Four

"Cut out the act," Gem sighed, twirling his dagger around once before pointing its tip in the direction of the oncoming demon. A small beam of white, bright enough to rival the shine of the Ly'ban's blade, shot out and struck the robed figure in the shoulder, white fire bursting out from the point of impact. The demon grunted heavily before dropping its sword and grasping at its shoulder. The fire receded quickly, but it was clear that it had done harm. "Don't pretend to think that I'm unintelligent, Ji. You know that I'm well read."

"What do your damn Creation lore-books have to do with defeating me in battle?" the Ly'ban snarled.

"I read through the entire Vergan Hall of Records, Ji. The lore-books there covered more than just the Creation. There were some odd volumes here and there that touched on the subject, and, combining that knowledge, I discovered some interesting facts as to the nature of Ly'ban. More specifically, how they die."

"Ly'ban don't die, fool," Ji'Lopan spat, "we're the immortal grandsons of Chaos!"

"Wrong," Gem replied, twirling the dagger around his fingers once more, "you are the mortal children of Maha. Chaos was imprisoned before your creation, and Bane's laws of life and death were well in place. Your kind can die as any human, though the necessary means are, admittedly, quite different."

"You <i>do</i> seriously think you've found a way to destroy us," the Ly'ban muttered, and then burst out once again in its diabolic cackle. "You've merely singed my robe."

"This dagger can kill you, Ji'Lopan. Step down now."

The demon remained silent for a few minutes, standing over its dropped sword, the full moon shining down on it. The capital of Verga rose from the plains in the distance behind him, bedlam. Smoke rose here and there from fires caused by the pursuing Infernals. The chilly breeze from earlier was sweeping the plains in greater force now, causing the Ly'ban robes to billow out to the side. The tall grass, trampled now by all of the commotion caused by the fighting, stirred restlessly at the feet of the demon. It brushed against Gem's elbows and battered the unconscious thief behind him. 

The breeze also carried on it the sounds coming from the city. Gem could make out the cries of hundreds of common folk being swept up into something beyond their control. He could tell that they were dying, that they were being trampled underfoot much like the tall grass around him. The smoke was increasing, the fires spreading.

"Ji, step down. I need to go back there and fight."

"Fool! You'll be dead for treason within half an hour from the time that the Underworld discovers your return."

"I'll just need to keep it from them, then."

"You know how powerful their information department is, kid. Besides, what can you do with your arms like that?"

"Feeling's already returned to them." Gem stood, stretching his arms.

"And carrying your half-dead pal there?"

"I'll stash him away somewhere safe."

"You're a right idiot as always, Legend," the demon sneered. It pulled its cowl back on and bent down, recovering its fallen kaiblade. "Save Verga City if you can, but don't expect me to be the one protecting you when the Infernals find you. Oh, and I'll give you some parting advice. Those Infernals back there? They're not just imps. They're strong. You'll do well to know that physically, you're no match against them."

"I'll keep it in mind, Ji."

"You're making a serious mistake, Legend," the demon sighed, its rasp coming out half-heartedly. Sheathing its sword, the Ly'ban looked around once before beginning to fade away into the purple sky. With a head-pounding bang, its wraith-like contour vanished into a sphere of black smoke. Satisfied, Gem sheathed his weapon and heaved Pyrim over his shoulder, thinking only on the task at hand. He knew that if he thought too much on the events that had just transpired, he'd be incapable of surviving to see the sky's purple turn blue.

Forcing thoughts of freedom to seem unnecessary, Gem ran towards the city. As he approached, the flames in town shot yet higher. Their heat was tangible even before Gem was through the gates, and passing into the southern quarter of Verga City entailed dashing through fire. After ensuring that neither he nor his unconscious charge were ablaze, he rolled Pyrim off his shoulder in the middle of trashed house. He scanned the abode briefly and found, to his delight, a bucket of water in one corner. Gem soaked the floor and furniture around the thief and ran back into the fires.

Chunks of masonry and burning timbers came crashing down around Gem as he ran through the quickly deteriorating city. He had too many thoughts to count- considerations as to the destruction's effect on the rest of civilization, ponderings on what would come next, frightful premonitions regarding the motives and actions of the Infernals pursuing him. Tossing these all aside, Gem took to the roofs, hoping to at least avoid the dangers presented by being at a lower elevation in relation to the loosening tiles and beams. Running as lightly as he could, he took in the city below him in sweeping gazes, hoping to discern something meaningful among the spiraling ashes.

What had an hour before been a peaceful scene illustrating content and shared interests had become a tableau of fear and chaos. The usual orderly nature of Verga City had been deconstructed earlier in order to accommodate for the masses, a move which now facilitated the escalation of disorder. Entire facades of buildings lay in ruins on the streets, corpses of citizens and travelers alike crushed beneath them. Fire poured from every window; every beam of every building was aflame. Seeing the city from on high, Gem realized the truth he should have noticed back in the field at Ji'Lopan's side: Verga City was finished, and there was nothing he could do about it.

How could he hope to lead the innocent out of this hell alive? And with the demons still loose and roaming? It was impossible, sheer fancy. And that fancy was not long-lasting when Gem caught sight of his first human pursuer, a well-known man of the Underworld. As insinuated by Ji'Lopan's threat, the organization was better informed than even the invading demons. Already, they had learned of his decision to save Pyrim, and had decided to finish him off for it. Confronted by the axe of his fellow bounty hunter, Gem understood how much he'd just thrown away. And, taking it in stride, he continued to dash forward along the crumbling roofs, leaving the corpse of a skilled Underworld mercenary behind.

None of that Underworld stuff mattered anymore, Gem decided as he sheathed his dagger. He'd been a mercenary, and his role had switched back and forth between thief and bounty hunter from time to time. This was his role in the game that the Underworld Architects played. At some point, his role had solidified as he earned a name for himself and became the Roof-runner of Verga. But still, it was just a mercenary organization. This whole time, he'd been played with by the Inferno. Eleven years ago, while on the run from the Eldran Undertakers, he'd been assaulted by the lieutenant of the Inferno himself, Ragnarr. Thanks to Ji'Lopan's presence, he was able to escape unscathed. All this time, though, he'd pondered on the meaning of the appearance of the most powerful demon in existence, and why, for all these years, there had been no more attempts at his life.

He chose to believe he understood why while shoving a third Underworlder away from himself as he ran, sending the poor mercenary to his painful demise amidst the flaming wreckage of one of the  greatest cities of Man. It was, he decided, due to who he was. He was Legend Reborn, thanks to some great stroke of misfortune, and that was the sole reason why anything irregular was occurring to him. Why he could rune-forge, why Ragnarr had played with him, why Ji'Lopan had protected him for eleven years, why Infernals were rampaging through Verga, and why he could do nothing about it.

Gem didn't like it one bit.

He was going to destroy every single Infernal that had dared harm a human that night. He was going to make them regret defacing Verga City. Never mind the fact that demons most likely didn't know anything like what humans such as Gem would call regret. Fully recognizing the fallacy present in his plan, Gem charged ahead. His footsteps became steadily heavier as he took less care with them, causing whole buildings to collapse in behind him. Scanning the flames for demons, for those he wished to destroy, the ex-Underworlder batted away human pursuers like insects. 

It wasn't until he saw the shadow rear up before him that he realized that he'd never seen an ordinary demon before, and by the time he realized that, it was too late. Gem was in the middle of a leap from one building to another when the shade appeared before him, a skeletal yet extremely powerful arm connecting with his side. He was sent flying back, crashing through the one standing wall of the building he'd just jumped from. There was the sound of air being sucked in, and the shade was at his side in a flash.

Now on the ground, Gem managed to roll to the side, avoiding the thing's next blow. In doing so, he stuck his back full of glass shards. Pain racked his frame as he attempted to stand only to find that his ribs didn't like the idea. He turned his head to get a good look at the demon, and what he saw caused shivers to run down his spine. The thing wasn't just a large robed figure with red eyes like Ji'Lopan. It was a mixture of ethereal and tangible, an abomination patched together of shadow and cloth and flesh, frightening as the immaterial often is and yet immediate and dangerous as only a solid creature can be.

Its head, if those perfectly round yellow eyes were truly set in what could be called a head, was part skull and part ragged black cloth. Its neck, a mass of black muscle, connected the head to a body of shadow and rags. The whole thing reeked of brimstone and its form fluttered around in the hot breeze that blew through the flames. Every time the wind would pick up, what might have once been a cloak flared out around the shadows, extending and waving, yet never catching fire despite the demon's position in the middle of an inadvertent bonfire. The demon, the shade, the indescribable paragon of darkness, seemed infinite in Gem's eyes.

It grew larger as it hovered forward, closing the distance between them and towering over the injured bounty hunter. Clamped in its skeletal hand was a lengthy black pole, a curved blade jutting out at a right angle from its end and reflecting the red-orange blanze. With dexterity that did not suit its derelict image, the shade spun the scythe around once, twice, before twirling it up and around, raising it high over Gem's head. With a flick of its wrist, the scythe's blade snapped down, the point poised inches from Gem's nose.

The shade spoke its first words, and where Ji'Lopan's voice had been an abundance of harsh sound, this demon spoke softly. Like unto a whisper—a foul smelling whisper—the words were breathed out so gently Gem had to strain his ears to catch them above the crash of falling masonry and cries of people.

"Legend..." It paused as though it were savoring the word. "Our opposition has crumbled. Lord Ragnarr desires audience with you. In the Inferno. You will come. If you resist, I will kill you."

"Like hell I'm going to the Inferno!" Gem cried, straining his body and managing to edge away from the demon. "I'm going to kill you, demon. I'm going to finish you all, for what you did to this city, its people, and its guests!"

The scythe came down, clanging off the floor. The startled shade had dropped it, both of its bony hands limp as its yellow eyes blinked. Recovering its composure, it bent over, scooped up its weapon, and slung it over its shoulder. And then it began laughing. Not a harsh series of cough-noises like Ji'Lopan, but a faint chuckle.

"You think you can kill demons?"

Gem answered by drawing forth his runeblade.

"Can you defeat a weapon shaped from the material of the Monolith in which Lord Maha is imprisoned? Do you realize what you are pitting yourself against, Legend? Can you even swing that little knife?"

"Swinging is unnecessary," Gem said, tightening his grip on the weapon. Fully recovered from the repeated shock they'd received earlier, his arms were the most functional parts of his body. Lying on the hardwood floor, fire everywhere around him, unable to get up and run, all he could do was reach out and point his dagger at the demon. "Ash."

The dagger trembled in his grasp, its blade vibrating as the runes etched into it began to glow more brightly. The black blade flashed white, blindingly bright even in the glare of the fire. The demon reacted quickly, swinging its scythe around in an attempt to take off Gem's arm. But even as it moved, it began dissipating, its shadowy form fading into nothing. From the bottom up, it fell apart, its destruction ending with the shattering of its arms and semi-skull. Its cloak floated down to the ground, covering the small piles of ash that were the remains of the demon's solid features. Within seconds, the cloak caught flame. The fire before Gem grew brighter and larger as the rest of the world dimmed. After about a minute, it faded away, and along with it, Gem's consciousness.

---

"Nothing's broken, that's a relief."

"Good, now will he get up? We need him to help us out here."

"He just won't open his eyes, and I don't know why not. He's in fine condition, if you ignore a couple scratches in his back and the nasty bruise on his side."

Voices, words. Gem didn't remember losing consciousness. His eyes snapped open as he realized that the men speaking were talking about him, and the rest of his body followed. In an instant he was sitting upright, a bit dizzy from the rapid movement. He looked around, saw the bloody corpse of a green-haired man lying a few feet away. Beyond that, a second shade was locked in combat with another green-haired man. A ring of men, all with green hair, stood around where he lay, their backs to him. Wielding weapons of every sort and clad in makeshift leather armor, the ragtag bunch of men stood their ground, defending him. Sitting by his side was Pyrim, awake and with his shoulder bandaged.

"You're awake, Gem!" Pyrim gasped.

"He's up? Then get him over here fast, brother! Ohn's about to be next down!" one of the men in the circle called back over his shoulder.

"Gem, we're facing a dilemma here," Pyrim tried to explain. "There's this... demon here, and-"

"Say no more," Gem said, noting that Pyrim had returned the soaking favor as he tried to move only to find his clothes uncomfortably wet. "I killed one earlier, and I'll kill as many more as necessary." He stood, the pain in his side and chest reduced, though not gone entirely. He found his dagger on the ground and grabbed it before turning to face the demon.

"We got the Underworld off your tail," the other man who'd spoken earlier said, "we got our best runner to dress like you, and sent him off into the city. We'll do anything to stop the demons."

"This is our family," Pyrim said, "the descendants of the Disgraced Gem, a clan that has congregated in this city in order to best support itself." The belated introduction presented no new information to the runeblade-wielding bounty hunter, as he had gathered as much from the abundance of his family's unique trait.

"I thank you for protecting me for however long you did," Gem said.

"No thanks are needed," Pyrim insisted. "We're family. Besides, it was only ten minutes or so- the night is not yet over. Now, please, Gem- take care of that demon! You have your runeblade, correct? The weapon you defeated the Ly'ban with?"

"Ash," muttered Gem, aiming his dagger at the demon. As it disintegrated, he turned back to Pyrim. "I didn't defeat Ji. My bluff worked and he decided not to risk the both of our lives. There's no way that this amateur weapon could destroy a Ly'ban."

"Amateur or not," the man that had been engaging the demon, Ohn, said, "that knife saved my life. We know the rough locations of the other demons. Will you help us to destroy them?"

"I came here for that purpose," Gem replied.

"We'll save the proper introductions for later," said the man to whom Pyrim had been speaking, clearly the leader of the band. "For now, we need to make those demons pay for what they've done."

"There's no way to regain Verga City. I saw it from the rooftops. This place is gone."

"We know that, Gem," Pyrim said grimly. "And so did you when you engaged that demon before we reached you. Right now, you just want to destroy them. This is our wish as well."

"Well said," the leader commended. "Now, everyone, put your weapons away. As we've seen, they're useless against those monsters. Cousin, shall we point you to our next target?"

"Please."

"Follow us, then."

Ohn was the first out of the trashed building and into the blaze. The other dozen and a half descendants of the Disgraced Gem issued out after him, Gem and Pyrim following closely behind. For an hour, the green-haired men acted as a unit, dashing around the burning ruins of Verga City, turning one shade into a pile of ash after the next. Finally, the leader of the band turned to Gem and inquired as to whether or not Gem would like to take a rest.

"Are they gone?" Gem asked. "All of them?"

"According to all the intelligence we could gather, the only demons still here are those that reside within our minds."

"And whatever survivors there were?"

"Before we found Pyrim and then you, we were sending civilians out of the city. All we could, we ushered out of the city. A meager fifth of those within the city, maybe. The rest are dead."

"Then, if everything we can do is done, a good sleep would be welcome."

"We have an underground hideout near here. We can relax there for a while." Pyrim nodded enthusiastically at this suggestion. "And you, brother, can get your wound fixed up. I'll take care of burying Rejh."

"Wait, what about your man who was posing as me?"

"Do you seriously think that the Underworld would let him live?" the leader's voice dropped and he lowered his head. "Pyrim said that you were our only hope against the demons, so our best runner sacrificed himself to keep the Underworld off your backs. Like I said earlier, we did everything to stop the demons. Let's go to sleep, cousins."

Gem stood there speechless, watching the retreating backs of the green-haired band. One of them had died for him? That wasn't how it was supposed to work. Weren't all the disasters supposed to be affecting him? Wasn't he the vulnerable one? The one constantly in danger? And then he realized that the reason the demons had attacked was to take him away. Wondering why he had caused thousands of people to die tonight, Gem turned his eyes to the sky, noting that the purple tint was fading, gradually being replaced with a light orange on the horizon. The moon was vanishing as the sun approached the morning sky. In less than eight hours, his adopted hometown had been completely destroyed, and four fifths of its populace with it. He'd betrayed his employers and earned himself dozens of deadly enemies. 

He jogged a minute to catch up with the others and then followed them silently to their hideout. Verga City was gone, the attendants of the festival slain, and the Underworld turned on him. But Gem knew that the greatest change in his life that had occurred that night was his separation from Ji'Lopan. It was inexplicable and disturbing, that odd feeling that he'd feel more comfortable if his demon companion were around.
