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  Terra is a divided world with its history classified. After receiving and ancient script, Zorell and her companions set out and find a secret base containing a hovercraft left by their ancestors. With help from intelligent bees they set out on adventures and problems. Not one but two worlds that are changed forever by their discoveries and fortitude. But is it too late to save humanity?




  




  CHAPTER 1




  Zorell was flushed as she clamoured out onto the turret of Redstone Castle after climbing up seven hundred steps that circled up the thin tower.




  She sat on a stone seat to gather her breath, brushed strands of hair out of her eyes and rubbed her aching calf muscles. She loved this turret and used it as a retreat whenever she wanted to get away from the crowded rooms below. It was another early summer day with a high of close to thirty degrees Celsius predicted. Now, at eight in the morning it was still cool and a perfect time to think about … she sighed...well everything ...the rumours, her own situation and the future!




  As usual, her mind began by thinking about the tower itself. Though called Low Turret, this was the tallest tower in the castle and diagonally opposite another turret that was twice the diameter of the one she was on. However, for no known reason, High Turret had only been half built and remained exposed and open ten metres lower than the completed one on which she stood. Archaeologists had reasoned that it been abandoned while only half built rather than being destroyed through age or warfare. They had also concluded that if the High Turret had been completed it would have towered over Little Turret by ten metres. The reason for its height had also been worked out. Once completed, anybody on it would have been able to see over the nearby hill and view the ocean twenty kilometres to the west.




  Her thoughts shifted back to the divided country she lived in. She was a Pioneer while the opposing government were called Theists. They were humans too but their values and life philosophies were based on ancient superstitions that had been long discarded by the modern society of the enclave in which she lived. Nothing could be proved but her history professor at the local university she had graduated from had suggested that, like themselves, the Theists were not native inhabitants of Terra. Though not supported by other academics at the university he maintained that the Theists came from the same place as themselves, a supposedly mythical planet that also orbited their sun.




  The trouble was that all historical records had been lost in antiquity so much was based on rumours and opinions that led to the Great Split three generations earlier. This was the war that became a stalemate. The following treaty kept the Theists and her own kind separated into zones. In the original agreement, their own enclave of Redstone, a rural farming community in a valley ten by five kilometres in size, was all that the Pioneers kept in the Southern Zone. There was a twenty kilometre long right-of-way; it could hardly be called a road that they used to connect with the Northern Zone controlled by the Pioneers. Surrounding both zones were deserts while in the opposite direction was the Southern Ocean with nothing beyond.




  After she recovered from the effort used to reach the top, Zorell walked across to the parapet. She glanced down at North Redstone that had been home all her life. It had increased in size over the last five years as rural families and also those from the Pioneer Zone had shifted in to take advantage of the lower taxes, subsidised housing and the educational opportunities available. Now over ten thousand Pioneers lived within the city limits while another couple of thousand Theorists crossed the border from South Redstone every day to work in the local factories. In her eyes, it was a sad situation for only male workers were allowed to leave the Theist Zone and had to return before nightfall or their families would be punished. In the distance, she could see the five-metre high stone border wall with the workers filing in on foot with an occasional horse and wagon coming through the raised gate. On agreement with the Theorists, the gate was lowered at nine hundred hours and not reopened until sixteen hundred hours for the workers to return back to the south.




  The only other exit from the Redstone Enclave was a smaller gate to the right-of-way that only Pioneers were permitted to use to reach their own zone. Theist Parishioner Co-ordinators, the feared TPCs who were really military police, made sure that no Pioneers left the right-of-way or Theist parishioners became polluted by trespassing onto this trail. Of course their own PMCs, Pioneer Mounted Constabulary patrolled the road and made sure no infringements of the international treaty were made. Their advanced muskets were more than a match against the pistols the TPC used, so confrontation between the two opposing forces was rare. Even though both sides spoke the same language they seldom said a word or even glanced at each other across the shoulder of the right-of-way.




  Zorell remembered that as a teenager she almost giggled at the sight of two mounted men five metres apart, one on a sleek black PMC horse and the other on an equally sleek but brown TPC horse, completely ignoring each other. Even then she thought how childish the opposing forces were and if the situation hadn't been so serious she would have told them so. She was though, proud of the blue jackets, khaki lemon squeezer caps and riding trousers her constabulary wore compared with the completely white capes and coats with black trousers that made up the co-ordinators' uniform.




  A cough made her turn to see the North Redstone District Council secretary standing at the top of the stairs gasping for breath.




  "Zorell, do you always have to come up here to get away from everyone?" Adair Dunstan spluttered. "Those damn steps..." She coughed into a handkerchief and wiped her perspiring brow. "The council wants to see you, as of ten minutes ago!" Her eyes rolled. "Took me that long to get up here."




  Zorell frowned. The council wasn't due to start their meeting until that evening. As one of the nine elected councillors and chairperson of the Health and Welfare Committee she was due to give her yearly report. One of the reasons she'd come up to the turret was to give herself time to think about her recommendations. The health budget was exhausted with almost half the costs going towards provision of emergency health to the day workers from South Redstone in the local hospital. However, their central government had refused to increase their allowance that was based on their permanent population and didn't take into account day workers from over the border.




  The district council was divided on the issue with four councillors insisting that their own citizens should have priority while two supported her own reasoning that it was only humane to treat the workers and they should request more funding. The remaining two could swing either way in the vote that was to be taken after her report was presented.




  "Forget the health report," Adair retorted as if she had read Zorell's mind. "This is something more important."




  "I'll come," Zorell whispered. Her companion was unusually serious and a morning meeting was also unusual.




  *




  When Zorell walked into the council chambers she froze at the sight of the man standing across the circular table beside the mayor. He was dressed in the long flowing red and purple robes of a Theist priest and a high ranking one at that. He had a long grey beard and wore a necklace around his neck. It dangled to his waist and held a golden diamond shaped medallion at the end. This, she knew, represented the four forces of water, earth, sky and fire that the Theists believed was the basis of life.




  Mayor Huang Chun stood when she entered and looked embarrassed. "Your Grace, may I introduce Councillor Zorell Norwell, the final member of our council?" Huang Chun turned to Zorell. "This is Bishop Cyrano Palas, my counterpart in the South Redstone diocese."




  The man bowed his head slightly, his lips serious but his eyes looked almost bemused. "You are known by your reputation, Miss Norwell but I have to point out that parishioners of my diocese do not recognise females in positions of authority. However, as a respect to your mayor, I am prepared to accept your presence into this chamber."




  Zorell fumed. How dare he! She stared directly into the man's eyes, something forbidden south of the wall, "Nor do I recognise your autocratic hierarchy, Mr Palas and remind you that you are in our territory at this moment, not your own. As for acceptance, I believe it is my responsibility in this room to accept or otherwise your presence, not vice versa. "




  Hazel eyes held hers for a moment before looking away. "So do you Councillor Norwell?" the bishop whispered.




  Zorell was taken back by both his tone the use of her title. Perhaps she had been too hasty! "Do I what?"




  "Accept my presence at this North Redstone Council Chambers?"




  Zorell looked around the council table and instantly took in the body language of the eight male councillors there. They all looked embarrassed and, always the diplomat Huang Chun had a pleading look in his eyes as if to say, 'Cool it, Zorell.'




  She turned back to Palas. "You would not have come unless a meeting was important. You are, of course, welcome but must recognise that it is as a guest, nothing more... err... Bishop Palas." She almost choked on the archaic title.




  "So be it," the man said. He waited until she sat in her chair across the table before he also sat down next to Huang.




  *




  "We have discovered another script to add to The Way," Bishop Palas began and held his opened hand up when Zorell was about to speak. "If you will let me finish, Councillor Norwell..."




  Zorell was about to state that Pioneers did not recognise the Theist book but stopped. No doubt Palas knew that anyway. "Sorry," she whispered and sat back in her chair.




  "As you know, our values are at times in conflict with your own, but ours are based on the view that all lives are overseen by a superior intelligence. Our great grandparents researched all the known texts of the time and concluded that the holly day of Wednesday was significant. Woden, from whom that day was named became our guiding light and..."




  It was Huang who interrupted. "We know all that, Bishop Palas and also why our land is sliced in two. We consider The Way is but one of many ancient books all of which have good as well as superstitious scripts. Three generations of opposing philosophies cannot be solved in today's discussion."




  Palas nodded. "I know we shall always agree to disagree and that is the very reason I am here."




  Huang frowned and caught Zorell's eyes but she was as perplexed as his expression depicted.




  Palas glanced around and almost smiled. "The new script completely changes our knowledge of this world, so much so, that in light of the text contained within the script, the Patriarch called only the Second Synod since the Great Split to rule on our doctrine. In your eyes I may not seem to be liberal but I am classified as one by my fellow bishops, the two archbishops and sadly the Patriarch himself."




  "So this is an unofficial visit?" Zorell asked.




  Palas nodded. "My personal wellbeing does not matter but the information I have is too important to be sealed in a vault for a hundred years and never mentioned again."




  "Could you explain that statement please?" Huang asked.




  "The Second Synod made that ruling and that has already been done."




  "So why are you here, Bishop Palas?" one of the other councillors asked.




  "There were two copies of the lost script and only one was buried in the vault." Palas reached within a long pocket of his outer gown and brought out a leather bound book. "This is the other!" He placed the folder down on the table. "Read and discuss what is written. Afterwards do whatever you wish but tell not a soul from whence it came. If you do, my life would be forfeited as a heretic."




  "That serious?" Zorell whispered.




  "Yes, Councillor Norwell," the elderly man said. "It is that serious; so serious in fact, that I cannot allow it be hidden from human eyes for that hundred years I mentioned."




  "Can you outline what the contents say?" Huang asked.




  "I can but I won't. It is up you all here to read it. The language is our own and in present day dialect so is not difficult to understand, Be warned, though, for at times there are more questions than answers. Suggestions are made and warnings given but the writer leaves any final conclusion to you, the reader to make." The bishop stood up. "That is all Lady and Gentlemen. I must return to my side of the wall. Thank you for allowing me to come."




  "Will you return after we have read and discussed the script?" Zorell asked.




  "No. If you consider this message is a myth, no harm will come from this visit. If, however you find it is true, you may perhaps wish to follow the suggestions within through. I would offer you all Woden's blessing but I know you are unbelievers. Instead I say that may the peace of our world continue onto our children's children."




  He stood, refused an offer of a wine and refreshments, reached out, shook hands with everyone and left the room. Zorell shook her hand after the handshake. Why did men always have to prove how strong they were by squeezing so hard? Also his fingernail scratched her hand and actually drew a small line of blood.




  "Bishop Palas will be safe," Huang said. "There is a secret tunnel from beneath this castle that goes under the wall. He will return to his monastery and very likely back into his own office."




  "You knew of this tunnel?" Zorell asked.




  Huang nodded. "It is rarely used and is always guarded against misuse."




  "Strange man," another councillor said. "Can he be trusted?"




  "Let's read the script before we make any decision," Huang replied. "I only ask, no as Mayor of The District of North Redstone order that we all take the Oath of Secrecy as set out in our constitution. Nobody in this room will mentioned anything that happened here nor divulge any information about anything we read in the script the bishop left to anyone except fellow councillors."




  Zorell and everyone there nodded and all eyes were on the leather bound book. Why was it so important? She was more than curious; perhaps excited was a better way to describe the way she felt at that moment.




  *




  Back on the turret that afternoon Zorell tried to read the script but quite frankly, found it bored her. She had never been interested in the philosophy of the Theists but had to pass an elementary compulsory paper on it to gain her degree so knew the basic thoughts behind their thinking. If one believed what the Theists did she had to admit to herself that this new script would undermine their teachings.




  It was all about humans escaping from the mythical dying planet in a gigantic chariot of fire with the people asleep inside. This ship was one of many that escaped from the burnt-out world. However, when the people aboard awoke they found themselves prisoners of unbelievers who tortured and sinned. They were lost in the void of evil but only after a fight with the sinners managed to control the chariot and land on a beautiful planet they named Terra. They thrived and lived in harmony for many generations but some sinned and broke away from the true Theists...




  "Interesting book you've got your nose in." The male voice made Zorell literally jump in fright. She swung around, relaxed and grinned. It was Evan, her partner and friend for the last three years.




  "Don't do that!" she grumbled.




  "Do what?"




  "Sneak up on me!"




  "I didn't but you were so absorbed in that creepy old book you never heard me approach." He sat on the seat beside her. "What is it anyway?"




  "An old Theist text that gives a different slant on their philosophy."




  Evan laughed. "I never thought you'd be interested in that stuff!"




  Zorell grinned. "I'm not but was asked to give an opinion on it back to the council."




  "Different than the cost of replacing the old sewer pipes, I guess. Why is the council interested in it anyway?"




  "We had a visitor who said it was important."




  "Who?"




  "I'm not allowed to say."




  Evan shrugged. "Let's have a peep at the book. Looks pretty old." He reached out, snatched it from her hands and stood up.




  "Give it to me!" Zorell screamed and reached for it. He was, however too tall and just held it above her head as she jumped and tried to get it back,




  "Give it back! It's highly confidential. Nobody is allowed to read it."




  Evan grinned but still held it away from her. "What's it worth?"




  "A kick in the shins if you don't give it to me immediately!"




  "You would too, you little imp." Evan placed the book on the seat, swept her in his arms and placed a passionate kiss on her lips.




  "Evan!" Zorell gasped. "Stop it. It's serious!"




  "An old fairy story is serious?"




  "It's more than that. I believe some of it is history and not just a fable. It goes against what the Theists believe so they have rejected it and want it buried and forgotten."




  "So let me see."




  "I can't Evan. I took an oath of secrecy at the council meeting."




  "And I'd go around shouting out its contents from this turret?"




  "No, of course not." Zorell knew she could trust Evan and in some ways having someone to talk about the contents might make it easier to wade through. She'd read about three quarters and thumbed through the last section. It seemed even more boring than the earlier section with strange diagrams and math symbols, a subject she never enjoyed very much.




  She nodded. "If you tell a soul I'll be sacked from the council and charged under the secrecy act."




  "So? You spend too much time on that damn council anyway. And what will they do, hand you over to the Theists for a public flogging or to have your tongue ripped out!"




  "Oh don't be dramatic," Zorell whispered. "They don't do that... well not ripping out people's tongues."




  "But they do flog young women for committing adultery."




  "Okay but let's not get into that." She picked up the book. "If you must look, try the last section. You're into astronomy and maths. I'm not!"




  Evan sat down and turned the yellowing pages before concentrating on the last part. Within minutes he was engrossed in his reading. Zorell waited before she finally threw her hands up in exasperation. "Well, what's so intriguing?"




  Evan glanced up. "If this is true, our whole world could be changed," he said. "It gives explicit instructions about how to get to items our ancestors hid. If we follow the directions we should be able to find the closest thing hidden in a cave. It's a machine that moves without horses pulling it." He pointed to a diagram on the page he had opened.




  Zorell frowned and studied the diagram. "Sounds more like that fairytale you mentioned earlier," she whispered. But the original feeling of excitement pulsed though her veins. What if this was true! It could change all their lives. No wonder the Theists wanted nothing to do with the information this amazing book contained.




  *




  




  CHAPTER 2




  Chun Huang looked worried as he studied the map spread out over the council table beside the open script. "It's too far away and is in unknown territory," he protested. "Once you are outside our borders the PMC can't help if things go wrong."




  "So we take a risk," Zorell responded. "What's the alternative, Huang? I've heard about your secret meetings."




  The mayor nodded. "The Theists are about to renege on our treaty," he glanced up. "And do you know why?"




  "Our farms and factories in North Redstone are become better while their centrally controlled system is a failure?"




  "That's right. Sure, they say that our valley has the best land for farming and our factories are productive only because we have our coal mine to provide cheap fuel for our steam driven furnaces not to mention that it is their hard working workers that are providing the labour for our heathen factories." Huang sighed. "If the treaty is torn up, the first thing they will do will be to close the right-of way, wait a few weeks and invade our enclave. Sure, our forces are probably stronger than their TPC but it won't help us here. We'll be gone! It would take months for our troops to fight their way here and in the meantime our citizens would all be thrown into concentration camps … " He glanced at Zorell. "… Or worse."




  "And when will this be likely to happen?" Zorell whispered.




  "Our security service predict next summer about ten months from now. They need that time to build up their forces and also they will want the psychological advantage. Next year will be exactly sixty years since and our treaty was signed and they will say it has expired so they will have a legitimate reason to reclaim North Redstone."




  "But that's a lie. I studied the treaty at university," Zorell retorted.




  Huang shrugged. "And will that stop them?"




  "No but it makes our reason for going to look for this cave even more urgent."




  "Possibly but have you thought of Palas's reason for giving us the script?"




  Zorell nodded. "Evan queried his motive too. Why didn't he just follow the map himself instead of giving it to his potential enemy …" She gulped and her cheeks grew red. She shouldn't have mentioned Evan.




  "You told Evan?" Huang raised his eyebrows,




  Zorell nodded. "I guess I shouldn't have."




  "It's okay, Zorell," he replied. "If you are thinking of taking this dangerous journey you had to talk to him. There is no way you could go yourself or even just with Evan."




  "You know he wants to come, too?"




  "He can hold a secret even less convincingly than you. I know that even if I refuse to give my support, you will both still go. You will need at more people, though."




  "We thought of asking Evan's friend, Corban."




  Corban Worsel was a sergeant in the constabulary and had been in their circle of friends since high school days.




  Huang nodded. "A good choice but you need four. I suggest a friend of mine. Wu Lei looks old but what he lacks in physical size, he more than makes up for in his knowledge of the area and the ways of those there."




  "The animals you mean?"




  "There are more than dumb animals out there. Lei knows more about the world than anybody I know."




  Zorell nodded. "Okay. He sounds a good choice."




  "I also suggest you avoid Theist territory by taking the forest track through to the Forbidden Lands. It will only be a few kilometres off course."




  "Forest track? I know of no forest track."




  "Our people use it on rare occasions. Hopefully, the Theists don't know of it either for it goes through an area they mark on their maps as their own, though I doubt if it has ever been properly surveyed."




  "Yeah," Zorell retorted. "The superstitious Theists would be too scared to go into the forest anyway."




  "Possibly but be careful. I know the tales told about the forests are over dramatic but there are animals and other reptiles like snakes. Usually wild creatures avoid people but you never know."




  "So you give your approval for the four of us to go?"




  "In our society it is not needed but yes, you have my approval. Just don't tell anyone. The fewer that know, the better."




  *




  Like Huang, Lei was of Chinese ancestry, one of the many different humans in both zones. Zorell had no knowledge what Chinese meant but assumed it was just a term to name the proud, petite people who were highly respected on their side of the border. She was European; Adair was African and others Polynesians or Asians. Again the names meant nothing to her but were just used to describe the various physical differences between the humans.




  She grinned and brought her thoughts back to the present as she followed the tiny man who walked before her through a narrow track between ferns and large trees overhead. Behind her was Evan while coming up the rear the tall Corban towered above them all. They all carried packs on their backs with supplies for ten days. The cave was three days away so; in theory they had plenty of reserves and would leave supplies at this cave to help anyone on future treks.




  Lei turned and nodded. He hardly seemed affected by the weather at all while Zorell felt her clothes damp from perspiration after walking for almost three hours in muggy temperatures. "We'll stop for lunch in half an hour, Zorell," he said. "How are you coping?"




  "Me! I'm fine." She grinned. "Okay I'm hot and sweaty and my calf muscles are beginning to protest,"




  "You're fitter than I thought you'd be," Lei replied.




  "You too," Zorell whispered.




  Lei nodded. "First assumptions are not always correct, are they?" He stopped and stared up at the line of blue sky visible between the trees. "See them?" He asked.




  Zorell glanced up but could see only the leaves and sky. She squinted and saw some bees buzzing around above them. "The bees, you mean?"




  'We call them spotters," Lei said. "They follow and watch but never enter our lives. Ever since we entered the forest they have been there. Never harm a spotter and they'll never harm you. Why they watch us is unknown but no doubt our ways are as strange to them."




  Zorell looked closer and realised that they were larger than the bees or flies at home but appeared small because they flew high in the air. "You make them seem as if they are intelligent creatures."




  "They are," Lei whispered and switched his attention back to slashing some fern aside with his machete.




  Zorell dropped back when she felt a nudge on the back and caught Evan's eyes. He squeezed her arm and nodded at her backpack. "Want a hand with it?" he asked.




  "No, it's fine." It wasn't true for the straps were rubbing and the weight made her shoulders ache. "Lei's going to stop for lunch soon."




  Evan wiped perspiration off his forehead. "Strange little guy. I thought we'd be carrying him by now yet he's hardly got a sweat up."




  "Doesn't carry your weight, Evan."




  Evan grinned and held a fern back as she walked by. They tramped on for several minutes before arriving at a small clearing of course grass and flat rocks. Lei, stopped, removed his backpack and again studied the sky as another spotter bee flew around high in the branches of a gigantic tree. Zorell and the others also removed their packs and she opened hers to produce some packs of sandwiches and a flask of corn water, a favourite energy drink often used on tramps. For several moments they all ate, drank and relaxed in the shade. Zorell rubbed ointment on her shoulders where the backpack had been rubbing and decided to tighten the straps a little. With less movement as she walked along they mightn't rub so much.




  She lay back, shut her eyes and listened to the sound of the breeze in the trees above. It was a gentle sound and was complimented by the far off chirping of birds. She stopped and opened her eyes when the pleasant sounds were punctuated by distant sobbing.




  "Hear that?" she asked Evan who was sitting beside her.




  "What?" he replied.




  "Sobbing. It sounds as if somebody out there is crying."




  Corban came across from where he'd been sitting on a rock wiping the pistol he'd brought with him with an oil rag. "You heard it, too?"




  Zorell nodded and they all stopped talking. Perhaps it was just the breeze in the trees.




  "No," sobbed a far off almost incoherent voice. "Leave me! Just let me die!"




  "Someone's there!" Zorell gasped.




  Lei stared at her but held his hand up. "It is," he almost whispered. "Don't reply! I'll go and check."




  "No," Zorell replied. "We all go." She turned. Corban had already picked up and loaded the pistol while Evan glanced off to the right,




  "It's above us," he whispered.




  The sobs in the distance continued like that of a lost child before Zorell heard several more words. "Just go! You cannot help!"




  They all slipped on their packs and again with Lei in the lead, headed up a steep hillside towards the cries. It was difficult climbing with the ferns and low branches catching Zorell's backpack. The ground beneath her boots was powdery and it was difficult to find something to support her weight. Lei was fast but behind her, both the men were having difficulty getting through the undergrowth.




  The sounds ahead disappeared but her own panting and the wind noise was louder and could be cutting the cries out. Finally, Lei reached an animal track and turned to help Zorell up a small embankment. She clamoured up and lifted her head. The crying appeared to be from above them but there were only branches overhead. No! Through the foliage she could see a cloud of the bees that flew in circles around the tree trunk.




  She shuddered for even though they were several metres above her, she could see that they were enormous, at least as big as her opened hand. They had flapping wings, a yellow and black body and six legs.




  She leaped in fright for the tearful voice, high pitched and feminine sobbed from where the spotters flew. "It's too late! Thank you for trying to help but you can't free me..."




  "Is she in the tree?" Evan gasped as he squeezed in beside Zorell.




  Lei turned. His eyes were wide in astonishment. "I've heard of this happening before but have personally never experienced this phenomena. The spotters are making the voice!"




  Zorell stared at the swarm of bees above, as the voice became a low sobbing sound. It certainly seemed to be coming from the centre of the swarm. She shivered as fear gripped her! Was this some horrible hoax to lead them into a trap of some sort?




  "We should go back," she whispered.




  "I agree," Corban said from below her. He had not bothered to climb the last section. "We're their prey being led into a trap or poisonous web."




  "No," Lei cut in. "The only time spotters have ever been known to be aggressive was when they are attacked. I think they are imitating a girl's voice."




  "Why?" Zorell whispered as she stared up at the swarm and listened to the dull sobbing continue.




  "A human girl is in trouble, they have failed to help her and have come to us to do what they themselves cannot do."




  "Such as?" Evan asked.




  "Something that is impossible for them to do. Perhaps she's stuck in a hole and needs lifting out, has fallen down and broken a limb... there could be a dozen things."




  "But if these spotters are copying her voice, where is she?"




  "Could be anywhere," Lei said. "I'll try to ask them."




  "What!"




  "Let him try, Zorell," Evan whispered.




  Corban heaved himself up and towered over Zorell. "They're the Ghosts of the Forest," he whispered with a distinct quiver in his voice. "I remember that just before he died, my grandfather told me a story about them helping his unit when they were fighting in the Great Split War. He was convinced they were real creatures who helped them escape from Theists through a forest much like this one with three wounded soldiers." He glanced up, as the sobbing became just a faint background sound. "My father said he was just an old man who was as superstitious as the Theists and I should ignore his ramblings. I remember obeying my father and after my grandfather died, forgot all about it." He wiped a hand across his mouth. "The memories just flooded back to me now."




  "It's a true story," Lei replied. "I too have heard of that rescue." He stared at Zorell. "On second thoughts, I might need your high pitched voice. The old stories say the spotters can hear high-pitched sounds easier than lower ones. I think they will hear your voice as distinct words rather than just a rumble they would hear my voice as."




  "What do I say?" Zorell felt strange now, almost like after having drunk too much wine. Her university graduation ceremony rushed into her mind and the screaming when her graduation class threw their mortarboards into the air after the ceremony.




  "Something simple. If you want them to understand it will need to be just a few words."




  Zorell glanced up and realised the swarm had become quiet. It was as if they had realised what was happening. She bent her head back, placed a hand up beside her mouth and screamed. "Take us to her!" She repeated the phase three times before stopping. She listened and the hairs on her arms rose in almost terror for the swarm began to fly in a tight circle that spiralled down towards them. They were, though, flying so quickly all she could see was a blur of spinning blobs.




  "Take us to her!" A high-pitched scream repeated her words from above.




  A hand gripped hers. It was Evan! "Do it again!" He whispered.




  "Yes!" She screamed as loud as she could. "Yes! Yes! Yes!"




  "Yes! Yes! Yes!" The sound was repeating her own voice but it was not an echo.




  Suddenly the noise stopped and the spotters flew into an enormous sphere of rotating bodies. It hovered for a moment before moving off to the left. After passing three trees, it stopped by the fourth one about ten metres away and hovered again.




  "Yes! Yes! Yes!" The high-pitched words came back.




  "Follow them," Lei said. He cut a piece of bark off the adjacent tree with his machete and glanced at Zorell. "I need to mark a trail in case we need to come back," he said.




  "Shall I stay?" Corban asked.




  "No. We still need to stick together," Zorell replied.




  When they reached the fourth tree, the swarm moved on another six trees where it hovered in sight until they caught up. Corban helped Lei cut marks in tree trunks to this second spot.




  Once there, the swarm moved on again up a ridge and waited at the top. An hour later, they were still moving through dense forest behind the spotters who had stopped repeating her calls but had picked up speed slightly as if their quest was becoming urgent. Another hour slipped by and Zorell was beginning to worry. They were now moving across a valley side where she could see nothing but trees below. She was about to suggest they stop and discuss the problem when they reached a flat plateau, still tree covered but without the fern undergrowth. It was easier to walk through and felt almost parklike with short grass to walk on.




  Without warning, the sphere disassembled into a line of bees that flew up and disappeared through the trees above.




  They were alone!




  "Now what!" grumbled Corban.




  "Shout, Zorell," Lei said.




  "Are you there!" she shouted. "Is anybody there?"




  She waited for the spotters to return and repeat her words but was disappointed.




  "Do it again!" Lei suggested.




  "Is anybody there?" Zorell screamed. She repeated her words three times and stopped.




  "Help me! Help me please," a faint female voice called




  *




  A moment later they arrived in a small clearing with the grass trampled by many footprints. In the centre, crouched a terrified girl. She looked dishevelled and was covered in mud and blood. She was barefooted and wore only a filthy skirt. Her upper body was shielded by the bees that sat on her body like a garment. When the girl moved, Zorell saw more. Her left ankle had an iron clamp around it that was joined to a chain. This, in turn, lay across the grass and encircled a tree trunk. A locking device held it there.




  Horrified, Zorell looked further and saw an empty plate, a bowl of water and a small spade by a loose pile of soil where it appeared she been to the toilet.




  The girl looked up switched her eyes to the men and screamed. "No! Don't let them touch me! Please, friends. They said they'd be back to..." She crouched down like an insubordinate animal and the spotters moved off her to show the girl covered in blue welts and bruises.




  "Go back," Zorell whispered to the men. "She's terrified of males."




  They immediately obeyed and Zorell walked slowly forward.




  "Hello," she said in a quiet voice. "I'm here to help. Your friends the bees came and got us."




  The girl stood up. "Please," she cried. "I've been punished and left to die. My food ran out and I've only had honey given to me by my friends. But they couldn't chew through the chains. It's been almost a week..." Her lips quivered and tears rolled down her cheeks. "They said I sinned and deserved to be die."




  "But instead the bees helped you?" Zorell crouched by the girl and grabbed the youngster's cold hands. While she patted her hair, the girl burst into even more tears and hugged her in a frantic embrace.




  "What's your name, Sweetheart?" Zorell asked.




  "193," the girl cried,




  "Not a number. What is your name? Everyone has a name."




  "Sinners are not allowed names. If I mention it they will cut out my tongue."




  "I see. And who said this to you?"




  "The Holy Parishioner Judge."




  "We are not Theists so they have no control over us. We will protect you … err... "




  The girl looked up. "Anneke … Anneke Carlson,"




  "And why did they punish you like this, Anneke?" Zorell tried to keep her voice calm even though she was appalled by the way the girl had been treated.




  "A Pioneer boy walking through right-of-way to North Redstone talked to me and I replied."




  "Is that all?" Zorell gasped.




  Anneke nodded. "I was arrested and my parents told of my crime. They disowned me and withdrew my name. From then on I was 193. I was taken to a village, told I was no more than an animal and made to walk between two lines of men who fondled and pinched me as I walked by. Apparently they had a wager about how far I could walk without falling over. I almost reached the end before falling to my knees four men from the end. Afterwards I was taken in a building where those four men raped me. The four wives of these men of the village said I was a whore who had seduced their husbands. They dragged me here, and proceeded to hit me with wooden spoons. I collapsed unconscious to the ground and I awoke to find myself chained to this tree.




  The women said my body mesmerised their husbands and sons and they would return to seek gratification. As a sinner it was my fault and the only way for me to gain my freedom was to pray to Woden to cleanse my body of this sin. If my period arrived before the end of the month I was not impregnated by the men I seduced and I would be allowed to become a nun at the local monastery."




  "I see," Zorell whispered. She knew Woden was the god the Theists worshipped. "And if your period didn't come?"




  "I was impregnated by the devil and would be left here to starve. If it wasn't for my friends I'm sure more men would have returned to rape me."




  *




  




  CHAPTER 3




  The woman stared down at Anneke cowering on the ground and checked the iron clamp around her ankle before placing a bowl of gruel on the ground before her.




  "Your meal 193, not that you deserve any."




  Anneke stared at the watery substance. "Can I have a spoon, please?" she whispered.




  "Spoon!" The woman laughed sarcastically and glanced at her companion, another woman dressed in a neck to knees blue frock with long sleeves. "Did you hear that, Vashti? The little slut wants a spoon. After seducing our men by flaunting her body before them like a bitch on heat she expects to be treated like a human."




  "Oh just let her be, Emily. We both know what really happened."




  Emily glowered. "She's a sinner and needs to learn about the values of our society."




  "If she survives her test out here, confesses her sins and is allowed to enter the monastery she will learn the richer life."




  "She won't. Once it is confirmed she is with child she will be left here to die."




  "Please," Anneke cried. "I've done nothing. The men forced me to have sex."




  "Bitch!" Emily screamed and slapped Anneke so hard across the face she fell backwards onto the ground. "Our men are hard workers, go to the temple regularly and look after their children. It's only when they are exposed to the sight of your flesh that they come under control of the devil that wants you to breed a witch child. Our men are merely the tools he uses to complete his foul act."




  "It's not true..."




  Emily was about to grab her when Vashti grabbed her hand. "Leave her. She's suffered enough. Shouldn't we show compassion for those who have taken the wrong road?"




  "I guess." She gave Anneke a kick in the leg and stood back. "You eat your food like the bitch you are. Oh yes, the men said the boys could pay you a visit later. They are allowed to experience the sins of the flesh before they are conscripted into the Theist Parishioner Co-ordinators for six months service."




  The two walked away and left Anneke. With tears rolling down her cheeks she picked up the bowl and drank the bland tasting gruel. However, it made her stomach stop rumbling from hunger. Nothing else was better, though. She was bruised all over after the belting from the wooden spoons and the pinching. Her eyes were sore from dust being kicked in them, her skirt ripped and bloodstained and her inner body raw and still bleeding from the enforced rapes. She finished the gruel and sat back crying in the afternoon sun. It was hot and fearing sunburn to add to her woes she stood and staggered over to the shade of the tree the chain was locked around.




  She must have fallen asleep for she awoke to see the sun was lower in the sky and four youths no older than herself grinned down. They had sadistic expressions in their eyes and buckets filled with water in their hands.




  "Well, 193 you'll be glad to know it's bath time," one boy said with a chuckle. "We like our mates to be clean."




  Icy cold water hit her in the face. She screamed and staggered back as the other three also threw water over her. They watched as she staggered to her feet and stood there shivering and her hands across her breasts.




  "Oh come on little darling," another boy said. "You still aren't too shy to show us your body." He reached out and grabbed her arm.




  "Leave me!" screamed Anneke. She felt sheer terror flood through her body as she backed away, tripped over the chain behind and crashed to the ground.




  "Hold her," someone said and hands grabbed her.




  She was not about to give in! In a frenzy of terror she screamed, kicked punched and even bit as the youths attempted to hold her. Through sheer weight of numbers and strength three finally had her held down with one holding her arms back and two gripping her legs that they forced apart.




  The fourth youth stood before her with a grin on his face and took a knife from his belt and waved it before her eyes. "If you cooperate we won't cut off your hair; fight us and your beautiful hair, face and body will be ruined for ever. Understand?" He bent down, pinched her chin and ran his hands across her breasts.




  Anneke was petrified and sobbing hysterically but managed to nod.




  "Let her go boys," the youth said. "I'll go first."




  As she glanced up she noticed something behind the youth who had removed his shirt and in that very instant was removing his trousers. The branch above the attackers and herself was completely covered by a swarm of bees, gigantic ones each as big as a clenched fist. She avoided looking at the youth expose himself and instead focused on the bees, thousands of them seemingly just sitting on the branch watching.




  "Help me, please," she whispered.




  "Yeah sure," the youth laughed. "As if those dumb bees will help you." He glanced up. "If you're so scared we'll move away. It's more fun in the sunshine anyway. I..." His tone changed to one of apprehension. "Hi guys, we'd better move. Those bees are getting active."




  Above her, Anneke saw the swarm rise from the branch and a dreadful high-pitched humming sound vibrated through the air. The bees looked like one elongated sphere of vibrating parts that stretched slowly out above them. The front section curved down and the shape changed to look like a gigantic snake hovering above them before it dropped.




  "Run!" screamed the terrified youth who was about to rape her.




  He turned, almost tripped on his trousers hanging around his knees and ran. She saw the other three also run but seemed to be frozen to the ground herself as she watched the scene like a spectator, not a participant for the next few seconds.




  The swarm dropped and hundreds of bees covered the youth. He screamed and flung his arms out in a futile attempt to fight the insects off. It only lasted a few moments before the shrieks turned to a whimper, he staggered and fell in a pile of bees that flew and crawled over him. When the whimpering stopped, the swarm rose and headed for the three other youths fifty metres away.




  The same fate happened to them. Screaming and fighting they lashed out, staggered and finally collapsed to the ground howling in obvious agony from dozens, perhaps hundreds of stings.




  The first youth lay on the ground moaning. Even from where she now sat up, Anneke could see that he was covered in red and blue lumps from multiple stings. He staggered to his feet, moaned and tried to rub his arms before he staggered and fell again.




  In the distance she saw villagers arrive but they stayed back when a section of the swarm rose in the sky and headed towards them. It was strange though, for the bees only attacked anybody who came closer to them. A lined formed at the edge of the clearing but only two women who attempted to reach the four youths were attacked. After crying and swinging their arms they retreated and the swarm left them.




  Probably ten minutes passed before the swarm rose from the four youths and returned to the branch above her. The boys all managed to stagger and crawl across the grass until they reached the line of villagers. Each one was wrapped in a blanket and carrying away out of sight. Nobody, though came towards her to check on her well-being.




  Only obscenities were shouted at her before they disappeared.




  Anneke was alone!




  She again staggered to her feet but the chain still attached to her ankle prevented her from leaving. In a combination of shock, fear and relief she sat down and realised something. The bees had not come near her but were buzzing back to the branch above her head.




  "Help me, please!" A high-pitched voice floated down from above.




  She thought back. Those were her own words just before she was about to be raped and mere seconds before the bees attacked the youths. But how could it be? These were insects, not intelligent creatures. She could understand a pet dog coming to help her but not bees!




  Her thoughts turned to another bout of fear. A line of bees detached from the swarm and circled down in a spiral towards her. They hovered over her for a second before landing on her. Within seconds dozens of the monstrous sized bees crawled across her body. She could feel their little legs ticking as they scurried around and could see their waving wings and hooked stings that were twisted upwards. Not one bee stung her but something else happened. Dozens of them bent down and appeared to nip her skin. She could feel very slight pricks all over her body followed by a numbing sensation. The pain from her bruises, scratches and cuts deadened and she felt a sense of peace flow through her mind.




  Bees now were everywhere with every part of her body except her nose and eyes covered by the creatures who crawled through her hair, over her skin and on her limbs to prick and heal. She felt momentarily scared as bees crawled over her lips while others reached in her ears. Again, small pricks soothed away any pain.




  Several bees landed on a hand and secreted a pile of sticky liquid on it. They flew off and she lifted it to smell the delicious aroma of honey.




  "Eat!" The voice sounded all around her.




  "You want me to eat the honey?' she asked.




  "Eat. Help me!"




  The bees were using words of English they'd heard and learnt, She smiled and licked the honey off her hand. It tasted sweet and made her feel slightly intoxicated after she swallowed. She felt lethargic and lay down. Just before she closed her eyes she noticed the bees fly off her body that was red as if she had been sunburned but the bruises and scratches had faded and swollen tissue became normal. She reached up and ran her fingers through her hair. Even that felt as if it had just been combed and was free of dirt and knots; it was as if she had just come out of a hot shower or sauna.
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