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Central Jingseh ~ Age 827 P.X.D.

King Draecana Theine marched through the ash-covered forest floor. This charred landscape had once been the vivid monkey puzzle tree forests of the Araucana Mountains. Using the merciless flame of his dragon legion, the vast area had been reduced to a smoldering tribute to death. As he had rained desolation from the skies, the House of Longavian and others used their command over botanical magic to rip apart the soil, causing massive landslides that swept down the sides of mountains. The enemy they’d come to face, the barbarian hordes known as the Ankari, had been utterly decimated by the surprise attack. Standing atop a mound of smoking soil, a hazy sky overhead, the monarch of the eastern continent stood with his hands on his hips, surveying all he’d laid waste to. His beautiful armor shimmered in the sparse sunlight, highlighting the coral berry engravings as his scarlet cape flapped behind him.

“Sire! Sire! We’ve gone and done it! We’ve found it! We’ve found it!”

King Theine stroked his juniper green beard as he watched the knights of House Theine approach. Though they ran to him, within two meters of his presence, they fell to one knee. Such was the protocol when graced by the majesty’s grace. He took great pride in the tabards they wore over their armor—a silhouetted dragon with a flower spike behind it and lilies out to the sides. It was the crest of the House of Theine. Relieved as though he were by the squadron of soldiers, he showed not a hint of emotion. Instead, he waited for the single Jingsehi who came up behind them. Instead of armor, the man wore a lengthy sapphire tunic emblazoned with patterns of leaves across every inch of it. It fit snugly at the shoulders, though it flared ever so slightly at the hips. His pants were wool, and his boots had been freshly cleaned, gleaming in the afternoon light. He bore eight rings on his fingers, each of them embedded in a small alloy stone to make his status and wealth known.

“What news do you bring, my regent?”

Regent Antirr Ignumi, known officially in the Allium Court as the King’s Royal Secretary, had a strong, wiry build, upright posture, and seemingly terminally furrowed brow. He was the king’s right hand, having been with him long before his ascension to the throne.

“Greetings, my lord. I dare say these loyal soldiers of yours speak true. A small tunnel had been buried and sealed with a powerful Ankari spell. Our mage knights cleared out the debris and await your arrival.”

“Oh?” He gave the soldiers their due at this moment. “A fine find, my loyal servants. You shall all be rewarded with a share of the treasure upon our finding it. As much as you can carry in your helmets.”

The soldiers exchanged glances before making their prostrations. “You are far too generous, m’lord! We needn’t such things! We are happy to serve our king, kissed by the forest sprites and blessed by Vah Himself. We shall serve you endlessly, blood for blood, darma now forfeit, and our soul to take.”

The King allowed a small smile to touch his face. Atop his head was the vaunted crown of his people, a magical intertwining of branches centered by a nugget of allay stone.

“Nonsense! Make no mistake, servants of the House of Theine, you serve me faithfully, and that shall not go unrewarded! A war has come to end, and as promised, all will indulge in the spoils!”

The entrance to the cave loomed before the gathered warriors. As reported by Regent Antirr Ignumi, the mage knights waited on one knee for their glorious king. They wore different armor from commoner soldiers, much closer to the revered monarch’s style, including scarlet capes that hung off their shoulders. In place of a crown, they wore helmets modeled after draconic skulls, fangs and all. They stood parallel as King Theine arrived with his retinue of common soldiers and royal advisor. The gaping maw of darkness beckoned the divine monarch. He looked to the Royal Secretary, who nodded in silent agreement.

At this point, King Theine no longer spoke. The regent gazed upon them all, nose lifted high, though some soldiers were two heads taller than he was. “Lead on, brave heroes of Jingseh. Be our light. Your King shall accompany you.”

Primed with reverie over their acknowledgement by the King of the East, the two dozen commoner soldiers dashed forward with sword, shield, arrows, and spears. The King himself, as well as his advisor, moved at a slower pace. The mage knights surrounded the duo in a circle, silent yet attentive at all times.

Within the dark confines of the cavern, the torches held by the soldiers were but a flickering beacon against the ever-encroaching darkness. The King had investigated several mountain lairs of the Ankari over the past few weeks during their occupation. He immediately noticed several differences between them. The silence enveloped the exploratory force. Unlike other abodes they’d raided, there were no signs of pottery, use of aquifers, or even cave paintings. Each footfall echoed off the damp stone walls, closing them in. The rhythm felt like a living thing when combined with the odor of damp earth and moss. The walls were rough and jagged. Shadows danced along these surfaces thanks to the abundance of torches they had with them, something that was only heightened as the cavern widened.

The cohort paused at the first sign of towering stalagmites that jutted from the ground like the teeth of some colossal monstrosity. In all the previous abodes of the Ankari, every obstruction was a possible hiding place of the enemy. The torches could only reach so far in illuminating their surroundings. The amber light exposed glistening stalagmites as small water droplets trickled down their fine points. These minuscule droplets echoed as they hit the surface of small puddles. Row by row, inch by inch, the two dozen commoner soldiers made their inspections, ready to face a surprise attack at any moment. It never came.

As King Theine’s retinue moved deeper into the subterranean lair, the path narrowed, winding through mountainous rock like a legendary serpent. Not only that, the air itself grew heavier, thick with the rank odor of damp stone and decay. The monarch kept his crimson eyes forward at all times, but he hesitated at the sound of a faint whisper, just barely perceptible at all. He halted, as did his subjects.

“Sire?” questioned Regent Ignumi.

King Theine ignored his confidant’s proddings, listening to the whispering within the walls. He quickly realized that he was the only one who heard these chattering phantoms.

“It’s nothing. Let us press on.”

The walls closed tighter, leading to the point that Jingsehi’s force had to proceed in a single file. As was expected, the revered monarch was in the dead center of the formation. What he told no one was that the whispering had not ceased. What they said was unintelligible, the voices too muffled and soft. Much like the tight spacing, he imagined these voices were a warning to turn back. However, he was the rider of the golden wyvern, the man who had united the noble houses in a great cause as a warrior king. The warnings only served to beckon him farther into the abyss.

After hours of trudging through the abysmal dark, the tunnel opened into a vast chamber. The ceiling soared high above, lost to the darkness, and the ground was uneven, littered with stones and rubble. The commoner soldiers spread out, raising their torches to make sense of their surroundings. The flickering light revealed strange patterns painted and etched into the stone. Any stalagmite in sight had the same symbols.

“What’s all this then?” asked one commoner soldier with a noticeable gut. His voice was riddled with disgust.

“Ankari black magic no doubt!” answered another, his voice trembling but certain. “Maybe we shouldn’t be in this place! It’s likely cursed!”

“And yet they fell all the same!” boasted the youngest of them. Bandages were wrapped around his forehead from a close call a few days ago, but he was jubilant as ever. “Besides, the King of the Continent is with us on this! We’re invincible!”

“Hear, hear!” boasted the aforementioned King Theine. “Onward, my subjects! Take what is rightfully yours, and then we shall share with our brethren once we leave this wretched place!”

At his beckon, the two dozen troops marched on. At the same time, the King, his advisor, and his prized mage knights remained at their fixed position close to where they’d entered. Not only were they of much higher status since birth, they were all to some degree Sechia Alii, and because as such magic had been imbued in them since birth. As Theine inspected the wall etchings, he concluded they were indecipherable. The swirling patterns shifted under his gaze, having no set in stone form. Such magic was unthinkable, but it was very much real to the trained eye. The king turned his gaze back to the commoners as they gasped. They’d found something. 

Near the opposite of the chamber was what appeared to be a human form, but the body was wrapped in chains from head to toe. On top of that, the limbs of the bound figure were bent in awkward positions, the left arm bent behind the head while the right arm was lifted to just above the chin, hand pointed downward. All of this spoke to the effects of rigor mortis on full display. Leather straps and chains held every possible area of movement locked in place. The restraints were nailed in place to the cavern walls to either side, suspending the body in midair above the chamber floor. The etchings were also on the chains and straps holding the body.

“This don’t look like no treasure, gents,” remarked the pot-bellied commoner soldier.

“Looks like them Ankari tortured one of our own. Twisted them into this misshapen thing for laughs and then left ‘em here to rot,” commented another.

“Aye, the smell this thing is giving off certainly backs that up.”

“I think you’re quite right,” shouted out King Theine from the other end of the cavern, “Cut those bonds of torture and let us lay the poor soul to rest. We shall be better than the Ankari filth, whom we were right to purge from this continent.”

Despite their lord’s words, the commoner soldiers were slow to act. They shared nervous glances, beads of sweat rolling down their brows in the damp and frigid cave system.

Catching onto their demeanor, Regent Ignumi spoke aloud. “Your King has spoken. Proceed.”

His voice had no ire, only an authoritative tone that stood the test of time. The troops approached the restrained corpse with weapons raised, ready to use them to hack away at the aged chains and straps.

What the commoners had failed to notice in their fright was the circle carved into the stone around the strung-up corpse. They were two visible rings with a helix-like formation between them. King Theine noted this marking as soon as they’d entered the cavern, as had his advisor. Neither said a word as the commoners drew closer. As soon as they stepped into the boundaries of the inner circle, something in the air changed. A gust of wind swept through the chamber, extinguishing the torches of the common soldiers in an instant.

Regent Ignumi erected a barrier with a blink, shielding their torches and bodies from the effects. What he couldn’t stop was the return of the thousands of whispers. There was now a cacophony of voices crying out. Even the King felt the weight of unseen eyes upon them all. He could finally make out what they were saying. It was not utterances being spoken in the common tongue of Goshen, nor was it the revered language of the Jingsehi, Sinotean. It was the cry of long-dead Ankari, their spirits embedded in the very stone that surrounded them. Though commoners were forbidden to take up the Ankari tongue, the King understood their language well. He finally made out what the disembodied voices were trying to say:

“Flee! Flee! Flee!”

Just as the first of the warriors raised their battle ax, one of the corpses’ arms ripped free of the restraints and grabbed him by the helmet. The grip emanating from those bony fingers was enough to scrunch the metal as if it were mere parchment paper, causing the skull underneath to crumble with a disturbing crunch. Blood spurted as screams sounded off. 

Another one of the commoners rammed his spear into the corpse’s chest, easily getting through the gaps in the chain. There was no joy to be had, however. Black blood dribbled outwards, thick and slow-moving like sludge. It made its way down the shaft of the weapon before the head of the figure turned in his direction. With a flash of movement, the being reached out to grab his face, digging its fingers into both his eyes and then ripping off his lower jaw as if it were a plaything.

The King did not blink once during the gruesome display of terror. Instead, he was more concerned with their surroundings. The chamber felt alive, pulsating with some kind of energy. The walls were pressing in on them, narrowing the entryway they had used to reach this place. He realized that this chamber had been imbued with latent spells that had now been triggered. The stone itself would not allow this monstrosity to go any farther, intending to seal them all away in a closed space.

Panic now surged through the commoner soldiers, who dashed back toward their revered King. The once still figure had now ripped itself free from the cave wall with startling ease. The leather straps tore, but the chains held in place. It was the rock wall itself that crumbled under the walking corpse’s strength. As its wrapped feet made contact with the ground, hunks of rock clung to the chains that were still all over its body. Instead of proving cumbersome for the vile being, it ran after the retreating commoners with a vengeance, completely ignoring the spear that still ran through its chest. One of them was grabbed by the hair and then was thrown like a ragdoll into the stalactites up above. The man was pierced at several points of his body, causing a rain of crimson on the area. Some troops turned to attack the being, though they did so with faces full of fear and uncertainty. With uncanny agility, the creature sidestepped every attack and then used nothing more than its bare hands to rip through armor, chainmail, and flesh, pulverizing bones as if they were twigs and mashing skulls like spoiled fruit. Limbs went this way and that as entrails hit every wall with a splattering thud. 

The figure took a step forward, and the air crackled with energy. King Theine felt a pull on his very soul, as if the darkness surrounding the walking corpse was reaching for him. Though the bindings left no eyes visible, the undead thing turned in the direction of the monarch and his retinue. Stomping through the pools of carnage it had left behind, the chained being ran at the remaining Jingsehi. The chains that were still bound to its body rattled as they were dragged across the rocky ground. 

“Shall I take care of this, my Lord?” asked Regent Ignumi indifferently as the creature closed the distance. 

“No,” answered the King of the Eastern Continent as a small smile touched his lips, “allow me.”

Just as the creature leaped into the air, bony fingers outstretched to rip the king's face off, the monarch raised but a hand and uttered a single phrase in the sacred tongue.

“Dùn Nhés.”

The simple spell was known by all mages of the continent, but a Sechia Alii like himself could make it much more powerful than the average mage could. From that single hand came a burst of hurricane-like wind that was directed at his opponent. Before its fingers could reach him, the blast sent the vile thing flying backwards against the wall of rock with a resounding crash. The King lowered his hand as the dust began to settle. His royal advisor eyed him wearily. 

“Perhaps you should have gone with a milder display of your power, my Lord. You seem to have soiled your great prize.”

True to the regent’s word, the chained being had splattered against the cave wall in spectacular fashion. Black blood had splashed all along the uneven surface, and it was apparent that every bone in its body had snapped, most evident in one of its arms that dangled lifelessly. It only took a few seconds of being plastered to that wall for the vile thing to begin to move again. Gone was its stunning vitality that allowed it to move like the wind, but it was very much alive, writhing about like an insect pierced by a child’s stick and pinned to the ground. A guttural growl was uttered, harsh sounding from a throat that had not had water in some time.

The King laughed heartily, finally stepping forward. Even the regent was concerned. He reached out in fear but dared not to touch his majesty directly. The mage knights likewise reached for their swords and raised their shields, finally deciding to take action. 

“My lord, please don’t! That demon is a foul thing that you mustn’t get near!”

“You are well read, my regent, but clearly your studies were lacking. No one can blame you. The knowledge that I have within me
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