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      For Jill⁠—

      for the mornings we’ve shared,

      for the laughter, the listening, and the simple act of being there.

      

      Some things shape a story without ever appearing on the page.

      You are one of them.
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      Snow drifted down in wide, unhurried flakes, settling on bodies the way ash settles after fire—patient, thorough, moving first toward the places that needed hiding. It softened the sharpness of blood and broken things. It turned the red places white, falling layer by layer.

      I was grateful for the snow.

      Snow hid what I could not bear to see. It gentled the shapes the world had been left with. It would bury them, given time. It would keep the animals away. It would force the land to take them back.

      The sky had gone pale with morning. No smoke rose anymore. The fires had eaten their fill and moved on. What remained was the smell—iron and damp wool and something sweeter underneath that I did not yet have words for. Blood cooling. Blood from the dead sinking into the ground.

      My village did not look like a village.

      It was a place where names were familiar, where hands had shaped clay and braided hair and lifted children from sleep. Now it lay quiet—a map of stillness. Doorways sagged inward. Poles leaned where lodges had collapsed. The riverbank lay hushed, its reeds bent and broken, its surface glassed over with frost.

      Everything was too quiet.

      I tried to sit up and discovered that my body had not agreed to that yet.

      Cold pressed against my teeth. Grit filled my mouth. My cheek was stuck to the earth, skin numb where it met frozen ground. The ache spread slowly. I could not feel my legs. My hands trembled when I tried to move them, as if they belonged to someone else.

      Breath came thin— it barely disturbed the air.

      A man could have mistaken it for none.

      I remembered that moment with a strange clarity, as if it had been set apart from the rest. The sound of clothes shifting. His weight leaving my body. The way the world went quiet after.

      He stopped looking when my breathing slowed.

      That was all. That was the truth of it. And then he was gone.

      I laid where they had left me; half-buried in snow, naked where my clothes had been torn away, my hair spread dark and heavy against the white. It clung to my skin, stiff with sweat and blood. I did not understand yet how cold I was. My body had gone past pain into something duller, deeper.

      I turned my head and saw her.

      My sister laid a few paces away, her body twisted as if she had tried to turn toward me. Snow had gathered in her lashes. Her mouth was open slightly, the same shape our mother’s made when she slept, as if she had been about to speak and had simply… stopped.

      Without thinking, I touched my own mouth.

      Her eyes were open, dark and empty, mirrors of my own. Our hair was the same raven black, spilled loose against the ground. Only, hers lay smoother, less tangled by blood and hands.

      For a moment, I could not tell where she ended and I began.

      I dragged myself closer, tears flowing as I reached for her hand. Her fingers were smaller than mine but they fit the same way they always had—settling into my palm as if they remembered it. I knew her hand by touch alone: soft, warm, faintly damp. Sticky with berries or sap, or something sweet she had stolen and forgotten to wash away.

      I held it and waited for that warmth to return.

      It did not.

      I forced my body forward again.

      The movement was slow, awkward. My elbows burned where the skin had been scraped raw. My knees did not work the way they should have. Each breath scraped my lungs like flint on stone. I did not think about any of that. I thought only of the distance between us, of how it seemed too far for such a small space.

      I touched her shoulder.

      Once.

      Her skin was already stiff beneath my fingers. Cold had taken her more cleanly than it had taken me. I waited for her to breathe. I waited for her eyes to move. I waited for anything that would tell me I was wrong.

      Nothing came.

      The village was not sleeping.

      Understanding arrived quietly, without ceremony. It settled into my chest with the same finality as the snow. There would be no waking. No calling out names. No gathering of the wounded. The sounds I had known all my life—the crackle of fires, the low murmur of voices, the laughter that rose and fell like birdsong—were gone.

      I looked.

      And then I could not.

      The sight pressed too hard against something inside me. Sharp. Panic. I clawed at my own face, fingers scraping across my eyes, trying to tear the images away. Pain flared white-hot, then blurred, then faded into something distant. Blood ran warm down my cheeks, steaming faintly where it met the cold air.

      Snow fell into my lashes, melting there.

      The world became a pale smear of light and shadow. Edges softened. Faces disappeared.

      It was easier this way.

      Somewhere far off, voices carried through the trees.

      Shapes moved beyond the trunks. Laughter. The careless sound of others who believed their work finished.

      The world was moving on without us.

      I curled inward as best I could, pressing myself into the ground, into the snow, into the quiet. If they came back, I would not survive it. I understood that with the same calm certainty that told me the sun would rise whether I lived to see it or not.

      I listened.

      Nothing stirred in the village. No dogs barked. No horses stamped or snorted. No child cried out, frightened and alive and searching for arms to run into. I turned my head slowly, straining to hear any sound that did not belong to the wind or the distant men.

      There was nothing.

      I was the last one.

      The cold crept deeper then, no longer content with skin and bone. It moved inward, toward places I had never thought about before. My hands stopped shaking. Each rise of my chest was hollower than the last.

      Shadows gathered at the edges of my sight.

      Not like this.

      The words did not come from my mouth. I did not have the strength for sound. They existed only as a thought, fragile and stubborn, pressed against the closing dark.

      I want to stay.

      I did not pray to a god. I did not know who would be listening if I did.

      Rather, I spoke to the land that had held my footsteps since I was a child. To the air that had carried my sister’s laughter. To the mountain that loomed beyond the trees, ancient and unmoving, its spine buried deep in the earth.

      I want to stay.

      My breath fogged once, barely visible.

      The world dimmed at the edges.

      Darkness closed in.

      Somewhere beneath the mountain, something heard me.

      The mountain remained whole. It held its shape. It held its silence. Snow continued to fall—steady and unremarkable—as if nothing had been asked of it at all.

      I had been told once—only once—that the mountain answered desire. But it only gave what it chose.

      Warmth rose through the ground.

      It came from beneath me, slow and steady like dreams moving through one sleeping. A deep, spreading warmth pressed upward through frozen earth and into my bones, easing into the places where cold had settled deepest.

      I felt it first in my spine.

      A hum took root there—low, constant, as if my body had been waiting for this note and recognized it before my mind could follow. It moved through me in quiet currents, loosening what had locked, softening what had gone rigid.

      I want to stay.

      The warmth curled around that thought, winding through it gently, holding it close. It gathered along my ribs, across my back, beneath my skin, wrapping me in heat.

      Then the world changed.

      The blur I had retreated into shifted, thinned, opened. Where my sight had been ruined—washed pale with pain and blood—something else took its place. I could not see the way I once had, but I could sense. Layers of the world revealed themselves, overlapping and luminous.

      Threadlike bands of color moved through the air and earth—golden warmth braided with cooler silver, flowing and folding into one another. They resonated. I felt them more than I saw them, humming against bone and nerve, tracing paths through muscle.

      The sound deepened.

      A song without melody, older than language, rising and falling in slow, deliberate patterns. It wrapped around the fragile work my body was doing to remain. Each vibration carried intention—healing, binding, awakening—woven together with something wild and unrestrained.

      The mountain sang.

      It recognized me.

      It folded me into itself.

      The hum threaded through my chest, through marrow and sinew, stitching warmth into places that had been hollow. The golden current pressed close, steady and sustaining. Silver-edged. Sharp and ancient. It reminded me that what was being given was not gentle.

      My body shuddered as the sound moved through me, not entering so much as aligning. Tuning my being to a rhythm it had forgotten. I felt the song cradle my life, lift it, insist that it continue.

      I did not understand it.

      But my body did.

      Air entered me differently now—full, slow, filling the spaces that had gone still. My chest opened. My lungs stretched. My heart answered with a heavy, steady rhythm that filled my ears and throat and fingertips.

      Blood stirred, then flowed.

      Warmth unfurled low in my belly, spreading outward in slow, rolling pulses. It was the relief of being alive again—the weight of my body returning to me, the shape of myself settling back into place.

      A sound escaped me—thin, startled, almost a sob.

      Life moved through me like water filling a dry riverbed, like tide returning to a shore that had forgotten the feel of waves.

      Then something in my chest faltered.

      The rhythm in my chest stuttered, losing its way. A crushing pressure gathered under my ribs. Sharp. As if the center of me had been asked to rise too quickly and could not keep pace.

      The pull tightened with every uneven thud, each misfiring beat sending a flare of panic through my body.

      I pressed my hand hard against my chest.

      Whatever had answered me had given me warmth.

      It had given me life.

      But it had not given me time.

      My heart was failing.

      I rose onto trembling elbows, my vision swimming.

      I was not alone.

      A shape moved at the edge of my sight. Distinct. Abstract. The world remained washed and pale, edges softened into shadow, as if I were seeing through frost or water. Color had thinned to almost nothing.

      I turned my head slowly.

      The shape resolved itself through sensation before form. A small, dense presence, balanced and deliberate, its weight pressing cleanly into the snow. I knew it by the way the air shifted around it, by the tight, precise rhythm of life held close to bone.

      A raven.

      Its body was dark. The color of my own hair. Its essence was unmistakable. The gold and silver current around it burned sharper than anything else nearby, coiled tight within the small, powerful frame of the bird.

      It perched with effortless balance, head tilted. I could feel its regard as surely as if fingers had brushed my skin—patient, measuring, and immeasurably curious.

      It watched me.

      The bird’s presence felt deliberate, as if it had arrived in response to something I had already set in motion. Snow dusted its feathers, melting there and darkening them. Its chest rose and fell in a smooth, unbroken rhythm.

      It soothed me as its sound filled the silence.

      A heartbeat—clean, strong, alive—thrumming through the small body like a drum struck close to my ear. The rhythm reached into me, echoing painfully against the chaos in my own chest.

      I shook my head, weak and desperate.

      “No,” I whispered.

      The raven did not move.

      My heart stumbled again.

      The pull inside me surged, tightening around that steady beat with terrifying clarity. My mouth went wet with warmth, my pulse lurching as my body leaned toward the sound without my consent.

      Life is in hearts.

      The knowledge arrived as certainty.

      My breath came fast and shallow now, warmth and pressure warring inside me. One sustaining, the other demanding.

      “I won’t,” I whispered.

      The raven cocked its head.

      The warmth gathered again—not coaxing, not commanding—only holding me here. Alive and conscious and unable to slip back into the cold.

      My heart faltered.

      The pull tightened.

      I reached for the bird instinctively.

      My hand shook as it closed around its body, feathers impossibly soft and warm beneath my fingers. The raven cried out, wings beating once, twice—but it did not escape.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      The words rose from somewhere broken and instinctive, the same place my plea had come from.

      I hesitated.

      For one last moment, I fought it.

      Then survival took over.

      Feathers filled my mouth—soft and bitter, clinging to my tongue. I gagged, coughing them out into the snow as the raven fought back, wings beating wildly. Its claws raked my face, sharp lines of pain flaring as blood ran warm down my cheeks.

      I did not let go.

      The bird struck at me again, frantic now, its body convulsing beneath my grip. I tasted iron and breath and life all tangled together. My mouth searched blindly through heat and motion until my tongue found it—the tight, relentless pulse still beating, stubborn and alive.

      There.

      The rhythm filled my head, louder than my own thoughts.

      I drew it free slowly, guided by instinct rather than sight, my tongue learning its shape the way the body learns what it needs to survive. The pulse brushed against my teeth, throbbed once more, insistent and warm.

      I closed my teeth around it.

      The heartbeat burst between my jaws, warmth flooding my mouth as the pulse shuddered and stopped. At the same instant, the pressure in my chest broke apart completely. My heart surged strong and sure, locking into a steady rhythm that echoed through my bones.

      I gasped, breath tearing free as life roared back into me.

      The raven went still.

      My own erratic flutter steadied, each beat landing clean and sure beneath my ribs.

      I cried out, the sound torn from me as relief flooded my body.

      My wounds burned, then eased, then drew closed in slow, rolling waves. Skin knitting itself together, forming anew.

      Warmth bloomed everywhere now—driving the cold from my bones completely. Lungs stretched wide, filling easily.

      My heart beat on.

      Strong. Certain. Alive.

      The raven’s body felt limp in my hands, its warmth fading quickly as the snow reached for it. I sagged forward, blood streaking my lips, my pulse still thundering in my ears.

      Understanding settled then, heavy and exact.

      Life is in the heart.

      A law as old as the mountain.

      I laid there, heat thrumming through my veins. Shadow and warmth braided together beneath my skin, held within the mountain’s keeping.

      I was no longer what I had been.

      I belonged to the mountain now.

      My fingers flexed as if they had been asleep for a lifetime and were waking into the world again.

      I sat up with ease. Running my hands over myself without thinking—over my arms, my ribs, my throat—finding skin where there should have been torn places, finding strength where there should have been weakness. I pressed my palm against my sternum and felt the beat there, heavy and sure, each thud anchoring me in the only truth that mattered.

      Alive.

      The world sharpened around me until it hurt.

      Some things rose into fierce clarity while others fell away entirely. Scent swirled—pine and ghost-smoke and damp earth—but it was the iron tang of blood beneath the snow that caught me.  The faint sweetness of sap split by cold. Each scent arrived whole, complete. Demanding attention.

      Sound arranged itself into layers. The hush of falling flakes became a pattern I could follow, each soft landing distinct, counted without effort. Farther off, something shifted—a branch settling, a body cooling—and my awareness snapped to it at once.

      I could see individual needles on the nearest bough, each tipped with white, each one precise. Light no longer softened anything. It cut. It traced edges. It lingered on contrast—dark against white, red against snow, the shine of wet where life had spilled.

      Even my own breath became something to watch.

      It fogged in slow, perfect ribbons. When I inhaled, my lungs filled so completely it felt intimate, like being touched from the inside. Heat moved with each breath, a quiet tide rising and falling through my chest, steady and sure.

      My heart beat was strong now.

      Too strong.

      Beneath its rhythm, something else waited.

      A coil.

      A tightening focus.

      I had survived, but not in my shape.

      I had tasted life, and the hunger remained.

      Then I heard it.

      A sound in the trees.

      Soft at first. A crack in the quiet. A sound that wasn’t mine. Or was it?

      A laugh.

      It was low and broken, almost tender—as if it had been shaped by unshed tears.

      I turned my head sharply, searching the blurred edges of my vision. I expected a survivor. I expected a spirit.

      Was my mind unraveling because of what I had done? The blood was still warm on my tongue.

      The trees stood still. Snow fell. Nothing moved.

      The laugh came again.

      Closer.

      Yes.

      From inside me.

      I froze.

      My hand rose to my throat, fingers pressing lightly as if I could hold the sound back. As if I could keep it from becoming real.

      The laugh belonged to my mouth.

      It spilled out of me without permission—cracked and wet, trembling at the edges of sobbing. It startled me so deeply. The sound broke apart into something raw and uneven.

      The shape of my relief startled me more.

      It carried sharpness where there should have been softness. A curl at the edge that turned pain sideways. What escaped my throat was distortion.

      Mockery.

      The sound scraped against the quiet. Wrong. It echoed the careless laughter I had heard drifting through the trees, the sound of others convinced the ending had already been written.

      The laugh faded quickly.

      Silence returned.

      But I could not return with it.

      Because, in the wake of that laugh, I heard something else.

      A rhythm.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      Heartbeats.

      The sound arrived the way rain does—everywhere at once, complex and endless, each pulse distinct. Each one carried its own measure, its own stretch of remaining time. Felt not as numbers but as pressure; as fullness or fragility.

      Close by, a small, rapid thrum beneath the snow—some burrowing creature, alive in the dark. Its heartbeat was quick and thin, already burning through what little time it held.

      Farther out, a slower beat from the trees—deer, perhaps, crouched and listening. That rhythm moved deep and steady, weighted with seasons yet to come, with long paths not yet walked.

      And beyond that⁠—

      Bigger hearts.

      Human hearts.

      Men moving through the woods with the careless confidence of those who believed the world belonged to them. Their hearts beat loudest of all, dense with heat and blood, heavy with years still coiled inside them.

      My stomach tightened.

      The hunger did not surge the way it had before. It didn’t need to. It simply turned its attention outward, precise and calm.

      My mouth went wet again.

      Not with warmth this time—but with want.

      The sensation spread slowly, deliberately, a knowing heat that curled low and patient. My throat tightened as I swallowed. Not to refuse it but to make room.

      The laugh came again.

      It rose easier this time, fuller—still cracked, still wrong, but threaded now with something sharp. It felt good to let it out. It felt honest.

      Yes.

      The word did not need sound. It bloomed inside me, wide and open. An answer that did not argue with itself.

      My heart beat on, steady. Strong.

      And the hunger listened beyond it.

      It opened.

      It reached.

      It listened for other hearts.

      I took a step, and the world shifted with me.

      A sound answered from above—one sharp call, then another. I lifted my head.

      The sky had darkened, filled with wings.

      Ravens gathered along the bare branches, black shapes crowding the trees, more arriving by the moment. They circled overhead in widening arcs, their calls cutting through the quiet—rasping, broken, wrong in a way that felt familiar now.

      Mocking.

      The sound threaded into my chest and settled there, vibrating against bone. The birds watched me with intense, unblinking eyes; heads cocked, as if recognizing me as one of their own. Drawn to the beat of my heart.

      I felt… accepted.

      Their calls rose and fell together, laughter shaped in sound. The air seemed to move with them, bending slightly as wings passed through it.

      My shadow—faint against the pale ground—shifted wrong.

      For a blink, it widened. Feathered at the edges. Wing-shaped.

      I blinked, and it was only a shadow again.

      But my skin prickled as if something beneath it had flexed.

      As if my body had more room inside it than it used to.

      I inhaled, and the cold air did not bite.

      It tasted.

      It carried heartbeats the way smoke carries scent.

      It carried life.

      I closed my eyes and heard, behind my own pulse, the mountain’s hum. Low and constant, holding the note it had placed in me, letting me feel what was possible.

      Yes.

      The word did not need sound. It settled easily, fitting the space that had opened inside me.

      The hunger was natural.

      It was nature.

      I opened my eyes.

      The village laid around me, made almost gentle by the sky’s slow work. Bodies that had been my world rested beneath it; shapes smoothed, edges quieted. Faces blurred. Blood hidden. Everything made still.

      Beautiful, in a way that hurt.

      And still I could hear what remained.

      Quiet presence.

      The absence of hearts pressed against me, heavy and exact, outlining what had been taken—and what could never be returned.

      Life had left them.

      But it had not left me.

      I stood there among what had been lost and felt no confusion, no doubt. Only clarity, clear and cold. Steady as the mountain.

      If life was held in the heart⁠—

      Then I would take it.

      The laugh rose again, small and cracked, and this time I fully embraced it.

      It slipped out of my throat like a feral roar.

      Somewhere deep under stone, something vast shifted—so faint it could have been imagination, so deep it could have been the earth settling after grief. A tremor, a remembering. For a heartbeat I felt a presence far below, ancient and coiled, power sleeping under the mountain like gold threaded through rock.

      Not human.

      Older.

      A heart large enough to shake the world with its beating.

      The hunger noticed it the way a tongue notices sweetness.

      There are hearts in this world that would never stop beating.

      The thought did not frighten me.

      It steadied me.

      I looked once more at my village, at the white covering what I could not bear to see, and abandoned pain hardened into clarity.

      I turned toward the trees where the men moved, their hearts loud in my hearing.

      Above me, wings beat.

      The ravens rose as one, dark shapes cutting across the pale sky, their calls rising together. The air shifted. Opening, answering.

      I followed.

      The ground fell away from me, and the tops of the trees rushed up to meet me as I moved into the space the birds had claimed.

      Snow continued to fall behind me, filling the marks where I had been.

      The last sound the village received from me was a laugh that could have been human⁠—

      if you didn’t know better.
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