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The Unification Begins
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Chapter One
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The Humans Are Coming

Chaldee shuddered as she heard the soldier’s cry: “They’re coming, Your Majesty! The humans are coming!”

Even before she saw the skycraft she was shocked by its raucous sound. Such a primitive monstrosity, yet it was how these barbarians traveled. Shading her eyes, she peered to the south, knowing that the thing thumping through the sky toward her presented her greatest fear—the Earthlings were back.

Ever since that terrible event when Rod died in the cave collapse, she had known this day would come. Rod helped realign the human world with their kingdom, and although his effort was successful it ended his life. She could see that the sky machine was little more than a menacing black dot in a blue expanse, yet she had no doubt it would be carrying the human enemy that had been predicted by her people for centuries. She trembled as she watched the black speck grow. Weeks of consultation with her ministers had alerted her to the dangers; still, she had not planned for them to arrive so soon. Her panic was so overwhelming that for a brief moment Chaldee could not move. The approaching threat seemed to numb her whole being. Frantically she broke free of her fear and scrambled up the stone steps leading into the palace.

“Master Speaker,” she called as she ran down the wide corridor. “I need you immediately!” She trusted her new Master Speaker even though he was very old.

The two guards patrolling the entrance to her chambers were jolted upright by the panic in her voice.

“Find the Master Speaker quickly. Tell him the Earthlings are coming.”

Both soldiers bowed in acknowledgment but before they could move, the tall, gaunt figure of the new Master Speaker came limping toward them.

“You called, Your Highness?”

Chaldee paused briefly, choking back her anxiety. “They are here, Zell! The humans are here!”

“This can’t be!” Zell protested. “Surely it is too soon?”

Chaldee tried to quieten her voice as she saw the flash of deep concern in her chief minister’s eyes. “Maybe so, but we have miscalculated. Their craft is approaching the palace now.”

“Then you are correct, Madame, we must prepare.” The Master Speaker paused, watching quietly as he waited for her next command.

Chaldee was pleased by his mental forbearance. She had faced the wrath of the council when she made this appointment, but knowing he was a former adviser to her father she had taken the risk. Until this moment his strength had not been adequately tested, but Chaldee could tell he was responding well to this emergency. He understood the danger.

“We are well organized, Madame,” Zell said quietly.

Chaldee was soothed by his calmness. “Yes, of course. You are right! We simply need to follow our plan.” Her panic eased a little. “You must spread the word quickly. Make sure everyone obeys without question.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” The Master Speaker turned, but Chaldee caught his arm, reinforcing her command.

“Be very clear, Zell! Tell all those who are not needed here at the palace to hide in the bunkers. Make them understand that this is not an exercise! It is a critical time for everyone!”

The minister bowed slightly. “Yes, Madame.”

Chaldee paused to stare intently at her minister; outside, the approaching sound was so crushing she felt a sudden urge to scream but she kept her tone soft and controlled: “Zell, I am placing my people’s safety in your hands.”

The Master Speaker gave a curt nod and turned away without a word.

Chaldee tried to remain silent as she watched him hurry down the darkened corridor, but she could not help calling after him: “Everyone must abide by our plan ... right down to the last child. Make sure they obey you, Zell!”

The Master Speaker turned with a brief salute before heading out toward where a series of well-provisioned underground bunkers had been built under the army barracks.

She hoped her people understood what was approaching. Surely everyone had heard the pandemonium in the sky. They should already be heading toward the bunkers. Over the last few days her entire kingdom had practiced this drill but having to face a real human threat was vastly different to play acting.

Chaldee’s attention turned toward the two guards. “It is as we expected. The Earthlings have arrived, but we are well prepared so there is nothing to fear.” She tried to smile. “We will prevail.” She hoped her words gave them courage. Her people knew how violent and uncontrolled the humans were, but for these soldiers to have to face such a fearful challenge must be alarming.

Both soldiers bowed ardently as Chaldee stepped past them into her private apartment. She tried not to appear hurried or flustered but the noise of the flying machines rattled through her rooms and she still needed to dress. Her first appearance before the barbaric Earthlings must be impressive for she knew such a show of authority would be the only way she would maintain control.

Indeed, she had been preparing for this confrontation almost from the moment Rod had given his life as he stabilized the frequency of her kingdom aligning it with the surrounding landmass. During that terrible time, not long after Rod had perished in the landslide, she had been startled to see a line of Earthlings dotted along the ridge above the newly forming waterfall. As they peered into the dust and gloom she half expected them to try to scramble down over the unstable rockfall in an attempt to enter her domain, but they must have recognized the danger, for half an hour later they had disappeared; nevertheless, she knew the Earthling would return in force. Without doubt, as soon as her people’s presence in this area became known, the humans would try to take over. She knew from their long history that these Earthlings always expected total control. She also suspected that there were other interstellar races who might have experienced this human aggression, but because her people had been so isolated for so long, she had no real information—just rumors.

Since the realignment of the two frequencies Chaldee had often wondered whether this human danger had been fully explained in the missing section of the scrolls. She and Rod never found this piece of the puzzle and because there was no clear prediction, she wondered why events had taken this odd turn, asking herself the same question she had been asking since the catastrophe began. How did the prophecy know about this realignment and why did her people have to be exposed to the humans in this way? Why so much pain? Why must there be unification with such a barbarous race? Although a great deal had been written in the scrolls about both the wonders and the dangers of the coming cosmic changes, she still did not understand why she had been forced to place her people in such peril. There was never a question about doing her duty. With Rod’s help, she had followed the instructions laid down by her forebears, destroying the mechanism that for aeons had kept the harmonics of her lands slightly out of phase with the frequency of the rest of the planet, but none of the scrolls so far discovered had given her guidance as to how to deal with the inevitable situation now looming.

Pondering these questions, Chaldee walked across to her dressing room. Her robes were in readiness. Wistfully, she fingered her gown. If only this could be a happier moment. In the past, she had loved the joyous occasions when she was able to wear such silken finery, but those days had vanished when her father had been murdered. He had protected her so well, allowing her to remain a child, to play her fantasy games, to enjoy a life overflowing with happiness, to eat with him at banquets, to play her flute for their many guests. To laugh. To dance. To live an idyllic life. She sighed as she grimly began to dress. Now was not the time for regret. This precious realm, home to her people for thousands of years, was about to become the subject of plunder.

Why?

Chaldee stared through the long windows at the end of her chambers then slowly a strange knowing began to surge to the surface of her awareness. A tiny voice inside her mind whispered words she felt rather than heard.

“Human consciousness is expanding ... you are here to help.”

Chaldee was stunned. She was an unknown ruler of a tiny kingdom; how could she help?

Shrugging off this strange enchantment, Chaldee dragged her mind back to the present. The sky machine was here. Watching through the window she could see by its outline how awkward and primitive it was. She felt its violence and hoped that the Master Speaker had had time to move the people to safety.

Turning from the window she allowed the strange whispered message to slip from her mind, returning her attention to the matter of appearance. Hurriedly she straightened her white gown. Made from the finest silk, it was heavily embroidered with gold and silver thread. Its weight reminded her of another occasion—the first time she had worn this official gown. It was when her father had presented her to the kingdom. The people had embraced this formality, knowing that in some distant future she would become their queen. No one could have predicted at that inaugural ball such a time was almost upon them. She straightened her shoulders, glaring into the mirror. This was not the time for the weakness of memory. Loosening her hair, she felt the halo of fine blonde strands fall softly across her wide brow. She knew the intensity of her eyes would unnerve the Earthlings so perhaps it would be beneficial to allow her hair to partly hide their large almond shape. Staring with concern at her reflection, she nervously pressed her teeth into her lip. Would her appearance trouble these human creatures? This was profoundly important because if she was to have any influence at all she knew she must not frighten them, instead she must exude power.

Rod had not been shocked by her appearance. He had seemed pleased when they first met, but would other Earthlings find her appearance agreeable? And even if she passed this test, would she have the ability to convince them that her kingdom was not a threat? She wet a finger tracing the width of her brow, her thoughts slipping back to Rod’s initial reaction in those early days when he first saw her. He had always acknowledged her power but had never seemed afraid. This gave her confidence. Rod had been the only Earthling she had actually spoken with, and she had been intrigued by how different he was. She had actually felt quite distrustful until she saw the admiration brimming in his eyes; but then Rod was special. The prophecy had forecast that the Earthling who would be part of the unification would be a unique being and he certainly proved this to be correct. She had been taught that Earthlings had very little sense of self, yet in Rod she found quite the opposite. If he could tap into the richness and courage of his inner being, then perhaps other Earthlings might have this same gift? Was this possible? For a second the thought excited her. Would their arrival kindle a wonderful alliance? Could she construct a form of unity between the two races? Was this what this whole drama was about?

Her attention returned to the hideous sky machine. The noise reached inside her head making her want to scream. It seemed the craft was landing just beyond the palace walls.

She stood before the mirror: a pale, willowy figure, in regal white, very tall, very fair, yet with enormous, almond-shaped dark eyes. Her hands trembled as she tried to clip a spray of pearls and diamonds to her silver wristband; her ability to manage these next few hours would be pivotal. The entire kingdom depended on her. Would they accept her? She twisted in an effort to see her full shape, giving a nervous tug on her carved wristband. Would she frighten them? Though fear stirred at the thought of the forthcoming meeting, Chaldee turned toward the door—then as an afterthought she reached for her comfortable calfskin boots. They seemed incongruous beneath the purity of such a regal gown, but she knew her plan might fail. She may need to run.
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The Homestead

As the helicopter crested the ridge, Joe could see the waterfall. It looked somewhat smaller from up here but on that day when he witnessed the landslide, the size and the noise had been overwhelming. Staring down, he could see that there were still piles of raw debris scattered across the area showing how the collapsing rock had rerouted the riverbed.

Away from the falls, as they flew along a narrow valley, Joe noticed a number of buildings almost hidden amid a thick, dark-green forest. This rich landmass gradually flattened and curved away so that far in the distance he could see where the river emptied into vast marshlands. Although he had never been here before, Joe guessed these wetlands would swell into one enormous floodplain in the wet season, feeding rivers that emptied into the Indian Ocean.

It was an unusual tract of land. Nothing resembled this topography anywhere in the surrounding ranges. Joe knew because he was very familiar with this region of northern Australia. It was the place of his ancestors. Ancient. Remote. Mysterious. Joe shivered, overwhelmed by the power of the land’s presence. This country had always been central to his life, almost as if the Earth itself was watching over him. It was why he felt so dislocated in the city; why his university studies had always taken second place. Earnest career advisers, fearful that his indigenous background might restrict his working life, had insisted that geology offered an excellent opportunity to become part of the mining industry. Eventually though his longing to return to the land had triumphed and he left the city. 

Now the helicopter was skimming the treetops and as he stared down Joe started to really query the terrain. Something was not right. It seemed impossible that this could be a rain forest—not here! Perhaps when they landed things would fall into place; all he was interested in was finding Dr. Oaken and his son Rod. They were two people Joe really cared about and they had been missing for weeks, meaning that right now searching for them demanded his full attention, everything else was secondary.

The chopper swooped low over a large complex of buildings causing the scream of turbines to echo against the high stone walls. 

“Hey ... that’s some place!” Although Joe was impressed by the massive walls protecting the buildings, he was mystified. He had never heard of the existence of a homestead up here.

“Yeah,” Sergeant Williams agreed. “It’s big all right.”

“Did you know this place was here?” Joe was puzzled.

“Nope ... but there are heaps of stuff up here I don’t know about.” Williams’s reply was offhand, almost dismissive as he turned to the pilot: “Put down outside that wall, mate ... don’t want ’em thinking we’re invading.” His harsh laugh spluttered into a heaving gasp.

Joe glanced at him. “You okay?”

The police sergeant was still trying to get his breath. “Yeah ... yeah ... must be the dust.”

Joe felt uneasy. Williams didn’t look good. His wheezing seemed to be getting worse and lines of sweat beaded his pale, fat face. Hmm? Still, it wasn’t up to him to fret about this overweight police sergeant. Shrugging inwardly Joe turned his attention back to the landing. As the craft touched the ground, the force of the downdraft churned out a cloud of red dust. Then, Ben—the pilot—cut the motor, and they were enveloped in a silence that felt tangible—almost prehistoric.

Slowly Joe climbed out after Sergeant Williams, pleased to be back on solid ground, but disappointed to find there was no sign of Gordon or Rod. He’d been hoping that by some miracle they might be here; might have heard the helicopter’s approach; might have come rushing out to greet them. But the space around them was achingly silent.

Ben checked the radio then clambered out and the three men stood next to the craft uncertain of their next move.

“So! Where is everybody?” The sergeant spoke too loudly.

Joe shrugged. The man was a fool insisting they barge in this way. Joe was sure that if they had been able to approach the place on foot, they would have got a better feel for the area. Roaring in like this was a wasted opportunity. He moved away from the helicopter, wandering over to the stone wall. The white buildings they had seen from the air were now hidden behind this massive structure and this was causing him to feel even more uneasy. It was as if some unseen danger was hanging in the air; something that he did not understand. Ever since the cave collapse, Joe had blocked out any suspicion that Gordon or Rod might have been caught up in the landslide, blindly holding onto the hope that the archaeologist was alive and had found his son, and that somehow, they would be here to meet him; instead, a dark foreboding was beginning to wrap around his heart. It was unnerving to think that maybe he was wrong, but if he went any further with such thoughts, he would have to face something intensely painful. No! There was always hope!

Joe idly ran his fingers across the stonework, refusing to listen to his instincts. It was unusual to see a dry-stone wall up here. Its height and expert construction told him it was an impressive piece of engineering. He peered closer. The stonework was perfect with hardly a space between the smooth, oddly shaped stones.

“Hey! Take a look! This wall is really something!” The more he studied the detail, the more impressed Joe became.

Although both men looked across when he called, neither bothered to come any closer so Joe shrugged them off and turned his attention to the height of the wall. He’d seen the size and spread of the buildings behind this fortification and again dark misgivings crowded his thoughts. It was more than he was able to understand. Who had built such a place way out here? He’d never seen this type of marble-like white stone before. He could tell it was very old, probably built long before they used aircraft to ferry in equipment, so how did the stones get here? Anxiously he rubbed his hand over the smoothness. It was adding to the mysterious pieces of jigsaw surrounding Gordon and Rod’s disappearance. Nothing seemed to fit, and he did not like it. Pondering the strangeness of the whole situation Joe wandered back to the other two. “Well ... what’s the plan?”

“I reckon the boss lives in there.” The police sergeant aimed a thumb toward the wall. “You saw the size of the damn place.”

“Yeah, and I think I saw some small houses down there.” Ben nodded at the thick expanse of forest beyond the clearing. “Sort of ... hidden under the trees ... maybe we should check them out too?”

“Yeah, I saw some type of housing farther up the valley,” Joe added.

“Okay ... we’ll check them later.”

The disinterest in the sergeant’s voice caused Joe to suddenly suspect that Williams had another agenda. Why was he discounting what looked like a township? Rod and Gordon could be there. But then everything about this trip was odd. The wall, the way those houses were hidden, even the lack of people! Nobody had come to greet them. No excited kids staring ... yelling. It felt wrong. A helicopter in a remote area like this always attracted people—yet this clearing was deserted. Joe looked from the sergeant to the pilot. Neither of them seemed concerned, yet to him the situation was more than unusual—suddenly he knew without doubt they were facing something unknown and very dangerous. “What is it with you two?” Joe demanded. “Don’t you care that neither Doctor Oaken nor Rod are here waiting for us?”

“How do we know where they are? For cryin’ out loud, mate!” Williams sounded peeved. “They could be anywhere. I mean ... people wander off ... and who knows if they’re even together.”

“They could be a few hundred clicks away,” Ben chipped in.

“Then why come here? Why not do a full area search?” Joe could not help letting his anger show.

“Look, mate,” Sergeant Williams wheezed, “I’m here to establish whether or not we have a missing person. That’s all!”

“Two missing persons,” Joe corrected.

Williams breathed heavily then paused to wipe sweat from his face. “Yeah ... I know ... that’s why I’m here. They might be friends of yours, but I’ve got a job to do, so calm down and let me do it!”

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Ben had cut across their argument and Joe’s anger faded as he saw how ill the officer looked, but Williams ignored their concern. 

“When you left Dr. Oaken in the caves, you said it was near here so this’s the obvious place to start ... right?”

“Okay.” Joe shrugged. Maybe he was expecting too much, but as he stared around the empty clearing doubt closed in again. They were miles from any known landmark—in an area that up until last week he had not known existed, which was weird enough—but now they were standing outside a huge building complex in front of a wall that looked better than anything he had ever seen in Sydney!

“Reckon we should be finding a way into the joint.” The sergeant looked directly at Joe. “What d’ya think?”

Joe shrugged.

Wordlessly the three men turned away from the helicopter. Sergeant Williams paused trying to catch his breath, and with an apologetic frown he turned back to Ben. “Mate, I reckon you should stay here. It’s your chopper and I wouldn’t want anyone messing with it.”

Ben grinned, throwing out his arms at the empty clearing. “Who’s here to mess ... ?”

“Best stay though,” Joe cut in. “They could be watching. Your craft is our only way out!”

“You make it sound like we’re in the middle of the Amazon! This is good ol’ Australia. Who can hurt us here?” Ben’s question was more of a protest.

“There’s something strange here, Ben,” Joe said quietly.

The police sergeant nodded in agreement and a crestfallen Ben turned back.

Joe and Williams moved into the shadow of the wall. 

Joe said, “I saw a gateway down here when we were coming in to land.”

“We shouldn’t be long.” Williams called back over his shoulder to Ben, who was watching from where they had left him.

Joe snorted softly. “Famous last words, mate!”

“Yeah ... well, this shouldn’t take long. We just need to find out if anyone’s seen your mate Gordon.”

“Or Rod.”

“Yeah ... yeah, or his son ... that’s what I mean.” The sergeant paused again wiping his face with his sleeve. Joe could see the other man was getting worse. Drops of perspiration trickled down his face and his color seemed almost gray.

“You don’t look good, mate!”

“Just a bit tired ... that’s all ... been a long coupla’ days.”

Joe stared. He knew the police sergeant had recently returned from a Perth hospital, and was not supposed to be on active duty, but he had never asked why. Now he was starting to worry.

“Do you want to go back to the chopper? I can find out what’s going on here.”

“Nah ... I’m fine.” Williams wiped his face again. “Let’s go.”

They trudged on in silence and within minutes found themselves in front of a large archway.

“This must be the gate you saw.”

“Yeah.” Joe peered through the arch into what looked to be a lush, formal garden. He shook his head in disbelief as the scent of roses drifted toward him. “Wow! What a place!”

Both men stood transfixed. Out here, in this heat, such a magnificent garden simply should not exist, then Joe heard the soft sounds of a gong reverberating around the garden. As the sound rippled across the air the flowers seemed to respond, their colors glowing brighter.

“Did you see that?” Joe was delighted. “It’s as if the sound is refreshing the flowers somehow ... amazing!”

A fine spray of water was now drifting across the garden and as the sun shone through the mist Joe’s focus became lost in a shimmering haze of color. The fear and heat were forgotten. He felt a powerful charge in the atmosphere. This place was paradise.

In unison both men moved into the damp coolness.

Joe wanted to pause for a moment, knowing the garden’s peace would help him sort through his confusion, but Sergeant Williams had muttered something incomprehensible and seemed to be choking. When Joe followed the other’s startled gaze, he saw an extraordinary young woman coming along the stone pathway toward them.

Joe moved forward, almost as dazed as the sergeant.

Standing before them was a tall, beautiful young woman dressed so majestically that Joe knew immediately he was in the presence of someone special.

“I bid you welcome.”

Her voice was low, tinged by an accent he could not place.

Nothing made sense. How could this be happening, here in the remoteness of the Kimberley Ranges?

“Who are you?” Joe asked hoarsely as he reached out to grab Williams in a silent command to be still. He knew the police sergeant would not have an inkling of what they were dealing with.

“I am known as Chaldee. I rule this kingdom.”

Her voice was deeply toned, yet soft, and Joe was fascinated by her appearance. Lithe, as tall as he was, with an ethereal quality that belied the strange power he could see in her oddly shaped eyes.

“Sorry, lady.” Sergeant Williams had pulled away from Joe and was now stepping forward belligerently. “Nobody rules nothin’ out here! This is crown land!”

Joe saw the young woman pull back in shock. Inwardly, he was upset by his companion’s hostility, but he knew that if they were to discover anything about Gordon or Rod, he must keep the situation calm.

“This garden is beautiful,” he said quietly. “Is it yours?”

“These gardens are part of the palace.” She gave a slight bow of her head looking directly at him. Joe was pleased by her intelligent response. She was acknowledging his effort, meaning they were still able to communicate.

“What palace? What are you doing out here, young lady?” This was Police Sergeant Williams at the peak of his officialdom. Joe winced as he watched the girl’s face, but she showed no sign of emotion.

“This is where I live, where my people have lived since time began,” Chaldee said in the same resonating tone.

Joe was frantically assessing this strange being. She was beginning to give answers, but they were puzzling and difficult to accept. Without a doubt her home did seem palatial, but he could not fit the idea of such a mansion into this part of outback Australia. He had always prided himself on his ability to see the rational side of any problem and now he was searching for a speck of information that would help him understand what he was dealing with. Joe was about to ask why it had remained a secret, if her people had lived here for so long, when Williams chopped across his thoughts.

The scowl on the policeman’s face matched the reprimand in his voice. “Well, I don’t know about any of this nonsense ... we are here searching for a man and his son. They’ve been missing for well over a week and they were last seen in this area.”

Joe was elated to see a flicker of recognition flash across her face. She did know something.

“Perhaps we could talk more comfortably inside,” Chaldee said politely as she moved back along the pathway.

Without a word, both men followed.

At the far end of the path Joe could see a flight of wide, shallow steps leading up to a low-roofed portico. Standing on guard before this impressive entrance were two soldiers dressed in odd leather attire, their swords drawn.

The police sergeant stumbled as he saw the guards. For a second, he seemed unable to breathe. Anxiously, Joe reached out to steady him, but Williams pushed him away, wiping a sleeve across his face as he struggled for his gun.

Shocked by this new act of thick-headedness, Joe yelled: “Don’t be stupid!”

But the police sergeant ignored him. “Tell your men to put down their weapons,” he growled, pointing his gun at the soldiers.

Joe saw the girl fling herself wildly in front of the waving gun. Even in all this madness he could not help but admire her courage.

“Get down on the ground ... now!” Sergeant Williams motioned the gun at Chaldee, simultaneously crashing a heavy shoulder against Joe, pushing him out of the way.

Joe stumbled back, momentarily stunned, unable to see what was happening. He was still trying to gather his senses when he saw two soldiers pounding down the steps to Chaldee’s aid. At the same time, he realized that the sergeant was falling forward, face down into the dirt. Shocked by this sudden rush of violence Joe scrambled over to the unconscious man, trying to feel for a pulse.

“He is not harmed, I assure you.” Chaldee seemed unruffled.

Startled by this odd reassurance, Joe looked up at her: “How do you know ... what did you do?”

“He is ill. I think you Earthlings call it a heart complaint. I simply tranquilized him. Even so, you need to get him to medical help quickly.” As she spoke, Chaldee casually reached down and took the gun from the police sergeant’s limp hand. “No doubt this is one of the human weapons I have been told about.”

“What did you do to him ... who are you?” Slowly Joe straightened, shaken by her words and by Williams’s stupidity. She had called them Earthlings and she had definitely done something to cause the police officer to collapse. “Who are you?” he repeated helplessly.

“I have spoken already. I am Chaldee. This is my kingdom.”

She stared into Joe’s eyes and he felt light-headed. He knew immediately that this strange young woman was holding him in some type of powerful web of energy. Then as she turned to the two soldiers standing at attention behind her, he felt the entanglement of her mental power fade.

“Take this weapon to the Master Speaker’s rooms. He knows about such things.” She gave the gun to one of the palace guards. “You both may go.”

Joe realized that she was waiting till her men were out of earshot.

“Earthling, this is my domain, and these are my personal guards. I have powers you do not understand. My kingdom is impenetrable. Please go back to your people and inform them of this. We wish to live in peace, but we will not be threatened.”

“Do you rule this place?”

She nodded.

“And you have some sort of power that can ... um ... harm us?” Joe sounded as confused as he felt.

“I would not harm you; it is not our way. I can simply cause you to lose consciousness.” She looked down at Williams. “He will wake in a few hours and will remember very little of this. But he is very ill. It is not my doing. I can feel that something is blocking his life flow. The blood is not being pumped correctly ... I think you call this mechanism the heart?”

“How ... how can you know all this?” It was too much for Joe to comprehend.

“He needs help, “she continued. “Your flying machine will take him, but you must hurry. Do you understand?”

“Yes ...” Still confused Joe bent over the unconscious man. The officer’s face looked gray.

“My men will help you carry him to your machine.” She motioned, and two more soldiers appeared from the garden.

“You have men watching us?”

“Of course.” Chaldee smiled slightly. “We have had many dealings with your people over the centuries. We are very aware of the dangers you pose.”

So many questions tumbled through Joe’s mind, but more than anything he needed to talk to her about Gordon and Rod. “I think you know the people we are searching for ... the archaeologist ... Dr. Gordon Oaken and his son, Rod?”

Chaldee ignored the question. “You must go ... your friend needs medical assistance.”

“But you saw them?” Joe stared into her face begging for answers. Momentarily they stared at each other then he saw her face soften.

“Indeed. Rod was a dear friend, but I hardly knew his father. That is all I will say on the matter. You must leave. Now!” Her last words were a command. 

Joe found his attention fixated on her eyes. He saw them gradually change to a piercing blue, and immediately he plunged into limbo. From a great distance, he could hear her speaking, but a horrible weakness drained through him and he found his mouth would not form the words he wanted to ask. She was doing something to him again. Helplessly, he began to slump to the ground, but he heard her command him to stand, to help her men with the police sergeant. Obediently, with no way of resisting, Joe struggled to his feet. Had she done something like this to Rod and Gordon? Where had she put them? His thoughts were jumbled and try as he might he could not think clearly. The soldiers had lifted Williams onto a long board. Numbly Joe found himself leading them back to the helicopter. As they left the garden, he managed to turn his head. The young woman was standing where he had left her, watching, but he felt too dazed to do anything more than stumble ahead of the soldiers.

As they got to the helicopter, he saw Ben was responding to what was obviously an emergency. Without bothering to ask, the pilot helped lift the unconscious police officer into the chopper. Joe made an attempt but hardly had the strength to help. As he climbed aboard, he continued to try to form the right questions. He had to find out about Gordon. These soldiers must know something. Slowly he untangled his thoughts, hoping he had slotted them into an orderly question: “Have you seen who we are looking for ... the men ... the people who are lost ... do you know anything?” Both soldiers shrugged. They did not understand him. The entire situation was bizarre, but Joe did not have the will to argue; besides, Williams was obviously very ill. 

As the helicopter lifted, he saw the two soldiers dodge back against the wall. They watched for a moment then turned and hurried toward the palace. He could not see Chaldee, but he knew she would be watching too, possibly with relief, although she must realize that he would be back. Who was she? What did she know? And what was she was planning? He could not stop the puddle of thoughts sloshing around in his brain, so he lay back and closed his eyes, waiting for his head to clear. There were so many thoughts to process. Who was she? And what had she done with his friends? Joe lay back in his seat and against his will he found himself drifting off to sleep. 
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Chapter Three
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Keeper of the Ancient Knowledge

Chaldee was still shaken by the events in the garden. The offensive behavior shown by the Earthlings had surpassed anything she could have had imagined. In one breath, in one single moment, they had shown their penchant for violence. Her father had warned of this barbaric human behavior but until today she had been unable to perceive the extent of their destructiveness. She was concerned about having to stun that police officer but there had been no alternative. She had been taught to always gauge a situation, weigh the consequences, perceive every outcome before responding—but the Earthling had attacked without provocation! Pacing her quarters, Chaldee tried the stop the inner swirl of uncertainty. She must become calm, yet how? Was there any way she could protect her people from the onslaught that surely would come now that the Earthlings had seen her kingdom? How should she tackle this situation? She was still pacing when Zell knocked politely then entered.

“I have allowed the townsfolk to return to their homes, Your Highness, but the soldiers are still standing firm. They wish to hear directly from you, Madame.”

Chaldee glanced into the serious eyes of her austere Master Speaker. He was providing her with the assistance she needed. With his help and the backing of her soldiers they would probably be able to deal with the next wave of Earthlings, but she knew eventually her people would be outnumbered; they would be forced to submit. This knowledge gnawed at her heart.

“Thank you, Lord Zell. I am waiting for guidance.” Chaldee paused, hoping her chief minister would comprehend. “I cannot give any command until I feel more confident about our immediate future.”

“Should I call in the Council, Madame?”

Chaldee shook her head. Until she had a deeper insight into this situation, she would not be able to chair such a meeting. The cabinet had been in disarray since the recent civil unrest, meaning every decision she made must be precise if she was going to obtain some form of security for her kingdom. She was her father’s daughter; she must honor him by being fearless yet pliant. “No. I need a sense of direction, Lord Zell. These outsiders have infiltrated my realm. Nothing is as it was! My ancestors used a power device to lift their consciousness beyond this reality. It gave our leaders the guidance they needed, but now that power in the War Room has been destroyed.” She hesitated as she remembered the devastation. The loss of that ancient building had been almost as shocking as Rod’s death. Breathing deeply, she continued: “Now that the instrumentation in the War Room has been destroyed, I will need to consult the scrolls before making any decisions. I suggest that we wait a few more days before involving the Cabinet. Also ... I need Baron Kish and Palatine. By using their mind convergence ability it may give me the guidance I am seeking.”

The Master Speaker bowed low. “I understand, Your Highness, but Lord Palatine has been bedridden since the uprising. He does not have the energy needed to unite with other minds.”

“Has he caught the sickness?”

“I believe so, Madame.”

Chaldee was appalled. So many people were suffering now that the energy in the forest had altered. “What about Kish? I have not seen him in an age!”

“Can Baron Kish be trusted, Madame?”

Chaldee turned away, trying to hide her dismay. She had not realized the baron was a problem.

“He is under house arrest,” continued the Master Speaker. “He rallied against you before the uprising.”

“Oh! I knew nothing of this! Nothing!”

“The entire cabinet is in disarray, Your Highness. This is why I suggest you speak with them soon.” The Master Speaker moved across to the window, glancing out as if waiting for something.

“What is it you look for, Master Zell?”

The gaunt, withered man shrugged slightly. “I was wondering if you have conferred with Cypher since the rebellion. She would be of great help to us now.”

Weakly Chaldee shook her head. “I doubt if the Nature Spirit is still in the forest. I believe she was only here to assist Rod.”

“Ah, I did not realize,” the Master Speaker murmured, showing his disappointment. “I remember the young Earthling’s courage.” He dropped his gaze, as if trying to make a decision then faltered: “Perhaps, Madame, you worry too much. After all, Rod gave his life for us. Maybe human behavior is not as bad as you have just witnessed.”

Chaldee saw his nervousness and smiled kindly. “That is true, Zell. But history warns us never to underestimate them.” She paused, remembering the many times her father had warned her about trusting any Earthling. “But we move away from the subject. If a mind convergence is not possible then I must try to assess this crisis elsewhere. Perhaps the prophecy in the scrolls may be of guidance.”

The Master Speaker bowed in acknowledgment.

“So ... Zell ... tell me more about the cabinet.”

“The ministers are helpless, Madame. They have no idea who they can trust or whether they have any way of dealing with this human crisis.”

The Master Speaker sounded so discouraged that Chaldee wondered how she could inject hope into an authority originally designed to give guidance to the ruler of the land.

“Everything seems quite desperate, Zell.”

“If you call a meeting, Madame, I am sure it will help.” His voice dropped. “They badly need the clarity of assessment that only you can offer.”

Chaldee nodded slowly, trying not to show the apprehension his words were causing. It seemed that she was on her own, without the wisdom or magical knowledge normally available to the kingdom’s ruler. The rebellion had so depleted her people it seemed the only insights available were her own.

“If I must, Zell. But give me a few more hours.” Chaldee straightened, trying to appear in command. “Set up a meeting, but only with ministers on the planning council. I will join them tomorrow morning. We will meet in the small cabinet room beside the king’s chambers.”

“Yes, Madame.” With a quick salute, the Master Speaker strode across the room then paused at the door. “Do you wish any of the crows to be informed?”

“No!” Chaldee was alarmed. “They must know nothing of our plans. Those birds are a force unto themselves! I want nothing to do with them!”

“I agree,” Lord Zell said quietly. “Although they have been useful in the past, they have also been the cause of much strife.”

“Indeed. They are too devious to be trusted. They must know nothing of what we are doing, although I am sure they witnessed that flying machine, so they will be aware of our troubles.”

“With so many birds decimated I doubt if we need worry.”

“So where is the chief crow? I fear he and the Commander are still a threat.”

“I have search parties out every day, Your Highness. The Commander will be found soon, I assure you.”

“Meanwhile, we have those Earthlings to worry about.” Chaldee sat down heavily. “These are difficult times, Lord Zell ... very difficult. It seems that adversity approaches us from every angle.”

The Master Speaker moved forward, as if to offer help, but Chaldee waved him away. “You must gather the planning council together. Talk to them, Zell; make sure they bring a few innovative ideas to tomorrow’s meeting. Tell them I am relying on them to speak their minds clearly. We must formulate a master plan that will comfort the people and make our future secure.”

“Yes, Madame.” The Master Speaker bowed again and silently left the chamber.

Chaldee leaned back in her chair, breathing deeply in an effort to feed energy into her body. She could not remember ever feeling so emotionally tired. She wished Robar would return; her bodyguard knew her so well and was always able to support her. She remembered how, when Rod realigned their world and the rock face collapsed, Robar complained immediately that he could feel a change in the atmosphere of the forest. She knew why the apeman had left her. He needed to seek sanctuary deeper in their sacred forest, but she had no idea where he had gone. Chaldee dropped her head in her hands. How she hated this new reality. Nothing was the same; the life her father had offered her as a small child; the erosion of this place their ancestors had made safe for thousands of years; all was disappearing! The change was so rapid, she hardly knew what to do. How she wished life would return to the old days. Instead, she had the full responsibility of creating a new world for her people. She must keep them safe. Keep the outsiders from destroying everything. The task was unprecedented. No other leader had ever had to prepare the kingdom for an entirely new way of living.

Chaldee stood up, impatiently rejecting her gloom. It did no good at all. Pushing open the tall door between the windows, she stepped out into the garden. A soft breeze brushed against her face and she could smell the joyous scent of the roses. She loved it out here. Slowly she made her way across to her old swing, tucked inside the rose-bower. If there was any place in the palace that could ease her troubles it was this arbor. For a little while Chaldee did nothing but cast her senses into the mass of foliage and scent of her garden, allowing its peace to wash away her anguish. Mentally, as she swayed back and forth on her swing, she began to examine the scrolls, picturing the writing clearly in her mind. There had been no mention of any human invasion. Perhaps the reason why so many questions remained unanswered was because some scrolls were still missing. The directions in the prophetic writing were clear. Massive incoming energies from the Galactic center would soon roll through the solar system, altering frequencies and causing unknown changes to all forms of life. As she swayed back and forth on the swing, she began to feel easier, slowing her breathing further, letting the tranquillity of the arbor cancel her fears. The swing soared higher, pulling her from her everyday consciousness. Suddenly new thoughts flooded her mind. There was someone who could help; here in her kingdom there was specific knowledge of her people’s past. Chaldee slipped deeper into her reverie, allowing a picture to form. Who held such knowledge? The name Aegeus floated in front of her eyes and she sat up in surprise. She had heard of this man! He was a courtier, a man who dabbled in science. His family had always held some importance in the realm for they were the Keepers of the Ancient Scientific Knowledge.

Slowly Chaldee began to return to a more normal state of consciousness. She felt both refreshed and amazed. Who would have thought that such an insignificant fellow would be the one she needed? She did not actually know him, but she knew his father, Sir Francis, and she had been told his son was a cripple but until this moment she had no idea Aegeus’s abilities were so profound. With new energy, she leapt off the swing and hurried back to her chambers, summoning her guard to find the courtier Aegeus. He must be brought to the palace immediately.

* * *
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Within a few hours, Aegeus was at the palace. Chaldee received him in the small reception room near the quadrangle leading to her father’s personal chambers.

Aegeus might be a cripple, but it did not take many minutes for Chaldee to recognize his strength of will. He was not intimidated by her presence, and he answered her questions without hesitation. She liked this and found herself examining him with added interest. He was not as old as she had expected, perhaps eight and twenty, and although he wore the robes of the Nobility, she noticed a large tear in his sleeve and grubby marks across his leather vest. Did his work take precedence over his appearance? His wide-set eyes were dark and intense and his brow very open indeed. No doubt he was proudly intelligent, but when he entered, she had noticed his withered left leg.

“I believe your family are the Keepers of Scientific Knowledge?”

“Yes, Madame. There are many ancient manuscripts in our vault.”

“And yourself, do you follow a scientific path?”

“I play with numbers, Madame. I try to recreate sacred geometric designs but alas my work is totally useless—a sheer waste of time, as my father used to say—for it has no practical application at all!” Aegeus grinned wickedly.

“You are teasing, I believe.” For the first time in days Chaldee found herself smiling. “I know the importance of mathematics even if I do not understand its complexity.”

Aegeus bowed slightly. “You are generous in your assessment, Madame.”

“But this is not why I asked for you.” Chaldee indicated a comfortable setting of four velvet chairs. “Please, let us be less formal.” She came around from the desk, and Aegeus waited until she was seated before he politely sat opposite.

“I assume you have not invited me here because of my work?”

Chaldee shook her head. “No. It’s about this present crisis. The Earthlings in their flying craft have mapped our position and they are sure to return.”

Aegeus nodded.

“I am in a dilemma for there is no doubt that the Earthlings do not understand who we are or how we came to be here. They are a dangerous species, especially when they face something they do not understand, which is why I am unsure of our next move.” Chaldee paused, but the man opposite did not interrupt. He sat passively, although the intensity in his eyes told her he was trying to delve into the meaning of her words. “I need guidance at this time, but those who used to help with their mind convergence can no longer assist.”

Aegeus raised one eyebrow questioningly but still did not interrupt.

“And I have recently ...” Chaldee paused, trying to find words to explain how she came upon his name. “Ah ... discovered that your family may be able to help me.”

“Help, Madame?” Aegeus was frowning. “In what way?”

“I believe you or someone in your family might have latent abilities which may assist us. I need to understand more about the situation I am facing.” Chaldee paused again wondering why she was giving this stranger information that should only be for the ears of her planning council. “I am unsure as to whether to approach the Earthlings with some type of compromise for I do not trust their judgment.”

“This is a little beyond me, Your Highness. My family are the keepers of scientific knowledge. We do not have the mental abilities you seek.”

Chaldee stared at him trying to gain more insight into the thoughts of the crippled mathematician sitting in front of her. She had been given his name, yet he did not seem to understand what she needed.

“My mother is very old, and my father died just after the uprising.”

“I am sorry to hear about Sir Francis. I did not know your father well, but he was an important part of our community.” Chaldee frowned knowing that the name she had seen in her reverie belonged to this man not his father. She felt quite helpless for she had no idea how to present him with such evidence. “I should not be bothering you with my quest. It is apparent that you have no idea of what or who I am seeking.”

Aegeus paused. “Perhaps, Madame, I do understand a little of what you are sharing. May I know who has given you my name?”

He waited but Chaldee found she could not speak. Her heart was racing with excitement. His words told her she had been right.

“I feel you must have great powers yourself, Madame ... ah ... to have been able to isolate me in this way.” 

His glance was nervous, and Chaldee understood his discomfort. It was to do with her mental powers. In the past, this ability to read the thoughts of others had been part of everybody’s psyche, but these days the power to receive and project mental images was sadly diminished due to the decay of her race. It was because of this deterioration that her father had actually banned its use. He decreed it unfair for some to have the ability while others did not. It seemed that this was why Aegeus was hesitating.

“Aegeus ... please ... it is safe to speak about these things with me. I am in much need of direction so anything you have to say will be kept confidential.”

Aegeus lowered his head, pausing as if to gather words that would make his position clear. “I have read a little about your mental powers, Madame. I know that in the past we all had the ability to communicate without speech, to control another’s physical movement and even to maim or kill when necessary.”

“Yes,” Chaldee said softly. “This is why my father was so strict. Argument and conflict were becoming dangerous; our people were using their mental abilities to hurt each other.”

“Yes, my own father, too, spoke of these squabbles.”

“Then you understand.” Chaldee nodded kindly. “But I feel we have long passed the time when we would cause harm to each other. Now we are fighting for survival.”

Aegeus nodded.

“I will not harm you.” Chaldee knew he understood. It was good to be able to speak so openly with a stranger. “But, Aegeus, I suspect you were about to give me a name?”

“Yes, Madame. I have done a little research on the mind convergence powers you speak of.”

“This is what I need.”

“But ah ... sadly ... it is not my abilities you seek, Your Highness.”

Chaldee could see his strain and the sudden hope in her heart began to ebb.

“But although my family cannot be of help,” Aegeus continued, “I believe I know where you would be able to find such assistance.” He stopped, as if his next words would be too shocking to hear.

“Where?” Chaldee felt renewed excitement. “From whom?”

Aegeus rubbed at his chin, his discomfort so obvious that Chaldee knew he did not want to continue. Normally she would have respected such a position but the urgency she felt demanded answers, so she stood up, reaching her full height, towering over him, making her very presence her command.

“Madame, among the documents in our vault there are papers that speak of an Oracle.”

“Oracle?”

“A mind that exists across many dimensions,” Aegeus whispered in awe.

“An Oracle, you say!” Chaldee threw herself back in her chair; eyes riveted on Aegeus. “Why have I never heard of such a Being? Where is he to be found?”

“Your Majesty, the documents in our vault warn about the absolute need to keep science and matters of state separate. Many pages are devoted to the dangers of letting politics influence the domains of science. It instructs that all knowledge of the Oracle be kept secret from the Ruler.”

“Yet you are telling me now!”

“I am not influenced by such secrecy, Madame.” Aegeus paused, his eyes meeting hers. “I do not agree with many of the functions within our society. The divisions between Nobility and Commoner have brought us to where we are now. To survive, such segregation must become a thing of the past.”

“Your tongue is slanderous!” Chaldee spoke in cold tones as she stared into the intelligent face opposite her. She could see he showed courage and there were not many in her kingdom who would have spoken to her in this way. Aegeus stared back defiantly, and she sighed as she admitted to herself that the days of majestic precedence were fast disappearing. “Perhaps you are nearing the truth, Aegeus. If our people were unified, I would not feel so isolated.”

Aegeus stood awkwardly, bowing low then dropping to one knee. “Thank you for allowing me to speak, Madame.” He kissed her hand and remained kneeling before her.

Chaldee understood his actions, knowing that in this moment she had forged a most beneficial friendship. “I am grateful ... indeed I am pleased!” She smiled. “But be seated. We shall have further discussions on these matters of state later, my friend ... right now I must know more about the Oracle. Where can he be found?”

“From the little I can glean from the documents, the Mind of the Oracle is far-reaching. It resides in many places in the universe. Here in our kingdom there is a gateway where contact can be made.”

“Where?”

“In the caves of the Shadows.”

“Oh no!” Chaldee was horrified. “Not there! Of all places! How can it be there?”

“This is what the documents outline, Your Highness. If I had known what you wished from me, I would have brought them.”

“Ah ... there is always a catch.” Chaldee closed her eyes. “To attempt to go into those caves is to ask for death.”

“Yes—I have heard,” murmured Aegeus.

Weariness overcame the princess and she slumped back in her chair looking at Aegeus through half-closed eyes. There was silence in the room as she tried to make sense of what she had heard. Eventually she spoke: “Bring me all you have on this Oracle. I must know more before I risk such a journey.”

“At once.” Aegeus stood up quickly. “I will be back by evening, Madame.” With a quick bow the crippled man hobbled from the room.

Chaldee watched with a heavy heart. To discover that there was someone who might give her direction instilled hope, but it was so daunting to have to enter the caves of the Shadows. She wondered if she had the courage.

She was still sitting motionless, deep in thought, when the Master Speaker appeared at the door of the antechamber.

“May I enter, Your Highness?”

Chaldee motioned for him to come and as he approached, she saw by the gravity of his expression that she was about to face more bad news.

“What is it, Zell?”

“Madame, I have just heard that Robar has been found.”

“Where?” Chaldee leapt up. “Where is he ... is he safe?”

“Sadly, Madame, he is very ill.”

Chaldee sank back in despair. She had felt for days that her dear friend was in trouble.

“Soldiers found him wandering along the escarpment near the Shadows’ caves.” The Master Speaker paused then whispered nervously, “Madame, Robar is blind ... and he can barely hear. I fear he is close to death!”

“Oh, no!” Chaldee clutched her hands under her chin, pressing them into her throat as she tried to deal with this terrible news. “He must be brought to the palace immediately.”

“He refuses to come, Madame, and he begged us not to say anything for he does not want to cause you pain. He also says that he wants to die up there where he has always lived.”

“But here we can nurse him. Save him!”

“No. He asked the soldiers to help him into the caves. That’s where he is now.”

Chaldee felt a sudden chill descend. For the second time within minutes the caves of the Shadows were being spoken of. She held a firm belief that coincidence was a sacred energy resonating within the collective consciousness. Any coincidental crossing of events would indicate something hidden and symbolic. To be faced with such synchronicity at this crucial time meant the caves must be extremely important.

“Where are the Shadows? Surely by now your men would be in grave danger?”

“Apparently not, Madame. They report no sign of the dreaded monsters.”

“Really?” Puzzled, Chaldee stood up. “No sign, you say. That is indeed odd.”

“It seems, Madame, that the ancient mechanism that kept the Shadows alive has somehow been switched off. Some soldiers say it was during the uprising—when the Orbs appeared.”

“Orbs? Yes ... I too saw those machines ... just before Rod’s father fell.” Thoughtfully Chaldee stared at her minister. “How very strange ... and this news about the Shadows, that they are gone. How amazing!”

“It is, indeed, Madame.”

“I know the upheavals that have occurred over these past weeks have been far-reaching, Zell ... far reaching ... but it might be dangerous to accept that those monsters have disappeared.” She paused, her mind going back to Aegeus. To have mention of them by two different sources within minutes was remarkable, and then to be told the caves were free of the dreaded Shadows in the same breath as she was given the seriousness of Robar’s illness alerted her to an undercurrent of information that felt dark with predictions. “So be it, Zell! Send more supplies to the caves. We must help Robar. I will go there myself shortly, but at this moment plans must be made. I need time to become organized.” She sighed heavily. “So much is happening, Zell!”

“I understand, Madame.” The Master Speaker bowed and stood aside.

“I will be in my chambers and will call when I need to discuss my plans. We cannot leave Robar up there to die alone and yet ... and yet ... there are many other issues to deal with!”

Chaldee left the small
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