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~ Dedicated to
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- Dante
Alighieri, Inferno


Chapter: Prelude

…Near
the south end of Vancouver Island, in the heart of the Cowichan
Valley, the first bloom of spring flowers colour the ruined green
space of Croft College campus. Furrows rend the earth, long and
deep, what uproot the broad, spiky clumps of heather that decorate
the grounds, while clusters of bright yellow daffodils lay crushed
flat, as though trampled, and charred carpets of Siehe's
glory-of-the-snow stand out in the grey light of the morning rains,
what so often fall upon that area known as Warmland. Upon that
small campus, amidst the modern architectures of damage concrete,
broken glass, and gouged steel, lays the still-smoking ruins of a
large building, upon a lawn of burnt grass, once in aspect of a
large church, it's flying buttresses now toppled, arched windows of
stained glass shattered, peaked roof collapsed in upon itself. The
rubble of that anachronistic structure stands wreathed in a
battered fence of grated steel, painted an eye-wrenching shade of
orange, about which, scores of construction workers gather and move
about, hauling and setting up equipment from the caravan of work
trucks, nearby, as police and firefighters work to control the
crowds of onlookers, and the fires what still smoulder about
campus.

Of those many
structures set about that tortured green, the Student Union of
Croft College stands largely empty, as the mid-morning rains slant
their way through the building's countless shattered windows, to
wet the various clubs and offices along the structure's west face.
Within one of those rain-soaked rooms, the three members of the
Occult Research Club sit dumbfounded and staring for the words of
the oddly dressed stranger who has darkened their door, on such a
dismal morn. Perhaps only three paces wide, and twice as many deep,
its windows shattered, a glass-littered puddle of water marring the
floor, the small room seems cluttered for the square table,
computer desk, and chairs therein, let alone the half a dozen
shelves what bear an assortment of lights, cameras, volt meters,
infrared thermometers, and other such gadgets. What little space
upon the walls that remains exposed seems a patchwork of rain-wet
newspaper clippings, photographs, and hand-written notes, detailing
various UFO sightings, crop circles, and other mysterious
phenomenon, while a small table stands bearing an exquisitely
detailed model of the school's aged library, and it's grounds,
decorated with dozens of tiny flag-pins, itself soaked with rain,
and littered with cubic shards of glass.

Of that trio of
wide-eyed freshmen, who sit about that mess of a room, she named
Imagen sports a head of long, red-gold hair, held in a low
ponytail, wearing a pair of black sneakers, drab, olive-coloured
cargo pants, and a bush jacket to match, while he named Kenny, a
man of rather generous proportions, sits at a computer desk, dark
of hair and eye, and wearing a simple pair of grey sweatpants, and
a thick Cowichan sweater. Between them sits Six, reclining in her
seat, balancing her chair upon its back legs, heels of her combat
boots upon the small table. A hand shorter than average,
full-figured and rather well-endowed, she sports a head of spiky
hair, short and boyish, and all dyed black, with chunky, vibrant
slashes of purple, and wears a black, oversized sweater, and tight
jeans to match. As for the stranger who stands in their midst, at
whom they stare with such incredulity, the oddly dressed woman
introduces herself as Mellifluous; Mel, for short.

Of average height and
slender frame, appearing to be in her mid-twenties, she possesses a
heterochromous blue-and-green gaze, and a mane of blue, green, and
white dreadlocks. Sparkling in
the fluorescent light, a peculiar tattoo decorates the right side
of her face, seemingly drawn with powdered gemstones rather than
ink, resembling lifelike trefoil leaves upon sinuous vines, that
bristle with aquiline thorns and small red berries, what extend up
her neck to disappear beneath her hairline, before bending to form
a thorny ring about her right eye. Wearing a large, conical
hat upon her head, what grants her the appearance of a cartoon
witch, its wide brim reaches well-passed her shoulders, its pointed
peak so tall, it flops back upon a right angle, while a cloak of
forest-green wool drapes from her shoulders, boasting a high and
stiff collar, and a laced vest of brocaded, green silk covers her
simple white blouse. A pair of tight, black leggings, and grey,
cable knit, knee-high socks hide her legs, beneath the green
tiered-skirt about her waist, while a pair of tall leather boots
adorn her feet. Anachronistically, a bright yellow Sony Walkman
hangs from the satchel at her hip, upon which hang a large pair of
over-ear headphones, while a tall walking staff stands clutched in
her right hand, seemingly made of a twisted piece of polished
wood.

Already partway
through their conversation, Mellifluous – to the bewildered trio –
casually explains,“Nozomi would object to my use of the word, but
she is something like what you and I would call a 'god'. The
Goddess of Hope, specifically, if that helps you sort it out in
your heads. She is the Keeper of an extra-dimensional Realm, sort
of a temporary afterlife, outside of our Universe, called the
Maggirdym. The Souls that go to her Realm are trained to be
powerful, magical heroes called the Magirai, who are resurrected on
Earth, so they can fight the Demons who haunt Humanity.”

Titian-haired Imagen
stares at she with the felted locks, a slight sensation of
dizziness swirling about her head, a brief moment, before she turns
to look at Kenny and Six, who themselves sit in a likewise fashion,
blinking their incredulity in the heavy silence what fills the
small room. Then, as Mel casually sips at her coffee, Kenny quietly
realizes: “She really is a magical-girl; Nozomi really is
BattleBerry Blue.”

“You're not far off from the truth,” winks Mel, smile hidden
behind the cup in her hand.

“So,
she's the god of a…”, Imagen frowns, adjusting the lay of her
eyeglasses, “magical afterlife?”

Mel lifts her
shoulders, and smiles: “Nozomi prefers the term,
'Storyteller'.”

“We
met a god?”, reiterates Six, brow dark with her incredulity. “You
must be joking.”

“A
god bound to her bones, so to say,” adds Mel, giving an apologetic
nod.

“Okay,” blinks Imagen, uncertain what to say. “Uh, I guess, why
did she come here?”

To which, Mellifluous
lets out a sigh, and says: “That's a bit of a story, but I can try
to give you the quick and dirty of it.” Then, angling her
heterochromous eyes for remembering, she summarizes her lengthy
adventure, by saying: “Uh, okay – so, there were five of us:
Nozomi, and her sweetheart, Aikata, plus Tuli, Lisl, and myself.
Well, Wee One and Mikan were there too, but that's not important,
right now. Anyway, we entered the giant tower that stands at the
heart of Hell, called the Obelisk of Yfel, so we could destroy it.
We fought our way to the bottom, then battled a Great Demon, who
tossed each of us into a different Domain of Hell; Nozomi ended up
here, on Earth. In order to find a way out of this Universe, and
back to the Obelisk in Hell, she came to this school, were there
was an Infernal Gateway in the ruins deep below the nunnery;
unfortunately, she discovered the Gate had been recently destroyed,
before she had a chance to use it. But, she managed to find another
way out of this 'reality', back to the evil tower; she and Aikata
destroyed the stupid thing, and we all went back to her place, for
coffee and cheesecake, to celebrate. Things went a bit sideways,
once we got there, but that's a whole other story…”

~ ~
~

…Deep
in the heart of the SacredRealm called Maggirdym, upon the
centre-most point of that magical land, stands a magnificent maple
tree, what goes by the name, Old Man. Towering sixty-paces into the
air, its boughs broad-reaching, and bearing leaves the size of
dinner plates, the venerable Tree casts its shade upon the crest of
a gentle hill, not far from the door of a small cottage, whose
peaked tin roof gleams bright blue in the sunlight. There, amidst
the wildflowers beneath the Old Man Tree, lays a large rectangular
box, in aspect of a coffin, its walls seemingly made of clear
glass, the panes held by a framework of ornately engraved silver,
and filled with liquid light, glittering and gold. Strangely, the
gleaming container bends the light what shines upon it, somehow
splitting the sun's rays to a rainbow of bright colour, a trio of
paces in all directions.

Drifting upon the
fragrant air, the wingless Fairy known as Myfanwy, gently glides
towards that gleaming casket. In aspect of a woman, naked as a new-born, head to toe aglow with brilliant blue-white light,
and barely half a pace tall, the diminutive Sylph is the colour of vestal snow, while her thick mane
of pure-white hair, as long as she is tall, floats languidly about
her, as though she moves through water, before she comes to a
momentum-less halt. 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.
Exuberantly twirling on the air, beaming a happy smile, she
gestures at the peculiar box, then aims a tiny thumbs up the
others' way.

Of that quartet of
wide-eyed onlookers, nearby, she named Kita, a slender, teenaged
girl, clad in a yellow sundress, draws near to that glowing Fairy,
her long, snowy hair giving shape to the wind, as she goes. “Wow…,”
breathes she, slowly running her amber eyes over the container of
liquid light.

Standing nearly a hand
shorter, azure-haired Nozomi follows at Kita's side; turning her
freckled-face her friend's way, cerulean eyes glittering in the
sun's light, she quietly asks: “What is it?”

To which, Kita grins,
and cryptically replies: “An old friend.”

Little Myfanwy drifts
near to them, then, taking Nozomi by the hand, pulling her to that
glowing box, gesturing at it, as she exuberantly nods. Drawing near
to the glaring container, coming to a halt beside it, Nozomi
follows the point of the playful sprite's tiny finger, to see a
strange, but rather ornate, lock or latch upon the box's top face.
Casting a look of uncertainty Kita and Myfanwy's way, the
azure-haired god gives a small nod, and hesitantly replies:
“Okay…”

Examining the large
container, a moment, trying to peer into the pool of glittering
light within, Nozomi reaches out a hand, and tentatively turns the
locking mechanism. Upon a loud and metallic click, the
flawless glass panes vanish from the box's top face, and sides, and
the golden liquid within abruptly sublimates to a cloud of cool,
scintillating vapour, what quickly billows and disperses on the
air. And – there, within the argent frame what remains, a lone
woman lays supine upon the grass, clad in a snow-white gown of
silk, long golden hair neatly arranged about her head and
shoulders, and adorned with still blooming roses; hands folded atop
the long sword what rests upon her chest, the round of a dark and
featureless mask sits aside her pillow, its ruby tear-lines
glittering in the bright sunlight.

Drawing in a small
gasp, blushing as she sets her azure eyes upon the woman's
unspeakably beautiful face, Nozomi then spots the gleam of that
deadly blade, and the dark mask what seems to swallow the sunlight;
lifting a hand to her chest, she breathlessly observes: “Oh – my
goodness, it's her…”

~ ~
~

…Slowly, Lisl opens her eyes, squinting for the harsh light of
the sun, seeing the delicate shape of fluffy white clouds against a
blue sky, through the leaves of a grand maple tree; closing her
eyes, she lets out a long, slow sigh. Listening a moment, to the
hush of wind-swept grass, what brings to her the scent of rain,
wildflowers, and freshly-picked blueberries, she dares open her
eyes, once again, as she slowly attempts to lift her head, quickly
spotting the hand what presses flat against her chest, aglow with a
blaze of blue-white fire what wrenches her eyes. Hearing a small
gasp, Lisl watches as that hand flinches away, before she lowers
her head back into her pillow.

A feminine voice,
nearby, softly opines: “Goodness, she is breathtaking.”

To which, another such
voice, smilingly replies: “Well, she was made in the image of the
Goddess of Love and Beauty, after all.”

Blinking at the sky,
harsh light hurting her eyes, Lisl mutters: “This is not the bottom
of the ocean.”

Gently, the first of
those quiet voices assures: “Fret not, SwordMaiden, you are amongst
friends, here.”

Hearing the truth in
those quiet words, Lisl immediately expresses her next thought,
aloud: “Where is the Golden Urn; is it safe?”

“It
is all right,” hushes that dulcet voice, “the Urn has been
destroyed, along with the foul Spite, within.”

Closing her eyes, as
to hide the tears welling within them, Lisl dares ask: “And, the
horde I unleashed?”

“Sadly, it still rages upon the world,” comes the commiserative
reply.

With a sigh, Lisl
shakes her head: “Why have you returned the spark of Life to me?
How much time has flowed by, since my eyes were open last?”

To which, that other
voice gently answers: “I can't say for sure how long; as for the
rest, we thought you would want to have a cup of coffee with
us.”

Upon a pause, eyelids
fluttering as she tests her vision, Lisl remarks: “I know that
voice; the last words I remember were uttered by that voice.
'It's getting late, and there's
still so much more to do.'” Then, with a small frown, she says:
“Kita, is it you who speaks, or has madness finally taken
me?”

“Welcome back, SwordMaiden of Hope,”
replies Kita, smile clear in the sound of her voice.

Carefully moving her
sword aside, planting her elbows, Lisl struggles to lift herself up
from the lush grass upon which she lays, feeling a quartet of hands
upon her back and shoulders, what gently assist her to sitting;
then, still having difficulties with the bright light, she squints
at the blurred figure beside her, reaching out to touch their
face.

“Kita… It really is you,” whispers Lisl, eyes watering as she
tries to open them.

The snowy-haired girl
nods, taking Lisl's hand in hers, smiling a blurry smile; then,
looking to she who kneels at her other hand, the SwordMaiden sets
her sore eyes upon a short and lithesome frame, limned with a blaze
of blue-white fire, head of long azure hair lifting against
gravity. Squinting for that harsh light, peering at the girl's
face, Lisl whispers: “Light and Love, I know those freckles. Little
Yumemi?”

The roil of flame upon
the petite girl quickly fades away, and the sunlight about them
dims to a near twilight; with a smiling nod, she replies: “It is,
though I no longer refer to myself in that fashion.”

“It
was you who breathed Life into me?”, frowns Lisl, focus slowly
returning to her eyes.

Looking at her own
hand, twiddling her fingers as though testing their function, the
azure-haired girl replies: “I am not entirely certain how, but it
would appear so.” Then, brow furrowing with her concern, she adds:
“Are you… okay?”

“It
would seem my long and lasting inertia has left me somewhat stiff,”
replies Lisl, “and my senses appear to be over-interpreting the
information they hasten to gather.” Then, looking to the sword
laying next to her, slowly taking it in hand, arm trembling as she
holds it up before herself, the gleaming blade suddenly flares as
the noonday sun, glaring and roaring a moment, before she allows
its blazing fire to fade away. Seeing, then, the dark round of her
featureless mask, there next to her pillow, Lisl blinks, and
reaches a tentative hand its way, gently caressing its smooth lines
with her fingertips.

“I am
sorry, SwordMaiden,” Nozomi says, quietly, “I did not consider that
you may wish to be wearing your mask, when you woke.”

Meeting the diminutive
god's worried gaze, setting her mask and sword aside, Lisl manages
to raise her arms, wrapping them about Nozomi's shoulders, holding
her as tight as she can. Leaning back from that weak embrace, hands
upon the girl's shoulders, she asks: “Did you hear through Kita's
ears what I said?”

Nozomi nods a smile,
blushing as she admits: “You were right, all girls are
magical.”

Leaning forward to hug
the azure-haired god, once again, allowing that embrace to linger
longer than is conventional, Lisl finally relinquishes her hold,
and letting out a readying sigh, says: “Okay, let's test if these
old legs of mine still function.” Then, by Kita and Nozomi's
helping hands, she groans her way to standing, they hesitantly
releasing her as she finds her feet, and tests her balance, finding
herself to be more steady than she anticipates. Noticing, then, the
others who stand watching, Lisl shields her eyes with a hand, and
squinting their way, she mumbles: “Seems I've drawn the attention
of a crowd.” Carefully kneeling, as to gather her sword and mask,
Lisl affixes the latter to her face, hiding her lovely visage,
before rising to meet they who draw near. “Well,” segues she, voice
humming through her dark mask, as a bee in flight, “I assume you
did not bring me back simply to chat over coffee, fun as that does
sound. And, while I am delighted by this little reunion, I cannot
help but wonder why I am here.”

To which, a young
woman with heterochromous eyes moves to stand aside Kita and
Nozomi, and gently says: “Maybe we should talk about that
inside.”

Nozomi gestures to she
with the mane of felted locks, and to Lisl says: “Oh – uh, please
allow me to introduce Mellifluous, a dear friend to this Realm.
With her is the Sylph, Myfanwy; it was she who rescued you from the
bottom of the sea, long ago, and who brought you here, today.”

“The
Wind-Singer found me?”, frowns Lisl, aiming the rhetoric of her
question at the wingless sprite; to which, Myfanwy smiles a nod,
exuberantly twirling on the air, before giving the bleary-eyed
SwordMaiden a tiny thumbs-up.

And Nozomi, who does
quietly explain: “It seems, after Myfanwy rescued you from your
watery grave, she secured you away in the Sonariium, the
SacredRealm of the Fairyfolk.”

Following the point of
the azure-haired girl's finger, Lisl looks to the argent frame of
the coffin in which she woke; nodding her understanding, the
SwordMaiden then turns to face the two who move to stand at
Nozomi's side, as the freckle-faced girl introduces them: “And,
these are Aikata, my husband and co-Storyteller, and Koneko, my
sister-wife and Seneschal.”

The petite and
armoured redhead dips into a somewhat awkward curtsy, piles of
white chiffon and snowy lace peeking out from beneath the quartet
of steel plates what hang from her slender hips to form a short
tent skirt the colour of cotton candy. Beneath the squared neckline
of the girl's rosy breastplate shows a simple white blouse, with a
choirboy collar, while low, rounded pauldrons of scarlet steel
protect her shoulders. Metallic ribbons, bright red and fashioned
as bows, decorate nearly every part of her; they hold the fluffy
twintails in her hair, and decorate the toes and tops of her
armoured, knee-high boots; two more adorn her hips, and the rosy
gauntlets protecting her forearms and hands, while another serves
as a cinch at the small of her back. Strangely, upon her head she
wears a helmet of scarlet steel, sleek and angular, it bearing two
openings what resemble cat ears, from which the girl's titian
twintails emerge, while in her hands she does carry a large and
sinister looking cannon, it easily as long as she is tall.

Meanwhile, he named
Aikata, like most men, seems easily described in but a sentence or
two; with a slender frame, neither burly nor frail, and standing
nearly a head shorter than is average, he wears simple denim pants,
a plain dark t-shirt, and a pair of rubber soled canvass shoes.
With a head of unruly auburn hair, and gentle hazel eyes, a rather
disarming smile graces his lips, as he bows to make his polite
hellos.

Bowing her head,
slightly, crossing her bare ankles in a curtsy, Lisl replies: “An
honour to meet you both.” Then, turning her mask to the scene about
them, taking in the scope and grandeur of that vast, flower-dotted
field, she – of Nozomi – inquires: “And, this place; may I assume
that, since you are here, I am in the Maggirdym?”

“Mm,”
nods the diminutive Storyteller, with a smile adding, “I would have
arranged a more formal welcome for you, good SwordMaiden, but I did
not know you would be paying us a visit.”

Lisl shakes her head,
as to deny the need for formalities, the motion instilling within
her a sense of dizziness; swaying on her feet, holding a hand to
her forehead, she admits: “Forgiveness; I am finding this to be
somewhat overwhelming.”

“Come,” smiles Nozomi, offering an arm, “let us adjourn inside;
take a moment to regain yourself.”

Nodding at the
suggestion, taking the azure-haired girl's arm for support, Lisl
nods, and weakly replies: “Perhaps that would be best.”

Slowly do Nozomi and
Lisl make their way to the front door of the small cottage, with
the others in tow, entering the cozy warmth of the living room, to
be greeted by the aroma of coffee, and freshly baked cookies, and
the hint of lilies. As Aikata makes his way across the living room,
and Koneko and Mellifluous take up space upon the L-shaped sofa,
Lisl stands still with Nozomi's support, along with Kita, who both
look about the quaint little cabin, as though confused.

“Is
something wrong?”, frowns Nozomi, seeing the look upon their
faces.

To which, the
golden-haired SwordMaiden remarks: “I believe I have been in this
house, before, though I cannot ascertain how.”

With a nod, the
azure-haired goddess quietly reveals: “This is a replica of my
parent's home, back in the 'real' world; back in Sakura
Stride.”

“Yes,
that's right,” nods Lisl, lifting a hand to point across the room,
“I recall sitting over there, in the kitchen, with your mother. She
and I spoke, at length, over tea and cookies, of Kita, and you; of
the night your village was attacked, and how you attained your
godhood.”

“Oh,”
blushes Nozomi, sniffing a laugh, “I am no kind of god.”

To which, from the
open kitchen, Aikata snorts a laugh, and wryly remarks: “Yeah –
Blueberry, you're just an average, teenaged girl.”

As Nozomi
affectionately rolls her eyes at her paramour, shaking her head as
though annoyed by his comment, Lisl casts her gaze about the house,
once more. Cozy and warm, the
ground floor of that quaint cottage is a single room, perhaps ten
paces long and wide, with a spiral, wooden staircase standing at
its centre. The front half of the room is decorated with a large
sofa and love-seat, and plush armchairs, all set near a cast iron
wood stove, while nearly a dozen tall shelves of rich mahogany
stand clustered together, each one laden with many leather-bound
books. Several paintings, and framed photos under glass, adorn the
walls, while slender vases of crystal and egg-shell stand bearing
arrangements of broad-blooming flowers. The remaining portion of
that cozy house stands dedicated to the cupboards, cold box, sink
and stove, table and chairs of a modest kitchen, from which those
stomach-rousing scent of coffee and baked goods mercilessly
issues. Then, looking down at herself, Lisl gestures to the
diaphanous nightgown she wears, and says: “Forgive me, young
Yumemi, would you perhaps have any clothes into which I might
change; it might be more appropriate that I wear something less…
revealing.”

“Of
course,” starts Nozomi, and with a tilt of her head, she invites:
“Uh, follow me; I'm sure we can find you something.” Then, meeting
Kita's amber-eyed gaze, casting a fond smile the girl's way, Nozomi
adds: “I'll be right back; don't go anywhere, 'kay?”

Kita nods a smile,
giving the azure-haired girl a wink, before moving to find space on
the couch.

To that spiral stair,
at the centre of the room, does Lisl follow Nozomi, leaning heavily
upon its sturdy banister for support, as they both ascend to the
second storey of that quaint house. Upstairs, the freckle-face
goddess turns them to the door at their sinister hand, to enter a
small, somewhat cluttered, room. With a large bed occupying one
wall, and much of the floor space, the room bears white walls
decorated with an assortment of hand-painted lilies, and cartoon
rabbits, of silly faces, and blooming cherry trees, while a thick
rug decorates the hardwood floor, patterned with the School's
shield-like crest. Against one wall, a pair of wide bookcases stand
side-by-side, their shelves drooping for the weight of the
leather-bound volumes and bric-a-brac upon them. Nestled in one
corner, there by the window, stands a book-cluttered writing desk,
while a tall mahogany wardrobe takes up space in another corner,
its doors slightly ajar for the laundry what spills from within.
All about that small bedroom, taking-up space upon every horizontal
surface, from the floor, to the top of the polished wardrobe,
dozens of plush, toy bunny rabbits gather in orderly groups, else
lay haphazardly scattered about, as though discarded. With some no
bigger than a hand, and others as big as Nozomi, the gaily-coloured
collection clutters the little bedroom, a veritable sea of
button-eyed, floppy-eared fluffiness.

“For
now,” says Nozomi, gesturing to the open wardrobe, “take a look
through here; hopefully you can find something you like, and I can
alter whatever you choose to fit you.” Then, with a quick snap of
her fingers, that avalanche of crumpled and dirty clothes what
pours from the closet abruptly vanishes, in a trice reappearing –
cleaned and pressed – upon hangers within.

Taken aback by the
sudden alteration of 'reality', Lisl looks Nozomi's way, before
slowly moving to the armoire; swinging it's doors open, she
cautiously peers inside. Again turning her mask to face Nozomi,
seeing the girl's smiling, reassuring nod, Lisl sets to examining
the various blouses, skirts, and dresses what hang within the
armoire, but a moment, before she offhandedly remarks: “I tend to
wear garments appropriate for battle, and not those tailored
for… Oh, this is rather lovely.”

With a smile, turning
herself to the door, Nozomi says: “I shall give you some
privacy.”

“Yumemi…,” says Lisl, examining a
sundress, as a pretext to avoid eye contact.

“Mm?”, intones the azure-haired girl, quirking a
brow.

Hesitantly, almost
reluctantly, Lisl says, “When you revived me, you said you were not
entirely certain how you did so; yet, of a certain amount you must
be aware, for you did succeed in refuelling the Spark of Life
within me. To do such a thing, you must have witnessed, to some
degree, the nature of my being.”

“Yes,” nods Nozomi, clasping her hands behind her back, “to a
certain degree.”

“Then, you know what manner of thing, I am,” assumes Lisl,
gesturing at herself.

Nozomi nods, once
again, and replies: “I do. But, as one with a fondness for words, I
would not classify you as mere 'thing'. Why, is this a secret you
wish to keep?”

With a sigh, Lisl
shrugs, and admits: “I've found even those most kindhearted can
grow cruel, when I reveal to them the truth of my existence. That I
excel in my mimicry is oft viewed as insulting.”

“I
assure you,” placates the azure-haired god, “they in this Realm
know the Universe contains more that is fantastic, than that which
is mundane. It is more likely you shall be celebrated for your
differences, here, rather than persecuted.”

“Being celebrated can be equally burdensome,” is Lisl's wry
reply.

Giggling musically,
hooking an errant lock of hair over an ear, Nozomi says: “Indeed it
can. But, I shall keep this knowledge to myself, if you wish,
though I must warn you, they who wait downstairs also know.
Myfanwy, for certain, and so too Mellifluous; I would assume Kita
is privy to this information, as well.”

“And,
your paramours?”, inquires Lisl, focusing her attention upon
searching through the wardrobe.

“Knowing them, as I do, I would say that Aikata already has his
suspicions of your true nature, but is too polite to say anything
about it,” opines Nozomi, “while Koneko likely has her suspicions,
and it'll be the first thing out of her mouth when we head
downstairs. Don't fret, however, they both shall be kind and
respectful of your secret, but also more than a bit curious.” Then,
pointing to the bedroom door, she adds: “Oh, uh, Aikata is
wondering if you would like a cup of tea, or coffee.”

Shoulders slumping,
aiming her words to the ceiling, Lisl sighs, “Light and Love, a
nice, hot cup of tea would do me wonders, right about now.”

To which, Nozomi
smiles brightly, and says: “I shall let him know. Please, feel free
to take your time getting ready; washroom is out in the hall, if
you wish to freshen up, and if there is anything you need, no
matter how trivial, simply speak it to the air, and I shall
oblige.”

“Thank you;” says Lisl, bowing her head, “you are most kind.”
Then, through her dark mask meeting the azure-haired girl's
blue-eyed gaze, a moment, the SwordMaiden shakes her head, and
comments: “My goodness, look at you. Little Yumemi, all grown up.
Oh, my apologies, I keep using that name; I am to call you Nozomi,
now.”

“It's
okay, SwordMaiden,” smiles Nozomi, shaking her head, “you do not
offend.”

Still beholding the
diminutive Storyteller, thankful her mask hides her nascent tears,
Lisl suddenly moves to wrap Nozomi up in a gentle hug. “All of this
is such a wonderful surprise;” whispers she, quietly admitting, “I
scarcely know what to do with myself.”

With a slight giggle,
Nozomi nods: “I agree.”

Leaning back from that
clinging embrace, Lisl sniffles quietly, and reveals, “Before we
are once more in front of others, may I say, I thought about you,
whilst on my journeys. Sometimes, when I was saddened by my lot in
life, I would suddenly recall your smiling face, the day we met,
when you held up your hand, and proudly declared, 'I am this many
years old.'” Then, with a shake of her head, she chuckles: “I don't
know why that image lingers with me so, but it always did bring a
smile to my face.”

“I
remember that day;” nods Nozomi, pushing away a tear from the
corner of her eye. Then, affecting a slight and frowning pout, she
recalls: “I also remember no one believing me, when I told them I
had actually met the SwordMaiden of Hope.”

At which, Lisl lets
out a tearful laugh, aiming her dark mask to the floor at her feet,
as she segues on to: “Um, perhaps this is impolite of me to say, or
unwarranted, but I should like to apologize to you; had I returned
but a season sooner, it is likely I would have been able to prevent
the attack upon your village.”

“Oh –
goodness, there is no need for that,” assures Nozomi, hooking an
errant forelock of hair over an ear. “As you can no doubt see, my
death certainly was not for nothing. In fact, on that subject, I
should like to thank you, for it was meeting you what further
inspired my delight of storytelling, and eventually influenced the
dying wish that created this Realm.” Then, blushing slightly,
giving a sheepish shrug, she adds: “You told me that all girls were
magical, and I believed you. Not to put too fine a point on it,
dear Lisl, but it was you who inspired the existence of the
Maggirdym, and its legendary Magirai.”

Once more wrapping the
azure-haired girl up in a close embrace, voice catching for the
tears she restrains, Lisl chuckles: “I did so much as all
that?”

“Mm,”
smiles Nozomi, nodding upon the SwordMaiden's shoulder.

Of a time leaning back
from their hug, Lisl removes her dark mask to reveal the aching
beauty of her face, hurrying to wipe away her tears, as she
mutters: “Goodness, look at me; crying like a child.”

Nozomi takes the
golden-haired swordswoman by the hand, and with a gentle smile,
says, “Come – now, SwordMaiden, be at ease; your tears are safe
here, I promise. Now, join us, downstairs, when you feel you are
ready; yes?”

Face red, Lisl
sniffles a nod, turning herself back to the wardrobe, as Nozomi
leaves the room…

~ ~
~

Down the stairs does
the azure-haired god quietly go, arriving in the living room to
find Koneko and Mellifluous there sitting upon the long sofa, while
snowy-haired Kita slowly wanders about, hands clasped behind her
back, scrutinizing the various decorations and paintings upon the
walls, as a tourist sight-seeing a museum exhibit. Meanwhile,
Aikata moves about the kitchen, amidst the dulcet clink of
coffee cups, and the rush of water from the sink, whilst Myfanwy
hovers above his shoulder, apparently watching him work with great
interest.

“She
doing okay?”, inquires Kita, quietly, turning to speak over a
shoulder.

Nozomi postpones her
reply to rush across the carpet Kita's way, arms held wide that she
may wrap her long-lost friend up in a clinging, almost tackling,
embrace. Eyes closed, balancing upon her tiptoes, she squeezes the
snowy-haired girl long and tight, as Kita holds her close,
absentmindedly stroking her hair. Then, blushing and smiling as she
leans back from that warm embrace, the azure-haired goddess says:
“I think she is a bit overwhelmed, at the moment; let's give her
some time to find her feet. You as well, my dear friend;
undoubtedly, this is a lot to take in.”

“Oh,
I'm all right,” grins Kita, waving a dismissive hand on the air,
before turning her gaze about the living room, and opining: “I like
what you've done with the place; when did you move the house
here?”

“Shortly after the Festival in the Field,” answers Nozomi,
taking Kita by the hand, moving them both to take up space on the
couch, next to Koneko.

As they find their
comfort, from the kitchen, Aikata merely says: “Blueberry?”

Looking his way, the
azure-haired god blinks, then replies: “Oh, she would like a cup of
tea, please.”

Before Nozomi's
request fully escapes her lips, Koneko blurts out the question:
“How the hell did you resurrect her like that?”

“Kitten…,” murmurs Aikata, his tone one
of mild warning.

“Oh –
come on, dude-guy,” frowns the titian-haired Magirai, “that's
totally a fair question.” Then, talking as much with her hands as
her effervescent voice, she almost heatedly adds: “Little Ennui
shows up with a legendary hero from like, a billion years ago, in a
coffin made of frigging rainbows, and Nozomi does some godly crap I
never seen before, and-”

Moving as Koneko
speaks, Aikata fast delivers to her a small plate, bearing a trio
of sugar-covered jelly doughnuts. “Here,” says he, interrupting her
rising diatribe, trying not to smile, “be quiet, and eat this.”

Koneko falls to a
blushing, pouting silence, as she takes the plate in hand,
immediately taking a massive bite from one of the sugary treats.
With the glisten of lemony conserves clinging to her cheeks, Aikata
smiles, and affectionately pats her head, causing her to blush and
pout even more. Then, as he returns to the kitchen, Lisl descends
the spiral stairs, barefoot, wearing a pair of blue jeans, and an
oversized black t-shirt, its front decorated with a picture of a
giant cat, shooting red laser beams from its eyes, as it rampages
through a city of towering skyscrapers. Still wearing her dark
mask, hair pulled back to a high ponytail, she comes to a stop at
the bottom of the stairs; seeing they who look her way, she
gestures to her chosen attire, and with a shrug, fast and sheepish,
she – to Nozomi – remarks: “I found my way to your husband's side
of the closet.”

“I'm
sure he won't mind,” giggles Nozomi, shaking her head.

Lisl, following the
azure-haired god's inviting gesture, takes a seat at the end of the
long sofa, she sinking deep into the plush softness of the
cushions. Silence arrives then, adding its awkward contribution to
the conversation, as Aikata quietly serves cups of coffee and tea
to they about the living room, before returning to the kitchen.

“Well,” smiles Nozomi, spots of colour blooming upon her
cheeks, as she breaks the quiet, “this day didn't go quite as I
expected.” Then, waiting for the nodding chuckles of the others to
wax and wane, she adds: “Mellifluous and Myfanwy show up, after
some time away; always a treat. And, they bring with them not only
the legendary SwordMaiden of Hope, but also the legendary Knight of
White Roses. I have to admit, I'm a little taken aback, at this
point; I want to throw a grand celebration, or burst into laughing
tears, as I hug everyone in this room, until you're sick of my
nonsense. But, I fear Mel has a more pressing matter to
discuss.”

“Yeah,” nods Mellifluous, “I'm sorry to say, I do. Also, I feel
like Wee and I should apologize to you again, uh, Kita, for
dragging you away from your duties at the front; as well, we'd like
to express our regret for disturbing your long slumber,
SwordMaiden. I assure you both, we would never have done these
things if we didn't think it necessary.”

Before anyone can say
anything more, Koneko abruptly changes subjects, with a petulant
frown declaring: “You can't take Headmistress and Headmaster from
the Realm; there has to be another way.”

“Kitten,” mutters Nozomi, placing a hand upon her sister-wife's
knee, “just… let Mel explain.”

“She
already explained it enough,” scowls the petite redhead, “I don't
need to hear anymore.”

Reaching up to pinch
the girl's cheek, tone at once stern and gentle, Nozomi replies:
“Tough; be quiet, and eat your doughnuts.”

Ruby tear-lines of her
mask glittering, as she looks to the others in turn, Lisl quietly
admits: “I feel somewhat behind in this conversation, and it has
yet to truly begin.”

“There's a lot of stuff you're probably going to need to catch
up on,” presumes Mel, “many things have occurred in the Isness,
while you've been asleep.”

With a nod, the masked
SwordMaiden takes a calming breath, and adds: “Apologies to your
urgent need to speak your mind, young Mellifluous, but I might need
a moment to adjust to these events unfolding around me. As well, it
seems my ability to perceive the passage of time has failed
me.”

“It
is the nature of this Realm, SwordMaiden,” reveals Nozomi, gently,
“the Maggirdym exists outside the flow of Time to which you are
accustomed.”

“Apologies, Nozomi,” murmurs Lisl, looking about the room, “it
is rather disconcerting to me.”

Leaning forward in her
seat, brow bent with worry, Nozomi frets: “Will you be okay; is
there anything we can do to help?”

“It
would seem that, overall, I am well,” replies Lisl, and with a
shrug adds, “I expect I shall adapt.”

“Is
it still too bright for you,” Nozomi continues to worry, “would you
like for me to quiet the noise of the world, outside?”

Shaking her head,
holding a hand to forestall the azure-haired girl's rising anxiety,
Lisl assures: “No, that won't be necessary.”

There beside Lisl,
carefully nudging her with an elbow, Aikata smiles, and says: “Try
the tea; it'll help.”

Lisl, casting a quick
look his way, leans forward, taking up the cup from the low table;
tilting her dark mask away from her mouth, blushing for that slight
exposure, she gingerly sips at the steaming beverage. Sighing as
she relaxes, humming her pleasure, as she sets her mask back in
place, the fair-haired SwordMaiden says: “Light and Love – that's
good tea. Goodness, I feel better, already.”

And – Aikata, who,
with a blushing smile, does inquire: “Would you care for something
to eat?”

“Yeah,” adds Koneko, mouth full, her scowl abruptly vanishing
to a happy grin, “we got all kinds of sweet and yummy things in
this Realm. I make Aikata make me lasagna, and cookies, and all
kinds of pies, and stuff, all the time. Anything you want; he's a
real good cook.”

Sipping at her tea,
once more, Lisl shakes her head at the offer, swallowing before
saying: “Perhaps later, good Seneschal; food would only serve to
distract my tongue from the bouquet of this tea.” Then, with the
sofa creaking in protest, as she leans back in her seat, Lisl looks
to they in the room, and casually inquires: “Well – then, can any
of you be so good, as to tell me for how long I have slept?”

Upon the question,
Myfanwy glides through the air to hover before Lisl, light of her
body reflecting off the varnished coffee table, gesturing with her
tiny hands, as though speaking, but a moment, before falling still.
To which, the masked swordswoman slowly shakes her head, and
murmurs, “So long as that?” Then, when the glowing Sylph nods, Lisl
adds: “And, the reason you pulled me from the seafloor,
Wind-Singer?”

Tiny Myfanwy shrugs at
the question, hands moving, head wavering with unheard speech,
though her mouth does not move; her gesticulations becoming equal
parts hurried and flamboyant, as though narrating a complex tale,
she finally ends her lengthy, wordless reply, by pointing at Nozomi
and Mel.

To which, Lisl only
nods, quietly saying: “I see.”

In the heavy silence
what fills the room, then, Aikata sets his tea cup upon the low
table, and with a wry expression upon his face, shakes his head,
and rhetorically asks: “Can everyone hear Myfanwy, but me?”

“Not
everyone,” grumps Koneko, talking with her mouth full, powdered
sugar clinging to her lips.

Nozomi sniffs a laugh
at her companions' combined complaint, and leaning Koneko's way,
says: “Don't worry, I'll tell you what she said, later.”

“And,” Lisl segues on to her next concern, “the state of
affairs with regards to Humanity's battle against the Darkness. You
did say the horde I unleashed still rages upon the
world.”

To which, Kita quietly
replies: “I'm sorry to say, the War doesn't go well. Currently,
there is far more Darkness in the Universe, than Light.”

Setting her teacup
upon the table, Lisl lets out a sigh, and through her dark mask
meeting Mel's heterochromous gaze, asks: “All right – then, if I am
here to work, what gambit is afoot?”

“Okay, uh,” hesitates Mel, hurrying to sip her own tea, before
saying, “I'll try to explain this clearly enough, but don't
hesitate to stop me, if I get too far ahead, or far afield.” Then,
lifting her chin at the hovering Fairy, she adds: “Okay, Wee One,
help me out here, please.”

The effulgent sylph
gives a nod, then offhandedly gestures, whereupon the soft glow of
a light-crafted image appears on the air, above the low coffee
table, in aspect of a great pyramid, seemingly made of dark stone.
Aiming the bulk of her words to the golden-haired SwordMaiden,
Mellifluous says: “So – this, is the so-called Temple, the pyramid
in which Aikata and Nozomi were recently imprisoned. However, it's
not really a pyramid, it is the very tip of a much larger
structure, called the Obelisk of Yfel. Standing in the Pit of Hell,
this Obelisk is made from the unravelled light of Human Souls; it
is infinitely big in each of it's dimensions, and is considered to
be one of Demonkind's greatest achievements.”

“I
know of this foul place,” reveals Lisl, shaking her head, ruefully,
“I've been there.”

Eyes wide, Nozomi
exclaims: “You have?”

“Only
once,” nods the SwordMaiden, “shortly after construction began on
that accursed tower.”

Largely content to
hitherto remain silent, Kita gives Lisl a knowing look, and
informs: “They've long since managed to complete it.”

“More's the pity,” opines the fair-haired swordswoman, still
shaking her head.

“And,” continues Mellifluous, “since the Obelisk's completion,
it has been spreading Darkness about the Isness, and is now
considered to be Hell's most powerful weapon.”

Hurrying to sip her
tea, Lisl inquires: “What does it do?”

“A
few things, really,” shrugs Mellifluous, more casual than the
subject matter would suggest. “For starters, it can pierce its way
into the SacredRealms, as it did with this one, acting like a
bridge, allowing Demons to enter freely, instead of having to
expend their power forcing their way in. So far, I think four
SacredRealms have been skewered by the Obelisk, five if you count
the Maggirdym.” And, looking to the snowy-haired girl at the end of
the sofa, Mel asks: “Did I get that right?”

With a nod, Kita
explains: “Some Realms managed to create defences strong enough to
withstand the power of the Obelisk, but the others were not so
lucky. Especially the Universe; it was the Realm most heavily
targeted.”

“Next,” continues Mellifluous, “the Obelisk behaves
like… I don't know; how should I explain
this? Kind of like a… mooring tower, for
Demonic Labyrinths, if that makes sense.”

“Are
you serious?”, comes Nozomi's wide-eyed, and incredulous
question.

“Yeah,” nods Mel, gesturing to the play of light upon the air,
“many Demons create their pocket 'realities', and somehow attach
them to the Obelisk, almost like a giant apartment building. Human
Souls, heavy with Darkness, drift their way to a chamber at the
base of the Obelisk; there, it is decided which Demonic Labyrinth
they would suffer most in, of those attached to the Obelisk, and
are sent on their way.”

To which, Aikata says:
“So, it's like a Soul distribution system, or something? Kind of
like, 'Hey, since you're afraid of…
spiders, we'll send you to a Labyrinth filled with nothing but
spiders.'”

“Pretty much,” replies Mel, sniffing a laugh at his example.
“Labyrinths of fear, sorrow, rage; a place for every Soul, and
every Soul in a place. It is a rather efficient system. Finally,
the remaining power of the Obelisk, it's true and frightening
ability, is to hold back the expansion of the Universe.”

As the others fall to
stunned silence at Mel's revelation, Lisl clears her throat,
politely, and quietly admits: “Understandably, there are certain
gaps in my education, and experience; the expanding Universe is not
something of which I am familiar.”

At which point, little
Myfanwy waves a hand, as though pushing aside a curtain, and the
light-crafted image of the Obelisk abruptly vanishes, replaced just
as quickly by a new pattern of colour, of a boundless swirl of
golden light, within which a tiny speck of darkness forms, it
slowly growing in size, as Mellifluous hurries to swallow another
sip of tea. “Long story short,” explains she, pointing to that play
of aureate light, “this is Onward, the source of all things good;
this growing darkness is called the Between, the source of all
things evil.” Then, as a tiny speck of brilliant white light drifts
into the dark image, she continues by saying, “Æons ago, the gods and such fashioned a weapon, a bomb,
meant to destroy the Between. The detonation of that bomb created
our Universe; strange as it is to say, we Humans live out our
everyday lives within this unfathomably large, unimaginably
powerful explosion. Now, at first, this so-called 'Big Bang', was
expanding infinitely fast, fast enough to overtake the growth of
the Between. But, Hell had a defence in place, which slowed the
blast down; then, once the Obelisk was complete, the growth of the
Universe slowed even more.”

“Slowed to what end?”, shrugs Lisl.

To which, Mellifluous
does explain: “Odd as it may seem, this explosion does not destroy
as it grows; rather, it must fully expand to fill the Between,
first, and then the destruction occurs.”

“And
– so,” assumes Lisl, pointing to the gleaming illusion, “by slowing
the billow of this colossal explosion, Demonkind has merely
postponed their ultimate end.”

“Well, currently, the Universe is only expanding at the speed
of light,” reveals Mel, “which is not fast enough to outpace the
growth rate of the Between; as it is, the one will never catch up
to the other.”

“But,
if we tear down this Obelisk…,” segues
Aikata.

“…Then, the expansion and growth of the Universe will increase,”
finishes Mel.

To which, Nozomi
inquires: “Will it be enough to surpass that of the Between?”

“Wee
figures one of two things will happen, when the Obelisk is
destroyed,” replies Mel. “One, the Universe will expand at a faster
rate, and will eventually grow large enough to destroy the
Darkness. Or two, the Universe abruptly and suddenly expands,
filling and destroying the Between, in an instant. Either way, the
Darkness will be gone, and the War comes to an end.”

A heavy silence fills
the room, a moment, before Aikata quietly inquires: “What happens
to all of the SacredRealms? They all drift in the Between, so what
happens to them when it's destroyed?”

In reply, Koneko lifts
her high-pitched voice to grumble: “They'll all be destroyed,
including this one.”

An uncomfortable
silence fills the room, then, as all eyes look the petite
Seneschal's way.

Felted locks swaying
as she nods, Mellifluous solemnly replies: “I'm afraid so. In the
end, all that will remain is that which was there in the Beginning.
That is to say, everything goes back to the infinite light of
Onward, all the Realms, all the Souls; everything.”

“And,
the War will be over,” whispers Nozomi, blue eyes welling with
tears.

Once more, Mellifluous
nods, quietly saying: “If we bring down the Obelisk, Demonkind will
inevitably fall. It might happen tomorrow, or a billion years from
now, but it will happen.”

As they all fall quiet
to consider Mel's words, Lisl soon says: “I assume others have
tried, in the past, to destroy this great tower, and since it still
stands, I assume none have had the power to succeed.”

Kita politely clears
her throat, and quietly explains: “A few of the SacredRealms have
made attempts upon the Obelisk, each in their own way, but none
have so much as scratched it.” Then, winking an amber eye at the
azure-haired goddess, she grins and adds: “Until you came along,
that is.”

Lisl turns the dark
round of her mask the freckle-faced girl's way, and her humming
voice somewhat incredulous, infers,“You managed to damage the
Obelisk?”

To which, Nozomi nods,
blushing slightly, as she averts her gaze to the teacup in hand,
and says: “Forgive me, SwordMaiden; I realize you are not aware of
the events that have occurred in this Realm. I wonder now, if I
should have mentioned this to you, sooner.”

Frown evident in her
mask-muffled voice, Lisl asks: “Of what events do you speak?”

“I
fear hearing of them shall make you upset,” hesitates Nozomi,
casting a worried look Aikata's way.

To which, Lisl only
shrugs, and matter-of-factually says: “Then – I shall be
upset.”

Letting out a sigh,
the diminutive goddess quietly reveals: “A Soul arrived in this
Realm, not long ago; a good and decent Soul. And – with her, did
she bring a…,” Nozomi closes her eyes, “a
golden urn.”

Upon a slight gasp,
holding her breath, Lisl becomes rigid and still; dark mask aimed
Nozomi's way, she manages to whisper: “I beg your pardon.”

“And,” continues Nozomi, wincing her words, “within that urn,
one final Spite still remained…”

Seemingly unable to
stop the slow shake of her head, managing not to spill her tea as
she sets the cup down, Lisl whispers, “Light and Love, please say
it is not so; please tell me you jest at my expense.”

With a sniffle, Nozomi
goes on with her tale, saying: “The good and decent Soul tried to
keep the urn shut, did her best to keep the Spite from going free,
as others rushed to her aide, but…”

When the statement
goes unfinished, Lisl assumes: “He did escape?”

Wiping away an errant
tear with a knuckle, Nozomi nods, saying: “And, once free, he
summoned the Obelisk to pierce the heart of this Realm; Aikata and
I became trapped within that tower's pyramidal tip, and Darkness
settled across the Maggirdym.”

As Koneko wraps a
comforting arm about her sister-wife's shoulders, Lisl facetiously
remarks: “If you don't mind, I should like to return to my coffin,
now, and resume my timeless slumber.”

“Well, before you do so,” continues Nozomi, managing a smile,
“know that Aikata and I, together, were able to crack and crumble
that infernal prison, and escape; with more than a little help from
Mellifluous, and a handful of others.”

Quick on the
azure-haired girl's conversational heels, Mel adds: “And, if they
could shatter the tip of the Obelisk, then they can shatter the
whole damn thing. We just gotta get them to the right spot, and
then…”

As the gleam of white
light what pours from Myfanwy's eyes flares bright, the
light-crafted image upon the air bends of a new illusion, one that
shows a large, spherical chamber at the base of the Obelisk, which
becomes the epicentre of a grand explosion, what shatters that dark
tower all the way up to its broken tip, as though it were made of
naught but eggshell, or glass. The glowing image then fades,
leaving no trace it was ever there, and little Myfanwy makes a
playful bow for her illusive efforts.

With a heavy sigh,
Lisl slumps back in her seat, hanging her head, hands trembling,
knees bouncing, anxiously. Sitting upon the sofa, there beside her,
Aikata, aware of a particular feeling blooming in the back of his
mind, looks Nozomi's way, she frowning her concern, lifting her
chin at the masked SwordMaiden. Carefully, Aikata sets a gentle
hand upon Lisl's shoulder, drawing her attention, and giving her a
reassuring nod, whispers: “Will you be okay?” And, when she only
nods at the question, and draws and releases a slow, calming
breath, Aikata aims his quiet words Mellifluous' way, and with a
sigh, inquires, “So – what's your plan?”

To which, Mel shrugs,
pointing as she replies, “We take a small team: Aikata and Nozomi,
of course, the SwordMaiden of Hope, Wee One and myself, and Tuli,
who should be here with Mikan, any time now. Wee can get us into
the Obelisk, through its now broken tip; we sneak, or fight, our
way through whatever Labyrinths we have to, and get to the bottom.
Aikata and Nozomi do… whatever it is they
did last time, and blast the whole thing to oblivion.” Then,
looking to the others by turns, she shrugs once more, and asks:
“Sound good?”

Nozomi nods at Aikata,
and he gives a shrug of his own, saying: “Close enough for
jazz.”

“Hey
– wait a minute,” objects Koneko, frowning Mel's way, “why can't I
go; why can't we bring an army of senior students
along?”

Shaking her head at
the question, Nozomi reminds: “You and the other students are bound
to this Realm, until you graduate home; if you try to leave, the
Maggirdym will drag you back inside.”

“And,” Mel hurries to add, “this will be more of an
infiltration than a full-out attack, so there's no sense bringing
an army; it would only attract attention. Our goal should be
stealth, rather than brute force.”

“Which is how the other SacredRealms have tried in the past,”
Kita chimes in, quickly specifying, “using siege tactics, and mass
combat, rather than guerrilla tactics.”

And still, does Koneko
protest: “Yeah – well, what if your ninja skills don't work, and
you guys get swarmed by every Demon in Hell?”

To which, Aikata
lowers his gaze, and mutters, “That won't happen if I'm there.”
Then, when all eyes in the room turn his way, and he blushes for
their scrutiny, he points at himself, and reminds: “Invisible to
Demons; can make those around me invisible to Demons. I mean, I
don't know what we're going up against, exactly, but if I can keep
my prurient aura up, it's possible Hell won't even know we're
there.”

Nodding at his words,
Mellifluous says: “My thinking, exactly, Headmaster.”

Voice humming through
her dark mask, Lisl faces he sitting next to her, and incredulously
asks: “You are invisible to Demonkind?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” nods Aikata. “It's kind of embarrassing,
but I'll explain later.”

At which, Koneko
crosses her arms, and to him grumbles the word: “Pervert.”

Sparing a grin for the
sulking redhead, Mellifluous adds: “There's more to say about all
this, obviously, and a bunch of stuff we could fight and argue
about, I'll admit; but, that's the gist of our half-assed plan. We
get the Archon of Hope the the bottom of the Obelisk. Archon goes
'rawr', Obelisk falls. The end.”

“To
everything…,” quips Aikata, brow bent of a
grim sarcasm.

Silence fills the
living room, as they all share poignant looks, each considering the
truth of his words.

Soon, does the
azure-haired goddess look to Aikata, her eyes welling with tears,
as she whispers: “We have to do this.”

“Yeah,” nods he, face pale, staring into his teacup. “Yeah, we
do.”

With Koneko sniffling
next to her, Nozomi's voice trembles, as she asks: “When must we
leave?”

And Mellifluous, who
aims her blue-and-green gaze the glowing Sylph's way, replies: “Wee
One says there's a window, or something, passing by, soon;
something about the conditions being right. About a hundred of this
Realm's sunsets, give or take, but it could be sooner.”

Letting out a heavy
sigh, Nozomi whispers: “A hundred…”

Koneko abruptly takes
to her feet, then, rushing across the living room, sniffling and
whimpering, as she fights to hold back her tears; when she rounds
the end of the sofa, and makes for the stairs, Aikata holds out a
hand to forestall her, saying, “Kitten, wait-”, but she storms
passed him, purposefully stomping her feet as she climbs the
stairs, before the slamming of her bedroom door shakes the
house.

Wincing for the noise,
Mel meets Nozomi's tearful gaze, to sheepishly say the word:
“Sorry.”

The azure-haired girl
shakes her head, quietly saying: “It's all right; I'll talk to
her.”

“Um,
anyway,” hesitates Mel, clearing her throat, before continuing, “I
figure we spend the next hundred sunsets practising and training
for the journey, until the window shows up; then, the five of us
head in, and hope for the best.” Then, when Myfanwy aims a frown
her way, Mel gives a start, and adds: “Sorry, Wee, I meant the six
of us. Well, I guess we shouldn't forget Mikan, so that's
seven.”

Continuing to wipe
away her tears, Nozomi sighs, and says: “Okay, well, I know I'm
going to need a day or two to wrap my head around all of this, if
that's all right with you guys.”

“Yeah, me too,” nods Aikata, his voice trembling, slightly.
Then, meeting his bride's gaze, he suggests: “We should let the
students know what's going on; make sure everything here is okay,
before we leave.”

Herself nodding at his
sombre suggestion, Nozomi quietly replies: “Speaking of making sure
things are okay, I should go see if Kitten is all right…”

~ ~
~

Similar in fashion to
her dorm room, upon School grounds, Koneko's bedroom is a cloying,
eye-wrenching explosion of a dozen shades of pink. Walls stand
painted pink with white trim, while pink-and-white curtains drape
over the windows; white lace adorns candy-coloured pillows, even as
white, lacy frill edges the rosy blanket upon the bed. More than a
dozen plush, toy animals lay scattered about the room, kittens and
bunnies and bears, each one some eye-catching shade of pink, while
scattered piles of laundry form an archipelago upon the
rose-coloured carpet. Koneko lays atop her bedspread, back to the
door, crying and sniffling, quietly, as she clutches a small,
blue-white bunny rabbit to her chest. Soon hearing Nozomi's
footfalls sound from the hall, and the quiet knock upon her door,
before it clicks open, the titian-haired girl hurries to wipe away
her tears.

Nozomi moves around to
sit upon the edge of the bed, then lights a gentle hand upon
Koneko's shoulder, and quietly says: “Hey, Kitten-face.”

“Hey…,” sniffles the titian-haired Magirai.

“I
came to see if you're doing okay,” whispers Nozomi, gingerly
pinching the girl's tear-wet cheek.

“Sure,” pouts Koneko, “I'm fine.”

With a grin, Nozomi
observes, “You don't look fine.”

Koneko gives her a
mirthless smile, shaking her head as though annoyed: “I told you
some bullshit would happen to the Realm, again, and that it would
take you and Aikata away from me, once more.” Then, brow twisting
with sadness, face a furious shade of red, she sobs: “I told you
so.”

“I
know, my love; I know,” whispers Nozomi, carefully laying upon the
bed alongside the weeping redhead; wrapping an arm about her,
holding her close, she plants a gentle kiss upon the girl's
forehead, and adds: “I'm sorry.”

“At
least I got a few months out of being your sister-wife,” grumbles
Koneko, sarcastically, “better than nothing, I guess.”

“Kitten-face,” frowns Nozomi, shaking her head, “don't be like
that.”

“I
mean,” continues Koneko, managing to meet Nozomi's gaze, “I get why
you two have to leave, I just don't want you guys to
go.”

“It's
okay,” whispers Nozomi, hugging her friend tight, “I
understand.”

Laying in the warmth
of her Headmistress' protective embrace, sulk of her voice muffled
by her pillow, Koneko admits: “I'm just being selfish, as
usual.”

“You're allowed,” is Nozomi's hushed reply.

With a loud sniffle,
Koneko implores: “Why can't I go with you?”

“I
told you already,” is Nozomi's patient reply, “even though you've
completed your training, you are bound by oath to remain in the
Maggirdym, until your time as Seneschal is up. If you try to leave
before then, the Realm will simply drag your Soul back; the only
way is to pass your oath on to another, and go on home, like
Shirona did.”

Shoulders shaking with
her restrained sobs, Koneko finally manages to ask: “What should I
do if my time as Seneschal ends, and you and Aikata aren't back
yet?”

“You
will pass on the title to another, most fit,” replies Nozomi,
quietly, “and then you will go home, amidst a massive celebration
in your honour.”

“But-”

“That's an order, Koneko,” insists Nozomi, her tone both stern,
and gentle.

With a tearful nod,
the weeping redhead only whispers: “Yes, Headmistress.”

Planting another
gentle kiss upon Koneko's forehead, Nozomi assures: “It'll be okay,
Kitten; you'll see.”

“If
you say so,” pouts the titian-haired Seneschal, as hot tears
continue to pour from her eyes.

“Hey,” says Nozomi, forcing Koneko to make eye-contact, and
feigning annoyance, “I'm a lot more powerful than I look, you know.
Don't forget, I blasted the Demon King into oblivion just by
standing next to him, and with Aikata at my side, we've already
destroyed the tip of the Obelisk. Now, with Mellifluous, Tuli, and
Lisl, not to mention Mikan and Myfanwy, I'm certain he and I can
bring down the whole damn thing, and that we shall return,
victorious.”

Delivering a light
slap to her Headmistress' shoulder, Koneko tearfully sulks: “You'd
better.”

“But,
if we don't, my dearest Koneko,” whispers Nozomi, “you have to
promise me that you'll carry on without us. Promise me it won't
take away your smile. The students need you, Kita needs you,
and-”

“Kita
won't need me,” argues the emerald-eyed Magirai, growing more
animated as she says: “She's the champion of this Realm, and soon
to be its ruler, temporary or otherwise; I'm just the girl who took
her best friend as my own.”

Nozomi frowns at her
bride's protest, sternly saying: “Hey, you stop that right now, or
I'll pinch your cheeks, very very hard. You're always telling the
students not to compare themselves with anyone else, so please
don't compare yourself to Kita. She may be my first best friend,
but that does not mean all others come second.” Then, growing
heated, she quips: “And, if anyone is the stupid champion of this
stupid Realm, you damn-well know that it's stupid you; I mean, you
brag about it every chance you get.”

“Hey!”, whines the tearful redhead, blushing as she retorts, “I
don't brag.”

“Oh –
please,” Nozomi rolls her eyes, “don't even try to pull that crap
on me.”

Lips pressed to a
tremendous pout, Koneko quietly whines: “I still don't want you
guys to go.”

To which, Nozomi
sighs, and gently admits: “I don't want to leave you, or the Realm,
but I want to go on this… quest. Honestly, if there's a chance we
can destroy Hell's greatest weapon, I can't wait to go; I'm
excitedly looking forward to it.” Then, pitching her voice of a
tone more suited for boasting, grinning wickedly, she adds: “I
shall stand with my arms akimbo, and laugh my haughtiest laugh, as
the Obelisk crumbles to ruins, all the while wishing you were there
to laugh with me. Trust me, Kitten-face, we shall not fail, or
fall.”

Snuggling close,
Koneko mutters, “I know, Blueberry; that's why I'm scared.”

“What
do you mean?”, inquires Nozomi, brow dark with her
question.

“I
mean, you and dude-guy will bring down the Obelisk, and that will
end all 'reality'. But, I still want to hang out with you guys, and
if everything is gone, we won't be able to do that, anymore. We'll
just be disembodied Souls floating around Onward, doing
whatever.”

“Well,” replies Nozomi, wiping away Koneko's tears, “there is a
chance that we might be able to have our cake, and eat it too, so
to speak. You heard what Mel said, the Isness may not be
obliterated right away; it may take billions of years for that to
occur, after the Obelisk falls. Right?”

Nodding, somewhat
reluctantly, Koneko quietly sniffles: “How long do you think you'll
be gone?”

“I
don't know,” replies Nozomi, forcing a smile, and with a shrug,
adds: “Probably a while.”

“And,
you might have to leave with only a moment's notice?”

Nozomi, tears forming
in her eyes as she nods, quietly replies: “It sounds that way. And,
I know Mel said she wants to spend our remaining time preparing and
training, but I promise, every heartbeat of free time that we have,
will be shared with you. And, when the window of our leaving does
sudden upon us, I promise to pinch your cheek before we go.”

Emerald eyes growing
wide, Koneko hurriedly insists: “If I'm in the middle of class, or
the middle of battle; hell, if I'm in the middle of a bubble bath,
you guys better come see me, before you leave.”

“We
will, Kitten-face,” giggles Nozomi, caressing the tearful redhead's
cheek, “I promise. And, when we're gone, you focus on taking care
of the students, and the School, and yourself; make sure you work
on your paintings, and spend time with the Varlets, and eat lots of
yummy food.” Then, casting a quick look about the messy bedroom,
she adds: “And, don't forget to do your chores, you lazy little
Kitten.”

Sniffling a nod,
Koneko quietly replies: “Okay.”

Nozomi, tears suddenly
pouring from her eyes, blushing bright, and seemingly mad, heatedly
implores: “No, you gotta promise me, Koneko. Please…”

Lip quivering, trying
to swallow her sadness, the petite redhead nods, whispering, “I
promise; I'll do anything you want, just to keep from seeing those
tears. But, you gotta make sure you come back; even if it all ends,
and our Souls drift Onward, you gotta make sure you two come back
to me…”

~ ~
~

A few days later, the
sun shines bright upon the Maggirdym, slowly angling its way across
the sky, its gentle warmth muted by the crisp, fresh breezes of
springtime. Far to the south, set upon a wide stretch of grassland
between a seaside amusement park, and the many buildings what stand
upon the slope of a terraced hill, a grand amphitheatre sits within
a vast depression in the earth, its outer walls decorated with
hundreds of lifelike statues. Within that capacious stadium, some
ten thousand Magirai crowd and fill the many ring-rows that tier
away from the low floor, each wearing her Sunday best, the
collective din of their chatter only made quiet
when the tintinnabulation of the Horologium sounds its dulcet
song.

At the centre of the
low stage, standing dressed in the sky-blue blazer and plaited
skirt of her Headmistress uniform, Nozomi sweeps her cerulean gaze
across the gathered assemblage. “So – that's the plan.” And,
gesturing to they who occupy those seats closest to the stage, she
reveals: “The five of us enter the shattered tip of the Obelisk:
Mellifluous, Tuli, the SwordMaiden of Hope, Aikata and myself. We
fight our way to the bottom, and he and I destroy it. Any concerns,
or questions?”

Of the ten thousand
students in attendance, barely one in a hundred lifts her hand at
the offer; as Nozomi points to one in that sombre crowd, the girl
stands, and asks: “How long will you and Headmaster be gone from
the Realm?”

With a sigh, the
azure-haired god gently explains, “That is unclear, for the knife
of Time cuts differently, here. From your point of view, we could
be gone a few moments, or tens of thousands of sunsets.”

As the student body
murmurs and stirs for the answer, another in the tiered seating
takes to her feet to anxiously inquire: “But, what happens if you
and Headmaster do not return?”

“As
I've said, earlier,” Nozomi reminds, gesturing to the snowy-haired
girl seated, nearby, “Kita will remain in the Maggirdym, as its
Storyteller, until Aikata and I come back; if we do not, she will
stay in the Realm, permanently, and become the new Headmistress of
the Magirai.”

While the crowd begins
to mutter their disapproval, and concern, she still standing in
their midst posits another question, fretting: “But – what about
you?”

Hesitating a beat,
Nozomi replies, “Um… Well, if Aikata and I fall in battle, our
Souls are inclined to return to the Maggirdym. While we would be
safe and well, were that to happen, we'd also have to start our
journey all over again, at which point Hell will already know that
we are coming. Of course, that's not to mention Mel and Tuli, and
Lisl, and what happens if they fall during this quest. Ultimately,
the biggest concern for us, is that we become somehow trapped
within one of the Domains of Hell we must traverse, as we descend
the Obelisk; in that case, we might never be able to return
home.”

The gathered
assemblage reacts poorly to her sombre revelation, murmuring and
muttering their collective disapproval, as some take to their feet
to shout their insistence that they be brought along, even as some
sit in their seats, too stunned to complain, while others begin to
weep into their hands.

Raising her arms in an
effort to quell their rising protests, the azure-haired god says:
“I know, you don't like the sound of that; neither do we. However,
there is a more important matter for us to discuss, than whether or
not Aikata and I will be okay. In fact, this is the main reason why
we've gathered you all here, today, so we can ask your opinion on
one thing.” Then, reiterating Mel's lengthy lecture, she explains:
“The destruction of the Obelisk of Yfel will free the Universe,
allowing it to expand and grow, and fill the Between, and thus
destroy the Isness. We are going to bring an end to all of the
SacredRealms, and all forms of life within them, including the
Maggirdym. The Demons will be gone, the Darkness and Hell, too.
Every 'thing' goes back to
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