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Melaleuca   

Pronounced “Mel – la – luke – ka” 

Leader of the cousins and the decision maker.
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Ari 

Pronounced “Ah – ree” 

Strongest of the cousins. Holds them together. Has an affinity with the land.
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Lexington

Pronounced “Lex-zing-tin”

Likes to think she is the brains of the cousins. Constantly needs to know why.
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Quixote 

Pronounced “Qwee – Oh – tay” 

Can never be serious. Is constantly up to no good.
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Chapter 1 – Aftermath
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Melaleuca’s crisp eyes dulled as she gazed out of the back window from an empty room on the fifth floor. After the events of the last few days, her thoughts struggled to form clear picture.

The previous night Harshon regaled her with barrels of information; information she normally sorted through with lightning accuracy, but tiredness saw her ask Harshon to stop – perhaps in the morning she would be up to it.

I need a clearing....we all need a clearing....

Without Lexington could they clear themselves? Weariness washed through her and no instant decision surfaced. Strange enough, she did not feel the same panic as the last time she was unable to make a decision.

Outside, far over the back wall, Melaleuca saw Quixote tumbling and frolicking in the strange blue, misty lines; the ones which appeared soon after the battle to retrieve Lexington. They hovered above the earth. Quixote laughed and played, as ever having the time of his life. He strummed out tunes on a lute though she could not hear them.

The door opened and Ari walked in.

‘There you are. I’ve been looking for you.’

Melaleuca carried on staring out the window.

‘Is it done?’

‘Yes. I have returned the bracelets to the bracelet room, except Quixote’s.’

Melaleuca’s back tensed up and she held her breath.

‘And the black ones?’

‘Yes - though they are strange indeed.’

She relaxed and released her breath as if the news was the spigot holding it in.

‘Add it to the pile.’

She rubbed the warped window pane as if to get a better view.

‘Look at Quixote. Maybe he is the key after all. Doesn’t seem to matter what happens to him. Nothing dampens him.’

Ari peered out the window, studying Quixote’s antics.

‘Hmm. We all know what would happen if he was in charge. What is he wearing?’

Melaleuca turned to face him, ignoring the question; eyes shut and head nodded forward as if sleep tugged on her.

‘I’m tired Ari.’

‘I know. We all are.’

He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. She took his hand feeling comforted from his presence and touch. No words tumbled between them, and the heaviness she felt abated somewhat. Ari pulled her close and gave her a hug – something she normally repelled, though this time she accepted it. He almost felt her snuggle into him though after a few sighs she pulled herself back, straightening up. 

In a rare gesture she stroked Ari’s cheek.

‘Thank you Ari. Now. Did you want something?’

‘It’s Lexington...She has started mumbling.’
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Lexington sat in the featureless desert. Wide beyond comprehension and never-ending to the point of terrifying awe, a hollow emptiness bit deep inside her at the very core of her being. She searched around, straining her eyes to fathom anything in the immense emptiness. How long had she been here? Had she just woken up? Why were the others not here?

‘They are not here because they are not in a coma.’

She spun about, seeking who spoke.

‘Who - ’

Lexington beheld herself in full, standing a few feet away from her - identical in every detail.

‘You’re...’

‘You.’

‘My mind.’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’

‘The shock of what we saw shut your mind down. I can only figure that we are dead or in a coma. I think we have been here a while. You have been sleeping.’

Lexington dropped her head, searched the ground and scrunched her eyebrows.

‘Mmm. Something happened...’

‘Yeees. Uncle crossed all the bracelets and it sounded like all hell broke loose. Quite awful really.’

‘You recall it.’

‘Of course. I store that which you forget.’

‘Since when? If I cannot recall you certainly have not been able to.’

‘I recall it.’

Lexington felt weird about seeing her mind like this.

‘Weird?’ asked her mind.

‘You are reading my thoughts. Stop it.’

‘I am your thoughts...though here when you feel I do not hurt.’

Lexington reached out to touch her inner voice and her hand passed through her.

‘You’re just a projection.’

‘Or...this is all a projection.’

‘Why did this not happen last time we were here?’

A smirk crossed her inner voice’s face. ‘No crossed bracelets? No creatures?’

Lexington bent down and wrote in the sand “That’s Why.”

Her inner voice played with the letters with her shoe tip.

‘Urrrh. That always annoyed me the way you do that.’

Lexington shot up.

‘I control you. You are me – my thoughts. Not the other way round.’

‘Perhaps that has now changed.’

The shambling figure from last time appeared out of nowhere or maybe he was there all this time. The surprised gaze on the shambling figure’s face told Lexington seeing the pair of them was not expected.

‘Why are you two?’ He asked.

‘We are one,’ both the Lexington’s intoned.

Lexington placed her hand over her projection’s mouth. 

‘She is my inner voice. For some reason on this plane she is appearing in body.’

The shambling figure pulled back a little.

‘The eternal is one not two. All must become one. So the four to become one are now five. Do they know?’

‘Do who know what?’ Lexington asked.

‘They do not,’ said her projection.

‘Then return and become one,’ said the shambling man and he waved his hand over them.
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The misty blue lines held such a vast fascination for Quixote that he forgot he was dressed as a medieval lute player and instead focused on them. He swirled them about, making patterns and tried to make pictures with the swishes of his hand.

As he leaned over, his floppy, pudding-bowl hat fell into his eyes. He pushed it back up, dropping the lute. It hit the ground and the strings vibrated. The misty lines picked up the reverberation, shimmering as if a stone was dropped into water. He picked up the lute and held it in the mist, strummed it and watched the mist vibrate around it. 

The lines moved at a snail’s pace in one direction. Each time he made a pattern or strummed the lute, the vibrating pattern dragged itself in a leftward direction.  

Where were the lines going to? Where were the lines coming from? What were the lines? 

Lexington can work those answers out.

A hand of lines streamed into the forest. Quixote tore after them, reasoning they might have something to do with the giant doors he uncovered. In no time at all he stood before the doors, stunned and excited. They lay open, revealing a gaping, high, dark hole. He thought of the last time such a black hole was presented before them - they had found the bracelets. 

What would he find now? 

Without hesitation, he dashed in, bursting at the seams.
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Lexington lay motionless on her bed, clad in the toga which she was given when she first arrived at the Cathedral-Mansion. Argus paced back and forth while Pemily and Petruce sat watching her, checking her brow and her breathing, making sure she was comfortable. Melaleuca and Ari entered. The maids stepped back and Melaleuca rushed to her side.

‘What has she said?’

Argus reached out as if to grab her though pulled his hand back, uncertain.

‘Just words. Shouldn’t you find a costume or something to help her?’

His statement irked her.

‘Of course. I was on my way to do just that when Ari said she was talking. What has she said?’

Argus motioned to the maids. Melaleuca stared at them and after a few moments they did not answer.

‘Well?’ Melaleuca asked.

Pemily pulled her collar up around her neck with her podgy fingers.

‘It’s not what we think.’

Tiredness nipped at Melaleuca and she needed straight answers.

‘What is not?’

Pemily inched back, afraid.

‘I mean, that’s what she said.’

‘I see.’ 

Melaleuca took in Ari’s gaze, checking, reading his thoughts on his face. He shook his head.

‘It could mean anything Mel.’

She sat on the edge of Lexington’s bed, beheld her for a few seconds, and stood beckoning to Ari. 

‘Let’s find a costume to help. We need her.’

As they headed toward the door, Harshon arrived and it struck Melaleuca she recalled little of all which Harshon said last night. 

‘The children are hungry,’ Harshon said.

Oh right. All the children.

‘Pemily, Petruce. Tell Mrs. Whibberry to see to the children’s need. And find Jeeves. Tell him that the children will sleep inside from now on.’

Pemily shirked back as if frightened.

‘Even the...the Gorks?’

Melaleuca turned an ardent gaze on her though she saw this was a stiff order for both of the maids to swallow.

‘Especially the Gorks...Much has changed this night. Much had to change. Now go and do as I say.’

Ari added.

‘And tell Pembers to find a burial plot. We have our first heroes to bury.’
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Beyond the doors, Quixote dashed into a great cavern. The light from outside reached a small distance in, petering out into grey darkness though a small patch of low light in the far-off dark indicated there was more to the cavern. He gave little thought as to what lit it and trotted toward it.  

A dim tunnel descended down, and of course he entered it, wanting to explore where the tunnel and the lines went to. As he descended, the misty lines lost their blue color and instead took on a dirty orange hue. He chuckled to himself - he had made another discovery.

Wait until Lex wakes up.

Many minutes later the misty lines faded, vanishing into the walls either side.

‘Oi. Where’d you go?’

He dug his fingers into the dirt wall.

‘Bet there’s more secret doors and this leads me to them.’

Sods of dirt fell away, only revealing more and more dirt, though it soon became too firm to dig into. Quixote screwed his face up.

‘What are these lines for?’

‘Bearbear called them ley lines.’

Quixote swung around and surprised, grinned at Scout. Whatever it was – once again he found it.
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In the costume room, Melaleuca and Ari fumbled their way through the rows of costumes, neither of them sure what they sought. 

Ari stared at another label for what seemed like the hundredth time.

‘What am I looking for again?’ 

Melaleuca threw aside a few more costumes.

‘I’m not sure, but something more medical, perhaps a mind doctor or...unnngggghhhh...if they were in alphabetical order it might be easier.’

Ari heard the frustration in the speed she pushed the costumes along the rack.

‘Mel. Decide what we need.’

‘I’m trying.’

Ari came around to where she threw the costumes apart. He pulled her around to face him.

‘Mel, just make a decision.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Yes you do. You’re tired. I’m tired. We need a clearing and we need to have fun. You’re as a cluttered as I am – but you can still do it.’

She pursed her lips tight, heat rising in her cheeks. Ari took a large breath in.

‘Mel. Decide. Lex needs us.’

‘Ohhh, alright – she needs something out of the ordinary.’

‘Why?’

‘What do you mean why? I know of no one or anything that can bring a person out of a coma. Therefore the section we must look in is the...’

She motioned to the unknown age section.

‘We need Quixote’s uncanny knack for this,’ Ari said.

‘Perhaps.’

She strode down the length of costumes and into the unknown age costumes, pulling them apart as she went.
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Where am I, thought Lexington, searching around her dreamscape. I know I am dreaming, but last time..... 

With the desert gone, she and her double stood before a statue hundreds of feet tall. Shimmering balls of light danced and played inside it. She saw this somewhere before and tried recalling it.

‘It was your private place after the bracelets were put on,’ her inner voice said.

‘Yes, that’s right and the heart of the sun, stars and universe. How did you recall it?’

‘I am your deep consciousness - nothing is forgotten.’

The light centers concentrated on the trunk of the statue, yet a most spectacular white-yellow light emanated up high from what seemed like a point between its eyes, though from her low angle it was hard to tell. 

Blue and green swirling lights in its knees drew Lexington’s eyes toward it. They danced in incandescence whirls, and while at first the lights appeared to sit on the surface, a depth of colors reached beyond them as if they bubbled up from somewhere far away. A warm sensation threaded through Lexington’s knees, making them feel the most complete ever - a feeling so strange, her mind started to analyze why it would be so. 

She fought her thoughts down, desiring quiet, wanting to sink into the swirling colors. Some ancient comfort, as if the first drops of the universe, bade her to trust the colors; relax; let all she questioned just be. 

An assuagement arose from not having to use her mind; from not having to expend so much mental anguish. This seemed to be a better way - yet in the distant reaches of her mind, her now silent questions begged to be let back in.

‘They are gateways to what make us work,’ her inner voice said.

With her consciousness outside her body like a doppelganger, the incessant questioning which plagued her thoughts trailed away. Without her natural questioning as a defense to the unexplained, a probing finger beckoned something deep in her soul. 

Perhaps this is the Ethmare, she thought.

Her inner voice walked to the feet of the statue.

‘Come look.’

Her inner voice’s words crashed across her calm, and annoyed, she broke her gaze away. Her inner voice pointed at the ground.  The sign of the lost symbol, the one on the top of the statue in the northern hills, lay etched at the base of the statue. On one foot of the statue lay the two opposing points of an incomplete square, and on the other foot of the statue the circle with two opposing sections missing.

Questions flooded back into Lexington’s mind. How did her inner voice know these were gateways.

‘Simple. It seemed right and it is what I felt.’

‘That’s...that’s just like -’

‘Melaleuca - yes I know. You have feelings too. You just let your mind get in the way.’

‘You are me.’

‘Yes. And I do get in your way, though not so sure...anymore...I like being outside you.’

Lexington pointed at the symbol.

‘So what does this mean?’ 

‘I think it means we are close to the heart of the mystery.’

‘Which one?’

‘The linking one, the main one. The one that connects them all.’

Tiredness overcame Lexington and she wished to be back with her other cousins; wished she could nut out the mystery of the symbol. Darkness fell about her and she felt sleep over-coming her again.
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​Quixote approached Scout, fascinated by its hairless, almost rubbery skin. In the low light Scout’s featureless face reminded him of Antavahni. He had not thought of him since the cliff tops, and a pang of remorse shot through him for not going back to find him.

Scout pointed into the dark.

‘This is my home.’

Quixote scuffed his foot on the ground.

‘What? Here? In a tunnel of dirt.’

Scout extended its skinny arm straight down to the ground.

‘Goes down. Long time. Long time.’

Quixote held his hand out as if he wanted to touch it.

‘What are you?’

In an almost Quixote fashion, Scout hopped from foot to foot as if bored.

‘I am Scout. I was left out because I kept on playing.’

Quixote imitated the hopping.

‘Yes but look at you. Skinny little thing. Naked. You almost remind me of Antavahni.’

The name registered on Scout’s face and some colors darted about Scout’s skin.

‘Oooo how do you do that?’ asked Quixote.

Scout screwed its face up.

‘Do what?’

‘All those colors on your face.’

Scout shrugged its shoulders.

‘Not sure...hmmmm...’ 

Scout tapped its fingers together and Quixote counted them. Four fingers and a thumb. Scout scrounged the eyebrow-less skin over its eyes together.

‘Seems I might have upon a time had your covering.’

Quixote pinched his own skin. 

‘You mean skin.’

‘Yes - that’s it skin. But now.....’

Scout pinched its skin, pulling it up. Dim light showed through translucent sections of it, and even blood vessels and other fibers lay visible in the thin, wafer like skin. Scout held it for a few seconds and Quixote stared, fascinated at the movement of fluid around it. Quixote gave it a gentle poke.

‘You are see through. Sort of.’

Colors beyond its normal body fluids rippled through the skin. Quixote thought about getting the chameleon poncho.

‘Are you a chameleon?’ 

‘A what?’

‘A creature that changes colors to suit its background.’ 

Scout’s face saddened and it started to disappear until its form and outline blended with its surroundings.

‘I could be.’

Quixote tapped Scout’s body around its edges, checking it was still there.

‘That’s way super. Wish I could do that.’

Scout did not appear again, but a sniffle as if a small boy trying not to cry came from where Scout stood. Quixote touched Scout with both hands to comfort it. Under his hand Scout’s flesh felt warm and human like.

‘Why are you crying?’

‘To not be seen, BearBear tell me to feel sad. I do and it makes me go away.’

‘Cheer up. We can play. Who is Bear Bear?’

‘Your man. Your older man that hides you from the snap lady.’

‘Uncle Bear-Nard and Aunty Gertrude?’

‘Yes them.’

Should he tell Scout Uncle Bear-Nard was dead? Did Scout know already? Quixote longed to explore down the tunnel further, but Scout seemed altogether pitiable, alone and in need of help. 

Anyway, he discovered the tunnel, the open door, and now Scout. He probably should take this all back to Melaleuca and, of course, Lexington needed waking up.

Quixote waved his hand about as if he held a wand.

‘Can you do magic? We need to wake up my cousin Lexington. She saw some horrible stuff and is now in a coma.’

Colors blipped under Scout’s skin and its body appeared again.

‘We could ask BearBear.’

He does not know.

Quixote offered his hand to Scout. 

‘Come and meet my cousins.’ 

Scout smiled and slapped a playful hand against Quixote’s hand.

‘I go home now.’

Scout scuttled off down the tunnel.

‘Wait, wait,’ Quixote called out and tore off after him.
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​Ari and Melaleuca pawed their way through the unknown age costumes, none the wiser which costume might help Lexington. After an age of frustration Melaleuca stopped.

‘We need Lexington’s brain or Quixote’s nutty random luck.’ 

Ari caressed his wrist. He must have moved at least a hundred costumes and while they all seemed fancy, he had no clue which might help.

‘Quixote could be anywhere if he is following those blue lines. You think he would be a bit more concerned about Lex.’

Argus’s heavy footsteps pounded through the rows of costumes. Melaleuca tried peering over the top of the rows.

‘Go and see what he wants. I will keep searching.’

Before Ari could leave, a pensive Argus presented himself.

‘You had better come. Now. Lex has started talking. Well...sort of.’

Melaleuca turned and approached.

‘Explain.’

‘Not sure I can. She is speaking but her lips do not move and she is still in a coma.’

They left the room and headed out into the attic, leaving the costume room empty. A clothes pile against the side of the wall moved and something burrowed a small hole out from inside it. 

An eye peered out and gazed around. The hole became bigger and a hand pushed out through the clothing. The person waited a few more moments, after which a cautious head clad in a hood stuck out, and swiveled left and right. A hooded figure draped in robes rose up out of the pile.

They surveyed the room and threw their hood back. A strong-featured, weathered face of a person in their late sixties beamed at the costumes. At the sight of them, a broad smile lit up their face, and though they felt a mighty sense of accomplishment, they wondered who the hell were those kids in this room, and why were the wearing costumes of the Great Diaspora?
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Lexington lay alone in the room unchanged from before. Melaleuca, Ari and Argus rushed in. Melaleuca glared at Argus.

‘I said she was not to be left on her own.’

‘The maids were here,’ Argus replied, ‘though they found it a little too weird.’ 

Lexington spoke, though nothing on her body moved.

‘Don’t blame them. They have simple minds.’ 

Ari held Lexington’s hand.

‘Lex, are you okay?’ 

‘Yes...well...yes I think so.’

Melaleuca focused on the stillness of Lexington’s lips.

‘Lex. It’s Melaleuca. How are you talking? Nothing on you is moving. What’s going on?’

‘I am fine, but I am not sure about Lexington.’

Melaleuca exchanged concerned glances with Argus and Ari. Argus motioned them to one side.

‘That’s the other thing. She says she is Lex’s subconscious mind.’

Melaleuca leaned in closer to Lexington’s head.

‘Who exactly are you?’

‘I am Lexington, but her subconscious. I have been here for quite some time. Lex and I talk like separate people and have done for over a year now.’

Such a tale seemed suspicious to Melaleuca.

‘I see. So why has she not told us of you?’

‘Her mother said not to. Lex needs a clearing she is stuck.’

Ari shifted closer, peering at her with a studious stare, checking for any movement.

‘Stuck where?’

‘I think in the area off the desert. We were in both and...well....suddenly I was back in the body and she was not.’

Ari flicked her foot, testing for a reaction. Nothing.

‘How can we clear her if she is in a coma stuck in another dimension?’

Harshon entered the room. Her flawless face of calm rippled with questions and concern.

‘The bodies need to be got rid soon.’

Melaleuca turned toward her.

‘Bodies?’

‘The young Gork and your Uncle. They will start smelling soon.’

Melaleuca lifted her head back and swept her hand across her forehead. Of course, of course.

‘Go and bury them,’ Lexington’s inner voice said. ‘Lexington can wait. The clearing can wait.’

Ari, still puzzled asked, ‘But how do we clear her with Lexington still in a coma.’

‘Go and I will explain when you come back. But Quixote will be needed.’

Melaleuca arose, a girl of a thousand decisions, her mind feeling the pressure of the next leg of their journey.

What have our parents got us into?

Almost as if he read her mind Ari plonked his hand on her shoulder.

‘Just keep moving forward. Our parents would not have let us come here if it was not the right thing to do.’

She nodded, glad for his strong presence. She squeezed his hand and noted it felt stronger, more experienced and more grown up than the last time she held it.

‘Argus, stay with Lexington. Ari. You and I with Harshon. Harshon lead the way.’​
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Scout moved fast and Quixote struggled to keep up. With no thought for the time it took or where it might lead, Quixote kept on descending down the tunnel in pursuit. 

Next time I bring the speed boots.

With no sign of Scout in front of him, he barreled on forward until the tunnel came to an abrupt end, and a gigantic cavern with hundreds of large supporting beams from floor to ceiling sprawled out into the darkened reaches. A faint light from an unknown source drizzled its way through the vast darkness.

In the distance, on the edge of a shadowy, darkened region, Scout scooted with all its might and disappeared into the blackness - the dark swallowing it whole. The vastness of the cavern swelled inside Quixote, exciting a thrilling sense of adventure, though a deeper expansiveness grew under it.

Maybe I feel Ari’s Ethmare? 

He placed the lute down, drew in a deep breath and cupped his hands around his mouth.

‘Oi Ethmare. I can feel you.’

His voice rang out, fading off into the darker than charcoal black in the distance, and echoed back after a number of seconds. The echo grew and grew, reverberating off unseen structures until it finally died out.

Earthquake-quiet stillness settled after the din, and Quixote felt a pang of emptiness. Whatever this place was, it once bustled with an over brimming fullness of life, and the now niggling quiet seemed a fitting memorial to that which long since passed. 

With a caution unknown to him he stepped forward to explore, almost thinking he should go and get the others.

But if I bought that creature back, that might be enough to wake Lexington up.
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​Chapter 2 – Burial and Discovery
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​Pembrooke led Ari and Melaleuca past the stables where the horse buggy lay stored. He headed for a small tight, thicket of silver birch trees to the west of Hirad’s Forest. In between the trees, nuggety bushes flourished blocking an easy passage through. A couch-grass like plant sprouted amongst the bushes twining into the gaps as if to halt any attempt to gain access to the other side. 

Pembrooke fought his way through the tangle - kicking, twisting and pulling at bushes, trees and grasses.

‘Through here. Follow. Not been used for years. Body dead is body useless they said. Gone is gone.’

Melaleuca came up behind him to try and peer through the thicket.

‘Let me guess some time after World War One?’

Pembrooke paused with grass wrapped around his hand.

‘Eh - yeah. I think so.’

Melaleuca tapped Pembrooke on the shoulder and stared eye to eye.

‘When this burial is done I want the truth out of all of the staff.’

‘Ma’m,’ he replied.

Pembrooke pushed and pushed, squeezing through the bushes with the two cousins in tow, popping out - ejected from the tangle into the other side.

Spread before them, a cemetery lay tucked under a multitude of bent-over, craggy, trees unlike the silver birch trees they just threaded themselves through. The gnarled trees made it hard to see how far the cemetery stretched but large headstone columns peeked out from between them as far as the overgrowth spread.

Melaleuca cleared the plant life and debris off a tall obelisk before them only to discover the name on the grave was “Arthur Gibbon Wakefield.” 

Ari traced his hands over the engraved name.

‘What are the chances of us coming across his grave first?’

Pembrooke eyed the obelisk up and down.

‘His was always at the front. Everyone here had to be buried behind him.’

Melaleuca brushed some of the plant matter off it.

‘We will need the truth about him as well, Pembers. Something is strange about this man for whom this place is named after, yet a concerted effort is made to hide all evidence of him.’

‘Ma’m’ Pembrooke replied, and he wandered off poking at the headstones which lay visible.

Ari paced a few feet back and forth.

‘Not enough room to bury a mouse.’

Melaleuca kicked at the knotted grass.

‘Agreed. We make a new burial site in front of the trees on the side of the hill. Their graves will overlook the Mansion.’

Pembrooke stopped and kneeled before a fibrous tuft of grass as tall as him, tugging it back and forth until it gave way. He exposed a headstone of an old grave, and wiped the grit and grime from it.

‘Pembrooke,’ Melaleuca said. ‘We will bury them in front of the forest.’

Pembrooke ignored them.

‘Pembrooke?’

Melaleuca and Ari tripped their way through the grass toward Pembrooke. What distracted him so? Over his shoulder the words, “Emily Florence Wakefield - granddaughter of Arthur Gibbon Wakefield,” announced who lay buried beneath them in stark chiseled letters. Pembrooke traced the letters on the words as if he caressed a new born baby’s face. 

Melaleuca rested her hand on his back.

‘Who was she?’

‘Mother. Long gone. Long gone. She would have longed to see the likes of you.’

Melaleuca drew in a sharp breath. ‘That means -’

Pembrooke rose, and the shambling, bent-over gardener straightened, pulled his shoulders back and took on a more commanding air.

‘It means that your Uncle’s words are to be bidden. The trees were planted to hide who lay here, and to prevent the stones being smashed. This will become clear if you keep moving forward and playing, following the great instructions. Many have your back, but you must only trust yourselves.’

The truth in his words rang out.

‘Did you bring us here to show us this,’ Melaleuca asked.

‘Truly I forgot. I did not know how much room there would be. It’s been many years since I came here.’

‘So be it. Come we bury the heroes.’
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​

Quixote tip-toed forward, slowing to a snail’s pace as the immensity fueled a boggle-eyed, curiosity. Despite the bulk of the cavernous chamber lost to impenetrable black, he sensed it out-sized the Cathedral-Mansion. He wondered if this was where some of the underground tunnels which spread under the valley led. 

He pushed on, scuffing his feet as he went, kicking up the dust and grime underfoot on a perfect flat surface. He passed column after column, heading toward where he thought Scout went, though the sameness of the columns meant he lost track of where he headed and where he came from. 

He leaned on one of the columns, and in the dim light, faint patterns lay embossed around the large breadth of its base; the base being as large as small house, and it was just one of what he felt were hundreds - maybe even thousands of columns.

His exploration turned up nothing after nothing after nothing, except flat, dirty floors and large columns. He wanted to find decayed remains or old fighting chariots, perhaps even weapons used in some last great battle which was the cause of emptying out this cavern.

A number of hours later he headed back toward where he came from, discovering every direction seemed the same. Did he walk in a straight line or had he done his normal wandering all over the place? He shrugged his shoulders, chose a direction and walked forward. 

Many columns later, and no closer to the exit tunnel, he pressed himself against a column, ran his hands over it and felt for any hand holds. Perhaps climbing up would give him a better perspective? A small niche let his fingers fall in and he hauled his body off the ground. The dim light evaporated from around him, pitching him in to ink-black darkness. He let go and as his feet hit the floor, the dim light spewed forth again. 

Wait til Lex sees this, chalk another one up to me.

He ran between the columns leaping up into the air, watching the light fade and burst back on again when he landed. 

Behind a column he heard a small sob and investigated. Scout sat with its back against the column, head between its knees, distressed. It gazed up as Quixote knelt. Scout rubbed its eyes and gestured to the emptiness.

‘Everyone gone. No more.’

Quixote peered around again just in case the creature was motioning to something.

‘What was once here?’ 

It put its head down again.

‘Home. Alone, alone. Perhaps Bearbear helps.’

Such pity filled the creature. Quixote thought of his own parents and their mysterious whereabouts. Quixote held out his hand.

‘Come with me. My cousins can help you.’

Scout stood up, glad of the news. Quixote trod a few feet in a direction and paused, unsure.

‘Do you know the way out?’

Scout nodded.

As they entered the exit tunnel Scout found the lute which Quixote dropped. Its fingers explored it and for a moment hovered over it. Quixote thought it was about to recall something about it.

‘Have you seen this before?’

Scout blinked and thoughts tumbled through its head - evident from the intense swirls across its cranium. It let out a long sigh.

‘Maybe.’ 

For some reason Quixote felt more pity for this creature than the brutalized children in the Vahn. He could save them but what could he do for Scout?
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As they walked together up the exit tunnel, a door opened out from one of the walls way over in the back reaches of the cavern which had not stumbled across, and a small bent-over figure appeared clasping a small lantern.

‘Well,’ said an ancient voice from behind the figure.

The figure screwed its face up.

‘Age and eons has curbed our speed. They are gone.’

***
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By late afternoon two rectangular holes were dug in front of the trees leading through to the overgrown cemetery. The edge of the trees blocked the full sun, and cast a dappled light across the small gathering of Gorks and the returned children, though Melaleuca stood out from underneath the dark area of the shadow – the full sunlight hitting her from behind. 

The Gorks and the returned children stood, unsure what to do. Dunk and Uncle Bear-Nard’s body lay in state, wrapped in cloth with their ashen white faces showing.  Harshon stood alongside Melaleuca and Ari. Ineer and Swarth stood with their children besides them except Bleph, who along with Con, Revile and Stench stood at attention in front of Dunk’s body. Jeeves, Pembrooke and the maids gathered at the back, and even Mrs. Whibberry attended, wearing a clean apron in their honor.

Bleph beamed at all those around her, dwarfing them all with her gentle, radiant features. Quixote had explained to her death was only another beginning, and just part of the fun-adventure of life.

He had told her what was in his dreamscape - giving her hope she would one day see and meet the dead heroes again, and anyway, their death resounded now with a sense of purpose, and the cousins ignited a great wellspring of hope in her. 

The returned children gave off a bewildered feeling, and one lone figure stood at the back, arms folded, confused and resistant to attending – Gregand. Huching, Tommn and Overling hovered nearby him. 

Melaleuca raised her arms toward the setting sun, casting a long shadow.

‘Their death will be for a purpose. It is a great sacrifice to give up one’s life. And Dunk, the lowliest of you all, gave his life for ours. He had something to believe in finally.’ 

She motioned toward Ari and pointed at the Cathedral-Mansion. 

‘We are outsiders. We are not from here. But I am now convicted we are here to free those children bound in mental chains.’

She paused and approached the bodies, standing closer to them.

‘Harshon tells me that the dead are cast off “Glory’s Cliff” and no remembrance is made of them. We shall remember Dunk - braver than the hardiest of all in the Vahn. And our dear Uncle, whom for you is but a name in your twisted, tortured history - but gave his life for us in the belief we may do greater than those who have lived before us.’

She knelt before their Uncle touching his face with the back of her hand. 

We all need a clearing so bad. I feel so stifled by all this.

She shuffled to Dunk and cupped the side of his face.

Thank you little one.

His death repose made his harelip near invisible. 

Such bravery.  

She shifted her weight to her Uncle, noticing the oldness disappeared from his face. Traces of her mother’s face stared up at her, and again the heavy burden of the convoluted events washed over her. 

What of our parents? Are they still alive?

Would that she could just leave this land, leave it all behind, even the bracelets and the costumes and return to Lone Valley. The words of Iam flooded her mind.

“No turning back now. I must warn you inaction will cost you - all that is left for you is right action.”

The exact cost of the inaction eluded her, though the faces of the returned children and the Gorks staring down on her offered some haunting hint of their meaning. Thanks to Sah Task-Master Carrion she now at least understood the cousins bore the responsibility for them.

Oh to return. 

She knew as the thought entered her mind such an about turn might as well be the same as reversing the earth’s direction. 

Though I bet Quixote will find that costume. Where is he? Trust must trust.

With heightened senses since the rescue of Lexington, Ari watched the blue lines envelope Melaleuca as if a hand enfolding her. If he listened for the silence of the earth which he heard before, the lines gave off a hum, and the hum changed in pitch around different people. 

A sadness about the misty-blue hovered around Melaleuca, and the blue lines seemed to caress her as if caring for her. The blue lines moved around the rest of the crowd but he could not sense any depth of emotion from them. It seemed as if they were unaware of what to do or how to feel. 

Are they incapable of feeling?

Ari swung his hands through the mist. 

Why are we the only ones to see it?

‘Mel. I think everyone should approach and look in their faces.’

Melaleuca agreed. One by one the crowd shuffled by the corpses. Con wobbled up first and gestured a wonky salute followed by the deformed Gorks. Con hobbled up to Melaleuca fascinated by her wet eyes - tears brimming around her long eyelashes.

‘I wish we could wet our eyes. But you see we have something for Dunk we have been forbidden to have.’

‘Oh,’ said Melaleuca.

‘Pride. Pride and hope and the will to fight.’ 

Con grimaced a smile and shifted his head around to catch her eyes out of his squint. Despite the sun lighting her head from behind and creating a fire halo around the edges of her hair strands, weariness leaked off her - almost demanding rare needed encouragement.

Con patted her hand.

‘Your achievement here today will have greater consequences than you can imagine. We are a few, but more will rally to us.’

Melaleuca stared at the body of Dunk.

‘I did not even know his last name?’

‘Last name? We Gorks are stripped of them. But we shall have them back.’ 

Con swung around, slurped in some saliva, and addressed them all with his feeble might. 

‘Here lies Dunk Arrnor of the French Resistance - our first hero. We shall all take our last names back.’

‘Arrnor?’ Melaleuca questioned.

‘Yes. Does that mean something?’

‘It’s...it’s a nice name.’ 

Melaleuca and Ari exchanged glances - were they related?

Everyone sauntered by taking in the dead, even the maids whose faces showed revulsion for the ceremony. Tears filled their eyes, though Melaleuca suspected they were for fear of change rather than the inert sacrifice before them. Ineer and Swarth came last, kneeling, speaking heartfelt, inaudible words of respect. Ineer’s rough hand caressed Dunk.

‘You poor little one. None should suffer. None. I have kept my silence for all these years, living on the tiniest drop of hope in an ocean of dread bigger than the stars in the sky. You tasted it and died for it.’ 

Her voice dropped to a whisper. 

‘Karena sent them back. After all these years.’ 

Harshon joined Ineer, running her hand through Ineer’s graying, tangled hair - a sign of affection never seen.

‘Yes - Karena sent them back finally,’ Harshon said. ‘We can be free. Let our sorrow turn to might, and let our heroes burn in our heart.’

Swarth offered both of his hands to Ari and Melaleuca.

‘We know who you are? We knew your mother -’

Ari narrowed his eyes.

‘You mean mothers.’

Melaleuca nudged him.

‘Leave it.’

Harshon turned to their conversation with Swarth.

‘You still insist you had four mothers. We know who you are. It’s okay. We are on your side. We both want the same thing.’

Melaleuca’s gut still said to trust no one, even though Harshon so far was one of their greatest allies.

‘We had four mothers. They were quadruplets.’

Swarth emitted an out of place chuckle. No one in New Wakefield chuckled. Only Uncle Bear-Nard chuckled but it had been out of nervousness. Swarth’s chuckle was filled with mirth.

‘Clearly something happened between when your mother left and when you children were born.’

Melaleuca did not think this was the time or place to hash this out. This was for Dunk and their Uncle.

‘Yes. Clearly.’

With the last of the gathering passed by the bodies, Ari called out it was time to bury them and Melaleuca bade him continue. He pushed the bodies in and they tumbled down, landing with a soft thud. Ari picked up a handful of dirt and threw it into the grave, mumbling thanks and farewell. 

Melaleuca liked this gesture. It felt a fitting way to return to the earth that which came from the earth. A book Lexington read out once had something similar in it. Melaleuca gave instructions for all to follow suit, and one by one they passed by the graves and tossed dirt onto the bodies.

Quixote and Scout came out the forest a small distance along from the burial. Quixote beamed at the sight of all of them gathered, and not realizing the solemnity of the occasional, ran yelling, lute in hand.

‘Hey, guess what I found?’

Both Ari and Melaleuca spotted the creature loping behind him, and cringed at the attention he drew to himself. Who knows what he was about to blurt out?

‘Ari. Tell him to shut up.’

Ari tore off at a sprint and all eyes followed him, all agog in wonder at whatever creature followed Quixote. Bleph waved and hopped up and down, though Ineer lowered Bleph’s arm, unsure of what was to happen next.

Ari neared Quixote.

‘Qui stop yelling. We are burying Uncle and Dunk, and what is that?’ 

He pointed at Scout. 

‘And take your bracelet off. Not everyone is used to us appearing as the Marauders yet.’

Quixote spoke as he slipped his bracelet off.

‘He lives in the earth under the ground through the doors we found - that are now open and lead to a biggest room bigger than the mansion but it is empty. He is lost so I said we could help him.’ 

He craned his neck to see around Ari. 

‘Burying. Oh cool. Who dug the holes? There is a hole digging costume you know.’

‘It’s not a time for happiness.’

Quixote threw a puzzled grimace at Ari. Ari could not believe he needed to remind him. 

‘They are dead, gone, sacrificed for us.’

Quixote shook his head back. 

‘Yeah, but only to here and now. Remember what Iam said.’

Jeeves and Pembrooke whispered between them and approached Melaleuca. She sensed they had seen the creature before which did not surprise her, after all, it fitted the description of the one Lexington saw dashing about the Cathedral-Mansion.

‘Ahem,’ Jeeves said. ‘Might I suggest everyone be disbanded while we deal with this? Its name is Scout and we should talk.’

Melaleuca threw her arms up, commanding them.

‘The ceremony has ended. Go and have free reign of the Mansion, just do not leave these grounds.’

No one moved nor wanted to leave. Pembrooke shook his head and tut-tuted.

‘It’s no use. They have all seen Scout now. Questions in their mind must be answered.’

Melaleuca strode over to meet Ari, Quixote and Scout. Quixote offered her a sheepish grin.

‘I think I have solved some of the mysteries.’

‘Hmm and given us this. Creature who are you?’

Scout dipped its fingers in the blue mist, playing with it as it answered.

‘BearBear called me Scout. I like to play. I played with him once and his sisters and her friends.’ 

It hung his head. 

‘BearBear said not allowed to play with you. Sad - you have all the clothes from the top.’

The thin mouth on its little, featureless face moved a little as it spoke yet reams of emotion cried out from its round, pale-blue eyes. Colors swirled about under its skin and with its bony, rubber-like fingers it made deliberate patterns in the mist.

‘Can you see the blue lines?’ Asked Quixote.

‘You can too?’ Scout asked back. ‘None others would.’

Ari glanced over his shoulder at those staring at them. Apart from Bleph and the adults, most wore stunned expressions of disbelief. He bumped Melaleuca.

‘What do we do?’

The burden of command. Trust. Listen to my gut.

It was clear to Melaleuca the creature referenced their parents and knew of the costumes. Lexington was needed to fit this creature into the ever-expanding revelations this land kept on offering up, and the fact it appeared like a miniature Antavahni was not lost on her.

Melaleuca’s stomach growled and the signal seemed good enough for her.

‘Let’s just go and eat.’

They headed toward the funeral gathering, though Scout spotted the two graves and ran toward them - the colors under its skin swirling faster and deepening in tone. Over Uncle Bear-Nard’s grave Scout let out a little eek followed by a moan. It slumped to the ground and hung its feet over the edge and pushed itself in. Jeeves and Pembrooke scrambled after Scout. 

Scout brushed dirt off Uncle Bear-Nard’s face.

‘Wake up. Wake up.’ 

Jeeves and Pembrooke leaned in and hooked an arm each, yanking Scout out with hefty pull. Scout’s light frame landed on the ground, arms still gripped by the two men. Startled, it gripped them back and threw them into the air a few feet away, causing them to tumble over.

Jeeves sprung to his feet.

‘It’s alright Scout. We talked about this.’

The gathered crowd murmured about Scout’s strength - a murmur of fear, until Quixote ran up to Scout, and without hesitation stroked its tiny ear.

‘He’s just scared. He’s just learned his home is gone.’

Scout responded by moving itself closer to Quixote. Ineer and Swarth stepped forward. Swarth chuckled again, speaking while Ineer’s eyes moistened in rare tears.

‘By the past powers. It’s Scout. Look at you. You haven’t changed.’

Scout squeezed its eyelids together and faint recognition spread across its face. 

‘Your face. Your hair - old like BearBear - soon you be dead too.’

Swarth picked up Scout and squeezed it.

‘Rascal. Where have you been hiding all these years?’

Scout pointed to the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion. Suddenly larger than life, Swarth resembled nothing like the man first found under the old school house with Con in the “Wolf’s Lair.” He hugged Scout firmer, and burst out with loud laughter, throwing his head back, carefree.

‘I might have known.’ 

The hug popped a smile onto Scout’s face and its colors brightened.

The general mood toward Scout relaxed with the friendliness of the exchange. The Gorks moved to meet Scout and touch it and the returned children accepted it as just another strange event since their rescue.
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​As they all headed back to the Cathedral-Mansion, Melaleuca told the maids to find rooms for all of the Gorks and the returned children on the lower floors and to feed them. Gregand walked by Melaleuca quite stunned at the presence of Scout. Gregand eyed Scout with suspicion.

‘This is one of the creatures from that day of destruction. It should be destroyed.’

‘Is that your answer for everything you do not understand?’ Melaleuca said back.

Never the quickest for answer outside his indoctrination, he grumped back, folded his arms and walked in front of her at a faster pace. He slowed and faced her again, this time a question forming on his hardened face.

‘Is your...is your friend okay?’

‘Lexington?’

‘Yes. Her.’

‘Yes she is.’

Gregand opened and shut his mouth unsure of his next words. A hesitant coyness sat as an uncomfortable air with him.

‘Could.....could I....see her?’

Ari prickled at this.

‘Perhaps you should ask if she wants to see you.’

Melaleuca tapped Ari, signaling him to back off.

‘Why do you want to see her?’ Melaleuca asked. Gregand fired up a threatening gaze of authority - a well trained reflex to insubordination.

‘If I want to see, it is what I want.’

Melaleuca bore into his eyes dipping into his beyond. Such hardened ingrained manners. 

How dare someone of a lesser nature talk back to him, he thought. 

In his mind Melaleuca saw a delicate child gazing at the wonders of the land around him disciplined over and over and over again. His mother tried to soothe him several times, hiding him away in many places. She saw the heart of his pain - a pain all that chose the hardened way must have. 

Gregand’s mother was discovered holding him in a tight embrace as he cried, while she tended to bruises on his body. Men appeared and his mother was dragged off - never to be seen again.

She broke her gaze and felt intolerance for all he stood for, but she understood why Gregand was the way he was. With eyes as soft as she could muster she spoke.

‘The way to Lexington’s heart is the path of gentleness. The same path your mother tried to show you.’

Anger ripped through his face and a snarl curled his lips while his eyes started moistening.

‘How dare you...how dare....’

The words choked in his throat.

Melaleuca hardened her gaze again.

‘You have been fed a lie. You do not have strength. You have denial. When Lexington is awake I will send her to see you.’ 

Melaleuca signaled to Ari, and they moved away from Gregand and headed toward the back of the Throughnight Cathedral-Mansion. 

Melaleuca added over her shoulder, ‘....that is if she wants to...’

​
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Chapter 3 – Inner Voice Revealed
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​Argus did not want to talk much with Lexington’s inner voice. It freaked him out, and besides extra knowledge and memories banged around inside his head. Why did he have memories of Aunty Gertrude yelling at him, and why did the sight of the cousins’ mothers leaving New Wakefield evoke sadness in him, and why they hell was he remembering it?

He paced the cold wooden floors back and forth between the friendless, solid walls.

‘I know that look,’ said Lexington’s inner voice.

‘Enough. Anyway how can you see?’

‘I know the sound that comes from that look. No one ever says what they feel or think. But their body sounds give it away.’

‘Well you can stuff it.’

‘Argus. You have the body of a young man and a new lease on life. I have watched Lexington struggle with me, struggle with herself. Clearly her feelings and logic war with her and that’s how I came to be. Whatever wars with you tears you apart. You cannot win until the sides find a peace - and that means something must give way or be given up.’

Argus clenched and unclenched his fist as if he wanted hit her.

‘I wish you would give up talking. Lexington does not talk like this.’

‘Lexington is lost. Will you be lost? What do you have to give up?’

He halted and his mouth opened as it if were about to form a barrage of swear words. Light from the small warped window cut him in half so that part of his body rested in the shadows.

‘Come into the full light, Argus.’

Argus shook his fist at Lexington’s inner voice.

‘You little bitch. Are you deliberately trying to goad me?’

Melaleuca and Ari entered the room along with Harshon, finding a pensive Argus. Harshon knelt by Lexington while Ari and Melaleuca studied Argus.

‘Argus?’ asked Melaleuca. 

Argus slumped onto Melaleuca’s bed.

‘This Lexington’s babbling thing - it’s...well...it’s...’ ‘I don’t know. Just got a sore head.’

‘He is fighting himself,’ Lexington’s inner voice said.

Argus swatted at the air as if trying to hit an invisible opponent.

‘Enough.’

Argus’s inner struggle and tiredness lay evident to Melaleuca. His change since rescuing Lexington was obvious; she saw it in his eyes. Perhaps it was too much for him and perhaps he needed a clearing too.

‘Go and rest. We will take care of Lexington.’

Argus hauled himself up and nodded. He liked that suggestion.

‘Just remember to keep on playing and having fun,’ Argus said. 

He yanked his head back in surprise as if he did not intend to say those words.

‘Thanks Uncle,’ Lexington’s inner voice said.

Argus’s instinct kicked in and he gave Lexington the fingers and left. Those remaining stood around Lexington’s peaceful, reposed body - her long hair splayed out as if a princess in a fairy story. Harshon felt sympathy for Lexington’s plight. She stroked her face.

‘I warned you this would happen. Your mother -’

Melaleuca nudged Harshon out of the way. She sat, peering into Lexington’s face.

‘It will be okay. Now - how do we clear Lexington, Lexington?’ 

‘It will take all of you, but you have to pick her up and as you clear yourselves take her through the motions. If you are pretending to walk, you must carry her forward like she is walking -’

Ari huffed out a frustrated breath.

‘But we do not know what happened to her between when she was taken and when we got her.’

‘I do,’ Lexington’s inner voice said. ‘And that is what you must take her through.’

As Lexington’s inner voice regaled them with the events, they listened trying to make sense of it. She started with the wild flowers and moved to the kidnapping, describing the smell of her captors and the jiggly ride to the Golgotha, Southern Wasteland. 

Of special interest was Lexington’s effect on Quesob. Her inner voice pointed out this proved how powerful gentleness was. Melaleuca bade her to continue and perhaps omit the ride through the Southern Wasteland and maybe skip straight to the part where she got to their destination. 

‘Did you not want to hear of Jerkin?’

Ari slapped his forehead.

‘Hell - we have left him and his gang still tied up.’

Almost together both Harshon and Melaleuca said, ‘Leave him there.’

Melaleuca added, ‘If he is so tough, he’ll live. We will free him tomorrow, maybe.’

Harshon reassured Ari of Melaleuca’s answer.

‘I have spoken with Con before. They let his friends go but were too scared to release him. Anyway, even if he gets free, he has nowhere to go. He has lost the High Galelain and has earned nothing but shame in the eyes of New Wakefield.’

Melaleuca prodded Lexington.

‘The destination?’

‘Oh yes that. That was awful. The smell and the moans. We could not see but I knew there were children there hurt and suffering, and some dead. Lexington could not see - but we might as well have. She could not take it - never has - hates things suffering - I think perhaps that is one way I came into being.’

Melaleuca rubbed the skin around her eyes, feeling her tiredness settling there.

‘You prattle as much as she does. Get to the point. Did you see what happened after we entered the cave for that madman?’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘That’s right no.’

‘How come no?’

Lexington’s inner voice whistled.

‘Too intense. The noise over rode everything and Lexington screwed her eyes shut so tight that nothing could be gleaned. I mean her head pounded with being held upside down, and that baby headed freak. He used that scrawny man to hypnotize him and became baby like to get bracelet off Lexington. It just fell off so easily and that other assistant put the botanist outfit on and created this big bubble that formed plants in it and threatened to take over the whole area.’

Melaleuca mulled over the information, darting her eyes between Ari and Harshon. She tapped her chin in thought.

‘Interesting. What happened just before the noises? We heard them too.’

Lexington’s inner voice spoke of the last exchanges between Uncle Bear-Nard and Daquan, especially mentioning Karena wanted to destroy New Wakefield not Daquan, and recited their Uncle’s last words to Lexington:

‘Understand this. A tree gives fruit to eat. Left untended it will still give fruit to eat. To enjoy it, you just have to let it grow, not understand how it works. Quixote is the key.’ 

Ari ran his hand up and down Lexington’s arm as if to soothe the real Lexington, wherever she was.

‘Lexington will not enjoy that last part. What does it mean anyway?’

Melaleuca pulled away as if a sudden thought tugged at her.

‘Where is Quixote?’

Harshon motioned behind her, pointing to outside.

‘Bleph distracted him and they started playing before we came up here.’

‘Just as well,’ Ari added, ‘The last thing he needs to hear is that he is the key.’

‘Agreed,’ Melaleuca said. ‘Tell us what created the noise we heard.’

‘Your Uncle had green bracelets on one arm and the black ones on the other arm. He crossed them over and garbled some words.’

At this utterance, Harshon sighed, shook, and her normal, gentle, composure crumpled with more shuddering as if a dead passed by her. In those few instances her true age shone through which Melaleuca noted she never saw before. What disturbed her?

‘Harshon?’

Harshon sat back from Lexington’s body, placing a hand on her own heart, a settling move, and cocked her head toward the narrow windows set in rustic stone. She cast a far away stare out the window which reflected the worried features on her face.

‘Did not think it would ever happen again in my lifetime. It’s....it’s what your....mother or mothers and fathers did all those years ago. I don’t understand it. Never had. Never was allowed to. But crossing all the bracelets and chanting the inscription from inside the cave’s deepest reaches unleashes....’ 

She drew in the heaviest breath she could.

‘...unleashes hell....’

‘Hell?’ Melaleuca asked.

Harshon held her hands out, shaking them as if trying to stop something encroaching on her.

‘I know no other word for it. It’s as if all of mankind’s history and imaginings both horrible and good came to life.’

Ari shut his eyes, recalling the sounds in the Forbidden Place and tried to fit it in with what he knew already.

‘But, the whispers recount the horrors lasting a day or longer. This was over in seconds.’

‘He did not have the yellow bracelets. So perhaps....I just don’t know.’

Melaleuca pictured the smashed up entrance to the mysterious door inside the cave which Quixote bashed.

‘So you have been inside the cave and through the door?’

Harshon paused a few seconds before answering, calmed herself and brushed her trousers as if distracted. With hesitation she spoke.

‘Yes...Many years ago...With your mother and her friends.’

‘Curious.’ Ari added. ‘We just went around in circles.’

Harshon made circle shapes in the air with her hands.

‘It’s two intertwining circles you see. It’s like a -’

‘Mobius strip,’ Lexington’s inner voice said. ‘Lexington suspected so when you all went in and came out, puzzled.’

‘A moe be us?’ Ari asked.

Harshon took a sheet and twisted it, and joined it in a circle. She traced her finger around it showing the twist allowed her finger to trace a continual path both inside and outside the circle without ever having to take her finger off it.

Ari tried tracing his finger around it.

‘Brilliant. When was that built? Who built it? And why? What were they hiding?’

Melaleuca tried to make full eye contact with Harshon.

‘Have you been inside Harshon?’

She nodded.

‘And?’

Harshon flicked her eyes to the left and down.

‘It’s just an empty chamber with an old bowl. That’s all.’

Melaleuca considered Harshon’s response. 

She clearly knows more and is not telling. Later. Time to clear Lexington.

Melaleuca stood up, decision made. 

‘Ari. Go get Quixote. Let’s get this clearing done. Nothing is going to happen without her.
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By early evening they were organized and ran through what they were going to do several times as a practice. Lexington’s inner voice informed them they probably had one shot at bringing Lexington out of the coma. 

Along with Argus, Pembrooke and Jeeves, the remaining three cousins carried Lexington down to the tree she was taken from. Using Quixote’s constant antics they strode back and forth through the occurrences as they understood them with instructions from Lexington’s inner voice. 

Bleph insisted on coming with Quixote - something he enjoyed - especially as she hero worshipped him. Harshon also provided what help she could.

Quixote took charge of acting out all Melaleuca told him to. The horse ride to the Southern Wasteland consisted of Lexington being held on the back of Jeeves while Quixote made all the noises of galloping there. At the Secret Forbidden Place, Quixote acted out starving children and threw himself around dying several times over, even bringing some laughter out of Lexington’s inner voice. To act out the escapades inside the thicket they all played various roles.

Anyone staring would have thought a small band of escaped, raving lunatics were doing their best to go mad.

When they got to the part of Uncle Bear-Nard crossing the bracelets, Jeeves and Pembrooke held Lexington upside down while Quixote stretched his arms up and started spouting gibberish. On Melaleuca’s command they yelled and screamed, hooted and hollered the weirdest, loudest sounds they could make.

Lexington moved her head, making a grumbling sound. Quixote cried out.

‘She made a noise.’

Melaleuca rubbed the outside of her throat, swallowing to soothe her throat from all the yelling.

‘Ok. Keep it up. Make more noise. This is the point that we think put her under.’

With a great heave they all bellowed as loud as possible, leaping and thrashing their bodies around.

Lexington threw eyes open and screamed.

‘Uncle no!’

They let her down, though she stood with an unsteady stance so they held her tight. She swiveled her head around in a desperate search for her Uncle.

‘Where is he? Where is he?’

Melaleuca gripped her with firm hands.

‘It’s okay Lex. You are back at the Cathedral-Mansion.’

‘Wha.....?’ 

Lexington darted her eyes about, blinking as if to refocus them over and over. She shut them, shook her head, groaned, and pinched the skin in the corner of her eyes by her nose, rubbed them and opened them again at a sloth’s pace. Slow recognition spread over her face as the setting registered where she stood. Her hands reached all over her body and she tugged at her toga.

‘I was naked. He took my clothes. My bracelet?’ 

She felt for her wrist. 

‘I’m unprotected.’

Ari sat her down on the grass and rubbed her back, while Quixote squeezed her hand. Bleph joined in and squeezed the other hand.

‘Just breathe Lex,’ Melaleuca said, ‘You have been unconscious for a while.’

Panic rippled across Lexington’s gentle face.

‘Unconsci.....what? How? And where is Uncle?’ 

She searched in their faces and turned to see who else stood there. Harshon, Jeeves and Pembrooke offered pained, distressed expressions of little comfort.

Lexington stared past them toward the Cathedral-Mansion.

‘Where is he? He came in and then......’

Melaleuca cut her short.

‘He is dead Lexington. Died saving you. He is a hero.’

A great feeling of forlorn loss fell across her.

‘Dead? Oh no. Not dead. The last thing I recall was he crossed all the bracelets and said not to look.’

First their parents, Antavahni and now Uncle Bear-Nard. What on earth were they involved in? Tears welled up and streamed down her face.

‘It’s my fault. All my fault. I should not have been out here on my own.’

Melaleuca took her by the shoulders and peered deep into her eyes.

‘It’s not your fault. None of our faults. You have had a big shock and need time to adjust.’

‘Well done,’ said Lexington’s inner voice.

‘Sssh,’ said Lexington. Her mouth dropped open and she held her breath.

What was her inner voice doing activating by itself? She did not write anything? Was she in shock?

‘Yes. I assume so,’ said her inner voice.

Lexington wanted to scream at it to be quiet, and a hasty glance at the others suggested they saw her inner turmoil.

Melaleuca softened her sharp glare and placed a caring hand on Lexington. After all - she went through more than any of the cousins, and who knows what inner fight she endured.

‘We know about your inside voice in your head Lexington. We can all hear it. Why didn’t you tell us? You should have shared it.’

‘Told you they would be fine,’ said her inner voice.

‘Hush,’ Ari said. ‘Give her the decency of grasping it.’

Despite hearing her inner voice prior, the cogs of understanding slotted into place for Quixote. 

‘Wow. Two Lexington’s. Why wasn’t I told?’

He peered into her ear, though Ari yanked him away. Man he can be insensitive at times. 

‘Because you ran off playing,’ Ari replied.

Shame took over Lexington’s face.

‘You can all hear?’

Melaleuca nodded. She flicked her hands at the adults to leave.

‘Give us some time. We will meet you soon in the great hall.’ 

Jeeves and Pembrooke backed away though Harshon remained. She considered herself like a mother to the cousins now. 

‘I promised to care for all of you if Karena ever sent people back. I would like to stay.’

Lexington raised her round, wearied eyes to meet Harshon, always liking the feel which the sight of Harshon gave her.

‘Stay. If you know, there is no reason to leave. I....I just....’

She buried her head in her hands and her hair fell forward.

‘What she is trying to say is that none of you understand what goes on in her head,’ said her inner voice. ‘Her logic and need for things to make sense sometimes hurt.’

‘Please be quiet,’ said Lexington. ‘I need to think.’

‘You do not have to anymore. I am your thoughts. Just converse away.’

‘No you are not. You are an abom....’

‘Abomination. How dare you. After all that I have done for you. Really.’

Melaleuca clapped her hands together hard. There were going to be problems bigger to solve, and she needed Lexington’s brains not her inner arguing.

‘Silence both of you. I am the leader and expect to be obeyed.’

‘Only when a decision cannot be made,’ the inner voice said.

Lexington raised her head and rolled her eyes.

‘I am sorry Mel.’

Quixote swatted at Lexington’s head.

‘If you hurt her.’

‘I am her,’ replied the inner voice.

‘You are hurting her,’ Quixote said.

‘Should have revealed me sooner,’ the inner voice shot back.

While Quixote pretended to fight Lexington’s invisible persona, Bleph put an arm around Lexington, consoling her. Ari pulled Melaleuca to one side.

‘This is worse,’ Ari said. ‘It will be hard enough for us to rescue kids, or the Vahn to make us prefects, or let us back, or look after the children, let alone having Lex with two voices.’

Lexington’s words of a decision needing contrasting options played through Melaleuca’s mind. What were the contrasting options here? Nothing seemed black and white. The question was - what to do about the inner voice assailing Lexington. 

Lexington beating Lexington up.  

Harshon approached with obvious concern.

‘She cannot stay like this. It will tear her apart.’

It struck Melaleuca - only one options lay before them. Before she could suggest it, Lexington spoke up.

‘My inner voice has to go. I have known for some time.’

‘Go,’ said her inner voice. ‘Go where?’

‘I will rephrase it. You have to be reintegrated into me.’

‘No. I will not let that happen,’ the inner voice replied.

Melaleuca thought of her own inner ability to see into peoples’ minds, and thought of the locked door she saw prior in Lexington’s mind. Would her own ability try and take her over like Lexington’s inner voice? Still so much to know.

Move forward and keep on playing. 

Lexington let out a deep sigh and threw her head back, drawing in the sweet scents from around her. The brilliance of the multi-colored, wild, flowers which drew her to this spot days ago, held themselves at high attention, catching the rays of the day. Insects buzzed from flower to flower and smaller, midge-like clouds swirled about. 

Despite the emotions of her awakening, a natural peacefulness hovered about this small corner, and she took in her fill of it. The dreamscape statues nipped at the edge of her consciousness, reminding her of the profound calm there - bidding her to not forget. A great purpose lay in store for all of them.

She leaned back on her arms, the grass crinkling into her palms. The feel of moist dirt crept up from the ground. Rain fell in between when she was here last. 

Given what she went through, she would not be beaten by her inner voice. For the first time ever, she sunk into her feelings; feelings which never made logical sense - shunned in favor of facts. 

Happiness, elation, sadness, turmoil, relief, fear, apprehension, silent terror - and on it went - a myriad of bottled up emotions deep in a well of logic banged shut by an almost pathological need for everything to make sense. Deeper still in this moment of exhausted, clearness, she knew her mind was too small a container to hold and fathom such strong emotions. 

And she saw it - the moment her mind split away from her. Like a crisp morning with a sharp blue sky after a storm, she felt the sudden release which comes with a realization.

All this time I have been afraid of feelings, afraid to hurt and suffer, afraid to watch others suffer. I don’t need you anymore.  But....

She noticed the wisps of blue mist swirling around, and instead of questioning them, enjoyed the sight, allowing herself to be fascinated - almost the same fascination she experienced with the statue filled with lights. 

Hey I can recall it.

‘Enough,’ said her inner voice. ‘I know what you are doing.’

A not so subtle shift played across Lexington - an altered awareness which they all sensed, especially Melaleuca. 

Has Lexington integrated already, thought Melaleuca.

‘Lex? You okay?’ Melaleuca asked.

Through hair which needed combing, Lexington produced a wearied but hopeful smile.

‘I will be fine. Fine, because I know how to silence my mind’s voice forever. Isn’t that right voice?’

‘Yes,’ her inner voice said, all the cocky confidence gone from its tone.

‘Behave and I will consider your fate,’ Lexington said.

She stood though her legs wobbled under her. 

‘I am hungry. Can I eat and then I would like to see Uncle. We need a clearing and we need to work out what to do next.’

Melaleuca gladdened at her speedy recovery and all around her felt the relief as well. Quixote’s confidence in a good outcome once again proved correct. Melaleuca noted Lexington used the word “we” instead of her normal “I.”

‘Lex. You said “we.” ’

‘I did didn’t I.’

Her inner voice remained silent.

‘What will I do without a bracelet?’ Lexington asked.

‘We either go and get your bracelet back or it’s time to try the green ones,’ Melaleuca said.

​
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