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  Chapter 1




   




  "Go back to Levarion, he said," Honmour grumbled, a terse imitation of Kaltor. Granted, Honmour was currently standing alone in the coffin sized crate, so no one else could appreciate the quality of his performance. "Here’s some gold, treat yourself, you’ve earned it. Oh and, by the way, there’s a psychotic murderer on the loose we accidentally released from prison, handle it, won’t you?"




  Once again, the powerful temptation to punch a hole in the crate assaulted him. Thankfully, despite the squelching’s effects on his powers, his self-discipline still functioned well. It was bad enough standing around in full armor all the time, but immersed in a shipment of feathers, his skin felt slick with sweat against his leathers.




  Taking a deep breath to reign in his temper, Honmour focused on centering himself on the moment. The convict hunted women, not men, so Delena was the obvious choice for bait. That left him in charge of the ambush. A nervous shiver skittered through his insides. His altered armor would grant him the most protection possible, but he was still powerless, and about to take on a raving lunatic.




  A flicker of movement through his knothole caught his attention, little more than a shadow among the other crates of the docks. Honmour knew the look of a hunter though, the tense but patient stance, waiting for the perfect chance for the next kill.




  With any luck, Delena would offer him that chance. It was her powers that allowed Honmour to track this madman in the first place. Granted, she wasn’t recovered enough from Pelorum’s treatment to actually take a life with her powers. That task was left to Honmour.




  A minute later, Delena walked into view. A thin shawl covered her face and the candle held out before her left the madman with a perfect opening from behind. Honmour tensed, waiting for his chance. Of all the prisoners who had escaped due to Kaltor’s antics, this was the most dangerous.




  Men like Honmour and Kaltor couldn’t go on with their lives knowing such animals were on the loose as a result of their actions. Tonight, the charge of dealing with those consequences fell to Honmour. Delena paused, the shadow stepped up behind her, dagger at the ready. The convict had taken three women in as many nights, it had to end now.




  Honmour dove through the crate wall with a roar, chicken feathers flying in all directions. The madman whirled in surprise, raising his dagger instinctively. Honmour’s armor covered his entire body, with only thin slits of thin cloth to cover his eyes. He parried the murderer’s dagger with his short sword, going in for a quick thrust at the man’s belly.




  The madman twisted aside in a flash of Varadour speed. He barked out a laugh when he saw Honmour’s lack of such power. He didn't recognize the feint though, as the Honmour’s leather-armored fist rushed toward his head. It was a skillful blow, for a squelched man.




  In a burst of enhanced speed, the convict caught Honmour’s wrist and twisted hard. The blow threw the Battleborn to the side, keeping him off balance.




  "Fool, squelch," the convict muttered, lunging in before Honmour’s relatively slow reflexes could compensate. He rammed his dagger into the Honmour's gut. "You're already dead."




  The madman’s dagger snapped in two.




  Honmour took the man’s brief second of shock to smash his elbow into the convict’s face, blinding him with an instant of pain. Warm blood burst from his broken nose. Delena’s reinforcements in the armor worked well, Sage-crafted stone over leather.




  Taking a step back, the convict dropped to the ground and kicked out as hard as he could with his Varadour strength. The low blow caught Honmour’s ankle, jerking his weight out from under him. The man crashed to the ground with a grunt of pain, his short sword clattering away.




  Suddenly, the madman lunged atop Honmour, drawing on his sight seeker power. Blue energy surged from his eyes, through his hands and into Honmour’s mind. The feeling in Honmour’s limbs vanished in an instant, leaving him limp as a corpse.




  "Try fighting me now," the madman whispered, holding Honmour’s senses in check through his left hand, while raising the broken dagger in his right. He trembled with rage. The earth beneath them trembled. Protective slits of gray stone slid over Honmour’s eyes, concealed them beneath his armored mask.




  "My turn then," a cool, feminine voice said. Something grabbed the convict from behind, jerking him into the air by the neck of his cloak.




  Twisting against her grip, he spun and kicked. The blow smashed against a solid stone arm reaching out from the ground. The resounding snap of his breaking ankle echoed through the docks. Despite the pain, he still managed to maintain the constant deluge of sight seeker energy keeping Honmour immobile.




  Delena was shorter now, sunk into the earth up to her knees. It was an odd scene, for she stared at the cobblestones beneath her like a rat would a ravenous eagle. A Sage terrified of the earth? Like seeing a fish desperately wishing to avoid the sea.




  Terrified or not, she knew her business with stone. The conjured arm reaching from the earth acted like an extension of her own body, holding the convict fast. The madman laughed openly at it all.




  "A fine night for breaking my record. A Sage and a woman to boot? Perfect!" he cackled maniacally. "You'll be mine as well."




  Extending his right hand, he tossed the dagger aside and sent a wave of sight seeker energy into her mind.




  The assault hit—and poured around Delena's head like a flood rushing around a boulder too large to immerse. She smiled, her lips illuminated by the candle before her, raising her hand. The stone arm’s hand wrapped around his neck like impossibly strong fingers. He flailed against her strength, managing a whimper of pain before she closed his throat entirely.




  "Convict, the only one of us breaking anything tonight, is me," Delena hissed.




  In a panic, the madman sent all his Sight Seeker energy at her through both his hands. The cobblestone flickered blue and purple from the sparkling energy. The assault didn’t penetrate her skin. But it did extinguish her candle.




  Delena screamed in the darkness. The stone arm holding the convict in place sagged lifelessly. Like a wounded animal blinded by fear, she scrambled on all fours to the nearest torch post. She scrambled into the light, babbling incessantly. "Not again, not again. Pel, oh Pel, what have I done?"




  The madman laughed, as he watched her, twisting against the stone arm’s firm grip. He didn’t see Honmour stand up behind him. "A Sage scared of the dark, who would have thought such a thing existed," the convict said.




  "True," Honmour whispered in his ear. "But she did her part."




  Sight seeker energy leapt from the convict’s eyes, slicing behind him in panicked blast. Honmour expected such a counter however, ducking and spinning around the madman’s side. Honmour’s words were a feint in themselves to send his defensive attack up high.




  Honmour rammed all three feet of his short sword into the murderer’s belly with deadly finality, twisted and retracted with a slurping sound. Gasping, writhing in pain, the convict reached out with his Sight Seeker powers for revenge. Honmour knew a killing blow when he dealt one though, already sprinting off to Delena’s side further down the dock.




  "No. No!" the madman squealed, coughing up blood. But his screams were already fading as death settled in to claim its next victim.




  "Not exactly the attack I was expecting," Honmour muttered, kneeling down next to Delena. His head ached from the sight seeker energy and his ankle and ribs burned from the man's enhanced blows. He felt the stone slabs sown into his armor shift under Delena's command, retracting from beneath his eye cloths. "The other escapees couldn't do something like that. Varadour and Sight Seeker in one, I mean."




  Delena didn’t respond at first, clutching the base of the torch post with her stone fingers. She trembled in terror, eyes unfocused, muttering too softly for him to understand. Others thought her insane, beyond help. But Honmour also knew the dark catacombs where Pelorum tortured her, if there was anyone who could save her, it was him and perhaps Selene.




  "It makes sense, when you think about it," Honmour said quietly, gently stroking her shoulders and speaking aloud. It was how he comforted Stunts during a test, to keep them focused on the matter at hand. "Other escaped prisoners were arrested for smuggling and thievery. This convict was much closer to the Abyss, living to pleasure himself off the pains of others, so Gereth's tampering had unexpected side effects."




  He clutched his side and hissed in pain. His armor had three layers, leather, stone and more leather. It still wasn't enough to cushion the blow. "His Varadour strength was definitely enhanced too. Did he crack the armor?"




  Delena glanced at his chest, eyes narrowing in concentration. The stone sewn into his armor at various parts of his body was connected with a thin latticework, allowing her to access and adjust the armor at will. His skin itched as she pulled and pushed on it, making minor adjustments.




  For some reason he could always pull her from those dark tirades. She glanced up at him, eyes focused on the real world again. "No. But you might want to see a healer about those ribs, just in case," She spoke shakily. The torch post sank into the earth until she could reach the flames at the top and retrieve a fresh candle from the pocket of her cloak. With the steady light source before her, she calmed and closed her eyes, taking deep breaths.




  "I'll be alright," Honmour replied grumpily. They walked back to the executed murderer hanging there in the middle of the docks, a puddle of his own gore dripping against the cobblestones. The large, human-looking arm of stone held his neck fast, making the scene look particularly—inhuman. "I'm sorry I wasted your time."




  "What are you talking about?" Delena asked, hoisting the corpse into the air as if it were a doll made of straw. She tossed it into the river disdainfully. An impressive feat since the body had to clear a ten foot tall schooner to reach the cold current. A distant splash soon followed, as if the river were applauding her.




  "I couldn't take him on my own," Honmour admitted with a deep breath, looking down at his reinforced armor. "I'd hoped with these kind of defenses I could make up for the squelching, but I can't."




  "I wasn’t exactly at my best either," Delena said with a shaky sigh. "I try to move on. But, there are things that—" She stopped talking suddenly, waging some kind of internal battle.




  "A part of your mind never leaves that place. You hear a noise, see a flicker of something familiar or a lack of something, and it’s like you never left," Honmour finished, wiping his blade clean before sheathing it. Delena sighed in relief, nodding to him wordlessly.




  Honmour patted her shoulder warmly. Well, he tried. It was difficult to feel genuinely supportive when slapping a Sage’s stone back. Pain radiated down his wrist from the blow, but if he struck with less force she wouldn’t feel it at all. "I couldn’t have done it without you. He would have taken my eyes if you hadn’t stepped in. We managed."




  Delena didn't say anything for a moment, staring up at him. He felt her will stretching through his armor, or the effect of it at least. The stone grew malleable for a brief moment, making minor changes to grant him maximum protection and flexibility.




  "Honmour," she said intently, eyes alert.




  It was the most responsive he’d ever seen her, since their escape from Pelorum’s lair.




  "You squelched yourself to get Selene and I out of Pelorum's clutches," she said. "That was the most selfless thing I've seen since joining the Sages. I will not leave you defenseless."




  She cocked her head to one side, staring into his eyes. Well, at his eye patches. He felt his armor shift as extra metal ran up his leg, chest and neck pieces. A thousand tiny strands stretched out over his eyes like interlocking fingers, admitting enough light to see by through tiny holes, while covering them completely.




  Running his fingers over them, he hesitated a moment and then rapped his fist against them. Once, twice, then he took off his helmet and pushed on them from the outside. They didn't budge.




  "Could a regular Varadour break these?" he asked, staring at the mesh in astonishment. "They look like they're made of metal."




  "It’s the closest I can get," Delena said offhandedly. "Granite is a mixture of many elements. I pulled iron out of the granite and hardened it into something like steel. I wouldn’t stand under a blacksmith’s hammer, but it will stop fingers and blades at least."




  "Amazing," Honmour murmured, staring at the eye guards.




  "The least I could do," Delena echoed with a soft smile.




  Honmour gulped, suddenly aware he stood in the torchlight, his face clearly visible. Pelorum's cage left deep ugly scars across every inch of his body, making his Zulak's scars look like a minor cut. The healing used to save his life, also solidified the wounds. No healer could 'heal' scar tissue. He quickly slipped the helmet back on.




  "Why do you insist on hiding your wounds?" Delena asked. Not a shred of remorse in her eyes about making Honmour uncomfortable, just unabashed curiosity. It was odd how she flipped from one state-of-mind to the other, a five hundred year old Sage to a scared little girl. "The men respect you just the same, and you didn't hide your previous scars."




  "The Zulak scars made me stronger," Honmour admitted, turning the helmet until its Sage-made metal clasps clicked into place. "They taught me to be ever vigilant. I saved many men from Zulak ambushes with what I learned. They made me a better Battleborn."




  He glanced down at his leather hands, clenching them into fists. Sheets of tempered metal creaked against leather. The madman's blood still glistened on one hand. His hands stank of urine, excrement and vomit, the madman’s scents. He wiped the blood onto his leather-armored leggings, though the gesture did little about the smell. "These scars cost me my power," he admitted bitterly. "They took my strength, my speed, my skin vision— everything I lived by."




  Delena laughed. It sounded like bells clattering in the distance. Amazing what the more experienced Sages could do. "Correct me if I’m wrong. But you are no longer blood broken, so in the literal sense, you'll live a long life to old age. This sacrifice of power actually gave you countless years back."




  "Years spent doing what?" Honmour asked with a hollow shrug, sheathing his sword. A chilled wind cut through a small tear in his armor, sending a shudder through his torso. "If I can't do something meaningful with my life, then-"




  "Meaningful to who?" Delena asked, glancing back at the road. The stones shifted and bubbled as if boiling. Scared rats bolted from cover, fleeing the scene. The convict’s blood and bodily fluids sank into the ground. The arm of cobblestone returned to earth as well. She was very thorough. Not a sign remained of the gory struggle, except the madman’s faint scent of excrement.




  "I— People I guess?" Honmour offered weakly.




  She considered him carefully from head to toe. "I suppose that's the real question then," She said. "Let’s head back to Layohne. Kaltor needs to know about this convict’s—gifts. There may be more like him coming after us."




  "Yes, you're right," Honmour agreed, heading down the road toward his inn. He paused, glancing back at her, half-way immersed in the cobblestones. "Remind me again why we aren't destroying Gereth's lab right here and now? We’re in Levarion after all. The prison is right over—"




  He regretted his words immediately. Delena fell silent with a puppy-like whimper, hugging her candle. She hurried down the street with a muffled cry, forcing Honmour to run after her. "Delena, I’m sorry!" he shouted. Then, in a muffled whisper. "I shouldn’t have said anything."




  Deep, painful regret settled in his stomach as they hurried down the street. She ducked into their inn, pushed her way passed a few confused patrons and, in a flash of muffled tears, disappeared into her room. Through the door, he heard tearing floor boards and screeching nails. She’d sleep atop the stone, without wrapping herself around it. How terrible an existence like hers must be, to feel terror from the one thing you need in order to survive. Honmour leaned against the door, groaning in self-recrimination.




  "Let her sleep it off, young man," a wizened old voice said. The cook passed him, offering a pint of warm tea. "Whatever you did to her, I’m sure you can make up for it tomorrow."




  With a cold chuckle, Honmour took a small swig. "What makes you so sure of that, old man?"




  "I seen the way she looks at you," the cook observed with a smile, straightening out his stained apron. He looked more like a butcher, large shoulder and thick hands taking the place of the expected pot belly of an inner city chef. The kitchen behind him bubbled and hissed with tempting aromas. "Just be patient, she’ll come around. You can keep me company in the back if you’d like."




  Honmour smiled and shook his head, half tempted to tell this old man the complete story. That would likely endanger him and his family. At the least, Taleveer’s eyes and ears would be watching for anyone matching his or Kaltor’s description. At the worst, the King’s spies would question all Honmour spoke with.




  The serene scene of bubbling cauldrons and the scents of dried spices sent his mind back to his father’s inn and the night long cooking ventures the day before a large gathering. Judging by the lateness of the hour, this man was in well over his head against tomorrow’s quota. He couldn’t fight demons anymore, but he could serve in some small way. "I’d be happy to lend a hand."




  They went back to the kitchen, each taking a knife and starting at the opposite end of a large pile of potatoes stacked atop the center table. After a few quiet moments, Honmour asked. "You can’t see my face when I look at her," Pointing at his masked face. "How can you be sure she’s in good hands?"




  The cook smiled. "I’ve heard how you talk to her. That kind of sincerity can’t be feigned. If she’s any sense, she’ll realize that by morning and come running back."




  "If not?"




  The old man shrugged. "Everyone grows up at their own pace. Just give her time."




  Honmour laughed at that one, drawing weird looks from the chef. "Time is definitely on her side," the Battleborn said bitterly. "Much as I want to help, I’ve a feeling she could outlast me easily."




  "Best make each moment count then," the cook replied.




  "Yes," Honmour agreed. "I must indeed."




   




   




  





  Chapter 2




   




  "Behind you!" the wall next to Kaltor cried.




  The would-be assassin, a lithe fellow with a long skinning knife, gasped in shock. The shear impossibility of talking stone held him in place for the precious half-second he could have defended against Kaltor’s next move.




  Catching the attacker’s weapon hand in a masked burst of speed, Kaltor twisted the skinning blade free and pinned the man against the wall. Holding the smuggler by his hair with one hand, he put a dagger to the man’s throat with the other, fighting off a wave of nausea as the masking wore off. Selene’s warning echoed through the tunnels again and again, keeping the other sentries confused.




  "The slaves," Kaltor hissed, prodding the smuggler’s Adam’s apple. "Where are they?"




  "It’s you!" the man choked. Glancing at the tunnel around them, he muttered, "I didn’t believe it when they said you were coming. A Remnant and a Sage! Imposs—"




  Tightening his hold, Kaltor interrupted him. "I don’t want to deal with a hostage situation and you don’t want to be left drowning in your own gore. The slave pits. Now."




  "Just keep to the left," the smuggler gasped. "It’s in the farthest corner, to prevent escapes."




  "Alright, then," Kaltor said, nodding to the wall. "We’ll retrieve you later."




  The wall turned thick and putty-like. The thief’s eyes swelled to twice their size as he sank into the stone. "Wait!" he sputtered, the rock already tickling his lips as it wrapped around him. "I lied! It’s the right. Take each right turn. Then come get me—"




  "Thought as much," Kaltor agreed, pushing him into the wall with a final nudge. "Selene?"




  "Give me a moment," The ceiling above him purred with Sage power. "There’s a lot of non-granite patches here I can’t see through. Not my strong suit. Hmmmm— the directions are accurate and the chamber’s large enough. Want me to slide over and check it out personally?"




  "No time," Kaltor decided, drawing another dagger. "I want those slaves out before the smugglers miss this one we just dealt with. Thanks by the way. Without you, I’d have to kill them all. This way we can put most of them back in jail."




  "Be careful. Sounds like someone told them we were coming," Selene cautioned, the tunnel rumbling dangerously. "I don’t see any traps in the tunnels though, or extra troops lying in wait. Just smugglers throughout the caverns and a possible slave chamber in the right corner."




  "Three guesses who warned them," Kaltor grunted angrily, glancing toward the letter in his coat pocket. Its words were forever burned into his mind.




   




  To Kaltor Stratagar, the self-proclaimed ‘Varadour Remnant.’




  I thought the following document may interest you.




  Sincerely, King Taleveer.




   




  It was a clipping cut from a town watch report. It carried the details of an incident at a river settlement a few miles west of them, Layohne.




   




  Smuggling Ring Claims It’s Fourth Victim




  The Blackhearts strike again. Suspected of pillaging a number of neighboring farms. They murder all except girls between the ages of twelve and twenty, possibly for their value as slaves. One four year old boy, Kaneem, barley survived. He was found beaten unconscious, holding a wooden sword. He tried to protect his ailing grandmother. The death toll is currently at thirty souls that we know of. Sources confirm they are led by Lews Blackbriar, who recently escaped the Levarion Prison last month with most of the Blackhearts.




   




  Scrawled at the bottom of the paper, in Taleveer’s sweeping handwriting, were the words, "You brought down those prison walls yourself, Battleborn. These innocent lives he’s taken are on your head. I’ll make sure Kaneem knows exactly who’s responsible for his mother’s death.




  Till we meet again, murderer."




   




  "What did you say about time, Kaltor?" Selene prodded, pulling him back to their current situation.




  "Right," Kaltor said numbly, trying to shake away the pain. King Taleveer knew exactly which strings to pull. Even recognizing the trap for what it was, he couldn’t stand by and hope the town watch caught the murders. Not after his hand in bringing down the walls of Levarion’s prison. Most of the inmates were indeed innocent, as he’d assumed. Others deserved to be there.




  They pressed on down the winding tunnels. Some corners were lit by torches, others had directions engraved on the walls, guiding passerby. Selene flipped these scrawled messages around, ensuring anyone heading off toward the exit only ended up running into a dead end. The lookouts waiting at the entrance were already buried in stone, as was the mouth of the tunnel, thanks to Selene’s handiwork.




  Twice, Kaltor hid around a corner, waiting for a patrol to pass. Selene’s senses, weaknesses against non-granite stones notwithstanding, warned him well in advance of approaching trouble. They reached the slave chamber without incident.




  Chains rattled, girls whimpered and a few sick slaves coughed weakly. Thin streams of water trickled down from the ceiling, positioned just below an underground river. The damp, cold confines were perfect for wearing down a typical Varadour, after a week of fighting off disease and cold without food, their glands would weaken.




  "I’m considering ignoring that promise you made to the scout," Selene hissed through the floor, moving slowly under the sandstone cavern. "This is sickening. Look at these girls."




  When the slaves saw him approach, a cloaked, hooded figure peering through the shadows of a few measly candles, they pulled away till their chains sprang tight. The slaves sat huddled on a raised, wooden platform, chained to spikes anchored deep into the oak pillars. Ropes, unmixed cement, even a couple discarded pulleys hung around the room, a construction project disbanded in preference for less ethical uses.




  "Not again," Selene groaned, pulling free of the sandstone wall. Her black, granite skin gave her an otherworldly look as she hurried onto the wooden platform. It creaked in complaint from her added weight.




  Kaltor considered a word of caution, but Honmour had told him of Pelorum’s tortures and the machines he used to inflict them. No doubt, seeing these women here chained in the shadows brought some very painful memories to the surface. Besides, their plan was going well.




  The slaves backed up instinctively when Selene approached, making it easy for her to reach the first spike holding their taught chains in place. Gripping it in one hand, she tore it free with a grunt of distaste.




  Ropes snapped tight, a net of rope and chain snapping up around her, hauling her up to the ceiling. Thick oak beams fell to the ground, holding her aloft. She twisted and screamed in the clever trap, designed to play of her memory of her imprisonment at Pelorum’s hands.




  Seconds later, a secret passage of sandstone rolled free just to the left of the platform. One of the slaves, with a calmness not shared by her fellow victims, extinguished the nearby candles. Mercenaries charged in, Varadour power and Sight Seeker energy flickering in the dark cavern.




  A trap, elaborately done, designed to neutralize Selene’s powers and his Remnant abilities as much as possible. Part of him wasn’t surprised in the slightest, willing to protect the women in chains, but not enjoying the killing to come. Selene was his best bet at taking these men alive. In capturing her, they’d inadvertently limited Kaltor’s options to the dead-or-alive variety.




  Gritting his teeth, Kaltor masked his camouflage energy and dove to the side. Agony and nausea flowed through him, slowly escalating as he hurled three throwing blades. Two slashed throats while the other nicked a man’s eye. Then he tackled the nearest soldier. The man gasped in surprise as Kaltor hurled him into the other mercenaries in a burst of blatant Varadour strength.




  The attackers circled on the Remnant power, unloading arrows, daggers and blasts of Sight Seeker energy. Then all hammered against the airborne body of their companion before he landed amongst them. Some cried out in confusion, others scrambled away. It bought Kaltor enough time to vomit from the sudden nausea. Masking techniques weren’t pretty or gallant. Then he swung up onto the oak platform and charged in.




  Four attackers remained, holding a tight formation at the edge of the platform. The wall to his right was lined with slaves curled up against each other in confusion. An archer took aim and fired. Now, Kaltor wasn’t bothering with masking his power. He deflected the attack in a burst of speed and hurled a projectile of his own. The blade caught a Sight Seeker in the shoulder, throwing off his aim.




  The archer managed one more shot, but his hands shook in fear. The feathered shaft went wide. Kaltor’s daggers flashed, the man did not have the chance to fire a third. Sight Seeker powers smashed into his mind, robbing his physical sight and his skin vision.




  "Ha!" One of the Sight Seeker’s yelled. "Got hi—"




  Kaltor tackled the speaker, stabbing again and again. His skin vision returned in time to warn him of a blade, streaking toward his back. Twisting aside, he managed to parry the desperate stab into the Sight Seeker he’d just killed, before grabbing the offending man by the hair and slicing his throat.




  "Enough!" a final man cried. Chains shook threateningly. A woman whimpered.




  Kaltor spun, scanning his surroundings in a flash of skin vision. A few Varadours lay healing, too wounded to fight. The Sight Seekers were dead. Only Blackbriar remained, his face just as it was drawn on the warning posters. He held a young woman to his side. Her pale skin blotched with fierce bruises on her arms, legs and face.




  "You let me go," the murderer demanded, knife digging into the woman’s throat. A trickle of blood ran down her neck. She held perfectly still, eyes wide and unmoving. Terror held her in time as surely as if she were a painting. "Or I’ll gut this fine specimen before your very eyes!"




  "You do that," Kaltor barked back, pulling one of his throwing blades from a corpse’s throat. "and I won’t kill you."




  Blackbriar paused a bit at that statement, confused. "What kind of threat is that?" he bellowed, "You want me to kill her?!" he twisted the woman so she stood between him and Kaltor. They spun in a slow semicircle as the Remnant searched for an opening and Blackbriar kept his prize between them.




  "You misunderstand," Kaltor replied calmly, pausing when he stood with his back to the secret passage and Blackbriar with his back to the rest of the slaves on the wooden platform. "Firstly, death is a kindness compared to the tortures I’ve witnessed. Then, of course, there’s the second point you’ve overlooked."




  "Yeah?" Blackbriar growled, keeping the woman’s head between his and Kaltor’s throwing blades. He kept his stance low, legs wide apart, ready to dash aside if necessary. "What’s that?"




  A chunk of rock the size of his head smashed down from the ceiling, crushing the life from him in an instant. The blow threw his lifeless corpse to the right. The motion scratched the woman’s throat, but missed her vitals.




  "The second point," Kaltor continued, kneel down grimly next to the man’s corpse. If only they’d failed to immobilize Selene. Then their deaths could have been avoided. "Is that you hung my wife-to-be up so high, she can tear handfuls of the ceiling free. She’s a very good throw, my Selene."




  "Very theatric," Selene echoed from above, her voice shaky but sarcastic. "Mind tending to the girls and getting me down from here?"




  "Be right with you, my love," Kaltor echoed, retrieving his throwing blades. Then he knelt down next to Blackbriar’s intended hostage. The woman lay in the fetal position, crying. Her hands were streaked in blood from her neck wound. The second he touched her shoulder, she tried to pull away, hysterical.




  "It’s okay," Kaltor said, sending a wave of healing energy into her torso. He felt the wound in her neck close, stitching up the bleeding.




  The woman rolled over, meeting his eyes. There was something distant there, but familiar, something in her face. Not gratitude. Hate.




  Something metallic flashed in her hands, slicing into his hand. Kaltor backed up in surprise, glancing at the minor wound, but the woman already scrambled for the secret passage. A reflexive push of healing energy resulted in excruciating pain in his hand, driving him to his knees.




  "Not again," Kaltor groaned through gritted teeth. With effort, he managed to stop feeding the energy-hungry poison. Then the pin pricks of pain danced along his hand and up his arm, his vision darkening. A mixture then, wonderful.




  "Kaltor?!" Selene bellowed from the ceiling, her voice tinged with a new kind of fear. "The rope on your left, slice it now!"




  With his good hand, Kaltor pulled a weapon free and slashed at the cord. It took three tries. Both his eyes and skin vision were doubling up on him. When the rope snapped, Selene fell with such force she tore through the floorboards where she landed, grunting in frustration. He heard ropes snapping, chains breaking and felt the floorboards rumbling underneath him as she approached. But by then, he was lying on his side, watching the terrified slave girls staring back at him.




  "Kaltor!" Selene ordered, rolling him onto his back. "Describe it to me. Now!"




  "P-pins and needles in mm-y arm. Both visions doubled and fading. The b-black-handled venom you u-used on me," Kaltor mumbled, feeling the tingles hit his heart. Selene grabbed his head by the hair, staring back into his eyes for details he couldn’t give. She couldn’t heal him this time. For once, her Sage powers were proving useless. Biting back tears, she looked around at the dead, slaves and relatively empty chamber, a hopeful light flickering in her eyes.




  "Forgive me," Selene said, kissing his forehead. Then she vanished from his sight. "This is going to be disgusting."




  He heard something heavy slide toward him, bumping up against his right arm. In the corner of his eye he saw her straddling something. He heard fabric tearing. Then flesh. Then bone. Hands soaked in crimson, she held a small purple sac above his injured arm.




  "Your body will use this instinctively," Selene instructed, squeezing the slick pouch between her fingers as she pressed it against his cut hand. "Let it."




  Warm healing energy settled in his hand, his flesh trying to knit the cut flesh whole. Gasping from the agony, Kaltor tried to pull away from the treatment. Selene’s free hand and one stone leg settled on his chest and torso, pinning him in place. She kept emptying the pouch, the pain built. She squeezed out a few drops of poison as the pain then faded, then built again in an agonizing cycle as she repeated the sequence.




  That face. He thought, desperately fighting to keep his mind from the pain. The look in her eyes wasn’t just a killer following orders. She hated me. It was personal. If there were orders, she truly enjoyed carrying them out.




  He glanced behind Selene at the other girls, watching the proceedings with tentative interest. As if they weren’t quite sure what to believe yet. Were they safe? Were they just changing hands to a different captor? At least Selene hadn’t freed them all. Best to beat the damage of the first one before risking the release of the others.




  Who was she? If Honmour were here, he’d ask about women who would hold a grudge against me. He kept staring at the slave girls, recalling the assassin’s face with as much clarity as he could muster. It was hard to picture what that woman’s face looked like before the bruises, grime and general poor treatment.




  But I’ve try to avoid those kind of –misunderstandings. Well, except for the Destroyer but possession is not a situation that counts. Why am I babbling now? Closest I can get to laughing incessantly I suppose. I beat an abyss-taken Sage for the love of all that’s holy. Now a woman with a broken nail takes me?




  "Stay with me," Selene pleaded, tilting his head to the side so their eyes met. "I’m leaching out the toxin that won’t let you heal, but you’ve got to do the rest when I’m done, alright?"




  "Mafesfiae," Kaltor mumbled. The pain in his hand faded now, but the paralyzing toxic was settling in his system. His limbs, lips and extremities wouldn’t move when his brain instructed them too. The toxin willed him to stop fighting. It would be so easy to just lie back and let the end come, wouldn’t it?




  His thoughts though, stumbled on at their usual pace. It was the eyes that finally did it. Wide, pretty even, with an exotic squint to them. Unless they glared at you like two miniature suns trying to cook your face off.




  Got you. Kaltor thought grimly, recalling their fight in the back of a supply wagon, days before the Destroyer possessed Melshek. The Bandit Lord’s daughter—but they were given amnesty for fighting against Melshek. Weren’t they? Or is this just about my catching her? Long way to go to settle one’s wounded pride.




  His curiosity caught hold of that nagging question. His eyes met Selene’s, rimmed in dark granite and managed to twitch his lip when he tried to smile. His glands swelled and flooded his body in unison. Strength, endurance, camouflage, healing energy especially flooded through his veins like a tide, countering the toxin’s effects.




  Growling in discontent, he sat up. "By the Maker, when I find that wom—"




  At that moment, Selene grabbed his head in both hands and pressed her stone lips to his. A gentler kiss would have met with better reception. As it was, a portion of his healing efforts were dispatched to the new bruises on his lower lip.




  With his complaints effectively silenced however, he sent a drop of healing energy into her lips, softening them. His unshaven face tickling her softening skin. The Sage pulled back and flicked his ear, her joy switching to irritation in a heartbeat.




  "You shouldn’t make me human right now," She scolded, waving her arms around them. "We don’t even know if we’re safe yet."




  "Right, right," Kaltor grumbled, wobbling unsteadily as he stood. It wasn’t his fault the room insisted on swirling around him. Why didn’t the earth just hold still? "You can steal a kiss and its fine. I try to and it’s reckless."




  "Mine don’t leave me cuttable," Selene replied sassily, her lips curving in a relieved smile.




  "Mine don’t leave me bruised," Kaltor countered, pointing at his bottom lip. "When a man steals a kiss from his woman, his friends shouldn’t ask him later who he had a tavern brawl with. It sends a strange message if I tell them you did this."




  "Who are you?" One of the slave girls asked, perfectly bewildered.




  "We," Selene said, sending a playful glare Kaltor’s way. "Are here to rescue you."




  "Well, and kill them," Kaltor added. He tried to kick at the nearest mercenary body in distain, but all he managed was a tentative toe prod before wobbling unsteadily again. "But let’s go with ‘rescue you,’ it sounds better."




  After they made sure the other slave girls weren’t assassins in waiting, they broke their chains and let them stretch their legs a moment. They re-lit the candles, pulling the bodies over to the corner of the room near the secret passage. Kaltor managed to locate a storage room for stolen venison and fresh water barrels, enough sustenance to get the victims back onto their feet. The mercenaries still drawing breath were promptly tied up, just in case. Most were recovering from wounds so severe, they couldn’t pose a threat anyway.




  As the victims regained their strength, huddled up in one corner of the room, Selene sat down next to Kaltor and sighed. "Well, I’d say Taleveer just played his hand. He’s working with Meriska now."




  "You’re sure?" Kaltor asked, munching on a strip of smoked meat. "The princess couldn’t have gotten the poison from elsewhere? Brewed it herself perhaps?"




  "No. It was a text book Battlescorned mixture. A rare one at that. Wait, ‘the princess?’" Selene asked, arching a curious eyebrow.




  "That’s what we called her," Kaltor said, drinking a deep swig from his canteen. "She’s the Bandit Lord’s daughter. I never gave her a second thought after I caught her. Taleveer offered them forgiveness of their past crimes in return for helping against Melshek."




  "But it looked to me like she hated you earlier," Selene pried. "I know I was twenty feet up and all, but that’s exactly the way I sounded when I poisoned you as revenge for maiming my father."




  "You’re not helping me feel much better," Kaltor huffed, flexing his sore hand. The tissue there was still red and itched something fierce.




  "Sorry," Selene offered, hugging her knees against her chest. In the weak light, she looked almost vulnerable, as if her skin weren’t coated in hardened rock and her primary weapon was her hands. "Why else would she hate you?"




  "Well, I did kind of capture her once," Kaltor grunted uneasily. "I don’t even know her name, but she did try to kill me and all. It didn’t go her way. She ended up being used as a bargaining chip to ensure the Bandit Lord did his part during Melshek’s siege."




  "Ah," Selene said with a chuckle.




  "How is this funny?" Kaltor asked, bewildered, waving his sore hand in front of her face.




  "I just figured, Remnant power aside, you’re quite the catch and all," Selene glanced at the ground, her skin turning a darker shade of black. He didn’t even know Sages could blush. "I figured perhaps you’d slighted her somehow? A Battlescorned out matched at her own game is a sight to see."




  "Do I look like Honmour?" Kaltor laughed. Selene joined in. The slaves glanced over at them, as if questioning the sanity of their rescuers. "Alright. Time to go pay the city a visit. Taleveer’s played his hand, we’re going to need allies if we’re to play ours."




  "You mean try to sway my mother’s loyalty?" Selene asked incredulously.




  "Well, she’ll have to be there for the wedding," Kaltor offered weakly, then trying to sound as confident as possible, he added. "I’d prefer we be allies at the time, or neither of us will enjoy the event very much. Picture it, Battleborns on one side, Battlescorned seductresses on the other. It would be a bloodbath. I’ve heard mother-in-laws were a challenging prospect, but I think she and I can make it work."




  Selene just shook her head. "You’ve met the woman. You do realize what your odds are, right?"




  "Probably the same as those we had against the Destroyer," Kaltor said with a shrug, "before you turned Sage and all."




  "Exactly."




  With a soft smile, he stroked her granite-lined face. "You’re worth it."




  For some reason, in that moment, Selene couldn’t come up with anything to counter his argument. A rare occurrence if ever there was one.




   




  *****




   




  Chief Officer Balkton sipped his evening tea at his desk, stewing over the local news. Sure, a pint of ale would suit his mood better, but he needed all his wits to sort out this whole mess. Six sheets with ‘wanted’ faces lay out before him on his desk. Five of them belonged to Blackbriar’s gang. Pillaging, disappearances, kidnappings, murder even. Suddenly his job got a lot busier and a lot more dangerous, just in a matter of weeks.




  Sure, the larger cities offered to send down a couple extra men to help with the hunt, but they were little more than extra swords for the fight. Tracking down the criminals, anticipating their next move, executing them, those were all his jobs. They were in his back yard after all. He’d met a couple of them growing up, at country parties and the like, not close acquaintances thankfully.
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