Thirteen

Terra is the largest of the five inhabited countries of Libra, as far as land area is concerned, but it has the smallest population. It is positioned in the northwest, and shares borders with Verga, Central Libra, and the lands of Gaia- unprotected borders. Near where the plains of Central Libra begin to become treacherous, there is a dreary little town by the name of Murkwater. It is the only town between the Vergan forests and the Gaian hills, and is rarely visited. Travelers headed for Terra are headed for its capital, Mist, and due to the placement of the huge Vise Lake, directly between the two cities, avoid Murkwater altogether

Mist, the second of a grand total of two cities in Terra, appears to be even smaller than Murkwater to a passing observer. Shrouded in the same perpetual fog that covers the whole of northern Terra, the first layer of Mist is comprised of a few clusters of thatched-roof huts. This is where the common folk of Terra live, the four or five dozen peasants who know a life harder than that faced by the beggars of southern Eldra. Fruitlessly, they till the surrounding marshlands, praying to the Entities that their hard work not go unrewarded. Generation after generation, these valiant farmers drive their families further into debt with the Terran landowners, accomplishing nothing beyond mean survival. 

The majority of the landowners never see the gigantic plots that the peasants struggle to cultivate. The majority of landowners never even see the sun. They live in grand subterranean palaces, inhabitants of the core of Terra- the second layer of Mist. The home of the Underworld and the heart of crime, UnderMist stretches out in a forty mile radius from Mist. A huge city built entirely below ground, lit by lanterns, and warmed by the heat of the crust, it is as impressive an architectural feat as its opposite, the airship port of Antyliken. Thriving off of a busy mining industry that has dug as deep into the earth as Antyliken has into the sky, UnderMist is a city richer than any other.

The government of Terra is unlike that of the other four countries of the Libran Alliance. In comparison to the rigid monarchies of Eldra and Verga, it is a lawless place, devoid of order. It counts itself as a member of the Alliance as a mere pleasantry, and for the most part ignores the presence of the high king, the Guardian Lord. To call Terra an anarchy, though, would be incorrect.  Unlike in Adamantine, the country of farmers south of Central Libra, there are laws, and order is kept. The main difference between the government of Terra and those of the rest of the Alliance is who does the keeping.

The Underworld did not appear overnight. It lacked no precedent. Organized crime has pervaded Terran society for as long as any inhabitant of UnderMist can recall. A smattering of "clean" nobles who uphold the law of the Alliance in Terra exists, but those that are not puppets to crime lords enjoy playing a major role in the hierarchy of the Underworld. Crime is not a violent, mindless thing in Terra- it is calculated and serves a purpose. It gradually came to be a given that if there is no meaningful tie to an honest government, the dishonest powers must work side by side to hold the country together. The Underworld is more than a thieves' guild- by extending itself to include offices for legitimate work such as bounty hunting and sword selling, it became able to exist on the surface, and by existing, it was able to increase its influence. There is no question of who is in power in Terra, or who governs its capital. It is the Underworld, the largest, most prosperous criminal organization, that rules the country.

Under the rule of the Underworld, the people of Terra have managed to hold onto their secrets. The technology of the steam trains that run the length of Undermist, the advanced tools used in the mines and factories of the lowest levels of the city, the steel-forging that no other country has yet figured out- these and more lie within Terra, and, so long as the Underworld continues to fulfill its role, there they will stay. The Underworld's eyes watch any traveler who enters the confines of Undermist's subterranean expanses and the Underworld's swords bar any path necessary to keep Terra's puzzles from being solved. Everywhere, the libraries of UnderMist are famous for being impossible to get into. The collections of lore-books housed therein are supposedly complete, the dream of every scholar and the pride of the educated people of Terra. The guards of the book vaults allow no outsiders in without expressed permission from one of the Architects of the Underworld, and so it is that when he showed up at the main entrance to one of the immense metal-walled library buildings, Gem was turned away immediately.

He had arrived in Mist inconspicuously, traveling wrapped in a heavy brown cloak. Being unused to the fog, the air temperature of Terra had chilled him, and as he had descended into UnderMist, following a long winding passage down from the center of Mist, he had shed the cloak, no longer needing its warmth. The sturdy brown stallion he'd ridden near to death from Verga City rested in a small stable above ground, recuperating from the grueling trip the bounty hunter had forced it to undertake. The horse, like its rider, was unused to the cold northern climate, and huddled against the ground in its stall, dreaming of the warm hay of its old home. In a sack that lay on the ground by it were the headband of Gem al'Kondo, a black rune-dagger, the hilt of Legend's runeblade, and half of a nondescript rag.

Gem blended into the street crowds of UnderMist perfectly, the torn cloth around his head fitting a fashion favored by the runners and thieves of the Underworld. Without the headband of the Disgraced Gem and with his green hair hidden, he appeared no different from any other member of the lowly castes. He was armed, as were most passersby, men and women alike. He felt at home, as though he were back in the Vergan Underworld's headquarters, but the feeling did not put him at ease. He would have liked to sit down somewhere, and think out what he would do next, but he had to keep moving, to stay with the crowds. When the city shut down for the night, he would be able to find an inn, but until then, he had to remain alert.

The words of Miles had not grown old in Gem's memory.

<i>"If I ever see you again, it will be in Terra, and we will most likely be enemies."</i>

Gem reminded himself once more that that nostalgic feeling of being in the Underworld needed to mean fear to him. He had come to Terra, Entities knew why, and now that he was there he had to watch his back at all costs. He was no longer a member of the Underworld, he was no longer their ace. He was on their blacklist and he would be killed if anyone in the organization learned of his presence. Gem had quickly picked up on the way in which UnderMist ticked, and he understood full well that that meant that he would be killed if anyone at all learned of his presence. He shook his head to himself as he walked through town. It was foolhardy of him to come to this place.

Gem knew that, and yet...

He needed to know. He needed access to the bottomless book-vaults and endless collections of lore-books. He had questions that couldn't go unanswered. Gem understood that he needed to be the person he was meant to be. He could choose to ignore his strengths, but the downsides of being Legend Reborn were still present. Unless he could embrace who he was and learn how to counter the evil being worked around him, he would be nothing more than a cause of disaster, as he had been the night of the festival in Verga City. Gem knew that Ji'Lopan's talk of Fate and destiny had not been meaningless, and he knew that while he liked to think that destiny had no sway on his actions, what he liked to think and actuality seemed to be too separate too often.

It was Fate that had made him who he was, a reborn son of Bane, and it was Fate that dictated how the disasters around him occurred. It was Fate that consistently stabbed him in the gut and it was Fate, and Fate alone, that provided him with a means to defend himself. During the eight-day trip from Verga City, Gem had thought a great deal on the events since the destruction of Verga. He despised the very notion of "Fate," now, though now more than ever before he was sure that Fate existed. It wasn't just a notion, and it wasn't just something a superstitious demon spoke of- it was real, and he hated it.

The question of what to do next had weighed heavily in Gem's mind. For a whole day, he was at a loss as to how to move forward. The death of his cousins was the final toll of Verga City's bell. The city that had provided him with a stable life was destroyed and the small group that had accepted him was dead. No longer attached to anyone or anything save the two artifacts he carried and his black rune-dagger, he found himself without obligations. He could have very easily gone back to a life of simple crime akin to that which he had led before Ji'Lopan appeared. With the experience and honed skills of ten years in the Underworld, he would surely be able to conduct himself more efficiently. Gem had entertained the thought of returning to Eldra, him homeland, where he would be safe from the Underworld and able to mingle with the other poor folk.

No, he had realized, he needed to do more than that. And besides, what if tragedy strikes some small town in Eldra? What if the fall of Verga City repeats? Gem understood, along with the fact that Fate was real, that he could no longer run from being Legend Reborn. He had to either go along with it, or face it head on.

Face it head on. At length, that's what he decided to do. He discarded prudence and charged north, seeking the fabled libraries of Mist. Now, in Mist, he found that the libraries were everything that they were in the stories, including inaccessible. He would find a way to access them, he promised himself. More than simple curiosity drove him. He wasn't seeking fantastical stories of gods. As he saw it, the knowledge kept within the lore-halls of Mist could prove crucial to finally overcoming the "problem" of being Legend Reborn. Gem desired to find a means by which to discard his burden, to bury Legend Reborn, to nullify his pull on disaster. He would become a regular person and quit being Fate's plaything.

Gem was deep in thought when the person in front of him stopped walking. He bumped into the man, uttered a muted apology, and then looked around. The crowd had stopped moving. 

"They're finally getting it," laughed a robed woman a few heads away.

"Oh, they deserve it, alright," replied the man in front of Gem. Gem stood on his tiptoes to see over the shoulders of those in front of him and discerned a gallows set up in the middle of the street. The crowds were gathered around it, waiting eagerly for something to happen, though no single passerby came close to the gallows themselves. Gem felt the morbid fascination that gripped the crowd and sensed the tension building up as the executioner stepped up onto the makeshift wooden platform, two figures in shackles following close behind.

The executioner cleared his throat and the crowds stilled. He addressed them:

"Ladies and gentlemen, undoubtedly you have all heard tell of this city's clowns, the Joker and the Thief. Any of you with any property have most likely been swindled by them at some point in the last ten years, and most likely none of you regret it. They amuse us with their buffoonery, don't they?" The crowd cheered. "The Joker's magic tricks and fireworks, convincing and beautiful, held the eye of many of our lords as the Thief spirited away their possessions. We bear no ill will to these two rogues- they are accepted here in Mist, are they not?" Another cheer from the crowd. "Unfortunately, our fond memories of these two men will soon be all the remain, for soon the Joker and Thief shall hang!" More cheers. "They have broken the most grave taboos of our society and this can not go unnoticed. For long have they thrived off of petty crime with impunity, but the crimes they are charged with now are nowhere close to petty. Friends, assembled here, do you know the crime these two men have committed?" Questions were fired off at the executioner.

"Get it over with!" one man in the crowd yelled, only to be promptly felled by a solid punch to the face. The inhabitants of UnderMist enjoyed the ceremony and did not want it to end prematurely.

"The Joker, here, is charged with theft of knowledge!" roared the executioner, making his voice ring throughout the subterranean street. "He has loitered in our lore-halls, and we have witness accounts of him meeting with outsiders and discussing certain forbidden subjects at great lengths!" The crowds cheered more. Gem, giving up on the hope of figuring out whose side the crowd was on, decided that they were just pleased to witness the spectacle. Part of him was in awe, completely swayed by the dramatic tone of the executioner. Another part of him was disgusted at capital punishment being made into such sport.

"The Thief, here, was found to be plotting to steal away this city's most beloved treasure!" More cheers. "And, for these two crimes... oh, and I suppose we can throw all their previous crimes on the pile, just to make it grander-" Deafening cheers. "... they will now be hung."

Seeing a man die at the hands of another is considered to be the worst of luck in UnderMist, and the people of Terra are extremely superstitious when it comes to that. At the word "hung," the crowds dispersed in a flash, people scrambling for the doors of the nearest establishments, pouring in, shutting and locking entryways and windows behind them as they went. In moments, the street was empty. Gem now had a clear view of the gallows, and stepped closer to get a better look at the condemned.

One of the two chained men wore an outfit that screamed "thief." Tied around his head was a rag much like Gem's, his tunic was the same gray-brown preferred by the runners and thieves of the Underworld, and a multitude of pouches and loops, intended for weapons and tools, adorned his tan shorts. This man, presumably the Thief, did not look particularly cheerful about the situation. Gem had half-expected the two chained men to be cheering along with the spectators, but it became clear now that the accused did not participate joyfully in the ceremony. The Thief's eyes, a dull defeated brown, were downcast and his eyebrows furrowed.

The Joker, however, showed no such signs of disrupted spirit. Gem couldn't make out his face, hidden beneath a large cowl, but the man's posture alone was enough to tell that he was calm. He stood erect, a whole head taller than his broken-looking companion. Gem found it harder to place his dress. It was too generic. A heavy robe and a concealing cloak covered the Joker from head to foot, both a nondescript brown common among the rags of the poor. It was the Joker who caught Gem's attention.

<i>This man knows the secrets of Mist's libraries,</i> Gem thought. <i>He could be useful.</i> Besides, the Joker seemed... different... from the other people the bounty hunter had encountered in the city up to this point. It was a wild thought, but Gem fancied that beneath the shadows cast by that cowl, there lay something other than a human face. Gem wanted to talk to the executioner, to ask him to wait a few minutes, so that he might be able to speak with the Joker. He stopped himself, realizing that the executioner was most likely a member of the Underworld, and that doing anything so suspicious would mark him a target for the Underworld's investigators. He had no option but inaction, so he stood and waited. The executioner cast a funny look his way.

"You new here, or something? Go inside if you don't want to be cursed."

"I-" Gem caught himself. He had almost protested. Thinking about it logically, he realized that there was no way to protest the death of the two men. They seemed charged with serious crimes, and death was the appropriate punishment for what they had done. "Yes, I will do that, sir."

"Wait." It was the Joker who spoke, just as Gem was turning to leave the scene. "You have a good nose, kid. What's your name?"

"No talking," growled the executioner, hand straying to the sword hilt at his side.

Gem faced the Joker, ignoring the Underworlder.

"Gem."

"No, no, no... perhaps I didn't make myself clear. <i>Who</i> are you?" the Joker took a step forward on the platform, chains clanking. The executioner whipped his blade out and held it to the neck of the Joker's robes.

"Don't move, or it won't be the noose that takes you," he threatened. The Thief whimpered.

"You fret too much, Mark," came the Joker's calm words. "Have more faith in your partner." The sword at his throat dissipated into a small white haze that eddied up towards the rock ceiling. The executioner jumped back, frightened. "I was going to wait until all the spectators were gone, but this one seems different." The executioner erupted in flames, staggering backwards off the platform as a roaring furnace consumed him from within. Invisible blades sliced through the chains and the Thief straightened, his face the definition of relief.

Gem took a couple steps back from the two.

"It's as you guessed, I do possess the talent. They called my displays magic 'tricks,' the fools." The Joker stepped down from the platform and approached Gem. "So, who are you, kid? Mind telling me?"

"I'm the great grandson of Gem al'Kondo," Gem replied shakily. The small force he thought he had felt before, the tiny hint at the Joker being a mage, had been replaced with an intense aura that caused the bounty hunter to shudder.

"You're either not too bright, or you have a terrible sense of humor. You're not just the descendant of some king. The Gem line does not carry the power to detect Jikkuu. Who are you?" 

"Leave him be," said the Thief, who had finally calmed down completely. "He's too dull. I'm going to take another shot; I'll meet up with you later."

"Once again, good luck," the Joker tossed back. The Thief dashed away down the street, disappearing into the distance. "Now, kid, we had best get going before all those people come back out and see you here with me. When they find the executioner dead-" he now smoldered gently at the foot of the platform- "they'll be after me, but that's fine, as I was supposed to die anyway. There's no reason for you to become an accomplice. Let's head up above ground, and then we'll find a quiet place to sit and talk."

Gem followed the Joker without a word, running after him up the flights of stairs leading to the small village of Mist. Things had taken a turn for the better, he felt. These two criminals would provide the Underworld with something to occupy itself with, and its men would pay less attention to a random stranger such as Gem. Besides, this Joker fellow was alive, and would be able to talk about what he'd found in the libraries. As long as he remained wary of the Joker's motives, the bounty hunter felt safe around the mage. He had lived half of his life in the presence of a demon who threw Jikkuu around as freely as this man seemed to, and magic in and of itself was no longer enough to shake Gem. It was the abruptness of it all, the violence of the executioner's death, that had shocked him. Nothing more. He followed the Joker without a doubt in his mind. Things had taken a turn for the better.
