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Things that are dead are better left dead.
But no one ever tells that to a child.
Hind’s village had no name. It was wedged between three barren mountains, black as the earth’s rotting teeth, and on the fourth side—the forest. Everyone simply called it the evil forest, as if that were enough. And it was.

The houses were low, their roofs heavy, pressed down by years and winters. The wood was split, the clay fallen away in places. No one repaired more than was needed to keep everything from collapsing.

Their house stood at the edge of the village, where the road thinned and began to lose itself toward the forest—a small house, weighed down by time, with one large room that held all their things and all their silences, and another even smaller in the back, where the cold lingered even after the fire was lit.

Three souls lived there—Hind, her mother, and her grandmother.
Or rather—two and a half, because her mother was there in body, but not with everything she once had been.
After Hind’s father died in the salt mine, swallowed by the earth without leaving behind anything but the news and a heavy silence, something in her mother slowly closed.

She no longer touched the child who still reached for her, no longer asked if she was hungry or tired, no longer told stories to stitch the evenings together, nor lifted her eyes to see if anyone was looking at her.

She worked.

She worked with a heavy quiet, lost inside her own mind.

She woke before the light, cleaned the house, cooked, ate without tasting, kept silent, then fell asleep as if sleep itself were just another kind of labor.

Her gaze passed through Hind, never once settling on her—and it was a pity, because if it had stopped, even for a moment, she would have seen a child such as rarely grows in places like that—a little girl of only six, yet filled with a warmth and life so bright she could have filled the entire house on her own, if only there had been someone to see her.

Hind was the kind of child who did not yet know how to be fully sad, even though the world around her gave her plenty of reasons—a child who still clung to small things and made them large: a ray of sunlight on the wall, a puddle that held the sky’s reflection, a falling leaf she would follow all the way down as if it were something important.

Her eyes were black, wide and deep—too large for her small face. Her skin was pale and clear, as though dirt could only touch her on the surface, never truly reach her. Her long black hair fell over her shoulders in tangled strands, but under her grandmother’s fingers it became soft and obedient, as if she were tending to something fragile.

She smiled often, without thinking, without measuring out her joy.

And perhaps the strangest thing about her was that she loved the world exactly as it was, without asking why it was heavy, without judging it—finding, in each day, something worth looking at more than anything else: the rain that gathered on her lashes and made her blink and laugh, the sun that slipped into her eyes and forced them half-shut, the wind that lifted her hair and whispered things she did not understand, but somehow felt.

Hind did not know this was rare.
And there was no one there to tell her.
Her grandmother was ill and could walk only a few steps through their small rooms.

Her hands were thin and knotted, worn by years, yet warm and patient, and her voice was low, almost a whisper, but alive—stubborn, like a small light that refused to go out.

She sang often, almost every evening, as if the silence of the house were too heavy and had to be broken into small, bearable pieces.

They were not cheerful songs. They did not speak of easy things or simple joys, and in that strange way, that was precisely why they were beautiful.

“Come here, little bird,” she would say to Hind, drawing her close with care.

She combed her hair slowly, untangling not just the knots in the dark strands, but somehow the knots in the days that piled up one over the other.

And then she would sing, letting the words flow like a quiet water that knows its way—

Of rains that never return to the same place, of the moon and stars that watch without judgment, of the sun that warms without asking anything in return, of things Hind did not fully understand, yet felt as something good.

Of children who grow too quickly...

Hind did not understand everything, but she did not need to, because in those moments—pressed close to her grandmother, her eyes half-closed and her breathing soft—her world, already beautiful in its simple way, became warmer, gentler, easier to love.

“One day, little bird, you will leave this place and find something better than this,” her grandmother would whisper, her warm fingers slipping through the tangled strands of her hair, parting them with care, as if each one were something precious. “You will go somewhere life is sweet, where people laugh often, and no one is sad.”

Hind stayed close, her cheek resting against her grandmother’s arm, feeling how every movement soothed her, how every touch gathered her thoughts and set them back in place.

“And there,” her grandmother went on, “you will find someone who truly sees you—not just looks at you, but sees you, as you are, small and bright—and they will hold your hand and never let go. They will love you with passion, with fire.”

Hind said nothing, but in her mind, simple, warm images began to take shape—no clear faces, no grand words, just the feeling that somewhere there was a place where she would not have to ask to be loved.

“And you will have your own home too, perhaps small, but full,” her grandmother continued, her voice growing softer and softer, like a song fading away, “and you will have children who will laugh and run and tug at your hand, and you will never let them feel alone. Your little birdlings. And you will be happy, my dear Hind... you will be.”

Her voice thinned, drifted, but the touch remained.

Hind blinked heavily, feeling sleep come over her slowly, like warm water covering her without haste, and just before she drifted off completely, she had the brief sensation that she was no longer in the house, no longer in the village, no longer anywhere she had ever been.

She dreamed.

At first there was nothing—only a dim light, like morning when the sun has not yet decided whether it will stay.

Then the eyes appeared.

Blue.

Bright.

Hind smiled in her sleep, without knowing why.

And for a moment, as brief as a breath, she felt loved.
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That spring, after a long rain that had washed the dust from the houses and left the ground soft, heavy, and clinging to every step, her grandmother no longer rose from her bed. And her breathing, which once drifted gently through songs, had grown labored, uneven—as if every breath she drew had to be fought for.

Her mother never stopped working—not on the days when the rain fell without end, nor on the mornings when the cold clung to the bones—so, without quite knowing when it had happened, Hind had become mostly alone, wandering the outskirts, learning to keep herself company with small things and to fill her time with the world around her, because there was no one to fill it for her.

She woke early, sometimes before her mother, and stepped outside to watch the light slowly gather over the village, the mountains shifting color, the cold air brushing her cheeks—and in those moments, even though she had nothing, she felt she had enough.

That morning, the sun had barely begun to rise, pale and uncertain on the horizon. There was nothing left to eat in the house—not even a piece of stale bread—and hunger circled quietly.

Her mother looked at her in that brief, abrupt way of hers, never letting her gaze linger too long, as if even a second more would be too heavy—and without further words, without explanation or promise, she said:

“Come. We’re going to the forest to gather mushrooms.”

Hind stood still for a moment, her eyes caught on her grandmother’s small body, which seemed even smaller in that pale light, and for a second she had the feeling that if she did not leave—if she stayed—something might change.

But nothing changed.

Her grandmother turned her head slightly toward her and smiled—a faint, tired smile, yet still full of that same warmth that had never left her.

“Go, little bird,” she whispered, her voice so thin it seemed to come from very far away.

Hind nodded, not knowing why she felt like crying, and left.

It was the last time her grandmother called her that.

They left the house without another word, and the air outside—still damp after the rain—wrapped around them like a cold coat, clinging to their skin and their thoughts, while their steps sank softly into the loosened earth.

They took the basket and set off toward the forest, along a path Hind already knew, yet that day it felt different—longer, quieter, as if it knew where they were going before they did.

The forest did not begin abruptly. It had no clear boundary. It slipped in slowly, almost unnoticed—first with scattered bushes, then thin trees, then shadows gathering between them until the light no longer knew how to pass through.

And then came the silence.

Not the good kind of silence, the one that lets you breathe.

But the kind that lingers. That listens. That waits.

Hind walked close to her mother, almost pressed against her, clutching the edge of her coat between her fingers, as if that small gesture were enough to keep her near, to not lose her too. Her steps were small and careful, for the ground was slippery and roots pushed up through the earth like living things.

Mushrooms rose from the soil in pale, rounded shapes, like eyes opened too early, and her mother cut them quickly, mechanically, without really looking, without pausing.

“Mother...” Hind tried, her voice small, uncertain.

“Don’t speak now. Leave me. Later,” her mother replied, without turning her head, without stopping her hands.

They walked for hours, deeper and deeper into the forest—farther than they had ever gone before—in search of food. And their steps, which had been sure at first, gradually grew heavier, quieter, as if each one carried them farther not only from the village, but from everything they knew.

They walked so long that, at one point, Hind felt her chest tighten with a small but clear fear—that perhaps they would not find their way back home, that the forest would keep them there, that the path would vanish and no one would ever show them the way again.

But she said nothing.

She swallowed her words, as she always did, because she already knew what the answer would sound like—because she knew her mother would cut her off, snap at her, stop her before she could even finish speaking.

So she kept walking beside her, matching her small steps to her mother’s, and, so the fear would not grow too large inside her, she would bend down from time to time and pick snowdrops and crocuses, carefully choosing the prettiest ones, the straightest ones, so she could make her grandmother a little crown when they returned.

She held them tightly in her hand, with an almost serious care, as if they were something important—something that must not be lost—and in this simple way, without even realizing it, she made room for joy, even there, in the heart of the forest, where nothing was meant for children.

Late, when she could barely feel the soles of her bare feet anymore, numbed by the cold of the wet earth, her mother stopped suddenly—so abruptly that the motion split their walking in two, and the silence that followed felt heavier than the exhaustion.

Hind, her eyes still caught on the flowers she had gathered, bumped lightly into the back of her mother’s legs and let out a small, misplaced laugh—more from the startle than from any joy—because the snowdrops and crocuses slipped from her palms and scattered across the ground.

“Quiet,” her mother snapped, without turning, with a harshness that fell over the child colder than the forest air.

Hind fell silent at once.

And then she felt it...

She felt it first in the air—how it changed without any sign, without any reason one could see, growing thicker, heavier, as if it had passed through something, as if it already carried something within it before reaching them.

Then the smell.

Sweet, in a way that was not good.

Rotten, in a way that was not old.

Like something that had once been alive and had refused to remain dead.

Her mother grabbed her hand with a sudden grip and pulled her along, without another word, without looking back, forgetting in a single instant the full basket, the flowers, the hunger—everything—with one simple, clear thought: to leave.

But the forest was not a place you could leave when you wished.

And it was already too late.
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It came out from between the trees without a sound, as if it had always been there and only now had they learned to see it.

It had no fixed shape, because even as you looked at it, it was already changing—gathering and unraveling into thick tendrils of darkness, like smoke too dense to be only smoke, from which long, shifting shadows broke away, like too many arms for a single body, too long, too alive.

At their center, there seemed to be something that might have been a face—but if you tried to truly see it, if you held your gaze there for even a moment longer, it began to hurt, as though human eyes were not made for such a thing.

An old strigoi—but not one of those that haunt villages and knock on doors. This one was older than the village. Older than the mountains.

Something left over from a time when things had no names and did not need them—a remnant of a forgotten god, left to fade and that had never truly faded at all.

Hungry.

When it spoke, its voice was cruel and rough.

— Pure blood.

Her mother pushed Hind back without thinking, a quick, instinctive motion, as if her body already knew what her mind was only beginning to understand.

— No, she whispered—but the whisper went nowhere, had nothing to cling to, because in that place words held no power.

— Payment, came the voiceless voice again, heavier, closer. Blood or flesh.

Hind did not understand all the words, did not bind them together as an adult would—but she understood enough to feel that something was wrong. Her mother was trembling. That never happened.

— Run, her mother told her, her voice broken, hurried, as if every extra second was too much.

Hind did not run. She remained frozen, staring at the creature.

Then her mother shoved her—hard, with everything she had left.

— RUN!

She ran without knowing where she stepped, without clearly seeing the path ahead, her feet sinking into the cold, heavy mud that held her back as if it did not want to let her go. Roots breaking through the surface caught at her ankles and made her stumble, and the air cut into her chest—too fast, too much—as though her breath no longer belonged to her.

She did not look back, afraid that if she did, she would no longer be able to run.

Then a howl tore through the forest from one end to the other—long, rending—as if it passed through every tree and every piece of air, leaving behind a cold vibration that clung to skin and bone. A sound so alien to the world that it seemed not to come from outside, but from somewhere deeper, where things should never reach.

It was not a scream. Not entirely.
More like despair given sound.
And then she stopped, clutching at the cold trunk of a tree, as if only that wood could still keep her upright. With her breath broken and her heart beating too hard for her small body, she slowly turned her head.

Her mother’s eyes found her.

— Run, she told her with her last breath, the word not whole, but breaking apart between its letters.

Then the creature seized her in its thick tendrils of darkness, which tightened around her body like formless claws, and without hesitation, it broke her in a single motion—short and precise.

Her mother was no longer whole.

Not even whole in the way broken things are.

The creature did not hurry, did not need to finish quickly, because its hunger was not for food, but for time—for undoing, for taking things apart slowly, with patience, with a care that was worse than any haste.

It was unmaking her.

Piece by piece.

As if it wanted to understand what a human is made of.

The blood did not flow as it should have—it did not spill onto the ground or seep away, but instead rose, stretching into the air, drawn into those shadows spilling from the creature, absorbed, drunk by something that had no mouth, yet knew how to consume.

As if the air itself had become alive—and hungry.

Hind stood frozen, her small body unable to keep pace with the terror that had seized her, and without knowing when or how, she felt herself lose control, wetting herself in fear.

Overwhelmed by what she saw—and by what she could not understand—Hind let out a broken scream that tore from her chest without her will, and then she ran again, faster than before, as if running itself might erase what she had just witnessed.

The creature, only partially sated, cast aside what remained of her mother without care, as if it were nothing more than something emptied of meaning, and then it began to move after Hind—calmly, as though it knew she had nowhere to escape.

— Pure, sweet blood, it hissed, and the words stretched through the air and into Hind’s mind alike, like a thin thread slowly winding around her. Mine... mine..., it repeated, lower, closer.

Hind, with her small, exhausted body, ran as fast as she could, her steps unsteady, her breath in pieces, pushing herself forward more from fear than from strength—but no matter how much she needed it to be enough, it wasn’t. Soon—too soon—she felt it behind her, almost without seeing it, and she knew the creature had caught up.
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Hind fell to the ground and began to roll downhill, no longer knowing where her body ended and the earth began, wet grass clinging to her skin and small stones striking her elbows and knees, while the air was torn from her chest with every turn.

The creature followed—flowing around her.

Like a thick, living black smoke that stretched after her and accompanied her through every fall, wrapping her in its shadows, almost as if it were protecting her.

When the rolling stopped—sudden and graceless—Hind lay on her back, her chest rising in uneven bursts, her eyes wide open, unable to understand whether she was alive or dead.

Above her, at arm’s length, was the creature.

So close it could no longer be seen whole.

And seen like this, up close—it was beautiful.

Not beautiful in the way people are, but in a strange, almost painful way that made you want to look and, at the same time, made it impossible to keep looking.

Up close, so close that her breath struck against it and came back colder, the creature was no longer just darkness, but a form gathered from shadows, with an almost human silhouette—yet too tall, too fluid to truly be so.

It seemed made of thin, overlapping layers of dense smoke, each shifting gently over the other as if it were breathing, and here and there those layers thinned, revealing beneath them a pale, bluish light.

Its face—if it was
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