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      In this sequel to The Truth About Terra, Zorell, Evan and Anneke are pulled through to an unknown world in their hovercraft. They arrive in an ocean where they rescue two humans, Questa and Landon from a kayak and learn about this divided world where humans are discriminated against by the local Waxon, humanoids with web hands and signs of gills in their bodies.




      Questa recognizes Zorell but how can this be so in a far world in an unknown universe.
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    CHAPTER 1


  




  

    In the year 2991 on the old calendar, the opening of the new portal between Terra, the planet that was historically called Earth, and Mars was a momentous occasion. Not only was it wider and could accommodate the largest vehicles but it also held a buffer chamber inside that gradually changed the gravity so humans and the intelligent bees that now inhabited both planets didn't suffer from the abrupt lose or gains of weight. Minister of Refugees for the Republic of Redstone, Zorell Norwell knew that the gravity on Mars was only a third as powerful as Terra's and the new portal would help travellers going in both directions overcome disorientation.




    She sat in the co-pilot's seat and grinned at her friends around. Her partner, Evan was beside her as he had offered to drive their hovercraft through. Her friend Anneke had insisted on coming and sat on the other side of her. A squad of intelligent bees under the leadership of Rahis from the hive were in the rear compartment to complete the personnel.




    Rahis, like all those of her species was the size of Zorell's hand and spoke through telepathy, flew into the cockpit. "Well, get going," she snapped impatiently with her words sounding just like normal speech in Zorell's mind. "If I knew we were going to have to wait for all those dreary politicians to give speeches I wouldn't have agreed to come."




    "Oh hush up, Rahis," Anneke laughed as she swished a strand of blonde hair out of her eyes. "You and Zorell are both the dreary politicians you are moaning about."




    Zorell grinned. In the previous year, adult intelligent bees had been given the vote with a guaranteed four seats in the Republic Of Redstone parliament. Rahis had been voted in as the representative for their hive while the three other bee members of parliament represented the three other main hives in Redstone.




    Three bees now hovered before her with the two newcomers having just flown in. These were Jax and Vark, two cheeky younger bees who had also become constant friends over the previous few months.




    "I love flying over on Mars," Jax whooped. "One swish of my wings and I shoot ten metres into the air."




    "Yes but be careful. Last time you just about got swatted by a human who thought you were an oversized blowfly," Vark added. "They still aren't used to us bees over there."




    "They should be," Jax muttered. "After helping them get rid of that dictatorship they should regard us as heroes."




    "Oh settle down," Rahis ordered and the two younger bees became quiet.




    "The prime minister has cut the ribbon," Evan announced. "Here we go!"




    He eased the throttles forward, the hovercraft rose slightly as the hydrogen peroxide engines kicked in to move them slowly forward towards the huge pulsing rectangle ahead. There would be the usual slight disorientation before they came out the other side into one on the domed cities on the other planet.




    But it never happened that way!




    Just after entering the portal, the hovercraft shuddered and spun so violently that the bees who weren't belted in were flung towards the floor that was above them!




    "What's wrong?" Zorell screamed.




    She realised she was upside down and only held into her seat by the seat belt. She gripped the armrests and stared out the windscreen. Instead of the expected metal tunnel lit by soft lights, all she could see outside was a spinning white cloud. Seconds later she found herself pitched sideways when everything spun at an ever-increasing speed. She became disorientated as bile rose to her throat and could see nothing except spinning fog without even her companions in view.




    She felt tiny feet on both cheeks and realised that both Jax and Vark had landed on each cheek and were gripping on so tightly that their little claws scratched.




    "We're inside a tornado!" Jax yelled in her mind.




    "And are not going to Mars," Vark added, "Something has cut though the portal."




    Vark appeared to be right. The spinning slowed and finally stopped with Zorell finding herself the correct way up; Evan was beside her and she glanced across to see Anneke grimly holding onto her seat. Outside, the thick fog remained with nothing else visible.




    "A time fog," Anneke cried. "We've travelled though time again."




    Zorell pouted. This had happened to them on their previous journey on several occasions but what they thought had been random jumps had actually been controlled by a human computer that was circling their planet in a satellite. Could this be happening again?


  




  

    *


  




  

    After five minutes the fog outside changed to darkness and the spinning was replaced by a slight rocking.




    "Well, wherever it is, we've arrived," Evan said as the interior lights came on. He reached forward and turned on the headlights.




    The outside scene lit up and Zorell gasped. Ahead, as far as she could see in the light beams, were rolling waves. In complete contrast to the desert of Mars, they had arrived on an ocean.




    "We'll go out and see what's there," Rahis said.




    "No," Zorell replied. "Just wait. We'll use the instruments to scan the area first." She turned to Anneke who monitored the navigation equipment. "Has any data come through yet?"




    Anneke glanced up with her face white. "It's pouring in. What do you want first?"




    Zorell glanced up. "I'll do interior checks while you monitor the conditions outside. Check all security and safety readings first."




    "Of course," Anneke muttered almost sarcastically. "The air is fresh with an oxygen level point eight of a percentage point higher than on Terra and the only pollution being registered is salt spray. The gravity appears to be similar to ours on Terra and the reason it is dark is because the night sky above is cloud covered. The temperature is twenty degrees Celsius and the waves around us have a swell of a ninety centimetres. Our computer estimates that the time is two hundred hours and dawn will arrive at seven thirty hours. Do you want more?"




    "Yes!"




    Anneke nodded and touched the electronic pad lying beneath her fingers. She frowned and continued to read the data as Evan spoke.




    "Everything onboard is working but there is no contact with signals on any of the frequencies, radio, video or higher alpha or gamma rays. We appear to be on our own. The water outside is salty."




    Zorell turned back to Anneke. "Have you an estimate of how far we have travelled?"




    Anneke grimaced. "You aren't going to like this."




    "Go on!" It sounded bad and Zorell felt her stomach lurch.




    "Terra, Mars or indeed the sun cannot be found. I have placed in a random search mode but the computer says it will take a while to find."




    "How long?" Evan asked.




    Anneke screwed her nose up. "Sixty three Terra years," she whispered. "I can add days and hours if you wish."




    "Don't bother," Evan grumbled and nodded at his own instruments. "We're hovering at the moment. Do you want me to move the hovercraft forward?"




    They were rocking in the swells and Zorell had already begun to feel seasick. "Yes. Try to regulate the speed to give us a smoother ride."




    "What direction?"




    "Straight ahead until we get some bearings."




    Evan eased the throttles forward and the wallowing became a more bearable forward motion. Outside the spray shot out past their side windows and the headlights cut a beam through the waves.




    "There is no land within a ten kilometre radius," Anneke reported. "I'll do a longer range scan using a lower frequency to follow the planet's curvature." A moment later she grunted. "The only land straight ahead. It is about a thirty kilometres wide and is probably an island."




    "So the portal we came through was controlled," Rahis said.




    Zorell turned and studied the yellow striped bee. She had grown to trust her judgement. "Why?" She finally asked when Rahis didn't elaborate on her first statement.




    "The timing and place. It is the middle of the night and we are in an ocean. If the controller wanted us to arrive here unobserved this would be the perfect place."




    "So why doesn't it communicate with us?" Anneke retorted.




    "For the same reason. Perhaps all electronic signals can be intercepted."




    "There is an alternative reason," Evan cut in. "It could be a natural occurrence. While travelling through the void to Mars we could have entered a black hole and ended up here."




    "On a planet that supports life?" Zorell replied. "The chances of that just happening are infinitesimal."




    "Not if the hovercraft zoomed in on a life supporting planet," Evan replied. "We know the onboard computer is constantly being upgraded and has the ability to learn from its environment."




    "It's doing that right now," Anneke replied. "Why don't we ask for a prediction of the situation?"




    Zorell nodded. "Go ahead and switch to oral conversation."




    A familiar male voice answered. This was Mark, their onboard computer that was named after the original Marque 23 computer from the cave where the hovercraft had been left by their ancestors. "I suggest you switch off the headlights. The windscreen and all windows have already been clouded to stop light from interior lights showing outside."




    "In case there is something out there that could see us?"




    "Yes," Mark replied. "The only living creatures detected outside are fish and sea mammals similar to the whale back home but there is no way I can detect cloaked electronic devices if they are there."




    "If there are, they'll know about us whether we're showing lights or not," Evan said. "It could be dangerous if I turn off the headlights."




    "There are no obstacles out there," Mark replied.




    Evan glanced at Zorell who nodded and he switched the headlights off. With only darkness outside the situation became almost scary but at least the interior lights were operating perfectly.




    "It is safe and advisable for you to switch off all engines," Mark continued. "Your supply of hydrogen peroxide is low and using salt water to refill the tanks is not recommended. Also, we have no idea of the power of this planet's star. When dawn arrives I can alter our solar energy panels to account for any different energy levels."




    Zorell nodded. The hovercraft had three solar panels on the roof but these were closed over on each other for their original trip to Mars, as they weren't efficient so far from their solar system's sun. There must be a local star to warm this planet, of course but there was no way of finding out how powerful it was until dawn. Likewise, until the composition of the ocean's water outside was analysed, it would be risky to use it to create hydrogen for the engines they were now using. She glanced around. "Okay, cut the engines, Evan," she said.




    He did and immediately the hovercraft became quieter and began to rise and fall slightly in the waves. The sensation wasn't too bad, though and was better than the initial roll when the waves hit them sideways.




    "What now?" Anneke asked.




    "I guess we wait until dawn and take it from there," Zorell replied.




    "I could do a different type search outside," Anneke replied. "There may be something visible in infra-red mode."




    This picked up different temperatures and was useful for finding warm-blooded animals or other objects giving off more heat than the surrounding air or water. Zorell watched Anneke's screen as it changed from blue to a yellow colour. Brown circles centred on their hovercraft showed distances every five hundred metres out and a blue beam rotated slowly around. Nothing altered until the beam swept by the two hundred and seventy degrees mark, the position of the nine in an old fashioned clock.




    "What was that?" Evan asked.




    "What?" Anneke replied. "Mark has made no reports and I saw nothing."




    "The beam bulged slightly. Can you bring it back?"




    "Sure!" The screen changed back with the beam over the 'half hour' position and moved slowly up.




    At the point where Evan had seen the change, the beam expanded slightly like a small balloon before returning to its original shape.




    "Go back and freeze it," Evan said.




    After Anneke complied, Zorell could see an elongated bulge in the beam.




    "Zero in and analyse the shape. Mark," Zorell commanded.




    "There are three objects warmer than the surrounding water floating seven hundred and fifty metres on the port side. One is inanimate and is probably a log. The other two register thirty seven degrees Celsius."




    "The temperature of human blood," Anneke gasped. "Two people are out there."




    "Rahis," Zorell called. "You wanted to do a search outside. Can you check this out?"




    "Right away, Zorell. I'll send a flight out to those co-ordinates."


  




  

    *


  




  

    Within five minutes, Jax and Vark flew back into the cockpit. They were fast fliers and were often used to bring messages back from Rahis.




    "There are two humans out there," Jax gasped.




    "A male and a female." Vark added. "They are in a kayak and are in a bad way. Both are unconscious and did not respond to us. Rahis suggests we rescue them but go slowly for the kayak is already half full of water and could be swamped by our wake"




    "Right," Zorell replied and turned to Evan. "Can you find them?"




    "With Anneke's help and the headlights on," he replied.




    "Do it!"




    The waves shone in the glare after Evan switched the headlights on, turned their hovercraft and moved slowly forward. At first nothing came into view.




    "Slow!" Anneke screamed a moment later, "They're in the trough ahead."




    Zorell stared out and saw a long shape like a log lit on the crest ahead. It splashed through the wave and disappeared from sight.




    "I see it," Evan said.




    He slowed the hovercraft and rode the next wave in beside the kayak. Zorell turned on the deck lights and opened the door. Warm salty air hit her face as, followed by Evan she stepped onto the slippery deck on the hovercraft's port side.




    "Thought you might need me," he said. "Anneke's piloting."




    Zorell squinted across the slight swirls and saw the kayak rise on a swell about ten metres away. The hovercraft's engines increased power slightly and they closed the distance. Anneke had obviously seen it, too. Evan also disappeared for a moment and returned with a coil of rope. He tied one end to the deck railing and glanced up at three bees hovering nearby. "Can you get that out and tied to the kayak?" he asked.




    "No problem." replied one of the bees. When they were flying nearby the bees' telepathic speech could be heard by Zorell as well as Evan.




    The bees gripped the end of the coil and flew out towards the kayak. Anneke swung the hovercraft in slightly and switched to a hovering position but this caused a problem. The churning wake rocked the kayak and pushed it away.




    "Kill the engines!" Evan yelled and waved through the open door.




    Zorell walked back inside to tell Anneke but she had already stopped the engines and the bubbling surf around subsided.




    Anneke glanced back. "I'm okay!" she yelled. "Just tell me when you want me to start up again!"




    By the time Zorell arrived back Evan had fed out most of the rope and she could see it floating on the surface. They rose in the next swell and she saw the kayak again with a dozen or more fluttering shapes around it. These were the bees.




    She didn't know how they managed to tie the other end of the rope to the kayak but they did and Vark flew in.




    "Okay, start pulling." Her excited voice screamed in Zorell's mind.


  




  

    *


  




  

    It took some manoeuvring but with four bees operating the pilot controls and Anneke out on the deck helping, they managed to get the kayak close to the deck ladder. The three now wore life jackets and were roped together and to the railing as Evan stepped down the ladder until the water was up to his thighs. He reached down to a slumped girl dressed in an old-fashioned looking cotton dress, managed to grab her under the armpits and loop a rope around her. Zorell reached down and helped hoist her up to Anneke who kept the rope taut.




    The woman who looked to be hardly more than a girl was surprisingly heavy but by using his sheer strength, Evan managed to hold her as he climbed the ladder and handed her onto Zorell and Anneke... just as another wave splashed across and drenched them all.




    "Now the guy," Evan said after the girl was dragged to a place inside on the lobby floor. "He's not much bigger than the girl,"




    The male, who also looked quite young and wore jeans, was also lifted by Evan up to Zorell and Anneke. Before he followed, he handed up two bags and they were all drenched again by a second wave




    "Interesting," Anneke said as she took them. "They've plastic bags. These two must come from a modern society."




    "Just get everything inside," Zorell gasped and turned to Evan. "Can we keep the kayak?"




    Evan wiped a hand over his wet face. "I'll try but it's just about swamped. The bees tied a strong knot so I'll let it float out a bit and tie this end to the deck. It'll probably sink, though."




    "Pity. We'll get inside and start the engines. I don't like the idea of being dead in the water as I'm sure the waves are getting larger." Zorell glanced up. "Rahis, get all your bees in too. We don't want to leave any of you out here."




    Rahis landed on her shoulder. "All accounted for and inside, Zorell." The bees had their own entrance at the back of the hovercraft so they could come and go without any doors or windows having to be opened. "Make sure you all get dry clothes to put on. The last thing we need is for any of you to get a chill."




    "We will, Rahis," Zorell grinned. Rahis could be mothering at times.


  




  

    *


  




  

    Beyond the hovercraft's living area was the bunkroom that consisted of eight bunks and a small bathroom. The two strangers were carried through and laid on bottom bunks just through the door. While Evan returned to the cockpit and moved the hovercraft forward at a slow speed, Zorell and Anneke attended to the pair.




    As well as ordering new clothes for herself in the replicator, Zorell estimated the new arrivals' sizes and had clothes manufactured for them as well. Dressed in new attire she returned to the bunks with two clothes packages to see Anneke placing warm facecloths over their faces.




    "Go, have a warm shower and change," Zorell said.




    Anneke glanced up. "The girl should awaken soon but the boy seems to be in deeper state of unconsciousness. I think he's dying."




    Zorell glanced down at the man. He was thin and his breathing appeared to be slow, almost like one in deep hibernation used in the ancient spacecraft before quantum physics made long distant space journeys as fast as the one they'd just made. His hand though, was warm and there appeared to be no blue tinge in his fingers, the sign of oxygen deprivation or failing body systems.




    "Rahis," she called.




    Immediately the bee flew into the room and landed on the bunk beside the man. "Yes, we can use stimulation bites to help him," the bee said without even being asked. "I would advise a mild dose to bring him around slowly." She flew cross the aisle to the girl. "She's in more trouble and needs to be shocked awake or she will die."




    "What do you mean?" Anneke gasped. "Isn't she the healthier one?"




    Rahis buzzed her wings as if annoyed. "No, he is in an induced long sleep but she is suffering from hypothermia. Luckily she is in this warm room. I doubt if she would have survived for more than an hour out in that kayak."




    "Help them both," Zorell said.




    Without any obvious commands being given, twenty or more of the monstrous bees flew in and divided themselves between the two victims. Their actions were different, though. The girl was subjected to stings in the neck and arms while the bees on the man merely ran across his bare skin and nipped rather than stung him. Zorell was used to seeing the bees help and knew they had the potential to cure as well as poison any human they helped.




    Within a minute the man's pale face showed a little colour and his breathing became smooth. In contrast the girl's heart raced and she began jerking and flung her arms and legs around so violently that the blanket that covered her was flung to the floor.




    "You made your stings too strong!" Anneke screamed. "She's going into convulsions."




    "After all this time you still don't trust us." Rahis said in a calm tone.




    Anneke sucked on her bottom lip. "Sorry," she muttered. "The girl reminds me of myself when I was rescued. I don't want her to die."




    Zorell placed an arm around her friend and thought back. Originally Anneke had been enslaved back on Terra. It was the bees who had come to Evan and herself to help rescue her. Both the bees and Anneke had been their close friends ever since.




    Seconds later the new girl's body stopped jerking, eye lids fluttered and two wide brown eyes stared at Zorell. The girl gasped and pushed herself up into a sitting position.




    "You look different, Zorell," she whispered.




    Zorell frowned. This stranger spoke English and knew her name. How was this possible?
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    CHAPTER 2


  




  

    Before she could even ask a question, the girl swung her arm sideways so her hand caught Zorell midriff with a force that almost winded her. Zorell grunted in pain and surprise and was about to reach out to fight off a second attack when she noticed the girl's look of utter amazement and fear.




    Zorell caught Anneke's determined look and shook her head.




    "It was accidental," Anneke said.




    Zorell turned back to the girl who had gone pale.




    "How can you be?" the girl gasped




    "Be what?"




    "A mortal,"




    Anneke stared at Zorell. "I think she has seen a three dimensional hologram of you and didn't expect you to be solid. When she swung her arm out she expected it to go right through you."




    "Is that right?" Zorell asked the girl whose fear, if anything appeared intensified and she was on the verge of tears.




    The girl nodded and glanced at the floor. "I'm sorry. I never expected you to become a real person." Tears did form in her eyes. '"Is Langdon getting better?" She glanced at the man who was still lying unconscious on the bunk across the aisle.




    "And Landon is the man here?" Zorell asked.




    "Of course. Why do you pretend you don't know him?"




    Zorell squatted so she was didn't have to look down at the girl, reached out and took her hand, It was warn and soft to hold. She was confused herself, of course but it appeared that the stranger was really muddled. If Anneke's theory that the girl had met a hologram of herself was true, this could explain some of the confusion. Holograms were really just sophisticated communications devices, mere projections that couldn't be physically touched, hence the violent clout she received.




    It appeared that the girl had seen a hologram that was a computer copy of herself. Modern computers back home had the capability to do this and out on this planet the computers could be capable of anything. Alternatively, perhaps the image the girl knew just looked like her.




    "You're wrong, Zorell, She knew your name." Rahis landed her shoulder.




    "You read my mind!" Zorell felt annoyed.




    "Not intentionally but you were so deep in thought."




    "What's that huge bee doing on your shoulder?" the girl gasped and shrunk back in fright.




    "She's a friend," Zorell replied. "Rahis and the bees here came with us and have already helped you both." She explained how the bees used their spittle and stings to help the pair.




    The girl nodded. "I have never seen a live intelligent bee before. Can she talk to me?"




    "Shall I?" Rahis asked.




    Zorell nodded. "Perhaps you should just go near her rather than land on her body. She's very frightened and confused," she thought.




    "No more than we are," the bee replied but buzzed down to land on the bunk blanket.




    Rahis's voice cut out but by the expression on the girl's face, Zorell knew that Rahis was communicating with her. The bees were capable of creating private as well as group conversations, a little like a human whispering in a friend's ear in a crowded room. It worked, too for the girl relaxed and smiled slightly as Rahis flapped her wings as she often did when communicating.




    After several minutes, Rahis flew back up to her and said. "Her name is Questa. I tried to explain who we are but only partly succeeded. The rest is up to you. " The bee rose into the air and flew out of sight."




    "Well Questa, " Zorell began. "Let's start at the beginning shall we?"




    Questa smiled slightly. "So you know my name?"




    "Only because Rahis told me. Other than that, I know nothing about you except that Landon is the man with you." She turned to where Anneke had stepped in beside her. "This is Anneke and my partner Evan is in the cockpit piloting this hovercraft. You'll meet him soon."




    "Hello Anneke," Questa said. "I haven't met you before, only Zorell." She grimaced. "It seems that is incorrect, too. Rahis said I must have met her identical twin but she's covering something up for two identical twins would not have the same forename, would they?"




    "That's Rahis for you," Anneke replied with a laugh. "If she doesn't understand something she tries to work out a reason. I guess the idea of identical twins could explain there being two Zorells."




    "And the real reason?" Questa turned her eyes back onto Zorell.




    "We think a computer generated a holograph image and used myself as the human form so you wouldn't be scared."




    "Scared? Of what?"




    "A voice coming out of mid-air or perhaps a small ball of mist floating in the air near you."




    Questa seemed to understand about computers and nodded when Zorell explained her original thoughts about what could have happened.




    "But you don't know?" she asked.




    "No."




    "So how did you happen to be here in this boat?"




    "It was not planned." Again Zorell explained what had happened and also Questa appeared to understand most of what she was told. She asked a few quite sensible questions but otherwise just listened until Zorell had finished.




    "So a computer brought you here to help us?" she finally said.




    "At the moment we don't know but that could explain why we are here."




    "So you know nothing about this world and our problems?"




    "No."




    "But you are a high official and well respected person back in your world?"




    "She is," Anneke cut in. "One of the best!"




    Zorell glowered at her friend as her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. "I am a minor government member in charge of immigrants and refugees. Anneke is a little like Rahis."




    "How?" Anneke retorted.




    "Inclined to exaggerate a little."




    Anneke stared at her but her pout turned into a grin. "Okay but it's true. Ask Evan."




    Questa smiled at the light banter. "So where do I start my story?" she asked.




    "Perhaps what your situation is, how you met me before and why you are out here in the ocean in a tiny kayak with Landon." Zorell stood up. "But first, let's get you warm and into dry clothes. Also, some hot food and a drink wouldn't go amiss."




    Quest turned to gaze across the aisle where the young man continued to sleep peacefully. "Will Landon be okay?"




    "Rahis said he'll sleep for another hour or so but will be fine."




    Questa nodded. "I'd love something warm and dry and yes, I'm hungry. It's almost a whole day since we've had anything to eat."


  




  

    *


  




  

    "Have you heard of the spaceship 'Pacific Cloud'?" Questa asked as she gazed around the kitchen table in the hovercraft's living area. Evan and several bees had joined them but Landon was still asleep in the bunkroom. The hovercraft was on automatic pilot and travelling slowly through the waves, more to give them a smoother ride than having a destination to travel towards.




    "No," Zorell replied.




    "Wasn't it a spaceship that originally transported passengers from Terra after the atmosphere deteriorated so much after the volcanic eruptions all but killed most life there?" Evan asked.




    Questa turned to Evan, "Yes. There were three Pacific class spaceships in the fleet. The others were 'Pacific Sunshine' and 'Pacific Rainbow'. We lost contact with them and they were never heard from again."




    Evan frowned as he tapped on the electronic notebook on his lap. "I'm searching the hovercraft's files," he muttered and waited a few seconds. "That's interesting."




    "What is?" Zorell asked.




    "It says here that the three Pacific class spaceships were the last to evacuate humans from Terra." He glanced at Questa. "Terra was once called Earth."




    The girl nodded.




    "Anyway, according to this info, only two spaceships arrived above Mars after an eight month journey. The 'Pacific Cloud' was never heard of again."




    "Landon and I were aboard it," Questa said.




    "Not your ancestors?" Zorell asked in a quiet voice.




    "No. We arrived above Oceanos instead of Mars and found we were totally alone."




    "Oceanos?" Zorell asked.




    "This planet. The name is appropriate. Most of it is covered in one massive ocean with only a small percentage of land area. There is only one almost circular continent and not counting the ice caps, the rest consists of small islands."




    Evan stared at Questa. "So you woke up onboard the 'Pacific Cloud' after a journey you expected to be eight months long?"




    "Yes. We knew we had arrived at an exoplanet and were asleep longer than we thought."




    "How much longer?" Evan asked.




    "Nobody knew but the crew estimated that it was around twenty years. After that, it was assumed that our bodies would deteriorate and in fact that's what happened. Only half the five thousand aboard survived. The rest were dead."




    Zorell could see what Evan was working out. If the spaceship left Terra in the initial evacuation it would be far further back in time than Questa thought. She glanced at Evan and shrugged, for did it really matter? If one lived beyond a normal human's lifespan of about a hundred Terra years they could never return to see relations and friends anyway."




    "What year did you leave Earth?" she asked reverting to Terra's original name.




    "It was 2051."




    "And what is the date here now?" Zorell asked cautiously.




    "I was sixteen when we arrived and we just carried on the calendar after adding the twenty years for the journey. I am now twenty and it is 2074 using our calendar."




    Zorell nodded.




    "What's wrong?" Questa asked. "I can see something is by all your expressions. Tell me!"




    "We now travel using quantum physics," Zorell said. "This excludes the time dimension so to put it simply, we don't take any time to travel huge distances." She sighed. "We are now also using the old Earth calendar and left home in 2991. Your spaceship took about nine hundred and forty years to get here, not the twenty your crew estimated."




    "Oh my stars!" Questa gasped. "Nobody even guessed it was that long!"




    "It doesn't matter," Anneke joined the conversation. "So if you're twenty, you've been here about four years?"




    "Old years, yes. I know we should use natural years on Oceanos but most of us still use the old years."




    "And how long is the year here?" Evan asked.




    "It's confusing. We have thirty-one hour days and 403 days in a year. Again though, we have kept the old measurements for our ages plus the Earth metric measurements for most things." Questa shrugged. "The older people are resisting changing to a new calendar or the local one that calls this year 6032."




    "And who are the locals?" Zorell asked.




    Questa looked surprised for a moment before she shook her head. "Of course, how can you know? They are as intelligent as us but are not really human."




    "Neither are we," Rahis cut in.




    Questa glanced up at the bee. "They aren't bees either. They are humanoid but have silver hair. Their body shape is similar to ours except for webbed fingers and toes. When undressed you can see flaps beneath their arms that were once gills but they have lost the ability to breathe beneath water. It is difficult to tell their sex for the females have small breasts. With clothes on, they look identical to the males. Usually the females are the larger and more dominant, though."




    "That's sensible," Rahis muttered. "So are we."




    "Oh hush up, Rahis," Evan grumbled. "We aren't getting into that argument again."




    The bee buzzed but said no more. Zorell grinned as Evan and the bees often had friendly arguments about lazy drones that Rahis called the male bees.




    "The Waxon want to kill us all off," Questa sounded angry. "We have been at war most of the time since our arrival. Only our superior technology keeps them away."




    She said no more but Zorell could tell that something was wrong.




    Rahis landed on her shoulder. "Don't push her," she said. "She trusts you but feels nervous. Give her time and it'll all come out."




    Zorell nodded and changed the topic.


  




  

    *


  




  

    Landon awoke twenty minutes later and appeared protective of Questa until she reassured him that Zorell and the others, including the bees were friends. He was a little older than Questa with spiky whiskers as if he hadn't shaved for a few days. Evan took him under his wing and like Questa, once he had had a shower; shaved and dressed in clean clothes he looked a new person, though still heavy around the eyes. It was still dark outside but nobody wanted to sleep so Anneke used the replicator to cook an early breakfast for everyone.




    "I suppose these are strange to you," Zorell said as Anneke delivered steaming hot food onto the table.




    "The replicators, no. We have them at home but only small land vehicles, nothing like this hovercraft." Questa replied. "




    "Do you have aircraft?" Evan asked.




    "No. There's the design for one on the computer but we lack the resources to built it," Landon shrugged. "There's nowhere to fly to anyway. All us humans live on the one small island of Pacifica after being driven off the mainland two years ago. Any attempts to trade with the Waxon have been rejected." He shrugged. "It's hard but we're managing."




    "Are we, Landon?" Questa asked. "Sometimes I think the officers are as bad as the priests. You would think a few hundred humans on an alien planet would work together and forget their differences"




    Zorell caught Anneke's eyes and saw her friend pout. Terra had once been split between fanatical Theists and Pioneers who, on hindsight were almost as bigoted other way. She also knew that the original spaceships by international agreement back in Questa's time, carried refugees from both philosophies and all races. The original idea that never eventuated was that once settled on Mars the two would live in their own communities under a federation. On their return to Terra generations later, a war soon broke out. Could this small human outpost be having the same problems?




    "Have you heard of Theists and Pioneers?" she discretely asked.




    Questa nodded. "Vaguely. The Pacific class spaceships didn't split the refugees up like the other vessels did. It was only after our arrival that we sort of split into philosophical groups."




    "Sort of!" Landon retorted. "Sometimes I think we'd get on better with the Waxon than each other."




    "As bad as that is it?" Evan asked.




    "That's why we are here," Questa whispered. "Both of us were orphans as children but I was brought up on Wednesday and Landon, Saturday."




    "Why does the day of the week make a difference?" Zorell asked though at the back of her mind she really knew the answer. The Theists back home worshipped a god called Woden and regarded Wednesday that was named after it, as a religious day when no commercial activities should take place. She guessed the Saturdays were like the more secular Pioneers back home.




    Landon glanced at his companion. "Tell them Questa," he said.




    "The two branches of society are friendly enough but we go to different schools and have different values, shall we say. We are meant to have physical relationships with only our kind, I was attracted to Landon and..." She flushed and gulped. "We did!"




    "So what happened?" Zorell whispered.




    "We were arrested and charged under the morality act. I was ordered to the local Wednesday Monastery as a postulant nun for two years and Landon was jailed for six months."




    "So when did my hologram enter the picture?" Zorell asked.




    "It was in the monastery," Questa said and began her story.


  




  

    *


  




  

    Her first three months at the Morning Light Monastery were worse than Questa had ever imagined. It was not that she was physically mistreated but the psychological pressures and sheer loneliness left her crying to sleep in her cubical almost every night. There was no understanding, no sympathy and no friends. The other postulant nuns seldom spoke to her and anyway she had nothing in common with them for they had entered the monastery voluntarily and were as fanatical as the nuns themselves.




    She had to live by chastity and remorsefulness so all personal items were banned. Her clothes were issued by the monastery and consisted of two light blue gowns, two sets of coarse underwear, one cardigan; ankle socks sandals and horrible wimple to cover her hair. She was expected to wash her own clothes everyday and all showers were under cold water with one bar of soap, a facecloth and a towel issued once a week. Pads but not tampons were available if needed, along with a hairbrush, comb and two white handkerchiefs.
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