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This book is dedicated to my son Delian - the joy of my life
Prologue:
Rod knew Mac was dying. It was a harrowing time and Rod hated the way everybody hovered cautiously around the bed as if any movement they made might shutdown the old man’s life. This was wrong. Rod was sure Mac wanted things to be as normal as possible and he wondered if this was how people always behaved around death.
Rod leaned over and deliberately adjusted the pillow then fretted even more as he noticed how worn Mac’s wrinkled aboriginal face looked against the smooth hospital sheets. Everything was wrong! Mac should not have been put in here to die. He belonged in the Kimberleys where he’d been a tracker all his life.
“He shouldn’t be here!” Rod whispered angrily to his father.
His father’s look was grim as he nodded in agreement.
They sat quietly, watching the slow rise and fall of Mac’s chest, but the old man slept on, seemingly unaware of the people gathered around him.
One by one the visitors left till eventually Rod found himself alone with his father, standing vigil over the old man in the bed.
Immediately one eye opened and Mac looked straight at him. “They gone?” It was more a croak than a question but it made Rod laugh. Obviously the cancer had not managed to change him - Mac was still as contrary as ever.
Rod’s father smiled and moved closer to the bed. “How’ya feeling Mac?”
“Crook.” Mac sucked at the air but kept talking. “But that don’t matter now…I asked yous to come in ‘cause I need to talk about the cave paintings.”
Rod looked across at his father. Was this the time to be talking shop?
“You shouldn’t get excited Mac.” His father reached over touching the old man on the shoulder.
“No! It’s important that you know about this.”
Rod could hear the tremble in the old man’s voice. “Dad’s right Mac…you should rest.” Seeing someone this ill was a new experience for Rod and although he was trying hard to ignore the fear churning in his stomach he had to admit he did not like it at all.
“I know what I’m doing,” the old man wheezed irritably.
As he paused for breath Rod exchanged glances with his father. Even these few words had been an effort for the old man. What could be so important that he was willing to struggle to even breathe?
Rod went around the bed to his father. “Dad” he whispered, “Should he be trying to talk?”
“Tell me how we stop him?”
“Stop yer whispering and help me up.” Mac commanded, struggling with the sheets.
Both Rod and his father instantly responded, lifting the old man as they franticly wedged pillows around the frail body enabling Mac to sit upright
“I gotta tell you about the cave paintings I found…long time back…that’s what this is all about.” Mac paused and this time neither Rod nor his father said a word.
“Was years back when I found ‘em… must’a only been a bit older than you are now Rod.”
Sheepishly Rod looked into the old man’s eyes knowing that at his age Mac was already a hunter, living off the land. As he compared his life to what he knew about Mac’s youth Rod felt uneasy. “I can’t hunt yet like you… but I will one day!”
“It was a different time Rod, and a different culture,” his father cut in.
The old man tried to agree but a coughing fit shook his thin body making it difficult to stay upright. After a long pause he tried to continue. “I…came across ‘em by accident. I’d been warned…them caves was taboo for my mob.” He closed his eyes and leaned back gasping for breath. “Wasn’t supposed to even know the paintings existed!”
For a moment Rod wondered if Mac would be able to take another breath. “Dad! He shouldn’t be talking!”
But his father just shook his head.
“You jest mind your business youngin,” the old man said heavily, his eyelids dropping shut. ”I gotta …tell you… where them paintings are. I’m the only one left who knows.”
Mac paused for a long time and there was a stillness in the room that made Rod shiver.
“There’s a strange power around that place Gordon.” Mac opened his eyes. “I got lost even!” He paused. His breath was coming in wheezing rasps as he slumped weakly against the pillows. “Paintings’re in some caves…… not far from that cave you found last year.”
“You mean the Horseshoe cave?”
Mac nodded then sat motionless.
Rod attempted to prop the pillows higher for he didn’t like the greyness creeping across the old man’s cheeks. Then he sat on the side of the bed looking from Mac to his father his mind drifting back to last year. He had not been with them when they found the Horseshoe Cave system. His father had come back from overseas to head up an expedition into the Kimberley region and although he had begged to go, his father seemed to think school was more important. Later when his dad had shown him the photos Rod wished more than ever that he had been there. The images in Horseshoe cave were clear and very different to most indigenous paintings. Mac had been on that trip too, but nobody had mentioned the paintings that Mac was now trying to tell them about.
“There’s a series of waterfalls…’bout…ah… twenty clicks down river.” Mac paused shuddering painfully as he tried to remain upright.
Rod jumped up, sure that Mac was about to die in front of them.
Thankfully at that moment a nurse bustled through the door. “Good heavens Mac…you shouldn’t be sitting up!” She pushed passed Rod glaring at his father. “What do you think you are doing? This man is really ill!” Forcefully the nurse settled Mac down under the covers, ignoring his weak protest.
Rod felt guilty. It had been wrong to let Mac go so far. He looked down at the shrivelled face, knowing Mac was much worse now than when they had first arrived.
“We’d better go.” His father was speaking more to Mac than him.
“No…don’t… don’t go Gordon…I gotta tell you.” Mac’s voice was weak but there was an urgency to it that caused them both to pause. “Find them,” he whispered. “You gotta put your hands into the carved circles… on the cave floor.” Mac choked as he struggled to breathe. “Them paintings was done by another tribe…. very old tribe… long before us. Maybe …come from the sky…I…” Mac’s last words were lost as his eyelids flickered.
“Shush!” The nurse commanded.
There was a hush in the room then Mac swallowed hard and opened his eyes again.
“Just rest now.” The nurse was trying to sooth her patient yet Mac hardly seemed aware that she was there.
“Gordon, you gotta listen…find them caves… the paintings are not of our world”
Rod could hear the desperation in his croaking words.
“They mustn’t be lost Gordon.”
“We’ll come back later Mac.” Gordon said abruptly. “We can talk about it then.”
Rod didn’t like the way his dad stood up so quickly, as though he was trying to get away from the urgency in the old man’s eyes.
“Make him listen Rod!” The old man swung a weak hand out towards him. “You understand….you know about them paintings...” Mac’s words ended in a fit of coughing.
Rod frowned because he had no idea what Mac was talking about.
The old man switched his gaze back to Rod’s father. “Make sure Rod goes with you this year Gordon…he’s connected somehow...”
The hand dropped and Rod saw that Mac had lost consciousness.
“What does he mean …what am I connected to?”
“He’s delirious, poor bloke. We’ll come back tonight.” Gordon touched the bed fondly. “You better bring your mother, she liked old Mac and he may not last much longer.”
Rod stared down at the old aboriginal tracker. He agreed with his father. The old man certainly looked terrible. “He seemed to think I might know something about these paintings.” Rod was troubled that in some way he was letting Mac down. “But I have no idea what he means.”
They stood quietly by the bedside as the nurse checked Mac’s chart.
“Yeah son…he certainly did seem intent on making you understand.”
Rod was puzzled. He’d always been interested in his dad’s work and had actually found a few small carvings in Queensland when he was younger - but why would Mac think he was connected to these mysterious cave paintings in the Kimberley? Nevertheless, as he walked out of the hospital he felt a sudden tingle of excitement. What Mac had said was sure to force his father to take him on this year’s expedition.
Chapter One
The Nobility of the Forest:
Chaldee moved like a shadow through the solid mass of trees. Ahead she could see the War Room, a low roofed, stone building, purposely built into the side of the hill so only those who knew of its existence could find the place.
Her father had often brought her here as a small child, but sadly he had been dead now for over three years. Her breath caught in her throat. She hated the feeling of grief she still felt but with this crisis looming she had no time for such pain. Over these past months circumstances had been forcing her to take her father’s place as leader, demanding that she be strong and clear-headed.
Silently she crept across a mat of decaying leaves but hesitated at the entrance to the War Room. This stone bunker had always been the centre of the kingdom’s strategy and planning so it was natural that operations designed to maintain order and give the people guidance would begin here. But how, she wondered, would she be able to bring her kingdom back from the brink of self-destruction.
The age of the stone building always unnerved her. Stretching far back into antiquity, it was a living record of the pioneering exploits of her ancestors, whose journeys through the stars had become mythical epics woven into story and song.
Throughout her childhood Chaldee’s father had lectured her on the importance of those early expeditions – conducted over countless generations – they had been an experiment. Never a large group, their ancestors had originally come to the Blue Planet as a scientific unit to assess the value and availability of the Earth’s mineral deposits. Over numerous visits a handful of sophisticated settlements had been established in the more temperate regions of the planet.
But then the first mistake occurred. The Scrolls spoke of a monumental decision that her ancestors made; they voted to restructure the DNA of the local inhabitants. As her father explained, by bringing about this genetic change, giving these primitive people new food sources, showing them the science of agriculture and how to domesticate some types of animals her forefathers unwittingly released a scourge. In a short space of time humans grew in numbers as well as in mental ability.
Over time greed and misunderstanding forced the two races into a pattern of lies and open aggression. As the centuries passed her people lost all control over the Earthling population. Indeed it was a major reason for preparing this forest refuge. Granted, the upheavals of the planet, with its ongoing cycles of ice, flood and drought did contribute, but mainly it was the warring Earthlings who forced her forefathers to retreat to this hidden realm. The Scrolls spoke of those distant days of turmoil and prophesed that it would be her people’s ancient history that would bring about the crisis they were now facing.
These thoughts were so distracting that Chaldee thoughtlessly pushed through the heavy oak door with such force that it triggered an instant alert. The four men at the war-table were on their feet, their weapons drawn, before she had time to protest.
“Baron…it is alright!” Chaldee threw her hands out in defense. “It’s me!”
“You’re Highness!”
Instantly the four statesmen were bowing before their young princess. Overnight this child had become a striking young woman. Indeed she was her father’s daughter in almost every detail, tall, slender and commandingly beautiful.
“When I heard you were all here I guessed your purpose.” Chaldee moved to the table. “I must give you news.”
The four remained bowed, making their upward gaze a struggle.
“Please…there is no time for protocol! Do sit down.”
Slowly they obeyed, their eyes never leaving her face.
“From now on we must work closely together, so please drop the formality. We are here to prevent an uprising…that is what is important.”
Baron Kish stared openly into her face then after a long pause he nodded curtly. “It is agreed.”
“We were told you had been imprisoned by the prince.” Lord Palatine stumbled over this insult to his princess. “Imprisoned - by your own uncle!”
Chaldee smiled briefly. “Well as you see, I am free, although neither the Master Speaker nor the Prince are aware that I have taken leave from the palace dungeon.” Her smile broadened. “It is best that my guards do not know of my escape route….this way I can come and go at will.”
“Ah!” The four elderly statesmen nodded in sudden understanding. Someone was obviously helping their monarch.
“If you are able to move freely in and out of the palace prison then you must be given help?”
“Robar is with me.”
“The apeman!” Lord Palatine was shocked.
“He is my personal guard and my friend, so I will have nothing said against him,” she said imperiously.
Again the noblemen bowed but made no comment.
Chaldee looked at the four old men in front of her. Years of experience and wisdom sat before her. “I am here because I heard you were meditating on a new declaration to offer our people.” She paused, feeling a little uncertain of her position. Surely they would help her bring about a peaceful settlement to the unrest now spreading across the forest kingdom
“The Master Speaker has ordered us to formulate a bulletin that will calm the people. Panic is everywhere.” Baron Kish explained.
“Rioting has started. People know about the prophecy and they think the end of the world is coming.” Lord Palatine cut in.
“This is why I’m here. I have valuable information, about part of the prophecy hidden in the ancient Scrolls. I am sure that the Prince and the Master Speaker are deliberately keeping much from you.” Chaldee paused, but nobody spoke. “In the prophecy there is mention of a young man, a human who will help us.”
“Yes Madam. We do know…it is one of the causes for alarm. Everybody loathes these barbaric humans.” The Baron looked at his compatriots. “We believe our forefathers made a mistake by helping those creatures. We must have nothing to do with them!”
The three men nodded silently.
“But this is a major indicator in the prophecies!” Chaldee stood up, staring passionately at each man. “I do not believe our forefathers made an error. Over time the changes to the human essence have been positive and at this crucial time in the Blue Planet’s passage through the Milky Way the prophecy demands that we renew our contact with these Earthlings. Don’t you see…..this young human is to be the bridge between the two races?” She paused for a moment waiting for the protest but all attention was now riveted on her words.
“It was always forecast that the essential changes to the humans would take time.” the Barron said, nodding thoughtfully.
“But not this long surely,” muttered Lord Palatine.
“The timing was never completely known but always it was expected that eventually they would respond to the geometry of consciousness. The prophecy states that as we integrate our Kingdom with the outside world we will…”
“Ah yes,” Baron Kish chopped across her words. “This is the main problem. Our people do not want such an integration!”
“I’m afraid there is no choice. We simply must find a way to assimilate,” Chaldee said bluntly. “The prophecy also states that at the time of the planetary upheavals our realm should be realigned with the rest of the earth.”
All four men were aghast at this news. “We know nothing of such upheavals!”
“No, “Chaldee sat down. “There is much you have not been told.”
Each man bowed again before the majesty of this young woman and Chaldee knew they felt it correct for her to be here. It was well known that her uncle, the Prince Regent, was a mere puppet of the Master Speaker, so it was natural that her entrance - as she took her rightful place in the War Room - would give them new hope.
“I must emphasize to you in the strongest terms that the human in the prophecy is the bridge between our world and the parallel human world beyond the forest. Somehow you must help our people understand this. Your bulletin needs to explain that soon the changes to our magnificent blue planet will cause havoc to all its life forms - just as it has in the past - but this time we must not be isolated. This time there is the threat of a mass extinction so there is much we can do to help.
“A mass extinction you say? Is it that bad?”
Chaldee could sense their horror.
“We knew nothing of this!”
“I understand….this is why I am here. You all need to be aware of the larger picture. As the young Earthling man enters the forest the connection between the races will begin and all that has been predicted will be put into motion.” Chaldee stopped and looked intently into the eyes of each man at the table. “You need to tell the people that the changes to our lives may not be destructive but they are inevitable and the Earthling is the link. By his hand the gateway between the two worlds will re-open.”
Chapter Two
Base Camp:
Rod was pleased that his father’s expedition was under way. It had been a long haul from Sydney to the Kimberley but he was here at last, sitting in front of this roaring campfire, on the edge of an unknown, unfamiliar land.
He glanced around at the rest of the group huddled in blankets, soaking up the heat. They were probably pleased to be out here too; at the start of such an exciting search and with such a famous archaeologist. His dad had promised them a tough but rewarding two weeks and Rod knew from past expeditions that that’s exactly what they would get.
The light from the flames flickered across their tired faces, showing how weary everybody was. The long trek in from where they left the vehicles had been hard but the final effort of setting up this base camp turned out to be today’s real test. He smiled to himself wondering what his dad had prepared for tomorrow.
Rod didn’t feel tired, but this was probably because this morning his father had given him such a light backpack. It concerned him because he was not the same kid who had been up here four years ago; not only had he grown in physical size and strength but compared to back then he could feel how much he had matured. Trouble was he suspected his father had not noticed.
Rod screwed a finger into his ear as he often did when he was thinking. It might be hard to convince his father to allow him to be who he really was. That was the trouble when parents separated – the one who left the family sometimes lost touch. He stood up abruptly, not liking the direction of his thoughts. He shouldn’t be thinking of his father this way, after all the man had been really busy. Overseas for nearly two years and now with his book on ancient rock art nearly finished and his photographs causing great acclaim everywhere; it was unpardonable to be placing this sort of blame on the man.
As a way of turning his mind from these thoughts Rod went over to check on his dog. Earlier they had put Smudge on a long lead to keep him out of the way as they set up camp. As he got close he saw that the greyhound had pushed himself up against a pile of backpacks and had become a tight ball of soft fur. These racing dogs did not cope well with the cold and the clear, icy nights up here were an enormous contrast to the blazing heat of the day. Looking around Rod could see that most people were turning in for the night and knowing Smudge would feel much better by the fire he quietly let the dog off the lead.
Smudge followed him back to the warmth of the fire and Rod could tell the dog was pleased. It was great to have Smudge with him on this trip. It was the first time he could ever remember them sitting together in front of a roaring campfire.
Suddenly his dad appeared through the barrier of firelight.
“I took Smudge off the lead.” Rod did not want to have to ask permission but he could not help himself.
His dad grinned at him. “That’s fine… Smudge can keep watch.”
Smudge had raised his head at the sound of his name.
“He’s a pretty cluey dog!”
His father nodded automatically and settled down on his favourite camp chair.
Rod felt a sense of enjoyment spreading through his body and he reached down letting these feelings move through his fingers as he patted Smudge. It was good to be with his father again.
“Seems everybody’s tucked away for the night.” His dad tapped his pipe on the leg of the deck chair and began packing in a fresh wad of tobacco.
Rod watched quietly. The pipe was one of the things his mother was always complaining about but Rod felt that it was none of her business; after all the man didn’t live with them any more so the pipe shouldn’t matter.
“You going to bed too?” His dad smiled across at him
“Soon.” Rod slipped off his chair, hunching up as close as he could get to the fire. Smudge moved imperceptibly, one paw just brushing Rod’s leg.
“We’ve got some ground to cover tomorrow.” Gordon Oaken leaned back puffing on his pipe.
Rod nodded happily. Right at this moment he felt everything in the world was exactly as it should be.
“I’ll get some more shots in the Horseshoe cave then we might start hunting for the site Mac told us about.”
Rod nodded again, this time remembering the depressing night in the hospital, listening to Mac struggling to tell them about some mysterious cave paintings he’d stumbled across when he was young. “I wondered why he kept it a secret all those years?”
“Mac knew more about the mysteries of this land than he ever talked about.”
“Even to you?” Rod was surprised.
His father shrugged. “Especially to me. I guess he didn’t want his secrets splashed all over the pages of my books.”
“Really!” Rod stared at the fire shadows flickering across his father’s face. “He kept things from you?” Rod remembered when Mac had spoken about the markings being magical his voice had dropped to a whisper. The old man seem to indicate that the paintings were too powerful for people to know about and at the time Rod had to admit that he had been impressed “Then you believe him Dad?...about a lost race of people up here in the Kimberley?”
“Well, no… I guess that’s a little hard to accept but Mac certainly knew everything there was to know about this place.”
Rod could not help feeling sceptical too - still it was impossible to ignore the fact that Mac had died later that night, just hours after breaking his silence. “It’s a coincidence though, telling us about the caves and the paintings just before he died. I’m sure he believed what he was saying.”
His father did not answer, leaving Rod to ponder the strangeness of that night. He remembered the dark feeling of dread he had experienced at the hospital. He’d never seen a person near death like that, yet Mac’s death had actually been a turning point in his life, for when his Dad organised this trip there was no way he could be left behind. Mac had made sure he would be coming. He was awe-struck by this, by being out here in this empty blackness, with his dad, being part of the search for Mac’s paintings. Rod pondered these new feelings, scratching gently at Smudge’s ears, watching the flames curl into the night. He had not tried to explain himself to anyone, not even at school, leaving his father to deal with Mr. Roberts, the Year Twelve co-ordinator. How could anyone understand how much this meant to him – it was beyond words
The fire crackled as a sudden whirl of sparks hissed into the night sky, emphasising the surrounding darkness. In this stillness Rod felt as if he and his father were almost equals.
“You coming to the caves tomorrow?” His dad eventually asked.
Rod grinned. “Absolutely!”
“I reckon we’ll be there most of the day…might be boring.”
“Nah.” Rod shrugged as he nonchalantly looked around for a stick to poke at the campfire.
His father stared for a moment then said thoughtfully: “You’ve grown son.”
Rod felt oddly shy because his dad was really looking at him - as though he was accepting someone new. This sudden connection caused something to click inside Rod. It felt as if mentally he had moved to another level.
“Well, you’ve always been pretty flash in the bush kiddo…if you get bored tomorrow you can take a look around for us. Scout ahead… see if you can find that waterfall Mac spoke about. It might save us some time. As I say, I think we’ll be spending quite a while at the Horseshoe.”
Rod hugged himself but did not allow his glee to show. “Sure,” he said gravely. “I can do that.”
They sat silently watching fiery sparks flicker up into the black night. Rod’s mind was racing. For his father to recognize his ability, to acknowledge that he was able to trek out into a remote area on his own, gave him such a great feeling he was embarrassed by his own happiness.
“Well, I’m off…been a long day.” His father knocked out the dregs of his pipe, stretched, and stood up. “You coming?”
“In a minute.” Rod was still not tired. Suddenly he simply wanted to sit with his dog and take in the wonder of being in front of this campfire in the middle of the most remote part of the Australian continent. Also he wanted to mull over the wonder of this new relationship with his dad.
His father grinned and Rod knew he’d guessed.
“Have fun.” Gordon teased as he turned to leave.
Now Rod had the place to himself. With an extraordinary feeling of wellbeing he sat in front of the dying fire thinking back to Mac’s death and the strange cave drawings the old tracker had spoken of. Rod felt so exited he wanted to yell and scream and punch. Being out here was so good! He surprised Smudge as he jumped to his feet walking out past the edge of the firelight. The antiquity of the Kimberley was washing through him and he wanted to feel the true age of this place. It was out here that Mac seemed to think the history of another race lay waiting to be found.
Rod remembered Mac’s whispered words: ‘Find the paintings, they belong to another mob, not us…much, much older.’ How amazing if this were true. It was suggesting that Mac’s unknown people could have been here sixty or seventy thousand years – possibly longer; a history that reached back further than any historical Aboriginal record. Rod shook his head slowly, trying to absorb such a vast span of time. Yet this very earth he stood on right now had lain undisturbed for much longer – in fact it was millions of years old! Millions of years! The awareness of such antiquity was beyond his imagination! Slowly his doubts about Mac’s story began to fade. No wonder native tribes all over the world revered the land as mother earth. It had such a feeling of timeless nurturing.
A picture of school life in Sydney ate into his thoughts. There was no such nurturing there; city life took away all awareness of the land. In fact he knew his mates never thought about the fact that every moment of their lives they were living on the skin of the planet. He’d tried to talk about it once and was promptly told he was ‘as stupid as’.
Rod stood gazing out into night. He remembered the way Mac had talked to him that last night, as if he should know about these missing cave paintings.
‘Put your hands into the carved circles.’ Mac had said. These were almost his last words yet Rod had no idea of what he meant. Why would the old man think that he’d understand? Rod felt a sudden jolt of uneasiness. Mac’s words certainly were strange. Rod knew this vast land sealed secrets beyond imagination and he was a little concerned that he might not able to live up to Mac’s expectations even if he found the paintings. Now that the expedition was actually here the entire episode at the hospital seemed even more worrying.
Smudge had stayed comfortably curled up next to the fire, curiously watching his master’s antics, drifting back to sleep until Rod returned to his seat and began to idly run his hand across his dog’s velvet fur. It would be great to be able to relax like Smudge.
If Rod had had any idea of the chaos that would surround him over the next few days, his need to relax and his faint feelings of concern would have turned to mad panic; but as it was, the expansive silence stretching beyond the comfort of the fire soothed him and he wondered again how he could be so lucky?
Chapter Three
The War Room Bulletin:
Sitting solemnly in the stony gloom of the War Room any one of the elderly statesmen might have been mistaken for a human until one looked into his face. The wide brow and the high cheekbones were unusual, but it was the intensity of the almond shaped, grey-black eyes that differed so greatly from any human appearance.
If they wanted to use it, the power of the eyes - even the briefest of contact - could instantly rob a person of all concentration. The victim would briefly see the eye colour change to a piercing blue before abruptly falling into a state of deep sleep, usually to awaken hours later on the edge of the rain forest with no memory of where he had been or what had happened. Of course it was rare for any Earthling to find his way into the rain forest, but on the odd occasion over the centuries when a human had entered this domain there was never any report of it in the world beyond because nobody remembered.
The four men sat in silence, their minds converging into one stream of thought as they pondered the meaning of the news they had just been given. They knew that they were facing the crisis predicated by the prophecy, that great upheavals were about to begin, but it seemed they had more questions than answers for their people.
It was unfortunate that Chaldee could not stay. She had had to leave hurriedly before the prison watch changed for she did not want to be missed from her cell. Nevertheless she had promised to return as quickly as possible.
In her brief time with them Chaldee had imparted much needed information so now they understood a little more of the prophecy. It foretold of monumental changes to the life of their kingdom in the forest. The exact date was unknown but it was predicted that three powerful events would coincide. The aging of their population would reach crisis point, the severity of the planetary changes would increase, and there would be an entrance to their realm of a human male.
The dwindling of their population was well documented, so this part of the prophecy was quite obvious. For almost a hundred thousand earth years their race had visited the blue planet, eventually expanding this scientific exploration into a trial habitation that covered many generations. But the actual withdrawal here to the rain forest was the real cause of the decline. Feuds between families had further reduced their numbers, so that now as the time of the prophecy was being revealed, they numbered so few that the men at the war table knew their race was looking into the face of extinction.
As stated so clearly by Chaldee, the prophecy explained how the impending planetary changes were due to much more than a weakening magnetic field or a methane buildup that would overheat the planet. This oscillation from overheating to ice age was the basis for most of the earth’s continual change but the prophecy predicted these upheavals would be due in part to the actual placement of the solar system in the Milky Way. At certain positions in the Milky Way - as the sun dragged its solar system around the galaxy - cosmic forces would routinely re-model the earth, often helping to destroy life, change climates, and alter land formations but it seemed this time the alignment with the galactic centre might be really troublesome.
The third segment of the prophecy, the entrance of a courageous young human, well versed in bush craft, with latent telepathic abilities similar to their own, was such an unprecedented occurrence that the four noblemen were filled with apprehension. How would they deal with such an Earthling?
The Princess had insisted that he was the necessary bridge to the outside world, but they felt uncertain. To have a human in their midst always roused public anger. Everybody knew that in the far distant past - when their ancestors had possessed enormous scientific expertise – their leaders had transformed these earth beings. Indeed, these primitive people had once been their servants, yet now they swarmed the blue planet in untold numbers, causing immense damage to both the land and to each other. Distasteful as it was, it seemed that the Earthlings had become masters of the blue planet. Meanwhile the knowledge and prowess of their own race decreased as their numbers dwindled. People could not accept that many of their powers had been lost and that these genetically altered barbarians were now in control. Just the mention of the entrance of an Earthling caused cries of protest, so how could it be that their hallowed prophecy was heralding unification?
The convergence of minds was not going well. How to construct such a bitter message? The past glories and the historic decisions made in this War Room were of little use now. Once it had been a proud seat of command yet now they felt they were just four old men seated at the table, even though the remnants of their history could be seen everywhere. Woven into the tapestries hanging on the walls, etched into the leather maps sprawled across the table and always softly lit by the mysterious power source their scientific forefathers had developed. The noblemen felt these were simply tokens of a lost past. Now Chaldee wanted change, she wanted a merger! How could they support such an idea? It was unthinkable for the barbarians to be granted unification!
In a renewed effort to write a document that would bring calm to the kingdom the four elderly statesmen delicately realigned their thoughts.
Chaldee had warned them that the people must accept human help; that the prophecy needed to be received with as little resentment as possible, so what words could they use? And did they really want what their leader was demanding?
Baron Kish was positive that the Master Speaker himself was behind the civil unrest. Kish had been told secretly that someone at a top government level had given the order for Princess Chaldee to be imprisoned and that the Prince Consort had to obey. As he shared this information with the others the Baron felt his anger rising. Some stupid fool had charged her with treason claiming that by conducting meetings to alert the people to the predictions she was inciting revolution against the crown.
As Baron Kish’s anger spilled over the other three men in the War Room felt a sudden jolt in their energy pattern. They pulled back from their meditative state, staring in surprise at the source of the disturbance
“I’m sorry!” Baron Kish exploded. “I just cannot believe we have allowed that…that…man to get such a hold!”
“What do you mean?” The other three were puzzled.
“The Master Speaker! I believe he has complete control.”
There was a grave nodding of heads as jointly they contemplated the various outcomes of such a situation.
“I know this entire fiasco can be blamed on him! It’s because of the way he is misusing his mental powers,” the Baron continued. “The man should not even be in the Speakers’ Assembly! I have been informed that somebody in the Nobility is telepathically gaining control of many of the forest birds and animals, especially the crows, and I think perhaps it is the Master Speaker.”
“I too have been informed of this.” Lord Palatine agreed. “The crows are being used to spy on us…but I have been told this is due to the manipulations of…” He paused because he did not want to be seen to be contradicting the Baron. “Ah… of the Commander of the Palace Guards…that’s what I’ve been told. It is said that he has control of the birds.” His last words were said in a whisper, for Palatine was afraid that even within the security of this sacred place his words might be heard.
Baron Kish continued to glare as he looked at each man at the table. “This really is outrageous. How can such things be happening within the Nobility?”
“It seems we are on the verge of rebellion.”
“Well,” blustered the Baron, “Perhaps we should be issuing a bulletin warning the people about our leaders rather than the prophecy?”
“That would be suicide!” Lord Palatine was horrified by the suggestion. He understood Kish’s anger, but he also understood the power-struggle between the Master Speaker and the Commander of the Palace Guards. Both men were tyrants, and would stop at nothing to gain the upper hand. This is why he was so afraid. Revolution would only further decimate their people, yet this seemed to be what both the Master Speaker and the Commander wanted.
“My cousin’s son has recently disappeared after speaking out publicly about the imprisonment of Princess Chaldee.” Palatine was still whispering.
It was obvious to everyone in the room that the times were indeed chaotic and dangerous.
“I really believe we should follow the Princess’s instructions, and get this bulletin out quickly,” Lord Palatine concluded.
There was a silent agreement around the table, causing the Baron to calm his anger. “How did we let things come to this,” he muttered bleakly and, closing his eyes, he began to sink into meditation.
The others followed. Soon the four men’s thought patterns merged once more and they began to contemplate the question anew, drawing on each other’s wisdom so that very soon only one mind sat at the war table, sifting through the facts and examining the prophecy from all angles.
These four men formed the strength and foundation of the Kingdom. It was their duty as the elected masters of wisdom to give guidance to the people and wise counsel to their leaders. As members of the Nobility, they were all part of the assembly of Speakers. And to add to these titles they had also been trained in the difficult art of mind-sharing and exploring realities beyond the third dimension.
Philosophical debate was their natural expression but today what they were really looking for was the correct route to the hearts of their people. Today they had to calm a civil uprising.
Chapter Four
Normally he was able to backtrack and find his way even if he was uncertain. It had happened a few times on bush walks with the school, and once with a couple of mates when they had thought they were lost but he’d found a way through. He’d always known that his father’s trips, when he was young, had helped develop his bush-craft, but this time he had to admit he was stumped.
“This is not a good thing Smudge. Not… a… good… thing…at…all!” He rubbed the dog’s nose, as he carefully looked for clues, comparing how he felt now to earlier in the day when the snake had slithered out in front of him. That had been a worry, but for an adrenaline rush nothing could compare with being lost.
“Gees! “ He poked a finger in his ear, screwing it around thoughtfully. “I just don’t know!” For the umpteenth time he pulled out his compass, but it made no sense at all. The needle was fluctuating so wildly that Rod decided he must have damaged it somehow.
Smudge twisted his head so he was looking directly into Rod’s eyes.
His attention drifted away as he squatted on the ground next to an outcrop of granite looking around for a stick. He needed to visually retrace his steps, keying in the important landmarks since leaving his father.
Smudge came back and was sympathetically rubbing up against him as he attempted to map out the route he had taken.
The whole group ‘broke camp’ early, making their way to the cave where his Dad had taken those fantastic photographs last year. In fact this time the group had found more paintings, which had made his father really excited.
They spent all morning at the Horseshoe, and after lunch when Rod suggested he might scout around, find the river and trace along it for a bit looking for Mac’s waterfall, his dad had agreed.
“I’m an idiot!” he muttered to himself as he tried to retrace his route, but self-blame would not help. Somewhere he had missed his markings.
“I really am going nuts!” Now he was talking aloud to Smudge again. Things were bad!
Smudge wagged an eager tail and without hesitation set off towards the river. Obviously the dog felt this was a sensible move so Rod followed obediently, no longer caring who took the lead.
It took a long time to find the river again, and to add to his worry, Rod felt sure they were not where they had been earlier. Here the river spurted through a natural chasm between the high granite cliffs.
“Smudge!” Rod yelled as he moved towards the place where his dog had vanished. “Where’d you go?”
Rod found himself on a cluster of smooth flat rocks in front of a veil of water cascading down from a series of terrace-like platforms high above his head. The water splashed noisily into the river in front of him, swirling out into eddies as it flowed rapidly on through the cutting.
Suddenly Rod was so excited he forgot they were lost. Standing in the dim light behind the falls he could look out through the silver cloud of streaming water, yet nobody would ever know he was there. What a fantastic secret, he thought; maybe Mac’s missing cave paintings were behind here somewhere?
Rod moved deeper into the cave formation behind the falls, noticing that the noise became more muffled the further in he went. He turned to see where Smudge was, but the dog had not followed, the outline of his arched greyhound body could be clearly seen against the curtain of water.
“Come on Smudge… I think I’ve found the right place.”
Rod felt around in his backpack for his torch, ignoring his dog’s hesitation. Curiously he flashed the light across the dark rocks walls looking for any sign of markings. If he could find Mac’s painting, none of this would matter. His dad would be too excited to be mad, and the whole thing would turn into some crazy adventure.
With great care Rod made his way into what appeared to be a forked tunnel at the back of the cave. He hesitated, wondering which tunnel to take, then as he began to move further into the left passageway he felt the ground slope away so sharply he had to grab the sides of the tunnel to keep from pitching forward.
Eventually the ground began to flatten and although he had stopped sliding Rod felt his legs might not hold him so he crouched motionlessly, trying to stay calm. The place was icy black - the pit of the earth.
Then thankfully Smudge gave a small bark.
“Smudge!” Rod could not hide his feeling of relief. Floundering around on his knees, with arms outstretched, he finally touched the warmth of his dog’s fur.
If he thought he was lost before, how bad were things now?
Shaking his head in despair at his own stupidity he reached behind for his backpack but it had been torn away. That meant he had no food or water, and the torch was gone. What a mess! He stroked Smudge, grateful that the dog seemed unhurt and unafraid.
“You’re brilliant mate! Just brilliant!” He gave the greyhound another vigorous slap on the back then took hold of his collar.
“I hope you can get us out of here.” Tentatively Rod stood up, not sure how low the ceiling was, and clinging blindly to Smudge’s collar he urged his dog on. Smudge seemed to understand because he moved forward slowly.
The pair inched their way through the empty blackness until Rod came face up against a rock wall. The dog was still moving forward, still pulling. In fact Rod found he had to let him go.
“Yes!” He punched the air triumphantly. They were going to get out of here.
Smudge barked again in front of him and Rod followed both the sound and the light. Now he could see he was in a gigantic cavern. In the far distance he saw shafts of light streaming through a high, narrow entrance, and there waiting for him, wagging a joyful tail, stood Smudge.
Rod started to jog; within seconds he had pushed through the opening and was outside. Out where he could see - where life could feel normal again. He paused as he felt a strange pressure pushing at his temples. Well, almost normal. He had no idea why his head should hurt so badly, but he shrugged it off pleased to be out of that hideous blackness.
“We did it Smudge!” He ruffled his dog’s fur, thankful they were both safe.
Looking back at the towering cliffs Rod could hardly see the narrow gateway to the cave system, and even though he made note of how to find this place again, secretly he wondered if he would have the courage to climb back up into that cold earthy tomb.
Still patting his dog he looked around, immediately noticing how lush the bush was. The place looked like a jungle, with a mass of dark green vines twisting and clinging to everything. In fact the whole area looked vastly different to the hot dusty bush he had just left. In every direction the landscape seemed dank and mystifying. Rod stared in amazement. It seemed he’d come out into a densely covered rain forest.
Wandering away from the cliffs Rod tried to identify some of the trees and plants. The place definitely belonged to a more temperate climate so how could it exist up here in this dry heat?
But exactly where were they?
Chapter Five
The Arrival:
They looked questioningly at each other then together the three black crows fluttered up to perch on higher branches in order to observe every detail of the newcomers.
***
On the ground, Smudge moved closer to the trees, staring up into the branches. Rod watched, wondering why his dog was showing this sudden interest in birds. From where he was standing they looked like ordinary black crows.
Suddenly one of the crows flew straight at him.
Rod stopped. It was almost as if the crow knew him. He shook his head trying to rid himself of this crazy thought.
Smudge, who was standing at the cave entrance, gazed into Rod’s eyes making Rod feel that his dog was arguing with the reality of this statement, but after a solemn moment the dog turned his attention back to the birds.
Now more crows were gathering in the trees around the cave and en masse Rod could see that these large black birds posed quite a threat.
“It’s almost as if they forced us to come in here.” Rod edged across to his dog, and together they watched their guards. “But it’s stupid!” he snapped. “Birds can’t do this!”
Rod knew he should go out and take charge yet he had such a feeling of misgiving that he hesitated and this made him angrier. “I can’t be afraid of a couple of birds!” Savagely he kicked at some rocks lying on the dusty floor. Then he got an idea. Quickly he scooped up a hand-full of stones and went back to the entrance. At cricket practice he nearly always hit the stumps, so he squatted in the dirt testing each stone carefully looking for one that was about the weight of a cricket ball. He stood up and took careful aim at a crow sitting on a dead branch close to the entrance, but even as he started his throw the crow squawked and flew out of harm’s way.
“That’s unbelievable! I’m sure it knew what I was going to do.” Rod felt both confused and defeated. What was happening here? Just what was this place? Glumly he slid down the rock-face till he was sitting on the floor.
The greyhound stood with its head resting on his shoulder, and although there were no actual words spoken Rod became aware of another feeling deep inside. It was as if he knew his dog wanted to help. He twisted around so he could look into Smudge’s eyes then shook his head, even more confused. There was something happening between them, he was certain. Now quite shaken Rod lay his head against the long snout on his shoulder. This day was taking on the trappings of some strange dream. “We’ll stay here till it gets dark,” he said quietly.
The greyhound cocked his head on the side, his bright eyes gleaming in agreement.
***
A few hours later as evening settled over the forest, Rod and Smudge crept from the cave.
Rod was intent on seeking a path through the darkness and was not aware that Smudge sensed there were crows all around them, fluttering through the trees, moving as they moved.
Throughout the night as they moved deeper into the forest they were being trailed by crafty birds who knew the forest well.
Flying at night was not easy but these were not ordinary birds, they were the eyes of their master, and they intended to gain more power when the Commander of the Palace Guards took over the forest.
Chapter Six
Bad Tidings:
A warning of the Earthling’s arrival spread rapidly through the forest. Small groups clustered uneasily, hardly daring to breathe as they waited for an update of the royal bulletin. Having a human in the forest had always been call for alarm. Human creatures were so unpredictable and so dangerous, but this new development was even more threatening if it was true.
Doom-watchers had been heralding omens and looking for signs for so many years that the people had grown tired of listening, but now as the towns folk gathered together they wondered if the prophecy might actually be unfolding.
The latest rumour involving a complex of interlacing predictions spoke of great upheavals spreading far beyond their forest home. It even held a warning for the Nobility of the Kingdom. This fact alone was a very good reason for holding their tongues - look what the Master Speaker had done to Princess Chaldee – and because the message about an Earthling was at the core of the prediction it seemed likely that the prophecy was more than just folklore.
It had been the crows who had first signalled the appearance of the human creature. These crafty black birds had always had a strong telepathic link with the Nobility and lately a few people had become aware that the Commander of the Palace Guards had lifted the interchange with the crows to a new level.
He now used the birds as a fighting force, and had developed a culture of secrecy surrounding their activities. He was able to spy on all aspects of forest life, alerting him to how best to take control.
What they did not know was that the Commander was biding his time waiting for the predicated calamity to happen, for this would be when he made his move. They knew nothing of the unspoken power struggle mounting between the Master Speaker and the Commander of the Guards or the plans the Commander had for ruling their kingdom. All they knew was that since the death of the king they had not felt secure.
Their new ruler, the Prince consort was a sickly man, mostly confined to his bed and the close liaison between the Prince and the Master Speaker only made them more suspicious. They knew without question that these days, it was through the Prince that the Master Speaker ruled their kingdom - although it was too dangerous to speak of this publicly.
They also worried about the forthcoming changes heralded by prophecy because now was the time when they most needed firm leadership and guidance, yet the sickly heir to the throne was useless. Such weakness in state authority was unsettling and they prayed for the return of the strength Princess Chaldee had displayed. She was indeed a king’s daughter.
The Prince ruled by default because of an ancient law stating that a child could not rule the kingdom. Ten years plus nine was the age of consent for all adult activities in their society. At the time of the King’s death, three years ago, his daughter Chaldee was only ten years plus four. This meant she must wait five years before she could take her rightful place as Queen. Most people agreed that now she was ten plus seven the Assembly of Speakers would not be challenged if they changed the law allowing their young queen to rule, but it was too late, the Master Speaker had put her in jail, making sure that Princess Chaldee would never rule.
There was no trust left. Nobody in Government understood the need for strong leadership, or forward planning, and to add to their despair was the threat of some unknown catastrophe - written in the form of a prophecy thousands of years old. How could they manage? There was a general feeling of helplessness throughout the forest kingdom. They remembered the old days when the King’s intelligent leadership made them feel safe and protected. That was gone, and they felt betrayed.
Only a handful of the radicals - those who knew that total revitalisation was needed - were hopeful that the predictions might save them. They knew the prophecy had something to do with their Princess and that she was a part of these forthcoming changes.
They listened to the continuing palace bulletins with different ears, positive that the prophecy held the answer and that a new beginning was awaiting them. If Chaldee came forward they would fight for her right to rule. They would support change, support the prophecy, and would welcome the reunion between their race and the human civilization beyond the forest
Chapter Seven
Deeper Into The Forest:
Twill the Weaver spent a great deal of his time in the forest gathering lichen to use as a dye for his finely woven linen and woolen fabrics. He was a tall, slender man of middle years. Artistic and withdrawn, a man without a wife, content to spend his life mastering his craft.
Apart from his special talents as a weaver, Twill was also able to sense the spirit of trees. He could gather hints of what might be affecting a certain tree at a certain time, which meant that Twill was able to receive the slow ponderous spirit of the Myrtle Beech tree. He sensed more than heard the words as the tree moved ideas around. These streams of information were processed as a continuous circular thought, like loops of ideas and Twill had discovered ways of tuning in to these loops to gain information whenever he needed it, so he could converse directly with the Myrtle Beech.
Right now Twill was aware that Old Beech was feeling very concerned and this surprised him.
“At long last…the expected time of the prophecy is upon us.” Beech said gravely.
The weaver always received the tree’s thoughts this way, fragmented but clear. This time though he was finding it difficult to interpret because he had spent three days alone in the forest and was not up to date with what was happening in town. Twill knew a little of the prophecy that Beech spoke of, for he had heard rumours about it over the years, but the old tree seemed much too agitated for this to be just hearsay.
“Tell me more about the prophecy.” The Weaver carefully worded his question knowing that the old tree’s thought process would take a few minutes to feed out an answer. This is why Twill enjoyed being near old Beech. It was the best way to keep in touch with what was happening without actually having to deal with the town-folk. The old tree never let him down. Another advantage in listening to the tree was being able to discover what was happening in the world beyond the forest for Beech was connected to Myrtle Beeches everywhere.
Twill had given this matter a great deal of thought and had come to the conclusion that each type of tree must be harmonically tuned to all trees of its genus, building a web of consciousness between them so that everything was shared. In the case of the Myrtle Beech, each tree was able to contribute to the total knowledge for they were consciously linked into one unified mind - the far-reaching mind of the Myrtle Beech. Twill suspected that every type of tree, and plant was aligned this way. He believed that this was how Nature spread its knowledge worldwide.
Beech had confirmed this one day when in a very scholarly voice he told Twill that nothing exists, no rock, plant, mineral, or animal, that is not filled with consciousness.” Everything is thus,” he had said. “All of existence is alive, aware and part of the greater Whole.”
Twill’s attention was drawn back to the present as he heard Beech saying: “The prophecy was written long before I was planted. Trees in the outside world have been telling me for a number of years now that the Earth changes mentioned in the predictions are beginning to take place around the earth. They tell me the planet is warming, that lines of force are beginning to shift the earth’s mantle and that great upheavals have already started. Now today an Earthling has entered the forest, and as it is almost unheard of for a human to find his way into this sanctuary, it is our opinion that the prophecy has begun.”
Twill had vaguely heard of some old tale about a prophecy but had never taken any notice. Now he was confused by how serious Beech seemed to be. “Do you think this is real Beech?”
“Indeed I do! It is most important we know exactly what everyone is thinking on a day like today.” Beech went on his voice sounding stiffly pompous. “It is a momentous time; the day of days.”
The weaver nodded politely, not wanting to show his ignorance.
“Look at the lyrebird hen,” Beech said, still sounding wooden.
Twill slowly began to understand why the old tree sounded so awkward. He was straining at his roots in an effort to reach out to all of the forest.
“She is always a timid soul but right now she is particularly frightened.”
The weaver looked at the tiny brown bird, but could not see any change. To him the hen always seemed nervous; nevertheless Twill had no doubt that if something was wrong, Beech would know.
“Caste your ears into the silence Twill! Have you ever heard the forest so hushed?”
The old tree was right; there was not a whisper of sound. Every creature within this sector had suddenly become motionless. Twill could feel the tension for it circled the clearing like a dark manacle.
He glanced again at the timid brown lyrebird hen as she tried to seek refuge in the tree’s twisted roots. She was poised, standing so still she was barely visible.
The weaver peered shortsightedly towards the forest path then in a nervous undertone he asked the tree: “What can you see?”
For a solemn moment Beech did not speak then Twill felt an excited shift in the tree’s energy. “It is the human! He is here…. the one who has been prophesied!”
“Who?” Twill took a step towards the path then stopped short in amazement. Indeed it was as Beech said. Twill could actually see a stocky, blonde Earthling coming towards them. He trembled slightly, for this was a most spectacular sight! The Earthling was half-hidden behind the rough texture of an oversized tree fern, but it was as Beech said; he was here!
As the teenager came into full view Twill darted back behind the tree, staring out in both fear and excitement. Surely this could not be! That he, Twill the Weaver was looking at the fabled creature - and how strange the boy looked.
As a weaver, Twill was always interested in fabrics, and the rough clothing the Earthling was wearing fascinated him. The pants were frayed and torn, so old they had faded to a pale blue. He had never seen this type of woven material before but it appeared very coarse indeed. Perhaps these were the only pants the Earthling owned. And the off-white, shirt seemed to have writing and a picture on the front. He thought it might be cotton but it was absolutely formless, and hung loosely over the old pants in a particularly unpleasant manner. What a sad sight this Earthling was. Then, as he looked at the shoes Twill gave up. What was this strange, soft leather, he wondered? It was a complexity of white and blue and black, but extremely worn and grubby. This poor Earthling certainly was in need of new garments!
Twill shifted his attention back to the Myrtle Beech. From the sporadic bursts of information shifting through Beech the weaver realised the tree was also in shock.
Beech seemed to be leaning further forward. “It has been three hundred years since last I saw a human, and I’m surprised that this one has such pale skin and fair hair.”
Twill was disturbed by the slowness of Beech’s thoughts. If the tree was so unsure then perhaps it would be safer to leave. All Twill’s instincts told him to go immediately, that there was danger here in this unusual situation, yet he felt such action would be rude. He peeped out from behind the tree, staring open mouthed at the Earthling, then got a second shock when he realised the boy had a four-legged creature with him.
“Everyone…the human has indeed arrived.”
Twill heard the tree sending incoherent messages to Myrtle Beeches everywhere, but it was excusable under the circumstances because the arrival of this human youth was indeed a stunning development. Twill felt it was history in the making but he wanted to remain unseen until he knew what to do, so he eased himself back behind the tree and just watched.
He saw the Earthling stop as if uncertain. Perhaps he too was looking for safety? Then the human limped over to old Beech wiping a sleeve across his face as he slid heavily to the ground.
Twill knew he could not remain hidden forever, so as the young Earthling leaned back against the comfort of the tree, and the four-legged creature pushed a long snout directly towards where he was hiding, Twill took courage. “I bid you welcome.” He stepped out from behind Beech’s massive trunk, hoping he was using the correct language.
The human looked up startled.
At close range Twill could see how tired the stranger was, so his uncertainty turned to concern. “Your journey has been long?” Twill questioned, staring impolitely. He estimated the Earthling would be at least ten years and six - old enough to have begun his journey into manhood.
“Yeah…you could say that…though actually I think I’m lost.” The Earthling’s tone was reserved and cautious.
“Lost?” Twill was surprised. He waited for a moment listening for Beech to give him information, and although the old tree was silent he guessed the Myrtle Beech would be making a summary of all that was being said. “Well, you are in Beech’s Quarter, part of the rain forest, if that is any help.”
The Earthling face pulled into a frown but he did not answer.
“No…well…ah…we don’t often get humans here. Have you a name?”
“Rod…and this here is Smudge.” Rod was patting his dog as he spoke.
The weaver stared at the creature called Smudge, then looked back into Rod’s face. “I know you are a human, but I do not know about Smudge.”
It was Rod’s turn to look puzzled. “He’s a dog!”
“A dog!” Twill was excited. He had heard of such creatures
“And what do you mean about me being human?” Rod sounded angry. “Of course I am!”
Twill had also heard – mostly from Beech – that these creatures had dreadful tempers so he felt he must calm the situation. “We both have much to tell, and much to learn. Do you realise you are not in an earthly domain in this forest?”
Twill could see the Earthling was unable to comprehend what he was trying to explain so he called on Beech for help, but still the old tree remained silent.
“I think you need to speak with people in authority, I am just a weaver.”
Suddenly Twill realised another voice was cutting into his thoughts: “Tell us who you are and what this place is?” The weaver was unprepared. It was the dog creature who had telepathically addressed him.
He was about to answer when Beech interrupted. “Twill, we must only talk to Cypher.”
Without waiting for an answer Beech reached out to the Lyrebird hen still hiding in his roots. “Fly out and find Cypher.”
Twill saw how the brown hen was shaking in fear, not wanting to move from the shadows.
“Go now,” he heard the old tree command. “She is at the Stone Chair. You can fly there in minutes.”
“Please, do as Beech asks,” Twill begged.
The Lyrebird hesitated then with a timid glance at the Earthling she spread her wings, and Twill watched her rise from Beech’s protection, fluttering lightly out through the green cathedral of trees, heading towards the Stone Chair.
The old tree was right, Twill mused. Cypher was a Nature Spirit and she knew everything. She had been with them many years now, adding to the wisdom in this part of the forest. Beech himself had always protected this small domain; known across the kingdom as the Beech Quarter, but due to Cypher’s presence it had become a special place - some called it enchanted – and many people journeyed here to experience the magic.
From very early times, Beech once explained to the weaver, the area had been deemed sacred because of how two lines of force - some called them ley lines - intersected here. Then when Cypher arrived she had strengthened and expanded this grid point so that the area near the Stone Chair had actually become a portal to other realms. This was a most profound secret, and when Beech had shared it with him the weaver felt honoured.
Suddenly a picture of two black crows slid like a warning into the aura of the old tree, and Twill picked up the image straight away. Many people had cautioned him about these traitorous crows and because he spent many hours in the forest collecting material for his dyes he had never really worried until now. But as he felt Old Beech begin to lock his thoughts away Twill glanced worriedly at the tree.
“Times are dangerous,” Beech warned. “You must listen to Cypher. Do not say anything to the crows and do not take the Earthling back to your town. Wait here for Cypher. And I advise you to follow everything I say when the crows arrive.”
“They have been tracking us all night.”
Again Twill was shocked as Smudge’s gruff tone broke into the conversation.
“Are they here now?” Twill was suddenly afraid. He wanted nothing to do with the crows.
“They are watching.” Beech said abruptly.
“It’s all to do with him, isn’t it?” Twill stared at the Earthling who had leaned back against the tree with his eyes closed.
“It is to do with the prophecy,” Beech agreed. “But let us not panic. We will wait for Cypher, and then decide what we should do.”
“But the Earthling will bring the attention of the entire forest to this glade,” Twill protested. He did not like to feel crowded. If the crows were coming and the people wanted to know more about the prophecy he worried that this place might become over-run.
“We are entering a time of great change Twill. The Earthling is part of this. You must be prepared to accept the predictions.”
Twill shook his head and looked back at the Earthling. “I am not sure if I want to Beech.”
“Well I certainly don’t want to,” Smudge interjected. “If it was my decision we would leave immediately. It’s not a good idea to become part of your troubles; things are bad enough for us right now. We are lost and need to get back to our people.”
“The Earthling is part of our destiny, dog,” Beech said curtly, shocking Twill with his abrupt tone. “There is nothing you can say that will change this. We will wait for Cypher.”
“Yes…let’s wait,” Twill said gently trying to smooth the sudden conflict. “She will know what to do.”
At the Palace, a secret meeting was in progress.
The Commander of the Palace Guard had agreed to talk with the Master Speaker.
The two rivals had become leaders of the kingdom, gradually taking away all power from the monarchy so that in the last few months the Prince had become a ruler in name only. Although many realised that the monarchy no longer ruled the land, they were powerless to stop these men. The Master Speaker controlled both the Nobility and the townsfolk, while the Commander - with the assistance of the crows – controlled the army and all that moved in the forest.
Both men sat before a large map of the principality. The reports showed that the Earthling was headed towards Beech’s Quarter. This in itself was not a problem, for the Myrtle Beech was old and forgetful, and was no threat to them these days, but the potent force of the ley lines was still in place and they realised it could go against them.
Also there was the matter of the nature spirit, Cypher. They still had not traced her whereabouts, nor did they know why or how she had originally come into the forest. She was old Beech’s closest companion, yet they had no idea who she was. The very fact that she was able to elude their investigation made her particularly dangerous.
They stared at the map in hostile resistance, each wary of the other’s motives. Because they had tracked the Earthling’s direction they assumed he must know where he was going, that he had a plan and knew whom to contact. This worried them immensely but they needed confirmation that Cypher and Beech were part of the plot.
“Before we take any action we need more information.” The harshness of the Commander’s voice added to the tension in the room. “We must make sure he is the one. If he is the predicted Earthling then he must be killed – there is no other way.”
“But it is already known that he has some type of role to play in the prophecy,” protested the Master Speaker. “Killing him will alert the people.”
The Commander understood how suspicious the Master Speaker was. The man had always questioned the motives of the Palace Guard and was sceptical of their success; and with good reason, the Commander acknowledged with an inward smile. It seemed the Master Speaker hated and feared him mostly because of the crows. When he had taken on the status of Commander he had instantly demanded allegiance from the crows and this brilliant strategy had surprised the leader of the Speakers’ Assembly.
The Commander stared across at his enemy. It was pleasurable to note the many weaknesses the Master Speaker had revealed over the past months and he had made sure that the palace guard fed the Master Speaker handfuls of false rumours. The game was succeeding and it pleased him to see the Master Speaker’s alarm.
“We need to proceed slowly,” the Master Speaker continued, “and do nothing to draw undue attention to our actions. If he is to die, then we will make it seem like an accident.”
“Perhaps when he dies the prophecy will terminate.” The Commander was watching his rival with amusement as he spoke. He knew that this man had transferred all the scrolls from the King’s vault to his quarters, and that he was in the process now of reading every word of the prophecy. In fact he suspected the Master Speaker intended to conceal the original manuscript to prevent any of the Nobility from reading the full extent of the predictions. This would not happen of course, because although the Commander wanted nothing to do with such prophetic nonsense, he would make sure the Master Speaker was unable to hold onto the scrolls. A soldier’s tactics did not rely on superstition but he knew it would be safer if he collected all the scrolls. It would make a powerful impression on the community when he burned them in the main square, for then the people would realise that prophecy and predictions were only for fools.
“No, I believe the Earthling has only a small part in the predictions,” the Master Speaker said arrogantly. “He can do great damage to our plans, and he can bring closure to our fate, but the most worrying prediction warns that our forest kingdom must be aligned with the rest of the planet before the earth changes begin.”
“Earth changes!” It was the Commander’s turn to feel uneasy.
“Do not be concerned, we can protect ourselves.”
The Commander stood up and walked slowly across to the window. What schemes were lurking in the Master Speaker’s mind? Thoughtfully he stared out at the garden’s profusion of colour. Was it possible to protect the Kingdom from a natural disaster? “Then what are you proposing?” He turned as he spoke trying to catch the Master Speaker off guard.
“The prophecy has given us ample warning of the dangers. We are out of phase with the planet and so any upheaval should have a minimal effect here. If it does reach through to the forest we can move into the underground caves so there is little danger.”
“But do you know this for certain?” The Commander allowed his voice to raise a pitch. “And what else is in these cursed predictions? What role does the Earthling play in all this?” He was making quite a show of being threatened by the prophecy, while all the time he was watching carefully; trying to catch a glimpse of what the Master Speaker was planning. He knew it was too dangerous to actually enter the other man’s mind because the Master Speaker would be aware immediately of such a transgression, but if he could skirt the edges of the other’s thoughts he might be able to grasp the main thrust of the thinking.
“It is written that if he is able to complete his task then our two worlds will be realigned - but we cannot allow this to happen for it would certainly upset our plans.”
“Then you are agreed…he must die?”
The Master Speaker nodded. “As long as his death does not arouse suspicion.”
“Trust me,” the Commanded boasted. “I have experts in my army who have performed many such executions. When we carry out instructions there are never any suspicions.” The tension in the room rose suddenly as the Commander realised he had said too much.
“What instructions do you refer to? Who else has died this way?” demanded the Master Speaker. “Are you talking about the King?” Although the Master Speaker’s voice was cold it revealed his sudden alarm.
The Commander walked slowly back to his chair. He had been able to make the King’s murder look like an accident, but with this one careless slip he had warned his enemy. A foolish mistake, but really no harm had been done. He had the Master Speaker’s original letter suggesting how - once the king died - the kingdom could be divided between them. It was in the Speaker’s own handwriting, and although the man had not actually ordered the king’s death, when the time was right it would be enough to convict him of planning the murder.
“Was the king killed?” The Master Speaker’s voice rose urgently.
“We have moved off the subject. The Earthling is our concern at this minute.”
The two leaders glared coldly at each other. Trust was not part of their partnership and now that the Commander had divulged the lengths he would go to, he had in fact revealed that he was as big a threat to the Master Speaker’s plans as the Earthling was.
Chapter Nine
The hush that had filled Beech’s Quarter as the lost human approached now lifted. Everybody went back to their tasks, knowing that while Old Beech guarded the Earthling they were safe. They knew also that the next royal bulletin would warn them of any new development.
Old Beech looked down at Rod stretched uncomfortably between two of his gnarled roots. The boy must have been walking all night. He watched the human’s breathing rhythm and found himself trembling with a wondrous feeling of protection, sending calming ripples down through his trunk and out along his root system. This would help the Earthling regain his strength.
***
Under Beech’s outstretched branches Twill the Weaver squatted in front of Smudge. “Are you related to this human in some way?” he asked
Smudge did not answer so Twill slipped inside the dog’s mind, reading thoughts of how the animal wanted to stay loyal to his master but did not want to remain here in the forest. Twill was sorry that Smudge felt so confused. He had never interacted with such an animal before but the dog seemed to have a simple heart and Twill found him quite easy to accept.
The human was another matter. By delving a little into the boy’s consciousness, he instantly knew that humans were just as complex as his own people. Indeed there was something familiar here that puzzled Twill. Perhaps in some way their two races were connected? He was just a weaver, so how could he dare think such a thing, yet he had felt it with his own mind.
“We are very closely connected to these humans aren’t we Beech?”
There was a lengthy pause as the old tree looked down at the mammals sitting at his roots. “Ah me…”He sighed and there was another long pause. “Your two races are indeed intertwined. The full story is not known at this time, but in ages long past, your race brought about great genetic changes, not only to humans but to the plants and animals that they domesticated.”
“Really?” Both Smudge and Twill were amazed by this information.
“Unfortunately what actually took place in those ancient times is beyond the memory of my family.”
“But you must have heard rumours,” Twill insisted.
“We deal only in factual knowledge,” Old Beech said abruptly.
Well I have heard the animals of the forest talking about humans. The wombats tell a shocking story.”
“It was bad,” agreed the tree.
“What do you mean?” Smudge asked gruffly.
Again Twill understood that the dog was being protective of the Earthling. Seems Smudge did not like what was being said about Rod’s people. “They have fearful stories about the Earthlings.” Twill was keen to relate what he had heard for he felt the dog needed to learn more about the nature of humans. “The wombats described long stick-shaped weapons that exploded and killed animals at such a great distance there was no escape.”
“Guns.” Smudge muttered darkly.
“Is that what they are called? We do not have need for such weapons.” Twill cocked his head and looked at Smudge with intense interest. “I believe they do much damage. One wombat said these terrible Earthlings ate the poor dead animals they killed, but I could not believe such a thing. I think he enjoyed shocking me with these stories.”
“What do you eat then?” Smudge asked
“Eat…well, what all people eat I suppose. Oats, fruit, nuts.” Twill suddenly felt embarrassed because he suspected that dogs did eat other animals. But then they were simple creatures so such behaviour was understandable.
There was a lengthy pause as Twill gathered his wits. He certainly did not want to offend the dog.
“Go on Twill,” the old tree encouraged.
“Well the wombats told me the legend of a time when humans cut down parts of another forest, destroying entire sections of their world.”
“Yes…it was a terrible time,” Beech murmured softly to himself. “Yet all over the Blue Planet they are still destroying trees. It causes great sadness because Earthlings do not understand the spirit of their own planet.”
Twill sighed too because he understood the sadness Beech felt. “Anyway,” he continued. “This story came from the wombat’s mother. Her people had come here to escape. Many of them died in the catastrophe. Others had become homeless and had to be cared for by relations and it had taken many generations to establish this new community. She explained that the humans did not know that they were damaging the sacred land.” Twill stopped his story and looked at Smudge in puzzlement. “How could humans not know? Can they not feel it?”
Smudge stared uneasily at his new friend and Twill could tell that the dog’s loyalties were suddenly divided. Not meaning to be rude he listened in to Smudge’s thoughts again and realised the dog had never ever had such a conversation as this and although Rod had been good to him, in his heart Smudge knew these were important questions that needed to be debated.
“I really do not know,” Smudge muttered and moved back to where Rod was sleeping, pushing up against him as if trying to regain his old status.
Smudge’s movement woke Rod and he sat bolt upright staring straight into the face of the weaver.
“Ah! You are awake.”
“I was really tired.” Rod stroked Smudge’s head, watching the weaver curiously. “I’m sorry…I can’t help staring.” Rod apologized.
Twill guessed that his appearance was of concern to the Earthling. “Do you think there is a little similarity between us, even though I am not human like you?”
“It’s your eyes…I think that’s the difference.”
“There are many differences between us…but yes I agree. Our eyes are different. Shall I demonstrate?”
Rod nodded but Twill could see how cautious the Earthling had become.
“Look closely then.” Twill re-focussed, staring intently into Rod’s eyes. Instantly Rod slumped backwards, falling into another sleep.
Before the weaver could move Smudge stood snarling at him, ready to attack. “What did you do?” Smudge snapped.
“Please…your master is unharmed.” Twill was terrified. “See.” With a weak shake he prodded Rod awake.
Rod sat up scratching his head as he stretched.
“He’s fine….see…he does not remember what happened.”
Smudge growled looking from Twill to Rod.
“He is not harmed, Dog. I just demonstrated one of the powers we have.”
“You mean you have others?” Smudge sounded impressed and Twill was pleased that the dog’s master was awake again because he could see how fierce this animal could be when roused.
“I’m sorry…I must be really tired.” Rod stood up.
Twill was intrigued as he realised that the Earthling had no idea he was interrupting their conversation, meaning he was not able to tune into the multileveled consciousness of the forest. “Obviously you do not remember what just happened.”
Rod frowned at the weaver. “What do you mean?”
Twill paused wanting to explain what he had just done, but he knew it was frowned upon. Intruding inside another’s mind was illegal so he shrugged offhandedly. “We were talking about the difference you see in me.”
Rod looked at the weaver intently. “I…um…now that you mention it we were talking about your eyes and your face… maybe your height? You seem taller I think…although I can’t quite figure out what’s so different.”
Twill smiled relieved that the Earthling did not remember being put to sleep, so had no idea of the powers that he had just demonstrated. “We don’t have your body mass, perhaps this is what you see.”
“Right.” Rod reached out automatically rubbing Smudge’s fur as he carefully studied the weaver’s appearance.
****
Above them Old Beech had been listening intently. He was aware of what Twill had just done but he saw no harm in locking onto another’s mental process. He did it all the time. Also, this was the first time he had ever been able to compare humans with the forest people, so as they spoke he was matching Rod’s height and developing shoulder mass, with the tall, willowy figure of the weaver. Of course appearance was not the major difference. Obviously there were many distinctions between the two species, but Beech suddenly realised that the major difference was not facial or even physical: No! It was to do with character and spirit. Twill was a gentle soul, with a calmness and inner wisdom that was a testimony to his race. As Beech studied the Earthling he could not feel the same inner awareness.
Just then a shadow fell over the small enclosure. Two large black crows appeared, skimming low over the undergrowth, flying towards them from the northern sector. Squawking importantly they landed on one of Beech’s upper branches, gripping so fiercely that the old tree felt a twinge of pain. Stiffly they edged along the branch in order to get a clearer view of the scene below.
Beech was not surprised to see these two emissaries of the palace. He had never trusted them, knowing how they juggled with the truth when they needed to gain some minor victory. Only something this important would bring them into his part of the forest.
“We heard you have the lost Earthling here.” Their beady eyes glared down at the foot of the tree. “Is that him?”
Old Beech nodded, not bothering to answer because he knew that they were well aware of who this young man was.
“It has been predicted for many ages that such an event would take place here.” The Crows spoke together in a sharp, creaking, language that both Beech and the weaver found difficult to understand. “But who is that with him? That odd animal?”
Down below both Twill and Smudge stared up into the branches, listening to the crows. It was obvious to Beech that Rod was puzzled by the strange interest his dog was showing in the black crows. It seemed that the Earthling did not realise an actual conversation was taking place.
“A prediction you say?” Beech slurred his speech. pretending not to remember.
There was a harsh jumble of noise filling Beech’s thoughts, for this was how the crows worked. They could make their voices so raucous that their screeching noise made it difficult for people to think clearly. The trick usually worked. Old Beech guessed that right now they were trying to confuse him and it was either because of the Earthling or the prophecy, or both. Although they were deceitful birds they were very clever so he knew he must keep his wits sharp if he was going to fool them. He looked down at the group clustered at his roots. Twill would understand what he was trying to do and he hoped the weaver would be able to assist him for there was much at stake here. Beech knew he must hide everything from the crows so he decided to try to sound old and confused, hoping that Twill would grasp what he was doing - for it would be very difficult if the weaver started to argue.
Over the years Beech had shared many secrets with Twill, and he had often mentioned the mystical abilities of the nature spirit, Cypher. She had precious knowledge about the other realms and how they overlaid this part of the forest.
“Cypher mentioned something of this prophecy when she first arrived,” the tree stuttered. “Do you think we might…ah…might be…ah… nearing that time?” He stumbled over his words as he tried to lead the crows away from the truth.
“This is why we came… to hear what Cypher has to say about the prediction and to see the human creature for ourselves. Then we’ll report back to the palace,” they squawked together as they peered down through Beech’s leaves. “We see the Earthling is not able to understand us.”
“No! He cannot hear our speech.”
The Crows nodded wisely to each other as if it was what they expected. “And Cypher, where is she?”
As the ugly birds asked about Cypher Beech sucked in a fearful breath, then making his words waver as though he was in a daze, he avoided the question by suddenly shouting, “Ah yes! Yes! I remember it all now…it has been foretold that a lost youth would come into the forest for some important reason…and…and…” Beech stopped, pretending not to remember the next part.
“Alright! We already know the reason!”
At the foot of the tree Smudge and Twill saw that the crows were annoyed as old Beech cut across their words, yelling so loud that it seemed as though Beech might actually be enjoying himself.
“Because of his truthful search this human creature will be allowed to understand the forest language!” Beech ended so triumphantly that Twill almost started clapping.
“Exactly so,” chorused the crows harshly. “It will be a mystical creature belonging to Mother Earth who will show him this truth.”
Suddenly both Twill and old Beech were in great awe. Beech was no longer pretending because for the first time he completely understood why Cypher had come here. She was a nature spirit and she was part of the prophecy, but he had never realised that this was her major reason for being in the forest. That she was not here simply to expand the culture of his domain, she was here to help the Earthling whenever he arrived.
Down below Twill breathed reverently: “Cypher is so special.”
“And the prophecy also says that the nature spirit will only assist if the Earthling promises to make his home in the forest. Did you know that?” The crows sounded victoriously. “He will have to promise never to go back to his human family, never to seek the company of other humans and to offer his ability and his human strength to the creatures of the forest who have befriended him.” The black crows nodded together giving loud and spiteful cackles. “That is what is written.”
“It is a harsh prediction,” old Beech whispered and down below Twill nodded in agreement. Beech could tell that the weaver had begun to grasp the enormity of the task that had been laid out for this young Earthling.
“If it is written then it will take place, but we are not sure if this is the right human or the right time,” the crows squawked together.
“How can you tell?” Beech asked solemnly. He saw that Twill was listening with glee and he was relieved that the weaver knew exactly what was happening, but he could not dwell on Twill’s enjoyment because this was such a critical time in the forest’s history. It was important that he keep two steps ahead of the crows.
He had discussed the prophecy in great detail with Cypher so he knew why the Earthling was here but the crows must not suspect the depth of his knowledge. Cypher had lectured him about this part of the prophecy. It foretold how a young squire would arrive from the outside world but she had not told Beech that it was her duty to reveal to the human much about his life’s plan; how she would teach him about the world of the forest and about the enormous possibilities for his future. It seems that this Earthling would become a brave fighter helping to defeat the conflict tearing at the roots of the forest society. It would be the young human man who would bring about a great change to this kingdom as he re-established links between the two worlds. Cypher had explained a little about the Elders of the Other Realm, the ones in the library of records on the other side of Consciousness who had helped set this plan in motion.
Beech drew a deep breath, knowing that this information was too profound to be shared with the ugly birds now pestering him
“When the human speaks we will know,” the crows said witheringly.
Beech smiled to himself pleased that the crows seemed to believe he hardly knew anything.
“You appear to have the wisdom of a twig,” they squawked. “Does the animal know anything?”
“Dog,” commanded Beech, “Do you know what has been said?”
To the crow’s amazement Smudge nodded. They edged closer, looking intently at the greyhound.
“I have listened to all you have said but it is not my place to comment,” Smudge snapped.
“Do you believe you are lost?” they piped together.
“It is not my place to say.” Beech saw that Smudge had dropped to a menacing crouch seeming quite aware of how dangerous the crows were.
Beech was filled with a sense of victory for he realised the crows were puzzled.
They looked at each other, frowning: “If you can understand us dog, but the Earthling cannot then perhaps he is not the right one.”
The crows were unsure and that is all Beech wanted. Right now the Earthling needed time because he did not know about the prophecy yet. He needed this space to begin to understand who he was and what his role would be in this monumental restoration of the forest kingdom. Beech hoped the birds would go back to the Commander with this confused message for it would give Cypher time to help Rod understand the importance of the prophecy.
The meeting at the Palace ended in uproar. A disastrous outcome for every inhabitant of the forest kingdom, even though no one would ever be aware that the meeting had taken place.
The Master Speaker’s autocratic tone outraged the Commander but the real impudence came from the expectation that the army – those men under his command - would take orders from this fool.
The insult occurred when the Master Speaker issued orders demanding that the Palace Guard observe the Earthling’s progress but make no move unless he commanded it. His eyes had been like grey ice as he issued this ultimatum to the Commander.
Both these sinister men were hungry for power. Both understood the authority that psychological domination offered, so the Commander knew he could not allow himself to be treated in such a manner. He was the Commanding Officer and no upstart politician could be allowed to take control.
Their argument echoed along the palace corridors causing the guards outside the Master Speaker’s office to draw up to attention. Army loyalty was with their commander and they did not like to hear him being spoken to with such disrespect.
The door burst open and the Commander stamped out of the office and out of the palace. The two duty guards immediately left their post, following closely. Something was badly amiss.
“Call everybody to the barracks. I need to talk to the men,” the Commander ordered. He was seething with anger. “Nobody can speak to me like that!”
The guards bobbed their heads nervously.
“The Speaker may not be aware of this,” he growled menacingly, “but he has just destroyed any alliance we might have agreed to.”
As the Commander strode across the grounds towards the army barracks a thousand thoughts were drumming through his brain. His soldiers must act quickly because matters had sprung to a sudden crisis. The timing of his planned uprising must be impeccable if he was to succeed in becoming the Kingdom’s new ruler. Although this circumstance had pushed the moment forward, he had always planned to get rid of the Master Speaker, either by death or banishment - it did not matter much which; meaning their argument, plus the prophecy and the arrival of this human had simply triggered an earlier start to his campaign. There was no reason to panic.
In the military barracks there was a respectful silence. No soldier spoke; all eyes were on their leader.
At last he began: “You must all be aware by now that this cursed prophecy has apparently begun. There is an Earthling in the forest and he fits the required description. I need to know more about him, about his plans, and also who in the forest might be giving him assistance. We must stop this thing immediately but before we get rid of him I must know the name of the person he has come here to meet. Constant surveillance needs be kept. Be aware but do not raise suspicion. I know the crows are already following him but make sure they report to you every thirty minutes. I have already been informed that the nature spirit, Cypher, maybe this boy’s contact. If this is correct it is possible that she will take him across the Red River to the Stone Chair.”
“That’s Cypher’s retreat,” one soldier said loudly.
The Commander glared at the man who dared to interrupt. “This is the information I’ve been given. If this is correct and Cypher tries to take him to the Stone Chair then his accidental death at the Red River will be a simple matter.” He paused dramatically as all around him his soldiers stood in hushed silence.
The men trusted their leader. If this human were such a threat then they would do what must be done.
“We could release the Shadows…..those monsters would deal with this Earthling Sir.”
The Commander flicked an irritated glance towards the soldier who had posed the strategy but he saw the man was dutiful and eager to participate, so he nodded and said briskly: “Yes. You are right. The Shadows might be our answer but before I act I must have all the information I need. I must know every detail of what is taking place out there, so I can match it up with what is written in the scrolls.”
“Have you the original scrolls of the prophecy Sir?” A surprised chorus of voices asked this question. Always it had been believed that the only copy was kept in the Monarch’s private vaults.
“I have access.” The Commander lied easily. “And when I have all of them I will consider my next move. The less the people know about the threat our Kingdom’s faces the easier it will be for us to protect and guide them, so it may be better if the scrolls were destroyed.”
A worried murmur ran through the barracks for the soldiers were superstitious and some wondered if their leader should make such a dangerous move.
“I need your solid support in this, for secrecy is the key to overcoming the momentous events predicted in the scrolls. This is the way we will protect our people.”
The men gave a united sigh relief. The Commander was right again. As always he knew what the people needed. Only a true leader would have this much wisdom.
“So you see,” roared the Commander. “The army is in control and if we can eradicate the Earthling, our control will grow. It is the human who is our true enemy. He must die, but nobody can suspect foul play. We must design a plan that will have everybody believing the Earthling died in a terrible accident.” The Commander paused dramatically as he allowed this death sentence to filter through the minds of his soldiers. “Also, I have been warned that we are being hoodwinked by secret enemies – ones that we would never suspect. We must keep a watchful eye on the Master Speaker because we cannot be too careful at this point. I will choose two of my best men to help with this task.”
There was an eager surge as the soldiers pushed forward, all wanting to be chosen. But it was ignored. With a slight gesture the Commander indicated two of his most loyal henchmen. They would not question his judgement and would be efficient in their elimination of the Master Speaker.
“These two shall help… the rest of you must bring back any information, no matter how small.” Again their leader paused dramatically, knowing exactly how to instil loyalty in his troops. “You are warriors! Go! Do your duty and within days we will have saved our Kingdom!”
A loud rasping cheer filled the barracks as the army eagerly massed into units to begin organising their planned surveillance.
The Commander looked around the flurry of activity and a sneering smile slid across his face. How easy it was to fool the people once they believed in the image that was being presented to them. He had worked hard to create this role and not a soldier in the room would question his authority for he was fulfilling their expectations. Soon many of them would die in order for him to create an even greater image, that of their supreme commander.
His smile deepened as he left the barracks. “This is how the game is played,” he whispered aloud then felt a sudden pang of regret. “Pity I have no equal – someone to share this triumph.”
Chapter Eleven
A glowing movement occurred in the ferns on the other side of the little creek. A buoyant ball of light could be seen lightly floating towards Beech’s quarter. Softly it drifted over the moss-covered rocks, reflecting a white light in the water as it swooped low and landed at the base of the old myrtle beech.
Both crows flapped noisily, and flew down to the ball. “Cypher,” they croaked in unison, “We must know if this is the predicted human?”
A luminous sheen that almost seemed to be two eyes peeped from the centre of the ball, dazzling the onlookers. “Patience” Cypher whispered. “Be patient.”
Twill saw that old Beech was leaning out far trying to hear what was happening below; also he was very surprised when he saw the two black crows bowing to Cypher. He knew this would be a worry for the old tree because it meant these birds knew how important she was. What else did they know?
Everybody in the glade watched as Cypher lifted lightly, spinning her ball of light next to Rod. Staring closely one might have suspected that she had reached out to touch his face, yet nobody saw a movement.
Twill was in awe. He was a simple weaver who would never expect to be close enough to touch Cypher’s ball, so this whole event was unlike anything he had ever known. He looked across at the lyrebird who seemed to be pretending to hide in the long grass near the creek bank. She had done well to bring Cypher here. He gave her a brief wave then turned his attention to Rod.
The human was now sitting upright, holding his greyhound by the collar, staring in puzzlement, first at the ball of light then the two black crows bobbing on the floor of the forest and then to his dog who was still fixated on the crows.
Twill moved closer to him, wanting to explain, but unsure of how to begin.
“Well Cypher?” Twill heard the crows ask. “Is he the one?”
***
Inside her ball Cypher was waiting for the signal that would at last allow her to complete her task. She was ashamed to admit that she was almost as impatient as the two crows. How long had she anticipated this arrival? By helping the human she would be fulfilling her promise. If she could instruct this young man in the role he might play in the prophecy and also help him understand his true destiny then her obligation would be ended and she could return to her own realm. She felt sure he was the one they had predicted would come, nevertheless she must wait for confirmation from the purple guides on the other side of consciousness.
It did not take long before the answer was given and thankfully it was the message she was waiting for. They acknowledged that this was the Earthling central to the forest prophecy and they confirmed that it was her duty to guide him home.
Eagerly Cypher pirouetted up in a whirl of movement, gracefully rising above Rod’s head; revolving upward in rapid spirals until eventually she was almost hidden by the leaves of the tree.
***
Cypher’s movements seemed to make the air around them vibrate.
It began as a high, piercing whistle in Rod’s ears. Soon he felt a soft pressure, as though a bubble was bursting inside his head.
Everybody heard the sound and could plainly see the vortex Cypher had caused. It was a shimmering cone of energy rippling above the Earthling. They stood watching, knowing this was a very special moment.
The vortex drew down so it seemed to penetrate the top of Rod’s skull. Rod felt something behind his ear snap like a rubber band; suddenly the world sounded different, much clearer - even a little louder. He cupped his hands over his ears, amazed at what he was hearing.
Shyly Smudge looked at his master. “Can you hear me now?”
Rod stood transfixed. “Smudge!” He knelt down and stared into his dog’s eyes. “Yes… I can…I can hear you! Am I listening to your thoughts?” Rod cupped his ears again. “I can’t believe it…I can’t believe that I understand you Smudge!”
The greyhound wagged an excited tail and pushed his wet nose into Rod’s hands and the others saw that there was a delirious joy gathering around them.
To be able to communicate like this after such a long friendship made Rod want to do handsprings. How had it happened? How could they suddenly talk together like this? It was amazing! He would be able to discover how Smudge looked at the world. What he felt, what he thought! It was awesome, really awesome! Rod stared at Smudge. Obviously the greyhound had been aware of him for years and knew much more about him than he did about his dog. Excitedly Rod made a grab for Smudge and they rolled playfully across the clearing.
***
The two crows had also risen from the roots of the old tree. They knew exactly what Cypher had done. She had activated chunks of the human’s unused brain cells allowing him to become fully conscious. Now he could hear all of Nature.
Noisily they flew off, crying a warning: “It has come to pass, it has come.” Their squawks could be heard far across the forest. “The time of prophecy is upon us.”
***
“What prophecy?” Rod sat on the ground still clutching Smudge. “Do you know what are they talking about?”
Smudge was unsure of what to say.
“Do you know what they are saying Twill?” Rod looked at the weaver
“Who cares what those crazy crows are clamouring about,” Twill laughed. “What is happening here is much more important! Now you can understand the whole forest! Is this not a miracle?”
Rubbing his chin, still unsure of what had happened, Rod came back to the tree. “Well…yes…I guess this is what is called a miracle.” He grinned at his dog. “Wow! You know I’m a bit out of my depth here.”
“Wow!” copied Twill.
Rod could tell that the weaver liked the word for he was dancing across the clearing spinning around shouting, “Wow, wow, wow!”
Smudge joined the wild joy and Rod suddenly realised his awareness had expanded for now he was conscious of how all of Nature sounded
***
Resting above them on a branch, Cypher frowned a little. Rod was beginning to wake up but she knew the next few hours would be difficult.
“Seems perhaps this Earthling is the right one Cypher?” Old Beech wasn’t sure if he was asking or accepting; all he knew was that somehow the nature spirit had done something magical enabling the human to understand their language.
“Yes” Cypher, said softly. “He is.”
“He will stay with us forever?”
“Perhaps. There is much I need to discuss with him before anything is finalized. Nothing is absolute in this world Beech. Change can often happen faster than light moves.”
“I understand.” Beech said patiently. “I have heard from the outside world that the planetary upheavals are already beginning. This is what the prophecy predicts. The Earthling needs to know his role very quickly if he is going to be of help.”
Cypher nodded. “Yes I will take him to the Stone Chair soon. From there it is possible to pass across the limits of this physical world but first could you speak with him Beech, for you may be able to assist in his preparation. As you know there is much groundwork to be done before taking such a profound journey.”
Beech nodded wisely.
“I must go, for I too have to prepare for this event.”
Beech watched as the silver ball of light moved back into the forest.
The others were still cavorting around the clearing and had not even noticed her departure. Beech felt it was rather rude of them but then this was the beginning of a most significant period in the life of the forest so perhaps he should forgive them.
Old Beech watched as the ball of light spun away. Wistfully he watched her go, following the silver path as it blazed through the dark vert of the forest. Soon she would leave forever. Once this mission was finished she would return to her own realm and the tree knew this would be a loss for everyone.
Trying to ignore his sudden pang of sadness Beech busied himself with the excited group who were now coming back to the base of the tree. He stared down at the human; he seemed too young to be part of such a mammoth undertaking.
“How old are you Earthling?”
Rod looked up, and the old tree could feel how the Earthling was soothed by the soft swaying sounds around him. It must be strange hearing words in his head for the first time that he knew were coming from all of Nature.
“Just speak normally,” Beech said kindly. “Although I can read your thoughts it is easier for me to dissect your words.”
“Right…if you say so!” Rod seemed more confused than surprised. “But this feels like some crazy dream!” He was massaging the back of his neck as if to try and make sense of what was happening.
“I can see that you already know in your heart this is not a dream…so don’t fight it Earthling…just take your time.” Beech watched the young man, saw the mighty sigh coming from deep within his chest. “This challenge will be the first of many, so prepare yourself.”
Rod frowned as if wanting to argue then said: “Right…well um…I think you asked my age…I’m almost seventeen.”
“In earth-time you mean?” Beech queried worriedly as he chewed on this information. It was as he thought, the Earthling was very young to be taking on such a huge task.
“What do you mean earth-time…is time different here?”
Beech was surprised by the Earthling’s belligerent tone and he withdrew a little wishing he had not brought up the matter of time.
“There’s something very different about this place…what is it?” Rod sounded irritated.
“And we will tell you everything you need to know…but we’ll do it slowly so you grasp the fullness of it all. First I need to know your history. What is your full title?”
As Rod looked up in the branches of the tree, Beech could not detect any fear in the young Earthling’s heart - though he was trying his best to suppress his agitation.
“Well…I don’t know about a title…ah…my surname is Oaken. Rod Oaken.”
“I will call you Oaken, as the Oak tree is a good friend. So …do you know what brings you here to the forest?”
“We’re looking for cave art. My father’s new book is recording cave paintings found around the world. Once he’s photographed the paintings up here it’ll be finished.”
“Really!” The old tree looked at Rod with new interest. Cave art had always been an interest. He’d been told of many wonderful markings in the outside world. “I too find this ancient art quite fascinating….are you aware of the magical quality in some of the ancient rock carvings from this region.”
“Some of them are odd,” Rod agreed. “Dad’s got photos of wall paintings that look like space suits and strange circles that are carved like a maze – they’re the ones that affect me.”
“Do they indeed…in what way?”
Rod shrugged. “I guess…I get…sorta…spaced out.”
Smudge and Twill who were listening to the conversation seemed puzzled by this admission.
“So you feel to be in space when you look at them?” Beech’s question was more a confirmation, for he found this information very important. In a way it explained why Oaken was part of the prophecy. If he was sensitive enough to be effected by a mere photograph then his state of awareness must be very highly tuned.
“No…not in space…just a bit dizzy…you know…spacey.”
“I see,” Beech said, not quite seeing the difference but not wanting to argue.
“My father has been photographing paintings and rock carving all over the world.”
“He must have a great understanding of these ancient markings.”
“Right.” Rod nodded stiffly. “He’s up here taking final shots for his book. We are just looking for…” Rod’s voice trailed away and Beech picked up his sudden feeling of despair. Seems this young human was coming to a full realisation of the monumental shift taking place in his reality. Beech saw how disordered Rod’s thinking had become and knew he must try to calm the Earthling before he became stricken by panic. Any unhappiness would upset Cypher’s plans
“Ah…yes. Your father must be an expert in his field.” The old tree attempted to divert Rod’s attention. “I have never seen this cave art of which you speak but I’ve been told that over eons of time many races have left stone messages on our planet.”
Rod paused then frowned: “What do you mean…many races?”
“Well it is rumoured that somewhere around here there are some very important images done by an ancient race of Luminaries…they are the people who genetically engineered your race. The remnants of this people live here in this forest.” The old tree lowered his voice. “Twill the Weaver is one of them.”
Twill smiled and nodded, happy that the old tree had mentioned him. “Indeed I am.”
“What? What are you saying?” The tree could feel another surge of panic as Rod looked across at the weaver. “Another race! I don’t believe you!”
“Remember the effect my eyes had on you.” Twill reminded Rod
Now they could all feel Rod’s panic. The whirling mass of his tangled thoughts spewed across the clearing and everybody’s feelings were tossed about by the disturbance.
“This is crazy stuff!” Rod scrambled to his feet, backing away from Twill. “There’s no way you are …are… who he says you are…that you are some…some sort of alien race. No way!”
They all understood how shaken the human was but the tree knew Twill would not like being called alien. It was an insult. His people belonged here. This was their land - the forest had always been their home.
“The tree is never wrong,” Twill said sternly.
“But who are you?”
It was Twill’s turn to look puzzled. “Well…we are the people of the forest.” He shrugged. “Beech calls us Luminaries but I have never heard that word in the village. I know we are different from you but this planet is our home.” Twill paused looking directly into Rod’s face. “We are no more alien than you are,” he said quietly.
“And it is prophesised that one day there will be harmony between the two races.” Beech interjected. “That is the ultimate aim of your visit here Oaken.”
The doubts and suspicions clouding Rod’s face as he stared at Twill caused Beech concern so he could not help but intrude again into the young Earthling’s thoughts. If he was to help Cypher he needed to know this young man’s full experience. He touched the cortex and instantly felt Rod’s doubt. The differences in the weaver’s appearance could not be ignored but this reality was too difficult to accept so Rod was simply ignoring what he could plainly see. Beech knew it was natural for the human to seek the safety of what was familiar and that their built-in programming controlled their reactions, but he also knew that such illusion perpetuated ignorance within Earthling society. Next Beech tapped into Rod’s memory and saw that the boy was remembering his father’s words about the stone carvings and paintings and that the Earthling’s mind was almost crippled by uncertainty.
“My father has never mentioned any of these things,” Rod protested. “Nothing about other races or Luminaries …none of this nonsense…and he would know!” Rod turned away angrily stamping down towards the creek just beyond the clearing.
“It is just a term I used Oaken,” the old tree called after him. “Please do not be alarmed.” Old Beech wished he’d not started this conversation. There was so much to explain and he had started off very badly. It really did not matter whether the Earthling accepted that he was a genetic product of another race or not. The argument was outside their present scope. What was most important now was to lead Rod towards some understanding of why he was here and to do it without causing any more upset.
***
Rod sat by the water with Smudge, trying to clear his muddled thoughts. “What does a tree know anyway,” he muttered darkly but Smudge did not answer. “You know Smudge…. as Beech was speaking, I have to admit I sorta experienced the same feelings I used to have when I picked up Dad’s photographs.”
“Yes,” Smudge voice was almost a growl. “I know.”
“Did you pick it up too?”
“No…but I always knew when it happened to you.”
“Really Smudge…. I never knew you could read me.” Rod shook his head in amazement. “All this time...and I never knew!”
Smudge simply wagged his tail, not bothering to answer.
“You know…occasionally I would sense that there were messages in some of the cave paintings.”
“Yes.” Smudge’s tail was still thumping. ”But you always tried to ignore how you felt.”
“Because I felt so stupid Smudge! I mean….how could I know?” Rod remembered how those weird sensations always made him nervous. All his life he had felt different. Now he was facing the ultimate difference; a tree that talked, telling him about a different race, using a different sort of communication, in a place that was so dark and mysterious that Rod suddenly realised he might be in a totally different reality. This was really confronting, too deep to even contemplate so Rod stood up tossing a tuft of dirt into the water. “Where are we Smudge…in some sort of parallel universe or something?” He shook his head unable to take these thoughts any further, leaning down to pat his dog, needing to feel the warm softness of something familiar.
Smudge did not answer so with another deep sigh Rod turned and headed back toward the group waiting at the tree knowing whatever was happening here was negating everything else in his life.
There was an uncomfortable silence as Rod returned. He realised how upset he had become and how his anger had affected everyone. “Look, I’m sorry I lost it,” he said awkwardly. “It won’t happen again.”
“Tell me about your journey here,” Old Beech asked discretely.
Rod bent and scratched Smudge on the nose. “Do you know Smudge…how we got lost?
Smudge cocked his head on the side. “Your compass, maybe that had something to do with it.”
“Right,” Rod said slowly. Taking into account the situation he was now facing Rod began piecing all the events together and he saw what Smudge was indicating. “You mean…like something was influencing the compass?” Thoughtfully he scratched behind the dog’s ear. “Some sort of magnetic interference?”
“Well, everything felt wrong didn’t it? You never get lost… yet…” Smudge stopped mid sentence.
“That’s right! A couple times it felt like the place was not quite grounded…in fact it was so weird I tried to ignore it. Then I got this heavy, thick sort of pain in my head.” Rod shrugged helplessly, noticing how Twill seemed to hang onto every word.
“There’s a strange energy around those cliffs,” Twill interrupted. “That place is known as The Gateway. Not many of us like to go there.”
“Yes, I’ve heard other stories of people getting lost. ”Old Beech seemed to be trying to show comfort. “Possibly it was not your fault.”
“Don’t think Dad’ll be too happy.”
“Hmmm.”
Rod sat down on a root. “I’m just hoping your people can take me back before they get a search party.”
There was a long pause and it seemed to Rod that Beech was gathering information about some sort of secret, but then he said simply: “Perhaps there is another reason.”
“What do you mean?”
“Why you are lost,” Old Beech suggested cautiously. “Perhaps deep inside you are actually searching for something, your own secret, so you were not paying attention to where you were going.”
“Fuff no! Rod exclaimed, irritated by what the old tree was suggesting. “I misread the bush and got lost…end of story!”
“It’s very tricky around The Gateway Beech.” Twill reminded them.
The old tree ignored the weaver, continuing his dialogue. “Many things are whispered to me. Are you looking for something Oaken? Perhaps this ancient art reminds you of …” Beech’s words dropped to a whisper, as if he wanted Rod to finish the sentence.
It was Rod’s turn to pause. Thoughtfully he rubbed his hand against the bark of the tree wondering what was being hinted at. It almost sounded as though the old tree knew his most precious feelings. He had never mentioned this to anyone but when certain photographs triggered those weird head-spins he always sensed that there were messages hidden in the markings, signs he could almost understand. It excited him when this happened because his thoughts would shift to ideas beyond normal understanding. When he had been in the Horseshoe cave he had felt it very strongly. So Beech was right, he certainly had been affected.
Rod could see that everybody was watching him carefully but he had no idea what they wanted of him.
“Well the drawings always trigger things in me but I’m not quite sure what or why.” Rod shrugged trying to throw off the mystery that seemed to be gathering around him.
There was a deep silence around the tree as Rod decided how best to explain. “Sometimes when I look at the drawings I feel a little click inside …as if I should know something about them.” He stared up into the branches then shook his head helplessly. “Do you think I’m crazy?”
“Because the drawings affect you? Of course not!”
Rod stopped as he tried to find the right words. He was not sure how Beech knew about these private thoughts. He had never spoken like this to anyone, although in the old days when he was learning bush-craft from Mac he sometimes felt the old tracker would have understood how he felt but he never risked telling him.
“Maybe you have come here to find something beyond normal knowledge,” Beech prompted. ”Perhaps something about who you are, or what your life is about….?”
Twill nodded in agreement. “Indeed, these are the real mysteries of life Rod.”
“No! I got lost.” Rod was adamant, not wanting to be drawn any further into such unsettling thoughts.
“So you keep saying,” Beech muttered helplessly.
“Something did happen out there.” Smudge interrupted.
Rod stared at his dog. All of this was stupid! “Nothing happened out there Smudge, nothing except I failed and now we’re lost!” He looked around at them all. They seemed to want him to understand something and for some reason it was really unsettling. “What’s this all about? Rod smiled sheepishly. “It’s all so crazy it’s making me really hungry.”
As he spoke Rod realised he was aching with hunger and he couldn’t remember when he last ate. The truth was he was finding it hard to remember anything that happened before today.
“Well… Cypher will be back soon.” Old Beech spoke as if that fact settled everything. “She will give you something to eat. What’s your favourite food?”
“Pizza I suppose.” Rod’s tone was ironic. “But I doubt if they’d deliver out here
“What’s that?” Twill was eager to try any exotic human food.
Just then Cypher’s ball could be seen lighting the dark green of the ferns.
“Here she is,” Twill said excitedly.
Rod watched in awe as the soft light glided towards them.
Setting herself down on the comfort of the tree roots, Cypher slightly opened the tiny sphere so two dark eyes smiled out at them.
Twill was thrilled.
“They want pizza,” Beech called, whooshing out a deep gust of laughter.
Rod felt rather than saw an electrical shimmer then on the ground in front of him was a white tablecloth, and in the centre was a steaming pizza. He was speechless. “How’d you do that?”
“It’s to do with your mind,” Twill explained. “Some people have a frequency high enough to manipulate energy so it forms matter.”
Cypher nodded quietly.
“Like this…watch the stone.” With great effort Twill focussed all his attention on the large pebble in front of them and for a brief moment the stone lifted and hovered above the ground before Twill lost his focus and it crashed back to earth. “I’m not very good but some people can move all sorts of things with their minds.”
“That’s excellent!” Rod could not help feeling impressed and privately he wonder if he would ever be able to manipulate matter.
“You will one day,” Cypher smiled. “Perhaps you should all eat…there is much yet we must do.”
“You’re reading my mind!” Rod was both outraged and excited as he realised Cypher had just answered his thoughts.
“Just eat…then we’ll talk.”
Suddenly Rod was overwhelmed by the smell. He could not remember ever being so hungry! Grabbing a slice with both hands he began to eat.
Across from Rod, Twill tested the strange food.
Rod could see that the weaver was struggling with the taste and although he did not want to appear rude it seemed his enthusiasm had been dampened.
“Don’t you like it?” Rod was smiling.
Twill broke a little off another piece and tried to eat, but the thickness of the food caught in his throat. “I…I think I might leave it for now,” he said politely.
“Well I’m pleased I do not have to poke food into a hole.” Beech said as he watched these eating antics “It’s so undignified!”
Rod laughed at the image.
“Beech tells me you have some very serious questions,” Cypher gently drew Rod’s attention back to his previous difficulties.
Rod sighed. Obviously before he could extricate himself from these prying questions he was going to have to talk about his very personal feelings. “I was telling Beech before about how some of the rock paintings make me feel.”
“So tell me.” Cypher suggested kindly.
Rod paused nervously. Again it felt as though his mind was like a book that Cypher could read. “Well…ah… I don’t talk about this stuff much because at school they say I drive them all crazy.”
Both the nature spirit and Old Beech were listening intently.
“Like I was saying before…some of the old man’s photos make me feel…like there is something that I should know about.” Rod paused thoughtfully. “Like there’s a plan…sorta…like…ah…we are living our lives to a plan.” He gave a slight laugh. It was hard to try to explain something he felt he knew but had no way of proving. “I tried to tell him once.” Rod stopped, remembering the funny look on his father’s face.
“And what happened?” encouraged the old tree.
Rod shrugged. “Nothing. He just ignored me.” Rod sat quietly, thinking back over the many times he had wanted to talk to someone about these things. “You know…this place is similar to images I have had…. it’s strange, it’s not like home… but it is real… isn’t it?”
Cypher nodded sympathetically. “What would you say if I told you I could take you further than this….right to the heart of that place you are trying to remember.”
“That’s hard to believe!” Although Rod was feeling sceptical about the whole conversation he could not help wondering if it was possible.
“Well… everybody in this forest knows where it is.”
Rod looked across at Twill. “Do you know?”
The weaver nodded.
Rod looked at his dog for a long second then very slowly he asked: “Smudge? Do you know?”
“Yes. I know.” The dog sighed. “I’ve often wanted to talk to you about these things.”
“Well…then… why don’t I know?” exploded Rod, feeling a little peeved. How could a dog know more than he did?
“Human creatures have forgotten that’s all.” Cypher said soothingly.
“All of us? Forgotten?” Suddenly Rod felt overwhelmed by failure.
The nature spirit shook her head. “You must not feel this way. From the earliest times the truth about who you really are has been hidden. Your race is unable to accept that the reason you have chosen to live inside earthly, physical bodies is so you can experience and learn from the density of life on this planet.”
“You are not your body Rod; none of us are…not even me,” Old Beech interrupted. “I live inside this tree, but I do it to gain a certain type of experience! Your body is simply the correct vehicle for your particular life’s journey at this time, but elsewhere you would experience some other state of consciousness.”
Cypher smiled a little. “Let’s not go too deeply into that right now Beech, Rod has enough to think about.”
She paused and Rod felt her mind reach out to him. “You are a very special Earthling . That’s why we are talking to you.”
“No…not me.” Rod shook his head. “You’ve got that wrong…”
“You are!” Twill butted in. “I have never had the privilege of speaking to a human before, so your presence here tells me how important you are.”
Rod took a deep breath. Perhaps this was all a dream and that was why he was finding it so hard to follow this conversation.
“No…you’re not dreaming.” Cypher cut in.
“You all seem to know what I’m thinking!” Rod felt so annoyed he did not know whether to protest or laugh.
“You could compare your mind to radio.” Cypher explained. “We simply tune into your thoughts. Of course it is possible for you to also do this.” Then as an afterthought she added: “With training.”
“Cypher…this whole conversation is crazy…this place is crazy…I …I just can’t deal with it right now.” Rod felt himself retreating again, wanting to head back down to the creek where it felt normal.
***
Beech was listening intently to all that was being said and as he processed Rod’s refusal to accept his own abilities he pondered on how Earthlings seemed to deny their perfection. Could they not feel their core being? At a core-level they were magnificent yet they had no idea of who they really were.
As the old tree was slowly moving through these ideas he suddenly sensed a change in the forest. There was a pulsating sound that seemed to be causing a quiver in his roots. He paused. There was something ugly yet familiar about this noise; nevertheless it took the old tree a few minutes to isolate the memory.
Even as Beech was recognising the sound, Cypher was calling urgently to everybody. “Be still…please… be still. The Shadows are coming.”
Chapter Thirteen
Chaldee:
Carefully Chaldee threaded her way along an overgrown trail through the forest. She was heading back to the War Room and had chosen this forgotten pathway, close to the estate of Baron Kish, because it was imperative that she not be seen by anyone.
Irritated by her slow progress Chaldee failed to see the tangle of roots coiled across the path and she tripped, sliding heavily into the mud. Now even more annoyed with herself, she sat on the forest floor wiping the ugly splatters from her white linen tunic.
Then, as she was about to stand, she felt a small drumming in the earth beneath her and she knew there must be a horse somewhere close. Hurriedly she crawled in to the dense undergrowth, wondering what fool would bring a horse along such an unmarked trail.
After a few moments she decided to risk continuing, knowing she would be safe if she kept away from the pathway. Almost immediately light broke through the tangled foliage. Ahead were two forest paths and where they converged she could just make out the outline of a horse and rider. Trying to remain concealed she crept forward. The horse was prancing, not wanting to stop but it seemed the horseman had paused at the crossroads, as if waiting for someone. She was about to make her way around them when the horse whinnied.
“Chaldee…is that you?”
Relief flooded through her as Chaldee recognised the voice and she scrambled into the open as Baron Kish was dismounting. “I am pleased it is you Baron.” Her tone was regal and the Baron bowed automatically.
“I thought you might come this way Madam. It is very near my home and I knew I must stop you.”
“Stop! Why?”
“Soldiers are guarding the War Room. I think the Commander discovered we were meeting there.”
“Oh no!” Chaldee’s relief faded. At their last meeting the noblemen had offered her a sense of hope. All four had been close colleagues of her father and she knew she could trust them. Now she felt success slipping away again.
“But if the Commander is trying to stop us then he is too late!” Baron Kish’s long face was severe. “We have handed the decree to the Master Speaker. I believe he is organising a special town meeting tonight.”
Chaldee brightened. “Then the people will hear what we have to say?”
“Maybe.” The Baron’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Even if he does read the bulletin I fear it will not be of much use. The Earthling is in Beech’s Quarter now and the Master Speaker is sure he is being given help!”
“In what way?” Chaldee demanded.
“The nature spirit, Cypher. It is her domain. If she is part of this prophecy then matters are much worse than we realise.”
Chaldee was as shocked by the Baron’s attitude as she was by his words. Had he not heard what she had said about their chance to survive? If Kish did not grasp the desperate need for change in her Kingdom then how could she expect the people to follow her lead?
“The prophecy must come to pass Baron.” Chaldee tried to soften her tone. She did not want to antagonize this elderly statesman. There were so few she could rely on - yet even Kish seemed unable to comprehend what was taking place. “The predictions are crucial to my people’s survival. It is our duty to assist.” She waited a moment in an effort to impress upon him the importance of her words.
“But Madam, I fear it is all too sudden… There is wisdom in the Master Speaker’s words when he says the people are not ready.”
Chaldee’s voice rose. “Do you understand Kish, we must not try to stop this! We must help!”
“Madam.” Politely the Baron dropped his head, but Chaldee could feel his resistance.
“I think you listen with your ears, not your heart.” Chaldee searched his face as she spoke. “You under estimate our people Kish, as does the Master Speaker. He is a greedy man; all he wants is power…do you not see this?”
The Baron kept his head low not willing to argue.
Silently Chaldee stood before him, graceful, stately; a young woman used to being obeyed, but she knew her dominance could not sway his opinion.
The Baron waited a moment then coughed politely as he changed the subject. “There is another matter that perhaps you should know of…of course I am not sure whether this rumour is true.” He paused, as if uncertain of how to relay his terrible message. “I have been told that the Commander intends to use the Shadows to flush out the Earthling.”
Chaldee stared in disbelief. “Use the Shadows! When?
Baron Kish shrugged. “I am not sure Madam. It might be happening now.”
“This cannot be!” Chaldee could hardly believe what she was hearing. How could anyone be so stupid? To try to destroy the Earthling was the same as trying to prevent the prophecy from unfolding. “We must not let this happen!”
“It may only be a rumour,” he suggested weakly.
“No!” Chaldee looked at the Baron wildly. “It’s exactly what the Commander would do!”
“Madam…” The Baron fumbled helplessly with his words. “Your Majesty…there is no way to stop this!”
“I must go at once…if you could let me have your horse…” Already Chaldee was preparing to mount.
“But you must not! It is far too dangerous!”
Ignoring the Baron’s protest Chaldee threw herself into the saddle. “We must stop this foolishness. Have you all gone mad?” She glared down at the old man who had dropped into a low bow at the sound of her fury.
The Baron slowly raised his head, staring mournfully at Chaldee. “Take care my lady,” he whispered as he fumbled with the shoulder buckle of his dark leather cloak. “Here…this might help hide you.”
Without word Chaldee accepted his offer and slipped into the heavy leather folds, pulling the hood over her long hair. Then, with a brief smile, she relented and touched the old man’s shoulder. “Thank you for the horse and the cloak. I will send them back with Robar. I will make sure he also brings you news.”
The Baron bowed again, frowning with deep concern as Chaldee set off in the direction of Beech’s Quarter.
Chapter Fourteen
The Shadows:
The air itself was alive with a vibration so terrible that they all felt the pulsation rolling through their bodies. Even Beech felt the pain.
Somewhere close Twill screamed but nobody could see through the grey gloom spreading out across the clearing.
Pressing his hands over his ears Rod looked from one to the other, waiting for an explanation. “What is going on?” He had never seen such a murky fog. There was an acrid smell, like something was burning, but most of all it was the deep vibrational sound that was unbearable. It was inside him, as if the very cellular structure of his body was starting to disintegrate.
Smudge stood alert, ears pricked in an effort to pinpoint the direction of the ugly pool of sound.
“The crows must have awakened the Shadows!” Old Beech said in alarm. “It could not have happened by accident!”
“Oh! Goodness! Not the Shadows!” Twill fell back against the tree and Rod realised that the low oscillating drone of the Shadows was overwhelming the weaver.
“These are elemental forces, living up in caves on the rim of the forest.” Beech yelled above the growing noise. “Usually they are sealed off from us.”
“Do you think the crows released them?” Twill was shaking with fear.
Cypher moved closer to Rod. “Do not run,” she whispered.
Twill had edged behind the old tree, squinting into the gloom of the darkening forest. “They are so close Beech. I think they are almost here.” Twill was screaming.
The old tree spread wide in a vain effort to protect the frightened weaver but it was no use. Spellbound by the waves of destructive sound, Twill stumbled backwards.
Rod watched in horror as Twill, now completely terrified, no longer able to think clearly, turned and ran towards the creek, tripping in his panic to get away from the noise.
Rod watched him roll helplessly towards the water as the mass of dark shadows began to descend. The sound they created moaned through the forest making every living thing cower in terror. Then the Shadows were all over Twill, a black, noise-filled cloud, wrapping him tightly, choking off his cries for help.
After they were done they withdrew to the other side of the creek, still pulsing and droning, as if waiting for something else. But Twill was gone. The place where Rod had last seen him was now flat and empty.
“What have they done?” Rod was not able to believe that Twill had simply disappeared. The noise and the horror as the weaver vanished into the whirling darkness was fearful enough to make Rod want to run too.
“You must remain still.” Cypher said urgently. “Suppress your fear, and do not run.”
“But what are these things?” Rod double up in pain as the sound wrenched his stomach.
“The Shadow’s energy is not like ours. They are Elementals. They work in dark places where the light cannot reach and they operate only by sound. They welcome the fear that they cause for this is how they find us.”
“If I run will they find me through my fear?” Rod had to yell above the noise.
Cypher nodded.
“I can’t stop it…I feel so terrible.”
“They have not moved so they cannot feel you but they know you are here. See how they are waiting.”
Rod covered his ears again. “Gees…it’s bad.”
“I agree,” muttered Old Beech.
“I think perhaps Twill was right, the crows are responsible for this, they must have released them,” Cypher said thoughtfully. “If this is so I must get you away from here quickly.”
“What happened to Twill?” Rod was still yelling. “He can’t have disappeared into nowhere?”
“He’s gone. The noise they use is a vibration that can switch off any frequency. That’s what happened; they switched off Twill’s life pulse. He cannot exist if his frequency is wiped out,” Old Beech said sadly.
The trio stood motionless under the tree. Rod now understood why he must not run. Why he must hold firm against his need to escape the terrible feelings the Shadows were creating. He stared down at Smudge saying over and over to himself that it was all an illusion, that it was only their sound causing the fear, nothing more. By holding firm he began to feel safe. The terror began to dissolve.
Gradually the noise faded. Light filtered back through the leaves, and the forest came back to life.
“They could not find you Rod. You did well.” Cypher congratulated him.
“I am sure the crows let the Shadow lose,” Beech said harshly.
“You mean those birds who attacked us yesterday?” asked Rod.
The old tree nodded. “They are a blight on the forest! Always spreading false stories. Always setting families against one another.” The Myrtle Beech stared at the spot where Twill the Weaver had been taken. “I have heard that the crows are now working for the Commander. I imagine they released the Shadows on his orders.”
“I agree. They would not have acted alone.” Cypher was thoughtful.
“But what would anybody gain by setting the Shadows on us?” Rod was unable to follow their logic.
“You are connected to the prophecy of the rain forest Oaken. Simply by being here you are starting to bring change to the forest,” Beech was solemn.
“What prophecy?”
“Oaken, you are here for a reason. What happened to you yesterday was meant to be.” The old Myrtle Beech paused for a long time as he slowly gathered all the information he needed. “You could not help getting lost. The magnetic forces around that waterfall are constantly altering the landscape. Becoming lost actually led you here. The real events are about to take place now you are with us.”
Rod could not believe what he was hearing. “You must think I’m stupid as,” he said bluntly.
Solemnly Beech lowered his voice. “The rain forest has been waiting for you.”
“You’re crazy if you think I believe any of this stuff Beech!” Agitatedly Rod backed away from the tree, staring at them with such suspicion that Smudge bounded after him, wanting to sooth the fears Rod was trying to hide from.
“What Beech is telling you is true Rod.” Cypher called to him. “You have always wanted to know the meaning of your life and we have been here waiting to show you. It is what the prophecy speaks about. Your journey back to your true self and what this will mean for the future of the forest.”
Rod hesitated, wanting to run, yet feeling so bound to what they are saying that he could not make a move. “And do you think the Shadows were sent to stop me?”
Cypher nodded. “This prophecy speaks about the great upheavals that will be brought about by your arrival. Change can often be a frightening thing.”
“It’s something our leaders cannot deal with.” Beech explained. “Change robs them of power so they see you as the enemy.”
“Enemy! That’s crazy…I’m just a kid!” But even as he spoke Rod knew he was more than that. He felt different – stronger, thicker somehow - and he wondered if this was part of what they were speaking about. Slowly he came back and sat down under the tree. “What just happened here is too terrible to even think about! Twill is dead because of this prophecy stuff. I just don’t get it!” As he thought about Twill’s death and what they were trying to tell him he ran a thoughtful hand over the greyhound’s lean muscular body. “Just say I accept what you are trying to tell me…I mean, the fact that Twill is dead is…so awful…I do want to do something to fight back; something to help.” Rod paused shaking his head at his own words. “Suppose what you’re saying is true…tell me what I’m supposed to do?”
Cypher hovered above the ground in front of him. “Your presence here has already started the process, but you yourself need to gain strength; to prepare for hardships ahead.”
As the nature spirit was speaking Rod felt as if a type of intelligence was pressing in on him from all sides. The wondrous feeling stayed with him for only a fleeting moment but it was as if all around him there was a ‘Presence’ and this all pervading presence was intelligence, it knew him intimately. Rod shivered with the joy of it.
“There is something that you have been seeking since you were a child…is this not true?”
She was right. Rod tried to pull his attention back to what Cypher was saying, wondering how she knew.
“It will be hard for you to grasp any of this to begin with, but you will understand in time. You have within you an expanded self that extends beyond all physical experience. This ‘self’ is the one you seek to make contact with whenever you wonder who you are. Please listen carefully Rod. You have always known about this.”
Rod listened intently, partly understanding what Cypher was saying. He did feel there was a greater part of himself hidden away inside himself, but it always slipped from his grasp even as he became aware of it. He knew what Cypher was saying but it was so difficult he could not put it into words. Slowly, despite trying to pay attention, he felt himself starting to drift into sleep. “I think I understand.”
“It will all fall into place soon. Do not try so hard.” Cypher said softly.
Rod snapped awake. He reached out for Smudge once again glad of the comfort of his dog.
“They are saying that the prophecy has brought you here,” Smudge explained gruffly.
“This is right young Oaken. You have become a bridge between our forest kingdom and your own world.”
“So… really,” Rod paused, trying to sort out his thoughts. “Where we are…here in this forest…is…um… another dimension…am I dealing with two worlds?”
“Parallel worlds,” the old tree said slowly. “Just a slight alteration in frequency, that’s all that separates us.”
“And I came through…um….” Rod paused searching for a word that might describe what happened. “I came through this portal when I got lost? The gateway Twill was talking about?”
Cypher nodded
Thoughtfully Rod poked at his ear. Bizarre as it all sounded he was starting to make sense of it.
“So…this place, although it’s still part of the planet…is slightly out of whack with the rest of the earth?” He looked at Cypher’s soft glowing ball. “Did I make it through because I’m out of phase too?”
“Your brain pattern vary a little from most humans.” Cypher agreed.
“This’s why I get so much stick at school?” Rod dropped his head into his hands remembering all the times he wondered why he didn’t fit in. “Do I get to go home once this prophecy thing is over?”
“It will always be your choice Rod,” Cypher said carefully.
Rod stood up and wandered slowly down towards where Twill had disappeared.
Smudge began to follow as Beech said ponderously. “Do not be concerned Dog, Oaken is starting to understand. Just let him be…he will be fine.”
Chapter Fifteen
The Meeting:
Chaldee knew she was too late when she both heard and felt a low vibrating sound resounding through the forest.
She had ridden very fast but as she reached the place where the ancient Myrtle Beech stood, the whole area was shaking with the sound of the Shadows. Their deep droning caused pressure through her entire body and she could not believe that at the height of the day it could seem so dark. This was her first contact with these elemental forces. They were far worse than she had imagined and she feared for the Earthling’s safety.
Sliding down from the horse she left it in the leafy cover of the forest and staying well hidden she crept towards clearing.
After some time the noise began to abate so Chaldee decided she could risk coming out into the open. Camouflaged in the oversized leather cloak she hurried towards the large Myrtle Beech. Light was slowly filtering back into Beech’s quarter and Chaldee could not help but notice how normal the clearing appeared so soon after this horrifying event. This in itself was awful and she wondered again if anyone had been hurt.
As she neared the tree she could see the Cypher’s brightness shining a welcome. The nature spirit had been a great friend of her father’s so they had met many times at the palace.
Cypher was pleased to see the young Princess. “Welcome Chaldee”
“I bid you welcome.” Beech joined in the greeting. “Though I advise you not stay long. It is too dangerous for you to be here.”
“Is everybody safe?” Chaldee asked with concern, looking for the Earthling. “I could hear the terrible noise from the forest.”
“I’m sad to say we lost Twill the Weaver,” Beech murmured.
“How terrible! How could such a thing occur?” Chaldee looked at Cypher. “To release the Shadows is unheard of!”
“I fear the war is beginning your Majesty. I am sure the Commander had much to do with this terrible event.”
Chaldee felt a wave of despair wash over her. These spoken words confirmed her own thoughts. “Is the Earthling safe?”
“He is down by the water,” Beech said softly. “At present he is unable to cope with all that we have placed on his shoulders...but he will learn.”
Chaldee glanced down to the creek and saw the outline of a tall human with a four-legged creature following behind. “What is that thing with him?”
“A dog…not part of the prophecy but a very helpful creature.” Cypher paused following the princess’s gaze. “The animal has a calming influence I believe.”
“I would like to speak with the Earthling. What is he called?”
“Oaken…Rod Oaken.” Beech said carefully. “I call him Oaken.”
As Beech spoke Rod turned and started back towards them.
“Is he coping?” Chaldee was assessing the Earthling as she spoke.
“He is starting to accept what is being asked of him.” Cypher said quietly.
Chaldee removed the heavy cape and stood under the tree’s thick canopy, carefully appraising the young human. He was as tall as she was, which surprised her for she had been told that many humans did not reach her height, also it was strange to see such blonde coloured hair. For some reason she thought all humans were dark. His face was sprinkled with small dots, perhaps these were the marking called freckles, but she was finding it difficult to fully evaluate his face for the brow and the eyes were much finer than hers; still his countenance looked balanced.
As he neared them she held out both hands in a majestic greeting. “I am Chaldee.”
***
Rod stared openly at the tall, graceful girl in front of him. He thought Twill had seemed a little different but this young woman was beyond imagination. She was stunning. Regal and pale, with the same wide brows, and intense eyes as Twill’s but with an ethereal shimmer that made him feel that at any moment she might simply melt into the air around her.
Awkwardly he took her two hands in his, not quite sure of how this greeting worked. He guessed by her autocratic stature that she was part of the nobility Twill had mentioned.
“I have much information I can share with you about the prophecy,” she said hurriedly, seeming to ignore the mess he was making.
“Chaldee is the daughter of the King.” Beech informed Rod. “He died three years ago.”
“I’m…uh …sorry.” Rod had no idea of how to behave towards royalty, though he knew he’d just fluffed their first meeting.
Chaldee nodded briefly then moved her attention to the prophecy. “At present I am not able to be at the palace, but with your help I hope this will all change. Before I was banished I had begun to look for the original manuscript. My father often used to read to me from these scrolls - but I fear they might have been taken.”
“This is not good news.” Beech rumbled out his words.
“Indeed it is not, although I have not had much time to look.”
As Chaldee met Rod’s gaze he could sense her unconquerable spirit. He had never met anyone so imposing and had no doubt she would succeed at anything she did.
The air became electric as they stared at each other, and everybody felt the sudden bond forming between them.
“I need more time,” Chaldee pressed her fingers to her lips as if trying to regain her train of thought. “My father wished that I would learn the contents by heart for I think he knew I would be part of the prophecy.”
Fascinated Rod watched as his greyhound inched closer to the princess. The dog had dropped into a crouch and was taking in every gesture she made. He knew Smudge - like all dogs - could automatically read body language and he smiled slightly. It was almost as if the dog was mesmerized by Chaldee’s presence.
Chaldee tried to make herself comfortable on one of Beech’s gnarled roots then took Rod’s full attention with her eyes. “My first question is about the star map…did you find it?”
Rod stared back, trying not to be intimidated. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”
“The star-map! It is an important part of the prophecy…I believe this map takes the form of a series of cave drawings, done when our ancestors first arrived here.”
Although Rod was slowly shaking his head, inside he was aware of a snap of excitement. Could these cave drawings Chaldee was asking about be the same paintings Mac mentioned before he died?
“Sorry but I didn’t see a thing…although it was dark, and we sorta fell into the forest through a tunnel, didn’t we Smudge?” Rod was amused by the way Smudge shook himself violently as the tunnel was mentioned.
“Were you looking for cave drawings?” Her question was a demand.
Rod paused thinking back over the route through the caves. "Well yeah…I’d been told there were important cave paintings somewhere round here, so I was looking…but I also thought I was lost.” He shrugged off his excuse. “Then I got trapped in the tunnel.”
Chaldee frowned. “If you had actually been looking for paintings and did not see them, perhaps they have been destroyed?”
Rod could see her disappointment but there was nothing he could say that would help because he had not seen a sign of any paintings.
“In the manuscript they speak of a central mosaic made of gem stones. It has a missing stone.” As she spoke Chaldee fumbled with a chain around her neck. “My father gave this to me for safe keeping.” In her hand lay a large deep blood-red garnet. “In the manuscript they say it is this stone that must be replaced.”
“Gees!” Rod came closer, staring down at the garnet. ”Does the manuscript explain how it works?” He took the stone holding it up so the light inside turned a brilliant red. It certainly was a beautiful gemstone.
“It simply says the garnet must be laid into its correct place to active the star map.” Chaldee watched him closely. “Do you know about stones?”
“A smattering…just general stuff.” Rod handed back the garnet. “It’s beautiful.” He paused aware of her disappointment. “I wish I could be more help.”
“But you will be!” Chaldee looked at him in surprise. “You are already…just by being here.”
“Exactly Chaldee, Oaken needs to know much more about you and about his part in the prophecy.” The Myrtle Beech was decisive.
Chaldee nodded and stared hard at Rod. “I am ten and seven…what is your age?”
“Almost seventeen.” Rod glanced up into Beech’s branches then added: “Earth years according to Beech…I’m almost seventeen earth years.”
“Ah yes…time is different here – slightly slower than outside.” Chaldee stopped then corrected herself. “Slower than in your world. It is difficult to explain; perhaps we could say that more living can be done here in the same time span.”
“But isn’t time…I mean our awareness of time…a brain function?”
Chaldee clapped her hands gleefully. “Exactly right Earthling!”
Chaldee seemed pleased with him and Rod was surprised how good that felt. “My father reckons time is a left brain thing.”
Chaldee was smiling in agreement. “It is similar to when we are in a physical crisis, we slow time by slowing down our awareness of the things around us. Time is like gravity or light...they can be altered mentality.”
“If one has the mental power to do this,” Beech cut in.
“Ah!” Suddenly Rod was beginning to understand.
“But let us return to the prophesy. It says our kingdom must be re-aligned with the rest of the planet because there are great changes about to occur within our solar system. If we are to cope with the crisis the balance between the two realms must be restored before these larger changes alter our planet.”
“But that’s huge!” Rod exclaimed. Shocked by the implication of what she had just said he looked from Chaldee to Cypher hoping for a clearer explanation.
“This is what is proclaimed in the manuscript. Our forefathers had an intimate knowledge of the stars.” Chaldee motioned for Rod to sit
Wordlessly Rod sat on one of Beech’s strong roots. Even though he was still reeling from what she had just said, Rod was able to detect the quiet pride in Chaldee’s voice as she spoke about her ancestors and he wondered who her people really were. He could see such a similarity between Twill’s and her facial structure that he had to accept that she was different but it was difficult to take the idea any further. How was it possible that she was from another race?
As if to answer his question, Chaldee said softly: “There is much history between our two races. Perhaps you will allow me to share it?” She paused thoughtfully, her gaze so piercing that Rod had to look away. “You must try not to interrupt Earthling, for I am sure you will have difficulty with what I’m about to say.”
“It will stretch your belief system young Oaken.” Beech warned.
Chaldee nodded in agreement. “Many thousands of years ago my people came to this planet in search of minerals. A group of learned men - you would call them scientists – came mainly to assess the mineral deposits, but they also studied many aspects of the planet, the climate, the oceans, the magnetic properties, and all the creatures, especially those who seemed the most capable. These were your forefathers.”
Rod was listening, but it sounded as if she were quoting from some fantasy. He wanted to stop her, to tell her she was talking nonsense but a rapid fire of stern thoughts he felt must be coming from Beech told him to be quiet and to wait.
“Those scientists voted to improve the lifestyle of the humans. In hindsight this was a serious mistake.”
“How do you mean?”
“My people implemented important genetic refinements thereby changing the destiny of your race. This took place during many visits over thousands of years. They engineered improvements to both the human inhabitants, and the natural food sources, but as my father explained - my ancestors had no right to do this.”
Chaldee stopped waiting for Rod to comment but her story was starting to have a ring of truth that Rod did not like, so he remained silent.
“They believed they were improving matters but what they really did was upset the balance of life on this planet.”
Rod nodded slightly letting her know he understood even though he was weighed down by what she was saying.
“Eventually trouble erupted between the two races. My forefathers found they could no longer control your people and our leaders decided they needed a sanctuary in case the situation became too dangerous - so they set about creating this rain forest. That took place before the last ice age.”
“Gees…that’s ancient! Our history doesn’t go that far back!”
Chaldee paused as Beech cut in: “I’ve been told that vast chunks of your human history have been forgotten. Many civilisations have come and gone on this planet.”
Rod felt that any minute his head would explode. These people were telling him stuff that had nothing to do with the real world. He felt guilty for even listening.
Chaldee reached out and touched his hand lightly. “Please try not to be so distressed; after all, what I am saying is in the past. You are here with us now and that is what is really important.”
Her touch was calming and he found himself mumbling: “So what happened next?”
“Another calamity befell a group of my people when they were ordered to remain here and attempt to populate the Blue Planet. We are not aggressive so within the space of a few generations, when the wars between the two races became too destructive we were forced to retreat to this place. I have been told that there are other such societies of my people here on the Blue Planet….hidden like us.”
Rod sat listening, hugged his knees up under his chin. He could imagine how horrific it must have been to be trapped like that.
“They had no choice but to set about creating a place that suited their needs. So the rain forest became our home. You see, this precious planet is now our home as well as yours.”
Rod sat shaking his head in amazement. There was no doubt that Chaldee believed what she was saying and this scared him as much as her story. What if it were true?”
“It is true young Oaken,” Beech assured him.
“I’m trying to get a hold on all this…but really…it can’t be true!”
Chaldee smiled slightly. “I wish that it were not true Earthling for then we would not be facing such trials.”
“Go on with your story Chaldee,” Beech encouraged.
“ My father explained to me many times that because his forefathers were unable to deal with the barbaric…um…with your people, they decided to hide their kingdom by using the electro gravitational forces in the surrounding granite to cause the area to shift slightly, making it out of phase with the rest of the planet. This was another terrible mistake because we have lost the method to reverse the process.”
Rod stood up in protest. He didn’t want to listen any more but Chaldee ignored him.
“Our people have many sacred songs and stories that tell of the entire saga. It’s very sad because really our withdrawal from the outer world has never been a success. Over time we have lost much of our science and because we are so insular here our society has stagnated. The people bicker and fight among themselves and if I do not act soon I think there will be a civil war.”
Chaldee paused and Rod saw her momentarily drop her head as if in despair. “I fear we will face extinction. This is why the prophecy is so important. Our decline has been predicted and the scrolls give us instruction on how we might survive.”
“And this is where I am supposed to help?” Rod’s sarcastic tone betrayed his disbelief.
“Exactly.” Chaldee stood up, her eyes flashing dangerously. “I can hear in your voice that you have many doubts Earthling. This is good. At least you know how to think for yourself. We would not want a fool to help save us.”
He felt her wrath and was unable to hide his own anger. “How do you expect me to believe all this nonsense?”
“Oaken, in the coming days there is much in our world that you will find difficult to accept.” Beech said slowly. “Do not allow emotion to distort your thoughts.”
“It’s like your dad says Rod,” Smudge reminded him quietly. ”You over-react and that’s when you mess up. You need to think things through.”
Rod looked at his dog, dismayed that Smudge seemed to be taking their side when logic was on his side. Even his father, who was considered to be quite a radical thinker by any scientific standard, had never ever come close to the conclusions being offered here. His thoughts tumbled over in confusion. One second he felt excited, but then he was swamped by cynicism; that was immediately pushed aside by the wild prospect of what might be true; then doubt flooded in again. If only it was true? Wouldn’t that be awesome! And Chaldee…how could he doubt her, yet on the other hand how could any of this be proven?
“Surely you being here in the forest is proof enough Oaken?”
Rod shook his head violently wishing Beech would stop prying. Suddenly he wanted to drop the whole thing and just go home.
Cypher moved into the branches above them and when she spoke Rod knew she’d also been inside his thoughts.
“You cannot turn away Rod. You are a part of this. If you try to put aside your doubts then you will allow your imagination to roam more freely.”
Rod gritted his teeth. Having Beech read his thoughts was bad enough but knowing Cypher was looking into his mind too made him feel like a little kid.
***
Above them Beech had turned his attention inward. He was getting signals from other Myrtle Beeches’ warning him of a flock of crows headed towards Beech’s Quarter. “Princess,” he called urgently to Chaldee, “There are crows flying this way.”
Chaldee did not pause. In one movement she had swung the cloak around her shoulders. For a brief moment she stared into Rod’s eyes. “We will talk more Earthling. Cypher will bring you to me when you have completed the first part of your task. Then perhaps you will accept the truth!”
There was an elegant grace in her movements and Beech guessed that beneath all Rod’s doubts her resolute spirit dazzled him. “You are equal in courage and ability Oaken.” Beech assured him.
“I wish you and Cypher would stay out of my head!” Rod complained, nevertheless he secretly made note of Beech’s encouragement.
“You are human and need to know your true ability…we are simply trying to make you aware of who you really are.” Beech said sweetly trying to hide his laughter. “You will astound yourself soon enough Oaken.”
Chapter Sixteen
Uncertainty:
“It is time for your new journey to begin.” The soft light of Cypher’s ball floated up in front of Rod. “If you are going to fulfil your role in the prophecy then you need to be able to accept your destiny. It is why I have been asked to lead you into the dimension you inhabited before your present life began. It will give you the confidence to become more than you are now.”
“But shouldn’t I be going after Chaldee. I feel I should apologize for some of the stuff I said.”
“Well at least you admit it,” Smudge growled.
Rod shrugged, grinning down at his dog. “I know…but it’s not often I’m wrong!” He roughed up Smudge’s fur.
“Listen to Cypher, Oaken. She is here for your benefit.” There was a note of command in Beech’s tone that made Rod turn his attention back to the nature spirit.
“Can’t we do it later?” Rod was trying to stall
“You do not have time to slow things down.” Cypher said gently. “We must go immediately.”
Smudge had been listening closely “You’re pushing Rod into something he does not want to do. Why must he go anywhere? Can’t it be done here?”
“Cypher needs the energy found only at the Stone Chair,” Beech said flatly. “Oaken must go with her.”
Rod shrugged offhandedly as he looked at his dog. “I hope they know what they’re doing.”
“We do…trust us.” Cypher said slowly. “If we are to follow the steps laid out in the scrolls, we must journey back to your beginnings. You will need the strength of self-knowledge to successfully carry out your tasks. And for me to help you find this I must evoke the energy of the nodal point.”
“At the Stone Chair,” old Beech interrupted.
“Exactly.” Cypher nodded looking from Rod to Smudge. “But a warning before we go. Protecting the area around the nodal point is an elemental known only as The Barrier. It guards the energy grid.”
They looked at her numbly then Rod squatted down next to his dog. “Nothing’s ever easy is it?”
Cypher chose to ignore this bravado, knowing it was Rod’s flippant attempt to hide from fear.
“There is a central stone that helps form the seat of the structure and you are to hold this stone. It is difficult to describe how you will be released.” She paused searching for the right words. “By holding this stone to your heart your frequency will harmonically attune to the cycle that enables your essence to slip between the pulse of this third dimensional reality… does that make sense?”
Rod was listening closely but he had to admit he did not understand.
“Cypher needs to work with the energy at the Stone Chair, that’s why you must go with her,” Beech said forcibly.
Rod looked from the nature spirit to the tree, then down at Smudge. “I’m not sure about any of this. I trust you Cypher but I wonder if I am the one you are looking for… the right one?” Rod’s voice was rough. He was always inclined to get angry when he was uncertain of something and at this present moment he was really confused. “How can you want me?” He held his arms wide, and turned around in front of Smudge. “I’m not special…tell them Smudge…I’m not, am I?”
Smudge dropped to a crouch, wagging his tail slightly. “You’re quite different already,” he said mildly, trying not to cause any upset. “I can feel how much you have changed so maybe you are the one!”
Smudge’s words were a shock. Had he really changed? He hated feeling unsure about anything so he was desperate to get his thoughts in order. None of this was explainable yet even his dog felt he was different. Could he really help fulfil a prophecy? And what of that story Chaldee had told him. What if it that was also true!
Needing to get away from everybody and sort through the muddle in his head he wandered back to the creek.
Cypher hovered under the old tree watching as Rod restlessly edged along the bank. “This is a momentous time for him,” she murmured to Beech.
“Yes, and unfortunately you cannot interfere. This new knowledge and the choices he must now make will help foster the strength that he will need very soon.”
***
Rod knew Smudge was trotting behind and he wanted to share his thoughts but there was more happening here than he could explain to a dog.
Eventually he made himself comfortable on the creek bank, idly throwing stones into the water, watching as the rings rippled out from the centre. The water’s movement was hypnotic and soothing and seemed to be helping him sort through the jumble of thoughts. Gradually he realised that although everything sounded strange, a tiny part of him seemed to know about this journey. Trouble was that every time his rational mind tried to follow these ideas, doubt came flooding back.
He sat for a long time absently tossing stones, thinking back over all the times that he had asked his parents to tell him where his thoughts came from. He remembered how he used to squeeze his head in his hands wondering what his life was all about, but neither his mother nor his father ever gave him an answer that made sense. Now it seemed as if he was about to find out.
After a while he wandered back up to the old tree. “Beech, is there some sort of danger tied up in this prophecy?” And he knew he had put his finger on a key point when Beech spluttered something about time itself giving all the answers.
Cypher interrupted. “We do not have all the information Rod. Chaldee will help you there but as Beech says, time will play a part too. I am sure that events will unfold slowly enough for you to cope.”
There was a moment’s thoughtful silence; then Cypher began to roll her ball of light away from the tree. “We need to go, before the crows report our whereabouts.”
“I’ve been told they are already watching,” Beech said with concern.
“Yes, they are. We must leave! Keep close Rod. Do not allow your fear to take control and I will protect you as much as I can.”
Rod simply nodded. The situation seemed almost beyond understanding and he had nothing left to say. Then he looked at his dog. “What about Smudge?”
“He will be safe with me,” soothed the old tree.
Rod looked from one to the other. For many years Smudge had been his closest companion, now he was being told that Smudge must stay behind. A small feeling of dread shot through him. For the first time Rod really felt threatened.
Wordlessly Smudge pushed his nose into Rod’s hand and they said a silent goodbye.
“We must go,” Cypher whispered. In an instant the ball of light was hovering above Rod’s head.
As she moved out of the clearing Rod found Cypher’s light quite easy to follow even though the path through the forbidding forest was very faint.
***
Smudge and Old Beech watched until they disappeared around a bend, both wondering fearfully if they would see Rod again but neither wanting to speak these thoughts out loud.
“They will be safe…I feel it in my roots,” the old tree tried to assure the dog.
Chapter Seventeen
Cypher and Rod did not have far to travel. Although the veiled potency of Beech’s Quarter was known to many in the kingdom it was quite a small section of the rain forest, so they had only travelled a little over half an hour when Cypher stopped, settling lightly on a rocky ridge.
“Rest for a moment. We are almost there.”
Rod could see how the surrounding landscape had changed. They had been steadily climbing out of the dank undergrowth of ferns and creepers. Up here the trees were sparse, in fact when he looked up Rod could see the sky.
“ Have we left the forest?”
“We are on the edge,” Cypher agreed, “but the security of the forest is still with us.”
Rod sat next to Cypher looking down a steep embankment to the winding creek, taking note of the water’s unusual copper colour. So much about this forest was mysterious.
“It looks deeper here Cypher… like a river.”
“When you are ready we will climb down. The Stone Chair is close to the water on the other side, just around the bend.” Cypher seemed to point although he did not see her move. “You will be able to cross the river using a fallen tree, but do not touch the water. It is very dangerous.”
“It looks odd.”
“Further down, the river goes underground and it is here that the structure of the water changes. Long ago a device was placed in the river - for reasons we cannot understand – and its effect on the water is deadly to all warm blooded creatures.” Cypher made sure Rod was paying attention. “Where the water touches your skin it will burn. Many people have drowned this way so take care.”
Rod tried to control a shiver as he stared down at the winding river. Cypher’s warning was grave. Looking closely he could see an ugly stain along the banks but although he felt apprehensive he remembered the nature spirit’s magical powers. Surely she could help if he were to slip?
Cypher read his thoughts: “No! I cannot heal the wounds the water causes. Who ever tampered with it has powers outside my knowledge.”
Rod frowned nervously but Cypher just smiled. “You will surprise yourself soon Rod for you have great courage.”
In Rod’s whole life nobody had ever said this before so Cypher’s words stirred new feelings in him. “Okay,” he said blithely. “Let’s go!”
Together they made their way down the steep bank cautiously moving along the river to where a huge fallen branch lay across the water.
Rod glanced along the length of the makeshift bridge. The heavy log was a good size and the river was narrow here so it shouldn’t be too much trouble. He grinned at Cypher. “I reckon I can do this.”
He remembered attempting a crossing like this once before. It was up in Queensland, when the whole family was still together, on one of his father’s first trips. Rod figured he must have been about eight…maybe nine, yet he remembered it clearly. The banks had been steep and the log was very high above the water. As he began running across it his mother had yelled for him to stop. Her screams shocked him so badly that he lost his balance and fell quite a few metres into the water. Now as he looked at the heavy log he thought about his mother. She would have a fit if she could see this.
“Perhaps you could sit astride the log, and drag yourself across.” Cypher said gently.
Rod realised that she must have felt the pain of his memory as his mind touched on the past, and he shook his head slowly. Those days were gone. He knew he would manage quite well as long as he was careful and as he approached the crossing Rod felt the excitement churning in his chest. What a buzz! He tested the log for balance and decided he should side-step across. He knew that the odd coloured river made this risky nevertheless he was eager to start.
***
Cypher noted Rod’s excitement but she felt something was amiss. She glanced up and down the river but there was no sign of any of the crows so she tried to ignore her feeling of apprehension.
Speaking brightly she offered Rod encouragement. The Earthling will be fine, she said silently to herself, yet once again she found herself glancing along the river. What was it she wondered? Something did not feel right.
Chapter Eighteen
Old Beech was trying to assure Smudge how safe Rod would be when he caught a faint ruffle of movement at the edge of the forest. It was as if light was rippling over a dark mass.
“Smudge…turn very slowly,” he whispered to the dog, “and look towards the tree line on your left.”
Smudge did as Beech suggested, easing around until he was looking directly into a dense clump of trees. For a moment, as his eyes were adjusting to the mass of dark green, he could see nothing then slowly out of the gloom a dark shape began to emerge. The figure was huge and was standing on two legs. “Is it a bear?” He breathed the question, staggered by the size.
“It’s Robar, Chaldee’s body guard…although many call him Bigfoot.”
“Ah!” Smudge had heard of these hairy primates.
“I’m amazed to see him here,” Beech muttered.
They watched as the giant quietly moved across the clearing.
“I have never seen him come out into the open like this!”
Bigfoot stood at least eight feet with a robust, barrel shaped body and arms that swung down past his knees but what impressed Smudge the most was the hair. The hominoid was totally covered by long brown hair.
“Hello,” Beech called softly as the creature approached.
It dropped its head slightly, in a nod of recognition.
“I offer you welcome my friend.” Beech said formally. “This is a newcomer to the forest. His title is Smudge.”
The Bigfoot bowed its head much lower this time, as it greeted both Beech and Smudge.
“It is very seldom we have the pleasure of meeting with you like this Robar. It is an honour.”
Smudge could tell that Beech desperately wanted to know the reason for the unexpected visit but the old tree’s etiquette prevented him from asking.
“Chaldee tell… must help.” Robar had a deep resonate voice that rolled through the air like the faint sound thunder.
Smudge and Beech waited quietly. They intuitively knew that this creature must not be rushed.
“Have news,”
Smudge nodded encouragingly. “News…of…?”
“Plans. Crows have plans. Hurt human.” The primate’s beady eyes stared through the long hair dangling over his face waiting for their response.
Smudge tried not to react, but his concern for Rod overwhelmed him. “What do you mean…tell us exactly?”
The hairy creature withdrew and for a terrible moment Smudge thought he had frightened it away, but then it turned and beckoned.
“Come…I show.”
Smudge did not hesitate, even though he knew old Beech was begging him to wait, he sprinted after the retreating back of the hairy ape-man.
***
They moved through the forest at a rapid pace. The lightness and speed of the apeman greatly impressed Smudge.
Soon they arrived at a small log building, almost hidden by thick foliage. Bigfoot slowed and began to circle around the shack. Using hand signs he indicated a cave-like hollow in the bushes and silently they crept into its shadows. Obviously he had used this place many times and Smudge followed him easily.
Bigfoot wriggled through to the side of the building, pressing his ear to the log wall, indicating to Smudge to do the same.
At first the voices sounded muffled but slowly Smudge began to understand. He was hearing final instructions being given to a crow. The river was being mentioned, and he pressed closer listening to the authority of the voice.
“Him Commander,” the Bigfoot breathed.
“We have news.”
The voice was faint but Smudge could now understand the words.
“Cypher is already at the river, so if you go quickly you will arrive just as the Earthling is crossing. Take care not to be seen by anybody, for your job is to make this seem like an accident. People must believe he simply slipped.”
There was a muffled reply but Smudge could not hear anything until the Commander yelled: “…then fly straight into his face you fool! This will make him automatically try to avoid you. If you hit him firmly as you fly past he will fall. Do you question this?”
Savagely Smudge stared into the shocked face of the apeman. “Where’s the river?” He was yelling, unable to suppress his panic.
Putting a warning finger to his lips Bigfoot gently led Smudge back through the undergrowth. When they were far enough from the cabin the apeman indicated that Smudge should follow and without glancing back the huge creature broke into a loping run that challenged all of the greyhound’s speed and fitness.
Greyhounds are very fast but they lack endurance so within minutes Smudge was lagging badly. It was then that the strangest thing happened. Wordlessly Bigfoot returned, and without a sound he picked up the dog and tucked him under a smelly armpit then continued his silent race through the forest.
Eventually he stopped on the top of the riverbank. Carefully he put Smudge down. “Earthling must cross the river.”
“Where?” Smudge was still unsure of his bearings.
“Around bend. But we wait. Crow pass overhead here. Fly low in middle of river.”
Smudge shook himself from head to foot frantically trying to stir up the energy he was going to need soon. It was hard to believe that he was dealing with a plot to kill Rod. “This is madness,” he growled.
Bigfoot took no notice. Using the sharp edge of a rock he began shaving a point onto a branch he had snapped from a tree.
“What are you planning?”
”Bird fly past. I use weapon.”
“You won’t stop him with a spear…I have seen these crows at work, they know what they are doing.”
The Bigfoot nodded but continued to shave his stick.
Smudge trotted towards the bend in the river. When he reached the corner he breathed a relieved sigh. “I can see Rod on the log.” he called.
When the hominoid did not answer Smudge swung around in time to see four crows flapping awkwardly trying to drop a net over Bigfoot.
Smudge was about to race back to help when he saw another crow flying low across the brow of the ridge, coming fast towards the water. This was the one; he knew it! This was the crow who planned to knock Rod off the log. With a speed he had never reached before Smudge raced along the riverbank, expertly judging the bird’s flight path. He saw the crow veer slightly, moving out over the water in an attempt to avoid him but the dog did not stop. With a mighty effort he leaped off the bank, high into the air, clutching frantically at the crow with his front paws.
The bird struggled but Smudge had hooked a claw into its black feathers and together they plummeted to their deaths in the Red River.
Chapter Nineteen
Rod was concentrating so hard he barely noticed what was happening around him. Breathing slowly and deeply he carefully edged his way across the log.
“You are almost half way.” Cypher was carefully watching Rod’s progress but suddenly she was disturbed by a slight jolt in the air around them. Instantly she knew something quite violent had taken place and that it was very close. She flew higher staring up the river.
“Rod, just keep going…. I must check upstream.”
Knowing something was wrong Cypher flew high and fast up to the bend in the river and immediately she saw the shy apeman tangled in a net on the side of the bank. She had been correct, something dreadful had happened. Without hesitation she reached out with her mind mentally lifting the net so it flew up in the air then dropped in a heap beside the huge creature.
“Are you hurt?” Though she was desperate to get back to Rod, Cypher needed to know what had happened. Usually such a jarring movement in the ether was caused by a violent death.
“Dog stopped crow. Me not help,” mumbled the hominoid. He looked at the nature spirit and she knew he was ashamed. “Dog brave. Both fell in river.”
“Oh no! You mean Smudge died!” Cypher was dismayed. Rod loved his dog and she could hardly bare to think of the boy’s suffering once he found out.
“Brave. Save master.” Robar stared up at Cypher trying to explain. “Crow hurt boy. Dog stopped crow.”
“I understand.” Cypher reached out with her thoughts touching his face gently. “I must get back …will you be alright?”
“Me shamed…should help dog.” A tear ran down the hairy face, and Cypher reached out again with her mind, soothing his pain.
“Go to Chaldee, she should know about this…and do not blame yourself, it was not your fault.”
Cypher left the grieving Bigfoot and flew back down the river thinking about how Smudge had saved a dreadful calamity. There was so much Rod must do before he faced death, so the courageous dog had saved much more than just his master. Also she pondered on how to tell Rod about his dog but decided to wait until they had reached the safety of the Stone Chair.
***
Rod was aware of Cypher’s return, and for the briefest moment he made the mistake of looking up.
“Watch the log!” But her warning came too late, his concentration lapsed and Rod missed his footing.
Immediately he felt himself slipping and with a yell he threw himself flat across the log gripping at the round surface. Under the log he could see the swirling red waters splashing up almost as if the river was alive and trying to touch him.
Cypher reached out with her mind steadying the situation and Rod felt her touch. A sudden calmness washed through him. He reached out, gripping the log with a strength that surprised him. He could feel the power in his back and arms as slowly he pulled himself up into a sitting position.
“Wow!” He let go of his breath and looked up at Cypher. “I thought I was gone!”
The glowing ball of light hovered close. “Just stay very still. Do not move until you feel yourself steady.”
Rod did as instructed resting on the log as the sweet calmness began to ease the blood pounding in his ears. Eventually he started to inch towards the riverbank. Elation was stirring in his chest and he had a sudden feeling that what Cypher had said earlier about courage might be right, maybe he could handle himself in a tough situation. These thoughts spurred him on and soon he was on the other side of the river.
“Well done.” Cypher congratulated him.
Rod felt the grin was spreading through his whole body. He’d challenged the river and won.
***
Smiling Cypher led him away from the river towards where beams of sunlight were shafting through the trees, etching the edges of the leaves with a golden light.
It was a magical moment for Rod had no idea of the terrible news Cypher was keeping from him.
“The Stone Chair is over here,” is all she said.
Chapter Twenty
Rod followed Cypher as she moved into the sunlit grove. In the centre he could see an odd placement of granite boulders. This must be the Stone Chair.
Cypher alighted in the centre of the stones but as Rod tried to follow he lost all the feeling in one leg. Nervously he pulled back but everything felt fine, so, thinking that he had imagined the numbness, he took another step. This time Rod lost feeling in both legs. He felt no pain, just a very odd coldness that made him lose his balance so that he fell backward hitting his head hard.
Cypher turned just in time to see him fall. “Rod…what is it?”
He lay on the ground, holding the back of his head. “I don’t know, suddenly I couldn’t feel my legs.”
Cypher came back. “It must be the Barrier!” She circled over the place where he had fallen. “I can feel it right here.”
“But you got through!” Rod protested as he sat up.
“It is only human creatures who cannot pass though the Barrier.”
Rod sat holding his head. “I can’t see anything!”
“Oh but The Barrier is invisible…even to me, though I can feel its energy.”
Rod shook his head helplessly. How could something unseen prevent him from reaching the chair?
He sat glumly rubbing his head. “What can we do?”
Cypher looked at Rod. “It is not me who must pass by the Barrier. It is you.”
“But how?”
“I cannot tell you. The Barrier Spirit would hear and simply change its shape.”
Rod could feel the irritation curling around in his stomach. “But I can’t fight something I can’t even see!” He had little patience for things that were outside his control, and although he knew this tantrum would not help, he still felt outraged.
“There is always a way,” she said calmly.
Rod jumped up glaring across at Cypher.
The Nature Spirit had moved back to the centre of the stone chair and he could see the glow from her ball filling the clearing. This place was magical yet here he was losing his temper like some spoilt kid. What was the matter with him?
Fiercely making up his mind, Rod rushed headlong towards the stone chair, trying to throw himself across the strange barrier. Immediately his whole body went numb and he sprawled face down in the dirt momentarily losing consciousness. As he sat up he could feel a wet warmth running across his lips. His tongue touched the place and it tasted salty. No! Now his nose was bleeding. He wiped his face on his sleeve then looked down at the mess, sighing lamely.“If my mother could see me now!”
For some reason this image made him laugh and he felt his determination returning. “I’m coming over Cypher, I am sure I can get past this thing.”
Cypher smiled. “I can give you one clue.” She paused looking at him with such a piercing gaze he felt her eyes burning into his brain. “It has to do with imagination – it’s the key to everything. By picturing something in your mind you can give it the power to become real.”
Rod frowned. He knew what imagination was, he often pictured himself as a fast bowler, playing cricket for Australia, but how could he use imagination to defeat the Barrier Spirit? He moved forward carefully until he was able to feel the wispy coldness against his legs.
“I’m right on it,” he called.
Cypher said nothing. She just hovered over the Stone Chair, watching.
“If I take another step I will go numb…what should I do?” He was talking more to himself than to Cypher. “What should I imagine?” He shuffled forward and felt his feet begin to go numb, so he stepped back staring down at where he now knew the Barrier had set up the barricade. Perhaps if he followed it right around, somewhere there might be a break for him to get through. But even as he thought this he knew he was wrong. A spirit as powerful as this would not be so stupid.
Rod sat on the ground feeling his frustration rising again. This was almost as bad as being lost.
Across from the barrier, so close he could almost touch it, the late afternoon light was streaming into the clearing, highlighting the Stone Chair. He could see how the long shadow cast by the chair formed a perfect outline of a seat large enough for a giant. Giants; they wouldn’t be stopped by a mere barrier! For a brief second Rod pictured himself as a god-like giant striding across the landscape, throwing himself into the mighty stone chair.
Suddenly Cypher was by his ear. She had spun across the grove almost as fast as light causes shadow. “Your giant belongs to your imagination,” she whispered.
“Yeah…but it was just a whim. Sometimes I have these crazy fantasies…they don’t mean anything.” Rod was annoyed by how she always knew what he was thinking. “It’s not going to get me past this barrier!”
“Think about the giant in that shadow chair.” She encouraged, “You created him.”
Rod nodded looking down at his feet. There was something forming in his mind.
Cypher waited.
Rod moved right up against the Barrier. It was not a dangerous monster; it just would not let him pass. It was invisible! The idea of giant striding up to the shadow chair was also invisible, yet he had seen that image clearly in his imagination. Suddenly Rod understood what Cypher was trying to tell him and as he toyed with these ideas he saw Cypher excitedly jiggling up and down in mid-air.
Maybe, he pondered, if he could just imagine himself in that chair…so he tried and there was great crackling and snapping inside his head. Suddenly he felt the coldness at his feet disappear. Tentatively he took a step but felt nothing. The Barrier was gone! Slowly he walked across to the chair, and just as in his imagination, he threw himself onto the massive seat.
“Amazing!” Rod felt around him, touching the hard cold stone. “Look, it’s happened just like I imagined!”
Instantly Cypher was beside him. “You’ve done it Rod! You solved the riddle. It was about the power of imagination.” Her ball of light opened, and for the first time Rod actually saw her. A tiny figure wrapped in a shimmering cloak of white light.
“I can see you!” Rod was overwhelmed. She was so exquisitely small.
Cypher moved out and sat on the large stone that formed one arm of the chair. Although she was very small, the glow that came from her reached out to touch everything in the clearing.
Rod could feel her light, and he was urged to kneel before her.
“No! You mustn’t!” She reached out and touched him. “We are together on this journey Rod. We are equal…do you understand.”
Solemnly he shook his head, thinking to himself that he could never be equal to Cypher.
“Rod, you are the same. What you see in me is also in you. It’s the same for every human. People have simply forgotten who they are.”
Rod just looked at her in disbelief.
***
Cypher paused wanting to explain further, but she knew he must discover this knowledge himself. No amount of telling would help him. And there was something else she needed to speak about, but she was loathed to begin. She could feel Rod’s strength. He was gaining more and more confidence as his journey continued, but now she was going to wrench his emotions.
“Rod,” she began eventually. “There is something you must know.” Again she hesitated. “Now that you have succeeded in getting passed the barrier I feel you will be able to cope.”
Smiling Rod waited to hear the next wonderful thing she had to say.
“It’s about Smudge…he was a courageous and wonderful friend. I know how much you loved him.”
Was…loved…Cypher read these tremulous thoughts and knew Rod was feeling a sudden dread. He had realised she was talking in past tense and she felt fear sharpen his awareness.
“What’s wrong with Smudge?” he demanded.
“Your friend has just saved you. A crow intended that you fall into the river but Smudge stopped it from happening.”
“Stopped? Where is he?”
“He caught the crow, but they both fell,” she paused not wanting to go on.
“Into the water?” Rod was looking at her in horror. “Is he dead?”
Cypher nodded, saddened by Rod’s pain. His love for his dog had filled his life. “I know Smudge was your dearest companion, but he died so you could keep going. You must honour him Rod. Be thankful for his bravery.”
She knew that Rod felt too miserable to answer and she watched helplessly as he paced around the chair. She felt what he was feeling. She could see that there were no tears, just a hard lump deep inside that prevented him from fully accepting that Smudge was gone. As she read his heart she knew he was wondering why he could not cry, why he felt as dry as a desert.
“The tears will come Rod, do not feel ashamed.’
Rod looked dazed.
“And perhaps you will meet Smudge again.”
Rod shook his head. “I don’t believe in all that stuff about heaven.”
Cypher looked at him seriously: “Such beliefs will change soon.”
Rod had turned away and did not seem to hear her words.
So much had happened to this boy over the last twenty-four hours. Cypher understood he needed time to himself. He would recover but because there would be many difficulties ahead - as the prophecy has predicted - he needed space to grieve. She moved into the chair, and sat quietly. He would tell her when he was ready.
Chapter Twenty-One
Darkness had entered the clearing before Rod found the heart to come back to the chair. Because he had solved the riddle the Barrier Spirit allowed him to move around freely. He had sat by the river for hours not knowing what to do; thinking about the world he had lived in with Smudge. He’d been nine when his father had adopted the racing greyhound giving him the dog as a birthday present. What a dog! A retired greyhound whose professional days were over but who still loved to run. Rod had shared so much with Smudge. Now that he was gone it suddenly felt as if the dog had been the last link with his childhood.
He sighed heavily as he sat down next to the stone chair. “This must be what people mean when they say their lives are empty.” He settled back against the stone, his eyes dropping closed. “That’s exactly how I feel…empty.”
The nature spirit cradled him gently in her aura, watching over him as he slipped into an uneasy sleep.
When he woke the clearing was hushed and still, washed in the brilliant glow of the moon. The chair stood somber and depressing making him want run as far away as possible, but he knew such thoughts were defeatist so he stretched and stood up.
“Come.” said Cypher cheerfully as she led him up to the chair. “We have much to do.”
Rod shrugged but Cypher continued with determination: “First you must lift out the centre stone. Can you see it?”
Dutifully Rod reached across to the middle of the chair. Even in the moonlight he could see how the centre stone was raised slightly above the rest of the seat, and though he didn’t really have any enthusiasm, he pulled the stone loose.
“Hold it against your chest,” she instructed.
Rod obeyed, clutched the stone over his heart.
Cypher stepped onto the stone surface causing a spectacular violet flash and this happened Rod felt something slipping inside, as if he was starting to melt. Then a vibration began between his shoulder blades. It tingled up and down his spine, starting as a gentle hum then gradually getting stronger until he wondered if he would ever be able to move again.
What was Cypher doing?
He shut his eyes. The humming became so loud he found it hard to think. Pressure was building in his head but none of it was frightening, in fact it felt good, and thankfully it took away the pain of losing Smudge.
He collapsed and found himself sitting at the base of the chair, holding the stone against his chest. His legs and arms felt so sloppy he laughed helplessly. This certainly was something else!
“Wow! Cypher… ” His voice sounded like a squeak and he could not hear her answer.
Something was certainly happening, almost as if he’d left his body behind. Then, astoundingly, he felt weightless. When he looked down he realised he was high above the stones in the clearing even though his physical body was still leaning against the chair clutching tightly to the centre stone.
How strange, to be above his body like this. Even more peculiar was the fact that he still felt as if he had a body even though he had left the physical one behind.
Still able to think and move Rod found he was floating like he used to when he had dreams as a kid. They were great dreams and he remembered how he could fly, so tentatively he tried to copy that action. To his delight it worked. He zoomed up in a loop then realised he could not see where he was. He seemed to be in an inky black pool.
“Hey Cypher… I can’t see!”
Cypher’s voice sounded close to his ear. “Just follow my voice.” And as she instructed he began to follow.
Within seconds they were out of the darkness, drifting down through what seemed very much like blue sky, yet it felt solid. Rod stopped moving and just hung in the air for a moment.
Cypher too had stopped moving and was standing at the opening of her light-ball, looking out across the blue mist.
“Look over there.”
Rod saw that she was pointing into the distance, across a chasm of blue sky. There, glittering like white marble and standing high on a hill was a towering castle.
“That is where you will find your answers.”
Rod hovered, staring at the white building. It looked like photos he had seen of majestic castles in Europe.
“Just follow the path across the bridge. It will lead you there.” Cypher stepped back into her ball of light.
“Aren’t you coming?”
The tiny figure shook her head. “I have brought you to where you will find all the answers to your questions.”
“Cypher! He protested.
Cypher shook her head. “I have completed part of my task. You will find your way quite easily now.” She smiled at him. “But we’re not saying goodbye Rod. I shall meet you when you return.”
“But I’ve no idea where I am…or how to get back to you?”
Cypher reached out to him and he felt a soft sweetness brush against his cheek, then the ball of light lifted up into the blueness, leaving him totally alone.
Rod could not believe she was gone. First Smudge and now Cypher. Another enormous wave of sadness washed over him.
He was still hanging in the sky yet when he looked down he saw that right in front of him was the start of a white gravel path. He wondered why he had not noticed it before.
Feeling miserable he stepped down onto the pathway. It was hard and solid, like a normal path yet it seemed to wind down through blue sky.
He took a few steps then noticed the faintest outline of grass and bushes on either side. As he journeyed downward the scenery grew rich in colour. Now he could see emerald green grass, studded with the brightest coloured flowers he had ever seen.
The downward slope became steep and he could just make out the high arch of a bridge. As he wound around the path he realised it was leading to the bridge, which was very narrow and had no railings. As he approached the arch he realised that this flimsy structure was spanning a blue, depthless chasm.
Rod paused feeling puzzled. There was something familiar about this place. The bridge connected two islands in the sky and he knew if he kept to the centre he would be safe, nevertheless he felt apprehensive because he suspected something horrible was lurking in that expanse of nothingness.
As he began to cross he dared to look over the side. That’s when he saw a white, bony, hand reaching up out of the chasm. It tried to touch him. Then he saw more grasping hands, then a sightless skull. The images were hideous, and his stomach tightened in fear. He tried to look away, but now he could see many, many, staring eyes just floating out beyond the bridge. He began to hurry, staying in the centre, trying to avoid looking anywhere but straight ahead. He could hear cries and sounds of people calling, asking for his help. Arms reached up trying to grab at him. With a quick intake of breath he began to run. Somehow he knew he would be all right yet he wanted to get away from these terrible, dead things.
Panting slightly Rod reached the safety of the gravel pathway on the other side. Twisting as he ran, he looked back in time to see the blue mist closing over everything, leaving only a smudgy, charcoal outline of the bridge across the worlds. He knew he needed to forget what had just happened. It had a quality of piteous misery that he felt he understood but hardly dared to think about, causing his thoughts to touch again on Smudge’s death.
Up above him towered the white building, glistening in the light. It looked such an inviting refuge - free from all the troubles he had experienced – that he felt a twinge of hope lifting his spirits. Cypher said he would find all his answers here in this place. What if she was right? What if at long last he had found the place where he had come from?
Chapter Twenty-Two
Having reached the top of the wide steps leading into the castle, Rod paused thoughtfully. Now that he was actually standing on the threshold of this wondrous building he no longer felt the urge to hurry. In fact he no longer felt like someone who belonged to a family, or a fool who had become lost. He just felt like himself. Also he started to get a sense that the answers to everything he needed to know would be found inside these white glistening walls. There was no question in his mind - even though he could not work out how he knew – that this was the Palace of Records.
Then he realised that he had not recognised the castle when he was with Cypher because he had never approached the building from this side. Indeed that bridge across the sky must be the fabled Bridge of Sighs - but how did he know? To be so certain and yet to have no memory of how he had come by this knowledge was bewildering.
As he pushed through the heavy glass doors he saw that his hands were trembling. Here he was, back where it had all started, yet with great chunks missing from his memory.
Rod was now standing in a large foyer. Above him was a lofty dome made of crystal. He watched the colours flash and merge as rays of light hit the prisms, vaguely remembering that once he had been told that the energy of these colours could heal sickness.
Slowly he walked toward the doors at the end of the marble foyer. People passed him, nodding their greetings as if it was perfectly normal for him to be here. As he got closer more memory returned. He knew what was behind the oak doors. As he entered the silent corridor he still felt overwhelmed. He was back in the study area where he spent so many years.
Just then, half way down the passageway a door swung open and a robed figure stood beckoning him.
“Do you remember us Rod?”
Dazed Rod stared at his former teacher, then embarrassed by his own confusion he threw himself at the old man, hugging him in relief.
“Of course I remember you Hamite.”
“Come, we have been waiting for you.” Hamite pulled his purple robes tighter and hobbled slowly into the large room.
“You knew I was coming?” Rod did not think anything further could amaze him but when he entered he realised this was the library where he used to study. One could almost say this was his home.
“It’s to do with your Plan, that’s how I knew you were coming.” Hamite laughed softly.
“Right!” Rod smiled at his teacher. “The all important Plan! Now I remember!”
“No Rod… that’s not quite so. If you had remembered then there would be no need for you to be here.” The old teacher’s grin was comical. He had always liked to tease, and Rod remembered fondly how nothing was sacred to Hamite.
Rod looked a little more closely at his teacher. He was very old, some said he was six hundred years - a very good age for a librarian. His long wispy hair seemed just a little thinner…and those awful teeth! He had so few left that he preferred to live on soup, or so he joked. Nevertheless, Rod thought, the old man looked almost the same.
“Sit down young friend, we have much to discuss and not much time. You must leave almost immediately.”
Shaking his head Rod did as he was asked. He had many questions but obviously he was here because he was meant to be, so perhaps his questions would be answered.
They sat together in front of a large glass-topped table. Hamite brushed its surface and the tabletop became a giant screen. Immediately Rod found himself looking down into the rain forest.
“This is where you were this morning I believe?”
Rod nodded silently as he stared at the tabletop screen. He was looking into another dimension but it was as if he was simply looking in through a window.
“It is very sad that Twill had to be sacrificed,” said Hamite “Still he had agreed to allow his death to take place because it had to fit into the greater Rain Forest Plan. Do you remember anything at all?”
So Twill’s death was part of many plans – Twill’s plan, his own, even the forest’s plan. “But what about Smudge?” Rod asked sadly.
Hamite’s grin was a joy in itself. “He is one of your closest protectors. He had long ago agreed to do everything possible to prevent you from being harmed and to assist in this important Plan.”
“He’s here then?” Rod was jubilant.
“He is…but is totally absorbed with the next phase of the Rain Forest Plan.”
“Fantastic!” Rod could not hide his relief. Cheerfully he turned his attention back to the screen. Fragments were beginning to filter back into his mind and he nodded with a slow understanding. He remembered that just like Twill and Smudge he too had agreed to die when the time was right. And really that was what this visit was about, to decide whether he was ready to take part in the Rain Forest Plan, a venture that could end in sudden death.
At present his Plan overlapped the Greater Forest Plan even though it also fitted in with the Oaken Family Plan. Goodness knows how many more plans fitted around their Family Plan. His mother’s plan, and his sister’s, and of course his father’s, all their relations and friends, all had life-schemes and all of them were different yet meshed together to form a gigantic Human Plan and this gigantic design dovetailed into the Blue Planet’s own Plan, which was to bring further growth to itself as well as to all its life forms.
Now he remembered. Living on Earth was about expanding one’s awareness by learning to let go; to exist harmoniously within a constantly changing environment. Growth through constant change was a major lesson for everybody who chose to live on the Blue Planet. Such a challenge gave an opportunity that could not be matched in other forms of existence. He paused as he reflected that millions of people had courageously made the choice to experience many lives within the density of matter.
Right now Earth’s atmosphere was heating again and at the same time its magnetic field was decreasing, so as always, the Blue Planet was about to cause its inhabitants further challenges through destructive chaos. And as always the people were reflecting their environment. This was another lesson - to discover one’s personal ‘core self’ calm within the violence of chaos.
Rod knew there were many in the forest who also had much to learn, for their overall plan was not being upheld either. Just as humans were struggling to learn important lessons, the forest people also did not want to accept new ways and new experiences. Their old life in the forest was ending, yet they had turned to violence in order to avoid this acceptance. Now as his memory was returning Rod suspected that he might have an important role to play in these troubles. This was what his return to the library was about.
This library was part of everybody’s planning process. For some people it helped to plan a life story that would allow them a certain experience. For others it helped plan a life that would balance out earlier blunders. If for any reason they failed to execute the plan completely – as most people did - then they came back here to the library after their earthly life was finished to examine their mistakes and to design a new plan.
There were other libraries geared around helping people live on other planets, in other parts of the Universe, but Rod knew most of his plans had been fulfilled on the Blue Planet. He remembered living on Venus a few times, but he did not really like the energy there. They were different creatures on Venus, learning different lessons.
“It’s like a clever jig-saw puzzle isn’t it?” Rod laughed. “All these Plans fitting together.”
“Exactly…exactly so.” Hamite paused as he adjusted the screen. The scene shifted from Beech’s Quarter to the site of an army marching up into the Vale of Shadows.
“This is where the mischief is taking place. This is where the Forest Plan is being tampered with. You need to be aware that even over these past hours events have changed. If you decide you want to go back to the forest we will need to smooth out your Plan so it meshes with what is now happening; the forest people are on a war footing. The Commander is trying to take over the leadership of the Kingdom and the Master Speaker is trying to enlist the aid of the Shadows.”
“Ah!” Rod looked at his teacher. “But is it still about the prophecy?”
The old man nodded. “The Prophecy Plan has been a long time in the making. There has been much upheaval caused by weak-minded, greedy creatures. They have altered the Rain Forest Plan many times because of their short sighted choices. But although much of this has been disastrous we are still on track to protect that part of the planet.”
“And I have come here now to redesign the life I am now living?”
“Yes. Do you remember…when we originally put this design together we built a division at this juncture, one road would lead to challenge, growth, hardship and death as you assist in the prophecy. Your life journey would not be long if you chose to travel this path. If you took the other road it would be easier and you would live longer but perhaps not have the same opportunity to grow.” Hamite paused and looked at Rod, waiting for his response.
Rod was quiet, for he fully understood why he had returned. This was an important choice not only because it was dangerous but also because so many future directions were at stake.
“So Rod, you are facing quite an important decision I believe. If you return to the forest then you will not see your family. You will become a leader in the fight to save the Kingdom. But know this! It is your choice. If you wish to go back to your family, live peacefully as a city dweller, then we will make changes in your Plan so it fits easily with your parent’ s future. You must not feel guilty if you decide not to go back to the forest.”
“If I decide to return to the forest then my family’s Plans will also alter?”
Hamite nodded. “Just a slight adjustment. It is simple, although I believe your father’s Plan may still alter radically. See?” Hamite re-tuned the screen and Rod could see his father and a young, dark skinned man whom Rod recognised as Mac’s nephew, standing very close to the waterfall where he and Smudge had found the tunnel.”
“He is looking for you.”
“And getting mighty close too.” Rod felt elated. It pleased him to know his father was looking for him.
Hamite nodded. “If he enters the forest then as I say his Plan will also have to be changed.”
“It will be dangerous?”
“Of course. That forest has been a problem for thousands of years. Your father will also struggle. He is connected to the mysteries of these ancient cave messages and because they are closely linked to the changes affecting the planet, your father has been drawing public attention to them. His journey is also full of challenges.”
“This is in Dad’s Plan?”
“Most decidedly and your two journeys could easily merge.”
“If I decide to go back to the forest…what then?”
“You will grow in strength.” Hamite paused and looked at his young friend.
Although Rod was watching his father, he sensed Hamite’s enthusiasm. He guessed the librarian wanted to tell him what a wonderful opportunity it would be to go back, but such a statement would be an attempt to influence an outcome and ethically Hamite must not do this.
“Most of your Plan is in place Rod, you just have to agree and sign off on what is already laid out and we will delete your other path.”
“Nobody can live forever Hamite, so does it matter when I die? I think what I do with my life is far more important.”
The old man patted his pupil’s shoulder. “You show wisdom.”
Rod grinned wickedly. “I bet you say that to everybody.”
Hamite smiled. “I wish it were so. The truth is that there are not many as bright or as bold as you… this is why you were chosen.”
Rod was at a loss to express his gratitude and they watched the screen in silence. Rod felt sure his father would find the cave behind the waterfall soon. He puzzled over his feelings. Part of him wanted his father to come into the forest, but another part felt afraid for him. Maybe it would be better if his father went home to Sydney. Then he smiled as he caught himself trying to manipulate the outcome. Human emotions always clouded such issues.
After a time Hamite returned the screen to the forest where they could see soldiers gathering. “If you return, your first task is to bring an end to the unrest. Their kingdom needs to be united when the re-alignment occurs. But your most dangerous task will be the fusion of the two worlds.” The old man stared into the screen. “This must happen within days of your return.”
Rod watched the preparation for battle. Although he had already made up his mind, this mobilization was quite a sight. He hoped he was able to live up to Hamite’s expectations.
“I will go back,” Rod said quietly. “It is as the prophecy has foretold, so really I have no choice.”
Hamite smiled with satisfaction. “You will do well.” He clamped a bony hand of approval on Rod’s shoulder. “Now you must view the entire Plan - then if you are satisfied we will make the correct arrangements so you can return.”
Rod nodded to his teacher then returned to the viewing table. He needed to witness the events that would soon be unfolding.
“I will leave you to view the entire Plan Rod. Ring when you are finished.”
Hamite left and Rod began to study the upgraded Rain Forest Plan. He knew he would not remember anything when the veil of consciousness closed over his mind but studying these probable future events would build a structure in his subconscious that could be accessed automatically when it was needed.
Within a short time he had viewed what was necessary and he rang for Hamite.
The old man hobbled back into the library.
“I honour you.” He bowed his head in recognition of Rod’s decision then to complete the ritual he touched Rod’s head tracing the right earlobe with his index finger. “Your decision will help many people.” He tapped lightly on a spot a little above the ear and Rod felt a slight movement inside his head.
“It is time.”
Rod felt a soft ringing in his ears as the colours in the room became much brighter.
“We will watch your progress carefully,” Hamite said quietly.
“Might I need another visit here, if the Plan needs further adjustment?”
“We will see…the prophecy is connected to the Planet’s changes and your part is clear.” The old man stood up slowly and switched off the screen. “You know we are always watching. This will give you comfort when times are at their darkest.”
Rod nodded.
“Now …stand before me.”
Rod did as he was asked.
The old master reached out, touching Rod’s forehead.
Immediately Rod felt himself lift upwards. In a second he had left the room, and was climbing high above the white palace.
He knew he was on his way back to the forest, and he felt excited by the thought of what lay ahead. It would be a challenge but he was eager to begin.
Part Two
The Re Alignment
Chapter One
Since returning from the mysterious Stone Chair, Rod had been more aware of how dark and mysterious the forest felt. Sitting in his favourite place on one of the Myrtle Beech’s larger roots, he stared across the clearing towards the creek. He could feel how sombre the atmosphere was as its weight physically pressed in on him from all sides.
“You know Beech, I miss the sun!”
The old tree thought this a very odd statement. How could Rod miss what was all around him? Beech shook himself slightly seeking out the weak rays of light that touched his leaves. “What do you mean?”
“It’s sorta dense in here… do you feel it?”
Beech had no idea what Rod was talking about.
“I guess you wouldn’t notice having lived here all your life.”
“Over nine hundred years.” Beech interrupted quietly, trying not to brag but wanting to remind this young man of just how long he had been standing in this forest.
“So you wouldn’t have a clue what I mean.”
“Well!” The tree was affronted. “Explain dense.”
“Heavy and dark, like gravity is pushing down on us.”
“Well…that’s almost what is happening.” Beech felt more at ease. “Now I know what you are trying to say. Of course gravity is dense here. In fact gravity has much to do with how the forest was originally hidden from the outside world. Maybe this is what you are sensing?”
“It just feels…um…like it’s a threat or something.” Rod stood up and moved back a little staring up into the branches of the Myrtle Beech. He had become so tuned to Beech that at times he was able to see flashes of the tree’s spirit; a shimmering shape-shifting energy that almost took on a human form. He caught a glimpse of this now as the tree pondered over his words.
This was something else Rod had discovered - the annoying habit Beech had of silently looking at all aspects of a question before giving an answer. It was reported that some people had waited twenty minutes for Beech to answer a question. The tree maintained that wisdom could not be hurried but Rod suspected that sometimes Beech simply forgot what he was thinking about.
“It’s very hard to explain about gravity and time.” Beech sighed and paused again. “Here in the forest time moves quite differently to where you have come from.”
Rod winced. “Don’t tell me I’m getting older faster here!”
“Slightly. You have been with us three days and four nights, but in the world outside I estimate that approximately ninety five hours have passed.”
Rod was surprised. “Cypher never told me this!”
“Well you failed to ask I suppose.” The tree was unsympathetic.
“That means Dad has started looking for me…he’ll be upset and I didn’t want that!”
“Surely this is natural, young Oaken. After all, you have disappeared from his life,” Beech said mildly.
“That’s the trouble.” Rod frowned as he tried to explain. “I don’t want him to worry…I just want that part of my life to be over.” Rod realised as he spoke that he was being unrealistic. Of course his father would try to find him. There was no way he could just shut a door on his earlier life and expect his family to forget him.
Beech nodded vaguely but Rod had an idea that the old tree really could not fully understand human emotions.
“Humans seem to do a great deal of suffering; much of it I suspect is created by illogical thoughts. I do not have any connection with the seed that created me, yet I have survived quite nicely.”
Rod could not help but smile. “We’re a bit different Beech.”
“Well I’m connected to all other Myrtle Beeches. I can tune into any of my genus whenever I want because we think as one tree.”
Rod was impressed. “Anywhere on the planet?”
“Distance does not affect unity,” Beech said softly.
“Well…yes…I guess that’s right. I could almost say that about humans. I mean… I can’t tune into Dad’s thoughts like that but we’ll always be connected.” Rod paused as a feeling of sadness washed over him.
At the Stone Chair something had happened to make him agree to stay here and fulfill the prophecy. He wasn’t sure what Cypher had done to him because the whole episode was a blank but somehow she had made it almost impossible to refuse, telling him how he was part of the plan to bring change to the forest. But it hadn’t altered his feelings for his old life. He missed everybody and knew they would be missing him too.
Rod moved away from the tree intending to go down to the creek. He liked it there because he found he could always think more clearly by the water.
“Oaken…don’t go! I want to talk to you about the re-alignment of the forest,” Beech called after him.
“Okay.” Rod came back to the tree trying to shrug off his despondency.
“It has to do with how the Ancient Ones manipulated this area. They divided the forest from the rest of the planet by changing the magnetic forces.”
Rod moved back under the canopy, struggling to understand what the old tree was saying. “You mean they altered something.”
Beech smiled the magnitude of this inaccuracy. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it. They needed a safe place to escape to if they were threatened so they created a new place for themselves here.” The old tree paused trying to organise the complex technology in a way that Rod could understand.
“Chaldee told me all this Beech!”
“But you need to really understand the process young Oaken because this is what you are here for; to help the re-alignment.”
“I know…I haven’t forgotten everything!”
“Well the Ancient Ones used their knowledge to move this area slightly out of phase with the rest of the world, and then they manipulated the environment, creating plants that suited their agricultural needs…in fact creating everything they needed to maintain a normal lifestyle. That’s how this rain forest began and why it has been able to remain hidden for thousands of years.”
“That’s what Chaldee said too.”
“They did not move the place into another dimension they simply manipulated the electromagnetic pull of this region, which altered both gravity and time. Then by enriching the environment they were able to survive.”
“So… what sort of advanced intelligence are we talking about here Beech?”
“Most of their knowledge has been lost I’m afraid.”
“And how do you think I can alter anything?”
“But Oaken… surely by this stage you know that you can!” Old Beech stopped suddenly as he saw Rod’s look of puzzlement. “Or perhaps I am speaking out of turn…perhaps Cypher is being cautious and does not want to confuse you with too much information?”
“Cypher hasn’t said very much at all since I came back from the Stone Chair. She just made sure I was going to stay and help; told me to wait until I heard from Chaldee, then left.” Rod sat heavily on the root. “I’m sure something extraordinary happened at the Stone Chair because I feel so different about everything! I want to help and I want to know more about the prophecy but I can’t remember anything. I tried but Cypher wouldn’t tell me!”
“I am sorry,” muttered the tree. “Seems I have spoken out of turn.”
“No,” Rod said thoughtfully. “Could be that you’re the one meant to tell me.”
“And we have not talked much about your visit to the Stone Chair either. You know how important that place is don’t you?”
“Cypher said it was the opening to another realm.”
“To the cradle of all life.” Beech whispered reverently.
“But I’m not sure if anything actually happened there, though Cypher seemed very pleased with me.”
“Rubbish” said the tree sternly. “Don’t play such games, of course you know!”
Rod shook his head. “I’m not sure Beech.” He paused trying to feel around inside himself. “It’s odd, how different everything is …but I have no clear memory of what happened after Cypher told me about Smudge.”
“Well, perhaps you could begin there. Explain what happened when she told you about your dog?”
“I remember feeling awful. One minute Smudge was part of my life and then he’d gone!” Rod paused remembering how miserable he had felt as he sat at the base of those massive stones. “Something weird was going on because I just can’t remember what happened next, except that when I stood up, I didn’t feel sad about Smudge anymore.”
“And you can’t remember going anywhere?” Beech prompted.
“Well…no, I can’t. I felt thick headed when I stood up, but it didn’t seem to matter because everything felt great… as if nothing bad could happen, even though my dog had died.” Rod glanced up quickly and thought he saw the presence of the tree shape-shifting again. “Do you have any idea of what happened to me?”
The old tree did not answer.
“Well do you?” Rod suddenly had the feeling that Beech knew far more than he was admitting. “What did Cypher want me to learn?”
“I think she wanted you to know that life is a mere journey and that calamity or good fortune offers valuable lessons. Also, I am sure she wanted you to know more about the Rain Forest Plan.”
As old Beech spoke Rod felt a jolt of excitement. The words seemed loaded with a solid sort of security that Rod could not quite capture. Instantly he had the strangest thought, that there might be an actual plan for everybody stretching far out into their future but again the thoughts evaporated before he could fully grasp their meaning. “What…what plan?”
“Surely you must at least know that?” Beech was puzzled.
Rod shook his head. “I sort of do - yet I don’t…it’s weird.”
Beech took a deep breath. “Well there is the more immediate problem of why the crows are trying to stop you, and who might be giving them orders. You do remember the crows I hope?”
Rod nodded.
“Bigfoot is sure that the Commander of the Palace Guard is behind this treachery, although I suspect differently. I think it’s the Master Speaker who is to blame.”
Rod heard the worry in the old tree’s words. “I realise how bad things are Beech but I know we will get to the real truth soon.”
“There is much misinformation being handed out in the daily bulletins now that the Master Speaker is in full control of the palace.”
“No wonder the people are so confused.”
“Yes,” Beech agreed. “They know about the prophecy, but they have been told to rejoice because the moment of danger has passed and the prophecy is no long hanging over them. Then in the latest bulletin there was a warning about it being treason to mention the prophecy. I do not like what is happening.” Beech paused gathering his thoughts before continuing. “It seems to me that the Master Speaker has an iron grip on the Kingdom. He is forcing the people to obey him!”
Rod was only half listening because suddenly he thought he could see a movement in the dark green mass beyond the creek. “Beech… there’s some sort of movement across the creek…can you see anything?”
The old tree peered across at the trees on the opposite side of the creek. He knew every particle of this section of the forest. “I see nothing Oaken.”
“I thought I saw a movement.” Rod scanned the area again.
“You are right to be so vigilant. Falsehood surrounds us, and I fear it will cause a civil war.” The old tree’s voice wavered.” Things are always dangerous when the truth has been silenced.”
“Hmmm.” Rod was not listening for he was sure he had seen something. “I’ll just go over there Beech…check around a bit.”
“Take care.” The old tree watched with concern.
***
Rod moved cautiously although he knew that if he was being watched they would know he was coming. As he reached the creek a huge ape-like figure loomed out of the bush opposite. In total shock Rod stepped back, automatically looking around for some sort of weapon.
“It’s Bigfoot.” Beech called but Rod was too intent on this new danger to pay any attention to the tree.
The large hairy creature stood motionless, his arms dangling below his knees, his small eyes watching carefully as Rod picked up a large stick.
“Oaken,” boomed the old tree. “It’s Robar, Chaldee’s personal guard.”
This time Rod heard Beech and his fear ebbed.
“Me take you Chaldee quick,” Bigfoot rumbled.
Rod was still uneasy, even though he realised there was no danger, for the sight of this huge apeman was awesome.
Bigfoot took a step towards Rod. “You come now.”
Rod turned back to Beech, looking for direction.
“Go with him,” Beech called in a reassuring tone. “Have no fear…Robar will take you to the princess.”
Hesitantly Rod dropped his stick. To be this close to a creature that he did not even believe existed was really unnerving. He knew that Bigfoot had befriended Smudge, and they had successfully saved his life, but it was shock to actually see this huge apeman. He took a deep breath. If the thing could take him to Chaldee then he had to follow.
Still feeling cautious Rod used a series of stepping-stones to cross the creek.
“Me Robar.” The apeman held out a hairy paw.
As they shook hands Rod got the feeling that this creature was being very gentle with him. Up close, he towered above Rod and although his smell was overpowering it was not unpleasant.
“Are you supposed to take me to Chaldee?”
Without answering Robar had turned and was heading back into the thick undergrowth giving Rod no alternative but to follow. He had no idea where he was going, nor did he have time to mark his trail because the apeman moved with such speed.
Eventually Bigfoot slowed to a walk and turned to Rod motioning him to stop.
Rod watched as the large creature moved silently into a very thick patch of bush, moving as if he did not want to bruise or mark the undergrowth. Rod had seen Mac trek like this and realised that the apeman was making sure they would not leave a trail.
“Step in my step.”
Rod nodded. “Do you expect us to be followed?”
“ Maybe.” With a clenched fist Robar waved his arm across the landscape. “No more follow.”
“OK...I understand, but don’t make them big steps.” Rod grinned and he thought he saw the briefest of smiles flash through Robar’s eyes.
Now the apeman plunged them into forest that was almost impassable. Rod had done plenty of bush walking, but this was different. They were pushing through a barricade of vines, ferns, and closely packed tree growth, leaving no hint of their tracks. Although greatly impressed by this feat of bush craft Rod was exhausted within minutes, but Robar did not stop. His pace was slow and sure as he led them through the densest part of the forest.
“We near.” Robar mumbled encouragingly as Rod paused for a rest. “You do good.”
Rod wiped the sweat from his face with the bottom of his T-shirt, noticing how dirty his clothes were. His jeans were torn, and there was dry blood on both his sleeves. If life here was to continue like this, he really would need more clothes.
“How much further Robar?”
Bigfoot waved a vague paw towards the thick undergrowth. “Very soon.”
Chapter Two
The Law Bearer’s Scrolls:
The Master Speaker was trying to sort through the leather pages of the manuscript strewn before him, but he was having difficulty matching up the pages. He had taken every scroll he could find from the King’s vaults yet he could not find key documents. His anger mounted as he fumbled through the pages for he was beginning to suspect that some scrolls were missing.
This sacred manifesto, written thousands of years ago, spoke of the dangers that lay ahead for the Forest Kingdom. It predicted that earth changes would coincide with massive solar changes. The Sun was in flux affecting all of the solar system, and deep within the earth pressure was building. Escaping methane caused by the planet’s heating would contribute towards the warming of oceans so the all too familiar cycle of global warming was slowly marching the Blue Planet toward another ice age. Now was the time for the forest to reunite with the rest of the planet.
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