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.?au fmgin your return to consciousness 7717 the harsh, shrill

call of qulls invading the blankness of your mind.
Accompanying this symphony of discord is the distant sound of
waves Lapping agrinst A shoreline. You feel the sun ]wm&ing
down on you, Scarcking your exposed back. You open Your eves
and see nothing but sand. It's everywhere Around you, as far
As youT eves Can see, inclw{ing within your clothes and,
unfartunwtely, your mouth.

You realize that the sounds of the ocean that seemed so
distant aren't distant at all, as you feel the water ebp and
Jlow around your feet and Legs. You're Lyjing on your stomach.

On some sort of beach. Has something affected your hearing?
You farce your ears to pop, releasing the pressure built up Ang
opening your senses to the world around you. You have no idea
how Long you've been here. Or even where here is.

After doing your best to clear your mouth of the sand, you
Lick your dry, cracked Lips. Based on how badly they're
fmking, and how sore t[mj Ate, You Assume you Ve been here
far A while. You roll over onto 17aur]mck, t[mm/ing your Arm




Across your face in an attempt to block out the harsh rays of
the ﬁrigkt sun, and Attempt to gather your thoughts.

The boat. You remember that you were on A boat. M%17}76 it
CApsized, o1 it TANR Aground on some sandpar or was dashed
Against jaqqed rocks hiding just beneath the frothy waves.
Did you fall overboard? Or were you thrown from the deck. of
the boat when it hit something. Or, even worse, were you
Pusfwa{f

You hear the soft sound of debris }ming pushed and pulled
across the sand by the flowing tides. The ship must have
capsized. I've been marooned. You s Lowly sit up and Look back.

to see with eyes that are still straining Aqainst the }rigktnass
of the sun and the grittiness of the sand that still clings to
your skin. In the distance, out over the water, is An a;aic
storm. It is A& chnos the Likes of which you've never imaqined
]mfare, and you rub your eyes fmnticnlly to make sure you 're
seeing what you think. you're seeing.

It's & funnel clowd that extends as far as you can see in either
direction Across the horizon. The swirling clovds are o mass of
greyss, blacks, and angry dark. purples. #alfway up, the
Junnel narrows ﬁefare swelling back. up And extending into
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the heavens. Even at its narrowest, you su rmiase that it's still
hundreds of miles across.

The clouds ripple with Light as small explosions illuminate
the air under the inky surface of the storm. The Lights shine
only for an instant bzfarz ]751'149 whipped Away ]717 the qale
force winds you're certin are blowing like the breath of an
Aanqgry 700{. Also, accmimnlly, you see ﬁlina{ing liqhtm’nq fark
Across the funnel in all different colors. Some of the fmsfws of
liq[vtning seem unnatu erV lang, bu rsting and twisting
across the surface of the storm with A wicked intelligence.
Almost as if the storm hns become self-awnre, actively
semcking far structures, 017]' ects, And even Pea};le to strike.

There is & Low, constant rumbling and booming that sounds
Like the hoofpents of A thousand horses emanating from the
maelstrom. The storm pulses and moves as if it is alive. The
clouds are drawn in with every pulse of the storm, as if there is
some order to the chavs. Its size and power are
incomprehensible, so you decide not to dwell on how you made
it through alive. Much less relatively unscathed.

Considering you rememper, At least partially, how You came
to be here, you instead try And Answer the bu ring question af




where here is. Your evjes, now m{j usted to the ligkt reflecting
off the sand before you, scan the beach to either side of you Ang
see nothing but the shoreline and the debris of the boat you
were on. There Are Jraved bits of rope, And wooden cargo
contniners that have busted and splintered from being dashed
aqainst the shore.

You pivet and check behind you, seeing A forest that runs
parallel to the shoreline as far as you can see. The trees are
massive, unusual, and quite fassi}ly at[uam/arlc(ly. Now that
you've had the chance to check your immediate surroundings,

you tAke A moment to investigate your ]704(17 and }elangings.

You notice first that your clothes are very mggaa(, even torn
in some places. This explains the soreness in your back, exposed
to the harsh rays of the sun. Most of the t[»ings you're sure you

fmmgfvt with you Are gone, which you notice includes your
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shoes. You 77&71'14 picking your way doewn the shoreline to

investigate some of the busted crates for supplies.

N s

As you rifle through the splintered wood, you realize that
anything these crates may have carried was Likely washed
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back out to sea, and you find yourself despairing as you
think af your lack. af resources. As you fret, you Almost triy
over the ]704(17. Likely an unfortunate shipmate, you find
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them halfburied under one of the crates you've tried to Loot.
It's a man, mying on his back. You're S}amrec( the Siglvt af his
surely bloated, rotting face by a Large straw hat that covers
his head. You notice he's wearing a well worn pair of shoes.
Not Like he's going to need them anymeore, you justify.

You mutter A weak apology as you begin to untie the dead
man's shoes. You're so focused on your task that when he sits
bott u}m'gkt and begins SCTeAming, you scream. too.

“Bandits! usurpers, and thieves! Milk the cows, and set the
rooftops Ablaze! Someone bring me my lucky hammer!”
You're shocked by his healthy condition. Mostly because of
how starkly contrasted it is by his Appearance. #is teeth are
Stmig[vt, with no cracks Yyou can see, even 1f 1t Looks like he’s
eaten A heaping helping of the same sand you spat out before.
#is beard and hair are jet black, with nary a gray hair to be
Jound. #is face is tanned and durty, but marred ]717 ]mreltj
half of the wrinkles it should have.

He Looks down at his hands, dirty and unkempt but with no
calluses or scars, and speaks softly. “Every time I begin to
dream & new dream, this old one comes knocking...every
time...” He sees you for the first time. His eyes Light up and he
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shouts out with a renewed vigor. “I knew you'd come! Knew
it! They tell me ‘jump up and down Long enough, you'LL stir
something up,’ but honestly I prefer sleeping till the j ob is
done! Follow me, and we'll be positively ready to...wait...who

Are You ﬂbgm'nf ”

You mugi» A little, not because metking is funny but
because af how extremelyy uncamfartnﬁle you Ate, And state
your name. Hou 1’7571'14 telling him af your life Tmfare your
doomed boat ride, and when you finish he snorts with a start.
He apologizes for falling asleep during your “riveting”
recollection of events and asks you to start over.

You Langh that uncomfortable Langh aqain, Assuming before

you started your story that this man was not nearly close to
stable, and ]ngin to tell your story Aqain. As soon As you

]mgin, his hand shoots out and his index finger is pressed to

your Lips. “Shh-shh-shh! I've got no room for your furniture
in my attic! See, my Attic is full af my own broken
Jurniture. And ]’717 that, I mean memeories! And clocks! Lots of
clocks that just won't stop tick-tick-ticking! If T had my
Journal, maybe I could beat out the cobwebs and...rebuild.”
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t With sudden enthusiasm he leaps to his feet, gives you a wide
| smile, and dons the Large straw hat inside out on top of his

S head. “If you don’t believe, Just follow me and I'lL show you!
You'll see. You'll understand.” And he darts off, gesturing
’ wildly for you to follow.
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After A lang, ex[wmsting trek, full af you tri});aing over
unfamiliar grovnd and trying to keep up, you come upon
what used tobe a giant port city. It's a shell of its former
glory, completely burnt through. The dirty man sits at the
entrance and weeps. #e Looks at you through bloodshot eyes.

“Twas too Late...” he says, sniffling. He stands Aqain and
attempts to steel himself. “But a promise is & promise, And my
oAth is more important than sanity. Or death.” With that
ominous statement, he starts moving t/mmg/v the city.
“Come, hero! Tshall show you the WAY, A I have far all the
others! Staf into the once beau tiful Port Phate, and see what
it Aas in store for you...”

The tour Lasts about As Long as it takes to get to the mouth of
A lmge river, flawing out to see at Port Phate. At one time

this river Likely provided many trading opportunities, but not

now. Now you don’t see Anyone or Mtytf»ing aside from you
and the dirty man. #e directs you to A small ferry tied at the
river’s edge, steps abonrd, and dips into & Low bow with hat in
hand.

[13

Welcome, hero! T am the Ferrymnn! Climbp aboard, and we'll
set said for more...inviting Lands.” After A moment’s




hesitation, you step onto the ferry. After all, what do you
have to Lose? The Ferryman unties the ferry and takes up a
Long pole he uses to navigate the glorified raft up the river.
After some time, between various ramblings that don't make
much sense to you, the Ferryman }egins making strange

noises.

brings it to his ear. “WhAL?! I'm busy. I'm doing that thing.
You know, the thing. H#old, please.” e thrusts the shoe
toward you and says, “It's the mayor.” You take the shoe

/wsimntlv, /mmm’ng the Ferrymnm. After “listming ” far A
moment you shrug and hold the shoe back to him. “Well o’

course he's not there,” he lm/tgks As he throws the shoe into the
water behind him, “he’s dead!

“Besides,” he says, “that’s not the mayor. It was just a shoe.
You're not...” he cocks his head and stares thoughtfully at
you for & moment, “crazy, Are you 7" Your travels continue
calmly and quictly, and after about a day’s time you come
upon & clearly Large settlement. You notice farm houses with
friendly occupants who wave jovially to you.




You come to A fortress wall made of Logs that runs parallel to
the left riverbank. It's 30 feet /Ligk, and the construction is
crude. But you can tell it’s efficient. The Ferryman docks his
raft at & small dock that appers tobe the only way into the
city from the river. e motions you off the boat and says,
“Welcome to the city! The only damn place even relatively--
" he's interrupted by a few Loud booms in quick succession,
sou M(ing too close far camfart, “———snfe. " He fim’sfws lnmely.

Whatever he was about to say next was drowned out by the
overwhelming bellow of some great monster. As the echoes of
the yell die down A Loud thudding shakes the ground, cavsing

you ang your strange companion to struggle to keep batance.

The Ferryman's eves art wildly as his voice strugqles to stay
conversational.

“Well...qood Luck! And farewell!” he calls as he hurriedly
clambers onto his raft and pushes off. “My shoe! Can you
believe it?” you hear him mutter as he starts floating down
the river. You cast your eyes back onto the entrance to the
city, taking in the people and the storefronts, and Ymgin to
take your furst steps into An adventure of unlimited
possipilities.
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A Me otd man shas ffled to his bed and stowly Lowereq

E

himself into it. He sighed with the warmth and relief the
comfartnﬁle mattress Afforded his tired ]700{17 after he completed
his nightly rituals. Blowing out his bedside candle he praved
to Pandoom, tkmnking the qreat 70&( far 7%14151'149 hm another
Aay. One impulse, as he ended his prayer, he added that one
more Ay may no longer be necessary. #e'd Lived a long Life
and had stopped counting the seasons passing After his
ninetieth. If it was Pandoom’s will to bring him home, he wis
truly ready.

A5 his eyes fluttered closed he experienced something
stranqe. For the first time in his long life & voice resonated
within him, Seeming to come fram his very soul. He'd never

heard the voice before but it was familinr to him ALl the same.
He wept and shuddered when he realized who was speaking to
him; it WAs the Voice of Pandoom...

The voice didn't speAR. words, but instead beckoned to the
old man. He climbed back out of bed, wrapping priestly robes
Around him as he moved to the window. He could see where he

WAS meant to be as pictures and scenes of the Landscape




X s .
Jlashed through his mind. Through the thick woods and far to
the west. The song of Pandoom ringing in his head wis all
that mattered in that moment. He knew he couldn't leave
his bedroom and wander through the temple without }ming
stopped And escorted back. to his chambers. The voice did not
relent in its Alluring pull. It Strengt[wnea{ tenfold, reassuring
him. of his path. #e clambered onto his writing desk. and put
his bare Jeet upon his window's Ledge. “I trust you,” he
whispered, and he leaped from the tower.

He dropped A thousand feet with nary a thought of fear
and impacted the water filling the temple’s moat with barely
A sound as he sank under the water with his robes ]n'llawing
around his slight form. #e clawed At the water with new
strenqth and vigor, swimming for the far side of the moat. #e

climbed out, slipping and clawing up the muddy bank. #e
WAS oW t[wraug[»lt/ awnake, but somehow unharmed from his

great plummet. He disappeared into the treeline, compelled to
Jind the reward set for him. 3’717 the voice of Pandoom.

After many hours and many miles west the old priest
was battered and bloody. e moved through the canopy of
trees, entering A ?erfectly circular clenn'ng. e cradled his
left hand to his chest, wrist drastically broken. #e'd slipped
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while crossing a stream and tried catching himself. It seemed
Pandoom was only protecting him from fatal injuries. #e'q
passed through many thorny bushes and whipping branches,
which Left him scratched and bleeding freely. #is robes had
been torn to shreds, but he didn't care anymore. He'd Arrived
At the destination he'd seen in his mind.

The exact spot wasn't remarkable; it looked Just Like
every other spot in the open field, but he knew where he
needed to be. Every fifmr of his ﬁeing called for him to stand in
that spot. #is grey hair fluttered wildly as a wind picked up
and he ran to the spot, tears streaming down his face. In his
fervor, bare feet stick with blood from the thorns and stones
along his path through the woods, the priest slipped A few feet
AwAY from his destination. He fell onto his broken wrist,
sending shock waves of pain shooting through his body. The
song of Pandoom pounded in his head though, and he crawled

on.

His breath was heavy as he finally fell to rest upon
what seemed to him to be the feet af Pandoom Mmself. He
crossed his Arms over his thin chest and shivered as the wind
cut through the holes in his ropes. The voice of the qod faded,
and he conld only hear his own breath and the sounds of




crickets. His Vision became hazy and he wondered for a
moment }mfare renlizing that his very skin was Stenming,
despite the chill that permented his bones. As he cast his eves
around he noticed a deer poking its head into the clearing. /s
he watched he saw more deer maKing appearances. Coming up

beside the herd was a Large black bear. Neither animal
disturbed the others. In the trees the priest could see raccoons
and possum qathering as well. Animals of all shapes and sizes
were cam/erging on the cleming to observe the battered old
;Jriest.

As quickly as the cold set in it was obliterated by a
wave of warmth that wiashed over the priest. #e rel Axed the
grip of his qood hand, where it Aad clenched onto his shoulder
and upper Arm and he was nearly blinded by the light that

shined from where his hand had been. He examined his qo0q
hand, surprised to see that his fingertips and palm were also
%ig[»tly qlowing. He rose to his Kinees and all sound ceased As
he pressed his fingertip to the patch of glowing skin on his
Arm.
He wis astonished to see his skin moving as he ran his

finger across his body, as if his skin was wax. Everywhere his
finger moved revealed a trail of that same glowing skin




underneath. #e wrapped his hand around his Arm and slid it
down slowly, umtc[ving in amazement as his skin and blood
and hair slovghed off, scars and blemishes vanishing to reveal
perfect glowing skin. When he got to his broken wrist he
screamed, but continued to draq his hand down. #is wrist
stmigfvtened, but it also was revealed to be perfect once the
priest’s hands met.

He used both perfect hands to fervently reveal more of
his glowing skin, pieces of his former flesh forming piles Arovind
him that continued to steam in the cool air. Even his grey
hir came out in clumps, replaced 1717 the black hair of his
youth. Every part of his body he revealed as he pulled the
wrinkled flesh away wias unblemished. #e peeled his face
away and, if he had a mirror, he would have seen A handsome
face he hadn't seen for seventy years or Longer. He stood back
to his feet and was interrupted in his exploration by his heart
beginning to hammer in his chest. The beat was slow, but far
Str(mger than it had ever been; even in his Prima. His entire

]705{17 ]mgﬂm pulsing in unison with his pounding heartbeat.
He felt like he would have exploded if he hadn't been dropped
to his knees Aqain by A sharp cracking in his back that

sounded Like a great tree falling.
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AlL the animals that had gathered at the edge of the
clearing scattered sovndlessly as a light brigkt As the sun

shone through the priest who was prostrate in the center. The
steam was so thick that his 170&(17 was opscured. The light
pulsed, dimming and ]Wig[»tem'ng as the bones in the priest’s
back. popped and snipped. He stru Wlea{ to his feet and

screamed out to the heavens, unable to maintain his silence.

Every muscle in his }705(17 tigfttenea{ At once and ALl the
flesh that hadn't already been pulled from his body was
repelled from his new form. #His eyes shined Like spotlights,

beacons in the m’g/vt 5k17, bu rm'ng t/mmg[v the mist Around
him. Feathers beqan to sprout from his back, stretching to the
heavens and exploding into great wings. #e Lifted his head
skyward as the Light in his eyes dimmed, leaving only his
qolden irises. #e stretched his wings out, testing them. “As you
wish,” the priest intoned, his Voice silky and smooth Like it
was when he first took. his ordinations. #e crouched Low and
law)mzc{ into the 5k17, new Wings lawnc[w'ng hm to the
heavens. Sound returned to the clearing, even though the
consecrated qround where the Priest of Pandoom had ascended
was still steaming and crackling with magic.




The sounds of battle were everywhere. Steel clashed on steel
sending sparks flying into the sky, men And women bellowed

in anger and Lavighed in joy As bodies hit the grownd with sick.
thuds and Limps spun through the Air as their owners were

dismembered. The man's evyes flicked back and fartf», trying to
take in every available detail with his experienced sight.

It wis his first day taking part in the war games. #He'q
Arrived in this strange Land A Jew days Aqo, s[»i;m/reckea( and
desperately needing food and supplies. #e'd stumbled through
the wilderness and sailed up A river until he came to A place

called Port Phate. #e'd been taken care af, and was able to
outfit himself with leathers and Armor that was eerily

similar to what he wore in the world before. #e'd even been

armed with a pair of swords to fit his fighting style.
He'd been told that he couldn’t die here; that all the
‘heroes’ that had washed up here could train and battle to
hone their skills with no fear. #e didn't understand why they

had this ability, or why they needed to hone their skills.
What threat turked out beyond the town he'd come to?




Large glowing numbers counted down high in the sky,
cAst ]717 the Magistrate Erik when he set the scenario for the
war game. The side he was fighting for only had a short time

to complete their 017]' ective. They were training their sieqe
skills; they had to storm & safe area and keep the opposing side
from getting control back. It had been very back and forth,
with each combatant recovering from grievous injuries
within A few moments. He'd ‘died several times already,
entering A dArK world ﬁzfarefim{ing his way back. to the Light
and his body.

“Who else wants some?!” cried a voice with a heavy
accent. The man's eyies snapped to the source, & huge man

everyone called Gregor. #e Looked Like he may have been

tnking the trm'ning A little too 5an'ausli7, eves ]’mlginq wide
and face cherry red as he stood with his arms spread with his
two blades clutched in his hand. The man smiled. It was
always so easy to Kill & man when he'd let his emotions get
the best of him.

He moved forward, intent on cutting the Large man own
to size. Imaqine his surprise when, instead, Greqor canght his
slash on one of his blades and ]mmgf»t the other down in A
tremendous Angle that cut him in ALY from the shoulder to




the waist. #is eyes went dim as his ]704(17 crashed to the ground
in pieces.

He awoke in darkness aqain. Instinctually he braugkt
his hands to his chest, searching for the gash he expected to
Jnd. It would take time to qet used to his wounds healing so
quickly. #is fingers found the edge of the wound and he
inspected it. There was no blood, and the wound wias cold to the
touch, but he knew he would be warm Again soon. His eves
adjusted and he could see his surroundings. He was Laying in
the exact spot he fell on the ﬁwttlafialc{, but everything was
colored in greys and shadows. None of the other heroes were
there with him.

There was ligkt, but not much, and he couldn’t see
where 1t WAs coming from. T he sky was biack, as if it were

m'gftt, but no stars or moon shined. The 5k17 was like A 9ipmt

vortex and it seemed Like pieces of that darkness were dropping
from the vortex and crashing to the ground. It was completely
silent, which he'd come to expect from his previous times
waking in this shadow world.

His ears strained to pick up any sound and he flinched
as the silence around him was shattered by a distant crash. A




\.

heartbeat Later another crash; closer. The sound af sp lintzn’ng
wood sounded Like thunder And he could see taller trees falling
in A pAth leading his way as something huge drew closer. The

man turned And Imﬂnn to run, sprinting aimlessly and
Looking for the Light he vaquely remempered from times before.

After & few moments of panic where he could almost feel
breath on the back of his neck but he was too petrified to turn
he saw the light. It was bright and gold and reminded him of
safety and warmth in this cold place. #is pace doubled,
desperation and determination Eringing a new flush of
adrenaline to his system. He broke through the trees into A
clearing and saw the source of the light.

A glowing qolden angelic fiqure floated szar& him,
Lightly flapping Large feathery wings. Each flap sent a warm
breeze over the man, who couldn’t fwlf but smile with tears
in his eves as he beheld the beauty of the anqgel’s visage. How
could he not rememper something this majestic?

He conld still hear the sounds of pursuit behind him and
as he Looked back. to see more trees fming ripped from the
qround. #e turned back. to the angel, who was reaching out a
}rigkt hand. The man moved forward, stretching his Arm out




to take the offered hang, but a qreat massive creature Landed
heavily between the man and the angel.

It was the first time the man could see what was
chasing him. There was too much for the man to take in s his
eyes roamed ALl over the beast and his mind tried to make sense
of What he wis seeing. It was imyassiﬁly muscled, its own skin

threatening to rip to shreds around it. More horns than he
could count sprouted from a head that itself was the size of A
Jull qrown horse. Under }mleful eves Was A maw full of row’s
upon row’s of jAqqed, serrated teeth. Thick fur made it hard to
determine any other features. Long black tendrils like
tentacles waved Around it.

A5 his eyes roll in his sockets and his mouth opens and
closes in silent screams the creAture scoops Aim up in one
clawed hand, tossing him headfirst into the qullet fill of
teeth. The monster’s Large hands force the man further down
its throat and the sound of splintering bones fill the air along
with disqusting scarfing noises. The monster turns to face the
angel, qore and blood dripping from its teeth, and it grins
wickedly as the light ﬁn’ngs its visaqe into horrible relief.




“This one 1is mine, Priest af Pandoom.” The voice is
quttural and harsh, full of gravel and rasp, and chunks of
the man spew from its horrendous mouth as it pronounces the
p of Priest and Pandoom. “Eventually, t[wy UL all be mine...”
The Voice trails off as the monster’s body beqins to fall apart,
taking the forms of many animals. The Angel watches as

0

snakes and octopi slither AWRY, bu g5 burrow into the ground,

qonts and oxen stand And trot AWAY, Ang birds split AWAY And
take flight.

The Mtgel Wi;;es AWAY the qore mixing with the tears

streaming down his perfect face. Another one Lost. The angel’s

Jears could be realized; the monster could be rig[»t. Any time
Pandoom’s heroes die on the Light side they face the same
danger in the Further, those shadow Lands that mirror the

world of the Living...
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§)‘) SPhousands af YeArs Aqo, ltmg Eefarz men could

harness maqic, man Lived in & Aark aqe. Superstition and the

sword ruled. It was chaos. But there was A certain order to it.
Not Like now. If you Kalled a man, he staved dead. If your
arm was cleaved off, life as you Knew it would never be the
same. Medicine men and healers could only do their best and
men, women, And children met their grisly ends to forces

77317 ond Anyone’s control. It Al c[mnqec( with the Founders.
Men and women who awoke powerful and danqerous skills

that sometimes bordered on mAagical, but always changed the

course af Mstary. Tt all Imgzzm with the first, gillecamgm'n the
Warrier.

Gillecomqain wis young, And food was scarce in his
small village. The people starved and disease ran rampant
through the dusty paths between the ﬁuilc{ings. Children were
born malnourished, and Gillecomqain was no different. #is
dirty tunic hung from his skin-and-bones frame, and a raqqed
belt held up his trousers. The belt had several extra holes
punched through the worn leather to wrap around his slim
wist. On his back he carried o Large two-handed sword that
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mAde him stoop from its weight. It wis as tall as he was, and
he could fmrely Lt it with both hands. The blade had
]mlangec{ to his father, who had passed on a few days ﬁefare.
gillecamgm'n waAs the oldest left in the me’ly, 50 he was now
the protector and provider. And he had no idea what he was
qoing to do to survive.

He left his small village and took. to the forest, desperate
to find some small morsel to feed his Siﬁlings and ailing
mother. H#e had been out to hunt with his father before, but
was still learning to track game and move through the small
qame paths that wound through the trees. As such, he made
the bushes rustle and branches snap with every step. Not only

did every animal in the surrounding area know where he
was, but so Jid the other hunters...

It only took an hour or so before Gillecomgnin came to
the clearing. #He'd been drawn ]717 the smell of cooking meat,
ang his mouth watered with the prospect of even a taste of
whatever was cocking. He peered out of the trees into A small
camp site with a small fire. Several stringy squirrels were
roasting on sticks over the flames. A tent made of animal hide
WAS Stﬂma{ing close to the fire, lmge emmgk far A small
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[mnting party to take shelter. He saw no sign af anyone, And
he thought it was too qood to be true. #e tried to sneak to the
fire, knowing that what he contemplated woulq ﬁring shame
to his father if he was still alive, but also knowing that with
the unwieldy biade on his back he'd find no better option to
hold on Longer. He didn't even notice when the men came out

af the trees.

“There ‘e is!” One af them cried, Pﬂi%tiﬂ«q A small
hunting knife At the thin youth. “We was wonderin’ when
you'd stu mble inna our camp!” The man cleared his throat
and spat at the ground. “Stompin’ ‘round through tha trees
an’scarin’ of f ALl tha game.” Gillecomqain's eves widened
and he Looked around him At the four men closing in. There
was the man who'd spoke, now twirling two knives, coming
from the right. A Large man holding aboar spear was stomping
in from the left. Behind him was a man holding a daqaer and
a shortsword. And in front of him, on the other side of the fire,
WAS A thin man with A strung bow and An Arrow pointed
n’gf»t At him.

Gillecomgain pulled the Large sword from the sheath on
his back, fumﬁling with it and Almost dropping it. The men
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lnug/uu{ uproariously s he ]mmgkt it up, tip moving back.

and forth as his arms trembled. The man with the bow relaxed
his draw and doubled over.

“Lookie, }70175./ He can’t even hold it!” The man behind
Gillecomgnin stopped moving forward, relaxing slightly.

J biade fram Wigglin’.? f'What woman'd swoon fzr A fezm can't
&l keep his piq sticker steady?!”

¢ \i’ “Iow can YA call Verself A mAnR tf ya can't even keaf yer

The Large man with the spear chuckled stupidly. “Heh
heh. ?ig sticker.” The man with the bow, 0171/1'0145117 the leader
af the group, s;aake up mgm'n. “Can’t catch 17er’au7n, 50 Y01
think you can SKulk inta my camp and take from my
mend” He sneered nastily. “And you can’t even do that right!
Too Loud, with A weapon you can't even swing! Meat is hard
to come by ‘round here. YJou may be skinny, but there's
Little on yer bones. We qet you cut up good anaugf». skin
you...we could be sellin’ ver leAn meAt to the piss poor town
you came from. Just think...mayhaps yer ma'd be chowin’

down on you and not realize.”

The man behind Gillecomqnin chortled, “What Little
bitta fat on ya drippin’ down her chin while she cries to the
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resta her brats ‘when’s he comin’ home?!” They all started
Langhing again. The young man was terrified. It was hot
near the fire, but he shivered as the sweat pooled at the small
of his back. and soaking his tunic.

“Can't get much for those clothes, but that sword should
qet us A small purse,” the man with the bow said, using his
arrow head to scratch under his chin. “Kill him. Make it
quick. too; squirrels Are qonni burn.” The man behind
Gillecomqain ran farumn( with a battle cry, l’m’nging his
shortsword around to qut the young man. Gillecomqain
whirled Around, Almost tri;afing, and ﬁraug/vt the 7rznt5w70r¢(
up in A hasty block. Somehow, his grip held and the
shortsword rang aqainst it. The ﬁrigpmc( Lashed out with his
daqqer, but the superior length of Gillecomqain's blade kept
him from making contact. The man danced back.

“Not bad, kid,” the man with the bow said. “Texpected
you to get skewered Imfara you conld even turn.” He drew his

arrow back aqain. “But you should never turn yer back to a

man with an arrow.” Gillecomqain Ymgpm to turn back.

around as the arrow sprouted from his Left bicep.
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Instantly his hand dropped from his biade and the tip dropped
to the grovund. Blood Imgﬂm dripping heavily from the wound
and pain like he'd never felt }efare coursed through him. He
9rit his teeth to kee}a fram scrmming, and the muscles in his
neck. strained as his eyes bu Lged. #He couldn't swing the sword
around with twoe hands, he'd never do it with one.

“Move in, boys,” the bowman commanded. “And don’t cut him
up too bad.” The man with the knives rushed Gillecomgain
and the 77017 decided that he had to try and fight back. The

thought of these bastards skinning and selling him to the
villaqers he'd known his entire life was something he couldn’t
stand for. The man was two yards away. One yard. The kKnives

glowed in the firelight as he ]mmg/»t them in for guick stabs.
It would be over ]mfare Gillecomgain could even move.

Suddenly adrenaline flooded Gillecomqain's ]704(17 ang a
strenqth that couldn't possibly come from his slim frame
naturally erupted down his right arm. A quick step forward,
a sharp turn, and his right arm ]mmg/»t the massive blade
over his head and came down to separate the man from his
knives at the wrist. Blood spurted out like A fountain in a




town square And the man shrieked in pain and terror As he
fett pack.

“What?!” the bowman exclaimed. He pulled another arrow
from his guiver and pulled it back. even as the other two men
moved to Action. But the new strength surging through
Gillecomqain made him quicker. #e darted between the two
men, maKing the most of the space they d Left him by stopping
their earlier adyance. The bowman couldn’t qet a clear shot
as his target now had his allies between them.

The huge man with the spear whirled around, ﬁringing his
weapon around in & deAdly arc At head level. It would be
enough to separate Gillecomgain's head from his shoulders,
even though the boar spear didn't have & honed edge; only A
point. Gillecomgain dropped to & crouch and spun, his
greatsword biting into the man's waist. The youth kept his
momentum 701'147, and the massive strmgtk flawing t/mmgk
him brought the blade clean through with a sickening sound.
The man'’s torso kept spinning with his attack, twisting right
off the wiist and crashing to the ground.

Standing swiftly, Gillecomgnin brought the sword up and

around over his head aqpin for another punishing overhead A
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slash. The man with the shortsword and daqqer stopped short
and ]mmq[»t his weapons up over his head in a cross to quard
against the greatsword. 4 shower of sparks and a great clatter
rose up As Gillecomgain's blade broke both the other man's
WeApons Ang bit deep into his shoulder, shattering the
collarbone. The young man kicked out, farcing the Limp man
off his father's blade as he turned to face the bowman.

“You're pretty fast, Kid, but an arrow is fast-" He was
interrupted as Gillecomgain threw himself through the fire at
him. He Loosed the arrow, but it wias a blind fire without the
opportunity to Aim. Gillecomqain's blade came up effortlessly,

knocking the arrow away. Another quick. movement, And in
Less than 100 seconds the four men were dismembered and
Gillecomqain was covered in blood. And that was just the

Imginm'ng.




Hundreds of years passed, and the heroes of the Land now all
possessed stranqe skills and powers. Some were Just as powerful
as Gillecomgain's, And some were so strong they could wipe out
whole groups in combat. Men and women fought for no purpose
other than honing their skills for battles. They didn't need to
fear death through combat, as each of the herves was possessed

by some ability to recover from grievous wounds. But there
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had been talks of the people ]mm{ing together under one
banner to use these skills to fight aqainst outside forces that
threatened the villagers. Many years And many mutations
had Immgkt horrible creatures called 90]711'145 and orcs and All
manner of other monsters from the outer territories. The people
were calling for a ruler that could ]Wing everyone together for
safety. The people were calling for a king.

“What we need is someone strong enough to unite the
people with battle. Pretty words may sway the people, but
power is what will Reep everything in check.” An armored

fist crashed down onto an ornate table to punctuate the
dectaration. The fist belonged to o man encased completely in
A suit af Armor. Unlike the healers and the /wly men, his
armor was dinged and scratched. Battleworn and battle
tested, the man didn't trust anyone whose Armor wis shiny

and Pristinz.

The ornate table he stood before was surrounded with
chairs filled with many other warriors who were hopeful for
the chance to become the first King in recent history. Across

from him, an ancient man stroked A long white beard as the

other hand’s fingers tapped on a Large tome he held in his Lap.




“So what do you propose, Baltiqo? Should we all stand
out in A field and brutalize each other to decide who should
lead us? Shouldn't we decide this with some modicum of
civility? Aballot, perhaps?” The man called Baltiqo sneered.
“Why would 1 let the fate of our country be Left in the hands
of yous saqes, Locked in your gilded towers pouring over your
books? W[u7 would Iback. a vote, Halcyon, when I could
overwhelm everyone in this room with sheer force and take
the power for myself7” The old man, #aleyon, tugqed on his
beard and Laughed.

“You know as well as I do that the strange powers of this
Land keep us from dying from compat. A test of strength such
AS YoUTS means natﬁing, because we would return from the
veil and the challenge would continue. Until we die of Age or
sickness. It would solve nothing.”

“What if,” & small man with his Lower face obscured 7717
A cloth spoke up, “we did determine our king by combat?
3u re117 you 're correct, #Mcyan, that it would be a short term
solution. If Baltiqo were to defeat us all today, surely someone
would be better }yrefmrea( tomorrow? }’er[m;as, " he Pullcz{ out A
daqqer and spun it on his fingerti}), “n poisoned dagqer would

v !
= el g g ] ! 'l'L A e e e e e e W }




Jind him and Leave him weak. }efare he repels the next wave
of contenders?”

Baltigo glared at the small man. “Just what I'q expect
from someone who works in the shadows, Malve. Treachery.”
Malvo smiled under his mask, “I just mean that whoever is
the strongest today sn't qu Aranteed the stronqest Lomorrow.

3071 propose A cam;aramise. You and your scholars, 4—{-Mc17¢m,
may be able to overwhelm the rest of us with fire. A holy
knight may call forth the power of his god to bolster his
strength. I may stick. Baltige between the shoulders when his
back.is turned. Any one of us has the power to be King. Let it

/m;a;aen. Let the Stnmgest be king. For a time. A regulnr
contest to determine who will lead us moving forward.”

And the men and women surrounding the table found
this aqreeable.




A few weeks after the table discussion, dozens of men and
women qathered in A grassy field. The flyers and
advertisements had qone out and people had been preparing.
w They'd all answered the call. They all wanted to be King.
IN ’ But Baltiqo knew it would be him. #e was the stronqest
4’ i everywhere he went. Forget what Malve said about someone
f ] N qetting the better of him. #e'd win this Ay, he'd win every
Aay.
The assembled were wiiting for the town crier to make
his appearance. He would be the one who would Announce the
event and Kick. things off. #e took A spot in the center of the

Jreld. #e would be in the middle of everything, and he'd still
come ouit on top. As the ancinted time grew closer he noticed

more and mote of his competitors Arriving. He also noticed that
they were all setting up close to him. Instead of worry he felt

mtisfmtim.

“They 're terrified of me,” he thought with a grin. “They
know I'LL dominate this field, so they want to wipe me out
]nfara Iget the chance. Idiots.” #e stood as the town crier
finally made his way onto the pitch. The garishly dressed
man called out in A maqically amplified voice. “Welcome,
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one and ALl It's & wonderful day for our competition! Make
sute to maKe it A grand combat, because sametﬁing truly
majestic is on the Line!” #e waved his hands and the image of
A golden crown Appeared above their heads.

“Our king will be the Last Man Stnm(ing./ Raise your
weapons when you're ready!” Baltige drew his sword from his
scabbard and pointed it to the sky as he strapped his shield to

his arm. The qolden crown disappeared from the sky as Large
shimmering numbers took their place.

“Three! Two! One! Begin!” Baltigo ]mmg/»t his sword
own to his side, not even Keeping his shield in ready position.

It fmgnn Just Like he thought it would, with five or six brave
combatants Aeciding to strike together to remove him from the
competition. He wiited A few beats Jor the men And women to
come in close before he knelt and slammed the pommel of his
sword on the ground.

“Ground Pound!” he cried as a burst of enerqy radinteq
out from him. The people nearest him dropped to their knees,
but one man was less Lucky. #He wis a step Away from Baltigo
and was mid-swing, completely frozen like a statue. Baltigo's
sword se;mmtec( his head from his Skaula(ers with one easy

. . : pr '” A =y -’j =S r?‘—v - 7 ) ‘“ T S N e )




stroke, Aand even As the others ]mgﬂm to clamber to their feet he
was dispatching them.

As the Last of the opening wave fell to the ground,
Baltige noticed that many skirmishes were ﬁreﬂking out all

\.,

3| across the field. #He saw another man coming toward him, | S

|
(|

Aarmor shining with white enamel with a red cape flowing
dramatically behind him. He too carried a shield, but much
ﬁigger than the one Baltige Aad strapped to his Arm. The
| warrior grinned and broke into a run. As he moved through
s 5’ | the pile of bodies he'd Left behind he threw down his sword and

PP ’ Pickea{ up A small fmminq hammer fram one af his casunalties.

\5"

= He lm;aac( up and let the Aammer fltf

l “Hammer Throw!” The hammer flew end over end And
. *j I slammed into the shield on the other knight's arm. The force of -

the blow, coupled with the angle of impact, knocked the "‘ .‘F

shield AwAy from the man, ripping it from the straps. Baltige (
Landed in A crouch, grabbing a discarded spear. #e spun 50

deqrees as he rose from his crouch and drove the spear deep into

the shining knight's stomach. The spear head cut through the

breastplate and chainmail Like butter.




The knight's eyes widened as he Looked to the massive
spear jutting from under his rips and then to the Large shield
on the other Arm of his assailant. “He's...s0...powerful. #He can
wield & spear like that with one hand...” The Light died from
his eves and Baltiqo pushed him off the haft of his new
weapon. He turned just in time to see Another Ammer flying i /
At him. {5\

5

“Hammer Throw!” He heard. He felt the hammer stam
into his shield and felt it start to rip Away from him. He
redoubled his 7rif, cﬂvlling out “S}amtmn’s 97’%5?! " The
hammer pounced off the shield and flew high into the air. The
man who threw it leaped into the air, canght it, and Landed
back. on the qrovnd running At Bmltiga. He pulled a handnaxe
from his belt and brandished both weapons together. Baltigo
turned to face him and felt a sharp pain at his right Kidney.

He Looked over his shoulder and saw Malvo with A sharp
biade thrust into the knight's back. Malvo grinned. “Ttold
you I'q get you, Baltiqe!” #e pulled the biade out and
Baltigo staqqered forward. “Iron...Iron Heart Surge!” Bright
enerqy flashed around him and he felt pain fade as his skin




knit back together. The man in front of him kept advancing,
and Malve Lunged forward aqain to deliver another strike.

“Lion’s Roar!” Baltiqo threw back his head and let out
A monstrous growl that echoed Across the plain. Both men
asshiling him stopped in their tracks, covered their ears, and
turned and ran AWAY). Bnltiga turned, runm'ng full tilt
toward Malvo. #e thrust with his spear, emha{a(ing it into
Malvo's ack and severing the spinal cord. The spear head
burst through the stomach and into the ground, pinning the
nimple fighter.

He stood up in time to see An Arrow streaking through the air

right toward him. He brought a hand up and snatched it out

of the air, stopping the point An inch from his eye. Turning,

he Lavnched the arrow and it flew with deadly accuracy to

Land in the back of the man with the axe and hammer that
was still running Away from him.




The skirmish was over quickly. Baltigo hacked and

slashed, picking up any and every weapon he could get his

hands on until everything around him was snapped,
shattered, and covered in blood. He knew there would be no
vther result. #e was the Last Man Standing.

It was a(m;s [ater, lmg fmaugfv far ew:ryana to recover
from their horrendous wounds using the mystical power that
kept them fighting. #e delighted in seeing Malve in the crowd

At his coronation, gatting A thrill out af Seeing the sneaks
head bowed as everyyone hailed him. #e had been the Last
Man Standing, and now he was the King.
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]E%%egﬂn with gilcamegm'n, the first Warrior. The story af
the fearsome strength he displaved in the woods outside his
hometown spread Like wildfire, until the details were so
twisted that the young ]7017 was near deified. In the wake of
these stories came A surqe of power spreading all across the
countryside; up high to the mountains, and across the seas,
mankind And the other intelligent races Imgﬂm to awaken
dormant skill. Magic rolled across the Land, and it magnified
the qualities within. Good men, like Gilcomeqain, became
great. Bad men became terrible. ALL manner of horrors ]7629%%
to erupt as dark.enerqy coalesced in dATK. hearts, and monsters

and undead fmgﬂm to roAm...




The night was quiet. Kyne knew that a quiet night
idn't mean there wasn't anything out there. #is village was

small, and there weren't enough men in qood health anymore
to take shifts with the watch. Soit was him and three other

men Keeping & IZ hour watch through the night. There was a

central firz bu rning in the fire pit in town square. Now that
magic existed, that fire could be kept going eternally if the

caster wished. There were four other fires bu rning, eAch
maintained 1717 one of the four quards standing At the four
entrances to the village.

Kyne kept his eyes pointed south. He sat just off the
road on A stump, staying in the shadows. e had a shield
propped Aqainst his Legs, fingers drumming A guiet beat on the
metal banded rim. A Longsword Lay in the grass beside him,
wrapped in oilcloth so its polished biade wouldn't reflect the
firelight and reveal his Location.

The watch was necessary because of the reports from
vther Villaqges of monsters roaming the forests. Creatures
calling themselves Orcs Aad come down from the mountains to
terrorize the human settlements. Kyne could only assume

this was because af the powers Mmkening in people ALl over




the continent. It had been months since Gileomeqain had

Allegedly stumbled into his villaqge, over A fartnigkt AWRY
Jrom Kyne's, covered in blood that couldn’t be his own. Kyne
was skeptical of maqic, but he conldn’t reject the fact that

his conntrymen were dying in droves and their towns were

]ming burned.

But there were other whispers on the Lips of the townsfolk.
that had ventured out after dark, and from the refugees who
ran screaming into the village in the middle of the night.
They didn't bother to whisper, instead crying out for all to
hear about the dead rising from their sacked towns and
qraveyards. Mutilated bodies that shambled silently through
the woods, driven ]717 an unholy need to feast on the flesh of
the Living — if you were to believe the tales. Kyne didn't, and
rationalized his skepticism with the fact that the refugees
had been through something horrific. They'd been brutatized
]717 these Orcs which, if the stories were true, were head And
shoulders above even the Piggzst quard or blacksmith the
villages could offer.

Magic fire was already too much for Kyne's mind to fathom,
50 the idea of the dead walking aqain was completely
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unbelievable to him. 30 when a twig snapped in the distance,
sounding Like A peal of thunder in the silence of the night, the
quard Assumed it wAs A group of those same refugees seeKing
shelter. The Orcs hadn't made it this far south of the
mountain ranges, and if they Aad they'd approach from the
north of town.

Still, Kyne slid his Arm through the straps of the shield and
Lowered his Left Arm to 7%]7 the hilt of his covered blade.
Casting his gaze out into the shadows he searched for any sign
of movement. He was surprised to find that he could see small
finpricks af white lig/vt }7017]71'%? toward the town, mm/ing up
the road and through the trees. If he didn't know any better
Kyne would have smid that the Lights were eyes, as they
moved in groups of two for the most part.

Kyne Kept still as the Lights grew closer. Between the dim
moonlight and the light of the fire he Ymgﬂvn to pick out
shapes. Men and women were moving through the darkness,

Limping and stumbling. Kyne had been right, even though he
knew better; the glowing lig/»ts were their eves. T he guard

stifled a momentary cry of fear ]mfara he came to his senses.
There were only & half dozen of the S[»Mn]ﬂing creatures, And
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they were slow. Hopefully he would be able to dispatch them
quickly and alert the other guards to be on the lookout.

#s he stood and ﬁraugfttfartﬁ his Longsword, Kyne noted that
the undead also carried weapons. Some were sumple, clubs and
batons Likely wrestled from the hands of dead townsfolk. Or
perhaps it was their original owners who carried them now.
Twe of them carried rusted blades, Likely buried with them,
but one carried a sword in as qood A shape as his own. Slow or
not, he'd have to keep an eye on that one.

When Kyne stood, each undeads eyes trained on him. They
]mgpm to move a Little quicker; tﬁey showed purpose when
presented with a meal. They beqan to groan. Each voice was
quiet ]717 itself, but tagat[wr they made a chorus of
damnation. As they drew closer Kyne could see that each one
WAS a{zcm/aa( And fnlling Apart. One had no Lower ] AW,
anvther Aad A Large chunk of its skull missing — which left it
with one eye — and another had only one arm. Two stumbled
because one ws missing a foot and the other had abroken
ankle; its foot bent completely back. as it was drug behind it.

Knowing he'd have to make the first move to Keep from ]761'149
surrounded, Kyne threw pimself forward and swunq his sword.
; ; e 7 P .
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The closest undead slowly ]mmgkt A clup up to try and Aefend,
surely A muscle memory, but it couldn’t match the speed of A
Living foe. Kyne's binde cut through the clup mid-swing and
he ]mmg[vt his shield forward and drove the Lip into his
enemy’s ripcage. There wis a disqusting cracking sound as the
undead was thrown back. into its qroup and All but the one
with the newer steel tumbled to the qrovnd with a clatter.

Kyne watched as they all struqqled to their feet including, to
his grim fascination, the one whose rips he'd just destroyed. It
was deformed now, hunched and hobbled even more than
77efare, but there was no blood and it was only A little slower
than ]mfare. The one who'd stayed on its feet moveq forward
now, more cAreful than its brethren. It showed less decay than
the others, some of who were Little more than bones at this
point. A putrid smell radiated from it, and its flesh was
hanging from an emacinted frame.

The newer undead brought its sword around much quicker

than Kyne anticipated, Likely because it seemed to be newly
dead. Kyne threw his shield up and the blade bit into the iron
ﬁmw(mg, sending sparks flying and illuminating the rancid
Jace }efare him a Little better. The Lips were pulleq back. over
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Fll the teeth in a rictus grin, and they eyes showed ﬂ%olutzlv no
g intelligence. Off-put, Kyne retalinted with a quick slash at

the belly
The tip of his Longsword hit home as the undead took A raqqed
\?’ step back, sticing the belly. It didn't Look. Like much, but it l !

'
|

= || was usually a fatal hit for a Living foe. The undead Looked
A ))  down asits Lower belly pulled away from the skin of its chest.
‘ The stomach and intestines fell to the ground with a
squishing noise, and Kyne realized for the first time how
much danger he may be in. The monster showed no reaction
other than a cock of the head. Almost as if the undead
thought it was interesting that he was still alive.
) fv_.l “How in the hell am Isupposed to Kill samatking ifit can
N S survive getting disemboweled?!” Kyne thought with a panic.
"*f? | #He wished now that he'd paid more attention to the stories told
about the undead, as maybe there would have been a way to
dispatch them permanently. The undead stepped forward,
slipping on its own entrails, and fell to the ground in A heap.

0
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Kyne used this opportunity to dart Around behind the qrovp
to try and engaqe some of the stragglers.




Qg

$&
3% <N
S g

I He slashed out as the group tried to turn Around, cutting the

Legs of the first undead he'd enqaqed At the knees. It fell back.

to the ground with a squelch but there was no blood. It }egpm

w clawing toward him, club discarded, and gnashed its teeth

N " wildly as it snapped At Kyne's ankles. T he quard danceq

N

i{ i | backward. “At least that one shouldnt be as much of &
" =2 'i; problem as before. Hopefully.” Kyne reasoned. “I conld do that
to all of them, but I need to find a way to Kill them. Even if I
cut off ALl their arms and Legs, as long As they can bite like
that they'll be deadly.” And then it came to him.

Kyne threw himself forward and slashed out at the undead
with the broken ankle. It stumbled as it tried to defend and
its quard was thrown wide. Kyne's blade flashed in the
firelight as he made a Vicious horizontal slash that separated
the undead's head from its shoulders. The body dropped to the
ground and the head bounced away. Kyne moved Away from
the ]700(17, as it had stopped moving, and moved toward the
head. It was tu/itc/w’ng, ]n'ting, And groaning more furiousty
than before, but it couldn’t move.




at Last. “Rest In Peace.” The quard said, with a grim smile.

His words ]mmg[»t forth a warm feeling inside him as a pink
Light shimmered Arovnd his left hand. Almost aqainst his

will, he thrust his hand toward the undead with the intact
sword he'd gutted before. The pink. light flew from his hand
and struck. the monster in the chest. The undead staqqereq
back for a moment and then the pink.enerqy took over the

white glow in its eye sockets.

The monster Looked at him for o second and then raised its
biade in a salute and threw itself At the nearest undead,
putting the blade right through its nasal cavity. It then
ripped the sword out of its comrade’s face and the other undead
crumpled, no light in its eyes Any Longer. Kyne raised an
et/abraw curiously, but didn’t question this new development.
It seemed he'd awakened some new power himself.

It only took. A few minutes for the two of them to destroy the
rest of the undead. When it was over Kyne and the Last
undead met by the fire. The undead saluted Aqain, grinning
its macabre smile. Kyne frowned for a second ]mfarz Fringing
his sword point up through his ally’s chin. The light died as

the zombie a{ra]a};ea( to the graum{. “Restin ;Jieces. ” v
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“Di59u5tm9, ” 761714& SpAt on the corpse in fnmt of him. “1 quiess
the stories were true.” #e sheathed his blade and Looked at his
hand. Tt was unplemished, ] ust like fmfare, but aﬁviausly he
was different. “But if they can be controlled like that,
they're not so hard to handle. This town won't have to worry
about the undead as Long as I'm here.” #e smiled, and if
anyone had been there to see it they'd see that he didn’t Look so
different from the undead he'd taken control of. That smile
was just as unsettling, and hinted at a future just as dark
and macabre. That future }eapm here with the founder who
would come to be known as Kyne the Grim.




A thousand years went ]717, ang Kyne s name pecame
infamous. There were scores of wirriors who'd taken after him
and courted death. One of the multitude was an Elven
woman named Marin. She herself was rather infamous, and
WAs known far and wide As Baneblade. She was cruel and
cunning, and took. delight in the perverse nature of the powers
that had awoken within her. It wasn't just the humans
who'd awakened power all those centuries Aqo; ALl the races
under the sky and under the ground had gained power as well.
And some of them reveled in it.

Marin Baneblade was currently comfortable in A deep
cavern under the qround, furnished Like a cozy Living room.
Most Etves would Abhor the underground, but Marin was a
different sort. Once she awakened her powers she was banished
from her Elven settlement. The long-living creatures thought
her powers were An abomination. She'd Long since abandoned
the forests and went to places where her powers would better
suit her. There were plenty of Long forqotten bodies interred in
the ground.

At that moment, Marin was hatching a plot. Weeks
aqo the word Aad gone out ALL Around the country; it was time
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to determine the next King. The world Aad turned its back.on
Marin. It wasn't just her own people who detested her power.
Every cwvilized race knew it was unnatural and disqusting
to play with the dead, but Marin didn’t care. This was her
chance to change things. Certainly not for the better, but the
better for her.

“It’s simple.” She crooned to a pristine skull sitting on A
rough wooden table before her. Beside the skull was an
ancient tome covered with a slanted writing that was hard to
Recipher. “Kyne himself discovered this spell.” She blushed
and qigqled Like a schoolgirl. “But he was a founder. #He was
too pure to put it to use. I'm sure he figu red his tomp would

farm/ar ben mfe ;ylm:e far his ] ournal.” She ran her fingers

over the prge the book was opened to lovingly.

“He could have ruled these sheep. But he staved pure so
that others could follow in his footsteps. He knew one day
that a disciple would find him. #is body was blessed so 1
couldn’t raise him, but na}ac(tf thought to dispose of this...”
She picked up the book. and moved to ancther table that stood
next to a cauldron over a roATINg firz. The table had a cutting




board and A wickedly sharp kKnife. She took. uip the biade and
]mqm» slicing the root in front of her.

“One Wormwood root and the spell should be camylete/ 7
As she finished slicing she swept the ingredient into the
cauldron. The Iwiling Lignid within immediately turned from
clear like water to red Like blood.

“OF course, Kyne knew that those of us with power were
unabple to die. We succumb to our wounds and then we are
restored. Al the founders knew we could use this power to keep
moving forward; to become stronger to face anything ahead of
us. It's ironic that they hate me and mine, but they raise
from the dead just as easily.” She Laughed mirthlessly,
moving back. to her skull. She picked it up and twirled

ATOUNY.

“0771/1'0145117 Kyne would be interested in the process! #e'd
made his Life's work in the undead. It took him years, and he
was near his deathbed ]mfara he frqured it out, but he wrote it

all down! An ultimate spell that would command total
control over the heroes’ resurrection process!” She moved the

skeleton’s ] AW AS tf it were S;Jemking.




“But mistress, I thought the book. said the spell required
A great source of power? More power than you could ever
channel?” She threw the skull aqainst the cave's wall in a
fur17. “()f course, foal! I could never channel enaug[» power for
this spell. That's why I make my move now! I could Live a

thousand vemrs./ Even more, 1f I'm able to camylete my

research. I move now because those worthless wizards have
reported A comet soaring through the atmosphere at the end of

this lunar cy cle.”

Marin spooned the potion into a vial carefully. “I'll
take the power Kyne was never able to. They say the comet
will only come Around every thousand years. I'll use the
comet As & source of celestinl enerqy to fuel the spell. Any time
the comet flias in the 57(17, the heroes will fnll under its power.
' an117 have to cast it once. Then, once T figu re out
immortality, I can rise Aqain And Aqain as long as that
comet flies in the sky. I'll make Kyne smile up At me. And
'l make those that crawl along the surface bow down.”
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I It was the day everyone in the realm had been waiting

fors the day a new King or queen was crowned. The wizards
who'd foreseen the comet called it a good omen, And so the
current king and his council Aad set the next contest for the
day where it would be directly overhead. #Heroes gathered from
ALl over the Land, men And women of every race were
represented. ELVes shook. their heads in disqust and dismay
when they saw Marin Baneblade strut through the
battiefield to take a starting position.

She was & striking figure, clad in shining black armor.

A skull 71&Mne¢( At the center af her brewstflnta, A pentaqram

of blood inked on the Jorehead. sable cloak. of raven feathers

rolled from her shoulders, and an obsidian circlet nestled in her
platinum blonde hair. A shield of wood stained dark hung
over her shoulder with a stone skull set in the center and A

Long, thin, jaqqed blade was sheathed at her waist. She smiled
mngwmimauslg At every hero she ;mssec{, reVeling in the

feeling of all eves on her.

After an hour or so, when all the heroes expected Aad




hands and a platform of rock. rose under his feet to elevate him
above the others where he could be seen. “Welcome!” #e
exclaimed with a maqnified voice. “The time has come!
Centuries ;mst, the cou ntr17 crowned its first king, Bmltiga! It
wAs decreed 1717 A council of heroes that we would be 7m/emea{
]717 the stronqest af us, so that we would MW(M;S have fou/erful
Leadership in times of crisis! It wis determined that a King or
queen could only rule if they could Keep proving they were
the strongest!

“Our king or queen s, tkerefarz, determined ]717 combat! Last
Man Standing!” #e threw his hands into the air and
Skimmering numpers Aappented. “Raise your weapons when
you're ready!” The nu mbers Ymgpm to count down, and Marin
knew it was her time. “Actu ally, noble crier, today things
will be different!” She raised the potion to her Lips and drained
the vial. #er body began to glow As the numbers continued to

count down.

She raised her thin blade to the sky and a red Light burst forth
Jrom the sword tip. The comet overhead shimmered as the sky
darkened to black as night. The comet became a huge moon in
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the Sk17, ﬁmtkmg eVem;t/ving in A }71000(17 lig/»t. The numbers
in the sky disappeared As A maqical horn blast sounded.

“What have you dones!” Cried another elf as the other heroes
fmgom to move. “I've done what no-one has been able to do
fmfam! I've enstaved death!” She leaped forward m’mﬁlv and
thrust her thin blade forward. In his panic the other elf didn't
get his quard up in time, and the point of her sword slid right
between the coveraqe of his Armor And into his rihnga. He
qasped And donbled over. Marin stepped back. “Soul Stone!”
she cried as the eve sockets of the stone skull in her shield
glau?ec{.

The male elf fell back dead. Marin whited, hardly breathing,

to make sure the spell worked as it should. Normally it would

take & few hours for & hero to come back. from their wounds on

the battlefield but she watched as the elf's wound closed and

the blood disappenred. His eyes opened And he clambered to his
feet, sword in hand.

"I live Aqain only to serve you, mastress.” #e pledged. Marin
smiled as she reached out to stroke his cheek. “Tknow you o,
slave. Now come make me gyeen/ ” T[m/ moved forward




ﬁnttlefielc{ As heroes stood fram the spots t/wy were slain And
cut down the ones who Killed them. Each time a body fell to
the ground the comet above pulsed ﬁriefly, and the corpses stood
aqain with eves glowing red. In minutes Marin stood At the
head of an army of heroes, with one man left to oppose her.

“What have you done, vile witch?! Why are all these heroes
killing for you?!” Marin Langhed joyfully. “They ve decideq
that I should be your queen. No, I should be your Goddess. It's
hard to arque, since I've done something the founders couldn't
do. They couldn't conquer death and make it their own.” She
pretended to think for A moment.

“Would you Like to know how to end my spell?” The man's
eves widened. “Of course, witch!” She smiled. “You just have
to kill me. If you do, ALl the heroes will drop dead. YJou'll be
King.” #1s face contorted into an ugly scowl. “How could I
kill you when you stand At the head of An Army, temptress!
Yous give hope only to rip it away!” Marin lavghed aqain.

“You flatter me. Iwould be a fair Goddess. In fact, I'tL give
you A chance. Single combat between the two af us. Tell me

your name, hero.” The man stood straight, proud. “I am Valyn
Bmﬂas[uala{ A'm{ I Waul be [wnarea( to Sln A 900{4{655 " te




spat. Marin's smile grew wider. She saw that his arm hung
uselessly at his side and snapped her fingers.

“I need & healer. Fix him so I can break. him again.” A priest

stepped forward, hands aglow with a white light. #e ran his

A \i | hands over Valyn's useless arm and the flesh knit back.
together. The healer moved back and Valyn flexed his arm,

testing the range of motion. Nodding, he picked his shield back.

up and took. a stance opposite Marin. At & thought the army
surrounded the two af them, mmking A circle far them to do

battle.

“Noone is to interfere.” Marin commanded. Each of them
dropped their weapons. “Yes, mistress.” The horde intoned. The
elf ]mmgf»t her blade up and touched Valyn's blade with it.
“To the victor.” She said sweetly. And they clashed. She was
very fmt, c(a;pite All her armor. The elves were feraciausly
strong And quick, so the encumbrance didn’t seem to faze her
in the slightest. Valyn was a mighty warrior as well though.
He was able to Land hits on her, but t[wy struck. off her armor
in showers of sparks. Marin's thin blade was quick. as a whip
and soon Left shallow cuts all over Valyn's face and sword




arm. She'd Let to strike nfﬂtnl blow, but it was a matter af
time ﬁefara one overcame the other.

Valyn had yet to use his power aqainst Marin, because he
only Aad a little Left. He had to make sure he could finish her
once he used the Last of it. #He saw & chance and took. it,
spinning to increase the force of his blow. Marin was taken }717
surprise At the bold move and tovk. no move to take
advantage. Valyn's sword came in A deVAstAting Arc and
crashed aqainst her shield as he cried “Annihilate!”

Marin felt as though Valyn's sword had exploded aqainst her i’L .; '

shield as it splintered, sending pieces flying everywhere. The
stone skull dropped to her feet and she staqqered back. Valyn
threw his shield aside, took. his blade in both hands, and
Lunged forward. The point of the biade punched through her
armor Like it was parchment and the two stood face to face.
Valyn's face was locked in a trinmphant snarl and Marin's
eves were wide with shock, a Line of blood starting to trail from
the corner of her mouth.

Valyn pulled his sword from her stomach and Marin dropped to
her knees, fingers Scm%ling through the dirt Around her.

M\ Vialyn stuck. his sword into the ground and bent, reaching out
- A\ ) .\
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to 9%]7 Marin's chin. “Your spell is liftec{, devil woman. I am
your king, and I'm glad you're the first suﬁjact on your
knees.” Marin strugqled to Lift her hand, clutched in a fist
over the stone skull from her shield.

“Soul....Stone...” The eyes of the skull gloweq ﬁrigktly fora
second and red Light enveloped Marin as she smashed the skull
into Valyn's nose. The man reeled back, blood exploding Jrom
his face as Marin stood, 7704(17 shaking from the wound closing.
She recovered just as Valyn made a mad Lunge for his sword.
She rusheq forward, ﬁringing her sword down. Valyn threw
out his Left hand to catch Marin's sword as his right hand
closed onto his own hilt.

Valyn screamed in pain as his Left arm was slashed off at the
wrist. In the same moment he spun Arou nd, tenring his sword
from the ground and burying it into Marin's right side. The
biade cut through the already damaged Armor and stopped
gust inches from her spine. Valyn released the sword as Marin
fell to her knees aqain. He reached down to pull the stone
skull from her twitching fingers.

“You...won't be doing that...aqain.” He muttered, tossing the
skull away from her. She sat, qasping, and pulled the blade
\ ‘ < +
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from her ]70&(17. Blood spurt out and painted the dirt. She
motioned to two of her minions. “Raise me...to my feet. I-" she
spat blood all over the front of her armor. “-L...refuse to
kneel...as Idie.” The two minions moved forward and pulled
her to her feet, Arms Around their necks. Her rig ht hand still
clutched her thin blade in & death qrip.

“Tt s truly over now, monster.” Wblvn Sfmt’ He 7m]7]7w( her ]717
her hair and pulled her head back so their eyes met. She
smiled at him. “You're right... Valyn...it...is. Sacrificial
Rite!” #er left hand 7m]7173¢( the chin of the minion holding
her up on that side and jerked his head to the side, snapping

his neck. She let the momentum slip her off his fatling corpse
As her wound knitted toqether aqain. She let gravity spin her
to the grovnd as her sword was pulled into A deadly arc that
bit into Valyn's neck and cut through diagonally, ﬁisecting
him at the shoulder. As he fell back Marin's sacrificial Lamb
was already climﬁing back. to his feet, and within a few
moments levn stood too, whole Mm'n.

Marin pointed her sword back to the comet and spoke an
incantation. The red Light faded as day returned to the
ﬁnttlefiel;{, but the eves of her Army staved red. The town
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crier, still standing on the platform of rock. he'd created,
Looked around in confusion. “What...what happened?”

“I'm you're queen now,” Marin said, “that’s what happened.”
She looked Around At her minions. “Not to worry, the spell
only Lasts until the comet vanishes from the sky. They'll

reqain their senses in A dAy or two. Tust in time for my

coronation.” She smiled widely. “T want them to be in their
right minds when they kneel to me.”




That was how Marin Baneblade became our Lueen. Her
reign was terrible and ]71000(17, but her power was absolute. As
far as anyone Knows she was never able to realize her dream

of immortality. But that doesn't mean the heroes are safe.
That doesn't mean her spell didn't work exactly as it wis
meant to. In A thousand yenrs, when Marin's Comet comes
back around, all the heroes could fall under her spell once
aquin. Just because she may not be here to command them does

not mean ALl is well. We may all become Minions ngm’n.




