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The night air was thick with mist, curling over the crumbling village like ghostly fingers. Somewhere in the fog, a low, wet groan sounded, carrying with it the unmistakable stench of rot.

Silvester’s armour clinked softly as he crouched behind a half-collapsed wall, the cold stones biting into his palms. His drawn gladius glimmered faintly under the pale moonlight, the edge sharp enough to carve through flesh and hopefully bone.

Another moan echoed.

Silvester grimaced.

Then it appeared. A lone zombie shuffled into view, jerky movements twisted at impossible angles. Its grey, mottled skin hung loose over splintered bones, and one eye rolled lazily while the other glimmered faintly with unholy hunger. Mucus dripped from its mouth as it sniffed the air, fixing its gaze on Silvester.

The legionary’s heart hammered. “By the gods...” he muttered, raising his scutum.

The first lurch of the zombie was sudden. Its skeletal fingers jabbed at him, scraping across his armour with a sharp, unnerving screech.

Silvester sidestepped, rolling over loose cobblestones, and brought his gladius up in a wide horizontal swing. The blade met decayed flesh with a wet, resonant thwack, spraying greyish blood and dust across his gauntlets.

The creature did not falter. It lunged again, jerking forward in unnatural bursts, hands snapping at the legionary’s midsection.

Silvester blocked with his scutum, grunting as the zombie’s weight slammed into him. The force rattled his shoulders, but he held firm, pivoting to thrust his gladius deep into its left shoulder. Bone cracked, and the zombie recoiled slightly, emitting a chilling, gurgling hiss.

Silvester knew the danger was far from over. Each of the undead monster’s movements was erratic but relentless. Its jaw snapped dangerously close to his gauntlet as he pivoted, slicing a clean strike across its forearm. Fingers were severed, splintered, but still it pressed forward, hunger driving it beyond reason. The legionary stepped back over rubble, boots slipping slightly on wet stone, heart pounding, eyes locked on the creature.

The zombie feinted to the left, then lunged upward, attempting to knock Silvester off balance.

The legionary ducked beneath the attack, swinging low toward its knees. The blade tore through tattered flesh, eliciting a wet, ragged howl of frustration—or was it hunger?

The zombie stumbled, yet its momentum carried it forward, arms flailing toward Silvester’s torso.

Steel met bone again as Silvester raised his scutum for a desperate block. Sparks flew where the zombie’s elbow scraped against the metal edge of the shield. The legionary rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding a snapping bite, and came up on one knee, gladius poised for the decisive strike. He could feel the cold, foul stench of decay in his nostrils, taste the metallic tang of blood in the air.

Timing would be everything.

Silvester lunged, gladius aimed directly at the creature’s head.

The zombie reared back, but not fast enough. The blade sank deep into its skull, splintering bone and tearing through sinew. A terrible, choking gurgle escaped as the zombie’s body convulsed violently, then went limp, collapsing onto the wet cobblestones with a final, shuddering twitch.

The legionary stood panting, the blade of his gladius slick with greyish blood and gore, his scutum dented and smeared.

Around him, the mist swirled, and distant groans echoed through the ruined village. One had fallen, but he knew the night was far from over. More lurked in the fog, each step a potential death sentence.

Silvester wiped his blade carefully, breath steadying, muscles coiled and ready. The fog shifted; shadowy figures moved beyond the ruin’s edges. He tightened his grip on both gladius and scutum, eyes scanning every silhouette. The first zombie had been fierce, but the legionary was ready now for the next one.

The fog thickened, curling around the ruins like living smoke.

Silvester left the shelter of the ruined wall and began to stalk.

The first zombie lay still, head crushed beneath his blade, but then came the shuffling sounds from the east and west.

Two more figures emerged from the fog, moving with that same jerky, unnatural rhythm. Their limbs twisted at impossible angles, heads cocked sideways, teeth gnashing. One carried a rusty iron club, swinging it lazily but with surprising force. The other advanced with only outstretched empty hands, fingernails curling like claws, eyes hollow but burning with an insatiable hunger.

Silvester planted his hobnailed sandles firmly on the wet cobblestones, scutum raised. “Two at once,” he muttered, voice steady

























d2d_images/cover.jpg
Matt Kirk]oy





