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Chapter One
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~ Hot Goss! ~

Upon the west coast of Canada rests an island, known by the name, Vancouver, indeed the largest on those shores, it some thirty-thousand square kilometres of rolling hills, jagged mountains, fertile valleys, and expansive, largely untouched, forests.  At the southern-most end of that island is a place called the Cowichan Valley, famous for the knitted, woollen sweaters traditionally made there, which has long-since earned the moniker, 'Warmland', for fact of the mild, largely snow-free winters, atypical of the Great White North.  It is in that valley, not far from the town of Croft, where the property known as Sungoma resides, at the heart of which can be found a palatial mansion, in whose rather gubernatorial common room do gather the four members of 'Third Eye Island', a team of college-aged paranormal investigators, along with two others, who watch them work.

Of that quintet, one is Kenneth Yee, a man of average height, and generous proportions, dark of hair and eye, who stands near the broad, curtain-covered windows, and behind the lens of a tripod-mounted video camera, equipped with a L.E.D. ring light.  Clad in a pair of dark sweatpants, and a T-shirt what bears the image of the character 'Reizei Mako', from the anime Girls Und Panzer, he focuses his attention upon the high-powered laptop what sits close at hand, it connected to his camera, and the internet.  Next, sitting behind an ersatz news desk, towards which Kenny's camera is aimed, is the green-eyed beauty named Regina Gelbart, she slightly taller than average, with a fetching figure, and loose waves of flowing golden hair, what soften the angles of her heart-shaped face, side-swept bangs narrowing her forehead, who sits wearing a pair of dark yoga pants, and a maroon hooded sweater several sizes too big for her.

Meanwhile, she named Six Savini makes ready a large green screen, behind the desk, she a hand shorter than what is considered average, full-figured, and rather well-endowed, who sports a head of dark, spiky hair, short and boyish, and dyed with chunky, vibrant slashes of purple, and wears a black, oversized sweater, with tight jeans to match.  Across the room, sits the bespectacled lead of that team of paranormal investigators, Imagen Maples; of average height, and slender frame, she sports a head of long, red-gold hair, held up in a simple ponytail, and wears drab, olive-coloured cargo pants, and a plain white T-shirt, while next to her does sit the Magirai known as Murayama Hiro, the Twelfth Tempest, she a hand shorter than is average, and surprisingly well-endowed, with a head of long, chestnut hair, and dark eyes bright behind a pair of reading glasses, who sits clad in a simple sundress, befitting of the late summer warmth.

Finally, last in that small crowd is the effulgent Fairy known as Widget, who does hover on the air, near Six, watching her work.  Only a hand tall, from the top of her head, to the tips of her toes, the diminutive Fairy bears a flow of chestnut-coloured hair, done up in a simple ponytail, and a pair of large blue eyes, while the all of her skin displays a zebrine pattern of black, brown, and white stripes, and a set of moth-like wings protrude from her shoulder blades, they seemingly made of raw, unbleached paper.  With a pair of leather goggles perched upon her forehead, similar to those of a welder, the lilliputian Fairy wears a snow-white halter top, beneath 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 legs, and feet.  Meanwhile, a square leather satchel hangs from a belt at her hip, held by narrow straps about her waist and thigh; from that boxy pouch, a length of black cable runs, to the handle of some gun-like device, in a holster upon her other hip, it with a moulded hand grip, and a short barrel what resembles a needle of glittering crystal.

As the others do work at their various tasks, Regina, sitting in the 'hot seat', busies herself by applying her own makeup, more for sake of the camera than her own vanity, and putting on a frown, not taking her eyes off the small mirror what guides her, she says, “No, I'm serious, I really want to; like, I wanna see what the big deal is.”  Then, with a fast shrug, she adds: “I mean, there's gotta be a reason it's so popular, why people still watch it, after all this time; so, instead of me just saying 'ew', and doing something else, maybe I should give it an honest go, and find out for myself.”

With an allowing nod, Kenny says, “Okay, that's fair.  Uh, I don't know, where do you want to start?”

“Yeah,” Imagen gives a nod of her own, “they got a fair-sized body of work, so...”

Again lifting her shoulders of a shrug, Regina replies, “I don't know, start at the beginning, with their earliest stuff, or whatever.  Like, what movie did they do first?”

To which, Kenny does clarify, “They did a television show for a few years, called Monty Python's Flying Circus; then, somewhere in there, they made the movies.”

“How many episodes, how many movies?”, Regina asks, casting a quick look her boyfriend's way, before returning to the task of powdering her nose.

“Uh, what would that be?”, Kenny aloud wonders, aiming a questioning frown Imagen's way, to say: “Forty-some episodes, over four seasons, and three movies.  Yeah?”

“Sounds right,” the bespectacled redhead nods a frown of her own.

Eyes growing wide, for the size of that body of work, it being larger than she had imagined, Regina says, “Wow, okay, that's a pretty full day of binge-watching.”  Then, adjusting her position in her seat, taking a mascara wand in hand, she leans in close to the mirror, as she enquires: “All right, now, I've heard people go on and on about this stuff, talking about the 'funny' parts, quoting lines, like it's the greatest thing they ever saw; even Nozomi went off on a Monty Python fit, when we were hanging out.”  And, with a small and allowing shrug, she admits: “Though, it was kinda cute when she did it, but still...  Anyway, I'm worried I won't get the jokes, or that I will get them, but I won't think they're funny; then, you'll all make fun of me for not being a good nerd, which would be poetic justice, if you think about it.”

“Regina...,” murmurs Imagen, aiming a look her friend's way, to which Kenny does assure, “We're not gonna make fun of you; it's not a big deal if you don't like it.  You gotta admit, theirs is a brand of humour that doesn't always work here, in North America.”  And, when Regina does again frown, and inquire, “What do you mean?”, Kenny gives a fast shrug, and explains: “British humour tends to be a bit more dry, a bit more cerebral.  Not trying to make it sound pretentious, just the jokes tend to have a couple-few layers to them, and sometimes that kind of subtlety isn't funny.”

“They also make fun of things that are specifically British,” appends Imagen, “and – since we don't live there, there's gonna be bits we don't get.”

To which, Kenny – with an amused nod – adds, “Yeah, they make a lot of fun of British courtesy, and reserve, the military, and the government, and the television network their show was on...”

“'The Ministry of Funny Walks,'” Imagen reminds, aiming a smile Regina's way.

“Ha!”, laughs Six, with a shake of her head opining: “That was awesome.”

“Also,” continues Kenny, “some of the words don't translate, even though it's still English; you know, slang terms, or names of products that we don't have here.  Like, in an episode of another show, a character says they can't use their computer, because the 'plug went in some Tizer'; I think it's spelled with a 'zed', maybe an 's'.  Anyway, at first, I assumed it was short for 'sanitizer', but someone told me that 'Tizer' is actually a carbonated beverage, similar to '7Up', or 'Sprite'.”

So far largely content to remain standing on the conversational sidelines, or – at least – sitting in the peanut gallery, Six says, “You know what I noticed about the Pythons?  They were 'meta', before meta was 'meta'.  Like, there's one sketch they do, where one of the characters says, 'This sketch is silly, let's stop,' and the other characters are like, 'Yeah – all right,' and they just get up, and walk offstage.”

To which, Imagen jovially adds, “My favourite is the one where Eric Idle goes to the chemist, to get something, and I think it's Micheal Palin playing the chemist.  And, Palin's like, 'I got what you want, but I gotta go down to the basement to get it,' and then he walks off.  And, Idle, whose patiently waiting, keeps looking at the camera, right down the barrel, which you're not supposed to do, as an actor; after two or three times, he says to the camera, 'He won't be long, he's just down in the basement.'  Then, Idle skips a beat, and says, 'Well, he's not really in a basement, he just walked off the set, to make it look like he left; really, he's just standing over there, waiting.'  And, the camera turns, and shows Palin, standing just offstage, still in costume, waiting.  Finally, Idle's like, 'I really think he's taking his time about it too,' at which point, Palin gives a start, and rushes onset, 'back from the basement', and the sketch continues.”

With both Kenny and Six quietly chuckling for that gag, as they put the finishing touches on their setup, Regina sniffs a laugh, and nods, “Okay, that's kinda funny.”

“Sure, but nowadays,” opines Imagen, “everything is so meta, it kinda gets watered down.”

Kenny, nodding his agreement, adds, “Yeah, back in the Python's day, there wasn't a lot of meta; it was there, just not nearly as much as now.”

“Hell,” mutters Regina, “I didn't even know what 'meta' was, until you guys made me watch Wes Craven's New Nightmare.  Gotta admit, that was a pretty cool movie.”

To which, Six does drag them back to the original topic, by saying, “You know what else the Pythons did?  They helped... what's the word, 'normalize?', ideas like transvestism, and homosexuality; in fact, I heard that Graham Chapman was a professed homosexual, which was probably a big deal at the time.  And – I mean, there was only one regular cast member that was actually a woman, Carol Cleveland, so if they wanted several female characters in a sketch, the dudes had to play them.  Hell, they even did a sketch about 'furries', before that was even a thing, and this was all back in what, the late 'Sixties, early 'Seventies?  Now – that's progressive.”

“'The Lumberjack Song,'” offers Kenny, giving Six a nod.

“Exactly,” replies she, aiming a thumbs up his way.

“See,” chuckles Regina, hands working to put away her makeup, “this is the part where the old, mean girl me would be rolling her eyes, and making a show of sighing, because you guys are being nerds.”

As Imagen and Kenny do also chuckle for that admission, Six endeavours to explain, “It's a song a lumberjack sings, about how he likes to wear women's clothing.  A Canadian lumberjack too; there's even a band of Mounties singing along with him.  Seriously, it's a slice of fried gold.”

“Yeah,” Kenny nods, “the Pythons reference Canada more than a few times, in their work, seeing as we were still a British colony, back then.  In fact, the first episode of Flying Circus is called, 'Whither Canada?'”

Thus far satisfied to merely spectate, raven-haired Murayama does enter the conversation, then, opining, “This show sounds right up my alley, in an obvious way.”

“You've never watched Monty Python?”, Kenny frowns, meeting the Twelfth Tempest's gaze.

To which, Murayama does reply, “Uh, I've watched one of the movies, Holy Grail, but that's it.”

With a shrug, Kenny invites, “You down for a Python binge with us?”

“Oh, of course,” Murayama smiles a nod, adding, “I consider it my duty to explore this area of nerddom.  As proof, dare I say, 'It's not a question of where it grips it, it's a simple question of weight ratio; a five ounce bird could not carry a one pound coconut.'”

And, when Imagen, Six, and Kenny laugh for that movie quote, the former goes on to recite, “'It could be carried by an African Swallow,'” what only encourages the others' mirth all the more; all, of course, save Regina, who merely sits trying to restrain a smile, shaking her head, as she mutters: “Bunch of nerds.”  Then, eyes growing wide for her incredulity, she – to herself – exclaims: “Seriously, I'm feeling 'foblo' over this?  What the hell have I become?”

With the others again laughing, this time for Regina's lament, Six looks the fair-haired girl's way, then, and informs, “'Kay – JamTart, we're ready when you are.”  And, when Regina does nod, and hurries to put her makeup kit aside, Six looks to the striated Fairy who hovers nearby, and gesturing to the collection of electronic devices about them, asks: “You seeing it, TinkerWing?  Camera, microphone, computer, wifi...”

Widget gives a nod for that question, and herself asks, “What purpose does the screen serve?”

“Oh – uh, we call it 'green screen', for obvious reasons,” explains Six, “but sometimes it's called a 'chromakey', or a 'colour separation overlay'.  It's a special effect in which the background, the green screen, can be eliminated by the computer, and a different background substituted; uh, a photograph, or a video clip, or some kind of C.G.I., for example.”  And, when the effulgent Fairy nods, seemingly impressed, simply remarking, “Clever,” Six gives a nod of her own, and continues, saying: “Yeah, it works well in the movie business; actors will perform against a green screen, and the background will be filled in, afterwards, with like, the setting, environment, weather effects, or whatever.  Then, in cases like this, it helps illustrate whatever JamTart talks about; a visual aide, that kinda thing.”  Then, when Widget nods her understanding, once more, but says nothing, instead turning a frown about the others in the room, Six quietly inquires: “Why are you frowning; something wrong?”, and when that tiny Otherken does not seem to hear that question, so distracted she appears to be, Six reaches out a hand, and carefully pokes the hovering Brownie's shoulder with a fingertip.

With a start as small as she, Widget returns to the moment, with a blink saying, “Oh, sorry.  You've all been displaying an emotion I don't understand, and I'm trying to figure it out.”

“'We are displaying several different emotions simultaneously; to which do you refer?'”, quotes Six, purposely arching a brow.

“Easy, 'Spock'...,” Kenny chuckles, from there behind his camera.

To Six's movie dialogue inquiry does Widget explain, “It's that thing you all do, where you want to say something, but you don't.  It sorta looks like mamihlapinatapai, but I could be wrong.”

Regina, blinking her eyes wide, as though stunned, looks Widget's way, and laughs, “Mami-what?”

“It means,” Imagen chimes in, “a look shared between two people, each wishing that the other would initiate something that they both desire, but which neither wants to begin.”

Within a moment of silence does Regina aim the same look of wide-eyed surprise Imagen's way, to her chuckling, “Geez – Jen, you really gotta get out more.”

As the bespectacled redhead sniffs a laugh for that comment, Murayama smiles, and – to her girlfriend – says, “That's some Headmistress level word-nerdery, Jen.  Like – damn...”  And, when Imagen turns a shy smile, and simply replies, “Thanks,” Murayama opines, “You're totally I.D.D.G., you know that, right?”, before being asked, revealing: “'Intellectually drop-dead gorgeous'...”

“Shut up, I am not,” Imagen quietly laughs, somehow blushing brighter.

To which, Murayama gently slides her hands about Imagen's waist, to the small of her back, with a giggle saying, “You shut up,” as she draws the girl in for a lingering kiss.

“Mura, stop,” comes Imagen's own giggling, kiss-muted whine, “we've got work...”

From behind her news desk, Regina flatly mutters, “Get a room, you two,” even though her knowing smile belies the complaint.

At which, Murayama brings an end to her affections, and with one hand adjusting the lay of her eyeglasses, she admits, “Widget's kinda right, though, in her rather astute observation of the Human emotional spectrum.”

“Yeah, I guess she is,” Imagen nods, still blushing a smile, and meeting Widget's gaze, she endeavours to explain: “So, it's probably our reaction to Wittier and Zelda's wedding that you're picking up on.”

A look of surprise painting her face, tiny Widget asks, “You're against their union?”

“Goodness – no,” Imagen rushes to clarify, “that's not it, at all.  Just...”

And, when she does not go on, and a moment of awkward silence does bloom about the room, one somewhat blushing, and fidgeting, Six lets out a seemingly beleaguered sigh, and says, “Okay, I'll do it; I'll be the one who says it out loud.  So, Kenny and JamTart are being weird, because they're romantically involved, and the occurrence of a wedding, so close to home, brings to their minds their own plans for the future, with each other.  Then, Murayama and Imagen are being weird, because they're romantically involved, and a wedding brings to mind their plans for the future, together.  And – me, I'm being weird because I'm chronically single, and a wedding brings to mind the fact that I have no plans for the future.”  Then, with a rather dark frown does she append: “P.S., hanging out with couples sucks, sometimes; you should all have to pay a tax, or something.  Anyway, there it is, in a nutshell.  Any of you happy couples wanna argue with what I've said; mutter my name disapprovingly?  Can I get you anything to go with your perfect lives; something to drink, a snack, diamond shoes?  No?”

“Nope,” replies Imagen, quietly, “I think you summed it up quite nicely.”

“Yeah,” Regina nods, blushing bright, “I'd say that about covers it,” while Kenny, using the camera to hide the embarrassed colour in his own cheeks, merely replies, “Yup...”

Widget, slowly nodding, to Six says, “I think I understand.  And, I can tell you're feeling... grumbly, right now, but can I ask why you're chronically single?  I'm assuming that means you don't take a mate often, but...  Well, sorry for saying it like this, but that's what biological creatures do, you use reproduction, you use super-regeneration, to achieve immortality.  So, why don't you take a mate?”

To which, Six, her own face growing red, explains, “Well, I'm not the hottest gal in the land, for starters; then, my somewhat abrasive personality, and collection of odd interests, seems to cover the rest.”

“Are you using the word 'hot' to mean comeliness again?”, Widget inquires, and when Six only nods in reply, the effulgent Fairy goes on, pointing to the other women in the room, as she posits: “Just so I can see the difference; Imagen, Regina, and Murayama, are 'hot', and you are not?”

As Six opens her mouth to reply, Imagen does beat her to it, saying, “Six isn't being entirely fair, first of all, and – second, I'm not hot.”

“I don't know, Jen,” Regina grins, “speaking as one who is totally hot, you got some sizzle going on over there, you just hide it under all the guy clothes.  Like, remember that dress you wore to the Halloween party, at Jan's old place?  I mean, dang girl, where'd you get them curves from?  And – Six, sweetie, just because your curves are voluptuous, doesn't mean you're not hot; seriously, you got that Kat Dennings thing going on, and that certainly ain't bad.”  Then, affecting a frown, she looks to the only Magirai in the room, and adds: “Murayama, you're so far beyond hot, I'm not even gonna talk about you; it's more fun to be petty, and jealous.”

With the Twelfth Tempest quietly laughing for that comment, Imagen aims a fond smile Regina's way, and giving a shake of her head, affectionately says, “You're an idiot.”

To which, Regina facetiously retorts, “Uh, I just proved, scientifically, that you and Six are the idiots.  I mean, if you wanna do that thing where you 'interpret the data differently', you go right ahead.”

Murayama, still laughing, shakes her head, and opines, “You guys are too much.”

“Uh, okay, Regina,” chuckles Imagen, reining her team in, “you ready?”

“Yeah, I'm cool,” nods she, as she looks into the camera, and attempts to school the smile upon her face, and affect an air of professionalism.

“No – you're not,” Six laughs.

“Okay – shut up,” Regina frowns, “I'm trying to work here.”

With a wry grin, Six nods, “Yeah, 'work'...,” to which Regina scrunches her nose, and sticks out her tongue, in reply, even as Imagen gently chides: “Okay, children, time to put your big girl pants on...”

Kenny, shoulders bobbing for his laughter, shakes his head, and says, “And, in five, four, three...”

“She started it,” Regina manages to quickly accuse, before Kenny points her way, as her queue to begin.  “Good afternoon, everyone,” says she, cheerfully, aiming a bright smile into the lens of Kenny's camera, “and welcome to the Magirai Monthly segment, 'Hot Goss', where I, Regina Gelbart, deliver to you the latest, hottest gossip about the Sisters, all one hundred percent true, verified, and free from speculation.  So, today, I have what is arguably the biggest bit of Magirai goss in like, forever; quite honestly, I'm not sure I'll be able to restrain my excitement.  In fact, I've asked Kenny to put a counter up on the screen, to keep track of how many times I squeal in delight, and say 'aww',” whereupon her boyfriend does tap a key upon a nearby laptop, what causes to appear, there onscreen, a bit of simple text in one corner, what reads, 'Squeal Count', coupled with the number, '0'.  “Thanks, cutie,” Regina winks a smile, before she segues on to say: “So, without further delay, I'm happy to announce that Wittier Carmichael, the Argent Arcusylph, and Zelda Montgomery, the GlimmerMage, are together engaged to be married.  That's right, everyone, a Magirai wedding is going to happen!  Now, first of all, let me just say...,” she squeezes her eyes shut, lifts her shoulders to her ears, and squeals the letter 'E', for the length of two heartbeats, in her glee bouncing in her seat, even as the digital counter upon the viewers' screens dings up to '1'.

“So,” continues Regina, excitedly, “here's what we know.  Wittier and Zelda both popped the question to each other, at the exact same time, which – if you know them – makes total sense.  It happened after a battle with a dimming of Demons, on the streets of Vancouver; they were both still clad in their Magirai armour, and surrounded by a cloud of acid.”  Then, via her monitor seeing the green screen imposed imagery appearing 'behind her', she adds: “Here, we got bystander video of that scene, but I'm sure most of you have seen the whole thing.”  And, when that short video clip does transition to a closeup photograph of Wittier and Zelda, standing shoulder-to-shoulder, with beaming smiles upon their faces, as they together hold up their ring-bearing hands, Regina continues, saying: “There's a pic of the two lovebirds, showing off their engagement rings.  Aw, look how adorable they are...,” whereupon the digital counter, onscreen, dings up to '2'.

“On the subject of rings,” segues Regina, “Wittier is wearing a platinum band, set with a blue heart-cut diamond; the Arcusylph said it's the ring of her dreams.  Meanwhile, Zelda is wearing an heirloom of the Carmichael family, a white gold affair, set with a princess-cut diamond.  Now, not to be 'that girl', but that frigging blue diamond has got to be at least three carats; hell, I didn't even know blue diamonds existed.  I gotta say, this is the least jealous I've ever been.”  Then, when Kenny does tap a key upon the laptop, a second counter appears onscreen, labelled, 'Jelly Count', which dings to '1'.  “Oh,” Regina chuckles, blushing slightly, “we're doing that too, huh?”, and when Kenny merely leans a grin of mischief out from behind his camera, she puts on a sly look, and playfully threatens: “We'll talk about this later, mister...”

It is then, when from the proverbial peanut gallery does Six chuckle the word, “JellyTart...”

“Don't you start,” frowns Regina, what incites from the others in the room a quiet round of laughter, as the fair-haired Mystic-in-training looks into the camera what watches her, and – with a sigh – continues, saying: “While still in the early stages of planning, the blushing betrothed have stated that they want to have a winter wedding, so I would assume it'll happen within the next few months.  However, even though the happy couple does have an idea for the location of the ceremony, they're keeping that information to themselves, for the time being.  Seriously, I tried dragging it out of them, but they wouldn't budge, and I didn't want to try too hard, because they're Magirai, and they can kick my ass if I tick them off.

“The next squeal-inducing detail of this soon-to-be event: Kinlock, the Knight of Novas, has been asked to be the ring-bearer of the ceremony, and the good Knight has happily accepted.  Can you frigging imagine him in like, a little tuxedo?  You know, the kind with tails down the back, and a tiny cummerbund, and him carrying the ring pillow down the aisle?”  Then, again squeezing her eyes shut, she giddily squeals, “How frigging adorable will that be?”  And, when the counter onscreen dings its way to '3', Regina goes on to reveal: “Speaking of adorable, the Otherken entity known as Poesy, has been asked to be the flower girl.  And – I mean...,” she again squeals in girlish glee, “her, with like, flowers in her woollen hair, carrying a votive of posies in her tiny hands.”  Then, eyes growing suddenly wide, she excitedly exclaims, “Poesy carrying posies!  How cute is that?”, ending with another high-pitched squeal.

'Ding' does the onscreen counter reach '4', as Regina continues to gossip, “I should say, no decision on the flowers has been made, as of yet; I just think that would be adorable.  Next, while all of the Sisters have been asked to be bridesmaids, January Strathmore, the SolMaiden of Hope, and lifelong friend to Zelda, has been asked to be the primary Maid of Honour to both brides, while Seranine Meriweather, the Umbral Orb Dancer, and Murayama Hiro, the Twelfth Tempest, shall join the SolMaiden as Maids of Honour to Wittier, and Zelda, respectively.  Seriously, you should see January; they're calling her the 'SolMaiden of Honour', and she's got this kid-on-Christmas smile on her face, and she's so excited her ears are as red as her armour.  Sorry, SolMaiden, but it's super-cute.”

With that last comment inciting from the others in the room another round of quiet chuckles, the fair-haired host of 'Hot Goss' goes on to say, “Now, I'm going to segue back to the subject of the rings,” whereupon that same image as before does seem to fill the space of the chromakey.  “'Kay – so, I'm in no way playing favourites, here; both of them are to die for.  The sheer weight of history and tradition behind the ring Zelda is wearing is so sweet, and heartwarming, I can't even, right now.  I mean, this will be the fifth time that ring has been worn at the alter, and every marriage it symbolized was long-lasting, and successful.  And, if that ring fills the 'something old' category of required wedding items, Wittier's stunning ring will certainly do for the 'something blue', and 'something new'.  According to the GlimmerMage, she used her own Magirai power to conjure the engagement ring into being; not only is that kinda sweet, in its own right, the ring will only stay manifest in this 'reality' for one year, and one day.  Zelda said that, every year, on their anniversary, she will renew the magic power that keeps the ring 'real', so renewing her promise to share her life with Wittier.”  Then, when she lets out a head-listing 'aww', and the counter onscreen dings its way to '5', she goes on to say: “For those of you who aren't clear on what I'm saying, I've asked a special guest to come visit the show, to help explain.  Please welcome, Maid of Honour, Murayama Hiro, the Twelfth Tempest,” whereupon that bespectacled Magirai does roll her chair into frame, there behind the news desk.

“Minnasan, konnichiwa,” says Murayama, smiling a wink into the camera, “good afternoon, everyone.”

Regina gives the Tempest a smiling nod, and slowly says, “Ko'n'nichiwa,” before lifting her brows to ask: “Did I say that right?  That whole pronouncing the letter 'n' by itself thing is hard for an English tongue.”

“Good enough for me,” Murayama shrugs, “and, as for the pronunciation, just remember the song; 'Ichi, ni, san, shi, go-ha-n...!'”

To which, Regina does laugh a nod, and exclaims, “'One-two-three-four rice!'”, before she lets out a lilting sigh, and opines: “That show is so cute.”  Then, meeting Murayama's gaze, she adds: “Uh, lemme try one more.  O genki... desu ka.”

Murayama sniffs a laugh, and nods, “Hai, okagesama de.”

“I said it right?”, asks Regina, eyes wide, seemingly surprised her simple question was understood.

Again nodding, Murayama smiles, and suggests, “Just work on your speed, and you'll be good.”

“Okay, uh, so,” segues Regina, realizing she has brought them offtrack, “Wittier's engagement ring, summoned into being by Zelda.”

“Yeah,” Murayama smiles, fondly, “I agree with you, it is romantic; I'm so glad those two are doing this.”

With a nod, Regina prompts, “You knew them in the Maggirdym, right?”

“Not Wittier; she arrived in the Realm after I graduated.  But, January and Zelda, I was their mentor.”

“Like, you trained them to be Magirai?”

“Through their orientation trials,” Murayama specifies, “as is the way there.  And, understand, I saw many students through that beginning phase of training, and I remember them all, fondly.  But, to be here, in this world, at the same time as Jan, and Zelda, is a great joy to me, a great honour; of course, that's not to ignore Wittier, and the others.”

Regina, quirking a sculpted brow, smiles, and asks, “You excited?”

“Goodness – yes,” the Twelfth Tempest chuckles, “I'm excited for them, and to be a part of it.”  Then, with a giddy grin, bouncing in her seat, slightly, she admits: “I've never been a Maid of Honour, before.”

“So,” continues Regina, chuckling for the Tempest's glee, “I sorta know the answer to this, but I might explain it wrong, and since you were an instructor in the Maggirdym, and you've mastered the whole subject of 'magic theory', could you explain what it means that Zelda has to 'renew' Wittier's engagement ring, every year?”

“Sure,” Murayama nods, adjusting the lay of her eyeglasses, as she informs: “So, every object, every Noun, has a Pattern of energy 'inside' it; it's like a set of instructions the Universe follows, to manifest whatever Noun it is.  When we use magic, we create our own set of instructions, which the Universe interprets, and 'poof', a Thing 'is'.  One part of the instructions, is how long a Thing will exist in 'reality'; when we use magic, we can change that part of the Pattern, to make a Thing last longer.”  Then, holding one hand out and open, there before herself, she – with but a thought – does cause to manifest upon her upward facing palm a tiny, humming arc of blue-white electricity.  “Don't worry,” she – to they behind the camera – assures, “it won't mess with your equipment, or anything.”  Then, directing the course of her words at their unseen audience, she goes on, saying: “So, this bit of micro-lightning will buzz around my hand for about eight seconds, before it fades away.  If I nudge the underlying Pattern of it, a bit, it'll last about a minute; give it another nudge, a bit more power, and it'll exist for an hour; so on, and such like.  When we Magirai work, the most we usually ever set a Noun's duration to is a year and a day; we can go longer than that, it just takes a huge amount of energy, and longer doesn't always mean better.  Even a year and a day is pretty taxing, and complex, to pull off, depending on what you're doing; but, a ring is a fairly small object, fairly simple, so keeping it around that long is easier.”

“Then,” Regina supposes, as the tiny spark in Murayama's hand disappears, “the day before the ring's Pattern frays apart, and the ring – itself – fades into nothingness, Zelda will renew the ring's duration by adding more energy to it.”

“Exactly,” Murayama nods, “she'll 'tidy it up', is the phrase she usually uses, and that'll keep the ring manifest for another year, plus a day.”

With a nod of her own, Regina blushes a smile, and – aloud – imagines, “And, while she 'tidies it up', she will renew her vow to be Wittier's bride for another year.”  And, allowing a lilting sigh to escape her lips, she opines: “That's so romantic.”

“Ugh,” groans Murayama, “don't get me started; I'm trying to be cool here.”

“Does what the ring is made of make a difference?”, Regina enquires, frowning her curiosity.

To which, Murayama gives an allowing nod, and replies, “Really, it's that old, 'mass times the speed of light squared' thing; the more mass a Thing has, the more energy it takes for it to be a Thing.”

“So,” Regina – still with a frown – supposes, “Zelda could have conjured a hundred carat diamond on Wittier's ring, and it wouldn't really have been much more difficult for her to do.”

“Sure, Zelda's a master conjurer,” Murayama grins, “but you still wanna stay tasteful.  You could slap the Jonker Two on a ring, and wear it around, but just because it's big, doesn't necessarily mean it's...,” she gives a fast shrug, “aesthetically pleasing.”

“You kinda lost me there,” Regina chuckles, “the what 'two'?”

The Twelfth Tempest sniffs a laugh, and patiently explains, “The 'Jonker', was a seven-hundred and twenty-six carat diamond, mined back in Nineteen Thirty-Four, by Jacobus Jonker, in South Africa.”

“Shut up,” Regina exclaims, eyes growing wide, before she repeats: “Seven-hundred carats?”

With a nod, the bespectacled brunette continues, saying, “It was eventually divided into fourteen stones, mostly emerald-cuts; Jonker Number Two, is just over forty carats.”

“Holy...,” Regina blinks, before deciding to go with, “crap burgers.”  Then, again blinking, as one who is stunned, she goes on to say: “Well, that brings me to the other reason why I asked you to join me, today; apparently, you know a bit about gems, and jewellery, as we've just witnessed.”

Murayama gives an insouciant lift of her shoulders, and somewhat shyly replies, “Yeah, it was one of many things I studied, while I was in the Maggirdym.  To be honest, it was more of a hobby, just me satisfying my curiosity, than any sort of professional effort.”

Regina, nodding as to permit the Tempest's amateur status as a lapidary, says, “So – then, with that in mind, what can you tell us about these two engagement rings?”

“'Kay – well,” says Murayama, looking to the photo of Wittier and Zelda, “first of all, that fancy blue diamond is the exact same colour as Wittier's eyes; like, Holy Headmistress, it's exact.  I gotta say, Zelda did a great job on that thing; the exceptionally deep, rich blue colour, the fact that it's internally flawless...  Five full carats of 'wow', I really mean that.”

“Like I said,” murmurs Regina, “I didn't know blue diamonds even existed.”

To which, Murayama reveals, “Yeah, fancy blue diamonds, as they're called, are extremely rare in Nature, and are thus highly sought after.  Of course, one might accuse Zelda of cheating a little, by conjuring it into being, and I can imagine some people grumbling about that, but I don't see it that way.  Besides, a stone like that would cost so much money, as to be unconscionable.”

“What are we talking here, dollar-wise?”

“Well,” replies Murayama, angling her dark eyes for remembering, “back in the 'Nineties, there was a heart-shaped fancy blue diamond, almost nine carats, that sold at auction for about three-and-a-half million U.S. dollars.”

“Shut your face...,” Regina exclaims, and when her guest merely shakes her head, the former incredulously repeats, “Three-and-a-half million?”, as though she does not believe it.

“Keep in mind, it was nearly twice the size as Wittier's.”

Regina, pressing her mouth to an unimpressed, smile-fighting line, wryly admits, “I'm not jealous; I am so un-jelly right now, it's not even funny,” whereupon that second, 'Jelly Count' scorekeeper, onscreen, does ding one number higher, even as, from the sidelines, Six does jest: “You're Ferdinand Majelly, sailing the sea of 'Why Not Me',” what draws from the others a round of laughter.

“That's enough out of you,” frowns Regina, aiming her words Six's way, and when Kenny does compliment Six for her well-crafted wordplay, Regina – to him – sighs, and exasperatedly says: “Kenny, I swear to god...,” what only causes him, and the others, to continue to laugh for that half-spoken threat.

“And – then,” Murayama goes on, managing to quell her mirth enough to bring them back to the topic at hand, “thank Headmistress for giving Zelda preternatural strength; how else would she be able to lift her arm, what with that rock hanging off it.”

With a laughing nod, Regina jokes, “Yeah, when I first saw it, I thought she was holding a doorknob.”  Then, looking to that photograph of Wittier and Zelda, their smiles sparkling as much as their engagement rings, Regina facetiously adds: “Warning, do not stare directly into the diamond; may cause blindness, or strobe-induced seizures.”  Then, skipping a beat, she shrugs: “And – jelly...”

When the Jelly counter does again ding, Six cheerfully heckles, “Carcharidon Mega-jelly-odon.”

Regina, scowling and laughing at the same time, gives a shake of her head, and mutters, “Awful...”

“So – that,” Murayama again endeavours to keep the conversation on track, nodding at the image of Zelda's ring, “is a six carat, D-colour diamond, which itself may be internally flawless; again, I'm not really an expert, I didn't examine it with a jeweller's loop, or anything.  Uh, I guess, in money terms, it wouldn't be nearly as pricey as Wittier's ring; but, considering the weight of history, and sentiment, it carries...”  Then, blinking her eyes, blushing slightly, she shyly laughs: “Sorry, I'm getting misty-eyed just thinking about it.  Also, I agree with you, what you said about Kinlock in a tux, and Poesy carrying posies...,” whereupon she and Regina, as with one mind, do squeeze their eyes shut, and let out high-pitched squeals of glee, and when that first counter onscreen dings, the Twelfth Tempest excitedly admits: “Seriously, I'm going to take ten thousand pictures at the wedding, and I guarantee half will be of those two.”

It is then, when, as they laugh over Murayama's glee, the Tempest does put on a small frown, and casts her gaze over a shoulder, indeed looking back at the green screen what stands there, behind them, whereupon she – aloud – muses, “Oh, we have a visitor...,” and not two heartbeats later does a peculiar creature fade into view, seemingly from thin air.

In aspect of a young girl, thin as a waif, the newcomer stands only two feet tall, perhaps three, and sports a head of long, blonde hair, what flows loose about her shoulders, decorated with a spray of small red flowers at her right temple, while her green eyes are so large in proportion to her small face as to be unsettling.  Upon her head does she bear a pair of vulpine ears, the soft fur upon them of a colour to match her hair, while from their eponymous bone do emerge nine bushy, white-tipped tails, each a half-pace long, even as she stands wearing a short, flower-decorated yukata, a pair of wooden geta, and white tabi socks, the toes of which seem decorated with a series of embroidered flowers, dainty and pink.  Through the air does she gaily skip, rather than upon the floor, the every step of her tiny feet leaving circular ripples of golden light, what slowly fade from view, as she goes.

“Hello, Brillig,” smiles Regina, as that petite creature draws near, before looking into the camera to say: “Everyone, our resident V'Kitxen, Brillig; look how gorgeous she is.”  Then, meeting the dainty Puck's oversized gaze, she adds: “Uh, not a huge deal, but we're kinda in the middle of something here, talking about Wittier and Zelda getting married.”

To which, Brillig, looking through her brows, with a somewhat sinister smile hisses the word, “Yes.”

“You wanna say something about it, as well?”, Regina asks, brows lifting with her question.

“Yes,” replies Brillig.

“Okay, sure,” shrugs Regina, “talk away.”

With her smile growing of a mischievous angle, Brillig, speaking English with a peculiar, almost Eastern European accent, asks, “Regina-ra, Kenny-ra; when you marry?  Giraisa-ra, Jen-ra; when you marry?  Hmm?”  And, when Regina and Murayama do blush for that question, and put on embarrassed smiles, the puckish V'Kitxen recites a line from A Midsummer Night's Dream, saying, “'Lord, what fools these mortals be,'” before she gives a fast wave, and laughs, “Okay, bye!”, whereupon her many tails begin to twitch and glow, and the whole of her seems to ripple with bands of rainbow colour, which slowly render her body as clear as glass, she vanishing from sight, the sound of her giggles fading as she does.

Regina and Murayama, still red-faced, and somewhat sheepish, for a beat sit in awkward silence, before the former gives a shake of her head, and murmurs, “She's such a brat, sometimes, that one.”

To which, Murayama does laugh, and remind, “It is in her nature to be that way,” before she somewhat awkwardly segues on to say: “So...  Wittier and Zelda.”

“Yes,” nods Regina, trying to exchange her embarrassment for some semblance of professionalism, “super happy for them; super excited to be a part of it.  Can't wait.”  Then, with a laugh, she sighs: “Ah, man...  How red is my face, right now?”

“It's better if you don't know,” Murayama grins, what draws from they behind the camera a round of quiet laughter of their own.

Regina, aiming her blushing grin at the camera, still shaking her head, slightly, facetiously threatens, “Brillig, I'm gonna tug all your tails, the next time I see you,” whereupon the sound of the V'Kitxen's giggling does again hush through the room, seemingly in reply to her words, and Regina chuckles: “On that note, I think we should bring an end to this segment, before I die of embarrassment.”

With a smiling nod, Murayama suggests, “Probably a good idea.”

“One last thing, before I sign off,” smiles Regina, before she excitedly squeals, “There's gonna be a Magirai wedding!  Check back, over the coming weeks, for more hot goss on this epic event...”
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Chapter Two
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~ Thaser! ~

Just over a week later, again do Imagen, and the members of Third Eye Island, gather within the gubernatorial common room of the Solly House, with their green screen set up behind a news desk, at which the bespectacled redhead sits, along with raven-haired Six, even as Kenny takes up his usual space behind the camera, while Regina watches from the sidelines.  Meanwhile, sitting upon the news desk, in plain view, are two objects, one a small, grey-black box, about the same size as an egg carton, fit with an L.C.D. screen, and a series of small buttons; the second item, similar in colour to the first, sits in aspect of a small vambrace, bearing the weight of a device what resembles an armoured smartphone.  Finally, next to those objects, another something rests upon the news desk, much larger than the others, hidden beneath a sheet of black silk.

“Ugh...,” Six groans, averting her gaze, “I don't like being on camera, like this.”

“You've been seen on camera lotsa times, over the years,” Imagen chuckles, quirking a wry brow.

To which, the raven-haired girl shrugs, “Yeah – but, it wasn't like this, I wasn't the focus of it.”

For a beat waiting for her friend to continue, Imagen offhandedly gestures to the camera, saying, “'Kay – well, we told everyone on the website that you'd make an important announcement, today; so, there's about three-hundred million people out there, staring at us, waiting to hear what you have to say.”

“Ugh...,” Six again groans, upon hearing the size of that audience.

With a gentle smile, Imagen says, “Hey, I'm proud of you, your work; you should be too.”

Her face growing red for that compliment, again averting her gaze, Six lets out a small sigh, and – to the camera – says: “So, maybe people know, maybe they don't, but I'm good with making gadgets and gizmos.”

“To put it mildly,” mutters Imagen, not bothering to restrain her smile.

Six, ignoring the comment, continues, offhandedly gesturing to the items upon the news desk, saying, “I've been tinkering around with a few things, over the last little while; I got two of them done, and ready to go, so I'm here to let people know.  I'm also assuming some people will have a problem with not only what I've invented, and how, but with the way I went about being a businesswoman, about it.”  Then, directing her attention to the two, visible devices, she reveals: “So – these, are what I call the 'D-Three', and the 'D-Three-X”; no, angry internet people, I don't wanna hear what you think of the name.  Both work exactly the same; the 'X' version is wearable, sorta like a 'PipBoy', in Fallout; it's meant more for military use, police, that sorta deal.  The other one is meant for home use; you plop it on a shelf, plug it in, and there you go.  What they do, is detect Demons; the D-Threes will detect the presence and movement of Darkness, within a range of about fifty-feet, in all directions, up, down, and all around.  So, if you put it in your house, it will pretty much cover the whole place; if you got a big-ass mansion, or some skyscraper office tower, then you'll need more than one for adequate coverage.  First World life is hard.”

Imagen, a somewhat proud smile on her face, all along nodding as her friend speaks, chimes in to add: “I know you're gonna get all 'Six' about it, when I say this, but I'm still impressed by this thing, I really am.  You've definitely earned the title of 'Artificer' with this, as far as I'm concerned.”

“Well,” blushes Six, “it's not perfect.”

To which, Imagen looks into the camera what watches them, and grins, “That's her way of accepting a compliment, in case you didn't know.”

“No, hey, I-,” frowns Six, holding up a hand, even as she cuts off her own words; then, letting out a small sigh, she forces herself to meet her friend's gaze, and says: “Thanks, Jen, I appreciate it.  I'm just worried about them,” she gestures to their unseen audience, “and all the shit sandwiches they're gonna try to feed me, for doing this.”

It is then, when from the wings does Regina chuckle the word, “'Shitwiches'...?”

“Don't start,” mutters Six, pointing a finger of warning the fair-haired girl's way.

“Ha-ha,” laughs Regina, holding her arms up in victory, “now that I'm on the sidelines, I get to peanut-gallery you, while you're on air.”

With an exasperated sigh, Six shakes her head, saying, “Ef'em'el, some days.”

“Just,” Imagen continues, trying not to laugh, “tell us more about this stuff; come on, we got a show to do here.”  Then, as her laughter manages to escape her, she claps her hands, and adds: “People – people, work with me.”

“Oh – my-,” Regina blurts, cutting herself short, before adding: “I can't believe you actually said that.”

“Okay, so,” Six continues, ignoring them both, “like I said, these things will detect Demons.  It's got a kinda radar screen, that will indicate direction and distance, in three dimensions.  When it does pick up something, it'll ping; then, it'll describe what it's detecting, in terms of how 'big' the Darkness is.  While it can't tell you what kind of Demon it detects, it can distinguish the difference between Demons and Eudemons, which is to say, Demons that don't hurt Human Beings.  This way, maybe people won't panic, when a Eudemon is in the area.”

Imagen, eyes wide for her friend's words, almost incredulously inquires, “Really?  Wow, how'd you get it to do that?  Actually, no, don't tell me; I won't understand the answer.”

With that comment managing to draw from her a small chuckle, Six continues with her product reveal, saying, “In the minus column, the D-Three will do absolutely nothing to protect people from Demons; it's not a shield, it's not Demon repellent.  All it does is detect Demons, and Eudemons, and lets the user know; it's up to the user to then take appropriate action.”

“Like a smoke detector,” Imagen shrugs.

“Totally,” nods Six, quickly moving onto inform: “Drawback number two, and this is the big one for me, there's a pretty good chance that when you turn this thing on, it will ping all day, every day, for all the Darkness it detects, and that sounds super annoying to me.  I figure people will just turn it off, or mute it, and then it'll be useless, like taking the batteries out of your smoke detector, because you're a bad cook.  But, at least the D-Three works.  Finally, drawback the third, the cost.  To produce the home version, it costs a hundred and thirty-four dollars, and twenty-one cents; the other version, being wearable, and more resistant to damage, nearly doubles the price, if you can believe that.”

“So – what's the final price, then?”, prompts Imagen.

“Cost, plus shipping,” Six nods, “we make zero profit on either of these gadgets.”

“Which leads back to your comment about not being a good businesswoman.”

To which, Six again nods, saying, “Yeah, but I'll talk about that after I reveal gizmo number two.”  Then, gesturing to that cloth-covered something, before – in a snap – removing said cloth, she says: “So – this piece of bad-assery, is what I'm calling a, 'Thaser' rifle.”  And, when Imagen's eyes do grow wide, as she beholds that rather sleek, grey-black assault rifle, and murmurs, “Holy crap, Six...,” whereupon the raven-haired Artificer continues, saying: “Yeah, I got the core idea from the movie Aliens, and that light gun thing that came with the old Nintendo Entertainment System; remember, Duck Hunt?  Oh, and – then, the 'Eighties kids show, Captain Power, if anyone knows that little gem; maybe throw in a hint of Ghostbusters, just for flavour.  Then, I did my thing, where I don't talk to anyone for three months, so I could run with the ideas.  You know how I do...”

With a nod, Imagen sniffs a laugh, and says, “I do know the voodoo that you do.”  Then, offhandedly gesturing to the assault rifle, she adds: “Uh, obviously, it's a weapon.”

“A weapon that fires pulses of compressed light,” Six gives a nod of her own, “each one micrometre long, at a rate of about thirty per second.  These pulses of light will not damage objects, people, dogs, cats, birds, fish, rhinos, plants, unicorns, or cheese sandwiches.  They will, however, do damage to Demons.  I have tested it, the Sisters have tested it, and – I should be careful what I say – some brave police officers, and military personnel, have tested them, against actual Demons.  It works.”

“Uh, how much damage, would you say?”

“Two-d-six, plus one,” Six shrugs, restraining a smile, “something like that.”  And, when Imagen lets out a laugh, and rolls her eyes for that reply, even as Kenny chuckles a shake of his head, Six goes on to say: “Honestly, the damage it does is fairly low; uh, if you're good with a rifle, got some training in you, it'll let you go one-on-one with trivial Demon.  Nota bene, that is not a verbal guarantee; there are a lot of variables in that fight, and it still could go bad, but at least you got a chance to hold your own.”

To which, Imagen supposes, “And, I can imagine, say, a squad of infantry, armed with these, responding to larger manifestations of Darkness.”

“Yeah, lesser-types for sure,” agrees Six, “maybe even into the middling category, but I don't wanna push it.  Like, on a scale of one to ten, one being tiny Demons, ten being end of the world stuff, these are meant to be used against the twos, or less; anything bigger, you need a Magirai.”  Then, with an insouciant lift of her shoulders, she hastens to add: “I mean, if it's a two or less, you still want a Magirai there, but you get what I'm saying.  So – please, everyone, the Thaser isn't a surefire win; holding one of these doesn't make you a Demon hunter.”  And, giving a shake of her head, she somewhat bitterly continues, saying: “Seriously, I can already see people rushing out, trying to get one of these things, just so they can brag about being a Demon-fighting hero on Insta.  I don't want 'Joe Rambo' out there charging into battle with a frigging agonride, armed only with a Thaser rifle, thinking it's gonna make him a world-famous hero.  Notice – also, there isn't a suit of armour sitting here, capable of protecting against Demonic attack.  I urge you all to think about that, very carefully, while you're salivating over this weapon.”

“Hey,” Imagen frowns her curiosity, “why are you calling it a 'Thaser'?  That a nod to Star Trek?”

“Actually, it's patterned off 'laser', and 'maser',” Six patiently explains, before defining the acronym 'Th.a.s.r', saying, “Thera amplification by stimulated emission of radiation.”

Eyes wide, Imagen asks, “Thera amplification, really?”

With a nod, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips, Six reveals, “Yeah, it draws free-flowing Thera from the Universe; then, I figured out a way to Pattern it, and hardwired it in, so to say, and there we go.”

“Holy crap, Six...,” murmurs Imagen, she clearly impressed.  “And, since you're being so grumpy about this, I'll make it worse by asking about you being a bad businesswoman, with these.”

To which, Six hesitates, “Uh, yeah...,” before explaining: “So, right now, these aren't available to the public, which I imagine will piss people off, and start some sort of weird black market arms thing, but – whatever.  Anyway, the plan is to get the D-Threes, and the Thaser, into the hands of police, and the military; then, after a very long conversation with some very important people, in which I got very grumpy, I have offered the design schematics of the Thaser to any country on Earth that wants it, free of charge, so they can produce their own.  Then, continuing the madness that is known as 'Six', while I said this weapon will not be for sale to the general public, I will – at some point – post the schematics for the Thaser on our website, so everyone can see it for themselves; if people figure they can piece one of these together in their garage, which is unlikely, then more power to them.”

“You're giving it to the world, for free?”, Imagen quietly exclaims, and when Six merely shrugs in reply, the former remarks: “You're like Jonas Salk, but for Demon-fighting.”

Six, pressing her lips to a seemingly unimpressed line, averts her gaze from that comparison, and murmurs, “Well, I don't know about that, I just wanted to be fair, and I don't want some lone iron-monger limiting the supply, or driving up the cost, so they can make huge profits.  And, because this thing doesn't do harm to people, or property, it was eventually decided that it didn't need to be so heavily controlled, and regulated, like mundane firearms.”

“You're not giving the world a weapon with which to wage war against other Humans.”

“Exactly,” Six nods, and skipping a beat, she goes on to correct: “Uh, I just said the Thaser doesn't harm living or non-living things; to be clear, it can do damage to people, and buildings, and stuff, but you'd really gotta work at it.  Like, you'd have to shoot the same spot a thousand times, before it'd even begin to do noticeable damage; at that point, a sharp stick would honestly be a more efficient weapon.  So, this thing isn't completely safe; it can be used in a wrong way, just like any other object.  Finally, I get that there's probably people out there, right now, wanting to look at this thing, the schematics, so they can backwards engineer it, improve it, or change it just enough, so they can patent their own version; you know, add a talking parrot, and call it 'original'...  Yes, that bugs me; yes, I am feeling protective of what I've made.  But, with that being said, people can go right ahead; the 'Savini Thaser' is guaranteed to work, to work well, and to do little or no harm to stuff that isn't Demons.  Any other 'brand' doesn't get that guarantee, not from me.  So, buyer beware...”
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Chapter Three
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~ Politics! ~

A few days later, yet again do Imagen, and the members of Third Eye Island, gather within the gubernatorial common room of the Solly House, with their green screen and news desk, at which the bespectacled redhead sits, along with the platinum-haired Magirai, and team lead of the Sisterhood, Seranine Meriweather, the Umbral OrbDancer.  Meanwhile, Kenny takes up his usual space behind the camera, while Regina and Six do sit, side-by-side, upon one of the sofas, they childishly nudging each other with their elbows, and quietly bickering over who is sitting on who's side of the couch cushions.

“A good morning to you, Matron OrbDancer,” smiles Imagen, when the live cast begins, giving her guest a polite nod, and when Seranine does roll her eyes, and lets out a groan, for the use of the word 'matron', Imagen chuckles at her own jest, adding: “I'm sorry, I couldn't resist.”

To which, the amber-eyed Magirai puts on a sly grin of her own, and replies, “That's okay, NoodleGirl, I won't hold it against you.”

Imagen, blushing another giggle, says, “Thanks for coming on the show, today.”

“Oh, my pleasure,” Seranine nods, “you know I love being interviewed by you.”

“So,” segues Imagen, face red, “I'm gonna do that thing, where I get you to respond to stuff people have said about the Sisterhood.  In this case, that particular someone is U.S. President, R.J. Triumph, who recently declared the Magirai, Mystics, and Otherken, are no longer welcome in the United States.”

When Imagen leaves it at that, and holds out a hand, as by way of an invitation to take the spotlight, Seranine lets out a small sigh, and looks into the camera, to their unseen audience saying, “Okay...  We, the Sisterhood of Magirai, in accordance with President Triumph's wishes, will stay out of the United States of America, unless people ask us to enter.  We cannot, in good conscience, stand by, when people directly ask for our help.”  Then, with a small frown redirecting her words Imagen's way, she elucidates: “It's like if you're the captain of a ship, out on the ocean, and you get a distress call; I mean, I could be wrong, but I think there's a rule that says you must respond to an S.O.S., if able.”

With a nod, Imagen adjusts the lay of her eyeglasses, adding, “Not to make light of this, but in the show, Star Trek: The Next Generation, they have 'General Order One-A', I think it's called, which is exactly what you said.  If you get a ship in distress call, from anyone, even an enemy, you must respond, if reasonably able to do so.”

“So, that's what I'm saying,” nods Seranine, “if we get a call for help, and that call happens to be in the United States, we're gonna go help.”

“Despite the U.S. government's wishes?”, Imagen quirks a brow.

With a nod, Seranine replies, “We will help in accordance with the Peoples' wishes.”

“And,” Imagen goes on, “the Prime Minister of Canada agrees?”

“Yes, Prime Minister Acton continues to be supportive of we Magirai, and our role in this world.  She understands that we have a moral imperative to help all Human Beings, regardless who, or where, they are.”

To which, Imagen then asks, “Do the leaders of other countries also support the Sisterhood's work?”

Again nodding, Seranine reveals, “Yeah, the leaders of something like thirty countries, all across the globe, have granted permission for we Sisters to respond to calls made within their borders.  In many cases, certain conditions and restrictions have been imposed upon us; nothing that doesn't make sense, as far as we're concerned.”  And, when Imagen prompts, “As for instance?”, the unarmoured Magirai replies: “Mostly, governments just want to be kept in the loop, with regards to our activity within their borders, which we do.  In fact, we insist that they spy on us, however they want, more –  even – than what they were planning on doing in the first place.”  Then, smiling a frown, perpetrating that she speaks to some unnamed government official, she adds: “Sure, get your orbiting satellites to watch us, and your stealth drones, and tracking devices, and cameras; I don't care.  Hell, we started doing it here, and no one asked; we just started posting the footage of our battles on the T.E.I. website, just so people can be kept in the loop of what we're up to.”

Imagen, nodding along with the OrbDancer's words, says, “This, in a way, leads me to the subject of the 'Non-Human Investigation and Extermination' force, and this 'Coalition of Light', that President Triumph has proposed; many on our website are wondering if this is an attempt to replace the Magirai.  Is it possible the United States has developed some form of Demon-hunting technology?”

“It's totally possible,” replies Seranine, giving a definite nod of her own.  “Like, mundane projectile weapons can do damage to some Demons, in some cases; but, for the most part, they're ineffective.  Meanwhile, weapons that use some form of light as the basis of their damage will do a better job, to a certain degree.  We're talking stuff like laser weapons, plasma weapons, and Nicola Tesla 'death-ray' stuff, which is probably what the N.I.X. will be toting around.”

“Will such weapons do the job as well as Magirai power?”

“No, not at all,” Seranine shakes her head, “but every bit helps.  Like, this 'NIX force', their every success is our success; every Demon they exterminate is a point on our side.  So, more power to them.”

To which, Imagen lifts a brow, saying, “I hear a 'however' in there, right at the end.”

“However,” nods Seranine, “I am curious about the training NIX agents go through.”

“Curious in what way?”, Imagen shrugs, to which Seranine replies, “If it's adequate,” whereupon Imagen, turning her attention to a clipboard of handwritten notes, resting upon the news desk, segues on to say: “Well, we checked out the N.I.X. website; have you seen it?”, and when Seranine does shake her head in reply, the bespectacled redhead, reading from the pages held by the clipboard, reveals: “So, the N.I.X. offers new recruits a total of seventeen weeks training, including military tactics, special weapons, advanced combat, along with four more weeks of something called, 'Theory Application', but it doesn't say what that actually means.  Uh, then it says, fifty-thousand dollar signing bonus, student loan repayment; sixty- to ninety-thousand, yearly salary.  That's in U.S. dollars, obviously.”

“Twenty-one weeks...,” Seranine murmurs, shaking her head, slightly, before she wryly adds: “Now – I feel dumb; it took me a decade to finish my training.”

Imagen sniffs a laugh for that comment, even as the others in the room do chuckle, whereupon the former goes on to ask, “Do you think the N.I.X. will be up to the task?”

“Hey, it's possible,” smiles Seranine, “again, it all depends on the training they receive.  I mean, a few weeks of shooting paper targets on a gun range isn't gonna cut it.  Not saying that's all the N.I.X. does, I'm just wondering what they do.  Like, are they somehow pitting their trainees up against Demons, so they can hone their skills?  Because, being a Demon hunter isn't just about having a big gun.  Now, I'm sorry for rambling, but I want to make it clear, I'm not saying the N.I.X. shouldn't exist, or that they're gonna fail; I'm just wondering to what degree its agents are trained, and whether or not that training will be enough.  If it is, if the N.I.X. performs well, then I'll be happy.”

“Do you think,” Imagen poses her next question, “if the N.I.X. is successful, that they will come to eventually replace the Magirai?”

To which, Seranine gives a shake of her head, and replies, “No, I don't think that will happen.  Honestly, what makes the most sense, at least to my mind, is that we Sisters work alongside not only the N.I.X., but the local police, and the military, just like we do here, in Canada, and in other countries around the world.”

“Well,” says Imagen, again looking to her clipboard, “while the Sisterhood is helping to protect other countries from Demonic activity, the President's new 'Coalition of Light' promises to do the same thing.  It leads me to ask the same question; do you view the Coalition as the United State's attempt to replace the Sisterhood, in other countries?”

“I mean, maybe it is, maybe it isn't,” Seranine shrugs.  “Like, I guess, one day, it could come to pass that a country will ask we Magirai to stand-down, because the N.I.X. does such a good job.  I doubt that will happen, but if if does, then so be it.”

With a small frown, Imagen then asks, “Why do you doubt the N.I.X. will replace the Sisterhood?”

To which, Seranine chuckles, and replies, “Well, first of all, we're really good at what we do.  Second, and maybe this is me being petty, the Sisterhood doesn't charge for our Demon-hunting services.”

“Yeah,” nods Imagen, again adjusting her glasses, “a billion dollars does seem a little steep, doesn't it?”

“Well, that,” Seranine gives an allowing nod, “but it's also the idea that if a country doesn't pay, the Coalition won't protect them; stuff like that doesn't sit well with me.  That being said, to a degree it makes sense to charge a service fee; from what I can tell, the N.I.X. wants to setup a permanent presence in other countries, so they can adequately react to Infernal incursion.  So, they're gonna need to build bases of operations, they're going to need to house and feed, arm and entertain, the however many NIX agents that are stationed there, and all that costs money.  It's a lucrative business, keeping people safe.  However, and this is just me talking, I would rather do the job for free, and have the country in question save that billion dollars, and put it towards their own population, not some billionaire's pocket.”

Still nodding, Imagen adds, “The Sisterhood has its own base of operations, in Sungoma; do you plan on setting up permanent 'Magirai bases' in other countries?”

“No, we don't,” Seranine shakes her head, “but other countries have offered us the use of their existing infrastructure.  England, for example, was nice enough
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