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Into Shadows





Nerone Abrami awoke, caked in blood and dirt. 

His fingers curled against cold, dry ground layered in dust. A stifled breath turned into a violent cough as grime mixed with blood tainted his tongue. It was too dark to discern any surroundings. All that was visible were shadows hiding among even darker shadows. It was cold; the only warmth spread outward from his chest at the price of his insides feeling hollow. The only sound in his ears was his own struggling breaths until light steps began echoing from the darkness. Then faint rays of moonlight illuminated the outline of a frail girl before him. Her luminous emerald eyes pierced through the darkness, gazing into him. 

Nerone reached out to her, groaning as pain pulsed all along his skin and through his insides. She moved toward Nerone in turn, her steps kicking up a swirl of dust that burned his exposed flesh.

“A Chosen…? I wonder what you’ve done to deserve this.” Her youthful voice was cheery yet taunting, carrying amiable warmth in contrast to the bleak darkness. “Consider yourself lucky.” She hummed and reached an arm under his, not minding the blood or grime. 

Nerone let out another cough as his arm stretched like it was being torn from the rest of his body. 

“It doesn’t get any better.” The girl shook her head, hoisting him up and taking a moment to balance him before they wobbled forward together. Her head was level with his chest as she led the way forward with slow steps, dragging him along like a corpse. She felt warm, but maybe it was because he was cold.

Nerone’s head hung low from exhaustion. The girl’s dirty white leggings that ended just above her kneecaps were the only thing he could see of her as black spots filled his vision. It was as if the girl was fading into the darkness. Together they continued, Nerone’s hand sometimes brushing up against what felt like the rough stone walls of a rocky crevice around them. Here and there he would slip and force the girl to catch him in his certain fall. She yanked him close enough to where he could feel her gaunt body, and a wicked, dagger-like blade at her side. Its metallic touch sent a chill down his spine.

The girl hummed a somber melody that echoed in the quiet as they continued the dreary march. Only after continuing on for what felt like eternity to Nerone’s ailing body did she glance up again at his sullen and drained face.

“A bit surprising you’re not dead already, really.” She looked back to the vast darkness. “Most succumb to their wounds before ever being found. With how much blood has seeped from those cuts… You’re a tough one, aren’t you?”

Mustering the focus to piece together thoughts was difficult, let alone speaking. Nerone’s eyes shut with the darkness and fatigue overwhelming him. The moment his eyelids touched, another shiver, more paralyzing than the last, shot through him. A blurry figure appeared within the black of his lidded eyes.

Exhausted already?

The gentle and inviting voice of a maiden called to him. Yet, despite how soothing and enthralling it was, his body and mind froze from a primeval fear upon hearing it.

“Hey—I won’t put up with your struggling.” The emerald-eyed girl snapped her fingers right in front of his face, startling Nerone’s eyes open in an instant. “Liven up. I don’t want you to be mistaken for a meal.”

Despite her belittling, the voice and words sounded like a comfort compared to the whispers within his mind. Nerone managed to bob his head in acknowledgment, unsure whether the girl might gather any meaning from the motion.

A snarl came from the darkness. The pattering of paws closed in and a gust of wind hit him as a large, dog-like creature emerged from the gloom around him and began licking at Nerone’s face, punctuated by moist and ragged panting. As it licked over and over, sour and stale breath surrounded him. The creature continued its assault until the girl clicked her heel against the dirt. The animal let out a mixture between a growl and whimper before laying belly to the ground.

“He doesn’t dislike you,” the girl mused before tightening her grip around Nerone’s shoulders with a pinching squeeze, heaving him over the creature’s back with a groan. Its thick fur coat padded his graceless fall, but pain still rippled through his body. The girl sat herself behind him, her arms stretching over him to take a hold of the creature’s fur. With a single tug, the creature spurred upward before darting forward into the darkness. Nerone shifted, trying to pull himself from his precarious position amid nigh-deafening and powerful gusts. Both his legs dangled off the same side, and he was only kept from falling by the slender arms hanging over him. When he swayed too far, the girl yanked him back. 

“Don’t budge so much. It’d be a waste of luck if you fell now.”

The words drowned in the wind as they dashed forward. Keeping his eyes open amid fatigue and the cold wind battering his face was next to impossible. His head bounced from the creature’s gallop, and he caught for the first time the sight something other than darkness in the foreign land. In the distant sky was an azure moon, looming over the land. Its shining light battled the dark, shimmering against the outline of a mountain range. Those same mountains rose, casting their shadow over the desolate valley before him until his eyes shut.

A beautiful and foreboding sight. Isn’t it?

The mysterious and enthralling voice sent another shiver through Nerone’s body, then when he bounced again, his sight was obscured by an inexplicable green light. A serene forest enveloped by an emerald haze flooded his vision. 

How interesting and fortunate, dear Nerone.

The words echoed as his consciousness blurred in the verdant haze. Had death come to take him to a verdant haven of tranquility? His head drooped low. He fought with futility to keep his eyes open.

“You’ll be fine. Go on and sleep, I won’t let you fall.” The girl’s words did nothing to soothe Nerone’s fears and uncertainty, but her voice was still warm enough to make his mind drift despite the surging winds as they dashed onward through the dark valley.


      [image: ]Droplets of cold water splashed against Nerone’s face. His brows twitched, his heart pounding as if trying to burst from his chest. One eye opened first, slow and fearful of what might await him. There was only a gray and misty sky. His fingertips began to curl, feeling pavement under him, covered in a warm liquid. The scent of blood swirled around him, mixing with the cool, morning dew and musty stench of wood.

“Where—” Nerone muttered, his thoughts addled by his racing heart. With a staggered breath he sat up, finding himself surrounded by a puddle of blood. His head spun with a headache. All around him was an aggressive fog, obscuring most of the rotting wooden buildings and street he was on. A phantasmal veil covered parts of the buildings and even the fog itself. Within the otherworldly breaches were black, thorned vines adorned with crimson roses. The fragments of their being throbbed, pulsing as if seeking to devour the existence they overlapped.

“Where are you?” Nerone’s voice reverberated in the mist. Though he seemed to be alone, he felt as though someone or something was observing him, listening as he stood in the tarnished, dream-like world. His jacket and white shirt were tinted red with blood. His chest was warm as if it had been drenched in the sticky liquid, but there was no apparent wound.

How perceptive. Shut your eyes, mortal. 

An elegant voice spoke, echoing all around him and inside his mind. It was one he recalled in his haze of exhaustion. His heart froze, but he heeded her command. His eyes shut, and the moment they did his stomach twisted as if being jerked into the unknown. A wind billowed around him before dissipating, and even before he opened his eyes it was clear the surroundings had changed and darkened.

“That you are able to commune with me is impressive, human. Most would go mad from my whispers long before setting eyes upon a goddess of my prominence. Come and have a seat with me, Nerone.” A delicate and pale, porcelain-like hand motioned him forth. A pond of pristine water filled with rose petals surrounded a small isle of stone enveloped by red moss. Nerone waded forward. The water was pure, perfectly cold and refreshing even as it enveloped his ankles. The petals brushed against him, grazing his skin with silk-like softness before floating aside. Wild bushes blooming with roses encircled both of them with a delicate and intoxicating fragrance. A soft, scarlet light illuminated the otherwise-dark sanctuary with warmth, but where it came from was unclear.

The goddess sat with both hands folded on her lap, awaiting his company. Nerone could see every feature of her pale visage. The very being of the woman—or young maiden—before him was otherworldly and mystical. Her long, white hair was tinted with a gradient of bloody red hues as it fell beyond her waist. Her crimson eyes beckoned Nerone to sit beside her.

“Come, our time together is fleeting.”

Even at a distance her whispers echoed in Nerone’s ears, and her voice instilled both fear and awe. Her ethereal beauty was without equal. Her fair skin contrasted the black and scarlet dress she wore, which fell well past her ankles. A shrewd yet irresistible smile sat upon her lips; a single bat of her white lashes was enough to mesmerize any man or woman. And yet… an inexplicable terror still flowed forth from her. He could barely force himself to think in her presence, let alone move.

“Don’t be shy.” She patted her hand against the bench, urging Nerone to take a seat beside her. “I understand it may be difficult for you to gather your thoughts or speak. After all, you were never meant to glimpse this part of the dream. It all makes me so very curious.” 

A delighted grin crossed her lips, both her eyes flickering into Nerone’s. A forbidden curiosity began to fill Nerone’s mind and heart. The scarlet gaze he stared into danced and flirted with his thoughts, inviting him to pursue his desires.

“I am Mythalein, Goddess of Dreams. Never mind that restless heartbeat of yours. It’s perfectly natural when in the presence of the divine and unknown. What you glimpsed earlier was your last memory, and that fog is the manifestation of what you’ve forgotten. It is all an entertaining cycle I merely bear observance to. At least it was, until you found your way into my garden.”  

She reached out a hand for Nerone’s cheek, grazing her fingers down and against his neck. She was icy to the touch, with no semblance of bodily warmth. 

“It is one of my roles as goddess to oversee the wayward souls who may not yet recognize my love for them. Most tragically, said souls writhe in the domain of dreams while my interference only hastens their demise. Yet you seem different.”

“Different how?” Nerone managed to choke out, feeling a knot tie in his heart as she leaned against him. She seemed inescapable. For the briefest moment he succeeded in averting his eyes, only for them to descend past her black and red-flowered choker toward the top of Mythalein’s bosom before racing back to her eyes, which ensnared him once more. Her pale lips, garnished by the smallest hint of red, curled with glee. She pressed herself tighter against him while scrutinizing him with a lubricious gaze, opening her mouth to blow a gentle breath across his skin—one that simultaneously chilled and warmed his body.

“You would do well to listen to your goddess, and not only lust after her. You have yet to go mad, Nerone. I have interfered before, and the results are… undesirable.” Mythalein continued running her hand across his shoulders, Nerone shivering as their bodies became further entangled. “Needless to say, there is still time for you to go insane. The weight of your sin will be rendered upon you, as with all who came before you. Relish the thought we might be reunited if you endure. Is that not what your heart desires?” 

Nerone took a deep breath, a moment of calm filling him at the seductive and comforting words. His heart was beginning to still at last.

“It fills me with the utmost joy to know such sweet blood still exists, Nerone. Come, before your time runs out.” Mythalein tilted his head toward her, freezing him when their lips touched. 

He surrendered to her whims, feeling a delicate and menacing hand run through his hair. Blood filled his mouth, flowing from his own tongue and mixing with their saliva to create a taste that was peculiarly sweet—not that he minded. The goddess continued siphoning his blood, and before he realized what he was doing, Nerone had pulled her into a tight embrace. The kiss seemed to bear no end until she finally pulled her pale, blood-tinged lips back. His mind was numb, unable to think, as a phantasmagoria of thoughts filled him. 

“I look forward to seeing you again,” she whispered, flicking his forehead.

Nerone’s eyes shut before he was swallowed once more by the dream.


      [image: ]Nerone jolted upright in a cold sweat, only to be met with a howling pain in his chest. Lifting even one arm proved difficult. It was so stiff that even lifting it to his chest to find a thick layer of cloth bandaging wrapped over it was strenuous. Around his forearm was even more bloodied cloth bandaging. Paralyzing soreness filled his neck as he craned to look around the dark abode. The wooden walls were lit by a candle, which emitted a dim, pale-green glow. Beside it and atop a dresser was an apparatus with two bloody syringes connected to it through long tubes.

Straining his neck a bit more, he could see a bowl filled with beige goo on top of a nightstand. Lily-like flowers with a black and deep-red luster surrounded the bowl. Some petals had been torn from the lilies and ground up into a fine, red powder that was gathered on a small plate.

A headache pulsed through his skull. The dry and stale air in the enclosed wooden space was suffocating, seeming to amplify the pain, and his thoughts kept going back to the pristine visage of the pale goddess. An impulsive desire filled him as he reached for the bandaging again. He was overheating. Despite a lack of any amount of sweat, he was burning up. A creak from the doorway snatched his attention. The door swung open, knocking against the wooden wall with a loud smack. An old, crone-like woman entered, her ragged and aged appearance matching that of the decrepit room.

“Awake at last, young man.” Her coarse, scratchy voice suited her appearance. Her decaying teeth glinted green in the dim light. One eye drooped lower than the other, and even when standing she was hunched over as if ready to fall. The crone’s stature was short enough that she seemed at ease in the cramped nook, which appeared to be an attic. “Where are your manners? What is your name?” Her voice rose in a croak before yielding to wheezing, and she squinted at him through her bout of coughing.

His pounding headache forced Nerone’s head down. He clenched and rubbed his throbbing forehead before speaking in a stifled breath.

“Nerone.” He groaned, laying back and gripping at the frayed bedsheets. “Why does it smell like dead rat?”

“Nerone,” she repeated, followed by a scowling cackle that faded to a sigh as she ventured closer to the bedside. “Manners are lacking among the young these days, you and Aria both—but perhaps I shouldn’t be so harsh toward a pair of cursed souls.” Her lips formed a wretched smile as she sat on a small stool by the nightstand. She picked up the bowl, setting it atop Nerone’s bandaged chest before beginning to grind the lilies. “I am far older than you, and yet you’re the poor soul in pain. Blighted… forsaken… and fated to suffer, perhaps even more than all those before you. Go on, drink that broth. It will relieve some of your woes.” Her voice quieted as she continued grinding the flowers. “Go on.”

Thoughts and memories danced just beyond Nerone’s consciousness. He took the bowl and stirred the broth in apprehension, recalling the girl with faint green hair and emerald eyes as he stared into the beige goo.

“There was a girl that helped me,” he said as he lifted a spoonful. “Where’d she go?”

The soup’s scent was flowery, nothing at all like the color of the beige sludge suggested. When he closed his mouth around the spoon, a bitter taste overpowered it. The texture resembled soggy grains mixed with water, but before Nerone gagged from the bitterness. A sweetness emerged that numbed his throbbing headache. Calm filled him. His thoughts were finally becoming coherent again. 

The crone watched, raising a brow at him as she mashed the lilies. “Aria?”

“The girl with green eyes,” he said, setting the bowl down and looking over to the crone. While he could now think, almost everything was still a haze. If not for Mythalein’s enlightenment, Nerone might have suspected all of it was a dream, even despite the pain and soreness.

The crone muttered under her breath while continuing her work. “Ah, yes. That ill-tempered, whimsical child. Aria is a wayward soul. Where she’s gone to, I don’t know. When she might return, I have no idea. It would appear, against her better judgment, she was intent on doing a good deed by saving you. Such a naive girl to look past her usual disdain now.” The crone’s nose wrinkled. “Yet the moment it demanded her blood, she began protesting like a child and stormed out after the fact. Truly nonsensical, the young are.” She let out a sharp laugh, wheezing again before reaching over the bowl to drop the fine powder inside. “The brat made her choice, and I would not let her squander it with indecision. I do wonder how much time this medicine can afford your fate, though.”

Nerone stirred the bowl, watching a clump of red powder dissipate into the broth. His body still ached, but curiosity overpowered any physical concern.

“What do you mean ‘fate’?” Nerone took another spoonful of the broth, scratching his head through dust-covered hair.

“Such an impertinent question. Fortunately for you, I am fond of Aria.” The crone wheezed once more, reaching down to pick up an earthenware jug. Her arms shook as she tilted it, drinking from it with a grimace on her face. She put on a crooked smile as she wiped her mouth. “I might propose you stay here for your remaining time. Company for a lone hag like me is appreciated. You’re none too weary on the eyes, so I might even consider that my reward, but the young are so fickle if it’s not in their self-interest. Even then, they oft do illogical and nonsensical things and endanger themselves.” She let out a tired groan, eyeing Nerone’s bare body. 

Her gaze made him shuffle on the bed, uncomfortable under her glinting eyes despite the apparent flattery.

“I would pass anyways.”

“Good.” Her tongue clicked as she turned. “Though if I were beautiful and young again, how different your inclination might be. That is how vain and impulsive the young are.” She croaked and laughed, her voice lowering. “How pathetic it would have been to accept rotting away here with me.” The crone stood, holding her back as she crept toward the doorway. “Go on and rest.” The door slammed shut behind her and harrowing wooden creaks continued to echo through it as the crone descended what sounded like an aged staircase.

Nerone’s arm tightened as he struggled to set the bowl back on the nightstand. The meal had done nothing to heal his soreness. 

When he lay back on the pillow and looked into the dark nooks of the ceiling, his thoughts trailed back to meeting Aria. It was the only thing he could recall since arriving in the strange world that wasn’t a dream—unless he was in one now too? The prospect induced a shudder. What was he supposed to believe? His heart clenched with fear and uncertainty. Instinct told him to fear the scarlet-eyed Mythalein, but at the same time, her words had seemed genuine. Nerone shut his eyes and tried to rest, wondering whether he might meet the goddess again.


      [image: ]The same green light was still flickering within the room when his eyes opened. It had been a dreamless sleep, and it was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Nerone turned to the nightstand, jerking back upon seeing the crone sitting and watching him without a word.

“You shouldn’t watch people while they sleep,” he said. “It’s frightening to wake up to.”

“Speak for yourself. I heard you yelping nonsense from downstairs.” The crone wrinkled her nose. “I’ve not been haunted by a spirit yet, nor am I about to at this old age.” She lifted the bowl from the nightstand and shoved it toward him. It was refilled with the same sludge he had eaten before.

Without any protest, he took the bowl, stirring it and looking over the waves created by the spoon.

“Did I really—” he started.

“Eat. It will calm that restless mind of yours.”

“But—”

“Eat. It won’t completely numb you this time.”

Nerone nodded, taking a spoonful into his mouth and swallowing. The bitterness was weaker, as was the following sweetness. His nerves calmed as he rolled his shoulders and moved an arm to test his soreness. Dull pain spanned his torso, but it was nowhere near as debilitating as when he first awoke in the crone’s home.

“If your body allows it, you should leave this forsaken hovel at once.” The crone’s face was stern now and her voice lacked any bit of amusement.

“So soon?” It was her home, and Nerone had no right to outstay his welcome, but whether he was ready to go back into the darkness or not was another thing. Even the aged home’s sour, dead-rat stench was preferable to venturing out prematurely.

“Have you changed your mind already?” She scoffed. “These night lilies are your lifeline until you find the cure. You are a Chosen, after all, an outsider to these lands.” She picked the earthenware jug back up, holding it on her lap. 

Nerone looked into her eyes. Their spry glimmer from before had disappeared. There was a weight within them. “Chosen?”

“Yes. Chosen. That is the name by which most refer to outsiders to these lands. Chosen to suffer and despair. To repent for the sins of their past. Tell me, do you recall your past?”

Nerone took another spoonful, avoiding answering while thinking over her words. The woman’s eyes remained upon him like he was being interrogated for a crime he had little recollection of. If not for Mythalein’s words, he would have felt lost.

“No,” he said eventually.

“Of course not.” She scoffed again. “It is far too early for you, and if truth be told, most Chosen never make it as far as you. Fate has favored you in some manner. Or perhaps cursed you.” She reached for a single lily, holding it up. “This flower will calm your mind. It will bring you back to reality and inoculate you from those harrowing dreams and thoughts. Any Chosen that finds a way to survive in these lands must inevitably grapple with the dark goddess.” She hunched back on the stool, setting the lily down again on the nightstand. “If you don’t die, you’ll go insane. The suffering will become even worse as you struggle, but unless you do so, you have no chance of survival.”

Nerone swallowed another spoonful of sludge. The warmth of the medicine lessened the chill of her words, and an unnatural calm coursed through him. He lay back, contemplating the crone’s words and his missing memories. If everything about them wasn’t beyond a foggy reach, then maybe he could have made some sense of why he was here or what he should do now. Living, at least, was a certain desire, so he had no choice but to heed the crone’s instructions.

“What do I have to do to stay alive then?”

“Outside of surrendering your humanity, there is only one method I am aware of. But first, tell me of your haunting dreams. They have my curiosity.”

“My dreams?” Nerone rubbed his head, despite the induced haze and calm there was still a faint pain in trying to recall his dreams, save for a clear picture of Mythalein’s elegance and beauty.

“Yes, every bit.” The crone turned back to the nightstand, looking over the remaining lilies. “Remember them, despite how harrowing they might be. Consider it my reward for looking after you.”

Nerone took a deep breath, clenching the bowl on his lap. Revealing his meeting with a goddess seemed unwise, even in the presence of this hospitality. Aside from the pale maiden, there was a void preventing him from painting a picture of the scattered dream. He had no desire to recall any of it.

“…Nothing remarkable. It was misty out, and hard to see. I was lying in a puddle of blood in the middle of a road.”

A silence fell as the crone awaited further elaboration.

“Is that all?” she asked eventually.

Nerone could feel the shifting eyes gazing into him as he lifted his head. A sharp pain struck his temple. His heart pounded with trepidation, and he closed his eyes in fear his head might burst when a splash of cold and murky water hit his face. By the time he’d wiped his eyes to see what had happened, the crone was standing, holding the jug in her hand.

“Eat the rest of your soup, then.” She picked up the remaining lilies from the nightstand, turning to leave the attic. “You can leave the bowl there when you’re done and come downstairs.”

Nerone lacked the energy to question her and the sense to make a choice for himself. All he knew was his earnest desire to live and meet Mythalein again. Strands of his brown, frazzled hair dripped with water. He lowered the spoon one more time, consuming more of the soup in hopes it would keep the mind-searing pain away. 

The crone was rummaging around downstairs, and the sounds of metal clinking and books smacking against one another filled an otherwise-quiet home. Nerone would be back in the darkness soon enough. This welcome respite would soon be gone.

He pulled himself from the bed, setting the bowl aside and walking to the door. When he opened it, he was greeted by a set of narrow, wooden stairs, jutting out from the wall. He tested the first one with a single step, cautious in case it snapped under his weight, since it had creaked under the crone’s. The step held, though it provided no reassurance as it bent and wobbled. Nerone tucked his head to avoid slamming it against the low ceiling, descending the steps while hunched over. His feet finally met solid ground on an earthen floor. The walls of the hovel were lined with knickknacks, books, and barrels.

By a wooden door was a leathery bag along with other odds and ends. The crone sat on a wooden armchair on the other side, gazing into a fireplace that lacked any sort of fuel yet still housed flickering flames. In her lap was a dusky-green tome with several symbols on the front.

“Ready for your adventure?” she taunted.

“I can’t say I am.” Nerone walked closer, standing beside her and glancing at the book. “Are you coming too?”

She let out a mocking cackle and motioned for him to sit in an empty chair beside her.

“No, but you have no choice in the matter. Rotting and dying with a hag like myself is a pathetic end. Children are so very fickle, having the resolve to act upon their dreams one moment, then becoming distracted and forgetting themselves the next.”

In the comparative flood of light the fireplace provided, all the crone’s features and frame were visible in detail. She was every bit as old as her voice and motions implied. She carried herself with respectable youth—or perhaps it was the gleam in her eyes that made her seem younger than she was. She also might succumb to age at any moment with how frail her arms and frame looked. Nerone remained quiet while watching her peer into the fire.

“You’ll need your wits when traveling out there. You aren’t in a position to refuse help when it offers itself, but you can’t trust everything you hear or everyone you meet either. Many despise or fear the Chosen for what they are. I did what I could to patch you up, but try to avoid trouble. Those wounds might open right back up if you’re rash. And the miasma is unsparing to both Chosen and Accursed—the denizens who are born into this world.”

“Thank—”

“Do not think you’re cured. What I did was no miracle, and this world is intent on burying you. I’ve packed the remaining night lilies into that bag for you. I would advise using them sparingly so that you might reach your destination sane.” She kicked a ball of clothing from beside her chair toward Nerone’s feet. 

He picked up and unfolded the bundle, her hands motioning for him to change. 

“A countdown is on your life. I know only one method of healing you, but I am incapable of it.”

Nerone turned, looking for a place to change while listening.

“Looking for privacy? Your modesty is unwarranted.” The flickers of the fire filled her eyes. “You have all these habits and quirks, yet you don’t recall why. You’ll remember them and yourself soon enough. Along with those memories you’ll feel your sin. If you don’t let it break you, then maybe you can live.”

Nerone sighed, pulling a linen tunic over his body. He had no recollection of why or who he was. To continue with the topic was, to an extent, pointless.

“All your woes are intertwined. All are woven together like a beautifully cruel tapestry that will in time unveil itself.” The crone’s crooked teeth showed when she nodded her head. “I can tell you things, but I still cannot give you answers. Despite the wisdom in my age, hopelessness remains even for me.” She let out an exhausted laugh. 

“So then… what is it I need to do to stay alive? Other than surrender my humanity?”

“So, you do listen. It’s simple.” She took a breath, the grin on her face disappearing. “The twisted dark goddess presiding over these lands acts as torturer in an already doomed existence. Some might call it her blessing, to lose your sense of yourself upon coming here. Had Aria not found you, you would have died, as most Chosen do upon entering these lands.” The crone wheezed then, pointing to a jug beside Nerone’s foot. 

He handed it to her, and she took a generous drink before setting it down and tapping the book on her lap. 

“You must take this book to a small trading post. Beyond the mountains behind my hovel, past the hills surrounded by spiraling needles and before the land of moonlight. Within the vast plain there lies a place where you can find someone to unveil its contents and cure you—or so I believe. Suffice to say, I am too old to make such a journey.” She held the tome out toward him. “This world is blighted and preys on the weak, perhaps at the goddess’s behest. I have given you all the help I can so you may overcome your fate, Nerone. As a last token of goodwill, know this is no dream. Underneath those bandages on your chest was a hole.”

Nerone held a hand to his bandaged chest exactly where the wound she spoke of was. It was a bullet wound without a doubt. That much he knew.

“Your memories will return by way of your dreams,” she said, “so do be cautious.”

“Why are you offering me so much help and advice?”

“Did I not say I would not let Aria squander her benevolence? But should you survive, consider returning and paying this old woman a visit again. The girl visits little enough as it is.” 

The hag smiled, rising from her chair. She pointed to the bag, a dagger, and a short wooden rod lying at the doorway. Nerone finished putting on the tattered linens and, after collecting all the items, the crone creaked the door open for him. 

Beyond it was a devouring, all-encompassing darkness. Shadows shrouded even darker shadows. The moonlight shone over the same mountains he had seen while with Aria. The jagged, mountainous outlines glowed from the rays of light. In the opposite direction, Nerone could see a prominent violet light shining from beyond another mountain range, but its peaks rose high into the black sky to create a stone veil. There would be deafening silence if not for the crackles of thunder booming from the violet horizon. Braving the darkness seemed far more ambitious than he could ever fathom, but there was no choice. He turned back, looking toward the wizened woman.

“Alright. Thank you. I never got your name, actually.” Nerone clutched the wooden rod in his hand.

The crone laughed. “Come thank me should you survive. My name is unimportant.” She shook her head, pointing to the rod. “That wooden stick is a torch. Just know that if you use it, nothing shines brighter than a light in the darkness. There are creatures in these mountains, so try to be careful lest they make a meal of you. I would suggest a safer passage, but your time is of particular value, I imagine.” She grinned, stepping back into her hovel, then peered all about the valley as far as the doorway allowed. “Perhaps as a favor for all this, should you come across that capricious girl, do try to be understanding.” The woman let out a soft sigh. “With that, I shut my doors to you. Embrace this cursed world, dear Chosen. May any benign deities left favor you.”

With a final wheeze, the door to the wooden hovel slammed shut. The darkness engulfed him immediately. There were no windows on the hovel, which seemed appropriate given what she’d said regarding the torch. If she was cautious about even that, then it only made sense she would want her home would be hidden.

Muttering under his breath, Nerone checked for everything she’d intended to give him, particularly the book and lilies. He sheathed the dagger and tossed the wooden stick from one hand to the other once he was satisfied. “Alright then,” he said with a shiver, gripping the torch tightly as another crackle of thunder boomed through the dark.
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A Bleak Descent





Any adrenaline from first setting out into the vast darkness soon vanished. A harsh reality set in as burning filled Nerone’s throat when he took a deep breath. The freezing air wrapped around him in a wreath of cold. There was no turning back now. 

When the crone mentioned a short path through the mountains to save time, scaling a mountain wasn’t something he’d had in mind. Nerone lifted one leg in front of the other, searching for the next foothold. He tapped a ledge with his boot and a pebble rolled from under his step, sending him stumbling to the ground in exhaustion. He made certain to fall forward, throwing his weight against the cliffside to steady himself before stopping to rub his aching knees and catch his breath.

“Don’t look down now…” he panted, instead looking upward for any indication of how much farther the final ridge might be. Despite being high up, the moonlight was too faint to illuminate this side of the mountains. Every step required care; even long after Nerone’s had eyes adjusted, numerous ledges still remained smothered by inscrutable darkness. Jagged stones jutted from the mountainside. Lichens and brush crept forward from shattered crevices, the latter sometimes wrapping around Nerone’s hands and feet without warning if he was careless. Carrying the torch was too dangerous when he needed both hands to climb. If the mountain was any steeper, climbing in the pervasive darkness would’ve been tantamount to suicide.

That same climb in the serene darkness might have been peaceful though, if not for the looming danger of what could be awaiting him in this alien world. The wind flowing over the mountain felt like an eerie whisper chilling his bones. Even with his impending fate in mind, rushing would be a foolish endeavor. The unfamiliar and hostile darkness seemed to taunt every misstep as if daring him to race himself into exhaustion. The sweat trickling from his brow and neck was chilled near instantly. His head pounded still, and when he a blinked, he glimpsed a shadowy frame within his eyelids. A familiar shiver shot through his body, one even the wind sweeping over the mountain couldn’t match. 

He reached into a pocket, taking one of the lilies and biting into it without hesitation. The petals were soft, bitter, and sweet. The numbing sensation and fragrance was dangerous. Too much and he might lose his ability to think and continue the climb altogether. 

Nerone’s heart was still pounding even as his mind wandered. Was Mythalein the supposed dark goddess? If the lilies calmed his mind, and she herself admitted to whittling at people’s sanity, then it only seemed obvious. Even so, did that mean Mythalein was truly evil or against him? She had been so inviting and warm… Nerone shook his head. There was still too much he didn’t understand. Everything felt beyond belief, but it wasn’t the time to mull.

“Just like the crone said.” Nerone began to move again, pulling himself higher up the mountain with another step and grunt. “Still alive. Even if it’s just luck.” With no sun to tell day or night, he had no inkling of how much time had passed since he’d departed the crone’s hovel. He had yet to see another soul. Perhaps that was for the better, but it wasn’t any less isolating.

Eventually, Nerone met the top edge of a ridge glimmering under rays of faint, azure light. It was within arm’s reach. A sudden surge of energy filled him as he stretched higher, blocking out the shrill wind to hoist himself up. When he peeked over the top, the wondrous and brilliant moon came into view. The sole object and light in an otherwise empty, black sky, it was as if it was watching, glowing in its radiance to shine light down across the land. In spite of the moon’s efforts, the devouring shadows persisted. It was a testament to how tightly seemingly eternal night had ensnared the land. 

Nerone glanced down below. Even on the opposite end of the mountain, it was impossible to discern the details of the desolate land. With a grunt, he pulled himself over the ridge one leg at a time while clutching at the precipice. A stone bounced out from under his foot, making several smacking bounces that echoed into the darkness before the quiet settled in again.

It was a long way down, but thankfully the ridge had naturally carved out a small ledge to rest against. It was a blessing that allowed him to search for a quicker and safer path down by the moonlight. The mountain didn’t seem as steep on this side, but caution was still required if he didn’t want to tumble down and become a bloody pulp. 

“Should have asked her for some rope,” Nerone sighed as pangs of soreness shot through him. There was no other way. He gripped the edge tight, twisting his body, and lowered himself slowly. His feet searched for the next ledge, and his hands followed one stone at a time. Brush crawled over his fingers as he looked downward. 

A sudden hiss caught his attention. When he looked back up, a snake-like animal emerged from the tangle of twigs, flicking its tongue and baring its two glistening fangs. He released the edge in an instant, entering a graceless drop onto the next small ledge below. The serpent lunged and missed, dangling from the rock above and staring him in the face with two dark eyes. 

Nerone shuffled against the cliff, hugging the stone while reaching for his dagger. When the creature tried slithering back into the brush, it caught between two stones. As it struggled, the sharp edge of his knife came down, severing its head. The scent of blood filled the pristine air, the dark liquid trickling from its bisected body.

Nerone’s watched the serpent’s dripping blood paint the stone face a dark crimson, feeling his thoughts beginning to drift. Despite the surprise, his response—his first impulse—felt natural. Nerone looked over the dagger’s blade. It shined a glossy red even in the faint moonlight. As he gazed into the edge, those same pale lips smiled back at him. He twisted the dagger away from his gaze and stumbled back against the mountain.

His heartbeat settled as the swirling thoughts gave way to exhaustion. There was no echo within his mind, just silence, despite having glimpsed what was surely the goddess’s smile. Maybe the lilies had blocked out her whispers, or maybe it was another entity he was imagining altogether. There was no way to know for certain. With a heavy sigh, he looked back down the mountain, focusing on his descent.

Each step was easier to find than the last, but every movement also became heavier. His joints ached as he dropped down again and again, resorting to leaning against the mountain for frequent respites. The end was in sight now. There was still what looked to be a set of hills below, but Nerone would at least be past navigating dangerous cliffs and instead traversing what looked to be craggy hills scattered with naked trees. Letting go of the last steep ridge, he crumbled to his knees in a sweat. It was still cold, but nothing like the freezing air far above.

“Shit.” He coughed, clenching his abdomen while fighting the vomiting sensation building within him. A foul rot permeated the air, making each breath taste more revolting than the last. After slow and deep breaths, he found his way back to his feet only to see a ghastly sight. The craggy hills on which he stood were riddled with bones and adorned with numerous twisting barbs and spikes. He lurched up a hill, looking from side to side to see dry carcasses and skeletons littering the landscape. The large skull of a hound-like animal lay by his foot. A wind blowing over the hill carried with it an ominous echo and more rot. Nerone shivered, shaking away the sight and finding a spurt of energy to tramp up the next closest hill.

At the top, where a tree waved its barren branches, Nerone glimpsed both desolation and life. The hills cast shadows between one another in the dim moonlight. Darkness sat over the land, but in it Nerone could see the shadowy frames of three creatures convening at the base of another slope. Their bodies seemed round and bulky, with claw-like appendages. Each had a tail that swung above and behind it. He had no interest in venturing any closer. Creatures scouring a boneyard like this would surely only prove dangerous.

Nerone continued slowly while holding his breath. His heart stilled. He focused on subtlety in descending the hill, but the array of bones and small rocks at his feet acted as traps. A haphazard knock could create a chain of noise that might alert the creatures to his presence. Given their size, it didn’t seem like the crone’s dagger would serve any purpose other than providing him a fool’s end. He reached into his bag, taking out another lily and biting down. His mind raced as he tugged a petal from its flower and chewed it. Whether it was necessary, Nerone didn’t know, but it was more reasonable than losing his nerve now. All the trouble Aria and the crone had gone through to save him would be wasted. The lilies would be useless if he was dead.

As his thoughts trailed, Nerone stumbled descending between two hills, knocking a small femur out of place. The bone began rolling, crashing against object after object to create a continuous clatter like an earthquake shattering a house of glass. 

Nerone pivoted toward where the three creatures still idled. The brief relief he felt when it seemed that they hadn’t heard or cared faded quickly when the creature closest began turning, followed by a second and then finally the last. Their tails rose with curiosity as they began skittering in Nerone’s direction.

Then he realized. The bones strewn around him were a cautionary tale. 

Nerone swelled with panic. He turned his head, scanning the ground before dashing to the far side of the hill, away from the creatures. The moment he ran, the creatures’ creeping curiosity became pursuit. They scattered in different directions, crunching bones under their charge as they bounded toward Nerone.

The silence of the darkness was shattered. Nerone scrambled over the decaying, stench-ridden hill, trying to keep his footing between every bone and rock he raced over. It wasn’t far until the boneyard ended, just beyond a few more decrepit trees and one last hill. Behind him and at his sides, bones snapped under claws. The crunching and hissing became louder by the moment. There was no point in trying to conceal himself anymore. 

Nerone took the wooden torch from his belt, searching for a way to illuminate it. Only after swinging and smacking the torch, his very grip seemed to cause it to ignite into a verdant light. He continued running, waving the green torch back toward the closest pursuing creature, hoping it would hesitate for even a moment. The torch’s light overpowered the moonlight, filling his immediate surroundings with a pulsing green glow. The few wicked trees that hung on to their foliage rustled from the harrowing winds sweeping over the bone valley. The jagged rocks sticking out of the hills scraped at Nerone’s legs. It didn’t matter. The primal fear that he needed to flee dominated his mind. It had been his decision to embrace this adversity. He had the choice to stay and whittle away with the crone, but had instead chosen to do something with his fleeting life.

He leapt and bounded over boulder-like stones, sensing no time to circle around. It was apparent; the sounds of claws clattering against cracked earth and bone grew louder by the moment. One hand drifted toward the dagger, certain one of the creatures would soon catch him. But after risking a glance behind himself, he knew any attempt to fight would fail. Its tail alone was nearly the same size as him, its claws the size of his torso—and three were pursuing him. Three creatures whose size and strength completely dwarfed his own. He jumped stone after stone, swerving around the occasional dead tree or impassable rock. The clothes on his body were quickly becoming ruined, and already almost resembled the tatters he entered this forsaken world in as they shredded upon rock after rock.

One of the creatures was close behind him now. He could hear its claws on the ground. It was less an animal pursuing him and more a monster. He was the prey being hunted. Confrontation was hopeless; he had to keep running. 

A large rock jutted out ahead. Nerone leapt halfway over, but the deceivingly high jagged stone tore into the cloth covering his left knee, ripping and scraping skin off. He broke into a roll down a carcass-ridden hill. Bone and rock both scratched at him as he struggled to catch himself, finally dropping the torch and grazing a hand over his wound. It wasn’t deep, but the cold, rotting air flowing over the bleeding flesh induced a mind-numbing sting.

The procession of claws closed in. Nerone left the torch behind, its glow lighting the side of a tree, and he drew his dagger before hiding behind the trunk. Fleeing was hopeless now. He clutched the dagger with both hands. What would he do? It was a pocket knife compared to the creature’s claws. He shrank further behind the tree. Maybe he could catch the creature by surprise or hope it missed him altogether. 

When it got close, the nearest creature’s movements fell silent. The clattering ceased. How far he had come, and how much farther might he have to journey before reaching a haven? It all seemed hopeless in retrospect. His blood and breath were frozen as he prayed the creature had somehow lost him.

A screech came from around the tree. A monster with three sets of black eyes covered in bone-like plating was staring him in the eyes. Its protruding hairs under the exoskeleton seemed to quiver as it reared the stinger on its tail, ready to plunge it down at him. Nerone’s arms shook, staring it in the face for only an instant, as he held the dagger out in a feeble self-defense. The monster snapped a claw menacingly, its tail rising high into the air. 

The stinger plunged toward Nerone’s chest when a swift gust accompanied a cutting wind as something hurled from behind Nerone in the darkness. A morbid hiss filled the air, the tail jerking back before the creature toppled to its side and began writhing on the ground. The wind swirled once more. A guttural sound came from the creature as its flesh was pierced. The creature plunged its tail repeatedly in a rage while it thrashed about. Nerone lowered his head as the stinger came down just above him, instead breaking itself into the tree. Within the torch’s light, there was an arrow visibly lodged within one of the eyes, blinding the animal as it tried clawing away along the ground. Nerone turned toward the shadows from which the arrow flew, clutching the dagger low.  

“Keep your head down. My thanks for luring decent prey to us though.” A man with low, red-furred ears and a bushy tail came forth with a hatchet in hand. He gave a quick nod to Nerone before turning and swinging the weapon down hard between the disoriented creature’s facial plating, driving the edge into its head. He pressed his weight onto it, pushing the creature into the ground before turning back to smile past Nerone.

“Rihl said two more, right?” he called out, pulling the hatchet from the creature’s skull. The edge was visibly chipped from the act and dripped with dark blood.

“Yeah, two.” Another animal-like man with darker hair walked up beside him.

“Right then. Make sure our friend here doesn’t get ambushed by the third.” Hatchet in hand, the red-haired man started down the hill. He met a second creature that reared its claws and tail in return. Nerone watched in awe as the man, who was no bigger than him, marched forward without fear.

The creature bore its stinger, the needle stabbing downward. The stranger preemptively swung his hatchet to delay its thrust. A claw reached forward, and the hatchet swerved downward to clash with it. Before the weapon could meet bone, another arrow soared through the darkness and planted itself in the creature’s face, stunning it momentarily and allowing the hatchet to swing again with impunity. Once more the man pressed all his weight into the edge, forcing the creature to crumple downward before hacking its looming stinger off.

“I needed no help!” he said, before a fit of breathless laughter.

Whether the stranger truly needed help or not Nerone was unsure, but the thought was interrupted when the third monster came surging quickly toward them, its approach announced by shattering bones.

“Behind me.” The dark-haired individual stepped in front of Nerone, shoving the first corpse aside with a kick while drawing a small hatchet.

“Don’t be foolish.” A soft voice spoke in what was almost a whisper, followed by another whirling arrow. The shot lodged into the creature’s carapace, halting its charge. It spun back with a wrathful hiss and began skittering away, trying to knock the embedded arrow out with its tail. As it disappeared into the distance, the hill became quiet at last. Soft, padded steps filled the void. A smaller hand clad in leather set upon Nerone’s shoulder.

“Can you move? We need to leave before it returns with a swarm.” 

Nerone turned to see a woman. Her long, flowing cobalt hair with light brown highlights was unmistakable even at the edge of the torch’s green light. She swung to scan their surroundings, her hair whipping against his body, before waving at her companion down the hill.

“It’s a bit morbid here for my liking,” the black-haired animal-man commented, putting away his hatchet and instead pulling out some rope, which he wrapped around the closest creature’s torso, beginning to pull it along. “Lievin can handle that one, right?” 

The girl nodded to him as the dog-man heaved the corpse behind him with a grunt.

As the strangers all began to move, the stinging in Nerone’s knee came surging back. He lurched forward before catching himself and clenching his teeth. The girl turned back to him, kneeling on the ground and ripping part of her leggings, before bandaging Nerone’s knee with the torn cloth.

“It’s unwise to tarry here. You’ll need to endure, I’m afraid.” 

Nerone was dumbfounded. He had expected his demise, but now had the fortune of not only being saved, but by such cordial people. “I’ll manage then.” 

He swallowed his saliva and bit his tongue. Despite the stinging pain and desire to keel over, the last thing he wanted to do was anything that might change her hospitality. She had slain two of the creatures and repelled the third easily with her bow. He was at her mercy now. 

Her cobalt hair blew in the breeze as she walked past the tree, squatting and examining the torch with seeming curiosity, evidenced by her twitching ears. It was then he noticed a peculiarity about her akin to, and yet at the same time unique from, the men.

“Are you... a cat?” 

Her head tilted in response before she stood back up, her tail swaying side to side. It was the same blue color as her hair. “A cat? I suppose that might be some manner in which you refer to those resembling me where you’re from?” She hung her bow on a strap secured to her tunic. “If that is what I am to you, then yes, I am a cat.”

He furrowed his brow, confused by her response but opting not to push the subject. The girl looked to the corpses of the creatures being dragged ahead.

“What are those things?” Nerone asked.

“Iliomats. They overwhelm with sheer numbers. Their stingers secrete a poison that can paralyze. It isn’t uncommon to see them surface on mountains and hills such as these. From what I have heard, they dwell below in hives, and only surface to hunt. In a way it can be a blessing when they come up here. They are rather easy prey for someone prepared.” She turned, scanning their surroundings. “There is meat under their exteriors. And the venom is useful to alchemists.” She paused, her bright, golden eyes glancing at him. “That isn’t to say I have any knowledge of how to use it, simply that it is valuable for trading should you find those interested. But we should leave.”

Nerone nodded. The huntress retrieved the green-glowing torch, handing it back to him, and then carried herself past him with a graceful and silent step. Though he’d only narrowly survived the attack, finding someone who wasn’t hostile felt like the true miracle. He felt a sense of solace in seeing that there were more friendly souls in the desolate land other than the crone and Aria.

“The guys that went ahead already. What are they like?” Nerone asked.

They continued over the hills. The woman’s ears would occasionally twitch while she glanced about, taking her time to respond. 

“They will exhaust themselves soon enough. They are kind lymeran given their situation.” Her eyes drifted down to her bow. “Though it might be the case I am simply of use, they treat me with warmth enough despite not being of their tribe, so I am content to travel with them.”  

Her somber and quiet voice left little room for idle conversation. It was difficult to ask the questions swirling in his mind regarding this forlorn world. Pestering her with questions might be obnoxious, given how quiet she seemed. A crack of thunder from the sky behind, back where he had traveled from, interrupted his thoughts. It bellowed like a roaring earthquake. Everything that happened in the dark land raised a new question, even without his concerns regarding his own fate.

“I have a lot of questions.” He felt an impulse to be forthright, even if this wasn’t the time to discuss it.

“That’s understandable. Unfortunately I doubt I have the answers you are looking for. You are a Chosen, are you not?”

He looked up to her while continuing to limp along, wary of the question. “I am.”

“I see. How long have you been in these lands?”

He looked over the moon, then back toward her. Would she know what a sun was? Or a day?

“A couple of days?” His head twisted in uncertainty. 

She returned a quick nod. “I understand.” 

They continued downward, having passed the final bone-ridden hill, toward lands scattered with dirt and brush rather than remains. The decrepit trees thinned. Concrete-like dirt segmented by crude stones stretched across the ground. A calm and refreshing breeze flowed over the dark land. The cat-woman turned to Nerone. 

“Snuff the light. The land beyond is too flat. It might be soothing, but it is far too easy for most to see.” She stepped forward once Nerone heeded her word, the darkness enveloping them once again. “You’ll find it best to prioritize your survival over comfort.”

“You can see like this?” 

She responded with another nod. “Life thrives in light, and in a land filled with death and malice, to flaunt anything of worth often proves foolish.”

She halted, looking at him. Even in the scarce light, Nerone could feel her golden eyes gazing into him. She was measuring him, looking up and down his body with judgment and caution.

“My name is Rihl. I am a Chosen as well.” A melancholic expression crossed her face, the first change of emotion she had shown thus far. Then she turned back, continuing to walk. “We were never meant to survive passage into this world, nor living here. You should quickly abandon any notion of returning to your past life. The sooner you devote yourself to your survival here, the less painful everything will become.”

Nerone swallowed and nodded. Her words echoed in his mind as the pain returned to his body, but now wasn’t the time to sit and wallow. They took careful steps in the darkness, and soon his sense of direction was lost.
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