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Prologue

 

The land was a husk, cracked earth, dead rivers, nothing but wind and ash. From the emptiness, new giants and strange beasts had risen, ruling by claw and hunger.

Water led them to hope: a hidden city, ringed by crusted plains and silence. But its walls offered no peace. Trust was scarce, and danger waited in every shadow.

Here, survival would cost more than blood.

 

____________

 

“Wake up! Wake up! Darkness is coming,” The voice drifts from somewhere far away.

All of a sudden, all five horses are standing still. Standing in a row, they are looking around. A new world, everything is green, morphed, and they are spinning. Nothing sounds clear. Everything is swaying and moving in vertical waves.

An owl is there. There is silence. There is a slight humming in the air. He slaps a stick in slow motion. “You are to learn,” he says as his voice drags out, slow and muffled. “Because you are bad horses, you will wear golden halters!” As he slaps his whip again, golden, glowing halters appear strapped tightly to the horses’ heads. “Now you are controlled, hahaha!” An evil laugh comes from the little morphed bird.

“Nooooooo!” the horses scream.

“I am an owl. My name is Archimedes. I will guide you,” he says slowly. Then he disappears.

The horses are eating grass. Then the grass is gone.

“What is wrong with your feet, owl?” says One, his voice muffled and cut off.

“This is a rock. And my feet are standing on it. The owl is back. 

“A rock? A rock? Is it alive?” a voice says.

Everyone is busy. No one is talking.

“You are a very small bird,” a voice says.

“I am six inches tall, to be exact,” the owl, standing tall and proud on his rock. 

“I can knock you off your rock with my hoof,” says One. Everything is fuzzy. 

That would not be nice. I hope you don’t,” the owl replies back.

One lunges. Poof! The owl is gone.

Pop! He reappears.

“There he is!” a voice shouts.

Another lunge—poof. Pop.

“You are a nasty little horse,” the owl says calmly.

“I am not little, I am the best warrior horse in the universe!” One rages. He rears, bringing his hoof down toward the owl. But the owl raises his wand, and when hoof meets wand, a jolt surges through One.

“Ahhh!” He collapses, twitching.

Everything is blurry.

“What did you do!?” a muddled voice asks coming up from behind.

The owl waves his wand over the others, and they, too, fall to the ground, shuddering, seemingly in pain.

“It hurts! Help me!” One has a golden rope around his leg.

“Your brashness will cripple you,” Archimedes warns. “From now on, you will limp through your missions.”

One starts to grimace. “Ahh.”

“Give him his leg back!” yells Five. “He did not mean it.” 

“Ah!” The ropes get tighter.

Slowly turning to look behind him, “Actions speak louder than words,” the owl replies, wand raised.

“Five loses his mind. He goes screaming at Owl, defeating the strength of the golden rope holding him down on the ground. “Ahh! I will fight you! Ya!” Pow!

“PORT-A-FOY!” There are some muffled words, and the scene gets blurry.

Drop kick! Bite! Tail slap! Five comes and goes out of the scene, popping in and out, disappearing. 

Owl just disappears and reappears in different spots, not going a foot apart from the last spot he was in. Very calm, he has his wand folded in his arms as he moves.

“How is Five so fast?” a voice comes out, sounding like a thought. The hum is still in the air.

Owl checks his invisible watch. Then makes his way off his rock. He walks over and taps One to stop twitching. One just lies there. 

“You young and very dumb warriors need a lesson. Not a normal -,” the owl is cut off abruptly, and the scene is now the warriors with their golden halters on, panting. The hum in the air sharpens to a ring. 

“I have been sent to watch you fools survive on Earth. Your first mission: find a duck.”

The warriors stare at each other. “A… duck?”

Archimedes points toward a floating rock in water. “Go.”

Owl waves his hand, bye. There is a ringing in the air still. Then, poof! He is gone.

“What!? How dare he leave us in this crazy, disgusting place? There is nothing here!” Voices just start to talk. 

“It is so ugly! And what are we standing on? This hard black thing…and it is falling apart.” 

“No clouds. There are no clouds.”

“Bye!” Now, a deep, scary voice speaks low and slow, while the horses are screaming, all the way down a dark, black tunnel.

Five runs and slides. “Wee! Look what I am doing! This is fun!”

Four looks down and has a golden rope around his leg.

 

__________

 

Four jolts awake, gasping, clawing at his leg as though a rope still binds it. There is no rope. There are no golden ropes anywhere. He woke up from a nightmare. He is still slightly asleep and panicked. He looks up. Dust swirls in the daylight. How long did he sleep? He looks around. The others are asleep, filthy from their travels, still huddled together. He stretches his sore neck, but does not attempt to get up. He lays his head back down and falls back asleep.

After not too long, Four wakes up again. Something is touching him. He opens his eyes, wide now, and panicked. He is looking around, only using his eyes. He is scared to move. No one else is awake. What could that possibly be, he thinks to himself. He has not seen anything since being on this new earth. He feels something again. He slowly lifts his head to see what it is. Little black fuzz balls are running around, popping in and out of the earth. He tries to move slowly and not make a sound. He can hear them beeping. “Beep, beep, beep-beep,” they must be talking to each other.  

Why are they right here? He thinks, They must like that we are alive? Or that there is shade? What are they digging for?

Four must have moved. The puffs are all staring at him. They all just stare at each other in silence. Then all of a sudden, they start popping away, “Pop. Pop, pop, pop!” 

At the same time, Four sees giant shadows in the sky. It is a large circling creature, “Uh Oh! Guys! Wake up, wake up!”

“Cawwww!!!” The creature in the sky calls out.

The warriors jump up in sheer panic! “Ahhh! What is that?” Two shouts, still very much asleep.

“Do not move,” One warns.

“I do not know! It is getting closer and closer, though,” Four says as the others struggle to fully get stable on their feet. 

“I think our diamonds are luring it closer,” says Three, rubbing her eyes and trying to focus. They are all still struggling to wake up from their exhausting trip the day before.

“Do you think that is a bird?” Asks Five. 

“It is a huge bird if it is. I have never seen a bird that big,” answers Two.

“We need to make sure it is not after us. Do not move or make any movements at all,” says One.

“It is still circling,” Four whispers. The horses finally collect themselves, all hunker down again, and they sit still. 

They hear the bird. It calls again, “Cawwww!”

“It is so loud,” Three holds her ears. 

“The bird is circling around, again,” says One. 

They sit still for a little longer. “Look, it is veering off. It is headed somewhere,” Three notices it is going in a straight direction and is now quickly getting further away.

“It is so big, it barely flaps its wings, and now it is far away,” Five says, still hunkered down and clearly captivated. 

“That cannot be a bird. There is no way,” Two says in disbelief. 

“Four,” Five talks to Four as he stretches from sleeping on the hard ground all night, “you were sound asleep, running around and screaming. What is wrong? I think you were asleep. I kept yelling your name. I have never seen anyone do that before. I have seen smiling while sleeping, but nothing like you running around. You good?” 

Four stretches too, and answers Five, “I dreamt last night that I was stuck asleep. I could not wake up. It was a terrifying dream,” he takes a breath, “like nothing I have ever dreamt before. I have never had a dream that was bad before.” He pauses, looks down and around at the others, then speaks again. “Good thing we are still glowing. My dream showed us losing our glow.” 

“That is so interesting,” Three whispering to herself about his dreaming and sleepwalking. 

“Well, I think we keep heading out again,” One says, shaking the dust off his back.

“Alright, let us all head out,” Two says, walking in the same direction they had the day before. The rest get up slowly and walk on. Two keeps looking back, making sure all is accounted for, and nothing is trailing them.

“I am hungry,” says Five, seriously walking a dejected walk.

To distract the group, Three asks a question. “Are we the first warriors, for the first time, ever, on Earth? I mean, that is pretty impressive.” Three tries to make light because she knows how hungry Five is. He eats all the time in Heaven, and they have not had one morsel since they landed here.

The conversation is working. Five starts to talk to Three. “Has anything from the heavens ever come to Earth?”

Four is silent, still reflecting on his crazy and unsettling dream. 

Three answers Five, “Maybe birds? Do you think birds have come here? Or are there other birds that do not go back and forth? Do you think anything other than birds have come to Earth?” questions Three.

“Maybe Angels? I do not know,” says Five, sadly. Three looks at him. She knows he is not doing well. The warriors keep walking, hoping to reach something today.

“Is that an angel in the sky?” Two asks, actually thinking and looking up. “See the round one? No, it is kind of a straight light. Huh,” Two sees light, but it is very faint. “You know how water in the waterfalls spreads the light? Does certain water make the light taller? Do you think that is what is happening with this weird light in the sky?”

“Refraction,” Four just says without lifting his head. “It is the bending of light.”

“How do you know that, Four?” asks One.

“I borrowed a teacher’s book. The information seemed interesting,” Four answers. 

“Ha. That is hilarious, Four,” One is amused.  

“Cawwww!”

“The bird! The Giant bird is back!” screams Three. 

“Everyone, get together, try and stick together!” Two pulls everyone in fast!

“The giant bird is coming closer!” Three is whispering with intensity. “I have never been so scared or out of sorts in my life!”

“Shh! Three, don't yell,” One is mad and scared.

“This bird has red eyes,” says Five, starting to stand up to get a little closer.

“Cawww!” The bird screams! 

“Ahhhh!” The horses almost go deaf! It is stunning them, and they scream like they have never screamed before. They do not know what is up from down. They can not even get another word out. They can not certainly hear or feel anything at this point. All their senses are numb. 

The giant bird lunges at them, diving, only to be struck midair, hurled to the ground by something unseen. “Ah!!!” The bird!” Five screams, seemingly not affected by the bird’s call as the others. Hit like a hundred pounds of force, the bird goes flying, hitting the ground and rolling on the hard dirt. The ground shakes! 

A while goes by, and the warriors finally look up, “The bird got hit!” Three recovers from her shock. 

The warrior’s ears are still ringing. “The bird is getting up. It is up! It is up!”

“What happened? Is that another creature? Did it hit the bird?” Five is squinting. 

“It looks angry,” Two says. “The bird is flying back over us!” The bird goes back to get the horses, to grab them, blindly attracted to their diamonds sparkling in the sunshine. “It is coming closer!” 
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