Twelve

Gem carried on through the forest, stopping for rest only when he could no longer take another step. He managed to scrounge up enough sustenance from the surrounding wildlife, but only just enough to keep going. He concentrated on one thing- reaching Verga City before his cousins leave.

When he broke out of the woods and saw the still-smoking ruins ahead of him, he was glad. He didn't know what day it was, for his sense of time had suffered horribly within the darkness of the forest, but his gut told him that he had made it in time. Relief washed away his fatigue and he closed the remaining distance between himself and the city's west-facing walls. He slid across the enormous threshold and made for the gray inn behind which the entrance to the hideout lay, belting his runeblade as he entered town.

The young bounty hunter was halfway to his destination when a rank smell came to his nostrils.

<i>Wait- it's been at least a week and a half</i>, Gem realized. <i>The city wouldn't still be smoldering. Something's wrong</i>. Indeed, the ruins themselves were motionless. Ash gray, they no longer burned, and smoke no longer rose from them. He wondered what the source of the smoke he'd seen from afar was, and followed his nose. Stumbling across the cobblestones of the small streets, he moved closer to the center of town, to the marketplace that had been overturned in the chaos that surrounded the night of the full moon. He emerged from the side streets and set foot on the large flagstones of the main north-south road that ran through the capital. The central square came into view, its ruined fountain dark and foreboding.

Gem became aware of sounds, sounds that had not been present when he left. The ruins he had bid good-bye to upon entering the Net with Ji'Lopan had been motionless and silent. The quiet of death had been hanging over them and they had felt abandoned- more than that, helplessly ancient. The destruction that the demons of the Inferno had caused had appeared to age incredibly over the two days Gem had lingered underground, almost banishing the idea that just days earlier it had been the most vibrant city in the world. The gray sky had felt heavy on Gem's shoulders when he had stepped outside to speak with Miles.

Now, the silence was gone- there was the slow, rhythmic sound of feet- feet other than Gem's- descending on stone. Hushed voices murmured. The occasional bird crossed the gray sky. Gem, following the smell and finding the voices in the same direction, moved toward the center of the square. Trashed stalls and booths lay in a ring around the open area into which the bounty hunter now stepped. He turned his head as he approached the fountain and saw men- soldiers by their uniform- standing at the entrance to the old town hall, halberds resting loosely against the crooks of their arms. Their helmet visors were up and their eyes closed. From the way their chins almost touched their chests, they had fallen asleep on duty.

Gem examined the crests emblazoned on their tunics. He recognized them immediately, having grown up in a town constantly overrun with people bearing the symbol. These soldiers bore the crest of the Eldran militia. While Eldra had no official standing army, its militia had organized itself and given itself identification- a symbol. The crest was a shield divided into four quarters; the first quarter was a dark green, the two adjacent to it yellow, and the final a light blue. It supposedly represented the things that the citizens of Eldra would fight to defend- the peaceful agricultural society that was undyingly loyal to the Libran government. Growing up in the small town of als'Loen, Gem had always wondered where the "peace" was in what the militia did. They were no better than the Undertakers and in fact worked together so often that the only notable differences between the organizations were the colors they wore. The militia had representatives in Ky'Ebi and the Undertakers had been centered around Ky'Ebi, their prison facilities being located there.

Growing up, Gem had despised the militia almost as much as he despised the Undertakers.

For ten years now, with Ky'Ebi vanished from the face of the Eldran plains at the hands of Ji'Lopan, Gem had been wondering what had happened to the citizen-soldiers of the country. It seemed ironic to see them here, in the ruined capital of another country, looking for all the world like the invading force that had sacked the city.

The door to the town hall was open, and Gem could see that there were lights lit inside. Smoke rose from one of the building's four large brick chimneys. The smell he'd been following issued from inside, as did the voices. He slipped past the snoozing guards and entered the building- one that had, miraculously, withstood the demon rampage. It was bright out, the sun located near the apex of its path, and it took a moment for Gem's eyes to become accustomed to the dark in the building. The torch light streaming out from deeper in the building was weak and looking back, the square seemed blinding. Gem shook his head and turned back towards the building's light source. Adjusting himself, he set off slowly, on guard, looking for other people, and wondering all the while what it was that he was smelling.

The town hall was a large building and the entryway in which Gem stood was sparsely decorated, two plain stone benches lining each of the walls. The door into the next room, a large open assembly hall, was wide open, and Gem walked in. Here were long tables with benches to seat an easy hundred men, and along the walls were torch fixtures. The furniture was arranged in a long rectangle, and beyond it, another door, this one closed, leading into another hall. Gem skirted around the tables and benches, seeing that there was no one in the room, and was about to proceed through the door when he identified the scent he'd been following.

It was that of burning flesh.

He stopped in his tracks, petrified. The young bounty hunter stood with his left hand on the door knob and his eyes narrowed. He knew he was approaching the source from the sudden overpowering odor that had replaced the previous burnt smell. <i>Why would corpses be burned?</i> he asked himself, biting his lip and trying to prevent the strong smell from causing tears. As he was thinking that, the door opened, and a man in full plate armor strode out, fastening the buckles on his gauntlets. He was facing down and didn't make eye contact with Gem as he ran into him, and as he moved on he growled, "you're in the way, soldier!" at the shocked bounty hunter.

The man wore no helm and his hair, a light blue, was the detail of the most note to Gem, who didn't budge as he studied the retreating figure.

"Who are you?" Gem asked, too scared to look through the door and quite happy to content his curiosity through conversation.

"What do you mean, 'who are you'?" The armored man stopped halfway down the hall and turned back. Bright red eyes looked into Gem's gray and shock wrote itself across the man's angular features. He had high cheek bones and thin eye brows, a sharp nose, and a triangular chin. His skin was pale and smooth, and boyish- he had no hair on his face, and he bore the appearance of one who had never once shaved. His hair, so light that it almost seemed white-gray, seemed incompatible with this image of youth. As his mouth opened in shock, Gem noticed that his canines were particularly pointy. "Who are you?" the man asked in response. "And how did you escape my men?"

"Escape?" Gem asked innocently, his brow furrowing as he tried to place the man's appearance.

"My men were supposed to be on the look-out," the man said to himself angrily, slamming his armored fist down on the table. "How could they let this cur get away? Well, it's alright, I'll deal with him myself." So saying, his hand went to his side and drew the short sword from the scabbard at his belt. He turned his body fully and faced Gem. "We dealt with the rest of your kind, descendant of Gem al'Kondo! We can't let anyone get away with doing something this heinous! In fact, in light of this, we can't let anyone associated with the Marauders live. I shall slay you myself, villain!"

"Villain? The descendants of Gem are not villains!" Gem cried as the other man, much bigger and better armed, charged him. "Nor do we have ties to the Marauders! Hear me out!" And then he had to stop speaking, as dodging the man's attacks took all of his attention. His opponent was clearly a trained soldier, and not some country bumpkin in regiment uniform- his strikes were well-calculated and his movement fluid, and his style was akin to that passed on by the high-level hired swords of the Underworld. Gem understood in a few seconds that this blue-haired man was an expert fighter, and that his intent was truly to kill. Fatigued from his journey and doubting his own powers, Gem also understood that the right course of action was to run as fast as he could. Unfortunately for him, the man's cries had woken the guards outside, and they now stood within the assembly hall, their halberds ready to cut him down should he try to escape.

Gem slid under one long table and emerged in the middle of the furniture's rectangular configuration. The blue-haired man stepped up onto a bench and then leapt clean over the table, losing no time in swinging once more. Gem was astounded at the speed with which his opponent could move in so heavy a seeming suit of armor, and he jumped back, away from his would-be killer.

There was too much to ask and too little time to ask it, Gem realized, as he tried to formulate a question to toss in the path of his aggressor. Before he knew it, he was in a corner, with no time to talk and no place to run, and all he could think of doing was to draw his black rune-dagger and attempt to parry. He braced himself, ready to absorb the next blow. No impact was felt in Gem's arms; no blow was blocked. The armored man stood two feet away, sword raised, face a mixture of concentration and bewilderment.

"A runeblade..." The man stepped back and lowered his weapon. "They're supposed to have been lost. How did you obtain one?"

"My questions first," Gem demanded, seeing that he held the upper hand. He was not surprised that this man recognized a runeblade when he saw it. His unearthly features and the things he had said were plenty to rattle Gem's psyche, and the fact that he knew a runeblade by sight was no big shock. "First, who are you, and what are you doing here?"

"I am Oberon, head general of the Libran Alliance's armies," the man replied slowly. "I am here with a troop of Eldran men, acting on reports of Marauder activity in this city. We were informed that those of the clan of Gem al'Kondo who had gathered here over the years destroyed the city during the night of the full moon not ten days ago."

"There were no Marauders here, general," Gem hissed. "The ties between the Underworld and the Marauders are but a cease-fire and an agreement not to meddle- no Marauder could set foot in this city prior to its destruction. Furthermore, the descendants of the Disgraced Gem are not the ones who destroyed this place. It was the work of the demons of the Inferno."

"How do you know that?" The man looked as though he wished to challenge Gem's words more simply, but the mystery of the runeblade held him back.

"It's my green hair, is it not, general? You linked me with the others who lived here, who managed to survive the destruction of the city and who clung to their home. Are we to be your scapegoats? Are those my cousins smoking in the next room? ARE THEY?"

"We were informed that it was the Marauders," Oberon nodded, and then gulped as he continued, "with full cooperation from the descendants of Gem al'Kondo, who wreaked havoc here. Our source was fairly reliable, being the Right of the Guardian Lord himself."

"The city was overrun in shadow and flame, general. My cousins and I were the only ones fighting the Infernals that skittered around freely. With this," Gem brandished his runeblade, "I smote down the Shades that sought to vacuum Verga up into the deep pits of hell. You come in here and kill off the men who stood by the capital in its time of need? Even the governor abandoned this city. The Underworld dispersed. The men you have killed for destroying Verga were the ones most loyal to Verga. Wait- who did you say was your informant?"

"Guardian Lord Lanto's Right," the general responded. "Lord Kieku."

Gem cursed. That man again? Could it be that he was behind all of this? Gem's brow furrowed as he thought back to the day he'd first encountered Kieku. Since that day, he had not seen the man, but he had heard much of him. "Lord Kieku" was a popular figure outside of Central Libra, looked up to by many and respected by most. Kieku's charisma and character controlled a huge portion of the Vergan population, Gem knew, so it didn't surprise him that the commander of the Libran Alliance armies acted on the man's words.

"So you're saying that your kind- the descendants of Gem al'Kondo- had nothing to do with this tragedy?" Oberon asked, cutting into Gem's thoughts. Gem didn't respond immediately. They had everything to do with the tragedy, after all. At least, he did, and he was as much descended of the Disgraced Gem as the others. His grip on the runeblade tightened and he let his arm fall to his side, pointing the dagger away from Oberon.

"I cannot say that none of the descendants of Gem al'Kondo are at fault for the razing of Verga City," Gem replied at last, his conscience getting the better of him. "But only one of them is, and he still lives. I am the Roof-runner of Verga City, the one who took his ancestor's name. This headband," Gem tapped his forehead, "is the headband of Gem al'Kondo. I am Gem. Perhaps your admirable Kieku did not inform you of this, but one amongst the group he suggested you exterminate is Legend Reborn."

"So that explains the runeblade in your hand," Oberon muttered, not seeming all too surprised. "But the innocence of your kinsmen?"

"The presence of Legend draws trouble. Someone told me that wherever I am, history-changing incidents have a greater chance of occurring. The demons that attacked this city sought me, not my cousins. None of this had anything to do with them!"

"How can I trust the source of your information?"

"You slaughter two dozen men without questioning your information and you need solid proof to recognize your mistake? Sickening, all of this-" the overpowering stench had taken its toll on Gem, and he felt sick to the stomach- "but very well. He's someone your Kieku should know well enough. His name is Ji'Lopan. Listen, general. I will assume responsibility for what you have done here, as everything that has happened to Verga City is related to me. Now, I have just spent seven days traversing the forests, and need to sleep. Once I am rested, I will take one of the horses- you did not slaughter them, too, did you?- and ride north. And you will give my cousins a proper burial, along with everything of value they possessed."

"Their home is an ashen tunnel," Oberon said. "We smoked them out of hiding."

That book, the one piece of evidence that might rid the Gem clan of its curse, was gone. Burnt just as its owners, it everything in the underground hideout was gone. It didn't have the chance to return that Gem's cousins did, but Gem felt it just as well- the idea of Pyrim's shade making its way out of the Inferno was a dreadful one. Gem shook his head and then walked out of the corner. He stepped past the halberdiers, who were gaping in disbelief, and exited the dark hall. 

Oberon made no more attempt to take the bounty hunter's life. He stood in silence for a few minutes, waited for Gem to be out of earshot. Then he spoke.

"You heard him, boys, go stop the fires and prepare the proper funerary rites. The men we killed today were heroes. They won't move on to the Inferno without an appropriate celebration."

The two soldiers dropped their halberds against the door frame and rushed through the hall's back door, into the room in which the descendants of the Disgraced Gem roasted. The general sheathed his sword and eased himself onto the nearest bench. Laying his head on the table, he closed his eyes and prayed. He prayed not to the Entities, those small gods that the men of Libra worshipped, but to the Dragons, the great gods of old who had been locked away when the Crystals of Mana were created. The Dragons were no longer the centers of human worship. Their shrines were lost in overgrowth and their names forgotten, those who uttered them considered heretics. Oberon knew the story, that they had been dismissed due to their inability to deal with the excessive power of Mana, son of Bane. Everyone knew the story. 

Oberon had taken to worshipping the Entities with the rest of Libra, but this encounter with the man claiming to be- no, the man who clearly <i>was</i> Legend Reborn, had resonated within his memory and evoked a bitter nostalgia. He didn't understand why he felt obliged to demand forgiveness of the Dragons, but he also didn't understand how or why Legend had been reborn. There had been rumors, and there was that ancient prophecy, but Oberon had never truly taken stock in either and the realization of something he'd discarded unsettled him. He'd thought he would never see another runeblade, and yet there it had been, waved before his face.

The general opened his eyes and sat up straight, resting his armored elbows on the table before him. All his previous emotions had been replaced with one sole feeling: regret. He sat motionless as his men carried out the funeral for the green-haired men and he didn't budge before nightfall. The torches were long burned out and he sat in the darkness, gazing down in the direction of the wood beneath his arms. The feeling of regret lingered, and weighed all the more heavily for Gem's words regarding responsibility. Oberon understood that when Legend Reborn had told him that he'd assume responsibility, that responsibility had been taken away. Acknowledging the fact that he had allowed Legend Reborn to absolve him of guilt only magnified the general's remorse.

Oberon sat in this manner through the night, and when dawn broke, he stood and stepped back from the table. He strode from the assembly hall into the light gray of the early morning, his head bowed, his back hunched, and his hands at his waist, gauntleted thumbs tucked behind his sword belt. He gazed down at the flagstones beneath his feet for a few minutes, and then called out, causing his voice to ring throughout the square and wake his men. They came spilling out of the various surrounding buildings and formed into a haphazard circle around their leader. In the faint light, the Eldran  crest emblazoned on their tunics appeared dull and colorless. Bedraggled and unarmed, the militiamen looked the peasants they were, homely and plain next to the general in his bright armor. For all their disorganization, however, they stood silently, awaiting Oberon's words with utmost attention.

"I wish to speak with Lord Kieku," he began slowly, "but I have an inkling that returning to the Mana Palace will not be the most direct route to him. Are you ready to ride north, boys?"

The assembled men had heard, from the two among them who had witnessed the fight between Oberon and Gem, of everything that had been said the day before. A couple exchanged uneasy glances, and one muttered, "North? Isn't Legend going that way?", but none voiced any complaints.

"Get your stuff together, then. We'll leave as soon as everything's ready."

Oberon stretched his arms out as the militiamen scurried back to where they came, gathering up supplies and bags and saddling horses. The sun had begun to rise in earnest, its rays falling on the general and causing his polished plate armor to sparkle. Oberon looked at the sky, and saw, to his satisfaction, that blue once more stretched from city wall to city wall.

