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Chapter: Prologue

Upon the middle
terrace carved into the slope of a wide and gentle hill, a
tessellated plaza stands empty, save for its few dancing fountains,
while the simple maze of lane ways what crisscross the quaint
little village are quiet and deserted. Mannequins strike coquettish
poses in the windows of boutiques, devoid of customers, while
elegantly written menus decorate the doors of restaurants and
cafés, where no patron dines. Between shops filled with gems and
jewels, gowns and dresses, stand those of a more mundane sort,
offering toys and furniture, tools and hardware, books and writing
supplies, each one open for business, despite the abundant lack of
customers. An empty flight of stone steps bisects that vast estate,
and leads to the various Schoolhouses and buildings upon the
upper-most terrace, where not a Soul moves, while further down the
natural slope of that quiet campus, a grand orchard of cherry trees
stands silent, save for the hush of the breeze through their
leaves.

Upon that mid-level
terrace, overlooking the fountain-dotted square, a large structure
stands upon a verdant stretch of sun-drenched lawn, two storeys
tall, its walls mostly glass. A dozen wrought-iron tables stand
beneath the building's angled overhang, while its flat roof
provides room for a trellised patio, above. Within the shade of
that narrow awning, Nozomi sits at a small table, clad in a
sky-blue sundress, enjoying a cup of coffee, with the only other
Souls in that quiet realm. A hand taller than the freckle-faced
god, long hair the colour of vestal snow, Kita sits next to Nozomi,
wearing a sundress the colour of sunflowers, busy eating a slice of
cheesecake, while across the table sits golden-haired Yuki, sleeves
of her fitted dress shirt rolled up passed her elbows, taking
careful sips of her tea, as she quietly pens out her thoughts, onto
the pages of a leather-bound notebook.

“What
is that you are writing, Yuki?”, inquires the azure-haired
goddess.

Turning her eyes from
the page, meeting Nozomi's blue-eyed gaze, the willowy blonde
smiles, and replies: “Oh, it be a journal of my time in this
afterlife.”

Quirking a brow as she
sips her coffee, Nozomi sets down her cup, saying: “A journal?”

Yuki nods, laying her
pen within the crook of the little volume: “It occurred to me to
write down my experiences in the realm; my trials, and training. I
hope that I might read its entries a hundred sunsets from now, as
to gauge my own progress.”

“You're not still worried that you are doing poorly, are you?
Failing a trial or two is not as big a deal as you may
think.”

“No,
it be not that,” chuckles Yuki, colour blooming upon her cheeks.
“Well, perhaps it be partly due to that. My thinking be aimed less
towards myself as a student, and more towards myself as Magirai;
about what being the 'Maiden of Rainbows' means, and of the ways my
powers manifest.”

“That's a neat idea,” nods Nozomi, brow furrowing as she
considers.

Yuki sniffs a laugh,
lifting her shoulders in embarrassment, as she says: “Well,
methinks it would do well to help me feel less like tits on a
bull.”

Hiding her laugh with
a hand, the azure-haired god replies: “You are not useless, Yuki, I
assure you.”

So far content to
remain silent, focused more upon the plate of cheesecake in front
of her, Kita clears her throat and, pointing with her fork, frowns
her question: “Hey, Blueberry, how can you not know what she's
writing? Or, are you just being polite?”

“What
are you talking about?”, asks Nozomi, peering over the rim of her
coffee cup.

“Well,” replies Kita, pausing to wipe her mouth, “you're always
bragging about your godly powers-”

“I do
not brag,” mumbles Nozomi, frowning at the comment.

“And,
you're always watching us with your all-seeing eye,” continues
Kita, unfazed by the interjection.

With a quick shrug,
Nozomi replies: “So?”

“So,
you knew what she was writing about; so why did you
ask?”

Nozomi blinks at the
question, colour blooming upon her freckled cheeks; looking into
her coffee cup as to avoid eye contact, she murmurs: “I can't use
my all-seeing eye like that.”

Fork pausing on its
way to her mouth, Kita asks, “You can't use it for the simple task
of reading?”

Short bob of azure
hair swaying as she shakes her head, Nozomi quietly replies: “The
words appear all blurry on the page to me. I'm not sure why, to be
honest, it simply seems to be one of my limitations in this realm.
I keep telling you I'm not a god.”

“I
guess it be a bit more fair,” is Yuki's gentle supposition. And,
when the others look her way, she quietly adds, “Well, you watch us
at all times, hear all we say. In a way, we've no privacy in this
realm. But, at least we can write down our thoughts, and keep them
to ourselves.”

“Without you snooping and spying on us,” winks Kita, before
taking another bite of cheesecake.

With a scowl, Nozomi
whines, “Hey – I don't snoop and spy. I can't help it, Kita; it's
not like I can turn it off whenever I want.”

Giggling at her
friend, smile bent with mischief, Kita pantomimes writing,
narrating her invisible soliloquy: “'Dear Diary, that Nozomi girl
sure is annoying. Even though she looks like a blueberry, she
smells like cabbage…'”

Nozomi gasps as though
scandalized, frowning and pouting, reaching out to slap Kita's
hand, saying, “I don't smell like- That's not nice, Kita; you take
that back.”

The snowy-haired girl
leans Nozomi's way, tickling her ribs, not only inciting a chorus
of giggles from her victim, but also from their one woman audience,
as well. “'Dear Diary,” laughs Kita, as Nozomi squirms in her seat,
“the god of this realm sure is adorable; I just want to hug and
squeeze her, and pinch her freckled cheeks, and tickle her.”

“Get
off me you weirdo!”, squeals Nozomi, face red with her laughing
annoyance.

“I
think it be worth it, dying and coming to this realm,” giggles
Yuki, colour blooming upon her cheeks, “just that I may watch the
two of you pick on each other.”

As Kita returns to her
seat, still grinning and laughing, Nozomi – to Yuki – grumbles,
“More like, she's always picking on me. Jeez.”

“Hey,” begins Kita's giggling retort, “I only pick on you,
because you're always-”

Nozomi's sharp gasp
cuts short Kita's rising protest, chair scraping the pavement as
she abruptly takes to her feet, and whispers: “Someone is
here…”

“It
be a new Soul?”

“No,”
murmurs Nozomi, eyes wide and staring; then, she points across the
plaza, saying, “There.”

With a head of long,
dark hair, a young woman fades into view, not fifty paces away,
seeming as a sightseeing tourist as she wanders the fountain-loud
plaza, moving a few paces before abruptly vanishing, only to
reappear across the square. As she kneels to smell the flowers,
gently cradling the colourful blooms in her hands, they see the
thumb-thick cord of silvery-clear light what trails from between
the girl's shoulder blades, ostensibly attached to her spine.
Vanishing, once more, the raven-haired girl then fades into view,
mid-stride, happily wandering towards the café where they sit.

Snowy-haired Kita
stands in a rush, with Yuki close behind, their hands moving to
touch their hearts, but Nozomi stays them both, holding out an arm,
saying: “No, it's all right…”

Hand still pressed to
her chest, watching the dark-haired stranger, Kita whispers: “Who
is it?”

“I
have no idea,” murmurs Nozomi, shaking her head, seemingly
fascinated by what she sees.

With a frown, Kita
quietly asks, “She's not one of the… uh, 'false-folk', is she?”

To which, Nozomi
replies: “No, I'm only manifesting the shopkeepers on campus, at
the moment.”

The young woman
apparently catches sight of them, then, for she waves and smiles
bright, turning her feet towards the café.

“Seems she has spotted us,” observes Yuki, moving to stand at
Nozomi's side. “What should we do?”

The stranger fades
from view, once more, reappearing a few paces from their table, and
Kita and Yuki start for her abrupt transition. “Hello!”, smiles the
raven-haired girl. “Beautiful day, don't you think?”

Then, before she can
take her next step, the girl in the plain black t-shirt and ripped
jeans fades in and out of being, appearing within the empty coffee
shop, trailing that strange cord of silver light a few paces behind
her as she goes. Watching the girl place her order at the café's
counter, seeing her chatter away with the pupil-less proprietress,
Kita leans her head Nozomi's way, and whispers: “What is going
on?”

The azure-haired god
does not reply, instead waving Kita off, watching the girl through
the broad windows of the café, as she soon returns outside, taking
a seat at a nearby table. Sipping her coffee, the stranger smiles
brightly at them, and remarks, “I can't believe how pretty it is,
here.”

Slowly shaking her
head, as though astonished, Nozomi whispers: “She's dreaming.”

Kita, her brow bent
with incredulity, only says: “What?”

With a nod, Nozomi
places an assuring hand upon Kita's shoulder, before slowly moving
to the neighbouring table. “Blueberry – wait,” whispers the
snowy-haired girl, but her words do not stay the diminutive god's
approach.

“Good
afternoon,” smiles Nozomi, coming to a stop at the stranger's
table, to which, she of dark-hair and happy smile replies: “Hi, I'm
Kaori.”

Nozomi takes a moment,
then, to introduce herself, Kita, and Yuki, who smile and wave
their hellos, and the girl named Kaori cheerfully observes: “Such a
strange little village; so warm and bright. The colours are so…
colourful, and happy. But, it's seems too quiet; actually, now that
I think about it, you're the first people I've seen in this place.
Do you three live here?”

Clasping her hands
behind her back, Nozomi smiles and nods, saying: “Um, yes, we
do.”

“Just
the three of you? In this big place?”

“For
now,” replies Nozomi, knowing grin upon her face.

First sipping at her
coffee, Kaori points up the wide slope of the terraced hill, and
asks: “Is that your house up there, the big mansion?”

“Mm,”
nods Nozomi, “that's the schoolhouse.”

“Pretty fancy,” opines Kaori, lifting her brows as though
impressed. “What kind of school is this?”

Hooking an errant lock
of hair over an ear, Nozomi replies: “One for magical-girls who
fight Demons.”

Kaori blinks. “A
school for girls who fight Demons?”

“Mm,”
nods the azure-haired god.

“That's silly,” laughs Kaori, shaking her head. “How would you
even get into a school like that?”

With a smile, Nozomi
gently replies: “You have to make a wish, of course.”

“Hey,
I'm not trespassing, am I?”, asks Kaori, abruptly changing the
subject.

“I
suppose,” considers Nozomi, “in a way you are, but I don't think I
really mind.”

“Well, I hope you'll let me stay long enough to finish my
cof-”

The girl named Kaori
abruptly disappears, cup vanishing at Nozomi's behest, before it
hits the ground.

Moving to her friend's
side, taking her by the hand, Kita whispers: “Blueberry?”

“It's
okay,” reassures she, still staring at the now empty
chair.

“What
did you mean, when you said she was dreaming?”

Meeting Kita's gaze,
Nozomi blinks the focus back into her eyes, and replies: “Oh, uh,
she's a living Human Soul, somewhere in the Universe, asleep and
dreaming.”

“And,
she somehow found her way here?”, inquires Yuki, as she moves to
join them.

“This
realm is such stuff as what dreams are made,” shrugs Nozomi, “and
drifts within a likewise darkness as they.”

Look of surprise upon
her face, Yuki asks: “Dreams and this realm be… together, in the
same place?”

Nodding at the
question, hooking an errant lock of hair over an ear, Nozomi
admits: “I never expected them to intersect. The odds are rather
low; one chance in infinity, to be precise.”

Amber eyes wide with
her own incredulity, Kita inquires: “You're saying people can
actually dream their way into this realm?”

“Not
really into it,” shrugs Nozomi, looking to the empty chair, “but
whoever she is, she certainly dreamt about it, and us.”

Gently nudging
Nozomi's shoulder with her own, Yuki quietly observes, “You seem
surprised by this.”

“I
am,” replies the azure-haired god, seemingly lost in
thought.

And Kita, look of
worry upon her face: “Will this be a problem for us?”

Coming to herself,
Nozomi shakes her head, and says: “No; I don't think so. Like I
said, the odds of this occurring are impossibly low. The fact that
it happened, at all, is the real surprise.”

Still not satisfied
enough to relax her concern, Kita hesitantly inquires, “Could the
Demons outside the realm use a… dreamer, to get inside?”

Once more, Nozomi
shakes her head, saying, “The Maggirdym possesses ramparts upon its
outer side, what safeguard the realm from Darkness.”

Of a sudden, Yuki
begins to giggle, so much so that she must take her seat, hiding
her smile with her hand; Kita, turning to the red-faced blonde,
grins and asks, “What are you laughing about, over there?”

“I
wonder what that girl must be thinking,” replies Yuki, managing to
restrain her laughter, “as she wakes to begin her day; of what
memory she still retains of the dream she just had…”

 


Dressed in a fitted
blazer, coloured burgundy, with a circular crest sewn upon its
breast, Kaori sits at her desk in the back corner of the noisy
classroom, absentmindedly adjusting the lay of her plaited skirt,
as she crosses her legs. Attention divided between the patter of
rain outside the window, by which her desk is situated, and the
sketchbook in which she doodles, she ignores the score of other
students who sit and mill about the classroom, chatting and
laughing, as they enjoy the last minutes of freedom provided by the
lunch hour. Looking up from her doodle, seeing she who approaches
her desk, Kaori says: “Hey, Mako.”

“Hey;
did you do your math homework?”

“No,”
yawns Kaori, returning her attention to her drawing.

“Ugh,” groans Mako, looking over her shoulder, as she says:
“Maybe Natsuki will let me copy hers.”

With a shrug, Kaori
yawns, once again, saying: “Maybe.”

“What's your problem, anyway,” frowns Mako, “why are you so
tired, today?”

Kaori shakes her head,
and replies: “Didn't sleep very well, last night.”

“Up
late, again?”

Pencil working in her
hand, Kaori says: “I was having weird dreams.”

Eyes wide with her
sudden excitement, Mako says: “What kind of weird dreams; were they
dirty?”

“I
don't know,” frowns raven-haired Kaori, still sketching upon the
page, “something about a girl with short blue hair, and a whole
bunch of freckles; something about girls fighting demons. Oh, and
her name was Blueberry.” Then, turning the sketchbook that her
friend may view her work, she says: “See?”

Mako quirks a brow,
looking to the series of doodles: “You're drawing your dream?”

“Yeah,” comes Kaori's nodding yawn, and pointing with her
pencil, reveals, “That's Blueberry, there.”

“She's cute,” opines Mako, sniffing a laugh. Then, gesturing to
the other figures drawn upon the page, she inquires: “Who are these
other ones?”

To which, Kaori
replies: “Well, the dream sort of gave me an idea for a comic book;
I was thinking there could be a whole team of girls, sort of like
superheroes. And, since this one is called Blueberry, I figured
they could all have similar names, so I made Strawberry, Cranberry,
Dewberry, and Raspberry.”

“Clever,” opines Mako, though her tone suggests she believes
otherwise.

“I
know, right?”

“And
what, they fight monsters?”

To which, Kaori nods,
and explains: “Yeah, they'll all have cool weapons and armour, and
crazy, epic superpowers. Normal high school students by day; a team
of monster hunting heroes by night.”

Quirking a brow, Mako
says: “You're writing your own comic book?”

“Sure, why not?”, shrugs the raven-haired girl, pausing to
stifle a yawn. “What the hell else am I doing? And, who knows,
maybe I'll try to get it published; turn it into an animated show,
or something like that; put it up on the internet. You never
know.”

“What
are you going to call it?”

Leaning back in her
seat, Kaori frowns, and replies: “I was thinking, 'BattleBerry
Five'…”


Chapter One

~
Tales in the Garden of Hope ~

Running as fast as her
Sketchers will take her, Mellifluous sprints through a vast and
infinite darkness, upon an
unseen ground, feet aimed toward a distant smudge of light,
soft and white as the full moon. Soles of her sneakers chirping and
squeaking, wide cuffs of her blue jeans fluttering, sweat pours
from her brow, wetting her thick mane of long, frizzy hair, and
making dark the neckline of her 'Fido Dido' T-shirt, as she huffs
and puffs for the effort of her flight. At her hip, clipped to her
belt, a yellow Sony Walkman jostles with her haste, its slender
cord attached to the chunky headphones she wears over her ears,
from which the frantic scream of high-tempo music blares loud.

Train-sized torrents
of searing hellfire split the darkness about her, as a trio of
Great Demons give chase, gaining on her with terrifying
speed, each seeming as ghastly,
horned humanoids what tower hundreds of paces off that lightless
plain. Glaring as red-hot iron, emitting thick clouds of smoke that
glare with scarlet light in the darkness, one of the vile giants
immediately vomits another searing stream of liquid light as it
runs, as the second raging gargantuan, a sickly shadow limned with
greenish-yellow light, hisses forth voluminous clouds of acrid
mist, while the third Great Titan, rippling and glittering as a
stellar nebulae, lashes out with a sextet of tentacles, each one
spewing an eye-searing blaze of black light, specifically aimed
Mel's way.

In a trice, a torrent
of light, nearing ultraviolet in its slant, scrapes the darkness,
nearby, setting off a colossal explosion, hundreds of paces wide,
thousands tall, what washes over Mel as a deluge of searing flame.
Encased within a glass sphere of golden light, the fleeing brunette
tumbles like a rag doll through the featureless darkness, soon
slamming into the unseen ground, violently rolling across its
lightless surface, as more torrents of trembling hellfire slash and
blaze her way.

Fumbling and stumbling
to her feet, orb of singing sunshine cracking like glass, as it
harbours her from the deafening explosions what rage about her, Mel
sets off running, once more, attention focused upon the song what
blares in her ears. The force of the blast waves buffeting her as
she flees, a thick bar of eye-wrenching ultraviolet light rages
over her, joined by another, then another, knocking her down,
setting her to tumbling and rolling, once more. As that roaring
assault crushes upon her, the sphere of protective light about her
begins to erode, and angry tongues of violet flame reach into that
quickly failing barrier.

Mellifluous screams as
the blaze of ultraviolet fire swirls within her light-crafted
shield, and she throws up an arm to protect her face from the
blinding inferno. Laying upon the dark and featureless ground,
thrashing and wailing for her agony, she does not notice the
slender hand what reaches through the roaring storm of violet
flame, nor the wavering puddle of silver light from which it
emerges; taking a tight hold upon her ankle, it tugs upon her leg,
in a trice dragging her into that argent pool…

 


With a wordless yell,
Mellifluous falls through the warm sunlight, trailing a thick plume
of oily smoke, landing upon a forest floor with a heavy
thud, before rolling and crashing through the verdant
underbrush. Coming to a final stop as she slams, face down, upon
the ground, alarm bells of pain ringing loud in her mind, she
manages to roll over on to her back, hidden by the black smoke that
rises from her body. Hair completely melted away, skin crackling
and sizzling, the right half of her face and head char and rot,
sealing her eye shut, cheek crumbling away to bare her teeth,
before they turn black and fall from her mouth, ear shrivelling
before it turns to ash. Lifting a hand to hold the pain in her
face, she watches as her fingers rot and crumble, hand smouldering
to dust, arm falling from her body to a smoking pile, beside
her.

Through her own
screams she hears the thundering thrum of footfalls, and with her
remaining eye sees a strange creature fast approaching through the
trees; easily twice her height, he seems to possess the powerfully
muscled arms and torso of a man, somehow mingled with the body,
legs, and antlered head of a great elk. Carrying a heavy, golden
spear in his hands, moving at the fore of a sleuth of brown bears,
he comes to stand almost on top of Mel, looking down at her, as he
angrily demands: “Who are you?!…”

~ ~
~

“…Anyway,” segues Mellifluous, “I fell unconscious, and don't
remember anything, until I woke up.”

Upon a wide, trellised
patio behind a quaint house, beneath its overhanging latticework
decorated with tiny lights, and laden with drooping clusters of
wisteria, Mel occupies the place of honour at the long dining
table, along with rosy-haired Tuli, while Nozomi and Aikata sit at
opposite ends. Between them, occupying those seats aside Mel, sit
January, Zelda, Damaru, and Seranine, while Ayumi, Noriko, and
Marisol sit across the table, with Koneko and Murayama, each one
clad in her Sunday best.

In addition to the
dozen place settings, the cloth-covered table stands cluttered with
decanters of steaming coffee, and chilled pitchers containing milk,
iced-tea, and juice; several large, crystalline serving bowls of
various salads take up space next to trays of oven-warm bread, and
cheeseboards laden with their eponymous cargo, whilst the round of
a large cheesecake, garnished with a thick, syrupy topping of
freshly picked blueberries, awaits the meal's end. Not far from the table, a large barbecue
built of brick and iron wavers the air with its heat, where long
skewers of cubed meat and cut veggies sizzle upon its
grill.

Looking up from her
plate, waist-length mane of felted locks tied back that she may
eat, Mellifluous aims her heterochromous gaze to they who sit about
the long dining table, politely clearing her throat, before saying:
“I'm sorry, everyone; I don't really hang-out with people that
much, and I often forget the rules of social mechanics. It suddenly
occurs to me that this is hardly the kind of story I should be
telling while we eat; at very least, I could edit out the grisly
details.”

The others politely
chuckle and smile at Mel's blushing apology, shaking their heads,
or waving their hands dismissively, as to admit no insult, or
breach of decorum. At the head of the table, clad in a light blue
sundress, Nozomi smiles brightly, her long, azure hair flowing
loose in the gentle breeze, while her blue eyes sparkle in the rich
light of the setting sun. Short of stature, slender, and modestly
endowed, with a mouth shaped as an archer's bow, set beneath a
button nose, a galaxy of freckles decorates her seemingly ageless
face. With a lilting giggle, the Goddess of Hope gently inquires:
“Where had you arrived?”

“The
Sonariium,”
replies the blue- and green-eyed girl. Then, with a quick
shrug, she specifies: “Well, a piece of it, anyway, sort of like a
guest area of the Sonariium.”

To which, the
freckle-faced goddess further inquires: “That is the SacredRealm of
the Aos Sidhe, right?”

With a nod,
Mellifluous reveals, “Yeah, that's where the Fairyfolk live, along
with their descendants, the Ælvenkind, and
the Sylvani. That's where I met Myfanwy; she was there when I came
to. They had us locked in a prison cell built of untainted gold,
because they were afraid we might do something rash. Anyway, the
fairies and ælves had tended to my
injuries, to put it mildly; they regrew my right arm, and shoulder,
and my face and eye; all my hair grew back stark white, but at
least it grew back. I guess Wee did some of the work, herself, and
– of course – she saw fit to change my hairstyle.”

From down the table,
sitting to Aikata's left hand side, Student Body President Murayama
lifts her gentle voice to ask: “Why was Myfanwy locked in a prison
with you?”

“Uh,”
Mel chuckles, somewhat nervously, meeting the bespectacled
brunette's gaze, “Wee is sort of on everyone's shit-list in her
realm; pardon my language. Seems the little pipsqueak committed a
number of crimes, and was awaiting trial, so to say, when I got
there. Then, as they were hauling her wingless butt off, to stand
before their version of a judge, Myfanwy lobbed me into this realm,
and escaped along with me.”

Tossing her thick
braid of chestnut-coloured hair over a shoulder, Murayama adjusts
her eyeglasses, as she inquires, “Of what crimes is she
accused?”

“Well,” replies Mellifluous, hurrying to swallow a mouthful of
food, “the big one is, she granted a wish she didn't have the
authority to grant.” Then, aiming the remainder of her words
Nozomi's way, she explains: “Specifically, your wish to create the
Maggirdym, RealmKeeper.”

Blue eyes wide with
her disbelief, Nozomi exclaims, “She's in trouble for granting me
my wish?”

“Totally,” chuckles Mel, wiping her mouth upon a napkin. “Like,
they're not even sure how to punish her for it, it's that messed-up
a crime to them. I don't know… Wee One thinks it's all kinds of
hilarious, but the rest of the Sidhe don't seem to
agree.”

And Aikata, who – of
Mellifluous – does ask: “So, is it safe for me to assume that
Myfanwy granted mine and Kita's wishes, as well, to bring me into
the Maggirdym?”

Heavy ponytail of
rope-like locks swaying as she nods, Mel replies: “She didn't
really go into the details, but I'm assuming so, which would be
strike number two and three for that little pipsqueak.” Then,
gesturing to the girl with rosy twintails who sits across from her,
she adds: “Strikes four and five will, undoubtedly, be for
wrangling Tuli and I into coming here.”

Seemingly nonplussed
by what she hears, brow dark, Nozomi shakes her head, and inquires:
“She gets in trouble every time she helps me?”

“Seems that way,” shrugs Mel, to which, Nozomi frowns: “Then,
why does she keep doing it?”

Mellifluous chuckles,
and shakes her head, saying: “Who the hell knows with fairies?”

“Goodness,” murmurs Nozomi, blushing slightly, as she fiddles
her food about her plate with a fork, “I suddenly feel bad, now; I
didn't realize I had caused her such trouble. Five wishes granted
on my behalf, for which she is branded a criminal amongst her own
kind…”

“Her
actions are her own, RealmKeeper,” shrugs Mel, “she knows what
she's doing.” Then, winking her blue eye, she grins, and adds: “I
say she gets a kick out of pissing the Sidhe
off.”

From the seat at
Aikata's right hand, Koneko lifts a hand, saying, “Hey.” Short and
boyish in her proportions, with a head of titian hair done up in
twintails what arc over her shoulders from high atop her head, and
eyes that sparkle as sun-struck emeralds, the effervescent
Seneschal wears a pair of pink denim shorts, with legwarmers to
match, and a white tank top what reads, 'I've Neither the Time, Nor
the Crayons, to Explain it to You'. Leaning forward in her seat,
she raises her high-pitched voice to cheerfully ask: “Where is that
little fairy, anyway? I've hardly seen her since the Days of
Darkness ended.”

Turning to look down
the long table, Mellifluous replies, “She's been flitting and
flying about the realm all week.” Then, with a quick shrug, she
adds: “I've no idea what the little troublemaker's been up to.”

“I
know what she's doing,” interjects Nozomi, spots of colour blooming
upon her cheeks. “She has been looking at all of the changes I've
made to the realm, over my time as Headmistress.”

“She
is?”, smirks Mel, quirking a brow.

Nozomi nods, chuckling
nervously as she admits: “I kind of feel like she's some sort of
teacher, checking my work for errors.”

Far down the long
table, Aikata winks, suggestively, and says: “I wonder if you'll
get good grades.”

Suppressing a smile,
Nozomi shrugs her true concern: “I worry she will be somehow
displeased with me, and the realm, in some way; that I have somehow
done poorly in my quest as the School's Headmistress.” Then, with a
sudden and small start, Nozomi turns her cerulean-gaze to the
north, saying: “Oh, here she comes, now. My goodness, she's
fast…”

Moving through the air
with preternatural speed, a spot of eye-wrenching light draws near, in aspect of a woman,
naked as a
new-born, head to toe
aglow with brilliant blue-white light. Barely half a pace tall,
drifting upon the air
towards that festive dining table, the diminutive creature
is the colour of
vestal snow, while a thick mane of pure-white hair, as long as she
is tall, floats languidly about her, as she comes to a
momentum-less halt above the trellised patio. Seemingly graced with
a slender, Human frame, the diminutive fairy lacks both genitalia
and breasts, as well as fingernails, and bellybutton, while her
eyes lack both iris and pupil, and glow a shade of white brighter
than the rest of her.

Aiming her question
the glowing sylph's way, Mel asks: “Did you hear us talking about
you, Wee One?”

Long, snowy hair
flowing about her, as though she moves through water, Myfanwy
smiles and nods, exuberantly twirling on the air, holding out a
tiny thumbs-up for Mel to see.

Short, tousled hair
the colour of platinum, held with a black headband decorated with a
small, white, port-side bow, Seranine aims her cunning amber eyes
Mel's way, and pointing to the glowing fairy, asks: “So, she can
understand us?”

“Sure,” replies Mellifluous, “she understands every language
ever known. The Fairyfolk basically invented the concept of spoken
language, so they're kind of masters at it.”

Sitting across the
table from Seranine, Damaru lifts her chin at the platinum-haired
girl as to gain her attention. In stark contrast to the casual
attire of the others, the silent Magirai seems dressed to attend
some grand gala, or other such high-to-do function. Long blonde
hair combed flat, and pinned-up into a tight knot behind her neck,
delicate side-ringlets dangle over her ears, from beneath the
little, feather-decorated fascinator atop her head. Complete with
stays, petticoats, and a pointed-waist, the burgundy and black
wetted silk gown she wears sports long sleeves what cover her arms
to her wrists, and a bustled train that just barely reaches the
ground, whilst the toes of her black ankle boots peek out from
beneath her hemline. When fair-haired Damaru silently nods at she
across from her, Seranine dutifully translates the unspoken
question, saying: “If she's a master of language, why can't she
speak?”

“Oh,
she can speak,” nods Mel, “it's just dangerous if she does, so she
will communicate in other ways.”

“Dangerous?”, repeats chestnut-haired Murayama, brow furrowing
with her slight concern. “What would happen if she did
speak?”

With a shrug,
Mellifluous casually replies, “Any noun she utters, becomes real;
any verb she speaks, occurs.” Then, pointing to the radiant fairy
with her fork, she adds: “In fact, that's how Myfanwy was created
in the first place; she realized she didn't exist, so she said her
own name.”

“That's awesome,” opines Koneko, voice tinged with
awe.

“Honestly,” continues Mel, taking a quick sip of her coffee,
“the full force of Wee's voice is so powerful, it would instantly
burst your body into a cloud of pink mist, and rip a crater into
this field the size of the amphitheatre.”

As they assembled at
that cornucopia of a dining table fall quiet at Mel's reply, the
glowing fairy about whom she speaks drifts and hovers across the
table, seemingly distracted by the objects she sees, and less by
the people who sit there. Koneko's effervescent giggle breaks their
collective and stunned silence, as she excitedly asks: “So, if
Ennui said the word, 'doughnut', really loud, would it fill the
realm with a whole bunch of normal-sized doughnuts, or would it
just be one big realm-sized doughnut?”

With a quiet wave of
giggles and laughter rippling about the table, and Nozomi grinning,
and shaking her head at Koneko, Mellifluous wryly suggests: “Lets
not give the little pipsqueak any ideas.”

Himself smiling for
the petite redhead's question, Aikata lifts his voice to inquire:
“How is it that you understand Myfanwy, Mel? Is it some form of
telepathy, or something?”

“I
guess so,” shrugs she, looking to the wayward fairy. “It's kind of
like she's whispering inside my head; apparently, it has something
to do with my hair, silly as that may sound. For some reason, the
longer your hair is, the easier it is to hear the whispers of the
Sidhe, and when your hair is styled like mine, the effect is
enhanced, even more.”

With a smile, Nozomi
nods, and says: “In certain ages and cultures, your hairstyle is
called, 'fairylocks'.”

“Yours is more than long enough, RealmKeeper,” observes Mel,
eyes travelling the absurd length of Nozomi's hair, “you should be
able to hear Wee One speak.”

“Oh,
I can,” reveals she, “it's like someone across a room, whispering
something I cannot discern. But, there is so much going on inside
my head, it's possible her words are becoming lost in the noise, so
to say.”

Slowly, Myfanwy drifts
towards Nozomi, gliding behind the freckle-faced god, taking a lock
of her long azure hair in a tiny hand, moving to hover on the air,
before her. With a small gasp, Nozomi opens her eyes wide, blushing
brightly as she smiles, and to the glowing fairy says, “Hello.”
Then, aiming her giggling comment Aikata's way, she excitedly
reveals: “I can hear her, like a tiny whisper.”

Myfanwy lets the lock
of Nozomi's hair fall free from her tiny hand, silently laughing as
she sets to poking the girl's cheeks and nose, and the blue-eyed
god giggles: “Leave my freckles alone.”

“So,
let me get this right,” segues Seranine, herself grinning at the
sprite's playful antics, “that crazy walking staff you had when we
met, that was Myfanwy?”

Mellifluous nods at
the amber-eyed Magirai's question, saying: “Uh, to my surprise. I
guess it's a part of her punishment for breaking her realm's rules;
I'm not entirely sure.” Then, frowning at the hovering fairy, she
adds: “Wee's saying something about how, back in the 'real' world,
a staff of twisted maple is the only form she can take.”

“That
sucks,” scoffs Koneko, emerald eyes glittering in the light of the
setting sun.

“I
remember an old story,” reveals Nozomi, aiming her statement
Myfanwy's way, “a tale of countless fairies who flew down from the
Moon, to take up residence in the 'real' world, and they all
metamorphosed into trees, whose wood had healing properties. But,
apparently, all of the trees were cut down and driven into the
soil, in effort to stabilize the land.”

As the glowing fairy
nods at Nozomi's simple tale, Seranine looks to fair-haired Damaru,
and mutters: “I'm not asking her that.” Then, when all eyes turn
Seranine's way, and she once again shakes her head at her silent
friend, Myfanwy drifts upon the air to hover before Damaru,
gesticulating with her tiny hands. And Mel, who does translate the
gleaming fairy's unspoken words, explains: “Wee One says, in answer
to your question, the reason why she didn't help us attack the
City, was because she can't.”

Taken aback, Damaru
blinks at the hovering fairy, as across the table, wide-eyed
Seranine breathlessly says: “She heard you… The little fairy heard
you.”

“I'll
just clarify,” says Mellifluous, “the Sidhe suck at battling
Demons; that's Humanity's job.” Then, aiming a sheepish grin at the
glowing sylph, she adds: “Sorry, Wee, but it's true.”

Of that reticent
quintet of freshmen at the table, mousy Marisol is the first to add
to the dinnertime conversation, nervously tugging upon one of her
golden braids, as she quietly asks, “If fairies are masters of
language, and Headmistress and Myfanwy made this realm, together,
is that why we can all understand each other, here?” Then, when all
eyes look her way, the former fen-chemist blushes, and timidly
adds: “Well, we're all here from different times and places in the
'real' world, right? Different cultures, different languages; yet,
we all understand each other.”

“Except Tuli,” chuckles raven-haired Ayumi, in the next seat
over, “who dips into some other language every now and then.” Then,
the petite former swordsmith closes her amethyst-coloured eyes,
holding a fist to her mouth, as she lets out a quiet
yawn.

To the boyish
blacksmith, Nozomi smiles, and shyly admits: “Oh, that was my
fault.” In so drawing everyone's attention, save Myfanwy, who
begins to drift about like a sightseeing tourist, the azure-haired
god explains: “In those final days of Darkness, I had been trying
to confuse all of your languages, in effort to slow construction of
the Temple. I figured, if I could rewrite the realm's rules
concerning language, so that you could not understand each other,
you would not be able to work together. I didn't get far in my
efforts, though; Tuli was one of the only people affected.”

When all eyes look
Tuli's way, then, the rosy-haired girl shakes her head, adjusting
her glasses as she shrugs, “I didn't even notice I was doing it; I
was getting annoyed at you guys, because you kept asking me to
repeat myself.”

As another wave of
giggles ripples around the long table, Murayama, looking over a
shoulder as to watch the diminutive fairy, casually observes: “She
doesn't seem interested in our conversation.”

And Mellifluous, who
does sniff a laugh, replies: “Try not to take it personally; it's
just how the other realms view Humans. We're just tools, weapons
used to fight Demons; most of what we do is trite to them, the same
way we don't care what forks are doing when we're not using them.
I'll admit, Wee's a bit different than most of the non-humans I've
encountered; she seems to give a shit about us, at least. But, she
can still be rather… aloof, even cold-hearted, from a Human point
of view.”

Myfanwy suddenly darts
through the air, moving so fast as to incite a breeze, coming to
flit and twirl about Mel's shoulders, poking and pinching at her
face and ears, and playfully tugging upon her felted locks. With a
heavy sigh, Mel waves her arms as though trying to fend off a bug,
saying: “And, she is ridiculously annoying, from any point of view.
Would you get off me! Jeez.”

Leaning forward in her
seat, peering down the long table, Koneko cheerfully says: “Hey,
Tuli?”

“I'm
Tuli,” comes the rosy-haired girl's monotonous, kneejerk
reply.

“What's it like hanging-out with a friendly Demon?”

With a shrug, Tuli
adjusts her glasses, and replies: “Not sure I'd call Mikan
friendly. For the most part, as long as I keep them fed, they spend
most of their time, 'sleeping'.”

Aikata frowns a nod,
and recalls: “That's right, you said you have more than one Demon
trapped inside your stuffed animals.”

Rosy twintails
swinging as she nods, Tuli nonchalantly reveals: “I've six, so far,
including little Mikan, but I'm always trying to recruit more. Most
of the Demons I deal with say 'no' to my offer.”

“I
probably shouldn't ask this,” blushes Murayama, “but how do you
feed them, exactly?”

“A
few ways,” replies Tuli, speaking with her mouth full, “my negative
emotions, for starters. Y'know, when I'm sad, I'll hug Mikan, and
have a good cry, and he sucks up the sadness; when I'm pissed-off
and frustrated, I'll punch his belly, and curse and grumble, and he
dines on my anger; when I'm afraid of the scary movie I'm watching
in the dark, I hide behind him, and he feeds on my fear. It's the
basic deal between us; I allow him to feed on my bad moods, as long
as he doesn't do anything to cause my negative emotions, or make
them worse, so he can eat more.”

“What
are the other ways you feed him?”, Koneko inquires.

With an insouciant
lift of her shoulders, Tuli mutters: “Well, he certainly feeds on
the lust generated by the men who see me in public; honestly, it's
probably the bulk of his diet. Bunch of perverts.”

“As
the only man here,” chuckles Aikata, raising his hand, “I represent
that comment.”

“But,
before you guys get weirded out by me working with Mikan,”
continues Tuli, raising her voice above their laughter, “the main
thing to remember is that he eats other Demons. He just gobbles
them up; don't even ask me what happens to them once he does. But,
if I let him, he's the happiest, nicest Eudemon you ever
met, if that even makes sense.”

Shaking her head in
disbelief, Koneko opines: “A Demon that eats other Demons. That
sounds so awesome. Headmistress, you and Dude-guy should put
something like that in the realm, in case we run into one of these
Eudemons in the 'real' world.”

To which, Nozomi
winks, saying, “Way ahead of you, Kitten-face.”

“If
you don't mind, Tuli,” segues Mellifluous, from across the table,
“how did Myfanwy happen to drag you and Mikan into helping this
realm?”

“Oh,
man,” groans the rosy-haired girl. “Well, it's not nearly as
exciting as your story, I'm sure; really, it was just a normal day,
as far as we were concerned…”

~ ~
~

…As
though in a poorly edited movie, Tuli abruptly appears out of thin
air, in the midst of a sun-soaked copse of trees. Short hair the
soft pink of cherry-blossoms, done up in high twintails what arc
above her shoulders, she wears a black, knee-length jumper dress,
over a short-sleeved blouse with a choirboy collar, and tall socks
striped black and white. Carrying a red paper cup of coffee in one
hand, and a fluffy, orange and white toy bunny in the other, she
imitates a cartoon 'pop!' sound as she appears; giggling at
her own humour, she shields her eyes with a forearm to take in the
ambit of her surroundings. A sun-soaked valley of emerald fields,
flanked by low, tree-covered mountains, stretches before her,
dotted with clusters of farmhouses and outbuildings, and moving
herds of grazing horses, all set beneath a bright summer sky,
decorated with little fluffy clouds, while a warm and gentle breeze
bears the scent of fresh cut hay, and freshly made
manure.

Leaving that small
copse, white bar-shoes aimed toward the lone country lane what
traverses the valley, she soon comes to a nearby fence-line what
flanks that dusty road; mindful of her coffee, she hops the fence
to wander upon the soft shoulder. Walking in the midday heat, the
first mailbox Tuli comes to bears the address she seeks; stopping,
she faces the tall gate at the head of the driveway. A dozen or
more signs cover the metallic gate and fence, store-bought versions
of 'No Trespassing', 'No Solicitors', and 'Private
Property', next to hand-made signs reading 'No Ghost
Hunters', 'No New Agers', and 'No Media'.

Tuli sips her still
hot coffee, and to herself mutters: “This should be fun.”

Ignoring the stern
signage, she opens the gate enough to let herself through, its
rusted hinges squealing a shrill protest as she enters; closing and
latching the aluminum gate, she then turns and walks down the long,
tree-lined driveway, swinging her stuffed bunny as she goes. As she
casually approaches the blue-and-grey painted farmhouse at the end
of that dusty road, a white-haired man exits the front door, his
jacket, pants and shirt made entirely of denim; rushing down the
few wooden steps, eyes dark, he marches menacingly towards her.
“Can't you read the damn signs?”, hollers he, pointing at the gate
behind her. “This here is private property; you can't just walk in
without permission.”

Tuli sips at her
coffee, as she slows her pace, coming to a halt as he draws near.
Arms akimbo, looking her over from head to toe, the man scoffs,
“What are you, selling cookies for your middle school?”

Tuli blinks her dark
brown eyes, and flatly replies: “No.”

“Then
what are you doing on my property?”

“Someone invited me here,” explains Tuli, gesturing at the
farmhouse with her coffee cup.

“Well, I sure as hell didn't,” informs he, gruffly. “Now, run
along, and go find your mommy, or I'll-”

Cutting him off, the
door to the house suddenly bursts open, to reveal a short woman
with a mess of dark hair, wrapping herself within a pastel-blue
housecoat, as she runs down the front stair in her slippers. “Bill;
Bill – wait!”, calls she, jogging towards them.

Holding his hands out,
questioningly, as the woman approaches, he named Bill only shakes
his head at her as she draws near; somewhat out of breath despite
the short distance of her run, the woman continues by saying:
“Bill, it's okay, I called for her to come.” Then, aiming a smile
the rosy-haired girl's way, she politely adds: “You're Tuli, right?
Hi; sorry. I'm Amanda, and this is my husband, Bill.”

Twintails swaying as
she nods, Tuli replies: “How do you do?”

“Please, forgive him,” beseeches Amanda, tilting her head
Bill's way, clutching her housecoat at the neck with one hand,
“we've had a lot of problems, lately, what with trespassers, and
all.”

Confusion obvious on
his face, Bill – of his wife – asks: “Called her for what?”

“I
called her to help us, with Sophie,” Amanda explains, apparently
having difficulty meeting his gaze.

Bill takes another
good look at Tuli, then, and a skeptical smile grows upon his face,
which quickly erupts with a bark of laughter. “She looks like she's
ten-years old,” scoffs he in the Canadian tuxedo. Then, as to stave
off his wife's nascent protest, he exasperatedly adds: “Honey,
we've enough damn problems keeping people away, because of all this
nonsense, and now you're inviting them in?”

“Who's Sophie,” shrugs Tuli, drawing their attention her
way.

Bill and Amanda look
to each other, then, and after a brief argument using only their
eyes, which he obviously loses, Bill lets out a heavy sigh, and
sullenly asks: “You don't got any cameras, do you? Recorders, or
anything? You're not going to put this on InstaTube, or
whatever?”

Lifting her hands one
at a time, Tuli replies: “I got a coffee, and fuzzy Mikan. And,
InstaTube sucks.”

“I'm
not paying you shit for this,” snaps he, before she finishes,
pointing a finger at the rosy-haired girl.

Slapping Bill upon the
shoulder, Amanda sternly warns, “Language.”

Meeting the man's icy
gaze, Tuli shrugs, and dispassionately replies: “I don't care about
money.”

Bill frowns at the
stoic girl, watching her expressionless face a moment; soon growing
uncomfortable under her dark and unwavering stare, he finally says:
“No bullshit.”

One hand upon Bill's
shoulder, Amanda mutters, “Bill, stop it.” Then, extending her
other hand Tuli's way, she forces a smile, and says: “Miss Tuli,
please; come inside.”

Less than half an hour
later, upon the second storey of the little farmhouse, the door to
the bedroom creaks as Tuli pushes it open. Standing in the narrow
hall, she pokes her head inside, and glances about the room, as
Bill and Amanda peer over her shoulder. Inside, the chamber is cold
and quiet, and empty of furniture of any kind; only a lone doll
sits propped up in one corner, staring at the bedroom door.
Clinging to the walls, dozens of sheets of paper bear hateful and
chaotic sketches of blood-soaked violence, as though drawn by the
unpractised hand of a child.

“We
moved out the furniture it didn't break,” Bill whispers, face
growing pale, as he sets his eyes upon the doll sitting in the
corner. “It tore up the carpet, shredded the wallpaper, smashed the
light fixture, and even fried all of the power outlets. The
'artwork', it added itself, though we have no idea how.”

Voice misting on the
frigid air in the barren bedroom, Tuli points at the curly-haired
doll, chuckling as she asks: “Is that an old, nineteen-eighty's,
'Cabbage Patch Kid'?”

“Yeah, that's Sophie,” replies Amanda, clutching her housecoat
closed at the neck, as to stave off the cold. “Our youngest
daughter found it one morning, sitting at the foot of her bed. We
figured she got it from a friend, or from school, but she insisted
it just… showed up, in the middle of the night.”

“It
seems to stay in here during the day,” adds Bill, quietly, “then at
night, it starts acting up.”

Watching 'Sophie'
intently, glasses fogging in the frigid air, Tuli looks to Bill,
and says: “Running around, breaking stuff, singing creepy
children's songs; that kind of thing?”

Nodding at the
rosy-haired girl's comment, Amanda adds: “It started bothering the
girls while they slept; it would grab them, scratch at them, throw
things around their room. At first, Bill and I thought the kids
were just fooling around, but then it started doing the same things
to us. Now, none of us can get a decent night's sleep, and the
girls are too terrified to even enter their rooms.”

“It
got so bad,” adds Bill, gesturing down the hallway, “I moved
everyone downstairs. It doesn't really bother us, as long as we all
stay down there, except that we'll wake up at night and find it
sitting on the stairs, watching us. That's why we blocked it off
with all the furniture.”

Meeting the doll's
unblinking stare with her own, Tuli only nods along with their
words.

“One
of our daughters recorded some of the things that went on, and put
them on the Internet,” says Bill, letting out a regretful sigh.
“Within a week, we had mediums, and ghost hunters, and all kinds of
hippy-dippy, New Age freaks showing up at our door.” Then,
realizing what he had said, he grimaces, holding up a hand as he
says, “No offence to you.”

With a shrug, Tuli
shakes her head, as though to excuse the comment.

“Some
wanted to film it for their 'BlueTube' channels, or whatever,”
continues Bill, rolling his eyes at the concept, “others thought
they could communicate with it; claimed to be able to get rid of
whatever it is – for a fee, of course. All kinds of nonsense like
that.”

“We
did get a Nuxalk shaman to come and bless the house, and
doll,” says Amanda. “For about a month, everything went back to
normal, but for some reason, it started up, again.”

With another heavy
sigh, Bill reveals: “We've tried getting rid of the doll. I've
buried it, burnt it; tossed it in the Juan de Fuca. It
always ends up back here, sitting in this room.”

“Miss
Tuli,” whispers Amanda, voice quavering with her fear, “we're
scared it's going to get even worse. We've seen all those movies
about this kind of thing, read all kinds of stuff on the Internet.
Honestly, we are more than terrified.”

Nodding as though
satisfied, Tuli flatly says: “I get the picture.”

“So,
can you help us?”, implores Amanda, light wavering in her tired
eyes.

With a shrug, Tuli
monotonously replies: “Of course.” Then, heels of her bar shoes
clicking upon the scuffed and scratched floorboards, Tuli slowly
enters the frigid bedroom. Without taking her dark eyes off the
slouching doll, she walks up next to it, smoothing the back of her
skirt as she crouches to get a better look, saying: “Things will go
back to normal for you, after I leave; I promise.”

Amanda shares a
confused look with her husband, and repeats: “After you leave? But,
I thought you said you were going to help us.”

Tuli grabs the
Cabbage-Patch doll by an arm, and stands; with her own toy bunny in
her other hand, she holds the 'eighties relic up before her
eyes.

“Uh,
it's not a good idea to touch it,” warns Bill, clearly unwilling to
enter the room.

Tuli casts her
bespectacled gaze over a shoulder, and mutters: “See you on the
flip-side.” Then, clutching both toys to her chest, Tuli closes her
eyes; lifting her toes and arching her back, she slowly tips
herself to fall backward. Upon a peal of thunder, the rosy-haired
girl reaches the floor; the air in the room implodes with a
resounding boom, tearing the hateful drawings from the
walls, setting them to fluttering and swirling about. Tuli passes
straight through the floor, as though it were not there, swinging
as though hinged to it by her heels, until she comes to stand upon
what should be the 'underside' of the room.

Opening her eyes, Tuli
takes a deep breath as her vision adjusts to the infinite darkness
what surrounds her; adjusting her glasses, looking up at the horrid
Demon looming over her, she casually says: “Sup, bro? We need to
talk…”

~ ~
~

“…Anyway,” shrugs Tuli, looking to the others about the dining
table, “he didn't want to talk. So, after Mikan and I kick his ass,
we caught the next gate back to the Universe, and went home. Job's
done; get some coffee and junk food into me; lay around in my
underwear, and watch cartoons. But, I had promised Mikan a special
treat for being such a good Demon that week, and he wanted his
prize, right away. I ask him what he wants, and he says he wants to
come to this realm.”

To which, Nozomi
incredulously asks, “Mikan wanted to come here?”

Rosy twintails swaying
as she nods, Tuli replies: “He said there was some ancient Demon
living here that was like a rare delicacy to him, or whatever. And,
I'm like, 'What Demon?', and he's like, 'A yummy one', and I'm
like, 'How do you know where it is?', and he says, 'A friend of a
friend of a friend of Susan.'”

Aikata snorts a laugh,
then, shaking his head to excuse himself, and Tuli continues her
story, saying: “So, I accuse Mikan of doing a bit from
Seinfeld, and he says the information he's got is good, so
let's go, and I was like, 'Whatever, what do I care?' So, we get
here, and I'm expecting a massive battle with a Demon and its
legions of minions, upon a twisted hellscape of insanity; y'know,
the usual. Instead, I'm standing on a beach, and Murayama shows up,
and is like, 'Hey, we trapped the Demon already, so whatever', and
there's Human Souls doing stuff all over the place, and I think to
myself, 'What the hell is going on here?' Anyway, long story short,
the friend of a friend of a friend of Susan, is that glowy fairy,
over there; I didn't even know, until she dragged my ass back into
this realm, after the Final Spite was destroyed.”

“But,
who is Susan?”, inquires Koneko.

“Oh,
she's one of my other stuffed animals in my demonic…
menagerie.”

Setting down her
drink, Nozomi smiles, and asks: “So, you just, 'flipped', your way
into my realm?”

With a shrug, spots of
colour blooming upon her cheeks, Tuli sheepishly replies: “Well,
sure. Like, I thought this place was a Demon's Labyrinth, not some
god's SacredRealm. Trust me, I'm not in the habit of breaking into
extra-dimensional 'realities'.”

Shaking her head,
Nozomi chuckles: “No, I don't necessarily mind that you arrived,
I'm surprised you simply 'flipped' you're way here.”

Making a show of
flexing her biceps, the rosy-haired girl blithely exclaims: “Tuli
power!”

“So,”
segues Murayama, as she and the others reign in their giggles, “you
did not know about the Golden Urn, or the troubles in this realm;
you simply arrived as to feed Mikan?”

An apologetic grin
upon her face, Tuli shrugs and replies: “Pretty much. Hell, I still
don't really know what this Urn is, or what it has to do with
anything, so…”

~ ~
~

…In aspect of an hourglass made of
woven lace, blazing as the noonday Sun, and spinning and twirling
frantically, a Soul named January falls into a vast and limitless
darkness, slowly drifting away from the light of 'reality';
strangely, an urn of polished gold tumbles through the darkness
alongside her, shedding thick plumes of frozen vapour, seemingly
borne along by the glittering wake of her Soul. All about,
innumerable vantablack horrors crawl upon the outer surface of the
Universe, seeming as a swarm of insects attacking a piece of fruit,
darting and rushing about, gnashing and snapping at each other as
they desperately try to claw their way inside. Then, a glaring
ribbon of scintillating light streaks out of the endless emptiness
into which the Soul called January falls, wrapping itself about
her, dragging her high into the infinite darkness…

 


…Fading into being upon a sun-soaked beach, sitting upon her
knees in the wet sand, January looks to the golden urn she clutches
in her arms, as the low waves wash about her legs. Immediately, the
gleaming vessel begins to tremble, shedding quickly vanishing
plumes of frozen mist onto the warm air, and as thin wisps of dark
smoke begin to leak from the urn's tiny keyhole lock, she clamps
her hand down upon it's lid, desperately straining to hold the
shuddering urn closed. Frantically looking about for some object,
or someone, what could possibly assist her struggle, January locks
eyes with she who stands, nearby.

Dark eyes wide, and
staring through her half-rimmed glasses, the chestnut-haired girl
seems dressed as a student in some private school, from her crested
blazer to her short, knife-plaited skirt. The frantic
tintinnabulation of a distant bell tower echoes across the beach,
incessantly, and the thin carpet of hitherto unnoticed daisies what
grow in the glittering sand, abruptly become monk's hood flowers,
without rhyme or reason. “Help me,” mutters January, grunting and
sweating for her effort, muscles trembling as she tries to keep the
gleaming vessel closed. And, with oily tendrils of vantablack smoke
lifting into the air, between her white-knuckled fingers, she adds:
“I can't hold it much longer.”

Brown eyes wide with
sudden alarm, the girl whispers: “Headmistress, defend yourself.”
Then, the diminutive brunette suddenly sprints forward, one hand
touching the centre of her chest as she goes; upon a blinding burst
of rosy light, long ribbons of lashing colour stream out from the
heart of her, wrapping about her svelte and surprisingly
well-endowed frame, vanishing less than a heartbeat later. Her
smartly tailored uniform now gone, long, chestnut hair twisted-up
as two buns high upon either side of her head, she wears a long,
leather reefer-coat the colour of burgundy, and a pair of short,
turned-down harness boots to match. Beneath her open jacket, a
simple pair of dark, denim shorts, reveal nearly the full length of
her shapely legs, and a snow-white bustier what struggles to
contain her ample bosom as she runs. And, there in her hand,
carries she, a strange and frightful weapon, seeming as a coiling
whip of razor thin steel, what gleams bright in the afternoon sun.
Moving unnaturally fast, the charging brunette closes to within
three paces, reaching out a hand, eyes locked on the shuddering
artifact.

Upon a sudden, the lid
of the urn slams open, and January screams, as a roaring geyser of frozen mist rages from the
golden vessel, filling the air with a foul and choking odour,
bearing with it the soft sound of flapping wings, and a vile
creature bursts from within. All black with an abyssal colour that
wrenches the eyes, in aspect of some misshapen, winged serpent no
bigger than a hand, the fiend screeches its freedom as it
leaps upon January's face. Flinging the urn to the sand, hands
working frantically to pull and claw the vantablack horror from her
body, the armed brunette reaches her side the moment the gnashing
terror slides into January's mouth.

A burst of
violet-black smoke engulfs January, head to toe, humming with
jagged arcs of ultraviolet light. Screaming in agony as her blue
eyes sink into her head, and the gaping sockets grow small teeth
and tongues, her open mouth stretches and widens, horribly
distorting her face, and filling with rows of serrated teeth. Arms
and legs stretching long, hands doubling in size, fingers
lengthening, the shrieking wight claws at the onrushing brunette,
throwing arcs of sable electricity the girl's way.

In a trice, the girl
leaps backward to avoid the flickering storm of lashing energy,
soaring a dozen paces before spring-boarding off the air, launching
herself at the eye-wrenching Demon, her cruel razor whip chirping
and whickering the air, as she charges at the effulgent fiend,
shedding humming arcs of blue static as she goes, whilst heavy
storm clouds gather alarmingly fast, above.

The distorted, horrid
form flares with ultraviolet light, and upon a sudden boom
of thunder, becomes as lightning, itself, arcing a hundred paces
down the beach, in an instant giving ground against the flashing
steel of the girl's fury. As that thick bolt of indigo electricity
touches ground, it reverts back to its misshapen, feminine form,
and the Demon immediately vomits forth thick streams of
violet-black liquid from its trio of wailing mouths.

Moving within a
glaring cage of humming electricity, Murayama jinks and weaves her
way around the sizzling streams of vile liquid, the strange ichor
burning and melting the glittering sand, leaving wide, black scars
upon the beach, what spew walls of vile smoke onto the air. As the
diminutive brunette draws near, and flicker flashes of rosy light
shine in the distance, announcing the approach of others, the
misshapen creature once recognizable as January tilts its horrid
mouths to the sky, and lets out and ear-piercing shriek.

A sudden and total
pall of silence befalls the Maggirdym.

Then, upon a terrible
and ear-shattering roar, the entire realm lurches upward. Students
in the midst of their duties abruptly launch into the air, their
bodies tearing and shattering for the sheer force of the colossal
earthquake. The sky cracks; rock and trees, water and dust explode
skyward as some world ending geyser of debris, and the vast ocean
heaves and swells as a deluge, and a blanket of darkness lights
heavy upon the realm…

 


…Sporadic fires light the ruined beach, now more a cliff what
overlooks a soaking plane of silt. Silvery cracks mar the twilight
sky, random flashes of sable lightning arc about the low-hanging
clouds. Seemingly wrapped in diaphanous robes of woven silk, all
aglow with a nimbus of violet-black light what wrenches the eyes,
the lanky, towering Demon moves along the tortured beach, stopping
a moment to pick up the golden urn laying amongst that field of
boulders and rubble, before moving further across the ruined shore.
Soon coming to the twisted, shattered remains of a seaside
amusement park, the glaring horror comes across the broken and
lifeless remains of the petite brunette, laying amongst the ruin.
Bending low, the lanky monstrosity lifts the lifeless girl up with
one hand, spewing a stream of black ichor into her mouth. With a
start, suddenly alive, the girl opens her eyes wide, struggling
against the horror what holds her, her cries muffled for the thick
bile what flows into her mouth. In a trice; all of the colour
drains from the irises of her eyes, and her frantic attempts to
free herself cease; slowly, almost gently, the towering Demon sets
the girl upon her feet.

“Bring me more like you,” commands that foul spite, voice a
guttural whisper, “show me everything…”

~ ~
~

“…Anyway,” continues Murayama, “I don't remember much, after
that; only fragments and flashes of what happened. My next clear
recollection is coming to myself in the Temple's chamber, moments
before it collapsed.” Then, dabbing away an errant teardrop with
the corner of her napkin, the bespectacled brunette adds: “But, it
seems I was instrumental to the Queen's takeover of the Maggirdym;
apparently I divulged to her many of the workings of the realm, as
I understand them, anyway; from what I can gather, I served as a
royal advisor, of sorts.”

For the first time
joining the conversation, auburn-haired Zelda politely clears her
throat, and setting down her fork and knife, asks: “So, the Demon,
this Final Spite, possessed you, as well, Miss President?”

To which, Murayama
shakes her head, and with a small frown, replies: “No, it was more
like I was… enthralled. Again, I recall little of the experience,
save for an overwhelming sense of hopelessness.”

In the seat next to
Zelda, fair-haired January aims her blue eyes Murayama's way, and
shyly inquires: “You almost destroyed the Demon on the Beach, after
it escaped the urn?”

“Had
I a few moments more,” nods the Student Body President, “I'm fairly
certain I could have put an end to him. However, when the Spite
summoned that infernal Temple, and it pierced the heart of the
realm… Well, I was dead before I even knew what happened.” Then,
looking about at they around the table, blushing bright, Murayama
shyly adds: “Goodness… Forgive me, Headmistress; Headmaster. It
seems I've dampened the mood of your good hospitality. And you,
Miss January, my sincerest apologies, as well; I do not wish to
bring to mind for you such an awful memory.”

As January shakes her
head, as to admit no offence was taken, Nozomi gently says: “It is
all right, Murayama; telling the story is part of how we heal.”

To which, Aikata nods,
and carefully opines: “I figure all of this is going to come out,
eventually. At least, we are here, together, where it's safe for us
to talk about it, uncomfortable though it may be.”

“Perhaps,” allows Murayama, adjusting her eyeglasses, “but I
realize my tale may have distracted the conversation from Tuli's
question, regarding the nature of the Urn, which I cannot
answer.”

Looking over both
shoulders, Mellifluous says: “Wee One should know the answer to
that.” Then, spotting the glowing fairy, as she tiptoes across the
surface of the swimming pool, the girl with the blue and green eyes
calls out: “Hey, pipsqueak, pay attention to us mortals for five
seconds.” As the glowing sylph drifts near, Mel continues, saying,
“In case you weren't listening, which you obviously weren't, we all
want to know more about the damn Golden Urn.”

Myfanwy blinks her
lambent eyes, suddenly shy, hiding her soundless giggle behind a
tiny hand, to which, Mellifluous frowns, and grumbles: “Do it
yourself; I'm getting annoyed being your translator.”

The gleaming fairy
scrunches her nose, and sticks out her tongue at Mel, then drifts
and hovers above the long table. Without transition, or warning,
light crafted images appear on the air beside Myfanwy, one a
textured orb of light, the other a childlike caricature of a horned
demon. Immediately, the demon, with a rather grumpy expression upon
his less than sinister face, rushes at the sphere of light, and
bounces off, falling to his seat upon a nonexistent floor, rubbing
his eyes as he cries.

“That's awesome,” giggles Koneko, watching the play of colour
and light with rapt fascination.

“What
the hell am I looking at?”, whispers Seranine, amber eyes wide and
staring.

To which, Nozomi
frowns, and gesturing to the glowing sphere, she slowly opines: “If
I'm not mistaken, that is the Universe, as seen from the
outside.”

With a small nod,
Myfanwy gestures to the play of light and colour upon the air, as
the silly little demon gets to his feet, flexing his biceps and
glowing with power, he rushes at the orb of light, and bounces off,
once more landing upon his seat, and crying as before.

With a quiet giggle,
Murayama observes: “Seems he cannot manage to force his way
in.”

The glowing fairy aims
her tiny thumbs up the Student Body President's way, then with a
wink, gestures to the show of light, above them. There, more
light-crafted demons join the first, and together, they rush and
bounce against the 'Universe'. Some are big, and do manage to enter
that gleaming realm, while those smaller continually fail to force
their way inside. Then, one rather large demon appears amidst that
comedic scene, working at an anvil and forge, quickly fashioning a
small funerary urn of pure gold. Waving a taloned hand at the
legion of smaller demons, the infernal artificer ushers them over,
and they all form ranks, then file into the urn, and its lid shuts.
The big demon then throws the urn like a stone, sending it plunging
into the 'Universe', whereupon it opens, and the horde of little
demons rush out.

“So,”
frowns Aikata, cocking his head to one side, “the urn was like some
kind of… Trojan Horse?”

Herself frowning,
Myfanwy stares at Aikata a moment, pursing her lips as though
considering his words; then, with a start, the little sylph smiles,
twirling about to alter her simple illusion, changing the demons to
resemble soldiers, and the urn into a hollow wooden horse, while
the gleaming Universe becomes a castle, at which point, the simple
stage play carries itself out, once again, as the soldiers file
into the wooden horse, which then gains entry to the gated castle,
and the soldiers charge out with a roar.

“The
Demons used the same thing on us,” asks Koneko, “to get the Final
Spite into the Maggirdym?”

“It
would appear so,” nods Aikata.

Golden-haired January
lets out a loud sigh, and says: “Well, I'm glad it's
destroyed.”

“There aren't any other urns, are there?”, Zelda suddenly
frets. “Or, what if they make another one?”

When Myfanwy shakes
her head at the winsome auburnette, Mellifluous reveals: “It seems
Wee wants to make certain adjustments to the Maggirdym, to ensure
another urn won't be able to find its way inside.”

Lifting her brows in
surprise, Nozomi says: “You can do that?”

Taking a thin lock of
Nozomi's hair in a tiny hand, and beaming a bright smile, Myfanwy
nods.

“You
want to do it right here, right now?”

Nodding and grinning,
the little sylph hovers closer, coming face to face with the shy
god, who only manages to say: “Okay, um…”

Myfanwy drifts close,
leaning forward to plant a tiny kiss upon Nozomi's forehead. Upon
the snap of blue-white static, Nozomi gasps, mouth and eyes wide,
while at the far end of the table, Aikata takes to his feet, look
of worry upon his face. As the azure-haired goddess holds a hand to
stay his concern, she whispers, “Oh – my goodness, that makes so
much sense. Oh, I was so focused upon what went on inside the
realm, it never occurred to me that I could change the outside of
it, like that.”

With a silent giggle,
the diminutive fairy begins to poke and tickle Nozomi's cheeks and
ears, and she laughingly says: “Stop it, Myfanwy…” Then, as the
playful sylph darts and twirls upon the air, the freckle-faced girl
shyly adds: “Um, I know you've been busy, since you arrived in this
realm, and I realize I am not unlike a fork in a drawer to you.
But, do you think you and I could sit, and chat, for a bit? I have
a hundred and eight thousand questions I would like to ask you, if
that's okay.”

Taking a lock of
Nozomi's long hair in her tiny hand, Myfanwy grins, and nods, to
which, the blushing god replies: “I think that'd be really
nice…”

 


Sometime later, long
after the blanket of darkness has settled upon the realm, and the
moon shines bright and full upon the little house with the blue tin
roof, Nozomi sits about the backyard campfire, making
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