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'...You sharpen the Human appetite to the point where it can split atoms with its desire, you build egos the size of cathedrals, fibre optically connect the world to every eager impulse, grease even the dullest dreams with these dollar green, gold-plated fantasies, until every Human becomes an aspiring Emperor, becomes his own god.  And, as we're scrambling from one deal to the next, who's got his eye on the planet, as the air thickens, the water sours?  Even the bees' honey takes on the metallic taste of radioactivity.  And, it just keeps coming, faster and faster; there's no chance to think, to prepare.  It's buy futures, sell futures, when there is no future...'

- John Milton, Devils' Advocate
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~ The Grandame ~

Earth, 3301AD

Upon the world's map does the continent once called 'North America' stand split in two, its eastern and western regions separated by a large ocean, known as the Amerig, what connects the frigid waters of the Arctic, to those currents warmer, far to the south, where once was the Gulf of Mexico.  In the midst of that thalassic divide, a chain of mountainous islands form of themselves a broad atoll, their jagged slopes sparsely adorned with patches of short grasses, and small stands of maple trees.  Together do those many islands form a protective barrier about a bottomless lake, rather than a shallow lagoon, it simply named the Abysm, what reaches tens of thousands of paces into the briny darkness, granting it the distinction of being the deepest place on the planet.

Of those many islands, the largest supports a complex of concrete buildings, what seem to swell from the mountainside as waves, the lion's share of their many halls and chambers carved deep into the living rock, so as to provide home for the Klyarium, the world's foremost institution of higher learning, and repository of ancient knowledge.  While uninhabited in the usual sense, that combination of museum and university provides home to hundreds of itinerant scientists, and scholars, who not only study the many historical artifacts stored in that venerable place, but also the Abysm, itself, and the countless forms of aquatic life what dwell within its frigid waters.

Upon that island smallest, of the atoll, rests a somewhat anachronistic feature, in aspect of a flat disk of stone set flush into the grassy ground, it a single cut piece, a full ten paces across, which bears the weight of eight standing monoliths, each four paces tall, and weighing scores of tonnes, what from of themselves a perimeter, the rock of them seemingly engraved with the spidery symbols of the various written languages of the Aos Sidhe, along with several recognizable as Human script.  It is there, where a trio of men stand, outside the ring of monoliths, they formally dressed in white robes, wearing hooded cloaks to match, so as to stave off the chill of the drizzling rain, apparently busy in the act of waiting.

Of those three men, he bearing the weight of a large, silver pendant, hanging from a chain about his neck, looks to one of his companions, and with a smile asks, “Nervous?”

To which, that second fellow does sniff a laugh, and nod, and with his breath misting on the air, he admits, “To say the least.  I've never met the Grandame before.  Is there anything I should know, procedure I must follow, while in her presence?”

With a slight shrug, he with the argent pendant replies, “Grant her the proper respect she deserves; so long as you don't treat her as a dotard, you'll be fine.  She may be over seven centuries old, but she's just as clear-eyed and spry as we; more so, in fact.”

It is then, when the symbols upon one of the monoliths begin to glow with vibrant cerulean light, only a fraction of a heartbeat before a pinpoint of white light appears in the midst of that henge, hovering two paces off the ground.  In a trice, that speck of energy abruptly expands, reaching three paces in each of its dimensions, it seeming as a inward swirling cloud of roiling vapour, streaked with tendrils of rainbow-coloured light.  Immediately, a lone woman emerges from that effulgent mist, and upon her first step does that riotous gateway collapse to a mathematical null-point, soundlessly vanishing from sight, behind her.  Nearly a hand shorter than what is considered average, with a face at once youthful, and wizened, such that her true age is not readily apparent, the slender woman bears a head of surprisingly long hair, grey in colour, and held as twin braids what drape over her shoulders, reaching down to her knees, while her green eyes contain a sharp awareness what bespeaks of the hidden intelligence, behind them.  Also wearing a hooded cloak, heel length, and dyed a deep shade of indigo, the woman stands wearing a simple draped dress, its additional fullness gathered and held to its port side, coloured vibrant blue, and decorated at the collar and cuffs with gold needlework.

For a moment does the newly-arrived woman look about, before her eyes find that trio of men, there outside the henge in which she stands, whereupon she sets her slippered feet to moving their way, a friendly smile upon her face.  “Good morning, Grandame,” says he in the lead of that small group, giving a respectful bow of his head, even as his companions do mimic that same gesture, and when the silver-haired woman gives a nod in greeting, that same fellow adds: “A happy HolyDay to you; we are honoured you have come.”

“Happy HolyDay to you, Princep Mahni For,” smiles the so-called Grandame, coming to a halt before the three men, “how is life here, at the Klyarium?”

To which, he with the silver pendant does reply, “Quite well, Grandame, aside from the rather dreary weather.”  Then, turning, but partially, to face his companions, gesturing to them by turns, he adds: “You've already met Frazkah Tamrin, our Chief Historian, and may I introduce one Brennar Blakwood, our new Custodian of Records.”  Then, when the introduced make their own polite and bowing hellos, he named Mahni For holds out an inviting hand, to she saying: “Everything is ready, inside, Grandame,” whereupon the grey-haired woman nods, and happily suggests they get moving.

Together does that quartet go, with the Princep walking alongside their honoured guest, while the others follow close behind, to a narrow foot bridge constructed of concrete and steel, what joins the island to that one largest, whose jagged peak stands nearly hidden by low hanging clouds, grey with rain.  Their pace quickening, as the chill winds pick up, they leave that long and arching span to soon arrive upon a wide, largely empty piazza, it decorated with a broad fountain at its centre-most point, which they pass in order to reach the wide entrance of the Klyarium.  Through sliding glass doors do they emerge into the warmth of a large lobby, it deeper than it is wide, its ceiling vaulting a half-dozen paces high, from which chandeliers of glowing crystal hang, their light casting a sheen upon the polished stone floor, while along the flanking walls do stand a series of tall, marble statues, over a score in number, what bear brazen placards engraved with names such as 'Seranine, the Umbral OrbDancer', and 'Sunday, the Flight of Aesculapius', along with the other members of that legendary guild of Magirai known as, 'The Sisters'.

Between those lines of statuary does the Princep lead their honoured guest, to a set of polished wooden doors, what open into a rather capacious room, carved from the rock in aspect of an amphitheatre, its terraced seating sloping upward from a low stage, and already filled with people, numbering nearly a thousand in all.  As with one mind do they in that large crowd rise to a standing ovation, when the Grandame enters, one which lasts for nearly a full minute, while the grey-haired woman takes her leave of her escort party, and moves to the low stage, she blushing slightly, and waving a smile to the audience, as she goes.  There, she comes to find a high-backed armchair, comfortable and plush, set near a low coffee table, both awaiting her use, where she pauses to again look to the still-clapping crowd, spreading a grinning and waving nod amongst them; then, with both hands gesturing for them to sit, the Grandame chuckles, “Okay – okay, that's enough; you guys are gonna ruin my humility if you keep on like that.”

To which, a ripple of polite laughter moves through the crowd, and continuing their applause, but beat longer, they then take to their seats, while she onstage allows them a moment to find their comfort, and quiet.  The Grandame, removing her hooded cloak, draping it over the back of the armchair, to her audience says: “Good morning, everyone, and happy HolyDay; thank you for the warm greeting.”

It is then, when a lone man comes onstage, with both hands balancing a silvered tray, what bears the weight of a coffee pot, cup and saucer, sugar bowl and creamer, along with a wedge of cheesecake, slathered in a coulis of blueberries, and kept under a small dome of glass.  With a smile does the Grandame thank the liveried fellow, as he sets the tray down upon the coffee table, before he gives her a bow, and exits stage right; then, taking her seat, letting out a contented sigh, she to the crowd says, “So, obviously, you all know who I am.  I've gone by many names and titles, in my days, good and bad; now, most people call me Grandame, but I'm not at all opposed to my other, more casual title, Obāchan.  So, please, don't be shy to use it.  And, just so you know, I'm not going to be too formal about all this, so don't mind if I babble like the old woman that I am; also, I'ma drink coffee, and eat cheesecake, while I talk, so please excuse me when I do.”

Then, as to punctuate that disclaimer, she leans forward in her seat, and sets to fixing herself a cup of coffee, while she speaks, saying, “Well, once again do we all gather, on this great HolyDay, here at the site of the Final Battle, between the forces of Light, and the forces of Darkness.  Usually, I like to make the speech I give on this Day short, so we all can get on with the celebrating; be honest, that's the best part of this Day, not listening to me ramble on about the past.  But, since this is the five hundredth anniversary of that Battle, I've been asked to ramble until my heart's content.”

The Grandame brings a halt to her introduction, then, such that she may reach forth, and lift the glass dome from the cake plate, with her other hand taking up a fork, with which she portions off a small morsel of that treacle treat, and quickly ferries it to her mouth.  Eyes closing, such that her tongue may better savour, she lets out a moan, and with a smile mutters, “Holy Headmistress, this is good cheesecake.”  And, swallowing that mouthful, following it with a sip of coffee, the Grandame again leans back in her seat, and with a smile to her audience says, “'Kay – so, to quote a legendary storyteller, from long ago, 'There are neither beginnings nor endings to the turning of the Wheel of Time.'  But, I gotta start somewhere, so I've been thinking about where I should start.  To be fair, the War against Darkness has been waging for trillions of years, from our point of view, and I'd sure need a lot of cheesecake, and coffee, to lay that whole story out for everyone, and I doubt this place has enough in store.

“Officially, the Age we live in begins on this Day, five-hundred years ago, when the Final Battle was fought, and won, and that's usually the story I share, that's usually the story people want to hear.  You know, the epic fight scene, filled with flashing magic, and furious action; the fate of Humanity hanging in the balance, and all that.  And – sure, I'll get to that part, even though I'm a bit tired of telling it.  But, as I put my mind to remembering, I realized there were so many other beginnings that occurred, which led to victory against the Dark Lord.  If not for the Time of Ten Cities, the Final Battle would have never happened; but, the Ten Cities would have never risen to power if not for the cataclysm brought by the Newer Dryas.  Then, my mind kept going back to the other events that paved the way to this Day of celebration; the horrendous loss of life during the Reaping War, the social upheaval brought on by the Oligarchy Exodus, and the hope engendered throughout the Tricent of Heroes.  This time, I've decided to open with a different tale, one much smaller, but just as important, which usually gets mentioned only in passing, as a sort of sidebar to the main story.  It is the tale of a young woman, and her promise to protect Humanity, in times of great need...”
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~ Previously, on the ShyGod Project... ~

...Together do the five members of the Band of Misfits emerge from the Infernal Fold, in a single step travelling from the grey dust of Earth's Moon, to the ruddy sands of that world once known as Marsylvanii.  Amidst the ruins of some ancient structure of broken columns, and time-worn statues, do they arrive, where the tenebrous Fold itself hangs, as a tattered bed sheet hung up to dry, all surrounded by a vast plain, strewn with rock, and marred by the ripple of craggy hills, and low mountains.  For a moment does that coterie of disparate Demon hunters turn their gazes about the sorrowful landscape, it bereft of trees, or grasses, seemingly devoid of life, and water, and only graced by the weak light of the far-distant Sun.  And, before Kinlock can ask “Where to next?”, the dark string doll known as Poesy looks off towards the horizon, her eyes flaring with bright red light; at the same time, Kinlock draws in an admittedly needless gasp, as he quickly looks in the same direction.

There, in the distance, a strange light appears, no more than a speck, what grows in size alarmingly fast, and in only a single heartbeat does that glow draw near, in aspect of a roaring blaze of red-black hellfire, five paces high and wide, and hundreds of paces long, what vaporizes the rock and sand, plowing a deep trench through the ground, as it lances their way.  Kinlock raises his shield as that ground-eating blast draws near, the tiny bulwark throwing forth a gleaming wall of glittering light, in time to hold back the roaring column of quaking flame, his little legs furrowing the earth, as the force of it pushes him back.  As the glowing barrier of his defence begins to crack, like glass, Kinlock casts a frantic look the Balward Sphere's way, and shouts, “Story, get Widget and the others out of here!”

The gleaming, steely orb lets out a chime, one entirely lost in the ground-shaking din, whereupon its surface begins to ripple and flow, as though suddenly transmuted into mercury, and an aura of vibrant blue energy suddenly blooms about it.  Then, fast-forming a second shell about itself, quickly moving to seal Brillig, Poesy, and Widget within, the sphere flashes with blinding, blue-white light, in a trice tearing open a jagged hole in the air, seemingly filled with an impenetrable darkness, into which the sphere hurtles.  An instant later, that ground-quaking torrent of scarlet-black flame shatters the light-barrier of Kinlock's shield, and he frantically leaps to one side, before the full force of its raging power washes over him.  Through the air tumbling, the NovaKnight lands to roll across the rocky ground, going more than a dozen paces, before he finds his feet, and turns to face the Darkness what draws near, hovering on the air.

Sinister eyes a bright and infernal shade of red, long golden twintails held in place by lacy black ribbons, she known as 'Malison' goes clad in a short black skirt and tattered thigh-highs, with shreds of black chiffon and lace wrapped about her shins and ankles; two belts 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.  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 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.

“So – you're the one,” says that golden-haired Demon, as she approaches, “the plaything trained to be Magirai.  I've been wanting to meet you for a while, now.”

Sword and shield held at the ready, both glowing bright, Kinlock replies, “I know who you are.”

“Do you?”, smiles she, quirking a brow, coming to a hovering stop, a dozen paces away.

With a nod, Kinlock replies: “Yeah, you're the boss lady of Hell, the biggest bully of them all.”

“Aw, don't be like that,” Malison chuckles, putting on an air of feigned innocence, as she adds: “I'm not a bully, I'm just the only one who knows how things should be done, properly.  Sure, I have to encourage others to see the truth of that, now and then, but it's for their own good.”

“Uh-huh,” says Kinlock, clearly unconvinced, and affecting a surprisingly accurate Irish accent, he sarcastically adds, “I'll believe that when shit turns purple, and smells like rainbow sherbet.”

Malison lets out a laugh for the colourful plaything's colourful defiance, then calmly says: “Right now, I'm going to encourage you to do the proper thing, and hand over that Scale.”

Without missing a beat, Kinlock shrugs, “What Scale?”

“The one inside you,” smiles she, giving him a slight nod.

To which, Kinlock shakes his head, saying, “I have no idea what you're talking about.”

The bicorn beauty sniffs a laugh for his reply, and opines, “You're cute,” before she quickly aims a taloned hand his way, from her palm launching forth another fast-moving torrent of glaring flame, roaring as a waterfall, what rips a wide trough through the ground, in a trice reaching her foe; immediately, Kinlock speeds to one side, nearly vanishing for his haste, he aiming the point of his sword at Malison as he goes, it lancing forth his own torrent of golden, raging holyfire, just as wide and roaring as hers, slamming into her as a freight train, cutting off the glare of her attack, setting her to stumbling a step back.

When that inferno of aureate energy fades, Malison aims a frown at the little string doll, he with his sword and shield held at the ready, and in a blink, she sprints his way, moving impossibly fast, furiously attacking with her obsidian claws, and stabbing with the sinister barb of her tail, the blurring strikes spraying clouds of sable sparks as they glance off the flickering light of his shield, each hit pushing him back, giving him no quarter to launch a counter-attack.  Then, when the glowing NovaKnight manages to find a small opening in her savage onslaught, and leaps her way, the point of his glaring sword leading the charge, Malison quickly snatches him out of the air, and clamping the talons of her free hand about his gleaming shield, she tears it from his arm, crushing it within her squeezing fist, before she lifts him high, and slams him into the rocky ground.

Immediately, Kinlock leaps from the small crater his impact makes, the string of his body rippling with tiny pulses of golden light, as he streaks her way, slashing and stabbing with his sword, she blocking the blurring strikes with her scaled forearms, until one of his many attacks cuts a deep gash across her face, just below her eyes, and across the bridge of her nose; then, the NovaKnight leaps back from the fray, using her chest as a springboard, arcing high into the air, at the apex of that jump unleashing another roaring, train-sized torrent of glaring holyfire, before landing upon his feet, and charging forth as an arrow, weapon glaring bright.

Malison, crossing her scaled forearms before herself, endures the roaring river of aureate flame what washes over her, its glaring light making visible the dim bubble of Darkness about her, what seems to buckle and distort for the force of Kinlock's fury; when that roaring blast fades, and she spies the scintillating Knight charging her way, she swings her wrought iron wings forward, stabbing two of their serrated bars into his body, and head, through and through, bringing an abrupt end to his alacritous advance, and holding him fast, lifting him off the ground.  So caught by those thick barbs, Kinlock sets his fast-moving sword to work, severing that one bar which pierces his head, whereupon Malison knocks his weapon from his hand with her own, and again drives a metallic pinion into him.

It is then, when the Infernal Lord's gate-like wings become all engulfed in a roil of violet-black light, and the steely bars what serve as their feathers begin to ripple and undulate, which inject a flow of viscous Darkness into the tiny doll, as would a snake's fangs deliver a dose of venom.  At the first touch of that Dark and foul toxin, Kinlock goes limp, arms and legs dangling, even as his body and head seem to twitch and shudder; then, the colour of a single wind of his thread begins to change to an impossibly deep shade of black, what slowly burns away the bright yellow as a lit fuse.  And, as that lone string continues to darken, another upon his body begins to dim, then another, and another, the many threads rippling with tiny pulses of ultraviolet light, what soon sizzle away the all of his colour, leaking plumes of dark smoke onto the air, whereupon a series of spidery vantablack veins encroach upon his felt heart, quickly covering it completely, such that it cannot be seen against his tenebrous body.

“That's it,” Malison smiles, wickedly, as the spider who has caught the fly, “don't fight it, it will all be over soon,” and only a heartbeat later does that soon come, when two spots of infernal, red light appear upon Kinlock's face, exactly where his eyes should be, and a constant billow of dark smoke seeps from his body.  And, as Kinlock meets her crimson gaze with his own, she lifts a hand, and almost fondly pats his head, quietly saying, “Now, my trifling little terror, let's see what horror you can bring unto Humanity.”

Malison's sinister smile falters, then, when she notices a tiny pulse of golden light upon Kinlock's body, slowly following a single line of his tightly wound string, it somehow pushing away the dark colour of that cottony thread, leaving it a cheerful shade of yellow.  As another pinpoint of aureate light appears upon the NovaKnight's head, then two more on his torso, then three upon his arms, Malison grits her teeth, and with a dark scowl sets to forcing more venomous Darkness through the stab of her wings, they hissing forth clouds of noisome green smoke onto the air, as she struggles to dim those tiny lights pulsing through his string.  With the number of those golden lights growing according to the Golden Rule, rippling with a greater and greater alacrity, they soon paint the diminutive string doll the colour of joyful sunshine, completely free of that Dark and sombre corruption, whereupon the vantablack patch of felt stitched to his chest, shaped as a simple heart, abruptly flares with the gleam of emerald light, what banishes the Dark stain upon it, even as the glow of his infernal eyes fades away, leaving a simple thumbtack and straight pin in their place.  His tightly wound string rippling with countless droplets of aureate energy, they pulsing so rapidly that the all of him seems to flicker, and glow, Kinlock touches one hand to his glowing green heart, and meeting Malison's gaze, he flatly corrects: “I'm not trifling.”

A tremendous burst of blindingly white light silently floods the ruddy plain, then, a heartbeat before a fantastic explosion roars forth from Kinlock's tiny body, forming a rapidly expanding hemisphere of liquid light and searing holyfire what overtakes Malison in an instant, reducing the nearby hills to vapour, pushing back the thin atmosphere, and lighting up the sky as a rising sun.  Faster than sound does the roaring blast wave rip across the Martian surface, lifting countless tonnes of dust and rock high into the air, forming a towering mushroom cloud, as the ground in six ways shakes...

~ ~ ~
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Brought on by the demise of that colossal explosion, a hectic dust storm swirls and whirls, painting the sky red, reducing visibility to near zero, even as car-sized boulders of Martian rock continue to rain down from the sky.  At the epicentre of that faded blast, a massive crater stretches a thousand paces wide, and half that deep, the jagged surface of its sloped walls already softened by a layer of ruddy dust, and still exuding heat and smoke onto the riotous air.  And – there, deep at the bottom of that crater, at its most central point, a thick, hand-sized plate of metal, fashioned as a hexagon, lifts from beneath the sand, gleaming as gold, moving under its own power, rising a pace or two, before it stops; then, for a moment hovering in that place, its polished surface seems to become as fine sand, what ripples and waves as each golden grain moves, of themselves somehow forming a small hemisphere of clear crystal, or glass, upon one of its edges, within which does dilate a pupil, with a rather lifelike iris.  When that simple sensor is fully assembled, and the Scale's granular surface becomes smooth, and polished, once more, that strange object then turns itself about, slowly aiming the lens of its mechanical eye about the desolate crater, in a thousand different slants of light seeing the aftermath of that colossal explosion.

The Scale sets to spinning about faster, then, its eye viewing the same angle five times for every passing second, and begins to rise higher into the air, soon reaching the rim of the crater, and the sandstorm strangled plain, about it.  To a hovering halt does the Scale bring itself, rapidly rotating eye taking in the landscape, a moment, whereupon its gleaming surface granulates, once more, and quickly forms a second staring lens, this one facing up, which quietly whirs as its pupil dilates, soon seeing the array of stars what hang high above.  Quickly analyzing the relative magnitude and positions of that glittering star field, fast-realizing its location within the Universe, the Scale moves upward, intent on leaving the red planet, going only a half-pace in all, before bringing itself to a stop, when it notices something odd.

In aspect of a long thread of golden light, as thin as spider's silk, a length of free-floating Thera languidly drifts and lilts on the air, seemingly unaffected by the gale-force winds, as it slowly descends to the surface, gently flowing passed the Scale, down into that newly-formed crater.  For itself, the Golden Scale aims its side-viewing lens the Thread's way, and joins in its descent, returning to that centre-most place of the crater's bottom.  There, the Scale watches as that gleaming length of Thera begins to twist and weave itself together, forming an increasingly complex pattern, resembling masterfully-made lace crafted of spun sunshine.  And, only a heartbeat later, when that glowing Pattern is complete, that complex LaceForm begins to spin about itself, slowly at first, going faster as the moments pass, until it seems naught but a blur of blazing light, about which a curious object does reify.

Seeming as a toy doll, standing three apples tall, and made of tightly wound string all dyed a cheerful shade of yellow, the little plaything sports a small felt heart affixed to its chest with a simple cross-stitch, and a ball of yarn for a head, which sits atop its disproportionately small body, with no ears, nose, or discernible mouth, even as his little arms bear the crooking fingers of tiny hands, though his legs lack feet, while his eyes seem as a straight pin, and thumbtack, the former decorated with a tiny emerald, their points driven into his soft head.  That oddly manifest LaceForm lets out a cascade of yukking noises, then, and gives a shake of its head, whereupon it then forms a string of quickly enunciated phonemes, with them forming a pattern of language, saying: “Now – that was a big explosion!”  Then, that reified LaceForm removes the two pins from its head, wielding them as a sword and shield, which both become aglow with aureate energy, while the long and tightly wound string of its body begins to scintillate with quickly-moving pulses of golden light.  And, slowly moving, it turns itself about, seeming to looking about the wide crater, soon coming to face the hovering Scale.

“Whoa,” intones that string-form thing, giving a small start, when it becomes aware of the Scale's presence; then, upon a brief moment of silence, it seems to relax its state of combat readiness, almost completely, and in an exuberant fashion says: “Uh...  Hi – there, I'm Kinlock!”

The Golden Scale lets out a discordant, nerve-grating screech, in reply, then abruptly darts towards that thing called Kinlock, glowing with an aura of azure light, and upon a fast-moving, inward twirling tempest of blue-white energy, it vanishes, taking the string doll with it...

~ ~ ~
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Some five-hundred paces from that deep crater, a plume of Dark smoke lifts from the ruddy sand, undisturbed by the hurricane force winds, clearly visible in the ruddy sandstorm what nearly blots out the light of the Sun.  As that vantablack haze grows, seeping onto the air to form a dim cloud, the ground in that spot heaves, whereupon Malison emerges from the sand, shedding curtains of dust and rock, as she pushes herself up to standing.  All naked, the flesh of her still-sizzling body is horrifically burnt, and melted, while one of her wrought iron wings is completely gone, torn away at the shoulder, even as the other is wildly twisted, and bent.  Twin horns leaking heavy streams of Dark smoke, eyes glaring with blood red light, she looks towards the blast crater, there seeing a long and twisting tunnel of blue-white light that stretches towards the sky, what marks the NovaKnight's timely escape from that world...

~ ~ ~
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Far from that massive crater, an abyssal trench mars the red planet's surface, one formed long ago by the action of a terrible weapon, what did scrape the once-living Martian world clean of Life, leaving it a barren wasteland for countless millennia.  There, beneath the ruddy surface, dwells an ancient and capacious complex, a veritable metropolis once inhabited by Ælves, Fairyfolk, and other mythical beings, what has gone largely abandoned and unused, since it was split in two by the blast what formed that famous canyon.  Now, the countless sub-levels of that grand complex again know the feel of fresh air, the glow and warmth of lights, and the movement and noise of living things, in the form of a group of Human Beings, some twenty-thousand in all, who have recently made of that place their new home.

Deep in those ancient halls, Decius Serrat sits, at the clear Lucite desk in his office, his attention focused upon the glow of a three-dimensional hologram what hangs on the air.  With his perfect posture standing a hand taller than is considered average, athletically fit and youthful in his appearance, despite his long years, he sports a head of dark hair touched by only a hint of grey, and a blue-eyed gaze whose stare seems as cold and hard as ice.  Clad in a hip-length straight jacket, with a band collar and side-front closing, and a pair of crisply ironed slacks, all white and finely-tailored, a cluster of small stars adorn his collar, arranged as a pentagon, and made of polished silver, to denote his position of Chancellor of that world.  In a matching fashion to his uniform, the room about him stands gleaming a sterile shade of white, while panels of frosted glass glow with stark light to shine upon the minimal furnishings, and reveal not a hint of artistic decor, or colour.

As Decius continues to scrutinize the holographic display, he frowning for the middling-level alert what tints that illusion a warning shade of amber, a dull fwoom of noise, and a rush of air, abruptly fills the office, an instant before the movement of something dark draws his attention away from his work.  And – there, across the room, a billowing, roiling cloud of smoke swells into being, dark and crackling with scarlet static, what reaches floor to ceiling, from which Malison does emerge, she completely naked, skin and flesh savagely burnt, and melted, with one wing torn away at the shoulder, the other wildly twisted, and bent.  Twin horns leaking heavy streams of Dark smoke, eyes glaring with blood red light, she moves the few paces to a nearby sofa, onto which she does fall, face down, before letting out a groan.

Decius, ice blue eyes wide for her sudden, and horrific, appearance, manages to blink, before asking, “How was your day?”

To which, Malison, the smoke and stench of her charred flesh slowly marring the air, sniffs a laugh for the question, and with a nod replies, “Swell.”

“Don't take this the wrong way,” says Decius, “but are you all right?”

Upon another nod, Malison sighs, and simply answers, “Yeah.”  Then, closing her eyes, for a beat laying in silence, she goes on to reveal: “So, the Magirai have stumbled into our little speed bump, on the Moon.  It should keep them busy for a while.”

“You ran afoul of them, did you?”, inquires Decius, as he taps a finger upon the clear desktop, so as to bring an end to the hologram what hovers above it.

“It didn't go exactly according to plan,” Malison shrugs, “but it evened out in the end.”

Decius takes a moment to consider, before he asks, “So, the Dragon has been freed from Darkness?”

“Yep,” nods she, “it searches for the others of its kind, as we speak.”

Again skipping a beat, Decius offhandedly gestures to a random wall, saying, “And, the explosion?  It shook the entire complex; the whole place is on alert.”

“The newest Magirai,” Malison sighs, pushing herself up to sitting, “the string doll they call 'Kinlock'.”  Then, giving a shake of her head, as one who is astonished, she admits: “I had heard about what he did in the Zonalor Failere, but seeing it firsthand was something else.”

For a moment does Decius watch the fiendish woman, as smoke continues to rise from her body, before he says, “I'm still unclear as to why you don't exterminate the Magirai.  Sure, there's eleven of them, now-”

“Twelve,” Malison interrupts.

“...But even that many wouldn't be a match for your power,” the Chancellor finishes.

“No, but I still need them,” frowns she, looking down at her burnt body, with a frown adding: “I'm not going to do my own dirty work, and there's a lot of it to be done.”

With a shrug, Decius concludes, “They know we're here, then.”

To which, Malison gives a shake of her head, saying, “Don't worry, they won't show up again.”

Decius, for a beat waits for her to explain further, and when she does not, he goes on to inquire: “Did they find any survivors on New Olympus?”

“I said don't worry about it.”

After another, somewhat pregnant, pause, the Chancellor quietly presumes, “So, the plan continues.”

“Yep,” Malison nods, rising to her feet.  “I will continue to lead the Magirai to my targets, one by one, or vice versa, until nothing stands in my way.  If they die trying, then so be it; either way, their success will be their greatest failure...”
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~ Misfits in the Morning! ~

Earth, 2024AD

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

Of that quintet, one is Kenneth Yee, a man of average height, and generous proportions, dark of hair and eye, who stands near the broad, curtain-covered windows, and behind the lens of a tripod-mounted video camera, equipped with a LED ring light.  Clad in a pair of black sweatpants, and a dark T-shirt what bears the image of the character 'Asuza Nakano', from the anime K-On!, he focuses his attention upon the high-powered laptop what sits close at hand, it connected to his camera, and the internet, to which the video he records streams live.

Next, of that trio sitting upon one of the long sofas, is the green-eyed beauty named Regina Gelbart, she slightly taller than average, with a fetching figure, and loose waves of flowing golden hair, what soften the angles of her heart-shaped face, side-swept bangs narrowing her forehead, who sits wearing a pair of dark yoga pants, and a maroon hooded sweater, several sizes too big for her.  Beside her, sits she named Six Savini, grinning bright, sitting with her stockinged feet upon the edge of the coffee table, she a hand shorter than what is considered average, full-figured, and rather well-endowed, who sports a head of dark, spiky hair, short and boyish, and dyed with chunky, vibrant slashes of purple, and wears a black, oversized sweater, with tight jeans to match.  Aside her, sits the bespectacled lead of that team of paranormal investigators, Imagen; of average height, and slender frame, she sports a head of long, red-gold hair, held up in a simple ponytail, and wears drab, olive-coloured cargo pants, and a plain white T-shirt, while a clipboard sits upon her lap, what holds several pages of handwritten notes.  Finally, last in that small crowd, but certainly not least, is the twelve-inch tall string doll known as Kinlock, who sits by himself upon that other sofa, lit by the light of the camera what watches him.

“Good morning,” begins Imagen, aiming a smile into the camera's lens, “I am Imagen Maples, and welcome to Third Eye Island; with me – as always – are Six, and Regina, while Kenny is in his usual spot behind the camera.  This is episode fourteen in our series of interviews, in which we sit down with the Magirai, and the Mystics of Sungoma, and pester them with our questions, and those of our viewers.  Today, we have some rather interesting guests, though 'guest' is probably not the right word to use.”

To which, Regina wryly adds: “'Interesting' doesn't feel like the right word, either.”

With a chuckle, raven-haired Six appends, “Yeah, no one is going to believe this is real.  Hell, I still barely believe it's real, and I've seen some pretty messed up stuff.”

As Regina and Six share knowing nods for that last statement, Imagen keeps the conversation on track, into the camera saying, “'Kay – so, with us is the most-recently arrived member of the Sisters, who you've undoubtedly seen on mainstream news, the Magirai known as Kinlock, the Knight of Novas.”  Then, with a fond smile, she gives her 'guest' a polite nod, saying: “A good morning to you, good Sir Knight.”

“Hi – there!”, cheers that diminutive plaything, lifting a hand high, waving exuberantly, his voice pitched as though he were a young boy.

As her teammates chuckle and giggle for that rather blithe greeting, Imagen adjusts the lay of her eyeglasses, as she smiles: “What have you been up to, cutie?”

“Mm, you know,” Kinlock shrugs, “just being awesome and stuff.”

Again does a wave of quiet laughter ripple about the room, before Regina wryly observes, “You're still adorable, I see; how's that working out for you?”

With a giggle of his own, Kinlock replies, “It's real tough, but I can handle it,” whereupon he makes a show of flexing his nonexistent biceps, to which, another round of endeared laughter waxes and wanes within the common room.

“Uh,” hesitates Imagen, upon reining in her mirth, “I'm not really sure how to word this, because I've never formed this sentence before, but congratulations on being granted your rights and freedoms, as a sentient, Otherken entity, in this country.”  Then, frowning at her own words, angling her eyes high, as she reviews what she had said, she asks: “Did that come out right?”

Kinlock gives a nodding giggle, and replies, “Even if it didn't, I get what you mean.  And, thanks for saying that; I'm real happy to be Canadian.”

Fond smile upon her face, it is Six who next inquires, “How's that been for you, so far?”  And, when the NovaKnight cocks his head to one side, slightly, and asks, “What do you mean?”, the raven-haired Mystic-in-training clarifies: “Like, have we Humans been cool about you having rights?”

For a beat humming his thinking, Kinlock replies, “Mm, most people have been nice about it; like, when I'm out in public, people seem real happy to see me, and they say nice things, and they're always pointing their phones at me.  Some people are grumpy about it, and say mean stuff about me, but that's mostly the people on that internet thing.”

“Yeah,” Six chuckles, bitterly, “I'm not a big fan of what the 'aips' have to say, either.”

“The what?”, asks Kinlock, again listing his head to one side.

“A-i-p;” spells Six, “stands for, 'angry internet people'.  I say it like 'ape', so it's more insulting.”

To which, Imagen aims a look of mild warning her friend's way, trying to restrain a smile, as she mutters, “Six...”  Then, meeting Kinlock's mismatched gaze, the slender redhead goes on to ask: “What kind of mean things do they say to you?”

The animate plaything gives an insouciant lift of his shoulders, replying, “I guess it's the whole, 'toy with rights' thing that seems to be the problem.  I mean, I think it's been made clear that I'm not just a toy, and that I actually have less rights than a Human Being, but it doesn't seem to matter to some people.”

Regina, a dark line forming between her brows, asks: “You were granted less rights than us?”

“Mm-hmm,” Kinlock hums, nodding his ball of yarn head, “but I'm not complaining; I don't think it's a bad thing.  Just, I'm not allowed to vote, which makes sense to me, because I don't know anything about this country's political system; then, I'm not allowed to own land, and I'm not allowed to seek gainful employment, outside of Demon hunting, which, why would I want to?”  And, when Imagen chuckles, “Good point,” Kinlock again nods, then goes on to add: “Also, the angry internet people don't like the fact that I sound like a kid; I guess, some people are all like, 'He can't make adult decisions,' and, 'It's wrong to make a child fight Demons'; stuff like that.”

“'Won't somebody please think of the children',” exclaims Six, pitching her voice with feigned hysteria.

Kenny leans his head out from behind his camera, then, to Six smiling the words, “Simpsons reference.”

“Wrong to make you fight Demons?”, Imagen frowns, ignoring that bit of side chat.

The Knight of Novas gives a nodding hum, and replies, “I guess I'm not supposed to use violence, or be in violent situations, because children shouldn't do that stuff.”

“Yeah – but,” Imagen blinks, “you're not a child.”

“I know that,” giggles Kinlock, “but the angry internet people don't think so.  I'm small, and I have a childlike voice; ergo, I must be a child.  And, since there's no real way to prove how old I am, and nothing I say will convince them that I'm not a kid, I guess they'll just have to be mad about it, for always.”

To which, Regina frowns the question, “Now that you mention it, how old are you?”

“I'm not really sure,” Kinlock shrugs, “because the places I lived in had different rules of Time than this 'reality', so it's kinda hard to figure it out.  But, the best everyone can tell is that I'm at least a hundred and fifty years old.”

Imagen, lifting her brows in surprise for that answer, incredulously repeats, “A hundred and fifty, or older?”  And, when he nods to confirm that guesstimate, the bespectacled redhead blushes slightly, and supposes: “Well, I guess we should stop calling you 'kiddo', and stuff like that.”

“Yeah,” comes Six's nodding chuckle, “I feel bad now, because I've totally been treating you like a kid.”

“Same,” Regina chimes in, adding, “like, I see how small and cute you are, and I just wanna say 'aww', and hug you, for like, ever.  I gotta keep reminding myself that you're a badass, magical warrior, who literally fights evil, and can kick my ass without thinking, just so I don't get too disrespectful.”

“Well,” giggles Kinlock, shyly averting his gaze, “you can hug me and say 'aww' all you want; I don't mind.”  Then, when the others blush and chuckle for that permission, the diminutive NovaKnight goes on to say: “And, maybe you guys do kind of treat me like I'm a kid, but I don't think you're being disrespectful about it; I can tell it's purely aesthetic.  I mean, I'm a pretty small magical string doll, living in a world made for big people, so sometimes I need help with stuff, just like a kid, and you've been living in this society your whole lives, and I only just got here, so I don't know how a lot of stuff works, or what kind of rules there are, just like a kid.  But, you guys don't think I'm uneducated, or inexperienced, or that I can't make proper decisions on my own, like the angry internet people think.”

To which, Imagen nods, and quickly reading from the clipboard of notes she holds, she reveals, “Yeah, from what I've heard, and please correct me if I'm wrong, you've earned the equivalent of three university degrees, while in the Maggirdym, and you can understand any language you hear, Human, or otherwise.  Did I get all that right?”

“Mm-hmm,” hums Kinlock, nodding at the question, folding his little hands upon his lap.

“Ugh,” Regina suddenly and laughingly groans, blushing as she exclaims, “stop being adorable.”

“No – you stop being adorable!”, Kinlock counters, exuberantly.

The retort inciting a round of giggles from the others, Imagen then goes on to inquire, “And, even though we already know the answer, how has it been for you, living here, with your sisters-in-arms?”

“It's been sooo much fun,” exclaims Kinlock, throwing his arms wide with that lengthened adverb, “but – really, it's even better than that, because it's not just Auntie Seranine, and all of the others I knew in the Maggirdym, but also you guys, and everyone else on Sungoma.  If this is going to be my new home, I sure couldn't have picked a better place, you know?”

“Yeah,” Imagen smiles a nod, “I totally know,” before she again looks to her clipboard of notes, and segues on to say: “All right, while I could sit here all day, learning everything there is to know about you, I'm going to up the level of interesting for our viewers.”  Then, aiming her words into the lens of Kenny's camera, she continues: “So, it seems, Kinlock, while on a recent adventure, formed a team of Demon hunters who aren't Magirai; when that adventure was done, and the mission successful, he came to Sungoma, to reunite with his sisters-in-arms, and he brought his team along with him.  Collectively known as the 'Band of Misfits'-”

“Adorable,” Regina interrupts, aiming a smile Imagen's way.

“-They are all here with us, this morning,” the bespectacled redhead continues, trying not to laugh, and offhandedly gesturing the NovaKnight's way, she prompts: “Kinlock – cutie, would like to introduce your teammates to the world?”

To which, the diminutive string doll nods, and replies: “'Kay – but, I wanna say something, first.”

With a small start, Imagen also nods, saying, “Oh, yeah, my bad; you said you wanted to make a few disclaimers, before you bring your friends in.”

“Is that okay?”, Kinlock shrugs, and when Imagen does assure him it is, he goes on to explain: “Well, I just want people to understand that the Misfits are different.  They look different than you, they see the world different than you; they speak different languages than you, or they use the same languages in different ways.  On that last one, I'll do my best at translating what they say, so there's less confusion; I just hope the angry internet people trust me enough to be a translator.  But, overall, the most important thing I want people to remember is that even though the Misfits are different, they are all enemies of Darkness; they're friends of Humanity, here to fight Demons.  All right, I guess that's good enough; you ready?”  And, when Imagen and the others do nod, he warns: “I'm gonna bring them in one at a time, so it's not overwhelming.  So, first up, is my glowy friend, Widget.”

At which, a bloom of dulcet, white light appears in the open archway of the common room, heralding the arrival of the first of Kinlock's teammates.  Only a hand tall, from the top of her head, to the tips of her toes, the diminutive Fairy who hovers into the room bears a flow of chestnut-coloured hair, done up in a simple ponytail, and a pair of large blue eyes, while the all of her skin displays a zebrine pattern of black, brown, and white stripes, even as a set of moth-like wings protrude from her shoulder blades, seemingly made of raw, unbleached paper.  With a pair of leather goggles perched upon her forehead, similar to those of a welder, the lilliputian Fairy wears a snow-white halter top, beneath a short-waist jacket of saffron-coloured canvas, and a pair of shorts to match, while white thigh-high socks, and leather work boots, adorn her legs, and feet.  Meanwhile, a square leather satchel hangs from a belt at her hip, no bigger than a split pea, held by narrow straps about her waist, and thigh; from that boxy pouch, a length of black cable runs, to the handle of some gun-like device, there holstered at her other hip, it with a moulded hand grip, and a short barrel what resembles a needle of glittering crystal.  The glow of her body limning the furniture, the tiny Fairy gives a fast and smiling wave, and in a voice as small as she, cheerfully says: “Hi, my name is Anashalyt, but you can call me 'Widget'.”

Imagen, eyes wide and staring, her smile born of pure fascination, watches as that lilliputian creature joins Kinlock upon the sofa, before she says, “Good morning, Widget, thank you for coming.”

“I love how tiny she is,” remarks Regina, caught up in her own astonishment; then, giving a small start, face growing red, she rushes to say: “Oh, I'm really sorry, Widget; that was rude of me.”

To which, Widget does give a careless shrug, replying, “I am pretty tiny, compared to you.”

“No one is going to believe this,” Six quietly presumes, slowly shaking her head, as she stares at the effulgent Fairy, “I bet you a million bajillion dollars everyone says she's CGI.”

Imagen, clearing her throat, looks to the clipboard upon her lap, in effort to bring her mind to a greater sense of focus, and asks: “So, Widget, would you mind telling our viewers a bit about yourself; who and what you are, how you ended up meeting Kinlock?”

With a nod, Widget replies, “Well, I'm a Brownie.”  Then, giving a blink, she hesitates, before adding, “I'm not really sure what else to say about myself; that pretty much sums it up.”  And, with a tiny hand gesturing Kinlock's way, she continues, saying: “Uh, a little while ago, WoolHead needed a place to stay, so he came to live in the Glade of the GlaDeus.  One day, I brought him along on a job with me, to watch my back while I worked, and we both ended up getting dragged into the adventure you mentioned, which is for sure a long story; then, the HolyFay ordered us to come here, to Sungoma, to help protect it.”

“See?”, smiles Imagen, aiming the word into Kenny's camera, “I said it would get interesting.”  Then, returning the course of her query the striated Fairy's way, she continues, asking: “Uh, sorry, just so our viewers are clear, what is a 'Brownie', what is the 'Glade of the GlaDeus', and who is the 'HolyFay'?”

“Oh, uh, yeah,” frowns Widget, “I guess you Humans don't really remember us that much, anymore.”

To which, Kinlock does nod, and suggest: “You might wanna give them a bit of a history lesson.”

Widget, also nodding for that idea, then looks to that small audience of fascinated Humans, and explains: “Okay, well, there exist nine different kinds of Fairies; uh, in this language we're using, I guess you could call them 'Rays'.  Each Ray has its own particular function in the Isness; to keep it simple, we Brownies fix broken things.  Long ago, we were the only kind of Fairy that lived amongst you Humans; 'village Fairies', you used to call us.  We slept in the wood of your homes, waking at night, to fix whatever needed fixing around the house; furniture, tools, clothing...  As for your other questions, the Glade of the GlaDeus is an area of the Sonariium meant for Humans, were they can come and interact with we Fairyfolk.  If you Humans entered our 'reality', proper, you would die, instantly, so the HolyFay created the Glade to get around that.  And, now that I mention her, the HolyFay is the RealmKeeper of the Sonariium; Titania, Queen of the Fairyfolk.  She is the Divine prism through which the Light of Onward shines, to create the nine Rays of Fairykind.”

A brief moment of silence blooms in the common room, after that explanation, whereupon Six quietly admits, “I have like, four billion questions.”

With an earnest nod for that sentiment, Imagen adjusts the lay of her eyeglasses, and – of Widget – inquires: “Why did your Queen order you to come protect Sungoma?”

“Ours is not to reason why,” shrugs the diminutive Brownie, “we simply carry out the HolyFay's will.”

“Okay, that's fair,” Imagen allows, with a smile going on to ask: “And, how has it been for you, so far, being here on Earth, with us Humans?”

To which, the effulgent Fairy nods a smile of her own, and replies: “It's nice to see the Garden, finally; I've always wanted to come here.  Oh, by 'Garden', I mean planet Earth.  As for you Humans, I find much of what you do interesting, though I will admit, your high emotions are somewhat strange to me.”

“Uh, okay,” grins Imagen, “while I'd love to learn more about the history, and social structure, of the Fairyfolk, we should meet the rest of the Misfits.”

To which, Kinlock does nod, saying, “Yeah – sure.  So, next, is my dear friend, Poesy.”

In stark contrast to the effulgent Brownie's arrival, from that open archway does a large and formless shadow flow, like oil moving within water, it so unnaturally dark that its presence dims the light in the room, slightly.  That roiling, vantablack shadow crackles and hums with thready arcs of violet electricity, and rumbles the air, as it moves, before its vague and dark form begins to contract and condense, quickly accumulating density and mass, assuming a vaguely humanoid aspect.  As tall as a man, the ambulant shadow strides across the common room, thudding the floor with its plodding footfalls, whereupon it begins to quickly minify, and reify, fast-reaching child-sized proportions, then toddler-sized, and still smaller, as the heartbeats pass.  Then, abruptly flaring with violet-black light, that Dim shadowform suddenly fades away, leaving what appears to be a toy doll in its place, seemingly all made of tightly-wound string.  Three apples tall, with a head of long, jet black yarn for hair, dangling to its waistline, its blunted bangs hang just above the two black beads set in its face for eyes, while the curved line of the plaything's black smile stands against the pale white of its head, red tongue playfully stuck out at the corner of its mouth.  Apparently wearing a black jumper dress, also fashioned of string, a red circle decorates its chest, with a slantwise line through it, while more black string forms a pair of Mary Jane's upon its tiny feet.

Face pale for that Dark transformation, eyes wide, Regina holds up both hands, as though judging the weight of two things, saying: “Creepy, then cute...  That made the hairs on the back of my neck stand.”

“Say 'hi',” Kinlock – to Poesy – murmurs, giving her a playful nudge, when she sits next to him.

“No,” grumbles the dark-haired string doll, her black bead eyes blooming with dull, scarlet light, as she finds her comfort.

With a fast wave, Imagen invokes her interviewer's initiative, and smiles, saying: “Hello, Poesy, it's very nice seeing you again.”

“No – it's not,” replies she, sourly, giving a shake of her head, whereupon Kinlock chimes in, explaining: “So, this is one of those translation moments I mentioned.  While Poesy speaks English, there's a trick to listening to what she says, which I don't think I'd be able to explain so that it makes sense, so I won't bother.  But, in this case, she said she's happy to be here.”

Poesy gives Kinlock's shoulder a short push, sullenly saying, “Shut up; leave me alone.”

As the NovaKnight giggles and lists for that slightly irate rebuke, Imagen – of Poesy – gently asks: “Would you like to tell the world a bit about yourself?”

“No,” grumps the dark string doll, “this is stupid; you're stupid.”

To which, Kinlock dutifully translates, “She said, 'What do you want to know?'”

Seemingly unfazed by the disparity in those two sentences, Imagen gives a fast shrug, and replies: “I mean, first of all, people are likely wondering about the fact that you were a crazy shadow thing that turned into a string doll, like Kinlock.”

“I'm not like him,” Poesy defensively retorts, eyes again flaring with crimson light, “it just looks that way.”  Then, looking down at her string-form body, the glow of her eyes fades, as she adds: “I learned how to look like this, a while ago.”

With a small frown, Imagen asks: “Would you mind telling the people watching what you are?”

Poesy lets out a sigh, as one who is annoyed, and mutters, “Cildweard; that's your stupid word, not mine.”

Imagen nods a smile for that sulky reply, and looking into the lens of Kenny's camera, she explains: “For those who don't know, the Cildweard are a class of benevolent Demons; 'good' Demons, if you'll allow the contradiction.  The word 'Cildweard' literally means, 'child protector', because that's what they do, they protect children from the Demons who cause nightmares.  In fact, whenever you hear a child complain there's something lurking beneath their bed, it's often a Cildweard.”

To which, Regina, with a frown interjects, aiming her question the raven-haired string doll's way, asking: “How does that work, anyway?  I mean, it's been explained to me, but I still don't understand.  Like, you're a good Demon, who hunts evil Demons; did I get that right?”

“No,” mutters Poesy, averting her gaze.

And – Kinlock, in his role of Otherken translator, says, “She means, she doesn't really hunt Demons; she hides, and waits for them to come around, so she can ambush them.  Then, speaking as myself, and not her, I don't know it can be said that Poesy is 'good'; she is a Demon, after all.  She is evil, just she doesn't want to do evil stuff to Humans.”

“Yeah – but why?”, Regina shrugs her honest confusion.  “Why hurt other Demons, and not us?”

Beady eyes flaring an infernal shade of red, Poesy cryptically, and somewhat ominously, replies: “The children are mine.”

Kinlock, leaning his shoulder against Poesy's, to her says, “Explain it better than that, Cilly.”

As the NovaKnight giggles at his own small, word-nerd joke, Poesy lets out an annoyed sigh, and pushes him away, sourly muttering, “Get off me,” which only incites his mirth even more.  Then, aiming her gaze Imagen's way, seemingly shy, the raven-haired string doll goes on to explain: “Children, they feel deeply; fear, frustration, sadness...  I take that from them.”  And, as her eyes again flare of a sinister shade of red, and thin wisps of Dark vapour begin to waft from her body, she grumbles: “I'm the only one allowed to take that from them.”

To which, Regina gives a small shake of her head, admitting, “I still don't understand,” before rushing to add: “I swear, I'm not trying to be obtuse...”

It is Kinlock who takes it upon himself to reply, explaining, “If you're feeling sad, Poesy will feed on that sadness; she'll do the same thing if you're mad, or scared.  She won't do anything to cause those feelings, she'll just absorb whatever is naturally there; the negative energy slowly leaves you, and goes into her.  As a side effect, you'll end up feeling better; maybe not dancing-in-the-streets happy, just not sad, or mad, or scared.  So, to be blunt about it, children are a good source of emotional food energy for Poesy, and she doesn't want to lose access to that; put simply, if another Demon comes around, she will defend her feeding spot, as best she can.”

“Oh – okay,” Regina nods, “I get it,” and giving Poesy a shrug, she adds, “Sorry,” whereupon Imagen leads the conversation back to its primary point, of the raven-haired string doll asking: “And, how did you come to meet Kinlock, and join his Band of Misfits?”

“I...,” hesitates Poesy, averting her gaze, “I needed a safe place to go, so I went to the Whetstone, because I heard it's Keeper would help me.  When I got there, and the Keeper let me in, that's when the Whetstone made me look like this.”  Then, offhandedly gesturing Kinlock's way, she sourly adds: “It's also when this idiot started bugging me,” before she gives the NovaKnight a shove, muttering, “Idiot.”

“Yeah...,” Kinlock giggles, listing to one side for that push, before he quickly leans her way, and wraps his arms about her shoulders, squeezing her in a tight hug.

“Get off me,” Poesy grumbles, her eyes glowering red, though she does not make further efforts to fight his embrace.

With Regina and Six aiming their giggling glee each others' way, for the sight of the two string dolls' affection, Imagen smiles, and assumes, “So, you two have been together for a while then, huh?”

When Poesy petulantly replies, “No,” Kinlock, his little arms still wrapped about her, gives a nod, and happily says: “We're friends, pals, chums, mates...”

“No – we're not,” Poesy again protests, with both of her fingerless hands abruptly shoving him away, and so breaking his hold upon her.  Then, with he giggling for that rebuke, Poesy shakes her head, as one who is annoyed, and lets out an exasperated sigh, before she looks Imagen's way, and continues her tale, shyly saying: “One day, I was in my Hiding, and I felt Kinlock's presence on this world; I went to see why he was here, and tell him that he's stupid, and he was with the Tinkerwing, and Story, already.  So, I went with them, and we rescued the V'Kitxen, and then a bunch of other stupid stuff happened, before we had to come to this stupid place.  There; now leave me alone.”

Imagen, doing well to rein in an enamoured chuckle, even as Regina and Six do not, offhandedly adjusts the lay of her eyeglasses, as she says: “Well, I guess that's a decent enough segue to the next member of this plucky band of Demon Hunters.  Kinlock – kiddo, would you be so kind...?”

“Sure,” nods he, happily.  “So – next, we have my foxy friend, Brillig.”

With those words does arrive a somewhat odd creature, then, one graced with a Human form, in aspect of a young woman, thin as a waif, who stands only two feet tall, perhaps three.  Through the air does she gaily skip, rather than upon the carpet, the every step of her tiny feet leaving circular ripples of golden light, what slowly fade from view, as she goes.  With a head of long, blonde hair flowing loose about her shoulders, and decorated with a spray of small red flowers at her right temple, her green eyes are so large in proportion to her small face as to be unsettling.  Upon her head does she bear a pair of vulpine ears, their soft fur of a colour to match her hair, while from their eponymous bone do emerge nine bushy, white-tipped tails, each a half-pace long, even as she goes wearing a short, flower-decorated yukata, held at the waist by a neatly tied obi, while a pair of wooden geta, and white tabi socks, adorn her feet, the toes of them decorated with a series of embroidered flowers, dainty and pink.  As that fox-eared girl finds place for herself on the arm of the sofa, to sit upon her knees, Kinlock looks up at her, and asks: “Uh, you remember what I said, right?”

The diminutive, fox-eared girl aims the unblinking stare of her oversized eyes his way, and with a smile, slow and sinister, she hisses the word, “Yes.”

When Kinlock gives her a seemingly satisfied nod, Imagen smiles, and to that peculiar creature says: “Hello, Brillig, how are you, this morning?”

To which, she named Brillig aims her grinning glare at the bespectacled redhead, and looking through her brows, she again replies, “Yes.”

Brief is the moment of Imagen's hesitation, for that slight non sequitur, before she goes on to prompt, “Uh, would you like to say 'hi' to the people of our world?”

For the span of three heartbeats does Brillig hold Imagen's gaze with her own sinister, unblinking smile, before suddenly taking to her feet, leaving the sofa to again prance upon the air, over and above the coffee table, leaving fast-fading ripples of golden light with her every step.  Quickly does she cross the common room, to that place where Kenny stands, and coming to a halt, standing upon her tiptoes atop a swirl of aureate energy, she bends at the waist of a perfect right angle, so as to peer deep into the lens of his camera, the tip of her tiny nose almost touching the glass.  Vulpine ears perking, many tails twitching, Brillig cocks her head, side to side, as she stares into the depths of the camera, quietly saying, “Timeless and cairn, for tithing oft dare in gloran light.  Colin row, again, malinger in setted flat.”

“Don't worry, my friend,” says Kinlock, and in so drawing her over-the-shoulder attention, he gives her a reassuring nod, and adds, “it'll be all right.”

Eyes wide, and only slightly wary, Six watches as the yukata-wearing creature continues to scrutinize Kenny's camera, remarking: “Okay, I know I heard English words in there, but I didn't understand any of what she said.  So, am I having a stroke, or something, or what's going on?”

“Yeah,” Kinlock chuckles, “that brings us to the different languages thing, again.”  Then, offhandedly gesturing to she standing upon a disk of golden energy, he explains: “So, Brillig speaks a language we simply call, Doggerel; while it uses English words, mostly, it's syntax, and meanings, are different.”

“'Doggerel'; really?”, chuckles Imagen, quirking a brow, before adding: “That's awesome.”  And, when Regina frowns the word, “Why?”, Imagen replies: “'Doggerel' is a real word, in English; it's a kind of non-rhyming poetry, but it can also mean, 'nonsense', or 'drivel'.”  Then, meeting Kinlock's mismatched gaze, she asks: “Sorry, but why is she worried?”

To which, the NovaKnight shrugs, “Oh, she thinks that if other Humans see she's here, they'll try to capture her, and imprison her, again, so they can experiment on her some more.”
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