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ANOINTMENT

 The years will
come, the years will go,

But you shall stay the same,

And roam the Earth and hunt the fiends

That desecrate my Name.

I will give you iron bright,

And spells to ply your task.

Take up now my khopesh blade,

And don my burnished casque!


 1: THE
CATACOMBS OF INSANITY

Vendar took a swig from his drinking jack. As the
cheap ale chased the piece of fatty beef down his gullet, a trace
of movement out of the corner of his keen eye caught his attention.
He paused, drinking jack in hand, as he observed a rat brazenly
scooting a morsel of food across the table.

“Dammit, Cyrix!” Vendar jerked away from the
table, causing the mismatched dinnerware to clatter noisily. “What
kind of place are you running here? There’s a rat on my
table!”

The tavern owner, a squat, sweaty man with a
bald head and a scarred eye, rushed over, broom in hand. “Terribly
sorry, terribly sorry,” he said in a strained, raspy voice.

Came a shout from a table across the room,
“That’s the second one this week, Cyrix! Ya gotta keep this place
clean!”

Cyrix swatted at the rat with his broom. The
rodent, too nimble to be caught by the proprietor’s half-hearted
assault, dropped off the table and scurried into the corner, where
it melted away into the shadows.

“I try to keep this place in good shape, but
you know, sometimes these beasties sneak in. It’s an unavoidable
part of the business!” the owner apologized to the customer.

“Cyrix, we both know this place isn’t a
symposium hall!” said Vendar. “I come here because it’s cheap! But
this is the third time in the past month you’ve had vermin
problems! Insects, rats … what kind of place are you running
here?”

Cyrix glanced left, then right, then back at
the well-muscled, ruggedly handsome patron. “Follow me,” he said
with a sigh.

The tavern owner led Vendar through a wooden
door (releasing a small group of perturbed bats as he did) then, by
lamplight, down a set of stone stairs and into the dank cellar
below. In the light of the flickering lamp, Vendar could see a
variety of crates, jars, and casks set into curious, elongated
compartments built into the sides of the walls. He had never seen a
cellar quite like it, but there was something about its
construction that seemed oddly familiar.

Suddenly, movement along the floor caught
his attention. Directing his gaze downward, he noticed that, among
the supplies and sundries, mice and roaches could be seen milling
about. Meanwhile, bats stretched their wings on the low ceiling
above. “Gods!” exclaimed Vendar as he noticed the vermin, “Why are
you showing this to me?”

“Vendar, you’ve been a good customer for
many years now, and you deserve my honesty. I’ve got an
infestation. I don’t know what’s causing it! I’ve been making sure
to keep the place clean, to remove any traces of stray food or
drink … I’ve even tried consulting apothecaries to find reagents
that’ll repel vermin, but nothing seems to work. If I can’t fix
this problem soon, I’m going to lose my business!”

Vendar had a keen mind for opportunity, and
was quick to recognize any situation where he could potentially
benefit. Immediately an idea sprang to his mind.

“What if I found a way to solve your
problem?” he said.

“I doubt you could. Do you have any
experience with this sort of thing?”

“Absolutely none!” admitted Vendar. “But
that’s never stopped me before. You know I have a way of making
things work out.”

Cyrix snorted with irony. “Vendar, if you
can find a way to fix my problem, I’ll give you free beer for a
lifetime.”

“Is that a deal?” Vendar thrust out his
hand.

Cyrix regarded the open palm, then looked up
at its owner’s roguish, sideways smile.

Back down at the hand, then back at Vendar’s
grinning face.

Finally, he threw caution to the wind,
grasping the palm in a firm, contractual handshake. “It’s a
deal.”

With that, Vendar turned about and
immediately set off up the stairs. As he left, Cyrix wondered how
the adventurer could possibly solve his infestation, little knowing
that Vendar, despite his confident pace, was thinking the same.

* * *

Vendar crouched in the
firelight beside his fur-pile of a bed, thinking. How could he rid
Cyrix of his vermin problem? He had no idea. And when he had no
idea, the next step of the process was to seek help from someone
who did. Cyrix had already sought the help of conventional experts,
which meant Vendar had to seek the aid of unconventional experts. But who?
There was Radulus, the old merchant who some believed dealt with
dark powers to attain his own ends, but those were only rumors, and
black magic made Vendar nervous, anyway. There was Pholestes, the
assassin, who was a master of various poisons for man and beast
alike, but he didn’t owe Vendar any favors, and Vendar certainly
didn’t want to owe any favors to Pholestes. There was also
Akmotesh, the foreign priest of Anubis who wielded the power of
life and death … but he was powerful, indeed, and Vendar, while
brash, certainly wasn’t foolish enough to risk insulting the
mysterious cleric by asking him to get rid of rats.

What Vendar needed was someone who had
mastery over animals. A druid, perhaps or … Of course! Argonis!

Argonis was a priestess of Cebele, the
mother goddess of fertility and natural life. Vendar and his
associates had done a great service to the cult of Cebele, and most
likely the entire region, when they had thwarted the plans of the
followers of Ereshikgal, who had been bent on corrupting the
surrounding hinterlands with the taint of death. If anyone could
get a bunch of rodents and bugs to leave Cyrix’s place, surely it
was Argonis.

* * *

Tracking the priestess down was difficult.
The cult of Cebele was highly decentralized—some would even call it
disorganized. As such, there was no church or temple where she
could be found carrying out daily tasks or services; rather,
Argonis’ temple was the wilderness itself, among the forests and
plains. It was a dangerous place to be in those days, with its
savage beasts, monsters, and cannibal proto-humans, yet the
priestess was accustomed to it; the powers of her goddess made her
not only a skilled nurturer, but a dangerous combatant as well.

At length, Vendar tracked Argonis to a small
hut that was barely visible among the tangle of creepers and ivies
that covered its surface. Within, he stood face-to-face with the
priestess, among sprawling potted herbs, birdcages, and kettles of
simmering brews.

“Of course, I remember you, brave one. The
earth speaks your name in gratitude,” said Argonis, arrayed in
garlands of flowers and scant robes of billowy silk, as she
finished tending her herbs.

“I’ve come to ask a favor of you.”

The cleric nodded sincerely. “Very well.
After your valorous acts against the cult of Ereshkigal, you’re
certainly entitled to aid from the disciples of Cebele. What is it
you seek?”

The warrior explained the nature of his deal
with Cyrix. Argonis listened intently, all the while keeping her
visitor fixed in a stern gaze.

When Vendar had finished, she said flatly,
“So you’ve come to ask me to talk to some rats so you can get free
beer.”

“Well, when you put it that way it sounds
kind of … silly …”

“Who do you think I am? Some sort of
charlatan who uses legerdemain to con people out of their money?
Just because the worshipers of Cebele don’t have a big, corrupt
church like the cult of Aeus, doesn’t mean we’re all just a bunch
of savage shamans!” Argonis punctuated her tirade by casting a
wispy silk scarf at Vendar.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” Vendar said,
taking the scarf in his hand. “I just thought you’d be willing to
help out a good friend …”

“The powers given me by the Goddess are not
to be squandered on wastrelcy!”

It seemed to the adventurer that he had lost
his chance. It was time to throw caution to the wind. He launched
one final, last-ditch, risky gambit to acquire the priestess’ help.
“Come on … doesn’t that night we spent together before we raided
the Church of Bones mean anything to you?” He touched her lightly
on the shoulder as he gave a sincere and piercing gaze with his
brilliant gray eyes.

“Of course not,” Argonis said as she gazed
back. Her words were strong, but her tone was weak. “That was
simply a ritual to call upon the aid of the Goddess.”

At last, Vendar had found a crack in the
wall. Now it was time to put hammer and chisel to the crack and
bring the whole structure tumbling down.

“Was it?” he said, raising his hand to her
cheek as a look of hurt softened his rugged face.

* * *

“Okay, so now what?” Argonis said, ducking a
low-flying bat as she and Vendar stood in the dank gloom of Cyrix’s
cellar.

“Well … I kind of thought that was up to you
to figure out. I mean, that was why I brought you here.”

Argonis shot a look of pure exasperation at
Vendar.

“Can’t you … I don’t know … talk to the rats
or something? Ask them why they’re infesting Cyrix’s place?”

“I can’t
talk to
animals!”

“Well … I don’t know! Can’t you wave your
arms around and ask Mother Earth and Sister Moon for guidance? That
sort of thing?”

“By the gods you’re daft!
You actually think priestesses of Cebele can talk to animals? What would they
say? ‘Well met, Argonis, your hair is beautiful’?”

“I’ve seen you communicate with animals
before,” Vendar said defensively.

“I can sometimes sense their emotions.
Animals don’t have human intellects; therefore, they are ruled
solely by instincts and feelings. I can tap into those instincts to
deduce a creature’s intent.”

“Like I said—you can talk to animals.”

“It’s not the same.”

“Okay. Well, in any case, how about using
that trick on our furry little friends here to find out what
they’re thinking—or feeling.”

“I can do that,” Argonis agreed.

She bent toward the ground, placing a hand
out before her, as she fixed her eyes on one of the rats wandering
about the cellar. Just like that, the beast stopped its busywork
and lifted its snout into the air inquiringly. After a few minutes
of sniffing and whisker twitching, the creature began to make its
way over to the crouching priestess. Vendar watched with amazement.
He had no idea how she did it, but he knew now was not the time to
open his mouth and ask.

At length, the rodent made its way over to
the woman, who gathered it into her hands and began to gently
caress it. Vendar couldn’t help but feel a degree of revulsion at
this—there was no telling what sort of filth pits that creature had
been wallowing in—but Argonis definitely knew more than he about
the natural world.

The priestess stayed this way for several
minutes, gazing at the rat, watching every subtle gesture of its
body, feeling the pulse of its life essence, tapping into the
mutual bond that they, as fellow creatures of Nature, shared.

“I sense fear,” she said at length, looking
back up to Vendar.

“Well, that makes sense. There must be
hundreds of things out there that want to kill a rat: snakes, cats,
Cyrix …”

“No … this is different.
It’s a special fear—a primal
fear. A deep-seated fear all natural
creatures—including humans—have of the unnatural.”

“The unnatural?”

“Creatures that exist in defiance to the
laws of nature … or exist outside them. Demons and the undead
…”

“What do you think it means?”

“I think the reason all these animals are
inhabiting Cyrix’s building is because they’re fleeing … from
something.”

“But what?”

“I’m unable to comprehend that from the
rat’s emotions. It’s likely the rat doesn’t know, himself. Only
that it’s something that doesn’t belong in this world.”

“Well, can you find out how they’re getting
into Cyrix’s cellar?”

Argonis thought for a moment. “I could sense
from which direction the source of the rat’s distress lies,” she
said.

“Then let’s do it!”

Again, the priestess focused on the rodent.
“Behind that wall,” she said after a few moments of
concentration.

“This one over here?” Vendar said, walking
over to an end of the cellar against which were stacked several
wooden casks.

Argonis nodded.

Vendar searched the wall, squatting low as
he moved his lamp across it. Soon he discovered a small fissure. He
got on his hands and knees and held his flame to the aperture as he
gazed in.

“It looks like there’s a chamber behind the
wall,” he said with a grunt as he stood back up. “Like it’s
completely hollow.”

“So now what?”

“Well, unless you can turn into a rat, we’ll
have to get Cyrix’s permission to break it down.”

* * *

“Any progress?” Cyrix asked as Vendar
returned.

“Maybe. The priestess thinks they might be
fleeing from something. They seem to be coming from behind the far
wall of the cellar. I found a crack that seems to lead to a hollow
region beyond, but to access it, I’ll need to bust up the wall. …
You’re not hiding anything down there, are you, Cyrix?” Vendar
added.

Cyrix put down the flagon he was wiping.
“What? No! I …” The publican took a moment to reconsider. “But you
know … this building wasn’t originally mine. I don’t know who had
it before me. But now that you mention it, the masonry on that wall
is a bit different from the others. Like it’s been added more
recently.”

“Can I bust it down?”

Cyrix stroked his chin. “Yeah … yeah, bust
’er down. I don’t like to think about the repair costs, but I’m as
curious now as I am eager to get to the source of my infestation.
Let’s get to work.”

* * *

Vendar wiped his brow as he leaned on his
hammer. A pile of rubble lay at his feet and a man-sized hole in
the cellar wall of Cyrix’s public house yawned before him. After a
few moments of rest, he stepped through, with Cyrix and Argonis to
his rear.

Beyond the wall lay a chamber hewed from
stone. A dank and musty charnel-house reek filled the air, and mice
and insects scurried past the feet of the intruders as they stepped
inside.

The glow of Vendar’s torch illuminated a
ghastly sight: There, along the walls, were stone shelves and
alcoves upon which lay skeletons and bones, the flesh long ago
rotted away.

“We’re in the city catacombs!” Vendar
exclaimed. “They usually run pretty deep beneath the city, but
there are places where they come close to the surface. But I wonder
how—wait a minute!”

Vendar pushed past his companions, making
his way back to the hole in the wall. He thrust his head out,
looked to and fro, then came back in, regarding the chamber with
greater scrutiny. He repeated this gesture one more time before
exclaiming, with sudden horror, “Cyrix! You said you didn’t know
the history of your building, right?”

The proprietor nodded.

“Well, look at the shelves in here … and
then look at the shelves of your cellar.”

Cyrix did as instructed, at which point he
clapped his hands to his bald pate and snarled, “By the Prince of
Thieves, I knew the price on this place was too low! Never make a
deal with an Easterner!”

Argonis was confused. “What are the two of
you talking about?”

“Argonis,” Vendar said, taking her by the
shoulder, “look at the shelves and stone of the two chambers.”

Argonis observed her surroundings, then,
when she still didn’t comprehend, Vendar explained, “They’re
exactly the same. Cyrix’s cellar used to be a part of the
catacombs! At some point, someone must have walled it up and
constructed a building over it!”

“Gah, I’m surprised the place isn’t cursed!”
Cyrix snarled.

“Well, let’s see what other secrets are
hiding down here,” said Vendar, hitching up his girdle as he strode
forth.

“You go ahead and tell me what you find,”
Cyrix said. “You volunteered to take on this job. Curious as I am
to get to the bottom of this, I’ve got a business to run, and
skulking in the catacombs is the last thing I want to do at this
point.”

“You’re not scared of a few moldy skeletons,
are you, Cyrix?” Vendar chided.

“Yes,”
the tavern keeper said vehemently before turning
back toward the stairs. “If you’re not back by midnight, I’ll send
someone after you!” He called back.

“What about you?” Vendar said to Argonis. “I
know you’re curious to see what it is that has these rats and bats
so spooked.”

“I am,” the priestess replied without a
trace of hesitance in her voice. “Things down here are not acting
in accordance with the laws of nature, and such circumstances
almost always spiral out of control unless they’re stopped. Let us
move onward.”

* * *

The catacombs were where the great city of
Zaldrimar interred most of its dead. Here, or so it was thought,
the corpses of the deceased were generally safe from the savage
world beyond the city walls, with its cannibal scavengers and
necromantic cults. For centuries, a network of subterranean tunnels
was slowly and continuously being developed as the numbers of dead
accumulated. They formed a convoluted and chaotic network of
interlacing shafts and galleries, an entire hidden city of the dead
that slept beneath the feet of Zaldrimar’s people.

The silent citizens of the catacombs were as
diverse as the living who populated the city above: There were the
aristocratic dead, those of wealthy families whose fortunes in life
were such that they extended into death, bestowing upon them entire
cubiculae stocked with lavish treasures and decorations; there were
the middle-class—much more common than the rich—who lay recumbent
in small, humble loculii, surrounded by their reticent peers; there
were the foreigners, who lay interred according to their culture’s
customs, their bodies wrapped and decorated in the symbols of
faraway lands; and then there were the forgotten—the poor or the
unidentified, whose bodies were immolated and laid to rest in
simple ash-filled urns.

As varied as the interment methods of the
dead were their states of decay; some, having been residents of the
tunnels for untold ages, had been reduced to nothing more than
barely-discernible piles of old and fragmented bones, whereas
others, newly-deceased, looked almost as they had in life.

For the most part, the catacombs’ dead were
secure; priests of Aeus watched over the gloomy gateways to the
silent city, and few escaped their vigil. But every establishment
of man has its vermin that, regardless of its custodians’
steadfastness, will always find a way in. And the greater the food
source, the larger the vermin.

“Shhh!” Vendar placed a restraining hand on
Argonis’ chest.

They had been working their way into the
hypogeum, the grinning skulls of the dead watching them from the
flickering shadows beyond the torchlight, when Vendar suddenly
stopped, his warrior nerves on edge.

Argonis listened. Suddenly she, too, could
hear them—voices. They sounded almost human, but had a savage,
bestial quality. She couldn’t recognize what they were saying.

Vendar’s hand tightened around his hammer as
he stalked forth. His eyes had narrowed, and Argonis knew what this
meant—the normally amicable and mischievous adventurer had
metamorphosed into a merciless warrior.

Argonis knew better than to break their
cover through inquiry, and so simply followed Vendar without
question. Though not a fighter by trade, her intimacy with nature
made her an accomplished huntress; she unslung a cedar bow from her
shoulder and silently padded forth.

The two peered around a corner to see the
source of the noise. Before them stood a chamber, its walls adorned
with corpse-laden loculii, like many other rooms in the catacombs.
In the middle of this one, however, lay a lone body. From its
appearance, it had only recently been interred; its garments were
still clean and intact, and flesh still adorned the bones. Gathered
around it was a group of individuals who certainly were neither
mourners nor priests.

Though humanoid in shape, their limbs were
long and lanky, covered with leprous skin riddled with weeping
sores. Large, pale eyes lay sunken into sockets on hairless heads,
and needle-sharp teeth glinted from behind cracked and scabby lips.
The figures had made some attempt to clothe themselves; tattered
and filthy rags hung from their gaunt frames, but clothing was not
always a good indicator of civilization, as Argonis well knew. And
these creatures certainly weren’t civilized—they crouched next to
the corpse, greedily tearing off hunks of its flesh with claw-like
fingernails, and stuffing the forbidden meat into their toothy
maws, chittering and grunting as they did.

“Wretched monsters,” Vendar said
contemptuously as he rushed forth brandishing his hammer.

Argonis doubted the wisdom of Vendar’s
choice—he seemed quite outnumbered. But she had also witnessed the
warrior’s prowess, and had little reason to doubt he knew what he
was doing. But then, even cats sometimes misjudged their leaps. Not
wishing to let the impetuous adventurer tempt fate, she followed,
with a sigh, to lend her assistance.

Immediately upon noticing Vendar’s presence,
the ghouls turned their attention to him—after all, fresh meat was
much better than their current repast. With savage hunger, they
lurched forth, claws outstretched, drool dripping from sharpened
jaws, in anticipation of their feast.

“The only thing you’ll be dining on today is
twenty pounds of iron!” Vendar said as he brought the weapon in
contact with the first monster’s skull. Immediately, the creature
fell to the ground in a disgusting heap.

He hefted the hammer again, this time
slamming it into the side of one of the wights before reversing the
weapon’s direction to contact another of the monsters as they tried
to overwhelm him. The first fell, clutching its shattered side in
agony, but the other, having sustained a hit that would have
substantially injured most men, regained its momentum and pressed
forward. As Vendar followed up with a savage smash of the hammer’s
handle to the ghoul’s face, one of its cohorts managed to land a
hit on the warrior, raking its feculent claws across Vendar’s
arm.

“Back, demons!” Argonis
shouted. Her bow was clutched in one hand, while the other held
forth a small sprig of yew. “You defy the
Natural Order, and the Order commands you to obey!”
Several of the creatures immediately ceased their
onslaught, stupefied by the priestess’ command. As they groveled
before the proud cleric, Vendar savagely swung his hammer into his
remaining enemies. When they had fallen, he turned his attention to
the rest, who still cowered beneath Argonis’
castigation.

“You have trespassed outside the circle
of life, and for this transgression you must pay! Nature demands
CONTRITION!”

Taking advantage of the opportunity, Vendar
quickly pounced upon his helpless foes and dispatched them with a
series of brutal finishing strikes.

“Did you overestimate your ability?” Argonis
said, half mocking, half concerned, once the skirmish had
ended.

“Not at all,” Vendar replied, catching his
breath. “I won, didn’t I?”

“Yes, thanks to my help.”

“Exactly. I was accounting for that when I
engaged them.”

Argonis seemed skeptical. “Indeed.”

Suddenly Vendar’s facade of confidence
seemed to waver. “Do you think you could help me with this wound?”
He said with a slight quaver to his voice. “It’ll, ah … get
infected if it’s not treated properly. There’s … there’s a chance
it might eventually make me like them.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, sometimes … things that are kind of
dead but kind of not can turn you into one of them if you’re not
careful. Sometimes. Not all the time. But I think these ones
can.”

“I can cleanse most any wound of taint,” the
priestess said confidently. “Give it here.”

Argonis plucked a flower from her diadem, a
blossom that, to the untrained eye, was simply decorative but was,
in reality, one of a number of powerful panaceas. She crushed the
petals of this plant and mixed it with a variety of other herbs she
kept on her person, then applied the remedy to the wound, speaking
ancient and lilting prayers to her mother goddess.

“The pain is gone,” reported Vendar when it
was done.

“And so is the corruption.”

“Do you think those were what the vermin
were afraid of?” Vendar asked. “I don’t think they were. Those
things are rare, but I’ve seen them before, here and there. I don’t
think they’re so unusual as to cause a mass exodus of animals like
we’re experiencing.”

“No, you’re right. Those things might have
been unnatural, but they’re nothing that would cause such a
reaction in the local fauna. What were they by the way?”

Vendar chuckled. It was reassuring to
Argonis after what she had just witnessed. “I guess you don’t
encounter their like in the forests and fields, much. If you
visited some of the places I do, you’d be familiar with them.”

“Were they men, or … ?”

“I don’t exactly know, myself. I think they
might have been, once. Some people say they start out as men who
develop a taste for human flesh, and their unnatural hunger turns
them into something else. Others think they’re descended from a
tribe of cannibal humans ages ago, who split off from the human
race and devolved into something different. All I know is that you
should kill them whenever you see them, no questions asked.

“I suppose we should try to put this poor
bastard back together as best we can,” Vendar said as he made a
clumsy, but sincere attempt to return the desecrated corpse back to
its original place of rest.

* * *

Argonis attuned herself to the instincts and
impulses of the bats, rats, and mice—the hidden denizens of the
city—as she led Vendar among the labyrinthine subterranean
galleries, hallways, chambers, and staircases of the catacombs.

“There are quite a few stragglers, aren’t
there?” Vendar asked as he watched a small group of cockroaches
skitter by. “These fellows are late for the party.”

Argonis looked concerned. “No. I don’t think
they’re tarrying; I think the influence of whatever they’re afraid
of is spreading. If I’m right, we’ll eventually come to a region
bereft of such creatures.”

“I wonder what we’ll find in their
place.”

Argonis was correct. After further exploring
the underground, the pair encountered a brief surge in the amount
of visible vermin, followed by a period of unnerving quiet.

“Can you sense it?” Argonis asked in hushed
tones.

“Sense what?” Vendar muttered, not entirely
sure why he was keeping his voice low.

“The emptiness. The sterility.”

Vendar considered for a moment. “Yeah … now
that you mention it, something doesn’t seem quite right. It’s like
… I don’t know … being in a forest with no bird calls, or a canyon
with no echo. Something doesn’t seem quite right.”

They pressed on for a bit longer, when
something on the edge of their torchlight caught the priestess’
attention.

“What’s that?” she said, pointing toward the
darkness.

“I don’t—oh.”

It was about the size of an ear of corn, but
seemed alive, sitting there on the hard stone floor, slowly and
languidly moving about. It looked like a large slug from a
distance, but as Argonis approached, it became obvious it was
nothing so mundane … or sane.

“By the gods, what
is it?” Argonis said
with revulsion. Instinctively, she turned to cling to Vendar,
hiding her face in the crook of his neck.

The warrior gently guided the priestess
aside and moved closer to better observe the thing.

As was perceived from a distance, it did
have a passing resemblance to a slug; it was elongate and covered
with a sticky mucosal substance. However, there all similarity
ended. Strange tubercles studded the creature, each exuding an
offensive, pink fluid that congealed on the floor beneath, while an
arsenal of weird and chitinous mandibles jutted from one end,
twitching and vibrating in an alarming manner.

Vendar had seen strange
and exotic beasts in his days as an adventurer: giant cannibal
leeches the size of a man’s arm, bees that made honey out of flesh,
and parasitic worms that could control the brains of their hosts;
all were horrid nightmares born of the natural world … but at least
they were natural. Despite their bizarreness, they were still
creatures of Cebele, born unto the world with roles to play in the
Green Goddess’ cycle of life and death. This thing, however, had an
impalpable aura to it that was absolutely unnatural … as though its very
presence in their world was a trespass against the laws of reality,
itself.

With calm disgust, he turned from the thing
as it squirmed on the floor, taking the equally-repulsed Argonis
into his arms.

“It’s … so unnatural! I’ve never seen
anything like it!”

“I have,” Vendar growled as he ushered his
friend back the way they had come.

“Where?” Argonis glanced nervously behind
her.

“In the High Temple of the Brotherhood of
the Black Star. Their high priest, Ushtar-Nin, found a ritual to
open some kind of magic gate and brought through a few things like
that … but bigger. And nastier.”

“It needs to be destroyed,” said Argonis
with sudden determination. “It is an offense to Cebele.”

“Not so fast. There’s a chance it might have
brought along a few of its big brothers, and they’re really hard to
kill. Ordinary weapons won’t hurt them. We need armaments made of
copper.”

“Copper?”

“Or bronze. I don’t know why. But anything
else doesn’t seem to affect them much. It’s as though, being from a
different reality than ours, they’re harder to hurt. Or some such
thing. But anything with copper works. Also, I think we might need
help. Someone who’s even better at fighting than I am.”

“The Khemite, Akmotesh,” Argonis said. It
was more a statement than a question.

Vendar affirmed. “The Khemite,
Akmotesh.”

* * *

Vendar led Argonis to a dwelling that,
despite its stone construction, was humble and nondescript. As they
stood before its wooden door, she noticed mysterious
hieroglyphics—images of birds, snakes, staves, and eyes—subtly
etched around its frame. Vendar knocked several times on the door’s
surface and, after a few moments, it swung open, revealing a
caliginous interior lit by dim flickering light beyond. From these
shadows emerged, in order, a pair of kohl-lined eyes, a grim and
lean face, and a powerful, sinewy frame. It was Akmotesh III, the
Khemite master of death.

The pair followed the foreign priest into
his domicile, down a hallway decorated with fragments of broken bas
reliefs displaying the animal-headed gods of his homeland, rendered
strange and surreal in the dancing firelight.

Amid ancient and broken statues from faraway
lands, in a shadowy atmosphere smelling of myrrh, the three sat on
simple mats of straw as Vendar recounted their experience in the
catacombs below the public house.

“It seems as though once more the realm of
madness seeks to break through into our reality,” said Akmotesh
after listening to the adventurer’s story.

“I’m afraid where there’s one of those
things, there may be more,” Vendar said.

“I’m afraid you’re right,” agreed the
Khemite.

* * *

Bronze weapons were procured: a sword for
Akmotesh, in the heavy curved style of his native people, and a
pair of twin hatchets for Vendar. For Argonis they obtained a
scythe, as well as bronze-tipped arrows for her cedar bow. Armor
was also equipped: mail shirts, cuirasses, greaves, bracers and
casques to ward off the attacks of extradimensional evil. Unique
among the three was Akmotesh, who placed upon his shoulders a helm
fashioned in the shape of a jackal’s head, making him an image of
the Khemite god, Anubis, himself.

Diners paused with forks halfway to their
mouths, and revelers ceased their debauchery as the three warriors
strode into the public house arrayed in their darkly glinting
armaments.

“Is this something I should be concerned
about?” called Cyrix as they strode without pause through the smoky
chamber.

“No. I’ve got it all under control,” replied
Vendar. Cyrix shrugged and went back to his business.

* * *

“There’s a dead zone down here,” Argonis
explained as she and Vendar guided Akmotesh.

“It’s the catacombs,” Vendar said.
“Everywhere down here is a dead zone.”

“Yes, but there’s still nature: scavengers,
and subterranean creatures. But where we were, it had all
fled.”

By the time Vendar and the two clerics
reached the place they had encountered the strange slug (in the
place Argonis had dubbed “the dead zone,”) the creature was nowhere
to be found.

“Not surprising,” Vendar said.

“But where there is one …” began
Akmotesh,

“There may be others,” finished Vendar with
gritted teeth.

They were right. As they pressed farther
into the dead zone, they encountered something worse than the slug
creature. Slowly drifting through the macabre—and now unsettlingly
quiet—underground galleries, on fleshy, lobe-like wings was a
bizarre entity. No head existed on the sickly mass of flesh, but
tentacle-like tendrils trailed down from its posterior end. The
protuberances that kept it aloft looked more like elongated tumors
than wings, and Vendar wondered how it could keep itself afloat.
The lobes made a sickening squooching noise as they beat, and the
monster’s entirety glistened with an ambiguous moisture.

As the trio noticed the thing, it seemed to
notice them for, though it had no discernible eyes, it ceased its
languid flight and hovered momentarily before spreading its wings
and gliding straight for the group. It emitted a weird shrieking
sound as it did, assaulting the ears and—just as equally—the minds
of the listeners.

Argonis quickly nocked an arrow, took aim,
and released the projectile. Cebele was a goddess of nature, and as
such, her priestesses were familiar with the skill of hunting; the
need to cull herds of grazing animals was vital to the well-being
of the ecosystem. Argonis’ aim was true, and her arrow sliced
through the air toward the aversion, hitting it squarely and
causing it to fall to the floor, where its body began to bubble and
fizz as it disintegrated into an evil purplish puddle.

“By the gods, they
can fly, too?”
Vendar exclaimed.

“In the spaces between worlds, I suspect the
capacity of perversion is limitless,” Akmotesh responded as he made
a warding gesture at the beast’s fizzing remains.

It seemed he was right. As the three further
plumbed the dead zone of the catacombs, they encountered another
such creature. Though its morphology was wholly different—this one
seemed more akin to an arachnid of some sort—it was undoubtedly
from the same dimension of unreason as the other intruders of the
undercity.

About the size of a large dog, this anathema
stayed low to the ground, supported on a system of chitinous and
spindly legs. Upon noticing Vendar and the others, it skittered
sideways—crab-like—and lifted its anterior end, which seemed to
connect to its abdomen by a sort of hinge. This exposed an
underside covered in gill-like folds, at the center of which yawned
a tooth-lined orifice. A jet of evil, black liquid shot from this
opening and targeted Vendar with alarming accuracy. The warrior’s
quick reflexes saved him from a direct hit that doubtless would
have seriously injured him; nonetheless, his arm received a large
dose of the substance, and his flesh sizzled from it. Disregarding
the pain, he, along with Akmotesh, set upon the creature as Argonis
suppressed it with her arrows. After a few well-placed hacks, the
monster lay dead and fizzing at their feet. The combined
disciplines of the two clerics was enough to quell the work of the
creature’s acidic discharge on Vendar’s arm: Akmotesh applied his
reagents to preserve the flesh, and Argonis her herbs to revitalize
it.

The three continued to fight further
monstrosities in the darkness below the city: strange, floating
orbs of mouths and tentacles, a worm with a proboscis that
resembled another worm, and a quadruped studded with pincers and
tendrils. It was during these tribulations that they made a
disturbing discovery.

“Is it just me or are these things getting
bigger and badder the farther we go?” Vendar said.

Akmotesh agreed, “One almost sees a sort of
evolution in their physiology, from small spineless crawlers, to
exoskeletal beasts, and now … to creatures that seem mockeries of
warm-blooded animals.”

Argonis interrupted the men’s musings.
“Look! Over near the wall—a dead body.”

The priestess’ observation at first seemed
uninspired in that underground necropolis, until the others looked
and realized that this corpse was much more recent than the
majority of cobweb-laden bones in that portion of the catacombs.
Furthermore, it had been ravaged.

“You mean part of one,” Vendar said with
disgust even as he made his way toward the red ruin of
humanity.

Indeed, it was only part of a
man—specifically, the bottom part; the torso, head and arms were
largely missing, with only a dissolved, red slurry left in their
place.

“Some weapons and armor here,” Vendar said,
poking gingerly at the scene. “Iron, not bronze. You think this
fellow knew what was happening down here?”

“It’s possible,” Akmotesh said pensively.
“Though if he did, he didn’t know enough, if he lacked his foes’
bane.”

More mind-wracking monstrosities awaited
deeper in the labyrinth. Of particular note was a cubicula entirely
covered in a network of sticky, mucosal ropes crisscrossing through
the chamber, which itself had been entirely coated in some sort of
flesh-colored gelatin. Tangled in the middle of this web was the
ruined body of a warrior, only his arms and hollowed-out torso
remaining among the threads. The delvers decided to quietly
circumvent this region, reasoning that some curiosities are best
left unexplored.

Besides the invading aberrations, several
more armed and armored corpses were found among the catacombs:
victims of the invaders’ belligerence. Each of these was desecrated
in its own unique manner: One was headless, another partially
dissolved, and still another little more than a recently stripped
set of bones.

“It must have been a band of mercenaries,”
figured Vendar.

“Financed by who
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