Twenty-three

Mana woke with a start and found himself engulfed in fire. Black rock surrounded him, ancient-seeming, the firelight flickering across its rough face and creating evil shadows. There was no aperture in sight, and, in confusion, Mana turned his gaze to the heavens. In moving, he noted the black steel collar, chained to manacles around his wrists and ankles. Above him, a tunnel stretched up into black nothingness.

"Where am I?" the mage questioned of no one.

Somehow, that question answered itself for him as he thought on where in Libra this place of black rock and searing flame could be.

"Nowhere," Mana confirmed. This was not any place in the Libran Overworld. A place shrouded in fire and shadow. A hell, a veritable pit of fire. The Inferno. Mana's shackles dissolved as he floated upwards along the vertical tunnel, moving away from the fire and into the shadow. He ascended slowly, propelling himself forward with nothing but his will. There was no reality to alter; Jikkuu, that "everything" that the mage was used to manipulating, was oddly absent in this abyss.

Mana continued on for what seemed like hours of not growing tired or hungry. He was vaguely aware of remembering something terrible happening, but none of that mattered. He felt complete. Buzzing within his chest, warm and sound, were the indications that his brothers were in good spirits. The Inferno's existence was a sign that Maha was in his Monolith, and that all was well in the netherworld. Mana was vaguely aware of smiling as he continued his ascent.

He went into the shadow and continued within it, moving forward until he saw a light ahead. It glowed as warmly as the flames in the cell from which he'd flown, and, as he approached it, he saw that it flickered exactly like those flames. He sped up effortlessly and went from shadow into light, squinting as he passed into another tiny room carved from black rock and filled with undying fire.

"Lord Mana," came the General's confident voice, uncharacteristically questioning. "you got sent here, too?"

"General," Mana commented, nodding to the blue-haired, red-eyed soldier. And he was gone, passing on into another tunnel of darkness. Behind him, chains clinked as Oberon struggled against his bonds. Firelight danced on Oberon's polished shoulder plates and glinted dully off the black shackles that secured him to the rock floor through which Mana had passed. The man turned his gaze to the heavens. Mana continued his ascent, green robes and red ponytail trailing behind him.

"Mana," breathed the Lord of Tryn as he averted his eyes. Mana slowed as he passed through, turning his head and staring as his older cousin's bowed head. The lord's hunched shoulders and broken regality bespoke shame.

"We ended up like this because of you, didn't we."

Mana sped on, not looking back. He entered another stretch of darkness, and this time, he wondered. Why was he here? What had happened? What's the purpose of a memory? And he willed it gone, and it was, and he hurried along, floating upwards, passing through one room in which the sight of a green-haired man lying battered on the floor tugged at his heart. He moved on in a flash, allowing the image to linger in his mind's eye, but not stopping for a moment.

Mana realized that this image was a memory, and erased it. Where am I?

He passed into another cell and stopped moving. In the corner, wrapped in a cocoon of flames, lay a gray-robed figure, roughly the size of a grown man. Mana moved closer and prodded the figure's shoulder. It stirred and then opened up, coming to a sitting position in the midst of the fire.

"Aren't you hot?" Mana asked gently.

"Mana," the figure responded, its soft voice whispering from the dark depths of his hood. "You're here, too?"

"Where is this?"

"Where I was born."

"Where's that?"

"Hell, the Inferno, the domain of Maha, brother to Bane, son of Chaos. What are you doing here?"

"I'm not sure," Mana replied. "I can't remember..."

"We were fighting a horde of Ly'ban," the Joker declared. "Though we managed to destroy them, Gem—" Mana saw that image once more, coming to the foreground, the green-haired man lying on the blazing ground. "—and Julien—" A broken lord, devoid of pride and full of shame. "—and Oberon—" A knight of justice suited in a shining armor. "—were killed. I was making preparations to bring them back to life by bending time and reversing their deaths, but I was stopped. Kieku—an evil man—came along, and he killed me. That's why I'm here now, chained within the Inferno that I was once a soldier of. I have been killed, and my soul now resides in this cell."

"You're... dead?" Mana asked in shock.

"And so are you, I'd imagine. I apologize, Mana. I should have secured your escape."

"I'm dead?"

"Yes. You're here, after all, in hell, in the Inferno."

"But I'm... alive."

"You are dead nevertheless," the Joker insisted. "You, and your cousin, and Gem, and the general, and myself. We are dead, and that is fact."

"So is this the end of the line?"

Will ceased being power and Mana lay at the bottom of his cell, his shackles intact, his memory unaltered. He struggled to formulate a spell, but reality didn't budge for him.

"True proof of your death is your lack of existence." The Joker's words rang in his ears, and then he hung his head and cries, his tears evaporating in the heat of the fires of the pit.

"I didn't want to die, Ji'Luc," Mana whimpered, "I wanted to retrieve the Crystals and—"

"Leave that to your next incarnation," the Joker laughed softly. "Maybe Kieku will have died by the time you're reborn next, Mana."

"I don't know how I feel about that..."

"Don't be silly." The Joker's voice faded gradually as he spoke, becoming more and more quiet and hushed. "You're dead, you don't feel..." Mana heard no more words, and, as the Joker had said, he no longer felt anything. The flames around him burned eternally, and he thought no more.
