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4005 Years in a Day.
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The sounds of Hope's agonising crying is something that Kinoko can still hear playing back in her mind now, even though the angel herself has fallen silent for the time being.

The pain of losing Light Christine was worse than anything Hope had ever felt physically, and it's most certainly not the kind of thing a person can just immediately bounce back from.

Seemingly suffering in silence for now, Hope is sitting against the wall on the floor at the far right side of the room alone, staring at the tiled surface beneath her at a complete and utter loss.

Kinoko herself is standing somewhere close to the centre right now, looking on at the angel, wondering internally on some level where they go from here.

They arrived in the capital of Blessed seeking guidance, and were trapped in a foreign reality for over 4000 years for their troubles.

Kinoko knows she needs to say something to Hope right now, but she also understands most people would need some space after going through something so traumatic.

Looking to her other comrades around the room, they too seem to be scattered and conflicted, as Teiru is looking out on of the collapsed walls on to the streets of the capital, Scar is leaning against one of the few surviving pillars within the heavily damaged clock tower, and Mihaela has been left on the bed at the centre of the room by the Warlord some time ago, all in the hopes that she won't feel too rough the moment she finally awakens from her state of unconsciousness.

Despite living for several thousand years in Christine's safe space reality, Kinoko doesn't really feel all too "grown up" at this time, and thus she sinks back in to her real world habits once more and ends up moving toward Scar to speak with him.

The moment Kinoko draws close Scar throws his packet of cigarettes toward her, which she catches effortlessly.

This isn't a new thing, but she definitely moved much sharper than she did before, which is remarkable with how quick her reflexes used to be in comparison.

With only the matter of an hour or so having past in the real world since the two of them last spoke however, it's quite shocking for Scar, who doesn't let on about his feelings, but does comment.

Scar: Good catch....have you been practising?

Kinoko takes one of the cigarettes out of the packet and lights it for herself, placing it in her mouth where she takes one draw before throwing the packet back to Scar and responding.

Kinoko: More or less, I've been doing a lot of training...

Scar: What kind of training?

Kinoko: Only everything, every single day for the last 4005 years...

Scar: Hmph...it does show, your stance is the same, but you seem more aware of everything around you.

Kinoko: I had to kill a LOT of people in that world before coming back...Christine sure had a few neat tricks up her sleeve...We might've been in trouble if she fought us in full health with the intent to harm.

Scar: What was the world like?

Kinoko: A no threat safe haven of blah and bleh...A world where we just talk about problems but never do anything about them. Where every day is the same, but people recognise time passing by. Every last person, regardless of their status could drop dead, but no one would care. The more freedom you longed for, the less you were going to get. And the general idea of it all seemed to focus on correcting people on who and what they are...

Scar: It doesn't sound all that different from real life, honestly.

Kinoko: That's what was kind of scary about it. It was real, everything felt wrong, but it had so many parallels that it leaves a lingering chill in your bones after you awaken...I've had people control me before, hell, for people like Mihaela it probably wouldn't have felt any different from the upbringing she had...To say Christine's safe space was like this world would be accurate, but to say it was unlike anything in this world would also be accurate. It breeds a kind of isolated abuse that very few can understand, but...due to how said abuse works...you're never likely to meet the people who suffer that same pain...

Scar: So what you're saying is, it's infinitely terrifying the more you think about it?

Kinoko: Pretty much...I'm just glad to be out of it. I fucking hate when people try to dictate the course of my existence...but 4005 years of my time is beyond pushing your luck...If Hope didn't ice that bitch then I would've been more than happy to kill her myself...

Scar: You were right to let her take care of it, though....It's not gonna be easy, but she'll come around eventually and see that she did the right thing by granting Christine her release.

Kinoko: Are you saying that because it takes care of the problem, or because it'll remove the long term regret from Hope's soul?

Scar: Both, when I fight along side people I like to know they're at peace with what they're doing, or at the very least won't let their emotions put everyone else at risk. Some hot-blooded rage is something I can work around, but a fear of killing is literally a death sentence for most soldiers where I come from.

Kinoko: Hope always fights carefully, she's never been a fan of killing, but she does it if it's to serve the Lord's wishes. She'll probably just need to find some way of contextualising everything that's happened in that light, right?

Scar: Yeah. Which could be in the form of her own internal acceptance, or another angel within her infrastructure telling her she did the right thing. The latter is likely to come quicker, but I'd personally rather she find the answer herself for her own sake.

Kinoko: Would it be so bad if she got salvation through praise from a superior angel?

Scar: No. I'm just looking at things from my perspective. I've killed more people I care about than I can count, and getting told you did the right thing not only fails to work for some people...it also doesn't help when you have to do it 10, 20...or-...

Kinoko: ...?

Scar: Well...let's just say it is something you have to either learn to live with or it's a pain you take to your grave. Either way, I've been around the block with it, but I don't think there's anything I can say to her right now that would help so quickly after it's happened.

Kinoko: She'll...be good to go if we need to fight again, though....right?

Scar: You seemed confident in her a minute ago?

Kinoko: I know...I just...I've never seen her this sad....before we woke up at the time of the whole world collapsing around us back there...she and I were...hollow, soulless...emotionally empty, but I don't think she was sad. I was, but she could probably have been better described as respectfully afraid...After waking up to kill one of her best friends? I guess I can see why she'd feel that way. Maybe...she knew it was going to go down like that, but didn't want to say anything?

Scar: It wouldn't surprise me really. Hope's big on sparing people's feelings, but she's also the most sensitive out of our unit. If someone's gonna take hit internally, she's the one who'll feel it the most....that's not to say she'll cry the longest, but she...definitely will be the loudest. I mean she cries at the idea of sad things, but it seems to be how she handles it. Kind of like how some aggressive types can break shit to vent their frustrations, and be perfectly happy the rest of the day, most people remember the thing they broke and dub them as an uncontrollable psycho because it eclipses every other exchange you have with them.

Kinoko: Are you saying Hope is just the type cry and move on?

Scar: No, close, but still...no. She has her own way of looking at things, just like all of us, really. Emotions aren't uniform, and this has clearly hurt her more than anything she's ever felt before. But in the past I'm saying she has proven to me that she can put her own pain to the side in favour of getting a job done, which is all I can ask of a comrade who is suffering in the end. But it's more or less the way the angels operate as a whole, from what I gather. They're more in tune with their emotions, they feel them more than anyone else, and they know when and where to show them. It's what makes them hard to fight actually, because their lack of anger in the face of adversity makes them...frustrating for many.

Kinoko: I heard plenty of them got hooked in court rooms for not rising to the egg-bashing from human lawyers way back when?

Scar: Which was at a time period where their entire race was pretty much on trial for supposedly swindling and extorting the entire planet and all of its races by having a belief system that politely disagreed from the direction everyone else was heading in. The angels...to put it bluntly, have been fed a lot of shit by the other races, and the fact that they don't complain about the taste shows you that they're tougher than they look...Hope will be fine, she just needs us to keep being ourselves around her and I'm sure she'll be smiling organically in no time.

Kinoko: Maybe it'd help if I actually wrote that song she suggested...?

Scar: Song?...

Kinoko: Oh, shit...yeah, I play a couple of hundred different instruments now, the guitar is my favourite, though.

Scar: 4005 years really is a long time then...

Kinoko: I still don't feel like I'm that old though...

Scar: Maturity will find you if you let it at some point, but age is something you get for free so you don't need to worry about it. Just appreciate that you made good use of your time and own it. I can't remember the last time I saw anybody play an instrument anywhere, so you can colour me impressed.

Kinoko: Thanks...and that does kind of make sense...

Kinoko holds off on what she was about to say next as she turns and sees Teiru standing looking at the streets in the distance, and not fully understanding what the cyborg is doing herself, Kinoko turns to Scar for clarification on the matter.

Kinoko: Any idea what she's doing over there?

Scar: Honestly? I have no idea....She's focused like a fucking laser beam most of the time, but there was something downright scary about how desperate she was to get you and Hope out of that fucking safe space thing.

Kinoko: She...really cared that much?

Scar: She shocked herself by hooking her own circuitry to the building's power mainframe, and then by the time we got to the third floor she used her fucking forehead as a battering ram to crash through every floor barring the last two so she could save time...I guess you should be thankful, because if she didn't do that? You might've been trapped in that world for 5, 6 maybe 10 thousand more years or so given how the thing worked.

Kinoko: Is she...OK after taking that risk?

Scar: She tells me she's fine, but...I'll never be 100% sure with her, because Teiru's a master at sugar coating the truth when it comes to her own well-being.

Kinoko: I should probably thank her, honestly...

Scar: Go nuts, we're all just killing time here until everybody's good to go. And I'd rather Hope be willing to move and Mihaela to be...conscious...before we look for a change in scenery...

Kinoko: OK...thanks for the cigarette by the way.

Scar: Hey, don't mention it, it's like I always say, it's the least you can do when you're in the trenches with someone...

Kinoko: Yeah...it's just...good to hear you say it again after so long...

Scar can't even begin to comprehend how Kinoko is coping with being trapped alone for 4005 years, but since he has been through plenty of ridiculously long time periods of isolation himself, he appreciates what Kinoko is trying to say to him here and lets her walks off without saying a word.

Leaving Scar to keep a distant eye on Hope and Mihaela, Kinoko walks over to Teiru, standing by her side for a moment, before looking out to the blood-flooded streets below that the cyborg is gazing toward, before turning back to Teiru herself and taking her best shot at striking up a conversation.

Kinoko: So...eh...nice view?

Teiru: I am impartial, for I do not have feelings.

Kinoko: OK...then why are you watching?

Teiru: I am...somewhat intrigued by the nature in which the angels are handling the blood-flooding within the streets.

Kinoko: Intrigued? What do you mean?

Teiru: They are cleaning it up.

Kinoko: That's...probably to be expected, they pride themselves on how clean their cities are here, and the sight of God's servants walking knee deep in blood isn't really what one could call the most image conscious look that could be adopted.

Teiru: I am in agreement that it would be a top priority to clean such a mess, not just for the angels, but for any species, as flooding within a city, regardless of which fluids are involved, hinder productivity majorly.

Kinoko: Then....what's intriguing about it, if you don't mind me asking?

Teiru: They are working together to achieve the goal. No one is spitefully insulting one another, nor are they trying to prolong the procedure to make money, or paint some of their co-workers out to be incapable...

Kinoko: Well..they are angels, they don't tend to do anything out of spite. And I'm guessing they're working hard and quick at this so that things can return to normal as soon as possible for their people.

Teiru: It is completely selfless though, and they are using magical means to streamline the evaporation process and make it go even quicker...I have never seen this method adopted before, it's almost as if-...

Kinoko: Is something wrong?

Teiru: You are speaking to me normally...?

Kinoko: Is there any reason I shouldn't be?

Teiru: The situation we have just been presented with suggests you should be acting somewhat different towards me.

Kinoko: In what way? You didn't do anything wrong. In fact, from what I've just heard, I owe you for trying to get me out of the mess as quickly as humanly possible.

Teiru: Strange, are you telling me that you haven't outgrown the need for my presence?

Kinoko: After spending 4005 years doing pretty much nothing but wasting time? I'm fucking ecstatic to see you again...I just don't sound it because, much like you, I have a hard time showing how I feel about shit.

Teiru: I see, then I wasn't too late to bring you back before any serious alterations could be made to your psyche...this is good.

Kinoko: Still though...didn't driving your skull through several layers of wood and concrete not hurt like a bitch? I'm not saying I'm ungrateful, but...Jesus Christ, it's extreme lengths to go to...

Teiru: Your presence within the unit is valuable, it is difficult to explain why, but you're connected to everyone present in some level that has served us well in our previous missions.

Kinoko: So you saved me because I was useful?

Teiru: There are a multitude of reasons, but as I just stated, they are difficult to articulate. Protecting everyone here and preserving their role within the unit is one my top priorities in my otherwise pointless existence. But keeping you alive is slightly more important than anyone else.

Kinoko: What's your basis on that?

Teiru: Your age...

Kinoko: Why is that important?

Teiru: I...can't remember....

Kinoko: Are you...feeling OK, Teiru? You didn't take those shots to the head too stiff now, did you?

Teiru: No, my memory is lacking in certain areas, as it has always been. I cannot remember the exact reasons why I have certain beliefs I stand by, but I know I would struggle to forgive myself if I betrayed those beliefs....and I am already enough of a failure as it is, I need not add fuel to the fire.

Kinoko: Well if it's all the same to you, I refuse to call you useless, since you've saved my sorry ass more times than I can count...today included, I'd say you're pretty indispensable yourself.

Teiru: You are entitled to your opinion, and I wouldn't dare tell you that you are wrong. However, I do suggest you hold your tongue when in the presence of other cyborgs...I doubt they would respect your words in reference to me.

Kinoko: You just rescued me and Hope from an enteral prison of mandatory conformity, and that's mere days after you saved the Vampire race from getting nuked of the face of the Candescent Shell, what more do you have to do to sway those jerks?

Teiru: Something for the cyborg people, I imagine. What you just described was actions I took in the belief that they were the right thing to do...but they are perhaps considered inherently wrong by my own people's standards, as they are courses of action that deviate from self-improvement which can benefit them. It is difficult to balance, but I feel like the sacrifice made to save the Vampires, you and Hope on the separate occasions were the right choice.

Kinoko: You're damn fucking right they were the right choice. I'm not saying you absolutely had to sacrifice yourself twice in a row to the point you could've nearly died, but if anyone wagged their finger at you and said you should've been giving a cyborg a foot rub instead? Then they can go eat shit and die in a ditch for all I care, because they are the true definition of an elitist, self-entitled asshole.

Teiru: ...

Kinoko: Don't tell me I've offended you by calling your people out on their bullshit?

Teiru: No, remarkably, I find it...again, intriguing that you would choose to say something so bold, when every other human commended their attitude. As a cyborg by biological definition, I should be offended. But...as your comrade by chance, I am glad.

Kinoko: Glad of what?

Teiru: That you really haven't changed in any way over the ludicrous time frame you were trapped for...That response always was, and is what you'd likely say in my estimations...and it was that ability to speak freely of yours that I wished to preserve. Or rather...it was your freedom in general. The only laws you should have to follow are those put in place by your governing power, and perhaps your occupational superiors...which in our outfit, is one in the same thing.

Kinoko: Yeah, except I was born without parents into an era where the humans never really had a government at all, so...yeah, rules never come naturally to me.

Teiru: In a world were beings subconsciously beg to have their freedoms removed more and more with each passing day, it is refreshing to see such a free spirited person up close so regularly...it fills the world with promise.

Kinoko: Hey, easy now, I'm no prophet, I'm just some moody bitch who refuses to change with the times.

Teiru: And as Mihaela frequently states, there is no way to truly tell whether such changes you are fighting are right or not. The Toxic Progression could harbour the correct way to view the world, so to could the collaborative governments, even the overly aggressive humans responsible for correcting your society into a position of exploitation could've been right in a world that tragically punishes such people...There truly is no sense in worrying about what is genuinely correct. It can only be what you feel...If you don't feel like changing, don't bother, Kinoko. I respect you either way.

Kinoko: Fuck...that's pretty deep for someone who claims they don't have feelings...but...with that in mind...if you don't have feelings, how can you gauge what is right?

Teiru: Again, my beliefs are strong, but the source of them is difficult to isolate. I trust everyone here to tell me what is correct when I am in doubt and feel lost. To perhaps bring context as to why I was so desperate to save you before, you could say....the idea of losing who you are now, was almost like losing a part of myself, my belief system...or something I could depend on. I wished to spare Light Christine because she was Hope's friend, but at the same time, she was trying to take both you and Hope away from my life...and it manifested a series of protocols within my cyber brain that could've easily allowed me to eviscerate her in a manner most foul had I come face-to-face with her. It's easy to say, I assume what I was experiencing was close to what normal beings get when they are angry, vengeful....and afraid. We have fought the Toxic Progression blindly to protect the ideals of others for so long, that I never accurately gauged what the threat was. But when I nearly lost what I believed in?...

Kinoko: It finally hit home?

Teiru: Yes, it still didn't tell me if we were at all right...but that is something I consider to be irrelevant, given the end result. You and Hope are safe, so providing Mihaela suffers no long-term damages from being knocked unconscious? I can conclude that it is...right enough, for me personally.

Kinoko: How is Mihaela, anyway?

Teiru: I am uncertain of her current condition, for it is Scar who tended to her the moment she fell unconscious, I was...and currently am much too coated in blood to handle carrying anything, so it was better left to someone who was less impacted by the sudden explosion of internal enzymes.

Kinoko: And that's how Scar called it, she's just unconscious?

Teiru: Correct, her head hit the wall when she too was struck with the initial stream of blood, it is tragic, but in some ways thankful, when you consider that it could've been worse if the stream had carried her out of the building and on to the streets of the capital.

Kinoko: It's...kind of unnerving to think of actually...

Teiru: I suggest you go check on her now, though. Perhaps see if you can get her to awaken.

Kinoko: Any reason you're so into that idea all of a sudden?

Teiru: There is an emergency response convoy heading this way from the local guard outpost several blocks down the road. I doubt it'll take them long to get here. And it'll take even less time for us to leave before they arrive. But it'd be better if we knew where it was we were going before we left. Scar wishes everyone to be in agreement, Hope is despondent as things stand, you perceive yourself as having been absent for over 4005 years, and I am the worst living example of my species...if anyone is going to make a decision on where we should go from here, it would preferably be Mihaela...she's usually the best at such forward thinking, even when put on the spot.

Kinoko: Alright...I'll see what I can do...

Stepping away from Teiru at this time and heading toward the bed in the centre of the room, Kinoko stands at the side closest to Mihaela's position and she makes gentle shoulder nudging attempts at awakening her, assisted with minimal verbal prompts.

Kinoko: Mihaela....Hey, Mihaela, you awake, yet?

Mihaela: ...

Kinoko: AHEM!

Letting out a forcibly audible cough of a fabricated nature, the loud sound catches the attention of everyone present briefly, but they soon look away upon realising Kinoko is perfectly fine, and the added bonus to this is that it does finally make Mihaela come around as she opens her eyes and wipes some of the remaining blood that drenched her away from her eyelids to see Kinoko standing before her.

Mihaela: Oh thank God....

Moving in response right away and sitting on the edge of the bed, Mihaela holds on to her forehead as she shakes off the initial waves of neural pain that comes from being knocked out cold, and after gathering her thoughts she tries her best to catch up to what is going on around her.

Mihaela: So...you and Hope got out before any damage was done?

Kinoko: I don' know what you'd define as damage exactly, but 4005 years of experiences is not something you can easily describe with the limited time we have.

Mihaela: You're awakening me for a reason then, I take it?

Kinoko: Teiru spotted a convoy of guards coming this way and understandably thinks we should bail from this scene before they arrive...there's no easy way to explain what happened here without getting arrested, given that everyone present is covered in blood.

Mihaela: That doesn't mean such a problem will go away if we run?

Kinoko: Yeah, but if we're down on street level with the rest of the angels who got soaked? They'll assume we're just misfortunate tourists for the time being...

Mihaela: True enough, but where should we go?

Kinoko: Everyone's kind of throwing that one onto you, barring Scar who...said we should at least all see eye-to-eye on our decision...

Mihaela: It's still more or less the same thing.

Kinoko: I know, but if you had any ideas, it'd be swell...because Teiru isn't pitching, and Hope-...

Kinoko pauses for a moment as she looks over to see Hope still staring at the floor, struggling internally with what she's just done, before turning away from the troubled angel to face Mihaela once more and continue on to say.

Kinoko: ...-is still working through some things.

Mihaela: She...had to kill her then?

Kinoko: It wasn't pretty to watch, but yeah...Light Christine is toast now.

Mihaela: (Sighs)...OK then...I guess before we head to the grand cathedral, we probably should let this additional....incident...pass by first. Given how quickly they operate here, I figure we'll be fine to head to the elders to seek an audience tomorrow, when we're perhaps much more presentable.

Kinoko: Does that mean you do actually have somewhere we can go in the meantime?

Mihaela: A hotel is my best guess, we need somewhere to clean ourselves to avoid suspicion, and to likely serve as a shelter for the night, in addition to act as a hiding spot in case anyone does point us out as the proverbial clock-tower-smashing miscreants from out of town who murdered a legend.

Kinoko: I know there's a lot of things I should take umbrage with in there, but weirdly the only flaw I can find is that I recall Hope claiming Blessed's hotel prices were beyond ridiculous...can we really excuse that?

Mihaela: Remembering that my family's estate now belongs to me, and they used to spend far more money on things as though they had tender to burn? I think you can agree that it's maybe not the most cost-effective option, but it is still one of the more favourable ones within our price range.

Kinoko: OK then...so long as you're understanding the kind of money you're going to be dropping here, I'll....go tell Hope to get herself together so we can hide in the lap of luxury for the night.

Mihaela: You take as much of the time Teiru claimed we have left as you need, I'll just be here...waiting on a concussion going away.

In admiration of Mihaela's light hearted take on her current condition, Kinoko doesn't waste any time on the matter and heads over to speak with Hope right away.

Approaching the angel and waiting until she finally raises her head to make eye contact, Kinoko skips the bothersome obvious questions such as...
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..."How are you?"...

––––––––
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Or...
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..."Feeling any better yet, rainy face?"...

––––––––
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In favour of getting right down to brass tacks as Kinoko points her thumb over her shoulder and relays word of the situation to Hope.

Kinoko: Teiru said the local law guys are on their way to scope out this mess, and Mihaela thinks we should wait things out in a hotel until it all blows over...are you ready to move?

Hope: ...Yeah, of course. I'm not going to drag my heels just because I'm sad...

Kinoko: You...are gonna be good though, right?

Hope: I'll be fine, we should just move, like you said. This will be easier on me if I don't have to over explain everything to the guard in a questioning room.

A frank, but clear-headed response from the angel that Kinoko is somewhat mitigated to hear as she extends her arm and takes Hope's right hand to pull her up to standing position before the entire Flotsam Squadron take their leave from the clock tower.

Flying over some of the less crowded streets and touching down on the ground to wade through the blood streams with the rest of the residents, they keep a low profile well enough to avoid suspicion and detainment for the time being.

And with fortune favouring them even further, the previously mentioned angel clean up crews that were dispatched to remove the blood-flooding from the immediate area soon work fast enough that the act of wading through knee-deep fluids once again fades back into mere walking through the capital.

Much like the five members of the Flotsam Squadron, it is as Kinoko thought, everyone is dripping from head to toe in blood and is making an effort to return to their homes or places of business to clean themselves and perhaps get a change of clothing.

This makes the sight of all five of them walking through the front door of a lavish hotel seem less like a coordinated attack at the hands of five homicidal maniacs, and more like a relatable giggle-worthy scenario as Mihaela lays it on thick at the front desk pretending she is surprised that it had happened as she asks for a room from the helpful angelic staff.

Kinoko and Scar are at the desk too, Scar just simply trying his best to avoid having to talk to anyone by letting Mihaela say and do everything, whilst Kinoko is trying to drum the details of what it means to stay at a hotel in her head...

Not because she's interested, but rather she's talked about it to plenty of people in her time, but she's never actually had the privilege of staying in one herself before, so the general rules and even the act of how to pay for the right to stay is a complete mystery to her.

As this educational  scenario continues at the front desk, over at the far left wall of the hotel lobby, Teiru is currently standing staring at a painting of a historically significant religious event that many recognise as the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.

Teiru, not having a full grasp on all things religious that barely remain within this world, cannot take her eyes off the painting for no other reason than the fact that she's perplexed by the original artist's motivations in creating such a work.

As she continues to gaze in her ongoing efforts, Hope eventually moves to stand by her side as she too looks up at the painting and confuses the cyborg even further as she says.

Hope: It's beautiful, isn't it?

Teiru: How so?

Hope: In the face of everything he went through...he was so calm, clear headed, and selfless...he truly was the son of God.

Teiru: I am afraid I do not understand the symbolism of this piece in the same way you do.

Hope: What do you mean?

Teiru: This painting, all I see is a malnourished man, aggressively fastened to a lower case T, who seems to have a suspicious level of sunlight focused in his particular direction.

Hope: This is a painting of Jesus, as in Jesus Christ, Jesus the Khristós, the Messiah, the Anointed, one of the most recognised names in history. This painting is of his crucifixion. It's an extremely significant moment, and...it means a lot to some people, I'd hope it was something Christine held on to...even if she was losing so much of herself...

Teiru: People celebrate this man's death, even though
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