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      Plains of Spain, 1599

      Pablo had been a farmer on the plains of Spain, where much of the rain in the country fell, for nearly two decades, most his life since he had graduated from boyhood to manhood. The ritual to do so had been nearly as brutal as this evening, the woman he’d been offered as large as the harvest moon, the air hot and full of moisture, and his body sweating in terror.

      Post-dusk was the best time of the day. The air was the coolest it would be, and clouds overhead promised some relief from the humidity. Pablo grabbed a shovel and walked toward a pile of dung his neighbor, a pig farmer, had dropped off earlier today. It stunk, but there was no better fertilizer.

      A movement from behind him and to his left caught his eye, and he spun around to see what it might be. His eyes widened as he saw a ball of fire falling from the sky. The already warm night air got hotter and an odd whooshing sound increased in volume as the object approached the ground. It did not fall like a normal ball of anything would, but instead seemed to level out, like a bird coming in for a landing, and it executed a sharp right turn before settling behind his barn with a crash.

      Pablo hesitated. He could run back into his home, but the thing, whatever it was, would still be waiting whenever he came back outside.

      Carefully, he walked around the building and could not believe what he saw. It looked like an odd—windmill. Dust blew against his skin. An odd mechanical sound came from within- the creaking and groaning of metal on metal. Three arms extended from the front of it and spun in a circle.

      The arms turned in the opposite direction of the wind. As Pablo stepped away from the side of the building, the windmill seemed to rotate so the “arms” faced him. A long, narrow tube slowly appeared and extended from the central hub where they were attached to the structure.

      A beam of light shot from it, and Pablo jumped to one side. He felt something odd in the air next to him, a feeling he got when lightning struck close by, and the temperature rose another five degrees in an instant. The grass where he had been standing caught fire.

      A new whirring sound came from the thing in front of him, and it rose from the ground, three cylinders that looked like legs bearing it aloft. When the body of the windmill was about eight feet in the air, the whirring stopped.

      One of the leg-like cylinders rose and stepped forward. The odd windmill had legs, and its legs had knees, and it was walking.

      Pablo screamed. He turned and ran back toward his home, but then changed his mind. To his left was a horse feeding trough. As he leapt inside, several splinters from the rough wood tore into his skin. He held perfectly still.

      From outside the trough, he heard the strangest sequence of sounds he had ever heard.

      Whir-Thump

      Whir-Thump

      Whir-Thump

      A shadow covered the moon for a moment, and he looked up. The windmill was walking quickly by. Almost running.

      Pablo closed his eyes and prayed. Prayed to Jesus, the Holy Virgin Mary, and under his breath swore eternal allegiance to the Pope and the Holy Catholic Church if only God would spare his life.

      The Whir-Thump sounds got more distant, and soon he couldn’t hear them at all.

      He needed to warn someone. Scrambling from the trough, he saw what looked like footprints, except that instead of the rough soles of boots, the prints were round, nearly four feet in diameter, and smooth on the bottom.

      He ran the opposite direction of the way he thought the windmill had gone with no real idea where he was going at first.

      Then it came to him, and he changed direction slightly to intersect with the main road that led into the village. The church would be his first stop.
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      Vatican Basement, 1599

      “Don Quixote? Are you kidding me?”

      “Would you rather use your own name, Mr. Quixana?” Gunther Liefson III had a thick German accent and a non-existent sense of humor. He was clearly a well-muscled man under the auburn silk shirt and dark jacket he wore. A hat sat perched upon his head even inside his office, and Alonso guessed from its roundness and his lack of facial hair that he was bald.

      “What, exactly, am I fighting again?” Alonso looked around the ornate room, as if the answers would lie in the intricate carvings that framed the ceiling, or the paintings of voluptuous cherubs hanging on the walls. There were thin windows at the top of them that let more light into the room than seemed possible. The room smelled somewhat musty, like the dusty pages of old books.

      “Martians.”

      “Martians? What are Martians?”

      “Beings from the planet Mars.” The German did not smile, and Alonso did not believe he could tell a joke anyway, especially one this elaborate. His hands were folded on a huge expanse of wood. The chair he sat in was covered in an odd green fabric and had wooden arms that matched the color of the desk.

      “Planet what? Do explain.”

      “I think Galileo can do a better job.” The German gestured, and Alonso heard footsteps coming down the marbled tile floor of the hallway.

      He turned and a relatively young, tall man walked through the doorway. The opening was topped with an intricate cortication, one featuring Adam touching the finger of God. He’d seen a painting like it somewhere before.

      The gentleman’s hair was graying in stark contrast to smooth skin of his face, and he frowned. He wore the long, dark cloak of an academic with a red silk scarf tossed around his neck.

      “Alonso, Galileo. Galileo, Alonso.”

      “The Galileo? Aw, hell no!”

      “There is no proof of the existence of hell. However, I have proof of the existence of other planets.”

      “Aren’t you the round earth guy?”

      “Of course. I have proof of that as well.”

      “Lord Liefson, are you kidding me? Next you will tell me that the god Uranus is in cahoots with Mars, and Mercury quickly sent you a message--”

      “Does he think this is a joke?” Galileo roared. “This is not a joke. Other planets are real. The world is round. And Spain is being invaded!”

      “Spain. Philip the II, the great incompetent one, is being invaded?”

      “Not by the English or some other earthly nations. The Martians!” Galileo stomped his foot. “Lord Liefson, we are wasting time.”

      “Both of you sit down and shut up!” A vein stood out on the face of the German, and his fists made balls the size of lion paws. Galileo and Alonso both complied, finding themselves in uncomfortable cold stone seats with high, stiff backs.

      “Here is the assignment, Mr. Quixana,” the German continued. “You have a choice though. The arena awaits if you do not wish to travel to Spain.”

      “That was not part of the deal when I joined this team.”

      “Ah, but it was.” The German leaned across the shining wooden desk in front of him. “Do I need to remind you of the contract you signed?”

      Alonso sighed. “Fine, what am I up against?”

      “Galileo, explain?” the German growled, and leaned back as the astronomer once again took the lead.

      “The creatures are from Mars. I am certain of it. I saw some arrive via my telescope.”

      “Telescope?”

      “Through a lens I use to stare at the sky. It does not matter what it is or how it works. That it does is all you need to know.’

      “Fine,” Alonso stated. “So, I am going to Spain to fight creatures from another planet, Mars, you say?”

      “Yes.”

      “What do these Martians look like?”

      “They look a lot like—windmills,” Galileo said. “Three big arms in the front. The survivor who saw them described a tube that comes out of the front that shot heat and fire.”

      “How is a windmill a threat?”

      “After it landed behind this man’s barn, it walked away.”

      “A walking windmill? You can’t be serious.”

      “I am serious, Mr. Quixana.” Galileo stared at him. “Make no mistake. If the Martians find Spain easy to conquer, the rest of the world will follow.”

      “So, are you going with me then, Galileo? To help me defeat these creatures from another planet?”

      “Nein!” the German answered. “Enough information for now. It is time for action. Galileo will not be going with you. You will take Sancho Panza. He is the best qualified and well versed in the local language.”

      “Great. The peasant. Just what I needed. I am sure he will be great in combat situations.”

      “You’ll make do.”

      “Well, where is he?”

      “Next floor down, with Francisco.”

      “There’s another floor below us?”

      “Yes. The weapons room. Mr. Melzi is very creative.”

      “Okay, great. I’ll get going then. Goodbye, Galil—” Alonso looked around, but the astronomer was nowhere to be found.
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      Alonso pushed open the rough stone door. This level of the basement was quite spartan compared to the floor above. The floors were as rough as the door, and not polished or shiny at all.

      “Who are you?” a white-robed mountain of a man asked. His graying beard reached nearly to where Alonso assumed his navel would be. It was hard to tell from the gelatinous mound that was his belly. He stood behind a stone table on which there were several deadly looking metal weapons, the likes of which he had never seen.

      “Alonso Quixana,” he replied. “Agent of the Monster Marshalls.”

      “Marshalls? I see. They told me to expect someone else.”

      “Someone else?”

      “Perhaps your given pseudonym?” a voice said from behind him.

      “Sancho Panza,” Alonso said as he turned. “I would say it is good to see you, but it isn’t.”

      “Then the pleasure is all mine,” said Sancho.

      “Him I was expecting,” the large man said. “What is your name again?”

      “Quixote,” Alonso answered. “Don Quixote.”

      “Good, that is who I was expecting.”

      “And you are?” Alonso asked.

      “He’s the infamous Francisco Melzi, the third,” Sancho answered.

      “I can answer for myself, peasant.” Francisco said. “But the low-life speaks truly. I understand you are going to face the tripods.”

      “Tripods?”

      “The Martians.”

      “You mean the walking windmills?”

      “Whatever you choose to call them. We assume they will be weak from the underside, where the legs attach. There has to be an opening for them there.”
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