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The forest orchestrated a concert; the trunks cracked, the branches creaked, the wind sang, the silence hummed; the withered leaves fluttered to the ground; the snow on the forest floor lingered, muffling the hunter’s footsteps.
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Gillian
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November 2006

It snowed the night Gillian’s father was murdered.

The fine white blanket settled over the landscape in the early evening, silencing all the sounds of the forest.

The first thing she noticed when waking up that night was a whistling sound coming through her closed window.

Curious, she made her way from the bed to the window, rubbing her eyes as she opened it, allowing the frigid air to brush her face as she peered into the darkness.

Confused, she listened to a melodic, low-pitched whistle. In the corridor beyond her bedroom door, her mother muttered something to herself.

Gillian turned and flung open her door.

“Mom.”

Her mother stared at her, her eyes wide.

„He’s not here, Gill. Your dad isn’t here and...”

Her features had taken on a disturbing expression, and her face was strangely pale.

„Mom, what’s happening outside? I heard something and...”

Her mother gave her a warning look.

„Gill, whatever you do, don’t go outside.”

She ran down the stairs. Her serious tone left Gillian confused.

„Why not? Mom, why shouldn’t I...?”

But she was gone.

Gillian was just about to check if her brother Matt had woken up too when she heard a bloodcurdling scream.

Mom.

She ran down the stairs and out the back door of the kitchen. The lights from the house cast a dim glow on the snow. Her bare feet ran across it, but she hardly noticed the cold.

Through the fine curtain of snow, her mother knelt on the ground, her head bowed. Gillian ran to her, a lump forming in her throat.

Something was very wrong here. That’s when she saw him.

Her father lay motionless on the snow-covered ground. Someone had slit his throat; blood poured from the fresh wound.

Gillian stifled a scream.

Slowly, she placed a hand on her mother’s shoulder as she knelt in front of her father. Her body shook uncontrollably under her touch. As if awakening from a dream, Gillian’s mother looked into her daughter’s eyes.

„Go inside, Gill. Now!”

Her mother’s voice cut sharply through the night air, urgent, almost pleading. Gillian hesitated as she looked into her mother’s face. Tears ran down her cheeks.

„Go inside!” she cried desperately, her voice taking on a hysterical tone. „And hide!”

Gillian quickly turned and hurried back inside. She ran back upstairs into Matt’s room.

Panick-stricken, she looked around, but he was nowhere to be seen. Where could he be?

„Matt?” she whispered into the room.

Silence.

She flung open his closet and saw shirts and coats hanging untouched. He sometimes hid here when he was scared. But apart from his clothes, the closet was empty this time.

She knelt beside his bed and peered underneath.

„Matt?” she whispered.

She looked at the dusty shoeboxes. Nothing. No Matt.

She ran out of his room, flinging open every door and looking into every room, but he was nowhere to be found.

Where was he when she needed him?

She ran downstairs again.

From outside, she heard her mother crying as she bent over her father’s lifeless body. Ignoring her mother’s command, she ran outside.

When she was a few steps behind her mother again, she froze. Her mother had her back to her, swaying in front of his body, murmuring his name between sobs.

Her gaze fixed on the distance, Gillian ran past her. Her mother called out to her, but she ignored her cries.

Gillian’s legs moved in time with her heartbeat, and only then did she realize she was running. Her vision blurred. She saw a play of dark, black, and shadows before her eyes as she panted into the moonlit forest.

She didn’t know how long she ran, but she felt the cold digging into the soles of her feet like needles.

Her temples throbbed, a roar filled her head, swallowing all sound; it was so loud, yet carried no tone; it had a volume that combined screams, howls, laughter, and tears, and resulted to the extent of a scream in a dream from which there was no escape. Behind her eyes, she repeatedly saw her father lying in the snow; his pale face, while his blood formed a pool around him in the snow. His black hair clung to his temples. His eyes were closed. Red as blood, white as snow, black as ebony.
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Gillian’s bare feet struck the icy white. The intense throbbing in her head had completely taken over, drowning out all other sounds.

She heard her mother’s cries and screams, yet they didn’t quite reach her.

As soon as the stars above were obscured by the treetops, she transformed. She had done so many times before, but never had she longed for it as much as she did in this moment.

Her skin stretched, her bones cracked, her face lengthened, and she screamed in pain.

On paws, she ran deeper into the white forest until she could no longer hear the screams, and only the rustling of the snow-covered fir trees followed her.

He can’t be dead, she thought, he can’t be dead. She repeated this thought over and over, like a mantra in her mind, as if this would undo everything.

But she had seen his lifeless body in her mother’s arms. He had looked almost peaceful, his arms at his sides, palms facing upward. As if he had longed for death.

She screamed again, only this time the sound was a loud howl.

Her father always warned her against going out alone so late, afraid a hunter might catch her out here. One sharp shot and she’d be on the ground with no one in sight to help her. And no one would want to help her. She would no longer be a helpless girl then, but the great, sinister predator that laid dormant beneath her skin. How ironic her father’s death had awaited him behind their house, a place where they had always felt safe.

Had he known? She doubted he had suspected it. And yet—something about the whistling in the woods made her conclude that this hadn’t been a typical ambush. As if it had been planned. A burglar would have been clumsier, might have threatened him and then strangled him. This cut to his throat had been planned.

Her ribs ached, so she collapsed, exhausted, in a low cave. Here she would stay until this nightmare was over. Here she would wait until everything returned to normal, until she woke up and her father would call her stupid for having such bad dreams. That everything was okay. That death had taken pity on him tonight.
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Matt
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January 2012

Five years later
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I’m writing this so I don’t go crazy. It’s January 8th.

With my hands in my pockets, I searched the edge of the woods for my sister Gillian today, as I do every morning.

Is she okay? I worry about her.

I called her name again and again.

I stopped in the last few days because I know she can’t hear me. The snow lies thick behind the house and the woods that stretch for miles beyond, swallowing all my calls. But even if she could hear me, I don’t know if she would come. Why would she? To face reality? Nothing but sorrow would await her.

I considered transforming into a panther and searching the forest for her, but I don’t have the same experience with transforming as she does—I’m afraid my heightened senses would overwhelm me again, like they did the last time I transformed, when Dad held me in his arms, trying to comfort me. I know I wouldn’t be much help to her in that state.

There’s a new bouquet of flowers on Dad’s desk every week. I see it every time I walk down from my room to the kitchen. Mom doesn’t put them there anymore; our aunt does. Mom was placed in a nursing home by her sister a year after Dad died.

I still visit her, but my visits have become less frequent lately. We just don’t have anything left to say to each other. I’ve learned that sadness does that sometimes. Mom’s sister, Rose, and her daughter, Isabella, have moved in now. Rose is nice, but her pancakes aren’t as good as Mom’s, and she has this strange smell that only old people are supposed to have. Or maybe it was just a human scent that I can now perceive more clearly as I’ve grown older and my panther senses have heightened.

It’s now five years since I last saw my sister. Last week, I celebrated my sixteenth birthday. It was just Rose, Isabella, Anne-Marie, and Pierre, Isabella’s friends. We ate carrot cake. Afterward, Rose shared embarrassing stories about my childhood. About our childhood. Mine and Gillian’s.

When people ask us what happened to my sister, we say that she died that night with Dad, too. Rose knows Gillian could have transformed that night to hide in the woods. She’s known about our father’s panther bloodline since she was a teenager. But even she expressed doubts about whether Gillian was still alive; I don’t blame her for that—after all, it’s been five years since Gillian disappeared. Five years since that night. She could very well be dead.

But deep down, I know that isn’t true. Even when we were children, Gillian often transformed when overwhelmed and wanted peace from the world. And I’m also quite certain no one but me knows how strong her will is, like a fire in the dead of winter. She wouldn’t just die like that. She had to be out there. She once told me that only the trees could understand her. I told her many times this wasn’t true; I knew her—after all, she was my sister. Didn’t they say that siblings have, so to speak, magical abilities enabling them to sense each other’s feelings? Where are those abilities now, when I need them?

My voice is growing hoarse. I’ve been shouting her name over and over again these past few days; I am on the verge of giving up once more. A few nights ago, I thought I saw a fast-moving shadow, and I immediately got excited.

How stupid of me. I’m starting to see ghosts.

Matt

P.S. It’s morning now. I didn’t call for her today.
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Gillian
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December 2012

Eleven months later
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Snowflakes fell on the forest, already blanketed in white. Gillian knew it was almost Christmas as soon as she glanced from the edge of the woods toward the house and saw the twinkling garlands in the windows. The house stood still, enveloped in the thick snowfall, while warm light spilled from most of the windows—only her room was dark.

Fear and uncertainty overwhelmed her as she approached the house, which was ridiculous. This was her home. She had lived here for the first eleven years of her life. And yet, she felt like a stranger, here and in this human body. The icy cold stung her skin, but she welcomed it. It gave her the courage she lacked.

Hesitantly, she walked across the meadow. It was here that night where she had seen her father dead on the ground. Motionless, silent, his eyes closed. Beneath his head, a pool of blood on the white snow.

She forced herself to look away and kept walking.

Her feet felt strange and unusual. Her toes dug into the snow.

A yellow light shone through the back door. She raised her hand and knocked.

She listened intently.

Finally, she heard footsteps. A moment later, the door opened.

A boy her age, wearing a red sweater and dark pants, opened it.

Matt.

„Matt.”

His name felt strange in her mouth, as if her tongue was knotting itself with the sound.

„I...”

She struggled to form words again.

From inside, she heard cheerful Christmas music and the smell of cinnamon and sugar.

„Gillian,” he whispered.

His green eyes widened.

He looked older. More grown-up. His hair had grown longer and darker, and light, dark stubble had formed on his face like a shadow beneath his cheekbones. As she studied him, it occurred to her that she probably looked considerably older too. After all, years had passed. How many years, she didn’t dare ask. She knew it had been a long time.

„You’re alive.”

„Yes.”

The thought that he had doubted her being alive had never crossed her mind. Had he lived all these years believing she was dead?

Matt shook his head.

„I’m sorry, I... wait, I...”—he disappeared and returned from the kitchen with a blanket. It had belonged to her father. He draped it over her bare shoulders.

„Thank you.”

„I don’t know what... I...” he began again.

„I’m sorry,” she finally said.

He hugged her. It felt good, familiar, and she realized how much she had missed him.

For a moment, neither of them said anything.

Then Gillian heard a woman’s voice call out something in the house. She sounded familiar, but not like her mother.

Matt pulled away from her and stepped aside.

„Just a minute!” he called over his shoulder into the house.

He helped Gillian over the threshold. He furrowed his dark eyebrows as he studied her face. Surely, she looked terrible. Emaciated. Pale. Lifeless.

„Come in.”

Her gaze met his.

„Who...?”

He looked at her questioningly before he understood.

„Oh, right. That’s our aunt Rose. She lives with us now,” he explained, „as does her daughter, Isabella. Do you remember her? Isabella is our age.”

„No.”

He nodded, as if he had suspected as much.

„Okay. Go upstairs and I’ll talk to her.”

Gillian simply nodded. Her tongue was already heavy from speaking.

„I’ll be right there!” he replied over his shoulder.

He led her through the kitchen to the stairs.

On the first step, Gillian turned around.

„I...”

But the words caught in her throat, and no sound came out.

„Lie down,” he simply said before running back to the kitchen.

She heard the excited voices downstairs as she went upstairs. Then she heard Matt say, „No, you can’t see her now. She’s completely confused. I could see it in her eyes. She needs rest.”

She heard Rose protest a few more times before things quieted down a bit.

Lying on her bed, she listened to the sounds of the forest drifting in through her open window. Her room still smelled the same as it had before: of old books and the wooden wardrobe that occupied the wall beside her bed. She took a deep breath. She was home.
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A few hours later, she heard someone enter her room. It was dark, so she couldn’t see Matt right away. Her human eyesight was considerably worse than that of her panther’s.

She heard him close the door behind him.

„Matt.”

She sat up. There were so many things she wanted to say to him, but she didn’t know where to begin or if her vocal cords would even allow it.

He stood before her for a long time without saying a word. He was silent for so long that she thought he wasn’t going to say anything at all.

She looked up at him. There was a serious look in his eyes and a shadow across his face that hadn’t been there before. How much he had been through in the past few years?

Finally, he said, „You just disappeared.”

„I’m... I’m so sorry, Matt,” she whispered.

„You were gone for five years. We had a funeral for you.”

The number felt heavy on her chest. Five years. Five years she had missed. Five years of her human life simply wiped away. But would it have been a life after what had happened? Were they still a family? And where was Mom? Why wasn’t she here for Christmas? She had so many questions.

She pushed away the mental image of her mother and Matt at her grave as a priest spoke the last words. Had they really thought she was dead?

She looked at Matt and suddenly felt terribly sorry for him. Had he had to go through all of this alone?

„I’m so sorry.”

„Why did you run away?” he asked.

She didn’t know how to answer. Why hadn’t she waited for him back then? She knew they would have been stronger together, but something inside her had driven her to just run away, anywhere, just away from this house.

„Why?” he asked intently.

„I don’t know,” she said desperately, running a hand through her hair.

What could she possibly tell him? That she had abandoned him because she couldn’t bear it anymore? She realized she’d only thought of herself.

„Why, Gill? I was so worried. Damn it, Gillian.”

He sat down beside her on the bed and buried his face in his hands.

„It was so awful, Gillian,” he whispered finally.

„I’m sorry.”

She knew she was repeating herself, but she didn’t know what else to add. I regret it? Did she regret it?

„I hope you can forgive me,” she said instead.

He lifted his head.

„I always knew you weren’t dead,” he said, „not you.”

A weight lifted from her heart. At least that. At least something he hadn’t had to worry about.

„I was careful.”

„Dad always said we shouldn’t go out alone.”

She sighed, remembering his warnings.

„I know. But I couldn’t help it. It was all too much.”

He looked at her. She knew he understood why she had done it. But she wondered if he would have done the same if he had been in her shoes. If he had been the one to find her father dead on the ground that night. The question tormented her, because she knew he wouldn’t have left her. Not the way she had. Not for five years.

His eyes had taken on a glassy sheen.

„Please forgive me,” she whispered.

He looked at his hands.

„Why tonight?” he whispered. „Why did you come back?”

She was silent.

Finally, she said, „It was snowing, and I missed you.”

For days, she had felt the urge to be with him. She wondered if he had felt it too, like an invisible thread that had drawn her back to him.

She looked at him, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he stood up and turned away from her.

„You should sleep,” he said.

Then he was gone.
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The next morning, Gillian went downstairs to find Matt at the kitchen table. A woman in her thirties with brown hair was standing in the kitchen. That must be Rose. Her cousin Isabella was nowhere to be seen. Rose was scrambling raw eggs in a bowl when she spotted Gillian. Her eyes widened, and she dropped the ladle in shock.

Matt stood up and placed a hand on Rose’s arm.

„Stay calm, Rose. She’s okay.”

„Gillian,” she whispered.

„You must be Rose,” Gillian said.

Although she didn’t recognize Rose, she immediately recognized her as her mother’s sister. She had the same dark brown hair and light brown eyes. Like her mother, her lips were curved upwards in the shape of Cupid’s bow, and she had the same long, slender fingers, which trembled as they reached for the ladle on the floor.

„You’re alive,” Rose whispered.

Gillian looked down.

„Yes.”

„You...”

„She’s alive. She’s not hurt,” Matt interrupted Rose somewhat sharply.

Rose looked her up and down.

„You look so much like her,” she whispered.

Gillian saw a glint in her eyes.

She meant Mom.

„She does,” Matt said.

„Where—” she began, but Rose cut her off.

„She can’t see my sister,” she told Matt. „She wouldn’t be able to handle it. You have to talk to her first, break it to her slowly.”

„I know,” Matt said, his face turning serious.

„Why? Where is she?”

Gillian hadn’t gotten a chance to ask Matt about her mother yesterday before he stormed out of her room.

Matt and Rose exchanged a glance.

„She had to leave,” Matt said slowly.

Gillian frowned.

„Where to?”

Rose sobbed and clapped her hands over her mouth.

„What happened to her? What happened to Mom?” Gillian asked urgently, a bad feeling creeping over her.

„She... she’s in a care home,” Matt explained hesitantly, „for a while now. It’s not far from here, but you still shouldn’t go there for now.”

She looked at Matt and could see that shadow again that had fallen over his features last night.

„For how long?”

„Four years,” Matt said, biting his lip. „She’s mostly in a kind of trance. For the past year since...”

He looked down.

„Oh, she doesn’t know anything. She’s going to completely freak out, Matt. You can’t let that happen,” Rose said.

„I want to see her,” Gillian insisted.

She needed to see her mother. She needed to see how she was doing.

„It’s not that simple,” Matt said cautiously.

Rose shook her head, too.

„It would be too much for her,” she said.

„Rose...” Matt began.

„No!”

She squirmed forcefully out of his hand.

„I can’t do this,” she said, giving Gillian a sad look.

Although Gillian knew that Rose only wanted to protect her sister from unpleasant memories, she would stand her ground, even if it went against Rose’s wishes. She couldn’t forbid her from seeing her mother.

Matt continued to talk to Rose while Gillian stood before them, uncertain.

Finally, he glanced at Gillian.

„Sit down, Gill,” he said.

She sat down beneath Rose’s glazed eyes.

Gillian could barely remember the last time she had eaten breakfast at this table. The idea of ​​eating pancakes here seemed utterly absurd. In the forest, she had only hunted other animals and torn them to the bone.

„Mom will be able to handle seeing her. She’s stronger now, Rose,” Matt said soothingly.

But his words were of no use, because Rose stormed out of the kitchen as if fleeing from some terrifying monster, her face buried in her hands. At that moment, she seemed terribly young to Gillian.

Helplessly, she looked at Matt.

„She’ll be okay,” he said. „She’ll even be glad you’re back someday. She’s just a little confused. It’s all too much for her. Give her some time.”

And you? Will you be able to handle it?

Gillian nodded slowly, wondering why it hadn’t occurred to her that her return would reopen old wounds that had long since healed.

„Would you like some breakfast?” Matt asked her.

„Yes, please.”

She forced a smile.
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Gillian’s cousin Isabella and her friend Anne-Marie hopped across the river, stepping from stone to stone. Gillian had pulled her hood far over her face as she followed them with Matt in tow.

Isabella also wore a hood, with strands of brown hair peeking out from underneath. It surprised Gillian how different they looked despite being related: While Gillian had black hair, Isabella had long brown hair and eyes that seemed too big for her face. She was also shorter than Gillian, and her heart-shaped face gave her an almost childlike appearance.

Matt had said it would be good for Gillian to meet Isabella’s friends, since she hadn’t had any human contact for years. He had told Isabella that Gillian had stayed with an old friend during her disappearance and hadn’t contacted her because she was afraid of her father’s killer. Isabella knew nothing about Gillian’s or Matt’s panther-like nature, and that was how it should stay.

It surprised Gillian that Matt had managed to keep it a secret from her under the same roof. The panther was a part of her, something she couldn’t live without, and keeping this secret to herself in such close proximity seemed like a risky game.

Rose had also warned Gillian not to tell Isabella anything, and she had promised to keep it from her. Besides, Gillian didn’t even want to tell her. She didn’t trust her with such a big secret.

Gillian noticed Isabella sidelong glances now and then, which she didn’t find surprising. She looked completely exhausted; dark hollows surrounded her eyes, and bones protruded from her shoulders and arms. The transformation had consumed a lot of her energy, and it would take her several days to recover.

They arrived at a campfire where several people were already sitting around it.

Isabella gestured to Gillian.

“May I introduce to you? This is my cousin, Gillian.”

Gillian smiled.

“I’m very pleased to meet you all,” she said to the group.

Anne-Marie giggled, and Gillian blushed, realizing she’d said something wrong.

She felt like a neglected child in the woods with messy hair, who had just made contact with humans for the first time. And the comparison wasn’t even so far-fetched: she was neglected. She had been raised by the forest.

“We’re glad to make your acquaintance,” said a boy with blond hair, bowing.

Isabella playfully slapped him on the head.

“Stop that,” she told him.

Turning to Gillian, she said, „That was very polite.”

She winked at her.

Matt snorted softly as they sat down around the fire.

“You still have a lot to learn,” he told her.

Gillian’s body relaxed as the warmth of the alcohol she’d drunk from Isabella’s bottle soothed her and took its effect. This apparent absence of gravity slowly went to her head, encouraged by the heat of the fire. She began to understand why her father had occasionally enjoyed a glass of gin in the evenings. Life wasn’t so bad when her brain felt like cotton wool.

She watched Isabella and Anne-Marie whispering and giggling to each other. She vaguely remembered a time when she and Matt had been so close. Back then, they always used to steal the cookies from the kitchen and devour them behind the sofa until the sugar made their tongues tingle.

The memory made her cold heart beat faster, as if it was trying to melt the layer of ice on it.

“What are you thinking about?”

Looking at Matt, she noticed he was already watching her from the side.

Her father had always told her that her face spoke volumes when she was thinking. That she always looked like she’d immersed into her own world and forgot what was happening around her.

“How everything is different than before.”

“What did you expect, Gill?”

––––––––
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Sitting cross-legged, Isabella dealt the cards. The old-fashioned deck had the numbers printed on it in Roman numerals, while the paint chipped at the corners. Gillian was almost certain they once belonged to her father.

It had stopped snowing, and some bare patches had appeared on the forest floor. She wore one of Isabella’s wool trousers and one of her jackets.

Her eyes followed Isabella’s nimble, long fingers as she divided the cards into five piles. Red polish gleamed on her fingernails. In the light of the campfire around which they sat, the color looked warmer, almost a pale orange, and Gillian couldn’t help but think of a sour peach.

Matt had gone back home a while ago, but Gillian told him she could walk back with Isabella.

The tingling in her leg told her it had fallen asleep, and she writhed on the soft forest floor. The pine needles pressed into her palms, leaving star-shaped imprints, while the fire spread a warm, comforting feeling within her.

They had formed a circle around the fire. Gillian sat next to Isabella, who in turn sat next to Anne-Marie. The two boys, Iven and Nathan, sat opposite her, forming the end of the circle in front of the thicket. Gillian wondered how many times she had already run past this undergrowth as a panther, without realizing how close it was to humans. She had been lucky no one had seen her.

“Pierre!” Isabella called, her eyes fixed on the cards.

She adjusted the stacks and gestured that they could be taken.

The boy, whose name was Pierre, emerged from the undergrowth. He had been searching for branches for the fire. Gradually, the fire ignited before them, spraying sparks. He sat down with his legs spread wide between Anne-Marie and Nathan, the soles of his shoes facing the fire.

Gillian picked up her cards and scanned them. She had a good hand with two queens perched above her thumb. The two plump ladies’ faces smiled knowingly up at her, their blond hair shimmering silver in the dim light. She flicked the corner of a card back and forth with her index finger as the game began.

“Three kings.”

Isabella laid three cards face down on the ground.

Gillian’s gaze drifted to the two boys opposite her. If they didn’t move, Gillian thought, they would look almost lifeless, like stone statues—only their dark hair showed that they were alive.

All heads looked around expectantly. The hesitancy was palpable in the heated air. No one spoke up, and the tension continued to stretch like a taut band. Isabella’s self-assurance convinced them all to remain silent. That, or no one had more than a king.

In the second round, Anne-Marie made the mistake of hesitating as she laid down her cards. The tentative movement was barely perceptible as her fingers released the cards—but Nathan immediately exclaimed, “Bullshit!”

Anne-Marie shook her head. Not because he was wrong, but because she was annoyed. Nathan clapped his hands together.

“I knew it.”

He handed her the cards, and they continued playing.

Gillian quickly realized that, just like back then on the garden chairs, she wasn’t very good at the game. Especially now that she hadn’t practiced for years.

Iven placed his elbow on his knee and leaned forward so that his cigarette touched the flickering flames. After a few attempts, he lit the end and leaned back again. His lips formed around the thin piece of paper as he took the first drag of tobacco. He pulled on it a few times, and the end glowed yellow.

Then he exhaled a white cloud that mingled with the smoke from the fire.

Pierre bent his leg and laid down two cards.

“Three Queens.”

Gillian stared at the face-down cards. With a quick glance, she made sure she still had two of the same kind. The gold-clad sisters were partially obscured by their other cards, so she could only see a hint of their lips.

Pierre leaned back and brushed a strand of hair from his face, and for a moment his indifferent mask slipped. She watched him, knowing at the same time that no one had noticed. He reached for Anne-Marie, which made her giggle.

Gillian’s watchful gaze shifted from Pierre to Iven, whose face was barely visible in the darkness. The yellow flames illuminated the left side of his face, and for a moment it almost seemed to her that the flames were all around him, as if they were licking him and he was enjoying it.

There was a strange look in his eyes as he tilted his head to the side. The swirling smoke cast a languid veil over his features before fading into the dark blue sky above. His watchful gaze reminded Gillian of a snake about to strike—silent and cruel.

Gillian couldn’t tear her gaze away from him—the underlying horror in what she saw held her too tightly. It was the kind of insidious, dark thing that told you to take to your heels and run far, far away. If she were still a panther, she would have hissed.

Iven’s gaze tore away from Pierre and drifted up to the sky, where the treetops rustled. It seemed as if he were looking at something in his immediate vicinity, which none of them could see.

“Bullshit.”

The word rolled off his tongue, and he smiled.

His features showed satisfaction.

Pierre bit his lip. Slowly, he took the stack toward him as Nathan exclaimed in disbelief.

How had he known?

With a shrug, Pierre shook off his disappointment.

Instinctively, Gillian played with the corners of her cards, this time with those of the queens. They stared up at her mockingly, and she thought she could see in her grin the same menacing satisfaction she had seen in Iven’s face. She suddenly found it difficult to see their beauty.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 6


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


They quietly took off their shoes in the wardrobe. Isabella had warned Gillian that Rose had incredibly good hearing. Gillian untied her shoelaces, which had become tangled from walking through the undergrowth, and slipped out of her shoes. The cool wooden floor welcomed her.

The stairs creaked as they crept upstairs.

In Matt’s room, a light was still on beside his bed, but a quick glance told Gillian he was asleep. He had dozed off mid-reading: his open book rested on his stomach. His head was turned toward the darkened window, while his dark blue blanket hung from the bed.

Gillian snuck into his room and tucked him in. His face looked peaceful now that he was asleep.

She remembered his tormented expression two nights ago when he had sat beside her, from the pain he had carried with him all these years. She didn’t know if she could ever forget that look. As if she had betrayed him. And somehow, she felt like she had.

“Come out of there,” Isabella whispered behind her, “you’ll only wake him up.”

With difficulty, Gillian tore her gaze away from Matt and followed her as she slipped into Gillian’s room.

As she quietly closed the door behind them, Isabella collapsed onto her bed.

“That was nice. Don’t you think?” Isabella asked.

She laid on her stomach, while resting her head on her hands and looking up at Gillian. Her dark hair flowed from her raised shoulders onto the dark blue duvet. Gillian, who had been gazing out the window, turned to her.

“Yes. The fire was nice.”

“Wasn’t it?”

Isabella smiled.

„We haven’t actually done this in a while,” she said.

Gillian glanced at Isabella’s profile. She was just pulling out a small twig that had gotten caught in her hair.

“It’s been damn cold, though. You should be here when it’s summer.”

What did she mean by that? Did she think she was going to disappear again?

“I’m not going to disappear again, Isabella.”

She looked at Isabella, who rolled onto her back and studied her.

The panther inside her awakened.

While Gillian’s black hair almost seemed to melt into the fabric of her blanket, Isabella’s brown hair cascaded over the material like a waterfall. As Gillian watched Isabella stretch and expose her neck, she imagined grabbing Isabella’s protruding ankles and pulling her abruptly off the bed with a single, jerky movement.

It would be too easy. She would be completely at her mercy. Isabella’s body would initially resist her violence, her hands frantically grasping the fabric before she would have to give in. Her lower back would hit the hard floor with a dull thud. Finally, her head would follow.

Frightened, she would pull herself up onto the bed before running out of the room. The ensuing smell of blood would only make the panther in Gillian crave more.

“Run, girl, run.”

Gillian looked away, disgusted, trying to push the loud thoughts away. What an enigmatic, morbid place her mind was, whispering things she didn’t want to imagine. And yet, the strange images were there, lurking in her mind, created by her own imagination, bound by a perverse craving for violence. She wondered if Matt had such thoughts, or if he would be afraid of her if he knew what was going through her head. The panther was closer to her surface than she’d thought, and she couldn’t shake it off, no matter how hard she tried to act human.

“You should leave,” Gillian said.

She heard her own trembling voice break.

“Okay.”

She heard Isabella stand up behind her, while Gillian kept her eyes glued to the wall. She couldn’t look at her again. She was afraid of what her mind would conjure up.

Isabella quietly closed the door behind her.

Gillian’s fingers pressed against her temples, where she suspected that terrible whisper had originated.

Finally, she turned and walked into the bathroom, where she undressed.

In the shower, she turned up the heat and let the water run over the white tiles. Steam rose from the heated floor and filled every corner of the bathroom. The mist was already staining the mirror on the opposite wall, distorting her reflection.

She stretched out her arms and let the hot water cascade over her body. The water spread into the hollow of her collarbones and flowed down her arms, while the scent of smoke slowly seeped from her pores and rose with the hot steam. She thought of the boy’s sinister gaze and the lingering, malicious joy. A chill ran through her at the memory of his dark, gray eyes, which seemed to miss nothing.

It reminded her of something her father had once told her.

She had been reading a book in the living room when he came home. A slight breeze told her he had just walked through the door.

“Hello!” he called through the house.

“Dad,” Gillian said, looking up from her book.

“Hello, my love.”

He was wearing his black coat and was just taking off his leather gloves. A broad smile had been on his face.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m reading. The Lord of the Rings.”

He raised his eyebrows and placed the gloves on the coffee table before walking over to her.

“How lovely, my love. Do you understand everything?” he asked, looking at her suspiciously.

“Yes. It’s a little eerie, I think.”

He gazed at her lovingly.

“You don’t say.”

“Yes!”

“Don’t get lost in it, Gill,” he said, kissing her forehead.

She had smelled the forest on him. Pine trees.

“I’ll go find Mom, okay?”

“Okay.”

Gillian leaned back in the armchair, which was much too big for her.

“Don’t forget that cruelty is a characteristic of humanity,” her dad had said as he left the living room.

His voice echoed within her like a warning.

Gillian soaped herself and thought of his familiar voice. How she longed to go back to that day. How she longed to hear him say it again.

She stepped out of the shower.

The mirror was almost completely fogged up, and when Gillian’s gaze met her reflection, she thought she could see the evil he had spoken of back then reflected in her own eyes.

She had felt it then, the darkness festering inside her. She had been a beautiful young girl with long, midnight-black hair, eyes as green as the forest, and the slender figure of a young lady, but what lurked within her was something entirely different, something sinister.

What if the boy’s gaze wouldn’t leave her thoughts because she already knew it, had already seen it within herself?

Water dripped from her bare limbs to the ground.

With the look she returned in the mirror, a newborn fear overwhelmed her, one that made her search for help—yet the source of her fear resulting from his eyes, also resided within her. It was inside her, flowing through her, thus making her the girl with the violent thoughts.
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Gillian tried to keep her hair from tangling as she carefully removed the hair clip and set it on the nightstand.

She had applied blush to her cheeks for the church service she had attended with Matt, Rose, and Isabella. The women there had repeatedly remarked how much she resembled her mother when she was her age.

As Gillian looked at herself in the mirror, she noticed how the yellow glow of the bedside lamp made her dark hair shimmer. She wished she could have seen what her mother had looked like back then. All the photos of her in the house had disappeared, and Gillian wondered if Rose had had something to do with it.

Through the slightly ajar door, she heard Isabella's footsteps before she opened it wide.

“What a nice evening,” Isabella said cheerfully.

She glided across Gillian's room before collapsing onto her bed.

“It is,” Gillian agreed, pulling away from her reflection, in which she could see her mother more clearly than ever.

She involuntarily registered Isabella, who was studying her intently. She wore a short skirt and a sheer black top, through which her pale skin shimmered.

“What’s up?” Gillian asked, knowing she was up to something.

Isabella ran her fingers through her long hair.

“We’re going outside,” she said firmly.

Gillian gave her a questioning look.

“Now?”

“Yes, now,” Isabella said, sitting up.

“Rose—”

“My mom won’t notice anything,” she said, walking to the window before pushing it open.

“Out the window?”

“Of course, out the window. Is that a problem?” Isabella asked.

Gillian hesitated.

Of course, it wouldn’t be a problem for her. She had already jumped from greater heights without any trouble. But she didn’t want to make Rose angry. Hesitantly, she stepped next to Isabella.

“So?” Isabella asked impatiently.

“Okay,” Gillian finally said.

If she continued pacing restlessly around this house like a caged animal, she would soon go insane. The panther inside her cried out for freedom.

As she looked down, her eyes adjusted to the pitch-black darkness. It was about thirteen feet to the ground.

Gillian climbed onto the windowsill, took a deep breath, and jumped. She landed in the snow on slightly springy legs and arms. She was a wildcat through and through and therefore always landed on all four paws, even if this time they were in the form of hands and feet.

Isabella landed roughly beside her, and Gillian heard her curse softly.

As they crept around the perimeter of the house, Gillian looked up at Matt’s room. She didn't want him to find out how they had slipped out. She knew he worried about her—she could feel him watching her, as if she were about to collapse. As if she were about to vanish again.
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The guitar’s soft melody drifted through the woods, drawing her toward the light. A dozen people had settled down in the clearing.

Gillian first noticed the crate of beer nestled between two broad oak trees.

Some people had gathered around a large fire, chatting animatedly, while a few couples had retreated to stand at the edge.

As she stepped out of the shadows behind Isabella, she felt curious glances.

Involuntarily, Gillian recognized Pierre in the crowd.

„Ignore them,” Isabella said, noticing her unease.

Gillian lowered her gaze, her heart pounding in her ears as she realized the questions that awaited her.

Where have you been for five years?

Were you really there when your dad was murdered? Did you see the killer?

She couldn’t bear those questions right now. Not yet. She wasn’t ready.

She stopped and reached for Isabella’s arm.

„Hey, Isabella?”

„Yes?”

She looked at Gillian questioningly.

„I’m just going for a short walk, but I’ll be right back.”

„Are you sure?” Isabella asked. „You really shouldn’t be wandering around in the woods alone.”

Gillian gave her a calming smile.

„I can take care of myself,” she assured her. „I just need to collect my thoughts.”

Isabella nodded gravely.

“Alright. But keep your phone on.”

“Okay.”

As Gillian moved away from the crowd, the music faded until only darkness and silence surrounded her.

Would she ever be ready to answer these questions? Should she spend her whole life telling lie after lie? On the other hand, she had been quite good at it in the past. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t had to lie to humans. Her father had taught her that at a young age.

„Say as little as possible. Then steer the conversation back to them and see how quickly they forget what they even asked you.”

A light in the distance made her continue walking, at first the light was only about the size of her thumb, but it grew larger with every step.

When she was a few hundred feet away, she realized it was the light from the church. She must have taken a shortcut through the woods to get here.

Through the thick wooden doors, she could hear the choir inside as she walked up the stairs. Cautiously, she pushed it open and peered inside.

A flood of candlelight illuminated the altar with a yellowish glow. The choir stood behind it in white robes, while Pastor Steven conducted them. Individual people sat in the rows. Their heads looked frozen still in the dim light.

Gillian slipped through the crack and sat down in the last row. The organ music soothed her senses, and she leaned back with a sigh.

A loud clatter of a Bible made her look up. A boy in the front row, whom she hadn’t noticed earlier, stood up.

The choir continued hesitantly as Father Steven turned to him with a sigh.

Gillian could barely make out the priest’s aged eyes and the black hair curling around his ears in the dim light. However, the wrinkles on his face were clearly visible.

„You know, Father Steven, last night the devil whispered something to me. Do you want to know what he said to me?” said the boy.

A shocked murmur rippled through the crowd.

She froze.

The boy had turned his back on her, but she recognized the voice.

It was Iven.

„He told me he would never disappoint me like God did,” he said.

„Iven, if you continue to interrupt the evening service, I will have to ask you to leave,” Father Steven told him.

Gillian craned her neck for a better look at them. Iven was dressed in black against a sea of ​​white—the contrast was stark, even in the dim light.

„If there is such a thing as God, he will have to apologize to me,” he said, and Gillian could hear a smile in his voice.

„Iven,” said Father Steven, warningly.

For a moment, it seemed as if Iven were going to argue with him, then he bowed deeply before him.

„Of course, Father.”

When he turned, Gillian finally saw his face. Iven ignored the stares he received from the whispering people on the benches as he walked down the aisle.

Once he was next to her bench, she stood up and reached out her hand to him.

„Iven.”

He looked up, and for a moment she thought she saw a flicker in his eyes.

„All alone here?”

Although his words seemed innocent, his tone was anything but, and threatening.

„You seem upset. Are you okay?” Gillian asked.

„Go to hell.”

His words affected her more than she cared to admit as he walked past.

Father Steven leafed through his Bible and began to read the hymns. Gillian glanced at him one last time before following Iven outside.

„Hey!” she called out, „You can’t talk to me like that!”

The lights on either side of the entrance cast a soft glow on the steps, while the doorway remained shrouded in darkness.

The dim light obscured his figure as he continued to ignore her.

„Hey!”

Iven stopped in front of the stairs.

„I’m only being nice because you’re friends with Isabella. Don’t think that my friendliness extends beyond that,” Gillian warned.

He turned to face her.

„Yeah? Why don’t you run back to where you belong?” he said, shoving her shoulder back with his hand, causing her to stagger backward.

„Are you crazy?” Gillian protested.

Ignoring her outburst, he took another step toward her.

„What do you have against me?” Gillian demanded indignantly.

He narrowed his eyes.

„I don’t like it when other people stick their noses into things that are none of their business,” he hissed.

He had come closer now, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

„Trust me, I won’t. I am not one bit interested in you,” she said maliciously, disliking the tone in his voice. It matched the coldness in his gray eyes. She should have known he was nothing but trouble the first time she’d seen him.

„Fine.”

She glared up at him angrily. She knew he was trying to provoke her, and she felt how it worked. She wanted to bite his head off, but instead, she had to content herself with hissing furiously at him.

„Fine,” she said.

For a moment, he watched her, and she felt as if he were looking right through her. She felt the urge to cross her arms protectively in front of her chest.

He turned away and walked down the stairs.

„Did you really mean that? About God?”

He kept walking.

„If you truly believe in God, you should give him time to redeem himself for what he’s done to you.”

Enraged, he turned around and scrutinized her with dark eyes.

„What do you even know about redemption?”

His gaze was contemptuous, and Gillian’s blood began to boil. Every fiber of her being rebelled against him. Against his presence.

„You know nothing about me,” she finally hissed.

He moved closer to her, so that she could feel his hot breath on her face.

„Oh, I think I know enough.”

She didn’t know whether to hit him or run away. The spot on her left shoulder where he had pushed her felt burning hot.

Suddenly, Gillian’s phone vibrated.

She looked away from his face and took it out of her pocket.

Isabella had texted her. She tapped the screen, but her hands were shaking, and she struggled to enter the code.

Why did these devices have to be so damn complicated? Why did they have to have a code?

„Damn it.”

„Having trouble with your phone?” he asked, tilting his head.

She shot him a dirty look.

Finally, she found Isabella’s number and tapped it. She raised the phone to her ear and brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face. Annoyed, she realized she was still trembling.

„Hello?! Where—you? Are you coming back? We’re leaving in half an hour!” Gillian heard.

She nodded.

When she realized Isabella couldn’t see her, she said, „I’m on my way.”

She ended the call, her gaze fixed on Iven’s face.

„You should go back to Isabella, not wander around out here alone.”

„Don’t tell me what to do,” Gillian replied.

His lips curved into a smile.

„Okay, Gillian.”

Then he walked down the stairs and disappeared.
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Gillian was in her father’s office, where she rummaged through his belongings.

It had been a week since she’d returned. Rose had grounded her, though Gillian believed she only wanted to make sure she didn’t visit her mother. Not until they knew how she would react to Gillian’s return.

She looked around. She knew this room would bring back memories she’d been trying to suppress since her return. Her gaze swept over the dusty possessions, and she knew that as soon as she looked around, the past would catch up with her faster than she wanted. But the fragments of the past she could still remember weren’t enough anymore; she needed answers about what had happened.

In the top drawer of his desk were only a few yellowed documents, which she quickly put away.

She let her gaze wander around the room. His diplomas hung on the walls. The left wall of the office was occupied by a wide shelf in which hundreds of books sat gathering dust. 

She pulled one out. She read The Life and Letters of Charles Darwin. She remembered how her father had often kept it open on his desk. He had often read aloud to Matt and her from Darwin's On the Origin of Species: By Natural Selection. She opened the book when she heard a knock.

When she looked up, Matt was just entering.

„Anything good?” he asked.

She closed the book.

„This whole room is full of memories.”

Matt sighed and leaned against the doorframe.

„It is.”

„Do you remember when he used to read to us from this?” she asked, holding the book up in her hands.

Matt nodded.

„He especially liked that one,” he said.

She nodded, lost in thought. As a child, she had been fascinated by it, but now she found it almost bizarre that he had chosen this book to read aloud to them.

„You can learn a lot about a person from their books, don’t you think?”

He nodded.

„That may be. Dad was an interesting man.”

Gillian put the book back in its place. Her fingers rested on the spine as she said, „I miss him.”

She heard Matt sigh.

„Me too,” he murmured finally.

„He was a good dad,” she said.

She wished that she could ask her father about that book again. His eyes had always sparkled when he talked about it. She wished she could ask him how she should go on living. She wished he were here and would hold her. She wished she could ask him what should happen after he died.

„Matt?”

She looked up.

„What will happen next?”

He stepped into the office. His gaze scrutinized her with concern as he reached for her arm.

„You’ll find yourself here again, Gill. You were a whole person here.”
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„It was just a dream, darling.”

Gillian could hear her father’s voice through the door.

She slowly pushed it open a little. Her father was sitting beside her mother in bed, stroking her beautiful, thin hair, just as her mother had always stroked Gillian’s raven-black hair, while he rocked her as best he could.

„No, no, no,” her mother whined. Gillian heard the rapid thumping of her mother’s heart.

Once her mother spied her through the crack, she opened her eyes in shock. Shrieking in panic, she struggled to free herself from her husband’s grasp.

„They’re coming! No, they’re coming!” she repeated again and again, „They’re coming!”

Seeking help, she looked up at Gillian’s father, who was gazing at her with profound sadness.

„Sweetie, it’s just Matt and Gillian. The children.”

“No, no, no. They’re monsters!” her mother screamed, pushing herself away from his chest.

„Mom? Did you have a dream?”

Her mother waved the blanket wildly before throwing it away.

Sweat beaded on her forehead. She held her hands in front of her face, and Gillian realized she wanted to protect her eyes from her. She didn’t want to see Gillian.

„Dad? Why is Mom’s heart beating so fast?”

Gillian’s hand rested on the doorknob, unsure whether to enter the room. She didn’t know what was wrong, but she sensed it had something to do with her.

„Shhh, Gillian.”

Her father’s stern look told her she’d said something wrong. Gillian didn’t yet know that a normal person shouldn’t be able to hear such things, let alone say them.

„Mom?”

With wide eyes, she looked at her mother, who returned her gaze in panic.

What’s wrong with her?

Suddenly, her mother jumped out of bed and dashed into the bathroom. She locked the door twice behind her.

Gillian heard her crying until her sobs were dry and scratchy. She ran to the door and leaned against it.

„Mom?”

Silence.

Then more sobbing.

Finally, her father sighed and pulled her away from the door.

Gillian woke up gasping for breath, thinking she could still hear her mother sobbing from her memory. She had been the monster under the bed that her mother had been afraid of.
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