After the Scourge

by
CM Huntress

The sky was still dark, Constance be thanked.  Nobody could see Korban  as he awoke.  Blinking the hour-long sleep from his eyes, a few fingers brushed away the blistering sweat and he knew it was going to be a bad day.


Of course, every day was a bad day, after the Scourge.


There were no dreams again.  An unfamiliar blankness accompanied Korban’s thoughts as he groggily disentangled himself from his blankets to go down to the river to wash.  He hated having to pray in the morning; but if he prayed after his shift of standing guard, then his precious one hour of magical sleep would come just before dawn, and the others would see him—like this.


Cradled by darkness he left the campsite.  He shed his dormitory robes when the ground turned to soft mud.  It was good that he had kept the thin cotton shift all these years; now he could use it for sleeping.  His traveling robes would stay heavy and stained if he slept in those.  The smell of his fever-stained sweat rose from where the cotton robes where they fell in the mud, and he gingerly stepped into the slow-moving river.


The water was cold, so he cast an orison from yesterday in a crackling voice.  Slowly he sank into the yielding water, up to his chest, and then he let his legs go until the water came up to his face.  Tilting his head backwards, immersing his ears, he left only his face dry, facing the starry sky.


A breeze picked up a few droplets of water and splashed his eyes.  It was peaceful here, when all the sound in the world came from his heartbeat vibrating the water.  It felt like eavesdropping on his own soul.  His soul was tired, it sounded like, and weak.  He prayed to Constance for comfort, for solace, for strength.


Then the Trance took him over.  His body was blissfully numb, his lungs temporarily in their place, and he knew from the water he heard that his heart was still beating.  The Trance had not come to him since the Crimson Scourge had taken half his constitution away.  But here, cushioned by this freezing-warm water, blissfully thinking of his Goddess, now, Korban had finally remembered what it was like to pray.


The defensive ideals he worshipped bolstered his body from within as the water did from without.  He felt like a drop of oil in water, fully contained, yet fully itself.  He spread himself thin, becoming distinct globes of iridescence, multiplying, yet never mixing with the medium that contained him.  Divided, he floated there, constituent parts, feeling whole in his pieces.  It was a relief, after so long feeling broken.


For a long time he lay there, floating, enjoying the wholeness in his divisibility.  The marvel lasted for hours, as he floated around and through himself, engaging in the beauty of the Trance, finally coalescing into one constant piece.


Deep within this piece that bore no divisions was a hollowness at the core.  It took almost no space from the whole, yet somehow felt as though it were even bigger.  Korban meditated on this place, recognizing it either as the wound from the Crimson Scourge or as Korban the Skull himself, and he prayed.


Visions came to him of that awful day in Tathas.  He had left his brother for a few weeks to help a nearby Constani monastery with some ghouls they were having problems with.  After he found the haunted coffin and sanctified it, he went to the nearest pub and celebrated.  After his first drink, the people around him started dying.


In between one breath and the next, they started coughing bile.  Boils grew on their skin, and they exploded, splattering bloody pus everywhere.  Without thinking, Korban began casting healing spells left and right, but it only served to pause the plague as it spread, and in moments the effects of his spells were overcome, and the tavern groaned with the cries of the dying.


His own hands were coated with the grime of the Crimson Scourge, and it attacked him from within.  It wracked his body and bowels with spasms, and his skin felt like it was on fire.  Through the haze of his agony, he watched himself walk into the bar.


It was not himself, not exactly; it was the revenge of the shadow elf Belac for daring to prevent him from taking one of the Relics of Royen, and succeeding.  Korban had been no more than a boy, fresh out of Constani training, when he and his brother stumbled into the plots that were tearing the world apart.  One of the ancient Relics had fallen into their hands, and before Belac could take it from them, Korban had thrown it into an abyss to keep it from the evil mage.

The punishment for crossing Belac was not immediate.  It was slow.  And terrifying.  The mage had found a way to duplicate Korban, body and soul, and to brainwash him into believing that the Constani had betrayed him and killed his brother.  The result was walking towards Korban now, his feet splashing in the blood that puddle on the wooden floor.


Weakly Korban grasped for his shield, wishing for one last prayer before his nemesis finished him off.  This was an appropriate end; after being framed for the murder of dozens of priests, Korban had finally cleared his name when his double attacked the tribunal presiding over his excommunication.  A flaming skull flew in through the window, the trademark weapon of the Dezian priesthood, and exploded in the midst of fifty priests of Constance.  One Korban lay stunned with the rest of his brothers, while another stormed into the room wearing the black robes of the Goddess of Fear.  For the first time, the pair laid eyes on one another, and both fled.


Korban choked on a blood-filled gasp as he saw the same frustration and confusion mirrored in his clone’s eyes that he felt every day.  “Who are you?” he heard his own voice ask.  “Where have you come from?”


“I am…Korban Demarco,” he managed, defiantly.


“Wrong,” Korban the Skull said with a frown.  “I am Korban Demarco.  Are you a doppelganger?  A shape-shifter?  Some sort of wicked punishment that foul bitch Constance has sent to mock me?”


“You—Belac made—“ Korban vomited, unable to continue.  His vision was blurring, and he was repulsed to find a secret part of him that hoped his end would hurry up and get here.

“Belac gave me the tools to take my revenge on the Constani.  And you mock me!  What they did to me!  No more!”  Reaching down one pitiless hand, Korban the Skull placed it on his double’s face, and Korban writhed in agony as he felt the flames consume him.


He did not remember when the Skull left.  He did not remember pulling himself out of the tangle of corpses, nor of crawling the three miles back to the Constani monastery.  But the abbot told him, as he nursed him back to health, that he had somehow not only survived, but pulled himself up the hill to the burning temples that had just barely fended off the attack of one angry priest.

Constance was a benevolent goddess.  She gave Korban time to heal.  She guarded him from the evils of the world without, so he could battle the world within.  And she woke him, when she could shield him no longer.


Slowly, light broke through his eyelids as they parted, and he inhaled deeply as he floated in the river.  Staying relaxed, unmoving, he analyzed the smell.  He knew it well.  Ogre.


As safe as the water felt, the sun was now rising, and he would be visible shortly.  Bolstering his courage, giving Constance one last breathless whisper of thanks, he sank under the water and made his way to the bank.  So long as he moved slowly, he could wander through the water with a stately grace, and hopefully not alert the Ogre to his presence.


The surface shimmered above him; he could barely make out the trees in the hesitant light.  Nothing moved on the bank.  He rose from the water, the surface parting for him easily.  His lungs burned, although only a minute had passed.  Luckily, his spirit was calm from the Trance, and his bodily control was the best it had been in months.  Only his eyes and hair were in the fresh, breathable air; he scanned the ground for the Ogre.  Not immediately seeing him, Korban raised high enough to breathe and rotated in the water that he was barely treading to stay afloat.  His robes were not near.  He had floated downstream.


Looking upstream, he saw the Ogre drinking from the river like a beast, on all fours, lapping at the creek with his crude tongue.  The soiled robes were right behind him; they must have been a beacon to the hunter’s nose.  Korban cursed himself silently for leaving his companions in the middle of the night without even his shield, for without that holy symbol of Constance, he could not cast any spells.


Staying low, he decided to float further downstream and double back around the Ogre to find the camp.  Naked and wet in the pre-dawn gloom, his sickness would surely worsen.  It was definitely going to be a bad day.


Then the Ogre looked up.  Right at him.


Panic flared briefly in his groin, then abated as cool reason flowed over him.  He stayed motionless.  The Ogre stood, and picking up the robes, dangled them in mockery.  Korban floated closer to the bank, inconspicuously treading over to where he could stand in the waist deep water.


The Ogre dropped the robes.  He did not charge.  He did not growl.  He stared.  His prey stared right back.


They stood locked in this battle of wills for three minutes, then four.  The morning air was frigid on Korban’s skin.  He felt a sneeze coming on.


Then the Ogre slowly, purposefully unshouldered his spear.  Korban’s legs tensed to dive.  Just then, a piece of driftwood, wide, flat, and tempered by the elements, brushed past him.  He grasped it and sprang from his crouch as the Ogre let fly.


It was a good throw; easy enough for a healthy man in the open to dodge, difficult enough for a weak man in the water.  He thanked his Goddess for the impromptu shield by his side.  It deflected the spear, glancing it off Korban’s shoulder rather than driving it through his chest.


This piece of wood protected him.  Constance had sent him a shield.  He began to chant as the Ogre charged.


The incantation was simple enough; the shield was bulky and obviously ill-suited to practical or magical use.  But it served.

The Ogre dove over the five feet of water from the riverbank to Korban, knife raised, jaws dripping.  As his bloodlust scream flew out of his snarling lips, he was suddenly engulfed in the lightning bolts that surrounded the Constani priest.


Korban sidestepped the smoking barbarian as best he could, free to move now that the spell was finished.  The driftwood shield splintered as it caught on the attacker’s face.  As the Ogre splashed down into the water, Korban leapt on the back of his shoulders and locked his hands around his opponent’s head.  His feet dug into the stones and his shoulders strained as he held the struggling Ogre under the water until the struggling ceased.


He dismounted the dead floating body, rinsed his hands in the water, and sneezed.


“I knew I’d catch a cold out here,” he muttered to himself.
Korban trudged back to the camp, cold, naked, and very unhappy.  He longed for the bliss of his meditation once more, for the Trance that left him mindless and breathless all at the same time, only a Spirit in touch with his Goddess.  Time, however, had a way of turning corners; it would be a full day before a chance to find his center came again.

Bacchus was awake, stirring the coals of last night’s fire with his elegant, elfish hands.  He paused as he watched Korban enter the campsite, naked and dripping, cross the padded leaves, and enter his tent without a word.  His cat Lush watched this entrance and exit as he was licking himself clean; he began to snicker softly, then louder, and finally the feline was lying on his back cackling.

“What’s so funny?” Bacchus asked.


“He—he found some altar boy out in the woods—I know it!”  Lush rolled in a new peal of laughter.


“You know, Lush,” Bacchus mused, “it’s times like this that I wonder how a cat can get thoughts like this in his head.”  He paused to listen to the grating-scratching sound that his pet—some would say, his boss—made as he laughed.  “Have you been reading my porno scroll again?”


Lush stopped immediately.  “You have a porno scroll?”  The feline erupted into a new peal of laughter.

“I meant—it was a joke,” Bacchus concluded lamely.  His humor had been off, and his position as the adventuring wit was in danger.  Having his own cat laugh at him was not helping.  He reached into the pouch at his feet and withdrew the Long Arm of Reaching, a magical rod he stole some months back.  Pointing it at the trees, the tiny hand on the end extended fifty yards into the forest, grasped some kindling, and brought it back to feed the fire.

Ramius opened the flap of his tent.  Unfolding himself from it, he stretched in the new morning sun, clad only in a tunic and socks.  The Relic he won from the Dragon of Cordoc shone on the chain around his neck.  A mighty yawn coursed through his mighty frame, and he followed it with a less than mighty shiver.  “Coffee?” he asked as he blinked.


“Fifteen, twenty minutes,” Bacchus replied.


“Uhm,” Ramius replied, and folded himself back into the tent.


The coals weren’t stirring themselves, so Bacchus tended to them.  They grew fierce and ready for fresh wood.  As he fed the growing fire, Bacchus mused on the morning sky, thanking his ancestor, the Sun, and then set to making breakfast.


Making the meals suited Bacchus well.  It gave him something to do on the road besides stand in the front lines of danger with a heavy blade in his hand.  Whenever the small group of adventurers had business in a city, a town, or even a dungheap village, Bacchus’ skills with words, jests, and lockpicks served to earn his keep.  But out here in the forest, the elf came to feel useless if he wasn’t tending the bacon.

And try as he might, he couldn’t help but feel an instinctual repulsion as Dairok emerged from his tent with no more than a whisper.

The legendary exile of Dairok from the Shadrix, the elves of the Shadows, served to assure Bacchus that Dairok was not receiving orders from the Shadow Queen.  After all, the warrior had killed her predecessor.


Now he followed Ramius in order to repay a blood debt.  Bacchus remembered well that day in the slave pits, when Ramius had set the gladiators free, and three of them tried to kill the Demarcos for their kindness.  Watching from his hiding spot (his accustomed place during battle), Bacchus saw the near-defeat of his friends turned into victory when Dairok turned on his fellow prisoners.  The Shadrix followed Ramius still, serving as the eyes and ears of their small group, and earning them a bullseye on their backs whenever they encountered other Shadrix.  All of the shadow race knew of Dairok, and all attacked  him on sight.


They attacked Bacchus because of his own ancestry, hailing from their ancient enemies.  Of course, his own exile mattered little to the fanatic drow.  They would gut him for having red hair and pale skin, and sell his eyes to their potion masters.


The two elves, of shadow and of light, shared another of their uneasy silences.  They had become friends, but they could never quite be friendly.  It wasn’t in their blood.  Bred to hate, fear, and kill one another, their tacit armistice was odd for both of them.

“Sleep well?” Bacchus asked.


“Well enough.  No one attacked us in the night.”

“Wouldn’t you prefer it that way?”  In answer to Dairok’s piercing glance, silent and growling, Bacchus held up a hand.  “Not that we would be attacked, but if we were, it would be in the dark.  Your night vision, and all.”


“I do not rely on my strengths to win battles, Bacchus.  I rely on my opponent’s weaknesses.”  Thankfully, the uncomfortable silence returned.  Lush went off in the woods to hunt for squirrel.


“Grits again?”  Cyan LeKaeb crawled out of his tent and dusted himself off.  “I thought you packed some oatmeal.”


“I did, but it keeps longer,” Bacchus replied as he began setting out the bowls.  “We should eat all of the grits before they go bad.”


“It’s a bit boring, is all.”


“Use one of your teleportation scrolls to go fetch us some omelets from Kieron,” Dairok suggested.


“If I had two, then I would.  But going there once will leave me stranded in Belac’s territory.”


“The Festival of the Father is coming up,” Bacchus suggested.  “You could leave him a card, and sign it, “Power Word: Kill.”  Cyan laughed nervously.  Bacchus was inwardly glad he only had an exile to face; at least he and Dairok still had a race to belong to.  Cyan was the worst abomination to elven society: a half-breed.  Shadrix had been hunting him for decades, hoping that his white eyes and draconian nails would make potions of legendary proportion.  And, of course, there was the shadow elf Belac, his father, who hunted him the most fiercely of all.  So long as the product of his rape of a human still walked the earth, the Shadow Queen would never forgive him.


As the three elven exiles prepared the breakfast for their human companions, Bacchus said, “You know, this is how I hear it is in Aragon.  The Humans keep elves for slaves, and make them do all the cooking and cleaning.  We should revolt!  Rise up against our masters!”

“You should shut your lip and serve me my breakfast,” Ramius said with a smile as he broke down his tent.


Shaking his wooden spoon, Bacchus said, “I don’t have to take that from you anymore, Master!  We are rebelling against you!”


Ramius casually waved a hand, and the Relic around his chest glowed blue as he conjured water into the space above Bacchus’ head.  It fell with a splash and dowsed him.  Everyone laughed but Lush, who hissed at getting his sleek fur wet.


The breakfast went quickly, and everyone was polite enough to ignore Korban’s late arrival, his groggy appearance, and Bacchus didn’t even crack any jokes about an altar boy in the woods.  Whether out of concern for his health, or pity of his weakness, Korban didn’t much care.  He just wanted to get through the day and see if he could achieve the Trance again tomorrow.

“Alright, people!”  Let’s mount up!”


Ramius’ voice was a clanging bell in Korban’s head, reminding him how little he felt like riding today.  But ride he did, saddle-sore and weak, determined not to show it.  A short prayer was muttered to Constance as he mounted his horse, and his leg swung over the saddle a little too slow, not giving him enough momentum to clear the saddle.  He fell flat on his back.  The horse walked away.


“Korban!  Quit playing around.  Let’s go.”


Had the wind not been forcefully knocked out of him, he would have uttered the toothy reply spinning through his head, but he had to be satisfied with a wheeze.  Slowly he got up, bracing his weight on his legs, catching his breath.  When he looked up they were all staring at him, waiting.  Korban lowered his head to hide the blush glaring through his pallid skin and roughly grabbed the horse’s reins.


“Don’t do that again,” he barked at the docile animal.


“Did he buck you?” Ramius asked.


“The beast wouldn’t stand still,” Korban replied in a frustrated voice.  The beast stared around docilely.  Korban quickly mounted to avoided further conversation and headed for the trail.  The plague still had not run its course; although Korban was the only survivor of the Crimson Scourge, he did not survive it well.


It felt good to ride again.  His muscles were warm, his mind was alert, and Korban felt relatively whole.


Dairok sped past him, accustomed as he was to take the lead.  His ranger’s sense of direction always got them relatively close to where they wanted to go.


They traveled at a gallop for an hour when Dairok’s fist came up suddenly and he pulled his horse to a stop.  They all fell in behind him.  The forest was silent; but Dairok was not looking at the trees around them.  His silver eyes were squinting up into the sky, focusing on nothing.


Cyan was the first to react.  He drew in a sharp hiss of breath.  Then they all heard it.  And as unbelievable as it was to see, they saw it.

A meteor.


Falling out of the sky was a huge, fiery chunk of rock, with—impossibly—a tower sticking out of it.  The flaming meteor was probably fifty yards wide, and passed no more than three hundred yards away.  Then it crashed into the trees with a horrendous sound, trees snapping like kindling and lighting up like it too, carving a deep, wide gouge into the forest.


Then a flying airship screamed across the sky, stopping above the flames.  Clad in red robes and with his hair snapping in the wind behind him, Belac appeared at the prow, dark and furious.  He leaned over the railing menacingly, then thrust his arm down towards the flaming crater.  One after another fireballs shot forth from his hand, emitting explosion after explosion.  The wreckage below fell to pieces, unrecognizable.


It became apparent to everyone where the Fire Relic had gone.


Belac’s fingers tightened on Tempest’s royal banner on the prow of the ship.  After watching the flames for a minute more, the group below saw the hem of the shadow elf’s crimson robes fluttering over the edge of the railing, to be whisked out of sight as the villain strode inward, and the ship rose majestically into the sky.  


Ramius lifted an arm, conjuring a Wall of Water with the Water Relic above the blazing forest fire.  With no ground to hold it, it fell, knocking the flames aside.  Now they were not powerful blazes, but rebelling flickers trying to catch on wet wood.  Ramius dismounted and manipulated the new pools of water on the ground into a moat, to keep the fire from spreading.


As he walked along the perimeter, scouting the other side, the others dismounted, peering through the now-hesitant flames.  What seemed to be a stone wall fell away from what was left of the tower, and smoke poured out, followed by a warrior.


He was clad head to toe in silver-red armor, with great wide horns on his helm.  There was a claymore clenched in his fist that was almost five feet from the hilt.  One gauntleted hand was stretched before him as he groped his way out of the smoke.


Cyan began casting a new spell, making it up as he went along; dangerous, but necessary—not to save the strangers, but to ease his curiosity and feed him with knowledge of what manner of ally would be so fiercely pursued by his father Belac.  The spell was half Chill Touch and half Heat Metal reversed; blending spells like this could prove disastrous, but they were low-level and Cyan had to keep this warrior from cooking in his smoking armor, or let his curiosity eat him alive.


Other figures began to emerge; they brought with them a fresh billow of smoke, obscuring their shapes.  Bacchus began to blow through his lips, huffing and puffing, until he saw that not only did it not work, but it wasn’t funny either.


Cyan waited at the perimeter of the moat until the huge warrior reached him and laid his glowing hand on the glowing armor.  Both the red and the blue glow faded, and the warrior staked his sword in the ground and knelt, heaving with wounded breaths.  Cyan turned around to wave Korban over, and cast a Whisper spell. “Ramius, cast a Cone of Cold over there.  The change in air pressure will blow all of this smoke out of our faces.”

Korban walked to the wounded suit of armor that had some huge beast of a man, or something like it, inside.  Dairok walked with him, taking off his riding gloves so he could heal as well.


Then Ramius, on the other side of the wreckage, cast a Cone of Cold on the largest patch of flame left.  The temperature extinguished it, and increased the air pressure in that localized place.  The surrounding air pressure was so low that with an almost audible bang all the freshly conjured cold air spread over the rest of the wreckage area, spilling the smoke away in a huge waft that washed over the forest, blanketing it in soot.


Korban paused behind his shield until it passed, Dairok shielding his eyes with his forearm.  When it cleared, they saw the figures behind the warrior more clearly.  Struggling to carry a young girl was Dutch, the vampire hunter.  He had blood all over his face, smeared with soot and grime, and had only two stakes left in his suspender-jacks.  The girl he was carrying was covered in a filthy white robe, unconscious.  When fresh air washed over him, Dutch saw the others.  He tensed for a second, searching inside himself for more energy to fight.  He recognized friends before collapsing atop the girl.


When he fell they all saw the man behind Dutch raise his head and look directly at Korban.  Korban looked squarely back into his own face.


Everyone froze as Dutch groggily lifted his head and took the healing potion already half out of Bacchus’ pouch and drank it.  Dairok stopped his incantation over the warrior’s ungauntleted hand, wasting the spell forever, and put his hands on his sword hilts.


Korban vomited.


They all waited, watching, as one Korban stood amidst a smoldering meteor with his hands inside his robe, panting, and another Korban heaved, spewing yellow and green bile onto the charred undergrowth of the forest.


Slowly he rose, wiped his mouth, and clenched his shield to him.  “Constance protect me,” he whispered as he met his nemesis’ eyes, watching those same lips move in a whispered prayed to another goddess.


Neither advanced; weak as they were, neither was sure they would walk away alive should more than a glance be thrown.  And in between them lay three friends and three foes apiece.


The tension became too much.  Dairok drew a sword and held it to the back of the warrior’s huge helmet, just below the base at the exposed neck.  Cyan spun his staff and held the tip against Dutch’s temple, the jewel on its end spitting angry shards of light.  Bacchus hefted Lush for a throw, for which he was sliced dearly on his forearm.  Lush stalked off into the undergrowth, and Bacchus raised his crossbow instead.


Korban looked at the Skull as a man looks upon a tidal wave above him.  Certain of his fate, ready to meet it, and beat it if he can, he gazed into the emptiness of his soul—the very hollowness that he had felt that morning.


“A word, Korban.”


“Of course, Korban.”


Each of them had difficulty tasting their name in the third person.  Their eyes squinted at the same moment in time.


“Constance will not forgive you.”


“I do not seek forgiveness.”


“But I will.”  They stared across the silence, which became so heavy that when a bird’s chirp tentatively broke it, Korban thought he would break too.


“What?” whispered Korban the Skull.


“I will forgive you.  Because if luck had been different—“


“What?” he demanded.  “How—dare you!  As if—the forgiveness of an abomination—a mockery of what that weak faith ever was—should mean a pounds worth of SPIT!”  The Skull’s face clenched in fury.  “You are nothing, clone.  You have been manipulated, misguided, and toyed with.  You are not Constani.  You are not human.  You are a shadow.  Your faith is meaningless.”


Like the first rays of sunrise, Korban began to realize the source behind the rage of Korban the Skull.  More pieces of the puzzle fell together as, for the first time, he truly looked at the world through his double’s eyes.  Korban the Skull believed he was the original Korban; they both did.  Korban the Skull believed that Constance had forsaken the faithful one, and a clone was walking around in her robes, mocking him.  Korban the Skull believed in all the lies Belac told him—or maybe, the Constani Korban believed in all the lies of his friends.  Wrestling with this confused reality, he grasped onto the only thing in his world he could identify—


“Ramius!”  Just then the Paladin came around the side of the meteor, watching the fire and water play their dance, and looked upon two identical brothers for the first time.  Korban the Skull’s jaw dropped in disbelief.


“No.  NO!  I saw you die—who did—Mage!”  The Korban in dark robes looked around with wild eyes, trying to defy his own senses, and locked his gaze on Cyan.  “Stop with the illusions, or I kill you where you stand!”  His hand withdrew from his robe, grasping a glowing human skull.  As he held it back to throw it, everyone present knew that as soon as this dark Korban wished, it would explode violently.


The weaker Korban walked calmly in front of Cyan, his shield glowing faintly.  He took care to make no eye contact, and his downcast eyes did not challenge the enraged necromancer.  But Ramius did.


The paladin reached out one hand, and the ancient Relic around his neck glowing bright blue.  Shards of ice went into the skull that Korban the Skull was holding, and into the arm that held it, and the body the outstretched arm was attached to.  In his weakened state, he was not ready for the onslaught, and he collapsed to the ground.  Bacchus dove into the fray, taking out his Long Arm of Reaching.  As he leapt over fallen warriors, in midair he sent the hand out to grasp the glowing skull; thankfully, when it made contact, it did not detonate.  Bacchus fell to the ground and extended the magical rod to its fullest length, and catapulted the skull into the sky.  It landed hundreds of yards away, with a dull bang echoing through the trees.


Everyone seemed focused on the bomb, and hardly noticed Ramius’ advance to the fallen villain.  He stood over him, an expression of rage on his face.  Korban the Skull looked at him with eyes full of shock and confusion.


“You’re dead, Ramius,” he said quietly.  “I—“


“You are no brother of mine,” Ramius spat fiercely.  “I don’t care what was done to you, or how much Belac twisted your mind.  You still have the blood of Mace De Marco in your veins.  And you have soiled it beyond all recognition.”


“Ramius!” he screamed, and those nearby marveled; they had never seen this Priest of Fear show the slightest ounce of fright, but he seemed positively panicked.  “I did this to avenge you!  When the Constani killed you, I had to get them back!  I had to!”


“The Constani did not kill me,” Ramius fumed.  “And even if they had, that gives you NO RIGHT to turn your back on your oaths.  You SWORE your life to Constance!  YOU SWORE!  Do you know what Dad would DO to you if he knew you had broken an oath?”


“But…Dad’s dead.”


“NO!  Korban, your mind was twisted by that maniacal Shadrix!  Belac gave you memories of things that never happened!  Dad is alive!  I’M alive!”


“Dad—but then you—“ The eyes of the two Korbans met once again.  There was nothing but horror in the eyes of the Skull, and nothing but pity in the eyes of the Constani.


“Let him go, Ramius.”  Korban lowered his shield from his standard defensive crouch, and gently pushed his brother away.  “He needs time.”


The Constani held out a hand for the Skull, who looked amazed that he took it.  The last time they touched was when one had inflicted the other with pain; now that touch was returned not in revenge, but in compassion.  The Korbans grasped each other’s arms, and helped one another to stand higher.


“Go,” said Korban the Constani.  “You have much to think on.  But know that when you are finished, Constance will be waiting for you.  And so will I.”


The horror in Korban the Skull’s eyes only increased at this offer.  Tears streaked freely down his face, and he turned and limped into the forest.


Dairok paced forward, making sure that the enemy left their position, and kept his eyes warily on those others he left.  “You should have killed him, Korban.”


“I couldn’t,” he said tonelessly.


“I would have done it for you.”


“No, Dairok.  He must be given a chance to repent.  That could have been me, crashing into this forest.  That could have been me turning from Constance.  I would want to be offered a chance for redemption.  So I must offer it—for myself.”


Ramius put a proud hand on his brother’s shoulder.  “That was a good thing you did,” he said.  “The Korban that left the city of Shar with me wouldn’t have been capable of that.”


“No, he wouldn’t,” Korban agreed.  “But that was before the Scourge.”

