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  When Talya is sucked into a wormhole she arrives in a new world where humans are primitive villagers pursued by hexalimbs, six limbed creatures, for food. Along with Gavin, also stranded from Earth, she helps the local humans. They rescue and befriend Kysum, a tailed humanoid who can metamorphose into other beings, from a hexalimb spaceship. In an ongoing fight against the aliens they search for a way home. In doing so, they transverse time-space and change the course of history in this far off universe. But who is really in control? Will it be possible to ever reach home? But does Earth even exist?




  CHAPTER 1




  The wagon was old with torn canvas flapping out the back, wooden barrels tied almost haphazardly along the sideboards and wheels that wobbled on worn axles as if they were about to come adrift. Two long horned oxen, one white and the other brown, provided the pulling power.




  The surrounding grassland was devoid of animal life. The track, for it could not have been called a road, had dried out after a recent storm and left the clay cracked and hard. This made the wagon vibrate and creak more than usual but the condition was better than the two alternatives, a sea of mud or clouds of fine dust that penetrated everything.




  The driver appeared to be asleep. His body lurched and jolted with the rhythm of the vehicle while the reins hung loose in his hands.




  "Help me. Please help me!" A hoarse cry could barely be heard above the creaks and squeaks of the rattling vehicle.




  But heard it was. Eyes shot open and alertness filled the bleary eyes.




  *




  "Whoa fellows!" the man commanded.




  The oxen stopped and stood with steamy breath puffing out their nostrils as they chewed cuds and swatted flies with their tails. The man stood up and searched around. There appeared to be nothing in the immediate vicinity, only the track, grass, a few shrubs and distant hills.




  "Now I'm hallucinating," he muttered "Did you fellows hear anything?" He laughed at the sound of his own voice. "In English, too. Now who in this God forsaken land speaks my tongue?"




  The oxen never replied of course, but cocked their ears as if they agreed, or perhaps they had heard something, too. With the wagon stationery, everything was quiet. Even the grass had stopped rustling.




  "So you did hear it? You fellows are as good as any dog when it comes to being alert." The man put his hand to his mouth and shouted. "Is anyone there?"




  He waited and watched.




  Nothing!




  The man cupped a hand around his mouth and called out. "If you understand, don't be afraid. I am but a lonely traveller bound for wherever this road is leading." He listened and shrugged. "Pity. A bit of human company could help at the moment."




  He repeated his call in a guttural local language and switched back to English. "I have water, food and medicines unheard of in this world..."




  "Please..."




  There was somebody out there! He leaped from his seat and headed off the track to his left, jumped a clump of knotted grass and noticed a dip ahead where taller grass grew though bare shingle. This could have been a dry streambed. He brushed the grass aside and grunted. An arm stuck out of the grass.




  "I'm coming!"




  The woman who lay on the ground looked to be in her mid thirties and appeared completely out of place. Her once formal business jacket and skirt were dirt stained and torn. The arm he first saw was sunburned and bruised with several deep scratches down the outside. Eyes that stared up at him showed cross between sheer relief and sudden fear.




  "It is okay, Ma'am," the man said as he knelt and took her hand. "I may look like your worst nightmare but razor blades are not available in this land. Oh, I tried to keep myself respectable and tidy but Ben and Bob, the two oxen who pull the wagon, don't care. After awhile, I gave up, too." His voice became serious. "Apart from the usual exposure I can see you have succumbed to, have you any injuries?"




  "Water."




  "Of course. That, I can help you with and I can also offer you a meal of cornbread. Can you stand?"




  "I'll try."




  The woman staggered up and clutched at his supporting arms. She brushed hair from her eyes and extended a hand. "Talya Svensen."




  "Gavin Wilkinson."




  Talya ran a tongue over her cracked lips. "You're the first person I've seen in two days? When I heard and later saw your wagon I..." She attempted a smile but her eyes sort of rolled up and she collapsed, unconscious into Gavin's arms.




  He bent forward and lifted the surprisingly heavy woman up.




  "We have much in common," he said. "But do not worry. I am not about to lose the one English-speaking human I've seen since my own arrival. Together, we may find a way out of here but if not..." He glanced down at the white face and shoulder length blonde hair. "We will get home to Earth, Talya and that's a promise."




  *




  "Here drink this." Gavin held a tin mug to Talya's lips.




  She sipped the concoction that tasted like fire and almost spat it out again. When she swallowed, her parched throat burned for a second before the pain in it switched off and her grumbling stomach felt immediately full. She could almost feel relief pulse though her veins. The throbbing headache disappeared and aching muscles felt normal.




  "Drink only four mouthfuls," Gavin said. "It relieves all pain, tiredness as well as pangs of thirst and hunger."




  She sipped again but there was now no burning sensation but more of a taste of cool treacle. After her fourth sip, the mug was taken away and Gavin bent over and fluffed up a pillow beneath her head. She saw a canvas roof behind him and realized she was lying on a mattress. Everything smelled of straw and oil.




  "Thank you, Gavin. Where am I?"




  "At this moment you're in my wagon but where it is, I'm afraid I have only scant information. However, I can tell you is where we are not."




  Talya frowned. "I know I am not in the board room of Svensen Electronics, that's for sure."




  "Svensen Electronics, the mobile phone company?"




  "You know it?"




  Gavin nodded. "There's no pun intended but your name rang a bell when you introduced yourself and now I know why. Isn't it one of the fastest growing players in the mobile phone field?"




  Talya shrugged. "But where are we, Gavin? Africa? South America somewhere?"




  "That's it, Talya," Gavin whispered. "We are not on Earth at all, at least it is not the one we know."




  Talya blinked at her companion. Thoughts rushed through her mind as she tried to piece together an outright denial to the facts that she had been exposed to over the last two days. Her first thoughts about to being alone in a strange land was that she'd been drugged, kidnapped and left in the remote interior of some country. When nobody arrived, this theory didn't really add up. Gavin could be right. This fitted in with other facts she had tried to ignore. The sky was a slightly different blue even on a cloudless day and the sun appeared to be larger. At night, the stars looked completely wrong, not that she had really taken an interest in astronomy.




  "You could be right," she gasped. "But you are from home?"




  "I was. I've been here six months, I guess. Time becomes unimportant after a few weeks."




  Talya sighed. "You seem to talk in riddles. How come you're here travelling in a wagon pulled by a couple of oxen?"




  "It's not a long story but I'm afraid it consists of mainly unanswered questions. Let's deal with your immediate needs first, shall we? You are dehydrated and probably in need of a decent meal, your scratches and bruises need caring for and..."




  "I feel okay now."




  "Thanks to the medicine I gave you. Like drugs on Earth it does not cure your condition, only numbs your mind against it. Without a good meal and having your wounds cleared up, your body will actually degenerate. Locals who become addicted to it have died of starvation without ever feeling hungry."




  "That powerful?"




  "Yes?"




  Talya felt annoyed and a spasm of fear ran though her body. Was this guy more than a helpful passerby? "So why have you given it to me?"




  Gavin held her gaze and seemed to read her expression. "Nothing sinister, Talya. You needed emergency treatment to counteract shock. Don't worry, it is a psychological addiction, not a physical one like heroin at home."




  "And you know? What are you, a doctor or something?" She felt calm but rational thoughts at the back of her mind told her to be careful.




  Gavin shook his head "Nothing higher than a certificate in first aid, I'm afraid. Have you heard of OverAir?"




  Talya shook her head.




  "That's not surprising. I'm a pilot and part owner of a small charter airline that specializes in taking skiers and hunters to remote airstrips. I was actually flying home alone in our ski plane when my Cox Turbo Otter was caught in a lightning storm. They come up quickly around the peaks. I can't remember much about what happened but think I was hit by lightning and the aeroplane had an engine failure. I found myself spinning though the clouds. I ended up here and my Otter crashed in the mountains. Well, I assumed it did.




  Talya gulped. "I'm sorry," she said. "You don't look like a pilot."




  Gavin grinned and tugged on his beard. "I was clean cut but am now more comfortable in a rough jeans and cow hide jacket than when I arrived. In this land, professional clothes are a hindrance and I soon swapped them for something more practical."




  "That is something I've found out." Talya confessed.




  She relaxed and let Gavin examine her wounds. He rubbed a yellow paste on her scratches and cleaned one weeping wound on her leg before declaring her quite fit considering her exposure to the elements.




  "There are surprisingly few poisonous insects or plants around," he said. "The locals told me about the few poisonous ones"




  "So who are these locals you speak of?"




  "The ones I lived with are humans not unlike African bush people or Australian Aborigines but with one unusual difference."




  "Their appearance?"




  "No. They have dark brown skin and hair like Polynesians on Earth. It's their logic that is different from primitive peoples at home."




  Talya frowned. "Logic? You mean beliefs, superstitions and culture?"




  "More a lack of them. They have no religion as far as I know and what customs they practice are completely practical. They appear to be a completely secular society who shares everything. On second thought that would be their culture, now wouldn't it?" Gavin stood up. "You'll meet them soon if you wish to stay with me. Somewhere ahead is one of their villages."




  Another spasm of fear cut through Talya's mind. The thought of being left alone again was far worse than mistrusting Gavin.




  "I'd like to travel with you," she whispered. "After all..."




  "I understand," Gavin replied in a soft voice. "Now let's get a meal ready shall we. I have the cornbread I mentioned before, salted meat, fruit and vegetables. The varieties may appear strange to you but they are quite healthy." He laughed. "I think I'm eating far more healthy food than at the airport cafeterias at home."




  After a drink of water and a quite appetizing meal, Talya accepted Gavin's invitation to freshen up. He took a bung out from the base of one barrel and used a basin to catch the water flowing out. When it was half filled with water he plugged the bung and handed her a facecloth and small bar of soap.




  "The water is cold, I'm afraid. Tonight I'll light a campfire and warm some water up."




  "Thank you." She stood up but felt embarrassed.




  Gavin nodded. "I understand," he said and rummaged through a canvas haversack to produce some clothes. "All male attire, I'm afraid but if you'd like to go into the wagon and change we can wash your clothes and hang them out the back of the wagon to dry as we travel along. Well, that's what I usually do." He coughed. "It's a good chance to go and tend to the oxen. They enjoy oats and a bucket of water."




  He smiled and carried the basin of water across to the wagon before he disappeared out the other side. Talya climbed aboard and was about to rush into the clean clothes when she stopped and relaxed a little. She washed her dirty body and hair with the refreshing water and dried herself first. Gavin wasn't that much taller or heavier than herself so the clothes were baggy but not too impractical. She noticed he had included a comb in the bundle so she combed out her hair and felt presentable for the first time since arriving in this strange land. She washed her own clothes and slipped back outside. Gavin was not in sight.




  For a second she felt afraid. What if he left? She was about to call out when he walked around the wagon and grinned at her.




  "Feeling cleaner?" he asked.




  "One hundred percent," Talya replied. "A few hours ago..." Her voice trailed off.




  "I know but shall we get going? The oxen don't like to stay harnessed and standing still for long."




  "Of course." Talya smiled as Gavin helped her peg up her clothes on a string across the back of the wagon. She looked at the colourful clothes pegs in her hand and gasped. They were plastic! In a primitive society, where would they get plastic?




  "You've noticed the plastic clothes-pegs?" Gavin said as if he had read her mind. "It's one of the inconsistencies I've noticed and is one of the reasons I'm taking this journey. Out there somewhere I hope to find a more advanced society and perhaps even a way home."




  *




  The oxen trudged on for an hour as Talya perched beside Gavin on the driver's seat. In different circumstances, it couldn't have been a more peaceful setting. The sky was cloudless and the temperature hot but not unbearably so. Gavin talked about his time in the land, how he had been taken to a village, learned the local language and became a part of them.




  "I could easily have stayed there but I needed to find a way home, if it was possible, hence this journey and a crude map of what is ahead."




  "And what is?"




  "More villages then a choice between heading towards the hills or down to the coast. The locals from my village have never ventured that far and could tell me nothing."




  "I see," Talya said.




  Gavin flicked the reins to speed the oxen up a little and reached for a bottle. "Wine?' he asked. "No, it's not that powerful stuff I gave you before but a mild wine made from the equivalent of local grapes. I found it quite relaxing without making me drunk."




  "Thanks," Talya replied and sipped a little from the bottle. It tasted a little sweet but was soothing.




  "And what is your story?" Gavin asked.




  Talya shrugged. "I guess all hell had broken loose at Svensen Electronics," she said. "Oh it had been coming for months. We were perhaps too successful and had to spend millions to build a new manufacturing complex or accept one of the takeover offers from two competing electronic giants. This would have made me an instant billionaire, I suppose. After ten years of building our name from the small electronics warehouse inherited from my father to a electronics manufacturer selling throughout the world I was not about to lose control..." She flicked some hair out of her eyes and glanced at Gavin. "Am I coming across as arrogant?"




  "Not at all but go on."




  Talya took another sip of wine, handed the bottle back to Gavin and began her tale.




  *




  "I was at the Svensen Electronics headquarters attending a board meeting in my capacity as managing director and major shareholder. I inherited from my Dad and, together with the shares I already had, owned forty percent of the shares. Most other shareholders in what was originally a family business were elderly men, my late father's age. However, my cousins were the trouble. Thirty years ago, Dad had been financed by his elder brother to begin the company, at that time called Svensen Brothers. Uncle Kelvin was a sleeping partner owning forty percent of the company and Dad sixty. About the time I left school, we became a listed company and about twenty percent of the shares are owned by hundreds of small investors. The major change came when Uncle Kelvin died a year after my father and my three male cousins inherited his shares.




  They are still there and are hell bent on selling Svensen Electronics to the highest bidder. Takeover offers are now down to two companies. At this last board meeting we had agreed to sell and were to vote on which offer to accept. One company offered a third more per share than the other but only if they could take us over entirely. My spies told me they were more interested in our advanced technology and the patents we held than our highly regarded name. I would become an extremely rich woman, as would my three cousins, the greedy three my account calls them, However, I would have to forfeit my position as managing director and all interest in the company."




  Talya sipped her wine again and glanced up at Gavin.




  "If they took over, Svensen would cease to exist as a name. In contrast, the second firm, a relatively unknown one from Japan wanted to continue the name and promised me a five year contract to continue to manage the company."




  "That you built up to its present level though sheer hard work after your father's death?" Gavin asked.




  "Possibly," Talya whispered. "We were a team. Whereas Dad was over cautious about trying anything new, I gave the team a free hand. Sure, some ideas such as a new computer operating system fell away but, almost by chance, our mobile phones became internationally recognized. I guess we were in the right place at the right time. My cousins accused me of being bloody minded when I favoured the Japanese company and I told them they were a bunch of lazy slobs who had contributed nothing to our good fortunes..."




  "Friendly meeting."




  Talya shrugged. "It was more or less a stalemate. My cousins combined shareholding and my own cancelled each other out. It was up to the minority shareholders. Again, they were roughly even. The meeting was getting quite heated."




  "So what happened?"




  Talya sighed. "That's it. I don't know!"




  *




   





  CHAPTER 2




  Even though it was close to midnight, the twenty-first floor of Svensen Electronics was a blaze of lights. Talya sat grimly at the top table and stared at the shareholders assembled below. A thunderstorm with forked lightning across the sky outside did not help to calm her nerves in the tense situation. She paused as yet another flash lit up the sky and, four seconds later; the rumble of thunder shook the windows.




  "It is an impasse. I see little value in yet another vote," she almost hissed. "I would, therefore, like to move that this meeting goes into recess until today, week so shareholders can review the latest developments."




  "Well I don't," Justin Svensen, her most obnoxious cousin almost screamed. "If we don't make a decision tonight one, if not both offers will be withdrawn. I move that due to the close result we have one more vote on what offer Svensen Electronics is going to accept and invite those who abstained in the last round to make a decision one way or the other."




  He turned and almost smirked at Talya. She knew many shareholders had abstained only because they wanted to keep Svensen Electronics independent but this was not now an option. If these shareholders were only interested in the money they'd receive in any compulsory acquisition, he was sure to win.




  "I second that," a voice called from the other end of the room.




  "The motion is tabled," the chairman sitting beside Talya said. "We will need to vote on it..."




  The double doors across the room slid open and a security guard stood there beside two strangers. "I told them there was a private shareholders meeting on this floor," the guard said. "They do, however have all the security passes and told me that they were shareholders."




  Talya glanced at the pair and something inside her jolted. She had never seen them before but in the dark reaches of her mind, she knew she had. Everyone else in the room stared at the newcomers too for they looked like a teenage boy and girl and young ones at that. Both were tall and slim with modern haircuts and wore strange one-piece body suits beneath ordinary jackets.




  The boy appeared nervous but the girl determined. "We are shareholders and have the right to be here," she said and placed a document before the chairman.




  He picked it up, skimmed through the contents and slid the paper across to Talya. "A hundred thousand extraordinary shares in the name of Past Futures. They appear legitimate."




  "Past Futures is our company," the girl said. She produced several other documents including student IDs, driving licenses and passports. "Our identities match those recorded on the shareholder's certificate. Please check your databanks if you wish further confirmation."




  "Oh we shall," Justin Svensen retorted and signalled to a secretary sitting behind him.




  She nodded, took the documents and turned to a computer terminal beside her. There was silence as she tapped keys and information appeared. She frowned, entered more data and waited as more data appeared.




  "Past Futures is a registered company who purchased a hundred thousand shares in Svensen Electronics a month after it became a public company. These two...err young people are the legitimate owners of the shares and have full voting rights in this company."




  "But how?" Justin almost shouted. "They wouldn't have been born when the shares were purchased."




  "Like yourself, we inherited them," the girl said. "My grandfather..."




  "It's true," the secretary said. "The shares were held in a trust until their sixteenth birthdays, which was last week."




  "How very convenient," Justin muttered sarcastically. "They're twins I suppose?"




  The boy flushed but the girl stared at Justin. "That's right," she said. "Twins who are now sixteen with full voting rights." She flung back long brown hair and placed her hands on her hips like a defiant teenager.




  "That is also correct," the secretary said. "Everything is above board and legitimate."




  "Very well," the chairman said and glanced at the guard. "Thank you. These two shareholders are late but there is no reason they cannot stay and participate in our vote. Perhaps, the motion we are voting on could be read out again."




  Talya glanced up when she became aware that the girl was looking at her. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "It is too dangerous to try to change everything. At least we can help this way."




  Talya's heart raced and the room around began to spin. She grabbed the table edge and swallowed. Something was wrong!




  "Talya," someone nearby asked. "Are you okay?"




  "A little woozy," she replied and rose to her feet. "My vote does not change. Excuse me... I need to get to the bathroom. "




  She brushed away hands of support and ran out. By the time she reached the executive bathroom the spinning sensation was worse. She grabbed the hand basin; half filled it with cold water and lowered her face into it. That helped.




  She tried to recall what it was she knew about the teenagers. Deep in thought, she reached out and pulled the tiny chain holding the hand basin plug. It pulled out and the water level began to lower. Within seconds, a vortex spiralled around with the accompanying gurgling sound. She leaned forward with her free hand and poked at the spiralling water to cut the noise.




  *




  The screeching sound or the vortex did not stop. Instead, Talya found her finger was being sucked down into the plughole. She pulled but the suction became too powerful. Her whole hand was now in the sink being pulled down.




  Whether the hole expanded or she grew smaller, she never knew or cared but her whole arm was being pulled in. She screamed and used her free hand to push against the edge of the sink.




  It was no good. Her arm as high as the elbow was inside the plughole. She screamed again and pulled, lost her balance and flipped into the sink that now appeared to be the size of a spa pool. The sensation of hitting water did not eventuate. Instead, she found herself spinning beside the water. She kicked and waved her arms in sheer panic but was tossed around like a cork. Below her was a vortex of twisting blue and white water. She rolled in a somersault and for a second, saw the bathroom ceiling. The scene before her eyes twisted and now there was nothing except water twisting around her.




  When her panic momentarily subsided, she noticed things around that even in these bizarre circumstances appeared wrong. It was light, almost as bright as on a hot summer day, she was still dry, she could breathe and there was no sensation of falling. In fact, it was as if the vortex was horizontal and she was floating through it with a wind pushing from behind.




  She continued on until, with a sort of pop, the water disappeared and she dropped three metres to the ground. It was a rough fall but apart from a jarring of limbs and skinned knees, she was unhurt. She glanced around. The bathroom and the whole Svensen high-rise building had gone. Instead, she found herself in a field of grass under a cloudless sky.




  *




  "I found only a small stream to quench my thirst," Talya said to Gavin. "I tried walking but became disorientated, I guess by the stress and lack of food. I was pretty desperate after that second night. That was when you found me."




  "And you saw nobody?"




  "Not a thing. It was if I was alone in a vast grassland. That's when I thought I must have been drugged, kidnapped and dumped off for some reason."




  *




  For two days, Talya and Gavin travelled through the deserted land. The weather was warm and the oxen moved at such a slow pace that Talya could keep up when she walked beside them. The first night went by with her nervousness unheeded. Gavin let her sleep in the wagon in a crude looking but comfortable sleeping bag while he pitched a tanned skin tent outside to sleep under. The oxen were let free to wander how they please and Gavin even heated water over a small fire and produced a tin tub for her to use. Another day slipped by followed by another.




  A week later, they met their first person. A bearded man dressed in similar clothes to their own stood by the track next to spear stuck in the ground. His black hair was frizzy and muscles bulged through wiry skin.




  Gavin slowed the oxen, if that was possible and turned to Talya sitting beside him in the driver's seat. He actually looked embarrassed.




  "What is it?' Talya asked.




  "One tradition they have that I never mentioned."




  "Go on?"




  "Could you take off the signet ring you're wearing?"




  Talya frowned but realized something was important about them. It took a bit of effort but she managed to slide it off and place it in a pocket just as they drew abreast of the man. Gavin spoke in another language and waved at Talya. The man studied her with large eyes in a way that was disconcerting and shrugged. He spoke a few more words, lifted the spear from the ground and stood back.




  "He's like a border guard," Gavin said as the wagon moved forward and they were alone again. "We're moving into his village territory. It's a couple of kilometres ahead. By the time we arrive the villagers will know we are coming."




  "What was the conversation about?"




  "Mainly you. The locals knew I was coming but they were not expecting a woman of fair skin. It was lucky you removed your ring."




  "Why?"




  "The ring meant you are available to receive male companions to... shall we say sleep with you... On seeing the ring, he would have demanded the right to bed you. I wouldn't be surprised if that wasn't the real reason he was here. Visitors are expected to mate with locals as a common courtesy.




  "Oh hell," Talya gasped.




  "I said that I had been selected as your breeding companion and could not be shared." Gavin said and held his own hand up where a slight pale circle showed where he had also removed a ring.




  "Breeding companion?"




  "They have no concept of marriage or a monogamist situation. The only time it is practiced is when a woman chooses a man as her sole partner until he impregnates her. I told the guard you had selected me for this, hence the removal of your ring. He offered me his teenage daughter in a straight swap but I respectfully declined."




  Talya paled. "Thank you?" she whispered.




  Gavin remained expressionless. "The locals will respect our wishes."




  "And you?" Talya snapped.




  "I want no local woman in my bed," Gavin replied.




  Talya shuddered. "But you had them?" Unexpectedly a new emotion surged through her. The thought of Gavin... Was she jealous?




  Gavin flushed. "That was before I found you," he muttered. "It's different now."




  Talya looked into his eyes and saw compassion. "Oh Gavin, I'm sorry. We've never talked about what might happen to us... I mean if we are here permanently." She reached over and squeezed his arm.




  *




  A few moments later, Talya noticed a sudden change. A wooden gate between stone fences blocked their way.




  "The boundary," Gavin said. "On the other side will be farm animals and cultivated land. If you could open the gate?"




  "Sure." She jumped down and walked up to it. The gate was made of sawn timber with steel hinges and a latch. It swung back easily, Gavin drove the wagon through and she closed the gate behind them. She glanced around. The grass was short like that on a farm.




  "Look to the left," Gavin called.




  Talya turned and used her hand to shelter sun from her eyes. About a hundred metres away was a herd of cows, dairy cows by the look of them. Further back, the grass gave way to a cultivated field of newly ploughed soil. As they travelled on, more signs of civilization showed with cultivated land filled with rows of vegetables. Workers in the fields looked up and stared. Most were women dressed in old fashion blouses and knee length skirts. Children often accompanied them and several women had babies carried in tiny backpacks. In one field, a root crop was being harvested into sacks. Men carried the sacks over to two wheeled carts pulled by oxen like their own. As they passed, work stopped and the locals just stared at them.




  Talya shivered. Everyone just stood and stared. The expressions on the faces were devoid of any sign of emotion, hostile or welcoming.




  "Patience," Gavin said.




  He continued driving the wagon on for a few moments before pulling Ben and Bob to a stop, slid back inside and returned with a bag in his hand. He placed it beside Talya and undid a string around the top. The bag was filled with oranges.




  "Take a handful and throw them towards those children hovering back there." Gavin nodded at a small group of children ranging from teenagers to toddlers. "Oranges are regarded as a delicacy and a symbol of friendship."




  As soon as the oranges were in the air, the whole atmosphere changed. The children screamed in delight, pushed, and shoved to pick up the fruit. Talya threw more and the children came closer. They began to call out and hold out their hands for more. Several older boys and girls gathered up most of the oranges that they peeled and gave to the smallest children. When everyone had at least one orange to eat, the handful of adults nearby took some for themselves.




  "Children are highly regarded and well looked after," Gavin said. "By giving oranges to them we show that we also care for children."




  Two women, one about Talya's age and the other a teenager came up and glanced at Gavin with wide brown eyes. They spoke in the local language for several moments as if they were asking for something. Gavin replied in the same language and handed the pair another bag of oranges. The woman took the fruit, switched her eyes to Talya, gave a brief almost shy smile and stepped back.




  "What was that all about?" she asked when Gavin started the oxen moving forward.




  "Same as the guy," Gavin said.




  "What do you mean?"




  "She wanted to register a claim for herself and teenage daughter to mate with me. Again without a good reason, it would have been a discourtesy to turn her down."




  "But you did?"




  "Yeah," Gavin again looked embarrassed. "Like with that guy, I said you had selected me as a breeding companion. The fruit was a gesture to show I appreciated her offer."




  Talya glowered. "I sorry to be such a spoil sport. Without me, you could be having a great time tonight," she whispered. "Why didn't you accept her offer?"




  "You," Gavin whispered.




  "Sure!"




  "If I had done so it would have meant you were available. That guard and two other men would have visited your sleeping quarters tonight and demanded sex. It's another tradition, I guess but up to three men are allowed to mate with a woman a night."




  "Three?" Talya gasped.




  "By the end of the week over twenty men would have sort your services. They would have made bookings for you."




  "And if I had refused?"




  "They'd have done it anyway."




  Talya paled. "Oh hell! The women are like sex slaves."




  Gavin shrugged. "The opposite goes, too. Three women or girls down to the age of puberty would have visited me."




  "So aren't venereal diseases or aids rampant?"




  "There are no viral or bacterial illnesses anywhere nor are there any other diseases such as such as cancer or heart disease. Nobody appears to get sick and the only medical problems I've seen are the result of accidents, you know cuts and broken limbs. Very few patients die from injuries, even serious ones."




  "Why?"




  "Their natural immune system is developed more than our own. They can even regenerate damaged tissue. One guy in the village I came from had his arm crushed when a wagon rolled over him. It was a complete pulpy mess. At home we would have had to amputate it to save his life."




  "And?"




  "After a week his arm had repaired itself and he had grown two fingers to replace the severed ones."




  "So they're super humans?"




  "Possibly. One theory I have is that they are just further along the revolutionary chain than us, perhaps by a million years."




  "You have another one?"




  "They could have been genetically enhanced, either by their own ancestors or by another species experimenting on them"




  "Like scientists on Earth using animals to test drugs and so forth,"




  "Exactly."




  Talya bit on her lip. "I don't like it, Gavin. Every new thing you tell me is a little worse. It's like black clouds on the horizon. It's lovely weather but you know a storm is about to arrive. What other sinister undertones have you found?"




  "Nothing too ominous. They have things such as plastic and other manufactured items that a primitive society shouldn't have but no mechanical or electronic equipment beyond very crude devices."




  "Like what?"




  "There's one," Gavin said and pointed ahead.




  Talya glanced up. A stone windmill with slowly revolving blades poked up in the distance.




  *




  The village consisted of thirty or more circular huts with thatched roofs that spiralled up to a point in the centre. The track became a road of crushed pumice that appeared as solid as concrete. In the centre of the village was an open-air market place with dozens of stalls displaying everything from clothes to food. The local residents all stopped as the wagon came closer and moved back to crowd the roadside. Again, everyone was silent but the faces showed they were expected.




  "What now?" Talya whispered.




  "In my last village there was an administrative area behind the market where the local council worked. I think that larger building is the one."




  He nodded at another circular thatched roof building ahead. It looked identical to the houses but was three times the size, As they drew closer, Talya noticed it had glass windows and doors rather than small opening spaces. Three people stood on a small platform above the small crowd.
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