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The city lights flickered like stars that had forgotten how to shine. Somewhere between midnight and the end of hope, I found myself walking through streets I didn’t recognize, past faces that didn’t see me, past voices that spoke no truth. I didn’t remember how I got here. I only knew I was... lost.

There was a strange coldness in the air, not the kind that chilled the skin, but the kind that slipped into your bones and whispered, “You don’t belong anywhere.” I kept walking.

The pavement stretched endlessly, covered in stains of memory—graffiti of broken promises, cracked concrete like the fractures in my own mind. Something in me had shattered. Maybe it had been a moment, maybe it had been years. Time felt like a rumor in this place.

I turned a corner and found a wall of mirrors—shards of myself staring back. In one, I was younger, eyes filled with fire. In another, older, hollowed out by disappointment. A third showed nothing at all.

“What are you looking for?” a voice asked behind me.

I spun around. No one. Just the air, thick and heavy. My breath quickened.

“What are you running from?”

Again, that voice—low, layered, like it was echoing from inside me. Panic rose, but so did curiosity.

“Who’s there?” I called out.

Silence.

Then, slowly, a figure emerged from the fog. Cloaked in darkness, eyes glowing like embers. Not menacing—but powerful. Familiar, even.

“You are lost,” the figure said. “Not because you strayed, but because you were pushed. You searched for light in a world that profits from shadows.”

I tried to speak, but my voice cracked under the weight of his presence. He looked human, but more. Like a memory of a god I had forgotten.

“Who are you?” I managed.

“I am the memory of who you were before the noise. I am the beginning of your journey—and your only chance to find yourself again.”

He walked past me, each footstep causing the ground to ripple like water. He didn’t turn back.

“Follow me,” he said.

I hesitated.

“What happens if I don’t?”

“You’ll stay here forever.”

Somehow, I believed him.

So I followed.

The streets grew darker as we descended into what felt like another layer of the world—beneath reality, beneath logic. The lights above dimmed until they blinked out entirely. We were walking in pure shadow now, but I could still see him. He radiated something—warmth? No. Purpose.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To the place where all lost souls begin,” he said. “To the Underworld.”

The word struck me like a bell. Mythical. Biblical. Impossible.

And yet—I kept walking.

As we moved, I saw other figures on the sides of the road. Some were curled up, weeping. Others screamed silently into the void. A few simply stared at us, eyes hollow, faces smeared with regret.

“Who are they?” I whispered.

“People who refused the journey,” the guide replied. “People who chose numbness over pain, distraction over truth. They’re stuck in their own loops. Haunted by what they didn’t have the courage to face.”

I looked away. Too close to home.

Soon we reached a gate—twisted iron, covered in rust and carvings that pulsed like veins. Above it, in letters of flame, were the words: “Here begins the path that ends in truth.”

The guide turned to me. “Beyond this gate, you will see things you’ve buried. Feel things you’ve avoided. There’s no turning back.”

“And if I go through?”

“You might find your soul again.”

I stepped forward. My hand touched the iron and burned, but I didn’t pull away. Pain, for the first time, felt honest.

The gate opened.

On the other side: darkness, deeper than anything I’d known. But the guide stepped in without fear, and I followed him into the unknown.

The ground felt alive beneath my feet, like it was breathing. The air tasted of ash and metal. I saw rivers that flowed upward, flames that danced in silence, and skies without stars.

“This is the place where souls fall when they lose their center,” the guide said. “Where trauma becomes geography. Where shame builds cities.”

We walked past a crowd of people standing in line, each holding a mirror in their hands, staring into it like it was the last thing they’d ever see.

“What are they doing?” I asked.

“Reliving. Over and over. Their worst day. Their biggest mistake. Their greatest fear.”

I felt a pull in my chest, like gravity was trying to bend me into that line. But the guide touched my shoulder.

“You’re not here to repeat,” he said. “You’re here to rise.”

We pressed deeper into the underworld. My body began to feel heavier. My heartbeat echoed like thunder in my ears. Thoughts I hadn’t heard in years started whispering again:

“You’re not enough.”

“You always ruin things.”

“You should’ve never been born.”

I dropped to my knees.

“I can’t—” I gasped.

The guide knelt beside me.

“Those voices are not truth,” he said. “They’re echoes. Let them pass.”

“But they feel real.”

“So did the pain. That doesn’t mean it defines you.”

I took a deep breath.

And for a moment, I heard something else. Softer. Kinder.

“You survived.”

The guide smiled. “Good. You're listening now.”

He helped me up. Ahead, the path forked—one road crumbled into chaos, the other led toward a distant flicker of light.

“Choose,” he said. “This journey is yours.”

I looked at both roads.

And I chose the one that scared me the most.

The one that led deeper.
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The road narrowed.

Shadows pressed in from every side, reaching out like hungry fingers. I could feel them tugging at me—at my thoughts, my memories, my will. My feet moved, but it felt like walking through syrup. For every step forward, something inside me tried to drag me back.

I didn’t know where the guide had gone. One minute, he was beside me. The next, gone—vanished into the blackness like smoke in wind.

“Hello?” I called, my voice swallowed by the void.

Nothing.

Just silence.

Not even an echo.

Panic rose like floodwater. The silence wasn’t just absence—it was hostile, unnatural. The kind of quiet that made you question if you’d ever heard a sound before. If you’d ever existed at all.

And then...

A whisper.

Not in my ears—in my mind.

“You were never meant to walk this alone.”

I spun around. Still no one. My breathing grew sharp, erratic.

I tried to move, but the path behind me was gone. In its place was a wall of mist—alive and writhing, pulsing with what looked like faces.

They stared at me with hollow eyes. I turned away.

A light flickered ahead.

Faint. Fickle. But real.

I ran.

Each step made the ground groan beneath me. The shadows hissed and shrieked, but I didn’t stop. I ran like something ancient was chasing me—maybe it was.

I burst into a clearing of stone—cold, smooth, unnatural. The light was brighter here, though it seemed to come from nowhere.

And there he was.

The guide.

Standing at the center of the circle, surrounded by flame that did not burn. His eyes closed. His hands lifted slightly, like he was feeling the weight of something invisible.

“You left me,” I gasped, breathless.

“No,” he replied without opening his eyes. “You had to walk that part alone. To remember what fear tastes like. Without it, courage is just noise.”

I collapsed to my knees.

“That was hell.”

He opened his eyes then—silver and full of knowing. “No. That was the door to hell. And you passed through it.”

He approached, the flames parting before him like servants before a king. His cloak dragged across the stone, whispering secrets in a tongue I couldn’t name.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He knelt beside me, eyes level with mine.

“I am called many things. In some stories, I am Virgil. In others, I am a guardian, a voice, a shadow. But for you...” he paused, “I am the one who remembers you when you forget yourself.”

“Am I dead?” I asked suddenly.

The question had lingered since the first step into the Underworld.

He smiled—gentle, but sad. “No. You are not dead. But part of you has been sleeping for a long time. This journey is your awakening.”

I stared into the flickering flames around us. They showed images—moments from my past.

My first heartbreak.

My worst betrayal.

The night I almost gave up.

“Why show me this?” I whispered.

“Because these are the chains you wear. Invisible, but heavy. Until you see them, you cannot break them.”

I felt tears sting my eyes.

“I thought I was stronger than this.”

“No,” the guide said softly. “You thought being strong meant never breaking. But true strength is breaking... and rising anyway.”

He stood and offered his hand.

“We have further to go.”

I hesitated, but took it. His grip was firm—warm. Human. And yet not.

As I rose, the circle of flame dissolved, and a new path appeared—narrow, winding, lined with statues of people frozen mid-scream.

I shivered.

“What is this place now?”

He looked ahead, his voice grave. “The Gates of Shadow. Beyond them lies the Circle of Regret.”

My heart sank.

“I don’t want to go there.”

“No one does,” he replied. “But you must. Regret is not your enemy—it is your teacher. Without facing it, you will carry it forever.”

We walked in silence for a while.

Above us, the sky flickered—not with stars, but with broken memories. I saw flashes of moments I thought I’d buried. Arguments. Lies. People I hurt. People who hurt me.

“I don’t like what I see,” I said.

“Good,” the guide answered. “That means there’s still something inside you that cares.”

We reached a towering gate made of bone and iron, twisted together like roots and ruin. Carved into its surface were words that
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