Seven

"It was on the third day of the second week of our sojourn in Verga that we were driven, by excited villagers, towards the south. With naught on our backs but our fur and whatever scraps of cloth we could find, we fled from the wicked tines of their pitchforks. We were without steel, we were without fire, we were without the protection of our gods. We huddled together for warmth during the long nights, unused to the odd chills of the southern Verga plains. Eventually, they found us there, and drove us on once more. Always south. 

"Eventually we reached warmer climes, though the hearts that received us were far from warm. Though they did tolerate us, the yeomen of northern Eldra showed us no more hospitality than those of Verga. Reassuring though it was to not be roused in the middle of the night by the cries and shouts of humans, we did little better in our new location. We uniformly longed for home; we uniformly grew less and less content with our lives.

"One night, they descended upon us, bearing weapons of the like we had never seen before. Jagged hunks of sturdy wood, tapered to a smooth, leather-bound handle, took one after another of us. Men in black cloaks flitted among us, preying on the weak, dodging the futile jabs of the able-bodied. They left as quickly as they came, red tracks leading away from our home. The injured howled in agony. The dead lay silent.

"My beloved was slain by Eldra's Undertakers-"

Gem closed the book gently and laid it down at his side. He sat back against the stone wall behind his bed and shut his eyes. He knew not where the sun stood in its path, but outside his room was pitch darkness. The torches and candles of the hallways had been extinguished as the descendants of the Disgraced Gem took to their rooms to begin mourning their two fallen comrades. Gem, having never mourned, decided that now would be an odd time to start. So he was reading the tome entitled "The Two Sons of Kondo" from the beginning, intrigued by the writer's tale of exodus.

He had paused in his reading of that last line for the sole reason that it brought back unpleasant memories. Memories from his tenth year...

... those of his caste littered the streets, looking on appreciatively as he dashed over the shoddy cobblestone. As his pursuers passed by, eyes would be averted and boredom feigned lest the mace-wielding men decided that someone needed a good clubbing. Every now and then, an onlooker failed, and was brutally slaughtered in the streets. Though gray as the day they were gathered from the quarry two miles away, everyone knew that in actuality, the cobblestones were red. Blood stained them as it stained the Eldran government, and the tiny hamlet of als'Loen was as Eldran a town as any. 

The child who would later come to name himself Gem wove between buildings and stands, ran circles around hovels, and slipped around his pursuers as best he could, attempting to throw them off. He ran as fast as his short legs allowed him, and made for the cozy squalor of his home. In each hand, he held a sack of coins pilfered from the als'Loen bazaar's coffers, all told an amount sufficient to pay for any single service one could buy. He entered his home only after looking around thrice and ensuring that no black-cloaked men were in sight. He dropped the bags in the corner and trotted over to his mother's bedside.

The granddaughter of Gem al'Kondo lay in the same cot in which she'd lain for months now, gaunt and seemingly devoid of life. The child's mother turned her head to face him, her blank eyes staring far beyond his face. Lips moved, but no sound came out. The mother had been mute since her disease had struck her eight years earlier. Over time, the disease's symptoms had worsened, and its effect increased. The child had worked as hard as he could to earn money in a legal fashion, but in the end had just ended up exploited on a farm outside town. As soon as he'd escaped the place, he'd begun attempting to raid the bazaar. He needed the money to pay for a doctor to see his mother.

His fellow paupers approved of his plans, even when another of their ranks was battered to a pulp for seeming to enjoy the spectacle. They all hated the Undertakers.

Today, the child felt, he'd finally managed to do it. He spoke quietly into his mother's ear,

"I'm going to get you a doctor soon, mother." –––

Someone was tapping at the door. Gem sprung up, almost upsetting the lantern at his bedside.

"I'm coming in, Gem," came Pyrim's voice, and then the door opened and he walked in. "Eh? You look like a mess! What happened?"

Gem turned to the small table and stabilized the lantern. Gazing into its flicker, he sighed deeply.

"I just read something that made me remember the past."

"Your mother, is it?"

"How did you know?" Gem asked calmly, still staring at the lantern.

"Even though it's been almost sixteen years, I still remember her. My sister. She was too young, and yet, even so... died just like the rest of them. It's painful." Pyrim's voice didn't seem pained in the least.

"Ten years ago... the Undertakers held my arms behind my back and forced me to watch her final throes." Gem stood upright and turned away from the lantern. "I didn't feel sad, then, I just knew that I didn't want her to die. I guess I never truly learned to be human. It's fitting, in an ironic way. They threw me in a cell, promised me that in a week's time I'd be dead. Some time later- before the week was up- Ji appeared. He caused Ky'Ebi to... vanish..., and we've been together ever since. Well, until now."

"If I might give you my opinion, Gem, I'd say you're being too hard on yourself. I don't know what situation you grew up in, but I can imagine that you weren't treated better in Eldra than we were, here. It's also not as if you had much choice in following that demon, either. It's like with the attack two days ago- there's nothing that can be done about it. You're plenty human, Gem. Your worries, if nothing else, prove it."

"You say a lot of kind things, Pyrim, but you are mistaken. I didn't recall my past thanks to any sorrow that the reading induced in me. Rather, this show of the Undertakers being so vile-" Gem scooped up the book, flipped it open to the fourth page, and ripped out the leaf in question- "Take a look." He handed the paper to Pyrim. "It says here what monstrosities the Eldran Undertakers committed. Reading this... it made me feel <i>good</i> about the past, Pyrim. Like Ji's razing of the capital was justified."

Pyrim remained silent, holding the aged paper delicately. His eyes roamed across the page time and time again before he spoke, and when he spoke, it was a murmur.

"Does this passage make you wish you were back at the demon's side?"

"No," Gem replied immediately. "I have no wish to see that bastard ever again."

"Then you are human," stated Pyrim firmly. "I came in to see how you were doing, but I guess it goes without saying now that you're not mourning. I suppose you're done with that book for now?"

Gem hesitated before thrusting the open book into Pyrim's hands, crumpling the torn page.

"I'll sleep now."

"I hope you have a good rest, Gem." Pyrim exited the room, shutting the door softly behind him.

Gem put out the lantern and collapsed onto his bed, curling into a ball atop the covers. In frustration, his hands clenched shut, holding tightly onto the nearest holds they found. His left hand took the bedding, his right hand gripped his headband. He resisted crying out, but could not stop himself from heaving a few sobs. As he'd told Pyrim, he wasn't sad about his mother's death. Perhaps that was why he was sad.

Ohn passed by the door to Gem's room as Pyrim leaned against it and heard Gem's sobs.

"He's crying?" Ohn asked Pyrim skeptically. 

"He's still a kid," Pyrim answered, "a kid whose mother just died."

Eventually sleep took Gem, and when it did, his dreams were filled with horrifying scenes from the past. Again and again, he saw fires breaking out of mid-air, the lieutenant of the Inferno descending upon him, a giant building collapsing as unadulterated destruction spread out in a giant nova from the demon's misshapen body.

When Gem was rescued from these dreams by being roughly shaken awake, his first response was to be grateful to his rouser. He started to thank the owner of the hand on his shoulder, but then he opened his eyes and caught a glimpse at who it was. Immediately, the gauntleted hand at his shoulder flew to his mouth, cutting off his scream.

"Quiet, kid," Ji'Lopan rasped. "Nod your head when you've decided you won't make any loud noises."

Gem took a minute to a calm down, and then nodded. The Ly'ban removed its hand and stepped away from the bed. The young bounty hunter sat up and reached over to light the lantern.

"How did you know I was here, Ji?"

"I've been watching you ever since you returned to this city."

"Odd... I haven't seen you anywhere."

"It's easy to become invisible down here, kid. There are lots of shadows." The demon demonstrated, stepping just outside of Gem's room and fading away. Seconds later Ji'Lopan was back visible once more, back inside the room.

"Why are you here?"

"I've need of you, Legend, so I came to pick you up. We're heading west, now. Get up, dressed, whatever you need to do. I'll have you back here in time to move east with your new buddies."

"I refuse," replied Gem flatly.

"I don't think you'll be capable of that. Let me ask you, have you never heard of the Crystals of Mana?"

"Of course I have! You know about what I do in my spare time, Ji- I read lore-books. The Crystals, while legendary, are not exactly kept secret, being mentioned at almost every turn in Creation lore. And besides, they were a rather heated topic of discussion until just recently."

"Mmm, you know some things. So do you know why they became such an important topic recently? They're over three thousand years old. Things of the past. Why would they so suddenly make an appearance? Why would they again, just as suddenly, disappear?"

"No, I don't think I caught that. Only that-"

"Fool! I must explain, then. Your great great uncle Lont <i>scattered</i> the Crystals of Mana, spreading them across the continent, expelling them from their shrine in the Mana Palace. This caused hundreds of your kind- the hunters of various types, be it treasure or bounty or fame- to search for them, going on long quests to find the discarded Crystals. Last year, the rumors died. The hunts and missions ceased to be. The reason for this is that last year, all clues and leads so far disappeared. The five Crystals that were found vanished without a trace."

"Why are you telling me this, Ji?"

"Well, doesn't it excite you? The Crystals of Mana. Twelve completely unique crystals, each containing the power of Bane's third son. As one interested in lore, you must surely be intrigued by these little trinkets!"

"Intrigued... how, exactly?"

"Wouldn't you love to get your hands on one of them?"

Gem paused. Three thousand one hundred and some odd years ago, the demon known as Maha al'Kai descended upon the world. To combat this beast, the Creator, Bane, created three warriors. One of them, Mana, ended up surviving the battle and imprisoning Maha in what would become the Inferno. He went on to live in Libra, but before long, the impressive powers which had been granted him by Bane became uncontrollable and took a life of their own, lashing out at random. To put an end to the mindless destruction and seal Mana's powers, the Entities created the twelve Crystals of Mana.

"Are you telling me that you know where one is?"

If he could so much as touch one of the sacred relics, his world would be changed. Years back, when he'd finally learned enough to read the lore-books of Creation, he'd entertained fantasies of holding one- just one- Crystal in his hand. In truth, it seemed the most awesome thing to Gem. The thought that flew through his head as he considered the demon's words instilled an exhilarating feeling in Gem, evoking memories of his earliest studies.

"Ebony Fields Hill. Surely by now you know this country's geography well enough?"

"The Dead City's shrine to the gods. One hundred and sixty-four miles west north west of the northern gate of this city. Deserted for about seventy years."

"I've need of you, Legend," the Ly'ban repeated. "The A'xia Crystal needs to meet the five that disappeared. Ebony Fields Hill is not deserted; it's home to a powerful being. Come, Legend."

"A'xia Crystal?"

"You'll understand soon enough."

"We won't be back before my brethren leave. It'll take a fortnight just to make it to Ebony Fields Hill on foot through all the woods between here and there. I refused before, I repeat this refusal. I'm done with you and your plans, I'm done with your betrayal of the Inferno, I'm done with living at your beck and call. I can destroy you if you decide to use force. I-"

"Oh?" The Ly'ban held up Gem's runeblade, the lettering dull and nondescript. "Do you have the means?"

In the flicker of the lantern's glow, Gem saw that his blade was useless to him. He bowed his head in resignation. This time, the demon had outwitted him.

"We use the Net, Legend. We'll be back in two days."

Gem stood and straightened his cloak. Tightening his headband, he walked over to the small cupboard behind the door, and took out his supplies. The bounty hunter fastened pouches and daggers to all four limbs and stuck two long knives into his belt. In minutes, he was ready to go. He would be back soon enough, the demon promised, and Gem knew the efficiency of the Net. A network of dirt paths lined with flames that connected every point in the world, it was possible to enter it on the first day and be across the continent on the fourth. Two days in the presence of the Ly'ban was not too steep a price to see one of the twelve Crystals with his own eyes. He knew not the demon's intentions, but they did not matter. Gem felt that after this last adventure, he'd truly be through with the demon.

"Now then, we head through the blazes."

The Ly'ban grabbed a hold of Gem's arm, and the dark room warped around the two as flames burst up around them and they entered the Net. Gem had been in the Net once before- almost eleven years ago, when the Ly'ban brought him to Verga City. He recalled the sensation of slipping into darkness just as his consciousness began to fade. Only those with the power to enter the Net were awake within it. Extras were cargo and that's exactly what the motionless Gem was. The Ly'ban threw the green-haired young man over its shoulder, and dashed off, the very ground shaking beneath the tremendous stomping of its giant boots. Behind the flames that lined the paths, charred, barren farmland stretched out for miles. Here and there lay the skeletons of barns and farmhouses. The metal remains of plows and other agricultural machinery littered the plains. Cracks and rifts decorated the dirt, and the sky overhead was smoky black. The fires, bright though they were, didn't serve to pierce the darkness, and Ji'Lopan could only see so far ahead.

The demon headed west, crossing the lines of flames when the need arose, charging across the derelict farm yards and churning up the dry dirt of the fields. Here and there, a crack could be heard as a bar or blade snapped underfoot. The Ly'ban fell into a comfortable pace, one that it could keep up for a whole day. It didn't tire easily, and within twenty hours, it would be emerging from the Net at the outskirts of the Dead City.

It was dark out when the Ly'ban exited the Net. A more natural dark, of course, than that that had dominated the sky over those dead fields. Stars shone bright against the sky, and the waning moon emitted a gentle glow of its own. Rays of moonlight fell upon the ruins of the Dead City. The four gigantic rock pinnacles rose from the  plains, four great monuments to the disaster that had made the Dead City what it was. Pieces of rope ladders hung down from the edges of the narrow plateaus. A jumble of leveled stone architecture covered a wide circle around the pinnacles, the great gravestones. No vegetation grew in these ruins, not a fern, not a vine. Passage of time dictates that nature should have worked its course, and thusly it is said by many that the catastrophe that destroyed Ebony Fields was a work of the supernatural. Others yet claimed that the only supernatural intervention was in the prevention of further life on the spot, that this was how the Entities had consecrated the ground.

The demon cared not for such ponderings. Its business didn't lie amongst the shattered roofs and crumbled walls of the Dead City, but rather up the hill immediately north of its location. Visible high against the fourth hour sky was the dark outline of the shrine, a building that seemed oddly square from the demon's angle. Having been here before, Ji'Lopan knew that the shrine was built in the most beautiful style, its walls broken every few feet with ornate columns, its roof decorated with icons. Stained-glass windows populated the walls between columns, and beautifully-carved pews sat in neat rows before the now-barren pedestal. The whole building was made of smooth white stone, the same stone from which the buildings of Ebony Fields had been made. Unlike the Dead City, however, nature had done plenty to the shrine, and lustrous green ivy coiled around every pillar. The walls were weathered and stained with wind and rain, and the entire hill induced an overbearing awareness of time.

At this time, however, only the silhouette of the shrine was visible. Ji'Lopan placed Gem down lightly upon the dewy grass at the foot of the hill and sat down a yard away. The effects of being carried through the Net are not a natural loss of consciousness, the demon knew, and so it waited for the bounty hunter to wake up. The Ly'ban tilted its head back and looked around. Behind the Dead City, the nigh-endless forests of central Verga spread in every direction. Beyond them had once been Verga City, capital of the most prosperous of the five countries in the Libran Alliance. Now, all that lay on the other side of those woods were the ruins of yet another great city of Man.

To the south was a large tract of farmland, previously owned by the king of Verga. Its farmers worked on, most likely not knowing that the king was dead and the capital razed. This time of night, the fields were still. Quiet was about, the only sounds those of the occasional breeze mussing the grass. To the west of its location, the demon could make out the winding path leading towards the ports and seashore villages. Tall grass spread out for miles on either side of the path, land that was not yet needed.

The country of Verga was beautiful. Its woods, fields, rivers, and hills were the perfect balance of terrain. It had but two blemishes- the Dead City, and now the ruins of the capital.

As the Ly'ban contemplated the coming dawn, and the approaching awakening of the young Gem who lay motionless three feet away, it wondered how its actions here would affect the rest of Libra. It imagined that eventually, what took place here might shake the very foundations of Central Libra, that it might manage to penetrate the calm of the Guardians. The Ly'ban liked the idea of making an impact. It liked the thought that what would happen here, within the ancient beauty of the shrine of a long-lifeless city, might change the world.
