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Short Description 

Heart of Purgatory is the second book in the dark fantasy series “When the Exiles Return.” 

The world is beginning to crack apart. Portals that once opened only by accident now appear more and more often. The darkness that remained sealed beyond the world for centuries has begun to move.

Purgatory is a place no one returns from. A place where the world casts those it fears even to kill: the most dangerous mages, killers, and those whose power is too dark to remain among the living. There are no laws there, no mercy, and no hope. Only stone, shadows, and creatures that might once have been human.

When Liana finds herself in the very heart of Purgatory, she realizes that her chances of survival are almost nonexistent. Without weapons, without allies, and with no path back, she is forced to fight not only for her life but also for her sanity in a world where the darkness itself has a will.

But she is not alone.

Jeremiah is the only man who has ever returned from Purgatory. A man who learned to listen to the darkness—and forced it to listen to him in return. When he senses that Liana has been pulled through the portal, he follows her without hesitation.

But Purgatory remembers him.

And this time, it has no intention of letting its prey escape so easily.

Together they must cross a world where fear has shape, where every step can lead to death, and where every shadow might be an enemy. Yet the greatest danger may not lie within Purgatory itself—but in what awakens along with it.

Because the portals have not begun opening by chance.

And if Purgatory fully awakens, the darkness the world once tried to lock away will return.




Dedication 

To my boyfriend— 

 who is always by my side, 

 who believes in me 

 and supports every step I take on this path. 

To the one who always finds me 

 in the midst of imagined darkness 

 and quietly brings me back. 

Without you, this story might never have existed. 




Epilogue 

Purgatory.

That is what it came to be called much later, when fear was finally given a name and legends found their words.

Purgatory was never created as a prison. At first, it was only a rift — a fracture between worlds that wandering mages sometimes stumbled upon while searching for forbidden paths.

Portals opened there only briefly — for a few minutes, sometimes an hour at most. Long enough to cast someone into the darkness, but never long enough to attempt a return.

They threw into it those who could not be judged. Murderers whose crimes were too bloody for a public execution. Dark mages whom people feared to kill, lest their power return by some other path. And those whose deaths were easier to erase than to explain.

Purgatory accepted everyone the same way. There were no laws there except those dictated by the darkness.

Most disappeared quickly. Others survived longer, slowly turning into something that no longer had a name. People did not return. Never.

Sometimes, years later, other creatures would appear in the world. Twisted things, as if shaped from shadows and memories of pain. They were captured in forests, in the mountains, in abandoned cities. They did not speak, yet sometimes they looked at people with eyes that seemed almost human.

Then the elders would remember Purgatory. And fall silent. Because everyone knew: if a portal had opened once, it could open again.

And still, Purgatory remained a place of no return. For centuries. Until one man broke that rule.

Jeremiah.

They say he did not merely survive Purgatory. They say he learned to listen to the darkness — and the darkness learned to listen to him in return.

And they say he became the first to open a portal from the inside and return.

Not alone.

After that, the portals began to behave differently. Sometimes they opened without being summoned. Sometimes they lingered longer than they should have. Sometimes a cold wind blew from them — a cold that did not belong to this world.

And those who remembered the old stories began to whisper that Purgatory no longer sleeps as deeply as it once did.

And that one day, it may decide to open on its own.




Chapter 1 

The darkness does not retreat at once.  At first it only thins, like a veil slowly wearing away, until a faint and alien light begins to seep through it. It does not fall from above, nor does it glow like fire. It simply exists—like the breath of this place.

Liana opens her eyes slowly, yet the world does not hurry to take shape. The outlines drift and waver, as though reality itself has not yet decided what they are meant to become.

Only the cold feels certain. It lies on her skin like a thin layer of frost. Beneath her is the strange sensation that the ground is not entirely real—not solid, yet not soft either. It feels like something merely pretending to be stone.

She remains still, listening. The silence is wrong. Not the silence of night. Not the quiet of morning. It is simply empty. No wind. No crackle of stone. No distant movement. As though neither time nor the world she once knew exists here anymore—nor even the memory of them.

Liana slowly lifts herself onto her elbows. Stone meets her fingertips—cold, faintly damp, veined with small cracks where a darker gloom seems to gather. She draws in a breath, but no scent reaches her. Only something dry, like ash, and a hollow emptiness that refuses to fill her lungs.

Slowly, she sits up. The world around her begins assembling itself in fragments: uneven stones rising upward without visible end, dark hollows that might be passages—or simply the absence of space. Shadows without a source, resting everywhere. A chill prickles across her skin.

She runs her fingers across the stone again, as if to be sure it will not vanish. The sound is almost nonexistent—only the faintest whisper of friction, as though the place itself is listening to her touch.

Liana stands slowly, feeling the cold seep through the thin fabric of her clothing. In the same moment, a strange, uneasy feeling settles over her.

It is not merely that she stands somewhere unfamiliar. It feels as though she stands inside something that belongs to no world at all. As if the very space around her has been torn apart and stitched back together with crude threads of darkness.

The air here is thick and unmoving. It smells of nothing—not forest, not stone, not rain, not soil. It is empty, as if the world exhaled its last breath long ago and forgot how to breathe again.

Liana turns slowly, cautiously, as though afraid to disturb the fragile silence lying over the land like a heavy blanket. And that is when she understands.

She is not simply standing somewhere. She is standing between something. As though she has stumbled into a place that exists between the breaths of the world itself—between life and the step from which no path ever returns. Between worlds that no longer touch.

The ground beneath her feet is dark and cracked, as if dried by centuries without rain. A faint wind drifts through the stones, yet even it sounds wrong—dull and muted, as though space devours every sound before it is fully born.

Liana takes a step. The sound of her foot touching the ground echoes unnaturally loud, as if this place has not heard human footsteps for a very long time. Her heart begins to beat faster.

Somewhere deep inside her, a cold and almost childish thought forms. This is not just another world. This is where the world ends.

Purgatory. 

And now she stands at its very heart. She wraps her arms around herself, feeling the cold seep through the thin fabric of her nightdress.

“This… isn’t good,” she whispers, more to herself than anyone else.

The words sound dull, swallowed by the space around her. There is no echo. Not even the faintest hint that the sound touched anything at all. It simply dissolves. As if nothing exists here that could hold it.

All around her lies emptiness. Darkness stretching in every direction without border or meaning, as though someone erased the world and left only fragments behind. And in the midst of that emptiness stand the stones.

The great stones of Purgatory rise like silent giants across the dead plain. Tall and crooked from time and wind, they thrust up from the cracked earth like remnants of an ancient world forgotten even by the gods.

Their surfaces are rough and cold, scarred by storms and centuries. A dry wind wanders between them, carrying the scent of dust and old ash. It feels as though the stones themselves remember the screams of the souls that once passed through this place.

Some lean at odd angles. Others collapse against one another, as if they were thrown here carelessly and never placed back where they belonged.

Their surfaces look scorched in places. The shadows beneath them are deeper than the dim light should allow.

They offer no shelter. They only remind her that once—perhaps—something else existed here. There is light here as well, but it has no source. It does not illuminate. It only allows enough sight to understand one thing: This place was never meant for life.

Liana lowers her gaze to herself. The thin nightdress falls loosely from her shoulders, pale against the surrounding darkness, almost glowing by comparison. She looks out of place here—too alive, too warm for this stony void.

She runs her fingers over the fabric as if confirming it is still real. Her hands tremble slightly.

A crooked smile touches her lips, though it feels foreign on her face.

“Well… wonderful,” she murmurs.

Her voice disappears into the emptiness again.

“If this is the afterlife,” she adds quietly, “then apparently I arrived in sleepwear. Very dignified.”

She exhales slowly.

“At least,” she mutters under her breath, “I’ll die in style.”

The words sound like a joke, but her heart is beating far too fast for them to be funny. And somewhere deep within this place — something shifts. Liana wets her dry lips. Feeling her pulse quicken, she speaks again, softer now.

“Jeremiah…?”

The name hangs in the air for a single second — and disappears. No echo. No answer. Not even the faintest rustle to prove the sound touched anything at all. The word simply dissolves into the darkness. As though it never existed.

She turns slowly, scanning the space around her. Nothing moves. No footsteps. No voices. No people. Only the dense silence resting over the land like a heavy veil.

Carefully she rises, trying not to move too quickly—as though afraid the very space itself might resent the noise. The stone beneath her foot gives a faint scrape.

The sound is thin, fragile, yet it spreads outward with startling clarity, like a pebble dropped into still water. Invisible ripples travel through the darkness. And Liana almost feels them touching something deep within this place.

She freezes. Her breath catches in her chest. Through the heavy silence something reaches her. Not footsteps. Not a voice. Not any sound she recognizes.

Something else.

Something quiet.

Like the place itself trying to whisper to her from the dark. A faint scrape—stone brushing against stone somewhere far away. Or perhaps a breath that does not belong to her.

Liana slowly turns her head toward the sound, careful not to move too sharply. Her fingers curl instinctively. She holds perfectly still.

Even the air seems to thicken, as if the place itself has begun listening with her. The sound comes again. Closer now. Still quiet—but clearer, too clear to be dismissed as imagination. It has no rhythm. Not footsteps. Not breathing. Yet it has direction. And that direction leads to her.

Something is moving. Slowly. Unhurried. But never stopping. Her heart slams harder against her ribs—so loudly she fears the sound might betray her before she understands what stalks the darkness.

She does not move. Not even her fingers. It is as though her body has turned to stone. Only her breathing grows shorter, quieter, as if every breath risks shattering the fragile silence. And then she feels it.

Not a thought. Not cold reasoning. Something deeper. Something ancient. A quiet instinct rising beneath her skin before her mind can understand the danger. Cold. Sharp. Certain. It whispers only one word.

Quiet. 

Liana draws in a slow breath, forcing it to remain silent. Her body becomes still without conscious effort. As though she suddenly understands that any movement here is an invitation.

The sound inches closer again. This time she thinks she sees something shift faintly between the stones. Liana exhales slowly and presses a hand to her chest, forcing herself not to move too quickly.

“Okay…” she whispers almost soundlessly.

“Okay. We panic later.”

She crouches slowly against the cold stone wall. And for the first time she truly understands something that chills her deeper than the cold.

She has no idea where in Purgatory she has awakened. The uncertainty alone squeezes at her chest. But something frightens her even more than that. A dull, persistent certainty forming somewhere deep inside her.

She is not alone here. Something shifts in the darkness—barely visible. And in that moment Liana realizes: the darkness is no longer merely surrounding her. It is looking back. 





Chapter 2 

Liana does not know how long she sits without moving. Perhaps a minute. Perhaps far longer. In this place, time feels vague and uncertain—like a strange dream from which you cannot wake.

Silence stretches around her, slow and heavy. Then the sound comes again. This time slightly to her left. As if something unseen is moving through the darkness. She swallows.

Alright, she tells herself silently. If something is moving there… I definitely don’t want to go that way. 

The logic is simple. Almost childish. But here—where everything feels wrong and alien—even such a simple thought is enough to keep fear from swallowing her whole.

Liana slowly rises to her feet. She moves carefully, stepping as though the ground might remember the sound of her footsteps. The stone beneath her feet is cold and rough, and every movement feels far too loud in the dead silence.

She walks slowly, trying to make as little noise as possible. The stone is uneven beneath her—sometimes slick, sometimes dry, as if winds not belonging to this world once passed through here. Each step echoes too loudly, as though the place itself is listening.

The darkness never truly retreats. It only parts just enough to reveal the next step… and then closes again behind her. A strange thought creeps into her mind. This path does not feel like it leads somewhere. It only allows her to keep walking—until she stops.

Keep moving, she tells herself. Standing here is definitely worse. 

Ahead, the passage stretches onward, dissolving into a darker patch that might be another hollow—or simply deeper shadow. With every step she takes, the emptiness around her seems to watch more closely.

I’m going to die, she thinks.

The thought comes calmly. Too calmly.

I’ve been thrown into some kind of afterlife. I’m barefoot, in a nightdress, without a weapon, without a plan… and most likely without any chance at all. 

Her fingers curl into fists.

Wonderful, Liana. That’s exactly how all stupid legends end. 

Her heart beats faster than her steps, but she forces herself to keep moving. One slow step after another. Each one leading deeper into the unknown dark. The stone beneath her feet feels cold and foreign, as if she is walking not on the ground but across the back of something that once lived… and died long ago.

The darkness around her breathes. Slowly. Almost imperceptibly. But enough that she feels it against her skin. Sometimes it seems as though the stones shift closer when she is not looking. As though the space itself changes shape when her eyes turn away.

As if this world was not built — but grew. Slowly. Wrongly. Without ever intending to be suitable for humans.

I don’t want to die here. 

The thought strikes suddenly, sharp and painfully real. Fear rises in her chest like something cold tightening around her ribs. She stops, pressing a hand against her side as if she could steady her heart that way.

I don’t know where I am. 

I don’t know how to leave. 

But I’m still alive. 

That is the only thing that matters. She breathes deeper, forcing the dry air into her lungs.

“Alright,” she whispers quietly.

“Then just keep walking.”

And she does.

Holding on to one simple thought:

As long as she keeps moving, she has not lost yet. 

Because surrendering here would mean almost the same thing as letting the darkness take her forever.

I haven’t even told Mira she was right about the frog… 

She nearly laughs from the nerves, but the sound catches in her throat. That is when she sees it. At first it is only a shadow.

Darker than the others. Not merely a patch of darkness, but something denser—like the gloom itself gathered together and decided to remain in one place. Liana freezes. Her heart tightens in her chest. Because ahead of her, in the dim half-light, something stands.

Still. Silent. Unnaturally real within the endless emptiness. It almost blends into the space itself, as though it belongs here. As though this world grew it the same way it grew the stones and the silence.

She does not realize at first that she has been staring for several seconds. At first it is only a vague dark form. Then slowly the shape becomes clearer. Shoulders. A head. Arms hanging loosely at its sides. A figure. Standing perfectly still.

And with every passing moment it becomes more obvious that someone—something—is there.

A person…

or something that only resembles one.

The tall shape remains motionless, yet the edge of the darkness around it shifts faintly, as if breathing with it. As if the place itself adjusts around its presence. A chill creeps slowly down Liana’s spine, like cold fingers brushing between her shoulder blades.

Her hands tense. But she does not move. She does not run. She does not call out. Something inside her—that quiet instinct that awakens before thoughts—whispers a warning.

If it isn’t moving yet… don’t make it. 

Alright, she thinks, her mouth suddenly dry.

This is the moment where I either pretend I’m very brave… 

She swallows faintly.

…or faint dramatically. 

The second option feels more honest. The first one feels safer. She exhales slowly, trying to keep the sound from trembling. And then she realizes something. The figure is looking directly at her. She wets her lips.

“Jeremiah…?” she whispers.

Her voice is so quiet it could almost be a thought. The figure does not answer. But the silence between them breaks when the dark shape slowly moves. That alone is enough to make Liana’s heart slam painfully against her ribs.

She understands it almost immediately. A cold certainty runs down her spine. The one standing before her in the darkness — is not Jeremiah. She cannot explain how she knows. She simply does. Jeremiah would never stand like that.

Would never feel so… foreign. 

Even in darkness there would be something alive in his gaze. Something warm beneath the cold. But this figure is empty. Like a shadow that has learned how to hold shape.

Liana exhales slowly and follows the only instinct she has. She freezes. She lowers herself slowly to the ground, leaning her back against the cold stone. Pulling her knees closer to her chest. Making herself smaller. Quieter. Almost invisible.

Good, she tells herself.

I am a rock. 

I am a wall. 

I am a very boring part of this place. 

The figure remains standing in the darkness for some time. Liana does not even dare blink. She listens to her own heartbeat, trying to force it quieter. Finally the shadow moves again.

But not toward her. Instead it glides sideways, nearly soundless, as though the darkness itself carries it forward. Within moments its silhouette dissolves between the deeper wells of shadow. So quietly — as though it had never been there at all.

Liana still does not move. She has no idea how much time passes. Here everything flows strangely. The world does not change. The light does not shift. The shadows do not grow shorter or longer. Her legs begin to go numb. At first it is only a faint tingling in her feet.

Then the cold creeps upward slowly, patiently—like the place itself is stealing warmth from her body piece by piece. Her fingers grow so cold she can no longer feel them touching the stone.

She only knows she is still sitting because she can see it. Not because she feels it. Her head grows heavy from tension. The muscles in her neck ache. Her shoulders stiffen.

But she refuses to move. Even her breathing stays short and careful, as if the air itself might betray her. Time stretches. Minutes thicken. Each one lasts longer than it should.

She has no idea how long she has been sitting. Ten minutes. An hour. More. Time here does not behave properly. Still she waits. Because movement means sound. And sound means…

she does not know what.

And that is the worst part.

Not the figure she saw. But the fact that she does not know what will happen if the darkness truly notices her. Liana swallows quietly, not even allowing herself to sigh.

Just don’t move, she tells herself.

Just stay quiet. 

For a moment it feels as though even the stones around her are holding their breath with her.

I won’t die here, she thinks again.

But now the thought is quieter. Distant.

I’ll just… sit here for a bit. 

Fatigue creeps in slowly. First her eyelids grow heavy. Then her thoughts begin stumbling into one another like people walking through fog.

She rests her head against the stone. The cold no longer feels so sharp. Instead it feels… calming. Real. The only thing here with shape.

I’ll just close my eyes for a minute, she thinks.

Just to check if I can… 

The darkness around her does not change. The stones remain still. The emptiness remains just as silent. The light remains just as nameless. Nothing comes closer. Nothing moves away.

Only inside her things begin to quiet. The tension in her chest slowly loosens, as exhaustion finally finds its way through the fear. Her heart stops pounding so loudly. Her breathing steadies. The cold no longer feels so harsh. It simply becomes part of the place.

She does not even notice when her eyes finally close. There is no decision to sleep. No thought of resting. At some point her body simply surrenders before her mind can object. Her head leans gently against the stone. Her shoulders sink.

And she drifts slowly into that strange half-sleep where fear is still near—but no longer strong enough to keep her standing. Somewhere on the edge of consciousness she thinks she hears a sound. But it is neither near nor far. More like a presence quietly forming in the darkness.

She is too tired to open her eyes. And without realizing it, Liana slowly falls asleep there beside the stone of a strange world  — not knowing what will awaken first. Her. Or something that has been watching her from the darkness for a very long time.




Chapter 3 

She wakes with a violent start, because something touches her. Not a sound. Not light. The touch itself drags her out of sleep. Strange hands seize her shoulders—rough, cold, as though she is nothing more than an object to be turned over and inspected.

Liana gasps sharply. The air scorches her throat, and the scream tears out of her before she can stop it—raw, panicked, almost feral. She lunges forward without thinking, acting on instinct alone. Her elbow drives back hard. She feels it strike something, hears a dull grunt, but she does not stop.

She jerks to the side, trying to wrench herself free. Her fingers slide across coarse someone else's fabric. She pushes off the stone, nearly falls, then forces herself upright.

“Don’t touch me!” she cries, her voice breaking into a rasp.

Someone laughs. The sound is dry and foul, far too close to her. It frightens her more than the touch itself.

“Well now,” a voice rasps—old, slick, rotten. “She bites too.”

Liana stumbles back, breathless, her heart pounding so violently it drowns out thought. Two figures take shape before her. They resemble men. But only barely. Both are too thin, too filthy, as though they have been dragged out of the darkness itself.

One is old, his skin hanging in folds like rotting cloth. His teeth show through a half-smile, and his eyes gleam with far too much life for a place like this.

The second stands slightly behind him, broader in the shoulders but no less revolting, staring at her as though he has already decided exactly how this will end.

“Fresh flesh,” says the first, looking her over slowly, shamelessly. “Hasn’t been any like this in a long while.”

Liana recoils, trying to crawl backward, but a hand catches her wrist again.  She looks up — and nearly chokes on her own disgust. The thing standing before her looks as though its body should have rotted away long ago, yet somehow it still clings together.

Its skin is pale, gray in places, stretched too tightly over bone, while elsewhere it sags in thin, lifeless folds. Its features are warped, drawn out into something unnatural. Its eyes are dull and clouded, as though nothing living has remained inside them for ages.

The creature reeks of damp rot. The smell is so thick Liana feels it settling on her tongue. Her stomach twists violently, and for a moment she has to fight the urge to recoil—or shove the monster away on pure instinct.

Stringy gray hair hangs across its face in greasy strands. Its skin is cracked and ashen, like parched earth. Its eyes are yellowed and cloudy, threaded with slow-moving red veins. Its lips peel back into a smile, revealing teeth that are dark and broken.

Beside him stands the other—thinner, with a crooked spine and arms too long for his body. He runs his tongue over his lips as he looks at her, as though she is not a woman at all, but meat.

“Fresh flesh…” he drawls, his voice like dry leaves scraping over stone. “Nothing this tender has fallen to us in a very long time.”

The first gives a low snort.

“We’ll enjoy ourselves first. Haven’t seen a girl this pretty and fresh in ages,” he says, leaning closer, the stench of decay rolling off him. “And after that… maybe we’ll have a bite.”

The second laughs softly, hoarsely.

“No need to rush. Best to savor it.”

Liana screams again. She fights, claws, twists, trying to tear her arm free, to shove them away—but after fear and exhaustion, her strength is no match for theirs. Her fingers scrape across their skin. Cold. Rough. Like touching old stone that remembers graves.

“Get away from me!” she cries, her voice splintering, thin with panic.

Her heart beats so fast it hurts. Every strike of it echoes in her ears, drowning thought, crushing breath. The world narrows to only a few things: the cold stone beneath her feet,

the heavy breathing in front of her,

and fear standing between them like a wall.

Jeremiah… 

The thought rises on its own, the last thread left to clutch when the ground has already vanished beneath her.

Please… 

She does not know if he is even here. If he is alive. If he could hear her at all through the thick, dead silence of Purgatory. But now his name is the only thing that still carries weight. The only thing that means hope — no matter how fragile that hope may be.

She does not dare speak his name aloud, afraid her voice will break, or worse—that the darkness will hear it before he does. So only within herself, almost soundlessly, she repeats it once more.

Jeremiah. 

And in that very moment, the darkness around them begins to change. Not suddenly. Not with noise. But slowly. Almost imperceptibly. As though something in this place has awakened. The shadows near the stones deepen, gathering closer together, as though an unseen hand is drawing them in one direction.

The air turns colder. Heavier. Liana feels gooseflesh rise along her arms. The men before her go still. The old one frowns, looking somewhere past her.

“You feel that?” mutters the other.

There is no answer. Only the darkness. Slowly, almost invisibly, it begins to shift—something deep within it moving toward them. And for the first time since waking in this terrible place, Liana feels the fear in her chest change.

It does not vanish. It is still there, still wrapped around her heart with cold fingers. But now there is something else beside it. Something fragile. Something almost impossible. Hope.




Chapter 4 

There were no true roads in Purgatory—only directions, threading through darkness, never promising where they might lead.

Jeremiah moved forward slowly, yet with certainty, as though this world itself whispered where he had to go. The stone beneath his feet was not real. It shifted, cracked, vanished into shadow, but Jeremiah never looked down. He kept his gaze fixed on the darkness ahead, as if it were the only honest guide left in this place.

He knew she was here. Even without hearing her, even without seeing her in the dark, he knew. The certainty did not come from his eyes or his ears, but from something deeper than either.

The shadow at his shoulder moved with him—obedient, living. It stretched ahead, touched the walls, flowed through the corridors, as though tasting the world around them.

She’s alive, he thought.

And that thought alone kept him moving. He did not allow himself to think of anything else. Not of how Purgatory rarely gives back what it takes. Not of how this place likes to break people slowly. He knew that better than anyone. His footsteps were quiet, but sure.

He was not walking blindly. He was moving toward the places where the darkness thickened, where the air grew heavier, where space itself seemed to push him away.

There is always something alive there, he thought.

Where the darkness stirs, there is always something that does not want to be found. His fingers curled slightly. He remembered how this world hunted. Remembered how it listened to fear. How it was drawn to it, as if to fire.

If she was frightened… 

His jaw tightened.

“Hold on,” he said softly, the words barely more than breath.

He did not know whether she could hear him. He did not know whether her voice even still existed in this place, or whether the darkness had already erased it along with the echoes of other lost souls.

But he needed to say it anyway. Not for her. For himself. He needed to hear the words, if only to keep moving and not allow himself to stop. And in that moment, the darkness ahead shifted faintly, as though something within it had answered his voice. Not like wind. Not like shadow.

It pulled back, just slightly, as if acknowledging his presence—remembering his name even here. Far away, a sound broke through the silence. Sharp. Brief. Like a scream that had not been given time to fully become a voice.

Jeremiah went still, and for a moment it seemed the world itself held its breath with him. He did not move. He only stood in the dark, listening to every sound. And in that dead emptiness, he felt something familiar—a thin thread, faint but unmistakable. Not sound. Not magic. Something else. A quiet, nearly imperceptible presence.

Her. 

His fingers slowly closed into a fist, and the darkness at his feet stirred as if alive, answering the tension in him. His eyes darkened, though not with fear. With decision.

“I’m coming,” he said quietly.

This time the words did not vanish into silence. The darkness seemed to accept them, letting them dissolve into itself before slowly parting in front of him.

When he saw that, he moved faster, no longer hesitating, no longer looking back. Now he did not walk like a man searching for a path. He walked like someone who knew he could not afford to be late. And the darkness before him began to open.

He walked for a long time. In Purgatory, distance was not measured in steps—only in endurance. The darkness thickened, thinned, changed shape, but Jeremiah did not stop.

He kept moving, because he knew that if he stopped, he would begin to think. And here, thoughts were dangerous. The shadow slid beside him, obedient and alive. It touched the walls, searched ahead, sometimes drifting back to him as if checking whether he was still there. Then suddenly a scream cut through the dark—sharp, living, torn from real fear.

Liana.

Jeremiah did not stop, nor did he allow himself to think. His body was already moving faster than thought could catch up. The darkness around him shuddered, as if it had felt the command before he gave it shape.

“Go,” he breathed.

The shadow surged forward. It did not run. It flowed, pouring itself down the corridor, dissolving into darkness while at the same time becoming denser, sharper.

It slipped around the bend and vanished from sight, but Jeremiah felt it as clearly as his own fingers. It knew what to do. It always knew. Somewhere ahead, the scream cut off. Another sound replaced it—a short, ragged noise, as if someone had abruptly stopped breathing. Then another.

The darkness answered inside him like a blade finding its mark. He moved faster. He knew the shadow was already there. It did not merely appear. It protected. It guarded. And when necessary, it killed without hesitation.

His fingers tightened slightly as the thought settled fully in his mind.

“Hold on…” he murmured.

Another turn. The stone beneath his feet changed, rougher now, as though this path had gone untouched for a very long time. The darkness here was denser, heavier, but he kept going without slowing.

Another narrow passage. Twisted, as though space itself did not want it to be used. The shadows lay unevenly there, as if something had passed through before—many times—and left no trace. And there — he felt her.

Not with his eyes. Not with his hearing. He saw no movement. Heard no voice. And yet he knew she was near. It was not the kind of knowing that could be explained. Only a quiet, stubborn certainty rising somewhere deeper than any sense. A subtle change in the air. A faint warmth amid the cold emptiness, like weak light beneath water.

It was not magic in the ordinary sense. It was something deeper. Something instinctive. As though the darkness itself had told him there was someone here it had not yet taken.

Jeremiah turned sharply around the final jut of stone — and the darkness before him parted, revealing a space where those who had dared touch her were already gone.

The shadow was returning to him now, slow and silent, like a loyal beast coming back after finishing its work. And now nothing remained between him and Liana.

He moved toward her quickly, almost at a run, and his gaze found her at once amid the darkness. The world narrowed to a single figure beside the stone. To the pale sweep of her nightdress in the gloom. To her trembling shoulders, which he would have recognized even in complete darkness.

“Liana…” he said, his voice quiet, almost rough.

She lifted her head. For a moment her eyes were full of tears and fear, as though she still did not trust that he was real—that he was not another trap laid by this place. And then she ran to him. Without words. Without caution. Without thinking how it might look.

It was simply movement—almost instinctive—as though her body had finally chosen to act faster than thought.

She collided with him and wrapped her arms around him as though she were clinging not to a man, but to reality itself—to something that would keep the world from shattering beneath her feet again.

Her fingers gripped the fabric of his cloak so tightly it seemed she feared he might vanish if she loosened her hold. Her shoulders trembled. Small, uncontrollable tremors, like after deep cold—or after fear that had finally allowed itself to come out.

He went still for a brief moment, not pushing her away, remaining utterly motionless. As though remembering how this was done. How to touch someone not for battle, not for protection, but simply to hold.

His fingers slowly closed at her back, and there was more restraint than strength in the movement. As if he were checking whether she was truly here—or merely another phantom this place had shaped to torment him. She was cold. Not dead—alive.

Her breath touched his neck. Her heart beat fast and uneven somewhere beneath his hand. The cold of this place had sunk into her skin, into her hair, into every breath she drew, and the feeling hit him harder than any scream. His arms tightened, just slightly, almost unconsciously, as if he could return warmth to her by touch alone.

That difference—between life and this dead world—struck him harder than anything else. He bent his head a little closer to her hair, and his voice came low, near her ear.

“I’m here.”

Only two words. But they were enough.

“You came…” she whispered into his shoulder, and her voice broke.

The words were quiet, but there was so much relief in them that they sounded louder than any scream. Jeremiah exhaled slowly, as though he had been holding that breath ever since he first heard her cry.

“Always,” he answered softly.

His hand rose to the back of her head, drawing her closer, as if still making certain she was real. The darkness around them shifted faintly, but it did not come nearer.

He slowly pulled back only enough to see her face. His fingers lifted her chin gently, almost uncertainly, as though afraid she might fall apart beneath a rougher touch. In the dim light, her eyes shimmered, and he saw what she had been trying so hard to hold back. Tears.

He brushed his thumb over her cheek, wiping away the cold dampness. His touch was warmer than the air around them, and it made something inside her chest tighten even more.

“I won’t let this place touch you again,” he said, almost soundlessly.

The words were not loud. They did not sound like a vow made for witnesses. They were quiet, heavy, deeply personal—as though he had spoken them not only to her, but to himself. She stood before him, still a little shaken, but no longer retreating.

Then Liana said softly,

“You know… I was thinking that if I got killed, at least I wouldn’t have to study royal etiquette again.”

He blinked. Slowly.

“…Was that a joke?” he asked, openly suspicious.

“A bad one?” she offered, with the faintest hint of a smile.

The corner of his mouth twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.

“I’m not used to people joking when they’re standing beside me,” he said quietly.

“I’m not used to men standing beside me who can open portals in walls,” she replied.

The silence between them suddenly became strangely light—almost warm—as though even the darkness itself had stepped back for a moment. There was no fear in it. No tension. Only the quiet awareness that they were here, together. And unexpectedly — that was enough.




Chapter 5 

They remained like that for a few more seconds. No footsteps. No words. Only their breathing broke the silence of Purgatory—short and uneven, as if the space itself still had not decided whether it would allow them to exist here together.

Her hands still clutched the fabric of his cloak, while his fingers rested on her shoulders—not tightly, but firmly enough for her to know he would not let her go so easily.

Then Jeremiah leaned back slightly, just enough to see her better, though he did not remove his hands. He looked at her intently, almost too intently, as if making sure she was truly here.

His gaze slid past her shoulder. To the place where those two had stood only a minute ago. The dark stain on the stone was almost invisible, but he saw it clearly. His jaw tightened, a muscle shifting beneath his skin as though he were restraining something that was never meant to come out.

“Liana…” he began quietly.

He did not look away, but his voice dropped lower, rougher, as if the words had to force their way through something heavy.

“I’m sorry.”

She blinked, not understanding at once.

“For what?”

His eyes shifted aside, into the darkness.

“For letting you see that,” he said softly. “For making you watch… how I killed them.”

For a moment, silence fell between them, and he went still, barely moving, as if waiting for something inevitable.

He was waiting for fear. For disgust. Or for that same look — cold and distant — that he had seen hundreds of times since returning from the abyss. That look which appeared in people’s eyes the moment they first understood what he had become.

Liana looked at him for several seconds. Then her brows lifted slightly.

“Are you seriously apologizing right now?” she asked softly.

He did not answer.

“Jeremiah…” Her voice turned gentler. “They were about to eat me—and worse than that, they were going to rape me.”

She tilted her head slightly, studying him more closely, as if making sure he truly heard her.

“So… thank you for killing them.”

He froze without moving, without saying a word. He only stared at her with such focus, as though her words had not reached him at once, as though he was trying to find some hidden meaning in them—the kind he had long since learned to expect in the words of others.

After everything that had happened, he had learned to wait for distrust, fear, or some concealed trap. But this… This, he had not expected at all. Usually, after something like that, there was fear. Revulsion. Or silence that spoke louder than words ever could.

But she only stood before him, a little exhausted, a little cold—and sincere. She gave him the faintest smile, but there was nothing careless in it. No attempt to joke. No attempt to diminish what had happened. Only relief.

“If you ask me,” she said quietly, “it was extremely appropriate.”

For a moment, he simply looked at her. And something inside him—something clenched for years, something he had long ago learned to keep buried beneath layers of cold caution—loosened. Barely. Almost imperceptibly, even to himself.

His shoulders eased by a fraction, and his breathing steadied. He did not smile. But his gaze turned warmer. His hand tightened around her fingers without thinking.

“You’re… not afraid of me?” he asked, almost soundlessly.

Liana shook her head.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t come,” she answered.

And that answer was more terrifying than any confession. He exhaled slowly.

“I will always come,” he said quietly.

He looked at her for another moment, as if making sure she was truly standing before him. Then he said softly,

“After all… you’re my wife.”

The words came out calm, almost matter-of-fact, as if he were saying something obvious, something that needed no explanation.

“And I have no right to leave my wife in danger,” he added, tilting his head slightly. “We are married.”

Liana blinked. For a second, her face remained serious… and then a shadow of a smile touched the corners of her mouth.

“So that was part of your wedding vow?” she asked softly. “To rescue me from the afterworld?”

“Among other things,” he replied dryly.

For a moment, silence settled between them again—warmer than anything else in this cold world.  Then his gaze dropped lower. He looked her over slowly, from her hair to her bare feet, lingering on the thin fabric of her nightgown, which looked almost unreal in this place. His brows drew together slightly.

“We need to do something about your clothes,” he said calmly.

Liana lowered her eyes to herself and gave a quiet sigh.

“Believe me, I’ve already thought about that,” she muttered. “This is not exactly the look I planned to survive Purgatory in.”

He removed his cloak. The movement was simple, but deliberate. He draped it over her shoulders, covering the cold and the pale shimmer of the thin fabric beneath the dark, heavy folds.

“It’s not luxury,” he said quietly. “But it’s warmer.”

Liana carefully gripped the edge of the cloak with her fingers. It was heavy. Warm. And it smelled of smoke, night, and him.

“Thank you…” she whispered.

He did not answer. He only looked at her for another moment, as if checking whether she had stopped trembling. Then he said quietly,

“We need to move.”

And this time, there was more than care in his voice. There was a promise. He was already about to step forward when he suddenly stopped. His gaze slid down once more to her bare feet against the freezing stone.

Without a word, he turned, walked to one of the bodies lying nearby, and crouched down. His movements were swift, practical, devoid of emotion. A few seconds later, he straightened again with a pair of shoes in his hands. He inspected them.

“The size isn’t too large,” he said evenly. “I would offer you my boots…”

His gaze flicked to her feet, his head tilting slightly as if measuring.

“…but you’d drown in them.”

Liana swallowed and looked at the shoes in his hands. They did not look… new. And the thought that they had just been on someone else’s feet made her grimace faintly. Jeremiah raised a brow.

“Well then,” he said evenly. “Your choice.”

He lifted the shoes slightly, showing them to her.

“Take a dead man’s shoes… or walk barefoot.”

Silence fell again. Liana looked from the shoes to the stone beneath her feet, which had already burned with cold. She sighed.

“That is… a truly terrible choice,” she whispered.

“In Purgatory, there are no other kinds,” he replied dryly.

She hesitated for another second. Then she reached for the shoes in his hands with visible reluctance, as though afraid they might bite her in return.

“I honestly don’t know which is worse,” she muttered.

“Walking barefoot for more than a few minutes,” he answered.

Her fingers finally touched the leather of the shoes. She made a face.

“If I survive,” she said quietly, “I’m burning them at the first opportunity.”

“A sensible decision,” he replied.

There was almost the faintest trace of a smile in his voice. She had already taken a few cautious steps in the someone else's shoes when he suddenly stopped. The darkness around them stirred softly, as though listening.

“If we’re already here…” Jeremiah said quietly, staring into the corridor ahead, “I’m going to check whether Ruby is still asleep.”

The name landed heavily. Liana immediately lifted her eyes to him.

“Asleep?…” she repeated more softly. “You say that like you’re talking about a cat that decided to take a nap.”

“More or less,” he answered dryly.

His gaze shifted to the walls, as though he could see through them to something she still could not.

“The wall is thinnest near Ruby,” he said calmly. “That’s where I opened the portal when I got out of here.”

Liana went still.

“So…” She swallowed. “To get out, we have to go… to Ruby? And what exactly is that?”

“It’s an old legend,” he corrected quietly.

She stared into the darkness ahead in silence.

“There’s no other choice?” she whispered.

He shook his head.

“In Purgatory, choice is a luxury,” he replied. “And the way out always lies beside the thing that can destroy you.”

She exhaled slowly.

“Wonderful,” she muttered. “So we’re going to a monster that could kill us, because apparently that’s the most convenient place to escape.”

He glanced at her.

“I won’t let it touch you. Besides, it may still be sleeping,” he said quietly.

It sounded like a fact—soft, calm, and so certain that it left no room for doubt. Liana tightened her grip on the edge of his cloak.

“Then lead the way,” she said.

He slowed his step and, without turning back, said quietly—but in a tone that made her understand at once that this was no longer a joke.

“The important thing is to walk quietly and say nothing. Agreed?”

He reached one hand back without looking, as though he already knew she was there. Liana nodded, though he could not see it.

“Agreed,” she whispered.

And this time, they walked in silence.




Chapter 6 

They walked for a long time. The darkness around them changed very little. Only now and then the stones seemed to draw closer or fall away, as if this world were breathing—slowly and unwillingly. Their footsteps were quiet, almost inaudible, and only sometimes did the rock beneath them give off a dry whisper.

Jeremiah moved ahead of her, alert to every hollow in the ground, every shift in the shadows. From time to time, his hand brushed her elbow, guiding her whenever the passage grew narrower or more dangerous.
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