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The castle was cloaked in the purple glow of sunset, casting long shadows down the stone corridors. Snow White had spent five years serving within those cold walls, and though she was not the youngest maiden in the palace, her beauty had not gone unnoticed. Her skin was white as porcelain, her red hair burned beneath the light of the candelabras, and her violet eyes were as strange as they were hypnotic.

From high in her tower, the Witch watched her with a mixture of fascination and envy. For centuries, she had been the most beautiful woman in the kingdom. But the years, while they had not stolen her power, had indeed worn away at her appearance. Her skin was no longer as smooth, her hair was beginning to dull, and though her face still held an inhuman elegance, youth was slowly abandoning her.

Uneasy, she went to her mirror. But this was no simple object of glass and metal; it was an ancient entity, a chained demon that fed on human vanity and cruelty.

“Tell me, mirror of mine... how can I reclaim what time steals from me?” the Witch whispered, her sharp fingers sliding over the surface, black as the abyss.

The shadow within the mirror vibrated, its voice echoing from afar, seductive and venomous all at once.

“Your beauty has not vanished, my queen... it only needs to be fed. The flesh of youth is the secret to immortality, and there is no purer soul in this castle than Snow White.”

A chill ran down the Witch’s spine. She had tasted the blood of her rivals before, had drunk the essence of young maidens to prolong her reign, but never had she felt the need with such urgency. Snow White was not just any young woman: her skin looked as if made of alabaster, her scent was sweet and tempting, and her flesh... her flesh would surely be exquisite.

“You must consume her,” the mirror whispered, its voice thick with hunger and desire. “Only then will you reclaim what is yours.”

The Witch closed her eyes. The idea disgusted and tempted her in equal measure. To kill, to devour, to absorb the life of another... it was nothing new to her. But Snow White... her very presence unsettled her. Still, the demon was right: it had to be done. And if she was to devour Snow White, she would not do it in just any fashion.

She was not some common murderer; she would not tear her apart like a vulgar peasant. She needed a butcher. A professional who knew how to cut the flesh, how to prepare it, how to make every piece ready to be cooked or consumed raw.

The Witch smiled to herself. This would not be a murder. It would be a feast.

The mercenary arrived at the castle as night fell, covered in a cloak of furs, the stench of blood still clinging to his leather gloves. The Witch awaited him in the throne room, where the only light came from flickering torches and the glow of the mirror, whose shadows seemed to move of their own accord.

“I have heard of your skill,” the Witch said, her voice raspy as dry branches. “I need you to hunt something very special for me.”

The mercenary, a man with a hardened face and hands weathered by years of hunting, smiled wryly. He had killed deer, wolves, and even men for a price. What could be so difficult for someone like him?

“What do you desire, my lady?” he asked, bowing his head with calculated courtesy.

“I want the flesh of a young woman,” the Witch whispered, drawing near with a glacial smile. “I want you to prepare her as you would an animal. Her meat, ready to be consumed.”

The huntsman did not flinch. It was not the first time someone had asked something so abominable of him. In times of famine, the rich could afford... eccentricities. And he was only doing his job.

“And who is my prey?”

The Witch turned to the mirror, and the figure of Snow White appeared in the glass. A young woman with skin as pale as the moon, red hair falling in waves over her shoulders, and violet eyes full of a contained sadness.

“She is just a servant,” the Witch said with disdain. “An orphan with no one to miss her. She is used to scarcity, to servitude... She often ventures into the forest alone, searching for food. It will not be difficult to catch her.”

The huntsman observed the image carefully. He had hunted more difficult prey. With a little patience, good bait, and the right blade, this task would be simple.

Meanwhile, Snow White ventured into the forest, a wicker basket in her hand. She knew she shouldn't stray too far, but hunger forced her to ignore the danger. The berries grew in the farthest reaches, where the trees were taller and the ground was covered in damp moss.

Since she was a child, she had learned to move with stealth, to make no noise when the branches snapped under her feet. The Witch's castle was not a home; it was a prison from which she could only escape in these brief moments when she was allowed out to gather fruit.

***
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THE SUN WAS STILL BRIGHT on the horizon when Snow White decided it was a good time to venture into the forest for fruit. She did not have much free time, and when she did, she spent it finding something to fill her stomach. She was not a lady, just another servant in the Lady's castle, a maiden barely fed and treated little better than a slave. She was not the only one; many orphans like her shared the same fate.

But at least she was not alone. Her best friend, the only person she trusted, always accompanied her when they could slip away together. They were not sisters by blood, but in spirit, united by need and companionship in a cruel life. They walked together, laughing softly, relieved to breathe fresh air outside the castle walls.

Before leaving, as always, they were searched by the guards. The procedure was humiliating. The soldiers never limited themselves to a simple inspection; their hands roamed more than necessary, sliding their rough fingers over their bodies with brazenness. Both girls endured it in silence, knowing any resistance would only worsen the situation. In the end, as was custom, they were sent on their way with a final slap on the buttocks, a reminder of their powerlessness. Snow White gritted her teeth, and her friend took her hand to calm her.

As they crossed the gate, they noticed a figure watching them from the top of the watchtower. The Lady of the Castle, the witch. A woman of imposing beauty, whose presence generated a mix of admiration and terror. Her cold eyes followed them from on high, like a predator sizing up its prey. Snow White and her friend lowered their gazes and quickened their pace, wishing the lady of the castle had not found anything in them to awaken her interest.

“Be back by nine tonight!” one of the guards shouted after them.

The girls nodded and disappeared among the trees, feeling that, for a few hours at least, they could pretend they were free.

They moved away from the castle with hurried steps, casting nervous glances over their shoulders. Only when the stone walls were far enough behind them did they whisper the first jokes about the Lady of the Castle.

“Did you see how she was watching us from the tower?” Snow White’s friend said, feigning a shiver. “Maybe she was deciding which of us to boil in her cauldron first.”

Snow White laughed, but her laughter soon faded. No matter how they tried to joke, the fear remained. The Lady was not only beautiful, but terrifying. With her skin so pale it looked like marble and her eyes dark as the void, she seemed like a statue animated by a supernatural force.

“They say she’s not the one in charge of the castle,” her friend murmured, lowering her voice. “That it’s the mirror.”

Snow White sighed, used to those stories.

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s true,” her friend insisted. “They say there’s something inside the mirror, something that forces her to do horrible things.”

Snow White shook her head, but she couldn't ignore the feeling that, if those stories were true, the world they lived in would be even crueler than it already was. And that was too terrifying to think about.

She preferred to change the subject.

“Let’s talk about something nice. Let’s talk about love.”

Her friend snorted with a bitter smile.

“What love? At our age, we should already be married, shouldn't we?” She hugged her shoulders, pensive. “We know girls of thirteen or fifteen who already have children. And some at sixteen who are already widows and on their second marriage.”

Snow White looked down. Orphans like them were not seen as good wives. No one wanted to marry a servant with no dowry or family name.

“We still have time,” Snow White said with a hint of hope. “Maybe there is someone for us. We don’t dream of a big wedding, just a simple ceremony in the forest.”

They fell silent, imagining, for an instant, a different life. A life where they were free.

But fate had other plans.

The two wandered the forest with the familiarity of those who have learned to survive in it. They soon found a patch of blueberry bushes, heavy with ripe fruit. They knelt among the thorny branches, plucking the berries and dropping them into one of their baskets. Their fingers stained a purplish-blue, and, between laughs, they painted their lips with the juice, joking about how they would look if they were ever ladies of the nobility.

Afterward, they continued to the old apple tree. Its branches, increasingly bare for the season, still offered a few apples high up. Snow White climbed with the ease of one accustomed to hunger and need, tossing the fruits down to her friend, who caught them with fumbling and laughter.

When they had gathered enough, they settled under the tree's shade to eat. They talked of trivial things: what they would do if they were free, what it would be like to live without fear, if they would ever find someone to truly love them.

Then, her friend shuddered.

She dropped the apple from her fingers and brought a trembling hand to her chest. A red stain began to spread across her blouse. Snow White watched in horror as the tip of an arrow protruded from her back.

“What... what is this?” the girl stammered, her voice trembling.

There was no time to react. A second later, a dull impact pierced Snow White’s back. She felt a searing heat spread from her side. Her mouth opened in a scream that never came out. Another arrow pierced her shoulder, pinning her against the tree trunk.

The baskets fell to the ground. The berries rolled among the dry leaves.

The forest fell silent.

Heavy footsteps crunched on the leaf litter. From between the trees, a figure emerged. It was a tall man, in hardened leather clothes and with a merciless gaze. In his hand, he held a bow, and on his back, he carried a half-empty quiver.

Snow White tried to move, but the pain immobilized her.

The huntsman observed her with indifference before raising his fist and striking her on the temple.

Everything went black.

Snow White awoke to the smell of smoke and burnt meat filling her lungs. Pain shot through her in waves, and her entire body trembled as she tried to move. Her mouth was dry, her head heavy, and something hot and sticky ran down her back.

She blinked, trying to focus. Then she saw him.

The mercenary was crouched by the fire, his knife gliding with precision over a piece of red, damp meat. His skin glistened in the reflection of the flames. On a makeshift iron grill, pieces sizzled, giving off a sweet, nauseating aroma.

Further on, next to the fire, was her friend’s head.

The head, eyes open to the void, lips parted as if still wanting to say something.

Snow White felt fear freeze her from within, like an icy claw gripping her chest. Her hands trembled, her legs refused to move. For an instant, she became part of the scene: another motionless prey, awaiting her turn.

The crackling of the wood pulled her from her trance.

A tremor ran down her spine, instinct roared within her, and before she could think, she leaped to her feet. The movement was a stab of pain: the arrows were still embedded in her body, one in her side, another in her shoulder. But the fear was stronger.

She ran.

She threw herself into the trees, pushing branches aside, tripping over hidden roots. Her lungs burned, but she did not stop.

Behind her, the mercenary rose with a curse and broke into a run after her.

“You can't run forever, girl!” he roared.

But Snow White was an orphan. And if an orphan knew how to do one thing, it was run for her life.

She slipped through the undergrowth, slid under fallen logs, climbed a slippery slope covered in wet leaves. Every time her body threatened to fail, she forced herself to continue. If she fell, he would catch her. And if he caught her, she would end up like her friend.

The mercenary searched for her all night. His steps echoed among the trees, his dark silhouette moved with cruel patience, his voice boomed in the thicket.

But Snow White kept running.

And as the moon began to fade on the horizon, she realized she didn't recognize the forest. She didn't know where she was. She had never gone so far, never strayed so far from the castle, or the kingdom.

She was alone. But she was alive.

***
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SNOW WHITE STAGGERED through the forest, her strength waning with every step. Her body burned with fever, pain throbbed in her wounds, and blood soaked her dress in dark, sticky patches. Sweat ran down her forehead, but the night air chilled her skin.

Then she heard it.

A constant murmur, an invisible current winding through the darkness. Water. A river.

She turned her head in all directions but saw no riverbed between the trees. Yet, the sound was there, like a persistent whisper calling to her.

She let herself fall beneath a large tree, resting her back against the rough trunk. Her chest heaved in ragged gasps. The night seemed endless.

“Please...” she whispered, her voice broken. “Let him leave me alone...”

She didn't know who she was praying to. To the forest gods. To her dead mother. To no one in particular.

She thought about pulling out the arrows, but fear paralyzed her. What if she bled to death? What if she made the wounds worse? Her skin trembled with exhaustion, and doubt settled in her chest. Could she really survive?

A sound tore through the silence.

A long, chilling whistle.

Her heart stopped for an instant.

She looked up, and there he was.

The mercenary watched her from a high branch, a twisted smile on his shadowed face. Before she could react, his arm moved in a flash of steel.

The dagger flew through the darkness and sank into her stomach.

The impact tore a scream from her.

Snow White doubled over in pain, her hands clutching the dagger. Her breath became a ragged gasp, her vision blurred. But adrenaline roared in her veins, forcing her to move.

With an uncontrollable tremor, she pulled out the dagger and threw it far.

The mercenary leaped down, his dark figure advancing toward her.

Snow White staggered backward, stumbling through the undergrowth. And then she saw it.

The river.

It was closer than she had imagined. But it wasn't a calm stream: it was a dark chasm roaring beneath her feet. A cliff.

The water crashed against the rocks in a furious whirlpool.

Her thoughts swirled in her mind. Is it deep enough? Will I survive the fall?

I don't know how to swim.

The whistle of an arrow cut the air.

The pain exploded in her left leg.

She didn't have to think anymore.

The world spun around her as her foot slipped on the wet rock. She felt the void swallow her, the air whistling in her ears.

And then, the darkness of the water enveloped her.

The world seemed to stop in those seconds of freefall. Her body spun in the air, and from that height, she glimpsed the forest stretching out like a dark sea, with the mountains silhouetted against a sky stained blue and black. It was an instant of strange calm before the impact.

The water received her like a wall of ice.

Her legs were the first to sink, and then her whole body plunged into the liquid darkness. The cold tore the breath from her lungs, as if the river had bitten her with invisible teeth.

The current seized her instantly.

She tried to swim, but her wounded arms and legs did not respond. The water dragged her with implacable force, spinning her and throwing her as if she were a simple fallen branch.

Every time she tried to lift her head to breathe, the river smashed her against the submerged rocks. One after another.

An impact in her side ripped a muffled groan from her. Then, another rock tore open her arm. The murky water spun around her like a hungry beast, stripping her of all resistance.

Her vision blurred.

The shadows closed in on her.

And then, the darkness claimed her completely.

​
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THE SEVEN BROTHERS lived at the foot of the Iron-Bone Mountain, where the clang of hammered metal and the grinding of rock were part of the very air they breathed. They were miners and blacksmiths, not by ambition, but by birthright.

Their mother, daughter of a master blacksmith, taught them to forge from an early age, and their father, a man as hard as stone, showed them the secrets of the vein: how to listen to the mountain and wrest its iron heart from its grasp.

But they both died years ago, consumed by a disease that blackened the lungs and left their bodies cold as slag. There was no time for mourning. The forge could not fall silent, and the mountain would not wait.

Till, the eldest, twenty-four years old, with a back as broad as the forge door. Since their parents’ death, he had stepped into the role of leader without complaint. He was a man of few words, but when he spoke, his brothers fell in line. Richard, the second, even stronger than Till, was also tight-lipped, and always seemed ready for anything: one hand on the hammer and the other hovering near the knife at his belt, just in case. Paul, the third, was quiet, patient, and meticulous; his hands forged hinges, locks, and swords with a precision the others silently revered. Oliver, the fourth, was the most whimsical: he sometimes carved figures into the knife handles or murmured verses he invented while stoking the embers. Christoph and Christian, the fifth and sixth, were two sides of the same anvil strike: inseparable, coordinated, able to understand each other without a word passing between them. And Grimm, the youngest, barely fifteen, already hauled iron like the rest and had fingers hardened by labor, but his eyes... his eyes still held the restless glint of someone who hadn't entirely resigned himself to the world he’d been handed.

At first, they tried to divide their labor. Some in the smithy, others in the mine. But the routine quickly fractured. The forge without the rhythm of all seven was slower, and the mine without their seven shadows seemed deeper and crueler. They discovered, almost without speaking of it, that they worked better together. One day they spent forging swords, horseshoes, nails, locks, and everything the villagers or travelers needed. The next day, they descended into the mine, where torches illuminated their silhouettes among the mineral veins and the dust covered their faces like a second skin.

They were brothers bound by blood and iron. They knew no other way to live. And though their bodies grew tougher each day, there was a spark in them that never faded, like the forge fire that kept burning, night after night. Unbeknownst to them, their lives were about to intertwine with a destiny darker than the chimney soot.

***


    
      [image: ]
    

  

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE days when autumn seemed to refuse to die. The sun blazed overhead, and the wind barely stirred, allowing the heat to accumulate like a suffocating blanket over the valley. The seven brothers had decided to go to the mine, as they did every other day, but before descending into the mountain’s belly, they stopped by the river to fill their six large water vessels.

These were forged iron pots, heavy even when empty, but necessary. Deep in the mine, the air became dense and hot, and more than once one of them had felt the dizzying rush of fainting brush the back of his neck. Christoph submerged the vessels while Richard and Paul checked the ropes and tools. Till, arms crossed, scanned the sky, as if he could predict how much longer this oppressive autumn would last.

“This year is breaking our backs,” Christian grumbled, wiping the sweat from his brow with his forearm.

“We could try our luck as bandits,” Oliver said with a half-smile. “We wait by the road, ask nicely for a coin, and if they refuse...”

“An arrow in the skull!” Grimm finished, affecting the gravelly voice of a seasoned brigand.

Everyone laughed, though the laughter was short-lived. The idea, though spoken in jest, had begun to take root with every month of poor pay, every worn-out tool, and every night of stale bread.

“Or we could just become farmers,” Paul said listlessly. “At least then they bury you when you starve to death.”

The conversation was the same as always: a mix of sarcasm and exhaustion. But then, Grimm froze. He set down the vessel he was holding, narrowed his eyes, and stepped toward the water’s edge.

“What is it?” Christian asked, noticing the change in his expression.

Grimm didn’t answer at first. He pointed to the far side of the river, where large stones gently broke the current. “Over there,” he muttered. “Do you see it?”

The others followed his gaze, but only he seemed to see anything clearly. He took a couple more steps, as if the river might speak to him, and leaned forward.

“It looks... it looks like a body,” he finally said, and all trace of jest had vanished from his voice.

The water in that part of the river flowed slower, as if honoring a secret. What floated near the rocks looked like a sheen of coppery hair, a figure trapped between the current and the stone. A chill shot through Grimm. He dropped the rope he held, kicked off his shoes without a second thought, and plunged into the water.

“Where in the hell are you going, Grimm?!” Till roared from the bank.

“Get back here, you idiot!” Paul shouted, frowning with the rope raised as if he could throw it.

But Grimm didn’t answer. He swam hard, his arms cutting the water like desperate oars. The river was colder than he remembered, but that didn't stop him. When he reached the other side, the stones were slippery and dug into his feet, but what he saw made him forget the pain.

A woman. Not an old hag, not a child. A girl. She floated face down, wedged between the rocks, her long, red hair undulating beneath the water like burning seaweed. He took her carefully and turned her over. Her face was swollen and bruised, covered in scratches and dirt. Her lower lip was split. Worse still: she had a broken arrow embedded in her back and another in her shoulder. The wounds were filthy and badly bruised. But her chest... her chest was still.

Grimm didn’t think. He cradled her inert body in his arms, shocked by how light she felt. He recrossed the river, moving slower now, clumsier because of the weight and the water dragging at his trousers. The brothers ran to meet him.

“Is she alive?” Christian asked, kneeling beside her.

“She’s not breathing,” Richard murmured, pressing a trembling hand to her neck.

“Gods...” Oliver whispered, looking away. “She’s dead.”

The silence that followed was dense as a damp blanket. Christoph sighed deeply.

“Then we have to bury her.”

The decision was quick, almost automatic. They found a spot beneath a tall tree, where the earth was soft from the shade and dampness. Digging was easy; she was thin, so thin that one of them remarked she looked like she hadn’t eaten in weeks. As they threw shovelfuls of dirt, the murmurs began.

“Who would do something like this?” Paul asked.

“Most likely someone tried to have their way with her,” Till insinuated bitterly. “And she fought back.”

“But... she managed to escape,” Grimm seconded, still gazing at her.

They all knew such things were common. That orphaned and solitary women were easy prey for men with power or weapons. And that when they refused to submit, they were hunted like animals.

They didn’t want to think about it anymore. When they finished digging, they carefully lowered her, wrapped in a piece of blanket. Grimm was the last to let go. He watched her face, now covered in shadow, and felt something wrench in his chest.

Richard was the first to shovel dirt onto her.

Then, just as the second shower of dirt fell upon her face, the girl bolted upright.

The brothers screamed and instantly backed away, some stumbling, others raising tools as if facing a ghost. The girl’s eyes were wide, wild. She was breathing with difficulty, gasping as if emerging from a deep well. Her body trembled, and blood began to seep from her open wounds. She said nothing. She only stared at them. And in that gaze, there was nothing remotely human. Only fear... and hunger.

Perhaps she hadn't returned from the dead.

Perhaps she had never left.

“W-what am I doing here?” the young woman murmured, brushing the dirt from her face with trembling hands.

The seven brothers were paralyzed. One second before they believed they were burying a corpse, and now the girl was speaking to them from inside the grave. Grimm was the first to react, and Richard was right behind him. They both jumped into the hole without hesitation and helped her out with utmost care. Her body shook from the cold, the pain, the trauma... none of them could be sure.

Back on the surface, swaying and still looking right through them, the girl said in a soft, broken voice:

“Can you... help me get these arrows out? They hurt... they hurt so badly.”

Till, the eldest brother, didn’t wait for anyone to suggest a course of action. He stepped forward, approached her decisively, and lifted her into his arms as if she weighed nothing.

“To the cabin. Now,” he ordered.

No one argued. They walked fast, almost running, over roots and stones, carefully carrying the red-haired young woman. Her feet hung lifelessly, leaving a faint trail of dried blood and river water.

Arriving at the cabin, Till kicked the door open. It was a rustic but sturdy structure: stone, dark wood, the constant scent of hot metal permeating the air. The iron jars they had prepared that morning were still on the table. They were thrown to the floor without a thought to clear the space.

“Here,” Till said, gently laying her down on the cracked wooden table.

“Now what?” Paul asked, frowning.

“We can’t leave the arrows in,” Oliver said, uncertain. “But if we take them out wrong, she’ll bleed out...”

They all turned simultaneously to Christian.

The sixth brother had the most serene face of them all. Quiet, observant, accustomed to improvising among broken bones, burns, and mine cuts. He knew what needed to be done.

“Bring alcohol,” he said in a firm voice. “From the special reserve. The strongest we have.”

“The party stuff?” Grimm asked, incredulous.

“That’s the one. And heat three iron spikes. Get them white-hot (more common than al rojo vivo).”

“White-hot iron? Are you mad?” Christoph murmured.

Christian didn't blink. “Alcohol, iron, and fire. There is no better way to seal a wound. If you want her to live... do it now.”

Silence fell. Snow White was barely breathing, but she could still hear them. She gritted her teeth when she felt one of them removing her shoe to examine the arrow embedded in her leg.

Grimm returned with the bottle. Richard already had the pincers ready. Paul put the iron spikes into the forge, and the incandescent red quickly appeared.

One wound at a time.

Christian repeated the words in his mind as he cleaned the blood around the girl’s shoulder. The first arrow was deeply embedded, but it hadn’t hit bone. That was good luck... if luck could be mentioned in the midst of this nightmare.

“The shoulder first,” he said without raising his voice.

The other brothers tensed. Christian looked at his brothers and raised his tone: “Hold her. Hold her down. I don’t want her to move even an inch when I cauterize.”

Till, Richard, Paul, and Oliver immediately took their positions. Grimm and Christoph hesitated but finally held her down too. Snow White looked at each of them with wide eyes, understanding what was coming. Her lips trembled. She didn't scream. She didn't plead for mercy. She only shed a pair of silent tears that ran down her face, stained with dirt, blood, and water.

Christian held the burning iron with thick tongs, and when he was sure of the angle, he pressed it against the open wound.

A brutal hiss filled the cabin.

Snow White arched in agony, her legs convulsing, her muscles tensing, but she didn’t scream. Her body thrashed beneath the brothers’ firm grip until, finally, her whole form went slack as if she had died for an instant.

When they released her, Christoph was the first to speak.

“Want a drink?”

She nodded immediately. Christoph handed her the bottle of strong alcohol, the one they only used for celebrations or to drown out the winter. Snow White took the bottle with trembling hands and swallowed a large draft. She coughed. She spat a little. But she swallowed it.

Christian bent down again. He calmly checked her back. The second arrow had entered between the ribs, but not too deep. He extracted it with the same precision as the previous one and repeated the process: alcohol, white-hot iron. Another searing burn. Another muffled scream. And more tears, but still no words.

It was then that he noticed something else. A wound, low on her abdomen. Half a centimeter from the hip. Even with the dried blood and dirt, it was evident: this was not a wound he could cauterize.

“We can’t use iron here,” he said seriously. “If we do, she will die.”

He looked for the curved needle, but this time he didn't take the leather thread. As he looked at the unconscious girl’s face, his eyes rested on her wet, tangled hair, dark red like rusted iron. He didn't know why he did it—perhaps it was instinct or superstition—but he took three long hairs, the strongest ones he found, and delicately twisted them between his fingers.

“The body heals best with its own,” he murmured.

He disinfected the needle with alcohol, cleaned the wound with a boiled cloth, and began to stitch with those three hairs as thread. The first slid well. The second snapped when he tightened it, and he had to replace it. The third held the closure right where the wound gaped widest. One of the stitches slipped because of the blood, but he redid it without flinching. He sewed with the same steady hand with which he forged iron.

When he finished, his hands trembled slightly, but his face remained serene.

The girl was barely reacting now. She only gasped, her forehead soaked in sweat, her lips purple, her skin pale as milk.

Christian cut the last stitch and wiped away the excess blood.

Snow White opened her eyes just a fraction. She looked at the ceiling. She looked at the brothers.

Her voice was a whisper.

“Please... don’t eat me.”

And then she slipped away.

A heavy silence descended upon the cabin. No one laughed. No one said anything.

Only Christian spoke, his voice low and dry:

“Fetch more clean cloths. And blankets. If she makes it through the night... she might have a chance.”

“Why would she say something like that?” Oliver asked as they cleaned the dried blood from the table.

“Perhaps... they tried to eat her,” Paul said quietly.

They all fell silent. Their eyes met for a few seconds heavy with tension. No one laughed. No one joked. In this world, that possibility was not absurd. It was real. And terrifying.

Christian, without looking up, continued with the leg wound. It was deep, but clean. With steady hands and a calm voice, he closed it as best as he could, then disinfected the area with more alcohol and covered every cut with boiled rags. When he finished, they cleaned her body with hot water and cloths, removing the dirt, the blood, and the traces of her fall.

They wrapped her in a rustic wool blanket and laid her down beside the fire. That night no one spoke. They only listened to the crackle of the wood and the sounds of the forest beyond the wooden walls.

The following days were uncertain. Fever consumed her, she sweated constantly, and she muttered nonsense. Sometimes she moved as if she were fleeing from something even while asleep. Christian did his best to bring down her temperature and keep her hydrated, but they didn’t know if she would survive.

Until the seventh day.

She opened her eyes at dawn, her lips cracked and her gaze still distant.

“Water...?” she whispered.

Grimm, who was next to her, jumped up to get a cup. When he returned, she drank eagerly. Afterward, in a firmer voice, she said:

“Do you have anything to eat?”

Paul, who was stoking the fire, let out a tired laugh.

“Now that’s a good sign,” he said, and prepared his best mushroom soup with a loaf of still-warm bread.

Snow White devoured everything in minutes, sip by sip, bite by bite, as if trying to regain the days she had lost to the fever. When she finished, she looked up and asked timidly:

“Can I have a little more?”

No one refused her.
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    Chapter 2


    Red Snow
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AFTER FINISHING HER second bowl of mushroom soup, Snow White leaned back against the makeshift support of blankets and wood. Her cheeks, once waxy pale, were beginning to regain some color. The fever had broken, and though her body was still weak, her voice sounded firmer when she thanked them for the meal.

“It’s delicious...” she murmured, still holding a piece of bread between her fingers.

It was then that the seven brothers, who had been watching her in silence, exchanged glances and knew the time had come for introductions. Till spoke first, as always.

“I’m Till,” he said in a deep voice. “The eldest.”

“Richard,” the second added, without letting go of the knife he was sharpening.

“Paul,” the third said. “The cook, apparently.”

“Oliver,” the fourth chipped in, with a lopsided smile. “The one who starts the fire and plays with words.”

“Christoph,” the fifth said. “The hunting expert, though lately there hasn’t been much to hunt.”

“Christian,” the sixth said. “I’m the one who patched you up.”

“And I’m Grimm, the one who found you,” the youngest concluded, with a shy but curious gesture. “And you?”

She looked at them one by one, as if still trying to comprehend how she had ended up there, alive, sitting among men who had not killed her, or sold her, or cooked her. Then she lowered her gaze for a second and said:

“At the orphanage, they called me Snow White... because of my skin. They left me there in winter, the day of a snowstorm.”

The brothers nodded silently. It was not uncommon. No happy story started in an orphanage.

“And at the castle, they called me Red because of my hair,” she added with a slight smile.

Grimm tilted his head. “And what do you prefer to be called?”

She thought for a moment and then answered, in a light voice: “I like both... Snow White or Red. They both belong to me.”

Oliver, who couldn't resist playing with words, leaned forward with a mischievous spark in his eyes: “What if we call you Red Snow?”

They all burst into laughter. Even she did, though she quickly clutched her stomach in pain. Her eyes shone, not just from the laughter, but because that name... Red Snow... sounded like a promise, or maybe a new beginning.

“Red Snow...” she repeated quietly. “Doesn't sound bad at all.”

And for the first time in days, she smiled without fear.

After the laughter came the silence. One of those that creeps in like a shadow after the light. The brothers looked at each other, hesitating, until it was Richard, the most reserved, who spoke in a low voice:

“How did you end up in the river?”

Snow White lowered her gaze. The empty bowl in her hands suddenly seemed heavy. She bit her lip, as if the words were thorns in her throat. But then she took a deep breath... and began to speak.

She told them how she had left the castle, amidst nervous jokes about the Lady and her Demonic Mirror. How she didn't believe in those stories of ghosts trapped in glass... though if they were true, the world would be even crueler than it already was. She spoke of her friend, the blackberry bushes, the apple tree. Of the arrows whistling through the air. Of the hunter. Of the blood.

As she recounted the story, her voice became more broken. She told them how she woke up by the campfire, the smoke smelling of burnt flesh... and her friend’s inert face, inches from the fire. How she ran with the arrows still stuck in her body. How the forest seemed to swallow her whole while the mercenary pursued her. Of the dagger in her stomach. Of the fall. Of the current. Of the rocks.

When she finished, her body was trembling, and her eyes were fixed on a point between the brothers’ faces and a memory no one else could see. A thick silence fell. None of them knew what to say. Until Grimm was the first to move closer. Then Christian. Christoph. And the others followed.

They surrounded her without another word. As if their bodies could offer her the refuge the world had denied her. One by one, they embraced her, careful not to touch her wounds, but without hiding their tenderness. She didn't cry. She had no tears left. But her hands, which had been shaking, finally stilled.

For an instant, there, surrounded by seven strangers, Snow White didn't feel alone.

***
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SNOW WHITE RECOVERED completely within a couple of weeks. Her wounds closed, though some still ached with changes in temperature or after a bad dream. She walked more steadily, helped light the fire, and sometimes sat watching the brothers work the iron or prepare tools for the next day. She couldn’t help but feel deep affection for them. They were young, rugged, clumsy at times, but good. They shared the little they had with a wounded, family-less stranger. Sometimes she wondered if she would have done the same.

But food began to run scarce. She noticed it in the silences, in how they served themselves smaller portions without a word. And that night, the mushroom soup was watery, too clear, with barely one or two pieces floating as if they had gotten lost there by mistake. Even so, everyone ate in silence, feigning normality, their smiles strained.

Snow White gently set down her spoon.

“I have to go,” she said, without looking up.

All seven stopped eating at the same time. Even Grimm, who was finishing his soup, froze his spoon midway. No one spoke.

“I want you to know I’m so grateful. I have no way to repay what you did for me,” she continued. “You saved my life. You cared for me. You treated me like a sister. I will never forget it.”

Paul lowered his head. Christian fiddled with a hard piece of bread crust between his fingers. Christoph crossed his arms, as if to contain the discomfort of the moment.

Till was the only one who spoke: “Where will you go?”

Snow White hesitated. She nervously rubbed her hands. “I don’t know. I just... I know I don’t want to go back to the kingdom. I don't want to be a servant again. Nor do I want to kneel before anyone. But... I don’t have any useful skills. I don't know how to make a living out there.”

Her voice cracked slightly at the end. She felt silly. Insecure.

Till watched her for a long moment. Then he nodded slowly, as if her words were too familiar.

“Sometimes that’s all we have,” he said. “Knowing what we don't want. We figure out the rest along the way.”

Snow White looked at him, grateful. No one tried to convince her to stay. They didn't pressure her. And that, more than any plea, moved her deeply.

That night, as they put out the lamps and settled into their cots, Grimm was the first to speak. His voice, though soft, landed like a punch in the silence:

“You can stay... if you want to.”

The others raised their heads, one by one.

“Grimm’s right,” Christian said from his corner. “None of us want you to leave.”

“This is your home too,” Christoph added, in his always confident tone.

Paul set the empty bowl on the table and looked at Snow White with a sad smile: “The little we have, we share with you because we want to, not out of obligation.”

She looked down, visibly moved, but shook her head.

“I know... and that’s exactly why I must go,” she said honestly. “You all work so hard, and I... I don’t want to be a burden. I know food is tight, and there isn’t enough space here. It doesn't feel right taking your bed, or eating from your plate. You’ve been generous, but I can’t take advantage of that.”

No one knew what to say. The words hurt because they were true. And although none of them wanted to see her leave, they couldn't promise what they didn't have.

That night, sleep was slower to arrive. The seven brothers slept with a tightness in their chests, feeling the cabin’s silence weigh heavier than usual.

At dawn, Snow White was already up. She had dressed in the threadbare coat Paul had mended for her and braided her hair meticulously. One by one, she embraced the brothers with affection. She gave each a tender kiss on the cheek, as if leaving a part of herself with every gesture.

“Thank you for saving me. For taking care of me. For making me feel... human again,” she whispered emotionally.

She was about to cross the threshold when Till, the eldest, stopped her. He approached with firm but gentle steps. He took her hand delicately, as if it were something fragile and precious.

“Stay,” he pleaded, looking her in the eyes. “I promise you, things will get better. We’ll have more food, we’ll expand this house. You’ll have your own room... and a tub where you can bathe in hot water.”

Snow White caught her breath. She instantly flushed and looked away, nervous.

“You... you can’t promise me that. I haven’t given you anything. You’ve given me everything. It would be wrong to ask for more.”

“You’re not asking,” Oliver interjected, with a half-smile. “We’re offering.”

“We want you to stay because we want you here,” Richard said, his voice grave.

“You’re part of this, whether you like it or not,” Paul added.

And then, for the first time she could remember, Snow White felt loved. Not out of obligation, or pity. Not as a burden or a piece of castle furniture. But as someone who mattered.

She swallowed hard. Her eyes welled up with tears, but she smiled. A timid, honest smile, clean as snow.

“Then... I’ll stay,” she finally said.

And in the small cabin of the seven brothers, for a moment, it seemed that the world was not so cruel after all.

***
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THE WESTERN FOREST was denser, darker. There were no marked paths or signs to guide those who didn’t already know the way. The Wolf’s Tavern was on no map, and if anyone spoke of it aloud, it was only to deny ever having been there. Because it wasn't a tavern. It was a den. Of outlaws, thieves, hired assassins. And those who crossed its threshold uninvited usually never returned.

The brothers crossed in a line, covered in dark cloaks, mud clinging to their boots, and a grim resolve on their faces. Till pushed the door, and the screech of the wood echoed like a gunshot. Instantly, all conversations ceased. Eyes, heavy with suspicion, focused on them.

A man seated at the back of the tavern, with a tangled beard and a scar running across his cheek, looked at them mockingly. He slammed his beer mug onto the table and let out a harsh, unpleasant voice:

“The seven little brothers from the same mother...” He laughed, and his voice boomed under the low, smoky ceilings. “Come on, step closer, I’ll buy you a drink.”

No one laughed with him. But his men, positioned on both sides of the table, moved like shadows. When the brothers reached him, he looked at his men and growled:

“Let our friends sit.”

The thugs grunted in displeasure but obeyed. Five benches. Till, Richard, Paul, Oliver, and Christoph sat down. Christian and Grimm remained standing, shoulder against the wall, watching with wide eyes and hands near their belts.

The man watched them with a mocking air, tilting his mug before taking a long drink. Some of the liquid ran down his gray beard. Then he smiled, showing stained teeth.

“Tell me, iron brothers... what brings you out here?”

“We want to make a deal with you,” Till said, getting straight to the point.

“A deal, eh?” the man let out a guttural laugh. “We asked you more than once and you refused,” he added in a voice heavy with reproach. “You said you were ‘different.’ That you didn’t want to ‘get your hands dirty.’”

“Nothing has changed,” Till replied firmly. “And that’s the problem.”

There was a brief silence, thick as tar.

“Well...” the man muttered, lifting his mug again. “You got tired of being poor in this god-awful wasteland. Good for you.”

And he took another drink. Slower this time. This time without a smile.

One of the men rested his axe against the table. Another toyed with a knife while watching them. But none of them spoke. Not yet.

The air in the tavern was heavy. Not just with smoke and sweat, but with danger. As if everyone was waiting for the right spark to set everything ablaze.

The outlaw leader slammed his mug onto the table with a dry thud. His eyes, sunken and cunning, drilled into Till, as if trying to gauge how much he was willing to risk.

“If you truly want to enter this world of outlaws,” he said, drawing out the words like a blade, “you’ve come at a good time.”

The brothers exchanged quick glances, saying nothing.

“We need thirty bows,” the man continued. “But not just any bow. We want them to go unnoticed. To be in plain sight, but for no one to realize what they are. If they could be carried under clothing... that would be perfect.”

Paul frowned, already thinking about the design. Oliver muttered something about folding mechanisms, but no one heard him.

“And the arrows?” Richard intervened, crossing his arms. “Where in the hell are you going to hide the arrows?”

The leader snapped his fingers, and one of his henchmen, a guy with a fresh scar on his forehead, answered without hesitation:

“You’ll have to hide them in hollowed-out logs. We’ll leave them in the woods and pick them up later.”

“How many arrows do you need?” Till asked, frowning.

The same henchman replied: “Fifty arrows per bow.”

There was a silence. Paul whistled under his breath. Grimm, leaning against the wall, wide-eyed. Christoph did a quick calculation in his head and shook his head slowly.

“That’s fifteen hundred arrows,” he murmured.

“That's a lot of arrows,” Till commented, not hiding the concern in his voice.

One of the men sitting nearby let out a rough laugh.

“It’s going to be a big siege,” he sneered.

The leader slowly craned his neck and gave him a look of steel. “Shut your damned mouth,” he ordered in a low, but threatening voice.

The silence fell again like a slab. No one moved. No one breathed louder than necessary. The brothers knew they were on the brink of something big and dangerous.

“Fine,” the leader said with a twisted smile as he finished the last of his mug, “do we have a deal or not?”

Till didn’t answer immediately. His gaze flickered toward Richard, who was frowning.

“When do you want all of this?” Richard asked, his voice firm but contained.

One of the henchmen, with a mocking chuckle, replied without hesitation: “Friday morning.”

The seven brothers exchanged glances. Christoph shook his head. Paul pressed his lips together. Grimm looked down in worry.

“That’s cutting it too close,” Oliver commented, unable to stop himself.

“If you deliver,” the leader said, his voice hoarse and his gaze bright, “you’ll get another sack just like this one.”

He pulled a small leather sack from beneath the table and tossed it to Till. The metallic sound as it hit the wood drew everyone’s attention. Till picked it up, opened it carefully, and after peering inside, he could see it was brimming with silver coins. Maybe twenty. Maybe twenty-five.

A tense silence settled among them, until the leader added, with an icy smile:

“And if you don’t deliver... we’ll cut off your arms. One by one.”

The words hung in the air like a threat written in blood. No one said anything for a moment.

“Now get lost,” the leader continued, “or stay and drink if you have the stomach to share a table with the wolves.”

Till firmly closed the sack and tucked it into his clothes, close to his chest. Then he stood up without another word.

“We’re leaving,” he told his brothers.

One by one, the iron brothers stood up and followed him. As they left the tavern, glances pierced them like knives. They didn't speak until they were outside, breathing the humid, cold forest air.

And even then, they knew the real weight was only just beginning.
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    Chapter 3


    Bows and Arrows
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FIFTEEN HUNDRED ARROWS and thirty iron bows. Not simple bows, no. They had to be easily assembled and disassembled, hidden in plain sight, and pass inspection on patrolled roads and monitored markets. The assignment was precise, ambitious... and urgent. It was Tuesday, and everything had to be ready by Friday at dawn.

They wouldn't go to the mine that day. They couldn't afford to lose an hour. They needed to head straight back to the stone cabin, where they kept the good iron, the precision tools, and the finest parts. But first, they needed to stock up. Provisions for the week and, while they were at it, for the entire winter. And they also had to close the forge until Saturday.

“No,” Richard said, just as Till was about to leave to post the notice. “We won't say the forge is closing.”

Everyone turned to him, puzzled.

“Why not?” Paul asked, frowning.

“Because it would raise suspicion. If we disappear for a week and leave a notice, people will ask questions. If we buy large amounts of food here, they’ll talk too.”

“So, what do you suggest?” Christoph inquired.

“We do the shopping far away,” Richard said firmly. “In a town where hardly anyone knows us. No questions, no gossip. We load what we need, return without anyone knowing, and work our fingers to the bone.”

Till nodded slowly. They all realized he was right.

“And which town?” Grimm asked, as if he already knew the answer.

“Thieves’ Village,” Christian replied with a slight, crooked smile. “Famous for its horses... and for selling everything, no questions asked about where you come from or why you're buying so much.”

“Perfect,” Oliver added. “A town of thieves for a deal with criminals. We’re on the right track.”

“Then it’s settled,” Till declared. “We won't wait for dawn. We leave right now. There’s no time to lose.”

There were no objections. Every minute counted. They had barely three days to forge weapons intended for a war that wasn't theirs... but on which everything—Snow White, their promise, their future—now depended. Without another word, they gathered what they needed and left the forge, leaving behind the heat of the fire and the clang of the hammer. Winter wouldn't wait. And neither would the outlaws.

***
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT Thieves’ Village, they immediately realized the list of what they needed was longer than anticipated. It wasn’t just food for a week but supplies for the entire winter. Flour, salt, dried roots, cured meat, lard, beans, oats, firewood, candles, thick cloth, spare tools, and even rudimentary medicines.

“If we’re going to disappear for a few days,” Paul said while filling a sack with onions, “we might as well do it right.”

But as they piled up sacks, jars, crates, and bundles, they understood a simple truth: no matter how strong they were, they couldn't carry all of it on their backs.

“We need a cart,” Richard said.

“And two mules,” Till added, without hesitation.

“Wouldn't it be better to buy horses?” suggested Oliver, who had a soft spot for fast animals.

Till and Richard exchanged a knowing look before answering.

“Mules can bear more weight than a horse,” Richard said.

“And they don't spook easily,” Till added. “We don’t need speed; we need endurance.”

The rest of the brothers nodded without arguing. They knew that every wrong decision could cost them more than time: it could cost them the deal, the winter... or their lives.

They bought the cart and two robust mules with dark gray coats, hardened by the mountains. Then they continued loading the supplies, working quickly, but without missing a detail. The clock was ticking, and the task was only just beginning.

When they finally finished shopping, the cart was so full there was barely any space left between the sacks and barrels. They had secured everything necessary: enough food to see them through the winter, tools, medicine, even a couple of jugs of strong liquor for emergencies... or extreme cold.

Just as they were about to leave, Oliver stopped in front of a cloth stall. Among the rough, dull rolls, there was one of white linen and another of a deep, wine-red.

“What if we take these?” he said with a half-smile, looking at his brothers.

“What for?” Christoph asked, raising an eyebrow.

“For Snow White,” Oliver replied. “She can make herself a couple of dresses, since she's staying with us now.”

They all looked at each other, and though no one said anything immediately, they soon nodded. It wasn't much, but it seemed fair to get something just for her.

“Those two,” Till said, pulling a few more coins from the pouch hanging from his belt.

When they hoisted the rolls onto the cart, nestled between the sacks of flour and the jars of preserves, they felt something shift. They were not only preparing to survive: for the first time in a long time, they were also thinking about something that resembled a future.

“Right,” Till said, climbing to the front of the cart and taking the reins. “Back home. We have a forge to prepare... and a home to build.”

The cart creaked as they started down the forest path, heading for the stone cabin. The fabric swayed gently among the bundles, like a promise of something more than just struggle.

When they returned to the stone cabin, the sun was already setting between the trees and a slight mist began to spread across the forest floor. Snow White was outside; she had felt her seven companions were taking too long to return. Seeing them arrive, she felt relief.

But when her eyes landed on the cart overflowing with provisions, they widened first in surprise... and then with apprehension.

“Where did you get all this?” she asked, clutching her hands to her chest. “Did you steal it?”

The tension in her voice was clear. It wasn’t an accusation; it was fear. Fear that they had done something wrong... because of her.

Till stepped forward, calmly lowering a sack of flour.

“No, Red,” he said gently. “We bought it with an advance. An upfront payment for a... very large order.”

“What kind of order?” she asked, still looking worried.

Christian explained while they put things away. “We have to make thirty special bows. Folding, discreet ones. And fifteen hundred arrows.”

“Fifteen hundred...” she whispered, impressed. “And by when?”

“Friday morning,” Till replied.

Snow White let out a sigh, as if she could also release the tension in her body.

Entering the cabin, they were met with the familiar scent of mushrooms cooking. Snow White had already started preparing dinner with what she had gathered in the woods, but seeing the potatoes among the supplies, she didn't say anything: she simply took a few, washed them, and began to slice them with sure hands.

She tossed them into the pot, mixing them with the mushrooms already simmering gently. Then she added a handful of dried herbs she had carefully saved, murmuring something about the flavor and balance while stirring the broth with a wooden spoon.

Little by little, the aroma grew denser and more welcoming, filling the cabin like a promise. It smelled of earth, of home, of approaching winter. When the soup was served, no one spoke much. All that could be heard was the faint clinking of spoons against bowls and the satisfied sigh of someone who knows that, for that night at least, they wouldn't go hungry.

And as the fire flickered in the hearth and shadows danced on the stone walls, they all knew there would be no rest. But they also knew they were together. And for now, that was enough.

When they finished eating, no one indulged in rest. Time was another enemy. They had to design the bows, and they had to get it right on the first try.

Paul took a piece of charcoal and went to one of the stone walls. He began to trace the first sketches with a steady hand, measuring proportions, noting angles, trying different shapes to achieve an easily assembled, discreet, and functional design. Red watched him in silence for a few minutes and then joined him. She was surprisingly good at drawing; her lines were cleaner, more precise. Between the two of them, the design came to life, piece by piece.

When the first ray of sun filtered through the cabin's tiny window, the plan was ready. Exhausted, they allowed themselves a couple of hours of sleep.

Upon waking, Till and Richard were already working on the molds. They had transferred the design to boards and then to blocks of damp clay. They proceeded carefully, ensuring that each piece fit perfectly. The bow had to assemble in five parts, but when put together, it had to be as rigid as a traditional one, and stable enough not to betray its collapsible nature.

They dedicated that day entirely to this: molding, adjusting, correcting. Meanwhile, Christoph and Oliver worked on the first arrow prototypes. They wanted them to be lighter than usual, faster and more lethal, with thin, balanced tips, capable of piercing without veering off course.

By nightfall, the shapes of the future weapons were still floating in clay. It was nothing yet... but if all went well, they would eventually hold tools for an invisible war in their hands.

The next day, they lit the old forge that had belonged to their grandfather. The furnace began to roar little by little, as if waking from a long slumber. The embers flared with the bellows, and the heat filled the stone cabin with a reddish glow that seeped through the shadows. Snow White didn't leave their side for a moment. Although she knew nothing of blacksmithing, she insisted on helping. And she did.

The brothers taught her simple tasks: maintaining the fire, aligning the arrow shafts, counting the piles of already forged tips. She moved among them with agility and willingness, learning fast, blushing when one of them called her by her nickname. They all called her Red. Everyone, except Grimm, who still called her Snow White with a mixture of tenderness and respect.

They were intense days and nights. They slept in snatches, ate quickly, and spoke little. By Thursday night, they were near the end. Their hands, calloused by the work, began to assemble the bow parts: the sections slotted into place, the reinforcements were secured with hidden bolts, and the metal creaked as it was tensioned, but it held.

While some finished assembling the bows, others continued fletching the last arrows. Suddenly, Paul shouted in alarm:

“The logs! We forgot the hollow logs to hide them!”

They looked at each other, exhausted, but with no time for lament. They went out to search for dry logs and, once found, spent all night hollowing them out with chisels, saws, and slow fire. The forest filled with hollow echoes and the smell of burnt bark. Snow White worked beside them, covered in sawdust, her hands red from carrying so much wood.

By dawn, they were on the brink of collapse. But they had finished.

It was then that she, her voice still hoarse from the smoke and fatigue, said:

“Shouldn’t we test if they work?”

Christian, the best hunter among them, picked up one of the new bows. He examined it with a critical eye, strung the bow, and readied an arrow.

“What should I shoot at?”

Snow White looked up at the gray sky, where a pair of crows cawed with a harsh shriek.

“One of those. They’ve been making a racket for hours.”

Christian aimed calmly, his breath steady, his arm sure. He released the string.

The arrow sliced through the air with a sharp whiz. An instant later, one of the crows dropped like a stone, without a caw, barely fluttering its wings.

No one applauded. But they all smiled.

“It works,” Till said in a tired voice, still observing the dead crow lying in the leaves.

No one celebrated. They only nodded gravely. The next step was the most dangerous.

“We have to go deliver them,” he added, rubbing his face with a hand blackened by soot.

Snow White immediately offered. “I’ll go with you.”

But they all vehemently refused.

“No,” Richard said firmly. “That place is bad. Very bad.”

“And women don’t go in there,” Grimm added, without looking at her.

She frowned, more worried than before. If it was so dangerous, something could go wrong. She couldn't stand the thought of staying behind without knowing. So, in silence, she took Christoph’s old hunting bow, which still hung by the fireplace, and the five remaining arrows.

She followed them at a distance, moving through the trees like a shadow. She was good at going unnoticed. She had learned it while fleeing, while hiding. The last thing she wanted was for her new friends to realize she had disobeyed their orders.

The Wolf’s Tavern appeared before her like a dark stain in the mist of the western forest. She understood as soon as she saw it: it was a terrible place. The laughter was harsh, the faces marked by scars, the gazes hungry. Even the air smelled of sweat, dried blood, and betrayal.

From a clearing among the bushes, Snow White watched unseen.

As agreed, they made the delivery at dawn on Friday. They carried the thirty bows, dismantled in sections, and the hollow logs filled with hidden arrows. In the tavern’s backyard, they gave a quick demonstration: they assembled two bows in a matter of seconds, fired two arrows with precision and power. The dry whistle of the tips cutting the air was enough to convince the buyers.

From her hiding spot, Snow White could see the men nodding in satisfaction. One of them, the same unpleasant-voiced leader who had received them days before, tossed a second sack of coins. Till caught it in mid-air and didn't bother to count them.

“Now clear out,” the outlaw said. “And be quick about it.”

The brothers didn’t wait for another word. They climbed onto the cart and left without looking back.

Snow White felt a deep relief that everything had gone well. No one was hurt, the bows and arrows were delivered, and now all that was left was to return to the stone cabin. She watched the brothers get onto the cart, watched Till urge the mules forward, and without saying anything, she followed them closely among the trees.

The road back snaked through the mist and damp trunks. The forest felt quieter than normal. They advanced peacefully for almost an hour, the creaking of the wheels and the crunch of dry branches under the mules' hooves were the only sounds.

It was then that Snow White stopped dead in her tracks.

Shadows.

On the other side of the path, behind the trees, figures were moving. She hadn't heard them, but she felt them. Four, she initially thought. But when she saw them spreading out, surrounding the road, she knew there were more. Eight. Maybe ten.

Further ahead, a thick branch lay across the road. An old trick.

Snow White held her breath.

Till stopped the cart and got down, frowning. But as soon as his foot hit the ground, the men emerged from the bushes, like hungry beasts. Their eyes were bloodshot with greed.

“This is a stick-up,” the apparent leader growled. “Leave the cart, the mules, and everything of value. If you cooperate, no harm will come to you.”

Till took a step forward, his fist clenched. “Go to hell.”

He didn't get to say more. One of the attackers hit him with the butt of a sword, straight to the head. Till dropped to his knees, stunned, while the others were surrounded, threatened with dirty swords and drawn arrows.

“This doesn’t have to end badly,” one of the bandits said, licking his lips. “But if you force us...”

Snow White watched from between the trees, trembling, Christoph’s old bow in her hands.

And then all hell broke loose.

One of the bandits, perhaps for fun or rage, raised his machete and brought it down hard on Richard. The scream was muffled, blood splattering the earth. He had severed his arm below the elbow.

“No!” Grimm screamed, trying to lunge at his brother, but he was held back by two men larger than himself.

One of the assailants approached him, smiling sidelong. “This one looks pretty... maybe we don’t have to leave so quickly.”

“Don’t!” Paul roared, trying to free his arm, but a sword blade was pressed against his neck.

The tension exploded. The silence of the forest was broken by screams, gasps, and dark laughter.

And Snow White, still hidden, raised the bow.

Snow White knew she couldn't wait any longer. Her heart pounded fiercely in her chest, her gaze fixed on the men threatening her friends. Christoph's bow trembled in her hands, but she didn't hesitate. She aimed at the bastard who had wounded Richard... and fired.

For an instant, time seemed to stop before her eyes. The arrow cut the air in complete silence. And then everything moved again as the projectile lodged with a dry thud in the attacker's skull. The man fell like an empty sack, without a single whimper.

Without losing time, Snow White took another arrow. She aimed at the first archer and released the string. The shot was perfect: the arrow struck between his temple and neck, causing the body to stagger before falling to its knees.

“They have a lookout!” the leader of the assailants shouted, desperately searching among the trees.

But he didn't manage to give more orders. The third arrow flew straight at him and embedded itself in his open mouth. Strangely, he didn't die instantly. He stood still, swaying, an expression of disbelief etched on his face.

There
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