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Prologue: Awakening (1).

They say that when you faint and regain consciousness. your senses of sight and hearing are the first to return.

My eyes were glued shut by something sticky. A faint light filtered through my eyelids, hinting it was daytime. I tried to force my eyelids open but found that my entire body lacked the strength to comply. Sounds around me were distant, distorted, as if stretched by the gravitational pull of a black hole. The effect was like playing a soundwave stretched beyond recognition on a spectrograph.

It took me a long while to realize the rhythmic scratching sound was footsteps. Though uneven—one step deep. the other shallow—the pattern was unmistakable: left foot forward. right foot following close behind.

Was I walking through heaven. feeling no physical sensation? The surreal nature of it resembled what I imagined paradise might feel like. I couldn’t sense my body—no arms, legs, or even my head.

I focused all my willpower on my nose. I knew if I was alive, I had to be breathing.

The smell of grass and trees. The earthy scent of damp soil. The rot of decaying wood near water.

My stomach was the first part of me to regain sensation, though it wasn’t pleasant. It felt as though something heavy was pressing down on me, threatening to displace my organs. I tried to move my arms. but they merely twitched feebly. so weak I wasn’t sure they had moved at all.

The footsteps couldn't be mine. In my condition, walking was impossible. Someone was carrying me, slung over their shoulder, trudging along.

I was suddenly thrown down onto the grass with a thud. I heard heavy, labored breathing.

"Carrying you is no small task. You’d better be worth the trouble," muttered a man in Polish.

I lay on the grass for a moment, the world gradually coming back to me. I could feel my arms, legs, and the rest of my body again. My blood flowed through me like the Don River breaking free of ice. rushing to restore life to my senses. Sounds poured into my ears—the rustling of leaves. chirping insects. and the trickling of a stream. all crashing over me like a storm. I strained to open my eyes, and brilliant light flooded my vision from all directions.

It took a while for me to adjust to the brightness and realize that the sky stretched overhead. The light filtering through the clouds was dim, offering no warmth. It was clear this wasn’t a warm season.

I was lying in a shadowy forest. Thick tree canopies crowded the space, leaving only a small patch of sky visible above. My clothes were thin, and sharp grass poked at the skin on my back, causing sharp stings.

As my senses fully returned, the first thing I noticed was the searing pain in my abdomen. I was injured—badly, by the looks of it. My hands were covered in blood, most of it dried into crusts. Whatever had glued my eyes shut earlier must have been dried blood as well.

I was dressed in a brown coat and felt something on my head, probably a hat. The clothes reeked of decay and didn’t seem to belong to me. I struggled to recall what had happened. but my mind was like a shattered hard drive. full of corrupted data. Amnesia?.

Behind me, I heard the sound of someone striking a match. After several failed attempts, I caught a muttered curse before the match finally lit. The hiss of a flame rose, accompanied by the acrid scent of sulfur and tobacco. It wasn’t a standard-issue cigarette, but a crude, hand-rolled one. The raw, pungent smell suggested it was homegrown. My parched lips instinctively licked themselves. If I had the strength, I might have begged for even a short puff.

"You’re not one of us. If you managed to get in here. you must know how to get out. " the man said lazily between satisfied puffs.

I heard a sharp metallic clink—a sound I strained to place. Keys?.

After a moment, I heard him shift and quickly shut my eyes again.

He grabbed my arm and heaved me back onto his shoulder. Pain flared in my stomach as his bony shoulder pressed into my soft abdomen. His body wasn’t muscular; he seemed undernourished. He carried the faint smell of tobacco mixed with cheap alcohol. the kind that might have been distilled from potatoes. Yes, potato vodka. My senses didn’t lie—this land could grow little else but potatoes.

He carried me further into the forest. Peeking through my half-open left eye, I observed the scenery.

The monotonous woods eventually gave way to a rusty Polish Fiat car. its body riddled with rust and its tires flattened. Grass had grown almost as tall as the car itself.

Not that it mattered. Even if it could still run, it would be useless here.

Next came a well and a pile of wood, followed by the creak of a door opening. He carried me into a dark wooden hut, where the cold, damp smell of wood surrounded me. The buzzing of insects from outside faded, replaced by the thudding of footsteps on wooden floors. In an adjacent room, a generator hummed faintly. Though the lighting was poor. I glimpsed a medical kit on a wooden cabinet. alongside rusted surgical tools and syringes neatly arranged in a tray. In a corner, several cages covered in cloth sat stacked, all empty.

He opened a door, placed me in a room, and left, shutting the door behind him.

I listened intently before mustering the strength to crawl up. In the corner, a nameless candle burned weakly, its wax forming a small mound. The flame flickered faintly, illuminating the room. It wasn’t just a cellar—it was a prison.

My entire body screamed in pain as I staggered to the wooden door. Hearing no sounds outside, I dared to inspect my situation.

By candlelight, I removed the brown coat. It was tattered, and its pockets contained nothing but a few stray pieces of straw. Yet, I had the nagging sense that something important should have been inside. A sudden flash of memory hit me—me stumbling through the forest. blood everywhere. my hand clutching something shiny and long.

The coat was stained with blood. Beneath it, my white shirt was soaked and stiff with dried blood. Oddly, my wound had stopped bleeding.

As I examined the scar on my abdomen. fragmented memories surfaced again: a man with a muddy face stabbing me in the stomach with a sharp stick. One of my squadmates fired a Tokarev pistol at him, hitting his shoulder. The man staggered away, but more of them came. My team couldn’t carry me and had no choice but to leave me behind.

Searching the inner pocket of my coat, I found a small notebook. The cover had the word "Journal" scrawled on it in crooked handwriting. Most of the pages had been ripped out, leaving jagged edges like torn fangs. It was practically empty. Yet, the handwriting on the cover felt familiar. Mine?.

Was this really mine? I stuffed it back into my pocket and removed my shirt to inspect the wound again. It had scarred over completely.

Impossible. No one heals this fast.

"Surprised?".

I spun around to see the door open. He stood there, cigarette in hand, watching me with amusement.

"Don’t be alarmed," he said. "I saved you.".

Backlit by the dim light, his face remained obscured, but his posture seemed relaxed. His right hand, however, stayed behind his back. Judging by the clumsy movements of his left hand, he wasn’t a lefty. He was deliberately hiding something in his right hand.

Cautiously, I rasped, "Who are you?".

"I’m a doctor.".

"A doctor?".

"The last doctor in this forest. I’m here to help you. Look, I even treated your wound.".

My mind raced back to the injury on my abdomen. What had he used to make me heal so quickly?.

We stared at each other in silence. He puffed on his cigarette with a bemused expression.

The crude cigarette burned fast, and he eventually flicked it to the ground, stomping it out. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out something metallic that jingled—a key.

"I imagine this is important to you. After all, you clung to it so tightly, even while gravely injured. It took some effort to pry it from your hand.".

The shiny, long object flashed in my memory. So it was a key! I reached out instinctively. "Can you give it back, Doctor?".

"A key for a lock. Tell me where the lock is and what’s behind it. Is it the way out of this forest?" He pulled his hand back, keeping the key just out of reach.

Clenching my fists, I edged closer. Standard protocol dictated no hesitation—if he wasn’t one of us, he was likely an enemy. My team had been attacked; it was fair to assume he was aligned with our attackers. I considered subduing him quickly, showing him the strength he underestimated.

He sighed dramatically and tossed the key toward me. "Fine. Take it.".

The unexpected gesture caught me off guard. I fumbled to catch the glinting object, only for him to lunge forward. His right hand swung into view, holding a hefty table leg.

The last thing I saw was the wooden club descending on my head. The world went black as the floor surged up to meet me.

And then, nothing.

Prologue: Awakening (2).

When I woke again. I found myself tightly bound to a chair. tied so securely that I couldn't move an inch.

The doctor lit more candles in the room, casting flickering light across the wooden walls. He shut the cabin door and leaned against it, holding a bottle of cheap liquor and his medical kit. The sharp, acrid smell of alcohol filled the air—he must have downed the entire bottle.

His face was etched with wrinkles, crisscrossing like tree roots. Though not particularly deep, they gave him an unmistakable air of weariness. His graying sideburns contrasted with his shaven scalp. and his cracked glasses sat awkwardly on the bridge of his nose. Behind those glasses, his narrow eyes scrutinized me intently.

"I need to use some special methods on you. " he said. watching me struggle futilely against the ropes. He rummaged through his kit. and when he stood up. he was holding a syringe filled with a red liquid. resembling blood.

"What is that?" I asked, my breathing quickening as he pressed the needle against my neck.

"Not long ago, I already gave you one dose. This stuff can heal your body—and make you talk." He sneered as he jabbed the needle into my skin. A sharp. burning pain shot through me as the foreign liquid entered my body. triggering a violent reaction. My neck went numb as the crimson substance was forced into my veins.

My vision blurred, and everything around me began to double.

"Where's the exit to this damn forest, you little brat?" he asked after a long silence.

I didn't answer. A slap landed across my face. but I barely felt it—everything was hazy. as if a fog clouded my senses.

"I just want to go home," the doctor suddenly wailed, his voice breaking like that of a lost child.

"They're watching us from behind the trees. Sometimes, I hear them laughing. My daughter.. Can you hear them? The trees are talking. They're singing.".

"No, no! That’s not it!" he screamed hysterically, his mood swinging wildly. "There are currents beneath the forest floor! Currents! They'll drive us all mad!".

He devolved into rambling, muttering incoherently as his mind seemed to unravel further. I couldn't focus on his words anymore. After what felt like an eternity, his behavior grew even more erratic. He started yelling at the top of his lungs. shaking me by the collar as though he were some crazed shaman. His ranting escalated, interspersed with slaps that I barely registered. I couldn’t tell whether he was mentally unstable or simply drunk on his foul homemade vodka.

Blow after blow rained down on me. My face was numb, and my mind spun in disarray. Finally, a heavy punch knocked me sideways, and the chair toppled over.

"If you don’t talk, I'll gut you like a dog!" he snarled.

Lying on the ground, I could only see the ceiling. But then I heard the sound of the door opening and slamming shut, followed by receding footsteps.

When I came to again, the numbness had faded, replaced by a throbbing pain in my head. Blood was everywhere—I could feel it running from my nose, staining half my face. My cheeks throbbed with bruises and swelling; he must have been used to hitting people. Still, he was gone for now, and that was good news.

I assessed my situation. Despite the head trauma, my body oddly felt unscathed. The fall had loosened the ropes behind the chair. I struggled, widening the gap until I freed my hands and pushed myself upright.

The wooden door was locked. In the room’s eastern corner, I found some torn clothes and a few thin wires. They were too flimsy to be of any real use. There was a small hidden compartment under a patch of untouched candle wax. Judging by its size. it wasn’t large—likely a storage space for potatoes. as was common here in Poland. However, the lock was broken, and I couldn’t pry it open with my bare hands.

I fiddled with the wires, twisting them together to form a makeshift tool. I inserted it into the lock and worked at it for what felt like an eternity, but nothing happened. The lock’s mechanism wasn’t particularly complex, but the wires were too thin to apply enough force. After doubling their thickness by folding them over, I tried again, but still failed. The lock was simply too old and stubborn.

Frustrated, I slumped to the floor. My eyes fell on the burning candles and the melted wax pooling around their bases.

An idea struck me.

I tore a piece of cloth from the tattered clothes and snuffed out a flame. dipping the fabric into the molten wax. Scooping up a handful of the hot wax, I poured it into the lock, hoping to fill the gaps. Once the wax solidified, I inserted the wire tool again. With a few attempts and a satisfying click, the lock gave way.

I smiled faintly and pried the hatch open. Beneath it was a cramped, pitch-black cellar about a cubic meter in size. There was no exit, but something cold and metallic caught my hand—a flashlight. Its switch clicked, and weak but usable light illuminated the space.

Inside the cellar, I also found a damaged iron shovel. Perhaps it could help me break the wooden door.

Back at the door, I wedged the shovel into the gap and pushed. The old wood creaked in protest. I redoubled my efforts, and with a sharp crack, the lock broke. As I shone the flashlight into the corridor beyond, a shadow lunged at me.

Instinctively, I aimed the beam at his eyes. The figure flinched, momentarily stunned. I sidestepped as his swinging fist missed its mark.

In the darkness. I retaliated with a flurry of punches. honed from six grueling months of boxing training in Warsaw after my divorce. The memory of that dingy gym reeked of vodka and sweat. Soviet propaganda hung on the walls. urging everyone to fight for their beliefs. no matter how absurd they seemed.

Fueled by adrenaline and pent-up rage, I didn’t give him a chance to recover. My fists pummeled his ribs and head. A final, heavy blow to his stomach sent him crumpling to his knees. Grabbing his collar, I delivered a devastating knee strike. His scream echoed through the room as blood spattered onto me. His nose was broken.

As he writhed on the floor, I caught my breath. Oddly, the fight left me exhilarated—like a predator reveling in a successful hunt. Deep down, maybe I thrived on violence.

“You’re not a doctor,” he muttered weakly.

I picked up the flashlight and aimed it at his bloodied face. His glasses were shattered, hanging from his broken nose. He fumbled for them, and I kicked them toward him before dragging a chair to sit down.

“Who are you?” I asked once he had recovered slightly.

“Does it matter? We’re all just his prey,” he said, trembling. Wiping the blood from his face, he looked almost comically pitiful, like a sad clown.

“Where did the doctor go?”.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “My room is next to yours. I broke the lock and escaped. I’ve been hiding in the darkness ever since. I heard noises from your room and thought he was interrogating you.”.

“Bit of an awkward misunderstanding,” I muttered, smirking. His expression shifted darkly, clearly bitter about the beating I’d given him.

“This place is in the northern part of the forest. We call it the ‘Old Woods.’ If we work together, we might escape. Are you from Pig Village? I’ve never seen you before.”.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied impatiently, scanning the room. I wasn’t in the mood for idle chatter—I needed to understand my situation.

The corners of the room held large, cloth-covered cages. Some of the iron bars were twisted and broken. as though some ferocious creature had once been trapped inside. The doctor’s syringe and medical kit were carelessly left on a cabinet, the zipper still open. It seemed he’d left in a hurry, forgetting even his prized possessions.

I approached the door, only to find it locked. The windows were boarded up tightly with thick planks. The man, slumped nearby, watched me warily.

“Going outside now is suicide,” he muttered.

Prologue: Awakening (3).

"Suicide? Why?" I asked.

"It's the middle of the night. The forest is crawling with things. Even the people in Pig Village rarely venture out after dark. I can't guarantee this area is safe," he said.

Just then, I heard the sound of something taking flight outside the window. Their wings flapped loudly, one after another. The sound of wings multiplied quickly. like applause erupting in a packed hall. building into a deafening wave. The rhythmic flapping reminded me of springtime by the Yanhe River. where thousands of white doves would take flight.

But these were not white doves. A black feather drifted through a hole in the roof and landed inside. I shone my flashlight upward, and countless dark shadows streaked across the night sky. More feathers rained down, like a black snowstorm.

The man beside me stared at the feathers on the ground, his face turning ashen. He trembled uncontrollably, as if gripped by sheer terror.

"Hey, what's wrong?" I grabbed his shoulders and shook him hard, sensing something was very wrong. He didn't respond, muttering incoherently under his breath.

"I know why that quack doctor left.. We.. we need to find a place to hide.".

"What are you talking about?" I asked, baffled.

"Don't you hear it? Those are the sounds of crows. The forest is full of them, the most populous creatures around here. Normally, they just feast on carcasses in the woods and don't bother humans. But when they swarm out from the radio tower.. Damn it! That's when they're hunting.".

At that moment, a piercing wail echoed from outside the house. It wasn’t a sound a human could make—it resembled a high-pitched. ear-splitting whistle. terrifying and unnatural. My skin prickled with goosebumps.

"Shut up! Be quiet! Try to mask your presence!" The man. upon hearing the wail. seemed to snap out of his despair. He darted to the door, checked the lock, then scanned the windows near me. In a low. panicked voice. he growled. "If you don’t want to die. stay the hell away from the windows.".

I turned off my flashlight and cautiously approached the window, peering outside.

I heard branches snapping. footsteps on grass and wooden planks. and then a dog's bark—sharp and close. Another bark followed, then a low growl, deep and guttural. The dog clawed at the ground. chains clinking loudly. until a sudden. anguished yelp broke through the noise. A sickening gurgle followed—the sound of its throat being slashed.

What could kill a dog like that?.

Though fear clawed at my chest, I forced myself to keep watching. Time seemed to crawl, each second stretching into an eternity. Outside, everything remained pitch black. The faint light from the generator barely illuminated a patch of grass. The darkness was all-consuming, an empty void that made space feel colder and farther away.

I controlled my breathing. clutching my flashlight tightly in my coat pocket. ensuring no light escaped.

Then I heard it again—the rhythmic, metallic clink of boots on wooden planks. The sound grew louder, closer.

Every pore on my face felt like it had been pierced by needles. Cold sweat poured from my skin. A shadow emerged, cloaked and hunched, lingering in the small patch of grass I could see.

I averted my gaze. relying on my peripheral vision. knowing the edges of our sight are more sensitive in the dark. But the shadow seemed to sense my intent, vanishing from my line of sight. I only managed to catch a glimpse of its sharp, beak-like head—a massive humanoid crow.

In the blink of an eye, I relaxed my gaze for just a moment. Then it happened—a blood-red eye appeared, pressed against the windowpane, staring straight at me.

It made no sound. Its pupil was razor-thin, predatory and inhuman. Despite my best effort to suppress a scream, my hand bumped against a cabinet. A vase wobbled, tipping over and smashing onto the floor with a loud crash.

"Run!" The man burst out from under the table and dashed into another room. I didn’t care what he was doing. The red eye vanished instantly, replaced by a piercing, bone-chilling screech from outside. It was so loud it felt like my eardrums would burst—a sound like the cry of a demon from hell. My body broke out in goosebumps, and I dove under the table like a frightened child.

The windows rattled violently, trembling under the strain. I fumbled backward, trying to pull out my flashlight. But the moment I turned it on, the bulb shattered with a sharp crack. Glass shards flew everywhere. Sparks flickered as every lightbulb in the room blew out. even the generator sputtering into silence.

From every direction, pounding echoed against the boarded-up windows. Something outside was trying to break in. A massive force slammed into the window in front of me. sending splinters and shards flying into my face.

I gripped the iron shovel in my hands, drenched in sweat, frozen in place.

Behind me, a window shattered completely. Something pushed its way inside, growling low and heavy. Then came rapid footsteps and the man’s desperate screams as something caught him. He thrashed and struggled, but his cries were cut off abruptly. I heard liquid splatter across the floor—his blood.

What were these things? What did they want? Would they tear me apart like they did the dog? Like they did to him?.

Growls and snarls surrounded me, the windows splintering further. Shadows swirled into the room, pressing in around me. Their rancid breath filled the air—earthy, metallic, and putrid. They roared in my ears like a bloodthirsty mob shouting for execution: “Kill her! Kill her! Kill her!”.

I swung the iron shovel with all my strength, striking shadow after shadow. The blade snapped off. Now armed with only a stick, I fought on, but it soon broke as well.

They say fear reaches a peak where it turns to calm.

I thought of my wife, my dog, my bed. None of this should’ve happened. I should’ve been waking up at 6:30 a.m., the noise of cartoons drowning out the morning chill. I should’ve soaked in a hot bath before driving to the research institute in Warsaw.

Maybe I should’ve never come here at all.
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