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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Buvej had thoroughly satisfied himself that Hug Nessar was home alone in the apartment before taking his life, at seven o’clock in the evening, with one soundless shot that killed him instantly. After removing his shoes and quickly checking out the rest of the apartment, he returned to the hallway and considered the still-warm body stretched out on the shimmering metal floor. He couldn’t for the life of him understand how the Sidians could stand these hideous cold floors, which froze his feet right through his socks, especially compared to what he was used to. When he bent towards the body the man’s odour overpowered him – Sidian perfume mixed with the sweaty stench of fear and the latest meal – which so much reminded him of the kirak dumplings of his own home planet. There was nothing else to do but remain calm and do one thing at a time, he reasoned, as he plugged in to the corpse to make a copy of its brain structure. It’s either they or us, and anyway they are an inferior race that has to make way for our future development. Now and then he shifted his gaze to the staring eyes and gaping mouth of the dead man beside him. A distant clicking sound from the kitchen made him pause in near panic for a second before he decided that it must just be a thermostat, or something like it, switching on and off. 
 
    Half an hour later, when the brain scan transfer was finished, he used an isotron mask to make a cast of the face and body of the corpse. Then he flicked a switch that began the actual transformation that would allow him to take on the dead man’s body and identity. Since his orders were to eradicate all traces of what had happened, he began to dissolve the body as soon as the transformation was complete. First he dragged it over to the bathtub and, using an acid gun, reduced the flesh, bones and clothing until it was a viscous pink fluid, which then disappeared down the drain. The next step was to do the same, just as systematically, with his own personal effects, but not without a mixture of conflicting feelings. He had to admit he was a little nervous, and seeing his own identity vanish before his eyes in the spiral of fluid around the bathtub’s outlet was an odd sensation. Still, he had his orders, so he left the apartment and used Hug’s vintage hydrogen car to drive a few kilometres outside the city. The pre-assigned bit of forest there was a perfect place to bury the gleaming metal cylinder he had with him. The weapons and other technical equipment it contained would only be needed once the invasion had begun. 
 
    When he returned to the apartment, it was good to think that everything so far had gone according to plan. He gazed with satisfaction at his image in the hall mirror. It shouldn’t be too hard to present himself as that man with short ash-blond hair and athletically-honed photogenic face. His only complaint, possibly, was that the man didn’t have the high forehead and slightly angled nose that on his own home planet were the very image of masculine beauty. Since it had become late and he was so tired from the exertion of the transformation process, he decided it was time to sleep so that he would be in good shape the next day. Slipping between two white sheets was a strange feeling, and one he’d never experienced before. But one usually takes on the customs of the place one has come to, he thought, understanding at the same time that this was only the beginning of what would be many remarkable things that he would need to get used to. 
 
      
 
    When he woke, well-rested and early, he felt he knew every detail of the habits of the 28-year-old electrical engineer, Hug Nessar, and realized that in real life the information he’d received about Lorians didn’t fit at all. Hug was a complex creature, not at all unlike himself, which surprised him, since he’d always considered himself to be somewhat of an odd type. Never in his wildest fantasies had he expected that, of all places, this planet would deliver him a soulmate. Routines at home were completely different, but on this planet he had his orders, so he’d have to adapt to his new host body and repress his own personality. So, he watched a bit of 4-D TV, just like Hug usually did, interacting with the show and moving freely among the actors. 
 
    “Just wait till they see what 5-D’s going to be like,” he grinned. 
 
    When he’d had his shower, he stood in front of the wardrobe doors until the built-in sensors read his mood; they proposed grey chinos, a white shirt, beige-striped sport jacket and black shoes. Then a quick breakfast and off to work. “Everything in its own time,” he thought, as he drove the winding road up the mountain to the glistening space station where Hug worked. In certain circumstances it’s best to wait in the clothes of the fox until wolf’s time has come. 
 
    He was from Oleg, a planet in the Kriad star system, with a population of fifty-five billion, who were suffering from malnutrition, disease, and miserable living conditions. The planet’s Straal Council had unanimously agreed to attempt everything in its power to find another planet to colonize. After years of criss-crossing the galaxy, the search was finally successful. An initial reconnaissance revealed that Loria, as the unsuspecting winner of their search was called, was an inhabited planet. The inhabitants were similar to the Olegians, but were in a postral civilization that resembled life on Oleg some four hundred years earlier. As such, they had the use of laser cannons, and neutron and atom bombs that if used to repel an invasion could make an environment inhospitable for generations to come. Straal agents, specially trained in everything from high technology to close combat, would have to be landed first, to assist the invasion force in rapidly attaining military control. Because of the persistent conviction with which the Astral Fleet Emissary had insisted that a thorough preparatory reconnaissance was essential for the success of the mission, it was decided to assign all 2200 agents to the operation. 
 
    One of the 142 agents sent to Sidian, one of the planet’s larger countries, was Buvej, whose task was to infiltrate a strategic space espionage station outside the port city of Leskar. The city was on one of the most beautiful coasts of the Geidra Sea, which provided stunning views of a surging sea of clear, turquoise waters, long sandy beaches and dramatic mountains around lush valleys. From the outside, the station, high up on a mountain, gave the impression of being a constantly listening enormous ear, ready to sound the alarm at the slightest sound of danger, but that was, as is so often the case, just a false impression. The station’s boss, corpulent and short, in his 40s, and with thin and scraggly hair, always received his superiors with a loveable smile when they arrived on unannounced visits, but otherwise was obviously absent. As soon as the visitors left, everything went back to the usual absence of direction that was the everyday life of his personnel, which is what made it such thankful soil for a well-trained agent to move in. 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the entrance, he greeted one of the guards, and asked if his weekend had gone well. 
 
    “Sure,” he happily answered. Calm and peaceful, as usual. 
 
    “Maybe you should re-marry, like I have,” said the guard, laughing, while the boom lifted, squeaking. “Then you’ll never get bored.” 
 
    “I know, but it might end up being too much of a good thing,” he chuckled in reply. 
 
    Once he’d parked and locked the vehicle, he walked through the station’s parking garage, where a gentle early summer breeze wafted through with delicate fragrances from the trees and bushes that were in full bloom at this time of year. Whistling softly, he then continued through the large, well-lit entrance of the main building, with its polished black marble floor and, once through it, had passed through the inner security check, at the heart of the building. 
 
    “Hey, Hug, everything OK?” his colleague, Clatex, asked. 
 
    “No worries,” he replied, then sat down at one of the large, illuminated, data-processing terminals, and began to sift through all the information stored in the central computer. 
 
    His own technical abilities were considerably greater than Hugs, which was why he realized that the most difficult task he faced on Loria was probably to avoid drawing undue attention to himself by being tempted to use his talents. So, the day passed by, lots of small talk and compiling of information and facts the constantly flowed in from the station’s listening hydrabol antennas. He already knew that there was a female research assistant, called Lydia, who was in love with him, and he wondered how his meeting her would go. Just when he was on the verge of standing up to leave the room with a diskette for the Noxvak computer, she suddenly appeared before him. She had pale grey and inquisitive eyes and a sensuous mouth, which along with her wavy red hair made her extremely beautiful. 
 
    “Hey, Hug,” she greeted him stiffly, with a distinct frown. “Where have you been all weekend? It feels like you’re avoiding me.” 
 
    He knew about Hug’s bisexual bent, and assumed that her impression was likely correct. 
 
    “No, no, it’s just that I’ve had so much to do lately,” he answered. 
 
    “So maybe you’re even too busy to manage to see me?” she asked him, accusingly. 
 
    “Not at all, we can go out this evening, and eat at a Gambastic restaurant, if you want,” he proposed, well aware of her weakness for that kind of food. 
 
    “Great!” she replied, with surprise. “How about Little Gimba?” 
 
    “Just like you want, Darling.” 
 
    “Pick me up at around seven, then,” and walked away, after giving him a kiss, leaving him standing there on unsteady legs and blushing. 
 
    In the evening, when he turned into her gravel driveway, he had butterflies in his stomach that just kept growing in intensity, while, heart pounding, he went up to ring her doorbell. When she opened it, she seemed even more beautiful than before and, as if in a dream, heard her say that she’d soon be ready and he could come in and sit down while she finished. Her living room was large and roomy, with pale pink wallpaper and stuffed armchairs covered in flowery material. At one end of the room was an impressive stone fireplace; paintings with animals and landscape motifs hung on the walls and a large grey patterned Mintauran rug was spread out on the floor. 
 
    A woman who says, “Soon,” may have something quite different in mind than what a man hears, which is why it wasn’t before at least another fifteen minutes had passed that she was ready. He was rewarded for his patience, though, for when she finally stood in front of him her beauty almost took his breath away. Her lips were shining red, the nails of her slim fingers were polished pink, and her hair flowed down towards a cream-coloured dress. Her long neck was graced by a glistening green necklace, which emphasized the whiteness of her skin, and on the little finger of her left hand was a ring graced by a sapphire surrounded by diamonds. 
 
    When they eventually arrived at the restaurant, with its panoramic view towards the ocean, he found her company so fascinating that he hardly noticed the view nor the interior and hardly even tasted the food. To his unlimited surprise, he found himself not only in love for the first time in his life, but uncontrollably so. Once back at her place again, they made passionate, wild love, and only afterwards, when she said that he seemed to have changed, did he realize that he had perhaps exceeded his limits. When the floodgates of the heart have swung open, though, it is hopeless to stop and allow logic to win, and he knew inside that he would probably never find anyone else like her. 
 
      
 
    They felt like soulmates, with a feeling of having always known each other, and as the weeks went by they fell ever more deeply in love and spent all their time together. Half-a-year later they moved into a two-story house, with green shutters, in a part of town called Brixel, which they were enraptured with. One night, however, he became painfully aware of his mission when the magnetic ring on his left hand began to vibrate slightly, which was the signal to prepare himself. Careful not to awake her, he rose from bed, sensing a wave of tenderness at the sight of her wrinkled dress lying under his trousers. He just barely avoided knocking over a flower vase before making his way out onto the balcony and dug an ejector box out of his pocket, relaxed, and felt that he could begin thinking clearly again. Fetrox-inhalation, which he had adopted since coming to Loria, and relished lustfully, was a completely unknown habit on his home planet. Below the balcony the lights of the city glistened, and in the sky were thousands of glistening stars, one of which was Oleg’s sun. While he inhaled his second Fetrox, he took a decision that matched what he felt in his heart. Inside his hard outer shell was a sensitive core, which was an unusual characteristic on Oleg, where the difficult conditions normally only created cold-hearted individuals. Besides Lidia’s beauty, intellect, and charisma, which made him blossom inside, she also radiated a strong yearning to be cared for, which strongly attracted his repressed protective instincts. At the same time as she was independent and stubborn, she could also be fragile and vulnerable, and which she was sad she pulled together her shoulders in a special way that made her seem both helpless and lost. Lidia had become the passion of his life and his guiding light, and just as dawn and dusk were insolubly united, so were their fates forever merged. In the world of the Oleg’s, there was no room for such so-called inferior people and he knew that their relation would never be accepted. During the invasion, in three weeks, Sidian’s defences should crumble like a house of cards and the country would be conquered by a tidal wave that would forever separate him from his beloved. He had to find a way to lead her to safety, but he just didn’t know how. 
 
    Once back in bed, he lay thinking for a long time, without any relief. Before he eventually fell asleep again, with her head of curls against his shoulder, he though how strange life was and what a fluke it was that this wonderful woman had landed in his way and who he could no longer imagine himself living without. 
 
      
 
    When he woke, at dawn, she was still sleeping, and he simply drank the sight of her while listening to her calm breathing. Throughout the day he continued to ponder until, in the middle of the afternoon, he finally knew what must be done. It was an unjust war that the Oleg’s were going to launch on the Lorians, which was why it was only right that he should try to even the odds. Betraying his country was certainly not honourable, and would cost him his life if he had to answer for his actions, but to betray the love of his life was, as he saw it, even worse. The next day he put his plan into motion by sending a list of 120 of the most dangerous agents to Sidian’s secret police, along with information about the invasion. The arrests would dramatically reduce the impact of the attack and he and Lidia would have an opportunity to find a safe haven while he considered his next move. He was certain that the agents were trained to endure the worst torture, and would remain silent through the worst of it, and never reveal his existence. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to convince Lidia, who had been longing for a vacation, to request three weeks’ holiday to travel with him and visit the imperial capital, Oboe. She was delighted to swallow his explanation that he too had been longing to spend some time by themselves for a while, to take it easy and enjoy the historical atmosphere of the capital. 
 
      
 
    They caught the first morning flight and landed at the huge busy airport after half-an-hour. After travelling the 30 or 40 kilometres in to the city centre, they checked in to a beautiful, polished-green hotel built in Pahir style and went up to their suite on the third floor. The room was decorated with rose-patterned wallpaper, with luxurious furnishings and, dominating the centre of the bedroom stood a wide covered bed with high white columns supporting its ceiling. 
 
    “Oh, it’s so beautiful here,” exclaimed Lidia, clapping her hands in delight. 
 
    “Sure, but I know of something even more beautiful,” he said, and dragged her laughing to the bed. 
 
    After lying and snuggling among the soft bolsters for a while, they got up and prepared a simple salad lunch in the suite’s little kitchen. Lidia, content and satisfied after the light meal, took a shower while Hug leaned back in a comfortable armchair and listened to the sound of people laughing and talking in the street below. They’d be a lot more subdued if they knew what they were in store for soon, he thought, dismally. 
 
    “Hug!” called Lidia through the hallway, a moment later, “It’s your turn now, I’m done.” 
 
    “OK, I’m coming,” he hollered back. 
 
    When he got out of the shower and returned to the room, he found her sitting and waiting, her legs tucked up under her. Her well-formed feet were bare and her toenails freshly painted a glowing light red. Her hair was still damp and the tender gaze radiating from her almond-shaped eyes, so that she was infinitely attractive. 
 
    “Where do you think we should go and eat this evening?” she asked him, her head leaning slightly. 
 
    “In a really fine place where we should be able to eat something really delicious,” he answered, aware that the very next day would be so chaotic that it was going to be difficult to go to any restaurants for a long time to come. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “I really hope not.” 
 
    “But we can’t afford it.” 
 
    “Well, once in a while one has to treat oneself to a bit of luxury; you only live once.” 
 
    “Of course, Darling, but we also have to think about the future.” 
 
    “So true, but this time I’m the one who’s right,” he smiled, brushing off her protests. 
 
    When they left the hotel, it was dusk, and the streetlights had begun to glow and small hydrogen cars with their headlights on were gliding continuously up and down the street. After following a narrow canal for a few blocks, they turned into a little lane between decorated stone buildings and eventually arrived at the restaurant and a table for two. Heavenly aromas drifted from the kitchen and the fact that many of the tables were already occupied, even so early, indicated how hugely popular it was. They studied the menu at length, unable to decide, and eventually settled on the head waiter’s recommendation. They ordered a luxurious three-course meal, which they rounded off with Zanzik ice cream, Cafre tarts, and Umbrian fruit cake. As they strolled back to the hotel in the lulling evening air, several hours later, they both agreed that the food had been divine and worth the price. When they arrived in their room, he hugged her so intensively that she laughed loud in pleasure. 
 
    “Not so hard, my Darling! We can hug each other for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    It’s not so certain, he reflected grimly. There’s a risk that we’ll soon be visited by guests who haven’t come on a courtesy call. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the early dawn hours, the Olegian ships floated down, like enormous shining dragonflies with long antennae, down through the dark black of night, increasingly spreading death and destruction as they approached the targets of their attack. The attack, in most respects, went as the Olegians had planned, so that most of the planet’s territory could be conquered, except for the country of Sidian. This setback was like a cold shower for the council, which presumed that the cause was a combination of bad luck and an unusually efficient Sidian intelligence service. With the country’s defence facilities and troops intact, it was now going to take a long time to attain victory. That their failure could be explained by treason within their own forces was something that would never have crossed their minds, since a Straal agent never swerved from duty. Expressing the very suggestion of such a claim would be the equivalent of signing one’s own death warrant. 
 
    When the news of the Olegian attack arrived, Lidia wanted to return to Leskar immediately. It was only after a certain amount of effort that Hug managed to convince her that it was probably better to wait and see what happened first, before they did anything too hasty. As reports from the war streamed in and it became apparent that it would have been close to impossible to cross the lines of defence, they decided instead to remain in Oboe and offered their services to the air defence forces. 
 
    The result of the war was that Sidian, which in most ways had been a prominent country, returned to a state reminiscent of the pre-Pirian era, when civil technology was an unknown concept. Factories that had produced goods for the large population were now forced to shift to military production and all telecommunications were silenced completely. The cause of this silence was not only the fact that most of the power grid had been knocked out, but that the Sidian command wanted to avoid any chance of eavesdropping and revealing their troop positions. Instead, the military had to be content with relying on couriers, while contacting relatives and friends in different parts of the country was now only a fading memory. 
 
    As the war proceeded, the balance of forces began to lean increasingly in favour of the Olegians, which in the end forced the Sidians to resort to tactical nuclear weapons. This was a choice that unavoidably led to radioactive contamination of large areas of land and for a long time to come, but, when having to choose between two evils, one of course normally chooses the lesser of them. 
 
    In the year 3420, after the birth of the prophet, Populus, large portions of the Sidian forces were shattered and in a difficult, if not hopeless, situation. Violent and deadly Olegian rocket attacks from the air and from mobile armoured units mercilessly hammered a 900-kilometre-long section of the front, which was at risk of breaking apart at any time. Only the 8th and 3rd armies, under Supreme Commander Pol-Tex, could continue to offer any obstacle to the enemy’s attempts to capture the capital. 
 
    With the 7th battalion, stationed about a hundred kilometres to the west of Oboe, Gunner Kark had her hands tightly gripped on the trigger of her mobile laser cannon. For the last two days, she had been on almost uninterrupted duty, and the only thing that continued to keep her going was her sense of duty and a feverish fear that permeated her entire body. Reason told her, on the other hand, that she should get as far away as possible, somewhere where the rumble of battle along the front couldn’t be heard any more. A monotonously repeating warning signal that signalled that a new attack was in-coming interrupted her thoughts, and only a few seconds later a red blip had appeared on her screen. As soon as the sights had locked into the red signal she took a reading and pressed the firing button; the gun truck shook as the anti-missile missile was launched, rising in a steep path towards the indicated target. Hardly had she managed to recover than three more blips, which marked more missiles, popped up. The only way to deal with this, she thought, as she felt panic rising and her palms sweating, was to work methodically, so she released yet another missile that went shooting on its way. Just as she was trying to locate the next target, there was a brilliant flash, so that the next thing she knew she was coming to and looking up at the green roof of a tent, which she then realized meant that she had been taken to a field hospital. 
 
    “Try to lie still,” said a young blonde nurse who was sitting near her bed and monitoring her. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked with a groan, as a pulsing pain shot through her skull. 
 
    “I need help,” shouted the nurse. “We’ve got a patient here who’s just coming out of anaesthesia.” 
 
    “Ah, Gunner Kark,” said an older doctor who came rushing over. “It seems to be pretty heavy at the front, getting worse every day. Unfortunately, we have to anaesthetise you a bit longer.” 
 
    “No,” she cried, frightened, and lamely tried to protest by holding up her arms. 
 
    “It’s for your own sake,” said the nurse, as she slipped in the needle into her right arm. “For now, rest is the best medicine for you.” 
 
    The next time she woke, the pain had disappeared and the only thing she heard was someone breathing and asleep in the bed across from her. The room was dark and it felt wonderfully cool and fresh. When she slowly raised herself, she saw how a breeze blew through a half-open window and rippled the curtains in soft waves. She could just see a coal-black sky glittering with stars, and before she fell back to sleep she felt a calmness and sense of security that she hadn’t experienced in ages. 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, her head bandages were removed and she was allowed to be up for short periods. One of the nurses told her that the laser cannon had had an almost direct hit, and that the operation, to remove the grenade shrapnel that had lodged in the back of her skull, had been extremely complicated and taken almost twelve hours. As the days went by, she improved steadily, so that if her recuperation continued at the same pace she would soon be forced to return to her unit. 
 
    The army’s plans for her came to a sudden end one day, however, when she had gone out for a long walk and heard the sounds of strong explosions. As she carefully snuck back, she stopped to peer through some dense bushes, only to see the hospital building ablaze, the sky above them filled with black smoke. The only visible living creatures were Olegian soldiers who had landed their ships in the surrounding green meadows and now, weapons in hand, were rapidly surrounding the hospital grounds. After standing, frozen in place for several minutes, to stare in horror at the terrifying scene, she ran in panic through the dense woods to escape the danger that awaited her. Even though she was at the edge of collapse, she struggled through the forest, holding up her hands in front of her face as protection against the branches that constantly whipped at her face. When finally, at dusk, she was too exhausted to continue, she collapsed like a limp rag, without any idea of where she was. The only thing she knew was that a night in the open, in a large field of fragrant roses, was what lay ahead of her. 
 
      
 
    Oboe, the capital city, lay in a broad valley, surrounded by a cluster of suburbs, resembling the rings of an old tree stump. The city was the site of state functions as well as the imperial families and so far, thanks to its having the highest priority for the Sidians’ defence planning, had avoided invasion. Because of the crowds of refugees that steadily flowed into the city, its population had nearly doubled. Hordes of injured awaited attention, disease was running rampant throughout the outskirts, while the distant thunder of cannons increased the air of desperation ever more. Most people were becoming painfully aware that the complete collapse of the city was near, but since it was widely known that the Olegians killed everyone in the areas they invaded, there was no one who even considered giving up. If they couldn’t win, most reasoned, then they would make themselves as costly a prize as possible, so as every day passed, the city’s walls and defences were reinforced, through the labour of hundreds of thousands of volunteers. 
 
      
 
    In the city centre, it was still relatively calm, however; in the famous old Cirianel Square, yellow buntings and finches twittered in the more than hundred-year-old Triaria tree, while lovesick teenagers sat cuddling on the benches beneath its branches. The air was laced with the evocative fragrances of all the city’s parks, overflowing with every kind of flower, and the evening was so wonderful that it almost hurt in every cell of one’s body just to be there. On the north side of the square was the Red Corner Restaurant, its gas lanterns swaying in the early summer breeze, while the buzz and babble that could be heard behind the tinted leaded windows was even louder every time the door was opened as guests went in or out. 
 
    In a sheltered corner of the restaurant, four men sat embroiled in a lively discussion. One of them was Captain Shay Ostender, commander of one of the thirty-nine battleships that made up the city guard’s air corps. He was relatively young, twenty-six, with blue eyes and dark hair, at the same time as his entire personality contained a decisiveness and will that one can usually see even in children that are destined to lead. The others in the party were the ship’s flight navigator, Esai Donovan, fire coordinator Caver Larkes, and flight engineer Ixter Trafor. 
 
    “The fortunes of war have without a doubt turned in favour of the Olegians,” said Shay, as he spun his officer’s cap distractedly on the table before him. 
 
    “But the Supreme Commander claims that we have had some major victories and can soon turn the war around,” said Caver. 
 
     “Usually, everything is permitted in war, he answered, even propaganda lies that have the only purpose of keeping people calm and, if possible, instil courage in war-weary and demoralized troops. All the reports that I have seen, though, are unanimous in stating that a breakthrough is close at hand.” 
 
    After taking another draught of the dark, frothy beet that the eatery was famous for, he continued in a lower tone. “Believe me, the Olegians may already be here in one or two weeks.” 
 
    “It just seems so unreal,” said Ixter. “What happens then?” 
 
    “Who knows,” said Esai, with a dark look, “And maybe one shouldn’t worry oneself too much about that when there’s enough to think about with over ten million desperate refugees in tent camps. There’s lots of problems that are going to get worse real soon, even catastrophic, like when those refugees are going to start moving in to the city centre.” 
 
    “So true,” said Caver, dejectedly, “There’s enough trouble every day. The last that I heard from my family, in Trojar, before communications were broken, was over two months ago.” 
 
    “I also don’t know what’s happened to my family,” said Shay, “And no-one knows how this war is going to end. The only thing that’s certain is that, when the Olegians finally make it to Oboe, that will be the decisive battle. After that, the only remaining possibility to escape them will be to travel to the colony on planet Urduk, which is probably only possible for a few.” 
 
    “And those few maybe don’t include so many from all walks of society?” asked Ixter. 
 
    “That guess is probably not wrong.” 
 
    “So, it’s just to grit one’s teeth,” muttered Caver, drinking the last of his beer. 
 
    “I guess so, unless you guys have a better suggestion.” 
 
    They became silent while the chubby waiter waddled over from the bar to clear their table and serve some fresh jugs of beer. 
 
    “Can you tell me, Shay, you who are so religious,” asked Caver, once the waiter had receded, “why God allows such injustices?” 
 
    “I actually don’t think that God does, but rather that it’s the creatures that populate the universe that are themselves responsible for their evil and that someday will have to stand judgement for their deeds.” 
 
    “Now we’re really getting into philosophy,” laughed Ixter. 
 
    “Why not? If humanity doesn’t try to develop and raise its spiritual awareness, then we’re not much better than amoebas that just eat and reproduce.” 
 
    “Yes, but first we have to try to solve the problem of how to defeat the Olegians, if we are going to have any chance at all of surviving.” 
 
    “Of course, I can only agree with you.” 
 
    “Maybe they can’t be stopped by anything else than nuclear weapons,” said Esai. 
 
    “Apparently those have already been used, but unfortunately only slows them temporarily. There technology is completely superior to ours, and while they can constantly replenish their armies, we have no reserves who can replace those who have been lost.” 
 
    “They’re like desert ants,” said Ixter, “Who just keep moving forward until they’ve reached their goal.” 
 
    “More like an ulcer,” muttered Caver. 
 
    A half-hour later, after a lively discussion of the best way to kill Olegians, they left the restaurant and strolled through Hitax, the old part of town, with its jumble of picturesque houses and narrow, winding, cobblestoned lanes. 
 
    Caver, the oldest crewmember, all of 32 years, was also the one with the most time in service. He was heavily built, with ash-blonde hair, blue eyes, and a jutting jaw that was often covered by light stubble. Despite his build, there was still something pitiable about him, almost like a stray child, which many women, with their inherent strength, found very appealing. After his training, he was posted to the imperial navy’s main force, where he found it difficult to adjust to military discipline, which he felt was both ridiculous and unnecessary. To his pragmatic and logical mind, the primary goal should be to accomplish one’s duties, and everything else was just nonsense and hypocrisy. This defiance unavoidably led to one conflict after another with his superiors, so that after several transfers he was finally deported to the city guard’s forces, where he landed under Shay’s command. Shay, who was an understanding and down-to-earth man, decided nevertheless to accept his slightly odd personality and thereby established a fruitful and successful relationship. Caver certainly had a strong ego and a particular way that was often awkward, but at the same time it turned out that he had an unquestioning loyalty to Shay, and was the kind of person who usually got things done, which Shay put great stock in. 
 
    Twenty-eight-year-old Esai was his direct opposite, and always created the impression that he was energetic, positive, and devoted to his duties. He had a powerfully intelligent face, straw-coloured hair, deep-set grey eyes, an aristocratic nose and a distinctive air, which indicated both drive and decisiveness. In his position as pilot and navigator he functioned as Shay’s right-hand man and, in contrast to Caver, had nothing against military discipline and following rules, something he considered both necessary and obvious. Usually he had a cool professional attitude to his duties and, even if he didn’t like something he was ordered to do, he carried it out without any grumbling nor losing his temper. His ending up in the city guard wasn’t so much an active choice, but a pure coincidence, since a relative had recommended him. When not on duty he usually spent much of his free time studying manuals and instructions. 
 
    Ixter, who came from one of the more well-known noble families, was the youngest in the crew, only twenty-four, but by no means inexperienced. He had bushy light hair, intensive blue eyes, and a constantly playful smile on his lips. To call him handsome was not an exaggeration, so that with his economic resources, intelligence, and warm personality he was irresistible for many women, a “mother-in-law’s dream.” When he’d finished his studies at Oboe’s foremost officers’ college, cupid struck, in the form of a beautiful, dark curly-haired woman from the Tyrus Mountains. Since she was a commoner, s Sidian officer such as he was not allowed to marry her, so when he had confirmed his resolve by marrying her, he had been demoted to the rank of ship’s engineer. He accepted this with equanimity, declaring that everything had its price, especially love. 
 
      
 
    Once out on the main street, Sirriada, and had wished each other goodnight, Caver and Esai returned to the airbase, where they had their rooms, while Shay continued on to his apartment in the upper part of the city. Ixter, who lived nearby, felt a warm glow as he approached his building and discovered that one of the windows was lit, which meant that his wife, Gail, was still up and waiting for him. 
 
    As soon as he came through the door, he brushed his teeth and put on his pyjamas and laid down beside her on the bed, where she lay stretched out in her lemon-yellow Taurian silk robe. 
 
    “Hello, my darling, what’s the weight on your shoulders?” she asked and caressed his cheek. 
 
    “Nothing,” he answered. 
 
    “Oh, come on. I can see that something’s up. Have you heard anything about the Olegians?” 
 
    “I don’t want to worry you,” he said, drumming his fingers absent-mindedly on the quilt. 
 
    “Stop it!” she hissed, irritated. “Don’t you think I understand that the war isn’t going well, with all the refugees arriving every day and war alerts that increase with every day. I don’t want to live with lies any longer, so now, dammit, you had better tell me the truth, however painful it might be.” 
 
    “OK, I’d thought I’d wait as long as possible before telling you, to spare you from worrying, but, as you like.” 
 
    So, he began to tell her about the devastating losses the armies had suffered and that soon the Olegians would be in a position to break through the weakened lines and thrust their forces towards Oboe. Before her ever more astonished eyes he concluded by saying that the situation was so bad that an attack might happen already within the coming weeks, which was why the city guard’s fleet had received orders to remain in a constant state of high alert. When he stopped, he saw that she was so sad that his heart was close to breaking. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked her, kissing her on the cheek. 
 
    “That you’ll be going to war, that we haven’t had a chance to live our lives, and that we’re never going to be able to watch our children growing up. It’s so unfair. I hate those damned Olegians and if I only could I’d kill them all!” she sniffed. 
 
    “To hell with them,” he muttered, with burning eyes. “It won’t be so easy to defeat us, and if the worst happens, we can always flee to Urduk.” 
 
    “Silly! There’s only a tiny colony there, which I’ve heard only has room for a very small number of us.” 
 
    “It’ll work out,” he said, without really believing it himself, and with a lump growing in his throat with every swallow. 
 
    After a few more moments of chatting they eventually drifted into a troubled sleep, and in the morning exchanged a tender farewell before he left for the airbase. 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the days in Oboe passed by, in waiting for what was coming, the Olegians advanced mercilessly forward towards the ever more retreating armies. Slave Allur, who was not far from the fighting, didn’t know at first where he would escape to, but then decided, after a moment’s hesitation, to walk to the northeast, since the front was to the south, and his master’s people had fled to the north. His landowner, whose fortune came from the major rose plantations in the Azur region some three hundred kilometres from Oboe, was one of those who had had to hurriedly leave when the rumbling of the cannons approached. His good fortune was primarily due to the superior soil and a favourable climate, but also to the endless hard labour of countless slaves, out in the sun-drenched fields. The Sidians called themselves a developed people, but there was still an ancient tradition in Azur that meant that, in connection with armed conflict, one took prisoners of war and then fitted them with electronic collars that made all attempts at escape useless. The landowner’s son, who had studied humanities at the university in Oboe, and developed a great sense of justice, made sure, however, that Allur, whom he had eventually developed a great appreciation for, was released before they fled to Oboe and allowed to escape. 
 
    Despite the imminent danger, Allur relished his newfound freedom and the absence of the collar he’d despised and been forced to wear for such a long time. So many days of hard labour under a burning sun had deeply tanned his skin and made his hands large and calloused. His features were pleasing, his hair a thin blond, his nose lightly arched and his eyes grey and good-natured, all of which was borne with an aristocratic and self-assured manner, which his long captivity had been unable to break. After walking for quite a long time across the fields of roses in the unremitting afternoon sun, he ended up on a narrow dusty path that wound its way through a valley; eventually, once he’d quenched his thirst at a bubbling brook, he was hungry. When a farm eventually appeared, he snuck carefully forward and when he arrived found that the low dwelling, with its white chimneys and weathered shutters, was empty and abandoned. It seemed that the owners must have left in a hurry and hadn’t even bothered to close the front door, which was open and swinging with the wind. He entered and in the kitchen found to his joy that some canned and other food had been left behind; after he had devoured his fill, he fell into a calm, deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    He slept the entire night, exhausted after his day of flight, until the sun had managed to climb some way up into sky. When he went out to have a look around, he found a few speckled hens wandering around and, a few moments later, two cows browsing peacefully in a field. Different kinds of vegetables were growing in the garden, but, apart from a cute grey cat lying and soaking up the sun on the front steps, no other pets could be seen. It was thus a small farm that could have hardly been very profitable, but it certainly was enough for his needs. “Maybe I’ll stay here a few days before moving on,” he thought, rounding the corner of the house, where he suddenly bumped into a young woman in an artillery gunner’s grey uniform. They were both equally surprised, and it took him a few moments to collect himself. 
 
    “My name is Kark,” she answered when he asked who she was. “I’m sorry to rush in like this, but apart from some berries and roots I haven’t had anything to eat for several days, so I didn’t think I had any other choice.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you are my guest for as long as you like,” he said. “Come with me and we’ll see if we can find something for you to eat.” 
 
    Once they’d entered the kitchen and she’d attacked her food like a starving horse, he could see that she seemed to be in good shape from her military training. At first, she hadn’t seemed so pretty, but on closer inspection he discerned an attractive woman with reddish-brown shoulder-length hair, a sunny smile and charming, insightful eyes. 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” he replied, when she praised him for his hospitality. “When I arrived here yesterday, I found the place completely abandoned by its owners, who apparently had departed in fear of ending up on the front.” 
 
    “They did the right thing, because the Olegians aren’t far off,” she told him seriously, bringing him up to date with what had been happening lately. 
 
    When she’d finished, he felt an instinctive confidence in her, and decided to put all his cards on the table. 
 
    “Take my hand,” she said, when he had told her who he was. “The Azurean’s traditions have never appealed to me, and since I haven’t the slightest idea where my comrades in arms are, I propose that we stick together in the meanwhile, that is, if you don’t have anything against it.” 
 
    “Not at all, he answered, “I was actually going to say the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    Emperor Tsir the Eighth was a large and heavy-set man in his fifties, with a thunderous voice and the undeniable facial features that had characterized the rulers of the Tsir dynasty for more than six hundred years. With his slightly grey hair, curly moustache, and bushy eyebrows, he created an almost fierce impression, which spoke of a strong man who tolerated no resistance. But, when Chief of Staff Orril stood before him, at strict attention, and conveyed his report, he felt himself reeling, and felt his knees were so weak that he had to sit down. 
 
    “Is it really true?” he asked, as he patted away drops of sweat from his forehead with his embroidered silk handkerchief. 
 
    “Yes, without question,” answered Orril. “The collapse of the front has already occurred and, if I can venture some advice, you should immediately give the orders for evacuation and make plans for committing the city guard’s air fleet to battle. If they can take on the Olegians, we’ll gain a temporary advantage that will allow us the bit of respite we need before our departure for Urduk.” 
 
    “I never thought I would ever have to experience such a day. For more than 1200 years, the imperial families have ruled Oboe, and now, humiliated, we must flee to a wretched little colony.” 
 
    “Believe me, it’s the only possibility. In the future struggle against the Olegians, the people will need to have someone to look up to, and knowing that their emperor is in safety will provide them with the support they’ll need, until you can finally return and reclaim your rightful place.” 
 
    “Well, then, proceed with Plan B,” he said, with a heavy sigh, as he peered dismally out the chamber’s windows, where the setting sun had begun to colour the sky a pale shade of pink. 
 
      
 
    The imperial city lay like a closed little world in the centre of Oboe, strictly forbidden to everyone save the aristocracy, suppliers, and those who in one way or another served within its precincts. At its portals, uniformed soldiers with black bearskin hats stood guard, and eventual intruders were mercilessly detected by a variety of ingenious electronic systems that immediately alerted the numerous guards that constantly patrolled both sides of the high walls. The largest and oldest of the fourteen palaces within the imperial city was Silver Crown, where the fountains in the magnificent park cast their glittering jets high into the air. Inside one of the palace’s four towers lived twenty-one-year-old Princess Zania Tsirska. With her finely sculpted features, grey shining eyes, flowing blonde hair, honey-coloured skin, and well-formed mouth, she was a true beauty. What most affected those who met her, though, was her charm and insightfulness, almost as if she could peer into people’s souls, leaving no one unmoved. She was completely bored, and like all women in her age, wanted to do whatever and go wherever she pleased. When the news of the Oleg’s advance first became known, she felt a mix of fear and pleasure, but as time went on, and the war brought no changes, she recovered her weariness. Just as she was about to break off a branch from a fragrant rosebush that twined its way up the wall outside her window, there was a knock at her door. 
 
    “Come in!” she shouted, and hastily swept her velvet white robe around her, as her chambermaid immediately rushed in, completely out of breath. 
 
    “There now, calm down. What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve just heard, from the councillor, that we are going to evacuate, to that horrible little colony on Urduk,” she said, wiping away a lock of hair that had fallen across her brow. 
 
    “So appalling,” she retorted, with poorly disguised enthusiasm. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Early tomorrow morning, but you don’t seem disturbed?” 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “There’s so much to do if we are going to be ready by then. I have to arrange moving boxes immediately, and ensure that all your clothes and things are properly packed.” 
 
    “Get on with it, then,” she said, with a little grin that seemed to say that she was finding the whole thing increasingly amusing. When the chambermaid left, she gazed reflectively out the window. That the Olegians were approaching and that they were preparing to leave the imperial city was something that she only thought seemed exciting and refreshing, without considering for a moment what it might mean. 
 
      
 
    Shay came from a small town called Rolvent, situated in a barren upland area in the eastern part of Sidian.  His family had a long and fine history of distinguished soldiers in all sorts of positions, which made his own choice of profession obvious. When he and his fiancée had been together for three years, their relationship had suddenly ended. The main reason was his posting far away from home, which usually isn’t so beneficial for a relationship, especially when it’s not of that passionate variety that arises from heady love fuelled by racing hormones. They had been schoolmates from an early age, and from their friendship a relationship had eventually grown, out of a shared desire to find someone to settle down with, not untypical of young people everywhere. On one of his constant absences, however, while attending a charity ball, she fell completely for a stylish young lieutenant who was stationed with a missile battery outside town. When she informed Shay of her decision to break up with him, he didn’t feel any appreciable sorrow, and within only a few weeks he’d managed to repress the thought of her completely. War broke out some months later, overturning all sense of normalcy, and resulted in his conscious resolve to abstain from intense relationships, well aware of the danger that battleship crews were constantly exposed to. 
 
    At first glance, he seemed to be the perfect captain, always ambitious, dutiful, careful, and with an often likeable and understanding manner. Among his faults was a vein of narcissism that expressed itself in a strong desire to be the constant centre of attention and the one who had complete control. The warmth and sympathy that he usually met his fellows with could quickly switch to irritation and coolness if someone opposed him. If he requested help and advice, he expected to be obeyed instantly, at the same time as he could be cross when others extended this service unsolicited. As an adult, though, he had learned to control the constant aggressiveness he’d had as a child, and in his dominant position as captain he normally refrained from more serious critical remarks, thereby revealing one of his better sides. With the way the war was going, which was anything but positive, he was soon going to have to put those to good use. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes after he and the other flight commanders had been ordered to report immediately to the armada’s battle centre, the slightly greying commander of the air force took to the podium and confirmed their worst fears when he declared that major parts of the front had fallen, and that they should leave their defence positions and take the fight to the Olegians. After a brief update about the latest sequence of events, they each received an envelope with written instructions, as well as a disc to load into their ships’ computers. When Shay had resolutely read through the text he felt a chill spread through his entire body, at the same time as beads of sweat appeared in the furrows of his brow. This was certainly something they had trained and prepared for. At the same time, however, he understood what it involved and that the war would soon be lost. 
 
    When the briefing had ended and the chief of the air force had wished them well and disappeared as quickly as he had arrived, the officers, conversing loudly, stood up and hurriedly left the room. 
 
    Once Shay had informed the rest of the crew, they left without delay to the airfield, which was now buzzing with feverish activity, and where both ground and air crews ran about getting their ships in order. 
 
    “Prepare to load the reactors!” ordered Shay, when they had rolled up to the refuelling depot. 
 
    “Understood!” shouted a hangar engineer in reply, at which uranium fuel immediately began to flow up through the transport pipes to the enormous atomic drives. 
 
     
 
    The ship, the Olina, which was built of titanium from the Robur Mountains, in the northernmost part of the kingdom, was an imposing sight, with its 920 tons. The hull sparkled in a flat grey metallic colour, a strong contrast to the shiny red upper area, with its dark-tinted cabin windows, while aft the three powerful atomic drives stood proudly. With its phase cannons and the latest versions of hyper drive and automatic flash guns, she was optimally equipped to strongly resist the Olegians in the coming battle. 
 
    As soon as the refuelling was completed, and the glowing green numbers on the reactor manometers showed full capacity, Shay dropped his instrument visor and informed the tower that they were ready for start, and the ground crews returned with heavy and worried steps returned to their normal tasks. 
 
      
 
    As the Supreme Commander received the reports of the Olegian’s advance, an enormous quantity of building materials, equipment, and supplies were being shipped to Urduk. In this way, the colony’s artificial living environment was tripled and could now accommodate, in addition to the imperial families, not only the upper aristocracy, but a minimum number of researchers, technicians, servants, and soldiers. There was no room, unfortunately, for the rest of Oboe’s population, which with the influx of refugees had swollen to about twenty million. Despite all the rumours in circulation, and the panic bubbling under the surface, there was still a semblance of order, and airports and roads were still accessible. To admit that the imperial family had fled to Urduk was to risk unleashing complete chaos, which had to be avoided at all costs. Official reports therefore related only that the Sidians had won major victories, an outcome of the propaganda machine’s continuing effort to churn out its calming message that there was no threat to the city. According to Plan B, which had been prepared far in advance, the evacuation of the imperial families and governing functions to a safer place was to be explained as being the result of the proximity to Oboe of so many Olegian agents. 
 
    Immediately after the departure of the armada, the evacuation was begun, at the same time as the city guard’s grenadiers, with their electro-shock batons, constantly needed to push back the most desperate individuals among the huge crowds of spectators whenever they came too close. Once at the airport, the big spaceships were loaded that afternoon, with great haste but in an orderly fashion, after which the imperial fleet – carrying 292 aircrews, 16,320 passengers, and 394 soldiers, could depart Oboe according to the arranged schedule. 
 
      
 
    When the armada approached the front, Shay glanced at Esai, who sat to his right, with his headphones on, and ordered that they should climb to ten dec, bearing red. The weight in the stern was balanced as they rapidly took off on their prescribed course, so Esai adjusted his instruments and reported that the hydro-rudder had been measured. A few minutes later they sharply changed course and then braked dramatically. They had just manoeuvred their wildly listing ship into a horizontal position when they heard a massive explosion, followed by a muffled rattling sound. The warning lights began blinking uninterruptedly and the piercing wail of the alarm indicated that they had been hit, while a blue blip on their oscillator represented an enemy ship approaching to release the final death blow. 
 
    “Give me the coordinates and course so I can fire!” requested Caver. 
 
    “I’d like to do that, but since the computers are down, it’s not possible, unfortunately,” answered Esai. 
 
    “If I could just get this dammed ship to stand still I’ll show those devils!” shrieked Caver, unaware that Shay had just put his hands together for a last prayer. After shooting off a random barrage of missiles to no effect, they were hit by a well-aimed shot that hit the ship with a jolt and sent them, the cockpit full of sparks, hurtling directly toward the ground. Just when they thought that there was no more hope, they saw, to their amazement, how the automatic emergency system turned on, and that the enemy blip in the display had been replaced by a white point from one of their own ships. 
 
    “Do you recognize where we are?” asked Caver a moment later, when they had managed an emergency landing and realized that they had survived. 
 
    “No, the only thing I can say with any certainty is that we seem to have landed somewhere in the province of Azur,” said Shay. 
 
    “It could have been worse, said Esai, glancing out the window to where a huge field of red and white roses stretched away to the horizon. 
 
    “And it’s going to be, too, if the Olegians discover us here, like an injured goose just waiting to be plucked. Check all functions immediately, to control all damage, and I’ll hold the fort in the meantime.” 
 
    While Shay waited nervously in front of all the manoeuvre screens, the others carefully and methodically went about the task of going through the ship’s systems. 
 
    “Alright, let’s hear it,” he said, pushing his cap back, when they returned a quarter of an hour later to report. 
 
    “It doesn’t look so good,” said Esai, with a grimace. “One of the drives has been shot away, and the others are seriously damaged. Computers and laser weapons are functional, and the hull and steering systems are intact.” 
 
    “Is it possible to repair one of the drives so that we can get out of here?” 
 
    “Probably, we might be able to do it, but it’s going to take at least a day.” 
 
    “OK, then, there’s nothing else to do but get on with it immediately. Those who aren’t needed for that work will stand guard. The Olegians can’t be too far away, especially when we’re so close to the front now.” 
 
      
 
    Allur and Kark had talked over their plans for the future and realized that they should probably start thinking about leaving. But considering that Kark would probably end up back on the front and Allur back in captivity, since he had a slave symbol tattooed on one of his underarms, they didn’t see any need to rush. They rose early and ate a solid breakfast, consisting of canned meat and vegetables, which they rounded off with a couple of cups of lazzo. When they went out, the sky was a hazy blue and a soft breeze carried with it the fragrance of the field of roses and the surrounding meadows, which were also in full bloom. When the sun’s intensity increased towards mid-day, the air, which had earlier been rather cool, became oppressively warm, so that they became sweaty. They had just milked the cow and were standing out in the yard with the pail, when the sky suddenly filled with flaming lightning flashes from battleships, so that they hurried into the house for shelter. When they ventured a careful look out one of the windows, to their surprise they saw how one of the ships, which appeared to be Sidian, crashed into one of the fields of roses a few kilometres away. The fighting was hard, with losses on both sides, but when it eventually became quiet and the only sound was the whisper of the wind, they went off to the crash site to see if they could be of any help. As they approached the ship, they could see what appeared to be the Sidian emblem on its sides, but nonetheless waited before approaching, uncertain of the welcome they might receive from the crew. 
 
      
 
    Esai was just calibrating the altimeter when a warning light indicated that strangers were approaching. 
 
    “Looks like we have visitors,” he said to Shay. “It’s probably just some curious locals. Should I order them to leave?” 
 
    “No! Let’s see what kind of customers they are, first. There’s no reason not to have a chat with them and, if possible, see if there’s any way we might lend a helping hand.” 
 
    “But isn’t against regulations to converse with or allow civilians on board during an on-going battle operation?” 
 
    “Take a break, Esai. It’s not enough to have just your heart and mind in the right place. Sometimes one also actually has to show it, so this time the regulations can wait. These people come from around here, as well, and maybe have valuable information that we can make use of.” 
 
    “Of course. You’re the boss,” he said, and prepared to go out, together with Caver, to meet the visitors. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Allur and Kark were lying low in some dense bushes and were just going to come out of hiding when they heard a click and found themselves staring into the nozzles of a couple of laser pistols. 
 
    “Would you mind following along with us, please?” asked Caver. 
 
    “Do we have any choice?” responded Kark. 
 
    “No, hardly.” 
 
    “Why the polite question, then?” 
 
    “Nobody’s ever died from a little politeness. On the contrary, it’s one of the reasons we have a civilization at all. So, come along, this way, then,” he said, and pointed with his hand towards the ship. 
 
    “Welcome on board,” said Shay when they were standing in front of him. Please excuse our somewhat brusque welcome, but before we know who to trust, we feel it’s best to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “We understand completely,” said Kark, looking around curiously. It wasn’t the first time she’d found herself on a battleship, which was why she recognized much of the technical equipment. 
 
    “Alright, then, can you tell us who we’re dealing with and what has caused your interest in us?” 
 
    “Of course,” they answered, briefly, but without missing anything important, neither from their backgrounds nor what they’d been through. 
 
    When they’d finished speaking, Shay, who’d been deeply impressed by hearing their life stories, invited them to return to the relative security of Oboe with them, to which they happily agreed. In addition to his general sense of sympathy, he was amazed by the unusual couple who, against all odds and in these special circumstances, had found each other on this abandoned farm. Kark was a gunner in one of the harder units in the army and should thus be pretty tough, but she had nevertheless adopted a humane attitude to Allur, who was on the lowest rung of the social ladder, which he appreciated greatly. When it came to Allur, though, there was something about him that didn’t fit with his personality, nor with his low position. He was certainly both modest and humble, and had the sad demeanour that usually came with having served under the yoke, but, at the same time, he held his head high and radiated both strength and dignity. 
 
      
 
    Much of the day had passed when Ixter and Caver, dirty and tired, came up from the engine room. 
 
    “Who are they?” they asked in surprise when they saw the strangers. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” said Shay. “First tell me how it went for you.” 
 
    “Not bad,” said, Ixter, smiling, and drying his oil-spotted hands with a rag. “The aft drive works, sort of, but with our entire computer system down, we’ll have to fly it manually as far as instrument flying goes.” 
 
    “You’ve done a fantastic job and to be honest I actually thought that if we were ever going to see Oboe again it was going to be by returning by foot.” 
 
    After introducing Kark and Allur, they took their places and said a quiet prayer that everything would work. Two failed attempts later, the drive started, luckily, whereupon they lifted off, shaking and vibrating, up and away from the sea of red roses. 
 
    “Alright, now the worst is behind us,” said Shay, pleased, as he pulled carefully on the fuel regulator, so that the Olina, with a dull roar, followed by rattling and squeaking, decided to move itself forward. 
 
      
 
    At first, their flight, if not entirely perfect, proceeded rather satisfactorily, so they reached a reasonable altitude and a speed that would get them home soon. After a while, though, Shay’s sense of satisfaction began to shift to disappointment, as he noticed that the Weber pressure was sinking steadily and the intaxometer moved in the wrong direction. A dull grinding sound from the drive also indicated that they were losing power, which became more apparent as the quilt-work scenery of forests and fields below them began to appear closer. One alternative was to try to save themselves by using parachutes, which he rejected, since he didn’t want to sacrifice his ship now that they were so close to their base. From being a completely workable possibility, with the loss in altitude it was quickly becoming an increasingly risky matter, which is why he decided, finally, that it was either make it or break it. Eventually, the drive’s sounds were approaching a deafening roar, and the entire ship continued to shake and vibrate, with the damaged drive shrouded in smoke. 
 
    In a cold sweat and with white knuckles, he stared at the instrument panel, clenching the steering stick intently. “She had better hold the whole way,” he muttered, resigned. 
 
      
 
    The sun had gone down behind the mountains, and in the early evening the city’s grey tones shifted into a glitter of points of light that, like fireflies, covered the entire valley. It was at least 25 degrees outside and the prevailing west wind brought with it the smell of sun-warmed grass from the broad surrounding meadows that were now in the green of early summer. Its inhabitants prepared anxiously for the uncertainties of the coming day, while in the flight centre the entire command, given the long time that had elapsed without any signs of life, assumed that the entire unit had been lost. Their eyes thus widened in surprise when, at dusk, they captured a crackling signal that indicated that a ship had been identified. 
 
    When the Olina finally touched down, badly damaged and its drives smoking, all available personnel stood in readiness out beside the runway, with everything from fire extinguishers to medical personnel, in case any problems arose. Happily, the landing went well, and when the dazed crew and two passengers left the ship, they were met by euphoric cheers that never seemed to stop. During a solid meal in the mess, they later had to repeat for their colleagues, again and again, the story of what they’d been through. The initial elation they’d all felt from having survived was eventually replaced, as the evening proceeded, with a growing fatigue. In truth, it had been a demanding day for them, so that they now were forced to claim their due. Just when they thought they could leave for home, however, they were disappointed to receive the order to remain at the air base, due to the situation that prevailed. Exhausted as they were, it wasn’t long after arriving at their lodgings at the base that they crept into their beds and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    Never before, in Oboe’s more than thousand-year history, had the imperial family fled the city, and with the increasing rumble from the front, there was a growing desperation. Many began to believe that the end was near; at the defence installations, the city guard’s ground troops were preparing for a heroic battle. Alarms and rumbling were heard everywhere throughout the streets and alleyways, while crowds milled around not knowing whether to escape or seek shelter. 
 
    Shay was happily completely unaware of all this when, after eating breakfast and dressing in fresh new clothes, he left for headquarters. It was a beautiful morning, and the sun’s rays had just begun to caress the surrounding rooftops, where swallows swept through the air in their constant hunt for insects. At the staff building’s gate, guarded by two heavily-armed guards, he was asked to show his ID-papers, even though they recognized him. Military procedures never ceased to amaze him. With routines established in the distant past, they were so often completely illogical. Stepping into the air force commander’s room, he found him sitting tiredly at his desk, and it seemed as if he’d aged at least ten years since he’d last seen him. 
 
    “Have a seat,” he said, and waved towards a leather-clad chair. “I’m sorry that the mission failed, but nonetheless want to congratulate you for managing to bring back such a heavily-damaged ship.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, but it was almost entirely due to my talented flight engineer, Ixter Trafor,” he replied. 
 
    “Ixter, yes, he would have been really good officer if it hadn’t been for that woman, Gurl, from Tyrus, who got in the way of his career.” 
 
    “Gail,” corrected Shay. 
 
    “Right. By the way, how did you happen to have passengers with you?” 
 
    “We wanted to see if we could gain any intelligence about the enemy. Unfortunately, we didn’t manage to return them before we were forced to leave in such a hurry.” 
 
    “I see,” he chuckled. “And now that you’ve been at the front, and gathered intelligence from the local population, maybe then you can tell me when you think the Olegians are going to attack Oboe?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say, but perhaps in a week or two.” 
 
    “No, that’s not my assessment. I’m afraid we’ll have them here any time at all.” 
 
    “Is it so bad?” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately,” he answered. “According to the reports I’ve seen, it looks anything but promising. We don’t have much left to throw at them now, since the front has fallen, and the emperor has left, taking with him the bulk of the fleet, for that God-forsaken colony on Urduk. Who would have believed it, only a few years ago? It would have been as silly a thought as thinking that one could walk on water, or that the prophet, Metanus, would return to Loria. We are living in a really remarkable time.” When Shay nodded in agreement, he went over to the drinks cabinet and poured them each a tumbler of Berruda. 
 
    “We may need this,” he said and downed his glass in one shot. 
 
    “And what’s going to happen with our ship now?” wondered Shay, after a moment’s silence. 
 
    “Your ship, yes, which is the only one of our once proud armada remaining,” the commander said, with a dry laugh. “If it manages to be made battle worthy before the Olegians arrive, you have permission to make one last heroic contribution.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so,” replied Shay, and continued miserably, “What should we do with the two passengers we had with us? Should we release them?” 
 
    “Fine, but first we need to let them stay here for a couple of days so that the intelligence unit can have a chance to interrogate them and see if they have anything worthwhile to say. There’s lots of people here who have left the front, but not so many of them have been in its immediate proximity, especially not recently.” 
 
    “Right, it is of course a bit unusual to have travelled super-express with the city guard,” said Shay, “And the question is whether it might ever happen again.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    After a quick run-through of the Olina’s condition, and of the general situation, they didn’t think there was much left that they could do for the moment, so they shook hands, and Shay left. 
 
      
 
    “I guess you want to know what the chief of the air force had to say?” Shay asked when, a little while later, he had returned to his crew, who were sitting and waiting for him in the mess. 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” replied Esai, with a feigned lack of interest. “Planning a counterattack, perhaps?” 
 
    “No, there was no question of that, since the entire front has broken up, and there aren’t any fresh troops to set in. All leave has now been recalled and like all other units we’re supposed to prepare for the Olegians’ attack, which can happen any time at all.” 
 
    “Is that right? And what can we oppose it with?” wondered Caver. 
 
    “Not much, I’m afraid, which means that our chances to strike back at them are as good as non-existent. We might be able to hit them with a slap on the wrist or two, but that’s all.” 
 
    “Always so optimistic,” said Ixter, laconically. 
 
    “Just realistic, and I think that’s what’s needed at this point.” 
 
    “So, you mean we should just sit here and wait for the end of the world?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s as bad as that, but since we’ve all sworn loyalty it’s just as well we accept our fate.” 
 
    “And how’s it going with the Olina?” asked Esai? 
 
    “The maintenance unit is putting in new drives as we speak, and should be finished soon, although the weapons systems will probably take a couple more days to repair.” 
 
    “So long?” asked Caver. 
 
    “Yes, the damage is pretty extensive,” he barely managed to say, before a powerful explosion knocked out the lighting and sent large pieces of the ceiling crashing down over them. 
 
    Terrified, they threw themselves onto the floor and tried to cover their heads with their hands. A few moments later, they heard several more explosions, so they stood up and, after a nervous wait, they heard the air-raid sirens sounding all-clear. 
 
    “What was all that about, now?” asked Caver. 
 
    “It was probably just a minor attack by a few Olegian ships, testing our defences before launching their main attack,” said Shay. 
 
    “In that case they must have been surprised and overjoyed to have found the golden goose in its nest, wing-clipped and not even able to honk,” said Ixter. 
 
    “What do we now?” asked Caver. 
 
    “No idea. The question is whether there’s anything at all we can do,” sighed Shay, heavily. When he saw their wandering glances he regretted saying it, though. As their commander, it was his duty to instil courage in his crew, and try to solve the problems that arose, instead of just giving up in resignation. 
 
    “I just mean that there’s not much more we can do just now than wait.” 
 
    “In that case, I request that in the meanwhile I try to find my wife,” said Ixter. 
 
    “How will that go? You know of course that it’s your duty to remain here and that all leave has been cancelled.” 
 
    “When Gail and I married, I promised her that we would live together and that I would look after her, which in my mind is an obligation that is at least as important,” he replied, obstinately. 
 
    After discussing it for a while, Shay gave up, reasoning that he didn’t have any right to pronounce judgement on him. A person who doesn’t follow his or her conscience is betraying the meaning of their own lives, which is why they must be allowed to do what they think is right, regardless of what it leads to. Also, rules are made according to what is usually best to do, but if it contradicts one’s own reason, then one must have the right, and even the obligation, to question it. 
 
    “OK, get on with it, then, but be back here in two hours, and remember that if you should happen to be arrested, I don’t know anything about what you’re up to.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Ixter, rushing out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Outside the main entrance to the airbase, chaos ruled, with not a single hydrogen taxi in sight, so he decided to run up the street in the direction of the city centre. Thank God, there weren’t any more explosions, and the buildings seemed for the most part undamaged, which meant that the attack had only been a preliminary skirmish, just as Shay had guessed. The closer he came to the city centre the more crowded it became. The state-controlled propaganda had been effective, however, for even though the streets were crowded, there didn’t seem to be any sense of panic yet. To avoid concern, the inhabitants had to be kept in a state of ignorance for as long as possible, he thought, grimly, and when the truth finally dawned on them it would be too late. After crossing Grotsky Square, he turned into Lirvana Street, which was graced with luscious zaprifol trees with pink, fragrant blossoms and eventually, after taking a shortcut through narrow Hoddax lane, to Farvo Street, where their apartment was. After sprinting up the stairs, he pounded anxiously on the door, and had just begun to dig through his pockets for the key when he heard a scraping sound coming from inside. 
 
    “Open up, it’s me!” he yelled, his voice hoarse, at which the door was unlocked and Gail threw herself, crying, into his arms. 
 
    “I was so scared I’d never see you again,” she sniffled, her tears running down her cheeks. “There’s been rumours that the entire city guard has been wiped out. What’s happening?” 
 
    “Darling,” he said, kissing here tenderly. “We’ll talk about it more once we’ve arrived at the airbase. The Olegians can attack us at any time.” 
 
    “But I can’t leave without a change of clothes!” she wailed, as she began to fill a bag with clothes and such personal effects as women have always needed to have with them. 
 
    “We have to leave!” he shouted, exasperated, when five minutes had passed.  “Soon it may be totally hopeless to get back.” 
 
    When she was finally finished, they ran headlong out of the apartment and out onto the street, now filled with a rebellious atmosphere. 
 
    “Where’s our flight? No one’s seen them return, except for one severely damaged ship,” they heard a woman ask, as they squeezed through a confused and frightened crowd that was worriedly discussing what was going on. 
 
    “I’ve heard from higher up that they’ve regrouped and joined another squadron, in preparation for a major offensive that will force the Olegians into submission,” answered a youth. 
 
    “No bloody way,” muttered an older man, whose long experience had obviously taught him not to trust everything the government claimed. 
 
    When they arrived at the main gate of the airbase, they again found themselves surrounded by a large crowd, which hadn’t been there when he’d left, noisily venting their frustration. They carefully wound their way through the mass and were almost at the gate when several people suddenly noticed his uniform. 
 
    “Look at this!” yelled a man with a long beard. “Here’s someone who can maybe tell us what’s going on!” 
 
    “I don’t know anything,” shouted Ixter, continuing to push their way through at the same time as several others tried to grab them. 
 
    The mood was becoming more hostile until the guards noticed their increasingly dangerous exposed situation and, guns raised, ordered the crowd to let them proceed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s really a fine husband you have,” said Shay to Gail when, a short while later, they had arrived at the mess. “He didn’t budge a millimetre from his decision to leave to find you, even though it would mean breaking our orders.” 
 
    “I know,” she answered. “Why do you think I married him?” 
 
    “Well, it certainly wasn’t for the same reasons I added him to my crew, in any case, but we can both agree on his qualities, certainly. Anyway, it’s going to take a long time before the Olina is repaired, which is why you, just as our friends Kark and Allur, can stay with us until we know what’s going to happen next.” 
 
    “As long as I can be together with Ixter, I can live anywhere.” 
 
    “Really! Is that really true?” he teased, “Isn’t a stable the limit?” 
 
    “No, not even that,” she answered, with a smile. 
 
    “A cave, then?” tried Caver. 
 
    “That’s enough, guys,” she said, laughing. “Don’t try to put me on the spot, because you’ll never succeed. I’d follow him to the ends of the Earth, if necessary.” 
 
    That might be just where we’ve ended up, thought Shay to himself, gloomily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the break of dawn, all hell broke loose, with furious shooting between the city’s defences and attacking Olegian planes. Shay, who stood surrounded by the others, as well as Kark and Allur, who had been allowed temporary lodgings at the base, repeatedly tried, unsuccessfully, to reach the air force commander on the phone. He was close to giving up when a crackling sound announced that they had contact. 
 
    “Hello!” he pronounced, “What are our orders?” 
 
    “There’s nothing that can be down in the current situation,” the commander replied, while yet another explosion rocked the room. 
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t hear you!” Shay shouted, trying to override the alarms. 
 
    “I said that without functioning weapons, the only sensible thing you can try to do is to fly your ship to Urduk, where it can be repaired!” 
 
    “But . . .” was all Shay managed to say before he was cut off. 
 
    “No buts, that’s an order! There’s no reason to unnecessarily sacrifice a fine ship that could be useful to us in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems like the miracle has happened,” said Shay, when he had confirmed the order and signed off. “Follow me, my friends, we’re off on a little excursion to Urduk.” 
 
    Running and crouching, together with Kark and Allur, they made their way through smoke-filled corridors filled with rubbish and fallen plaster. They had just managed to leave the building when a direct hit blew out all the windows in a huge fireball. When they approached the hangars, they encountered a group of confused technicians who had been on their way to their workstations when the battle command centre was transformed into a smoking pile of wreckage and charred bodies and now had no idea what to do. 
 
    “We have room for you if you want to go with us to Urduk!” shouted Shay, “But, if so, you need to know that we’re not going to be coming back for a long time to come.” 
 
    “Don’t we have to apply for permission to come along?” a woman asked. 
 
    “On a day like this it’s going to be difficult to get any kind of permission, so you’re forced to have to take such a decision on your own, I’m afraid.” 
 
    A series of nearby blasts finally convinced two of them to put aside their reservations and join the crew, so the little group were happy to arrive at the hangar, which still remained undamaged. As soon as Shay saw that everyone had made it on board, he drew the cabin door closed and, doing away with the obligatory checklist, threw the start lever that activated the ship’s slumbering functions. Immediately, the instruments on the shiny four-dimensional control panel began glowing, and several seconds later a green control light indicated that the ship’s computer was ready to obey orders. 
 
      
 
    “Prepare for start!” Shay shouted, as his thoughts were turning somersaults. 
 
    “If you’ve only thought of flying, then that’s OK, but otherwise the ship is toothless,” he heard someone say. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked, surprised, when he turned and saw a wiry blonde-haired woman, dressed in blue work overalls, standing in front of him. 
 
    “Flight mechanic Desia Ziffler. I was just trimming the drives when the attack began.” 
 
    “Then you had better be seated and hold on, because now we’re on our way to Urduk.” 
 
    “Urduk!” she gasped, shocked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s our only choice,” he replied. 
 
    After slowly steering out of the hangar area, across wreckage that made the entire control console shake and rattle, they finally lifted, taking off through curtains of smoke, and without being able to intervene, watched as the entire city centre beneath them flashed in a flurry of exploding bombs. 
 
      
 
    Hug, who had long understood that the end was near, had been thinking unendingly about how they could escape to safety before it was too late. His attempts to get seats on any of the military cargo ships had repeatedly failed, and private ships were impossible, because the state had requisitioned them all during the war’s initial stages. In the end, their only hope was a city guard ship that he had seen returning to the airbase, and which he’d hoped would be leaving for Urduk. After modifying his oscillator, an ingenious machine that was part of the equipment he’d had with him from Oleg, so that it could interfere with flight computers, he convinced Lidia that they should move outside the city, saying that it would be safer in case the Olegians attacked. The place he took Lidia to was chosen with care, and was near a smaller airport outside Oboe. They had camped beside the runway for a few days, when the Olegians swept by in wide attack formation. 
 
    “I love you!” said Lidia, terrified, when the bomb explosions began to be heard all around the city. “Are we going to die now?” 
 
    “Talk into so silly.” 
 
    “But obviously we are under attack, so shouldn’t the Olegian armies soon be here?” 
 
    “Trust me, we’re going to make it, my love,” he reassured her, after seeing a ship take off and come flying in their direction. 
 
      
 
    Shay had just made a wide swing east of the city and was about to select full acceleration on all drives when Esai suddenly shouted that they were losing power. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Shay asked, bewildered and staring worriedly at the several warning lights intensively blinking in a red glow on the instrument panel. 
 
    “No idea,” replied Esai. 
 
    “It seems, at least, to be a serious problem that means we immediately have to make an emergency landing,” added Desia. 
 
    “Emergency landing?” Shay asked, refusing to let the words sink in. 
 
    “Yes! To calibrate the navigation computer’s circuits in relation to the drives, which we can’t do while flying. Something must have gone wrong during the tuning.” 
 
    The warning lights kept blinking and, when the ship felt even more sluggish, Shay capitulated and ordered them to return to Oboe and descend to a small airfield next to the suburb of Sernica. When the landing strip was in view, he reduced power to fifty per cent and, after adjusting the instruments, began the approach. “Hold on!” he shouted, only seconds after hitting the ground hard, followed by several lesser bounces. 
 
    As soon as they stood still, Desia and Ixter jumped up to start removing the navigation system’s computer, but before they could get to work Esai shouted that a group of people were approaching from the other side of the field. 
 
    “How many are they?” asked Shay. 
 
    “Seven, I’d guess. What should we do?” 
 
    “Let them come along,” he said, having decided, like so many times previously, with his heart. 
 
      
 
    Once Hug saw the large ship return, he took Lidia by the hand and, after a quick march, reached its deployed stairway, at the same time as five others. When they had all come on board, Caver, disturbed by having sighted crowds of people approaching from several directions, started shouting that they didn’t have room for any more. He hit the door switch, so that it swung swiftly shut with a loud hiss. Immediately thereafter, Desia and Ixter reported that they couldn’t find anything wrong and that the steering instruments now showed that all was in order. 
 
    “That was strange,” reflected Shay, but after having glanced out the window, he instantly decided not to think about it any further. 
 
    The Olina’s stern was pushed down by the rush of power as they lifted, but the drives were now functioning perfectly, with no sign of the earlier problem, so that they quickly accelerated and gained altitude. Just when they had begun to think that the danger was behind them, the alarms sounded and three dots, indicating enemy ships, appeared on the display. Shay immediately switched the drives to maximum power and anxiously considered the precariousness of their situation. If they came within firing range of the ships, once hit by their laser beams they’d be killed instantaneously. With every passing second, though, they were further out into space, so that eventually the geider meter, with a vibrating leap, reached 12 Bylo, then, infinitely slowly, rose to 15, which indicated the critical point for entering light speed. He breathed a quiet prayer that the Olegians wouldn’t catch up to them, when they were so close to being saved, and tried to stop thinking about whether the hundredths of a second it took to be killed were something that one would manage to be aware of. When a weak buzzing tone finally indicated that they were up in light speed, and could make the leap out into galactic space, he was overwhelmingly happy that he didn’t need to think about it anymore. 
 
    “This time it was within a blink of the end,” Esai said, when they had been absorbed by the cold darkness of the cosmic night and their speed was reduced to warp speed. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, in both eyes, even,” said Shay. “I don’t want to experience that kind of a launch again for a while.” 
 
    When their course had been set to Urduk, and the readings on the autopilot checked, he asked Esai to take over and went with Caver to the cargo bay, where the passengers were sitting tightly together and talking in quiet frightened voices. 
 
    “I’m Shay Ostender,” he said, when he’d gained their attention, “And I’m captain on this ship, which is called the Olina. I hope that you’ve settled in somehow and don’t feel too uncomfortable. As some of you already know, we’re on our way to the colony on Urduk, where we’ll probably be for quite some time.” 
 
    On that news, the room became abuzz with the surprised conversations of several of the passengers. 
 
    “The voyage is expected to take seven days,” he continued, after requesting their attention, “Which means that we will be forced to ration our supplies. If everyone cooperates constructively, though, it shouldn’t be any problem.” 
 
    “What’s it like on Urduk?” asked Kark. 
 
    “I’m relatively unfamiliar with the conditions there, but from what I’ve heard it seems to be an inhospitable planet that doesn’t allow life in anything but artificial environments.” 
 
    “What’s happened to the people in Oboe?” asked a woman from the air force. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t know anything more than you do.” 
 
    “When are we going to be able to return?” 
 
    “For the moment, it looks pretty bad, but everything will certainly get sorted out in time, which is why I encourage you to try not to worry.” 
 
    Then, he introduced Esai, who began by gathering information about the airbase’s personnel. These were Rhus Kakir, who had worked as maintenance supervisor, Isla Solender, as an air traffic controller, and Desia Ziffler, as a mechanic. Relieved to find out that none of them had been forced to leave children or spouse behind, he could turn his attention to the latest arrivals. In addition to Hug and Lidia, there was an older man, Grewerg Malentzer, who had been a seaman and handyman, as well as a farmer couple, Ofra and Nadine Baator, with their children Mimosa and Garlev. When the briefing was concluded, they all pitched in to search through the cargo bay for things that could make the voyage more comfortable for them, and then Shay and Esai returned to their duties. 
 
      
 
    Lidia loved every one of Hug’s atoms, every centimetre of his body, all the octaves in his voice, and every thought. When she breathed in his scent, she felt as if she was floating on a rose-coloured cloud, and when their eyes met their souls merged. Her feelings for him had been tender since they’d first met, and she’d always been attracted to him, even though their relationship was more like one of friendship than romance. She was thus extremely happy that he had changed so radically and come to love her as much as she loved him. 
 
    Hug, on the other hand, considered that he had met the absolute dream woman, and saw her as the most loving, smart and beautiful of them all. It had pained him endlessly to see her so sad and disheartened, and to not know how to help her. When he had now, against all odds, managed the trick of arranging her safety, so that they could now look forward to even more time of mutual happiness, he felt that he was in seventh heaven. At the same time as he rejoiced completely about their partial victory, he realized, though, that the threat from the Olegians was hardly over.  
 
      
 
    The Olina headed on through the infinite emptiness of space, like a glowing beacon, while those on board tried to pass the time as best they could. The children occupied themselves, as children throughout the ages have always done, with every kind of game, while the others either fell into their own thoughts, or talked constantly as a way of subduing their worry. Isla, who belonged to the first category, sat afraid and freezing in a corner, and thought that it seemed to be forever since Oboe had been attacked. She had taken the bus to work, as usual, but had only travelled half-way through the airbase’s gates when the alarm had sounded its high-pitched wailing. Only a moment later, explosions were heard everywhere, and only seconds after she and some of her colleagues had found shelter next to a hangar, they had seen the flight control centre destroyed before their eyes. Those inside, if not killed instantaneously, were nevertheless immediately exterminated by the fireball that erupted in connection with the blast. When Isla and her colleagues had wondered, in shock and confusion, what they could do, these crewmen from a ship had suddenly popped up, miraculously, and invited them to follow along. It was now two days since they had left Loria, and the entire time she was only travelling further and further away from her parents and siblings. When she had tried to talk with the others about it, it was as if they didn’t want to listen. As long as one denies that something has happened, then one can of course avoid dealing with the sorrow, she thought. Many, surely, also convinced themselves that everything must be fine for their own dependents, even if they deep down knew that this was not the case. 
 
    Full of sorrow, her eyes full of tears, she curled herself up into the foetal position and tried to think of something more pleasant, but couldn’t manage it. 
 
      
 
    After seven days had passed, without any sign that Urduk awaited somewhere ahead, Shay began to feel concerned. 
 
    “According to the computer’s program, we should have arrived by now,” he said, when they had seated themselves for a meeting about the situation. 
 
    “Is it possible that there’s an interference field around the planet that hides their position?” asked Esai. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, I suspect that that might be the case,” said Desia. “There have always been rumours that ships that travel there have been equipped with a special code.” 
 
    “Dammit, then, that doesn’t sound good at all,” said Shay. “Is it possible for us to break the code?” 
 
    “Sure, that’s possible, but with the equipment we have on board I think it’s going to be hard,” replied Desia. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” asked Esai. 
 
    “I can’t think of any other option than to turn the ship around and make a new attempt to capture the planet’s coordinates,” said Shay. 
 
    Hug, who was standing close to the navigation room’s entrance, listening to their discussion, understood exactly what they were talking about, at the same time as he couldn’t figure out how to solve the problem without revealing his identity. To modify the oscillator so that it could search for targets would take both time as well as components that, in the current circumstances, were scarce. 
 
    When the straits are direst, help is often available close at hand, which even now was the case, since, just as he was most preoccupied with how he was going to manage, Lidia suddenly exclaimed that she wasn’t feeling well. He therefore asked Shay for permission to enter the rocket room so that she would be able to rest in privacy. As soon as he had given her a couple of sleeping tablets, which put her to sleep as good as immediately, he got quickly to work. In a metal cabinet, he found the tools he needed, and behind the rocket firing panel were the necessary electrical components. When he had done the last soldering, and had just finished cleaning up, Esai stuck in his head to ask what the smell was. He quickly found his equilibrium and answered as calmly as he could that it was probably some minor overloading of the ventilation system, which he had caused by pressing the wrong buttons, which was nothing to worry about. Luckily, Esai bought his explanation, so that once he had left, he hid the oscillator under his jacket and walked over to stand close to the ship’s computer to await the results of his efforts. The reward came when, some five minutes later, Shay and the others, who had been standing and staring downheartedly at the instruments, suddenly saw the large display light up, and a long corridor, marked by green light buoys, revealed itself in the dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The weather on Urduk was usually erratic, with violent winds that disappeared as quickly as they arose, and temperatures that swung between –40 at night and +50 during the day. Here, in a valley between two mountain ranges, Sidian, forty years earlier and in collaboration with the country of Frestraic, had established a colony. Under huge Plexiglas domes was a city with agriculture, parks, and a minor lake. Dry ice, which was found hard-packed under the planet’s poles, supplied the inhabitants with life-giving water, and from the dry, yellow, desert sand, oxygen was extracted for use as liquid rocket fuel. During the day, the colour of the smoke-tinted domes blended so well into the surrounding pale-ochre landscape that they were barely visible, while at night they glowed like glittering diamonds. 
 
      
 
    The flight controller at Urduk’s airport peered enquiringly out through the windows of the control tower and reflected over recent events, which were as unreal as if in a dream. Sidian was evacuated, and the imperials, who had lived in the forbidden city and never mixed with ordinary people, were to arrive here and live among them. With every uneventful day that had passed, she began to feel ever more sceptical about the information, until one day she suddenly had reason to change her opinion, when a cluster of black points had appeared on her monitor. 
 
    “So it was actually true,” she mumbled, and pressed the alarm button, which activated feverish activity among the colony’s inhabitants, who began to run around like dizzy chickens, quickly trying to put in order everything that needed to be done before the prominent guests arrived. 
 
      
 
    The ground shook and large clouds of dust were raised when the imperial armada’s ships landed at the airport a few hours later. Twenty-two passenger ships were first to arrive, then twenty-eight battleships, and, last, 14 cargo ships, all of which the ground crews managed to find room for, without blocking the landing and take-off pads. When the airport director, tired but satisfied, was leaving the control tower that evening, he was stopped by the air traffic controller, who said that yet another Sidian ship was visible on the monitor and was requesting permission to land. 
 
    “I haven’t received any information about that,” he muttered. “Ask them to identify themselves.” After the controller had called them and found out that the ship was from the city guard, with the number S-14, and was on its way in for landing, the airport director almost fell over in surprise. 
 
    “That’s weird. Are they deserters? Give them landing approval. It’ll be crowded, but it should still be OK, if we back a few of the cargo ships out of the way a bit. Then issue an order to intern the crew as soon as they they’ve landed.” 
 
    Several minutes later the order had been forwarded to one of the security officers, who assembled a patrol and immediately left for the airbase to complete his mission. 
 
      
 
    Shay read off the green digits that continuously appeared on the instrument panel and, as soon as he had made contact with the traffic control tower, he started the ship’s automatic retardation programme. 
 
    “Relay your position,” ordered the air traffic controller when they entered Urduk’s atmosphere. 
 
    “Altitude 4 distans, latitude 10 mistral,” he reported. 
 
    “Good. We have you on radar. Continue on the same descent path, but swing 2 positions towards spectral centre.” 
 
    “Understood,” replied Shay, and adjusted his cap. 
 
    The air traffic controller maintained radio contact with them during the entire approach, continually reading out altitude and instructions that Shay repeated with the corresponding reference information. It had already become dark when the minimal airfield finally revealed itself and he drew on the brake levers to begin a steep descent. Their speed was fast in relation to the limited space available on the airfield, and when they finally were able to come to a stop, the entire ship bobbing from the dramatic braking, they were only about ten metres from another ship parked on the tarmac. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a shuttle vehicle arrived and quickly drove them to the air terminal, where the new arrivals stood in a crowd. Word of what was going to happen to them was quite a long time coming, until a stern Urdukian major finally appeared and ordered them to follow him. Once they had registered, and been supplied with ID cards, they were escorted by a guard patrol to an air bus that brought them further into the colony. When the doors opened once again, they were immediately assailed by a stale odour, since Urduk’s fresh air system hadn’t been built to handle the large number of people who, as fate would have it, had ended up here. Outside the terminal was a large square, enclosed by tall pine trees that had been planted there when the colony had been founded some fifty years before, now overfilled with people standing or lying everywhere, and surrounded by their personal effects. A few blocks later, they entered a street lined with simple white building, eventually coming to a halt before a two-story house with Zelotic arched windows. 
 
    “So, we’ve arrived,” said the major. “Please, go on inside.” 
 
    Once everyone had entered the building, they were informed that they were in house arrest, until an enquiry could determine whether any violations had occurred in connection with their escape. He refused to answer any of their questions, and once he’d gone through a number of safety instructions and general regulations, he stationed several soldiers around the building and departed with the rest of the patrol. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t without curiosity that they checked out the new home that fate had so improbably led them to. The hall, which was broad and welcoming, was ringed by several bathrooms and a laundry, while at the farthest end of the house were several sparingly furnished bedrooms painted in a warm yellow tone. The upper floor housed a living room, with comfortable furnishings, as well as a large dining room, with attached kitchen. Behind the house was a small garden, lined with flowering bushes, and some lawn chairs and other outdoor furniture. 
 
    “I’m hungry as a wolf,” said Kark, when they had finished their tour of the house. 
 
    “As an Urdukian, I thought you’d say,” laughed Ixter. 
 
    “I wonder if there’s any food here?” 
 
    “Success comes to those who dare, so let’s see what we can find.” 
 
    In the kitchen cupboards they found more than what they were looking for. Concentrated tablets prepared in a Uvax oven were quickly transformed into fine meals, fresh vegetables, bread, juice, and a variety of delicacies that, because of the war, they had long been without. 
 
    “Ham with potatoes and puréed peas,” read Allur from one of the packages. 
 
    “And here’s roast beef with stewed vegetables,” said Lidia. “The population doesn’t seem to be suffering any food shortage.” 
 
    Famished, they dug in to the food and took time to enjoy it, laughing and talking all the while. Their high spirits eventually allowed them to relax, which soon made their deep fatigue more obvious, so there was nothing left but to find their way to their beds, while chaos continued in the rest of the colony. 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, they were awakened by a sharp alarm signal that sounded throughout the entire building; they were hungry and cold. Despite the fact that the colony was protected by a smart modulator system, it was nevertheless unavoidable that the planet’s drastic temperature differences also affected the indoor climate, at least to some extent. There was no shortage of food and drink, of course, they had soon sated their hunger. They sat with satisfyingly full stomachs, wondering what the day had in store for them, when the major arrived, in the company of an officer from Urduk’s national guard, and informed them that he had been given the task of escorting Shay to a hearing. 
 
    Shay realized there wasn’t much he could do but go along, so, after a quick walk they arrived at the military headquarters, which, with its red stucco facade, was in marked contrast to the surrounding buildings. After ascending a broad staircase, they stopped before a high cardor door, with an engraved kilvin name plate, which the major knocked on, and announced their arrival. 
 
    “Good! Tell the captain to come in and then leave us,” said a dark, commanding voice. 
 
    As Shay entered, he saw that the room was large and expensively furnished, with splendid furniture, handmade Taurian carpets, and gilded paintings. The commander himself was a powerfully-built man, about forty-five, with steel-grey eyes and a short military haircut. As he arranged his papers, his jawbones worked constantly under the skin, which indicated that he was an energetic person, used to getting his own way. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” he said, waving with his hand. “My name is Lovarez, and I’m the military commander here on Urduk, and you must be Captain Shay, commander of the only city guard ship that managed to escape?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” replied Shay. 
 
    “Hmm,” the commander reflected, scratching his chin, when Shay had briefed him about the final battle against the Olegians, and the ensuing escape. “You say that the air force commander, after the Olegian’s final attack against Oboe, ordered you to travel to Urduk.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct. I have only followed orders, and to try to continue fighting without weapons would have been meaningless.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we have no possibilities for checking this information, since all contact with the airport in Oboe has been cut, but a quick examination of your ship appears to confirm your story, however. It is also reasonable that you could have arrived so soon after the imperial armada, since they were delayed by a powerful stratic storm. We have therefore decided not to have you face court-martial.” 
 
    “Thank you,” replied Shay. 
 
    “But you have taken a number of passengers with you, which is hardly in accordance with military regulations.” 
 
    “No, but it isn’t clearly forbidden, either. And since my conscience tells me that one should try to do what one can to save one’s fellow human beings in distress, then I am ready to take full responsibility for this issue.” 
 
    “Fine, captain, to be honest, I appreciate your initiative and do not intend to take any disciplinary measures.” 
 
    “Thank you!” said Shay, somewhat surprised by this unexpected expression of humanity, which he hadn’t anticipated from a person in such a powerful position. 
 
    “It’s nothing to say thank you for, and don’t think I lack empathy. However, slim the odds were, I went through the passenger manifest in the hope of perhaps finding a familiar name, but sadly without any success.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, well. You are all in any case released from house arrest and free to walk about as you like, for as long as that remains possible. Our country is not so big, as you have surely already seen, and since such a big part of the population is now going to consist of the imperial family, maybe we should change our name to the imperial colony.” 
 
    After leaning back in his chair, laughing loudly at his own silliness, he then proposed that they should have a refreshment before carrying on with the discussion. “Your ship,” he continued, once they had quenched their thirst with a glass of bozo, “Will be one of the smallest at the colony’s disposal, and in battle, without laser weapons, you won’t be able to do anything useful.” 
 
    “Isn’t it possible to repair them?” 
 
    “No, since the commander-in-chief never planned for your class of ship on Urduk, there aren’t any spare parts, either. Instead, I’ve been thinking your ship could be best used in service of scientific research.” 
 
    “Research?” Shay blurted out, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, at the moment, that’s the best solution, as long as you don’t imagine that you can manage to fight with only the use of telepathy?” 
 
    “No, that won’t certainly involve certain problems.” 
 
    “Do we agree, then? 
 
    Shay recalled his father’s saying that sometimes it’s time to speak and, other times, to remain silent, and that the present time was an example of the latter, so he nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Good, then that’s settled, then,” said the commander, and paused for a moment as he considered a file open before him. “Hmm, let’s see. The big airfield is full, so it’d be best if you are parked at lock C, north of the colony, where we have our other two research ships.” 
 
    That said, he pushed a buzzer, which called in a tall, lanky sergeant in his twenties, and a member of the Urdukian security department. When they’d been introduced, the commander explained that the man, whose name was Gus Verber, would serve as the point of contact between them, and asked if there was anything else on his mind before they adjourned. 
 
    “Yes, as captain, I feel I also have a responsibility for my passengers, so I’d simply like to know what’s going to happen to them.” 
 
    “Time will no doubt tell, regarding that matter as well. First, move the ship, which we’ve already agreed to, and then await further orders,” he said, curtly, then indicated that the discussion was concluded by slapping his notebook shut. 
 
      
 
    Once returned, and he had told them that they were cleared of all suspicion and allowed to circulate freely within the colony, Shay was greeted with happiness and a standing ovation. Although they had proceeded the entire time on the basis that they didn’t have anything to fear, they still hadn’t been able to relax, since nothing is over, as the saying goes, until it’s over. 
 
    After lunch, Shay, along with Gus and the crew, went to the airfield to move the Olina. Everything went according to plan, and once they had reached the new parking spot, beside a biomedical laboratory nestled below an imposing mountain ridge, they performed a thorough check of all the ship’s functions. When they had concluded that all was in order, they returned to their new home for a late dinner in the blossom-filled garden. 
 
      
 
    They awoke the next morning to a clear and beautiful morning, with a rising sun that turned the sky in various shades of pink. After a hearty breakfast, they spent the day thoroughly investigating every corner of the settlement. As they walked around, they were fascinated by all of the technical achievements that had made it possible for the Lorians to live in that hostile environment. Water and oxygen circulated continuously through the colony’s recycling system and, in large tanks that received their energy from the mineral-rich soil, every kind of vegetable was grown. Animal-based food, such as fish, meat, and eggs, was centred in large production facilities. With the help of concentrated sunlight, metals could be smelted in special solar ovens, and transformed into useful products. From sand, containing soda and calcium, glass was produced, which was in turn moulded into building components, a domestically-available raw material for continued construction of the colony. The hope was that when the technology had become fully available, buildings and infrastructure would be used in a rational manner for major expansion of the settlement, which even included satellite communities elsewhere on the planet. 
 
    “I don’t understand how anyone can stand living in this god-forsaken place,” said Isla, when later that afternoon they were back sitting in the garden and drinking lazzo. 
 
    “Me neither,” muttered Caver, with a big yawn. “Maybe it would’ve been better to have died in an honourable fight against the Olegians, instead of sitting here and shrinking up.” 
 
    “Try not to paint everything so darkly,” said Shay. “Remember that there’s something positive in everything that happens, if one just reflects on it for a while.” 
 
    “You think so?” said Caver, doubtfully. 
 
    “Of course, it is,” said Gail, “And actually we should be pretty pleased just to be alive. I felt it was a miracle to have escaped the Olegians and that Ixter and I have been given the chance to continue in our lives together.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the case, certainly,” said Isla, “But what will the future be like?” 
 
    “That’s something that’s usually hidden from us,” said Shay, “So, for the time being, one should just try to be pleased with the way it is.” 
 
      
 
    The third day after their arrival, Gus came for a visit, accompanied by a female staff officer. 
 
    “If I’ve understood everything correctly, you represent the group and speak for them?” the officer asked, inspecting Shay with a quick glance. 
 
    “Yes, until further notice,” he answered, adjusting his cap. 
 
    “Then I have permission to inform you that the command, after going through your personal files, has decided to appoint Gail to the position of chambermaid to Princess Flores, that Hug and Lidia will be engineers at the airport, and Rhus, Isla, and Desia will be technicians.” 
 
    “Gail is married to my flight engineer,” said Shay, “Which would mean that it will be difficult for her to take up a position that will involve working during the evenings and nights?” 
 
    “If you don’t accept the decision, I will have to arrest you for disobeying orders!” growled the officer, with a surprised look. “We are at war, as a matter of fact. All of those named shall be present in their positions early tomorrow morning, and I hope I have expressed myself clearly enough?” 
 
    “Yes, understood,” replied Shay, dismayed. 
 
    “Good,” she said, with a quick salute, and turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    When Shay had informed them of the officer’s errand, only Gail had missed the news, since she was upstairs in the living room, with Ixter. 
 
    “Such jerks!” snarled Ixter, perplexed, after listening to what Shay had to say. 
 
    “I tried to get them to change it,” said Shay, “But when they threatened court-martial there was unfortunately nothing I could do. You’ll just have to try put up with it. In time, we should be able to find a better solution, and in the meanwhile you’ll just have to console yourselves with the knowledge that if the Olegians had set their claws on us, we wouldn’t even be here and in a position to discuss injustices.” 
 
    As he left them and went downstairs, he reflected that he’d never seen such a couple so much in love, with the possible exception of Hug and Lidia. But justice always has a curved edge, with rules that are usually drawn up by those who happen to be in power at the time. 
 
      
 
    Only a small number of the palace’s servants had been allowed to travel to Urduk, so that the princesses, Zania and Flores Tsirska, were forced to share a chambermaid. When it had come to Flores’ attention that a fashion designer, miraculously, had landed on Urduk, she was euphoric, and after persistent petitioning at the command to have Gail serve her, she finally got what she wanted. Gail, distressed to have to present herself at the palace the next morning, damned the colony’s rules, which had allowed those in power to decide over her life. At the same time as she was preoccupied with how she would prefer to be back with her beloved Ixter again, she found some consolation in looking after Flores’ beautiful clothes, jewellery, and accessories, which surpassed everything she had ever seen. From experience, she understood what fantastic work and professionalism was behind the creation of all of these objects that, according to modern ideals, could never be appraised at their real value. Such were Lorians by nature, she thought; everything, whether beautiful or ugly, must be regularly replaces by something new, only to be rediscovered eventually, after lying forgotten sufficiently long, by new generations. The question, after the Olegians entry on the scene, was whether any more of these cycles would ever return. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    On Urduk, in the meanwhile, the cycle was currently stopped, at least for now, and the days passed with little variation, either in the weather or the routines. The mornings were always chilly, whereas in the middle of the day, when the sun stood highest, it was instead so oppressively warm that one could hardly consider doing anything at all. To cope with the situation, they were forced to adapt to Urduk’s daily rhythm; in the afternoon, when it was warmest, they lay down and rested, saving their energy for the evening, when breathing was more pleasant. Most of them took it with ease, but not Caver, who was becoming more bored every day. One morning, when he was looking his usual miserable self, Allur and Shay tried to cheer him up. 
 
    “Just think that you have time to sit and think and raise your level of consciousness, while the world is revolving around you, instead of vice versa,” said Shay. The philosopher Grax used to say that when time speeds by, imagination dies, since it can only exist in slowness.” 
 
    “Well, as far as I’m concerned, it’d be fine if lots were happening,” said Caver, glumly. “I don’t like sitting and fantasizing and being bored.” 
 
    “OK, then look at it like this,” said Allur, smiling. “Grax also said that sometimes we are the ones consuming life and other times it’s the opposite. So it’s better to make the best of the situation, since the one who suffers most from going around and being depressed is oneself.” 
 
    “And, if I may ask, what did Grax know about life on Urduk?” 
 
    “Nothing, I suppose, but philosophy is universal and independent of space and time.” 
 
    “I wonder what chances we have of being able to return home someday? None at all, as far as I can see.” 
 
    “Hope is the last to desert one, it’s said,” replied Shay. “Maybe, with time, we’ll have developed the colony and can make a counterattack when we’ve become sufficiently strong.” 
 
    “Do you really think that? No, we’re surely going to live here, for the rest of our lives, like a bunch of damned birds in a cage.” 
 
    “Now I think you’re looking at things just a bit too negatively. They say that the scientists here have lots of advanced technical equipment at their disposal, and that they’re working day and night to find ways to defeat the Olegians. Also, we’re soon going to begin conducting various research assignments that, if successful, can lead to future breakthroughs.” 
 
    “What are those about?” asked Caver, immediately alert. 
 
    “I don’t know, but a scientist and a biologist have been posted to our ship, and will be visiting us tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Once again, an early morning wake-up, to a clear, blue sky, and breakfast among the garden’s greenery, while the sun’s reflections danced around the dome’s Plexiglas. They had hardly managed to arrive at the Olina before the scientist assigned to their ship, Anderika Metzinga, a woman dressed in a beige pantsuit and a white coat, showed up. She had a distinct appearance, with high cheekbones, thin lips, and serious green eyes, beneath a thick flow of blond hair. As soon as she’d greeted them, she asked to speak with Shay in private. 
 
    “In accordance with the commander-in-chief’s wishes,” she said, after closing the door behind them and ensuring that no one could overhear them, “We intend to utilize your ship to conduct a number of experiments out in Urduk’s desert areas.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” he asked. 
 
    “For finding ways to win the war.”
“And how have you thought to do that?” 
 
    “In the same way that enemies have always been defeated. The Olegians are to be seen as fortresses, which is why we first have to find their weakest points and then apply all our forces to an attack that can break through. At the moment, we’re conducting research in a whole range of areas, including many different scientific disciplines. The tests we are going to undertake together focus primarily on technology, communication, and biology. 
 
    “Who will be participating in the work?” 
 
    “To begin with, just you and I and a biologist. 
 
    After discussing the matter for another half-hour, going over maps and possible routes, Anderika finally stood up and asked if she could introduce him to her colleague. 
 
      
 
    The biologist, Baria Pantzar, sat in her laboratory, cluttered with all sorts of beakers and test tubes, working steadily with checking and summarizing various analysis results, when Anderika and Shay knocked on her glass door. 
 
    “Aha, you must be our new captain,” she said, smiling broadly, and stood up to meet them, stretching out her hand. 
 
    “That’s correct,” he answered, and took her hand, which was both smooth and firm. 
 
    He guessed that she was 24, possibly 25, hardly older. Her fiery dark eyes glanced out at him from just below her bangs, the rest of her chestnut-coloured hair carefully swept up into a knot at the back of her neck. 
 
    “And so, what are you up to here?” he asked, feeling strangely light-headed. 
 
    “We’re trying to create a biosynthesis of amino acids by extracting and isolating different ½,” she answered. 
 
    “That information hasn’t made me that much wiser,” he said, “And what are those experiments that we’re going to help you with aimed at showing?” 
 
    “Among other things, to produce a deadly virus that is intended to be used as a weapon in our future resistance struggle.” 
 
    “I’ve heard rumours that such research is being carried out, but doesn’t it also pose a great risk for the colony’s inhabitants?” 
 
    “True, which is why we’re going to carry out the experiments far away from here, out in Urduk’s deserts.” 
 
    “And when can such a virus be produced?” 
 
    “In principle, it’s already finished.” 
 
    “Why, then, haven’t you already used it?” 
 
    “Because we still haven’t found an antidote that can neutralize the virus once the Olegians have been beaten. Also, the virus must be further developed so that it only attacks Olegians and no other living organisms, for if all animal life dies, then we ourselves have no future on Loria.” 
 
    “No, then it probably is better to go fast slowly and bide our time until we’re ready.” 
 
    “That’s true. One who acts too quickly and in a disturbed state often usually draws the shortest straw, although sometimes it can be just as bad to act too slowly. Strategy is about having patience to wait, and then strike ruthlessly when the right moment appears.” 
 
    “That reminds me of the tactic I applied during my officer training. Do you also have a military background?” 
 
    “No, but my father was an officer, so I heard a lot about tactical reasoning while growing up. Unfortunately, he died at the beginning of the war, as did my mother.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Shay. 
 
    “And your family?” 
 
    “I actually don’t know what’s happened to them, since they lived in a town far from Oboe, where I was stationed and which, because of the war, was long cut off from all contact.” 
 
    He was surprised by her directness, since among themselves they usually avoided talking about their families. They all naturally expected the worst, but as long as they hadn’t received any news, they could still hope that they were still alive and that they would be reunited someday. Here on Urduk, those stationed here had long lived in protected circumstances, so they seemed to have another attitude to the war. 
 
    “It sounds like you have much to talk about,” said Anderika. “May I propose that we continue the discussion in my office, and I can offer you a cup of lazzo?” 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent idea,” said Shay. 
 
    He left a few hours later, reassured that they were in agreement about how the coming operations would be conducted. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, early, when they had slipped away from the docking station and flew away from the colony, an expansive panorama of craters and mountains opened up ahead of them. The landscape gave no clue of the fact that the atmospheric pressure was a mere eight millibars, which meant that someone who went outside without a protective suit would have died immediately. After flying for quite some time, over large lava plains and lunar seas punctuated by boulders and fine-grained sand, they finally reached their destination. Shay shifted to manual drive, and with his left hand pulled on the altitude regulator, at the same time as the movements of his other hand were transmitted electronically via the control lever to the steering system, which banked the Olina into an elegant descending sweep and a landing on a small gravel plateau. When the computers indicated that they were standing steady, Anderika received permission to begin her work, which began with test firing of ammunition, released with high velocity energy. Several experiments later, all of which had the objective of succeeding in a military attack against the Olegians, and that also included placement of a virus culture, they returned to the ship and prepared for the return trip. It wasn’t until late in the day that they approached the colony, and from their low altitude could see the oxygen production facility, with its trucks moving personnel and material back and forth. When Shay had the docking station in sight, he reduced speed and performed a perfect landing. They agreed that the next day they would again meet there early and continue with the work that had now had such a good start. 
 
      
 
    By evening, Urduk’s sweltering afternoon sun was waning, and a welcome coolness settled in. Zania lay in her large, decorated, canopy bed, among tasselled cushions and stuffed animals, feeling that now life had taken on a bit of the excitement and spirit that she had always longed for. Her room was large and spacious, and created a peaceful atmosphere, with its blue-patterned silk wallpaper, which was refreshingly contrasted by the straw-colour of its thick tatami mats. It was luxurious, by Urduk’s standards, but still nothing in comparison to the incredible ostentatiousness of what she’d had in Oboe, behind the protective walls of the imperial palace. At the end of her bed was her makeup table, of carved apricot wood; to the right of the door stood a large wardrobe; and furthest into the room was a low desk, on which there was a cage holding a female light spirit, called Xingezing, after the sound she emitted, which Zania had received as a present when she turned eighteen. Unable to sleep, she went over to the window and looked out in wonder at all the colony’s lights against the deep blackness of space, nevertheless glittering with thousands of twinkling stars. Everyone here moved about freely, in contrast to Oboe, where the imperial family had no contact with the people. From behind the curtain, she observed a group of people walking across the square below, and noticed that they were wearing the city guard’s dark-grey uniforms. When they suddenly looked up, it seemed that they caught a glance of her; blushing, she stepped back and hid herself entirely behind the curtain. Tomorrow, she thought to herself as she felt ready to try to fall asleep again, I must ask Flores, the new chambermaid, who travelled here with them, who they are. 
 
      
 
    “What an adjustment it must be for the imperial family to leave all luxury and splendour in Oboe and adapt to life here,” said Ixter, as they cut across Fado Square, by the imperial palace, on their way home. 
 
    “It’s probably not so easy for anybody,” said Caver, “And the question is whether it’s at all possible to get used to this environment.” 
 
    “Try to think positive,” Shay exhorted him. 
 
    “I’ll try,” he muttered. 
 
    When they’d come to the other side of the square, for just a brief moment they saw what seemed to be someone watching them from a second-story window. 
 
    “Do you think it might have been a member of the imperial family?” asked Esai. 
 
    “It’s not impossible, answered Shay. 
 
    “I wonder if they think in the same way we do?” 
 
    “Certainly. I think that, under all their trappings, they aren’t so different from us.” 
 
    On a dark side street, they saw a long, narrow blue neon sign blinking the text, “Blue Star Restaurant.” 
 
    “Are you thinking the same thing I am?” asked Ixter. 
 
    “You bet!” they answered, with happy smiles. 
 
    On entering, they found the place packed with people, in spite of it being so early in the evening, and it seemed that some were already somewhat more than happy. Once each of them had bought a tankard of foamy dark ale and they’d sat down at one of the tables and begun to discuss the day’s events, a heavy-set man in a blue uniform with silver leaves on the shoulders came up to them. 
 
    “And so, who do we have here, the city guard?” he cackled. “It seems you’ve gone a little astray, no?” 
 
    “Whom do we have the honour of speaking with?” asked Shay, properly. 
 
    “Imal Kovix, sergeant in the imperial armada, who puts duty to one’s country first,” he replied, arrogantly. 
 
    “Perfect, then. That seems to be every soldier’s duty, as far as I know.” 
 
    “Yes, it should be.” 
 
    “If there’s something particular you’re thinking about, then sing now.” 
 
    “I was thinking that you perhaps might explain your presence here?” 
 
    “That is certainly not anything we need to explain to you.” 
 
    “It’s not? Do you have something to hide, then?” 
 
    “No, that’s enough!” growled Caver, angrily. “There’s no reason to be sitting here discussing trivia with underlings.” 
 
    “Is that so?” he said, snidely. 
 
    “Calm down,” said Shay, and put his hand on Caver’s arm, as he was about to stand up. The sergeant stared combatively at them for a long while, until finally he realized that they weren’t going to allow themselves to be provoked, and turned back, snickering, to his buddies. 
 
    “Why didn’t you let me deal with him?” asked Caver, irritated. 
 
    “Because it’s not worthy of an officer to fight in simple pubs, and we don’t have anything to prove for a drunken guy whose lost his senses. One has to choose one’s battles with care, and not let others choose for one. Someone who fights pigs is bound to get dirty, and after a few fights one just becomes one of them. Those guys were just looking for trouble and didn’t deserve our attention, since we came here to have a nice time. Tomorrow, however, I’ll have a serious talk with Imal’s superior and demand an apology of him.” 
 
    After another round of beer, they departed in good spirits for home, immediately went off to bed to sleep so that they’d be in good shape the following day. A day, though, which wasn’t going to be at all what they expected. 
 
      
 
    In the earliest hours of the morning, when it was darkest, the guards that were on duty in the observation centre choked on their lazzo to see how the radar screens suddenly captured hundreds of white points. Distinctly upset, the air traffic controller shouted that they should call the station commander, who, once she’d arrived and understood the seriousness of the situation, immediately called Chief of Staff Orril, who in turn decided to awaken Emperor Tsir. 
 
    “I hope you have a damned good reason for disturbing me so early in the morning!” he snarled, furiously, when Orril stood before him. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, I do,” he said, sadly. “One of our reconnaissance satellites has received indications that a large number of ships are only twenty parsecs away.” 
 
    “I’ve been afraid of this the whole time, but ignored it,” said Tsir, shaking his head resignedly. “It was a vain thought to believe that the Olegians would be leaving us in peace. As long as we are alive, we comprise a potential danger for them, which they cannot avoid. When do you think they’ll be arriving?” 
 
    “I would guess in about four to five hours.” 
 
    “Order the armada to depart immediately!” 
 
    Within half-an-hour all units had lifted off, only to become entangled in violent battles as soon as they made contact with the Olegians. Eventually, however, Orril was forced to report that there were no longer any radar indications from their own ships, and that the enemy force was approaching once more. 
 
    “If the armada has been lost, then all hope is gone,” said Tsir, with a stiff expression on his face. 
 
    “Shall I give the order to evacuate immediately?” asked Orril. 
 
    “No, this time we can no longer flee.” 
 
    “But you can’t be entirely serious?” said Orril, gasping for breath in shock. “You must try to remove yourself to safety!” 
 
    “Are you questioning my order?” asked Tsir, staring at him with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “No, my emperor.” 
 
    “Alright, then. We should never have come here in the first place, but should have remained in Oboe and defended ourselves to the last drop of blood. Activate plan F, without delay, and report to me when everything is ready. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Orril, bowing, before he rushed away. 
 
    The decision he had received hit him like a blow to his heart, since the plan meant that Urduk’s inhabitants would meet a glorious end rather than the disgrace of being captured. Only two hours remained until the Olegian’s arrival, so the first thing that must be done was to position guards at all exits to prevent anyone’s trying to escape. Once back at his office, he assembled his officers and informed them, with a heavy heart, of the emperor’s orders. 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before their departure for Urduk, a dozen or so Straal agents were in Oboe to infiltrate the city’s defences; one of them, in the role of a colonel, had managed to follow along in one of the armada’s ships. When Hug, who was at work, heard that the Olegians were approaching, and when running breathlessly to warn the others, it was his fate, in an empty and lonely corridor on the way out through the air terminal building, to meet this colonel. A wolf in the right disguise can of course fool the sheep, but if it meets one of its own, it is unavoidably revealed. 
 
    “Which of my colleagues do I have the honour of speaking with?” asked the colonel, formally, and peering at him enquiringly. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” said Hug, while his thoughts ran amok trying to find a way out of the dilemma he had landed in. 
 
    “I’m sure you do, and its high time to get going. We have far too much to do, before the air force arrives, to play charades.” 
 
    Hug judged that the man possessed about the same combat abilities as he himself did, and that his only chance to survive, therefore, was to take advantage of the element of surprise. Long and persevering training proved fruitful, when his hand flashed with lightning speed to his waistband to grab the knife that pierced his opponent’s throat a split-second before he would have himself met the same fate. When he had recovered, heaving, he dragged the stiffening body into an adjoining storage room and hid it under some sacks. Then he wiped the blood from the floor, as good as possible, and hurried on to sound the alarm and meet the others before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    To avoid panic, it was vital that the population was kept uninformed, as long as possible, about what was to happen, so it was with amazement that Orril, at six o’clock in the morning, heard the wailing sirens of the alarm system that he thought had been deactivated. That it was because Hug had bypassed the circuits of the main computer was something he would never find out. 
 
    Jolted out of sleep, Shay ran out into the street with Esai, confused, half-awake, and tired; they squeezed their way through a terrified crowd, received the message that the emperor had ordered that all exits were to be closed, and that no one any longer had access to any of the ships. Surprised, they turned back, but were met by an agitated Gus, who told them that Hug had said that the battle armada had been destroyed and that soon they were going to be attacked by the Olegians. 
 
    “Then we have to leave immediately,” said Shay. “Do you know if there’s any alternative route to the ship, Gus?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t have the authority to provide you with that information,” he answered. 
 
    “Listen, now, Gus; it’s often good to be dutiful, but not this time, unless, that is, you want us all to be killed.” 
 
    After a second of doubt, he finally agreed, and told them there was a blocked emergency exit, behind the north transformer building, that they might be able to force. 
 
    “Good, then we’ll try to get out that way! Do you know if there’ll be any guards posted around our ship when we arrive?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “Oh, well, one problem at a time, and we’ll deal with that if it comes up. Now we have other things to think about.” 
 
    They were shortly back in the house, to which Anderika and Baria had also arrived, so he jumped up onto the stairs, everybody crowding around worriedly. 
 
    “Listen, everybody!” he shouted, after getting their full attention. “An emergency situation has arisen that requires that we act quickly and decisively. We have heard from secure sources that the colony’s armada has been defeated and that the Olegians will soon be here, so we must immediately leave Urduk. Unfortunately, all the exits have been blocked, but Gus says he knows of a tunnel that leads to the ship, and we can try to use it.” 
 
    Then he checked whether everybody was present, and when he was told that Gail was missing, he told Ixter to immediately go and find her. 
 
    “That’s probably not going to be so easy,” said Gus, “Since no one is allowed in or out of the palace. Plan F, which has now been started, means that any hope of a victory has disappeared, and that the imperial family has now assembled in the great council room, with all their servants, to commit mass suicide.” 
 
    When Ixter, in despair, said that in that case they could leave without him, Shay took Gus aside for a few words in private. When he returned a moment later, he said that Gus had told him that at the beginning of the tunnel there was also a connecting tunnel to the palace that they could use to try to find Gail. 
 
    As soon as they were ready they left the house in great haste, following Shay’s admonition to only take what was absolutely necessary. In addition to clothes, blankets and personal effects, they also took cleaning and toilet articles, as well as food and drink, that had been sorely missing during their escape to Urduk. Anderika’s baggage also included a medical bag, containing among other things an active substance against Cyatrin, which she believed was the toxic they had ingested in the council room. A distant alarm meant that most people had departed for the ship locks, so that they luckily only met a few individuals, who also seemed to be too preoccupied with their own problems to pay them any notice. Once they arrived at the emergency exit, they checked the area thoroughly before shooting off the lock of the heavy iron door; when they’d all passed through it, they carefully blocked it so that nobody would be able to follow them. Fortunately, the backup lighting still functioned, and a few minutes later they came to the tunnel that according to Gus connected to the palace. 
 
    Shay, with Ixter, Gus, Allur, Anderika, and Esai, went into the tunnel in search of Gail, while the others stayed and waited in the dimness of the tunnel. After only a few hundred metres, they found the tunnel blocked by a door with a monogram cast into it. 
 
    “This is the entrance to the palace’s cellar, but unfortunately my keys don’t fit, so we’ll have to use the hard method,” said Gus, aiming his weapon at the locking mechanism. 
 
    When the electrical viburnum field had been broken, the door opened, with a clicking sound, so they climbed a steep stairway to the palace’s top floor. Several hallways later, they found the decorated council room. What fixed their attention, however, wasn’t the intricate interior design, but the unreal scene of dead people lying everywhere, their eyes wide open, in twisted positions. 
 
    “Oh, God, why?” gasped Esai. 
 
    “Because Plan F didn’t allow them any other choice, I’m sorry to say,” answered Gus. 
 
    Ixter, standing silently with pursed lips, uttered some swear words and rushed into the chamber to search for Gail. The others immediately followed him and, in their search, were forced again and again to turn over bodies lying face-down, to see who they were. They were about to give up all hope when Ixter suddenly shouted with joy that he’d found her and that she was alive. While Anderika gave her an injection to block the poison, their attention was drawn to a light figure in a cage next to her, panting and wheezing and, a moment later, three other women still alive. After that, the miracle seemed to have come to an end, for it seemed that in some strange way it was as if the only ones who still had any life in them were those in the light figure’s immediate proximity. 
 
    “No, this won’t do!” said Shay. “Now we have to carry the survivors and leave, before the Olegians make their entrance!” 
 
    Without meeting any obstacles, they reached the stairs they’d climbed earlier and, when they came to the cellar, continued onwards back through the tunnel, knees buckling under their burdens. It was during one of their brief pauses that Gus, gasping, exclaimed that now that he’d had a chance to look more closely at the women, he was sure that two of them must be princesses. 
 
    “Why do you think so?” asked Shay. 
 
    “Because they’re wearing necklaces with the imperial seal, which only they have the right to wear.” 
 
    “I see. Well, I thought they were elegantly clad, but right now it doesn’t matter, since we have no time to lose. The Olegians don’t give a damn who they kill. For them, we’re all the same vermin.” 
 
    When they finally returned to the main tunnel, those who’d been waiting for them to re-emerge from the side tunnel were astonished to see who they had with them. Exhausted, all they could think of was resting, but after a hasty recap, they were nevertheless forced to move on. After some hundred meters, Gus said that they should turn off into a smaller tunnel that was barely high enough to walk upright in, but soon widened, luckily. Before long, they emerged into a concrete chamber lit by a yellowish cold glow, in which they were surprised to find a girl, tears streaming down her cheeks, sitting on a stone frieze. She looked about thirteen, in a simple dress of the kind that the palace servants usually wore, and had blonde braided hair, brown eyes, and thin, tightly-drawn lips. 
 
    “What’s your name, my friend?” asked Shay. 
 
    “Selis Krancia,” she sobbed, her eyes red from strain. 
 
    “But what in the world are you doing here? Why aren’t you with your family? They must be deeply worried about you!” 
 
    “No, not at all, because they died in the war with the Olegians.” 
 
    “Then how did you get to Urduk?” 
 
    “I was working in one of the palaces in the imperial city, so I got to follow along here, as a nursemaid, when we were evacuated.” 
 
    “Ah-hah, I see. OK, well you can’t keep sitting here, anyway, so if you want you can come along with us,” he said, in a sudden burst of tenderness. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I’d really like that,” she answered, and dried her tears. “I have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    Esai muttered under his breath that they were now too many, but was instantly silenced by Shay’s dark look. 
 
      
 
    Another few hundred metres up the weakly-lit tunnel, they were stopped by a green steel door that, to their relief, opened with a long squeak. After climbing up a steep stairway, followed by a long culvert, the Olina suddenly appeared before them, like a shining mirage. They started across the last few metres, but an armed imperial soldier darted out, pointing his laser carbine at them, shouting in a pompous voice that no one had the right to approach the ship. His voice radiated strength and self-confidence, and he seemed to take his mission with great seriousness. 
 
    “That doesn’t pertain to us, since we have the mission of conveying the princesses to safety,” said Shay, thinking of the old saying that with fresh and daring initiative, the battle is often already half-won. 
 
    “Is that so?” asked the soldier, perplexed. 
 
    “Of course!” roared Gus. “Dare you question Orril’s order?” 
 
    “No, naturally not. Feel free to proceed.” 
 
    “Hurry up!” screamed Shay, as numerous explosions were heard in the distance, but strong enough to be felt through the ground beneath their feet. “We have no time to lose!” 
 
    As they boarded, the soldier stood watching them with a sad look in his eyes, knowing that, once they had lifted off, he would die at his post. He wore an elegant dark-blue uniform, with badges on the epaulettes that showed that he was a vaber, which corresponded to the lowest rank of officer. He was young, twenty-three at most, with brown eyes and dark curly hair that stuck out from under his cap, with a black visor that sat at a jaunty angle. When Caver, who was last up the stairs, heard him ask, in a piteous voice, if he could come with them, he didn’t have the heart to deny him, so that once they were all in the ship, he threw the switch on the magnetic lock and reported that they were ready for departure. 
 
    “But what’s he doing here, the ship is already overloaded?” asked Shay, when he saw the soldier. 
 
    “That may be,” said Caver, “But I also have a conscience to consider.” 
 
    “That sounds like something I myself might have said,” replied Shay, with a crooked smile. “We’ll just have to cross our fingers and hope that it all goes well.” 
 
    As soon as the drives were started, all the warning lights flashed that they were overloaded, but the Olina roared and lifted, anyway, and responded readily as they headed north, at low altitude, under the cover of the mountain range. When they’d flown far enough, they accelerated in a steep climb out into Urduk’s upper ionosphere and were beginning to feel an iota of hope that they had managed to escape unnoticed, when suddenly the screens lit up and a monotone computer voice informed them that they were being chased. The Olegian ships, three of them, neared them mercilessly and would soon be within firing range if they didn’t do something drastic. Given the few alternatives at his disposal, Shay decided to push the drives to full power, which created so much acceleration that they were pushed heavily back into their seats. 
 
    “She’s not holding; you have to reduce speed, if you don’t want her to fall apart,” gasped Esai, as the warning lights blinked ever more frenziedly. 
 
   
  
 

 “No, not until the distance has increased,” said Shay, determined. 
 
    The velocimeter crept slowly upwards as the ship vibrated and shook like a taut string that had been plucked. Several minutes later the computers indicated that the Olegian ships had ceased advancing on them, and after another five minutes, which felt like an eternity, Esai finally admitted that they were out in parsec space and could conduct a star leap. 
 
    “Prepare ship!” shouted Shay; when the photon-flash generator, roaring, slung them out thousands of distance-kilometres into the endless emptiness of space, they all breathed a deep sigh of relief. 
 
    “We are probably out of danger now,” said Esai, drying the sweat from his brow. No pursuers have been seen on the screens since we left the stratosphere.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” said Shay, and stretched himself out, trying to ease the stiffness in his joints. 
 
    “I didn’t think we were going to make it when you selected full power.” 
 
    “Sometimes, to win, you have to put everything on one card,” Shay said, elated. 
 
    “Right, but what are we going to do now?” asked Caver, once they had turned off the ship’s radiation shields and connected the large fusion drives. “In our vicinity, the only possible planet with any kind of life on it that we have any chance of reaching is Zodiac.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll go.” 
 
    “Excuse me for being a bit doubtful,” said Esai, “But the name, Zodiac, comes from Trekish, and means abyss. None of the countless expeditions that have been sent there have ever returned, and all the scientific data indicates that there’s some kind of energy field that obstructs passage.” 
 
    “I know about all that, but we have no other alternative, and if we don’t try to do anything then it’s guaranteed that we’re finished.” 
 
    “OK, then it’s best we proceed with your plan, then.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s unavoidable. Bring up the coordinates and let me know when we’re ready to move up into ultraspeed.” 
 
      
 
    They had already travelled two billion distance kilometres from Urduk, the Olina shooting forward like a silver arrow through dark cold space, surrounded by the glittering sparkle of the Milky Way. When Esai had reported that they were on course, Shay was pleased to shift them into warp mode, then felt he could afford to relax. After asking Caver to unlock the cargo room, he began to check the various data coming in; as he leaned back in his seat after making a few course adjustments, he heard the rustling sound of someone coming up the stairs. The flight control room was dimly lit from the green fluorescent glow of the instrument panel, which was why it took him a few moments to be able to distinguish one of the elegantly-dressed women whom they had carried from the council room, now standing and watching him with an inquisitive look. 
 
    “From what I can understand of all this, it is you who we must thank for having escaped a certain death,” she said, and curtsied deeply, which made her embroidered gown spread itself out across the floor. “May I ask why, who you are, and where we’re going?” Her speech was mellifluously beautiful, and was evidence of an upbringing in the most elevated realms of society. 
 
    “My answer to your first question,” he answered, “Is humanity, and that life is to be lived. The answer to your second question is that I am Captain Shay, and that you are safely on board the battleship Olina and, regarding the third question, the objective of our trip is Zodiac, which is the only planet that is possible for us to reach with the amount of fuel we have available.” 
 
    “I understand, Captain.” 
 
    “And who are you, then?” he asked, as he gazed at her deep décolletage, where a huge diamond, which must have been worth a fortune, sparkled beautifully. 
 
    “I am Princess Zania, of the Tsir dynasty,” she answered, and then went on to ask who was steering the ship and why no one was sitting at the helm. 
 
    “The computers steer the entire ship on their own, so that in normal cruise we usually need to do little more than monitor the system,” he replied. 
 
    When she had left, after interestedly asking several questions about the ship’s various functions, he turned towards Esai and asked how Gail was doing. 
 
    “Just fine, I believe, because when I was in the engine room a while ago, she had just awakened and was sitting and whispering with Ixter.” 
 
    “Excellent. If my calculations are correct, there are now twenty-five persons on board, as well as a light spirit. I would like you to draw up a list, with the new passengers’ personal details, and ensure that everyone gets something to eat. Judging by how my own stomach is rumbling, they must be very hungry.” 
 
    “OK!” answered Esai, and he and Caver went off to the cargo hold with food packets and drink. 
 
    After a moment of standing to contemplate with fascination the cage containing the twinkling creature that resembled a miniature woman with shimmering wings and wearing a golden robe, Esai began his debriefings with the imperial guardsman, whose name was Neiger Elker. He then went on to Zania and the girl, Selis, whom they’d already been introduced to, and then only two women remained. One of them, Robina Mestral, told him that she was chambermaid for Princess Flores Tsirka, who hadn’t roused yet, and was lying beside her on the floor still. When he’d finished his notation, and was just about to leave, however, she opened her eyes and stared at him enquiringly. She had long, blue-black hair and eyes like forest lakes, and wore a heavy necklace of braided silver chain with inset precious stones. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, with furrowed brow. 
 
    “Flight Navigator Esai Donovan, at your service.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “On the ship Olina, five parsecs in space.” 
 
    “But where are we going?” 
 
    “To the planet Zodiac.” 
 
    “Zodiac?” she said, shocked. “What kind of planet is that?” 
 
    “At the moment, I don’t know.” 
 
    “I demand to be returned to the palace!” she cried, shrilly, when she began to realize that she was in the world of the living rather than in the land of the dead. 
 
    “That is impossible, unfortunately,” he answered. 
 
    “Nothing is impossible. I command you!” 
 
    “No matter how much I might want to, I cannot obey you, since the colony on Urduk has ceased to exist.” 
 
    “Do you mean that we on this ship are the only survivors?” she asked, her voice shaking. 
 
    “I’m not sure of that, but, in any case, I didn’t see any other ship leaving Urduk and, after we left, the Olegians blew up the colony.” 
 
    When she turned, crying, away from him, he decided to leave her in peace and went onwards to the rocket room to compile his notes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flores was afraid and confused. Her entire life had been torn apart when they had been forced to leave Oboe, and now she’d even had to leave the relative security of Urduk, and was cast out on a journey to the unknown. She had always been a person who had striven after an orderly and organised life, so to find herself amidst total chaos was as far from being her true self as she could imagine. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s all going to work out,” said Robina, reassuringly, while she tenderly stroked her hair. “I mourned for so long for my own family, until I decided to believe that they are still alive, until proven otherwise.” 
 
    “You’re right, that’s the way it is, naturally,” said Flores, smiling, and now I’m going to go and look for that nice officer, who wanted to talk with me earlier. I probably wasn’t very nice to him.” 
 
    Esai was alone in the rocket room, when he heard someone approaching. It was a surprise, when he turned to see who it was, to see Flores standing in the doorway. 
 
    “I don’t want to disturb you, but you did wish to speak to me earlier,” she said, speaking with the same rounded vowels, in an especially sonorous voice, which, as when Zania had spoken earlier, distinguished her as a woman who had grown up in an aristocratically-affected environment. 
 
    “Oh, it was just to obtain some brief personal details, which your chambermaid was so kind to provide on your behalf.” 
 
    “Really? Then there’s nothing else you want to know, then?” she asked, in a disappointed tone. 
 
    “Well, sure,” he said, and asked her to have a seat, then asked her whether she had now accepted that fate had brought her to their ship. 
 
    “Certainly,” she said. “This is like an exciting adventure, and you also said that several other ships had left Urduk, which is why I presume that soon I will be united with my family.” 
 
    He listened to what she said, bewildered, since that wasn’t at all what he’d said, so he assumed that she was in denial, simply refusing to accept what had happened. 
 
    “So true,” he said, so that she wouldn’t become sad, “Several ships surely must have left before we did, and of course several more may have left afterwards.” 
 
    “Right,” she smiled. “The wheel of existence is spinning our fate as it likes, and life is often not what one had thought it would be, but if one takes the time to reflect on it, one eventually finds that everything has both advantages and disadvantages.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good attitude, and you are not the first whose said it. And what advantages have you found so far?” 
 
    “That it is wonderful to be alive and that the unending space outside is so beautiful.” 
 
    “Yes, it is incredibly beautiful, but nothing compared to your beauty,” he blurted, not knowing where he’d found the courage. 
 
    “You flatter me,” she replied, quickly bowing her head, both abashed and pleased at the same time. 
 
    “Not at all,” he said, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Do you think you could show me how the ship functions?” she queried, as she brushed aside a lock of hair that had fallen across her eyes. 
 
    “My pleasure. It’s pretty simple. The main principle is that the rocket fuel powers the large drives, which then convert the energy into thrust, which in turn causes the ship to travel forward. Follow?” 
 
    “Oh, I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    As he spoke, she moved ever closer to him, until finally she was so close that he was blushing slightly, and was finding it difficult to think clearly. 
 
    “A large computer then keeps everything in place. Oh, sorry! What I mean is that a large computer coordinates all the functions.” 
 
    “I see, and what is that red lever for, that one in front of us?” 
 
    “That’s what we use to increase induction when there’s a reduction in power.” 
 
    “And that button there?” she continued asking. 
 
    When she stretched herself forward, he thought that she was so beautiful, and her red painted lips pouted so attractively, that he couldn’t resist kissing her, which she immediately returned. To succumb to desire when one’s life is in danger has always been part of the human condition and, young as they were, they were no exception. With searching hands, they explored each other’s bodies, and when, a few moments later, she lay resting, with her head against his chest, he was filled with a heavenly warmth that he’d never felt before, and felt so much in love that his entire body was flushed and pulsing. 
 
      
 
    When Shay woke from a short nap, it was dark and silent in the cabin. It felt as if it was forever since the Olegian’s attack, so he was amazed to see that the green digits of the atomic clock revealed that only four hours had passed. He’d just begun the calibration of the starboard drive, when Anderika came in and sat beside him, asking if he had a moment. 
 
    “Sure,” he answered, “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’d like to speak with you about the technical equipment.” 
 
    “Which equipment, then?” he asked, surprised. 
 
    “The boxes we were going to have with us when we were to travel to the Zolega plain, and that are standing furthest back in the cargo hold.” 
 
    “But weren’t they going to be loaded this morning?” 
 
    “I know, but to save time, I had them put on board yesterday evening.” 
 
    “You mean that we already had a pile of unnecessary cargo with us?” 
 
    “Yes, but all’s well that ends well, as the saying goes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything to me?” 
 
    “Because I was afraid you would then have ordered them thrown overboard.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I would’ve done, yes. The overload warning system was showing already. What value does material have over human value?” 
 
    “Mechanics of materials and construction technology are also my specialties, and after a quick rough estimate of the Olina’s technical data, I was convinced that there shouldn’t be any problem. You know as well as I do that the ship is built to handle three times expected stress levels, so I knew we had a good margin.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said, somewhat less irritated, and leaned back in his seat, clasping his hands behind his head, “But the ship’s performance was affected, of course, and that increased the risk that we’d be shot down.” 
 
    “In that case, I think you must admit that the extra weight of the equipment hardly made any difference. No matter how little cargo we’d had with us, we would have been destroyed by the Olegians, if they had detected us; and, then, when we were up to full speed it didn’t matter at all.” 
 
    “OK, but do you think there’s anything that’s come along that might be useful for us?” 
 
    “Yes, since it seems that it’s the Planet of the Abyss we’re heading for, with its anticipated hostile environment, the equipment could be essential for our chances of survival.” 
 
    “In that case, I should perhaps thank you.” 
 
    “No problem, but we have to see if we survive the landing first.” 
 
    “So true,” he said, grimly, and returned to his instruments. 
 
      
 
    The Olina proceeded slowly through the quiet of space, where the notion of day and night was meaningless. The ship had only been constructed for a crew of four, which explained why the large number of passengers it was now carrying unavoidably led to a degree of discomfort. Certainly, the cargo hold was relatively large, which allowed them room for both sleeping and passing time, but as far as toilets, hygiene, eating space, and so on, things were worse. After some friction, they realized that they were forced to collaborate, and try to make the best of the prevailing circumstances, which in turn led to a somewhat satisfactory improvement in their daily routines. 
 
    Many felt that the voyage was slow and tedious, but not Esai and Flores, who without reservation expressed their love for each other. Now, though, as they approached the Planet of the Abyss, Shay called Esai to him and ordered him to tear himself away from Flores, since his help was needed in preparing for the landing. 
 
    “Do you really believe we have any chance of making it?” asked Esai. “Aren’t we just going to crash into oblivion?” 
 
    “I don’t think in such terms!” Shay said, harshly. “One always takes one’s chances, no matter how small they might seem to be.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, it was stupid of me to speak like that,” he said, ashamed. “It just feels so frustration to be left with an unknown planet that inspires so little hope.” 
 
    “We all feel that way, I’m sure, but we have to try the best we can. History is full of examples of improbable events that happened against all odds.” 
 
    As soon as they’d finished going through the list of all the preparations that needed to be made, Esai got to work, while Flores constantly came by, asking him to come to her. Shay was unmoveable, however, and said that he now had a task to perform, so he couldn’t go anywhere until he’d finished his duties. 
 
    Eventually, when there was only a half-hour left until landing, they locked the doors to the passenger area, so they could concentrate fully on their tasks. They deployed the security shield in front of the windscreen. 
 
    “Fasten yourselves and hope for the best,” said Shay, when the steering computer started and the ship, now roaring with the friction, began the approach to the planet’s surface. “If the worst happens, we can at least take some comfort in knowing that it will be fast and painless.” 
 
    “I pray to be allowed to live,” moaned Ixter, behind them, hardly aware of what was happening. 
 
      
 
    Only a few minutes later, which felt like an eternity, there was a series of explosions that shook and rattled the ship, and caused the wiring to short-circuit in a rain of sparks, after which, with a powerful jolt, it was entirely dark. After all the noise they’d been subjected to for so long, it was now completely silent and still, with the only sound that of the lightly whirring fans of the ventilation system. 
 
    “Did we make it?” asked Caver, in a weak voice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Shay, “But since I can hear your question, it’s probably not entirely impossible.” 
 
    When Esai pinched his arm, even he believed that they were alive, and when the emergency lighting came on after a few moments, they were all completely convinced. 
 
    “We need to make a full inventory of the ship’s condition,” said Shay, after some concentration, which he needed to process his troubled thoughts. “I need a complete situation report. Desia and Ixter check inside; Caver, look after the passengers, who for the moment should stay in the cargo bay; and Esai, fix our position; while Anderika and I will try to see what’s lying in wait outside.” 
 
    Eventually, Desia and Ixter returned to the command centre, tense, and their faces expressing the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” said Shay, looking directly at Desia. 
 
    “The main reactor is out, as are the drives and steering mechanism. Reserve power is, however, in good condition, but with full energy consumption, we’ll only manage a few days before the ship goes dark.” 
 
    “How are we for radiation pistols and other arms?” 
 
    “They don’t work at all, since they ran on energy transmitted from the core transformer on Urduk, and which we of course no longer have access to.” 
 
    “Do we have any external damage?” 
 
    “No, not that we could see.” 
 
    “Excellent,” chuckled, Shay, satisfied. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can agree with you on that,” said Ixter, dismally. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it could have been much worse, and this is something you’re going to agree with me on once you’ve heard what we’ve discovered.” 
 
    After doing one more check and finding that nothing was out of order, Shay and Anderika went to inform the others, who were worriedly waiting for them in the cargo hold.  
 
    “I apologize for the delay,” said Shay. “The landing has gone satisfactorily, but we were forced to take a number of security measures before we could inform you. Cosmic planetary energy, in combination with a hard touchdown in a lake, or something similar, seems to be the reason that many of our functions have been knocked out. However, there is no cause for concern, since the ship’s upper part is above the waterline and the outer layer is intact. The computers have also managed to stabilise the hull, so that we don’t sink any further, and a quick analysis we have performed seems to show, amazingly enough, that the air here has a composition that makes it possible to breathe.” 
 
    Everyone had thought that a certain death had awaited them, but when they understood that it was at least possible for their lives to continue, in some way or another, a general sense of elation broke out, and they began laughing and hugging each other. 
 
    “It’s still night-time here,” he continued, once the expressions of joy had diminished to a level where he thought he could make himself heard, “But if no exceptional information emerges that causes us to change our view, then we should be able to make an initial acquaintance with the planet once it’s light.” 
 
      
 
    There weren’t many who got any sleep that night, as they waited for the dawn, so when Shay, at first light, prepared to open the sealed roof hatch, everyone crowded around him. 
 
    The sun had just begun its climb into the sky, as he carefully stepped out of the ship and glanced around in astonishment. Even if the computer’s sampling had indicated that the air was not dangerous, he couldn’t help feeling a moment of trepidation as he took his first breath in the foreign environment. He was surrounded by luxurious foliage, the air full of mystical fragrances and glittering rays of sunshine in the early morning dew and ground-level mist. As he stood there, he became mildly aware of the sounds of insects, lapping waves, and birds singing beautifully in the distance. When he regained his senses, he shouted enthusiastically that the others should hurry out and join him. 
 
    “Oh, it’s so beautiful here!” shouted Desia, when they’d assembled around Shay on the upper side of the ship’s partially submerged hull. “What is this place?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say more than that it seems to be some kind of wetland,” answered Shay. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” asked Zania. 
 
    “No idea, do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “Do you think it’s OK to swim?” 
 
    “I suppose it’s alright, but since we don’t know what lifeforms there are, it’s best to be careful.” 
 
    This opinion didn’t hinder Rhus and Isla, full of youthful eagerness, from taking off their clothes and jumping into the water. It didn’t take long for the rest to join them, but they were soon hungry, so food was brought out from the ship and they ate outdoors. Towards evening, they were surprised by a downpour, which whipped the deck violently and forced them to scurry for shelter. The rain eventually ceased as quickly as it had started, so when they returned outside into the cool dusk, the swamp was engulfed in a sensuous steaminess. Once the heavy clouds had departed, thousands of stars filled the sky, and they sat long into the night, talking and marvelling at the presence of only one moon in the sky, until tiredness finally forced them to retire. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, they launched the ship’s lifeboat and explored the immediate vicinity. When no immediate danger was found, they rowed ever further away. From the trees hung many kinds of fruit hung, which, once Baria had analysed them and pronounced them safe, they found were juicy and tasty. By using some of the equipment in the ship’s lockers, they felled a large tree, which they sawed into lumber to make three log rafts, and a number of spears and bows and arrows. They had just taken a dip when Zania let out a shrill scream, so Neiger ran off to assist her. He speared a scaly lizard that had been slowly approaching her. When she saw how small and harmless it was, she felt embarrassed, but thanked him anyway for his rapid action. 
 
    “I was just doing my duty, your Highness,” he answered. 
 
    “You can just call me Zania.” 
 
    “I will try, your Highness; excuse me, Zania, I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t just try, it’s an order!” she scolded him sternly, while he tried not to laugh. 
 
    “I promise,” he said, self-consciously. 
 
    Towards evening, warm sunshine splashed across the mirror-smooth surface of the lake and created a still, sleepy calm that flooded their senses with pleasure, so that yet again it wasn’t until long into the evening that they eventually went off to bed. 
 
      
 
    The following day, they made some fishing gear, which Grewerg and Gus used to pull up a few fish that they then roasted on a fire for lunch, to approval all around. When Shay and Esai were going out with the boat that afternoon in search of food, Baria asked if she could come along. 
 
    “Sure!” answered Shay, and when she gave him a sunny smile, felt that he’d gone to heaven. 
 
    As soon as they had poled away from the ship out into open water, Shay quickly took the oars and began rowing with determined strokes. Small shiny blue birds flew ahead of the boat, while serenades of clattering song sounded from the surrounding treetops. 
 
    “Watch out!” shouted Esai, as they were about to ram a fallen tree. 
 
    Blushing a bit, Shay heard Baria laugh cheerfully and wondered what she thought about the way he was behaving. The further they went, the tighter the vegetation, until finally they had to flounder through curtains of tight, succulent vegetation that was reminiscent of emerald-green tunnels. When they had filled a basket with fruit, nuts, and berries, they finally turned back, pleased and satisfied with their day. 
 
    Later in the evening, they held a general meeting and decided to improve and expand their living area, which resulted, one week later, in the construction of a wooden deck beside the ship, with a cabin containing a dozen or so berths. To make it more pleasing, they built some wooden boxes that they filled with mud, in which they planted flowers. 
 
      
 
    They had all seen the cage with the glowing creature, Xingezing, which resembled a woman in miniature, but none had become as fascinated as Allur had. In his spare time, he often sat, almost in a meditative state, beside her, watching her movements, while ignoring the others’ comments. One day, though, when Gus laughingly asked him what he saw in the flapping tweetie-bird, he thought that he had gone too far, so he told him to mind his own business and stay out of things he didn’t understand. 
 
    “OK,” said Gus, “You know what you want.” 
 
    “Yes, I should think so,” he answered, curtly. 
 
    Once he’d put Gus in his place, everyone else took note and left him alone with his reveries at Xingezing’s side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days passed, one day much the same as the next, with the exception of short downpours, as they gradually becoming ever more familiar with their new surroundings. The children were the happiest ones; it was easiest for them to adapt. To play all day, at the same time as they could be with the adults, who now had all the time in the world for them, was beyond their wildest dreams. Even Zania quickly felt at home, while Flores, since neither Neiger nor Robina seemed to have anything against obeying her whims, quickly resumed some of the earlier diva-like habits she had been accustomed to during her earlier days. Many in the group regarded her behaviour with humour, although some of them, such as Kark, became increasingly irritated at her. One day, when she heard her ask Robina for a glass of water, she flared up and told her to fetch it herself. 
 
    “Why? Robina is happy to do it for me,” said Flores. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Of course, as she always has.” 
 
    “But don’t you think anything has changed since you left Oboe, though?” 
 
    “Now I don’t really understand what you mean.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do. Can Her Highness in all seriousness claim that she hasn’t noticed that her old world no longer exists, and that she thus might adapt to a new one?” 
 
    “Yes, of course the circumstances have changed somewhat, but one is actually born a princess, for life.” 
 
    “Idiot, too, obviously.” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “I dare more than you think, my friend, including a real thrashing, which might come sooner than you think, if you don’t watch yourself. If you begin to behave like an ordinary person, I can relate to you accordingly, but not before. And, for that matter, it is remarkable that you, who consider yourself to be so high and mighty, have allowed yourself to sink to the level of socializing with a simple crewman.” 
 
    “That was rude!” 
 
    “Oh, you think so? I thought that your imperial types held yourselves above all the rest of us?” 
 
    “Now, I don’t want to hear any more of your insolence!” she shrieked, and ran crying below deck, so that before long Esai came above and in a gruff voice asked what was going on. 
 
    “I was just telling the truth, and someone who can’t tolerate hearing it should work on their attitude,” replied Kirk. 
 
    “You know that she’s had a hard time of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, and you mean that the rest of us haven’t?” 
 
    “Yes, but not like Flores. She actually has another background than ours.” 
 
    “Well, it taking a lover from amongst the commoners doesn’t seem to be such a big deal, why then is it so difficult when it comes to the rest of it?” 
 
    “That’s enough, now!” he said, angrily, and left her sitting there with her toes in the water, and whistling smugly to herself. 
 
    “Did you tell the bitch?” demanded Flores, when Esai returned. 
 
    “Certainly. She won’t be bothering you any more now.” 
 
    “Thank you, darling; I just can’t understand why she’s so cruel.” 
 
    “Me, neither, but you just have to try to ignore her and to live in the present and be happy. Let go of your previous life and habits. You have nothing to prove on this planet.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple.” 
 
    “Well, it actually is,” he said, and kissed her tenderly, again and again. 
 
      
 
    When war had broken out in full force, claiming ever more victims, it influenced the psyches of the young people who had been conscripted to the point that most of them neither wanted nor had the energy to think of romance. But now, when everyone was experiencing at least some temporary sense of security, their feelings blossomed, as if following the laws of nature; such was the case with Shay, not least. When he was standing out on deck one calm evening, glancing out across the wetlands as dusk fell, he heard a rustling sound behind him, and turned to see Baria, her hair falling down onto her shoulders, coming towards him. 
 
    “May I have a few words with the captain?” she asked, when his eyes met hers. 
 
    “Of course, but just call me Shay.” 
 
    “OK. If I’ve counted right, it’s been seventeen days since we arrived.” 
 
    “That sounds about right, yes.” 
 
    “And how long are we going to remain here?” 
 
    “I actually haven’t thought about that.” 
 
    “But surely we can’t stay on the ship forever?” 
 
    “No, of course not, but on the other hand we’ve paddled in every direction without finding land, so where would we go? Do you have any suggestion?” 
 
    “I do, as a matter of fact,” she answered, pleased, and seemed to enjoy having him under her hypnotic spell. “We could improve the settlement by building treehouses that we equipped with rope ladders as protection against any eventual enemies.” 
 
    “That’s maybe not such a dumb idea,” he said, thoughtfully, drawing his hands through his hair. 
 
    “Oh, how wonderful that you’re with me on this!” she exclaimed, and gave him an affectionate hug. Then, before he couldn’t respond with any counter-arguments, she disappeared below deck, leaving him there with his thoughts, thoughts that were now about more than just treehouses. 
 
      
 
    The next day he presented Baria’s proposal to the others, who reacted positively, so that construction began almost immediately. Once they had felled several trees and sawed them into appropriate lengths, they worked together to lift the timbers into a large tree and bound them securely into place with strong cord. Grewerg had ideas about how the work should be done, but Shay considered that he knew best, and consequently rejected all of his good advice. The next day, however, they were forced to conclude that the house had been poorly built, so they were allowed to take everything apart and begin over again. Even though everyone was enthusiastic and worked steadily, the construction work didn’t proceed so quickly. By the end of the third day, they had only managed to manoeuvre the floor beams into place. 
 
      
 
    Grewerg, at fifty-eight, was the oldest of them all; because of his age, he was often a stabilizing factor, someone who the younger ones could turn to near they needed help and advice. He had ash-coloured, grey-streaked hair, intensive, observant blue eyes, and a powerful square jaw, tipped with a small Imperial beard. He thought how strange life was, which had brought him, against all odds, to this strange place. When he’d left for Sernica’s airport to look for day labour, he hadn’t given a thought to the possibility that the Olegians would attack, and even less to the wild idea that he was going to launch with one of the city guard’s ships. Such was what fate had dealt him, and what he thought was strangest of all was how quickly and obviously one adapts from one situation to the next. The joy he had first felt at having escaped the Olegians had rapidly shifted into the continuous flow of ordinary life, with all its chores, and these days he was increasingly irritated at the state-of-affairs. It should go without saying that as one got older one gained in experience, experience that those who were younger should be sensible enough to make use of, he thought, when they were about to begin their fourth day of work on the construction site, and were sitting out on the deck eating breakfast. It would be so simple if they would just ask, and how pleased he would be to just tell them how to go about it, but apparently those of the younger generation weren’t interested in listening to those of the older one. Just look at that dandified Shay, who thinks he knows everything, just because he went to that fine officers’ college. Now the work was going to take much longer than it would have been otherwise, just because Shay always insisted on how things should be done. 
 
    His thoughts were suddenly interrupted by Zania, who came and sat beside him. 
 
    “Good morning, Grewerg,” she said, happily. “It looks like it’s going to be a great day, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Good morning,” he answered. “Yes, it does, and this weather is completely different from what we used to have on Sidian.” 
 
    “That’s for sure. Do you think we’re going to finish the roof today?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” he muttered in reply. 
 
    “Do you often long for home on Sidian?” she asked, after a moment’s silence. 
 
    “Yes, it’s been known to happen,” he answered, and looked out over the swamp with an empty look. 
 
    “Really! Not me. Not at all.” 
 
    “But you can’t really mean that? You had a life of luxury, with everything one could dream of?” 
 
    “That’s perhaps true, Grewerg, but not the freedom to live my own life. What good is it to sit in a palace if one is confined and restricted?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s probably true,” he nodded. 
 
    “What did you work with on Loria?” she asked, next. 
 
    “I had several different occupations, but for most of my life I was a sailor.” 
 
    “That sounds exciting?” 
 
    “You think so,” he said, laughing, “Sure, one has maybe had an adventure here and there at different times in one’s life.” 
 
    “You have to tell me all about that!” 
 
    “I’d be happy to, but it’ll have to be some other time, for the others are coming now.” 
 
    As soon as they’d finished eating, they loaded the boats and casted off to the building site to continue the work that, despite a number of setbacks, was slowly but surely progressing. Two days later, the house was finally finished, and the prospective occupants drew straws to see who would get to move in. To their surprise, Hug and Lidia were the lucky winners, so as soon as they could gather their personal belongings, they could move into their new home. 
 
    During the following weeks, more houses were constructed, until finally everyone who wanted one had their own dwelling. The next step was to connect the treehouses with rope bridges, so that they could easily keep in touch with each other. Shay considered it his duty to protect the ship, with all of its equipment, and thus chose to live in the manoeuvre centre, as did Allur, Caver, and Grewerg. Baria, Anderika, Kark, and Selis lived in the shelter up on deck, while the cargo bay was turned into a common room that everyone had access to whenever they wished. 
 
      
 
    Zania had been assigned a house situated in a large, knotty tree close to Hug and Lidia’s house. When she had moved in, she went over to visit them, and found Lidia sitting and cleaning fish down on the dock. After greeting each other, Zania sat down beside Lidia and tried to think of an excuse for not helping her, when Lidia said that it didn’t matter. 
 
    “What?” Zania asked, surprised. 
 
    “I understand that we’ve had completely different upbringings and that you’re trying to change. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “But how in the world did you know what I was thinking?” 
 
    “I’m pretty good at reading people’s thoughts, something I’ve been good at for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Wow! And what am I thinking now?” 
 
    “It’s difficult for me to know on command, but I would imagine that you’re feeling a bit lonely and would like to have someone you could talk to.” 
 
    “You really are a mind-reader,” Zania responded, amazed. 
 
    “Call it what you like. I’d be happy to be your friend, but I’ll never agree to be your servant.” 
 
    “I really had no intention of that. I’ve long left that habit behind now.” 
 
    “OK, then we know where we have each other. If you like, I can brush your hair and then do it up for you.” 
 
    “Please! But only if I can return the favour.” 
 
    As dusk fell, when Hug returned from his day of fishing with Caver, they were still sitting there, giggling and chatting as if they’d known each other all their lives. 
 
      
 
    In addition to Shay, Allur was the one who took command most often, and showed a real talent for leadership. In contrast to Shay, he was always encouraging, and usually had something good to say to each of them, even the grumpy Grewerg. 
 
    “I can’t understand why you praise him,” muttered Kark, one day. “Do you really think he’s worth your appreciation?” 
 
    “Yes, one can’t get enough praise. If one deserves the compliment, then one is spurred on to even greater things and, if not, one at least tries to live up to them.” 
 
    “I hadn’t seen it that way,” Kark said, reflecting. 
 
    “Believe me. People long for appreciation as much as a camel out in the desert longs for water.” 
 
      
 
    Later in the evening, when Baria went out on deck for a breath of fresh air, she saw Shay sitting on his haunches, washing himself, and thought he looked so incredibly beautiful, with his well-trained body and dark hair glowing in the evening light of the setting sun, that she was speechless. When she was about to turn away, she stumbled slightly, which made a small scraping sound that caused him to look up. “What’s happening to me?” she thought, blushing, as she moved back to the doorway. “He must think that I must be totally man-crazy, the way I’m standing here so shamelessly staring at him.” 
 
    The next day she tried to avoid him as best she could, but just as a zebra can’t hide its stripes, two people in love cannot keep their feelings secret. Those around them saw that they were attracted to each other long before they admitted it to themselves. When Shay, a week later, saw her standing and looking out across the water, he got up his courage to go up to her. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful evening,” he began, hesitantly. 
 
    “Yes, really,” she answered, smiling. 
 
    “You seem to have lived a varied and active life in the city guard?” she suggested, after a moment’s silence. 
 
    “Yes, that’s probably true, but it’s beginning to feel like I’ve had enough adventure for a while. And what did you do before?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing that would interest you,” she said, tilting her head elusively to one side. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said, eagerly. “Of course, I am!” 
 
    “I’ve mostly sat huddled up in a laboratory with my research.” 
 
    “Don’t even try. I don’t believe that for a second.” 
 
    “OK, you asked for it,” she said, then proceeded to tell him about her life, in detail, as the rays of the setting sun glittered and sparkled on the calm surface of the water all around them. 
 
    When it eventually was time to retire for the night, he asked her if she wanted to accompany him on a fishing trip the next day, to which she agreed, without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “Do you have anything against our setting out at dawn, since that’s when they’re usually biting the most?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she answered, with a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    They awoke a little later than they’d intended, but, after a quick breakfast, they were nevertheless ready to leave. As soon as they’d installed themselves in the boat, he began rowing with even strokes. The boat sliced through the sun-soaked surface of the water, leaving a trace of glittering bubbles foaming in their wake. The sky was clear blue and in the distance, they could see a flock of white birds lifting from the water on flattering wings. Once the ship was out of sight, they steered in towards a grove of tall trees and didn’t have to wait long, once they’d baited their hooks, before the fish began to bite. When they were working together to pull up a large fish, the movements of Shays’ muscular body seemed to loosen something within her and made her blush. 
 
    “You, as a captain, must have met many beautiful women?” she suddenly asked him, with a forthrightness that surprised her. 
 
    “Absolutely not, and definitely no one who can be compared to you,” he answered, quickly. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what you say to all of them,” she said, casting her eyes down shyly. 
 
    The sunlight streaming down through the leafy treetops endowed her face with a magical aura, and he thought that she, with her pure lines and twinkling eyes, was as beautiful as a goddess. With an almost drunken abandon, on an impulse and with a pounding heart, he decided to embrace her with a kiss. Panting in surprise, she looked at him wide-eyed, but quickly recovered, so that when they eventually peeled themselves away from each other, she laughingly asked him if he was always so fast with women. 
 
    “No,” he answered, with a shake of his head. “Usually, I’m about as quick as a turtle.” 
 
    “I just can’t believe that,” she giggled. 
 
    They took their time before returning homewards, so that when they finally arrived at the ship, with several large fish in the bottom of the boat, dusk was once more upon them. 
 
    “So, there you are,” said Ixter. “We were beginning to think you’d encountered some sea monster or something.” 
 
    “No, you, we do everything we can to avoid that rascal,” laughed Shay. 
 
    That evening they cooked the fish on an open fire, then ate them with seaweed and yellow breadfruit. When Caver complained with a grimace that the food was tasteless, Desia said that he’d better get used to it, unless he thought it was possible to make some spice from the bark of some of the trees in the swamp. 
 
    “Why not?” he said. “I think I’ll try it.” 
 
    “Good thought,” agreed Anderika. “Most discoveries have been made because someone dared to do something in a new way.” 
 
    To check out the situation, the next day they set out to collect a number of different kinds of bark, which Desia then ground into powder and which, to their surprise, tasted excellent with fish. The spice, which was christened after its discoverer, Caverk, and was eventually followed by both Allur Powder and Desia Leaf. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early one morning, as Flores awoke, she playfully wove her fingers through Esai’s golden hair, and asked him if he loved her. 
 
    “You know that I do, my princess,” he answered. “I’ll never love anyone else but you.” 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, he sat up and gazed at her seriously. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “Do you want to marry me?” 
 
    “Of course, I want to,” she said, happily, “But how would we do it? There’s isn’t any minister here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, since Shay, in his capacity of captain and acting authority, has the capacity to officiate over weddings.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be totally fantastic, my love,” she said, and hugged him tightly. 
 
      
 
    The next day, at lunch, they went down to the Olina and presented their intentions to Shay. 
 
    “The way you two have been carrying on, it really seems about time,” he laughed, heartily. “Just decide when and where and then we should be able to arrange everything without any problem.” 
 
    When Hug heard the news of the wedding arrangements, he summoned his courage and decided to go down on one knee before Lidia and propose to her. The answer, which he had thought should be obvious, was not what he expected. 
 
    “If that’s the case, I’d first like to know who you are,” she said, seriously. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, bewildered. “I’m Hug. You know me!” 
 
    “Well, I certainly know your soul, and you are also the person whom I’m in love with. Still, in spite of that, you’re still a stranger to me in some ways.” 
 
    “And what would those be?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’d like you to tell me.” 
 
    “And if I was to be something else than what you think? Would you still love me?” 
 
    “Yes, my love for you is firm and indestructible, but I want to know the truth.” 
 
    When he remained hesitant, his face pale and his gaze shifting, she tenderly took his hands into hers and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “I just want to know the truth,” she repeated. 
 
    So, he decided to tell her everything. At first, he was still hesitant and stuttering, but once he’d begun, the words poured out of him. When he had finally finished his confession, he fell sobbing into her arms. 
 
    “What have I done? You can’t love me now?” 
 
    “Yes, I can,” she calmed him, and stroked his hair. “What you’ve told me is what I’ve thought all along.” 
 
    “You have? Since when?” 
 
    “Ever since the point when Hug was no longer someone who I was hopelessly in love with, even though it wasn’t mutual, and who I had long been in the process of leaving, to the point when everything suddenly changed. From having been cold and stingy, he suddenly became the tender, attentive man I’d always dreamed of, which was itself an amazing experience. At the same time as I felt incredibly flattered by his love, I realised that there was something that didn’t fit.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been so impossible?” 
 
    “Yes, with him it actually was so, since he’d always had a competing interest in other men, but which stopped as soon as you came into the picture. He didn’t have your technical knowledge, either, which at times has even exceeded that of my professors, when I was studying at the university.” 
 
    “I tried my best to hide it.” 
 
    “And you succeeded rather well at that, but not with me, since I knew how mediocre Hug was. Sometimes you also talked in your sleep, and said a lot of strange things.” 
 
    “I did? And what about?” 
 
    “For example, you’d talk about technical terms and foreign names, and places that don’t exist on Loria.” 
 
    “That really was strange. Before we left Oleg, we were put through a hypnosis program that was supposed to eliminate that possibility, which must mean that my brain, in some way, must have found a way around that programming.” 
 
    “Yes, my love, my guess is that you are different from your fellow countrymen in more ways than one. My suspicions changed to complete certainty, though, when I eventually found the instrument that you build when we were in Oboe and that you had hidden in the wardrobe.” 
 
    “The oscillator?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “You knew about it?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, and then when you wanted us to go out to the airfield in Sernica, with the excuse that it would be safer there, I knew exactly what you had in mind.” 
 
    “Ah-hah, so you knew about that!” he said, shocked about the extent of her knowledge, which surpassed his wildest fantasies. 
 
    This only increased as she continued to tell him what she knew. 
 
    “Then, when Shay couldn’t set the course for Urduk, I understood that you were forced to modify the oscillator, which was why I was able to help you by pretending to be sick. It was actually really exciting to watch you in secret as you rebuilt it.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that you actually weren’t asleep?” 
 
    “Of course not. I simply kept the tablets you gave me under my tongue and spitted them out as soon as I could. I just wanted to be ready to be able to help you if any problems came up, but you solved that thing pretty good on your own. Even when Esai was sticking his nose into other people’s business, you had a good strategy.” 
 
    “But why didn’t you say anything about this before?” 
 
    “And what about you?” 
 
    “That’s true,” he said, bowing his head in shame. “I was simple terrified that you would leave me if you knew the truth.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? I love you more than anything else and just as you are. I did want you to tell me about it yourself, though, and now that you have, I’m so deeply happy and pleased. This will be our shared secret, that nobody else will ever get to know, and now I can’t wish for anything more than to marry you.” 
 
    After these confessions and explanations, they sat for a long while, holding each other tight in an elated rush of love, with a rare intensity, talking about all their hopes for the future, while the setting sun’s rays settled, glittering and dancing, for the night. 
 
      
 
    Late in the afternoon, two days later, the wedding of Esai and Flores proceeded out on the Olina’s flower-strewn main deck, where a long table had been adorned with all sorts of delicacies. The atmosphere was one of happiness and exhilaration, which, in addition to the food and pleasant company, Anderika’s wine, made from fermented tree fruit, no doubt contributed to; as had happened so often before, it was late when they persuaded themselves to go off to bed. Since they had no schedules to keep in their paradise-like circumstances, which mostly involved socializing, eating, and sleeping, no one minded. 
 
    The next day, Gus and Isla, inspired by the newly-weds, announced that they, too, wanted to get married, and only a few days later it was Hug and Lidia’s turn. Once these had also been put behind them, Shay asked whether anybody else was next, now that he was getting good at it, but apparently the pressure had eased, since nobody else came forward. He himself would have been happy to propose to Baria, but, on the one had there, was no one else who could perform the ceremony legally, and on the other, he wanted to wait to build a family until he could offer her a more secure existence. 
 
      
 
    Early one morning, after having confirmed that yet another beautiful day awaited, Zania climbed down to the dock for a refreshing swim. The sun’s rays shining down from a clear blue sky warmed her as she swam easily in the soft water that surrounded and caressed her naked body. When the dock was out of sight, she decided to turn back, but had only reached halfway when she heard a splash and, to her horror, saw a large fin approaching. Luckily, Allur was nearby and heard her desperate cries for help. After an explosive outburst of paddling, he arrived at the last moment, just managing to throw his harpoon toward the creature before it reached Zania. The tail fin whipped in violent rage as it counter-attacked, the harpoon swinging on its back, and overturned his boat. Only by summoning his last remaining strength was he able to plunge his army knife into its gaping mouth, so that when Shay and Neiger rowed up in their boats a few moments later, the creature floated on its back, dead, its white belly upwards in the reddening water. 
 
    “Hurry up into the boats before the blood attracts others of the same kind,” shouted Neiger. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were such a great hunter, Allur,” said Shay, appreciatively, when they had reached safety. 
 
    “Neither did I! My God, this monster fish must weigh a ton! If we can bring it in, there’ll be enough to eat for at least a few days.” 
 
    With a rope tied to the harpoon, they towed the fish, rowing back to the boat, and had just arrived and managed to haul up the carcass on deck, when two similar fish, attracted by the blood, appeared. 
 
    “Wow! That wasn’t a second too soon!” said Shay, wiping sweat from his forehead. 
 
    “Yeah, I, for one, couldn’t have handled yet another fight,” said Allur, smiling wryly. 
 
    “You risked your life to save mine,” said Zania, with a shaky voice. “On Loria, you would have been richly rewarded, but, here, the only thing I can offer you is my diamond necklace, which I now want you to accept as a gift.” 
 
    “No, I only did what any honourable man would have done, and I absolutely don’t want your necklace,” he responded. 
 
    “There must be something I can do to thank you?” she insisted. 
 
    “OK,” he replied, doubtfully, “In that case, it would be to release Xingezing.” 
 
    “If that’s your wish, then that’s what it’ll be,” she answered. “It’s actually something I should have done a long time ago. The problem is that there isn’t any door to the cage.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” said Caver, who then went in search of a pair of cutters and applied himself to cutting a hole in the wires. 
 
    When the opening was big enough, Zania told Xingezing that now, at the request of Allur, she was free to decide for herself how she wanted to live. It was almost as if she understood exactly what Zania said, for as soon as she was outside the cage and had flown around in circles above them a few times, she disappeared into the distant as a brilliant flash. 
 
    “Yikes!” exclaimed Zania, almost falling over in surprise. “Do you think she’ll ever come back again?” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe she’s afraid to end up back in the cage again,” said Allur. 
 
    Later, they cooked a huge dinner of the monster fish, which, as it turned out, was delicious, and then put the rest into the freezer as a reserve in case their luck at fishing ran out. 
 
      
 
    Nieger had been brought up to be unemotional and without any needs, so that he could devote all of his capacities to serving the imperial family and ensuring their security, in the same way his relatives had done for generations. His good salary and benefits as an imperial guard were the envy of the numerous hopefuls who applied for the job, but had not been an issue for him in his choice of work. He worshipped the imperial family unconditionally, and would have happily died on their behalf, if necessary. When he’d seen the princesses brought on board the Olina, it wasn’t because of fear, as Caver believed, that he had asked to come on board, but because of his strong desire to serve. If a few members of the imperial family were destined to survive Plan F, then he considered it his obvious right, and even his obligation, to be able to assist them. When they had returned from their usual fishing trip, he requested to have a private talk with Zania. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, readily. “You can do that whenever you like.” 
 
    “You were exposed to great danger today, but I didn’t do anything to help you,” he said, while washing his hands. 
 
    “Well, it was entirely my own fault, for going on such a long swim,” she said. 
 
    “Whether it was right or wrong of you is not for me to decide. My role is only to protect you from danger.” 
 
    “Dear Nieger, you really don’t have to look after me.” 
 
    “But it is what I have been trained for and, until you are safe, I consider it my obvious duty.” 
 
    “And how would that be arranged? You haven’t imagined you’d be living in the same house as me?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he replied, blushing a little. “In that case, I’ll make some sleeping arrangements down by your dock.” 
 
    “Oh, well, then that’s what we’ll do, then,” she said, flattered by his loyalty, which moved her deeply, as he bowed and turned to leave. 
 
    Since Flores had said that she no longer needed his services, from then on he devoted himself entirely to serving Zania. At first, there were some, Kark among them, who had reservations about her having taken him as her servant, but when they saw how happy he seemed to be about this arrangement, no one found they could be bothered about it anymore. 
 
      
 
    A few days later, they were eating dinner together when Baria turned to Zania what the meals at the palace in Oboe had been like. 
 
    “Oh, nothing special, really,” she answered, coyly. 
 
    “Now you’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” she laughed. “Of course everything was luxurious and fancy, and as far from everyday life here as one can come. At dinnertimes, the cutlery and settings were always newly polished, shiny under the huge crystal chandeliers, and along the walls were elegant serving tables, where the chefs stood slicing the various cuts of meat. And then the waiters brought out a great variety of different dishes from every corner of the empire, all of it placed on gold-embroidered white silk tablecloths, and the whole time we were entertained by performers and magicians.” 
 
    “Oh, it must have been fantastic!” 
 
    “I’m not really so sure. A cage is always a cage, even if it is a gilded one, and all that belongs to an earlier life that I’ve left behind now, and don’t miss at all.” 
 
    “No?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “No, why should I?” 
 
    “But, you were nevertheless a princess?” 
 
    “That may be, but I no longer have any reason to pretend that I still am one. Life is like a theatre, where one has a role that one plays, in a time and place that fate has chosen for one, and when the curtain rises on a new act, it’s just silly to try to continue in a role that is obsolete.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right about that. Nothing is as tragic as trying to hold on to old memories and not managing to move on.” 
 
      
 
    When Esai and Flores came home to their treehouse after dinner, they lay close to each other as the darkness deepened, watching the stars lighting up one after one in the velvet black sky. It was totally silent, except for the occasional bubbles from a fish breaking the surface for air. Suddenly she hugged him hard and intensively and told him she felt happy. 
 
    “Is that right? Has something special happened to have filled you so?” he asked with a smile. “Or is this just as usual?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” she replied. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he sputtered, surprised, sitting up. 
 
    “As sure as one can be. I’ve missed my period two months in a row now, and I feel there’s something growing inside. Aren’t you happy?” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” 
 
    “How happy, then?” 
 
    “I’ve never been happier!” he blurted, and lifted her into the air. 
 
    “Be careful with us now, darling!” she giggled. “He’s fragile, you know.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a he?” 
 
    “It’s just something that I share with everyone on my mother’s side, that I can just feel it.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll see,” he laughed. “Think if it’s just going to be a swamp frog!” 
 
    “Your meanie!” she growled in irritation and pinched him on the nose so hard that he yelled. 
 
    “Ow! Why did you do that? I was just joking!” 
 
    “Yes, I really hope so, but serious things are not something to joke about. Just think if some of the tiny evil spirits heard you.” 
 
    “Do you really believe such rubbish?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but since no one really knows whether it’s true or not, it’s best not to tempt fate unnecessarily.” 
 
    They lay talking about the baby who would be entering their lives and the future that awaited it, until they eventually fell asleep, happy and glad, in each other’s arms. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Esai awoke early the next morning, he gazed at Flores sleeping beside him, her long dark hair flowing over the pillowcase. Just a few months ago, she had been as distant from him as the stars in the heavens, but now she was his wife. He felt both happy and sad at the same time; happy to be alive with the woman he loved more than everything else, but still sad about his parents and two brothers, whom he would probably never see again. Then he started thinking about whether the planet shouldn’t get a new name. Otherwise, their love may have resulted in the creation of a child of the abyss. 
 
    That afternoon, he presented his proposal to change the name, which the others immediately agreed to, but then their unanimity ended. They were thus forced to bring it to a vote, which in the end resulted in the new name, Teidah, meaning hope. That evening they held a name ceremony, followed by festivities. 
 
    A few weeks later, Gail and Ixter said that they, too, were expecting a baby, and before long Hug and Lidia, Desia and Rhus, Isla and Gus, and Ofra and Nadine all announced the same news. 
 
    “It’s soon going to lead to overpopulation, if things continue this way,” said Shay, grumpily. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” laughed Hug. “We have a whole planet to populate.” 
 
    “Yeah, a swamp, in any case,” added Nadine. 
 
    When Anderika saw all the couples behaving so affectionately all around them, she felt so happy, and thought that everything that happens as a result of love and free will must be good in the eyes of God, and nothing that people do is wrong as long as nobody wants to be mean. At the same time as she became happy, she realized that little babies were more sensitive than adults, and could easily be affected by various illnesses, which would place greater demands on their future settlement. The swamp environment, which at first they had only thought was positive, had eventually also shown other sides. For example, the humidity was so high that some of them had nasty coughs, and other respiratory problems, while many others had broken out in heavy red rashes on their arms and legs when they had been bitten by insects. At their next group council meeting, she brought up the issue of the future colony, which resulted in their decision to send out long-distance expeditions in all directions, to search for a mainland. When they considered who would be included in the boat crews, and Esai suggested that there should be more men than women, since they would be away for such a long time, the mood became heated. 
 
    “I think you should leave it to each of them to decide for themselves,” said Kark. 
 
    “You think so, do you?” said Esai, harshly. “Well, if you think it should be that way, then maybe you women should also do everything the men do.” 
 
    “Now, I think you’ve misunderstood something,” said Kark, angrily. “You think you can handle people as if they were a bunch of passive wimps. There’s men here who don’t have much desire to leave on these expeditions, at the same time as there’s women who couldn’t wish for anything more. On Loria, men were busy with a thousand different things, and there were only a few that worked with things that here you consider to be typical male tasks. It’s not a question of everybody being the same in all situations and always doing the same things, but only that one shouldn’t being stopped because of one’s sex. Now, let’s find out who actually wants to participate in these expeditions, instead of talking about a pile of crap.” 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, four men and four women in four boats casted off, determined to succeed in their intention to find what there was to discover in various directions. A week later, which they had originally agreed on, three of the boats returned, but without any success. When the fourth eventually revealed itself, though, Gus and Isla excitedly told them that, only three days to the west, they had encountered some kind of black material that stretched, rolling, all the way to the horizon. A fish that they had thrown into it as a test had immediately disappeared, however, with a crackling sound, so they had given up all thought of stepping ashore. After searching further for another half-day, hoping to find some kind of continuous vegetation, they had given up all hope and returned home. 
 
    Already the next day, all four boats were sent off again, in the direction that land had been found. But when they eventually arrived, without having seen anything than the blackness, they desperately began to wonder whether they were completely surrounded by this sea of bacteria, and that their fate was to remain in the swamp forever. Two weeks later, however, Caver and Kark delivered the happy news that they had found a landmass that had a beach that was lined with tall trees. To walk on solid ground had been a fantastic feeling, they related, but after walking only a short distance inland and seeing nothing else by forest, they had considered it too risky to continue, so they cut short the expedition. 
 
    In the evening after their return, the entire group assembled on deck to discuss the discovery, which in one swoop had changed their entire worldview. Some felt they should immediately pack their boats and depart, while most thought it was better to proceed slowly and act carefully. After having discussed everything back and forth, they all finally agreed that an expedition, comprised of two boats and a total of six persons, would first investigate the mainland before they all rushed headlong into something unknown. 
 
      
 
    When the expedition landed at the beach a few days later, and the boats had been unloaded and dragged onto solid ground, Kark, Allur, and Caver took on the job of building a hut, as a base station, while Zania, Neiger and Anderika proceeded into the forest to do some reconnaissance. They followed a well-used trail and tied ribbons here and there in tree branches to ensure that they would find the way back. The vegetation was so lush that the sun could only occasionally pierce through the dense treetops and create a weak magical light on the forest floor. They felt a constant sense of uneasiness and danger, and since they didn’t want to risk being in the floor when it became dark, they returned to base camp before evening in good time to help with building the hut. 
 
    “I think it feels eerie here,” said Zania, after they had eaten and were sitting watching the yellow flames of their campfire. 
 
    “Same here,” said Caver. 
 
    “Don’t be worried, just try to get some sleep, and I’ll take the first watch,” said Neiger. “Everything is sure to feel better tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, there doesn’t seem to be anything else to do,” said Anderika, and drew her blanket tightly around her. 
 
    Neiger had just put some branches on the fire and settled down comfortably, when a horrible howling could be heard from within the dark forest. 
 
    “What do you think that might be?” whispered Zania. 
 
    “I don’t know,” answered Anderika. “But it sure doesn’t sound too friendly, so I think it’d be best if we left immediately!” 
 
    As soon as they had hastily gathered up their things, they ran down to the boats and had just managed to row a short distance from the shore, when several hairy creatures came roaring out of the forest and began throwing large stones at them. They barely avoided being hit, then sought shelter in a cluster of swamp bushes where, eventually, they huddled in the boats and managed to get a few hours of uneasy sleep. 
 
    When they returned the next morning, they found the beach empty and deserted, without a trace of the monsters. With the glowing yellow sand between their toes and under the warm rays of the sun playing on the surface of the water and in the forest greenery, yesterday’s events seemed unreal. That night, which they spent out in the boats, the terrifying howling was heard again, leading them to conclude that the creatures must be nocturnal. After staying there for another day of observations, it didn’t seem there was much more they could do. 
 
      
 
    When they returned to the others and told them what had happened, many were disappointed, while others, who had been uneasy about having to leave what had now become their familiar home, were instead relieved. 
 
    “I think we’ve got it good here,” said Flores, when they had assembled for a general meeting, to discuss what they should do next. “We should just forget about that idea.” 
 
    “I agree,” added Isla. “Those creatures scare me.” 
 
    Anderika drummed her fingers impatiently on the tables, although her breathing was calm and decisive when she spoke. 
 
    “Listen. The swamp will soon have been our home for half-a-year and has allowed us relative security, but, believe me when I say that there isn’t any future here.” 
 
    “But surely there’s no rush?” asked Ofra. 
 
    “Some things can wait and others not, and, in my opinion, this is something we shouldn’t put off. We now know that there’s an unknown world out there that our curiosity, sooner or later, is going to drive us to wanting to explore. And what kind of life can we offer our children here, among the mosquitoes and the dampness? Several of us have already become sick, and it’s going to get worse. No, there’s only one way to go, and it leads out of the swamp, and the longer we stay, the harder it’s going to be when we finally have to leave.” 
 
    After a bit more argument, weighing the pros and cons of the one or the other alternative, they finally decided to put it to a vote, which resulted in a four-vote majority for leaving the Olina. 
 
    “So, we can consider the matter settled,” said Shay. 
 
    “But what if the beasts attack us?” Lidia asked, anxiously. 
 
    “There’s a real risk of that, which we have to pay attention to before we leave, which is why we have to go through all our equipment that’s at our disposal, and then make a careful plan.” 
 
      
 
    The next day they all gathered on deck, where a number of objects of different shapes and sizes had been laid out. Once Shay welcomed them, he handed the floor to Anderika. 
 
    “Before I begin, I just want to inform you about the boxes containing experimental equipment, which we had with us in the cargo bay. The most critical thing with the equipment, which was intended to be tested out in Urduk’s deserts, was a robot that was going to be the prototype in the future struggle against the Olegians. The scientists that developed it didn’t come to Urduk, and since we never managed to test it, and the ship’s power supply was insufficient for charging it, so unfortunately we don’t know anything about its capabilities.” 
 
    “Our chances of being able to bring much baggage are going to be extremely limited,” added Shay. “That’s why a hundred-kilo object is probably part of all the equipment that we’re going to be forced to leave behind.” 
 
    “But it could be one of the most advanced robots that have ever been built!” protested Anderika. 
 
    “That may well be, and on Loria it may have served us well, but guaranteed not here in this environment, where there’s no electricity, and anything that might slow us down when we’re going to travel through the forest could mean the difference between life and death.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re probably right,” she sighed. 
 
    “Well, I’m not so sure, but, in any case, we’re forced to set some tough priorities. Maybe we can return at a later point and retrieve it. What else is in the boxes?” 
 
    “Thirty-something transponders,” she said, and lifted up a small, shining object. “It should be able to manage interpreting an unfamiliar language in just one or two minutes, which makes it possible to communicate with alien lifeforms. Along with the robots, which have the capacity to speak numerous languages, and which were going to be tested in hard conditions, the idea was to evaluate the transponders also. They may now prove to be useful to us when we contact the monsters and other creatures that we might meet.” 
 
    “How do they work?” asked Hug. 
 
    “They are constructed according to a completely new technique, which I’m not completely sure of, but, anyway, they are used in contact with a chip that’s fastened inside one’s ear, and the chip transfers signals to both the larynx and the brain’s speech centre. The transponders are intended to be stored in a pocket or sewn into one’s clothes, to be discrete, and when their nuclear batteries are charged, they are then continually recharged by one’s movements, which is why their lifetime is in principle unlimited.” 
 
    “How long does it take, before it can translate a language?” asked Rhus. 
 
    “If the language is closely related, then it’s memory bank transfers it pretty quickly, but if it’s a completely unfamiliar one, it can take longer.” 
 
    “Do you think those monsters are going to be friendlier towards us now that we have the possibility of communicating?” wondered Shay. 
 
    “No, probably not, since they’ve already demonstrated such aggressive behaviour.” 
 
    “Then how are we going to get by them?” 
 
    “In addition to weapons, we also have a converter, which is a clever apparatus developed in the struggle against the Olegians, and with its help one can change hostile creature’s brain waves so that they’ll be friendlier. If we can manage to win over three of the monsters to our side, which there should be enough power for, then we should then be able, with their help, to get through the forest to some place where it should be possible to begin a new life.” 
 
    “That sounds fantastic! Is there just one converter?” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, and there’s even a catch, since it’s range is only about ten metres. The only way out of this that I can see is that you let me hide in a pit, and then some of you can make a bunch of noise from the boats, so that the monsters can be lured out and converted.” 
 
    “That sounds risky,” said Grewerg. 
 
    “Yes, it is, but nothing ventures, nothing wins.” 
 
     After checking through other useful equipment, everything from archery gear to food containers, Shay asked if there was anything else they were wondering about before they split up. 
 
    “Well, there is one thing we should decide on, which is who should be our leader from now on,” said Anderika. 
 
    “Why?” asked Esai, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong now,” said Anderika, a little irritated. “Shay has done an excellent job, and without him we would probably never have gotten to where we are today. But the qualifications that make a good ship’s captain are not necessarily those that will keep us alive through the environment we now have to face. Let’s now see who we now have confidence in, and then it’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Grewerg, when Esai seemed about to protest. “We have to keep an open mind in this question.” 
 
    So, it was decided, and after everyone had written a name on a scrap of paper and placed it in a bowl, the counting began. When it was done, it revealed that, to the surprise of some, Allur was the one who had received the most votes. 
 
    “It looks like we’ve gotten ourselves a new leader,” confirmed Anderika. “I suggest that we meet again at the same time tomorrow and agree on the more immediate plans for the trip.” 
 
      
 
    Later that night, when Anderika was standing and looking out over the steaming surface of the swamp, Ofra joined her at the railing. 
 
    “So that’s the way it went,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, it doesn’t seem any better,” she said. 
 
    “I have to say that I was pretty surprised that Allur, and not Shay, was voted leader.” 
 
    “It’s not so strange, really, Ofra. Most of us, even as children, try to be appreciated, which is why someone who reinforces who one thinks one is, as Allur usually does, is liked and loved. A person can be compared to a vehicle, which, in order to gain its devotion, one must study, to find out what makes it function, and then it should be fed that essential fuel to excess.” 
 
    “But Shay doesn’t criticize so often?” 
 
    “No, but he almost never praises anyone, either, which is just as bad. He certainly has a good heart, but his benevolence is not unrestrained, however, and his constant need to stand in the centre and exercise control make him touchy about being criticized. Just look at poor Grewerg who, with his extensive experience, should have much to contribute, but whom he constantly holds back, since Grewerg is unable to submit to his authority. Allur, however, in addition to his leadership qualities, also has the ability to read how people are thinking, and to understand that there’s usually a reason for their behaviour. A child that lies, for example, usually does so because it’s afraid and has poor self-confidence, but it still has just as much right to be loved. Sometimes it is surely justified to criticize and correct, but then it should be an exception, and definitely not until one has tried to put oneself in the other’s place. Everybody knows the art of criticism, and often do it to excess, while appreciation is given, on the other hand, as rarely as if it were an expensive treasure hidden behind seven layers of locks.” 
 
    “Yes, you may be right about that. We probably are not so different from each other, when it comes right down to it.” 
 
    No, I don’t think so, at least not when it comes down to our basic needs.” 
 
      
 
    Two days later, they were finished loading the boats with supplies, equipment, and anything else they thought might be of use on the trip. Now that it didn’t matter any longer, Anderika, even though she knew it was meaningless, charged the robot with all remaining power, and the last thing they saw when they went up on deck was how its energy lamp shined with a steady green glow. With heavy hearts, they took their places in the boats, and when the Olina, which had been their home for so long finally disappeared from sight, it was difficult for many to hide their feelings and hold back their tears. As well as their sadness at leaving and leaving behind what was familiar and safe, they were also afraid of the unknown, which at worst could mean the end for them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip proceeded without incident and four days later they arrived at the sandy bay where, once they had gone ashore, they immediately set about digging a small cave that Anderika, well before evening, could settle into. 
 
    “How’s it going in there?” shouted Gus once they had concealed the entrance with branches and carefully camouflaged it with sand. 
 
    “It’s OK,” she answered, through a little peephole. “It could maybe have been a little more comfortable, but one can’t have too high expectations.” 
 
    “No, exactly. Sometimes one just has to be happy for the small things,” laughed Kark. 
 
    “God, I’m so nervous I could almost throw up. Does anybody want to trade places?” 
 
    “Try to relax,” said Kark. “It’s a bit late to back out now and as I recall it was your own idea.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but it’s one thing to plan something and another to carry it out.” 
 
    “This will be a piece of cake for you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I sure hope you’re right. Otherwise I might be cake.” 
 
    After a quick farewell, Kark, Allur, Caver, Gus, and Neiger took shelter in two of the boats, a short distance from the shore, while the others continued further out into the swamp. At dusk they began to shout and create a ruckus, to attract the monsters, while Anderika settled in for a long and tiresome wait. Just when she was sitting and watching a shiny, yellow caterpillar that was climbing in small, graceful movements up her arm, she suddenly heard a violent roar, and through the crack saw a huge shaggy beast approaching in huge leaps and bounds. Her hands shaking, she threw the converter switch at what must have been the last second, since the monster had already begun digging into the sand and would have soon reached her. After converting another two monsters, she ran down to the swamp, where Kark and Allur quickly took her to safety, and ecstatically told them how everything had gone according to plan. The next morning, when they returned to the shore, three monsters were actually standing there, with yellow fangs, thick brownish-red fur, green eyes, and hands as big as frying pans, waiting for them. 
 
    “Can you understand what I’m saying?” Anderika asked, once the transponder in her pocket had indicated that their language had been interpreted. 
 
    “Yes,” they grunted in deep voices. 
 
    “Are you also following our commands?” 
 
    “Yes,” they answered, in unison. 
 
    “There you go,” she said to the others, pleased. “It’s working just as I thought it would.” 
 
    “Great,” said Allur, “then let’s hurry and get the others over here so that we can get as far away from here as possible by evening.” 
 
    When everyone had come on shore and been convinced that they didn’t have to be afraid of the monsters, they picked up their backpacks, with their equipment and food, and proceeded into the dense, dark forest. Allur went first, followed closely by the others in a long, single file, with the monsters coming up a distant last, since nobody wanted to have them close behind them. At first, everybody tramped along in a good mood, but after a few hours, their enthusiasm began to wane, until finally they were forced to stop for a rest. They had paused in a little clearing and taken off their backpacks when Zania suddenly shouted that Selis was gone. 
 
    “It’s no use,” said Esai, after having shouted her name in all directions and only receiving occasional bird twitter in reply. “She must have become separated from us somewhere along the way.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” wondered Ixter. 
 
    “Well, I’m going back to look for her, anyway,” said Shay, “for otherwise I’ll never be at peace with my conscience. You others just go on and I’ll catch up to you later.” 
 
    “In that case I’m going with you,” said Caver, at which Allur spoke for everyone in saying that they should stick together and face their common destiny. 
 
    When they had rested long enough, the long column turned back from whence they had come and, after having walked for an hour or so, shouting constantly as they went, Allur suddenly raised his hand for them to stop in silence. At first, they heard only the whispering of the wind and birdsong here and there, but after a while they heard someone crying for help. Eventually, after having thrashed through dense thickets, they found Selis sunken to her neck in mud in a bit of marsh. 
 
    “Try to be as still as possible,” Allur screamed at her. “We’ll soon get you out!” 
 
    After a quick discussion they worked together to cut down a tree so that it fell across the pool, and Shay crawled out to her on it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I hurried as fast as I could,” he said, with tears in his eyes, when he had finally managed to pull her up to safety a few moments later, at which she accused him of arriving so late. “How did you ever manage to get yourself stuck like that?” 
 
    “I was playing with Mimosa and Garlev and ran after a beautiful butterfly, when I suddenly discovered that I had gotten lost, and then I got stuck here in this stupid swamp when I was looking for you,” she answered. 
 
    “We were lucky this time, but you have to promise me that from now on you’ll be more careful,” he admonished her, while stroking her cheek. 
 
    When they had cleaned the worst of the dirt off her, they returned to their determined march, not stopping for a break until they had made it back to the spot where they had turned around in search of her. Despite their aching muscles, they continued on relentlessly until dawn, when, completely exhausted, they sought safety up in the branches of some trees in the futile hope that they were out of reach of the monsters. This revealed itself to be a real leap of fancy, however, for no sooner had they settled down as well as they could among the tree branches, they heard terrifying howls and heavy footfalls. 
 
    “Help, they’re coming!” whimpered Flores, clutching Esai’s waist. 
 
    “Everything’ll be alright,” he only managed to say, before the air filled with screams and cries and a violent fight broke out beneath them. 
 
    The darkness was so black and impenetrable that it was impossible to see what was going on, but after a while, which felt like forever, the attackers finally gave up and withdrew. 
 
      
 
    Still clinging to their tree branches, at dawn they saw that two of the converted monsters had died, while the third sat on a stump licking its wounds. Fortunately, none of them had been injured, so once they had quickly downed a bit of breakfast, they struck out again on their courageous journey through the lush dense forest. Towards afternoon, the treetops lightened slightly, so they could catch brief glimpses of blue sky. Even though they were at the edge of exhaustion, they marched on determinedly, however, starkly conscious that the situation was extremely serious and that all would soon be lost if they couldn’t quickly reach safety. As evening approached, Shay turned to Allur and asked whether they shouldn’t stop and make camp. 
 
    “What do you mean?” responded Allur. 
 
    “Think about it!” Shay blurted, in irritation. “In a few hours it’s going to be dark and by then we’ll need to have established a safer place to sleep than last night.” 
 
    “You’re right about that, but however much we prepare, the monsters can probably still reach us if we hide up in the trees.” 
 
    “But what are our chances if we don’t prepare ourselves? Smarten up!” 
 
     “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do. Since the tree cover is no longer so dense, it may be that we’re approaching the edge of the forest, which is why I think we should continue for as long as we can.” 
 
    “I really disagree with you about that and, besides, I really don’t think we can interpret the thickness of the tree cover in that way.” 
 
    “No, but it’s still me who the group has entrusted to make the decisions, which you have to accept whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately,” muttered Shay, resigned. “I really hope you won’t end up with a reason for changing your mind.” 
 
    “I hope so too.” 
 
      
 
    Dusk was approaching, and Allur was just thinking of giving the order for them to make camp for the night, when suddenly, almost magically, the forest opened and gave way to a green meadow with a high palisade wall at its far end. They stopped short, shocked, not knowing what to believe, when they heard roaring in the forest, nearby, which meant that the converted monster was in a fight, and they realized they had to keep going. Limping and stumbling from exhaustion, they arrived at the palisade, where several people stood gaping at them in surprise, but who refused to let them in, despite their desperate pleas. Eventually, some sort of leader arrived, and after surmising that they didn’t constitute a threat, the drawbridge was dropped. Once safely inside the palisade, they were surrounded by a mass of armed men and women and escorted to a large log building where an elderly woman, with a blue cape and dark-brown hair in a pageboy cut, waited for them. When the woman asked them if they could understand her, and Allur, who had left the translator device turned on the whole time, answered that there wasn’t any problem, she seemed startled, as if she had expected that she would hardly be able to be understood by them. 
 
    “My name is Dirazif, Queen of the Riverlands,” she said, “and who are you who have travelled so far through the forest of monsters?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but, briefly, we’ve come from the swamp, where we crash-landed after being forced to flee our home planet, Loria.” 
 
    “Hell, it’s a miracle!” she burst out, and proceeded to ask them about everything under the sun. 
 
    After a few hours, when more and more of them were constantly yawning, she realized that they must be both hungry and exhausted and ordered her captain of the guards, Errak, to escort them to their quarters for the night. Walking through the village, their path was lined with curious onlookers who had never seen strangers and who both wanted to see and touch them. When they arrived at the guesthouse, a two-story half-timbered building with a thatched roof, they were greeted by warm, welcoming light glowing through the windows on the ground floor. On knocking, the door was swung open by the innkeeper, bald and with a red-pocked face, who gazed at them in surprise but eventually came to his senses and brought out food and drink. Even though they were almost past being tired, they filled themselves with hearty appetites and were soon on their way, content and with bellies full, to their lodgings for what little of the night was left to them. Shay and Baria, who had agreed to sleep together, were assigned a room on the second floor. It had a large wooden bed with fluffy pillows and a thick patchwork quilt. No tiredness in the world could hinder their desire any longer; after making love with an intensity that was beyond what either of them could have imagined, they fell fast asleep, entwined in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, they were wakened by a careful but distinct knocking on the door. Baria stared terrified at Shay for an instant, until she realized where she was, then broke out into a broad grin. When Shay opened the door, he found a short woman there, her eyes bright and round, who invited them to come down to breakfast. They spent a few more minutes on the bed, play-wrestling and giggling, then dressed and went down to join the others in the dining room. 
 
    “We wish to extend a warm welcome to you,” Dirazif exclaimed when she had eventually joined them, Errak at her side, “and we hope you’ve slept well and recovered somewhat after yesterday’s trials. Our hope is that you will enjoy being in Riverland, which is a very tiny country squeezed in between the bacteria sea to the east and the forest of monsters to the west. According to the scriptures, a ship crash-landed out in the swamp long ago, much as yours did, and a few survivors managed to evade the monsters and cross the river to a small strip of land, called Ganza, not covered by the sea of bacteria. When curiosity eventually drove them to explore their surroundings, they travelled north on the river through the desolate sea of bacteria to a large lake, which they called Ardaka, with a verdant island they called Leido. 
 
    “What is the sea of bacteria?” asked Shay. 
 
    “You said it. It’s been there forever, as far as we know, but it can be likened to a layer of black bacteria, anywhere between a few decimetres to several metres deep, which destroys all organic material that encounters it.” 
 
    "But what do they feed on? Do not bacteria need live food?  
 
    “No, not these, since they have a constitution that is able to supply its vital functions from the surrounding atmosphere. If they get a bit of meat they’re happy to consume that, too. Well, well,” she continued, “it wasn’t possible for them to travel any further, since the sea forms the upper reaches of the river, which emerges from underground springs. When they made their way south, everything was just as desolate, until they heard the roar of an enormous waterfall, so that they were forced to turn around to avoid being dragged over the edge. They called it ‘Hell’s Falls’ and even today there’s still nobody who’s ever managed to pass the test of continuing any further in that direction. Once they’d settled on the island of Leido, which was out of reach of the monsters, they lived a carefree and happy life. As the years went by, the island’s resources were no longer sufficient to feed everybody, so finally a number of them were forced to return to Ganza, where they planted crops on the other side of the river, in the shelter of dikes and high palisades. Through new plantations and by adding soil, whenever rain makes the bacteria withdraw temporarily, the Riverlands have become increasingly important and today also include the villages of Kalljo and Rubin.” 
 
    “Don’t you have problems with the monsters?” Anderika asked. “They seem to be extremely aggressive.” 
 
    “Yes, really,” answered Dirazif, with a dry laugh. “They occasionally throw stones at the palisades, which sometimes causes great damage. Luckily, they detest water, similarly to the bacteria, and they’ve only managed to cross the dikes a few times. With every passing year, we become better at controlling them. For the moment, there seems to be a fragile ceasefire between us, which could be broken at any time, however, if they notice any weakness in our defences.” 
 
    “Can’t you attack them in the daytime, when they’re resting?” asked Kark. 
 
    “One can certainly try, but so far our attempts have all failed, with the only result being that a number of capable men and women have lost their lives. The monsters can be found deep in their holes, with their incredible sense of hearing, almost as dangerous as during the night.” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” asked Rhus. 
 
    “It’s hard to say, but at least a few thousand, I’d guess.” 
 
    Once everyone had run out of questions, she proposed that they should go out and have a look at the Riverlands. As they were going out and had left the building they were met by a large crowd that stood in awe of every move they made. “My God, look at all the stares,” said Anderika. “We’re not so strange, are we?” 
 
    “Well, at least they seem to think so,” said Dirazif, laughing, “so it’s just as well you get used to it. You’ve become huge idols here.” 
 
    The street they were following, just like all the other streets in Kalljo, ran into a large square surrounded by a number of beautiful wooden-frame, painted buildings, of different sizes, with shops on their ground floors. Next to the square was a small park, filled with shade trees and flowering bushes, that extended down to the banks of the river. The village was surrounded by farmland, watered by a clever system of irrigation canals; the fields closest to the village were planted with vegetables, while the fields that were further away were of wheat and rye. On the other side of the river, connected by a long, wooden arch bridge, was the old town, Ganza, with its clutter of small picturesque houses, surrounded by the enormous, glittering bacteria sea. That the river, with its clear blue water, was the lifeblood of the community was no less obvious from the large number of boats, of different sizes and designs, that were tied to the docks. Everywhere they went they were met with intensive hospitality and warmth, which occasionally became almost ingratiating. But, as Anderika said, laughing, there were much worse things that they might have been forced to get used to, and no one has ever died of a little tenderness. As evening eventually settled, a huge reception was held in their honour, with endless good food and music played on instruments that none of them had ever seen anything like before. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    During the war, in great secrecy, huge effort had been expended to construct a robot that had the working name BU-tek 34. To be an effective weapon against the Olegians’ armed forces, the researchers considered that it was important that its technical characteristics incorporated the most recent advances before it was released for operations. As defeats on the battlefield became heavier, though, Marshall Verress, the project leader, became more impatient, and several times weighed whether the work with the robot should be interrupted so that it could begin to be mass-produced. When a prototype was finally ready to be sent to Oboe for a demonstration for the top brass, the research facility was tragically destroyed by a well-programmed Olegian nuclear warhead, which killed all the personnel who were supposed to accompany the robot, which then remained, forgotten, in a dark warehouse. As soon as he had seen the robot, however, Hug understood its great potential. By reminding her of his appetite for technology, he received Anderika’s blessing to familiarize himself with it, until in secret he was finally able to conduct a number of improvements, which among other things increased its electrical capacity. Thus, two days after they had left the ship, the robot was able to disconnect itself from its electrical plug-in and, once it had surmised that it was surrounded by water, build a boat and depart in search of the people that it had been programmed to defend. 
 
      
 
    Early one morning, Errak had come rushing in shouting that something strange had just happened and that they should go with him to the main gate. When they breathlessly arrived, they were shocked to see the robot, which they had left on Olina, waiting outside the palisade. 
 
                “I just knew it was something extraordinary,” said Anderika, fascinated. 
 
    “Yes, I believe you now,” said Shay. “Getting here from Olina was really an achievement.” 
 
    “Once its circuits are activated,” continued Anderika, “which should have happened before we began the experiments in Urduk’s desert, it is self-propelled, via its battery, which gets its power from electricity in the atmosphere. I just can’t understand, though, how the ship’s depleted batteries could have sufficed to charge it. That shouldn’t have been possible, so its circuits must have had an unknown capacity.” 
 
    It took quite a bit of explaining before they could convince Dirazif that there was nothing to be afraid of and she gave the guards permission to open the drawbridge. 
 
    “What can it handle?” Dirazif asked, when the shiny robot stood before them. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” answered Anderika, “but in general just about anything at all, I’d say, except maybe singing and dancing. A built-in transponder also allows it to understand voice commands, so you can ask it some questions yourself and find out.” 
 
    “OK. Then I request your name and age?” 
 
    “My name is Bu-tek and I was constructed eight months ago,” it answered, in a monotone chanting voice. 
 
    “Fantastic! And what does your name mean?” 
 
    “Bu is an abbreviation of Buvarta, who was goddess of war during the Mindoan period, and tek comes from technology.” 
 
    “So you are a she, in other words?” 
 
    “My programmes do not indicate any gender.” 
 
    “Well, then I’ll do it instead. Can you tell us what you can do?” 
 
    When the answer was that the question must be defined more clearly, since it would take too long to answer, they all had a good laugh. 
 
    “I realise that this robot is a force to be reckoned with and that we are surely going to have much use for. Welcome, Bu-tek!” 
 
      
 
    Several times they had expressed an interest in seeing more of their surroundings, so that evening, when Dirazif came to their residence, she was happy to tell them that a cargo boat would be leaving for the island of Leido the next morning, with room for eight passengers. She let them decide who would get to go now and who would have to wait for a later opportunity. 
 
    “I realise that most of us will want to travel on the first sailing,” said Allur once she had left, “which is why I think that we should decide, as usual, by lot. If the winners have partners, then they would have priority.” 
 
    Early the next morning, as the dawn light slowly crept up the rooftops and the sun began to glitter on the blue surface of the water, the passengers gathered down in the harbour. Once the boat was loaded, Shay, Baria, Esai and Flores took their seats in the stern, while Anderika, Caver, Kark and Grewerg sat in the bow. Once the skipper, a tall and balding heavily-built fellow, had finished his final inspection, he ordered them to cast off, at which the ten rowers dipped their oars and began to row out to the middle of the river. In the distance they could make out the village of Rubin, surrounded by a field of wheat waving in the breeze like carpets of gold, and after they had rounded the guard tower at the river’s edge they were suddenly just offshore from the settlement and were assailed by a strange, dry and acrid odour. At first it was difficult to ignore, and held their noses, but eventually they became so used to it that they hardly noticed it any more. Along the shore was a green strip of coarse grass and low bushes, but otherwise all they could see was an endless, black glittering bacterial sea. 
 
    “Does it look like this all the way to Leido?” asked Esai. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately,” laughed the skipper in a bellowing response. “Except for a small island halfway, which we call Green Finger, it’s as black as sin.” 
 
      
 
    The voyage proceeded without interruption under a blazing sun, and if they hadn’t set up an awning for protection they surely would have been fried. It was almost totally calm, with the only life the occasional insect, or a fish that surfaced to get some air. Eventually they approached the approximately 150-metre-long, 30-50-metre-wide island, almost completely tree-covered, which made it seem like a pleasant mirage in contrast to the surrounding black sea. As they drew closer, they could see a timbered cottage, with a yellow thatched roof. The skipper told them that a fisherman who loved his solitude had lived there, but now that he had passed away it was empty and abandoned. The rowers laboured on, onward they travelled, until late in the afternoon they sighted Ardak Lake, with Leido in the distance, glowing in the evening sunshine like a green jewel. With a steady wind that filled their sail they rapidly approached the island, all the while listening to the sound of a distant bell. They passed a pier, where a dozen fishing boats had moored and two larger barge-like cogs were anchored, well inside Lana’s harbour. The skipper executed an elegant tack and lowered the sail, his expertise revealing his long experience; they moored and went ashore, where they were welcomed by a man clad in a peculiar green suit. After exchanging greetings, the man, who introduced himself as Master Leroy, invited them to follow him to the village inn. They entered its courtyard and sat themselves at a long table that had been set there. As a light cooling breeze wafted in from the lake and evening fell, they enjoyed the respite from the day’s unwavering heat and sat long into the night, relishing all the good food and drink that was set before them. Several hours later they left, satisfied and content. As Flores and Esai entered their room, they sat at the window and gazed up and the starry sky. 
 
    “I love you,” said Flores tenderly, and gave Esai a kiss. 
 
    “And I, you. I just haven’t been able to give you as much as I’d like to,” he replied. 
 
    “You’ve given me everything I could have ever dreamed of. Happiness is the only thing that matters in life, and I wouldn’t exchange you for all the riches in the world.” 
 
    “Not even for a prince?” he asked, smiling. 
 
    “Silly! For me, you are already a prince,” she said, and hugged him so hard that he almost lost his breath. 
 
    Lying in bed, before falling asleep, Flores tried to recall all her impressions from the day and thought that life couldn’t be better. What could surpass being safe at the side of one’s beloved, to be moving forward in excited anticipation of the result of one’s love and, in the pleasant night, being intoxicated by the fragrance of blooming citrus and kandel trees. 
 
      
 
    The next day they rose to a stunningly beautiful morning, the rising sun shimmering and glittering like mother-of-pearl. While Esai was in the bathroom, Flores sat on the edge of the bed and let her eyes wander around the room. Its design was simple, with nothing extraneous; there was only a bed, two chairs, a bedside table and a wardrobe, but there was nevertheless a comfortable atmosphere that felt peaceful to her. When Esai came out of the bathroom, she jokingly asked him where her big rabbit had been all this time. 
 
    “Be careful. I might be a mean rabbit, you know,” he answered. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she giggled. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that,” he snorted happily as he showered her with kisses and caresses. 
 
    When Anderika knocked on the door a moment later and shouted that it was about time they came down for breakfast they hurriedly finished getting ready and went down to the dining room, where a groaning breakfast buffet awaited them. 
 
    “Is it time to eat now?” said Caver. “We finished a while ago.” 
 
    “Yes. It was that mean rabbit’s fault,” giggled Flores. 
 
    “Oh, then I understand completely,” said Caver, laughing. “I’ve also had the misfortune of having to deal with one of those on several occasions.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” muttered Esai. “There’s other creatures that one can encounter that are worse: weasels, for example.” 
 
    “No, that’s enough. I suggest we sit down and eat,” said Flores, “before more animals appear around the table.” 
 
    When they had finished, they sat chatting, satisfied and pleased, in the guest room, when Leroy came in and offered to show them around the island. Flores, in a giggly mood, had a hard time keeping from laughing at his shaggy green suit and bobbing hat, which she thought resembled a bird’s nest. 
 
    As they strolled through the village with him, they noticed that the inhabitants were dressed like the people in Riverlands, in clothes of a light weave, although they seemed more relaxed and happier. In general, the houses had whitewashed stone walls and yellow thatched roofs. Once they had left the buildings Flores described the buildings with appreciation, admiring what she saw as their beautiful and pure architecture. 
 
    “Thank you,” responded Leroy. “Our lives have emerged from chaos and the surroundings are an eternal maelstrom, so we have tried to create some kind of a refuge for the soul, by avoiding a blend of too many styles, which would risk creating a muddled impression.” 
 
    Except for a few forested hilltops, most of the island was made up of fields lined by trees bearing yellow fruit that provided the islanders their wonderful juice. After following a small winding path on the western side of the island, they eventually arrived at a mountain with a white tower on top, which Leroy told them was where they went when they wanted some peace and solitude. When they asked if they could climb up there as well, he answered that it would have to be another time, since it was late and time to return to the guesthouse. 
 
      
 
    They were famished when they returned to Lana, so they eagerly dined a chicken dish that had a spicy sauce, with red and yellow vegetables. In the afternoon, when Leroy was busy with other things, they decided to go for a swim in the golden bay on the western side of the island. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful here,” said Esai when they had arrived. He had immediately taken a quick dip and lay stretched out on the finely-grained golden sand beach, the sun warming from a clear sky. 
 
    “Is that right? I seem to recall that once upon a time you didn’t even think we should travel to this planet,” said Shay. 
 
    “That’s true. It’s lucky, then, that you rarely listen to my good advice.” 
 
    “Well, sometimes you are actually right.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be relishing that one for a long time to come,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    “Be my guest. But, to be honest, I really didn’t think there was much chance that we’d survive. At the time there just wasn’t anything else we could’ve chosen.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, and one has to take advantage of whatever is available. Now I’ve resolved to try to be more positive, which is what you always advise, of course.” 
 
    “Good! Most people do worry unnecessarily. I usually arrive at my decisions according to logical reasoning, and once one has done everything one can, with the facts available, one then has to let fate do the rest.” 
 
    “Although the pessimist avoids the whole business, and is also disappointed, since there’s nothing left but to be positively surprised.” 
 
                 "So you can see it to, laughed Shay.  
 
      
 
    On the way back, they decided to climb the mountain they had passed earlier in the morning. At the top, they gazed out at the lush green landscape, a patchwork of fields all around. They stood there a little while, a light breeze tousling their hair, before approaching the tower structure. They went through an arched doorway and entered a portico, furnished with several closets and shelves, where a peaceful atmosphere reigned. 
 
    “Strange, here’s something that looks like a tube of helium,” said Anderika, once their eyes had become used to the dim light and they began looking at the objects stored in the various cabinets. 
 
    “How in the world did that get here?” wondered Caver. 
 
    “I guess it came from the spaceship that, according to the records, sank out in the swamp and which the inhabitants say is what their ancestors arrived on,” replied Anderika. 
 
    After checking through the cabinets, they found four more objects of varying size and shape that attracted their attention. Shay had just picked up a strange metal sphere when they heard someone shout that these objects were the Holy Grail and were absolutely not to be touched. 
 
    In surprise, they turned to see an older man standing at the other end of the room and staring at them angrily. 
 
    “Excuse us,” said Shay. “We didn’t know it wasn’t allowed.” 
 
    “This is a temple and a holy place!” he shouted and threatened them with a raised fist. “You must leave immediately!” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” said Shay, as they hastily left via the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “It’s amazing how worked up he was,” said Esai, once they had left the building and stood outside in the wind. 
 
    “I think so, too,” said Grewerg. “It would have been fascinating to be able to investigate those objects more closely.” 
 
    “Yes, really,” said Anderika. “I was intrigued.” 
 
    They went looking for Leroy as soon as they returned to Lana. He looked pale when he heard what they told him and then refused to consider their request to be able to return to the hilltop temple. 
 
    “But why not?” insisted Anderika. 
 
    “Because everything there is up to the priest to decide,” he answered, brusquely, before quickly changing the subject by informing them that they were intending to hold a going away party for them before their departure the next day. 
 
    “But we thought we might like to stay a while longer,” said Shay. 
 
    “It’s not possible, since the rule is that visitors can only stay a maximum of two days.” 
 
    “And, of course, the rules are to be followed?” 
 
    “Yes, since the island can’t support any more inhabitants and so that as many as possible from Riverlands, who would anyway want to visit their friends and relatives, can visit, we’ve been forced to impose this restriction. Those who are here longer tend to want to stay for good, which is something that we want to avoid, so as not to have any disruptive conflicts emerge.” 
 
    “OK, since you explain it that way, I can understand. It seems pretty logical.” 
 
    “Good, then, that we agree about that. Then we’ll see you this evening and, if you excuse me, I have to attend to a number of errands that won’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    At dusk they gathered around a long table, laden with a great variety of dishes, which had been set up around the village square, decorated by a ring of lanterns that had been hung in the surrounding trees. When Caver and Anderika had finished eating and polished off a few dances to the tunes of the local band of musicians, they decided to go for a stroll, eventually sitting down on a nearby terrace, moonlight bathing the lake below.”  
 
                " It is so beautiful here that one almost becomes religious" said Caver once they had settled down.  
 
                " Yes really, she said."  
 
    “Do you, as a scientist, and someone who’s had every opportunity to study the laws of physics, really believe that God exists?” he asked. 
 
   
  
 

 “Yes, I do, Caver, if by that you mean a higher power that is greater than the Lorian and created the universe, she answered. It’s the only reasonably acceptable explanation for the existence of everything, according to my way of seeing things.” 
 
                 "And what does this God represent for you?"   
 
    “It must be wisdom and love. Madness and evil have all through history only led to sorrow and unhappiness, which is why the power that created life and light in the world, which created the conditions for life, must also be good.” 
 
    “And how does one know what’s good and bad, then?” 
 
    “Even though it can sometimes be difficult to find the right way, I believe there is a universal feeling that regulates that relationship. Already, when we’re little, without anyone having taught us, we can see the difference between right and wrong, which is because we’re born with it. Since goodness is often false and is only to fulfil one’s own selfish objectives, it could be that it can be defined as acting in a way that is more than common friendship, while evil is instead the exact opposite.” 
 
    “OK, I can agree to that, but why should one make an effort to be good in a world that is evil. Isn’t there a risk that one is just a loser, then?” 
 
    “No, evil behaviour perhaps seems to provide more advantages in the short term, but eventually and inevitable leads to increasingly bad action, and so when someone is finally forced to face judgement before their maker then it’s as a loser. Good action, on the other hand, just leads to the opposite, just as a stonecast creates rings on water, so that the receiver also goes on to perform good deeds for those around them.” 
 
    “But what do you think about someone who says, as so many do, that they’re just going to ignore all philosophical outlooks and just seek happiness?” 
 
    “Happiness is of course essential, but to develop as an individual, and for the sake of one’s peace of mind, one should also have some more elevated perspective on life, which at times makes it necessary to have to choose the more difficult paths, even though they appear likely to risk ending up in disaster. According to the theories of Lohrism, then . . .” 
 
    “Lohrism?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a religion I studied on Loria, and is the hypothesis that we relive our lives repeatedly, which implies that we gain experience and increase our knowledge. If one believes in this perspective, then even bad experiences, which naturally are not enjoyable when they happen, play a role in our development. Maybe we’re like atoms that seek to fill their shells with electrons, and when that process is accomplished, takes on a new structure in a new dimension.” 
 
    “Now we’re onto a higher philosophical level, as I usually say to Shay,” he said, laughing. 
 
    “Yes, could be. But of course it’s up to every traveller through life to believe what they want and who knows what is right and wrong in God’s great plan of things.” 
 
                 " And probably we will never know it either?"  
 
    “Yes, I think so. Since God created us, we’re also a part of God, and according to the laws of physics, nothing that exists can disappear, but is only transformed.” 
 
    After continuing their discussion, a little while longer, they began to tire and decided to follow the others’ example by getting a good night’s rest so as to be in good shape for the trip home. 
 
      
 
    Having slept well, the next morning they said farewell to their generous hosts and, once the cargo holds had been loaded with vegetables and fruit juice, the skipper shouted the order to cast off. Thanks to a favourable tailwind they were able to use the spinnaker most of the way back to Riverlands, so that they arrived well before evening. Once they’d gone ashore and were on their way back to the guesthouse, they bumped into Dirazif, who asked them if they’d had a pleasant time on Leido. 
 
    “Certainly,” answered Flores. 
 
    “It’s just too bad we couldn’t stay there a little longer,” added Esai. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what everyone who’s been there says,” she said, with a smile, and then, after looking around quickly, asked them if they’d had a chance to visit the temple. 
 
    “Yes, but only very briefly,” Anderika answered. 
 
    “Did you see anything there they might be useful against the monsters?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “OK, we’ll have to discuss that some more later,” she said, and then left. 
 
    “You actually didn’t say everything to her,” said Carver, when they’d moved out of range of anyone’s hearing. “Was there any special reason?” 
 
    “Well, we really only had a chance to look at the objects extremely briefly. There nevertheless must have been something useful there, but before the River people use up all its power against the monsters, I would like to think about whether it could be used in another and perhaps better way.” 
 
    “But do they really need more power against the monsters now that they have access to the robot’s capabilities?” 
 
    “Yes, since it’s only programmed to help Lorians and for defensive purposes, it doesn’t fulfil their desire to try to defeat the monsters once and for all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Riverlanders were primarily involved in agriculture, so Ofra and Nadine, who used to be farmers, didn’t have any problem adapting to their new lifestyle. Even the others soon began to find tasks that they wanted to be busy with. Hug and Lidia, for example, wanted to devote themselves to handicrafts, Esai wanted to build a fishing boat, Gail was planning to open a clothing store and Grewerg wanted to settle into the house out on the tip of “Green Finger” Point. Anderika, though, had entirely different thoughts about the future. 
 
    “Imagine if one could fly over the bacteria sea!” she spouted one morning, when she’d been standing down at the harbour with Caver, repairing fishnets. 
 
    “Right, and how did you think you’d manage that?” he asked, laughing. “We don’t have wings, after all.” 
 
    “No, but we do have the phase motor that we took with us from Olina, which would work as a burner, and on Leido there’s even a gas cylinder. Those are the two most important things you need when flying a balloon.” 
 
    “You’re pulling my leg?” 
 
    “No, I’ve never been more serious.” 
 
    “And where would we find material for the balloon’s envelope?” 
 
    “Seeing all the looms the Riverlanders have, it shouldn’t be any problem producing a strong and durable cloth.” 
 
    “But what about everything else we’d need?” 
 
    “Growing along the shore of the river is a strong reed that one could make a basket with, and the Riverlanders are already producing ropes.” 
 
    “I never would have imagined it, but it might work. Let’s sleep on it and think about it a bit more.” 
 
    Anderika felt so enthusiastic, though, that already by the time lunch was finished she had decided to go and visit Dirazif. 
 
    “Do you really think it’s doable?” he asked, doubtful, when Anderika had told him her plan. 
 
    “Yes, if only I could use the gas cylinder, and its fittings, that’s at the temple on Lana. All the other material can be found here in Riverlands. We’re going to need an awful lot of cloth, however, which might go against the needs of the population.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be any problem. To make a think like this happen they’d certainly be ready to make certain sacrifices.” 
 
    “So, you’ll go along with the idea, then?” asked Anderika, finding it difficult to hide her eagerness. 
 
    “Yes, why not. It’s about time someone tries to find out what’s hiding out there beyond the sea of bacteria. The priest will probably not be too happy, of course, but I usually have my way.” 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t understand how we’re going to get the balloon to rise,” wondered Isla, when Anderika told them the news that afternoon. 
 
    “The principle behind an airship is that it is lifted by a gas that is lighter than air, “which in our case is going to be helium, which is the gas that expands the most. When the air in the envelope is warmed, the balloon has enough lift, and then at higher than 600 metres the burner is used only when making the balloon climb again.” 
 
    “Isn’t it dangerous?” asked Gail. 
 
    “Well, maybe. It’s always a risk to venture out into the unknown, just as it was when we left the swamp. But nothing has ever changed without someone’s having dared to take a risk.” 
 
    “But how does one manoeuvre a balloon?” asked Desia. “I’ve heard that they can’t be steered.” 
 
    “That’s right, which is why you usually have to wait for the right wind direction before casting off. On the other hand, we don’t have any specific destination, which is why the wind can blow any way it likes. Before lifting, sandbags are placed in the basket and then thrown out to make the balloon rise, and one descends by releasing gas from the envelope.” 
 
    Since Zania was clearing her throat and looking like she wanted to say something, Anderika took notice and asked her what she was thinking about. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking about who you were thinking will participate in the trip,” she explained. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m especially surprised that it was you who asked that first,” she responded, with a laugh. “Your need for challenges seems unquenchable. The balloon will carry a maximum of eight people, but since it would be dumb to push the limits, then we’ll have to make do with seven. I haven’t gotten any further than that in my planning.” 
 
      
 
    In the evening, as a light breeze rippled the surrounding fields and the rosy twilight painted the sky, Baria took Shay with her for a promenade along the river. 
 
    “I don’t want you to go,” she said, when they had gone a little way. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked, distractedly. 
 
    “Because I love you, you fool, and because Selis and I, and soon another little one, need you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just as I said. I’m expecting.” 
 
    “But that’s fantastic!” he exclaimed, and hugged her. “How did that happen?” 
 
    “If anybody should know, it’s you.” 
 
    “Well, sure, but just know I maybe didn’t see it exactly that way,” he laughed. 
 
    “We’ll just have to see it as our shared little miracle, which can naturally be explained in a more scientific way, if you like.” 
 
    “No, I’m satisfied with the miracle,” he said, and placed his hand on her stomach. “It’s going to take a while to digest, but time is something we have lots of now.” 
 
    “Yes, isn’t that true, my darling,” she said, and kissed him. 
 
    When they eventually turned homewards in what was left of the dusk, he was happier than he’d ever been, and realised that there was only one decision that was the right one. 
 
      
 
    As Anderika was going through the applications the next day, she was surprised to find that Shay’s wasn’t among them, so she went to find him. 
 
    “All vessels must have a commander and who could be more suitable than you?” she asked, incredulous. 
 
    “A balloon doesn’t need to have me in command; others can also manage it,” he replied. “Now, when Baria and I are going to be parents, our most important task is for us is to join our tents together and not go running off in all directions.” 
 
    Hearing the good news, she realised that there was no longer any point in trying to influence him, so, after congratulating him warmly, she went and sat with Allur to discuss the candidates. When she had told him who she had in mind, he objected slightly, wondering if it wouldn’t be better to take one more man. 
 
    “I seem to recall that we’ve already had this discussion,” she said, raising her eyebrows. 
 
    “I know, but all I mean is that this mission might be exposing us to many dangers,” he said, as he dragged one of his hands through his hair. 
 
    “I understand, but are you yourself invulnerable, perhaps? 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Kark is more trained and experienced in battle technique than most of the men here.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s true that she is, yes,” he just managed to say before she interrupted him. 
 
    “And a woman’s intuition can in addition be at least as valuable as a man’s muscles. Haven’t you heard of one of the fundamental laws of physics, which says that what one wins through strength one loses in distance? As a matter of fact, there are few instances in history when sheer strength was an advantage over cleverness and understanding, and certainly not in modern times. You should also learn that women love adventure and challenge at least as much as men do.” 
 
    “OK, you’re probably right about that.” 
 
    “You can bet on it!” she said, firmly. 
 
    After some discussion, they settled on the names of their travel companions: Caver, Zania, Kark, Neiger, and Gorond, a Riverlanders. 
 
    When Dirazif was informed of their decision, she protested, asking to change the list to include more Riverlanders, since her people had been fighting the monsters for generations and were both courageous and strong. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it for a minute,” said Anderika, “but we need more than just those qualities, and have to form a well-balanced crew.” 
 
    “Alright, then. If I’ve assigned you to lead the expedition, then I also have to accept your choices. Gorond is not going to disappoint you, in any case, since he’s one of our very best and most capable men.” 
 
    As soon as Errak had returned from Leido, where he had had some trouble convincing the priest how important it was to part with two of his relics, a group was formed to sew the balloon’s envelope. Another group wove reeds into a basket, while another set out to produce lines and rope. During the mornings, they worked in the middle of the square, and when the heat became too intense, they moved under the shade of several large trees. Curious onlookers constantly dropped by, eager to provide advice and comments, and giving instructions. The balloon’s completion proceeded steadily, however, and after a few days all the pieces of cloth had been sewn together. In the side of the envelope they also sewed a deflation port that could be quickly removed to empty the balloon after landing, so that it wouldn’t be torn away by the wind. When everything was finished, the village blacksmith was asked to make an anchor and a holder that the burner could be mounted on. 
 
    The big day for testing the balloon finally arrived. Using a hand-driven fan, they filled the envelope with cold air until it was half-full and 40 meters tall. Then they lit the burner, which blew in warm air, and after a few more tests Anderika could report that the balloon was ready. 
 
    “But that’s fantastic!” exclaimed Dirazif when she told her the news. “When do you think you can travel?” 
 
    “Already tomorrow, if the wind is strong enough.” 
 
    “So soon!” Dirazif spouted, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, if conditions are right, there’s no reason to wait, because otherwise we might have to wait a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
    When Anderika returned to the others and told them the news, she was unanimously elected leader of the expedition. 
 
    “Who else?” asked Kark, when Anderika had shyly protested. “Without you, the balloon would never have been constructed.” 
 
    “Possibly, but that doesn’t have to mean that I’m also the best one for carrying out the mission.” 
 
    “Well, it seems everyone here thinks that you are.” 
 
    “In that case, I can only thank you for placing your trust in me and I hope I can meet your expectations.” 
 
    Once she had gone through the travel plans and informed them of the possibility that they might be leaving any time now, she went up to her room to finish packing her backpack, which, in addition to clothes and other personal items, also contained a converter from the temple on Leido. Even though she usually believed in honesty, this time, to be on the safe side, she had chosen to keep its existence secret, at least until Dirazif would say that it might be good to have along for navigating the balloon. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, they awoke at dawn and, since the winds were favourable, decided to leave immediately. News of the decision spread quickly, so that by the time they had reached the balloon, people were streaming out to the meadow to gather around them.  
 
    “All that’s left to wish you luck and success with the balloon,” said Dirazif, once the travellers had hugged their dear ones and taken their places in the compact basket. In addition to food, clothes and various equipment it also contained a compass and a barometer, as well as four hundred kilos of ballast divided into bags. 
 
    “Thanks for those kind words and that you have allowed a wild woman scientist to express herself and follow her dream,” said Anderika. 
 
    “You may well be a little crazy, but if I had tried to stop a bird from flying, it would have been me who was even crazier.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best not to disappoint you all,” said Anderika, at which she asked the men and women who had been designated to assist in launching the balloon whether everything was ready. 
 
    “As ready as it’ll ever be,” replied a tall man with a curly light-coloured beard. 
 
    “Great, then let’s be off,” she shouted out excitedly. 
 
    When they had filled the balloon with sufficient cold air, Kark started the burner; it’s huge flame began to fill the envelope with warm air, so that when the balloon began to tug and pull, Anderika gave the order to cut the anchor ropes. One by one the ropes were released with an explosive crack as their sharp axes cut into them. When the last one had been freed, the balloon rocked and swayed and slowly began to lift into the cloudless sky. At first, its ascent was extremely gradual, but a sudden strong gust of wind blew them far out over the enormous sea of bacteria, faster than they could imagine, after which they were beyond the point of no return. Only a few minutes later, the Riverlands were merely a distant swath of colour, until, in a mix of fear and delight, they could only see the vast black sea all around them. What had at first only seemed to be an exciting adventure now began to feel increasingly daring, so that they began to wonder how it was all going to end. 
 
    “What have we gotten ourselves into?” whined Gorond, ringing his hands. 
 
    “If you’re not pleased, we can always drop you off,” teased Caver. 
 
    “Why didn’t I stay in the Riverlands?” he continued, ignoring the comment. “The sea of bacteria gives me sweaty hands. What if it just continues forever?” 
 
    “No, that’s impossible,” said Anderika. “If there’s life in one place, then there also has to be life elsewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? And how can you be so sure of that?” 
 
    “Through a scientific process of elimination. By the way, I recall you were one of the first ones to express interest in coming along, and you surely knew then of the risk involved, before we even left.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true, but above all I wish to avoid a slow death by being eaten alive by bacteria.” 
 
    “Yuck, none of us wants that, that’s for sure,” said Anderika, suppressing a shudder, “but it’s still a long time until evening and we still have enough gas for at least fifteen hours of travel. We’ll surely arrive at land before that.” 
 
    “OK, I’ll try to be positive,” said Gorond, smiling weakly. 
 
    Inside, he was still terrified, however, and felt a steadily increasing and paralysing anxiety that simply wouldn’t stop. The bacterial sea was, for all Riverlanders, the most horrific of all the things they learned to fear as children. He just couldn’t understand why, on the basis of his thirst for adventure, he’d exposed himself to these dangers of his own free will, and now bitterly regretted having done so. In spite of his being considered as one of the most courageous of the Riverlanders, having fought against the monsters on several occasions, he was now on the edge of tears. As he sat silently and wrapped up in his miserable thoughts, Caver entertained them uninterruptedly, singing and telling funny stories. Everyone understood that it was his own fear that he was trying to keep at bay by being so cheerful.  
 
    So, the hours passed, as they floated on over the glittering and shining sea of bacteria. In compact silence they eventually ate dinner, consisting of dried meat, fruit and bread; it improved their mood slightly, but it didn’t take long for it to shift back into despondency. Soon darkness would be upon them and sometime after dawn the gas would be finished. 
 
      
 
    Just as they were on the verge of giving up all hope, Neiger suddenly shouted, with a whoop, that he thought he saw something. 
 
    “I’ll be darned, you might be right,” said Allur, as he intensely squinted in the direction Neiger was pointing; in a few minutes he was entirely certain. Straight ahead, in the same direction as the wind and lying against the glowing horizon, a body of blue water appeared, and even the contours of land. All the tension they had kept inside for so long was now released and dissolved into a round of carefree laughter and rounds of hugs and back-clapping. 
 
      
 
                “Hey! Now you all need to calm down!” screamed Anderika, when their excited movements made the basked begin to sway dangerously. “We’re not going to crash now that we’re so close to our goal!” 
 
    “Oh, so exciting!” said Zania. “I wonder where we’re going to be?” 
 
    “Who knows. Anything is better than the bacterial sea,” muttered Gorond. When the black sea of bacteria had been replaced by a blue ocean beneath them, Anderika begun preparations for the landing. She opened a valve that allowed them to sink steadily to a height of five hundred metres. When they saw forest-covered hills in the distance, they slowly let the large balloon glide down in a perfect, smooth line of descent until they finally touched down, with a rough bounce, on a grass-covered slope. Then Anderika opened the deflation vent, which allowed the air to rush out rapidly, and twenty-five metres further on they finally came to a full stop, with the balloon’s envelope, lines and ropes lying all around in a delightful mess. As soon as they had assessed that no one had been injured, they hid the balloon and the basket in a hollow, covering it with a camouflage of branches and grass. When they were done, they went off along a path that wound down in a narrow ravine, eventually arriving at grass-covered plateau where a tall black structure rose up in the distance. Since they were hungry and tired, they decided to put aside their caution in the hope that they would be dealing with people of a friendly disposition. They couldn’t be savages, they reasoned, since they had erected such a substantial and magnificent building. 
 
    Once they’d arrived at its door, they knocked hard and long, and when no one opened they gathered their courage and tried the door, which turned out to be unlocked. No matter how much they shouted and helloed, nobody was about, so that when curiosity finally got the better of them and forced them to move further in, they arrived in a huge room that glowed fabulously, apparently emanating from a myriad of glimmering stones in the wall. They stood entranced for several minutes, until Kark finally broke the silence by saying that they should hurry up and search the rest of the house before it became entirely dark. After proceeding up a broad staircase, they arrived at the highest point in the tower, where they discovered a breath-taking view, and a sunset that created an almost unreal orange sheen on all the surfaces. 
 
    “Should we spend the night here?” wondered Allur. 
 
    “Yes, why not, I have a hard time imagining anywhere else that might be better,” replied Anderika. They bedded down, and soon, overcome by fatigue after the events of the day, they had collapsed into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they awoke, it was completely dark, and to their horror they discovered that they were wearing some kind of helmet and could neither speak nor move. A moment later, though, a light came on, and they could see a bleach-skinned man and woman standing and observing them with a constant, calm and expressionless gaze. It wasn’t the same room they’d fallen asleep in, but instead had six sides, white walls and blue stars on the ceiling. Without moving his lips, the man asked if they could understand what he was saying; when they answered, surprised, he said that he was sorry for the treatment they’d received but that it had been necessary. 
 
    Caver thought, with some malice, that he didn’t have any desire to forgive them, whereupon the man raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Take it easy. We can’t communicate with more than one at a time and definitely not when it involves such aggressive thoughts as you are expressing. We’ll try to answer all your questions, if you just ask them one at a time.” 
 
    “How can you understand what we’re thinking?” asked Allur. 
 
    “Through telepathy that is based on thoughts from brainwaves, which are autonomous from the language one speaks,” the man answered. 
 
    “Who are you?” Anderika asked. 
 
    “My name is Oblej and my colleague here is Irridi.” 
 
    “Where are we and why do we have these helmets on?” asked Zania. 
 
    “You are on Tranzia, the largest of the three Blue Islands, and the helmets are so that we can communicate with you, as well as to find out who you are and why you’ve come here. Our hope is that . . .” 
 
    “But why did you drug us?” Kark interrupted him. “Is that a humane way to deal with visitors?” 
 
    “I haven’t finished,” answered the man, coolly. “Don’t forget that you are uninvited guests, who sometimes come with malicious intentions. But to demonstrate our goodwill, we thought we’d invite you for lunch, after which we hope we can continue our conversation in a somewhat more pleasant atmosphere.” 
 
    As soon as they had collected their things, they left the room and proceeded along a lit passageway that seemed to be bored directly through the foundation of the island and came to a large chamber, where Irridi invited them to be seated at a long table set for lunch. When they had finished their meal, which consisted of some sort of mushroom omelette and a vegetable stew, Oblej asked if they were satisfied and felt in a better mood. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” answered Anderika, “but we’d feel even better if we could take off these silly helmets.” 
 
    “Are they really so terrible to wear?” asked Irridi. 
 
    “Yes, have you heard of obsessive thoughts?” 
 
    “Of course, but you don’t have to worry, since we can neither register nor understand such fantasies.” 
 
    “You can’t?” exclaimed Anderika, surprised. 
 
    “No, since such thoughts are always followed by a mental state that the helmets are designed to filter out.” 
 
    “That’s surely good, but if one imagines things that are honest, but that one still does want others to know about?” 
 
    “You mean about sex, for example?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In that case, they are completely natural thoughts that only demonstrate appreciation and that, according to our culture, are nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Good, then. Would you mind telling us who you are and what has brought you to honour us by your visit?” 
 
    Well aware of Oblej and Irridi’s ability to read their thoughts, Anderika gave a brief account, but without disclosing any essential information, whether about their backgrounds or what they had experienced since leaving Loria. 
 
      
 
    “That was a fantastic story, the likes of which I daresay I’ve never heard before,” blurted Irridi when she had finished. “You’ll still also find the fate of our people to be at least as remarkable. Our ancestors lived on the mainland, where they were part of the Raddakik duchy, in happiness and peace, a long time ago. The land on the plains was fertile and yielded bountiful harvests, and game was plentiful in the vast forests there. But nothing lasts forever and eventually the troll decided to go out into battle. Since they had the help of evil spirits in the Fairy Council, they were too powerful for us they eventually took over. After having fought such terrible battles, there were only a hundred or so survivors, who managed to escape to the Blue Islands. But, they had the extinguished King’s Stone with them, and now, many hundreds of years later, we have succeeded in restoring its magical powers, so that if we could only take it back to Kaminor’s altar on the island of Surukand, we would be able to banish the troll forever. Unfortunately, the fairy clan’s omniscient eye, which can distinguish our movements as easily as an owl can see in the dark, hinders us from travelling to the mainland undetected. For you however it wouldn’t be any problem, since your aura is completely unknown in our world.” 
 
    “Oh, is that so, and yet I thought we were your prisoners?” said Allur. 
 
    “No, we have concluded that you are telling the truth and are no longer a threat, which is why you are all free to move now. But since it’s so early, I suggest we go and take a nap so that we can show you around the island later this evening.” 
 
    “You’re not saying that you sleep during the daytime?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. How else do you think we’d be able to be up at night, which is the only time in the day when there’s no risk of being attacked by the flying dragons that the fairies send out to try to destroy us.” 
 
      
 
    After their long rest, sleep was not among their first priorities, but still they thought it best, considering the circumstances, to adapt to the prevailing situation, so they eventually allowed themselves to fall into a fitful slumber. When they were awakened that evening and were following Oblej to the dining room, they observed that the island’s inhabitants lived in caves connected by tunnels that led into large vegetable gardens in the middle of the settlement. 
 
    “How do you manage to growth things underground and in the absence of sunlight?” asked Anderika, fascinated. 
 
    “It’s possible because of the fluorescent powder we collect from the volcanic craters out here on the islands,” explained Oblej, “and their luminescent qualities have also allowed us to be able to be outside during the darkest time of the day.” 
 
    Fascinated, they asked more questions about this subterranean lifestyle as they ate, after which they went out to have a look at their surroundings. Above ground, they saw adults and children everywhere, working side-by-side under the glow of fiery volcano torches in the large gardens that stretched as far as the slopes of the surrounding slopes. 
 
    “Who could have imagined this?” asked Kark. “When we arrived on the island, we didn’t see a single soul.” 
 
    “That’s right; you arrived before dusk, before we’d managed to get up,” said Oblej, “but because of our sensitive warning system, we of course knew of your existence the moment you set foot on the island.” 
 
    “You seem to be in control of just about everything,” said Zania, “everything from thoughts to aviation activities.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve been forced to become this way in order to survive in a hostile world.” 
 
    “We’ve also developed a certain familiarity with that lately,” said Allur, with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I must say that I think it’s incredible that you could find your way here, across the entire bacteria sea, in such a simple construction,” said Irridi. They had just arrived on a hilltop and were gazing out over the island as it lay there before them, thousands of points of light sparkling up at them. 
 
    “Simple is often best,” replied Anderika. 
 
    “That may be, but you can hardly travel back in it. What would you say about trying to help us reunite the King’s Stone with the fortress Kaminor?” 
 
    “But how would that go? We’re on an island surrounded by the sea and which you say is monitored by the fairies, which is why we won’t be able to escape being discovered, whether by boat or balloon!” 
 
    “Using our collective black arts, in addition to casting a protective spell over the islands, we’ve also succeeding in creating an air tunnel, which is why there won’t be any problem.” 
 
    “An air tunnel,” said Anderika, awed. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It would take too long to explain, but, briefly, it’s a timeline that runs through the air. The time line allows us to travel up to 10 kilometres, which is about how far it is to the mainland, without being detected, instantly.” 
 
    “Do we have any choice?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Always. So, take as long as you need to answer. Important decisions require thoughtfulness, and we promise we’ll respect whatever you decide.” 
 
      
 
    When they had returned, they sat down leeward of the house to discuss the new situation, with the stars shining in the crystal-clear night sky and a fresh breeze blowing through the treetops. 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “We should help them, of course,” answered Kark. “We can’t return, anyway, and living here in eternal darkness would drive me crazy.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Caver. 
 
    “This is the kind of adventure I’ve always dreamed of, so for me the choice is easy,” said Zania. 
 
    “But the dangers we might encounter?” 
 
    “I’m ready to face them.” 
 
    “I also agree,” said Gorond. “Life is one big game of risk, from beginning to end, and constant danger is something I got used to during our struggle with the monsters. And anyway, nothing can be worse than the sea of bacteria.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t be sure about that,” said Allur, “but since we’ve come this far, we might as well go all the way.” 
 
    “And Neiger, what do you think?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “My desires are those of Zania and where she wants to go, I go, too,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s just what I thought you’d say,” laughed Anderika. “Listening to and serving is obviously something deep in your nature.” 
 
    After discussing the question further, which only confirmed their agreement, they finally went off to find Irridi. 
 
    “That makes me deeply happy,” she replied, when hearing their decision. “May I ask, then, which one of you is going to lead the expedition?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess it’s going to be me,” replied Anderika, hesitatingly. 
 
    “Unclear leadership in a crisis situation that requires fast decisions may lead to your downfall, so, since you don’t seem entirely sure of yourself, it’s best that we settle the issue in a democratic fashion.” 
 
    So, they set about doing so: they each wrote their choice on a piece of paper. When the votes had been counted, Kark, to her surprise, had won. 
 
    “Good, now we have that settled,” said Irridi, “and we can proceed with the planning.” 
 
    “Is it possible to have a look at the King’s Stone?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Of course,” answered Oblej. 
 
    A moment later, she returned with a beautifully decorated gold box. When she lifted the lid, they saw a huge crystal, shimmering with a turquoise glow. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Allur, rubbing his eyes. As they had been admiring the stone, they experienced a dizziness that made them catch their breath. 
 
    “It’s just so you can feel a little of Kaminor’s power,” answered Irridi, smiling. 
 
    “Where does it come from?” asked Zania. 
 
    “If the air tunnel was tricky to describe, then this is even harder. Let’s just consider that this is an ancient power that has always existed and is as old as the world.” 
 
    To Anderika’s question about how they would be able to take the stone with them without being seen by anybody, she replied that they had decided that they could attach it to a coil, and hidden inside a specially-fabricated walking stick, which Kark would be responsible for. 
 
    “That feels like a heavy responsibility,” said Kark. 
 
    “Of course, but somebody has to be ready to take responsibility for it, and your friends have chosen you to be their leader, haven’t they?” 
 
    “Alright, then, I’ll just have to do my best!” 
 
    “Nobody can do more than that and, to tell you the truth, that’s good enough for us.” 
 
      
 
    During the next two days, they devoted all their time to going over their route and what they might expect to run into. This was nothing more than approximations and speculation, though, since had been so long since Irridi’s and Oblej’s ancestors had left the mainland. 
 
    “Your first disguise, when you arrive on the mainland,” explained Oblej, “will be as farmers on your way to the town of Gildar, to buy tools and household goods. Once you’re there, you’ll contact Edar, the son of a woman with mutant genes who we succeeded in teleporting there 30 years ago. He’ll help you with the horses and wagons and whatever you’ll need for continuing onwards, now in the guise of Sylvanians on a business trip.” 
 
    “Sylvanians, who are they?” asked Gorond. 
 
    “They have a very old and special culture. They are a dispersed people, known for travelling around in their red wagons, which have come to be one of their identifying features, and trading, which is why you probably won’t attract any attention from the settled inhabitants. The training you’re getting from us should be enough so that you can travel disguised as them, but if you should meet any of the actual Sylvanians, you’ll be undeniably revealed and that you won’t know what they’ll do. So, avoid them as much as you can and choose long detours if they appear nearby. When you’ve reached Lotre, a mountain town, a relative of ours, Steinar Menoti the owner of a watchmaker`s shop, will take over as your guide for the remaining section before the Blue Mountains. He and his family and relatives have managed to avoid being pursued by the Fairy Council, so they have been a sleeper cell in anticipation of our return.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you tried to have Edar or Menoti, who are already on the mainland, make an attempt to re-establish the King’s Stone?” asked Allur. 
 
    “Because they have a well-known karma, so that in any close encounter with the Fairy Council’s associates, they would be immediately identified and arrested. Your unfamiliar karma, which also includes Gondar, is the answer to our prayers, and the miracle we have been waiting for, for so many years.” 
 
      
 
    On the day of departure, they awoke at dawn and, once they’d eaten a solid breakfast, assembled at the entrance to the air tunnel. All were clothed in simple rough trousers and pullover shirts, as well as full-length hooded capes, good to have if one wanted to avoid attracting unnecessary attention. 
 
    “No unnecessary luxury here,” said Zania, with a laugh, and tried to be cute. 
 
    “No,” said Oblej. “Throughout history, the farmers here have almost always had to content themselves with the little they had, which wasn’t always necessarily the worst, either. Now, do you remember what you’re going to do when you arrive?” 
 
    “Yeah, it would be strange if we didn’t, after all the rehearsing we’ve done,” said Kark. Just to be on the safe side, they went over their route one last time, and then said their goodbyes and entered the tunnel. When the door had hissed close behind them, they were engulfed in a ringing sound, followed by a shimmering glow, which a few minutes later ended in a sharp bang. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    They stood there, out in the open, in a little meadow surrounded by high, thorny bushes, bright morning sunshine against a blue sky. 
 
    “Amazing,” said Caver. “How did this happen?” 
 
    “No idea,” replied Allur, “but some kind of magic was involved, in any case.” 
 
    As soon as they had hacked their way through the underbrush and brushed off their clothes, they set off towards the south along a forested mountain ridge. When they had reached the gravel road that led out of the forest, and eventually began to relax, Caver suddenly raised his hand in warning. 
 
    “Listen, do you hear?” he asked, worried. 
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    At first, they didn’t hear anything but the whisper of the forest, but eventually they discerned the sound of horse’s hooves approaching in the distance. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we hide?” Zania wondered, anxiously. 
 
    “No,” said Kark. “The forest is so thin that we would probably be visible and, anyway, we’re going to have to meet the people in this country, eventually, to see if our disguises work, so it might as well be now as later. A problem, though, is that it might take time for the transponders to translate the local language, so let’s hope that they don’t speak to us before that, and ask for an answer.” 
 
    They nervously continued along the road until, finally, they saw a black covered wagon, drawn by four large white horses. They watched anxiously as it slowed in its approach. 
 
    “Isch tri prodor katzek,” shouted the grizzled driver, who sported a drooping moustache, when the wagon had come abreast them, while the horses twitched their ears and impatiently tramped their hooves. 
 
    Kark checked the transponder in agitation, but its indicator light refused to turn green. With a cold sweat and her heart pounding, they hung back at the side of the road, not having the faintest idea of what they should do. She knew that, as group leader, the others expected that she would make a smart decision, so she desperately analysed the alternatives at hand, although without arriving at any sensible plan. Often, however, it’s best to do nothing, as seemed to be the case this time, too, for after having stopped and repeated his question, without an answer, he obviously became tired of waiting and eventually urged the horses to start moving down the road again. 
 
    “What do you think he wanted?” asked Neiger, once the wagon had moved out of sight. 
 
    “I don’t have a clue,” said Kark, “and we probably never will, either, since the transponder didn’t succeed in deciphering his language.” 
 
    After a few kilometres, without meeting anyone else, they emerged from the forest to gaze upon an open landscape of rolling fields. Eventually they had become hungry, so they moved off the road to sit a while and take a break in a little hollow. 
 
    “So far, everything’s gone well, except for that incident in the forest,” said Zania, as they sat and ate some of the bread and dried meat that they had brought with them. “I haven’t been that afraid since I was a child.” 
 
    “I have to admit that I was also pretty afraid,” said Gondar, “but we had better begin to get used to danger now, because it can’t be far to Gildar.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” said Kark, “but if one just takes one thing at a time, everything usually works out, so what’s next is that we’d better get moving if we hope to arrive by dark.” 
 
    They put on their backpacks again and continued along the narrow road that wound its way forward through a peaceful landscape. A light breeze carried with it the smell of fertilizer and new grass, as the swallows swept by, screeching across the fields, in their constant pursuit of insects. Now and then they passed small houses and occasionally met farmers riding alone in their horse-drawn wagons. But luckily, nobody paid much attention to them, so that eventually, in the late afternoon, Gildar revealed itself in the distance. When they reached its outskirts and a lively marketplace, they did their best to pass unnoticed, but still felt that every eye was upon them. Soon they were surrounded by people busy with their trading, however, so that they suddenly had to ensure that they didn’t lose each other. It was crowded with colourful stalls full of everything one might want: house pets, spices, jewellery, clothing, farming equipment and weapons. To her great relief, Kark at one point checked her pocket and saw that the transponder was now showing its green light, so that suddenly she could understand everything being said around her. 
 
    “It’s too expensive,” muttered a farmer with a huge beard. 
 
    “Too expensive!” shouted the seller, upset. “Thirty zardes for such a fine axe! I can tell you that you won’t find better quality in all of Gildar.” 
 
    “Bah, I’ve seen axes at least as good in Hillsbro. It’s not worth more than twenty zardes.” 
 
    “Twenty-five zardes is my last offer.” 
 
    They didn’t hear the end of the discussion, but when they walked along a little distance, they encountered an auction of household pets that seemed to attract much interest. 
 
    “Who will give me four hundred zardes for this fine horse?” yelled a swarthy auctioneer. 
 
    “I bid two hundred!” shouted an overweight man in a blue overcoat. 
 
    “Two hundred!” screamed the auctioneer, angry. “Is the horse going to disappear for that ridiculous price? In that case, it’ll be the best deal that anybody here will have made today!” 
 
    There was a babble of voices all around them, but they were finally able to leave the market behind. Eventually they arrived, via a tight, narrow alley, at a tree-lined square, where a broad street with tidy houses lay. After asking several people for directions, without any result, they met a tiny hunchbacked old woman who was able to tell them that they were only a few blocks from Dalvi Square. 
 
    With quick steps, they hurried onwards down a hill, which ended in a sharp turn, and opened immediately into a large open area, a statue of a knight in armour in its centre, which could not be anything else but the spot for their rendezvous. Since there was still almost an hour before they were to meet Edar, they decided to take a stroll around the area, so as to avoid attracting attention. When seven o’clock finally neared, they returned to the statue, where a young man, elegantly dressed, stood waiting. After ensuring that they could see that he had on a coat with the symbol – a yellow star-shaped badge – they could identify him by, they went up to him and asked if he knew the way to Pietro Square. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, “it’s in the town of Aldain.” 
 
    They had just managed to hear the password when they were surrounded by a large troop of uniformed soldiers, commanded by a very large officer in a black cape, who ordered them to put up their hands and avoid doing anything stupid. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Allur. 
 
    “My name is Bediz Ortovay, captain in the duke’s army, and sword-bearer of the highest rank.” 
 
    “But I don’t understand what you want with us. We’re just a bunch of peaceful farmers here on business.” 
 
    Allur’s protest was answered by the captain’s grabbing his arm and twisting it so hard that he groaned in pain. 
 
    “Are you going to come freely or do you want to make this difficult? In our interrogation rooms you’ll have plenty of time to explain what sort of customers you are.” 
 
    After the soldiers had searched them and seized their belongings, they were ordered to walk down the street, with their arms raised, until they arrived at a fortress-like building, where they were locked into a damp jail in the basement. 
 
    “Well, that’s the end of that,” sighed Caver. 
 
    “It’s not over until it’s over,” said Allur. 
 
    “It’s good you’re positive,” said Caver, with a dry chuckle, “but I can’t see how we’re going to get ourselves out of this one, this time.” 
 
    Dispiritedly, they sank down onto their cots and fell into dire thoughts about what the future might bring. Eventually, a few stocky guards returned and gestured that someone should follow them; before they’d managed to think it over, Anderika stood up and went toward them. 
 
    “No arguing, it’s best like this,” she said, when Kark tried to object. After the guards had led her down endless corridors, they arrived at an interrogation room, where the captain sat, waiting. He was dressed in a grey uniform with silver braids on the collar and shoulders, and with his not inconsiderable mass was quite an impressive sight. His features were strong and almost rectangular, his eyes intensively brown, his nose long and arched, and a large deep scar ran along one cheek. 
 
    Once the guards had announced their arrival, he ordered them to stand outside the door and stand guard until the session was over. 
 
    Since Anderika could understand what he said, she concluded that the transponder must be nearby, and wondered if their other things were there, too. 
 
    “You are accused of high treason!” he proclaimed, in a loud voice, once she had sat down in the chair opposite him. “Do you have anything to say in your defence?” 
 
    “I can only repeat what we said earlier, that we are merely simple farmers who’ve come here on business,” she replied. 
 
    “There are many things I don’t know,” he said, amused, “but that you are not farmers is something I am entirely sure of.” 
 
    “But it’s true.” 
 
    “Is that so? Do you have any other amusing things to say?” 
 
    “No, nothing at all.” 
 
    “Good! Then maybe we can get down to serious things, at last. Edar was a traitor; after we exposed him a few years ago, we replaced him with one of our own men. So, to begin with, I want to know who you are, where you are from, and what you’re doing here?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you that?” she asked, defiantly. 
 
    He tiredly looked through some papers on the table between them, and looked at her intensively. 
 
    “Believe me when I say that we are not going to avoid any measures in order to get to the truth. If it doesn’t come freely, we usually succeed with torture, so it’s up to you to decide which way you want to have it.” 
 
    As she was thinking about what she was going to say, he suddenly stood up and, to her surprise, brought out the converter, which had been taken from her during their arrest, and asked what it was. 
 
    “It’s a music box,” she answered, her heart pounding and trying to sound as glum as possible. 
 
    “Really? Show me how it works,” he said, sceptically. 
 
    Soon you’re going to be doing as we say, your stupid lout, she thought, and then proceeded to adjust the power setting and turned it on. 
 
    “OK, so how’s it going?” His irritation was mounting. 
 
    She was just beginning to give up hope when, to her great relief, she saw his pupils widening and the corners of his mouth beginning to twitch. 
 
    “Are you on our side?” she asked him, once the indicator light had come on, and drilling her eyes into his. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, curtly. 
 
    “Tell me how we are going to regain our freedom.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy, since the jail is strongly guarded. There are always two guards at the entrance and at least another twenty are posted around the building. Of course, I am their commander, but since only the jail warden has the power to free prisoners, they are going to question my decision and report me if we are going to try to leave. 
 
    “Alright, it’s going to be difficult to escape unnoticed, and it won’t be possible to do it by force, either, so we’re going to have to use some trickery. Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    After a few moments, his face lit up into a broad smile. 
 
    “Yes, I think I’ve come up with something that might work.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it!” she eagerly pressed him. 
 
    “If I can convince the warden that you have friends on the outside that are planning to free you, he’ll certainly agree that we move you to a special jail some distance north of town. When we’re halfway there, I’ll order the guards to return to Gildar, under the pretext that another contingent will be relieving them, and then we continue in two covered wagons. 
 
    “That sounds like a perfect plan.” 
 
    “Not bad, anyway,” he replied, pleased, “and where do you plan to travel next?” 
 
    “To the Blue Mountains,” she said. 
 
    “In that case, you have a long and dangerous journey ahead of you,” he gasped, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, but unfortunately we have no other choice. Do you think you could guide us there and help us find some hunting rifles, equipment and clothes that would be appropriate for Sylvanians?” 
 
    “Of course. At the moment, I have no other desire than to help and assist you. Clothing and equipment are easy to get a hold of, but rifles will be harder to get in a hurry. So, I recommend archery equipment, which is also a normal part of the Sylvanians’ arsenal, and both silent and efficient.” 
 
    “That will be fine, and we even have quite a bit of experience with bows and arrows. When do you think we can put our brilliant plan into action?” 
 
    “One day is enough for my preparations, and since there isn’t any reason to delay, I suggest we leave tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Good, agreed,” she said, nodding. 
 
    Once the guards had escorted her back to the cell, she told the others that Bediz had now become their ally and would help them escape. 
 
    “That’s really a fantastic surprise,” said Zania, impressed. “I was thinking that we were really done for this time. But if it wasn’t your female charm that won him over, which I strongly doubt, then it must mean that you had a converter in your possession, which you hadn’t told us about?” 
 
    “Yikes, is it really so unlikely that I could win over a man?” she asked, hurt. 
 
    “No, of course that’s not what I mean; I mean this particular man,” laughed Zania. “He seems made of stone and insensitive to that type of attention.” 
 
    “Yes, of course your assumption is correct. You’ll have to forgive me for concealing it from you, but I was afraid that it’s power supply would end up being used for something unessential. I hadn’t expended that it would need to be used so soon, but things are often not as we plan. Now it was put to really good use, because I can’t imagine what we would have done, otherwise.” 
 
    “Is it the same kind of converter as the one we used against the monster?” asked Allur. 
 
    “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I discovered it in the temple on Leido, and I was even more surprised when I later had a chance to examine and found out that its power supply was still intact. As far as I can tell, it should be enough for two more conversions.” 
 
    “Isn’t it strange that both this one and the other one had the capacity for three conversions?” 
 
    “Yes, it can seem so, but it has to do with the laws of physics, since the power available, like in pi, which is approximately three, sets the limit for the circular magnetic field that can be generated in a portable converter.” 
 
    “Well, in any case, it’s fantastic that we have the converter available,” said Kark, pleased. “With it, and the captain, our continuing journey feels a little bit easier to handle.” 
 
      
 
    After an uneasy sleep, they were wakened with a breakfast of watery gruel and dried bread crusts, after which the day slowly dragged along uneventfully. A sliver of daylight squeezed through a tiny crack up in the ceiling, and occasional muffled voices interrupted the otherwise compact silence of the unending morning. They were fed cooked turnip with dry brown bread for lunch, then spent the rest of the afternoon and into the evening on their cots, staring into space and contemplating their future. Suddenly, in the gathering dark, they heard the rattle of keys in the door and saw the captain’s large frame blocking the door. 
 
    “Get ready,” he said, quietly,” the commandant bought my plan and has agreed to transfer you to Gledder Prison under the cover of darkness.” 
 
    Sometime later, they heard keys again, and in the darkness Bediz’s rasping voice ordering them to follow him into the corridor, where eight soldiers stood waiting. Without mishap, they soon found themselves outside the jail, in a narrow back alley, where a cool evening breeze wafted around them refreshingly, a treat after their long stay in the stuffy damp cell. After a few blocks they were into the countryside, and soon the town was far behind them, as they struggled to keep up with the steady marching strides of the soldiers. A light warm breeze brushed over the surrounding fields, under the starry skies. They eventually reached the spot where the fictitious changing of the guard took place; none of the guards suspected a thing. Once the men that Bediz had arranged to meet them with horses and wagons had left, they changed into sylvan clothing. The men put on long, shiny yellow capes, black boots and floppy hats, while the women dressed in flowery capes, harem pants and small, round caps of different colours. 
 
    “These clothes are quite a bit different from the simple peasant clothing we arrived on the mainland with,” said Zania, swinging herself around. 
 
    “Yes, really,” said Caver, “although I’m not sure that they’re any better because of it. I feel like a scarecrow.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be that way now,” said Anderika and started to laugh so hard that she almost began to choke. “What was that about thinking positive?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” he answered. 
 
    “Can anybody drive a wagon?” asked Bediz, once they were ready. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve ridden quite a bit,” answered Allur. 
 
    “Good, then you can take that one,” he said, pointing at the wagon that was furthest back, “and I can take the other one.” 
 
    As soon as they’d climbed onto the covered red wagons, Bediz grabbed the reins and started off into the darkness, with Allur driving right behind him, gravel scattering from flying hooves and wheels. By dawn’s approach, breathtakingly beautiful, they had travelled a fair distance from Gildar, so that they felt it was safe enough to stop by a stream so that the horses could drink their fill and rest. Bediz soon told them all to hitch up the horses to the wagons again so that they could leave. 
 
    “Can’t we take it a little easier now that we’ve come so far?” asked Zania. 
 
    “No, that’s not advisable. We have to continue as quickly as possible to avoid their catching up to us,” answered Bediz. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s right,” Kark admonished, when it looked like she was going to protest. 
 
      
 
    When they eventually entered a long, stately allé, birds scattering through the green leafy treetops as they proceeded, Zania said that she would never have thought that it would be so wonderful to be able to stop being a princess. 
 
    “Really? And what was so bad about that?” asked Allur. 
 
    “Everything!” she said, laughing. “It’s this that life is about.” 
 
    “If you say so. I don’t have any experience of that, myself.” 
 
    “Not, that,” she quietly said to herself. 
 
    “When can we stop and take a break?” whined Gondar behind them. “I’m really beginning to be tired.” 
 
    “I actually don’t know,” said Allur, straightening his back at the same time as he suppressed a yawn. 
 
    “This reminds me of when we were escaping through the monster forest and every minute was worth its weight in gold,” said Zania, “with the difference that then it was our legs that got tired, not our bums.” 
 
    “Over there is a high spot,” said Bediz, pointing to the west, “from where we’ll be able to see whether we’re being followed.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked Anderika. “Isn’t it better to keep going and maintain our lead instead of losing time in a detour?” 
 
    “No, I agree with Bediz,” said Kark. “If they’re after us, it’s good if we know it, so that we’ll have the chance to adopt countermeasures.” 
 
    Eventually, after following a barely drivable winding road, they arrived at the top of the rise, where they could gain a good overview of the grand panorama spreading out around them. In the north, they could make out the dark contours of the Blackwarj Forest, and to the south, beyond a patchwork of fields, was the glistening town of Gildar, from where any eventual pursuers would be following them. 
 
    “I knew it,” Bediz hissed, between his teeth, after having peered through the binoculars he’d brought out from under his cape. 
 
    “What?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Over there,” he replied, as he handed her the binoculars. 
 
    It took her a few moments to make out what he had seen, a little grey dust cloud that slowly approached across the plain. 
 
    “Do you think it’s soldiers?” she asked. 
 
    “Without question, and they’re going to be tracking us like bloodhounds.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we wait in ambush and overpower them?” Neiger asked. 
 
    “No, that would be a waste of time, since there’s so many of them and they’re armed. Our only chance to escape them is to get to the Blackwarj Forest.” 
 
    “I don’t like that idea,” said Kark. “Oblej and Irridi especially warned us about the forest and said that we should keep away from it.” 
 
    “I feel the same way, but if we keep going in this direction, then I guarantee that they’ll catch up to us and, what’s worse, we have no other choice. It’s of course risky to enter the forest, which is said to harbour so many remarkable creatures, but at least there we’ll have a chance. It’s also said that one who enters the forest with an open and friendly mind may be received in an entirely different way than someone who enters with a hidden agenda.” 
 
    “Alright, then, there’s obviously no other choice. We’ll just have to take your suggestion and hope for the best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they descended the steep ridge, they caught a glimpse of the forest in the distance, so that once they had reached the main road they set off at full speed. Three hours later, they arrived at the edge of the forest, the dust from their wagon wheels still settling in whirls all around them, and turned off into the yard of a large log building, which was a roadside inn. A huge sign with its name, “Forest edge,” stood beside the door. They had hardly pulled up outside, their horses panting and snorting, when several persons emerged to stare at them with suspicion. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there staring!” Bediz shouted at them. “We’re here on an important and urgent mission and must immediately requisition supplies and equipment.” 
 
    Since people generally have a tendency to follow orders, especially from someone with a loud, commanding voice, they rushed forward to assist them. As they did, Bediz reached an agreement with the innkeeper that in exchange for their horses and wagons, they would receive cash and food. 
 
    “Hurry up!” Bediz urged his companions, wildly waving his arms, as they filled the backpacks. “It won’t be until we’ve gone a good distance into the forest that we’ll be able to feel safe from the soldiers.” 
 
    In the quivering heat, the ground smelling of the heat and with no breeze to cool them, they hurried off to cross a grassy meadow that lay baking in the early evening sun. A sign saying, “Border zone – enter with caution,” slowed them a little, but then they hurried off again and were soon engulfed by the dense vegetation. The trail they were following was so narrow and the branches so low that they were forced to bend forward in order to make any process. After some time, the forest broadened somewhat and they could finally walk upright without any problem. When it had finally become so dark that they could hardly make out the trail ahead, they decided to halt and make a fire in small, shielded clearing. 
 
    “Do you think we’re safe from the soldiers, yet?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “Yes, at least for now, since they wouldn’t dare try to follow us during the night,” said Bediz. 
 
    Once they’d eaten and discussed things over the fire, Zania turned to Bediz to ask him how he’d received his large scar. 
 
    “Why do you want to know that?” 
 
    “No special reason, just curious.” 
 
    “Well, OK, then. I got it ten years ago, while making an arrest, when I was young and inexperienced. After a long chase, we had finally encircled a wanted fugitive. Just as I was going to handcuff him, he drew a long knife and attacked me wildly. Luckily, my reflexes were quick enough so that I managed to pull my head back enough to avoid getting killed.” 
 
    “So terrible!” 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s the kind of thing you have to expect when you take this kind of job. Afterwards, I was always much more careful and, as luck would have it, I’ve managed to avoid any further major injuries.” 
 
    He spoke for a while, telling them stories from his career, and then became curious about their backgrounds. Just how the converter had affected his mind was difficult for them to say, but, since he was now so loyal, they decided to open their hearts to him. As they told about their lives and experiences, he listened so intensely that his eyes looked like they were about to fall out of their sockets as they grew in amazement. His own life had been so simple and ordered, so that hearing so many incredible stories at the same time seemed to overwhelm him so much that they started to think that they should have only told him some things, for now. Now that they’d told him everything, he’d just have to digest it all, whether he wanted to or not. Soon they were unable to stay awake any longer – it had been an exhausting day – so they spread out their bedding on the ground to sleep, with Allur taking the first watch. 
 
    When half his watch had passed, his eyes weighed so heavily that before long he had fallen asleep, only to be awakened by a cracking branch. He was just going to put more wood on the fire when the hair on the back of his neck stood up at what sounded like crying and sighing somewhere in the dark woods. It eventually ceased, so that when it was time to hand over the watch to Neiger, his exhausted brain had already suppressed what he’d heard earlier. 
 
      
 
    When the Gildarian commander Otturk reached the border hamlet with his troops and understood that the escapees had entered the forest, he erupted in anger. If he didn’t succeed in recapturing them, the fairy clan would pour their outrage on him. The least that would happen would be that he’d lose his position, and the worst, well, he didn’t even want to contemplate that. 
 
    His wrath only increased when he learned that one of his own officers had betrayed him and was helping the enemy. The doomed man was going to have endless reasons to regret what he’d done once they had captured him. He was well aware of the stories about the forest’s creatures, but if the escapees had been courageous enough to enter, he wasn’t going to be less so. He could certainly afford to sacrifice a troop of soldiers, which should certainly be enough to succeed in the mission. Now, though, it was too late and would be too foolish to enter the forest and expose his men to the dangers there, so he decided that his officers would spend the night in the inn, and the soldiers would sleep in their tents in the meadow. 
 
    “At dawn, you’ll set out with twenty-four men to catch them!” he ordered a young captain called Iljan. “I want Captain Bediz alive, but it doesn’t matter about the others.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure,” said Iljan, saluting, at the same time as he cursed his bad luck. 
 
      
 
    The sun was just rising in the east, and the morning fog lying like a thin veil over the meadow, as they set off into the forest. All that Otturk could do now was wait, and hope. At the head of the line was Iljan, tall and heavy, wearing a feathered helmet and a shining breastplate. Then his soldiers followed in a long line, each with heavy packs, swords, spears and shields. At first they moved tensely, constantly ready to draw their weapons against a presumed enemy, but in the absence of any danger they eventually began to relax, to the point that when they stopped for a break a few hours later, their spirits had lifted considerably. Iljan, who at first had thought the mission was crazy, now thought that the forest was perhaps not so dangerous after all. If they could manage to capture the fugitives in the next few hours, they should be able to return before dark and cash in the reward that Otturk had promised, including his promotion to colonel. 
 
    As they set off once more, Iljan felt pleased and satisfied at first, but soon he began to feel that they were being watched, and the forest was becoming more and more threatening. The trail eventually climbed slightly and, in the distance, beyond the forest-clad valley, they caught a glimpse of grass-covered hills. Once out of the dense forest, everything would certainly feel easier, he thought. He was just about to begin chanting a marching song when he heard a piercing shriek and was horrified to see some of his soldiers become entwined and swallowed by the foliage. He and his men tried to defend themselves with their swords, but quickly saw that any further resistance would be useless, so he ordered them to retreat. When the long, forced march through the forest had become overwhelming, there were only eight survivors – Iljan was not one of them – who had managed to escape to safety and who, now, gasping from fatigue, threw themselves down in a grassy meadow to rest. 
 
    When the survivors had recovered enough to take inventory of their situation, they concluded that the escapees, judging by their tracks, had not been in any hurry and that the evil spirits in the forest had attacked only them. None of them had any great desire to return, however, so they considered that the only alternative they had was to continue onward, come what may. 
 
      
 
    Unaware of the troop’s fate, the so-called escapees had risen early that morning and pressed further into the forest. After fording a difficult stream, they sat recovering in the warming sunshine streaming down from a brilliant, cloudless sky. 
 
    “Oh, how wonderful it is here,” exclaimed Zania. “I just cannot understand why they say this forest is so awful.” 
 
    “There’s still a long way to go, though,” cautioned Kark, “so it’s still best not to shout too much.” 
 
    “Bediz, do you know where we are?” asked Allur. 
 
    “No idea,” he answered, “but if we can keep going at this pace we should be out of the forest in a few days.” 
 
    They walked on, listening to birdsong and enjoying the pleasant fragrances wafting from the dense flowery bushes surrounding them. There was something else in the air, too, which was both worrisome, yet attractive, at the same time. At one point, Kark could have sworn that a moss-covered stone was watching them, but convinced himself that he must have been imagining it. They climbed a narrow path up the east side of the valley, winding along between rocks and stumps, then stopped for lunch at a bubbling stream. Gondar waded into the green-blue water to wash himself, and screamed. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Allur, who arrived first. 
 
    “A gnarled dark hand grabbed my ankle and tried to pull me down, but then a lightning bolt came out of nowhere and made it release me!” he gasped, agitated and disturbed. 
 
    “Is it possible that it was just a tree branch or something that you managed to step on?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” he burst out, offended. “I know what I saw.” 
 
    “OK, I believe you. We’re just going to have to be even more careful as we go on, and always play it on the safe side, until we figure everything out.” 
 
    As evening fell, they began to watch out for a likely campsite. They had just left the path when, to their surprise, they caught a glimpse of a light from the mountains in the north. Since they didn’t know what it was, they decided to spend the night where they were, in a shallow, sheltered hollow. As they made camp, the silent, brooding forest stirred their fantasies, but once they had a fire going and roasted two partridges that Bediz and Kark had managed to shoot they felt reassured. 
 
      
 
    The sun was climbing hot over the horizon as Caver awoke, yawning and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. The fire had gone out, so he shivered a little as he took in their surroundings. He was just going to wake the others when he heard a branch snap and saw, to his surprise, a dark figure disappearing into the murky forest. 
 
    “That was strange,” he said to the others once he’d described it to them. 
 
    “Should we try to follow it?” asked Gondar. 
 
    “No, I don’t think that would be wise,” said Kark. “This evening we can set up a trap and, if it’s still following us, we’ll be able to see what sort of joker we have to deal with.” 
 
    After hiking on for another full day, they set up camp in a meadow, next to the edge of the forest, so it would only be possible to creep up on them unseen from one direction. Caver and Bediz hid themselves in the forest, and the others covered them in branches and moss, as camouflage. Then they drew a fishing line along the edge of the forest and up to the campfire and prepared themselves to receive the mythical figure. 
 
    The sunset was pink for some time until nightfall hid the forested landscape. While Kark had the first watch, the others tried to sleep, but had little success, since they were so wound up with anticipation. Then, once Neiger had relieved Kark and was just reaching to put a piece of wood on the fire, his heart skipped a beat as he suddenly felt a tug on the line. He carefully woke the others, and when everyone was ready, they grabbed burning branches from the fire and ran screaming into the edge of the forest. The creature, wearing dark clothes and its face covered behind a hood, would undoubtedly have escaped if Bediz and Caver hadn’t been in the way to block its path. Combining their forces, they overpowered the creature, but when they whisked off its hood, they were surprised to see a beautiful woman, blue-eyed and dark-haired, glaring angrily at them. As they dragged her through the forest to the fire, she spewed a steady stream of guttural sounds at them. Kark turned on the transponder and, once it had warmed up, asked her who she was. The woman seemed startled to be spoken to in her own language, but quickly regained her balance and answered defiantly by asking them a question. 
 
    “What right do you have to question me?” 
 
    “You’re spying on us.” 
 
    “I am Enaiga,” she answered, sullenly, with downcast eyes. 
 
    “I see, and why are you following us?” 
 
    “To know who you are.” 
 
    “Then it’s good that we got to meet each other and talk about it. If one may ask, where do you live?” 
 
    “In the forest.” 
 
    “I guess I could’ve figured that out on my own, so, where exactly?” 
 
    “Over there,” she answered, pointing into the darkness of the forest. 
 
    “That wasn’t much of an answer,” said Kark, grunting. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want to know?” 
 
    “Well, to begin with, I want to know why you’re following us?” 
 
    “But I already told you that,” she answered, sulking. “Let me go!” 
 
    “That’s what you think. No, you’re going to have to stay here until you have told us everything, so, if you ever want to be released, you’d better cooperate.” 
 
    In addition to the circumstances of their meeting, there was something in her voice and in her distant gaze that made them unwilling to rely on her. They kept her well bound, though, and they were so exhausted that they decided to try to get some sleep and continue their interrogation in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Allur, whose watch it was in the hours before dawn, was staring sleepily into the crackling fire when, to his great surprise, Xingezing came flying into view and, with vibrating wings, landed beside him. Her gaze was so intensive and questioning that he asked her with a whisper if she could understand what he said. 
 
    “Yes, I do, Allur,” he heard her say, “but, if we don’t want to waken the others, it’s best if we don’t talk.” 
 
    “Then how come we can understand each other?” 
 
    “Via telepathy,” she answered. 
 
    “But why have you waited until now, and not earlier, to talk with us?” 
 
    “Because I can only speak while free, and with someone who is receptive and on the same wavelength as me.” 
 
    “And I am now?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “Where have you been since you left us?” 
 
    “Why do you ask? Have you missed me?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” he answered, blushing. 
 
    “So sweet of you,” she said, sending him a wave of light that filled him with inner warmth. “I have been near you the whole time. As far as the Riverlands, all managed fairly well, but of course I helped you a bit with the monster and then, when you set off over the bacterial sea, I was forced to change the balloon’s course so that you would arrive at the Blue Islands, instead of the mainland.” 
 
    “A-hah! Was it you who did that?” 
 
    “Yes, but the most difficult of all has been protecting you from all the dangers in the Blackwarj Forest, so that now almost all of my powers have been used up.” 
 
    “So, it is you we have to thank for our having come so far?” 
 
    “Yes, that is certainly not unlikely.” 
 
    “Are you going to stay with us now?” 
 
    “No, Allur, I can’t. I have only come so that I can warn you about Enaiga. She’s not who she says she is, but something much more dangerous. At dawn, she is going to change into an evil witch, and since my powers are no longer sufficient to protect you, you must be ready with the converter, and transform her, or otherwise she’ll have you in her power forever.” 
 
    “But why not do it right now?” 
 
    “No, because then only her harmless night-time half will be converted. Now, however, I am forced to leave you,” she said, with a tender glance, “but, heaven forbid, don’t forget what I told you.” With that, she disappeared into the dark of the night, as suddenly as she had arrived, and he almost began to think it had all been a dream. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    As dawn broke, however, he saw the proof that it hadn’t been a dream. To their amazement, when they woke up, Enaiga suddenly changed shape and became an ugly woman with a bent nose full of warts and matted hair. She was certainly not a beautiful sight and bore no resemblance to the women they had captured during the night. 
 
    “The game is over now, my friends,” she cackled evilly. “You are going to have millions of reasons to regret that you ever entered the forest. The question is what I should change you to first.” 
 
    Allur, luckily, was prepared. She had just begun to utter a curse over them when, to their overwhelming relief, stiffened and became silent. 
 
    “What are you, really?” asked Allur, his voice shaking. 
 
    “I am a girl who, long ago, after entering the forest, became trapped in a witch’s body as she inhabited my soul.” 
 
    “Can we trust you now?” 
 
    “Yes, I no longer feel any malice towards you. Do you know, by the way, that you are being followed by six soldiers?” 
 
    “That’s news,” said Bediz, “but why so few? They usually send a troop of 24 men, with a commander.” 
 
    “They have probably had some accidents along the way, which have decimated their number. There are countless dangers in the forest, and I’m surprised you’ve managed to get this far.” 
 
    “Pure luck, actually,” said Zania. 
 
    “No, hardly. You must have had protection of some kind.” 
 
    “Well, whatever the case,” said Kark, “we’re just passing through and have no interest in staying any longer than necessary. Could you be our guide and help us find our way out of the forest?” 
 
    “Of course, and I know a good way, and even a few tricks that can make it harder for the soldiers to follow us so easily.” 
 
    “Fantastic, then I think we should leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    Once they’d eaten a rushed breakfast of bread and dried meat, they realised that their supplies were almost finished, with not enough to last more than another day or two. 
 
    “From now on, we’ll have to stay on the lookout for food,” said Kark, “berries, mushrooms, birds, whatever, yes, even squirrels will have to do.” 
 
    “Oh, no, you can’t really mean that,” said Zania, with a shiver. 
 
    “I sure do. Necessity has no law, and squirrels, which I ate a few of during my survival training, actually tastes pretty good, you know.” 
 
    “I’d rather starve,” she said, stubbornly, tossing her hair. 
 
    “Believe me, when I say that one usually eats anything when one is really hungry,” added Bediz, “but, if we’re lucky, we might come across larger prey.” 
 
    They had just filled their water bottles at a little stream and sat down for a short break, when they suddenly saw two deer grazing peacefully in a clearing. With a flashing movement, Bediz armed his bow with a feathered arrow and let it fly with a swishing sound. The shot was perfect and only a second later one of the deer groaned, stiffened and fell to the ground. Death must have come immediately, for when they approached the animal was lying completely still with the arrow quivering in its chest. Since they were tired and hungry, they decided to set up camp on the spot. Once they had cut the finest meat into thin slices and let them dry in the sun, they roasted the remaining parts over the campfire. 
 
    When they left the next day, their full food bags, enough for several days, had put them in a good mood. They trekked determinedly onwards, covering twenty kilometres or so before feeling that it must be time for lunch and a quick stop for rest. 
 
    As the afternoon wore on, the landscape gradually changed character, becoming more forested the higher they went. They didn’t see any more animals, but occasionally they heard strident birdsong in the distance. It was a kind they hadn’t heard before, and moved them deeply. Enaiga provided the explanation when she said that it must have been the soul of a human being that had been captured and then transferred to the form of a bird. A few more hours, and they emerged on a small plateau, from where they had a breath-taking panorama view; they even thought they could just make out the sea of bacteria far off to the south. Zania was staring into the sunlight, scanning the crest of a steep and lifeless mountain ridge, when she suddenly shouted that she could see a house up on a ledge. This discovery surprised them so much that they just stood and stared for a while, until Kark broke the silence by telling them that it was probably a good idea, before they knew what they would be up against, to avoid being so openly exposed. 
 
    “Is this where that beam of light we saw was coming from?” asked Neiger, once they had sought shelter in the forest. 
 
    “It’s certainly not improbable,” said Anderika. “Do you know what it is, Enaiga?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know anything about it,” she replied. 
 
    “But you live here?” 
 
    “Yes, but I never visit this part of the forest.” 
 
    Bediz and Allur thought it best to leave the house alone, since they had all agreed that, “They’d be better off safe than sorry,” but they were outvoted by the others. Their curiosity drove them to insist on knowing what the house was hiding before they would leave. As moths drawn to a flame, the little house was merely bait, for they had hardly approached it when they found themselves trapped in a huge net. The net, which couldn’t be cut, was drawn around them ever tighter the harder they resisted, until finally they realised that resistance was pointless, and they gave up. Helpless, they wondered what was going to happen next, when the answer soon emerged. As dusk fell, they saw to their horror a large, hairy troll, with rings in his ears, come clomping along the trail. Laughing and talking in a guttural, unintelligible language, he squeezed their flesh and seemed enormously pleased. He immediately began to carry them off to a cave. Just as he was about to untie Zania, he froze standing still, his nose running and a glassy look in his eye. 
 
    “Please, would you kindly let us go immediately,” shouted Anderika, who had held the converter pointed at him for the longest time. 
 
    Apparently, the transponder had managed to interpret his language, because he soon granted her his wish, so that in only a few minutes they were all together again beneath the cliff. 
 
    “That was the last charge left in the converter, so we better be extremely careful in everything we do from now on,” said Anderika, at which she turned towards the troll and asked him whether they could trust him. 
 
    “Certainly, Gombi your friend is,” he answered. 
 
    “Is that so, you say, and how come you capture people in this way?” she asked, briskly. 
 
    “Different kinds of animals and creatures usually travel this way through the pass. Some the light to investigate, some to see what in the house there is and others just passing want to go but all of them get stuck in one of Gombi’s traps.” 
 
    “And then what happens?” asked Caver. 
 
    “I close them into the cave to eat them up when I hungry be,” he answered, while rubbing his hand over his stomach. 
 
    “How awful,” said Zania, disgusted. “Why do you do that?” 
 
    “Gombi must food have like all others. You also catch animals and eat.” 
 
    “But that’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked and tilted his head, questioningly, to one side. 
 
    “Because,” she said, without really knowing what she was going to reply. “But at least we don’t eat smart animals.” 
 
    “This do you certainly, only because you don’t know what they say, you still understand what they fell. You kill also often each other.” 
 
    “He does have a point there,” said Kark and twisted around uncomfortably. 
 
    “Why by the way have the awful witch Enaiga with you who decides here?” he continued saying. 
 
    “You said that you didn’t know this part of the forest,” said Anderika, turning towards her. 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “Yes, you did. You perhaps wished that we would be harmed?” 
 
    “No, I really don’t wish you any harm,” she answered, sadly. “It’s the witch in me that is crying out and wants to be freed.” 
 
    “She was cursed by the forest witch, Urdij, with strong troll runes,” said Gombi, “but I know how it could be broken.” 
 
    “You do?” asked Anderika, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, I brewed a stew and then waited for the full moon.” 
 
      
 
    As dusk fell, Gombi prepared a stew, with numerous ingredients, which they weren’t so sure they really wanted to know what they were. Some of them he’d had at home in the cave, and other things he’d had to go looking for in the surroundings. Enaiga had now been transformed once again into the girl they got to know the previous night and, when it was time, they gathered beneath the cliff. The valley below them bathed in white moonlight that made the spruce forest shine and gleam like a fairy tale landscape, and off in the distance an owl hooted sadly. After Enaiga had taken a deep drink of the steaming drink, Gombi uttered a number of long, complicated formulas and then clapped his hands together with great strength, with the result that she fell lifeless to the ground. To their great amazement, they watched as a grey figure left her body and fluttered away into the gloom of the valley, upon which Enaiga rose up on unsteady legs, and cried out in joy. 
 
    “The witch has left me. I am free at last!” she shouted repeatedly, tears running in torrents down her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” laughed Gombi, “now the witch must find another body to live in.” 
 
    “Is she somewhere close by?” sputtered Zania, staring frightened all around her. 
 
    “No, no, her soul has now returned to the others whom she belongs to,” he said, pointing down the valley. 
 
    Enaiga, who was indescribably happy, alternatingly laughed and cried as she told how the witch had occupied her body for so many years, more than she could remember, and that she now wanted to get away from there as fast as possible. 
 
    “I agree,” said Zania, resolutely. 
 
    “Can you help us get out of the Blackwarj Forest, Gombi?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know a tunnel that goes under the mountains, but first one the Fombi’s land one must pass.” 
 
    “What are Fombies?” 
 
    Gombi began to laugh wildly. 
 
    “Evil trolls that land in my traps sometimes. Are small but very tasty.” 
 
    “I believe you, but we will certainly try to avoid them, if possible,” said Kark. 
 
    “Yes, yes, they many are and together very dangerous, but often they lie and sleep during the day. We go in the morning, so we to the tunnel arrive before they wake. But completely certain one never about Fombies can know. Sometimes also in the day are up.” 
 
                “We have no choice,” said Kark. “There’s only one way to go and that leads straight ahead, whatever that might mean.” 
 
      
 
    As they were getting ready for departure early the next morning, Gombi arrived, and told them, laughing, that he’d caught two soldiers from a Glennian army troop in one of his traps. 
 
    “Weren’t there six following us?” asked Allur. 
 
    “Their comrades in arms must have fallen victim to the forest’s dark forces,” said Enaiga. “There are many things to threaten one’s existence here, as you’ve seen.” 
 
    “Alright, so what do we do with these, then?” wondered Allur. 
 
    “No problem, they can stay here so I can eat them up,” said Gombi, eagerly, licking his lips. “Lots of junk that first must be taken away, only.” 
 
    “No, that’s out of the question,” said Kark, disgusted. 
 
    “Then a spell I’ll cast so that nice they’ll be,” he said. 
 
    Once Kark nodded his approval, he began reading a string of troll formulas to them, and then finished by forcing them to drink a mouthful of the same potion he’d given to Enaiga. When one of them tried to protest, he threatened to eat him, at which the poor fellow became terrified and immediately consented, by gulping down several mouthfuls. 
 
    “OK, now we can release them, never more trouble from them,” said Gombi, pleased. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve received a command again, Bediz,” said Anderika. 
 
    “Yes, but it was a pitiful force,” he laughed. 
 
    One of the soldiers, Pilgar, were relatively young, whereas the second, Kioppi, was a bit past middle-aged. They were both unusually strong and athletic, which in combination with Kioppi’s sense of routine and experience were probably contributing factors to their having escaped harm thus far. 
 
    Soon they were ready to march, so they set off, and after a few hours had traversed the narrow pass and emerged onto an open grassy plateau, surrounded by high peaks. 
 
    “Now are we in the Fombi territory and very careful must be,” said Gombi, sweeping his eyes across the horizon. 
 
    “How long will it take to get to the tunnel?” asked Allur. 
 
    “Me not can say, your time not understand, just hurry.” 
 
    The further they went, the more barren the landscape became, with bleached grass spreading as far as they could see. The sun shone from a cloudless sky and they could smell a strange odour that reminded them of gunpowder. They continuously scanned in all directions, afraid that the Fombies would pop up, but happily nothing could be seen, and after a few more hours they had crossed the plateau, and from its edge saw that a dramatic, forested landscape, ringed by high white summits, lay ahead. When they were part way down a steep ravine, however, Gombi suddenly raised his hand in warning, and told them to stop and listen. 
 
    “What do you hear?” asked Allur, a moment later. 
 
    “Me hear many small feet bringing themselves nearer.” 
 
    Soon they all could hear it, at the same time as they felt the ground vibrating slightly. 
 
    “Quick! The tunnel is near!” shouted Gombi, who then descended in huge strides, all the while shouting to them to hurry. 
 
    It was difficult for them to keep up, and they were all close to collapsing in exhaustion, when he finally stopped in front of a large, darkly shining cliff. 
 
    “Here is it,” he said, and pronounced the incantation, “Zats Iki,” at the same time as he stroked the rough surface with his hairy hand. 
 
    Unperturbed he continued his kneading motions, but nothing happened, and they had almost given up, when there was a sudden grinding sound in the ground and a dark tunnel entrance appeared. 
 
    “Hurry, hurry!” he screamed, excitedly, his eyes bulging. 
 
    Once everyone was inside, he recited another set of magic words, so that the wall scraped closed behind them. This was none too soon, for almost immediately they heard a violent din and the tramp of thousands of feet. 
 
    “Oh! That was close!” shuddered Zania. “Thank you for saving us, Gombi!” 
 
    “Good, good, don’t thank, Gombi save himself, too,” he replied. “Come now, we go on. Not be afraid of Fombies anymore.” 
 
    “Where do we go?” wondered Kark. 
 
    “I show,” giggled Gombi. 
 
    The tunnel, which was framed in black wooden beams thick with spider webs in their corners, eventually became a cave with hard shiny rock walls. Surprisingly, it wasn’t entirely dark, since it seemed to be dimly illuminated by a weakly glowing fluorescent mineral. They tramped onwards until Gombi waved to them to stop, some ten minutes later, and he stood sniffing through his large nose. 
 
    “What now?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “Now back I must go.” 
 
    “But why?” asked Allur. 
 
    “You not wish Gombi die. Outside the mountains I not can live. Only continue forward so you come out,” he said, then stomped off and disappeared in the distance, without any leave-taking. 
 
    Now they had no other choice than to continue on into the cave, until it forked, which posed a dilemma. After deliberating a while, they decided to follow a little stream, thinking that it would eventually lead them out of the mountain. Now and then the cave widened into large vaults, only to narrow again. There was little variation and the cave system seemed endless. At last, tired and worn out, they were forced to recognise that they must have gotten lost, so they paused for a break, to discuss the situation. 
 
    “Enaiga, since you used to be a witch, isn’t there anything you can help us with?” asked Kark. 
 
    “No, unfortunately,” she grimaced. “The knowledge that I had earlier received from Urdij evaporated in the same instant she left my body.” 
 
    Just when they were feeling the most desolate, Neiger shouted that he could see a butterfly on the ceiling. 
 
    “Quick, we must follow it!” Caver shouted, excited. “It must have entered the tunnel by mistake and might eventually try to get out.” 
 
    Several times as they rushed through the cave, they almost lost sight of the fluttering butterfly, but were filled with hope when they thought they could feel a slight draught. Only a few minutes later, to their great surprise, they were out in the open air once more, in a flowering meadow that lay bathing in the warm and light-filled afternoon sun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank goodness! I was almost beginning to doubt we’d ever get out of there,” wheezed Anderika, exhausted. She gulped in the fresh air, which, after their long sojourn in the stuffy, humid cave, felt wonderful. 
 
    “Have we left the forest behind, then?” asked Zania. 
 
    “Yes, unquestionably,” answered Enaiga, “and I’m never going to set my foot anywhere near it ever again!” 
 
    “That’s easy to understand,” said Kark, “but what are you going to do with your newfound freedom now?” 
 
    “I haven’t actually thought about that,” she replied. “All my relatives passed away long ago, and my people probably consider me to be an undesirable outsider.” 
 
    “If you want to, you can come along with us until you’ve had a chance to think about things.” 
 
    “Thank you, but first I’d like to know why you are dressed as Sylvanians?” 
 
    “Sure, but it’s a long story.” 
 
    “No problem. Time is not something I have in short supply.” 
 
    “OK,” said Kark, and proceeded to tell her their tale. When she had finished, Enaiga wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and said she had nothing better to do and would be pleased to continue with them. 
 
    “Welcome, then, to our small but continually growing little group. We have a few items of clothing that will probably fit you, but nothing for the soldiers, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Sylvanians clothes of the right kind will probably be difficult to find in this area,” said Kark. “When we’ve found some horses and wagons, the soldiers can stay hidden under the canopies, and if we’re unlucky enough to meet a Glennian patrol before that, they can pretend to be our jailers.” 
 
    “How did it go for you in the Blackwarj forest, anyway?” Enaiga asked the soldiers. “I’m surprised that you got as far as you did. The forest is usually especially vicious against those who enter with weapons and especially if they are soldiers.” 
 
    “Yes, it certainly wasn’t a vacation,” said Kioppi. “Most of our comrades were struck down within a few hours of our entering the forest, by trees that suddenly came alive and gobbled us up almost as if we were food.”
“That’s exactly what they became.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Anderika. “Trees don’t subsist on meat!” 
 
    “Yes, these trees do, since once upon a time they were people, before they were transformed into trees by a magic spell. First, they keep their catch alive for a while, since they are alone and like to have company, but when they weaken and are dying, they take their souls and empty their bodies of all nourishment.” 
 
    “So horrible!” 
 
    “Maybe so, but trees also must survive, like everything else. Nature is often cruel and, of course, it’s eat, or be eaten. When we cut down a tree, we don’t waste a thought on whether there’s anything wrong with that.” 
 
    “Then our buddy, Bortilly, was luckier, since he was kidnapped by three dancing women,” said Kioppi. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think so,” said Enaiga, “since it was the Mitis witch sisters that he met.” 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “Who knows. Blackwarj Forest is as old as the world, and I only know a part of its essence, even though I’ve lived in it for hundreds of years. Maybe they were women who were put under a spell when they became lost in the forest, or perhaps something else.” 
 
    “But what did they want?” 
 
    “To dance with him until he died of exhaustion. The entire forest is full of lost creatures looking for a soul to occupy.” 
 
    “Well, I really think we should stay out of there from now on!” 
 
    “Yes, at least if you value your lives and your souls.” 
 
    Kark and Kioppi managed to shoot two rabbits before darkness fell, which they skinned and roasted on an open fire. As they sat and ate, the sun sank slowly into the east over the small pond they’d camped beside. The rays of the setting sun sparkled on the water, and when it eventually became dark and wrapped itself around them like a black velvet blanket, it was so silent that it felt eerie and overwhelming. 
 
      
 
    The dawn danced through the spindly tree branches above them. After breaking camp, they followed a path for a few hours, until they found themselves completely out of the forest and in an open landscape of broad flowery meadows. Bediz was unable to say more about their location than that they were probably north of the Blackwarj Forest and in the kingdom of Lonnian. When they stopped for a well-deserved lunch break in a little swatch of trees, they figured they’d walked at least twenty kilometres. As soon as they’d finished, Kark stood and encouraged them to get moving again. 
 
    “Already?” said Kioppi, who had almost fallen asleep. 
 
    “Yes, time flies when you’re having fun,” answered Kark. 
 
    “Or when one is tired,” said Zania. “I’d like to catch up on my sleep all afternoon.” 
 
    “Same here,” said Gondar. 
 
    “Resting is something one can do in one’s grave,” laughed Allur. 
 
   
  
 

 “We don’t know anything about that,” said Anderika, seriously. “Maybe our souls are part of an eternal cycle, without end.” 
 
    “No, no, everything has an end,” said Gondar, firmly. 
 
    “Except for a sausage, which has two,” sniggered Pilgar. 
 
    “Well, that may be so,” said Kark, “but one thing I know for sure is that we have a long way to travel, still, which is why I think we should get moving.” 
 
    As the afternoon wore on, they began to pass fields and houses, until eventually they spied a village in the distance. They stopped on a tree-covered hilltop to discuss what they should do. 
 
    “This is as close as we can come without raising suspicion,” said Bediz, “so I propose that Allur and I walk there and try to obtain some horses and wagons.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’ll seem strange that two Sylvanians suddenly pop up out of nowhere wanting to do business?” asked Enaiga. 
 
    “Do you think so?” asked Bediz, scratching his neck. 
 
    “Absolutely and, among Sylvanians, it’s usually the women who take care of business, while the men just sit around with their arms folded, which is why I should also come along. It’s also wise if there are at least five of us, so that the villagers understand there’ll be a price to pay if they try to rob us.” 
 
    “Do you have any suggestion for how we can explain that we’re arriving on foot?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Yes, we can say that we were left in the lurch after a quarrel with our clan.” 
 
    “Alright, that sounds reasonable, and since strong muscles may prove decisive, I suggest that everyone who has Sylvanians clothes comes along.” 
 
    While the soldiers were allowed to wait in the shelter of the dense bushes, the others left for the village. When they arrived, they found it a confusion of houses and narrow lanes. The inhabitants looked at them curiously, but no one bothered with them. Eventually they reached a large, crowded market square. Their business dealings went smoothly, thanks to Enaiga’s lead, so that within a few hours they were able to leave the village with two large covered wagons and draft horses, as well as riding horses, supplies and equipment, as well as four small piglets. 
 
    “Sylvanians often raise pigs, feeding them scraps and rubbish, in a large box at the back of their wagons,” explained Enaiga, “which when times are bad become emergency rations.” 
 
    Once they had painted the wagons in traditional Sylvanians red, they discussed who would ride the horses and who would sit in the wagons. Then, with a loud crack of the whip, Kark announced it was time to leave. They set off slowly down the road, winding between wide fields waving gently in the breeze. For a long while they were uncertain whether it was the right road, but when they arrived at a larger road late in the afternoon, Bediz shouted out with pleasure that he recognised it, and that within a day or two they should arrive in Manger. 
 
      
 
    They finally set camp beside a small wood, letting the horses wander out to graze, and enjoying the peaceful surroundings. Later, when the fire was crackling comfortingly in the dark, Kark asked Enaiga to tell them more about herself and her background. 
 
    “It was so long ago that I’ve almost forgotten it all,” she answered, while wiping her tears. “I was born in a wagon along the Trakian coast, where I grew up with my two younger brothers. Our father, Urgang, who was a Zet master, had high status because of his position, so that we were rather well off. Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, however, a power struggle broke out, which led to the assassination of Chief Mozark. My parents and others who were close to him realised that they would soon be in trouble, so they fled with their families immediately. The new chief was not satisfied with that, though. He assembled a large force to destroy us, and since we weren’t able to travel so quickly, they were soon at our heels. Finally, the only way to escape them was to enter the Blackwarj Forest, which led to tears and despair. When faced with two evils, one is forced to choose the lesser of them, so that once in the forest we were surrounded by a brooding silence, which did not bode well. We rode as fast as we could in the hope of emerging on the other side before dark, but were eventually forced to stop when it had become too dark to continue. As we set up camp, the women read oaths and incantations, in the hope that it would protect us, while the men lit fires. None of it helped me much, since I was kidnapped in the early morning hours by a witch’s soul, which entered my body, and the rest you already know.” 
 
    “How long were you imprisoned in the forest?” asked Zania. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Probably four, or even five, hundred years. In any case, it was entirely too long.” 
 
    “So obviously we should be extremely happy to have gotten out of there with our lives,” said Kark, and shivered as he swept his blanket around him. 
 
    “That’s entirely correct, and I’d rather die than go in there again.” 
 
    “What happened to your family and the others you were travelling with?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “Sylvanians possess a number of special qualities, including a few that are occult, so they probably succeeded in getting through the forest, since I never saw any trace of them there.” 
 
    “And what’s your background, Allur?” asked Zania, after a moment’s silence. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” he asked, with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Yes, as I’m sure we all do.” 
 
    “Alright, if you insist, then. I was born in Asturia, in the city of Lezad, where my father was the Grand Duke Monza and my mother was Kesnada, of the House of Grinadin.” 
 
    “Is that true?” sputtered Zania, surprised. 
 
    “Upon the honour of my father and mother, yes.” 
 
    “I thought you had a rather aristocratic way about you.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, the zebra never loses its stripes, they say. My future was dashed to pieces, however, when an aerial combat fleet, from Azur, attacked us at dawn. Our defence forces did what they could, but they were so overpowering that they merely played cat and mouse with us and, when they were finished, they simply took whatever they wanted, which included my sister and I.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” wondered Anderika. 
 
    “No idea; the only thing I know is that I nearly died of sadness once we had been separated.” 
 
    “And your parents?” 
 
    “They’re both dead. When they refused to give up, they were fired on and they died in a mortar explosion.” 
 
    “But why didn’t you tell the Azurians who you were? They would certainly have let you go.” 
 
    “No, hardly. Nothing gives them greater enjoyment than taking the lives of foreign aristocrats. If our parents hadn’t dressed us in simple clothes and hidden us out in the country, with a farmer, I wouldn’t be standing here today.” 
 
    “But why? Are they really so horrible?” 
 
    “Like all living things, they have both good and bad qualities. In their home environment they surely try to be good and courteous, but while among other cultures they express their cruelness as if they were on a big game safari.” 
 
    “Maybe this is part of our double nature, well-hidden deep within the reptilian part of our brain, which evolved thousands of years ago, and must have been useful for our species to survive. From the point of view of survival, it must be good, in certain situations, to be to disconnect more noble thoughts and let the primitive and bestial take over.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I have a reptilian brain.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we all do, it’s just that some of us have a little more of it than others.” 
 
    Eventually, their tiredness got the better of them, so they fell asleep in a close circle around the fire, worried that evil spirits would come and take their souls. 
 
      
 
    Another dawn, with its brilliant sun rising red on the horizon, and they were off again. After having travelled for a few hours through a barren landscape that had a fresh smell of heather and moor, they were caught in a sudden downpour that forced them to take shelter, although it ended almost as soon as it started. On a high rise they stopped to check their route. Gondar, after having peered intensively in all directions, turned and pointed excitedly. A few moments later, they all could see what he had seen: a band of dark colours against the horizon, with haze above it, which couldn’t be anything else than the city of Manger. Quickened by this discovery, they hurried onwards, spurring their horses to move as fast as they could, in the hope of reaching the city by nightfall. 
 
    They had earlier decided that the soldiers, in order to avoid attracting attention, would hide outside the city, while the others would spend the night in an inn, and then proceed to replenish their supplies. As so often happens, even the best laid plans fail, and this was no exception. Just as they were in sight of Manger, and were about to turn off the road to enter an isolated wood, they saw a cavalry troop approaching. When they arrived, their commanding officer, a tall, thin woman wearing a black cape and an elegant hat, raised her hand in greeting and asked, in a language that was reminiscent of Glennian, but with a strong accent, who their leader was. 
 
    Normally, in Sylvania, women participate actively in business and public life, but in front of foreigners, it is always men that represent them. Enaiga had thus thoroughly prepared Allur for such a situation, which is why he now stepped forward and presented himself as the chief. 
 
    “And what is your business in Manger?” she asked, holding tight to the reins of her unruly horse. 
 
    “We are going there to trade,” answered Allur. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, we are going to escort you there, so please follow us,” she ordered, whereupon she and the troop set off with rattling swords and tinkling spurs.               
 
    Kark realised that they would probably be exposed once they arrived in the city, and cursed the fact that he hadn’t been smart enough to hide the soldiers or persevered in finding Sylvanians clothes for them. After considering the available alternatives, she finally decided that it was best to hide them in the pig sty, and hope that it wouldn’t be inspected too closely. 
 
    “Our clothes are going to be soaked in pig manure!” protested Skeonar. 
 
    “Well then you’ll just have to take off your rags and put them in a bag,” she said, shrilly. “Hurry up now, we can’t waste any time!” 
 
    They reluctantly did as they were told and crawled, moaning, through the wagons tight entrance, one at a time, their posteriors bare in the open air, and then Kark threw in the bag after them and closed the hatch. At first the pigs squealed and grunted loudly, but soon they seemed to have gotten used to the situation, and before long they were quiet. Kark guessed that they had patted them until they had quietened them down, which would certainly be important if they were going to avoid discovery. 
 
    After being escorted to the gates of the city, they were stopped by two guards, who happily didn’t bother to search their wagons very thoroughly. They seemed satisfied with merely sticking their heads in the entryways, so that a few moments later they were inside the city. They followed the main street a while, then decided to stop at a little inn, the Red Hunter, where a stable boy quickly saw to their horses and parked their wagons in a shed. 
 
     
 
    “Those poor guys who have to spend the entire night in those boxes,” said Zania, once they had negotiated their stay with the innkeeper and gathered in Kark’s room. 
 
    “Well, it would have been a lot worse for them if they had been arrested by the guards,” said Bediz. “Now they’ll have the chance to learn about the everyday life of pigs and their own true nature, which might be a valuable experience.” 
 
    “Yes, and they might become vegetarians as a result, too,” laughed Kark. 
 
    “And what are we going to do?” asked Neiger. “Go out and get to know the town, perhaps?” 
 
    “No, I strongly recommend that we don’t,” said Enaiga. “In such a large city there’s always the chance there’ll be someone who sees through our disguise, and if we’re really unlucky we may even meet some real Sylvanians. I suggest we keep a low profile, and that Allur and I do the shopping early tomorrow morning, while the rest wait here for us.” 
 
    No one protested, since they were all so tired, so that once they had dined on a huge meal of meat and potatoes, washed down with a few steins of refreshing beer, it wasn’t long before they had called it a night, and went off to bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Allur and Enaiga went off into the crowded streets and soon arrived at the town centre and its market square, which was lined by colourful timbered buildings. The air was full of musty smells, and even though it was early, there was much activity. When they had purchased a supply of dried foods and various trading goods – costume jewellery, textiles, tobacco, honey, and so on – they concluded their rounds with buying some clothes for the soldiers. Satisfied, they took their time meandering back to the inn, where they proceeded to eat a solid lunch with the others. Then they loaded the wagons and departed for the city gates. They waited on pins and needles for the guards to finish checking their wagons. This was a much more thorough check, and to their horror watched as the guards even opened the hatches to the pig sty, which was too dark for them to see much.  
 
    At last they were allowed to proceed; once they were out of sight of the city limits, they finally released the soldiers from their forced confinement. 
 
    “Now you are finer than all of us,” said Enaiga, when they had washed in a stream beside the road and dressed in their new clothes. 
 
    “It’s only right, after everything they’ve had to go through,” said Zania. 
 
    “Yes, that was really shitty,” said Kioppi, which immediately produced some snickering. 
 
    They then moved as quickly as they could, and only stopped once it had become completely dark, in the lee of a stand of trees. When they removed the horses’ harnesses, they discovered that one of the horses’ shoes had loosened. Bediz, with his long experience of horses, could, however fix it fast again. 
 
    “Is it difficult to drive the wagon?” Gondar asked later, when they were sitting around the fire eating. 
 
    “Nothing is too hard to learn,” answered Allur. 
 
    “Could I try it tomorrow, then?” 
 
    “OK, but don’t blame me if it doesn’t go well.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning their journey proceeded, Gondar at the reins of one of the wagons. He had a natural talent for it, and was soon steering the horses as if he’d been doing it all his life. The only potential mishap was when they were fording a swift stream and he hesitated a moment, which nearly resulted in their getting stuck. It was only by resolutely whipping the horses that he managed to regain some speed, which got them up the other side. The horses clattered up, snorting and whinnying in a cloud of dust, and trotted on in a flurry of hooves. They drove on through farmlands for the better part of the day, past small settlements surrounded by fields and pastures of browsing sheep, cattle and horses. The air was filled with the smell of flowers, sun-warmed grass, manure and, not least, wild roses growing in tall, dense hedges along the sides of the road. 
 
      
 
    As evening approached and they became more tired, the demands of the day and the cooling air chilled them. They entered a small town, called Ekron, where they decided to stay at an inn, the Sitting Boar. The dining room was lively and bustling; it was filled with guests who sat at a rough-hewn table, beneath sooty ceiling beams strung with hanging glass lamps. They found a free table and waited for the innkeeper, a broad and jovial man with a handlebar moustache, to come over to them. 
 
    Their evening meal finished, they retired to their rooms. Kark went over to her window and gazed out at the light rain falling onto the hard, shiny surface of the street and into the rough gutters. She was lost in thought when suddenly there was a light knock at the door. It took a moment to open the rough lock, so that when she finally got it open and looked out, there was nothing but a quiet and deserted corridor. She was just going to close the door when she noticed a folded piece of paper on the floor. Picking it up, she read the message within its folds: “Be careful, my friends. Everything is not as it seems.” Astonished, she went over to her bed and lay down, as the rain gained in strength. 
 
      
 
    Kark woke early the next morning, after having lain awake half the night wondering what the note might mean. Her only conclusion that it was someone who meant well, but who didn’t want to reveal too much. The most recent addition to their group was Enaiga, but she should be irreproachable, given the circumstances when they had met. Perhaps either Gondar or Bediz were double-dealing, or perhaps something about their entire endeavour was questionable. She had no idea but, to be on the safe side, she decided to remain silent about the warning, and play it cautiously, without relying on anyone. 
 
    They left the city, travelling through a beautiful landscape of small streams winding their way between low hills. In the afternoon, the sky darkened and became a downpour, so that they were forced to seek shelter under some tall pines growing close together. It soon ended, however, as quickly as it started; the sun shone brightly and they were off once more, with renewed energy, along the road still wet with rain. A few hours later, crossing the top of a hill, they spied yet another town in the distance, attractively nestled among a quilted landscape of fields and meadows. 
 
    “Is that Lotre where we intend to contact Steinar Menoti?" asked Zania. 
 
    “Yes, undoubtedly,” answered Kark. “Just look at the high mountaintops east of the city and there, in the centre of the city, is Komod cathedral, with its five golden stars.” 
 
    Having learned their lesson, they decided to do a reconnaissance pass first, before rushing into something entirely unknown, as they had done so many times previously. 
 
    The reconnaissance group – Enaiga, Allur, Anderika, Kark and Caver – soon arrived at the town gates, where they were checked and questioned by guards who instilled respect, before being allowed to enter. The air that had felt so fresh and clear after the rain was now replaced, in the town’s narrow streets, by unpleasant acrid fumes. They eventually emerged from the narrow lane into a broader street lined with buildings painted in ochre, which they followed until suddenly they were surprised to find a shop with a small blue sign, saying “Menoti the watchmaker,” above the door. 
 
    “What? We seemed to have arrived at our destination!” exclaimed Kark. “What do you think? Shall we go in?” 
 
    “But weren’t we just supposed to do a reconnaissance?” said Allur. 
 
    “I know that we said that, but I don’t see anything suspicious, and since we are here, we might just as well meet our fate now, rather than later.” 
 
    Since no one seemed to object, she approached the shop purposefully, in the guise of being their leader. She opened the door, which caused a chime to ring, and then waited. Eventually, a red curtain was drawn and a short, smart woman, in her twenties, emerged. She was pleasant, and even if she was rather plain-looking, she had a fresh-looking expression, highlighted by lively grey eyes and a small, determined mouth, all framed by short, curly hair. 
 
    “What can I help you with?” she asked, with a wink. 
 
    “Is your name Menoti?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, Fillifaj Menoti" she answered.  
 
                 " We are looking for Steinar"  
 
                 "My parents, Steinar and Larna, are away on business, unfortunately, and will not be back for another week. I work in their place. What do you need?” she asked, somewhat uncertainly. 
 
    “We’d like to have some help getting a clock repaired.” 
 
    “Certainly, what kind is it?” 
 
    “A blue tower clock from Kaminor.” 
 
    With that, she gasped, and for a moment looked as if she was going to faint, until she regained her composure. She hurriedly rushed forward to lock the outer door and showed them into a room that was dimly lit by a small leaded window. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s true,” she said, tearfully, when Anderika had told her of their background and mission. “For four generations, my family has waited for the chosen one, or ones, to come, and so it has become my fate to receive you. However, there is no time to lose, so I’ll have to write them a letter explaining what has happened. Tell me, was there anyone who might have noticed or followed you on your way here?” 
 
    “No, not that we are aware of,” replied Anderika. 
 
    “That’s good, but one can never be certain enough, for there’s always those who are on the lookout and pay special attention to unknown travellers. Are you travelling with horses and other equipment?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re secure with our friends, who are waiting for us a few kilometres south of the town,” answered Caver. 
 
    “Good, then I think we should leave immediately. There’s no reason to wait unnecessarily, since every minute that passes can increase the risk of being discovered.” 
 
    She then rushed to pack her things in her backpack. Just as she finished, there was a loud banging on the outer door and a loud voicing ordering them to open, in the name of Feona. 
 
    “No, they are on to us, we must hurry!” she exclaimed, frightened. “Follow me, I know of an escape route we can take.” 
 
    They followed her as she ran down a flight of stairs. When they came to the cellar, she pushed on a small, round stone, which caused a grey stone wall to open slowly. “Quickly, hurry!” she shouted, as they heard that upstairs someone was trying to break through the outer door. 
 
    Once everyone had passed through the opening, she shut the wall and lit a lamp. They continued another hundred metres down a damp tunnel before stopping. She swore under her breath, irritated, as she searched with her hand along the rough surface of the rock, until finally, now smiling broadly, she announced that she had found the right stone. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Caver, when they had also gone through this opening and the wall had squeaked shut behind them. 
 
    “In the cellar of a warehouse that my family has owned for many years, just in case a situation such as this one should arise,” she answered.  
 
    “I just can’t understand why we were suspected and followed,” said Kark. 
 
    “Who knows. There could have been something about your disguise that somehow didn’t fit, but whatever it was, we’ve shaken them off now.” 
 
    “But what if they figure out where we’ve gone and are following us?” Anderika asked. 
 
    “No, it’s not likely, since the wall openings into the tunnel are securely blocked and as good as impossible to detect from the outside. They have surely imagined that we have fled through the entrance, so that if they go looking for us, it will be out in the streets. That’s why it’s best we stay here for a while, until things have calmed down and it’s dark outside.” 
 
    In the absence of any better ideas, they accepted her suggestion and tried to make themselves as comfortable as possible, among all the sacks of potatoes and boxes. They were nevertheless afraid of being detected and arrested, so that it was a worrisome wait, until Fillifaj finally thought it was time to leave. They quietly opened the door and came out into a tight, narrow alley, which they stealthily crept along through the dark night. When they were eventually reunited with the others, after having managed to leave undiscovered, pushing through the town’s streets and wall, and then through muddy ditches and fields, they were completely filthy and past being tired. 
 
    “Some obstacles emerged along the way,” supplied Allur, smiling, “but now Fillifaj, daughter of Steinar and Larna Menoti, is with us, and is going to show us the way to the Blue Mountains.” Once all the introductions were finished, they hurriedly packed their things, worried that they were being followed, and departed without any further delay. 
 
      
 
    By dawn they had come to a broad, open meadowland. A falcon could be seen circling high in the sky, waiting for prey. The surroundings were rather monotonous, with few surprises, apart from the occasional hare that could be seen sticking its head up from its hole, disappearing as suddenly as it had appeared. At lunchtime, their boredom was broken, to their surprise, by the sight of a file of wagons approaching in the distance. 
 
    “Oh, my God! Those wagons are red, which means they must be Sylvanians!” hollered Kark. “I believe we better take another route, quicker than quick!” 
 
    “No!” shouted Enaiga. “They’ve already seen us now, and if we try to go another way and try to avoid them, we’ll only awaken their suspicions, which will only lead to their following us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too encouraging.” 
 
    “No; my soul and your disguises are a problem. I expect they’ll see through us as quickly as if we were pigs in a parade.” 
 
    “Do you have a better suggestion, then?” 
 
    “Yes, that I ride ahead to meet them.” 
 
    “Are you completely crazy?” 
 
    “I hope not, but we don’t have any other choice, so it’s make it or break it,” she replied, tersely, at which she set off at a fast gallop, ignoring their protests, towards the foreign wagons. 
 
    They all sat tensely during her absence, which felt like an eternity, until they finally saw her returning, at the same time as the approaching column had slowly begun to veer away from them. 
 
    “It was actually really pleasant to meet my countrymen,” she said, laughing, when she had returned. 
 
    “What did you say to them?” asked Kark. 
 
    “After a shaky start, until I was sure that they were understanding me, I told them that our chief had died, and that we were on the way to the holy river of Zelon to spread his ashes.” 
 
    “And what did they say, then?” 
 
    “As is the custom, out of respect for the deceased, they said they would keep their distance.” 
 
    “Didn’t they think that you were speaking in an old-fashioned way?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “No, at least they didn’t say so, anyway. Sylvanians are spread out across a vast territory and have a number of dialects.” 
 
    “It was incredibly lucky of us to get through this with only a bit of a fright,” said Kark, “but now we better get out of here before they change their minds.” 
 
    “That sounds really smart,” Fillifaj blurted out. 
 
      
 
    As they baked under a blazing sun under a brilliant blue sky, a light breeze blew from the south. They followed a road that wound along a long, sloping and grassy valley spotted with patches of thorn bushes and clusters of deciduous trees interspersed here and there. In the afternoon, when they had passed a fast-rushing stream, they suddenly saw a young woman with dark curly hair, sitting on a black and white horse, who held up her hand as a sign for them to stop. She had on a blue tunic trimmed in gold brocade, a folded white cap and, on her feet, grey moccasins. Her gaze wandered back and forth, while her deep-set almond-shaped eyes contemplated them with suspicion. 
 
    “None of you except her are Sylvanians,” she said, grimly, and pointed at Enaiga, at the same time as Kark replied. 
 
    “That may be the case, but who are you?” Kark asked. 
 
    “My name is Pireza and I’ve left the caravan you passed this morning.” 
 
    “And why is that, if one might ask?” 
 
    “Because I have no desire to marry Hurgi.” 
 
    “Is that someone you don’t like?” 
 
    “Yes, you can say that again, and I’d rather die than live with that awful man.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too good, and where are you travelling now?” 
 
    “I followed you, in the hope that you were Sylvanians and that I could travel with you, and now I can never return, since they’ll never forgive me for what I’ve done.” 
 
    “No, she’s probably right about that,” said Enaiga. “That young women leave their group to join another clan is not unheard of, but by relatives is considered to be an unpardonable mortal sin.” 
 
    “Leaving people in distress is not part of my repertoire and never will be,” said Kark. “If you consider our company good enough, you are welcome to join us.” 
 
    Nodding happily, she dug her heels into her horse’s sides and rode over to Enaiga, who seemed to be the only one she dared to trust. 
 
    In the afternoon they came to a large forest and split into groups to go off in search of food. When they eventually returned, it seemed that Kark and Gondar had been the most successful, having felled a small buck. Although the others hadn’t managed to bring back any meat, they still found an appreciable quantity of berries and edible mushrooms, which together became a reasonable dinner. Bediz told how they had seen a large elk standing and browsing in a hollow. Pilgar had tried to down it with an arrow. The shot hadn’t been bad and missed the animal by only a hair, which nevertheless alerted the animal, so that it bounded away and was swallowed up by the dense green foliage. 
 
    “Oh, it was so close!” sighed Pilgar. 
 
    “Maybe so, but when it comes to hunting, everything but a perfect shot is a failure,” said Bediz, laconically. 
 
      
 
    They camped at the edge of the forest and lay resting in the warm sunlight as the evening sun slowly moved towards the hazy horizon. It eventually became extremely dark, and they gathered around the blazing fire; Pireza took out her flute and played several melancholy tunes for them. When she put it aside, she asked Enaiga, who had sat listening with tears in her eyes, how it had happened that she was now travelling with all these people, whom she wasn’t even related to. Wide-eyed, she listened as Enaiga told her the story, and when she was finished, she asked her, unbelieving, if everything she’d said could really be true. 
 
    “Certainly,” she hissed, “you don’t think I’m just sitting here and lying, do you? Do I look like someone who would do that?” 
 
    “No, but it just sounds so incredible.” 
 
    “And neither is Blackwarj forest like anything else in our world. Haven’t you heard of it?” 
 
    “Of course, I have, and that it’s best to avoid it, but I never knew that it was so horrible.” 
 
    “Well, now you know.” 
 
    After sitting quietly for a moment, she then wanted to know everything about everyone else in the group, at which Anderika told her of their escapades. When she got to the part about the black wagon in the forest, Pireza gave her an enquiring look and asked, in a low voice, if the wagon also had silver eagles on its sides. 
 
     “Yes, I am pretty sure it did, now that you mention it,” answered Kark, amazed. 
 
    “Then it was Rismen,” she said. 
 
    “Rismen, who’s that?” 
 
    “He’s a magician, who is said to be working in collusion with the fairy clan, and who, as with Blackwarj forest, is someone who one is not supposed to avoid. When I was a child, the adults used to try to scare us by telling us that he kidnaps children who don’t listen.” 
 
    “We’ll have to try to avoid him in the future.” 
 
    “Yes, at least those who haven’t been good,” laughed Zania. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” said Pireza, seriously. 
 
    “Yes, you’re probably right. When we bumped into him, none of us thought it was very entertaining, in any case.” 
 
      
 
    The next day was once again rather monotonous farming country, with small villages here and there, none very different from the other. It had been a foggy, grey morning, but at midday the sun was shining and a light breeze carried pleasant smells from the surrounding crops. Later in the afternoon, the agricultural scenery was replaced by barren and stony bush country, broken only by occasional copses of trees. They made camp in a small stand of trees as the sun was setting, providing them with a brilliant display of different shades of red. 
 
    “Now we’re approaching the Pulash plains,” said Fillifaj, when they were sitting at their meal, “so now we should begin to think about another disguise.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” asked Gondar. “Being Sylvanians has worked well enough so far, and now we also have Enaiga and Pireza to help us.” 
 
    “Sure, but Sylvanians don’t usually visit these parts, which is why, without question, we’ll attract undesired attention.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” wondered Allur. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but it seems to have begun when the Pripps people, during the Cizarian period, attacked and robbed Sylvanian merchant caravans, which eventually escalated into total enmity.” 
 
    “So, what do you think we should disguise ourselves as now?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Considering our background and that there are so many of us, the obvious choice should be that this is about a dignitary with his escort, which now and then pass through the plains on the way to the Sahirian duchies.” 
 
    Everyone liked the idea, except for Bediz, who thought that it was a little too daring. But, after arguing for a while, he finally approved it. 
 
    “Go for it,” he said, “I don’t have any better idea and we have to find something, right?” 
 
    “Good, then we are in agreement about our first strategy,” said Fillifaj, “but before we enter Darwan, which is the last outpost before the Vindre Heath, we’ll have to change our identities again.” 
 
    “And what do you think we should be then? Trolls?” asked Caver, laughing heartily. 
 
    “Yes, that should suit you, I imagine, considering how unkempt you can be.” 
 
    “Is that right?” he muttered. 
 
    “No, joking aside; since many are needed to control a herd, I propose that we take on the role of buyers, on our way to Grinjin to purchase livestock.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we do that right away?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Maybe so, but as nobility we run much less risk of being bothered by uncomfortable questions and, anyway, it’s a little more fun, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Sure, but isn’t it going to be hard to get all the necessary equipment?” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t be any problem, since we’ll soon be in the provincial capital, Tertant, where pretty well everything can be purchased with gold and cash, and if that’s not enough, we’ll also be able to use this,” she said, holding up a large, glittering gemstone. 
 
    “An ancient Diol stone,” gasped Bediz, astonished. “I didn’t think those were any longer in existence.” 
 
    “It comes from the mountain caves on the island of Surukand and, just like the cellar in Lotre, it has been a well-kept secret for a very long time.” 
 
    “It’s fantastic that there are guarded secrets that can be useful for us,” said Anderika. 
 
    “Yes, but one must hope that there also aren’t any dark secrets,” said Kark. 
 
    “One can never be sure of that,” said Fillifaj, with a crooked smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, they drove across the wide Farak river on a long, impressive stone bridge, which was so wide that two wagons could meet and pass. When they sighted Tertant later that afternoon, they split into three groups, departing at ten-minute intervals, to carry out their predetermined purchases. Anderika, Kioppi, Bediz and Neiger were tasked with obtaining soldier’s equipment; when they entered the city, they encountered narrow lanes and grey, abandoned buildings. The closer they came to the business district, the more impressive the buildings became, so that by the time they reached the market square, where all the sellers stood and proffered their wares in a cacophony of noise, the buildings were downright majestic. When they had stashed their purchases in the wagons, they saw Fillifaj and Allur approaching across the square. As they neared, they were glowing with happiness, and told how they had managed, even if the purchase price had been astronomical, to acquire a gilded carriage, which Enaiga and Gondar had been told to guard while they completed the remaining purchases. 
 
      
 
    By afternoon, everyone was finished and could leave the city to join the others once more. Those who had stayed behind were amazed to see everything that had been bought, but soon everyone was engaged in practicing their new roles. Zania was going to travel in the carriage, drawn by four white horses, as a noblewoman, with Allur and Gondar as drivers, Fillifaj as chambermaid, and Neiger as footman. Anderika was assigned responsibility for the large cargo wagon, while the others comprised the troop of soldiers. It was quite a pleasing sight, not least the soldiers, in their dark-grey uniforms adorned with gold epaulettes, but Zania was the most elegant of all, in her light-blue silk gown and white fur hat, topped by long plumes. When Neiger opened the shiny door of the wagon, she gracefully gathered her skirts with one hand and seated herself regally in her seat. 
 
    “Look here, quickly now, my good man, we don’t have all day!” she shouted, pretending to be irritated, and knocked on the outside of the door. 
 
    “As you wish, your highness,” he answered, with a deep bow, so that once everyone had taken their places, she waved through the window, signalling that they were ready to depart. 
 
    “Neiger finally got to take up his old servant role again,” said Caver. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t think he’s too unhappy about it,” laughed Kark. 
 
    With the soldiers leading the way, their little caravan started up slowly, moving down the uneven, dusty road, those in the carriage enjoying its fantastic suspension. 
 
      
 
    Two days passed uneventfully; they continued across the Pulash plains, all the while staying away from villages, so as to avoid attracting attention. The third day offered some variety, however, when after having travelled for several hours, they veered off onto a smaller road. The sun beat down from a clear blue sky, and a milky haze veiled the horizon. A green, grassy landscape spread endlessly in all directions. Allur and Gondar were in the middle of an intense discussion of the best way to cook fish, when they were interrupted by Kark’s shouts about seeing a building ahead of them. 
 
    “It can’t be true; I can’t see anything,” said Allur, after squinting into the distance. 
 
    Eventually Kark was proven right, though, when a castle, adorned with round domes and golden spires, revealed itself on the horizon. 
 
    “What did I say!” she exclaimed, “Was I wrong?” 
 
    “Yes, really,” answered Bediz. “You’ll have to let us call you Eagle-Eyes from now on.” 
 
    They were considering whether they should take a detour when a rider with a black cape appeared on the road before them. 
 
    “My name is Dozek, and I am the lord here,” he said, authoritatively, “And who are you?” 
 
    “This is the Duchess Silde, with her escort, travelling to Oxylon, in Princip of Sahir,” Fillifaj answered. 
 
    “May I then ask which route you have thought to take?” 
 
    “West, along the river, to Borrond Pass, and then on towards Darwan.” 
 
    “I wish to strongly discourage you from following that route,” he admonished, shaking his head. 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because it has recently been unstable in that region, with bands of thieves who made the area unsafe. But if you would like to do me the honour of accepting my invitation to have lunch with me, I can inform you of safer alternative routes?” 
 
    “Thanks for your hospitality, but we are on an urgent errand,” she barely managed to reply, before he interrupted by saying that he insisted. 
 
    After some discussion, they decided to accept his offer, both because they were hungry and because he was so determined to accept nothing but yes in reply. 
 
    They drove up a long tree allé that ended at a beautiful castle, surrounded by a large flower garden, where two livery-clad servants took care of their horses. A moment later Dozek’s wife, Zagara, clad in a blue silk suit and matching hat, greeted them welcome with a warm smile and invited them in. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” whispered Fillifaj, as they entered the building. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Kark. “This seems as pleasant as can be.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but things are often not what they seem, which is why it’s best not to take unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “I see, but now it’s a little late to turn back, so it’s probably best that we try to relax and see what happens.” 
 
    “Sure, but we should try not to stay any longer than necessary.” 
 
    Accompanied by Fillifaj’s muttering, they ascended the stairs to the next floor, where they entered a long, cool hall, and sat themselves at the enormous table. Servants brought in a seemingly unending array of delicious dishes. Several hours later, completely full and satisfied, they rose from the table, and cordially, but firmly, resisted Dozek’s invitation to spend the night, but did accept his offer to show them around his estate. They had seen most of the residence and had entered the wine cellar, when Zagara suddenly took Enaiga off to one side, and pressed an object into her hand. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, astonished. 
 
    “A whistle, which once upon a time belonged to the mountain shepherd, Halleros,” Zagara whispered. “Blow it when you find yourself in danger, but only as a last resort, and keep in mind that the fewer who know of its existence the better.” 
 
    “It seems to be something valuable, but why give it to me?” 
 
    “Because you possess a special power that the others don’t have, but, please, don’t ask me anything more. Now we have to return to the others, before they begin to wonder where we’ve gone.” 
 
    “I noticed that you and Zagara were talking about something,” said Fillifaj, when they had come up from the cellar. What did she say?” 
 
    “Nothing special. She just told me about her family and the castle’s history,” answered Enaiga, hoping that she sounded credible. 
 
      
 
    Once they’d left the company of their generous hosts, they were back on the narrow dusty road, where a few hours later they arrived at a dark forest of old trees whose roots wound across the ground like shiny black veins. 
 
    “Oy! It feels creepy here,” said Zania. “Don’t you get bad vibes, Enaiga?” 
 
    “No, actually,” she answered. “Blackwarj Forest is definitely in a class of its own.” 
 
    When dusk finally fell, they camped in a steep ravine, beside a gurgling brook. After unhitching the horses and letting them out to graze, they ate a solid dinner of beans and dried pork. 
 
     
 
    Zania was first to wake in the early dawn, stirred by a buzzing fly, and sat up, stretched her back and let out a loud yawn. Spending the nights in the beautiful carriage, which at first had seemed a privilege, also, with time, involved some disadvantages. In addition to the fact that she was often separated from the others, the seats were so short that it wasn’t possible to sleep with one’s legs stretched out, so that her whole body felt sore. More than anything else, she would have preferred to sleep in the fresh air, together with the others, but since they had to play their roles, not least because of the possibility of unexpected visitors, that was simply not possible. 
 
    “Maybe you could switch places with me, Anderika?” she asked, as they ate breakfast the next morning. 
 
    “Don’t even think it. I have nowhere near the talent you have. It would be worse than having the goat change places with the gardener.” 
 
    “I was afraid you’d say something like that,” she pouted. “So, I guess I’ll just have to try and put up with it.” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. We all have to bite the bullet now and then. I remember that nobody wanted to trade places with me when I was buried up to my neck in sand on the beach as bait to attract the monster from the forest that time.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right about that. I don’t know how you dared.” 
 
    “Me neither, but somebody had to do it, if we were going to move ahead. Lean back and enjoy your upper-class situation, for when it’s time for your next role, as a livestock buyer, I guarantee that neither the clothing nor the equipment is going to be as elegant.” 
 
      
 
    After their meal, Pilgar and Kioppi went down the hill to wash, Kark following them with her eyes all the way, until they were out of sight. As she combed her hair with long sweeping motions, she was filled with such desirous pleasure, thinking about when it was that she had first fallen in love with him. If it was when he had dangled so helplessly in Gombi’s net, or when he had stood in front of them in his soldier’s uniform, or when he had crept out of the pig sty, all wrinkled and dirty. 
 
    When they returned and had sat down to play a hand of cards, she summoned her courage and went over to him to ask if he could help her harness the horses to the wagons. It didn’t work out at all as she had hoped, since he answered that it wasn’t part of his duties, and that she should ask Allur, instead. 
 
    “Yes, well, then it’s best I go and do that,” she hissed at him, sullenly, and turned away, sunlight shining in her hair so that it shimmered copper against her red cape. 
 
    “Wasn’t she in a bit of a bad mood?” Pilgar asked Kioppi, surprised, once she had disappeared from view. 
 
    “No idea,” said Kioppi. “One shouldn’t even try to understand women, but just do one’s best to try to learn how to live with them.” 
 
    With stormy feelings swirling in her thoughts, Kark swung up onto a horse and grabbed the reins. “Why were men so thick when it came to feelings?” she asked herself. She could have lived with a refusal, but he hadn’t even reacted to her invitation. When she was in the army, she had been mainly focused on surviving and only seen men as brothers-in-arms, not as potential lovers. The situation was different now, and like most other women of her age, she wanted to find someone to love and to build a family with. Soon, she thought, he was going to be forced to put his cards on the table, whatever consequences it might lead to. 
 
      
 
    For most of the day, they travelled through a landscape of steep hills, until they had reached the Abesian Mountains, where they made camp beside a little wood. As they ate their usual dinner of stewed beans and dried meat beside a blazing fire, Bediz turned to Fillifaj to ask her how many days she thought it would be before they reached the Blue Mountains. 
 
    “It’s difficult to say,” she answered, “maybe five or six days. First we have to cross the pass and the town of Faro, and then there’s the highlands, until we arrive at the Tanzia valley, where we’ll have to change our disguise, as we discussed earlier, before we arrive in the border town of Darwan, which is before the last stage, over Vindre Heath. 
 
    “And what will we do with all the things we’ve acquired?” asked Zania. 
 
    “We’ll just have to throw everything into a deep ravine, where no one will find them.” 
 
    “You must be joking?” 
 
    “Not one bit. As soon as the equipment no longer has a purpose, we should get rid of it as soon as possible, which includes even the carriage. If we spend any time trying to sell things, it’s going to sink us and expose us to unnecessary attention, which creates the risk that we’ll be discovered.” 
 
    “But that feels terrible.” 
 
    “Just don’t think about it. As long as there is a demand for beautiful things, new ones will always be produced.” 
 
      
 
    The next day, their surroundings were drastically different, with the wagons barely fitting on the narrow, winding road that wound along the river that rushed down from the mountains all around them. Late in the afternoon, they finally arrived at the little town of Faro, with its jumble of various-sized grey-stone buildings, in a deep mountain valley. Apart from the occasional glance, their arrival didn’t seem to arouse any particular notice, and soon they had left the little town behind. As the sun set behind the high mountains, they swung off from the road, unhitched the horses and let them out to graze, then built a roaring fire. 
 
    “I’m so tired I could sleep for days,” yawned Zania when, well-fed, warm and satisfied, she stretched out to relax, on the thick green grass. 
 
    “Who isn’t?” said Gondar. “I would need at least a whole week to catch up on my sleep.” 
 
    “Ha-ha, your lazy bones,” laughed Kark. “This is pure Sunday school. When I did my military training, we had to march five hundred kilometres in difficult mountain terrain, with full packs, living off the land, meaning roots, insects and berries, and when we returned to camp, our feet were like red pieces of meat.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, everything is relative,” growled Zania, “and no matter what one has done, there’s always someone who’s done more.” 
 
    “And what kinds of challenges might there have been in the imperial city?” laughed Kark. “Maybe you were sometimes forced to find your silk slippers all by yourself, when the staff were busy elsewhere?” 
 
    “Ha-ha, now you really think you’re funny.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t resist,” she said, chuckling, and wiped away tears from her eyes. “A good laugh makes you live longer, they say.” 
 
    “With your constant cackling, you’ll easily live to a hundred.” 
 
    “Perhaps; he who laughs last, laughs longest.” 
 
    “What do say, your cheerful types,” Fillifaj interrupted, “about our trying to reach the Tanzia valley tomorrow? If we do, we’ll have to travel continuously, without resting, and won’t arrive until evening.” 
 
    “And if we choose to take it a bit easier?” asked Zania. 
 
    “Then we’ll be forced to spend the night up in the highlands, where it’ll be freezing cold.” 
 
    “No way; then the first alternative seems much better.” 
 
    Once the others had also expressed their agreement, they set off again at dawn and eventually emerged from the verdant valley onto a barren and stony landscape, where heather and scrub spread in all directions. Everything proceeded as planned, until they approached the Tanzia valley. Just as they were getting ready to move on to the next step, to change their identity, they became aware of a dust cloud moving towards them. 
 
    “Damn, there seems to be a whole horde of riders,” muttered Bediz, concerned. 
 
    “Should we try to evade them?” asked Allur. 
 
    “No, they’ve probably already seen us, so it’s best we continue.” 
 
      
 
    A little while later, a cavalry troop, dressed in red uniforms and black fur headgear, arrived. Their commander briskly and authoritatively informed them that his task was to escort the caravan to Duchess Kallaz. 
 
    “But we don’t need any help,” said Bediz. 
 
    “That may be so, but those are my express orders.” 
 
    In the absence of any other option, they decided it was best to agree and follow them, so that within a few minutes they found themselves travelling at a swift pace along the road. 
 
    The sun was already setting when they arrived in Darwan, situated beautifully in a wide valley surrounded by high snow-capped mountains. Carried on the cool evening breeze were refreshing smells of meadow flowers and fresh-mown hay, which were soon replaced, however, by the stench of sewage and garbage, as they passed through the city gates. They travelled along narrow cobblestoned streets, where the citizens they met seemed to be as silent and withdrawn as the surrounding barren landscape they had just left behind. Finally, they arrived at a high fortress, where they handed over their wagons and horses. 
 
    “How are we going to get out of this one, Fillifaj?” muttered Kark, as they followed a plumed officer, who led them past rows of soldiers in rows before them. “Your idea was perhaps not so smart, after all.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she said, “but it’s always easier to know with hindsight what should have been done instead.” 
 
    They soon entered a great, golden hall, beautifully furnished, where they were asked to sit and wait, after which a livery-clad servant announced that the Duchess Kallaz was about to be ready to receive them. He had hardly uttered the words when a thin, copper-haired woman appeared, dressed in riding boots and a long red cloak, and in a hard tone asked what had brought them there. 
 
    “Nothing at all, we are merely passing through on our way to Oxylon,” answered Zania. 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” she smiled, amused. 
 
    “Is that so? Why not?” 
 
    “It is I who ask the questions and visitors who answer. We have been observing you ever since you left Faro, where one of my emissaries noticed that you didn’t check in to any of the town’s inns, as Sahirian parties usually do, after having travelled the long stage across the mountains. When he later followed you and saw that the princess sat around the campfire talking with the soldiers as if it was the most natural thing in the world, he found it so remarkable that he immediately decided to ride at full gallop to report his observations to me. So, I am now asking you one more time what your errand is and now I want to know the truth.” 
 
    “We are here on a confidential mission that we are not allowed to talk about,” answered Fillifaj. 
 
    “Alright, but if you can’t prove it, then I am unfortunately forced to conclude that you are spies, or perhaps something even worse.” 
 
    As they stood there nervously, not knowing what to do, there was a knock on the door and, miraculously, a bowing servant asked to be allowed to deliver an envelope. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say immediately that it was Rismen you were planning to meet?” she asked, her face now white as a sheet, on reading its contents. “I shall bring you to him right away!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    With uncertain steps they followed her and, when they entered the lobby, saw an elegantly dressed elderly man sitting comfortably, leaning back, in a stuffed armchair. 
 
    “Has your journey gone well?” he asked them, smiling. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Kark, as if in a fog. 
 
    “Is there any problem, Kallaz?” he then asked, curtly. 
 
    “No, not at all. I simply invited them in to ask them how things are going in the world.” 
 
    “Oh, wonderful, but now I’ll take over. Would you be so kind as to leave us alone?” 
 
    “Naturally,” she said, archly, and closed the door after herself. 
 
    “You must have the sceptre with you?” he asked in a low voice, after reassuring himself that no one could hear them. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Zania, pretending. 
 
    “Now listen, my friends. It is certainly very good that you have been careful, but now you must trust me when I say I’m on your side and that I’ve been trying to help you ever since you arrived on the mainland.” 
 
    “But who are you, and why does everyone seem to have such respect for you?” asked Kark. 
 
    “I am master over the Great Vassals, a merchant guild that operates across the entire continent, and as its representative I have unrestricted opportunities to travel everywhere. The guild, which I represent, is a power that everyone fears and has the greatest respect for, namely money, and without our cooperation the fragile financial balance that has ruled for centuries would collapse.” 
 
    Since at just that moment none of them could think of any better alternative, they decided to capitulate and place their fates in his hands. 
 
    “So far, so good,” he said, after they had answered all their questions. “I will do everything I can to help you in your mission, but for security’s sake we should be seen together as little as possible from now on, for the less people see, the less there is to gossip about. Now, check in to an inn and get a good night’s sleep, then we’ll meet early in the morning, at the Tindermara Lake, which is beside the highway about five kilometres north of Darwan.” 
 
    Relieved, they left the fortress and were greeted by a gentle breeze blowing along the valley, beneath a dark star-filled sky. After passing several inns, none of which seemed particularly hospitable, they finally settled for an older establishment, of post-and-beam construction, from which they heard cheerful laughter emanating and could see a warm glow streaming through the windows. Once the horses had been looked after, and they had arranged their lodgings with the manager, they sat down at a long table and ordered a hearty meat and dumpling soup, along with bread and ale. 
 
    “So, what do you think about this Rismen?” Kark asked, when the innkeeper had set their food on the table and retreated to his station. 
 
    “I think he seems reliable and that he has honest intentions,” said Zania. 
 
    “Same here,” concurred Neiger, “and I also have a certain amount of experience judging people’s characters from my time as a guard.” 
 
    Fillifaj wasn’t impressed, though, but seemed both doubtful and bothered. 
 
    “That Rismen wasn’t part of my plan.” 
 
    “No, nor for any of us, either,” said Anderika, “but at least it was good that our meeting him got us of Kallaz’s clutches. Otherwise, we’d probably be sitting and shaking in some dark dungeon right now, instead of sitting here filling our bellies.” 
 
    “That might be, but how can we know whether he’s a con man or something?” 
 
    “Well, we of course cannot be 100% sure, but for the moment we don’t seem to have much else to choose than to trust him.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Fillifaj, “there’s something not quite right about it all.” 
 
    “Again, that might well be,” said Anderika, “but right now my brain has reached the end of the road and just can’t handle any more consultation on that issue. So, speaking for myself, I’m thinking that after I’ve had one more beer, I’m going to treat myself to a warm bath and then sleep like a log.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” said Caver, nodding in agreement. 
 
      
 
    When they arose early the next morning, they felt rested in mind and body after a good night’s sleep, and enjoyed a filling breakfast. They left the city under a heavy, grey sky, which cleared later in the morning to leave them travelling in brilliant sunshine. Eventually they found themselves at the pre-agreed meeting place, which they had reached without mishap, where Rismen and several assistants were waiting for them. Since he had earlier said they shouldn’t be seen together, their position along a highway, where travellers might appear at any time, left them with little time to spare. Once they had exchanged their fine livery for rough peasant garments and familiarised themselves with their new travelling arrangement – two covered wagons, each pulled by two horses – they thanked him for his help and hurried off along their way. During the afternoon, after having travelled along a winding, narrow road with breath-taking views, they arrived at the barren Vindre Heath, where a mild west wind carried the fragrance of heather and wildflowers. 
 
    “The only ones who stay here,” Fillifaj told them, “are livestock herders, villains and trolls out on food hunting tours. It is everything but a secure place, but since we still have no choice but to continue, we’ll just have to try to ignore any thoughts of impending danger.” 
 
      
 
    By dusk, they had travelled far out onto the windswept heath, and when they set up camp they could just see the lights of Darwan twinkling in the distance. 
 
    “We’re finally getting closer to the Blue Mountains,” said Gondar. 
 
    “Yes,” commented Fillifaj, “but that also means other dangers and trials than we’ve had to deal with so far.” 
 
    “Could be,” said Allur, “but why count your chickens before they hatch? Besides, nothing can be worse than the Blackwarj Forest?” 
 
    “Hmm, probably the bacteria sea was,” chuckled Gondar. 
 
    “Well, I for one could never imagine that,” uttered Enaiga, with a flat laugh, which she followed by asking if Pireza could play something for them on her flute. 
 
    Music never sounds more beautiful than when it is played outdoors, and they delighted in her playing. The vibrations of its tones in the dark of night seemed to touch all the spectra of life. It was both infectious and engaging, yet alternatingly sad and emotional. After listening quietly to one melody after another, fatigue finally won out, and they spread out to sleep around the warm fire. 
 
      
 
    It was raining softly when they awoke at dawn; the entire landscape was grey with its dampness. As it increased in strength, they were forced to take cover under the waxed canvas of the wagons. 
 
    “How long is this going to last?” muttered Kark, as she peered out of the front of the wagon, peering irritated up at the clouds. 
 
    “Who knows,” replied Allur, “but it’s usually just as well to try to accept what one can’t do anything about.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” Kark sighed, mistrusting. 
 
    “If you want, I can tell you a story,” said Enaiga, in an attempt to cheer her up. 
 
    The story was followed by several more, and eventually the sky cleared, making way for the sun, so they could continue onward. The plain was stony and lonely, with neither trees nor bushes to relieve the monotony. Sometimes, they could make out livestock in the distance, along with the occasional elk that disappeared with high leaps when they caught sight of them, but otherwise their passage was uneventful, which they were nevertheless endlessly thankful for. Towards evening, two more days of peaceful travel later, they found themselves at the outer edge of the mountains. 
 
    “Are we on the right way now, Fillifaj?” asked Kark, when they had stopped before a moss-covered stone bridge that stretched over a broad stream full of clear rushing water. 
 
    “Are we perhaps not surrounded by high mountains and isn’t the bridge right where I said it would be?” she responded, with a loud yawn. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” 
 
    “There, you see? You can be completely calm. Now we’ve reached the Blue Mountains, and in a few days, we’ll be in sight of Orior Lake.” 
 
    They continued, across the bridge, along a road surrounded by tall trees, whose shadows cast long black shadows across the road, stopping to make camp in a forest glen only when it had become so dark that they could no longer distinguish details. 
 
      
 
    The following day, after a quick and early breakfast, they drove on along a narrow road that was hardly more than two barely visible wheel ruts. It eventually began to climb, becoming difficult for the horses, so that they had to stop often to allow them to rest. The views were beautiful, except to the northwest, where high, dark mountains towered threateningly. 
 
    After a few hours, they stopped at a glistening tarn for a short break. The air was colder and rawer, and as they ate the cold humidity forced its way into their clothes, so that they began to shiver lightly. Kark, who sat and fumed about the circumstances, suddenly remembered the old saying that, with a little good will, almost anything could be turned into something positive. Through chattering teeth, she asked Pilgar whether he could massage her back, which he didn’t refuse. Soon his large hands had succeeded in bringing warmth back into her body. To her disappointment, only a few minutes later, Fillifaj clapped her hands and declared the rest over, and that it was time to set off again. Kark unwillingly stood up, but when she shyly met Pilgar’s glance, she thought she could see her inner fire reflected there, which filled her heart with unbounded joy. 
 
     They didn’t manage to get very far before the horses suddenly stopped and then refused to continue. Allur’s attempts to drive them further led to their taking a few more steps before it became impossible to budge them, since they only stood and stamped in their tracks. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s gotten into them,” muttered Allur, doggedly. 
 
    “They’ve picked up the smell of troll, so no matter what we do, they’re not going to move any further,” replied Fillifaj. 
 
    “Troll!” screeched Zania, terrified. 
 
    “Precisely. We’re beginning to enter their border area now, so we’ll have to leave the wagons behind, unless someone has a better idea.” 
 
    “But what do we do with the horses?” asked Kark. “We can’t just let them loose, can we?” 
 
    “Sure, we can. There are large herds of wild horses they can join, so there shouldn’t be any problem for them; to the contrary!” 
 
    There was nothing else for them to do than unload all their baggage and continue on foot on the winding road up the mountain. A fresh smell of resin and moss wafted on the breeze. Bird song in the distance and a clear blue sky contributed to leave them with a feeling that they were in an idyllic and pleasant landscape, in spite of their awareness that they were entering enemy territory, so that it was difficult to maintain a sense of danger. Late in the afternoon it was all suddenly replaced by a rolling plateau, barren but for clusters of scrub, as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Since evening was near, they decided to camp in the shelter of the edge of the last bit of forest and to do without a fire, to be on the safe side. They satisfied their appetites with some of their dried food, and sat chatting around the fire until sleep overtook them, the surrounding darkness so intensive that they could almost reach out and touch it. 
 
      
 
    After yet another morning with a hurried breakfast, some stars still visible in the approaching dawn, they set out to cross the open landscape. 
 
    “Doesn’t anybody live here?” asked Zania. 
 
    “No, not anymore,” answered Fillifaj. “The trolls on their daily rounds, plundering and searching for food, have made it impossible. You don’t have to worry, though, since my ring is magnetic and darkens whenever danger approaches, and can detect them when they’re still quite far away.” 
 
    They had only walked a few more minutes, when Fillifaj suddenly shouted that they should hide behind some bushes, immediately. Soon after, a line of ugly trolls came running along the trail. 
 
    “God, where did they come from?” asked Kark, after they had disappeared in a cloud of dust. 
 
    “No idea,” said Anderika, “but something tells me we might be seeing them again.” 
 
    Eventually, without seeing any more trolls, they arrived in a remote valley, hemmed in by steep cliffs shooting up on all sides, where a thickening, milk-white fog made it difficult to follow the trail. At one point, Zania thought she heard a distant shriek, but put it out of thoughts, as people usually do when confronted with unpleasant things. Finally, the valley led onto a dense, upland forest, after which the fog slowly dispersed. 
 
    “What a relief to finally be able to see the ground ahead,” said Caver. 
 
    “You can say that again,” said Allur. “It really felt creepy to walk in that soup, especially when someone screamed.” 
 
    “Did you hear it, too?” said Zania. “I thought I was just imagining things. What could it have been?” 
 
    “Just guess,” said Fillifaj, “live is full of mysteries and unsolved riddles. My ring isn’t indicating that any trolls are nearby, so before we arrive in another unsafe area, we should take advantage of this and see if we can replenish our supplies. But we should hurry before it gets dark. Just remember to stay close by and not to wander off.” 
 
    “Maybe you and I can go together?” said Zania to Neiger, confidentially. 
 
    “As you wish,” he replied. 
 
    They had gone a little way into the dense, whispering woods when he told her to be careful of a thick root that stretched right across the trail. 
 
    “How lucky I am to have by my big teddy bear,” she said with a delighted laugh. “What would I do, otherwise?” 
 
    When he turned away self-consciously, she pretended to trip and cried out for help. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked, worried, while he placed his arm around her and helped her to sit on a fallen tree trunk. 
 
    “Not so well,” she complained, and held up a reddened knee. “Could you blow on it a little, please?” 
 
    “You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?” he asked, embarrassed. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she answered, innocently, at which he immediately bent to blow on it. 
 
    “Does it feel any better now?” he asked, after a few moments. 
 
    “Yes, a little, now come here and sit beside me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s appropriate,” he said shyly, his eyes downcast. 
 
    “Isn’t it me who should be the one to judge that?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he answered. 
 
    “Do you feel happy, Neiger?” she asked him, once he’d sat down. 
 
    “What I feel doesn’t matter. Being able to serve you is enough.” 
 
    “That was what I was expecting you to say, but do you think I am happy, then?” 
 
    “Maybe not right now,” he said, “but you must have been so before, in any case.” 
 
    “My life on Loria was not as good as you think. Status and riches don’t mean so much if you’re not free. You can just imagine how often I dreamed of being able to stroll around the streets, like a normal person, and how I cried myself to sleep, out of loneliness. Those few times when I was allowed to be outside the castle grounds, I was always followed by guards and everywhere people stared at me shamelessly, as if I was just an object.” 
 
    “Is that true?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “Yes, it was probable easier before, when people were uneducated and the imperial family was seen as godly. But eventually we were transformed into an institution that simply lived on so that the people’s need for symbols was satisfied.” 
 
    “I’ve never thought of it that way,” he mumbled. 
 
    When they had been sitting for a while, she asked him to do her a favour. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, willingly, “what can I help you with?” 
 
    “Beat up Bediz” 
 
    “Certainly. I’ll deal with that immediately once we’re back.” 
 
    “No, I was only joking, Neiger,” she said, laughing, “so that once you’ve heard my real wish, you’ll find it much easier.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “To kiss me.” 
 
    “Now I don’t understand!” he said, astonished and blushing, as he tried to grasp what she meant. 
 
    “But I know that you’d never take such an initiative on your own, which is why I take the liberty of doing it for us, instead,” she said, and kissed him on the mouth. 
 
    “It’s not right,” he stuttered, once he’d found his voice again. 
 
    “Yes, Neiger, it’s right if it’s what one’s heart feels is right. I have been in love with you ever since I first set eyes on you.” 
 
    “You have?” he asked, then took her gently in his arms to respond to her increasingly intense kisses. 
 
    “Was that all you could manage to find?” asked Fillifaj, when they returned two hours later with a few mushrooms and a handful of blueberries. “Have you really been out in the forest looking?” 
 
    “Of course,” answered Zania, rather hastily, with her flaming cheeks and shrill tone leaving no one in doubt about what they’d really been up to. 
 
    The others had been more successful in their foraging, but failed to obtain any meat, which they could have dried and had in reserve for when there might be even less food to be found. The sun was setting behind the high mountain massifs and so, as the sky put on a colourful display of alpenglow, they searched for a well-hidden camp spot, settling finally for the side of a ridge sheltered by dense, tall pines. Making a fire, with their enemy so close at hand, was unthinkable, so they sat chatting until the intense blackness of a moonless night enfolded them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking refreshed after a good night’s sleep, they sat munching their dried food for breakfast, the perky sound of a blackbird on a nearby pine welcomed them with its flute-like tones to a new day. As dawn shifted into morning, they departed on a narrow, dew-damp trail that, as far as they could tell, had been worn by animals, rather than people or trolls. A few hours later, they were back in a thick forest where a disturbing silence prevailed, broken only by the whispering of the breeze. The vegetation eventually thinned and, in the distance, they discerned a village nestled in between high mountains. 
 
    “This area is giving me bad vibes,” said Enaiga. 
 
    “I agree,” said Bediz. “We should take another route.” 
 
    “I think what you two are saying is correct,” said Fillifaj, “since my ring is indicating that there may be danger here. But travelling directly across the mountains would be a too long and dangerous detour, so, unfortunately, I don’t think we have any other choice than to travel through the village. But we can have our weapons at the ready and hidden under our clothing, so that the element of surprise is on our side, in the event we are attacked.” 
 
    They unwillingly proceeded towards the village, walking the last section into the village on a narrow gravel track almost completely overgrown with weeds and thistles. The wind was gusting from the north, rattling doors and shutters as they slowly walked along a street that seemed deserted. Appearances were deceiving, however, for they were being followed by a pair of eyes peering intensely through a crack in a door. When they’d managed to get through most of the village without being stopped, a group of wild-eyed trolls emerged on the street before them, their swords drawn. They were ready for them, however, so those trolls that they didn’t immediately slay with their arrows were taken quickly care of by the soldiers, who were well-versed in handling swords. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they were looking for anything of value?” asked Caver, when they had finished burying the bodies in an overgrown field, and now sat taking a breather. 
 
    “No, hardly,” answered Fillifaj. “The village was evacuated many years ago, and they would certainly already have claimed whatever the inhabitants didn’t take with them and that might have had some value. Trolls usually roam around raiding for weeks at a time, so it was pure chance that we bumped into them.” 
 
    “Whatever’s the case, this place gives me the shivers,” said Zania. “Shouldn’t we leave?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything against it,” said Fillifaj. 
 
    They arrived at the northern edge of the village without any further mishap. They crossed over a deep ravine, filled with foaming black water, on an old, dilapidated stone bridge and continued on their way on a narrow, winding road, until nightfall. They found a suitable camp spot in the shelter of a little hollow, and they fell asleep to the musical chirping of crickets and the distant hooting of an owl. 
 
      
 
    The next day began with sunny weather, which by noon had been overtaken by stormy weather, with dark clouds driven by a cold, gusting wind. 
 
    “Look, over there, it’s Lake Orior!” shouted Fillifaj, when they had passed the top of a high mountain pass, and could just make out the narrow blue strip of the lake far off in the distance. 
 
    “Fantastic!” exclaimed Anderika. “Now we’re finally approaching our destination, but how will we get to Surukand once we are nearby?” 
 
    “Since it’s an island, it’ll have to be with some kind of vessel, replied Kark. 
 
    “No, forget it,” said Fillifaj. “Travelling that way, we’d be arrested immediately, since a magic rune means that everything that moves on the lake is registered and reported to the Fairy Council. But, if you look to the east, you might be able to make out a shiny building way off in the distance?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kark, after squinting hard. “What is it?” 
 
    “It is a holy Ragod, which is so old that not even the Fairy Council has dared to remove it. Using the sceptre, we can try to open up an air tunnel. The Ragod has not been used for a very long time, so I dearly hope it can still be used.” 
 
    After a wearying forced march through a forested area, they finally arrived at the Ragod in the late afternoon. The Ragod consisted of a tall, stone tower topped by a gilded dome. While Fillifaj and Bediz reconnoitred the surroundings, checking for any danger, the others waited in the forest, until they returned, not having found anything threatening. They moved closer to the tower. As Fillifaj, after some difficulty, managed to unlock a grey, steel door, they could see a shining glass globe, enclosed within crystal-covered walls, in the middle of the building. It was such an astonishing sight that they simply stood gaping for several minutes, with no idea as to what to do next. Finally, Fillifaj broke the silence and asked Bediz to hand her the pole with the sceptre. 
 
    “Ah, Kaminor’s royal stone,” she said, as she opened the case and saw the gem’s shining power. “I never thought I would ever get to experience this day.” 
 
    Then, she spoke a complicated verse, which made the room glow with a blue light, followed by the appearance of a dark opening in the wall. 
 
    “Fantastic, it seems to work,” she said, pleased, “and now our paths must diverge, unfortunately.” 
 
    “But why?” they asked, shocked. 
 
    “Because I, and those of us who come from this world, would be unconditionally discovered and arrested, if we were to try to enter the tunnel. Those who laid out the protective rune around the island didn’t know about the existence of people from other worlds, though, which is why you who can – that is, Kark, Caver, Gondar, Zania, Allur, Anderika and Neiger, must now continue, while we others must content ourselves with waiting until your mission has been accomplished.” 
 
    “And why all the secrecy?” asked Kark. 
 
    “Simply because you would otherwise have probably gone around worrying, which wouldn’t have been good for any of us. And it wasn’t even certain that it would be possible to open the air tunnel, which is why I decided to explain things in the order they occurred.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to abandon my friends, after everything we’ve gone through together,” protested Bediz. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s unavoidable, and now it’s best that you get going, before the power risks being broken.” 
 
    After a hasty farewell, which for Kark’s part included a kiss to a surprised Pilgar, the little group entered the tunnel, only to be cast out, a few seconds later, onto a remote strip of sand surrounded by a dense forest of tall conifers. 
 
      
 
    Another night in the open air, sheltered within a copse of bramble and bushes that offered cover from any passers-by. The effort they’d taken to find a well-hidden camp proved worthwhile, since they were woken by a group of chattering trolls passing nearby in the middle of the night. Holding their breaths, they were ready to fight for their lives; they waited for the trolls to disappear and, thankfully, they did. Once the shock had worn off and silence had returned, they tried to return to sleep, with mixed results. 
 
    In the crisp, clear air of morning, they might have enjoyed their predicament more if they hadn’t been so hungry. They had several opportunities to shoot both rabbits and birds, but since they couldn’t stomach the notion of eating raw meat, they contented themselves with the occasional berries. Towards afternoon, they emerged on a hilltop and could see a mountain in the distance, topped by an enormous fortress, which they couldn’t imagine could be anything else but Kaminor. After discussing their situation for a while, they saw the entrance to a troll hole among some stones on a sandy slope; it seemed abandoned. 
 
    “Alright, so what do we do now?” asked Zania, once they had crept into the dark hole, after making themselves at home there. 
 
    “’No sense, without reconnaissance,’ in any case,” said Kark, “which is why I, with my military training, propose to go out and gather some information.” 
 
    “That sounds smart, but you should have someone with you, right?” insisted Anderika. 
 
    “No, one person is less visible than two, and keeping in mind how often we’ve been close to meeting trolls, there are probably thousands of them, so we wouldn’t have any chance of escaping them if we met them, anyway.” 
 
    “OK, then there’s nothing else to do, then.” 
 
    “That’s right, and since we’re running low on food, we have to think of something, no matter what.” 
 
    “And what do we do with the sceptre? You can’t have it with you during your reconnaissance?” 
 
    “No, I place it under the good care of Allur, who is also welcome to look after it until our mission is over. I feel I’ve been carrying it long enough, now.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” said Allur. “With the risk you’re taking, it’s reasonable that we share the responsibility.” 
 
    “Good! Now, I’ll see if I can’t take a little nap before my little escapade.” 
 
    In the evening, as a thick fog settled into the valley, Kark bade an emotional farewell to her friends, then departed. She slid down a steep slope, covered in dense bushes, and landed in a meadow filled with tall grass. At first, she walked upright, but as the distance to the castle shrunk, she adopted an ever more crouching stance. A cracking sound nearby made her throw herself onto the ground, filled with fear, as she thought about what would happen if she was discovered. Eventually, she decided that it had probably only been a mouse or a frog, and took a deep breath to quieten her nerves. Luckily, the ground was pocketed with hollows and pocked by large stones, which made it easier to remain hidden. As she approached the castle, her body tense with nervousness, she saw a dozen or so hairy trolls gathered around a large, brightly burning bonfire. Their language must have been close to Gombi’s, since the converter managed to translate what they were saying immediately. She heard one of them say, in a loud voice: 
 
    “Isn’t the meat ready, soon?” 
 
    “No, you’ll have to take it easy, Azik!” 
 
    “But, I’m hungry!” 
 
    “You’re always hungry. It just needs a little more roasting and then it’ll be done. Sit down and we’ll play another round of zanasta.” 
 
    “Can I be the one who shuffles and deals this time?” 
 
    “OK, but if I discover that you’re cheating and hiding cards again, it’s going to be too bad for you.” 
 
    “I don’t cheat!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you do. You’re worse than Grumpf.” 
 
    When the conversation went over to general mumbling and swearing, she decided she’d heard enough and eventually came to an open area. After a moment’s hesitation, she sprinted into the open and had just gotten across it and managed to hide behind a stone wall, when two guards, chatting loudly, passed right in front of her. Once they had disappeared, she stood for a moment, listening intensely, before she started running towards a wing of the castle, which she found unlocked, to her immense satisfaction. She had no other choice than to continue, so that after a few more corridors she opened a heavy outer door and found a large, quiet and empty fortress courtyard. As soon as everything seemed fine, she went through the door, her heart pounding, trying to keep herself to the shadows against the walls as much as possible. Down in the corridor, everything had felt damp and stuffy, so it felt wonderful to be breathing the fresh night air, outdoors. She was just about to cross the stone-paved yard, when she saw a troll walking nearby, so she flung herself behind a low wall without a second’s hesitation. 
 
    “Strange, it smells people,” said the troll, as he sniffing and snorting approached. Luckily, he seemed to think that it was unlikely he’d find anything, and proceeded on his way. 
 
    When the danger was passed, she stood slowly, with a deep sigh of relief. From her current position, she saw that she had a good overview of the situation, and was suddenly happy to see a round structure built of red, eroded stone, with an iron lily on the roof. This fit exactly with the description of Padogen that Irridi and Oblej had given them, so she drew the conclusion that the altar, which was made of ancient stone from the beginning of time, and therefore impossible to move or destroy, must be inside it. 
 
    Since she now felt that her mission had been accomplished, she decided to leave immediately. When she had finally returned to the others, just before dawn, she was completely exhausted, so that all she could think about was lying down and sleeping. 
 
    “That seems almost too good to be true,” said Kark when she had finished reporting to them. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s how reality is, sometimes,” said Zania. 
 
    Because of the risk of being discovered, and since there was almost no food left and there was no other reason to remain and wait, they decided to make their breakthrough the coming night. Worried about someone finding them, it became a long and tiresome wait, while Kark slept, to regain her strength. Finally, the day came to an end and with the waiting. As darkness fell, and armed with their bows and arrows and clubs, they spread out to descend the steep slope, and switched to walking in line once they reached the open meadow. Grey clouds scudded across the sky, flaming fires glowed in the distance, and all around, the high mountains rose threateningly. When they were so close that they could distinguish the silhouettes of trolls, they began to creep along the ground; several times, as danger approached, they were forced to throw themselves flat on the ground. They soon came to the fortress undetected, though, and after crossing the stone-paved yard, they took shelter behind the low, stone wall. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” whispered Zania. 
 
    “Well, it seems we’ve come too far to go back, so we just have to grin and bear it and keep going,” said Kark. 
 
    “I expected that that’s what you’d say.” 
 
    After staying there a few minutes to catch their breath, they made off, soon arriving at the door that Kark had entered the previous night. They were disappointed to see, however, that it was now guarded by two trolls. 
 
    “Damn,” muttered Kark, after a half-hour had passed, without any sign of the guard’s leaving their post. “We’ll have to find another way.” 
 
    Half-crouching, they moved along the wall until they found an unlocked door, with heavy iron fittings, opening into a tunnel, whose floor and walls were covered with a slime green scum. Several times they fell on the damp stone floor, but luckily no one hurt themselves. Eventually, they emerged into a poorly-lit chamber with high, oval windows. 
 
    “Whose there?” they heard someone say in a low voice, suddenly, when Zania had stumbled on one of the slippery stones and involuntarily emitted a soft gasp. 
 
    Zania held her breath and tried to stay completely still, in the vain hope of not being discovered, as a troll came sniffing and snorting closer towards her. When the troll was only a few metres from her, he crumbled to the ground with a gurgling sound, after a well-directed blow in the head from Allur’s club. 
 
    “Quick, now, we have to hurry before they all come after us!” gasped Allur. “Do you know which way we should go, Kark?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “This wasn’t the way I came, so I’ve totally lost my bearings.” 
 
    In the absence of any other option, they decided to continue forward, but had come only fifty metres, when a trapdoor suddenly opened in the floor, and they fell helpless into a huge, wide-meshed net. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    An alarm bell sounded immediately, so it wasn’t long before a row of ugly faces, appeared. 
 
    “Oh, how ugly they are!” exclaimed a staring troll who had large shiny gold rings in his ears. 
 
    “Yes, really,” said another, “but they might taste good, anyway. It could be nice with a little variety, after all the beef and lamb they feed us every day.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure of that, and there’s quite a few of them, so it should be quite a feast.”
“It’s not you who are going to decide which things in the king’s traps are going to be eaten or not!” roared a thunderous voice. “Retrieve the creatures and take them to Oipaa.” 
 
    They had soon been winched up in the net, and a number of hairy arms took hold of them and dragged them off to a large chamber, where a troll who was at least 3 metres tall sat on a throne carved in stone. His mouth was grotesquely ugly, his eyes like glowing balls, hair long and stringy, and on his head sat a gold crown with large, shining diamonds. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked, with a cold and grim look. 
 
    “We are travellers who have come to do business,” Anderika answered, obstinately. 
 
    “You’re lying!” he roared, with an evil smile that revealed several black gaps in a row of pointed teeth. “No one who doesn’t master the black arts comes here, and definitely not anyone to do business. The only ones who could’ve helped you are the Blue people.”
“No,” replied Kark, in a hopeless attempt to convince him of the opposite. This answer only resulted in the troll’s frenzied order to have them taken away, at which hundreds of yelling trolls immediately threw themselves towards them to remove them to the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The cell that Anderika was thrown into a few minutes later was two-by-three metres and had walls of rough-hewn stone covered in dark, ugly blotches. Against the rear wall was a simple cot, the only furniture present. Incredibly, the trolls hadn’t detected the sceptre inside his jacket, which was however of little consolation when he lay down sorrowfully to contemplate his fate. Just when he was feeling at his worst, he saw, to his surprise, a glow of light in the darkness. 
 
    “Is that you, Xingezing?” he asked, incredulously. 
 
    “Yes, you didn’t think I’d abandoned you, did you?” 
 
    “But how in the world did you come here?” 
 
    “Through the same light tunnel that you used, but with the difference that it’s been a bit easier for me than it has been for you to remain hidden.” 
 
    “Can you help us to open the locks?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not, Allur. Even if I could manage to get a hold of the keys, they are too heavy for me.” 
 
    “Then what should we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered, miserably. 
 
    “Whatever happens to us, Xingezing,” he said, in a sudden moment of inspiration, after imagining that he could see her soul’s inner light, “I want you to know that I love you, and have done so ever since the beginning.” 
 
    “You have said the magic words that have freed me,” she said, sniffling, at which she began, in a sparkling rain of glittering white sparks, to begin spinning and vibrating at a feverish pitch. 
 
    Centimetre by centimetre, her body grew, and when the transformation was over, a beautiful woman with long, dark hair and glittering light-blue eyes stood before him. 
 
    “What has happened?” he asked, overwhelmed, stepping back shakily. 
 
    “Nothing else than that I’ve changed back to my proper self,” she answered, with a soft and loving look, caressing his cheek tenderly. 
 
      
 
    As the first playful rays of light found their way into the filthy cell, they woke abruptly at the sound of a keyring, after having lain tenderly in each other’s arms all night long. When they looked up, they saw a troll staring at them in astonishment, but who, once Xingezing had lifted her rod and cast a spell, was quickly transformed into a cawing black raven. With that, the troll’s keyring had fallen to the floor, which they managed to reach through the bars. They unlocked the door and rushed off to search for the others. 
 
    Once all the others had at last been freed, and they heard to their amazement that the woman was Xingezing, they shook their heads incredulously. It was nevertheless not the time to stand still and reflect, so that once they had armed themselves with swords they found in a weapons cabinet, they advanced carefully up the cellar stairs. When they reached the next floor, however, they were met with a surprise, as two trolls who stood guard attacked them ferociously. The one closest to them, with fiery-red hair and large gold earrings, and armed with a scimitar, had almost reached them when Xingezing succeeded in transforming the two of them to ravens that screeching flew up towards the sky. 
 
    “Oh, that was the last thing I could manage,” she said, supporting herself against Allur. “Now I’ve used up all my power.” 
 
    A moment later, they reached a large hall, with beautifully decorated vaulted windows, and were vainly beginning to think they could reach Padogen without any further fighting, when they say a purple glow, followed by a mocking laugh. 
 
    “So, you’re back?” said a woman who appeared before them, with a face as stiff as that of a marble statue. 
 
    “Yes, as you can see,” replied Xingezing. 
 
    “Who’s that?” whispered Allur. 
 
    “It’s the fairy queen, Gizgena.” 
 
    “But what’s she doing here?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that would take too long to explain.” 
 
    “Yes, it is indeed a story that would take all too long to tell your company, especially since they won’t receive any pleasure from hearing it,” said the woman, derisively, then let out a shrill whistle, which called forth a large number of trolls. 
 
    “Arrest that woman and take her to Pildana” she ordered, pointing at Xingezing, “and kill the others!” 
 
    “It’s going to be a real pleasure,” said their enormous leader, his lips stretched into a grim leer. 
 
    As soon as she disappeared, they were surrounded by the trolls who, each one uglier than the last, came towards them with their long, sharp sabres. When it seemed that all hope was lost, they heard a whirring sound, which to their extreme surprise was the advancing robot, BU-tek, who had released itself from the gloom and gone into attack. The robot was programmed to fight against advanced weapons systems, but had no problem defending itself against the fiendish onslaught of the trolls, who at last realised the impossibility of winning and withdrew. 
 
    “How in the world have you managed to bring yourself here?” Anderika asked, when BU-tek stood before them to announce that he was ready and at their service. 
 
    “I was constructed in order to help people and according to the indications I was in possession of, you were in greater need of help than those who were in the Riverlands.” 
 
    “Who knows how she managed,” Kark said. “It’s nothing less than a miracle, and as in all such cases, one must simply be thankful. Any further explanations will have to wait until we have finished our mission, because now it is urgent that we find Padogen.” 
 
    After searching through several corridors and defeating a large number of trolls, Padogen revealed itself at last, to their great joy, before them. Their happiness was short-lived, however, for when BU-tek burned through the lock with his laser, they saw that it was empty and abandoned. 
 
    “That’s strange,” said Kark. “Isn’t the altar supposed to be indestructible?” 
 
    When desperation was close to overtaking them, they heard Xingezing emit a bubbling laugh. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “They had merely made it invisible. Bring out the sceptre now, Allur. The moment to administer justice has come.” 
 
    When he handed it over to her, she took a deep breath and put the stone in place on the altar, at which a powerful blue, pulsing glow, which eventually shifted into a white, sparking light, filled the room. A few seconds later, they were dumbfounded to see Oblej and Irridi revealing themselves joyfully before them. At the sight of Xingezing, however, they immediately fell to their knees and pronounced their loyalty to Vinisareth. 
 
    “Rise, my friends,” she said. “Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Why should they be?” asked Anderika, “and who is Vinisareth? Explain to us, for we can’t understand a thing!” 
 
    “In time, you will receive the answers to all your questions,” she answered, “but you must excuse me now, for I have urgent matters to deal with, which must be addressed immediately, and cannot wait.” 
 
    At which she took Allur’s hand and led him through a shining door that had appeared in one of the stone walls. 
 
    “Where did they go?” asked Caver, once they had disappeared and the wall had returned to its normal appearance. 
 
    “If the legend is correct,” said Oblej, “they have probably travelled to the city of the fairy peoples, Getarah, which lies where the world ends, high above the clouds.” 
 
      
 
    As time passed, ever more people arrived in the castle grounds from the Blue Islands, until the park was filled with thousands of euphoric men, women and children who relished to the full the joy of once again being able, without fearing for their lives, to be outside in full daylight. There were no longer any traces of the trolls, but there were flocks of screeching ravens that croaked as they flew around above the rooftops. When the rest of their fellow travellers arrived, they wondered, after exchanging hugs and greetings, where Fillifaj was, since she was not with them. 
 
    “She was a traitor,” replied Enaiga, darkly. “Just after you left through the air tunnel to Surukand, we were surrounded by a bunch of trolls, at which she mockingly informed us that you the only reason you were permitted to continue was so that they could arrest Vinisareth, and that when you were out of the way, she was going to inform the Fairy Council. Happily, it didn’t become too terrible, since when all hope seemed gone, I suddenly remembered the whistle that Zagara had given me.” 
 
    “You haven’t told us anything about that,” said Zania, surprised. 
 
    “No, because she explicitly told me to be quiet about it, and only use it in an extreme emergency. Now, that seemed to be that kind of moment, so once I had blown the whistle, Fillifaj was instantly changed into a mouse and the trolls were transformed into crows.” 
 
      
 
    They weren’t able to go through all the elements of what happened, since Irridi and Oblej appeared in the fortress’s coping, which set off wild hurrays and happiness. When it became quite enough to hear what one was saying, Oblej began to speak, in a loud voice. 
 
    “My dear friends, we are back in Surukand once again!” 
 
    He wasn’t able to proceed, since his speech was drowned out by the cheering roar from the crowd. When it once again subsided somewhat, he continued: 
 
    “Today we are experiencing a great day that we will never forget, and that poets will be praising for a long time to come. For generations, we have nurtured the dream that one day we would be able to return to the homeland of our forefathers. A dream that we have so often felt discouraged about, but have always longed for, and that now, however incredible it may seem, has been realized. Even if we are celebrating today, we must remain aware of tomorrow’s challenges, and that the way before us is long. We are going to stumble against obstacles and even make mistakes, but I promise that we shall proceed in our struggle until we attain a final victory. Your weakness is our weakness, and your strength is our common strength and, together, as soon as is humanly possible, we will begin the work of restoring our beloved Surukand to its former glory and greatness.” 
 
    At those words, all the pent-up longing that the people in front of them had borne for such a very long time was now released in thunderous applause and roaring joy, which seemed to go on unendingly, accompanied by the fortress bells filling the air with their high, clear clang. 
 
      
 
    When Kark sat together with the others at the table of honour in the packed ballroom later that evening, Oblej expressed his appreciation for their exertions and proposed a toast in their honour. 
 
    “There is nothing to thank us for,” said Kark, when they had drunk their toast and set down their glasses. “We really didn’t have much else to do at the time that we met out on the Blue Islands.” 
 
    “You are too modest,” said Oblej. “Most people, after having been exposed to the dangers of the sea of bacteria, would have chosen a simpler path and not risked their lives in such an adventurous mission. You have really been fantastic."  
 
    Kark’s response to this praise was only a waving gesture.  
 
    “Maybe we are a bit more daring than many,” Kark said, laughing, “but the question is whether there is really so much to admire. It’s said that the border between courage and stupidity is paper-thin.” 
 
    “That may be, but without courage, no change has ever been able to be accomplished, and, in any case, we are all endlessly thankful.” 
 
    “There’s one thing I’d like to know,” Anderika asked, when the main course was being served, “which is why we didn’t get to know anything about Rismen before we left you and departed for the mainland.” 
 
    “For the simple reason that we were afraid that, if you were ever arrested, you would have been forced to reveal his identity,” answered Irridi, “which is why we felt it was better if he could give you a helping hand whenever you needed it, instead. Shortly after you had arrived on the mainland, he took a first look at you and was able, as far as I could tell, to frighten you thoroughly.” 
 
    “Yes, we actually thought that we were about to meet our doom,” they said, shaking with laughter, when the episode was called to mind. 
 
    “Was it also him who left that note for me, with the warning, in the inn in the town of Ekron?” asked Kark. 
 
    “That’s correct. He quickly surmised that Fillifaj might be someone else than who she was presenting herself to be, but was forced to withhold the information from you, since he had neither the possibility to follow you to Surukand, nor to open Ragoden’s air tunnel. As luck would have it, he was familiar with the route that Menoti was going to use, and that Fillifaj had learned by heart. He arranged that along the way, at the home of Zagara and Dozek, you would receive the whistle, which at one time belong to the mountain shepherd, Halleros, for your protection. 
 
    “But in Darwan he nevertheless revealed his identity?” 
 
    “Yes, because there you had landed in extreme danger and you would in any case go separate ways once you arrived at Vindre Heath, which he was unable to travel on. However, he arranged that one of his helpers, who was a mutant, followed you at a distance, to see if he could help you if a problem should arise.” 
 
    “That’s the explanation for that horrible scream that we heard in the fog,” said Zania, sorrowfully. 
 
    “Yes, poor Benzo, it must have been one of those dragons that got a hold of him. His aura didn’t protect him as well as Rismen believed.” 
 
    “But what happened to the real Fillifaj who we were supposed to meet in the town of Lotre?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “The Fairy Council must have long known about our contact with the Menoti family, but left them alone, since they thought that for getting information about us, they were more useful alive than dead. When they then received news about your escape from Gildar, they considered that it was due time to get them out of the way.” 
 
    “Poor people.” 
 
    “Yes, but unfortunately the world is just as full of evil as it is of goodness and it therefore must receive its dues as well.” 
 
    “But who followed us when we came out of their shop?” 
 
    “They were worried that you were going to investigate Steinar, or even worse, perhaps, that you might think that it was worthwhile to await his return, which they didn’t think they should risk. Pursuing you was therefore nothing more than a well-directed bit of theatre, for the purpose of making the context as believable as possible, and to get you to quickly accept Fillifaj.” 
 
    “It just shows how little one really knows,” said Kark. “And something that I thought was one of the most dangerous episodes of our entire journey.” 
 
    “Yes, but things are not always what they seem, and sometimes even what seems trivial can be dangerous, especially since one tends to relax one’s guard. In addition to all the dangers you had to meet during your trip,” she continued, after taking a large sip of her wine, “there were also a number of situations when everything might have gone completely haywire. Especially in the final phase, when you met Gizgena and were then saved by a robot, which no one in our world had ever heard of. I still cannot register in my mind that you have succeeded in your mission and returned the King’s Stone. That we can sit here tonight and celebrate our return seems nothing but a miracle, but it is precisely what we are actually doing!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    The celebrations continued for several days, until at last everyday demands slowly took over and life began to return to normal. One morning, Kark stood gazing out across the valley, when Oblej dropped by with the news that they had received an invitation to the city of Getarah. Overcome with excitement, Kark relayed the news to the others, so that they all prepared to leave as quickly as possible. When they were packed and ready, they went to the Padogen with Oblej. After passing through the wall’s light opening, they experienced a moment of weightlessness before they arrived at another padog, made of glass, where a woman called Danikia stood waiting for them. 
 
    Once out in the daylight, a city of shining buildings in all the colours of the rainbow lay spread out before them. Everyone they met was dressed in the best of embroidered silk brocade, and appeared so affectionate and insightful that they seemed to have viewed the most inner secrets of the cosmos. When the new arrivals passed several marble basins where children laughed and splashed and played, they eventually arrived at a castle without guards, which they guessed were unnecessary in such a peaceful atmosphere. They passed through several large halls, each more beautiful than the last, until they entered a lavishly ornamented gilded hall where they saw Vinisareth seated on a high throne, with Allur at her side. She greeted them with a warm smile. 
 
    When she had assured herself that they were in good health and that the journey had gone well, she told them that it was indeed she who was Vinisareth, and that she was the queen for one of the seven fairy clans that were part of the gilded throne and, as such, spiritual master of the Blue people. 
 
    “But what was the reason for your being that light form that we had all come to know as Xingezing?” asked Anderika. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but the short version is that my parents were killed in a tragic accident long ago. Before I could be crowned as the new fairy queen, Gizgena seized the opportunity to try to disrupt the balance of power between the clans that had prevailed for hundreds of years. Together with the other five fairy queens, she managed, thanks to my inexperience, but also because of the sorrow I was experiencing, to penetrate our protective runes and place me under Zecaro’s hypnosis. However, they did not intend to kill me, since our people would then be able to choose a new leader. Instead, I was shrunk, placed in a cage, and sold to the Belarians, who are the only people who are permitted to trade with our planet, and who eventually sold me to Zania. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Zania, attempting to excuse herself. “I was always told that you could not survive outside your cage and should therefore never be allowed outside it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, my friend. I have long since forgiven you. How could you know otherwise?” 
 
    “How have those clans that you’ve told us about arisen, actually?” asked Kark. 
 
    Vinisareth reflected a moment before answering. 
 
    “Who knows? They are as old as our history and no one knows where it all began. The light of Nigiseth, as we are called, bases our strength on harmony and love, whereas Gizgena’s is instead rooted in darkness. The others are only occasionally ill-intentioned and usually act in a way that balances their own special premises.” 
 
    “But couldn’t your clan have helped the Blues when they were in trouble?” asked Enaiga. 
 
    “No, we do not want to intervene in the fate of other peoples, and our only goal is to enlighten others about what we consider is the right path. Then, it’s up to every individual, based on their own faith and convictions, to decide. The universe contains a spectrum of characteristics and spiritualities, and evil has always been present, since goodness cannot exist without its opposite. What is right or wrong according to God’s plan isn’t easy to know, and evil is probably a basis for our being able to open our senses and develop as living beings. Prince Eilan started the war, with the help of the council’s black powers, but eventually fell on his own petard when his allies, the trolls, took over the areas he had conquered. The aggression he expressed and the events that ensued from it have provided his soul with invaluable insight and a possibility to change his future karma, which would not have been possible if we had become involved in what happened.” 
 
    “But isn’t it very much thanks to your power that we are standing here today?” asked Zania. 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct, since in my role as Xingezing I was beyond my normal restrictions and could act freely. I first helped you when I interfered with the planet’s force field, and then in the swamp, with Riverlands, which is the place we receive our spiritual inspiration from and can even reach it with a light tunnel connection. After having led you to the Blue Islands, you managed quite well on your own, until you came to Blackwarj Forest, where I had a tough job helping you. When you eventually met Fillifaj, there wasn’t much I could do, since that would have revealed my existence.” 
 
      
 
    Astonished, they all stood in silence, their mouths agape in incredulity, unable to take in what she’d just told them. 
 
    “You don’t mean it might be possible for us to meet our friends in Riverlands without having to cross the bacteria sea first?” asked Caver, when he came to his senses. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I mean,” she said, with her characteristic bubbling laugh, “and another thing I can tell you, which I’m sure will also make you happy, is that another Urdukian ship managed to enter just after us, before the force field closed again.” 
 
    At this news, the tension increased so much that several of them burst into tears. 
 
    “Is that really true?” asked Zania, shaking, and tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, of course, you don’t think I’m just sitting here telling you fairy tales, do you?” she explained, with a wink at what she thought was a clever pun. They are located in the desert quadrant, Zorheh, which is situated right out in the bacteria sea, although it has a number of sources of fresh water and oases, so things can’t have gone too badly for them.” 
 
    “When can we meet them?” 
 
    “I’ve been completely pre-occupied, ever since you arrived, with restoring the balance of power and getting the light of truth to show the way to harmony and love once more. As soon as I possibly can, though, I will re-establish a connection there as well, and then you will be able to decide where you wish to live. You now have a variety of alternatives to choose from, of course.” 
 
      
 
    When Allur and Vinisareth were eventually alone once more, they went out onto the balcony and gazed out at the city beneath them, where it lay shining and shimmering in the glow of the sunset. 
 
    “How can you be so sure I’m the right person to rule together with you?” asked Allur. 
 
    “I’ve never doubted my beloved for a moment,” she reassured him. “I have looked deep into your soul, as well as peered into your inner light, and if you hadn’t been the right one, you wouldn’t have been able to travel to Getarah with me through the light tunnel. Everything that is mine is now yours; together we shall try to find happiness, and overcome all difficulties, now and forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    (or, to be continued, in the next volume of this trilogy) 
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