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Big Red stepped out of the burial niche at the same moment the ground rumbled. Half a heartbeat later the ceiling collapsed.

His sidekick Lone Carnac ended up with a new hat of dirt atop the ratty leather thing on his head and spat more out of his mouth. The collapse made his dirty vest even dirtier and came up over the top of his calf-high stomper boots. 

“That tremor came from Shimmer City,” Big Red said. He shook his head, scattering dirt from his flame-red hair, and brushed more off the blue coveralls covering his wide frame and belly. Like Carnac, he wore heavy leather stomper boots.

“Of course, it did.” Carnac grouched as he heaved himself free of the excavation. “It felt like something big fell down. King will be pissed for sure.”

“Yep, King is sure to be pissed,” said Big Red. “But they were acting funny lately, you know. Remember how Shovel-Mouth dug out a damn lake at Bone Creek last fall? And how the Mule smashed that one marker to itsy-bitsy bits of gravel just last month?”

“Course I do.” Lone yanked off that ugly hat, exposing an even uglier dull metal disk engraved with twisty symbols set in his forehead – the symbol of the Marked. Big Red had a not-quite identical talisman set in his own noggin. 

Lone pulled off his boots and knocked out enough grit to fill a couple of beer mugs. Then he stood up and looked around the stone-lined walls of the rest of the subterranean chamber. “The rest of this place seems all right, anyhow.” The long room was the private burial ground of Chubbuck’s royal family, with the emphasis on ‘private.’  The collapsed niche was a rush job for Khan Bukhari’s uncle. Likely, he’d been helped into the afterworld by Khan Bukhari himself, part of his master plan to make himself boss of the whole damn country. Part of that plan, Big Red was sure, involved putting himself in charge here at Cenotaph City.

They beat feet down the mound just as a group of sallow-skinned Chubbuck in fur and metal started up the slope. One of them, a big broad-shouldered type with an especially big piece of fur covering his wavy-haired head and hanging down past his knees was Khan Bukhari, the top dog of Chekkat, Chubbuck’s number two city.

Big Red grew up in Chekkat. He didn’t miss the place. A bunch of drunken Chubbuck in furs and gold bossing around drunken peasants who didn’t have a pot to piss in. And every damn meal featured either fish, gruel, or turnips.

“Looks like you had a little problem,” said the Khan. 

Lone started to say something, but Red elbowed him right quickly. “Your Excellency,” he began, remembering the time one of the prince's bodyguards had knocked old man Bass to the ground for not using the proper form of address, “We just had a minor setback is all. We’ll have it all dug out in a bit don’t you worry about that.”  

The Khan gave the dirt heap another kick. “See that you do, Gen.”

Big Red winced at the use of his given name, which he detested because it was the sort of name that could be hung on either a boy or a girl. Some people didn’t mind that – two men of the Marked and another woman wore that name pretty well, matter of fact, but the only ones that called Red by that name were either real close family or trying to put him down. 

Big Red breathed a sigh of relief when Khan Bukhari and company walked off down the hill.

Lone wiped dirt and sweat off his brow. “Red, the King is gonna have us fixing things all night and all day tomorrow. There ain’t no way we’re gonna get that pit dug on time.”

Red paused and ran the numbers in his head. “You’re right. We need help.”

“Who? Lucius’s crew is tied up with that new mound. You can’t trust the layabouts in the market. The greenskin’s are feuding with each other. Who does that leave?”

Big Red pointed at a mound laced with little footpaths.

“Ho-Fat? Are you serious? He’s a lazy no-good thief!”

“A lazy no-good thief with ten kids. They’ve helped out before.”

“Huh.” Lone kicked dirt. “Won’t hurt to ask, I guess.”

Ho-Fat popped out of the tunnel as they approached, funky conical hat bouncing on his broad yellowish head with each step, knee-length smock stained with dirt and sweat. 

“Red, Car, you two okay then,” he called, once he’d narrowed the distance between them a bit and could pause to catch his breath. “We see the hole all filled in and think you might be down in the dirt.”

“Looks like you had a spot of trouble here,” said Big Red.

“Some, some. Dirt fall. Find metal door.”

Great. Simply great. The catacombs beneath this mound cut close to Shimmer Cities under levels. The last damn thing he needed was Ho-Fat’s brood poking around down there. “You didn’t open it, did you?”

Ho-Fat made a dismissive motion. “Nah, nah. Got number three boy, number four boy fixing wall, leave door alone.”

Big Red knew that last bit for a straight-out lie but decided to ignore it. “Huh.” He fixed the Chou with his best ‘I’m in charge’ gaze. “We got business in Shimmer City. We also got a tomb that needs to be dug before that Chubbuck prince decides to pass the time by killing half the town.”

“Can spare number two boy, number five boy for tomb – if the price is right.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Big Red’s eyes narrowed. He knew exactly what Ho-Fat wanted in exchange. “Fine. Your lot will get that parcel you’ve been eyeing.” Ho-Fat’s bunch didn’t normally reside in the barrow. Rather, it was where they hid out when Chou junks called here. The crews manning those ships saw Ho-Fat’s pack about three steps lower than dirt for being bright enough to flee the bloody bit of madness called the Flower War.

“Good, good.”

Red raised his hand. “But none of you get anything if you don’t get those kids moving now.”

“I” – Ho-Fat shifted from foot to foot, looking down the slope, at his feet, anywhere but at Big Red. “Fine, fine.” He spun in place and barked a string of sing-song Chou words into the tunnel. Two of his kids – smaller, lighter versions of their pappy – trotted out and stood while he jabbered at them. The kids looked at each other, picked up a couple of shovels, and started for the tomb.

I should get them started. But there’s no time. Big Red turned to Lone. “Come on. Might as well check in with the King.”

The pair plodded up the slope from the King’s Graves to the glistening barrier that set Shimmer City apart from Cenotaph City. The Barrier was kind of like lightning crossed with dirty glass – hard to spot but touch it by accident and it packed one hell of a wallop – sometimes to the point where new graves needed dug. That happened a couple of times each year even with the split rail fence around the perimeter. 

They scurried along the Barrier until they reached one of the three gates that opened into Shimmer City proper. Once, there’d been more than that, back when everything still worked.

The Gate didn’t look like much – twisted metal posts that made an archway over a flimsy bit of mesh that looked like it wouldn’t stop a determined toddler, let alone an adult. Looks, though, were deceptive – the only ones that could pass through that portal without getting made into charred corpses were the Marked – and sometimes not even them.

Inside was the metallic madness of Shimmer City. The whole damn thing – a disk two hundred yards across – was made from metal, mostly a bluish-gray alloy that was feather-light and steel tough formed into cubes, cones, and spheres that ranged from knee-high to house-sized.

“Looks like something happened to the Iron Maiden,” said Carnac, pointing at a giant metal insect that looked feminine despite having extra arms and no face. Usually, the Iron Maiden had her digits plugged into this or that relic up top, but now she was flat on her back, arms straight up, with a giant gouge in her side. “Should we check on her?”

“Nah, we check with the King first.” Big Red motioned at the King's Palace. Even from here, he could tell it looked off.

They strode past an array of weird constructs: a stone ball big as a mule atop a pole no thicker than a spear; something that looked like a tree made of silvery metal with round blobs for leaves; a round tower rising from a square pool of something that was most definitely not water, and more besides. 

Kings Palace dominated Shimmer Cities center. It burst out of the ground in red cones and blue cubes and great big gold-colored arches thin as a dream and taller than a tree. The king's Throne was parked on a dais reached by a curved stair right in the middle of this architectural anarchy. At least, that was normally the case. Now, though, most of his throne, and part of the dais were reduced to scrap metal and King’ was nowhere to be seen.

“Where did he go?”

“There”- Carnac pointed. The King lay flat on his golden back on a pile of rubble that had once been one of the cubes surrounding the Dais, surrounded by the broken bits of his crown. “Looks like he fell.”

“Long live the King,” Big Red studied the insectoid monarch. “Huh. He’s still moving.”

“Look over there.” Lone pointed at a new cenotaph in the shape of a featureless cottage-sized black cube some twenty yards from their position. A black creature with two legs and six arms stalked around the cube's base.

The two men studied the automation for a moment. “It’s not one of the Seven.” 

“But it can’t be,” said Carnac. “There’s just the Seven.”

Seven giant metal bugs ruled the roost at Shimmer City. The King was at the top of the heap – or at least he was the one most often handing out orders to the Marked. The Iron Maiden and Long Arm mostly fixed stuff up top. Wheels – Long Arm’s one-time twin brother - was always below, always on Level Three. He couldn’t leave, on account of his legs getting crushed about two hundred years back and replaced with iron disks. Squawk was a beanpole thing that almost never left its lair on Level Two. Digger and Mule were a pair of oversized metal spiders that moved dirt. The wizards could boss those two around a little, convince them to help raise barrow mounds – sometimes. The others did what the King told them to do.

Big Red rubbed his forefinger against his chin, which was covered in red stubble. “There were more of them, though, once upon a time. Twelve, if I’m remembering right.”

“Yeah, there was,” Carnac agreed after a long moment. “You think one of the lost came back, maybe?”

Big Red frowned, took his hand off his chin, and held out his hand, all five fat digits pointing straight up. “Okay... that heap of scrap down at the harbor used to be the Slug – rusted right up like as not, magic or no, rust will take down anything metal given enough time.” He brought his pinky down. “The Red Knight done got his iron ass melted back in the bad times.”  He brought down the next finger, which was half curled anyhow. “That leaves three – the Herald, the Centipede, and the Black Bug.” He paused. “The story goes that the Herald just up and walked off one day – marched right out onto the plains and kept right on going. None of the others ever went past the outer markers. Anyhow, the Herald is out there somewhere, not here.” He brought down another finger. “I dunno about the Centipede – but I think it stayed down below pretty much all the time, and our new friend out there don’t look like no centipede to me.” He brought down his thumb, leaving only his index finger sticking up. “That means we must be looking at”-

“The Black Bug,” finished Carnac. “I think I’m remembering some kiddy stories here – wasn’t there the one about a dust-up between him and the King way the hell back - like about a thousand years ago or something?”

“Yeah, I remember that story,” agreed Big Red. “King had to sic the Red Knight on him, and he got tucked away in the lower levels. Level Five, maybe.” Most of Level Five was off limits to the Marked, along with part of Level Six.

“Well, the Black Bug is back and the Red Knight is gone,” said Carnac.

“Well, we’d best check with the King.” With that, Big Red strode towards the fallen golem.

The King looked dinged up but good – its normally immaculate gold torso bore a nasty gouge in its side with little blue and orange sparks flickering deep in its guts. Two of the King's metal arms were bent, the mandibles at their ends immobile and useless. Worse than all that, though, was the King's Crown, split into three different pieces. 

“Recalibrating. Recalibrating.” The construct repeated the word over and over as the pair approached. One of its good arms flopped back and forth. Bits of junk- some of it from the King, some from its throne, surrounded the golem.

“He seems broke but good.” Red stood just past the King's head as he spoke.

“Recalibrating. Recalibration failed.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” Lone picked up the biggest piece of the King's crown.

“It probably ain’t,” agreed Big Red.

“Recalibrating,” said the King.

“Maybe if we put his crown back on?” Lone rotated the curved crystalline shard as he spoke.

“Better than nothing, I suppose.” Big Red squatted and grabbed the other two pieces. “Huh. How do these go together? And what’s with the nails?”

“Recalibration failed. Primary systems corrupted.”

“I think the nails are what holds them in place.” Lone studied his section, flipped it over, and stuck it on the King's head. It ran from right about where the nose would be on a human clear to the back of his skull. Lone jiggered it a bit, then the holes lined up and it came together with a loud ‘click.’ He motioned at the smaller of Big Red’s pieces. “That must go right on the other side of his face.

“Recalibrating. Recalibrating. Primary controls detected.”

“Well, that sounds better.” Big Red maneuvered the second piece into position. There was a second ‘click.’

“Recalibrating. Recalibrating. Primary controls detected. Unable to access.”

Big Red moved aside a slab of twisted metal and added the third section.

The crown lit up in a couple of places.

“Recalibrating. Recalibrating. Primary controls detected.” Then, “Primary controls accessed. Warning. Warning. Primary controls are corrupted. Establishing partition.”

“Guess it worked,” said Lone.

The King bent in a manner impossible for a human and sat up. “Partition failing. Accessing secondary controls. Secondary controls blocked.”

“Uh, King, it’s me. Big Red. Uh, Servitor 153-4, requesting direction.” To the King, that number was Big Red's name.

“Servitor 153-5 requesting direction,” said Lone, all official-like.

Servitor 153-4 verified. Servitor 153-5 verified.” That was the King for you, all warmth and friendliness.

“Task as follows.” That was also the King – straight to the point. “Primary controls corrupted. Partition failing. Secondary controls are blocked. Level Four failure imminent if control is not restored.”

Big Red and Lone exchanged glances. 

Level One Failures happen all the time. Those, the Marked could usually fix – busted lights and pumps and whatnot. That stuff could usually be taken care of by a bit of cleaning and polishing or maybe swapping something out. There were magic boxes – ‘Fabs’ - on Level Four that could create most of that stuff.

Level Two Failures were messier – busted coolant lines, console failures, and equipment catching fire. Servitors sometimes died in those. Fixing them was hit or miss - sometimes the Fabs could cough up the parts, sometimes they couldn’t. Often, the Marked improvised with whatever junk they could find. Big Red had lived through three Level Twos. 

Level Threes were downright ugly – explosions, clouds of toxic fumes, ceilings collapsing, events that caused major damage. Level Three’s left corpses in their wake. Big Red and Lone got their places in the Marked after a Level Three Failure killed twenty-six Servitors and two Operants. That whole section was sealed off and bypassed.

“Level Four?”

“Level Four Failure will destroy the Glim-Toth and much of the surrounding area.” ‘Glim-Toth’ being the King's name for Shimmer City. “Manual reset required to avert Level Four Failure.”

“Uh, King, we could stand some help with that task.”

“Concurred. Scanning for Operant signatures.” By ‘Operant,’ King meant ‘Wizard.’ There were four members of that breed among the Marked, ranging from sagacious Jeb who was older than dirt to hyper little Nica, who hadn’t even hit puberty yet. “No active Operant signatures detected.”

Big Red’s heart fell through his boots. “The wizards – uh Operants - are dead?”

“Yes.”

“What could kill four wizards like that?” asked Lone.

“Unknown.” So King wasn’t just laid out but clueless as well.

Scanning for Servitor signatures.” The King buzzed and clicked for a couple of seconds. “Eleven active Servitor signatures detected.”

Big Red wobbled on his feet and almost fell over. There should have been seventy-two active Servitor signatures. He took a breath. He had to know. “Is Servitor 154-33 active?”

“Yes.”

Well, at least my daughter is still among the living. Flame was one tough girl.

Lone looked white as a sheet. “Uh, King, is Servitor 153-11 active?” Servitor 153-11, otherwise known as Suma, was Lone’s wife.

“No.”

“Shit!” Lone gave King’s carapace a hard kick. “Twenty years I gave this place. And this is what happens? Why do I even bother? All this cursed place ever does is kill people.” He shot Big Red a glare filled with rage. “The last Level Two killed your wife. The one before that took your cousin.”

“It did.” A whole slew of mixed-together memories and emotions passed through Big Red’s brain in about two seconds. “But my daughter is still alive.”

“Well, that’s something.” Lone gave King a glare filled with venom. “Let’s fix this mess. But after that, I’m done.”

“Task plan proceeds as follows.” A hazy greenish image materialized about an inch in front of Big Red’s nose. “Proceed to the panel at this location.” A red dot flared to life in the diagram's center. 

“Yeah, I know the spot.” And he did. It was seven levels deep in the city, clear at the bottom. 

“Reset master switch.” The image shifted, showing a boxy compartment dominated by a big dial marked with curious sigils.

“Okay.” Big Red wasn’t familiar with that gizmo, but he knew where to look.

“That will circumvent corrupted Primary Control Unit. From there, proceed to this location” – another image way up on the second level. “Remove corrupted primary control unit.” The image changed again, depicting the backside of a metal hairbrush studded with gems and pointy attachments stuck into a console. “Insert Tertiary Control Unit.”

“Uh...we don’t have one of those.”

“Red, we got problems.” Lone motioned over Big Red’s shoulder.

Big Red craned his neck and spotted the Black Bug. The renegade golem wasn’t tinkering with the new structure anymore. Instead, it scuttled towards them damn fast, the digits at the end of its limbs clicking in discord as it did so.

“Run,” said Big Red.

They ran. 

The Black Bug altered course to chase after them. The golem was faster than men afoot – but it didn’t reckon with the King slamming into its side, sending both contraptions into a roll. 

The Black Bug rose first. The collision cost the construct one of its eyes, and two arms on the one side. Its right leg had a definite bend in it. 

The King struggled to what might be considered a sitting position. It looked worse than ever: one leg plain gone, and only two working arms. The King was also missing half its face. Its crown looked distinctly lopsided. “Partition failing. Reset secondary controls.”

The Black Bug took offense at the King's statement. Its torso spun in place. Then two of its good arms lashed out impossibly fast and knocked the King flat on its back. Then the renegade turned its attention back to the escaping humans. 

But the King wasn’t done yet. One of its remaining arms flipped straight up like it was a catapult, sending a spiky object hurling through the air, right over the Black Bug’s insecticidal head – and right into the dirt ten feet outside the fence.

Big Red dodged right, then left, the Black Bug hot on his heels.

“Here, ugly!” With that, Lone threw a metal gizmo that bounced off the golem's hide with a distinct ‘clang.’ The automation stopped in its tracks and spun.

Big Red hefted the gizmo – twenty pounds, two feet long, square at one end and round at the other. Then he gave it a swing, clipping one of the Black Bug's good arms.

The automation swiveled – just in time to watch both men slide through the gate. It watched them for a moment, then strode back towards the new building.

The King didn’t move at all.

Lone rooted in the weeds, retrieved the gadget thrown by the King. “This must be the ‘Tertiary Control Unit.” The damn thing looked like a metal hairbrush.

“Correct. Tertiary Control Unit one four one.” The voice was tinny.

“It speaks.” Lone didn’t sound too overly shocked. A lot of things spoke in Shimmer City that shouldn’t – doors, walls, crystal pendants, and metal cans.

“Looks all right apart from a little dust,” said Big Red. That didn’t mean it’d work – fully half the contraptions in the city looked fine on the outside but were broken on the inside – but the King attached special import to this one, so maybe it would do what it was supposed to.

Big Red faced the city and shook his head. “We can’t get in this way, not without getting killed.” He sighed. “We’ll have to use the back door.”

“Black Stone Temple?” asked Lone.

“Yep. Black Stone Temple.” Just saying the name gave Big Red the willies.

Cenotaph City was the graveyard of the plains, the place where the Hundred Nations interred their honored dead – and the bodies of their despised foes. Often as not, that included those despised foes deities as well, idols, icons, and sacred totems. The Stone Brothers – an order of goblin monks with a near-mystical knack for plopping rocks atop each other – built scores of little cubical shrines to house these despised deities, most of them along the avenue termed Temple Row, which ran from Fishtown in the south to Tumbledown market in the north. Sages, shamans, singers, sailors, and other visitors would walk the row, peering at or petitioning one or another of the idols. That was normal. Profitable, even – there was an entire clutch of shops in the Tumbledown Market that specialized in exotic incense, fake sacred relics, and assorted ceremonial knickknacks. 

Black Stone Temple, though, was different. It came from the Dark Times when the Hundred Nations put together one of the biggest hordes ever and took down the Agban Empire. That should have been an exercise in futility: Agba’s wizard lords not only retained a fair chunk of the Old Lore but were on good terms with the Lords of Hell to boot, while the Horde was, well, savages. Somehow, though, the Horde came out on top. The tribes took everything that wasn’t nailed down when they departed the pile of rubble that had once been the center of the world. That proved a mistake – those looted trinkets included relics of the Old Races and items attuned to pissed-off demons. The story went that when the dust settled, the tribal elders brought these cursed artifacts to Cenotaph City and demanded they be not merely interred but sealed away for all time. So, the Stone Brothers built Black Stone Temple, laced it with enough traps and tricks to confound a god, then sealed it up tight. Oh, anybody who was brave enough could enter the outer atrium and take a gander at spectacularly ugly ‘safe’ idols and friezes, but that was it. There was no route to the interred artifacts – at least not officially.

Unofficially, the Marked knew exactly how to access those hidden vaults, though they rarely did so. 

“Black Stone Temple. Why did it have to be that?” Lone shook his head.

“Well, at least we’re on the right side of the city.” Big Red took a couple of steps to a not-quite sheer drop-off that gave a good view of Cenotaph City’s eastern half. Temple Row snaked along a wide shelf below their position. Past it, the ground fell away into Breakpoint Gorge, with the Grass River at its bottom, making a barrier between the town and the plain. Just two bridges spanned that gap, both on the flimsy side.

Further out, Big Red made out Squid Hall, so named because it looked like a tentacled sea monster had crawled right out of the ocean and died, its body transformed to purplish rock. The place gave off serious bad vibes: the entryway was right where a squid's beak would be between a tangle of stony tentacles and beneath a pair of crystalline eyes. Get past that, and you were in a curved room marked with sigils that made even strong-minded folks want to scream.

People who went into Squid Hall sometimes disappeared. Other times, strangers popped out of that cursed structure, usually addled in the head. A few recovered enough to tell tales that made no sense. Most, though, never regained their wits.

The pair found a steeply sloped path that clipped the edge of Hightown, home of the city's mercantile caste, a treacherous collection of clerics, conjurers, caravan masters, and traders with overly inflated opinions of themselves. 

Temple Row proved to be empty – not just devoid of traffic, but altogether devoid of people. No Stone Brothers. No petty mystics poking about the shrines. No carters or petty merchants. Not even any drunken Chubbuck passed out on the paving stones. That wasn’t normal. The sight creeped Big Red out big time, making his guts feel weak on the inside. He exchanged a look with Lone. By unspoken consent, the pair took a faint path between two of the shrines – gray stone cubes maybe five yards each way – and up the hill a bit.

A short trot brought Black Stone Temple into view. Normally, that heap of rock was merely ugly. But what Big Red saw now was downright terrifying: bodies, lots of bodies, all of them with a dull disk set in their skulls. Marked. People he knew, like Old Man Moth the weaver and Kiva the poultice maker. And walking amongst them was a thing straight out of a nightmare – a creature that walked like a man but had a bug-like head and tentacles for arms. 

Maarav, the giant ebony-skinned sorcerer and merchant stood right in the middle of that horror show next to the now open secret door. Black dreadlocks laced with rings and beads hung clear to his leopard hide vest. He chatted calmly as you please with a short, skinny Chou in an aquamarine robe and a dazed-looking foreigner with pale skin and ruddy hair in top-notch armor.

Big Red knew that bunch; they’d turned up last week with a couple of others, somehow making it clear across the plains without getting themselves killed or a slave collar slapped around their necks, a feat that required either sorcery, special skills, or serious good fortune. Back then he’d figured them for unusually bold merchants. Now he knew better. This bunch had awakened the Black Bug.

“He killed them!” Lone’s words were little more than an indrawn hiss. “Him and the Black Bug. They kilt Suma. That’s her.” Lone pointed at a female body draped over a big rock. “She must have been herb gathering.” Strange plants grew along Temple Row. Collecting them had been a passion of Suma.

“Lone, don’t! You can’t fight them!” Big Red reached out and grabbed Lone’s shoulder.

“Let go of me!” Lone pulled away, eyes filled with tears. “Those bastards killed my wife!”

“Your friend is right,” said a new voice from right beside Big Red’s left ear. “If you go down there, that thing will kill you.”

Big Red turned and spotted Lucius, back from the barrow he’d been digging. His sidekick, the stunningly attractive gal everybody called ‘Goldie’ on account of her bronze skin and gold hair, stood a few paces behind him. “What brings you two here?”

“Black magic.” Goldie was a hotshot sorceress, with special expertise in healing and banishing demons. “I felt what those monsters did clear out at the new barrow.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you two here?”

“That’s Marked business.”

“Not many Marked left.” Lucius fingered the hilt of that slab of ironmongery he carried with him everywhere as he spoke. “Maybe you could stand some help.”

Big Red and Lone exchanged a look. Marked couldn’t talk about their work. They couldn’t cause the Mark wouldn’t let them, except in a general sort of way.

Big Red opened his mouth. “We can’t.”

“Damn.” Lucius squinted at the tableau by the temple. “I know that guy.”

“Who?” asked Goldie. “The Saban?” ‘Saban’ apparently being the name that Goldie and Lucius’s people hung on all folks with brown or black hides.

“No. Him.” Lucius pointed at the pale guy. 

“Huh. Imperial. Avar stock.” Goldie studied the fellow. “He does seem familiar.” She faced Big Red. “You two know him?”

That was a question Big Red could answer. “They came in off the plains a couple of days ago.”

Lucius’s face contorted. “It can’t be. He can’t be here.”

Goldie shot Lucius an annoyed look. “Who can’t be here?”

Lucius looked at Goldie, then back at the scene by the temple. He took a breath. “Prince Morgan DuSwaimair.”

The title didn’t mean anything to Big Red, but from her expression, it did to Goldie. “That seems...unlikely.” She peered more intently at the pale figure. “But you may be correct. I remember him from the campaign.”

“But what’s he doing here?” Lucius made an expansive arm motion. “The Empire is thousands of miles away, beyond the plains, past that infernal maze, and across the Sea of Shadows.”

“Maybe he ain’t here of his own accord,” said Big Red. “Maarav – that’s the black guy – is a sorcerer.”

“An extremely powerful sorcerer,” said Goldie. “There’s something strange about the chou as well.”

“The chou comes across as a little on the simple side,” said Lone. “Like he’d chewed too much devil weed or some such.”

“Spelled.” Goldie nodded. “Yes, that could explain it. I wonder if this ‘Maarav’ is with Traag?”

“That doesn’t matter,” said Lucius. “What does matter is what we do next.” He stared Big Red straight in the eye. “You two came here with a purpose.”

“I can’t talk about it.”

“Try.” 

The wheels in Big Red's brain turned. “The Marked take care of Shimmer City. We got jobs, all special-like.” That was common knowledge. Safe. He took a breath and tried to find the right words, the ones he could say. “Something went wrong. We need to get inside but we can’t cause the way is blocked.” A sharp tinge of pain flared in his forehead as he spoke the last words.

“And the back door is down there,” said Lucius. 

Big Red managed a nod, which brought another flash of pain.

“That construct is formidable even without Maarav,” said Goldie. “We need another way in.”

“You can’t,” said Big Red. “Only the Marked can enter.”

“I think that rule no longer applies.” Lucius motioned at Maarav.

“Ho-Fat,” said Lone.

“What about him?” asked Lucius. “The man’s a scoundrel.”

“Can’t talk,” said Lone.

Big Red remembered Ho-Fat going on about finding a metal door. “That might work.” If he remembered right, the space on this side of that door got hit with a Level Three Failure about seventy years back. A cave-in that crushed an extension of the city and killed about forty Servitors. The Servitors still alive managed a basic patch job, so it was safe enough now. But was that hatch on Level Six? Or Level Seven?

Below, the foreign prince entered the temple, trailed by Maarav. The Chou fellow parked his ass atop a slab of masonry, produced a flute, and started piping an eerie tune.

“Time to get out of here,” said Lucius. 

Getting to Ho-Fat’s hideout meant skirting the city. Big Red and Lone led the way, deliberately ignoring the outsiders behind them. It wasn’t like they could stop Lucius and Goldie anyhow, what with one being a damn good fighter and the other a top-notch spell slinger.

“He’s in the back.” Those words came from Ma-Sen, Ho-Fat’s wife, busy hanging sheets out to dry up front when Big Red’s crew arrived. 

Big Red and Lone exchanged looks. Then they ducked into the tunnel. From the look of it, Ho-Fat would be looking for new digs in short order. Part of one wall had slid into the corridor, and an overhead beam had a distinct bow in the middle. The hall terminated at a ‘T’ intersection, with the vast bulk of the tracks veering left. Big Red could hear singsong voices that way. Instead, operating on his internal map, Big Red went right. 

They passed through a storeroom, piled high with boxes and barrels, about half of which didn’t belong to Ho-Fat save by right of theft. His Number Seven Son was sprawled out atop a crate the size and shape of a coffin, sawing wood. He didn’t wake up as they passed through the far door.

From there, the hall got worse – dirt and rocks and broken wood all over the place. Then the left side went from stone to metal. And not just any metal, but that same weird alloy that comprised the city. Another minute brought them to the hatch.

Naturally, the damn thing was wide open. Multiple pairs of dirty sandal scuffs went right through it and made trails in the labyrinthine metal corridors beyond. Like all the under-passages, they resembled the inside of a hexagonal pipe, lit by glowing red stripes. Well, sort of lit. About half the lights no longer worked, the result of past Failures. Boxy machines fronted with constellations of crystals that glowed in about eight different colors stuck out of those angled walls. Every third one, though, was dark and dead. More Failures. Tubes ranging from no thicker than a pinky finger to damn near big enough to crawl in connected these devices or snaked off into the ceiling or walls. Several had been replaced with brass or iron substitutes that looked ugly alongside the originals.

“He got in,” said Lone.

“It’s what he does.” Big Red peered along a tight passage that cut away to the left. “He is a thief.”

Big Red entered the corridor and took note of colored squiggles on one wall. “Level Six.”

“Red, this ain’t good.” Lone stood before a machine that rated a niche of its own. “These are warning lights.”

Big Red took a gander. “That’s terrible.”

“What’s terrible?” Lucius passed through the hatch and stood behind Lone, taking in the gizmos with an expression of baffled wonder.

Goldie was right behind him with an expression of awe on her face. “Relics of the Old Ones.” She ran a hand along one of the consoles. “Still functional after all these years.”

Lone stared at her. “They won’t be functional much longer, not if we don’t” – he winced.

“This is what you Marked do,” said Lucius. “You...tend to these machines. Fix the broken ones, find replacement parts, keep them clean.”

Big Red wanted to respond but didn’t dare. Answering that question would likely see him laid out on the floor with his brains leaking out his ears.

“What happens when these machines stop working?” Gardenia examined a column of the script above a blinking panel as she spoke. “I can almost read this. ‘Reactor?’ What’s that, I wonder?”

Big Red braced himself. “It’ll be bad.” No pain, not yet anyhow. Destroy the city bad.” His forehead felt like it’d been stabbed with a flaming spear as he spoke the last words.

That got the full attention of both Lucius and Goldie. Lucius spoke. “You can prevent this?”

“Yes.” Lone reeled as he spoke the word and would have fallen if it hadn’t been for the wall.

“Then lead on.” Lucius glanced at Goldie. “Gardenia and I will protect you if necessary.”

“Uh...” Big Red didn’t dare say anymore. Instead, he oriented himself with the map in his head and set off along the passageway, trailed by the others. Naturally, he made it all of twenty paces before a bunch of sing-song jabber broke out behind him.

Big Red turned just in time to watch a screeching Ho-Fat come barreling out of another corridor, trailed by six or eight of his kin. 

What had the Chou all spooked? Dead bodies and demonic idols popped into his head. Big Red ran the numbers. Yes, Maarav and the prince could have beat them into the city – but that passageway was two levels up on the city's other side.

Lucius, being closest and possessed of damn quick reflexes stopped Ho-Fat in his tracks. 

Ho-Fat jabbered at the foreign warrior in Chou. When that didn’t register, he switched to the trade tongue. “Let go! Let go! Monsters! They kill us!” With that, he drove Lucius back into the wall and scooted through the hatch, followed by his kids, several of them toting bundles.

He’s here. That was Big Red's first thought. Somehow, Maarav had made it to this point in what had to be record time.

“What are those?” That question came from Goldie, who peered intently down the hall Ho-Fat’s bunch had exited. 

Right after that, a bunch of short figures in hooded robes strode into view. 

Where’d they come from? The answer popped into Big Red’s skull straight away – the vaults on Level Five, which was pretty much off-limits for Servitors. Ho-Fat must have got one of them open.

Lucius took a step towards the aliens but halted when Goldie put a hand on his shoulder.

Something squawked in Big Reds belt pouch – Tertiary Control Unit One Four One.

That squawk stopped the creatures in their tracks. One of them squawked back in a language mostly made of clicks and screeches. 

One Four One’s response got the whole pack agitated. Their hooded faces looked at each other. They spoke again.

“Die, demons! You can join your servants in Hell!” That voice echoed down the same passageway Ho-Fat and the new arrivals just exited.

Goldie and Lucius exchanged a glance. Lucius’s face tightened. “That’s Prince Morgan. Maybe I can talk sense into him.”

“Not if he’s spelled,” said Gardenia. 

Right after that, two armored men came into view. One stuck his head through the hatch. “The demons went this way, Excellency.”

“Then we go after them, Sir File.” The foreign prince turned and caught sight of Big Red and his companions. An ugly purple disk pulsated in his helmet, right above his nose. “More of you vermin.”

Lucius took a step towards the foreign prince. “Hold, Morgan. This isn’t what it seems.”

“You know my name?” Morgan’s face contorted. The purple gem stopped glowing. “You’re from the Empire.”

“I am Sir Lucius Fabius, once a Templar of the Mithraic Order.”

Morgan blinked. “I know that name.”

“We fought together.” 

Morgan shook his head. “Where? Wait. Sir Fabius – you were at Hammerford.” The violet disk began to shine again.

Big Red remembered Lucius yakking about the battle at Hammerford a couple of times. To hear him speak close to a million souls went to their respective afterworlds that day. That number seemed unreal. Impossible. None of the Nations of the Plains boasted a million members – not even a tenth that many. It’d take a hundred barrows to hold that many corpses, maybe more.

“I was,” said Fabius.

“I remember now.” Morgan took a step towards Fabius, his hand on the hilt of his sword. “You disobeyed orders. Our army died that day. That slaughter rests on your head.” He took another step. “And now you’re in liege with demons.” Morgan drew his blade.

A bright yellow-white flash filled the room, accompanied by a cry and a huge clattering sound. 

Big Red blinked. He saw Goldie standing over Morgan, who was sprawled out on the floor. His helm lay a few paces away, the purple gem shattered. 

“What was that?” The other warrior, Sir File, stumbled into the hall. “I tried following the others, but these tunnels twist about”- he caught sight of the prince. “What?”

Goldie stepped behind Sir File and yanked the helm off his head. The knight collapsed.

The aliens filed right past Big Red, headed for Ho-Fat’s hatch.

Fabius faced Big Red. “What are those things?”

“They were kwintath, one of the Old Races,” said Goldie. “I thought them long dead.”

“Old Races.” Lucius stroked his chin. “But why are they here?”

“This is their place.” Big Red was surprised he could say that much without jabbing pain.

“What – why?”

“We don’t have time for that.” Big Red held out Tertiary Control Unit One Four One. “If this is not put in place very shortly, the reactor overloads. Then we die. All of us. Probably everybody in the city.” Bright pain lanced into Big Red’s head. The world spun, and an evil imp with a mallet started pounding away inside his skull. Then he was leaning against the wall, blinking at Goldie. 

Goldie gave Big Red a clinical look. “That little speech almost killed you.”

“My head hurts.” Thinking hurt.

“Stand.”

Big Red pushed himself away from the wall. The floor seemed an impossible distance down. He felt wobbly. “We need to get moving. Now.”

Big Red set off along the passageway, matching the map with memory until he reached the console in the image. It didn’t look like much, a faded bluish box about the size of a coffin. Dirty. Scuffed. One corner was crumpled. A couple of pieces of iron pipe lay on the floor near its base. “This is it. The Master Switch is behind this panel.” Big Red fingered the metal, looking for a catch or handle. “It’s not opening.”

“It’s spelled.” Goldie squinted at the console. “I think” – she touched the sheet in three places and muttered magic words under her breath. Something ‘clicked,’ and the panel popped off.

Big Red set it aside and took in a dinner plate-sized disk marked with runes set at chest height. “That’s the Master Switch.”

“I don’t see a space for that – that thing you are carrying,” said Goldie.

“That goes somewhere else,” said Lone.

“Nothing for it.” Big Red reached out with both hands and latched onto either side of the plate. Applied pressure. Nothing. He reversed the direction. Still nothing. “Seems to be stuck.”

“Let me help.” Lucius put his hands on the disk. “Ready?”

“Ready.” Big Red put all his muscle into making the plate spin. He felt Lucius applying pressure as well. Then something went ‘snap.’ The lights went out.

“That doesn’t seem good,” said Lucius’s voice in the darkness.

“It’s not.”

Right after that, the lights flickered back into life. Well, about every third or fourth one, anyhow.

“Tertiary power sources activated,” said the thing in Big Reds belt pouch.

“Now what?” The voice echoed down a shaft just past the console. “It works fine for three thousand years and then this happens? Maybe I should have kept a few of those wretches alive.”

“That’s Maarav,” said Lone. “I’ll kill him.” He grabbed a pipe and started along the hall, got stopped by Lucius’s hand on his shoulder. 

“Hold up. You’re no match for Maarav.”

“Shut up!” He’ll hear you!” Big Red pointed at the shaft.

“Huh. Seems I did miss a few,” said Maarav. “Nuraghe, deal with them.”  

A vast clattering came from above. 

“Get back.” Lucius practically threw Lone into the wall.

Goldie began an incantation. 

Then the abomination they’d seen outside Black Stone Temple fell through the ceiling: bug head with oversized green eyes, grotesque torso, tentacle arms. It slammed into Lucius like a charging bull – and promptly lost its right tentacle arm to that sword of his. 

Goldie completed her spell. A yellow aura, so bright it hurt to look at, engulfed the horrible bug head, obscuring everything except those infernal green eyes.

Lucius stepped back, swung, and hit the thing square in its malformed gut. Had the monster been flesh and blood, the sword would have punched clear through its hide. Instead, the sword bounced off.

Those green eyes. A notion struck Big Red. He snagged a pipe, took aim, and swung. Contact – right square on one of the statue's eyes. Green glowing shards went everywhere.

The abomination spun in place.

A tentacle filled Big Red's vision, followed by a sharp pain in his face. His feet left the floor and his back hit the wall.

Then Lone’s pipe took out a second eye. Sparks and smoke flared from orifices in that horrible head. Then it blew apart. The headless idol stood for a moment, then toppled over. 

“Curse you peasants! Have you any idea how hard it was to coax Nuraghe into that shell? How many I sacrificed? Must I deal with you myself?”

A sudden silence came from above.

Big Red climbed to his feet, nursing the great grandaddy of headaches.

“Dad! You’re okay!” The youthful female voice came from behind Big Red. 

Big Red whirled. “Flame! You’re okay, thank the powers.”

Flame’s face hardened. “Most of the others ain’t okay. That thing”- she motioned at the headless statue – “and the Black Bug killed them. The Bug kilt Nica – tore her head off.” Flame stopped speaking. Tears filled her eyes.

Big Red knelt and wrapped his arms around his daughter. “You’re safe now, darling.” His daughter was alive. Nothing else mattered.

“We need to get out of here.” Lucius’s voice sounded distant. “Maarav will be here any moment.”

“I’ll kill him.” Lone clenched his pipe, face locked in a determined grimace. He looked at Big Red. “That thing walloped you good. Get out of here. Go keep Flame safe.”

Big Red stood. “I – we – the Control Unit” – pain flashed in his skull.

“I’ll do it. I know where it’s at, same as you. Now git!” Lone took off at a dead run, trailed by Lucius and Goldie. 

“Come on, Flame.” Big Red handed the tertiary control unit over to Lone, took his daughter's hand, and set off at a dead run. 

The foreign prince was gone, though his sidekick was still sprawled out on the floor. Big Red towed Flame through the hatch, wheeled it shut, and then jammed his pipe through the latch. That should at least slow down Maarav.

Dirt trickled from the ceiling right as the hatch slammed into the wall. Big Red had been in enough unstable excavations to know exactly what that meant – cave-in! “Run!” He gave Flame an unneeded shove.

They tore off through Ho-Fat’s substandard shaft, great slabs of earth sliding from the walls to either side, not even slowing down when rounding the corner at the ‘T’ intersection. They hit the exit about the same time half the roof fell in.

Then Big Red hit something else – the backside of the foreign prince, standing with a drawn sword in the center of a half circle of kwintath. The impact knocked the prince a good three yards, landing him face down in a bramble patch. 

“Status report.” The tinny voice came from a metallic seashell thingy held by the centermost alien.

Big Red halted. Tried to get his brain reset. “Uh...Master Switch reset. Repair party attacked by a...demon sent by rogue Operant Maarav.”

“Explain reference: Demon.”

“A mobile statue occupied by a spirit.” 

“You are demons!” The prince stood atop a low berm, sword outthrust, looking more than a little wobbly. A purple bruise covered half his face.

“Incorrect,” said one of the center aliens. 

“Cease your hostilities,” said another.

“Make me.” The prince stepped off the berm.

“Very well.” 

The rightmost alien pointed a thing at the prince that looked like a bunch of lashed-together sticks. Blue light flared from its tip. 

The prince stopped moving in mid-step. 

A translucent, blue-tinged cube filled most of the space between the aliens. Inside was an image of Lone, Lucius, and Goldie moving at a good clip through a corridor in Shimmer City. Big Red knew that corridor – Level Two, north side, right next to the control unit that needed to be replaced. The trio reached the panel – and then the Black Bug, looking more dinged up than before, broke right through the wall.

Fast as the Black Bug was, it was no match for Lucius, who swiveled in place and planted his weapon deep in the thing's innards. Smoke and sparks came from the Black Bug's metal guts. It slipped to a sitting position, apparently inert.

Goldie and Lone, meanwhile, yanked the panel off the console and set about unhitching the old primary control unit, which had a sort of half-melted look to it.

“What deviltry is this?” That came from the prince, who was sort of half sitting on the ground, staring in awed bafflement at the images.

“It’s made by kwintath,” said Big Red, “one of the races that came before.”

“I thought them but myths.”

“We are not myths.” 

In the cube, Lone shoved the Tertiary Control Unit into place.

“We going to miss out on that Level Four Failure?” I might live through this after all.

The images inside the cube blurred. Reformed. Resolved into the ebony figure of Maarav, bent over a console some distance from the Master Switch. Maarav straightened and gave the machine a kick that punched clear through the metal. “This isn’t it either!” The sorcerer's distorted voice came through the shell. It sounded wrong. Unholy.

Maarav raised his head and made a slow sweep of the chamber. Then his head stopped moving, eyes aimed straight at Big Red. 

Maarav’s glare made Big Red’s skin crawl, like the sorcerer was peering right through his skin and into his brain. 

Powers above, he can see us. He can see me. Big Red almost lost control of his bodily functions.

“Bugs.” Maarav’s voice dripped with venom. “You dare to spy on me?” Maarav hefted a metal shaft twice the length of his arm, set with flares and bumps. “Fine! Then watch me do this!” With that, he spun and jammed the rod's tip into another panel, which spat out a fountain of sparks. 

Maarav spun and approached a second console. “The Shim-Toth is going for a trip.” With that, he tore another panel from the wall, exposing a dial much like the Master Switch. Maarav gave this a twist, then yanked it clear from its mount.

Maarav vanished in a cloud of smoke right as the whole hill shook. Big Red fell to the ground along with everybody else. 

This is it. We’re gonna die. He hugged Flame close.

Bright gold light flared from the top of Shimmer City and a high-pitched keen filled the air, making Big Red’s ears hurt. And the ground kept right on shaking. Then the mound collapsed in on itself, like an emptied wineskin. 

Silence. 

Big Red picked himself off the ground. “What just happened?”

The kwintath assumed semi-erect positions. “Shim-Toth’s dimensional drive activated.”

“What does that mean?” The prince stared at the deflated hill: eyes wide open.

A kwintath collected the cube. “It means Shim-Toth is enroute to another sphere.”

“Another sphere? You mean like Heaven or Hell?”

“No. Another world akin to this one.”

“That – that is extraordinary.” The prince shook his head. “To perform such marvels – incredible.”

“He’s gone.” Big Red kicked a rock. “My best friend is gone.”

“We had many companions aboard the Glim-Toth. We no longer have a place.”

The prince faced the aliens. “Nobody on this world will have a place if Kato-Siva triumphs. That is why I came here – Maarav said there was a talisman here that could slay the demon.”

“We are familiar with that entity under another designation. It decimated our civilization.”

“Then you know the danger we face,” said the prince. “Know this: I am Prince Morgan DuSwaimair of the Solarian Empire. Three years ago, our legions battled Kato-Siva’s army to a standstill, and we sent two of its avatars straight to Hell. With your knowledge – your machines, we can best that demon altogether.”
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EMPIRE: SPIRAL I – Tia
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Tia shrank against Li-Pang. Both stood atop a bloody stone slab, one of many along the ground of a deep chasm. Much as the demon terrified her, she couldn’t bring herself to step into the ankle-deep gore that covered the pit floor. Besides, Li-Pang wouldn’t let her. He’d ended the ritual and slaughtered the elfin sorcerers responsible from pique, not altruism. She wrenched her eyes from the corpses and lifted them to the ceiling, where Saint Persephone’s dome groaned and cracked because of the murderous ceremony. Tia and Li-Pang stood at the base of a phantasmal blue shaft at the center of an arcane storm of white, orange, and violet bolts of energy. Far above their heads loomed the image of a crystalline city.

“Servants of Justice!” The demon's voice filled the dome. “You sought to bridge realms meant to remain separate.”

“We were in disfavor,” said a perfect voice. “Our names hung by a frayed thread. We required a place.”

“You sought the material world's advantages without paying its penalties. In so doing, you imperiled cosmic structure.”  Li-Pang's features transformed into a mix of evil and exhalation. “Very well. You shall have a place in the material world. Henceforth, your spirits are bound to this realm in the cycle of life and death.”

The demon’s hands reached above his head. He braced himself against something invisible and heaved.

And the fantastical city dissolved into a billion glittering shards that fell and faded away to nothing before striking the ground. The bluish tint vanished. 

Not-Li-Pang took a deep breath. Exhaled. He stared at the pit’s floor. “The portal is severed.”

The Cathedral trembled. Large and small stones fell from the ceiling, which seemed to be rotating. 

Li-Pang eyes widened in shock. “My Other Self is manifesting its presence.”

Tia gasped. The destroyed city had been replaced by a barred spiral made of stars, suspended over a city of alien aspect.

A blackened bit of skin fell from Not-Li-Pang's upper arm and fluttered past Tia’s nose. The demon's frame trembled. He rubbed his wrist. More charred skin fell away. “My grandeur overwhelms this flesh.”  His gaze returned to the spiral. “My Other Self sends an invitation. It possesses the expertise to remedy my situation.”  He nodded. “I accept its offer.”

A hand settled on Tia’s shoulder. She whirled. “Peter!”  Her heart pounded with joy and concern. 

Kyle stood next to the knight, on the brink of collapse.

“Tia!” Peter embraced her, a smile on his face.

Tears welled in Tia’s eyes as she wrapped her arms around Peter’s waist.

Behind Tia, the demon uttered an incantation. Then he grabbed Tia’s upper right arm as Kyle collapsed onto all three of them.

Darkness. Nausea. An impression of impossible geometries and massive unseen objects. Tia closed her eyes lest she glimpse mind-shattering abominations. Sensation faded.

Then: Contact. 

A hard surface pressed into Tia’s back. Tia opened her eyes and stared into the starry spiral. She took a breath and choked. The air was wrong. Thin. She turned her head. She spotted Kyle’s prostrate bulk. Peter’s back rose. The knight rubbed his neck. Past him, Not-Li-Pang stared at a black lagoon ringed by weird angular shapes. 

Tia blinked. The weird shapes resolved into gargantuan seashells. Inhuman figures strode along the lagoon's edge. 

Lagoon? Tia remembered a lagoon from a dream vision. This lagoon. The dominion of a gargantuan tentacled abomination. Tia’s gut clenched as she spun her head in panic. Was it here? 

A reddish-brown shape broke the water’s surface. Tia’s heart almost stopped beating. It rose and straightened into an immense fleshy spire. A second tentacle erupted from the lagoon. Then a third and a fourth. And still more of the creature emerged from the depths – wagon-sized eyes, spear-like thorns, and a dull yellow beak that could bite through a castle wall. 

God above. The vision was true. Tia fought to remain conscious. Her head pounded. Her vision contracted. She couldn’t think.

The abomination didn’t faze Li-Pang. “Greetings, other self.”  He walked towards the horror. 

An eye bigger than a horse, crisscrossed with fat crimson veins swiveled and fixed the demon with its stare. 

Li-Pang halted in his tracks and swayed. Another bit of blackened flesh dropped to the ground. “Yes, I am inconvenienced. A consequence of unity.”  His voice cracked on the last words. 

The monstrosity’s eyes shifted to Tia. Her mind fell into a liquid blackness. Slimy things brushed against her arms and legs. 

A hand reached and grabbed Tia’s elbow. “God above.”  Peter’s voice sounded distant. Or awed. “What? Where?”

A portion of the monster extended towards the overhead spiral: a tree-trunk thick base capped by a ball of writhing serpents. The squirming mass swung in Tia’s direction, a tangle of brownish-black tubes, pale suckers with spear-sized thorns at their center, and obscene dangling pink polyps.

Tia’s vision contracted, turning black at the edges. All strength fled her limbs.

“No.”  Peter's voice was a futile protest against unstoppable doom. Steel scraped against leather as the knight unsheathed his sword. He planted himself before Tia, a man in ragged finery with a yard of steel in one hand and a bronze knife in the other. 

The knot of twisted flesh descended.

Tia whimpered and buried her face in the flagstones.

“No.”  Not-Li-Pang's voice sounded distant. “They may prove useful.”

Tia opened her eyes. The tentacled abomination flickered back into focus. But the perspective was wrong. Li-Pang was underneath Tia, and she couldn’t move her limbs. And this immense dark mass was right above her. Then Tia realized her predicament – she was wrapped in the monster’s tentacles! 

“Die, hellspawn!”  Peter hacked away at a rubbery appendage wrapped about his waist with single-minded determination.

A scream built in the back of Tia’s throat. This is it. This is my death.

The creature's scaly skin split beneath Tia, exposing a black and pink maw that emitted a noxious stench. 

This is it! Tia struggled to no avail. Peter shouted and cursed to her side.

Then, with no hesitation at all, Li-Pang stepped into that orifice which was sealed after him as though it had never existed. 

The ground receded. A sharp pain pricked Tia’s arm. Her limbs turned leaden. Peter's cries subsided. Then, blackness. 
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EMPIRE: SPIRAL II – Peter
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A ring of fiery pain caused by intense pressure encircled Peter’s waist. He ignored the agony and brought his blade down hard on the rubbery appendage gripping him. The steel sunk into dark flesh and bounced off. No! He’d not be beaten by this thing. He raised the weapon again. His vision darkened. Strength fled his limbs. Blackness.

“No!”  Peter's eyes opened. Took in a curved pearl-covered surface far above his head. Pressure against his back. A ring of hot wet fire around his waist. An image flashed into his skull: a huge thing, reddish brown flesh, and tentacles. It’d had him – he leaped to his feet. Blinked.

Peter reached for his sword – and found nothing. Damn! What about Sunpoint, the dagger blessed by Saint Mithras? It wasn’t there. 

No monster. Just this round wall that bent into the ceiling, as though it were an immense pipe. The floor wasn’t curved or pearl colored. Rather, it had been leveled with flagstones. A tilted table leaned against the curved wall, one corner touching the ground. And past it, two prone figures lay sprawled on the floor. The big one was Kyle, bruised, ugly, and snoring like the ox he resembled. The other was a skinny blond woman in a stained and tattered dress – Tia! His heartbeat increased. 

Peter took three quick steps and knelt beside the unconscious woman. His muscles announced their displeasure with dull aches. His breath came in great ragged gasps – had he fractured a rib in the brawl? That didn’t matter. Tia mattered, not him.

The knight's hand touched Tia’s brow. She stirred, inhaled, once, twice, thrice in quick succession. Was she sick? Injured. Either way, he couldn’t leave her on the floor. Peter lifted his eyes and spotted a couch or cot against the opposite wall. It would suffice. He placed one arm beneath Tia’s neck and hooked his other under her knees and stood. 

Something metallic gleamed under the girl's frame – his sword!

Tia first. She was shockingly light. Had she been eating well? Probably not. Two steps brought him to the cot, a simple thing of wood and dusty brown canvas. The motion left him gasping. He took a deep breath. Better. Then he arranged Tia on the cot. 

Peter knelt and retrieved his weapon. Now to inspect the rest of this place.

Weak light flooded in through a large round opening where the cylinder ended. No balcony, no rail, just a great gaping hole, with blocky shapes visible in the distance. Peter strode to the aperture, an act that left him lightheaded. His balance was off. He braced himself against the opening’s round, smooth frame. Below, light twinkled off a circular expanse of water surrounded by a sheer cliff. A ring of shapes surrounded the lagoon, too consistent to be natural, but also too alien to be human. Orange and cream spiral towers like seashells set on end. Blocky black cubes that reminded him of goblin tenements. Truncated tan cones topped with spotted gray and black spheres. A huge, curved dome that resembled a giant clamshell. These bizarre edifices formed an arc along the perimeter of a curved cliff that dropped to the black waters of a lagoon. Peter craned his neck and saw a channel connecting it with a much larger body of water. He could just make out a dark line in the distance. So, this place was a port.

The light was wrong. Peter craned his neck upward. The sun was wrong. Dim. More orange than yellow. And what was that smear of light? He blinked. The smear resolved into an immense spiral. He fell back, heart a flutter. What madhouse is this? Is this Hell? Am I dead? 

Peter reeled in shock, unable to take a full breath. His hand reached towards the open portal – and was assaulted by an invisible jolt that knocked him to the floor. He sat there on his rump, seeing stars, and gasping for breath. 

A wave of dizziness assaulted the knight when he finally managed to stand. He stood there, breathing shallowly, considering. Choking snores drew his attention to Kyle, still unconscious on the floor. The big man was a magician. Perhaps he could unravel this place's magic. 

Tia stirred, gasped, and relaxed. Damnit, what was wrong with her? Well, at least they were together in this place, wherever and whatever it was.

Peter squinted. The chamber seemed twisted somehow. No, it curved away towards the right past the cot, narrowing as it did so. He’d best check it out. Aches and pains reasserted themselves by the time he reached the cot, along with shortness of breath. Pale light fell upon an assemblage of tubes and basins past Tia’s bunk. Something about the arrangement – a sink, perhaps. He touched a lever on a pipe overhanging a large bowl. Clear fluid spurted forth. Peter touched the liquid and put it to his lips. Water. That was something. Past the basin, a curtained space with an earthy aroma – an indoor privy or he was a horse. Another window, round like a porthole, no bigger than his head. Through it, he glimpsed more madcap buildings and the sea to either side. Was this place on an island?

Next, a square slab of metal inset into the wall with a handle at waist level. A door. The lever didn’t budge when Peter pulled at it.

One final curve, tighter than ever, and Peter found himself in a small chamber dominated by the ruin of a four-poster bed.

He retraced his steps. 

Tia was awake, standing before the immense round window, peering at the alien city. “It wasn’t a dream.”  She drew a deep struggling breath and released it.

“No, it was all too real.” Peter walked toward her. 

Tia spun. Her face contorted in shock. “Peter! It’s you! I’d feared the chaos at the cathedral left me unhinged. All that blood. Those poor people, slaughtered like chickens.”  

“I’m here now.” Peter wrapped his arms around Tia’s bony frame. “Wherever ‘here’ is.”

“I – I dreamed of this place weeks ago.”  Tia made another tortured inhalation. “And that thing in the lagoon.” 

Turmoil flooded Peter’s thoughts. Dreams? Tia’s or Silam’s? Were they the product of a devilish enchantment? He wondered if Kyle could detect the spell. “Well, what else did your dreams say of this place?”

“Little enough. Li-Pang did”- 

A red haze obscured Peter's vision. He grabbed Tia’s shoulders. Shook. “You listened to that demon?”

“Peter, you’re hurting me!” Tia pulled back from his grasp. Her eyes brimmed with moisture. “Yes, I listened to him. Peter, we lived together for months.”

“Did he touch you? Did he violate you?”

“No!” Tia’s tone was emphatic. “The others thought we were man and wife, and we shared a bed, but he never touched me.”

“Others? Who? Some infernal cult?”  The red haze receded a fraction. “Where were you?”

“Li-Pang and I dwelt in an old villa termed ‘Ash Manor’ by its denizens – mostly artisans and laborers clearing the streets of rubble after the riots. That’s what Li-Pang and Silam did – each morning they trooped off with a work gang, and I didn’t see them again until dusk when they’d return with blackened faces and soot-stained clothes.”

Peter shook his head in disbelief. “Why didn’t you leave, if they ignored you so?”

“Two reasons.” Tia raised a finger. “There was a spell that bound me to the manor.”

“You could have told somebody!”  The crimson haze started to form again. Peter clenched and unclenched his fists.

Tia shrank back. “No. That was part of the geas. I couldn’t speak against them.”

Peter took a breath. Released it. Magic. The haze receded. “Ok. What was the other reason?”

Tia eyed the knight. “The streets were dangerous. Robbers, rapists, and other vermin abounded. Thrice they attacked neighboring tenements. Women left the manor only in groups.”

Peter nodded. Violence marred Corber Ports slums. An attractive woman by herself would have been easy prey for rogues.

“Well, at least Silam’s out of the picture.”

Tia’s expression contorted.

A sinking sensation entered Peter’s gut. “What is it? Kyle told me the Church had captured Silam.”

“They did.”  Tia cast her eyes at the floor. Her voice was small. “I let him go.”

“What?”  Renewed fury filled Peter. He took a step towards Tia, who cowered against the wall.

“Enough, you two.”

Peter glanced over at Kyle, who’d risen to a sitting position. A giant purple bruise covered his face, which he rubbed with swollen fingers. He’d been in one hell of a brawl back at the cathedral, brought down by sheer numbers. 

Kyle grimaced and rose to his feet. He stood a head taller than Peter and outweighed him by at least a hundred pounds. He could throw quite a punch. But in a straight-out fight, Peter would win. Kyle blinked. His bucket-sized head rotated one way and then the other. “Where are we? What happened?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”  Peter motioned behind Kyle. “There’s a pipe back there with water. Go clean yourself.”

Kyle blinked and nodded. Then he turned and painfully limped into the dark.

Peter returned his attention to Tia, who’d moved next to the large window. “Tia, I’m sorry, but I need to know. Why did you free Silam? Where is he?”

A long sigh escaped Tia’s lips. She settled onto a chair near the window. “Silam and Li-Pang are two aspects of the same being,” she said at last.

Splashing sounds came from the chamber’s depths.

“Same being?”

“They’re like...like puppets played by the same puppeteer.”

“Oh.” That made sense in a mad sort of way.

“Li-Pang and Silam came to Corber Port intent on destroying it as punishment for the Empire killing Kato-Siva.”  

A shudder ran through Peter’s frame at Kato-Siva’s name. The empire had warred for decades against that demon god’s minions. “Kyle thought as much. Go on.”

Tia took a breath, released it, and took another. “They discovered the church intended a dangerous ritual to merge the mortal and angelic worlds.”

Tia took a breath, released it, and took another. “They discovered the church intended a dangerous ritual to merge the mortal and angelic worlds.”  

“True God above,” said Peter. He didn’t know what to think. “Didn’t the Church grasp the evil of this ritual?”

“Bishop Servetus’s faith blinded him,” said Tia. “Silam said the Servetus was part of a ‘conspiracy of fools bent on their own destruction.’ He thought it was great entertainment. Li-Pang was...concerned.”

‘“Concerned?’ You mean to say those rogues played no role in the spell's failure?”  Peter could scarcely believe his ears.

Tia leaned against the wall. “I - I don’t think so. They exploited the consequences.”

Peter sat on the cot and leaned towards Tia. “But how could you trust Silam?”

“I couldn’t. But I spent months with those two. Silam was incredibly petty, even if such truculence sabotaged his schemes. Once released, I knew he would attack those working the spell. He couldn’t restrain himself.” A series of rasping breaths followed the statement.

“But where was he? I thought he’d possessed Kyle’s nephew.”

“He did,” said Tia. “But Barry proved an unsuitable host for Silam’s essence. More than once his control weakened to the point Barry was able to assert himself. I told Li-Pang that if he and Silam were a single being, then they should have a single body.”

“Then...”

Tia nodded. “Yes, the creature that brought us here is a fusion of both entities. But their power was so great a single mortal form could not contain it.”

Peter leaned back on the cot. “This tale is incredible. Beyond belief.”

Kyle entered the chamber, stripped to the waist, rubbing flesh-colored paste to the bruises and welts that covered his torso. He strode to the window. “What is this place? There’s something down there. Something big and with great power.”  

Peter rose to his feet and winced at the pain in his arms and legs. “Count yourself fortunate you don’t remember.”    

“It’s the Devourer,” said Tia. “Li-Pang called it his ‘other self.’”

A shudder ran through Kyle’s body. The big man inhaled. “It’s hard to breathe in here.”

Peter took another tortured breath of his own. “I noticed that. The airs thin, like the high passes in Drakkar or Barbaros.”

“Or Uplia,” said Tia, naming an alpine province adjoining her home fief of Equitant.

“It’ll pass. I spent three years at the school on Mystic Mountain. The first week or so was terrible. But it got better.”  He reached into his pocket, fumbled around, and produced a squashed roll. Kyle squinted at the loaf, brushed off a bit of lint, shrugged, and took a bite.
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