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AN ADVENTURE BEGINS
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“Have you considered that he doesn’t want to be found?”

—Raphael Han

––––––––
[image: ]


THE ABSENCE OF AFFECTION couldn’t be masked by the heat of the twinkling chandelier strung over the long table. Raphael Han claimed the end seat of the lavish feast. It wasn’t the first nor the last time he played a stranger squeezed into a family dinner. But sometimes, when he lifted his head, a faded illusion manifested—a woman with a face matching his. 

An abandoned chair remained empty near Vincent’s side. Plates scraped with the clatter of utensils, and polite chewing. Yet not one commented on it.

“The Haze Kingdom has been quiet lately.” The mint-eyed prince shattered the stagnancy. At the beat of his words, all sounds ceased. Worry laced his soft brows. “It may be wise to send somebody for an observation.”

Erlen’s shoulders grew taut as his scowling forehead twitched.

At the head of the table, another cleared his throat. With an elegance and arrogance only a royal beheld, Vincent gazed ahead. “I’ll send somebody soon.”

The conversation stilled. All hands moved again, cutlery clinking against sparse plates. Raphael, the acclaimed stranger, preferred noisy meals in cluttered rooms. By his definitions, such a lackluster reaction to that little prince’s disappearance was downright pitiful.

“To confirm, Raphael,” said the eldest prince slowly. “My youngest brother has disappeared?”

Raphael’s fork scraped his plate as he lazily lifted his dark eyes, swallowing a piece of steak. All gazes snapped onto him. “I reported everything already, Vince.”

A grimace thinned Vincent’s lips, and he squeezed his knife. “I assumed he would have returned, but it has been over a week.”

“Running away implies not returning.” Raphael chuckled. 

Deimos furrowed his brows, placing his fork down with a fidget. “Is he alright? Do you know where he went?”

The Third Religion’s claws had sunk into countless towns, enabled the tragedy within the notorious Fox Tribe, and tipped the scales of power to destabilize this reality.

The beginning of a shift. One that the runaway certainly knew of.

“I wouldn’t know,” lied Raphael. He shrugged. In fact, he’d thought of that foolish prince more than he’d cared to admit. “Wouldn’t want to, so you’d be better off asking him instead.”

Vincent’s jaw ticked. “This is no time for jokes.”

Erlen sneered, his crude chewing drawing attention. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s another farce of his, come on! He wants us to chase and bask him in attention!”

Raphael’s murky black eyes shackled Erlen to his seat. “Do you still think so after what he’s done?”

The other clicked his tongue, turning away. “A few good deeds don’t make a hero of somebody like him.”

“Atlas,” interrupted Deimos quietly, “has shown signs of waking. A new supply of tea came from our suppliers in the Croxton Kingdom. The maids use tea as a pain reliever; however, the recent herbs have revealed success.”

Erlen jolted, eagerly leaning in. “Atlas? Seriously? How haven’t we found it sooner?”

“We’re investigating it. However, the shipment shouldn’t have arrived so soon, regardless of the tea’s quality. Yet, the container in the kitchen was already replaced.”

Erlen gnawed at his lip, as if a name tickled the tip of his tongue. He shook his head. And when he spoke, his voice dropped an octave lower. “What are you getting at?” 

But Raphael knew he’d refuse to believe it, just as he’d refuse to change his perspectives. Perceptions couldn’t be changed so easily—a single misdeed outweighed a hundred benevolences.

Deimos sipped at his pale gold wine. “At the Colosseum, what did Soren win?”

On the other hand, the second-eldest prince held an unwavering trust, abnormal for a man who hadn’t returned home in years. Deimos’ intentions were cloaked in mystery, but Raphael hadn’t determined him to be a liability, yet. 

Erlen stilled, then shook his head. “Even if it’s you, Deimos, don’t go speaking of fanatical ideals.”

“He wouldn’t wake, even prompted by the Death Saint’s healing, which required Vincent’s participation in a fight. Erlen, do you mean to imply that a servant has tampered with the tea?”

“No! That’s not—” 

“Vincent fought Celine?” Raphael grinned. He lounged back and bit into his slice of bread. “Did you win?”

The Crown Prince scowled. “Deimos, although I will not assume blame on the servants, your proposition is baseless. Even the report of his participation was under investigation.”

“Oh, it wasn’t him,” chuckled Raphael. “Didn’t you hear? The winner was somebody with the same name as me.”

“You are well aware of who used your name last—” 

Raphael tore off a chunk and swallowed. His smile flattened. “Then what’s the problem, Vince?”

Silence descended once more, provoked by his cold remarks, but his gaze swept past them, only recalling that lonely back curled beside him on the rooftop. 

The stranger in their little brother’s body. 

Raphael abandoned the sliced meat waiting on his plate. The luxurious feast had lost its taste.

Their affection came too late, and the present owner didn’t care for its delay. He’d left, unbound by those shackles.

“Have you considered that he doesn’t want to be found?”

His words carried the sinking weight of truths denied. Erlen slammed his hands down, shaking the tableware across the wooden surface. “Do you think he hasn’t done this before? He always comes back, clinging to us and insisting on calling us brother—” 

“So, you knew.” Shadows lapped the hero’s back. A cruel mocking poisoned his soft laugh. He dragged out his seat. “That he wanted your love.”

“Well—” 

“Nobody can chase something forever. Eventually, their knees tire, and they fall, whether they want to or not. Eventually,” His voice lowered, dark and hoarse with knowing. Without surveying their reactions, he strode toward the exit. 

“—They give up.”

[image: A black and white graphic design]

SOREN RESTED THE NOVEL atop his knee, thumbing the weathered pages to settle on the world’s map. He traced the coarse edges and rocked on the lip of a boulder, lost in his thoughts.

Hazel had given him a bag of necessities on Damien’s order, appearing at alarmingly perfect times. He chose not to question the reach of that boy’s eyes. 

She’d given explicit directions to a nearby town upon his request. What he’d asked for was simple: a town considered beautiful by most.

He recalled the abyssal gaze that reflected the burning lanterns, burdened by hope and a yearning for life. Soren didn’t belong to the hero’s journey, but couldn’t he discern a fraction of the world beheld in those raven eyes?

For a heartbeat, he’d caught a glimpse of wonder on the rooftops. Thus, he set upon a new path with that flimsy desire in mind. 

However, by Soren’s talents, the two-hour journey had turned into ten.

He slumped backward over the boulder, melting under the gentle rays of sunlight. His white hair loosely dangled, revealing his apathy to the abandon of nature. 

A stranger in another world possessing a despised identity. 

That was who he was, and yet for the past day since abandoning Raphael, he’d never been freer.

He raised the book high and stretched out his aching arms. The wind serenely rustled throughout the woods, coaxing a sigh. Here began the tranquility of freedom.

Or so he’d hoped. His dreams shattered as the earth erratically rumbled beneath him. A stampede of hooves. Soren turned in the direction of the noise. An upside-down cloud of dust billowed forth, and an extremely juicy boar charged at him. 

Dinner. Soren had only rolled up his sleeves when violet lightning thundered down. In seconds, the boar became fried pork. The animal thudded down, scattering dirt in the air.

Through the parting cloud of dust, an upside-down purple gaze smiled at him. A curse instinctively darted onto Soren’s tongue.

He squinted, only for the magician to obscenely wriggle his fingers. “Fate insists upon our reunion, Raphy~”

Soren closed his eyes, but unfortunately, didn’t wake up. He sighed. “Then fate is a cruel bastard.”

Brioc ecstatically laughed. “Couldn’t be, if it united us. I’ve missed you a lot, Raphy! I’ve dreamed of you.”

Soren’s face contorted. “Are you stalking me?”

“I’m a wanderer, Raphy. An adventurer, seeking thrills and joyous companionship.” Brioc skipped over, crouching low, and tried to poke Soren’s face. “Although I did hear news about some drama in the Fox Tribe that I was hoping to peek into.”

Soren slapped the wayward paw. “Give up.”

Then, he rolled over, ruffling his hair with sleepy irritation. He’d wanted to bask in the sunlight for longer. 

Brioc continued his one-man show, dramatically dancing around the rock. “I guess as much—those guys are unnecessarily secretive. Option two was finding the ancient civilization of necromancers that once terrorized the world. This merchant lady told me of it, back in the Colosseum.”

Soren’s brows furrowed. “Why do you need to find them?”

“I want to learn their magic!” Brioc planted his hands on his hips, but his smile faltered for a second. “Power is an unequivocal weapon. No harm in snatching whatever I can.”

That would be a recipe for disaster, granting the powerful magician the grace of the dead. The whole world could burn. 

Soren paused and contemplated it. However, his focus strayed to another thought. If he enacted a similar spontaneous adventure to Raphael’s, minus the heroism, wouldn’t he satisfy his curiosities?

“Come on, Raphy, you must keep moving! It’d be terrible to escape only to realize you’d never gotten away.”

Soren scowled. “My name’s not Raphy.”

Sparkles glinted in Brioc’s eyes. “Oh, you’re trusting me! What is it?”

Soren’s eye twitched. He debated the consequences of accepting and decided refusing would be worse. “Ren.”

“Ren? Even better!”

The book snapped shut, and Soren tucked it into a satchel before walking. The magician watched him for a moment before calling out, “Hey, Renren! The lead I have is this way!”

His finger pointed in the opposite direction, decorated with silver and gold rings forming a chaotic harmony against his hands.

Soren halted, and slowly turned. “Then move.”

Brioc skipped ahead. “Moving!”

Soren failed to consider the talkative nature of the bothersome magician, whose rantings were an endless stream. Brioc’s words transcribed on paper would be without commas or periods.

“So! The Selkies are said to possess access to an artifact that grants them the ability to answer any question. Cool, right?

They distanced themselves away from civilization and entered the forest once more. Grass tickled Soren’s ankles as he hiked ahead. The Selkies were another piece of the plot, although it wouldn’t come until much later. They possessed one of the Cursed Series, a ring that only told truths. 

Mammon’s Truth. 

It was there that Raphael had learned the cruel truth of the world.

Did the novel’s plot chase Soren, even when he tried to flee? 

“Hey, Renren, you’re bad with directions, right? I was watching you stare at that map for a really long time.”

Soren coldly glared. “Looks like you don’t need company.”

“Nope, I need it! It’s okay, a little flaw is pretty cute.”

Soren chucked a broken stick in his direction, trudging ahead. He refused to speak anymore until nightfall, and Brioc crudely set a pile of wood alight, nearly starting a forest fire. Although Soren contemplated the theatrics of being an arsonist, he didn’t particularly want to choke to death. 

Suffocating and being tortured by the slow agony of failing organs in a burning house wasn’t an experience he particularly enjoyed. 

He crouched beside the misshapen fire kept alive by magic. Soren missed the creepy but reliable Damien. That boy wouldn’t lead him onto three carriage rides, past five towns dampened by the stench of rot, and back into a forest in a suspiciously circular pathway. 

At some point, Brioc boiled a suspicious beige stew in a pot, all while happily singing off-tune. A bowl of chunky soup was forcefully migrated into Soren’s hands.

He bent his head to observe the poisoning attempt. But, between discussing the matter with the hip-gyrating magician or potentially dying, he chose the latter.

Brioc pirouetted with a screeching note and plopped beside him. “No need for applause. Take a sip, it’s my specialty!”

Soren shuffled away, but the magician was aged gum under a table—an unpleasant surprise and difficult to pry off.

“Anyway, how long have you been running about? You wouldn’t have run into any strange fanatics, have you?”

Soren paused. “Fanatics?”

“The Third Religion gospels, preaching all this nonsense.” Brioc licked his spoon clean, grinning. “But it’s funny—whatever they’re doing works. Thousands have converted to their religion recently.”

Soren narrowed his eyes. Was the speed of assimilation this fast in the novel? The words were a blur and forced into mystery.

“Eat up, Renren. I infused it with love.”

Soren’s stomach, which had rumbled earlier, fell into dead silence. The chattering runaway lovingly scooped up a spoonful and shoved it into Soren’s mouth. Soren gagged. The spoon stuck out of his cheek. He chewed. Long, resentful munches and a gulp. He was disillusioned by his unwise choice of following the gossip.

It was warm without being scalding, but the taste—

—Soren had never tasted anything so repulsive. 

Much to Brioc’s delight, Soren drank the rest of the soup, albeit with a faraway gaze. In the future, he’d make a companion’s cooking ability a deal-breaker. 

As day turned to night and then to day again, Soren’s mind had long fled from the endless chatter in his ear. He sprawled out on a bundle of hay in a passing carriage. Suddenly, Soren jolted back to reality. 

“The Fourth Prince is waking,” said Brioc. He realized that Soren had returned to Earth and waved. “Did you know, Renren? The world’s so strange these days, filled with randomness.”

The coarse hay underneath prickled through Soren’s clothes, rumbling with the jerky movements of the carriage. Brioc fiddled with a long strand, braiding it. “Are you curious about your brother, Renren?”

Soren turned to the skies, taking in bright, endless blues. “No.”

“Even if he’s been mysteriously brought back from the dead? Well, if he wakes, then the recent troubles may be resolved a tiny bit.”

Soren looked sideways. “Troubles?”

The magician flopped backward, weaving a hay crown. “Missing people, hysteria, eerie blackened tree sightings—it’s all adding up.” Brioc plopped the crown into Soren’s hair with a grin. “All that fascinating stuff.”

“Fascinating,” deadpanned Soren.

“Well, I love a good thrill. Want to make a bet on what’ll next grace the newspapers? Maybe an entire kingdom swallowed by those mysterious roots... or a secret identity exposed?”

Had Soren been interested in gambling, he would’ve placed his wager on the decimation of humankind. Before he could answer, Brioc’s eyes snapped open with delight. A wide smile stretched across his lips. 

Brioc sprang up. Feeling the wind whip across his face, Soren dove to the side, and the carriage’s wood snapped next to him. An arrow. Another zipped through the air, slotting itself into the wheel. The driver yelped as the horses careened, and straw scattered in the air. 

“Oh, this is the best part of adventures, Renren!” Brioc jumped as two twin blades spun in his hands. “Bandits!”

He leaped backward, his body forming an arc as violet and red mana whirled around him. Shrill laughter sprang from his chest as his fingers loosely released a blade into the nearby trees, and it landed with a sickening squish. 

He came alive in madness; in violence, he knew control. 

“Here comes the glorious hero~” he hummed. “Saving the pretty white-haired prince!”

The knives darted from tree to tree as they reappeared in his fingers. A volley of arrows rained toward the dancing magician, but a winding chain snapped in front of him, deflecting them all. Brioc cackled joyously, revealing his row of white teeth.

Ribbons of chains sprouted from Soren’s flesh as he leaped off the trolley. He lassoed them around the wheels, and the speeding carriage squealed to a stop just short of the tree. The driver vibrated with wide-eyed terror. Wooden debris tore off the side, and the horses neighed madly, thrashing at their reins.

Without the worry of arrows, Brioc’s movements grew more frenzied in the instability of his raving mind. Bloodied bodies plopped out of the foliage, and laughter rippled through the forest as ravenous magic hunted every shadow, leaving no root unturned.

When Brioc reappeared, flipping in front of Soren, he grinned. Crimson dyed his skin and clothes, and purple mana wisped at the edges of his body. 

“Ah, some were okay, but none as good as you,” he mused, wiping the blood only to smear it further. He sulked childishly. “I thought it’d last longer. But praise me?”

The driver, peering over his broken carriage, shrank back. Soren didn’t blame him. This was the magician with no remorse for life; the opposite of Raphael, who loved it ceaselessly. 

Then, a cyan light drifted past their vision and drilled into the muddied earth. A glowing, small peony sprouted. Another followed until a path bloomed into the forest. Honeyed sweetness drifted by their noses, easing all nerves.

Brioc scratched his neck. “Did the blood open a path? I’m pretty sure this is the Selkies’ passage.”

Soren glanced sideways. “Maybe.”

“Are you scared, Renren?” 

Brioc smiled, but there was something warped in his gaze. Soren didn’t know the answer he desired. He wasn’t an animal tamer like Raphael, who found loyalty in the strangest creatures.

Soren shook his head. “No. You were useful,” he praised, because wasn’t that Raphael’s winning method? For now, he still needed Brioc’s direction. “Let’s go.”

A glow pulsed in Brioc’s startled eyes, and his smile widened. He chased after Soren with a hop in his step.​
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THE SELKIE PRINCESS
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“But why is killing wrong?”

—Brioc Laurier

––––––––
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THE PATHWAY WEAVED beside little pastel plants sprouting alongside willowy, white trees. Soren passed a parting of fluttering leaves and brushed them away from his face. Strangeness unveiled itself like wistful dreams uncovered from dreamless nights. Vines embraced the earth, and with every blink, they teasingly inched along the trunks. 

“Renren, what do you think the Selkies look like? Giant fish?” Soren threw back a judging glare, and Brioc grinned. His head twisted and turned. “It’s beautiful. So white. Makes me want to kill somebody.”

Soren, by the law of self-care, erased Brioc’s existence as he reflected the wonders around him. Any tension eased with the faint breeze that rustled through his clothes. 

Would there come a day his gaze matched Raphael’s, drunk in color and small charms?

“Hey, are you ignoring me? Renren.” Soren exhaled. Brioc persisted. “Are you one of those who think killing is wrong?” 

Soren’s attention drew to Brioc’s words. “But why is killing wrong? Because life is precious? Why is it precious? Because the world gifted it to us? Even if it’s wasted away, becoming useless?”

It was a familiar series of wonder—he’d thought the same of death. Perspectives could align, even if the root of their curiosities dove into differing subjects. 

Soren wondered about death; Brioc wondered about killing.

Were they really as different as Soren liked to believe they were?

Killing was an exhausting chore. The putrid stench of death lasted weeks, and the wailing tears echoed in the absence of the lost. 

He didn’t know the value of life. Perhaps there was no more than as much as one determined it to be. Only in the hero’s black gaze did it become an immeasurable and precious thing, in its most hideous and brightest. 

Of that, Soren was certain. 

For that man’s smile burned like the persisting sun; one couldn’t help but crave its warmth. In the apocalypse’s darkness, how much more blinding could he have been in an already ruined world?

Soren sighed. It was a foolish thought. “I don’t know.”

“Well, I don’t know either. Anyway, it’s pretty, right? I like pretty things. The Foxes are supposedly all about gloom and mystery, but the Selkies place their faith in nature.” 

A tall flower brushed against Soren’s arm. He traced an unfurled petal, smooth under his touch. “Who are we looking for?”

“The princess, I think.”

Soren sniffed the intoxicating sweetness and paused. “Princess?”

“Yep. They run by a monarchical system. All tribes have different ones. I like the Taels—the Cheetahs the most. No rules. Completely at my pace.”

Soren frowned at the questionable feasibility of the plan. In fact, there was no plan, and he knew it. “Will she help you?”

“We’ll get to that when it happens. I’m eager for a fight.”

Soren narrowed his eyes. “No killing.”

Brioc huffed, stomping behind. “You let me earlier and even helped! You don’t look like somebody unused to death.”

Soren stared ahead at the interlaced branches and the peculiar flora. “It’s a waste of time. Before was necessary.”

“Necessary deaths,” remarked the magician. “Deemed by you?”

“Why should I care if others disagree?”

Brioc cackled. The snaking air quietened his tone. “I like that, Renren. It can be fun, but I once thought I had no choice, too.”

“No choice,” repeated Soren, turning toward him. 

The runaway prince from the Haze Kingdom. Little was known, but tragedy inked his childhood, carved by the greedy King. He spent his life in survival mode and never learned to stop. 

Brioc twirled a stolen flower beneath his lowered gaze. “Ah, you see, my old man and the servants are bastards that hate cute children. Naturally, the wise little me had to fight back.”

The life of the magician. Years of a child’s suffering were summarized in a single paragraph within the novel.

Brioc met Soren’s fixed stare, giggling. “Now, Renren, you’re staring at me like you’ve fallen in love~”

“Death is indeed frightening, young magician.” A lyrical voice brushed their ears. “But we are not the only ones who fear it.”

They turned simultaneously, and at the edge of a serene lake that hadn’t been there earlier, a beautiful woman smiled before the surface’s reflection, mirroring the skies and surrounding nature.

Layers of jellyfish-like fabric draped over her body in a veil of elegance, embellishing the waves of ocean hair that flowed over her exposed, pale shoulders. Patterned iridescent scales twisted along the side of her slim face and the flutter of her sea-blue eyes. 

Eyes that flickered with surprise upon meeting Soren’s gaze.

“I apologize,” she said, tilting her head. “But may I ask for your name, stranger? Ah, forgive my manners. My name is Vendra Selis.”

Her words compelled truthfulness in the purity of her voice. But he didn’t know which name to give. 

“Soren Rosenbaum.”

A delighted, soft smile curled at her pink lips. 

“Soren. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She swept her gaze to the red-soaked Brioc, who waved his stained hand eagerly. “And you are Brioc Laurier.”

He whistled, wiping a smear of blood from his cheeks. “As expected of the all-knowing—don’t tell me the forest predicted my approach? A prince and princess, I’m blessed today.”

A laugh escaped her, and it jingled like bells against the muffled wind. She rose, feet bare against the flush of new grass. “It helps that I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Me?” Brioc pointed at himself, then shook his head with a grin. “No, not me. Him.” He rudely jabbed in Soren’s direction.

Soren lowered his gaze to the dirty finger inches away from his face. “Don’t want this anymore?”

“You won’t! With every finger lost, my directional skills worsen.” Brioc leaped backward, cradling his finger against his chest. “Don’t be so heartless, Renren. That’s scummy!”

Soren remained unfazed. “I am scum.”

All protests died in Brioc’s throat, and he bitterly whispered comforting words to his grubby finger. Soren turned away from his foolishness. “You’re looking for me?”

The Selkie Princess smiled. “Yes. I’ve been told of a strange hero’s arrival. Do you go by Soren?”

Soren paused. Did she suggest her awareness of his multiple identities or the possibility of another name? If maliciousness burrowed in her mind, she gave nothing to reveal it. 

“Ren,” he offered without further explanation.

A white bird with a long, fanned tail twittered high, and soared down, patting its small claws on Vendra’s shoulder. She laughed, curling her finger to rub underneath its neck.

“Now,” she smiled. “I believe you’ve come seeking answers.”

Brioc nodded enthusiastically. “Correct!”

Her smile faded, shaking her head sorrowfully. “Then I must apologize. The relic we possessed has been stolen for some time. We no longer wield your answers.”

“What?” The magician startled and stopped bullying a little bird he’d found. “You guys aren’t weak. How could somebody steal your most precious treasure?”

“I’m afraid I do not know. But I may answer simple questions. I may serve as a medium that translates the earth’s knowledge.”

“Three questions.” Soren approached the lake, plopping onto the fresh grass. Ripples shimmered over the clear water, and little colored fish happily splashed in its depths.

“Please.” Her dress pooled around her like the extending tide, and she lowered back down.

“First. The state of two children I helped: Lock and Kat.”

It was a test to observe her abilities. A test to determine her usefulness to Raphael, now without Mammon’s Truth.

First, a question that answered the present.

“The second. Why were you looking for me?”

A personal answer to determine her loyalty and her willingness to answer; a stranger with too many secrets couldn’t be trusted. 

It was for that reason that the hippo had suspected him.

“And the third.” He turned his frosted gaze away from the serenity of the lake to her. “Will this world collapse?”

Finally, a question that nobody knew. Not the reader of this story, the hero who protected it, nor the mysterious, all-knowing creatures that existed within. 

Her smile mimicked the lake’s smooth surface, as if it mirrored the calm of her mind. “One, the children are well. Your friend—” 

“Acquaintance,” corrected Soren.

Brioc snickered, twirling a leaf over a baby bird. It chirped, dancing around. “Oh? What charming fellow has irritated you to the point you’d draw no association? Am I a friend then, Renren?”

Coldly, Soren uttered one word. “Stranger.”

Brioc sniffed. “No way.”

Vendra softly laughed. “My apologies. Your acquaintance has found success in eliminating the Third Religion’s mark, although it is a slow process.”

“Celine agreed to help?”

Her expression faltered, and her hands curled against the flowing fabrics. A few ripples darted across the lake. “Celine?

Brioc’s eyes glinted with the soul of a gossiper who chatted with old ladies. “You know the Death Saint, Princess?”

Vendra snapped out of her reminisce, gently nodding. “She’s very dear to me. A precious memory, you might say.”

A smile graced her lips. “I pray she’s well.”

A longing affection seized her voice, a yearning for a past long abandoned. Soren thought of the fiery Celine and the gentle, nature-loving Vendra. Could such polarities exist in such unity? 

But thinking was hard, and Soren disliked difficult things. He drew candy from his pouch and chewed. 

Brioc’s eyes sparkled, fixed on the twisted candy. He looped his filthy arms around Soren’s shoulders. “Is there some for me, Renren?”

Soren continued chewing with a blank face. “No.”

Vendra smiled, toying with a swaying leaf that curled by her finger. “The second. I’ve indeed awaited you. My answers for your questions exist because I had been told.”

Soren pried off the magician, depositing him into a curled, trembling ball by the grass. “For me?”

“I was told a hero would arrive soon.”

Wind whistled between them, swaying the endless green and colors around them. The flowers’ gentle drift told of their listening. 

He swallowed, eyes cold. “Who told you?”

“A woman by the name of Jones,” Vendra hesitated. “It has been a long, long time since. She pleaded with me to wait, and that she would grant us a second chance before an eternal slumber.”

Jones. In the weave of fate, coincidences were rare, though not impossible. The second chance had to be related to his rebirth. He just couldn’t determine exactly how and why. 

“Finally, I know.” The woman exhaled deeply. “This world is destined for collapse. But the lake holds the trajectory of this reality, and it has already veered off course. It was you, stranger to these lands, who diverted the path.”

Her beautiful, fawning eyes shifted to Soren with a gentle but resolute determination. The existence of Soren Rosenbaum held the key to calming the rampaging torrents within the continent. 

Soren’s throat rolled. People feared the deep ocean, frightened by the secrets their depths held. 

And Soren loathed endings he couldn’t predict.

“I’m not the hero you seek.”

In the past, many tried to force a hero’s fate onto him, but Ren Suzuki became a destroyer instead, a monster cursed with eternity.

All expectations melted into disappointments.

That was the burden Raphael bore. But never was it Soren’s. 

“A person more suited for that role exists.” Nobody else could fit into that heroic mold. “But I’m not them.”

Disappointment flashed in her worshipping gaze. She shuffled closer, gently folding his hands into hers. They were soft. Desperate. “Your existence may save this world. Perhaps the beginning of salvation has already begun.”

She swallowed, squeezing his hands in loss. But this life that had forsaken him, this reality that forced eternity upon him—

—Why would he save such a world?

He lived in an abyss, a puppet strung by society’s rules. He chased thrills and every curiosity, as if they could fill the hollows of his heart. Thus, little could sway his decisions. 

The princes would live a little longer, but he wouldn’t be swayed by any other obligations. His heart ailment worsened in their presence, and he was determined to stay away.

“Come on, Princess.” Brioc hummed. He patted the water before jerking his hand away. A curious peer met the distorted surface. “You can’t force your ideals onto him. It’ll only backfire.”

Vendra hesitated and hurriedly released Soren’s hands. Her shoulders slumped. “I apologize, Ren. That isn’t my desire. I merely think it a pity, but it’s not your responsibility.” Her hands curled against her lap. “But I cannot sit idly by. Who is this hero you speak of?”

Around her, the leaves curled in agreement, obeying her emotions. Her determination. The will of the living, even as she remained an outlier to the original tale. With her, perhaps their joint efforts could twist the trajectory of fate.

Soren didn’t meet her gaze. “Raphael Han.”

“Thank you.” She smoothed the ripples of her dress and smiled. “Now, please request me as you will. The lake may answer what I cannot.”

“The lake?” Brioc squatted, peering at his face in the reflection.

Vendra nodded, laughing as a row of fish darted across the surface. “Yes, the sacred lake holds the truth of our tribe.”

“So, Princess, do you know where the Barren Kingdom is?”

Vendra tilted her head, her ocean locks falling over her face. “Those lost lands? I’m afraid not. But the earth whispers a hint—about a navigator cast in slumbering time.”

Brioc eagerly wriggled his butt, and Soren nearly kicked him into the water. “Where?”

A haze veiled over Vendra’s gaze as her body swayed. “The Darkness Mountain holds a secret shroud in its eye.”

Her last word fell, and the lake rumbled, boiling as the fish retreated to its depths. Strays of ink curled against the clear reflection like emerging hands. Reaching, stretching. 

Vendra broke out of her stupor. “This...!” 

A misted mountain ghosted across the darkening reflection, creeping to the shore’s trembling edge. Then, a withered hand tore from the surface— 

—and snapped around Soren’s leg with a bruising grip.
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INTO DEATH’S EYE
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“Why has the misfortune of salvation fallen upon his shoulders?”

—Vendra Selis

––––––––
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“I BEG OF YOU, MY CHILD,” bubbled the rasping lake. Veins chased up the hand’s sunken skin, pulsing against the thin flesh. Soren kicked his leg, but its nails clawed into his bleeding ankle. “Change the ending I have been forced to inscribe.”

Vendra hurried to pry off the wrinkled hand, but it clung with an obstinate desperation. Magic jumped in Brioc’s palms as he jerked his glare to the abyssal, still lake.

Pain buzzed in Soren’s ears, but his shoulders slackened. Wind shrilled past him, and the bordering willowy trees rumbled in a hissing protest.

“You, who endured eternity, uphold your oath to me.” The claws yanked him deeper. Thick and rotten water soaked his shoes. Miasma of decaying flesh and broken promises permeated his nose. “Protect this world of mine—”

Soren snatched his ankle with a grimace and stumbled back onto the muddied shores. The fingers, grasping at nothingness, slunk back into the gurgling lake. But he could feel its unblinking eyes penetrating him from all sides.

Soren’s ankle bled rivers. If red could tell of his humanity, he would’ve called himself one. “You have the wrong person.” 

Yet his chest festered by its shrill cry. It had foolishly mistaken a ruiner as its savior.

A hand gently grazed his shoulder, and a haloing light tore through the dreary skies. 

Vendra shakily exhaled beside him. “I apologize. But the water tells no fallacy. Although its scope cannot compare to our relic, nature does not lie.”

The serene scene was freed of the mist and rot. A deception that all things were well, despite the unease that loitered in his thoughts. He shook his head. “I don’t lack any memories, nor a yearning for an unknown person.”

“Perhaps,” she mused, “it seeks a familiar soul in another time.”

Silence plunged between them. As Soren rose, Vendra knelt at his feet. Once he glanced down, a flat leaf had been securely tied around his wound. 

Soren looked at the magician, sheepishly hiding in a pile of scattered leaves. “I won’t leave with you.”

This issue was graver than the creepy hand. 

Ten hours. It took ten hours to leave the Fox Tribe, and longer to reach the Selkies. Why couldn’t they have told him before, when he stood on the Darkness Mountain? 

Vendra tilted her head. “Is there a reason you cannot go?”

Soren’s lips drew a thin line. “I’m lazy.”

A chortle rang out like a monkey’s screech. “Hehe...! Hahahaha! Renren, you’re so cute!”

Soren raised an eyebrow. “Are you having a seizure?”

“Close.” Brioc hopped about with a grin. “But I’ll be lonely without you. What if I buy you some candy?”

“No.”

“What if I take a hostage?” Once he grabbed for Soren’s satchel, a chain slashed at his hand. The magician jerked away with a whistle. “Possessive, aren’t you?”

Soren patted his bag. “I just don’t want my candy being dirtied.”

Brioc laughed. “Is anything ever just something?”

“I’m not interested in your philosophy.”

Instead of evolution, he risked degradation if he followed the magician’s policies.

Brioc wagged his finger. “Thankfully, I have enough interest for both of us! Aren’t I kind?”

“Then kindly shut up.”

Brioc noisily clapped. He hummed. “Well, I guess we can frolic in the fields on a happy, bonding adventure, with just us two—” 

Soren promptly turned, filtering out all nonsense.

He didn’t have the masochistic desire to remain tied to the magician with a sane companion within reach.

Vendra opened her mouth, then closed it. She smiled. “There are little creatures on the mountain that only exist in the trenches of that darkness. Wouldn’t that be curious?”

Soren paused. 

Vendra added, “They’re very fluffy.”

The wilted prince rejuvenated. Small creatures were Soren’s joy, and they’d be suitable for his exploration. He nodded. “Let’s go.”

Brioc enthusiastically hopped, before casting his eyes to the Princess’ exposed feet, nestled in the grass. “Should we wait for you to grab some shoes?”

Her smile didn’t budge, and Soren wondered if she had the patience of a saint or excellent manners. “I prefer to feel the earth under my feet.”

“Really? I can’t imagine it.”

“I’m afraid I cannot imagine it the other way, either.”

Brioc nodded. The princess led them out of the weaving forest and the pale hues that blurred behind in mystic memory. Then, they’d drifted on an old wooden boat, secured by woven vines, down a leisurely river. 

A refreshing mist clung to Soren’s skin as the chirps of wildlife rustled from the passing trees. His fingers glided in the cold waters, sending a breeze up his rolled sleeve.

Brioc flopped on his back, groping at dangling branches. “I’m kind of curious. Where were all your buddies? Can you just leave like that, princess and all?”

Vendra’s legs were submerged in the clear stream, playing with small fish who jumped between her fingers. She’d braided her hair over her thin shoulder. “We are a solitary tribe. We prefer not to involve ourselves in violence or war. This allows us to function, regardless of my disappearance.”

“So, you’re saying you’re replaceable.”

Soren quietly listened, curling his legs by the corner of the raft. He’d expected an offended response, but the princess only laughed.

Her eyes curved. “Indeed, there will always be another. They may not succeed in the same places I did, but instead evolve in other ways.”

Brioc snorted and stuck a leaf into his mouth. “While you chase the words of a strange woman telling of death.”

Vendra had explained that Jones warned of a terrible storm and the hero who would bring salvation; things of the future that even relics couldn’t prove. The Selkie Princess had eagerly listened to the prophecy of tragedy, awaiting the destined champion. 

Vendra smiled. “My family may consider my belief naïve, but the grass under my feet and the ancient woods tell no lies.” She tilted her head back, closing her eyes. “I love this world. If one believer can prevent a tragedy, then I’m a willing one.”

Soren’s throat rolled. How could one hold such unwavering faith? He retrieved his now chilled fingers, the rustling of robes interrupting the lapse between them. 

Brioc scoffed. “Or they just wanted to send their daughter to do their dirty work. Just in case, there you are. A perfect believer.”

“I have never been forced to do anything, Magician.” Her eyelashes fluttered. “I’m sorry if you’ve experienced such that makes it difficult to understand that.”

A dark chill gleamed in his gaze. “That’s for sure. My father would be happy to send his children to do his bidding. Half the time, those fools croaked and failed anyway.”

He tittered, akin to a string pulled taut. 

Soren crossed his legs, distantly observing them. A prince who fled luxury and responsibility; a person who survived terrible, unimaginable horrors. A princess who devoted her life to an unknown truth for the sake of protecting her beloved world. 

He couldn’t understand it. 

But wasn’t that the reason he read? To find all those lines of decisions he wouldn’t make; reasons fueled by emotions he couldn’t place. 

Birds sang, freely weaving between the branches, dispersed with sunlight. Vendra softly spoke. “Will you return?”

The leaf snapped between Brioc’s teeth. “It’s not on my bucket list. But it’ll burn to ashes one day, and I’ll kick his old bones. I can’t even bathe in public because my back’s too ugly!” He flipped into a squat, averting his gaze. “And you? What’s the big story, Renren? The cryptic family.”

Soren rested his chin on his palm. “No family.” 

“There’s nobody without one.” Brioc snickered, scratching away the leaf’s flesh to expose its skeleton. “Even if they don’t like it.”

Every word thudded in Soren’s chest. He lowered his gaze.

The actions and their personalities—all their years of living were detailed and dense. No longer were they mere characters of a tragic tale. If they were real, then what was he? 

“My parents left me, and the couple that took me in didn’t need a child after birthing a daughter. I lived in a small room.” 

It was a dull recount of years he no longer remembered in clarity. He only recalled that the room had four narrow walls, and he’d spent countless days pressed against the square window. 

Brioc looked askance. “Hey, I know your real identity! Stop lying to me!”

Soren lay down and closed his eyes. “I’m a liar.”

“That doesn’t answer my question!”

Then, everything jerked. Soren’s eyes snapped open to the boat tangling into a dense cluster of reeds, and jagged rock peaks driving into the wood. Vendra staggered, and Brioc leaped up. Coils of black curled at the water’s edge, beckoning them close. 

Soren lifted his attention to the dense veil of dark clouds. The mist-addled forest reeked of decay and ash, surging over them in thick waves of humidity.

Brioc darted to the edge, slapping a hand over his mouth. He gagged. “Don’t miss me too much, but I can’t go in. I’m not compatible with this smelly mana.”

Soren frowned. “You lack compatibility?”

Brioc hurriedly defended his abilities. He sniffed. “Seriously, few can match that energy, you know? Like attracts like, and death is a disgusting hooligan. Our hearts—” He tapped the left side of his chest. “Beat with magic. All humans have a little mana that makes the density of death nearly unbearable.”

Soren glanced down. “Mine is marginal.”

“It’s still there, Renren. Death repulses a regular person. She’s a pretty and mysterious princess, and you’re pretty and mysterious, but that sliver should chain you. You should want to resist it.”

Soren frowned. “I don’t.”

Brioc’s smile widened, but confusion laced his voice. “Exactly.” He withdrew his sleeve from his nose, tilting his head. “That’s why you should go, my cutie Renren~”

Soren’s face warped into disgust. He swiftly abandoned the tearful magician on the floating boat and entered the forest.

Tacky darkness slithered at their ankles. It crept into their lungs, coaxing oxygen into its thick fog. Death condensed in the center of the mountain, where no humans could inhabit. 

Once more, Soren returned to this familiar mountain, now having abandoned the structured pages of the story. His disobedient heart raced as his journey veered into the unknown.

“Be careful, Ren,” warned Vendra hesitantly, stepping over a cluster of wilted flowers. Gloomy shadows dulled their visage. “What we may find is something that has soaked in death for an unforeseen amount of time.”

They passed a creaking old house, withered against a decaying tree. The dampened odor of festering wood lingered in the fog. Skeletal bushes yanked at his robe, and a shadow shot toward him. Soren’s shoulders drew taut, jerking his palm to his head—and a brush of fur nuzzled into it. 

Soren choked, loosely groping at the small ball.

A laugh escaped Vendra. “It appears this little friend has found you first. They appear quite comfortable.”

Soren poked the strange substance. Soft, feathered fluff tickled his finger, and he retracted it. “The creature that only exists in high concentrations of death?”

Vendra smiled. “Yes.”

He’d expected a large beast to emerge from the mountain’s depths. What a scam. The ball pounded its feet on his head, scolding his disappointment.

“Settle down,” threatened Soren. “Or I’ll throw you off.”

The ball stilled, obediently nestled in his hair. Vendra’s smile never left as they ventured deeper into the forest. Every straight path led them left or right. However, their new friend had a useful function. Every time Soren veered in the wrong direction, it madly vibrated, and tiny hands yanked his hair. At the risk of balding, Soren poked it once in warning.

With no other leads, they followed the orders of the little ball. 

A branch cracked ahead, and his gaze sharpened. He dropped to the ground. Vendra quickly hid behind the dead bushes. The ball on Soren’s head decided to rebel, shaking twice before shooting off his head—

—and right into the looming figure’s arms.

A dreary death saddled his shoulders, hovering before the burned remnants of an abandoned house. Wooden markers lined the earth. Soren counted forty-six. The man bent his head to the fluffy ball, and a low chuckle left his lips. His back was turned toward them; head lowered over the row of sticks. 

In the trenches of ruin, the man stood alone.

“Is this the person you mentioned?” asked Vendra.

He saw only the hero’s back, but Soren wouldn’t mistake him.

“Yes.”

He couldn’t look away. Soren assumed that Raphael would’ve left and not returned, but his predictions were often wrong.

Raphael grieved with a bundle of wildflowers in hand. They remained fresh, likely preserved by magic that could temporarily endure the weight of death. 

By this abandoned building charred in vengeance, forty-six lives ended. Hazel had written a letter telling of their graves where they would always exist under the sun. 

But it was here that those children breathed their last.

The protagonist carried the burden of all their lives with a willing embrace. He bent down, with the ball cradled in one arm, and placed a flower before each marker. Already, thirty-three had been placed. How many graves had he made? 

How many bodies had he buried?

“Do you know him well, Ren?” 

Dead leaves itched at Soren’s ankle as he glanced sideways. He hesitated. “There are people who would be forgiven for every wrong because their existence is just.” 

Every right and wrong was made so by subjective belief. But one day, if Raphael determined that the world was unsalvageable, then it would only be because it was. 

Vendra’s voice hummed against his ears. “You called him a hero. I wonder, of all the creatures in this world, why has the misfortune of salvation fallen upon his shoulders?”

Because the story said so—and yet, that no longer seemed to be a satisfactory answer. Soren said nothing. 

The hero crooked a finger to rub the little ball and chuckled.

“He’s somebody who loves the world,” murmured Soren. Raphael loved the world to destruction and helplessly gathered the shattered remains into his arms.

Soren tore away his gaze. “Let’s go. He’s already noticed us.”

Vendra opened her mouth and closed it again. Before Soren turned, Raphael’s attention flickered to the dense bushes. He said nothing, only closing his eyes to place the last flower down.

“May you find your solace,” he whispered.

The hero. Tragedy came in inescapable, cruel cycles. Raphael knew, yet he hopelessly persisted. 

Soren lingered before he turned away. 

Further in the thicket, where the hero’s gaze couldn’t reach, the Selkie Princess bent under a hanging branch. Her movements slowed. “He appears to be a lonely person. But I think I can understand what sparks your confidence.” 

“Lonely,” echoed Soren.

The forest hissed across their skin in tendrils of black. Its branches groaned as they unfolded their bony hands to grasp at their clothes. 

Vendra’s skin had been losing its luster, and her breathing shallowed. “You two share similarities, Ren.” She coughed, grazing a scatter of withered leaves that crumbled to ashes under her touch. Her smile faltered. “I heard of the tragedy that occurred. I’m sorry you had to be a witness to it.”

A root crushed under Soren’s feet. He paused. “It’s nothing.”

“Commonality doesn’t equal normalcy. You may have witnessed much death, but it doesn’t make you numb.” The trees rustled, and something plopped onto Soren’s head. Vendra laughed. “Even in death, life exists.”

The ball settled into Soren’s hair whorl, and he poked it with a frown. “You left me. Now you’re returning?” The creature happily hopped. “That hippo is a kinder person.”

Vendra softly smiled and rubbed her neck, coughing. She exhaled. “Comparison should not make you lesser. But you are not as cruel nor indifferent as you believe you are, Ren.”

Coughs erupted from her chest, and she collapsed to her knees. Pain wracked over her features. Soren thought of the leaf, still wrapped around his ankle, and offered a hand. 

He didn’t answer her questions. “Return.”

She accepted it with a sigh. “I apologize, I thought I could last. I’ll temporarily retreat and rejoin you once my breath eases.”

“It’s fine.” He hesitated. The softness of her palm and her tired smile felt warm. Real. In the misery of death, she was living. And he wouldn’t be the reaper who killed her. “Thank you.”

Vendra squeezed his hands and staggered, bidding him farewell. As the princess vanished into the distance, a familiar desolation whispered in his ears. The creature patted its tiny feet. Its weight brought a strange comfort that eased the tension of his shoulders. 

Soren glanced up. “You’re noisy, just like him.”

Then, his eyes wildly contracted, sensing a surge of mana rushing toward him in perilous spikes. His arm snapped out, and rattling chains deflected the black needles. They plummeted, but darkness ascended in hissing waves, swallowing the trees and withered leaves. By a wilting bush, a decaying bird curled. Only skeletons remained, bones of what once was.

Soren lifted his head and greeted death.

​
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A NECROMANCER DANGLES
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“Once again, unintentionally, had he twisted the story’s fate?”

—Soren Rosenbaum

––––––––
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MISERY BURROWED INTO the marrow of Soren’s bones, swallowing his figure into its darkness. This was a terror he’d always known, gnawing at the cords of his existence, until nothing remained but skeletal hollows. 

A chirp snapped his attention back, and the ball furiously stomped on his head. Soren rapidly blinked through his obscured vision. Then, he clicked his tongue, letting it tumble into his cupped palms. 

“I’m a neglectful owner.” The ball only hopped again, and Soren dumped it back onto his head. “Just don’t be noisy.”

The increased density of the mana told of the center’s approach. Before he could determine whether he should continue straight, the surging death mana receded into a thin fog. A breath escaped him as a string of darkness coiled up his body and curled by his ear.

[You are nearing death. This mist is not for humans.]

Soren’s skull pounded, but a worse irritation hammered in his mind. 

“Beat it. And get your tentacles out of my ear.”

The air bristled. [It’s death mana, not tentacles.]

Soren sneered. “Death tentacles? Put them away.”

[I need to communicate with you. And I just helped you, too.] 

The trees crackled, and leaf skeletons fluttered before Soren’s eyes. The ball shuddered, and Soren pointed at it. “Even your child is rejecting you. See how it shakes its head?”

[That’s not mine, and it’s cold. Your eyes should work normally, even if your brain doesn’t.]

Soren slapped the tendril away, and a buzz ripped through his ears, making him limp. He nearly swore. “It belongs to death?”

A pause. [Yes.]

“Then you’re a scum father.”

The Death God fell silent for a beat, but his voice remained steady. [Aren’t you the scum father?]

A climbing weed scraped Soren’s elbow, and he scowled. “Stalker. You have nothing better to do than creep on others.”

The darkness jabbed at him, and Soren cursed the petty God. 

[You may die soon.]

Soren smacked away an arching branch that seized his hair. “Then, let me die in peace.” 

The cruel taunting of death always left the Reaper hopeful, eager for that long-awaited finale. He’d died a thousand times but had never known rest. 

One more time would only fuel his yearning for fatality.

His chest rose and fell, but he felt hollowed of his breath, and limp in the tendrils of death.

[Be positive.] 

The impassive encouragement was almost as dull as his own words, birthing a violent repulsion. Soren swiped at a low-hanging branch. “Shut up.”

[No.]

With a sharp inhale, he came to the terrible understanding that this stalker could appear at any moment. His future was plagued with misery.

[Shut up. I only appear in places of death.]

Soren wrinkled his nose. “Don’t read my thoughts.”

[Don’t let me.]

What a ridiculous demand. He wished he had the power of godhood to silence this miserable drawl in his skull.

[Your voice,] reminded the Death God. [You get lonely in the dark. I’m keeping you company.]

“I like warmth,” corrected Soren. “You’re boring and cold.”

The darkness retreated, allowing Soren freedom. He swiped it away in disgust, but the little tendril clung to his ear. 

[And what warmth would you prefer? That hero’s?]

Soren tripped, and a sharp stick tore open his palm. Blood slicked his skin. A drop beaded before trickling down his wrist. “Yeah, he’s warm.”

The warmest light he’d ever been allowed to touch. But Ren Suzuki feared warmth as much as he craved it. 

Death continued lapping at his clothes and thieving the oxygen from his lungs. His throat choked, and the wilted trees withered further, like shriveled skin dangling limp. They swayed in the mist, like skinny figures spectating from the dark. 

He remembered Sage, then. Before he’d rotted. The arching white tree woven of purity. He’d seen such beauty once, an ethereal, hazy scene that hung like a distant dream.

[Eyes open.]

Soren closed his eyes, and the tendril hissed in his ears. He slapped it, but his hand passed through, smacking into a trunk. “...I’m going to burn the world myself. What am I looking for?”

[You’ll see. Now, look up.]

Sand-like particles of mana assaulted his eyeballs and forced him to squint. Putting aside his internal villainy, he raised his head. The shadows parted against the barren ground to reveal a cliffside, where its ledge hung over an abyss that masked the town below.

There, at the perilous edge, was a young girl curled with her foot dangling off the side. She snored loudly; a piece of hair stuck to the corner of her lip. Straight ebony hair drooped over her deep brown skin, chased with creeping black veins.

Soren neared, and she scrunched her eyebrows before snorting and rolling her head, popping it off the edge. 

It was heart-attack-inducing, if Soren’s heart worked normally. “Looks like she’s having a good nap.”

The tendril smacked him. [Grab her before she topples.]

“If you order me around, I’ll want to let her.”

Following the orders of the stalking god left an astringent taste on his tongue. The more they spoke, the more the familiarity stewed both irritation and discomfort. 

[I’ll topple you with her.]

Soren lifted his chin indifferently. “Worst case, I live.”

If the God could express any more emotion—or perhaps they already stewed in disappointment wherever they stalked from—Soren expected an exasperated sigh.

[She’ll wake soon.]

Soren followed the cracked earth where a row of curled flowers lined a pathway. They hung limply. Decaying. He bent, tracing his fingers against a petal, and it crumbled. 

[Look closer,] said the God after a few seconds. [Look inside its ashes. Don’t argue.]

Soren frowned but bent down. His fingers blackened, but the ashes revealed a
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