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    Chapter 1


    
 

    Low drumming throbbed over the layered green canopy of the jungle. Doom doom doom. Incessant, rhythmic, the sound rolled through the wet green tangles, summoning an army for war.


    Swarthy half-naked bodies cut through the dark undergrowth, singly and in groups, machetes and bows gripped firmly in hand. The gleam of battle lit their eyes. Doom doom doom. In the hundreds, they streamed from the jungle into a clearing before the great Golden Pyramid of Olmar that rose to lofty heights, stabbing perhaps four hundred feet into the blue sky. Westering sunlight turned the splendid structure into a burning thorn of crimson glory.


    Doom doom doom.


    Now all were gathered before the steps leading up into the grand building. They waited expectantly for he who dwelt in the pyramid to come to them. Doom doom doom.


    The drumming ceased. A palpable air of expectation gripped the host.


    Suddenly a tall dark figure strode through the pyramid’s archway and down the steps. All those gathered gasped and sank to their knees.


    “Hail Asgurkan!” some of his soldiers cried out. “Hail the immortal god of Olmar!”


    Truly, he was a regal figure, tall and strong. His muscles rippled and gleamed with sweat in the stifling air. Half naked like his subjects, he wore only a lion’s mane about his broad shoulders in addition to his lion-fur loincloth. His short black hair shone with scented oils.


    Asgurkan’s burning black eyes, poised over a hooked nose, swept the thousands of gathered soldiers below. His thin, broad lips twisted into a smile of satisfaction.


    “You look fit to conquer the world!” he exclaimed proudly. In his right hand he carried a long staff, and he smote it now upon the golden steps.


    The gathered army looked up from their kneeling postures.


    “Is the sacrifice ready?” he demanded.


    Off to the side clustered a handful of priests, and two now surged forward, bearing between them a writhing white figure, a girl naked but for a green jade necklace.


    “No!” she cried. “Don’t do this! I’ll do anything, just don’t --”


    “Be silent, wench!” barked a priest and cuffed her across the side of the face.


    The priests threw her down upon the steps before their god, and he leered down at her.


    “You are a lovely thing,” he said. “You must have been taken during a raid, for you are no Olmarian.”


    “It is so, my lord. Please have mercy!”


    He paused, considering. “Normally I’d steal your soul to bolster my own before battle, but it’s been too long since I’ve taken one of golden hair--and gold is, after all, my favorite color. Priests, take her to my harem!”


    Obediently, the priests hefted her up and bore her up the stairs and into the pyramid. She cried out words of thanks, but Asgurkan ignored her.


    He returned his attention to his army. His eyes glittered with dark thoughts. “Loyal subjects, know that on this day I will lead you to such triumph as our great nation has never seen in a thousand years. We will strike at Yllij’s very heart and conquer it utterly. Oh, you will know the sacking of a worthy city! The loot, the rapine, the blood! And when the battle is done I will be god of both Olmar and Yllij!”


    The people roared out their approval and their love for him, though it was a strange sound. The people seemed half-drugged, as if they were in some hypnotic trance to the mighty being.


    Asgurkan strode down the steps and to the head of the army. “Now follow me to glory!” he shouted.


    So saying, he marched off into the jungle. Muttering praises of him, the thousands of warriors followed. On eerily silent feet, they disappeared into the jungle as if they had never been.


    Only then did the watching figure stir. Prostrate on a nearby hillock, he had seen all this and waited, biding his time. Now he leapt up and stared at the Golden Pyramid as a thief might stare at a mansion after just seeing the owner depart. His eyes lit up lustily, and he grinned.


    “Now let’s see if this thing holds the treasures that witch promised me,” he growled. With that, he sprang down the hillock and toward that gleaming temple, the very house of a god.


    
 

    *     *     *


    
 

    Kalihr, his name was, and he was tall and long of limb, with iron thews and a broad, scarred back. Tangled brown hair fell past his shoulders. Other than the baldric that held his longsword, he wore only a loincloth and his wolf-skin boots. He moved with the prowess of a tiger, and his dark eyes scowled with the intensity of his mission.


    Swiftly he stole through the jungle toward the clearing. Mosquitoes buzzed all about, but so focused was he on his task that he did not feel their bites. Sweat stood out on his sun-bronzed skin. At last he crossed the clearing and beheld the Golden Pyramid up close. In the light of the setting sun it appeared drenched in blood.


    He bounded up the stairs.


    He knew this building to be located precisely at the mid-point between Olmar’s three gilded cities, Olmeru, Olmarth, and Olmarcan, where the soldiers that had gathered to Asgurkan’s call hailed from. He had made a study of this place and its history before embarking on his current endeavor.


    Thus he was prepared when a golden door barred his way at the head of the stairs.


    “Myrkaq,” he spat, and the door rolled upward. What the word signified he did not know. He had gotten it from an Asgurkan priest he’d waylaid some weeks before.


    Comparative darkness greeted him within, and he blinked his eyes. He stood within a broad arched corridor lined with tapestries. Braziers in the shape of roaring, fire-breathing lions lit the space at regular intervals, throwing lurid, swaying light across the golden walls and frescoes. Swiftly his eyes adjusted.


    Kalihr grunted. “Gold,” he muttered, looking around him. “This god likes his gold.”


    “So he does,” snapped a voice.


    Several corridors debouched into this main hall, and out of one of them strode a giant of a man. Pendulous rolls of fat hung about his perfumed immensity. He was unusually large for an Olmarian, but he bore their swarthy skin and black hair. Burgundy silk pantaloons and vest marked him as one of Asgurkan’s priests.


    He loomed over Kalihr, who leapt back like a startled panther.


    The priest snapped his fingers. The golden door at Kalihr’s back slammed down with a loud thud.


    “Die, trespasser!”


    From several tunnels poured a stream of ashen-faced figures. Wearing the long robes and sweeping headdresses of kings, they came at him. Rotting flesh sagged on their outstretched arms.


    “So it’s true!” Kalihr marveled, drawing his sword to the ring of steel.


    Foul claws tore at him, and he hacked at them, all the while staring at his foes in disbelief. In his research he had been told that the kings of the Three Cities came to serve their overlord Asgurkan once death had come for them. This was their afterlife, their reward for faithful service.


    Some reward! The Final Veil had transformed them into hideous monsters with gnarled claws for hands and gaping mouths lined with sharp teeth.


    “The dead will feast on the living!” laughed the giant, burgundy-garbed priest who commanded them.


    A dead king leapt at Kalihr with lightning speed. Kalihr skewered the thing on the point of his sword, hurled it into the faces of two more attackers. But while the first one had distracted him, another dead one flew at his feet, clasped its hands around his ankles.


    A third one lunged toward him. He recoiled, tripping. The carpeted floor smote him as he fell. Knocked the breath from his lungs. He grunted, kicking the dead thing that gripped his feet in the face. He felt a satisfying crunch of bone. It released him.


    A curved sword flashed down at him. He rolled. The blade rent a hole in the plush carpet.


    Kalihr swung his legs, knocking the sword-wielder’s feet out from under it.


    Then Kalihr sprang up, growling.


    Eager claws reached out for him, raking the bare skin of his chest. He cut them away. Hands and limbs fell severed to the ground. Turgid blood leaked out.


    Several of the undead kings brandished swords.


    Curved blades flashed at him. He dodged aside, weaving his own straight weapon. He met their attack ably. Swords clashed and rang, and it was an echoing thunder in the metallic hall.


    Kalihr slashed and thrust, and zombies fell writhing to the floor.


    “Die, you brainwashed, undead dogs!” he bit out, skewering one through the face. Still it reached out for him! Only when he cut off its head did it relent.


    There had been ten of them, but shortly he halved that number, and the rest drew back. They may be dead, but yet some primitive reasoning flickered in their rotting skulls. The giant priest with his pudgy, baby-smooth cheeks glared down at him.


    Kalihr dared a smile. “I am of the Bejoran,” he declared, naming his warrior race, “and I was a captain of my people. Cross me at your peril.”


    But now the giant priest grinned. He had fat, bloated lips and very even, white teeth. “And I am Srotaj, High Priest to the Great God Asgurkan, one day ruler of the world. I won my post by swordplay, for Asgurkan delights in the clash of steel. So face your own end, infidel!”


    With that, he pulled out his two giant scimitars and launched himself at Kalihr.


    Srotaj’s right-hand blade swung at Kalihr’s head. Kalihr ducked, wincing as he felt the whoosh of the air above him.


    He lunged forward, stabbing with his own blade toward Srotaj’s monstrous gut.


    Srotaj’s left-hand weapon parried the thrust. Just then the high priest reversed his right-hand sword. Hacked again at Kalihr’s head. Kalihr only just barely leapt back in time. The bright steel arced a sweaty inch before his wide eyes.


    Immediately a zombie lurched at him from the side. Kalihr struck down with his sword with all his might. He shore through the dead one’s royal headdress and splintered its rotting skull. Rotten brains splattered him.


    Srotaj, laughing, came at him even before he could withdraw his sword from the zombie’s skull. He pivoted, swung the zombie, still stuck on his blade, into Srotaj’s path. The high priest’s whirling scimitars reduced the withered corpse to pieces, thus freeing Kalihr’s weapon.


    Kalihr struck. Srotaj blocked.


    They fought forward and backward, neither able to best the other. Finally the four watching kings overcame their hesitation and leapt at Kalihr.


    All together they were too much for him in these tight confines, where he could use little of his surrounding to his advantage.


    At last he overturned one of the leonine braziers. Sparks vomited from the golden cat’s mouth, and fire engulfed two of the undead kings. The others shrank back. The burning ones fell flailing to the floor, screaming out their hate and pain.


    Seizing the distraction, Kalihr raced down one connecting corridor, then another and another. Soon he was lost. No maps existed for the pyramid, and according to legend the tunnels changed their course every moon or so.


    “Damn, but this place is a maze!” he seethed when he stopped for a moment. His large chest rose and fell as he gathered his breath. Red blood dripped from his longsword onto the golden floors. Pain flared through him from the claw marks on his chest. He hoped the claws hadn’t carried some unnatural disease.


    Up a corridor he could hear the soft footfalls of silken shoes. “Where did he go?” cried a voice. “There!” thundered Srotaj’s bass rumble. “Follow the trail of blood!”


    “By the dugs of Kalishke!” cursed the warrior.


    A silk tapestry blocked a doorway, though he took a moment to realize it. He flicked his sword and blood sprayed far down the hall. That done, he slipped behind the tapestry, careful not to smear any blood on it.


    He found himself in the harem. Cinnamon and incense washed his senses. Down pillows, silken sheets and pallets littered the room, around which hundreds of beautiful girls in various states of undress lounged and amused themselves. A large, star-shaped pool dominated the center of the room. Steam rose from the water.


    Girls gasped and cried out at Kalihr’s sudden appearance.


    Only one girl did not look startled at his arrival. She, with dark hair clasped in gold, sat upon a high seat in a diamond-studded shift. Calculating, slanted brown eyes observed him. To the side, naked girls waved ornate fans to cool her. And at her feet sobbed the yellow-haired beauty that would have been sacrificed to Asgurkan had he not liked white skin and golden hair.


    Howls from the undead kings rang down the halls outside. They were getting louder, Kalihr observed, the dead ones closer. The harem girls glanced at each other in fear.


    Kalihr didn’t waste his time on them. He had eyes only for the lady of the harem.


    She could have lifted her voice and called for the guards, for surely Kalihr had come through the rear entrance to the room, the servants’ entrance, and avoided the eunuchs that guarded the front, but she did not.


    That emboldened him. “The Secret Chamber!” he barked. “I must find it.” As he spoke, he stalked over to her. Naked and nearly naked girls scattered before him, crying out in dismay.


    The torchlight glittered off the tiara in the lady of the harem’s shadowy hair. Her eyes looked him up and down. “Who are you?” she asked.


    “I am Kalihr, a Bejoran. I have come to kill the foul beast that enslaves you--and take his power for my own. Show me the Secret Chamber where he keeps it!”


    “He’s a monster!” sobbed the blond-haired girl. “His soldiers slew all of my caravan--sacrificed them to him! I want to see them all dead.”


    “But you do not know where the Secret Chamber is,” purred the lady of the harem. As she said it, she stroked the blond girl’s head almost affectionately, but there was menace in her touch as well. Her eyes never left Kalihr’s. “What will you do if you do take his power?”


    He shrugged. “Destroy the institution of his godhood. Abolish the whole religion. Then let you choose your own leader and be on my way with my power.”


    Again came the howls from beyond. They were even closer now. Kalihr’s blood ran cold, imagining the undead creatures feasting on his flesh, supping on his blood.


    “Decide!” he growled at the woman.


    She studied him closely. Her eyes were liquid pools of slow passion, but they held wisdom, and treachery as well. But for whom?


    “Why do you want his power?” she asked.


    He narrowed his eyes. “That is my own affair,” he growled. “And we have no more time!”


    She frowned at his tone, but at last she nodded. “As you wish.”


    Just then the howling arrived at the front entrance to the harem.


    “They’re here!” he hissed. “Gods curse you, woman, if you betray me.”


    “Get down,” she said.


    Warily, Kalihr crouched behind her chair. The naked fan-girls shielded him from the view of the main entrance, but he could hear the curtain of red beads rattle as someone entered.


    “There’s an intruder in the pyramid!” came Srotaj‘s voice. “Have you seen or heard anything suspicious, Lady Kyrsam?”


    “Nay. Only you, goggle-eyed and out of breath.” Her fan-girls tittered.


    “Watch your tongue, woman. Just because you have Asgurkan’s ear doesn’t mean I won’t cut yours off.”


    “Bold words from a eunuch. Now get you and your many rolls of fat from my chamber. I can’t abide your stench one moment more, no matter how much perfume you wear to cover it.”


    With an angry grunt, Srotaj said, “Alert me if you notice anything strange, or I’ll put you over my knee.” The curtain of beads rustled and he was gone.


    Kalihr rose. “Now show me the Secret Chamber!”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter 2


    


    “This way,” Kyrsam whispered.


    On bare feet she slipped lightly around a corner and continued on, pressing her back to the golden wall. Her high firm breasts strained against her silken shift.


    In his soft wolf-skin boots, Kalihr followed. He gripped his sword hilt as he went. From time to time he heard a blood-mad cry from an undead king echoing down the halls, or an enraged shout from Srotaj. Every time the high priest shouted, Kalihr grinned.


    The splendid, supple figure of Kyrsam, with golden armbands and anklets sparkling in the light of torches and braziers, her smooth copper skin seeming flecked with gold dust, led him up a flight of broad, low stairs. Her naked legs flashed with scintillate lights.


    “No one is allowed up here save my lord and his highest priests--and his sacrifices,” she added sadly.


    “What does he need sacrifices for?”


    “He drains their lifeforce to make him stronger. And sometimes he throws them down to his ... creatures.”


    “Creatures? What do you mean?”

    The stairs ended and Kyrsam led him down a high, arched hallway. Tapestries and golden ropes hung from the walls. The air lay hot and heavy.


    “Demons he summoned from the same nighted planes he hails from,” she answered with a shudder. “He keeps them bound to this world to serve him, to put down resurrections and assassinate his enemies. He has to feed them a constant supply of living human victims to keep them here.”


    “The beast! How can your people stand him?”


    “He has ruled here for five hundred years, ever since he crossed over from the godly realms.”


    “But he is evil! Savage! I hear that once a month he transforms himself into a monster and runs amok through the streets of the Three Cities. Anyone caught in the open he ravishes and eats! He invents mad laws just to shame his people. He mounts the heads of his victims in the city streets, then has them croak out ghastly songs while their decapitated bodies dance around them in time to the music. I do not understand it. Before his religion came to power you were a peaceful, enlightened people. You worshipped the wise Monkey God Meshiphim.”


    “Meshiphim’s days are over,” she said darkly. “Here!” She swept aside an ornate hanging, revealing a brass doorway. “This is it--the Secret Chamber!”


    “At last!” He took a deep breath. “I’ve dreamed about this day for too long. Finally I will have the power of the gods! Then I can put this world to rights.” He said this bitterly, as though he knew personally just what a cruel, unjust world it truly was, and yet a strange gleam of hope lit his eyes.


    “There! A drop of blood on the stairs!” came Srotaj’s voice from below. “He’s gone up! After him!”


    The snarls of zombie kings issued forth, closer and closer.


    “Quickly!” Kyrsam whispered. She pressed a hidden button and the brass door swung inward, revealing rank darkness within. A coldness seeped into Kalihr’s bones, as if something within that chamber sapped his very strength. “Inside, hurry!” she said. “I must go. I cannot be seen with you.”


    Grimly, he nodded. Raising his sword, he stepped across the threshold and into the darkness. Here there was no source of light save that which streamed over his broad shoulders from the hallway behind.


    He almost didn’t hear the sound. But his ears were trained in detecting the slightest cause for alarm, and so he heard the soft hempen tug of a rope gripped in a gold-flecked feminine hand. At the same time came the grating of stone on stone, and the floor opened below him.


    He sprang, but too late. With a cry, he plunged into the blackness at his feet.


    He turned in time to see Kyrsam framed in the orange light of the hallway, a vindictive smile on her beautiful face.


    “Witch!” he snarled as he fell.


    Her form diminished with distance, yet he heard her yell, “I would never betray my lord, you fool! He is a god! Now meet the devils that serve him!” And then she threw back her head and laughed.


    


    * * *


    


    When Srotaj, panting, at last mounted the steps at the head of the undead kings, he found Kyrsam standing before a certain curtain, grinning cattily.


    “Where is he?” Srotaj bellowed.


    “For a eunuch, you are awfully bold,” she purred, running a hand over a hardened nipple.


    “Where is he?” he repeated, his ire rising.


    She gestured to the curtain. “Down the trap-door, of course. The fool believed in the myth of the Secret Chamber. Now let him fill the bellies of the Others!” Her eyes sparkled with blood-lust.


    “Damn you!” Srotaj swore. “After all my running and exertions, and you get the credit for dispatching him! It just isn’t fair.”


    “Oh, I know,” she purred. “Poor Srotaj.”


    Lightly she stepped forward and touched him on the tip of his sweaty nose. As she drew near, the zombie kings lurched toward her, leering horribly.


    “If you weren’t Master’s favorite, I’d let them have you,” he said.


    “Then it’s too bad for them that I am,” she said, smiling, and lightly she sauntered away. Her hips rocked back and forth as she went.


    If Srotaj had been a true man, he would have thrown her down and ravished her, but sadly this was not the case.


    “What really galls me,” he told the kings, “is that I’ve already sent a message to the Master. He’ll be here any minute!”


    


    * * *


    


    Kalihr grit his teeth as his back hit a moss-covered slope. He slid down, down into blackness so thick it had substance. It seemed to pulse and throb with unearthly energies. The moss was cold and slimy against his back, but it was better than a long drop. Whatever creatures lurked down here must enjoy a little sport before feeding.


    At last the slope ended and he pitched forward into blackness. He landed in cold dirt. Where above in the pyramid it had been hot and humid, down here in the crypt the freezing air shivered his bones and brought gooseflesh to his blood-drenched skin.


    Dirt filled his hands. He groped around in the blackness for his sword and found it at last. Gripping it firmly in his fist, he sprang to his feet and glared around in the gloom.


    At first all he saw was blackness. But then he detected a flickering blue ball of illumination somewhere in the chamber far ahead, as of some unnatural fire. Its eerie blue glow bathed the vast chamber in low light, and at last he was able to see squat pillars supporting the shadowy, moss-covered roof. Moisture dripped down on him from above. He shivered.


    Low shapes as of crumbled stone blocks littered the chamber, or what he could see of it. Most of his surroundings merged with the darkness and it was all he could do to see but a few feet clearly in any direction.


    He started forward. “That witch!” he fumed. “I’ll find a way out of here and make her pay yet.”


    Suddenly a vast shadow loomed over him. Shocked, he stared up at a tremendous bulk. He leapt back and brandished his sword.


    “Beware!” he said. “I am no amateur.”


    A low croaking sound issued forth from the behemoth, and it seemed to sway forward. Just what was it?


    He blinked, trying to make out its details, but all he saw was a huge amorphous darkness. Then six red eyes sprang open from the lump that must be its head. They blazed down at him, seeming to savor his fear and confusion.


    Another long, deep croak issued forth, and now he could see its terrible, gaping mouth, huge and shapeless like a frog’s, but lined with endless rows of wicked fangs.


    Just then it surged forward. Its head struck down at him. Growling, he leapt aside. His sword flashed, glittering blue in the strange light.


    His weapon struck something, but it did not feel like mortal flesh. A shock of intense heat coursed up his arm.


    The thing reared again, snapping angrily. Its bulging mouth nearly bit him in two, but he was too fast. He sprang back, then leapt forward, slashing again. Again his blade bit into shadowy flesh. The shock of an unearthly fire flashed through his body, as if the creature carried a furnace within it.


    The creature snapped and bit, and he dodged and slashed. Again and again they danced thusly, until at last, exasperated, the demon flicked out its long tongue, frog-like, meaning to stick him on the end of it like some pitiful fly.


    He dodged aside, hacked with his sword. The long dark tongue fell spurting and writhing to the dusty stone floor.


    The creature roared in anguish, then lowered its head to finish him for good and all. He was trapped with his back to a mossy wall and had nowhere more to run.


    But this time when the creature struck, instead of dodging, he leapt forward, actually landing on top of its massive head. He felt its heat through his wolf-skin shoes.


    It reared up, almost unbalancing him, but through the soft soles of his shoes his toes clung desperately to the creature’s irregular, slimy head.


    With both hands, he plunged his longsword down, deep into its shadow-wreathed skull. Surely no ordinary sword could have wounded the demon, but the hilt of his blade was set with a crimson ruby enchanted by a powerful sorcerer of Ulmarkan. In his travels, Kalihr had learned the value of magic weapons, and he was not one to be caught unprepared.


    As his blade passed deep into the monster’s brain, the beast let out a final long croak. Then its great shadowy body shuddered and slumped. Fire gushed forth from the wound.


    Kalihr jumped to the ground and rolled as the body toppled. He came up near a broad, tapering pillar. Dust and blood from various cuts caked his flesh. His large chest rose and fell with shallow, rapid breaths.


    “By all the gods, what was that thing?” he gasped.


    Suddenly something else stirred in the darkness. Some tall, thin, dark thing sprang out at him. It stabbed with a hard, bird-like beak that must have been ten feet long. He moved. The beak struck the pillar. Crack!


    Then he was running, breathless. Some shapeless monstrosity reared to his left, and a mass of squirming black tentacles sought his sun-bronzed flesh. He hacked and slashed with his sword. Tentacles fell away, spurting shadowy blood.


    More and more terrors of the dark came for him, and he was a twisting, slicing demon of the pit, dealing murder with every stroke. His heart pounded in his chest, and it was all he could hear. The beasts of the nighted planes closed in around him, and he hewed a bloody swath through them.


    He made for the blue fire in the center of that vast, pillared chamber. He instinctively realized that his foes were creatures of the dark, and that they would abhor the light, even so strange a light as cast by that blue fire.


    Nearer and nearer to it he got, but at last there were too many of them, pressing in all around him. An oversized crocodilian snout thrust at him, and his blade bit halfway through its length. A tentacle coiled about his middle, hefting him from the floor. Fire filled him as the tentacle squeezed him, and he feared he would pop like a grape. At the same time, a man-sized bat-like horror flew down at him from the unseen ceiling.


    He lifted his head and roared even as he chopped, confident that this was to be his doom.


    But suddenly a harsh, strained voice cut the squawkings and croakings and growls of the demons, and the blue fire flashed upward, and sparks flew, and suddenly the demons released him and drew back. The tentacle dropped him unceremoniously to the floor in a wet, bloody heap. A thunderclap cracked and the beasts scattered to all corners of the room, huddling and gibbering and gnashing their teeth in anger and frustration. And fear.


    Panting, gasping, Kalihr lay bleeding on the stones, sword gripped loosely in a limp hand.


    But his dark eyes still burned as with fever, and he glared up at the blue fire and the strange figure that stood there silhouetted before it.


    “By all the gods,” he muttered. “No, by one god!”


    For it could be none other than the Monkey God himself, Meshiphim.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 3


    


    Kalihr stared. Meshiphim was tall and regally poised, and wisdom sparkled in his brown simian eyes. He held a ceremonial staff and wore scarlet robes of silk. Yet, for all that, he was nevertheless a monkey. Or perhaps an ape. Covered in fur save for his black face and the palms of his long-fingered hands, Meshiphim was far from human, and yet so human in shape and build.


    And now, to Kalihr’s wonder, Meshiphim spoke. “Finally!” he said, and his voice was similar to that of a man’s, yet rough and strained from little use, and strangely accented. “Finally I have a visitor from the Land Above! Tell me, friend, have you come to free me? Oh, I have waited so long for one such as you! Tell me, do you bring the Void-Globe with you?”


    Kalihr wrinkled his brow in confusion. “The Void-Globe?” He shook his head wearily. “I don’t know what you mean. But I thank you. You saved my life.”


    The simian shape approached. He stood erect, for all his monkey-like aspects. He gave Kalihr a hand up, and Kalihr took it, marveling even as he did that he touched the hand, ape-like or not, of a god.


    “Think nothing of it,” said Meshiphim. “Never before has one bested the Others so thoroughly. Many, many times has that traitor Asgurkan thrown victims down here to be devoured by those beasts from hell, but never before has one won his way through them far enough that I could help him. Oh, I can’t describe the horror! Thousands of times I’ve had to watch good men and women be ripped apart and eaten by those demons, and I could no nothing to stop it!” He clenched a black fist. “Oh, I hate him! How I hate him!”


    “But why could you not help them? You helped me well enough.”


    The Monkey God gestured to the golden chain that ran from a collar on his ankle to a mounting in the floor near the blue fire.


    “I cannot move from this spot. For five hundred years I have dwelt down here with the beasts the traitor has conjured. He comes down here from time to time, to gloat and torment me, and have congress with the demons beyond.”


    “Congress? Truly he is a devil! But tell me, how did this come to pass?”


    Meshiphim retreated to the fire. Kalihr followed. There the Monkey God sat down on a piece of a toppled pillar that he used as a bench, and Kalihr sat beside him. After the darkness and freezing temperatures of the black chamber, the warmth and light of the eerie fire felt uncommonly good.


    “It is a sad tale,” sighed Meshiphim, “so I will make it short. After I crossed over from the plane of the gods, as you call them, I took this form, for it suited me, and dwelt in the jungles. There I dispensed wisdom to any that passed by. Soon I developed a following, and eventually became the god-king of the Three Cities of Olmar. For three thousand years I reigned, and all in my realm knew peace. But then one day my traitorous high priest decided he would rather displace me. He pretended at loyalty long enough to learn my secrets--all of them.


    “He learned about the piece of the Void I had brought with me when I crossed over. It is a black globe about eight inches in diameter to human eyes, but it was my touchstone to the plane I left behind, and it was through the Void-Globe that I maintained my godly power. But that treacherous weasel stole it from me and took its power for himself, then he cast me down into this black hole and assumed my place. With the strength of the Globe, none could resist him. He could entrance whole battalions, whole cities. And now, if his gloatings are true, he intends to spread his evil beyond Olmar. He means to conquer the world! Oh, what foulness is this!”


    Kalihr grunted. At last he had caught his breath, and now he cleaned his blade with a bit of cloth he kept for the purpose. The claw-marks on his chest still burned, but the pain was fading.


    “I had heard of the Void-Globe,” he said slowly, “though I did not know its name. I only knew that Asgurkan kept a source of power, and I would steal it from him and take the power for my own. Nay, still your fear, Monkey God. You saved my life and I owe you. Therefore I’ll return your damned Globe, if it costs me my life. Just tell me how to get out of here. Surely Asgurkan when he visits doesn’t take the victims’ shaft.”


    At this a warm, kindly light touched Meshiphim’s wise eyes, and he grinned, though Kalihr shuddered to see it.


    “Truly you are a good man,” said the god. “But why do you want such power?”


    Kalihr snarled, “Because this world is chaos, and the fates are cruel. In what goodly world would a monster like Asgurkan come to enslave a mighty nation and cast a wise one like you into ruin? No, this world is a dungheap, a festering dungheap, and it needs someone with power who recognizes that to set things right. Someday, somehow I will get that power--by all the gods I vow it!--and I will remake the world the way it should be.”


    Meshiphim drew back and considered him carefully. At last he patted Kalihr’s shoulder and said, “I sense you have suffered much. Yet noble your heart remains. Tell me, friend, if I may call you that, what befell you to bring you to this cynical state?”


    “I am in no mood to discuss it,” Kalihr growled. “Now tell me how to get out of here, or you can stay down here and rot!”


    For a moment, the Monkey God narrowed his eyes, but then he opened his hideous mouth and laughed. The sound jangled Kalihr’s nerves.


    “Fine,” said Meshiphim. “There is, as you guessed, a doorway--to the right. I know this pyramid well, for I occupied it myself before Asgurkan usurped me. Go up the stairs and turn left, then go straight, then—”


    A flash of blue on steel as the blade struck Meshiphim’s golden chain, and the chain was severed.


    “Just show me,” Kalihr grinned.


    “What? But how?” asked the astonished god.


    “Enchanted steel. Never mind. Now come.”


    Hope lit Meshiphim’s eyes, yet he hesitated. “I ... I am scared.”


    “Scared? Why?”


    “I used my greatest reservoir of power long ago to light this fire and drive the demons back. Being close to it warms me, renews me, lets me bask in my old glory to some small extent. But if I leave the fire, I’ll be weak.”


    “Nevertheless, you’re coming with me. I’ll get you your Globe, damn your monkey hide, and then we’ll carve ourselves a traitor.”


    The blue fire flickered on the simian face, and something of its heat was kindled in Meshiphim’s eyes. “Yes,” he said, with new determination. “We’ll get that weasel yet.”


    But just then the door he had earlier spoken of burst open, and red light flooded in. Framed in that hellish glow was the tall, imperious figure of Asgurkan himself.


    “What did you call me?” he roared.


    


    * * *


    


    Meshiphim gasped and drew back. “You!”


    Asgurkan laughed harshly. “Me,” he affirmed. With that, he strode boldly into the chamber of horrors, the lion’s mane he wore about his shoulders swaying as he went.


    “Friends, welcome!”


    At his words, the shapeless monstrosities gathered toward him, lumbering and lurching, groaning and moaning.


    “But you left!” Kalihr growled.


    “I did, but then my high priest Srotaj, with whom I keep in constant mental contact, alerted me that a Bejaran thief had eluded my little kings and was combing the halls. So naturally I left my army and flew back, only to be told by that same overweight eunuch--now dead--that a mere harem slut had been your doom. I dealt with his incompetence--harshly. Then I thought, while I was here, to amuse myself with your corpse and mayhap have a little fun with Meshiphim. But now I find you conspiring against me, and, of all things, calling me a weasel!” His dark countenance blazed with fury, and his hands clenched and unclenched dangerously. “I may be many things, but a weasel? Such a creature has no dignity, no respect, no pride. I have those things, and in great measure.” His gaze went to the severed golden chain. “You’re free!”


    The Monkey God swallowed nervously. Yet, to Kalihr’s surprise, he drew himself up and said, with iron resolve, “That’s right. I am. And I’ll never be chained again.”


    Asgurkan snorted, and a sneer twisted his hawkish features. “We’ll see about that, slave. Now get down on the ground and grovel at my feet--or suffer the consequences!” As he spoke, he marched toward the blue fire, and his monstrous friends surged around him, a wall of shadowy fangs and talons.


    Meshiphim held his ground, but his eyes held no hope, and his simian hands trembled.


    Seeing this, Kalihr stepped between the Monkey God and the Usurper.


    He pointed his sword at Asgurkan’s breast. “Take another step and I’ll run you through.”


    “I rather think not,” snapped the Lord of the Golden Pyramid, and from the darkness at his waist he held aloft a strange black sphere that seemed to drink up all light.


    “The Globe!” hissed Meshiphim from behind Kalihr. “Take it from him, my friend, and give it to me, and I’ll be strong once more.”


    Without another word, Kalihr sprang at Asgurkan. It was only when he got close that he realized just how tall the Usurper was. He towered well over seven feet, and he was broad and deep of chest. His eyes glittered like fire within his dark face.


    Kalihr slashed at his head. The Usurper thrust out the Globe, blocked the blow. A tremor coursed up Kalihr’s arm. There was an explosion of black light as steel met sphere. The world erupted in sound, and Kalihr was flying backward, wind rushing in his ear.


    His back struck the floor and he slid, scraping his already bruised flesh. He finally struck a pillar and stopped.


    Groaning, he staggered to his feet. The world spun and tilted around him. His head throbbed. His ears rang. Over the din he heard Asgurkan laughing.


    “Now die, mortal!”


    Kalihr blinked his eyes, and the world swam back into focus. With a start, he saw the Usurper holding out the Globe, which seemed to drink up even more light. Then it flickered. With a clap of thunder a black lightning bolt shot out from it, straight toward Kalihr.


    Desperate, Kalihr blocked the blast with his enchanted blade. The lighting bolt rebounded on its sender.


    With a curse, the Usurper dodged aside. The door behind him flashed and melted.


    Seizing the moment, Kalihr charged the fallen would-be god.


    All about him, the darkness seethed with unnatural life. The Others were coming for him! “May the earth be salted where you stand,” he growled, as a black tentacle flashed over his head. He chopped at it and ran on. Other things came for him, but he wove and hewed his way through their assaults, shadowy blood spurting and burning the floor like acid, monstrous roars of pain and frustration springing from all sides, and at last he came upon Asgurkan himself, just rising from the ground.


    “No!” barked the Usurper. “A lowly thief won’t be the death of Asgurkan the Great!” He thrust out the Globe again, and again it seemed to drink up the blue light, gathering strength before it dispensed another, even more lethal blast.


    But then Kalihr was there, and his sword was a blur of steel. It clove through the Usurper’s outstretched wrists, severing the hands with a spray of blood. The warm fluid spattered Kalihr’s face even as the Globe dropped to the ground, still clutched in Asgurkan’s claws.


    The Usurper threw back his head and howled in pain. But even in his agony, hate burned in his heart, and he was still powerful, having drunk up much of the Globe’s energy over the last five centuries. His very shape began to change. Batwings sprouted from his back, and his face elongated into a terrible, wolf-like snout.


    It snapped at Kalihr’s throat.


    Kalihr flung himself backward. The monster charged at him, moving with inhuman speed. Kalihr had no time even to raise his sword. All he could do was stumble back, and back.


    Finally a tentacle from one of the Others tripped him. He sprawled backwards.


    Asgurkan fell on him.


    Kalihr shot out his legs, caught the monstrous Usurper on the balls of his feet. With a mighty shove of his legs he sent Asgurkan hurtling back. Asgurkan howled.


    Not wasting a moment, Kalihr sprang up and ran at his foe. Grinding his teeth in rage, he drew back his thick arms. Stabbed forward with his blade. He skewered Asgurkan through the chest. Bones crunched.


    With a mighty heave, he hefted the Usurper over his head. Blood rained down on him, and a wolf-like maw snapped at him. Talons that had been feet moments ago raked at his face and shoulders, but he ignored them as he bounded across the ground.


    “Out of my way!” he barked at Meshiphim, who stood paralyzed before the blue fire.


    The Monkey God jumped aside. Kalihr flung the writhing, monstrous figure of Asgurkan into the flickering flames. Blue sparks exploded into the air, and an agonized wail rent the tomb-like silence of the crypt. A hellish figure mewled and twisted in the flames.


    But Asgurkan was mighty. Engulfed in the strange fire, he nevertheless burst from the pyre, howling. His fangs flashed at Kalihr’s face. Claws were growing back on the stumps of his wrists.


    Kalihr swung. He clove through the Usurper’s neck, hacked the Asgurkan’s head from his body. Blood spurted from the neck cavity, jetting high into air. The corpse staggered forward drunkenly, as if still determined to make an end to Kalihr.


    The re-grown claws slashed--


    Grimacing, Kalihr kicked the thing in the chest, knocked it back into the pyre. The corpse writhed as flames consumed it. It did not rise again.


    Kalihr bent over and picked up the charred, bloody head of his adversary. Holding it aloft, he saw that the eyes still rolled in that awful skull, and the mouth still opened and closed with a snap.


    “You are blight upon this earth,” Kalihr growled. “Now die!”


    “No!” hissed Asgurkan, his voice weak, fading. “I’ll make you rich! Powerful!”


    “I am powerful. Powerful enough to kill a god!”


    With that, Kalihr flung the head back on top of the pyre. With satisfaction, he watched it succumb to the flames. Flesh blistered, then melted, sloughing off Asgurkan’s skull. Something popped. Sparks flashed.


    At the Usurper’s death, the ground shuddered, and an eerie wind gusted through the chamber.


    “It’s done!” whispered Meshiphim.


    “About time,” Kalihr muttered.


    All about him, the Others surged forward. A great croaking cry of rage and despair issued from demonic throats. He had dared kill their lord! Now they would have their revenge.


    “Curse the gods!” Kalihr said, watching them come on.


    “Not so quick,” answered Meshiphim, and that same joyful glimmer lit his simian eyes. With that, he strode into the dark chamber, and when he came back he seemed taller, more erect, and there was a strange confidence in his monkey face, for in his long-fingered black hands he gripped the Void-Globe.


    And now he held it up. It blazed with red fire. Kalihr gasped and drew back.


    Meshiphim laughed and the red fire washed out, a huge wave of flame that spread in lethal and ever-widening circumference. Kalihr saw the flames come toward him and crouched low, but the fires did not scorch him. He did feel their heat, however, and the bright light burned his eyes. But then the light faded, and acrid smoke wrinkled his nose.


    When it was over, he stared about at the dozens of charred corpses of the Others, still smoking and flaming, and at the proud Monkey God that stood in the center of that chamber of horrors, looking very pleased with himself.


    “Well done,” said Kalihr, standing and sheathing his sword.


    “Well done yourself,” answered Meshiphim. “Though--” he paused and looked seriously at the Bejoran. “I am sorry that the thing you came for, this Globe, can not be yours. You know that, don’t you?”


    “I do. No matter. I will find another source of power.” There was iron in his soul as he said it.


    “Then I wish you luck on your endeavor, and the world luck if you succeed.”


    Kalihr grunted. “The world should pray that I do.”


    “I am not so sure. Yet let us forget that for the nonce. You are my guest of honor. Finally, I am free! Thanks to you, I can now reclaim my throne and restore Olmar to its former glory.”


    “First you had best turn back that army.”


    The Monkey God nodded, as if he had just remembered. “I’ll do that directly. Will you oversee the pyramid while I’m away?”


    “Gladly.” Kalihr grinned wolfishly. “Srotaj may be dead, but he did have one good idea, and that was to put a certain member of the harem over his knee. Now he’s gone, I guess my knee will have to suffice.” And he laughed lustily and loudly, and marched up the stairs to the harem.
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