PART ONE

Solus, groggy from the fall, pushed himself up from the heavy mud. The mud was so thick it may well have been solid rock to Solus. His feet, finally excavated, found their way onto firm earth. Solus dusted himself off, and looked up at the position he had precariously straddled moments before. A log had lain across a gap between the two rock walls, about ten or fifteen feet high, and above a route that led deep into woodland on both sides. Solus groaned as he realised that he had to take the long route with a sprained ankle. He tried desperately to scramble up the rock walls, but to no avail.

Solus carefully trod the path before him, when he happened upon what appeared to be some luck; a tree trunk had fallen into the stone corridor, offering a platform. Solus climbed it, only to find a second obstacle. Before him, on both sides, rose a steep, curving embankment that halted any progress. It came to a plateau at the peak, where a wanderer was watching. Solus locked distant eyes with him for a while, before he turned and disappeared.

Lands, that looked like the man that was killed outside Pojin’s! Burn that, it was! That was…

Pojin had told Solus of the wanderer’s name. Solus tried to remember that night, the night he had first met ‘Solus’.

Trysin!

“Trysin!” Solus cried at the top of his lungs. “Trysin!” Instead of Trysin, Solus found himself staring down the stone corridor at the head of a young woman at the point where the embankment sloped off.

“Wanderer?” she called. “Do you need help?” Solus carefully stepped off the tree trunk, and started limping over to her. “Wanderer?” Solus had never introduced himself correctly to a wanderer before, or so his beleaguered memory told him. The time for a polite address had it’s place.

“Who the hell are you?” he snapped. The woman looked taken aback. Solus waited.

“Well,” she shrugged. “If you don’t want my help...” she started to turn and leave, when Solus called out to stop her.

“Wait… I’m sorry. It’s been a… stressful, week. I’ve had a lot on my plate.” Solus tried to look apologetic. The woman turned back to him, then laid on the edge of the stone wall. She looked down at Solus, trying to belittle him.

“Oh?” she began. “Well, that’s a start. What’s your name?”

Solus breathed deeply. “Solus of… Xor. I think.”

“ ‘You think’? You don’t know your home stretch? You might as well have forgotten your whole life.” Solus looked puzzled. The two were slightly different in gravity. “Your home stretch is where you began. It is the essence of your life. I hope you know something else about yourself.”

“You have no idea…” Solus muttered to himself. Before she could cut in, Solus spoke again. “I’m sorry to rush you, but I really need to catch up with somebody.”

“Ah, yes. Okay, fine…” she offered her hand, and began to help Solus climb up. “I’m Kes of Nelin, by the way. Thanks for asking, but I guess I’m keeping you…” Solus snickered.

“Oh no, not at all,” his voice was dripping with sarcasm. Solus finally set a foot on the plateau. He looked at Kes expectantly, who as holding him steady. “I’ve hurt my other leg, so, if you wouldn’t mind…”

“Great!” she exclaimed. She pulled, throwing Solus to the ground at the top. Solus was on the side of the embankment he needed to be on. He might make it to Crofex as he expected after all.

“Done,” she sighed. “Are you going to catch up with your friend?”

“Trysin…” Solus stood up, feeling his leg gingerly. It was still fine to walk on. “…Is probably long gone by now.” There was an awkward pause. “I guess I owe you for the help?”

“Owe?” Kes laughed. “A long time ago, I took an oath to help those that can’t help themselves.”

“Still…” Solus paused, scratching his neck. Had he ever been good with obnoxious women? “Where are you headed?”

“Sure you want to know?”

“Can’t be worse…” Solus took a deep breath. He had gathered from Godar that the Blood Lyn weren’t held in high respect by most. He doubted he could get much sharper talk from Kes, though. “…Than Crofex.” Kes looked surprised, as much as she tried to hide it.

“Slightly different garb, but… Clothes change. I guess that they’re so close that I should have known. They were slightly different when I was there.”

Lands!

“You were trained at Crofex?” Solus wondered how a Lyn could be freely roaming in the clothes of a normal wanderer.

“Born and bred Lyn. I completed my blood oath a few years ago, and decided to walk my own path. I…” she paused. She was trying to stop herself from saying something, Solus could tell. “…Thought that I had reached a point in my life where I could go back and tell the Blana Sera.” She waited for Solus to talk. He wondered how tact would dictate his next words.

“Uh…” Solus took a deep breath. Kes was a trained killer, and Solus didn’t want to piss one off. She almost certainly had to be better at the plunge than he was. “What was Crofex like when you were there?”

“Flames, Solus! I’m not that old.” Another sigh from Solus.

“I mean… I can’t… remember what it was like…” his voice trailed off throughout the sentence until it’s eventual climax. Silence ensured.

“What…happened to you?” There was another lengthy pause. “Are you even a Lyn?”

“I’m… fairly sure, at this point.” Solus didn’t want to reveal his condition to Kes. He didn’t want every wanderer with an edge over him. “I can’t remember… anything, much. All I remember is my name, and that Xor is… an important place to me, if it is nothing more. And one other thing that I know, I was trained at Crofex, or, at least, it is important to me. I didn’t even know where it was until I stopped at Duhr.” Kes had a look that was hard to read. It looked like puzzlement, but Solus couldn’t be sure.

“I play cards. I would like to think that I know a bare-faced lie when I see one.” Anger began to swell within Solus. This woman was so obnoxious that it made him entertain thoughts of snapping her neck.

Godar kept up his pace. He couldn’t let Solus get too far ahead. With him was a blood Lyn, freshly purchased from an auction in Duhr. Godar had never visited a settlement that consented to having auctions within it’s walls, but Crofex was so remote that it needed a market elsewhere. Godar stopped moving for a moment, causing the blood Lyn to freeze in place. He reached inside a leather satchel, and pulled out a long, white robe.

“Here, put this on,” Godar threw it to the Lyn. He studied it carefully.

“With this on, I’ll look like a flaming Paradan!” Godar smiled sickly.

“Exactly.”

“The wanderer that was with Solus, Godar, was most helpful.” The settler sat back in his chair, looking up at the ceiling. The foreman stood in front of him, an angered look on his face. Suddenly, he lurched forward and grabbed the settler by the shirt.

“Find him,” the foreman hissed. “And bring me his corpse.”

The trees opened onto a plateau overlooking the lands far below. Solus and Kes stepped forwards together, surveying the scene. A vast river swept into the sunset that lay on the horizon, like a flamingo with it’s wing hanging lazily upon the Way. The river was the vein that supplied the lifeblood to the outlying farmlands that brought prosperity to the otherwise desolate region. From this mighty vein branches came off, stout at their bases, then stretching into small tendrils that touched the settlements. It was a marvellous spectacle to the dependence of men.

“Crofex should be just over the horizon, at the mouth of the vast expanse.” Kes studied the edge of the plateau, and then reached a foot out onto a rock step.

“The vast expanse?” Solus followed behind, more confident of his footing for Kes’ use of it.

“Lands, Solus!” Kes sounded exasperated. “It’s the uncharted body of water that this river leads to. Some wanderers believe that it is the edge of the Way.”

Solus stood still, thinking for a moment, then picked a direction. “They say the sun rises from the rolling mists.”

Kes nodded. “Some do.”

“Then…” Solus quickly checked his directions. “The vast expanse would have to lead parallel to the sunset.”

“Sweet Janwen… Are you even human?” She gave Solus an irritated look that made him feel embarrassed. “These particular wanderers believe that there is a stationary boundary at the edge of the Way on both sides, perpendicular to the rolling mists. They believe that they are in place to stop a wanderer from wandering too far in the wrong direction, I guess.”

“So, do you believe in it?” Kes shrugged, looking nonchalant.

“Does it even matter? I have one purpose on the Way, and that is to work. Whether as a blood Lyn or as an apprentice, or…” She tripped on her own tongue. “It just doesn’t matter.”

In time, they made it to the base of the valley, and began to trace the edge of the river. They stepped through fields of corn, grapevines and orchards of fruit-bearing trees. Eventually, the river’s branches began to grow sparser, reducing the natural irrigation. With this diminished the number of fields, until Kes and Solus were again walking through unkempt land. After an hour or so of walking, Kes stopped. She bent down slowly, and picked up a small snail. She looked carefully at the ground before her, a predatory instinct in her eyes. In a blink, she snatched a second snail from the brush. She tossed one to Solus.

“Uh… thanks.” Solus watched as Kes devoured her snail. He looked back at it, inspecting it. “What is it?”

“A Kritar snail. Eat it!” She belched mightily. “Quickly!”

What’s the worst that could happen?

The two wanderers walked queasily away from pools of their own vomit.

“I’m never doing anything you tell me to do, ever, again.” Solus was scowling.

“Your loss.” Kes had an air of indifference. “Kritar snails have been proven to increase the performance of a participant in a fight.”

“I would like to see the proof.” Solus put on a mocking tone.

“Then stop here,” Kes stopped Solus with her arm.

“Why?” Solus looked around the brush, and saw nothing.

“There are Lyn posted near to Crofex that defend it. They probably won’t take our word that we are who we say we are.” Solus mused over this.

“Then, would we not have to kill them?” He was beginning to understand the Lyn’s reputation.

“No, you will. Unless you are who you think you are.” This confused Solus. “Crofex is different to most battle grounds because they brand their Lyn. East hall member are marked with an ‘EL’, and west hall members with a ‘WL’.”

“Where are the markings?”

“If the Lyn are the hasty type, they will kill us anyway. We are not following the route that most Lyn should take.” Kes stopped to look around. Her own words were beginning to scare her. “They may attack us without warning.”

“Where is the brand?”

“On the ankle.”

Solus quickly scrambled to remove his shoes. Before he could succeed, the bloody scream of a Lyn cried out from the bushes. Kes stood her ground as the first Lyn to emerge challenged her to a plunge. She did not appear to be using the flat of her blade. Another Lyn emerged, and squared up to Solus. Thinking quickly, Solus left his boot on and charged the Lyn. Solus caught him before he could initiate a plunge, which would have meant certain death for Solus, whose twin swords were parried swiftly by his adversary. Solus grabbed the Lyn’s leg after a high kick, and pierced it with his sword. Solus quickly removed his sword and did the same to the Lyn’s other leg, before turning to see a fresh enemy.

Solus, realising that the Lyn would start the first pass of a plunge if he charged, turned to face yet another fresh Lyn. The Lyn’s first strokes were blocked, and Solus gave him the brunt of a shoulder tackle. He threw the Lyn quickly before he could steady his sword, but the Lyn managed to stay on his feet. The other Lyn, closer now, jumped at Solus, trying to start a plunge. Instead of receiving it, Solus fell backwards, diving into the brush, before thrusting his swords skywards. One sword caught the Lyn on his leg, and Solus propped himself up on the other. He closed ranks with the Lyn that had previously been subjected to his shoulder barge. This one was wearing a blue belt, as opposed to the other’s red belt. This apparent status indicator was reflected in the Lyn’s novice fighting style; the Lyn, unsuccessful with the sword, released one hand to try and punch Solus, who shoved the weakened sword away, span, and caught the novice with an elbow. He followed with a sharp mule kick as the Lyn went down. The senior Lyn attacked more effectively, catching Solus’ swords in a manoeuvre with his own, and using the leverage afforded to him to bring Solus to a crouch. He kicked him in the head, causing him to swerve, thus the Lyn’s sword slid from Solus’ and hit the ground. Solus rolled and cut the Lyn to ribbons, before avoiding the onslaught of the novice Lyn. Solus, moved by this attempt to escape the Lyn, rolled down a small embankment. His distance afforded him the time to stand up.

I can’t do this…

The other Lyn stood ready to plunge. Solus ducked behind a tree, deftly avoiding a pass by the Lyn, who stood to consider the situation. He began to slowly edge over. Solus lay down on the floor, and crawled into the brush. Solus thrust at the Lyn to no avail, and stood quickly to assail his sword-bearing arm. This, too, yielded little, and Solus was soon forced back by the Lyn, who took the advantage of being on higher ground. Solus, soon backed into a natural corner, stood to face his enemy. The Lyn steeled himself for the plunge.

Solus charged the Lyn. Both met in mid-air, and Solus was almost doubled-over backwards by the force of a slammer. He hit the ground on his back. After a short pause, he brought himself upright with the use of his sword. The young Lyn beckoned to Solus, a smirk on his face.

I can’t do it.

Solus jumped again, this time catching the young Lyn hard, but again getting forced back by a slammer. This time, Solus hit the floor face down, his head in a puddle of mud. He tried to push himself up, but the Lyn’s boot struck the back of his head, pushing his face further down. Solus tried not to breath, knowing that it would fill his lungs with mud. Solus struggled violently to try and free himself, but the Lyn would not relent.

Is this it? To die before I recover anything that I may have once had?

It was then that Solus felt the pressure lift from the back of his head as the Lyn let out a blood-curdling scream. Solus quickly pulled himself out of the mud and gasped a clean breath. He looked towards Kes, and saw the fallen Lyn at her feet. Solus gasped again.

“Will the Lyn try to kill us?” Kes didn’t look the least unnerved.

“Not if we don’t tell them,” she sighed deeply, closing her eyes.

“What?” Solus was becoming irate, jumping from the ground and fixing a stern gaze upon her. “I just killed three Lyn! You killed another two!”

“Not all of them…” Kes was scanning the ground for another Lyn. She began to step towards the first Lyn to assail Solus. She raised her sword high, becoming ready to kill him. She looked back at Solus with a cold glare. “Objections?”

Solus was frozen solid. A chill ran along his spine.

“Good.”

This is… wrong…

The Lyn jerked for a moment, then laid still. It had been done.

Solus and Kes reached Crofex early the next day. The low sun shone on the imposing walls, giving them a ruthlessly solid silhouette. Not a single Lyn stood at any of the few parapets. They were too sure of themselves to post guards so close to Crofex. Kes moved to the grating that stood at the mouth of the battlegrounds. She attracted the attention of a Lyn, who walked over to greet them.

“Welcome, wanderers.” He passed his eyes over them. “Woman, are you a blood Lyn?” Kes nodded, and lifted the ankles on her trousers to reveal a branding. It was a small ‘wl’. The Lyn nodded, and ordered that Crofex should be opened to them.

“My friend will join me.” Kes was stern, unflinching in her demand. The Lyn nodded, and premised Solus to enter. Before he left, Kes grabbed him by the shoulder. The Lyn turned, startled. “I require a meeting with the Blana Sera.”

The Lyn folded his arms, attempting to affirm his authority. “A good reason is usually needed.”

“I have completed my blood oath.” The Lyn passed his eyes over the both of them again. He was suspicious of Solus.

“The wanderer stays here.” Kes gestured for Solus to leave them, which he promptly did.

Rain swept the fields. Matthias continued to plough the now muddy field. He had no choice, if he didn’t make progress today, he would be left in debt. The idea of having to turn to Richard for money made Matthias sick to his stomach. Trying to save Richard the pleasure of his begging, Matthias continued onwards.

His progress was halted when he heard a stranger’s boot squelch in the mud. He looked up through the torrent of rain at a heavy-set man. He kept his arms tight to his sides, a small assured swagger in his step towards Matthias.

“How can I help you, wanderer?” The stranger moved closer under his heavy coat. His mannerisms reminded Matthias of a shadow foot.

“I am looking for a man. His name is Solus.” His voice never once changed volume. It had a steady, melodic change in pitch to it. It made Matthias feel like someone had just stepped on his grave.

“What’s your stake in him?” He tried to make out some of the stranger’s features, but he was standing too far from the candlelight. He stood silent for a moment.

“He owes me money.” Something felt cold about this statement. Matthias had seen Solus the day before. The stranger, growing impatient, drew his sword. The sound of it being unsheathed had a cold bite. Matthias, panicking now, tried to remedy the situation.

“Okay, okay. I, uh…” Matthias jerked suddenly. The stranger looked down to see a blade protruding from his midsection. Matthias slumped limply to the ground as a shadowed figure drew it’s sword from his corpse.

“Have we met?” The shadow didn’t move but for it’s rhythmic breathing. “Which side are you on?”

“I’m not!” The voice hissed vehemently. It withdrew to the shadows soundlessly.

“See you soon.” The stranger withdrew also. All that was left was a farmer’s corpse.

A room in which to sleep was free here, even for a wanderer such as Solus. The room was Spartan but functional; two single beds stood head-to-head in an “L” shape opposite a washbasin. A bookshelf stood in the free corner next to the door. A few carefully selected titles were present, mostly military and historical manuscripts. Solus scanned the historical texts fleetingly for references to Xor. Only a book entitled “A Modern Reference to The Way: Arine stretch – Xor stretch” had an entry. Apparently a sizeable settlement had existed there only a few years before now, and it’s surprising growth had been noted. The comment read: “Soon to become a back-country type Estrana, although lacking somewhat in diversity and class.”

And fame.

Solus closed the book and placed it back on the shelf. He looked out a small window into the courtyard, and opened it. He listened silently to the Lyn outside.

One Lyn sat to the side of the main courtyard. He was sitting on a pile of boxes marked as foodstuffs. He stood to speak to some approaching Blood Lyn. Solus couldn’t make out the words of their conversation, until the group of Lyn laughed and pushed the other back. He was younger in appearance to the others, and presumably less skilled. Solus left his room, walked through the hallway and turned down the stairs. He was soon in the courtyard, moving towards the young Lyn.

“Lyn!” Solus shouted. He stood to face him.

“What, wanderer?” He was trying to look bold. The others that had mocked him turned to see the exchange.

“What’s your name?” Solus tried to sound polite.

“Thirin.”

That was what… the wanderer called me…

“I was wondering…”

“Wonder nothing!” Thirin snapped. “State your purpose.” The others were more interested now. Solus sized him up.

“Listen, junior,” Solus figured that, right about now, this Lyn was the only person on the Way he could push around, and get away with it. Solus didn’t want to let that go so easily. “Lose the attitude. I saw that performance earlier with your friends,” if Solus didn’t know better, he would have thought that the Lyn was ready to empty his bladder. “Now, do you know where I could get some supplies, a map, and any information about some wanderers that passed through here a time ago?”

Thirin had suddenly become shy. “…Yes. It’s my place to know these things. I log wanderers in and out of Crofex, and handle procurement.” Solus sighed.

“Great, a Lyn with a desk job…”

“Look,” Thirin pointed a finger at Solus. Solus was willing to be graceful about it. “I have no reason to tell you anything.” Solus drew the sword that he had purchased in Duhr, causing Thirin to almost jump out of his skin.

“I’ll lose a plunge to you. It’ll make you look good in front of your friends over there.” Thirin looked defiant.

“I don’t need it.” Thirin was proud, but stupid.

“Yeah,” Solus shoved, “You do.” Thirin, grudgingly, drew his sword. The other Lyn gave mocking cheers for Thirin as the two competitors walked to their spots.

Damn. I hate losing!

Thirin poked his head through the door.

“Polite people knock,” Solus scorned. Thirin stepped in bashfully. It was beginning to get late, and Kes had still not returned.

“I have the records you requested.” A tiny table stood between the washbasin and the bookcase. Solus pulled it until it was in the centre of the room, and Thirin set a heavy book on it. “Who is it you are looking for?”

“A wanderer named Godar.”

Kes continued up the staircase. Darkness lay ahead, but, as soon as Kes reached it, the darkness moved back to reveal yet more stairs. Eventually, she came to it’s end. A Lyn was there, who promptly moved aside to reveal a door. Kes moved through it, and came into a throne room of sorts, in front of a huge chair that stood in the middle of it. Gorgeous blue linen adorned the chair, images of the stars embossed on it. The chair was made of a radiant red wood that caught every beam of light in the room.

“Welcome, child…”

“That’s impossible!” Thirin was staring wide-eyed at the manuscript. “I… I… I was too young!”

“Then,” Solus was having trouble accepting it all as well. “Maybe you weren’t contracted out. Maybe he struck a deal. Were you given any sort of additional training?”

“No!” Thirin cried. “I would have remembered!”

“Then…” Solus toyed with an idea for a moment, before discarding it. “…What could Godar have wanted with you?” Thirin was too bewildered to answer. “Does it say where he took you?” Thirin scanned the document quickly.

“…No…”

Are there any other holes in your memory?” It was a long shot, but he had to know if Godar was connected with memory loss.

“…”

“Well?” Thirin was becoming anxious.

“There are…” He was hesitating.

“What?”

“Things that don’t… fit…” It suddenly occurred to Solus that he had never checked his ankle.

“Hold that thought…” Solus threw off his boots. There was nothing there. There was just unmarked, tender flesh. He looked back to Thirin. “Go ahead.”

“I… uh…” Thirin sighed deeply. “…I clearly remember…” another pause. “Being much… taller.” Solus was speechless.

“Excuse me?”

“I… remember… being taller.”

“That’s it? That’s the gap in your memory?”

“No, you don’t understand. I remember being in a different body.” Now Solus was confused. It was beyond reasoning that any wanderer could possess another. Nothing that Thirin said could explain the mysterious wanderer that attacked Godar, either. There was only one memory left. It was the only thing that Solus remembered of his past life. It had evoked something in Richar when they had plunged.

“Does the Xor stretch mean anything to you?” Thirin mused over this. “Think hard!”

“Uh… no…”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I can’t remember anything from that place.” In a way, this was a mixed blessing. Solus still had no idea of Xor’s relevance, but he still had no reason to dismiss it. “I just know the area in which it lies. That’s from a map, though…”

“I would like to see this map.” A perplexed look came over Thirin’s face.

“There is only one place on the was that has a map that extends from here to Xor…”

“You’ve seen it then!”

“Yes. I’ve seen it. You would need Richard to guide you to a settlement two day’s travel from here.”

“Make it happen.” Thirin shifted uneasily.

“Getting there is the easy part. You would need money.” Solus shrugged.

“Together, Kes and me have about fifty kiphers of…”

“You would need ten times that amount,” Thirin cut in. Solus nearly leapt to his feet in surprise.

“Five hundred kiphers of seru! Who in lands has that much money?”

“People…” Thirin edged towards the door, picking up his logbook. “… Who can afford to buy maps.”

Thorax peered over the parapets. He was tired of pretending to be the phantom slasher, tired of hiding in the shadows. The Lyn continued their tasks, unaware of his presence. He scanned the courtyard for the wanderer that he had met on the way here. Here, at Crofex, the original testing grounds. Thorax wondered momentarily if Godar had killed any Lyn before.

Yes. Most likely.

A Paradan stood in front of Solus, across the stone floor of the great hall. Light spearheaded through the solitary arched window on one side, creating a halo around the Paradan. Solus stood on a delta, consisting of a gold, a red, and a white triangle. The Paradan stood in line with the apex of the lead triangle, which was golden in colour.

“How could you forget?” The Paradan’s voice was familiar in a respect. It had a quality that most voices lacked. It had a deep, rich timbre that soothed Solus’ muscles to listen to. The meaning of the phrase transcended words, and was conveyed in what could only be described as the ‘texture’ of the speech. “We…” the Paradan locked his fingers together in a gesture of bonding. “…Had a covenant.”

A boot tapped steadily on the floor in the darkness behind Solus. He turned to see a cloaked figure step out of the darkness. It removed it’s robe at the apex of the red triangle to reveal the body of a Lyn, swords adorning his back. “How could you forget?” His voice was scarred by a burning hatred. “We…” the Lyn drew a dagger, put it to his hand, and drew blood. “…Had a covenant.”

The familiar sound of leather flapping in the wind echoed in the darkness. From it emerged Solus, or, at least, his likeness. “How could you forget?” He stood along the apex of the white triangle. “We…” Solus looked down at himself to find that he had both swords drawn, and that they were painted with a fresh layer of blood. “…Had a covenant. I was nothing to you, but you can’t bury me. I know you can’t, you’re proving it right now.” Solus’ likeness drew a sword of his own. “So, let’s pick up from where we left off.”

Solus awoke in a cold sweat.

That was… weird. I need some air…

Solus got out of his bed and clothed himself. Kes had come back during the night, and slept heavily in her bed. Solus walked out the door, and then turned back. He nudged Kes gently, but she didn’t appear to stir. Solus walked outside.

He walked onto the stone courtyard, his boots generating a gentle, rhythmic percussion. He had only brought his new sword with him; he felt safe here.

“Solus!” a voice hissed from above. A silhouette figure dropped down from a rooftop silently.

“You!” It was Solus’ ‘friend’. “Your note said you would meet me here. Were you just using the toilet in Duhr?”

“Enjoy…” the figure drew it’s sword while uncurling to stand at full height. “…That wit. It will be your last!” The figure stood in a stance for the plunge. “Godar wanted me to wait, especially with all the confusion.”

Solus drew his sword. “What?”

“Well, before I kill you…” The figure was ignoring Solus. It seemed to assume that Solus had some knowledge of the aforementioned ‘confusion’. “…I guess you deserve to know that it is I, Thorax.” The name tickled a distant memory in Solus, but he could not find it’s relevance. He was about to be in a real plunge now. Thorax knew something of Godar and, in fact, seemed to be in league with him. Godar’s behaviour made sense to Solus now – perhaps Thorax was a test for wanderers that Godar saw fit to bother with. There was something out of place, though; Thorax had never tried to plunge against Solus before. That meant that Thorax was trying to prove something. It meant that, maybe Solus had a chance.

PART TWO

Solus prepared for the charge. Thorax made the first step as Solus threw himself into a lunge cut that barely failed to achieve a fatality when Thorax parried it. A dust cloud, allowing Solus to land gracefully as Thorax scrambled to clear his eyes, pushed Thorax further into submission.

Thorax turned to face Solus. “I’ll see you in hell, boy!” Solus roared as he charged into the second pass, but was caught as Thorax plunged the flat of his blade into Solus’ solar plexus. The air above the two fighters became energetic, small twinkles of light contrasting the night sky. Small, purple particles began to form, and feel to earth in an elegant mist. Solus’ sword fell out of his hand as he came to the ground. The metal’s polished finish dulled, the care that Solus had lavished on it a fading memory. He looked in amazement as the sword glowed faintly, and then became dark, absorbing the night sky instead of reflecting it. Solus picked it up, but the string on the handle felt stiff and cold, as though the wear of it’s use had been reversed. The sword felt limp and weak, like it had never seen a fight. Solus turned to face Thorax.

“What the hell was that?” Solus muttered to himself. He couldn’t see Thorax’s face for the shadows, but he could imagine his exultation at having jarred his enemy.

Kes played back the events in her mind. She cracked her eyes open to stare at the wall. As she lay on her side, he thanked the purpose for her earplugs; Solus snored. The Blana Sera were unusually lenient – a few day’ retribution for her hesitation was fair enough. Or was it? She couldn’t quite tell.

Kes looked over to Solus’ bed. He wasn’t there. She toyed with the idea of finding him, but decided better of it; Solus might read into something that wasn’t there. Kes couldn’t sleep, though, and needed something to do. She remembered what her fellow settlers had taught her about meditation. Perhaps the purpose could show her what to do bow. There was typically a training hall free at this time of night; she could go there. Kes dressed herself and walked towards the door and out of the room.

Solus tried to ignore the feeling of his sword. This fight could not be lost. Thorax ran forward for the next pass, and Solus caught him with a cross sweep. Solus was unable to finish the pass of with a blade art, and thus was caught in a backlash and thrown back to the ground.

Damn it! He’s erased the sword’s metallic memory… Soran never mentioned anything about any blade art being able to do that! That means that Thorax is good…
“If…” Thorax sounded amused, but he still refused to show his face. “…You submit now, I will make your end swift.” Solus tried to ignore him; it was just a trick to get under Solus’ skin. Solus had to push deep down to find something, something that Thorax wouldn’t be able to expect.

Solus stood before a bedraggled man on a deserted street. Ornately designed buildings rose from both sides of the men, their inhabitants not apparent. Solus charged with a full head of steam into a pass, and, with an edge of fire trailing from his sword, delivered a mighty blow to his opponent.

Solus eyed his opponent, crushed, on the floor, as he tried to pull himself up. Eventually, both men stood, ready for the next pass. Solus pulled his sword close and shut his eyes in a momentary meditation. He was preparing for a demanding task.

Godar cut aside the thick brush with his sword. His Lyn followed close behind. They came to a small clearing, where a heavy-set man stood. His apparel was reminiscent of a shadow foot.

“Hail, wanderers,” his voice was thick and gravely. This wanderer was born at the rear, older sections of the Way, where the wanderers had become disillusioned and settled generations ago. This wanderer had made amazing progress in his life to make it this far. “Hail, Paradan,” the wanderer bowed in a show of respect. “Would you have happened upon a wanderer named Solus?”

Godar felt a chill run up his spine. This was him, this was the man that Thirin had spoken of. This was the leader of the loyalists. Godar walked up to him. “Sorry,” he was nearly under the wanderer’s nose. “We are a peaceful convoy.” The Lyn tried his best to look scared.

The wanderer didn’t blink. “Sorry,” no emotion was in his voice. “I shouldn’t waste your time then.” He stepped aside. Godar stepped forward a few paces, before the wanderer spoke.

“Draw your sword, wanderer!” Godar turned. “The bulge under your shirt is odd for a peaceful convoy.” The wanderer was looking at the Lyn, and spoke in an even, matter-of-fact assessment. “And I cannot allow you to have lied to me.”

Godar stepped up to the challenge, drawing his sword. He was here, just outside of Crofex but for a moment’s walk, and he was stopped now…

Kes moved calmly towards the door. She tried the handle, but found it to be locked. The storage section was just across the hallway, so it meant little delay. At a slow pace, Kes moved her hand to the door handle, and turned it. The door drifted open, revealing a cloaked figure standing behind a desk. Kes walked up to the figure, removing her earplugs.

“You require a key to the hall, yes?” It was a woman. She had a voice softened by age.

“Yes,” Kes was still tired. “How did you know?”

“Woman’s intuition.” The woman dug her hand into the draw on her left.

“Can you intuit something else?”

The woman paused, then withdrew the key, and placed it on the table. “Only that you should go back to your room, and go to sleep.”

Solus lined up for the next pass. He tried to remember how to use the blade art, tried to remember how to defeat his opponent…

…How I defeated him. I looked around; this place was vaguely familiar. It was Crofex. This was where I came to get the subject. I looked forward to see another familiarity. It was Thorax, a face I hadn’t seen since the series of murders ripped Xor open. How did I come to be in a plunge with him? He knew that he was inferior to me. He should have known. The last thing I remembered was trying to get an explanation from Godar…

Solus felt disoriented for a moment. He had done it; he had remembered the two aces up his sleeve. He didn’t know, nor did he question, how he retrieved the memory. Thorax jumped first, and landed last, after the unchallenged end of a phoenix struck him hard. He rose quickly, finally coming into the light. From where he stood, Solus could see the disbelief on Thorax’s face.

“Is it you?” Thorax showed Solus a glistening hint of fear. After Solus refused to answer, a smile drew it’s way across Thorax’s face. “No, it isn’t.” The confidence in Thorax’s voice was back. “You’re pathetic. You search for answers that are no further from you than your own skin. When you simply stop searching, Godar will help you.”

“You…” Solus tried to continue his train of thought through Thorax’s banter, but he had lost the memory. “…Are going to die.” Solus began to formulate something in his mind. He needed to change everything.

Solus arched his back, and touched the ground behind his feet. It was excruciatingly painful, but it was controlled. Solus knew that he could master anything that he controlled. His master stood over him, his flowing white robes clouding Solus’ vision. “Continue.” His words were smooth and flowing, stern, and yet not commanding. Solus’ master was high ranking, as far as any Paradan was concerned, and hence this was to be expected.

…I jarred. A stranger stood in front of me. My body ached, and a stark realisation came over me; I was in a fight. This, most certainly, was wrong. The last thing that I remembered was Thirin’s betrayal… Thoughts could not linger. This stranger had to be dealt with. A plunge could not occur…

Solus had direction. He knew what to do. Both men jumped, but Solus, instead of performing a sword stroke, contorted in mid-air, coming outside of Thorax’s reach when he made his stroke, and then bent back to bring Thorax to the ground. It was now a freestyle fight, at which Solus excelled. He quickly launched two slashing strokes at Thorax, one cutting a gash in his free arm, the other pushing him back.

Kes knelt in meditation. She tried to imagine a large tower, garnished in thick, healthy grape vines, intertwining underneath flowers and a gentle moss. She looked outwards towards the vast expanse. It was decorated with islands, populated by settlers living under her watchful gaze. Kes stared into a nearby mirror to see the woman she wanted to be. She was a woman of beauty and splendour.

She knelt there, dreaming of her peace… where she could be together with someone who cared for her, someone who would move behind the eyes…

Yeah, together.
She leapt up at the sound of shattering glass, as Solus threw a stranger through a window. “What the hell?”

Solus brought himself to his feet. “Kes, stay back!” Thorax made a quick, vain, thrust with his sword, then launched from the floor to take Solus to it. He stood tall to throw a broad sweep at Solus, keeping him grounded. Solus deftly parried and shuffled backward. Kes caught Thorax with a sharp kick, to which he caught her with a stab to the midsection. She fell to the floor in a cry of agony, as Solus charged Thorax. He blocked two strokes, but was caught by a kick followed by a piercing stab.

Godar heard the glass break, followed by the howling shriek. The Lyn launched quickly at the wanderer, while Godar ran at break neck speed for Thorax’s entry point.

Solus was knelt over Kes. Thorax was slumped in the corner, his death approaching. Glass was scattered across the floor. A boot crunched it.

Solus turned to see Godar, who stared right back at him. “Sorry,” Godar was cold resolute. “But I have to do this. You…” Godar brought his sword up. “…Cannot help me as you are.”

Solus had seen Godar in action in a plunge, and thus was in no way confident that he could defeat him.

Solus withdrew from his meditation. As the next pass ensued, Solus performed the deed.

…There he was. It was Godar, and I wasn’t about to let him go. I was immediately ready for the task at hand, as we both leapt into our first pass. A trademark bolt leapt from the tip of my sword to Godar like lightning leaping from a cloud to the ground. Godar cried out in agony as both of us hit the floor. I tried to refocus the energy I had siphoned from him, and stood firm beside two likenesses of myself. Godar seemed caught off-guard; he didn’t know that I had something like this within me. My likenesses and myself launched the second pass. Godar mistakenly hit one of the effigies, while I caught him in the side. I felt myself weaken as I touched the ground.

Solus looked at Godar, as a new combatant entered through the window and shot him down with a crossbow. Solus evaded two separate bolts, and stood to find the mystery assailant gone, and a crossbow bolt in Kes’ already opened wound. Solus knelt over her, contemplating his options.

Solus stood again in the middle of the delta.

“We should help her,” it was the Paradan.

“No!” Solus’ likeness. “We need to question Godar!”

“Do that…” the Lyn. “And she will die.”

“You can’t let your feelings get in the way of the truth!”

“In Solus’ defence,” the Paradan seemed to address the likeness as Solus. “Medical aid could not be rendered quickly enough.”

“Then…” the Lyn stepped forwards, towards the centre of the delta. “I will give myself.”

“No! We could lose everything!” Solus’ likeness was voicing the complaint.

“You have not exercised any control, nor has the Paradan. Amon will never accept to help her…”

“How can you help her?” The Paradan was beginning to show an earnest desire to help Kes.

“She is losing her lifeblood as we speak! Godar always has a syringe, we know that!”

“We would lose your knowledge…”

“Everything I have done here today is in the sword. Please, let me help her.”

I walked calmly over to Godar, contemplating my choice. Kes and me were a long time ago, and, perhaps, she wouldn’t truly appreciate my sacrifice. I ignored this as I pulled a syringe from Godar’s person. It was strange. I had finally communicated with the others, only to end it all so quickly. Could I have done this if I were acting alone? Was it his need to call on the Paradan and me that allowed this to happen?

I plunged the syringe into my arm, as I left everything behind.

Solus, before being conscious of his actions, put the needle into Kes’ arm. Kes breathed new life, as Solus collapsed to the florr.

