Six

"It's true, Gem. We're all really thankful that you were there."

Pyrim sat down at the foot of the bed and offered a warm mug of tea to the injured bounty hunter. The room was dark save for the dying glow of the almost-empty oil lamp in the corner. It was cold, underground, and every time Gem shivered the pain in his back seemed all the more acute. He accepted the drink gladly, and sipped it slowly, warming himself up gradually. Pyrim sat facing the door, holding his own mug with both hands. His gaze seemed vacant.

There were no footsteps outside the room now, no sounds at all. The rest of the group had turned in, weary and in need of rest before facing the new day, a day already dawning. The underground complex was massive, and there'd been an empty room all ready for Gem. No one had needed even to speak with him- one of them had just pointed to the door and he'd gone inside.

While he was as tired as- and quite possibly more tired than- the rest of them, Gem had trouble finding sleep. He was uneasy. His pain made him restless and the cold magnified the pain. Pyrim had come in with the tea as if he'd known it was just what Gem was in need of.

Gem looked down at his blanket.

"My brother and the rest might have you believe otherwise, but it's true. Of course we're sorry about our comrade- it's only natural. Some of us take it harder than others. But we all are well aware that without you, we'd have perished. You helped us live, Gem, and we're thankful. It's not your fault."

"Oh, but it is," Gem sighed. "If it wasn't for me, no demons would have come here last night."

"That can't be helped, right? Because you're Leg-" Pyrim stopped when he saw Gem's expression. "Sorry."

Gem now stared morosely at the blanket, both tea and pain forgotten. All he saw was the look in the eyes of the band's leader, Pyrim's older brother. The lamp went out and, in the pitch black darkness, Gem could picture that man's eyes all the better. The emptiness, the lack of anything. The sorrow.

Gem felt it too, of course. His city, his comrades, countless innocents, all gone. And some by his own hand.

The mattress moved a little as Pyrim's weight was lifted from it. Gem heard a few footsteps leading to the door. He half expected to hear his cousin say good night, but no such words were spoken. Gently, the footsteps lead out of the room. No doors were shut. Gem starred into the darkness for a while, waiting for more noises to issue from the direction of the hall, but he heard nothing. After dozens of minutes- possibly an hour- fatigue finally set in, and Gem slipped off to sleep.

---

It was a cold, gray day. Though there was no fog and no clouds littered the sky, the ashes swirling about in the cool mid-morning wind tinted the sky gray. Gem shivered as he stood at the entrance to the underground hideout, at the base of a stone stairwell that lead up to a small alley behind a now-charred inn. He had woken to find that he was the last one up, save for Pyrim, who was still sleeping soundly.The rest of the descendants of the Disgraced Gem were out and about, and Gem had yet to run into them. He resisted the urge to stretch and walked up the steps, out into the alley. Everywhere, as far as he could see, lay wreckage and corpses. No fires remained lit, and the intensity of last night's glow had been replaced with various shades of brown and gray. Gray. Gray. Gray.

The light gray of ash, the dark gray of burnt flesh, the usual gray of the cobblestones. 

Gem cursed to himself. Verga City, the center of its country, had been the home of the king and his family. Now, the government had crumbled. Either Terra would move in from the north, acting on its age-long border dispute with Verga, or Eldra would move in from the south, occupying the territory in the name of the Guardian Lord. Perhaps both countries would enter Verga- resulting in a large-scale war between human armies of the likes not seen since Maha's arrival three thousand years ago. It wasn't just one city and its people that he'd doomed. It was an entire country. It was three thousand years of shaky peace, three thousand years of political harmony between the nations of Man.

He shivered as he stood there, and turned back to head into the hideout. There in the doorway at the foot of the stairs stood Pyrim, now risen, sporting a bandaged shoulder and a marvelous yawn.

"'morning," Pyrim mumbled as soon as he could. "You goin' out for the day in those?"

"These?" Gem asked, and then realized he was still wearing his outfit from yesterday- torn, blood-stained, sooted. "Ah, are there any extra garments lying around? I think my apartment's gone, now."

"Mmhm," Pyrim replied, "lemme show you..." He yawned again and then turned and walked back into the hideout. Gem sauntered down the steps and through the door, following Pyrim closely. They arrived at a dresser in the middle of a hall, marked as "guest apparel" according to a sign hung on the wall beside it. In the flickering candlelight, Gem could make out bundles of clothes packed tightly in every drawer. Cloaks, shorts, trousers, tunics, coats, everything a man such as he could desire to clothe himself in. He took a cloak, a pair of shorts, and a tunic, and thanked Pyrim.

"No prob-" Pyrim yawned yet again "lem. I'm going back to bed. The bath's down that way."

Gem nodded and walked off in the direction Pyrim had pointed, following the light of the wall-mounted candles and torches. He found the bathroom and stepped in to find the largest bathtub he'd seen outside of the houses of rich men. He turned the faucet experimentally, and was instantly rewarded with a warm stream of water trickling over his hand. Just what he needed. 

After a long, hot bath, Gem clothed himself and wandered around the subterranean complex for a while. Here and there were closets full of weapons, food, and other supplies. He could see at a glance that the inhabitants would be able to fend for themselves for a long time without outside support. The complex itself was a labyrinth, and should the signs be taken down, outsiders would be at a loss within the halls. There was more to the hideout than a defensive architecture and storerooms of weapons, however. Gem happened by a small room full of books. Slipping inside, he threw his cloak over his shoulder and picked up one particularly large, dusty book, from atop a pile of widely-known fiction. Its name appealed to him, a vivid red in the dim light of the torch just outside the room. Gem murmured the words to himself as he stood holding the tome- "The Two Sons of Kondo."

He looked to the bottom of the front cover, searching for an author, only to find letters he couldn't make out. An odd scrawl of the like he'd never seen before occupied the standard location of the author's name. He carefully lifted the front cover and turned the blank first page. The header on the second page struck him- "An Exercise in Common Libran." 

Below that, a paragraph.

"I have journeyed with Gem al'Kondo for many years as of the writing of this sentence. He has taught my friends very useful things, such as the global tongue of Man, and this book will be my attempt to repay him. For every word of knowledge that he has granted us, I shall return unto him five words of truth. For all the kindness he has shown us, I shall return unto him this one act of righteousness- that his memory not be forgotten, and that it not be tainted with the lies of his brother Lont al'Kondo. This book shall be a collection of knowledge that I have gathered in my personal quest to discover the truth regarding Gem's exile from Central Libra, and a testament to the greatness of Gem. Had he not taken myself and my comrades in and given us Common Libran, we would have been lost in this tumultuous world of Man. It is only fitting that I combine my personal queries with the vital teachings of the once-Guardian Heir, and that this combination bring light to the truth behind Kondo's demise. I hereby dedicate this book to Guardian Lord Kondo, short though his reign was."

Gem paused in his reading and shut the book. He carefully placed it back upon the stack whence he'd plucked it and allowed his cloak to fall back into place. He studied the room once more and found a small cupboard. Opening it he found piles of silk, bright yellows and blues, and a strangely curved sword. 

"Those belonged to a companion of the Disgraced Gem," came a voice from behind Gem. The bounty hunter whirled around, shutting the cupboard hard in the process, only to find that Pyrim stood in the doorway, seemingly wide awake.

"Our great grandfather?"

"The man whose name you took, yes."

"How did you get your hands on that book?" Gem asked, indicating the tome he'd just picked up. "It seems to be relic of some kind, and-"

"...and written by a non-human in our language, too," Pyrim finished. "It's a long story, but somehow when we congregated here, someone had had it passed on to them by the author himself. It's just sat in this room ever since, almost like a sacred item, only it doesn't exactly have the most luxurious shrine."

"I had a question earlier, Pyrim," Gem said suddenly, remembering a thought that had flashed through his mind as he'd walked through an empty kitchen. "Are there no women amongst the descendants of the Disgraced Gem?"

"There are, of course," Pyrim replied sadly, "but I suppose just asking you how your mother died is enough to tell you what happens to them. It's some kind of curse... from parent to daughter, and no matter what we do she'll die before she lives to be thirty five. A sad fate."

Just the sound of the word caused Gem's hackles to rise.

"But that aside, Gem, I sought you out because you have a guest."

"A guest?"

"Yes, he's waiting for you outside. I'd suggest you hurry, he didn't seem inclined to wait around."

Gem nodded and left the room, heading towards the stairs up to Verga. He made it in under a minute, rushing at Pyrim's suggestion. There at the top of the stairway was a man Gem recognized well enough- Miles, Lord the First, Architect of the Vergan Underworld's first circle. Standing at the top of the stairs, looking down upon the Roof-runner, Miles appeared to be the ghost of a man who had once had everything. His face was gaunt and his clothes too loose. His black hair was matted, his every feature was ragged, and even his narrow green eyes seemed dead. 

"We've met under better circumstances, First," Gem said quietly.

"Is that the first thing you have to say when you see me, Roof-runner? I certainly can't be looking too terrible."

"You do, First," Gem replied instantly.

"Excuse me," the Architect bent down and rummaged around, standing back up holding an ashen corpse in his arms. "But I think I'm better off than most of this city."

"Your humor is black as always, First."

"You don't need to- no, wait. Yes, that's actually one of the reasons I came to greet you. The Vergan Underworld has, as of this morning, disbanded. I'm heading off to Terra, where I'll most likely become the fifth or sixth Architect. Apparently, the Boss of the Vergan branch disappeared in the chaos. Most likely became Shade bait. Thanks to the communication between Links, orders in from the big Boss in Mist got here fast. If I ever see you again, it will be in Terra, and we will most likely be enemies. But while we're here, I feel that it should be noted that you're still the best I've ever seen in the business. There won't be anyone on your tail unless you stumble across this country's northern border. That's all."

"Miles, I-"

"Actually, it <i>is</i> weird, being called by my name after all this time. If we ever meet again, be sure to address me as First." And so saying, the man turned, trench coat flapping in the afternoon wind. The Underworld officer slowly walked away, and, had Gem wished to speak further, he would have been heard. Between the misplaced corpse and the Architect's defeated look, there was nothing to be said. Gem sighed as he watched Miles disappear into the gray distance.

"Well, you took on the Underworld and won, kid," a harsh rasp sounded from overhead. Gem's neck snapped as he instantly looked up, searching for the source of the voice. The voice that could only have one source. But there was nothing above him, and nothing on either side. Gem massaged his neck ruefully, wondering if hearing Ji'Lopan's voice had only been a trick of his imagination.

"Well, if there's one thing to be happy about, it's that we're no longer targets," Pyrim spoke from just inside the doorway. "Have I yet thanked you for sparing my life?"

"I don't think so, and please don't," Gem turned to face his cousin, the man that a day before he would have tried to kill on sight. "I'm not worthy of thanks. I did this," he made a sweeping gesture with his hand, indicating the ruins of Verga City, "and will most likely cause worse disasters to take place before my life ends."

"You saved my life, and your fighting enabled our family to evacuate many people. Without you and your abilities, the descendants of the Disgraced Gem would be gone, corpses such as those." Pyrim pointed to the body that Miles had dropped upon leaving.

"In the end, it's you who saved me," Gem sighed. "If you hadn't guarded me while I was unconscious, that demon would have dragged me down to the Inferno."

"What is this nonsense?" derided Ohn as he descended to where Gem stood. Behind him strode a handful of green haired men, all of whom had been present last night. "We're getting ready to move, Pyrim. We're leaving this soot pile behind and heading for Terra."

"Alright." So saying, Pyrim disappeared into the halls of the hideout.

"Terra might not be such a wise destination," Gem cautioned. "The Vergan Underworld is regrouping there. We won't be safe if we pass across the border."

"How do you have this information? Aren't you their enemy, too, now, Roof-runner?" Ohn raised an eyebrow quizzically. 

"One of the Architects came by just now and told me what was going on."

"It's most likely a trap. They want to keep us here."

"A trap? No, Miles is trustworthy. He-"

"Is a criminal. A greatly experienced criminal. We can't trust words that he's passed onto you." Ohn turned to face the men following him, all standing on different steps of the staircase. "Come on, cousins and brothers- let us gather our supplies and luggage. There are some surviving horses and mules in the northern-most stables of this city. We'll use those." Ohn turned back to Gem as the others filed by. "Our leader doesn't like you, admittedly, and he's bitter about the events that came to pass last night. But you saved us, and bought us the little time we had to save others. Furthermore you're one of us, albeit from- where was it?" "als'Loen." "als'Loen?- some tiny hamlet in southern Eldra, and, as you share our heritage and curse, it is imperative that we offer you hospitality and the place of a comrade in our group. You're more than welcome to head to Terra with us."

"I thank you for the offer, Ohn." Gem paused, and smiled slightly. "I guess it would be hard for me to put into words how alien this feeling is to me, this feeling of being accepted somewhere. And I suppose you could say I have some sort of longing to come along with you and feel that acceptance longer. But I respect Miles. He always stood out to me as one of the most honorable in the business, and whenever anything outstandingly underhanded occurred in the organization, he was the one who would put an end to it. He came to me with neither weapons nor threats, informing me that I would be safe so long as I remain here in Verga." Gem looked around at the ashes and charred buildings. "I appreciate everything you've done for me- tending to my wound, housing me for a night, protecting me when I was unable to move, bestowing upon me new clothes. I appreciate the promise of acceptance. But I'm going to stay here, and I think you should as well."

"Ee's got a point'ere, wi'thu trusting Miles stuff," Pyrim put in, having reemerged bearing three large sacks and a wedge of bread clenched between his teeth. Ohn took two of the bags and Pyrim removed the obstruction in his mouth. "I walked up as that guy was leaving, and I can tell you there was no way he was lying."

"Hmm..." Ohn looked conflicted. "If even Pyrim thinks that... maybe we should reconsider. I'll talk to the leader about this. Pyrim, bring these back inside, will you? And then come along. Your brother will most likely want to know your thoughts on the matter."

"Gladly." Pyrim, having finished the bread, took back the two sacks that Ohn had liberated him of and trudged back inside. Gem still stood where he'd listened to what Miles had to say, somewhat dazed by the rush of activity as his relatives scurried around him, bearing bags and objects rolled in cloth. He was relieved that his warning would be at the very least heeded, but at the same time could not wrap his mind around the dynamics of this group of people. 

Gem decided to let it be and went inside for a short nap. He collapsed upon the bed he'd slept in that morning and was fast asleep in minutes. He slept much longer than he'd intended, and when he woke it was all but silent in the hideout. Gem was still sleepy, but as he was in need of toilet, he rose and exited his room. Along the way back, he noticed light streaming forth from under the door to Pyrim's room. He clumsily turned the knob and entered. There, seated upon his bed, was Pyrim, and there, seated on a chair opposite the bed, was Ohn.

They both turned their heads to greet Gem as he walked in, and Pyrim was the first to get out,

"The leader decided. We're staying in Verga."

"We have supplies to last us about a month," Ohn added, "and by then we'll have moved to the next large city east of here."

"It's good that we're not headed for Terra, at least," Gem said. "How long will we be here, do you think?"

"Maybe another fortnight," Ohn replied promptly.

"Things will work out," Pyrim assured Gem. "Maybe not for this city, but the descendants of the Disgraced Gem will survive a bit longer."

"Oh, that reminds me," began Gem, "is it alright if I read that book- the one about our great grandfather- some time?" After receiving a nod from his cousin, he excused himself and headed back to his room, thinking that he'd have plenty of time to rest and recuperate for the next two weeks.
