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Chapter: Prologue

~ Project Faraway Star
~

Somewhere in Nevada,
U.S.A., 1952 AD

Deep below an
unremarkable mountain, carved into the soft limestone, resides a
vast network of corridors and rooms of a subterranean base, one
dedicated to military use, and held secret from the public, what
bears the somewhat misleading name, 'Dreamland'. Moving through
those labyrinthine halls, General Armistus marches towards a steel
door, at the end of one corridor, with two other high-ranking
officers in tow, there as representatives of the Air force, and
Navy; drawing near to that door, seeing it marked as 'Laboratory
Eight', they see also the placard affixed to the wall, what reads,
'Project Faraway Star, Hop #1'.

Within, the air
conditioned lab in that so-called D.U.M.B. seems of a size to rival
the average high school gymnasium, where more than a dozen men in
white lab coats sitting at pinewood desks monitor monochrome
displays that relay data to and from the scores of
refrigerator-sized computer banks, what form orderly rows all about
the room, their magnetic tape reels spinning, panels of indicator
lights blinking. At the far end of that vast chamber, a thick,
glass wall looks into a second room, brightly lit, and smaller than
the first by half, wherein stands a strange object, in aspect of a
simple door frame, two paces wide, four tall, and fashioned of
red-tinted gold, what bears a series of symbols carved into its
surface, crescent moons, winding spirals, simple polygons, and the
like. Bundles of thick cable snake along the floor about that
gleaming object, some attached to the frame itself, with the rest
connecting those neighbouring computers to the many sensors and
arrays aimed the artifact's way.

Of those many lab
coated men in that first chamber, one approaches the trio of
officers when they enter, to he in the lead saying: “General, I'm
glad you could make it.”

To which, General
Armistus smiles, “Wouldn't miss it for the world, Mr. Hallender.
What's our status?”

“We're all ready to go, sir,” nods Hallender, looking to the
glass wall at the far end of the chamber. “The Anubis Frame is
functioning as predicted; she's using more power than we thought,
but there are no anomalous readings on our end. We're ready when
you are.”

“And,
where is our test pilot?”, inquires the General, turning his gaze
about the room, soon spotting the only other man not wearing a
white lab coat, there standing near those grand windows. And,
crossing the polished floor of that large room, coming to stand
before he clad in an aviator's flight suit, Armistus says: “Captain
Blackwell, I am Major General Armistus.” Then, gesturing to the two
men who follow behind, he adds: “These are Brigadier General
Thomas, and Rear Admiral Vikkers.”

With a sharp salute,
standing at attention, the Captain replies: “Sirs.”

“At
ease, son,” smiles the General, and when Captain Blackwell relaxes,
he explains: “We came down here to thank you for your service, and
commend you on your bravery. You've already made your country
proud; our thoughts and prayers go with you, as you embark upon
this historic mission.”

At which point, the
three generals take their turns shaking Captain Blackwell's hand,
and offering him their congratulations, and well-wishes. “Thank
you, sirs,” nods Blackwell, “it's an honour.”

Noticing, then, the
long table by which the Captain stands, it laden with an orderly
arranged assortment of weapons, and other objects, General Armistus
observes: “I see you've selected your gear.”

“Yessir,” nods Blackwell, and with one hand gesturing to the
table, offers: “If I may?” Then, when the General nods at his
request, Blackwell moves along the wide table. “I've opted to bring
two sidearms, instead of a rifle,” reveals he, pointing to the twin
handguns upon the table, “as well, a Bowie knife, and a single
fragmentation grenade. It's only a short trip, in and out, so I
don't believe I will need much more. Then, of course, a camera, to
record whatever I can while I'm on the other side.”

Armistus quirks a
brow, saying: “A grenade?”

“Yessir,” nods Captain Blackwell, “for unexpected outcomes.”
Then, hesitating a fraction of a heartbeat, he further explains:
“In case there is no way back, sir.”

Looking over the
inventory upon the table, Armistus holds up a silvered hip flask,
nearly full by the weight of it, asking: “And – this?”

To which, Blackwell
replies: “My grandfather's, sir; in case there is no way back,
sir.

“You'll get back to us, Captain,” assures the General, setting
the hip flask back in its place. Then, meeting Blackwell's gaze,
setting a strong hand upon the man's shoulder, he adds: “In a few
minutes, you will have taken the biggest step in Human history.
Good luck to you, son.”

With a final nodding
smile from the three Generals, they move off to take up place at a
console what overlooks that adjoining room, while Blackwell busies
himself gearing up for his mission, as the various lab coated
scientists begin to scurry about with a greater sense of urgency,
and a voice sounds from the PA. system, announcing the commencement
of the first test of the Faraway Star project.

Captain Blackwell,
fast readying himself with the items and weapons he has selected
for the sortie, then moves through a man door what leads to that
adjoining chamber, a lab coat following in tow. Descending a flight
of grated metal stairs into the room, the place reverberating with
a low-frequency hum, and flashing with yellow emergency lights, the
Captain sets his eyes upon that strange, golden door frame what
stands there, and sees the small lit candle before it, as well as
the thumb-sized statue sitting before the artifact, all carved of
gold to resemble a Human head with two faces, front and back.

That lab coat who does
follow ushers Blackwell to a dark square painted upon the floor,
facing the aureate frame, helping him buckle into a five-point
harness, to which a length of rope is attached, what tethers the
Captain to a large steel weight embedded into the wall of that
humming chamber. Raising his voice to be heard above the background
noise, hands working to fasten the buckles of the harness, the lab
coat shouts: “Captain, we have given you enough line to reach the
Anubis Gate, and step three yards beyond. When you reach the end of
the tether, about-face, and attempt to re-enter; if you cannot find
the Gate on its other side, give two sharp tugs on the lifeline,
and we will haul you back in. If sixty seconds have passed, and you
have neither returned, nor signalled for a return, we will pull you
back in. Got it?”

Blackwell, eyeing the
Gate with interest, nods at the lab coat's instructions, and loudly
repeats: “Three yards, turn; two tugs if I'm lost. Sixty second
time limit.”

With a nod of his own,
the lab coat spends a few more seconds securing the harness, before
returning to the control room, via that flight of metal stairs, as
Blackwell steadies himself, taking slow and deep breaths, focusing
upon the simple instructions he is to follow, as to keep his mind
from proposing what-if scenarios. Then, when a klaxon sounds,
angrily, and those flashing yellow light switch to a still shade of
green, the Captain gives a small nod, and approaches the golden
gate; as he slowly draws near, the ambient hum echoing about the
chamber grows louder, enough to vibrate the hollow of his chest,
and the odd symbols engraved upon that gleaming artifact begin to
glow with inner light.

Abruptly, a sheet of
wavering darkness fills the so-called Anubis Frame, it a shade of
black infinitely dimmer than night, and so thin as to appear
two-dimensional, that seems to swallow the light what shines upon
it. Blackwell falters a step, hand moving to the holster at his
hip, before he slowly sets his feet to moving, once more, and
coming to stand before that trembling darkness, he pauses to
scrutinize its reflection-less surface, before he boldly strides
through the Gate, slowly vanishing from sight.

The ninety-inches of
slack afforded by his lifeline slowly drag along the smooth floor
of the chamber, as the Captain – ostensibly – walks into whatever
lay beyond that dark portal. Then, with more than a yard of play
remaining, that life line grows abruptly taut, humming a brief
moment, before it snaps…

~ ~
~

Five years later, deep
in that place called 'Dreamland', the heavy door that leads to
Laboratory Eight bears a placard what reads, 'Project Faraway Star,
Hop #21'. Still do dozens of lab coated men move and mill in that
vast lab, manning the cutting-edge of computer technology, and
arguing over the data their machines produce, while that strange,
golden artifact known as the 'Anubis Frame' stands glaring with a
sheet of darkness within it, infinite and terrible, humming the air
with its power.

There before that
trembling Gate, a man dressed in a long white lab coat works to
buckle a five-point harness upon a uniformed soldier, equipped with
an assortment of weapons, armour, and examples of survival gear, to
whom a length of braided-metal cable is attached, what tethers him
to a large steel weight embedded into the wall. “Lieutenant,”
shouts the lab coat, moving his face close to the man's ear, as to
be heard above the din, “we have given you enough line to reach the
gateway, and move five yards beyond that. When you reach the end,
attempt to re-enter the gate; if you cannot find the gate, give two
sharp tugs on the lifeline, and we'll haul you back in. If two
minutes have passed, and you have not returned, or signalled to
return, we will pull you back in. Do you understand?”

To which, the
Lieutenant gives a nod, and the lab coat bids him 'good luck',
before moving for a flight of metal stairs, what return him to the
control room. And, when a loud buzzer sounds, and the flash of
amber lights instead glare a steady shade of green, the soldier
begins his slow approach towards the Anubis Frame, entering the
tenebrous gate without pause. There upon the smooth, concrete
floor, the soldier's lifeline snakes along with his goings, slowly
playing out its fifteen feet of slack, giving only half that,
before the line suddenly grows taut, and begins to violently jerk
side to side within the Frame; but a heartbeat later, the
Lieutenant abruptly bursts out of the dark Gate, tumbling through
the air, landing upon the floor of the chamber with a heavy thud,
rolling like a rag doll, his lifeless body broken, bleeding, and
torn…

~ ~
~

Five years later, safe
from prying eyes within the subterranean halls of Dreamland, the
placard upon the door to Lab Eight reads, 'Project Faraway Star,
Hop #54'. There, in the chamber what houses the so-called Anubis
Frame, a lone soldier sits within a small, pod like vehicle,
seeming as the cockpit of a fighter aircraft, without the aircraft,
he wearing the flight suit, helmet, and mask of an aviator. With
the nosecone of that small craft aimed at the wavering sheet of
terrible darkness what hangs in the Frame, a rather large device
situated behind the cockpit begins to glow with inner light, it
seeming as an oversized movie studio camera, its lens aimed the
vehicle's way. Upon a flash, that odd device lances forth a
continuous, humming beam of compressed, yellow light, what passes
through an engine-like nacelle what extends from the bottom of the
soldier's pod, continuing on to disappear into the vantablack Gate.
As the pilot within listens to a steady countdown from five, and he
flips a few switches upon the vehicle's control panel, the pod
abruptly lurches into motion at the word 'Launch', crossing the
short distance to the Gate, that glaring beam impelling the small
craft surprisingly fast.

Plunging into a
complete and total darkness, save for the lights glowing within the
pod, the pilot focuses his attention more on the analog instruments
before him, than on the infinite nothing visible through the small
porthole window of his craft. Almost immediately, several of the
gauges and metres upon the console begin to go haywire; the needle
of the speedometer spinning wildly, the odometer rolling to such a
large number, it ceases to function; the cockpit shudders and
shakes, console mounted lights glow an angry shade of red, as
alarms begin to sound, frantically.

Following that beam of
compressed light issuing from the under-mounted nacelle, the pod
hurtles through the infinite darkness, moving irrationally fast,
travelling an incalculable distance in only a dozen fast-pounding
heartbeats, whereupon the lone pilot does see a tiny point of
light, ahead. Quickly growing in aspect as his craft hurtles near,
that light soon takes on the shape of a dodecahedron, coloured a
dim shade of green, what swirls with thin veins of yellow, and
black. Fast-approaching that odd light, the shape growing to
unfathomable proportions, the pilot braces himself, and closes his
eyes, as his craft plunges into that emerald light, as a stone
splashes into the sea. Blinding light, silver-white and black,
flickers and shines through the small window; the pod shudders
violently, and the fuselage begins to crack, as showers of
blue-white sparks spray from the console, filling the cockpit with
an ever-growing cloud of smoke. Alarms blaring, warning lights
flashing, the pilot abruptly slips into unconsciousness.

Slowly, the pilot
comes to, groaning and coughing for the acrid smoke in his lungs,
as buzzers and alarms continue to sound, seemingly muted to his
ears. His head aches, and his chest burns, while some force
presses, painfully, upon his shoulders; opening his eyes, the pilot
finds he is still harnessed to the seat of the armoured pod, it
heavily damaged, torn open along one side, laying with he hanging
upside down. Through the smoke, and his blurred vision, the pilot
manages to access an emergency escape lever, with a grunt giving it
a tug; upon a loud hiss, a section of the pod's fuselage falls
away, to land upon the ground. With one hand unfastening his
five-point harness, the pilot slides out of the cockpit, falling
only a foot to land upon firm earth; laying there a moment, still
coughing, and trying to catch his breath, he then looks about, to
find himself surrounded by the unfamiliar trees, and leafy
undergrowth, of a night dark forest.

Struggling to his
feet, staggering and swaying, the pilot pulls off his helmet and
mask, taking deep and wheezing breaths, as he draws his sidearm
from the holster at his hip; aiming as he turns fast circles, back
and forth, searching the moonlit trees for hostile activity. Soon
relaxing his alarm, also too hearing that intermittent buzz from
the crash site, he moves to kneel in the dirt aside the damaged
pod, to salvage an armoured case of emergency gear from within.
With both hands, he snaps open the latches what hold the case
closed, lifting its lid to reveal a collection of items within,
suitable for survival situations, water purification gear,
flashlight and batteries, fire-making tools, first aid equipment,
and the like.

A sudden rustle in the
undergrowth draws the pilot's attention, then, and he immediately
aims his weapon in the direction of the noise, his eyes wide, ears
straining. Tense and silent do three heartbeats pass. Then, some
massive thing bursts through the trees, fast-rushing his way, in
aspect of a truck-sized insect, moonlight flashing upon its
mantis-like face as it goes, chitinous legs shaking the ground,
insectean arms reaching. The pilot gets off a single shot with his
sidearm, before that towering monstrosity snatches him up in its
spiny grip, effortlessly lifting the man up before its horrid,
many-eyed face, he screaming and thrashing about, as it examines
him…

~ ~
~

Forty seven years
later…

Still operating deep
within the subterranean embrace of 'Dreamland', the door to Lab
Eight bears a sign what reads, 'Project Faraway Star, Hop#144'.
Within the sleek and armoured cockpit aimed the Anubis Frame's way,
a lone pilot sits awaiting the end of the countdown, wearing
nothing less than a NASA spacesuit, as a high-powered laser lances
forth a beam of yellow light through her craft's nacelle, and into
the vantablack sheet what wavers in the Gate. And, upon the word
'Launch', the pod lurches into motion, in a blink vanishing into
that dark portal.

On the surface, above,
thousands of miles across the globe, a strange and dazzling display
of light paints the skies, over a country known as Norway, left by
the pod's energetic exit from the Universe. A deep shade of blue,
appearing as a massive, slowly turning pinwheel, the strange
phenomenon spirals against the night's sky for several minutes,
before fading, leaving the world to speculate at its cause…

 


…At
the southern end of the Maggirdym, upon the quiet Beach a short
walk from the School, a colony of gulls cries out, belligerently,
as they soar above the glittering sands. The sun's mid-morning heat
not yet intense enough to banish the low fog what wafts upon the
shore, only a single Soul wanders that stretch of placid beach,
beneath the shade of a listing palm tree. Behind the noise of the
birds on the air, the rolling crash of the ocean waves, and the
gentle hiss of wind-blown sand, the distant sound of the School's
bell drifts upon the breeze, announcing the arrival of a new Soul
into the Realm.

Clad in the fitted
blazer, plaited skirt, high socks, and loafers, of her student
uniform, coloured a deep shade of violet to denote her position as
a sophomore, Seranine needlessly fusses with the lay of her
necktie, as she slowly paces a nervous circle in the sand. “Okay –
so,” murmurs she, talking to herself, “keep a respectful distance,
no sudden movements; introduce yourself, assure them they're safe.
Don't forget to smile, keep it casual and light; talk about the
positive side of all this, follow their lead, but ease them into
the tour.” Then, taking a breath, letting out a readying sigh, she
turns to face the waves, with a nod saying: “Okay… I can do
this.”

Amber-eyes glittering
in the sunlight, Seranine hooks an errant lock of her short,
tousled hair over an ear, then adjusts the simple headband she
wears, it decorated with a simple, offset bow. Clasping her hands
behind her back, trying to calm her nerves, she looks out over the
infinite reach of the ocean's waters, to that place where they
meet, indistinguishably, with the sky. Then, a familiar voice
suddenly floods her mind, saying: “Nozomi, Seranine, it's
Kita.”

Nozomi's dulcet voice
then echoes in Seranine's mind, saying: “What's up; everything okay
up there?”

“Uh,”
hesitates Kita's voice, “I'm not sure. A Soul is approaching the
Realm, but there's something different about this one. They're
inside a vehicle of some sort.”

“I
beg your pardon?”, exclaims Nozomi, clearly nonplussed.

To which, Kita does
add: “It's coming fast.”

Aiming a worried look
to the sky, Seranine says: “Headmistress?”

“Hold
on, Seranine,” comes her Headmistress' reply, “but be on guard for
trouble.”

Quick on Nozomi's
heels, Kita informs, “Here it comes, now.” Then, but a heartbeat
later, she adds: “She's a Human Soul, tainted by a trivial Minion.
She is alive.”

As with one
incredulous voice, Seranine and Nozomi repeat: “She's alive?”

“Yeah,” reverberates Kita's voice, “she is sitting in a
protective vehicle of some sort. Intentional or otherwise, she's
headed our way. Thirty heartbeats, and she'll impact with the outer
side of the Realm.”

It is then when
Aikata's voice joins the conversation, he quietly asking: “What
will happen if she does?”

“I
don't know,” is Nozomi's reply, “I've never had this happen,
before. It could destroy the craft, and its pilot along with it,
for all I know. Kita, is there any chance can you stop the
collision?”

“I've
no clue,” Kita admits, “I might destroy the thing, and her, in
trying.”

Seranine again aims
her words to the sky, and frets: “It could be a weapon; it might
hurt Kita, or worse.”

Upon a beat, Nozomi's
voice then says: “Kita, see if you can move it off; deflect it,
turn it around.”

“Rodger that,” comes the reply, before a somewhat long and
tense moment passes, while Seranine stands fidgeting in the sand,
looking to the only star in the sky visible in the light of
day.

“Kita?”, says Nozomi, then, voice tinged with worry.

“Hold
on…,” Kita replies, finally, and when another long moment of
silence passes, she reveals: “This thing is forcing its way passed
me; it's breaking apart the more I hold it back.”

To which, Nozomi
orders, “Don't let it enter the Realm.”

Then, after yet
another long moment of quiet, Kita's voice announces: “Okay, it's
done. The vehicle has been destroyed, but I managed to save the
pilot. What should I do with her?”

Eyes wide, Seranine
incredulously inquires: “You saved her?”

“Force of habit,” is Kita's chuckling reply. “Besides, she's
harmless.”

“Kita,” Nozomi chimes in, “send her down to the Beach; I'll be
there in a sec.”

“You
don't want me to send her back?”, inquires Kita, frown evident in
the sound of her voice.

“Kita, just do it,” orders Nozomi, curtly.

“Rodger-rodger.”

At which point, an
eye-wrenching blaze of blue-white light forms on the air, only a
few paces away from where Seranine stands, it growing and expanding
to form a narrow archway of rainbow colour, from which Nozomi and
Aikata emerge, she clad in the blue fitted-blazer, plaited skirt,
high socks and loafers of her uniform, and he dressed in his own
version of the same. Behind them, from the gleaming gate comes
Koneko, close in tow, she all clad in the candy-coloured dress, and
scarlet plates of her Magirai armour, carrying a rather
sinister-looking, oversized cannon in her hands, it easily larger
than she. As the Realm goes into 'yellow alert', a grand and
impossible rainbow paints the sky, arcing across the breadth of the
Realm, while monk's hood flowers abruptly replace the usual blooms
found throughout the countryside, as the grumble of a sonic boom
echoes from the south, across the sea, what heralds the alacritous
approach of the wingless Sylph known as Myfanwy, who comes to a
momentumless halt on the air, above the glittering sands, next to
the others.

With the diminutive
Fairy giving a happy wave, Nozomi bids Aikata and Koneko to remain
where they are, then moves the few paces across the sand to stand
aside the befuddled Student Body President, and setting a gentle
hand upon the small of the girl's back, she quietly says: “Let me
do the talking.”

To which, Seranine
nods, and quietly replies, “Yes – Headmistress.” Then, she angles
her amber eyes upward, when a column of aureate light lances down
from the lone star, high above, to shine upon the beach, near the
water, the beam glittering with swirling flecks of golden colour.
And – there, within that wide and glowing ray, amidst a gentle rain
of white rose petals, a figure slowly descends from the sky, soon
landing upon their feet, there safely on the sand. Apparently
wearing a full body suit of heavy fabric, sealed and pressurized,
with a bulbous, fishbowl of a helmet bearing a golden visor, and a
pair of bright, side-mounted lights, the figure wears a rather
large backpack, ostensibly to provide they inside with an
artificial atmosphere, acceptable temperature, and communications.
That overly protected pilot looks about the Beach, turning stiffly
for fact of that cumbersome suit, and upon seeing Nozomi's slow
approach, immediately draws a sidearm from a holster, and aims the
weapon the girl's way.

“Hello,” smiles the azure-haired god, giving the newcomer a
friendly wave, not staying her feet.

Firearm still aimed at
the girl's freckled face, with one hand does the pilot lift the
golden visor of her helm, to reveal another of clear glass, through
which her face can be seen. Warily, she looks to those few others
standing on the beach, a dozen paces away, before giving the girl
with the blue hair a small nod.

Casually gesturing to
the pilot's protective suit, Nozomi says: “Your helmet, you do not
need it here; I promise, this environment will support you.
Likewise, you'll not need your firearm in this place; you will find
it to be rather ineffective against anything you might deem a
threat.”

Raising her voice as
to be heard through her helmet, still aiming her handgun Nozomi's
way, the pilot frantically asks: “Where am I? Is this the
Maggirdym?”

To which, the
freckle-faced goddess frowns, and warily asks: “How do you know
that?”

The pilot hesitates a
beat, before saying: “I was sent here to be trained as one of the
Magirai.”

At which, Koneko moves
to her Headmistress' side, with a quiet clatter readying her
oversized cannon in her hands, but Nozomi holds a hand to stay her
advance; the pilot, seeing the look in the petite redhead's eyes,
grows tense, and falters back a step, dividing the aim of her
handgun between Koneko and Nozomi, warily eyeing the sinister
weapon the former carries.

“Sent
here by who?”, Nozomi inquires, as Koneko relaxes her state of
alarm, slightly.

Hesitating a moment,
the pilot finally says: “That's classified.”

Sniffing a laugh,
Nozomi quirks a brow, and observes: “Hardly the proper way to
introduce yourself. Forcing your way into this Realm, armed and
armoured, withholding information…”

Ignoring the comment,
the pilot demands: “I must speak to the commanding officer of this
place.”

At which, Nozomi
becomes suddenly all engulfed in a nimbus of blue-white fire, and
hand-long plumes of cerulean flame blaze from her eyes, as her
absurdly long hair lifts against gravity to flow on the air, about
her. And, slowly moving a pace that newcomer's way, she sternly
replies, “You are speaking to the commanding officer of this
place. And, who might you be?”

Faltering back a few
paces of her own, arm wavering as she aims her sidearm at she aglow
with licks of blue-white fire, the pilot stammers: “I… I am… My
name is… Patricia… Captain Patricia Sutton.”

Those roiling flames
what limn her slender form growing brighter, and more violent, her
azure eyes hard with cerulean ire, the freckle-faced girl declares:
“I am Nozomi, the Goddess of Hope, Headmistress of the Maggirdym.
And – you, Patricia Sutton, Captain, how did you find this place?
And – don't give me that 'classified information' crap, or I shall
grow even more annoyed.”

Again moving back a
few stumbling paces, sloshing through the low surf, the Captain
nervously replies: “The military has been searching for this place
for decades, trying to send soldiers here, for training.”

“Why?”, frowns Nozomi, coming to a halt, she still glowing with
cerulean power.

The newcomer shrugs,
and replies: “Who wouldn't want an army of superheroes with magic
powers?”

“If
you know of this Realm, and the Magirai,” posits Nozomi, coolly,
“certainly you must know there are rules that govern who may train
here.”

Turning a quick look
about the sun-warm beach, the Captain admits: “I was not informed
of any rules. I was only told that my pod would transport me here,
where I would undergo specialized training; then, I would be
returned home, so I can protect my country.”

Slowly shaking her
head, Nozomi informs: “Of the requirements to train here, you have
met none.”

“Tell
me what I have to do, and I'll do it,” bargains she named Patricia,
lowering her weapon, slightly.

“Only
women of a certain age may be brought here,” reveals Nozomi, “and
while you've part of that right, and forgive me for saying this,
you are a number of years too old. Then, one's Soul needs to be of
a certain brightness, and again, forgive me, but yours is currently
too dim. Next, one must make an earnest wish to come to this Realm,
and you've done no such thing; rather, you simply followed orders.
And, finally, you must be dead, which clearly is not the
case.”

At which, the Captain
hesitantly holsters her sidearm, as she moves to place another pace
of ground between herself and Nozomi, and fiddling with the latches
of her bulbous helmet, with the heels of her palms twisting and
lifting it from her head, the blue-eyed brunette aims a frown the
glowing god's way, and repeats: “My Soul is too dim?”

“I'm
afraid so,” Nozomi nods, softening her expression,
somewhat.

“And,” the Captain slowly adds, “I have to make a wish, and I
have to be dead?” Then, aiming her words more to the ground, she
mutters: “So, you're saying I came all this way for
nothing?”

“I'm
afraid so,” repeats Nozomi.

“But,
there must be something you can do,” Patricia tries to bargain,
shaking her head, “bend the rules, write new ones. I need to be
trained here; I need these powers you give.”

With a shake of her
own head, the azure-haired goddess quietly replies, “I'm afraid
that's not possible, Captain. One cannot force their way into
heaven, so to say.”

Dropping her helmet to
the sand, again drawing her sidearm, Patricia aims the weapon
Nozomi's way, and argues: “I can't accept that. I just travelled
across infinity in a tin can; anything is possible after that.”

Clearly unconcerned
for the handgun pointing her way, Nozomi replies: “I'm sorry,
Captain…”

“You…
You don't understand,” continues Patricia, trying to blink away the
tears welling in her eyes. “If I don't train here, if I return
without these powers, the world will continue to fall into chaos.
Crime, terrorism, war… Kids can't even go to school, without
running the risk of being killed.”

“Patricia,” Nozomi smiles, softly, “I would bring every Human
being into this Realm if I could; I would train all Mankind in my
little School for magical superheroes. But, it's simply not in my
power. The rules for gaining entry to the Maggirdym are there for a
reason; I had to agree to them in order for this Realm to exist in
the first place. There is no way that I can change them,
now.”

Brow twisting with her
confusion, the first of her tears sliding down a cheek, Patricia
gives a shake of her head, and whispers, “But – why?”

“A
greater Storyteller than I demands it,” shrugs Nozomi.

Lowering her sidearm,
looking about as though helpless, and lost, Patricia sniffles, and
asks: “So, there's nothing you can do to help the world?”

Nozomi gives an
insouciant lift of her shoulders, replying: “My dear, I've sent
more than seventy-five thousand Magirai into the world, over the
Ages. Tens of thousands more will find their way here, in the Ages
to come. I am doing for the world as much as I can.”

Hanging her head as
though defeated, Patricia then asks: “Am I stuck here?”

The azure-haired
Headmistress carefully moves to stand before that sniffling
interloper, allowing the soundless roil of blue-white flame upon
her body to fade. “I can't send you back home, myself,” she quietly
replies, “but someone here can; however, there is a greater problem
with which you must now contend.” Then, offhandedly gesturing to
the sky, she explains: “This Realm exists outside the flow of Time
to which you are accustomed; because you arrived in the fashion you
did, when you return to the 'real' world, you will not arrive in
the same time period you left.”

Patricia closes her
eyes, as though dreading to ask the question: “What time will it
be?”

“I
don't know,” Nozomi shrugs, “if you're lucky, it could be that only
a few days have passed, while you've been gone; but, I suggest you
prepare yourself, for it could be years, decades, or even
centuries.”

“Centuries?”, repeats Patricia, weakly.

With a nod, Nozomi
whispers: “I'm sorry, Captain.”

Squeezing her eyes
shut, face growing red, Patricia nods the word, “Fuck,” as though
trying empower the curse with more force, and angrily repeating
that oath over and over, she finally brings her tantrum to an end,
and meeting Nozomi's gaze, mutters: “Pardon my language.”

To which, Nozomi
laughs: “Oh, no problem at all; you go right ahead. This is a
troubling situation, to say the least, one worthy of more than a
few expletives.”

“All
right – well,” segues Patricia, letting out a calming breath, “the
longer I spend here, the more time passes back home,
right?”

“Yes,
but there is no set conversion rate between the two,” replies
Nozomi.

“But,
there's a chance it'll only be a short while.”

“There's a chance it could be a fraction of a heartbeat,” says
Nozomi, holding up a hand, “and there's a chance it could be a
million years,” she finishes, holding up the other. “There's no way
to be sure, until you re-enter the flow of Time in the
Universe.”

At which point,
Koneko's high-pitched voice drifts softly on the air, saying:
“Headmistress?”, before she gives an inviting tilt of her head.
Nozomi politely excuses herself, and moves to stand aside that
petite redhead, with Aikata joining them, and Koneko leans her
words into Nozomi's ear, giving a small shrug, as she inquires:
“So, I'm just thinkin', what if she stayed?”

Giving the
emerald-eyed girl a frown, Nozomi replies: “This is hardly the time
for jokes, Kitten-face.”

Koneko clucks her
tongue, rolling her eyes, before she quietly explains: “Oh – come
on, Nozomi, you know she's pretty much screwed; there's a bigger
chance she'd be going back to an unfamiliar world, one that prolly
super-sucks way more than the one she's from. At least, here in the
Magg, she can live out her days in peace; at least it's some kinda
consolation, for getting into the mess she's in.”

Pursing her lips,
letting out a sigh as she considers, Nozomi restates her bride's
proposal, saying: “A living Human being, living in the
Maggirdym.”

“Mel
and Tuli do it,” Koneko shrugs, “sorta. Just, Ennui does some kind
of Fairy awesomeness to keep them from missing too much
time.”

So far content to
merely listen, Aikata gives a lift of his shoulders, and quietly
asks: “Can't Myfanwy just do some Fairy awesomeness, and send our
visitor back to her proper Time?”

Nozomi shakes her head
at the question, and explains: “Wee One brings Mel and Tuli both
ways, controlling the knife of Time when they come to the
Maggirdym, and when they go back to the Universe. Our hapless
visitor travelled the Between within a vessel to get here; a
million years could have passed in the 'real world', while she did
so. Even if Wee brought her back in a heartbeat, she's still lost
time.”

Hefting her oversized
cannon to a shoulder, Koneko says: “I mean, either way, it'd be an
adventure for her. Who knows, maybe when she gets back, the world
will be better than the one she left.”

Aikata meets Nozomi's
gaze, then, to ask: “Would her staying here mess up the Realm
any?”

“No,”
replies the freckle-faced god, “honestly, she'd not be much
different than one of the false-folk.” Then, giving a small start,
eyes wide, she murmurs: “Oh, that sounded bad, the way I said
that.”

Looking Patricia's
way, who sits upon the sand, using her helmet as a stool, Aikata
reminds: “She's been cleaned of Demonic influence, by both Kita,
and the Realm; she's hardly a threat to anyone on her own.”

“She'd be well taken care of,” adds Koneko, lifting a
shoulder.

The three share brief
looks, and fast shrugs, a moment, then Nozomi moves to stand where
Patricia sits, blushing a smile, as she says: “Sorry about our
side-chat, Captain; as you've no doubt assumed, we were talking
about you. So, considering your predicament, you can 'a', go home
to an uncertain time and world, or 'b', live out your days here, in
an uncertain, but friendly, world.”

Looking up, Patricia
furrows her brow with the question: “You're offering to let me
stay?”

With a nod, Nozomi
lowers herself to kneeling in the sand, there before the seated
Captain, as she explains: “The odds of you returning to the world
you know are long, at best; life may be better or worse than that
to which you are accustomed. Indeed, by the time you get back, the
'real' world may be rather alien to you, even unlivable. While you
cannot train in the arts of the Magirai, and while this Realm is
unfamiliar to you, I can at least guarantee it will be livable,
peaceful, and safe. If you don't mind, I might dare to say, it will
even be fun.”

“So,
I can either leave,” reiterates Patricia, gesturing to the sky,
“and probably end up in an Age I don't belong, or I stay here until
I die of old age, in a world I don't belong.” Then, letting out a
heavy sigh, she shrugs, “Well, I knew this trip would be
risky.”

Nozomi sniffs a laugh,
and gently nudging the girl's knee with a hand, she assumes: “I bet
you didn't think your day would end up like this.”

“You
can say that again,” Patricia mutters, shaking her head, as she
looks to the ground at her feet, in effort to hide the unbidden
tears streaming down her face.

“Here…,” whispers Nozomi, holding out a hand, in which suddenly
manifests a folded handkerchief.

“Thanks,” replies the Captain, seemingly unfazed by its abrupt
appearance, using the small cloth to dry her tears, and quell her
sniffles.

Setting a gentle hand
upon the girl's knee, Nozomi quirks a brow, and smiles: “Would you
like a piece of cheesecake? Not that it will help, but it might
make you feel better.”

Patricia lets out a
tearful laugh, and replies: “No, that's okay.” Then, meeting the
azure-haired girl's gaze with her own, she quietly inquires:
“You're certain you can send me back?”

“I
am,” smiles Nozomi, giving an assuring nod. “It will be quite the
ride for you, but you'll arrive on the 'real' world, alive and
well. As for what you will find when you get there…”

When Nozomi does not
go on, but rather shrugs her uncertainty, Patricia sits in thought
a long moment, quietly considering her options. Then: “Well, if
there's a chance I can return to my time, I have to take it. I need
to report to my superiors; I need to let them know what
happened.”

“Tell
them to stop trying to force their way into this Realm,” Nozomi
chuckles, rising to her feet.

With a nod, Patricia
stands, swaying on her feet slightly, finding her balance, before
she casts a long look about the beach, and sighs: “Okay, there's no
point in putting it off. Send me back.”

“Are
you sure?”, asks Nozomi, quirking a brow.

Closing her eyes,
giving a curt nod, Patricia says, “Do it.”

Nozomi gives a small
nod of her own, turning to that effulgent Fairy who hovers nearby,
gesturing that she come near, and Myfanwy glides through the air,
giving a fast and playful twirl, as she comes to hover at the
azure-haired goddess' side. “Captain,” smiles she, “despite the
unwanted intrusion upon my Realm, it was a pleasure to meet you. I
am sorry things did not go according to how you wanted.”

Patricia nods for
those words, and makes her quiet goodbyes, before that wingless
Fairy drifts her way, gently taking hold of the girl's index finger
in her tiny hands; then, giving the Captain a wink of mischief, the
diminutive Sylph spins about, with a mighty heave throwing the
wayward pilot towards the sky; before she can tumble a half-dozen
paces, a strange, vantablack tear appears upon the air, seeming as
a rip in paper, into which she named Patricia flies, vanishing from
sight as she enters, and that jagged rend abruptly seals itself
closed…

 


…The
Sun sets upon a far-reaching stretch of heat-blasted desert, dotted
with the occasional crumbling mesa, or towering crag. Beneath the
clear and darkening sky, the stars already twinkling for the loss
of day, nothing moves in that desolate place, save for the
wind-driven dust, and the occasional errant tumbleweed. Upon a
sudden, a brilliant flash of
blue-white light heralds the arrival of a young woman, as she
abruptly appears out of thin air, dressed in the heavy spacesuit of
an astronaut. Arms flailing, feet kicking, grunting as she hits the
ground, she rolls and tumbles a half-dozen paces across the warm
sand, before coming to a grinding, sliding stop. Another flicker of
light brightens the area, and a bulbous helmet tumbles through the
air after her, bouncing twice, before rolling to a listing halt a
half-dozen paces away.

With a groan, Patricia
pushes herself up from the ground, sitting upon her knees in the
hot, sere sand, looking about as to gain her bearings. Finding only
empty desert, and crumbling badlands, as far as she can see, she
slowly rises to her feet, stumbling slightly, as she turns a full
circle, eyes scanning the horizon. Quickly does she spy the
telltale right angles and straight lines of buildings, standing
tall in the distance, they dark against the fading violet of
twilight; then, angling her eyes towards the north, she sees what
appears to be a broad forest of crystalline trees, what glitter and
sparkle in the fading light, while high in the sky does she catch
sight of a contrail, drawing a straight, white line, left by some
far-distant aircraft.

With a sigh, limping
slightly, Patricia moves to where her helmet lay, settling it over
her head, and locking it into place; then, seeing that her suit
still has power, feeling that it fills itself with cool, fresh air,
she begins to call out over the builtin radio, attempting to
contact the place called 'Dreamland'. When she does not receive an
immediate reply, she switches to a secondary channel, repeating her
hailing call, again, and again. Still not receiving communications
upon those channels, Patricia lets out a heavy sigh, and removes
her helmet, looking about a moment, as she considers what to do,
before turning on her helm-mounted lights, as to test that they
still work, before she sets her feet to walking, on a course aimed
for that city in the distance, moving stiffly for the heavy suit
she wears.

Long does she trek
across the sand, well-into night, going by the light of the gibbous
moon, of a time coming across a cluster of derelict cars parked
upon a cracked asphalt road, what lays mostly covered with sand,
the vehicles but rusted shells of what they once were, now serving
only as places for the desert dunes to form. Coming to a stop,
staring at those few cars, as she considers their implication, she
soon sets herself to tiredly following that obscured road; of a
time, breathless and sweating, Patricia draws near enough to that
light-less city, and a dread sensation of cold blooming in her
stomach as she approaches. Bringing herself to a halt upon the
sand-covered road, seeing that grand metropolis in an advanced
state of ruin, with its skyscrapers mere skeletons of steel, broken
and toppled, supporting massive sand dunes what bury the streets to
the tops of their lampposts, where not a single light shines, nor
does a single sound echo forth, save for the haunting moan of the
wind. Mindlessly moving forward, eyes welling with tears, Patricia
shuffles through the sand, pressing onward towards that ruined
civilization, in short order coming upon a large highway sign,
fallen across the road, rusted and broken, the partially obscured
text upon it reading ,'Las Vegas, 13 miles'…


Chapter: Epilogue

~ I've Got a Headache
~

The Cowichan Valley,
Vancouver Island, Canada; Summer, 2022 AD

At the tree-filled
property of Sungoma Arts Centre, within the grand house what
resides at the centre of that vast estate, Mellifluous and Sonder
stand in the so-called Janus room, in the midst of a friendly
argument. A low, stonework dais takes up much of the space in that
small room, set with eight pillars of dark and fluted stone that
reach the ceiling, arranged to form a wide circle upon that raised
platform. There, a statue of a two-faced man, life-sized and all
nude, chin on its fist as though bored, sits upon the edge of the
low dais, as though waiting; within that ring of dark pillars, a
single lit candle stands, there before what appears to be a
door-sized rectangle of terrible blackness what hangs upon the air,
as a sheet hung up to dry, it wavering slightly, and trembling the
air with a quiet, yet incessant hum.

In her mid-twenties,
with heterochromous blue-and-green eyes, and a metallic tattoo of
leafy vines upon the right side of her face, she called Mellifluous
stands wearing a large, conical hat, granting her the cliched
appearance of a cartoon witch, its wide brim reaching passed her
shoulders, pointed peak so tall it flops back upon a right angle,
while a heel-length cloak of forest green wool drapes from her
shoulders, boasting a silken lining, and a high and stiff collar. A
laced vest of brocaded, green silk covers her simple white blouse;
a pair of tight, black leggings, and grey, cable knit, knee-high
socks hide her legs, beneath the green tiered-skirt about her
waist, while a pair of tall leather boots adorn her feet.
Anachronistically, a yellow Walkman hangs from the satchel at her
hip, upon which hang a large pair of over-ear headphones, while a
tall staff stands clutched in her right hand, seemingly made of a
twisted piece of polished wood.

For herself, she
called Sonder stands upon a pair of dark, high-heeled, red-soled
shoes, wearing a dark and form-fitting pinstriped dress, her long,
black hair all caught-up in a high ponytail. Somewhere in her
thirties, the caramel-skinned woman is taller than Mellifluous by a
thumb, not counting the shoes, and athletically fit, with a slender
waist, bustling hips, and a gracefully perfect posture. Her dark
eyes framed by long lashes, her smile perfect, and entrancing, she
chuckles at Mel's halfhearted protest. “Mellifluous, would you just
go?”, sighs she, rolling her dark eyes. “That's an order.”

To which, Mel smiles a
frown, and chuckles: “You don't give orders.”

“Only
because you wouldn't follow them,” Sonder laughs, giving a fast
shrug.

Mel lets out a sigh of
her own, looking to that wavering sheet of terrible darkness what
hangs in the room; then, meeting Sonder's gaze, she quietly
clarifies: “You sure it's okay?”

“For
the love of…,” mutters Sonder, again rolling her eyes as though
annoyed. “Yes, it is okay, Mellifluous. You've been working hard
since you've returned from your foray into the Obelisk of Hell; you
could do with a bit of a vacation.” Then, pointing to the
vantablack gateway, what hovers above that low dais, affecting a
stern tone, she smiles, and says: “Now – go; get your ass out of
here, before I force you to go.” And, when Mellifluous lets out a
heavy sigh, slowly turning for that sheet of abyssal darkness,
Sonder chuckles: “Say hello to the Goddess of Hope for me; send her
my best.”

“Will
do,” nods Mel, stepping onto the low platform, “tell Regina and the
others I'll be back, soon.”

With a nod of her own,
Sonder replies, “I shall.”

Mellifluous gives her
friend a wave, setting her pointed, broad-brimmed hat atop her
head, before turning to step through that so-called Janus Gate, to
be plunged into the infinite and total darkness of the Between.
Coming to a halt, only a pace beyond, apparently standing upon some
unseen ground, and seemingly aglow with inner light, what makes her
visible in that light-less place, Mel releases her hold upon the
tall walking staff of twisted maple she carries, it glowing as the full moon upon a clear
night. The heavy staff lifts a pace into the darkness, humming
softly, somehow filling the nonexistent air with the scent of
wildflowers, as the upper-most twists along its length begin to
quickly unravel, seeming as swaying threads of glaring light. Of
the two largest, lower-most turns in that glowing staff, one
suddenly appears as arms hugging their own shoulders, while the
other takes the soft curves of hips, and slender legs crossed at
both the knees and ankles. The staff unwinds its limbs,
fast-appearing as a young and slender woman, barely half a pace
tall, entirely nude, and radiating blue-white light from every part
of her, with a thick mane of hair as long as she is tall, and
iris-less, pupil-less eyes, what glow a shade of white brighter
than the rest of her. Immediately, that diminutive Sylph known as
Myfanwy darts Mel's way, playfully poking her cheeks, and tickling
her ears, silently laughing as she continues to tease.

“I'm
happy to see you too, Wee One,” Mellifluous sighs, enduring that
playful attack, aiming a smile the wingless Fairy's way, “now stop
being a pest, and let's go.”

Exuberantly, Myfanwy
twirls full about, snowy hair languidly flowing about her, and
holds a tiny thumbs up Mel's way, giving her a grinning wink,
before hovering close, and taking hold of her index finger with
both hands. Then, meeting the girl's blue-and-green gaze, seeing
her give a nod of readiness, Myfanwy spins around, and with a
mighty heave, abruptly hurls Mel over a shoulder, launching her
into the 'air', setting her to tumbling across the infinite
darkness with astonishing speed. As the girl with felted locks
speeds away, fast shrinking into the featureless distance, Myfanwy
suddenly darts off after her, vanishing for her alacrity, touching
off a booming ring wave of cerulean light, as she races away.

Almost immediately,
Myfanwy streaks passed the flailing, tumbling Mellifluous, in a
trice leaving her behind, and only a few heartbeats later does that
glowing Fairy draw near to a strange dome of light, what hangs in
that vast nothingness of the Between, it seeming as a hemisphere of
swirling, rainbow colour. Coming to an abrupt and momentumless
halt, perhaps a hundred paces away from that glaring mountain of
light, Myfanwy turns to look back the way she came, soon spotting
Mellifluous, seeming as a tiny speck of light, slowly growing in
aspect. Waiting several heartbeats, watching as that tiny light
draws near, Myfanwy holds out a hand, and catches the fast-moving
girl by the length of her fluttering cloak, somehow draining the
force of her goings, before gently setting her down upon her
feet.

“Ugh…,” groans Mel, swaying slightly. “No offence, Wee, but I
hate that part.”

To which, Myfanwy
covers her grin with a hand, and silently giggles.

It is then, when a
dazzling display of glittering light emerges from behind that
massive dome, seeming as a
fist-sized hourglass of glaring, golden lace, frantically twirling
and whirling, as torrents of blazing light spew from its cardinal
points, each one a dozen paces in length. Thick filaments of golden
energy form concentric rings within rings within rings, that spin
and rotate about its mid-line, forming a massive accretion disk of
glimmering colour, while stacked rings of trembling energy wreath
the fonts of light what pour from it, each glaring halo larger than
the last. Shimmering waves of rippling colour seem as an octet of
diaphanous, broad-reaching wings, while a dozen, head-sized orbs of
glaring light orbit about, emitting musical notes and
tones.

Mellifluous and
Myfanwy look up at that colossal array of scintillating, orchestral
light what draws near, and as it slows to a halt, not a dozen paces
away, the former gives a wave, and happily says: “Hey, Kita, it's
just us; here visiting.” To which, the many colourful orbs within
the strange nebulae set to flashing, resonating a short harmonic
melody, before the entire array moves off, its twirling, spinning
core blazing bright, as it resumes its slow circumnavigation of
that mountainous dome.

Seemingly unconcerned,
Mellifluous then walks towards that glaring hemisphere of rainbow
light, Myfanwy gracefully drifting on the air, beside her, and
boldly do they enter that blinding roar of rushing light and
streaking colour. Moving more than a dozen casual paces through
that chaotic place, seemingly lost in an incandescent tempest of
blinding light, Mel abruptly emerges into the 'reality' of the
Maggirdym, instantly met by the biting cold of winter, and a bright
and dreary sky, grey-white and overcast, while a gentle fall of fat
and fluffy snowflakes lights all about her, forming a blanket of
snow what rises almost to her knees. With Myfanwy still hovering at
her shoulder, finding herself, as expected, atop the slope of a
gentle hill, what looks out over a far-reaching and snow-covered
plain, Mel stands beneath the boughs of a towering maple tree,
leaf-bare for the season, from whose bark she had emerged. Nearby,
does a small house stand, Tudor-style, and two-storeys tall, with a
peaked roof of blue tin, and a broad oriel window, through which
the soft glow of lantern light shines, while the blur of heat from
the chimney portends of the warmth to be found, within the quaint
cottage.

Taking a deep breath
of the crisp and frigid air, pulling her cloak about herself, as to
stay off the cold, Mellifluous passes another long and lingering
look across the snow-covered beauty of that vast Field, before she
sets to trudging towards the little house, while Myfanwy hovers
through the air, playfully darting and dodging between the frozen
flakes what fall upon them. Tall leather boots crunching and
squeaking through the deep snow, drawing near to that quaint house,
Mel soon hears the sound of loud and yukking laughter from within,
seemingly made by a child, what continues as she approaches the
front door, and stamps her feet on the stairs, before she pushes it
open.

Poking her head
inside, raising her voice as to be heard above those peals of
childlike laughter, Mel calls out, “Knock – knock…,” before she
fully enters the house, Myfanwy in tow, and closes the door behind
herself. Then, grinning for what she hears, peeking into the living
room, she spies Nozomi sitting sideways upon the sofa, freckled
cheeks red, and smiling bright, as she mercilessly tickles the
little doll known as Kinlock. Three apples tall, seemingly made of
tightly wound string, coloured a bright shade of yellow, the
strangely animate plaything boasts a ball of yarn for a head, what
lacks a nose, mouth, and ears, with little feet-less legs, and
hand-less arms, bearing a small, felt heart attached to his chest
with a simple cross-stitch, while the ball-shaped head of a long
push pin, stabbed into his face, serves as one eye, even as the
round of a brass thumbtack assumes the role of the other. Laying on
his back upon the couch, laughing loud, he squirms and writhes
frantically, under Nozomi's playful attack, shaking his head, as he
tries to escape.

“Rawr!”, comes the azure-haired goddess' giggling growl, “the
tickle-monster has got you!”

Laughing
uncontrollably, tossing and turning, as he tries to fend off her
crooking fingers, Kinlock manages to shout: “Never!”

Mellifluous removes
her wide-brimmed hat, smiling for the altercation taking place upon
the sofa, and gives Nozomi a fast wave, when the latter casts a
welcoming nod her way. “Hello, sweetie,” giggles the blue-eyed
girl, “come on in; get out of the snow.”

At which, Kinlock
takes that small lapse in Nozomi's concentration to flip over onto
his belly, and push himself to his feet, before he races off across
the couch cushions, laughing loud, leaping over the back of the
sofa, to flee into the kitchen, giggling as he goes. Once there, he
hurries to enter the low cupboard nearest the ice box, still
giggling, slamming the door shut once he is within, where issues
forth the muffled clatter of pots and pans, a moment, before
falling eerily quiet.

Nozomi aims a grin at
Mel, then looks to the open kitchen, crooking a finger at the
cupboard in which Kinlock hides; upon another rattle of metallic
cookware, that cupboard door opens, and a small, lidded pot drifts
on the air from within, impossibly hovering across the room, to
gently light upon the sofa. With a smile, the freckle-faced girl
reaches out, and gives a fast triple-tap to the pot with a
fingertip, and slowly, the lid lifts, moving by hairs, to reveal
Kinlock, sitting within. Pot lid balancing atop his ball of yarn
head, he aims his straight pin and thumbtack gaze Nozomi's way, and
quietly pouts: “That's no fair.”

To which, Nozomi
sniffs a laugh, and with spots of colour blooming upon her cheeks,
she says: “We've got company; you want to call a truce, for a bit,
so we can hang out with Mel and Wee?”

“M'kay,” replies Kinlock, happy nod listing his pot lid hat to
one side.

“'Kay,” Nozomi nods, “come on out of there, you
cutie.”

Little Kinlock lifts
the pot lid from his head, setting it aside, with a tiny grunt
climbing his way out of the small pot, whereupon Nozomi gives a
vague gesture what sends that bit of cookware drifting back to the
kitchen, into the cupboard from which it came.

Quietly chuckling to
herself, smiling bright for their antics, Mel finds place on the
coat rack to hang her pointed hat, then takes off her tall,
snow-wet boots, and removing the forest green cloak from her
shoulders, she comments: “It's frigging cold out there.”

Already on her feet,
crossing the living room, Nozomi holds her hands out as though
inviting a hug, and wrapping their arms about each other, the
azure-haired god rising up onto her toes to account for her short
stature, both girls squeeze tight hugs, as they smile their quiet
hellos. Soon leaning back from that embrace, Nozomi says: “It's so
nice seeing you two, again.”

Then, from the sofa,
does Kinlock cheerfully shout: “Hi, Mel; hi, glowy Fairy!”

“Little Kinlock,” grins Mellifluous, and lowering herself to a
knee, holding her arms out wide, she says, “come here, and let me
squeeze you.”

“M'kay!”, cheers the animate plaything, hopping down from the
couch, little legs twiddling as he rushes across the carpet,
leaping to be caught up in her embrace.

Holding him tight,
rising to her feet, Mel chuckles: “I could hear you laughing all
the way outside.”

With a nod, Kinlock
points a hand-less arm the azure-haired goddess' way, and giggles:
“Zomi keeps chasing me, and tickling me. She's been doing it all
morning.”

“It's
a difficult life you have, my friend, ” grins Mel, meeting his
mismatched gaze with her own.

“Yeah,” nods Kinlock, letting out a giggle.

Without warning,
Myfanwy suddenly darts Mel's way, then, snatching little Kinlock
into her arms, lifting him into the air, looping and twirling
about, he laughing loud, and shouting 'Whee!', as she flies him
around the house, doing a quick lap of the open kitchen and living
room, before speeding up the spiral stairs, to the bedrooms upon
the second storey. Mellifluous, grinning for their joyful antics,
casts a quick look about the fire-warm living room, and seeing it
empty of others, inquires: “Where is everyone?”

To which, Nozomi
replies, “Aikata and Kitten-face are hanging out at the School,
today, but they'll be home for dinner.” Then, gesturing to the
long, U-shaped sofa, she smiles: “Please, have a seat; make
yourself at home.” And, as they find places for themselves, next to
each other, upon that cozy couch, the azure-haired goddess asks:
“How are Tuli and Lisl; they doing okay?”

“Oh –
yeah,” Mel nods, finding her comfort, “they're gonna come visit
too.”

With a small frown,
gaze lingering upon Mel's face, a moment, almost suspiciously,
Nozomi then inquires: “What's wrong?”

“What
makes you think something is wrong?”, comes Mel's reverse-ask, with
a frown of her own.

To which, the
blue-eyed girl giggles, “I have magic powers,” before pointing
Mel's way, adding: “And – besides, your Laceforme looks all…
squiggly, today, and not in a good way.”

Mellifluous lets out a
sigh, and listing her head against the couch back, she admits:
“It's been rough at home, the last little while, though one could
say that about any time in Human history. Anyway, I'm in need of,
and under orders to take, a bit of a vacation.” Then, turning her
head to meet Nozomi's gaze, she winces the question: “You got a
free bed in your guesthouse, I can use for a few sunsets, or
so?”

“Of
course,” nods the petite Headmistress, still frowning her concern,
before she offers: “Would you like a cup of coffee, or something;
hot chocolate, tea…?”

Closing her eyes, Mel
nods: “Hot chocolate, please, with like, fifty marshmallows in
it.”

With barely a thought,
offhandedly gesturing to the low coffee table, Nozomi there
manifests a ceramic mug of hot cocoa, it laden with an archipelago
of tiny, bobbing marshmallows. “Well, you picked a good day to
visit,” opines Nozomi, curling up in her seat, “January and Zelda
said they're going to swing by later today. We can have a little
get-together, help take your mind off things.”

Mug pausing on its way
to her mouth, Mellifluous blinks her mismatched eyes, and looking
the azure-haired girl's way, she repeats: “January and Zelda?”

“That
a problem?”, inquires Nozomi, quirking a brow.

“They're still here,” Mel asks, setting her cup down, “their
Souls are still in the Maggirdym?”

With a slight shake of
her head, and a fast shrug, Nozomi says: “Why wouldn't they
be?”

Eyes wide with her
sudden realization, sitting upright in her seat, Mel says: “Wait,
how long has it been since you saw me last?”

“Eighty-nine sunsets,” replies Nozomi, barely missing a beat.
“Why, how long have you been away, from your point of
view?”

Mel blinks, and
replies, “About a year,” before falling quiet, staring off into
space, as one lost in thought.

Nozomi, again frowning
her concern, reaches forth a gentle hand, carefully touching Mel's,
asking, “Mellifluous, what's wrong?”

To which, the girl
with heterochromous eyes gives her head a shake, and mutters: “This
doesn't make sense.” Then, coming to herself with a start, she
swallows loudly, and seeing the concern and confusion upon the
azure-haired girl's face, Mel quietly stammers: “They… They're
home.”

“I'm
sorry?”, replies Nozomi, brows lifting high, honestly confused by
the statement.

“January and Zelda,” clarifies Mellifluous, quietly, “they're
home; from my point of view, they're alive in the 'real' world,
living in my calendar, and country. Other Magirai, too.” Then,
squeezing her eyes shut, she groans, “Ugh, this is hurting my head.
Should I leave; should I go, before this messes everything
up?”

With a shake of her
head, Nozomi tries to assure, “No, you don't have to-”, but Mel
cuts her off, almost heatedly asking: “If their Souls are still
here, how can they be alive in the 'real' world, as well?”

“This
Realm exists outside the flow of Time; you know that,” reminds
Nozomi, frowning slightly. “By the sounds of it, the timeline of
the Maggirdym is currently behind your concept of the
present.”

“I…,”
says Mel, pausing a moment, before she mumbles, “That doesn't make
any sense.”

“Sure
it does,” Nozomi shrugs, giving a grin.

A dark line appearing
between her brows, as she considers her situation, Mel finally
bolts to her feet, as she decides: “No, I should leave, before some
time-paradox happens, and destroys this 'reality'.”

“Hey,
look at me,” says Nozomi, gently, reaching out to hold Mel's hand,
and when she of felted locks does so, the blue-eyed goddess quietly
assures: “You're not going to destroy anything.”

Slowly sinking into
her seat, Mellifluous frets: “How can you be so sure?”

To which, Nozomi
sniffs a laugh, and quirks a wry brow, replying: “For starters, I'm
a god. And, the whole idea of time-paradoxes is meaningless; they
don't actually exist. Or, I suppose, more correctly, in those
instances when they do exist, Onward is creative and
powerful enough to deal with them.”

So caught-up in her
own inner monologue that she does not truly hear Nozomi's words,
Mellifluous says: “But, if Jan and Zelda are here, and I tell them
about their 'real' selves, that'll mess up the future.”

“No,
it won't mess anything up,” counters Nozomi, “because you've
already told them.”

Brow twisting with a
frown of confusion, Mel mutters: “What the hell are you talking
about?”

“To
the January and Zelda alive in the 'real' world,” Nozomi patiently
explains, “this so-called day, here in the Maggirdym, is in their
past. From their point of view, this moment you and I are sharing,
right now, has already happened. Everything you are about to do and
say is, and will be, a memory for them.”

Blinking her
blue-and-green eyes, as she tries to wrap her head about that
grammatically convoluted explanation, Mellifluous lets out a long
sigh, and gesturing to that untouched cup of hot chocolate, upon
the low coffee table, she inquires: “Do you have anything stronger
than this? I think I'm going to need it.”

Nozomi sniffs a quiet
laugh at the request, with the barest wave of a hand transmuting
that mug of steaming, marshmallow laden cocoa, into a stemmed glass
filled with blackberry wine, there on the table.

Fast-taking that glass
in hand, emptying it inelegantly fast, Mel lets out a loud sigh,
and posits: “So, if January and Zelda show up here, today, and I
tell them something they did in the 'real' world, then what?”

“You
will be telling them something they will do, not did,”
clarifies Nozomi, slight smile upon her face. “The event is in
their future, and your past.”

“But,
me telling them will bend their future, won't it?”, frowns
Mellifluous. “It will change what they do when they get
home.”

Shaking her head,
Nozomi replies, “It's already changed what they do when they get
home, because that's what they did.”

Mellifluous' frown
darkens under the weight of her ever-growing confusion, reaching
such a critical mass in her mind that she abruptly smiles, and lets
out a quiet wave of giggles, what quickly escalates to a fit of
shoulder-shaking laughter, and she tries to say: “That doesn't make
sense, you idiot.” Then, managing to rein in her mirth, enough to
speak clearly, she adds: “So, if I tell January and Zelda last
week's winning lottery numbers, today, when they graduate home,
they can buy a ticket, last week, and win millions of dollars?”

“Did
they?”, chuckles Nozomi, eyes bright, giving a fast
shrug.

With a shake of her
head, slight and fast, Mel says: “Did they what?”

“Did
January and Zelda win millions of dollars, last week, in the 'real'
world?”, clarifies Nozomi.

With another shake of
her head, Mellifluous frowns, “No…”

“Then, obviously,” Nozomi smiles, cocking her head, “you're not
going to tell them the winning numbers, today; if you had, they
would've won. Or, maybe you will tell them, but something happened
that prevented them from buying a ticket; Onward is sneaky like
that.”

Doing well to restrain
her laughter, face red, Mel regains her composure enough to posit:
“Okay, say a Demon attacked some town in the 'real' world, and no
one was there to stop it; if I told Jan and Zelda about it, today,
could they show up and save the town, once they graduate home?”

“No,”
Nozomi nods a smile, “the town has already been destroyed,” with a
shake of her head adding: “You can't rewrite the past.”

Still making efforts
not to laugh in the face of Nozomi's absurd explanation,
Mellifluous finally admits: “This is giving me a headache.”

The freckle-faced
goddess giggles, and lighting a gentle hand upon Mel's shoulder,
she suggests: “Try not to overthink it, my friend. It's not as big
a deal as it feels.”

“I'm
used to being behind the times,” muses Mel, aloud, “even outside of
Time, but dithering between two different timelines is too
much.”

“It
helps if you only focus on your own subjective timeline,” advises
Nozomi, gesturing with her hands as to indicate the here and now.
“No matter where you are in the Isness, you are always in your own
present; don't worry about what 'when' anyone else is
doing.”

To which, Mellifluous
laughs, and shaking her head, wryly says: “Thanks, you've made it
clear as mud.”

It is then, when the
backdoor of the house opens, in the kitchen, seemingly under its
own power, and Myfanwy winglessly darts into the room, with little
Kinlock still in her arms, he laughing as they go. With a soft thud
do they crash upon the large sofa, rolling and tumbling across the
cushions, both struggling and wrestling, as they try to tickle each
other. Then, not a moment later, Wee takes to the air, once more,
arms wrapped about Kinlock, and flying him out the front door,
spinning full about, the glowing Sylph hurls him into the deep snow
on the front lawn, whereupon the little string doll finds his feet
in a rush, and sets to lobbing snowballs at her.

“So,”
segues Nozomi, reining in her giggles, willing the doors of the
house shut, shivering for the rush of cold air that fills the room,
“you've met January and Zelda in the 'real' world, have
you?”

“Actually, no, not yet,” clarifies Mel, shaking her head, as
she watches the altercation outside through the oriel window. “I've
spoken to them on the phone, but we haven't had a chance to get
together, yet. The seven of them have been pretty busy, considering
everything that's been going on in the 'real' world.”

“Why,
what's happened?”, frowns Nozomi, manifesting for herself a cup of
steaming hot cocoa.

“Ugh…,” groans Mel, rolling her eyes, before replying: “Like I
said, things are messed-up back home; more so than usual. It's
pretty surreal, actually; people often comment on how it's like
living in a disaster movie. Anyway,” she shrugs, “the big news is,
about a year ago, the Sliver arrived on Earth.”

To which, Nozomi nods,
sagely, and lets out a sigh, and with a commiserative smile, she
quietly says: “So, the Insecarii have revealed themselves to
Humanity, once again.”

“Yeah, in a big way,” nods Mel, with another shrug admitting,
“though, and I don't want to ruin your humility, or anything, your
girls have done a remarkable job keeping the threat to a minimum.
But, to be honest, one of the reasons I'm here, is to seek your
advice on the matter.”

Considering a moment,
Nozomi reveals: “Well, quite a few students have encountered the
Insecarii, once they had graduated home, and there are trials here
in this Realm to account for their existence. Hell, Kita ran into
them a time or
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