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Chapter 1 - Trapped
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Trapped inside the force field, Melaleuca, Ari and Argus could only run within its confines. They weaved along the roads without using the speed boots so they could search for a solution. They dodged between houses, though each time they halted none of the soldiers watching them moved a muscle, almost as if they waited for them to tire themselves out.  

Argus called a halt and placed his hands on his knees to catch his breath. They stood at the corner of a drab bungalow at an empty intersection. The metal contraption above the bungalow poured a torrent of energy up into the force field, casting weird colored light around them.

‘This is pointless,’ Argus said. ‘Decision girl. Make a snap decision or something.’

The door to the bungalow creaked open and a deformed hand slid out of the narrow gap, beckoning them inside. It seemed a good decision. Melaleuca entered the bungalow followed by Argus and Ari. 

Dim light illuminated the sparse living room. A couch carved from an entire tree sat against a dry-plaster wall. An upturned tree log for a table with two broken cups on it stood in the middle. 

Con stood next to the table and behind him, tucked in a corner, was a rudimentary kitchen. A tub hung off the wall next to a wooden bench which was propped up on stacked bricks. Beside it a pot-belly stove sat, unlit and cold. The ceiling hummed as the force field device on the roof spewed energy upwards.

Con slurped the saliva in his mouth down his throat.

‘Welcome to my place of abode. I was here to glean more recruits when I too was trapped.’

Melaleuca puzzled over his words.

‘How would you have got any recruits out with the curfew in place?’

He indicated for them to follow, leading them into another room where a straw, woven, mattress lay on the floor with a few blankets crumpled on top of it. He leaned over, struggled, and pulled the mattress back and stamped on the floor. Thick dust bounced into the low light as if it vibrated on a drum.

A click sound came from where he stamped and a trapdoor rose up from the floor. A Gork they did not know ascended from below - a girl whose eyes sat at two different levels. She appeared around thirteen years of age, and held her silence as was her training. Con gestured to the hole.

‘I hide them in here and sneak them out at night.’

A voice, amplified by a loud hailer sounded outside the bungalow.

‘Argus,’ Melaleuca said. ‘See what that is about.’

Grumbling, he complied.

Melaleuca climbed into the hole, passing the girl on the ladder, ignoring her. A small candle illuminated three other Gork faces, though it was the floor of the secret basement which drew her attention. Tiles like those in the tunnel between the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion and the Varkinell Cathedral-Mansion lay splayed across the floor, disappearing into the sides of the dirt wall as if continuing further. 

An instant decision boiled up inside her. She about-faced and scrambled back up to Ari.

‘Mohg’s dungeon. Those rocks he rolled over the warm air. Underneath here are the tunnels from the Etamol’s previous civilization. We just need to find one that gets us out.’

As she clambered out, Ari banged his fist into his open hand.

‘Or...We find the command center that is controlling the force field and knock it out.’

She let his suggestion wend through her thoughts. The path of force flared in her heart, and for an instance she desired the black bracelets; longed to lay waste to this abominable land. Her nostrils flared and her cheeks reddened, and she seemed to be taking longer than normal to decide.

Ari tapped her shoulder.

‘Mel?’ 

She exhaled a long breath as if calming down from anger, swallowed and shot a sharp smile at Ari.

‘Yes. I like it. But I want them to think they have the upper hand. That Sheldrake General has already seen what we can do. I do not want him to see the full force of our power.’

On the word “power” she screwed her face up as if offering a fleeting glimpse of the revenge she desired.

Argus called out from the living room.

‘Ahhh. They want you to surrender. Say no harm will come to you.’

Con shuffled forward and sucked back a lengthy slurp of saliva.

‘Do not go. Let me. I can distract them. You know. Act scared and stupid.’

His bravery and dedication touched Melaleuca. She knew he would gladly offer his life up for them - but not today.

‘Stay here Con. Hide them. We will find a way in and out. Will come back for you this night...Ari. Take Argus and I to Mohg’s den.’

***
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The force field stretched over the entire New Wakefield town, reaching high into the sky, blotting out the hills beyond it. A mass of orange and yellow pulsing wriggled across the surface of it, casting an eerie light across the valley. 

Soon, nearly everybody who now resided at the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion crowded onto the front lawn to view the phenomenon. As they gawped at it, some still poured out and others clambered up the trees on the front lawn for a better view. Even the Ori rushed out from Hirad’s forest to join the throng, stunned by the sight.

Harshon stood shoulder to shoulder with Ineer and Swarth on the top steps. Ineer held Bleph’s hand as Bleph’s tiny face lit up, cheered on by the dazzling spectacle. In her mind it augured the end of New Wakefield. 

Mrs. Whibberry peered through the entrance; her hands paused in the middle of wiping them on her apron. She tutted to herself. Jeeves and Pembroke beheld the sight from the steps as well, their faces now a deep well of worry. The terrible beauty of the dome-shaped force field conjured in them the same awe and dread of an exploding volcano.

Despite Quesob’s dirty, ragged, appearance and disheveled hair from his imprisonment, he joined in the mass wonderment as if he were one of the crowd and not an inmate from the dungeon. The shimmering colors of the force field beguiled the crowd as if a display of fireworks though an apprehension for what it meant grew inside him.

Arthur stood beside Stantwoine amongst the crowd of children. Imerelia’s arm lay across Stantwoine’s shoulders, as she worried about the great pulsating dome of light. After all these years her brother was back, and the Marauders forgave her, despite her betraying them. There was nowhere else she wanted to be. For the first time in her life, a real sense of belonging overcame her.

But this dome? What did it mean?

Leana shuffled through the crowd, eyeing the dome with suspicion, pausing on the edge of the gathering. She was right to doubt the veracity of the Marauders. Whatever the dazzling dome was, she felt sure it spoke of a power which might even outstrip Melaleuca and her outsider friends. Perhaps it was finally time to choose sides. 

Rustee and Glennar wove their way to her. Glennar stood to her right, speaking as if he knew her thoughts.

‘If you and Rustee had returned, you would be down there now.’

‘And you know what is happening?’ she asked.

‘You know I do not. But if a full curfew is in place, then the Vahn must be panicked.’

Leana gazed around at the faces, studying the sight, noting how weak and lack-luster they seemed. She thought on the fighting words “Queen” Melaleuca spoke and how this rabble was to be her army. 

What a joke. The lot of them.

‘Perhaps Glennar. But perhaps a bigger fish has entered the pond.’

Revile and Stench half clung to each other, huddling amongst the Gorks as Pretann and Quinn mingled and made sure all stayed calm. Revile spoke.

‘Con is still in the town. How will he get out?’

Pretann spoke over her shoulder.

‘We Gorks are harmless. Am sure he will find a way. Beside the Marauders are with us.’

‘Yes the Marauders,’ said Stench. ‘Where are they? Maybe they are trapped?’

‘Hush,’ Pretann said. 

Pretus stood not more than ten feet away from Pretann, gathering with teens his own age. He heard Pretann’s exchange and gazed around those he considered his peers. Dumbfounded expressions lined their miens. There was barely time to come to terms with being freed from the Borstal, let alone some massive, tumescent, half-ball of shimmering light, obliterating the only place they could scarcely call home. 

Pemily gathered a crowd of children around her. She stretched her arms out as wide as she could as if a mother hen trying to protect her young. Petruce hung by her side as she always did, still a little lost having not yet experienced the epiphany Melaleuca gave Pemily. 

The dome of light added to the strangeness of what Petruce’s life became since the arrival of the children. A child no older than six; a young girl whose eyes bulged with incomprehension at the sight, reached her tiny hand up, threading it into Petruce’s hand and held on for dear life. Petruce shook the girl’s hand away with a gentle twist, pausing when she heard Pemily tut at her.

‘It’s alright for you,’ Petruce said.

‘She just wants to know someone is there,’ Pemily said.

Behind the maids Tommn, Huching and Overling held vigil together, sharing the same sense of bewilderment. 

HeGood stumbled out of the front entrance, pushing passed Mrs. Whibberry as FumpHee half propped up HeGood’s weakened frame. Extreme joy laced FumpHee’s simple face, happy for his master. 

HeGood’s transformation, though far from complete, overhauled his snarling, meaty face. His once deep-set eyes appeared pushed forward as his bushy eyebrows no longer crushed down on them in angst and anger. However, the sporadic twitches of his cheeks, and the gritting of his jaw muscles beneath his stubble attested to the inner pain which was yet to be completely laid to rest.

The sight of so many gathered on the front lawn shocked HeGood. How had so many been gathered by those of weakness? 

A small boy faced toward HeGood, hearing his shuffling and their eyes met. The child at first did not recognize HeGood for who he once was, though after briefly studying HeGood’s face, the boy recalled HeGood’s brutality. 

The boy shook, visibly recalling harrowing memories of HeGood’s previous incarnation as a Master of the Inquisat.  HeGood caught a flash of the child’s recognition, and the child’s pain zoomed through HeGood’s mind as if it was his own. 

HeGood gasped though held most of his breath in, staggered and clung to FumpHee. 

The words of having to learn to live with his pain bounded through his mind. He drew on his old self. He was stronger than this. His training said to run his sword through the person creating the pain. But this was an unarmed, swordless child. 

What would disarm a child’s pain?

The child sensed HeGood was in pain and posed no threat, so smiled as if to say they were okay now. Despite all the pain and discipline HeGood created in the small boy’s life, the small boy now felt connected, filled with hope, imbued with a mighty sense of where he stood in the world. Any horror HeGood might have created was smoothed over by....he dare not say or utter the word even in his mind.

Love?

Memories of his mother and the blue Forget-Me-Nots tumbled into his brain, and he could not help but let the wimpiest of smiles out from under his nose as if scolded not to do so. The child received HeGood’s smile as only a not-yet-totally-corrupted, child could, and HeGood sensed his pain reduce as if succor was applied to his inner person. 

Jeeves and Pembrooke exchanged silent glances between each other as they studied the force field with raised eyebrows. Both stood atop the unlit pots on the steps as if about to address the crowd. Eugenia walked up the steps with Aunty Gertrude behind her while Quixote and Lexington wandered into the crowd. 

Eugenia faced a beaten down HeGood, acknowledged him though turned her attention to Jeeves and Pembrooke.

‘Pemby. Jeeves. Am sorry I have not had time to talk.’

Jeeves spoke to her clearly in the grip of old memories.

‘It is, as ever, an honor. Your offspring are more than we could ever have hoped for.’

Eugenia nodded.

‘Yes. They are. Beyond what we expected.’

Pembrooke jumped down and stood straight, breaking with his normal shambling self. He saw no need to carry on the act anymore.

‘My dear dear Eugenia. You are all of your sisters. What of...’

‘Dead. All of them. As expected. Please do not worry. We all would gladly have given our lives.’

‘True,’ Pembrooke agreed. ‘Though we also would have done so to see the end of the Vahn and the Magna Purgo. But this is something different.’

He jabbed a finger at the force field. Eugenia followed his finger and spoke.

‘Much has changed. It goes literally deeper than we can have ever imagined though Bear-Nard knew more than he let on.’

HeGood heard the whole conversation in front of him. Though the pain of his past misdeeds still marched around inside him, effrontery at the fate of events Eugenia spoke of shook him. 

Eugenia?

Her appearance was like Karena though older.

‘What are you saying?’ HeGood asked. ‘That all this was planned? That all we struggled for was in naught?’

The cleaning of the world’s dross by the Magna Purgo demanded the toughest. What would become of that now? 

Consternation wrapped his face in contorted expressions as he battled these thoughts alongside his own inner demons.

A now compassionate Aunty Gertrude recognized HeGood’s turmoil, and empathy for him washed over her.

‘Captain Nexic HeGood. You only did that which you were indoctrinated to do.’

He gasped and hung his head with his mouth open, filled with the curdling horror of his past as he saw the vast changes in her. 

Quixote and Lexington stood at the front of the crowd. Oodler’s words tumbled inside Lexington’s mind.

“Connect the whole. Let all else die as your chick died. They will still be connected. You must aim higher. The one named Ari has caught the scent of the deep sound beyond all sound. Connect him to that and he will follow you.”

The unbridled power of the dome force field, shimmering in the valley, shunted the gravitas of Oodler’s words to one side. What if Melaleuca and Ari were affected, maimed or killed by this army? After Daquan tried to kill her for her bracelet, she knew she could not be hurt or damaged but Quixote had been shot – which meant the current army could slaughter her cousins. Melaleuca and Ari possessed no immunity against modern weapons. 

She grasped in her heart of hearts crossing over was to be their final act, but could she let all those behind her, looking to her and her cousins, die as the chick did?

The crowd, aware of the two Marauders standing in front of them, murmured amongst themselves and focused on the cousins. Quixote pranced back and forth, arms up high, swaying in time to the swathes of color pulsing in the dome.

‘Hey Lex. Maybe it’s a giant hypnotizing ray of some sort.’

She raised her eyebrows and tucked her lips in, letting her quizzical expression question his statement.

‘Go see what it is, speedy. Carefully. Throw some rocks and sticks at it.’

Within seconds he vanished and reappeared a minute later.

‘It’s a giant wall of energy. In places you can see through it. Looks like those strange metal contraptions on the top of the houses are beaming up to create it.’

Lexington about faced and cast her eyes over the crowd, checking for Melaleuca and Ari, hoping they escaped and were about to pop up. All eyes diverted to her with an expectant air as if waiting for her to pronounce a wise utterance about the force field. 

As she brought them into view, noticing they waited for her to speak, Oodler’s words filled her thoughts. 

Let them die as the chick did?  

With so many saved hearts thumping with the possibility their salvation could be wrenched away from them, Lexington struggled to follow such admonition and instead Iam’s last words filled her thoughts. 

Before the sun sets tomorrow, your die will be set.

She sensed the desperate thoughts of the crowd - what would become of them now. Force and might was the creed they were raised on, and whatever generated the force field spoke of a might greater than the Marauders. 

Her heart sank a little. 

If she could not cross over soon, or the way was not revealed, then only one choice lay before her - a gentle army, linking hers and Quixote’s worlds to overwhelm people with laughter and a view of themselves. 

However Gregand’s healing took a while, and HeGood was only partially healed in his mind, and of course, there were the flowers. So much whirled through her mind and for a moment she felt as if her old self again - questions, answers, more questions zipping by and nipping at her psyche. 

Melaleuca would simply dive into her gut instincts and make a deft decision, but she was yet to develop such a faculty.

Gregand slipped out of the crowd and hovered close to Lexington. His great need for her presence to fill the holes in his being drew her attention as if gravity pulling on her.

Gregand, she thought, I need more like you.

HeGood aided by FumpHee pushed his way through the gathering, averting his eyes from the children and teens lest he be dropped to his knees with more indescribable pain. He took up a position beside Lexington.

‘The army of the world has activated the force field beams on the house tops. I do not think even the Marauders will be able to withstand what this army will bring against them.’

Orik rose up out of the ground and at his command a handful of grass covered Ori did so as well. Netting fell from Orik’s shoulders into which grass from the lawn was inserted.

‘The field is generated by machines powered by silverquick under the amphitheater. I know, as it once was my job to maintain them,’ he said to their surprise. 

It was clear to Lexington Orik read their surprised faces as he explained about the cloak.

‘The Ori are a master of disguise. It’s how they were able to sneak into the outside world and back without being seen. This is our version of an Andiluvian cloak, except we have to manually change it.’

HeGood tried to calm his shaking and squinted at Orik.

‘Don’t I know you?’ 

Orik reached out and placed his hand on HeGood’s shoulder.

‘Nexic HeGood. I should think so. You banished me from New Wakefield.’

Recognition drove a streak of pain through HeGood and FumpHee fussed over him. HeGood averted his eyes lest the pain grow in intensity.

Lexington felt the grass on his netting.

‘What is an Andiluvian cloak?’

Orik flashed his teeth in a grin through his hairy face.

‘A rare thing indeed. Some say ancient. Put one on and roll around in whatever surrounds you and the cloak will attach the plant life to it. It is said that they were used when travel to the outside world was necessary - long before Edward Wakefield arrived.’

The cloak piqued her interest and she turned to Quixote asking him to get their cloaks, the ones Aunty Gertrude forbade them to wear. In a flash, he was there and back, and whipped an Andiluvian cloak out from behind him, threw it over his shoulder and rolled around on the grass. He stood up and grass was stuck into the cloak and all over it.

‘Let me guess,’ Lexington said. ‘You knew all along.’

He shook his head.

‘Not this time. Strange Lex. We wore them heaps, but never thought to roll in them.’

Lexington pondered this.

‘Yes – the only time we lay on the ground in them was after climbing the cliff and then it was too dark to see anything.’

Once, such a fascinating mystery as the cloak would have fired a dozen questions off in many directions, but it was just her now, and while logic and facts still needed their rightful place, they no longer controlled her. 

Connection. Accept. Change. 

No matter what was happening, she knew she needed these people to feel the connection she did. 

If she could not make Melaleuca cross over, she would at least create her gentle army. Besides, the route to crossing over was not yet clear. Oodler said, in more or less her own words, keep moving forward and the way will appear. 

The least Lexington could do until the way revealed itself was not corrupt the black bracelets anymore.

***
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Mohg sat despondent on a well polished rock, dark with past stains of blood. His arms lay across his vast belly, leaning on his knees with his meaty, bald, head in his hands. The back of his neck, normally wrapped in rolls of fat, sat smooth as he hung his head low with despair. His grimy body and never-cleaned leathers lacked the normal day to day glisten of sweat from his torturing, disciplining toil.

Melaleuca and Ari burst into Mohg’s dungeon with Argus in tow. They passed cauldrons which sat despondent and empty, bereft of students to discipline. They bolted along the dirt floor, passed walls racked with exquisite instruments of torture. Little light found its way in this deep, and only the lit torches cast roving light about the dingy scene.

Mohg shifted his head, enthusiasm stirring in his face.

‘Are yous....?’

He squinted as he recognized them.

‘You guys. Heeyy. Longs time.’

He craned his stubby neck, searching behind them.

‘Where’s the funny one?’ he asked, though before they could answer Mohg’s eyes focused on Argus. Mohg growled.

‘Oi. What’s he doing here? He is ones of those invaders.’

He reached for a long mace - the end of it round and spiked.

Melaleuca strode up to him with the aplomb of a leader and spoke sternly.

‘Put it down Mohg. He is with us, just dressed like one of them to fool them. Listen. The army will destroy all that you love. You need to help us.’

Mohg held the mace tight, Melaleuca’s words barely denting his thinking processes.

‘I disciplines, not helps.’

Ari lifted a pike off the wall and wobbled it in the air.

‘If you do not help us, there will be no one left to discipline.’

Mohg’s head sank again, almost resting on the fat gathering under his chin.

‘No ones come down for days. It’s what Mohg a does best.’

Melaleuca patted Mohg’s arm.

‘And you are the best at this. Help us and we will get more for you to discipline.’

The words threw a switch in his thinking and he thrust his head bolt upright.

‘Yess then yess.’

Melaleuca walked to the alcove which led to the rock covering the warm air, indicating for all to follow. There, she instructed Mohg to remove the rock. He bent as much as he could, and straining, moved it to one side. Argus beheld Mohg’s behemoth body with a tad more respect seeing the brute strength of the man.

Air rushed up and filled the alcove with humid warmth. Melaleuca pointed down the hole.

‘Mohg. Has anyone ever been down there?’

He shrugged his shoulders.

Melaleuca reached for a chain hanging off the wall and held it over the hole and dropped it. Mohg protested but she held a hand up to silence him, and listened, and listened, and listened, and listened. Finally, a very faint, distant clinking sound of the chain hitting below reached her ears.

Ari shook his head and even Argus knew what they thought.

‘It’s way too far,’ Argus said. ‘Unless you have some sort of spelunking costume.’

Melaleuca spoke with a disappointed tone.

‘We probably do, but back at the Cathedral-Mansion...perhaps we could get a message to Quixote and he could find a tunnel digging costume.’

‘Tunnel?’ Mohg asked.

Melaleuca searched in the low light toward where they fled last time, thinking of the door Lexington reportedly found when she was dressed as the archaeologist. She pointed in its direction.

‘Yes Mohg, tunnel. When you pelted us with water the first time, we found a locked door. Do you know of it and how to get in?’

Mohg shook his head, though flicked his eyes away as if he did not want to make eye contact. He screwed his mouth up, twisting his lips to onside. Even without staring into him, Melaleuca could see the lie all over his face, and so could the others.

Argus reached for one of the torture instruments - a long blade and handle made entirely of rusted metal, and held it with a menacing stance.

‘Tell us fatty.’

Mohg growled back and Melaleuca shot a dirty stare at Argus, signaling for him to back off. She dropped her eyes into Mohg’s as he glared at Argus, and spied the glimpses of the truth swirling amongst his thoughts.

‘The Overlords have forbidden you to enter it,’ Melaleuca said. ‘You did once and were punished. But they saw you knew what was under New Wakefield and they gave you this job in reward for your silence. You are scared to show us in case you lose your job and are sent to the southern wasteland.’

Mohg’s mouth dropped open.

‘Hows...’

‘I know a lot and know that unless you help us, there will be no Overlords, Vahn or students left. We need to get into that door. Does it lead anywhere?’

The thoughts flashed through his mind and Melaleuca read them, catching snippets here and there, seeing a gap in the root structure of some trees close to the Varkinell Cathedral-Mansion. 

Indecision wracked Mohg; loyalty battling with a growing sense of dread and change he could not cope with. Melaleuca read his emotions correctly and backed off. She grabbed the others and made as if they would leave.

‘Mohg. Sorry to trouble you. When it all disappears, remember we gave you a chance.’

As she about faced and began walking off, she caught sight of Ari’s questioning expression asking why she was lying to Mohg. She ignored it and picked up the pace, heading toward the stairs leading back up to New Wakefield.

‘Wait,’ cried out Mohg. ‘Comes I show you.’

Soon they stood in the spot Lexington was before when she discovered the door. Melaleuca and Ari held lit torches aloft, while Mohg lifted a spade like instrument and sunk it deep into the clay-mud walls, and began wrenching it back and forth. 

Layers of mud fell away in chunks, revealing the clay underneath. Mohg made short work of the clay, and moments later, the door with the eagle and the crinkly edged circle on it revealed itself. Mohg carried on slamming the spade into the clay either side of it, ripping off large chunks, lathering himself into a glistening sweat. 

A gap as wide as the doors in the forest soon appeared, though the door slipped under the clay layer higher than they could reach. Mohg placed the spade down and ran his hands up and down the side of the door as if searching for a switch.

‘Got its,’ Mohg said.

He grasped an object and tugged at it. A rope embedded in the dirt swung out and lifted away from the wall, tracing a path further up until it poked out of the dirt just below the dim reaches of the ceiling. 

‘I’s stick this in years ago.’

He yanked it with a mighty pull and the dirt and clay gave way, thudding down to the floor and covering them in dirt and debris. A filthy Mohg grimaced, though laughed at the sight of them getting plastered. 

He faced the door, once again slamming his spade into it, though this time he aimed for the center join and began wedging it, inch by inch open. Stone upon stone crunched, and Mohg heaved his spade with all his might. One side of the door moved though soon halted and no amount of strength Mohg applied to it would move it any further.

Head dripping with sweat, Mohg paused and spoke through heaving breaths.

‘I used...silver...quick last time...that’s hows they...finds out.’

Melaleuca snapped her fingers.

‘Ari. Under the amphitheater in that strange room you saw with all the lights. I bet there is some silverquick there. Great care. Go and get it.’

***
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Ari zoomed to the amphitheater, entering the tent, noticing only General Sheldrake and Colonel Hawke occupied it. Bent over a map of sorts their slowed down forms appeared to be facing off with each other in a heated exchange. 

He slipped past and headed down the amphitheater steps, following the lights until he could see the room underneath it. Several men in military uniforms worked away at consuls lit up with twinkling lights. He kept on moving to activate the speed boots, seeking any hint of silverquick.

Colonel Hawke and General Sheldrake squared off with each other. In front of them lay a map of the valley and the surrounding lands. Lines, squiggles and arrows were drawn on it, showing various angles of attack and which platoon would do what and when. 

Colonel Hawke tapped the area marking the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion.

‘This is not our mission.’

General Sheldrake pushed the Colonel’s hand out of the way.

‘Poppycock. Our mission is to remove any obstacles. Whatever this power is these brats have is enough to stop our overall mission. They must be removed first.’

Colonel Hawke broke away from the map in frustration, turning, walking away before swinging back to face General Sheldrake. He placed his fingers on his own insignia.

‘My rank gives me a right to question you, even report you...this is not about the mansion is it? This is about you getting your hands on whatever power that girl and her chums use.’

General Sheldrake let the vision from the Delphi Oracle flitter through his thoughts. 

The eagle. The eagle from his vision had been here. 

‘Hawke. Don’t go against me on this one. Better to have you by my side. You know as well as I do that we will get the silverquick producing factory up and running.’

Colonel Hawke’s face belied his thoughts as he weighed up General Sheldrake’s words. General Sheldrake knew the quality of his top aide. The Colonel would protest, place a condition on it and soon after agree. He did not pick those he could not predict.

Colonel Hawke’s eyes relaxed, his stare becoming less intense.

‘One attack only on that Mansion and then we focus on the Magna Purgo.’ 

General Sheldrake roared with laughter.

‘Of course.’ 

Colonel Hawke picked up a marker and started writing on the perspex board.

‘Let’s not muck around with this. I want everything sent against them this time, everything. Total obliteration if we are to do the job properly.’

General Sheldrake rubbed his hands together in a classic, evil, gleeful motion.

‘Of course.’

***
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Ari held a vial of silverquick in his hand, aware it contained explosive power, so he trod carefully, slowing down, though even at a walking pace, life appeared to freeze around him. 

As he entered back into the tent where General Sheldrake and Colonel Hawke stood, they both stood there, frozen halfway through speaking, their expressions contorted in time as if pulling a face. Their arrogance and want for destruction annoyed him to the point he decided a Quixote move was needed. 

What would Quixote do if he were here?

Taking care to keep his feet moving, he maneuvered himself in front of both of them, reached for their waist belt, unbuckled it, and pulled their pants down to their ankles. He chortled and grabbed for a flask of water which sat on the desk, throwing it at their groin, soaking their nether regions. 

The instant their trousers appeared at their feet General Sheldrake and Colonel Hawke froze, not understanding what transpired let alone how their trousers fell to their ankles. Both men went to speak when cold water gushed over their underwear and both made sudden cold noises.

Colonel Hawke dropped to his knees and reached for his pistol, crying out for help. Within seconds a handful of soldiers trotted in, rifles at the ready, swinging them wildly around, only to pause at the sight of a bedraggled General Sheldrake, pants twirled around his ankles;  underwear dripping wet as if he urinated himself. Colonel fumbled with equally wet underwear and pants.

General Sheldrake wrenched his pants up.

‘Don’t just stand their gawping you bloody fools. Find who did this.’

***
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Ari returned and Melaleuca watched as the starlight-twinkling, blue, gloop in the vial he held came closer. Its scintillating shine almost mesmerized her, though she thought of its source – dead Magna Purgo cleaners. The vision of the people in the Magna Purgo being disintegrated and their energy turned into silverquick played through Melaleuca’s thoughts. 

An unpredicted respect for what Ari held in the vial came over her, as if a recognition another human’s life was sacrificed so that here and now they could use their energy to escape.

Ari paused, panting slightly, his speed boots held in the other hand.

‘I did not want to run anymore than I had too carrying this stuff.’

Mohg sucked in a large breath as if frightened by it.

‘Oooo. Carefuls.’

Melaleuca took the vial from Ari’s hand and paused, realizing she did not fully know what to do. Mohg took it from her.

‘Let’s me. I done this befores.’

He lifted the vial up as high as he could, touching it to the center crack where half the door lay wedged open a few inches. With his other hand he shooed them backwards.

‘Moves back in case I’s get this wrong.’

As they shuffled back Mohg strained his meaty, fat-enfolded arm as high as he could, though by the time they reached the other side of the cavern all that was visible was the silverquick. 

Mohg tipped it and a blurred shiny line sped down the crack of the door. Mohg’s voice saying, ‘Ooops,’ rang out in the gray light.

His footsteps pounded toward them and he appeared out of the low light.

‘Come,’ he said.

Mohg ran at a surprising speed and disappeared into one of his side passages, returning with a crossbow and bolt.

‘Get downs. Stay outs of the cavern. Will be’s a big bang.’

He trod off and they heard the stretch and thwang as the cross bow shot off its bolt. 

It whisked through the air. 

The explosion roared around the enclosed space of the cavern, amplifying it to a near deafening level. Light flashed into where they stood followed by crashing, crumbling rocks which sounded as if they smashed onto hard concrete. 

The noise abated though a whoosh of air spewed out, and flew past them, blowing out the torches on the wall. Mohg’s footsteps sounded out as he tore back they way they came, and soon he returned with another freshly lit torch, illuminating his dust-laden, sooty, body, and he lit the other torches. 

He motioned for them to follow.

Inside the cavern, the doors lay crumpled across one another with dirt and clay piled on top. As they drew near, Melaleuca saw the explosion forced the doors to pitch up against each other forming a rough triangular gap just big enough for them to walk under. 

She turned to Mohg and reached for the torch he held, and gently took the cross bow from him. In his apron the vial of silverquick poked out with a small amount still sitting in the bottom. Mohg handed it to Melaleuca.

‘You mights meet more doors.’

‘You have done a great thing Mohg. We will see you are rewarded for this.’

Mohg’s face lit up with a gappy grin.

Melaleuca, Ari, and Argus entered the tunnel through the collapsed doors. The torch’s flame showed a narrow tunnel just high enough for them to fit through. With Ari in the lead, they stumbled forward at a steady pace. 

‘You lied to Mohg,’ Ari said. ‘We are to destroy this place.’

‘Am doing what I have too to protect us,’ she answered.

‘And what’s with telling Sheldrake that an object powers us?’

‘Simple distraction. He will focus on the object not us.’

‘Uh. You should have said an object hidden in the Southern Wasteland.’

Argus added.

‘Sheldrake is here to stay. I know that creep. Most likely Mohg would go and join him.’
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Chapter 2 – Gentle Army
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The crowd felt the oppressive threat of the force field dome swallowing up the valley. Unless Lexington made a decision, panic would break out. Tactillian pushed through to Lexington, and faced her with an expression suggesting he was dreading talking to her.

‘This is the end...As I keep on telling you. Attack the army.’

Lexington understood Tactillian believed in his cause. She never doubted his sincerity - but he understood little of their higher mission, besides she found him annoying.

‘Fighting will diminish our powers. Do you deliberately ignore what I tell you?’

Tactillian clenched his fist by his side.

‘Another attack is coming. Where is Melaleuca? Maybe she will listen.’

Quixote stood in front of him, inches away from his body as if daring him to make a move.

‘She, Ari and Argus are most likely trapped inside the dome.’

Anguish crossed Tactillian’s face.

‘Leaving you two to fight? Hell.’

He about faced as if to storm off though swiveled back, resignation dragging on his drooping shoulders.

‘I can’t stand to see you throw away this chance to beat back the forces of darkness. I know what you must do. It’s the last piece of knowledge...I have been holding back.’

Quixote scuffed up some grass and kicked it at him.

‘Nice...It’s why she does not trust you.’

Lexington pushed her arm out sideways as a barrier to Quixote, and noted the myriad faces leaning toward them, listening to their exchange.

‘Well, what is?’ She demanded of Tactillian.

Tactillian sucked in a large breath, held it and exhaled as if deflated.

‘You are to join your four worlds as one. Only then will you make a whole, cohesive, unit with all four faculties of human existence working as one. Intellect, body, spirit, and drive - formidable, undefeatable. You just have to all agree and join.’

Lexington willed she see his Ethmarian. As it appeared before her, all the lights in the various centers flashed and spun as if in full working condition, though the ones zipping about in his head swirled in the opposite direction, blinking at a slower rate and lacked any shine.

‘What else,’ she asked. ‘Thought our worlds shocked you.’

He hung his head, staring away from her as he hid his face.

‘That’s all. That is the full extent of the knowledge of the Diaspora.’

A sensation similar to what Lexington thought Melaleuca experienced enveloped her, and any speck of tolerance for Tactillian fled.

‘Do you think that we have these powers for nothing? Look.’

She willed he see his own Ethmarian.

‘I can see you are blabbing against what you know. Last time or I will see you are banished or worse...What else?’

Tactillian muttered under his breath, face dropping further to his chest as if his heart’s desire were whipped out from under him.

‘Yes...curse you and your cousins...should have been me. There is one more thing...’

‘Well?’

‘You must combine all your worlds at the end - but you can only do it once.’

‘And after that.’

He shrugged.

‘It is said that after that you will all become as one and will not be able to separate - the power will be so great soon after it will destroy you all.’

His words quenched her Melaleuca fire, and seeing he spoke the truth, her old logic stirred in the recesses of her thoughts.

‘But...how can that be true. What were you going to do as the sole bracelet wearer at the so-called end?’

Tactillian snorted at her as if offended by her question.

‘Simple. I would find other people to wear the bracelets. Is it not obvious?’

Lexington shook her head. Such ignorance of the bracelets and all which lay beyond them.

‘Watch. This is what I will do,’ she said at Tactillian.

It was time for her gentle army to rise and shine, time to show a cheerful heart can overcome the evils of this time. She leaned in close to Quixote and whispered into his ear, and his face lit up.

Quixote and Lexington joined hands, turning to face the crowd, clear evidence on their confident faces both had made a decision. They shut their eyes, willing their worlds to appear on cue. Hundreds of Ethmarians flooded the crowd, spreading out over the lawn and underneath the oversized Moreton Bay Fig trees, and up to the steps where most of the adults stood. 

As if a ghostly facsimile of themselves imprinted in the air around them, each viewed their inner self, stunned by the sight. 

Gregand cried out in pleasure and HeGood cried out in pain, only to be followed by FumpHee uttering comforting words. Playful figures appeared between the Ethmarians and began cavorting around as if children let loose, frolicking carefree in a field. 

Small bursts of laughter passed amongst them, and the lights in some of the Ethmarians began to shine brighter. As more and more light centers lit up, the force field’s dome shrank in importance and its threat no longer loomed as large as it did before.
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The tunnel leveled out and wove a haphazard path underground though in which direction  they fled Melaleuca lost track. They could have been heading north, south, east or west. After about ten minutes Melaleuca halted and swung about, shining the flaming torch on the others.

‘Ari. Your earth sense. What does it tell you? Where are we going?’

Ari sunk to his knees and placed his hands on the floor of the tunnel. The same aged, ancient, cracked tiles lay there, a remnant from Tenarthdarway. Whoever or whatever made these tunnels only dug down to the floor’s level.

Ari let his feelings dive into the earth around him.

The sound beyond sound, the no-sound lay deep beyond all things, and as if a small match lit in a wide desert, it cried out to him. The soothing calm of the last time he was enveloped by it ran through his mind. 

For a moment he teetered on the edge of forsaking his companions and reveling in the no-sound, staying with it and never returning, though his strong sense of duty fought back, and he pulled back from it and instead sent feelers out along the earth. 

Melaleuca waited, though noted the air was fresh not stale like Oodler’s air was. Clearly there was an exit somewhere. As she watched on, Ari’s flame-lit face changed expression and she saw he read the land around them. 

She willed her world into view and willed it to combine with Ari’s. She heard Argus gasp. Even with the smidgen of light in the tunnel, lands and myriads of people appeared as gray images. Melaleuca supped on Ari’s earth sight and beheld what he sensed; felt the imploring of the no-sound and for a brief moment wanted to fall under its siren spell. 

Ari broke off from the no sound and using his affinity with the earth, felt along the corridors of dirt. Many tunnels criss-crossed the valley, connecting at several points. Melaleuca stayed with him, experiencing what he gleaned. The ancient orchard by the Borstal flared into their mind, tugging on them like the no-sound did.

Before she could follow it, Ari broke his connection and rose to his feet, reaching for the torch which Melaleuca carried.

‘Follow me. I can see the way.’

***
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Daquan slithered up beside the bushes obscuring the small clearing in which one of the Army’s jump jets was hidden. A few men garbed in overalls tinkered with some panels on it, though no pilot lay in sight, save for one armed guard. Daquan rolled on to his back and began disrobing. Once down to his undergarments, he reached for the costume he chose from the attic - a military pilot’s uniform. 

Yes. Revenge will be mine.

Having wriggled into it, he eyed the jump jet with glee. He would rain fire down upon the cousins, obliterating them out of existence, and if he could not achieve it, he would butcher as many of those they rescued. 

He imagined the horror of ripping their little innocent souls apart and placed his hand over his mouth to stop the sound of his maniacal laughing from being heard.

***
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Ari trod ahead, following his earth sense as if a hound tracking a scent. Every now and then they stopped and used the smallest pinch of silverquick to remove a blockage, though were careful not to collapse the tunnel in on them.

Eventually they found their way to the tunnel which connected the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion to the Varkinell Cathedral-Mansion, and raced toward the tree where Lexington was kidnapped from. As they climbed the ladder inside the hollowed out tree trunk and clambered along the branch, the sound of laughter and playing in the distance met their ears.

Melaleuca peered out from between the leaves though could only glimpse some children cavorting and playing at the top of the rise. Ari came up beside her.

‘Quixote. No doubt.’

Argus leaped from the tree first.

‘No bloody time for laughter. I know Sheldrake. He will have had his men on standby for an all out attack...’

Argus stopped mid-sentence as if an idea struck him. Melaleuca jumped, landed by him and faced him.

‘What?’ She asked.

Argus pointed toward the force field.

‘The force field. We are assuming that it is to keep people in. What if it is to protect people when Sheldrake attacks with all his might?’

Ari crouched, swung from the branch and dropped.

‘We have yet to make a battle plan.’

Worried, Argus searched their faces as if checking to see whether they were ready to hear what he wanted to say.

‘You say that a lot. “We will make a plan.” But events are moving fast and you guys just don’t plan. Sheldrake’s men are highly trained. If they all attack at once, I am not sure you can repel them...I suggest considering bunking out.’

Melaleuca heard his words though they might as well have been gibberish. Her feelings were clear. General Sheldrake and the Vahn needed to be taken down. She shot Argus a curt smile and focused on the laughter coming from up the hill.

‘We have a plan Argus. We always have a plan. Ari. Come.’

Melaleuca stood on the lawn before the crowd, watching as they gazed upon themselves. Some cried as they faced truths they were taught not to, others displayed semi-serene expressions and others, less affected by the Vahn’s indoctrination, started following the Quixote figures, and played and laughed. 

Like a scene from an anarchical asylum, a lack of order ran rife amongst them. Melaleuca spied Lexington, sitting on the ground staring into space, focused far away. Quixote, of course, zipped here and there playing with all and sundry.

Lexington focused on the connections between each of the crowd’s Ethmarians, studying them as some grew stronger while others weakened and some completely disconnected. A deep sense of completeness gripped Lexington each time she studied them as if she were home back in Lone Valley. 

The thickest connections lay between her and Quixote; almost to the point their Ethmarians were nearly one. As she swept her gaze over the brilliance of the multitude of Ethmarians dazzling her, she relaxed and for a moment stopped concentrating so hard on them. 

She finally spotted it - the deepest connection - there all along.

Like Ari’s sound beyond sound, all the Ethmarians were extruded out of a deeper, lighter, gossamer-like material which seemed made of the substance of the stars - the ones she dived into when she first held the yellow bracelet. Now her mind finally comprehended it, and she understood it was always in front of her before but her mind had not been ready to accept it.

The reality out of which this reality is extruded. 

Like the heart of the stars and the sun she glimpsed into, it threatened to swamp her, swallow her being up, shred her into separate molecules and spread her amongst the dust of the universe. 

It appealed to her and horrified her. Suspended between worlds, dithering came over her and indecision snapped at her mind.

Melaleuca tapped Lexington hard on the shoulder, snapping her out of her apparent stupor, and for a moment she stared up at Melaleuca, forgetting where she was, wanting to sink back into the feeling. 

Oodler’s words flashed through her mind. “...The one named Ari has caught the scent of the deep sound beyond all sound. Connect him to that and he will follow you.”

‘Lex. Why is everyone on the lawn acting like fools,’ Melaleuca asked.

Quixote flashed into sight and tapped Ari, Argus and Melaleuca into his world, though Melaleuca resisted. In a flash, she willed her world appear as well. The gaps in the crowd filled up with her future, ghostly images of people.

They pulled the crowd’s attention away from Quixote’s cavorting figures and their Ethmarians. Tactillian’s words of what would happen if their worlds united ran through Lexington’s mind, and she pulled her world back.

Melaleuca pushed through the parting crowd and stormed up the steps, her sharp face a knotted mass of determination. She tipped her head in acknowledgment at the adults standing there and swung around to face the crowd. 

A demanding aura emanated from her. Gorks, teens, children, deserted soldiers and the Ori, all paused, transfixed on her - Queen Melaleuca, clad in a senior’s brown Vahn uniform - a stark figure against the backdrop of the damaged Cathedral-Mansion. 

Eerie light from the pulsing, force-field dome splashed across the drab grays and browns of its walls.

Ari trod up the steps and joined her. Still dressed as a secret service, military figure, he cut a commanding, masculine figure which some saw as a Marauder, and others, their innocence mostly intact, viewed him for who he was. 

Melaleuca beheld their faces. The path of force screamed for her to unleash its pent up rage as if a highway so wide she could never find the sides of it. No longer an undercurrent tugging at her rapacious want for revenge; the black bracelets pull seemed inevitable now. 

As if casting a spell, she threw her arms up, shouting with all her might.

‘The time has come. We are to fight and fight with all our might. No longer shall we cower here while they think they have the upper hand. Who is with me?’

Half the crowd struck at the air, cheering and crying out their victorious support. The Gorks flung their pathetic appendages into the air, and the Ori shook their fists with fierce faces and bellowed battle cries. 

The soldiers and the half of the students, mostly the younger ones held back - fear lacing their expressions. They wanted what the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion now stood for; warmth, love, patience and play - lots and lots of play. 

Eugenia, disturbed by Melaleuca’s words moved toward her, though Pembrooke caught her arm, arresting her movement.

‘They must be unfettered.’

Eugenia shook his arm off.

‘But -’

Pembrooke gripped harder.

‘Karena would have not interfered.’

Eugenia wrenched her arm away.

‘I am Karena - one of her doubles.’

‘Then you should know better. Let this play out.’

Ineer and Swarth pulled Bleph closer to them as if protecting her from bad news.

Melaleuca swung her up-stretched arms to either side as she continued to address the crowd.

‘No one will be made to fight. This must be your choice - your will. Some of you have been taught to be tough and to fight by the Vahn. Fight beside me and we will triumph. Will you get hurt? Maybe? Will some die? If I have anything to do with it - no - but...I will not lie to you either.’

She dropped her arms to another thunderous applause and trod down the steps as if to show she was on their level. Her world stayed switched on, and her future crowd seemed to swell and spread out until it obliterated the lawn from view. 

The crowd chanted the word “Marauders” over and over; whistling and hollering their new found bravado.

HeGood screamed in pain, crying out as if severely injured.

‘No. Not fight. Stop the pain. Stop. We must stop this violence. All we will do is perpetuate it.’

The tumult of the crowd’s whistling and cheering drowned out his words. 

Lexington listened, horrified. Had Melaleuca gone mad? Had the force field addled her mind? Clearly not everyone hung off her every word. Many in the crowd did not want to fight. She turned to Quixote.

‘Speed boots. Go pick me as many flowers as you can.’

Quixote vanished and Lexington wove her way to the front and hiked up the steps, standing opposite Melaleuca. As she peered out over the sea of faces mingled with Melaleuca’s minions, the crisp glare of Melaleuca burned into the side of her face.

Much motivated Lexington to stand against Melaleuca; Oodler’s words of Melaleuca’s type always choosing the path of force; Melaleuca’s vision of the cow winning; the crossing over; the black bracelets glowing brighter and brighter; the potential deaths of those who joined Melaleuca; the dead chick she nursed; the room full of surveillance recordings from the Etamols; and the possibility of ending up like Oodler if they all got it wrong -  all jostled her thoughts, strengthening Lexington’s resolve.

Quixote appeared and shoved a handful of multicolored flowers into her hands and handed her the megaphone from the ringmaster costume. She lifted it to her mouth.

‘We do not have to fight. There is another way. The way of gentleness. Already some of you have experienced this. Hate and hardness are merely layers imposed upon our natural selves. We naturally want to love, play and be friendly. The soldiers out there, the Discipliners at the Vahn, the Jerkins of this world have this faculty but also have hardened layers over their hearts. Join with me and we shall show them a better way to fight. Fight without fighting.’

Melaleuca’s face froze in abhorrence at what Lexington just suggested. There was no roar or thunderous cheering from the crowd though those who sided with Lexington grinned broadly, gazing around to see who also wanted it this way.

Melaleuca stormed over to Lexington, and a desperate faced Tactillian threaded his way through the crowd toward the steps. Tactillian cried out to Lexington.

‘What are you doing?’ 

Melaleuca’s eyebrows dropped in anger low on her eyes.

‘Yes. Lex. What are you doing?’

Flushed with nervous red cheeks, she faced Melaleuca determined not to be put off her stride.

‘Look inside Mel. The costumes and the want to fight have consumed you. The black bracelet glowing is yours. I will not stop you. But heed my words. We are meant for higher things, to cross over, to be the ones to usher in the next age if it so be.’

An apoplectic rage assailed Melaleuca’s face, twisting it for a mere second as if another shock wave was imminent. It passed as suddenly as it rose, and a hint of unwanted understanding entered the corner of Melaleuca’s eyes.

Ari came up the steps and stood between Melaleuca and Lexington. His eyes darted between the girls, his calming presence imploring them to reconcile their differences. 

He understood Lexington’s point of view, even agreed with it, but he could not, would not, abandon the crowd before them and those still trapped in the Vahn. He stood next to Melaleuca and placed a hand on her shoulder.

Quixote whipped himself in between them all.

‘Get off your high horse smelly-melly. We all know that gentleness is at the heart of all things.’

A snap decision rose from Melaleuca’s gut; after all, was she ever wrong?

‘So be it.’

She regaled the crowd, again with outstretched arms.

‘If you want to fight follow me. If not follow Lexington.’

The bluish, misty, lines weaving their slow, ambling, path up the lawn toward them started to tinge brown. Quixote noticed it as well and held his hands up like a shield.

‘Not many costumes I know of that will stop those dirty lines. Shall we set up some sort of magna purgy place?’

‘We are not affected,’ Lexington said.

‘I know,’ Quixote said.

Melaleuca left the crowd behind her, walking inside, ignoring the adults, and trod into the Grand Ascension Stairways Hall. 

As she made her way up to the costume room, she mulled over Lexington’s words. Part of her knew Lexington spoke truth - a truth. But it was too late. Her desire to burn the Vahn and the army in a conflagration so great held her tight. 

The Delphi Oracle came to mind. If she used force it would run out despite nearly overcoming the cow, but her wanting to attack the army was an eagle attacking a bigger eagle - that made it okay...besides when she reached her objective she would put down the power. To use force did not mean to kill, but to disable and capture.

By the time she reached the attic and selected a Brigadier General’s fatigues, she convinced herself she was right.

Ari soon followed behind.

‘I think I can tap into the earth and obliterate the army entirely.’

There was an edge of doubt in his tone.

Melaleuca swung about, smart and crisp in her camouflaged army fatigues.

‘We will fight. We are facing an army of superior numbers. No one must die. We will strike at their core.’

Argus entered, saw they were conversing and paused to listen.

‘How will we strike at their core?’ Ari asked. ‘We are but two with an army of raw recruits that have never been in a modern battle.’

Argus threw his opinion in, pacing back and forth, talking almost as if he were trying to work out his thoughts as he spoke.

‘If this were the outside world then I would suggest taking guerrilla action, nipping at the heels, creating diversions for them. But this is not and they are going to throw everything at you...’

Pausing, his troubled thoughts assailed his mien.

‘...so now a retreat would be in order.’

Melaleuca’s arms
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