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I never went back home.

At first, I told myself it was only temporary—that I needed silence, distance, time. I kept repeating that after a few days in the forest, I would return, reclaim my life, perhaps even recover something of myself. But those few days turned into weeks, and eventually I stopped counting altogether.

My house remained untouched, exactly as I had left it—silent, frozen in a time that no longer mattered. I knew that if I returned, I would find cold walls, memories that no longer belonged to me, and shadows that no longer resembled who I was.

Instead, the forest began to absorb me, slowly and patiently. With every step deeper among the twisted trees, I drifted further from the world, and in time, I no longer felt the desire to leave. It did not judge me. It did not ask who I was. It accepted me exactly as I had become—broken, altered, perhaps even possessed.

I found shelter among the roots of an ancient tree, its trunk split open and thick like a suffering body. I covered the ground with scraps of cloth and fur, layering them until the cold earth beneath felt distant, almost unreal. 

I pulled a heavy blanket over my shoulders and arranged around me the few objects that still reminded me I had once been human.

Seraphis’s ring lay near my hand, its metal dulled but familiar, carrying a presence I no longer needed explained. Beside it, the pendant in which the Demon of Tears slept—removed from my chest for a while, so it would not consume me entirely, so I could remember what it meant to breathe without drowning in echoes that were not my own. And finally, a shard of mirror, placed face-down, because some reflections are safer when left unseen.

There should have been one more thing.

I realized it not with shock, but with the slow, sinking weight of recognition.

Armin’s pendant.

A simple thing, at first glance—meant to ward off harm, to soften the edges of darkness, to stand between me and what wished me ill. I had worn it for so long that its absence felt like phantom pain, a missing limb I had only just noticed.

I didn’t know when I’d lost it.

There was no clear memory of it breaking, no moment of panic, no trail to follow back. It must have slipped away quietly—during a flight, a fall, a battle blurred by blood and fire, or one of the many nights when survival mattered more than remembrance. It was simply... gone.

And somehow, no one had asked.

Armin had never mentioned it. Perhaps he had been too angry with me. Or too consumed by everything that followed. Or perhaps he had assumed I still carried it, the way people assume constellations remain fixed even when the sky has shifted.

I closed my fingers slowly, feeling the hollow where it should have been.

The regret came softly, without drama. Not sharp enough to cut, but deep enough to stay. That pendant had mattered to me. Not for its magic, but for what it represented—care given without demand, protection offered without conditions, a quiet promise that someone had once believed I deserved to be kept safe.

Now I had no idea where it was.

And that, somehow, hurt more than knowing it was destroyed.

I pulled the blanket tighter around myself and lay back, letting the forest breathe around me. Loss, I was learning, did not always arrive screaming. Sometimes it simply settled beside you, patient and silent, waiting for the moment you finally noticed the empty space it had left behind.

Days and nights began to blur together. Sometimes I fell asleep under the cold light of the moon and woke to feel mud creeping around my ankles. Other times, I dreamed the forest was swallowing me—that I was becoming part of the trees’ bark, of their fissures filled with ancient blood.

On one of those nights, I dreamed something different. I dreamed the earth was crying—not with water, but with thick blood and heavy tears that fell straight into the cracks, carving a path. I cannot describe it clearly, but I knew it led somewhere from which no one had ever returned whole. The Alley of Pain.

When I woke, I was no longer alone.

Eremon stood before me, leaning against the tree trunk as if he had never left. His face carried the same weary, ironic smile that had always made me wonder whether he despised me or merely amused himself at my expense.

“You dreamed, didn’t you?” he said, without blinking. “You saw the Alley.”

I nodded, still tasting the cold residue of the dream on my lips.

“Then it’s time, Daria. If you want to find the Demon of Pain, you must leave now—before the Alley forgets you.”

For a moment, hesitation moved through me like an old poison, trying to drag me back. But there was nowhere left to return to. And the shadows waiting for me along that road were no more terrifying than what I already carried within myself.

“Take me,” I said.

And the Alley began to open before me.

For the first time, I felt pain—not in my skin, but in my bones.

A kind of cold that did not come from outside, but seemed to rise from the earth itself, slipping into my spine and freezing my thoughts. The Alley of Pain did not begin with a spectacular portal or a gate carved from skulls, but with a simple road of broken stone, sinking into the fog. Each stone felt as though it had once been smooth, only to be chipped and shattered beneath the steps of those who had walked there before me.

I walked carefully, yet I felt the ground knew me. That it recognized my weight, the way my right ankle trembled, the breath caught halfway in my chest. The Alley was not merely a road. It was a living presence, sensing my steps in its flesh and my thoughts in its blood.

Along its edges, the trees bore no leaves. Instead, strips of skin hung where foliage should have been—torn, dried, marked by fingernails and carvings etched in dead languages. The air was damp, but it did not smell of rain. It smelled of a fresh wound, like when one bites one’s tongue too hard and the taste of iron lingers in the mouth.

After just a few steps, I realized it only seemed that I was alone.

The shadows had arrived without a sound. I had not felt them coming, yet suddenly, they were there.

At first, they resembled human outlines, cast by a light I could not comprehend. They had no faces, no defined limbs—only thin, trembling silhouettes, like reflections trapped in a shattered mirror. 

They stood perfectly still, wrapped in absolute silence, yet they radiated something I could not name. A dull ache. A guilt that did not belong to them, but to... me.

One of them moved closer, and when I lifted my gaze, I saw myself.

Not who I am now.

Who I was then.

I stood there, younger, my hair hastily tied back, my eyes red from crying. A version of myself I had buried deep, locked away in a drawer only the demon inside me ever dared to open. That moment when I gave up. When I did not fight. When I closed my eyes and allowed someone else to suffer in my place.

“Have you forgotten?” the shadow whispered.

Its voice was my voice, but fractured, like a damaged recording.

“You said nothing. You did nothing. You stood there and watched.”

I stepped back. Other shadows were drawing closer.

And each one carried the image of a choice.

A woman I had abandoned. A child I had ignored. A friend I had lied to.

All my decisions, all the versions of myself I had sacrificed over time, surrounded me now. They did not scream. They did not attack. They simply stood there and watched me, holding up a mirror without mercy.

I felt the demon within me stir. It wanted violence. It wanted to tear them apart, to rip them to shreds. But that would have meant tearing myself apart as well. And perhaps, in some way, that was exactly what the Alley wanted.

One of the shadows suddenly stepped forward and pressed a cold, formless hand against my chest. In that instant, I saw everything. A memory that no longer belonged to me—or perhaps one I had refused to remember.

Me. Five years old. Hidden inside a closet, my hands clenched against my chest, words suffocating in my throat. Someone was screaming in another room. Someone was crying. I said nothing.

“You stayed silent then as well,” the shadow said. “You learned to become like us.”

I clenched my fists. I felt tears burning in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

“I am not like you,” I whispered.

“But you were, and you are, and you will be again,” they all replied, in unison.

At that moment, I understood. The Shadows of Regret had not come to kill me. They had come to empty me—to convince me that I no longer had the right to choose. That I was nothing more than the sum of my mistakes, and that I could never be anything else.

But I was no longer just Daria.

I let the darkness within me rise—carefully, under control. Without anger, without hatred. Only with the acknowledgment that I had failed—and with the decision that I would not repeat those mistakes again.

I raised my hand, and from my palm the energy of the pendant lit the Alley for a single second.

“I decide who I am. I will not die here. Not for you.”

The shadows began to unravel. Some screamed without sound; others simply melted into the earth, which continued to weep. When they vanished completely, the Alley widened before me. It was not a victory. It was only the first step.

The shadows had not been destroyed entirely. They had withdrawn, for the moment, into the soft ground, dissolving into its cracks—but they had not truly disappeared. Instead of silence, a heavy tension filled the air, nearly suffocating, like a promise of violence waiting to be fulfilled.

The ground trembled subtly beneath my feet. The Alley exhaled—not with wind, not with sound, but with flesh. I knew, without being told, that the Shadows could not be destroyed by words alone. They were parts of me—they lived within me. And to defeat them, I would have to tear them out by the roots.

From the earth, they began to rise—deformed, contorted, bearing my former faces crushed into misshapen skulls. They were no longer mere reflections. They had become bodies.

Some crawled. Others hovered an inch above the ground, trembling in every joint. They had no eyes, yet they were watching me. And in that moment, I understood that they did not merely want to stop me. They wanted to consume me. To drag me back.

“You are us,” one of them whispered, its throat torn open.

“You lived in silence. You lied. You let someone die. You watched—and did nothing.”

I heard them from every direction. Their words slashed through my memory. Each sentence was a stab to my stomach, my ribs, my chest. Every recollection shattered my breath.

I fell to my knees.

I felt myself breaking beneath the weight of the truth. Blood began to run slowly from my nose, my ears, my eyes. They were trying to take my shape, to become me again. One shadow drove its fingers into my forehead, and in that instant I relived everything: my mother’s scream, the knife I never had the courage to lift, the door I never opened.

I felt like a child.

Young.

Weak.

But the demon within me was not weak.

I opened my mouth, and a long, unbroken howl tore itself from me—not a human scream, but something deeper, like a rupture in reality itself. An impossible sound. A cry of absolute refusal.

The shadows froze for a single moment.

And in that moment, I changed.

My flesh split open. Slender horns grew along my temples. My eyes turned to embers. Claws emerged without my summoning them. I was not fully a demon—but I was no longer the woman who had suffered.

I lunged forward with a speed I had never known I possessed. I drove my left claw through one of the shadows, tearing apart a younger version of myself kneeling in prayer. The blood that burst forth was not red. It was white, thick, like scorched milk. I pulled my hand free, and the shadow dissolved, hissing as it vanished.

The others screamed—not with voices, but with pure guilt. Each of them showed me a different wound. But I no longer felt mercy. My entire body was trembling, not from fear, but from decision.

I killed with fury. With intent.

I burned them, tore them apart, ripped them out of myself like old tumors left to fester too long. And with every strike, I felt lighter—yet also more hollow.

At last, only one shadow remained—the one bearing the shape of someone I had failed to save.

“If you kill me, you will forget me,” it said.

I stepped closer. Tears gathered at the corners of my eyes, but I ignored them.

“I carry you with me. But I will no longer let you lead me.”

And I pierced her with the claw of my heart.

The ground shuddered. The air brightened faintly. And for the first time, the Alley fell silent.

I collapsed to my knees, trembling. Inside me, there was no longer only darkness. There was a space left behind—cleared, emptied—a place I could fill with something new.

Then, from the shadows, Eremon’s voice cut through the silence.

“You understand now, don’t you? Every demon wants you whole. Here, you cannot give only fragments.”

I lifted my head and, my breath ragged, said:

“Send me forward.”

Because despite the pain, I had no intention of stopping.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2



[image: ]




I walked without direction, my steps heavy, dragged forward by a body that no longer felt like mine, but like that of a version worn down by time, by fear, by burden. The forest—if it could still be called that—had become a dark corridor of repetition, an illusion stretched across the backdrop of a mind slowly failing. At times, I felt as though I was advancing, drawing closer to something—an edge, an exit, a revelation. At others, everything repeated itself before me with a precision that was terrifying: the same cracked stones, like wounds in the skin of the world; the same twisted tree trunk contorted into an impossible shape, like a fractured spine abandoned there, a remnant of some forgotten ritual.
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