Two

"Aren't you glad?" Dana asked her neighbor as she swept the doorstep.

"You mean about the Heir leaving?" Leora asked back, turning her head from the clothes she was hanging up. It was a quiet afternoon at the Mana Palace, and the streets of the town were empty. The Guardians and lower nobles were all inside the palace preparing and the men and soldiers were all out drinking. The odd group of children ran by every now and then, but for the most part, the only company these two women had was each other, a small picket fence in between.

"Yes, about that." Dana stopped sweeping and smiled over at Leora.

"Oh, yes. I'll sleep much better with him out of town. He's kind of... creepy. I'd say that his manner makes it easier for one to see why his great-grandfather outlawed magery."

"Certainly. I'm sure that our town has been better off these last hundred years, with more grounded folk in the palace. Those magi all had their heads in the clouds, and I don't even know if they were capable of thinking straight."

"I'm not too enthused about the party, tomorrow, though," Leora sighed. "It's going to be long and loud, and there'll be a lot of cleaning up to do afterwards."

"Just think about the fact that he'll be gone! For a whole year, our town will have only normal people in it. Yes, no Heir, no magi—just normal folk. Isn't that a refreshing thought?"

"You're right, Dana. Tomorrow's going to be a good day." The two went back to their chores, humming tunes and anticipating the departure of the Guardian Heir, Mana II. It had been announced a week earlier that he'd be traveling the world for a year, to learn the customs and ways of life in other countries. A large farewell party was planned for the next day, and the vast majority of the inhabitants of the palace and town were looking forward to its outcome: the absence of Mana II.

---

The day of the party came gloomy and overcast. Mana sat at his chamber's single south-facing window, one arm on the sill, gazing out into the gray sky. He sighed as his eyes wandered down to the streets below, unimpressed with how colorless things were. Out of curiosity, he took a strand of his own hair and held it out. It, too, had lost a good deal of its color, its intense red diminished to a blurred mocha. Sighing once more, he stood.

"Time to wake Julien, I guess."

Mana turned from the window and strode across the room, his green robes swishing as he moved. He caused the room's lock to click open without using his hands, and the doors swung outwards. They slammed shut behind him as he walked down the hall, eyes focused straight ahead. The magnificent tapestries on the walls bored him, the ornate gilded braziers, the red silk carpeting. The eastern tower of the Mana Palace was the most decorated, and Mana was indifferent. He hadn't chosen his room at the top of this gaudy turret. He'd merely moved into it upon his father's orders several years ago, leaving the traditional Heir's chamber in the central compound behind.

There wasn't a whole lot in the Mana Palace that Mana cared for. He wasn't glad to have a dozen servants and he wasn't ecstatic that his father had installed that portrait of a Guardian Lord from the first millennium over his bed. He didn't consider the special meat that the Guardians ate a delicacy. He didn't find anything to like in the same stories or songs that the others in the palace adored. He took no interest in the goings-on in town and had no inclination towards politics.

There were three things that Mana cared about. First and foremost was Julien Tryn, his cousin. Older by ten years, Julien was someone Mana admired, a role-model. An orphan from the time he was three years old, Julien was the youngest Lord Tryn since the formation of the province, and had had enormous responsibility shoved upon him all his life. Mana, at times overcome with the weight of being Guardian Heir, thought on his cousin, and Julien's valiant struggles to become the perfect Lord gave him heart. More than just cousins, they were inseparable companions. Whenever Julien managed to come up to the Mana Palace, he would spend whatever free time he had in the presence of his younger cousin. In all of Central Libra, Julien was the one man who respected Mana, and the one man who did not fear or abhor Mana's magical gifts.

Second, Mana loved the moon, its sheer beauty and mystery entertaining his thoughts and filling his restless nights. Third, Mana loved nature, all things green and the wild animals that dwelt among them. He had gazed at it from afar for almost fourteen years, always from a window in some high tower of the palace. The lushness that spring brought, the sparkling of the summer, the serenity of the autumn, winter's silent promise, these were things that Mana could only look upon his whole life. Confined to the palace, unable to leave, unable to go out and touch a plant, all he could do was sit and look. In comparison, the decorations of the eastern tower were drab. 

Today he'd be leaving the palace, he thought triumphantly as he traversed the halls. He'd be able to go out and experience nature. Unlike the day before, and the day before that, and for years and years and years, Mana felt at peace. He was finally going to take a step outside the palace in which he'd been born, the palace in which he'd been raised, the palace in which he'd been imprisoned.

His footsteps quickened by enthusiasm, he crossed the main floor of the palace in two minutes, and began scaling the spiral staircases of the western tower. Around and around the tower he ran, the clack of his metal soles ringing off the stone steps echoing around him. He reached the top short on breath, paused to recover, and then walked over to the guest chamber door. It flung open before him at his command and he stepped in, shutting it gently behind him.

Julien Tryn lay fast asleep atop the big bed in the corner, snoring comfortably. 

"C'mon Jul, time to get up," Mana murmured as he crept over to the bed. Gently nudging his cousin's shoulder, he repeated the request.

Julien groaned and turned over to face the wall. "Five more minutes..."

"Not this morning," said Mana playfully as he took a hold on the sheets and blankets beneath his cousin. "Up you get!" With one motion, Mana caused Julien to fall to the ground.

Instantly on his feet, Julien yawned once before crying out, "Oi, Mana! What're you doing?!"

"Because today's an important day, you need to get up now." Mana spoke quietly, a serene smile on his face, his eyes closed. "Today we leave."

"Oh, that's right! We had better get going!" The lord of Tryn began dashing around the room, snatching up his effects—a hunting knife, a long sword, and two pouches of various odds and ends that he'd prepared the night before. While fastening these to his belt, he clumsily stumbled into boots. Extracting his cloak from the mess of bed sheets that his cousin had created, he flung it around himself. "By the way, how late is it, Mana?"

"Er, you don't need to rush it, Jul. The palace isn't up yet."

"What? Then we have plenty of time!" Julien sighed, dropping back onto the bed and sitting with his arms crossed over his knees.

"We'll never have enough time. I think we should go over our plan one last time."

Julien gave Mana a funny look before sighing in consent.

"So, we know that our great grandfather Lont al'Kondo scattered the Crystals in the second year of his reign. Upon his death, treasure hunters across the world began searching for them, hoping to ransom them back to the Guardians. Five of twelve were found, but no transactions were made due to constant fighting among commoners looking to lay claim to them. A few years ago, all trace of these five Crystals vanished. It is our intention to recover at least those five, correct?"

"Correct," Julien replied.

"But if possible, we wish to reclaim all twelve."

"Again, correct."

"We will use the trip as a cover to get out of Libra. At the party today, I will persuade father to make Verga our first destination. Once in Verga, you will commandeer the airship we are on, and we will go our own way."

"I still don't see why we need an airship at all, Mana. Aren't you able to hasten our bodies so that we might run faster that those lumbering crafts?"

"We already discussed that, Jul," Mana said sternly. "It's a dangerous course of action, and can have many long-term effects on our health. Unless you want your legs to give out from the stress and be forever useless, I suggest you abandon any idea of using my talents as our main means of easing travel."

"You know, airships charge through the roof for trips to Verga."

"We're stealing the airship, anyway, Jul. We don't need to worry about the fare. Come on, we've already talked about this and we're going nowhere. Trust me here. We shouldn't rely on magic for travel. It's dangerous."

"We wouldn't need to steal the airship, though."

"Jul, it's too dangerous. That's that. Now, we'll have plenty of time to discuss more exact plans—such as when and how to look where for what—on the ship. For the time being, there are some final preparations to make before the palace wakes up. You need to send your Right back to Tryn as a regent, and before that you probably want to speak with him a while. I'll head back to the eastern tower and ready my luggage. Remember, the party's at noon—don't fall back asleep now."

"Yes, sir," Julien replied, yawning once more before getting back to his feet and striding out of the room. Mana followed closely, and the stairwell became filled with the footfalls of the two nobles.

Julien stopped abruptly and craned his neck back, looking up at Mana.

"And remember, we chose to be secretive about this because there's no way your father would condone our plans. If he somehow gets wind of our intentions, our journey will be over before it starts."

"Don't worry, Jul, I'm not going to blunder when I talk to him."

"Not to him, Mana. Not to him. But be wary of his Right." And Julien was off, dashing down the stone steps two at a time.

"What does that mean, be wary of father's Right?" Mana snorted. The Right, the closest servant of a lord, was always the lord's confidant, his most loyal vassal. Unerringly faithful and geared towards fulfilling the lord's needs in the most efficient ways, the Right had no reason to live other than for the lord. "Father's Right. Be wary of him?" Mana repeated softly, and then chuckled. Of course there was no need for that. Sounds of doors opening and footsteps traversing halls began to creep up from downstairs, a sign that the palace was rising.

Mana followed down the stairwell and began crossing the palace when he caught sight of a group of Guardians walking towards him, clothed in white ceremonial garb and bearing ornate golden arms. He nodded to them, and made to continue on his way, but one stopped him with an outstretched hand.

"Please halt, Milord," the Guardian requested.

"What for?"

"Sir Kieku wishes to speak with you before you depart. To wish you well." Another one in the group nodded.

"Can't he do so at the party?" Kieku, the Guardian Lord's Right. <i>Could it be...?</i> Mana frowned, wondering if it was just his imagination getting ahead of him.

"He wishes to speak with you in private in a quiet place," the Guardian responded.

"Alright then," Mana sighed, "where is he?"

"He's in the chapel."

"Thank you."

"Our pleasure to serve," a third Guardian said, inclining his head respectfully. The others followed suit, and then the unit turned as one and walked off. Mana cocked his head, wondering if it wasn't a bit odd for the men to be dressed in that manner this early. And if it wasn't a bit odd for Kieku to summon him at this time on this day. Troubled with these thoughts, he hurried off to the chapel, a small room in the back of the palace with a miniscule shrine to Bane, the Creator. Kieku was there waiting for him, standing before the shrine with a benign smile on his face.

A graying man in his late fifties, Kieku stood much taller than most in the palace. He was in incredible shape for a man his age, and his main source of entertainment was sparring with Guardian Knights. He was an accomplished doctor, a master story teller, a wise source of advice, and, as his Right, a strong crutch for Mana's father. Most in the palace admired Kieku and none treated him like the servant he was, always referring to him as Sir Kieku and inclining their heads to him as if he were a member of the Mana line itself.

"Good morning, Milord."

"Good morning. You wanted to speak with me?"

"Yes."

"Well, please make it quick. I need to gather my effects for the trip."

"As we speak, your servants are preparing your luggage."

Mana had to think fast in order to keep his face straight. <i>If I don't pack my own bags, I'll end up without the things I need most! My sword, my charts and tools... and I can't protest, or Kieku will suspect something.</i>

"T-thank you for your kindness," Mana managed to get out, not wanting the man before him to catch wind of his displeasure.

"My pleasure to serve," Kieku inclined his head.

"So, what did you want to speak of?"

"I wanted to wish you my best before the party begins, Milord. You are about to embark on a long voyage, and no doubt will encounter many hardships outside of these palace walls. It is in my best interests that you return safely, for, as you might know, it is I that suggested this trip to your father, blessed be he in the Light." At this, Kieku faced the shrine and inclined his head towards it. Turning back to Mana, he continued. "So, I wish you the best in your endeavors, and hope that you return safely."

"Thank you."

"That is all."

Mana, once more, had to think fast to keep his face from displaying his shock. <i>It's more than coincidence. He called me all the way over here just to say that? It can't be. He did this on purpose to keep me from packing my own things.</i>

"Then, see you at the party," Mana said quickly, eager to get away from this man whose presence had suddenly become suffocating. He rushed from the chapel as slowly as he could manage, trying to not arouse his father's Right's suspicion. Once out of sight of the chapel, he ran to the eastern stairwell and dashed up it, unwittingly quickening his stride with magic. He arrived at his door and it burst open, hinges groaning in protest at the amount of force applied. His room was empty, the large bed stripped, the portrait above it removed from its fixture, the window wide open.

Two large bags sat alone in the center of the room.

Mana fell to his knees and released the clasps, opening the luggage and letting their contents spill out across his freshly-mopped floor. Clothes, clothes, all clothes! Of course they wouldn't have packed anything else. Mana scanned the room once more, hoping that he'd been mistaken, but there was nothing. He groped around under his bed, and no scabbard came to his finger tips. 

Footsteps approaching from behind, Mana turned fearfully only to find Julien Tryn smiling down at him.

"I told you to watch out, didn't I?" He held out a black-scabbarded sword and a small leather pouch. Mana leapt up and accepted them, sighing in relief. He unsheathed the sword once, checking the blade, and rummaged in the pouch to ensure that everything was in order.

"How did you...?"

"I had my suspicions, and moved first," Julien shrugged. "You really need to be more careful. I hope you didn't make that man wonder anything strange."

"I don't think I did," Mana replied, "but apparently my thoughts aren't that sharp today." He stashed the sword and pouch in one of the bags and closed all the clasps, securing his luggage.

"You were up too early," Julien laughed, ruffling his cousin's hair. "Well, I've talked to my Right, and Tryn's covered, so shall we relax until the party?"

"Wait, Jul. Aren't you making light of the situation?"

"What do you mean, Mana? There's a party in a couple hours, and we're free until then. Shouldn't we—"

"How did you know that Kieku would do this, Julien?"

Mana, his long red hair mussed, glared up at his older cousin with clear blue eyes. Julien, taken aback by the demand, didn't erase the stupid smile from his face. Defensively, he put his hands up, palms facing the Guardian Heir, and stood there, speechless. Mana grabbed his things and moved towards the door.

"I'll accept it as intuition," Mana sighed, and walked out of the room. Julien, still in shock at Mana's question, followed silently. Never before had Mana questioned Julien's knowledge or actions, never before had he glared at Julien like that. The lord of Tryn decided right there that he never wanted to see that expression again.
