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A woman’s scream, shrill and frightened, rang
out over the sunlit landscape.

Korzan stopped on the wide dirt trail down
which he had been striding and looked around. The trail was empty
aside from himself, and nothing stirred on the low hills that
stretched away in either direction except the thigh-high grass
rippling in the steady wind that blew in from Gwallo Swamp a mile
east. At times he caught the swamp’s foul stench on the breeze, a
mix of mud and decay and forms of life that slunk and bred in
miasmal darkness. With the swamp so close, there was no telling
what fiendish creatures might be at large, preying upon the
innocent.

“Let me go!” the woman cried. “Please, let me
go!”

It was coming from just over a rise to the
left of the trail. The steel of Korzan’s sword rang as he drew it
from the sheath strapped to his back, and then he was sprinting
through the grass, the powerful muscles of his thighs and calves
propelling him forward at a furious pace. The wind became a steady
whistle in his ears, but the sound wasn’t loud enough to blot out
another scream, a wordless wail of terror that made his legs work
harder, move faster.

He crested the rise. Up ahead, in a little
depression amid the hills, a young woman was struggling with three
men. Two of them held her wrists. The third clutched her long,
braided hair. The high grass around them was tramped flat, and a
wavering trail of flattened grass led away to the south.

“Unhand her!” Korzan bellowed as he charged
down the slope.

When the woman saw him speeding to her
rescue, she struggled harder and shouted at him, “Be careful!
They—they’re monsters!”

Indeed, even as she spoke, the attacker who
held her hair let it go and turned toward Korzan, revealing a pair
of blank white eyes, a vacant slack-jawed expression, sunken
cheeks, skin whose natural dark-brown hue had faded to an ashy gray
that was mottled with the blacks and greens of rot. His skirt and
sandals and other garb were tattered and smeared with dirt. His
fingers were hooked into claws that ended in long, jagged nails.
The other two men looked much the same.

Zombies! A chill of dread swept down Korzan’s
spine, but his pace never slackened. He had never actually
encountered a zombie before, but everyone had heard stories of the
corpses who walked, the unholy servitors of evil sorcerers. And
Korzan’s mentor Hatha had taught him much recondite lore about
zombies and other fell creatures whom Korzan might one day
encounter in his role as a Guardian, a protector of the Uzundi
lands. Not for the first time, Korzan mentally thanked his now-dead
mentor for those wise and useful teachings.

Within moments Korzan reached the nearest
zombie. The zombie snarled, baring teeth green with moss, and
raised its claws to rend its foe. It never got the chance. Zombies
were fearsome but slow, and before it could strike, Korzan’s blade
was whistling down, a silver arc flashing in the sunshine. With a
thick tearing sound, the blade hewed the monster from the top of
its head to the base of its sternum, nearly cleaving it in two. The
halves of its ravaged head flopped to either side, revealing brains
and tissues gone putrid and gelatinous. The reek that erupted from
the zombie’s riven body made Korzan’s eyes water and his gorge
rise. Swallowing back the bile, he wrenched his sword from the dead
man’s remains as they collapsed to the ground. The man was truly
dead now, at rest, no longer cursed to endure a pale mockery of
life. Thanks to Hatha, Korzan knew that destroying or severing the
head was the key to stopping a zombie, for it was in the brain that
the evil magics took root.

One of the remaining zombies released its
grip on the girl’s wrist and staggered toward Korzan while the
third zombie pulled its struggling captive away toward the swamp.
Over the approaching zombie’s blotchy shoulder, the girl cast
Korzan a desperate, beseeching look, and for the first time, he got
a look at her face. By the gods, she was beautiful! Those large,
dark eyes. Those full, soft lips. Those—

The zombie’s claw caught Korzan across the
forehead. He heard the faint crackle of tearing flesh, felt the
burst of pain and the splash of warm, sticky liquid. Curse his
foolishness! Too busy goggling at a pretty face when he ought to be
focusing on his opponent.

Before the zombie had time to strike again,
Korzan’s blade deftly swept its head from its shriveled neck. As
the head and body thudded to the dirt, sending up a few blobs of
congealed blood, the girl shrieked, sounding more terrified than
ever.
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