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Blood is red.

It pools and gathers on the floor near the lifeless bodies of my parents.

Their killer stands silhouetted in the doorway, a bloodstained sword clenched in one gloved fist...

He raises a hand and beckons to me, daring me to follow, daring me to give chase.

I charge forward with a cry of rage, giving in to the uncontrollable urge to choke the life out of him with my bare hands but the man easily sidesteps my awkward charge and smashes my head with the pommel of his sword. Stars explode in my vision and as I struggle to resist, I know that I'm losing the battle to stay conscious. As darkness enfolds me within its embrace, I can see my attacker crouch near me. His face remains hidden in the deep shadow of his hood.

"I can feel your rage...how you long to wrap those hands around my throat and squeeze until I'm dead, but save your strength Serin, the real battle is yet to come. If you want me so bad, come and get me. I'll be at the base of the Shard mountain range to the north. Meet me there in a week."

As the world goes black, I can see his back as he strides away, out of the door and into the raging blizzard...

* * * * *

I awake with a gasp, panting and covered in sweat. I slowly exhale and rub my pounding head. I've had the dream again, the dream that has plagued me every night since my parents were killed. The dream that has driven me onward for the past week as I traveled through the sparsely populated wilderness in an attempt to reach my destination in time. However, after today, I will dream no more. Today is the morning of the seventh day since that fateful night. Today is the day that I will exact vengeance on the behalf of my murdered parents. Tonight, their souls will rest in peace.

With a deep sigh, I rise from the cold ground and stretch my aching limbs. I had spent the night in the shelter of a large pine which I had hidden under once it started snowing the night before. I stepped out, away from the protection of the tree, and took a look around. The snow that had fallen the night before had coated the ground and the trees in a thick layer of white. To the north, at the edges of my vision, I could see a break in the trees, the end to the forest. I was in luck; the northern cliff face lay about half a day's walk away from where I was. I would make it on time. Relief flooded through me as the worry of being late lifted from my shoulders. That worry slammed right back into me when I finally noticed that the sun was already high in the sky.

"Oh shit!" I step back to where I had spent the night and quickly decided that I wouldn't need to take my bedroll with me. If things went well, then I would have plenty of time to return for it once the deed was done. If things didn't go well...I wouldn't have to worry about anything ever again so either way. I grabbed my father's sword from the branch where I had hung it the night before and charged out of the shelter of the tree and began to march north.

* * * * *

Freshly fallen snow crunched loudly underfoot in a steady rhythm as I resolutely marched onward, the only sound in an otherwise silent forest. The constant silence was becoming rather unnerving, but I only thought about it in the back of my mind. The rest of my mind was busy trying to recall all the lessons taught to me by my father in the art of sword fighting. My father had taught me how to use a sword a couple of years ago once he had decided that I needed a way to defend myself. While I had proven myself proficient with the weapon to him and myself, I constantly skipped my practices and always fought half-heartedly whenever my father felt the urge to spar to see how much I had learned. Eventually, he had given up trying to help me master the weapon and without a second thought, I moved on to more enjoyable activities. Now, as I marched, I bitterly cursed my laziness and hoped with all my heart that my meager skills were up to the task of defeating the bastard that had killed my parents.

I was suddenly blinded as I unwittingly cleared the last line of trees and stepped out onto a brilliant plain of snow and ice. Unable to see, I closed my eyes, tried squinting and was rewarded with a dim view of the world around me. These plains represented the last leg of my journey for even from the edge of the forest, I could see the mountains rising up in the distance. Before me lay a vast plain of pure windswept snow. A small grin made its way onto my lips. It wouldn't be long now. Reaching back, I slightly tugged at my sword, making sure it was clear in its scabbard. Finding that it was, I strode onwards, ready to face my destiny.

"Only enter a battle once there is nothing in your mind but the death of your opponent. Only then can you know that you are truly ready." One of my father's teachings. One of the few that I still remembered. It was that almost forgotten lesson that kept me from breaking into a run when I first saw a figure sitting in the snow far off in the distance. After all, it wouldn't do to begin a battle to the death feeling completely exhausted now would it? So, with a tremendous amount of willpower, I deliberately came to a halt, giving myself time to calm down and focus on nothing but that man's death. Finally, when my mind was empty of everything but the thought of spilling his blood onto the snow covered ground, I unsheathed my sword and began to walk once more.

I was ready.

* * * * *

He was sitting with his back to me on the snow as I approached. Although I must have been moving loudly enough for him to hear, he simply sat there and gave no indication that he knew I was there. Finally, when I judged I was close enough, I came to a halt.

"My name is Serin Rath and you killed my parents. Prepare to die." No response. Blood boiling, I raised my voice to a shout.

"Turn and fight you son of a bitch! Prepare yourself!" Still no response. The first doubts began to creep into my mind. Maybe this wasn't the right person. Maybe I was already too late. Maybe this was just a complete stranger who had no idea what was going on. All these doubts and more rushed through my head all to be blown away when I heard him speak. It was the same voice I had heard that night seven days ago. The same voice that made me shudder involuntarily and raised the hairs at the back of my neck.

"Are you sure that's what you want me to do Serin? You might not like what you see..." That voice...there was something about his voice that nagged at the back of my mind. Something hauntingly familiar...

Fighting the urge to just turn and run away screaming, I locked my legs to prevent them from shaking and forced myself to stand my ground.

"Just turn and face me you coward!" He let out a low chuckle that made my skin crawl.

"Keep in mind, I warned you." In a graceful, fluid movement, he rose up from his sitting position and whirled smoothly to face me. As I glimpsed his face for the first time, my breath caught in my throat.

The face I stared into was my own.

* * * * *

A sardonic grin graced his face as he spread his arms to his sides.

"So what do you think?" Shocked at the sudden turn of events, the strength and hatred that had gotten me this far slowly fell away from me, leaving a roaring confusion in its place. Deprived of reason and purpose, the sword in my hand slowly fell until the point was resting in the snow.

"What...? How...?" A million questions screamed for attention in my mind, but in the end, one question, the most important one, won out. "Who the hell ARE you?"

"That's a good question. Who do you think I am?" Fury and anger returned to me in a hot wave.

"Stop toying with me and give me a straight answer! Who the hell are you?" In a dead serious voice, he answered.

"Look at my face Serin...LOOK at it. What do you see?" Wondering if it's some sort of trick question, I answer slowly.

"My...self?" He nodded sagely.

"Exactly." My thoughts whirl, trying to make sense of what I had just been told.

"But...that can't be! How can you be me when I'M me? It's impossible." He shook his head from side to side clucking his tongue, disappointed in me.

"Serin, none so blind as those who refuse to see! Despite what you may have been taught an how much you may want to believe it, you're not the only you that exists in this world."

"This doesn't make any sense!" I shout back. "If you're me, why haven't I seen you before? Where have you been? Why show up now?" Then I was hit with a more important question. "And if you ARE me, then why did you kill our parents?" At the mention of my parents, his eyes grew bright with hate as a satisfied smile creased his lips.

"Do you want the answers Serin? All the answers? You sure you really want to know?"

"Just tell me. I can take whatever you have to dish out." With a sardonic smile, he bowed gracefully.

"As you wish." With a sudden cry, he pulled his sword form its sheathe on his back and charged towards me. Caught completely by surprise, I just barely managed to bring up my own sword to block his strike. Instead of following up his attack, he backed off a few steps and began to circle around me with his sword out in front of him.

"Hmmm...where to begin...oh yes, let's start with the beginning shall we?" He rushed forward again, sword thrust low ahead of him, seeking my stomach. I easily parried his thrust and lashed out with a high backhand slash of my own which he easily ducked. He backed off again and circled for an opening.

"I'm nothing but another part of you," he began. "Think of me as...your dark half." He rushed in with an overhead swing. As I moved my own sword up to block, I realized that it was just a feint as he viciously kicked my legs out from under me. I rolled as I fell, barely managing to avoid his sword which plunged deeply into the snow where my head had been a scant moment before. I rolled to my feet, sword held out in front of me only to find that he had backed off again.

"Your life sucked, Serin. An you, you coward, you needed a way to get away from it all, a way to escape and so, you created me." My anger flared to life and for a change, I rushed him. He took a single step backwards and precisely brought his sword up to block my strike, catching my sword against his and locking them together. For an instant, his face was inches from mine and I could clearly see the pure, unadulterated hatred on his face. In any other situation, it would have made me cringe, but this was a battle to the death and he wasn't the only one who wanted to live. With an audible grunt of effort, he shoved me away and used the momentum to whirl around and loose a backhand slash aimed at my head. I ducked his swing and straightened up just in time to catch a roundhouse kick with my jaw. Pain exploded in my head as I fell to the ground; I could feel warm blood running down my busted lip. He strode over to where I lay and kicked at my face which I just barely managed to block with my forearm. I rolled away and scrambled to my feet, wiping away the blood with the sleeve of my shirt.

"I never created you. I don't even know you!" He broke into a laugh at that.

"Whether you knew it or not Serin, you ARE the one who created me. No one else could have! In the dark of the night, after our parents had finished beating the shit out of us for the first time, you decided that you didn't want to deal with that anymore and so, in the back of your mind, you created me; another 'you' that you could control and force to take your place when things were less than perfect." He closed the distance between us. "To you, life has been nothing but sunshine and rainbows." A slash to the head which I barely managed to duck punctuated his statement. "Your parents showered you with gifts and showed you nothing but kindness and love." I turned aside a thrust aimed at my heart and countered with a thrust of my own which he sidestepped. "All I've ever gotten from their hand was pain. All I've ever felt from them was hatred and disappointment." he charged towards me, his sword snaking forward to prove my defenses. Sparks flew as I was forced backwards under his relentless assault. I steadily backed up, struggling to keep his sword from my body only to stumble on a rock that was half hidden by the snow on the ground. It took me only a split second to regain my balance but in that moment, his sword thrust forward and plunged deeply into my right arm. A bolt of pain ripped down my arm and my sword dropped from my frozen grasp. My cry of pain was cut short by a brutal kick to my stomach which knocked me to the ground and left me breathless. As he spoke, he slowly began to circle around to the other side of me.

"Every time something bad happened in your life, every time something happened that you couldn't deal with, you forced me to take your place, forced ME to handle all the shit in your life in your place." A hard kick to my face sent me flying backwards. "Well I won't take it anymore!" he shouted after me. Coughing, and trying to breathe through the ruins of my broken nose, his words seemed distant and unimportant compared to the pain surging through my arm and my face. In that moment, one thing stood out, the hilt of my sword, lying half buried in the snow. Doing my best to ignore the pain that I felt, I dove forward with a grunt and managed to get my good hand around the hilt. I snapped a quick look over my shoulder as I lay there on the ground to find that he hadn't moved from his position and was simply watching me struggle with a condescending smile. With as much dignity as I could muster, I slowly got to my feet, my injured arm simply hanging at my side. He stood watching me, his face as cold and expressionless as stone. All my anguish and all my pain erupted from me in the form of a wordless howl of rage as I charged forward over the snow with my sword raised and ready to strike. At the last instant, as my sword began its downward swing seeking his blood, he slipped to the side like a leaf on the wind and brought his sword down in a vicious swing as I passed. Fire ripped down my back from my shoulder to my waist as I slowly came to a halt and let the sword fall from my nerveless hand. My cry of rage slowly came to a halt and silence reigned supreme as I fell to the snow with a dull thud.

Slowly, he came and stood over me, the darkness of his shadow blocking the light of the fading day from my eyes.

"I'm tired of living the dregs of your life Serin. I have just as much right to live as you do and I intend to exercise that right." Sword in hand, he slowly came to his knees next to me. "Do you have any idea what it was like Serin? To live a life that was filled with nothing but hatred and pain? As soon as I realized what was going on, I fought against it...wouldn't you?" A fine spray of blood lifted into the air as I coughed, struggling to get out a question in spite of the awful frozen pain of the snow slowly melting into the open cut on my back.

"You...if you're a part of me, h-how did you get out? H-how are you here in the real world?" For a second, he simply blinked at me in surprise before throwing back his head and laughing.

"Oh Serin, you STILL haven't figured it out?" His laughter finally died down. "Tell me Serin, what got you here? What drove you onwards through this horrible winter weather to come all the way here, to the middle of nowhere?" My voice sounded distant, as if it was coming from far away.

"A dream, a nightmare...I dreamed of that night you killed my parents. I remember I tried to attack you but you knocked me out. You told me to come here...to meet you." He nodded slightly at my response.

"You don't know anything about how things really are do you?" He shook his head at my blank look. "I've been fighting for control since the day you created me. Tonight, I finally won that control and the first thing I did was go after our parents for all the times they hurt me."

"T-tonight?" I rasped. He blinked at me in surprise before letting out a low chuckle.

"You really don't get it do you? In the eyes of the real world, I've killed our parents less than ten minutes ago. I would have been home free but right then, you woke up and started fighting to regain your control. We passed out." He spread his arms to the side and indicated the world around us. "All this, the forest, the mountains, hell, even the seven days that you think you've been travelin for, it's nothing. None of it's real. This is all in your head man, just like me." The pain of my wounds made it hard to concentrate. I knew that he had just told me something vital but the significance of it seemed to simply elude me. He let out a sigh as he shook his head.

"It's a pity. You're about to die and you still have no idea why...well, no matter." Sword in hand, he crouched next to me and carefully positioned its tip over my heart. Ruby drops of blood glimmered on the bright steel and dripped down steadily from the tip. I felt strangely distant from the world around me. He began to speak again in a cold voice, sounding as if he stood a million miles away.

"Remember this Serin. If you die knowing none of the reasons as to why this happened, remember this." His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword as he bent his head forward closer to my ear.

"The worst foe Serin," his voice then dropped to a low whisper. "Lies within the self." He plunged the sword home. In that instant, as the cold steel broke my skin and sped towards my heart, I saw the light and finally understood everything that had happened and the reasons behind them. I knew everything...then, as the sword reached it's goal, I knew nothing...

* * * * *

Drip, drip, drip...

Blood...it fell to the floor in a steady, rhythmic beat.

On the floor, Serin slowly stirred. With a low groan, he sat up and froze. He was covered in blood, most of it still warm. Feeling a weight in his hand, he looked down to see a blood-stained short sword clenched in his fist. Dazed and confused, Serin looked around and finally noticed the butchered bodies of his parents on the floor just across the room. Slowly, it all came back to him. A low chuckle escaped him that soon escalated to hysterical laughter. Madness danced in his eyes as he gazed out over the room.

A new day had begun
