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“A flower cannot blossom without sunshine, 
and man cannot live without love.”
Max Muller, German-born British professor
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“Just living is not enough. 
One must have sunshine, freedom,
and a little flower.”
Hans Christian Andersen, Danish author
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Chapter 1
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“Help! Greta, please, help!”

A relentless pounding on the door dragged Greta from a restless sleep. Pulling the pillow over her head, she hunched down under the quilt, body curled inward. It was cold and dark, the last dregs of winter casting a dismal pall over the village, and her mood. The last thing she wanted to do was leave the warm cocoon of her bed. 

The knocking continued, more frenzied by the second. Whoever it was had no intention of stopping, so finally she groaned, hauled herself out of bed and stomped down the stairs, grumpy and out of sorts. Her boyfriend Finn had a new fascination for all things cold and snowy, but the more he loved it, the more she absolutely loathed it. Spring could not come soon enough. She craved jasmine blossoms and sunshine, jewel-bright butterflies and the gentle buzz of bees. The sweet scent of possibility that swirled around her when warm breezes ruffled her hair. The magic of the dawn light kissing her cheeks as the sun rose over the mountain that shadowed her tiny village in the coldest, darkest months.

Opening the door a crack, she blinked rapidly in the darkness. Her neighbour was standing on the threshold, silhouetted against the grey gloom.

“Have you seen Finn?” 

Greta rubbed her eyes, trying to shake off her irritation, and shivered as an icy wind roared through the gap and threaded around her nightdress, chilling her to the bone. “It’s the middle of the night Helga, isn’t he in bed?”

Shaking her head sadly, the silver-haired woman gazed back at her with glistening eyes. “He’s gone. His bed is empty, unslept in.”

“Come inside.” 

Stifling a sigh, Greta ushered her boyfriend’s grandmother through to her cold kitchen. She couldn’t let her freeze to death out there, no matter how much she longed to return to her warm bed. A last few coals smouldered in the stove, so she added some kindling, rubbing her hands over the weak flames until they were strong enough to add a splinter of wood. She fetched the kettle and measured out leaves.

“Tea?” 

Helga nodded. When she finally spoke, her voice shook with repressed emotion. “Did I do something to upset him?” 

“No, of course not.” The fog of sleep finally lifted, and Greta took the older woman’s arm and gently steered her to a chair by the fire, then crouched by her side. 

“Finn loves you Helga, we all do. He wouldn’t leave you without a word. He probably just headed out early to go fishing. It’s been dismal here of late – everyone is so hungry all the time. Maybe his new friends found a good spot further down the river and took him with them.”

Her lips twisted with bitterness. Greta hated his new mates. She and Finn used to spend all their time together, inseparable best friends – and more, she thought, blushing as she recalled their increasingly passionate kisses. But three months ago he’d started slipping away to hang out with a bunch of guys instead, and finally told her she was too boring, too provincial, too naive, for him to spend time with. That her desire to stay in their small village all her life made her stupid, and dull. Totally lacking in vision. 

Her eyes pricked, and she wiped them surreptitiously as she moved to pour the tea and try to saw a piece of bread from the stale half-loaf that was all she had left in the cupboard. There weren’t even enough oats left for watery porridge. It had been a grim winter.

“You’re a sweet girl,” Helga said absently, staring into the flames. “So maybe you haven’t noticed how much Finn has changed. He’s been different, distant. Difficult at home, rude to other people, refusing to do even the simplest thing to help me around the house, and skipping his shifts at the store. And no matter what I say to him, he twists it around and attacks me with it, arguing against everything I say, even if he agreed with it the day before.” 

Tears filled the old woman’s bleary eyes. “I don’t know what happened, but from the first snow fall this season he’s been... not himself.”

Greta’s heart broke at the pain on his grandmother’s face. “I thought it was just me,” she whispered, voice hoarse with the sorrow and resentment she’d been trying to swallow all winter. “He’s been so different to me too, impatient, even cruel, and constantly ranting about how bored of the village he is. How bored of me. But he wouldn’t just disappear and not tell you Helga. He’ll be back.”

* * *
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But he wasn’t. Not that day, or the next, or the one after that. It didn’t help that a blizzard had blown in as soon as Helga left that morning, which had kept them stuck inside their cottages ever since. Greta’s anxiety increased by the hour, and she knew Helga’s would be too. 

When the fourth day finally dawned cold but clear, she pulled on her coat and gloves and wrapped her thickest scarf around her neck, then headed outside into a world so blindingly white she had to squint against the glare. She needed a snow shovel just to get out of her house, but she was glad to see there was movement within the village, and people waving to her as she made her way to Helga’s store. It was no surprise that Finn’s grandmother had somehow managed to open – she wouldn’t let the hungry villagers down, even if her stock was rapidly dwindling too.

When she burst through the doors, the older woman’s head snapped up, and hope filled her eyes – until she realised it was only Greta, not her grandson, and despair washed over her again. 

“No one’s heard anything then?” Greta ventured, and Helga’s shoulders slumped as she shook her head. 

Greta’s heart went out to the incredible woman who had raised them both. Finn’s mother had died when he was a toddler, and his father hadn’t been able to cope, packing up and shipping out with the navy, and leaving his young son with his mother-in-law. And Greta’s single mum had left their village long ago in search of work, so Helga had been a proxy parent to Greta too.

“You can’t give up yet,” she said now, hoping her voice didn’t betray how lacking in optimism she felt. “I’ll go and ask everyone. Someone must have seen Finn, or heard something. Don’t worry, please. I’ll report back, okay?”

She spent the day knocking on doors and trekking through the snow to the outlying farms, but no one had seen her boyfriend, or knew where he might be. And the fear in their eyes was wearing her down. Three people had already suggested that he must have got stuck somewhere in the storm, or fallen through a hole in the ice of the frozen river. Either way, few believed he was still alive. 

How could she tell Helga that?

Night was falling as she headed wearily home, the millions of sparkling stars glittering overhead in the velvety dark a haunting reminder of Finn. In summer they often took a blanket and lay out in the meadow at the edge of the village, gazing up at the jewel-strung heavens and dreaming of possible futures. They spoke of journeys they might one day take, and adventures they could go on together. 

Yet it had all been illusory to her, just something to ponder as she lay with her head on his chest, his hand stroking her hair, marvelling at the beauty of the universe. She never intended to actually leave their familiar village, and she hadn’t thought Finn would either. But had he been serious when he spoke of distant shores? 

Her heart clenched. If he had set out on an adventure, that meant he was alive. It also meant he’d run away without even saying goodbye. Deserted his grandmother without a word. Ditched his betrothed without a backward glance. But as awful to contemplate as that possibility was, it was preferable to the alternative. A few years ago, one of the fishermen had fallen through a hole in the ice, and his blue, bloated dead body still gave her terrifying nightmares.

Could Finn have died without her feeling the loss? Or was he disorientated, stuck somewhere out in the blizzard, unable to return to them and desperate for help? 

Her feet dragged the closer she got to home, and she tried to slip inside her tiny cottage without being seen. Helga must have been waiting for her though, because her neighbour’s door creaked open as soon as Greta’s foot touched her own front path. 

“Anything?” the old woman asked, her eyes pale and haunted, like the aftermath of a storm that leached all the colour from the world. The usually formidable Helga looked like she’d aged ten years in the last week, and Greta ached with despair as she gazed at her stooped, frail form. 

“Nothing yet, but everyone will keep an eye out, and let us know the second they hear any news. Most people think he went off to try to find food, and got trapped in the snow somewhere. He’s probably sitting in a remote cabin by the fire as we speak, enjoying fried fish and waiting until he can make his way home to us.”

It was a terrible lie. No one had said anything of the sort, and the guys she’d thought he might have gone off with all swore they hadn’t seen him. But she couldn’t tell Finn’s grandmother that.

She wasn’t sure Helga believed her, but the older woman nodded stiffly and bid her a listless farewell, and Greta slunk inside for another anxious, restless night. 
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Chapter 2
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Feet pounding on the hard ice and breath panting out in plumes of sharp white mist, Greta clutched her heart and tried to gulp in enough oxygen to keep running. She could see Finn in the distance, but the closer she got to him, the further away he seemed to be. 

Suddenly he slipped, his head cracked on the ice, and he disappeared under it. She sprinted towards him, lungs burning with exertion as she cried out his name, but she was too late. By the time she reached him, the ice had closed over him. She watched helplessly as he banged desperately against it, eyes bulging, lips mouthing her name. 

Throwing herself down onto the frozen surface, she bashed frantically at it with her fists, trying to crack it open. But it was solid. Unbreakable. Tears poured down her cheeks, hot and salty yet freezing on her cheeks like jagged diamonds. Through blurry eyes, she saw the moment Finn’s blue-tinged jaw went slack, his eyes closed, and he surrendered to the dark, frigid water. 

She screamed.

* * *
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The howl of anguish dragged her from sleep, and she jolted upright in her narrow bed, covered in sweat but shivering with cold, the nightmare clinging to her like a shroud. Time was running out for her beloved. Wherever he was, she knew she had to find him soon, before he really did freeze to death.

If he was still alive... 

Grimly she climbed out of bed, pulled on her warmest clothes and headed outside, not bothering to try to find a crust of something to eat in her desperation to find a clue to Finn’s disappearance. He had to be somewhere. And someone must know something.

For a week she banged on doors, followed people out of shops and sidled up to them at church, but it was no use. Villagers started avoiding her, depressed by her constant badgering, yet she couldn’t give up. Finn was too important to her to worry about what they thought of her. It was life or death, and she was determined to uncover the truth, no matter how much it alienated everyone she knew. No matter how cruel they were to her.

“Worried your husband-to-be has run off with another woman?”

“Can’t keep your man at home with you?”

“Maybe he decided on a pre-wedding, last-chance adventure with his mates, before he settles down.”

“Maybe he changed his mind.”

Each taunt pierced a new hole in her heart, but after another seven miserable days, even the laughter had given way to bleak silence, and she felt crushed by the weight of it all. Nightmares of ogres and witches spiriting her beloved away danced through her dreams at night, and by day she was a phantom, haunting the places she and Finn spent time together, outstaying her welcome in the empty cafe and stumbling along overgrown paths to the secret meadows they’d explored. The world was stripped of colour and meaning, and she didn’t know what to do with herself, or who she even was without him.

Deflated, she wandered into Helga’s store just before closing and sank onto a stool at the counter. She’d been avoiding the old woman, but now that felt cruel and petty. They were the two people who loved Finn the most. They should be bonding, but it was hard to see her own pain reflected in his grandmother’s eyes. 

Wrapping her hands around the mug of hot chocolate Helga pushed in her direction, Greta tried to hide her despair, but it swirled around them, chilling them both.

“Will you come home with me?” Helga asked eventually, her voice cracked and low. 

Heart filling with dread, Greta nodded, and followed her neighbour down the street and into her small cottage.

“I’m starting to think the villagers must be right,” Helga said, hands shaking as she filled the kettle and tried to bring the slumbering coals back to life. “Maybe it’s time I accept that something terrible happened to him. That he’s never coming home.”

Gently taking the older woman’s hands, Greta led her to a chair and settled her in it, painfully aware of how it echoed that cold, desolate dawn almost three weeks ago, when Helga had knocked on her door and told her Finn was missing, shattering her heart in the process.

“You can’t give up on him,” she said sternly, as she wrestled with the fire then moved to the sink to wash the dishes piled there. It wasn’t like Helga to leave even a single dirty mug out. Gazing around the room, her heart ached for the older woman. Usually the tiny space was spotless, and bright, but today dust covered the windowsill, there was a burnt pot next to the stove, porridge stuck to the bottom, and the small planter of flowers had completely wilted, dead leaves shrivelled at their base. 

Catching Helga’s eye, she grimaced. “He’ll return to us, or I’ll go find him. He must have been stranded by the storm, but the snow’s clearing now. It won’t be long, I promise.”

Helga’s eyes were watery with unshed tears, but she forced a half-smile. “Thank you dear one.” She paused, then swallowed hard. Paused some more. “Could you check his room for me?” she finally muttered, cheeks flushing scarlet. “See if there’s a note, or something.” The corners of her mouth turned down. “Anything...”

“Of course.” Her heart squeezed as she recalled Helga’s shaking hands. So that was why she’d asked her to come home with her today. She couldn’t get up the stairs any more. Was struggling to lift the kettle or wash the dishes, but too embarrassed to mention it. Had she been deteriorating for a long time, slowly, or had the shock of Finn’s absence affected her physically as well as emotionally? 

Anger stabbed at Greta, sharp and hot, as she lit a candle and made her way up the rickety wooden stairs to Finn’s tiny attic bedroom, the mirror of her own in the cottage next door. Where was her blasted boyfriend? It was bad enough that he’d deserted her, but how could he leave his hard-working grandmother on her own, without even a word? Without someone to help her in the store?

Tiptoeing in, she gazed around the dim room, but nothing seemed to be missing. His bag was where it always sat, his warmest coat still hung on the small clothes rack, and his narrow bookshelf didn’t have any gaps. 

For a long time she stood at his small dressing table, staring down at the things that were as familiar to her as her own. His snug woollen hat, half of the matching pair Helga had knitted for them last winter. The heart-shaped stone she’d found in the woods when they were hiking last summer, and given to him with a smile. It was an echo of the heart-shaped rock he’d found for her the previous spring, and a promise of sorts. 

From the time the two of them could walk, and toddle between their neighbouring cottages to play together, everyone in the village had assumed they would get married once they left school, and live happily ever after. That they would take over running the general store Finn’s dad had owned, which Helga was overseeing until they were ready, and have children, tend their garden and grow old together. Perhaps they would wonder, once or twice, about the big wide world beyond their valley, but they would be content to stay where they were, in the village they loved, side by side. 

At least, she had thought that. Could Finn really have changed so much that he no longer wanted that?

A flash of silver caught her eye, and Greta reached out a trembling hand to touch the silver pendant slung so carelessly on the dusty surface. A blast of ice rushed up her arm as her finger traced the engraving of the rowan tree. It was a symbol of protection, of spiritual inspiration, and of strength. A symbol of their relationship, which she’d always thought was so strong, grounded in the earth like the rowan, impervious to the harshest storms. 

She’d gifted the pendant to Finn on his last birthday, and he’d worn it every day, even when he started acting strangely and deserting her for his stupid new friends. For him to have taken it off and deliberately left it behind revealed more than anything else. He didn’t seem to have taken any clothes, which almost pointed to it being an accident rather than him running away. But to have left this behind... On purpose... 

Her throat tightened. He had intended to leave, and he wanted nothing to do with her, or memories of her, or with her protectiveness. With her love.

It hurt, but it was infinitely preferable that he was alive, even if he didn’t want to be with her. Stuffing down the torment threatening to drown her, she clutched the pendant in her hand like a talisman and ran down the rickety stairs.

“Helga, Helga, he’s alive!” she called out, grabbing at the banister when she almost tripped on the last steps.

The older woman peered up at her, hope flaring in her dim eyes. “Oh, thank the gods. You found a note? Or you saw him?” She ran to the front window and peered out into the snowy gloaming. 

Greta gulped. “Well, no, nothing like that. But I found this...” She held out her hand, and Helga stared at the silver pendant on the dangling strip of leather, confusion and fear on her face. Greta tried to explain her reasoning, but it sounded pitiful when she said it out loud. 

“I’m sure he’s alive,” she insisted, but her voice shook, and the devastating pain of loss and rejection flooded her body like venom. “I’ll search again tomorrow. Please don’t worry, he will come back to us. Well, to you.”

Helga nodded stiffly, then shuffled to her room, and Greta sank to the cold stone floor and wept.
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As the pale sun rose the next morning, a whooshing sound made Greta rush to her window, and she smiled with joy and relief when she saw that the river that wound through their village had thawed and was now rushing down into the valley below. Spring had finally arrived, an end to the miserable, aching cold, and she’d been too preoccupied to notice. Breathing in the scent of the single jasmine sprig that had fought its way open on her windowsill, her spirits lifted, and she felt a kernel of hope unfurl within her heart. Everything felt more possible when the sky was blue, the sun was shining, and the snow on the lower mountain peaks was melting away to leave green grass and the first flowers bursting through with life. 

Scrabbling into her clothes, she straightened her shoulders and marched into the village to find one of the guys she’d seen Finn with before he disappeared. It had devastated her when Finn said she was too young and boring for him, and that he’d rather spend his time with the group who had finished school the year before and now hung out in the square all day, doing nothing useful. She’d never wanted to see any of them again, but now she couldn’t wait.

Matti blanched when he saw her approach, and tried to duck back inside his mother’s shop and slam the door in her face, but she wedged her boot in the gap, and tried not to cry out when it slammed hard onto her foot. 

“What are you hiding?” she demanded, wincing at the pain. “I know you know something about Finn. Please tell me. I swear I’d rather know anything, no matter how hurtful, than go on worrying that he’s dead. If I could at least know he’s alive, I’d be so much happier.”

His lips thinned as he stared at her, and hostility stiffened his spine. But was that a hint of shame in the subtle hunch of his shoulders?

“I’m begging you,” she continued, voice lower, more desperate. “If not for my sake, then at least for his grandmother’s. It’s killing her, thinking she’s lost him forever. Everyone has been insisting he fell through the ice and drowned during the last storm.” 

She shuddered as images from her nightmare flickered through her mind. “They’re telling us to give up on him, berating poor Helga as stupid for still having hope. Nothing could be worse than the not-knowing.”

Finn’s new friend sagged against the door frame, his expression flickering between annoyance and pity. “Okay, fine,” he muttered darkly. “But don’t be angry at me, I’m just the messenger.”

Trying to stay calm, Greta mumbled her acquiescence. What could be so difficult for him to say?

“He’d been hanging out with us for a while – said he needed something new in his life. No offence.”

Greta rolled her eyes, and tried to swallow down her hurt. “Just tell me.”

“A few times I saw him talking to this older woman. I’d never seen her before – I would have remembered her, for sure. She was tall and willowy, with long black hair, striking cheekbones and lush red lips, and she was swathed in luxurious white furs. She was so glamorous, so worldly, so stunningly beautiful... No offence.”  

Greta forced a smile. “Get on with it.”

“She seemed to really like him, I’m not sure why. I mean, she didn’t even look at the rest of us, but she was always draping her arm over Finn, and always focused entirely on him, hanging on his every word. And the way he looked at her, like an adoring puppy...”

He broke off, some kind of apology in his eyes, then reluctantly continued. “Sorry. It’s just, well, I don’t know much, honestly. He never talked about her to us. But the day before the big storm I saw him get into her carriage – the most opulent, luxurious carriage I’ve ever seen – and drive off with her. I guess I figured he was cheating on you with her, having a wild affair with an older woman, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell you last time you asked.”

The world spun, and Greta flung out a hand to grasp the door frame, but missed. Matti caught her just before she hit the cold stone floor, and there was sympathy in his voice as he held her and spoke softly in her ear.

“I really am sorry Greta.”

Blindly she broke away from him, arms pushing against his chest as she staggered out the door, mortified, and desperate to get away from him and his condescending, pitying eyes. The cold wind froze the tears on her lashes, and a shard of ice pierced her heart like a dagger. 

How could Finn have met someone else? When? Where? Who was she? And why hadn’t he told her? Did he think she’d rather he disappear altogether than break her heart with the truth? 

Pacing along the riverbank, she kicked at a loose stone, then tripped on a fallen branch. Her breath caught as she braced for impact, cursing her clumsiness. Her knees smashed into the hard-packed earth, and she cried out when her chin skidded along the pebble-strewn ground. 

For a long moment she lay where she fell, wanting to give up. Wanting to stay there until the snow covered her completely and, hidden from the world, she could fall into an eternal sleep. No more worries, no more desertion, no more heartbreak, no more pain.

But she couldn’t do that to Helga. If Finn wasn’t here for his grandmother, it would have to be her. Gingerly dragging herself to a sitting position, she frowned at the blood on her knees and shins, which stung in the bracing cold air, but she didn’t think she’d broken anything. Her wrists ached though, her chin throbbed, and the tears she’d been trying to hold in burst their dam and ran down her cheeks in a flood. 

Humiliation prickled against her skin, and she winced as she remembered Matti’s words. His glowing description of the stunning, glamorous, beautiful woman who’d apparently made such an impression on all the men of the village. And the news that Finn had been gazing just as adoringly at her as the others, in front of everyone. 

How could her betrothed betray her like that? Betray himself? He’d always been such a kind, considerate partner. They’d spent all their time together, supported each other without question, and promised each other their future. A flash of anger seared through her – that he’d disappeared without a word, that he’d been deceiving her for months – but mostly all she felt was desertion. Desolation.  

It had hurt, these last few months, when Finn had been distant with her. Had stood her up, and let her down. But she’d thought it was just a phase he was going through. That if she only gave him enough space, and was patient and undemanding, and didn’t complain, or nag, or seem too needy, he would eventually return to her. Wasn’t that what all good girls did?

To discover he’d been seeing someone else was an ice pick to the chest. Her heart felt frozen, brittle, a midwinter chill frosting her veins and slowing her pulse. The rejection sliced into her, numbing her body and shattering her mind, and she wanted to scream and cry and rage at the sky.

She had to pull herself together though. She was devastated that Finn had some secret life she and Helga were completely unaware of, but if he’d run off with someone, at least that meant he was alive, and that was more important than anything else, wasn’t it? 

Wiping her eyes, Greta smoothed her dress over her legs and took a deep breath. She could handle this. And she had to wait, and speak to him, before giving up. Because surely there was a reasonable explanation for all this. She was probably being overdramatic. No doubt this was just a temporary thing, some short-term winter fling he had to get out of his system before he returned to her, and the village, and their life together. It would all work out. 

She was selling him short, not giving him a chance to explain himself, or tell her what was really going on. Believing the word of his jealous friend, who was just upset that the glamorous woman preferred Finn to him.

A glittering white snowflake fell on her nose, and she gasped as it unlocked a flash of memory. A story Helga used to tell her and Finn when they were little. Back then, they would sit at her feet by the fire each night as she dreamed up enchanted faery tales for them. Princesses trapped in towers. Beasts who turned into men – and men who turned into beasts. Brothers and sisters who had to outwit a witch who wanted to eat them. Boys who climbed monstrous beanstalks into the sky to battle giants. Brave young girls facing a wolf within the deep dark woods. 

And Finn’s favourite, the one about the icy, remote Snow Queen, who sent her snow bees out to check on children. She was made of ice and pale flesh, Helga said, and was tall and beautiful, with long black hair, ruby red lips and a coat formed of winter snow. She would visit young boys during winter, and infect them with dissatisfaction for their lives. Fill them with a yearning for new adventures, distant shores, a life bigger and grander than the one they had, and a desire for her and her alone. 

Could that story actually be based on truth? Had it been woven into a faery tale to warn children of this woman’s evil intentions, because they really were at risk from her? 

And had she somehow swirled into existence and encountered Finn at the beginning of winter, causing him to turn away from his girlfriend, his beloved grandmother, and his contented life in the village? Encouraged him to seek friendship with the older boys, and search for more daring exploits and action? And had she later returned, after he’d estranged himself from his old life, to trap him and lure him away from his home and his loved ones?

The river water beside Greta gurgled as it rushed by, still-thawing clumps of ice tumbling and pounding in the centre, washed down from the highest peaks. Had the Snow Queen taken Finn away too, down the valley and away to her castle in... 

Where had Helga told them she lived? 

Staring off into the distance, Greta desperately racked her brain as she tried to recall the details of the story. To get to the castle you had to venture along a mighty river, into a shadowy, dangerous forest, across endless snowy wastelands, up a steep mountain and through a harrowing darkness that was only relieved by occasional coloured lights that danced across the velvet-black heavens. It had seemed to be clearly a fantasy – no night sky was really filled with green and purple illumination – but could there be a kernel of truth hidden within the tale? 

Part of her desperately wanted to believe it, needed to think he hadn’t rejected her, that he’d just been stolen away from her. Such a creature could have caused the lengthy blizzard that had stopped her searching for him too. 

She laughed. That was some serious wishful thinking.  

A white dove flew down onto the hard, cold ground beside her, tilted its head and chirped at her. 

“It is true Greta, the Snow Queen has lured Finn away from you.”

She gasped. 

What? 
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Shocked, Greta rubbed her eyes, then stared again at the bird perched next to her. The bird who had just spoken to her. Was she so broken by grief, fear and rejection that her mind had snapped, that she now believed she could understand the chirping of a bird? 

The heavy beating of wings overhead interrupted her reverie, and she flinched and covered her head. When she finally peered up, an elegant swan had landed on the surface of the river, and was gliding gracefully towards her. 

“It is all up to you Greta,” she said. “You have to journey to the Snow Queen’s castle and rescue him.”

Laughter shook her whole body, and she teetered on the edge of hysteria. Oh Finn, what have you reduced me to? 

Imagining that animals were communicating with her surely meant she’d lost her mind, and fear shot through her. Yet when a turtle emerged from the water and ambled to her side, she smiled and raised one eyebrow in question. “And you have some advice for me too, I suppose?”

“You have the strength to do this,” he replied. “Just go slow and steady, and you will be able to bring him home.”

“But I’ve never left the village, let alone crossed a country or two,” she murmured. “I have no idea where Finn is, or how I could get there even if I did. Surely he’ll come back to us eventually?”

The dove hopped closer. “He is enspelled, so you will need to find him, break the curse and bring him home.”

“But how?” She threw her arms wide, staring up at the desolate mountain peaks above her, the tops still covered with snow despite the thaw, then gazed down into the valley. She wanted to cry. “I haven’t even been as far as I can see right now. And I have no idea where she took him, or how to get there. This is hopeless. I can’t do it!”

The swan straightened her long neck and stared into Greta’s eyes, fierce and challenging. “You are braver than you realise dear girl, and stronger than you imagine. You already have everything you need within you, and you will encounter those who will help you along the way.”

“Of course I will,” she muttered sarcastically. “My life is such a faery tale, just full of helpful people and creatures.”

The dove stared at her, head angled sternly and eyes flashing with the strangest, almost-human, expression of disappointment, then it flew off down the mountain without a backward glance. The swan seemed to shake her head at Greta with equal judgement before gliding away down the river, and the turtle harrumphed loudly, then turned and slipped back into the water, leaving her alone and full of regret that she’d been so ungracious. 

Been downright rude. She should have played along, asked them questions, even if it was just misguided delusion and panic making her think they were really speaking to her. Maybe her subconscious knew more than she realised, and was just presenting it to her in a new way? She should have let them continue.

Yet they’d said the Snow Queen had enspelled Finn and forced him away with her. Which meant that he hadn’t left of his own accord, or intended to ditch Greta and leave her heartbroken. She desperately wanted to believe that, but talking animals? And her, off on a journey across land, water and snow, up steep mountains and through deep dark forests to rescue her beloved, like some heroine in a storybook. It was a world gone mad. 

Filled with despair and an aching loneliness, she finally picked herself up, wincing at her grazed hands and her knees now aching and stiff from the fall, and dragged herself back home. Maybe she’d hit her head when she fell.

But when she saw Helga standing at her front gate, stooped by heartbreak and hopelessness, eyes tired and resigned, Greta wanted to believe she could rescue Finn. That animals really had spoken to her, and Finn hadn’t wanted to leave her. That she could be more than she’d ever thought possible, and do more than she’d ever imagined.

Smiling at the older woman, she told her one of the villagers had seen Finn leave with a friend, and was sure they would both be back soon. That of course he would have left a note
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