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Chapter 9





	The girls were taking a hard-earned break.  It had taken almost forever to earn the respect of Usagi's court, and even longer to calm the people's fears.  Neo-Queen Serenity had been their pillar of strength, especially during these vulnerable times of rebuilding.  Crystal Tokyo was relatively new.  The queen had commissioned its construction only five years ago, and though the people had worked hard, it still had a long way to go before it became the grand city the senshi had once witnessed.


	No one recognized them out of their fuku.  The senshi walked through the streets peacefully, bumped into passers-by and shopped without a single conflict.


	"Just like old times." Rei murmered outloud, her tone slightly wistful.


	"What's like old times, Rei-chan?" Makoto asked, walking next to her.


	"You know, pretending we are normal young women when we actually aren't.  If any of these people knew who we were-"


	"We'd be mobbed." Makoto finished, then chuckled softly, "The perks of the secret identity."


	"But think of all those villians who figured us out.  We have been really lucky so far." Rei pointed out.


	"Lucky?  Rei, I can't believe you would say that.  We worked hard to get where we are.  All those bad guys who did figure us out were the lucky ones." Makoto protested.


	Minako caught the tail-end of the conversation and squeezed between the two of them, arms slung over their shoulders, "Yeah, that's right!  Besides, I go with the old adage, 'I could tell you, but then I would have to kill you'!"


	Makoto laughed and wrapped an arm around Minako's waist, "Sometimes it's hard to miss Usagi-chan when you are around."


	"You shouldn't say that, Mako-chan."  Ami scolded.


	Rei laughed loudly and pulled Ami up next to them, "Ami-chan is right, Makoto.  One Usagi is more than enough."


	Minako, Makoto and even Ami laughed at this and started towards the palace.  The street they were on was one of the prettiest in the city.  Lights were hung between street lamps and cozy shops beckoned for the strollers.  Trees dotted the sidewalks and music wafted from the street corners.  The air was thick with a sedate electricity.  A charming street that reflected the city's over-all intentions.


	"Usagi is building a beautiful city, though I am surprised there isn't an arcade on every corner."  Makoto joked lightly.


	The girls laughed softly at the harmless joke and then settled back into a comfortable silence, before Rei said, "You guys should come up to the temple sometime and see it from there.  It's so beautiful.  All the glittering lights and sounds that drift up the hill.  Pleasant sounds, and sometimes you can even catch a whiff of pasteries from the bakery at the edge of town.  Or the flowers from the open-market."


	"It sounds lovely, Rei-chan." Ami smiled.


	Rei smiled back, "But the palace is the best.  Always shining, it never stops radiating this unearthly glow.  Sometimes you can even see the sunrise and set on the surface.  It's the same with the moon."


	Minako sighed, then said, "Suddenly I'm not as surprised that this is Usagi's city."


	"Why's that?" Makoto asked.


	"This city is proof or how much Usagi has grown up.  It is peaceful, and calm.  With a hint of playfulness too."


	Ami looked around her, at the warm, inviting shops with their bright windows and saw Usagi's face in every one, "You know, you have made a very astute observation, Mina-chan.  I do see Usagi in much of this street."


	Silence again overtook them as they continued their stroll to the palace.  Stopping at an ice cream parlor, they each ordered an ice cream cone and began walking again.  Minako quickly licked her cone up and happily munched on the corn cone while the others took theirs slowly.  Minako suddenly stopped and held her hands up to the sides of her head, her face pinched in pain.


	"What's wrong?"  Makoto asked urgently, taking Minako's elbow gently.


	"Ow, ow, ow!  Ice cream headache!"


	Rei rolled her eyes, "You boob."


	"Hey, this hurts, kay?" Minako cried, then her face reverted back to it's usual care-free structure, "Oooh, much better."


	Rei again rolled her eyes back and began to walk again.  The others quickly caught up and was perfectly content to walk the rest of the way without another word when Minako asked unexpectantly, "Do you guys think the Moon Kingdom was like this?"


	Three surprised girls turned to see Minako staring up at the sky.  Looking back down at them, Minako was startled to see they had stopped and were staring at her incredulously, "What?  It was just a question!"


	Makoto shrugged and Ami looked away in embarrassment.  Rei just looked up at the moon, studying it's familiar face.  Minako just stared at the three, waiting for an answer to her question.


	After another shrug, Makoto finally answered, "I don't think so.  I still don't remember much of our former lives, but I'm sure that the Moon Kingdom was nothing like Crystal Tokyo."


	"At least the palace was nothing like this one." Minako agreed, pointing at the tall crystal sheers, jutting into the sky.


	Rei nodded, "I think this kingdom is less civilized then the Moon Kingdom.


	"Why would you think that?" Ami gasped.


	"Well," Rei began, looking up at the moon thoughtfully, "Somehow, Queen Serenity managed to pull the universe together and keep peace there for an entire millennium.  There was not one battle, not one drop of blood spilled the entire time."


	"Oh, I see." Makoto agreed, "She managed to do something no other leader ever could."


	Ami nodded sadly, then added, "And hasn't since."


	It was silent for a long moment, each young woman looking at each other in sad discomfort.


	"Hey you guys!" Minako nervously broke the silence, "Usagi-chan will be able to do the same thing."


	"No she won't" Ami sighed, her face full of sorrow, "We already know she won't.  The earth will be invaded and we will be powerless to stop it."


	Makoto looked down and muttered, "What's going on now should be proof enough of the hardships she will face."


	The light tinkle of laughter caused the three disheartened senshi to look back.  Their eyes widened as they took in Rei's shaking shoulders and glittering eyes.  Her hand was clamped over her mouth and she shook her head, tears flying from the corners of merry eyes.


	"Geesh!  I didn't say that Usagi-chan was doomed to failure!  I meant quite the opposite actually." 


	Makoto and Minako's jaws dropped and Ami laughed nervously, "Umm, Rei, what are you talking about?"


	"Just because the Silver Millennium retained peace doesn't mean it was better than this one." Rei said, still laughing at the short sightetness of her friends.


	The jaws this time hit the concrete and Ami shook her head in confusion, "But Rei-chan, you just said yourself, the Moon Kingdom was the ideal."


	"It was perfect, yes." Rei allowed then smiled knowingly, "But where did all that perfection get them?" she paused, then after receiving no answer, continued, "They were destroyed.  One enemy snuck up on them and completely wiped them out."


	"That's true, but the Dark Kingdom was extremely powerful." Makoto pointed out.


	""Yes they were.  But we beat them and have fought tougher enemies since."  Rei's eyes shifted from merriment to fierce pride, "Don't you guys get it?  Perfection is impossible.  You can't keep it up without exhausting everything around you.  That is why the Moon Kingdom failed.  The Crystal Millennium may not be perfect, but it is stronger."


	Minako was the first to see the reasoning, "Of course!  We defeated the first threat to the world-"


	"And we will defeat the rest!" Makoto proclaimed, triumphantly.


	Ami finally nodded firmly, "The Crystal Kingdom will persevere!"


	"Until Chibi-Usa brings in a new era." Rei finished, pride resonating from each word.


	"Now all we have to do is make sure Chibi-Usa is born." Ami sighed, dampening the celebration.  Rei, Minako and Makoto each sweatdropped as they entered the front gates of the palace, flashing their i.d.'s to the gaurds on duty.


	"You are such a party pooper, Ami." Minako grumbled. 


	Ami shook her head and threw her hands up, "I understand that you guys are clinging to the silver lining, but we can't afford to forget the cloud.  We are talking about the lives of two people we love here.  We have to focus on finding our enemy."


	"We know, Ami-chan, we know." Makoto pleaded, grabbing the door handles and giving it a mighty yank.


	"And we've been looking and looking." Minako griped, then added, "But whoever this bad guy is, he's good.  We haven't found a single clue."


	Rei nodded as she led them into the huge enrtyway of the Crystal Palace.  She waved off a butler's attempt to take her coat and began to walk up the grand staircase.  Her heels clicked on the hard floors.  The long, huge hallways housed portraits of the moon kingdom, their centerpiece was a painting of Queen Serenity holding her small daughter, the Moon Palace behind them.  Queen Serenity smiled down at her laughing daughter lovingly.  The child was four-years-old, her golden tresses curled around a chubby little face and was tamed into the now famous pigtails.  Her dimpled arms reached out and little fingers threaded through her mother's silver hair.  The portrait had been found on an expedition to the moon, and Neo-Queen Serenity cherished it.  She would spend hours just staring at it, a small smile playing at her lips and tears in her eyes.


	Rei paused in front of it momentarily, looking at Queen Serenity's face.  She was very proud of her little girl.  It was the same look Usagi used to get when she had looked at Chibi-Usa.


	Chibi-Usa, they had to protect her, for Usagi.


	Rei nodded agian, more decisively and turned back to the senshi, "Ami's right.  We have to find this jerk and get Usagi home."


	Makoto hung her head in shame, "You're right.  We have a job to do.  It's just that, nothing has happened since Usagi and Mamoru left.  I guess I thought it was over."


	"This person isn't going to give up." Rei murmured queitly as she stopped in front of her room, "He's looking for Usagi, trying to ferret her out.  We have to find him before he finds her."


	"Right!" Ami and Makoto said in unison.


	"Time to get out minds back in the game!" Minako cheered, causing a round sweatdrops.


	"I'm glad we're all agreed." Rei stated firmly, pointing an authoritive finger in front of her, "You all should get to sleep, we've got a long day ahead of us tomorrow."


	"Yes ma'm!" Makoto and Minako cried as they made a sharp salute and burst into laughter.


	"Shut up and go to bed." Rei ordered as she shoved them towards their rooms.


	Ami chuckled and waved  good-night to the girls, then turned to Rei, whose rooms were across from hers, "I'm sure that we'll figure this out, Rei-chan.  Usagi and Chibi-Usa are safe until we do.  Good night."


	"Good night, Ami-chan." Rei returned, a appreciative smile on her face.


	The grandfather clock ticked of a  series of clicks through the halls as the girls threw open the doors to their rooms, followed by four unified gasps.


	"Oh-my-gods." Rei whispered.


	"What-who-why?" Ami tried to ask.


	"My room!" Makoto roared in a rage.


	"AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!" Minako screamed.


	All four girls turned to see the others room, but collided in the  middle of the hallway, landing in a tangle on the floor.


	"OUCH!"


	"You guys, just calm down."


	"You're stepping on my foot, you baka!"


	"If you guys would just calm down, I'm sure we could get through this without any harm-"


	"OUCH!"


	"Any further harm done."


	"Minako!  Did you just grab my boob?!"


	"No!  That is disgusting!  You pervert!"


	"Please, if you would just listen-"


	"Ouch!  Who pulled my hair?"


	"I didn't, Makoto must have."


	"I am Makoto!  Who pulled my hair?!"


	"QUIET!!!!"


	All the struggling and noise came to an immediate halt.  Ami's head suddenly emerged from the pile of legs, hair and arms.  Her face was bright red and she squirmed around to glare at each tousled girl.


	"Thank you.  Now if you would please manage to not talk, we can untangle ourselves.  Limbs can only bend so far you know." Ami chastized and then added, "After that, we can figure out what's going on."


	The girls nodded and listened carefully as Ami instructed them to move body parts and twisted clothing.  Soon, they had managed to seperate themselves and sat on the carpeted floor of the hallway, chests heaving as they gasped for breath.


	"Okay," Ami began, giving each girl a serious glance, "I gather that all of your rooms have been ransacked."


	"It looks like a tornado ripped through it!" Makoto nodded ferociously, then winced and cried out.  Looking next to her, she shoved at Minako, "Minako!  Your hair is stuck on my earring!"


	"Sorry." Minako apologized begrudgingly, "Not like I did it on purpose or anything."  She began to pick at the hair then looked at Ami to affirm her question, "Mine's been torn apart too."


	"How'd you know?" Makoto asked, swatting at Minako as she tugged a little too hard at her hair.


	"Well, mine has been, and it is only wise to assume that your's have fallen on the same fate." Ami explained.


	"That and we all ended up in a dogpile on the floor." Rie muttered.


	"Oh." Minako blinked and gave another tug at her hair.


	"Ow!  Minako, this is obviously not working!" Makoto cried, grimacing as she touched a belicate finger to her abused earlobe.


	"Well, it might work better if you helped!" Minako shot back.


	"You guys!" Rei exclaimed sternly, "Focus."


	"You try focusing when you have a blonde monkey hanging off your ear!"


	"Monkey!  Kino Makoto, you take that back!" 


	Rei released an exassperated sigh as she stood and walked into her room.  Ami followed and looked past Rei's shoulder into the destroyed space.  The matress on her bed had been stripped and slashed and was now hanging haphazardly off the box spring.  Her drawers had been ripped from the dresser and clothes had been flung across the floor at every turn.


	"What do you think they were looking for?" Ami asked, stepping past Rei carefully, not wanting to disturb any evidence that might be in the room.


	"What else?" Rei responded, her dark eyes slowly taking in the reality, "They were looking for clues as to where Usagi is."


	Ami looked back at Rei, her eyes growing round as she gasped and a hand rose to her throat, "There wasn't anything in here, was there?"


	"No." Rei shook her head and Ami sighed with relief.  Then her head shot up as Rei took in a sharp breath.  Her eyes looked paniced and she rushed over to her sedk and picked up a pad of paper.


	"What?  What is it?"  Ami asked, taking a step forward then stopped when Rei looked up at her with haunted eyes.


	"I wrote down the address of the cabin Usagi is at for Artemis and Luna." she stated.


	"So, Luna and Artemis have it.  And you know they'll be careful." 


	"No, you don't get it!" Rei cried, "Remember when you used to always nag me for writing to hard.  That I left imprints of letters on the pages underneath?


	Ami's eyes widened in disbelief, "You don't mean..."


	Rei stood and rifled through the scattered papers on her desk.  Her eyes searched frantically and then caught on a crumpled piece of paper in the trash can.  Considering that the rest of the contents of the can were littered across the floor, she found it suspicious.  Rei felt her heart squeeze in mind-numbing fear, 'Please, God, no.'  With trembling fingers, she picked it up and pulled it open.  Black lead had been scribbled across the whole note, staining her fingers a dull grey.  The grooves left by her pen were now white against the dark surface, plainly legible.  


	Rei let out a small, strangled cry and let the note drop from her fingers and flutter to the floor.  She turned her back on Ami and used stiff arms propped on the gleaming wood of her desk to support her body.  Rei fought desperately at the sobs racking at her body, 'Now is not the time to lose it.  Keep in control.'  But even as she thought it, tears began to leak from the corners of her eyes.  Squeezing them shut, she ignored the fat tears rolling down her cheeks and took deep steadying breaths.


	Ami couldn't say anything or do anything.  She felt frozen in place as cold fear gripped her heart.  Minako and Makoto entered the room, finally free of their entanglement.  They were stilll bickering when they came in, but the think atmosphere in the room made their voices falter and finally come to a halt.  Minako stared at Ami's frozen stance, with frightened, wavering eyes and gulped loudly.Her gaze flew to Rei, who managed valiantly to regain her composure.  Makoto quickly exchanged looks with Minako and tried to speak, but her throat was clogged and heavy.


	Minako coughed loudly and then finally managed to chok out, "Wha-What's happened?


	Rei's head rose with Minako's question and her hand's balled into fists at her sides.  She slowly turned and faced the rest of the senshi.


	"Time to do what we do best girls."


	Ami blinked and finally regained the use of her limbs.  She pressed her hand to her eyes and took in deep rattling breaths.  Makoto also found her voice and asked, "What we do best?  What do you mean?"


	Rei's eyes flashed as she pulled her henshin want out of her pocket and looked dow at it.  She was quiet for a long moment as she forced the overwhelming fear for her best friend back.  She had to be strong for the senshi.  They had to save Usagi.


	Looking back up at them, she gripped her wand tightly as she lifted it into the air, her face dead serious as she calmly stated, "Saving the world."
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