When the hour is late and the moon hangs low,

The doomed mage leans over moldy tome.

In his wisdom, power, and ancient lore,

He could not foresee death at his door.

No matter age or grievance done,

His fate is the same when the Reaper comes

He may fight to survive, his fate he evades

But there is no escape from the Reaper’s blade.

All his magic is gone, all his power is dead

The Reaper is all he knows in the end.


“That sounds just about right, I would say,” said Barnaby. He spit on the already filthy rag and continued meticulously cleaning the mug.


“Did you really like it?” said Dyna, her eyes lit up at the old bartender’s approval.


“It’s the best I’ve heard so far,” he replied, and moved on to the next glass.


“Well,” Dyna frowned, “it’s pretty good, but I don’t think it quite captures that haunting, legendary essence, know what I mean?” She was always so critical of her own prose, no matter how talented she was. In fact, her skill with words was second only to her striking good looks and sparkling charm. Dyna was the apple of the village’s eye, folk would come for miles just to hear her sing at the Weather Bane tavern.


“Aye,” said another patron seated just next to her, “the Reaper is a vile fellow, I seen him with me own eyes.” Dyna looked at him skeptically.


“Forgive me sir,” she said sarcastically, “but you don’t look like any kind of a mage, what business would The Reaper have with you, huh?”


“I didn’t asay I personally were a mage, now did I?” he seemed a bit offended, “I just said that I had seen him.”

“Forgive me, my lord,” asked Dyna, “but where did ya see him then?”

 “When I was stationed at Fort Lusca during the war,” said the old man, now happy to recite his tale, “we has ourselves a squad of artillery, fresh out of the guilds they were. Of course, their seargeant was an experienced veteran, some say he could have gone on to master had he stayed in the guilds. Anyway, one day, the mage squad went out to battle and they see he went mad with power, using his magic on civillians, he must have killed a hundred commoners that day, women and youngings alike.”

“That’s horrible,” gasped Dyna, “why would he ever do such a thing?”

“I dunno, but rumor had it that he had been kicked out of the guilds, and wanted to take out his vengeance on anyone he found. Of course, killing civillians is a big guild no-no, so they had him excommunicated.”

“They made him a Wandermage instead of putting him on trial, well that seems unusual.” said Dyna.

“Aye, he must have paid of some high mages to get that kind of leniancy. Anyway, one night, the boys and I were having out dinner, and the mage was at the same dining hall as us. Suddenly, we heard a commotion outside, folk were crying ‘Death! Death comes over the horizon!’ and I knew that The Reaper had come. The old mage must have known it too, I remember the look of horror and guilt on his face, sweat was rolling down his brow. He quickly grabbed his things and tried to hurry out the back, but the guards stopped him. They turned him around, and kicked him outside. They didn’t want any trouble in their army, and they knew this was between mages.”

“It seems all the mages do these days is get people into trouble,” whispered Dyna. The bar was frequented at the time with a few guild mages, seated alone in a back corner, ignoring the common folk. She didn’t want to start any trouble of her own in good ol’ Barnaby’s bar.

“I followed the poor soul into the night,” continued the drunk veteran, “and sure enough, I saw him. The moon was hanging low beneath the horizon, and he crept over the hill like a shadow out of hell.”

“What did he look like,” asked Dyna excitedly, “are the stories true? Is he ten foot tall, with eyes like burning coals?”

“I didn’t get a look at his face, all I remember was he wore a long black cloak that covered his face, and he carried a long, jagged scythe in one hand.”

“The Bane of Wicked Men they call it,” interrupted Barnaby, “all mages fear it, some sort of soul-sucking force lives inside it, er, so they say.” He got back to cleaning.

“Why Barnaby,” smiled Dyna, “I never thought you one for mage lore.” The old man blushed, his bald head turning as bright red as Dyna’s long hair.

“Well miss Dyna,” he replied bashfully, “one can only listen to you for so long without picking up a piece or two.”

“Do you want to hear the tale or not?” croaked the bar patron. The other two stopped talking. “Now, where was I? Ah yes, he crept over the hill, scythe in hand, and slowly approached the guilt laden mage. The mage stood up, choking on his fear, and tried to defend himself. The Reaper was still I’d say a good fifty, sixty feet away by this point. The old mage tried to cast a spell, some sort of bright light lept from his hand at his assailant. The Reaper swung his blade, and it somehow destroyed the beam of light with a bright flash. He lifted off the ground, and in a second hovered over the other mage. The beaten, frightened man fell to his knees cowering, begging for forgiveness. But The Reaper took no pity, and with one quick swipe, the mage fell silent. Then he vanished as quickly and suddenly as he arrived, leaving the rest of us to bury the old fool.”

“That’s proposterous!” screamed one of the mages in the corner, who had obviously been listening to their conversation, “Everybody knows it’s only a stupid fairy tale made up to scare apprentices, you’re just a stupid drunk who was probably never even in the war!” The mages, three of them, stood up and approached the bar. They seemed very offended, and angry. Dyna stood up in the patron’s defense.

“And what do you guild mages now about war anyway?” she said defiantly, “You were all too busy watching the commoners die to leave your decrepit towers for battle! You cowards, my father died in that war defending your rights. He died on a muddy battlefield under a blistering sun surrounded by the bleeding carcasses of his friends and comrades. Don’t you dare dishonor his memory and act like you are any kind of authority on war!” The mages brushed aside their brown, weathered cloaks and revealed sheathed swords.

“You want trouble? You’ve come to the wrong place,” said Barnaby. He had a hand crossbow thrust in one of the mages faces.

“It’s alright, Barnaby,” said Dyna, lowering his tensed arm away from the mages, “I figured out why these mages are so distraught.” She turned her attention to their leader, a middle aged man with a slight touch of gray in his short black hair. “You’re Gulthwaine, aren’t you? Your face is on wanted posters all over the place.”

“That’s right,” croaked the old drunk, “you guys ‘er wanted for treason, something ‘bout killing a lot of villagers.”

“Gulthwaine was a constable for the king,” Dyna smirked, “he and his boys got a little out of control when some hamlet refused to pay their obscene taxes. A lot of people died by their sick magic, and the king had them banished.”

“You’d be smart to keep that information to yourself, young bardess,” the mage grabbed her by the collar of her violet tunic and dragged her to the door of the bar. He threw her outside onto the gritty sand. She stood up in the middle of the street and brushed the dust from her brown leather pants. The bar patrons all rushed to the window to observe the quarrel in the streets.

“If you think you can intimidate me you’re sadly mistaken,” laughed Dyna, “I’m afraid of no man, or monster as it were.” The mages sneered, and drew their blades.

“Resorting to swordplay, hmm? Why not use your mighty magic? Oh that’s right, you’ve been excommunicated from the guilds haven’t you? Why you’re no more than poor commoners now, aren’t you?”

“Shut your mouth you filthy wench if you want to live!” screamed the lead mage and advanced towards Dyna. She stepped back and drew her own sword, a longsword with a sharp, thin blade that gleamed in the sunlight. The silver hilt was decorated with an ornate red rose.

“You would be best to escape now before I collected the bounty on your heads,” replied Dyna. The mage thrust his sword at Dyna, but she swiftly parried the blow. He was taken aback by her skill.

“You are right about one thing, girl,” Gulthwaine said, “there is no reason for me to waste myself on swordplay. You are just like those fools in that village, your pathetic attempt to stand in my way is only going to get you killed. I am Gulthwaine the Mighty! Gulthwaine the Feared! You will bow before me, or I will make you!”


“Just try it.”


Before the mage could make a move, a tormented scream came from the west. Another cloaked man descended from the hill, clutching his stomach and screaming violently. A trail of blood followed him as he ran to the other mages and collapsed on the dirt at their feet.


“Yarseg!” cried Gulthwaine, “what has happened to you!” He bent down beside his injured companion.


“The Reaper! He comes! Over the horizon he COMES!!!” Yarseg looked up at his leader, his eyes were filled with terror and madness. They rolled into the back of his head and he fell to the ground, blood trickling out his mouth.


The looked back at the hill Yarseg had descended down. A man stood there, black against the setting sun, his cloak swaying in the wind. In his hands he held a gnarled scythe, Yarseg’s blood still fresh on the blade.


It was him. The legend stood before her, it was like the pages of a storybook had come to life. None of the tales she had heard of him did him justice. The hood of his cloak shadowed his features, but she longed to look into his vengeful eyes. She stared at him in awe, and shuddered at the magic energy that radiated off his body. The mages were shaking with fear, and turned to run from his terrible presence.


The Reaper came down upon the fleeing mages with swift vengeance. Dyna blinked, and he was hovering above one of the mages who had tripped in his retreat. The mage’s jaw hung open, and tears began welling in his eyes. The bardess didn’t want to watch, but it was like a train wreck, her eyes were morbidly fixated. The mage barely had time to scream before the Reaper’s scythe slashed his throat. The other mages stopped in their tracks, and Gulthwaine dropped his sword.


Had he come to bring his sweet justice to these lowly outcasts? Was he here to save them from their tainted lives? Could he have just been passing through, and overheard their conversation. Dyna watched as he cut down the other two lackey mages, they didn’t stand a chance. Only Gulthwaine remained unscathed.


“Bastard!” he cried, “why do you hunt me! Why are you here!”


Only the chilling wind answered back.


“Tell me!!!”


The Reaper was on him in an instant, and his vengeance tore Gulthwaine asunder. He fell to his knees, clutching his stomach. The Reaper descended to the ground and watched Gulthwaine crawl towards Dyna.


“Help….me…,” he stuttered, a trail of blood smeared across the dusty road. She looked into his eyes, there was real fear. He was no longer a power crazy wizard, he was a simple man. He was going to die, and she looked up at his murderer. The legendary judge of evil men was covered in their blood. She was no longer simply amazed, she feared for her life, and ran back towards the tavern. Gulthwaine tried to follow behind her, but the Reaper blocked his path.


Something inside Dyna snapped, she could not let this man die. Although he was evil, she had seen the honest repentence in her eyes. Blade still in hand, she turned to fight.


The Reaper carefully placed his scythe on the ground, and knelt before Gulthwaine.


“Show me…s-show me the face…of my destroyer.” The Reaper smiled, and pulled back his hood. Dyna looked upon the face of the mage hunter; he was only a man. He was not a god, and he was no demon. He was a young man, no more than a few years her senior. He had slick, brown locks and a small patch of hair on the crest of his chin. But it was his eyes that held her captive: solid black orbs. No white, no retina, but jet black darkness. Gulthwaine looked at his reflection in the Reaper’s glassy eyes, the last sight he would ever see.


The Reaper removed his right glove and placed it on Gulthwaine’s forehead. He was frozen by terror and remorse, and put up no resistance. Dyna thought she saw his hand shimmer in the light, a black object lay embedded deep in his palm. The Reaper closed his dark eyes, and his hand began to glow a faint, opalescent blue. The energy engulfed Gulthwaine’s body, and a terrible transformation began to take place. Slowly, at first, the mage began to age. He went from a young man, to middle age, to elderly, to a decrepit, withered old man. The skin stretched tight across his sunken cheek bones, and his eyes rolled up into the back of his head. When the Reaper stood up, the energy from around Gulthwaine dissipated, and he was barely more than a skeleton with the flesh streched tightly across the bones.


Dyna began to cry, but held back. She did not want to appear weak, but she was deeply frightened. For years now she had traced the legend of The Reaper, and now here he was. Instead of being filled with joy and admiration, she feared for her life. The Reaper pulled down his hood, picked up his blood-encrusted scythe from the floor, and turned towards Dyna. She was petrified.


But he did something that Dyna did not expect: he rose into the air, and after catching Dyna’s gaze for a split second, turned the other way and floated up the hill, back the way he came. As soon as he disappeared beyond the horizon, Dyna felt the life return to her body.


What else could she do? She turned towards the bar and at Barnaby, the only friend she had made in years. Beside him was the bar patron, his jaw still gaping and awestuck. Barnaby nodded to her and smiled. She knew it would be the last time she saw him.


She quickly sheathed her sword and Barnaby tossed her pack from inside the bar. Strapping it quickly to her back, she followed the trail of dust up the hill. She ran as fast as her feet would carry her, she did not have the privilege of levitation. When she reached the top, she saw The Reaper entering the forest, already a few miles ahead of her. He disappeared into the trees, and Dyna quickened her pace.


The wind blew through her hair as she began to write the pages of her story. The village, Barnaby, her past, all lay behind her now. Darkness crept in her wake, but she did not look back, only to the future.

