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Chapter Prelude

The snows of winter
fall heavy upon the Realm of Hope, blanketing the breadth and
length of the land, from the Mountains to the Forest, and lighting
upon the School's grounds. Of those many students who move and mill
about campus, five move as a small group, leaving the warm and
brightly-lit confines of Café on the Green,
crossing the main plaza to ascend the wide stairs what lead to the
Old School building. In the fore of that coterie, Seranine and
Damaru move hand-in-hand, both wearing the violet-coloured blazer,
plaited skirt, high socks and loafers, of their student uniforms,
while January and Zelda follow close behind, the blazers they wear
coloured as jet; meanwhile, fair-haired Alison takes up the rear,
going in the forest green blazer of a freshman. Entering the Old
School building as one, the five girls immediately turn for the
stairwell what ascends to the upper storeys, making their way to
the top floor; then, turning down a seldom-used corridor, they soon
arrive at the only door in that hall, one which does not bear a
polished placard announcing the name of she who dwells within, for
so well-known is she, there truly is no need. With that door
swinging open as they approach, the five Magirai in training enter
the large dorm room, to see Nozomi's smiling face, as she greets
them when they come in.

In that fire-warm
room, the walls stand painted pale-blue, and lit by overhanging
orbs of liquid-light, and a grand window nearly fills one wall,
south facing, with a clear view of the glittering shore of the
Beach, while a comfy reading chair, plush love seat, and long sofa
stand arranged about a lacquered coffee table, and facing a
stonework fireplace that fills the room with its warmth. A
four-posted bed, big enough for two, takes up space upon one wall,
cluttered with a menagerie of toy bunnies, and flanked on either
side by a pair of mahogany commodes; a gilt-decorated, gentleman's
clothes press, ornamented with black-japanning, stands near the
'his-side' of the bed, while a parquetry vanity takes up space near
hers.

Nozomi bids her guests
to find their comfort upon the sofa and chairs, before summoning
forth coffee, tea, and cheesecake enough for everyone; as they
quietly sup upon that treacle snack, and between them make a few
moments of small talk, the azure-haired goddess then explains why
she summoned them, on that snowy day. First reminding them of the
recent visit by the GlaDeus known as Mellifluous, Nozomi then
reveals the tale Mel had shared on her vacation in the Realm, with
regards to the growth of the Sliver groves on Earth, and subsequent
Insecarii attacks, and of the confusion brought on by a strange
paradox. And, when Nozomi brings that relatively short briefing to
its end, the five girls sit blinking, quiet, and seemingly stunned
for what they've heard.

“So,”
segues Seranine, hesitantly looking about at the others, “you're
saying, Mel told you the five of us are alive in the 'real' world,
right now?”

To which, Nozomi
hurries to swallow a sip of coffee, before replying, “Um, the short
answer is, 'yes'; the long answer is 'no'.”

Seranine shares a
quick look with Damaru, there sitting beside her, and with a shrug,
to Nozomi, replies: “We got time.”

“Okay, uh, right now,” explains the azure-haired girl, “your
Souls are sitting here, in the Maggirdym, talking to me; once the
five of you graduate home, you will all return to the same calendar
and country in which Mellifluous exists. Tuli and Lisl, as
well.”

“So,”
frowns Seranine, “from Mel's point of view, we exist in both
Realms; we're in the Maggirdym, and in the Universe, at the same
time?”

“Yeah,” chuckles Nozomi, “it's kind of messed with her brain a
little. That's why she didn't tell you any of this, because she's
too caught up in the paradox of it all. I tried to assuage her
worries, but it didn't take.” Then, with an insouciant lift of her
shoulders, she smiles: “Mel's a smart girl; she'll be
fine.”

Zelda, a look of faint
worry upon her face, quietly realizes: “So, that means Mel knows
our future.”

“Only
the highlights, and only up to what she considers to be the
present,” Nozomi clarifies.

“Not
sure how comfortable I am with that,” mumbles the winsome
auburnette, hiding her comment behind her coffee cup, before taking
a sip.

“So,
that's why she was acting a little strange when she was here,”
comes Seranine's frowning realization, “she's got two of us in her
head.”

With Nozomi nodding a
smile, fair-haired January does inquire: “Why are you telling us
all this, Headmistress? I mean, if Mel didn't want to have this
conversation, why are you?”

“Well, first, it explains why she was acting a little strange
with you guys, during her most recent visit,” reveals the
diminutive god, “second, her report reveals the 'real' world
situation to which the five of you shall return; as such, I can
tailor certain portions of your training to account for what you
will encounter, once you all return home.”

It is Alison, pushing
locks of dirty-blonde hair from her face, who then assumes: “That
'world situation' being this Sliver stuff.”

“Correct.”

To which, Seranine
adds: “Damaru and I have already encountered the Insecarii, and the
Sliver, in our trials; other students too.”

“True,” Nozomi gives a nod, “however, the trial arcs involving
the Sliver are on a much smaller scale than what is occurring in
Mel's Age.” Then, with both hands lifting her coffee cup to her
lips, she gives a small shrug, and admits: “That's my fault, I
guess; this Realm only simulates the Sliver in certain
environments, and situations.”

January lifts her own
shoulders in a fast shrug, asking: “How do you mean?”

Nozomi hurries a sip
of coffee, setting her cup down as she replies, “To my knowledge,
the Sliver has only appeared on Earth a few times, and those
instances occurred Ages ago. In those situations, the Sliver
appeared in, or near, preindustrial, or Thera-tech civilizations,
with relatively small populations, which provided little food for
the Sliver to grow abundant. The groves in Mel's Age, your Age,
grow in a post-industrial civilization, amidst a staggeringly large
population; hence, ample food for the Sliver to flourish.”

“Wait,” frowns Alison, talking around the bite of cheesecake in
her mouth, “what food?”

“Sliver feeds on what we would call pollution,” Nozomi
patiently explains. “For example, burning coal, oil, and wood,
releases toxins in the form of smoke; the Sliver feeds upon many of
these toxins, indeed cleaning the air of them. As well, Sliver will
leech such pollution from the ground, and water.”

Nodding along with her
Headmistress' words, Seranine then adds: “And, industrial
civilizations make a lot of pollution.” Then, dividing her comment
amongst her sisters-in-arms, she adds: “Hell, in the winter, if the
wind's just right in Ka'Jenn, this smelly cloud of smoke fills the
entire city, from all the stoves and fireplaces, and Ka'Jenn is
still fairly preindustrial. The Sliver would grow like a weed
there.”

“Exactly,” says Nozomi, pointing the word. “So, I figure I'll
infest a heavily polluted city with a Sliver grove, and see what
happens; then, the five of you can team up, and see what you can do
to stop it.”

“I'm
just a freshman though,” reminds Alison, looking to the others
about the room, “I can't team up with these guys.”

“It
would be a 'special operations' team, as Aikata calls it,” allows
Nozomi, “one immune to that particular rule, at least during trials
involving the Sliver.”

Teacup in hand, Damaru
gives Seranine a slight nudge with her elbow, gaining her
paramour's attention, to aim a small frown the girl's way, followed
by a shrug, before then sipping of her tea. Seranine, meeting
Nozomi's blue-eyed gaze, reveals: “Damaru says, 'Don't you know how
to stop the Sliver?'”

“Not
safely,” answers the freckle-faced god, aiming her words to the
silent Magirai, “not on a large scale. Typically, the Sliver has
died off due to lack of 'food', or the people managed to contain
small patches; I am not aware of large groves or forests that have
existed in the past, or how they were dealt with.”

To which, Zelda aloud
wonders: “How did they contain it?”

“Oh,
uh, they would dig up the Sliver, spending days meticulously
picking every shard from the ground,” explains Nozomi, “then,
they'd seal the fragments in metal containers. Silver and iron
seemed to work best. Some would toss the containers in lakes, or
the ocean; some simply stored the containers in sacred places;
shrines, vaults, what have you. Sometimes, the containers were not
sealed well-enough, and the Sliver spread, anew; otherwise, stored
Sliver would simply vanish from within their containers, leaving
not a trace behind. Given time, of course.”

“I
guess,” says Seranine, raising a dubious brow, “if the stuff is
locked in an air-tight box, it'll run out of food, eventually, and
die off.”

“Presumably,” Nozomi nods, before taking a sip from her
coffee.

Hurrying to swallow a
mouthful of cheesecake, gesturing with her fork as she speaks,
Zelda assumes: “But, if we're going to have to deal with whole
forests of this Sliver stuff… I mean, that's a lot of boxes.”

“And,” adds January, quick on her friend's conversational
heels, “I'm guessing if we miss one fleck of the stuff, it'll just
grow back.”

With a smile, the
azure-haired goddess happily says, “That correct guess, earns you
another piece of cheesecake,” before giving a playful wink,
whereupon a perfect wedge of blueberry cheesecake appears on the
SolMaiden's empty plate.

“Ugh,” groans January, feigning disappointment, “twist my
rubber arm.”

“And
– all of this is not to mention the monsters who will be defending
the stuff,” mutters Alison, looking into her coffee cup.

Nodding, Nozomi
replies, “Yeah, the Insecarii; you'll face them in your trials,
here, to a degree. And, the bigger the Sliver forests, the more
Insecarii there shall be.”

Seemingly unimpressed,
Alison sighs, “That's fucking great.”

“Language…,” says Nozomi, her tone one of quiet
warning.

“Sorry,” nods Alison, giving a sheepish smile.

“She's not wrong,” Zelda chuckles, “it sounds like it's going
to be a pain to deal with. I mean, I'm totally up for trying, but
if there's no way we can destroy the Sliver, except for this box
idea, then I say Alison should be allowed to swear about it, all
she wants.”

“Fucking A,” opines Alison, blushing slightly when her words
touch her own ears.

“Fine,” relents Nozomi, feigning a frown, in effort to hide her
smile.

At which, Seranine
says, “Damaru is asking, 'Can't you just destroy the Sliver with
your super-sexy goddess powers?”

Meeting the Silent
One's dark-eyed gaze, Nozomi replies: “Oh, I'll try. I'm going to
set up a Sliver forest on Jiyyem Island, and see what I can come up
with. Really, Aikata and I could just Archon the stuff, but that
doesn't really help the 'real' world much.”

With a shrug, Seranine
inquires: “You went there once; why can't you go back?”

“Yeah,” adds January, frowning the question, “can't you just
leave Kita in charge of the Realm, again, and get Myfanwy to send
you and Headmaster to the Universe?”

“That
would be possible, yes,” Nozomi replies, pausing to sip her coffee,
“however, more has changed in the world than just the arrival of
the Sliver. Specifically, the Net of Mars has been altered, making
it impossible for he and I to return to the Universe as 'Aikata'
and 'Nozomi'.”

“Which means what?”, frowns January, shaking her
head.

To which, Damaru
begins to offhandedly gesture on the air, head moving as one who
speaks, though she utters not a word; following her gesticulations
only a beat behind, Seranine gives voice to her bride's unspoken
reply, saying: “'It means, if Headmistress and Headmaster return to
Earth, they would be born anew, as new people; they would be
babies, forgetful of who they truly are.”

With Nozomi nodding at
that brief explanation, the others fall to a moment of still
silence, as they consider the implications of Damaru's words;
Alison, looking to they about her, frowns her confusion, and
finally blurts: “What the fuck is the 'Net of Mars'?”

Ignoring the
expletive, Nozomi does reply: “You'll learn more about it in your
History of the Isness class. Short version of the story, the Net of
Mars is a Demonic weapon; a field of energy wrapped about Earth.
It's primary purpose is to catch Souls leaving the planet; it keeps
them from heading Onward, and instead sends them back down into the
world, to be reborn as Human, once again. Put simply, it
reincarnates Human Souls, and keeps them on Earth, so they can
continue to suffer for Demonkind.”

“And,
this Net has been altered?”, repeats Alison.

“After I visited the 'real' world,” Nozomi nods, “after I
returned to Minos' chamber.”

To which, Zelda shrugs
the question: “By who?”

“A
Demon, obviously, “ shrugs the diminutive Headmistress , “I can't
say for sure which, but it would have to be an incredibly powerful
Demon.”

“Any
guesses?”, prompts Zelda, reaching to take a cookie in
hand.

To which, Nozomi does
reveal: “Remember the Shire Reeve of the Sonarii, the Elkenman
called Cerunis? From what the Holy Fay has been able to glean, he
purchased information regarding my whereabouts, and the location of
the Maggirdym, such that he could arrange for my capture.
Apparently, the price he paid was in Human Souls; roughly fifty
billion of them, all gathered by the SoulHerders. Unfortunately, he
would not reveal from whom he bought said information.”

With a dark frown,
Seranine inquires, “How the Hell did he get his hands on that many
Human Souls?”

“That
was sort of my fault, I guess,” hesitates Nozomi. “The Obelisk of
Yfel was the biggest structure in Hell; when Aikata and I destroyed
it, we released all of the Souls used in its construction, set them
free to drift their way Onward. Apparently, Cerunis ordered the
Dark Fairies to round up as many of those Souls as they could, then
exchanged them for knowledge of my whereabouts.”

“Fifty billion…,” blinks January. “I mean, you gotta figure, a
Great Titan owns, what, fifty-thousand Souls? Something like that?
And, soloing a Great Titan is our final exam in this Realm, sort of
a benchmark of our training. But, if there's one Demon out there
with fifty billion Human Souls, added to however many he had
already…”

“Precisely,” nods Nozomi.

Upon another moment of
still silence, Alison lets out a sigh, and taking up her coffee,
wearily opines: “Well, I guess that, plus this Sliver crap, sure
will make going home interesting.”

“Wait,” interjects January, “I'm sorry for switching gears like
this, but I just realized something. The 'us' in the world don't
know how to destroy this Sliver stuff, or Mel wouldn't have come to
ask for your help. So, that means, everything we're about to come
up with, now, to try and stop the Sliver, doesn't work.”

“Yes,” Nozomi nods.

Brow dark with her
frown of confusion, January inquires, “So, what are we doing; why
are we trying, if we know we won't come up with an answer?”

“From
your point of view in the 'real' world,” explains Nozomi, “you
already tried; that's why you're going to try, here and now. Make
sense?”

While Damaru nods at
the question, as with one mind do January, Seranine, and Zelda,
shake their heads, before Alison says: “Yeah, I get it. This is the
past, right now, and the future is the present.”

“Exactly,” Nozomi smiles, lifting her cup in cheers.

“Nailed it!”, cheers Alison, pumping her fists in boastful
celebration.

“Whatever, TimeCutter,” mutters Zelda, trying not to
smile.

“No,
Headmistress is right,” retorts Alison, “we have to train for this,
look into how to kill the Sliver. We have to do it, because that's
what we did. And, the more we fail here, the better off we'll be
when we get home, because we'll already know what won't work; we'll
be closer to the solution. Fuck it, I say we try everything we can
think of, ridiculous or otherwise.”

Trying to restrain her
own smile, Nozomi points a thumb Alison's way, nodding, “What she
said.”

“Wait,” frowns Zelda, pausing a beat to think, “if I'm there,
in the 'real' world, then I can just rewrite the UnderGlimmer of
this Sliver stuff; I could get rid of it in a hundred different
ways. Problem solved.”

January looks her
friend's way, and asks, “So, why aren't you doing it, then?”

The question painting
a frown upon the GlimmerMage's face, Zelda mutters: “Why
aren't I doing that?”

To which, Nozomi
replies: “I would assume it is because the Sliver is from another
SacredRealm, the UnderGlimmer of which is entirely different than
ours.”

“Ugh,” Zelda groans, as though exasperated, “are you kidding
me?” Then, with a reluctant nod, she admits: “Yeah, that makes
sense; I should've clued in sooner. I'm still too hung up on the
idea of two mes walking around the Isness. Uh, so, say these Sliver
trees produce apples, the Laceforme of those apples will be
different than the apples that grow on apple trees?”

The azure-haired girl
nods at the example, saying: “Yes, the Laceforme would be
completely different; still comprised of Thera, keep in mind, but
woven under different rules, even rules we cannot conceive, or that
don't make sense. A Sliver apple's pattern may resemble that of a
'real' world cup of coffee, perhaps; more likely, it will appear as
gibberish.”

Zelda lets out a vexed
sigh, then mutters: “Alison, swear something, incredulously, for
me.”

“Holy
shit-balls,” oaths the TimeCutter, barely missing a
beat.

“Sliver trees don't grow apples,” informs Seranine, somewhat
pedantically.

“Fine, I get that,” nods Zelda, “I'm just saying. And, it seems
like I'm gonna be pretty useless in all this. If the rules of the
Sliver's pattern is completely new and unknown, I'm back to being a
freshman, randomly fumbling with the UnderGlimmer, just to see what
happens.”

To which, Alison
excitedly adds: “That's why I'm saying we should do stuff that
seems ridiculous and stupid, because the rules of common sense
don't apply. Like, it's common sense that a plant should die
without light, or water, but if the plant is from a different
'reality', then who's to say what will work or won't work? Maybe
dancing around, fucking naked, with your ass painted blue,
shouting, 'Giraffes have giant balls,' at the top of your lungs, is
what kills the Sliver; like, it just withers and dies in a
heartbeat.” Then, with the others chuckling for her absurd example,
the TimeCutter grins: “You laugh, now, but you know I'm right. I
bet you the thing that kills this stuff, like kills it fast and
good, is something so totally stupid and weird, you'll shit
yourself trying to make sense of it…”


Chapter One

~ Last Time, on the
Shy God Project… ~

The cookie-cutter
McMansions upon the dead-end suburban street called Mayfield Place
stand damaged, or destroyed, while a thick layer of black oil
covers much of the ground, quietly sizzling upon the road and
lawns, slowly burning them away to thin clouds of yellow-green
smoke what gather and hang about the neighbourhood. At the mouth of
the cul de sac, where the pavement remains undamaged, a
small crowd gathers, made of they who were inside those shattered
houses only moments before they were destroyed; startled and numb
for their ordeal, but seemingly unharmed, they silently bear
witness to the devastation on their street, as they carry their pet
cats and dogs in their arms, even as one fellow hefts a small
aquarium of fish, and a young girl bears the burden of a hamster in
its cage. They each looking to their ruined homes, beneath the
rubble of which lay years of lost possessions, and the vile mess of
black ooze what seems to bake the ground, those bewildered
suburbanites then turn their collective astonishment to she named
Zelda, hovering a half-dozen paces above the road, clad in a thick
and languid flow of wine-coloured robes, seemingly ablaze with
burgundy light, while rings of glaring energy wrap about her
wrists.

The clatter and scrape
of moving rubble draws Zelda's attention to that house what lays
demolished at the end of the road, and she readies her weapon in
her hands, bracelets of power glowing brightly, as she watches that
heap of splintered, oil-soaked boards heave and lift; then, upon a
loud crash, a lone figure bursts out from that jumbled pile of
debris, moving as a blur, slowing to hover upon the air a dozen
paces off the ground. And, blinking her astonishment, mouth agape,
Zelda beholds that newcomer, as time seems to slow, about her.

Armed with an armour-plated bow, three paces long
and fashioned of silvered metal, its highly mechanical design
enhanced with pulley wheels, and forward extending counter-weights,
that hovering figure seems clad from the waist up in a skintight
suit of woven silver, with a high band collar, and armscye sleeves,
while a smooth and rounded plate of argent steel sits strapped
across her chest, and another protects the inside of her offhand
forearm. Thick plates of shining silver cover her from the waist
down, forming tasse and
greave, and
heavy, oversized boots, while six, sword-like blades angle out from
her hips and waist, behind her, each two-hands wide and three paces
long, and tapering to sharp points, somewhat granting her the
appearance of having a bird's tail. A silver-steel headband holds
back the length of her scarlet tresses, while an armoured monocle
covers her left eye, its dilating lens glowing with blue light, and
a metallic quiver sits slantwise across her back, over a pace long,
and bristling with metallic arrows.

Zelda stares at that
newly arrived figure, seemingly unable to take her eyes off their
weapon and armour; then, the befuddled auburnette sees a lone bird
flying slowly-descending circles, above, fast-coming into view as
to be seen clearly, it in aspect of a large falcon, seemingly all
made of thin, overlapping plates of metal, coloured cerulean and
silver, and twin gemstones for eyes, what glow with inner light.
And, when that newcomer casually holds up her offhand, with her
forearm parallel to the ground, that clockwork bird of prey lights
upon that perch-place, giving a soft cry, before its many thin
plates begin to shift and move, clicking and whirring as they form
of themselves a small, eye-shaped buckler shield, there strapped to
her arm, leaving her hand free, that she may still use her bow.

Metre long arrow
already knocked in the gleaming string of her massive weapon, the
scarlet-haired girl known as Wittier looks about the devastated
neighbourhood, as one expecting further attack, or ambush, armoured
eyepiece lancing forth a beam of cerulean light. Drawing her bow,
slightly, the readied arrow abruptly grows to ridiculous
proportions, in less than a heartbeat reaching a dozen paces in
length, and as thick as ones' arm. Strange, blade-like 'tail
feathers' balancing her against the weight of that now oversized
arrow, she aims its gleaming point this way and that, and soon
coming to set her eyes upon Zelda, there hovering on the air, not
halfway down the short street, the scarlet-haired girl slowly
relaxes her pull on the bowstring, whereupon the bullet-tipped
arrow abruptly shrinks to its normal size.

Slowly, the two girls
soar each others' way, moving through an upward falling shower of
tiny golden lights, with Wittier leaving a faint trail of cerulean
light as she goes, while Zelda paints a quickly-fading wake of
burgundy colour on the air, behind her. Coming to hover before each
other, a half-dozen paces above the oil-soaked road, they stare at
each other a moment, with the former blushing a slight smile, and
the latter still with her mouth open in disbelief. With a sheepish
shrug, the crimson-haired girl clears her throat, before saying: “I
came home as soon as I could.”

The sound of that
voice unlocking the floodgate of her tears, Zelda shakes her head,
and brow twisting with sorrow, she whispers, “Oh, Wittier… I am so
sorry.”

“Hey, hey, it's okay,” hushes Wittier,
frowning a smile, holding her arms open, floating closer as she
says, “Come here, and give me a-”

“No, it's not, Wittier,” shouts Zelda,
face growing red, as tears flow down her cheeks, “it's not okay,
okay?!” Then, gesturing to the still smoking remains of that
nebulous Demon, she heatedly adds: “It came here because of me; you
died because of me.” And, shaking her head as though disgusted,
scowling darkly, she admits, “I knew this would go sideways; I knew
going to that movie would end up hurting you.”

With a frown of her
own, planting her fist upon her hip, Wittier sternly replies:
“Zelda Marie Montgomery, you stop that, right now, and look at me.”
And, when Zelda looks everywhere but at she hovering before her,
Wittier snaps: “Look at me, you idiot!”

Face hot, and red, jaw
set almost defiantly, Zelda manages to slowly set her eyes upon the
girl's armoured frame, and so too does Wittier look down at her own
attire, with a grin gesturing to the various details of the panoply
she wears, as one showing off a new ensemble. Unable to restrain a
smile, Zelda gives a fast roll of her eyes, and with a nod,
reluctantly admits: “You really do look badass.”

“Right?”, laughs Wittier, twirling
full about on the air, upon a swirl of faint blue light. “And,” she
quirks a brow, “do you happen to notice how alive I am?”

Zelda closes her eyes,
loosing twin tears to roll down her face, as she replies: “You died
because of me.”

“I died because of a Demon,” counters
Wittier, giving Zelda a challenging look.

To which, Zelda tries
to argue, “It's my fault it even-”, but Wittier cuts her off,
saying, “Just be quiet, and listen to me. I died because of a
Demon, but I went to the Maggirdym because of you.” Then, drifting
close, setting a gentle hand upon Zelda's cheek, she smiles fondly,
and says: “You told me about that Realm, you told me about
Headmistress, and the Magirai. And, I believed you. And, when that
Demon came, I didn't run, or scream, or beg for help; for some
reason, I thought about that night, when you showed me what my own
Soul looks like. I could hear your voice in my head saying, 'If
ever you feel small, just remember you're a piece of infinity.'
And, when the Darkness came, I made a silly, fairy tale wish, just
like you said I could, and here I am.” Then, leaning her forehead
against Zelda's, she quietly concludes: “So, my dearest Zelda, if
you feel you must blame yourself for my death, then you must also
blame yourself for my resurrection.”

Zelda's brow bends
with sorrow, once more, closing her eyes and hanging her head, as
her shoulders shake with the first of her many sobs. Wittier, doing
her best not to cry, manages a smile, and her voice cracking,
slightly, she says: “Will you please hug me, now? I've been waiting
nearly fifteen years for it.”

With a sobbing laugh,
Zelda darts Wittier's way, hitting her with a tackling hug, what
sets them both to twirling, rising high into the air, they leaving
a faint trail of burgundy-blue light behind them, as they squeeze
each other tight; then, leaning back from that embrace, Zelda sets
to peppering the scarlet-haired girl's face with kisses, soon
touching at her hair and face, as to affirm she is both 'real', and
okay. “I'm sorry, Wittier,” whispers Zelda, shaking her head, “I am
so, so sorry.”

Nodding, cheeks wet
with tears, Wittier does sniff a laugh, and reply, “If I say I
forgive you, will you stop saying you're sorry.”

“No,” says Zelda, again shaking her
head, brow furrowing with sorrow.

“Zelda, it's okay,” Wittier says,
gently, “I forgive you, I love you; I ain't even mad at you.” Then,
with a quick roll of her eyes, blushing a grin, she adds: “Well,
for a minute there, I tried to be mad at you, but it didn't take.”
Then, when Zelda starts to cry, all over again, leaning into
Wittier's embrace, the scarlet-haired girl holds her close, and
gently whispers: “Hey, I've got a message for you.”

Zelda sniffles,
loudly, and mutters: “From who?”

Leaning back from
their hug, forcing Zelda to make eye-contact, Wittier grins, and
replies: “Headmistress says, she misses flirting with you too, you
fox.” And, when Zelda lets out a tearful laugh for that missive,
Wittier remarks, “There's the smile I've been waiting to see. Man,
you're a sight for sore eyes.”

“I guess,” Zelda again sniffles,
wiping away her tears, “I'm supposed to give you a message, as
well.”

“Oh?”, intones Wittier, quirking a
curious brow.

With a quiet chuckle,
Zelda nods: “Yeah, uh, Seranine said to say 'Hi' to someone, the
'Arco-something'; I didn't understand what she meant, at the time,
but I can only guess that it's you…”

Letting out a sigh of
feigned annoyance, Wittier mutters: “I told her not to tell you
about me, so, of course, she goes and drops a hint like that, for
you to chew on. Ugh…”

Zelda slowly shakes
her head, with a frown saying: “You… You knew her?”

“Of course,” shrugs Wittier, casually
explaining, “she greeted me on the Beach, when I
arrived.”

Blinking her
astonishment, seemingly nonplussed, Zelda redundantly whispers:
“You're Magirai…”

“Yes,” Wittier nods, quirking a brow,
wryly saying, “I think that's been made abundantly clear, by now.”
Then, holding her bow and buckler out wide, spinning about on the
air, she smiles, and proudly announces: “You are now looking at
Wittier, the Argent Arcusylph.”

“Ugh,” Zelda laughs a groan, rolling
her eyes, with a sniffle saying, “Headmistress, you're such a word
nerd, my goodness.”

“And – this,” adds Wittier,
holding up her shield-arm, pausing her words as that gleaming
buckler clicks and moves its many plates, fast-forming a
cerulean-silver falcon, there perched on her arm, “is my dear and
long-time friend, Johnny Utah, which makes sense to me now that I'm
here.” Then, with a grin, she nods: “Point Break, am I right?”

With Zelda laughing
and crying all at once, trying to wipe away the hot flow of her
tears, Wittier sets her clockwork falcon to flying, and somehow
affixes her oversized war bow to her back, before wrapping the
winsome auburnette in a close and clinging embrace, once again,
squeezing her tight, as the girl's shoulders shake with the force
of her relieved sobs. Hushing softly, gently stroking Zelda's hair,
Wittier waits until her friend's tears subside, before quietly
saying, “So, is there any chance you and January still want me on
your team?”

Zelda gasps at the question, quickly leaning back
from their embrace, eyes wide with panic, as she whispers: “Jan…”
Then, face growing pale, she turns about, and sets to drifting on
the air, towards that hexagonal gate what still gleams brightly at
the mouth of the street, that leads to the Sliver grove in
Drumheller. “Please be okay, please be okay,” Zelda anxiously
repeats, over and over, rushing faster, and before she can cross
half the distance to her hex-gate, fair-haired January abruptly
bursts out of that energetic portal, moving preternaturally fast,
blurring the air with her haste, blazing sword and glaring shield
held ready for a fight. The masked SolMaiden casts a quick look
about the ruined cul de sac, as
she comes to a halt upon a dry patch of road, then spots Zelda and
Wittier, there hovering upon the air, floating above the
oil-covered street. As January again casts a wary look about the
block, scanning the damaged neighbourhood for Demons, the two
airborne Magirai drift her way, together coming to land upon the
pavement, not a few paces away. Swallowing loudly, mask-hummed
voice tinged with worry, the SolMaiden looks Zelda's way, and with
a nod, asks: “You okay, babe?”

To which, the
GlimmerMage returns the nod, hesitantly replying: “I'm…
uninjured.”

January effortlessly
stabs the tip of her blazing sword into the asphalt, leaving it
behind as she moves forward with a blur, hitting Zelda with a
squeezing hug that sets the girl to stumbling. “Don't go off
without me like that, are you frigging kidding me?”, scolds the
fair-haired swordswoman, voice quiet and wavering with relief.

Zelda wraps her arms
about her sniffling friend, with a small shrug saying: “Prez said
go, so I went.”

Releasing her hold
upon her tearful friend, January then removes her mask, and looks
to the scarlet-haired girl standing nearby; giving her a sad and
frowning smile, she holds an arm Wittier's way, and upon her
inviting wave, she in the argent armour rushes forth, making of
herself a third in that tight and squeezing hug. “Wittier…,”
whispers January, as she holds her two friends close.

“Hey,” says she, laughing through her
tears.

With a commiserative
frown, looking the girl over, January sighs, and whispers, “I'm so
sorry, hon.”

“It's okay,” nods Wittier, sniffling
loud.

January plants a tiny
kiss upon Wittier's cheek as they all hug, and quietly admits: “I'm
sorry, but I'm also relieved. To think we almost lost you…”

“Try to focus on the way things are,”
smiles Wittier, giving a wink, “not how they could have
been.”

Holding each other
close, forming of themselves a small hug ball, January, Wittier,
and Zelda linger in each others' embrace, sniffling loud, and
blushing their quiet laughter, the latter torn between guilt and
relief, while her two best friends make playful efforts to make her
smile. With a small crowd of neighbours warily gathering at the
mouth of the street, followed by a cloud of mechanical hummingbirds
who had whisked them from harm's way, and the wail of distant
sirens growing louder, the three girls linger long in their
embrace, amidst an aura of glowing colour made of their armour,
blue, and red, and burgundy, surrounded by a slow-moving shower of
golden lights, what slowly float and twirl their way towards the
morning sky, they seeming as glittering stars.

A flickering flash of
white light floods the cul de sac, then, bright against the
light of day, enough that the three sisters-in-arms relax their
hold upon each other, and turn their eyes to the gleaming hex-gate
at the mouth of the street. There, quick on each others' heels,
Alison, Damaru, Lisl, and Seranine, all charge out from the gate,
each armed and armoured, stern-faced, and ready for a fight.
Immediately, they grind themselves to a halt, as they set their
eyes upon the smoking devastation about the neighbourhood, before
looking to the three Magirai standing nearby. Zelda aims a nodding
smile their way, with one hand fashioning a Magirai salute, as to
stay their collective alarm, and Seranine lets out an audible sigh
of relief, nodding a smile of her own, as the others give salutes
or nods, to acknowledge the call to stand down.

Zelda releases her
hold upon January and Wittier, then, crossing that section of
undamaged pavement to where the others stand, in her last few paces
rushing to hit Seranine with a forceful hug. “Thank you,” whispers
Zelda, voice catching slightly, as tears flow from her eyes.

To which, Seranine
nods, and squeezing the GlimmerMage tight, gently replies: “Sorry
for keeping secrets. Wittier worried that if I spilled the beans
about her death, it'd distract you too much.”

Trying to hold back
her tears, Zelda nods, and admits: “You're probably right.”

“Hey,
Prez,” smiles Wittier, drawing near with January, “seems like I saw
you only a few minutes ago.”

As Zelda releases her
from that tight hug, Seranine beams a grin at the scarlet-haired
archer, and holding her arms out, invites, “Come here, you idiot,”
and when they move to hug each other close, the platinum-haired
girl murmurs: “Oh, it's so nice seeing you, again.”

When that warm and
reuniting embrace comes to its end, Wittier then turns her smile to
she in the armoured, ice-blue gown, saying: “Hi, SnowMaiden.”

“Welcome home, Wittier,” replies Damaru, wrapping her arms
about the Arcusylph's shoulders.

“Oh,
there it is,” jests Wittier, leaning back from that hug, “the sound
of your voice. That actually gave me goosebumps, look… Come on,
Princess, say something more than that.”

Hiding her blushing
smile behind the open folds of her lacy fan, Damaru aims a wink
Wittier's way, and quietly says: “'Something more than that.'”

Wittier lets out a
laugh for the reply, and adds: “I'm totally dragging you to
karaoke, one night. You know that, right?” And, as Damaru quietly
snickers a nod behind her fan, Wittier then turns her attention to
she wearing a dark and featureless mask, saying: “And, seeing as I
kind of recognize that armour, you must be Lisl, the SwordMaiden of
Hope. I've heard a lot about you.”

“It
is an honour to finally meet you, Wittier,” replies Lisl, her voice
humming through her mask as a bee in flight, as she offers her
hand, “my condolences on your untimely demise, and congratulations
for your graduation from the Maggirdym.”

“Thank you, on both points,” Wittier nods, shaking the
SwordMaiden's hand; then, turning her attention to she all wrapped
in a gleaming, scarlet cloak, she presumes: “And, that makes you
Alison, the motherfucking TimeCutter.”

Broad grin upon her
face, Alison replies: “Fucking A, I am. And – who the hell are
you?”

“Wittier, the Argent Arcusylph,” the scarlet-haired girl
replies, and with a shy smile, she quietly adds: “Also, Zelda's
girlfriend.”

“Cool,” nods Alison. “Sorry you got killed by a Demon, but
welcome to the team.”

“Uh,
look,” Seranine interjects, then, drawing the others' attention, “I
don't want to cut this reunion short, but we got a crowd of freaked
out onlookers, I can hear sirens getting near, and this street
looks like the fifth Labyrinth in the NumaFen. So, ante up,
ladies.”

“I'll
open with dealing with the crowd,” Zelda nods, casting a look her
friend's way, “they're our neighbours, they know us,” to which
January herself nods, saying: “Yeah, I'll call.”

With one hand tugging
upon Seranine's coat sleeve, drawing her attention, Damaru quietly
suggests: “I'll call their crowd dealing, and raise it with
speaking to the police. They sort of like us in Montreal; maybe
that will carry some weight with the cops here.”

“She
said like, three whole sentences,” grins Wittier, looking Zelda's
way.

“Okay-okay,” chuckles Seranine, “Alison, SwordMaiden, Wittier;
you three wanna keep an eye out for Demons, just in
case?”

At the question, the
three girls look to each other, nodding their agreement, and
Wittier suggests: “I'll go high, you two go low?”

“Agreed,” hums Lisl's reply.

“Actually,” hesitates Alison, looking about the ruined
neighbourhood, “you two keep watch; I got some TimeCutter shit I
wanna do.”

Seranine nods at their
collective plan, saying, “Okay – girls, you know the drill; just
because the Demon is destroyed, doesn't mean our jobs are
done.”

At which, the seven
Magirai, actual and honorary, break into their respective groups,
with Wittier soaring high above the street, circling the area
alongside Johnny; while Lisl moves off down the adjoining lane, she
patiently calming the neighbours, reassuring them all is well, as
she searches for hidden Darkness; Meanwhile, Damaru and Seranine
move to meet with those cars and trucks of approaching police, and
firefighters, the first of whom arrive upon the blare of sirens, as
January and Zelda move to the end of the cul de sac, where
gathers that crowd of bewildered neighbours.

Holding her arms up,
waving them slowly, January raises her voice to call out:
“Everyone, hi; can I have your attention, please. My name is
January, I am the SolMaiden of Hope; I've lived in the house at the
end of the road for most of my life. A Demon just attacked this
street; it has been destroyed. As well, the little hummingbirds
you're seeing belong to my friend Zelda here; they will not harm
you.”

Standing at January's
side, Zelda also raises her voice, to the crowd saying: “Hey –
everyone; hi, Missus B. I'm Zelda, the GlimmerMage. I'm sorry for
getting my hummingbirds to yank you each out of your homes like
that; I'm sure you can see why I had to do it, but still, it's my
bad for scaring the crap out of-”

A flash of dim blue
light floods the street, then, cutting Zelda off, and setting the
crowd to flinching and gasping, and all look to see Alison, a dozen
paces up the road, arms held out and wide, the folds of her
metallic-red cloak billowing as though caught in a hectic breeze.
Before her, a collection of polished pocket watches float and move
on the air, each one glowing with colour, of themselves forming a
wide ring some two paces wide, and perpendicular to the ground.
And, as that ring of gleaming timepieces spins counterclockwise,
faster and faster, strange, ghostly images of people begin to blur
the air, moving all about the street, flowing in and out of the
broken houses, while faint images of cars zip in and out of the
cul de sac; and birds leave streaking afterimages on the
air.

Slowly, imperceptibly
at first, the black oil what sizzles upon the ground begins to
recede, moving unnaturally, sliding off the grass, and road, soon
sloshing up into the air, forming broad waves what inexplicably
splash in reverse, to quickly form a massive column what roars
upward, fading as it spews towards the sky. All about, the charred
lawns loose their dark colour, the grass returning fresh and green,
and the asphalt road seems to heal its scars in mere heartbeats, as
the concrete driveways reform, and the lampposts impossibly right
themselves. Then, all at once, the nine houses what stand upon
Mayfield Place begin to reassemble and repair themselves, all in a
rush, the countless splinters of wood reassembling to form boards,
shards of glass melding to make window panes.

“Oh,
that's interesting,” mutters Alison, she focused upon that spinning
ring of pocket watches, before her. Then, with a frown, she says:
“What the hell was that about?” At which, another pocket watch
emerges from within the folds of her cloak, moving on its own from
the others, it's hands glowing with aureate light, as they
frantically spin. And, returning her attention to that whirling
arrangement of watches, she puts the finishing touches on her
handiwork; once done, and those many weapons of hers lose their
bright glow, and drift their way to pin themselves to the lining of
her cloak, Alison sighs, and looking about at the now-rebuilt
neighbourhood, gives a satisfied nod. Turning to face that crowd of
neighbours, who all watch with wide eyes a short ways down the
street, she sets her feet to moving their way. “Okay, listen up,”
she calls out, curtly. “As you can see, I've repaired the damage
done to the neighbourhood. As a kind of a consolation prize for
going through all this drama, I made it so all of your stuff is
brand new; the houses, the cars, all the crap you've collected.
It's all now in perfect condition, as though you just bought
it.”

To which, one fellow
amidst the crowd does shout: “What if another one of those things
comes back?”

“Then, we'll kick it's ass,” Alison shrugs, “that's what we do
best.”

It is then when
January's neighbour, Mrs. Biggs, pushes her way through to the fore
of the crowd, stopping when she has a clear view of that band of
armoured women. “January,” she frowns, moving a step closer,
“you're one of these Magirai girls?”

“Yeah, I am,” January nods, giving the woman a somewhat
sheepish smile. “Zelda and Wittier too, as you can see. And, I'm
sure you've seen those two on the news, that's our friends, Damaru,
and Seranine, and that's Alison, and Lisl. We're all
Magirai.”

Murmurs of the word
'Magirai' ripple through that small but growing crowd. “Did,”
hesitates Mrs. Biggs, lowering her voice to say, “did that monster
come because you live here?”

To which, January
slowly replies: “Um, I guess, it's true to say that Demon attacked
because of us.”

“Because of me, actually,” Wittier calls out, raising her hand,
drawing all eyes her way. “Weird as this is for me to say, I died
in that attack, a few minutes ago. That's why the Demon came, to
kill me, not any of you. I'm okay now, by the way.”

From deep in the
crowd, one woman fretfully inquires, “What if another one comes
back?”, as the man next to her nods, then adds, “We could have all
been caught in the middle of your fight,” whereupon a second fellow
irately shouts: “Yeah, you brought that thing here, and endangered
all of us. I got a family, you know, I got kids; I don't want you
Magirai anywhere near them.”

“I
understand why you would say that, I really do,” replies January,
casting her blue-eyed gaze across the crowd as she says: “In fact,
I'm willing to bet many of you feel the same way.” And, when
several in the crowd murmur and nod at her assumption, the
fair-haired SolMaiden gives a nod of her own, saying: “Yeah, of
course you do; there's no shame in that. And, knee-jerk reaction,
you likely want us to move away from this neighbourhood, even as a
few of you consider moving away yourselves. Am I in the ballpark?”
When some few in her audience nod at the question, January goes on
to add: “Exactly. You got family to protect, pets, possessions.
Hell, you're just trying to live your lives in peace.
Right?”

This time, the
majority of those worried suburbanites nod, whereupon January
smiles, saying: “Okay, good. So, before you kick us out of the
neighbourhood, or start packing up your things in a mad rush to get
somewhere safe, I ask you to consider this. For about a year, Zelda
and I have patrolled this city, at night and in secret, destroying
anything Dark we could find. The first area on our list, is this
neighbourhood; so, if you've heard something go bump in the night
the last little while, it was probably us. No, we do not spy on
you, but we sometimes wish we did, because we wonder how your lives
have changed, considering all of the Demon's we've killed just on
this street alone. I mean, many of you have had health issues, of
some sort, that have likely improved over the last year; some of
you may be feeling a greater sense of confidence, or artistic
passion, or are less lonely, angry, depressed, or whatever.”

“So –
what,” interjects one man in the crowd, “we should be thanking
you?”

With a shake of her
head, January chuckles: “Oh, no, not at all. Actually, we started
playing this game where we try to help people without them ever
knowing it. Zelda's winning because she cheats.”

“I
gave you a handicap,” grins Zelda, giving her friend a
wink.

January rolls her
eyes, and mutters, “Whatever.” Then, returning her attention to the
gathered throng, she continues, saying: “No, we're not looking for
praise; we want you to understand that we're looking out for you,
and your families, everyday; we are here to protect you all from
Darkness. I mean, if I lived in a rough neighbourhood, I'd want to
be near the police station. I don't know, maybe that's just
me.”

“If
you're here,” supposes a woman in the crowd, “it will attract more
Demons to us. They'll come to fight you, and we'll get caught in
the middle.”

“Again,” adds another, and the greater portion of them all nod
and 'Yeah' in agreement.

Zelda leans her head
January's way, and murmurs: “You wanna try 'show and tell'?”

“Yeah,” shrugs she, “give'er a go. Not sure it will
help.”

With a nod, the
GlimmerMage gives a snap of her fingers, at which the full
contingent of her clockwork hummingbirds take to the air, humming
and whirring their way above the street, so arranging themselves to
form a loose dome, what surrounds the crowd. Fast-finding their
formation, the mechanical constructs shine forth from their eyes a
pale light, each glow merging with the other, that forms a
shimmering veil over the area, what seems to wash out the colour of
the world. And, through that thin light does the gathered crowd see
the countless shapes of vantablack Darkness what lurk upon the
city, clinging to the buildings, and drifting on the air; while
none of those dim forms seem to linger for several blocks about the
cul de sac, the world beyond that small radius seems a
perpetual twilight for all the Shades and Shadows what skulk
there.

“There,” continues January, somewhat sternly, “now all of you
can see what we Magirai see. Look around, take as long as you need
to let it sink in. Demons are like germs; they're everywhere. They
cause you suffering on a daily basis, suffering of a hundred kinds,
yet you don't notice, because they hide from view. It's not a
matter of if they come back, they are always here.
Every Demon that made a home in this neighbourhood came not because
of Zelda and I, but because of you; they are here to feed on your
suffering, and no matter where on this wretched planet you go, you
will not escape them.” Then, offhandedly gesturing about the
neighbourhood, she adds: “But, as you can see, the Darkness is
staying away from this area, at the moment; that's because there
are seven Magirai standing in one spot, and the Demons don't want
to risk pissing us off. Now, I'm sorry for the monologue, but the
fact of the matter is, this area is safer with us here.”

At which, a wave of
considering murmurs ripples about that small crowd. “Well, I'm not
going anywhere,” opines Mrs. Biggs, suddenly breaking the quiet,
giving the crowd a fast and hard look. “I've known you and your
father since you were a little girl; he was a good and decent man,
and he raised you to be a good and decent woman. I'm happy you
three live next door to me; you can skulk upon my rooftop anytime
you feel the need, if it's keeping the neighbourhood safe.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Biggs,” replies January, softly, nodding a
smile, “that's kind of you to say.”

Mrs. Biggs again turns
a dark glare to the gathered crowd, then, and pointing to Alison,
says: “And, I think we should all be thanking that young
lady, for her part in all this; if these girls did make a mistake
today, it seems to me they've done what they can to rectify
it.”

Again does the crowd
of suburbanites murmur, most nodding for the woman's words, while
some frown and shrug, even as one fellow argues: “If they can make
a mistake once, they can make it again.”

To which, Zelda calmly
retorts: “The only people who don't make mistakes, are the people
who don't do anything.”

“The
truth is,” January rushes to clarify, “the Demon that attacked us
today was rather large, and powerful, which is actually kind of
strange, because most of the large, powerful Demons don't hang out
on Earth, anymore. They are usually on the front lines of the War,
fighting angels and stuff.”

Aiming a frown her
friend's way, Zelda frowns: “Yeah, that is strange.”

“Uh,”
hesitates Wittier, “I didn't think now would be the right time, so
I wasn't going to say anything, but why would a Demon like that
show up in plain view of day, just to kill me? To break Zelda's
heart, in some attempt to diminish her power as Magirai? Sure, I
buy that, but it still doesn't sound right.”

“January, honey,” segues Mrs. Biggs, redirecting the flow of
the conversation, “are you saying we shouldn't worry about another
one of those things, coming here?”

The SolMaiden gives
the woman a smile, and replies, “You've got a better chance of a
Soviet-era satellite falling from orbit, and landing on your
house.”

“That's good enough for me,” opines Mrs. Biggs, giving a
decisive nod. “I'm going home; I've cookies to bake for the girls
who live next door, and their friends.” Then, turning a hard, even
disappointed, look across the crowd, she takes her leave, and heads
up the street, at which, the gathered throng slowly disperses, some
still grumbling and muttering their concerns, before becoming
distracted by the newness of their cars, and homes.

“Well,” shrugs Zelda, recalling her hummingbird, watching as
the neighbours return to their homes, “that went better than
average. Thank goodness for Missus B stepping in and vouching for
us, like that.”

January lets out a
slow sigh, and quietly says: “I don't want to have to leave my
father's house.”

“I
know, hon,” nods Zelda, wrapping an arm about her friend's
shoulders, “it'll work out. Maybe, if people want to leave, we can
help them; get the M.O.E. to pay for it, or something.”

With a small shrug,
January mutters: “Still…”

“Come
on, hon,” says Zelda, gently, “let's take a break.”

To which, January only
nods, allowing her friend to lead her up the street, she noticing
not that Alison follows close behind, with Damaru and Seranine in
tow. Zelda, turning her words over a shoulder, to they who follow,
she smiles the offer: “You guys want coffee?” And, when Alison,
Damaru, and Seranine nod, the GlimmerMage looks to that nearest
mechanical hummingbird what hovers about, and says, “Birdies, let
Lisl and Wittier know what's going on, please.”

As her many clockwork
contraptions cheep, and whir off, Alison, rushing to fall in
alongside the others, looks the SolMaiden's way, and awkwardly
admits: “Uh, January, before we go inside, there's something I need
to tell you. I'm not sure how to say this, and it wasn't any of my
business, but… Oh, fuck it; when I was rewinding your house, I
stumbled upon something in the past. To my mind, it seemed
important, so I did some TimeCutter shit, and… It's sitting on the
coffee table, in your living room.”

January, frowning her
confusion, and curiosity, enters the newly rebuilt house first,
slowly pushing open the french door, looking about at the pristine
condition of not only the house, but also the furniture and other
objects, within. And – there, as promised, upon the low coffee
table in the living room, a head sized cardboard box sits, its
flaps held shut with wide strips of clear tape, and bearing various
adhesive labels showing printed lines of information. Abruptly,
January comes to a stop, just inside the doorway, forcing the
others to crowd in behind her, as she stares at that simple box.
Swallowing audibly, January then points, and flatly inquires: “Is
that… Does that have a Golden Urn inside it?”

“Oh,
fuck no,” Alison rushes to reply, eyes wide, shaking her head.
“It's the same box, but from before that it had an urn inside
it.”

“From
before that?”, frown January, meeting Alison's gaze. Then, eyes
growing wide with her sudden realization, she looks to the
cardboard box upon the coffee table, and whispers: “So, that's
my…”

When the SolMaiden
does not finish the thought, Alison nods, and provides for her the
rest, clarifying: “Your father's ashes.”

With tears suddenly
springing to her eyes, January slowly moves around the L-shaped
sofa, to sit before the box, plush sofa creaking for the weight of
her armour, while the others stay put near the door, watching. And,
As Zelda wraps an arm about Alison's shoulders, and gives her a
smile, January sets to carefully peeling the tape from the box,
opening its interlacing flaps, to reveal a plastic bag within,
thick and clear, and filled with fine, grey ash. Leaning back, the
flaxen-haired Magirai stares at the content's of the box, a moment,
before she begins to cry, quietly, at which the others move deeper
into the living room, with Wittier and Zelda sitting on her either
side, wrapping their arms about her in an effort to comfort and
console, while Seranine and the others stand behind the long sofa,
frowning their commiseration…

~ ~
~

Not an hour later, the
Seven Sisters sit in January's newly-rebuilt house, all save for
Lisl and Zelda, taking up space upon the L-shaped sofa, sipping
coffee, and snacking from a plateful of cookies. Of them, Alison
sits, still in her armour, tight-lipped and blushing, while
Seranine sits close beside her, looking her way. “Alison,” says
she, softly, “I know this is difficult for you, but we've held to
our promise that we wouldn't bug you about it, until we got home,
and now we're all home. And, you promised you would-”

“I
know I promised,” snaps the blushing blonde, still avoiding eye
contact, “and I will, just… gimme some damn space about
it.”

“No,
I won't give you space about it,” Seranine counters, “I want to
give you a hug about it, but I'm worried you'll push me away.
Please, Alison, what is it that scares you about this?”

To which, the
fair-haired TimeCutter maintains her blushing, and tight-lipped
silence.

Quietly clearing her
throat, Wittier inquires, “I'm sorry, I know I wasn't with you all
in the Maggirdym, so I don't want to ask stuff I shouldn't, but
what's the big deal?” Then, aiming her words Alison's way, she goes
on to say: “I mean, I don't want to force you to do something you
clearly don't want to do, but maybe I can help in some way. Fresh
pair of eyes on the problem, that kind of thing? Or, am I being
rude here?”

When Alison continues
to maintain her red-faced silence, Seranine – to Wittier – replies:
“As you know, Headmistress gave us extra training, so we could
better handle the situation we came home to; you got your own
version of that extra training. We had Alison with us, and her
ability to mess with Time was one of the first things we thought to
use, to solve the Sliver problem. So, we asked her to cheat
information out of the future, to help us out.”

“And?”, shrugs Wittier.

“She
refused,” answers Zelda, there beside the Arcusylph.

“Obviously, you asked why,” Wittier presumes.

“And,
she promised to answer that question,” Seranine replies, “once we
all returned to the 'real' world, and we promised to not mention it
again. Until now.”

Alison looks to the
ceiling, letting out a long sigh, before muttering, “Fuck me.”

To which, Zelda
chuckles: “All those who expected her to say that, raise your
hands.”

At which, everyone
sitting in the living room, lift their hands high, all aiming their
grins the TimeCutter's way. Looking about at those many hands so
raised, Alison shakes her head, and chuckles: “Fuck all of
you.”

“Alison…,” says Seranine, her tone one of gentle
warning.

“Yeah, I know,” sighs the TimeCutter, nodding slightly, “a
promise is a promise. All right, here's the story. I was still in
my emerald blazer; I'd only had my weapon for… fifty sunsets,
something like that. I don't know, I was still trying to get used
to the combat aspects of my Magirai archetype; uh, non-combat
applications of my weapon had crossed my mind, but really, I was
just trying to stay alive, more than anything fancy. Anyway, one
night, I was trialling in the Forest…”

~ ~
~

Sweating and pale,
panting heavily, Alison rushes through the ankle deep snow, weaving
between the close-standing trees, as she frantically flees through
the darkness. One hand holding a simple brass pocket watch, it
bearing a number of sharp blades extending from its sides, she
holds her free hand to the bleeding wound upon the right side of
her stomach, her adrenaline muting the alarm bells of pain ringing
in her mind. Casting frantic looks over her shoulders, as she goes,
seeing no sign of they who pursue her, she continues to run for a
count of three hundred Headmistress, before she forces her legs to
stop. Light-headed, throat raw for that small marathon, she
stumbles about in the heavy snow, as she tries to catch her breath,
annoyed the loudness of her breathing hinders her ability to hear
the potential approach of others. Looking about, slowly moving
between the trees, she soon comes upon the hollow of an old maple
tree, and groaning and grunting in pain, she crawls her way inside,
pulling clods of snow and fallen branches over the narrow opening,
as to conceal it. Making herself as comfortable as she can,
grateful to be out of the wind, she winces in pain as she pulls her
hand away from that bleeding wound on her side, and holding her
bladed pocket watch over the area, the device begins to glow with a
faint aura of blue light, barely enough to see by. Seeing the
savage laceration through the tear in her shirt, hissing in pain as
she moves, she quickly retrieves another pocket watch from the
lining of her scarlet cloak, and flipping open its protective
cover, its hands immediately begin to glow with verdant light;
then, holding her breath against the pain, she watches as that
blood spewing wound closes, the flesh and skin knitting together,
leaving not a speck of scar tissue.

“Fuck
me,” blurts she, letting free the breath she holds, and blinking
for the pain, slumping back, she groans: “Ugh, I hate this fucking
shit.” Then, focusing on her breathing, purposely bringing it to a
more relaxed cantor, she fishes a hand into the folds of her cloak,
pulling out yet another pocket watch, flipping open its protective
cover, as she mutters: “What the fuck did I do wrong, this
time?”

The polished timepiece
blooms with an aura of snowy light, its hands whirling backwards
and glaring bright, throwing forth a wavering image upon the air,
above its glassy face. There, in that wavering illusion, Alison
sees a small section of the forest, unremarkable save the dark
cleft within a rocky outcropping. There, she sees herself emerge
from that narrow crack, struggling to squeeze through, scrambling
in the dirt once she is free, taking to her feet, and racing away
in a hurry; quick on her heels, a single false-demon scurries from
that jagged rive, in aspect of a serpent, two paces long, and as
thick as an arm, what bears a Human hand for a head, using its
taloned fingers to assist its crawl across the ground. Darting
forth from the small cave, glaring vantablack against the night,
the fiend rushes off after Alison, as a second Usonōni squiggles
forth, quickly followed by a third. And, when that trio of dark
false-demons race away, giving chase, and a beat passes, yet
another emerges from the cave.

Face lit by that
glowing light-crafted image, of herself fleeing through the forest,
Alison exclaims: “There was four of them? Fuck off already; I'm
getting tired of doing this, over and over. Hell, there's probably
a fifth hiding somewhere; eight for all I know.”

For a moment examining
that glowing image, scrutinizing the details of the tactical
situation, Alison finally lets out a sigh, snapping the pocket
watch closed, dimming the holograph, plunging her into darkness.
Then, considering a moment, she mutters: “Why am I trying so hard?
Every time I do this fucking trial, I go in with next to no
information, and get my ass kicked.” And, looking to the pocket
watches in her hands, she shrugs, “So, why can't I just… I mean, if
I'm some kind of 'chronomage', why can't I just TimeCutter that
shit up?”

Alison opens the folds
of her metallic cloak, awkwardly for the tight confines of her
hiding place, and runs her eyes across the score of other pocket
watches pinned to the lining, within. Each made of precious metals,
platinum, and silver, and gold, some bear ornate engravings, or are
elaborately embossed, while other are unremarkable, and plain.
“Well,” sighs Alison, “considering I haven't figured out what most
of these do, yet…” Then, slowly moving her hand over that
collection of time pieces, she mutters: “Uh, which one looks like
it fucks with the future? Which one…?”

Almost by a sense of
intuition does Alison clamp her finger about one of the polished
pocket watches, all made of gold, it's back and cover carved to
resemble a thick stand of wheat stalks, their spiky seed heads
listing in a breeze. With a thumb flipping open the watch's cover
to reveal its numberless face, the timepiece begins to glow with a
faint aura of ultraviolet light, and its hour and minute hands
right themselves to indicate twelve o'clock, they glowing as heated
iron. As she moves to set the dial, and the watch glass of the
timepiece begins to sparkle with flecks of inner light, a sudden
noise from outside of her hiding place reaches her ears, like the
crunch of trodden snow.

Alison grows quiet and
still, tucking the watch she holds under the folds of her cloak,
muting its already dim light, and holding her breath, ears
straining, she slowly raises her bladed watch. Then, clearly
hearing a pattern of slow footsteps, they crunching and squeaking
the snow, as they draw near, a shadow dims the moonlight what falls
upon the entrance to Alison's hiding place, whereupon the footsteps
stop.

“Knock-knock?”, comes a dulcet voice, from outside.

To which, Alison
frowns, to the opening of that frigid burrow saying:
“Headmistress?”

“Should I come in, or…?”, enquires Nozomi, smile evident in the
sound of her voice.

With a certain amount
of groaning, grumbling, and muttered cursing, Alison crawls out
from her hiding place, and taking to her feet, not bothering to
brush the mud from her hands, and trousers, she meets her
Headmistress' blue-eyed gaze, and says, “Uh, hey – there.”

A hand shorter than
Alison, Nozomi stands with a grin upon her freckled-face, wearing
the sky-blue crested blazer of her uniform, with a heel-length
hooded cloak hanging from her slender shoulders, her long, azure
tresses spilling out of her cowl. “Hi,” chuckles she, quirking a
brow, “you comfy in there?”

“Fuck
no,” sighs Alison, without thinking, and when the azure-haired god
quirks a brow, she adds: “Sorry. Uh, why are you here, in the
middle of nowhere?”

“Just
came by for a little chat, if you don't mind,” replies Nozomi, and
pointing to the aureate pocket watch in the girl's hand, she
clarifies: “A chat about that.”

To which, Alison
frowns, and putting her pocket watches away, pinning them to the
inside of her reflective cloak, she asks: “Did I do something
wrong?”

With a shake of her
head, Nozomi smiles: “No; not yet, anyway.” Then, with a casual
sweep of an arm, as one dismissing a servant, the azure-haired god
makes manifest a proper campsite, there about them, with a
crackling fire, warm and bright, and a log split lengthwise, what
serves as a bench seat. “Please,” nods Nozomi, gesturing to that
crude bench, as by way of an invitation to sit, and when Alison
does so, the diminutive Headmistress finds a place of her own, next
to the dishevelled TimeCutter, saying: “So, your plan is to peek
into the future; gain insight into what will happen, and adjust
your tactics accordingly?”

Alison shrugs, and
replies: “It safe to assume you got a problem with that? Like,
would that be considered me cheating on my trial?”

“I
would suggest anything one does with magic powers is cheating, from
a certain point of view,” grins Nozomi. “I am sure many Demons who
battle Seneschal Koneko think her massive particle cannon to be
cheating, likewise President Seranine's ability to become
invisible. That being said, I am nevertheless here to make you
aware of the dangers inherent in what you are considering. Of
course, I never warned Seneschal about the dangers of using her
weapon, when she was a freshman; she learned that firsthand. But,
in your case, your weapon is a little more… delicate.”

Alison looks to the
pocket watches in her cloak, fingers numb and red for the cold, and
says: “Uh, look, I don't want to be rude here, not at all, but you
gave me these pocket watches, and I'm certain this one will let me
see the future. I don't know you that well, but I know enough to
realize you're not trying to mess with me… But, if you don't want
me to do something, don't give me the tool to do it.”

“To
be clear, I am not forbidding the use of that watch, or the others
like it,” says Nozomi. “I am simply here to warn you of the dangers
of Walking the Fray.”

“Walking the Fray?”, repeats Alison, quirking a brow, with a
grin asking: “You making this shit up?”

“Alison…,” mutters Nozomi, giving the girl a flat
look.

Letting out a sigh,
the fair-haired TimeCutter says, “I'm sorry, Headmistress; I'm not
trying to be disrespectful. If I start acting all formal and polite
and shit, that's me being disrespectful. Just saying.”

Trying not to smile,
Nozomi offhandedly gestures on the air, whereupon a gleaming,
light-crafted image forms above the crackling campfire, what shows
countless strings of woven gold, each pulsing and scintillating,
and all packed close and tight together, as the fibres in muscle,
or wood. “The Yarn of Life,” announces she, gesturing to the
gleaming illusion, “the path a Soul takes through Time. In fact,
every Noun has it's Yarn, every person and everything, all
braiding, looping, and twisting together, from the past, to the
present. I believe you've seen this, at least twice, in your
experiments with your weapon.”
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