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Chapter: Prelude

~ The Eater of
Worlds~

Deep within the
SacredRealm commonly known as the Universe, there spins a pinwheel
galaxy, a hundred thousand light years wide, with a bulge
forty-thousand thick, its pentad of radiating arms arcing as it
dances across the cosmos. Within one of those glittering arms,
about four-fifths from the galactic core, a middling-sized star
hurtles through the frigid vacuum of space, blazing yellow-white,
the colossal force of its gravity dragging along a collection of
small planets and gas giants, nine in total, each with their
allotment of moons, with whom they gracefully waltz through
infinity. Fourth in line from the sun, easily recognized for the
reddish hue of its barren surface, that planet long ago known as
'Marsylvanii' hangs upon the nothingness of space. Once a living
world, it was home to millions of Sylvanii, those chimeric warriors
still mentioned in myth and legend, the Centaur, Minotaur, the
Satyr, and Silenii; now, the red planet exists in a state of silent
sorrow, and bears still the wound of a terrible weapon, what did
cause the world's destruction. Four thousand kilometres long, and
two hundred wide, that gargantuan chasm what mars the surface of
the planet stands in grim memorial to the lives lost, long ago,
when that once lush place was scoured to a barren wasteland of
ruddy dust, and strewn rock, by the forces of Darkness. And – so,
with the Sylvanii gone, their name was removed from that of the
planet, and the latter became known, simply, as Mars.

A far distance from
that massive canyon stands what little remains of the ruins of a
grand metropolis, so forgotten by time that 'ancient' seems too
weak an adjective to describe its age. A temple city known as
'Kahiro', that once living place stands as a mirror image, in name
and layout, to Al Qahira, on Earth, the city more commonly known as
Cairo, where stand those towering pyramids of Giza, save that those
pyramids upon the red planet seem not much more than low hills,
now, they damaged by war, worn away by wind, and buried under
hundreds of metres of Martian sand. Even that enigmatic statue of
the Sphinx, which sits guarding that trio of ruined pyramids, still
stands, though it is not much more than a jagged crag,
unrecognizable for what it once was.

It is near that
chimeric statue, where Decius Serrat does stand, the
self-proclaimed Chancellor of Mars, and the nascent civilization he
has built there. Armed with a high-powered pulse-rifle, clad in a
full suit of siyenti combat armour, its countless
interlocking and overlapping plates coloured a dark shade of grey,
the twin lights mounted upon his helmet needlessly gleam in the
bright light of the Martian day. With him, stands a lone 'woman',
she decidedly more casually – and dangerously – dressed, for fact
she wears not a specialized suit to protect her from the unearthly
environment.

Eyes a bright shade of
red, long golden twintails held in place by lacy black ribbons, she
known as 'Malison' stands clad in a short black skirt and tattered
thigh-highs, and shreds of black chiffon and lace that wrap about
her shins and ankles; two belts of dark leather superfluously
crisscross her hips and waist, and a pair of long, finger-less
gloves adorn her hands, all made of black satin, and laced with
scarlet ribbons, while a leather underbust corset drastically
accentuates her hourglass figure, beneath which, a tattered
T-shirt, hanging to bare one shoulder, displays the words, 'Cute
But Psycho', writ in gold across her chest. Disconcertingly, the
gloved hands and forearms of that young woman seem covered by a
layer of bony, wine-red scales, and her unsettling fingernails seem
as jagged, obsidian claws, while two triangular horns grow from her
skull, above the tie of her twintails, each a hand long and
coloured scarlet-black, what emit thin, fast-fading plumes of dark
smoke onto the stale air. Meanwhile, upon her back extend the two
halves of a grand and arcing wrought iron gate, as would guard the
wall to some palatial estate, their frames bent as to form a
massive pair of dark wings, their razor-studded bars hanging as
feathers, even as a sinister-looking tail, three paces long,
stretches from its eponymous bone at the base of her spine, all
made of serrated chitin, and tipped with a scythe-like blade, what
glows as heated iron.

Together does that odd
couple stand, at the mouth of a tunnel, long and wide, bored into
the Martian soil upon a steep angle by the force of Malison's Dim
magicks, and soon do they set their feet to moving, as to descend
the gentle slope of that tunnel, deep beneath the sand, where at
its end they find evidence of ruins, not much more than a few
megalithic blocks and columns, now shattered and strewn. “What was
this place?”, inquires Decius, looking to the flexible screen upon
his vambrace.

“I
don't know,” Malison shrugs, “the Temple of Someone Important.
Whatever it was, it's just garbage, now.” Then, casually waving a
hand on the air, the horned woman tosses aside a pile of rubble and
sand to reveal the mouth of a circular pit, what leads straight
down into the earth, and moving to peer therein, she grins, and
adds: “But, this is something special; a 'bottomless' pit. The old
ways of Human sacrifice are so simple, yet so satisfying; reminds
me of when I was young. Come on, let's go.” And, taking hold of
Decius' hand, without another word, she steps into that wide pit,
dragging him along with her.

For hundreds of paces
do they fall, descending in a controlled manner, they neither
tumbling, nor going too fast, and soon do they come to land upon
their feet atop a mountain of petrified bones, what clatters and
shifts slightly, as they light upon its apex. By the beams
streaming from Decius' helm-mounted lights do they find themselves
within a massive chamber cut out of the bedrock, it so large they
cannot see its walls, or ceiling, while that unstable mount upon
which they stand appears surrounded by a pool of liquid mercury,
for which Decius' vambrace tablet rings out an alarm, warning of
the toxic nature of the environment. As Decius quickly silences
that incessant ringing, a guttural growl then echoes in the
darkness what surrounds them, followed by a sustained, metallic
hiss, like the rush of pouring sand; then, a rising, throbbing hum
begins to waver the air, and that pool of mercury what surrounds
that ossiferous island starts to slosh, and ripple.

Malison, her red eyes
glowing bright, she somehow seeing in the darkness, smiles: “Oh,
he's beautiful.”

Decius casts a quick
look her way, frowning his confusion for fact that he sees nothing
within the thin beams of his armour's lights; then, of a sudden,
four rhomboid eyes appear on the darkness, they aglow of a
blood-red hue, and unblinking, they either quite small, or rather
far away, and belying the movement of what bears them. A strange,
metallic clattering echoes about that darkness-filled chamber,
lasting some fifty heartbeats, followed by a series of slow,
thundering footfalls what tremble the chamber, and set that lake of
mercury to waving. As those approaching eyes seem to tower high
above, growing larger in aspect, the gleam of scarlet colour angles
Decius' and Malison's way. It is then, when Malison holds up her
taloned hands, with them drawing thin threads of vantablack light
on the air, arms moving asynchronously to join three arcing lines,
as to form a tri-petalled flower. “Cum saxum saxorum in duersum
montum oparum da, blah blah blah,” Malison chuckles, as that
abyssal symbol burns away like overheated wire.

That thing what moves
unseen in the darkness comes to a sudden stop, then, its massive
eyes glaring bright, whereupon a strange voice sounds, echoing all
about, issuing forth as would a fork scraping and screeching upon a
blackboard, what says: “Speak.”

Malison, looking up at
those massive eyes, sniffs a laugh, and with an insouciant lift of
her shoulders, simply replies: “Obey.”

To which, those eyes
flare and dim, a moment, before that ear-twinging voice says: “The
sacrifices have not been made; the tithe has not been paid.”

“You've been sleeping on a dead world,” explains Malison,
offhandedly gesturing about the dark chamber, “there's been no one
to keep up the rituals, no one to pay your tithe.”

Upon another beat of
silence, those eyes then ask, “What do you want?”

“I
want you to do your job,” Malison replies, flatly.

“The
sacrifices must be made; the tithe must be paid.”

Malison, impatiently
nodding as the thing repeats itself, rushes to assure: “You'll get
them, everything you are owed, and more. I know you know I'm good
for it.”

Those eyes looming
high in the darkness fall silent, a moment, before that unseen
entity inquires: “Which world do you wish for me to erase?”

With a wicked grin,
Malison replies, “You ever hear of a little place called, the
Maggirdym?”

“The
Maggirdym is not a world,” comes the reply of that nerve-grating
voice.

To which, Malison
gives a fast shrug, and chuckles: “You saying you can't do it? I
mean, that's what you do, right; that's why you Dragons were
created, right? The 'Eaters of Worlds', and all that crap. So – go,
eat the Maggirdym for me, and I will pay you handsomely.”

“The
Maggirdym is not a world.”

Malison rolls her
eyes, and lets out an exasperated sigh, saying, “Fine, you're
right; it's a SacredRealm, I get that. But, it contains a
world, right? So, all you gotta do is get there, get inside, and
eat the living Christ out of that world. When you're done, you're
free to go where you want, a freedom your kind hasn't enjoyed in
quite a long time, if I'm not mistaken.”

Upon a rather pregnant
pause, that wincing voice in the darkness replies: “More sacrifices
must be made; more tithe must be payed.”

“No
problem,” shrugs Malison; then, lifting a taloned hand, crooking
her claws, her forearm and fingers begin to glow of a searing,
red-orange light, what pours forth wisps of vantablack smoke onto
the dark air, whereupon she abruptly jerks her hand to one side,
somehow tearing a jagged hole in the 'reality' there, it
two-dimensional, and humming and glaring with Darkness. It is into
that rend which she does shove her hand, most of her arm
disappearing within, she angling her eyes and biting the corner of
her lip, as she seems to feel around, before she lets out a laugh
of victory, and pulls her arm free, a strange object in hand. In
aspect of a Klein bottle, about the size of your average milk
carton, and seemingly made of glass, the odd item glows from within
of such of brilliant, golden brightness, as to push back the
darkness for hundreds of paces in all directions, though it still
does not reveal the walls or ceiling of that apparently vast
chamber, nor does it reach far enough to show the source of that
metallic voice.

With that glowing
container in one hand, Malison somehow pushes the fingers of the
other through its glassy surface, from within grabbing up a handful
of blazing light, which she then tosses into the darkness, towards
the source of that voice, it scattering as pinpoints of aureate
energy, each in aspect of tiny hourglasses. Malison, appearing as
one who stands throwing out feed for a brood of chickens, continues
tossing handfuls of granular light into the air, to that unseen
thing saying, “Here you go, big boy; here's enough Souls to cover
what you are owed, and the same amount again, as payment for what
I'm asking.” Then, Malison casts a quick look Decius' way, adding:
“And – this dude, right here, he has all the tithe you are owed.
Tell him.”

To which, Decius
blinks, hesitating a beat, before he to the darkness says: “Uh,
yes, that's right; I've five thousand kilograms of gold in store,
for you. I can have it all brought here, within a few hours.”

“There,” shrugs Malison, staying her Soul-tossing hand, “are
you satisfied; do we have an accord?”

Long comes the silence
after the question, before that ear-twinging voice screeches the
word: “Blood.”

“Oh
– Jesus,” chuckles Malison, giving a small start, “I almost forgot.
Yes, totally, no problem; you want blood, we got blood.”

And, when the
scarlet-eyed Demon looks his way, Decius nods, and explains: “Yes,
that's right; I've have the eugenic pools working already, in
anticipation of your needs. Just tell me how many people you want,
and you'll get them, though, it might take quite a while longer
than a few hours.”

“One
thousand,” says that wincing voice, without pause.

“Then, we have an accord,” Malison nods, summarizing: “We get
you the gold, the thousand people; you got the Souls already,
so…”

“Bring the sacrifices,” says the Dragon, “bring the tithe;
then, I shall end the world inside the Maggirdym…”

~ ~
~

~ The Grim Shade of
Mirajane Grey~

Meanwhile, on planet
Earth, there upon the west coast of Canada, sits a large island,
called Vancouver; it is near the southern end of that island where
exists a valley, commonly known as Warmland, in which the Sungoma
Arts Centre calls home. A full kilometre square, of forest and
glade, well-away from town, the rather idyllic property has been a
nexus point for paranormal and supernatural activity for thousands
of years, though its story is little known by they who live there.
Indeed, far below the palatial Solly House, what stands at the
centre of Sungoma, buried beneath millennia of silt and sand, a
grand pyramid still exists, hidden away from the world. It is
there, some thirty storeys below ground level, where Seranine, and
the rest of the Ten Sisters find themselves, there with Sonder, the
HR Director of Sungoma, within a short hall. There before a massive
stone door at the end of that hall do they gather, where Sonder
gives brief instructions with regards to the rules of that place,
before she bids the Umbral OrbDancer to unlock that ponderous
portal.

Seranine places one
hand over her heart, from within her Soul drawing out her Magirai
weapon, upon a flash of light and the swirl of glaring ribbons of
vibrant energy left standing in her armour; then, simply touching
her crystalline orb against the door, the former flares with inner
light, whereupon that stone slab begins to rumble, slowly lifting
into the ceiling, opening to another hallway. Through that portal
do the Ten Sisters follow after Sonder, the corridor beyond some
thirty paces long, its walls of megalithic stone decorated with
colourful, hand-painted murals, still bright with colour, what
depict scenes of verdant forests, and fields of cheerful flowers,
set beneath a blue sky decorated with little fluffy clouds, and the
arc of a grand rainbow, while one section of the aged mural stands
painted large as to dominate the scene, showing the Goddess of
Hope, she clad in the flow of a light blue dress, with a long mane
of azure hair rippling about her, and sad, cerulean eyes, while her
smiling face is painted with a galaxy of tiny freckles, as she
stands beneath the boughs of a broad reaching tree. Upon the wall
opposite, another long mural shows a series of colourful scenes,
arranged to tell a story, as would the panels of a comic book, what
show young women arriving on the sands of a beach, borne upon
golden hourglasses, and moving through the confines of a
weapon-filled armoury; scenes of those women sitting in classrooms,
and battling Demons in a verdant forest, so on and such like, in
the full length of that wall telling the tale of a Magirai's
journey to graduation.

“What on Earth…?”, breathes January, as she and the others
slowly wander down that storytelling hall.

With the others
murmuring their agreement, frowning their own confusion and
curiosity for what they see, Sonder looks Alison's way, and
gesturing to those long murals says: “As you can see, this is the
story you wish to protect, what also exists in your headquarters.”
Sonder then ushers the Sisters to the end of that hall, what opens
into a mid-sized chamber, lit by pace-long shards of quartz that
hang from the high ceiling; there, stand eight, large sarcophagi,
made of megalithic stone, within a series of recessed alcoves along
the walls, their top faces carved to resemble they who lay within,
while red-gold placards bear their engraved epitaphs. About the
room, stone plinths and pedestals stand bearing the weight of
various objects, between wood and glass display cases what hold
even more items, from clothing, to tools, and even toys, to
examples of priceless jewellery, books, and even an old IBM
computer from the ancient 'Eighties, complete with a CRT monitor,
and dial-up modem.

Sonder, moving to
stand off to one side, as to allow the Magirai to enter,
offhandedly gestures about the brightly lit chamber, saying:
“Please, feel free to look around, though with all due respect, I
must insist you do not disturb anything.”

As the others all
spread themselves about that broad room, carefully moving between
the standing shelves, Damaru and Seranine together move to that
nearest alcove, where the latter looks to that plate of polished
orichalcum affixed to the sarcophagus there, and aloud reads the
name engraved thereon: “Aya Tansuta, the Wisdom of Hope…”

As her bride aims her
amber-eyed surprise her way, Damaru blinks a frown, saying: “Aya
the Wise?”

Across the room, at
that other alcove nearest the entrance, January raises her voice
slightly, to inform: “These say, 'Katara deWyn, the Nameless
Blades', and 'Akiyama Kiki, the Cerulean Vanguard'.”

“Kiki?”, repeats Ayumi, aiming her frown the SolMaiden's way,
moving to read that placard for herself, before she mutters: “I
don't believe it…”

It is Zelda's turn to
announce the name engraved upon another sarcophagus in that deep
chamber, saying: “This one is Isutyr Ænirin, OakWalker of GlassIsland; I remember reading
about her.”

To which, Lisl, there
standing with Alison, points and says, “This epitaph reads,
'Mirajane Grey, GrimShade of the Distant Storm.”

“You're kidding,” says Damaru, hurrying over to that
megalithic coffin, as to see for herself.

“These are Magirai…,” observes Seranine, redundantly, slowly
shaking her head as she looks about that small burial
chamber.

With a nod, Sonder
adds: “Eight in all, entombed here over the centuries, along with
other relics.”

Zelda looks the HR
Director's way, frowning her question: “What is this place?”

“A
temple to honour the Goddess of Hope, and the Magirai,” comes
Sonder's patient reply, “a pyramid, in fact, constructed long ago
in this valley, then buried in the silt and mud of the Great Flood.
After, a smaller, sister temple was built nearby, upon the same Ley
line, the Temple you all now use as your Headquarters. Eventually,
others of your sisters-in-arms came to find this place; they
renewed, repaired it, continued to use it, and over time it became
the heart of what is now called 'Sungoma'.”

To which, Lisl,
speaking as one in a museum, inquires: “Why did you not reveal this
to us before now?”

“Rules exist regarding this place,” comes Sonder's nodding
reply, “I must follow the owner's orders.”

With a frown marring
her brow, Damaru aloud realizes: “Wait a minute… You said the owner of Sungoma gave you permission to
be in here; that means your boss is Magirai.”

“She
was, indeed,” smiles Sonder; then, turning her dark eyes to a
small, rather plain music box, there resting atop a marble plinth,
she and the others watch as a tiny pinpoint of golden light drifts
from within, lilting on the air as a spark freed from a campfire,
to soon hover before the Ten Sisters. The Magirai watch with wide
eyed astonishment, and surprise, as that tiny Mote begins to slowly
spin, somehow drawing into itself thin threads of aureate light,
and glowing brighter, spinning faster, the spark releases a cloud
of grey-black smoke onto the air, what billows and swells as a
gathering thunderhead, growing to form a vaguely humanoid shape,
with the round of a head, and shoulders, and vague appendages.
Within the cowl-like swirl of that grim cloud, a Human face
gradually fades into view, translucent and glowing as moonlight,
and moving as a living statue of sculpted coal smoke, the figure
raises an invisible hand, pulling back the hood what covers their
head. Pale, ghostly skin drawing-out the depth of her hazel eyes,
short hair the colour of graphite framing her high cheekbones, the
apparition aims a smile at the Sisters, fond and gentle.

Seranine covers her
gasp with a hand, upon seeing that face, as Damaru whispers:
“M-Mirajane?”

To which, that spectre
once known as Mirajane the Grey looks the fair-haired SnowMaiden's
way, and with a voice issuing as two overlapping whispers, one
sounding backwards as the other speaks forward, she says: “Damaru,
the Maiden of Winter's Silence; I remember you.”

“I
don't believe it,” whispers Seranine, words muffled by the hand
what covers them.

Sonder, giving a
polite bow of her head, offhandedly gestures the smoky shade's way,
to the Sisters saying: “May I introduce the owner of Sungoma.”

“Mirajane, is that really you?”, frowns Damaru, moving a step
closer.

“My,” smiles that familiar apparition, “how you've
grown.”

Damaru, eyes wide with
her incredulity, gives a quick shake of her head, and asks: “Mira,
what…? You're the owner of Sungoma?”

And, when the ghostly
form of Mirajane turns her hazel eyes towards Sonder, the latter
does quietly explain, “Technically, no; the deceased cannot legally
own property. However, Miss Grey was the founder of what would
eventually become known as Sungoma; while the law no longer
recognizes her ownership, she still guides this property. Also, I
should inform, her manifesting in this way is quite strenuous for
her; the act of speaking, doubly so. Hence, my doing the latter on
her behalf.”

With a nod for the HR
Director's words, Damaru then meets Mirajane's gaze, and with tears
forming in her own dark eyes, she admits: “It's bitter-sweet to see
you, Seneschal.”

Voice still issuing as
a whisper, and sounding at once forwards and back, Mirajane smiles
fondly, and says, “Welcome home, all of you.”

As the first of her
tears begin to slide down her cheeks, Damaru casts a fast look to
her teammates, there about her, and says: “We have so many
questions, so many things to tell you.”

Mirajane smiles a nod,
and slowly reaches forth an unseen hand, in an invisible and
ultimately futile effort to push away Damaru's tears, and when the
once silent SnowMaiden blushes a smile for that gesture, the grey
GrimShade meets Seranine's amber-eyed gaze, and smiles,
“HatGirl…”

The moniker pulling
from her a blushing laugh, Seranine then replies, “Hello,
Seneschal, it's wonderful to see you again.”

“There are many trials…,” whispers
Mirajane, as she passes her gaze across the Ten Sisters.

“Yes
– Ma'am,” Seranine nods, straightening her back slightly, “please
rely on us to complete them.”

To which, that ghost
of Mirajane nods a slow smile, then once more turns her gaze
Sonder's way, when the latter informs: “There is a matter,
regarding the Anubis Frame; it's use is required to an important
degree, and were it to be housed here, it would be… inconvenient.”

As Mirajane again
nods, Wittier begins her thought, though does not express it fully,
when she hesitantly says: “Oh, uh…”

“It
is all right, Arcusylph,” Sonder smiles, “your concern is being
addressed.”

“Yeah,” says Seranine, frowning her thinking, “we should grant
permission for Tahla to be in this chamber, if we're going to store
the Frame here, otherwise she won't be able to enter. The Prime
Minister as well, maybe even Herzy.”

To which, Marisol,
with a small shrug, quietly inquires: “What happens if someone
comes in here without permission? Nothing good I assume.”

“No,” Sonder chuckles, “but Seranine's words are sufficient in
this matter.” Then, when Mirajane again turns her ghostly, hazel
eyes the HR Director's way, Sonder replies: “Yes – of course, my
friend; please… It was wonderful seeing
you, again.”

At which, the smoky
apparition turns her smile across the Ten Sisters, meeting each of
their gazes in turn, before she silently mouths the word,
'Goodbye,' and slowly fades from view, to be left only as a
minuscule spark of twirling light, what, as an ember caught on a
breeze, returns to the music box from whence it came.

Then, a heavy silence
fills that reliquary, as the Ten Sisters blink and stare, and trade
somewhat startled looks. “A rather short visit, I'm afraid,” smiles
Sonder, her voice breaking the quiet.

It is then, when the
next sound disturbs that hallowed place, that of Damaru's tearful
sniffle. “You okay, Dee?”, asks Seranine, wrapping an arm about her
bride's waist, aiming a frown of concern her way.

“Yeah,” nods she, wiping away her tears, “just taken aback. It
was nice to see her, even as she is.”

To which, Sonder then
carefully suggests: “I know you all have countless questions, which
I shall endeavour to answer on Miss Grey's behalf. For now, and the
task at hand, the various artifacts you currently have stored in
the Nozomi Temple can be moved here, for safekeeping, including the
Anubis Frame. I'll admit, this will make accessing the Frame
inconvenient, from both ends, but this chamber will provide another
line of defence against unwanted visitors.”

“We
should head to New Town,” Wittier nods, looking her team lead's
way, “and let Tahla know what's going on; that we're moving, that
we're not going to be using the Temple anymore.”

“Yeah,” Seranine nods, “we should let her know we might not
visit for a few days, while we get everything settled here. It
wouldn't be for long, but I don't want her to worry.”

Sonder, offhandedly
gesturing about the chamber, then prompts, “If you wish to remain a
spell longer, as to look about more, please feel free to do so;
otherwise, may I suggest we adjourn upstairs.”

For a moment do they
all linger in that ancient chamber, quietly looking to those
sarcophagi what contain the remains of there sisters-in-arms,
before they silently take their leave of that place, moving to that
short entrance hall, sealing the reliquary door, behind them, as
they go. “How long has she been down here?”, inquires Seranine, as
they move down the hall.

“Four hundred and twenty-six years,” Sonder replies, “though
some have been here longer.”

Amber eyes growing
wide for that reply, Seranine then asks: “And – she founded
Sungoma?”

With a nod, Sonder
explains: “Along with a few Mystics; it was to be a safe and
secretive haven, and school, what trains young men and women in the
Theracal arts, not to mention a headquarters for future generations
of Magirai on Earth. And, now that I've said those three words, the
moment Miss Grey established Sungoma, the organization known as the
MOE was born.”

It is January who
expresses her incredulity on behalf of the others, redundantly
saying: “She founded the MOE as well?”

“At
least in it's initial manifestation,” Sonder nods, “it was the
other half of Miss Grey's vision for this place; Sungoma would
train people in the Mystic arts, and once that training was
complete, they would be inducted into the MOE, to not only
investigate paranormal phenomenon, but protect Humanity from the
same. Of course, over the centuries, both entities grew into what
they are now, along somewhat divergent paths; the MOE grew to be an
unofficial facet of this nation's government, while Sungoma kept to
its humble plan, acting as a safe-haven for artists and
Mystics.”

At which, Damaru aims
her frown the HR Director's way, and quietly asks: “You said the
owner of Sungoma didn't want you telling us about this place. Why
wouldn't Mirajane want us to know this temple was here, that she
was here?”

“That is simply a blanket rule,” shrugs Sonder, “in place to
protect Sungoma from outside interests. If the world knew there was
a pyramid buried here, one largely intact, and which predates the
Ice Age, it would draw too much attention to the property, and this
place would no longer function, as it does. But, once Mirajane was
told that the Magirai of Montreal had appeared, quickly followed by
the rest of you, she felt it only proper to let you in on the
secret; the only problem was, it takes her some time to muster the
energy to be manifest, so as to reveal herself to you
all.”

“Since they're not with us,” observes Seranine, “is this
secret being kept from the Mystics, as well?”

“That is correct, the Mystics and other residents are unaware
what lays beneath Sungoma. It is something to be known only by
myself, the MOE, and of course, you Magirai.”

To which, Ayumi adds
her own frowning question to the mix, asking: “How big is this
place, what else is down here?”

“As
a whole,” replies Sonder, offhandedly gesturing about, “the pyramid
is roughly a third smaller than the Great Pyramid in Giza, though
it's internal layout is decidedly different. Down here are spaces
for religious practice, and social gathering, as well as those for
living, and storage; there are places to house livestock, and even
areas for making wine, and of course, the expected spring, at the
lowest reaches, which still provides Sungoma, above, with
water.”

“So,
it's like a small town, inside a building, which was then buried,”
Ayumi summarizes.

With a nod, Sonder
replies, “Correct; from what we know of the history of this place,
it was a temple populated largely by Magirai, and the priestesses
who did serve them, during, and even before, the last Ice Age.
Obviously, it was at the end of that Age when the Great Flood hid
this place, and its many secrets, from the world…”


Chapter One

~ NoodleGirl! ~

Unaware she is
dreaming, Regina strides across the sun-baked sands of a boundless
desert, feet aimed toward a massive stadium what absurdly towers
thousands of paces above the sand, it seemingly filled with
millions of spectators, who all fill the ring-row seats, sitting
shoulder to shoulder, their collective and overlapping cheers
echoing loud. As the fair-haired girl does approach that grand
coliseum, she looking to the colourful pennons what flutter in the
arid breeze, the rock of that oversized building appears to flow
and melt away, upon a spot, there forming a tunnel, tall and wide,
through which Regina does enter the stadium, following the straight
course of that arching hall directly to the sands of the arena's
floor. As she goes, the noise of the gathered multitude grows, and
when she emerges from the shadows of that long entrance, their
cheering applause swells to a thundering high-point, what shivers
the ground with its ear-numbing volume.

Regina casts a
wide-eyed smile to that city-sized crowd, as she steps onto the
sunlit sands of the stadium's floor, she immediately throwing her
arms up high, what sets her audience to another wave of deafening
cheers, they all taking to their feet, as to greet her, whereupon
they sitting in those rows most central begin lobbing flowers, and
plush toy animals, to rain down upon the golden-haired girl. Across
a carpet of roses does Regina continue to walk, towards that
centre-most point of the arena's floor, still with her arms raised
to accept their adulation, as would a flower feed upon the rays of
the sun; it's only then, when she does notice she wears the uniform
of a private school, with a crested-blazer, coloured a deep shade
of green, along with a plaited skirt, high black socks, and a pair
of leather loafers.

As she reaches the
nexus of that impossibly grand place, Regina brings herself to a
stop, and sets to slowly turning about, in place, aiming her smile
to those millions of screaming fans, whereupon a deep rumble quakes
the amphitheatre, and all eyes look to a second tunnel there
forming in the wall. Then, from that fast-opening passage does
lumber forth a literal giant of a man, towering a hundred paces
tall, bearing four powerfully muscled arms, and all clad in dark
plate mail armour. With the arrival of that towering knight pushing
the crowd to a frenzy of boos, cheers, and shouted demands for
blood, Regina aims a hard-eyed glare her looming opponent's way,
and becomes all engulfed with humming, golden light, as she readies
herself for battle…

~ ~
~

Regina rouses from the
depths of sleep, eyes opening for the sound of someone knocking at
her front door, and with a frown, she looks about her bedroom, a
moment, as though to gain her bearings, before another somewhat
frantic knock pulls from her a sigh, and she tosses her blanket
aside, and climbs out of bed, with a yawn rubbing her eyes, as she
shuffles out into the short hall, moving passed the open kitchen,
to answer the door.

“Hey,” frowns she named Six, seemingly in a rush, “were you
still in bed?” Nearly a full hand shorter than what is considered
average, full-figured and rather well-endowed, the girl at Regina's
door sports a head of spiky hair, short and boyish, and all dyed
black, with chunky, vibrant slashes of purple, and wears a plain
black T-shirt, and tight denim jeans to match, while a pair of
scuffed combat boots cover her feet.

To which, Regina does
nod, again yawning, as she asks: “What's up?”

“They're waking Imagen,” Six replies, pointing down the hall,
with an inviting tilt of her head saying: “Come on, let's go see
her.”

Eyes growing wide,
Regina immediately sets her feet to following the raven-haired
girl, careless she goes barefoot, and wearing her pyjamas, down the
wide and lavish hall of the Solly House, going only a dozen paces,
before they come to a door bearing a polish brass placard what
reads, 'Soliloquy', into which they enter. There, inside that small
apartment, of a likewise design as hers, Regina sees a group of
others, numbering over a dozen, who do crowd into the living room,
and that narrow hall what leads to the bedroom, arriving in time to
hear fair-haired January say: “I still want to know how they found
each other in the Between. You gotta admit, it's pretty long
odds.”

With a nod, it is
platinum-haired Seranine who admits: “Yeah, I've been thinking
about that too.”

“Well,” sighs Zelda, she standing clad in the burgundy robes
of her Magirai armour, metallic walking staff in hand, “that knight
could cut a car engine in half with that sword of his, so whatever
Regina did to stop it… Well, I'm impressed,
that's all.”

As the gathered
onlookers do defer the way down that short hall, such that Regina
and Six may pass, the two girls enter the bedroom, to find he named
Kenny already there, standing at the foot of the bed. A man of
generous proportions, dark of hair and eye, he stands wearing a
simple pair of navy blue sweatpants, and a dark T-shirt what bears
the cartoon image of the character 'Wendy Marvell', from the anime
Fairy Tail, he aiming a look of worry to she who sleeps so soundly
in that room.

Brow bent with her
concern, as she and Six move to stand at Kenny's side, Regina looks
to the robe-clad Magirai, sitting upon the edge of the bed, and
asks: “How is she?”

“She's just fine,” smiles Zelda, giving a nod, then gesturing
to the three standing members of Third Eye Island, she says: “Okay,
you guys can stay, I'm gonna get the rest of you to give them the
room.”

At which, those
Magirai so gathered do quietly move to the living room, even as
Zelda lifts both hands, and sets to drawing out thin lines of
golden light onto the air, before her, asymmetrically forming a
symmetrical Pattern, which – when complete, she gently pushes
towards she sound asleep in bed. And, when that lacy Pattern does
waft over the girl's placid face, then fades from view, her eyelids
begin to flutter, then open, she immediately squinting a frown, for
the sunlight what streams through the window. “Good morning,
Imōto,” Zelda says, gently, giving the groggy redhead a
smile.

With a frown, Imagen
mutters, “Hey…,” before she tries to push
herself up to sitting.

“Oh,
go slow, hon; easy,” comes Zelda's concern, hands moving to hold
onto the girl's shoulder, as to steady her, before asking: “Can you
tell me your name?”

“Imagen Maples,” replies she, frown darkening for that
question, looking to that trio of teammates to ask: “What's going
on, why is everyone in my room, staring at me?”

Zelda, answering that
question with one of her own, asks: “What's the last thing you
remember?”

“Um,” hesitates Imagen, angling her eyes for thinking,
“something about noodles; I'm really not sure.”

“Anything else?”, prompts the GlimmerMage, quirking a sculpted
brow.

Again does Imagen
pause to consider, saying, “Um… Six and I
went through the Janus Gate, so she could help Lisl,
and…” Then, her frown growing dark, a
slight yet rising panic quavering her voice, she anxiously
inquires: “Why am I having difficulties remembering; what's going
on?”

Still with a gentle
smile upon her face, Zelda rushes to reply, “Hey, it's okay, try
not to panic. Three days ago, you suffered a serious head injury. I
have healed you, not to brag, and you are very much alive, and
well. Healthy as an ox. I made you sleep for a couple days, so I
could keep an eye on you, make sure there were no problems.”

Her sense of panic
reaching a middling plateau, Imagen says: “Injured? How, when?”

“First thing's first,” nods Zelda, holding up a hand, “are you
experiencing any pain, right now?”

Eyes growing vacant a
beat, as she performs a quick, mental self-diagnostic, Imagen
shakes her head, and replies, “The light's a bit bright, but other
than that…”

With a nod, Zelda
clarifies, “That'll pass; you're eyes have been closed for a few
days, so they're just not used to it yet. Uh, if you find it's
still bothering you in a few hours, let me know, and if you get bit
of a headache, that's expected; I can help you with that, but a
couple of ibuprofen will do just as well. Okay?”

To which, Imagen does
nod, “Okay. Uh, Ma'am, I'm starting to freak out a little,
here.”

Zelda sniffs a laugh,
and chuckles: “I know, hon, I'm sorry for freaking you out; I just
wanna make sure you're okay, before I leave you alone.” Then,
taking Imagen's hands in her own, a somewhat proud smile upon her
face, Zelda reveals: “'Kay – so, a few days ago, you got into a
fight with one of the Malegis knights; you remember that?”

“I
did what?”, exclaims Imagen, clearly incredulous.

“During that battle,” continues Zelda, “you took a pretty hard
hit to the head; it kind of scrambled your brain a little, gave you
a good concussion.”

Eyes welling with
tears, Imagen blinks her disbelief, and with a slight shake of her
head, says: “I don't remember any of that…”

Zelda, squeezing the
girl's hands tight, quickly assures: “It's okay, don't panic; the
memory loss is expected. It'll most likely come back to you, in
pieces, over the next few days.”

Imagen aims a worried
look down at her own body, and freeing her hands from Zelda's, she
touches at her face and head, asking: “Am I all right, is there
permanent damage?”

“None at all,” Zelda shakes her head, and seeing the tears
what slide down the girl's cheeks, she gently reassures: “Hey,
Imagen, please try to relax; you are okay, Magirai's honour. And,
don't panic when I say, I want you to take a couple-few days off;
if you feel off somehow, anything at all, let me know, but I'll
pretty much guarantee you'll be all right. Oh, and you'll be
hungrier than normal; your body used up a lot of energy during and
after the fight. So – just, indulge whatever cravings you have, eat
until you are content; it'll normalize in a few days. 'Kay –
cool?”

“Okay,” Imagen nods, “uh, I guess I should say thank you, Miss
GlimmerMage, for helping me.”

Zelda gives her
teary-eyed Imōto a fond smile, and quietly replies: “You're
welcome, hon, anytime.” Then, meeting Seranine's gaze, there
standing at the bedroom's open door, she says: “'Kay – Prez, let's
give these four some space.”

With a nod, Seranine
smiles, “Imagen, sweetie, we'll be around if you need anything,
okay?”

“Yes, Ma'am, thank you; I appreciate that,” nods the slightly
confused redhead, and when Seranine and Zelda take their leave,
Imagen finally focuses her attention upon her teammates. “Okay,”
says she, voice trembling, “the look of worry on your faces is
killing me, right now.” Without pause, Regina rushes to sit on the
bed, there next to Imagen, wrapping her arms about her and
squeezing tight, even as Kenny and Six follow close behind, all
crowding around their team lead, enclosing her within a clinging
group hug. “Was it really that bad?”, asks Imagen, quietly, doing
her best to hold the arms what gird her.

With a nod, making no
efforts to restrain his own tears, Kenny quietly replies: “You were
almost killed.”

“I… I don't remember,” Imagen admits,
shaking her head, before asking: “What happened; did I actually get
into a fight?”

Upon a sniffle, Kenny
removes his glasses as to dry his eyes, saying, “Don't worry about
that, right now, Jen, we're just happy you're okay.”

As fragments of her
memory slowly begin to fall back into their proper places within
her concussion addled mind, Imagen's eyes grow wide with her
dawning realization, and she almost frantically says:
“Six… Oh – no, we were there so you
could… Did you help Lisl, is she okay, now;
are you?”

“I
did,” replies Six, giving a definite nod, “she's fine, and I'm
fine.” Then, with a playful grin, she adds: “Actually, aside from
the Malegis knights, you're the only one who got their ass kicked
that day, so…”

“Thanks,” mutters Imagen, giving her friend a wry look, trying
to restrain a smile; then, focusing her attention upon the
fair-haired girl who so tightly clings to her, she says: “Regina,
hey, it's okay, I'm all right.”

Cheeks wet with tears,
Regina sniffles, and nods: “I know, I'm just relieved that you
are.”

For a short spell do
they all sit, then, holding each other close, in a sombre silence
broken by occasional sniffles, whereupon Six then chuckles: “Well,
at least now, NoodleGirl here will do better in her training.”

“What are you talking about,” Imagen frowns, “and why the hell
did you call me 'NoodleGirl'?”

To which, Regina lets
out a tearful laugh, and says, “You don't remember? Imagen, you
defeated the knight; you won the fight.”

Imagen leans back from
that reveal, exclaiming, “Me?”

“Yeah,” Regina nods, wiping away her tears as she explains,
“you Mystic'd the crap out of him; I had to stop you from hurting
him.”

“I
can't summon a piece of dryer lint,” counters Imagen.

“Uh,
no,” comes the chuckle of Six's sarcasm, “from what I saw, you
summoned more than just lint.”

Slowly shaking her
head, eyes wide, Imagen whispers, “I don't remember any of
this.”

“I
wish I was there to see it,” admits Kenny, with a smile adding,
“apparently, you turned the Malegis' armour into cooked pasta;
like, the whole thing transmuted into noodles.”

Imagen blinks at her
bespectacled best friend, and murmurs: “I beg your pardon.”

With an almost
bewildered look upon her face does Regina explain, “It was like
everything you said came true. You said 'flowers', and there were
flowers; you said 'sunshine', and it got warm, and bright.”

“And,” hesitates Imagen, brow furrowing with her question,
“you're saying I turned the knight's armour into… into cooked pasta?”

“Yeah,” Regina giggles, “you thought the word 'noodles' was
funny, for some reason; you kept giggling it, even when we got you
back here.”

When Imagen falls
silent, she clearly at a loss for words, Six gives her a playful
nudge, and grins: “Looks like you really are a Mystic, after all,
NoodleGirl.”

Upon a sigh, Imagen
gives a shake of her head, and murmurs: “Well, I imagine this is
what it's like getting blackout drunk, and not remembering what you
did the morning after.”

To which, Regina
laughs, and says: “You're not waking up next to someone you barely
know, so…”

As Kenny and the
others chuckle and giggle for that addendum, Imagen feigns a frown
of annoyance, weakly pushing them away as she says, “Okay, get off
me, I gotta pee like you wouldn't believe…”


Chapter Two

~ Strange Things Are
Afoot At Darkwalker Ranch ~

The next morning,
around mid-tierce, Imagen moves through the main hall of the
capacious Solly House, despite the early hour, and her suggested
days off from training, making her way for the library, as to get
in a little book study with regards to her newfound grasp upon
TheraWeaving. With a hand covering a yawn, she soon draws near to
that only intersection of corridors in that grand building, where
she spies a group of others gathered outside the door of the Janus
Gate room, including Kenny and Regina, who from the sidelines watch
a number of Magirai, armed and armoured, and in the midst of some
discussion.

“Hey,” says Imagen, as she draws near her two teammates, with
a frown asking, “what's going on; there something
wrong?”

With a small nod,
Kenny explains: “It's okay, the Sisters are putting together a
mission; they're trying to decide who's going.”

“A
mission to do what?”

To which, Kenny does
reply: “Archive and I tracked down the headquarters of the Malegis
army, late last night; the Sisters are heading there now, to
investigate, along with the MOE, and a few other law enforcement
agencies.”

Imagen gives a blink,
and repeats: “Headquarters?”

“A
plot of land in southern Ontario,” Kenny nods, “somewhere near the
US border; a couple hundred acres, that looks like an old
farmstead. I guess the Malegis were using it as a training ground,
because there's clear evidence of Darkness in the area.”

The two friends fall
silent, then, as they watch that nearby conversation play out, and
even a few games of rock-paper-scissors, which prompt the Ten
Sisters to soon form of themselves two groups, of equal size.
“Looks like they figured it out,” observes Kenny, redundantly, as
Seranine, Damaru, January, Wittier, and Zelda, all make their
hugging goodbyes with Alison, Lisl, and the three members of Tuli's
Mischief, upon which that latter group does file into the Janus
Gate room, leaving the others behind.

“I
hope they'll be okay,” remarks Imagen, quietly, as the sound of
Alison's voice excitedly issues from within the room, shouting:
“Team Fuck Yeah!”

“I
should get on Archive,” nods Kenny, aiming his words Regina's way,
“I'm their 'guy in the chair' on this mission.”

With a nod of her own,
Regina smiles, “Okay. Kiss for luck.” Then, when she – with a smile
– delivers that small charm, Kenny gives she and Imagen a quick
wave, saying: “See you guys later.”

As he moves down the
hall, to soon disappear into that room what houses the ancient
artifact known as Archive, Regina looks Imagen's way, and shrugs:
“I wonder what they'll find.”

“Yeah,” nods the slender redhead, with one hand adjusting the
lay of her eyeglasses, as she admits, “I'm curious about that
myself.”

To which, Regina gives
an almost bewildered shake of her head, and adds: “I still don't
believe the Malegis Crown was Darcy. I mean, what happened to
him?”

“I
don't know,” Imagen shakes her head, with a small frown adding,
“the Sisters said something about a curse, but I could have got
that wrong.”

“I
thought Tuli cleared him of his Marks.”

Imagen shrugs at that
suggestion, and counters, “Maybe he picked up a new one.”

Upon a sigh, brow
furrowing, Regina quietly asks: “You think we should have done more
to help him?” Then, when Imagen only shakes her head, and again
lifts her shoulders of a fast shrug, Regina admits: “I kinda wish I
had figured out this Mystic stuff back when that Demon attacked
campus; I could have done something to protect Darcy, and everyone
else.” And, when the bespectacled redhead merely nods, Regina lets
out another heavy sigh, before asking: “You wanna go grab a cup of
coffee?”

“Um,
no,” replies Imagen, averting her gaze, “not right now.” Then,
without further ado, she turns, and continues her way down the
hall, feet pointed in the direction of the library…

~ ~
~

Later on that same
day, Imagen sits upon the sofa in her Solly House apartment, curled
up in one corner, with a broad book open upon her lap, a cup of
steaming coffee close at hand, while a small wall-mounted
television drones away, quietly, in the background, of the old
'Eighties movie, Ferris Beuller's Day Off,
it playing in some small celebration of her own respite from her
studies, sanctioned though it may be. For a moment watching
the antics of that PG-rated fantasy, specifically that scene in
which the classic Ferrari leaps to its untimely death, she then
returns her attention to the book from which she reads, sharpening
both her eyes and mind, as she continues her study of
TheraMechanical concepts, revealed in thousand year old Vedic
poetry, translated from Sanskrit. It is then, when a sharp knock
sounds at her front door, and before she can move herself to
answer, she hears it click open.

“Jen, honey,” comes the search of Regina's voice, “you
there?”

“Yeah,” frowns she, looking to the front door, “what's
up?”

To which, Regina
almost breathlessly replies: “I'm sorry for barging in, but you
gotta come see this.”

“What's going on?”, Imagen then asks, setting her book aside,
from her seat rising to standing.

“The
Sisters…,” begins Regina, before she gives
a quick shake of her head, as though too impatient to explain
further, and with an inviting wave, she insists: “Just
come…”

With Imagen frowning
her concern, and confusion, the two move from that apartment, and
go a short distance down the main hall, in less than twenty paces
arriving at that room labelled 'Archive', entering without
knocking. Within is a small chamber, perhaps five paces long and
wide, providing enough room for a rather odd and oversized desk,
and two chairs; with no windows, the ceiling, floor, and walls
stand all made of grey stone, making the room feel more like a cave
than an office, one lit only by a single, oil-fuelled lantern. For
itself, that oddly large desk seems akin to a sacrificial alter,
made of slabs of dark and polished jet, two hands thick, and inlaid
with rows of strange symbols, and clusters of precious and
semi-precious gemstones embedded into the rock, while bevelled
grooves form sinuous patterns upon its surfaces. And, there, at his
usual place sitting before that ancient artifact, sits Kenny, while
Sonder, Seranine, and those Sisters who had remained behind do also
gather there, each with their eyes directed towards the many
light-crafted images that strange desk projects onto the air.

“SwordMaiden…,” they arrive in time
to hear Seranine say, she aiming her sigh to the MOE tablet she
holds, to which, Lisl's dulcet voice through that device's speakers
does reply, “I have scouted the way ahead, and there is no
immediate danger.”

“I
would feel better if you didn't go alone,” comes the amber-eyed
Magirai's concern, “that's a long way from home; if anything goes
sideways…”

When Seranine leaves
that thought unfinished, Lisl reminds: “I am the best suited for
the trip, and I am not exactly alone, do not forget. As well, if I
run into too much trouble, I can extricate myself to safety; I
shall explain how later.”

“All
right,” Seranine again sighs, before asking: “Uh, is the rest of
Darkwalker Ranch secure?”

From the speaker of
the OrbDancer's MOE tablet does issue forth Ayumi's voice, then,
who replies: “Yeah, Prez, the Tears are mended, and we shutdown the
Labyrinth. We're ready to come home at this point, if not for this
Gateway.”

“Okay,” Seranine nods, and aiming her next question to they
who stand in the room, she inquires, “Anyone have any objections to
Lisl's plan?” And, when none of her sisters-in-arms take that
opportunity, the platinum-haired President again sighs, and says:
“All right, SwordMaiden, you got the go ahead. Please try to report
back in an hour; if you get in deep, get your butt back here.” And,
when Lisl replies, “Yo – that,” Seranine segues on to add: “Sleepy,
I'm gonna get you guys to hang there for a bit, so you can wait for
Lisl's return, and guard the Gateway, in case anything gets passed
her, and tries to enter this world.”

To which, the MadNova
replies: “That's a big 'yo that', Prezikins.”

“All
right, Lisl, good luck,” concludes Seranine, giving a needless nod,
“bring us back a souvenir.” Then, when the SwordMaiden simply says,
“Will do,” Seranine taps the touchscreen of her tablet, so as to
end the call, before she looks the others' way, and with an
allowing, nodding shrug, says: “'Kay – well, to be fair, we have
trialled in stranger places…”

“I'm
a little jealous, in a way,” grins January, “I mean, you gotta
admit, that would be pretty neat to see.”

Seranine, sniffing a
laugh for her friend's mild bout of envy, then says: “Uh, Zelda –
honey, I want you to start thinking about what you gotta do to make
it so we can help Lisl, if she needs it.”

“You
got it,” nods the GlimmerMage, needlessly pointing vaguely to the
east, as she asks: “Do you want me to head over there; join Sleepy
and the others?”

With a shake of her
head, the amber-eyed OrbDancer replies: “Not yet; if Lisl doesn't
contact us in an hour, we'll start to panic.” Then, seemingly all
made of sighs, Seranine puts on a smile, and says: “Okay, ladies,
you know the drill; it's hurry up and wait time.”

At which, the five
Sisters take their leave of the Archive room, along with Sonder,
they making their smiling nods to their Imōto as they go,
and disappear down the main hall, whereupon Imagen and Regina look
Kenny's way. “Hey,” says Imagen, quietly, as he waves them over,
“what's going on?”

“The
Sisters found tears in the fabric of 'reality',” nods Kenny,
swivelling about in his chair, as to face them, “that were allowing
Demons easy access to Earth; they also found a Demonic Gateway that
they're trying to figure out how to close.”

To which, Imagen
frowns: “This at the ranch the Malegis were using?”

With another nod,
Kenny adjusts the lay of his eyeglasses, and replies: “The
SwordMaiden has already scouted the Gateway with one of her new
'shades', and now she's just got the go-ahead to enter.”

It is Regina who next
asks, “Where does the Gateway go?”

To which, Kenny puts
on a almost proud smile, turning his seat such that he might face
that stone desk called Archive, he tapping a finger upon the
glowing runes etched into its surface, as to bring up an image on
one of the hovering screens, what displays a photograph of Earth's
Moon…

~ ~
~

Lisl steps from a dark
and wavering Gateway of vantablack light, to be immediately plunged
into a near total darkness, and perfect silence, whereupon a rush
of fast-expanding air and water vapour soundlessly leaves the all
of her body. Boots finding purchase upon solid stone, she casts a
fast look about, eyes adjusting to the lack of light, as to find
herself standing within the ruins of some small building, only five
paces square, one of its walls crumbed away to a pile of rubble, to
reveal the silver-grey sands of the Lunar surface. There, just
outside that three walled room, a lone, humanoid figure stands,
seemingly hollow, and made of a mesh-like lattice of dark steel,
what overall vaguely resembles Lisl in figure and stature, but
lacks any fine details, and features, as though it were her shadow
come to three-dimensional life. The SwordMaiden leaves the confines
of that ruined structure, then, moving to stand aside that
hex-steel shade, she pausing a moment to scan the Lunar surface, in
the perpetual darkness of that satellite's dark side seeing little
more than dust, rock, and impact craters, whereupon her Shade lifts
an arm to point off in a particular direction. With a nod, Lisl
then soundlessly draws one of two swords what hang in scabbards at
her hip, it a short sword of grey metal what seems limned with a
dim and wavering shadow, whereupon a sudden cloud of darkness
bursts from the all of the SwordMaiden's body, whirling about her
as windblown sand; in a trice, those countless flecks of metallic
darkness form of themselves three humanoid figures, each in exact
likeness of the first, they also made of a mesh-like lattice of
dark steel, each wielding twin swords as she, and mimicking her
smallest movements with unerring accuracy.

With Lisl in the lead,
that curious coterie of quintuplets does soundlessly set off across
the Lunar surface, seeing only the barren landscape expected upon
that heavenly body, they leaving a winding line of footprints, as
they weave between the rims of the close-standing craters. Soon,
does their passage bring them near enough to one rather small
crater, it only twenty paces across, and perhaps half as much deep,
its slope gleaming red with rust to Lisl's enhanced and
dark-adapted eyes, and when she pauses to peer into that dark
depression, she in it depths does spy a lone object, clearly out of
place from the grey rock. In effort to gain a closer look, the
SwordMaiden carefully descends into the crater, boots finding poor
purchase in the soft silt, using the fractional gravity to hop the
last few paces down, before she moves to the crater's lowermost
point, where that peculiar object does lay. Beside that item does
she take to a knee, to find the artifact in aspect of a Human head,
torn at the neck, and constructed entirely of metal, and clockwork,
while about the area linger fragments and scraps of a likewise
material. For a moment examining that severed head, without
touching it taking note of its androgynous features, Lisl cannot
help but compare that fallen android's rather simple design to her
own, before she again looks about to the field of debris what
litters the bottom of the crater; then, rising to her feet, again
using the low gravity to her advantage, she effortlessly leaps to
the crater's rim, rejoining that quartet of hex-steel shades who
patiently wait there, before they once more head off upon some
seemingly random, and unremarkable tangent. For a spell do they
wander that darkest side of the Moon, seeing no other evidence of
an intelligent presence on that barren place, before Lisl again
brings her team of hex-steel selves to a halt upon the rim of
another small crater, neither whose slope nor bottom can be seen,
but rather appears as a vertical shaft drilled directly into the
Lunar surface.

Into that abyss do
Lisl and her four Shades leap, blindly yet calmly free-falling into
the frigid darkness, coming to a heavy landing more than three
hundred paces, below. With the echo of her boots upon the metallic
floor echoing wide through the darkness, announcing the presence of
some atmosphere, made louder by an equal noise from her hex-steel
companions, Lisl then draws from its scabbard her legendary
sun-sword, with a blade a pace-and-a-half long, and blazing with
solar plasma that so casts its light in a wide pool to push back
the darkness for twenty paces in all directions. As with one mind,
those four hex-steel Shades mimic the SwordMaiden's action with
perfect symmetry, and synchronicity, they also arming themselves
with swords of humming plasma, what add their own light to Lisl's,
and bring a greater clarity to their surroundings.

At one end of a grand
chamber does Lisl find herself, it fifty paces wide, and so long
that its farthest end cannot be discerned with such little light,
while its ceiling arcs barely ten paces, above her head. All
constructed of metal plates, girders, and stanchions, the dull grey
walls bear upon them occasional bits of text, in languages unknown
to Humanity, and also examples of recognizable technology, such as
lighting, power conduits, and control panels. Meanwhile, the
chamber's longest walls stand segmented by thick bulkheads what
form between them large bays, of a size suitable for storing large
amounts of cargo, or even vehicles, though those within view are
empty of either. Aware the light provided by her weapon, and those
of her companions, gives away their approach, Lisl sets their feet
to moving towards the farthest end of that dark chamber, long
before reaching it coming upon clear signs of a recent battle, what
do mar the chamber's walls, and floor, long, sable scorch marks,
jagged gouges and rends, and head-sized holes what reveal the dim
and flickering glow of crystalline cables behind and beneath the
bulkheads, occasionally snapping with tiny arcs of violet static.
As they proceed, and the visible damage to that subterranean
complex increases, Lisl soon spies the first remains of Demons,
laying strewn about the floor, their broken and torn forms still
leaking forth black bile, and foul ichor, what bubbles and sizzles
against the steel deck plates, even as some of those fallen horrors
occasionally spasm and twitch.

Passed that carnage do
Lisl and her four Shades together move, to a wide blast-door at the
end of that immense chamber, it buckled and damaged, through which
they go, to find themselves at the centre of a wide, three-way
junction. Down one of those tributary halls seeing the carnage left
by battle, the damage to the walls and floor, the ruined forms of
horrid Demons, the SwordMaiden then looks down that middle hall, it
– after only ten paces – purposely barricaded by seemingly random
and disparate plates of steel, repurposed doors, and other such
odds and ends, all fused and welded together, while that remaining
hall stands clear. Lisl, opting to follow the trail of gore and
viscera, leads her Shades down that battle-damaged hall, what
extends for a hundred and fifty paces, before arriving upon another
T-junction, the way ahead running left and right. And, before her
careful pace brings her into that crossroads, Lisl comes to a
sudden stop, and readies her weapons, her Shades unerringly
mimicking her, as she hears the slightest shiver of a noise, the
way ahead.

Not a heartbeat later,
a lone humanoid figure passes through the intersection, she barely
two paces tall, long blonde hair flowing loose, and bearing a pair
of vulpine ears upon her head, and nine bushy tails to
match. Arms held straight down at her sides, hands bend back at the
wrists, she literally skips through the air, a pace off the floor,
leaving ring-shaped ripples of golden light behind with her every
step, she going in a short, flower-decorated yukata, and a
pair of wooden geta, and white tabi socks. As she
skips by, the waifish being aims her oversized green eyes Lisl's
way, giving her a playful smile, and a finger-twiddling wave,
before she vanishes down the hall. Then, but a beat behind, another
unexpected creature rushes through the intersection, in aspect of a
Fairy, only one hand tall, who stands upon a head-sized sphere of
argent metal, her chestnut-coloured hair done up in a simple
ponytail, her skin a zebrine pattern of black, brown, and
white stripes, while a pair of moth-like wings protrude from her
shoulder blades, they seemingly made of raw, unbleached paper. Eyes
covered by a pair of leather goggles, the lilliputian Fairy wears a
short-waist jacket of saffron-coloured canvas, and a pair of shorts
to match, while a pair of white thigh high socks, and leather work
boots, adorn her feet, even as a leather satchel hangs from a belt
at her hip, from which a length of cable runs, to the handle of
some gun-like device in a holster at her other hip. Fast on that
Fairy's tiny heels, the intersection does then dim of an unnatural
shadow, as a swirling mass of Darkness flows by, amorphous and
shifting, seeming as oil mixing in water, lit by occasional flashes
of violet light, what trembles the ground, and shakes the air with
an incessant, droning hum, before it too rushes out of view.
Finally, a fifth creature enters the intersection at a sprinters
pace, clearly in league with the others already passed, one all too
familiar to Lisl's mask-hidden eyes. Three apples tall, seemingly
made of tightly wound string, all dyed a cheerful shade of yellow,
the little plaything bears a small felt heart affixed to his chest
with a simple cross-stitch, and a ball of yarn for a head, which
sits atop his disproportionately small body, with no ears, nose, or
discernible mouth. Clad in a simple hooded cloak, coloured forest
green, and wearing a palm-sized leather backpack, and a pair of
tiny leather boots, the straight pin and thumbtack what usually
function as his eyes are held in his hands, serving as sword and
shield, respectively, the former aglow with a scintillating swirl
of golden light, the latter seemingly the centre-point of a
gleaming glyph of humming energy. That little yellow string doll
turns a fast glance Lisl's way, as he runs by, righting himself and
going another two or three paces, before he lurches and skids to a
halt, back-peddling so that he may again look to see her standing
there. “SwordLady?”, says he, cocking his head to one side, coming
to a halt just inside the intersection.

To which, Lisl lowers
her swords, and replies, “Young Kinlock, is that you?”

“Yeah, it's me,” nods he, asking, “is that you
too?”

“I
am indeed me,” Lisl chuckles, relaxing her battle ready stance even
more, as she inquires: “What are you doing here, my
friend?”

Kinlock casts a fast
glance down the hall from which he came, and says: “Uh, I'm real
sorry, SwordLady, I'm kind of in a big hurry. Uh, can you say 'hi'
to everyone, and give them a buncha hugs for me?”

With a nod, Lisl
replies, “Of course. Are you okay?”

“Yeah – just, I gotta go,” Kinlock says, somewhat impatiently,
before adding: “Oh – uh, you might wanna go too, because there's a
bunch of monsters chasing us; we made them real mad, and they're
coming this way.”

Lisl again gives the
diminutive string doll a nod, replying: “Duly warned, thank
you.”

With a groan, as one
who is vexed, Kinlock then says, “Ugh, I'm sorry, SwordLady, I
gotta go.”

“I
understand, my friend.”

Kinlock then turns his
feet-less legs in the direction that coterie of others had gone,
and giving Lisl a wave, he cheerfully says: “'Kay – bye!”

“Farewell, Sir Kinlock, may Onward protect you,” Lisl replies,
smile hidden by her dark mask.

“You
too!”, shouts he, as he rushes from sight, and only two heartbeats
later does Lisl again hear Kinlock's voice echo with the words,
“No, it's okay, don't worry about her, she's a friend. Let's just
get back to the Fold Thingy, so we can get out of here.”

Lisl then moves that
final handful of paces as to enter the intersection, turning a look
in the direction Kinlock had gone, to see him still running down
that long hall with that group of others, they all moving as one;
then, looking in the opposite direction, that from which he had
come, Lisl soon hears the roar and snarl of many guttural voices,
and with her four hex-steel shadows mimicking her, she readies her
weapons, and turns to face that approaching horde…

~ ~
~

Meanwhile, back on
Earth, Seranine, Damaru, January, Wittier and Zelda, gather within
the dimly-lit confines of the Janus Gate room, having received a
call from the MadNova, and her team, from that place known as
Darkwalker Ranch, informing them of Lisl's completed task. As the
platinum-haired President and the others stand waiting, in
expectation that their teammates abroad will step into the room via
that wavering sheet of vantablack darkness what hangs there.
Instead, as they wait, a sudden spot of bright white light appears
on the air in the Janus room, it fast-expanding to a door-sized
hexagon of humming energy. With the others in the room aiming their
questioning frowns her way, Zelda points to the glaring hex-gate,
and eyes growing hard, she informs, “Uh, that's not mine.”

Immediately, she and
her sisters-in-arms make ready their weapons, with January moving
to place herself between her team and that unknown gate, while
Wittier and Zelda fall to the back ranks of the formation, leaving
Damaru in the mid, she already sheeting plumes of frigid mist from
her shoulders, even as Seranine is nowhere to be seen, having
already rendered herself invisible to what through the hex-gate may
come. For only a heartbeat waiting in tense and focused silence,
the five Magirai flinch at the first sign of movement, then hold
back their advance when they see clearly who steps from the light
of the gate.

Apparently unharmed,
and in good spirits, Lisl emerges from that glaring hexagon, with
the three members of Tuli's mischief, plus a foul-mouthed
TimeCutter, in tow. “Thank goodness,” sighs Seranine, as that
hex-gate vanishes behind her newly returned Sisters.

“Ladies,” greets Lisl, holding her arms out wide, mask-hidden
smile evident in the sound of her voice, “I bring you greetings
from the Moon.” Then, when they in the Janus room rush to surround
her, and quickly hug their own hellos, Seranine prompts her to
report, and the SwordMaiden replies, “The Demonic Gateway is
destroyed; Darkwalker Ranch is secure, though I must say, the Moon
is in a bit of a state, as Sonder would put it.” And, when the
platinum-haired team lead asks her to explain, Lisl reveals: “It is
crawling with large numbers of Demonic minions. Indeed
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