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~ Dedicated to
'losers', everywhere… ~


'Some would ask: Why would a perfect God create a Universe
filled with so much suffering?

They
have missed a greater conundrum.

Why
would a perfect God create a Universe, at all?'

 


- Sister Miriam
Godwinson


Chapter: Prelude

The chill rains of
early spring fall upon the Field, having long since washed away the
snow, heralding the return of warmth to the land. Already, broad
patches of blue bell flowers bloom beneath the towering maple trees
what dot the plains, while small clusters of daffodils add their
bright yellow colour to the emerald fields, hinting at the sunny
season what draws near. Atop the rise of a low hill, near a grand
and leafy maple, curls of smoke slant from the chimney of a small
house, as the rain patters upon its blue tin roof; within, seeking
shelter from the dreary spring morning, Aikata lounges at one end
of an L-shaped sofa, chatting and laughing with Koneko and Nozomi,
who together laze in each others arms, at the other end of the
couch.

Pausing to consider
his words, a moment, Nozomi frowns, and says: “That doesn't make
any sense.”

Casting a frown of her
own her sister-wife's way, Koneko chuckles, “Yeah, that's
stupid.”

“See?”, exclaims Aikata, gesturing their way. “This is why I
love you guys; you agree with my nonsense.”

“No-no, let me get this straight, before I get mad,” replies
Nozomi, shaking her head.. “It's twenty different stories, or
thereabouts; some focus upon single characters, while others bring
those characters together, as an ensemble cast. And, all of the
stories behave as chapters, within a single, grand
story-arc.”

“Yes,” nods Aikata.

“And,” continues the azure-haired goddess, “these characters
spend much of their time battling evil, for control over some magic
gems.”

“Correct.”

“Then, in the conclusion of the entire story arc,” frowns
Nozomi, “the primary antagonist manages to acquire said gemstones,
forges them into a magic weapon, which grants him unlimited power,
essentially making him a god.”

“Pretty much.”

“And,” Nozomi goes on, trying to restrain a smile, “the conceit
is that there are so many people alive in the world, there is not
enough resources to go around; so, the antagonist uses the magic
gemstone weapon to erase half of all people from existence, so that
there will be 'enough to go around'.”

With a chuckle, Aikata
says, “You got it, babe.”

Pausing a moment,
frowning as she considers, Nozomi murmurs: “Why doesn't he simply
use his infinite power over 'reality' to create enough to go
around?”

“Seriously,” adds Koneko, wry smirk upon her face, “infinite
power over 'reality' means infinite food; infinite energy; infinite
everything. You don't gotta erase anyone.”

To which, Nozomi
giggles, “Now – that's a lazy god.”

“I
know,” comes the petite redhead's laughing agreement, “why the hell
would you do that? Kill half of everyone, then go sit in your
little cabin, and bask in the success of your poorly thought out
plan. I guess that's bad guys for you, more power than
brains.”

Hurrying to sip his
tea, Aikata reveals: “Well, it was sort of indicative of the
culture I lived in. I mean, we would craft weapons that could
destroy the world a hundred times over, instead of directing that
time and resources towards things like food production, clean
energy, or whatever. I often wonder if the writer was trying to
make that point, and it just got lost in all the high-energy fight
scenes, and witty dialogue.”

“Nozomi is a frigging god,” reminds Koneko, “and when the
population of the realm doubled, she didn't kick half of the
students out; she got off her ass, and made enough room for
everyone.”

“Yeah!”, giggles Nozomi, “what she said.”

“You're preaching to the choir, Kitten,” grins Aikata, lifting
his teacup in cheers.

“Jeez,” mutters the petite redhead, “I'd rather listen to that
story about the giant rabbits that eat people than that
one.”

Nozomi's giggle cuts
off abruptly, and she immediately bolts to her feet, face pale,
aiming her wide eyed gaze out the window. Just as fast, Aikata
moves to her side, and with a frown asks: “What is going on?”

“Someone is here,” replies she, voice but a whisper, “someone
is outside the realm.”

As the room fills with
a burst of rosy light, and Koneko lights upon the carpet, armed and
armoured, Aikata inquires: “Is it Demons?”

Shaking her head,
staring at the Old Man Tree through the bay window, Nozomi replies:
“No, it is something else.” Then, with a frown, she adds: “My
goodness, they are asking permission to come in.”

“What?”, exclaims Aikata.

Moving to stand at the
window, Nozomi whispers: “I can't tell who it is… What a curious
sensation.”

“What
do we do?”, asks Koneko, brow furrowing with her
question.

Aikata looks Nozomi's
way, and with a shrug suggests: “Yellow alert?”

Nozomi nods, and all
across the realm, false-folk in the midst of their everyday lives
abruptly disappear, as every Usonōni what skulk the seven
territories vanish; an impossibly large rainbow paints the sky,
from the Desert to the Beach, while monk's hood flowers grow across
the breadth and scope of the land. Her gaze far off and staring,
focusing upon her all-seeing eye, she watches as students,
everywhere, arm themselves, rushing to form defensive groups at the
School, else making haste for Nozomi's house, there at the heart of
the realm.

As the first few
students arrive upon the grass outside, some upon bursts of tinted
light, some borne upon wings of feathers or metal, whilst others
appear from the wavering glow of magic portals, or clouds of
roiling smoke, Nozomi and Aikata leave the confines of their cozy
home, with Koneko in tow, their feet aimed to the broad-reaching
maple tree, outside. The quickly growing company of armed and
armoured Magirai form of themselves an arcing wall about the Old
Man Tree, even as more seniors arrive, as Koneko takes a position
in front of her Headmistress and Headmaster, who themselves stand
hand in hand, ready to escalate their state of alarm. Then, with
Magirai still arriving in droves, Nozomi raises a hand, and allows
the visitor to enter.

Without tumult, or
side effect, a strange creature emerges from the Tree, towering
more than twice Nozomi's height, possessing the powerfully muscled
arms and torso of a man, and the body, legs, and antlered head of a
great elk. Carrying a heavy, golden spear in his hands, moving at
the fore of a sleuth of brown bears, the stranger looks about at
the ring of soldiers who surround him, then sets his dark eyes upon
the azure-haired goddess. Hooves thudding the ground as he moves a
few paces away from the Tree, he slowly lowers himself upon his
fetlocks, bowing his antlered head her way, and with a deep voice
says: “Greetings, RealmKeeper; I am Cerunis, Shire Reeve of the
Sonariium.”

Nozomi gives Koneko a
small nod, and the petite redhead shouts the order to stand down,
and the company of Magirai lower their weapons, though they do not
break formation; then, moving with Aikata and Koneko at her side,
Nozomi approaches the fantastic creature, blue eyes wide with
fascination, coming to a halt a few paces before him. When he does
not lift his head, or stand, the azure-haired goddess bows, deep
and formal, saying: “Welcome to the Maggirdym, Shire Reeve; I am
Nozomi. Please, be kind to me.” Then, as she rights herself, and
the elkenman rises to his full height, Nozomi gestures to they who
stand with her, saying: “This is Aikata, and Koneko, my
companions.”

The imposing creature
called Cerunis nods, and replies: “An honour.”

As Aikata and Koneko
bow and curtsy their formal introductions, Nozomi then gestures to
the ring of assembled students who surround them, and says:
“Please, forgive our state of alarm, Shire Reeve; we are
unaccustomed to visitors, as it were. We mean you no offence,
especially since you were considerate enough to announce your
arrival.”

“I
seek the Sonarii called, Myfanwy,” comes Cerunis' gruff
reply.

With a small frown,
Nozomi informs, “We've not heard from her for some time, now.”

To which, the towering
elkenman grumbles: “Where is she?”

“My
apologies, Shire Reeve,” is Nozomi's patient reply, “once outside
the confines of my domain, I am unable to see her whereabouts; I
would assume she is somewhere in the 'real' world.”

“The
Ninth Daughter is a criminal,” Cerunis curtly reveals, “she will
stand before the Tribunal, at the Shroud of Geas.”

Nozomi bows her head,
slightly, saying: “I'll not interfere with your investigations,
Reeve, I simply cannot assist you in your task.”

“Do
you expect she will return to this… place?”

“Yes,” admits the azure-haired god, “though I cannot say
when.”

Pausing a moment, as
though considering, dark eyes watching her closely, the chimeric
Shire Reeve bluntly assumes: “You will inform me when she arrives;
I shall collect her then.”

“Forgive me,” replies Nozomi, apologetic smile upon her face,
“but your laws and politics are your own, and I have neither the
time, nor patience, to become involved in them.”

“You
are involved, Keeper,” grumbles Cerunis, gesturing at the totality
of things about them, “this Realm is product, and evidence, of the
Daughter's transgressions.”

With a small shrug,
Nozomi politely retorts, “So also the hope my Magirai bring. Surely
that will factor in to your Tribunal's judgments.”

“The
GlaDeus are a broken and obsolete weapon,” growls the Shire Reeve,
“one long discarded by the Aegis of Onward; it was a waste of her
divine blessings for the Ninth Daughter to create this
realm.”

Nozomi frowns, and
slowly explains: “More than seven hundred million Demons have been
vanquished by the weapons of my students; not exactly what I would
describe as obsolete, and another bit of evidence for your Tribunal
to consider.”

With a loud snort,
Cerunis tosses his head, and obstreperously retorts: “A mere
fraction of the casualties expected; the Swords of the Gods were
meant to win us the War, not provide for our enemies.”

“Remind me, good Reeve,” says Nozomi, looking up at the
towering creature, her tone suddenly as cold as her stare, “who was
charged with the task of hiding the GlaDeus Project, and protecting
it from Darkness? Who stood dumb and blind at the Gates of Sol, and
allowed the Demons to taint our divine purpose? If the GlaDeus – if
the Human Soul – was made dull by that evil, it seems to me the
Sylvanii did little to prevent it.”

Dark eyes wide,
Cerunis incredulously asks: “You blame my kind for the hell
Humanity endures?”

The azure-haired god
frowns, sniffing an annoyed laugh as she replies, “Of course not; I
blame Hell, itself. Nevertheless, you insult Humanity for falling
victim to the Darkness, and yet you do not acknowledge your own
failure to protect us from said Darkness, before we were fully
functional. You know as well as I do that, had the First Sabotage
not occurred, we Humans would act as intended, and the War would
have gone much differently; I would have had no need to make my
wish to create the Maggirdym, and Myfanwy would have had no need to
grant the same. The GlaDeus would not need to be sharpened into
Magirai.”

As Aikata and Koneko
share looks of confusion, behind Nozomi, the beastly Shire Reeve
dismissively informs: “The Aegis of Onward possess better weapons,
now. This realm is not necessary.”

“Were
that true, good sir,” comes Nozomi's humourless reply, “there would
not exist so many Demons for my Magirai to vanquish, so
expertly.”

Nostrils flaring wide,
Cerunis points an accusatory finger her way, and growls: “You
insult the Isness, RealmKeeper, with not only your words, but your
very existence.”

Eyes dark of a
humourless stare, Nozomi grins, and quietly admits: “I have not
begun to be insulting, Shire Reeve. Now, if you don't mind
conducting your search elsewhere, we are rather busy, here, doing
our jobs; I suggest you occupy yourself in a likewise fashion.”

Affecting a stiff and
rigid air, Cerunis only says: “I shall return.”

Nozomi bows her head,
and smiles: “May your day be as pleasant as you are, good
Reeve.”

The muscled
Sylvanii slams the butt of his golden spear upon the ground,
then turns, and marches towards the Old Man Tree, contingent of
bears moving as he does, they passing through its bark, soundlessly
disappearing from the realm, with all the ease of passing through
an open doorway.

As the grand rainbow
what paints the sky fades, Nozomi lets out a heavy sigh, before she
turns to Aikata and Koneko, and laughingly admits: “Well, for my
first diplomatic liaison with another Realm, I'd say that went
rather poorly.”

“The
hell was that guy's problem, anyway?”, frowns Koneko.

“It's
difficult to say,” murmurs Nozomi, looking to the Old Man
Tree.

Brow dark, Aikata
remarks: “Well, he certainly wasn't shy about expressing his
disdain for all of Humanity. I thought the Sonariium were
the good guys.”

“Are
you kidding?”, exclaims the petite redhead. “He was downright
insulting.”

Taking Koneko's hand
in hers, Nozomi replies: “It is of no matter, my Kitten; the
politics of the other SacredRealms have little to do with us, and
I'd like to keep it that way.”

“On
that subject,” segues Aikata, “what the hell was all that about the
First Sabotage, and the Gates of Sol; I've never heard you talk
about stuff like that, before.”

To which, Koneko
heatedly adds: “Yeah, I'm the bestest student in the School, and
I've never learned about any of what you said.”

Shaking her head,
Nozomi absently explains: “It does nothing to better your training;
knowing would not help you battle Demons. It is simply the cosmic
drama that has been playing out long before we were ever created,
and will probably continue long after we are all gone; it is a
petty game of houses, one which does not involve us.”

“You
okay, Blueberry?”, Aikata inquires, gently setting a hand upon her
shoulder. “You feel a little pissed off, right now.”

“I
am,” nods she, before once more sighing her exasperation. Then, she
abruptly aims her frown to the Old Man Tree, and whispers: “What
the hell?”

As Nozomi squeezes her
hand tight, Koneko tenses, and asks: “What now?”

“Someone else is outside the realm,” whispers Nozomi, blue-eyed
gaze far off and staring. Then, with a blink, her expression
suddenly brightens, and a smile tugs at the corners of her mouth,
as she says: “It's… Oh – my goodness, speak of the devil.” Then, as
she casually waves a hand at the Old Man Tree, a girl with
heterochromous eyes, and a thick mane of long, felted locks,
emerges from the trunk of the Tree, a glowing, wingless fairy
drifting upon the air at her shoulder; looking this way and that,
the girl aims her blue- and green-eyed gaze Nozomi's way, and
loudly whispers: “Is he gone?”

“Yes,
Mellifluous, he is gone,” replies she, somewhat sarcastically,
frowning and grinning at the same time, “what the hell are you two
doing here?”

“Did
he give you any trouble?”, inquires Mel, hurrying to wrap her arms
about Nozomi's shoulders.

“He
was a jerk,” grumbles the azure-haired god, hugging Mellifluous
tight, “so I asked him to leave.”

At which, the
diminutive, glowing sylph closes her eyes and scrunches her nose,
as she silently giggles at Nozomi's acerbic reply.

“Sorry about that,” mumbles Mel, relinquishing her hold upon
the diminutive Headmistress, “I warned you that the other Realms
don't think too highly of Humanity.”

With a frown, Nozomi
aims a glare at the enthusiastic sylph, who drifts and hovers about
their heads, and asks: “What the hell, Myfanwy, am I going to get
regular visits from all of your detractors?”

“Look,” segues Mel, holding her hands to forestall Nozomi's
rising ire, “I get that you're a little put out, but we came here
to discuss something important. If you don't mind, you can give Wee
One shit, later.”

The freckle-faced girl
frowns, “Everything okay?”

Mellifluous nods, and
replies, “I am here on official Sungoma business; perhaps we should
sit down, and talk.” Then, casting a quick look to Aikata and
Koneko, she adds: “The five of us.”

Sharing looks of
concern with Aikata and Koneko, Nozomi holds a hand towards the
house with the blue tin roof, and with a nod, follows after Mel and
the tiny sylph, as they enter. “Okay, so,” sighs Mel, falling into
her seat upon the sofa, “I'm not going to dance around this, and
I'm guessing you're not going to like what I say. So, I'll just
come out with it, shall I?” Then, pointing Aikata and Nozomi's way,
the girl with the long fairylocks continues, saying: “The two of
you destroyed the Temple Prison; the dark Pyramid in which you were
held was but the tiniest tip of a much greater structure, called
the Obelisk of Yfel. Wee One even says that you have seen the
Obelisk, Headmistress, on your way to this realm.”

With a nod, Nozomi
quietly replies: “That's right; it was still under construction, at
the time; Myfanwy said it was a new weapon of Hell, meant to win
them the War.”

“If
you could destroy the tip of the Obelisk, you can destroy the whole
thing,” says Mel, cutting to the heart of the matter. “And so, Wee
and I are here to ask you to come with us, to the Metropolis in the
Pit of Hell, so that you can destroy the Obelisk of Yfel, at its
base. That should collapse the entire thing, and help bring an end
to the War.”

Taken aback by the
request, Nozomi quietly replies: “I'm sorry, Mellifluous, but were
I to ever leave the Maggirdym, it would cease to exist.”

“Wee
says, only one of the realm's Keepers need be here, for it to
remain stable,” counters Mel.

Face red, Aikata
heatedly interjects: “Oh – no, I will not remain here, while Nozomi
enters an infernal Pit, without me. I did that once, already, I
won't even pretend to want to do it again.”

“Sorry, Headmaster,” Mel replies, “but we would need you to
come with us, as well. It was the two of you, together, who
destroyed the Temple; we need you both to make the journey to Hell
with us.”

“Well,” hesitates Aikata, “we both can't just leave; like she
said, this realm will vanish if we do.”

Mel casts a quick look
Myfanwy's way, then quietly informs: “You two are not the only
Keepers of this Realm; there is another.”

Brow dark with her
confusion, seemingly nonplussed, Nozomi inquires, “What are you
talking about?”

“How
did it go, Wee?”, smiles Mellifluous; then, heterochromous gaze
angled for remembering, she recites: “'Once, there was a beautiful
realm filled with magic, ruled by a princess with hair like the
sky, and her best friend in all the world, who had hair like vestal
snow.'”

“That's my story,” whispers the azure-haired goddess, “that's
my wish.”

With a casual shrug,
Mel smiles, and says: “Yeah, well, I've played enough D&D in my
days, to know you have to be careful how you word wishes.”

Considering her words
a brief moment, Aikata draws in a breath as he realizes the meaning
of what she had said, and murmurs: “'A realm ruled by a princess,
and her best friend in the 'real' world…'”

Cerulean eyes growing
wide, and suddenly welling with tears, Nozomi holds a hand to her
mouth, and whispers: “You don't mean…?”

Upon a sudden, the
sound of a colossal trumpet shakes the realm, trembling the sands
what glitter upon the Beach, and those what bake in the heat of the
Desert. As though a second sun has risen, a brilliant golden light
brightens the day, and Nozomi takes to her feet, rushing to the
broad oriel window to look at the Old Man Tree. “I don't believe
it…,” breathes she.

Hurrying outside, with
the others in tow, Nozomi comes to a lurching halt a few paces from
the base of the Tree, claps her hands together, then throws them
apart, and the Tree blazes with yellow-white light. A dazzling
display of glittering light emerges from that broad-leafed
StillPoint, seeming as a
fist-sized hourglass of glaring, golden lace, frantically twirling
and whirling, as torrents of blazing light spew from its cardinal
points, each one a dozen paces in length. Thick filaments of golden
energy form concentric rings within rings within rings, that spin
and rotate about its mid-line, forming a massive accretion disk of
glimmering colour, while stacked rings of trembling energy wreath
the fonts of light what pour from it, each glaring halo larger than
the last. Shimmering waves of rippling colour seem as an octet of
diaphanous, broad-reaching wings, while a dozen, head-sized orbs of
glaring light orbit about, emitting musical notes and
tones.

Nozomi backs away from
that colossal array of gleaming light, as Aikata, Koneko,
Mellifluous and Myfanwy come up behind her, each of them looking up
at that glowing display. In a trice, the gleaming construct of
golden light collapses to an infinitesimally small point, what
flashes with a bright and blinding intensity, and fades just as
quickly. And there, at the base of the Tree, stands a slender,
teenaged girl, a hand taller than Nozomi, clad in a yellow
sundress, her long, snowy hair giving shape to the wind. Aiming her
amber eyes at the freckle-faced god, she winks, and with a smile
says, “Hello, Nozomi-blueberry.”

Unbidden tears pouring
down her freckled cheeks, one hand covering her mouth, Nozomi's
voice quavers, as she whispers, “Kita, you've come back.” Then,
without further comment, she rushes forward, hitting her long-lost
friend with a clinging, tackling embrace.

“Careful with me,” murmurs the snowy-haired girl, words muffled
by her friend's hair, “I'm not used to this form, yet; I'm
surprised I even know how to speak.”

Releasing her tight
hold upon her winsome friend, placing a gentle hand on the girl's
cheek, Nozomi sniffles, and says, “Oh, I can't believe it's
actually you.”

“Well,” chuckles Kita, giving a fast shrug as she reminds,
“like I said the last time I randomly showed up, I'm as much Kita
as I can be, at this point in my existence. Honestly, I'm amazed I
remember her as well as I do.” Then, smiling fondly into Nozomi's
eyes, she adds: “But – you, my dearest friend; how could I ever
forget that freckled face. And, look at you; my goodness, how
you've grown.”

“I
have?”, giggles Nozomi, blushing for the comment.

Tears welling in her
amber eyes, taking Nozomi's hands in hers, Kita nods, quietly
saying: “Oh, Blueberry; it's so good to see you, again. When the
news came that the Obelisk of Yfel had pierced the heart of the
Maggirdym, I feared we had lost you to Darkness. I wanted to leave
the front lines of the War, to come do what I could to help, but
the fighting has been so intense of late, I could not get
away.”

“It's
okay, Kita,” whispers Nozomi, her nod setting tears to falling down
her cheeks, “we're all right, now. Thankfully, Mellifluous and
Myfanwy, and a few others, were there to help us during those Days
of Darkness, and Aikata and I managed to escape our Infernal
prison.”

“I
know,” Kita sniffles a laugh, “the entire Isness heard the din of
your escape; the Obelisk trembled like a rung bell when you broke
free. It actually brought the fighting at the front to a
standstill, as both sides looked to the noise, and witnessed the
light return to the Maggirdym.”

With a shy and
blushing smile, Nozomi shrugs, saying: “I was… miffed.”

With a laugh, Kita
wraps her arms about her friend's slender shoulders, saying: “I've
seen you miffed before, Nozomi, like the day you decided to face
the Demon King. What you and Aikata did to the Obelisk was
something else, entirely.” Then, catching sight of they who draw
near, seeing he who moves in the fore of that small group, Kita
relinquishes her tight embrace upon Nozomi, saying: “There he is.
Headmaster Aikata.” And, rushing to wrap him up in a tremendous
hug, she adds: “It is so nice to see you, again; you have no
idea.”

“Welcome back, Kita,” replies he, holding the former Seneschal
tight, “I am… astonished, to see you.”

Leaning back from
their embrace, grinning for the expression upon his face, the
snowy-haired girl observes: “Yeah, you look it. Thank you for
taking such good care of Nozomi, while I've been gone.”

“It's
been an honour, and a pleasure,” nods Aikata, proud smile upon his
face.

“She
hasn't been giving you too much trouble, has she?”, inquires Kita,
casting a quick look of mischief Nozomi's way. “You know she can be
rather stubborn, and absentminded, at times.”

Blushing for the
question, Aikata lets out a chuckle, and replies: “No, she gives me
just the right amount of trouble.” Then, with a wry grin, he adds:
“And – don't worry, I make sure she takes every Sunday off to
hang-out with her friends, I tickle her knees whenever she's being
a pest, and I never make her anything with tomatoes in it.”

Her laughter soft and
lilting, Kita proposes: “Well, you and I are going to have to sit
down, one day soon, and have a long talk about our adorable little
Blueberry; you've untold sunsets worth of stories about her that I
need to hear.”

“It's
a date,” nods Aikata, smiling bright.

Then, aiming her amber
eyes to she of short stature, and titian hair, Kita affects a stern
tone, saying: “And – you, Candent Cannoneer. The most powerful
Magirai the realm has ever known, or so it is said. The last time I
spoke with you was during the Festival in the Field; you were
eating a whole box of lemon-filled doughnuts, while you stood in
line at the Tilt-a-Whirl. Now, I see you've not only earned my
former title of Seneschal, you've taken on the role of sister-wife,
to my best friend, no less. What's next, a massive statue, built in
your honour, in the far reaches of the Desert?”

Fluffy twintails
swaying as she shakes her head, emerald eyes wide, Koneko stammers:
“Seneschal Kita, I don't know what to-”

Abruptly lunging
toward the petite Seneschal, Kita wraps the girl up in a squeezing
hug, saying: “Come here, you adorable little Kitten.”

Letting out a tiny
squeak for the tight embrace, Koneko manages to say: “Seneschal, I
can't breathe.”

“Thank you for taking care of Aikata and Nozomi,” laughs Kita,
releasing her hold upon the startled redhead, “thank you for
protecting them, and the students.”

“I…,”
blushes Koneko, looking to the ground at her feet, “I don't know
that I always get it right, but I try my best.”

Crooking a finger
under the girl's chin, forcing her to make eye contact, Kita
smiles, saying: “You and I, also, shall talk long of things, over
coffee and cheesecake. I have a thousand questions I want to ask
you, and a thousand things I want to do.”

“Yeah, that would be awesome,” nods Koneko, managing a
smile.

“Finally,” segues Kita, letting out a sigh as she looks to the
last of they beneath the Tree, “as I make my round of hellos, I
come to the Ninth Daughter, and her fearless GlaDeus. How have you
two been, since I saw you last?”

Glowing brightly, the
snow-white fairy nods her tiny head, exuberantly, smiling as she
darts and twirls upon the air, to which Mellifluous adds: “Things
have been… interesting, for us. Also, I want to apologize for the
way I acted, when we came to find you. I've witnessed many strange
things in this life of mine, but that was something more than
overwhelming.”

“Goodness, there's no need for apologies,” chuckles Kita,
shaking her head, “seeing a battle can be horrifying, especially
one in which the soldiers are celestial entities, as large and
powerful as galaxies.”

“Tell
me about it,” Mel mutters, heterochromous eyes growing
wide.

“And,
I assume your,” Kita quirks a brow, “'mission', went on without a
hitch.”

To which, the wingless
sprite happily nods, once again, gesturing on the air as though
regaling them all with a seemingly complex tale. And – Mel,
watching as the fairy brings her gesticulations to an end, chuckles
and adds: “Yeah, he was just here, looking for Wee One.”

“How'd that go for you,” Kita asks, looking Nozomi's way,
“meeting one of the Sylvanii?”

Pressing her smile to
a wry and unimpressed arc, the azure-haired god admits: “It did not
go as well as I'd hoped, to be honest.”

“Are
you kidding?!”, blurts Koneko, emerald eyes glittering with her
ire. “The guy was a frigging jerk-face, accusing Ennui of being a
criminal, and saying Headmistress' existence is an
insult.”

Giggling for the
petite Seneschal's outburst, Kita replies, “Well, to be fair,
Myfanwy is a criminal, at least in her Realm, and she keeps adding
to the list of her misdeeds, despite the codex of laws that bind
her.” Then, aiming her question at the diminutive sylph, she
inquires: “Speaking of which, where have you hidden the fruit of
your latest crime?”

Hovering upon the air,
long mane of hair flowing against gravity, Myfanwy gives a small
nod; then, pursing her lips, listing her head as though pondering
some idea, she holds up her tiny hands, as one who tries to hold
back the advance of another.

“What's the little fairy on about?”, frowns Koneko, leaning her
murmur Nozomi's way.

To which, the
freckle-faced god replies: “She saying we should remain calm.”

Koneko manages to get
out the question, “Calm about what?”, a fraction of a beat before
Myfanwy suddenly enlarges and grows, reaching gigantic proportions
alarmingly fast, towering above the high-reaching canopy of the Old
Man Tree. As the others gasp and stare for the abrupt change in the
fairy's size, and stumble back as to give the glowing colossus a
wide berth, Myfanwy pushes a hand into her mane of scintillating
hair, frowning as she apparently searches for something. But a
moment later, a broad grin appears upon her massive face, and she
pulls a strange object from within her hair, setting it upon the
ground, before she abruptly returns to her usual, lilliputian size,
without fanfare, or side effect.

There amidst the
wildflowers beneath the Tree, lays a large rectangular box, its
walls seemingly made of clear glass, the panes held by a framework
of ornately engraved silver, and filled with liquid light,
glittering and gold. Strangely, the gleaming container bends the
light what shines upon it, somehow splitting the sun's rays to a
rainbow of bright colour, a trio of paces in all directions. With
an energetic twirl, Myfanwy gestures at the peculiar box, then aims
a tiny thumbs up the others' way.

“Wow…,” breathes Kita, before slowly moving towards the
container of liquid light.

Following at her side,
Nozomi quietly asks: “What is it?”

To which, the
amber-eyed girl grins: “An old friend.”

Little Myfanwy drifts
near to them, then, taking Nozomi by the hand, pulling her to that
glowing box, gesturing at it, as she exuberantly nods. Drawing near
to the glaring container, coming to a halt beside it, Nozomi
follows the point of the playful sprite's tiny finger, to see a
strange, but rather ornate, lock or latch upon the box's top face.
Casting a look of uncertainty Kita and Myfanwy's ways, the
azure-haired god gives a small nod, and hesitantly replies:
“Okay…”

Examining the large
container, a moment, trying to peer into the pool of glittering
light within, Nozomi reaches out a hand, and tentatively turns the
locking mechanism. Upon a loud and metallic click, the
flawless glass panes vanish from the box's top face, and sides, and
the golden liquid within abruptly sublimates to a cloud of cool,
scintillating vapour, what quickly billows and disperses on the
air. And – there, within the argent frame what remains, a lone
woman lays supine upon the grass, clad in a snow-white gown of
silk, long golden hair neatly arranged about her head and
shoulders, and adorned with still blooming roses; hands folded atop
the long sword what rests upon her chest, the round of a dark and
featureless mask sits aside her pillow, its ruby tearlines
glittering in the bright sunlight.

Drawing in a small
gasp, blushing as she sets her azure eyes upon the woman's
unspeakably beautiful face, Nozomi then spots the gleam of that
deadly blade, and the dark mask what seems to swallow the sunlight;
lifting a hand to her chest, she breathlessly observes: “Oh – my
goodness, it's her…”

~ ~
~

Untold millennia ago,
long after Luna's arrival in the night's sky…

A small boat gently
lists upon the ocean waves, square sails full with the breeze, the
shoreline a quickly fading smudge on the horizon, far behind.
Riding low in the water for the combined weight of its cargo and
two-person crew, prow aimed out to sea, the vessel slowly cuts
through the water, bathed in the light of the setting Sun. Onboard,
sitting amidships, a heavy box fashioned of gleaming steel takes up
space near the mast, a pace long in each of its dimensions, and
adorned with a series of engraved inscriptions. Lisl sits at the
stern of that narrow craft, working the tiller, watching through
her dark mask as Kita stands at the bow, ornate great helm under an
arm, her amber eyes directed out to sea.

Deck planks creaking
for the weight of her winged armour, Kita turns and moves to stand
before Lisl, quietly asking: “You sure you won't reconsider my
offer?”

“It will be better this way,” opines
the masked swordswoman, gesturing to the placid ocean about
them.

“What will you do?”, presses Kita.
“Continue your fight against the Demons, alone?”

Ruby teardrop lines
upon her mask glittering in the sunlight, Lisl replies: “For too
many years have I wandered this earth; I grow tired the more days
pass; my sword grows increasingly dim with every battle. Now that
my quest is finally drawing to its end, I wonder if it is not time
for me to rest.”

With a small and
reluctant nod, Kita quietly inquires: “Do you have a home to go
to?”

“No, not any more,” answers Lisl,
shaking her head. “Remember, I am an interloper upon this
world.”

Again, Kita nods,
remaining silent as she forces a smile.

Looking to the steel
box sitting upon the deck, mask humming her voice as a bee in
flight, Lisl quietly admits: “There are many things in this life of
mine that I do not understand; so many questions what still go
unanswered. In this moment, I wonder why have you never tried to
destroy me? You know the truth of what I have done; your beloved
Nozomi lies dead, because of my actions, so long ago. Surely, you
have thought to seek out your vengeance, not only upon the Demons I
have unleashed, but on me, as well.”

“I only fight evil, Lisl,” replies
Kita, wryly, “and it's pretty obvious you are not it. You've gone
out of your way to try to fix your mistake; the world knows you
fight on the side of Hope, and if they don't, I'll make sure they
do.” Then, with a rising annoyance, she adds: “Honestly, I'd rather
find the so-called gods who fashioned you, and kick their asses,
instead. Bunch of cowards can't unleash a Demonic horde on their
own, they gotta con you into doing it for them? Bah!”

The golden-haired
SwordMaiden sniffs a laugh, shaking her head as she says: “I must
admit, fair Kita, not in all of my days have I considered it in
that way; I have only ever blamed myself. Still, to this day, do I
hide my face, for fact of my great shame.”

Crystalline wings
tinkling softly in the breeze, Kita shrugs and says: “Well, for
better or worse, we're all pawns in the strange game the gods
play.”

“On the subject of gods,” hesitates
Lisl, “you say your Headmistress watches all you do in this life,
hears all you hear, sees that which you see. Is this
true?”

Kita nods, and
replies: “That's right. Why do you ask?”

With a slow and
hesitant hand, Lisl lifts the smooth, dark mask from her face,
pulling it away easily; taking a deep breath, breeze catching the
full length of her golden hair, she opens her blue eyes, and with a
soft voice, says: “See for her, with your eyes, my face; hear for
her the words I say.”

Growing pale, Kita
nods, once more; Lisl meets her amber-eyed gaze, and with a
blushing smile says: “Hello, Nozomi. I… I am sorry I could not be
there to save you, but I am happy you found a way to fight the
monsters under the other kids' beds.” Then, rushing to place the
mask back upon her face, Lisl's voice buzzes as she clears her
throat and says: “It has truly been an honour to know you, Kita,
Knight of White Roses, friend to Yumemi, sister to Nozomi. I have
had enough of goodbyes in my days; forgive me if I do not utter
them here.”

“It's okay,” mutters Kita, “I kind of
know what you mean. Um, I should go, anyway; it's getting late, and
there's still so much more to do.”

The masked swordswoman
holds a hand Kita's way, and the ornately armoured knight grasps it
in her own, pulling Lisl in close and hugging her tight. Soon
relinquishing that embrace, the amber-eyed Magirai spreads her
broad-reaching wings wide, and flies off across the ocean waves, as
Lisl aims the keel of her small vessel towards the setting Sun.

Two score and ten
count the passing days, as the lone SwordMaiden plies her small
craft across the placid waters of that vast ocean, seeing naught
dry land, nor signs of Man. Never resting, she guides her precious
cargo always towards the setting Sun, else hitching her prow to the
slow wandering stars as she travels the long nights, with only
thought and memory as her companions. Then, on a bright and sunny
day not unlike any other, with the grey smudge of an island off in
the distance, she finally brings that small and sturdy craft to a
listing halt.

Deck planks groaning
in protest, Lisl moves to the steel box, amidship; there next to
that gleaming container, a pair of thick steel bars lay, three
paces long and hammered flat, all wrapped up with strong rope, with
slack enough to provide a makeshift handle. Slinging that heavy
bundle over a shoulder, the thick bars hanging at a drastic angle
upon her back, she then bends to take the large steel box in hand.
Small craft leaning for the weight of she, and her ponderous cargo,
Lisl approaches the side of the ship; without pause, she boldly
steps off the boat, hitting the water with a tremendous splash,
leaving her now empty craft to the mercy of the sea.

Thin trails of tiny
air bubble swirl above Lisl's head, as she begins her precipitous
free fall through the blue waters, the heavy weight of the steel
box, and bars, dragging her towards the dark depths. Long golden
hair flowing about her, as she slowly spins and rolls through the
water, she closes her eyes, and patiently waits the approaching
seafloor. A long and quiet time later, Lisl opens her eyes to a
heavy darkness, cold and ubiquitous; adjusting her hold upon the
heavy steel box she carries, she draws her sword from the scabbard
at her hip, its blade glaring as a sliver of the Sun. A roaring
curtain of bubbles roils from that blazing weapon, as it flash
boils the frigid water what touches it, and so casts a nimbus of
red-orange light that Lisl may see, revealing in dim and eerie
detail all within ten paces of that searing blade.

There, at the edge of
her sword's light, the drastic slope of a rocky cliff angles into
the crushing depths; looking down, Lisl soon spots the fast
approaching seafloor. Releasing her hold upon the heavy box,
shedding too the weighty bars strapped to her back, the masked
SwordMaiden rights herself, soon coming to land on her feet, her
gentle impact lifting a ringed billow of silt, about her. Holding
her roaring sunblade high, looking about in the hellish light it
provides, she spies a cluster of conical rock formations spewing
dark, super-heated plumes of what appears to be smoke into the
water, while low beds of white crystal form long patches upon the
rocky ground beneath her boots, sparkling in the light provided by
her weapon, where blurred ribbons of heat and salinity waver and
mix with the bone-chilling waters.

Spotting then, the
plume of silt roiling where the box had come to a rest upon the
seafloor, Lisl moves to gather up the bundle of steel bars, then
picks her way between the smoke stacks. Kneeling next to the
ponderous artifact, wiping the silt from its top face, she then
proceeds to untie the flattened bars, arranging them in a crosswise
pattern atop the box. Then, planting her sword's tip into the
seafloor, she bends each of the thick bars flat against the box's
sides, their ends extending snug against the bedrock, giving the
container the appearance of a ribbon-wrapped gift. Dipping her
hands into her pockets, Lisl retrieves a dozen thick spikes of
gleaming steel, each with a rounded head, and tapering to a chisel
tip; kneeling, she drives each of the spikes through the trailing
ends of the heavy bars with her bare hands, firmly affixing them
deep in the bedrock.

With her task
complete, Lisl sits upon the box, looking about as though
considering what next to do; then, hanging her head, she sits for a
long while, watching the rise of bubbles what roil from her weapon,
as they trail off into the darkness, above. Soon, the blazing fire
of that legendary sword begins to slowly dim, a score of heartbeats
before it abruptly fades away. Reaching out to pull that now inert
blade free from the bedrock, she sheathes it within the scabbard at
her hip; with a small nod of resignation, she closes her eyes, and
her mind drifts off into torpor…

~ ~
~

Only a few hours
later, there upon the seafloor, the dark waters roil with a savage
cloud of abyssal blackness, crackling and humming with thready arcs of violet
electricity, its vague and dim form contracting and condensing as
it moves. First assuming a humanoid aspect, then quickly
accumulating density and mass, the ambulant shadow flares with
violet-black light, what fades to reveal an aged man, tall and
thin, with piercing blue eyes, and an Aristotelian fringe of grey
hair. Wearing long robes of silk, the colour of pistachio ice
cream, he fastidiously steps through the carpet of silt upon the
seafloor in a pair of bejewelled slippers. Seeing there the
steel box affixed to the very living rock, and she who lays inert
alongside, he moves to pry away the heavy bands that secure it in
place; flinching as the strange inscriptions upon them flare with
dazzling golden light, he hisses as the sigils leave smouldering
burns upon his fingers.

Turning Lisl's way,
the man in the pistachio coloured robes opens his mouth to speak;
despite the waters about him, his words sound loud and clear, as
though spoken in air. “So, marionette,” smirks he, gesturing to the
steel box, “this is your plan? You hide the Urn from me, behind old
words, and forged iron, all the way down here, in this, your watery
grave? A pity I cannot breathe the Life back into you; I should
shred your shell to flinders, and melt the scrap down as to fashion
a new Urn.” Then, with a shrug, he casually adds: “No matter, soon
enough, Man will venture to every corner of this pathetic world,
once again; I shall ensure they've the means and ways to discover
this deedbox of yours, and the drifting cloud of rust you've
become. Then, the final spite shall be free.”

Sparing one last look
for the inert SwordMaiden, the man in the pistachio-coloured robes
turns, and walks off into the dark waters…

~ ~
~

Upon the next full
moon, deep below the waves of that vast ocean, a naiad rushes
through the deep, the turbulent wake of her goings lifting hectic
eddies of silt from the seafloor. Graced with a Human form, barely
half a pace tall, the all of her is as clear as the water through
which she swims, and limned with a scintillating ripple of vibrant
blue light what gives away her transparency. With a pixie haircut,
and eyes what shimmer as sun-streaked water, the tiny naiad races
ahead of Myfanwy, who follows close in tow, glowing bright white
against the darkness, shedding an unending cloud of tiny air
bubbles from her long hair. Coming to a sudden stop, she in the
lead waits for the snow-white sylph to catch up, then points to the
massive trench what mars the seafloor, ahead. Setting her glowing
eyes upon that yawning abyss, Myfanwy gives the little naiad a nod,
and they both blast through the water, angling themselves into the
deep. Rolling and twirling about each other as they go, the
combined light of their bodies making clear the terrain for dozens
of paces in every direction, they travel far into the crushing
darkness, of a time reaching the bottom of that desolate abyss.

The play of rippling
light upon the diminutive naiad's body swirls and flickers of a new
pattern, as she points into the darkness, ahead, the meaning of
which Myfanwy grasps immediately: She is there.

To which, the
snow-white sylph inquires: The artifact?

There; it is
intact, replies the naiad, ripple of light
and colour upon her body displaying her reply.

With a nod, Myfanwy
drifts through the frigid water, soon coming to a cluster of
boulders, between which she spots Lisl's inert form, gently listing
against the rocks. The glowing sylph then looks back to her guide,
and sneers: He was here; I can feel it.

The naiad nods at the
observation, lines of blue light upon her body flickering with her
question: You wish to revive the SwordMaiden of Hope?

Yes, nods
Myfanwy, but I have not the power to do so.

These so-called
gods the GlaDeus look to will certainly not help you, replies
the naiad, pointing to the surface.

Moving to take Lisl by the hand, Myfanwy grins:
Then, I shall find one who will.

It is a dangerous
game you play, Ninth Daughter, warns the little naiad, the
rippling colour upon her slight frame forming jagged zigzag
patterns. For how much longer shall you anger the
SacredRealms?

This is not a game,
Thetia, it is War, frowns Myfanwy, and I will anger Onward,
itself, if I must.

To which, she named
Thetia glimmers her dire warning: Soon, the Nereid shall return home; my father cannot protect
the artifact, once we are gone. The GlaDeus have learned the Great
Artificer's trade, yet again; it shall not be long before their
machines and tools lead them down here.

Nodding at the prediction, lifting the inert SwordMaiden from
the seafloor, Myfanwy replies, I know, Thetia; I do what
I can to hurry along my plans.

As always,
grins Thetia, shaking her head, your plans have brought you
trouble, yet you persist in your mischief. You've already been
stripped of your wings, how much more are you willing to
lose?

With a playful wink,
Myfanwy ignores the somewhat rhetorical question, and says,
Thank you, again, my friend. I promise, I'll not mention your
name when they drag my wingless butt before the Tribunal…

~ ~
~

…With
her task complete, Lisl sits upon the box, looking about as though
considering what next to do; then, hanging her head, she sits for a
long while, watching the rise of bubbles what roil from her weapon,
as they trail off into the darkness, above. Soon, the blazing fire
of that legendary sword begins to slowly dim, a score of heartbeats
before it abruptly fades away. Reaching out to pull that now inert
blade free from the bedrock, she sheathes it within the scabbard at
her hip; with a small nod of resignation, she closes her eyes, and
her mind drifts off into torpor…

Then, Lisl opens her
eyes.

Squinting for the
harsh light, seeing the delicate shape of fluffy white clouds
against a blue sky, through the leaves of a grand tree, she closes
her eyes, and sighs. Listening a moment, to the hush of wind-swept
grass, what brings to her the scent of wildflowers, and
blueberries, she then dares open her eyes, once again, as she
slowly lifts her head, spotting the hand pressing flat against her
chest, aglow with a blaze of blue-white fire what wrenches her
eyes. Hearing a small gasp, she watches as the hand flinches back,
before lowering her head back into her pillow.

A feminine voice,
nearby, softly opines: “Goodness, she is breathtaking.”

To which, another such
voice, smilingly replies: “Well, she was made in the image of the
Goddess of Love and Beauty, after all.”

Blinking at the sky,
harsh light hurting her eyes, Lisl mutters: “This is not the bottom
of the ocean.”

Gently, the first of
those quiet voices assures: “Fret not, SwordMaiden, you are amongst
friends, here.”

Hearing the truth in
those quiet words, Lisl immediately expresses her next thought,
aloud: “Where is the Golden Urn; is it safe?”

“It
is all right,” hushes that dulcet voice, “the Urn has been
destroyed, along with the foul Spite, within.”

Closing her eyes, as
to hide the tears welling within them, Lisl dares ask: “And, the
horde I unleashed?”

“Sadly, it still rages upon the world,” comes the commiserative
reply.

With a sigh, Lisl
shakes her head: “Why have you returned the spark of Life to me?
How much time has flowed by, since my eyes were open last?”

To which, that other
voice gently answers: “I can't say for sure how long; as for the
rest, we thought you would want to have a cup of coffee with
us.”

Upon a pause, eyelids
fluttering as she tests her vision, Lisl remarks: “I know that
voice; the last words I remember were uttered by that voice.
'It's getting late, and there's
still so much more to do.'” Then, with a small frown, she says:
“Kita, is it you who speaks, or has madness finally taken
me?”

“Welcome back, SwordMaiden of Hope,”
replies Kita, smile clear in the sound of her voice.

Carefully moving her
sword aside, planting her elbows, Lisl struggles to lift herself up
from the lush grass upon which she lays, feeling a quartet of hands
upon her back and shoulders, what gently assist her to sitting;
then, still having difficulties with the bright light, she squints
at the blurred figure beside her, reaching out to touch their face.
“It really is you,” whispers Lisl, eyes watering as she tries to
open them.

The snowy-haired girl
nods, taking Lisl's hand in hers, smiling a blurry smile; then,
looking to she who kneels at her other hand, the SwordMaiden sets
her sore eyes upon a short and lithesome frame, limned with a blaze
of blue-white fire, head of long azure hair lifting against
gravity. Squinting for that harsh light, peering at the girl's
face, Lisl whispers: “Light and Love, I know those freckles. Little
Yumemi?”

The roil of flame upon
the petite girl quickly fades away, and the sunlight about them
dims to a near twilight; with a smiling nod, she replies: “It is,
though I no longer refer to myself in that fashion.”

“It
was you who breathed life into me?”, frowns Lisl, focus slowly
returning to her eyes.

Looking at her own
hand, twiddling her fingers as though testing their function, the
azure-haired girl replies: “I am not entirely certain how, but it
would appear so.” Then, brow furrowing with her concern, she adds:
“Are you… okay?”

“It
would seem my long and lasting inertia has left me somewhat stiff,”
replies Lisl, “and my senses appear to be over-interpreting the
information they hasten to gather.” Then, looking to the sword
laying next to her, slowly taking it in hand, arm trembling as she
holds it up before herself, the gleaming blade suddenly flares as
the noonday sun, glaring and roaring a moment, before she allows
its blazing fire to fade away. Seeing, then, the dark round of her
featureless mask, there next to her pillow, Lisl blinks, and
reaches a tentative hand its way, gently caressing its smooth lines
with her fingertips.

“I am
sorry, SwordMaiden,” Nozomi says, quietly, “I did not consider that
you may wish to be wearing your mask, when you woke.”

Meeting the diminutive
god's worried gaze, setting her sword aside, Lisl manages to raise
her arms, wrapping them about Nozomi's slender shoulders, holding
her as tight as she can. Leaning back from that weak embrace, hands
upon the girl's shoulders, she asks: “Did you hear through Kita's
ears what I said?”

Nozomi nods a smile,
blushing as she admits: “You were right, all girls are
magical.”

Leaning forward to hug
the azure-haired god, once again, allowing that embrace to linger
longer than is conventional, Lisl finally relinquishes her hold,
and letting out a readying sigh, says: “Okay, let's test if these
old legs of mine still function.” Then, by Kita and Nozomi's
helping hands, she groans her way to standing, they hesitantly
releasing her as she finds her feet, and tests her balance, finding
herself to be more steady than she anticipates. Noticing, then, the
others who stand watching, Lisl shields her eyes with a hand, and
squinting their way, she mumbles: “Seems I've drawn the attention
of a crowd.” Carefully kneeling, as to gather her sword and mask,
Lisl affixes the latter to her face, hiding her lovely visage,
before rising to meet they who draw near. “Well,” segues she, voice
humming through her dark mask as a bee in flight, “I assume you did
not bring me back simply to chat over coffee, fun as that does
sound. And, while I am delighted by this little reunion, I cannot
help but wonder why I am here.”

To which, a young
woman with heterochromous eyes says: “Maybe we should talk about
that inside…”

~ ~
~

A few days later, the
sun shines bright upon the Maggirdym, slowly angling its way across
the sky, its gentle warmth muted by the crisp, fresh breezes of
springtime. Far to the south, set upon a wide stretch of grassland
between a seaside amusement park, and the many buildings what stand
upon the slope of a terraced hill, a grand amphitheatre sits within
a vast depression in the earth, its outer walls decorated with
hundreds of lifelike statues. Within that capacious stadium, some
ten thousand Magirai crowd and fill the many ring-rows that tier
away from the low floor, each wearing her Sunday best, the
collective din of their chatter only made quiet
when the tintinnabulation of the Horologium sounds its dulcet
song.

Moving to the fore of
the circular stage at the heart of the amphitheatre, Mellifluous
turns to face the assembled students, long felted locks swaying
about her waist, waving to the throng as they applaud. Of average
height and slender frame, appearing to be in her mid-twenties, the
girl with heterochromous blue-and-green eyes wears a large and
peculiar hat upon her head, its






























































cover.jpg





