Twenty-four

"Gem. The Underworld knows you're here."

The Thief looked from his partner to Gem suspiciously.

"The Underworld?" he asked, raising one eyebrow. Gem remained silent, focused on the Joker. The Thief walked away from the sofa and waved a hand in front of the bounty hunter's eyes. "The Underworld?" he repeated.

"What do you want to do?" the Joker asked quietly.

"There's only one thing I can do, Luke," Gem replied just as quietly, his voice low and serious. His eyes were hard as he turned to face the manor door. "There are no more Crystals to be acquired here, correct?" The Joker nodded quickly. "It's time we left Mist." The Joker nodded again. 

Gem stood in the middle of the living room, dressed in his traveler's cloak over common thief's garb, a gray rag tied around his green hair, concealing his headband. In his right hand, he held the black scabbard of Mana's new sword. In his left, he held his own gigantic sword. Thoughts of making tea were forgotten along with the idea that he would have to somehow avoid the eyes of the Underworld. The candlelight gleamed off Gem's eyes. He had only one thing in mind: escape.

"What's this about the Underworld?" the Thief asked again, this time of his partner.

"Gem should explain," the Joker responded before taking a step in the direction of the staircase. "Gem, I'll go wake Mana. Do you want me to wrap the sword and give it to him while I'm at it?"

"Please," Gem requested, handing the Ly'ban the black scabbard. "And remember—"

"Yes, yes, warn him to be cautious," the Joker chuckled softly, disappearing up the stairs.

"Gem?"

"I used to serve the Underworld," the bounty hunter began, turning away from the stairs and facing the Thief, "a month or so back. I had been with them for years as the Roof-runner of Verga. And you, Mark, are a Marauder." The Thief seemed startled that Gem knew. "And Tryn there is your leader." The Thief showed clear distress at Gem's knowledge. "And I suppose you do not want that general to know." The Thief shook his head wildly. "Then do not ask too many questions. I am wanted by the Underworld for treason, and they will try to take me back by whatever means necessary. We need to leave here today; we have not a second to spare." 

"For now, I'll do what you say," the Thief said. "Lord Tryn seems like he won't be giving me much guidance for a bit." The exhausted lord now snored loudly on the sofa. "I would have hated you for your place in the Underworld, Gem, but I admire you for leaving."

"Rivalry between the groups is strong as ever, I see," Gem commented, turning toward the open space of the room. He swung his blade back and forth a number of times, testing it. The detached tip followed the sword's motions as if still connected. The whole mass of the blade shimmered as the chandelier's candlelight reflected off of it at odd angles and passed through it, giving it the illusion of not existing. As Gem swung the blade, the air around the swing flashed white and blurred. "Excellent."

"What's excellent?" the Thief asked curiously.

"This sword does exactly what I wanted it to do," Gem smiled. "It bends light and becomes invisible. I just need to name it..."

"Maybe a shark...?" mused the Thief. "That odd tip brings to mind an image I saw once, painted by an old eastern seaman. It had a strange nose—there's a distinct resemblance."

"I like that, actually. The Shark. A predator." Gem's accomplishment helped ease the dismal feeling of failure that had followed the test run of Mana's runeblade. With this sword, he would have a chance against Ji'Lopan. With this sword, he could protect Mana. With this sword, this damaged sword of which a piece had disappeared, he could cut Fate's shackles. "Well, Mark, are you ready to go?"

"I don't own anything but these clothes," the Thief shrugged. "I suppose I have all my belongings."

"And Tryn?"

"Lord Tryn lost his things when he fell from his airship," the Thief answered. "So right now, all he has are those clothes, and the spear you made him. I can wake him and be off any time." Gem reached under his cloak, pulled out a large belt, and with it strapped his sword, the Shark, to his back. "Why, are we leaving this minute?"

"As soon as Luke comes down with Mana."

"And the general?"

"He can stay here." The Thief chuckled a little at this and Gem continued to smile. The ex-Underworlder wasn't in a good mood; on the contrary, he was incredibly nervous. Images of Verga's destruction passed by in his head one after another: him batting aside former colleagues as they chased after him, the Shades burning down buildings and cutting down people, and then finally, Oberon burning his cousins as criminals, as Marauders...

"Gem, we have a bit of a problem," the Joker called from upstairs.

"What is it?" Gem called back, leaning over to peek up the stairwell.

"Mana says he's staying."

"What?" Gem cried in shock, almost falling forward. He caught himself and ran to the stairs. "Tell him to move, we're in trouble!"

"Why are we in trouble?" Mana appeared at the top of the stairs in his green robes, hair loose about his shoulders, cloth-wrapped bundle in hand. He appeared to be half-asleep; his eyes weren't fully open and his mouth was fixed in a half-yawn.

"The Underworld is after us!" Gem yelled, not thinking.

"Why is the Underworld after us?" the mage asked.

"I'd like to hear as well," Oberon said, emerging from his chamber and standing beside Mana. The Joker hung his head and stayed by the door to Mana's room. Gem's eyes widened as he remembered the scene in the swamp the night that he had met Mana. Oberon had said those exact words, and the conversation had come to a halt as each person present expressed his surprise at the encounter. Oberon had been shocked to find Mana in the marshes of southern Terra and Gem had been startled to see Oberon's militiamen ride out of the mist. Now, no such circumstances were in Gem's favor, and he wasn't the only one who remembered the previous encounter. "You ducked out last time, Legend. I expect a proper answer."

Gem looked up at the mage and the general, standing side by side at the top of the stairwell.

"This is not the time—" Gem started, but was cut off.

"I see no better time," Oberon declared. Gem looked around and saw the worry in the Thief's eyes. He knew he had to reveal something that would satisfy the Guardian Heir and the General, but he couldn't give away the whole truth, lest he betray the Thief's situation. "Well?"

"I used to do some odd jobs for the Underworld," Gem lied. "Like I told Mana when we met, I am wanted now for... for defying them a little. They are very strict, so..."

"Blazes," Oberon cursed, "can't you criminal scum make better lies?"

"Criminal scum?" Mana asked, his grip on the bundle tightening.

"I'm an ex-Underworlder!" Gem cried. "I worked for them in Verga City! I betrayed them when I refused to turn in a cousin, a cousin, I might add, that this man—" the bounty hunter glared at Oberon, "—mistook for a Marauder and killed!" Oberon shrunk back from the top of the stairs. Mana looked from Gem to Oberon and back again. Gem closed his eyes and went on. "Yeah, that's the story. The First Architect at Verga told me that if I ever set foot in Terra, he would see to it that I never leave. I came here anyway, seeking to shed Fate's shackles. The First—" the bounty hunter paused. "Wait, Luke." Mana and Oberon were puzzled as Gem stopped so abruptly. Though slightly confused, they shared an expression of doubt. Moments before, the general had born a smile, thinking himself vindicated, and now his thin mouth reflected his uneasiness with Mana's knowledge regarding the massacre at Verga City.

"What is it, Gem?" the Joker asked.

"You said that the Underworld had a new Third here," Gem recalled. "Did you ever catch his name?"

"Yes, I picked it up a few days after you asked me. The new Third Architect here is Lord Miles, apparently he's from the Vergan branch—" the Joker was cut off as Gem stomped across the living room, making for the door. <i>Lord Miles. The Architect of Verga's First Circle, the man who came to warn me not to enter Terra.<i/> A dull fear gripped Gem of the like he hadn't felt since the day he'd learned of his cousins' deaths. He knew that, were he caught, the Joker was on his side, and together they could fight their way out of Mist easily enough. 

But, Gem knew, it would not be painless. He recalled Verga City the night of its destruction, recalled how he had thoughtlessly thrown countless Underworld pursuers down into the flames, all in an attempt to save himself. Criminals or not, the Underworlders were humans. Gem couldn't allow himself to cause them harm, and if that meant running away as quickly as he could, he would run away as quickly as his legs could take him. Gem's fear was that of more people getting hurt. Vanishing from Mist, preventing bloodshed—these were the two thoughts on Gem's mind as he ran for the door.

"Lord the First, damn it! We're leaving <i>now</i>!"

"Wait," Mana called and Gem paused, his hand resting on the doorknob. Mana came down the stairs slowly. "If you go out there, won't you get caught?"

"Not if I run," said the bounty hunter, feverishly hoping that he would be able to evade the Underworld Runners that would surely come after him. He didn't see fit to correct Mana, to inform him that he wasn't at all afraid of being caught.

"We can't all run as quickly as you," the Thief observed, indicating the berobed states of Mana and the Joker with an inclination of his head. He and the Joker were the only calm ones in the manor, Mana, Oberon, and Gem all extremely excited and Julien snoring a snore to trump the rasps of Ly'ban.

"I'm staying with the general," Mana spoke up, having made his decision. "I need to talk to him about some things before I leave this place anyway. You go on ahead, brother, Thief. I'll catch up later." Surprise flashed across Oberon's face briefly before he returned to expressing unease.

"I'll be borrowing Tryn," Gem said, nodding to the Guardian Heir. "Luke," he addressed the Joker, looking back from the door, "make sure nothing happens to Mana." The Joker nodded. "Mark, let's go." The Thief grabbed the runespear, roused Julien, and followed Gem out the door and into the streets of UnderMist. Julien, barely awake and unsure of what was happening, stumbled outside without a word, rubbing his eyes on the back of his sleeve. Mana stood motionless at the foot of the stairs, looking at the door as it swung shut. Oberon and the Joker gazed down at the Guardian Heir from the top of the stairwell. Before long, the sound of boots ringing off cobblestones faded away.

---

Mana turned to face the two above him.

"Luke, you know who General Oberon is, don't you?" he asked. The Joker nodded in silence. Mana peered up into Oberon's crimson eyes. "Oberon, son of Nai, prince of Atlantis. You probably know more about the Crystals than Kieku. I wanted to wait a while longer, but I guess we've stayed too long. We should leave this place—brother said it's dangerous here—and go somewhere where we can have a nice long talk." Oberon furrowed his brow as he looked down at the Guardian Heir. After a moment's hesitation, he began descending the stairs, the Joker in his shadow.

"You don't want to bring your men?" the Joker asked quietly from behind the general. "Is leaving them here a good idea?"

"Better than bringing an Eldran unit out to the middle of UnderMist. It was hard hiding them here with no one noticing. Besides, I will be back to retrieve my things." With this, he had entered the living room. "My armor, my axe, my tea. Shall we go, Milord?" Mana nodded, tucked his bandaged bundle under his robes, and the three left the manor.

The street didn't resemble the broken mess of rock that the Ly'ban had turned it into; it was neat and the cobblestones were laid out in clean rows. The high walls of the underground street were unmarred, their flat surfaces lit softly by the torchlight. A handful of Terrans wandered throughout the tunnel, but none paid heed to the group of three. Mana, long red hair tucked into his large green hood, assumed a diminutive stance and walked next to Oberon. To the passing stranger, he was just a young child in the care of a father or uncle. The Joker, striding behind the two, took on the role of a dark bodyguard—not uncommon in a place like UnderMist.

In this manner, the three made their way to an old pub, a sooty-looking place filled with the smoke of pipes and raucous laughter of drunkards. A sign outside advertised a special deal; for each drink ordered, customers would receive a half-loaf of bread. Entering, Oberon ushered Mana to a place at the counter and he and the Joker took places on either side of the young mage. The bartender smiled at them and rubbed his hands. His eyes, tiny and set deep in his wrinkled face, gleamed as he addressed his new customers.

"What'll it be for ya?"

"Hungry?" Oberon asked, looking around the edge of his cloak's cowl at Mana. Mana shook his head. Turning back to the bartender, Oberon answered, "three waters, then."

"Odd lot," the old man remarked. "remind me of one customer fr'm a few weeks ago..." Shrugging, he pulled out three mugs and filled them with water. "But tha's tha. Enjoy."

The Joker leaned in over the counter and made as if to speak, but then opted not to and pulled back. Oberon returned his gaze to Mana. Mana took a sip of his water and sighed.

"So, General. You told me that you were the son of Nai—why is that?"

"I—" Oberon paused, coughed, and then continued, "I told you because it was going to be revealed soon anyway. Just before you received the Aqua Crystal, orders from my country came in. I'm to give Gem a job on behalf of my father, and in so doing, I would be letting you know who I am." He closed his eyes, shutting out the bright red. "It would be easier to have someone else explain everything."

"Is there anyone else here?" Oberon pointed around Mana, at the Joker, without opening his eyes.

"But more importantly," he added, returning his hand to its place under his cloak, "I can take you somewhere where everything can be explained."

"Can you?" questioned the Joker without so much as facing the general. He continued to gaze at the bartender from the depths of his hood, and spoke softly. "I don't think you can."

"You should know," said Oberon.

"What you seem to not be aware of," the Joker replied quietly, "is that the Net is closed."

"And that means?"

"It can only mean one thing. The Eyes—" the Joker was cut off as Mana set down his mug loudly, making a dull knocking sound on the warped wooden counter. Taking his hands off the mug, Mana placed one each on the shoulders next to him.

"Hold on one minute!" Mana interjected. "Slow down. I'm asking Oberon for information, not for the two of you to talk over my head. Oberon, if you can take me somewhere where someone will answer my questions, that's fine. But I need them answered, so—"

"Are you serious?" Oberon asked, ignoring Mana completely and fixing his gaze on the Joker. "How could such—how could that be true? I thought he was immortal!"

"So is Ragnarr."

"But Lord Tryn told me that Ragnarr was dead," muttered a puzzled Oberon. "Gem and Lord Mana felt it, didn't they? Him dying?"

"But the Eyes—"

"STOP!" Mana yelled. Curious glances were cast his way and he looked around the pub uncomfortably. The bartender's wrinkles rearranged themselves into quizzicality.

"Ev'rything alright, boy?"

Oberon cursed. "You shouldn't have yelled, Milord," he hissed, looking around the room. From the corners, black-robed men rose. The gamblers in the room all had their eyes set on the young mage. The torches in their wall braziers seemed to give off almost no light as they flickered dimly and the room darkened.

"It's the Guardian Heir," someone in the crowd of customers said.

"It's true," added another. "I saw him once when I was passing by the palace." Mana, frightened, pulled his hood tighter about his face, afraid that his hair was somehow showing, hoping that he could retroactively deceive these men into not knowing that he was Mana al'Lanto, Guardian Heir. "It's him, alright." One man spat on the wooden floor.

One of the robed men, face concealed entirely in the shadow of his hood, stepped forth and spoke.

"Lord Mana. We of the Third Circle wish to invite you to our office."

"The Underworld," the Joker breathed. Oberon gritted his teeth, right hand twitching uselessly at his side as it failed to find a sword hilt or axe handle. "The Third Circle is the section governed by Gem's acquaintance from Verga. We only have once choice, General." Mana was silent as he sat there, knees facing the counter and left shoulder to the crowd. The robed man who had spoken took another few steps forward and then removed his hood, revealing a shaved head and a dark, scarred face sporting a pair of brilliant green eyes.

"On behalf of Lord Miles, we, the Pillars of the Third Circle, shall take you." In a blur of cloth and arms, each of the black-robed men stood wielding twin blades, each a pair of identical three-foot swords. Mana's eyes narrowed. <i>Lord Miles—the man brother called 'Lord the First.' An officer in the Underworld. These are his men. How did he know that we would come here? Why here?</i>

"One problem," Oberon said, standing, a full head taller than the nearest Underworlder. "I am Oberon, Head General of the Libran Alliance's armies, and the Guardian Heir is in my care at the moment. Stand down." He removed his cowl slowly, revealing his blue hair and red eyes to the onlookers. A few gasps arose here and there, but the robed men didn't show any sign of being impressed.

"Libran military?" the Underworlder spat. "What does the palace want with Mist?"

"What do you want with the Guardian Heir?" Oberon asked, not flinching as the robed men collectively came closer, wading through the sea of unmoving customers. Bluffing, he drew his right arm in as if clutching a hidden scabbard. Immediately, the motionless gamblers and drunkards dissipated, fleeing the scene of what they believed would be slaughter.

"Is it story time?" the head Underworlder asked condescendingly, lowering his blades. The bartender stood behind the counter with an uneasy grin on his wrinkled face. Mana and the Joker still sat at the bar, their heads turned toward the Underworlders. The pub seemed to grow as the customers fled, their absence creating room where there had been none. Now only a few stragglers lingered in the doorway, a morbid curiosity forcing them to watch until blows were actually traded. The Underworlders, six in total, stood spread out throughout the mess of abandoned tables. "The old man back there could explain everything."

"You must be the one who ran to the Underworld about Gem," the Joker hissed, grasping the situation at last and addressing the old man. "And he full-heartedly regretted not being able to accomplish the mission you'd given him." The bartender's face twisted as he drew back from the counter and pressed his back against the wall.

"Take'm away!" he cried hysterically.

"Have your Links told you about the closing of the Net?" the Joker asked of the nearest Underworlder.

"Don't pretend to understand our organization's structure, outsider," the green-eyed man warned.

"Links are your dabblers, Jikkuu users on chains employed to communicate across distances. There's only one way you might be able to force someone to use an ability such as that—it needs to be innately subconscious, like entry into the Net. Maybe you don't even know what the Net is. You 'Pillars,' are you not second only to your Architect? And you don't even know what the Net is?"

Oberon smiled as the Joker talked, pleased by the psychological offensive that was being taken. The Underworlder took a step back.

"How much did the Roof-runner tell you?"

"Tell me? He doesn't talk about your cursed organization. Maybe your secrets simply aren't as well kept as you thought." The Joker stood as he spoke and rolled up his sleeves, baring his gloves. "I take it this old bartender is the one who asked your 'Roof-runner' to break into your Architect's treasury and steal back that necklace? I was there, that night. I'm the one who killed your guards. You should remember me, Pillars. You're the ones who turned me in to the First Circle's execution committee two weeks ago for infiltrating the Hall of Lore."

"The Joker," one of the Underworlders hissed.

Without a word, the head Underworlder dashed forward and ran the Joker through, sinking one of his blades hilt-deep into the Joker's chest, penetrating brown cloak and tattered gray robe. From the point of penetration, small pink sparks shot outward, burning the man's unprotected hand where they struck. He let go of the sword in shock and watched as the hilt melted away. The Joker leaned forward and struck him across the face with the back of his gloved hand, sending him flying into the far wall. The bartender let out a desperate whimper from the back of the room.

"He'll live," the Joker reassured the other Underworlders present. "The Roof-runner asked me to spare life where I can." Before any of them could react, Mana gasped and clutched the bundle under his robes. The Joker looked back over his shoulder at the mage. "What is it, Mana?"

"The sword..." Mana tried to find an appropriate word and decided on "shuddered," though he felt it was wholly inadequate for the sensation of the bandaged scabbard thrashing against his abdomen. He lowered his voice. "There's another Jikkuu user in this room."

"You brought a Link?" the Joker asked, facing the Underworlders. One alone shook his head, the others remained motionless. "A dabbler?"

"I suppose I was found out," came a soothing voice from one of the seemingly empty benches along the walls. In a swirl of blue and white, the form of a man materialized. As the lights and sparks faded away, the speaker was revealed to be an average-looking man with the sickly-pale face of one who lives beneath the earth. His eyes and hair were both jet black and he was clad in a tight black suit of stiff fabric that hid every inch of skin from his toes to his jaw. The Underworlders didn't react violently, but were clearly surprised by the man's appearance, and Oberon's brow furrowed even further as he looked the man's way.

"What's your business here?" the Joker asked.

"I heard from a friend in the Underworld that this establishment was being watched for acquaintances of Verga's Roof-runner. Information travels quickly down here, as you all should know, and before I knew it, I was here, waiting for the young master." The man smiled as one of the Underworlders cursed and muttered something about moving. "Indeed you can't," he responded, addressing the black-robed man. "Maybe I'll just kill you five off now." The man stood and extended his arms. Crackling fireballs burst into existence and floated above his open palms.

"Wait," started Oberon, but it was too late; the dabbler had flung the projectiles at the hapless frozen Underworlders. The Joker's arm moved outward with a whiplike motion and the fireballs dissipated as they made contact with an invisible wall around the Underworlders.

"Don't even think about it," he hissed.

"You're a Jikkuu user too, I see," the dabbler grinned. "I don't suppose my people would mind if you joined us as well."

"What are you going on about?" the Joker questioned ferociously, keeping the dabbler within his sight as he glanced back and forth between the black-robed men, Oberon, and the young mage at his side.

"What am I going on about, you ask?" the man demanded in response, an almost delirious expression of glee creeping across his features. "Oh, the oddest little thing. Funny you ask, oh brother-in-talents. At the command of the young master, of the one sanctioned mage alive in this world, of the Guardian Heir of Libra itself, I shall bring a revolution to Terra—no, to the world!"

Oberon fell back onto his barstool, spun around to face the counter, and buried his head in his hands.
