Twenty-three

Bits of hushed conversation came to Mana as he struggled to open his eyes.

"It would be better for him not to know." Gem was talking, by the sound of it, but Mana didn't know what he was discussing. <i>Who would be better off not knowing what?</i>

"He's coming to." The Joker.

Mana lifted his eyelids slowly and squinted to focus. He was lying on a bed in one of the chambers of the manor. Above him, glowing brightly, was a chandelier, and all around him were his companions—Gem, Julien, the Joker, General Oberon, even the Thief. Peeking through the doorway was the familiar boyish face of a militiaman. The mage smiled faintly as he realized that his new Eldran friend had come to see him.

"What happened?"

"You're alright, Mana!" Julien cried happily, grabbing his right hand and squeezing it. "We were all worried about you."

"I'm alright, yes, but what happened?" Mana looked from face to face, searching for some clue as to why he was under such surveillance. Each man in the room wore an expression that revealed as much as the Joker's faceless hood.

"You fell and hit your head," Gem said briefly. "It looks like it was nothing serious, though you should probably get some more rest." He turned his back on Mana and strode from the room, passing Arsi's nose in the doorway. Julien let go of the mage's hand and stepped back from the bed.

"Gem's right, you should rest more," he insisted, and then followed Gem through the door. The Thief scurried after him. Oberon, who had been crouching at the foot of Mana's bed, stood up and stretched. The Joker remained where he was, sitting on a stool by Mana's pillow.

Oberon inclined his head to the Guardian Heir and then left the room himself.

"I guess I'll be resting then, Luke," Mana sighed, and turned over under the sheets, turning his back to the Joker's sudden shudder. Closing his eyes, he sought sleep. 

---

Gem looked down at the sleeping Mana.

"You said he does not remember anything?"

"He woke briefly in the night, and didn't seem to remember that the Ly'ban were ever here," the Joker replied softly. Oberon, Julien, and the Thief looked on in silence as the mage dozed quietly. "Should I remind him of it all?"

"What do you mean by all?" Julien asked.

"That the Ly'ban attacked Mist, that I'm one of them, that I taught him how to End them, that the three of you—" the Joker indicated Gem, Julien, and Oberon—"fought against the Ly'ban with runeblades, that you were killed... the whole deal."

"I was supposed to have become better at soul-forging," Gem murmured. "It was a mistake to make the sword I made for Mana, an unforgivable mistake. That he was beginning to tear Bane's order—"

"You did what you could to give him the means to fight the Inferno," Julien begrudged him.

"I'm not faulting anyone with anything," the Joker stated matter-of-factly. "But do we tell him or not?"

Julien bit his lip and the general shrugged.

"Doesn't concern me," Oberon declared. "My only concern is your strength, Joker," he added, echoing the thoughts of the others in the room. The blue-haired, red-eyed soldier crouched by the foot of Mana's bed, the hem of his cloak draped about the floor around him. "And I don't guess you plan to explain it."

The Thief remained motionless as he muttered, "Do what you think is best, Luke."

Gem thought for a moment, gazing down at the peaceful face of the red-haired mage boy, considering the power of the runeblade he'd crafted and the destruction Mana had wrought wielding it. White fire had shot through the ranks of the Ly'ban, cutting enormous swathes through the demon host. All of Gem's senses had been played with as the mage, in his semi-conscious stupor, altered reality. The bounty-hunter realized that he was afraid of the weapon he'd made.

"It would be better for him not to know."

"He's coming to," noted the Joker as the mage stirred. Quickly, those around the bed exchanged nods, and their faces became stone. Mana blinked wearily and then squinted, seeming to have a hard time focusing.

"What happened?" he mumbled.

"You're alright, Mana! We were all worried about you." Inside, Gem was sickened by Julien's acting, but he knew that he had asked for it. There was no backing out unless he wanted to explain everything to Mana, and that could well lead to the mage going berserk again.

"I'm alright, yes, but what happened?" Mana turned his gaze from face to face. Gem wondered to himself if the mage did in fact remember the events leading up to his presumed memory loss. When Mana's eyes landed on Gem, the bounty hunter felt his face itching, burning to move, his lips dying to let out the truth. Reminding himself of his fear, he gathered himself and spoke, as briefly as he could.

"You fell and hit your head. It looks like it was nothing serious, though you should probably get some more rest." He couldn't leave the room fast enough. Turning on his heel, he strode from the room, his cloak billowing out behind him as he moved. As he crossed the threshold, he noticed one of Oberon's men, a young Eldran, snooping around in the hall just outside Mana's chamber.

As he left the room, he could hear the Lord of Tryn urging Mana to sleep.

Gem sighed as he traversed the hall and descended the stairs to the living room. There in the corner, propped up against the wall, were the four new runeblades he'd crafted over the last week and a half. Julien's spear reached almost to the high ceiling, its haft covered in the tiny scratch marks that were a 'hasten' rune. It broad head was marked with the blue runes of 'block' and 'End.' Gem smiled to himself as he admired his handiwork. He had managed to make Julien a solid weapon that could be wielded with dexterity despite its great size. 

Its blade making a triangular pyramid with the room's walls, Oberon's axe rested on its head, two-foot-long haft propped up alongside Julien's spear. The edges of its blade were wreathed in green, a visual disturbance caused by the runes set within it; the 'fountain' that could draw water from the axe's victims and 'rend,' which tore any metal to pieces. Also leaning against Julien's spear was the long hilt of Gem's sword, the blade of which shimmered faintly, only semi-transparent in the room's candlelight. Lying flat on the ground alongside these three was the scabbard of Mana's new blade. Seeing its black casing and leather-bound handle, Gem averted his eyes and slowly picked his way towards the sofa. He collapsed back into it and looked up at the ceiling, shading his eyes from the crystal chandelier's glare.

The bounty hunter's thoughts were plagued with questions. He raised one hand to his brow and ran his fingers over his metal forehead protector, caressing the embossed red circle. Gem's gray eyes were still as he stared blankly into the space beyond his gloved wrist.

<i>Why did the Ly'ban come to UnderMist, in such great numbers at one time? Has something begun to move in the Inferno? Why is the Joker capable of using ordinary Jikkuu, the school of magic that was supposed to have died out with the Guardian Magi eighty years ago? Why did Julien let down his guard and allow himself to be killed by the demons? How did the Joker dispose of the demons, and how did he undo the damage to the street, and how did he revive us?</i>

Even before he could finish mentally formulating his questions, he heard footsteps in the stairwell and jumped up. The Joker came down into the living room and nodded calmly to Gem, gesturing for him to sit back down. Gem shrank back onto the sofa, his gaze remaining fixed on the darkness under the Joker's hood.

"I figured we needed to talk."

Gem nodded dumbly.

"You probably have a lot of questions, but your confusion is keeping you from asking them. I'll start talking, alright? You interrupt me whenever you feel like it." Gem nodded again, and the Joker spoke after a brief pause. "I suppose I should start from the beginning... as I may have already told you, I was the runt of the one Ly'ban litter. This was some three thousand years ago, and Maha's army being extremely limited at the time, he wanted to make the most of every one of us Ly'ban. I was given special attention so that my magical powers would make up for what I lacked physically." The Joker walked over to the counter and took a seat on one of the stools, facing Gem. "I was entrusted to Ragnarr, Maha's lieutenant. You know him better as Zukro. Ragnarr taught me a lot of things, and over almost three thousand years he and I worked together to perfect our powers. He sought Jikkuu; I sought the power of words. We both reached our goals and taught eachother what we knew, and then I, hating Ragnarr for his betrayal of his brothers in the first fight against Maha, left the Inferno, marking myself a traitor as well."

"If Zukro and you taught eachother all your findings, then why couldn't he beat Ji?" Gem asked quickly.

"Ragnarr was a better teacher than I," the Joker laughed, "but there's no guarantee that I could defeat Ji'Lopan, even with the powers I have. I learned Jikkuu from Ragnarr, learned how to End my brothers and how to cast spells without invoking the Taint." The Joker hesitated for a moment and then went on. "Do let me know if I begin to ramble. Now, my own studies opened the path to the Phrases, the individual powers of the original gods: alterations in Bane's order without relying on the Jikkuu system of manipulation. Combining the two, I was able to create what I called the 'End Circle,' effectively a closed space in which nothing but Ending exists. Using it, I annihilated the Ly'ban that came to UnderMist yesterday. Then, using Ragnarr's Phrase, or rather Zukro's, that of Time, I unwound your deaths. That should explain everything that happened yesterday. Any questions?"

"Many more," Gem said, his head spinning, "but not many that will be answered through your explanations. I am glad you were here to destroy the Infernals, Luke, and I am glad that you were able to 'unwind my death,' as you put it, but there's still a lot about you that I simply do not understand."

"Does it unnerve you that a Ly'ban such as I can be so just and caring?" the Joker chuckled.

"No, Luke," Gem said, almost forcefully, and then he hung his head and looked away. "Between the first time I saw him fight, ten years ago, and the first time I fought him seriously, last month, Ji seemed more human than demon to me. I never doubted that Ly'ban were capable of being considerate."

"Ah, kid, you're stirring up conflict inside me. On the one hand, you call me Luke, and treat me like an equal being, which makes me happy. On the other, you see me as Ji'Lopan, and that just pisses me off."

"I do  not—"

"You do," the Joker rasped. "Look, kid. I understand that you lost what family you had when you were little, and that you were imprisoned for a brief spell at Ky'Ebi, and that Ji'Lopan rescued you, after a fashion, and took care of you in his own twisted way, but he's a Ly'ban, dedicated to—"

"Aren't you proof that Ji is more than just some demon?" Gem asked quietly, raising an eyebrow as he looked straight into the depths of the Joker's cowl.

"I... I suppose I could be," the Joker murmured, and turned away. "More importantly," he coughed, changing the subject abruptly, "about that sword you forged for Mana."

"What about it?"

"Are you going to give it back to him?" 

"No," the bounty hunter replied, "I am not. I need to protect him from the true strength of his power." The Joker whistled. Gem smiled and closed his eyes. "That is what I would have said a few weeks back, at least. But things are different now; I made a decision when I took the Aqua Crystal."

"To be Legend?"

"I have understood what it means to be Legend for years, Luke. I decided that I am Legend, but that I am also Gem. I am me. I will overcome Fate while protecting Mana, just like I promised. Thanks to the push you gave me, I will not falter anymore in those pursuits. I will give him the sword, and caution him against using it, but I will not be so hypocritical as to control the life of another."

"I'm impressed, kid," the Joker said, and then shrugged. "I didn't expect you to grow up so fast."

"My name isn't kid, Luke," Gem said, removing his hand from his headband and standing tall. "I'm Gem, great-grandson of Gem al'Kondo, of the Mana Line." He grinned as he walked over to the counter where the Joker sat. "I look forward to working with you from now on." He extended his hand and the Joker grasped it, nodding. After a slow handshake, Gem made his way to the corner and picked up the weapon he'd made Mana. Clutching the black scabbard tightly, he nodded to the Joker. 

"I'll wrap this in cloth. I think even touching the exposed hilt enhances Mana's powers too much."

"A wise decision," the Joker commented, and then hopped off his stool. "I'm going to go for a walk and see what UnderMist is up to." So saying, he crossed the room and exited the manor. Gem sighed as he watched the door swing shut, allowing his smile to disappear, and then took a step in the direction of the stairs. His questions regarding the Joker had more or less been answered, but more troubling problems remained.

As Gem put his booted right foot on the first stair, he noticed a shadow fall on the upper steps. He remained motionless as Julien appeared at the landing, his eyes downcast and head hanging. The Lord of Tryn paused upon seeing Gem and then hurried down the stairs, passing the bounty hunter without saying a word. Gem turned and followed Julien with his eyes. The lord's shoulders almost reached his ears, and all in all he made a rather pitiful sight.

"Why?" he asked quietly.

"Why what?" Julien retorted, anger dulled by sorrow full in his voice.

"Why did you stop fighting? Did you want to die?"

Julien turned around, grinding his teeth, his bangs swaying about his shining blue eyes.

"Do you <i>think</i> I wanted to die?!" he yelled, and suddenly he was no longer diminutive at all. "What were <i>you</i> doing, asking stupid questions in the middle of the fight? Of course I was fighting to protect Mana! It was obvious! Yet you asked those questions, as if trying to confuse me, and—"

"I just wanted to know why we were fighting the Ly'ban..."

"Blazes you did, you son of a bitch!"

Gem took a step backwards up the stairs, taken aback by Julien's verbal assault. His lips trembled as he sought words that weren't there, some sort of explanation, some form of justification. Julien remained just inside the living room, seething, his eyes fixed on Gem's, his whole body shaking as he panted.

"Julien—" Gem started, not sure where to go from there, but was cut off before he could figure out what to say. Julien turned and dashed to the corner of the room where the weapons lay and grabbed his spear in one hand.

"You want to know what it feels like to die?" Julien asked, his voice suddenly calm.

"No, I actually was also—" Gem ducked as the runespear was hurled his way. The middle two stairs crumbled as it made contact with them, a small blast of orange emanating from the point of impact. Gem stumbled back down the two steps he'd climbed and staggered into the middle of the living room. As soon as he recovered his footing, Julien was upon him, wielding his own runeblade, the blade that shimmered in the light. Gem quickly brought up the scabbard of Mana's sword, blocking Julien's strike. The lord pressed his attack down upon the upraised sheath until Gem gave a hefty push, knocking Julien back and giving himself time to run to the other side of the room, where he stood against the wall, calculating the situation.

"What's going on down here?" the Thief asked as he came down the stairs. "Lord Tryn, your spear is in the stairs..." The Thief's jaw dropped as he saw Julien readying himself to charge Gem, brandishing the nigh-invisible sword. "Lord Tryn?"

"Don't talk now, Mark!" Julien shouted, sprinting at Gem. Gem dodged to the side, narrowly evading the blow, and ran around Julien to the stairs.

"Stop this madness, Julien," he urged.

"You got me killed," Julien seethed. "How am I supposed to stop?"

"You are just taking your confusion out on me!" Gem cried. "Stop or I will draw this sword."

"Blazes you will," Julien taunted, dashing forward and charging Gem once more. The bounty hunter clenched his jaw and pulled Mana's sword from its sheath. "You won't," Julien laughed as he approached Gem and swung.

"Stop this!" the Thief cried. "Why are you fighting?"

"I did not want to have to do this to my own sword," Gem sighed, and then tossed the black scabbard to the floor. He held out the plain-looking short sword before him and waited until Julien was within striking range. He slashed sideways, cutting into the blade of the sword Julien held, and in a flash of dull gray, Julien fell to the floor, panting heavily. "I guess I'll still be able to use it, though."

Julien looked down at the sword in his hands. In his shadow, it appeared in its full form, its giant blade almost a foot wide and four and half feet long. Its vicious tip lay seemingly detached from the rest of the blade, a section of the sword missing.

"What did you do?" asked Julien, his eyes wide.

"The sword you are holding, my runeblade, has had a piece of it removed from this world." Gem stood over the Lord of Tryn, short sword still in hand. With one kick, he sent the frightened lord halfway across the room. He retrieved his own sword, tip floating in midair inches beyond where the blade had been cut, and sheathed Mana's, turning to face the stairs. The Thief ran over to Julien's side and held his shoulders down.

"Why did he attack you?" the Thief asked, bewildered.

"Miscommunication," shrugged Gem, who then picked up Oberon's axe and headed towards the stairs. "I am going to go see the general and make sure he keeps an eye on this lest Tryn here attempts to take the weapons of others again. Make sure he knows not to pull this stunt again." The Thief nodded dumbly. Gem walked up the stairs, leaving Julien's runespear embedded into the staircase.

The bounty hunter turned right in the hallway and entered Oberon's chamber. Oberon lay on his back on his bed, staring up at the ceiling with his blood-red eyes. As Gem pushed the door open, Oberon turned his head to face him. His expression bespoke trouble, but upon noticing Gem, it hardened into the frown he wore whenever he was in the presence of the green-haired ex-Underworlder.

"What do you want, Legend?" the general asked, sounding as irritated as ever.

"I brought you your axe, General," Gem said, "so that you may keep an eye on it. Julien is being a bit childish right now."

"I never thought I'd hear that word from you," Oberon laughed, turning his eyes back to the ceiling. "But whatever. Leave that in in the corner, there." He indicated the space behind the door with one finger. Gem nodded his head and put down the axe. Then he exited the room, closing the door behind him. 

Not knowing what else to do, he decided to head down to make himself a pot of tea. Upon entering the living room, he saw Julien lying sprawled out on the sofa, the Thief standing over him with a worried expression.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing, actually," the Thief replied. "I'm just watching him." Just then the door to the street opened and the Joker scurried in. "Luke! Where were you?" the Thief asked, looking up from Julien. His partner ran over to Gem and placed his hands on the bounty hunter's shoulders.

"Bad news," the Joker rasped breathlessly, "Gem. The Underworld knows you're here."
