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Chapter: Prologue

~ The Aegis Arsenal
~

Deep within the
SacredRealm commonly known as the Universe, there spins a pinwheel
galaxy, a hundred thousand light years wide, with a bulge
forty-thousand thick, its pentad of radiating arms arcing as it
dances across the cosmos. Within one of those glittering arms,
about four-fifths from the galactic core, a middling-sized star
hurtles through the frigid vacuum of space, blazing yellow-white,
the colossal force of its gravity dragging along a collection of
small planets and gas giants, nine in total, each with their
allotment of moons, with whom they gracefully waltz through
infinity. Fourth in line from the sun, easily recognized for the
reddish hue of its barren surface, that planet long ago known as
'Marsylvanii' hangs upon the nothingness of space.

Once a living world,
it was home to millions of Sylvanii, those chimeric warriors still
mentioned in myth and legend, the Centaur, Minotaur, the Satyr, and
Silenii; now, the red planet exists in a state of silent sorrow,
and bears still the wound of a terrible weapon, what did cause the
world's destruction. Four thousand kilometres long, and two hundred
wide, that gargantuan chasm what mars the surface of the planet
stands in grim memorial to the lives lost, long ago, when that once
lush place was scoured to a barren wasteland of ruddy dust, and
strewn rock, by the forces of Darkness. And – so, with the Sylvanii
gone, their name was removed from that of the planet, and the
latter became known, simply, as Mars.

Far down the wall of
that colossal canyon, deep within the bedrock, Decius Serrat moves
through the dark halls of the vast complex below the surface,
exploring its long-abandoned halls in hopes of discovering its
secrets. Armed with a high-powered pulse-rifle, clad in a full suit
of siyenti combat armour, its countless interlocking and
overlapping plates coloured a dark shade of grey, the twin lights
mounted upon his helmet split the heavy darkness about him, to
reveal that team of others he goes with, soldiers mostly, nearly
thirty in all, they each armed and armoured as he, and a lone
'woman', she decidedly more casually, and strangely, dressed,
seemingly out of place next to the others.

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

With Decius and
Malison moving at the centre of that highly-trained squad of
soldiers, they complete their cautious descent down a rubble-strewn
staircase, it carved from the bedrock, and winding to the sinister
hand, slightly, soon to end in an open archway what forms a
T-junction with a long corridor. In the fore of that band of
soldiers, one bearing the rank insignia of a captain, speaks the
words: “Command, this is Safari One, we've descended to sub-level
thirty-two. Over.”

Over the team's radio
comes the reply, “Rodger, Safari One, activate mapping drones, and
proceed as before, over.”

With a needless nod,
the Captain points an armoured gauntlet, and one of his team reacts
to that wordless command by tapping at the touchscreen upon his
left forearm, whereupon two mechanical contraptions there mounted
on his pauldrons come to life, each in aspect of a small orb, what
shine forth wide sheets of laser light, as they take to the air,
hovering above him a moment, before they race off down the dark
corridor, each going in opposite directions, they whirring quietly,
as they shine their revealing light upon the floor, ceiling, and
walls. As his troops move to take up a defensive position in the
hall, the Captain keeps his attention upon the glow of his forearm
display, reading and interpreting the data the two drones transmit,
as they scout the light-less ways ahead. “No life signs,” the
Captain reports, quietly, “the structure seems intact; we still
don't have power. Map is coming up now…”

Armour whirring
slightly, Decius moves to stand next to the Captain, and looks to
his own forearm display to see the three dimensional map there
forming, what shows that main corridor stretching far, it flanked
with numerous doors, with intermittent tributary halls leading
deeper into that ancient complex. Upon a beat, Decius meets the
Captain's helmeted gaze, and decides, “We'll head right this
time.

With a nod, the
Captain looks to his troops, and orders: “B-team, scout left; the
rest of you, on me.”

As that second squad
breaks off, and moves down the corridor so indicated, Decius and
Malison follow the Captain and his team to the right, after only
eight paces coming to the first of many doors what line the wide
corridor. The squad's Captain gives one of his men a nod, gesturing
to the door, and the Sergeant rushes to kneel before the odd
control there, he releasing his hold upon his weapon, as to open a
dark, soft-covered case attached to the midriff of his armour; with
the tearing sound of Velcro, the sergeant opens the case to reveal
a collection of strange items inside, each held fast by loops of
elastic material, some seeming rather much like tuning forks, along
with finger-sized rods of coloured crystal, and braided lengths of
what appears to be fibre-optic cable. Then, with that case hanging
open, the sergeant looks to the door's control panel, quickly
examining the various expertly-cut gemstones there embedded into
the stone wall, and the various rods of crystal and precious metal
what seem inserted into the rock, whereupon he sets to holding
certain tools from his kit to specific gemstones mounted in the
panel.

In only ten
heartbeats, the stone door slides open, to reveal a mid-sized room
beyond, one filled with stonework shelves carved out of the
bedrock, its walls lined with alcoves, and that sergeant hurries to
move out of the way of the other soldiers, who storm the room as
though expecting an attack, they checking every possible angle,
before they declare the place clear. Only then, does Decius enter
the room, going with Malison in tow, he leaving two soldiers to
keep watch in the hall, and in the turning beams of his teams'
flashlights does he discern the hundreds of objects stored about
the room, what appear as rolls of paper, each four paces long, and
half that wide, seemingly coloured a bright shade of blue. For a
moment scanning the room, Decius aims the visor of his helmet
Malison's way, and says: “Well?”

“Interesting…,” nods she, casually looking about.

“What are they?”, prompts Decius.

With the talons of one
hand touching at the nearest roll of that odd material, the red
glow of her eyes tinting it purple, Malison replies: “The name
loosely translates to 'Creator Paper'; it's used in the
construction of megalithic structures. In fact, your architects
still follow the tradition of using blue paper to draw their
designs on, because of this stuff. Jesus, there's enough here to
build a small city.”

At which, Decius looks
to the Captain, saying: “Mark the location; have them dispatch a
retrieval team.”

“Right away, Chancellor,” the Captain nods, calling in the
order on his radio, as they all file out of the storage room, and
move to the next door along the hall.

There, that sergeant
with the strange toolkit again takes to a knee at the door's
control panel, he aiming tuning forks and rods of precious
gemstone, whereupon the panel begins to emit a high-pitched whine,
then suddenly spews forth a hissing stream of yellow-white sparks.
The sergeant, throwing his arms up before his face, falls to land
upon his back in the hall, even as the others flinch for that small
blast, at which point, the heavy stone door slides open, and again
does that team of armed and armoured soldiers rush inside, aiming
their weapons this way and that, before declaring the place to be
clear.

At that announcement,
Decius steps into the mid-sized room, the beams of his helm-mounted
lights immediately reflecting upon a veritable trove of golden
treasure, containing statuary of a hundred kinds, and thick stacks
of gleaming bullion, and stonework bins containing heaps of loose
coins, along with various and sundry items, crowns, chalices,
sceptres, and the like. “I'm surprised to find this here,” Decius
admits, offhandedly gesturing to that gleaming trove, “I expected
the Jiyati had taken all of it.”

With a nod, Malison
remarks: “Some of these look like they' were made by Fairyfolk,
some Sylvanii; that pile of bouillon over there has Human-made
markings on it.” Then, her eyes glowing a shade of red brighter
than usual, excitement clear in the sound of her voice, she adds,
“Ooh – look…,” pointing to a stonework shelf what bears the weight
of golden artifacts fashioned in perfect likeness of Human
hands.

Decius looks to the
Captain of that squad, and orders, “Call it in,” before they all
file out of the room, to follow the course of the dark hallway,
their feet and rifles aimed towards the next door.

After only a handful
of paces, a column of liquid light abruptly appears in the hall,
clear and rosy coloured, large enough to encompass the two soldiers
who move at the fore, its blinding intensity filled with the swirl
of hundreds of shards of metal, palm-sized and razor-thin. As does
a tornado do those gleaming shards whirl, slicing into the two
soldiers caught within that column of light, cutting their tortured
screams off short, as they burst to gore slathered pieces, painting
the area with their viscera, before that light suddenly
vanishes.

As the remaining
soldiers of that squad aim their rifles the way ahead, having
already taken up defensive positions for the appearance of that
trap, Malison looks to the unrecognizable pieces of Human flesh
what lay strewn upon the now blood-slick floor, and chuckles, “Holy
Christ, that was messy…”

“You…,” mutters one of those soldiers, he looking down at his
now blood-spattered armour, before he aims his ire the
golden-haired Demon's way, and shouts: “If you're supposed to have
all of these magic powers, how about you help us down here, instead
of just spectating? We've already lost-”

Malison raises a hand,
and quickly curls her taloned fingers to a tight fist, whereupon
the soldier abruptly compresses as though crushed, upon a loud
crunch collapsing to a head-sized mass of twisted metal and
pulverized flesh, spewing forth a violent torrent of blood and gore
in all directions, spraying those soldiers standing nearby,
staining the floor and ceiling at the spot where the man once
stood. As that dripping ball of unrecognizable metal and viscera
falls to the stone floor, the squishy thud of its landing echoing
along the hall, Malison aims the glow of her red eyes to the rest
of that troop, and quirking a brow inquires, “Anyone else want to
lodge a complaint?” And, when the soldiers remain silent in the
face of that question, many looking to what remains of their
now-fallen comrade, she adds: “No? You sure?”

Decius, assuming their
answer remains in the negative, points to one soldier marked with
the rank of Corporal, and orders: “You, get that damn trap
disarmed.”

Then, after they wait
a few moments for that soldier to not only find, but deactivate the
trigger mechanism for that grim device, they all continue along the
dark corridor, after some twenty paces finding yet another stone
door, whereupon that Corporal hurries to focus his strange lock
picking tools upon the door's workings, soon managing to get it
open, to reveal a large and narrow chamber, beyond. Then, Decius
and Malison enter that largely empty room, behind a quartet of
armed soldiers, the beams of their laser scanners sweeping the
chamber, where they come to see a collection of simple items
hanging upon the walls in orderly rows, they seeming as wide rings
of flattened metal, nearly three score in total, even as one of
those odd objects bears a series of triangular points, granting it
the appearance of a crown. “Well, what have we here?”, mutters
Decius, helm-mounted light turning as he looks about the room.

“Now
– that,” grins Malison, beholding those simple items, “is something
I did not expect to see.”

To which, Decius
shakes his head, and inquires: “What are they?”

“Something meant to replace the GlaDeus in the War,” Malison
replies, moving to closer examine that ring fashioned as a crown,
“a new weapon, created by the Sylvanii, meant to battle my
kind.”

Decius gives the
horned woman a look which belies his incredulity, and says:
“Replace the GlaDeus? You mean, replace Human beings?”

With a talon caressing
the cold steel of that rather plain crown, Malison nods, and
explains, “The Sonarii and the Sylvanii abandoned your kind long
ago, and no longer use the GlaDeus as a weapon in the War. This was
their next great idea; the panoplies of the so-called, 'Aegis
Project'.”

“These are meant for the Sylvanii?”, comes Decius' next
question, meeting her scarlet gaze.

To which, that
fiendish and winged blonde gives a nod, and replies: “The Centaur,
Elkenmen, Satyr, and Silenii.” Then, aiming a small frown about the
hall-like chamber, she mutters: “By the look of it, these were
stored here recently…”

Carefully, Decius
lifts one of the heavy rings from its mounting brackets, asking,
“What do they do?”

“They make a suit of armour, and weapons, fashioned using the
light of Human Souls.”

Decius blinks. “I beg
your pardon?”

“The
energy of the Human Soul repurposed, reforged…,” clarifies the
scarlet-eyed Demon-girl, then aiming a grin his way, she adds:
“What better material is there to make a weapon that fights
Darkness? But, like using fire to fight fire, these are just as
effective at combating what is Bright.” And, pausing a beat,
eyebrow quirking with a sudden idea, she rhetorically asks: “Are
you thinking what I'm thinking?”

“I
highly doubt it,” replies the Chancellor, giving her a wry
look.

Malison, turning the
dark metal ring she holds about in her hands, grins: “These might
provide us with a bit of fun, and help keep those damned Magirai
distracted from our plans.”

“You
want to use these things against the Ten Sisters?”, infers Decius,
offhandedly gesturing to that collection of innocuous
items.

With a fast shrug,
Malison does reply, “They can do as much harm to things that are
Bright, as things that are Dark; all we need is someone to wield
them. And, I think I have the perfect candidate…”


Chapter One

~ Hard Conversations
~

Approximately one
hundred million kilometres away, upon that blue-white world known
as Earth, there is a nation called Canada, which, after a short
walk down Etymological Lane, simply means 'village'. Though that
nation is often depicted, in movies and on television, as being
permanently locked within the grip of a harsh and unending winter,
the warmth of the year's spring already escalates to record highs,
while the lack of rain heightens the usual fears of forest fires.
There, in the eastern half of that rather far-reaching nation, is a
province called Ontario, home to a city known as Ottawa, indeed the
capital of the country as a whole, where stands a large, blatantly
gubernatorial building, referred to as Parliament Hill, the nerve
centre of the country's government, and office to the Prime
Minister. And, though the nation is often depicted as being
populated with kind, polite, harmless Canadians, a heated
dressing-down takes place within a small office, there in that
historical building.

Ten young women stand
at attention in that room, of themselves forming two lines before
an eleventh, the former dressed in some type of armour, or outfit,
elegant or outlandish, from medieval plate and chain mail to
skintight suits of Kevlar, from silken robes, to bustled evening
gowns. Members of an ancient and legendary order of Demon-hunters,
called the Magirai, each of those ten women stand graced with
preternatural powers, making them living superheroes upon the
world, as would be found only in fantasy novels, and
science-fiction movie franchises.

As for that eleventh
person, before whom the ten magical soldiers stand…

“I
don't care, Seranine,” snaps Prime Minister Sophia Acton, pointing
a finger the young Magirai's way, “you don't bring people from
another dimension of 'reality' here just so you can all have a
slumber party; you don't bring alien abductees back to their homes
just because you feel like it.” Clad in a double-breasted jacket,
and a knee-length gored-skirt, both a sombre shade of red, with a
short bob of honey-blonde hair, and dark eyes, the head of Canada's
parliamentary government usual easy smile is clearly replaced by a
frown, as she sits behind her desk.

To which, that winsome
auburnette garbed in voluminous burgundy robes, attempts to
clarify, “Actually, I was the one who returned Constable Becker to
his-”

“No-no, I don't want to hear it, Zelda, ” the Prime Minister
heatedly interrupts, again pointing to Seranine, adding: “I yell at
her, she yells at you; that's how it rolls around here.” Then,
aiming her frown to she named Alison, there standing wrapped in a
cloak of scarlet foil, Sophia irately adds: “And – you, I can hear
your eyes rolling over there; you got something to say to
me?”

“While I am in this building,” the fair-haired TimeCutter
quietly replies, “and aside from this explanation, I am forbidden
from speaking.”

“Good,” nods Sophia, with an annoyed sigh leaning back in her
seat. “Now,” continues she, reining in her ire, “just so I am
certain I've made myself clear, you cannot simply return alien
abductees to their homes. There are rules for that kind of thing,
procedure to follow.”

To which, amber-eyed
Seranine, standing in a black coachman's coat studded with silver
rivets, nods and says: “I know, I've read the rules. Since alien
abduction falls under the heading of 'esoteric phenomenon', that
makes this an issue for the M.O.E.; they were the ones who wrote
the rules, in the first place.”

“And, since you're Magirai, you figure you can change the
rules,” assumes the Prime Minister.

With the barest of
nods, and a slight shrug, Seranine replies: “In this case, yes. The
M.O.E. rules for dealing with abductees were written over a century
ago; they won't be enough to handle our current situation. That
whole, 'debrief, re-educate, re-locate' thing is stupid, not to
mention unfair.”

“You
want to talk about unfair,” frowns Sophia, offhandedly pointing to
the nearby window, “try having panic and riots in the
streets.”

“Life is like riding the bus,” suggests the platinum-haired
Magirai, “it requires change.”

The Prime Minister
gives a quick roll of her eyes for that bit of wisdom, and
grumbles: “Don't make light of this, Seranine.”

To which, the latter
chuckles, “Make light? We've got over two million other 'alien
abductees' who will be wanting to return to Earth, and their homes.
Dirty math, lets call it ten thousand people from this, and every
other country in the world. You're telling me your going to
brainwash ten thousand Canadian citizens into believing they
weren't abducted by aliens, threaten them to never speak about not
being abducted, then move them off into a pre-fab town of their
own, in the middle of the wilderness, where no one will ever find
them, while their families keep on thinking they're dead?”

“It's been done before,” comes the Prime Minister's flat and
chilly reply.

“And, when the US gets their ten thousand abductees back?”,
Seranine prompts, brow furrowing with her question, “and – Mexico,
Brazil, Peru; England, Egypt, Thailand…? You really think that
story won't get out, that it won't somehow leak to the
public?”

“If
people find out about this, public order will disintegrate,”
declares Sophia, stabbing her desktop with a fingertip, “it'll be
like the War of the Worlds broadcast, but a thousand times
worse. We still have enough problems dealing with the aftermath of
the 'Oligarch Exodus'; there's still people not getting paid, or
being forced to live on minimum wage, despite their line of work.
There's food, labour, and resource shortages; we've shelled out
twenty billion dollars in social assistance claims, in the last
four months, and we have armed militias trying to create their own
governments, arguing that they'll rebuild society the 'right' way.
And – now, on top of all of that, you want me to announce to the
world that aliens are real.”

“Ma'am,” says Seranine, patiently, “this isn't War of the
Worlds. The reason people panicked during that radio broadcast
was because they were told they were being attacked. If Orson Wells
had come on the air, and said, 'The UFO is landing, and aliens are
coming out; they got beers, and they're blasting dance music, and
throwing rock kicks, while they sing karaoke,' the public's
reaction would have been different.”

With some of her
sisters-in-arms doing well to restrain their laughter for that
hypothetical scenario, raven-haired Ayumi hesitantly raises her
hand, as one seeking to speak, and before actually gaining that
permission, she quietly says: “Two generations.”

“I
beg your pardon,” Sophia quirks a brow, looking to that overly
armoured Magirai, she seeming as a small, upright-walking tank for
the somewhat boxy panoply she wears.

“It
only takes two generations for something to become commonplace, in
a society,” explains Ayumi, with a small shrug adding: “What is new
to one generation is old to their grand-kids.”

Seemingly unimpressed,
the Prime Minister gives a shrug of her own, asking: “Your point
being?”

To which, Ayumi
replies: “The idea of intelligent extraterrestrial life was
terrifying to people back in the Nineteen Thirties; merely scary in
the 'Fifties. By the 'Seventies, it became pop-culture, thanks
largely to Erich Von Däniken, and in the
'Nineties, a cliché, thanks to Hollywood.
Now, in the Twenty-Twenties…”

When the blue-eyed
Magirai does not go on, the Prime Minister dubiously inquires,
“You're suggesting people won't launch into a mad panic for
survival when they learn aliens are real?”

“I'm
saying the public has been exposed to the idea of 'little green
men' for nearly a hundred years,” Ayumi patiently clarifies, “and
while I am new to this modern Age, from what I have gathered so
far, not only does a sizable percentage of the population already
believe extraterrestrial life to be real, they are certain people
like you are hiding that fact.” Then, with an allowing nod, she
supposes: “Mathematically speaking, a certain portion of the
population will panic, but once people see peace happening, and not
tripod spacecraft firing death rays at city landmarks, whatever
panic there is should largely fade.”

It is then, when she
named Damaru raises her hand, there standing dressed in a
blue-white evening gown one would expect to see in the late
Nineteenth century, complete with a bustled train, and stays, and
panels of crystal chain mail, even as a folding fan dangles from a
lanyard wrapped about one wrist. And, in so drawing Sophia's
attention, and nodding permission, the soft-spoken blonde says:
“The world is now aware of the existence of Demons, and magic, and
gods; saying 'Oh – by the way, aliens are real too,' might not be
such a stretch, at this point. And, like Sera said, it's all about
context; this isn't World of the Worlds, it's 'Peace of the
Worlds.'”

The Prime Minister
lets out a small sigh then, frowning as she considers; then,
looking to he who stands leaning against a side table in one
corner, he clearly visible, yet thoroughly overlooked, she asks:
“You're the only M.O.E. Agent in the room, Mr. Herz; what do you
have to say about all this?”

To which, Thaddeus
Herz, the poster child of Harvard-style handsomeness, quietly
replies: “We can take care of Constable Becker, and his family.”
And, as the Prime Minister's eyes grow suddenly wide, Agent Herz
clarifies: “No, I don't mean 'take care of' like that; I'm not that
kind of Man in Black. No, we come up with some explanation for his
absence for the past year, something which would also explain the
need for 'falsifying his death'. We call him a secret agent, on a
mission to save the world that was so classified, even his family
needed to think he was dead; or, we go with some kind of Jason
Bourne amnesia thing. But…”

“I
thought I heard a 'but' coming,” Sophia mutters.

“Imagine a doorway,” posits Herz, “between this world, and the
Insecariium; now, imagine two million people emerging from
that doorway, one at a time. If they come through at a rate of one
per minute, nonstop, it will take almost four years for them all to
arrive. It will require thousands of people, on our end, to greet
the returned, to identify them, sort them by country, not to
mention the food, lodging, medical services, counselling services,
communication services, security, et cetera, that will be
required. I don't know if we can hide an event like that from the
world, because it will create a small city wherever it happens. We
could hold this 'Return' in a highly remote location, and simply
leave the people there, without telling the world; even then, a
settlement of that size is bound to get noticed, sooner or later,
and, when it does, people will want to know why it's there, which
brings us back to informing the world about the
Insecarii.”

“And, if we do inform the world?”

To which, Herz
replies: “People like me have been keeping the public in the dark
about the strange events that happen on this planet, especially the
involvement of non-Human intelligences, for hundreds of years.
Largely, this is to protect the position and power of governments
and organized religion, and to keep hidden the source of
technological invention. Now that the Oligarch Exodus has occurred,
you can go one of two ways: either keep up the ruse of the past, or
change the rules.”

“Which is why they want to meet you,” comes Seranine's
inelegant segue.

The Prime Minister
meets the girl's amber gaze, with a frown inquiring: “Who wants to
meet me?”

“The
people of New Town, the Insecarii, and their
RealmKeeper.”

With a blink, Sophia
mutters, “What?”

Seranine gives a small
nod, casting a fast look to the others as she replies: “That's sort
of why we're all here, today. I mean, sure, we came to tell you
what we've been up to, and so that you could yell at us, but we're
really here to ask your help in deciding upon not only the details
of the Return, but the rules our two 'realities' will follow, with
regards to how we interact in the future. The Insecarii are worried
that if they send representatives here, it would set the people to
panicking; so, we would like you to come to the Insecariium,
to New Town, so we can work it out.”

Again does the Prime
Minister blink. “You…,” begins she, voice but a whisper, and taking
a quick moment to clear her throat, she continues, “You want me to
go to another universe?”

Seranine nods at the
question, revealing: “We've already explained that you do not speak
on behalf of the whole planet, that we have rules and protocols for
things, but Ari basically said she doesn't want to deal with
hundreds of world leaders. So, because you are our leader,
she has appointed you liaison between the Insecariium, and
the United Nations of Earth.”

“Ari?”, Sophia prompts, raising her brows.

“The
goddess of that Realm,” explains Seranine, “she asked us to call
her 'Ari'.”

“A
goddess wants to meet me?”, stammers the Prime Minister. “Do you
trust her?”

With a nod, Seranine
replies: “Yes.”

“You're sure?”, presses Sophia, pointing the young woman's
way.

“Yes.”

The Prime Minister
absentmindedly holds her chin with the thumb and forefinger of one
hand, as one who sits thinking, her eyes wide and staring into
space; upon a beat, as though to herself, she mutters: “A god wants
to meet me.” Then, blinking as she returns to the moment, she – of
Seranine – asks: “Will she come here, to this world?”

“Well,” the platinum-haired Magirai chuckles, “getting gods
out of their Realms isn't easy; it's not likely Ari would come here
unless she absolutely had to. Mostly, in this situation, she would
like to send one Insecarii envoy to Earth, to make an official show
of our two species meeting, and to express their regret and
apologize for past hostilities. A part of that apology would be the
return of the Human abductees still in the
Insecariium.”

“So,” Sophia frowns, “they've been coming to this world for
thousands of years, abducting our people to use as food, and now in
the span of one day, they suddenly surrender, and want to
apologize, and be friends? Why the sudden change of
heart?”

“I
was thirteen when the United States bombed Hiroshima, and
Nagasaki,” raven-haired Ayumi takes it upon herself to reply, “we
weren't near the blasts, but I remember… And, I remember how Japan
capitulated, almost immediately, and it seems we've been allies
with the West ever since. So, the Insecariium is like Japan;
we Magirai are the atomic bombs. The Insecarii surrendered, and we
didn't need to end thousands of innocent lives to do
it.”

With a blink, the
Prime Minister curtly says, “Point taken.”

“Anyway,” says Seranine, segueing through a somewhat awkward
silence, “the girls and I have already tossed around ideas of
appointing diplomats, building embassies, creating special
passports, and official papers, that kind of thing, but that's
really for you politicians to figure out.”

“You
want me to go to another universe,” the Prime Minister mutters,
once more, apparently hearing little of what Seranine had said.
“Can I do that,” continues she, with a frown, still aiming her
words at herself, “not just as a political figure, but can I handle
that as a Human being?”

“Of
course, we would be there to act as your security team,” assures
the platinum-haired Magirai, offhandedly gesturing to the others.
“The risk of anything bad happening is super low, but we would
defend you with our lives, should the unforeseen arise. Also, the
environment of New Town is tailored for us Humans, so you don't
need a spacesuit, or anything, and you don't have to worry about
pathogens, and the like. Being a god, Ari made sure it's safe in
more ways than you can imagine. Finally, the trip is as easy as
stepping through a door, and takes no time, and you can return
whenever you want, just as easily.”

To which, the Prime
Minister hesitantly admits, “I… I can't say I won't freak out, when
confronted with an alien; I can't say I won't have a heart attack,
or lose my mind, when confronted by a god.”

With an insouciant
shrug, Seranine suggests: “Have a couple stiff drinks, before we
go.”

Sophia again hesitates
at that reply, considering a moment before saying: “Well, I guess
the simplest solution is to do the thing. When do they want me to
go there?…”

~ ~
~

Barely an hour later,
Sophia and the Ten Sisters together emerge from the ruddy bark of a
towering arbutus tree, there atop the crest of a tall, gently
sloping hill, at the heart of the SacredRealm known as the
Insecariium. Unaware the armed and armoured Magirai form of
themselves an arcing wall about her, the Prime Minister draws in a
gasp, long and slow, the moment she steps onto that summit, and
turning her wide-eyed gaze across the wide vista, lifting a hand to
cover her open mouth, she takes in the vast reaches of the Glade of
New Town. “Oh – my God…,” breathes she.

All about that low
mountain stretch broad plains of tall grasses, and broad-blooming
flowers, broken up by small forests of berry-laden shrubs, and
sky-reaching trees, and the sparkle of freshwater rivers, lakes,
and wetlands. The clear blue sky of a summer's day, populated with
little fluffy clouds, hangs high above their heads, bright with the
blaze of a warm-rising sun, what shines its light upon the rooftops
of a rather quaint village, its buildings all clustered together
upon wide, cobblestone roads, freshly cleaned by recent rain, there
at the base of that small mount. Seranine, there standing beside
the astonished Prime Minister, sets a gentle hand upon the woman's
shoulder, with a grin asking: “You okay?”

Sophia blinks at the
question, hand muffling her reply: “I don't know.”

“Take your time,” nods Seranine, “there's no
hurry.”

Again spending a
moment to view the far-reaching scenery, Sophia then quietly
admits, “I did not expect all this. It looks like home.”

With a nod for that
observation, Seranine gently turns the Prime Minister about, as to
face the majestic tree from which they had emerged, saying: “Here,
I want to show you something, before we head down.” Then, gesturing
to that towering arbutus, and the simple, red cedar canoe tied to
its trunk, there sitting upon the grass, she explains: “Long ago, a
Great Flood ravaged Earth. The Keeper of this Realm instructed a
man and woman to carry a canoe to the top of a mountain, and tether
it to the arbutus tree growing there, in order to survive the
Deluge.”

Sophia meets the
girl's amber-eyed gaze, and whispers: “You're not kidding, are
you?”

“The
RealmKeeper has re-created that scene here, as a symbol of peace,”
continues Seranine, “and a reminder of her promise to protect
Humanity.”

“Protect us?”, repeats Sophia, clearly nonplussed, as she
returns her gaze to that simple canoe.

With a nod which goes
unseen, Seranine gently suggests: “Come on, you can meet the Humans
first; start off easy.” Then, with a smile, and an inviting tilt of
her head, she sets their feet to descending the Mount of New Town,
slowly following the course of an easy, hard-packed path, with the
Prime Minister still viewing the lush scene, going arm-in-arm with
Seranine, as the others, though relaxed, move as a ring about their
charge.

“How
many people live here?”, Sophia manages to wonder aloud, nodding at
the village, below, seeing there the growing crowd of townsfolk who
gather for the Sisters' arrival.

“Fifty-five, right now,” Seranine replies, “all born and
raised in this Realm, while it was Dark. They're the ones January
and the others rescued. The 'Newtownians', if you will, are still
getting used to the basic elements of Human civilization; clothing,
cooked food, simple tools. It's all new for them, so if you can
grant a certain amount of latitude here, be a little patient, and
understanding, that would help a lot.”

With a nod, the Prime
Minister furrows her brow to ask: “Do the Newtownians have
language?”

To which, Seranine
does nod: “A simple one, but this Realm translates languages
automatically, so there's no need to worry about it. Also, I'd like
to point out, the people of New Town are not stupid, and they're
certainly not savage; they are simply inexperienced with
civilization.”

“Understood,” Sophia again nods, before returning her
attention to the vast and verdant vista, and slowly shaking her
head, frowning her confusion, she quietly asks, “Is all of this
real?”

“Depends on what you mean by 'real',” smiles Seranine, giving
a fast shrug.

“Don't quibble with me, is it real?”

Meeting the Prime
Minister's gaze, Seranine nods: “It's real.”

Again looking to the
lush vista, Sophia observes: “It looks so much like Earth.”

“As
I said, this whole area is specifically tailored for us Humans,”
informs Seranine, “while the lands beyond the Glade are still
Earth-like, but more suited to the Insecarii.”

To which, Damaru looks
Sophia's way, and adds: “The Fairyfolk have a similar place in
their Realm, one meant for Human beings; sort of like a guest area,
because entering their actual 'reality' would kill us.”

The perplexed Prime
Minister frowns, and asks: “Why the segregation here?”

“It's not so much segregation,” replies Damaru, “just this
Glade is more suiting to Humans. In the future, once things here
have settled, the Insecarii and the people will mingle freely, as
they need or desire.”

Sophia falls to a
moment of somewhat stunned silence, as they all continue their slow
descent along the mountain path, before spreading her question
amongst the Sisters, quietly asking, “How many different universes
have you all been to, exactly?”

At which, Zelda turns
to face the Prime Minister, with a smile raising her free hand high
in victory, to proudly declare: “Four, so far, if you count the one
I'm from.”

“You
know we don't,” chuckles Wittier, frowning a smile at the winsome
auburnette.

“Fine,” shrugs Zelda, “I've been to three Realms, the
Maggirdym, the Sonariium, and now the
Insecariium.”

Scarlet-haired Wittier
gives her girlfriend a quick roll of her eyes, trying not to smile
as she playfully rebukes: “Stop showing off in front of the Prime
Minister.”

To which, January
frowns a grin, adding: “Yeah, we've been to as many as you
have.”

“Hush,” says Zelda, affecting an air of dignity, yet clearly
restraining her laughter, when the others chuckle and giggle at her
antics.

At that point nearing
the bottom of the Mount, where the people of New Town wait and
watch in excited awe, within the open space of a small piazza, a
voice from that crowd loudly calls out, “Watyer!”, whereupon a
raven-haired young woman waves her hand high, hopping up and down
as she weaves her way through the townsfolk, rushing to the
fore.

Wittier aims a bright
smile, and an excited wave the girl's way, then meets the Prime
Minister's gaze, with a polite nod saying: “Please – excuse me,
Ma'am,” before she moves away from the defensive ring the Sisters
form about Sophia, effortlessly lifting a half-pace off the ground
to hover the rest of the way down the Mount, her argent armour
gleaming in the sunlight. Quickly meeting each other, Wittier wraps
she named Tahla up in a tight hug, lifting her four paces off the
ground, together twirling about, slowly, giggling and making their
happy hellos. Quickly does Wittier land at the centre of the
piazza, there amidst the population of New Town, who all crowd
about the scarlet-haired Arcusylph, smiling and waving, while those
closer reach out to touch her. Then, as the rest of the Magirai
reach that cobblestone plaza, and draw the attention of the
townsfolk, Tahla looks their way, and happily shouts: “Jan, Zelda,
hi! Sisters, hi!”

As that crowd gathers
'round to make their hellos with the Ten Sisters, Seranine, still
moving arm-in-arm with their guest, to the raven-haired girl says:
“Tahla, I would like you to meet someone. This is Sophia, she is
the leader of my country; Ma'am, this is Tahla, the very unofficial
mayor of New Town.”

Tahla unflinchingly
meets the Prime Minister's gaze, and holds an open hand her way,
saying, “Hi, I am not holding a weapon.”

Finally releasing her
hold upon Seranine's arm, Sophia hesitantly offers her own hand,
quietly replying: “Good morning, Tahla, it's an honour to meet you.
Uh, I'm not holding a weapon either.”

While the two women
shake hands, Seranine explains: “We brought the Prime Minister here
so you two can meet, and have a bit of a chat.”

“I
don't know how to talk to a leader,” replies Tahla, frowning, and
shaking her head, slightly, “I don't know how to be a
leader.”

With Sophia looking
her way, Seranine explains: “We sort of sprung the idea of being
mayor on her.”

To which, the former –
to Tahla – suggests: “If it helps, don't think of me as Prime
Minister; I'm just Sophia, hoping to maybe make a few new friends,
and learn about another world.”

Nodding, pulling an
errant lock of hair from her face, Tahla replies: “Yes, you want to
talk about this place, and the people; you want to know if they
will go to your world.”

“Yes, that's true,” Sophia patiently allows, “I do want to
talk about those things; but, I think it also important that we get
to know each other.”

“Why?”, shrugs Tahla, cocking her head slightly to one
side.

Sophia quirks a brow,
and explains, “So I can see what kind of woman you are, and you can
see what kind of woman I am; so we each know where the other is
coming from.”

Tahla considers the
reply a beat, then with a frown gesturing to the town, and the tree
which stands atop the Mount, in turn, she says: “I come from here;
you come from there.”

“She
means,” smiles Wittier, “she wants to learn about your heart, and
your mind; about what comes from them.”

“I
see,” nods Tahla, meeting the Prime Minister's gaze to add: “This
makes sense to me.”

Seranine gives a
casual shrug, then, suggesting: “Maybe we could sit down,
somewhere, have a cup of coffee together?”

At the mention of the
word, Tahla blinks, and with a small smile, she – of the Prime
Minister – inquires: “You like to drink coffee?”

“I
do,” grins Sophia, “very much.”

“Okay,” Tahla nods, giving Sophia an inviting tilt of her
head, “come.”

As the townsfolk
continue to celebrate the Ten Sister's arrival, they breaking off
into smaller groups, leading the Magirai elsewhere in the village,
Tahla escorts the Prime Minister down the cobblestone lane, with
Seranine, Wittier, and Zelda in tow, soon coming to a rather quaint
cottage, just off the roadside, it wreathed in a low wall of
stacked stones, its yard adorned with beds of blooming flowers.
Through the wooden door do they go, all filing in to the sparsely
decorated front room, appointed with only a few examples of basic
furniture, sofa, arm chairs, coffee table, and wood stove, and
little in the way of decoration, save for the diaphanous, white
curtains what cover the road-looking window. “Uh,” hesitates Tahla,
gesturing to the open kitchen, as she informs, “please wait; I will
go make the coffee.”

With a shake of her
head, Zelda says: “Don't worry, hon, I got it.”

Tahla's face brightens
for that offer, and with a hand inviting them to sit, she joins her
guests in finding place about the low table, with Sophia occupying
a high back arm chair, and the others filling the upholstered sofa,
whereupon Zelda gives a casual wave on the air, hand moving of a
definite pattern, and from her fingertips do stream forth thin
threads of golden light, what braid and weave themselves together,
before vanishing upon a flash, leaving cups of steaming coffee
enough for everyone upon the table. Sophia gives a blinking start
for the brightness of that sudden manifestation, drawing in a sharp
gasp as those ceramic cups abruptly appear upon the table, before
she breathes the word: “Goodness…”

Tahla, leaning forward
to take up that cup set before her, aims a grin the Prime
Minister's way, and wryly opines: “Zelda makes it too easy to make
the coffee.”

“That's unbelievable,” nods Sophia, staring at the cup nearest
her. Then, with a frown, she hurriedly adds: “What the hell am I
saying? I'm sitting in another universe; who's to say what's
believable?” Then, meeting Zelda's gaze, brow bent with her
incredulity, she inquires: “I think I already know the answer, but
can you do that with anything? Just… poof, something from
nothing?”

Zelda hurries a fast
sip of her own conjured coffee, with a shrug replying: “Pretty
much.”

As Sophia slowly
shakes her head, and returns to staring at the cup set before her,
Tahla gives her a nodding smile, and gently insists, “Try; it is
good.” And, when the still perplexed Prime Minister does so, taking
a hesitant and wincing sip, Tahla goes on to add: “When I make the
coffee, it is not the same.”

To which, Seranine
smiles: “You just gotta fine tune the recipe, is all. The trick is
to put a dash of salt in there; don't worry, we'll show you what
that is.”

Again sipping her
coffee, giving the cup a frowning look, Sophia – of Tahla – asks,
“You're new to coffee, are you?”

“Um,
yes,” nods she, her smile somewhat shy, as she says, “I never knew
it until I met the Sisters. But, I learned; they showed me how to
grow water hot, and the special pot to hold the coffee in, and you
squish it, what is that called, Watyer?”

“A
'French press',” Wittier dutifully replies.

“This,” nods Tahla, with a fast shrug chuckling: “But, Zelda's
way is much faster.”

Sophia sniffs a laugh
of her own for that addendum, and nods: “Yeah, a lot faster.”

Tahla swallows a sip
of coffee, then frowns the question: “Do you like this food called
'chocolate'?”

Nodding once more, the
Prime Minister replies, “I love chocolate.”

“It
is also new for me,” reveals Tahla, offhandedly gesturing to the
others, as she says: “When I met the Sisters, I was scared, but
Watyer gave me chocolate, and I think, if this food is so good, she
cannot be so scary.” Then, lowering her voice slightly, as one who
poorly delivers a secret, she smiles, “Well, other things made me
not scared, but the chocolate was first.”

With a quiet chuckle,
the Prime Minister casually inquires: “What other things helped you
trust the Sisters, and not be scared of them?”

Tahla averts her gaze
for the question, with a nervous smile replying, “Zelda helped me.
Before, I was very sick; always sick. But, she helped me.”

“Yes, I heard about that,” nods Sophia, looking into her
coffee cup, “forgive me, Tahla, I shouldn't have brought it
up.”

“I
am not sick anymore,” says the raven-haired girl, shaking her head,
“but I am sad, because I cannot say 'thank you' to Zelda; for me,
Ahroh, Lohta, for all the people. Too many 'thank yous' to say, so
I cannot say them.”

Upon a small nod,
Sophia quietly replies, “I understand.”

With nascent tears
forming in Tahla's eyes, Zelda slings an arm about the girl's
shoulders, giving her a gentle squeeze, and planting a kiss upon
the side of her head, murmurs: “It's okay, hon; you don't have to
say anything at all.”

A beat of quiet
arises, then, as Sophia and the others sip of their coffee, before
the former segues on to say, “Uh, may I ask who Ahroh and Lohta
are?”

“Ahroh, my mate,” Tahla nods, as Zelda releases her from their
partial embrace, “and Lohta, she is my… Uh, Watyer, you say it
better.”

To which, the
scarlet-haired girl does assist by explaining, “Sure, uh, Lohta is
Tahla's sister, and mother; hence, in part, her prior
illnesses.”

“I
see,” the Prime Minister nods, sagely.

Tahla then cocks her
head of an inquisitive lean, and frowns, “Do you have a mate, and a
mother?”

“Oh
– yes,” Sophia smiles, “I've been married to my husband for nearly
twenty years now; sadly, my mother passed away a few years
ago.”

“Sorry,” Tahla's frown darkens, “I did not want to hurt
you.”

With a small start,
Sophia hurries to assure, “Oh, you didn't; it's okay.”

Upon another beat of
silence, broken by the chorus of their quiet sips, Tahla then asks:
“What do you mean by this word, 'married'?”

“Oh
– uh, that's when two people promise to be together,” Sophia
explains, somewhat taken aback by the question, “to love and care
for each other; they promise to make a family, and a home,
together.”

The raven-haired girl
turns her frown Wittier's way, then, to ask: “Are Ahroh and Tahla
this 'married'?”

To which, Wittier
gives an allowing nod, as she replies, “Yeah, we could say that. In
our world, we usually perform a special ceremony, called a
'wedding', where two people 'get married'. They make the promise in
front of their friends and family, and then they all dance and
sing, and celebrate. Making a big deal of it sort of makes it
official, and makes it harder to back out of, gracefully.”

With Zelda giving
Wittier a playful nudge with her elbow, in mild rebuke for that
last comment, Tahla inquires, “Did you and Zelda do this?”

“Uh,
no,” Wittier chuckles nervously, cheeks flushing with embarrassed
colour, “usually, two people will take some time to get to know
each other, before they decide to get married.”

Tahla puts on a
mischievous grin, then, and observes: “Your face is red; Zelda's
face is red…”

“Shut up,” chuckles Wittier, still blushing bright, casting a
fast and surreptitious look Zelda's way.

Giggling, eyes filled
with a knowing and sparkling look, Tahla happily admits: “I am
sorry to make your face red, but it is also fun.” Then, when
Wittier only shakes her head, and rolls her eyes in reply, clearly
suppressing a smile, Tahla looks the platinum-haired Magirai's way,
and says: “Seranine, will your face be red when I ask did you and
the Quiet One do this marry?”

“Oh,” Seranine smiles fondly, cheeks warming, “Damaru and I
have been married quite a long time now, and I don't care if my
face gets red about it.”

Quietly chuckling
along, a moment, the Prime Minister then says: “So, can I ask, what
did you think of our world? The Sisters said you visited them for a
slumber party.”

“Yes, that was fun,” Tahla nods a smile, “but I did not see
your world, only Jan's house. Watyer said not to go outside,
because I might get too scared, and I thought that this makes
sense. But, I did look through that,” she points to the broad,
curtain-covered window, “the one at Jan's house, and I saw the
outside; I saw the houses, and the road, and the sky. They look
different than the ones here, but they also look the same, so it
wasn't too scary.”

“New
Town isn't really that different from towns on Earth,” opines
Sophia, directing the comment more towards the Magirai than Tahla,
“it's almost like visiting a preindustrial village in Europe, what
with the cobblestone road, and the thatched roofs. Honestly, I'm
kind of surprised.”

To which, Tahla does
add: “Inside Jan's house I saw many strange things, so I think
outside of her house there will be many more.”

The Prime Minister
sips of her coffee, then, with a small shrug inquiring: “Anything
in particular peak your interest in January's house?”

“Yes,” Tahla smiles a nod, “the special box that makes the
coffee, and the fruit that glows at night. Oh, and I saw the boxes
that make sounds for the Sisters, so they can wiggle and laugh
together.” Then, with a grinning frown, she opines: “They said
there are no people inside the boxes, but I think there
is.”

As the others quietly
giggle for Tahla's suspicion, Wittier sniffs a laugh, and to Sophia
explains: “If you don't mind, she's referring to coffee-makers,
light bulbs, and stereo speakers.” Then, aiming a grin the
raven-haired girl's way, she chuckles: “And – no, there isn't any
people inside the speakers, I swear it.”

“Ari
is very small,” Tahla smiles, “she could be inside, making the
sounds.”

Upon another round of
polite laughter for that theory, the Prime Minister then asks: “Are
you interested in visiting our world again?”

“I
want to see Watyer, and the Sisters,” replies Tahla, giving a nod,
“I want to go to that place for them. The rest, the world outside
Jan's house… I don't know. There is no reason for me to see
it.”

“That's fair,” Sophia allows, sipping her coffee, before she
adds: “And, by the sound of it, you have enough to get used to in
this world; adding a second to that might be a little
overwhelming.”

“This is what I am thinking,” Tahla nods, once more, tapping a
finger against her forehead.

“And, what about people from our world visiting here?”, posits
the Prime Minister.

Tahla, blushing
slightly, shakes her head as she replies, “Watyer, can you say it
to her, so it sounds okay?”

“Uh,
sure – sweetie,” hesitates Wittier, aiming a somewhat awkward smile
the Prime Minister's way, “I'll do my best. Uh, we've expressed a
few concerns regarding the risks of bringing people from Earth here
to New Town. One of the main fears is that corporations will try to
clear cut this place to the ground, before turning it into a strip
mine; of course, in Tahla's people would they have a cheap source
of labour, or a population to relocate. Add to this the idea of
tourists wandering around, double-fisting rum drinks, gawking at
the locals, and complaining there's no wifi, or valet parking; that
sort of thing.”

Sophia gives a quick
lift of her brows, and replies: “I would accuse you of being bitter
towards Western capitalism, but at the same time, I do see your
point. But, the only way to come to this Realm is through the
Anubis Frame, to which the corporations, and tourists, have no
access.”

Seranine, speaking
around her coffee cup, quietly supposes, “Yeah, for now, but get
enough lawyers and politicians together, get enough public
support…” Then, pitching her voice as to mimic some unseen protest
group, she says: “'Make the Anubis Frame available to all, a world
full of resources waits to be harvested, untouched acres await
development.' 'We planted our flag, so it belongs to us; don't
worry, the people there weren't born on Earth, so they don't have
rights.'”

“I
get the picture,” nods Sophia, holding up a hand, thinking a
moment, before she gives a casual shrug, and recalls: “It's like
that episode of Star Trek Voyager.”

Wittier frowns a
smile, and says, “You know that show?”

To which, the Prime
Minister again nods, and almost excitedly explains, “Yeah, it was
that episode where Chakotay and Seven of Nine's shuttle crashes in
a nature preserve, covered by an energy shield, there to protect
the indigenous population from the more 'civilized' people,
outside. At one point, the energy barrier is deactivated, and
almost immediately, teams of scientists show up, surveying for new
sources of food, medicine, minerals, all with the promise of
helping they living there by civilizing them.”

“And,” smiles Wittier, “Seven repairs and reactivates the
barrier, and pisses off the 'civilized' population by protecting
the 'uncivilized', and denying one side access to resources, so the
other can have autonomy.”

With Tahla clearly
frowning her confusion for the course the conversation has taken,
Sophia proposes, “So – then, we protect the Anubis Frame, hide it
away; we don't admit to its existence, and keep it from
speculation. We blame passage to this Realm on Zelda's gateways, or
some other magic power you all have. The Sisters can continue to
use the Frame, of course, in your work, in helping this town; other
than that, there's no need for anyone else to use it, there's no
reason for anyone to come here.”

“The
United States military knows about the Frame,” reminds Seranine,
“or at least Dreamland does. They're gonna want it back, and might
tip off the world if they don't. For that matter, every military on
Earth will want the Frame; park an army here in New Town, parachute
the Frame into enemy territory, and the army comes pouring out.
Writes itself…”

Tahla lets out a quiet
sniffle then, and the others look to see her red-faced and tearing,
and slowly shaking her head, whereupon Wittier sets a hand upon her
shoulder, and inquires,: “Hey, what's wrong?”

Silently shaking her
head at the question, the raven-haired girl averts her gaze, she
clearly trying to restrain the rising force of her tears. “There is
too much, Wittier,” she blurts, finally, “there is too much to
think about.” Then, growing more anxious and animated as she goes,
she heatedly adds: “I am learning to make the coffee, and to wear
the clothes, and how to use a pencil; now, I must learn to stop her
people from coming to this place, and making us cut the trees, and
grow the food, just so her people have more trees and food. I must
learn to stop soldiers from coming here, I must learn to stop
people complaining for 'wifi'… How can I do that when I don't even
know what 'wifi' is, Wittier?” And, with tears sliding hot down her
cheeks, brow growing dark, she defiantly declares: “I will not let
them; we have been hurt too much, and I will not let them hurt us,
and take this place from us. I will not let-”

“Hey, that's enough,” interrupts Wittier, slowly setting a
gentle hand upon the girl's cheek, “it's okay, sweetie, just
breathe.” Then, with Tahla's breaths coming too fast and shallow,
her brow twisting with her anxiety, Wittier calmly says: “I'm
serious, Tahla, I need you to focus on your breathing for me, okay?
Slow, purposeful breaths; slow, purposeful breaths.” And, quietly
repeating that simple mantra a few more times, illustrating by
example, she brings her friend to a greater sense of calm, before
adding: “Good. Now, I know this is a lot for you, but please
realize that these bad things aren't actually happening; it might
feel like they are, but in this moment, no one is coming to hurt
this place. We are sitting here, in your cozy little house, having
coffee; the Realm is safe, and so are you. Right?”

Tahla manages a small
nod for the question, before she averts her gaze, clearly trying to
keep her tears from falling, but still managing to regulate her
breaths. “Hey, look at me…,” smiles Wittier, giving Tahla a gentle
nudge, and when the latter manages to do so, the scarlet-haired
Magirai reminds: “Even if someone did come to hurt this
place, we would protect you; Ari, and the Insecarii, would protect
you. Try to remember that, okay?” Then, when Tahla reluctantly nods
to the sense of those words, Wittier wraps her up in a careful hug,
and softly adds: “You're doing an amazing job, sweetie; I mean
that. I know all of this is a lot to learn, but it'll get easier, I
promise.”

Tahla sniffles loudly,
and still tearing, to Sophia quietly reminds: “I said this to you,
I am not a leader; I don't know how to talk to a leader.”

“On
the contrary, my dear,” the Prime Minister quietly replies, “you
have expressed yourself quite well. And, you're right, you've been
through enough, and you deserve to live in peace.”

As Wittier continues
to cling to her, gently, Tahla – to Sophia – says: “You have people
here, up in the sky; I do not know how they are there, but Ari says
they will come down, and be healed, and they will be alive in this
town. They will want to go back to their real home, so if they say
to me, they will go home, I will not stop them from climbing the
Mount; I will not make them stay. If they say to me, they will stay
in this place, I will not stop them, I will not make them
leave.”

“I
understand,” Sophia nods, “we will make arrangements for they who
wish to return to Earth.”

Tahla sniffles a nod
of her own, then asks: “Will you hurt them?”

“No,
I will make sure they are returned to their homes,” assures Sophia,
“if they have none, one will be provided. It will take some work,
and time, and I can only imagine the social repercussions; but,
we'll make sure they are cared for.”

Eyes growing sharp,
brow dark, Tahla then asks, “How can I be sure you will do
this?”

“I'll put it in writing,” shrugs the Prime
Minister.

When Tahla frowns at
that answer, Wittier quietly explains, “Uh, what she means is, she
will make a promise to do as you ask.”

The raven-haired girl
gives a nod, then of her counterpart inquires: “And, you will make
it so your people don't come here? Not the tree cutters, not the
food makers, not the people who want to see for fun; not the people
who want to live in a new place. No one, except the Sisters, and
you.”

“The
Sisters will keep the Anubis Frame,” Sophia nods, “only they will
be able to use it. No one from Earth will have access to this
world, legally or otherwise, except for the Ten Sisters, and
myself. As far as anyone needs be concerned, travel to this world
is impossible.”

Tahla hesitates a
moment, closely watching the Prime Minister's expression, before
she simply replies: “Okay, you will make a promise to this.”

Sophia hurries a sip
of her coffee, before saying, “When we get home, I'll get started
on legislation regarding this Realm; I'll bring the matter to the
UN, petition to have its members sign on. We'll hold a press
conference when we get back; we'll tell the whole world about this
place, the people; I'll make it known this Realm is off limits.
Tahla, as for you, you can come to Earth, if you want, but just
you. No one else; not even your mate, or mother. I will ask that
while you are on Earth, you be in the company of at least one
Magirai, or M.O.E. Agent, at all times; for your own safety, I
don't want you walking around alone. In fact, I'd prefer if you
didn't go outside January's house, at all, for the time being.”

Tahla gives a nod for
the Prime Minister's side of the bargain, admitting, “This makes
sense to me.”

It is then, when the
three Magirai seem to grow suddenly alert, they sitting more
upright, and trading looks which, though wordless, nevertheless
speak volumes. Seranine rises to her feet, crossing the short
distance to kneel at the Prime Minister's side, carefully saying:
“Sophia, listen to me please; I'm going to talk to you as a Human
being, right now, not as a politician, okay?”

With a small frown,
growing somewhat alarmed, Sophia casts a fast look about, asking,
“What's going on; are we in trouble?”

To which, Seranine
shakes her head, and replies: “Not at all. Representatives of the
Insecarii are coming to see you.” Then, as the Prime Minister
becomes more wide-eyed for that reply, and tenses in her seat, the
amber-eyed Magirai quickly adds: “I want you to remember that you
are safe, I cannot stress this enough. You are safe.”

Breaths already
beginning to come quick, Sophia nods, “I understand. Uh, can you do
me a huge favour? If I enter a state of extreme panic, can I ask
that one of you help me somehow?”

“Are
you asking us to sedate you?”, clarifies Seranine, quirking a
brow.

“Absolutely, one-hundred percent, yes,” Sophia nods, the
expression upon her face belying her sincerity, “I'd rather be seen
in a morphine-induced haze than a screaming fit of
panic.”

Zelda gives the Prime
Minister a nod, and assures: “I got you, hon; if it gets bad, I'll
calm you down.”

As the Prime Minister
gives a small nod of her own, a sudden flash of rainbow light fills
the living room, seeming as a swirling cloud of soundless, vaporous
colour; impossibly, two figures then emerge from that roiling
cloud, who come to an immediate halt as they enter the living room,
and the strange portal through which they passed fades away. Both
standing erect upon two legs, and half-again taller than a man, the
newly arrived creatures bear large, mantis-like heads, and four
arms ending in taloned hands, their chitinous bodies gleaming as
jet in the sunlight; of them, one stands a hand shorter than the
other, and sports a pair of long wings of gossamer what hang down
its back to its feet, and also seems to wear an odd garment, rather
like a tabard, it seemingly made of silver silk.

Sophia bolts to her
feet upon seeing those otherworldly creatures, her face growing
pale, eyes wide with fear, one hand covering her mouth, as she
tries to move backwards, though her chair, and Seranine's firm
grip, holds her fast. “Sophia,” says the amber-eyed girl, “look at
me.” And, when the Prime Minister turns her frightened gaze to meet
Seranine's, the latter calmly reminds: “You are safe, you are
completely in control of this situation.”

It is then, when that
Insecarii shorter opens its mandibles to utter a barely audible
string of high-pitched squeaks, and faint clicks, which somehow
shake the air as recognizable words, what dispassionately say:
“Equanimous Seranine; convivial greeting.”

Still keeping one hand
upon Sophia's shoulder, Seranine faces that liveried emissary, with
a smile nodding: “Amicable Steve, a convivial greeting to you, good
sir; it's a pleasure to see you, again.”

That Insecarii tallest
of the two lifts a taloned hand, and with that same emotionless
translation of its unfamiliar speech, says: “Versatile Zelda,
Watchful Wittier; convivial greeting.”

As the two Magirai
make their happy greetings with that towering alien, the
hyperventilating Prime Minister begins to slowly shake her head,
staring into that tallest Insecarii's lifeless eyes, she trembling
in fear. “Sophia,” Seranine says, gently, “please pay attention to
your breathing.”

“I
can't…,” replies she, seemingly unable to take her eyes off the two
beings across the room.

Zelda, moving to the
Prime Minister's side, quietly offers: “If you want some help, just
say the word.”

Before Sophia can
reply, one way or the other, Tahla sets her coffee cup down, and
rises from her seat, moving as to stand before Sophia; then,
drawing eye contact with the panicked woman, Tahla leans forward to
wrap her up in a careful hug, shushing quietly, and gently stroking
her back, and hair. “It is okay, Sophia,” whispers Tahla, then
looking Steve and Thoran's way, she admits: “They are very scary to
see; my people still are too afraid to see them. So, you be scared,
and I will keep you safe.”

With the Prime
Minister absently holding onto Tahla, seeming to calm for the
latter's efforts, Wittier looks to her Sisters, with a wry smirk
wondering: “Did I just hear someone declare a hug-ball?”

As with one mind do
the Magirai smile, and all abruptly converge upon Sophia, they each
wrapping their arms about the fearful Prime Minister, giggling as
they form of themselves a standing ball of hugs. Almost
immediately, that taller Insecarii sets to crossing the living room
towards them, his four arms stretching wide, as he says: “Victory
display.”

“Thoran – no!”, snaps Zelda, pointing a finger his way. “Now
is not the time.”

To which, the towering
Insecarii brings himself to a halt, slowly backing away, saying:
“Understood.”

As Tahla and the
Magirai continue to surround the Prime Minister with hugs, and she
continues to stare in wide-eyed fear at the two Insecarii, Seranine
says: “Sophia, are you hearing me?”

“I…
I think so,” stammers she, “but you guys are squeezing me too
tight.”

As Seranine and the
others giggle for that oft-heard complaint, and relinquish their
hold upon the fearful Prime Minister, the former aims a gesture to
they across the room, saying: “Sophia, I would like to introduce
Amicable Steve, an official diplomat of the Insecarii; it was he
who came to Earth to broker the ceasefire. Amicable Steve, this is
Sophia Acton, the Prime Minister of Canada.”

At which, that
Insecarii diplomat holds his four arms wide, and through that
ubiquitous and unseen translator, says: “Formal greeting, Primary
Minister. Fear reaction expected; apologies offered.”

Sophia blinks at that
living, insectean intelligence, and weakly replies, “Hi…”

It is then, when Zelda
smiles, saying: “And, the tall one is called Stalwart Thoran; he's
a soldier, a fighter pilot, basically. He assisted us in our quest
to help this Realm, and stood beside us in battle, in order to
protect Tahla, and her people. He even likes coffee.”

“Formal greeting, Primary Minister,” says Thoran, his massive
eyelids clicking as he blinks. “Attempted victory display;
apologies offered.”

With a smile, Zelda
meets Sophia's still wide-eyed gaze, and explains, “He means, he's
sorry for trying to hug you,” with a fast shrug adding: “We still
haven't taught him how to do it right.”

When the Prime
Minister only nods, still staring into Stalwart Thoran's black
eyes, Tahla says, “Wait, I come back,” before she leaves Sophia's
side, and crosses the room to stand before Thoran, looking up at
him as she says: “Hi, Thoran; you are still scary to me, but I am
also happy to see you.”

“Luminous Tahla,” replies the towering Insecarii, “convivial
greeting.”

At which, Tahla wraps
him up in a hesitant hug, and Thoran returns
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