen said.
‘Great, we’re all very happy you can read each other’s thoughts, but would you mind sharing them to the common mortals?’ Seti said. ‘Isn’t touching the trees the last thing we want?’
‘We can’t keep on walking the woods aimlessly; Lake could be anywhere and we don’t have much time,’ River said. ‘We have to trust that, if he managed to escape the fog, he’ll come home… otherwise, all we have to do to find Lake is follow the fog.’ 
‘Which means climbing a tree to spot the fog,’ Yue translated. ‘Clever.’ 
‘You do know that the tree you choose to climb will certainly hunt you down after sunset, yes?’ Seti’s lips twitched. ‘Never thought I’d be saying such nonsense.’
River understood too well. Her whole world had turned upside down since her father had died. 
The group sank deeper through the woods, cautious of the trees they passed, but this time for another reason. They were searching for the ideal tree, one whose thick trunk wouldn’t bend under their weight, one with enough branches that they could climb it like a ladder. 
Giggles erupted behind River. She turned around in surprise. Rosen squeezed Yue’s shoulders as she whispered something in her ear, and Yue’s face brightened like she’d just heard the funniest joke. She didn’t even flinch at the touch. The two women shared laughter like forever friends, and quiet Yue, who rarely joined the discussion or offered much more than gentle smiles, spoke louder than ever. She grinned, forgetful of her missing boyfriend, while Rosen looked at her with a similar complicity as River shared with Seti. 
River’s face twisted into a scowl. Yue was too smart to fall for people’s tricks. If Rosen had succeeded in bewitching her, then something was up. Her throat tightened. She knew it wasn’t like Yue was her best friend and Rosen was stealing her away, yet resentment grew in her chest all the same. 
‘Some people really think we’re going on a holiday,’ she muttered, elbowing Seti then gesturing at the two women. ‘You’d think they’d look a little more concerned at least.’
Amusement flickered in his eyes. ‘I suppose we all have our own way to deal with stress.’
She frowned. Of course, Seti never said anything that might encourage the start of a conflict. If he happened to be right, then she didn’t like the way Rosen and Yue handled their stress. The way Rosen smiled at Yue—a smile so warm her skin tingled. The way she flipped her curls and threw her head back as she laughed—a laugh so painful to hear River shuddered. 
A witch.
Rosen met her gaze and River quickly looked away, mortified at being caught staring. 
‘Trees, trees,’ she whispered, refocusing her thoughts on what actually mattered. ‘You’re supposed to be looking at the trees.’ 
She fixed her gaze ahead, trying to ignore the blush creeping up to her cheeks. But, now and then, she couldn’t help a glance over her shoulder. 
Watch the trees. Watch Rosen. Watch your enemies. 
Keeping this tune at the back of her mind, she eventually found a tree they could all agree upon. The old pine had a wide trunk and branches starting right above the ground. It reached for the sky, dominating most tree tops. 
‘I’ll let you do the honours,’ Seti said, bowing to River. 
She snorted. ‘How thoughtful.’ 
It had to be around noon, which left plenty of time to get to the top and come down safely, provided that Rosen hadn’t lied about the night thing of course. River stole her a glance. Something didn’t feel right. Rosen knew too much about the trees but wasn’t sharing enough for her story to check out. 
River stepped away from the tree. 
‘What were you doing at the river, the morning we found Nale?’ she blurted out. 
Rosen looked worried for a second, then the mask of composure fell again. 
‘We don’t have time for that now, don’t you want to find your brother?’ 
‘I do, but I also need to know if you’re not birdshitting me about the trees.’ 
River raised an eyebrow, waiting. 
‘If you really want to know everything, I was out during the night.’ Rosen arranged a stem of lavender that hung over her forehead. ‘I had noticed something wrong with the trees and I wanted to investigate further.’ 
River crossed her arms. ‘And you were randomly strolling by the river at the exact time we found Nale?’ 
‘A tree was growing abnormally fast by the river, so I wanted to check it out again,’ Rosen said. ‘But when I saw you I realised it was too late.’ She looked down. ‘I felt guilty because I could have prevented Nale’s death… that’s why I ran.’ 
River couldn’t tell whether Rosen’s claims were true, but if anything she knew about guilt.
‘Were you investigating too, the night you found me in the river?’
‘You mean the night I saved you from drowning?’ 
Rosen looked too smug for her own good. 
‘You know exactly which night I’m—’
‘Yes, I was. Now, are you lingering’—she glanced at the tree, then back at River—‘because you’re scared of heights?’
‘I’m not scared—’ 
‘Because I can climb up there with you—’
‘I’m going and I don’t need you!’ 
She would not let Rosen play saviour with her again. Ignoring Seti’s giggles, she hauled herself onto the first branch. As she climbed up, Rosen’s playful voice still reacher her.
‘She hates me, but I keep on saving her life—I really don’t understand.’ 
River groaned quietly and decided it was best to pretend she hadn’t heard. Her pace quickened as she grew more confident. Her arms stretched above her, effortlessly finding new grips, her feet followed with fluid movements, and her eyes grasped far ahead branches to plan the best route. 
The top of the tree swung gently in the wind. A breath wrapped around her in a chilly embrace. It carried the soothing scent of pine and damp earth. Though, in view of the recent events, she wondered if the scent of pine still qualified as soothing. She held onto the trunk and let her gaze wander above the woods. The view was breathtaking. For an instant she forgot the reason she was here.
She squinted to stretch her gaze. On such a beautiful day, a fog couldn’t go unnoticed. 
A curious cloud floated amongst the trees, slowly disappearing at the corner of the mountain before her. Her throat tightened in disappointment. The fog seemed too far for them to reach before nightfall. If they hoped to complete the distance by then, they’d have to run. 
 
***
 
The group ran through brambles and over branches, making a path for themselves in the woods. They were exhausted, especially Rosen. It was like she’d never run before. She kept on stumbling and falling. River was beginning to wonder whether she was slowing them down on purpose.
‘Let’s take a break,’ Rosen said, breathless, sweaty, and with eyes begging for mercy. 
River had thought her hardier. 
‘The fog isn’t resting,’ she snapped.
Still, she stopped and gauged the trees around. Perhaps she could allow Rosen a rest while she checked on the fog again. They’d progressed quite fast, but all would be wasted if the fog had changed its course. 
‘I have a better idea that’ll save us time,’ Rosen said, as she leant against a tree, panting. ‘I’ll call for help.’
‘Call whom?’
Rosen glanced at her and, instead of answering, started to sing. The foreign words melted into the most bizarre melody. Such beautiful sounds couldn’t be human. 
River stared, hypnotised, and the anxiety weighing on her heart rose with every note. 
A glint of silver light hit Rosen’s eyes. The lilies intertwined with her hair opened their petals wider, like flowers welcoming the morning light. Her song faded into the wind and River caught herself stepping closer to hear. She shook her head to reorganise her thoughts. 
Don’t fall for her silly tricks. 
The song ended and nothing happened. Whoever Rosen had called, wasn’t coming. 
That was until sinister cries replied. If Rosen’s voice was magic, the answer coming from the woods was a curse. The flapping of wings joined spine-chilling caws and River recoiled as crows plummeted through the branches. 
She took cover behind the closest trunk—the threat of the trees suddenly well forgotten at the sight of the birds. As for Yue and Seti, they were both fighting to use each other as a shield. But the crows didn’t mind them. They gathered around Rosen, poking at her gently as if greeting a friend, while she caressed their beak in response.
‘Meet my family,’ Rosen said. ‘They’ll follow the fog from above and we’ll follow them, their cries will keep us on the right track.’
‘Your family?’ Seti said. ‘How lovely.’ Throwing a look at River, he mouthed, ‘Seriously?’ 
River shrugged. ‘We are not ones to trust birds but’—she glanced at the sun falling on the horizon, then back at the crows—‘if travelling with them can save Lake, there is no hesitating.’
‘Wait, wait,’ Yue said. ‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but why didn’t you suggest this earlier, huh? Don’t you think you could have called your birds a few hours sooner?’ 
Rosen’s magic trick did turn up conveniently late and River was glad that Yue had finally picked up her suspect behaviour. 
‘I just hadn’t thought about it before,’ Rosen said. ‘And not everybody treats people like me well, so it makes me a little fearful of using my… abilities.’  
Just say magic already. 
‘And I’m fearful of Lake dying, so get over yourself.’ 
River flinched in surprise. It had taken Lake to go missing for Yue’s hidden personality to slip out. She felt guilty for ever thinking Yue too docile and manipulable. 
‘You’re right, I should have—’
‘Hold on,’ Seti said, pointing to a bush nearby. ‘Look at this.’ 
River followed the direction of his finger. The bush was thick and green, its top leaves covered with snow, and the lower branches entangled with a navy scarf. Her heart skipped a beat. 
‘Lake’s scarf!’ River and Yue cried together. 
Their eyes met, and they nodded. 
Caring about Lake was the most important thing they could have in common and now they knew they were going in the right direction. 
Wait for us, Lake.
 
***
 
The crows flew after the fog. The group ran after the crows. The sun descended on them. 
In the depths of the woods, the breeze blew warmer. The mushy melted snow gave way to lush grass and flowers. Leaves and fresh buds dressed every branch. Birds twittered from their nests and crickets chirped in the shade of bushes. They were chasing spring, rather than a fog. 
From time to time, a crow dove below the trees’ leafage to check on them.
‘The crow says we’re getting closer,’ Rosen said, coming up to River. 
The wind in Rosen’s hair blew scents of lavender up to her nose. She took a deep breath. Rosen had to be the only person who, even while exercising, continued to smell good. 
‘Let’s pick up the speed,’ River said, glancing at Seti and Yue jogging side by side behind her.
Seti groaned, but River was too busy shushing her inner voice to hear his response. The voice kept reminding her that they’d never get back to the village in time before sunset and, as much as she wanted to ignore it, the voice was becoming loud. 
The relief of knowing she was getting closer to Lake gave River wings. She wasn’t running anymore, she was flying, leaping effortlessly above roots and fallen trunks, going smoothly around trees, and slinking through thorny bushes. She’d gotten familiar with the croaking of the crows, and didn’t need to look up as much to know the location of the birds. She went so fast, she outran her friends and didn’t hear them calling after her.
She ran until a harrowing scream stopped her dead. 
Lake. 
Apprehension ripped her apart. She turned to her friends and realised the distance between them. Their three silhouettes, barely distinguishable through the trees, had paused as well. 
‘What are you doing?’ she said, coming a few steps back. ‘We have to find Lake! Bloody hurry up, will you?’ 
Even from afar, she saw the panic in their stances and could tell something had happened. They spoke to her but she only caught snatches of words.  
Maybe they found Lake.
She stormed towards them like a moth to a flame, hope warming up her heart. When she arrived on the scene, all became cold again. Lake wasn’t there. 
‘Why did you stop? Didn’t you hear that scream?’ River said.
‘Yes, I’m the one who screamed,’ Seti said, pointing at his leg. ‘I hurt my ankle.’ 
He attempted a step, but when his left foot touched the ground, he winced and lost his balance. He caught himself onto Yue who immediately looked as tortured as him. River expected her to shove him away, but she swallowed hard and let him wrap an arm around her shoulder. 
‘Just—don’t grab my hand, okay?’ Yue said, coldly. 
He nodded then gave River a twisted smile. 
She barely met his gaze. This situation was too frustrating. Now it wasn’t just Lake in danger, but Seti as well. Actually, all of them were at risk. They’d never find Lake and they’d never get back to the village in time. 
Unless—
River stared at Rosen. ‘Fix him.’
‘He sprained his ankle, there isn’t much I can do… what he needs is rest.’ 
‘No—you healed the deep cuts in my knees, and now you’re telling me you can’t fix a little twisted ankle? What kind of useless witch are you?’ 
Rosen held River’s gaze in silence. Nothing ever affected her—besides exercising, River had recently discovered—but this time her jaw clenched and her eyes changed to a dark grey. 
‘I work better with blood,’ she said calmly. ‘Trees draw strength from blood, my magic comes from plants, it’s all linked.’ 
‘I’ll cut his leg open if needed.’ 
What in the silver birds’ nest are you thinking? 
‘Hey—’ Seti started. 
‘You, you’re such a jinx, if I cut you open I swear it’ll be spilling bad luck instead of blood.’ 
‘And you, stop being so poetic or you’ll be spilling ink.’ 
‘Shut—what?’ River slowly registered his words, then a nervous laugh escaped her lips. ‘We’re ridiculous, aren’t we?’ 
‘I know.’ 
Seti let go of Yue to hold onto a tree instead, then slid against the trunk with a soft sigh of exhaustion.  
‘Do you think you could walk home?’ River asked. 
Her heart tightened at the idea of parting ways, but she couldn’t think of a better option. 
He nodded, but Yue said, ‘He can’t walk on his own, he’d never make it in time.’ 
‘Then what do we do? If we don’t split up, we’ll never reach the fog either.’ River threw an hesitant look between Seti and Yue. ‘Do you think you could go back to the village together?’
Yue’s face darkened. 
‘I could ask some crows to lead you out of the woods,’ Rosen said. 
Yue still remained quiet. Her deep green eyes were locked on River, silently asking to stay. One of them had to help Seti, but River couldn’t abandon Lake. As for Rosen, River wouldn’t admit it aloud, but she needed her by her side. As much as she disliked her, she was not the useless witch she’d said she was.
‘It’s settled then,’ River said, avoiding Yue’s gaze. ‘You’ll go back to the village, while Rosen and I look for Lake.’ 
She knew she was taking advantage of Yue’s good nature, but it was for a good purpose.
‘Let’s go,’ Rosen said. ‘I can smell the fog, and it’s close.’
‘What smell?’
A sudden flowery rush made River gasp. The herbal scents coming from Rosen’s hair surrendered to a sweetness worthy of freshly scented fruit orchards. 
A bird sang high up in the elm tree Seti leant against. River looked up, searching for wings and claws. For a toothed beak. Birds sounded all the same to her, but she could tell that this one sounded odd. She was about to ask Rosen, when the worried look on her face set alarm bells ringing. Before neither of them had time to speak, nor ready their mind, the fog washed over them. 
The vegetation disappeared into a blur of greens and greys. The last thing River distinguished was the tree nearest to her. The sharpness of its faint outline diminished. Its shape slowly slipped away, as if she was walking away. But she never moved; the fog thickened.
‘Seti? Yue?’ 
The fog swallowed her friends up and muffled their screams. Seti hadn’t had time to flee, but hopefully he’d found Yue’s arm to hold onto. Hopefully he’d manage to walk out. 
Walk.
River realised that she was walking. She couldn’t remember wanting to, nor the moment she’d started to move. Her feet had gotten a mind of their own again. They moved without hesitation, knowing which direction to follow and when to go around trees or leap above bushes. 
Where am I going? 
Another voice in her mind shushed the question. 
Walk. 
Walking was the answer. 
Walk with the fog. 
River had wanted to find the fog. Now she’d found it. 
Follow the fog. 
‘You wanted to follow the fog,’ River whispered, but the voice didn’t taste like hers.
Why had she wanted to follow the fog in the first place? Her mind weighed too heavy to form a proper thought. She grabbed the closest tree and forced her feet to stop. She focused on her mind to keep it from dozing off, but it was like trying to remember a dream. The more she concentrated, the more it slipped away.
Her eyes flickered at a recollection: Seti screaming and limping. 
Seti got hurt. He must be the reason I’m here.
She frowned. No, she hadn’t followed the fog for Seti. Seti had been searching for the fog with her. 
She blinked. Another memory came through: Rosen and Yue smiling at each other. 
Her heart clenched and, at the same time, the weight on her mind lifted a little. 
A clearer image flashed before her bleary eyes: Lake. 
She remembered. He’d been taken and she had to find him. 
She let go of the tree and walked on. 
She was going fast for someone with no direction in mind and it took her a while to realise that she wasn’t the one walking anymore. She considered calling her brother’s name, but couldn’t make her mouth open, caught between the disconnected thoughts and the thoughts that didn’t belong. The deeper she sank, the more she lost her grip on reality, the more foreign thoughts possessed her. 
Someone had once told her how to fight the fog, but she couldn’t remember who. 
Her sight was a haze. She looked without looking, trusting her body to avoid obstacles on its own. She knew she’d lost control, but her mind was too foggy to care.
Never emptiness had felt this serene before. 
How peaceful, not having to control her body anymore, giving up the reins and letting someone else ride her mind. Why fighting, when she could rest?
Seti and Lake would be well taken care of.
She had nothing to worry about.
She walked on a cloud in the sky. 
A little voice at the back of her head told her that none of this made sense.  
But it was okay, she knew no difference between her voice and the other anymore.
And this was all a dream. 


15. lavender and raspberries 
 
 
River had been drifting on a cloud for eternity. The cloud darkened and thickened for the coming storm, but she wasn’t worried for it was the most restful sleep she’d ever gotten. 
A bird flew in circle around her, singing a lullaby. Sometimes its wings brushed against her shoulders, the softness of its feathers pulling her downward. Its beak left kisses on her collarbones and its claws squeezed her in the warmest embrace.
There had been a time where she was wary of birds. But here, amongst the clouds, she and the bird were one and the same.
As the bird sang, the clouds dispersed. The fog was dying away. River did her best to hold onto it and repel the thoughts that tried to slither back into her mind. She held onto its warmth until the last bit slipped away, and then her clouded eyes snapped back to the chilly reality. 
The sky was clear. The cloud had fallen, yet it hadn’t rained for the ground was dry. 
The sky was clear—purple-ish above her head. A blaze melted on the horizon, and it was bleeding in between. 
The sky was clear, and River had a weird feeling that the woods shouldn’t allow her to see the sky this well. Her gaze fell to her surroundings. The trees were far in the distance.
She sat up, gasping. She was out of the woods. When she attempted to stand but tripped on her numb legs, a firm hand grabbed her arm to prevent her fall. Her gaze shot to the hand and followed the arm up to the face it belonged to. 
‘You’re back,’ Rosen said. ‘For a moment, I thought the fog had swallowed your mind for good.’ 
The sight of Rosen was enough to bring back the last bits of River’s consciousness.
‘What are we doing here?’ She looked around for her brother. ‘We haven’t found Lake yet—’ 
‘I know, but night’s falling… I had to get us out.’ 
Rosen pointed at the setting sun. The blaze had turned into a flickering flame, whose glow would soon disappear behind the mountain like the lit wick of a candle sinking under melted wax. 
‘Then you should have left me there.’ 
‘Don’t be so stubborn, you lost control back there,’ Rosen said. ‘You wouldn’t have made it.’
‘You should have looked for Lake instead.’
‘I would have, if I hadn’t been too busy saving your life.’ 
‘That’s my point, stop saving my life! Stop playing bloody saviour all the time!’ River glared, her whole body shaking. ‘And Seti and Yue, did you leave them behind too?’ 
Rosen snorted. ‘So I can’t play saviour, but now you expect me to save everybody?’ 
Her sharp voice felt like a stab. 
Now I really lost everybody. 
She fell to her knees as quiet tears rolled down her cheeks. The evening was fading quick into charcoal. There was no going back into the woods anymore and her heart ached at the thought of what would happen to her friends. 
The night devoured the last sunrays and plunged the valley into darkness. The breeze froze in the air, and they watched in breathless silence the woods come to life in the distance. A massive wave descended the mountain, branches moving as one, leaves rustling together and whispering a battle cry that echoed down the valley. The trees swarmed about, uprooting themselves as they stretched for the edge of the woods.
Can they see us? What if they all come after us at once? 
‘Don’t worry, trees can’t go very far,’ Rosen said coldly. ‘They always keep a root grounded to where they grew.’
It was reassuring for them, but her friends would never pass unnoticed for the rest of the night.  
They’re probably dead already. 
She squeezed her eyes shut and focused on the sound of her own breathing rather than the ominous creaking of the trees. She tried to ignore the gruesome deaths about to take over a short distance away. There was no point reentering the woods to stop them. She’d only risk killing herself and Rosen—surely Rosen would come, she’d never miss an opportunity to be the saviour. 
Why can’t I ever be grateful for the help?
She remained silent on the ground, staring at the soft grass around her. She didn’t dare make eye contact with Rosen yet, not after crying and making a scene. 
‘Where are we, anyway?’ she asked, trying to break the ice. 
‘Some wildflower field.’
The ice remains unbroken. 
‘Way to point out the obvious,’ she mumbled, before her common sense could stop her. 
Rosen gave her a pointed look, but whatever she was about to say died on her lips as River let out a scream and jumped to her feet.
Something moved and whispered across the meadow. 
Rosen stared, unbothered, at the approaching snake-like shadow.
‘What are you doing? Move back!’ 
The thick root hissed through the grass and twisted its way towards them.   
Rosen stood still, studying the monstrosity in the manner of a scientist conducting an experiment. A mad scientist. Curiosity and defiance filled her eyes, but the last thing they wanted was to defy a tree, right? 
‘Whatever you’re thinking right now, it’s a bad idea.’ 
In a sudden rush of bravery, she lunged to grab Rosen’s arm and pulled her backward. Despite her obvious interest in the root, she showed no resistance and let River drag her away. 
You saved me. I saved you. Now we’re even. 
The root stopped and made no further attempt at coming closer. River watched with suspicion, not letting her guard down yet. From what she remembered of her attack, roots moved fast. A second of inattention could mean their end. 
‘So that’s how far you can stretch,’ Rosen said, pensive. ‘The tree must be big and old to have such long roots.’ 
River had forgotten about the roots hiding below their feet, the ones that ran invisible across the meadow. Even out of the woods, they could rise out to strangle them. 
‘I’m afraid the village is on the other side of the woods now,’ Rosen said, studying the mountains around them. ‘Which means we’ll have to wait until morning to be able to cross again.’ 
‘Spend the night here?’ 
‘You’ve got a better suggestion, maybe?’ 
River scowled. No, I do not. 
‘Anyway, we need to rest,’ Rosen said. ‘My legs are dead and I’m starving.’ 
River followed as Rosen made her way amongst the wildflowers. To be safe, they walked further into the meadow, putting more distance between them and the trees. Rosen watched the ground for raspberry bushes while River stared at her back. Lines blurred in the dark. If it wasn’t for the strong lavender scent, she wouldn’t know whether the silhouette still belonged to Rosen. 
River leant forward, breathing in deeply. She smelled nice. 
Rosen stopped, and River walked so close behind she couldn’t avoid the collision. Her face melted into Rosen’s hair. 
‘Did you just sniff me?’ Rosen said, turning around.
Their closeness took River aback. She nodded, too flustered to understand the question. When she did, it was too late.  
She cleared her throat. ‘You always smell like flowers.’
‘Is that a bad thing?’ 
‘Not bad… unsettling.’  
The corner of Rosen’s mouth curved upward. ‘Well, I did find raspberries.’ She squatted down to pluck the berries then extended her open palm to River. ‘Want some?’ 
River eyed the fruit. They looked unbelievably ripe for winter. Their sweet smell enticed her, but she didn’t want to give Rosen the satisfaction of accepting anything from her. She didn’t want to give her another opportunity to poison her. 
It’s just a raspberry; nothing bad will come out of it. 
That’s what I thought with the biscuits too.
‘Hey, River,’ Rosen said, lingering on her name. 
She gulped. The berries tempted her. Her mouth was parched and her stomach grumbled louder at the sweetness in the air. 
‘Well, then.’ Rosen stuffed the handful of raspberries into her mouth. ‘Here, not poisonous.’ 
River stopped listening. The pink juice running down Rosen’s lips enthralled her. It glimmered in the dark, turning her mouth into something dangerous. Rosen brushed the blood of the berries away with her thumb and, looking up at River, slowly licked it off. 
River looked away. Very dangerous. 
‘Let’s keep going,’ she said under her breath.  
Everything about Rosen irked her. Her stupid eyes and her stupid nose. Her smirk when she teased her and her glare, as threatening as poison ivy. Everything from the flowers in her hair to her bandaged limbs, via her white-as-bone skin. She decided it was better to ignore her, to avoid her gaze, or else her sanity would wither. 
Rosen sat down on the grass. ‘No, let’s stay here,’ she said, amusement in her voice. ‘We’re far enough from the trees now, and we’ve got raspberries to snack on for the rest of the night.’
River sighed. She was stubborn—she wanted to be—but she was also hungry. A single glance at the bushes at her feet was enough to convince her. She sat down, not too close to Rosen, but enough that the familiar lavender scent tickled her nose. 
After much debate in her head, she gave in and reached for the nearest bush to pick her own berries. The juicy fruit exploded over her tongue, sweet and soft, better than she could have dreamt. She shot a discreet glance at Rosen, who caught it right away.  
She gathered more raspberries, ignoring the feeling of warmth in her cheeks as they flushed bright like the fruit. She blamed dehydration and fatigue for the wild thoughts that flooded her mind at the sight of Rosen. Hopefully, a good night of sleep would make them all go away.
Raspberries disappeared one by one. The frequent glances at the trees moving in the distance left a heavy weight on her heart but, as her stomach filled, River finally felt her mind ease. The guilt of taking a rest lessened to give way to another kind of pain. She’d been so lost in worries, she hadn’t realised how sore her body was. She pulled up the hem of her trousers and massaged her calves to relieve the pain. 
‘Are you okay?’ 
‘It’s nothing,’ River said, keeping her eyes on the legs. ‘Just a little sore from running.’ 
‘I’ve got something for that, if you want?’ Not waiting for an answer, Rosen rummaged in her tiny satchel and pulled out a white vial. ‘Drink that.’ 
River stared at the vial, making no attempt to take it. Then her gaze shifted to the bandages wrapped around Rosen’s hands. Earlier, she’d said she needed blood for her healing magic to work. Rosen had bled when she’d fallen and grazed her hands in front of her house, so why hadn’t she healed herself?
‘For someone with a healing gift, you’ve got an awful lot of bandages… Maybe you should drink it yourself.’ 
Rosen quickly withdrew. ‘My hands are fine.’
‘Are they, now? Then show me.’ 
River reached for her hands, but Rosen hid them behind her back as she curtly told her to back off. Then realising her outburst, she gave a short laugh and showed her hands again as if nothing had happened. 
‘I mean, there’s nothing to see.’ 
River stared at Rosen’s hands, her suspicions only worsened. She knew about secrets, and how they could drive a person to think and act crazy. She wasn’t going to tell hers, so she couldn’t expect Rosen to oblige, but she wished she had a way into her mind. 
Rosen ran fingers though her hair, releasing strong flowery scents into the air. 
‘Why the lavender in your hair?’ River blurted out.
‘Why not? Isn’t it pretty?’ 
‘No, it is—I mean—I just wondered.’ River hated herself for spluttering.
Rosen felt for the different flowers across her hair, as if searching for one in particular. She paused on a stem of lavender and held it between her fingers. Her eyelids fluttered as she plucked the flower from her hair. 
‘Open your hand.’ 
The purple stem fell into River’s trembling palm. The lavender looked fresh and the touch of the soft petals sent shivers down her spine. 
‘I’m not very good with plants,’ she said. If she was bad at trusting people, she was worse at saying thank yous.
‘No worries, this one won’t die for as long as I live.’
River chuckled, unsure whether it was a joke or not at this point. A tingle spread through her hand. She didn’t want to trust Rosen, but found herself trusting her more and more. She should throw the lavender away before the tingle turned to pain, before she let her guard down altogether, but she felt the urge to keep it, to let the soft petals caress her skin a little longer. 
Rosen turned away and River secretly slipped the stem of lavender into her pocket. It would quickly wilt away, but for now she’d hold on to it. When Rosen faced her again, she was holding the vial before her mouth.
‘If I drink half of it, will it be enough for you to trust me?’ 
Not waiting for an answer, Rosen uncorked the vial and brought it to her lips. She took a long sip, shivering as she swallowed. When she lowered the vial, ice was forming on her lips but her skin glimmered with warmth. 
River leant in to check the vial’s content before she accepted it. It was half-empty, as promised. She raised it to her eyes to peep into the orifice. Swirls of silver stirred around the thick liquid and a shimmery foam floated on the surface. The potion was odourless, and she wished it had a smell so she could at least ready herself for the taste. 
River looked up at Rosen. She looked fine, not like she’d just swallowed a mouthful of poison. She smiled and gestured at River to drink it. 
It was the rose biscuit situation all over again. 
River brought the vial against her lips, feeling the coldness of the glass but not daring to tilt the vial yet.  
If it does me any harm, you’re dead. 
Not taking her eyes off Rosen, she slowly drank the liquid. The texture was weird, but not unpleasant. It was creamier than her father’s mushroom soup, but without taste. Or perhaps its coldness numbed her palate. She thought her entire body was going to freeze, but the feeling went away as fast as it had appeared, leaving behind a warm, glowing feeling bursting in her chest. The warmth extended to the tips of her limbs. It eased the soreness as it progressed and enveloped her body like a cocoon. 
‘See, it feels a lot better already, doesn’t it?’ Rosen said, looking smug.
River couldn’t help returning the smile, for it was the safest she’d felt in a while. The warmth running through her body acted as a shield against all that hurt. She forgot about the pain, the threat of the trees, her lost father and friends stuck in the woods, the guilt, and her secret anxieties.  
River held Rosen’s gaze until she looked away, expression hardening. The smile faded and a small frown creased her forehead. The sudden worry on her face took River by surprise. She thought it was the manifestation of a potion’s side effect, until she caught Rosen searching for something behind her. 
In the dark of the night, River couldn’t distinguish anything further than the next bush.
‘What is it? The trees?’ she asked, heart pounding faster in her chest. 
It wasn’t until long ice cold fingers brushed over River’s legs that she noticed a hush had fallen over the meadow. The crickets’ chirping, the birds’ cries, and the buzzing of the night bees had gone quiet. The cracking of the branches as the trees rearranged the woods didn’t reach them anymore. Only the sound of their breaths blew into the air as if whispering to each other. 
River looked down at her ankle. She could still feel her skin burning at the place Rosen’s fingers had touched her. Fingers cold like frost. Cold like a corpse. She shuddered.
‘Hey, are you okay? What is it?’ 
Rosen seemed to not hear her at all. She silently rose and, eyes still locked on whatever threat was ahead, said in a low but distinct voice, ‘Run.’ 
River jumped to her feet, heart already in her throat as she imagined the worst. She’d been through too much to question Rosen now. 
A gust of wind dispersed the clouds, allowing the half-moon and the stars to soften the field in light, and the cause of Rosen’s terror came into view. 
A large mass spread out across the dark horizon, crawling towards them. 
Flowers stalking through the field.


16. bloody flowers 
 
 
‘Flowers too? You must be kidding me.’  
‘Shut up and run!’
‘I thought we’d be safe out of the woods!’
‘The more vengeful her spirit, the nastier the natu—’ Rosen pressed her lips together. ‘Never mind.’ 
‘Vengeful spirit? What the hell is that now?’ 
River was too breathless to try to understand Rosen’s nonsense. She glanced over her shoulder at the army of flowers chasing after them. They didn’t move fast, but their number was intimidating. It was like an avalanche rolled towards them in slow motion. She couldn’t imagine the sort of torture a flower would do to her, but their number was enough to sweep over her and suffocate her to death. 
‘Keep going,’ she said, as she passed Rosen. 
Leading the way made her uneasy. She had no idea which direction to take and feared flowers would encircle them. She looked behind her to make sure Rosen wasn’t slowing down when she noticed her limp. 
‘You’re okay?’ she asked, but the words died on her lips as she herself felt prickles around her ankles. 
The field grew no nettles and the thorny raspberry bushes were far behind them, yet the prickling sensation intensified. Every time she looked down, there was only grass. Green grass which, despite the soft breeze, came into a frenzy motion at her approach. It had to be her imagination. 
A scream rose in the air. River tripped over her feet and caught herself on the ground with her hands. Her palms stung and itched but she was already pulling herself up. 
Rosen had stopped. She was bent over, moving her hands as if fighting something on the ground. 
‘What’s wrong?’ 
Rosen straightened up and carried on running, her limp aggravated.
‘Nothing’s wrong,’ she said, when she caught up with River. 
But she kept wincing every time she had to put her leg down. The bottom hem of her trousers was torn and dark stains grew from underneath the fabric. 
River grabbed her arm to slow her down. ‘Hey, you’re bleeding.’
‘It’s just a scratch, nothing worth wasting time,’ she said, shaking River’s hand off. ‘Keep your eyes on your own legs instead of worrying about mine.’ 
Worrying? Who said anything about worrying? She simply didn’t want to carry Rosen when her pain became too strong, or get lost if she dropped dead from blood loss. Rosen might have arrived on the island recently, yet she seemed to know the mountains and the woods better than River. 
‘Ouch.’  
A needle had grazed the skin of her ankle.
‘Don’t worry, just run,’ Rosen said, kicking at the grass. ‘I feel it too.’
‘What is it?’
River rubbed her ankle as she walked. The skin was tender and, when she looked at her hand, a thin smear of blood tinged her fingers. 
‘Rosen—’
‘Nope, you don’t want to know.’ 
The grass moved softly, as if swaying in the wind. Nothing out of the ordinary. Except it moved against the direction of the wind. Every blade made circular motions, like fingers trying to grab at something, or someone.
‘I think I already do… It seems the blades of grass took their name a little too seriously.’ 
Vampire trees, hunting flowers, and now grass whose edges cut sharper than knives. Over the last couple of days, she’d been thrown into another world where nature was the most dangerous predator. How much worse could it possibly get? 
‘It’s the flowers we have to be wary of,’ Rosen said. ‘Their thorns might be poisonous.’
‘And you know all that because you’re the one who bewitched them, I assume?’
‘I’m a botanist, remember?’ Rosen said, before wincing and shaking her legs at what River guessed to be another grass attack.
‘Then you should know that plants don’t usually behave that way. I don’t need to be a botanist to realise how messed up this is.’
Rosen chuckled. ‘Yeah, well, I can tell you more about it over brunch later, but now we gotta run.’ 
Rosen threw a worried glance over her shoulder, but River was too stuck on the words to register the mass of flowers approaching. 
Brunch? Is Rosen bewitched too?
‘Run!’
River bounced back to reality. She thanked herself for accepting the weird vial of medicine earlier. Without it, her legs would have given out already. 
The flowers progressed fast, gathering speed as they rolled over the grass. No matter how far they ran, the flowers would catch up with them eventually. They couldn’t spend the entire night running and they were bound to reach the sea or the woods at some point. 
Running from a danger to another danger. 
Which one of these dangers do we stand a chance against? 
The thick smell of flowers washed over them, signalling their inevitable approach. River was getting sick of flowery odours. It had become a sign that something bad was about to happen. 
‘Do you still have your daggers?’ 
River reached for the blades hidden under her coat and, fingers trembling in anticipation, handed one to Rosen. In another situation, she’d have thought twice before giving her a weapon, but today she doubted she could fight the flowers on her own. 
While she’d cut weeds and wildflowers countless times before, this hit different. The flowers moved like animals and it felt like she was about to kill someone. 
Again.
‘Brace yourself,’ Rosen said, slowing down like she’d come to terms with it. Like she knew there was no escaping anymore. Only the fight. 
The dagger shook so much in her hand, River feared she’d drop it. How did one fight flowers? Ripping the petals off with her hands seemed more efficient than using the blade, but it meant having to touch them and she didn’t want that either. She was still debating the best strategy in her mind, when she heard the cold unsheathing of a blade, then the wave of flowers crashed into them. 
There really wasn’t any way to prepare for the sort of attack that fell onto them. Stings came from from all sides. It was like being caught in the middle of a swarm of wasps, minus the buzzing. Flowers clutched at them, wrapped around their ankles, climbed up their legs, and crawled up inside their clothes.
River and Rosen fought, but thorns always managed to prick through their clothes, and the brush of petals against their skin left stinging burns. 
‘We’re trapped!’ 
River tore a thorny plant away from her calf. The more she pushed them away, the more they kept coming. 
‘No? You think?’
The flowers ripped the bottom part of her trousers with their thorns, and her tights underneath—her last layer of protection—were fraying. It wouldn’t take long before both legs became bare under the knees. 
Slash. Slash. River’s daggers cut through the air. 
Flowers raged, all thorns out. They never tired. They surrounded her, waiting for their turn, waiting for a chance to taste her blood. 
Her only chance was to flee before she bled out, but the darkness didn’t allow her to see past the plants milling about. And while defending herself, she’d turned in every direction, completely losing sense of where she was and where she’d been trying to go. She couldn’t risk running towards the woods again. 
She felt a sting on her lower back and let out a cry as the pain spread up to her shoulders. She reached for the crawling flower, but Rosen got to it first, snatching the sneaky rose with her bare hands.
‘Are you okay?’ 
Rosen was panting, but it was more from helping River than actually defending herself. The flowers were more interested in attacking River than her. Could it be that her blood tasted—smelled?—better? Whichever it was, it meant Rosen was once again saving her. 
She wished she could reply that, yes, she was okay, but she wasn’t. This time, the pain felt different. It lingered. It spread. Instead of the usual burn that came along the sting of a thorn, her body was freezing.  
‘You said that some flowers were poisonous, right?’ River said, shivering. She already knew the answer, but hoped she’d misheard. 
Rosen stopped, her eyes finding River’s. ‘How do you feel?’
‘Cold—very cold.’ 
‘We have to get you out of here.’
Isn’t it what we’ve been trying to do already? 
Apparently not. Rosen grabbed River’s arm and pulled her towards her. ‘This way,’ she said, walking blindly amongst the flowers. One arm stretched behind her back, holding River’s wrist to make sure she followed. The other arm ripped through the air as she slashed every flower that attempted to hop on them. 
The two women didn’t fight back as much as before and the flowers took the advantage. They wrapped around their limbs to pull them down, making it harder and harder to lift their feet and advance. If it carried on like that, their legs would become rooted to the ground. 
With shaky limbs and heavy eyes, River barely had the strength to slash at the daring plants with her free hand. She felt lightheaded, but the unrelenting cuts across her legs kept her awake. She let the flowers come at her. She let the blood spill and splash, crying at every bite. It would go on forever, unless she let the cold put her to sleep. 
No, I can endure it. If that’s what it takes to stay awake, I can endure it.
Warm tears ran down her cheeks. River focused on them. She’d lost awareness of Rosen and the grip on her wrist. She fought the cold poison with the burning pain of every slit. 
Slash. Burn. Slash. 
Her throat tightened. She’d been ignoring the flowers for so long, she hadn’t realised the one sliding around her neck. Its squeeze was strong. Its smell too. It reminded her of the moonflowers that used to climb the walls of their house during spring. Its petals rubbed her cheeks and started a fire all over her face. Her mouth opened to scream, only to let out a raspy sound. The stem was strangling her, its sharp thorns sinking deep into her skin. 
River released herself from Rosen’s hold and strained at the plant around her neck. She pulled, fighting for air and scratching her palms against the thorns. It loosened an instant, enough for her to breathe in before the choking resumed. And the stem pressed harder, eager to finish her off. 
She didn’t have a choice. She raised her other hand to her nape, the one that held the dagger. The trembling blade glimmered in the night. Only a swift motion would cut through the ropy stem, but she was scared of slitting her own throat in the process.
Understanding what River was about to do, the stem slackened and uncoiled at the approach of the blade. She coughed at the sudden rush of air in her lungs, but the plant was already stretching before her face. Its stinging petals struck her eyelids to blind her, and she swung her dagger at random, trusting it to tear the plant whirling around her to pieces. 
The intensity of the pain muffled all. Slash. Her sight and hearing were a blur. Slash. She could only trust that the blade would eventually reach the target. Slash. The dagger kept cutting at the air until one stroke met with resistance.
Finally.
A distant shout of pain echoed right through her. Despite how much they burnt, River opened her eyes wide and let go of the dagger. 
Rosen staggered in front of her, pain distorting her face. 
River’s blade was buried in her chest. 
‘No!’ 
Forgetting about the flowers, River threw herself forward to catch hold of Rosen before she collapsed. She brought her against her chest and held her tight as she drew the blade out. It was a stupid reflex. The dagger fell to the ground with a dull sound as River stared, in shock. 
‘That’s—a lot of blood.’ 
She tried to compress the wound with her hand, but they were shaking and the feeling of warm blood against her palm made her wobbly.
‘What should I do?’ River asked, staring at the blood running through her fingers and soaking her shirt. ‘Tell me what to do.’ 
Supporting Rosen with one hand, the other fought off the flowers crawling up their legs. Rosen leant into her embrace, too weak to stand on her feet. 
‘It’s okay, it’s cool.’
For someone who looked like she was about to die, Rosen’s voice was surprisingly steady. 
‘How is this cool?’ You’re going to die! 
River spoke harsher than intended, but Rosen’s calm frustrated her. She’d just been stabbed—accidentally stabbed—she should be wailing. 
Rosen pressed her own hands over her wound and locked eyes with River. Her gaze was still, and the expression on her face confident. ‘For once, will you trust me?’ 
Now wasn’t the time for trust-testing, but River couldn’t exactly refuse a dying woman’s last wish, could she? 
‘Sure, yes, I trust you,’ she said, but she was too focused on supporting Rosen, to listen to whatever trust nonsense she was about to say. 
‘I’ll be alright… just run.’ 
‘What? No! I’m not abandoning you,’ River said, as she kicked her foot free of a persistent wildflower. She couldn’t possibly leave Rosen behind. If she died, it would be on her. She couldn’t allow that.  
‘I’ll hold them back, it’ll give you a chance to flee.’ 
Rosen detached herself from River to stand on her own and prove that her condition wasn’t as bad as it looked. 
If both stayed, they had a poor chance of survival. Rosen couldn’t run—she could barely stand despite her trying to prove otherwise. If River left, at least she’d stand a chance. A few days ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated. Things were different now. 
‘I’m not going anywhere.’ River pulled Rosen back against her and reached for the axe attached to her back. ‘Hold onto me, I’ll fight them for us.’ 
If River thought she knew pain before, it was nothing compared to what she felt now. Her body was a wound. Fires blazed up from every wildflower bite. Patches of skin turned cold and numb, where poisonous thorns had scratched her. Her muscles throbbed from all the slashing around.
Lights flickered and coloured dots swelled on the horizon. Flower bites had come to give her hallucinations. She couldn’t trust what she saw or felt, except for Rosen’s body leaning into hers and the arm clutched around her shoulders. She held onto the scent of lavender, stronger than the wicked wildflowers, stronger than the metallic smell of blood turning her stomach. The fire eased. The ice stopped spreading. They were each other’s anchor amongst the sea of flowers. 
The light kept growing on the horizon. Could it be that they’d already spent the entire night in the melee of flowers? 
Rosen tripped. Her weight shifted onto River’s shoulders, making them both fall to their knees. 
‘Sorry,’ Rosen said, voice weak. 
River stared at the light, wishing for sunrise, until she realised that, instead of rising in the sky, it was approaching. 
Three suns danced in the middle of the field. Three torches of fire inflamed the night as they ran towards them. No, it wasn’t the torches running, it was the two people carrying them. 
Her eyes narrowed at the silhouettes drawing near. One of them, slightly set back, was limping. 
She let out a sob as hope swept through her. 
Yue reached her first, holding a torch of fire in each hand.  
‘Light keeps them at bay,’ she said, giving one to River.
Seti appeared in turn. It was too good to be true. It had to be an illusion—another side effect of the poison. 
‘Are you—are you real?’ River said, blinking. 
She was in such a shock, she felt like Rosen was the one holding her now. That if Rosen let go of her shoulder, she’d collapse.
Seti smiled. ‘Real as can be, darling.’ 
River smiled back, but between the tears and the cries it was more of a grimace.
‘How did you find us?’ Rosen asked. 
‘The flowers were after us, until they suddenly rushed to another direction,’ Yue said. ‘We thought it might be you, so we followed them from afar.’
‘Then we heard you,’ Seti finished. 
The pain had lessened and most flowers had retreated in a wide circle around them, careful as to stay out of the light. Some hadn’t gotten away in time and lay still on the ground, as if playing dead. River trampled on them. She crushed the stems and tore the leaves, smashed the buds and crumpled the petals, until there was no telling dirt and plants apart. Smiling down at the mess around her feet, she felt immensely better.
‘Clever idea, the fire,’ Rosen said.
Yue nodded. ‘I remembered what you said about the sunlight keeping the trees immobile, I thought it was worth trying.’ Her gaze fell on Rosen’s chest. ‘Wait, is that blood? Are you alright?’ 
‘It’s okay, most of it is mine,’ Rosen said, smoothing out her blood-soaked clothes like it was nothing to fret about.
‘Am I supposed to feel reassured?’ Yue said, frowning. ‘What happened? Did the flowers do that?’ 
‘River stabbed me.’ 
‘It was an accident!’ 
‘It was,’ Rosen said, like it ever needed confirmation. ‘But the pain’s letting up.’ 
‘Can you still walk?’ Seti asked.
‘Yes,’—Rosen straightened and attempted a step forward—‘but slowly.’ 
‘We’ll walk together,’ Seti said. He pointed at his injured ankle and winked. 
‘Oh, right, how’s your ankle?’ River asked.  
‘It hurts, but it’s nothing I can’t bear.’ 
‘We’d better get going,’ Yue said. ‘The fires won’t burn forever, we’ll soon need new wood sticks.’
‘The sea is this way,’ Seti said, as they followed Yue’s lead through the field. ‘We found a cliff with huge boulders where we could safely spend the night.’ 
A grimace appeared on Rosen’s face at the mention of the cliffs and River wondered if Namu’s myths had travelled as far as Rosen’s native land. The infamous northern cliffs were rumoured to have been the site of witch executions in ancient times. River had always regarded those stories as mere legends, whispered by the fire to frighten children. After all, no witches lived on Namu. However, as she gazed at Rosen, she thought that there might be some truth to the stories. Perhaps there was a reason no witches dwelled on Namu any longer. 
River helped Seti walk. Rosen insisted that she didn’t need assistance. And Yue was glad she didn’t have to support anybody anymore. Fire protected them, but didn’t keep the plants from going after them. They lurked in the shadow, moved around them in circles as they waited for the light to die out. 
The terrain changed from dirt and grass to rocks, a sign that they’d reached the end of the field. The sound of waves crashing against the cliffs grew louder. The flowers slowed down, struggling to progress on rocks.  
Yue pointed ahead. ‘There!’ 
River startled, skidding over the damp moss-covered rock. 
The sea mirrored the stars, painting its dark waters into a glimmer. The cliffs were too high to see the tumult below, but the deafening sound of waves crashing against rocks was overwhelming.
Yue stopped before one of the many boulders lining up with the edge of the cliff. ‘Let’s climb up.’ 
‘I’m staying down here,’ Rosen said. 
‘But it’ll be safer up there,’ River said. 
They’d managed to lose the flowers in the end, but no doubt these would find them again soon. 
‘What if the rocks move?’ 
‘These rocks haven’t moved in centuries,’ River said. ‘Unless you’re going to announce that rocks come to life as well?’ 
Yue chuckled.  
‘Hey, don’t go on giving them ideas,’ Seti said, eyeing the rocks with suspicion. 
‘They give off a bad vibe,’ Rosen said. ‘That’s all.’ 
‘The flowers will be giving you worse vibes if they come back and we’re still down here.’ 
Rosen refused to meet her eyes. ‘What if we fall and drown?’ 
‘I’ll hold your hand so you won’t fall, now get going.’ 
River regretted the words as soon as she said them, but at least they had the merit of making Rosen comply. As the saying went, keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Holding hands would keep her close, wouldn’t it? 
The boulder was high, but easy to climb. The top was pretty flat and its surface wide enough that they could lie down without nearing the edge, almost like it had been put there just for them. 
Rosen’s hand felt tiny and tense inside of hers, and River didn’t dare let go. Instead, she ran her thumb over the hand to soother her. Was it the sea? The rocks? The myths? Rosen’s sudden worry was a mystery, but it wasn’t like the woman herself wasn’t a mystery altogether. 
 Yue gathered the wood she’d collected in the centre and lit a campfire with her torch. Though River didn’t think she could trust anything coming from nature anymore, relief flooded her the second she sat down by the fire and stretched her legs. The rock was cold under her bottom, but it felt good to finally rest and let the warmth lick her feet. 
River flinched at every hissing rock, at the burning wood cracking, and at the waves crashing against the cliffs. But after a moment, she began to relax and Rosen’s hand left her. Despite the rumbling of the sea, the night was quiet, almost peaceful if she was able to forget about the plant killers, and her palm growing cold. 
‘Here they are,’ Seti said, pointing at the dark horizon. 
River turned to the incoming flowers. They crawled towards the big boulder, their roots rustling together and their petals swishing in the wind. They surrounded the rock and paused. Perhaps the warmth or the light kept them below. Or perhaps they lacked the tools to climb up. 
‘Two of us should sleep, while the two others keep watch,’ River said. 
Seti and Yue, who hadn’t suffered as much from the flower attack, agreed that Rosen and River would rest first. 
Rosen sat closer to River. She gave her a sheepish smile, before leaning in and resting her head on River’s shoulder. 
‘Let’s keep each other warm,’ she said softly.  
River tensed. The audacity. 
Rosen’s curls caressed her face, wrapping her with lavender scents. River’s cheeks flushed. She didn’t need her enemy this much close. Could Rosen be so clueless as to not realise this was awkward? They didn’t need to hug, they already had the fire to keep warm. And Rosen was going to suffocate her with extra warmth. 
I suppose I can’t send her away after almost killing her.  
A stem of lavender tickled her neck. 
‘You’re sure you want to keep these flowers on your head?’ she whispered. 
Rosen moved away to look at her, but River kept staring at the fire, not wanting to make eye contact. 
‘Don’t worry, they’ll never hurt you.’ After a moment of hesitation, she added, ‘They’re a part of me—if I die, they die.’ 
River shook her head. Rosen left her no calmness. 
‘Why is it, that everything your say is a mystery?’
Rosen chuckled at River’s puzzled face, but it only deepened her frown.  
‘I’m being serious, I can never tell whether you’re being dramatic, or annoying on purpose.’ 
‘I know you are, and I’m not trying to be annoying or dramatic—one day, you will understand my truths.’ 
Her truths? So far Rosen’s truths sounded a lot like lies… So why was it that she did trust her more and more?  
The lavender stem pulsed inside her pocket, daring her to take it out. She rested a protective hand above it. Rosen said they wouldn’t hurt her, that they’d live for as long as she lived. As absurd as it sounded, it was easier to just take her word for it. 
She lay back on the rock and stared at the hundreds of stars scattered across the sky. When she’d entered the woods with the hope of finding Lake, she’d never expected she’d end up stargazing with Rosen for company. It soothed her heavy heart to believe that Lake was somewhere, alive, and looking at the same sky. 
The last trace of hardness faded from her eyes and Rosen took it for the permission to lie against her. A shuddering sigh left River, as she carefully gathered her close, the thick fabric of her cloak shielding them from the nerve-racking sight of their surroundings. 
River breathed in. Lavender. Strangely, she was starting to associate it with safety. Rosen’s words still resonated in her head when she closed her eyes and let the fatigue quieten her mind. She felt the echo of the tilting waves rock her even on solid ground and gently take her to sleep. 
She woke many times during the night. She kept watch. She talked with Seti to stay alert. She dozed off again. She watched as their fire died down. She looked at the sky, wishing for sunrise. She rested against Rosen. 
She caught herself wishing for the night to last longer. 


17. blooming wounds 
 
 
Shades of orange painted the sky as dawn spattered over the clouds. River was keeping watch with Seti when the most awaited sun rose above the horizon. Its soft touch turned the trees and the flowers still. Even the sea seemed to soothe. 
She shivered at the sudden warmth on her face, realising how much she’d taken something as simple as the sun for granted. She tried to rise, but the soreness in her legs brought her back on the ground. Her skin stung like thorns were still in there, and she secretly hoped Rosen had another magical vial hidden in her bag, or she would never be able to walk home. 
Rosen stirred in her sleep, and River quickly looked away.
The last thing she wanted was to be caught staring. The next thing was to take a look at her legs. She’d caught the glossiness of fresh blood under the fire’s light. She’d felt the blood dry like mud-cracks over the night. But she hadn’t had the guts to look closely and find out the extent of her wounds. 
Now she had to. 
She breathed in, readying herself in case she passed out, then let her eyes fall onto the carnage. Darkness stained her legs, and underneath the blood, hundreds of thin cuts glowed the brightest red. Her ankles were raw flesh, like they’d been rolling in shattered glass, and the little skin around looked like the surface of a frozen river cracking: thick edges going upward, ready to be peeled off like a blood orange. 
She threw her head to the side, gagging. This would haunt her dreams for the rest of her life, along with the many corpses she kept encountering.
‘These demons really didn’t spare you,’ Seti said.
‘Demons?’ 
‘I’d rather say I fought against an army of demons than a bouquet of flowers,’ he said, chuckling.
‘You mean a field, but yes.’
‘Bloody beaks and claws, that must hurt like a silver bird’s kiss!’  
River’s eyes widened. She’d never heard Yue curse like that. 
‘What?’ Yue said, laughing at River’s surprise. 
‘It does hurt like a silver bird’s kiss,’ River said. ‘Not that I have any experience there.’ 
‘I think I can help with the pain,’ Rosen said, as she sat up and studied her legs with sleepy eyes. ‘But because of the poison contained in their thorns, you might be left with some scars.’
‘I don’t care about scars.’ 
She’d take anything if it meant soothing the fire spreading through her legs every time she bent the knees or pressed her feet on the ground. 
Rosen grabbed her bag and took out an old-looking wooden box with dark inscriptions on it. River was unable to make out the words. Either the handwriting was terrible, or it was written in an alphabet she’d never seen before.  
Rosen unfastened the silvery clasp and the box popped open, revealing a pile of long, thin, dry leaves that bore the colours of autumn. The one she picked shone like an amber stone. River held her breath as Rosen’s hands reached for her legs and held the leaf close to her skin, not touching yet. She had no idea what to expect. The last time Rosen had mended her—after the trees had pierced giant holes into her knees—she’d been unconscious. 
‘Ready?’ 
River nodded and Rosen softly placed the leaf on a big cut running across her calf. The leaf instantly stuck to her flesh, the blood acting like glue. River winced, but the pain didn’t linger. The leaf turned red, absorbing the dry blood and the sting with it. 
‘How are you feeling?’ Rosen asked.
‘Better.’
Rosen gave a little smile and, for once, River had no wish to make it disappear. As infuriating as it was, she’d allow Rosen to be her saviour one more time. 
‘So that’s the healing magic thing you told us about,’ Seti said with excitement. 
He and Yue stared at River’s leg, their mouths falling in awe.
‘It’s brilliant,’ Yue said, her green eyes sparkling as she knelt next to River to get a closer look.
Rosen took out another leaf and repeated the process until River’s legs were covered with leaves. Every cut disappeared under a rustling leaf. Every leaf turned red and soggy. River shivered from the cold wet leaves, but felt nothing but relief. The pain was gone. Only fatigue and muscle soreness remained. Then, as simply as she’d put them, Rosen wiped the leaves away. The skin underneath was tender and scattered with glimmering crimson scars. 
‘They will fade, but never fully disappear.’ 
River couldn’t care less what her legs looked like. These scars would forever remind her never to go camping again.
‘Now let me take a look at your arms and neck too.’
Rosen grabbed River’s hand to extend her arm. From her wrist to her shoulder, her fingertips brushed every wound. River’s breath caught at the soft touch—she expected pain but found only comfort. 
When she reached the end of her arm, Rosen frowned.
‘What is it?’ River asked, voice low. 
Rosen stared at her arm, apparently seeing something that she couldn’t. Though injured, her arms were nothing close to the agony that used to be her legs. 
‘See these,’ Rosen said. ‘The wounds look different.’
River followed her gaze. The wounds on her shoulder weren’t cuts. They looked like bites with their nasty holes coming in pairs like fang marks. 
‘Of course, the infamous demonic vampire-flowers,’ Seti said, deadpanned. 
River suppressed a smile. 
‘No, this must have been a scarlet rose,’ Rosen said, so seriously that River wondered whether vampire-flowers did exist. ‘Their thorns grow in pairs and their stings hurt like bites do.
River gave a silent nod. She might have found this little botany lesson interesting, if Rosen’s head hadn’t been so close to hers. The overwhelming smell of lavender made her feel all tingly inside, and she had to keep herself from leaning in to inhale the scent. Luckily Rosen was too busy mending her arms with leaves to notice. 
‘But, in the chaos and the dark, you probably didn’t see what they looked like,’ Rosen continued, taking River’s silence for an attempt at recalling the events of the night. 
River nodded again, not trusting herself to speak. 
‘Your neck, now.’ 
Rosen looked up and River moved away, startled. She stopped Rosen’s hand in midair before she could reach her neck.
‘It’s fine,’ she said, voice hoarse. ‘Neck’s fine.’ 
While her neck did show marks of strangulation and burns, she needed Rosen to keep her hands to herself, or the thumping heartbeats playing chase around her body would never slow down. 
‘You don’t have many leaves left—show us your chest instead.’ River flushed at her own choice of words. ‘I mean, where the dagger hit you—you should heal yourself.’ 
Rosen stood up at once. ‘My chest is alright.’ 
‘What—that’s not possible, look how much blood you lost—how can you be fine?’ 
‘Yeah, I’m surprised you’re even standing,’ Seti said. ‘Last night you looked like you were going to bleed to death.’ 
Yue elbowed him in the ribs. 
‘Why, it’s true—how is she alive?’ he said. 
‘Can your body heal itself?’ Yue asked. ‘Magically, I mean.’ 
Rosen looked away, and the lavender in her hair swayed harder in the wind. 
River had come to know that this was a sign Rosen was about to lie. She looked her up and down. Blood soaked her shirt, where the dagger had stabbed her, but her legs showed negligible wounds. Her ripped trousers revealed intact bandages that covered almost every bit of her skin. They had to work as protection, or else the thorns would have cut through. 
‘You wouldn’t need so many bandages, if your body could magically heal itself,’ River said. ‘So what are you hiding underneath?’  
A hint of a smile stretched Rosen’s lips. ‘Good observation.’ 
‘It’s hard to miss.’
Rosen finally met her gaze. Her eyes were the same grey of a cloud about to burst into rain. 
‘I didn’t show you, not because I didn’t trust you… but because I didn’t want you to see how monstrous I am.’ 
Rosen let her coat fall onto the rock. River held her breath, staring at Rosen’s fingers as they moved their way down the buttons of her shirt and slowly unveiled her chest. When the shirt slid down her arms, River let out a gasp. 
Climbing ivy covered Rosen’s chest, stems wrapping around her body and leaves growing in all directions. At first, River thought a plant from the meadow had clung to her all night. But when she searched for the place she’d stabbed Rosen, she realised the plant was growing straight from the wound in her chest. It wasn’t bleeding anymore. The chafed skin curled outward around the stem as the plant pushed through the flesh to grow out. 
River flinched away in disgust, but Rosen didn’t notice. She kept her head down, unable to face their reaction yet. She knew that, if she did, she wouldn’t find the courage to show them the rest. 
The bandages fell one after the other, uncovering small open wounds and the tiny colourful flowers bursting out of them. Baby’s breath, fairy foxglove, snow-in-summer, plants of all shapes and colours bloomed over Rosen’s legs, while others still tried to piece through her flesh. 
The group coughed at the strong flowery scents invading the air, but otherwise remained speechless. 
Tiny sprouts made their way through cracked blood across Rosen’s knee. River winced as the skin parted and news leaves popped out. It was the lightest green she’d even seen, and her eyes softened when it uncurled into the shape of a heart. 
Monstrous? She wouldn’t go that far. Unconventional? Yes. But flowers growing from blood, that was unbelievable, proper magic, and—if she dared to admit it—beautiful. 
‘You’re not monstrous,’ River whispered, unable to hold the thought in as another leaf unfurled towards the sun. 
‘I heard much about magic when I was younger, from my grandpa’s stories,’ Yue said. ‘But I never imagined it could be this raw and—magnificent.’ 
‘Magnificent?’ Rosen looked skeptical, but finally dared meet their eyes.  
‘Alright, I only have two questions,’ Seti said, crossing his arms over his chest and staring at Rosen intently. ‘Does it hurt, and—if not—can I have it too?’ 
Rosen let out a nervous laugh. ‘Magic runs in my blood… I’m sorry to say that if it ran in yours you’d probably know already.’ 
‘Ugh, I knew it.’ 
‘As for whether it hurts… it doesn’t. I get these whenever I bleed, it’s my way of healing.’ Rosen brushed the ivy on her chest. ‘I never know what to expect, but I got to understand that the bigger the blood loss, the bigger the plant.’ She glanced at River. ‘The wound on my chest bled a lot, that’s why the plant grew so much overnight.’
River swallowed. She’d caused that. She was the reason Rosen was turning into a damn tree. But without her magic, Rosen would have certainly bled to death.
Knowing Rosen’s secret made her rethink every conversation and situation they’d shared, from the bandage across her neck, to Rosen talking to trees, as well as the lavender in her hair.  
‘The lavender,’ River murmured, hand brushing against her pocket. 
Rosen nodded. ‘I fell on my head when I was little, got that lavender growing ever since. Most plants fall off when the wounds close up, but this one never stopped growing’—she ran a hand through her ruffled lavender—‘I often have to trim it, or it would cover my whole body and I’d end looking like a wild bush.’ 
The prettiest bush. 
River looked away, flushing. 
‘We’ve always sort of known you were hiding something—with River, I mean,’ Seti said. ‘But we never expected you to be such a mystery.’
‘Thanks for that,’ River mouthed silently. 
Her glare only made Seti’s smile widen as he shrugged his shoulders in pretended ignorance. 
The group finished bandaging each other up, then jumped onto the multicoloured blanket of flowers on the ground. Rendered still by the sunlight, the plants had collapsed into a perfect circle around the boulder. 
River reached for Seti’s arm to support him, but he took a step back as she touched him. 
‘Not quite sure I want to team up with someone who stabs their partners in the back,’ he said.
River gasped. ‘Hey, I stabbed her in the front, and she survived anyway.’ 
Seti laughed at her poor defence. ‘Alright then, since she survived… I suppose I’ll let you help me.’ 
River rolled her eyes. 
Next to her, Yue wrapped Lake’s scarf around her neck and breathed in its scent. The two women exchanged a knowing look and nodded. 
‘Don’t forget to keep an eye out for Lake,’ River said.
The group drew away from the line of boulders and the rumble of waves crashing against the cliffs. They went through patches of flowers and empty fields. They walked along the woods, listening for Lake, the trees, and the gentle scurrying of woodland animals. When the path offered no better choice, they entered the woods. They followed crows to stay on course. They walked forever, their surrounding barely changing, apart from the trees looking more dazzling as they progressed. Their branches filled with countless flowers, their yellow pollen drifting on the wind, gathering together into golden clouds. The little conversation faded into exhaustion. Trees after trees after trees, no signs of Lake. The sun rose, reached its highest point in the sky, and without pausing began to come back down. 
It hurt, coming home without Lake, but it was their safest option as of now. To battle the island, they needed to forge a strong plan. 
The path became familiar. They saw light shining through the trees ahead—a sign of the end of the woods. The valley came into view and they got their first glimpse of the village.  
Or rather, what remained of it.


18. rot in the woodwork
 
 
The group froze on the edge of the woods. It was their village, except it wasn’t. A cloud of yellow fog hung low over its surface, brushing against the crumbling roofs, threatening to bite at the collapsing walls and swallow the houses to their foundations. It looked like centuries had passed since they’d left it. 
Seti staggered away from River. ‘What happened?’ 
‘Rosen, don’t tell me we have to deal with another fog,’ River said, voice as tired as the rest of her body. 
‘How would I know?’ 
‘Because you know everything!’ Her voice snapped like twigs. She was so done, so worn out. The running, the surprises, the dangers, none of it ever stopped.
Rosen stayed quiet. She’d been hiding a lot of things from them, but this time she stared at the village with the same dread in her eyes as the rest of them. 
Down the meadow, River’s house was clad in fog, its contours hardly discernible. If the fog had destroyed the village, then her house was about to undergo the same treatment. 
‘Let’s check out my place first.’
In case Lake came home. 
As if sensing their approach, the fog started to retreat. The nearer they got, the further it drew back. Its smell was nasty. Rather than the flowery scents they’d grown accustomed to, they ran into the stench of rotting flesh. Of forgotten mould. Of something that had been very dead for a long time. 
By the time they reached the house, the fog had let go of it. It glided down the meadow, towards the river, searching for another prey to spoil. The house stood, but barely. Two sides of the walls had crumbled down, making the inside visible from the outside. Both the living room and the kitchen were empty, and Lake’s room on the second floor appeared empty too. The roof held up, but trembled and cracked dangerously at every gust of wind, challenging River to step in. 
River’s natural instinct was self-preservation, until her family became involved. She called Lake’s name again and again, and Yue’s soft voice echoed her calling. Each time the responding silence weighed a little heavier, but she’d grown too nervous to cry. 
‘It’s dangerous, what are you doing?’ Rosen said, stopping River as she walked to the house. ‘It’s obvious your brother’s not here.’ 
‘I know that,’ she said, pushing Rosen’s hand away. ‘I need another pair of shoes.’ 
She hid her face away, not wanting Rosen to see the lie in her eyes. While the flowers’ thorns had scratched her boots through, it wasn’t worth taking a risk. The truth was that she had to make sure Lake wasn’t inside, sleeping in his bed or unconscious in the bathroom. 
‘Be careful then.’ 
Her heart tightened at the words, but she walked up to the house anyway. Though the wall was down, the door stood intact in the middle of the rubbles. She opened it slowly, flinching at the lingering creak, and stepped in.
The inside looked the same as she’d left it the day before: open cupboards, knives and snacks on the kitchen table, and scattered clothes on the floor. It felt like an eternity ago. 
She grabbed the first pair of boots she found, clothes to change, and proceeded to check every room. 
Home was empty.  
Why won’t this nightmare end?
When she walked out, the defeated look on her face kept her friends from asking. Without a word or another glance to the house, they took the way to the village. If River dared to hope, and if Lake had survived, the village was the last place he could be. 
The meadow bled with flowers, teasing her with every caress of petals. Cobwebs clutched to her shaking knees, trying to hold her back. Exhaustion was such that she was tempted to stop and lie down in the tall grass, to wait for the night and accept the cold and cutting embrace of the flowers, but the curious state of the village kept her walking. 
Lake kept her walking. 
 
***
 
The village was crumbling away. Some houses fell down, others turned white with mildew. Pale splotches smothered the walls. Clotted mould covered the roofs like snow. The bricks looked mushy, as if rotting away, and the wooden structures were engulfed in growing fungi. Emptiness filled the streets and, apart from the occasional brick or tile breaking down, silence reigned.
The toxic fumes of mould carried on the wind to their noses. It reeked. Heat bit at their face and an itching rash took over their exposed skin. The group gasped as an overwhelming impulse to scratch the itchiness away took their hands. 
‘Is it the fog doing that?’ Seti asked
‘That’d be my first guess,’ River said, throwing a wary glance at the leftovers of a thick yellow fog lingering at the corners of a decrepit house. ‘I wonder how dangerous it is… if it touches us.’ 
Seti winced. ‘Given the state of the houses, very dangerous I’d say.’ 
From the worry in their eyes, everybody seemed to be thinking the same thing: Where are the villagers? 
‘Should we inspect the houses, in case someone’s here?’ Yue said. 
She didn’t have to mention the name for the group to know she didn’t only mean Lake, but also her grandpa, the old gravedigger. They nodded, though their hesitation was obvious. No one knew of the dreadful things they might discover inside the walls.
The old gravedigger’s house was up the street, right by the fountain, which hadn’t been spared by the fog either. The statue standing in the middle of the water was split in two and yellowish fungi with brown dots sprouted up from the crack. As for the old house, it had gone to rack and ruin. 
Yue’s face darkened. Not saying a word, she rushed over to the broken door and disappeared inside before someone could stop her. 
River ran after her. ‘Wait!’ 
The house smelled like death. The air was dusty, and the floor covered in debris. Wood and plaster crumbled beneath her fingers, as River ran her hand over the fragile decaying wall to keep her balance. She sank deeper into the putridity of the house. A thick layer of grime and mould coated the furniture, and she feared it would fall apart at the slightest touch. 
Crack. 
River jumped. 
‘Sorry,’ Seti said, showing up by her side with Rosen. 
They stood in what had to be the kitchen, but it was hard to tell in the shambles. 
Yue called from another room. ‘Over here.’ 
They followed the sound of her voice and entered a small room. A wall was down and a large table filled most of the space. A bowl of rotten apples lay at the centre of it with strange-looking fungi growing over the fruit. Purple, long, and thin, they gently swayed in the breeze like grass, and their rounded top looked like eyeballs. 
River shuddered and looked away. The smell, and now this. It nauseated her. 
She walked over to Yue, who was staring down at the floor, shaking. A chair was overturned and, right next to it, was a red splatter on the carpet. Her heart skipped.
‘Is that red wine or blood?’ Seti said, leaning over the stain. 
‘Vine,’ Rosen said. 
Yue’s eyes flickered to her. ‘How are you so sure?’
‘It doesn’t smell like blood and there’s a shattered glass over there,’ Rosen said, pointing under the table.  
Yue let out a sigh of relief when a gust of wind came in through the break in the wall, filling the air with a foul smell and yellow fumes. River coughed at the suffocating heat wrapping around her throat. Her eyes, her face, and every piece of exposed skin itched. 
The plague in the air made her want to scratch her entire body to the bones, and a headache pulsed in her head, threatening to blow up her skull. Like the previous fog, it was already affecting her mind. She knelt down, covering her face with her hands, and hunched up as small as she could to protect herself from the fumes. 
Think, River. Think. 
Recalling a painful memory couldn’t be useful. The fog already put her through pain. 
She rubbed her eyes. She rubbed so hard, it looked like she was trying to shove them into her brain, but the itch kept her from realising. She pushed against her eyelids, nails nearly piercing the skin. Nearly spilling blood. 
A scream of agony shook her out of her own madness.
Her head jerked up, her eyes flashing open. She dropped her hands and, realising what she’d been doing, forced them to hold onto her knees.  
She’d cracked it. The yellow clouds incited them to hurt themselves. 
She blinked, testing the air. It burnt her eyes, but not more than when she kept them shut. Was the pain even real? Or was it a trick, like the voices that had tried to lure her to the woods? 
The room was buried in thick yellow clouds, and her heart skipped as she caught sight of her friends through the haze. Yue had sought refuge under the table with Seti. Deep scratches covered her arms and blood dripped from her nails. She was sobbing as Seti held her hands behind her back. River couldn’t tell what tormented Yue more: Seti’s touch or the itching. 
She crawled towards them. ‘Is she okay?’ 
‘She’s been trying to tear her skin off.’ 
Seti’s lips twitched as he spoke, and his arms shook with the same unwanted desire to claw at his own skin. Squeezing Yue’s hands helped him stay in control as much as it kept her from hurting herself. 
‘We have to get out of here,’ River said. ‘Yue, hold on a little longer, Seti’s only helping you.’ 
River scanned the room for Rosen. When she couldn’t find her, she pulled herself from under the table and walked out the room, her hands gripping at the nearest furniture not to attack her own flesh. 
She found Rosen sitting in the hallway, her back against the wall. Rosen had tried to escape from the house but pain had stopped her midway. She was staring at her legs in quiet horror, while her hands picked at the flowers on her knees. 
At first River thought she was plucking them. She walked up to stop her, only to gasp when she took in the state of her limbs. Rosen wasn’t trying to harm herself, her body did it on its own. The flowers growing from her wounds were withering. Their wrinkled petals fell to the floor at the slightest touch, their stems bent down, and their colours faded into a sad grey. 
‘My flowers wilted,’ Rosen said, voice breaking. ‘They never die, but now they’re dying.’ 
River fell to her knees. Her heart squeezed when the stems of lavender crowning Rosen’s head shrivelled up too—washed out purple, falling stems, and a scent so faint it turned into a memory. 
‘What can I do?’ she said, watching helplessly as petals kept falling.
Rosen didn’t look at her, nor react to her words. She muttered to herself, fingers brushing against her dying flowers like she was paying farewell. 
River grabbed Rosen’s hands and pulled them towards her, pressing her to look up. ‘We have to go.’
Their eyes met, but Rosen seemed far away. When River forced her to her feet, she showed no resistance. She followed her like a puppet, her mouth still mumbling incoherent words. 
By the time the group rushed out of the house, the fog had filled every room, but strangely it didn’t stretch outside. This yellow fog differed from the other in that it travelled in small separate clouds. The four of them came back to themselves the moment they caught a breath of fresh air. The irritation vanished as simply as they coughed, leaving only the fresh scratches on Yue’s arms and Rosen’s unutterable grief as she watched the bare wounds on her limbs. 
‘How are you feel—’ 
River fell quiet.
A man stood in the shade of the shabby house across the street. Dread filled her, then hope.
‘Lake.’ She could barely hear the tremor in her voice over her heartbeat. 
The man turned and stared a moment before stumbling out of the shadows. If it weren’t for the rotting fountain he caught himself onto, he’d have fallen down.
‘You!’  
Neither his voice nor his accusing tone sounded like Lake. He rubbed his hands together to wipe off the mould spores, and glared at River like it was her fault if he’d tripped. When he was close enough that she could make out the traits of his face, she sighed. 
‘Svea.’ 
‘Don’t sound so disappointed.’ 
Svea looked terrible, almost unrecognisable. His face was smeared with dirt and dripping with sweat. His nose was crooked from their last fight, and his wet hair was mixed with a gluey green substance of which River wasn’t sure she wanted to know the origin. He panted like he’d been running, but looked as disoriented as someone who’d just woken up from a long nap. 
‘Are you okay?’ Yue asked. 
‘Okay? You’re asking me if I’m okay?’ Svea scoffed. ‘First we got these murders, my brother died, then this crazy fog tried to lure people into the woods, bloody trees came to life, and now these clouds, or whatever they are, are rotting our village away—No! I’m not okay!’ 
‘You left out the flowers, but otherwise—yeah, you summed it up pretty well,’ River said. 
Svea’s gaze darted around him in fear. ‘What? Why—what’s wrong with the flowers?’
‘You don’t want to know,’ River said, chuckling nervously.
‘Why you guys look so chill about all this?’ 
‘Believe me, we’re not chill,’ Seti said, not granting Svea a look. ‘Just rejoicing in being alive.’ 
‘Where are the others?’ Yue asked. ‘Have you seen my grandpa?’
‘They all left,’ Svea said. ‘When the clouds started to make them act crazy, they ran to the pier and fled the island.’
Yue nodded her head in relief. ‘That means he’s safe.’
That means Lake could be safe too.
‘Wait, why did you stay here?’ River asked. 
Svea glared at her. ‘I didn’t… want to leave my brother behind.’
‘But he’s dea—’
‘I know that!’
‘I bet they left him behind,’ Seti said. 
‘Shut up! You do not get to make fun of me.’
Seti snorted. ‘And why’s that?’
‘You know why.’ Svea shot a glance at River. The memory of her breaking his nose was still vivid. ‘You know it’s all your fault.’
Yue frowned. ‘What’s he talking about?’ 
‘Svea thinks I’m the one who brought a curse to Namu,’ Seti said, ‘which is ridiculous.’
‘Is it though? It’s been absolute hell since you came back! Look around you, it’s a ghost village now.’  
‘How can you still think that I’m the triggering factor here? I spent the whole night on a cliff on the other side of the island, how could I be responsible for this?’ Seti said, gesturing at the houses around them. ‘As far as I know, you’re the only one left here, so maybe you destroyed the village.’ 
Svea clenched his first in anger, but River stepped between them before one could make a lunge at the other. ‘Hey, let’s calm down, okay? For your information, Seti’s not the only one who arrived at the same time as the murders started… Rosen did too.’ 
Rosen raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, so now this is my fault?’
‘Shh, you’re not helping,’ River said, rolling her eyes. ‘I’m trying to put some sense into him.’ 
‘Well, if you’re done accusing me, I know a place we’ll be safe to spend the night.’ 
‘And where’s that?’ Svea said. ‘Nowhere’s safe.’ 
‘The greenhouse.’
‘We are literally being attacked by plants, and you want to hide in a greenhouse?’ River said. ‘I know flowers are your thing, but there’re limits.’ 
‘Trust me, will you?’ Rosen said, eyes sparkling with mystery. ‘The plants in the greenhouse are not the plants from the woods.’


19. a cloud that bites 
 
 
The greenhouse had been spared. There was no decay, no smashed windows, no bricks crumbling, and no rotting smell in the air. The colourful, inoffensive flowers filled the space with peace. River could almost forget the trials waiting outside, that Lake was still missing, and that it meant he was probably dead. 
Rosen lay on a bench. A crow napped on her chest, slowly moving up and down as her lungs emptied and filled with air. She kept her eyes closed, but tears still escaped and rolled down her cheeks. 
River felt nervous watching her, yet couldn’t take her eyes off. She wondered if Rosen could feel her presence and her eyes following the lines of her body. When Rosen had changed clothes earlier, she’d been both relieved and heartbroken to see the dark and shrivelled climbing ivy fall off her stab wound. She wished Rosen’s skin would bloom again, for her bare cuts to flourish, for the lavender to cascade down her head and overwhelm her senses with its smell. 
‘My body has never felt this empty,’ Rosen said, eyes flashing open in River’s direction.
River made a strangled noise and looked away, cheeks flushing at being caught staring. She waited for her heartbeat to settle before looking again. Rosen had sat up, and the crow had moved to her shoulder. 
‘Wasn’t it a little bit… cumbersome, at times?’ 
‘It was, but they’ve always been a part of me,’ Rosen said. ‘They’re more useful that you think—you know the leaves with which I healed you? I grew them myself—I mean, my body did.’ 
River’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’
‘And that’s why we’re safe here.’ Rosen gestured at the plants around them. ‘I planted my flowers in the greenhouse to grow my stock of healing leaves and flowers, and to infuse the place with protection.’ 
‘Did you always know what was happening here, with the woods?’ 
‘All I knew were stories and legends, I’d never seen a tree attack anyone before.’
River swallowed. Every time she thought about that night, dread settled in her stomach, leaving her gasping for air, but not today. Rosen’s smile stirred opposite feelings inside her. River couldn’t remember the moment she’d started to trust her, the moment she’d let her guard down despite not wanting to, but she didn’t want to resurface; she wanted to plunge for more. Looking at Rosen was like looking at a mystery, and River was dying to solve it.
‘We need a plan, we can’t stay here forever,’ Svea said. ‘There might be a boat left, we could run to the pier and—’
Seti arched his brow. ‘I thought you said you wanted to stay here with your brother?’
Svea groaned and sat against a high flowerpot overflowing with bright star-shaped flowers. He’d been complaining and pacing the ground since they’d arrived, while the rest of the group had been appreciating the little rest. 
River rose and walked to the window to catch sight of the yellow clouds. The windowsills were covered with muted glass jars embellished with sprigs of plants she couldn’t recognise, but whose smell quietened her mind. She let her glance wander through the dusk and over the nearest houses. One of them was buried in a thick cloud. When it drifted away, the house was left crumbling and with a mould problem. The fungi spread before her very eyes, the blue paint of the house vanishing under dark dots and a creamy mildew.
She turned and looked across the room at Rosen. ‘What you said earlier got me thinking.’
‘What did I say?’
‘That the plants from the woods were not the plants from the greenhouse, and I think you’re right.’
Rosen smiled. ‘And I know I am.’
‘Wait, let me finish, it’s not just about your magic,’ River said. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot, about the trees and the flowers moving like they have a mind of their own, about the plants that grow from your wounds, and the ones that grow from the heart of the dead—’
Rosen held her breath, staring at River intently. ‘And?’
‘And I have a theory. What if it was the dead coming back to life in the shape of trees and flowers? What if the woods were just thousands of hearts buried over the millennia?’
‘So, zombies, but make it boring?’ Seti said. 
River pulled a face at the memory of the flowers chasing after them and the knife-like cutting grass slashing at their ankles. ‘Not so boring.’ 
‘As wild as it sounds, I think you might be onto something,’ Yue said.
‘But if I’m right, it’s bloody terrifying.’
‘Why now though? Why would they all wake up and attack?’ Seti said. ‘What changed?’ 
River glanced at Rosen, who’d remained quiet. ‘What do you think?’ 
Rosen wasn’t looking. Running her hands through her hair, she was searching for remains of lavender. It only added to the feeling that there were things she didn’t say on purpose. 
‘Rosen? What do you think?’ River said, a little louder. 
‘It hardly makes sense,’ she said, refusing to meet River’s eyes. 
‘That’s all?’ 
‘I’m not an expert in the dead. Why don’t you ask Yue about that?’ 
Yue raised an eyebrow, but didn’t seem to take offence. 
‘No, but you’re an expert in plants, and you did talk about a vengeful spirit the other night,’ River said, remembering Rosen’s words as the flowers had fallen upon them.
‘It was just figurative,’ Rosen said, shrugging. ‘The flowers did look like they were on a revenge quest.’  
She found a petal in her hair and raised it in front of her eyes to inspect it. River’s heart tightened at the sadness washing over her eyes. Rosen wanted her flowers back. She wanted this curse to end as much as River did. Perhaps it was unfair of River to keep treating her like she was a liar, like she was hiding—
Knock-knock. 
River froze. Images of bloodthirsty trees flashed through her mind before she found the courage to turn her head and look through the dark window. The giant trees she’d imagined weren’t there, and besides the rot spreading across the village, nothing was out of the ordinary. 
It must have been the wind, or the wooden frames of the windows crack—
Knock-knock
A chill went down her spine as she saw it.
The flower. A poppy, with fiery petals open wide, stood alongside the greenhouse. It banged its head against the glass as if trying to shatter it and break in.
‘They’re here,’ she whispered.
‘Do you think it can see us?’ Svea asked, walking up to the window. Such carelessness showed he hadn’t been hunted by flowers yet.  
‘If it had eyes, maybe,’ Rosen said. ‘But it can definitely sense us.’ 
River stifled a shudder at the possibility of eyes hiding amongst the petals. 
As if to confirm her fear, the flower turned its head to the left, then to the right, and back to the left. 
‘It looks like it’s searching for something,’ Yue said. 
‘Or someone,’ Seti said, drawing away from the window.
Without a smidgen of hesitation, Rosen raised her hand towards the flower. 
‘What are you doing? It’s dangerous!’ River said, reaching for Rosen’s arm to hold her back. 
The moment Rosen’s fingertips brushed the glass, dozens of flowers rose from the shadows. They stretched to the windows and banged their head, dying to get in. Every knock echoed within River’s chest. Before today, she’d have never suspected a petal capable of breaking a window, but she knew now not to underestimate plants. 
‘It’s okay, we’ve got a fire burning inside, they won’t come in,’ Rosen said, not taking her eyes off the poppies. ‘We should rest for now, and leave at sunrise.’  
 
***
 
River drifted awake from a dream filled with a putrid haze of creeping flowers. She couldn’t remember how she’d fallen asleep, what had been real and where the nightmares had started. Was it when the flowers had banged their heads to get in? Or when the trees had grown their branches towards the windows to look inside, leaves splaying as they pressed like hands on the glass? Had roots truly snaked out of flowerpots, and mushrooms sprung up all over the ground? 
Her eyes opened wide at the frightful thought that the woods had found her. She lay on a large wooden plank, head resting on her bag. Sitting up, she sighed with relief at her mushroom-free surroundings. The dim morning light passed through the windows. No trees waited for her outside and the flowers had gone still. 
Seti was asleep on the bench, his body lying dangerously close to the edge. Svea leant against a flowerpot, watching Rosen as she paced up and down the windows. As for Yue, she was nowhere to be seen. 
River stood up with a groan. Her body felt stiff from sleeping on the hard plank. She walked to the windows and took a look at the village outside. Monsters of fog lay over the houses asleep, waiting for a soul to step out. Were they not aware that most villagers had fled the island already? 
Apart from the greenhouse, not a single house stood intact. Every wall had broken down, every roof collapsed, and every man-built thing rotted away, but whatever acid the clouds contained didn’t affect the vegetation. One night was all it had taken for the plants to take over the village. Small trees grew in the middle of the streets. Roots climbed up the walls. Flowers bloomed between bricks. Rooftops and cobbled pavement were covered with moss. Mould and vegetation were working hand in hand to take them down.  
When River was done assessing the damage outside, Rosen was still pacing and throwing frequent glances through the window.
River had a bad feeling. 
‘Where’s Yue?’ 
Rosen came to a stop. ‘She’s gone out looking for her grandpa.’
‘What? And you let her go?’
‘I didn’t! She left a note and went out while we were asleep,’ Rosen said, pointing to a piece of paper on the windowsill. 
The moist paper was a page ripped from a botany book. Yue’s handwriting was unmistakable—long, thin letters ripped across the page like a scythe. 
The note read: 
My grandpa would have never left Namu without me. I’m going out to find him. Don’t worry. Don’t wait for me. Save yourself. Love, Yue.
Yue had lost her parents so young she had no memory of them, and now she shared River’s pain for Lake’s disappearance. She’d never allow herself to lose somebody else. 
River crumpled the note in a huff. Yue was right. She couldn’t imagine the old gravedigger leaving without the certainty that Yue was safe. But she was wrong if she thought for one second that she could tell River not to worry. They were a team now. All they had was one another. Yue had said not to wait for her, but she’d said nothing about not looking for her. 
Sparks of resolution lit up her eyes. She threw the paper across the room—what better way to get rid of her problems? It bounced against a window and landed in the middle of a flower patch, vanishing amongst red tulips. 
‘I’m going to bring her back.’
‘You cannot go,’ Rosen said. ‘It’s too dangerous.’ 
‘I have to, she came back for us the other night… and now it’s my turn to help her.’ 
River was impressed by how calm she sounded. Normally, she’d have gone into panic mode already. Perhaps some of her body functions were still asleep, or perhaps there was so much to process nowadays that she failed to behave accordingly. 
‘Come on, it’s already too late for her,’ Rosen said. ‘And think about Lake, he wouldn’t want you to act rashly like that.’ 
River frowned. She’d never known Rosen to be a pessimist. But if she thought that mentioning Lake would convince her to stay, she couldn’t be more wrong. If anything, it only strengthened her resolve. 
‘Lake would never forgive me for not saving his girlfriend.’ 
‘Then I’ll come with you.’ 
This took River aback. ‘No—no, you’ve seen what the fog does to your… plants.’ 
‘They’re gone already, it’s too late to worry about them.’
‘But we cannot leave Seti and Svea alone together, they’ll just kill each other,’ River said quietly. ‘It’ll be safer if you stay with them and—’ 
She wanted to add you’ll be safer too, but the words never left her lips. 
Rosen sighed and nodded her head in silence.
‘I’ll be quick,’ River said, as she put on her coat. ‘The clouds are slow, it’ll be easy to lose them.’ 
Rosen looked skeptical. ‘You act like you’re fiercer than the wind, but what you don’t realise is that you’re weaker than a strangled breath.’ 
‘Okay… way to give me confidence… I’m just going to pretend I didn’t hear you.’
River turned away and walked up to the huge glass door. 
‘No, wait!’ 
River paused, not turning. Rosen’s soft footsteps approached behind her.
‘River, look at me.’ 
Against her better instincts, she did. 
Rosen stood in front of her, too close to make it comfortable. So close that River was able to count the freckles on her cheeks. A shy smile stretched Rosen’s lips before she spoke.
‘What I meant to say is, be safe.’ 
Too flustered to trust her voice, River resorted to nodding. She was about to turn away, when Rosen raised her hand to give an awkward pat on her head. 
‘I’m not a cat.’
She hadn’t finished her sentence that Rosen’s hand slipped behind her head and pulled her in for a hug. Her heart did a little flip. She didn’t think anyone had ever held her this close, aside from a friendship or sibling kind of way… and Rosen was neither. She breathed out, letting herself melt into the embrace. The soft curls brushing her face. The fingers at the back of her neck sending shivers through her body. The warm breath in her neck making her skin tingle. 
‘Come back,’ Rosen murmured next to her ear. 
She left a quick kiss on her cheek, a brush of lips so light it could have been a caress of the wind. For a split second, River thought she could smell lavender again, but Rosen pulled away, taking any hint of the scent with her and leaving River cold. 
The fresh morning air wrapped around River the moment she stepped outside. Her body missed Rosen’s warm embrace, but she tried not to think about it. Hard times brought even the most dissimilar people closer; she shouldn’t get excited for so little. Rosen was a hugger. She’d hugged Seti before, and she’d have hugged Yue had she let her. River couldn’t take it for more than what it was: a goodbye hug. A you-might-die hug. An I-will-never-see-you-again-but-it-was-nice-knowing-you hug. 
Shivers ran down her spine. She welcomed them, for it kept her mind focused on the mission: finding Yue. 
Since the clouds could make her hurt herself, she’d left unarmed. Now she regretted it. Without the protection of her daggers, she felt naked. The plants remained a threat against which she needed to be able to defend herself. She looked up at the sky; she’d have to trust that the sun’s protection would suffice. 
Crossing the village felt like walking to her execution. Clouds moved across the ground, from one house to another, destroying and decaying everything in their path. She trod carefully through the streets, slowing down at corners for fear of running straight into a toxic cloud. She glanced into every broken house for a sign of Yue—or Lake—but searching the entire village like this felt like a waste of time. 
They’d already looked into the old gravedigger’s house. Where else could he be? Where else could Yue have gone? 
Where would a gravedigger go? 
The old graveyard, of course.
She shook her head. Why hadn’t she thought about it sooner? 
She turned on her heels and ran towards the other end of the village. She passed the market, which she’d never seen this empty at this time of the day, turned the corner at the library, and came out on the main street, where she froze. 
Yellow clouds blocked the way.
A detour it is. 
She turned around and took the next parallel alley. The rubble had taken over the small streets and, with the uncertainty of what lay ahead, running was tricky. After colliding with a fallen wall and tripping over broken bricks twice, she made an abrupt turn and slipped on the mossy cobbled pavement. Her head knocked against a stone, causing her vision to blur and stars to dance in front of her eyes. 
She groaned as she crawled to the nearest wall to lean against it. Rubbing the back of her head, she watched her surroundings. No clouds. No flowers. No—she gasped. She’d hit her head harder than she thought, because there was no way her eyes were showing her the truth.
The house before her had rotten away and crumbled under the vine’s weight, but the vine still held the shape of the roof and walls it had crept over. The stone house had turned into a house of leaves and the wind carried their whispered invitation to her ears. 
Come in. Come in.
When she ignored their call, they rustled harder, whispers turning into threats.
A thick cloud made its way into the alley. Its mass narrowed, adapting to the environment to stretch forward. Both leaves and fog were closing on her.  
She stood up, and faltered. Despite the dizziness, she couldn’t linger. She rushed the opposite way, limping and catching herself on walls. She passed wooden doors covered with mushrooms and blooming flowers crawling up unmarked buildings. The sun had caught roots as they’d been breaking through the road and slithering inside houses. Though they lay motionless, River’s heart raced every time she had to step near them. 
As she reached the end of the village, her eyes followed the path leading to her house. The meadow stretched more verdant than ever, but the bridge had crumbled away overnight. If she wanted to go home, she’d have to swim across the river. 
Her stomach sank. 
Before the river stood the old graveyard. Wisteria vines climbed all over the stony walls, marking their territory in purple. The gate was ajar, and inside a clotted cloud floated above the graves, swallowing one tombstone after the other. 
She slowed down, wary. A silhouette knelt amongst the graves. A petite figure with unique ash hair blowing in the wind. 
Yue. 
River pushed the wrought-iron gate wide open and rushed into the graveyard. ‘Yue!’ 
Yue didn’t react. Oblivious to the cloud hanging above her head, she remained perfectly still even as it swallowed her.
River ran between the tombs and stopped right at the edge between reality and the fog. She shouted Yue’s name into the cloud, but all she heard in return was the whispers of the wind. Time was running out. She took a deep breath and, blocking her respiration, stormed through the yellow fog. 
Her vision blurred. One look down and her feet vanished. Another step and she lost her hands. Her chest ached from holding her breath, but it was the only way to keep a clear head.
She walked on, steps hazy, lungs shut tight, until her knees bumped into a hunched figure. 
Yue sat amid the tombs, head down, silent. 
River put a hand on her shoulder to get her attention, in vain. Yue’s lack of reaction was the last straw. Her chest was burning. She couldn’t hold it anymore; she had to breathe. She inhaled the toxic fumes like a swimmer coming up to the surface for air. The reek filled her lungs, musty and damp. 
‘Yue,’ she said, coughing. 
Head bent down as if praying, Yue stayed unresponsive. 
River walked around her, shaking her shoulders harder to break the trance, then cupped her face and tilted her chin up. 
When she took in Yue’s face, her knees gave way and a scream of horror crawled up her throat. 
Tears rolled down Yue’s cheeks, melting with the blood that surrounded her lips. She held a hand to her mouth, where teeth were working on her fingers, chewing. She’d bitten off two of them already. They lay on the ground as a mush of flesh and skin.
River gagged. She refused to believe the scene in front of her. It had to be a nightmare. But Yue’s dreadful sobs couldn’t be a product of her imagination, and the blood dripping onto her leg felt too warm not to be real.  
She blinked, hoping to make the sight disappear. The horror only worsened. A third finger broke in the middle. Skin split, blood spilled, and a bone cracked out. A droplet of blood landed on River’s hand. She shuddered.   
It was real. 
She had to act fast, before the cloud talked her into biting off her own fingers too. As she forced Yue to her feet, she could feel her mind turning foggy. 
‘We have to leave,’ she said, no certain who she was talking to. Yue, who couldn’t hear her? Or her mind, which was getting dangerous ideas? 
Yue let herself be pushed ahead like a puppet. Her hands never left her mouth and River didn’t dare pull them out yet. 
The yellow and the stench distorted the world around them. For an instant, she saw a bird, silvery and monstrous. It cried as it flew overhead, its eyes slicing into River’s. But she could barely afford to worry, for the fog spoke to her in tickles. It itched her nose, her ears, even her mouth. Her teeth moved along her gums, waltzing onto her tongue. They bit into her cheeks. They bit into her lips. It was only when she tasted blood, that she came to her senses. 
Bloody birds, what am I doing?
None of this is real. It’s another trick of the fog. 
In her biting frenzy, River had let go of Yue. She reached for her again and held her tight. Yue tensed up in response. This reassured her. It meant she was still there somewhere. 
The graveyard’s gate stood invisible to their eyes, but the priority was to escape the cloud. 
River was dying to scratch her face, and pull her teeth out, and hit her head against the nearest wall. But every time she was about to give in, the thought of Yue eating her fingers brought back her sanity. 
‘It’s all in your head.’
‘Keep your mind shut.’
‘Walk.’
She mumbled her way out of the cloud. Her teeth threatened to bite into her tongue at every word, but she carried on until the fog’s grip on her mind loosened and her vision cleared. 
The gate waited ahead. A couple more graves and they’d be out. 
Yue’s body quivered as she regained consciousness. She shook River’s hand off and picked up the pace on her own. River tried to hold her back, fearing that she wasn’t completely herself yet, when Yue dropped to the ground and a harrowing cry left her chest. Either she’d noticed her missing fingers, or her body had started to register the pain. It wasn’t until River tripped on the tombstone next to Yue, until she looked down and realised that it was no tombstone, that she understood the reason for such cry. 
It was a leg. It was a corpse. It was half a head that belonged to the old gravedigger, and another half smashed into goo. River was no detective, but the scene spoke for itself. The old gravedigger had to have banged his head against the tombstone until his skull cracked and his brain splashed over the stone like paint. 
River retched up, turning her head just in time not to defile the body any more. 
Behind, the cloud moved from one tomb to another at random, as if blindly looking for them. 
‘We—we have to go,’ she said, holding her mouth in case more came out. 
‘No, no, no—’ 
Yue whimpered on her grandpa’s body. She held his hand, unaware—or unbothered—that her own hand lacked fingers. 
‘Don’t look, Yue.’
River too, kept her eyes up. She thought she’d gotten used to seeing dead bodies, but the more she did the harder it was to bear the sight of them. 
‘Come on, we have to go!’ 
Yue shook her head, ignoring River’s attempts at picking her up. ‘He can’t be dead.’
‘He is.’ 
The harshness of her tone threw Yue off. She stilled, allowing River to pull her to her feet and lead her without resistance until they passed the gate. There, the putrid smell faded. River gave a last glance above her shoulder. The cloud floated in the opposite direction, searching for its next victim. 
The way back to the greenhouse felt like a dream—a nightmare. River missed the clouds, the plants, and the crumbling houses. She was only aware of the blood beneath her long black coat, the one dripping from her fingers and soaking the hem of her sleeve, the one filling her palm as she held Yue’s hand and pressed on her wounds.
She barged into the greenhouse with Yue leaning feebly on her shoulder.
‘You have to help her,’ she said, tottering over to Rosen. ‘You have to fix her.’ 
‘What happened?’
River gently let go of Yue to make her sit down. ‘She bit her fingers off.’
‘Where are the fingers?’ Rosen asked, horror melting into her face. ‘Did you take them?’ 
River paused. ‘There wasn’t much left—should I—should I go back to get them?’
‘No, no, you stay here,’ Rosen said quickly. ‘You did well, she’ll be alright.’ 
‘Okay, but just… do something,’—her voice faltered as tears broke out—‘do something, please.’ 
‘It’s okay,’ Seti said, taking River into his arms. ‘You found her, that’s what matters.’ 
Yue’s whimpers quietened as she lay onto the ground with a dull sound. 
‘Yue—’ 
‘She’s okay, she just blacked out.’ Rosen said, leaning above Yue to examine her hand. ‘It’s a good thing, it’ll be easier to stitch her up.’
Despite the blood staining her mouth and cheeks, Yue looked at peace now. 
‘I can’t make fingers grow back,’ Rosen said. ‘But I can stop the bleeding, fix the broken bones, and close the wounds.’  
Rosen was taking out her leaves and needles when River realised she had to look away and sit or she’d be the next one passing out. Her body was shaking. The lump in her throat threatened to choke her if she made a sound. She wasn’t the one getting stitches, but she was the one panicking. 
‘Come here, let’s get you cleaned up,’ Seti said, pulling her away from the surgery. ‘By the way, we found a few jars of pickles while you were on your expedition—not the fanciest breakfast, I know, but it’s food.’ 
Seti’s carefree chuckles eased her mind a little. She let him guide her to the sink to wash her hands. She watched as the water ran through her fingers and turned red. How it whirled in the sink before disappearing down the drain. 
Blood. Always more blood. Was it ever going to stop? 
Fighting for survival had become such a regular occurrence in so little time, that she barely found in herself the strength to grieve her father anymore, or to feel sad about losing Lake. She was too busy worrying about the living, or thinking about what the next threat would be.  
Beaks and claws, she almost missed the silver birds. Them, at least, were predictable. 
Who’d have thought.
She let out a nervous laugh and sat on the bench. Staring down at her clean hands, she wondered if the blood she still felt would ever go away. Her body was an open wound leaking and she didn’t know how to stop the bleeding anymore. 
‘How are you?’ 
River jumped as Rosen showed up in front of her. She’d missed the moment Rosen had bandaged up Yue’s hand and gathered her tools to wash them at the sink.
‘I’ve felt better, but at least I’ve got my ten fingers,’ she said, but her hands were shaking and she doubted she could keep looking into Rosen’s eyes without bursting into tears. ‘How’s Yue?’ 
‘Losing two fingers can’t be easy, but she’ll get used to it,’ Rosen said. ‘What she needs now is rest… I made her some tea to help her sleep.’ 
River raised her brows. ‘Just tea?’ 
‘Well,’ Rosen’s lips curled into a smile, ‘tea… and a sprinkle of blue moss powder.’ 
River stared at her, breath-taken. She couldn’t understand how Rosen did it. How she made her heart skip and then race with the simplest smile. What magical spell had she cast on her? Was it the leaves she’d used to heal her, or the potion in the vial? 
‘Can I do anything for you?’ Rosen said, sitting next to her. 
River shifted uneasily at their proximity. It would be so easy to reach for her, to let her fingers brush Rosen’s skin, to give up her pride and anger for much wanted comfort. But it terrified her. Before meeting Rosen, she’d thought she craved the unknown. Now looking into the unknown’s eyes, she couldn’t take the leap. 
Rosen casually took her hands and squeezed the shakiness away. ‘Tell me, if I can help.’ 
River could barely hold it together with her hands held and stroked so gently. Rosen tugged at the fabric of her sleeve in a playful way, as if testing the waters. River hesitated, then before she lost her nerve, said, ‘Can you hold me?’ 
The words caught both River and Rosen off guard. River was about to make a run for it, while Rosen quickly composed herself. 
‘I am holding you.’ 
River swallowed. She was in too deep now. ‘Not like that.’ 
‘How would you like to be held then?’ Rosen said, a ghost of a smirk curling her lips.
Forget it. ‘Fo—’
River’s breath hitched as Rosen leant in, as she wrapped her arms around her shoulders and pulled her closer. At first, River froze, then a strange tenderness gripped her. For the first time in her life, she let go. She let her head fall against Rosen’s chest and the sound of her heart soothed her as it beat against her ear, just as hard as hers. 
Rosen tightened the embrace like River was about to vanish into thin air. Like this wasn’t about River anymore. Like she was in pain and needed the relief. 
They clung to each other so hard, it hurt. So hard, River’s tears poured down without regard for who was watching. 
‘River,’ Rosen said softly. 
She looked up, heart skipping at Rosen’s smile. 
‘Well done for saving Yue today.’ 
Rosen wiped River’s tears with her thumb and giggled. Gentle giggles that sent caramel warmth into River’s stomach. She cupped her face and River felt her cheeks going hot at the touch. Rosen was about to eat her alive and River’s eyes begged her to do so. 
River put her hand above Rosen’s as they made eye contact. Rosen’s gaze dropped to her lips and the tide came in. Heavy chest and heavy mouth. Chapped lips dripping desire and desperation. River leant in and— 
‘Hmm, guys?’  Svea called. 
River pulled back, eyes flicking to Svea. He stood by the windows, a look of concern on his face. For a moment, she’d forgotten he’d joined the group. She’d forgotten where they were. 
‘What?’ River said curtly. Her cheeks still burnt and she couldn’t make herself to glance at Rosen. 
‘There’s—there’s someone lying in the street.’ 


20. two birds, no stone 
 
 
‘They’re dead,’ Rosen said with confidence. 
‘We don’t know that yet,’ Seti protested. ‘Let’s bring them inside.’ 
‘No, let’s wait until they wake up.’ 
‘That’s not a bad idea,’ Svea agreed.
‘What? We can’t wait until another cloud shows up, or worse, nighttime comes,’ River said.
Rosen’s sudden reticence to help someone disconcerted her. 
Seti nodded. ‘The street’s clear, I say we go now.’ 
‘No, it’s too dangerous,’ Rosen insisted. 
‘How about we open the window and try calling them first?’ Seti suggested as a compromise. ‘Maybe they’ll answer.’ 
Rosen groaned but she didn’t have anything to say against that. 
‘Alright.’ River reached for the locks on the windows then pushed one of them open. It moved with a creaking sound that made the rest of the group wince back. She craned her neck out the window. ‘Hey—you, are you okay?’
Silence. 
‘See,’ Rosen said. ‘They’re—’
A faint moan rose from the body. 
River sighed with relief. ‘They’re alive!’
‘Let’s go get them,’ Seti said.
‘Wait, listen to me.’ Rosen grabbed River’s arm to stop her. ‘We can’t bring her inside the greenhouse’s charm. She might look alive, she might even sound alive, but this is death you’re trying to bring in—’ 
River shook her head. ‘Here we are, back to your mysterious ways.’
‘She’s just pretending to be hurt!’ 
‘Huh? First of all, how do you know it’s a she?’ Seti said. ‘I’m going, you can stay here if you want.’ 
River glanced between Rosen, silently asking her to stay, and Seti who was already at the door. 
Despite often omitting the full truth, Rosen had proven many times that she could be trusted. She tended to understand the dangers before they came. But how much danger could a wounded stranger represent? The bigger the group, the stronger they’d become. 
Seti opened the door and put an end to River’s inner conflict. If Seti was going, she was going too.
The girl was young—15 at most. If she came from the village, no one remembered seeing her before. With her messy hair and bruised limbs, she looked like she’d gone through a lot too. They brought her inside and, apart from the occasional moans, she remained unconscious the whole way. Even when they clumsily dropped her onto a soft patch of flowers, she didn’t stir. 
‘You better keep away,’ Rosen said from afar. 
She’d refused to help them and now refused to approach the girl, but a sleeping wounded girl couldn’t possibly pose a threat. 
Ignoring Rosen’s warning, the group sat around the stranger. 
‘What now?’ River said.
‘We should wait till Yue wakes up, she’ll know what to do,’ Seti said. 
River turned to Rosen. ‘What do you think?’ 
Rosen crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Just pour a bucket of ice water over her head, she’ll wake up alright.’
As if hearing her potential fate, the girl opened her eyes and sat up, startling the group. 
Svea let out a piercing cry, while River reached for the blade strapped to her thigh. 
‘Are you okay?’ Seti asked, slightly drawing back as a precaution. 
The girl nodded silently, as she watched her surroundings with curiosity. Her eyes fell on them and, like an eagle choosing its prey, she studied each of their faces. When Rosen’s turn came, her gaze lingered. 
‘Which one of you is River?’ 
River’s heart skipped. ‘How—how do you know me? Who are you?’ 
The girl’s attention flicked to River. Her eyes were shiny grey like Rosen’s, but darker.  
‘Everybody knows you, bird killer. My name is Peitho and I’ve come to kill you.’
Peitho leapt forward before River could register the words. A long dagger appeared out of nowhere in her hands and, raising her arm, she aimed the merciless blade at her. River paused, thrown off, but the dagger didn’t hesitate. It cut through the air, its sharp tip going for her heart. 
River ducked, already knowing she was too slow. This was it. She’d die. Her eyes closed in apprehension of the inevitable pain.  
But the impact never came. 
Instead, something swooshed by her hair as she crouched down, and two heavy seconds of silence passed before she realised that the dagger had luckily missed her. 
Her eyes blinked open.
It wasn’t luck. 
Rosen had jumped in between to deflect the trajectory of the blade. She stood in front of River, hiding her away from Peitho. 
‘What are you doing, sister?’ Peitho said, anger distorting her face.
‘Sister?’ River repeated, straightening up and looking between the two. ‘Do you know each other?’ 
‘She’s not my sister,’ Rosen snapped, giving River a cold look. ‘Not by blood, at least.’ 
Peitho smirked. ‘Of course not, your real sister is—’
‘What are you doing here?’ 
‘You know what, finishing the job you’re too incapable of doing.’
‘What is she talking about?’ Seti asked. 
Rosen avoided eye contact. 
‘Oh, I see, you haven’t told your friends yet?’ Peitho said, smile widening. ‘They’re in for a big surprise then.’ 
‘Rosen, what’s this about?’ River said. 
Rosen winced and closed her eyes at the sound of her name. When she opened them again, they were dark and directed at Peitho. 
‘Leave,’ she said. ‘If you don’t want me to kill you myself, you better leave now.’ 
Peitho shook her head. ‘You know I can’t, not before we take revenge.’
‘She’s not who you think she is.’ Rosen swallowed hard, like it cost her to say the following words. ‘She’s good.’ 
‘Don’t tell me a human managed to trick you, sister? Don’t you remember the two things they’re best at, killing and lying?’ 
‘She’s lost enough,’ Rosen said. ‘It should suffice as payback.’ 
‘It’s too bad they disagree, you know they won’t stop until Silva is appease; she wants revenge!’  
‘Look around, revenge is a rotten thing.’ 
‘But she started it!’ Peitho pointed her finger at River, then at Rosen as she continued, ‘And you volunteered to put a stop to it!’
The high glass walls vibrated, making the flowerpots hanging from the ceiling swing. River flinched as one of them crashed down a short distance away. 
Rosen stepped forward just as Peitho walked to the side. But this wasn’t an attempt at running away. Her hand reached for Seti’s bag on the ground. No, not Seti’s bag. Her axe.
The weapon found Peitho’s hand right as River unclasped the dagger from her thigh. She raised the axe behind her head but River’s dagger was already on its way, darting through the air for her throat. 
Peitho dodged it with the ability of someone used to having blades thrown at her, and ran to hide behind a huge plant, knocking flowerpots over on the way. They shattered, dust and dirt flying everywhere, plants collapsing amongst their fragments. When all had settled on the ground, she was gone.
‘Is that all?’ Rosen shouted. ‘You’re running already?’ 
Something whistled in the air and River turned around just in time to see her own axe coming at her. 	
She screamed and stumbled backwards as Rosen rushed in front of her, arms wide open to protect her. 
Nooo!
The axe whirled, hungry for decapitation. 
Rosen tried to intercept it, and either it was the wind or it was magic, but the axe skirted around her, barely grazing her. She held her hands against her chest, crying in pain, while the axe shifted its direction again and carried on its deadly course towards River. 
Time slowed. River’s heart stopped. She watched from the corner of her eyes as Seti unsheathed his sabre and cut through the axe’s trajectory. Metal clanged against metal, then the axe flew over her shoulder. 
It whistled so close, her ear kept ringing even as the weapon crashed into a bush of white roses in a muffled explosion of flowers. Petals softly swayed in the air before reaching the ground, while the axe remained tangled between stems and thorns. 
Death had flown past without slaying her.  
Rosen looked back at her with the same expression of relief, unaware of her own hands dripping blood all over the iris flowerbed. 
Peitho smirked at the flower mess. ‘Oops.’ 
‘Pretty sure throwing an axe at someone calls for more than an oops, you piece of shit,’ Rosen said, striding towards Peitho. 
The scowl on Rosen’s face flushed her pale cheeks, swallowed her freckles, and hardened her pupils from silver to iron. Though the anger wasn’t directed at her, River shrank away. Fury ran through Rosen’s veins, starved and bruised, and when she raised her hands, River gasped. Flowers bloomed from the fresh wounds on her palms. Poppies burst out, unfurled their wrinkled crimson petals, and reached for Peitho. 
Dread growing in her eyes, the girl drew away until her back met the wall. The poppies extended their stems like whips, their redness out for blood. With a shrug of resignation, Peitho fled through the door. 
‘There was definitely something left unsaid there,’ River said.
‘She tried to kill you, I think that said it all,’ Seti said. 
River threw him a pointed look. ‘I mean about the whole revenge thing—why would a kid want to kill me? And how do you know her,’—River turned around—‘Rosen?’ 
Rosen was gone too. 
Seti looked around. ‘Where did she go?’ 
‘She went after her,’ Svea said, coming out from behind the big flowerpot where he’d stayed hidden during the whole confrontation. ‘Listen, guys, I don’t know what you did, but I’ve a feeling all the weird shit that’s been happening is because of you.’ 
River fidgeted nervously as she stared at the door Rosen had disappeared through. She didn’t like to agree with Svea, but she got the same feeling. The only thing was, why? Why was it happening? 
‘I should go after Rosen,’ she said, watching through the windows. ‘She could get hurt—a cloud might catch her.’
‘She fought off an axe with her bare hands, I think she’ll manage well by herself,’ Seti said, bending over the broken flowerpot to retrieve his precious sabre. ‘I can’t believe she almost dented my baby—’
River winced. ‘Ew, how many times do I have to tell you not to call your sword your baby.’ She strode to the door left ajar and peeped out. ‘I think we should go find h—’
Screeeech.
Her breath catching, she recoiled in horror as a bird slipped in through the door opening. It had teeth, feathers sharp like glass, and two dozens of silvery eyes.
‘Hide!’ 
River screamed at her friends, but it wasn’t necessary. The silver bird only had eyes for her. 
It flew around the greenhouse before diving on the thick bush she took cover under. Its crooked beak fiercely bit through the leaves to reach her. Branches snapped and allowed it closer. She crouched down as low as possible and dragged herself to the other side of the bush. Despite its many eyes, the bird was too blinded by rage to notice her crawling away. 
Once exposed, she stood up and rushed towards the nearest flowerpots. One was bigger than her and could hide her away if she managed to overturn it. She pushed the pot when the bird let out a piercing cry of frustration. It had made a carnage out of the bush, only to realise that its prey had vanished. Spreading its wings, it soared into the air. 
River hid behind the flowerpot and waited. When the attack didn’t come, she sneaked a peek above. No bird. She detached herself from the pot and searched around the room, panic rising in her chest. 
She couldn’t see Seti—couldn’t hear him either. All she heard was silence until…
Wings flapped. 
River’s stomach dropped as the silver bird flew low over Yue’s unconscious body. 
Yue. 
She wanted to call her, but fear kept her lips shut. And Yue remained asleep on the ground, peacefully unaware of the bird preying around. 
It had no interest in her anyway. It flew up to land on a high windowsill, where it watched over the room. 
The greenhouse was immense and filled with enough plants to hide amongst, but it didn’t stop the bird from finding River in a second. Even the slightest move couldn’t go unnoticed to its acute eyes. Baring its teeth, it dashed across the room. 
River stumbled backwards and froze when she collided with something hard. Pressed up against the cold window, she’d hit a dead end. 
It took the blink of an eye. Half a heartbeat. A breath feeling far too loud. She stared at her killer with resolution. Fate might have planned her death for today, but she wouldn’t go without a fight. She raised her fists, dagger in one hand. She didn’t stand a chance but she was stubborn, and if the bird was going to eat her heart, she’d make sure to leave a bitter taste to its victory. 
A cry left her—fear or courage—and as claws grasped her shoulder, she jumped for the wing. Sharp feathers slashed across her palms. Warm blood ran down her arms. But she didn’t let go. She ignored the pain in her neck where a claw was buried, and pulled. The bird bit at her hands, trying to shake her off, but she only bent the wing harder, plucking its feathers. 
If death terrified her, she felt relief knowing that Rosen had left in time, that she could give Seti the opportunity to flee. With the bird busy devouring her body, he and Svea might even manage to carry Yue out. 
The silver bird screeched as she snatched another feather, and its beak closed around her wrist before she could let go of it. The teeth sank in, tearing her skin and digging deep enough to stroke her bones. She screamed as her wrist snapped and her blade fell to the ground. When she pulled away, her hand felt loose. 
You broke my wrist, you bloody bird! 
It reached for her, gnawing at her flesh as if trying to bite the entire hand off. 
It was unbearable. The pain. The sight. Everything hazy and red. 
In a final effort, her sound hand went for the bird’s neck. She was too weak to strangle it, but she buried her thumb through the feathers and pushed into its throat. She pressed until the bird’s heart throbbed against her finger. Until it had no other choice than unclench its beak.
She fell onto her knees with a sob. She tried hard not to look at her blood-soaked clothes and broken wrist, but she couldn’t miss the red shininess of her arms, nor the bone sticking out where it definitely shouldn’t. 
It would be so easy for the silver bird to finish her off, and it knew it. 
Letting out a shrill cry, it plunged down on her again. Her shoulder took the blow. The bird screamed in delight, its red-stained teeth looking forward to another bite of flesh. 
She crawled away, but claws grasped at her back and shoved her against the ground. Her face crashed into a flower patch. She inhaled dirt, pollen, and flowery scents that made her stomach turn. 
She whimpered calls for help, but knew she was on her own. 
So that’s how dad died. 
Alone. Powerless. In agony. 
The silver bird was still pressed against her back when the shadow of another bird passed overhead. 
She shuddered. Not another one. 
Eyes shut tight, body shaking, she braced herself for more broken bones and open wounds. She’d accepted her fate when the second bird dove. She heard the flutter of wings and the swoosh in the air, but instead of coming for her, the new bird snatched the other one from her back and thrust it so hard against the windows, they shattered. 
An angry screech echoed through the greenhouse. 
River opened her eyes. 
Two silver birds were fighting in the air, biting at each other’s neck, and lacerating the other with their claws. 
Shouldn’t they be helping each other to kill her? 
She knelt up slowly. She had to take advantage of the situation and run, but every move hurt and her head was spinning. Staying on four, she dragged herself along the wall, pausing only behind bushes and flowerpots, but neither of the birds were interested in her anymore. 
She crawled to the other side of the greenhouse and found the small room where the most delicate plants were preciously kept. She hid inside. Leaving the greenhouse would be foolish in her state, she’d only be offering herself to the rest of the flock.  
The birds kept fighting, both bleeding and losing feathers, but none gaining the upper hand. They were just weakening one another. 
River caught herself rooting for the second bird, though she failed to understand why it was helping her. A silver bird wouldn’t defend her. Then a little voice at the back of her head reminded her that predators often fought because they didn’t want to share their prey. That the birds might be fighting for the right to eat her at the end. 
One of the birds collided against the window she’d been looking through. She ducked under the windowsill for cover, but the bird was stunned and fell on his back, wings wide open. 
Her heart tightened when she realised it was the bird that had potentially been helping her. 
While both incredibly similar, the feathers of the one lying on the ground had a reddish reflection in the sunlight—a pink sparkle. The crookedness of its beak was less acute. But what struck River most was its eyes. They didn’t bear the thunderstorm shade of the first bird. They shone with an odd kindness and their silvery glint had something familiar. She knew she’d gazed into them before. 
The bird’s beak opened and closed as it came back to its senses. Its head turned, letting a fresh wound come into sight. Blood ran down its feathers and, amongst them, something was growing.
River’s eyes widened. 
No, it can’t be. 
Tiny purple flowers shot up, petals and leaves quickly unfurling. They spread across the feathers until the bird’s head was crowned with lavender.  
Her heart skipped. ‘Rosen?’ she murmured. 
It wasn’t possible. 
Yet it explained why the bird tried to protect her. 
She pressed her face against the window. ‘Rosen?’ 
The bird flapped its wings, ready to take off, when it noticed her and froze. Its eyes stared right at her through the glass. It didn’t have to turn back to human or speak—screech—to give her the dreaded confirmation. She only had to meet its eyes—her eyes—for all was written in this gaze: the words Rosen couldn't say and the words River was too scared to hear.
River wanted to scream. 
How? Why? And… how? 
She didn’t know where to start, but the other bird cut her thought short when it came at Rosen from behind. Then the words just flowed out. 
‘Careful! It’s coming back!’ 
Rosen barely took off that the bird was on her. Its beak closed on her wing, sharp teeth tearing through feathers and flesh. 
River rushed out of her safe room, shouting. She staggered towards the birds before realising how powerless she stood, hurt and wingless. Her shouts too, couldn’t get their attention or stop them from biting each other. She looked around at the ruined flower beds, wishing for a stone to throw between them. Anything that could save Rosen and take out the other bird. 
That was when it hit her. 
The other silver bird had to be a person too. Silver birds were persons.
Rosen is a silver bird. 
She faltered, catching herself on a bush. 
‘You’re one of them.’ Her voice wavered. ‘You’re a… my dad died because of you—you’re—’  
Her incoherent mumble became anger, but her exhausted body couldn’t follow. In her mind, she retrieved her axe and threw it at both creatures.  
Rosen buried her claw into the other bird’s eye and pulled. The eye popped out. Blood spilled as the bird cried in agony. River clenched her fists and, in her mind, she took Rosen’s eyes out too. 
Rosen bit the bird’s neck so hard she severed the head. In her mind, River broke Rosen’s neck too. 
The headless body fell onto the ground with a loud crack. The head quickly followed, rolling over the flower patch until it didn’t have a beak and feathers anymore, but the face of Peitho staring blankly at River.
Rosen landed in front of her. 
The huge bird contorted itself, body twisting and bones cracking. The feathers fused together, their sharpness softening, while the wings melted into the body. The teeth shrank and the beak vanished into skin. The insides too, moved, rearranged themselves, grew, swelled, until it didn’t look like a bird anymore, but a human covered in flowery bruises.
Rosen.
In her mind, River raised her fist and punched her in the face. 
In reality, her legs gave way before she could even budge a finger.


21. the liar and the killer 
 
 
‘I can’t even take a nap without waking up to a destroyed greenhouse and a decapitated child—what the hell happened?’ Yue said, looking around in shock. Her own mutilated hand didn’t faze her as much as the sight of River’s wrist. ‘Are you okay? What—’ Then she noticed Rosen. ‘Why are you naked?’ 
Rosen’s cheeks flushed as she grabbed the first clothes she could find to cover herself. 
‘Well, technically, she was a bird when her head was cut off,’ Svea said, scratching his head as if the death of the girl was only a minor inconvenience. 
‘A bird?’ Yue looked at him like he’d lost his mind. ‘Did the toxic clouds get in? Is that what killed her?’ 
‘No, Rosen killed her,’ River said coldly.  
‘Because she was trying to kill you!’ 
Rosen tried to make River look at her, but she drew back and brandished a dagger between them. 
‘Don’t touch me!’  
‘What are you going to do with this? You’re not going to kill me.’
‘Don’t be so sure about that.’ 
‘If you wanted me dead, you’d have thrown it already.’ 
River raised the weapon higher, hand trembling because of her wounded shoulder. 
‘Hey, nobody’s killing anyone… anymore.’ Yue glanced at Peitho’s head and shuddered. ‘Why did she want to kill you? Who’s she?’
‘Her name was Peitho.’
Rosen’s voice was calm and her eyes never shied away from River’s, not even to glance at the dagger between them. She didn’t fear her, and it made River twice angrier. 
‘And she was a silver bird, like her,’ River said, holding the blade closer to Rosen’s throat.
‘Alright, why you two lovebirds suddenly hate each other?’ Yue asked. 
River made a strangled sound. ‘Lovebirds? Didn’t you hear me? She’s a silver—’
‘A silver bird? Really?’ Yue snorted. ‘Come on, guys?’ She looked at the rest of the group for support or a sign that it was all a bad joke, but they remained quiet. ‘You can’t be serious!’ 
Seti looked away and Svea smacked his lips together like the current situation didn’t concern him. 
The pointed end of the blade brushed against Rosen’s skin. ‘You tell her.’ 
‘It’s true… I am a silver bird.’ 
The gravity of her whispered words filled the room with a heavy silence. River’s chest ached. It felt worse hearing Rosen say it. 
‘Okay.’ Yue grabbed the nearest wall for balance. ‘I have so many questions, I don’t even know where to start.’
‘How about we start by tying her up and torture her into explaining all the atrocities she’s done to us?’ River said.
‘Violence never solves anything,’ Seti said, but the tone of his voice suggested otherwise. He too, glared at Rosen like she’d committed the biggest betrayal of the century—which she sort of had. 
‘Tell that to my dad! This whole time she’s been manipulating us, pretending not to understand what was happening—but she knew!’
Yue nodded. ‘You do owe us an explanation.’ 
‘I’ll tell you everything you want to know, if you let me heal your wrist first.’ 
River snorted. ‘If you think I’m gonna let you touch my—’ 
‘Please, do heal her,’ Yue interrupted. 
‘No, we can’t trust her anymore!’ 
‘You literally have a bone sticking out,’ Seti said. ‘I won’t be able to support you if you keep this hanging under my nose.’ 
‘Besides,’ Yue said, ‘Rosen would never hurt you.’ 
River frowned. They’d missed the whole point. Hadn’t they heard the part whether Rosen confirmed she was a silver bird? Or perhaps they didn’t mind, because now they stared at her like she was the one at fault for rejecting Rosen’s help.
‘Fine,’ she said, rolling her eyes. Her dagger kept up as a warning, she extended her other arm towards Rosen. ‘But do it quick.’  
Now she knew the real pain of a silver bird’s kiss, and it was excruciating. 
‘Let’s sit,’ Rosen said, gesturing at the ground. 
River resisted protesting. With her weak limbs and the possibility of having to fight Rosen later, she’d better take all the rest she could get.
Rosen took her hand and intertwined their fingers. River flinched at the intimacy. Her blade against Rosen’s neck was becoming awkward so she lowered it a little. Rosen wouldn’t go in for the kill when her fingers stroked the back of her hand so lovingly… would she? 
Soft and gentle, Rosen brushed her thumb across River’s palm like she feared even a caress might break her bones. Shivers erupted over her body and River hated her for that. Couldn’t she be brusque? Couldn’t she behave like the killer she was?
‘What do you want to know?’ 
The whole group stood around Rosen, but it felt like the question was directed at River only. 
‘Who are you?’ Yue asked. 
‘We already know what she is,’ River said. 
Poppies rose from between their palms. River winced, fearing they might go for her neck after they’d already tried to strangle Peitho. Instead they grew over their linked hands and coiled tightly around her wounded wrist like a bandage of stems. They spread over the flesh, wrapped around the protruding bone, and filled the holes in her skin. 
‘I’m a green witch,’ Rosen said. 
River gave a short laugh. ‘Oh, so now you’re a witch! First it was a part-time botanist, then a magical healer, but actually a silver bird? I’ll tell you what you are, a murderer.’ 
River spat the word like it was poison. At the same moment, a coldness took her wrist. Perhaps now wasn’t the time to provoke Rosen, not when they were chained together. But the cold numbed her pain. The broken bone slid back into the flesh, slotting together with the other bones. The poppies’ petals absorbed the bloodstains off her skin and their redness sharpened. 
When their eyes met, River was startled by the sadness clouding Rosen’s features. 
It was just an act. It had to be an act. 
‘I belong to the silver coven—’
‘And what is that? A cult of murderous witches?’ 
‘Will you let her explain?’ Yue said, throwing River a heavy look. 
A tear rolled down Rosen’s cheek but she carried on as if River hadn’t interrupted. 
‘All silver birds are witches, but it wasn’t always like that… it all started hundreds of years ago when men and witches were at war, and witches came to this island seeking protection.’ 
River rolled her eyes. She might have been tricked into trusting Rosen once, but she wasn’t naive enough to believe the whole “witches have been the victims all along” act.
‘Witches lived here for years, thinking they were finally free, but the men found the island and the persecution started again.’ Rosen’s voice wavered like she’d suffered the persecution herself. ‘The witches ran into the woods to hide, and the men chased after them, burning the trees on their way to leave them no escape.’ 
As she spoke, the poppies’ stems retracted from her wrist. The bleeding had stopped and the flowers had left little trace of the wound but tender skin, superficial bruises, and cuts. 
‘That was when the power of a young witch awoke,’ Rosen continued. ‘At 10, Silva’s magic was so strong she could feel the life of every tree on Namu island and control them. She scared the men away and became the first high witch of our coven.’ 
‘Where are the silver birds in all that?’ Seti asked.  
‘It’s a curse. The coven worshipped Silva and she became too greedy for power… As a witch’s heart is their strongest source of magic, she fed on the coven’s hearts to increase her own power.’ She lifted her gaze to watch River’s reaction. ‘But dark magic has a price, and this is when she began turning into a silver bird.’ 
River felt like throwing up. 
‘Witches didn’t see this as a curse then, because every time Silva turned she brought them the heart of a man… Her curse was a protection.’  
The poppies gathered in Rosen’s palms and River quickly untwined their hands. She tried her wrist and fingers, her heart clenching until she realised she’d retrieved total control of her hand. She opened her mouth to thank Rosen, but caught herself in time. She wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. Gratefulness couldn’t outdo the present anger. 
‘But this was centuries ago,’ Yue said. ‘Why are you a silver bird?
‘Yeah, why?’ River repeated as she got back on her feet.
She stepped away from Rosen, the dagger steady in her hands again. The hurt in Rosen’s eyes was plain to see and River found it hard to hold her gaze. 
It’s on her. She put the distance between us herself. She should’ve never lied. 
‘When Silva died, the coven buried her heart and she grew into the largest tree on Namu… but they were worried her protection would fade so they kept feeding their hearts to her, to preserve her power and honour her sacrifice.’ 
‘I’m very confused,’ Seti said. ‘How did they feed her hearts? They just… killed themselves? If you ask me, that Silva sounds like a tyrant.’  
River didn’t know at which point Seti had joined the witches’ cause but he suddenly looked a bit too concerned about the coven’s welfare. 
‘Once we’ve trained our magic, we cut our heart out and bury it under her tree,’ Rosen said, shifting uneasily. ‘Silva was so powerful, her spirit remained. Her magic lives in every root, in the connections between plants, and in the blood of every buried heart… she became one with Namu, while we suffered the curse, for even in death someone has to pay the price.’ 
The sudden use of “our” pained River. This wasn’t just a story of witches. This was Rosen’s story. She’d given her heart to a mad witch. A dead mad witch. And in return she’d gotten the ability to turn into a monster. Her eyes flickered to Rosen’s chest. No wonder she’d managed to deceive her into thinking there was some sort of romance between them if she didn’t have a heart. Nobody with a heart would be this cruel. 
Except, River had heard her heart. She’d heard it barely hours ago when Rosen had held her against her chest and the world had felt a little less terrible. Had it been a trick too? Magic to deceive her? 
‘You mean that even the hearts we buried has been making Silva stronger too?’ Yue asked. The ashen skin of her face had never looked this bright. River almost expected her to take out a sheet of paper and start taking notes. 
‘That’s exactly what I mean.’ 
Seti winced. ‘Oh sweet irony.’ 
‘How are you even alive without a heart?’ River blurted out, despite never wanting to speak to her again. 
‘Because my heart still beats somewhere in Silva’s grip.’ Rosen’s eyes watered. ‘A witch without a heart doesn’t die, she only loses herself… Silva owns my soul, and when I turn she possesses my mind too.’   
River looked away. Rosen had no right to make her heart ache. She had no right to be the one crying, when she was the betrayer. 
‘But why keeping with the… tradition?’ Yue asked, eyes sparkling more and more with Rosen’s every word.
‘Because she keeps us safe… Our hearts for her protection,’ Rosen said. ‘The witch hunters never ventured in the depths of the woods again and I grew up hearing atrocious stories about you… how could I have known?’ 
‘You’ve come back every winter to steal a heart—a life! Of course you should’ve known!’ River said, casting her a withering look. ‘If the hunters stopped coming, why kill my dad, Dorcas, Nale… me? Why would Peitho want to kill me?’ 
‘This—this wasn’t us, it was never my decision! When the first snow falls on Namu, Silva takes control, she makes us turn, she makes us take a heart—’
‘You’re lying again! Peitho said she came to finish the job you couldn’t do, that you volunteered… Did you come here to kill me?’ 
River’s voice cracked and, when Rosen stared at her in silence, she only felt worse. 
‘Answer.’
‘I think you already know the answer.’
River’s throat tightened. ‘But why?’ 
Rosen looked down, fists clenched and shoulders shaking. The fresh lavender in her hair bent down, as if mirroring her emotions. River thought she showed remorse but, when Rosen’s eyes sliced to hers, she realised her pupils had darkened like Peitho’s. 
It wasn’t regret, it was rage. 
‘I think you already know this answer too,’ Rosen said, coldly. ‘You think I’m the monster here, but I should be doing so much worse! Yes, I’ve come here to kill you, but in case you don’t remember all I’ve done so far is saving your life.’
‘But why? What have I ever done to you?’
‘You really don’t remember what you did in the woods?’
River’s mouth fell open as Rosen’s words sank in. 
With the recent tragedies, the memory felt so distant it was almost like it had never happened. But how could she forget, when what she’d done still haunted her sleep? It made sense now, how Rosen had always seemed to know about it. She’d been there, perhaps even as one of the birds feasting on the corpse.  
No, not birds. Witches. 
River wanted to defend her actions, but the thought of Rosen devouring hearts and corpses made her sick.
‘The silver bird you killed,’ Rosen said, ‘was my little sister.’ 
River’s heart stopped as the words banged in her head like a hammer hitting the anvil. She wanted to react, to say something. Scream. Cry. Apologise. Deny it. Anything. But all she did was stand still as time slowed. 
Then Rosen’s eyes found hers and the reality of what she’d done hit her hard. It felt like her insides splintered apart and she needed something, someone, to hold her together before she flew into pieces. She was broken and disgusting and guilty and horrible. 
A killer. 
The fact that Rosen had a valid reason for betraying her made her so angry, but mostly at herself. Silver birds were monsters, but they were also human like her. And now River was a monster too. 
Seti took her arm but she couldn’t bear to meet his eyes. She buried her face in the crook or his shoulder to hide the shame. 
‘What’s she saying? When did you—why didn’t you say anything?’ 
Her lips trembled. She couldn’t hold in the tears, nor the bile rising up in her throat anymore. 
‘You can’t understand, you weren’t there,’ she cried. ‘You—’ 
‘It’s okay—’
‘No, it’s not!’ Svea said, face turning red. ‘Everything that happened is because of you—Nale’s dead because of you!’ 
He shoved River with both hands, and she groaned as her wounded shoulder took the blow. 
‘Hey, calm down,’ Seti said, stepping between the two. ‘She couldn’t have known.’ 
‘Everybody knows not to mess with the silver birds! If she’d listened to—’ 
‘What’s done is done,’ Yue said. ‘And I think you owe someone an apology.’ 
River thought Yue was talking about her, but she threw a look over at Seti. 
Svea’s fists fell to his sides. ‘You’re right.’ Is he really going to apologise? ‘I am sorry for not realising it was River from the beginning—sorry for not understanding there’s a reason you two are friends.’ He shrugged. ‘Freaks belong together after all.’ 
That’s more like him. 
Seti rolled his eyes. 
River would have expressed sincere apologies, had she not been too ashamed—or proud—to speak. She never meant for any of this to happen. She was sorry for failing to find out Rosen’s identity earlier, failing to protect Lake when she still could, failing to save her father in time. She was sorry for Rosen’s pain, sorry she’d tainted her own soul with murder, and sorry she’d killed her sister. But she wasn’t sorry for killing a silver bird. How could she regret it, when they’d gone after her family first?
‘The girl they found in the river, the one they couldn’t identify,’ Yue said. ‘It was your sister, wasn’t it?’
Rosen nodded. 
‘So that’s why nobody knew her… why her heart was missing.’ 
The girl’s drawing flashed through River’s mind. She’d forgotten about her, but now understood the reason the girl had looked so familiar. She’d had Rosen’s nose and eyes, and the same curls for hair. Knowing what she’d looked like made it harder not to think of herself as a killer. The irony that she’d tried to investigate her own killing appalled her.   
‘And when her body disappeared… you’re the one who took her,’ Seti said. 
Rosen nodded again as quiet tears rolled down her cheeks. She tried to catch River’s gaze, but River looked away. 
Despite River’s desire to hold onto her anger, the anguish in Rosen’s eyes threatened to break the walls she’d put up around her heart, threatened to lead to apologies she didn’t want to make. Not yet. Not until someone apologised for her father first. 
But instead of apologies, blood-curdling cries rose outside the greenhouse, where the trees and the crumbling roofs were covered with silver birds.
‘Looks like a hunting party.’ Seti whispered. ‘A big one.’ 
The blood drained from River’s face. ‘What do they want? Kill me?’ 
The room went silent. River’s friends stared at the birds with the same dread on their face. She wished they’d say something to reassure her, even a lie. Anything to soothe the ache of her heart. The birds screeched again and she sweared it was because they’d heard the panic in her heartbeat. They knew she was terrified and it excited them. 
Lie to me again, Rosen. 
‘They want revenge,’ Rosen murmured. ‘They want your heart.’
Cold hard truth. 
‘Of course they had to mean it literally.’ 
‘It’s their only way to appease Silva,’ Rosen said. ‘When you angered her, you awoke a magic that had remained dormant for centuries… until a few days ago, I’d never seen the trees move beyond the coven.’  
River returned her gaze. ‘You speak as if you’re not one of them anymore.’ 
‘I’m not,’ she said, without missing a beat. ‘I stopped being one of them the day I helped you escape the fog and followed you into the woods to find your brother.’ 
River shook her head. ‘I killed your—’ Her voice faltered. ‘Why would you change your mind and help me? It’s hard to believe…’ 
‘Is it, though? Would you kill me right now, for what we—I did to your dad?’ 
Yes.
‘It’s… different.’ 
‘It’s not. Killing somebody is hard, especially if you’ve gotten to know them, and’—Rosen’s mouth curved into a shy smile—‘I know you.’
No, you don’t. 
‘You’re just like me, you’ve got friends and family you’d die for,’ Rosen continued. ‘And if I killed you, they’d end up hurting like I’m hurting—it wouldn’t be fair to make more people pay the price for our mistakes.’ 
‘It was no mistake,’ River said weakly. ‘I meant to kill that day… I thought about so many different ways to get rid of the whole flock—’
‘When we turn, Silva controls us,’ Rosen said. ‘My sister didn’t deserve it… but when you killed her, she was a killer too.’ Her lips trembled as she spoke. ‘Of course it made me angry, and sad, that’s why I came here, but then I understood that you only did it because you were angry and sad too.’ 
River’s chest tightened. Rosen had lied once, she could be lying again. All of it could be a big lie destined to murder her in the end. But past the lies, she remembered that Rosen had saved her life and showed forgiveness more than once. 
I don’t deserve forgiveness. 
I wish you’d scream at me instead, because I’d know better how to deal with that.
‘You won’t regret it? Abandoning your coven for…us?’
Me.
The question was unfair, but she couldn’t help it. She held her breath, waiting for the answer, half-wishing for a yes so she could stop her mind from finding new reasons to forgive her too. 
‘No, I know how it feels to lose a sibling, I have to break the cycle—another loss, another revenge… it never stops.’
The knife of guilt sank deeper into River’s heart. If she’d been able to break the cycle herself, more birds wouldn’t be gathering around the greenhouse at this very moment, their ominous cries sending shivers down her spine.
‘It seems the entire coven has come to my execution,’ she said, but even her attempt at a joke couldn’t conceal the fear on her face.   
‘Trust me’—Rosen grimaced at her own choice of words—‘it doesn’t come close to being half of our coven.’ 
The birds stood on the windowsills, staring at River. They bared their teeth, every sharp tip a menace. 
‘Can you understand what they’re saying?’ Seti asked.  
Rosen glared at him. ‘I don’t, but it’s not hard to guess.’ 
As she said the words, something fell from the sky and hit the window with a soft bang. They jumped away, expecting glass to shatter, but the object bounced and fell to the ground without causing damage. 
Yue pressed her face against the window. ‘It looks like a rolled parchment.’
Seti’s eyes lit up with interest. ‘I didn’t know communicating through messenger birds was still a thing.’ 
‘Considering that they’re actual people, I’m not sure it counts,’ Yue said, looking half-offended for Rosen, half-curious to know her opinion on the subject. 
Rosen ignored the remarks, either out of annoyance or because she had more urgent matters to attend.  
‘I’m going to get it, it’s safer if I’m the one going,’ she said, walking away. 
‘No, it’s dangerous,’ River let out.
Realising her mistake, she looked down and pretended she hadn’t said a thing. 
Why is it so hard to stay angry at her? 
The door of the greenhouse creaked open and closed. River looked up just in time to see Rosen disappear. The silver birds didn’t dive on her. They didn’t try to fly though the door opening either. Their eyes followed Rosen as she ran to the parchment, picked it up, and ran back through the door. 
‘What does it say?’ Svea asked the second she was in. 
As Rosen unrolled the parchment, he gave River a death glare. She suspected that, if the situation was to get messier, he’d open a window and let the birds in. He’d let them attack her to save his own skin. But, what annoyed her most, was that she couldn’t even condemn him for that. She was the sole reason they risked serving as dinner for a flock of birds. 
Rosen read the message in her head then held it out to River. She stared at the parchment, unable to make her own hands reach for it. Seti snatched it for her and started reading. Yue’s head leant over his arm to do the same. 
River held her breath. Her legs shook with anticipation as she watched their faces for a sign. A clue that it wasn’t as bad as she feared. 
Svea groaned. ‘Can’t you read out lou—’
Yue gasped and, covering her mouth with her hand, looked up at River. 
Seti’s mouth twitched. ‘That’s—good and bad.’ 
Good? River could hardly imagine that the silvers birds—the witches—had anything good to say to her. Curiosity taking over fear, she took the parchment from Seti. 
It was short, barely a sentence, but it had all the reasons to surprise them.
‘River’s soul for Lake’s,’ she read quietly. She repeated the words and, finally grasping their meaning, her eyes lit up. ‘Lake’s alive.’ 
‘You do get the other part of the message, yes?’ Rosen said. 
Tears of relief flooded her eyes. Yes, she did understand her fate, but knowing that Lake would live beat the fear of dying. 
‘Of course.’ Her voice sounded calmer than she felt. ‘But what other choice do I have? Look outside, look at the village, they’ll never stop… The only thing that matters now is saving Lake—I’ll save Lake and everything will get back to normal.’
‘It can’t get back to normal if you’re dead,’ Seti whispered.
‘It’s either me, or all of us… and I don’t want somebody else to die because of me.’
Svea’s glare softened. ‘I second that.’ 
‘Shut up,’ Seti said.
‘No, he’s right. I can’t leave Lake, and what would happen if they never stop chasing us? We’ll stay in the greenhouse? Potting flowers? Starving? Eating each other?’ River paused to glance at Yue’s hand. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean—’
Yue brushed off her apology. ‘I know.’ 
‘They’ll want you to follow them into the woods, to our village,’ Rosen said. ‘I’ll come with you.’
River scoffed. ‘Certainly not.’
‘You don’t have to do this alone.’
‘But I will.’
‘Then what’s your plan? Just walking to your death?’ 
‘Save Lake, then improvise to get him out of the woods alive—and potentially me too.’ 
‘But if you don’t die, they’ll never stop coming,’ Svea said. ‘And we’ll be running around the island forever.’  
‘We won’t be running, we’ll be sailing.’ She turned to Seti, whose smile was already blooming. ‘Get the ship ready and… if it gets messy, sail off, don’t wait for me.’ 
‘You know I’ll wait.’
River smiled back. ‘Then you’re stupid.’  
‘Yes, you both are,’ Svea said. ‘You don’t think they’ve thought about that? You’re just gonna endanger all of us again.’
‘Its true, they’re not going to let you escape the woods,’ Rosen said. ‘It’s Lake’s life for your life, remember?’ 
River’s eyes fell on her daggers on the ground. When Peitho had attacked her, she’d wished for them. But now she realised it would have never been enough against a silver bird, let alone dozens of them. 
Rosen followed her gaze. ‘A mere blade won’t protect you against them, and you know it—you need my help.’ 
River shook her head. She hated the rightness of Rosen’s words, and how Seti and Yue kept nodding at everything she said.
‘I think you’ve done enough already,’ she said. ‘If I ever need somebody else to die, I’ll let you know.’ 
Hurt washed over Rosen’s face. River ignored it. It was easier to act like she hated Rosen than let her risk her life for her. And it was safer to go without her, just in case Rosen decided to switch camps again in the presence of her coven. She walked up to her bag and picked up the daggers from the ground. These would have to do. 
‘Night’s going to fall soon,’ Seti said, grabbing the strap of her bag to stop her. ‘You can’t go now.’ 
‘I can’t waste another second either, what if they kill you next?’ 
Seti wanted to argue. She saw in his eyes the hundred reasons he had for her to stay. But him, more than anyone else, understood. He understood she’d never allow him or Lake to get hurt because of her. He’d have done the same for her, and that was exactly why she couldn’t give up. 
‘But the trees will kill you,’ Yue said. ‘I doubt a torch of fire will be enough to intimidate them.’
‘Actually, I don’t think they will.’ 
Rosen bit down on her lip, wishing she hadn’t spoken. 
‘What do you mean?’ River said.
‘After chasing you around for so long, the coven will want to face you in person,’ Rosen looked down, ‘Vesna, our high witch, will want to wreak revenge the proper way.’ 
‘The proper way?’ 
‘They said they want your soul… What they mean is, they want your heart.’ 
River’s imagination ran wild thinking about all the different ways they might wrench her beating heart out of her chest. Would they use magic? A knife? Claws? Or bare hands? Her back twinged, like spiders were running down her spine, biting her. 
‘That’s it, I’m coming with you,’ Seti said. ‘The birds are witches, and witches are people.’ He glanced at Rosen, like he was still debating it. ‘I’m good with people, I’m sure I could reason with them.’  
‘You’re limping, Yue’s missing fingers, Rosen is a traitor, and Svea is a coward—no offence, but I’ll be better off going alone.’ 
‘I didn’t ask to come,’ Svea mumbled. ‘But now I sure won’t. 
River rolled her eyes. ‘Right.’ Her fist clenching around a dagger, she pushed her hair back from her sweaty forehead, and gave a fierce nod. ‘I can do this.’ 
Seti squeezed her arm. ‘Are you sure?’ 
River stared into his eyes. What he really meant was: don’t die if you don’t want me to kill you myself, come back or I’ll lose my travel companion, stay safe because we still have many adventures to go on, mysteries to investigate, and treasures to hunt, because you’re my best friend and I love you. 
‘I can do this.’ 
 


22. another bad moon rising 
 
 
The trees stood high and green. Silver birds were gathered on their branches, waiting for her to plunge into the woods. River shuddered, not from the cold, but from watching the sun lowering on the horizon. In an hour, darkness would wrap around her and the trees would come to life. 
She stepped in the shade of the first tree and looked over her shoulder. The village was far but the greenhouse was impossible to miss. Its windows reflected the sunlight and it was the only building that stood intact amongst the ruins. She still felt the warmth of her last embrace with Seti, and Yue’s encouraging words echoed in her mind. Svea would have shoved her outside if her friends hadn’t been there to give her a proper goodbye. 
As for Rosen, River had made sure not to grant her a single glance. She convinced herself that it was to punish her, but the truth was that she might have never left if she’d allowed her eyes to linger on her face, on her freckled cheeks, on her plump lips—lips she’d never press hers onto. 
River swallowed. Now wasn’t the time to think about that, but she couldn’t stop her aching feelings from taking over. 
‘Please look at me,’ Rosen had said, walking after River. 
But she’d opened the door without a glimpse back. ‘I never want to see you again,’ she’d said, stepping out of the greenhouse. ‘You’re dead to me—I wish I never met you.’ 
She’d walked away without looking at the damage her words had done. 
She wished she’d turned around. She wished her voice had been less harsh, and her words less cruel. 
The silvers birds cried, mocking her. 
‘Alright, I’m going,’ she said. ‘I’m going.’
She touched her pocket where the lavender stem remained, like a talisman, and walked into the woods. 
Falling quiet, the birds flew from their branches and led the way. 
Soft whispers danced on the breeze as she walked through the trees. Her clothes caught in bushes and rustled faintly. Her heart pounded. Twigs cracked under foot to accompany the sounds of nocturnal animals waking up. It should have been unsettling to her, but as she walked on, it’s comfort she felt. Right now, these were still the woods she knew.
The last few days had been hectic. Too much running around. Fears and uncertainties crushing her mind. Exhaustion and pain consuming her body. Now, she understood. She was given a few hours of assured quietness before meeting her sentence. One last hike in the woods to remember that the world wasn’t always terror and affliction. 
Ironic, given how ruthless these particular trees could be. 
She barely glanced at the silver birds anymore. She followed them without noticing. She hadn’t noticed either that the light filtering through the trees was fading. An orange glow dripped from the leaves, twisting the shadows of the trees and stretching them on the ground. 
She caught the last sun ray before it disappeared behind the mountain and took her first step through the dusk. Dread settled in her bones. She paused and watched the trees around her. It could have been her imagination, but every time she turned more trees surrounded her.
Her palms hurt from clenching her daggers too hard, but she couldn’t falter now. Remembering Rosen’s words, she resumed walking. They wouldn’t hurt her. At least, not yet. 
Except for the trees that sighed with every hint of the wind, the quietness of the woods was becoming a lot. The animals had hushed, as if they were holding their breath, waiting for the inevitable to happen. Each step echoed far too loud in the silence and her anxiety escalated with every slow moment that passed. It was only a matter of time before they’d start to move, but a naive part of her hoped she’d have more time to prepare. 
Her eyes needed time to accustom to the falling darkness. The passage between the trees narrowed and it took her a while to realise that it was because the trees were bending towards her, watching her as she passed. They grew nearer and closed the path behind her. 
The woods changed. The plants shook themselves awake. Leaves furled and unfurled as if stretching. Flowers in the trees twirled open and close, sprinkling pollen over her clothes. Roots rolled and twisted up, making the ground quiver under her feet. Even then, watching for the cracked path and slithering vegetation, she kept walking. 
A bird dove to check on her. It was always the same. She recognised it from its wing slightly bent, its short beak, and its feathers so dark it blended with the night. She ducked and readied her blade, in case it attacked her. But when it flew overhead, her mind went blank. 
A familiar scent of lavender washed over her and she forgot about the bird. Her mouth opened slightly, like she wanted to taste the smell. She didn’t hear when the bird squawked in her ears to speed up, instead turning to stare into the woods behind her, heart fluttering in anticipation. 
The night and the trees stared back, and the scent of lavender faded away so quickly she wondered whether it had been there in the first place. 
It must have been my imagination. 
Her chest felt tight. What did she expect? She was the one who’d rejected Rosen. And now her absence had her in a chokehold. She couldn’t make herself move anymore. She wanted to walk back. She wanted to wait for Rosen to save her again.
She reached out her hand, but there was no one to take it. There was no comforting embrace to take refuge in and no soft kisses promising safe return. Her cracked hand reached and grasped at the cold air. Ignoring the bird flying in circle above her head, shrieking with impatience, she sat down in the middle of the path and brought her shaky knees to her chest. Tears filled her eyes as she stared up at the ever darkening sky, waiting for her sentence.  
As if answering her plea, a flash of light tore through the sky and thunder made the air around her quiver. She hurried back to her feet, her cold breath coming out in thick puffs of fog. 
In the little time she’d remained on the ground, a tempest had brewed. Clouds fell quickly to earth, spilling over the mountains and into the valley. Faint raindrops pattered on the leaves while gold strikes cut the clouds apart. The damp air crackled and the sharp winds carried the scent of lavender, lashing her ever so gently. 
She gasped for more, breathing in every gust like the smell kept her alive. She wasn’t crazy. She wasn’t making it up. Rosen was here, hiding somewhere between the trees. 
‘Rosen?’ 
The sound of the thunderclap drowned out her voice. 
‘Rosen?’ 
The downpour washed the name away. It freshened the air and swelled the ground with wetness. The earth exuded a putrid smell. She chased after the traces of lavender in the air, but all she could smell was the aroma of waterlogged soil. 
The silver birds shrieked and scattered in the sky, their cries now sounding frightened and small. River stared, puzzled. Why the sudden change in their behaviour? Had something scared them? Or was it simply the rain forcing them to take cover?
The rain. 
She looked down at her arms and clothes in awe. She brushed her face, touched her hair, and reached for the rain with her hands but it wasn’t touching her. Despite the harsh winds cutting at her cheeks, the rain fell in a perfect circle just around her feet. No matter how much she moved and jumped, not a single drop touched her. 
What’s wrong with the rain now?
She appreciated keeping dry, but she’d seen too much horror not to believe that this was an ill omen. Squatting down, she watched as each drop of water rebounded off the ground. 
It wasn’t rain. Tiny hailstones, sharpened like ice knives, were plummeting from the sky and none of them grazed her. 
The silver birds weren’t as fortunate. They twisted and contorted in the air to dodge the hailstones, seeking refuge under trees and bushes, but their attempts to escape were futile. Each time the hail struck theirs feathers, they shrieked in pain, their cries growing louder with each blow. 
She marvelled at how her body had been spared, and hesitated to take cover under the trees, like the birds, in case the protective spell suddenly let her down. But ultimately the trees posed a greater threat.
Rosen had claimed to be a green witch; could that include the ability to control the weather? It seemed far-fetched, but then again, if a dead witch could control trees, perhaps anything was possible. 
Since the birds were no longer paying attention to her, the temptation to run back to the village was strong. But she feared that her escape might put Lake in danger or, worse, anger the woods.
Silva. 
A cry of pain pierced the air before she could come to a decision. It wasn’t the screech of a bird, but rather the sound of a human in agony. Her first instinct was that one of the birds had reverted to their true form as a person, but when the voice cried out again she recognised it at once. 
‘Rosen!’ 
She breathed in. It wasn’t her imagination. Lavender filled the air, softening the smell of the earth.   
She left the path and pushed her way through the dense bushes, following the sound of Rosen’s cries. The trees quickly closed in on her, their branches lowering to block her. The bushes gathered at her feet, forming a wall to keep her from straying. But she persisted, bending under the branches, jumping over the bushes, and skirting fast around the trunks. She knew she couldn’t linger, for the plants were growing more restless with each passing moment.
A tree loomed behind her like a watchful sentinel. It stood tall and ancient, with a dark trunk covered with moss. Its dead branches twisted in all directions, emitting a spine-chilling creak with every move, as if they were on the verge of snapping. 
Out of all the trees in the woods, this one had to be the creepiest… And of course it was following her. She quickened her pace, hoping to reach the limit of its roots’ length underground. 
As she checked over her shoulder again, the tree reached forward with its branches. They wrapped around her chest and squeezed to keep her still. 
She screamed against the wind. ‘Rosen!’ 
The tree pressed against her back, and she pulled on the branches to loosen their grips, but more laced around her in response.  
I won’t get out alive.
Since leaving the greenhouse, she’d forbidden her mind from imagining the circumstances of her death. 
Now she knew. The roots would ensnare her and tear her apart. They’d twist and tangle around her body, squeezing the life out of her. And when the storm passed and the hail stopped, the silver birds would return to feast on her remains. 
Roots approached her like snakes crawling to their prey.  
‘No, no—’ she whimpered. ‘I’ll come with you.’
The roots lunged and lashed her arms. She screamed, her skin stinging like it had passed through a flame. The roots retracted and prepared to lash again. She tensed up, bracing for worse. 
‘I promise I’ll follow,’ she whispered. ‘Please.’  
They thrust, but the lashing never came. 
She thought they’d missed her, that they’d answered her begging, until something cold and rough intruded into her ear. She wriggled harder. What would the tree do, slither into her skull and crash her brain from the inside? 
The root progressed like a doctor performing a delicate surgery. Bit by bit, careful as to not touch something it shouldn’t. Discomfort turned into an odd sensation and River froze. 
A tickle? A poke? No… a tug. 
Sucking. 
She shuddered, understanding. 
That was how the victims had died; how the trees had drained their bodies.
She wished she didn’t know what awaited her. She’d promised she’d die to save Lake, but she couldn’t.  
I can’t die. 
She contorted herself, scratching at the branch that kept her arms and chest constricted. One arm slipped out, and with her free hand she grabbed the root creeping into her ear. She pulled it out the way a knife would exit a stab wound. It showed resistance, stuck to her skin like suckers and coiled inside her ear, but eventually slackened and slid out. 
It wriggled in the air, searching for her ear again, and when she pushed it down, she realised a hundred more roots twisted and turned, looking for a way in.  
They wrapped around her wrists to restrain her as she shoved them back, but with a flick of her arm, it was easy to make them let go. She couldn’t tell if it was its old age or Silva’s decrease in power, but this tree didn’t move as fast as the one that had tried to drown her. 
But it wasn’t alone. The word had spread to the rest of the woods. Trees swarmed around her, waving their roots like octopus’s arms. She didn’t stand a chance. Nothing could stop them from killing her right now. 
She cried as roots wound around her limbs and chest, forming a suffocating cocoon around her body. No matter how much she writhed and kicked, she couldn’t beat their number. They slithered around her neck, pulled her hair to keep her still, and covered her eyes. 
She screamed when a root crept back inside her ears, but fear choked her voice. 
This was her punishment for killing a silver bird—a witch. 
At least Lake will live. 
Blood pulsed against her temples, the pressure of the roots dizzied her, and her silent cries resounded only in her head. 
‘I thought you wanted my heart…’ Less than a murmur, her voice was a hopeless breath. 
The roots twitched, as if hesitating. 
Can they hear me? 
‘I thought… you wanted to kill me… the proper way,’ she said, drawing on her voice. 
The root over her eyes loosened. The ones in her ears paused. 
‘Yes… that’s it… take me to your high witch instead,’ she said, growing more confident. ‘I promise she can—’
Before she got to tell them how much she really wanted the witch to cut her heart out, the roots squirmed away and she fell. 
A soft light caressed her face when she opened her eyes, but what startled her first was the snarl of roots she stood on top of. They tangled in every direction, hiding the ground far out of reach beneath. In the darkness, she hadn’t been able to see the cluster of trees agglutinating around her, and even motionless these monsters made her hair stand on end. 
She stumbled away from the old scary tree, only to hit another one behind her. Standing incredibly close to one another, the trunks left little space for her to move. She squeezed through two trees, dreading that a simple touch might bring them back to life. She had to get away from the centre of the mob before they changed their mind and chose to strangle her. 
Weaving her way through trees, she only slowed down when she reached a little glade. She could hear trees moving in the far distance. The storm still raged, yet, against all logic, the clouds had cleared in one spot, right above her, where the full moon hung. 
She hadn’t stopped the trees. The moonlight had. 
Which meant Silva was still after her. 
She had to hide before the clouds swallowed back the moon. The obscurity didn’t reassure her, but she trusted the moon above and the lavender in the wind. She walked on, following the smell, the moonlight following her, and the trees freezing as light grazed them where she passed. 
Trees looked all the same in the dark. Their silhouettes twisted and terrifying in the gloom of the night. When a leaf moved, she jumped and cried out before realising it was the wind. When a colour stood out amongst the greyness of the woods, she jumped again. 
Then her heart raced. 
Blue flickering flames danced under the stabbing rain. 
She followed the fire, tripping over roots in her precipitation. She caught herself on a branch and winced at the touch of the bark. The fire floated in the air and decreased as she approached, as if she was walking away from it instead. 
But she wasn’t. And it wasn’t floating. 
The weak flames at the top of the torch were dying in the hailstorm. They hardly lit up the surroundings anymore, but it was enough to identify the person who held the torch. 
Her heart skipped a beat as she took in Rosen’s appearance. Glowing hair and a skin so pale that she looked like a ghost when she turned around, screaming in agony. Despite the sight, a wave of relief swept through River. She wasn’t alone; Rosen was alive. 
Then she remembered she was supposed to be mad at her and swallowed the first words that tried to escape her lips. 
Are you okay? 
‘Why are you following me?’ 
Though, ironically, she’d been the one following Rosen. 
She tried to sound harsh, but acting mean wasn’t easy when Rosen looked like she was dying. It wasn’t just the hail, which hurt her the same way it hurt the birds, it was her whole appearance. Pincushion moss and fungi grew between the spring flowers on her limbs, as if the rain and the tears rolling down her cheeks had switched her body to autumn. 
‘What happened to you?’ she asked, tone softening. 
Rosen whimpered. With the hail beating her down, she could hardly keep her eyes open and River wasn’t sure she was aware of her presence. 
‘Hey, Rosen.’ 
Rosen’s eyes met hers, and her mouth twitched in recognition. 
‘You’re really here,’ she murmured. 
‘What happened?’ 
The fungi growing on Rosen’s collarbone made her uneasy. 
‘It’s the rain—hail—whatever that is,’ Rosen said. ‘It hurts.’
‘I mean this,’ River said, gesturing at Rosen’s arms. She didn’t want to discriminate, but she liked the flowers better than the mushrooms. Her fingers brushed the moss and she shuddered at its damp texture. 
Rosen’s eyes widened at the touch. She let go of the torch and her surprised expression was the last thing River saw before the blue flames melted into a puddle, plunging them back in semidarkness. 
River stumbled, reluctantly hugging the nearest tree for balance. 
‘Do it again,’ Rosen said, voice weak and almost begging. 
‘Do what?’ 
‘Touch me.’ 
‘What? What do you—’
Rosen grabbed onto her arm and River’s cheeks went hot as the witch leant into her side with a loud sigh of relief, and slipped her cold hand into hers. Swallowing hard, she squeezed Rosen’s hand back. Secretly it made her feel safe. Well, safer. She didn’t understand what was happening but she was thankful that the obscurity hid her blush.
‘You’re soothing the pain,’ Rosen whispered. ‘You—you stopped the hail.’ 
‘Oh, oh.’ 
River extended her free hand above Rosen’s head. The invisible shield that protected her expanded over Rosen when they were in contact. The icy blades still fell, ever looming, but without touching either of them. 
‘How do you do this?’ Rosen’s voice was steadier now that the pain was gone. ‘It felt like being stabbed by tiny knives over and over—and it was so cold, I thought my body was turning into ice.’ 
‘I’m not doing anything, I thought it was you doing it,’ River said. ‘It made the silver birds fly away.’ 
Rosen shook her head. ‘I wish I knew how to do that, but water is not my area of expertise.’ She let out a nervous chuckle. ‘This is not just any hail… this has to be the work of a witch so—no, never mind.’
‘What?’ 
‘Well, the rain doesn’t affect you—do you think you could be a witch too?’
River snorted. ‘I love the irony, but if I were a witch I think I would’ve noticed by now.’ 
Rosen hummed, thinking. ‘But I don’t see who else from the coven would try to help you—no offence.’ 
‘None taken.’  
Rosen’s fingers caressed the back of her hand, before she linked their fingers together. The moss, moist and coarse, had spread to her hands. 
‘Why are you… like this?’
‘You mean, covered in moss?’ Rosen hesitated. ‘I’m hurting from the worst kind of wound—but don’t worry, back at the coven I’ve got an efficient sunflower concoction for this… it will heal.’ 
River’s heart clenched. ‘What wound?’ She tried to remember the deadly fight between her and Peitho. Had she thrown a curse at Rosen before dying? Would moss and mushrooms grow all over her face until she suffocated? Was the moss—
‘Heartbreak.’  
River froze. Rosen couldn’t mean what she thought she meant… could she? This had to be another trick. 
‘It’s okay, I don’t expect you to do or say anything.’ 
Rosen’s smile was sad.
‘No, no, you’re lying.’ River stepped away. ‘You’ve been manipulating me since we met, and you’re doing it again! You think I’m going to believe this broken heart birdshit? You came here to kill me!’
River tried to shake her hand free, but Rosen held onto it firmly. 
‘You killed my sister, what else did you expect me to do, huh? I told you I forgave you.’ 
River snorted. 
‘Forgiveness, I can believe, but love—’ She choked on the word.
‘It’s because I got to understand why you did it, we’re the same—’  
‘We are not the same,’ River said. ‘All we have in common is that we’re both killers, so don’t pretend to be capable of love when you don’t even have a heart in your chest.’
‘You’re being cruel.’ 
‘Yes, I’m cruel, and I’m a killer, and if that wasn’t enough to stop you from catching feelings, I guess it says a lot more about you than it does about me.’ 
A cold laugh escaped Rosen’s lips. 
‘Fine, but let it be known that it’s not me, it’s you.’ 
‘What?’ River said, confused. ‘Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?’ 
‘Not in this case, no—it’s definitely you.’ 
Rosen let go of River’s hand, and the hail immediately struck her. She gritted her teeth, trying to suppress the cry of pain growing in her throat, and took a step back, unsteady on her feet. But River reached out and caught her arm, making the pain vanish as quickly as it had overwhelmed her. 
‘What are you doing!’ River said, pulling her close. 
‘Letting you alone, like you want—’
‘That’s not what I want!’ 
River wasn’t sure what she wanted; she was torn between wanting to scream at her to leave and never wanting to let go of her hand. 
‘You think this is easy for me? Falling for my sister’s killer?’ Rosen said, fighting back tears. ‘I didn’t choose that… I want to hate you. I want to hate you so bad, but I can’t.’ 
‘I can’t trust you anymore.’ 
‘You can trust me now more than ever before.’ 
River swallowed. She ached for Rosen’s loss. Knowing it wasn’t just a bird she’d left to drown, but a girl, made her feel so guilty. As much as she wanted to believe Rosen, she knew all too well the devastating effects of loss and doubted she could herself ever fall for her father’s killer. How could she be sure that Rosen’s intention wasn’t to mess with her heart as another form of revenge?  
She stared at the ground, trembling. Perhaps revenge was never worth it. In her experience, someone always ended up suffering. The only way to break the cycle of retaliation was to own up to her mistake, to sacrifice herself before anyone else got hurt. Before Lake died.
‘What was your sister’s name?’ she asked, unable to meet Rosen’s gaze. 
Rosen’s grip on her hand tightened. ‘Her name was Eyana.’
‘It’s… pretty.’ 
River immediately regretted her words. 
But to her surprise, Rosen’s grip on her hand softened, as she chuckled nervously. River’s heart warmed. It didn’t mean forgiveness. It certainly didn’t mean love. But it was a start.  
Twigs of fern and cold rainwater brushed against River’s ankles. The hail turned to rain then to a faint drizzle, and though it didn’t hurt anymore, Rosen’s hand was still in hers. River walked behind her, the awkward hand-hold between them often making her trip. But, mostly, it made her heart race. It beat so loud, it was the only sound she was aware of. 
Her beating heart and the beating rain. 
‘I have a question,’ River said, squeezing Rosen’s fingers to get her attention. ‘For trust’s sake.’ 
‘Ask away.’ 
‘When we met you in the greenhouse—the biscuits, was it an accident or… did you try to poison me?’ 
Rosen tensed. ‘It was no accident, but—’
‘I knew it!’
Lake had better be alive so I can tell him how wrong he was.
‘—but I knew it wouldn’t kill you, I was just trying to scare you.’ 
‘It worked.’
Rosen chuckled lightly. ‘I know, you looked so afraid that for a moment I thought I had miscalculated the dose and you were actually dying.’ 
River glared, but she had too many more questions to maintain the angry facade.  
The clouds dispersed, leaving room to a star speckled sky. A cool night breeze ruffled their hair, and moonbeams gleamed through the branches of the trees, not just around them, but across the whole woods. The protective spell had run out.  
‘We have to hurry,’ River said. ‘Without the hail, it won’t take long before the silver birds find me again.’  
‘It’s right there,’ Rosen said, as they stepped into a glade of tall grasses and chirping crickets.
On the other side of the glade stood a rock face so high River had to tilt her head back to see its top. Against the rock grew a small tree with a trunk abnormally large, and as they approached, she realised the trunk opened in two to create an entrance into the rock.
‘A cave? Won’t they find us here? It looks like the gate to a witchy realm.’ 
Rosen laughed. 
‘Probably because it sort of is,’ she said. ‘Namu is riddled with tunnels that provide shortcuts throughout the island, including my coven… But that’s why they won’t suspect us hiding here.’ 
Rosen passed through the tree, and nothing happened. The trunk didn’t grow teeth to bite her, nor did she vanish into thin air. Swallowing around the lump in her throat, River followed through. 
The tree remained rooted to the threshold, and the cave, cold and uninviting, stretched underground to unknown places. Finding the midpoint between the darkness and the tree at the entrance, River sat down. Even if the tree came to life, she didn’t think her wary legs would allow her to rise again and run. 
‘We’ll stay here until sunrise,’ Rosen said. ‘Rest.’


23. the weightless pause between lightning and thunder
 
 
When River stirred awake, dawn was closing in on the cave. She breathed in deeply, inhaling the fresh reviving smell of the woods after the hailstorm. As she stretched her stiff neck, she was startled by the sight of Rosen who, leaning against a rock, was gazing down at her with gentle eyes. She’d unknowingly rested her head on Rosen’s lap, a position that instantly flustered her, much to Rosen’s amusement. 
‘Sorry, I didn’t realise my head was on your legs.’
She lifted her head, trying to sit down. 
‘It’s alright, rest a little longer,’ Rosen said, forcing River’s head back on her thighs. ‘I’m the one who put you like this after you fell asleep.’ 
‘But what about the silver birds?’ River squeaked out. 
She attempted to move her head again, but Rosen’s hands held her down gently.
‘You’re okay, you’re safe.’ 
River’s heart skipped a beat as Rosen’s fingers brushed against her cheeks to soothe her. She couldn’t bring herself to meet her gaze, but despite the self-consciousness planting its seeds within her, it wasn’t long before she relaxed under Rosen’s touch. Her face softened into her hands, her eyes fluttered shut, and her negative thoughts scattered like leaves in the breeze. She couldn’t help but wonder if Rosen was casting a spell on her once more, or if the witch painted her skin with so much care that she simply couldn’t resist it. 
She hadn’t realised until now how much she craved the intimacy of another person’s touch. The sensation made her blood race like fire beneath her skin, and she struggled to keep control of her face. It followed Rosen’s every move, leaning further into her hands, savouring the warmth and comfort. She wished to bury herself into her palms and rest there forever. 
A soft moan escaped River’s lips, snapping her out of her own fantasy. As her eyes blinked open, she found Rosen smirking above her. The hot blush creeping up to River’s cheeks was impossible to miss. 
River covered her face. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean—’
Rosen took River’s hands and moved them away from her face.
‘Your pleasure is my pleasure,’ she said, which only aggravated River’s state. ‘And while I’d love to stay like this forever, we’re supposed to get Lake before my fellow witches get you.’ 
As Rosen leant forward to place River’s hands back alongside her body, her chest pressed against River’s ear.
River took a sharp breath, but panic quickly gave way to surprise as she heard it again. 
Thump-thump.
Rosen’s heartbeat. 	
‘You have a heart.’ 
Rosen froze above her. ‘You know I don’t.’
River sat up and moved back, putting some distance between them like the sound of Rosen’s heart was a curse. 
‘You do, I just heard it,’ she said. ‘And I’ve heard it before, in the greenhouse when we… hugged.’ 
‘No, it’s not possible.’ 
‘Yes, and you must be able to hear it too! Here, feel it on your chest.’ 
Rosen had never looked so uncertain. 
‘I do, sometimes,’ she said, voice trembling. She put a hand to her chest and gave a start. ‘But I’ve always assumed I was imagining it… wishing for an impossible freedom.’ 
‘But you do feel it now, don’t you?’ 
Rosen stared at her, struggling to feel what was real or not, then whispered, ‘But it’s impossible, I’ve seen it… I’ve seen the blade cutting it out, and I’ve seen Silva’s roots dragging it underground, all bloody and raw.’ 
‘Your magic heals,’ River mused. ‘Couldn’t you have grown a heart back?’ 
‘It’s ridiculous, I’m not an organ maker, I can’t make hearts,’ Rosen said. ‘Even a witch of the flesh couldn’t regrow a heart.’  
Rosen shook her head like the suggestion was crazy, as if her standing before River without a heart wasn’t crazier in itself. Yet River couldn’t shake the theory out of her mind.  
‘Now we have to hurry before they figure out our plan and take your heart too… because yours surely won’t grow back,’ Rosen said, but as she turned away to pick up her bag, a shadow of doubt flickered across her face. ‘Ready?’ 
River winced. She was as ready as someone on her way to get her heart cut out by witches. But, besides that, sure, she was ready. 
Rosen pointed to the darkness in the cave. ‘It’s this way.’ 
 
***
 
The tunnel was alive. The rocky walls pulsated. They pulled toward one another, pressing River and Rosen together as they walked, then drew back like a lung breathing in and out. It didn’t hail, but River itched to grab Rosen’s hands. She secretly fought against the violent flutters of her heart that screamed wants and touches. 
The path was lit with candles hanging from the walls, and the flames threatened to set their hair on fire every time the walls drew closer. Their multiple shadows danced under the amber glow of candlelight and often startled River when they turned a corner. But they were always alone, sinking deeper into the mountain. 
‘Do you remember when we first met?’ River said, after a long, awkward moment of silence.
Rosen slowed down to look at her. 
‘How could I forget? You were lucky Dorcas’s body took me by surprise, and lucky you were with your friends.’ 
‘How would you have killed me then, had I been alone?’
Rosen arched her brow, and River mirrored the gesture. If the question made Rosen uncomfortable, it didn’t faze River at all. They were far past that now. 
‘Well, since I’m not a very violent person…’ 
The gruesome image of Peitho’s severed head rolling on the ground flashed through River’s mind. She swallowed. 
If this wasn’t violent, what would a violent person have done then?  
‘Poison,’ Rosen said finally. ‘Or strangulation?’
‘Sounds to me like you’d come unprepared.’ 
‘The drowning of my sister wasn’t particularly in my plans.’ 
River winced. ‘Touché.’ 
‘But, trust me, I had many ideas,’ Rosen said, looking almost offended. ‘I suppose I was just waiting to see which one of my plants would take over to finish you… I had a handful of poisonous thorns in my fists too, ready to throw them at your face to distract you.’  
River smirked. Little did Rosen know that her appearance then would have been enough of a distraction.  
‘Do you still have them?’ 
‘I do,’ Rosen said, smiling back. ‘But they’re not for you anymore, they’ll be for whoever gets in our way.’ 
River hummed. ‘We should think about what we’ll do if things go wrong.’
‘Nothing’s gonna go wrong.’ Rosen sounded so confident River was almost tempted to believe her. ‘You’ll wait on the outskirts of the village while I throw a distraction and get Lake.’ 
‘They could see me,’ River said. ‘And if they catch me, we both know I’m not walking out of this one.’ 
‘You’re right, remember what you said… we’ll be sailing.’ 
‘I’m serious, if they catch me… just do me a favour, will you?’ River said. ‘Save Lake, get him out of here. Seti and Yue too, take them all off this island.’ 
Rosen nodded gravely. 
‘Promise it.’ 
Rosen looked at her. The lavender in her hair trembled as she said the words, ‘I promise.’ 
River’s heart clenched but she pretended to believe the lie. She had to believe that Lake and her friends would make it, or else she was risking it all for nothing. 
The tunnels didn’t make sense. The path climbed up and down, twisted, and turned in opposite directions. Sometimes it felt like they were retracing their steps. 
The cold dampness was suffocating. From the corner of her eyes, River kept seeing shadows expanding their darkness towards her. Figures from her imagination came to life and closed their fists around the flickering flames to swallow their dim light into nothingness. She didn’t trust her mind anymore and was beginning to wonder if they hadn’t walked into another crazy fog, when a sudden warm breeze whooshed away the stagnant air of the tunnel. 
‘I felt it too,’ Rosen said, when she stopped. ‘We’re approaching the exit.’
River’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the ever going tunnel, expecting someone—or something—to come running towards them. She felt a presence in the underground, giant spiders buried inside the walls or ghosts lurking at the next corner, but no creature ever ambushed them. It was only her, Rosen, and the dark. 
The path became steep and took an abrupt turn before a faint light came into view. River gasped in relief. It didn’t shine brighter than candlelight, but it didn’t flicker like a flame, so it had to be daylight. The light grew stronger as they approached. River’s heart hammered in her chest. She kept glancing above her shoulders, fearing that the presence would come running to pull her back into the darkness at the last second. 
The end of the tunnel felt like walking towards a portal of light. The sun filled the whole passage with colours and warmth, rendering every candle useless. Covering her eyes with her hand, River stepped into the dazzling light. She blinked to let her eyes adjust, and when she lowered her hands, her jaw dropped at the view. 
The tunnel abruptly opened up in the heart of a rugged rock face. Towering above the tunnel entrance, the cliff stretched even higher into the sky whose shades of burnt orange melted the moon and the stars away. Far below the precipice, a lush valley unfurled, adorned with verdant trees, sprawling fields, and stone cabins. Her gaze fixed on the horizon, and her eyes widened. It wasn’t a valley at all, but rather a large crater nestled at the top of a mountain. It was so vast that she struggled to discern the opposite rim. No wonder she’d failed to find Lake earlier; she could hardly believe such a place existed on the island. 
As she approached the edge of the precipice, her eyes fixated on a weathered wooden ladder affixed to the rock face. It appeared to descend to the valley below, but the distance was too great to confirm its endpoint. Despite her apprehension, she drew closer, steeling herself against the vertigo-inducing drop. She hoped the ladder didn’t end in midair, leaving her to make a perilous leap to solid ground. Looking up, she soaked up the morning light that graced her face, for it could be her last sunrise. 
Rosen’s touch was hesitant as she took hold of River’s wrist and, ever so gently, slid her hand into River’s to link their fingers together. The gesture brought a sense of comfort, easing the pressure that had been building within her. She let out a deep sigh just as the distinctive screech of a bird filled the air. Her breath catching in her throat, she spun towards the sound.
‘They’re approaching,’ Rosen whispered, squeezing her hand. ‘Fast.’ 
‘I thought you said they wouldn’t expect us here—’ 
‘I don’t know why they’re here! They should still be hunting for you in the woods!’ 
River leant over the edge to look down again. Terror seized her as she noticed the flock of silver birds flying across the valley. She fought the urge to run back into the tunnels, and if Rosen hadn’t been holding her hand firmly, she might have been running already. 
‘They don’t seem to have seen us yet, but I suspect Silva felt my presence,’ Rosen said. ‘They must know we’re nearby.’ 
‘They’ll be suspicious of you after you killed Peitho,’ River said. ‘Maybe you should turn into a bird and—’
‘And risk losing my mind? Certainly not.’ 
‘But we need them to trust you,’ River whispered. ‘Else we’ll never get to Lake.’
‘If I turn, I won’t have much control over what I do anymore,’ Rosen said. ‘My mind will get all blurry and… who knows what I might do to you.’ 
River looked into her eyes. ‘But you were in control yesterday, in the greenhouse… You defended me.’ 
‘I don’t know how, but it was thanks to you—you helped me keep control.’ Rosen’s eyes flickered to River’s lips. ‘I recognised the sound of your voice and heartbeat.’ 
River swallowed. 
‘Or… what if it was because you grew your heart back?’
‘Stop it with that,’ Rosen said, moving back in annoyance. 
River pressed her lips together. It wasn’t her intention to give Rosen false hope. 
She looked down at the birds hovering over the valley like a patrol. The sharp ends of their teeth glimmered in the morning light. A faint spark of pride flared within her at the thought of having lost them in the hailstorm. How amusing would it be if it started hailing again? 
‘You’re right.’ 
‘Really?’ River said, surprised. ‘Your heart—’ 
‘No, not my heart—the witches came to the village as birds, and they barely have a mind of their own in this state,’ Rosen said, thinking. ‘I don’t think they know I’m trying to protect you… I believe the only reason they sent Peitho was because I was not coming back home.’ 
River’s eyes lit up. ‘And Peitho didn’t get the chance to come back to tell them what she saw either.’
‘Exactly, so they can’t know for sure that I turned on them.’ 
‘But what about Silva?’
‘She’s too wild and greedy to care about someone as insignificant as me,’ Rosen said. ‘All she recognises is blood and power, and for now the sun’s up, keeping her dormant.’ 
‘That’s good,’ River said. ‘So we’ll pretend that you’re delivering me to them, but secretly get Lake?’ 
Rosen nodded. ‘Let’s get to the ground quick, we’ll be exposed the moment we’re on the ladder.’  
River knelt down, heart racing with the fear of slipping and falling to her death. As she swung her legs over the edge, the flock of silver bird sliced through the air below her. She fell backwards with a startled cry—she’d been so distracted that she’d missed their approach entirely. 
She quickly covered her mouth with her hands, but the damage was already done. At the sound of her voice, the birds altered their course, soaring vertically up the rock face directly towards her. 
Her panicked screams mingled with the screeches of the birds as she struggled to get to her feet. Rosen was by her side in a second. She grasped River’s arm to steady her and, mouth leaning towards her ear, whispered urgently, ‘Trust me.’ 
Before River could even respond, Rosen’s expression hardened. ‘Climb down!’ she barked, shoving River towards the edge. 
The sudden coldness in Rosen’s eyes made her heart sink. While Rosen may have been putting on an act, she wasn’t. The fear of falling was all too real. The fear of a beak closing around her neck was stronger even. 
The flock of silver birds gathered on the side of the cliff. They clawed at the rocks and at the ladder, screeching and baring their teeth at her. River’s terror intensified. She’d suggested this plan in the first place, but that didn’t mean she liked it, for it was difficult to entrust her fate to someone whose sister she had killed. 
She sat on the edge and placed her feet on the first rung, but her legs were shaking so much that she couldn’t bring herself to move any further. She looked up, searching for Rosen, but she was gone. 
‘Rosen—’
A lone silver bird emerged before River, its feathers reflecting the first sunrays and its crown of lavender swaying with the wind. It circled in the air, before landing next to her on the cliff.
River flinched, anticipating an attack, but the bird folded its wings and screeched. The rest of the flock instantly calmed down and moved away from the ladder. The bird screeched again, and although its cry sounded as shrill and menacing as any other bird’s, she could sense a softness that gave her courage instead of intimidating her. 
Gripping the side rails of the ladder, she shifted her position and turned to face the rock rather than the crater. She summoned her resolve and began to descend the ladder. 
Rosen took off and hovered around River. Her dozens of eyes motioned at the ground, then focused back on her as she shook her beak. 
‘Yes, don’t look down,’ River said, glaring. ‘I know that.’
The bird’s eyes twinkled with amusement.
‘Are you seriously laughing at me right now?’ 
Rosen’s behaviour was a welcome distraction from the intense gaze of the other birds, who seemed to be waiting for her fall. They watched her every move as if she still had the possibility to run away.
Rosen clenched and unclenched her claws in River’s direction. 
‘You'll catch me if I fall?’ 
She nodded her beak.
‘Wow, I’m really good at understanding bird talk… That might be my magical power.’ 
Rosen opened her beak to show her monstrous teeth, but River didn’t falter. She felt smug for amusing Rosen.  
Despite occasional creaks, the ladder felt sturdy under River’s weight. The thick rungs showed no signs of cracks, holding firm as she climbed down. The wet spots on the old wood indicated the thunderstorm from the previous night had reached the crater.
As she recalled the events of the night, her right foot slipped on the waterlogged rung and dangled in the air. Heart racing with adrenaline, she clutched the side rails and pulled herself back to the upper rung. 
Excited cried erupted from the birds surrounding her, all except for one.  
That was a close call.
She wondered briefly if the rung had collapsed under her weight. But it was still there. Taking a deep breath, she cautiously stepped on the slippery wood again. One foot, slowly, then the other, until she was able to fully rest her weight on the rung. 
It held firm, unlike her shaky legs. 
She resumed her descent, testing the rungs before stepping on them and gripping the rails until blisters formed on her palms. As the rungs passed before her eyes, numbering in the hundreds, she noticed a disturbing detail: the ladder showed no signs of construction. No nails or pins attached the rungs to the side rails; it had been sculpted right from the trunk of a tree. But what kind of tree could reach such a height? 
River shuddered. 
Magic. 
After enduring countless creaks and moments of panic, River finally caught sight of the ground beneath her. The silver birds fluttered around her with agitation, making it difficult to distinguish Rosen from the others. She dreaded to step off the ladder. What had initially felt terrifying was now the last protection that separated her from the witches. Once she set foot in the crater, she’d be in their territory. She’d be unable to escape their sentence. 
As soon as her feet touched the ground, the flock of birds melted back into human form. The witches surrounded her, shouting with a mix of anger and excitement as they shoved her in every direction. Struggling to keep her eyes open against the barrage of blows, River crouched down to protect herself. 
Despite the punches and kicks raining down on her, not a single witch had actually come close enough to touch her. The attack momentarily ceased, allowing her to stand up straight before another blow landed, knocking the breath out of her and sending her crashing to the ground. 
This time she’d seen it. The air had shimmered and whirled into her with the force of a baby hurricane. She was being attacked by gusts of wind. 
A quick scan of the witches and she spotted her assailant. The witch was merely a child. Hands raised high, she held a vial similar to the ones River had seen in Rosen’s satchel. The vial had been uncorked and a glistening whirlwind was escaping from it. 
The young witch locked eyes with River and smirked.
‘Don’t think about running away, because the wind will always catch up with you.’ 
River rolled over with a groan. She knew better than to answer such a childish provocation, but the witch’s smugness was getting the best of her. 
‘Where do you expect me to run to?’ River scoffed. ‘Up the ladder, you feathery shit?’ 
The child glared, and the whirlwind swelled. Gusts of winds twirled around them, shoving not only River, but the other witches as well. 
‘I’m here to get my brother,’ River said louder, as she fought to keep her balance against the blows. ‘Where’s Lake?’ 
The group of witches erupted into chuckles, but no one answered her. 
River studied their clothes and features, noting how ordinary they looked. They could have easily passed as villagers, except for the ones whose necklaces and other jewellery seemed made out of bones. This trend hadn’t reached River’s village yet. 
Rosen stood among them, her strawberry hair and lavender trail catching River’s attention wherever she went. Although she didn’t make any attempt to help her, her watchful gaze was evident. 
‘What are you waiting for?’ River asked. ‘Take me to your… Silva? Queen? High witch? I don’t know—whoever is in charge.’  
The witches exchanged glances.
‘She has no clue, doesn’t she?’
River turned to the witch who’d spoken. ‘No clue about what?’ 
‘You’ll see soon enough.’ 
Confused, River turned to Rosen, but the witch was avoiding her gaze. 
As she tried to rise again, a strong gust of wind knocked her back onto the grass. The witches burst into laughter, their taunting causing River’s wind-scorched cheeks to blaze. The whirlwind whipped around with greater force, fuelled by the witches’ excitement and mockery.  
She kept her head down, struggling to bear the humiliation as the whirlwind thrashed her body around like a puppet. 
‘Cut it out, River will face the consequences of what she did when the time comes.’ 
The wind and laughter abruptly ceased. It wasn’t Rosen who’d called the witches to order and River’s heart skipped in recognition of the voice. 
‘Lake!’ She jumped to her feet and stumbled towards him. ‘Are you okay? I thought you were dead.’ 
She winced at her last words, but it was too late to take them back. As she leant in for a hug, Lake stopped her with his hands. When she looked up, he wasn’t smiling. 
‘I’m okay, I promise.’ His voice was harsh and his expression grim. ‘They didn’t hurt me.’
He looked far from okay, though. She wondered if he was putting up a facade for the witches.
‘We’ll take you to…’ Lake paused, as if unsure of whom or where he was supposed to take her, then said, ‘To Vesna, to the throne room.’ 
Even in the way he grabbed her arm and pulled her beside him, he didn’t look his usual self. 
What did they do to him?
‘Wait!’ 
Lavender scents filled the air as Rosen appeared by her side.
‘We have to take her weapons first,’ she said. 
What? This wasn’t the plan—
Rosen removed the daggers from River’s waist and the knives attached to her arms. Searching her body, she found the weapon hidden on her thigh and the tiny blade clipped to her hair bun. She brushed against the small knife strapped to her ankle and concealed by her boot without taking it, and instead gave River a knowing look. A look that meant: I’m leaving you armed, but don’t do anything foolish. 
I won’t if you don’t. 


24. caught in the web 
 
 
They found Vesna in the throne room. What looked like a rustic cottage from the outside, revealed a huge, creepy chamber inside. Forgotten skulls embellished with wilted flower buds lined the windows. Spiders of all shapes and sizes were gathered in corners, occasionally running across the ceiling or dropping to the grassy ground in a muffled horror. Unfortunate bugs lay dead at River’s feet, or hung from spiderwebs right at eye level, their bodies shrivelled and wings crooked. 
River shuddered, suppressing the urge to run out of the room. She tore her eyes away from the dead bugs and the spiders that crawled closer to her, turning her gaze to Vesna instead. Terror overtook her, but she was too shocked to scream. Her round eyes could only stare at the nightmare sitting on the throne.
The witch had a human skull perched on each of her shoulders. Silk clung to her body like cobwebs, and moths hung from each finger like large, ornamental rings. As River approached, she realised the swarming mass on Vesna’s head was not hair, but black spiders. Bloodshot eyes dotted their thick bodies, and their long stick legs tip-toed over her skin with blood-curdling grace. 
Vesna’s fingers moved playfully in the air, as if striking the keys of an invisible piano. Though there wasn’t a single audible melody, the spiders on her head appeared to be dancing along to a tune only them could hear. When Vesna noticed River, excitement quickly replaced the boredom in her eyes.
The witch had the same almond-shaped black eyes as Lake, with sharp traits and high cheekbones that seemed to be carved onto her face. Her plump lips curled into a smile and it was like River was watching herself smile. A spider ran across Vesna’s flattened nose and, if River hadn’t been distracted by its bloody, long fangs, she’d have realised they both shared the same nose. The witch’s brown skin shone like gold in the morning light, just like River’s own. 
River looked at the witch and it was her twin brother sitting there. She blinked, and her own reflection looked back. 
Except it wasn’t Lake. And it was no mirror either. The witch’s cruel disguise seemed designed to frighten her and convince her that she’d meet her demise at the hands of her own brother—or even her own hands. 
‘Welcome to the silver coven, daughter, welcome to your final resting place,’ Vesna said. ‘And thank you, Rose, for finally bringing her to me—I thought you’d never come home.’ 
River made a strangled noise. Daughter? 
It couldn’t be true. It had to be a trick. She searched for Lake, but he’d stayed outside, and the few witches who’d come in with her remained expressionless—no giggles or signs that it was a joke. 
Even Rosen was avoiding her gaze. She spoke to Vesna, her lies smooth as silk. ‘It’s because they discovered my identity and kept me locked up for days,’ she explained, but River was too shaken to fully register her words. 
Vesna sneered. ‘It’s true that you’ve never been much of a fighter. Hadn’t you volunteered, you would have been the last witch I would have sent on a killing quest.’ 
The word “killing” jolted River out of her state of shock. She looked back at her creepy doppelgänger. The resemblance was obvious, but she didn’t want to believe it. 
‘You’re not my mother,’ she said, voice trembling. ‘My mother died.’ 
The witch’s mouth twitched in amusement, her fingers freezing in midair. The spiders on her head also ceased their dancing, their glowing eyes now fixed on River as if she were responsible for the sudden silence. 
‘I thought you might say that,’ Vesna said. 
She raised a finger to her chest, right above the scar that covered her heart. With a long nail, sharp and curved as a claw, she cut through her skin. River’s entire body tensed. Her instincts screamed at her to run, but she remained hypnotised and unable to move as the incision spread open and a large spider crawled out. Its tiny, hairy body was supported by long legs that shimmered with purple reflections. 
River drew back, but nobody else in the room seemed disturbed by the gruesome sight. 
The witch opened her palm to collect the spider and continued, ‘But worry not… for the few hours, or days, we have together, you can just call me Vesna instead of mum.’ She held the spider up to her eyes and smiled. ‘I won’t be offended.’ 
River gulped. She’d been too worried about the spider to even think about how to address this mad witch. But Vesna was right; “mum” had never been an option. Even if she truly was her mother, that wouldn’t make up for years of absence. 
‘I’m not calling you anything,’ River said. 
Annoyance marred Vesna’s face, her nostrils flaring and her smug smile morphing into a hard line. Without uttering a word, she extended her arm, palm open. The spider scurried over her fingers and, before River could comprehend what was happening, the spider leapt on her. 
A cry escaped River’s lips as she recoiled and covered her face. She’d lost sight of the spider but could feel its legs crawling all over her body and its fangs piercing her flesh. She jumped on the spot, shaking her limbs and frantically brushing every inch of her skin to dislodge the spider. Her frenzied jumps flattened the grass around her, and only then did she notice the spider curled up on the ground. 
The spider had never reached her, nor bitten her.
Without thinking, River raised her foot and stepped on it. 
Vespa gasped, then flinched as blood oozed from the cut on her chest. 
River pressed her lips together, realising she should have just gently kicked the spider away, but her fear of spiders had taken over. She couldn’t help but feel disgusted by their multiple legs and eyes. 
Vesna rose from her throne, and River took a step back, casting a sideways glance at Rosen. She’d promised to protect her, but now that she needed protection, Rosen wouldn’t even meet her eyes.
Vesna approached, hand rising in the air, and River braced herself for another arachnid attack. But instead of summoning another spider, Vesna’s hand slapped River hard across the face and the force of the blow sent River stumbling backwards.
River’s burning cheek throbbed under her touch as she glared up at Vesna. She wanted to pretend she wasn’t affected, but her cheek stung when she tried to open her mouth. 
‘Piece of advice, don’t touch my—’
River hadn’t even realised what she was doing until her hand connected with Vesna’s face. The force of the impact made the spiders on Vesna’s head scatter and fall like rain around her, disappearing into the grass. 
Vesna’s face turned red, perhaps from screaming, or from the building rage inside her, then she beat the air with her hands, furiously scratching every inch of her skin. As her nails sliced through her flesh, dozens of lacerations formed, and spiders poured out like soldiers ready for battle. 
The spiders crawled down Vesna’s legs, filling River with growing dread. Perhaps it was time to reevaluate her life choices. Unlike Vesna, she did not have magic to protect herself, yet she persisted in provoking witches. 
What’s wrong with me? 
As the spiders swarmed around her, she shook her feet wildly, desperate to keep them at bay. 
‘Stop it, Mum! I thought we had an agreement,’ Lake said, bursting into the room. 
Vesna paused and, with a wave of her hand, commanded the spiders to retreat back to her. ‘Fine,’ she spat.  
Still trembling, River stepped back to join her brother. ‘Lake,’ she whispered. ‘Is she really our—’ 
She couldn’t bring herself to say the word, but she didn’t have to; Lake gave a quiet nod. 
‘That’s impossible! Dad… Dad would have said something—’
‘Would he have, though? He never said much, especially about Mum.’ 
River frowned, deep in thought. Lake was right. Their father had always avoided talking about her. He’d never answered their questions and had refused to show them the place where he’d buried her heart. 
‘And so you believe her, over Dad?’ 
Lake shrugged, his eyes fixed on Vesna. ‘Her story makes sense.’ 
‘It makes sense because it’s the truth,’ Vesna said, approaching them. Her face was still red with anger but her eyes had softened at the sight of Lake. The spiders were now crawling up her body and settling back under her skin and over her head. ‘I’ll tell you my story—your story—if you’re willing to listen.’ 
River groaned, but it was more for the sake of appearances. Truth was that curiosity would kill her, if Vesna didn’t. 
‘Why would I listen to your story, if you’re going to kill me?’
Vesna remained unfazed. ‘I met your father on my way back from the first snow hunt,’ she said coldly. ‘He saw me as I was holding his friend’s heart, and chased after me… He went deeper into the woods than anyone else ever had—before you, of course.’ 
Vesna shot her a withering look, and River rolled her eyes. She wished she’d never come this far into the woods. 
‘I turned back into my human form, unaware that he was still nearby,’ Vesna continued, ‘and we fell in love the moment we met each other’s eyes.’ 
River couldn’t help but pretend to gag. To her surprise, Rosen stifled a giggle beside her. 
Although the situation was far from humorous, she was pleased to have at least provided some entertainment for Rosen. 
‘Are you done being rude?’ Vesna asked, her frown refusing to dissipate as she stared at River’s mouth, still expecting her to vomit. 
‘I don’t know, are you done being disgusting?’ 
A smile quirked up on Rosen’s lips, sending a pleasant tingle down River’s spine. If Vesna lost her temper at her behaviour, she could chalk it up to Rosen’s encouraging smile. But, to her luck, Vesna ignored her. 
‘After that, we often met in secret in the woods,’ Vesna said, her face briefly brightening at the reminiscence of her past lover. ‘We made love under starry skies and—’
‘Nobody cares that you screwed our dad!’
Vesna’s cheeks reddened, and River couldn’t tell if it was anger or embarrassment anymore. 
‘It’s essential to the story—how else would you have been conceived, huh?’ 
‘I think I could have figured out that part on my own, thanks.’ 
Vesna gave River a heavy glare that clearly meant: stop interrupting now, or…
‘Anyway, since your father could never join the coven, I decided to stay with him in his cottage until I gave birth.’ 
River glanced at Lake, wondering if he really believed this nonsense. 
‘You were born during the first snow of the following year,’ Vesna continued. ‘And because I could never abandon my duty to the coven, I left with my sisters to come back home.’ 
‘You mean you abandoned us,’ River said flatly. For someone at risk of being killed any time, her provocation was reaching summits of recklessness. 
Vesna’s jaw clenched, and River felt smug that her comments could affect her.
‘Only witches have the right to live amongst the coven,’ Vesna said. ‘Your father wasn’t one, and it was unsure whether you would show any ability.’ 
As Vesna continued her story, River found her attention drawn to a spider spinning its web between Vesna’s neck and the skull resting on her shoulder. The long legs tip-toed across the hollow on Vesna’s shoulder and she wondered if Vesna was aware that she was being turned into a bug net. 
‘Every year, you father left me offerings, and every year I watched as you grew, powerless,’ Vesna said, before turning to her brother with a smile. ‘Or so I thought.’ 
River scoffed. ‘Lake doesn’t have powers.’ As an uncomfortable silence settled in, she turned to her brother. ‘Does he?’ 
Lake looked hesitant. ‘I might?’ 
‘That’s absurd,’ River said, shaking her head.
‘No, what is absurd is the time it took us to realise,’ Vesna said with a grimace. ‘Every time he cried, the sky cried too, and the one time he got furious, the rain became as painful as his emotions.’ 
River paused, processing the information. It was Lake who’d created the hail, which was why it hadn’t touched her but made the silver birds fly away. He’d protected her. 
Vesna nodded, guessing the thoughts occurring in River’s mind. ‘He really did his best to keep us from bringing you here,’ she said, but the tone of her voice suggested that she was proud of him. 
‘So what, you control the weather?’ River asked bitterly. 
Lake chuckled. ‘Only the water, I’m afraid.’
River swallowed. She didn’t want to accept it, but she couldn’t deny that it explained a lot. Why Lake had loved to play in the river as a kid, even when the waters had been freezing cold. Why his father always had had to fight to get him out of the muddy stream by the tree house. Why he never bothered to carry an umbrella when it rained and rejoiced in having soaked clothes and waterlogged shoes. And how he’d miraculously survived an hour underwater instead of drowning like a normal person would. 
River looked at her twin as if seeing him for the first time. She felt foolish for always assuming that she was the remarkable one. She’d been the one her father had taken into the woods countless times, regaling her with magical tales she could never quite believe, even though a part of her had always hoped she could do magic. But it had never been her; it had always been Lake.  
‘You never know, you might have something too,’ Lake whispered, when he saw the hurt etched on her face. 
‘I know I don’t,’ River replied coldly. 
She loathed the jealousy that gnawed at her. Everyone always doted on Lake, and now even their deserting mother was enchanted by him. She cast her eyes downward, willing herself to regain her composure and swallow her pride. When she was sure she could speak without breaking down, she lifted her head and asked, ‘What was that agreement you mentioned?’ 
Lake glanced at Vesna. 
‘What is it?’ River insisted. 
Lake began to respond, but Vesna cut him off, ‘I made a deal with Lake to give you a chance at life.’
‘A chance at life?’ River repeated, her frown deepening. ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Because you are my daughter, Silva agreed to show mercy,’ Vesna said. ‘We’ll only take your heart, to bind you to her.’
River’s heart sank. ‘But I’ll still die, won’t I?’
‘If you’re not a witch, yes,’ Vesna said, matter-of-factly. ‘But if you are, then you’ll survive. Consider it the ultimate test.’ 
The words felt like a stab. Vesna talked about ending her life the same way one would talk about making dinner. A mundane thing, yet with hunger in her eyes. 
River turned to Lake. ‘What are you giving up in exchange for that?’ 
‘I’ve agreed to join the coven and learn how to use my magic.’
‘Are you mad? No, you can’t do that!’
‘River—’ 
‘You would be giving up your heart too—you can’t enslave yourself and become a monster like them!’ 
‘You don’t understand,’ Lake said, looking down. He slowly lifted up his shirt, revealing the fresh scar across his chest. ‘I already did.’  
Her whole world crumbled. She couldn’t breathe. Her chest hurt like she bore extra hearts. Rage, terror, and regret flooded her mind, but she stood still, unable to express either of these emotions. 
‘You ate dad’s heart, and now you cut out Lake’s?’ she said, voice low and cheeks flaring up. ‘I’m gonna kill you!’ 
Rage oozing from her every pore and lashing her into a frenzy, River launched herself at Vesna. She ignored the writhing spiders on the witch’s head and the ones hidden beneath her skin. All that mattered was the need to make Vesna feel the same despair that had been eating her away for weeks.
Her nails dug into Vesna’s flesh as she scratched and clawed. Vesna flailed in defence, but River was relentless. Her punches raining down on any exposed skin. She grabbed Vesna by the throat and squeezed, enjoying the rush of power as the witch struggled to get away. Vesna gasped for air and, watching the fear quivering in her eyes, River felt a sense of satisfaction she’d never known before. 
A spider spilled out of Vesna’s mouth and jumped onto River’s face at the same time as a pair of hands wrapped around her chest, holding her back and forcing her to let go of Vesna. The grip was firm but not hurtful. Meanwhile, the spider crawled towards her wrists, spinning its web around her arm as it progressed. She attempted to shake it off, but her arms were kept locked behind her back. She felt as the spider crept over her skin and spun its web around her wrists, restraining her. 
Turning to look at her attacker, River met Rosen’s hard stare. 
‘No, no.’ I trusted you. 
Lake wasn’t Lake anymore; Rosen couldn’t betray her too. 
Vesna held her own throat, gagging. Her face twisting with humiliation, she pushed away the witches who tried to help her stand. 
‘Your father was dying to join me,’ she spat, her eyes glowing in anger. ‘All this time he’d been calling for me, leaving offerings to please me, begging to be taken.’ 
River shook her head. None of this could be true. Their father would have never willingly abandoned them. But then what did she really know about him? If he’d lied about their mother, he could have lied to them about more. What if every time he’d made her dig out corpses to appease the silver birds, it had been the opposite? What if he’d been seeking death the entire time?
‘You father was tired of living without me, and he knew this was the only way for us to be together,’ Vesna said as she placed her hand over her heart, her breathing still heavy. ‘Now his soul lives within the island, with me, forever… This is love, you see.’ 
River couldn’t help but snort. This wasn’t love. If anything, it was madness.  
She thought about Rosen who’d fought against Silva’s influence to protect her. Who, despite River’s mistakes, had forgiven her. That, she could believe to be love.  
‘And with me, your brother will finally learn to know himself and the full extent of his magic,’ Vesna continued, her voice dripping with disdain. ‘And you would take that away from him? How selfish of you.’ 
A lump formed in River’s throat. 
‘So selfish, you took the life of a little girl because you couldn’t deal with your own grief.’ Vesna smirked. ‘Rose, take her away. She will meet death at twilight, and Silva shall remain asleep when night falls.’ 


25. conversation with the dead 
 
 
‘Are you okay?’ Lake asked for the fourth time.
For his defence, River had given him no answer yet. It was the type of silence where she had everything to say but no way to say it. She wanted to speak, but stubbornness held her tongue captive. She opened her mouth, then closed it, groaning in frustration. Anger itched in her throat.
‘I’m handcuffed with spiderweb, and my brother is so out of his mind he fed his own heart to a dead witch—no, I’m not fine!’ she let out, despite herself. ‘How could you accept such terrible deal?’ 
Lake lowered his head, muttering an apology, but she paid him no attention. Her focus was on the spiderweb cage that surrounded her. Though soft and elastic like a cocoon, it was unbreakable. She’d already tried everything to break free, but the spiderweb proved as efficient as iron. It was no wonder no one kept close watch on her. The nearest witches stood twenty yards away, pretending not to be guarding her, but even from the distance she could see their frequent glances. 
River squirmed and contorted her wrists to break the handcuffs, but the web around her hands was just as unyielding. 
‘It won’t work,’ Lake said. 
She whipped her head around to look at him. ‘I know that!’ Lake jumped back, and her gaze softened. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap, it’s just… this wasn’t part of the plan, okay?’
‘The plan? Because coming here was part of your plan, maybe?’ 
‘Well, I had to save you and stop the massacre,’ she said, images of the rotting village still vivid in her mind. She feared it might have worsened since. ‘Even if I’m a bit late for that.’
‘What’s the next part of your plan, then?’ He asked, voice low.
She stared at him, doubt creeping in her mind. ‘I can’t tell you.’
‘What—why?’ 
‘It’s too risky.’ 
Lake’s face fell. ‘You don’t trust me?’ 
‘It’s not that,’ she said, but couldn’t quite meet his eyes. ‘Just believe that I’ll get us out of here… and do as I say.’ 
Lake rolled his eyes. ‘Alright, sure.’  
The spiders had woven the webbed cage between three trees, and beyond the bars River could distinguish a clear lake. Peculiar flowers curved around the water to look at her every time she gazed through the bars for too long, like they’d heard about her escape plan. It had to be her imagination or the wind playing tricks on her, for it wasn’t nighttime yet.  
‘How’s Rosen?’ 
Lake frowned. ‘Why do you care?’
‘I don’t—I just hoped she’d tripped and fallen to her death, or something.’ 
Lake winced. ‘You were right after all, she wasn’t who she said she was, and…’
‘And what?’
Lake looked away. ‘She volunteered to cut your heart out.’ 
‘She did what?’
Lake shrugged. ‘Well, you did kill her sister… now I understand why she hates you so much.’ 
River frowned. Though Lake was perfectly right on the killing thing, she hoped he wasn’t so much on the hating thing. While Rosen did have to keep up appearances, she didn’t need to go as far as to proclaim herself River’s executioner. 
Unless… 
No, she can’t be betraying me. 
‘You know, I don’t think we need a plan,’ Lake continued. ‘You’re convinced you’ll die, but I don’t think you will.’ 
River sighed. ‘We’ve been over this.’
‘No, you’re not listening! I wouldn’t have made such a deal if I weren’t sure you’re a witch.’
River snorted. ‘How would you know?’  
A little smile stretched his lips. ‘I talked to dad,’ he whispered. ‘He believes you’re a witch too.’ 
‘Wow, did the witches also take your brain? Dad’s dead, he can’t talk and he can’t believe anything anymore.’ 
Lake’s smile didn’t waver, and River wanted to hit him on the head to put some sense into him. 
‘It’s true, he’s dead… but not his soul.’ 
River crossed her arms over her chest, shaking her head. Vesna had completely brainwashed him. 
‘You can speak to the dead through Silva,’ Lake continued. 
‘And how do you speak with Silva? She doesn’t sound like the communicative type to me.’ 
‘Would you like to talk to him?’ Lake said. ‘I’ll ask Vesna if you can.’ 
River nodded begrudgingly. She hated that he ignored her witty comebacks and hated even more the mysterious sound of his voice. She didn’t want to trust anything that Vesna said. But, deep down, she was afraid to dismiss the possibility completely.  
What if there really was a way to communicate with her father?
 
***
 
River was unaware of the time, but the sun had started its descent towards the horizon. After restless hours of pacing in her cage and debating with her own thoughts, twilight was coming both too soon and not soon enough. Rosen still hadn’t come to talk to her, and Lake, who had gone to plead with Vesna for permission to speak to Silva, had not returned yet. River was anxious that he might have revealed too much or said the wrong things, jeopardising their plans.  
As she rehearsed their escape plan in her mind, she noticed a familiar silhouette approaching. Rosen had changed into loose overalls that revealed the flowering wounds on her arms and shoulders. The moss was peeling and little flowers emerged from underneath. In her hands, she held the longest and sharpest thorn River had ever seen, which made her wonder what kind of plant had produced it. She hoped the plant wouldn’t be anywhere near her when night came. 
‘You knew,’ River said as Rosen reached the cage. 
Rosen remained silent. 
‘You knew Vesna was my mother all along, but you never said anything.’
‘I wasn’t sure,’ Rosen said, her eyes refusing to meet River’s.
‘Oh, come on,’ River scoffed. ‘She looks exactly like Lake—like me! You couldn’t not have known.’ 
‘Would you have believed me if I’d told you?’ Rosen said, looking up to meet her eyes at last. She gestured towards her cuffed hands with the thorn. ‘Turn around.’
River let out a sigh but couldn’t quite suppress the smile blooming on her lips at the presence of Rosen helping her. Rosen was right; she’d never have believed her. 
‘How screwed am I, from 1 to 10? Be honest.’ 
Rosen winced. ‘11?’ 
Great.
‘Turn around,’ Rosen repeated, her voice softer. ‘I can’t believe they’ve kept your hands tied behind your back all this time.’ 
The tight spiderweb bindings had begun to hurt as River tugged on them relentlessly. The thin strands were gradually cutting into her flesh, but even that stinging pain paled in comparison to her gnawing hunger. 
As River’s stomach emitted a loud rumble, Rosen’s scowl softened.
‘I can remedy that too,’ Rosen said with a hint of amusement. 
In one swift motion, Rosen sliced through the web that bound River’s hands. River stretched her arms forward, relieved to be free from the restraints. She rolled her stiff shoulders and massaged her sore wrists. ‘Thank you,’ she breathed out. 
Rosen bent down to open the small wooden basket she’d brought along. When she straightened up, she was holding gold in her hands. Not actual gold, but in River’s widening eyes it was pretty much the same. 
Rosen handed her a fluffy piece of bread generously slathered with golden apricot jam. ‘Here, eat this while I keep you updated on your tragic demise.’ 
River grimaced, taking a large, satisfying bite. The bread was still warm from the oven, its enticing aroma wafting up to her nostrils. The spiced jam dripped down her throat like liquid sun and the bread, softer than a cloud, left her stomach more than content. She couldn’t have dreamt of a better last meal.
The bread disappeared before Rosen could even start talking, but it was mostly because she found herself too captivated by the sight of River relishing every mouthful to utter a single word. River’s eyes sparkled with contentment, and her complexion brightened with each bite. When Rosen reached into her basket and produced a second piece of bread, River smiled, leaving Rosen flustered. 
‘We’ve got bad news and good news,’ Rosen began, her gaze fixed on the bread in River’s hands as it neared her mouth. ‘The good news is that I somehow convinced Vesna to allow me to be the one to carry out the execution—which will never happen, of course, but you know how it goes.’
‘What did you tell her?’ River asked between two bites. 
‘I told her what she wanted to hear, that I’d been too naive and too weak to successfully kill you before.’ Rosen’s mouth twitched. ‘But that I really wanted to avenge my sister.’ 
River stopped chewing. The jam suddenly tasted too sweet and the bread felt too heavy in her mouth. It was undeservingly good. She should have been choking on the food rather than enjoying it. 
‘Vesna thinks that taking your heart will make me stronger,’ Rosen continued. 
River swallowed. ‘And what do you think?’ 
Rosen pressed her lips together, trying hard to suppress the pain lurking beneath the surface, but it was still obvious in her expression. 
‘I think that I could never bring myself to hurt you,’ she replied, echoing the Yue’s words.
River nodded, allowing an awkward silence to settle between them. She glanced at the last remaining morsel of bread in her hand, contemplating whether it would be inappropriate to devour it now. Instead, she mustered the courage to ask, ‘And the bad news?’
Rosen’s expression hardened. 
‘The bad news is that I heard you want to speak with Silva.’ 
‘Oh, why is that bad?’ 
‘Because it’s a trick.’
‘But Lake suggested it—’
‘You can’t trust him, he’s not just your brother anymore,’ Rosen interjected. ‘I hate to say this, but he’s one of them now.’ 
‘You mean one of yours,’ River retorted. ‘You’re no different, how could I trust you and not him?’
Rosen shook her head. ‘All I’m saying is that you need to be cautious with Silva. Everything she does is calculated.’ 
‘I know that.’
‘No, you don’t,’ Rosen said. ‘I know you want to talk to your father, but…’ She hesitated, averting her gaze. ‘I spoke to my sister too, after she died… It’s how I managed to see you in her final memory.’
River’s throat tightened. ‘And what did she say?’ 
‘That’s the thing… it was her voice, but I could tell it wasn’t truly her speaking.’ 
‘But I have to try—’
‘And I’m not stopping you,’ Rosen said with a worried smile. ‘But keep an open mind to whatever you hear.’ 
 
***
 
On the opposite side of the lake stood an immense willow tree. Its trunk, as wide as a house, anchored firmly into the soil, and its sprawling roots formed a twisted parquet floor that blanketed the ground. The weight of its countless leaves burdened the branches, causing them to sag and gently sweep against the earth. 
Lake, with a gentle push of a branch, beckoned River to step into the shelter of the tree’s shadow. It felt like entering a different realm. The leaves fell around the trunk like walls, creating a secret place that kept them hidden from the outside world. Rays of light filtered through the emerald canopy, casting a lush green hue over everything around them. The air, their skin, and even their words tasted verdant.
‘Vesna isn’t worried about leaving me alone here with you?’ River asked. ‘We could run away.’ 
‘We could try, but it wouldn’t be wise.’ Lake said, peering through the branches. ‘They’re everywhere, and they all do magic.’ 
She hadn’t been entirely serious about escaping, at least not yet, but she’d wanted to see Lake’s reaction to know how he’d respond when the time came for them to truly flee together. 
‘Alright, spill it all, how do I talk to dad?’ River said, leaning against the sturdy trunk of the willow tree. ‘Do I press my ear against it and listen?’ 
She intended it as mockery, but Lake nodded. ‘You’re not too far off.’ Stepping around the trunk, he directed her attention to two thin roots coiled on the ground. ‘See these roots there?’ 
River’s body tensed as she recalled the unpleasant sensation of similar roots snaking their way into her ears and nostrils. 
‘I know how strange it may sound,’ Lake continued. ‘But if you place the tips of these roots into your ears—’
Not again. 
‘—you’ll be able to communicate with Silva. She’ll speak to you using the voices of the deceased souls she’s collected.’ 
A realisation struck River. ‘Wait, I thought the trees couldn’t move during daylight?’
‘They can’t, that’s why you have to insert the roots yourself.’
River groaned, but it reassured her to know that the roots wouldn’t—shouldn’t—be able to crush her brain or suck her body dry this time. 
Lake handed her the roots, and she hesitated, shuddering at the rough texture grazing her palm. The last roots she’d touched had tried to kill her, but she convinced herself that it wouldn’t happen this time, not with Lake by her side.
‘Here, now you put it in,’ Lake said, taking her hand and guiding the root toward her ear. ‘Just the tip, don’t worry, it won’t hurt.’ 
River followed Lake’s instructions. Besides the inherent risks, she felt overly aware of how ridiculous she looked. But before she could dwell on it any longer, a voice reached her ears.
River. 
She gasped, tears welling up in her eyes. 
‘Is it really him?’
Lake smiled. ‘It is him.’ 
She’d anticipated a physical voice, but instead it resonated within her mind, resembling an echo from her memories.
River, my dear daughter, I’ve missed you so much. 
‘I miss you too, Dad,’ River whispered, unsure whether she needed to speak the words aloud or merely think them.
I’m overjoyed you’ve found your mum and get to experience magic, the voice continued warmly. I’ve always known you were magical. 
‘How did you know?’
Whenever I took you to the woods, magic seemed to radiate from you… that’s why I shared so many stories about magic and the silver birds with you—to prepare you.  
‘What’s my power like, then?’ 
It is yours to discover on your own, but I apologise for keeping this a secret for so long. The voice didn’t sound sorry. Every word carried a flat tone. I never wanted you to be a witch. I feared you would leave me, like your mum, so I pretended not to see it. 
Now River understood what Rosen meant. Though it was her father’s voice, she could tell it wasn’t him. The choice of words felt slightly off, as did the delivery. There was a lack of hesitation, unlike her father, who used to stammer through his sentences and rarely spoke more than a few words at a time. 
You have to stay here with your family. 
‘Vesna’s terrible… She’s not family.’ 
She’ll take care of you, protect you, and love you. You will never be alone anymore. 
‘I’m not alone, I have Seti and—’
Rosen.
River didn’t utter the name aloud, but it crossed her thoughts and Silva heard it all the same.
Rosen, the voice repeated. You cannot trust her. 
‘Why?’ 
Because she wants to kill you.
‘No, not anymore—’ 
Yes, she still wants to. She’s tricking you. 
‘She doesn’t—she wouldn’t,’ River said, her voice wavering.
She will betray you, just as she betrayed her coven, the voice said. And now, you must betray her before she gets the chance to kill you first. 
‘She wouldn’t kill me.’ 
She will, and she will also kill Lake, to make you feel the same pain that she once endured. 
‘No—’
That’s why she pretended to be your friend, to reach Lake first. 
If you tell Vesna about Rosen, you will be rewarded for your loyalty. 
Lake will be safe. 
Seti and Yue will be able to sail away. 
And you will be safe too.
Isn’t that what you wanted? To halt the massacre and save your friends? 
River swallowed hard. Her father was good at saying everything she wanted to hear. A month ago, she might have fallen for such words, but now she knew better. It sounded far too good to be true, and Silva was foolish to believe River this naive. 
Yet, a part of her yearned to believe her father’s words. She desired nothing more than for Lake and her friends to be safe, and—though she hated to admit it—being a witch did sound cool. But would Rosen truly betray her again? 
Rosen, the witch, the silver bird, whose sister River had killed. 
Could she choose to believe her over her own father? 
But it wasn’t her father.  
I am your dad, and I would never lie to you. 
It was Silva. 
Silva, who would turn her into a monster whenever she needed an expendable pawn for her sinister deeds. 
Rosen isn’t family—
The words trailed off as River snatched the roots off from her ears. 
‘I’m done. Let’s go.’ 
Pushing the branches aside, she stepped out from under the tree without waiting for Lake. 
‘Hey, wait! How did it go?’ Lake said, hurrying to catch up with her. ‘What did Dad say?’ 
‘Dad? Nothing,’ River said, shrugging. ‘Because, like I said, he’s dead.’ 
‘But his soul is alive—you talked to his soul.’ 
‘No, I talked to an insane witch who was able to look into my memories and tell me what I wanted to hear.’ 
Or so Silva thought. 
Lake kept arguing but River’s attention drifted away. 
‘Take me back to my cage,’ she said over whatever he was saying. 
As they walked, River cast a glance at the lake whose shimmering surface mirrored the descending sun. Along the water’s edge, flowers swayed in the breeze, their familiar appearance taunting her as she passed them—the shape reminiscent of a rose; the darkness of the night; a coldness that screamed winter; a fragrance too enticing not to be dangerous. 
River let out a brief, wry laugh at the memory of Rosen saying she’d never seen a winter rose before. 
 
***
 
The horizon verged on swallowing the sun. It devoured the vibrant yellows, the oranges, the ochres, and the bloody reds that painted the sky. Gold speckles fell upon the lake like bonfire sparks.
‘Did you listen to Silva?’ Rosen asked, concern etched across her face. 
The visible worry bolstered River’s confidence. She could trust Rosen. She had to. 
‘I heard her words, but I did not listen to her.’
‘That’s good,’ Rosen said, sighing with relief. ‘The witches have gathered to prepare the ceremony, and Vesna asked me to bring you to them.’ With the same sharp thorn from before, she deftly began cutting the bars of the cage. ‘So, what do you want to do?’ 
‘Escape, like we planned.’
‘And what about Lake, then?’ 
‘He’s coming with us.’ 
‘Does he know?’ 
River winced. ‘Not entirely… I told him to stay away from the witches and wait at the outskirts of the village.’  
‘And he didn’t find that suspicious?’ 
‘He believes I want him as far away from the ceremony as possible… which isn’t entirely a lie.’ 
Rosen’s smile faded as her gaze shifted just beyond River, and the warmth in her eyes transformed into dread. River turned around, and the sight felt like a punch to the gut, as she wondered how a moment could spoil so rapidly.
Witches were approaching, their silhouettes gliding along the lake like ghosts, led by Vesna herself. 
‘What do we do? Run?’ 
‘It’s too late for that, they can already see us! The plan was to sneak out,’ Rosen said. ‘I don’t understand why they’re coming here.’ 
‘Seems like they don’t wanna bother with a ceremony anymore,’ River said, her voice trembling. ‘They’re going to kill me right here, right now.’
‘No, I won’t allow it.’ 
‘If you defend me, they’ll kill you too,’ River said urgently. ‘You can’t say anything.’ 
She glanced at the witches. There was still so much to say and so little time, she felt like each of her coming words was racing with Vesna. 
‘What… what made you change your mind about me?’ River blurted out.
Rosen stiffened, a mixture of surprise and hesitation flickering across her face. ‘Are we really doing this now?’
‘It’s now or never.’ 
For a moment, it seemed as if Rosen would remain silent, but then her voice broke through the tension. ‘It’s many things… You defended Seti from Svea, ventured into the woods to search for your brother, despite the danger of the trees and the fog.’ She paused to let out a dramatic sigh that conveyed too well what she thought of these reckless actions. ‘Then you carried me when the flowers attacked us, you walked into toxic clouds to save Yue, and now you’re prepared to risk your life for Lake and me.’ 
River let out a nervous chuckle. ‘So you like me because I’m great at getting myself into trouble?’ 
‘No, I love you because you’re a good person.’ 
‘I stabbed you,’ River protested, trying to ignore the jolt her heart had made at “love”.
Rosen’s mouth quirked up. ‘That too… But looking back, it was pretty hot.’ 
River covered her face with her hands to hide the embarrassment erupting on her cheeks. In any other circumstance, Rosen’s words would have made her happy, but now they only made her heart heavier. She couldn’t fathom how Rosen could have feelings for her. It didn’t make sense, as she’d done nothing to deserve it. On the contrary, she’d done the worst, and yet she was met with love in return. 
A tremor coursed through River’s body as fear and unwanted thoughts consumed her mind. Her lips quivered and tears streamed down her face. They fell freely, like raindrops against her palms. 
‘Had I known compliments make you cry, I would have insulted you instead.’ 
River rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.  
‘Don’t be afraid,’ Rosen continued. ‘I’ll keep you safe, body and heart.’ 
‘And how are you going to do that? You alone against Silva, silver birds, and witches?’ 
‘There’s a reason I took so long to visit you today,’ Rosen said, placing a hand on her chest. ‘What you said before got me thinking, and you were right.’
‘Right about what?’
‘Earlier, I unburied my heart from under the bush of lavender,’ Rosen said, gently patting her satchel. The bag appeared to rise and fall against her palm, but River felt too unsettled to ask whether there truly was a beating heart inside. ‘I thought Silva would have consumed it by now, but lavender roots were wrapped around it like a protective cage. My heart’s been healing over and over, rejecting Silva’s grip… That’s how I was able to fight her influence, that’s why she couldn’t control me.’ 
River’s breath caught in her throat as she watched the witches grow closer. Lavender. Hearts. Silva. She couldn’t take any of it anymore and she was too scared to try to understand how any of this would help her stay alive. She could discern the movement of spiders on Vesna’s head. The time for pretence had arrived, but she wasn’t ready. 
‘Do you trust me?’ Rosen murmured.
I’d entrust you with my heart, River longed to respond, but Vesna’s presence stifled her words. 
River yearned to be held and loved longer, but she had to bid goodbye to what she’d almost grasped.


26. rubatosis  
 
 
The spiders reached the cage before Vesna did. But instead of attacking River as she’d anticipated, they leapt onto Rosen while other witches restrained them both. 
‘Hey, what are you doing to her?’ River said, only to bite her lip as she remembered she wasn’t supposed to defend her. 
‘Thought you could escape?’ Vesna said as she approached them. ‘How cute.’ 
How does she know?
Vesna turned to Rosen, a smirk playing on her lips. ‘Killing Peitho, really? Not you best move, Rose.’
How does she freakin’ know?? 
Rosen struggled against her restraints, but the spiders had already bound her hands together. She cast a panicked glance at River, who was just as powerless. If Rosen was taken, everything would fall through. 
‘I knew you’d try to defy me,’ Vesna said. ‘You are my daughter after all; I wouldn’t expect you to go down without a fight.’ 
‘But, how—’ River began. 
‘How do I know?’ Vesna scoffed. ‘You let Silva read your mind, and she saw your entire plan to free Lake, Rosen’s betrayal, and Peitho’s death.’ 
River gulped. She should have realised it was a terrible idea. Yet, what pained her the most was that Lake had manipulated her into doing it, and that Rosen would die because of her. 
But despite being bound in spiderwebs, Rosen stood tall, chin up, and eyes fixed on Vesna. River hoped she possessed even half of Rosen’s courage for what lay ahead. 
‘When I think that I was giving you a second chance,’ Vesna said, shaking her head. ‘Now, once your heart’s out, witch or not, I’ll let my spiders feast on you.’ 
The other witches chuckled, and the one closest to River leant in toward her ear to whisper, ‘You’d better hope you’re not a witch, or you’ll be eaten alive.’ 
Did it count as cannibalism if the spiders that ate her came from Vesna’s body? Would she be eating her own flesh and blood in some twisted way? 
‘Mother of the year.’ River tried to sound sarcastic, but her voice quivered.  
The persistent feeling of being watched by spiders overwhelmed her. Her skin itched all over, and she swore she could already feel their legs crawling up her limbs. She shook her legs and arms, and when the witches holding her complained, she responded by rubbing her shoulders and shaking her legs even more. She twisted her neck, trying to catch a glimpse of her own back. But even after inspecting every centimetre of her skin and confirming that no spiders crawled on her yet, she couldn’t find reassurance. 
‘River will be the first to die, for as long as her heart remains separate from Silva, the island will not rest,’ Vesna said, her lips curling into a malicious smile. ‘But worry not, Rose, death will soon embrace you too.’ 
Rosen was doing a great job of pretending she was fine, but River noticed her twitch at Vesna’s words. She was just as scared as River was.  
‘You understand that you must face your punishment, yes?’ Vesna asked, her spirits dampened by their lack of response. 
River gazed at the sunset sky lazily resting atop the crater. They had to act before darkness awakened the trees, or they’d both be doomed. But she couldn’t save Rosen if she was destined to die first, and Rosen couldn’t save her, nor Lake, if she remained bound. 
‘Are you even listening to me?’ Vesna said, voice growing louder. Offended by their persistent silence, she huffed and gestured to the witches. ‘Very well, bring them to the tree.’ 
The witches were gathered near the lake, encircling the willow tree River had conversed with earlier. Its branches had been intertwined to allow the witches to see through. Baskets filled with dried fruit, jewellery, and other offerings were placed around the trunk. Candles covered the ground, their flames dancing in the twilight, and their melting wax tracing veins and arteries upon the roots. River doubted Silva cared for these gifts, but if they could appease her enough to spare her life, it was fine by her. 
The witches were holding back their impatience and subduing their enthusiasm, though their hunger was evident on their faces. They eagerly waited for the bloody spectacle to unfold.
As River reached her place of execution, the sun sank behind the crater—the long-awaited signal for the ritual to commence. Giggles and excited whispers filled the air, and every voice grew bolder with the dimming of the light—laughter replacing giggles, and whispers turning into cheers.
‘Your heart shall be delivered to Silva the moment she awakens,’ Vesna said, pointing at the roots River had inserted in her ears earlier. 
‘Not if I give her your heart first.’ 
Though the likelihood of River carrying out her threat was minimal, it was satisfying to witness Vesna’s smile fade and feel her discomfort as the witches fell into an uneasy silent. 
‘Eldra, you may commence the sacrifice,’ Vesna said coldly.
The witches cheered as an old woman with cascading brown hair reaching down to her knees stepped forward from the tree. 
Startled, River flinched back. When had the woman arrived? She was certain no one had been standing there before, or else she’d have noticed. 
The aged witch brushed her locks of hair aside, and a quick study of her appearance was enough to understand why River had missed her. 
The witch blended seamlessly with the tree trunk, akin to a chameleon. Her skin bore varying shades of brown, reminiscent of the texture of wood. A network of deep wrinkles adorned her body, resembling the roughness of bark. It looked coarse to the touch, and the witch appeared so frail that River suspected her limbs would snap like twigs if someone did touch her. However, it was her wide eyes that disturbed her the most. They lacked pupils and irises, instead displaying countless circles spiralling like tree rings. River couldn’t tell whether the witch was transforming into a tree or if it was a tree taking on human form.
Either way, a tree would be the source of her demise after all. 
River scanned the crowd for Lake, but his face remained elusive amongst the witches. Perhaps he’d remained away from the village, oblivious to the unfolding events. Or perhaps Vesna had discovered their plan and kept him locked somewhere, waiting for River to fulfil her part. 
‘Please, don’t kill her,’ Rosen said, dropping to her knees before Vesna. ‘There must be another way to fix this.’ 
The witch restraining Rosen kicked her in the stomach and said, ‘How do you propose to fix it? By spilling more of our blood like you did with Peitho?’ 
Rosen gritted her teeth, suppressing the pain, but her gaze remained fixed on Vesna, silently begging for mercy. 
Vesna disregarded the plea, refusing to even spare a glance in Rosen’s direction. ‘Let the ritual commence,’ she commanded, her piercing gaze cutting through River. 
Eldra approached, reaching out to grasp River’s hands. Her cold touch sent a chill down River’s spine. 
‘Wait, I’ve changed my mind,’ Vesna said, her smile oozing with malice. ‘Rose will carry out the deed.’ 
Rosen, still on her knees, straightened up at the words. ‘No, you know I’ll never do it.’ 
Vesna snorted. ‘And you know that I can make you.’ She ruffled the spiders on her head, and when she moved her hand away, a big blue spider dangled upside down from her fingers. ‘A single bite from that one, and you’ll be carrying out my every thought—but it’s a lot less fun to watch, of course.’ 
Rosen swallowed and glanced at River. Fear and hope reflected in each other’s eyes, and their fingers tingled with the desire to hold each other’s hands. 
‘Do it, and I might consider not killing you,’ Vesna continued. 
Rosen said nothing. She stared at River, just stared, silently asking for the permission to kill her—to trust her. 
River nodded. 
It’s better if it’s you. 
‘Fine, I’ll do it,’ Rosen said, still looking at River. 
River couldn’t relate to the eruption of joy that reverberated through the coven. All she could feel was a raw terror that kept her still and mute. The encroaching darkness loomed, ready to engulf them and awaken the dormant plants. It was only a matter of time before Rosen would reciprocate by cutting through her chest. 
Kill me gently.  
River didn’t realise spiders had fallen from the tree, landing on top of her head, until she felt them crawling down her arms, weaving their webs around her wrists and ankles. She shook her arms to brush them off, but they clung stubbornly, as if they had glue under their feet. One of the spiders bared its teeth, and before she could cry out, the teeth sank into the back of her hand. 
She could barely process what happened next. Paralysed and senses dulled, she was at the mercy of the spiders—or perhaps it was Eldra. They dragged her down, forcing her to lie on her back. Her body formed a cross, with her legs pressed together and her arms spread wide open. Webs tightly bound her wrists and ankles to the ground, anchoring her in place. 
Amidst the haze, she discerned a silhouette hovering above her. The colours and the shapes looked off, but the scent was unmistakable. 
‘Don’t worry, the effects of the venom won’t last long,’ Rosen whispered for her only to hear. ‘It’s designed to kill bugs.’ 
In a different setting, free from the grip of paralysis, River would have let out a snort. Rosen and her had a vastly different definition of what reassurance was. But soon enough indeed, River found herself twitching her fingers. A moment later, a ripple of movement travelled up her arm. With a blink, the blurry haze surrounding Rosen dissipated. 
‘My heart… I can feel it now, better than ever,’ Rosen whispered. ‘It’s grown back in my chest, like you said, and it’s beating… I’m sure of it.’ 
River stared into her eyes, conflicted between wanting to smile and wanting to cry. 
‘Then nothing links you to this coven anymore,’ she whispered back. ‘When you’re done butchering me, you’ll be free to leave Namu.’ 
‘We’ll leave together… There’s nowhere I’ll go that you’re not.’ 
River looked away, her cheeks burning. How could Rosen have the audacity to flirt in their situation? It was stressful enough knowing that she’d be dead before midnight, she didn’t need the added romantic tension. 
‘It’s too late, you know I’m never leaving this place.’ 
‘You missed my point,’ Rosen said. ‘I have two hearts now, and one of them is all yours to use.’ 
River’s throat tightened. She might have blushed if she weren’t so distracted by the crowd of bloodthirsty witches clamouring for murder, Vesna’s eerie spiders, and the pulsating heart hidden in Rosen’s satchel.  
‘Eldra, hand Rose the dagger,’ Vesna’s voice pierced the air, unexpectedly close to River’s head. ‘And Rose, I’d better not catch a single one of your flowers moving.’ 
River watched as the dagger passed above her head, caught firmly by Rosen’s grip. It was a stunning weapon, gleaming with silver and adorned with green gemstones embedded in its curved handle. Its two sharp edges promised a precise and clean cut. 
She appreciated a pretty blade when she saw one, but this time she wished the blur had remained. After hours of apprehension and dread leading up to the ritual, the full realisation of what was about to happen washed over her. She wasn’t ready for it. She longed for the numbing venom of the spiders’ bite, anything to alleviate the impending pain that awaited her. 
‘I can’t,’ River whimpered as she twisted on the ground. ‘Please don’t do this, please.’  
Fear drove her words, and River was uncertain whether she was pleading with Rosen to reconsider the plan or with Vesna to spare her life. 
‘Let’s proceed,’ Vesna said, dismissing River’s whimpers. ‘Silva demands a heart.’ 
Not even a speech then? 
Of course not. Vesna couldn’t risk wasting another moment, as the light diminished and the fear of River fleeing remained. 
Rosen knelt down by River’s side, their eyes locking. The tremble of hesitation coursed through Rosen’s hands, causing the dagger to quiver as she murmured an apology for the pain she was about to inflict. 
River couldn’t allow her to be scared or sorry. She needed Rosen to be resolute, swift, and convincing. It was the only way Vesna would spare her. The only way she and Lake might still have a chance to flee. Suppressing her own cries, River summoned the words she knew would help.
‘I killed your sister.’ The coldness of River’s voice matched the weight of her confession. ‘I trapped her and held her underwater until her heart stopped, until I felt her body turn to ice… and I enjoyed every second of it.’ 
Each word etched itself into Rosen’s furrowed brow.  
‘Thank you,’ Rosen breathed out. 
With a steely gaze, she tore open River’s shirt and held the glinting silver dagger above her heart.
Cheers erupted from the witches, pressing Rosen to bury the blade into her flesh. 
‘Hey, let me savour the moment a little,’ Rosen cried out to the crowd. 
A cruel smile curled upon Rosen’s lips—a sight River had never witnessed before—and the coven burst out in mocking laughter. Amongst them, Vesna’s laugh rang the loudest, as if she were cackling right into River’s ear.
Rosen glanced down at River. ‘Scared?’
‘No, just rationally concerned.’ 
I’m scared shitless. 
Ironically, River found herself trusting Rosen more in this moment as she was about to kill her, than ever before when Rosen had been saving her life. But there was no time to dwell on irony when a dagger dangled above her heart. 
Rosen brought the dagger to River’s chest, playfully tracing the point along the veins that emerged from her skin and following the curve of her breasts. 
River’s hairs stood on end at the touch, and a shiver ran down her body. 
The coven shook with giggles, unaware of the strange mix of pleasure and agony that coursed through River’s veins. But judging by Rosen’s oblivious expression, the teasing wasn’t even intentional. The blade trembled in her hands, her gaze unfocused and hazy. She was stalling, nothing more. 
Rosen halted the dagger above River’s heart, her eyes locking with hers. River nodded, holding her breath, then the blade dove in. 
Blood gushed forth, pouring in all directions, wrapping around River’s throat as if trying to strangle her. She squeezed her eyes shut, releasing a gut-wrenching scream as her fingers clawed at the grass. The pain was excruciating, overpowering every other sensation. 
She’d vowed not to give Vesna the satisfaction of seeing her cry, but she realised she couldn’t care less about her. She barely even remembered who the mad witch was. All she knew was the searing agony lacerating through her insides, the burning sting that rang louder than the coven’s cheers. It echoed almost as fiercely as the desperate pounding of her own heart, fighting for survival. 
Her heart. 
Her soul. 
River hoped she’d faint soon and remain unconscious until Rosen was done killing her—saving her. She forced her eyes open; if she saw the slaughter that was being made out of her body, the darkness might not take so long to swallow her.  
Quiet tears ran down Rosen’s cheeks as she cut through the skin. She pried open the gash, the skin slipping off the flesh like peeling an onion, and a pool of blood spilled from the cavity. Rosen dipped her fingers, gliding them around the heart. Her blood-stained hand cradled the organ, feeling its pleading beat against her palm. 
River gasped as a cold breeze wrapped around her exposed heart, but the pain seemed to lessen. Or perhaps the pain had become so overwhelming that her numb body could no longer register it. 
Drifting away, River desperately searched for an anchor before succumbing to the engulfing waves. Her grip on reality melted away like snow in summer, when cries of surprise rose in the air and droplets of water landed on her face. Though unable to witness what was happening, she felt the soil beneath her saturating like a sponge, and waves licking at her fingers. 
Was it her blood flooding the ground?
It didn’t feel as sticky and thick as blood, though. It had a musty smell, unfamiliar and unsettling. 
‘The lake’s overflowing!’ a witch said. 
Waves crashed upon the crowd of witches, swirling around them like a small waterspout. 
‘What’s happening?’ A wave knocked Vesna off her balance, stealing her breath away. ‘Who—who’s doing that? Lake? Where’s Lake?’ 
The mention of her brother stirred River from her haze of half-consciousness.  
Lake’s diversion may be coming a bit late, but it meant he hadn’t known Silva would read River’s thoughts. He hadn’t betrayed her after all. 
Vesna faltered, clutching the trunk of the tree as her spiders scurried up to the highest branches. She’d stopped paying attention to River to save her own skin instead. The rest of the coven battled the relentless waves and clung to one another, their focus no longer on the ritual either. 
Lowering the dagger, Rosen brought her face close to River’s. 
‘Let me take your soul.’
My heart, my soul, it’s all yours. 
The whisper turned into a kiss, mingling the taste of Rosen’s lips with the metallic tang of blood. Frost enveloped River’s mouth, leaving an icy trail down her throat and coursing through her veins like chills. Her heart seemed to freeze and swell, as if on the brink of bursting into a myriad of crystallised blood. 
The touch turned her lips to ice, spreading its frigid embrace across her entire being. River’s movements became stilled, her eyes frozen in their sockets, locked in an eternal gaze with Rosen’s. Colours leached away, and shapes blurred as though obscured by a veil of mist. The world lost its definition, fading into a pale and indistinct existence, like a truth hidden behind drawn curtains. 
River clung to those lips, for they became the last tangible reality she could feel. She grasped onto them, leaving her physical body behind, snatching herself from the pain. In a final flash of lucidity, she recalled Rosen’s words as they’d hidden in the cave, talking about hearts, souls, and Silva. 
A witch can live without a heart because magic sustains their soul, but a human soul needs a heart. A soul always seeks warmth and naturally gravitates towards the closest beating heart to inhabit as its vessel. This is why Silva exclusively steals hearts—for their souls. 
When River’s heart froze, Rosen stole her soul. 
The cries faded as the water settled back into the lake. The witches’ voices overlapped as they attempted to make sense of what had happened. The world spun relentlessly, making it impossible for River to keep up. Disjointed voices and muddled sounds filled the air, but the meaning behind the words eluded her. Blurred shapes and swirling colours danced before her eyes, refusing to come into focus. 
Although she’d detached from her physical body, a peculiar warmth embraced her. As her hollow heart was severed and plucked from her chest, she remained unaffected, devoid of sensation. The surge of jubilation that swept through the coven when Rosen triumphantly displayed the heart held little significance for her soul. The faint rhythm of the heartbeats grew distant, blending with the approach of another heart, a warmer one, wrapped in roots and leaves. 
Memories muffled and senses dulled, River was nothing but floating feelings. Amidst this comatose state, only the scent of lavender permeated her consciousness. She held onto it as darkness crept across the sky and shadows stretched and yawned, coalescing beneath the witches’ feet. 
The day drew to a close, marked by the somber thud of a hollow heart’s final beat as it settled into its grave.  


27. what lies at the bottom of the lake 
 
 
The sky was filled with stars, and a waning moon cast its glow upon a crater. Amidst this ethereal backdrop, a witch’s lips gently blew a shivering soul into her old heart. The witch had kept the soul warm in a kiss as long as she could, but it always yearned for the warmth of a soft heartbeat. The soul eagerly reached out, stretching to fill every nook and cranny of its new home. Though smaller, it felt snug and safe. 
Needle and thread sewed the heart within a chest. 
‘What are you doing? There’s no need to stitch up the chest,’ Vesna said, voice laced with impatience. She held a heart aloft, blood trickling down her arm and staining the roots around her feet. ‘We must complete the ritual.’ 
Rosen turned to Vesna. ‘Aren’t you curious to know whether your daughter’s a witch?’ 
‘Even if she’s one, she can’t be that powerful,’ Vesna said, but her voice had changed. Her curiosity was piqued. She shifted her gaze between the heart and the willow tree. ‘Fine, but make it quick… It’s only because my spiders will have much more fun devouring her alive.’ 
Rosen connected the vessels. She weaved together tissues and nerves, then ran the thread through the skin. Inward and outward, until the chest was seamlessly closed. 
The body was left behind as the witches joined hands and gathered in circle around the massive tree. A cloud passed in front of the moon. The tree trembled as its roots shattered the ground to break free. They rose into the air like hundreds of arms, all reaching for the heart held by Vesna. The entire crater quivered with their motion, and the body throbbed back to life.
River was lost, but didn’t want to be found yet. She wanted to delay the return of the excruciating pain a little longer. Yet, there was an undeniable pull in her gut that she ached to follow. A warmth that melted away the ice and restored her senses. Sounds, sights, smells, tastes, and touches melded together, crashing over her like a wave of existence. 
Her eyes flashed open. 
At first, she perceived the world in silhouettes. There were outlines, but no distinct details. Everything appeared as an itchy bruise of grey, blue, and black. She continued to scratch at the surface of her perception until the silhouettes turned into recognisable persons. 
Leaning above her was Lake, his face twisted with worry, tears streaming from his eyes, yet a smile stretched across his lips. 
‘You’re alive,’ he said, voice trembling with both relief and disbelief. 
‘Hardly,’ River rasped. 
She attempted to sit up, when she realised she was already in motion. Lake held her shoulders, gently guiding her body into the water. 
‘Are you trying to drown me?’ she asked, struggling to get free. 
Lake’s expression shifted to shock. 
‘What? Of course not! I’m trying to hide you from the spiders… We need to make you disappear before they realise you’re alive.’ He glanced up at the witches dancing around the willow tree, while the roots enveloped the heart to take it underground. ‘If we try to run away, they’ll see us, and there’s nowhere to go that they won’t find us… except underwater.’
River gulped. The idea of diving didn’t appeal to her, but she lacked the strength and position to protest. 
The water cracked open and rose above their heads as they slipped underneath. It was like hiding under a carpet. The water brushed against their skin but left them dry. They descended deeper onto the lakebed, and the view above the water became a blur of soaked shapes and wavy colours. The water settled around them like a protective bubble, bringing them to a halt.
The dark waters mirrored the candlelights like floating stars in the night. Occasional bursts of muffled joy erupted on the surface, and the wind carried a melodious tune across the crater. The music reverberated off the walls and returned to its source, creating an everlasting echo. 
‘They’re celebrating,’ Lake said.
‘You don’t say.’ 
If River had harboured a faint hope that her supposed death would evoke some sense of regret or sadness in her mother, she’d been deluding herself.  
Her gaze shifted downward, where darkness enveloped her feet. With each step she took, the ground cracked beneath her, as if she were treading upon seashells—hard, occasionally pointed, and highly unstable. As her eyes adjusted to the night, she let out a gasp of horror. 
These weren’t seashells. 
Human skulls, bones, teeth, claws, and beaks of silver birds covered the bottom of the lake. 
River jumped away from them, but they were everywhere. The more she moved, the louder the cracking sounds echoed against the confining walls of water.  
‘It’s okay, they’re just bones,’ Lake said, although he looked as tense as her.
River suppressed a shiver. ‘So this is how they get rid of their corpses? By tossing them into the water?’ 
‘Not so different from throwing them into a hole in the ground,’ Lake said, shrugging. 
River scowled. Her brother had a point, but after they’d tried to murder her, she was determined on loathing the witches and their traditions. She spared a thought for Rosen. Okay, maybe not every witch. 
‘I knew you’d be a witch,’ Lake continued, smiling. ‘But I don’t understand why Vesna still wants to kill you… I guess it’s my fault, I thought she’d—’
‘I’m not a witch.’ 
‘Yes, you are! You have to be; you’re alive,’ Lake said. ‘I tried to disrupt the ceremony with my magic, but I lost control and couldn’t stop Rosen from cutting your heart… I saw it happen.’ 
River remembered the water she’d thought to be her own blood, flooding the earth. 
She let out a sigh. ‘So it really was you… for a moment I thought you’d betrayed me, and that you wanted to stay with her.’
‘I’d never betray you! I mean, I did want to stay here and learn magic… And after I heard dad, I thought you could too,’ Lake said, glancing away. ‘But you should have seen Vesna’s face when Rosen cut you open… She lied to me, she was happy to kill you.’ 
River grimaced. ‘Well, I’m glad I’m not dead, and I think you’re the whole reason Rosen’s plan worked.’ 
‘What plan?’ 
‘Me not dying… I’m not a witch,’ River clarified. 
Lake frowned. ‘Huh? But only a witch can survive without a heart.’
‘Yeah, that’s the thing,’ River replied. ‘Rosen didn’t leave me heart-less.’ 
River brought a hand to her chest and flinched, still hesitant to look down and find out the extent of the damage. She expected a chest slashed open, blood everywhere, and that even a glimpse of the carnage would revive the pain. But, to her surprise, the clean scar that traced down her chest looked several months old, and the ache was but a faint whisper. Her trembling fingers followed the shape of the scar as she imagined the heart pulsating beneath. 
‘Rosen’s old heart beats inside me.’ 
Lake’s eyes went wide. ‘How? That’s not possible.’ 
‘Yeah, just like having a conversation at the bottom of a lake isn’t possible, right?’ River chuckled nervously. ‘Rosen unburied it to replace my heart with hers.’ 
‘How about your soul—what about hers?’
‘She drew mine out before cutting my heart, then breathed it back into her heart,’ River explained. ‘As for her soul, it returned to her… Silva never fully possessed it because her original heart kept resisting while the new one regenerated.’ 
Lake looked confused, and River herself wasn’t entirely certain she believed any of her own words. But she stood alive, so it had to be real. 
Rosen had told her of an ancient myth about witches carrying their kin’s souls within their heart to protect them from curses, but she’d had no idea this would turn out to be their back up plan. Up until the moment she awoke, she half-believed Rosen would betray her again, that she’d avenge Eyana by tearing out her heart and execute her the way Vesna wanted. 
‘Listen, I don’t have time to explain, but that’s why we have to help Rosen,’ River continued. ‘Vesna said she’d kill her too and I can’t let that happen.’ 
Lake shook his head. ‘You can’t move yet, they can’t know you’re alive.’
‘But they’ll soon find out anyway,’ River said. ‘When the trees keep moving after Silva swallowed my heart, it won’t be long before they realise my soul wasn’t in it.’
‘Exactly, that’s why we have to stay here,’ Lake insisted. ‘Once they notice your body is missing, they’ll hunt you.’
River stared at the fish swimming near her arm. The creature wasn’t within the air pocket, yet the water stretched so close that it seemed to brush against her skin. She followed with her eyes the line of water encircling them, responding to their movements without ever touching them. 
‘I think I have an idea,’ she said, looking up at her brother. ‘Could you control the clouds?’ 
Lake gave a laugh, but his amusement faded upon seeing River’s grave expression. ‘Are you serious?’ 
River shrugged. ‘You did make the clouds rain and hail, didn’t you?’ 
‘Yeah, but I wasn’t in control… my emotions overwhelmed me and did all the work.’ 
‘Well, it’s time you let them take over again.’
‘What do you have in mind?’ 
‘If you can keep the clouds off the moon, the light will keep the trees—wait, do you hear that?’
They paused to listen. 
‘Hear what? It’s quiet.’ 
‘Exactly.’
The muffled melody and the joyful singing had abruptly stopped, casting a heavy silence over the crater. Lake and River exchanged worried glances. Had the ceremony concluded already? 
A cry of anger resonated across the lake, making River flinch and almost trip out of the air bubble. 
‘Where’s her body?’ Vesna’s furious voice was unmistakable. ‘And where’s Rose?’ 
‘I think your idea came too late,’ Lake whispered. 
‘Vesna knows,’ River said simultaneously. 
They watched from beneath the water as the witches sprang into action. Some transformed into silver birds and took flight, scouring the sky in search of River. Others wielded their magic, making the earth tremble, the air whirl with tornadoes, or the flames atop the candles flare into fire whirls. 
Vesna’s power remained the most terrifying of all. A swarm of spiders poured from her mouth like a cascading torrent. Spiders of various shapes and colours, but unified by the malevolent look in their eyes: the intent to kill. They blanketed the ground, dispersing in every direction, hunting for River. 
‘Spiders can’t swim, can they?’ 
‘Ordinary spiders, no,’ Lake began. ‘Magical spiders—’
He didn’t finish his sentence, and River wasn’t sure she wanted him to. Sometimes ignorance was preferable. 
‘Oh, it looks like they’re heading towards the ladder,’ Lake said with a sense of relief. ‘That’s good, they must think you’ve already escaped.’
‘Not so good, because how are we going to escape if they’re blocking the ladder?’ 
‘There must be another way out.’ 
‘Let’s hope so… or else we’ll have to fight,’ River said, as if she hadn’t undergone open-heart surgery mere minutes ago. She winced as her chest skin stretched and tugged on her scar. 
Lake snorted. ‘No offence, but how do you plan to fight?’
River was offended, but Lake was right. Rosen had stripped her of her blades, leaving her with the tiniest and most ineffective knife she owned. Even with her daggers, it would have been challenging to overcome the witches, so without them, it was safe to say she had no chance. 
She gazed at the ground, biting her lip in hesitation. Would she dare? What was it they said… to destroy evil with evil? 
The silver birds represented the greatest evil, and their teeth and claws served as their deadliest weapons. River stooped down and retrieved one of each from the lakebed. The tooth emitted an eerie white glow, and the claw glistened with a silver shine.  
‘What are you planning to do with those?’ 
River rolled her eyes. ‘What do you think?’ Make myself a pendant, of course.’
‘That’s not what I meant,’ Lake said, shaking his head. ‘I’m just worried… You saw the consequences when you killed that silver bird, I’m not sure it’s wise to go after another one.’ 
Ouch. 
‘Oh, so you think I should let them kill me instead? Just to make Silva happy? I risked my life for you, while you were playing witches with them… I won’t let them take my heart again!’ 
Lake took a step back, and the water walls around them rippled. River flinched, expecting the pocket of air to collapse and water to flood in, but the walls regained stability. Lake clenched his fist and took deep breaths, struggling to maintain control over his magic. 
‘Of course, I don’t want you to die either,’ he muttered, still avoiding her gaze. ‘But you’re always so quick to resort to such extremes—it’s like killing and hating come easy to you.’ 
‘Then maybe you should stay here as you initially wanted,’ River said. ‘You have more in common with Vesna than you think… She too, struggles to distinguish between love and hate, and between protection and murder.’  
‘How can you say that—’
His sentence was swallowed by water as a wave crashed against them. The pocket of air had burst, either from Lake’s agitation or from River’s angry kick against the walls, and the lake was now settling back into its bed.
River resurfaced and crawled onto the land without a glance back for her brother. He could swim, while she had spiders to watch out for and a potential girlfriend to find before Vesna did. But to her surprise, the ground beneath the willow tree was deserted. The spiders had to have followed the witches towards the tunnel. 
Her drenched clothes weighed her down and limited her movements. She discarded her torn shirt, leaving only her bra to shield her from the chilly winds. The shirt landed on a patch of hellebore, capturing River’s attention. She paused, staring at the dark flowers that seemed to glow in the moonlight. 
She plucked a winter rose and rubbed the tooth and claw against its pollen. Though she wasn’t sure of her intentions yet, a dangerous thought sparked in her mind as she repeated the process with another flower. The thought blossomed into a formidable plan and, as she added hellebore flowers to her bouquet, the plan kept unfolding in her head. 
The back pockets of her jeans became filled with hellebore, a tooth, and a claw. She tried not to think too much about the latter two, as it made her queasy knowing they once belonged to a living silver bird, that they connected to the flesh and bones of a witch. But it also instilled a sense of power and strength within her. If the silver birds clawed at her, she’d claw back. If they bit, she’d retaliate in kind, except her attacks would carry more venom. 
A whistle cut through the air, and River looked up, spotting Rosen rushing towards her. Relief washed over her until she realised Rosen was shouting. The words were lost in the strong wind, and the whistle transformed into a series of deafening detonations—like a whip cracking through the air. 
Darkness thickened around her, and the massive willow tree ruffled its branches, shedding its green leaves as it awakened. Up in the sky, a single cloud concealed the moon. 
A root snaked around River’s waist just as Rosen neared, her scream reaching River’s ears, ‘Behind you, the tree!’ 
The root constricted around River, squeezing her lungs until she struggled for breath. Rosen tried to approach but the tree lashed its branches against the ground, barring her way, determined to keep River its prey. 
‘Let her go!’ 
Don’t stay. Run.
River wished she could tell Rosen to flee, but her chest hurt. She lacked the strength to fight, speak, or even keep her eyes open. It burnt. Other roots coiled around her shoulders, grazing her face as they slithered around her throat. 
The trees were resolved to suffocate her, just as she’d suffocated Eyana. 
Her eyelids weighing heavy, her throat on fire, she felt herself drifting away from reality like smoke. 
‘Lake, do something!’ The voice, though faint and distant, resembled Rosen’s. 
‘I’m trying!’
Her body would soon turn to ashes and fly with the wind. The anticipation of freedom filled her as she imagined following the breeze, embracing every sunbeam, and letting the light carry her away. 
She thought she was done, but then the shadow lifted, and the moonlight extinguished the flames within her throat as air rushed back in. 
The tree had turned still, and as the roots released their grip, she crumbled to the ground with them.  
‘River!’ Rosen hurried over, dropping to her knees beside her. ‘Are you okay?’ 
River coughed, struggling to sit up. Her lungs still smouldered, each breath a painful reminder of the fire. She looked at Rosen, managing a weak smile until she noticed the thin scratches on her cheek. ‘Are you?’ she asked, her gaze fixed on the trail of blood running from the corner of Rosen’s eye to her jaw. 
‘It’s nothing, the tree pushed me when I tried to approach and… oh, I’m so relieved you’re alive.’ Rosen’s eyes flickered to River’s chest, and a slight frown creased her forehead. ‘You’re alive,’ she repeated, this time in a hushed tone, as if she was still trying to convince herself of it. 
‘I was so worried Vesna had done something to you,’ River said.
Rosen intertwined their fingers together, giving a reassuring squeeze. 
‘When the roots buried your heart into the ground, I knew things were about to get messy, so I ran to hide.’
‘You saved me again,’ River said, chuckling nervously. ‘Thank you for saving me, and for looking after my soul.’
The memory of Rosen’s cold lips on hers felt like a hazy dream, fading away the more she tried to recall it. 
Rosen gave a little smile. ‘It only worked because of you… you trusted my magic more than I did, you made me realise I had two hearts when I thought I had none left.’
‘I only guessed,’ River said. ‘You went ahead and endangered your place in the coven by unburying your heart for me.’ 
‘But without you I’d still be under Silva’s influence.’ 
‘We don’t have time for that,’ Lake interrupted as he joined them. ‘The coven is preparing for war, and we’re still within their walls—we’re far from safe yet.’ 
River raised an eyebrow at him. Lake’s fists were clenched and his entire face tense from staring intently at the moon above. Of course it was him who’d stopped the tree, but she didn’t want to acknowledge it. Something had changed. Like Rosen had said, he wasn’t just her brother anymore. Every time she looked at him, she sensed the silver bird hiding in his shadow, longing to hatch and soar from its nest.
‘Thank you for stopping the tree,’ River said after a moment. She could hardly stay angry with him when he’d kept Silva from taking her. She had to trust that he’d continue to choose her, and she needed to keep him close to ensure he didn’t succumb to Silva’s temptations. 
‘We’re lucky the moon still shines strong today,’ Rosen said, ‘The witches had foretold an overcast sky, but they didn’t know weatherman was on our side.’
‘Don’t call me that.’
‘Okay, cloudy boy.’
Lake rolled his eyes. ‘Better, but still a no.’ 
River suppressed a smile. ‘I think it has a certain ring to it.’ 
‘Not to press anyone, but we really have to leave.’
 
***
 
They ran alongside the lake, their feet clapping against the shingle. River couldn’t shake off the feeling of impending doom. If they’d gone unnoticed in the darkness before, their noisy footsteps would surely give away their presence now. 
‘Even if they’re already out in the woods, we can’t risk taking the tunnel,’ River said between pants. ‘If they realise we’re inside, they’ll easily set a trap.’ 
‘You’re right, and you don’t want to see what Caltha can do with her dirt, trust me,’ Rosen said. ‘She’ll seal the tunnel and bury us alive before we even think of escaping.’ 
Lake groaned. ‘So, what’s the alternative?’ 
‘There are other hidden exits from the crater, we could make our way down using the waterfalls—’
‘Absolutely not,’ River said, recalling the massive cascades that plummeted from the mountains. ‘Ow.’ 
Lake slowed down to match River’s pace. ‘What happened?’
The sharp sting in her neck quickly faded, replaced by a crawling sensation down her back. River rubbed and scratched at her skin, but couldn’t find anything unusual to grasp onto. 
‘I’m not sure, I thought I felt something, but—’
As Rosen came to a halt and turned around, River’s words died on her lips. Her face was engulfed with spiders, their hairy legs swarming all over her head. She screamed, desperately trying to shake them off and swat at them with her hands, but they stuck to her skin as if the venom in their bites had fused their teeth into her skin. 
‘Rosen!’ 
River took hesitant steps towards her, but froze when she was within arm’s length. She didn’t know how to help; the sight of the spiders alone made her entire body itch and tremble. When Rosen stumbled backward, struggling to pry the creatures from her face, River followed but still couldn’t bring herself to reach for her. 
‘What can I do?’ she asked, sounding as if she was the one pleading for help. 
Before Rosen could reply, angry screeches pierced the air behind them. River’s blood turned to ice. Glancing over her shoulder, her breath caught at the sight of the silver birds soaring above the lake. Their wings moved in perfect unison, their hundreds of shiny eyes scanning every corner of the crater, leaving no place to hide. They gathered in the sky, their dark shadows melting together as if transforming into a single creature.
Silva. 
They had to run if they didn’t want to become a midnight feast for the flock, but River was petrified. Only her eyes followed the motion of the silver birds in the sky.
‘River,’ Lake said urgently. ‘Let’s go, come on!’ 
She glanced at Rosen, still grappling with the spiders. If Rosen couldn’t run, she couldn’t either. 
‘What are you doing? Run!’ 
She heard the footsteps drawing near and felt a hand grab her arm, attempting to drag her away. But she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the birds. Their beaks opened wide, teeth splitting the air. The birds clustered closer together, their shrieks merging into a single voice as they dove. 
Silva had spotted her. 
‘Lakey, Lakey, you need to understand which side you’re on now,’ Vesna said, approaching with a triumphant smile and spiders crawling on her cheekbones. 
‘River, we have to go!’ 
‘Nobody’s going anywhere.’ 
Vesna raised her arms, and huge spiders gathered around the group. They weren’t close enough to touch them, but their presence was enough to dissuade any movement. 
‘I’m impressed. You managed to keep your entire soul and survive despite giving away your heart,’ Vesna said. ‘For someone who didn’t even know she was a witch, you’re surprisingly… skilled?’ 
Vesna had intended to say powerful, but it would have been too painful to admit. There was envy in her eyes, but also sparking fear. Not knowing the details of River’s magic unsettled her. 
‘Too bad you’ll never get to discover the extent of your magic,’ Vesna continued, then looked at Rosen. ‘Poor, poor Rose, so weak you allied with your own sister’s killer.’ She shook her head in feigned disappointment. ‘Either you’re more stupid than I thought, or it is you, my dear daughter, from whom I underestimated the cleverness.’ 
‘Third option, you’re the stupid one,’ River said. 
Rosen let out another scream and fell to her knees as more spiders climbed onto her, sinking their teeth into her skin. 
Fear flashed across River’s face. ‘What are you doing to her? Stop it!’ 
‘You sound far less brave all of a sudden,’ Vesna said. ‘Don’t worry, she’s still resisting but it won’t be long—she knows the pain will cease once she submits.’ 
‘Submit to what?’
‘To Silva, of course. She has to turn, and you too,’ Vesna said, turning to Lake, ‘or else you’ll both die.’ 
Lake’s face crumpled. 
‘Never, I’ll never turn into one of your monsters,’ he said, but his shaky voice lacked the conviction of his words. ‘You promised River and I would be safe, you made me believe that if we were both witches, we’d have a place here… but it was all a lie.’ 
‘Join your siblings in the air, and your actions will be forgiven,’ Vesna replied, as if she hadn’t heard him at all. 
‘These are not my siblings.’ 
‘If you don’t comply, I’ll make you.’ 
Rosen’s screams turned into faint moans, then feeble murmurs, until they dissolved into a disturbing silence. The spiders released their grip on her and dispersed as her body stiffened, dropping to the ground like a lifeless stone.
‘No, Rosen!’ 
River dashed to her side. Rosen’s eyes were shut and her pulse a distant whisper. She shook her and clasped her hand, attempting to lift her up, but Rosen remained unconscious. 
‘What have you done to her?’ 
‘She made her choice,’ Vesna said. ‘And the same fate awaits Lake if he continues to defy Silva’s will.’ 
Lake wasn’t listening. His gaze was fixed on the thick, ominous clouds coalescing in the sky. They devoured the stars one by one, amassing over the moon whose light he’d so painstakingly preserved. 
‘River, I’m losing control,’ he said, trembling. ‘I’m trying to disperse the clouds, but Silva is messing with my mind.’ 
The moonlight dimmed, and the nearby trees stirred to life. Their roots writhed beneath the ground, causing tremors as they sought to break free. Branches twisted in every direction, desperate to extract the trunks from the earth’s grip. The grass swayed in the windless air, while flower petals unfurled and rolled up like clenched fists. 
‘River,’ Lake said, his voice becoming unexpectedly composed.
River guessed his next words before they passed his lips. 
‘No, Lake, don’t give up—there has to be another way!’ 
‘Trust me, okay?’ he whispered. ‘Run at the signal.’ 
‘What signal?’ 
‘You’ll know when it comes.’ 
‘Quit stalling, Lake, and come meet your fate,’ Vesna said.
Roots erupted from the ground as wings sprouted from Lake’s back. A crooked beak ate his face, while flowers nipped at River’s calves. Feathered blades burst from his skin, reshaping his entire body into that of a bird. Grass slashed her ankles, but River was too overwhelmed to register. 
She stared in disbelief at the silver bird standing between her and Vesna. This was the moment of truth. If Lake was able to prevail against Silva manipulating his mind, it would prove he hadn’t switched sides. Lake spread his wings and lunged at Vesna, striking her with his talons. 
Vesna screamed, the spiders squealed and recoiled, and River sprinted away.


28. a game of claws and poisoned hearts 
 
 
River dashed toward the closest cottage to get hold of a torch, her gaze repeatedly shifting back to Rosen’s inert body on the ground. She knew Rosen was still alive, but for how long? What had those spiders done to her, and could it be undone?’  
Her chest ached as the distance between their hearts stretched. She yearned to turn around and drag Rosen with her, but she lacked the strength to carry her. The farther they grew apart, the tighter her throat constricted and the sharper was the ache in her chest. It felt as though an invisible tether had wound around her heart and tugged to rip it out, and she had this uncanny certainty that Rosen felt the same—their hearts were dying to reunite and beat as one. 
But River couldn’t afford to turn back and squander Lake’s final effort. His diversion might hold Vesna at bay, but the trees had awoken and the birds had joined the chase, swooping down upon her. 
Their wings sliced through the air, making it ripple around her. A gust of wind struck her front, and she stumbled backward as if colliding with an invisible barrier. The wind whirled into a tornado, delivering a crushing blow that sent her tumbling to the ground. 
River could barely comprehend what was happening when she felt sharp talons piercing her shoulders. In a split second, she transitioned from lying on the ground to being hoisted into the air. She wriggled and kicked, but with each movement the talons tightened their grip, intensifying the pain.  
Birds swarmed around River. She lashed out with her legs, aiming for their beaks, and brandished her last knife to thrust at their feathers. The clash of her blade against their sharp wings echoed like clinking cutlery. Against their teeth, claws, and silver plumage, her small knife proved an uneven match. Her kicks barely managed to keep the birds at bay, but at least prevented them from lifting her higher into the sky. 
It wasn’t long before River realised the futility of this little game. The strength in her limbs waned, and the number of birds was overwhelming. They’d tear her apart before she had a chance to fend them all off. She let out a sob, knowing she’d soon be done, and cast a glance downward.
Rosen’s body was gone. 
Panic gripped River as she scanned the ground. Lake, still in his silver bird form, lay on the ground, one wing bent and struggling to rise again. Vesna stood nearby, her attention no longer on him. Instead, her gaze was fixed upon a small figure crawling amidst the cutting grass. 
Rosen dragged herself forward with her elbows, as flowers wrapped around her body. The blossoms wound and twisted around her limbs, constricting as if to bind her to the earth. River screamed and kicked at the birds, urging them to release their grip. She had to help Rosen before the flowers pulled her underground, burying her alive. 
But the flowers weren’t attacking Rosen; they were helping her. They supported her legs and helped her rise to her feet. 
As soon as Rosen managed to stand, a silver bird swooped down and sank its teeth into her arm, while another bird dug its claws into her back. She bore no weapons, but didn’t need any. The lavender in her hair slithered around the birds’ necks, strangling them to death. A tree approached, but before its branch could reach Rosen, a sunflower burst from the ground, entangling itself around the branch to halt its advance. Rosen didn’t need to turn or lift a finger—the flowers came alive around her to help. With each approaching threat, the flowers sprang up from her footsteps, entwining and snarling at the danger. 
‘How? That’s impossible!’ Vesna said. ‘My spiders injected poison in your blood, it should have killed your magic! It should have killed you!’ 
‘Then you forgot how my magic works,’ Rosen replied, smirking. ‘I’m a healer. My power thrives on pain and suffering.’ Another bird attempted to claw at her, but the lavender in her hair twisted around its legs, causing it to stumble in the air. ‘You think you poisoned me, but seeds and pollens run through my veins, and when you feed them poison more flowers grow to protect me.’ 
Vesna screamed in anger, but as the birds carried River higher into the sky, her voice grew too distant for River to discern her words. It was only when Rosen appeared smaller too, that River realised she’d stopped struggling. Her muscles were too exhausted to continue fighting.
What would the birds do once the pain overwhelmed her and turned her world to black. Devour her? Drop her, allowing her body to crash against the rocks? She glanced at the birds. Now that she’d stopped resisting, they no longer attacked. Instead, they seemed to be waiting. 
Waiting for what? 
…Or whom? 
River shuddered. Vesna had to have given the order to let her do the killing. She couldn’t give up, but she felt as helpless as the night she’d almost drowned. As helpless as the night her father had died. As helpless as Eyana, and later Rosen, had to have felt. 
River understood. Hurt only fuelled hurt. 
Had it been worth it, killing the silver bird? She wouldn’t have met Rosen, and she’d have never known the story of their mother and the origin of the silver birds. But none of it was worth it if they all died in the end. 
She wished she could bring back the ignorance. She wished she’d dealt with her grief like most people did. Crying for weeks, months, maybe years, then moving on. If she were a witch, here was her power: making the worst decisions at all times. She excelled at it—killing and hating the wrong people, then failing to save the ones she loved.  
A large silver bird hovered before her, and the other birds moved aside to make space. Its feathers were darker than the others’, almost charcoal. River only needed to look into its many eyes to know who it was. Who she was. 
What about Rosen and Lake? Had Vesna already killed them? River looked down in panic, but the ground was too far to make out the details. 
‘What did you do to them, you monster!’ 
River could have found better last words. 
Anger flashed in Vesna’s eyes. She opened her beak wide, shrieking. Tiny red spiders clung to her teeth, as if their sharpness and length weren’t deadly enough already. She clenched and unclenched her claws, and with her teeth bared, dove down on River. 
River recoiled, closing her eyes and bracing herself for the additional pain, but it never came. The impact of the blow pushed her backward, and the grip on her shoulders gradually loosened until the silver birds let go of her completely. Opening her eyes, she caught a glimpse of Vesna grappling with another bird. 
‘No!’ River shouted as she fell. 
Lake had wrapped his claws around Vesna’s neck, while the other birds attacked him. They tore away his feathers, lacerated his skin, and clawed at his flesh, but still he didn’t release her.
River hit something in the air before crashing onto the ground with a sickening crack. 
Joints popped, bones shattered, blood spilled, and flesh turned to mush. Her whole body felt like a goo ready to be served to starving birds. Surely, she had to be dead. 
So why was she still thinking? How did her consciousness  bear the pain? 
‘Don’t move!’  
Soft scents of lavender enveloped her, and amidst the cold agony, River felt the warmth of gentle fingers pressing against her forehead. The warmth spread, coursing through her body like goosebump whispers that embroidered her skin. Blood gathered, flesh knitted together, and her bones scraped and creaked as they hastily rearranged themselves.
‘You cause so much trouble that even death doesn’t want you,’ Rosen murmured. 
River groaned. Death didn’t want her, yet someone—Silva—really wanted them to meet. She looked down at her own body and released a sigh of relief. It wasn’t as bad as she’d expected. Only scratches and a likely concussion, given her headache. 
Wounds on Rosen’s palms erupted with an outpouring of flowers, falling over River’s legs and chest as if to blanket her. They writhed upon contact with blood, drying up as they absorbed the pain, and the agony that had engulfed River quickly subsided. 
‘You’re lucky Thane slowed your fall when he attempted to catch you.’
Thane? River sat up, following Rosen’s gaze. 
The man sat a short distance away, his fingers buried in his arm above the elbow, meticulously working to realign the fractured bones.
It wasn’t River’s bones that had cracked, nor her flesh that had burst, but Thane’s. He’d absorbed the impact and suffered all the damage. The noise she’d heard wasn’t her own bones rearranging under Rosen’s magic, but the man’s as he transformed back to human. 
Thane exerted pressure on his dislocated humerus until it popped back into place, joining the other bones with a splash of blood and a disgusting bubbling sound.
River couldn’t help but gag. What kind of twisted magic is that?
Thane looked up at her, and glared. 
Do I say ‘thanks’ or ‘serves you right’?
‘See what you did to me!’ Thane said, extending his mangled arm toward her. The limb twisted at odd angles and the flesh over his shoulder was torn open, revealing his clavicle.   
‘Serves you right’ it is.
‘Hey, you’re the one who tried to catch me,’ River retorted. ‘Maybe next time, don’t fly and kill at the same time.’ 
Thane’s fingers slipped out of his flesh, blood dripping from their tips as he stood up. He shot River a death glare, but before he could make a move, Rosen stepped between them. 
‘Thane, don’t be dramatic,’ Rosen said calmly. ‘You literally cannot die.’
‘We used to be friends, Rosen.’
‘And we still can be, if you let us go.’ 
‘You know I can’t help you, they’ll kill my family.’ 
‘I’m not asking for your help, I’m asking you to turn round and walk away.’ 
Thane studied Rosen’s face intently, then pushed his fingers back into his shoulder and turned around. River held her breath, half-expecting him to change his mind and attack, but he walked away and vanished into the night. 
‘We need to go,’ Rosen said, urging River to her feet.
But River’s mind suddenly recalled the event that had transpired before her fall. 
‘Lake,’ she said weakly, searching the sky for him. 
Warm droplets splattered onto her face, smearing it with red. It was raining blood. 
She stared at the gruesome scene unfolding above; the silver birds were about to rip Lake apart. 
‘We have to help him!’ 
‘It’s too late,’ Rosen said.
‘No—’ 
‘There are too many of them,’ Rosen said. ‘By the time they let go of him, he’ll be dead.’
Rosen grabbed River’s arm, attempting to pull her along, but she pushed her away. 
‘I won’t abandon him!’ 
‘Save your own life, that’s what he would’ve wanted.’
‘Don’t say that like he’s dead, he’s still fighting!’ River said, retrieving her blood-stained knife from the ground. 
‘We’ll all die if we stay, and I don’t want to lose you.’ 
‘Would you have given up on Eyana?’ River asked, raising her blade to aim at the silver birds. It was unfair of her to ask that—her amongst all people—but she needed Rosen to understand. 
Rosen’s jaw clenched. ‘Never.’
‘Then you get it.’ 
River hesitated, afraid that her strike might inadvertently hit Lake, but the thought of doing nothing and risking his life frightened her even more. She pulled her hand back and released the knife. The blade sliced through the air, finding its mark in Vesna’s body. A piercing screech of pain escaped the bird as it relinquished its grip on Lake. 
Rosen’s eyes widened. ‘Nice shot.’ 
A tinge of pride fluttered inside, but it was cut short as the birds’ attention flickered back to them. Emitting murderous shrieks, they dove in their direction. 
‘Shit!’ 
This wasn’t part of the plan—not that River had a plan to begin with.
‘Fine,’ Rosen said, her voice trembling but her expression turning blank. She raised her clenched fists, and with a deliberate opening of her fingers, sharp thorns sprouted from her hands, triggering an explosive eruption in the sky. 
River recoiled, shielding her head. The deafening silence following the eruption swiftly gave way to madness. If River thought the silver birds had been furious before, she didn’t know fury. Lowering her hands, she glimpsed at the devastation unfolding in the wind. Flesh and bones were strewn across the ground, and glimmering teeth scattered under the moonlight. Feathers danced gracefully in the air before gently descending upon the grass.  
One of the birds had exploded upon contact with the thorns. Well, not the whole bird. A closer look showed only a wing had taken the hit. But the strength of the blow had dislodged several teeth as well. 
River swallowed hard, feeling a wave of nausea wash over her, but her eyes were set. She stooped down and seized one of the teeth, its sharpness surpassing that of any dagger she owned. The birds were about to taste their own medicine. 
‘I—I didn’t mean for this to happen,’ Rosen said, her lips twitching as she stared at the chunks of bird before her—the ripped limb of a possible old friend. She clutched her temples, shaking her head. ‘I only meant to scare them, give them a scratch at worst.’ 
On the ground, the bird convulsed, rolling over twice before reverting back to its human form. The wounded witch struggled to her feet, initially unaware of the extent of her injuries. As she lost her balance and glanced down to discover her missing limb, a cry of horror passed her lips.  
‘What have you done!’ she cried, taking an unsteady step toward Rosen. 
‘I—I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ 
‘Sorry?’ the witch repeated. ‘Yeah, you’ll feel sorry very soon.’ 
With a menacing gesture, the witch raised her remaining hand, its fingertips emitting a chilling blue light—a cold fire ready to freeze Rosen to death. 
In a swift motion, River hurled the tooth at her, stabbing her hand and extinguishing the icy flames at once. The witch screamed in pain, but instead of retaliating as River expected, she turned and fled—she couldn’t afford to lose another limb.
River surveyed the little collection of teeth she’d gathered and picked one. Its weight felt unfamiliar as she traced its smooth surface with trembling fingers. She couldn’t help the unbidden thought that this tooth might have once bitten into her father. Yet, it was precisely the sort of thought she needed to raise it overhead, take aim, and strike. 
Right into the bird’s-eye—or rather the wing.
‘I didn’t know you were so good with… blades?’ Rosen said. 
River would have felt smug if she wasn’t too focused on keeping them both alive. Birds fell upon them relentlessly, and she whirled about, wielding her teeth and slashing at their feet as they flew by. She considered aiming for their hearts as a small voice in her head whispered that, if she didn’t want to die first, she’d have to strike first. But she couldn’t bring herself to take another witch’s life, and instead went for their legs and wings, successfully holding them at bay. 
The birds weren’t the only menace. Clouds repeatedly washed over the moon and drew back like the tides of the sea. Every time, the ground shook and the surrounding flora came alive for a few seconds. The trees’ groves closed in gradually, their roots slithering like drowsy snakes while branches leant down as if yearning for an embrace. In the shadows, the grass transformed into sharp blades that lashed at their ankles. 
River swayed on her feet. She was terrified of facing the trees again, but her thoughts were consumed by Lake who was being stripped of his feathers amidst the repetitive biting and scratching from his fellow witches. Vesna, in particular, had seized one of his wings and was hauling him higher into the sky. 
River held her breath, torn between the desire to launch another blade at Vesna and the risk of harming Lake in the process. 
‘I’ll turn and help him,’ Rosen said, conjuring a wall of roses that grew rapidly between them and an approaching tree. The roses sprang to life, their thorny stems entwining with the branches and roots of the tree to halt its deadly advance.
River nodded. If she spoke, it would be to hold her back. Rosen was their only hope to reach Lake, yet River couldn’t bear the thought of her getting hurt either. It boiled down to a choice between helping Lake or keeping Rosen safe, and she couldn’t make that decision herself. 
‘I’ll be back soon,’ Rosen said. Though she didn’t look away and the lavender didn’t tremble, it sounded like a lie. She turned around as two bumps started forming on her back. Her wings swelled and stretched beneath her skin, longing to break free and take flight. 
‘Rosen.’ River’s voice barely rose above a murmur, but it was enough to make Rosen glance back. ‘I need you.’ 
Rosen smiled, her wings spreading across her back and her features beginning to transform. ‘I know.’ 
A brief chuckle passed River’s lips. Of course Rosen knew, and it soothed her that she did. 
Rosen soared, reaching Vesna before River’s smile had a chance to fade away. 
In the first moments, Rosen had the upper hand. Vesna was still fixated on harming Lake, and Rosen’s surprise blow to her back caught her off guard. But the odds quickly turned, and River realised with horror that Vesna wasn’t the head of witches for nothing. Vesna anticipated Rosen’s every move, and even when Rosen did manage to bite or claw at her, Vesna remained unaffected. Worse, it seemed all a game to her. 
Amidst the fight, Lake had been forgotten, even by the other silver birds who were more interested in watching the new confrontation unfold. He flew down, though it seemed more like a fall to River, and crashed not too far from her. With relief, she watched him turn and roll over on the ground to sit, only to be jolted by a shriek that drew her gaze back to the sky. 
Vesna had sunk her teeth into Rosen’s wing and was pulling back, as if trying to tear the entire wing off. Rosen let out another yell, struggling to free herself from Vesna’s grasp. 
River’s heart was in her throat. Vesna was too far away and too entangled with Rosen to get a clean shot. And with the birds still attacking her, she couldn’t maintain her focus long enough to aim accurately. 
Desperate for a diversion, River resorted to the only thing she could think off—she screamed. 
Startled, the silver birds darted away from her. Higher in the air, Vesna loosened her grip to glance down at her. That was all Rosen needed. With a powerful flap of her wings, she tore herself free from Vesna’s teeth and twisted her neck to bite Vesna. The bite was superficial, yet it was enough to frighten her away. 
It’s now or never. 
River lifted her arm and threw. Tinkling through the wind, the tooth aimed straight for Vesna’s heart. 
River’s chest lifted with hope as the sharp end neared its target, but Vesna felt the air ripple as the tooth closed in on her. Her gaze turned to River at the last moment before she intercepted the tooth midair with her claws and drove it straight into Rosen’s eye. Blood spilled out, and Rosen’s cries drowned in it. When Vesna let go of her, the tooth remained lodged deep in her eye. 
River’s heart shattered. Time stood still as she watched Rosen’s body revert to human and crash onto the ground with a dull thud. 
It was her who’d thrown the tooth.
She’d killed her. 
Vesna landed next to Rosen’s lifeless body. When her claws touched the grass, she was human again—well, as human as she could be. Her naked body was covered in wounds, from which spiders slithered out, crawling over her skin before retreating back inside. Deliriously smiling, Vesna’s bloody teeth gleamed against the dark sky. She kicked Rosen’s body, relishing the lack of response, and burst into laughter. Then, bending down, she plucked the tooth from her eye, creating a suction sound accompanied by splashing blood. She brought the tooth to her mouth and licked it clean, as if it were cranberry juice. 
Rage swelled up in River’s chest. Rage, and despair. 
Rosen couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t. River wouldn’t allow it. She couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her smile again, of missing that little nose-scrunch she did when she laughed too hard, of losing the sound of her singsong voice, her teasing nature, and the sweet sound of her giggles. And above all else, she couldn’t accept the deprivation of her bewitching scents of lavender.  
River glanced around the ground—no teeth. No weapons to attack, but feathers and her bare hands. Her fingers grazed the straps of her pockets, hoping to find a forgotten blade, but there was none. But as she did so, she felt the weight of the claw and tooth in the back pocket of her jeans—the ones she’d picked up from the bottom of the lake and saved for Vesna. 
Drawing the weapons out, hellebore flowers tumbled out alongside them. River stared at the shining petals and remembered the idea that had bloomed in her mind earlier. She didn’t know whether it would work, but she imagined that if the blaze she’d felt in her throat when she’d swallowed the poisoned biscuits reached Vesna’s heart—or any other organs for that matter—it wouldn’t be good for her.
River raised the tooth in the air, and Vesna smiled. The witch wasn’t even trying to run. 
Her loss.
River took aim. 
An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. Vesna would see. 
She threw. 
And missed. 
Vesna stared at the tooth that landed before her and scoffed. ‘You need to try a little harder if you’re hoping to kill me, daughter.’ 
River gulped. Her heart ached too much to concentrate, and she couldn’t help but glance at Rosen’s lifeless body. 
‘Alright, let’s see who kills the other first then,’ Vesna continued, lifting the licked tooth in the air. She gave her a cruel smile and threw it.  
River tried to move aside from the tooth’s path, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate. She was still fixated on Rosen lying on the ground when the weapon collided with her shoulder. It bounced against her collarbone and fell to the ground limply. River gasped at the pain, her skin there already severely bruised from the claws that had grabbed her before. 
‘River,’ Lake called from behind her. 
River’s heart jolted; he was still alive. 
‘I’m okay,’ she said, as she turned her gaze back to Vesna, a smug smile stretching across her lips for what she was about to say. ‘Our mother is such a bad shot, she needs to try a lot harder if she’s hoping to kill me.’ 
The words had an instant effect on Vesna. Her face turned crimson, and her eyes filled with darkness. She leapt towards River, spiders bursting out of her wounds and quickly covering her entire body. She looked less and less human, and more like a running spider nest. Black legs crawled in every direction, webs spun, and hundreds of eyes glimmered in the night. 
River took a step back, glancing down at the claw in her hand. It was her last weapon, but also the sharpest. Small, light, and with a pointed, curved end, it resembled her favourite dagger. She tightly closed her hand around it, feeling the claw curve perfectly into her grasp. 
It wasn’t easy to decide where to strike amidst the thick mass of spiders that enveloped Vesna. The fear of touching one of those eight-legged monsters was bigger than facing whatever torture Vesna had in store for her. But as Vesna drew nearer and River caught a glimpse of her spider-shot eyes, she instinctively knew where to aim. Summoning her courage, she let out a piercing cry and lunged at Vesna before the witch could give her spiders the signal to attack. 
The claw effortlessly stabbed through the layers of spiders, guided by an unseen force. The claw knew its target. Vibrating with anticipation in River’s hand, it sliced through the skin and buried itself just above Vesna’s heart. A scream erupted from Vesna’s throat as searing fire consumed her chest, causing the spiders to scatter in frenzy. 
Despite her attempts to fight back, the burning pain rendered Vesna and her spiders uncontrollable. The curve of the claw wrapped around the frantic heartbeat, and River gave a yank. The strings strained and snapped as she snatched the heart from within.
Vesna’s mouth opened, releasing one last gasp as a spider crawled up her throat and onto her tongue. The witch fell backward, and the spiders froze, their body turning over with legs in the air. But the heart still pulsed at the end of the claw. Thick blood, infested with spider eggs, dripped onto River’s fingers. A feeling of sickness swelled up in her stomach with every beat. She couldn’t hold it much longer, neither the heart, nor the urge to vomit. Letting go of the claw, the heart crashed to the ground as she retched. 
After her stomach settled, River stared at the heart resting on the ground, uncertain about what to do with it. She couldn’t allow Vesna’s soul, or its vessel, to remain. Raising her foot above the heart, River took a deep breath, and before she could change her mind, stomped on it. 
Warm blood splashed over her legs as she stomped again. Flesh burst out and frayed, mixing with the muddy ground and gradually melding with it. She persisted until the heart became a mush indistinguishable from the dirt, until all that remained of Vesna’s soul merged with the earth, becoming one with Silva. 
The wind subsided, and an immediate shift occurred in the air. Not a single branch cracked, nor did a blade of grass scratch against her calves. The clouds clung to the moon as if drawn by magnets, but the rustling of the roots amidst the grass fell silent. Even the silver birds began to retreat. 
Silva was appeased.  


29. the flower of my eye 
 
 
River stumbled over to Rosen and knelt beside her body. A gasp escaped her lips as she took in the sight of Rosen’s eyes. One was wide open, fixed on the sky above, while the other had practically blown up, leaving the orbit empty except for the bloody remnants of nerves and flesh. 
‘Rosen,’ River said, her voice choked with grief, as she clutched Rosen’s hand against her chest. ‘No, no, no, Rosen.’ 
There was no response from the witch. Her freckles were dying stars, and her parted lips held no breath. The flowers adorning her neck bowed their heads, their petals curling inward. Even the lavender seemed to withdraw, hiding beneath her hair. 
What was the point of defeating Vesna or making peace with Silva if Rosen didn’t make it? A life without those silvery eyes to gaze into, without the sensation of flowers tickling her skin whenever she touched Rosen, without her enticing lips and the challenge of her sharp wit—such a life felt unbearable. River would have preferred her soul to be buried and delivered to Silva. 
‘She’s dead,’ Lake said. His voice was harsh and resigned, shattering River’s heart further. ‘You killed her.’ 
River squeezed her eyes shut and buried her head into Rosen’s chest. ‘I know, you don’t have to tell me,’ she whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
She didn’t see that Lake’s gaze was fixed upon Vesna’s corpse, not Rosen’s. The sounds of the silver birds reverting to their witch’s forms, as Silva released their minds, as well as the cries of pain and the turmoil caused by Vesna’s death, washed over her without ever penetrating her heartbroken state.
Sobs racking her body, she repeated Rosen’s name over and over. 
The witches gathered around River, their expressions no longer filled with thirst for revenge but rather confusion tinged with irritation. Without Vesna’s command or Silva driving their minds to attack, they felt adrift. 
‘It’s all my fault,’ River whispered. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
She rested her head on Rosen’s bare chest, her hands still gripping at the body like it kept her from drowning. Her heart ached, pounding against her lungs, as if trying to break free from the confines of her ribcage.  
It knows its true owner is dead. 
River too longed to escape from her own body, to break free from her mind and cease feeling altogether. When her father had died, she’d been consumed by anger and frustration. But this time, it felt different. It was as if she’d lost a part of her—the best part. As if she’d never be happy again. 
And she didn’t want happiness, not if she couldn’t share it with Rosen. 
In a moment of clarity, River noticed Lake standing by her side. He looked no better than Rosen. Blood covered him, and his skin bore a complex pattern of cuts like an intricate puzzle. His arm was bent at an unnatural angle, likely broken. Every move made him wince, but he hadn’t complained yet. He kept quiet even, placing a comforting hand on River’s shoulder to ease her shakiness. 
As she raised her head, a thought crossed her mind. ‘Can’t we save her soul and find her a new heart?’ 
She knew how naive she sounded. Death couldn’t be tricked so many times. 
Lake glanced at Rosen’s face. ‘I don’t think the heart is the problem.’
River wiped away the tears from her eyes, and as she briefly looked at Rosen’s lacerated face, her heart skipped a beat. 
A bud of wildflower sprouted up from the orbit of her dead eye, small white flowers opening in every direction to mask the cavity. 
‘She’s alive,’ River said, her strangled voice barely carrying the words out. 
She placed her head back down against Rosen’s chest, this time listening for a heartbeat.
Thump-thump. 
All she could hear was her own heartbeat. Taking deep breaths, she tried to calm it down. 
Thump-thump. 
It only galloped faster, fuelled by the hope that Rosen might still be alive. 
Thump-thump. 
River closed her eyes, focusing on Rosen. She recalled the softness of her skin and the warmth between their hands as they’d held each other. She remembered the sound of her singing voice and the tenderness of her lips when she’d drawn her soul out. Inhaling the scent of lavender, she opened her eyes. 
Thump…thump. 
Thump…thump. 
Her heartbeat soothed. 
Thump…thump. 
And a faint pulse echoed back, pattering like light rain against a window. 
Pat…pat. 
Rosen’s chest rose. A silver light flickered in her sound eye. It darted from side to side before she blinked back into consciousness. 
‘Rosen, Rosen,’ River whispered, still unable to believe it. ‘I’m here, are you okay? Can you hear me?’
As Rosen nodded, River’s gaze flashed to the wildflowers blooming on her face. She swallowed, unsure whether Rosen remembered what had happened. 
‘Vesna stabbed you… in the eye.’ 
Rosen didn’t look surprised. 
‘I’ll be alright… I have experience with being stabbed,’ she replied, patting her chest where River had struck her what seemed like ages ago. 
River broke into tears. 
‘Hey, no, I was joking,’ Rosen said quickly. She attempted to sit up, but the pain forced her back to the ground. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you, it was a joke.’ 
River smiled between the tears. ‘I know, I’m just very happy you’re alive.’ 
Rosen let out a soft chuckle, which swiftly died as she said, ‘Vesna?’ 
‘Dead.’ River took a deep breath. ‘ I did it.’ 
‘It had to be done,’ Rosen said. ‘Will you help me up?’
Their hands met, and Rosen sat up. She stretched her legs, letting out a groan. 
‘Does it hurt?’ River asked. 
She lost an eye, and there’s barely a patch of clear skin among all the cuts and flowers. Of course, it hurts.
‘Hmm, but it’s more of a dull pain,’ Rosen shrugged. ‘My guess is that my plants feed on the pain and alleviate it as they grow.’ 
Rosen caressed the unfurling petals that tickled her brow, wearing a fond smile as if the wildflowers whispered soft words that only she could hear. Looking up, her gaze swept over every contour of River’s face—the tip of her nose, the thin curve of her lips, the crinkle at the corner of her eyes, and the rosy blush on her cheeks. ‘Thank the flowers, I still have one eye to look at you.’
River rolled her eyes. ‘Shush,’ she said, but her smile persisted and her blush deepened. 
‘You have no idea how much I adore than smile of yours,’ Rosen continued. ‘And there’s no greater enjoyment that watching the embarrassment bloom all over your face.’ 
River covered her face. She was still crying, saltiness dripping down her lips, when Rosen gently moved the hands away from her face. The witch wiped away the tears before pulling her in for a hug. Despite the pain, she held River tightly, as if their embrace could mend any broken soul or close any wound. Slowly, Rosen released her grip, taking River’s hand in hers. With gentle caresses on the palm of her hand, she lifted it to her own face and pressed it against her cheek.
River couldn’t tell whether it was the fear of almost losing Rosen or a desperate longing that fuelled her words, but they spilled from her mouth like a plea. ‘Kiss me.’
Rosen’s lips met River’s before she could fall quiet.  
Tender and delicate, the scent of lavender stained River’s senses and coaxed soft moans from her lips. Their chapped lips crushed against each other in wants, and River’s heartbeat played cymbals in her ears as she caught her breath in Rosen’s mouth. 
One hand still resting on Rosen’s cheek, River buried the other in her hair. She drew the witch closer, longing to feel every inch of her skin. Rosen smiled against her lips in response, her fingers finding the back of River’s neck. The caresses felt like a frosted wind passing through her spine, yet somehow ignited warmth in her heart. Rosen’s touch set every part of her skin ablaze. 
As Rosen playfully nibbled on River’s lips, River would have willingly given her soul again if it meant prolonging the pleasure of having her lips so tenderly devoured. But the kiss eventually subsided, and Rosen pulled away, leaving them both breathless and giddy. 
River didn’t dare speak just yet. She could only stare at Rosen’s cheeks flushing as bright as her own. 
Rosen chuckled—a sound light and warm like a summer breeze. She drew River closer again, and River leant in, closing her eyes in anticipation. Soft lips brushed against her forehead, causing a shiver to run through her. The gentle kiss would forever haunt her mind. 
‘Sorry to interrupt this lovely reunion,’ Lake said, squatting down next to them. ‘I’m truly glad you’re not dead, by the way,’ he added, then pointed at the witches gathered around them, ‘but mostly because I’d hate to be the one doing the explaining.’ 
Recognition dawned on River’s face. She’d been so consumed with joy that she’d momentarily forgotten about the other witches. Even in the dead of night, she could tell their anger had quietened. Their shoulders slumped, their silvery eyes held a feeble glow, and they used the remnants of their strength to heal one another. They no longer wished to fight; they sought answers. But without Vesna’s command or Silva compelling the birds to attack, they weren’t sure how to behave. 
‘Right,’ Rosen said, looking up at the clouds hiding the moon. ‘What happened exactly? The ritual can’t have worked, so why are the trees asleep?’ 
River filled her in, sparing no details of what she’d done with Vesna’s heart, although it made her look down in shame. She hadn’t found the courage to glimpse at Vesna’s corpse yet. She couldn’t accept the violence she’d taken part in, and the knowledge that she was capable of such acts scared her. 
For so long, she’d felt like a victim, not realising that she’d been responsible for the deaths all along. And now she could add another kill to her list. 
‘Silva is satisfied,’ Rosen said, smiling in relief. ‘She got what she wanted: a soul.’ 
A voice rose from the shadow, ‘But it’s not the right soul.’ 
‘They shared the same blood,’ Rosen said, raising her voice for all the witches to hear. ‘Silva has quietened, which means it was enough.’ 
‘Enough to calm Silva, but what about us?’ another witch said. Her hair was white as snow, and her skin glowed in the dark like a firefly. ‘She killed Vesna, this cannot be disregarded.’  
‘Don’t pretend you care, Tünde.’ Rosen’s voice had grown colder. ‘Vesna was a tyrant, she was cruel and deceitful, and her greed surpassed that of Silva.’ 
The witches fell silent, exchanging hesitant glances. Then a murmur of agreement quickly spread through the coven. None of them desired further bloodshed. 
Except Tünde, who continued to argue. ‘It’s not about caring, it’s about our coven’s honour,’ she said, glaring at Rosen. ‘Besides, who are you to decide? You’re not her blood, and his son has every right to seek vengeance if he wishes to.’ 
Lake gulped as the coven’s attention turned to him. Fiddling with his hands, his voice faltered as he spoke, ‘We’re… better off without her—Vesna, I mean.’
‘Are you sure?’ Tünde insisted. ‘You offered your soul to Silva; if you want to learn to control your magic, there’s a place for you among us.’
Lake looked uncertain for a moment, but when his eyes met River’s, his body relaxed. ‘I’m sure,’ he said, stepping next to his sister. ‘You almost killed me earlier, I’d rather learn magic on my own than join your sick coven.’ 
Tünde huffed in irritation. The glow around her hands intensified, but another witch grabbed her arm before she could make a show of her magic.  
‘Leave the boy be, he’s made his choice.’ 
Tünde snorted. ‘What about your daughter, Briony? Are you going to forgive her too?’ 
River furrowed her brow. Her daughter? She glanced at Rosen, surprised to learn that she still had family within the coven. 
‘I will not,’ Briony declared, her face hardening as she stared at Rosen. ‘She turned against us, she’s banished.’ 
To River’s surprise, Rosen gave a faint smile and nodded. ‘Yes, mother.’ 
Rosen’s easy compliance didn’t satisfy Briony. She shook her head and raised her voice. ‘You betrayed your own people, don’t you dare call me mother again.’ 
‘I couldn’t turn against River either—’
‘You hurt your sisters—’
‘They’ll heal, I can make sure of it.’
‘You blew up your friend’s arm!’ 
‘It was an accident, I didn’t mean to!’
‘No traitors, you know the rules,’ her mother said coldly. ‘You will be gone at dawn.’ 
River expected to see regret on Rosen’s face, but instead it was indifference, as if Rosen didn’t truly care whether she was banished or not, or whether her mother was still her mother. 
River’s throat tightened. She felt guilty for everything that had happened. The act of drowning a single bird had unleashed a storm she could have never foreseen. 
‘All of you will be gone, or else we’ll retaliate,’ Briony continued, her gaze falling upon River. ‘And this time, it won’t be Silva’s will.’ 
Briony clenched her fist, and River felt her lungs constrict like they were being squeezed in the witch’s grip. Invisible forces compressed her chest, making it harder to breathe. She struggled to inhale, but the air seemed to elude her. Just as she realised she couldn’t breathe anymore, a rush of air returned, and she gasped in relief. 
‘Instead of teeth and claws, you’ll be facing wild and raw magic,’ Briony said, emphasising her little demonstration.
‘I know I can’t make up for everything that’s happened,’ River said, still coughing and trying to catch her breath. ‘But if it’s any consolation, our village is now empty, and the island is yours.’
Lake’s eyes widened. ‘What? What do you mean the village’s empty? Then—what do we do? What about—’
‘We do what I’ve always wanted to do,’ River said. ‘Get the hell off this island.’ 
Lake was concerned about Yue, but she couldn’t give him the reassurance he needed yet. After all, no one knew what had happened down in the valley after she and Rosen had left.



30. running through lavender fields
 
 
The wind blew softly, weary of the long night. As the sun rose, its rays bathed the surrounding woods in a golden glow. Light filtered through the foliage of the bonfire trees, creating sparkling apparitions. Passing through one felt like traversing a sunbeam. It wasn’t even spring yet, let alone autumn, but the leaves fell prematurely to the forest floor, their rustling whispers carrying their secrets within every breeze. 
With each step, the group became more acquainted with their surroundings. They stumbled upon the boulder River had once climbed while playing with Lake, and encountered the very tree that had accidentally caught fire during a past camping trip. Drawing nearer to the village, every stride made River a little more agitated.
‘I’m sure they’re okay,’ Rosen said, brushing River’s fingers. ‘I trust Yue’s senses would have kept them out of trouble, and if not, Seti would have defended them against any coming threat.’ 
River interlocked their hands, swinging between them as they walked. ‘I know.’ 
In truth, no one knew what had happened to Seti, Yue, and Svea, nor the unforeseen forces Silva had unleashed upon the village during their absence. After everything they’d gone through, the field of possibilities stretched infinitely before them.
‘I still don’t understand how your mother could banish you,’ Lake said. ‘Seems a bit extreme, doesn’t it?’ 
Rosen raised an eyebrow at him. ‘I don’t think you’re in a position to pass judgement on what other mothers do.’ 
Lake lowered his head. ‘Fair enough.’ 
‘But truthfully, it was all an act; my mother didn’t mean a word of what she said,’ Rosen said. ‘She did it for appearances, to keep the respect of the coven, and to protect us.’ 
‘Will you not miss her, though?’ River said, frowning—it had looked nothing like an act to her.  
Rosen shrugged. ‘Probably a little, but she’s always told me to choose love, and today that’s exactly what I’m doing.’ She squeezed River’s hand and smiled. ‘She encouraged me to leave, you know, we have a secret way to communicate.’ 
Curiosity sparked in River’s eyes. ‘Oh really? How?’ 
‘It all began during my childhood,’ Rosen said. ‘She has the ability to control the air, you see, so whenever I acted insolently she would scold me with a gust of wind.’ Rosen grimaced at the memory. ‘Every evening, she would bid me good night with the caress of a warm breeze, and when I cried, she would soothe me with a comforting wind enveloping my chest like a hug.’ 
‘It’s cute but… couldn’t she hug you for real?’ Lake asked. 
‘Of course, and she did,’ Rosen said. ‘But the witches of our coven aren’t very expressive in public… Over time, I learnt to discern the meaning, the intent, and the feeling of every breeze.’ 
River nodded. It sounded magical—it was magical. 
‘The whole time she spoke today, a warm breeze blew against my face, leaving goodbye kisses on my cheeks,’ Rosen said. ‘She loves me.’ 
‘She does,’ River said, like the witch needed confirming. 
An awkward silence settled among them. Rosen delved into memories of her childhood, while River and Lake contemplated the brief encounter they had with Vesna. Her death had cast a strange tension upon them. Lake insisted that River had done the right thing, that if she hadn’t killed her, she’d be walking with death now. But River knew his words were meant to make her feel better. Because unlike her, Lake had spent a few days getting to know Vesna. He’d gotten the opportunity to see her as a mother, and not just as a mad witch. He’d begun to care, and it was only natural for him to feel a twinge of sadness.  
A crow swooped past them, and its raucous caw startled them from their reverie. 
‘Be damned, birds!’ River cursed, prompting a chuckle from Rosen. ‘Oh by the way, I’ve always meant to ask you—your magic is related to plants and healing, so how come you can communicate with crows?’
Rosen’s smile faded. ‘It used to be my sister’s magic… she taught me a few tricks in case I ever needed help.’ 
River’s throat tightened, and Rosen had to have noticed because she squeezed her hand again. 
‘You need to stop feeling guilty for what happened, I told you I forgave you,’ Rosen said softly. ‘Just like you forgave me for being a… part-time silver bird?’ 
River let out a brief laugh. ‘Alright, the past is the past, I promise I’ll stop brooding over it.’ 
‘Good.’ 
‘I think the valley is just beyond that hill,’ Lake said, pointing to the winding path ahead. 
A whistling sound echoed from the trees up ahead to answer him. 
River froze. ‘Did you hear that?’ 
‘Hmm, must have been the wind,’ Lake said. ‘Come on, we don’t have time.’
As Lake proceeded along the path, River held her ground, positioning herself in front of Rosen. Frowning suspiciously at the trees, she murmured, ‘Haven’t you learnt anything? It’s never the wind.’  
Lake roller his eyes. ‘It’s broad daylight, and the coven promised not to—’
‘Wait!’
River held Rosen back and reached forward to grab hold of Lake’s shirt. She yanked him backward just in time as a colossal boulder hurtled down the slope, accompanied by cracking sounds and flurries of leaves. It obliterated every tree in its way as it raced past the group, shaking their balance and eliciting panicked cries, before crashing at the bottom of the slope. 
‘What—what was that,’ Lake stammered, staring at the rock.
‘Witches, of course,’ River said. She glanced at Rosen, then looked up at the trees from which the boulder had emerged, expecting another one to follow. ‘I thought they said we had a day to leave the island.’ 
Rosen nodded. ‘They did.’
‘Then they lied.’ 
‘Either that, or Tünde managed to gather enough witches willing to secretly hunt us down,’ Lake said. 
River and Rosen shared a knowing look. 
‘What is it?’ Lake said. 
River swallowed. ‘I think we know now who succeeded Vesna.
‘But I believe they’re just trying to scare us,’ Rosen said. ‘They want to make sure we leave the island rather than attempt to hide somewhere.’ 
‘Scare us? Have you seen the size of that rock?’ River said. ‘If this doesn’t show murderous intentions, I don’t know what does.’ 
Rosen fixed the rock, contemplating the situation.‘I don’t think Tünde could convince the entire coven to kill us.’ 
Her last words were muffled by another piercing whistle that echoed through the woods. The group barely had time to leap aside, that several rocks—smaller this time—hurtled past them. 
‘They’re growing impatient, we have to keep moving,’ Rosen said, pushing River forward along the path.
‘Well, if they’d stop trying to kill us every step of the way, perhaps we might be able to keep walking.’ 
Rosen smiled, but the amusement quickly vanished from her face as more rocks tumbled down the mountainside. The ground quaked, and the path narrowed as walls of dirt rose on either side, closing in on them. The wind blew fiercer, whipping up the leaves into swirling mini tornadoes, threatening to engulf them if they dared turn back. Though the cotton clouds above them seemed harmless, bolts of lightnings cracked through the air, their golden glow drawing nearer with each flash. It didn’t rain, but water surged from beneath, flooding their footsteps the moment they lifted their feet.  
Magic poured from all sides, yet somehow never made direct contact. It brushed against them, leaving them breathless with fear but unharmed. The witches were either incompetent or, as Rosen suggested, intentionally missing their mark.
‘They’re just toying with us, don’t worry,’ Rosen said, as a swarm of wasps buzzed around River’s ears. 
River swatted her hand around to shoo the insects away. She couldn’t trust that the witches had absolute control over them. 
What if they accidentally sting us?
Fortunately, by the time they reached the edge of the woods, no one had gotten stung. The walls of dirt receded and blended back into the ground. The rolling rocks transformed into stones, then into dust, dissipating into thin air. The earth absorbed the water, and the leaves settled into quiet piles. The grand displays of magic faded away, except for one. 
The flashes of lightning remained, cracking through the sky overhead—River’s head in particular. She was trying hard to ignore them, but the thunder boomed in her ears, louder than ever before. Tünde wouldn’t actually kill her. Rosen had insisted it was all just intimidation, and River wanted nothing more than to believe it. 
River gazed upon the desolate valley that stretched out before them and gasped. The ruins of the village should have been visible in the distance. 
‘What is—’ Lake started, but his voice trailed off as he followed River’s gaze. He rubbed his eyes in disbelief. ‘So… when you said the village was rotting away, you actually meant it was rotting away.’
‘It wasn’t this bad when we left, there were still houses… sort of.’ 
Lake surveyed the meadow by the river, where their cottage should have stood, but all he found were swaying grasses and wildflowers. ‘Home’s gone too.’ 
He sounded defeated, but it wasn’t like they were staying anyway, and time was pressing, leaving no room to retrieve essential belongings. They had to trust that Seti and Yue had prepared enough provisions and equipment for their journey. 
They crossed the meadow and the river. Anything that had been left of the bridge had been carried away by the current, forcing them to leap from one rock to another, occasionally stepping into the water to make it to the opposite bank. Despite the inconvenience, the cold water cleansed their wounds and eased their pain.
As they approached the village, a putrid stench engulfed the air. All the houses and their contents had dissolved into the ground. The noxious clouds had vanished, taking away everything man-made and leaving behind a proliferation of eerie fungi. They covered the ground like a blanket, releasing spores with a foul odour that made River want to run in the opposite direction, but the shortest way to the port was through the village. 
With cautious steps, the group entered the village grounds, doing their best to avoid the fungi. Yet touching them was inevitable. The twisted stalks and mottled caps seemed to reach out for them with each footfall. Some resembled balloons, which burst at the touch and released pink sparkles into the air. Others resembled coal, crackling and emitting a dense smoke that lingered above the ground. None of them posed a direct threat, but the group held their breath and quickened their pace whenever one of these phenomena occurred. 
‘I don’t see Yue,’ Lake said, his voice quivering with worry, either for Yue’s safety or for the purple fungus he’d just accidentally stepped on. 
River didn’t remember touching that particular type of fungus yet, and her morbid curiosity longed to see what would happen. But much to her disappointment, the caps simply broke apart like a regular mushroom. No magic fumes. No colourful twinkle. And no nasty smell either.  
‘I told them to be prepared to set sail at any time, so they must be waiting at the port,’ River said finally. ‘No need to worry.’ 
Her last words rang hollow. The truth was, she was worried, and a single glance at the others confirmed that they all were. Lake kept casting anxious glances at the towering mountains, fearing that the witches might change their minds and descend to attack, while Rosen stared at the sky where the menacing flashes of lightning continued to illuminate the horizon. 
River’s worry was for Seti. She hoped that her actions during the night hadn’t cost her best friend’s life. Not only did she love him and would miss him to death, but he was also the only one who knew how to sail. Without him, their escape plan would crumble and they’d all be doomed. 
Another cause for concern was Rosen. The witch rarely looked anxious. Even when she’d been about to semi-kill River, she’d fed her apricot jam on bread with a wide smile on her face. Whenever she’d gotten hurt, she’d always managed to crack a joke before wincing in pain. But now her forehead was creased, her fingers tapped restlessly against River’s hand, and her eyes kept darting towards the sky. Something was troubling her. 
‘What’s wrong?’
‘It’s Tünde… she’s still cracking her thunder.’ 
‘You said she’s only trying to scare us.’ 
Rosen nodded, but her attention seemed to be elsewhere. 
Before River could insist, the port came into view, accompanied by the sight of a grand and majestic ship. She squinted, hoping to catch a glimpse of Seti on the deck, but they were still too far to discern any movement.
Forgetting the fungus-coated ground, the group covered the remaining distance with a sprint, calling out their friends’ names. They hurried down the pier and stepped onto the ship without looking back, except for Rosen. Her hand slipped from River’s grasp as she stood in the middle of the plank connecting the ship to the pier, sending wary glances between the sea and the island. 
The realisation struck River that they hadn’t let go of each other’s hands since leaving the coven, and a blush crept onto her cheeks at the thought. ‘Come on board,’ she urged, reaching out to take Rosen’s hand once again. 	
‘It’s my first time on a boat—’ Rosen started. 
‘Then you’re in good luck, because you’ve got the best captain for the journey.’ 
The voice startled River, but her eyes lit up. ‘Seti!’ 
She turned and jumped into his open arms. They hugged and spun around, exchanging grins. Their faces contorted as if they were about to cry, but it was their laughter that filled the quiet morning air.
‘You made it,’ Seti said. 
‘And so did you!’ 
River pulled out of their embrace and looked for Yue. She found her holding hands with Lake, silently gazing into each other’s eyes. Her mutilated hand was still wrapped in the bandage Rosen had improvised. When their eyes met, River waived and Yue smiled in return. 
Svea stood not too far behind, and River was about to ask him how he was doing when Seti let out a cry of surprise.
‘Rosen, your eye!’ 
‘I’m fine,’ Rosen said, then gestured toward his glass eye. ‘Now we both have the pirate look, how fitting for the situation.’ 
Seti let out an awkward chuckle as he stared at the flowers growing from Rosen’s dead eye. ‘You guys have to tell us everything that happened.’ 
‘We will,’ River assured him. ‘But later.’ 
With his hundred questions burning on his lips, Seti could hardly wait for later. He was about to say so when River pointed out the flashes of lightning in the sky. 
‘We have to lose these first,’ she said. ‘Then we can hug some more, tell each other stories, and decide what to do with the rest of our lives.’ 
‘The next island isn’t so far,’ Seti said, pointing towards the horizon where a green line appeared above the water. ‘We believe that’s where most of the villagers went.’
‘Brilliant,’ Rosen said, turning pale. She already had her hand on her stomach, battling the ship’s motion. 
‘You’re not going to throw up on my deck, are you?’ Seti said, crossing his arms and giving Rosen a stern look. 
A flash of lightning struck the pier, and thunder roared across the sky, drowning Rosen’s response. The wooden pillars and planks shattered upon impact, sending sharp fragments flying in all directions. If they ever wanted to return ashore, they’d have to swim.
‘No time for that, Seti,’ River said, pressing him towards the stirring wheel. ‘The coven won’t hesitate to attack if we don’t weigh anchor now.’ 
They couldn’t afford to let lightning strike them or the sea, as it would spread across the water and reach their ship. Seti’s expression turned serious. He wasn’t just River’s best friend anymore; he was the captain of this ship.
‘Yue, unfurl the sails as we practiced,’ Seti commanded, pointing to the rigging. ‘Lake, assist her and follow her lead.’ He then glanced at Svea. ‘You, hoist the anchor… Rosen, any chance you’d fancy being our lookout, up in the crow’s nest? I think you’d be good at it.’ Finally, he turned to River. ‘Help me take the steering wheel, I’ll show you how it works.’
Orders poured out of Seti’s mouth, and the group diligently followed each instruction. Soon, the ship was departing from the shore and heading towards the neighbouring island. At least that was the plan, but the lightning obstructed their path, diverting them into the open sea with no visible island. 
River stared at the stormy sky. ‘I don’t think the next island is far enough to satisfy Tünde.’ 
‘Tünde?’ Seti repeated, gripping the wheel to avoid another flash of lightning. 
River gestured towards the tempest above. ‘She’s the witch causing all this.’
‘Then she must be delightful,’ Seti said. ‘So, what do we do? This island was our safest option—we know people there.’ 
River shook her head. ‘It won’t be safe for anyone if I go there. I’d be putting everyone at risk… again.’ 
‘Well, I won’t leave you on your own either,’ Seti said. ‘Once was enough.’ 
River sighed, covering her face with her hands. She felt drained from the constant running and the weight of the decisions she had to make. She couldn’t keep endangering her own life and others’. She wished she could lie down on the deck and let events unfold on their own. Perhaps the storm would calm, the waves would carry them to a peaceful island, and the air would heal their wounds. Especially Rosen’s. River hoped that whatever happened, Rosen would be spared from further pain. She took a deep breath and lowered her hands. 
‘Captain Seti,’ River began. 
‘Wherever you’re heading with that idea, I’m already loving it,’ Seti interrupted, flashing her a smug smile. ‘Please, go on.’ 
‘—how about you take us on one of your adventures that you’ve often told me about? It’s now or never, isn’t it?’ 
Seti glanced at Yue, Svea, and Lake who struggled with the heavy cords he’d assigned them. ‘What about them?’
‘I’ll ask, but I think they’ll come.’ 
‘And Rosen?’ 
‘Rosen stays with me.’ 
‘Rosen stays with you?’ Seti repeated, a smirk playing on his lips. ‘Oh, so now we do like Rosen, huh? I always knew she was your type, but I didn’t know you had the charm to win her over.’ 
‘Focus on the sea,’ River said, wishing she could wipe the smugness off his face. ‘I’ll ask the others for their opinions.’ 
Releasing the wheel, she stumbled her way down to the lower deck. As she descended the final step, a bolt of lightning split the sky and struck the sea. The surge of electricity spread across the water and climbed onto their ship, searching for her. She watched as the water shimmered and a golden light bathed the deck, but just as it was about to reach her feet, the wave drew back, carrying the lightning away. 
‘What the hell was that?’ Svea said, gripping the railing as the ship rocked. ‘Are they attacking us?’ 
River struggled to regain her balance as another flash hit the sea. The electricity crackled over the waves, still looking for her. She held her breath, bracing for the impact, but this time it barely grazed the hull of their ship. 
They were now far out at sea, where Tünde’s magic couldn’t reach them any longer. The thunderous roar faded into the distance, and the lightning flashes became mere flickers on the horizon. 
‘Is it over?’ Svea asked as he rose to his feet. 
‘Seems like they can’t reach us anymore,’ Rosen said, going down the mast. ‘Are you alright?’ 
Svea mumbled a grumpy yes, but Rosen’s gaze was fixed on River. 
‘I’m okay,’ River whispered, taking Rosen’s hands and smiling. ‘We’re safe.’ 
Rosen pulled her close, the tip of her nose brushing against River’s cheek, trailing down to her jaw, until their mouths found each other. ‘We’re safe,’ she repeated against River’s lips. 
River melted into the kiss. It was soft, meaning you’re alive and I am too; meaning we have time to take it slow now. 
They held each other in a warm embrace, and over Rosen’s shoulder River watched the horizon with a heavy heart. The jagged mountains that floated on the sea had become a blur. The waves slowly eroded their home island until it vanished from the horizon, like footprints on the seashore as the tide rolled in. 
 
***
 
‘I’m still kinda annoyed I lost my heart for nothing.’ 
‘It wasn’t for nothing,’ Rosen said. ‘We wouldn’t have had a chance at escaping if we hadn’t staged your death… Who knows what might have happened to the rest of the island and your friends if we hadn’t taken that risk?’ 
‘But won’t I feel like a part of me is missing now that my heart stayed behind?’ River said. ‘How can I be certain that you received all of my soul and that there was nothing left in my heart?’
Rosen chuckled softly. ‘Your heart was merely a vessel, a shell for your soul.’ She placed her hand on River’s chest, over the scar. ‘Everything that makes you, you, is right here.’ 
Yue cleared her throat. ‘Forgive me for interrupting again, but I’m curious… How is it so simple to transfer souls? Wouldn’t all witches steal hearts to achieve immortality?’ 
Yue’s fascination with death was well-known, but she never failed to amaze River with her morbid questions. Out of the entire group, she’d been the most intrigued about this whole heart cutting situation. 
Rosen smiled. ‘I’m sure many witches would attempt it if it were that easy, but…’ She paused to stare into River’s eyes and continued, ‘One can only transfer their loving soul into a heart that loves them in return.’ 
River gasped. ‘Huh? But you never mentioned any of this to me.’ 
‘I didn’t want to embarrass you, or make you feel like you had to agree to something between us.’ 
River hid her flushed cheeks behind her hands. ‘So you knew how I felt before I even started to accept it.’ 
The rest of the group chuckled, their laughter a mere backdrop to the intensity between River and Rosen. They were lost in each other’s gaze, their eyes burning with longing. 
Rosen pulled River’s hands away from her face. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, intertwining their fingers. ‘But I must say that I will miss hearing the sound of your heartbeat, because now your  heart mostly sings like mine.’ 
River’s breath caught in her throat. Swallowing hard, she replied, ‘And I love knowing that wherever I go, I’ll always have a piece of you in my chest.’ 
They leant in, their blushing smiles drawing them closer like magnets. 
Seti pretended to gag. ‘Can you guys stop being so disgusting?’ 
River pulled back before she could meet Rosen’s lips. ‘Sorry,’ she said, trying to regain her composure. 
Seti grinned. ‘No, I’m sorry. I can’t help teasing you, after all these years of you doing it to me.’ 
River playfully pushed his shoulder. 
Taking a moment, River looked around at her friends, studying each of their faces. They all wore smiles, their relief evident. But it wasn’t all happiness. Their foreheads occasionally creased from the grief, and their tense shoulders never relaxed from the daunting future that lay ahead. They were a mismatched group of individuals, never meant to come together. Yet they’d defied the odds and made it through. Each of them had experienced loss, sacrifice, and injuries, but they were here now, united. River held onto that. 
She held onto them. 
Rosen’s concerned voice broke the moment, ‘There’s something I have to tell you… all of you.’ 
‘What is it?’ 
‘After everything we’ve been through together, you can trust us with anything,’ Seti said. 
‘There is a darkness within my bones—our bones,’ Rosen said, glancing at Lake. ‘Something that we cannot scrape out… Wherever we go, we’ll always bear Silva’s mark.’ 
River squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t say that, you’re free now—you took your heart back!’ 
‘But Lake couldn’t,’ Rosen said. ‘Silva consumed it before he could take it back, and she might still exert some sort of hold on me.’
‘The distance might put an end to the curse,’ Yue said. 
‘And there won’t be any more hearts to reap at the next first snow,’ River added. 
‘We can only hope,’ Rosen said.
 
***
 
River felt a familiar sense of wonder curl warmly in her chest as she gazed down at Rosen’s contented smile. The witch rested her head on River’s lap, eye closed, while River ran her fingers through her hair, relishing the softness of every curl. The lavender stems twirled and caressed her hand affectionately, and as the purple petals brushed against her skin, their enchanting fragrance filled the air. 
She was running through lavender fields. 
The touch brought comfort not only to Rosen but to River herself. Her mind drifted into a state of serenity that she could only find in Rosen’s presence. Yet even amidst this calm, she couldn’t fully silence the voices in her head. The loudest among them belonged to Vesna, haunting the depths of her mind whenever she closed her eyes. It reminded her of the suffering her friends had endured because of her, and the potential doom they faced by following her across the sea. At times, River questioned whether she should have gone her own way instead. 
A soft touch on her cheek interrupted River’s wandering thoughts. Startled, she emitted a quiet sound and met Rosen’s gaze. A feeling of guilt welled up in her gut as she realised that Rosen had sensed her inner turmoil, but it quickly dissipated when Rosen’s hand cupped her cheek. 
Time stood still as Rosen searched her eyes, a furrow forming on her brow at whatever she found there. With a deep sigh, she withdrew from River’s lap and sat up, leaving River missing the warmth on her lap and the touch of flowers against her palm. 
‘What troubles you?’
River shrugged. ‘Nothing… Everything?’ 
Rosen smiled. ‘I think I may have the remedy for that.’
‘If you can grow a magical plant that cures worries, you have the potential to start the most successful business in history.’ 
Rosen chuckled. ‘It’s no a plant, but it is quite magical.’ She leant in, her lips slightly parted. ‘You know what I mean?’
River hummed against Rosen’s lips, ‘I think I do.’ 
A strong gust of wind swept through, tangling their hair and drawing them closer as they kissed. Their mouths tasted of the salt from the sea and carried whispered promises. 
Rosen placed a peck at the corner of River’s lips, then another one near her chin, followed by a trail of kisses down her neck. 
River’s smile widened as she felt Rosen’s soft touches travelling across her skin. She’d never imagined happiness could be so effortless. Pulling Rosen’s face closer, their lips crashed together once more. Each subtle touch, gentle bite, and shared smile fuelled her desire for more—she’d never get enough of them. 
Rosen broke the kiss to catch her breath. 
‘I swear I feel flowers blooming on my lips every time you kiss me.’ 
River raised an eyebrow. ‘Does it mean I’m hurting you?’ 
‘Yes, but only when your lips part from mine.’ 
Seti’s groan echoed in the distance. ‘Yeah, you two will soon get chafed lips from all that kissing.’  
Rosen giggled and nestled her head into the crook of River’s neck. River inhaled the soothing scents of lavender as the flowers tickled her chin—she knew no better source of comfort. 
Yue walked across the deck until she stood before them. ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ she said, extending her closed hand to River, ‘but I found this in your old clothes while I was sorting them out.’ 
Yue uncurled her fingers just enough to shield the contents from the wind. Resting in her palm was a single stem of lavender.  
Rosen’s eye widened. ‘You kept it,’ she whispered. 
River held the stem of lavender before her eyes. How long ago had it been since Rosen had given it to her? Weeks? Months? The memories from that time felt like a distant dream, slipping through her fingers like grains of sand. The more she tried to recall, the more elusive they became. 
She touched the lavender stem as if it were a sacred amulet, and gently cradling it in her palm, she pressed it against her heart. She didn’t need its protection anymore; Rosen would be there to keep the nightmares at bay. 
Her crew of friends would be there to keep the ship sailing through deep blue oceans that stretched further than the eye could see, and under skies no silver wings cleaved. 
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