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Chapter: Prelude

…Across the moonlit field do Kita and
Nozomi run, up and over one hill, then down and up the next; from
there, they race to a nearby brook, following its narrow course to
a sleepy village. Giggling, their footfalls sound hollowly as they
cross the wooden bridge that leads into town.

Clearly in the lead,
short bob of azure hair glistening in the moonlight, Nozomi looks
over her shoulder and says: “Last one there has to kiss-”

A dozen paces behind,
Kita stands in the middle of the dark lane, seemingly reluctant to
continue on.

“What's wrong,” asks Nozomi, bringing
herself to a halt, “aren't you coming?”

Long, snowy hair
hanging over her shoulders, Kita looks down at herself, to the
patch of spreading darkness upon her breast. Staggering forward a
step, she clutches at the arrow what protrudes, headfirst, from her
chest; eyes wide with disbelief, voice weak, Nozomi says:
“Kita?”

With a tremendous
roar, countless armoured men charge out from the darkness behind
Kita, swarming into the sleeping village, their weapons raised high
in challenge. Shaking the ground as they storm the town, the
invaders launch dark arrows what whistle the air, and throw flaring
torches to land upon rooftops. Her face a pale mask of surprise,
Kita reaches out for Nozomi as the marauders overcome her. The
sound of her own wail ringing hollow in her ears, Nozomi watches
her best friend fall.

An arrow buries itself
deep within Nozomi's chest, cutting her wordless cry short. Like a
kick from a horse, it lifts her off her feet, tossing her back
through the air to land, heavily, upon the ground. Staring up at
the stars, Nozomi sees the featureless shadows of armed men race
passed her, each one followed by a foul and twisted horror glaring
black against the night.

Seeming as fleshy
balloons afloat upon the air, the vantablack Demons bristle with
finger-thick spines, each a pace long, and bear a single tentacle,
long and thick, what protrudes from their underside, ending in a
large, tri-taloned hand. Each of the hovering horrors holds a firm
grip upon the skull of one of the onrushing marauders, talons
driven deep into the top and sides of their heads, and the Demons
bob and float along, above them, blatantly controlling the man to
which they cling as some ghastly puppeteer.

The shouts of the
enraged attackers fading from her ears, growing cold and numb,
Nozomi closes her tearful eyes, and waits to die. Breaths coming
fast and shallow, she whispers: “A beautiful… Realm… filled… with
magic… her best friend… in all the world… Together… peace… love…
hope…” Then, coughing wetly, flecks of blood staining her lips,
Nozomi sighs, and quietly murmurs, “I wish she was right. I wish…
all girls… were… magical…”

Nozomi's final breath
escapes her, and she relaxes into death…


Vaguely aware of a
peculiar sensation, somewhat like falling, the point of Nozomi's
awareness drifts from her lifeless body, passing through the cold
ground upon which she lays, into a vast and infinite darkness.
Still peering into 'reality' from the outside, as though through
some indistinct and shrinking window, she watches as Demon-driven
marauders rush to besiege the sleeping village, their angered
shouts muffled and seemingly far away. Then, upon a brilliant burst
of light, the strange window slams shut.

Glaring as the noonday
Sun, in aspect of a fist-sized hourglass seemingly made of golden
lace, spewing raging fonts of aureate light from its cardinal
points, the Soul once named Nozomi spins and tumbles through the
endless darkness. Without eyes, yet somehow aware there is nothing
to see, without ears, yet still aware there is nothing to hear, it
races and whirls as a leaf caught upon an errant breeze. Without a
body, yet still trying to cling to something; without a self, yet
still horribly aware of Self, the gleaming Soul wonders about
something called, 'Kita'.

A tiny, far off spot
of light appears in the unyielding darkness, seeming to grow larger
by degrees, as the Soul once called Nozomi tumbles and spins,
wildly, and without direction. Drawing near, in aspect of a
mountainous cloud of light vapour, blue-white and brilliant, the
gentle caress of wind suddenly springs into being, along with the
scent of fresh wildflowers. So caught upon that fragrant zephyr,
the twirling Soul races and spins towards that iridescent haze,
looming large in the bottomless blackness. Coming to a stop only a
short, but immeasurable, distance away from that glowing fog, a
child's voice fades into being, humming a quiet and playful tune.
Deep within that blue-white billow, a tiny pinpoint of white light
flares and dims; a chorus of childlike giggles issues forth, and a
thunderous whisper shakes the darkness, young and feminine, saying:
“GlaDeus…”

What are you?, wonders the Soul still clinging to the
name Nozomi.

Adrift within that
massive, gleaming fog, the pinpoint of light flares and dims, and
the laughter of young children sounds beneath the roaring whisper:
“A friend.”

A friend?

The tiny point of
light dances within the mist, and a wave of giggles carries the
whisper: “Of course.”

I can hear your smile.
Who are you?

“Myfanwy,” comes the hushed and
tittering reply.

Mif… on… wee…?

The speck of glaring
light flares bright, tittering happily as it darts about the
cerulean cloud.

Blazing bright, spinning and twirling,
frantically, the Soul wonders: I am dead, aren't I?

Above the music of
childlike laughter, the deafening whisper trembles the darkness
with its reply: “Nozomi kara Yumemi is dead; GlaDeus is
eternal.”

The Soul once called Nozomi grows aware, then, of
a scatter of light, high above, seeming as stars upon the night's
sky; amidst those twinkling lights, large, hazy blotches of
wavering colour drift bright against the darkness.
Where am
I?

“This is the Between,” whispers the
dancing point of light. “The place between places.”

I am adrift amongst
the stars?

Shy giggles underscore
the hushed reply: “They are not stars, those are dreams.”

Dreams? Then, aiming the point of her attention far below, Nozomi
perceives a thick, green fog, what billows and swells large in the
dark depths; within that sickly haze stands a colossal, vantablack
tower, immeasurably tall, it's top jagged and seemingly
incomplete. What is that down there?

“The City of Dis, the metropolis of
Hell.”

What are they
building?

“The Obelisk of Yfel. A weapon, meant
to win them the War.”

War?

“Worry not,” giggles the whirling
speck of light called Myfanwy, “we have our own
weapons.”

Subtly at first, the
Soul once manifest as Nozomi begins to drift towards those
glimmering lights, high above, moving faster and faster, racing
towards the play of blurred colour that drifts amongst the
'stars'.

The clouds here are
pretty.

“Those are the SacredRealms,” whispers
the pinpoint of light, soaring alongside.

Where the gods and
angels live?

“In a manner of speaking.”

Returning the vector of her awareness to that dark
area below, the haze of sickly green light shrinking in the
distance, the Soul slowly forgetting it was called Nozomi
wonders: Are
you taking me Onward?

The cloud of
blue-white light giggles, and the tiny speck of light within
flashes and whirls: “No.”

Racing through the darkness, the gleaming,
cruciform Soul spins and tumbles towards an immense hemisphere of
blinding white light, rippling with rainbow colour.
What is
that?

“A new SacredRealm,” whispers Myfanwy.
“Your SacredRealm.”

Mine? What are you talking
about?, but
the tiny speck of light only giggles. Then, vaguely aware of some feeling blooming
within itself, somehow remembering that feeling is called fear, the
Soul struggling to hold onto the idea of Nozomi wonders:
Who are you; what
do you want from me?

To which comes the
soft reply: “I want you to tell a story.”

As an arrow leaps from
a bow, the Soul called Nozomi streaks across the infinite blackness
of the Between, plunging into the glaring white dome, as a stone
into the sea…


Chapter: Exordium

With a loud gasp, Lisl
starts awake, bolting upright in bed, clutching the covers to her
chest. Panting as though she had run a marathon, sheen of sweat
upon her brow, she looks to find her husband sleeping, soundly,
beside her. All about the small bedroom, strange sheets of silver
light waver upon the air, blending with the deep shadows, mixing
and moving as oil upon water. Carefully peeling back the covers,
gently getting out of bed, she slowly tiptoes from the room,
wincing for every creaking floorboard upon which she so gingerly
treads.

Outside, to the
night-hushed yard does Lisl move, clad only in her diaphanous
nightgown, long golden hair catching the silver-white light that
shines upon the placid farmstead. All about the verdant garden,
flowers stand in their fullest bloom, as though greeting the
noonday Sun, and the tall trees sway in a warm and hectic breeze.
Sturdy shovel in hand, bare feet scattering the dew drops what
glint as diamonds upon the grass, Lisl crosses the yard to its
farthest corner, soon coming to a halt before a large boulder.
Nearly as tall as she, the massive stone seems afire in the dance
of white light about the yard, glinting with colour in the silent
night. Lisl stands staring, blue eyes wide, barely breathing;
clutching the shovel tight, hands trembling for her white-knuckled
grip, she whispers: “I have to know; I need to know.”

Reaching out, pressing
her palm flat against that ponderous boulder, she gently pushes it
aside, rolling it away, as though it were merely a pebble; then,
brimming with strength and vitality, overwhelmed with excitement
and energy, she stabs the shovel into the earth upon the spot the
boulder had concealed, and begins to dig. Soon moving a mound of
earth in that fashion, standing to her shoulders within the hole
she has produced, Lisl tosses the shovel aside in favour of her
bare hands, frantically clawing and gouging at the cold ground
beneath her.

Hair dishevelled,
nightgown dirty and torn, Lisl clambers her way out of the earthen
pit, clutching a small, bulbous urn in her hands. Seemingly made of
polished gold, its hinged lid held shut with a builtin lock,
surrounded by a ring of tiny gemstones cut to resemble dark
teardrops, the polished urn is so cold it sheds thin plumes of
frozen vapour. Hissing for the savage burn of its frigidity, as she
sets the urn upon the grass, Lisl kneels next to that gleaming
object; hands shaking, stained with blood and mud, she lifts the
thin necklace from beneath her decolletage, what bears upon it a
little, golden key. Swallowing loudly, staring at the tiny key, a
moment, Lisl hesitates, seemingly at odds with herself; then,
taking the key in hand, she whispers once more: “I have to know
what's inside.”

Fitting it into the
lock, she turns the key, and gently lifts the lid.

In a trice, the
brilliant haze of silver-white light about the yard fades, plunging
Lisl into starlit darkness, as the lid of the urn blasts open. A
roaring gale of frozen mist rages from that golden vessel, filling
the air with a foul and choking odour, bearing with it the sound of
flapping wings, as a geyser of vile creatures swarms out. Black
with an abyssal colour that wrenches the eyes, each one in aspect
of some misshapen monster, the fiends swirl and dart about her,
screeching their freedom as they flee into the night.

Blue eyes wide with
fear, wordless yell issuing from her mouth, Lisl flails and
thrashes at the thick swarm of hissing, gnashing Demons, then
desperately wraps her hands about the cold urn, clutching it to her
chest. Summoning her last bit of strength, she slams the lid down,
catching the last vantablack monster as it tries to flee.
Shrieking, spitting, the tenebrous fiend claws and stabs at her,
struggling and wriggling, its devilish eyes flaring with crimson
light. Upon one final hope, Lisl clamps her hand about the Demon's
scaly neck, thrusting it back into the urn, before snapping the lid
closed, locking it within.

The far-distant cackle
of the escaped horde echoing in the starry night, Lisl flings the
gleaming urn to the ground, to be lost in the frozen mist what
gathers about her; then, falling forward, landing heavily, she
plunges into unconsciousness.

Before the dawn, Lisl
wakes to find the golden urn gone. Struggling to her feet,
stumbling across the yard, she quietly enters the house; stripping
away her earth-stained nightshirt, washing the dried blood and
grime from her hands and face, she slips into a fresh nightgown,
before crawling into bed, careful not to disturb he who sleeps
there, so soundly. Staring at the ceiling, mind racing with the
memory of what she has done, Lisl hides her face in her hands, and
begins to cry…

 


Lisl never reveals to
her husband the events what transpired that fateful night, nor does
she ever speak of the urn with him, again. Instead, with a smile
that does not betray her despair, and guilt, she happily tends to
her garden, and her spinning wheel; she sings, and plays her lyre
to soothe her husband's ear, and dances to please his eye. Soon,
she comes to bear for him two children, a boy and a girl, and they
all live a quiet and peaceful existence in their little cabin, high
upon that mountain plateau.

And, all the while,
she dreams of her lamentable deed.

So freed from the urn,
that dark horde of Demons spreads across the lands, finding refuge
in dingy attics and dank cellars, creeping into closets, and hiding
under beds, waiting for their moment to bite and sting. They pester
and plague the towns and hamlets, and infest the sprawling cities,
bringing a greater suffering to those already cruel and decadent
landscapes. With their foul venom, the sinister spites spread
diseases beyond the knowledge of men, and insanity of every kind,
and the ravages of advancing years upon the body; even the plants
in the fields succumb to the vile toxins of that escaped horde, and
famine spreads across the world, as a wildfire. Already corrupt and
prideful, the great cities embark upon endless wars for endless
reasons, and the long suffering of Man becomes a twisted game, of
which there is no end…


Five long years
pass…

Thick clouds darken
the sky, and a torrential downpour greys the air, far to the
horizon. Since the start of that vast storm, more than a dozen
sunsets ago, the waters have gathered without end, drowning the
cities what scrape the sky, washing away the hamlets and Outfarms.
Now, the seas swell and bulge, high across the lowlands, flooding
the once green earth as far as the eye can see. Along with that
incessant rain, great boulders fall from the heavens, born upon
arcs of billowing smoke, crackling and roaring with flame, plunging
into the rising seas, and laying waste to the mountains what stand
above the turbulent waters.

Upon one of those
towering peaks, far above the flooding ruins once their home, Lisl
and her husband frantically clamber and rush through the driving
rain, climbing higher and higher, in effort to carry their children
to safety. Their goal, a house-sized cube of dark stone, perfectly
cut in each of its dimensions, seemingly afloat on the air a pace
above the summit; with no visible windows or doors, the strange
cube boasts a quartet of heavy chains that tautly bind the odd
structure to the mountainside.

Cresting the last of
the irregular, hand-carved steps, rain pelting the ground like
stones, Lisl and her husband come to a halt aside that hovering
structure. Silently receding away like melting wax, one stone wall
forms an opening within itself, in aspect of a narrow doorway, and
the duo hurry to enter the hollow cube; once inside, the strange
portal soundlessly shrinks, the dense stone somehow knitting and
mending closed, once again. The total darkness into which they are
plunged lasts but a heartbeat, before the walls of solid stone grow
as clear as tinted glass, shedding light upon the contents of that
floating structure.

Seeming as some trade
goods warehouse, dozens of wooden crates stand neatly stacked about
that large room, along with barrels and casks, and burlap sacks
stuffed near to bursting, each one filled with gathered fruits, and
nuts, vegetables, and grain, spices, herbs, fresh water, and wine.
Thick bundles of blankets, and stacks of folded clothing, hang in
nets high along the walls, along with an assortment of tools, bales
of wool, and pouches containing dried seeds, and pulses. “You are
certain this will protect us?”

Setting her daughter
down, wiping the rain from her brow, Lisl replies: “You are the
best stonecutter I know, husband; if you have adhered to the
instructions I gave you, this ship shall weather the storm.”

“Still,” sighs he, “I know not how you
trust these gods, who whisper to you these strange
plans.”

“Too late is it for such worries,
now,” whispers Lisl, watching the cataclysmic storm that rages,
outside.

“What is happening to our
world?”

“Luna arrives,” replies Lisl, “and she
weeps for that crude beast, which Man has become.”

“Are we the last of our
kind?”

“No, there are others, with their own
gods; their own ships. We are not alone.”

The flood waters swell
and rise, alarmingly fast, and towering waves crash upon that
quickly shrinking mountain; the seas bulge, the earth quakes, and
trembles, and leans, as fire and rain erase the world…


Thirty long days
later…

Sun setting upon the
shore of an unknown land, at the edge of a clear and perfect sky,
the massive cube of stone slowly hovers a pace above the ground,
its thick chains dragging, broken, through the glittering sands.
The strange door of that even stranger craft open wide, seeming as
some giant's mouth held agape in a roar of defiant victory, Lisl
and her family stand within the comfort of each others' arms,
beneath trees of which they have never seen the like, their
attention turned towards the darkening sky. There, high above, a
disc of cool, white light hangs amongst the stars, of a size to
rival the soon setting Sun, and seemingly patterned with close
gathered blotches of dim greys, and black.

“Mommy, what is that?”

“That is Luna, child,” replies Lisl,
pointing to the sky. “She has come to brighten our nights, and
righten the world…”

 


One year later…

Beneath a moonlit and
starry sky, the strange craft in which they had weathered Luna's
coming stands converted into a small home, surrounded by a garden,
and vineyard, a covered well, and even a dome-shaped wattle, what
houses a brood of flightless birds. Nearby, Lisl and her husband
sit with their children, upon driftwood benches set about a roaring
campfire, there upon the sandy shore of that idyllic island. As she
ties her long, golden hair back, then begins to pluck dulcet notes
from her lyre, he lends his voice to tell an important tale, the
two children listening intently.

“Gone, now, are the great cities and
temples, lost beneath the waves of expanded oceans, and within the
salt of newly formed seas. The year lingers longer than is wonted,
and the tides begin their unceasing ebb and flow, chasing the
course of that serene disc in the night's sky; strange winds blow
across the lands, bringing with them harsh seasons and weathers. We
who survived Luna's coming rebuild upon the new shores of the
ruined world, and Mankind, once again, sets about to his life.
Demons continue to harry and haunt; disease and old age still
ravage him, mercilessly. His lifespan grows so short, barely is he
fully grown, before he begins to waste away. The world is large,
and savage; monsters of a thousand kind lurk in the uncharted
wildernesses, strange and magical creatures reveal themselves to a
fearful Man, and the gods battle for dominion over the race called
Human…”

 


Five decades pass…

Still vibrant and
youthful, Lisl stands in a lush garden, not far from the site of
their landfall, staring down at the gravestone upon the ground. “My
dearest husband,” she whispers, “our tale together has come to its
end. Our children and grandchildren walk the earth, as shall their
grandchildren, and theirs. We have placed them upon the land, and
they build the way-cities, and live in them; they plant gardens,
and drink the wine of them. I only wish that I could go Onward with
you, but alas, I am woven of a different cloth than ye, and there
is still more for your beloved wife to do. I regret, always, the
secrets I've kept from you, and lament the stars what fated you; a
man so good as you did not deserve to be plaything to the whims of
such petty gods, nor cursed by the company of the likes of I, their
nescient agent of vengeance. Forgetting you is something I shall
never be able to do, my love. Fare you well amongst the stars.”

Lisl turns and moves
to the seashore, gentle breeze billowing her cloak, one hand upon
the sword at her hip. With the other hand, she places a mask upon
her face, smooth and featureless, blacker than coal-sack cloth, and
adorned with two, symmetrical teardrop lines that gleam as sun
struck ruby. Drawing her sword, she slices nearly the full length
of her long, golden hair from her head, letting it drop
unceremoniously to the sand; then, sheathing her still ringing
blade, she marches directly into the pounding surf, leaving that
idyllic, garden island, forever…

 


Many years later, far
across the world…

Horrid limbs severed
and broken, gushing and spewing fonts of sizzling gore, the
vantablack Demon spasms upon the ground, twitching and thrashing,
wildly. Lisl, blazing sword of fire aimed the foul horror's way,
marches toward the scrambling fiend, undaunted by its defiant
screeching, and gnashing jaws. Deep within the terror's cavernous
maw, a glare of light blooms bright, like the rising Sun, and the
trembling fiend eructs a roaring, searing font of liquid light the
lithesome blonde's way. Blurring the air with the speed of her
goings, Lisl eludes the flaring beam with preternatural alacrity,
in a trice appearing next to the wounded Demon, foot pressing its
head to the ground, snapping its blazing mouth shut.

“Where is it?”, demands she, voice
humming through her dark mask as a bee in flight.

The Demon thrashes and
squirms beneath the crush of her boot, lashing at her with his few
remaining tentacles, his last uninjured stinger. Upon a flashing
arc of blinding light, Lisl slashes the dim horror's appendages
from its scaly body with her sword, then touches the point of that
blazing weapon to his head. “You remember me, don't you, unclean
one?”

Crimson eyes flaring
and dimming with his words, the Demon growls: “The Bringer of
We.”

“Where is the urn?”

“It matters not, marionette,” grumbles
the wounded fiend, “the deed is done.”

“It belongs to me,” snaps Lisl, “and I
want it back.”

Quivering, the
vantablack Demon snarls: “Whores will demand their trinkets.”

Slowly pressing the
tip of her searing blade into the horror's chitinous head, Lisl
rhetorically asks: “I wonder, Demon, for how long shall you drift
in nothingness, once I free you from this terrene shell?”

“The Obelisk will soon be complete,”
murmurs the bleeding fiend, “your actions will solve nothing.
Humanity is lost, for always; it has been so since the beginning.
The GlaDeus no longer have power; the gods no longer wield them
into battle.”

“You forget, Demon, for them, there
still remains hope…”

 


Several years
later…

Smooth, dark mask
swallowing the light of the noonday Sun what shines upon it, its
ruby tearlines glittering bright, Lisl's long, golden hair gives
shape to the gentle, summer breeze. Clothes and cloak tattered and
travel-stained, she moves amidst the clatter of armour plates that
adorn her chest and shoulders, arms and legs, while her slender
long sword sways at her hip, locked within its scabbard by a
braided cord of white cloth. Following the course of a hard beaten
track of dusty earth, she enters the small hamlet that huddles
within the shade of a tall tower of ruined steel.

Hundreds of trees let
loose a rain of flower petals, bright pink and windblown, as Lisl
moves through the quaint town, looking about at the nestled shops
and Tudor-style houses, as she slowly wanders the main road. All
about the quiet hamlet, villagers cast fearful looks her way,
hurrying to duck inside the nearby shops, or hustling to hide in
their homes, some going alone, others sternly herding small
children. Attention caught by the strange trees and peculiar
architecture, Lisl comes to an abrupt and lurching halt, in effort
to not collide with the young girl who stands in her way. Carrying
a small, wood-bound book under an arm, with an adorable bob of sky
blue hair, and a galaxy of freckles decorating her happy face, the
child locks her blue-eyed gaze upon Lisl's mask, and cheerfully
says: “Hi!”

“Hello, little one,” replies Lisl,
somewhat taken aback by the girl's blithe courage.

Pursing her lips, dark
line appearing between her brows, the girl scrutinizes Lisl, a
moment, before deciding: “I like your sword and armour.”

Barely able to keep
the surprise from her mask-hummed voice, Lisl replies: “Oh, really?
You do not fear me for fact of them? Many do.”

The blue-eyed girl
shakes her head, then reveals: “No, because I know who you
are.”

“Do you, now?”

“You're the magic lady from in my
picture book,” replies the little one.

Looking to the
wood-covered book, Lisl cautiously inquires: “Is that so? May I
see?”

With a nod, the girl
fumbles open the book, quickly finding a page, orienting it in both
hands and rising up onto her toes that Lisl may see. There, a hand
drawn image stains the yellowed paper, of a fair-haired woman,
wielding a sword of blazing fire, face hidden by the round of a
black mask, and locked in battle against a dimming of horned and
winged demons. Lisl points to the unfamiliar symbols arranged in
neat and orderly rows upon the page, asking: “What do these sound
as?”

“The
SwordMaiden of Hope,”
assists the freckle-faced girl, slowly trailing her fingertip
across the page, sounding-out the characters, as she
goes.

“The SwordMaiden of Hope?”, repeats
Lisl, somewhat incredulous. “Is that who the story says I
am?”

The girl nods, saying:
“You're the one who keeps the scary monsters from hiding under my
bed.”

“Yes,” chuckles Lisl, “I suppose I
am.”

“Mama says that when I grow up,”
segues the girl, excitedly, closing the book in her hands, “I'll be
a mommy just like her, but I want to fight monsters, instead. Then,
I can help make sure there are no scary monsters under other kid's
beds, and people will draw stories about me, just like
you.”

Sniffing a laugh, dark
mask hiding her smile, Lisl takes to a knee, lowering herself to a
more equal eye-level with the wee girl. “What is your name, little
one?”

“Yumemi,” is the girl's happy reply;
then, holding up the five fingers of her hand, she cheerfully adds:
“I'm this many years old.”

“Well, Yumemi, if you wish to fight
the monsters, I think you should try, with all your heart, to do
so.”

Blue eyes sparkling
and wide, Yumemi smiles, and says: “You really think I can?”

“Indeed I do,” nods Lisl, “though I
suspect your mother will worry about you, terribly.”

“But,” hesitates Yumemi, brow
furrowing, “I'm not magical, like you; I'm just a girl.”

Crooking a beckoning
finger, Lisl inquires: “You want to hear a secret, Yumemi,
something the monsters do not want you to know?” Then, as the
freckle-faced girl nods, and draws near, Lisl whispers into her
ear: “All girls are magical.”

Then, from elsewhere
upon that petal littered lane, a woman sternly shouts: “Yumemi!
Yumemi, what are you doing?” Lisl watches as the woman hurriedly
draws near, protectively clutching Yumemi close, and backing away a
pace or two, and warily, somewhat out of breath, she says: “Forgive
me, good stranger, my daughter is too gregarious for her own good;
I am sorry if she has bothered you.”

Golden hair swaying,
as she shakes her head, Lisl rises to her feet, and replies: “She
has been no bother, whatsoever, but rather – to me – an unexpected
delight.”

“Look – mama, look,” calls Yumemi,
holding open the picture book in her hands, “it's the magic lady
from my story. See?”

“Hush now, Yumemi; that is enough of
you and your stories,” whispers her mother. Then, aiming her words
Lisl's way, she adds: “Forgive me, she is prone to flights of
fancy, to say the least.”

Sniffing a laugh, the
masked woman says: “I am Lisl.” Then, pointing to young Yumemi's
book, she chuckles: “The SwordMaiden of Hope, apparently.”

“Sora,” comes the hesitant
introduction.

“May I ask,” segues Lisl, calmly,
looking about the quiet village, “by what name is this place
called?”

“You are in the Stride, Sakura,”
informs Sora, still clutching Yumemi close.

To which, Lisl further
inquires: “And, is this land still called, Umerona?”

Sora shakes her head:
“No, it is Emoria, so named for she who rules over us.”

“I see,” nods Lisl. Then, addressing
Sora's wary hold upon her daughter, the masked swordswoman adds:
“Apologies, I do not mean to frighten you, or your kinsmen; I
promise I shall not linger, here, nor shall I cause trouble. I seek
only information of a certain artifact. Perhaps you have heard tell
of it? A small urn, fashioned of polished gold, and cold to the
touch, regardless the heat of the day.”

“I'm sorry,” smiles Sora,
apologetically, “I hear little of the world beyond the next Stride
over.”

“Mama, mama,” says Yumemi, tugging at
her mother's skirt, “I know that story, too.”

“Not now, sweetie.”

“But – I do,” whines the blue-haired
girl, insistently.

And – Lisl, who does
inquire: “You know of what I speak, little one?”

Yumemi holds open her
storybook to a page, angled that Sora may see: “Look, mama.”

Considering the book a moment, Sora looks to Lisl,
and hands the little volume over, open to a tale the title of which
Yumemi translates as, The Knight who Became King, what depicts an image of a crowned man,
clad in armour, holding a golden jewellery box that sheds clouds of
heavy, white mist.

“Tell me,” Lisl asks, “does the story
say where this box is?”

With a nod, the
freckle-faced girl excitedly replies: “A knight was in a frozen
swamp, and he fought the monster in the swamp, and the monster had
a big pile of treasure in the ice, and the box was there.”

To which, Sora quietly
adds: “The tales in that book come to us from the lands of Ryedell,
far to the east of here, beyond the plains.”

Lisl closes the book,
and returns it to the little girl; then, aiming the dark glare of
her mask towards the eastern horizon, she nods, and says: “Thank
you, both, for your time. It was a pleasure to have met you, young
Yumemi…”

 


Thirteen years later,
or thereabouts…

Upon a barren tundra,
covered with rock and snow, the smoke from hundreds of campfires
chokes the air, lingering blue-white above that desolate field.
Armoured soldiers gather and mill amongst a sprawling tent city,
their breath showing on the chill air, crowding about the many
fires for warmth. Strange, broad-shouldered beasts of burden churn
the frozen earth with their hooves, as they pull wooden sleds laden
with cargo, while other creatures stand corralled about tall piles
of dried grasses, themselves clad in overlapping plates of metal,
in likewise fashion as their Human masters.

Sword in its scabbard,
locked in place by a knotted strip of white cloth, Lisl walks with
her open hands held high, slowly moving towards that busy camp.
Bitter wind tossing her heel-length ponytail, snapping the folds of
her tattered cloak as a rippling flag, the tearlines upon her dark
mask glint in the weak sunlight, as she goes. Still five hundred
paces from the first of those many tents, she hears the shrill
clatter of alarm bells, and the shouted calls of men spurned to
action by her approach.

Moving fast upon the
backs of armoured beasts, carrying long poles tipped with barbs of
metal, a dozen soldiers charge towards Lisl, intercepting her long
before she reaches the camp's perimeter. Surrounding her on all
sides, wild-eyed mounts snorting and stomping at the frozen ground,
the soldiers level their strange spears her way, wreathing her in a
ring of steel blades. Of that coterie of cavalrymen, one with a
crested helmet shouts: “Show yourself.”

To which, Lisl boldly
declares: “None may look upon my face.”

“Show yourself, and state your
purpose,” demands he, “or lay bleeding upon this nameless
ground.”

Hands still raised
high, Lisl coldly replies: “I seek an audience with this army's
commander; as for the rest, I do not think you would be able to
spill my blood, anywhere.”

Unfazed by her boast,
he of crested helmet asks: “Who are you; by what name are you
known?”

“I am known by many names; I respond
to Lisl.”

Considering her a
moment, regarding her piecemeal armour, the soldier finally says:
“Leave. The commander has neither the time to entertain faceless
mercenaries, nor the patience to pretend otherwise.”

“Deliver for me, then, a message,”
compromises Lisl, “and we shall see if what you say is
truth.”

Grimacing, the soldier
gives orders to one of that mounted party, saying: “Speak to the
commander this one's words, true as she utters them, here and
now.”

“Repeat only this,” relays Lisl,
“'Sora says hello, and misses you, dearly'…”

 


Not ten minutes
later…

Within a tent at the
centre of that sprawling camp, as small and plain as the others,
Lisl stands flanked by a quartet of guards, before a wooden table,
at which the ornately decorated commander of that grand army sits.
All clad in heavy, fluted plate mail, thin plates of clear crystal
form the many feathers upon the knight's broad-reaching wings, each
one sparkling with rainbow colour in the lantern light, and
tinkling like glass as they move. Great helm resting upon the
table, long, snow-white hair held in a warrior's topknot, the
imposing knight rises to greet the masked swordswoman. Resting an
armoured hand upon the bastard sword at her hip, its extended
crosspiece carved to resemble thorny vines of roses, the amber-eyed
knight coolly says: “So, you're the SwordMaiden of Hope, are you?
The children's fable come to life. I've heard of your exploits, of
the masked Demon-hunter who roams the world in search of her
prey.”

“I know of your deeds, as well,”
replies Lisl, bowing her head, “more than once have I entered some
fiend's lair, only to find it made already quiet by your holy
sword, Angel from Onward.”

Grimacing at the
title, the winged knight says: “Call me Kita.”

“Lisl,” nods the swordswoman, voice
buzzing through her dark mask.

Without further
preamble, the amber-eyed knight curtly inquires: “How do you know
Sora?”

“Incidentally,” shrugs Lisl. “Years
ago, when I first arrived in this land, she was kind enough to
provide for me simple directions; recently, I found myself passing
through her hometown, and she so happened to spy me on the street.
While I was delighted to speak with her, again, I am dismayed to
hear of her daughter's passing; I must admit, I still remember
young Yumemi with a certain fondness.”

Kita, with a casual
nod to the quartet of guards, quietly says: “You may go.” Then,
waiting for the soldiers to leave, tears suddenly form in her eyes,
as she asks: “You met Yumemi?”

Lisl nods, gently
saying: “Again, it was only a brief encounter, but memorable
nonetheless. I regret I did not have the opportunity to meet little
Yumemi when she had grown, after she took for herself the name,
Nozomi. I understand you and she were the dearest of friends; you
have my commiserations.”

“That is kind of you to say,” whispers
Kita, face turning pale.

“Forgive me,” murmurs Lisl, looking to
the floor, “I did not intend to sadden you.”

With a sniffle, Kita
shakes her head, and replies: “It's not entirely sadness.”

“Sora spoke with me, at length, of
your friendship with her daughter,” reveals Lisl, tearlines upon
her mask glinting in the light, “and of how you came to acquire the
title, Knight of White Roses. I must admit, I've never heard of
such a thing as, Magirai, until recently.”

“Every age, every land, will have its
share of my sisters-in-arms.”

Lisl sniffs a laugh,
shaking her head, as she says: “The Magirai, the first heroines
upon the world. Warriors created by a goddess, to hunt the Demons
what plague all Mankind.”

“Well, not quite the first,” grins
Kita, crystalline feathers tinkling, as she shrugs. “How long has
the SwordMaiden of Hope been slaying the monsters hiding beneath
our beds with her mythic sunblade? Five decades, now?
Ten?”

“I do not bother to keep count of the
years as they pass.”

“Then, you don't know how long it's
been since the old gods made you,” infers Kita, “and set you upon
the world for your terrible purpose?”

Taken aback, Lisl
skips a beat, before managing to say: “What?”

“How does that story go?”, frowns
Kita, scratching her head, eyes angled for remembering. “Something
about how the old gods punished a hero for stealing the magic of
fire, and giving it to the people of the world; then, the gods plot
to punish Humanity for accepting it. So, they fashion a creature of
steel, in likeness of a beautiful young woman; they ply her with
many fabulous gifts and talents, and present her as wife to the
fire-thief's brother. And, with her, she brings a golden
urn…”

Shaking her head, Lisl
falters back a step, saying: “No one knows of that.”

“The Demons certainly do,” chuckles
Kita. “During my battles with them, they often taunt me with their
crude boasts, of the night you unleashed them upon the
world.”

Dark mask doing little
to conceal the embarrassment in her voice, Lisl quietly observes:
“You are able to understand their manner of speech.”

With a wicked grin,
Kita flippantly replies: “Yes, but I don't really give them much
chance to talk.”

Lisl sighs; looking to
the floor, she admits: “It is true, I did release the Demons what
dim Humanity's lives with such suffering; I am she who set into
motion the monsters who killed your friend, most dear.”

“And – now, you're trying to fix your
mistake,” surmises Kita.

Nodding, Lisl says:
“You lead a grand and loyal army, their righteous fury aimed toward
the Kingdom of Hishan, in the north. He who rules over that
Demon-swayed nation has in his possession that which I seek. I must
join the ranks of your men; I must retrieve what is mine.”

“You mean, the urn?”, presumes Kita;
then, seeing Lisl's nod, she asks, “But – why? The horde is already
free, the Demons are loose. What the hell good is it to anyone,
now?”

“One last Demon remains within the
urn,” whispers Lisl, “one final spite is still sealed inside. Were
ever someone to let it out, were ever it be allowed to escape, all
hope in this world shall die.”

The amber-eyed knight
blinks, frowning as she asks: “What manner of Demon is it?”

“He is the lord of foreboding,”
replies Lisl, ominously. “Were ever he to fly free, he would make
Humanity aware of every misfortune what will occur in their days,
and no more could there be thoughts of a better tomorrow.” Then,
with a helpless shrug, she shakes her head and adds: “Mankind is
able to endure endless suffering, but he cannot live long without
hope…”

 


Four months later…

Shaking the ground as
a small earthquake, three full legions of armoured men rampage
across the barren tundra, churning the frozen ground into mud, as
they charge forth. Moving as one, twenty thousand infantry bellow
their wordless rage onto the frosty air, brandishing swords and
pikes, supported by hundreds of flanking cavalry. Behind them, at
the end of that wide valley, a great fortress stands carved from
the black rock of a sky-scraping mountain, its towering, outer
walls manned by countless archers, and teams working to load
grapeshot into catapults, and long spears into ballistae.

Blocking the entrance
of that snow-covered valley, Lisl stands aside Kita, both armed and
armoured, with soldiers holding formation behind them. Of an age
fit for war, twelve thousand men and women stand at the ready,
nervously shifting in their armour, while standard-bearers flying
the pennons of a dozen different city-states rally and muster their
nation's troops. As the front line of archers make ready their
bows, Kita turns to address her troops, her voice somehow lifted
that all within that grand army may hear.

“Remember, we are here to save these men, not slay them. The
Demons are your foes, not those they control. You will free them
from darkness, not send them into it; you will bring them to
justice for their crimes, not punish them for their weakness.”
Then, turning to face the onrushing legions, barely two hundred
paces away, Kita spreads her armoured wings, scooping huge volumes
of air with her initial downward beat, as she launches herself
thirty paces into the air. Coming to a hovering stop, the
countless, crystalline feathers of her outstretched wings blaze
with a blinding, rainbow light that floods the
battlefield.

In a trice, the
foremost lines of that charging army falter and recoil, throwing up
their arms to shield their eyes from the gleaming rays of
multicoloured light, stumbling and falling to the frozen ground for
their now blind momentum. As thousands of soldiers collapse and
roll upon the earth, they who rush close behind tangle and trip
upon them, and vast piles of clattering, groaning men mar the
battlefield. Flickering rapidly, the light from Kita's wings
reveals to all upon that bitter plane the strange shadows what
linger above that advancing army. Seeming as fleshy balloons afloat
upon the air, each a pace wide and glaring scarlet-black in colour,
the foul shades bristle with finger-thick spines, and bear a single
tentacle, long and thick, what protrudes from their underside,
ending in a large, tri-taloned hand. Of those hovering horrors,
each holds a firm grip upon the skull of one of the onrushing
soldiers, talons driven deep into the top and sides of their heads,
and the spiny terrors bob and float along, above them, blatantly
controlling the men to which they cling, as ghastly puppeteers.

With a single sweep of
her thorn-decorated sword, Kita bellows the command to charge, and
the confederate army at her back roars into action, rushing across
the frozen terrain, meeting the fumbled charge of the Demon-driven
soldiers, head on. Before her troops can reach that dark and
opposing force, the winged knight blazes across the battlefield,
the speed of her flight rocking the air as a thunderclap,
impossibly shedding a trail of white rose petals in her wake, as
she goes. Gleaming sword ringing loud, the snowy-haired knight
slices through the grim float of Demons along her path, severing
their thick tentacles, or bisecting their bulbous bodies, so
loosing their vile grip upon the men they hold.

Following on foot,
close behind, moving with such alacrity as to blur the air with her
goings, Lisl carves a path for herself through the throng, blazing
long sword painting the air with a rippling ribbon of light for her
haste. Methodically dodging swords and arrows, felling armoured men
with her fist, the masked swordswoman aims the bulk of her
cold-hearted fury at the thorny Demons, cutting free their clawed
tentacles as fast as she can manage.

Far behind, the
roaring front line of the confederate army reaches the Demon-driven
infantrymen, many of whom still move blind and stumbling, else lay
upon each other along the ground. The song of sword steel rings
loud upon the field, as those forces under Kita's command engage
their foes, weapons aimed to chop and slash the spiny horrors from
their human puppets. And, as those gripping appendages recoil and
spasm, severed and lacerated, and spewing fonts of glowing gore,
the enraged soldiers fall rigid and gasping upon the ground, backs
arched, soon coughing and heaving, and vomiting viscous ichor to
land, black and sizzling, in the snow. As the confederate forces
defend against their human counterparts, while trying to engage
those foes demonic, still others under Kita's command hurry forth
from the rear echelons, lightly armed and armoured, moving by
pairs; dauntless, they enter the fray of battle, avoiding
confrontation in effort to reach they who lay regurgitating,
hurrying to transport them from the battlefield.

Soaring fast across
the plain, with Lisl close behind, Kita quickly reaches the
megalithic wall of the mountain fort, heedless of the clouds of
arrows what whistle her way; blasting through the heavy, fortified
gate, amidst a shower of splintered wood and shattered iron, she
streaks into a torch-lit tunnel carved into the mountainside, deep
and wide, and packed with orderly lines of forward marching
soldiers. Swords screaming with fire, the Knight of White Roses and
the SwordMaiden of Hope cut down long swaths of spiny Demons with
blurring haste, as they make their way deep into the heart of the
mountain, soon coming to a colossal gold door at the end of that
lengthy hall.

The heavily armoured
Knight aims her cold fury at the contingent of soldiers who stand
guard there, wings sweeping wide, as she spins and twirls; for
herself, Lisl blurs her way to the massive door, and with a
thunderous slam, punches a hole clean through the thick, golden
barrier. Almost effortlessly, she tears and pulls at the gleaming
door, rending open a hole large enough that they might fit through;
then, as Kita unleashes a final, wheeling attack against the
dimming of Demons about them, she and Lisl charge through that
aureate entrance, into the grand chamber, beyond.

Over a hundred paces
long, and perhaps thirty wide, the strange throne room boasts a
high and vaulted ceiling, supported by thick columns of polished
gold, painted all black, and studded with diamonds so arranged as
to mimic the constellations and stars within the round of heaven.
Stranger still, the full breadth and width of the floor of that
vast chamber is home to a living map, complete with boulders carved
in aspect of tiny mountains, verdant grasses planted as manicured
fields, and stunted trees representing the land's forests.
Exquisitely crafted in gold, miniature buildings mark the locations
of towns and cities of the known world, while vast quantities of
liquid mercury flow in winding rivulets, as rivers, and gather in
small pools to show the location of lakes and seas. Rippling dunes
of gold flour form a vast desert upon that meticulous map,
glittering in the wan light of the smoking braziers, soon rising to
loose piles of raw ore, stacks of gold bars, ingots and coin, and
masterfully crafted jewellery, and dishware.

At the far end of that vast chamber, afloat on the
air, a ghastly monstrosity looms in the darkness. In aspect of a
shark's tri-cornered dorsal fin, thirty paces in length, its three
points tipped with man-sized talons, a single eye adorns its
chitinous form upon one side, two paces wide, blinking and
dilating, while a quintet of thin tentacles writhe upon its other
face, each attached to he who sits below. There, upon a throne of
gold, aged and grey, peaked and pallid, the king stares, blankly,
eyes devoid of the light of reason, seemingly unaware of what he
sees. Wearing gold lamé robes, and a heavy gold crown laden with black gemstones,
he sits with a golden urn perched upon the armrest of his throne,
it shedding faint plumes of frozen mist upon the dark
air.

Kita and Lisl stand
side by side, quickly taking in the strange scene, before setting
their eyes upon that horrid fiend what looms in the darkness. As
they both stride forward, moving across the map, the king hoarsely
whispers the word, “Guards”, and a score of Demons fade into being
about the chamber, lunging forth to attack before they are fully
manifest. Kita's armoured wings suddenly flare with internal light,
countless crystalline feathers glaring bright, and launching into
the air; the razor-sharp shards dart and slice through the
onrushing dimming, whistling loud as they spark off the walls, and
as the Demons fall for that glittering salvo, more rush out of the
darkness, quickly forming a horde what surrounds the two warriors.
The masked swordswoman blurs into action, then, darting from one
horrid Demon to the next, gleaming sunblade slashing and roaring,
as she streaks her way across the room, and even more scarlet-black
terrors continue to emerge from the shadows. Dodging tooth and
nail, parrying tentacle and tail, Lisl ducks torrents of blazing,
burning light aimed her way, as her vicious weapon unerringly finds
its mark, time and time again. Crystalline feathers tinkling as
they regrow upon her wings, Kita thunders across the dim map-room,
knight's sword screaming with blue-white fire, cleaving through
whole groups of Demons with her every swing, heavy armour taking
the brunt of their savage attempts to defend themselves.

Amidst the fray, the
Mindless King suddenly stands from his golden throne, and draws a
sword of crimson steel from within his robes; then, with a
monstrous snarl, he leaps through the air, sailing twenty paces
over the battle, landing to aim his rage the masked swordswoman's
way. Rumbling as a distant thunderstorm as she moves, Lisl parries
a flurry of the king's wild and crushing attacks, showers of sparks
spewing from their crossing blades, as he blathers and rages like a
madman; moving in close on his next furious attack, ducking beneath
the angled swing of his blade, Lisl balls her fist, and punches him
square in the groin. The enraged king hits the ground like a sack
of dirt, eyes wide, face red, bent in double upon the golden sand,
and without a second glance his way, Lisl speeds off to join Kita,
further along the throne-room, and with blurring speed, blinding
light, and blades of screeching fire, they wade into the
ever-growing throng of scarlet-black horrors.

Turning and yawing
upon the air, the massive, triangular Demon eructs rapid-fire beams
of yellow-black light from its single eye, setting off a chain of
ear-shattering explosions all about the cavernous chamber. In
reply, Kita launches blades of blue-white fire as she takes to the
air, streams of compressed light melting holes through her
glittering wings, burning and gleaning off her fluted armour;
thorn-decorated sword screaming with cerulean fire, blade growing
to twice its usual length, the armoured Knight flies through the
rapid-fire barrage, roaring a wordless battle-cry, as she charges
forth. Below, Lisl blurs and rumbles across the ruined map-floor
with her preternatural haste, blazing weapon felling a dozen
ruddy-black horrors with every heartbeat, zigzagging closer to the
one-eyed monstrosity. Golden hair flowing as a ribbon, as she ducks
and dodges the flashing bars of glaring light, ruby tearlines upon
her mask glowing bright, the fabled SwordMaiden leaps upon an acute
angle towards the cyclopean Demon, roaring sunblade leading the
way.

Their swords finding
their marks at the same time, upon a blinding burst of greenish
light, the Demon slams back against the wall with the force of that
combined attack, spewing viscous fonts of ruddy gore, its great eye
twitching, squared pupil dilating and launching high-energy streams
of light, all about. Back winging, Kita veers off, loosing another
volley of glittering feathers to whistle and slice through the air,
what blast into the harried horror, before she hits the ground
running and stumbling; Lisl spins and whirls as a dervish, beneath
the hovering fiend, slashing and slicing with her blazing sword, in
a trice severing one of the Demon's massive talons.

Streams of glaring
gore spew and spray from the fiend's grievous wounds, the blood
flash igniting with black flame where it meets the rivers and pools
of mercury, else sizzling upon the trove of gold, as meat heated on
a grill. The massive Demon lurches forward, falling as a wall freed
from its supports, slamming to the ground an instant after Lisl
speeds out of the way; whip-like tentacles lashing erratically,
bucking and flopping as a fish caught on land, the gigantic terror
crushes the map-floor, squishing its fallen minions to sizzling and
smoking paste. Its thrashings frantic and wild, the Demon's smashes
through a heavy column of gold, sending the pillar's ponderous
weight to crumbling, falling to a jagged pile, and pinning the
fiend to the floor beneath its weight. Laying still beneath the
golden rubble, great eye aimed to the diamond-studded ceiling, the
Demon lays bleeding and hissing, leaking thin wisps of violet
vapour from its many wounds. Loose stones giving way under the
weight of her armour, Kita moves to stand atop that foul horror,
taking to a knee beside its massive eye. “Your minions killed my
best friend in the whole world,” mutters she, voice made hollow by
her ornate great helm. “You have no idea what a mistake that
was.”

“Magirai…,” grumbles the Demon, great
eye focusing upon the winged Knight.

“That's right,” nods Kita. “You got
anything clever to say, before I melt your shade from the
Isness?”

Shivering a moment,
the bleeding horror replies: “I could fuel a thousand nightmares
with your Soul.”

Kita sniffs a laugh,
and nods, rising to her feet. Crystalline wings flaring with
brilliant light, sword screaming with blue-white flame, she casts a
quick look Lisl's way, who stands nodding, golden urn in hand, and
the Knight of White Roses drives her weapon deep into the centre of
that horrid eye…


Days later, 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 reminds: “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?”

To which, 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…

 


Slowly, inexorably,
the long millennia pass. Story fades to history, history blurs into
legend; legend is rewoven, again and again, as myth. Until, one
day…

Far below the surface
of the west Pacific Ocean, a deep-sea submersible falls through the
dark water, aimed towards the bottom of that abyssal trench near
the Mariana Islands. Over three storeys tall, in vague aspect of an
elongated bell, the towering bathyscaphe is wreathed in ringed
arrays of LED panels, their high-lumen light intense enough to push
back the darkness, while nearly a dozen articulated turbine engines
whir, quietly, as they guide the craft's precipitous free fall to
the bottom of the ocean. The lowest section of that high-tech
diving bell offers just enough room for its cramped cockpit, and
the lone man inside, with various computer screens, and a single,
fist-sized window, with which to witness the almost alien world
about him.

The lights of the
whirring sub reveal little more than grey and featureless rock, and
a fleeting glimpse of a fleeing flatfish, while a blizzard of silt
falls all about, seeming as a gentle snowfall, made worse by the
rush of turbulence from the bathyscaphe's many turbines, as it
hovers above the seafloor. Within that pressurized tower of metal,
the lone hydronaut sits lit by the scarlet glow of cockpit lights,
his eyes locked upon the display screens before him. Into the small
microphone of his headset, he of balding head and dark moustache
calmly reports: “Surface, this is Deep Float; I have reached a
depth of… eleven thousand meters. Moving to the coordinates, now;
range, one-hundred thirty metres.”

“Rodger, Deep Float, we've got you,”
comes the reply. “Proceed with caution.”

Turbines whirring, the
towering submersible hovers a few metres above the rocky seafloor,
billows of grey silt wafting, as it cruises along. Banks of
high-lumen lights pushing back the ponderous darkness a dozen
metres ahead, the craft drifts along the bottom of that abyssal
trench, passing by a cluster of conical rock formations spewing
dark, super-heated plumes of what appears to be smoke into the
water. Low beds of white crystal form long patches upon the rocky
ground, sparkling in the bathyscaphe's brilliant lights, where
blurred ribbons of heat and salinity waver and mix with the
bone-chilling waters.

“Thirty metres,” reports the
submariner, eye scanning no less than a dozen different instruments
and monitors, before returning his gaze to the fist-sized window:
“I have visual confirmation of the object.”

Through the ear-piece
of his headset comes the reply: “Rodger, we're seeing it on our
monitors, now.”

Eyes growing wide,
mouth agape at what he sees, the submariner whispers: “Would you
look at that.”

There in the
oppressive darkness, a cube of metal sits upon the ocean floor,
measuring a metre in each of its dimensions; stranger still, two
crisscrossing straps of metal wrap snug over the cube, thick and
wide, their long ends seemingly nailed to the bedrock with a number
of thumb-thick spikes. As the towering bathyscaphe draws near, and
the whoosh of the turbines clears away the silt, strange symbols
become visible upon that peculiar object, perfectly etched into the
metal bonds, while the cube itself bears likewise inscriptions upon
its top and sides.

“Hello, darling,” murmurs the
hydronaut, “what the hell are you doing all the way down
here?”

To which, the Surface
remarks: “My money is on aliens. No way we could have done
this.”

The pilot sniffs a
laugh, and replies: “Well, whoever put it down here, they sure as
hell didn't want anyone finding it.”

Gently manoeuvring the
submersible into position, eyes upon the monitors before him, the
pilot looks through the small window in time to catch a fleeting
glimpse of something which had not been there a moment ago. At the
edge of the sub's lamplight, barely visible through the rain of
silt, there seems to stand a lone man, aged and grey, clean cut,
and wearing a rather dapper three-piece suit the colour of
pistachio ice-cream, with a necktie and polished oxfords to match.
“What the hell is that?”, starts the submariner, bringing his
towering craft to a hovering halt.

“Deep Float – report,” comes the
request over the communications system.

Splitting his
attention between the little window, and his instruments, slowly
manoeuvring the bathyscaphe about, the pilot replies: “Uh, I
thought I saw something moving.” Then, whirring the sub to hover
directly over the strange box, turning about a full three-hundred
and sixty degrees, he further reports, “I don't see anything, now;
I'm not getting anything on the side-scan. False alarm, Surface.
Must be the silt; my eyes playing tricks on me.”

Upon a brief moment of
pause, the Surface acknowledges: “Rodger, Deep Float; let's get to
work.”

Gently settling the
bathyscaphe upon the seafloor, its landing struts straddling the
metallic box, the hydronaut activates the downward facing lights
and cameras, then brings to life a pair of robotic arms what unfold
and extend from the sub's bottom, each equipped with finger-like
pincers, as well as an assortment of drills, saws, and other tools
brought especially for the task. With cameras recording and
transmitting, the pilot announces: “Activating the probe;
proceeding to test the nail heads.”

Manipulating the
controls, adjusting the level of zoom of the various cameras, the
pilot guides a slender, two-pronged instrument through the water,
robotic arms articulating and moving at his slightest touch.
Applying the tip of the simple probe to the wide rivets what affix
the box to the bedrock, scanning the information displayed upon a
small, side monitor, the hydronaut reports: “Okay, we're getting
something. It is mostly iron, one-percent carbon; trace amounts of
phosphorus, sulphur, chlorine; manganese, nickle. There is a high
chromium content, approximately fifteen-percent. Sounds almost like
surgical steel to me. Moving on to test the bands.”

Once more working the
controls, the pilot aims the probe's barbs to the thick metal bands
wrapped about the metallic box, “I'm getting the same readings as
the nail heads – iron, carbon, chromium. Okay, moving on to test
the cube, itself. Analysis is… the same as the others. Should be a
piece of cake. Surface, am proceeding to cut the nail heads;
activating saw one, now.”

With a high-pitched
whine, a small circular saw whirs into action, its diamond blade
slicing off the thick nail heads, one at a time, before bringing
into action grabbing fingers to gather them into a Plexiglas
cylinder. In short order removing and storing two dozen nail heads
in that fashion, the hydronaut reports: “Surface, the spike heads
are secure; am proceeding to lift the straps.”

Robotic arms bend and
turn, whirring as they manoeuvre into position, gripping onto the
thick bands, hydraulic pistons working to slowly pry them from the
decapitated spikes what hold them to the rock.

“Surface, the straps are free; am
loading them into storage. Proceeding to capture the
cube…”

 


Twelve hours later,
far above the bottom of that abyssal trench, there cruises a
fog-grey naval vessel, over one-hundred metres long, sporting
nearly a dozen decks, and bearing a trio of domed satellite dishes,
and towering communications arrays. Deep within the ship's
labyrinthine passages, the strange cube sits upon a metallic table,
locked within an airtight clean-room, pristine white and brightly
lit, with a dozen people in full-body hazmat suits milling about
the adjoining science lab. Outside that sterile laboratory,
surrounded by computing equipment, a lab-coated woman sits facing a
flat-screen monitor, dark of hair and eye, speaking in real time to
a colleague halfway around the world.

“A box?”

With a nod, she in the
white coat replies: “That's right, sir, it's hollow.”

The man upon the
monitor frowns, leaning closer as he asks: “A stainless steel box,
with an unknown language written on it, bolted to the seafloor,
nearly seven miles below the surface of the Pacific Ocean?”

“Actually, sir, it's eighteen
different, unknown languages,” corrects she, trying to keep the
excitement from her voice.

“Eighteen?”, repeats he,
incredulously. “How old is this thing?”

With a quick shrug,
the whitecoat replies: “We can't be certain, sir. Some of the
inscriptions bear a resemblance to ancient Sumerian, so on first
blush, we're guessing it's at least ten-thousand years old. We'll
need to study it to be certain; we've experts in linguistics and
ancient languages aboard for that purpose.”

“The Rosetta Cube, so to speak,”
offers he.

“Yes – sir, that's what we're calling
it, but we can't be certain until we take a much closer
look.”

Then, a voice sounds
upon an intercom speaker, and one within the lab announces: “We're
ready.”

“Okay,” nods the whitecoat, excitedly,
“let's see what's inside this thing…”

 


A short while later,
the heavy steel box stands open upon the clean-room table, its top
face sawed off; next to it stands a smaller box, of a size to nest
within the first, all made of tarnished silver, expertly engraved
with bas relief images of skulls and horrid monsters, open
in a likewise fashion as its larger companion. Upon another
gleaming table, an iron box engraved with strange sigils sits, of a
size to fit in the previous, argent container, while a robotic arm
finishes the task of sawing its top face off. As another
arm affixes a large suction cup
to the iron lid, lifting and moving it aside, a tiny camera
scurries to gain an overview of the interior. Staring at the
viewing monitor, watching as the camera auto-focuses upon the
contents of the small iron box, she of dark hair and white lab coat
inquires: “What the hell is that?”

Sparkling and
translucent, the heavy container appears full to its brim with
small crystals, or gemstones, and another within the control room
asks: “Are those diamonds?”

As a robot arm moves
and whirs within the clean-room, taking a small sample of the
glittering crystals, and delivering it to a nearby machine for
analysis, the dark-eyed whitecoat mutters: “Can you push some of it
aside
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