Fifteen

Flaming chunks of airship continued to rain down around Mana, several bouncing off the same spectral shield that kept the lake's waters at bay. His eyes might not have shown it, but he was shaken. He saw the green-haired man sitting three yards away, but did not inspect him or address him. His thoughts were elsewhere. He fell to his knees by the lake shore, turning to face the waters themselves. A fragment of timber floated past, carried on the swell caused by the burning hull that floated half-submerged in the lake.

"JULIEN!!" the mage cried at the top of his lungs. "JULIEN! Julien... Jul..." The lord of Tryn was nowhere to be found. The shore was desolate save for Mana, the green-haired man, and pieces of the airship. No one floundered in the lake, no human bodies were visible. Mana buried his head in his hands.

"What happened?" he asked himself. "We were supposed to have avoided the demons, and yet..."

"You were attacked by a Ly'ban, were you not?" the stranger asked hesitantly, rising slowly and stepping closer to the kneeling Guardian Heir.

"Was it a Ly'ban?" Mana asked, still not giving the man his full attention. "Where's Jul...?"

"Yeah, it was a Ly'ban," the man replied. "Kieku sent it after you."

"Kieku did? Wait, that's almost to be expected of the man..." Mana looked up, his brow furrowed as he stared into the night beyond the lake. "Is he evil, or something of that nature? I never did anything to him to cause him to do something like this... Wait one minute— how do you know Kieku?" So asking, Mana stood and looked up at the face of the green-haired man. Gray eyes, calm and sad, looked down at him. "You're a descendant of Gem al'Kondo..."

"Kieku haunts me, Milord. I know of him through painful experiences." Starlight fell upon the fresh bloodstain on the man's tunic, and Mana gasped. "I am a descendant of the Disgraced Gem, and Kieku has decided to torment me."

"You're a descendant of the one who was exiled by the initiator of The Purge!" Mana exclaimed, his worry suspended momentarily. 

The man took a while to think about it, and then replied, "Yes, Milord, that I am."

"Then you and I are cousins! Please, don't call me 'Milord'—my name is Mana. What's yours?"

"Yes, Lord Mana. The name I took is that of my great-grandfather: Gem." Mana noticed that the facial expression of the man—Gem—expressed unease. "But more importantly, what's happening here? You seem safe and sound, but what of the others aboard the ship?"

"The others? I don't know where Julien is, and the... the sailors, they were killed... by that... thing. The Ly'ban, you call it." Mana shuddered, remembering the state in which he found the sailors he'd stopped. Their guts were plastered all over the wall and orange stains lay where they had once stood. It wasn't killing, it was slaughter, and it had been gruesome.

"Julien?" the man who called himself Gem asked softly. He could see the horror reflected in Mana's eyes, and his own expression grew gentle.

"Lord Tryn," Mana replied.

"If it's Julien Tryn... well, I've heard some stories about him. He'll be fine." These words seemed to reassure Mana. Gem opted not to include the source of these stories- the Links of the Underworld. He had heard much of the illustrious Lord Tryn whilst working in Verga.

"You're right, Gem. Julien is strong."

"See?" Gem laughed a little, trying to throw off his discomfort. The Guardian Heir clearly cared about this Julien, and the reason for Julien's strength would most likely do no more than worry the boy further. It wouldn't do to tell Mana that Julien was lord of more than just Tryn- that he was the Marauder Lord, head of the Underworld's most powerful competition.

"Is that demon gone, though?"

"I don't sense any Ly'ban around here," Gem replied, "and I believe I've become so used to Ji that I can sense them easily enough."

"Ji?" Mana inquired, his eyes wide.

"Yes. Ji'Lopan—a Ly'ban. Until a couple of weeks ago, he and I were together. I turned on him, though, to defend a human cousin of mine."

"You have the strength to fight Ly'ban? Amazing!"

"I wouldn't say that I do, Lord Mana. My means was destroyed about an hour ago."

"Hey! Just Mana is fine! But how were you fighting it?" Wonder was written all over the mage's face, replacing whatever worry had been present before. Julien was safe, he believed, and no amount of worry would help either of them. Besides, this adult seemed compassionate and Mana was not afraid of talking to him. Should the Ly'ban resurface, they'd find a way to defeat it together.

"I..." Gem hesitated, then decided that no deceptions were necessary. He was talking to the Guardian Heir, after all. The kid who, despite his childish look, was Mana Reborn—the most powerful mage to ever live. "I fought him with a runeblade."

"A runeblade? Weren't those all lost hundreds of years ago?"

"That they were."

"So that means you—" The meaning dawned on Mana, and he gaped at the man. "You crafted one yourself?"

"Indeed, I forged a runeblade."

"How? Only Legend—"

"I <i>am</i> Legend," Gem replied bitterly. "Much as how you are Mana Reborn, so am I Legend Reborn. I took up the hammer once in Verga and made myself a dagger imbued with the power to turn demons to dust. It was just destroyed, and I intend to take the hammer up once again here in Terra. Now, I have some questions for you—what are you doing all the way out here? And wouldn't you, too, be able to fight a Ly'ban with your magic?"

"Legend Reborn...? My magic is weak, currently," Mana explained, shrugging off his wonder. It wasn't that odd to encounter the reincarnation of another one of Bane's sons, he figured. "My fire seemed to melt into nothing on impact with the beast. As for my goal, I came out here with Julien seeking the Crystals of Mana." 

"Another?"

"Another what?"

"I am just thinking, I know of four people seeking the Crystals now. I thought that Crystal Hunting had died out... I would guess that it is making a revival, but you're hardly the average Crystal Hunter yourself, are you, Mana? And the others are not, either. A demon. A mage who avoids The Purge. The thief who works with him."

"I'm assuming that you're referring to these three, in which case you should know that they are not independent. They're collecting the Crystals for me, Legend, and I believe you helped one of them once. In fact, I must thank you for your efforts. Without you, A'xia would still belong to Matthias Kinjaku, the Broken Angel."

Neither Gem nor Mana spoke. They both turned slowly, away from the lake, to face the one who had made the proclamation. He sat upon a giant rock outcropping across the path from the two reborn sons of Bane, the three aforementioned Crystal Hunters standing by the base of the rock. The gray-robed, black-armored demon smiled gaudily from beneath his hood. At his side stood an ordinary-looking man in common thief's garb and a figure cloaked in such concealing garb that not a single patch of skin was visible.

"Luke! Mark! Why are you—" Gem was cut off as Mana broke in.

"Kieku! Explain yourself immediately!" Mana yelled. "Who are these people? What are your intentions?"

"These people? Only one of them is a person. The other two... well, you'll see soon enough. They are all minions of mine. My intentions? To gather the Crystals of Mana. My immediate goal? To kill both you and Legend, there." The demon in the gray robes drew a shining white sword and spun it around twice before brandishing it menacingly.

"So you <i>are</i> Legend Reborn?" Mana whispered to Gem. "And these people... you know them?"

"The demon is Ji'Lopan," Gem muttered, backing away from Kieku's group as he spoke. "I suppose I know less about the other two than I thought. Hey, Luke! Why are you here?"

"We've been serving Kieku for some time now, kid," the Joker replied. "How do you think Kieku found you so easily in UnderMist? You walked right up to me, called yourself Legend. How much more help could I have in my task of relaying information to the boss?" The Thief snickered.

"Do you have any more of that Jikkuu in you, ...Mana?" Gem asked quietly, keeping his eyes trained on the advancing demon. "I have no means to defend us at the moment."

"I'm worn out, ...Legend," Mana replied. "I already fought a Ly'ban—"

"That's right!" Gem exclaimed. "Kieku! With some difficulty, I understand Ji'Lopan's reasons, but how were you able to control other Ly'ban? How did you make them serve you and attack the Guardian Heir? You're not with the Inferno!"

"Demons are stupid beasts," Kieku scoffed. "All it takes is some convincing from one of their own." Mana noticed the one Gem called Luke tremble, as if angered greatly. The demon—Ji'Lopan—seemed to have no problems with Kieku's statement as he dashed forward, still smiling, closing the distance between himself and the mage at a frightening rate. Mana stepped backwards, following Gem's lead, but didn't hold as steady a stance as the trained fighter.

"Mana, get down!" Gem yelled as the demon swung. Mana dropped to his knees and then fell over to one side, avoiding the blow but leaving himself completely open to further attacks. Tangled in his rich royal robes, he could do nothing but flail wildly in the mud. The demon, towering above him, prepared to drive its shining sword, a sword which Mana realized could be nothing other than one of the dreaded Chaos Blades, through his body. Gem jumped in between the two, grabbing the Ly'ban's sword hand with both of his and pushing it away. 

"You want to wrestle with me, brat? Haven't we seen that your strength..." With one shove, the Ly'ban tossed Gem five feet back, right into the icy waters of Lake Vise. "...is no match for mine?" Mana heard Gem splashing in the water, but couldn't look back at the lake. His eyes were locked on the Ly'ban's blade, once again poised to skewer him.

"Wait, Ji!" The Ly'ban hesitated on hearing Gem's desperate voice, its eyes shifted to focus on the water behind Mana. "Don't you remember when you fought Kieku at the hospital in southern Verga all those years ago? You said that you were going to protect Mana and me from him! You said that you were a proponent of Fate, and that Kieku's interference would surely fail! Don't you remember?" The splashing subsided as Gem dragged himself onto the shore by the frightened mage. "Remember, Ji! How can you be working with this man?"

The Ly'ban didn't react immediately.

"Kill them, demon," Kieku commanded sternly.

"Hurry up, Lopan," the Joker called derisively. "Else Kieku's hypothesis may become justified."

"Don't do it, Ji. Remember—"

"SHUT UP, LEGEND!" the Ly'ban roared, rearing back like a wild creature and slashing at the air before him with its now-blazing Kaiblade. "No, Legend wouldn't snivel like this. It's disgusting." The demon calmed down and took a deep rasping breath. "You're not Legend, kid. You're just some nameless bastard descended of a murderer. You're a man of convenience, aren't you? If it gives you purpose, stick it to Fate. When your ass needs saving, you come running back to it. I tried to raise you well, to give you a place in the world and a grand purpose. But nothing good is good enough for you—you need to hinder everyone else as well! 'No, Ji, I've found a cousin'—'No, Ji, stay away'—'No, Ji, I won't serve Chaos with you'—" Mana gasped. "I've had it with you, brat. Please just die."

Mana looked on in horror as the Ly'ban stepped over him and swung out with his Kaiblade, scoring deep into Gem's chest.

"Legend!" cried the mage as red flames burst out of the man's body and he disappeared.

"Blazes," cursed the Ly'ban. "Has he become a master in just two weeks? How is he able to access the Net so casually?"

"One night," corrected the Joker. "When examining his powers yesterday afternoon, I could identify no clear signature. Now, there is still a mass of Jikkuu floating about him that I cannot make sense of, but he clearly has the ability to access the Net. I could tell before he entered it that it was an option."

"Next time, say something," growled Kieku. "Ji'Lopan, finish up here and then pursue that stupid thief. I want him dead, you hear?"

"Th-thief...?" Mana stuttered, still lying motionless on the ground.

"Yes, <i>Milord</i>, thief," Kieku laughed. "You thought that just because The Purge is wrong, any descendant of Gem al'Kondo is a holy servant? No Entities bless that man's footsteps, boy. Take a good look at this situation: he's even gone and escaped without you. Leaving his cousin behind, does he have no heart? More importantly, does he have no sense of duty? You're the Guardian Heir- as a citizen of the Alliance, your safety should be his first priority. Ji'Lopan, you say you tried to raise him well, but apparently you did as good a job of that as you just did of killing him."

Ji'Lopan didn't reply.

"Though maybe you're onto something with that 'not Legend' thing there, demon. Legend would never abandon his darling younger brother."

"He abandoned me in death." The words came from Mana's mouth, though he didn't intend to speak them, and he was very much surprised to hear them. Kieku blinked twice and then completely lost control, giving way to a storm of laughs. Ji'Lopan and the Joker laughed as well, the Joker's laugh barely audible next to Ji'Lopan's mad rasping cackle.

"Oh, that makes my day! Thank you for being slow, Ji'Lopan." Kieku began laughing again, this time at his own joke.

"He abandoned me in death, I said." Mana's voice became stern and his eyes hard. Slowly, he disentangled his feet and pushed himself up into a sitting position. "I don't recall saying that he has abandoned me now. In my previous life, Legend stood by my side because he believed in me. He died because he refused to leave me any other way. I can't let that trust down now." 

A powerful wind leapt up around the Guardian Heir, causing Ji'Lopan to jump back. Mana rose slowly, his hair whipping out every which way. His mud-stained green robes billowed slightly as he stood and assumed a stronger stance. For a whole minute, Mana stood motionless, arms spread and face towards the heavens. Then, thousands of tiny blue lines began intertwining with the air and the wind became visible, a raging beast constructed entirely of force. Mana's eyes opened and he swung his arms to point in the direction of Kieku. A flash of gestures, a mad dance of fingers, and the wind charged the old man, turning rocks to powder in its wake.

The Joker raised a hand, and black lines shot forth from his finger tips into the tangle of blue that now comprised the outline of the beast that Mana had summoned from the wind. The wind's attack halted instantly as its form began to quiver. Purple tentacles burst out of the ground around the wind beast and began constricting it, gripping tighter and tighter. The Joker clenched his gloved hand into a fist, and Mana's magic shattered, the tentacles disappearing as a powerful nova of wind exploded outwards from the point where the beast had been stopped.

Mana's brow furrowed.

"You're a mage, too?"

"Something like that," the Joker replied. "I'm impressed by the level of your wind-manipulation, Milord. It's quite high for one who had no teacher. Though it should go without saying, you can't defeat me with that kind of Jikkuu."

"I'd noticed," Mana said angrily. "It seems that against you, giving power a physical form is unnecessary. Take this!" Closing his eyes, he leaned forward. The wind picked up once again, this time carrying red lines. Within seconds, the air around the Joker burst into bright orange flames.

"Do you realize how futile this is, Milord? More importantly, Lopan, why don't you go ahead and finish him off?" The Joker literally brushed the fire aside, sweeping it away down the path with a wave of his hand.

"He can't... you know do <i>that</i>, right?" Ji'Lopan asked hesitantly.

"You never know just what a mage is capable of," the Joker replied. "His level allows for it."

"I hate these type of gambles," Ji'Lopan declared. "It was fine and all when he was showing no sign of resistance, but I'd really rather not go down to his magic. You take him, Luke."

"I don't particularly like gambles myself," the Joker commented. "Besides, you're the one with the Kaiblade. You take him."

"Here you go." The Ly'ban tossed its blade towards the Joker, who dodged it nimbly and allowed it to sink its tip into the ground.

"Kieku ordered <i>you</i>—"

"Kieku is getting very, <i>very</i> angry," the old man cut in, rage in his voice. "You've both lived longer than I, and you're bickering like bratty little children. I don't care which of you does it. Blazes, I'll do it myself!" Kieku raised one hand towards the sky and closed his eyes. Gray flames burst out of nothing and flowed into his hand. Slowly, he brought his arm down, palm facing Mana. "I could have done this a long time ago, kid. However, killing you within the Mana Palace wasn't the best idea. It seems that that Guhnss failed to finish you on the <i>Vapor</i>, though that's okay—he and his airship were both expendable. Truth be told, all I needed was for you to leave the Mana Palace. Taking this trip was the worst move you could have possibly made. Outside of that sanctuary, you're vulnerable, an easy target. And the one who proposed the trip to you? Julien Tryn? He's—"

"Mana! Let's go!" In a flash of red, Gem stood at Mana's side. "I'll explain my delay later. Right now, we need to run." There was another flash of red and millions of tiny, warm flames burst into being around Mana. He felt as though he was looking past a doorway that could not be walked through, staring at a desolate landscape of charred buildings and burning fields where seconds before had been dusty path, rocks, and enemies. Mana felt Gem tug his arm, and tried to step forward, following him into this unfamiliar world of destruction. He stumbled at the threshold and fell to his knees. The Guardian Heir was vaguely aware of Gem picking him up, and then lost consciousness.
