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Prologue
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With a violent reality shift, the future and the present converged. A necrophetic miasma, borne out of the collision, shimmered and swirled. Mysterious figures began to appear, forming out of the substrate.

There were armoured knights trampling a village green to mud. To those caught in their path, they resembled bizarre monsters, their humanity hidden beneath hard, chitinous shells; razor-sharp swords gilded red in the most precious of substances – life’s blood.

Once the vision solidified, the future became clear. The invaders advanced, slaughtering the villagers as they ran. Each wore a filthy white surcoat emblazoned with the twin signets of faith. The ancient symbol, which comprised of two interlocking rings enclosing a stylistic pattern, represented the inherent link between heart and mind. Some of the village elders recognized it for what it truly was: a powerful sigil designed to give an Arch-Mage full control over the faculties of the soldiers.

A shrill cry cut through the clamour of battle as an Arch-Mage, dressed in bright ceremonial robes, gave a renewed call to arms. The animalistic scream took to the air: a symbiotic blood cry fashioned from a living soul, savagely pried loose from its previous corporeal holdings. 

Blank eyes filled with righteous indignation; cold hearts blazed with a fervid lust for battle. A morbid cry, formed out of congealed screams, rose and fell with the reception of their crimson blades. Death it seemed now possessed its own ghastly voice.

All around, the air was thick with despair as the wounded reached out to one another with open hearts. The dead pretended to ignore their fate. Some lay with their ears pressed to the ground, as if listening to the slow heartbeat of the earth. Others directed their eyes upwards, watching cinders arc through temperate skies.

In the midst of the carnage, the Arch-Mage outstretched his arms. As one, the magically controlled army came to a complete halt. The soulless invaders coldly perused the battlefield for survivors. 

Nothing stirred but the passage of time itself – a new day unfurled, a day as bright as the blood spilt freely beneath it.

Awaiting instruction, the invaders just stood there motionless; their unseeing eyes staring out blankly from behind bloodied and battered helms. Yet despite being unable to read the collective intent on their deadpan faces, the message of the necrophecy was clear – a new, monstrous future was ready to be born. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

Kingdom of the Dead
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HERE, NOTHING GREW, except cobweb that spanned the gnarled boughs of lifeless trees. Spiders poked out their hairy forelegs from knotholes that resembled the empty sockets of a skull.

‘My name is Charon.’ He continued repeating his name so he wouldn’t forget. He wandered around in a daze, even his name sounded foreign in his ears. Where was he? What was this place? 

He reached for the answer before the mental fog closed back in on him. This place had been a sanctuary, protecting endangered flora and fauna from exotic pests by using powerful wards of magic. There were similar arcane sites scattered throughout the land. Many of them were sanctuaries just like this one. All of them were built during the earliest age of the world to preserve all forms of primordial life.

Charon looked around at the undead woods, at the decaying tree-carcasses mantled in dusty cobweb. The tree-husks were ancient, surviving from the days of his great forefathers. Even then, they had been dead of sorts, taking countless centuries to decompose. 

What could have caused such widespread destruction?

The answers were there; all he had to do was reach them. He searched inwardly until he discovered the truth. In the age of legends, almost a millennium ago, a plague of epidemic proportions had befallen the people of this glorious epoch, almost completely wiping them out in the process. Entire cities were abandoned overnight. Even their famous temples were left to fall into disrepair and ruin.

Yet the dire consequence of this rapid extinction was none more apparent than here, in what was intended to be the Grand Sanctuary.  

With not a single person alive possessing the necessary power or knowledge to complete the regenerative spells that cloaked the sanctuary the power-matrix had simply collapsed. The forest refuge, built to preserve life in all its wildly varied forms, had now become a haven of death. 

Charon suppressed a shudder. The arcane forces that were once summoned by a league of altruistic sages to preserve the fragile balance of life inside the sanctuary, now imprisoned it in a frozen state of decay. The sanctuary was now frozen in time, almost as though life itself was embalmed inside this colossal manmade tomb.

Not a breath of wind stirred inside this unnatural place. The only movement came from the dust that was regularly kicked up by his feet. Charon cut a swath through the dust particles eerily suspended in the air. The air was unnaturally still, leaving everything covered in an encumbering carpet of dust, undisturbed for centuries.

Charon glanced back towards the way he had come – there were no footprints or animal tracks to be seen for miles. Not watching where he was going, he tripped over some old knobby branches that were sticking out of the ground like fossilized bones. Desperately, he reached for a scraggy tree end for support. A wave of revulsion swept through him as cords of wood contracted beneath his fingers like rigid muscle. All around, he saw twitching branches and trembling roots. 

Charon fought to remain focused yet the harder he concentrated the more convinced he became that he was being followed. 

‘Who’s there?’ The question loitered for a while, magically suspended. Eventually, his words merely dropped away, only to be swallowed up by the indomitable silence. The only noise came from the blood rushing in his ears – it was a silence as complete as death.

Charon detected a living presence in the vicinity, although it was impossible to tell whether it was recent or not – even his presence would linger here for untold centuries.

A shiver ran down his spine. Someone was certainly following him, he was positive of it. He strained his ears. He could hear something: a faint rustling sound in the distance. He spun around but no one was there. When the dust cleared, he noticed numerous animal burrows scratched out of the powdery soil.

Charon felt an underlying presence. Stealthily, it drew closer, waiting – watching. 

The ground shifted beneath his feet. The eerie calm shattered by fluttering wings as hundreds of different birds shot out of nest-like burrows, launching themselves into the air.

A nearby bird snatched a struggling insect from a web before settling down to feast upon it. They had a ready food supply here, with birds robbing the spiders of their hard-earned prey. It was a symbiotic relationship: in many places, there were dead birds snared in giant cobwebs. 

‘I know you’re there, show yourself!’ he bluffed.

All of the birds scattered, only the feeling of danger lingered behind. His instinct told him to run. Deciding not to ignore the forewarning, he made his escape. 

Silence pursued him as he raced across the open ground. Clambering over giant plant skeletons, Charon struggled to make his way up a steady incline. He skirted a fallen tree with a fan of sticky root filaments netting luminescent insects and flies. As he crested the hill, he was afforded a rare and magnificent view of the magical enclosure.

‘The lost valley,’ he whispered under his breath. From his high vantage point, he could see the true extent of the devastation left behind, which was stretching for miles in all directions. The ancient microcosm wasn’t completely destroyed: several tracts of primordial forest had escaped relatively unharmed. The closest of them (although still several miles away) stood out almost in stark defiance to the neighbouring desolation. His gaze returned to the valley below, as thick reams of fog blanketed the valley floor from view. 

He peered into the roiling fog, watching fearsome apparitions waver and seemingly change form. Brilliant flashes slashed through the murk, illuminating it from within.

Charon was completely transfixed, his gaze unblinking as if he was able to pierce the cloak of mystery and reveal the ancient ruins inside. 

Against impossible odds, he had found it – the valley of the Sage Kings. All thoughts of turning back vanished – success was now at hand.

Charon thought back to when it had all began; he had been a mercenary back then, bound for the Promised Land before being employed as a foreign fighter to protect the border territories from sporadic raids and violent outlaws.

The old borders had changed. Many large frontier settlements had grown from the trading colonies that had previously been established there. Despite the profit to be found in trade, it was the lure of treasure that had drawn him to such a far-flung place. According to local legend, this abandoned sanctuary contained the treasure trove of the Sage Kings.  Merely thinking about them invoked a shudder. These arcane lords had died from a flesh-eating plague as surely as their most lowly subjects had, their mummified remains buried deep inside a necropolis that was located at the centre of the sanctuary.

Charon could hardly believe it – it was all true. Buried in this valley was the Sage Kings along with their fabled treasure. Greed festered in his heart, feeding secret wants and needs. Blinded by avarice, he raced down the slippery slope without any regard to the obvious signs of danger.

Grey tendrils of mist snaked towards him, moving of their own volition. The shrouded mist engulfed him. Its warm tendrils slid across his skin, feeling their way firstly up his neck, and then his face. Before he could react, the mist-tendrils slipped in-between his teeth, leaving the vile taste of blood in his mouth. 

Charon turned and spat – the air as foreign in his mouth as someone else’s breath would be. Sickened by the foul intrusion, he clamped his mouth shut and then breathed through his nose instead.

Fear crept into the cracks in his resolve. He felt eyes watching him, but when he glanced back, all he saw was vapour rising from the depressions that his boots had previously made in the spongy soil. 

Charon quickened his pace, kicking up steaming piles of dirt. Normally relying on his soldier’s honed instinct to pinpoint the threat, here it was almost useless – he sensed danger everywhere, all at once.

The mist obscured his vision; even gnarled tree-forms looked insubstantial as if they were fashioned out of smoke. Unable to see, he tripped and landed in warm, rotting humus. He had to be more careful in here: if he got lost in this fog, he would simply never find his way out again, doomed to wander this haunted wasteland for eternity.

Instinctively, he reached down and felt the pommel of his sword. He was surprised at the contact – he had forgotten it was there.

In one smooth motion, he pulled his sword free. Protective charms covered the length of the unfullered blade.

Charon had violated ancient taboos to enter this blighted land and felt the full weight of that significance now. Fear rooted him to the spot, and no matter how much he willed it he couldn’t leave his position. Paralysed by fear, he stood still like startled prey. The unnatural warmth from the ground soaked into his numb feet.

He sensed that something was out there: some ‘thing’ was closing in. The frighteningly alien presence drew closer and closer.

A dark shape materialised out of the mist. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. His knuckles cracked as he tightened his grip on the sword’s hilt. There was no need for him to go any further; the place had found him – the City of the Dead.

Charon couldn’t believe it: until this moment, this place existed only in the realms of myth. The grand necropolis, complete with its own roads and buildings, was unrivalled – a supreme spiritual monument built at the collapse of ancient civilisation in true honour of the Sage Kings.

He felt drawn towards it, an almost implausible impossibility like an oasis in a desert, a solitary island of life rising above a sea of devastation. 

A chill stole over him as he stood in the shadow of death that was cast by this towering edifice. Ornate wrought-iron gates loomed just as high as some city gates. Stone walls almost four feet thick encircled the entire structure, strong enough to withstand even the most determined siege. Concentric walls, much like the inner bailey of a castle, ringed each slope of the tiered hill.

On his approach, the gates swung outward by magic, emitting an ear-piercing screech as they did so. The tortured sound sent a flock of crows winging into the air. On either side of the entrance rose thick stone columns with ornate lanterns hanging from iron rings. Gargoyles squatted menacingly on the stone capitals, their wickedly curved talons gripping the stone, poised for flight.

Abandoning his old life, he stepped across the threshold, leaving his fate inextricably linked to this forsaken place.

The necropolis inside was laid out just like a city would be. Roads led in all different directions, with signposts to guide the unwary traveller. With its tiered levels rising up in front of him, he was able to observe the entire complex almost immediately, which appeared so large it seemed that a person could get lost inside for days without ever finding their way out again.

However the dead, not the living, inhabited this site. He was completely alone in here. There was no sound, no birds singing in the trees, just the continual rasp of his panicked breathing reminding him that he was still alive. Despite the obvious abandonment, there was definitely something here, lying beneath the surface in wait. He felt a sinister presence, a dark, brooding menace buried deep beneath the surface of reality. It was prying at the corners of his mind, trying to force itself in.

We can feel you, barrow-worm, slithering among us. We command you to reveal yourself.

The sepulchral voices of the Sage Kings issued from the depths of time, pervading his consciousness. Charon sank to his hands and knees. The morbid dissonance was completely unbearable.

Otherworldly voices rampaged through his mind, drowning out his voice of reason. He was powerless against this invisible onslaught. He was no longer in full control; instead, his mind was directed by an alien persuasion. 

The light blinds you to the truth.

The spiritual dimension, normally hidden by a veneer of reality was brought sharply back into focus. Charon was reborn into a terrible nightmare. His senses awakened him into a world of fear. He stared out with unblinking eyes as he saw the true horror for the first time. 

Come to us, mortal. Let us taste life again.

The voices welled up, making his skin crawl like maggoty flesh. They forced him out of his mind – he was losing control. How could you fight something that you couldn’t see?

Blindly following their spiritual guidance, he started down a paved road lined densely with trees. Along the broad avenue were small shrines and some funerary monuments. Stone mausoleums filled the spaces between trees, looking like nothing more than miniature stone houses. Ornamental gardens contained by wrought iron fences completed the illusion.

He continued down the same path, mindlessly following the hollow voices of doom. As if he was transported back in time, the stones appeared somewhat freshly cut, the grounds recently tended. Everything was too perfect as if a clever illusion was in place designed to mask the real horror underneath.

Join us and eternity will be yours.

The ghostly voices whispered covetously with subterranean promises. Unable to resist, he opened up his mind, heeding their call.

As they led him through the necropolis, he perceived the overall brilliance of its design. In total, there were nine successive levels, each with a gateway that was guarded by a totem beast. Its layout represented the nine planes of existence making up the unseen dimension. Here, the physical and metaphysical were entwined.

Open your heart to us, mortal. Only then will you see the truth of the unbeing, the birth of the last hope.

Even from a large distance, the forbidding shape of the mortuary temple rose above everything else. It was a place of undeniable power, generating the protective, magical shroud that was encasing the aborted sanctuary. Its dark towers were spiritual beacons receiving occult signals from the ethers.

A strong feeling of discord ran through him. He felt the inherent disharmony that was emanating from its rotten core. Despite his natural resistance, he was pulled towards it, borne along by supernatural powers beyond his understanding and control.

The journey seemed to take a lifetime to complete. Each level of the necropolis was another stage in a brand new life: some were unbearably long, others short and brief. After what seemed to be an entire age, he stood before the final gateway.

The earth trembled beneath his feet. There was unnatural life to be found here; everything imbued with latent power. Yet there was no going back: the Sage Kings already decided his fate.

A flare of otherworldly light flickered for a moment as he stepped through the carved stone entrance, leading out into a wide courtyard. Ivy dangled from every height, with its leafy tendrils trailing down from the tops of stone walls and ledges. Malachite statues peered curiously from behind the brush. But he didn’t return the stare as his eyes were fixed on something else.

At the centre of the vast grounds loomed a sinister temple, complete with convoluted columns displaying richly decorative designs. The royal mortuary temple was the spiritual hub of the regenerative spell; each stone block was carved with unique magical inscriptions to amplify its power.

Charon cowered beneath the charged ruins of the giant spell construct, held together by a dichotomy of chaotic forces, all tethered to this time and place. Trailers of mist eddied around the towers, caught up by strong currents of force. The swirling vortex sucked up dust and any lightweight debris.

As he backed away from the temple, powerful forces tightened around him like a noose forcing him to remain. His vision narrowed. The breath constricted in his lungs. It required all his effort just to keep himself going.

Powerful, contradictory forces strained against the bulwark of magic. He tried once again to step back, but was stuck in a maelstrom of magic, sucked towards its centre. Even as he was pulled towards the temple’s entrance, he couldn’t help but look up, amazed that the ancient force field still held. His skin tingled as it contacted broken spells. The air crackled with power. 

As he entered the temple, all of his worries drifted away and a great weight lifted from his mind. A feeling of calm settled over him, as if the stones of this supernatural edifice were imbued with the everlasting peace of the dead.

Join us.

The sound seemed to originate from everywhere all at once. The voices enveloped him – noise-tendrils worming their way through the cracks of time.

Ignoring them, he concentrated on his immediate surroundings instead. As he explored the chamber, his initial elation turned into a feeling of unease. The entire room was littered with grotesque effigies and crude, stone statues. In direct contrast, a row of silk funerary banners hung from one side of the palatial room. In the spaces between stood the distinctive armour of the royal guard, with fully enclosed helmets that were fashioned to resemble metal skulls. They looked battle-ready. Clawed gauntlets clasped the leather-wound hilts of their jagged double-edged blades.

Charon stared down at his simple, unadorned weapon. The many notches and nicks in the leading edge, honed out countless times. The sword belt and scabbard were simply plain brown leather, faded and worn from repeated use. Although it was not highly decorative, it was very functional nonetheless, serving him faithfully in the past.

Feed us.

Summoned by the incessant call of the grave, he then breached the inner sanctuary of the temple. His footfalls echoed loudly off the black marble floors. Crows wheeled in its dizzying heights. 

Charon cursed his foolishness. Most people knew better than to ignore their fears. Now, it was too late for him; he was unable to steer his own course, his soul swept along by the palpable forces of doom.

He pushed down the madness, bubbling inside as a maniacal laugh. As if he had been here before, he headed straight for a pair of stone doors that were covered with arcane seals. Above the entrance was a stone lintel carved with some strange glyphs.

The voices grew impatient: Bring us life.

An explosion sounded outside, rocking the temple to its very foundations. Stone dust and debris drifted down from the high vaulted ceiling. When he stared at his feet, he saw granules of dust jig and move around. They formed into whorls and spirals, revealing the language of the gods. There was a shift in the power: the pattern in the dust almost imitated the glyphs carved above the doorway.

Charon stared dumbstruck at the bizarre symbols. He possessed no knowledge of the occult, not even the simple and common sense to avoid it. Although unable to decipher the celestial code, the natural patterns of chaos etched into his memory. 

As if this feeble spark of awareness had ignited a spell, the door scraped open with the unforgettably abrasive sound of stone jarring on stone. Hesitantly, he peered into the depths of the narrow, unlit passageway, leading down into the royal burial chamber.

The voices grew insistent, urging him on. Yes, they hissed, creating the impression that he was stepping down into a snake pit, only a few more steps...

As he descended the never-ending flight of stone stairs, the door slammed shut behind him, subsequently sealing him in.

The voices rose in triumph: sweet, mortal life.

Darkness swallowed the remaining light. He felt trapped inside the maw of a starving entity, which had lain in wait for untold centuries, ready to devour his soul.
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Chapter Two

Temple of the Gods
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WHERE WAS HE? The darkness was frighteningly alien to him. Blindly, he felt along the wall, his fingers tracing the contours of archaic runes that were carved into the stone. As he completed the circuit of the elemental symbol for fire, torches set adjacent to each other burst into bright flames.

But it was only a temporary reprieve. The darkness hung about, a brooding menace, constricting as if in reply to the unwelcomed intrusion of light.

As he retrieved the burning brand from its rusty iron stanchion, the feeble flame guttered in a source-less wind, throwing whirling shadows straight onto the concave walls. He held his breath for a while, hoping the flame wouldn’t go out if he did. It was his only source of comfort in this strictly confined space.

Enclosed in a halo of flickering light, he descended the timeworn steps. He stifled a small cough. The air smelt bad as if it had died a slow, lingering death.

A powerful presence stirred in the depths below. Charon reached out to steady himself as a strong blast violently shook the temple. Stone dust wafted from the ceiling, landing straight in his eyes. He could hear stone scraping on stone, like giant teeth grinding together. The place seemed to be coming alive as if his presence had awakened a previously slumbering evil.

Scores of rats twittered angrily as they raced after receding shadows. Charon held the torch at arm’s length as the resinous smell of pitch mingled with that of fresh rat droppings. Despite his growing reservations and doubts, there was nowhere left to go but down... 

He comes.

Tremors raced beneath his feet. To block out the Sage Kings’ voices, he counted his steps, the numbers running through his head as a soothing mantra: one, two, three, four...

Repeated moments seemingly piled together, melding into a seamless experience. By the time he reached the end of the ancient staircase, he had lost count of the steps.

Stepping through an archway carved out of bedrock, he entered a sloping corridor. From herein, he could see coffins hanging from the rough-hewn walls, with eye-slits so the dead could look out at him. They were watching him, weighing up his soul for final judgment.

These are the heroes that have come before you. Do you think you will fare better than they did, mortal?

Charon felt disapproval in their accusing stares. Ignoring their silent threats, he started to walk down the narrow passageway past rows and rows of human skulls; some real, others carved out of stone. Niches contained the holy relics of saints. Most just macabre collections of hair, teeth, and scraps of cloth, each held in a special and unique reliquary. In large alcoves, lay the bones of past legendary heroes.

As he dwelt on his shameful past, a morbid darkness closed in on him, entombing him in an inky, black substance.

These people are real warriors, not a paid mercenary who fights only for Monetary gain.

The Sage Kings haunted his mind, dragging him back in time to relive old, forgotten nightmares. As these ghouls of ancient memory delved deeper, they unearthed the horrors of his past. Charon tried to ignore the screams, but they welled up inside him, emanating from the depths of his being. There was no escape from the onslaught, his life hung in the balance – suspended on the invisible scales of justice.

Deep down, he knew this was just part of the test. Anger steeled his resolve. He had never shied from battle before and wouldn’t do so now. After discovering the grit in his soul, the darkness soon lifted, and he realised he was standing at the opposite end of the passageway.

Charon released his pent-up fears as a long-winded sigh. He had passed the true test of judgment: the famed Hall of Heroes. As the sole survivor of this ordeal, the burial treasures were rightly his to take. 

Leaving the ghosts of the past behind, he stepped further through into the treasure-chamber. He stopped dead in his tracks; it was as if someone had collected all the knowledge of the ancients in this one place. The treasure-room was stacked high with rare books of every kind. Scattered everywhere were dusty tomes and ancient grimoires, as well as vellum scrolls that were bound together with bits of hair, black hen’s feathers, and decrepit old bones. In the spaces between, were arcane documents, displaying seals pressed together in congealed blood.

As he rifled through the Sage Kings’ occult treasures, he knocked over some age-old scrolls, revealing an ancient tome underneath. Cobwebs stretched and broke apart as he peeled open the tomes carved ivory cover. He flicked through brittle, yellow pages that had been gnawed at by rats, his fingers fumbling for purchase on the tattered edges.

Completely ignoring the text before him, he glanced at the pictures instead. The book was full of grisly images of Death, although personified. One fine engraving depicted a living skeleton tossing severed heads from a seed-basket onto freshly cultivated fields. In the background was a flock of starving crows. 

There was a message hidden in the picture...if only he could decipher the riddle.

Uninterested in solving it, he tossed the cryptic tome back onto the large pile, so far he hadn’t come across anything even remotely resembling typical treasure.

To satisfy his greed, he thoroughly explored the room, every inch of it. He flicked through beautiful, hand-painted books. As his eyes pored over rare illuminated manuscripts – the exquisite handwritten text accompanied with richly coloured illustrations, each a priceless work of art in its own unique right – his spirits sank to an all-time low. Now, he understood the true meaning behind the myriad of myths, the real treasure was obtaining knowledge. Perhaps to an educated scholar it would be the find of the century, but to someone who could barely read or write it was practically worthless to him. He cursed his bad luck. He wanted to appear in the stories, not read them.

The knowledge is ours fledgling. Give it to us...

The room shook violently. Stacks of old spell books toppled over, exposing a simple yet striking wooden chest. This was what he was after all along...

He rushed towards the chest, smashing the padlock with the pommel of his sword. Lifting the lid, he discovered a rare spell book inside. Greedily, he snatched it up, running his excited hands over its ornate gem-encrusted cover. The cover folded back on gold hinges, revealing nothing but empty, blank pages.

Charon began to feel dizzy. It was a strange feeling; if he focused hard enough words began to appear on the paper. His head spun until the characters were a blur, ghosting across the page. He gripped the book tightly in his hands. With a colossal amount of effort, he slammed the book shut, and his vision soon cleared.

He swallowed his fear. He had to be more careful, these arcane artefacts could kill as surely as any blade could. From now on, he would only inspect items of real monetary value. It was a satisfying conclusion for him to reach – as gold was not only safer than magic, but also a more tradable commodity. Although spell-traders operated all throughout the Trade Isles, the demand for their wares had steadily declined over recent years.

There must be gold somewhere: he could sense it. After an exhaustive search, the only gold he discovered, besides the gold leaf used for foliated, ornamental capitals, was an amulet specially placed inside a carved ivory box for its protection. 

Stuffing it in his pack, he continued the intrepid treasure hunt, discovering several old maps jutting beneath clay tablets inscribed with age-old primordial spells. 

Maybe the real treasure lay in the tomb itself...

At the far end of the room was the entrance to the royal burial chamber. A pair of stone griffins fiercely guarded the tomb entrance. Impressive eagle’s heads stared fixedly ahead, in pure denial of their dereliction of duty.

Charon couldn’t believe his eyes; the ancient doors had been smashed in and their seals were broken. The possibility that others could have discovered the tomb before him hadn’t even entered his mind. With nothing left, but a fool’s hope, he clambered over the rubble partially obstructing the doorway.

A loud clatter emanated from the darkness.

‘Who’s there?’ His voice sounded almost strange and unfamiliar after its long absence. Although he prayed it was nothing more than rats, what he sensed was inherently more sinister. It was the same feeling he had experienced earlier whilst in the frigid waste, except this time it was much stronger. 

‘Who are you?’ he voiced to the answering silence. The words lingered in the air, like a disembodied entity searching for a new home to dwell in.

As he ventured into the Sage Kings’ lair, he heard something scurrying around in the dark near to him. He held the torch aloft, illuminating bizarre funerary scenes that had been painted on the walls to guide lost souls to the afterlife.

A gleam of reflected light caught his eye. Greed bloomed, illuminating the serious flaws in his character. In his mind, it was the glint of treasure, revealing a vast cache of gold and silver. In his heart, he feared it was something altogether worse.

As he followed the coruscating flashes of light, it proved his initial suspicions to be correct. He held up the torch to examine his grisly find.

An ancient mummified corpse, belonging to a past Sage King, lay on a carved stone plinth like a forgotten keepsake simply gathering dust. His royal likeness was captured forever by a mask of burnished gold.

Charon stared covetously at the bright yellow metal, reflecting his wanton greed. As he reached for the death mask, a cold breath of wind prickled the hairs on his neck. His heart slammed against his chest. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead.

Prying off the funerary mask, he discovered that it wasn’t a corpse, but a life-sized effigy with real hair and teeth set in soft, moist clay. In place of the eyes were two orbs of Chalcedony.

We can hear you grave-mouse – tap, tap, tap, the flitter of your heart as you step lightly across the threshold of life.

Charon reminded himself that these bizarre death-forms were completely harmless to him. Although deep down, he knew this was a comforting lie. He could feel the evil welling up inside, transforming the tomb into a veritable haven of malaise.

Although this was the Sage Kings’ final resting place, none of their souls had ever found peace. Even now, he could sense them, desperately clinging to life, dwelling in the halfway place: the empty void between life and death. Like a lizard sheltering in a crack in a rock, they lay in the schism between two different worlds.

Come, closer underling. We know you are there. We can smell your mortality.

As the imprisoned souls stirred in their eternal prison, Charon glanced around for an escape route of his own. Spying a dark opening in the wall, he rushed towards it, only to realise that it was an obsidian mirror shining back. He recoiled, knocking over canopic jars in his way, his boots sinking into ancient viscera.

Unable to regain his bearings, he froze still, his reflection shimmering on the smooth polished surface of the volcanic stone. In the blink of an eye, his reflection was replaced by the nightmarish visage of a dead Sage King; his once proud, regal features ravaged by vile disease. Where his eyes used to be were shadow-filled voids, nothing more. The empty dish of bone: divining bowls filled with liquid darkness. In them, seethed the distorted reflections of a heavily tormented past. 

We can see through you. We can see the way out.

Charon screamed, but no sound came out. He was staring blankly into the abyss. His body went rigid with pure shock. Something truly terrifying was stirring in those dark depths...

No matter how hard he tried, he was unable to wrench his gaze away from that hideous, eyeless face. Its hollow eye sockets resembling portals into a private hell. He lost himself in those depths, swept away by visions of madness, all conjured from the obscurity of the past.

The room swirled out of focus. Everything was strangely unreal and insubstantial. Vague forms boiled out of the mist – weird, fanciful figures simply materializing out of thin air, always morphing into something else, something different.

Finally, the mists of time cleared, and he saw an impossibly vast causeway spanning a clear mountain lake. At the centre of the ancient Caldera lay an isolated island, home to a massive limestone palace, proudly displaying its spell-wrought architecture for the world to see. Huge limestone walls soared up into the sky reflecting the golden rays of the sun. The entire palace, bathed in the warm, heavenly glow.

Even though this was a vision of the past, Charon was still very impressed. The vision depicted the ancient capital of a forgotten, vanished empire. Whereby each of the five Sage Kings sat in a seat of power and ruled the Aeolian Archipelago, performing their sacred duties to ensure cosmic order was maintained. 

It was also a famous pilgrimage site. People travelled here from all over the Trade Isles, merchants and peasants alike, all in search of mystical advice or elusive magical cures. But something sinister travelled in their midst: a contagious, flesh-eating disease spread by swarms of carrion flies, drawn here by the oppressive heat, stink, and noise.

The disease struck indiscriminately, men, women and children alike. Within months, the flesh-eating plague had spread across the entire island kingdoms, bringing such widespread death that fields were left untended, crops un-harvested. The Living Death, they called it, and those caught suffering its devastating effects would not dispute its chosen name.

In fear of their lives, the Sage Kings barricaded themselves away, refusing to see or speak to anyone but themselves. Outside in the real world, the rest of the population were not so lucky. The sheer panic became so frenzied, that at the first sign of disease many hapless victims were buried alive, or simply tossed screaming into plague pits. Many willingly resigned themselves to their fate believing it to be just punishment for some unsolved divine grievance.

Those that survived the initial outbreak gathered in mass outside the barred doors of the Sage Kings’ limestone palace pleading with anyone who would listen for their lives. All the while, the true monsters of destiny hid behind the palace’s facade, couched subtly in shadow like spiders coiled up in their webs. 

In a desperate effort to reach their fainthearted kings, the survivors attempted to scale the gigantic walls. One-by-one they fell, their plaintive cries falling on unresponsive, deaf ears.

But no one lay beyond the plague’s reach; not even these infallible kings. By the time the infection had revealed itself fully, it was already too late for them: the disease had spread throughout their bodies, evidenced by giant, fluid-filled blisters, marking their extremities as the seals of fate.

Although their unsurpassed magical abilities provided no real defence against this contagious, flesh-eating disease, it afforded the Sage Kings some extra precious time by slowing the rate of tissue decay.

In spirit, Charon entered the royal chamber; drawn further back in time and place. The empty throne room, reeking of necrotic flesh, was cast in eerie shadows. There was no royal retinue: no milling throngs of eager supplicants filling the chamber with mindless chatter, no bustling servants around to light the torches, or maids to whisk away the thick patina of dust that had settled there. Everyone, it appeared, had simply abandoned his or her duties in favour of the relative comfort of an early grave.

But a vestige of life remained...

Charon glimpsed a shadowy figure nearby seated on a high-backed throne. As if he sensed something was odd, the solemn figure leaned forward, peering off into the darkness.

A strip of light, bleeding in from the jagged edges of a broken lancet window, fell across the lower half of his face, revealing the hidden ravages of disease. Most of his face had been rapidly eaten away. His lips were gone, revealing raw, tender gums, and rotten teeth permanently set in a rictus of pain.

The Sage King wasn’t aware of him though; he was completely oblivious to his presence. Charon hovered so close he could smell his infectious breath. He was a silent spectator in this grey phantasmal world, his troubled thoughts being the silent monologue to this powerful vision of prehistory.

The Sage King peered out of the broken window and gazed upon the ruins of his once magnificent kingdom. A lone tear wound down his hollow cheek, wetting the scars of age creased upon his cold, leathery skin. An ominous pall of silence hung over the land. Not a sound was to be heard for miles around, the entire world seemed absent of merriment and laughter.

A skirling wind blew in from the window, filling the chamber with some sleet and snow. Winter’s storm had come again with just as much fury and bluster as years gone by. Wreathed in winter’s last breath, this supreme ruler watched on from above, completely powerless to prevent the collapse of his great civilisation. From where he stood, the Sage King paid a silent vigil to a dying world, witnessing its last agonizing throes.

Unable to watch the tragic scene for any longer, the Sage King turned away from the world, his sunken eyes burned with pain.

Nothing touched him anymore, not even the bone-numbing chill in the air for his black heart had grown even colder than before.

Ignoring the desperate plight of their people, the Sage Kings sat in their frozen, ostentatious thrones, just as grim and implacable as statues. There, they remained huddled in their twilight years, their hibernating souls shielded from the cold chill of death by shimmering cocoons of magic.

As summer rolled around, the scene remained much the same. Although now, these once proud rulers sat in their own filth, languishing in the sweltering heat. 

Ragged strips of flesh fluttered from their bones like pennants as a hot wind stirred up eddies of dust from the debris-strewn floor around them; the unbearable heat of summer, matched only by the plague fever that constantly wracked their atrophied minds.

When the fever finally broke, it had broken them as well, leaving lifeless husks remaining in their place.

The natural world moved on without them. Soon, everything was awash in the colour and pageantry of autumn’s final dance. The royal gardens left to grow wild and untamed slowly began to reveal their secret pleasures. Autumn leaves wandered aimlessly through the deserted hallways, to simply end in rotting heaps, piled high against the limestone walls like snowdrift. Some found their way into the throne room, where the Sage Kings sat in recluse, idly picking the remaining flesh off their bones.

The Sage Kings stared out from a world of pain, patiently observing the fleeting panorama of the unfolding seasons. Even when brightly coloured leaves danced gaily before them – each like a garishly dressed fool entertaining them in their court – their stony expressions remained fixed and unchanged.

In imitation of their putrefying flesh, the glorious autumn leaves began to blacken and curl up, and the whole natural cycle started all over again.

Years and years passed, and the Sage Kings gradually festered away, with him as an unwilling observer to their slow, steady decline. By now, the flesh-eating disease had spread throughout their bodies, leaving gaping holes in the soft tissue of their brains.

Soon, fear crept in. With rapidly increasing memory loss, even their formidable knowledge was failing them. It wasn’t long until they would forget how to maintain the core-spells, which had kept them alive for so long.

The Sage Kings gave themselves over to grief; they couldn’t win this deeply spiritual battle. In the end, Death would always be victorious and lay claim to the coveted prize, which was previously so wrongfully denied. As they voiced their ongoing despair, a lonely wind howled in unison outside.

Even with the fates aligned against them, they refused to simply lie down and die. Against impossible odds, they survived until the point they were nothing more than living corpses animated solely by their magical powers. Air wheezed out of their lungs as thin and delicate as sacs of cobweb, while their bony, hollow chests glowed with mysterious, flickering powers.

The Sage Kings lived on borrowed time, existing on stolen flickers of life; their precious memories girded with protective charms to ensure that they did not slip into the wrong minds. The almighty gods had fallen, these revered intellectual giants reduced to mere mindless ghouls as their brains slowly turned into mush.

But not all hope was lost: a simple idea took shape in their addled, honeycombed minds. Using what remained of their waning powers, the Sage Kings decided to summon their most loyal subjects to them with a mind-call. 

Conceding their last hope to this group of loyal followers, they imbued them with the small amount of remaining power they had left. They divulged all of their long-held secrets, imparting every scrap of knowledge from their rotting minds.

Although the chosen ones inherited only a fraction of the vast wealth of esoteric knowledge, they had more than enough to complete their grim task.

With a mere flicker of life remaining, the living corpses of the Sage Kings were transported to the necropolis on royal litters, effectively spreading the highly contagious flesh-eating disease to all those who toiled there.

As the infected wizardly architects rushed to make the final preparations to the royal tomb, the chosen ones instead conducted a forbidden ceremony deep within its vaults.

They rigidly followed ancient precepts passed down to them, performing the necessary rituals to keep the spirits of these terrible kings alive until such a time that suitable hosts were found...

The Sage Kings, overcome by disease, finally loosened their tenacious grip on Life.

The spark of their existence flickered and went out, plunging their souls into eternal darkness.

After the timely death of these decrepit kings, the chosen ones refused to share the bestowed knowledge with others, taking all the occult secrets with them to an early grave. 

With the sacred knowledge now lost forever, the necropolis built to form the centre of the people’s ceremonial lives lay unfinished; the powers of binding were revoked.

For centuries, the necropolis lay in undiscovered ruin, while the corrupted sanctuary surrounding it like a stagnant moat, served its cause effectively to keep people out. But the old ways would not be forgotten, the memory of the Sage Kings was kept alive in every dark place of the world. Many paid homage to Death, personified by these blind, cadaverous kings. Some began conducting real human sacrifices as votive offerings to appease these terrible god-like figures. Death cults sprang up almost everywhere; images of Death and decaying corpses featured prominently in paintings, literature, and sculptures. 

The dark followers of murderous, Death cults began secret pilgrimages to the remaining haunted ruins. They risked the dangerous trek just so they could pay homage to their dead masters. All of those who perished obtained instant martyrdom. Those few who survived received the blessing of madness: the gift of the gods bestowed by the high priest of this secular, sinister sect.

The black heart of this profane religion, the high priest permanently lived and worshiped in the royal mortuary temple, tending to every whim of his demented gods, necrophesying their timely return...

For in part, the Sage Kings still lived. Momentarily adrift in time and space, they had experienced firsthand the betrayal of supposedly harmonious forces, once theirs to command. Although time held no meaning, conscious death had its price. Before their royal blood had turned cold, it had been heated with divine rage – there was a flaw in their grand design. In their insatiable greed for life, they had damned themselves to an eternity of half-existence. They could sense the warm nebulous of life yet despite being so tantalizingly close, it lay just beyond their reach like an itch they couldn’t scratch.

Now, they were forever tied to the world, their spirits anchored to physical reality by macabre, clay effigies, crudely designed to resemble their previous mortal forms. They were nothing more than ghosts bound to the physical dimension, unable to speak or move around, and yet so horribly aware of everything that in the end, the unceasing boredom and isolation had driven them completely insane...

Even to this day, they linger in the dark bowels of the mortuary temple, floating somewhere between life and death: the lone voice of unreason trapped in a single dimension, a vortex of dark, twisted thoughts, with no mind to contain them. They exist in a temporal state, anchored to some kind of limited physicality by their manmade surrogate hosts.

Ripped away from the envisioned past Charon’s awareness returned abruptly to the present. The temporal collision left him reeling. 

There you are...

The vision wavered, threatening to dispel.

You cannot hide beneath the veneer of flesh. We have seen beneath the disguise; we know your darkest secrets.

Charon received strong bodily signals like a code that was spelling out a clear message of danger – something was happening in the royal tomb next to him. The urgency of it demanded his attention, forcibly bringing him back to his physical senses.
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Chapter Three

Heart of Darkness
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CHARON COULDN’T SEE a thing – it was pitch-black. As the vision faded, cold, hard reality flooded back in. The shock of the experience left him completely disorientated. He didn’t know where he was; it felt like he was stuck in the belly of some beast, his sanity and reason consumed by the suffocating dark around him.

He was completely and utterly alone. The isolation was worse than the fear that he harboured inside, and even that was too much for him to bear. He was a child again yet one that carried the heavy burden of foreknowledge...

He cried out in pure anguish, giving vent to the hopelessness of the situation.

A guttural voice slashed through the gloom like a knife, piercing him to the core.

Charon scrambled back, trying to put as much distance between him and the voice as he possibly could. That was a real voice, not one that existed in his head.

He peered futilely around; his eyelids pulled back so wide he thought his eyes would fall out of his head. ‘Who are you? What do you want from me?’

From the other side of the room, he heard a sharp intake of breath as a fragment of pottery opened up a gash in the soft tissue of his hand.

‘You are hurt. I can smell blood on you,’ the disembodied voice remarked. Charon gulped loudly, the sound amplified by the prevailing silence. 

‘Don’t be afraid. I’m a priest, and I can help you...’

Charon crawled on his hands and knees, his muscles trembling like a newborn foal. The voice not only sounded closer, but also seemed to be coming from a different direction than he last heard it. Relying solely on memory, he tried to work out where he was, and where he was facing relative to the room. Despite the urgency of the situation, he couldn’t get his mind to work properly. All he knew was that he had to get out of here – now.

Groping around in blackness, his fingers slid into cold organic slurry. As he crawled through mummified guts, the sickly-sweet smell of embalming oils and resins simply overpowered him. Ancient embalming fluid soaked straight through his pant legs.

‘I’m not going to hurt you...I promise.’ The words came out of nowhere, emerging as thin, reedy sounds, wavering around the raw substance that is truth.

Charon longed for the light to banish this horrible, debilitating blindness. As if in response, a flame appeared, dancing on the wick of a taper candle. The glowing nimbus now revealed the priest, pale and hairless, like some bizarre, embryonic creature staring back at him.

Charon suppressed a shudder. Seeing that pasty visage evoked some vivid memories of the Sage Kings horribly disfigured faces. For a terrifying moment, he was right back in that derelict throne room, with those cadaverous kings looking down on him in contempt as if he were a blind earthworm wriggling at their feet. Expelling the disturbing image from his mind, the priest’s gruesome face loomed back into focus.

‘There you are,’ the priest said in self-satisfied glee. His voice was harsh and grating, as if it had been buried deep inside him for far too long.

Charon shivered uncontrollably, his body drenched in cold sweat. ‘Help me,’ he pleaded through his chattering teeth. He was so desperate for succour he was willing to receive it from any source, even this pitiful wretch standing beside him.

The priest knelt by his side, his expression unreadable, as if he was searching for his humanity. Pallid flesh mashed up into a hideous grin, twisting awkwardly. ‘Soon, it will all be over,’ he promised in a breathy hiss full of latent threat. The unfamiliar smile, twitching spasmodically at the corners, did not sit easy on his face.

Corrupted by the past, Charon was in the throes of some growing madness. The vision, a spiritual contagion, was gestating inside him, poisoning his soul.

The priest roughly seized him by the arm. His eyes shone as if privy to some vision of glory that he was blind to. ‘Don’t you understand? You are the blessed fool, the one who has set them free. The dark gods can see us now. They can glimpse the world they previously left behind. Even now, they are clawing their way back here. You have shown them the way back!’

Charon couldn’t make sense of a single word that he was saying. He was in a world of his own. Everything he touched was contaminated with past events. He fought its corrupting influence, but every idea conceived was infected with its insidious taint.

The priest lurched to his feet. His body moved awkwardly as if he was not entirely under control. He shuffled across the room, transferring the flame to several votive candles atop a stone sarcophagus strewn with a bizarre assortment of magical tools.

Even though the priest was quite a distance away, on the opposite side of the burial chamber, Charon felt fingers digging painfully into his flesh.

The priest turned around to face him. His eyes shone with the light of madness. ‘It is time!’ He stood with his arms stretched out wide, his head thrown in pure ecstasy. A deep vibratory sound welled up inside him, forming a low rhythmic chant that echoed loudly in the depths of time.

Something stirred in kind, as if the inhuman words had touched on something much viler, lurking at the whispering edges of reality, where the past met the present. 

We hear your call priest and lend our voices to yours. Hear us, our voices come as the winds of change, roaring from the South.

Charon crumbled to the ground. Quickening pulses raced through the ancient stones like a heartbeat rapidly growing stronger. Cracks appeared in the walls, allowing in ghostly emanations. 

The obsidian mirror shattered before him. 

As if inextricably linked, deep cracks appeared in the same clay figurine from which he had taken the death mask. Chunks of dry clay smashed onto the floor; trails of dust radiated out from each and every point of contact. It was like watching an egg hatch; he almost expected something to jump right out of it.

As the grotesque sculpture agonizingly crumbled away, it revealed the discoloured bones of an ancient skeleton. Charon stared at the complex arrangement of bones, at all the neatly fitting pieces forming the unsolvable puzzle of life.

The priest, still in a trance-like state, shuffled over and reached up under the breastbone, retrieving a white alabaster chest as he did so. 

We come from the West.

Another powerful explosion shook the temple, causing the bones of the skeleton to rattle manically, as if seized in a fit of silent laughter.

Unperturbed, the priest opened the lid of the alabaster chest and removed its foul contents. His malevolent half-formed features twisted in a convulsive grin.

Charon stared on in horror at the beating heart: a wizard’s eternal heart pulsing with faint flickers of magic. He could feel it, thrumming – boom, boom. Each deafening pulse shook him to the core.

We come from the North.

Charon felt a deathly chill creep up his back, sapping him of his remaining strength. His eyes fixed on the Sage King’s infernal heart while his own heart beat so fast that he thought it would burst.

Darkness closed in. The world was shrinking around him. Trapped inside, he could feel it beginning to contract, squeezing out the last of his life essence until there seemed to be nothing left. He felt a crushing weight on his chest as if he was being pressed in a vice.

We come from the East.

The high priest crushed the heart of power in his fingers. Rivulets of steaming black blood slid down his forearms. A violent tremor raced through creation as this black heart, filled with malice for all forms of life, finally became still. 

The world held its breath and watched. It was the pivoting axis in the turning of fate, the pause before the crescendo, the calm before the storm.

Charon stood on the precipice of the moment, braced, waiting for the fall. The moment stretched towards eternity, testing his own natural limits, until he couldn’t stand the pressure for any longer. As his mind was strained to breaking point, he felt something inside him literally snap.

Two worlds collided. There was a meeting of different souls, lives briefly touching each other, converging into a single point of time and awareness. Charon screamed, dispelling the dream of impending silence. His soul split open. His thoughts escaped him through a shattered mind...

We come. 

An alien awareness dawned alongside his consciousness. It sifted through his jumbled thoughts, methodically sorting through random pieces of information, exposing his most intimate feelings. It was a spiritual violation, a complete interrogation of his senses. Every part of him took offence at the unwelcome intrusion, every fibre of his being, screamed out loudly in protest...

There is nothing left for you here.

Charon doubled over in a fit of coughing as his body tried to expel the foul presence controlling him. It was too late; he was possessed with the malevolent spirit of the Sage King. His body trembled as it struggled to contain such an onerous evil. He felt it growing inside him. The parasitic ghoul, imprisoned in his flesh, began to feed off him, savouring all of his life essence.

Charon suffered its hunger, its all-encompassing greed.

Together we can turn life around so it faces the past.

The foul denizen stirred in the depths of his being, making him fully aware that they shared the same body. His soul was the hapless pawn of a shadow king attempting to rule once again from beyond the grave. It was a contest of wills, a spiritual power struggle.

Why cling to your past, when you can step into my old, glorious life?

Searching deep inside, Charon came face-to-face with the truth: there had always been something missing in his life, an emptiness he couldn’t fill – that void was now a gateway, a conduit between two worlds.

Your life is empty. Let me fill it with purpose.

The parasitic entity passed through his hollow existence, searching out fresh life.

Charon bent over and vomited ectoplasm: the life force of the dead. It felt like he was disgorging his soul, he was completely drained by the whole debacle. His guts heaved until there was nothing left inside; his clothes spattered with the sticky substance of ghosts. Viscous, white slime dangled from his lower lip.

He pulled himself back together again, reigning in his scattered thoughts, gathering the broken pieces.

The shapeless lump of ectoplasm lay on the ground like some form of afterbirth, quivering with unrequited life. Noxious fumes rose from the spongy mass.

The priest snarled and hissed, like a cornered animal facing imminent slaughter. His face – seen through rising vapour – distorted into hideous, demonic shapes.

Charon dry retched as a thick haze completely filled the chamber.

The priest breathed in deeply, taking in the vile smelling fumes around him. His eyes lolled in their sockets. ‘Live through me...’

His triumphant yell soon transformed into a gurgling cry. The priest doubled over, coughing up gouts of fresh blood. The lurid stain spread until his ceremonial robe was completely sodden. Blood plastered both his hands and face, glistening on his skin in winding rivulets of pain.

The priest turned and stared. ‘Help me...’ Blood smeared around his mouth. It caked his lips, practically sealing them shut.

Ingloriously, the priest fell to the ground, trapped inside a bloody shell. The seamless crust concealed his real identity, as if pressed from a featureless mould: a faceless villain, who now wore the mantle of his own misdeeds.

Charon couldn’t believe what had just happened. It was like some sort of bizarre, communion rite. The high priest had sacrificed himself, offering up his consecrated flesh as a living sacrament to appease a starving, malevolent god. Now, these perverted beings were fusing together, becoming one – in both spirit and flesh.

But the hapless priest was paying the ultimate cost. Like a caterpillar, he was dying inside the chrysalis; his body was undergoing fundamental chemical changes.

The metamorphosis had begun. Already the dark, sanguineous outer coating had paled, revealing something horribly new sloshing around inside.

Charon understood it was his moral duty to go and destroy it: he had brought it into this world, his careless actions had set this monster free.

He fumbled around for his sword. His body tensed in preparation for an encounter. His blade wavered, reflecting rippling bands of candlelight.

As if alerted to his presence, hostile forces prepared to attack him. Tendrils of dark thoughts twisted around him, similar to the constricting coils of a snake.

Charon cried out at the obscene contact he was experiencing, his soul buffeted by corrupt, otherworldly powers. Yet he wasn’t completely helpless, a drooling tongue of steel glimmered in the darkness eager to taste blood.

With enormous effort, he swung wildly at the slimy, pulsating cocoon. The blade shattered, sending shards of steel clattering across the floor. Rubble rained down from above, showering him with heavy fragments. A rough slab of stone crashed to the ground beside him, missing him by scant inches.

Charon discarded the broken weapon and dashed across the rubble-strewn floor. He simply had to get out of here before the temple collapsed.

Diving through the entrance, he narrowly escaped an avalanche of falling stone. A thunderous roar rent the air. But, Charon didn’t stop running. Blinded by dust, he knocked over a pillar of ancient spell books. They scattered around him in all directions, soaring through the air with their covers unfurled like some kind of bizarre bird.

Without glancing back, he ran straight down a dark passageway. Grinning, fleshless skulls watched on from the solace of the shadows, silently mocking his futile plight.

Sucking in deep breaths, he hastily climbed the steep stairs, taking two at a time. When he reached the end, he realised it was in fact a trap. In a fit of wild panic, he desperately felt around the edges of the door, searching for any gap. There must be some way of opening it, he thought.

Touching an arcane seal, he heard the faint whir and click of ancient tumblers slotting neatly into place. Not waiting for the door to fully open, he slipped through the ever-widening gap. As the door shut behind him, something smashed directly into it from the other side.

Futilely, he reached down to defend himself. He felt naked without his trusty sword: the first thing he wanted was a new weapon; the last thing he wanted was to encounter that thing unarmed.

The thought of fighting a composite monster with only his bare hands almost unmanned him.

With a sickening thud, something heavy slammed
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