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~ The Girl With Azure Hair ~

Shirtless, sweating heavily, Aikata stumbles through the dark forest, throat raw from his laboured breathing.  The lack of light and unfamiliar terrain make for hard going, and the burden he carries does little to help.  Looking at the frail, young woman unconscious in his arms, he again wonders how she came to be this way.

Wearing his T-shirt, as to hide her naked frame, the anonymous girl is nearly a head shorter than he, shockingly slender and modestly endowed.  As frail and small as she is, the young woman would be less an encumbrance if not for the peculiar accessories she wears.  Interlocking plates of angled steel form oversized knee-high boots what weigh down her feet and legs, while intricately crafted gauntlets cover her hands to her elbows, adding their own weight to Aikata's struggle.  Stranger still, the ponderous helmet she wears; hiding her head, its solid face-plate completely blocks her eyes and nose, wrapping under her chin and jawline to hold her mouth shut, leaving her neck exposed.

For a moment stopping to rest against the trunk of a broad tree, Aikata mumbles: “Wandering lost in the woods in the middle of the night, and I find a random girl passed out on the ground.”  Then, panting heavily, he looks about the darkness, sarcastically adding: “I mean, this kind of thing happens to me all the time, like, at least once a week.”  And, setting his feet to moving, once again, Aikata continues to dryly ponder his predicament, saying: “And – sure, it's not at all weird that she's naked where it counts, and wearing some sort of medieval torture armour.  Ugh, this has to be a dream.”

Moving along with the rhythm of his breathing, Aikata shambles through the leafy undergrowth another short spell, going mostly blind.  “Most people don't remember their dreams,” rambles he, adjusting his hold on the girl in his arms, “apparently, they forget them within a few minutes of waking.  I never thought that sounded right, because I remember most of my dreams.  Like, I even remember dreams I had when I was a kid; full detail, full colour; smells, and everything.”

Falling silent, then, Aikata huffs and puffs as he presses on in the darkness, mindful that he not trip and fall, as he staggers through the underbrush.  Of a time, he adds: “That's why I'm pretty sure this is a dream.  I mean, I remember going to sleep in my own bed, and then I'm suddenly laying in a forest.  Then, I find an unconscious, naked girl.  Who's wearing armour...  That kind of perverted nonsense only happens in dreams.  Or, in anime.”  Then, pausing his goings, a moment, Aikata looks about the night-dark forest, taking in his surroundings as best he can.  Within random pools of clear moonlight, he notes the tall fir trees and broad-leafed maples, and spies the conspicuously drooping tips of true cedars standing against the night's sky, while the forest floor about him seems a tangle of sword-fern, and salal, and thorny vines what could only be blackberry bushes.  With a heavy sigh, Aikata comments: “Well, I recognize the trees, at least; they're the right kinds for where I live, except I don't really see any arbutus, or monkey-puzzle trees.  And, the Moon doesn't appear to have a face, or rabbit, so that sucks.  I can't find the Big Dipper, at all; now that I mention it, I don't recognize a single constellation in the sky.  That really bright star could be Polaris, or maybe Venus...”

Awkwardly adjusting his hold upon the unconscious girl in his arms, Aikata trudges onward, selecting his route based on ease of access and sheer guesswork.  Mind racing, he continues his soliloquy, saying: “I guess it's possible I was drugged, kidnapped, and left for dead in the woods of some distant country.  But, if that were the case, there would be, I don't know, a reason of some sort.”  Then, wiping the sweat from his brow with a shoulder, he adds: “I mean, let's be honest here, unconscious girl, it's not like I'd be worth ransoming.”  And, heaving a heavy sigh, he continues to tromp his way through the undergrowth, saying, “Don't worry, though, I'll find us help.  I mean, there's got to be someone around here; a house, a road, something.”

Trying to ignore the pain in his back, and the burning ache in his arms, Aikata focuses on keeping his footing on the uncertain terrain.  Breathing heavily, he mutters: “Knowing my luck, I'm probably just bringing you further out into the middle of nowhere, and we'll both end up as bear food.  Tiger food, maybe, or anaconda food...”  Then, for a spell pushing his way through the moon-dappled undergrowth, Aikata chuckles, bitterly, and says: “Or worse, I might be bringing you back to the people who put that creepy torture helmet on you.”

Aware of at least a dozen forms of hurt throughout his body, Aikata grits his teeth against the pain, as sweat drips from his nose.  Desperate and determined to press on, he offhandedly says: “Hey, you want to hear a story, unconscious girl?”  And, panting a moment, taking her silence as a 'yes', he says: “I had this dream, once, where I was at 'Camp Crystal Lake'.  You know, that summer camp in the Friday the Thirteenth movies?  Anyway, I dreamt I was in one of the cabins, playing video games on a really old Apple computer; it was dark outside, and raining heavily.  As I'm playing games, I can see the reflection of the window behind me on the computer screen, and outside the window, upon a flash of blue-white lightning, I see 'Jason Voorhees' standing in the rain, watching me through the window, looking to kill me.

“But, for some reason, I wasn't in the mood for a scary dream that night; I don't know, I was having fun playing games on the computer, I guess.  So, I moved the point-of-view of the dream into 'Jason' and, suddenly, I was Jason, standing at the window, in the rain, watching 'me' play on the computer, inside the cabin.  And – I mean, I could feel the rain on my shoulders, I could feel the machete in my hand, could hear my breath muffled by the goalie mask I wore.  Everything.

“Anyway, so, in the role of Jason, I simply walked away from the window, back into the darkness of the forest, leaving the 'me' in the cabin to survive the night.  Then, I somehow jumped the point-of-view of the dream back into my own body, and I was suddenly sitting there playing at the computer, as I had been.  And then, I woke-”

His next footstep finding no purchase, next word turning to a drawn out cry, Aikata falls forward in the darkness.  Reflexively twisting in the air to cradle the young woman in his arms, he braces her head and neck as he falls; hard upon his shoulders and back does he land, chin ricocheting off the girl's steel helmet, and the air rushes from his lungs.  For a moment laying supine, cradling the unconscious girl tight against his chest, Aikata grinds his heels into the ground, desperately croaking and gulping for air; alarm bells of pain ringing, loudly, in his mind, he squeezes his eyes shut and rolls over, carefully depositing the frail, young woman onto the stony ground next to him.  Then, focusing upon his breathing, slowly returning it to a more even cantor, he struggles to push himself to his knees, wincing for the pain in his shoulder.

With effort, Aikata moves the unconscious girl to lay within a nearby puddle of moonlight, proceeding to check her for injury, and upon feeling the beat of her heart, and the rise and fall of her breath, he then turns his attention to the strange contraption about her head.  In the wan light seeing how the formfitting helmet conceals her head, completely, without holes or slits through which she can see, hear, or speak, he mumbles: “How do you even breathe in this thing?  What kind of sick pervert would do this to you?”

One hand supporting her slender neck, Aikata feels around the helmet with the other, searching for some form of latch or lock what holds it closed.  “Well, if this is a dream,” mumbles he, attention on his fingertips, “I guess I'm the sick pervert who's making you wear it.  If that's the case, young lady, I am terribly sorry.  I don't usually-”

Upon a strange click, the metal helmet she wears somehow loosens, opening at the jawline, as though hinged from within.  “What the hell did I do?  Whatever, lets get this damn thing off.”

Gently lifting the heavy helmet from her head, Aikata sets it aside, and turns his worry to the unconscious girl, herself, pushing long strands of azure hair from her eyes, and wiping the sweat from her cheeks and brow, as he strains to discern her features in the bright moonlight.  A galaxy of tiny freckles adorns her pale, seemingly ageless face, while her high cheekbones, slender jawline and chin, grant her a sylph-like appearance; with a small mouth shaped as an archer's bow, beneath a button nose, her face is placid and serene, as she breathes the deep, regular breaths of sleep.

“There,” Aikata whispers, lightly caressing her cheek, “maybe the fresh air will help.”  Then, looking about the dark forest around them, he discerns they are within a long and narrow clearing between the tall trees, near the embankment from which he fell.  Wincing against the various aches and pains in his body, he looks this way and that, up and down the clearing, trying to read the terrain amongst the shadows.  “You know, I think this is a road of some kind,” he muses, shivering in the cool night air; then, turning his attention back to the unconscious girl, Aikata lightly pats her cheeks, saying: “Hey.  Hey, blue-haired girl, can you hear me?  Come on, now...  Wakey-wakey.”

With a soft moan, she weakly shies away from his hand.  “Yeah, that's it,” Aikata says, quietly.  “Come on, open your eyes for me.  I won't hurt you, I swear.”

Trying to lift her head on her own, the blue-haired girl's eyes flutter and open, a moment, before closing once more.  With a sigh, Aikata says: “Aw, come on...  Hey, blue-haired girl, I need you to wake up.”

Once more rousing, the azure-haired girl slowly opens her eyes; face expressionless, she locks her gaze on to his.  “That's it,” says Aikata, forcing a smile.  “There you are; hi.  Look, I'm trying to get you somewhere safe, okay?  But, I don't know which way to go.  Can you-?”

As she begins to slide back into unconsciousness, Aikata pinches her cheek, sharply, saying: “No-no, stay with me.  Come on, I just need to know which way to go.  I don't know if you can hear me, or understand me, but if you could just point me in the right direction, I'll get you to safety.”

Eyes crossing, as she tries to focus on his face, the blue-haired girl lifts a heavily armoured hand; voice barely a whisper, she says: “Kita...”

“Kita?”, frowns he.  “Is that what you said?  What the hell does that mean?”, whereupon the girl's whispers grow faint, and she drifts into unconsciousness, once again.  “Kita,” mumbles Aikata, wracking his brain for meaning.  “That her name; a town, or something?  Wait; 'kita' is the Japanese word for 'north', isn't it?”  Then, looking up through the treetops at the night's sky, he curses under his breath, and mutters: “Great.  Even if she is saying 'north', I have no idea how to find it.  Well, I guess a road has got to have something at either end, right?  I just hope it's not too-”

The unmistakable sound of a sword being drawn from its scabbard rings on the still air, alarmingly close to where he sits, and slowly, Aikata turns his head.  There beside him, gleaming in a slant of moonlight, a long, single-edged blade points his way, it's wielder hidden in the shadows beyond.  Eyes wide, Aikata watches as the tip of that weapon approaches to within an arm's length of his face, and despite his rising panic, his hands surreptitiously search the ground about him for something with which he might defend himself; with a sudden grin, he holds up a dry tree branch, barely a foot long.  “I'm not afraid to use this,” declares he, trying not to laugh, “so if you want to hurt this girl, you're going to have to go through-”

Pain blooms in Aikata's head; he never even sees what hit him.  A high-pitched whine floods his hearing, and pinpoints of scurrying light cloud his vision, before he slumps forward, landing with his head upon the blue-haired girl's stomach, quickly joining her in unconsciousness...
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~ E-Chi ~

Golden hemline of her white cloak whisking the floor, Shirona hurriedly moves down the quiet hallway, the thick carpet muting her footfalls.  Seemingly in her mid-twenties, her long blonde ponytail swings shoulder-to-shoulder with the sway of her stride, while in the crook of an arm she carries a large, gold-plated book, even as a diaphanous white veil hides her face, from which tiny silver bells hang, what tinkle softly, as she approaches the wooden door at the far end of the corridor.  Without knocking does she enter, closing the door, quietly, to find herself in a small room, brightly lit by an orb of liquid-light what hangs from the ceiling, containing only a single bed, and a small table bearing a vase of brightly coloured flowers.  And – there, at the bedside, looking down at its lone occupant, stands a woman, a head taller than Shirona, and all clad in bulbous, knightly armour, all gleaming white, and accented with sinuous patterns of scarlet thorns.  “Good morning, Iyasu,” says Shirona, quietly, moving to join she at the bedside.

“Morning,” replies Iyasu, her voice made thin and tinny by the crystalline visor of her helmet, “sorry for getting you up so early, on a Sunday.”

“Not at all, it's important,” says Shirona, giving a slight shake of her head; then, looking down at the blanket-covered lump upon the bed, she redundantly asks: “So, this is he?”, to which, Iyasu only nods, the metal plates of her armour scraping together as she moves.  “How many of the others know he's here?”, comes Shirona's next question.

“Semera, obviously,” replies Iyasu, “and Koneko.  Really, this early on a Sunday morning, most everyone is still asleep.”

“Good; we should keep this quiet,” suggests Shirona, looking down at the unconscious man.

It is then, when, from elsewhere in the room, comes the angry demand: “We should do more than that.”  And, as Shirona and Iyasu turn to the source of that voice, the light within the corner of the room seems to waver and bend, whereupon a woman fades into view, as though from nothing.  Tall and slender, dark of hair and eye, the young woman scowls, intensely, as she crosses the room, her hooded cloak gleaming as a polished mirror, it reflecting the scene about her, hairline cracks soundlessly forming and mending in the silken glass, as she moves.

Shirona and Iyasu greet the newcomer as though with one, unenthusiastic voice, saying: “Hey, Semera.”  Then, continuing on her own, veiled Shirona adds: “Let me guess, you want we should kill him.”

“Of course I think we should kill him,” snaps Semera, and producing a dagger from somewhere on her person, she adds: “Or, at least let me rob him of his manhood.”

Tiny silver bells tinkling upon her veil, Shirona shakes her head, and mutters: “That's enough, Semera.”

“He will bring us to ruin, if you allow him to live,” is the raven-haired girl's dark reply, to which, Iyasu calmly interjects: “This is the first time in history that a man has arrived here, and the first thing you want to do is castrate him?”

“Absolutely,” nods Semera, her eyes hard, voice resolute.

“Quiet – please,” says Shirona, and as the others fall silent for that command, she pushes her white-and-gold cloak aside, and waves her hands, briefly, upon the air, over the sleeping man, whereupon seven pinpoints of rainbow light bloom into being, hovering above his chest; growing in both intensity and magnitude, the lights flare brightly, forming a ring of seven, glittering gemstones, glowing from within.  It is then, when each of the perfectly cut gems casts a wavering beam of colour ceilingward, some more intensely than others, and studying that play of coloured light upon the air, a dark line forms on Shirona's brow, as she mutters: “This is strange...”

“See?  I told you,” interjects Semera, watching the gleam of rainbow light above the bed.  “Look at the amount of e-Chi in his heart.”

Heavy plates of her knightly armour grating, Iyasu leans forward to study the thick beam of crimson light what gleams high and bright; then, pointing to the entire spectrum, she says: “Look at the other base energies, though, they are just as high.”

“More importantly,” Shirona adds, veil tinkling with her breath, “look at the convergence,” at which the three women angle their heads, looking up.  And – there, hovering above the bed, the seven rays of rainbow colour converge upon a single spot, each one adding its hue and intensity to the others, forming an orb of swirling light near the ceiling.

“I don't believe it,” says Iyasu, full helm barely concealing the wonder in her voice.

“It's almost perfectly white,” adds Shirona, equally breathless.  “His high e-Chi levels tinge it a bit to the pink side, but it's damn close.”

“This is so stupid,” scoffs Semera, “you don't honestly think he's one of us, do you?”

Shirona, ignoring the question, of Iyasu inquires: “How long before he wakes?”

Plates of armour grinding together as she shrugs, Iyasu guesstimates: “A few hours?”

“Okay,” Shirona nods, “there is nothing to do, now, but wait.”

“I can castrate him,” offers Semera, voice tinged with dark hope.

“You most certainly cannot,” answers Shirona, “the Headmistress wishes to see him when he wakes.”

Dark eyes growing wide with shock, Semera stammers: “You can't be serious; she never sees anyone.”

“I am just as surprised as you,” admits Shirona, “but her wish is our command, few as they may be.”

Upon which, Iyasu inquires: “Of anyone, why does the Headmistress want to see him?”

“I really wish I knew, my friend,” replies Shirona, veil tinkling as she shakes her head...
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~ Questions ~

Aikata opens his eyes, and rolls over in bed, drawing the covers over his head, as to block the harsh light what shines from above.  With a long yawn, he reconsiders falling back into sleep, and the cozy warmth of the blanket encourages him to do so; only then does it occur to him that he is not in his own bedroom.  Upon a sudden rush of adrenaline, Aikata snaps the blanket from his face; bolting upright, he looks to and fro, taking in his surroundings, finding himself alone, in a rather small room, unfurnished save for a small night table, and the bed in which he sits.  “Ugh, is this the same dream, or a new one?”, groans he, rubbing the sleep from his eyes; then, throwing a corner of the blanket to one side, he swings his feet to the floor and stands.  With not a stitch of clothing covering him, he arches his back, and stretches his shoulders, before a spell of dizziness forces him back down, and for a long moment does he sit on the edge of the bed, lost in a case of the early morning stares.  Then, coming to himself with a start, he looks down at his state of nudity.  “Great,” sighs he, “I hope this isn't one of those 'go to school naked' dreams.”

Once more taking to his feet, crossing the thick carpet to the door, intent on seeing where his reverie will take him, Aikata reaches out to grab hold of the door's handle, whereupon the quavering song of rung steel breaks the silence of the room.  At first, it occurs to him that a tuning fork had been somewhere struck, a notion quickly discarded as a sword blade fades into view, before him, blocking his access to the door.  With that slightly curved, single-edged blade hovering only a hand's breadth from his neck, Aikata slowly pulls his hand away from the door, and moving only his eyes, he follows the length of the gleaming weapon to find its wielder glaring at him, angrily.  As tall as he, somewhere in her late teens, with dark hair and hard, brown eyes, the young woman fades into existence, as did her sword, seemingly from thin air.  All wrapped up in a hooded cloak, impossibly made of silvered-glass, the young woman moves with unsettling silence, as she forces him to back away from the door, and placing herself between he and that only exit, she levels her gleaming blade his way.

Aikata, raising his hands as to surrender, puts on a small frown, as he recalls: “I recognize that sword, from when I was in the woods, with that blue-haired girl.  This is the same dream, then, huh?”

Eyes sharp with caution, the raven-haired girl does not so much as blink, let alone reply.

“All right, well, am I a prisoner here, or what?”, shrugs he.  “Because, I mean, you would have just killed me when you found us, and you didn't, so...”

His stalwart captor remains motionless; unfaltering, her eyes never leave his.

“Oh, I'm sorry, Miss, do you speak English?”, asks Aikata, patiently.  “Tu parle Francais?  Nihongo ga dekimasu ka.”  Then, with a nervous chuckle, he admits: “I'm running out of barely learned languages, ninja-girl; help me out, here.”

Suddenly moving, the raven-haired woman forces him, at sword point, a pace deeper into the room; for himself, Aikata raises his hands higher, as he gives ground, and declares: “You know, if you've hurt that blue-haired girl, I'm going to get that tree branch I found on the road, and whack you with it.”

Hint of colour blooming upon her cheeks, the mirror-cloaked woman remarks: “I thought you would be a bigger opponent.”

“Look at that,” replies Aikata, wryly, “the ninja-girl speaks, and the first thing she says is a veiled insult about my manhood.  No matter, I meet lots of angry people in my dreams; real life, too, for that matter.”

“If you attempt to leave this room, I will kill you,” warns she, voice as hard as steel.

To which, Aikata rolls his eyes, and mutters: “Uh, yeah, thanks; I kind of figured that out on my own.”

“Were it up to me,” the raven-haired girl adds, “you would be dead, already.”

“Yeah, I expect that as well,” shrugs he.  “It's actually kind of predictable.”

With a glare, the swordswoman then sneers: “Don't take my words so lightly, Demon.”

An impressed look grows upon Aikata's face, and quirking a brow, he smiles: “Wow.  Really?  I've been called a lot of crappy things in my days, but no one has ever called me a 'demon'.  It's usually something like 'loser', or 'pathetic', or-”

“You're a disgusting parasite,” she interrupts, frowning her distaste.

To which, Aikata chuckles: “Sucks to be you, then, being the one who has to guard me, and all.”

Jaw clenching, the raven-haired girl seethes with anger, but does not reply.

“Anyway, thanks for the bed; it was real warm and cozy,” Aikata says, cheerfully; then, turning his back on the sword aimed his way, he casually moves to the bedside, and taking up the blanket by one edge, he proceeds to make the bed in which he had slept.  As he puts the finishing touches on his task, he pauses, his attention caught by a detail gone hitherto unnoticed.  “Oh,” intones he, somewhat embarrassed.  There next to the bed, a set of clothing sits folded and stacked neatly upon the floor, jeans, and t-shirt, socks, and boxer shorts, next to which stand his pair of Chuck-Ts.  Sitting upon the edge of the freshly made bed, he dresses hurriedly, hoping his face is not as red as it feels, and slipping on his shoes, he turns to the ninja-girl, lacing them as he speaks, saying: “Sorry, I didn't see my stuff there when I woke.”

The door opens, then, to reveal a young woman carrying a large, gold-bound book, and clad in a snow-white caftan, and hooded cloak, both accented with intricate gold needlework, who moves with graceful silence upon silken slippers, as small silver bells dangle from the edge of a diaphanous, white veil what hides her face, they tinkling softly with her stride, while her golden hair, caught up in a high ponytail, swings wildly about her shoulders, as she walks.  With a nod moving passed the mirror-wrapped girl, she comes to stand before Aikata, giving him a graceful curtsy, and her sleepy brown eyes meeting his, she smiles, and says: “Good morning; my name is, Shirona.”

Suddenly flustered by the sight of the strangely dressed woman, Aikata stumbles through his own introduction, adding: “It is nice to meet you.”

Elegantly gesturing with her free hand, as she speaks, veiled Shirona adds: “The one with the sour look upon her face, is Semera.”

“Uh, yeah, we've sort of met,” mumbles he.  “Hi, angry ninja-girl, I'm Aikata.”

With a sniff, raven-haired Semera sheathes her sword; then, turning sideways, she abruptly disappears from view, as though she had never stood there in the first place.

“Oh, she went 'poof',” observes Aikata, sounding unimpressed. “I guess she doesn't like me.”

“She does not,” replies Shirona, veil tinkling, as she shakes her head.

With a shrug, Aikata admits: “That's cool, most of the people I meet don't like me.  You seem nice, though; at least you haven't threatened to kill me, yet.  So, that's good.”

“Yes, well,” blinks Shirona, “among other duties, I am honoured with the task of being one of the first to greet newcomers, here; I even have a little speech prepared, which I have given more times than I can remember.  However, the circumstances of your arrival are somewhat different, so I must stray from my usual script to ask you a few questions, first.  Would that be okay with you, Aikata?”

“Um, yeah, I guess so,” replies he, uncertainty clear in his voice.

“Wonderful,” Shirona smiles, congenially.  “First of all, would you mind telling me about yourself?”

To which, Aikata gives a shrug, saying, “Uh, I'm no one, really.  I swear.  Just your average nobody.”

Veil tinkling, Shirona shakes her head, asking: “What do you mean, 'average nobody'?”

With another fast shrug, Aikata reveals: “I mean, I'm nineteen, I got a crappy apartment I share with three other people; I don't have a car, or a smartphone, or a girlfriend, and I work a job where I, ultimately, help a billionaire's dream of being a trillionaire come true.  Honestly, I spend more of my time watching cartoons, and playing D&D, than anything else.  Well, not D&D; EarthDawn, actually.  First edition rules, when FASA owned it.  It's like D&D done right.  Anyway, that's me in a nutshell; just your average, otaku loser nobody.  And – yes, I'm aware that's not a good thing.”

“I see,” Shirona nods, before asking: “Do you know how you came to arrive in the Forest, last night?”

“Um, no, not really,” hesitates Aikata, frowning as he searches his memory.  “Uh, I was at home, watching Japanese cartoons; it was getting late, so I fed the cat, and went to bed.  I remember, at one point, I was in that weird place between being asleep and being awake; I rolled over to get comfortable, and there was a flash of light, and a loud, booming noise.  I thought it was thunder and lightning, but when I opened my eyes, I found myself laying on the ground, in the woods.  Just like that.”

“Do you happen to remember what you did before all that?”, asks Shirona.  “Perhaps, what you did the day before; the week before?  Do you remember your childhood, your friends and family?”

“Well, yeah,” Aikata shrugs, frowning his confusion, “I mean, with as much accuracy as anyone else, I suppose.  Why do you ask?”

“And, you don't know why you are here,” she surmises, brow dark with her statement.

“Miss, I don't even know where the hell I am, right now,” answers Aikata, holding his hands as though to surrender.  “I honestly thought I had been abducted by aliens, and brought to some other planet, or something.  But – then, once I found that blue-haired girl, I figured this was all a dream.  Though, and I hate saying it, I'm beginning to think this isn't a dream, either.”

Shirona, cocking her head slightly, then inquires: “On that subject, what were you doing with the... the blue-haired girl?  Where were you taking her; what was your plan?”

“Honestly, I had no idea,” admits Aikata, with a sigh, “but I couldn't just leave her laying unconscious in the woods, like that.  Could you?  I mean, I thought she had escaped from some sicko, sadist pervert, or something, what with her head all locked up in that terrible helmet.  I had to get her somewhere safe.”

“And, when you were found,” Shirona segues, “you tried to defend this blue-haired girl, with a stick, no less.  What would possess you to do such a thing?”

With a self-deprecating shrug, Aikata answers: “I thought I had succeeded in bringing her back to her captors, and I couldn't just let them take her back without some kind of fight.  Obviously, I didn't stand a chance, especially not against that angry ninja-girl of yours.  Now, it would seem that I've not only failed to protect some random stranger, I've also managed to get myself captured in the process.  Anyway, did you kill the blue-haired girl, or you still torturing her with that messed up helmet, and armour?”

“She is not our prisoner, Aikata, I assure you,” placates Shirona.

With a reluctant shrug, he replies: “Sorry, I'm not sure I believe you.”

“Be that as it may, I believe what you have told me, even though there is still much I don't understand.”

“Okay.  Thanks, I guess,” says Aikata.

“Now, if you will allow,” segues she, “there is something I'd like you to see...”
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Chapter Four
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~ The Maggirdym ~

Footfalls muted by thick, burgundy carpet, Aikata and Shirona move through the wide corridors of the seemingly large building, passing dozens of wooden doors along the way, as he commits to memory the simple map of their course through the halls, taking note of the gilt-framed paintings what hang at key changes in their direction.  A short time after leaving his room, she of snowy cloak and tinkling veil leads him to a stairwell, what spirals across several storeys; following after Shirona, as she climbs that wide, stone staircase, Aikata asks: “So, is this, like, an old-timey castle, or mansion, or something?”

Veil tinkling softly, as she shakes her head, Shirona cryptically replies: “Not exactly.”  Then, after a short and winding climb, they reach a simple wooden door at the top of the stairwell; throwing it open to a blaze of sunlight, Shirona steps through, gesturing for him to follow.  “This is the rooftop of the main building; we simply call it, the 'Old School',” explains she, gesturing at the scene about them.

Slowly moving to the guardrail at the edge of the rooftop, Aikata takes in the vast scope and grandeur of the grounds, from a vantage point five storeys high.  Atop a wide, terraced hill sits the so-called Old School, along with a dozen other vine-covered buildings what flank it upon either side, while a wide, stone staircase leads from the entrance of the school, down the slope of a grassy hill, to a lower terrace, where a grand square holds dozens of small buildings, all clustered together.  There, narrow lanes flanked by blooming cherry trees crisscross the grounds, granting access to the various fields, gardens, and plazas what dot the area, while the stairs continue far down that tree-covered hill, to a broad gate set in a stone wall that wreathes the entire complex; beyond that megalithic barrier, a grand forest of oak and maple trees stretches far off, receding to a range of jagged mountains, what claw the distant horizon.  “Oh – wow, this place is huge,” observes Aikata, turning to take in the picturesque view.

“From here, one can see all of the School's grounds,” Shirona reveals, offhandedly gesturing about the area, as she adds: “The dormitories and Student Union buildings are to your left, and the steel-and-glass buildings to our right are the New School facilities.  Down the hill, at mid-level, you can see the tennis courts, and baseball fields, and in the centre are all the shops and stores the students use.  That big area over there is the Park, and behind us, to the south, is the Beach; since today is Sunday, all students have the day off, so most of them are probably there.”

Aikata, peering down from his high vantage point, watches the hustle and bustle of the school's grounds, below, where – despite Shirona's comment – he spies scores of people who mill and move about the campus, dotting the lane ways, and gathering about the various shops, and athletic fields.  “So,” muses he, “this is an actual school, then?”

With a tinkling nod, Shirona replies: “This might be a lot to take in, all at once, Aikata, but I feel it best that I be forthright.  All of this, absolutely everything you see, exists outside the normal flow of time and 'reality'.  It is a Realm we call, the 'Maggirdym'.”

Warily, Aikata mutters: “Okay...”

“Upon death, certain Souls arrive here,” Shirona says, carefully, “specifically, the Souls of young women; in this School they train as one of the 'Magirai', an ancient order of powerful, magical heroes.”

Torn between amusement and confusion, Aikata scoffs a laugh, saying: “Magical heroes, huh?”

“Upon completion of their training,” Shirona continues, patiently, “the Souls of the Magirai return to their bodies, at the moment of their demise, whereupon they will live to combat the evils of the world.”

Wry grin frozen upon his face, Aikata blinks at Shirona a long moment, carefully watching her expression through her veil, looking for signs of jest, or trickery.  “So,” he sums up, “you're telling me this is a private school for teenaged 'magical girls'?”  Then, with a shake of his head, he mumbles: “This is sort of reminding me of a bit from a Monty Python movie...”

With a frown, Shirona inquires, “By what name did you just call us?”

“What, magical girls?” shrugs Aikata.  “I'm sorry, I'm not trying to be funny, I just forget the name you said, is all.  And, I've watched enough anime to know what a 'magical girl' is: some teenaged girl, in a sexy-cute outfit, with some kind of magic power.  I mean, I'll admit, it does sound kind of lame, but they're no different than any superhero, really.”

Shirona, shaking her head, as though to dismiss the topic, says: “Regardless, the dirty end of this conversation is the fact that since you are in this Realm, talking to me now, you are dead.  I know you think this to be a dream, but I assure you, it is not,” to which, Aikata snorts a skeptical laugh.  “I am sorry, Aikata, but you are dead,” Shirona insists, earnestly.

“I don't believe you,” denies he, shaking his head.

“Nevertheless,” she shrugs, sympathy clear upon her face.

Slowly moving backward a half-step, Aikata observes: “This all feels real; I feel real.”

“Agreed,” Shirona nods, “but – again, I assure you, it is not.”

Numbness slowly encroaching over his apparently unreal body, Aikata says: “That can't be right.”

Long, golden ponytail draping over a shoulder, as she bows her head, Shirona solemnly replies: “I am sorry, Aikata, but it is.”

Face growing pale, wavering on his feet as though dizzy, Aikata stammers: “You said that Souls come here, but then go back.  Right?  So, I can go back, right?”

“I'm afraid I don't know the answer to that,” replies Shirona, regret evident in her voice.  “Never before has a man's Soul entered this Realm; we don't know what your presence here will do, what harm it may bring, let alone if you can go back to your existence in 'reality'.”

Aikata, faltering back another step, quietly mutters: “I'm dead?”

Veil tinkling as she nods, Shirona none-too-flippantly adds: “If it makes you feel better, so am I.”

“But, you'll get to live, again,” he replies, weakly.

“Correct,” Shirona nods, “a life dedicated to fighting the Demons what plague the 'real' world.”

Uncertain what to say, Aikata finally stutters: “How could I harm this place by being here?”

With a sigh, Shirona turns to look out over the School's grounds, saying: “It seems that, thanks to the help of men, Demons found a way into this Realm; now, they infest the Maggirdym, constantly stalking and consuming the Magirai who train here, destroying their Souls, before they can graduate back to 'reality'.  As such, no Magirai can return to the world until we-”

“So, that's why the ninja-girl called me a 'demon',” Aikata interrupts, voice shaking, “you all think that, because I'm a guy, I'm on their side.”

“Yes,” nods Shirona, “it is a distinct possibility to us.  Perhaps unknowingly, or even unwillingly, you are 'on their side'.  Either way, as a man, you potentially have the power to draw more Demons to this fair realm, something we – obviously – cannot allow.”

Aikata stares at the veiled woman in disbelief, a moment, before asking: “You trying to tell me that I might be some kind of demon-spy, or something?”

“Honestly,” replies Shirona, “beyond the fact that you appear to be a disembodied Human Soul, we really don't know what you are, or what may become of you.”

With a heavy sigh, Aikata stares off into space, as he considers the details of his situation; then, talking chiefly to himself, he summarizes: “Okay, so, I'm dead, and I'm the only guy in an afterlife that's filled with teenaged schoolgirls who have magic powers, and fight Demons.  I hate seeming like a giant pervert, but that kind of sounds like heaven to me.”  Then, pausing briefly, Aikata continues by saying: “But – then, I'm not actually supposed to be in this afterlife, because I'm a guy, and I might not be able to ever get out of here, and all the schoolgirls hate or fear me, because I might bring Demons and doom, and stuff.  Which kind of sounds like hell.”

From behind her sheer, tinkling veil, Shirona replies: “Um...  Yes, that appears to be the sum of it.”

With a shake of his head, Aikata helplessly asks: “So, what the hell am I supposed to do, now?”

“Now,” Shirona replies, quietly, “you have an audience with the School's Headmistress...”
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Chapter Five
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~ Arrival ~

Meanwhile, upon a quiet Beach, a short distance from the School, a colony of gulls cries out, belligerently, as they soar above the glittering sands.  The sun's mid-morning heat not yet intense enough to banish the low fog what wafts upon the shore, not a Soul wanders that stretch of placid beach.  Behind the noise of the birds on the air, the rolling crash of the ocean waves, and the gentle hiss of wind-blown sand, the sound of the School's bell drifts upon the breeze.

The prints of her bare feet appear in the wet sand a brief moment before she fades into existence.  Seemingly in her late teens, of average height and almost boyish proportions, she sports a head of short, tousled hair the colour of platinum, and cunning amber eyes; clad in black shorts, a long, black denim coat, and a simple v-neck blouse, she carries her shoes in one hand.  With an arm shielding her eyes against the bright morning light, the newly appeared girl frowns in confusion.  “What just happened?”, she mutters, looking about the beach.

Uncertain, the platinum-haired girl steps back from the sandy shore, only turning to behold the vast ocean what lays behind her, when the low waves swell about her feet.  Mouth falling open for her astonishment, she sets her eyes on the far-distant horizon, where the calm, ocean waters blend, indistinguishably, with the sky.  “Where the hell am I?”, she wonders aloud, voice trembling with a rising panic.  Then, turning back to the shore, stumbling a few paces through the sand, she searches for some clue or frame of reference to which she might cling, and face twisting as she struggles to search her memory, she mumbles: “I was doing something; something important.  Why can't I remember?”

Upon a beat considering that she may be a survivor of some shipwreck, she then sets to touching at her clothes and hair with her free hand, and finding herself to be clean and dry, the platinum-haired girl then pinches at the soft flesh of her forearm, in expectation that she be dreaming.  “Okay, I guess that answers that question,” she says, wincing for the pain in her arm.  “Okay, Seranine, try not to panic.  You're not in danger, at the moment, so just think this through.”

For a moment studying the wide beach, the girl named Seranine searches for any sign of help, or hindrance, seeing only glittering sand stretching far to her left hand, and right.  The quiet beach gently rolls away from the ocean, up to a verdant grassland, at whose edge do sparse clusters of tall palm trees lean for the gentle wind, throwing spiky shadows upon the sand.  A short way down the beach, one stand of trees appears different than the rest, they much larger in size, and arranged in a circle, as to provide a small clearing, where the unmistakable bloom of flowers somehow colours the sand beneath the palms, and the telltale lines of a small structure stands.  Warily looking this way and that, Seranine approaches that stand of palm trees, at once hopeful and afraid she may encounter someone, and thinking the structure within the clearing to be a home of some kind, she calls out her guarded hellos, as she draws near.

Soon does Seranine cautiously enter that atoll of trees, with a frown wondering at the lush carpet of daisies what grow in the sand, where stands also a large, wooden sign, tall and broad, held erect by a pair of thick timbers, it hand-carved and painted white, bearing a number of lines of large, bold text.  Upon the sandy ground, about that massive sign, a colourful menagerie of plush toy animals sits, bunnies, and bears, and kittens, each one seemingly untouched by time, or the elements; in amongst that button-eyed collection, dozens of small picket signs stand driven in the sand, hand-painted with colourful drawings, each bearing a cheerful, and sometimes seemingly random, message.  “What on earth is this,” breathes Seranine, still frowning as she reads.

Adorned with a bright yellow happy face, one sign reads, 'Don't panic!  I did, it wasn't worth it', while another reads, 'I will never forget this place; these people'.  'We have cheesecake!', declares another little sign, appropriately decorated with wedge-shaped images of berry-covered dessert, while two stick figures grace yet another, one with a speech bubble what says, 'I'm confused', the other replying, 'I know'.  Pastel pink in colour, a rather determined looking cartoon bunny inhabits the white-space of one signboard, announcing: 'Read the big sign, silly.  Again.'

Dutifully turning her attention to the large, wooden wall what dominates the clearing, Seranine reads its bold, black-lettered message, aloud, saying:

'Welcome to the Maggirdym!

You are safe.

You are not dreaming.

Your memories will return.

You are among friends; we are anxious to meet you.

Someone will greet you, soon; she will help.

Don't panic; be not afraid.'

For a beat returning her attention to the garden of daisies, picket signs, and fuzzy stuffed animals, Seranine carefully re-reads the welcome wall, again, before turning on the spot upon which she stands, suspicion sharpening her eyes, as she searches the wide beach for signs of ambush, or voyeur.  Then, boldly raising her voice above the waves, she shouts: “This some kind of practical joke, or what?”

As though to answer her call, the wind-muted toll of a distant bell tower drifts over the sun-spoiled beach, drawing Seranine's attention inland, and through the tall palm trees what surround her does she spy a lone figure crossing the sand, who soon comes to a stop a half-dozen paces outside that little oasis.  The approaching newcomer waves, cheerfully; then, placing one hand over her heart, the girl lifts her other hand high into the air, fingers spread, thumb and forefinger held to form a circle.

Warily moving a few steps closer, Seranine looks the newcomer over.  Startlingly well-endowed, the girl stands a hand shorter than what is considered average, her long, chestnut hair done in a thick braid that hangs heavy behind her, while a pair of half-rimmed glasses cover her big, brown eyes.  Smartly dressed in a form-fitting, crested blazer, coloured gold with black trim, with a knife-plaited skirt, and high socks to match, she stands fidgeting upon the sand in a pair of simple, brown leather loafers.  “Good morning,” says the bespectacled girl, brightly, “my name is Murayama.”

Suddenly anxious, the platinum-haired girl scans the beach for others, saying: “Uh, I'm Seranine.”

“Hello, Seranine,” smiles Murayama, “I am honoured to meet you.”  Then, clasping her hands at her waistline, bowing her head, slightly, she adds: “Please, be kind to me.”

Struck by the newcomer's strange greeting, Seranine frowns, and replies: “Uh...  Likewise.”

“You no doubt have a million questions breeding in your mind,” the brunette chuckles, with one hand adjusting the lay of her eyeglasses.

“Two million,” Seranine corrects, dryly, looking the girl over, once more.

Smile as bright as the sun what shines upon them, she named Murayama replies: “Of course; I will do my best to answer them all.  But – first, you doing okay, so far?”

“More or less,” answers Seranine, somewhat taken aback by the question.  “Um...  How are you?”

Hands still clasped at her waistline, Murayama lifts her shoulders of an insouciant shrug, and happily replies: “Oh, I'm always excited to meet a new arrival; but, often those who come here find it difficult, what with the memory loss, and suddenly being in a strange place, and all.”

Seranine, looking back to the placid ocean, mumbles: “Yeah, that's kind of throwing me off, a bit.”

“Many times,” the bespectacled girl adds, “new arrivals aren't so calm as you.  I certainly wasn't.”

Still casually scanning the beach for others, Seranine replies: “You weren't?”

“Heck – no,” chuckles Murayama, “I was so terrified, I ran down the beach to get away from she who came to greet me.  Threw my shoes at her, and everything.  No really, I did.”

Unable to suppress a grin for that admission, Seranine then points to the sign, and wryly comments: “So, I'm supposed to believe that I'm safe, and that you're my friend, and that I shouldn't panic.”

“I hope you believe these things,” Murayama nods, “but it's okay if you don't, right now.  Let's be honest, this is a rather unbelievable situation, after all.”

“And – my memories?”, Seranine inquires, curtly.  “The sign says they'll come back, but why the hell are they gone in the first place?”

“The suppression of your memories is natural,” explains Murayama, “occurring that you be free from the attachments of your past, while you are here.  If it helps put you at ease, I, and all of the others here, don't remember our past lives, either.  It can take some getting used to, I'll admit.”

With a frown, taking a step backward, Seranine repeats, “'Others'?”

Murayama moves herself back two steps, granting Seranine a wider berth, as she replies: “Indeed.  There are two thousand, one-hundred, and thirty-three students enrolled here, currently.  All arrived upon this Beach, the same as you; like myself, they are happy you are here.”

Seranine looks the petite brunette over, once again, scrutinizing the clean lines of her uniform, as she remarks: “A school?  So, that's what's up with your outfit.”

Murayama stretches herself as tall as she can manage, turning to point inland, replying: “Yeah, if you stand on your tiptoes, you can just see the top of the School's clocktower from here.  Well, I'm short, so maybe you won't have to stand on your toes to see.”

Seranine, following the course of Murayama's gaze, spies the distance-blued shape of a bell tower; then, without turning to the bespectacled brunette, she asks: “So, you going to tell me why I'm here?”

With an almost bashful shrug, Murayama hesitantly replies: “Well, this might be a bit overwhelming.  You see, everything here exists outside the warp and woof of 'reality'; it is a Realm we call, the 'Maggirdym'.  Here, the Souls of young women come, after death, to train as one of the 'Magirai', an ancient and legendary order of magical heroes...”
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Chapter Six
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~ Headmistress ~

A short while later, Aikata, having left the rooftop via the stairwell through which he had arrived, follows Shirona to a whisper-quiet corridor upon the uppermost floor of the Old School building, he growing increasingly anxious as they approach the nondescript door at the end of the hall, and he tries to decide what to make of his predicament.  “So, if I'm dead,” posits he, “how come I get nervous when you say the words, 'audience with the Headmistress'?  I feel like I'm about to be given detention for smoking in the bathroom, or something.”

“Perhaps the title is a bit misleading,” Shirona replies, looking over her shoulder.  “The logistics of the School's daily operations fall upon my shoulders; the Headmistress creates and maintains the 'reality' of the Maggirdym.  Every stone, every flower, every bird and bee; every part of this Realm exists and moves by her will, alone.  Truly, it is more accurate to call her a 'god' in this place, than 'Headmistress'.”

Face growing pale for his incredulity, Aikata shakes his head, and asks: “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Please, understand,” warns Shirona, “an audience with the Headmistress, such as this, is an incredibly rare occurrence; it should not be taken lightly.”

Nervously looking about, Aikata swallows, and assumes: “I guess you're in charge around here, then?”

Absently shifting the gold-covered book she carries from the crook of one arm to the other, Shirona replies: “Since I am the Headmistress' Seneschal, as well as one of the School's Instructors, I guess I am in a certain way 'in charge'.  But, really, I am simply one of the many Magirai who train here.”

“Sorry,” Aikata excuses his lack of understanding, “what is a 'Seneschal'?”

“The Seneschal tends to the administrative and domestic affairs of the School,” Shirona explains, patiently, “and ensures the wishes of our Headmistress are carried out.”  Then, reaching the end of the quiet hallway, Shirona brings him to a stop before a simple, wooden door, saying: “Before we enter, there are a few rules I must insist you observe.”

With a nod, Aikata replies: “Of course.”

“First, know that to behold the Headmistress can be a shocking sight,” warns Shirona, her voice nearly a whisper, “I ask you to restrain yourself upon witnessing our Goddess' physical form.”

Aikata, growing increasingly anxious, warily says: “Okay...”

“Second,” continues she, “please do not attempt to speak to the Headmistress, or communicate with her in any manner; do not raise your voice in her presence; do not make any sudden movements.  Do not approach within three arm's lengths of her person.  Lastly, never touch her, in any way, for any reason.”

For a moment nodding his terrified understanding, Aikata hesitantly inquires: “Uh, I'm not trying to be sarcastic, but is it okay if I make eye contact, or do I got to look at the floor the whole time, like with Kings and Queens?”

“That won't be necessary, Aikata,” replies Shirona, smiling patiently, “likewise, you needn't kneel or bow, nor must you leave the room backwards, as are the usual demands of royalty.”

With a nervous sigh, he asks: “Will she at least let me know if that blue-haired girl is okay?”

“Quiet – now,” hushes Shirona, as the door swings open, “it is time.”

The light from the hallway streams over their shoulders, into the room beyond, barely illuminating its spartan interior; as they enter, and the door closes behind them, candles flare to life, one standing in each of the room's corners.  Thick, black carpet mutes their footfalls, and the walls and vaulted ceiling, painted black and lustreless, seem to devour the meagre candlelight; dominating that small room, a large sphere of glass, a half-dozen paces in diameter, hovers a hand's breadth off the floor, it silent, and seemingly filled with dark fluid.  Shirona comes to stand a few paces from that massive, dark sphere, bringing Aikata to a halt along with her; then, nodding at the black orb, she whispers: “May I present to you the Goddess of Hope, Our Eternal Headmistress, and ruler of the Maggirdym.”

Eyes straining, Aikata stares into the inky globe, and slowly, the dark waters within lighten, turning a milky white somehow gleaming with its own inner light.  The thick liquid continues to change, gradually becoming as thin and clear as water, glowing as though lit by the noonday sun, and there, at the core of that massive sphere, floats a lone figure, naked save for a pair of steel, knee-high boots, armoured gauntlets to her elbows, and a sleek and featureless helmet what tightly binds her face and head.  Eyes growing wide with shock, Aikata whispers: “Blue-haired girl?”  Then, shock turning to anger, he rounds on Shirona, yelling: “What is this?  What the hell are you doing to her?!”

“Lower your voice,” hisses Shirona, casting a wary look at the so-called Headmistress.  “We are doing nothing to her.  Everything you see here is by her design, and none other.”

“She's the Headmistress?!”, exclaims Aikata, his disbelief echoing about the room.  “She is your god?  But, what-?  Why is she in that thing; why the hell would you do this to her?”

“As I've already said,” Shirona quietly replies, “the Headmistress' mind is actively creating and moving this 'reality', but her own senses distract her from that task.  The object you see assists her in sustaining the Maggirdym's existence.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”, Aikata frowns.  “This isn't help, it's torture.”

To which, Shirona, gesturing elegantly, explains: “Look there; consider how the glass of the lacrima, and the fluid within, mutes all of her senses.  Imagine how the helmet ensures she is blind, and deaf, and unable to smell, or open her mouth to speak; how the steel gloves and boots serve to block the touch of her sensitive hands and feet.  All of this is by the Headmistress' design, and hers alone.  Never leaving, she spends her time in a state akin to sleep; as far as the Headmistress is concerned, she has no Self to which she must pay attention.  Thus, she can focus all of her concentration upon maintaining the Maggirdym for us, free from the trivial distractions of her own senses.”

Aikata turns to the massive sphere, to the shockingly frail young woman within.  Head hung with the weight of her helmet, knees bent to her chest, armoured hands held by her chin, the blue-haired girl known as the 'Headmistress' floats motionless, seemingly oblivious to the scene about her.  “That's awful,” whispers Aikata, despite himself, “that all seems so unfair to do to some-”

His words drop off abruptly as, within the sphere, the Headmistress lifts her head, turning to look their way.  Then, the partially armoured god rights herself, and languidly drifts through the clear fluid towards them, landing on the toes of her boots upon the inside wall of the orb, before she beckons Aikata to approach, with a slow wave of her armoured hand.  Uncertainty clear on his face, Aikata looks to Shirona, managing only to say: “Um...”

“This isn't possible,” gasps Shirona, veil doing nothing to hide her look of surprise.

Gently tapping the inside of her glass abode with an armoured finger, the Headmistress ushers him over, once again, and without awaiting Shirona's permission, Aikata hesitantly moves towards the gleaming sphere, violating the 'three arm's length' rule by at least two, he swallowing loudly, as he looks through the curve of that strange prison.  Then, moving slow, the so-called 'god' soundlessly twiddles her fingers at him, as to say 'Hello'.

Uncertain, Aikata waves back, with a frown whispering: “Hi, blue-haired girl; you doing okay?”

To which, the Headmistress places an armoured hand upon the wall of her glass abode, leaning closer to him, as she nods.  “Can you hear me in there?”, asks Aikata, quietly, to which, the Headmistress again nods.  Then, brow twisting with worry, Aikata whispers, “Did I make a mistake trying to help you?”, and when the Headmistress shakes her head in reply, he gestures to the massive sphere, and opines, “Because, all of this, looks kind of terrible to me.”

With her armoured hands steadying herself, the Headmistress shakes her head, once more.  Aikata, for a moment watching her, then becomes distracted by that orb what imprisons the frail 'god', and moving slowly, he circumnavigates the sphere, fingertips squeaking as he drags them across its smooth, glassy surface.  Within, the Headmistress turns herself about, slowly following the course of his goings, as though seeing him through the thick plate of steel what covers her face.  “Well, I hope you're really okay, blue-haired girl,” Aikata says, quietly, “and I hope that my being here won't mess up this realm of yours.  I promise, no part of me wants that to happen.”

Stark face-plate nearly touching the wall of her glass abode, the Headmistress seems to watch him a moment, before leaning back, clasping her armoured hands over her heart, and bowing her head.  Then, the waters within that great sphere slowly cloud over white, then black, and with a final wave, she fades into the inky darkness...
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Chapter Seven
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~ Prisoner ~

A short time later, back in the room in which he woke, Aikata sits upon the edge of the bed, staring off into space, and wringing his hands, nervously.  The image of the so-called Headmistress adrift in the fore of his mind, he hears little the veiled Seneschal says, as she stands before him.  “For now,” concludes Shirona, snapping Aikata back to 'reality', “you can use this room as your own.  I am afraid I must insist that you remain here, and not wander the School, or its grounds; toward that aim, I shall lock you within, at least for the time being.”

To which, Aikata dejectedly replies: “So, I am a prisoner, then.”

“I fear I would be lying if I said 'no',” sighs Shirona, “but I would like to think that 'yes' isn't the right response, either.  For now, we think it best if we minimize your exposure to the other students, until we can figure out the reasons of your presence.  Perhaps, it is best to think of this more as a quarantine than imprisonment.  I assure you, we will be as accommodating as possible, but I admit, a well-kept prisoner is still a prisoner.”

Aikata lets out a sigh of resignation, and replies: “You know, I'm kind of choked about it, but at the same time, I think I understand your position.  So, I guess I'm okay with it, for now.”

“Thank you, Aikata,” says Shirona, veil tinkling as she bows her head.  “Hopefully, it will not take us long to sort this out, but until then, please, make yourself as comfortable as you can.  If you need anything, within reason, feel free to ask.”

“Okay, but what happens if you guys decide I am somehow a threat?”, frets he.

“I would prefer not to dwell on such things until circumstances warrant the need,” Shirona replies.

“I mean, if I am a threat,” Aikata adds, “I'd like you to know that I'm not doing it on purpose.”

“I do not envy you your situation,” admits Shirona.  “Who knows?  Perhaps we shall come to learn your presence will benefit the Maggirdym, in some way.  But, for now...”

Aikata, shrugging at her words when she does not go on, then asks: “Will I be able to see the blue-haired girl, again?  Sorry, I mean, will I be able to see the Headmistress, again?”

“I'm afraid that is not likely, Aikata,” replies Shirona, carefully.  “Setting eyes upon the Headmistress, but once, is rare; understand that she does not appreciate trivial distractions.”

With a nod, Aikata says: “Okay, well, before you go, may I ask a question?  If you guys think I'm so dangerous, why did you let me see her at all?”

“The Headmistress commanded it,” Shirona replies, curtly, veil doing nothing to hide her disapproval.

“But, if this Headmistress of yours never speaks, how does she communicate with you and the others?  Like, a burning bush, or a booming voice from the sky, or something?”

“The Headmistress uses the language of flowers,” replies Shirona, pointing to the slender vase standing upon the bedside table.  “It is a relatively simple language and, as her aide, one in which I must be fluent.”

“Really?  Like, red for passion, white for purity, pink for innocence...  That kind of thing?”

“Indeed,” replies Shirona, somewhat impatiently.  “Now, if you will excuse me, I have other duties to which I must attend.”

Purposely waiting until her hand touches the door handle to leave, Aikata stands, saying: “Oh, just one more thing, if you don't mind.”  Then, invoking the spirit of his favourite television detective, he continues: “You know, I can't believe it; silly me, it almost slipped my mind there, for a second.  What I was wondering is, if your Headmistress is so important, so fragile, and she never leaves that bubble of hers, how come I found her lying naked in the woods, unconscious, all by herself?”

Shirona, standing in the open doorway, without turning to face him, replies: “I would like to know the answer to that, myself...”
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Chapter Eight
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~ Observer ~

After another earnest apology, and a promise to return shortly to see to his needs, Shirona leaves the reluctant newcomer to his own devices, gliding gracefully down the long, empty corridor, the tiny bells upon her veil breaking the silence, as she goes.  A short distance down the hall, she says to the air beside her: “So, what do you think?”

Slowly fading into view, appearing as though from thin air, Semera's mirror-cloaked form manifests, keeping stride with Shirona, hairline cracks forming and mending upon her cloak, as it folds and flows about her.  Face red, scowling darkly, she replies: “I almost killed him when he approached the Headmistress like that.”

“I cannot say I would have tried to stop you,” admits Shirona, looking her friend's way, “but he was only doing what she asked.  Even you would not deny her commands, she makes them so rarely.”

“That is why the disgusting parasite still lives,” shrugs Semera.

“You catch what he said on the rooftop?”

With a sneer, Semera replies: “Sort of.  I was busy thinking about pushing him off.”

“I asked you along to observe him, unseen,” grumbles Shirona, “not to indulge your violent fantasies.”

“Whatever,” mutters the mirror cloaked girl, giving a fast roll of her dark eyes.

A moment of silence passes between them, as they make their way through the quiet hall; then, barely masking the astonishment in her voice, Shirona says: “She used the language of her body to speak to him.  Can you believe that?  I've never seen the Headmistress move so much as a finger in all my time as her Seneschal, let alone wave.”

“I know,” mutters Semera, looking to the carpet at her feet.

“You've been here the longest of us all,” says Shirona, “when was the last time she did that?”

“I've never witnessed it myself, until today that is,” the raven-haired girl replies.

With an exasperated sigh, Shirona says: “This is the second instance of her mysterious sleepwalking problem, and now this random Soul of a man shows up.  And, she not only demands an audience with him, she wakes up enough to wave at him?  She nods, and shakes her head, in answer to his questions?  What the hell is going on here, Semera?”

To which, the girl in the silver-silk cloak shrugs, “Clearly, the man-Soul is not what he seems.”

“Sure, but I'm as good at perceiving falsehoods as you,” reminds Shirona, “you know as well as I do that he's not lying.  He has no idea how he got here, or why; he has no clue what this place is, and he certainly did not know who the Headmistress was, until a few moments ago.”

“Then, why is he here, if not to kill her?”, asks Semera, mirrored-cloak squealing, as it flows about her.

With a shake of her head, Shirona replies: “I don't know.  Really, what else could it be?  Anyway, if you don't mind, I'd like you to keep an eye on him, tonight, in case he decides to cause trouble.”

“You do it,” snaps Semera, “I'm slated to patrol the east Field from middle-night to tierce.”

“I'm patrolling the west end of the Field at the same time,” Shirona counters.

With a shrug, Semera suggests: “Get Iyasu to do it, then.  She can guard the man-Soul, and keep an eye on the Headmistress, in case she begins to sleepwalk, again.”

“I despise the thought of posting a guard on the Headmistress,” grumbles Shirona, veil tinkling, as she shakes her head.

“If she sleepwalks outside the grounds, again, and a Demon finds and kills her, this 'reality' will end.”

“I'll not treat the Headmistress as a prisoner in her own Realm,” mutters Shirona.  “At least, not any more than we do, already.”

With a sniff, Semera replies: “You may have no choice, Seneschal...”
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