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I left the house tonight before my father could start yelling, before my mother could ask me why I never look her in the eye. I slipped out quietly, though I don’t think either of them would have noticed if I hadn’t. The walls of that house choke me. The air is thick with arguments that don’t need words, with silences that stretch so long they sound louder than shouting. Even when it’s quiet, the house is too loud.

The woods have always been an escape. They are dark, yes, but they are not suffocating. Their silence is clean. It doesn’t demand anything of me. It doesn’t follow me from room to room, heavy with disappointment. The fog was heavy tonight, pressing low against the earth, folding around me like a secret. Each step felt muffled, swallowed by the damp ground. My breath came back to me in little clouds, dissolving into the gray. I thought of nothing at all, and then I thought of everything, all at once.

That’s when I saw her.

She was standing there, in the clearing, as if she had been waiting. Not startled, not shifting nervously like anyone else might. She stood straight, still, the fog curling around her legs, making her body a silhouette carved out of the night.

And then she spoke.

“You look like you’ve been searching for me.”

Her voice wasn’t questioning. It wasn’t surprised. It was certain.

Her words hung in the air longer than they should have, heavier than the fog around us.

You look like you’ve been searching for me.

I stopped breathing for a moment, because she was right. I had been searching for something, though I hadn’t known what until then.

I didn’t answer her. Words felt too small for what pressed against my chest. I didn’t know if she expected me to speak, or if she had already heard my reply inside my silence. Her stillness pressed against me, sharp and unyielding, like the woods themselves were holding their breath. My heart was hammering so violently I was sure she could hear it, but she didn’t move.

Her face was hidden in shadow, but her presence was sharper than any detail I might have described. It wasn’t just that she was there, it was that everything else wasn’t. The trees, the fog, the biting cold, all of it blurred until there was only her.

I stood there until my throat burned from the air. Then she turned, slowly, and walked deeper into the trees. Without thinking, I followed.

I thought of turning back, but my body betrayed me. My feet stayed planted, my chest tilted forward, my eyes refusing to let her out of sight. Even when the fog swelled and swallowed her shape, I strained for it, desperate, as though if I lost her I would lose something far greater than a stranger.

For a long moment, nothing else existed. The forest, the night, the broken house I had run from, all of it fell away until there was only her, moving soundlessly ahead of me.

The woods looked different with her in them. Shadows bent in strange directions, branches reached down like skeletal arms, and still I went on, stumbling once, twice, afraid I might lose her if I fell too far behind.

I kept waiting for her to look back at me, to speak again, to acknowledge that I was there. She didn’t. Her steps were steady, unhurried, and I felt like an intruder who had already been permitted.

For a moment, I thought she vanished. The fog swelled, swallowing her silhouette whole, and my chest tightened with a fear I couldn’t explain. Then, just ahead, she reappeared, standing still in another clearing, as if she had been waiting all over again.

And then she turned, just slightly, as though acknowledging me for the first time. No smile. No frown. Just the faintest flicker of movement, like a signal meant only for me. I didn’t know what it meant. I only knew I had been seen.

I froze at the edge of the space, afraid to break the fragile thread that pulled me here. She didn’t move, but the way the mist curled around her made her presence larger than the clearing itself. I should’ve been afraid, and maybe I was. But the fear felt like warmth, and I didn’t know what that meant.

I didn’t know her, but I knew I couldn’t turn back.

Not anymore.

The woods shifted.

The fog thickened.

Somewhere, a branch cracked.

Or maybe it was just the night opening its eyes.

I should’ve been afraid. Maybe I was. But the fear felt like warmth, and I didn’t know what that meant.
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The fog pressed against my skin as though it wished to keep me here. Each breath I drew felt heavy, soaked with dampness, like the forest had slipped inside me. Her figure moved ahead of me, more shadow than woman, yet impossibly distinct, like the one thing the night wanted me to see clearly.

I told myself I would only follow a little further. Just until I understood. Just until I could convince myself that what had happened, that first sentence, the way her eyes had carried me into them like a river, wasn’t some trick of exhaustion or imagination. But my steps betrayed me. Each time she drifted farther, I found my body moving forward, my legs clumsy over roots and wet earth, unwilling to lose her silhouette.

The woods deepened. Branches stretched crookedly above us like a spirograph, black veins against the moon’s pale skin. Every so often, she would glance over her shoulder, not with a smile, not even with acknowledgment, but with something softer, more dangerous: permission. She allowed me to trail behind her, and that permission tasted like oxygen to me.

I thought of the house I had left behind, of voices raised like knives, of walls closing in until even air felt rationed. I had not run so much as fled, like an animal bolting from a cage. Yet here, among the trees, among the fog, I found myself caged again, only differently. Not by walls or by voices, but by the shape of her moving through the mist.

Her dress, or perhaps it was a coat, I couldn’t be certain, brushed against the undergrowth, catching droplets of water that glistened briefly in the moonlight before vanishing. The sound was faint, like rain’s ghost. I wanted to ask her where she was taking me, why she had appeared, why her words felt carved directly into my chest. But the silence seemed sacred, and to break it felt impossible.

Once, she slowed. The path narrowed, roots knotted into a snare at our feet. I nearly collided with her, and the closeness made my throat ache. I could smell something faint on her, something metallic, like rust, but softened by earth and smoke. Without turning fully, she tilted her head, and for the first time I saw the curve of her mouth, pale against the dark. It wasn’t a smile. It was... acknowledgment. Recognition. A reminder that she knew I was here, and that she did not mind.

My name clung to my lips, desperate to introduce itself, but I swallowed it. She hadn’t asked, and perhaps she never would. Instead, she continued, slipping between the trees as though she belonged to them. And maybe she did.

Time became uncertain. The forest had no clock, only the rhythm of her steps and mine. I wondered, dimly, if I would ever find my way back, if the house I’d left behind still stood somewhere beyond these trees, or if it had already been swallowed by the fog. The thought should have filled me with fear. Instead, I felt... liberated.

At last, she paused again. Ahead of us, a clearing opened, the fog resting in it like a lake made of breath. The moonlight pooled silver on the ground, and for the first time, she turned fully toward me. Her eyes, God, her eyes, found me in the dark, and I felt the world contract until only her gaze existed.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to, I understood.

And then, at last, her lips parted. Not words for the air, but for me alone. Words she knew I would not forget, words that engraved themselves into me so deeply that I could feel them echo even as they left her mouth.

She told me to call her Mara.

Mara.

The name didn’t feel like a name but an incantation, a spell cast upon my soul. I repeated it silently, then aloud in the cage of my mind: Mara, Mara, Mara. The syllables rolled like a wild thunder inside me. She had given me something more intimate than a touch, more binding than a promise.

And I knew, with an ache I could neither fight nor understand, that Mara would never leave my mind. Even if I ever wanted to try and chase her from it, she’d cling onto my soul.

The deeper we went, the more the woods swallowed me whole. The path behind us dissolved into blackness, the faint orange smear of my father’s house, a memory already fading, as if it had never been real. What remained was her shadow in front of me, faintly breaking the fog with every step. She didn’t rush. She didn’t stumble. She walked as though the forest had been carved around her long ago, waiting for her to return.

The trees grew taller the further we went, their twisted arms closing above our heads like a cathedral of bone and bark. I could barely tell if it was night or if the branches simply strangled the moonlight until nothing could reach us. The air grew heavier, thicker, like a curtain of damp velvet pressed against my lungs. I found myself breathing shallowly, afraid to disturb the silence.

There were sounds, though. Small ones. A distant owl. The crack of some animal’s foot on rotting wood. The drip of water seeping from moss into the black mud beneath my boots. And somewhere between all of it, the quiet rhythm of her steps. I realized I was following them, counting them, falling into their cadence like a prayer.

My hands ached with cold, but I hardly noticed. My pulse was louder than my thoughts, hammering so violently that I thought she might hear it and turn, and if she did, I feared the forest itself would collapse under the weight of her gaze. But she didn’t. She never looked back. Not once, as if she was confident I was following. She only drew me further into a place where even the fog seemed to breathe.

I wanted to ask her why she had come, why she had chosen me out of all people, why she was walking deeper and deeper into a darkness no sane person would follow... The questions built inside me, a swarm of hornets in my throat. But when I tried to speak, all that came out was silence. It wasn’t that she forbade me. It was that the forest forbade me. As if words would shatter something sacred in the air between us.

I thought of my father then; his hands clenched around his glass, his voice barking orders into a house that had never been a home. I thought of my mother’s absence, a ghost more than a woman, drifting between walls as though she was already buried. I thought of my room, where the walls pressed too close and the air stank of everything unspoken.

And then I thought of her.

Mara.

The name repeated itself in my skull even before I realized she had given it to me, though no words had passed her lips. It was as though the forest whispered it into my ear, as though the roots themselves hummed it under the earth: Mara, Mara, Mara. I mouthed it silently, and it fit against my teeth like it had been waiting there all my life.

The forest shifted with her presence. The fog curled differently around her steps. Branches leaned toward her like starving things, desperate to brush her shoulders. Even the owls seemed to hush when she passed. And me... In this clearing I was nothing more than a shadow tethered to hers, dragged deeper into a world I had no claim to, yet couldn’t abandon.

I should have been afraid. Any other night, I would have been. But there was no fear in me now. Only the certainty that if she walked until the earth fell away and we drowned in the sky, I would follow. If she led me into the roots and buried me alive, I would stay buried, so long as her shadow lay above me.

The deeper we went, the more the air seemed to pulse. Like the forest had a heartbeat. Like the woods themselves were alive, and she was the vein carrying me toward its center.

And still, she said nothing.

And still, I followed.
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I had no choice but to open these pages tonight. I haven’t done that in a while. My mind swells with her presence, and if I do not spill her into words, I fear she will consume me entirely, leaving me hollowed, emptied, like the woods stripped bare by winter.

Mara.

The name itself is a pulse, a heartbeat lodged beneath my tongue. I whisper it into the paper as though writing alone is not enough, as though sound might give me some measure of release. Yet even in ink, even in breath, she does not diminish. She only grows.

Mara.

I saw her again today. Not as one sees another human passing on the street, not as one notices the shape of a stranger. No, it was deeper, stranger, as if my eyes found her before my body did. As if the woods bent themselves to her, parting branches to make her path, and I followed without thought, without resistance. The air thickened around her, carrying a weight, a silence that pressed against my chest like the hush before a storm.

She does not speak. Or rather, she speaks through stillness, through the refusal to give me what I want. And yet, what a language it is. A glance withheld, a step farther into the shadows, these are her sentences. Each silence, a paragraph. Each pause, a hymn. I understand them better than any words I’ve ever read.

Mara.

Her absence, even when she is near, haunts me more than any presence ever could. She is not here for me, not yet, perhaps not ever. But the void she carries is magnetic. My blood answers it, my breath slows within it. I am a moth who cannot stop circling the flame. I know it. I admit it. I am already burning.

The forest itself seemed to curve toward her, roots twisting like veins beneath her steps, leaves trembling as she passed. I cannot tell if she belongs to the woods, or if the woods belong to her. She moves like a secret kept too long, a myth half-forgotten but still sharp in the memory of the earth.

And I... I am unworthy to follow, yet I cannot stop. I trail her shadow as though it were a path in itself. My footsteps are clumsy, loud, breaking twigs, disturbing nests, while she remains untouched, unbroken, as if the world itself dares not lay a hand upon her.

Mara.

I wrote her name again. I cannot help it. I could fill these pages with nothing but her name, and still it would not be enough. The repetition does not exhaust it; instead, it deepens, layers upon itself like a chant, like prayer beads running through trembling fingers.

Mara.

What does she think when she looks at me? Does she see me at all? Or am I only another branch, another shadow, another useless thing cluttering her path? If she does see me, why does she not speak? Does she guard her words like treasures, or does she know that silence is sharper, more binding, than anything she might say?

There is holiness in her stillness. Not the kind found in churches, no. Something older, darker, carved from moss and stone and the damp breath of the forest floor. When she does nothing, she does everything. When she is silent, she speaks volumes into my marrow.

And here I am, writing like a man possessed. Perhaps I am. I feel her in my pulse, in the ache behind my eyes, in the tremor of my hand as I press pen to page. She lingers in me like a fever.

Mara.

I do not know what she is, but I know she is not ordinary. She is not one of us. And yet, I want nothing more than to be claimed by her silence, to drown in it, to lose my name so that only hers remains.

If I die tomorrow, let this page testify: I saw her, I followed her, and I loved her. Even if she never once turned toward me, even if her silence is all she leaves me with, it is enough.

Mara.

Always, Mara.

Mara.

Mara.

Mara.

I write it until the word dissolves. Until it is no longer a name but a sound, a hum, a vibration that bleeds into me. Her name is not letters, not ink, not syllables. It is a pulse, a flame beneath the ribs. It beats there, beneath my skin, thudding louder than my heart.

Do you know what silence becomes when it walks? It becomes her.

Do you know what shadows dream of when they stretch themselves long and thin beneath the trees? They dream of her.

The woods tonight smelled of earth still damp from old rain, but sweeter somehow, almost as though the soil had been stirred by her steps and wished to keep the trace. Even the birds grew quiet in her passing, as if they too were hushed, afraid to sing over the low, steady hymn of her breath.

Mara.

She gives nothing, yet I gather everything. Every tilt of her chin, every stillness she offers me, becomes a scripture. I study her silence like priests study sacred texts, searching for meaning, finding divinity in emptiness.

The path curled deeper, where branches wove themselves together like fingers interlocked, where the light dimmed and yet somehow sharpened. The leaves no longer whispered; they sighed, long and heavy, as though aching with the weight of carrying her across their canopy.

I followed. Not as a man follows another, but as the moon follows the tide. Bound. Drawn. Compelled. There was no choice, not really. Her steps were written long before I was born, and mine were written to follow.

The closer I walked behind her, the more I felt the distance inside me stretch. She does not speak, but her silence is not empty. It is vast. It is the hollow between stars, and I walk into it willingly, barefoot across the black velvet sky.

And yet, every now and then, she glances, no, not glances, shifts. A movement so slight, it cannot be called a look, but I feel it all the same. My chest seizes, as though she carved her name directly onto my lungs with that single, wordless flicker.

Mara.

Mara.

Mara.

I write it until it fills the margins. Until I forget what came before her. Until the page itself looks back at me with her eyes, her silence, her shadow.

She is not mine. She will never be mine. But perhaps... perhaps I was always hers.
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I returned home, though the word felt hollow on my tongue. Home. What is a home, if not walls that hold voices too sharp, too cruel, too endless to escape? My parents sat at the table when I entered, my father with his newspaper, his hands yellowed by nicotine, my mother with her cup of coffee clutched like a lifeline. They looked up, briefly, only to pierce me with that same suspicion, the suspicion that my very existence is a fault in their perfect narrative. No words were spoken, at first. Silence has teeth in this house. It chews and chews until someone bleeds.

“You’re late,” my father said eventually, his eyes never rising above the paper.

“Where were you?” my mother followed, her tone not curious but accusatory, as though my absence were an insult flung directly at her.

I answered with the same vagueness as always : “Walking.”

The word dissolved in the stagnant air. They sighed in unison, an orchestra of disappointment. Yet for the first time, their disapproval did not pierce me. It grazed me, like the wing of a moth against skin, fleeting, forgettable. Because their world had shrunk into insignificance the moment she entered mine.

Mara.

Her name pressed against the back of my teeth. I wanted to whisper it, to write it into the air with my breath. Mara, Mara, Mara. A string of sound more sacred than any prayer I had ever learned in this household of cold hands and empty rituals.

They scolded me still, something about dinner gone cold, about wasted time, about responsibility... But I heard nothing. I sat at the table, nodding when expected, lifting the fork to my lips without tasting, my body a marionette moved by strings. Inside, though, my mind pulsed with another rhythm. The woods still lived inside me. The hush of branches, the scent of earth, the silence she carried like a crown.

Mara.

Every tick of the clock pulled me closer to nightfall, closer to the hour where I could return. I stared at the shadows crawling up the kitchen wall, watching them elongate as the sun withered away. My parents argued about something trivial, money, bills, the dull machinery of their lives, and I sat, detached, floating. Their voices were not mine to carry anymore.

When my father slammed his fist against the table, I did not flinch. When my mother’s voice sharpened to a knife, I did not bleed. I was elsewhere, already halfway back to the trees. I excused myself before they could tether me with more words, climbing the staircase with a steady pulse of anticipation in my throat. My room smelled of dust, of old paper and ink, yet I no longer belonged to its confinement. I had touched something larger, stranger, sacred. The night would come. And with it, her.

I sat at my desk, staring at the blank page of my journal, fingers trembling with restraint. I wanted to write her name again, but I resisted, not yet. Writing it felt like invoking her, summoning her shadow into this room, and the thought made my chest ache with hunger. I wanted to save it. To see her again first, to let her silence refill me, to then spill it into words.

The clock ticked on, and every second became unbearable. Time in this house was syrup, slow and suffocating. I pressed my forehead to the cool glass of the window, staring into the darkening horizon. Somewhere beyond those rooftops, beyond the streets and fences, the forest waited. And within it, Mara. Her absence filled the room louder than my parents’ voices ever had.

I belonged nowhere in this house. Not in the stale air, not in the cracked walls, not in the bitter gazes that pretended to be family. I belonged in the silence of the woods, where even the birds held their breath when she passed. I belonged in the orbit of her stillness, tethered to something wordless, ancient, inevitable.

The sun collapsed. The sky bruised into indigo. The first stars appeared, trembling like faint promises. My heart rose with them. Night was here. And I would see her again.

The hour came at last, slow as a wound closing. I waited until their voices below had faded, until the ritual clatter of dishes and doors gave way to the faint drone of the television and then to silence. My parents’ silence was never peaceful. It was not the silence of the woods, not the silence of Mara. No, it was the silence of two people who had nothing left to say but would never admit it. A silence that festers.

I slipped my shoes on with care, as though the floorboards themselves were spies ready to betray me. Every step down the staircase was a negotiation, my breath held, my heart pounding loud enough I feared it might rouse them. But I was not afraid of being caught. What could they possibly take from me, now that I had glimpsed something greater? What punishment could equal exile from her?

The door closed behind me with a sigh. 

And the night breathed.

Cool air rushed against my skin, damp with the promise of dew. The world outside seemed raw, trembling with secrets. Streetlamps buzzed faintly, their yellow halos swaying in the dark. I ignored them, turning instead toward the horizon, where the black line of the woods waited, as patient and inevitable as a grave.

I walked quickly, my footsteps muffled against the pavement, each one echoing with a rhythm only I could hear. The houses around me slept, windows curtained, their lives folded in neat boxes of routine. None of them knew. None of them could ever understand what pulled me forward like a tide.

The forest loomed closer, and then the road fell away, replaced by soil and stone, by tangled roots that clawed at my feet. The trees welcomed me with their vastness, swallowing the town’s dim lights, replacing them with shadows. Here, the air thickened, laced with the perfume of moss and earth. The silence pressed against me, not empty, but charged, as if the woods themselves were listening. I breathed it in, deeply, greedily. The taste of night was sharper here. I felt stripped of every chain that house had knotted around me. My parents’ voices were no longer echoes in my skull; they had been buried beneath the hush of leaves.

And still, I was restless. Because she was not yet here.

Mara.

The name pulsed through me with every heartbeat. The thought of her made the shadows seem less hostile, made the moonlight fracture differently on the bark of the trees. It was as though her presence lingered here even before she arrived, a ghost woven into every root and every whisper of wind. 

I stopped at the same clearing where I had first seen her, where the silence of the world seemed deepest. The grass was damp, bending beneath the weight of my shoes, and the air smelled faintly of rain that had not yet fallen. I stood there, listening.

Every sound became unbearable in its sharpness, the rustle of a mouse through the underbrush, the groan of a branch bending beneath the night’s weight, the slow, distant cry of an owl. My breath joined them, harsh and greedy. 

She would come. She had to. 

The thought of her absence twisted in my chest, a hollow ache that spread until it reached the edges of my skin. The clearing without her felt incomplete, like a sentence left unfinished. The woods themselves seemed to resist wholeness until her figure emerged.

I waited. Minutes stretched thin, until they became something else entirely, not time, but hunger. I felt her in that hunger. She had carved herself into me already, and every beat of my blood belonged to her. And though she was not yet there, I whispered her name into the shadows.

“Mara.”

The trees seemed to shiver at the sound. The clearing stretched before me like an altar. My body ached from standing so long, but I did not move. The night had taken me whole. The damp air clung to my lungs, the fog to my ankles, until I could no longer tell where I ended and the woods began. And then, she was there.

I did not hear her approach. No twig snapped, no branch stirred, no breath betrayed her. She simply was, as if she had stepped out of the mist itself, as inevitable as the night.

Mara.

The word roared in me, though I did not speak it. My throat constricted as though saying her name aloud would fracture the moment. I only watched, my pulse hammering, each beat a violent prayer. She stood at the edge of the clearing, still as stone, but her presence made the air quiver. The fog shifted around her legs, curling upward, as if even the night sought her shape. She had not moved, and yet it felt as though she had already crossed the distance between us.

My breath stuttered, shallow and uneven. I wanted to go to her, to close the space, but my feet betrayed me. They stayed rooted, caught between awe and fear, as though the earth itself had decided I was not worthy to draw nearer. The silence was unbearable. It swelled, thick and endless, until it seemed to crush the air out of my chest. Yet it was not an empty silence. It was her silence. A silence that demanded reverence, the way a cathedral demands it without ever needing to ask. And then, at last, she moved. Not much. Just a tilt of her head, the smallest gesture, but it pierced me through. The fog broke around her as though bowing to the motion. It was not an invitation, nor was it a rejection. It was simply acknowledgement.

I had been seen.

My heart lurched against my ribs. I wanted to fall to my knees, to pour myself into the soil, to become part of whatever kept her tethered to this place. Instead I stood trembling, devoured by the sharpness of her stillness.Her silence was not absence. It was presence sharpened to a blade. 

I opened my mouth once, twice, but no words left me. I feared language would desecrate her. She needed no words, and so neither did I.

Time fractured. A moment felt endless, endlessness shrank to a moment. The woods folded inward, every branch, every shadow bending around the center of her being. She had no need to claim the space; the space had already claimed her.

I could not look away. Even blinking felt like betrayal. The night pulsed with her presence. And I, caught in its tide, knew with certainty that nothing in my world could ever matter again unless it led me back to this clearing, back to her.

Mara...

Her name throbbed in my veins, heavier than blood.
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The woods no longer felt the same as before. They weren’t an escape now, not just a place to run to when the air in my house grew sour. They had changed. Or perhaps I had. They felt consecrated, sacred, claimed by the memory of her. Every tree trunk carried the ghost of her stillness, every patch of fog seemed like the veil that had hidden her face.

I came back as if led by a thread pulled tight around my chest. There was no question of whether I should, no hesitation. The only thing that surprised me was how natural it felt, as though this was what the nights had been made for all along: to guide me back to her.

The clearing waited, patient and wide-eyed. I stopped at its edge, trembling with the absurd hope that she would be there immediately, standing as she had before, carved out of the fog. But the space was empty, nothing but the damp earth and the whisper of branches above. My pulse sank, heavy and foolish.

And then, from between the trees, she appeared and relief filled my heart. No sound, no warning, only presence. As though the woods themselves had formed her and then decided to offer her back to me.

Mara.

The name clung to me like a fever. I did not whisper it. I only thought it, and yet it filled the clearing, louder than wind, louder than breath.

She did not seem surprised to see me. Not startled, not questioning. Her face betrayed nothing, but her eyes, shadowed though they were, met mine with the calm certainty of someone who had expected me all along. I froze under that gaze, every nerve alight. My throat itched with words, but I had none worth giving her.

“You came back.”

Her voice slid into the clearing, quiet, sharp-edged. It was not a question, not even acknowledgment. It was fact, stripped bare.

I nodded, the motion too small, too hesitant, and immediately felt foolish for not being more certain, more worthy of her certainty.

Her eyes lingered on me for a moment that seemed to stretch too long. Then, a flicker of movement, her mouth curving, though not into a smile. Something sharper.

“You’re softer than I thought.”

The words landed like a blade, but I did not bleed. Instead, I burned.

Softer ? Really?

If anyone else had said it, it would have been mockery, dismissal. But from her... from her it was intimacy. It was proof she had looked at me long enough to see me, to name me, to carve me into a shape with her voice. I swallowed the heat that rose in my chest. My hands curled, restless, as if I could hold onto the word, clutch it close to my ribs.

Softer than she thought ? What’s that supposed to mean ?

I wanted to answer, to tell her she was wrong, or that she was right, or that I would be whatever she wanted me to be. But the words stayed tangled in my throat. I only stared, hoping my silence might speak in ways my voice could not. She did not speak again. She turned, her hair catching the fog, her body dissolving into shadow as she moved back into the trees. And I followed, without hesitation.

The trees swallowed us whole. Her steps were measured, almost careless, yet each one seemed to lead with intention, as if the woods had been laid out only for her to navigate. I stumbled once over a gnarled root, the sound far too loud against the hush of the night. She didn’t turn. She didn’t slow. For a fleeting, crushing moment I thought she hadn’t noticed at all. But then I understood, she had noticed. She noticed everything. She simply didn’t need to show it.

The silence between us was vast, stretching like an endless river, but it was not empty. It was her silence, her decision, her control. I breathed it in as if it were oxygen, even as my lungs burned from the cold.

I thought about her words, replaying them in a loop that tightened with every step.

“You’re softer than I thought.”

Each repetition changed its shape in me. At first, a blade cutting close to bone. Then, slowly, a thread stitched into the fabric of my being, weaving itself into something I could not undo. Softer. She had seen it. She had named it. And now, it belonged to her.

The woods pressed closer, branches tangling above, shutting out the sky. Fog draped itself across our path, breaking apart in folds as she passed through. She walked as though it yielded for her, bending away from her presence, while it clung stubbornly to my legs, catching at my ankles like chains.

My chest ached with the need to say her name aloud, to remind myself she was not some phantom conjured out of my desperation. Mara. The syllables swelled inside me, but I didn’t dare release them into the air. The night was hers, not mine. It had never been mine

Every now and then she would glance slightly to the side, not at me, never at me, but the curve of her head, the faint tilt of her profile, was enough to unmake me. I devoured those moments, convinced they were crumbs she left deliberately, small mercies for my hunger. I wondered if she knew how much power she held. I wondered if she cared.

The deeper we went, the more the woods shifted. Trees leaned closer, their trunks darker, their bark splitting like the creases of tired faces. The air grew heavier, damp and metallic, tasting faintly of iron. My pulse quickened at the change, but hers, if she felt it at all, remained unreadable. I thought of home then, only for a heartbeat. The suffocating rooms, the sharp edges of my father’s voice, the dull weight of my mother’s silence. They seemed so far away now, as though they belonged to another life entirely. A life I had shed at the edge of the clearing the moment she appeared.

She slowed at last, her steps loosening until she stopped beneath a twisted oak, its branches reaching outward like crooked arms. She did not look at me, did not speak. She simply stood, her figure framed in mist, as if waiting for something I could not yet understand.

I held my breath, terrified the sound of it might disturb whatever fragile thread kept her tethered to this place. My chest burned, but I didn’t care. Pain was nothing if it meant I could remain here, within reach of her shadow.

I realized then: I would follow her anywhere. Into the woods, into the fog, into silence, into ruin. It no longer mattered where she led. It only mattered that I belonged here, behind her. With her.

The oak loomed above us like a sentinel, its branches clawing at the night sky, its bark split and gnarled as though it had weathered centuries of storms. She stood beneath it, unmoving, as if the tree itself had chosen her to guard its secrets.

I hovered at the edge of her silence, unsure if I was allowed to step closer, afraid that any movement might dissolve her into the mist again. My pulse rattled through my body, each beat a desperate echo: Mara... Mara... Mara...

The fog clung heavier here, curling in strange patterns around her legs, as though the ground itself was alive, drawn to her. Every fold of vapor seemed to bend its path to touch her before retreating, as though the night itself adored her.

My lungs fought against the damp air, but I welcomed the suffocation. If the woods wanted to take me, they could. If the fog wished to fill me whole, I would let it. Anything, so long as I could remain where she was.

She lifted her hand then, only slightly, brushing her fingertips against the oak’s twisted bark. The gesture was so small, so unremarkable, and yet I felt the air shiver. It was as if the entire forest leaned in, waiting, listening.

I longed to ask what she was thinking. To beg for even a fraction of her attention. But the weight of her silence kept me bound. My voice would have been too loud, too clumsy, an intrusion into something sacred. So I stood, trembling with restraint, and let her quiet carve into me.

The wind shifted, threading through the branches above. It moaned low, a hollow note that seemed to circle us, weaving itself into her stillness. I closed my eyes and for a moment I imagined it was her voice, wordless, calling me deeper.

When I opened them again, she was watching me. Not fully, her head only tilted slightly, her gaze catching mine from the corner of her eyes. But the weight of it undid me. My chest constricted, my breath faltered, and all at once I felt exposed, as though she had reached into me and peeled me open with nothing but a glance.

I wanted to fall forward, to kneel before her, to confess everything: the house I had fled, the walls that suffocated me, the ache in my chest that only her presence soothed. But the words stayed tangled inside me, collapsing under the enormity of her silence.

She did not smile. She did not frown. Her face remained unreadable, as if sculpted by the woods themselves, untouched by human softness. And yet, in that glance, I felt chosen. Not accepted, not welcomed, but chosen. For what, I could not say.

The branches groaned again above us, the sound stretching thin and long. She lowered her gaze back to the oak, as if I were already dismissed. And still, I burned with the conviction that I had been seen, if only for a moment.

I stepped forward then, only once, closing a fraction of the space between us. The fog curled higher, brushing against my knees, swallowing the distance like it wanted to keep us apart. But I pushed against it, unwilling to let even the mist dictate where I could stand. 

Closer now, I could hear her breath, or perhaps it was only my imagination, twisting the silence into proof of her nearness. The woods seemed to bend around her, every sound muted, every shadow deepened.

And I thought: if she asked me to give her everything in that moment, I would. If she asked me to vanish into the night, I would. If she asked me to never return, I still would. Because already, without saying a word, she owned me.
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​6. Dear obsession 
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Mara.

I write the name first so it cannot slip away from me. Mara, Mara, Mara... until the letters blur into one another and the word becomes less a name than a sound, a pulse. It is the rhythm of my veins now, the beating of my chest. I cannot begin a page without her, cannot think a thought that does not reach for her.

She spoke little. But silence has its language, and I am fluent in hers.

When she does not speak, I hear her still. I hear her in the turning of the leaves above the clearing, in the shifting of the fog around her feet. Her silence is not emptiness, it is fullness too vast for words, and I am its willing student.

At school, I stare at books I cannot read. The words dissolve on the page, black marks bleeding into white, until they mean nothing. My teachers’ voices are muffled, distant, drowned out by the echo of the woods. My pen moves on its own, filling margins with her name, tracing the curves of the letters as though by writing them enough I might summon her.

Mara.

I do not eat, not really. Food tastes like dust. My mother asks questions I cannot remember. My father shouts words I cannot hear. They move around me like shadows cast against a wall, unsubstantial, unable to touch me. The weight of their house presses in, but it no longer crushes. It only reminds me of where I will return the moment I can, to the woods, to her.

The world outside her already begins to fade. Its edges blur. Its voices lose their shape. I move through it half-dreaming, half-dying, waiting only for nightfall, for the chance to find her again.

I see her in every corner of my vision. A flicker in the fog of the schoolyard. A silhouette in the window glass. A shadow slipping between trees that are not really there. She lingers behind my eyelids when I close them, and when I open them again, she is there still, carved against the dark.

Mara.

I think she knows me already, though she says so little. Her silence is intimacy. Her stillness is communion. I no longer need the clumsy language of others. When she is near, I do not wish to speak. When she is far, every word I write is her name.

Mara, Mara, Mara.

The woods have their own pulse now, and it is hers. My chest beats to it, my hands tremble to it. I cannot think of yesterday, I cannot imagine tomorrow. There is only the night, and her within it. If she asked me to give up the rest of the world, I would not hesitate. It is already gone.

I think I am disappearing.

Not in a way anyone would notice. Not in the way a body leaves a room or a life stops beating. It is smaller, quieter, a fading around the edges. My hands
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