











	It was strange, how stepping back into the dim stone chamber at the end of the long, dark stairwell didn't seem to affect him at all.  The sounds of cursing and half-mad muttering, the smells of rust and greasy smoke from the flickering torches, of unwashed bodies and human waste - all remained familiar to him, even after many months.  The jingle of the keys on the ring that was the hope of salvation for so many who had entered this place, that was familiar too, as the lone prison guard turned in surprise to meet him.  He recognized the man as well, though he had never learned his name - a short, heavyset man in his middle years, with a thick moustache, a lazy work ethic, and a tendancy to kick at any hands that dared to grasp the iron bars of the cells he watched over.


	Also familiar was the motion of Hardin's sword as he brought it up to slice across the guard's throat before he could so much as raise his arm; he'd done exactly this many times before.  It had been one of the most pleasurable parts of the recurring dreams he'd had both sleeping and waking, though now it had become just a part of the routine.  Sometimes it had been this guard specifically.  The gurgling sounds as blood filled the guard's lungs and he sank helplessly to the floor, those were almost exactly as Hardin had imagined as well.


	There was a difference, though, between the dreams and the reality.  As Hardin wiped the blood from his blade, looking around cautiously for any sign that they might have added a second guard to this shift, another man stepped out of the stairwell and into the prison.  He took a glance around as well, but cool grey eyes showed nothing of dismay or surprise at the wretched setting he'd found himself in.  It did not seem right to Hardin that he should be in this place.  He'd never been a part of the dreams, and his pale, clean countenance looked incongruous with the filthy surroundings; he very nearly seemed to glow.


	The cool eyes fixed on him for a moment, almost smirking, before turning away.


	Wanting nothing more than to get it over with, Hardin knelt at the side of the guard he'd killed and turned him onto his back.  Before he'd slipped the keys from his belt, the sudden click of a lock coming undone startled him, and he turned to find Sydney standing before the first of the cells, one hand raised in a familiar gesture as the door set in the iron bars swung wide open.


	The mage turned, smiling a bit at the quiet sound of approval Hardin had uttered at the sight.  "A simple spell - one I can teach you later, if you wish."


	"I would like that."  The fact that he'd come back to this place in reality was beginning to sink in now, and it made his skin crawl; after time spent recovering in the open air and sunlight, where even the vivid dreams faded within a few hours, the memories of solitude and fear and mistreatment he'd acquired here were pressing into him further with each passing moment.  Never again, he silently vowed.  Never, and Sydney would make certain of it.


	It had been months, and he could barely recall his escape; dizzy from a combination of adrenaline and malnutrition, he'd fled like a madman, his thoughts racing until he found a suitable hiding place beneath some hedges, and spent the night shivering in the late winter's rain.  In the weeks that followed, he'd sometimes wondered why he'd bothered to flee only to die of exposure, but being back inside the prison now made him remember - it would have been far better to die free than to have gone on living like this.


	And yet, when Sydney had unlocked the cell, the man inside had not burst forth immediately, dashing to his own escape.  Joining Sydney beside the open door, Hardin looked between the rusted metal bars, and he only just barely recognized the man sitting in a heap, his back against the far wall.


	"...John Hardin."  The prisoner's voice was tired and bitter.  "You look well."


	"Piet."  The man had been in his division before the incident they'd all been involved with.  He had been a tall, proud man once, but now the ragged prison garb and unshaven face gave him the appearance of a beggar.


	"It's been awhile, Hardin."  Piet gave a harsh, rasping chuckle.  "What happened, did you forget about your old friends from the Guard?"  His eyes, glittering reddish with reflected torchlight in the shadows of the cell, went to Sydney's face, lowered to look over his bare chest and slender waist.  "When I saw your friend here rush in, for a moment I thought you'd brought me a pretty lady as an apology."


	"Don't mock him," Hardin growled, momentarily forgetting his pity.  Piet had never been a "friend", for that matter.  "This is Sydney Losstarot, high pr-"


	"Doesn't matter to me," Piet said with a shrug.  "A witch, isn't he?  I see his hands, I saw the locks fall away without so much as a touch.  I've got naught to do with witches-"


	As Hardin began to step forward, he found a metal hand set upon his shoulder, muting his response before it came.  "Calm, Hardin.  His reaction could hardly be called unexpected, especially for one of the king's sheep."  There was no scorn in Sydney's voice, even at the last; it was stated as a simple fact.


	"I've no loyalty to his majesty now," Piet muttered. "'Twas one of the 'king's sheep' who put me in this cell, after all."


	His eyes went very pointedly to Hardin, and Hardin swallowed his indignation at the way Piet had spoken of Sydney.  That much of what the man said, at least, was true.  No apology, no restitution he could offer would give Piet back more than a year of his life, spent wasting away in the cramped prison cell before him.  "All I can do is offer you freedom, Piet.  We have men stationed upstairs and along the way to cover our escape - it would be difficult to mistake them for the king's men.  They will direct you to safety."


	Piet growled something unintelligible, but he did pull himself to his feet, muscles stiff and uncooperative after so long without use.  A brief conference between Sydney and Hardin, and Hardin retrieved the keys from the dead guard, crossing the chamber to a cell on the opposite side while Sydney moved on to the cell beside Piet's.


	The man in the next cell, Dennys, bolted without a word as soon as Hardin had opened the door.  A few cells down was Rowan, who had spent his time in prison keeping himself fit as well as he could in the cramped environment; he did not look so bad, aside from the shabby clothing and the grime, and he nodded his grudging appreciation for the liberation as he passed.  One by one, the men who had been convicted by Hardin's testimony hobbled or shuffled or darted past him, their eyes dull or bitter or paranoid as they recognized him, whole and healthy as he'd been when they'd all worked together as soldiers in the PeaceGuard.  Davir spat at him before turning to dash up the stairwell.  Mattias raised his fist to strike, then lowered it again scornfully when Hardin did not make a move to defend himself.  He did not feel he had the right.  Sydney said nothing as he released the captives from their cells, and those who he freed kept a wide berth as they made their way upstairs.


