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Chapter: Prologue

~ Old Drawings ~

Upon the western side
of the Pacific Ocean, deep in the forested lands of the
Chosen People, a team of European explorers gather in a
small campsite, there at the base of a tall red pine, in effort to
escape the sweltering heat of the season. Half a world away from
home, that travel-weary band consists of over a dozen men, mostly
old salts, ex-soldiers, and more than a few scalawags, all resting
for the morning's leg of their journey, upon the ground beneath the
tree, while he in the lead of that motley crew, a tall,
white-haired fellow with a rather large and bushy moustache, and
piercing blue eyes, stands dividing his gaze between the tattered
sheet of paper he holds, and the few notable landmarks in the area,
doing his best to decipher the map crudely-drawn upon that page.
Meanwhile, at a small folding table set up beneath the shade of a
lesser tree, away from the others, sits the only woman in that
band, she with a head of messy, copper-coloured hair, and light
green eyes, appearing to be in her early twenties, a wooden writing
kit open before her, her attention focused on a small,
leather-bound notebook.

Pen in hand, upon a
blank page in that note book, what bears the type-written header,
'The Diary of Elanor Lashbrooke', the fair-haired woman does write:
'For over a month have we slogged through this infernal jungle, and
still we have not reached our goal. We have explored no less than a
dozen valleys, each not much different than the last, to no avail.
We are now two more men short of our initial party; the young lad
named Mullins succumbed to the infection upon the wound in his leg,
and our cook suffered a disastrous fall from a cliff, which he did
not survive. We buried them, like the others, and carried on.

'Our guide, and
translator, Mr. Kim Luk, claims we are close to the lost tribe, and
continues to insist we travel more towards the setting sun, as he
has from the beginning of this doomed expedition; but, of course,
our heroic explorer believes otherwise, he relying more on that
crude map he purchased, rather than the expertise of a local. In
all, morale is exceedingly low; our food stores are running out,
we've certainly not enough to make it back to the ship. With five
men dead, not to mention all six of our pack mules, we've barely
enough manpower to haul all of our gear. The heat and humidity are
insufferable; the insects, doubly so. Sleep is almost impossible.
Tempers are short; the men are growing increasingly wild-eyed, and
paranoid. I think I will pen my last will and testament in the next
pages of this journal; to be found by whom, I don't know…'

“Okay, break time is over, everyone,” a man's voice calls out,
bringing Elanor's attention from her journal entry, “on your feet,
let's go.”

“How
much further do you think it is?”, sighs she, putting away her
writing kit, pausing that she might wipe the sweat from her
brow.

As that group sets
about to hefting their heavy packs, he in the lead of that intrepid
band turns his bushy moustache her way, and with a grin reminds:
“Come now, Miss Lashbrooke, you wanted this assignment; no sense
spending it complaining.”

“This assignment has given me an award-winning case of prickly
heat on my backside…,” grumbles she, as she rises from her seat,
her face red for more than the weather.

Of that coterie of
men, who all ready themselves for the next leg of the day's
journey, one who carries upon his back a large and latched suitcase
loses his footing, then, he stumbling a moment, before managing to
regain himself. “Oi, 'Dollar a Day',” frowns the mustachioed
explorer, pointing the porter's way, “have a care, man; if you
break anything inside that kit, it will come out of your salary.”
To which, the porter only bows in reply, before turning to push his
way through the thick underbrush, eyes on the ground at his feet,
following the path forged by one machete-wielding fellow, in the
fore of that travel-weary group.

“I
wish you wouldn't call him that,” mutters she named Lashbrooke,
giving Culpepper a sidelong look.

With a fast shrug, the
great White explorer boasts: “He should be proud of the moniker;
he'll be the richest man in his village with what I'm paying. All
he has to do is not break my things, a simple task one would assume
even he can manage.”

Lashbrooke gives a
subtle shake of her head, rolling her eyes at his words, then
wincing for the burning itch what plagues her, she mutters: “He has
a name, and he's not exactly stupid; he speaks five languages,
which is four more than you, I might add. That is the reason you
hired him, isn't it?”

“He
can carry my things in any language he wants,” Culpepper shrugs,
once more.

Again rolling her
eyes, Lashbrooke falls to silence, as they continue to push through
the underbrush, moving deeper into that untouched wilderness, all
going by the guide of the crude map Culpepper follows. Long do they
slog, navigating rocky rivers, swamps thick with algae, and long
stretches of thick jungle, until of a time they crest a low
mountain, and Culpepper brings them to a halt. From the high
vantage point of that tree-covered mount, that team of weary
explorers cast their collective gazes to that verdant valley,
beyond, in vague aspect of a teardrop, surrounded by a ring of
ancient mountains. And, there at the centre of that vast vale is an
opening in the thick canopy of the trees, wherein stands a small
village. Through looking glasses do Culpepper and the others peer
down into that far-distant clearing, seeing there numerous huts all
clustered together about the base of a hill, the buildings
seemingly fashioned of bamboo and thatched roofs, next to small
gardens bordered by wattle fences holding chickens, and goats. With
listing columns of smoke reaching towards the sky from cook fires,
people mill and move all about that small village, they wearing
simple clothes, and shade cone hats, working with basic hand tools
in the gardens, while some go under the weight yoke-born
buckets.

Blue eyes darting
between the yellowed map in hand, and the scene below, through his
looking glass quickly matching up the various topographical
features of that lush valley to those drawn upon the aged chart,
Culpepper – to himself – quietly mutters: “Goodness gracious,
that's it.”

“You
are certain?”, pants Elanor, shielding her eyes from the Sun, as
she scans the valley.

With a nod, Culpepper
happily bargains: “If these aren't the Isanti, Ms. Lashbrooke, I
will eat my hat.” Then, with a hint of exuberance showing through
his long-practised stoicism, Culpepper sets to forging a clear and
safe path down the mountainside, into the cool shade of that wide
valley, he purposely restraining the speed of their goings, such
that they might not stumble afoul of countless hazards, but also
that their arrival does not alarm that so-called 'lost tribe'.

Soon reaching that
village clearing with relative ease, Culpepper brings his team to a
quiet halt at its clear edge, all staring their astonishment at
that scene of living history, even as the villagers take notice of
those strange newcomers, clearly shocked, if not at all alarmed.
With quiet words does Culpepper order his travelling translator to
the task at hand, whereupon they all slowly move into the village,
the people there backing and moving aside, some herding children to
safety, they all expressionlessly watching that unexpected arrival.
Quickly, their presence draws the attention of all in that
forgotten tribe, they each quitting their daily work, as to gather
about, whereupon Kim Luk makes his opening introductions, in that
rare, seldom-heard dialect rumoured to be used by that
myth-remembered people. With he achieving a poor – but passable –
dialogue, and continuing to find a greater, linguistic common
ground, the villagers soon welcome Culpepper and his travel-weary
team into their midst, marvelling at their dissimilar appearances,
odd clothes, and strange tools, before introducing them to the
village's venerable elder. Quickly does the silver-haired explorer
win the favour of that long-lost settlement, with his silver tongue
plying the elder with gifts of chocolate, sterling coins, and even
a bottle of whisky what managed to survive the journey, together
enough to encourage the Elder to invite those weary travellers into
his hut, there built upon the side of that low hill, there at the
centre of the village.

A simple structure
built of bamboo, unremarkable from the rest of the village,
considering who dwells within, the small building stands partly on
stilts, such that it be level, in the shade of a tall red pine tree
what grows from the hill's low summit. All about that small mound,
lengths of columnar basalt lay in a haphazard fashion, most deeply
embedded into the ground, and overgrown with grass, some listing
and leaning upon each other, they as thick as ones' leg, and no
longer than a man is tall, while from that earthen hill, itself, do
protrude the ends of other hexagonal pillars of that dark stone,
some showing through the dirt at odd angles, while others seem all
jumbled together, as a child's game of pick-up-sticks. With the
Elder in the lead mounting the short and rickety ladder what leads
to the door of his house, Culpepper, Ms. Lashbrooke, and Mr, Kim
Luk follow the congenial fellow inside, taking seats upon the
floor, about a large stone, flat and circular, what appears to
serve as a fireplace, whereupon the blue-eyed explorer, through his
hired translator, attempts to open a deeper dialogue. With the
conversation first turning to the getting to know you phase, where
Culpepper reveals to the Elder his own tale of how and why he came
to be in that long-lost place, of travelling from Europe to North
America, before crossing yet another ocean, all in the effort to
find that very tribe. This, of course, segues neatly into the
matter at hand, whereupon Culpepper invites the Elder to share the
tribes' history, such that it might be recorded, and shared with
the West. At the request, the Elder bids another to fetch for them
a collection of sacred stones, eight in total, each as big as a
hand, corners rounded and worn with age, what bear carved images
upon their sides.

“He
say,” relays Kim Luk, translating the Elder's words, as the latter
gestures to those stones, “thirty 'Long Span' ago, a great many
horned snake fell from the sky. They threw their body on the land,
and the water; there was fire, and lightning, as the many serpent
roared, and their thrashing made great a wave that washed through
this valley. Afraid, the people fled; many did not survive. Those
who did, lived in a time of cold, and darkness. He say, many plants
died, and many animals went away, and snow fell from the sky during
the warm season, year after year. Then, he say, from across the
ocean, upon a boat with no paddles, or sail, came five…” Kim Luk
brings his words to a halt with a frown of confusion, “I do not
know what he is saying. 'Giant'? 'God', perhaps it would be. He
say, five gods came, led by one called, 'Iasantu'. The giants met
the people, brought to them agriculture, architecture, engineering,
and knowledge of the stars; he say, Iasantu fell in love with one
of the people, and they had a child, they called, 'Asantuma'. Then,
long after, the gods returned to the sea, never to be seen again,
and Asantuma was left behind to guide the people. He say, Iasantu
and the other giants warned the many sky snake would one day
return, to bring darkness to the people; he say, the gods charged
this village to watch for that coming. He say, his ancestors have
been doing this for thousands of years.”

Pen working quickly,
as to keep up with the pace of the story's telling, Ms. Lashbrooke
quietly inquires: “Does he say when these snakes will return?”

“I'll ask the questions,” replies Culpepper, with a
condescending smile, “you just mind your pen.”

Ignoring him, Kim Luk
relays her question, anyway, and the Elder nods, and provides a
short answer, upon which the translator looks Ms. Lashbrooke's way,
and informs: “He say, five 'Long Span'; seventeen hundred years,
from now.”

To which, Culpepper
chuckles: “So, I still have time to enjoy myself.”

“He
say,” continues Kim Luk, gesturing to the village Elder, “the
snakes brought darkness to the land with water; next, they will
bring darkness with fire.”

“And,” nods Culpepper, gesturing to one of the story-stones,
“these so-called gods; where did they go?”

Kim Luk relays the
question, then the reply: “He say, they went across the ocean;
that's all he knows…”

~ ~
~

Beneath the blanket of
darkness what lays heavy upon the jungle, the latter loud with
nocturnal life, Mr. Lashbrooke sits in a canvas folding chair at a
small table, also cleverly designed to be folded for ease of
travel, she busy transcribing her shorthand notes out full, by the
light of a oil-fuelled lantern. In a small camp just outside the
village, that party of sailors, scalawags, and ex-soldiers, all sit
about a roaring campfire, drinking whisky, and laughing loud,
ostensibly in celebration of reaching the goal of their adventure.
Meanwhile, the inhabitants of that long-lost village go about their
business of that late hour, most sleeping in their huts, while
others gather to watch the strange behaviour of the visitors,
including a small group of woman who watch the dance of
Lashbrooke's pen, as she writes.

With a cup of fine
china in hand, Culpepper draws near to that small table, with a
groan taking as seat in the only other folding chair available,
letting out a sigh, before he opines: “It's amazing how civilized
one can feel in such an uncivilized place, so long as one has
tea.”

To which, Lashbrooke
only quirks a brow, and says nothing, instead focusing upon her
work, as a pretext to avoid conversation.

“Well – then,” nods he, “what do you think?”

“It
hardly matters what I think,” replies Lashbrooke, eyes still on her
pen, “I'm just trying to keep all the details organized, so that it
makes some sort of sense when you present it to the Assembly. Which
reminds me, are you ready to dictate your final conclusion, or
shall I do the usual?”

Culpepper gives a
dismissive wave of a hand, and replies: “Just put down what you
think, and sign my name at the bottom.”

“The
usual it is,” mutters she.

“Not
much to conclude here, really,” continues Culpepper, gesturing to
the village, “the Assembly won't be overly impressed with what
we've found. No sense wasting effort on needless words.”

Still attending to her
work, Lashbrooke casually reminds: “You have to admit, their story
is rather similar to the others; it's almost word for word what the
Iroquois described.”

“No
matter where you tell it, a fairy tale is just a fairy tale,”
chuckles he, taking a sip of tea before adding: “These people are
too simple to understand the way the world works, so they fashion
these colourful stories, as to explain.”

To which, Lashbrooke
counters, “But, this is two groups of people, who have never had
contact with each other, separated by an ocean, both telling the
same story.”

“The
same fictional story,” Culpepper corrects, giving her a
rather smug smile. “These people know not of scientific things,
they've no way by which to see the world in a rational sense. Their
very concept of reality is rooted in allegory, superstition, and
supposition. We of the civilized world know that gods, and snakes
that swim through the air, are not real; so, in this village's
history, those cannot be gods and snakes of which they speak. More
likely, it is a tale of how five men, not gods, were inspired to
farm, inspired to construct, inspired to engineer; five men who
became giants, not in the physical sense, but in the figurative.
Exceptional people who, through the faculty of reason, enabled
their societies to flourish; that, my dear, is the true religion on
this planet, the religion of Progress.”

“What of the depiction of these so-called gods,” asks she,
gesturing to the various charcoal rubbings of the tribe's
story-stones, “how do you describe their strange appearance. I
mean, this looks like some kind of armour; this one is reminiscent
of the suit deep sea divers wear; this one appears to be holding
some form of sword, while another carries what truly does look like
a rifle. Surely you cannot tell me the people in this village knew
what these objects are, enough to carve them upon stones hundreds
of years ago.”

“Of
course not, don't be stupid,” Culpepper frowns, “those items could
be representations of anything. That's obviously not a rifle,
because there were no rifles back then. Same with your so-called
'deep sea diving suit'; since those didn't exist, centuries ago,
then obviously, that can't be what is depicted. More likely, this
is some form of ceremonial garb; the elaborate headdress no doubt
denotes an exalted position within the tribe.”

Again pointing to the
pages on the table, Lashbrooke adds: “And, these bands, or ribbons,
what seem to emerge from these figures chest's, and swirl and wrap
all about? The village elder described them as 'divine light'; how
do you interpret them?”

“Obviously, that is the flow of their inspired ideas,” replies
he, “the teachings they eventually bestowed upon the
people.”

“And, the snakes?”, continues Lashbrooke, quirking a
brow.

To which, Culpepper
shakes his head, as he explains, “They are simply a sign of ill
omen; many cultures use snakes as a symbol of evil. Drought,
storms, famine, plague, war; what have you. It's the usual creation
tale in uncivilized places like this; in the beginning, all was
dark and chaos, then one or more gods enlighten the people, and
teach them they ways of civilization. But, there's always this
caveat at the end; the snakes will return, the evil will plague us,
once again. And, of course, they believe these supposed gods will
return, and save them from that future calamity. Fear and hope;
it's the same with any religion.”

“The
prediction was rather specific about the time these snakes would
return.”

“Hell,” chuckles Culpepper, “I can do the same thing. Five
hundred years from now, the world will end; this I predict. There;
no way to tell if I shall be right, or not. It's simply a case of
how good I am at selling the idea to others; whether or not they
will buy it, and how much I can get selling it…

~ ~
~

Later that night, it
lit by the gibbous moon, Culpepper moves to join his men at a large
campfire built outside the village, at the centre of a small
cluster of canvass tents erected to house his team. With most of
the men already asleep, the few who are still awake lounge about,
rifles close at hand, they drinking whisky from a shared bottle. Of
that small band of unkempt men, one rather grizzled fellow, bearing
a long scar across his left cheek, looks Culpepper's way, and
quirking a brow, asks: “Well?”

Relaxing into his
seat, the mustachioed explorer lets out a sigh, with a small nod
replying, “This is the place, all right; the landmarks line up
perfectly, the description of the village and the people are bang
on; even the odd dialect they're speaking.”

He with the jagged
scar gives Culpepper a wry look, saying: “I don't see no gold…”

“It's here, somewhere,” nods he, casually looking about the
darkness, “I'm thinking they have it hidden in the cliffs and
mountains that surround this valley; burial chambers, and such,
like in the Valley of the Kings, in Egypt.”

With a nod, that
scar-faced fellow then shrugs, “So – what's the plan?”

“Tomorrow,” grins Culpepper, lowering his voice slightly,
“I'll do some friendly trading, listen to more of their stories,
and see if I can find out where they're keeping it. When we learn
where it is, we'll 'deal' with the villagers, pack up the gold, and
head home. Simple as that.”

“And
– if they don't tell us?”

To which, Culpepper
chuckles, “They will… I'll make it impossible for them to keep it
secret.”

He with the scarred
face absently prods at the crackling fire, a moment, before asking:
“What about Ms. Lashbrooke, and the translator?”

“Oh,
well,” Culpepper frowns a grin, his tone bent of a knowing sarcasm,
“an inhospitable place, such as this, can take even the hardiest of
men; that those two would succumb to the dangers of the jungle is
unfortunate, but such is the risk we all assume. Of course, we gave
them a proper burial, and our thoughts and prayers go with them,
indeed; we shall always remember their contribution to our work,
their bravery, their…, et cetera, et cetera. You know
the speech. Anyway, for now, I think I'll get some kip…”

~ ~
~

Still later that same
night, a lone woman from the village carefully sneaks her way
passed those few men dozing about the fire, the loud snores of
those strange visitors doing well to compete with the song of the
crickets, and the quiet sound of her goings. Keeping a wary eye on
those sleeping men, the young woman creeps her way towards that
small cluster of tents, moving to that one that sits slightly apart
from the others, without a sound arriving at that canvas abode,
taking one last look about for prying eyes, before she enters.
Within, by the light of a single lantern turned down low, she sees
the strange decor of that strange hut, a simple table and chair, a
sturdy tackle, and a slender cot, it draped with mosquito netting,
where she with the copper-coloured hair lays.

Light sleeper that she
is, at least after so much time sleeping out of doors, Elanor lifts
her head in a rush, eyes blurry and barely open, as she looks to
the tent's entrance, to see that young woman arrive, and with a
frown, she pushes herself up to sitting, even as one hand
surreptitiously reaches for the stout knife sleeping beneath her
pillow. Before she can open her mouth to voice her confusion, the
raven-haired woman gives a hurried and inviting wave of her hand,
whispering quietly, clearly gesturing for her to follow.

“What is it?”, mutters Elanor, to which the woman once more
waves her on in a somewhat urgent manner. Through the fog of sleep
slowly lifting from her mind recalling the language barrier between
them, Elanor only nods, and quietly gets out of bed, absently
stepping into and lacing up her boots, before moving to take up
both the knife secreted under her pillow, and the glass and metal
lantern what stands upon the small table, but the woman waves her
hands and shakes her head, as to deny the need for them. Elanor
nods at the woman's body language, then wordlessly follows after
her, as she leaves the confines of that dimly lit tent; outside,
the young woman pantomimes the need for silence, gesturing to those
other tents, and the men sleeping by the fire, before she sets
their feet to moving, with a sense of forced quiet leaving that
ersatz camp, to soon enter the confines of the village.

The dark-haired woman
who is her escort does relax her clandestine goings, somewhat, as
they move deeper into the village, and quickly arrive at that small
hut in which the village's Elder lives, whereupon her guide leads
them not into that house, but around the low hill upon which it
stands, they carefully picking their way over the lengths of
columnar basalt what lay in the grass, to soon arrive at a spot at
the back of that shrub-covered mound. There, visible in the
moonlight, an irregular pile of those pillars seems to push out of
the hillside, they all jumbled in a haphazard and overlapping
fashion, where grow a series of tall bushes, and clusters of hardy
ferns. With her silent escort still waving her on, Elanor watches
as the woman ducks and crawls into that small clump of bushes,
letting out a sigh before she follows, within finding her guide
standing upon her knees, pointing to that tangle of basalt pillars
what protrude and lean from the hill. And, when Elanor frowns her
confusion, and shakes her head as to admit her lack of
understanding, the woman nods, and takes hold of one of those
hexagonal beams in the pile, slowly pushing it to one side; then,
purposely selecting the ends of certain other pillars in that messy
jumble, either pushing or pulling them aside with little effort,
she soon reveals a dark hollow, over a pace wide and twice that
tall, what seems to lead into the hillside. Eyes wide with her
sudden fascination, and surprise, Elanor marvels at that simple
door, mind racing to formulate the method of its construction, even
as her guide once more waves her on, before crawling into that dark
tunnel. The copper-haired explorer excitedly follows after,
crawling blind through that earthen burrow, led only by the noise
of she ahead, and quickly does she come to an abrupt halt, when she
runs into the back of her guide, who does fumble about in the dark
a moment, as to find and take Elanor's hand, gently tugging her on
that her fingers find the edge of a wide hole, set into the floor,
before them. Then, with a certain amount of scuffing and scraping,
and a quiet grunt of effort, her guide lowers herself into that
opening, landing on her feet almost immediately, whereupon Elanor
moves to do the same, going only by her sense of touch inching her
legs into that unseen hole, by trust letting herself fall the short
distance to the ground below, where she stumbles only a moment,
before a pair of arms gently steady her, and help her find her
balance, before turning her to face the faint glow of light, what
seems to emanated from the end of downward sloping tunnel.

Hand in hand, Elanor
and that young woman continue on through the near total darkness,
the former's booted footfalls sounding off the smooth stone upon
which they walk, following that dim glow to a place where the
tunnel abruptly turns to the right, and continue to angle down,
where it does sharply turn to the right, then slopes to another
turn, and another, on and on in that fashion, each leg of their
descent growing longer than the last, never reaching the source of
the strange glow they follow, what somehow grows brighter the
deeper they go. With her guide growing more animated, and moving
faster, as they follow that spiralling hall, enough light floods
its such that Elanor can see the ceiling, walls, and floor are made
of closely-set blocks of megalithic stone, and that its right-hand
turns bear perfect ninety-degree corners, and when she tries to
slow to better examine the structure in which she moves, her guide
urges her on with a greater sense of hurry.

Soon do they arrive at
a place where that constantly turning tunnel does not continue on,
and instead opens into a vast and cavernous chamber, cool and
brightly lit, where stands a large pool of clear water, taking up
most of the raw stone floor, in one place forming a short flight of
carved steps what lead into that broad spring. Upon that portion of
the floor higher, what forms a wide ring about the pool, Elanor
sees the inhabitants of the village, each and every one, they
seemingly dressed for travel, carrying bundles, and children dozing
for the late hour, they all gathered in a tight group before the
strange object what provides light in that subterranean place, in
aspect of a large door frame, set flush with the stone wall, and
seemingly made of gold, it decorated with many strange markings,
what glow all with inner light, while within that strange frame
stretches a sheet of terrible blackness.

As Elanor's astonished
gasp echoes about that wide chamber, the village's Elder leaves
that silent crowd, moving to stand before her, he bearing a bundle
of dingy, grey cloth in his hands, with a bow holding it her way.
Too taken aback by the entire situation to protests, she looks to
the cloth-wrapped object she holds, it heavier than its size would
suggest, and when the Elder again bows, she carefully pulls open
the bundle, to reveal that small collection of timeworn story
stones, upon which the village's long history is recorded.

“What,” frowns Elanor, meeting the Elder's gaze, “I don't
understand; what is going on?”

In reply, a quiet
voice echoes out from the crowd, from where Kim Luk does slowly
emerge, walking her way, saying: “Your arrival here marks the end
of this peoples' task; the warning is now yours to keep.”

To which, the Elder
nods a smile, pointing to the story stones, to her saying, “You.
Keep.”

“Oh,
I can't keep these,” Elanor rushes to say, shaking her head as she
explains, “they belong to-”

“Keep,” insistes the grinning Elder, still pointing to the
stone as he repeats, “keep.”

With a frown again
shaking her head, Elanor mutters, “Fine, I will keep them if I
must, but I-” Abruptly, the Elder turns away from her,
mid-sentence, cutting her words off short, and he and Kim Luk cross
the chamber as to return to the others standing by that strange
door frame. “Wait,” calls she, taking a step after them, “where are
you going? What's going on?”

Elanor once again
draws in a sharp, echoing gasp, bringing herself to a lurching
halt, eye growing wide as she witnesses the first of those many
villagers turn to face the gleaming artifact set into the rock
wall, and steps into the impossible darkness it seems to contain,
they vanishing wholly and completely, whereupon the others in that
group follow in tow, they each wordlessly entering that impossible
doorway, appearing to step into the stone as though it were not
there. Of them, last in line is the Elder, who does pause before
entering that tenebrous gate, with a smile giving Elanor another
bow of his head; when she returns the gesture, clearly nonplussed,
the Elder turns, and enters the strange doorway, vanishing into the
rock wall of the chamber, at which that golden rectangle dims, and
the darkness between its beams fades…

~ ~
~

Shortly after dawn,
after spending the night recording in her personal diary the
details what transpired in that strange cavern, beneath the
village, Elanor sits at a small folding table, outside her tent,
feet up, sipping tea, by the low light of a lantern writing in the
official journey of that expedition's events. Casually looking to
that cluster of tents nearby, when she hears the first sounds of
the men rousing therein, she see Culpepper stumble from his
temporary abode, rubbing his eyes and stretching his arms wide as
he yawns. Then, still watching as the mustachioed explorer looks
about, she tries to school the look on her face when he sees the
village, and the lack of anyone there, whereupon he rushes to peer
into those nearest huts, frantically turning his gaze to the crop
fields, seeing the animals gone from their pens. Elanor keeps her
eyes upon the notebook in which she writes, as Culpepper rushes her
way, again frantically looking this way and that, as he blurts:
“Where the hell is everyone?”

To which, Elanor gives
a fast shrug, and wryly replies: “Gone, obviously.”

Blue eyes wide with
his incredulity, Culpepper exclaims: “Where did they go?”

With a slight shake of
her head, Elanor replies: “I can honestly say I don't know.”

“All
of there things are still here,” muses Culpepper, redundantly,
again looking to the nearby village, “they can't have just
vanished.”

Elanor gives an
insouciant shrug, and hypothesizes, “Perhaps they did want to be
found.”

Culpepper shakes his
head, clearly not listening to her words, muttering: “They can't
have gotten far.”

“What,” chuckles Elanor, finally looking up from her notebook,
“you would pursue them? To what end? You've heard their stories,
seen their artifacts; made your conclusions. What more could you
want from them.” Then, with a shake of her head, returning her eyes
to her work, she adds: “Let us return home, before we all die for
nothing but a few stone carvings.” And, when Culpepper does not
reply, and only continues to look about the area, scanning the
thick trees, and the still-empty huts, she asks: “How shall I write
this in the report?”

Culpepper lets out a
sigh, with one hand rubbing his eyes, shaking his head, before he
looks up, and starts bellowing orders for his men to hurry out of
their beds, and get to searching the area for the vanished
villagers. Elanor, still doing well to restrain her smile, looks to
the page upon which she writes, and with a steady hand pens: 'After
spending the night learning of their customs, and history, we woke
to find the entire tribe had vanished, leaving their possessions
behind. Their whereabouts are unknown…'

~ ~
~

Seven decades
pass…

Flashlight splitting
the darkness, a small band of men set foot into the lower-most
chamber of that buried pyramid, coming to a halt, those beams
glancing off the surface of the still pool of clear water there, to
shine upon the carvings upon the rock walls. Clad in the drab olive
of military uniforms, bearing the rank, insignia, and flag, of the
US Army, armed with bolt-action rifles, the six men soon converge
their lights upon a single spot on the wall, where long bars of
engraved metal appear embedded flush into the rock, each gleaming
as gold, and so arranged at right angles as to resemble a door
frame. Of those men, he in the lead shines his flashlight upon the
notebook he carries, its leather cover cracked and tattered, paper
yellow with age, pages bearing the type-written header, 'The Diary
of Elanor Lashbrooke'.

“This is it, says he, voice echoing about the dark chamber, as
he consults the passages written in the notebook, “this is exactly
how she describes it.”

To which, that fellow
standing behind him gives a lift of his chin, directing his
question to those golden bars set within the rock wall, as he
redundantly asks: “Is that it?”

That soldier bearing
Ms. Lashbrooke's diary nods, and from that book aloud reads: “'A
simple door's frame, all made of gold; carved with strange symbols,
and set into the very rock of the chamber wall…'”

The second soldier
quirks a wry brow, and dubiously inquires: “That's a portal to
another world?”

“That's what we're here to find out…”


Chapter One

~ When We Last Left
our Intrepid Heroes… ~

In the prairie city
known as Calgary, at the far end of a short, suburban cul de
sac called Mayfield Place, stands a cookie-cutter McMansion,
wherein Alison returns from her foray into the Loom of Time,
arriving the very instant she left, such that it appears she did
not go anywhere at all. With the other members of the Seven Sisters
sitting upon the L-shaped sofa in the spacious living room,
January, Lisl, Wittier, Zelda, Seranine and Damaru, they all clad
in their armour, and staring at her, expectantly. The fair-haired
TimeCutter allows the ultraviolet glow of the golden pocket watch
she holds to fade, thumb moving by rote to close its hunter case
with a quiet click, before returning it to the inner folds of the
scarlet, mirror-like cloak she wears. Face pale, and sweating,
Alison immediately begins to cry, slowly sinking to her knees, eyes
wide and staring, as though afraid.

In a rush,
platinum-haired Seranine takes to her feet, in the long, studded
coachman's coat of her armour moving from her spot on the sofa, as
to kneel at Alison's side, hurrying to wrap her arms about the
girl's shoulders, holding her close. “Alison, honey,” frets she,
“are you okay; what did you see?” Hands trembling, the fair-haired
TimeCutter barely shakes her head at the question, still staring
off into her memory, and Seranine turns her amber eyes Zelda's way,
there sitting upon the sofa, to worriedly ask: “Can you do
something to help her?”

“I
don't need medical attention,” scowls Alison, heatedly, “I need a
stiff fucking drink.”

“Yo
– that,” replies January, plate mail clattering as she rises from
the couch, and moves to the breakfront there standing against one
wall, from within fetching a crystal decanter partially full with
brown liquid, along with a small snifter. “My father kept this
around for emergencies,” explains she, pouring a finger of the dark
liquor into a glass, holding it Alison's way, “scotch, single malt;
seventy-two years old.”

“'For emergencies'…,” mutters Alison, aiming a frown up at the
armoured swordswoman.

With an armour
scraping shrug, the SolMaiden replies: “First thing Noah did after
the Flood was plant a vineyard. He knew which way was up.”

Alison takes the glass
in her trembling hands, and downs the drink in one gulp, grimacing
for the taste, before she mutters: “Ugh, I don't like it.”

“Alison – honey,” says Seranine, gently, “you're shaking.”
And, when the TimeCutter only nods, the platinum-haired President
inquires, “Was it that bad?”, and again does Alison nod, she still
staring off into space. “What do you need from us, right now?”,
prompts Seranine, brow bent with worry, to which, Alison blinks,
then holds the empty glass January's way.

“Easy – sweetie,” warns the SolMaiden, pour another mouthful
of aged scotch into the snifter, “this stuff gets you there real
fast.”

Alison nods her
thanks, and understanding, downing the luxuriant drink in a single
swallow, what twists her face to a look of distaste, shuddering for
the lingering flavour, as January returns the decanter to its home.
Then, once more staring off into nothing, as though numb, Alison
sits for a long moment in silence, wrapped in the gentle comfort of
Seranine's arms, as her sisters-in-arms look on with worry; of a
time, the fair-haired TimeCutter opens her mouth, and quietly
reveals: “I saw how the Universe ends; the Maggirdym too.” At
which, the others in the room blink their wide-eyed incredulity for
that opening statement. “Also,” continues Alison, “the
Moerae tried to kill me.” Finally, with a bitter laugh, she
meets Seranine's gaze, and sarcastically adds: “Well, at least I
didn't learn anything useful about the Sliver.”

“You
said the Moerae didn't mind you snooping around the Past,”
replies the amber-eyed Magirai, “you said if you stayed out of the
Fray of the Future, they wouldn't bother you.”

“Something…,” Alison begins, with a dark frown correcting
herself, to say: “Someone, forced
me into the Fray, then kept me from leaving.”

Seranine blinks, brows
lifting for her surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

“Then,” Alison goes on, growing more red-faced and ireful as
she speaks, “when the Moerae caught me there, that same
someone showed up, and defended me from them. So, before I say
anything more about what I saw in the Loom, can someone tell me who
the fuck Semera is?”

The others look to
each other upon the mention of the name, with January, Wittier, and
Zelda shaking their heads, small frowns revealing their
uncertainty, while Damaru and Seranine seem caught up in the
opposite reaction, sitting with slightly stunned looks upon their
faces. “Semera?”, repeats the once silent Magirai, “you actually
saw her?”

With a nod, Alison
replies: “As plain as I see you sitting there. Look, I get that
she's Magirai, but I'm not exactly impressed with her bullshit,
right now. Sure, she saved my ass, but it's her fault my ass needed
saving in the first place. So, what the actual fuck you guys?”

To which, Seranine
lets out a sigh, and explains: “Semera, the Blade Between the
Trees; she was Seneschal Shirona's advisor, when I was a freshman.
She graduated home after Headmistress defeated the Demon King, and
saved Damaru and I, and the other students he had captured. Uh, Jan
and Zelda, you two hadn't arrived in the Realm, yet, so you might
not know her either.”

“I've read about her,” nods January, “just in passing, and
Headmistress and Headmaster spoke about her a few times, over the
sunsets.”

“Yeah,” chuckles Zelda, she wearing the flowing, burgundy
robes of he Magirai armour, “apparently this Semera person didn't
really like Headmaster all that much.”

With a grin, Damaru,
herself sitting in the bustled, Victorian Age evening gown of her
own armour, quietly corrects: “That was before he was Headmaster.
Shirona and the others were still trying to decide if Aikata was a
Demon in disguise, or some kind of threat to Nozomi, and the Realm;
trying to decide what they should do with him. Semera wanted to rob
him of his 'manhood'.”

As the comment incites
a quiet round of giggles from the others, Alison lets out an
exasperated sigh, and heatedly says: “Sure, that's funny and all,
but it doesn't change the fact my existence almost got severed from
the Loom of Time, and it was this chick's fault. What is she
anyway, some kind of time ninja?”

“No,
not that,” Damaru replies, shaking her head, “I mean, 'ninja',
sure, that's close enough for now; but, Semera had, or I supposed
has, the power to move between anything, which kind of sounds weird
at first. She can move between sound, to be silent, and she can
move between light, to be invisible; I've seen her slip through a
crack in a stone wall, like a sheet of paper, and come out the
other side. I remember Murayama said Semera once boasted she could
even slip between time, if she tried hard enough.”

To which, Alison nods,
and repeats, “So – she's a fucking time ninja.” Then, meeting
Seranine's gaze, there sitting next to her, Alison asks: “What, did
I somehow piss this girl off; she's my sister-in-arms, so why is
she fucking slamming me into the Fray, then trapping me there?”

“I
have no idea, sweetie,” shrugs Seranine, “I'm sorry.”

“Whatever,” grumbles Alison, shaking her head as though
disappointed, “she said she'd come find me some other time; I don't
know if she meant here, or in the Loom. Honestly, I'm not sure I
want to go back there for a while, all things considered. Pretty
sure I've worn out my welcome.”

“Okay,” segues Seranine, giving the girl a nod, “let's just
put the whole Semera thing aside for now. Can I ask what happened
in there, what you saw?”

Alison lets out
another heavy sigh, then replies: “I started looking around the
Past, I saw some neat shit, then I got body-checked like fucking
Hockey Night in Canada, by some invisible
something; next thing I know, I'm in the Fray of the Future,
and there's a barrier trapping me there. Then, do that… a dozen
more times, until I finally come back here. As for what I saw…
Okay, I saw a lot of personal stuff, so I'm gonna try to filter
that out; I don't want to give any spoilers. But, it's still gonna
weird you guys out, me talking about other stuff. Uh, okay, I guess
I'll start with the Sliver, because that's why I was in the Loom in
the first place; so, just to get it out of the way, I didn't see
anything in the past that solved the Sliver problem, or in the
future, for that matter. But, I did get a couple ideas for
potential leads.”

“For
example,” prompts Seranine, gently.

“Well, the chicken thing is stupid, but it's something; if
they can eat the Sliver, and it doesn't hurt them, we might have to
give it a try. Then, through Yarn of Lisl's past, I learned there
is a Fairy printing press at Sungoma, and books in the library
there, made by that device. So, maybe those books mention the
Sliver; I don't know. Also, I guess the librarian of Sungoma is a
Silenii, named 'Silence'; he might have something to say
about the Sliver. Or, he might be too hammered to talk; I don't
know.”

At which, Seranine
looks to Lisl, the fabled SwordMaiden of Hope, there sitting at one
end of the sofa, she nearly an exact twin of January, from her
golden hair, to the design of the plate and chain armour she wears,
who does nod in return, and promises: “I shall look into both
matters, when I return to Sungoma.”

Damaru, dark eyes wide
with surprise, inquires: “There's a Silenii living at
Sungoma?”

As Lisl nods at the
question, Alison chuckles: “Yeah, I kinda want to meet him.” Then,
continuing on with her story, looking to the girl with the head of
loose, scarlet curls, she adds: “Okay, uh, next is Wittier's Yarn;
when you were a freshman, you formed a PUG with Kinlock, and
the two of you discovered a small patch of Sliver in the
Forest.”

“Holy crap,” smiles Wittier, her silver, leg-heavy armour
gleaming in the light, “I was just thinking about that exact thing
like, two minutes ago.”

To which, Zelda nods,
and explains, “Yeah, that happens sometimes; when she enters
someones' Yarn in the Past, it'll trigger a memory in that
person.”

“Anyway,” continues Alison, “that was really the only Sliver
stuff I managed to see; no, I saw a couple Scenes that will occur
at the grove in Alberta, but nothing that helps us get rid of the
Sliver.” Then, bushing slightly, lowering her gaze to the carpet
upon which she kneels, she slowly shakes her head, and adds: “I'm
really sorry, you guys; I knew it was a long shot, and I think I
could have seen something more useful, but with that time ninja
messing with me…”

“It's okay, Alison,” hushes Seranine, holding the girl close,
“we understand.” Then, planting a small kiss upon her head, she
adds: “I'm sorry things went sideways for you, and that we pushed
you into it.”

The TimeCutter nods at
those words, still aiming her gaze to the floor, as she says: “'Kay
– so, now I gotta talk about other stuff, because it gets
worse.”

“Worse…,” chuckles Seranine, giving a quick roll of her
eyes.

“Yeah, but it'll be okay,” Alison rushes to assuage, “I
think.”

With a sigh, Seranine
mutters: “I get the feeling we're not gonna like hearing this.”

Alison nods, once
more, then says, “Where should I start? Uh, the Sliver groves here
started with a single shard that was hurled at Earth; it broke
apart in the atmosphere, and a few fragments managed to take hold
in Alberta, and Montreal. That original shard was physically
thrown, by someone standing on the surface of the Moon; yes, I know
how ridiculous that sounds. That someone was purposely hiding their
Yarn, so I couldn't see who it was; it's like they exist, and don't
exist, at the same time. I think I know who it is, but I have no
evidence to back me up.”

“Who?”, shrugs Seranine.

“The
Demon called, 'Kyridoth'.”

“The
one that helped Headmistress, that time she came to Earth?”,
Seranine frowns.

To which, Alison
sarcastically replies: “I know him as the Demon that killed me,
after using my blood to become incarnate in Human form, who looks
just like me, and calls herself 'Malison'.” And, when her words are
met by only silence from the others, she nods, “Yeah, that
Demon.”

“So
– sorry,” interjects Wittier, turning her armoured monocle about
they in the room, as she frowns, “is this that whole 'Obelisk of
Yfel' thing?”

It is Lisl who does
take it upon herself to reply, with a nod saying: “Indeed; after
Minos flung Nozomi into the 'real' world, Malison helped her
escape, so she and Aikata could destroy the Obelisk.” Then, drawing
in a small gasp, eyes growing wide with her realization, she adds:
“Oh, this makes sense to my mind. Forgiveness, I have in the past
wondered why Malison would at all help Nozomi, but it occurs to me
if a Demon intends to plant a seed of Sliver upon this world, it
would be wise to get rid of the Goddess of Hope walking about,
before they did so.”

“Oh
– no…,” breathes elegantly armoured Damaru, holding one hand to her
mouth. “That's what Headmistress meant; she just didn't know it.
Remember when Headmistress was abducted by that Elkenman? She said,
he bought information on her whereabouts, so he could capture her,
and takeover the Realm. Maybe he bought that information from
Malison.”

To which, Wittier
frowns, and supposes: “So, this Demons acts all nice, and sends the
Goddess of Hope away from Earth, and into an ambush, then starts
throwing Sliver shards at the planet?”

Damaru nods at that
scenario, and adds: “Nozomi could destroy the Sliver without
blinking; I've seen her do it, while we were in the Maggirdym. The
only problem is, she's not on this planet, anymore. Actually – no,
there's another problem; Headmistress said, the price of fifty
billion Human Souls was paid for her location, and the whereabouts
of the Realm; so, that means this Malison 'person' may have fifty
billion Souls under her belt.”

A moment of heavy
silence befalls the room, then, as that coterie of Magirai consider
the implications Damaru's words. “That'd be enough power to hide
your Yarn from the Loom,” shrugs Alison.

“It
be more than enough to account for the changes to the Net of Mars,”
Zelda nods.

“And, enough perhaps to explain the odd changes in Demonic
behaviour, of late,” adds Lisl, “attacking in the Light, attacking
each other in the Between…”

To which, Wittier,
almost to herself, mutters: “Demons fighting each other. Poesy said
that, that's why she was seeking asylum, because the Demons were
fighting each other. I thought she meant like how Eudemons fight
Demons, but she muttered something about old and new Demons…”

“Who's Poesy?”, January frowns a noisy shrug.

“Oh
– uh, I'll tell you later,” replies Wittier, giving a shake of her
head, “it's not important, right now.”

This time, it is
Lisl's turn to muse in a hushed voice, “'A new Hell rises…' Oh,
this is truly troubling to consider; I fear I've chosen a poor time
to return to this world.” Then, with the others aiming questioning
looks her way, the ancient SwordMaiden posits: “Consider this, a
Demon with fifty billion Human Souls would be more powerful than
the Lord of Hell, himself. Consider also, I've had Demons assist me
in battle against their own kind, and was delivered the missive, 'A
new Hell rises.' Consider the changes to the Net of Mars, Alison's
shadowy shard-thrower, and Headmistress' prior abduction. Consider,
a Demon with fifty billion Souls could convert the Maggirdym into a
rather sinister place, if only an army would clear out its pesky
Magirai. Of course, in that latter case, the pesky Magirai
prevailed…”

Seranine, brow
furrowing with her incredulity, clarifies: “You're suggesting this
Malison sent the Sylvanii invasion to the Maggirdym?”

With a nod, Lisl
casually replies, “The Dark Fairies go in, remove the Magirai,
strip the Realm of its 'reality'; Malison arrives with billions of
Souls, energy enough to fashion a SacredRealm of her own, using the
Maggirdym's HexField as a canvas. And, when that plan failed, she
instead turned her attention to Hell, itself. I fear the Lord of
Sin is no more, and a new brow bears the weight of the
DarkCrown.”

“A
coup d'etat in Hell,” says Damaru, quietly, giving a slow
shake of her head, “that is troubling.”

At which, Alison also
shakes her head, and face red, she mutters, “Fucking Malison. At
least you guys got to kill the Demon that killed you. Oh – fuck,
you realize what this means? My blood is responsible for a change
of leadership in Hell; I literally have an evil twin out there, who
is the most powerful Demon ever, and I made it happen.”

“Hey, don't do that,” says January, “don't blame yourself for
this.”

“Says the girl who wears a mask,” retorts Alison, sourly,
“because she's ashamed of almost destroying the
Maggirdym.”

Zelda aims a dark
frown the TimeCutter's way, and says: “That's not fair.”

“Stop, the both of you,” snaps Seranine, “before you begin.
Zelda, you're protecting January from the past, and we love you for
it, but right now, you don't have to. Alison, you're hurt by this,
by being so closely involved, and you can take it out on us,
because we're safe, and we love you. But, right now, you hurting
January isn't helping our work.”

The moment of silence
after that rebuke lasts only a moment, before January gives a
shrug, and taking up that crimson mask from the coffee table,
quietly admits: “She's not wrong; I still wear this out of shame
for being so 'closely involved' with the Golden Urn. But, Alison,
honey, that's why I'm trying to get you to not blame yourself,
because I don't want you to start wearing a mask too. And, you want
to know the most important part of this mask, of why I really wear
it? It's this…” The fair-haired SolMaiden then holds her scarlet
mask Alison's way, turning it so that she may see the interior
face, and the words writ there, what state in a careful hand the
poignant promise, 'We forgive you.'

Face red, Alison nods,
and lowering her gaze to the floor, says: “I'm sorry for bringing
that shit up, Jan; I know you didn't almost destroy
anything.”

“We
both have the hindsight of Magirai, so to say,” smiles January,
looking to the scarlet oval of a mask she holds, “we think back to
those events and say, 'I should have done this or that.' But, we
weren't Magirai, then, we were just people, who didn't even believe
in Demons, and magic powers. I mean, how could I have known the
Golden Urn was an ancient artifact of evil; with what skill set
could I have determined that, when I was just Jan? Sure, the
SolMaiden of Hope would have seen it coming a mile away, but 'Just
Jan' didn't stand a chance.”

With a nod, Lisl takes
up her own black mask from the table, and quietly offers: “I had no
choice but to unleash the Demonic horde contained within the Urn; I
was created specifically for the task. I am merely a pawn in the
game the gods play, after all.”

Slowly, Alison lifts
her shoulders, as she reluctantly admits: “I guess I was drugged
and kidnapped, and held captive, until I gave a drop of blood for a
Demon-summoning ritual I didn't believe in.”

“The
TimeCutter would have not allowed a single moment of that to
happen,” January opines, with a small grin adding: “So, it's up to
you, Alison, but maybe leave the mask wearing to Lisl and
I.”

At which, the
fair-haired TimeCutter's brow twists with sadness, and she lowers
her head that the others might not see the tears in her eyes. “Fuck
me…,” she quietly mutters, shaking her head. “Anyone else feel they
need an apology? Zelda?”

“No
– hon,” smiles the winsome auburnette, “we're good.”

“Prez?”, says Alison, looking to she kneeling beside
her.

Seranine shakes her
head at the offer, and says: “No, you're upset, and I know how you
like to be upset. So, if you want to take needless jabs to vent
your frustration, you direct them at me, okay? Leave other people's
sore spots alone. Understand?”

Face red, tears
sliding down her cheeks, Alison sniffles loudly, and replies: “I
understand.”

“Or,
better yet,” continues Seranine, holding Alison close, “now that
you are the TimeCutter, and not 'Just Alison', you put the blame
and frustration where it belongs, with Malison.”

“Well, I can't do that at the moment,” grumbles Alison, “so
get ready to be jabbed.”

With a grin, Seranine
straightens her back, and affects an obstreperous air, saying: “You
feeling froggy, Kermit? You gonna jump? What do you got; my flat
chest, my boyish figure?”

Alison lets out a
sigh, shaking her head slightly as she tries not to smile; then,
taking a breath, purposely not making eye contact with anyone, she
reveals: “Not long from now, we are going to be attacked by
soldiers. As a result of that attack, January will be robbed of her
powers, Lisl will be severely injured, Zelda will captured and
tortured, and never seen again, and Agent Herz will be killed.”

Silence, heavy and
cold, befalls the living room, in that house on Mayfield Place.

“However,” continues Alison, stressing the word, “because I
watched those events unfold in the Fray of our future, the future
changed. Because I'm telling you what will happen, right now, we
will take steps to change what happens. I got to see those
changes.”

As the others upon the
sofa turn looks to each other, Damaru quietly inquires: “What do we
do?”

Alison meets the
formerly silent Magirai's gaze, and with a shrug replies: “We let
it happen.”

With a frown, January
blurts, “What?”, even as the others aim looks of confusion Alison's
way.

“We
know the attack is going to happen, and we let it,” clarifies she,
wiping the tears from her face. “But, we let it happen how we want
it to happen. So, we still get attacked by the same soldiers,
January still gets her powers messed with, and Zelda still gets
captured, and hauled off to some dark hole of a military base.
Agent Herz still gets shot, but survives; meanwhile, Lisl has no
problem recovering from the injuries she sustains in the
battle.”

The Seven Sisters fall
silent in the face of that slightly rewritten narrative, each
frowning their thinking, but a moment, before Wittier inquires:
“Okay, with all due respect to January, it's my turn to get
protective. Why are we allowing my girlfriend to be robbed
of her powers, and get black-bagged by soldiers?”

Alison grins at the
question, and replies: “We let her get captured, so we know where
they take her. The first time the Scene played, Zelda is never
heard from again. But, I saw where they take her; so, I tell you
all her location, we let her get taken, then we go rescue her.”

“Aw,
you guys come rescue me?”, coos Zelda, “that's sweet.”

“Yeah – but, we don't get you, and leave,” adds Alison, “we're
all there for a totally different reason.”

“Explain,” Seranine prompts, brow dark with her
confusion.

Meeting her
President's gaze, Alison patiently explains: “The place is called
'Dreamland', an underground military base in the deserts of Nevada.
They're the ones who send guys with guns to mess with us. In this
Dreamland, there is a section named, 'Project Faraway Star'; that's
where Zelda will be held, and tortured. But, when we show up to
rescue her, we're also there to find something called the 'Anubis
Frame'; when we do, January, Zelda, and Wittier, enter the Frame,
and the rest of us stay behind.”

As the others clearly
show their mounting confusion for the TimeCutter's tale of the
future, Seranine to Damaru whispers the words: “Project Faraway
Star…”

“That's the same one,” nods Damaru, her expression one of
surprise.

Seranine, seeing the
looks in the eyes of her sisters-in-arms, hurries to explain: “Uh,
the first time I went to the Beach to greet a new student, as
Student Body President, a Soul didn't arrive, a living person did.
A woman, wearing a spacesuit, who apparently travelled across the
Between in some kind of vessel; Captain Patricia Sutton, from
Project Faraway Star. She wanted to be trained as Magirai;
Headmistress told her 'no', explained why, and even offered to let
the Captain stay in the Realm, because of the time difference.
Instead, Captain Sutton decided to let Myfanwy send her back to the
Universe, in hopes she would return to her own time, so she could
report back to her superiors, and get back to her own life.”

Eyes wide, January
blurts: “Are you frigging kidding?”

“I
guess this Dreamland has been trying for years,” shrugs Seranine.
“Headmistress told me to keep it quiet, so it wouldn't distract or
worry anyone.”

With the same
expression of incredulity, January says: “They're trying to force
living soldiers into the Maggirdym, in expectation that they be
trained as Magirai?”

Nodding at the
question, Seranine adds: “It sounds like it's not easy on their
end, either; I mean, if they've been trying for decades, and only
one of their soldiers made it to the Realm, that means a bunch
didn't make the journey.”

“From what I saw in the Fray,” Alison appends, “Dreamland
wants the exact location of the Maggirdym, so getting there is
easier. And, they want to dissect us Magirai, to see what makes us
tick.”

“Sorry,” interjects Zelda, needlessly raising her hand, “a
matter of personal pride. If I'm the one who gets captured, do I
tell them what they want to know, before they dissect me? I mean, I
know I don't know the location of the Maggirdym, but do I make
things worse somehow?”

To which, Alison
sniffs a laugh, and with a shake of her head, replies: “No, you're
a perfect bitch about it; hell, you looked like you were having
fun, and despite what they do to you, you have the upper hand the
whole time. In fact, your abduction isn't even the real problem,
it's this Anubis Frame you guys enter.”

“What is this Frame,” Zelda frowns, “where does it take
us?”

“Uh,
apparently, there's this dude who lives at Sungoma, who knows
everything there is to know about magic artifacts,” Alison reveals,
with a fast shrug adding: “I guess we talk to him, and he gives us
the lowdown on it.”

Lisl adds to the
conversation, then, saying: “He is called by the moniker,
'Esoteric'; otherwise known as 'Eric. Indeed, I am astonished at
how much knowledge that young man holds about esoteric
matters.”

Nodding, Alison
continues her forecast, saying: “The practical upshot of our
conversation with this guy will be, the Anubis Frame is a gateway
to the SacredRealms; you just gotta dial the right address, so to
say, and the Frame takes you there, as easy as walking from one
room into another.”

“All
of the Realms?”, inquires Seranine, eyes wide with her
surprise.

With a nod, Alison
explains: “If you don't dial an address into the Frame, if you
leave it on 'neutral', it opens into the Between; these Dreamland
idiots don't seem to know how to use the Frame correctly, so it
looks like they're sending people into the Between, who then try to
find their way into the Maggirdym.”

“That's stupid,” chuckles Damaru, frowning a smile, “the odds
on finding anything in the Between are basically zero. I'm
surprised they managed to get one person into the Maggirdym doing
it that way.”

To which, January
wryly adds: “Well, the odds of being found in the Between
are higher than zero. I wonder how many of these Dreamland soldiers
were spotted by Demons.”

“How
many ended up floating about the infinite nothingness,” Zelda
wonders, aloud, “until they died of thirst, hunger, or insanity?
Or, by the mercy of their own hands.”

With an insouciant
lift of her shoulders, Alison suggests: “If they managed to get one
person into the Maggirdym, who's to say they didn't send soldiers
to one of the other SacredRealms? Imagine, some spacesuit-wearing
dude shows up at the Sonariium, or the Lytheum, or
worse, one of the DarkRealms?”

“Oh
– my goodness,” breathes Wittier, holding a hand to her mouth,
“that's what I was thinking, and I didn't even realize it.” And,
when the others look her way, she blinks, and explains: “When you
mentioned my freshman days, that time Kinlock and I found that
Sliver patch, I remembered something he said. He said, we should go
to the Insecarii home, and mess with them, because they come here,
and mess with us. Well, if this Anubis Frame is a gateway to the
other Realms…”

When Wittier leaves
the statement to dangle, unfinished, Alison puts two and two
together for everyone, pointing the scarlet-haired girl's way,
saying: “And – that, is where I think you three go. You
enter the Anubis Frame, into the SacredRealm of the Insecarii.”

Upon a rather pregnant
moment of silence, as the TimeCutter's words sink in, January
quietly asks: “Why just the three of us? You said we split up.”

With a sigh, Alison
explains, “Well, we argue about that a lot. Ultimately, the three
of you don't want to be split up; January and Zelda have always
been inseparable, and the same goes for Wittier, now that she's
here. Princess and the Prez are in the public eye, you two sort of
speak to the world on our behalf, now, and in the future, so it
makes sense for you to stay. Lisl just got back to the world, and
we feel bad asking her to leave it so soon, not to mention she
already earned her keep by helping destroy the Obelisk. Also, we
might as well divide the swordmaidens up, so both teams have a
Tank. As for me, my TimeCutterness might still be needed here, on
Earth; if I'm in another Realm, I can't do that. Finally, there's
still lots of work to do here; to deprive the world of Magirai,
entirely, wouldn't be right, so we leave four of us behind. None of
us really like it, and like I said, we argue about it for a while,
but then our training kicks in, and we do what we gotta do.”

“So,
we go to the Insecariium to do what,” shrugs Wittier, “find
a solution to the Sliver?”

To which, Zelda
replies, “Well, the Sliver groves act like gates; maybe the other
side of them can be closed. Like, and this will sound strange, but
the Sliver is from another 'reality', so its Laceforme is woven
under different rules. Here on Earth, the rules of this Universe
translate the Sliver into weird crystal trees, et cetera,
but in the Insecariium, the Sliver could be something else,
some other object.”

“Like what?”, prompts Seranine.

“It
could be anything, really,” Zelda blinks, “there's no way to
predict what. Sort of like moving a character from one video game
to another; the programming code of the character gets interpreted
by a different language, a different set of rules, so the character
could look and act different, or be all messed up, or not work at
all.”

With a chuckle,
Seranine suggests, “What – like, if you took 'Mario' out of
Donkey Kong, on the old Atari, and plugged that bit of code
into the latest Elder Scrolls game?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” Zelda smiles a nod. “Realistically,
'Mario' wouldn't be able to manifest in the Elder Scrolls'
'reality', his code is too different from that program. But,
there's always a tiny chance of weird happening in anything; in
that case, the Elder Scrolls game engine might interpret
Mario's code in a million different ways; he could look like
anything, have weird stats, and powers. He could end up being a bit
of scenery, a rock laying on a path, a leaf in a tree; or, he could
end up being an ampersand, hovering in the air, for no
reason. There's no way of predicting what the result would be. So,
back to the point, the Sliver gates have two ends, one here on
Earth, that looks like crystal trees, and the other in the Realm of
the Insecarii, where it could look like a banana, for all I know.
So, if we go there, and squish the banana, that closes the gate on
that end. Did I make sense? I wasn't really listening.”

To which, the others
nod quiet giggles in reply, whereupon Seranine segues on to ask:
“Okay; Alison, is there anything thing else? Let's get it all out,
then we'll sort through the pieces.”

“Uh,
okay, what did I see?”, murmurs Alison, frowning her concentration,
as she – to herself – enumerates: “Kenny and Regina; no. January
and… No. There's no need to mention the parties, or that bit with
Seranine and Damaru. Then, that bit with me, arguing with the
Mayor, and that fucking lawyer…” Then, with a start, she suddenly
recalls: “Oh! There's a second event at the grove in Alberta,
besides the attack; an Insecarii diplomat shows up, to deliver a
proposal. Now, I didn't see how the future changes, because I tell
you this, but they will want to end hostilities, in exchange for
ten million people.” And, when the others about the living room
blink their shock, the foul-mouthed TimeCutter chuckles, “Yeah. So,
Prez here tells him she'll take their proposal to the world's
leaders, because she doesn't have the authority to make that kind
of decision, and the envoy gives us a week to decide. Then, Zelda
hex-gates Prez to Parliament Hill, where you both have a private
meeting with the Prime Minister.”

Amber eyes growing
wide, Seranine blurts: “I beg your pardon?”

“So,
I'm not sure how that all will go, now that I've told you it will
happen,” chuckles Alison
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