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Chapter: Prelude

~ The Eater of
Worlds~

Deep within the
SacredRealm commonly known as the Universe, there spins a pinwheel
galaxy, a hundred thousand light years wide, with a bulge
forty-thousand thick, its pentad of radiating arms arcing as it
dances across the cosmos. Within one of those glittering arms,
about four-fifths from the galactic core, a middling-sized star
hurtles through the frigid vacuum of space, blazing yellow-white,
the colossal force of its gravity dragging along a collection of
small planets and gas giants, nine in total, each with their
allotment of moons, with whom they gracefully waltz through
infinity. Fourth in line from the sun, easily recognized for the
reddish hue of its barren surface, that planet long ago known as
'Marsylvanii' hangs upon the nothingness of space. Once a living
world, it was home to millions of Sylvanii, those chimeric warriors
still mentioned in myth and legend, the Centaur, Minotaur, the
Satyr, and Silenii; now, the red planet exists in a state of silent
sorrow, and bears still the wound of a terrible weapon, what did
cause the world's destruction. Four thousand kilometres long, and
two hundred wide, that gargantuan chasm what mars the surface of
the planet stands in grim memorial to the lives lost, long ago,
when that once lush place was scoured to a barren wasteland of
ruddy dust, and strewn rock, by the forces of Darkness. And – so,
with the Sylvanii gone, their name was removed from that of the
planet, and the latter became known, simply, as Mars.

A far distance from
that massive canyon stands what little remains of the ruins of a
grand metropolis, so forgotten by time that 'ancient' seems too
weak an adjective to describe its age. A temple city known as
'Kahiro', that once living place stands as a mirror image, in name
and layout, to Al Qahira, on Earth, the city more commonly known as
Cairo, where stand those towering pyramids of Giza, save that those
pyramids upon the red planet seem not much more than low hills,
now, they damaged by war, worn away by wind, and buried under
hundreds of metres of Martian sand. Even that enigmatic statue of
the Sphinx, which sits guarding that trio of ruined pyramids, still
stands, though it is not much more than a jagged crag,
unrecognizable for what it once was.

It is near that
chimeric statue, where Decius Serrat does stand, the
self-proclaimed Chancellor of Mars, and the nascent civilization he
has built there. Armed with a high-powered pulse-rifle, clad in a
full suit of siyenti combat armour, its countless
interlocking and overlapping plates coloured a dark shade of grey,
the twin lights mounted upon his helmet needlessly gleam in the
bright light of the Martian day. With him, stands a lone 'woman',
she decidedly more casually – and dangerously – dressed, for fact
she wears not a specialized suit to protect her from the unearthly
environment.

Eyes a bright shade of
red, long golden twintails held in place by lacy black ribbons, she
known as 'Malison' stands clad in a short black skirt and tattered
thigh-highs, and shreds of black chiffon and lace that wrap about
her shins and ankles; two belts of dark leather superfluously
crisscross her hips and waist, and a pair of long, finger-less
gloves adorn her hands, all made of black satin, and laced with
scarlet ribbons, while a leather underbust corset drastically
accentuates her hourglass figure, beneath which, a tattered
T-shirt, hanging to bare one shoulder, displays the words, 'Cute
But Psycho', writ in gold across her chest. Disconcertingly, the
gloved hands and forearms of that young woman seem covered by a
layer of bony, wine-red scales, and her unsettling fingernails seem
as jagged, obsidian claws, while two triangular horns grow from her
skull, above the tie of her twintails, each a hand long and
coloured scarlet-black, what emit thin, fast-fading plumes of dark
smoke onto the air. Meanwhile, upon her back extend the two halves
of a grand and arcing wrought iron gate, as would guard the wall to
some palatial estate, their frames bent as to form a massive pair
of dark wings, their razor-studded bars hanging as feathers, even
as a sinister-looking tail, three paces long, stretches from its
eponymous bone at the base of her spine, all made of serrated
chitin, and tipped with a scythe-like blade, what glows as heated
iron.

Together does that odd
couple stand, at the mouth of a tunnel, long and wide, bored into
the Martian soil upon a steep angle by the force of Malison's Dim
magicks, and soon do they set their feet to moving, as to descend
the gentle slope of that tunnel, deep beneath the sand, where at
its end they find evidence of ruins, not much more than a few
megalithic blocks and columns, now shattered and strewn. “What was
this place?”, inquires Decius, looking to the flexible screen upon
his vambrace.

“I
don't know,” Malison shrugs, “the Temple of Someone Important.
Whatever it was, it's just garbage, now.” Then, casually waving a
hand on the air, the horned woman tosses aside a pile of rubble and
sand to reveal the mouth of a circular pit, what leads straight
down into the earth, and moving to peer therein, she grins, and
adds: “But, this is something special; a 'bottomless' pit. The old
ways of Human sacrifice are so simple, yet so satisfying; reminds
me of when I was young. Come on, let's go.” And, taking hold of
Decius' hand, without another word, she steps into that wide pit,
dragging him along with her.

For hundreds of paces
do they fall, descending in a controlled manner, they neither
tumbling, nor going too fast, and soon do they come to land upon
their feet atop a mountain of petrified bones, what clatters and
shifts slightly, as they light upon its apex. By the beams
streaming from Decius' helm-mounted lights do they find themselves
within a massive chamber cut out of the bedrock, it so large they
cannot see its walls, or ceiling, while that unstable mount upon
which they stand appears surrounded by a pool of liquid mercury,
for which Decius' vambrace tablet rings out an alarm, warning of
the toxic nature of the environment. As Decius quickly silences
that incessant ringing, a guttural growl then echoes in the
darkness what surrounds them, followed by a sustained, metallic
hiss, like the rush of pouring sand; then, a rising, throbbing hum
begins to waver the air, and that pool of mercury what surrounds
that ossiferous island starts to slosh, and ripple.

Malison, her red eyes
glowing bright, she somehow seeing in the darkness, smiles: “Oh,
he's beautiful.”

Decius casts a quick
look her way, frowning his confusion for fact that he sees nothing
within the thin beams of his armour's lights; then, of a sudden,
four rhomboid eyes appear on the darkness, they aglow of a
blood-red hue, and unblinking, they either quite small, or rather
far away, and belying the movement of what bears them. A strange,
metallic clattering echoes about that darkness-filled chamber,
lasting some fifty heartbeats, followed by a series of slow,
thundering footfalls what tremble the chamber, and set that lake of
mercury to waving. As those approaching eyes seem to tower high
above, growing larger in aspect, the gleam of scarlet colour angles
Decius' and Malison's way. It is then, when Malison holds up her
taloned hands, with them drawing thin threads of vantablack light
on the air, arms moving asynchronously to join three arcing lines,
as to form a tri-petalled flower. “Cum saxum saxorum in duersum
montum oparum da, blah blah blah,” Malison chuckles, as that
abyssal symbol burns away like overheated wire.

That thing what moves
unseen in the darkness comes to a sudden stop, then, its massive
eyes glaring bright, whereupon a strange voice sounds, echoing all
about, issuing forth as would a fork scraping and screeching upon a
blackboard, what says: “Speak.”

Malison, looking up at
those massive eyes, sniffs a laugh, and with an insouciant lift of
her shoulders, simply replies: “Obey.”

To which, those eyes
flare and dim, a moment, before that ear-twinging voice says: “The
sacrifices have not been made; the tithe has not been paid.”

“You've been sleeping on a dead world,” explains Malison,
offhandedly gesturing about the dark chamber, “there's been no one
to keep up the rituals, no one to pay your tithe.”

Upon another beat of
silence, those eyes then ask, “What do you want?”

“I
want you to do your job,” Malison replies, flatly.

“The
sacrifices must be made; the tithe must be paid.”

Malison, impatiently
nodding as the thing repeats itself, rushes to assure: “You'll get
them, everything you are owed, and more. I know you know I'm good
for it.”

Those eyes looming
high in the darkness fall silent, a moment, before that unseen
entity inquires: “Which world do you wish for me to erase?”

With a wicked grin,
Malison replies, “You ever hear of a little place called, the
Maggirdym?”

“The
Maggirdym is not a world,” comes the reply of that
nerve-grating voice.

To which, Malison
gives a fast shrug, and chuckles: “You saying you can't do it? I
mean, that's what you do, right; that's why you Dragons were
created, right? The 'Eaters of Worlds', and all that crap. So – go,
eat the Maggirdym for me, and I will pay you
handsomely.”

“The
Maggirdym is not a world.”

Malison rolls her
eyes, and lets out an exasperated sigh, saying, “Fine, you're
right; it's a SacredRealm, I get that. But, it contains a
world, right? So, all you gotta do is get there, get inside, and
eat the living Christ out of that world. When you're done, you're
free to go where you want, a freedom your kind hasn't enjoyed in
quite a long time, if I'm not mistaken.”

Upon a rather pregnant
pause, that wincing voice in the darkness replies: “More sacrifices
must be made; more tithe must be payed.”

“No
problem,” shrugs Malison; then, lifting a taloned hand, crooking
her claws, her forearm and fingers begin to glow of a searing,
red-orange light, what pours forth wisps of vantablack smoke onto
the dark air, whereupon she abruptly jerks her hand to one side,
somehow tearing a jagged hole in the 'reality' there, it
two-dimensional, and humming and glaring with Darkness. It is into
that rend which she does shove her hand, most of her arm
disappearing within, she angling her eyes and biting the corner of
her lip, as she seems to feel around, before she lets out a laugh
of victory, and pulls her arm free, a strange object in hand. In
aspect of a Klein bottle, about the size of your average milk
carton, and seemingly made of glass, the odd item glows from within
of such of brilliant, golden brightness, as to push back the
darkness for hundreds of paces in all directions, though it still
does not reveal the walls or ceiling of that apparently vast
chamber, nor does it reach far enough to show the source of that
metallic voice.

With that glowing
container in one hand, Malison somehow pushes the fingers of the
other through its glassy surface, from within grabbing up a handful
of blazing light, which she then tosses into the darkness, towards
the source of that voice, it scattering as pinpoints of aureate
energy, each in aspect of tiny hourglasses. Malison, appearing as
one who stands throwing out feed for a brood of chickens, continues
tossing handfuls of granular light into the air, to that unseen
thing saying, “Here you go, big boy; here's enough Souls to cover
what you are owed, and the same amount again, as payment for what
I'm asking.” Then, Malison casts a quick look Decius' way, adding:
“And – this dude, right here, he has all the tithe you are owed.
Tell him.”

To which, Decius
blinks, hesitating a beat, before he to the darkness says: “Uh,
yes, that's right; I've five thousand kilograms of gold in store,
for you. I can have it all brought here, within a few hours.”

“There,” shrugs Malison, staying her Soul-tossing hand, “are
you satisfied; do we have an accord?”

Long comes the silence
after the question, before that ear-twinging voice screeches the
word: “Blood.”

“Oh
– Jesus,” chuckles Malison, giving a small start, “I almost forgot.
Yes, totally, no problem; you want blood, we got blood.”

And, when the
scarlet-eyed Demon looks his way, Decius nods, and explains: “Yes,
that's right; I've have the eugenic pools working already, in
anticipation of your needs. Just tell me how many people you want,
and you'll get them, though, it might take quite a while longer
than a few hours.”

“One
thousand,” says that wincing voice, without pause.

“Then, we have an accord,” Malison nods, summarizing: “We get
you the gold, the thousand people; you got the Souls already,
so…”

“Bring the sacrifices,” says the Dragon, “bring the tithe;
then, I shall end the world inside the Maggirdym…”


Chapter: Prologue

~ The Day ~

In the southern-most
reaches of the SacredRealm known as the Maggirdym, Aikata moves
through a benighted forest, beneath a starry sky, the stillness of
that warm night disturbed only by cricket-song, and the soft
deliberations of a parliament of owls. Upon a winding road of
cobblestone does he go, feet pointed toward the star what blazes
brightest in the sky, soon seeing the first of many gas-fuelled
streetlights what line the road, ahead, revealing the last stretch
of his journey.

A short distance away,
a tall gate of wrought-iron stands shut, serving as entrance
through a massive wall of megalithic stone; beyond, scores of
buildings dot the slope of a wide, terraced hill, set upon narrow
lane-ways flanked with blooming cherry trees, and beds of flowers,
dozing for the late hour. Of those many structures about the
grounds of that vast estate, those smallest seem all clustered
together about open plazas upon a lower plateau, while high upon
the crest of that great slope, a series of tall buildings loom
large in the darkness, all bustling with activity. Through that
massive gate does he go, and sets to climbing the many broad
staircases what ascend the grounds, making his happy hellos to
those many students he passes, soon reaching the mid-level terrace
of that grand place. There, dozens of small, Tudor-style buildings
nestle about a wide, tessellated piazza, bustling with students,
and stand along tree-lined avenues, all lit by the soft, orange
glow of streetlamps.

Aikata, making his way
across that wide plaza, then ascends that final flight of stairs
what leads to the upper terrace, from there following a flagstone
path that runs behind the Old School building, leading further
south, passed a grand, stonework amphitheatre, and on towards the
Beach. Borne upon the gentle breeze, the sounds of music and voices
drift his way, along with the mouth-watering scent of cotton-candy,
and deep-fried doughnuts. And – there, upon the seashore, a small
village stands, bright with gaudy colour, where, upon the
boardwalks, scores of shops offer a wide variety of summery, beach
related goods, between the many restaurants and cafés, while brightly lit stalls provide games of skill
and chance, candy and confections, and a plethora of baubles and
trinkets. All about that seaside carnival stand great, mechanical
contraptions, fun-rides of a dozen kind, that clatter and rattle
loud, as their passengers laugh and squeal, and scream.
Roller-coasters and carousels, towering Ferris-wheels and
swinging-ships, and even spinning tea-cups; each one adds its noise
and colour to the busy, seaside town. And, towering above it all,
stands the water slide. Seemingly made of clear glass, the colossal
structure snakes its way up and down the Beach, the lion's-share of
its absurdly long course stretching out over the ocean. With
gravity-defying up-turns and precipitous drop-offs, winding
corkscrews and hairpin turns, the devilish ride finally comes to an
end over a deep pool of crystal-blue water, situated only a short
distance from the entrance-queue of that massive slide.

Quickly does Aikata
weave his way through the crowds of students who move through that
seaside park, soon arriving at a wooden patio, what overlooks the
placid ocean, furnished with many tables and chairs, where nearly
two score Magirai gather in various groups, all chatting and
laughing. And, in amongst that jovial crowd, Aikata spies the
object of his search through that lively place. In aspect of a toy
doll, standing three apples tall, and made of tightly wound string
all dyed a cheerful shade of yellow, the little plaything sports a
small felt heart affixed to its chest with a simple cross-stitch,
and a ball of yarn for a head, which sits atop its
disproportionately small body, with no ears, nose, or discernible
mouth, even as his little arms and legs bear neither hands, nor
feet, while his eyes seem as a straight pin, and thumbtack, their
points driven into his soft head. “Hey – bud,” smiles Aikata,
giving a happy wave, as he draws near.

To which, Kinlock
cheers, “Aikata!”, before leaping from the table upon which he
stands, to be caught in his friend's hugging arms.

For a moment squeezing
the little string doll, Aikata then aims his smile to that coterie
of students, and with a nod, says, “Hi – girls, how are you all
doing tonight?”

“We're well, Headmaster,” replies one of those students, “and
yourself?”

“Yeah, I'm all right,” smiles he, giving a nod of his own,
before he adds: “I just came to see if Kinlock is ready to head
home.”

With an exaggerated
nod, Kinlock giggles, “Yup!” Then, aiming his perpetually perplexed
gaze to that coterie of Magirai, he says: “M'kay, you guys, I'll
see you later; thanks for hanging out with me, today.”

As those students
blush and giggle their own goodbyes, Aikata lets Kinlock free from
his arms, to hop down to the ground, and together do they follow
the wide cobblestone path what runs through the heart of that
colourful amusement park, and across a night-dark field of
wind-swept grass.

“So,” segues Aikata, looking down at his friend, “did you have
fun today?” And, when Kinlock merely nods, and hums, “Mm-hmm,”
Aikata prompts: “What did you get up to?”

To which, the little
string doll happily replies: “This morning, I went over to play in
the Arena, for a bit; while I was messing around there, I ran into
team Weaponized Cuteness, and they invited me to go with them to
the amusement park.”

“Geez, buddy,” Aikata chuckles, “that sounds like a rough day;
I don't know how you manage.”

“Yeah,” Kinlock giggles, and they both fall silent a moment,
as they reach the School's grounds, and make their way down the
long staircase what leads to the main gate.

“Did
you fight anything interesting, in the Arena?”, asks Aikata, as
they go.

“Mm,” hesitates Kinlock, with a shrug replying, “not
really.”

To which, Aikata
frowns a smile, and says, “You're not getting bored of it, are
you?”

Again hesitating
during his reply, Kinlock gives a fast shrug, saying, “No; I
just… I don't wanna say.”

His smile faltering,
somewhat, Aikata prompts, “Why not?”

“I
don't wanna make you sad, or anything.”

“Why
would I be sad?”, inquires Aikata, still frowning his
confusion.

With a small sigh,
Kinlock shyly explains, “Well, you know how you can ask the Grey
Lady in the Arena to show you the battles the other students did in
there?” And, when Aikata merely nods for that question, the
diminutive plaything goes on to say: “Well, I asked her if I could
watch Kidden's fight with the Final Spite, because I wanted to see
her.”

Aikata sniffs a quiet
laugh, and nods: “I see. You miss her a lot, don't you?”

“Yeah,” says Kinlock, lowering his mismatched gaze, “but I
don't wanna make you sad by talking about her. I know you miss her
lots, too.”

To which, Aikata lets
out a smiling sigh, and admits, “Yeah, I do miss her a lot, but I
don't want you to feel like you're not allowed to talk about her. I
mean, I get a little bit sad about it, but to be fair, it has been
a while since she went home.” And, when Kinlock only nods, Aikata
skips a beat, before a grin spreads across his face, and he opines:
“That was a pretty epic fight, you gotta admit.”

Kinlock giggles
another nod, quickly adding: “I miss her hugs.”

“Me
too, bud,” smiles Aikata, “me too.”

For a moment going in
silence, down the last few stairs what bring them through the main
entrance to campus, Kinlock then says: “I read the entry about
Kidden in the Encyclopedia of SoulBursts, but it doesn't
really say much. I mean, I know 'Zomi doesn't like to talk about
the stuff she sees in the students' SoulBursts, but do you think
Kidden ended up being happy, once she got back home?”

“I
asked Nozomi the same thing,” Aikata admits, “not long after Koneko
went home; she said Koneko lived a hard life, but eventually found
peace, and happiness, and that she passed away from the length of
her years, rather than falling in battle.”

With a nod of his ball
of yarn head, Kinlock replies, “'Zomi told me the same thing, when
I asked.”

“I
guess we've watched a lot of students leave the Realm, haven't
we?”, shrugs Aikata, as they wander the tree-flanked lane. “Like,
we love and miss them all, but some seem to linger in our hearts
more than we thought they would.”

Kinlock gives a
giggling nod for those words, almost excitedly saying: “Remember
Auntie Damaru and Auntie Seranine? And – Funnier; she and I used to
have a lot of fun together.”

“Of
course I do,” laughs Aikata, looking the way ahead, shaking his
head, as he groans: “Ugh, I haven't thought about them in a while.
And, do you remember Alison; everyone called her the TimeCutter? I
always loved how foul-mouthed she was.” And, when Kinlock does not
answer, Aikata says, “Remember her bud?” Then, when he again
receives no reply, Aikata looks down to find Kinlock not walking at
his side, before he casts his gaze back the way they came, there
seeing the little string doll laying face down upon the ground.
“Whoa,” chuckles Aikata, coming to a halt, “did you trip or
something?”

To which, the
diminutive plaything does not respond, and neither does he move
himself to standing.

Aikata's smile fades,
then, and his brow darkens of a frown, and he says, “Kinlock?
Kinlock, are you all right?” And, when his best bud still does not
reply, nor make any effort to move, Aikata rushes to kneel at his
side, a cold panic gripping his heart, giving the seemingly inert
string doll a shake, anxiously saying: “Hey, hey, Kinlock, say
something to me.” Then, when his pleas elicit no response, Aikata
looks to a random place in the night's sky, and frantically shouts:
“Nozomi, I need help!…”

~ ~
~

The next day, Kinlock
rouses from a dreamless sleep, to find himself in Aikata and
Nozomi's bed, he laying comfortably propped up against a pillow,
looking bout the small room, to find Aikata sitting in a chair at
the bedside. “Aikata?”, says Kinlock, frown evident in the sound of
his voice.

“I'm
here, buddy,” says he, gently, leaning closer in his seat, “I'm
right here.”

Again looking about
the room, the little string doll then asks, “Hey, how come I'm in
your guys' bed? What's going on; how come-” Kinlock brings the
course of his own words to a halt, skipping a beat as he looks down
at himself, before meeting Aikata's gaze, and with worry tinging
his question, he inquires: “Hey, how come I can't move my
legs?”

“Just try to relax,” replies Aikata, clearly forcing a
smile.

His state of worry
rising to a sudden panic, Kinlock anxiously says, “Why can't I move
my legs, Aikata, why can't I move them?”

Tears welling in his
eyes, Aikata hesitantly replies, “I… I'm
sorry, bud, I just don't know. Nozomi and Myfanwy have been trying
to figure that out, but so far, all we know is that you're sick,
somehow.” And, when the diminutive plaything repeats, “Sick?”,
Aikata sniffles a nod, and rushes to say: “But, I promise, we're
going to do everything we can to make you better, okay? I want you
to understand that.”

“What's gonna happen to me?”, comes Kinlock's next fretful
question.

“Let's just give Nozomi and Myfanwy some time to take a look
at you some more, okay?”, Aikata suggests. “You just stay in bed
and rest, for now, until we can figure out what's going
on.”

To which, Kinlock
asks, “For how long?”

“Just,” Aikata hesitates, “give us a couple-few
days.”

His little voice
pitched of a sad whine, Kinlock retorts, “But, I promised team Bisy
Backson that I would hang out with them.”

“I
know, buddy,” Aikata consoles, “and I'm sure they'll understand
that you need a few days off. Once Nozomi and Wee One figure out
why you're sick, you'll be back to hanging out with everyone,
before you know it.”

“But, what if I don't get better?”

Aikata, trying to
blink away his tears, gently suggests, “Just, try to put that out
of your mind, right now, okay?” And, when Kinlock sadly lowers his
gaze, seeming to look to his blanket-covered legs, as he says,
“M'kay,” Aikata puts on a smile, and moves to sit upon the bed,
saying: “Hey, I'll be here with you; I'll keep you company the
whole time, okay? We can play board games and stuff, and we can
make a blanket fort over the bed, and maybe Nozomi can tell us some
stories. It'll be fun.”

Not looking up,
Kinlock merely shrugs, and quietly replies, “M'kay…”

~ ~
~

Two sunsets later,
with the little string doll still bedridden, Aikata and Nozomi sit
in their bedroom with him, surrounded by stacks of board games, and
books, building blocks, and colouring supplies, they in the midst
of doing their best to calm him of his rising anxiety. “But – I'm
really trying, Aikata, I really am,” Kinlock heatedly argues, his
tone a voice-shaking blend of frustration, fear, and sadness,
“everyday I try real hard to get better, I try to make my legs
work, but they won't.”

“I
know, buddy,” Aikata nods, frowning his concern, “I know you're
trying real hard.”

Apparently ignoring
that attempt to placate, Kinlock anxiously, almost angrily, shouts,
“You keep telling me to get better, but you're not telling me how
to do that. I want to get better, I swear, but nothing I try is
working, and I don't know what I'm doing wrong.”

“Shh,” hushes Aikata, shaking his head, setting a gentle hand
upon his friend's shoulder, “it's okay, Kinlock, you're not doing
anything wrong. I know you're scared, I know you're sad, but just
give us a couple more days, and we'll figure it out. Just a couple
more days, okay?”

“What if you don't,” counters Kinlock, just as heatedly as
before, “what if you can't figure out why I'm sick, what if I can't
get better?”

Upon a beat, Aikata
replies, “We'll deal with that if the time comes; you just have to
be a little bit patient, okay? I know it's hard, but Nozomi and
Myfanwy are doing their best.” And, when Kinlock lets out an
exasperated sigh, and averts his gaze, Aikata carefully adds:
“Please, buddy, try to be patient, and just give us a bit more
time…”

~ ~
~

Two sunsets pass, and
still does Kinlock sit confined to Aikata and Nozomi's bed, a wax
crayon in hand, open colouring book before him, passing the time
with that endeavour, as Aikata keeps him company. “Hey – you two,”
smiles Nozomi, as she enters the bedroom, and when Aikata replies
with a “Hey,” she moves to stand by the bedside, asking, “What'cha
doing?”

To which, Kinlock
gives a fast shrug, and replies, “Just colouring.”

With a nod, the
freckled-face Goddess asks, “Kinlock – cutie, you mind if I steal
Aikata for a minute?” And, when he nods, and says, “M'kay,” still
focusing his attention upon the drawing he illumines, Nozomi adds:
“I promise, I'll bring him right back.”

“It's okay,” giggles Kinlock, giving a shake of his
head.

Together do Aikata and
Nozomi take their leave of the room, and head down the spiral metal
stairs at the heart of the house, descending to the living room,
making their way to the U-shaped sofa. Nozomi, meeting his gaze,
offhandedly gestures to the long sofa, and quietly says: “Aikata,
sit down.”

“Why?”, frowns he, his face growing pale.

“Aikata, please…,” whispers Nozomi,
as tears begin to well within her eyes.

Slowly moving to the
couch, brow bent with worry, Aikata presumes: “You figured it out,
didn't you?” And, when a pained expression paints his bride's face,
and the first of her tears begin to slide down her cheeks, as she
nods, Aikata nearly falls into his seat, and reluctantly asks:
“What's wrong with him?”

To which, Nozomi
shakes her head, sniffling before she replies, “Actually, nothing
is wrong with him; this is my fault.”

“What are you talking about?”, frowns he.

Nozomi opens her mouth
to reply, then the full force of her sorrow for what she is about
to say becomes too great, and she manages to whisper, “I'm so
sorry…,” before she starts to weep.

Immediately, Aikata
wraps his arms about her, and draws her in for a hug, one fraught
with quiet sniffles, and silent, shoulder-shaking sobs, and when
Nozomi finds within herself a greater state of calm, taking slow
and shuddering breaths, Aikata murmurs, “Tell me what's wrong with
him.”

To which, Nozomi leans
back from their embrace, and drying her eyes upon the backs of her
hands, she sadly replies: “Kinlock's Soul is growing, it always has
been; since he came to this Realm, it has become increasingly
complex, and intricate. Recently, a new pattern formed in his Soul;
sadly, the Realm is translating that new pattern incorrectly.
Instead of making him more powerful, it's making him sick.”

Face pale, blinking
away his tears, Aikata opens his mouth to speak, but Nozomi holds
up a forestalling hand, saying: “Wait; there's more. Neither I, nor
Myfanwy, can change the pattern of Kinlock's Soul; likewise, we
cannot change the Realm to translate his new pattern correctly.
Essentially, we would have to create a whole new Maggirdym,
in order for the changes to work, and that's not possible.” Then,
taking her paramour's hands in her own, directly meeting his gaze,
she adds: “Aikata, listen to me. Rather quickly, Kinlock will lose
the use of his body, completely; soon, he will begin to forget you,
me, this Realm, and everything he has learned here. Eventually, he
will lose his power of speech, and sight, and hearing. He will not
die, it will be more like a coma; he will be aware, to a certain
degree, but he'll never be animate, again. And, the only way we can
'cure' him of this impending state, is for him to leave the
Maggirdym.”

Tears streaming down
his pale face, hands trembling in hers, Aikata shakes his head, and
whispers: “There must be some other way.”

“Aikata, I've looked for some other way,” replies Nozomi,
almost heatedly, “this is the only solution.”

“I
mean…,” hesitates Aikata, mind racing to
find some answer to the problem, before he proposes: “We could
merge into the Archon of Hope; would that help?”

“It's not Darkness what ails him,” counters she, giving a
shake of her head, “nothing truly ails him; there is nothing for
the Archon to remove, or repair.” Then, face growing red, the force
of her shame rising along with her sadness, she summarizes:
“Kinlock is not the problem, it's me; it's my Realm that's making
him 'sick'.” And, with a helpless shrug, she lowers her gaze, and
says: “If we remove the cause, we cure the illness.”

For a beat staring his
incredulity, Aikata gives a shrugging shake of his head, saying:
“So – that's it? There's nothing more to say?”

With a sniffle, still
averting her gaze, Nozomi quietly replies: “Only that I ask you
forgive me, one day.”

Aikata, a deep frown
twisting his brow, quietly stammers, “He…
He really has to leave?”

To which, Nozomi does
nod, and staring off into space, as though stunned, she replies:
“If we want him to live, yes.”

“Where will he go?”, Aikata inquires, the question issuing as
a restrained sob.

“Myfanwy says he can go to the Glade of the GlaDeus, in the
Sonariium,” replies Nozomi, trying to push away her tears
with a thumb, “even though that place was the template for this
Realm, it's UnderGlimmer is different enough that he should
be okay there.”

“Uh,
okay,” nods Aikata, letting out a shuddering breath, “uh,
how… How much time do we have?”

The question tugging
free more of her tears, Nozomi slowly lifts her shoulders, and
replies, “A few days, at the most; probably less.”

Eyes wide with his
incredulity, Aikata repeats, “A few days?”

With a sad nod, Nozomi
frowns, and her words coming fast and sad, swelling with
frustration, she says: “I'm so sorry, Aikata; I… I don't know what else to do. I don't know how to
fix this, I don't know how to make it right, and I don't know how
to look my little Cutie in the face, and tell him that it's my
fault he has to leave his best bud.” It is then, when the force of
her sorrow again becomes too great a burden to bear, and she
desperately wraps Aikata up in a clinging hug, as she breaks down
to tears.

For a long while do
the Headmaster and Headmistress of the Realm sit in the rocking
comfort of each others' arms, both weeping through their stunned
denial of the situation; then, of a time, Aikata leans back from
that embrace, tearfully saying: “I should get back upstairs, before
he thinks we forgot about him.” And, when Nozomi sniffles a nod, he
goes on to ask: “Uh, do me a favour; let's talk about all of this
with him tomorrow; is that okay? We've been having a good day,
today, so let's just keep having a good day.”

With a sad frown,
Nozomi shakes her head, and replies: “It's only going to hurt more,
tomorrow.”

Again do Aikata's
tears flow, hot and stinging, and struggling to hold them in,
whispering, because speaking any louder would cause him to weep,
Aikata pleads: “Give me today. Please. I'm not… I'm not ready to have my heart break, Blueberry.
Please, just give me today.”

Also failing to
restrain her still-falling tears, Nozomi nods: “Okay.”

Together do they take
a moment to calm themselves, and freshen up, so as to make it less
obvious they've been crying, before they then head back upstairs,
to rejoin Kinlock in their bedroom. “You guys okay?”, inquires he,
as they enter, briefly looking up from his colouring.

“Oh
– yeah,” Aikata lies, taking a seat on the bed, “we were just
talking about a new story we're making for the students; it's not a
big deal. Sorry we were gone so long.”

To which, Kinlock
shrugs, and assures, “It's okay,” before he sets aside the wax
crayon he holds, and lifts the drawing up such that they may see,
proudly adding: “I've been doing a real good job staying in the
lines. See?”

“Yeah,” chuckles Aikata, scrutinizing the picture, “you're
better at it than I am. I think I try too hard to get it perfect,
and there always ends up being one tiny mistake
somewhere.”

As the little string
doll returns to the task of colouring that page, Nozomi asks: “Is
there anything I can get for you, Cutie?”

“No,” replies he, shaking his ball of yarn head, “I'm
okay.”

For a moment do they
all fall silent, then, and Aikata numbly reaches for a blank sheet
of paper, and sets to creating his own random drawing, even as
Nozomi focuses her attention upon that picture Kinlock colours,
watching as he puts the finishing touches. It is then, in the midst
of that quiet moment, when the little string doll quietly says,
“Thanks for the red wagon, Kidden; it was real yummy.”

Aikata and Nozomi
blink for those words, frowning slightly, faces growing pale, as
they look each others' way. “What was that Cutie?”, prompts the
azure-haired girl, looking his way.

Kinlock, wax crayon
growing still in his hand, gives a small start, and meets her gaze,
saying, “Hmm?”

To which, Nozomi
patiently repeats, “What did you say?”

With a slight shake of
his head, Kinlock replies, “I didn't say anything; I'm just
colouring.”

Upon a beat, Nozomi
nods, and clearly forcing a smile, whispers, “Okay…”

Aikata, turning his
head such that Kinlock might not see the tears welling within his
eyes, puts on a smile of his own, and doing well to keep his voice
light, he – to Nozomi – says, “Uh, I'm just going to go make a cup
of coffee, real quick; I'll be right back.” Then, when she merely
nods, he hurries to leave the room, holding back the force of his
rising tears, as he heads downstairs, and with his body growing
numb, he mindlessly moves to the kitchen, unaware his hands move to
fill the kettle with water, as Kinlock's strange words echo in his
mind. Hands shaking, unable to see for the tears blurring his
vision, his knees give way, and releasing his hold upon the kettle,
he slowly sinks to the kitchen floor, burying his face in his
hands, shoulders shaking with is restrained sobs. A moment passes,
before he then lifts his head, face red and glistening with tears,
and aiming his words to the air, forcing them through his sorrow,
he quietly mutters: “Nozomi, I'm going to make coffee, then I'm
going to come up there, and we're going to tell Kinlock what is
going on. Then, we'll spend the rest of the day hanging out,
together, and… saying goodbye. Tomorrow,
we'll bring him to the Old Man Tree, and Wee can take him out of
the Realm…”

~ ~
~

Numbly seeing to the
task of making coffee, his progress hindered by the blur of tears
in his eyes, Aikata soon heads back upstairs, cup of steaming dark
roast in hand, he going as though on autopilot. Then, entering his
room, to find Nozomi waiting patiently, and Kinlock still in the
midst of colouring, he takes a seat upon the edge of the bed,
mindful that he not spill his drink. “Buddy,” Aikata begins,
forcing himself to make eye contact, “I'm really sorry, but we have
to have a serious talk, right now.” And, when the little string
doll gives a small nod, Aikata lets out a sigh, and continues,
saying: “Nozomi and Wee One have figured out why you're sick.”

“Really?”, says Kinlock, before he notices the tears welling
within Aikata and Nozomi's eyes, and asks: “Hey, why are you
sad?”

To which, it is Nozomi
who does quietly explain, “Cutie, I need you to listen to me, right
now, okay? You know how you have glowy string inside you? Well,
that glowy string is growing; you are becoming bigger, on the
inside. Now, I want you to understand, that's a good thing, I
really mean that. The problem is, this Realm is interpreting your
glowy string in the wrong way, and that's what's making you
sick.”

Kinlock, considering a
beat, asks: “So, I didn't do anything wrong?”

“No
– Cutie, you didn't do anything wrong,” says Nozomi, shaking her
head.

Upon another beat,
Kinlock then inquires, “Will I get better?”

Nozomi, with twin
tears sliding down her freckled cheeks, gives another shake of her
head, and reluctantly replies, “No, Kinlock, I'm sorry, you won't;
in fact, your illness is only going to get worse.”

Small voice beginning
to quaver, Kinlock says, “Can't you help me get better?”

“There is only one way that you will get better,” replies she,
sadly, “one way that you can keep growing, and not be sick anymore.
You have to leave this Realm.”

Kinlock turns his
mismatched gaze from Nozomi, to Aikata, and back again, and almost
helplessly asks: “You don't want me to be here anymore?”

“Buddy,” says Aikata, gently, “we want nothing more than for
you to be with us. We don't want you to go away, but if you stay
here, you will get very sick, and you won't ever get
better.”

His tone at once
frustrated, and hurt, and more than sad, Kinlock heatedly replies,
“But, I don't want to go away, I want to stay here, with you guys.
We're family, aren't we? You promised that we're family, that you'd
be my best bud for always.”

“Kinlock, we are family,” frowns Aikata, trying to
blink away his tears, “you are my best bud, and that's why I
can't just sit here, and let you be sick.”

For a moment falling
silent, slowly shaking his head, Kinlock then says, “I won't get
better if I stay?”

“I'm
so sorry, Cutie,” sniffles Nozomi, brow dark, “Myfanwy and I have
tried to come up with some way to fix this, but we can't, and we
don't have enough time to keep trying.”

To which, Kinlock
sadly lowers his gaze, and quietly mutters, “I won't get
better…”

“You
will get better,” counters Aikata, almost angrily, “you
will be okay; you'll still be able to grow, and play, and be
happy. If you leave the Maggirdym.”

Another moment of
silence blooms in the room, then, as Kinlock seems to consider,
before he meets Nozomi's gaze, and pleadingly inquires: “If I
leave, and I get better, then I can come back, right? You'll let me
come back, right?”

With a tearful shake
of her head, struggling to make with him eye contact, Nozomi softly
replies: “If you reenter this Realm, it will just make you sick,
all over again.”

Kinlock lifts a hand
to his face, then, seeming as one who holds the pain of a headache,
a moment later looking up to ask: “When do I have to go away?”,
whereupon Aikata and Nozomi do look each others' way, pained
expressions blooming upon their faces…

~ ~
~

Together do Aikata and
Nozomi spend the day with Kinlock, trying to have fun, trying not
to be sad, and failing in both endeavours. Instead, they have a
long and tearful heart-to-heart talk, in which they make their
thank yous, and share many of the fond memories they have, and
their last-minute and desperate ideas for a way to heal the little
string doll's illness. Long into the night do they talk, and cry,
clinging to each other tightly, unwilling to let go. Morning comes
all too fast…


~ ~
~

In the blue-grey light
of pre-dawn, Aikata and Nozomi open their eyes, at the same time
rousing from sleep, they laying upon Kinlock's either side, in
their bed, and still dressed in the clothes they wore, the day
prior. “Aikata?”, comes the sound of the little string doll's tired
voice.

“I'm
here, bud,” says Aikata, quietly, sitting up in bed, setting a
gentle hand upon his friend's head.

To which, Kinlock
looks this way and that, and asks, “How come it's so dark? Is it
still nighttime?”

With a slight frown
marring his brow, Aikata aims a somewhat worried look Nozomi's way,
before he shakes his head, and replies, “No, it's morning.” And,
when Kinlock merely says, “Oh…,” Aikata
goes on to inquire: “Uh, did you have a good sleep?”

“Yup,” says Kinlock, quietly, giving a small nod, chuckling:
“That was a really long dream.”

Aikata manages to
sniff a laugh, saying, “Yeah, I tried to make it last as long as I
could, so we'd have more time together.”

Kinlock, for a moment
falling silent, then hesitantly asks: “Hey – Aikata, can I tell you
something that might make you sad?”

“Sure – buddy,” nods he, managing a weak smile.

Again hesitating a
beat, Kinlock quietly says, “My arms don't work, anymore. I'm
sorry.”

Instant comes the well
of tears to Aikata's eyes, even as Nozomi's face goes pale,
whereupon the former swallows his sorrow, and gently replies, “I
understand, bud; it's okay, it's not your fault.”

“Aikata…,” murmurs Nozomi, brow bent
with worry, shaking her head slightly.

To which, Aikata nods
his understanding, and doing well to keep his voice light, he says:
“All right, buddy, let's get you to feeling better, okay?”

“M'kay,” says Kinlock, as Aikata carefully lifts him into his
arms.

With a sense of
urgency do Aikata and Nozomi take from their bed, with he carrying
Kinlock to the door, and out into the hall, even as Nozomi lingers
in the bedroom, a moment, aiming her quiet words to the air, flatly
saying: “Myfanwy, I need you here, right now.”

Down the stairs, and
out the front door do they go, whereupon they hear the muted rumble
of a sonic boom, only a heartbeat before the snowy Sylph named
Myfanwy rushes into view. In aspect of a young and slender woman, barely half a pace tall, the
wingless Fairy is entirely nude, and radiates blue-white light from
every part of her, with a thick mane of white hair as long as she
is tall, and iris-less, pupil-less eyes, what glow a shade of white
brighter than the rest of her, they wide with her
concern.

As they hurry to stand
beneath the broad-reaching boughs of that grand tree, Kinlock
quietly asks, “Aikata, are you hugging me?”

His nod freeing the
first of his tears to sliding down his cheeks, Aikata nods, and
sadly replies, “Yeah – buddy, I'm hugging you real tight.”

“M'kay,” says Kinlock, tiredly, managing a slight nod of his
own, before he adds: “I know I said it already, but thank you for
being my best bud; I'm really happy that we got to be
family.”

Face twisting with his
rising sorrow, Aikata replies, “I love you, Kinlock. And, no matter
what, we will always be your family, I'll always be your best
bud.”

“I
love you too,” says Kinlock, shyly, his small voice growing
smaller, trembling slightly, when he adds: “I'm real sorry I
couldn't get better.”

“It's not your fault,” whispers Aikata, shaking his head,
“please try to remember that.”

Again does Kinlock
manage the barest of nods, saying, “M'kay. Hey – 'Zomi?”

Nozomi, with tears
welling in her cerulean eyes, moves to join Aikata in hugging the
little string doll, saying, “I'm right here, Cutie.”

To which, Kinlock,
somewhat slurring his speech, says: “I love you lots, 'Zomi; thank
you for letting me walk the purple train up the potatoes.”

Brow growing dark with
the hurt and sadness those confused words bring, Nozomi nods, and
through her tears replies, “I love you too, Kinlock; with all my
heart.” Then, meeting Aikata's gaze, she murmurs: “We had better
hurry.”

“Okay, buddy,” sighs Aikata, trying to keep his voice light,
“I'm just going to give you to Myfanwy; she's going to take care of
you.”

As the effulgent Sylph
hovers near, then, carefully wrapping her little arms about
Kinlock, lifting him onto the air, Aikata and Nozomi do see the
single tear drop what slowly falls from Kinlock's straight pin eye.
“Goodbye, Aikata, goodbye, Nozomi,” says he, cheerfully, “make sure
you have lots of fun while I'm gone. I love you, and I miss you
already.”

Aikata, clearly
struggling to restrain his tears, lifts a hand, saying, “Goodbye,
Kinlock…”

“Goodbye, cutie,” adds Nozomi, sniffling quietly, “we love you
lots.” Then, meeting Myfanwy's lambent gaze, giving her a small
nod, she says, “Go, now, before it's too late.”

Without further adieu,
the effulgent Fairy turns herself about, and darts towards the
trunk of the towering Tree, even as Kinlock lets out a giggling
laugh, as he declares: “Whee! Flying is real fun!”, before they
both pass through the bark of the Tree, and vanish from sight.

Aikata, his vision
blurring for the tears what flood them, abruptly turns his back on
the Tree, moving back to the house as though on autopilot, going
only two steps before he suddenly falls to his knees, and buries
his face in his hands, sobbing uncontrollably, as Nozomi rushes to
his side…

~ ~
~


In a trice does
Myfanwy emerge from the Maggirdym, into the infinite nothingness of
the Between, she with Kinlock in her arms, who does continue to
laugh, “Whee!”, as they go. The snowy Sylph then releases her hold
upon the giggling sting doll, setting him down to stand upon a
subjective and unseen floor, and with her voice issuing only in his
mind, as a quiet whisper, she asks: How do you feel?

To which, Kinlock
nods, “Yeah, I feel okay. Did it work, am I better now?” And, when
Myfanwy gives a nod of her own, he goes on to somewhat anxiously
inquire: “Am I really bigger now; did I grow lots?”

Myfanwy, with a smile
upon her face, points his way, prompting Kinlock to look down at
himself, at first not seeing that to which she refers; then, he
happens to catch sight of his arms, and the small additions upon
them, in aspect of hands, each consisting of three fingers and a
thumb. “Hands…,” says he, the sound of his
astonishment clear in his little voice, and looking to the crooking
digits what now grace him, he redundantly adds, “I have hands.”

It is then when
Myfanwy draws his attention to that lone figure who moves their
way, walking upon the darkness of the Between, she with a flow of
long, white hair, and amber-eyes, and wearing a simple yellow-white
sundress. “Oh – look,” says Kinlock, excitedly, for the first time
in his existence pointing with a finger, “it's the Star Lady.”
Then, giving the snowy-haired girl an exuberant wave, he cheers:
“Hi – Kita!”

Though a look of
concern darkens her brow, slightly, the fabled Knight of White
Roses manages a smile, saying, “Hello, good Sir Kinlock; are you
doing okay?”

“Yup!”, replies he, giving a nod of his ball of yarn head,
adding: “I feel way better now; my arms and legs work, and
everything.” Then, holding his now-functioning arms her way,
splaying his newly-formed fingers, he excitedly boasts: “And –
look, I have hands!”

Kita lets out a
blushing laugh for his glee, as she lowers herself to a knee, and
holds out her arms, as to wrap him in a squeezing hug, one long and
lingering. “I'm happy for you, Kinlock,” murmurs she, holding him
tight, “I really am, but I'm also sorry.”

“So,” says he, leaning back from their embrace, and looking
Myfanwy's way, “I can't go back inside the Maggirdym?” And,
when the gleaming Fairy shakes her head in reply, he asks: “Not
ever?”

When Myfanwy gives a
quick shrug for that question, followed by a slight nod, it is Kita
who then says: “Yeah, that's true; Nozomi might figure out a way,
in the future.”

Kinlock then turns to
look into the glaring light of that massive dome, nearby, and
quietly asks: “Can you see Aikata in there?” And, when Kita nods,
and simply replies, “Yeah, I can,” the little string doll goes on
to inquire: “Is he very sad?”

To which, the Knight
of White Roses gives a nod, saying, “Yeah, he is; Nozomi too.”

“Can
you make it so I can talk to them?”

Before Kita can reply
to that request, the wingless Sylph raises a tiny hand, and gives a
snap of her fingers, and only a heartbeat later does the sound of
Nozomi's voice bloom, seemingly from all directions, what says,
“Kita?”

“We're all good up here, Blueberry,” replies the snowy-haired
girl, needlessly nodding at her friend's disembodied
voice.

To which, Nozomi lets
out a heavy sigh, and murmurs, “Thank goodness…”

When Myfanwy aims a
nod his way, Kinlock directs his words to that mountainous
hemisphere of rainbow light, and says, “Hi, 'Zomi.”

“Hi,
Cutie, I'm glad to hear you're okay.”

“Thanks,” nods he, skipping a beat before asking: “Is Aikata
listening too?”

“Hey
– buddy, I'm here,” comes the sound of his best bud's
voice.

Again hesitating a
beat, small voice trembling slightly, Kinlock says, “I'm so sorry,
you guys, I really am.”

“You
don't have anything to be sorry about, bud,” assures Aikata,
gently.

“Yeah,” Nozomi quickly adds, “I'm the one who is sorry; I
wasn't able to fix things, so you could stay.”

With a shake of his
head, Kinlock replies, “It's okay, I know you tried your best.”

Still holding the
little string doll in her arms, Kita chimes in, then, saying: “Uh,
Kinlock is gonna hang out up here with me, for a bit, until we can
figure out a next step.”

Nozomi, her voice
nearly a whisper, says, “Okay, that sounds like a good idea. You
can still talk to us whenever you want, cutie, and please let us
know what you decide to do, all right?” And, when Kinlock nods, and
replies with a quiet, “M'kay,” Nozomi goes on to ask: “Uh, Kinlock,
sweetie, do you mind if we talk some more in a little bit? Aikata
and I need a moment.”

To which, Kinlock
hesitates, before saying, “Aikata, please don't be sad.”

“Don't worry,” Nozomi assures, “I'll make sure he's okay. Talk
to you in a little bit.”

With those words
bringing an end to that conversation, Kinlock lowers his gaze, and
lets out a small sigh, and shaking his head, slightly, he quietly
admits, “I feel like crying.”

“You
can if you want,” Kita offers, gently, holding him close, “your
tears are safe with me.”

“I
love them lots,” adds Kinlock, again looking to the gleaming
Maggirdym, “they were my family.”

Kita puts on a small
frown, and looks down to he in her arms, reminding: “They're still
your family, kiddo. Just because you're not together, doesn't mean
you stop loving each other; it doesn't mean you stop being family.
Right?”

“I
guess so,” shrugs he.

Brow bent with her
commiseration, Kita sighs, and says, “Hey, look at me.” And, when
he aims his mismatched gaze up at her, she continues: “Now, I know
this is hard for you, I really do, because I had to do the same
thing; all of the Magirai do. We spend our time in the
Maggirdym, and then one day, it's time for us to leave.
Sometimes, it happens so fast, the girls don't even get a chance to
say goodbye to their friends, or teammates; they're just there one
moment, and gone the next. And, like you, I had to leave my best
friend behind, even though it tore my heart in two, even though I
didn't really want to leave. But, I had to; there was no other
choice.”

“You
got to come back,” adds Kinlock, after a beat of consideration,
“you got to see 'Zomi, again, you got to be her friend again; maybe
I'll get to come back too.”

Kita gives an allowing
nod for that possibility, and replies, “Yeah, maybe.”

Again does Kinlock
fall quiet in their conversation, as he turns his gaze towards the
Maggirdym, after a long moment saying, “I don't want them to be
sad.”

“I
know, kiddo,” Kita gently says, “but the fact that you're okay is
more important to them, than how sad they are.”

With a sigh, Kinlock
shakes his head, and admits: “I don't know what to do; I have
nowhere to go. Even the place I was made in is gone now.”

“Well, like I said,” replies she, putting on a smile, “you can
hang out here, with me, until you figure it out. Can't say you'll
be very entertained, but…”

“Yeah, I guess,” Kinlock nods, seemingly underwhelmed by the
suggestion, before he meets Myfanwy's glowing gaze, and asks: “What
happens if I go to Aikata and 'Zomi's real home? Will I be sick
there too?”

To which, the snowy
Sylph gives a fast shrug, and wordlessly replies: I'm not sure;
the Garden has never seen the likes of you.

With a small sigh,
Kinlock again considers, a moment, before saying: “Well, I went to
School, like all the magic girls, and I had to leave after I
graduated, like the magic girls; so – then, maybe I should do what
the magic girls do, when they leave.”

Kita gives him a small
nod, and with a smile, gently opines, “That makes a lot of sense,
kiddo.”

“So
– then,” continues he, meeting her gaze, “maybe I will stay here,
with you, just for a little bit; then, maybe I'll go find something
Dark to fight.”

Her smile growing,
Kita again nods, saying: “That's not a bad plan, at all.”

Kinlock then aims his
mismatched gaze Myfanwy's way, and with a shrug inquires, “Whee,
will you stay with me for a bit too?” And, when she nod for that
request, Kinlock says: “M'kay, thanks; thanks Kita.”

“It's no problem at all, my friend,” replies the snowy-haired
Knight, before giving him a squeezing hug.

The diminutive string
doll once more turn to stare into the Maggirdym, for a moment
watching the swirl of its rainbow colour, before he quietly asks,
“Are they still sad?”

To which, Kita quietly
replies, “I'm afraid so. They'll probably be sad for a while.”

“Yeah,” nods Kinlock, “me too…”


~ ~
~

The next day, far to
the south, upon a wide stretch of grassland between the seaside
amusement park, and the many buildings upon School grounds, the
last few stragglers rush their way into the grand amphitheatre set
within a vast depression in the earth, and reaching ten storeys
into the air. Within that capacious, lantern-lit stadium, thousands
of Magirai fill the many ring-rows, half wearing their student
uniforms, while the other half sit wearing some casual or practical
ensemble. The collective din of their chatter is made quiet when
the tintinnabulation of the Horologium sounds its loud song,
whereupon Nozomi walks out onto the low floor of the amphitheatre,
waving to the assembled students as she approaches centre stage.
Dressed in the blue-and-gold blazer, knife-plaited skirt, leather
loafers and tall socks of her Headmistress uniform, the students
applaud as their Headmistress appears, the ovation slowly growing
louder by degrees, as the assemblage cheers and whistles, clapping
their hands and stomping their feet. As they shout and whoop,
loudly, the uniformed students place one hand over their hearts,
raising the other high in the air, fingers spread, thumb and
forefinger bent to form a circle, and the simple salute spreads
about the stadium. Slowly, the noise of their welcome abates;
looking about at the thousands of students, Nozomi gestures for
everyone to take their seats, waiting a moment for their shuffling
to subside.

Gentle voice somehow
amplified, so that all within the round of that vast amphitheatre
may hear, Nozomi politely bows to that gathered assembly, then
says: “Good morning, everyone. I – uh, I have a bit of news to
share with you all; I want to say it's bad news, but if I think
about it clearly, it's only bitter-sweet.” Then, when her audience
assumes a more serious air, Nozomi lowers her gaze, and continues,
saying: “Five sunsets ago, our dear friend, Kinlock, fell strangely
ill. It wasn't an illness, exactly; it seems this Realm began to
misinterpret a new portion of his Pattern, and this error in
manifestation threatened to dim his consciousness. In time, he
would become no longer able to walk, and talk; in time, he would
have simply become a doll made of string. The only cure, the only
solution to this so-called illness, was for Kinlock to leave the
Maggirdym.”

For a moment allowing
her students to mutter their concern, the azure-haired goddess,
doing well to keep the sorrow from shaking her voice, goes on to
explain: “And – so, yesterday, with his health failing fast, I
ordered Myfanwy to remove our dear Kinlock from this Realm. Once he
left, his state of health returned; in fact, the new portions of
his Pattern, those which caused his illness here, have apparently
granted him hands, with functioning fingers and thumbs.” Then,
managing a smile, nascent tears forming in her eyes, she adds: “I
would like to say, he is very excited about this fact.”

The assembled students
together find within themselves the wherewithal to smile for that
revelation, though many sit with their brows dark for the dour
news, while others attempt to dry their nascent tears, and fill the
air with the first sounds of their sad sniffles. “Kinlock wants me
to tell you,” Nozomi continues, “that he will miss you all, and
that he is sorry he could not hug each of you goodbye. He says he
will try not to be too sad that he got sick, and that he had to
leave in order to get better. Finally, he promises that he will go
fight against Darkness, just like you magical girls, and that he
will do his best to make us all proud.”

Slowly, hesitantly, a
small portion of the gathered assemblage begin to applaud, neither
riotous nor rambunctious, but nevertheless sincere, what quickly
spreads to encompass all who sit in that grand amphitheatre. And,
when that ovation does wane, Nozomi quietly says: “I have watched
many leave this Realm, tens of thousands of Souls. All of them
affect me; some wrench my heart deeply. And, now, with Kinlock's
leaving…” For a beat does Nozomi fall silent
then, leaving her statement unfinished, and with tears forming in
her eyes, voice cracking, slightly, she comes to herself enough to
add: “Um, you've probably made note of the fact that Aikata
does not stand beside me, today; understandably, he is… He just lost his best bud.”

Within the sorrowful
silence what hangs heavy in that amphitheatre, many of the students
nod their understanding for their Headmaster's absence. For
herself, Nozomi only gives a slight shake of her head, holding back
her tears, before she groans: “Ugh… I'm
sorry, ladies, for dragging you all to such a short assembly, and
for not being able to maintain my composure. If you don't mind, I'm
going to head home, and see if Aikata is doing all right. Uh, I'll
leave the Realm running as it is, but I'm declaring seven sunsets
of Sabbath, in honour of our dear Kinlock. Okay, that's it for now;
thank you…”


Chapter One

~ The Wayward Balward
~

Logic dictates that
nothing exists beyond the known Universe, and indeed is that
statement true, for outside that fast-expanding explosion of
'reality' lies a place where no thing is. That place is called, the
Between. Devoid of light, and life, infinitely larger than our
Universe, it is home to those Dark entities referred to, throughout
history, as Demons, and to the Infernal Domain commonly known as
'Hell'. It is an ever-growing bubble of Darkness that threatens to
consume the Living Light of Onward.

It is in that vast and
infinite no-thing-ness through which a strange object soars, in
aspect of a sphere of silver metal, about the size of a Human head,
what rushes with such alacrity as to leave a fast-fading trail of
blurred light in its wake, in its efforts to flee the dimming of
Demons who give chase. Each one seeming as some horrid amalgamation
of hippopotamus, praying mantis, and octopus, their house-sized,
vantablack bodies limned with a dark, scarlet light, the fiends in
that rampaging horde roar forth from their savage maws quavering
torrents of hellfire, and witherburn, and humming rays of
compressed light, what split the darkness, and set off colossal
explosions in the nothingness, as they chase down their chosen
prey. As that roaring, snarling, screeching legion of Demons
continues to harry, the rage of their mawfire washing over it, the
fast-moving sphere lets out a short series of tinkling chimes, lost
in the din, whereupon its surface begins to ripple and flow, as
though suddenly transmuted into mercury, and an aura of vibrant
blue energy suddenly blooms about it. Then, only a heartbeat later,
the sphere flashes with blinding, blue-white light, in a trice
tearing open a jagged hole in the interminable darkness, a hole
seemingly filled with stars, into which the sphere
hurtles…

~ ~
~

Fort George Island,
Florida, USA; 1974 AD

 


High above that
blue-white world called Earth does a jagged hole appear in the
fabric of space-time, it seemingly filled with a darkness blacker
than night, from which a gleaming silver orb blasts forth, going of
an incredible speed. Upon a flash of blue-white light does that
impossible rend seem to vanish, while the sphere, so caught by the
planet's gravity, hurtles towards the surface, borne upon an arc of
smoke and flame. With a booming, fiery explosion does the sphere
crash to the ground, in the middle of the night, there at the edge
of a sparse forest, rather near a small house, the impact sending a
tonne of dirt and stone spraying high into the air, and setting
alight the slender trees, and undergrowth. For several hours does
that wildfire burn, growing to consume some three acres of
scrubland, and trees, before the many firefighters called to the
emergency manage to control the blaze, and finally snuff it out.
With the residents of that nearby house joining the few
firefighters left on the scene in keeping an eye on hot spots, in
case they flare up, that silver sphere lays unnoticed, in the
shallow crater made of its landing, covered by a layer of dirt, and
wood ash.

As the wan light of
early morning filters through the charred and still-smoking trees,
the matron of that nearby home, one Cynthia Wager, moves to that
burnt forest, her teenaged son, Jeremy, at her side, she with tired
eyes from such a sleepless night, and he still bearing the soot
stains made by his efforts to help fight the blaze. With Mrs. Wager
wanting to view the damage firsthand, now that it is relatively
safe to do so, the two slowly wander about the smouldering ash
field, careful to avoid those places still glowing with heat; it is
during their aimless wanderings when the steel toe of Jeremy's work
boot happens to find that silvery sphere, laying hidden in the ash,
causing him to stumble, and drawing his attention to that
unexpected find. For a moment do he and Cynthia ponder over that
odd sphere, quickly freeing it from the earth, putting forth ideas
as to what it is, and how it got there, and whether or not it was
responsible for setting the fire, before they return to their home,
bringing the sphere with them…

~ ~
~

A fortnight later,
Alec Mandel, an investigative reporter for the Jacksonville
Tribune, arrives at the Wagner home, there at the family's behest,
to conduct an interview with them, and photograph the strange
sphere. First meeting the family at their door, Mr. Mandel
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