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Ahnika, peering closely at the remains, puts two and two
together.

AHNTKA
These people are not undead.

Oren and Gydion look at her. Cole steps up beside them,
skeptical.

AHNTKA
I think ... they’'re puppets.
EXT. RITUAL COVE (HAUNTED FOREST) - LATE AFTERNOON 60

Roya closes on the violet glow, a large area before her, the
chanting growing louder. She’s in full creeping mode now,
sidling through the trees careful to not move extended
branches or step on dead leaves. Still holding the sword in a
reverse grip, she sinks to one knee, the sword braced tip
down in the loam.

Closeup on her reaction, sharp intake of breath, fear. A
sound from behind, she turns - to see Sebasten approaching,
his hulking frame lowering to creep up beside her on the edge
of what turns out to be a cliff. They both look out and down
toward the glow.

Their POV: the ritual below. In a dramatic cove bounded by
massive rocks, shoals of glowing fungi shed violet light.
DARK CULTISTS surround a wooden altar on a dais of cracked
stone, a NAKED MAN lying there, moss growing in patches on
his flesh, pulsing vines erupting from his arms, his legs,
his chest, his face, pale roots webbing his back to the rock.
The Shadow Deep’s mist and fog drifts through it all, coiling
and curling, almost with some kind of intelligence or intent.

The Dark Cultists are clad in ragged linen, some with cone-
shaped hats decorated with horns and antlers, some sprouting
horns from their own hair, skin painted with dark violent
symbols and esoterica. Women and men, chanting, singing,
writhing. Vines and leaves and coiling branches alive
everywhere.

Sebasten grabs Roya’s shoulder.

SEBASTEN
(whisper)
Is that the tome?

Roya looks. On a stone plinth beyond the altar, a massive
book, longer than a man’s arm and bound in dark leather with
a glowing sigil on the cover.
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ROYA
Yes.

SEBASTEN
What is this vile ... they ain’t
like the cultists we'’ve encountered
before. Were these present when the
Sunhawk met his end?

ROYA
No. The druid alone ended us.

Like a school of fish, the Cultists shift, focusing on a
particular spot near the altar, where a darkness gathers and
pools, vines rustle as they extend of their own accord into
that growing ring of shadow. Rising up out of the ground,
assimilating from debris and vines and giant spider webs ...
BELDETH, the corrupted druid. Half plant herself, hair a mass
of pale roots, dress a carpet of spider-filled flowers and
moss, she’s a walking demon twisted out of nature.

Sebasten in shock.

SEBASTEN
Saints be good.

Roya is locked in fear but cannot tear her eyes from the
spectacle.

INTERCUT THE FOLLOWING WITH REACTION SHOTS

Beldeth moves to the man on the altar. The chanting rises in
pitch, intensity, simultaneously horrible and seductive. She
reaches out one hand on an arm that grows and lengthens,
stretching across to the man, long, long bony fingers
splaying out over his chest. The chanting reaches its peak,
now simply one long scream heavy with anticipation.

Spiders spew from Beldeth’s elongated arm and hand, hundreds
scuttling over the man who trembles and shakes, head
twitching in a silent scream. Spiders enter his mouth, swarm
over his legs. Along the rocks bordering the ritual, giant
spiders pick their way slowly down the boulders. The spiders
on the man begin to burrow, rippling under his skin.

EXT. FOREST CLEARING - LATE AFTERNOON 61
The warband in discussion.
GYDION

What does that mean, exactly?
Puppets?



Ahnika thinks.

AHNIKA
I'm uncertain. But it could mean
the druid ... knows we'’re here.

Maesyn crouches next to her, shows her the battered leather
bag.

MAESYN
These were definitely rangers.

He pulls out a Silver Star emblem.

MAESYN (CONT'D)
And these.

He pulls out two scrolls.

MAESYN (CONT'D)
And this.

He pulls out a vial. Ahnika opens one scroll, nods to
herself, rolls it and stuffs it into her own satchel. She
pulls out one of her books.

AHNTKA
I must study. Find water. Oren.

OREN
Ma’am?

She stares at him for a beat.

AHNTKA
If you find any mushrooms, don’t
pick them. But tell me.

Oren nods and crosses off to walk the perimeter.

MAESYN
She has the right of it. We need to
regroup, reorganize, determine
where we stand. Thief. Gather all
the usable gear, catalog it.

GYDION
Hey. I got a name. Two, in fact,
first and family. I mean, it’s not
just nobles who have names, am I
right?

Maesyn turns to Cole.
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COLE
Do it yourself, bright boy.

MAESYN
We need someone on watch. There
could be more of those things out
there.

COLE
Indubitably. But there’s plenty of
other things out there I'd be a lot
more worried about. Oh, that’s
right, you ain’t got no idea what's
out there or what you should worry
about.

Cole laughs, squats and digs out dried meat to chew on.

COLE
You're just another recruit Fifth
Regiment ain’t gonna miss.

Maesyn looks at Vivan'’s corpse, covered by his cloak, oddly
sticking up because of the thorn spear shoved through him.

EXT. RITUAL COVE - LATE AFTERNOON 62
Roya and Sebasten, horrified.

Their POV: the howling, skittering ritual continues, a
throbbing, haunting mewling and groaning. The small spiders
are gone, the large spiders vanishing out beyond the rocks.
Beldeth reaches backward with her other hand and her arm
elongates like the other, her fingers stretching like pale
sickly branches to lay upon the Tome. The book’s glowing
sigil brightens, searing almost, and magic flows from the
artifact into the druid, cascades along her other arm and
falls into the man on the altar.

BELDETH

first of my VynKnightssss. Rise, to
herald my coming. Rise, the Sunhawk
no more.

She looks at Roya and Sebasten.

ROYA
Fuck!

Roya lurches backward, stung.



The man rises from the altar on wings of pale roots and
writhing vines. As he settles to stand upon the stone, vines
coil around his legs and arms, packing tightly into what can
only be described as living armor, sprouting wicked thorns.
He screams as vines snap around his head, across his eyes,
row upon row of vines forming a crown-of-thorns helm. The
webbed root wings flex slowly. His arms thrust downward,
sprouting massive serrated thorn blades and when he takes a
step, spiders scuttle out across the ground from his feet.
Another step, more spiders and more screams from the man
trapped inside the vine-thorned cage. Blood runs down his
cheeks from where his eyes must be behind the thorned helm.

Sebasten cannot believe what he’s seeing.

SEBASTEN
That’s the Sunhawk. Fucking run!

He lunges to his feet, grabbing Roya and hauling her up
against her will. He spins her and shoves her into the woods -
where they are met by grim Dark Cultists.

SEBASTEN
Gods dammit!

He draws his warhammer.

Roya moves like a viper, her blade blurring and flashing in
the violet glow. Blood sprays across the mist. An arm and a
head plop to the ground. Roya turns on more Cultists as the
headless corpse collapses beside them. They come at her with
bone sickles and hatchets, but Roya is a dervish, weaving,
parrying, stabbing, cutting, gouging, eliciting pained cries.
She flips the sword reverse-grip and smashes another Cultist
in the face, bone crunching, exploding with blood.

Sebasten rears back with a growl, prepares to launch himself
into the fray, but vines whip up from the ritual cove below
the cliff, snap around his neck, his warhammer, a leg. Thorns
sprout, severing one of his arms and he screams.

ROYA
No!l!!

Vines dismember Sebasten right before her eyes, echoing the
things she saw in the Opening Scene. She grabs a fistful of
Sebasten’s armor and tries to drag him from the precipice.
Vines sprout from his shoulder, growing, and black fissures
open all along his flesh, crawling up his face.

ROYA
Sebasten! Don’t!



He tenses up, fully flexing his shoulders and neck,
maintaining as much control as he can.

SEBASTEN
(straining)
Roya. You gotta do better.

The Cultists hang back, oddly, watching, violet glitter in
their shadowed eyes.

ROYA
Sebasten, fight!

Sebasten strains, inhumanly strong in his final moments of
life.

SEBASTEN
You gotta do better than me. Own
your responsibility. Be a fucking
leader.

ROYA
Sebasten, stop!

SEBASTEN
That death wish you have is of no
value to anyone - argh! Least of
all ... humanity.

The vines are overpowering him from the inside out. He
groans.

ROYA
Sebasten.

Tears streaming down her face. He manages to look at her one
last time, shuddering.

SEBASTEN
Do your damn job.

Vines sprout from his mouth, opening into pale flowers. Roya
screams with sorrow and stabs him, up through his armpit, the
chink in his armor, piercing his heart from the side.

Behind her, between the watching Cultists, something boils up
among the trees, a mass of skittering shadow, pale roots
birthing leaves that ripen and turn black with corruption.
Beldeth emerges from the darkness, her cloak/dress/hair
running like vines in water, crawling with spiders. Her face
a web of roots, her eyes burning cold and bright and
beautiful.



BELDETH
You want my book ...

Roya is backed against the cliff overhang, the Cultists and
druid arrayed before her, no way out.

BELDETH (CONT'D)
But you haven’t the power to read
it, Roya Ardynfall, mother of dead
children.

Roya freezes, horror draining color from her face.

BELDETH
My children live, because I am not
a coward.

Pale laughter echoes from everywhere. Vines slither around
Roya’s feet.

BELDETH
I do not flee in fear.

The tears won’t stop coming, Roya blinks through them.

BELDETH
Your precious kingdom has only
suffering to come. Your hope is a
lie.

Roya can’t respond, she doesn’t know where to even begin.

BELDETH
I don’t need an army, Roya
Ardynfall, the ranger who succumbs
to fear. I make armies. You will
see the sun again, but you will
never feeeeeel it again.

The vines at Roya’'s feet lunge upward and Roya dives into a
sideways roll, boots just clearing the snapping vines. She

rolls to her feet, looks at Beldeth, ragged breath ... and

leaps over the cliff.

Reverse, super wide of the ritual cove full of violet glow,
Roya's falling figure streaking down into the swamp water
below. Splash.

Closeup, Beldeth, slow smile revealing horrid splintered
teeth.

MATCH CUT TO:



