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Chapter 1 - The Invasion


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


It felt as if her breath might be her last. After days wandering through the darkness of the tunnel through the mountains, she conceded she was clueless which direction to go.

Eugenia Arrnor slumped against the solid rock she leaned against, sliding down to a sitting position, and wrapped her arms around her legs - hugging them for warmth. The cold and the dark gnawed at her, and little she did abated the incessant low temperatures. 

Her mind flicked back over the last few months, thinking of her identical sisters and theirs and her partner’s deaths, of the arduous journey to the desolate plains, and the gamble to enter the mountain tunnel - B’Barakai’s Incognia - by herself.

The Ori had attacked them. She recognized their wild, woolly, garb and cavemen-like appearance. Clearly they sought the bracelets, and could have only been sent by one person - Daquan - the only other person outside of Bear-Nard who knew of them. 

Bear-Nard, her much older brother – what happened to him? After the attack on Lone Valley, no more communication came from him. Dead – she presumed.

She exhaled into the chilly air, wishing she possessed the fortitude of the Ori now. They could run for hours or days on end, covering long distances. Foolishness washed over her as she pondered her decision - a last stab at returning to the homeland whence she was banished from; one more chance to see her offspring and her nieces and nephews; a chance to warn them against the peril she never warned them of.

But the warning would not be delivered. Not now. Not ever. Even when her torch worked, the interminable twisting and turning baffled her, but now without it, the tunnel would become her mausoleum - a monument to all the lost souls decayed in its innards - hurtled to a stony, dark death. At least now she would join her beloved and those dead back at Lone Valley in the afterlife.

Her head flopped back, and she concentrated on her breathing and tried clearing her mind. A long, slow, death such as she would go through should be entered with calmness, she thought, though visions of the cousins constantly nipped at her mind, allaying any real peace at passing from this world. 

With eyes open and staring into the soulless, pitch dark, she recited an old anti-fear mantra, though silently screamed inside for help - fear threatening to crush any surface serenity.

A faint dot of light glimmered in the sooty dark. It appeared to hover in her sight, followed by another dot and another. She closed her eyes, rubbed them and shook her head. What a time to hallucinate. 

Eyes open again and this time more dots of light lit up her sight. Soon hundreds of dots flared bright enough, allowing her eyes to make out dim outlines of structures around her. Glow worms inspired by chance or her silent desperate pleas carried on lighting up the cave’s innards as far as she could see. 

Thirsty, cold and hungry, she lifted herself up, and with a second wind of hope, started scrambling her way forward, hoping the glow worms lit the way to the exit.
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Time meant little for Antavahni. Night became day and day became night. The sea lay calm, then tempestuous, then calm again. Waves splashed up and over, then ceased. And so it was since the cousins left him there. 

Fifty thousand years of tiredness coursed through every fiber of Antavahni’s being, and with a longing for death his body lay in wait - thoughts addled by the past. Hallucinations came and went, and discernment of which was reality and which was not, left him. 

When the rock columns rose out the sea, Antavahni propped his frail, thinning frame up, wondering why death was not yet upon him. Shapes on the sea caused him to squint. A flotilla? Again? Something about them fueled his confusion. Memories of many flotillas floated through his thoughts, but something new, harsh and angular about this gathering of ships disturbed him. 

Why was he still alive? Did this mean the cousins failed or worse, were dead?

He lifted a feeble arm up and with the grip of palsied person tried to haul himself upright. Part way through the movement his strength fled and he contented himself with leaning against the cliff face. Legs which had not stood for weeks wobbled beneath him, holding him up long enough to grasp the significance of the sight before him. 

It forbade bad. 

Apart from the possibility of the cousins’ failure, it meant a chance remained he may yet live a few more years. He cocked his head backward, eyeing the cliff’s height. There was no way he would make it up there.

He slumped back down to a prone position, felt a ruination of emotions sink his gut. 

The only power he possessed was to wait.

The hallucinations started accosting him again.
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Iam gazed upon Melaleuca, Ari, and Quixote as they stared out to sea, dumbstruck at the vast swathe of ships and landing barges coming ashore. Iam nestled in the bushes beside the tumble-down stone tower. Willing its senses to gauge the inner reeling of the cousins, all their rich mix of emotions flowed into his plant-mineral body. 

It supped on them like an addict taking a hit of a forbidden substance. It loved this moment - a moment of pure relish and panic - a moment when the apex of the human experience crowned its existence.

Memories of a time almost before time itself existed, boiled up from the deep recesses of its past, teasing it of an age long, long, since lost to its grasp. Feeding off the experiences of others was all it could do now to feel anything close to what it once experienced. With the power to influence mortals, it could relive the heady heights of the perils of a finite existence.

Rage, excitement, daring, forlornness, glee, horror, love, entrancement, serenity, guile, resentment, merriment soared through Iam, sprinkling its inner world with tantalizing tastes of what the cousins felt. 

It searched for the right one for this moment, here and now. Like a wheel of chance spinning and waiting to stop on a prize, they whizzed through Iam and it felt the power of the earth surge beneath it - Iam’s to command. 

Its inner wheel halted, landing on fear and sadness, leaving Iam to wonder why these emotions. In flash, Iam knew. It suspected it since the first encounter with the cousins these might be the ones to actually cross over. None ever came close and were normally corrupted soon after gaining the bracelets.

The bracelets. My bracelets, it thought. What did they call them? Pangean? 

It chortled to itself, recalling when it invented the word and spoke it into their language. The bracelets contained the essence of the first moments of the universe’s birth - born of the corruption of a great stirring and dissatisfaction in the deep beyond the known universe. 

It was eons since they ever worked for Iam. Every so often mortals could activate them, and even then a slim window opened to allow it to manipulate the mortals to its own benefit. But something about these mortals perturbed it. They went further, quicker, and could see the earth’s lines of energy when none before them did. Did they have a chance of crossing Sunna?

The fear and sadness he drained off the cousins shook him. Crossing Sunna, returning the bracelets to their origin was the last act it wanted. Returning meant the end of its existence.
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High Overlord Carrion marveled as the cousins and their friends all disappeared before his eyes. The young Inquisat troops with him gasped, and while they did not utter the word “Marauders,” he felt it was on all their lips. He drew his sword out, held it up and the sun glinted off it.

‘Theirs is coming to an end. The greater the power, the quicker it burns itself out. Now forward to our destination.’

Obediently the troops gathered up their stacked rifles, mounted their horses and trotted into the hills, entering the Southern Wasteland via Herod’s Pass to the area also known as Golgotha. Having all paid their dues at the Magna Purgo, their memories of what this land represented pulled on them - barren, harsh, unyielding, unforgiving death. 

Only the Ori survived here.

High Overlord Carrion told none of them where they headed, though he suspected the Whispers spoke of the secret cloaked in the hills. He mused none of them in their wildest dreams could imagine the power source he headed too. Only the other Overlords knew of it.
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The many faces littering the sky faded and Melaleuca brought her attention to the flotilla. Beyond the cliffs they stood on, the narrow beach curled in a lazy curve for a few miles until it reached the mouth of the Forunza River. 

Either side of the mouth, rickety wharves protruded out into the sea. On the beach, and heading inland, lay the evidence of the previous years’ shipbuilding, though it resembled a ramshackle farmyard devoid of any modern machinery. The beach carried on curving into the distance until it reached some sheer bluffs many miles away.

Melaleuca counted at least fifty ships though she did not know what sort they were, but given the troops trundling along makeshift gangways laid across the raised rock columns, it made sense some were troop carriers. Strewn across some of the rock columns, and hanging off the sides, shipwrecks raised from the ocean bottom poked their rotted hulls and broken masts out of the water - remnants of bygone fleets.

The words of High Overlord Carrion of being able to defeat an enemy numbering in the thousands ran through her mind. 

Such numbers swarming on the beach - a multitude beyond counting. But how? 

They destroyed the Magna Purgo not less than a few hours prior. Such an armada would surely have taken days or weeks to amass.

Distance sounds of gun-fire pealed through the air, extinguishing the need to wonder how the army came to be here. The fact was - they were here, and undoubtedly she and her cousins would have to face them. 

But why? What was so important about the Magna Purgo? 

Could High Overlord Carrion’s words about it being the cleanser of the world be true? She wanted to shun such truth, however, it made the need for harsh discipline make sense, and of course, an army the size before her did not turn up on a whim.

The sight enlivened Tactillian and a sense of moral rightness stirred in his chest. He never told the cousins but since discovering them upon his arrival at the Cathedral-Mansion, a niggling doubt remained as to the truth of his purpose. He was supposed to be a bracelet wearer, not them. But the flotilla vindicated his presence and now they would have to listen to him, especially that troublesome Lexington.

He cleared his throat and spoke to Melaleuca.

‘As I said. You will need to fight the army at the end.’

Before she could answer, Argus chipped in his thoughts.

‘I have seen bigger than this. If this is the end army, it’s pretty puny.’

Tactillian guffawed at his words.

‘Puny? I think not. This is most likely an advance party.’

Argus tut-tutted him, shaking his head and rolling his eyes.

‘Right...Advance parties are small and swift and can easily retreat. These guys are here to do the business.’

Tactillian turned his back to Argus, reaching out for Melaleuca’s sleeve, and touched it as if to confirm she believed him. 

Melaleuca tugged her arm away.

‘We make the decisions for ourselves. Have I not said this enough?’

Tactillian jabbed his camouflaged arm in the direction of the beach, clenching his fingers tight and pointed with purpose.

‘I told you the army would come and -’

Melaleuca raised her hand as if to strike him.

‘Hush...On that point you are right. On others you may be right. Let me have this moment that I may take this in without disturbance.’

Ari shuffled forward, indicating to Tactillian he needed to move back.

Melaleuca sensed Ari’s nearness and without turning reached back, offering a rare open hand - a gesture to join him. Ari took her hand and she squeezed it, tugging him forward and released it.

‘Ari. What have we done?’

He did not reply. She flicked her raven hair over her shoulder and gazed at the side of his face as he studied the army. She sensed his private world talking to him.

‘What is it?’ She asked.

Ari squinted into the morning sun, though he could not be sure if it was the sun or his thoughts making him squint.

‘Tactillian has been right so far,’ Ari said. ‘He has brought more costumes and he did tell us of this army. Besides, the earth does not like this invasion. I can feel it.’

‘Your worlds?’

‘It is never far from me now. It’s almost like it might be more real than here and now.’ 

Melaleuca willed her private dream world appear.

‘I know what you mean.’

Even though the soldiers stood as dots on the beach in the far distance, in Melaleuca’s mind’s eye she raced to hover over them, and witnessed them turn to her and cry out for leadership, and in a blink, she was back on the cliff. It confirmed in her mind what needed doing.

A gentle sea breeze rippled through her hair as she turned to face Argus and Tactillian, nodding at Ari as she did so, offering him a reassuring tuck in of her lips. Tactillian stiffened, awaiting her decision. Melaleuca gazed left and right as if realizing she misplaced an object.

‘Where is Quixote?’

From out of the grass nearest the cliff side, Quixote sprung up and dashed toward them, his effervescent face spilling over with mirth. The excitement of all the possibilities now before him with an army to play with rippled across his face.

‘Whoa, did you see them all? Bang bang. Brrr Brrr Brrr. Whoosh. Roooooowwwwwrrrr,’ he said while imitating a machine gun and various other weapons of death.

Tactillian thrust himself forward, tutting at Quixote and spoke.

‘These guns you imitate can kill you.’ 

He spun back to face Melaleuca. 

‘It’s now more important than ever that you work together. You must heed my words.’

Argus scuffed his boots at Tactillian.

‘You really think you need to counsel them? Clearly, you don’t know them at all. Shut your trap and let them work it out. Agent of the Diaspora? More like a freak of some ancient freak group.’

Melaleuca motioned for Argus to back off, though Tactillian’s face tightened with tension. His jaw line stiffened and his eyes narrowed - a tinge of red flushing his cheeks.

‘How dare you. I am sick of this. Sick of being marginalized.’

He swung his gaze wide to include the cousins.

‘I am the last. Last of the Diaspora. For hundreds, if not thousands of years we have collected the clothes for the end of time.’ 

He thumped his chest and flapped his arms as he spoke. 

‘The time is now. This is the end. I am the last. I will be heard. I will not let snotty brats undo all that my order has worked for. Down there is the start of the end time army. They must be destroyed. Wiped out. Annihilated. Unless......’

His words hung in the air. Either he forgot them or he held something back. Melaleuca held her judgment, unimpressed with his outburst while Ari tried not to laugh at Quixote who imitated Tactillian’s gesticulations. 

Argus slapped his hands together in a slow, measured-out, sarcastic clap.

‘Wow. What an inspiration that was,’ Argus said. ‘And if you had the bracelets? Would you be down there now fighting off a few thousand, armed to the teeth soldiers?’

Tactillian spluttered as he tried to speak, finally getting some words out.

‘I...I...I would -’

Argus ripped some grass out and threw it at him.

‘And the poor souls at the Magna Purgo? And those at the borstal? You’re full of jealous crap. But hey thanks for collecting the clothes.’

Tactillian threw a punch at Argus though Ari’s hand appeared in its path, blocking it. Ari’s strength surprised Tactillian. Tactillian swiveled his head toward Melaleuca.

‘You must fight. Strike now. Go and get the costumes.’

Melaleuca drew a deep breath in, deep enough to savor the morning scents fleeing under the increasing heat of the rising sun.

‘We will fight. But not as you think. We have gone beyond what these costumes offer, and other worlds call to us. These soldiers will turn and follow me. I have foreseen it.’

Tactillian wanted to argue and fight for his life’s work, but the memory of seeing all these worlds she referred to combining in the attic taunted him. Such power, such brute might filled him with awe beyond any teaching he learned. But there was one bit of knowledge he possessed they appeared yet to know.

‘They will not follow you. You will fight them in the end. One way or another.’

Melaleuca about faced and stared into the nothingness of the bushes surrounding the tumbled-down, watchtower, ignoring Tactillian’s prophetic utterance.

‘Show yourself,’ Melaleuca said.

Ari tensed himself and trod in front of her, and Quixote flashed to where her eyes pointed and flashed back again.

‘It’s that thing,’ Quixote said.

Iam melded out of the bushes. Stunted flax, twigs, pine needles and some Beech leaves clad its body, while its large, brown, eyes protruded from its top. Despite not being fully able to make out a face, it gave off the air of gleeful confidence.

‘Well well. Stick-Straightener you have developed your second sight.’

Melaleuca folded her arms as if in defiance.

‘And you have been conspicuous by your absence.’

Quixote bounded up to it and dug his hands into its body.

‘Still made of dirt?’

As Quixote’s hand contacted Iam, Quixote’s private dream world of playing exploded into myriads of possibilities, overwhelming Quixote. Countless scores of transparent people laughing silently, smiling and playing with each other dashed about and beckoned to Quixote.

Iam laughed, showing off an open mouth, though there was nervousness in its laugh. Something about Quixote unhinged it.

Iam swatted his hand away. 

‘The Dreamer’s-Heart imp. Heh heh.’ 

The forms vanished and Quixote dug his hand back in, though Iam smacked it away again before Quixote could contact its earthen body.

Tactillian’s face dropped, aghast, jaw open as he focused on Iam, and Argus growled at Iam. Argus’s gut feeling said the creature was distrustful. Melaleuca indicated to Ari to pull Quixote back.

As Ari obeyed, Iam jabbed a leafy arm at him.

‘Good Warrior’s-Heart. Taking commands well.’

There was little tolerance for games now. If this thing before Melaleuca possessed information and could help, she would demand it of him.

‘What have you come to show us now?’

She drilled her eyes into its eyes, but Iam shielded them from her.

‘Come to help you.’

Melaleuca pondered its new found coyness while Tactillian raised an arm and pointed at it.

‘What the...what is it?’

‘Not an imposter like you,’ Iam retorted.

Argus guffawed at Iam’s words. Tactillian pulled an amulet out from inside his tunic. Embossed into it was the same symbol as on the medallion which Lexington’s mother gave her – the Alleme.

‘I am the last agent of the Diaspora. I -’

Iam blew a noisy raspberry at him.

‘Bah. I made that symbol what it is. I am that symbol. I am the Alleme.’

The information created a Lexington affect on Melaleuca, and even though her gut said Iam’s words were true she wanted to know more - gather some facts.

‘Lexington believes that symbol is one of the keys to answering the whole mystery of this place. Why are you that symbol?’

Iam snatched for the medallion, causing Tactillian to leap backward.

‘Fool,’ said Iam. ‘I command all things.’

It clicked its fingers and the medallion appeared swinging from Iam’s wrist.

‘It is the symbol of my entrapment.’

Enraged at this act of violation, Tactillian leaped back and swung his arm for the medallion, catching the string on which it hung off. Iam tugged back and made a throaty noise. Tactillian equally yanked back on it.

‘Whatever you are, you are a bloody fool,’ Tactillian said. ‘If you really knew what this was and what it meant, you would let it go.’

The medallion pulled back and forth, and Quixote cheered for both Iam and Tactillian.

Unimpressed and feeling the urgency of the swarming army, Melaleuca indicated for Ari to intervene.

Ari trod between them, clamping his strong hands on both of their grips. As Ari touched Iam’s hand, the world around him spun and twirled in an instant, and with a rushing force, sucked the breath out of his lungs, and he suddenly melded with the land. It lasted a fraction of a second but he felt all the essence and the molecules of his body separate and spread into the earth.

Iam squawked at Ari’s contact, and with a hasty gesture snapped its arm back toward its body, letting go of the medallion. The sensation accosting Ari halted.

Fuming at the time-wasting, Melaleuca placed both hands on her hips.

‘Enough. Go play games elsewhere. I have no need of you if this is all you can do.’

Melaleuca sensed a lack of sureness from Iam, and as if hurt, Iam’s face drooped and whatever shield it maintained as a mask, dropped, and it gave off the strongest feeling it ever had. In an instant, the shield shot back up and Iam turned its back. Melaleuca’s lightning fast instincts grasped what it meant.

‘But you cannot command people or us, can you Iam.’

Her “Stick-Straightening” words hit Iam’s bull’s-eye. The words sunk in and heaviness dragged on it. Its plant head twisted around to face Melaleuca.

Emboldened by Iam backing off, Tactillian placed himself center stage.

‘Whatever this is, it senses the end is near. It’s afraid of you.’

Iam shrugged its shoulder as if suddenly not caring.

‘There have been many ends.’

Ari sent feelers out through the earth under Iam, jolting Iam. Ari pulled back.

‘But not like this one...Eh? Mel, touch it.’

Melaleuca did not question why but reached out only to find Iam skip away out of her reach.

‘Last time I ask,’ Melaleuca said. ‘What do you want?’

Iam’s whole leafy body seemed to shrink as if depressed by its situation.

‘Your trust.’

Ari stood behind Melaleuca and gently nudged her forward.

‘Then let her touch you so that she can sense what I felt,’ Ari said.

‘Yes,’ intoned Quixote, ‘and what I felt.’

With a hesitant reluctance, Iam proffered an arm and Melaleuca placed her first finger into its foliage, pushing in until she reached its moist dirt. 

With the same speed as the others, thousands of people ghosted around her, stretching back as far as her eye could see. A supreme, reigning, sensation enveloped her, yet this time it was as if each of the souls adoring her were in her and she was in them. 

Iam removed its arm, and the ghosting people vanished. Melaleuca blinked a handful of times as she comprehended what transpired.

‘Is that it?’ Melaleuca asked. ‘Come to show us what we already see.’

Iam shook its leafy body, bent down and placed its hands on the ground, shimmered and its body’s cover metamorphosed into grass. It towered a few feet taller and its humanoid form bulked up.

‘I command all things on earth. Tactillian is right. You are to fight at the end. I have shown you that I know where you are headed. This is my truth and yours. Get it right and you shall all step into your worlds and rule the next age.’

Melaleuca assumed a non fussed face and the words “trust no one but yourselves,” played through her mind.

‘Finally, a fact all the players on the stage agree on - a next age.’

Iam held its grassy arms out wide.

‘Trust only yourselves? Ha. You are more intelligent than that. Those words had truth when you knew nothing. Now is time to discover new truth. I have watched you all this time - all of you. You are all ready for the final step.’

Tactillian cleared his throat.

‘Which is?’

‘As you say. Fight. Clear the land of these invaders by any means necessary.’

Argus threw his ten cents worth in.

‘If over thinker Lexington was here she would disagree with “by any means necessary.”’

Ari eyed Iam with suspicion.

‘I concur. We defeat without harm.’

Iam howled a loud laugh.

‘Way too late for that. How many died at the Magna Purgo?’

Melaleuca fretted over this, as peeved as when High Overlord Carrion chided her over the same point.

‘We are not responsible for the abomination that those people were coerced into after a lifetime of torture-induced indoctrination. Their deaths were freedom.’

Iam wobbled its head.

‘Still have to fight. Still have to listen. I go now. I will gather information on these invaders. I suggest you return and organize your defenses.’

Iam faced Tactillian.

‘Good advice, tact...till...lee...in?’ 

Tactillian nodded, confused why it spoke his name in broken syllables and half saluted. Iam shuffled off though Quixote blocked its exit. Quixote held his hands out as if threatening to touch it.

‘Why did you give the baby headed man the power to see through the swallowing darkness? Are you helping him as well as us?’

Iam tossed its head back, preening its crown of grass as if flattening messed up hair.

‘I gave him the power to redeem himself and he repaid the leniency with treachery. He has gone the way of madness. He lies as one lies with mangy dogs.’

Iam gave Quixote a wide birth, headed into the trees and melded into the bushes once again. Tactillian swung about to face Melaleuca, catching sight of Argus shaking his head in disbelief.

‘I don’t trust that thing,’ Argus said.

‘We will see,’ Melaleuca replied. ‘For now, it is right. Let us return. Quixote, take us back.’

Quixote waved at Melaleuca as if farewelling her.

‘Hang on. Want to see where Iam has gone.’

He flashed off, leaving them standing there. After a few minutes Quixote was still not back. Melaleuca spoke to Ari.

‘Go and find him.’

Ari pulled on the winged boots with the wings sticking out to the front and trotted toward the stone tower. Time slowed but he could see no trace of Quixote. He trotted through the forest for a small distance, but there was no trace of Quixote. 

As he turned about to run back, he caught a flash of Quixote’s speed trail through the trees down in the valley, speeding toward the coast.

Dashing back to the others, he halted and called out.

‘He’s heading toward the coast. Clearly to investigate the army.’

Melaleuca shook her head and screamed out loud her frustration with Quixote.

‘Go and get him before he does something stupid.’
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​Chapter 2 – Death?
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Bored with Iam, Quixote made one of his “spur-of-the-moment” snap decisions to investigate the soldiers on the beach. He zipped through the bushes as a blur and in seconds hit the main track which led to the beach. Overgrown and scarcely used, he parted the weeds and overhanging branches as he sped along it.

The sound of an internal combustion motor whining reached his ears and he slowed as he rounded a corner. A khaki colored jeep fought its way along the bumpy track, struggling forward on the route made for horses only. 

Soldiers clad in camouflage fatigues, one driving and the other riding shotgun with a rifle in his grip, bumped around as it negotiated ahead. Rounded metal helmets, the sort Quixote played with back at Lone Valley sat on their heads. Slightly obscured by the jeep, a line of soldiers trudged behind it, though the thick foliage obscured the exact number and length of the line.

The soldier riding shotgun swore and cursed at the driver as the jeep swung left and right. The driver spotted Quixote and slammed on the breaks, sending the shotgun rider sprawling forward onto the bonnet. The driver laughed but the shotgun rider recovered quickly and trained his rifle on Quixote. The soldiers behind slowed to a halt and the driver stretched his arm out, lowering his companion’s rifle.

‘What is it?’ came a gruff voice from a seat in the back of the jeep.

‘Nothing sir. Just a kid,’ said the shotgun rider.

Brigadier General Benjamin Sheldrake, a heavyset man in his late sixties stood up, peering over the driver and the shotgun rider. Shiny stars spread along the epaulets of his plain-colored, beige jacket, along with a crossed cutlass, a crown and an eagle. His great gut stretched the jacket forward, partially hiding the thick, webbing pistol-belt around his middle with a service revolver holstered in it. 

‘Sir,’ said the driver. ‘Is it wise to be leading out in the front? I recommend you wait in the command center back at the beach.’

General Sheldrake kicked the back of the driver’s seat.

‘These people are backward, pose no threat. Run the stupid looking kid over.’

Next to the General sat his adjutant, Colonel Sebastian Hawke, a man whose sharp features resembled his name. He reached up and tugged the General back down.

‘Sir. I insist you stay put. Let me assess this. You are too valuable.’

The jeep gunned its motor and lurched forward as the obediently trained driver followed orders. The jeep ground over more clumps of undulating earth toward Quixote though Quixote held his ground as if daring them to mow him down. 

As the jeep neared, Quixote leaped to one side, disappearing from view. He materialized in knee-length grass beside the track, surprising the soldiers behind. He gave them no time to react, disappeared and sped back in front of the jeep, standing once again in its path. 

The driver instinctively slammed on the brakes with greater force than before. General Sheldrake and Colonel Hawke’s bodies flung forward, sprawling into the front seat occupants.

General Sheldrake punched the air in frustration.

‘What the hell?’

Struggling, he pushed himself back, removed his helmet and smashed it against the side of the driver’s helmet. The driver flinched, and half turned toward the General.

‘The kid disappeared and appeared,’ the driver said.

‘Drive over the little shit if you want to keep your job.’

The driver thrust his rump squarely back in the seat, pushed the accelerator to the floorboard, skidding the jeep’s wheels. The wheels gripped with a sudden lurch and the soldier riding shotgun, General Sheldrake, and the Colonel fell back.

‘Don’t stop if he appears again,’ General Sheldrake shouted.

Quixote zipped out of the way, but amused by their reaction appeared, disappeared, appeared, disappeared, and so on, until the driver bounced the jeep off the track, crashing it into thick, tangled overgrowth. 

The line of soldiers halted, knelt, and swung their rifles up to their shoulders, faced in all directions while the driver alighted from the jeep and began untangling it. General Sheldrake tumbled out of the backseat, removed his helmet and swatted the driver. 

General Sheldrake shook the driver by his lapels.

‘Hell man. You want them to think we are as hicksville as they are. Can’t you bloody drive?’ 

Colonel Hawke leaped to his side, intervening.

‘General. Let me deal with this.’

General Sheldrake acquiesced and stood back. Colonel Hawke pulled the driver closer, speaking so as the other men would not hear. He lashed the driver with stern words. The driver stiffened and saluted.

Quixote’s eyes roamed over the soldiers and he imagined being one. Excited at this idea, he switched his dream world on. 

Transparent images of soldiers prat-falling, tripping, rolling around, pretending to shoot each other and play hide and seek, fanned out amongst the battle-ready soldiers. He let peal a loud laugh, slapping his belly with one of his hands, drawing attention to his skinny self despite all the images dashing around. 

Stunned by the images, commands were barked out up and down the line until it became obvious to Quixote they discussed his presence. Several soldiers beat their way through the overgrown grass regardless of the images. Quixote willed his dream world to vanish, and it fell away with an abruptness. Several soldiers knelt and some lay on the ground in front of the tangled jeep, all pointing their weapons toward Quixote.

General Sheldrake squinted at Quixote, sizing him up once more. Was this stupid-looking kid a real threat? He flicked his hand toward the soldiers.

‘Shoot it. We don’t have time for this.’

The soldiers opened fire and a hail of bullets seared past where Quixote stood though he vanished. They lowered their rifles, surprise crossing their disciplined faces. A voice shrieked from behind the soldiers, crying out his rifle disappeared, and Quixote once again stood in front of the soldiers - this time brandishing one of the soldier’s rifles.

‘Duck,’ Quixote said and pulled the trigger.

Bullets zipped in random directions as the rifle jigged about in Quixote’s careless arms. He cackled with laughter watching the soldiers dive for cover. General Sheldrake hollered out to return fire. A hail of bullets flew towards Quixote, though again he disappeared and the command came to cease fire. Again Quixote appeared, teasing them for their poor shooting, though noted a few holes in the sides of his tunic where bullets passed close to his body.

Time to hide. 

He vanished and appeared again, but this time with the camo-poncho around him, and held himself still as he watched a group of the soldiers pull the jeep out of the bushes. 

A distant sound of a different motor approached but along with it came the sound of snapping and crunching of bushes, and even the sound of trees being pushed over. He leaped into the bush and wound his way about hundred feet in, pausing before the revving of a heavy-duty, diesel, turbine motor. 

The bushes in front of him shook with the weight of whatever pushed on them from behind. A gun barrel and the front of a tank rolled through the bush, climbing up and over the now decimated scrub, and pitched forward into the next clump of bushes.

Quixote shifted away, letting it pass, watching as again another long line of soldiers trod behind it. He ran through the bushes into the fields leading down to the coast, noting several of these tanks pummeling their way inland, all with soldiers behind them. At the speed of thought, he blasted his way past one of the lines down on to the beach front, and found the top of a small sand dune and crouched to observe.

Off to his left, high up on stilts, stood one of the sea-border lookout posts. No bigger than a small shed, two young Inquisat troops stared, perplexed and almost frozen by the sight. A hive of activity splayed out in front of them, with several rows of barnacle-encrusted rock columns protruding above the sea, stretching out beyond the waves, each with numerous battleships moored to them. 

From some of the ships men still poured, and from others equipment, tanks, trucks, and supplies rumbled across makeshift floating wharves strung between the columns. Further out to sea, dwarfing all the other battleships laid a lone aircraft carrier - its immenseness boasting of the power of a floating titan.

Desiring a closer inspection of the floating behemoth, and realizing it may have on it something he wanted to see, a fighter jet, Quixote launched himself onto the beach. He wove his way down to the sea at slow pace, confident his camo-poncho would prevent his detection.

He paused in line with one of the rows of rock columns, trying to size up if it would get him close to the aircraft carrier. A cry went up behind him and a commotion broke out. He heard a boom and turned. 

A force as if that of a hundred charging bulls slammed into his right shoulder and sent him spinning off to his right; smashing into the sand. Searing pain beyond anything he experienced before tore his shoulder in two, and his head swam with the shock. He could do nothing other than writhe in pain; his whole being and mind consumed by the severity of it.

Seawater lapped over him and through the screaming in his head, he heard footsteps crunch on the sand fast toward him. A voice spoke some words about a great shot and another one told of picking Quixote up on a heat-seeking sensor. More pain screamed into Quixote’s head and his chest tightened, and a new sensation of panic took hold of him. He rattled a few strained breaths in and out, feeling like they were his last. His body went limp and he blacked out.

***
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Though time froze, moving in the barest of seconds, it still took Ari the good part of what felt like an hour to wend his way down to the beach. Passing the soldiers filled him with a mixture of dread and excitement. Drawn to their purported toughness and heroic deeds he read about, he could feel their time honored code of camaraderie as he whipped past their semi-frozen forms. 

With weapons clenched in determined hands, their steely eyes dominated their faces. He felt as much a soldier in his fight as they did in theirs. Perhaps he felt the mutual respect he read of which opposing soldiers often have for each other.

But these soldiers were not here to inspire him; they came to fight, though fight what exactly was yet to be made clear. The likely hood of the Magna Purgo’s destruction bringing them here struck him as farfetched, but then this land and all its denizens functioned in a farfetched culture.

He burst onto the beach, paused and observed the mass organized confusion of soldiers and equipment sprawling across the yellow sand. He jostled back and forth; activating the speed boots and scanned around, searching for Quixote’s speed blur, though saw nothing. 

The boom of a gunshot erupted from nearby, loud enough to rattle Ari. As his body moved and the speed boots stayed active, the fascinating sight of a bullet surging forward caught his eye and he ran toward it. The high velocity of the bullet meant it moved forward at the pace of a slow trot, creating a small shock wave which rippled slowly out from it as it tore through the air toward its target. 

The air patterns around it twirled with the same symmetry of snow swirling in small eddies just like he saw back at Lone Valley during the winter. He did not think to focus on where the bullet headed.

His feet tripped over military equipment, halting the sloth-like pace of life around him and slow motion of the bullet. He heard the sound of it hitting a body close by – thwack - and raised his head in time to see two camouflage clad soldiers dashing to a crumpled body near the water’s edge as the shot person writhed around in pain.

He recognized the chameleon-poncho first, puzzled what it would be doing on someone until it dawned on him Quixote lay under it - shot.
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With Quixote’s speed boots on his feet, Ari flew along the same path he took to get the beach, arriving back at the dilapidated stone tower in a matter of minutes, halting in front of Melaleuca. Quixote’s body lay limp in his arms, his head flopped back and his mouth open; both arms and legs flaccid.

‘He’s been shot.’

Ari’s right arm darkened with blood from Quixote’s wound. Melaleuca grabbed for his Quixote’s wrist and felt for a pulse. Argus lifted Quixote’s head up and bent his cheek close to Quixote’s mouth trying to detect breathing.

‘How did the bullet harm him?’ Argus asked. ‘Thought you guys were invulnerable.’

Tactillian hovered close, staring at the wound. 

‘Like I said. You need the costumes I brought. The modern military ones.’

Frantic for a pulse, Melaleuca grabbed his other wrist. 

‘Leave it. Focus on Quixote. I can’t find a pulse.’

Argus placed two fingers on Quixote’s jugular artery in his neck and pushed down, noting his lips started turning blue.

‘He is not breathing, and there is no pulse...I think...he is dead.’

The words punched Melaleuca in her chest.

‘Nooooo! Not today. Ari. Get him back to the Mansion. Get the doctor’s outfit on and bring him back to us. Go now. Hurry.’

​
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The pain decreased and Quixote opened his eyes, staring up into a vast, gray, colorless sky - a sky he had seen before. He lay flat against soft grains of sand, and cocking his head to one side, saw he was, once again, in the featureless desert - the one where the old, ancient-sounding guy consistently told them they were too early. He propped himself up and swung his head around. 

The same plain, lack-luster desert, devoid of anything other than its hollow, washed-out, color stretched forever in every direction. An insipid landscape, Quixote felt compelled to draw something, anything in the sand. Forgetting he was shot, he traced his finger in the ground trying to make a picture. The ground appeared sand-like with a similar texture to sand, but it would not allow him to draw in it despite his finger registering he pushed the grains in various directions. 

The ancient-sounding voice spoke from behind Quixote.

‘This is not the physical plane. The laws of your physics do not apply here.’

Quixote stared up once again into the face of the man who appeared oldish and sort of youngish this time, though he possessed the air of an object which gave off great tiredness; exhaustion from existing way beyond its natural life. The dark portion was there again as if a barrier splitting the desert into light and dark areas.

‘What are you doing here without the others,’ asked the ancient-sounding figure.

Quixote puzzled over this, even scratching his head. What was he, Quixote, doing here?

The ancient-sounding man pointed in a nondescript direction. 

‘The dead should be over there,’ 

Quixote stared in the direction, noting scores of people of various shapes and sizes, ages and ethnicity, bumbling around. Some gathered together and sat around lost with hollowed out expressions, while others exuded serenity. Faint figures milled around in the dark portion of the desert as well. A myriad of animal figures ambled around as well.

‘What are they doing?’ Quixote asked.

‘Waiting. Moving through. Some will go back. None will move on. None can move on. None can find their way. Some can see back. They are all in various states. Most can’t see each other. But...yet...you can see them?’

The ancient man inspected Quixote closer. Recognition spread across his face. 

‘Why are you here? Is it time? Don’t you need the others with you to attempt the crossing?’

Crossing? Others? 

The words reminded Quixote of where he came from and that he was shot. 

Dead? 

He felt for his shoulder. The cloth of his clothes lay torn over his right shoulder and under them he could feel where the bullet entered his flesh.

‘Have I been shot,’ Quixote asked with an amused tone. ‘Is this it? Am I dead, as in dead-dead, real dead?’

As he pondered this question, several of the stumbling around souls wandered closer and he recognized the faces of his father, mother, aunts and uncles. 
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Melaleuca paced back and forth, ignoring Tactillian and Argus, ruminating on her own internal counsel. If they could be shot and harmed, and even killed, it changed everything. 

Why did the costumes and bracelets protect them from spears, swords, axes, and even the one gunshot when they first tried on the costumes and not now? Were the bracelets wearing off? Was it the power of the weapons the army possessed? 

Her first real desire for deep revenge spliced into her being - a want to find whoever fired on Quixote. They shot him and they should pay? The two paths rolled in front of her again. Force - thousands of scores of souls wanting leadership, wanting her to grab the reins of power - take revenge - destroy the invading army. And the other path....

Tactillian could hold his words no more.

‘The three of you who remain still have the ultimate power. Use it. Unleash it before it is too late and all of you are dead.’

Melaleuca glared at him. His words made sense but she needed him to shut up so she could get a solid gut feeling on events. On cue, as if he read what tumbled through Melaleuca’s inner turmoil, Argus stepped near her and spoke.

‘The bracelets work through innocence. I know you know that. Your Uncle’s memories have been flashing at me ever since Ari left with Quixote.’

His words assuaged her want for revenge and again made the path of gentleness a small option; though if Quixote was dead...well, they would get what they deserved. Minutes ticked by, more than should have, if Quixote was saved. Perhaps Ari was now tending to his needs or perhaps Ari was calming an excited Quixote down. Still more minutes ticked by.

Presently, Ari appeared in the bushes alone, clad in a doctor’s bloodied white coat. He walked stiffly toward Melaleuca; his face stony, unemotional, and drained. As he got closer, traces of dried tears streaked down his cheeks.

‘I did everything the doctor’s costume bade me to do. But...the...blood loss...’ 

His words trailed off as a ball of emotion choked his throat.

Melaleuca screwed up a fist and held it to her face. 

‘I swear they will pay. The Vahn will pay. The army will pay. I will tear this land apart.’

She spun about to face the beach, swung her arms out wide and bellowed a gut wrenching scream of pain and anguish, wishing all of the invaders dead. Her bracelet hummed, as did Ari’s. A beam of blackness shot between them, and from a far off distance another beam of blackness dropped from the sky as if a missile descending upon them.

As it connected, a blast wave boomed out from Melaleuca and Ari, carrying her tortured cry and a shock wave for miles around the beach and the valley. 

Argus and Tactillian flew backwards, mashing themselves flat into the ground. Small trees uprooted. Larger trees bent over. Dust, twigs, flecks of grass spewed into the air, and the stone watch tower crumpled to the ground with the sound of dry stonework crunching together. 

Dry, powdery dust from the collapse plumed into the air though the after effects from the shock-wave dragged the mote-ladened grime into the trees, dusting them with an ash color. The shock wave echoed for a number of seconds before the crescendo faintly died away.

A shaking Melaleuca, face torn between revenge and total astonishment, reached out for Ari.

‘Take me to him. Then bring Tactillian and Argus back.’

Seconds later, the cliff top sat empty again. Splintered trees lay flat beside the rubble of what once was the stone watch tower.

Iam appeared shaking with excitement. It was eons since it supped on such raw, unbridled energy. The equivalent of nerves tingled in its body, feeding its deep need for emotional turmoil, and, as if an addict taking a hit, lay back and enjoyed the delight of the horrors it hoped would come.

One question remained for it. Help the cousins or leave them to it?
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​Chapter 3 – Dead Dead?
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Lexington sat against a tree by the entrance to the Etamol’s ancient world. The two stone giants guarding the entrance peeked out from either side of the mammoth stone doors, still appearing to shimmer and change shape constantly.  

Oodler’s lack of help made her feel as if the trip was pointless, though it did cement in her mind she needed to convince the others “crossing over” now needed to be taken seriously.  Why did Oodler not help her? The baby bird from the tree came to mind, as did the room of recordings which Oodler showed her.

Control. 

Perhaps Oodler was letting events take their course, as per her lecture. How would she, Lexington, girl of intellect, “she-who-would-know,” let go and not control when Melaleuca was all controlling?

The ley lines surged through and past the trees and she focused on them. The more she concentrated on them, the more she saw tiny wisps of spider-like, fine threads tracing  to the trees and the bird life, and even the occasional forest rodent which dashed by. 

Once, such a mystery would have caused her mind to race and generate demanding questions, but now she felt she knew the answer - connection. Everything was connected via the invisible force which generated life. She saw it as an undeniable truth when viewing her light filled statue.

Ari would say it was the “Ethmare.” Maybe his “Ethmare” fed the statues. Ethmare Statues? She did not like the term “statues.” Statues implied hard, immovable blocks of stone or marble, and her statues lived, pulsated and were probably made of pure energy - whatever that meant. She needed a living term. Perhaps “Ethmarian”- the force in a person which lived in the Ethmare, sounded better. 

Whatever the name, her new integrated self knew some essence lay behind the veil of life, and now her logic, instead of dominating her mind, merely wondered how such a force could be measured or even isolated for investigation.

Minutes ticked by, eventually becoming too sizable a chunk to lay around waiting for Quixote.  She began walking back to the Cathedral-Mansion, miffed and ready to chastise whoever decided to leave her behind. 

She broke out of the forest and waded into the fields, enjoying the sudden burst of sun on her face. Pausing and breathing in the hillside, grass-smells - she decided all their efforts since arriving in the land were fruitful. 

Melaleuca’s decisions bore progress. Ari kept them on the straight and narrow, and Quixote led a constant assault on outmoded ways, forging discovery after discovery. With her integrated self, gentleness and intellect would be her weapon. Gregand might only be one person, but there would be more. 

A gut feeling suggested gentleness and surrender was a path to crossing over. What did Oodler say? 

“Integrate yourself first and then it will be clear how to integrate with the others.”

To integrate, she sacrificed a part of herself for their greater good; faced her fear of suffering. What did the others fear to face? Melaleuca feared not being right and not being in charge. Quixote feared...hmmm...fear was not the right word. Quixote could not be serious or see anything from anyone else’s point of view. So he needed to do both to integrate. And Ari? Fear? Was he not fearless? 

Oodler’s admonition the way would appear when they were ready, came to mind? Ari’s fear would surface as they moved forward. But the real question she needed to tackle was how to steer Melaleuca? 

It would only be a matter of time before Melaleuca attacked the Vahn. She thought about the room of tapes and the “control” which Oodler lectured her on, and how it helped end the civilization of the Etamols. Perhaps this was exactly what Melaleuca needed to see?

The bracelet on Lexington’s wrist burst out a flash of blackness and beamed a black fuzzy line at supersonic speed toward the beach and toward the Cathedral-Mansion, followed by another line bursting out of the Cathedral-Mansion. With barely time to comprehend it, a loud booming explosion rent the air and seconds later a roaring wind rushed over her, pushing her a few feet backwards. Whatever it was, the noise echoed around the valley before dissipating.

She up and ran toward the Cathedral-Mansion with enough speed to slice the tops off the grass heads as she swung her arms. 

‘Quixote,’ she thought, wondering what he had done now.
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Pembrooke heard the boom and jerked his body up in an instant. He gripped a radish in his hand which he just plucked from his garden plot. The memory of that sound chilled him to his core. He turned to go inside but before he started moving, Jeeves appeared on the back lawn, concern lacing his face, followed by Ineer and Swarth.

All of their faces showed they assumed the same occurrence had transpired again. Pembrooke searched their faces as if one of them possessed information.

‘Where are they?’

Jeeves gripped his hands together and bowed his head as if to pray.

‘They went to the Magna Purgo.’

Ineer’s stern face tried to express a happy smile.

‘I hope it was the sound of its destruction.’

Swarth placed a hand on her shoulder, his ruddy face disagreeing with her.

‘We know that sound. We know what it is. It’s not the Magna Purgo being destroyed. Though I wish their parents had smashed it.’

Pembrooke banged the radishes against the side of his trousers.

‘The last time we heard that noise Karena let the Marauders go berserk. Is it time? Are we there again? Are we ready?’

Jeeves’s long face soured, fighting back long suppressed emotions.

‘These children are hardier. Undamaged by an upbringing here. It may not be that same as last time.’

Ineer huffed out a deflated breath.

‘Then already the darkness is upon them. We have no choice but to tell them everything.’

Swarth growled frustrated.

‘They have all power. All we can do is advise, guide, steer, placate. Melaleuca is the key. She is the clear leader.  We must get her to -’

‘Play?’ interrupted Pembrooke. ‘It might now be too late for that. But before we throw ourselves to despair let’s find out what happened and what is happening.’
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​By the time Lexington jogged across the garden, Pembrooke and the others were inside. As she made her way toward the back entrance, Ari appeared in front of her with Quixote’s favorite winged boots on, wearing a bloodied doctor’s outfit. Startled, she jumped back, quickly noting a somber feel emanate from him.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘It’s Quixote,’ he replied. ‘Come.’

The corridors in the Cathedral-Mansion flashed by and soon they halted in the costume room. On a makeshift catafalque, Quixote’s lifeless form lay in state. At first Lexington wondered what inane game Quixote played? So what? He found a costume to pretend to be dead. Pointless.

But no costume clad his body, only his toga and bare feet. She stepped toward him, hesitated, and turned to Ari, noting his crestfallen grimace and sunken eyes of regret.

Melaleuca entered the room followed by Argus and Tactillian - all with downcast faces as cold as stone mausoleums. Tear tracks trundled down Melaleuca’s cheeks. Her normal sharp haughtiness abated under the weight of some other emotion. Logic and feelings mixed in Lexington and she dreaded what it meant.

She spun about and hurried to Quixote with a hesitancy of fear gnawing at her.

‘No. We can’t be hurt.’

She grabbed at his lifeless hand; the chill of his flesh snapping at her being. She pawed at his head, running her hands through his scarecrow hair, wanting to slap him, wake him up. The cool feel of his face beneath her hands made her scream inside her head. His mouth’s death repose smirked showing off his normal, imp grin. 

‘What happened? How?’

She swallowed the hard lump in her throat, spied the dried, caked blood matting his torn clothes over his shoulder. Ari stepped forward.

‘He was shot by the outside army, the one invading New Wakefield as we speak. I tried everything we knew to try. Doctor’s outfits, even the new ones Tactillian brought. But...’

Unable to finish his sentence he cast his eyes down. Apoplectic panic tore at Lexington’s facial muscles as she trotted the news and facts through her intellect.

‘What army? You destroyed the Magna Purgo didn’t you,’ she shot at Melaleuca. ‘I told you to wait. Was this because of that?’

Melaleuca’s normally sure voice wavered as she spoke.

‘The army obviously was sent weeks ago. Quixote went to see them. He dashed off before any of us could...stop him. It’s none of our faults. None. We have a new threat now...’ 

Melaleuca’s eyes roamed about trying to find a center of calm. 

‘We must play. We must follow the instructions. We must clear ourselves. Fight without fighting...’ 

Melaleuca’s words faltered as the belief in them got crowded by grief. Lexington felt umbrage at her words. She was supposed to be the commander and she could not perform the simple task of controlling Quixote. If she had, he would still be alive.

‘How could you let this happen?’ Lexington said and then swung her comments wider. ‘How could any of you let this happen? Ari? Where were you?’

He shook his head as if trying to shake off something clinging to him.

‘I was too late. I ran after him. They have weapons with such destructive power.’

Tactillian hovered at the edge of the group, torn up by the death, but on tender hooks about the time being lost repelling the army.

‘I feel for your loss. But once that army digs in, our job will be that much harder.’

Argus cuffed him around the back of the head.

‘Quiet you fool.’

Argus saw death many times and deaths worse than this. A clean shot bled Quixote out. The pain would have been intense but short lived. Quixote represented the spark of the group, the essence of foraging ahead, daring to win and overcoming through sheer enthusiasm. None of the others possessed this gift. Without him they would be like a three wheeled truck, unbalanced, and at best, able to lurch along.

He thought of what he was doing here and how he never wanted to get involved, and how mired he was now in all their affairs; how apparently another age was upon them and blah blah blah....His head hurt trying to hold all the detail in place.

Tactillian pushed Argus’s hand away, stepping closer to the cousins.

‘I am truly sorry for his death. Your loss is great. There will be a time to mourn, but we must now stop the army. Please listen to me. You have the power.’

Melaleuca ripped her body around to face him.

‘How many times must I tell you? I, we, make the decisions for us. If I decide to mourn, we mourn. If you want to be of help, go and find that creature Iam. I suspect he may be able to help us.’

Lexington cradled Quixote’s head in her arms sobbing over him. He loved her and she loved him, but all they ever did was squabble and niggle at each other. In her mind she always thought their squabbling would reduce as they got older, but now she would never know.

Argus tried to pull a convinced Tactillian back from the cousins.

‘Let them be. We have another hero to bury and celebrate.’

On the word “bury” Lexington howled her anguish, and Ari and Melaleuca’s tears flowed in unison as well.

Tactillian conceded the point, conflicted but not beyond reproach, he tried a feeble attempt at comforting them.

‘Perhaps there is a costume that can bring him back.’

Ari whipped around to face him, struggling to repress his emotions.

‘He is dead. There is nothing that can be done.’

‘Only dead to this world,’ said Quixote’s voice from his body.​
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