The Way

“Eternal Horizon”

Solice waved goodbye to his parents. It was a traditional day for the Sandrin stretch. The day when a boy left the stretch to journey The Way. It was a day he never anticipated, as life on the stretch was good enough for him. If it wasn’t for his unbreakable positive nature, he might have been sad. 

Solice reached the gate of the stretch. Jacon, the highly revered elder of the stretch awaited him. He was a man laden with old age, and experience. Just by gazing into his eyes, one could see the many journeys and battles. 


“Solice... what do you think you’ll become on The Way?” asked Jacon, skipping any small talk that would have taken place.


Solice paused. He never liked answering that question. How could one plan what happened to him? Wasn’t it the will of the purpose? 


“I don’t know.” he replied in honesty, “Nothing seems better than anything else. I’d feel like I was taking sides if I chose one thing. I just want to make some new friends.”


Jacon laughed quite loosely, and peered off into the sky. “My boy, that’s a path far more wise than any other. Other wanderers expect you to chose a side, but you can be yourself.” Solice looked down The Way. It led down into a forest. Solice never bothered to learn what was beyond. Surprises were more fun anyway.


“Well... I don’t want to look like I’m challenging people. In fact, I just want to help people. There’s never enough of that, it seems.” Solice prospected, still looking toward the forest.


Jacon smiled, and looked into the forest too. “Some people don’t like to be helped. You’ve heard about the Paradan hunters.”


Solice frowned. He didn’t see the problem with wanting peace. Anyone who attacked anyone needed help, not a sword through the back. 


“Well... I’ll try and help anyone. If people only realized what was wrong with them, and that everyone could help everyone else.” he said, squinting into the forest. There was a sharp bend that limited vision.


The wizened elder sighed, and started to turn. “I think this will be good for you. You’re going to learn a lot. May the purpose guide you.” Jacon hobbled off, leaving Solice to think at the gate. It was time to leave.


The art of wandering... was there a specific kind of walking pattern? Could you just stroll out your home stretch? All you can do is walk; there just isn’t a method describing it. Perhaps it’s best not to consider such things. It’s better just to think about your next meal, or what the weather was going to be.


Solice was a youth of 19. He had a decent build at six feet. He wore a black jacket, green tunic, brown work pants and boots. His hair was red (as were his eyes) and stylishly disorganized. Over his back was slung an object he saw little use for. He had never even looked toward it, or unsheathed it. The less he used it, the better.


The forest radiated beauty. Every inch was fresh and crisp, seeming freshly revealed by the rolling mists themselves. It was a shame that such land was ruined by bloodshed and fighting by those disturbed lyn. Is it something they couldn’t see, or something they took for granted? The answer eluded Solice. He had lost himself in though again.


The peace was ill wrought though. As Solice rounded the corner, he stopped and saw an odd trailing of red throughout the bushes. It seemed like a scourge. Something that the forest rejected, but something it could do nothing about. Solice had never learned of any infamy about the forest. He hoped it was an isolated incident, one that wouldn’t disturb the peace again.


The path broke into sharp curves, seemingly trimmed with olive bushes, adding a clear border to the path. It was almost as if the purpose itself had carved the path. Solice tread quietly upon the worn dirt path. Footprints were fresh. Some looked rushed, others seemed to tell of a limp. One track in particular caught Solice’s observant eyes. There were unnatural skid marks winding unsteadily further.


Solice attuned his senses to the sounds around him. It seemed only likely that an occurrence was evident. He was alert, but not with his hand on his sword. Turning quickly, he got a full view of his precise surroundings: miniature plateaus of soil, decorated by bushes and shrubs, all overlooked by massive trees. Solice allowed the aromas of the forest to rush through him. Everything was fresh, with only small hints of mustiness.


This was the kind of defense he had taught himself, complete and utter awareness of the environment, which only came after years of dedicated meditation at Jacon’s cabin. The sword was used as a last resort, and in Solice’s case, no resort at all. It was times like these, that restraint was put to the test.


He checked over his shoulders as he continued on, with a new briskness to his pace. The skid marks deepened into a puddle of mud. Whoever was being dragged, was putting up a hell of a fight. Solice glanced up and was slightly taken aback, seeing the exit to the forest closer than he anticipated. His complete concentration had nullified his sense of time. As he stood on the formidable ledge that the end of the forest provided, Solice suddenly realized that the skid marks had not followed out of the forest. Solice turned cautiously, and saw that the displaced earth ended abruptly, soon replaced with scuffling footprints, which chased off into the forest.


Bearing only peace in mind, Solice turned and began to trace the markings again. Recalling his basic knowledge of the land, he found himself foreseeing the great cliffs that bordered the western edge of the forest. The thought of someone being chased to the lofty cliffs gave Solice a horrible feeling, soon replaced with one of determination. The chase continued over and under fallen wood.


Red, yellow, and orange flew past Solice as he picked up his pace, bearing only a worst-case scenario in mind. Something scared him, but he wasn’t sure of it, and tried not to think of it. Perhaps it was his little actual experience with the land. He had studied the geography, but never set out for it on his own. It never seemed like it was calling him anyway, until today. The exit drew closer with an unmatched sense of foreboding.


Suddenly there was shouting. The loud cries disrupted Solice so suddenly, that he involuntarily stumbled over his own feet, and tasted dirt. Cursing his own clumsiness, Solice retreated to his feet, and continued his plight. The shouts were louder and more numerous. Most of them sounded male, though there was the occasional cry of what sounded to be a child. Solice was chilled to the bone.


The cries became more distinguishable. There were four distinct male tones, all the sounds of older men, yelling frantically. There were several women, some screaming, but there was one in particular. One snarling voice that rose more viciously above the rest with a fervor and repulsiveness that could rarely be heard under any circumstances. Solice picked up his pace even more. The screams were growing in volume. Light beamed through the forest’s end. Solice burst forth from the woods.
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         Solice breathed a relaxant sigh, and brushed aside the last branch in his view. The sun’s white glare blinded him momentarily, but soon the scene drew into visibility. Shapes of bodies, representative of the voices that had rung out moments ago. 


To the left was the steep jagged cliff, a clearing to the opposite. A woman was standing with her back to the cliff. Solice observed her carefully. She was a young woman, not too much older than him, and about the same height. She had the most frayed and distraught blonde hair Solice had ever scene. Split-ends were everywhere, and the entire mass was covered in a think layer of soot. 


She was wearing a plated purple armor that covered from the neck down, covered with dents, scratches, and rusted corners. A gigantic two-fanged claw weapon extended from one of her wrists. At one point there may have been an opposing claw on her other arm, but it wasn’t attached anymore.


Solice glanced up at her face, a scary sight. Her entire face was distorted into a dervish snarl, cheekbone arched outward, and eyebrows bent. Many dirt patches, and scratches covered her face, and to Solice’s horror, some were still openly trickling down. The woman’s eyes were a passionate, fiery red that seemed to go too well with her facial expression.  She stood, anchored to the ground, and muscles tensioned, prepared to make a burst of speed at any second.


The men and woman across from her were standard wanderers. Garbed in common clothes; cloth and leather. The four men in particular were barking and shouting harshly, and seemed ready to pounce on the strange woman.


“YOU BASTARDS! YOU’LL NEVER TAKE ME ALIVE! I’LL JUMP! I SWEAR IT!” Screamed the woman. She backed one step closer to the cliff.


One of the opposing men brought his hands up peacefully, to lament. “Please, Miss! We’re only doing what we agreed to! Now step down here and make this easy. If we fail, then Lord V...” 


“DAMN HIM! DAMN ALL OF YOU! I’LL JUMP, DAMMIT!” She screamed, tensioning even more.


“Wait!! Solice shouted, rushing forward. “Suicide is NOT the answer!” He pleaded, moving towards the woman.


The distraught woman guffawed at Solice, and stepped back further, only to find air beneath her. She tipped backwards, and fell straight down the cliff, rolling and tumbling down the side, screaming the whole way.


Some of the wanderers screamed, others shook their heads. One of the men took his place by Solice, peering over the cliff. 


The man sighed. “Well, I guess it had to end, one way or another. Though I didn’t exactly want that to happen.”


Solice squinted, looking into the mist that quickly overtook the cliff. “She might be still alive!” He exclaimed, raising his head. “The cliff might be steep, but there are plenty of sub-plateaus she could have stopped on!”


“That’s great, son.” The man said unenthusiastically. “But I’m done with all of this. It’s just not worth it.”


‘Worth it?’ Solice thought, ‘Human lives can’t be given a value!’

“If I had some rope...” Solice began, “And some stakes... I could lower myself down there, and find a way to get her back up!”


“Hmm... Well...” The man sputtered, rubbing his chin. “Fine. You can have some rope, and a stake. But I’m not having anything more to do with her. You try and take care of her.”


Solice grinned earnestly. The man rolled his eyes, and passed on the materials for descending the cliff. “Good luck.... you’ll need it.”


“Thank you sir! And may the purpose guide you!” Solice blurted out. The man rolled his eyes again, and walked away. Solice gathered he didn’t care too much for the purpose.   


Solice closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He stomped the stake into the ground, deep enough to support his weight, shallow enough to come loose with a good yank. He tied the rope around, tightening it as much as possible. Taking another breath, he wrapped his arm around the rope, and slowly repelled down the cliff. For his first life-threatening situation, Solice was doing pretty well.


His foot found level soil, and gradually, he transferred his weight to the outcropping. Wasting no time, Solice pulled out a small pocketknife, and cut the rope. There was plenty on the reel he had been given. Enough to reach the woman, he hoped.


Cliff after cliff became a ritualistic thought to Solice, who found himself more and more anxious about the fate of the strange woman. The farther down he went, the less likely it seemed that she would be alive. Solice rejected this concept, and pursued his good intent.


‘How deep can these cliffs possibly be? One would image they’d lead straight to the reaches...’ Solice thought in a temporary lapse of cynicism.


Finally, as Solice touched down on another countless cliff, he could feel a warm presence beside his leg. Peering through the mist, Solice found himself almost jumping with excitement at the sight of the wounded dame, barely breathing. The victory was short lived, however, as Solice glanced back up the cliff, and pondered how exactly he would carry himself and the woman back up the rather linear ropes.


Trying the first thing that came to mind, Solice slung the woman over his shoulder. Solice was a fairly big lad, but the woman wasn’t exactly petit, and her full plate armor didn’t exactly ease the tension. Awkwardly balancing the stranger, Solice gripped the rope with both hands, and started making his way up.


After only one rope, Solice found himself panting frantically. He had succeeded, but the many more daunting climbs before him made the inefficiency of his method stick out. With no other alternative, Solice repeated the nearly circus-esque act. Again and again.


It was already sundown when Solice gave one final effort to clear the top of the grand slope. He collapsed clumsily on the ground, lying on his back for a good half hour.  When he decided to prop himself up, he noticed brownish bloodstains on his shoulder. He examined himself for wounds, and came up clean. Struck by an intuition, Solice glanced over at the strange woman, and gasped as he say blood seeping out from almost every crevice in her armor, as well as open gashes across her face.


Giving himself uncountable curses, Solice carried the woman further into the woods, and away from the sour cliffs. He immediately drew reams of bandage and vial after vial of herb and medicine from his belt.  He first set to work on her damaged face, sparing no speck of blood of gauze, and a different remedy for every gash.


Wiping his forehead, Solice turned his concern to the rest of the damage. Blood was still seeping heavily from the armor, and Solice knew he would have to exhaust his supply of cloth to stop the bleeding. 


Solice felt for the straps of the armor on her back, and quickly released them. He removed it piece by piece. His eyes widened, and a cold sweat suddenly came over him. He glanced at the surrounding area, and gulped heavily, before entangling himself in the most awkward situation of his life.


Night had already fallen on the Sandrin stretch. Soft lights penetrated outward from the numerous cabins. Solice’s father found himself preoccupied in a rare book; his mother in knitting wool. All was peaceful.


Until a knock on the door. Solice’s father slowly opened his eyes from a meaningful blink, and looked to his wife, who sighed. They nodded in unison. Solice’s father quietly laid down his book, and his mother quietly, yet deliberately moved into another room.


She turned to a young girl, who would appear to be the age of 16. “Serra...” she murmured, “Do you remember when we talked to you about how some children have to depart early from their parents?”


The young girl nodded, and said nothing. Her mother sighed. “I’m... I’m afraid your time has come.”


Tears flowed from the girl’s face. She sniffled, and went into her mother’s merciful arms. “Don’t be sad... be happy for what you’ve had, and for what can be ahead.”


The girl struggled to suppress her sadness. Her mother drew back, and pulled a rather ordinary traveling package forward. The mother gave it to her daughter. “This will help you off on your journey.” She said concisely.


Serra stood with her mother at the back door of their house. Her mother stood with a hopeful smile. “Run Serra...” she whispered, “Try and catch up to your brother... Tell him that we couldn’t have protected her any longer. If you can’t find him, look for a man named Dart in the settlement of Ghald. You may not know how... But I know you will find your way.”


Serra took a few steps outside, and turned to her mother. “Goodbye Serra... remember... remember how much we love you, and how much sadness it would cause us if you fell into grief...”


“Goodbye mom...” Serra choked out, “I love you...”


With that, the lass disappeared into the night. The somber mother turned to head back into the sitting room.


Solice’s father closed his eyes as he turned the knob of the door. For a brief moment, he experienced complete and total clarity.


A fist of Guided stood before him. The leader of the pack was a man of a medium build, and dark violet hair that came down over his eyes, accentuating the Guided’s dark personality. He stepped forward.


“You know what we have come for.” The man said in the most unemotional, harsh, and dispassionate voice that had ever been heard. Solice’s father simply nodded.


“You are a scourge to the Way, and pathetic human beings. All of you, all of your kin.”


The rest of the fist marched into the house, tearing through it from top to bottom. They returned, surrounding the weary couple.


“These are the only ones here.” One Guided reported.


“Flaming fires...” The leader cursed aloud, “There were supposed to be two more... Where are they?”


Solice’s father shook his head.


“WHERE ARE THEY!? YOU INSOLENT SAVAGE!!” The leader snarled with an ungodly rage.


When both of Solice’s parents refused to speak, the leader snapped his fingers, and the Guided fist instantly put the couple to death with furious sword blows. All exited, sans the leader, who stood above the bodies, pondering.


“They’re out there... the children...” The man mused. He looked at the mutilated bodies on the floor of the otherwise tidy house. “They will die... by my hands...”


Solice wiped his forehead again, and stood up to breathe in the cool night air. The woman was finally and firmly patched up in all places. Solice himself wasn’t looking too great. Dirt covered him from head to toe, and various bruises adorned his face from various climbing mishaps. But in his mind, it was worth it.


Pondering what to do next, Solice meandered around the clearing amiably. The only thing left to do was to wait for the woman’s recovery.


Perhaps by a twist of fate, the woman groaned quietly, and her eyes shuttered with the desire to open. She propped herself unsteadily on her left arm, and used her right to clutch the back of her head. She groaned again.


Solice knelt down beside her, and looked at her concernedly. “Are you ok?” He asked earnestly, “You had quite a nasty fall back there. I fixed you up as best I could, but I need to know if there’s anything you need right now. Food? Water?”


The woman seemed to absorb Solice’s small speech momentarily. Suddenly, her eyes snapped open, and she sprung to her feet as if she had never been injured at all.


Solice rose to calm her. “Don’t move too suddenly, you’ve got a nasty gash across your ribs that could start up!”


The woman gasped in astonishment, and felt her bruised ribs, making out where a bandage had somehow made its way.


She gasped again, and look of furious anger overtook her. “You BASTARD!!!  You PSYCHO!!!” She screamed.


Solice stammered at these sudden comments, unprepared what came next. In one swift motion, the frantic woman extended the blades from her arm, and swept a powerful vertical slash across Solice’s entirety.


Blood splattered in a wide arc into the air. Between shock and pain, Solice tried to step forward, but found his blood to be leaking at a steady pace. He stumbled to reach for some relief, and found only empty belt slots.


The woman continued to stare at him with malice, and shortly after, bolted into the woods with surprising speed. Solice took a deep breath, and fell swiftly to the ground on his back. The stars grew dimmer and dimmer. Everything went black. SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
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“He’s still alive. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.” A placid-sounding voice spoke from overhead.


“What do you mean?” Responded a deep and stern sounding voice.


“Shouldn’t we just kill him here?” The first voice started, “It’ll save us all a lot of trouble.”


“No. I don’t believe in the unnecessary loss of life.” The deep voice explained.


“Then what do you intend to do with him?” The softer once asked, “Hide him?”


The deeper voiced sounded like it was hesitating. “Yes. I realize how ridiculous it is. I certainly don’t expect your help.”


There was a pause. “We’ll see.” The softer one murmured.


Blurry visions started to focus in and out. Solice could make out the sources of the voices. Only after a minute of squinting, could he make out any details. Solice was lifted to his feet. The soft-voiced figure before him was a young adult slightly shorter than Solice. He was clad in segmented chitin armor, and had a sword strapped around his back. The stranger’s hair was a messily parted blue mess that went down slightly past his ear. His face wore a calm expression, yet it seemed to express an unnerving reassurance.


Solice turned his head to see the other speaker, and was taken aback. Before him stood the largest man Solice had ever seen, at least 7 feet in height. The enormous man was clad in the heaviest steel armor Solice had ever seen. A massive long sword was strapped horizontally across the man’s back. Messy blond hair spread out over his head, and went into a ponytail that went down to his shoulders. Most peculiar of all, was an eye patch over the giant’s right eye, accompanied by many scars. A serious and somewhat grim expression hung over the stranger’s face.


The smaller of the two talked. “Hello there.” He spoke simply. “You took quite a nasty beating. If my friend here hadn’t have patched you up, it would’ve probably been too late.” The large man simply nodded.


The gentle one spoke again. “My name is Gainax. I’m a traveler of sorts.”


“P-p-pleased to meet you.” Solice managed to whisper, before going into a coughing fit. Solice tasted blood in his mouth, which he spit out quickly.


“Careful. You’re still badly hurt. Here, drink some water.” The large man said, giving Solice a canteen. 


Solice took several long drinks from the bottle, and nodded a thanks to the man.


“I, am Lord Vuldrak. I preside over the Anker stretch, northwest of Estrana. Perhaps you’ve heard of the Anker battlegrounds?” 

 
Solice shook his head. “I’m not really well versed in the land. I just left my home stretch yesterday.” He paused for a moment. “Oh! My name is Solice. Solice of Sandrin.”


The two men seemed to glance at each other as to confirm something. Vuldrak spoke. “Well, Solice. Tell me, how did you get these... peculiar wounds? They’re very unique.”


Solice though back. “It was from some woman. Some men were trying to take her somewhere, and she tried to jump off a cliff. I went down and rescued her, and managed to patch her up. But then she went psycho and attacked me. I don’t understand why.”


Vuldrak stared wide-eyed for a moment, and then stared to the ground. “I see...”

        
After an awkward pause, Gainax cut in. “We’re going to Estrana. Would you like to come with us?” He suggested.


Solice perked up. “Oh! Yes! That would be great. I don’t really like traveling alone anyway.”


Gainax smiled. “Me too. I’m sure we’ll get along just great.”


Solice broke out into a wide grin. Vuldrak’s cold voice interjected. “Solice... You have a sister, back in Sandrin, don’t you?”


Solice blinked for a moment. “Yeah... I do. But how did you know?”


Vuldrak tried to sputter out an excuse.


“Oh! I know. She’s made a small bit of fame singing to wanderers that stop by. Guess the word must have been passed on!” Solice exclaimed.


“Yes. Yes, that’s it. Quite remarkable, I hear.” Vuldrak said.


Gainax cleared his throat loudly. “Let’s not bother to discuss such... things. We should be going. We need to make as much time as we can before the sun gets right overhead. Traveling in such heat can be a bother.”


Solice nodded, and the trio cut through the woods, so they could get back on The Way.

 
Hours and miles later, the trio was still walking steadily. Gainax and Solice had been in busy spontaneous conversation the entire time. Vuldrak walked along silently, occasionally answering the occasional question Solice would ask.


Over a lengthy hill, two fists of guided waited.


“Master Valtaeus’s fist isn’t here yet. Are you sure we should try this?” One of the guided asked another. “What if this guy has like, super powers or something?”


“Relax. He’s just a kid. And there are 10 of us. Really, how hard do you think this will be?” The other responded.


“Halt. You shall go no further.” One of the fist leaders announced. Solice tilted his head in curiosity.


“You have with you a wanted criminal. Resist, and we will...” The guided paused to look Vuldrak over head to toe, “...kill you.”


“I’m sure there’s some way we can work this out peacefully. You must have me confused with someone else.” Solice lamented.


“Don’t resist.” The guided responded swiftly.


Vuldrak stepped forward. “Do you happen to know who I am? Lord Vuldrak. If you attack me, you start a war between the blood lyn and the guided.”


The guided leader gulped, and tried to stand up to Vuldrak. “I don’t care who you are, or how tall you are. You are under arrest.”


“Please!” Pleaded Solice. “Violence is wrong!”


“Shut up! You’ve defied me for the last time!” The fist leader shouted. “Men, bring em’ down.!”


Solice stepped back. Gainax stood next to him, not taking any action. Vuldrak unsheathed the massive sword across his back. All ten Guided armed themselves, and started to circle.


One guided charged forward. The rest soon followed. 


The first guided who attacked was the first who was sent flying. Vuldrak was absolutely terrifying. He whirled his sword around with tremendous intensity, smashing almost 5 guided at once. However, Solice noted that he used the flat side of the sword. The struggle was over quickly. The guided were sprawled about, either unconscious or moaning. 


Vuldrak sheathed his sword and gave a deep sigh. “Let’s go. Don’t worry about this. They will all recover, and no further actions will be taken against us.”


The rest of the day was quiet.

 
Chapter 4




It was night time, and the three travelers found themselves in another unnamed and unnoted forest. They sat around the fire, silent from the awkward event that had happened earlier. Solice was in a genuine state of profound thought. He had never seen such a thing, and hoped never to see it again.


Vuldrak sat with his arms folded, and eyes closed in a disgruntled manner. Little conversation had been made since the battle earlier. 
The trip would still take 3 days or so by Vuldrak’s estimate, and Solice hoped that the awkward silence wouldn’t last the whole while.


It then occurred to Solice. “Where are we going, again?”


This was a question that Solice had neglected to ask himself since the beginning of his journey. He figured that probably all wanderers at least plotted destinations, even if they were all heading the same way: the unknown.


“Estrana, remember? You said you’d come along.” Gainax responded, “Both Lord Vuldrak and I have business there. No doubt you’ll find something there as well.”


The prospect excited Solice. He had heard many tales of large settlements from passing wanderers, and they were the only thing that Solice figured he’d like to leave Sandrin to see. He was a people person, and Estrana had lots of people. Perhaps too many.


“‘Business’ is putting it lightly,” grunted Vuldrak. Solice glanced at him nervously, before letting out a yawn. The three came to a silent agreement that it was time for sleep.


You’re very different.

“What do you mean?” asked Solice.


You don’t know it, but you’re not like the rest. Soon it will become evident. There’s no escaping it.


“Should I be worried?”


If you want. After all, you’re going to die.

“Daybreak… at last.” Gainax said, rolling up a sleeping bag. Vuldrak was busy burying the fire. Solice propped himself up from his resting place. The sun shone through the misty pines with an ethereal splendor. It was another new day of wandering. Another new day on The Way.


“There’s a small settlement along this path.” Gainax announced, “Hopefully we should reach that today. We can stay there and stock up. Maybe take the plunge. Win some seru.”


The plunge… Solice had seen the savage phenomena a few times. Two warriors would stand apart from each other, and run towards each other, leaping in the air to trade blows. It seemed scary and really risky to Solice. A few of Sandrin’s residents had offered to teach Solice how to do it, but he had always turned it down.


“Say Vuldrak, what are you anyway? I think I’m at about coralyn. Haven’t had time to practice any these days.” Gainax said.


“A title is… merely trivial.” Vuldrak replied, “A plyn can defeat a hilyn if he knows what he’s doing.”


“True… but a plyn can’t defeat, say… a portalyn. The gap in plunge and damage threshold would make it impossible for…”


Solice listened to the two converse for hours. By the time they reached the small settlement, Solice had a pretty good idea of how the plunge worked.


The docile skyline of the small hamlet appeared over a hill. Small town houses were scattered around in a distraught circular pattern. Several larger, multi-story buildings, shops and administrative buildings of sorts, rested in the center, which featured cobblestone roads winding throughout.


It reminded Solice of Sandrin, only slightly cheaper. ‘I wonder how mom and dad and sis are doing… I hope they’re all well…’

“What’s the name of this place again?” Solice asked.


“Ghald.” Replied Vuldrak, “It’s pretty quaint, though rather dull if you’re looking to have some fun.”


“Still, it does have a tavern. That’s about as much fun you’ll get from any of these backwater villages.” Gainax said.


“I don’t particularly like taverns.” Solice thought aloud, “People who stay in them for too long are always… depressing.”


“I agree. And the fights are always so savage… and pointless.” Gainax said.


“And death. People actually die in these places. The foolishness of desperate men runs high.” Vuldrak muttered.


The three nodded in agreement. Gainax sighed. “Still… it is the only place for a bite to eat, and a room at this time of the evening.”


Fortunately, the tavern seemed to be peaceful and jolly. Gruff wanderers shared tales of their travels, and intellectuals discussed the mysteries of The Way.


Soon, the three were engorged in a meal. Soon, they were finished. Gainax suggested that they mingle with the other patrons. He said it was always good to learn.


Vuldrak was conversing with a group of blood lyn in a corner, and Gainax was busy listening in to debates about The Purpose. Solice eagerly sat down at the bar to hear the tales being told by the bartender.


“…I could swear I was in the flaming pits! The reaches! Before my eyes… a river of flames!”


“And all this was because the guy threw that heart stone down the cave?”


“Yes! I never did find it. Was too busy slaying demons that rose from the lava, and spat fire!”


Solice became wide-eyed with amazement. “Amazing!”


“Yes it was!” The bartender confirmed, “And knows what else?” He said, pausing dramatically. “I saw one. I saw a shadow sword.”


“That’s a load of poison.” A listener said bitterly.


“No! I’m serious! It was on an isle in the sea of flames! I could’ve gotten it if I wanted, but I know better than to sacrifice myself to the lord below.”


“I don’t believe a word of it. About any of this pit nonsense. If you ever saw a demon from the pits, you’d crap yourself and run home.”


The bartender pounded his fist on the counter. “Now I don’t care much if you call me coward, but when you call me liar, then you’ve crossed the line!” He shouted.


Solice immediately interrupted. “Please! No violence! Mister bartender sir, it only seems logical that someone might not believe that story, because it’s so incredible. If you heard someone tell you a story like that, would you believe them?”


The bartender paused for a minute and stroked his chin. “Well, I reckon you’re right about that.”


Solice breathed a sigh of relief. The bartender slammed his fist on the counter again. “But this spesta should’a known better than to challenge my honor like that!”


“Call me a spesta, will ya?” The patron shouted, “I think it’s time we take this to a plunge!”


All of the patrons heard the key word and turned, letting up yells of excitement. Solice tried to say something, but was drowned out by the noise.


The two men stood apart from each other in an all too hostile looking way. The crowd cheered as the two showed off some of their skills before the plunge started. Finally, the two faced each other.


“Alright, jackrat. Time to show you the consequences of challenging a man’s honor.” The bartender declared.


“You’re full of it. Just like your story. We’ll see how well people believe your story when I send you sprawling in the dirt.” His challenger replied.


An extremely odd silence took over for a few seconds, and then the cheers of the crowd signified the start of the first pass.


From the back of the crowd, Solice gazed in horror and the two took of at full speed for each other. At the exact same moment, they bent their knees and launched into the air, plunging at each other at a terrifying speed. A flash of light and another cheer proclaimed the crossing of swords. The two landed with powerful thuds, and skidded forward from the momentum.


“Yee haw!” Somebody screamed, “This’ll be a good one!”


Their swords crossed again and again, sometimes letting out the light of a blade art, and sometimes glowing with powerful energy. The two traded blunders and victories; occasionally a well positioned blade would slide past the other, drawing blood. Solice knew he had to stop them.


As the two turned to charge again, Solice burst from the crowd and placed himself in the center of the plunge line. 


“Boy, what the damn hell you doing!?” Shouted someone. The crowd began to boo and cuss in unison.


“Violence is not the answer! You’re both hurting each other! Please, stop this violence!” Solice shouted passionately.


“Hell! He ain’t dressed like it, but this whelp’s a damn paradan!” Another voice shouted. The crowd started to advance with cries of “lynch the paradan!” and “here’s some violence for you!”


The crowd closed in on Solice. The last rays of the sun were blocked out by the violent bodies. Solice covered his head, and prepared to suffer.

Chapter 6


The next sound Solice heard was the sound of his own heavy breathing. He gradually began to taste the air: It had a damp, somewhat organic feel to it. Solice opened his eyes, and saw nothing but black. Pondering if he was blind, Solice tried to raise his hand to his face, but was thwarted when his entire right arm burst into pain. His left arm proved less injured, but still seemed to let out a proverbial moan of suffering as Solice lifted it.


The dim outline of his fingers danced in the darkness before him. He could still see. Dry blood was caked all over his face. The wounds were no longer flowing, and he could still see, but that was about the only good news. 


He carefully started to grope his right arm, but pain exploded again, leaving a terrible soreness. His entire arm seemed to go numb with pain as he began to evaluate the damage. Bandages were wound from the shoulder to the hand, but even then, bumps and bruises seemed to deform the formerly smooth skin in a sadistic fashion.


His legs operated with surprising ease. Able to use only his left hand, Solice finally rose, leaning against a crate. He groped around the crate and felt the smooth texture of a fresh fruit. Not caring about the type or owner, he ravenously bit into the succulent morsel. It was an apple.


With some difficulty, Solice’s eyes adjusted to the light as a body entered the room. The tremendousness of the shadow meant it could only have been Vuldrak.


“You’re awake.” He said generically. Glad to see you can still stand.”


Solice tried to respond, but only dirty blood came from his mouth. “Take it easy.” Vuldrak said calmly. “You took a pretty nasty beating.”


Solice gave a pathetic nod, and indulged himself in the apple once again. The blood seemed to vanish from his throat, and Solice managed to whisper a thanks.


“You’re welcome.” Vuldrak responded. “Come with me. Some Xorale will get the strength back in you.”


The shapes and textures of a kitchen faded into view. It was a small, mostly stone room with a stone oven, and musty wooden furniture.


“Amazing…” A raspy sounding voice muttered, “I was sure I saw him die…”


As Solice’s eyes finished adjusting, he could see the projector of the voice. A somewhat tall man with two long brown blades of hair going over his face. He was wrapped from the mouth down in an assortment of dark colored cloth. No weapons were obvious, but Solice guessed that an innumerable amounth of daggers rested within the wrappings.


“Well, we were lucky you were there at all. Otherwise… we might not have been able to recover him so fast.”


Solice glanced around again. Gainax was also in the room, resting against a corner. “He’s up already… Hmmm.”


Solice accepted a cup. He drank the incredibly strong liquid within; his body’s need for sustenance outweighing its desire to vomit. After coughing a few times, Solice managed to whisper a few words. “W…what happened?”


“You were… attacked.” Vuldrak started, “Well, beaten by a gang is more like it. The blood lyn and I managed to drive the crowd away, but we thought we you were done for. It’s a… miracle you’re still alive.
 
Solice whispered a thanks again. Silence overtook the room. Gainax coughed obviously. “If you’re well enough, we should go.”


Solice realized he felt almost perfectly well, and nodded in agreement. Gainax opened the door and the group walked out. Dense forest and a small pond greeted Solice. He turned around and gazed upon a small wooden cabin, square and quaint, with a storage shed attached to the back. A stone chimney let out a few pathetic puffs before stopping.


The wrapped stranger led the pack through the woods. A brief clearing revealed that they were on a plateau some ways away from Ghald. It was morning.


Soon the group reached the main path, tactfully avoiding the brutal town. Nobody talked or said anything. Each appeared to be in their own world of thought. Several times Solice almost decided to speak, but it seemed almost rude.


Eventually, the stranger motioned for the group to stop to rest. A rather pleasant, worn grove of downed trees and flat rocks seated the group rather nicely.


“So…” began Solice, “I’ve kind of lost track of time. How many days are we from Estrana?” 

 
“A ways off. Hopefully we’ll reach the Matalan battlegrounds by tonight. After that, it’s few days north, through a forest.” The stranger said.


“Ah… um… thanks…” Solice sputtered, “Sir…”


“Malakite. Just Malakite will do.”


Solice nodded with a smile. Malakite nodded, but the veil made it impossible to detect any emotions. His eyebrows constantly remained fixed, making him all the more unnerving. Before Solice could say any more, Malakite motioned for the group to start forward again.


Sunset drew over the green rocks: massive stones covered from the top down in a light-green, almost pleasant looking mossy grass. A citadel loomed ominously in the background. More immediate was the Matalan battleground: a somewhat elevated, stone base with several wooden buildings erected atop it. A grassy, well worn courtyard laid snuggly in the center.


“Hail Lord Vuldrak of the Anker battlegrounds!” The guard announced. “Hail!” echoed a crowd of various blood lyn.


“Hail, blood lyn of the Matalan battlegrounds.” Vuldrak responded, nodding firmly. An elder lyn approached the group.


“I see you travel with much company tonight.” The lyn exclaimed, surveying the group.


“Indeed. With me this night is my assistant Sir Malakite, Sir Gainax of Estrana, and Sir Solice of Sandrin.” Vuldrak responded.


“Well!” The elder lyn remarked, clapping his hands together pleasantly, “Any friends of Lord Vuldrak are welcome among our ranks. You’ll find Matalan to be much more hospitable than most settlements.”


“We’d better hope so, for Solice’s sake.” Gainax chuckled, “Just don’t try and stop any plunges here.”


Solice grinned sheepishly. “Sure.”

Chapter 7


Solice walked around the dimly lit structures, curiously observing the blood lyn and their customs. He disagreed with the premise of fighting, but the almost fraternity-like nature of the battlegrounds made him happy. Despite their tough looks, many of the blood lyn turned out to be cheery and sociable, and oftentimes Solice busied himself in conversation, learning the bare-basics of being a blood lyn.


Practice plunges were almost perpetually happening in the courtyard. They still made Solice nervous, but the careful, controlled manner of the plunges, and the respect among lyn made it almost slightly entertaining. Eventually the sun lit the stone no more, and Solice retired to the guest quarters.


Solice was rooming with Gainax. It seemed only appropriate; Gainax was the friendliest of the fist Solice had been traveling with. His impeccably cheery nature made him a likeable and trustable guy. He never spoke much about his past, but he was always eager to share his opinions on matters concerning the nature of The Way. He referred to himself a philosopher of the way, and constantly remarked on how he wanted to learn the truth about The Way. 


“JP Invasions… JP Invasions II! Interesting…” Gainax remarked, looking at a bookshelf. Solice yawned.


“Night.” Solice muttered. It had been an intense day of traveling, and Solice hadn’t quite acquired his wanderer’s feet yet. A soak in a tub tomorrow mourning would do him well. Solice climbed into bed.


When Solice next opened his eyes, a ghastly and strange sight befell him. The room was vague, blurry, red, and dark. Directly in front of him was a giant metal cauldron, bubbling profusely. Suddenly, a piercing, shrill scream cracked the otherwise silent room. Solice stammered around, trying to grasp for anything. The scream repeated, this time, accompanied by the cry of a baby.


Gainax seemed to fade into existence in front of him. He was staring blankly at the base of the cauldron, as if to be in intense thought. Solice tried to run to him, but ropes sprung up from the ground and bound his feet. Solice looked up and saw a body being lowered into the cauldron. The screams emanated from the body, louder than ever. Solice tried to tear himself from the ropes, but with no avail. He reached for his sword, but it was gone.


Suddenly, rows of guided in red rows appeared around the cauldron. Some appeared on decks above, others near the bottom. They began a terrifying chant, all bowing to the cauldron in unison. Gainax fell to his knees in front of the cauldron, and blood seeped from his hands in a circle around the cauldron. By this time, Solice was screaming and writhing in horror, and trying desperately to escape. With one final scream, the body was lowered into the boiling water, and Gainax fell over in a pool of his own blood. Everything blurred.


Solice awoke in a cold sweat, gasping for breath, almost raving mad. The room was peacefully quiet. Solice propped himself up and rubbed the sweat from his forehead. Solice sat on the edge of the bed and held his head in his hands. Never had he experienced such horror or anguish in his life. Yet, it was only a dream. Drawing a robe around himself, Solice decided to go for a walk. The cool night air would definitely do him some good.


The air was moist and still. Clouds were in the sky, blocking the moon and stars. All was dark, sans the occasional torch that remained lit. It had rained a tad, and the cobblestone structure was wet and muddy. Solice didn’t care. The squishing of mud between his toes was a solid reminder that he was indeed in reality, and not in the realm of twisted visions and eerie voices that had recently been drawing him in at night. 


The grass of the courtyard was fresh with dew, and pleasantly tickled Solice’s feet as he strode about. Solice looked around. Many training swords were strewn around the plunging green. Compelled by an inexplicable force, Solice picked one up, and swung it forward a few times. He wondered, would he really take up arms if a situation like the one in his dreams ever happened? Were there some situations where force was the only answer?


Solice didn’t want to stress himself over the answer. He climbed the stairs out of the courtyard, and returned to the bed house. Unbeknownst to him, he was being watched. From the awning of one of the dorm houses, Malakite perched, upside-down, carefully observing Solice. He watched Solice enter the guest structure. Mechanically, he bent up and grabbed the edge of the room, and swung himself up. He bolted across the rooftop and leapt to another building. He swung off the roof and into an open window.


“Something happening?” Vuldrak asked.


“The boy was out, taking a walk. He took a few swings with a practice sword.” Malakite stoically reported. “That’s all.”


Vuldrak raised an eyebrow. “He’s a self proclaimed pacifist. I wonder what’s causing him to question his morals?”


Malakite did not answer. Vuldrak sighed. “We’re likely to be attacked on the way to Estrana. I want you to take point.”


“As you wish.” Malakite responded. “Anything else you need?”


“Just keep an eye out. Especially on the arbitrator. I still don’t trust him.” Vuldrak answered. Malakite nodded, and was gone with the wind.


“These are strange times…” Vuldrak muttered. “Guided and Blood Lyn, Vigilante… this boy… and Leticia… hmmm…”


The morning was fresh and sunny. Another day to live, another day to wander. The Lyn were up mechanically, performing calisthenics and warm-up exercises in the yard. Solice admired their dedication to improve themselves. Truly, training one’s body was a great beginning to training one’s mind. Solice decided to remember this lesson for as long as he lived.


Everyone came together. Solice, Gainax, Vuldrak, and Malakite. Well rested, and well fed, the group set off into the northern forests, still wet with dew. Drops hung from the lively pines, sparkling with a cheery intensity. Although the scenery was quite light-hearted, Solice felt more reserved since his dream. Gainax noticed this.


After a few hours of traveling, he finally spoke up. “Hey, something the matter?” He asked generically.


“Yeah… I had a dream… no, a nightmare...” He said meekly. “Sorry. I’m just in deep thought.”


“Don’t worry about it.” Gainax smiled. “Dreams are necessarily visions of the future. Some times they may just be allegorical… or just representations of what’s been going on in your life.”


“But… I don’t think it’s that…” Solice muttered. Another awkward silence overtook the party. Solice cursed his own susceptibility to such situations. He resolved to overcome the dream.


 Malakite stopped. He started walking again. He had done this multiple times. Solice figured he was deciding if they were on the right track. The forest seemed largely identical to itself many times.


An arrow flew through the air. Malakite raised his arm and the arrow bounced harmlessly off. Another arrow flew from behind. Malakite leapt backwards, just in time to reflect it with his leg. Solice rubbed his eyes, trying to understand what was going on. More arrows flew from all sides. Solice kneeled down and covered his head, expecting the worse. Malakite flipped around and leapt, reflecting each and every arrow perfectly with his limbs, which almost seemed to be made of metal.


Vuldrak readied himself for battle. Gainaix stood motionless. Bodies emerged from behind the trees.

 “More Guided…” Vuldrak muttered. The group was surrounded.

Chapter 8

The guided emerged gradually. It was another pincer attack. Solice counted them as they came out. 5…10…15! Fifteen armed guided surrounded the four.

“So… you still won’t give up.” Vuldrak said.

“No. But you should.” One of the guided responded coldly. “You know what we want. Give it to us, or you shall have no rest.”

A silence overtook the fighters. Gainax looked at Vuldrak and raised his eyebrow. Vuldrak grunted. “We don’t negotiate with idiotic fanatics.”

“There is no negotiation. If you won’t give up your wills to the purpose, then we will kill you.” Another guided echoed. “We know you can’t beat all of us. Not even you.”
“We’ll see…” Vuldrak muttered. He cast a glance at Malakite.

Solice gulped. The air seemed saturated with agitation. Malakite was motionless, Vuldrak was squinting strangely. Gainax, once again, took no action. The guided glanced at each other quickly. They charged.

Solice almost reached for his sword. He stopped halfway, and decided to cover his face instead. He waited. Another second passed. And another. Solice lowered his arm minutely. He saw nothing. He lowered his arm more. Still nothing. Sighing, he let his arm down completely.

Four guided were lying on their backs. Each one convulsing and trying to scream. The struggle continued momentarily, before each of them succumbed to the dagger lodged through their mouths. 
Solice didn’t know what was more shocking. The bleeding, twitching bodies in front of him, or the fact that he was still alive. He had no idea what happened, but all the guided were lying dead with daggers through their mouths, exactly where they had been before Solice had raised his arm.

Gainax saw. The maneuver was bizarre, and totally impossible with any two other people. The instant the first piece of dust crunched underneath a charging guided’s boot, Malakite was off. He sprinted towards Vuldrak, who made a platform with his mammoth hands. Malakite took a brief hop into the air into Vuldrak’s palm, who gave a tremendous boost upward. Instantly, Malakite was propelled far into the air. With one single twitch, fifteen daggers slid out from beneath the cloth wrappings. The daggers seemed to focus to a single point. Malakite twisted around in the air, and slammed the daggers with his hand. And down they rained. Each straight into the mouth of a surprised guided.
Solice turned in time to see Malakite land on the ground. He tried to say something, but nothing appropriate came to mind.

“Dispose of the bodies.” Vuldrak ordered. Malakite did such, throwing the bodies into a nearby pit.

Vuldrak sighed. “Let’s get moving. They won’t be able to pursue us like this in Estrana… Hopefully.”
Solice could do nothing but nod and start walking.

He was seething with anger. The most feared and ruthless guided warrior along the entire Way. His uniform was even different. The traditional red trim replaced with a dark purple, matching the long hair of the man who wore it. He was Master Valtaeus, the High Templar of the 1st guided fist of The Path of Piety.

The death of three guided fists could not escape his knowledge. His presence was immense, his powers of sensing uncanny. Yet, one of the children had escaped him. The girl… Valtaeus clenched his fist in rage. The girl was eluding him, and the body had surrounded himself with powerful allies. His mind raced to find a plan. He needed to stop the group before they reached Estrana. The vigilante would surely shelter him, and Sacrifa would no doubt simply feign an effort to find him. The only one he could possibly rely on was the so-called arbitrator, but there was no way to contact him now.
The thought of performing covert actions in Estrana disgusted him. The methods he used were brutal and straight up. Bureaucracies were idiotic and pointless to him. The word of the purpose was absolute and left no room for mercy. Those were the rules he followed. That was the way things were.

The buildings of Estrana loomed over the horizon. Solice ran eagerly ahead, climbing to the top of a hill to get a better look. “Wow…” was the only thing he could say.


Estrana was a bustling settlement. Although still under construction, hundreds of workers toiled over the frames of buildings, and a dozen masons laid bricks down that wood soon form the city wall. Several buildings of note stood complete, though. One appeared to be a law building of some sort, and a few others seemed to be mansions of sort. Two flags stood high above the courthouse. Solice recognized one as the red shield- the symbol of the guided. The other was a similar, blue flag that Solice had never seen before.

Shortly after, the group was standing at the incomplete gates. They approached a man sitting behind a stack of crates.


“Hmm…” the man mumbled, looking over the odd group. “Oh, Sir Gainax, you’ve returned! We’ve implemented the new tax system as per Pact #145 regulations.”


“Great…” muttered Vuldrak, “What a great way to end the journey. Paying money.”


“Doesn’t Pact #145 also state that federal and judicial officials and their escorts are exempt from the entrance tax?” Gainax said, smiling. “I believe you’ll see that it does.”


The guard rubbed the back of his head. “Eh… sure. It’s not like I’m going to argue with you anyway… Go on in, you four. If you don’t have a citizenship card, make sure to pick one up.”


Solice picked up his card, and entered through the frame of the gate. He was greeted by uneven rows of small houses. Gainax motioned for them to move ahead, and they entered another building further along the entrance path. Moving through a checkpoint, they entered what Gainax told them was called the upper city. Buildings were generally larger, though most were under construction.

They approached the central hall. Vuldrak let out one of his patent sighs. “This is as far as I go. I was simply curious to see how progress was coming.”

“I thought you had business here.” Solice said.


“Change of plans.” Vuldrak replied.


Solice tilted his head. “So… I guess this is goodbye?”

 “Indeed. We probably won’t meet again. I don’t imagine you’d be the type to hang around a battleground voluntary.” Vuldrak grunted.


Solice grinned sheepishly. Actually… it wasn’t that bad… he thought.


“So long. Thanks for your help.” Gainax said, nodding. “Maybe we’ll meet again, maybe not.”


Vuldrak nodded. He turned and walked back towards the gate. Malakite went with him. Gainax turned to Solice.


Gainax smiled. “So… I guess you’ll need a place to stay.”


“I guess so…” Solice replied.


“You’re in luck. I have a rather sizable place. Would you like to stay with me?” He asked pleasantly.


Solice perked up even more than ever. “Really? That’d be great!” He exclaimed. “But… I’d feel really bad just leeching off of you.”


“Don’t worry about it.” Gainax reassured, “You can help me out. Maybe learn a think or two. I work with both the Guided and the Vigilante council as a… mediator. I listen to their sides on issues, and help them reach compromises that will benefit the city.”

“That… that would be an honor!” Solice beamed, “I always enjoyed helping people resolve their differences.”


“Great! Why don’t you follow me inside? I’ll show you around.” Gainax said, beckoning Solice to enter.

They toured around the elaborate structure. Despite being a relatively young settlement, the document storage rooms were already over packed with forms and laws and treaties. Gainax explained that the friction between the Guided and Vigilante created so much unnecessary bureaucracy that he had secretly started burning some of the older papers, since half of them no longer applied anyway.

Solice learned about the citizenship system. How newcomers had less privileges than people who had proven their value to the city of Estrana.

Solice shook his head. “That makes no sense… The city should try and welcome everyone, regardless of who they are. That way, everybody will want to stay.”

Gainax smiled. “I think you’re going to learn a lot here. Come, I’ll introduce you to the Guided and Vigilante council members.”


The two entered the main chamber. It was divided into two distinct sides: the blue, Vigilante side on the left, and the red, Guided side on the right. The room sported two levels: a lower, audience seating area, and a raised area with two tables, and a desk in the center, where the main speakers sat.


“We’re in luck.” Gainax whispered, “The meeting is about to adjourn.”


Solice looked up. At the left stood an older man in an exquisite blue garment, trimmed with gold. The man had the remains of brown hair; most of it had turned grey with age. It went down into a beard, and over his mouth. His eyes were a straight black, sad and tired looking with the wear and tear of age.

“Sacrifa…” The man spoke in an irritated tone, “It would be in your best interest to review proposal #455 section D. At this point, the construction of council-sanctioned parks is a waste of resources and would serve no purpose at this time.”


Solice looked at the other man. His age seemed a mystery: although his skin was pale and smooth with youth, his hair was almost entirely grey, and his eyes too, seemed to bare the incredible burdens of old age. Solice guessed he was in his mid-thirties. He was wearing a spectacular red robe that covered all but a glimpse of a dull green tunic.


“Mmm… You’re certainly a stickler when it comes to things like this, Zedicus…” Sacrifa mumbled, “I think that’s what this city needs… some flowers, and some birds.”


Zedicus let out an exasperated sigh and ran his hands through his hair. “Argh…” he grunted, “Just look it over. Meeting adjourned.”


Zedicus practically bolted from the raised area. Gainax confronted him at the bottom of the staircase. 

“Sir Gainax! You’ve returned!” He exclaimed, half surprised, half relieved. “How did your travels go? Did you accomplish what you wanted to?”
“They went well, Lord Zedicus. I’ve taken care of all I’ve needed to do. Now it’s time to get this city back on track.” Gainax reassured. “But first, I’d like you to meet my new assistant, Sir Solice of Sandrin.”

“Hail, Lord Zedicus! It’s an honor to meet you, sir!” Solice exclaimed eagerly, shaking hands.

“Hail, Sir Solice.” Zedicus responded firmly. “It’s good to see we’ll have another young man around here helping out around here.”
“Thank you very much, sir! I’ll make sure to do all I can to help The City!” Solice answered pleasantly.

Zedicus nodded. “That’s good to hear. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some people to see. Good day.” He strolled out of the room somberly. The young… He thought, Oh, how I envy them…
“Let’s go meet Sacrifa.” Gainax advised, leading Solice over towards the Guided side of the room.

“Hail, Sacrifa.” Gainax announced. “I’ve returned from my travels, and I’ve picked up an assistance along the way. Meet Sir Solice of Sandrin.”

“Ah… hello…” Sacrifa mused, not fully paying attention to the two. “I am Sacrifa, leader of the guided in Estrana.”

“Um… hail…” Solice said meekly.

“You’ll have to forgive him for his timidness.” Gainax said, “We haven’t exactly had positive encounters with The Guided in the past week.”

“Mmm… yes. There might as well be two different types of Guided. So much separation… so much betrayal…”
Gainax chuckled nervously. “Indeed. It seems everyone’s at odds these days. Nice talking to you.”

Sacrifa didn’t respond. Gainax led Solice over to two men seated at the Guided council table. “Hail Sir Hadar, Lord Wyst.”

“Hail, Sir Gainax.” They responded in unison. “And Hail, Sir Solice.”

“Hail.” Solice responded simply. He looked the two men over. Hadar was older looking man, with deep, defined features and dark brown hair, dressed in traditional Guided robes. Wyst was extraordinarily young-looking, easily around Solice’s age. He had soft, brown hair, and wore shimmering, gold-tinted armor with a red cape.

“It’s good that you overheard. These introductions are getting quite tedious.” Gainax said, sighing. “See you around.”

It was evening when Solice and Gainax finally left the central hall. The two walked down a couple flights of stairs, and stopped to look over the incomplete city.

“So… what do you think?” Gainax asked. “It’s going to take a lot of work. Getting the Vigilante and Guided to get along is nearly impossible as it is.”
Solicer raised his hand over his eyes to filter the setting sun. “It’s going to take a lot, that’s for sure. But I’m sure we can do it if we try and resolve things peacefully.”

“I wish everyone shared that ideology.” Gainax responded, “You’re going to see some ugly things here. Be ready.”

“I’ve see so many new things since I started wandering. Some good, some bad. I don’t think anything I’ll see here will be as terrifying as that last Guided attack…”

“We’ll see.” Gainax said, “The city holds many surprises.”

The two had reached a mid-sized apartment positioned against the sides of one of the walls of the upper city. “Here we are.” Gainax announced.

“I’m going to look around a bit more first.” Solice said.

“Ok. Just don’t get lost.” Gainax advised, entering the apartment. Solice wave and walked off.

Solice found himself in front of a large, tall mass of scaffolding. It appeared to be for a tower of some sort. Weird. I wonder what a tower like that would be used for… He thought. Solice looked towards the top of the wooden framework. Solice spotted another oddity. A young girl was falling off of the top of the scaffolding. 

1/29/06 – Progress has been good. Sort of. It goes like this: I had written about 10 more pages than this a while back, which established a major, new plot point. I then promptly realized it was complete crap, and deleted all of it. Nothing stings more than undoing two nights of progress in one click. Regardless, be assured that I did what was probably the best for the story at this point.

As you can see, I’m taking a buttload of creative liberties with Estrana. Just keep in mind that this isn’t canonical in any respect. It’s just an imaginative fan’s interpretation of the earlier lives of some of the more minor characters of The Way. At the beginning I swore not to try and touch on The Way’s characters or plotlines in any way, but as you can see I decided to go ahead. Hopefully, it’ll remain innocuous. 

And please, for the love of god, send me any comments or questions you might have. I can’t quite answer all plot-related questions, but the reassurance that someone, at least one person out there has actually read this is really encouraging. Until next time.

-Jeramyu
