Twenty-one

Mana was awoken in the morning, nine days after receiving the Aqua Crystal, by the sounds of talking. He dressed quickly and made his way downstairs, where he saw his cousin talking to the Thief. Both were standing, and neither seemed calm. Julien, on seeing Mana, halted the conversation with an upraised palm and turned to face the mage as the Thief sat down on the sofa.

"Have you yet seen the sword Gem made you?"

"No. Is he done already?"

"I think so. He won't show any of us, but he told me and the Joker about what it does. It should make your Jikkuu much stronger, he says." Julien smiled at his younger cousin. "Isn't it nice of Legend to be making us weapons?"

"With the runes?" Mana asked, ignoring the jab at Gem. "It amplifies Jikkuu with the power of rune letters?"

"Yeah, or so I gather. He's already made a trinket for the Joker, and it seems to work in the same manner. The spear he's making me is runed to weigh close to nothing." 

"So they're more than just weapons..."

"They're like tools," the Thief put in. "That's how Luke explained it to me. They have a purpose beyond slashing an enemy, a use." He seemed comfortable as he spoke. "Tools. Luke makes everything so simple." Mana frowned. Since joining their group, neither the Joker nor the Thief had been around much. The Joker, in aiding Gem, ended up spending most of his time at the forge; the Thief, normally uncomfortable around Mana, avoided lingering in the manor.

"Tools to be used, hmm?"

"Yeah." The Thief looked extremely pleased with himself, grinning as he responded.

"That seems almost insulting to my brother. The pieces of his soul, tools?" Mana half-pouted as he considered what to make of the Thief's attitude.

"Oh, come now, Milord. Doesn't it sound better as 'tool?' Legend's soul-forging, rune letters, whatever it is... it's creepy," the Thief pronounced. "A tool... a weapon enhanced to fulfill a certain role, it's much nicer, isn't it?"

"Hey now," Julien warned.

"It's okay," Mana assured his cousin. "But why," he addressed the Thief, "just out of curiosity, say, why can't you accept the supernatural?" The Thief looked away from the Guardian Heir. His grin was no more, replaced now with a look of anxiety.

"I'm fine with it, really," the Thief said, sweating slightly, the ease in his voice dissipating rapidly. "It's just weird. But I'm fine. Tools are just tools, nothing weird about them."

"Weird?"

"I'm going," the Thief announced as he stood abruptly. "Luke told me to meet him back at Gem's forge around this time."

"Should I come along?" Julien asked.

"No," the Thief insisted. "I'll go alone. Besides, isn't Oberon out? Who'll hold the fort if you leave?"

"Mana's here," Julien remarked.

"Can Mana fight?"

"Better than I can when I'm weaponless," Julien smiled. "He's a budding Guardian Mage, after all."

"You still use that term, even after your own family slaughtered them?" the Thief laughed, perspiring heavily now. "And, while the Guardians continue to silence Jikkuu users around the world, our beloved Guardian Heir Mana II lives in luxury, unhounded by the laws of the past. I'm going now."

"Hey!" Julien called after him, but the sound of the manor door slamming shut drowned out his voice. Through the window he could see the man dashing down the street, the ends of his brown rags trailing behind him. The Lord of Tryn sighed before turning back to his younger cousin. Mana stood in the other doorway, having just descended from his bedchamber. He was clad in his regular green robes and his long red hair was done up in a ponytail.

"Morning, Jul," Mana chuckled lightly.

"What a way to start the day," Julien commented sadly, turning back to the window. "He said a lot just now, but don't let what he says get to you, Mana. He's fairly typical in his phobia, and it's nothing against him, really. But more importantly, do you want to come to the forge? Or should I go and bring back your sword?"

"I should probably stay here, right? The general said—"

"Don't listen to that Oberon fellow," Julien smiled. "He's just easily excitable." Mana looked his cousin the eye and paused deliberately before responding.

"His argument made sense to me, Jul. If I go out there, and people realize that yes, there's a sanctioned mage here... the Thief is right, you know. And I know this from all my time at the palace. Commoners who remember what happened eighty years ago hate me. I'm a symbol of our family's hypocrisy. I feel uneasy here, Jul. This place is full of those who oppose our country's laws. I'm sure there are dabblers, and they'd just as soon use me as a figurehead, just like Oberon said. I understand that, Jul. That's why I should stay here. Oberon's smart, you know."

"It seems you're won over completely," the Lord of Tryn sighed.

"What?"

"No, nevermind. I have some information to share with you, information I learned at Gem's forge yesterday. The Joker has been helping Gem with the forging, you see, investing little bits of magic here and there to enhance the runes. As they work, the Joker tells Gem stories. The fellow knows a lot, it's fairly impressive. Yesterday I listened in, and overheard the Joker discussing his encounter with 'The Eyes,' that sentinel he'd mentioned when he joined with us."

"The Eyes of Bane?"

"That's the one. Apparently, The Eyes is a single being that works for Bane as an omniscient observer. From his home, he watches everything that goes on in this world. Traditionally, he has never interfered in anything, remaining impartial and reporting his knowledge to Bane's other servants, the Entities, the god-spirits we worship in our shrines and churches today. However, this time, he has directly contacted someone other than the Entities. According to the Joker, The Eyes visited the two of them, but the Thief told me later that they were the ones who visited him, somehow. That the pair woke to find themselves where he resides."

"Where does he reside?" Mana asked, slightly awed. Having been deprived of books when he lived in the palace, hearing tell of the world's lore was exciting.

"According to the Thief, The Eyes lives in a place called the Hall of Dracon. I asked Gem to check it out in that library he's in love with, but he refused, claiming that he's busy with his work in the forge—in fact, he's been so busy he hasn't even come home these past few days, right? The Joker refused to comment, claiming that he is unfamiliar with this hall the Thief mentioned. I'm not too sure what to make of this, but it means that either one or both of the pair is lying to us."

Mana could barely resist smiling. He found hilarious irony in Julien denouncing others as liars. Choosing to remain silent, he looked up at his cousin with a questioning look.

"Well, don't let it worry you, Mana. The important thing is The Eyes' role in our Crystal Hunt. I doubt that he'll be coming down to guide us along every step of the way, but his knowledge could prove key to being successful. I'll try to coax more information out of the Joker and the Thief. I overheard something interesting regarding the Crystals, and what they represent..." Julien smiled, almost wickedly, "... and something about other worlds."

Mana's eyes widened. He remained in the doorway, gaping, as his older cousin moved towards the door. The Crystals. The Eyes. The Hall of Dracon. Other worlds. Nai.

"Wait," Mana said quietly, then his volume increasing as he cried out, "what do you know, Julien? What do you know?" The mage stepped out of the doorway, backwards, stumbling against the bottom stair. The door through which his cousin had exited the manor grew further away as the stairwell walls shrunk in on him. <i>Where am I? This isn't my room at the top of the eastern tower. This isn't where I belong. This is neither palace nor glade. Why am I here? Where's Jul? No... that isn't my life! Where are my brothers? Where are you, Legend?</i>

---

When Mana woke, he was lying at the foot of the stairs, surrounded by greenery. One of Oberon's soldiers was sitting on the landing at the top of the staircase, looking down at him curiously. Mana pushed himself up weakly, keeping his eyes focused on the Eldran. Brown hair, darkened by the cold and mist of Terra. Green eyes, almost gray in the poor lighting of the stairwell. A boyish face, soft and round.

"How old are you?" Mana asked.

"Nineteen years, Milord."

"You have no excuse," the Guardian Heir sighed.

"Pardon, Milord?"

"Nothing, I was just thinking to myself." Mana didn't remove his piercing blue eyes from the militiaman. Visibly disturbed by the mage's scrutiny, the youth withdrew into himself slightly, pulling his knees in. Neither moved for minutes. Gradually, curiosity began to glow in the youth's face, and finally he spoke.

"May I speak freely, sire?"

Mana nodded slightly, not taking his eyes off the Eldran.

"I'd just like to say that it's beautiful, Milord. I—I—I know I may be out of line saying this, but there are many who say your gift is evil, but I think that it's beautiful, I really think it is! I used to help my dad in the fields before the Marauders attacked my village, and we were pretty close, you see, and he would take me into the woods from time to time, and show me all the pretty plants, and... and seeing this sort of reminded me of those days, and... how do I say this... I think your gift isn't bad, Milord! It's a gift, Milord!"

Mana removed his eyes from the youth to look around. Thick green vines, healthy as any in a forest, had burst from the stone walls, and now wound about the floor haphazardly amidst chunks of displaced masonry. Lush patches of grass sprinkled the wooden floor and flowers of every color dotted them. The Guardian Heir looked down at his feet to see that the life had spread from there, that this burst of flora had originated from him. He stood in the middle of a thick verdant patch of grasses and weeds, the vines extending away from him. One of them had crawled along the railing and a large leaf protruded from its tip, inches away from the Eldran's shoulder.

"What is this?"

"It's your magic, isn't it, Milord? It's amazing."

"What's your name, soldier?" Mana asked, still looking around at the flora that had sprung up in the middle of the underground manor.

"Arsi, Milord."

"Thank you, Arsi. But my power really is something to hate."

"What?" The smile the youth had formed at the thanks disappeared with the word hate. "But it did this!" The militiaman gestured towards the greenery.

"I don't understand how these flowers bloomed," the mage admitted, "but my power is that which will tear this world apart."

"You're being overdramatic, Milord," came a soft voice from behind the Guardian Heir. Mana turned to see the Joker sitting on the sofa, facing the stairs. "This blossoming is most certainly your power. Your power as Mana, son of Bane, not as a Jikkuu-using Guardian. It's beautiful, the life that springs up around you."

"The life that springs up around me?" Mana asked, stepping into the living room.

"Should you really be sitting around there, soldier?" the Joker asked, addressing the Eldran youth. "Upstairs with you."

"Uh, yes!" he cried, scrambling up the stairs and disappearing into the sleeping quarters.

"When did you get here?" Mana asked of the Joker, ignoring the militiaman's retreat. "And did anyone else return from the forge?"

"No, I'm the only one who's come back, to my knowledge. I was here when you woke up, same as that Eldran boy, enjoying the spectacle."

"Spectacle?"

"Yes. As you slept, all these plants popped out of the walls and floor. It was something else, I tell you. As one who's seen similar miracles with fire and shadow, it was quite satisfying. I guess there was a misunderstanding the other day—the unstable power of Mana was not his magic, per se."

"But what <i>is</i> it?"

"It's the power of Mana. Surely you know that each of the old god's names meant something in the old tongue of men?"

"I didn't know that," Mana confessed.

"Blazes, what do they teach in your schools?" the Joker questioned.

"I never went to school, though," Mana defended. "I was confined to my room up until a month ago."

"Ah, because of The Purge?" Mana nodded and the Joker sighed. "That's unpleasant... well, all the gods had—no, have—meaningful names. Some of them have been translated into our current common tongue, and that translation has replaced their old name—for example, Chaos, or Bane, or Legend. But the majority of the names haven't been replaced with their translation—Maha, Zukro, Mana, Nai, the names of the Dragons."

"So what do they mean?"

"Bane's three children were Life, Legend, and Time. You are Life. Zukro is Time."

"Is? I thought he—"

"Foolishness. He lives."

"He lives? But brother and I felt him go, we felt his life disappear, and—" Mana spoke as if in a daze, his eyes wide and his words pushing themselves from his lips only with great effort. There was no way that Zukro could be alive. Mana had been immobilized with pain for the better part of a day, his every extremity racked with the realization that his older brother was gone.

"He lives as Ragnarr, lieutenant of the Inferno," the Joker asserted. "He was brought back to life by the sentinel of Bane. Listen, Milord, this is between you and me. Don't tell Gem, or Oberon, and most certainly not Julien. Ji'Lopan killed Zukro. This much is true. But upon dying, The Eyes summoned his soul to the Hall of Dracon, the alternate dimension wherein resides The Eyes. The Eyes gave him life once more, and, once more claimed by Maha, Zukro has returned to the Inferno."

"So he's alive!" Mana sighed with relief.

"I'm surprised you couldn't feel it," the Joker commented. "Though you really shouldn't be happy that Zukro's alive, him being a fearsome enemy to you and all. Getting back to what I was saying, these names all had meaning. Maha, meaning 'evil,' was the name of Bane's greatest enemy. You, Mana, gave rise to life. Legend created the weapons of legendary heroes. Zukro transcended time to become an eternal being."

"So these plants..."

"Are the product of you being you. It is outbursts like these that made your power unstable and dangerous; no doubt this manifestation of your former self has come as a result of you touching the Aqua Crystal. Here you have created life in a radius of approximately..." the Joker scanned around, "five feet. With each additional Crystal, you will likely increase this radius dramatically, and with the last one, your influence will be so great that reality itself will crumble as easily as these stone walls."

"So it is to be hated, after all?" Mana asked cautiously, his eyebrows raising slightly in worry.

"Not until you've joined with all of the Crystals," the Joker reassured him. "Now, where is the Aqua Crystal, if I may ask?"

"Right here," said Mana, fishing in a pocket of his robes. He pulled out the blue gem and held it out for the Joker. "Why do you ask?"

"What do we do if you're running and it slips out of your pocket? You should find a more secure way to wear it. Maybe around your neck, or something. Think about it, and once you've decided, I can take you to Gem's forge. I'm sure he could make you whatever you like, and gladly, at that."

"Gladly?"

"Indeed. He's pretty gung-ho on the soul-forging thing at the moment. I don't know if he realizes that embracing this part of Legend is hypocritical." The Joker sighed, and then stood. "He doesn't seem to have grown that spine yet..."

"You sound like Jul," Mana laughed.

"Anyway, you think about it. I'll be upstairs."

"I've got it already," Mana said quickly, catching the Joker right before he passed him in the stairwell. "I was thinking maybe an earring."

"Whatever pleases you, Milord," the Joker said, and while Mana couldn't make out the demon's shadow-covered features, he was sure that it was smiling. "Shall we head to the forge?"

"Sure."

The two strode out of the manor, the Joker in the lead, and took only a few steps along the street before stopping. The air around them was unusually heavy and the torches lining the road flared green, then orange, then white, then green again. The usually red surfaces of the rock buildings shimmered purple and yellow.

"This isn't good," the Joker laughed grimly.

"What's this overpowering aura of Jikkuu? Even Kieku—" Mana was cut off before he could complete his sentence, the Joker's usually soft voice hitting hard and fast.

"This isn't one man." The street before them erupted into black flames and crumbled away. Buildings right and left disappeared as they were smashed into oblivion by giant purple tentacles of tainted Jikkuu. "Milord, you should hide."

"What's going on?" Mana cried, pocketing the Aqua Crystal and taking a few steps backwards in the direction of the manor's door. Thick brown smoke from the explosions covered the street, and nothing could be seen beyond it. The Joker spread out his arms and crouched down.

"Run, Mana!" cried the cloaked demon, soft voice replaced with a harsh rasp.

Striding out of the smoke came one gray-robed figure, and then another, and another, and another. They wore black steel gauntlets and carried black lacquered scabbards and black spikes protruded from the shoulders of their garments. Bright red eyes shone from beneath their hoods. In unison, as they stepped out of the obscuring haze, they drew their blades, blades that shone whiter than white, a blinding white, a white so white it mimicked all the other colors at once.

Out onto the streets of UnderMist poured wave after wave of Ly'ban.
