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1
“There is again one more coming this way,” thought

Khad  aloud  watching  the  airborne  community  base
emerging between the clouds.

“So it is”, replied Dalph absent-mindedly.
Khad  squinted  to  make  out  the  details  of  the

community base floating high above.
“I wonder if anyone up there is watching our way,” he

said.
“They might. But so what?”
But so what?
Khad wondered if there were on any other planet two

daughter nations  of  the  Earth who knew each other  as
weakly as they did. Isolation was perfect; they did not see
each other, talk to each other, or even walk on the same
ground together. If Khad’s ancestors had ever had more
detailed knowledge about the people inhabiting the air, it
had been buried into the darkness of forgotten history.
Only  one  piece  of  information  remained,  one  that  all
Khad’s kinsmen learnt right in their childhood: Beware
the air folk!

“It is strange that they do not leave for other planets
instead of floating up there,” said Khad.

“Perhaps they like to float then.”
Sometimes it seemed to Khad that neither party even

wanted to know anything about each other. From where
did this lack astonishing lack of curiosity come to people
who otherwise researched their environment so actively?
Why was “air folk” a phrase that fended all discussions to
another track even though the floating communities were
in  plain  sight  every  day?  From  where  did  come  the
uneasiness passed from generation to generation?

What would happen if someone from the sky would
suddenly step down in front of them?

Those  of  Khad’s  acquaintances  who  were  prone  to
philosophizing had assumed that the attitude came from a
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feeling of inferiority. The settlers had to watch the folk
living in the air upward from below, and not only in the
physical sense. Even though they did not have knowledge
about  the  technical  achievements  of  the  air  folk,  they
could nevertheless see with their own eyes its dainty and
silent  aircraft  and  astonishing  airborne  plantations.
Conclusions were quick to come: air folk was far ahead
of them, on an entirely different level of knowledge and
skill then they. The wildest estimates described them as
the happy ones who had overcome the problems of life
and looked down  to the prosaic struggles of the settlers
to gain their living on the ground. Air folk did not even
need to suffer of the rain if they did not want it!

But  could  it  explain  why  the  air  folk  was  so
persistently  avoided?  Khad  did  not  think  so.  It  would
have been more logical to strive by all  means to get a
share of their knowledge. The reasons for the separation
had to be somewhere deeper.

Khad glanced at his watch.
“I  think it  is time for me to eat,” he said to Dalph.

“Will  you be here  tomorrow? We can  go  on  with our
watching or whatever we may be doing.”

“I  will.  But  notice  that  they  will  not  descend  a
slightest  bit  nearer however  much you drag them with
your sight.”

“I was just thinking aloud a little. See you again!”
Khad started to  walk along the roadside toward his

home while Dalph was left looking at him with a slightly
amused smile  at  a  corner  of  his  lips.  Khad’s  watching
hobby could at least be called unique!

* * *

“What are you going to do tomorrow?” asked Khad’s
mother. “Are you leaving somewhere?”

“Up,” replied Khad from behind his steaming bread
roll  and  pointed  his  finger  to  the  ceiling  of  the  main
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room.
“So you got your airplane fixed?”
“Yesterday already. Tomorrow it will be up in the air

again.”
“I  am actually  a  little  scared  with  your  hobbies.  I

would not dare to take off with a self-built airplane.”
“No worry. With a glider as light as mine it takes a

real talent to get hurt.”
“I guess you have learnt how to travel in air, as you

have wanted to get there all your life.”
“Why not,” mused Khad’s father, the third one sitting

at the table. “One can learn it the same way as any other
skill.  There are many people working in the trade of a
pilot.”

“Where is Leit?” asked Khad glancing at the empty
seat  at  the  table,  usually occupied by his  little  brother
who was just coming to his puberty.

“He is with Ghimt. They just returned from the west,
and they surely have a lot of things to tell each other.”

Khad  finished  his  meal  rolled  into  the  bread  and
flushed it  down with tree milk, a plant-based drink for
meals, from an ample-sized metal beaker.

“Thanks for the food!” he said and took his dishes to
the table of the kitchen corner. “I go to read a little. Good
night to everyone if I do not show up again today.”

“Sweet dreams!”
Khad went to his room leaving his parents twosome.

* * *

“Females driving!” murmured Khad in a measuredly
loud voice while waiting his parking turn. “Ugh!”

“So let us see how you do it quicker,” replied Phrien
to him from the window of her work vehicle with a sunny
smile.  Khad brought  his  lifter  to  the  wall  side next  to
Phrien with a single showy curving movement.

“This is the way,” he said grinning.
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“Impressive,”  replied  Phrien.  “Even  more  so  when
you learn to line it up with others so that it does not stick
out into the corridor.”

They left the depot and continued across the spacious
inner yard to the office of the central warehouse. As they
entered there were a group of other workers already, both
the regulars and younger ones with a temporary contract.

“Payday is definitely the best of the weekdays!” said
Rhand, Khad’s acquaintance since past years.

“I guess you will get good money this week.”
“It  comes  in  need.  I  have  soon  a  lot  of  important

merrymaking ahead.”
“Do not exhaust yourself.”
“No way! Good partying gives at least as much as it

takes.”
The  line  advanced  an  employee  at  a  time.  The

accountant examined his catalogue for the achievements
of each person for the past week and picked from a large
partitioned cash box a matching payment on a small tray
for  them,  wishing  them a good weekend.  Soon it  was
Khad’s turn to get his money.

“Seven thousand four hundred and fifty,” he said to
Khad. “You have kept a brisk pace, too.”

He  picked  for  Khad  a  number  of  balls  made  of
precious minerals and metals. Their sparkling was further
accented  by  the  delicate  light-refracting  certification
signs  engraved  into  their  surfaces.  Khad  thanked  and
dumped all of them into his pocket.

“Do you still  continue here for long?” asked Rhand
leaving the counter.

“I  do  not  know,”  replied  Khad.  “This  is  only  a
temporary job for us. I will probably go back to machine
technology.”

Phrien, already having her payment, passed by them.
“Good-bye then!” she said joyfully walking by. “And

good results to our racing hero!”
A smile creeped to Rhand’s lips.
“Did you have an argument again?” he asked Khad.
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“Be careful  with your  words,  or  have you decided for
some completely unfathomable reason to keep her away
from you?”

“Do not worry,  for me she is good for company.  At
least if she learns to drive.”

“Easy now!” hinted Rhand. “Do you remember who
were  those  who  won  the  latest  work  achievement
contest?”

They left for the exit.
“Come  along  and  party  with  us  now  and  then!”

suggested Rhand to Khad.
“I will think about it later,” replied Khad. “Knowing

you there will be no lack of opportunities. Today I have
another party waiting for me.”

“Really? Where?”
“Up there.”  Khad pointed to the bright  blue,  nearly

cloudless sky.
“Good luck then!”
They parted, Rhand toward the vehicle of his friends,

Khad to the roadside to wait for his own regular contract
transport.

* * *

Khad pushed his airplane, a powered glider, out of the
shed. He had had to build an extra door to the shed wall
by himself to get the plane in and out, but it had not been
much of a job ompared with all the toiling with the plane
itself.  His  satisfaction  had,  however,  convinced  others
that at least this work rewarded its doer.

The plane was as light as possible, as was typical to
the  settlers’  aircraft  in  general.  Its  frame  had  been
covered with thin but durable membrane. It was powered
by Khad’s great source of pride, an orthodox combustion
engine,  unlike  the  typical  electric  engines  of  varous
vehicles. The converter sitting at the corner of the shed
was generating fuel for it day in and day out from plant
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materials and leftover foodstuffs. He had come across to
the blueprint of the engine in the technical archives, and
with  the  friendly  help  from  a  few  designers  of  the
expertise  it  was  developed  into  a  small  but  vigorous
power source for his airplane, one of whose kind was not
easy to find anywhere else.

Aftr getting his airplane to the roadside Khad fastened
himself to the modest but solidly built seat. For a moment
he viewed the road from his seat before he pushed the
start button. The engine started immediately and reported
of  its  good condition  with  a  spunky roar.  Satisfied  by
what he heard Khad opened the throttle a little more and
steered the plane to the empty road.

The takeoff run was a short one. The powerful engine
lifted the light plane up in a moment and took it into a
fast ascent toward the upper air. Khad let the plane climb
and enjoyed the oncoming air stream and the occasional
soft  air  pockets  swinging the plane.  The buildings and
groves  below  grew  smaller  while  the  cumulus  clouds
slowly gathering to the sky came closer.

Aviation, as quite many other activities on the settlers’
planet, was performed in a very liberal manner and with
minimum of  rules.  As the settlers  did not  have a  very
long  history  behind  them,  and  because  the  natural
resources were considerably smaller than in their origin,
the Earth, the population had not grown to high numbers
and the sparsity of the habitation allowed many freedoms
that  would  have  been  out  of  the  question  among  the
clustered cities of the Earth.

Khad  steered  his  plane  along  the  bottoms  of  the
clouds  and  sought  for  a  spot  of  his  choice  to  ascend
through them. Besides being an interesting experience it
would also give him welcome exercise of blind flying.
After  a  while  of  cruising  below the  clouds  he  finally
found a bulbous cloud and steered his plane into it.

The scenery turned gray.  The only guide Khad had
were  the  ascetically  simple  instruments  of  the  plane.
Following their  readings Khad steered the plane into a
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continuous  banking  ascent.  The  greyness  around  him
lightened gradually as he approached the top of the cloud.
He  wiped  his  face  drier  as  the  water  from the  cloud
condensed on it.

To  his  surprise  the  cloud  at  his  right  side  was
considerably darker  than  at  the  left.  Curious about  the
strange phenomenon he straightened the banking to get
closer to the darkening. As the cloud above him became
thinner, the distinction between the darker and the lighter
area become clearer.

He  came  to  the  top  of  the  cloud.  Bright  sunlight
received  him  among  the  white  cotton-like  mounds.
Besides the sunlight there was another, stronger surprise
waiting for him. A huge surface of solid substance was
just reaching over him like a falling ceiling.

He had encountered one of the air folk’s community
bases floating at the cloud tops! He managed to turn his
plane aside just before his ascent would have driven him
against its bottom. Astounded he watched the community
base while rising next to its large shape and finally above
its  base  deck.  Frantic,  contradictory  emotions  were
gushing inside him as he had ended up in the vicinity of
the base.  It  was dubious if  not  downright  forbidden to
intrude the vicinity of the air folk’s abodes, but he had
also  often  hoped  to  see  closer  the  mysterious  floating
community bases that his own folk had so unanimously
shut  out  of  their  lives  and  obviously  also  of  their
thoughts.

Steering around the base he decelerated until the plane
could maintain its altitude only with effort. Flying slower
he could examine better the spacious deck and the cone-
shaped window-speckled building in the middle of it. The
cone had been truncated at the height of the sixth floor,
and  from  its  top  emerged  a  spherical  surface.  If  the
sphere  continued  to  the  interior  of  the  cone,  it  would
probably fill most of the interior of the cone. Around the
building,  on its  walls  and its  roof here and there there
were thin masts and slender antenna-like metal structures.
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Nobody was in sight. There were no people moving
on  the  deck,  and  he  could  not  see  in  through  the
windows.  That  matched the rumours that  he had heard
about  the  attempted  approaches  some  daredevils  had
made: the intruders were evaded by escape into the base,
behind closed doors.

Should Khad, too, have slipped back into the cover of
the cloud? In this base presumably urked the evil from
which his folk hoped to save itself by pretending that it
does not exist. However, Khad was enchanted enough by
what  he  saw  that  he  did  not  find  time  to  ponder  its
meanings to the society, and he would not even had felt
the  need  to  shrink  back  from a  building  that  at  least
appeared to be a human habitation.

Khad inched his banking plane closer to the building
in the middle of the deck. He could only guess what was
the material of its making. The mere ability of the base to
float  was  a  mystery  to  him,  as  he  saw  no  device  or
mechanism that  could  produce  the  force  supporting  it.
Perhaps also the rumours of the superior skills of the air
folk  were  true,  a  they  seemed  to  know  technology
unknown to those on the ground. Especially as pertained
to floating in the air.

At the moment Khad was hit by another surprise, and
quite a nasty one.  As his plane passed the edge of the
base deck, the air flow changed suddenly. The effect was
felt first in the right wing which tilted down and took the
plane to a quickly tightening bank towards the center of
the base. Khad made a fierce correction with the controls,
but he was too late. He could only watch helpless as also
the  other  wing  came  above  the  deck  and  the  lift
supporting  his  plane  dwindled  to  none.  The  tilting
movement  continued.  The  world  rotated  around  Khad
until he realized he was head downwards on his way to
the deck and its metal structures. He opened the throttle
all the way, but it could no longer help him. The surface
shapes of the base seemed to downright explode towards
him.  And  then  came  the  crushing  blow rendering  him

8



unconscious.
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2
Consciousness  returned  stealthily.  Khad  realized  he

had seen the walls  and ceiling around him for  a good
while already,  but it  was only now that he woke up to
understand the meanings of what he saw. Perplexed he
scraped  together  the  fragmentary  memory  images
bouncing  around  in  his  mind.  He  did  not  remember
arriving to the room that  the walls  formed, but he had
been left with a feeling that he did not come there alone
but by somebody other’s help.

The  stunnedness  squeezing  his  head  began  to  ease
little  by  little.  He  was  lying  on  his  back  on  a  rather
comfortable surface, and he ventured to cautiously tilt his
head to see more of the place into which he had come. On
his right side there was a light-coloured, slightly inclining
wall whose window showed him a piece of blue sky. On
his  left  side  there  was  the  rest  of  a  small,  scantily
furnished room. He pressed his arm to the surface under
him to raise himself higher to see the room better, but at
the  moment  he  noticed  that  next  to  him  there  was
someone sitting. A young woman, clothed in a deep green
outfit,  probably in  a  beginning  adulthood like  himself,
was watching him with expectant and also a bit worried
face.

“Do you feel better already?” she asked him.
“I... yes... I am fine,” he replied reaching for the right

words with his still staggering brains. Cautiously relieved
smile passed over his talking companion’s face.

He turned his head with careful movements trying to
get the image of the room in which he was. Questions
began  to  spawn  in  his  mind  to  fill  the  confusing
emptiness in its midst.

“Who are you?” he asked. “And how did I get here?”
“My name is Melit en Assar,” replied his companion.

“You were in an accident and I brought you here.”
Khad fumbled in his mind her quite strange multipart
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name. “Meliten... sorry, how did you say?”
“...  Assar,”  she  completed.  “It  is  the  name  of  this

habitat. Melit is my own name. Usually it is the only one
used.”

“I see.,” replied Khad hoping that he had understood
the essential. He had heard people mention others living
on distant coast regions; if Melit was one of them, it was
only natural that Khad did not understand everything that
she said. It would also explain her blackish brown hair
descending straight,  and  her  brownish  golden  skin,  all
features that felt to belong rather to faraway people than
those living in his home region.

However, Khad had not yet managed to realize where
he  was.  He  heaved  himself  to  a  sitting  position  and
peeked out of the window. There was only an expanse of
smooth,  light-coloured  surface,  rimmed  by  a  slender
railing and beyond that the horizon in the hazy distance.
He looked at  the  wisps  of  clouds floating far  away.  It
took a  moment  for  him to  notice  what  was strange in
them: they extended below the skyline.

“We are at a high place,” noticed Khad surprised.
“You  hit  your  head  against  something”,  Melit

presumed.  “Perhaps  you  do  not  remember  what
happened.  Your  airplane  fell  down  out  there  and  <i
brought you in.”

“An  accident,”  said  Khad  and  shut  his  eyes.  “I
remember it. I was going around...”

Khad slapped an imaginary palm on his mouth before
he would reveal what it was that he was going around –
hushing up about that topic had been rooted into his mind
deeply enough to work even in the middle of delirium.

“I fell,” he continued. “But how can I be still alive.
There was surely at least two thousand measures to fall
down.”

“Your speed must have been low.”
It was strange that Melit did not see anything odd in

things that  for  him were complete chaos.  The accident
had obviously given him a rather bad brain concussion.
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“I feel that I do not realize at all... hey, what is this?”
Khad’s sentence got suddenly interrupted when strnge

sensation suddenly filled his body.
“The room is rising!” he continued astonished.
“Yes, it does,” replied Melit. “We are in an ascending

airstream.”
Her reply surpassed in its absurdity all  the previous

ones. Khad exerted himself to even more upright position
and gazed the scenery outside. It was gliding slowly to
the right along the railing.

There was only one explanation which brought any
clarity  to  what  he  was  experiencing<.  They  were
airborne.

“How can I be in the air if I  fell  down?” wondered
Khad. “Or did I?”

“No,” replied Melit. “You fell on our deck.”
“You mean that we are...?”
“Yes, I do. You are not on the ground now but in the

air, with us.”
“Did  you  fall  here,  too?”  asked  Khad  struck  with

amazement.
Melit  struggled  to  keep  her  amused  appearance  in

sufficient control to not hurt Khad’s feelings.
“I did not fall,” she said. “I live here.”
He was in a community base of the air folk, and in

front of him there was a real, living air folk member! He
could hardly have pushed himself into a more complete
trap even with intentional effort. However, Melit did not
remind him of the indefinite threatening image that had
been etched into his mind since his childhood. Vice versa,
Melit  appeared  to  him friendly,  even  sympathetic.  She
had even carried him in here to rest  from the accident
site, one way or another.

“Soon  you  will  be  taken  back  down,”  told  Melit.
“Until then you can rest here. When you leave, you can
see Assar both inside and outside.”

“Can I look at it right now?” asked Khad as dazedness
was giving way to the agitation fueled by his curiosity.

12



“Do you feel strong enough to do so?”
“I  am  much  better  already,”  assured  Khad.  In  his

welling  thought  brain  concussion  began  to  feel  like  a
minor issue.

“It  would be a joy to me, too, if you could see our
home. None of you have ever been here. I want to show it
to you myself, as nobody else here surely would not do
so.”

“Nobody else?” asked Khad. “Where are they?”
“They are on the other side meeting... er...”
Melit’s sentence was halted with a perplexed smile.
“This is the first time that I speak so much of a strange

language at  a  time,” she explained.  “I  know much too
few words.”

Khad did not understand what Melit meant with her
words. She was speaking slowly and occasionally used
strange  words,  but  on  the  ground  one  could  hear
parlances that were much harder to make out.

“I think you are speaking quite well,” Khad said.
“They  are  now  putting  together  what  they  have

researched,” completed Melit  her reply.  “They may not
have heard you falling down.”

“Are they scientists? What do they research?”
“Assar is a... er... bottom? Platform? Habitation...?”
“Community base,” suggested Khad.
“Community base,” repeated Melit. “For researching

nature. We examine conditions of nature and ways to live
in the air.”

“It is surprising that you decided to settle in the air. If
your  intention  was  to  isolate  yourself  from  others,  it
could surely be done on the ground, too.”

Melit clearly seemed to hesitate when she answered.
“We cannot  settle  on  the  ground,”  she  finally  said.

“That cannot be done.”
To Khad’s surprise signs of caution, perhaps even fear,

flitted in Melit’s eyes.
“If  we  settled  on  the  ground,  we  would  become

subject to hate,” she continued. “It has always been so.
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That is why we live in the air.”
Was the air folk on the alert, too? Khad had always

believed that fear was felt only on the ground. Surprised
by what he had heard he was about to ask Melit  for a
more detailed explanation, but decided against it seeing
that the topic did not seem very comfortable to Melit.

“Could we go to see my plane? I need to see if it is in
usable condition so that I can get back to the ground.”

“It has to be repaired, otherwise it will not be possible
to fly,” told Melit. “We will take you and the plane back
down. But if you can walk, we can go to see it, too.”

Melit  took a  brown,  woven-looking  outfit  from the
finger-sized hook on the wall and began to put it on.

“I  guess  it  is  cold  outside,”  said  Khad  looking  at
Melit’s dress.

“At  high  altitudes  it  is  very  cold,”  admitted  Melit.
“Now we are not rising that high.”

Melit opened the door revealing the corridor behind it.
“Are you sure you can walk?” she asked. Khad gave

an affirmative reply and rose carefully on his feet.
His  body felt  battered,  but  without  giving in  to  the

pain he left with Melit. His first steps were tentative, but
when he reached the door, his attention shifted from his
body to  the  floor  on which he  walked.  He tapped the
floor with the ball of his foor a few times. Then he also
knocked  the  wall  with  his  knuckles.  The  sound  was
surprisingly muffled.

“What is this wall made of?” he asked.
“I  do not know what it  is called,” said Melit.  “It  is

foam filled with gas. It is very light.”
“It surely helps to stay floating.”
Melit closed the door and began to lead him along the

corridor.
“Was that your room?” he asked Melit.
“Yes, it was. Everyone has a room of his own. Other

rooms are used together.”
The  corridor  curved  gradually  left.  The  outside

appearance of the community base came back to Khad’s
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mind, and he guessed that they were in the cone-shaped
central building walking along a corridor arcing around
its center. On the walls of the corridor, especially on the
outward-facing wall there were doors obviously leading
to  private  rooms.  The  rooms  were  separated  with
intermediate spaces extending to the external wall whose
windows, reaching from the floor to the ceiling, let the
daylight flood in and disperse into the corridor from the
reflectors fixed to the ceiling. Khad noticed that here and
there  there  were  plants  decorating  the  corridor  –  an
obvious sign that at least some members of the air folk
had sometimes ventured to land on the ground. In some
places  there  were  also  ornaments  or  other  decoration
giving colour to the grayish-white surface. The furnishing
was not uniform but gave a comfortable feeling.

They walked down a ramp to a lower floor. There the
positions of the fdoors showed the rooms to be larger, and
the  decoration  was  scarcer.  Melit  told  that  behind  the
doors  there  were  rooms  for  work,  meetings,  nd
maintenance.  Khad followed Melit  looking around,  but
stopoped suddenly feeling again a strange sensation of
movement  passing through his  body.  Melit  noticed his
stopping and turned to look at him with inquiring eyes.

“Walking the corridor I forgot for a moment that I was
in the air”, explained Khad.

“Near the clouds there is more movement of air”, said
Melit.  “We are now trying to stay outside of the cloud
and we are moving ourselves.”

“What will you do during a storm? Or if you hit such
a strong stream that it capsizes your base?”

“The base does not turn easily. And the storms we will
avoid.”

“Don’t the air pockets disturb your life anyway?”
“We like them. It is fun to feel the air move.”
The reply did not surprise Khad. The air folk could be

expected to feel home in air, among its movements and
streams.

They  came  to  a  door  leading  out.  A light  breeze
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greeted them as they stepped no the sunlit  deck of the
base. Khad measured with his gaze the smooth, pale gery
surface that after a couple of tens of steps ended at the
railing surrounding the base. The deck was mostly empty,
but heare and there small masts or racks were standing on
it, with fixed reflecting or translucent plates, cables, or
other objects.

“With these devices we research the air,” told Melit to
Khad who was watching the objects. “At the rim and up
there there are devices who during thunder disperse the...
er...”

“Electric charges,” suggested Khad.
“Yes, electric charges.”
Khad walked further away from the large building for

living, shaped as a truncated cone, that they had just left.
The building filled the central part of the deck. From its
roof there emerged a spherical surface on top of which
there was yet another metallic-looking mast.

The  base  ascended  again  with  a  local  air  stream,
slowly and with majestic dignity. That returned to Khad’s
mind a thing he had been wondering.

“Could you tell me what is the force that suspends this
base?” he asked Melit with a quiver of awe in his voice.
“I did not see any device thst would support it.”

“It  has  been  filled  with  a  light  gas,”  replied  Melit
slightly amused with Khad’s solemn wondering.

“Gas?” Khad began to smile himself. “Do you mean
that we float supported by gas? Like a balloon?”

“Yes,  exactly.  In  this  foam beneath us  there  is  also
light gas. In the sphere there in the middle there is also
gas that we adjust to ascend and descend. On the bottom
there are devices for sideways movement.”

Khad looked at the massive-looking shape of the base
trying to convince himself that it, together with the deck
and the equipment was indeed not  heavier than the air
surrounding it. Even though the force supporting the base
did not prove to be a miracle, the way to build the base
could very well be called one.
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“Your airplane is this way,” said Melit and began to
lead  him clockwise  around  the  central  building.  They
walked leisurely forward while  the  cool  breeze played
around them.

“Do you fly often?” asked Melit.
“Quite often,” replied Khad.  “I, too, like air pockets.”
“Perhaps you, too, should have been born in the air,”

mused Melit smiling by herself.
From behind the curved side of the cone they caught

the  sight  of  both  Khad’s  airplane  and  the  wondering
crowd gathered  around it.  Melit  stopped suddenly and
retreated a few steps, away from the others’ sight, into the
shade of the curved wall. Khad followed her example.

“I  hope you forgive me that  I cannot  talk with you
more,” said Melit. “The others do not know about it. It is
hidden... how do you say it...?”

“A secret?”
“It is a secret,” repeated Melit. “I will ask Narion to

take you and the plane down. I hope that you can return
to your home easily and that your pains heal soon.”

Khad was perplexed that Melit  wanted to hide their
talking from the others but he decided to comply with her
wish without further questions.

“If we cannot talk any more, I want to thank you now
for everything you have done for me,” said Khad. “It was
very interesting to visit the place in which you live.”

“It was a joy for me to have you visit,” replied Melit.
“Shall we go now?”

They went on and saw again the people standing on
the  deck  and  Khad’s  airplane.  Khad  glanced  from the
corner of his eye at Melit who appeared visibly tense.

The  crowd  standing  around  Khad’s  badly  damaged
airplane  looked  very  agitated.  The  murmur  of  speech
interspersed  with  exclamations  was  floating  around.
Hands were pointing this way and that  way.  Khad and
Melit  came  quite  close  to  the  crowd  before  anyone
noticed  them.  One  of  them  noticing  Melit  asked  her
something.
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To  Khad’s  surprise  he  noticed  that  he  did  not
understand a word of the question. It was only then that
he realized what Melit had meant describing her lacking
language skills.  The air  folk did not  speak a dialect  of
their own like the various peoples on the ground, but had
an  entirely  different  language  completely  unknown  to
Khad!

During the history of the settlement the settlers had
already forgotten how it was to lie in a world divided by
language barriers.  They spoke  the same language with
each other, and they had been so completely separated
from the air folk that they did not have any idea about the
language the others spoke. But if they had not come to
the planet as members of the same settlement, it was only
natural that they did not speak the same language, either.

Melit had come to a young man standing near Khad
and said something to him in a soft voice, pointing with a
small  gesture  at  Khad.  The man glanced at  Khad.  His
eyes  widened  suddenly as  he  understood  from Khad’s
appearance and flying outfit who and what he was. The
others  woke  up  to  realizing  his  presence  and  their
speaking  changed  into  startled  exclamations.  They
gathered  toward  Khad,  attracted  by  the  sight  and  yet
repelled.  The situation felt  surreal  to  Khad.  Were  they
afraid of him?

The crowd gestured in turns at him and at his airplane
shouting in their  language of swiftly flowing syllables,
now erupting forth in bursts sharpened by agitation. Four
men  in  mutual  understanding  started  to  run  to  the
direction where he and Melit had come from. The men
disappeared behind the curve of the wall. The remaining
people gathered into a dense arc around Khad, Melit, and
the airplane lying sagged on the wall side. They seemed
to have a  lot  of  questions  to  ask Khad,  but  instead of
asking him they bombarded Melit  with their  questions.
Did it mean that Melit knew his language but anyone else
in the crowd did not?

Khad stood feeling slightly uneasy in the cross-fire of
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their relentless staring. Without knowing what else to do
he watched them in return. The people in the crowd were
mostly men, both young and already aged. They all had a
windproof  outfit  covering  their  whole  body,  but  with
different colours and details. Their face instead were in
unison  with  their  hair  varying  from  deep  copper  to
blackish brown, and dark eyes of the same kind that Melit
had. The shape of their faces varied, but the unblinking
stare directed at him was the same with everyone.

Replying the questions of the crowd Melit glanced at
Khad  now  and  then.  Khad  looked  back  at  her  and
wondered if he had caused her some kind of trouble by
appearing. Then he turned to look at his battered airplane.

The plane had been damaged badly enough that many
other people would undoubtedly called it a wreck: one of
its wings was broken and the other one torn, and its frame
structure  was  injured.  Khad  refused  to  give  up  hope,
because  he  could  hardly  imagine  a  life  without  his
aviation hobby. He would repair the plane even if he had
to rebuild it completely! But before that he would have to
get it back to the ground.

Also  the  structures  on  the  community  base  deck
showed some damage from the collision, but luckily less
than his plane. None of the people present seemed to pay
any attention to the damages of the structures now that he
was there to cause a greater confusion, but even if they
had had, would Khad have had any means to either repair
or to compensate the damage he had caused? He did not
even have a way to ask their forgiving.

The man having left came back, pushing a large, gray
bulky  shape  obviously  wheeled  underneath.  They
positioned the thing between the edge of the deck and the
opening  arc  of  the  people  and  came  then  to  Khad’s
airplane.

Khad  winced with  mental  pain  when they bent  the
broken wing and the tai assembly against the anterior part
of the frame. The condition of the plane, however, could
not  become  any  worse  from  the  handling,  and  they
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managed to diminish the volume it occupied rather small.
Khad glanced at the strange, wrinkled, translucent mass
that the men had brought to the place, and he noticed that
it  had  suddenly  begun  to  expand.  When  Khad  finally
realized  the  shape  the  mass  was  acquiring,  he  was
thoroughly surprised. The crumpled heap of the size of a
small temporary hut was becoming a fairly large airplane.

When the transformation was complete,  they had in
front  of  them  a  smooth,  long-winged,  airplane-like
aircraft, with a dim metallic glitter. On its side there was
a large opening through which the men lifted the wreck
of Khad’s plane in. While Khad was speechlessly eyeing
in turns the aircraft and Melit, the men who brought the
aircraft came to Khad.

Khad realized that his visit to the world of the air folk
was quickly coming to its end. His mind got flooded with
a  vast  number  of  questions  that  he  would  have  still
wanted to ask Melit, but for which he would no longer
have an occasion. Two of the men came next to Khad.
They put their hands on his shoulders. Even though their
touch could be called friendly,  it  delivered a clear and
absolutely declaratory message telling that it was time for
him to leave the community base.

Khad turned to look at Melit before he left escorted by
the men to the entrance of the aircraft.  Melit smiled at
him and discreetly waved her hand careful to not attract
the attention of the others.

They went to the cockpit, Khad in the middle and one
man to each side of him. Inside the aircraft was of the
same translucent material as outside, speckled with metal
filaments. Their seats were a part of the aircraft body and
even  the  window  was  seamlessly  integrated  with  the
body.  The only control  was  the  round bulge  extruding
from the front wall. The pilot on Khad’s left side put his
hands on the bulge. The translucent surface of the bulge
was riddled with different shining figures and filaments,
submerged  below  the  thin  surface  layer.  Gauges  or
signaling devices Khad did not see anywhere.
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The aircraft  started. What it actually was within the
aircraft that started, Khad could not tell, but he felt that
somewhere  inside  the  aircraft  power  began  to  well,
making it ready for takeoff. The only sound he heard was
the sigh of streaming air. Khad craned his neck to see out
past the men. He saw how the quickly increasing stream
of air passing over the wings made them quiver a little,
but he saw no device that caused the air to stream.

As the man left to Khad saw the route to be clear, he
made a slight movement with his hands on the surface of
the  bulge.  The  air  stream strengthened further,  until  it
sent  the  aircraft  into motion  and let  it  take  off  almost
immediately.  They passed the railing of the community
base  and  started  a  gently  ascending  counterclockwise
bank. Khad saw through the left window the small human
shapes on the base deck. He felt n urge to wave his hand
to them for a farewell, but decided against it.

Khad felt a soft push when they skimmed the edge of
the  windbreak  the  community  base  created.  At  that
moment  he  also  understood  the  reason  for  his  flight
accident.  He had decelerated his  plane to  the  extreme,
until it no longer could sustain a level flight when  he had
passed the edge of the deck and the airspeed had changed
beginning from the baseward wing. He accepted it as an
embarrassing but healthy lesson about not yet being such
an experienced pilot as to control  his plane in extreme
conditions with only partial  attention.  All  of  the life is
learning!

The  men  sit  in  silence,  staring  forward.  Without  a
mutual language they could not discuss with Khad, but he
wondered if they would have talked much even if they
could. He knew the habit of his own folk to not make air
folk even a topic of conversation, but he was surprised to
find plenty of similarity in the attitude of air folk to them.
However,  the  reasons  that  made  them  to  avert  him
remained a mystery to him.

The  crew  descended  carefully  and  scanned  the
environment with a sharp eye. After finding the location
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sufficiently safe the pilot turned the plane into a brisk,
stomach-twisting dive toward ground. At the last moment
he levelled the aircraft to a glide above the road passing
through the plain, and after letting the speed fade out he
anded the aircraft on the road. A soft, sonorous hum filled
the cockpit when the gear wheels rolled on the coarsely
glazed surface of the road.

Khad  helped  the  men  to  lift  the  wreck  out  of  the
aircraft to the roadside. After the job was done the men
waved their hands silently to Khad and closed themselves
into the cockpit. Khad receded when the air began again
to stream over the surfaces of the wings. Even now he
could not see what caused the air to flow, even though he
could watch the event from a close distance.

The  aircraft  started  to  move,  took  off,  and  banked
aside from over the road. It continued its ascent until it
disappeared among the clouds to return to the community
where it had come from. Remaining behind were only the
wrecked glider and Khad who tried to guess where he
had come and how to get back home.

His transporters had obviously taken a good care not
to land on a too public place. However, he felt gratitude
for the help he had received, and the solitude gsve him
time and peace to take in the events that had happened to
him. He sat on the frame of his airplane to think.

Perhaps somebody would soon drive by and give him
a ride to his home region.
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3
“Are you going to build another plane?” heard Khad a

curious question behind him. He looked the way he had
come from and saw a couple of his acquaintances on the
village road, young adults and youth soon to be adults.
They were slowly catching him up.

“No,” he replied. “One is surely enough. It just has to
be maintained now and then.”

“Maintained?  With  that  bunch  of  tubes  you  could
build it all over again.”

They reached Khad and rearranged to walk with him.
“May I carry the other end?” asked Ghiot,  a broad-

shouldered youth almost two measures tall looking at the
bunch of tubes Khad was carrying.

“Thank you, but these are light enough even for one
person.”

“No doubt.  I  am rather  afraid  that  wind turns  your
burden sideways just when someone is driving by.”

Khad gave the other end of the bunch to Ghiot and
held the other end himself. Others were following them
nearby.

“Where are you going?” asked Khad the whole group.
“To a game,” replied Phrien, the foremost of the girls.

“Why don’t you come along with us?”
“I have to take these tubes home,” said Khad.
“We will carry them for you all the way so that you

can continue your trip with us.”
“So be it,” replied Khad with a grin. “You brought me

around.”
While walking they threw to each other a yellowish,

fairly  large  but  nevertheless  light,  slowly  flying  ball.
They were probably planning for some single-team game
derived  from  social  ball-bouncing  ages  ago.  In  the
ancient Earth people usually entered the game field with
the intention to obliterate their  opponents,  but  later  the
contest games were accompanied by other games or skill-
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playing whose participants were competing only against
their own former results if anything at sll.

Another example of physical striving walked toward
them  in  the  character  of  Thang.  He  was  obviously
returning  from  the  bunker,  bouncing  on  his  palm  an
orange-coloured  ball  much  smaller  than  theirs,  and
carrying on his back protective equipment  nearly good
enough for an armor.

“Dizzyball from day to day?” greeted Ghiot him. “Is
speeding up a ball really so fun?”

“Records are there to be broken,” replied Thang and
slashed air with his steel racket.

“Come with us and see if you can any longer handle at
all balls as slow as this one. It is a refreshing exception
for you, and your skull will remain intact, too.”

“Nobody has died there in ages,” defended Thang his
choice.

“But  we are  more  pleasing  to  look at  that  a  wall,”
remarked Dien walking next to Ghiot.

“It is a matter of taste. But why not, I could come.”
“We will go by Khad’s home first,” said Ghiot.
“Is it where those tubes are going?”
“Yes. He is maintaining his airplane.”
Thang looked at the bunch of tubes.
“Will there be any original parts left on the plane?” he

wondered.
“Quite enough,” said Khad, a little bit bothered.
They turned as the road forked and walked on a road

of crushed stone past sparsely located houses. Half of the
group  were  singing  a  song  on  the  ball-gaming  theme,
started  by the  girls.  The  cheerful  group arrived  at  the
front of Khad’s home almost before they noticed.

“I will be back right away,” said Khad, took the tubes
and strode to the shed. He shoved the tubes in glancing at
the group at the roadside. Even though it would not have
been  overwhelmingly  shameful  for  him  to  show  his
mangled  airplane  to  the  others,  he  felt  himself
nevertheless unwilling to give an account about how the
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plane got wrecked.
He went for a moment into the living quarters to tell

his parents about his ongoing trip and returned thereafter
out and joined the crowd waiting him at the roadside.

“To the games, then,” said Ghiot.

* * *

“Horrors!” shouted Tian flexing herself  to catch the
approaching ball with her shoulders. “Passes like that do
not even exist!”

The  rules  did  not  yield:  the  ball  must  be  at  least
received  with  the  same  body  part  that  the  preceding
player  had  used  to  send  it.  Tian  managed  the  task
narrowly and quickly ducked below the ball to bounce it
with  her  head  to  the  next  player  in  the  circle.  The
yellowish  ball  travelled  along  the  circle  of  players
tranquilly,  slowly  enough  for  even  the  inexperienced
players to reach it in time, at least in most cases.

“Change!” shouted Ghiot when the ball fell down at
the  other  side  of  the  circle.  The  players  rearranged
themselves in a new order and the game went on. Khad
noticed that he got Ghiot as his follower. The setting was
quite  safe  as  Ghiot  would  not  let  even  the  inaccurate
passes to slip.  Contrary to that,  his  predecessor Phrien
would not be as easy a companion.

The first serve came from Thang who was accustomed
with  forceful  games.  The  doubts  about  his  ability  for
slow social games proved unfounded, as he mastered his
task accurately as a dancer. Khad guessed that Thang’s
bodily talents were not limited only to gameplaying, but
were a great help for him also in the physical professions
that  he  had  been  performing,  latest  of  them  being
forestry.  Khad himself  was only a  mediocre sportsman
and occasionally felt  himself  quite  disabled among his
more agile friends.

The ball came to Phrien. She glanced at Khad with a
twinkle of smile in the corner of her eye.
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“Take  a  high  one!”  she  said  and  bounced  the  ball
straight up with her knee. Khad sought a place where the
ball, deflected by erratic breeze would land, but finally he
had to dash rear left under the ball. His fierce kick made
the ball rise even higher than it did before.

“At the eleventh hour,” said Khad with a deep breath.
“Pilots make things fly,” replied Ghiot  with a smile

and stepped underneath the ball to release Khad from his
turn.

“What may make eleventh hour such a narrow one?”
wondered Dien. “It is in the middle of a workday.”

“On the Earth time was not  divided by forty as we
do,” came the answer from the other side of the circle.
“There the evening was already beginning at the eleventh
hour. The workday was over and the gates of the cities
were closed.”

“An aged saying.”
“And  not  the  only  one  of  its  kind.  Our  society  is

young but its culture is old.”
The ball continued its way around the circle. Suddenly

they were surprised by a shadow cast over their gaming
place.  The boy ready to pass the ball  shouted with his
near miss.

“They should at least shame to mess up a good game,”
muttered  the  girl  receiving  the  ball  glancing  at  the
shadowing community base from the corner of her eye.

Khad  looked up.  The  community base  glided  away
from the sun letting them back to full daylight. The base
looked  rather  ordinary  by  its  structure:  a  pale  sphere
attached with a darker cylindrical  part  below. To Khad
who had ended up on the deck of one of them the base no
longer could be a mere interference of the daily life. A
visit to the base had revived into full vigour the questions
that his society had unanimously sunk into the sleep of
silence,  and his  thoughts  inevitably escaped to explore
the  invisible  life  hiding  within  the  bases,  the  invisible
work done within them every day, but of which nothing
was known on the ground.
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What might be doing she whom he met...  what was
her name again? Melit?

“Coming!” gave Phrien a warning shout at his side. At
the las moment  he managed to notice  the  ball  dashing
toward his face. He fended off the ball with raised hands,
without any idea about the body part he was expected to
use. The ball bounced again straight up, and rather high,
too. Phrien’s pass had been spunky.

“Did  you  try  to  get  them  down  from  the  sky?”
wondered Ghiot about Khad’s action, caught the falling
ball and put it under his arm.

“I was just a bit surprised,” muttered Khad abashed.
“Turn your eyes back here upon the ground, and you

will hit the ball,” advised Ghiot him. “You do not get air
folk for a company, not even if you were flying day and
night.”

“Are you sure?” asked Khad challengingly.
“They have always been there and we here. Is it not

enough to make it  a sure thing? We do not even know
them.”

“That is exactly why you should not be so sure.”
“If you are planning an upheaval of the society, you

have  to  be  familiar  with  important  facts,”  reminded  a
joker from the other side of the circle. “How about if we
rehearsed a bit of history? All together! One, two, three,
now!”

“Spare us of it!” shouted Khad, but half of the players
had already begun the song.

“There is a house for valley fair
and hill, so they are telling,
but restless is the folk of air,
and nowhere stays for dwelling.

With greedy gaze they sweep the ground,
to own is in their notion;
but eastern wind will them confound
and blow them over ocean.
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Just fifteen steps is all they get,
world’s end is at the railing.
For stroll they wish their feet to set
but paths of air are failing.

Like clouds to hover they are fain,
think mischief for world nether.
No escape. Only hope again
that dry will be the weather.

“Did  you  get  your  drive  spent?”  shouted  Khad  in
between  before  the  enthused  singers  would  engross
themselves to go through all the treasury of more than ten
stanzas and perhaps invent a few more to go on.

“Don’t  you  like  it?”  asked  the  one  who  began  the
song. “There is quite a lot more of it left.”

“Thank you but I have heard enough of it. It consists
mostly of factual errors and in any case tells more about
singers themselves than its theme.”

“Very  well,  if  you  in  the  know want  us  others  so
enlighten.”

“There  must  be  better  information  than  this  song
about  the  air  folk  somewhere,”  said  Khad.  “Sooner  or
later I will get it dug out.”

“And after that?”
“After that we can, for example, try singing on some

other key.”
“Good luck!” snorted the singer.
“Watch out, ball is coming!” heard Khad a shout from

his right.
That time he passed the ball to the next player with all

fluency.

* * *

“Why is this called fishing?” asked Khad throwing the
bait plummet attached to a line under the water in steep
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angle. “Fish cannot be caught this way, can they?”
“It may be some kind of historic relic,” mused Heant,

a family friend whose home Khad’s family was visiting.
“I suppose that they caught and ate fish on the Earth.”

“It  is  also  called  mollusc  catching,  to  be  exact,”
remarked Deim, Khad’s father, watching over the edge of
the raft the fine-grained bait wake left behind by the bait
plummet on its way toward the bottom. “Fishing is just a
shorter and more wieldy word.”

“There is some glory in it, too,” said Heant. “Think if
we really would bring fish home from every fishing trip.
We would become epic heroes.”

“Is  fish  really  worth  it?”  wondered  Khad.  “I  think
molluscs taste about as good.”

“Give me the scoop net,” asked Deim. Heant handed
him the small, close-meshed catching utensil. The hoop
of the net sunk silently and discreetly below the surface,
towards the turbulence that had appeared on the bait trail.
Deim’s quick wrist movement closed the mouth of the net
and the trapped mollusc ended on the raft.

“A glass  bulb,”  commented  Heant.  “And  of  a  nice
size, too.”

Deim took a small knife and cut open the glass-clear
mollusc, as wide as two palms, from the tip to the root of
its  arms.  When  the  innards  of  the  mollusc  became
exposed to air, its vital functions began to fade out and its
clear colour began to turn cloudy and grayish.

“Have you seen any fish here?” asked Khad.
“They say that there are some,” said Heant. “I have

never seen one close enough myself that I could tell for
sure  that  it  was  a  fish.  But  I  could  not  catch  them,
anyway, as I do not have the right gear for them.”

“Drift net may be the only device that can still catch
them. And they are used only on the oceans whenever
they are used. Someone told me that fish became more
clever  after  they  were  accepted  for  free  planting  and
began to multiply in the nature.”

They  waited  until  the  bait  trail  faded  away.  Then
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Heant drove the raft further ahead with the rear paddle
and Deim took his turn to throw the plummet.

“Have  they up  there  ever  tasted  the  bounty of  the
waters?” pondered Khad, lying on his back on the raft
and pointing upward with his finger.

“I do not know,” replied his father. “It must be rather
complicated to catch any aquatic animals while living up
in the air.”

“Does it make any sense?”
“Does what make?” Deim glanced in turns at him and

the bait trail.
“Is there any sense in that they have to hang up there

even though there is plenty of space down here?”

“No,” replied Deim slowly and pensively, glancing at
Heant from the corner of his eye to see what he thought
of their peculiar topic of discussion. “Things just happen
to be the way they are. And there are many other points
where they do not make the best sense.”

“How about if a few of them came down here? What
would you think about it?”

“It depends on what they would do to us.”
“Should they do something bad to us? Or anything at

all?”
“It is possible. Even now we have mentally insane and

criminals among us.”
“Which kind do you find the air folk to be?”
“Both,  if  they  attack  us,”  replied  Deim  without

shrinking from the challenge from his son. “And as we
know, it has happened. It might not happen in all cases,
but why get into the danger now that we have achieved
peace and it has held?”

“There is something very grotesque in this ‘peace’,”
muttered Khad stubbornly.

“Why wouldn’t we let them be undisturbed up there?”
said Heant who had followed with a smile the argument
between  a  father  and  a  son.  “They  got  up  there  by
themselves.”
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Khad did not have time to answer before Heant got
also the next word.

“Wow,  now there  is  a  steak  worm coming.  We  are
lucky today!”

“Let’s use the comb trap,” suggested Deim and picked
up  the  long-handled  catching  device.  “That  one  is
impossible to catch with a scoop net.”

So  did  also  the  steak  worm end  up  among  human
beings.  Khad  removed  the  head  and  entrails  of  the
reddish, worm-like animal three spans long. He got his
task ready just when his little brother Leit began to call
them from the shore.

“Do you catch anything?”
“This is plenty enough for a relish,” replied Khad over

the waters. “We will be soon back.”
“I  will  throw  one  more  time,”  said  Heant  to  his

companions gazing into the water.
“What  kinds  of  mollusc  dishes  can  you  prepare?”

asked Khad him.
“A few that my father taught me,” replied Heant asnd

threw the  plummet.  “But  me  and  your  father  are  old-
fashioned  men:  we  bring  the  catch  and  our  wivesd
prepare them for the food. Isn’t it true, Deim?”

“And  not  any  paltry  food  it  is  they  make!”  added
Deim.
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4
“Flying  seems  to  be  a  heavy  task,”  commented  a

youth  leaning  on  the  wall  inside  a  warehouse,  with  a
mischievous twinkle in the corner of his eye. “Or perhaps
not  the  flying  itself  but  that  endless  repairing  of  the
damages.”

“Another  option is,  of  course,  to  stay on ground if
working  feels  to  intimidating,”  replied  Khad  without
hesitation, standing at the sales counter.

The keeper of the warehouse, a youth of the same age
as the two others, put on the table a fastened bunch of
various metal tubes.

“Eight pieces. The price will be, let’s say three and a
half thousand.”

“Oh-oh!”  sighed  the  youth  at  the  wall  in  a
commiserating tone.

“These  tubes  are  not  just  whatever  tin  plate,”
explained the warehouse keeper to the youth. “Besides,
they have been tooled ready, so they are actually machine
parts.”

“Indeed,” replied the youth as if  to remind himself.
“Not just any tin plate, like his accident was not just any
crash, either.”

“What  do  you  mean?”  replied  Khad  somewhat
stringently.  Chaffing  was  a  thing  that  the  settler  boys
were accustomed with right from childhood, but this time
it  came  with  elements  that  were  harder  than  usual  to
control.

“Didn’t this flight of yours end up – how should I put
it – into a rather unusual place?”

To clarify his message the youth drew with his finger
an arc extending high into the air, cutting it at the apex
with a lively snap of fingers, accompanied with a click of
tongue.

The warehouse keeper raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
he asked.
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“Are you sure it was me?” asked Khad, if only to give
the gossip more challenge.

“Do you know many others... no, do you know  any
other  pilot  whose  flying  does  not  only  show but  also
sounds  from horizon to  horizon?” the youth  asked the
warehouse keeper, refusing to lose the argument. “Then
once this interesting experience of sound suddenly broke
off  in  the  middle  of  the  airy  expanses,  but  for  some
reason there was no wildly spinning heap of junk coming
down. It seems that this plane remained up there.”

“Really?”  asked  the  warehouse  keeper  with  his
eyebrows still higher.

“There are several  holes in your story,” commented
Khad, already guessing what the locals would talk about
the  following  days  anyway.  “Besides,  all  kinds  of
rumours have been around before.”

“You will be famous if you really have been there,”
said the warehouse keeper, unable to decide whether he
ought to shiver with horror or admiration.

“Three  and  a  half  thousand,  here  you  are,”  replied
Khad to the  warehouse keeper and rolled four  mineral
balls chosen from his own palm to the other’s.

“Before your next  collision remember  to check that
nobody is watching,” advised the youth at the wall. “It
would be really embarrassing if you get marked as one of
the other side. You would become a ball in a game that
you could not leave except by moving underground.”

“Even  the  long  games  end  after  a  time,”  reminded
Khad and picked the tubes under his arm. “Have a nice
day!”

* * *

Khad  felt  himself  to  be  lucky  that  among  his
colleagues he had found first an open-minded and then a
tolerant person. He had already decided to carefully avoid
any reference  to  the  air  folk,  but  noticed  that  he  had
slipped again as his colleagues became enthused to talk
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about history. As before, his remarks evoked wondering,
but this time he got useful advice instead of clownery: he
was directed to visit the Archive. He had heard about that
building that contained items of both today and past, but
he had never thought to find out its location or range of
supply. The other strike of luck he got when he was given
a  transportation  task  originally  intended  for  another
worker, and also a permit to use the transport vehicle for
a visit to the Archive on his way back.

Khad  was  now  on  his  return  trip,  after  having
delivered a turbine engine for the rumbler truck waiting
at the road constructors’ depot. Now he was free of his
duties  and was  just  arriving  to  the  Southwestern  Base
Village  at  whose  outskirts  the  Archive was  located.  In
spite of its name the village was not particularly large,
and also its southwesternness depended largely on from
where it was viewed. However, the Archive was probably
the only one of its class on the whole planet, and it had
visitors both from near and far.

After coming to a crossing marked with a sign Khad
steered the light hauler to the side road. To his surprise
also the side road was glazed, but thinking again it could
be expected, if the road was in frequent use. However,
the most secluded roads would still be created without the
help  of  the  two  fusion-powered  glazing  roadmaking
machines from the Earth. The machines were too unique
to be dared to use for every road.

His silent, electric vehicle climbed at ease the gentle
uphill lined with forest, and brought him to the yard of
the Archive.  He parked the vehicle on the edge of the
yard  and  walked  to  the  one-storied  but  rather  long
building.  The  building  was  unadorned  in  style,  as  the
settlers’ buildings usually were, but its air of permanence
told the spectator that it was built for ages to come. The
four stone steps at the middle of its side brought Khad to
the  main  entrance.  The  door  opened  rather  lightly
considering its sturdiness.

The Archive was obviously a single large hall inside.
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It  was  completely  filled  with  bookcases  in  which
booklets  of  fastened ethenite  sheets  were accumulated.
Here and there among the bookcases there were support
columns supporting the expansive roof of the hall. Khad
looked at  the  ends  of  the  bookcases  that  had  signs  of
dates, titles, and subtitles. He was obviously in an archive
for management or scientific work.

Further  away there  came  sounds  of  working.  Khad
walked  among  the  bookcases  until  he  found  what  he
sought: in front of him there were two empty bookcases,
and in front of the closer one there was a youngish man
putting  booklets  on  it  from  a  box  next  to  him.  The
topmost  booklet  in  the  box  was  titled  shortly  “Water
Treatment  Study”,  with  the  date  and authors  and their
supporters listed below.

“How can I help you?” asked the man.
“I would like to find information about the air folk,”

told Khad resolutely.
“Air  folk?”  The  man  gave  an  uneasy  laugh,  as  if

surmising that he was targeted for a prank. “For such a
need I do not dare to promise a solution even here.”

“The air folk is nevertheless part of our history,” said
Khad,  refusing  to  give  up.  “Surely  somebody  has
recorded at least something of them.”

“If you are searching especially historical information,
I suggest that you go to the department of history. In the
middle of the hall there are stairs that will let you to the
floor below. Do you intend to make a thorough study?”

“Is  there  any  harm  in  doing  so?”  asked  Khad
cautiously.

“Not  at  all.  But  in  such  case  I  have  a  better
proposition.  The  Historian  is  here  today.  He  probably
knows about our past everything that can be known. You
could benefit of meeting him.”

“I thank you in advance.”
Khad  was  happily surprised,  but  on  the  other  hand

involving another person studying sensitive information
made  him  uneasy.  He  nevertheless  followed  without
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hesitation the man who led him to a side room at the wall
of the hall, obviously some kind of an office.

“He is Master  Derpht,  also known by his nickname
Historian,”  he  introduced  to  Khad  the  other,  already
rather aged man who was studying ethenite sheets behind
his desk.

Khad  introduced  himself,  and  Derpht  greeted  him
with a bright and a little bit roguish smile.

“History of  the  air  folk?”  he  said  pensively,  but  at
least without any visible startling after Khad had stated
his issue in privacy with him. “That is quite a challenge!
But as you said, it is part of our history, too. And not any
insignificant part.”

Khad sat at the table as Derpht prompted him.
“Are you aware of what  you are asking?” he asked

Khad giving him a weighty look.
“Yes, I am,” replied Khad,  even though he was not

actually sure what Derpht meant with his question.
“You see, history is the basis on which the current era

is built, and he who controls the basis will decide which
way the future built on it is most prone to incline. That is
why it makes a difference how the history is written and
how the written history is used. The words that make the
historic  record  are  the  same  words  that  raise  or  fell
nations.”

Khad’s already brightening mood sunk again.
“I believe that there is only public history, accessible

to everyone. Anything less than that, even if it is posed
with  the  best  intentions  for  the  nation,  is  not  morally
sustainable.”

“You  believe  in  an  excellent  idea,”  replied  Derpth
smiling, with a twinkle in his eye. “Not everyone believe
the same, and therefore it is important that you know not
only your destination, but also the wisest way to strive
for  it.  The  Archive  exists  to  advance  the  life  of  the
society on its path, but in a deeper meaning it exists also
to let it find new paths. And that does not always happen
without pain.”
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“So I will get information about the air folk?”
“Of  course,  as  far  as  it  depends  on  us  two.  But

perhaps you have noticed that the air folk is a topic of
which people do not talk much, and presumably have not
talked before either. Thereby the air folk is a topic about
which there is not much writing, either. We may have to
gather our desired total image of them from rather small
pieces,  and even the pieces are not  necessarily easy to
find. You will get a better idea of the scale of the task if
we go to the floor below.”

Derpht set the sheets in front of him in piles and got
up  from  behind  his  desk.  Khad  followed  him  to  the
archive hall. They meandered past the bookcases to the
middle  of  the  hall  where  there  were  descending stone
steps worn by many stepping feet. Khad felt himself to
descend  into  a  new,  almost  ceremoniously  solemn
atmosphere as they entered the spacious stone hall lit by
basement windows near the ceiling. The hall had much
fewer bookcases than the hall above, as part of the space
was occupied by the desks for the studying visitors and
pigeonhole shelves  for various strange-looking artefacts.
The light in the hall was dim as at the moment there were
nobody else present and none of the lamps at desks or
ceiling were lit. There was nevertheless enough light fro
Khad to let his eyes take in the innumerable nooks and
shelves.

Derpht walked slowly on purpose to let Khad examine
the  objects  while  walking  by,  and  stopped  whenever
Khad stopped.

“These are the reading devices fro the records brought
from the  Earth,”  he  told  Khad  while  moving  a  book-
sized, featureless box onto the table next to him. The box
divided  into  two  flat  halves,  the  lower  one  having  a
keyboard and the upper one a viewing screen. Khad had
seen viewing screens before, but rarely one as small and
and skilfully built.

Derpht  took from the shelf  a card of silvery sheen,
small enough to fit on his palm, and inserted it into a slot
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below the  keyboard.  Khad  tried  in  vain  to  follow the
symbols  and  characters  appearing  on  the  screen  while
Derpht used the device with seemingly accustomed ease.

“I  cannot  make  anything  out  of  that,”  said  Khad
looking  at  the  white-lit  screen  with  tens  of  lines  of
unintelligible characters.

“This text is one of the ancient languages used on the
Earth.  Our language descends from them,  even though
we do not understand them without prior studying.”

Many  languages,  all  of  them  unknown.  Studying
history proved to be more complicated than Khad had
expected.

“Does the language of the air folk descend from them,
too?” asked Khad.

“I believe so. Nobody just seems to know what kind
of language they speak.”

Khad  felt  an  urge  to  tell  about  his  experience,  but
decided to not say anything.

“Does all  that text come from the card you inserted
into the machine?” Khad asked scrolling the text on the
screen imitating Derpht’s use of the machine.

“Yes,  it  does.  That  card  contains  more  text  than  a
bookcase  full  of  books.  It  contains  also  sound  and
images.”

Derpht took from the shelf a gray, ring-shaped object
and snapped the cord extending from it into the socket on
the side of the machine. He set the object, some kind of
broad band, on Khad’s head. Settling on its proper place
the band covered Khad’s eyes, but before he managed to
say anything, he noticed to his surprise himself to be in
the middle of a large meeting hall. On the podium there
was  standing  a  man  wearing  a  dark,  angularly shaped
dress.  He  was  speaking  to  his  audience  in  words  that
echoed  bright  inside  the  hall,  but  were  in  language
completely  incomprehensible  to  Khad.  Khad  glanced
around, but to the rest of the audience he did not exist at
all.

Through the world that had risen to his senses out of
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nowhere Khad heard Derpht to utter a command word in
a foreign language.

“... of which especially we who still are capable to act
to solve this problem of asset distribution should take a
good  notice,”  began  the  speaker  suddenly to  speak  in
Khad’s mother tongue. The rhythm of the speech sounded
forced  at  times,  and  the  sounds  did  not  match  the
movement  of  his  lips,  but  the  voice was the speaker’s
own, and now Khad could understand what the speaker
said.

Derpht took the band from Khad’s head, and with it
was lifted away also the illusion that had filled his senses.

“That  is  the  New Year  speech of  one of  the  nation
leaders of the ancient Earth,” explained Derpht, swithed
the machine off and put it back to the shelf.

“With  what  means  could  that  machine  have  been
built?” wondered Khad.

“On  the  Earth  they  could  make  very  complex
machines with vanishingly small elements. Machines like
this were there part  of  the daily life,  as you may have
heard  people  tell.  In  theory  we  could  make  similar
machines, but their manufacturing requires the support of
many such industrial branches that we do not have.”

“Why not?”
“In a world as sparsely inhabited as this one we have

to satisfy ourselves with more modest but in their own
way  perhaps  cleverer  solutions  than  those  on  the
industrial Earth. We do not have the industrial resources
of  the  Earth,  and  therefore  we  continuously  strive  to
transfer the essential parts of these records on ethenite as
long as  even some of  these  Earth-made  machines  still
work.”

They continued further into the hall.
“What  comes  to  the  air  folk,  our  most  convenient

source of information is the Earth, as both our and their
roots are there, and then both peoples were still living on
the same ground,” explained Derpht as they approached a
certain  bookcase.  His  eyes  were  already traversing the
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shelves  as  they  were  coming  to  it.  Finally  his  search
concentrated a certain spot, and then he drew one of the
books out of the shelf.

“Political history from the beginning of the settlement
of space,” he said. “This one is worth trying, too.”

Khad looked at the cover of the book that had in three
lines similar indecipherable characters that he had already
seen on the screen of the reading device.

“This book has been written in Alpine language,” told
Derpht.  “On  the  Earth  there  was  quite  a  jumble  of
languages, and a good enough common language could
not be established in spite of the numerous efforts. Alpine
is  a  more  modest  but  also  more  successful  effort,  an
artificial language that nobody spoke as a mother tongue,
but  which more than a  thousand million people  in  the
western  and  southern  Europe  were  expected  to
understand  either  right  away  or  after  only  minimal
studying.”

“Do you know Alpine language?”
“I have had to study the Earth languages somewhat

for  my  work.  I  thought  that  I  could  translate  for  you
select parts of the book so that we might find things that
are of interest for you.”

They moved from bookcase to bookcase, and found
also some old texts written on Khad’s own planet. Their
language was not much clearer to Khad than the Alpine
of the previous book, and the titles of these books did not
mention air folk by the name, either. It seemed that books
dedicated to the matters of air folk simply did not exist
among the settlers.

After  gathering  a  pile  of  six  books  they sat  at  the
nearest table and lit the lamp fixed to its back edge.

* * *

An excerpt from the essay “The Inhabitants of Man-
made Island in The Interactions of The Global Politics”
(Professor  Zhovan  Adriani,  Department  of  History,

40



University of Rome, April 2083):

Can a word of a nation be trusted? How much trust
can we lay  on  the words of  nation  leaders  when they
assure  us  of  their  good  will  to  the  neighbouring
countries? Perhaps many of the leaders sincerely want
the best of both their own and the others, but conflicts of
interest  and actual  or  assumed threats  inevitably  bend
the actually achieved politics apart from the guidelines
drawn  in  public  speeches.  Nations  are  not  as  single-
minded as individuals, and therefore their right hand is
not always aware of what the left hand is doing, and it is
not easy to guess how they will understand tomorrow the
promises given today.

It should therefore not be a wonder that also promises
of the people of Man-made Island were received mostly
with cynicism, as history has taught many hard lessons to
the  nations  of  the  world  about  promises  and  about
believing  them.  Perhaps  the  islanders  would  prefer  to
live  quietly  on  their  own,  but  in  a  world  where
interaction  is  inevitable  every  nation  and  coalition
always has some kind of politics for foreign affairs, and
therefore  also  the  islanders  have  had  to,  although
reluctantly, present such a politics.

Man-made Island was supposed to become completely
neutral  miniature world,  an oasis in the middle of  the
battle field of the global politics. But how to be neutral
among  companions  who  see  the  world  through
competition and confrontation? And if one also succeeds
better  than  another,  should  the  overtaken  not  beware
being left on the mercy of the rising world governor? The
islanders are in many sense winners, as in the by far self-
sufficient solitude of their island they have been able to
direct all their energy to the construction of their society.
They have succeeded, and as contradictory as it sounds,
their success is becoming their worst stumbling block.

The islanders are living in their own solitude, so they
are  of  course  seen  as  dubious  and  secretive.  On  the
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island  there  are  living  in  harmony  and  cooperation
people form all over the world, so some of them must be
guilty  of  military  or  commercial  treason  with  the
competitors.  On  the  island  there  are  knowledge  and
skills, so one has to keep an eye on them. And because
Man-made  Island  has  received  also  admiration  and
favour  of  all  kinds,  it  is  accused  of  monopolism  and
jeopardizing of  global democracy,  that often-mentioned
creation of ours. However, few have noticed to ask how
anyone  can  topple  a  thing  that  has  right  from  the
beginning lain on its face in the filth of selfishness, as a
mocking  image  of  the  grand  plans  of  its  creators.
Democracy has not found much space in our world, but
the islanders,  if  we would allow it  to  them even for  a
moment, could present the world with new and perhaps
better  ways to  govern people  by their  unique political
laboratory into which their island has developed.

The colonization of the Man-made Island is not only
reclamation of new land, but also a mass escape, a kind
of  folk  migration  of  harassed  people  to  the  last  shore
where  they  hoped  to  be  left  in  peace.  If  the  current
pressure  against  them  still  goes  on  mounting  and
becomes  more  concrete  in  expression  than  until  now,
where  should  they  any  longer  find  a  place  for
themselves?  Will  they  become,  as  the  bitter  joke  has
referred to their space exploration, the quickest settlers
of space in our world?

An excerpt from the report of the supreme commander
Geron to the nation of the settlers on the 24 th day of the
4th week of the 114th year of the settlement.

Region 236 is now ready for the construction of the
buildings of the permanent settlement. Even though it is a
tradition  that  the  settlers  give  the  name  to  the  new
regions, the reclamation team asks this time to bring to
the settlers’ attention their own suggestion for the name
that  hey  wish  to  be  mentioned  among  others  in  the
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meeting. They call this region Valley of Abundance, as it
has much more valuable natural resources, both living
and lifeless, than it seems at the first glance. This region
will be of security and the basis of the homes for many of
us the same way as our previously found treasuries.

Another notable fact is that we were not the first ones
in this region. The Aftercomers, as we nowadays call the
inhabitants of the space station orbiting our planet had
established  near  our  settlement  a  camp,  or  actually  a
whole camp city. We gave the directions to our team to
stay within our own settlement, but it could not restrain
some of us to go to explore their area, especially as some
of them had also been seen moving at the outskirts of our
area.

Would there have been enough room for both of us in
the  region? I  believe  so  and that  was  our  aim in  the
beginning. The luck was not on our side any better than
it had been on the first time, as one of the explorations of
our team members to their area triggered on their side a
rather extensive-looking movement of people toward us,
obviously some kind of mass march. We do not know and
we may never get to know what was their intention, but
our team prepared for  the  worst,  as  the tradition tells
that  the  Aftercomers  are  descendants  of  the  people  of
Man-made  Island  of  the  Earth.  On  the  Earth  their
intentions caused unease, but they were living on their
own island. Here they do not have an island of their own,
but their island would be all of the only continent of our
planet, and we could only guess what kinds of cruelties
they could commence when there were present few of us
and many of them.

The  marchers  arrived  at  our  quartering  zone,  and
after that point the reports are rather contradictory, as
the evening was already becoming dark. When our team
members came out of their quarters the situation quickly
became chaotic with people shouting and running here
and there.  When one of  the buildings then caught fire,
new firmness rose in the midst of the confusion, and the
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comers were resolutely driven away.
We  were  too  few  that  we  could  have  defended

ourselves  with  manpower  only  against  their  whole
multitude, but our exploring team members knew to tell
us that their camp had only very light if any resources of
machinery. We had heavy all-terrain vehicles and some
other machines that could protect us, if we would get into
a confrontation with them again. Next morning we then
took off with roller vehicles, but a we got a sight of the
location of their camp, we only found out  that  nobody
was  living  there  any  longer.  The  camp  had  been
evacuated  in  one  night,  and  the  last  inhabitants  were
packing their remaining items into similar large airships
that  we  have  occasionally  seen  them  cruise  above
uninhabited regions.

It  does  not  seem  likely  to  us  that  the  Aftercomers
would  return  to  this  region,  so  the  settling  can  begin
safely also in this respect.
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5
“I  do  not  understand  why  I  am  treated  like  a

wrongdoer,” sighed Melit who had sat down on the edge
of a workbench.

“Perhaps they are scared,” guessed Rhavalt sitting on
a seat next to her. He was in charge of the workshop, and
he had known Melit since her childhood. “They believe
they are afraid of ground-dwellers but they do not know
what exactly in them causes the fear. So they are afraid of
you, as you are their only contact point with the nameless
thing spreading beneath them.”

“I just brought him in to recover after the accident. Is
there something frightening in that?”

“No, there isn’t. And if you ask others, they will give
you the same answer. In your case they are not driven by
reasoning but rather by a force coming somewhere much
deeper, the same force that keeps ground-dwellers on the
ground and us up here in the air.”

“Are you afraid of me?”
Rhavalt could not help smiling, even though he knew

Melit’s question to be purely rhetoric.
“You  know  how  well  I  know  you.  I  am afraid  of

nothing that is in you, and I am certainly not afraid of you
giving a moment of rest for ground-dwellers inside Assar.
I would surely have done the same as you, had I been in
your place.”

“They are avoiding me anyway. Some even turn their
eyes  away,  as  if  it  would  be  dangerous  to  notice  my
presence.”  Melit  searched  a  proper  expression  for  a
moment. “As if I had come from the ground myself,” she
finally expressed the gist of the matter.

“What if in your spirit you are a little bit?”
Melit  knew  that  his  words  were  intended  as  an

encouragement, because they came from Rhavalt. From
anyone else the sentence would have been at least strange
if not downright threatening. Of Rhavalt she would not
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need to feel  timid,  because he was to  her like another
father,  especially  after  she  had  lost  her  actual  father.
Rhavalt was an aged man already, older than her father
would  have  been,  but  in  his  gaze  there  sparkled  a
continuous youth.

“I  know only our own folk and the places where it
lives,” Melit replied. “I do not know what to expect of the
ground-dwellers, but we cannot go on with this kind of
absurdity forever,  either.  Below us there is  uninhabited
land beyond measure and above them there is open air up
to dizzying heights, and yet neither dares to settle into the
territory of the other.”

“So has  it  been  since  ancient  times.  Perhaps  it  has
been absurd, and still is, but as we have grown with that
absurdity, giving it up may be overpoweringly hard.”

“Scarcely harder than bearing it.”
“I would like to talk with others about you, but I think

it would only make the matters worse. Perhaps we just
have to stand the aversion and live in the hope that they
do  not  feel  like  being  on  the  alert  endlessly.  If  they
instead begin to behave more rudely, come by all means
to tell to me. I think that at least in such cases people here
still listen to me.”

“Thank you,” said Melit feeling much easier already.
“Where would I be without you!”

“Why don’t you go to fly a little bit. It would make
you  feel  better.  At  least  you  would  be  in  another
environment for a while.”

Melit did as Rhavalt had suggested. She could have
spent with Rhavalt a longer time but decided to let him
go on with whatever he may have been doing. She went
to the office room of the traffic assistant to reserve flying
time. The assistant was away at the moment but Melit got
an airplane with the same ease from the young deputy
whom he had left to do the job.

Small  airplanes  where  stored  compressed  the  same
way as the larger one by which Khad and his plane had
been carried back onto the ground.  The airplane Melit
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chose was light  enough that  she could pull  it  onto the
deck even singlehandedly, but the youth working as the
deputy left nevertheless his room to help her. A moment
later Melit was airborne, controlling the two-seated plane,
flying wherever her whims would take her.

The  skills  in  aviation  belonged  to  the  basic
capabilities  of  the  air  folk  members.  Even  though
everyone  was  not  skilled  in  it,  and  many  who  were
piloted  a  plane  only  when  definitely  necessary,  flying
nevertheless belonged to the daily life of the air folk, as it
was the only way to get form a base to a base. The bases
had  a  pool  of  compressible  airplanes  who  nominally
belonged to the base but who by a custom could be rather
liberally borrowed and left to others to return.

In  spite  of  its  commonness  flying  was  an
inexhaustible source of joy and enjoyment for everyone
who did not have a particular reason to feel uneasy about
it. Melit had been a few times before easing her mind by
flying,  and  also  this  time  she  could  feel  her  mood
brightening  from the  very first  moments  as  the  bright
sunlight sparkled on the outer surface of the airplane and
illuminating the scattered puffs of clouds shining white.
Melit could have opened the windows particular to this
airplane model, even the windscreen, as the speed of the
light  airplane was by no means dizzyingly high for an
airplane. The electric drive built into the wing surfaces,
driving air along the surfaces with soundless force fields,
gave enough power to the plane for leisurely climbing,
but not much more.

Beneath her spread very familiar but still completely
unknown world of the ground-dwellers. From the air she
could observe how they moved as small particles on the
fingertip-sized gardens of their houses, or travelled with
their  vehicles,  colourful  dots  along  the  roads  that
meandered  through  forests  like  snakes.  Occasionally
some of the pilots of the air folk descended a little lower
to make out more details, but the unwritten laws hovering
behind their whole lives warned them of getting too low,
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except  in  locations where they were surely far  enough
from all  the habitation, and then only for reasons good
enough to warrant landing.

Melit’s  flying  altitude  was  sufficient  by  every
yardstick,  but  in  the  flight  of  her  life  she felt  she had
inadvertently  exceeded  the  allowed  limits.  As  a
consequence she had now got to carry a brand that made
the  others  instinctively shrink back,  but  which nobody
seemed to be able or willing to describe in words said
aloud. Melit herself was seized even deeper as she knew
that the deeds that had branded her could not be regarded
as momentary lapses. They were her way of life, and they
were  also  a  crime  against  her  society,  perpetuated  for
years. Still, even though others so unanimously regarded
her  as  a  criminal,  could  any of  them have  shown the
name or the target for her crime?

There had been a time that she, like the other children
of the air folk, had peeked over the deck edge the scenery
spreading  below  and  talked  about  it  with  her  friends.
Growing as the time passed she had got with two friends
of her an idea to try and catch the attention of somebody
down below. Their first thought was to drop something
interesting  over  the  deck  edge,  but  they  realized  that
nobody might find their messages or artefacts, and even
if somebody did, they themselves would not know if their
effort had succeeded. So they moved to an effort one step
more reckless: Innakar who knew electronics could build
a radio transceiver for them, and Hestrion, the old mentor
of Talissan could be recruited with a suitable excuse to
teach them, and especially the least employed Melit, the
basics of ancient  languages.  Their  plan to contact  with
the  radio  transceiver  the  ground-dwellers  would,  of
course, be the common, exciting secret of the three girls.

The  plan  required  much  more  work  than  they  had
estimated  in  the  beginning,  but  over  time  it  became
almost an obsession to them: they did not want to give up
until  they  would  have  at  least  once  broken  the  wall
between the  two worlds  and exchanged if  even  a  few
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mutually understood words with the other side. However,
the mere task of finding a speaking companion seemed to
be extremely tricky as they did not know what to search,
and the languages they had so eagerly studied seemed to
be much less  of  help than expected in deciphering the
incomprehensible sentences they had received from the
world below. The language of the ground-dwellers had
changed considerably from what it was during the time
they began their space voyage, but Talissan held on to her
conviction that the language could still be traced back to
its roots, and finally managed to convince the others, too.
Melit was the first one to find the meanings of what they
heard, and it was also Melit who, stiff with excitement,
uttered  their  first,  carefully  rehearsed  words  of  the
foreign  language  to  an  unsuspecting  radio  station
operator who thought he was receiving a report from a
new weather station of his own folk.

They  went  on  with  their  exciting  game  with  the
ground-dwellers  for  a  time,  and managed to hide their
secret from both their ground-dwelling companions and
Hestrion  who  was  wondering  their  eagerness  to  study.
Later that their duties to the society and the related tasks
increased and took first Innakar and finally also Talissan
to other community bases. The radio transceiver was left
to Melit who did not want to let their achievements be
wasted but continued to plough their rocky field alone,
perseveringly listening and studying ancient history.

Now Melit had met a living ground-dweller who had
invaded  their  community,  and  if  the  people  who  had
observed  their  studies  had  any  wit  at  all,  she  would
sooner or later have to give an account of her past secrets.
What  would  follow,  she  could  not  guess,  but  it  was
evident  that  swaying  the  supporting  columns  of  the
society would not be looked at with a favouring eye.

Melit noticed  a sparkling flash in the corner of her
eye. Above her there was flying another airplane, similar
to her own. It was banking continuously right, probably
to stay in the weak rising air current without using power.
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Had somebody else got out, too, to relax his mind? The
airplane riding the air currents was a soothing sight, but
still something in it was troubling her mind. She followed
the plane with her eyes, glancing forward only at times.

Finally  the  truth  began  to  dawn  upon  her.  For
unpowered flight the other pilot was flying ineptly. Melit
knew enough about flying to realize that a pilot in search
of  good  rising  air  currents  should  have  continued  his
route forward, above a terrain more favourable to such
currents.  However,  the  pilot  flew very accurately,  with
movements honed to almost artistic. It was obvious that
he was not, after all, searching rising air currents, but for
some other purpose. The truth was finally confirmed by
his  flying  hand,  the  way he  banked,  straightened,  and
adjusted the attitude of his plane. Up there was nobody
else but the traffic assistant Rolden himself. His urgent
tasks had obviously ended at  about  the same time that
Melit had taken off, and now he stayed on the place in the
air as if to survey the environment.

Anxiety  and  disappointment  squeezing  her  throat
Melit  tuned  her  plane  back  toward  Assar.  Perhaps  the
arrival of Rolden could be regarded as a coincidence, but
Melit  did not  feel  like  staying  around to  witness  such
coincidences.

There was one more way with which she could forget
the pressure laid upon her for a moment. As a member of
a work team she could concentrate on a task with others
and could also get  an occasion to  walk on the ground
with the full acceptance of her society. Even if she would
have to move with the other team members, for a moment
the ground could be her home and the team members her
friends. So she would offer herself right at the next task
dealing for a member of a suitable exploration team.
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6
“There  are  surprising  rumours  about  you  going

around,”  said  Nian,  Khad’s  mother  to  him while  they
were having breakfast in the main room. “Gaun told he
heard from Dalph that you have been flying close to the
air folk’s bases.”

Called to account right after stepping out of washing
chamber, noted Khad in his mind. The morning did not
have a promising start.

“Oh, did he?” he remarked curtly.
“I have not heard their stories,” entered Deim, Khad’s

father their discussion. “But I would not recommend such
activities to anyone, least of all to my own son.”

“And  if  I  had  been  there?”  asked Khad.  “Would  it
bother anyone? Atmosphere is our common property.”

“They must  have some kind of private yard around
their homes, too,” said Nian.

“And  even  if  you  could  get  through  with  your
intrusion without consequences to yourself, you ought to
think about it in a broader perspective,” continued Deim.
“Can  you  lift  the  firmament  back  to  its  place  after
collapsing it down from its columns?”

“My father is the only person I know who is ready
with metaphors right after being yanked out of his bed,”
said  Khad  to  his  mother  with  a  voice  approaching
admiration.

“One has to be able to think about grave matters even
when  sleepy,”  explained  Deim.  “It  is  a  means  of
survival.”

“This folk chokes itself by its self-protection,” snorted
Khad. “Some day this clownery has to end, and if nobody
else does nothing to the matter, I may soon have to. And
be it as you said, I will not collapse the firmament on our
heads,  as  for  me  a  few refreshing  raindrops  would  be
enough for starters.”

“The ideals of youth are beautiful,” said his mother.
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“But  when you  come  to  our  age,  you  will  notice  that
human  powers  have  their  limits,  and  none  of  us  can
renew the world alone.”

“How  about  waking  up  Leit,”  suggested  Deim  to
quench  the  beginning  argument  on  a  topic  already
becoming familiar.

“But easier than last time,” remarked Nian.
“Do not worry, I already got even from the day before

yesterday,” replied Khad going to Leit’s room.
After a moment Leit, rubbing his eyes, shuffled to the

room under Khad’s watchful eye.
“Good  morning,”  said  his  father.  “The  wonderful

world of mathematics is waiting for you. Hurry up so that
your tutor does not need to wait for you.”

“Tell him that I had to stay home and nurse my nose
after  hitting  it  against  a  vertical  asymptote,”  protested
Leit. “He surely does not miss one missing pupil.”

“Who knows, he might miss you,” replied his mother.
“And even if he didn’t, our society would be missing

your skills and education,” remarked his father.
“You ought to think about it in a broader perspective,”

added  Khad  with  his  most  solemn  voice,  index  finger
instructively raised.

Leit  yielded  to  the  inevitable,  as  in  the  mornings
before, but not eagerly. He began to eat his bowl of grains
with slowly improving vigour.

“I go to work,” said Deim when Leit was finishing his
portion.  “I  recommend  the  same  to  our  young  mutiny
leaders, even though reforming the world would just now
feel more important than the daily work. You may find
new and  probably easier  ways  to  improve  the  society
around you. Good workday to each of you.”

Following his father’s example Khad, too, left for his
job after a while. He walked toward the main road in the
silent,  cool  summer  morning,  with  the  dew  still
moistening a little the surface of the road and the short
leaves of the grass on the roadside. Also other people of
the region went to their workplaces around the same time
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unless they happened to earn their living at home. Still,
Khad had to watch a good while here and there to see
even some people on their way to work.

Khad stopped at  the main road to wait,  and exactly
half past the fourth stound, as agreed, the quint driven by
material  worker Geir  arrived with its  wheels  humming
softly on the surface of the road. He picked Khad for the
fifth rider.

“You will get a tricky task today,” promised Geir him
as they swept along the glazed road. “You get to design a
flexible mounting for an asymmetrically loaded motor.”

“One  day  one  has  to  learn  that,  too,”  commented
Khad calmly. “It should not be much of a novelty, either.
Such  mountings  have  surely  been  made  on  the  Earth
already.”

“That is the spirit, even for others to follow,” praised
him the storage manager sitting next to him on the back
seat.

“So  they  have  been  made,”  admitted  Geir.
“Sometimes  we  just  have  to  reinvent  the  wheel  to  a
degree,  if  any of  the  existing  wheels  does  not  fit  our
machines.”

“Perhaps Khad will be as inventive in the workshop as
he is while piloting his plane,” mused another one on the
backseat.  His  words  sounded  light,  but  they made  the
Khad’s innards suddenly chilly.

“Could  you  tell  me  more  about  the  mounting,”  put
Khad a hasty question to Geir. As Geir began to report to
Khad  what  he  knew  of  the  matter,  Khad  wondered
whether he had been too hasty with his reaction. Perhaps
his workmates did not have a rumour mill ready to run
about  the  air  folk  as  many others  near  him did.  And
thinking again, if he wanted to affect the customs of his
own  folk,  he  would  have  to  learn  to  tolerate  the
inconveniences that the task would bring with it. Still, he
felt easier to notice that the discussion turned that time
the other way.

They came to the workshop, and as soon as Khad had
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entered he started with his  new task,  reserved for  him
also  for  his  education.  He  was  a  young  worker  and
therefore his tasks were still in many cases learning new,
sometimes  rather  theoretical  things.  A  broader
familiarizing with flexible mountings would further his
knowledge of materials and his skills in handling them.

As the day passed toward noon Khad examined the
blueprints and the material delivery reports. He already
began to outline in his mind different solutions, guessing
that during the same day he would scarcely get anything
ready,  and  would  probably  have  to  correct  his
achievements afterwards also. While he read he guessed
whether  his  foreman  already  had  in  his  mind  a  good
solution that he just did not reveal  to him to give him
exercise.

When the tenth stound was at hand the break began.
The workers settled each to his chosen place to eat, some
in a group, some others with himself for company. Some
left for the nearby house, in whose main room the house
owner had thought to provide the hungry workers in the
neighbourhood with meals at an agreeable price.

Khad took the snack roll he had brought with him and
sat down at the back corner of the workshop, next to the
storage for leftover materials. As the requirements of the
work faded away from his mind for a moment, they were
immediately replaced with a  flood of  memories  of  his
beginning  argument  at  home,  and  the  whole  state  of
matters that had urged him to argue. He had already got
bored with gum-beating and felt a need to do something,
to step even a short step forward as long as he would not
need  to  stay  slouching  where  he  was.  But  how  to
approach the air folk to which he could not even speak
and who for a reason or another did not even want to see
him in their eyes? He had also promised to be cautious in
a  zone  sensitive  or  even  dangerous  to  the  society,  as
many were convincing him. Could he satisfy both the the
need and the limitations others set for it?

He could not speak to the air folk. What would he do
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then? Establish a home of his own in the air? If ten or a
hundred others did the same, would it  not  increase the
tension even further? No, he would have to contact the air
folk, and if it could not be done by speaking or writing,
he would have to trust a communication primitive enough
to be certainly common to both folks. He would draw a
picture for them. And the means to deliver his message
was already waiting for him in the shed at home, repaired
ready.

He took a pigment bar from the tool shelf, sharpened
it carefully, and picked from a lower shelf two sheets of
ethenite. He concentrated for a moment, suddenly feeling
his skills of drawing rather insufficient for the task ahead.
Drawing  human  characters  required  entirely  different
talents from sketching machines. Finally he could still do
nothing but try.

The  picture  had  to  contain  as  many  unambiguous
symbols as possible to communicate that shrinking from
the opposite side was unnecessary.  After thinking for a
while  he  drew  on  the  sheet  two  men,  already  with
wisdom of the old age, one from his folk, one from the
air folk. Both had their hand on the other’s shoulder as
with a bosom friend, and on their faces Khad composed
his best presentation of open trustfulness. Above the men
was hovering a community base according to his most
lively  mental  image,  that  of  Asssar,  with  a  propeller
airplane ascending to it and next to it another, descending
airplane of the air folk, without a propeller. On the top of
the  image  he  wrote  a  short,  unintrusive  greeting.  The
receivers  could not,  of  course,  read it,  but  it  would at
least give a stronger sense of communication. He drew
another  similar  picture,  and drawing it  he  remembered
that a sheet of ethenite thrown from an airplane into the
whirls  of  the wind would not  necessarily land into the
intended  place.  Therefore  he  sought  from the  leftover
materials a sheet of metal and cut from it two round discs
to which he carefully fastened the pictures.

Other workers began to return to the workshop when
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he got his message ready. He hid the discs into his snack
pouch and gulped hurriedly down his food.

In  the  afternoon  concentrating  on  the  theme  of  his
work was not as easy as before the lunch. It took an effort
to get even one page read without straying into thoughts
of  the  problems  of  communication  and  best  ways  to
approach a community base with his airplane. Frustrated
with his efforts to read he finally fetched the materials for
a fastener test piece from the storage and began to work
the black and stiff-feeling but under a heavy load flexible
substance into the desired shape. He fel easier: the work
was progressing again and he got a bit of space for the
thoughts galloping wild in his mind.

The rest of the day felt very long, but he had decided
to  stay in  the  workplace  at  least  until  the  end  of  the
seventeenth stound when he would get a return ride in
Geir’s quint. He tried and measured persistently pieces of
different  shapes,  not  very thoroughly familiar  with  the
related theory, but at least accumulating knowledge from
experience.

When it began to be late enough in the afternoon he
went  to  wash  himself  and  lingered  waiting  for  the
departure of the ride group. The waiting did not last long
as others had began preparations for the returning a good
while  ago.  They  went  together  to  the  yard  of  the
workshop, on whose other end the workers’ vehicles had
been  parked.  There  were  three  of  them,  all  of  them
Standard  Threes,  left  to  their  prosaic  basic  equipment.
Even though the workers  were machine designers,  and
some of them had surely been assembling a quint some
day in  the  past,  none  of  them had  been  interested  in
getting  himself  a  customized  vehicle.  One  could  also
promptly notice on the roads of the planet that the great
majority of the drivers had chosen for their vehicle one of
the three basic models known everywhere.

Geir  drove  with  mechanical  practice,  having  the
phases  of  the  trip  in  his  spine  long  since.  He  was
discussing with others about the condition of the roads,
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leisure  time  at  the  seaside,  and  agriculture.  Khad
remained silent,  satisfied with his solitude and holding
his snack pouch containing the metal discs near the floor,
securely  saved  but  out  of  the  eyes  of  the  others.  He
watched  from  the  side  window  the  somewhat  sparse
forest  spreading  on  the  mounds,  with  trees  mostly
inherited from the Earth. The sun, slowly approaching the
horizon,  twinkled  between  the  treetops.  The  sky  was
clear,  but  at  least  looking out  from the window of the
quint Khad could not catch the sight of any community
bases. He hoped he would not need to postpone his flight
until  the next  day just  because none of the community
bases were close enough.

They left  Khad  to  the  roadside  at  the  usual  place.
Without wasting time Khad started to walk to his home,
others continuing their ride. There would be daylight for
four more stounds, perhaps a little longer. If he would be
lucky, the time would be just long enough. He gazed at
the skyline while he walked, and finally his vigilance got
its reward as he found a community base in the south and
then  another  one  in  the  northwest.  If  they  maintained
their  direction  of  movement,  they would  be  closest  to
each other,  within a flight  of  one stound just  after  his
takeoff.

His  dining  was  hardly  more  than  symbolic  as  he
chomped a few nut patty balls in the kitchen corner and
went  then to  the  shed before  others  would  inquire  the
details of his plans. In the shed he gave one more visual
inspection to his repair work and started then to push the
plane out  to  the road.  He had already tested the plane
after  the  repairing,  but  now  the  plane  would  have  to
prove its reliability in real work. He sat on its seat, started
the engine ready for the service with the first try and took
off after a short and spry run from the empty road.

The mission had started. Hesitation began to stir in the
depths of his mind as soon as he was reaching the look-
out altitude, but he felt he had made his decision already
and went on without slowing down. He caught again the
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sight of the first  community base floating in the south,
and he steered toward it. He decided to approach it from
below,  turning to  ascent  only when he would be right
next to it. That way he hoped to cause the least amount of
nervousness  and  could  leave  their  sight  as  soon  as
possible.

He  had  good  time  to  scrutinize  the  base  while  he
approached it. It was smaller than Assar, but also more
cylindrical, so its population could be of the same order.
It consisted of base plate and the structures on it, and a
stack  of  three  ring-shaped,  somewhat  translucent  gas
containers  through  whose  central  openings  the  highest
parts  of  the  structures  were  rising.  The  air  streaming
between the structures could be rather turbulent so he had
a reason to be careful,  especially rising above the base
plate.

He lowered a little the engine speed and adjusted the
heading of the airplane. The speed of the community base
was very modest; it seemed to drift freely with the wind.
Its  shape  began  to  reach  toward  him  as  the  distance
shortened.  It  was  floating  at  the  altitude  of  about  one
thousand two hundred measures, high enough that neither
folk could make out too many details of their neighbours.
Khad was about a hundred measures lower, and even that
was already closer than was customary when passing by a
community base,  even from below,  but  perhaps not  as
close as  to  cause too  much discomfiture.  However,  he
began to reach the underside of the base, and he began to
estimate the right starting moment for his action.

Summoning all his experience he opened the throttle
to  the  maximum and turned  the  plane  into  a  vigorous
ascent. His cruising speed had already faded away before
he reached the altitude of the base plate, but the engine
maintained  sufficient  speed  during  the  tight  rising
maneuver. The deck flicked past  him and the painfully
slowly crawling time  suddenly felt  to  break away into
uncontrollable dash. He banked tightly to the right to stay
next to the community base, but having learnt from his
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accident he avoided drifting too close to it. With his right
hand he picked from the pouch tied to his chest one of the
discs, and gathering all his power he flung it toward the
center of the community base.

The throw succeeded. The disc flew in a downward
arc over the edge of the base plate, bounced from it and
ended up, as he believed he saw before getting behind the
community  base,  near  a  wall  and  obviously  even  the
picture side up. He had folded the edges of the picture
sheet  behind  the  disc  just  to  be  sure  that  even  distant
onlookers would not mistake it for a mere piece of metal.

There was nobody in sight on the deck, and neither in
the windows that he managed to see while throwing the
disc. He dropped back below the deck level and banked
to northwest where the other community base was dimly
in sight. The flight took, as he had guessed, a little less
than a stound. He had plenty of time to guess what kind
of reception the message would get. What would happen
if  they would reply to  the message? Would there be a
pictorial  exchange between the folks.  Would it  end the
evasion  continuing  through  their  history,  or  could  the
folks even choose their homesteads a little bit more freely
than until now? Repeating his thoughts Khad approached
the other community base and noticed that it was a much
more demanding target than the previous base.

The  other  base  consisted  of  a  disc  slightly  convex
downward, and the transparent container that  started at
the  disc  edge  curving  upwards  like  a  soap  bubble
protruding from the base plate. In the middle of the base
plate,  at  the lowest  point  of  the  community base there
was a  round opening about  twenty measures  wide.  He
might have managed to fly his plane through, but was not
going to try his luck in such a manner. He would have to
deliver  the  picture  disc  while  flying  past  the  opening.
Coincidentally  the  wing  of  his  plane  was  rather
inconveniently obstructing the intended trajectory of the
disc.

He would have to bank left flying along a tilted plane.
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The maneuver itself was by no means new to him, but
now was the first  time that  he  would have to do it  in
relationship  with  another  object.  He  would  have  to
estimate the involved drift so that he would not get too
far away from the opening, but would not collide with the
bottom of the base, either.  In the latter case it  was not
very sure that he would remain alive to repair his plane,
but he did not want to drop his revealing disc to the sight
of his own folk members, either. At least not yet.

He ran out of thinking time. Engine at full power he
curved toward the bottom of the community base, the left
hand tightly on the controls and the right one almost as
tightly around the disc. The dark grey wall of the base
bottom shut the world out of sight on his right side. Then
its darkness broke off at the pale blue opening, and he
flung the disc toward the opening with a force that made
his whole arm hurt. Through the opening he managed to
get  a  glimpse of  a  slope,  possibly meant  for  receiving
airplanes, and his thrown disc bouncing from the slope
into  the  inner  parts  of  the  community base  before  the
bottom of the base at his side shut his sight again and he
began to turn toward the ground spreading below.

His body members became almost limp with relief as
he got his mission completed. After getting his airplane to
level flight he sought with his eyes from the terrain the
road back to his home, and turned his plane to follow the
road.  Now he  could  only  wait  and  listen  whether  his
contact would have any observable consequences.

The  daylight  began  to  mellow  into  the  yellowish
shade  of  evening  that  he  landed  on  the  road  near  his
home.
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7
“Can you hear me?” came the repeated question from

the  communication  node.  The  node  had  been  without
operator, as messages were not expected at that time. The
knowledge  manager  Desteron,  however,  had  heard  the
call from the repeater in his room and moved in a hurry
to  the  node  to  make  sure  that  the  light  beams  were
correctly locked in both  ways  between the  community
bases.

“Yes,  we can hear you,” replied Desteron.  “Do you
hear us?”

“Yes, we do. This is Gesemand en Manitran, the task
allocator of Giran.”

“I am Desteron en Terlen, the knowledge manager.”
“I apologize for disturbing you in the midst of your

work,” said Gesemand. “We thought nevertheless that we
should contact  you now, as the matter  probably relates
with our common security.”

“What  is  it  about?”  said  Desteron.  Even though he
could not  in his conscious mind guess what the matter
was,  somewhere  in  his  mind  hovered  a  foreboding  of
extensive need of caution.

“I  have been  informed that  some  time ago ground-
dweller fell on your deck, didn’t he?”

“Indeed he did,” replied Desteron. “He was returned
immediately back on the ground.”

“I believe we may get to deal with them again before
long. It is possible that the flight accident happening was
not a true accident, at least in the sense that the ground-
dweller came to you with an obvious intention.”

“It does feel somewhat strange now that I think about
it  again.  But what did you say about dealing with him
again?”

“We  had  an  obvious  ground-dweller  coming  to  fly
here,  next  to  Giran.  He  did  not  fall  here,  though,  but
made a turn past us at a close distance.
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“Did you see him?”
“I do not know if anyone here saw him, but he was

easy to  hear,  as  his  airplane had a rather  loud engine,
probably running on some kind of fuel. I saw the airplane
myself, some kind of glider with a body frame, when he
was flying away.”

“He could  quite  well  be  the  same pilot.  Did he  do
anything else besides flying closely past you?”

“He left on our deck a piece of metal with a drawing
attached to it.”

“That does not yet sound very serious. Could he have
dropped it unintentionally?”

“Scarcely. The piece looked like it was designed to be
thrown. I contacted right away to others in the vicinity
and learnt that on the deck of Edron had been dropped, or
rather flung, a similar picture. The drawing is now here in
front of me, and I am still not sure of its meaning, but it
has some rather powerful message concerning us.”

“What is there in the drawing?”
“Below there  are  two  men  who  look  like  they  are

making an agreement about something. Higher up there
are airplanes whose destination is a wide-based aggregate
habitat, actually rather similar to yours. Topmost there are
some strange characters, probably their writing.”

“Making an  agreement?”  wondered Desteron aloud.
“And flying to our habitats?”

“Could  this  be  some  kind  of  a  warning?  Are  they
planning to come here in large numbers? And for what
purpose?”

“I do not know. We might have better to observe their
flying. So far it does not look like there would be more
than one strangely behaving ground-dweller.”

“What do you think, could he be mentally insane?”
“It is possible. And especially if he threatens us with

nonexistent agreements, he is very likely to be insane.”
“And if they really have some kind of agreement?”
“Then we are in trouble and we must begin to think

about  the  best  action  soon enough.  However,  I  do not
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believe in that possibility at this stage.”
“First  I  thought  to  contact  your  traffic  assistant  or

route planner, but you may be even a better choice than
them to handle this matter.”

“I will  tell everyone whom the matter concerns. We
both should carefully choose the people with whom this
matter is discussed.”

“Thank  you.  But  do  you  have  any  idea  why  they
would warn in advance if they intend to come here by
force?”

“I  surely  don’t  know.  There  is  a  chance  that  the
drawing is some kind of perverse joke. In the distant past
of the Earth images and texts dropped from the air were
sometimes used in war, when the parties wanted to affect
the thinking of the opponents. By that interpretation the
drawing could be an effort to undermine our courage by
bragging about certainty of their victory, but as I said, I
do  not  believe  in  that  possibility without  better  proof.
They ought to be unanimously organized for an attack to
be  able  for  action  matching  the  threat,  and  at  least
viewing  from  up  here  they  do  not  give  such  an
impression.”

“So for the time being we will observe the movements
and intentions of the ground-dwellers.”

“I guess it is the best option for now.”
“In a way it is a strike of luck that this image came

from their side and into our hands. If some of us had got
the idea to throw down to them something like this, the
situation  would  have  been  much  more  unpredictable.
Among  us  there  has  not  occurred  this  kind  of
recklessness, is there?”

“Surely not. We live in a much closer contact to each
other than they.  Here such activities would be revealed
right at the beginning.”

“I see. I will not hold you longer this time. Thank you
for receiving.”

“Thank you for the news. Let us sleep peacefully for
the time being.”
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Desteron switched the ray and gave a twisted smirk to
the condition of his folk. Generations of stable peace, but
how easy it would to unbalance it if somebody wanted so.
And even if it were lucky that the pictures ended up into
the  right,  patient  persons,  their  originating  from  the
ground was  also  a  problem,  as  they could  quench the
eruptions  of  madness  among  their  own,  but  to  the
activities of the ground-dwellers they could do nothing.
On the other hand,  his folk was single-minded enough
that  they  would  not  let  themselves  to  be  tempted  to
endanger  their  future  even  if  somebody  from  below
would come and...

Memories began to return in Desteron’s mind one by
one,  and  every one  of  them slashed  his  nerves  like  a
cutting wire. Even Assar seemed to have a special case of
its  own:  Melit.  Desteron  had  been  teaching  Melit  for
many years and felt a respect to her thorough hunger for
knowledge  and  her  studiousness.  She  had  asked  also
about  the  ground-dwellers,  but  so  were  doing  all  the
others  at  some  point  in  their  lives.  But  was  Melit  a
different  case? Melit,  who instead of calling others for
help began to revive by herself the ground-dweller fallen
on the deck.  Melit,  who then appeared  with  him as  if
strolling outdoors with a long-known acquaintance. There
was  something  strange  in  it,  something  downright
compellingly demanding of attention!

Desteron departed immediately for the office room of
the  traffic  assistant  Rolden.  Rolden  himself  was  not
present, but Desteron knew in advance that Rolden would
accept  his  private  research  in  the  work  archive.  After
searching a while he found from the fourth archive box
the flight allocation records. He read through all the latest
flights  and  felt  relieved  that  nothing  significant  had
happened.  Melit  had  immersed  herself  into  her  work,
especially  the  exploration.  Many  of  the  entries  had  a
reference to the archive of the work organizer.

Desteron  decided  to  have  a  look  also  at  the  work
archives,  to  be  up to  date  with Melit’s  education.  The
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education of many other people in Assar was close to his
heart,  and therefore he was often the first person to be
asked what  aptitudes  and talents  each member  in  their
society had to solve certain problems.

A short  trip  around  the  central  container  of  Assar
brought  him  to  the  work  organizer’s  archive.  The
organizer was present and found for him the latest work
allocation catalogs. They confirmed the same as the flight
catalogs: Melit was busy with natural research.

Everything was right then, or was it? For some reason
the feeling of doubt nagging Desteron’s mind did not fade
away as he had expected. Melit’s persistent visits on the
ground  seemed  to  tell  him  something,  but  he  did  not
understand what.  There had to be some solution to the
matter, as they certainly could not afford unsettling the
peace of the society even from their side.

It seemed that he had got a complicated problem to
care  of,  and the  people  to  which  he could  turn in  the
matter were very few.

* * *

“Desteron wants to see you,” told a woman stopping
at Melit’s side while she was cleaning her outfit otudoors.

“I  will  come as soon as  I  get  this  done,” promised
Melit. “Where is he?”

“In his room. At least it was at his door that he asked
me to call you. But go on and finish your task. He did not
seem urgent.”

“Thanks to you,” replied Melit and went on cleaning
the stains of work from the sheeny brown outfit on her
arm. The small tubular resonator obviously had dislodged
from the garment all the dust it could, and other dirt had
also dried, decomposed, and flown away with the gentle
breeze.  Satisfied  with  the  result  Melit  returned  the
resonator into the rack inside and left  the outfit  in her
room before continuing her way to Desteron.

“You called  me,”  said  Melit  and  sat  on the  seat  in
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front of Desteron, at the same side of the desk with him.
“Yes, I did,” replied Desteron. “I have a suggestion for

your future.”
“What  kind  of  suggestion?”  asked  Melit  slightly

perplexed wit the sudden news.
“I was reviewing your personal history a moment ago,

and it came to my mind that as of now your talents are
not getting their full opportunities. I think you are an able
person with many skills, and therefore I propose that you
could  try  a  work  of  a  broader  range  for  a  change.
Experiments  in  plant  adapting  are  undoubtedly  a
challenging and also very important  field of work,  but
you can do more than that. How about including in your
work people besides the plants?”

“Do we have such work here?” wondered Melit.  “I
thought  we are  not  doing any research directly related
with people here.”

“Not  here.  But  how about  if  you  move  to  Terlen?
They have programs starting that  would be perfect  for
you. There are also many more people living there than
here, and therefore also the range of tasks is there more
varied.  For  example  improving  the  living  environment
and researching  the  opportunities  of  human interaction
are  topics  where  there  is  always  room  for  work  and
improvement. You could be taking part in making Terlen
a better place to live, and the results you achieve would
benefit all others. What do you say?”

“I  would  gladly  participate  in  such  work,”  replied
Melit  hesitatingly.  “But  Assar  has  until  now been  my
home, and even though it is small and specialized, it is
still  a  good  place  to  live.  Most  of  my  friends  and
acquaintances live here. My whole past is here.”

“Now is a good time to cast an eye upon the future,
too. Perhaps you have not thought to stay here fr the rest
of your life? Even though Assar may have been a good
home for you, it is in many senses a limited environment
to develop oneself.  I  only wanted to show you a good
opportunity to qualify on some of the many new fields
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for which you obviously have plenty of talent.”
“Thank  you  for  taking  care  of  me,”  said  Melit,

sincerely thankful but still not as eagar as she expected of
herself. “Perhaps I should then try living somewhere else,
too.”

“Who of us would not like his home. To tell the truth,
leaving Terlen was not very easy for me at that time, even
though  I  let  myself  believe  so.  However,  afterwards  I
have  not  regretted  my  moving,  as  Assar  quite  soon
became  a  vocation  to  me.  May  it  then  be  love  of
homestead that I am still using my old habitat name, even
though it would already be time to change it?”

“Can I still meet the people here, if I move to Terlen?”
“Of  course!  Airplanes  fly  to  both  directions.  You

would not change into a Terlenian in a blink of an eye,
would  you?  Who  would  you  like  to  meet?  At  least
Rhavalt, wouldn’t you?”

“Especially Rhavalt.”
“He will be here waiting for you. I also guess that you

will get close friends on Terlen, too, and even easier and
more than here, as there are wider and more varied group
of people living there.”

“I would still like to think about it. Moving to Terlen
is a great change in my life.”

“Please  do  so!  And  if  you  come  to  a  positive
conclusion, let me know, and I will arrange your transfer
and recommend you for the most rewarding tasks there
are.”

“Thank you in advance,” said Melit  pleased for her
mentor’s  considerateness.  He  seemed  almost  relieved
after  having  presented  the  available  opportunity.  The
moving to Terlen did not feel very inspiring, but as said,
some day she might have to move somewhere anyway.
And perhaps she could take walks in the small gardens
discreetly interspersed with trees in forests, and watch the
life of ground-dwellers over tha base railing, or perhaps
even listen to their radio messages.

Melit  continued  her  pondering  even  after  leaving
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Desteron.  She  did  not  have  any  specific  plan  for  her
future that would expire because of her moving to Terlen,
but the shaking thought of moving still compelled her to
think.  Terlen  was  not  merely  another  environment  for
living, but also a different one, more lively, faster in its
rhythm,  and with more  facets.  The mere  settling there
would  be  a  challenge  of  its  own.  Could  she  even,  as
Desteron had said, manage to make it a better place to
live?

Desteron had said that he wanted to add something to
her life, not to remove. In a society the size of Terlen she
might even be able to deviate from the group a little bit
without being abhorred. The thought of moving had also
certain appeal in it.

It took until the next day before she managed to meet
Rhavalt.  He  went  together  with  her  to  the  kitchen  of
Assar to fetch his meal like many other people taking a
break from their  work.  The staff  had laid on the table
many prepared servings on plates of foamy substance, but
there  were  still  some  who  were  composing  for
themselves a more preferable meal behind the staff.

Melit  and  Rhavalt  returned  to  the  workshop  where
they could be in privacy except for the few people who
might drop in for a moment. They had chosen the ready-
made servings,  bean cakes,  salad of mixed leaves,  and
beakers of water, and they laid the trays in front of them
on the workbench.

“Desteron  suggested  me  to  move  to  Terlen,”  told
Melit after sitting down. “I was a little surprised, as he
had not given such suggestions earlier. Actually we have
been  talking  quite  seldom lately,  but  now he  had  this
idea.”

“It is a surprise to me, too,” admitted Rhavalt. “What
do you think about it?”

“Perhaps I should indeed move, even though I would
rather live here.”

“Did he tell you why he gave you such a suggestion?”
“He  said  Terlen  would  have  suitable  and educating
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tasks for me.”
Melit  described  her  discussion  in  detail  to  Rhavalt,

who grew more and more pensive toward the end.
“I see,” he said half to himself after Melit had finished

her story.
“You do not look very enthused, either,” commented

Melit partly amused looking at Rhavalt.
“I was just wondering a little bit his suggestion. It is

indeed true that Assar may not be the best place for you
to learn new things.  There are undoubtedly more tasks
suiting and interesting you more elsewhere. But Terlen...?
Perhaps  he  as  a  Terlenian  decided  to  recommend  you
Terlen. I would rather have suggested, say,  Medilon, if
you  want  to  be  dealing  with  people  and  their
relationships.  And  Gastian,  for  example,  would  be  a
much better place for researching nature than Terlen is.”

“So Terlen is not a good choice?”
“At  least  it  is  a  large  place  with  many  things

happening. It is not easy to get bored there. However, I
think that Terlen is not, pardon me, the best choice for
deep  studies  of  matters.  In  that  sense  the  silent  and
meditative places like this, like Assar, are usually better.
But why not, a diligent person will succeed in whatever
environment. Terlen does not need to be a hindrance for
success,  and if  Desteron says  that  there  are  interesting
research activities, I take his word for it.”

“I could suggest Desteron for some other place instead
of Terlen. And as far as I am concerned, if I leave, I can
as well leave for Terlen.”

“You know best what suits you.”
“I want to meet you and other acquaintances of mine,

make planting experiments and watch over the railing the
forests,  fields,  and  inhabited  places  without  anyone
finding me strange because of it.”

Rhavalt raised his finger.
“There is  a point  that  otherwise so sharp-memoried

Desteron surprisingly forgot  to  mention to  you:  Terlen
has  been  scheduled  to  act  as  a  hub  for  circulating
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communities for a few years. It  means that Terlen will
stay strictly over the ocean, most  of  the time far away
from land.”

“Over the ocean?” Disappointment caught Melit. She
was being sent almost to the other side of the planet, to
roam over the endless expanses of water, far away from
everything she knew.

“It has not yet been declared publicly, as the decision
of route planner is still pending. I happened to hear about
it  passing  a  certain  door  frame,  and  if  I  saw  right,
Desteron  was  present,  too.  Perhaps  these  things  have
nothing  in  common,  but  they  undeniably  were
surprisingly coincident.”

Melit  could  not  in  any way believe  that  especially
Desteron  could  send  her  from  Assar  treacherously,
harbouring ulterior motives. It was also equally hard for
her  to  believe  that  provident  and  sharp-eyed  Rhavalt
could be wrong with his  estimates.  She felt  dizzy and
hardly heard Rhavalt’s words, slow with thought, about
her future in Terlen. Even after leaving Rhavalt she was
still  confused, unable to understand how she would no
longer be welcome to Assar, her own home. Desteron had
left the decision to her, but did he really want to make
room  for  her  decisions.  What  would  happen  if  she
refused to leave?

The rest of the day she spent alone, sitting on the deck
of Assar in the cool breeze or reading in her room the
botanical  reports  of  her  workmates  living  elsewhere
while she nursed the mental bruise smarting inside her.
Only the  fatigue of  late  night  allowed her  thoughts  to
disperse  and  rest  on  the  pastures  of  dream  while  the
tranquil,  barely noticeable swinging of Assar lulled her
below the sky speckled with bright stars.

* * *

“If I were you, I would go, if only my work would
allow me to do so,” told a nature researcher, a young and
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lively  woman  for  an  encouragement  to  Melit  as  they
walked the arching corridor.  “I  am actually a  little  bit
envious of you.”

“If even you say so, I will believe it,” replied Melit
with a hint of smile in the corner of her mouth.

“You can discuss about it with Tigaman. He has been
living on Terlen longer than a year.”

“I think I have already talked to as many people here
as can be of use. Thanks to you for this chat.”

“If  you leave,  we will  still  meet.  I  will  visit  Terlen
already for my work at least twice a year. Did you know
that they have one of our best libraries?”

“I have heard such a rumour.”
The  researcher  stepped  on  the  ramp  leading  to  an

upper floor.
“I  will  get up here,” she said. “Do not worry about

your moving. It will go well!”
Melit watched as the researcher ascended to the upper

floor with light, springy steps, very different than Melit’s
own  walking  lately,  heavy  with  the  weight  of  deep
thoughts. Then she continued her way brightening up a
little. Many people had been patting on her shoulder, and
she  was  surprised  to  notice  how  close  even  the  most
casual  acquaintances  of  her  felt  as  the  moving  was
coming nearer.  It encouraged her but it  also turned her
attention to the feeling that the thought of removal was
somehow external to her, a plan of another person being
fed to her, with her striving hard to internalize it as her
own. She still had a chance to refuse, but to state aloud
the negative decision she would need for it a reasoning
solid enough to convince even herself.

Melit came to the work plans fixed on the wall. The
available tasks and their interdependencies were laid out
in detail and posted to the sight of the passers-by in order
to let them prepare for the work allocation. Some tasks
could be reserved one by one,  while  others,  especially
those with group interaction,  were assigned as a set  in
meetings announced in advance. Some tasks were very
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popular, like transport and designing, while others, like
maintenance, often had to wait their takers. All tasks got
eventually done, at the latest when they ended up on the
alert list, as it was the custom to complete all such tasks
before doing the other ones.

Melit’s eyes were caught by the offer to participate in
the  testing  of  a  new  medical  nut,  as  a  writer  for  a
synopsis or possibly even testing the medicine itself. The
latter  task  would  not  require  a  particularly  heroic
character, as the nut was a derivative of formerly known
medical plants, and the effect of even the new medicines
on a human body could among their folk be estimated
accurately enough that fatal surprises were not expected.
The  task  would  last  long  enough  that  Melit  could
leisurely ponder her position as a member of her society
and gather reasons for either staying or leaving. The task
would aslo give her more welcome experience in medical
science. Without thinking any longer she left for the plant
breeders’ room.

“Does  the  nut  testing  still  have  vacant  tasks?”  she
asked a middle-aged male researcher leafing through his
archive.

“Surely it has,” he said thinking. “And you would like
to join?”

“If you accept me to do so.”
The researcher put down the box  from his hands and

took a few steps across the floor.
“Otherwise we would, but we have been thinking to

give this particular task to Matrian on the department of
nutritional  plants.  He  has  ideal  body  function  for  the
tests.”

“Why is the task still on the catalog then?”
“Perhaps  the  plan  has  not  yet  been  announced,”

muttered  the  researcher  looking  somewhat  uncomfort-
able.

“How about the writing task?”
“They have been inquired, too. But would you like to

take the task that is being left vacant by Matrian?”
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“What would it be?”
“You would visit a plantation tasting the variations of

bitter  substance  concentrations  in  fruits.  There  will  be
rather pleasing tastes waiting.”

“Why  not?”  yielded  Melit.  She  noticed  she  had
become  by  her  collisions  with  the  society  sensitive
enough that even this surprise had made her heart racing,
but at least it led to a happy conclusion.

“Good,” replied the researcher. “Wait a moment, you
will get the details in writing.”

The  researcher  dug into  his  box for  a  moment  and
handed then the task description to Melit.  She thanked
him and returned to the corridor reading the description.

The  work  would  be  light  and  comfortable,  and
obviously would allow a visit on the ground. In a sense it
would also be research, though perhaps not glamorous in
the same way as introducing herself with the nuts. The
task would happen among people whom she knew rather
well,  in  a  close-knit  and  experienced  team.  The  most
notable difference from the other task Melit found on the
last line of the description.

The latter task would be over in one day.

* * *

“Did it ever cross your mind that matters like this are
customarily announced well  in  advance?” said Rhavalt
with a quiver in his voice.

The  accommodation  manager  avoided  Rhavalt’s
austere eyes, devoid of any smile.

“I would like to have announce the matter earlier, but
this  seemed  to  come  as  a  surprise  to  all  of  us,”  he
explained.

“Also to our route planner? Even though the decision
was made in their meeting? It is strange that he did not
come to tell by himself about such a major and important
matter as a transfer of six people.”

“He was busy to get  into further tasks,” replied the
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accommodation  manager  jumping  quickly  on  a  more
solid  mental  ground.  “They  say  that  Assar  has  to  be
reconstellated  with  its  closest  neighbours  as  soon  as
possible.”

“There  is  no  problem,”  said  Melit  to  Rhavalt  in  a
conciliating  voice.  “I  already  had  some  time  to  think
about it. Moving to Terlen suits well for me.”

Rhavalt  handed  back  to  Melit  the  written  order
informing  about  the  accommodation  needed  for  the
exceptional  assignments.  Assar  would accommodate  so
many new researchers that six other people would have to
move out  to vacate the rooms. As an event  it  was not
unheard  of,  as  the  forced  moving  was  an  established
practice, and there were few times in the history of Assar
that it had been applied. However, the moving order had
never  been given in  such a short  notice and in  such a
thorough detail  – even the names of the movers which
were  usually  negotiated  locally,  had  this  time  been
already written on the order.

“If  there  are  no  further  questions  about  the  matter,
may  I  go  now  to  continue  my  work?”  asked  the
accommodation manager.

“Go,”  replied  Rhavalt  curtly.  “The  matter  became
clear enough to us.”

The accommodation manager slipped into the corridor
and in the  small  anteroom area  reaching  the  exit  door
there were left only Rhavalt, Melit, and the pilot who was
supporting  on  his  shoulder  the  pouch  of  Melit’s
belongings.  His  considerateness  to  Melit  was  rather
formal,  for  in spite  of  its  large size  the  pouch did not
weigh  much.  Melit  had  followed  very  effectively  her
folk’s unwritten direction stating that the best amount of
mundane property is such as each one can carry along by
himself.

They got out, onto the deck of Assar where the aircraft
was already waiting for them and five others who were
still lingering outside the aircraft. The aircraft surprised
both Melit  and Rhavalt,  as it  was one of the only two
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rigidly shaped high-speed aircraft that the folk had. They
were usually used only in emergencies and in other cases
of extreme urgency. Perhaps quick arrival was the order
issuers’ way to give a slight redress for the sudden and
rude moving order. Or else, as Melit guessed smirking by
herself, someone had classified her moving to Terlen an
emergency.

“Rememeber that this was not our last match,” gave
Rhavalt an encouragement to Melit. “As far as it depends
on me, the fathers of this idea are going to consider their
decisions  yet  another  time.  Until  then  I  wish  you  as
rewarding a life as Terlen has to give, and I will keep in
contact with you as well as I can.”

“Thanks  to  you,”  replied  Melit.  “You  have  already
done very much for my sake. I will manage there, too,
and I believe I will find good tasks.”

Melit  followed the five others into the aircraft.  The
others seemed to be in a much more eager mood, and also
surprised  by  the  rare  vehicle  provided  for  them,  one
which many others knew only by rumours and stories.
The pilot checked that the aircraft was ready for take-off,
settled  himself  to  the  cockpit  and  started  the  engines.
Rhavalt retreated so that the tempest of the exhaust would
not blow him over the deck edge into the depth below.

Compared  with  the  gliders  the  oddly  short-winged
aircraft dashed off with the burning hydrogen roaring in
its engines. The aircraft would use fuel only during the
first part of its ascent; after that it would gain its energy
from the electric charges of the surrounding air, the more
and from the wider area the faster it would fly. Only the
durability  of  the  aircraft  would  limit  its  speed,  and  it
would  not  need  to  stop  for  refueling  even  during  the
longest voyages. Contrary to the ordinary, gently gliding
aircraft, with that one the passengers would reach their
destination before their next meal time.

A small,  pale  blue  spot  of  light  was  lit  behind  the
aircraft  that  had  in  a  moment  shrunk  into  the  hazy
distance.  The  electric  drive  had  switched  on  and  the
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aircraft  began  to  drag  behind  itself  its  characteristic
sizzling cloud of electric sparks. Rhavalt turned his eyes
away  from  the  receding  aircraft  and  returned  back
indoors with a grim and resolute look on his face.
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8
“Would  you  like  to  take  part  in  designing  a  new

airplane?”
The foreman managed to surprise Khad who thought

he had already tried all kinds of things that there could be
available for him.

“Airplane? That I have never tried yet. Yes, I would be
pleased to take part to the work, if I only can do it.”

“As you have obvious abilities for aviation, I thought
that  you  already  have  a  good  background  for  further
studying.  You built  your  airplane yourself,  didn’t  you?
Now  you  could  be  included  into  a  work  team  who
designs a light aircraft capable of landing on demanding
targets.”

“Doesn’t it take more experience than I have?”
“It probably does, but you would naturally take part as

a student. There is no other way to learn these things as
far as I know.”

“Suits me very well,” replied Khad with immediately
kindling  enthusiasm.  “I  would  be  pleased  to  join  the
team.”

“The matter has the other side that the work will be
done in Flight City, so you can’t live at your home during
the work period. We can arrange your accommodation,
but your other needs you have to meet yourself. But that
is a thing you have already tried, haven’t you?”

“It will not be a problem,” said Khad whose dreams
the name of Flight City incited still higher. He had visited
a few times that famous center point of the settlers’ flying
routes. Even though Flight City was in that sense a kind
of center for the whole world, its population was rather
modest, and in spite of its name it was not even an actual
city. Its large airfield was rather busy compared with the
amount of the people, and it gave the place a lively, urban
atmosphere.  It  was  also  the  only place  in  the  settlers’
world where airplanes for public use were built.
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“Well, that is good. Talk about it at your home, and I
will forward the message. I think that your opportunity
will come quite soon.”

“Thank you,” said Khad already busy building a new
airplane  in  his  daydream.  The  foreman returned to  his
work with  a  grin,  guessing  that  it  would  take a  while
before  Khad  would  wake  up  enough  to  continue  his
interrupted work on the cutting bench.

The offer Khad had got was not only a great promise
for  his  future,  but  it  also  relieved  the  burn  of  his
disappointment  after  his  effort  to  contact  the  people
above  had  failed.  He  had  obviously achieved  nothing,
whether on the sky or on the ground, so it would be better
that  he  would  at  least  promote  the  noble  principle  of
aviation,  if  not  anything  else.  Perhaps  the  common
subconscious anxiety of the settlers would be relieved if
they could see the world from a broader vantage point
more often and in greater numbers.

But did the settlers feel anxiety? Khad himself had not
been overly ardent to solve the mystery of the air folk
before he wrecked his plane on their  community base.
The matter had botherd his mind since his youth, but only
at a rather fictional level. Only few years ago he would
not  have  dared  to  approach  the  air  folk  in  any  such
reckless manner than he had ended up doing a while ago.
What if the matter really was not of interest to anybody
else? What if  some day some members of the air  folk
would  actually  step  on  the  ground,  but  settlers  would
stubbornly turn their back to them?

Above  his  folk  there  was  an  air  wall,  invisible  but
firm. The longer he looked at it in his mind, the more he
felt  obliged  to  bang his  head against  it,  until  the  wall
would break. It was possible, though, that the wall did not
rise  and block  them only in  front  of  them,  but  would
extend also into their inside, the depths of their hearts.
The  thought  made  Khad  feel  himself  to  be  at  a  loss,
because in that case the mere persistent ramming of the
wall would scarcely produce the results he wished. But
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he had to start somewhere.
That afternoon Khad did not return with this contract

ride back home, because in Moundland there would be
given a speech that he did not want to miss. The speaker
would  be  a  member  of  a  group  called  Lookouts.  The
group had been established by the students of politics and
community  planning  as  an  amateur  club  for
brainstorming.  Even  though  the  group  had  no  official
status, its opinions were heard, as as some of its members
were learnt and experienced people. That day one of the
members  would  give  a  presentation  to  the  public,  this
time  titled  “The  Speciation  of  Man”.  The  title  had
downright  jumped  into  Khad’s  eyes  from  the
announcement  on  the  village  bulletin  board  where  he
usually did not  expect  to  find anything interesting.  He
could already guess what  the speaker would tell  to his
audience, especially about the air folk, but that was a still
better  reason  to  follow  how  the  public  opinion  was
formed.

He had to change the ride midway and therefore had
to  wait  half  a  stound  on  the  roadside,  but  he  had
fortunately reserved enough time fro the trip. The event
was just beginning when he reached Moundland, which
according  to  its  name  was  located  in  the  middle  of
scantily  forested  terrain  rising  here  and  there  into
mounds.  The  region  was  not  familiar  to  him,  but  by
asking  in  a  nearest  house  he  found  out  quickly  the
location of the meeting room of the village.

In the middle of  the  village there  were a cluster  of
twenty houses, among which the roads condensed into a
small network of streets. Khad had come to the village
main street, unglazed like the road leading to the village,
but there were probably few enough travellers that they
would  not  rise  much  dust  to  annoy  the  villagers.  He
passed by a co-house and a few work halls whose doors
had been left wide open for ease of use. At the corner of a
machine  repair  shop  he  turned  right  and  saw  at  once
several  vehicles  parked  by  arrived  outsiders  and  the
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house built of brown wood as his guides had told him. Its
doors were also open.

Khad sat down at the vacant end of a bench to listen to
the speech that had just begun, together with a few tens
of other people. The speaker was young but assured and
performing in a convincing manner, probably some of the
older  students  of  the  group.  He  was  describing  to  his
audience various concepts of race and species that had
been used to to classify living beings, and moved then on
to  describe  the  history  of  Mankind  since  the  time  of
Earth. To many of the listeners the the things were more
or less familiar,  and so the audience began to prick up
their  ears only when the speaker began to evaluate the
effect  of  space  travel  and  its  isolating  conditions  on
cultures and their relationships.

“Symbol  systems,  like  language,  are  defined by the
internal  life  and  experience  of  the  culture,”  said  the
speaker drawing the boundaries of cultural domains into
air  with  his  finger.  “We  all  have  common  symbols
coming from our common past, but the longer we spend
time by ourselves, the more we have our own concepts
and  the  more  distant  grow  the  originally  common
concepts. What do you think, what would those up there
think  if  I  would  say  to  them  the  concept  of  ‘farm
house’?”

“They would think ‘enjoy your labour’ and wave their
hand at us,” shouted a joker his answer to the question
meant to be rhetoric, and was rewarded by a guffaw from
the audience. Khad already drew breath to voice his own
doubt about what he heard, but the speaker was already
continuing his presentation.

“Or if I utter a still more mythical concept of ‘Mother
Earth’?” he went on, accustomed with the interruptions
that belonged to his folk’s listening culture. “Perhaps they
could  recall  some  definition  for  the  word  from  the
twilight  of  distant  history,  but  the  nuances  and
dimensions, and especially its meaning to us who live on
the  ground  and  from  the  ground  they  have  probably
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completely lost.”
Khad had heard a similar thought before, but refused

to believe it this time, too. It was obvious that the ties of
the air folk to the ground were at least as strong as their
own, even though the former  had to grow their food on
floating plantations.

The speaker advanced little by little into the the topics
of  natural  sciences  and  mentioned  also  the  interaction
between the environment and the  genetic inheritance of
the cells. He described the speciation tha began from the
separation  of  cultures  and  continued  through  the
separation  of  bodily  adaptation,  ending  up  into  the
separation into two species. Khad noticed that the joking
of the audience was growing scarcer.

“As we human beings growing up leave our parents
and establish a home of our own, so will  the maturing
groups of Mankind leave each other, establish a home for
themselves and no longer return to their original home.”

“Are  you  then  no  longer  going  to  see  your  old
mother?” laughed an aged man from the side of the room.

“I am seeing her,” replied the speaker unbaffled. “But
would I any longer fit under her roof with my family?”

“Do the space travellers not live the same life with the
same requisites as those on Earth?” rushed Khad to ask
before losing his chance.

“A new face!” noticed the speaker. “Thank you for the
question. The space settlers may live by similar requisites
when  they  leave,  if  one  wants  to  consider  a  closed,
artificial spacacraft an Earth-like environment. But space
will  mold  its  inhabitants,  and  at  the  latest  in  the
destination  of  the  voyage  there  is  waiting  a  planet
different from Earth. Let us presume, then, that some of
the  settlers  have  over  generations  managed  to  inure
themselves to tolerate and even utilize a diet unbelievably
high in sulphur, possibly downright poisonous to us. Let
us also presume that some of us would decide to live with
them. Would he stand their smell?”

The listeners laughed, but the speaker raised his index
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finger to signify that he did not speak for a joke.
“Could he eat the food they prepare without getting

sick? Could they live in the same natural conditions and
among the same microbes? And if this representative of
us, presuming he is a male, decides to marry one of their
women, what would happen to his sperm when it ends up
in the middle of sulphuric liquid?”

“Where do we have such human beings?” asked Khad
challengingly.

“I  do not  have any such here with me,” replied the
speaker  spreading  his  hands  apologetically.  “But  our
calculations give a hint to the effect that if the settlement
having  left  for  the  star  cluster  of  Little  Princess  ever
succeeded  in  their  settling,  they  could  already  have
developed into something comparable.”

“That  was  a  feat  of  a  calculation,”  replied  still
doubtful Khad.

“The  risk  is  managed  well,”  reminded  the  speaker.
“Nobody  will  leave  for  an  enormously  long  one-way
voyage, if there is no rather convincing estimate that the
voyage will also succeed. Any of those leaving for space,
I  mean.  During  the  earlier  phases  of  our  history there
have  undoubtedly been  many much  more  venturesome
departures than these we have done.”

The audience had now grown silent. The heads turned
to  look at  Khad,  some looking  expectant,  some  others
surprised or confused.

“We surely do not need to search for examples as far
away as Little Princess, as right there above us may be
currently  going  on  a  similar  process,”  reminded  the
speaker. “For understandable reasons we do not go there
to  collect  samples,  but  quite  many  deductions  are
possible already with observing them from the ground.
They,  for  example,  live  on  a  distinctly  colder  climate
zone  than  we,  as  they are  high  up.  They get  stronger
radiation from the sun. Their diet is defined by what they
manage to grow up there. These and many other factors
that we could find by tens already during this session will
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mold them into different beings who will finally drift into
their own separate world of natural science, if they are
not there already.

This speciation is part of the normal development of
ours, and therefore we do not need to be startled because
of it. Our ancestors gave birth to them and we, too, are
going to give birth to new species. Whatever the original
reasons for us being down here and them being up there,
the matter  already has a reason and explanation within
natural sciences. We are here, they are there, and so is it
good. Both have found their place and our world has been
divided between the emerging species.”

“What  makes  speciation  so  good?”  snapped  Khad,
surprised by his own passionateness. “Unity has been our
most valued treasure, and now it would be natural to turn
our  backs to people  who live in another  place and eat
different food! It would be strange if a brother nation, to
use your own word, would be abandoned in its loneliness
with the first available excuse. People did not do so even
on Earth.”

“Perhaps you speak about boundaries of race,  and I
speak about boundaries of species. We can share the table
with  our  dark  brown  companion  citizens  from  the
southeastern coast.  If we are patient,  we may also talk
with them. We can join with them into families. But if we
meet  a  person  of  another  species  from  behind  the
expanses of space, these matters succeed, depending on
the distance, only with varying effort or not at all.”

“Is it wrong to make the effort?”
“People  are  not  alone.  Receiving  one  of  them you

receive  all  of  their  family and other  background,  with
which you must  be  able  to  live,  and even you  cannot
negotiate at the same time with all of them about what
suits  and  does  not  suit  for  the  parties.  Knowing  this
supposedly  belongs  to  the  basics  of  our  education  of
history.”

“So  it  is!  Believe  it!”  exhorted  a  man  sitting  near
Khad. “Let the air people live in their own peace and us
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in  our  own.  The  era  of  battles  shall  now be  over  for
good.”

“Let  the  lad  tell  his  opinion,”  suggested  another
further aside. “We are not obliged to agree with him.”

“I  am not  talking about  battles,  but  about  a natural
way to live,” said Khad. “The animals of the forest, a true
species of its own, are allowed to visit our gardens, and
we do not have a battle with them, either.”

“At  least  after  we  have  got  them  roasting  on  our
skewers,” guffawed a man on the next seat.

“Go  ahead  then  and  eat  from  the  same  manger
together with the pelt  cows, and have discussions with
them if  you  wish,”  snapped a  woman  with  stern  eyes
from the rear right.

“That  would be a  way to  get  introduced with their
life,” replied Khad. “However, as human beings we are
not eager to do so but leave them in the solitude of the
cowshed. And in spite of doing so we still know by our
long coexistence many times more about them, animals,
than about the human air folk,  ‘those up there’,  as the
saying  goes.  We  have  the  prerequisites  to  know them
much better and thereby fear them much less than we do
now.”

“If you have epoch-making information about them,
please feel free to come here to the front and present it to
us,” exhorted the speaker who had patiently followed the
argument started around Khad. “To exchange knowledge
is the very reason of us being here.”

Khad hesitated for a moment but decided then to ctch
the opportunity in spite of the cold eyes of the audience
sizing him up. He marched to the front of the room.

“Thank you for the opportunity,” he said raising his
voice to let the others hear it better. “I have only a few
short arguments that I wish you to think about, because in
spite  of  their  obviousness  they  are  never  taken  into
consideration.

“Firstly, we have through the ages been taught that it
is forbidden to approach the air folk, because between us
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there prevails a continuous tension, probably related with
claiming space for living. If we did not beware each other
and regard each other’s territories untouchable, we would
begin to claim, or especially they would begin to claim it
to themselves in a large scale. I have often been told to
review history to understand the truth about the matter.
Thank you for the directions, I have now reviewed the
history,  and it  seems obvious to me that the ‘evidence’
that  we  have  in  our  archives  are  based  on  the  same
assumptions  as  our  current  fears.  Our  relationship  has
never been tested because we,  probably having left  fro
space from the midst of wars, took it granted that we will
be threatened here, too.”

“To me arsons are real threatenings,” shouted a man in
the middle of the audience, accompanied by a few other
shouts spurring the man. Now there was not a trace left of
the former relaxed ease of the audience.

“A fire broken loose might be a more accurate name
for the event than arson,” remarked Khad.

“Do you tray to claim that we are burning our homes
by ourselves?” shouted the man agitated.

“I try to claim that the reasons or even the number of
fires has not been resolved. That a group of the air folk
arrives to a place does not yet make them arsonists.”

“It was a battle troop and its ‘arrival’ was an attack!”
“I do not know about that. And do you people, either?

Will even the history finally tell it to us?”
“In  your  next  studying  session  you  could  also

introduce yourself to the Man-made Island of the Earth,”
guided  him a  knowledgeable-looking  young  man  from
the front row.

“That brings us to my second point: Even if there had
been tension in the beginning, all  of the people having
experienced it have been deceased for generations. What
do we have to do with those people and their  fears to
begin with?”

“Our  situation  has  not  changed  at  all  since  the
beginning,”  replied  the  same  youth.  “It  has  rather
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tightened  even  further  now  that  both  folks  have
multiplied and there is less to share.”

“With our populations the question can by no means
be about lack of territory!” exclaimed Khad.

“Battles are about power of rule and influence. There
were wars on the Earth long before there was any lack of
living space.”

“And here we have another Earth!” sighed Khad. “We
are using no weapons, but the thoughts are the same as
before.”

“What are you to judge our desire to live in peace?”
shouted the man who had been sitting near Khad. “We
make a difference between real and imagined battles. We
are not interested in pushing other folks, and many of us
have even a family to protect.”

“Third  point:”  went  Khad  on.  “If  we  have  to  live
under a threat, real or imaginary one, would it not be a
high time to begin to defuse the threat already?”

“How then?” shouted two people as if speaking with a
single mouth.

“How about trying to make a contact with some way
easy to understand?”

“Does it  not fit  into your tiny mind that we do not
want to adventure at the cost of our lives?” shouted a man
among  the  audience  with  his  face  flushed  red  with
agitation.

“The peace shall not be broken, not by you and not by
anyone else!” claimed another one.

“Did we struggle for a foothold lightyears from the
Earth  with  great  sacrifices  just  to  waste  it  in  reckless
games?” demanded a third one.

“We struggled for it to gain a life worthy for human
beings,  for  example,”  replied  Khad  over  the  shouts
gradually coalescing  into  a  choir.  “Our  life  is  not  yet
human life  and our  work  is  incomplete  as  long as  we
have to look to the sky cowering like prey.”

“Play with your  own life,  not  with that  of  others!”
came a shout near the front row.
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“Into  a  cage  with  his  like!”  demanded  somebody
further back.

In the front row, on Khad’s right side sat a group of
middle-.aged men who did not take part of the shouting
but  exchanged short notions with each other.  However,
glances that they directed to Khad were not any friendlier
than the fiery stare of the people sitting around them.

“Quit  the  rubbish  and  get  out!”  shouted  someone
among the audience. One could read from the faces of the
others that they supported the shouter’s thought with all
of their heart.

“Is this the right way to relate with people living as
our neighbours?” asked Khad the original speaker who
had stood aside watching Khad in a calm evaluation, as if
waiting that he manages to pull upon himself the fate that
his madness deserved. “What do you think?”

“I think that it would be good for you to leave now
that  you  still  can,”  replied  the  speaker  with  a  cool
restraint. “The actions of an agitated crowd can often be
rather unpredictable.”

“I will leave,” said Khad half to the speaker, half to
the audience. “But remember what I said. Our way to live
is not only against our nature, but also unsustainable over
time.”

The angry shouts went on as Khad marched out along
the aisle leading through the middle of the audience. The
most  agitated  ones  shoved  him  when  he  walked  past
them.  The speaker  behind him took again his  place in
front  of  the  audience,  but  Khad did not  linger  to  hear
what the speaker would say to his audience.

Khad  was  relieved  to  get  back  into  the  tranquil
sunshine of the late afternoon, to the roadside to wait for
a ride with people who were still ignorant of what he had
stated in the meeting room.

* * *

Yet  another  workday was  behind.  Khad  stepped  in
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from the door of his home, already in a lighter mood than
the next day after his visit to Moundland. His thoughts
were already half of the time in the life of Flight City.

“Greetings  to  everyone,”  he  said  entering  the  main
room and continued his way to his own room. The thick,
almost tangible silence filling the room stopped him like
a hand grabbing his collar.

Khad’s  parents  sat  at  the  table,  his  mother  looking
anxious and bothered, his father stiff and grim, staring at
the sheet of ethenite on the table in front of him. Slowly
he raised his eyes to Khad.

“What  have you done?” rolled his  question on him
like a boulder.

“What  do  you  mean?”  asked  Khad  perplexed  and
stepped closer to the table. His father grabbed the sheet
and slapped it in front of Khad.

“This was among the announcements and it tells about
you,” he said. Khad picked up the sheet.

The  first  glance  was  enough  to  tell  Khad  also  the
reason for  his  parents’ pain.  The sheet  carried  nothing
less  than  the  resolution  of  the  people’s  council.  The
resolution text began in the usual way by presenting the
composition  of  the  council  and  the  testimony  of  its
authority, and after them the actual resolution: “Khad, the
son of Deim and Nian, is forbidden in the name of the
common security to approach air community bases and
the  aircraft  travelling  between  them  closer  than  a
thousand measures from any direction. A breach of the
prohibition leads into Khad’s supervised ban of aviation
of indefinite duration and the confiscation of his aviation
equipment for the public use.”

“It  seems that  Moundlanders  got  upset  when I  told
them a few of my thoughts,” commented Khad guessing
already what the whispering on the first row had meant.
The  whisperers  were  obviously  alert  members  of  the
society, possibly with a long practice in managing public
affairs, and that is how they managed to even summon
the people’s council with such an exemplary fluency.
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“Thoughts?”  thundered  Khad’s  father.  “Have  you
lately  been  thinking  at  all?  Resolutions  like  this  are
written  only  for  the  custody  of  criminals  and  the
incapable of responsibility. Do you want to be known by
such epithets?”

“I do not see sanitizing the atmosphere of the society
as criminal,” replied Khad. He felt very insecure in front
of  his  father’s  agitation,  as  he  had  never  been  in  an
argument  with  him  since  his  earliest  youth.  His  own
view, however, began to crystallize inside him so that he
dared to hold on to it even facing the shock of his parents.

“Don’t  you miserable  wretch realize  that  you  are  a
member of this society?” roared his father making even
his spouse startle. “How can you be so selfish that you
are  dragging  your  whole  folk  into  destruction  just  to
satisfy your own desires?”

“Does  a  meeting  between  a  few  people  mean
destruction for you?”

“It has meant that so many times in our past, that there
shall not be a next time!” replied his father, in a calmer
voice but with not a slightest bit lesser agitation. “As far
as I am concerned, your ban of aviation may be effective
from right now. The shed is mine and its doors will open
only on my permission.”

“Before you begin to wrench the cornerstone of my
vocation,  I  would  like  to  point  out  that  my  coming
sustenance  and  qualifications  both  depend  on  my
experience and knowledge in the field of aviation. You
are also nullifying your own work as my upbringer.”

“I  suppose he could still  fly if  he  promises  to  stay
away  from  the  community  bases,”  said  Khad’s
conciliating mother.  “He does  need to  create a life  for
himself.”

“I can promise that I do not fly near the community
bases,” said Khad. “In my coming duties I probably even
have no time for it.”

His father reluctantly deferred to weigh the options in
his mind.
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“So  be  it,”  he  said.”I  will  yield  this  time.  But
remember  that  even  if  you  were  not  interested  in  our
future, we are interested in it, both yours and ours. And
next time I do not hesitate to do what the case requires
even if you had to earn your living by digging ditches.”

“I understand,” replied Khad. Sighing he took up his
fate  that  felt  heavy as  lead.  He  realized that  when the
road ends into a vertical wall, it is time for even him to
turn.

He  would  have  to  learn  to  not  see  the  community
bases floating above him, because there was no other way
to live in the society below them. Closing his eyes from
the  obvious  felt  nauseating,  but  perhaps  he  would
overcome it, too.

After  getting  to  his  room he  fell  on  his  bed  in  an
absent-minded  manner  and  reached  for  the  book
describing the structures of airplanes. He could not meet
the air folk, but the perhaps lack could be substituted for
a  small  part  that  he  might  get  some  of  his  own  folk
inspired in greater numbers into aviatorship, into a folk of
air.  Perhaps the air  itself  could tell  them something of
which they otherwise shut their ears.

Something had to be done to the matter anyway. The
lost half of the world had left behind too large a hole that
it could be left gaping as it was, either.
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9
The  morning  sun  peeked  cautiously  through  the

window into Melit’s room, as if to ask whether she was
ready to wake up for the new day. Melit woke up little by
little, without hurry under her fiber foam blanket. She had
arrived at Terlen the day before, and this day she could
use for a leisurely introduction to her new environment,
before she would be expected even to see the managers
of work and functions.

Already before she had actually waken up the barely
perceptible movements of her bed had reminded her that
she was no longer at her home, on Assar. Here the frame
structures were larger and therefore its movements in the
air were slower and wider. Even the sigh of the wind had
become more distant and spacious, and at moments it was
mixed  with  the  barely sensible  deep  rumble  when the
wind shook the large ribs  of Terlen extending into the
surrounding air.

They  were  above  the  ocean.  Sun  had  risen  from
behind the coast still visible at the horizon, and was now
radiating mellow, yellowish light through the thin haze
hovering near the ocean surface. Melit could see the view
even  from  her  apartment  inside  Terlen,  because  the
supporting exterior wall, on the other side of the walkway
below her window, was transparent.

Outside Melit’s apartment, inside Terlen, it  was still
rather quiet. She descended the stairs attached to the wall
outside from the second floor to the deck level, going to
the  common  washing  rooms.  A  woman  in  her  early
middle age, returning from her morning routines passed
by  her  and  greeted  her  with  a  glance  and  a  hint  of
friendly smile. Melit noticed the bathrobe folded on her
arm, a sign reminding that on Terlen it would be easy for
also Melit to acquire more luxurious habits than before.
She had followed her Assarian habit and taken only her
deck suit to pass for a bathrobe.
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Water  for  washing  and  other  purposes  was  rather
abundant  on  Terlen.  Besides  the  steam  condensers
familiar  from  Assar,  Terlenians  had  effective  ways  to
produce household water also from the seawater.  Melit
ventured  to  use  the  supply  of  the  water  taps  without
skimping, as if to feel the abundance and at the same time
wondering  how  she  could  again  get  accustomed  to
scarcer conditions.

Fully awake after the morning toilette Melit went for a
walk  among  the  buildings  of  the  miniature  town
composed to fill the inside of Terlen. After her life in the
austere and sober-minded architecture of Assar what she
saw here gave her a pleasant surprise. She had imagined
in her mind clusters of expressionless, box-like buildings,
but  instead saw around her  colourful  huts and halls  in
many shapes,  open and closed  spaces,  lofts  and  small
bridgelets,  all  bathing  in  the  mellow morning  skylight
filtering through the gas container above them, lined with
transparent float foam. From distance came the soft tune
of a woodwind instrument, possibly a blade flute. In the
air wafted fragrances of many nuances, returning to her
mind one of the purposes of her stroll: the breakfast. On
Terlen it was possible to choose besides the dish also the
dining place from the multiple choices.

Near  the  tiny  plaza  in  the  middle  of  Terlen  Melit
found a room where about a dozen of people could dine
together. Now there were only the cook and a single diner
present when she entered. The other one greeted her from
behind her meal, and Melit sat down opposite to her as
soon as she got from the cook her serving: a pie baked
from root flour and filled with many different ingredients,
accompanied with a bowl of hot, thick, richly seasoned
cane kernel soup.

“We got more company here after all,” continued the
diner,  a  cheerful-looking  middle-aged  woman  her
greeting  to  Melit.  “It  is  actually  rare  that  I  eat  here
alone.”

“I  found this  place  by accident,”  replied  Melit  and
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tasted carefully the soup from the mineral plastic bowl
decorated  with  plant-themed  ornaments.  “I  have  just
moved here.”

“I thought that I had not seen you before. Welcome!
You will feel home quite soon, at least I think this was a
good  place  to  move  in.  My  name  is  Mesaldin  en
Keminot,  or  Saldi  for  short,  and  I  have  been  here  for
several  years  already designing  and  producing  textiles
and surface coatings.”

“I  am  Melit  en  Assar.  My  latest  tasks  have  been
mostly about plant breeding.”

“I  have  visited  Assar  once,”  remembered  Saldi.
“Though only on its  deck,  to change the airplane.  The
place  looked  comfortable  and  shaped  in  distinct  lines.
What brought you here from there?”

“A moving  order,”  replied  Melit.  Even  though  she
decided to not be cast down, her fading voice revealed
the experiences still heavy on her.

“And from all the people they decided to send you, a
young girl, elsewhere? They should at least be ashamed!”

Saldi’s huff made Melit smile.
“No problem,” she appeased. “I am surely old enough

to survive a removal.”
“I  was  actually  moving  around  at  your  age.  But

evicting you is still outrageous.”
“This ended well.  I  could easily have been directed

into a much more austere place. My mentor Desteron had
been living here and inferred that this would be a good
environment for me. And it actually is comfortable here.”

“That is good.”
“Do you know anyone of the internal developers of

Terlen? I should begin to train myself to the work of their
field.”

“Our  culture  specialist  Beskalmet  eats  often  here.  I
can introduce you to each other.”

“Thank you.”
“I  do  not  know  him  very  well.  You  can  tell  me

afterwards how you liked him.”
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Two people wearing coveralls, a man and a woman,
came  together  to  the  room and  greeted  first  the  cook
squeezing juice from fruit behind a table, then passing by
also Saldi and Melit. After getting their servings they sat
down at  another  table  and began to talk in  soft  voice,
possibly about their later work.

“From  the  maintenance  group,  as  you  probably
guessed already,” told Saldi to Melit. “In a place as large
as this there is always work to do. My services are also
needed now and then for repairing the structures.”

“What else do you do.”
“Whatever. Clothes, furniture, shieldings, safety nets,

protective  lacquering,  foam  reinforcement.  Every  day
brings new kinds of tasks with it.”

Saldi  described  her  work  to  Melit  who  listened
eagerly, as through them she found out many things about
life  on Terlen.  Saldi  also asked about  Melit’s  life,  and
Melit told her, but decided to keep the events concerning
the  ground-dwellers  to  herself.  Even that  way she  felt
herself  more  relaxed  than  for  a  long  time,  and  she
immersed herself  into the  discussion so much that  she
almost forgot to eat her meal before it cooled down.

Saldi  finished her dish and welcomed Melit  to visit
her workplace when she would have time. They left the
dining room together and said goodbyes in  front  of  it.
Saldi left for the direction from which Melit had come,
and Melit  looked around,  sated and satisfied both with
the meal and the discussion she had had. She was looking
for place to go next.

As the morning passed, people were appearing to the
alleys and corridors of Terlen, and the bottom of the gas
container, arching upward like a transparent vault, began
to whisper the distant echoes of movement and ripple of
conversation.

Air  inside  Terlen  moved  gently  after  someone  had
opened a few plates of the transparent wall surrounding
the  interior  of  Terlen.  Melit  walked slowly around the
center  of  Terlen  in  a  gradually  widening  arch  and

94



watched the life on the alleys.
The  passage  was  lined  here  and  there  with  softly

whispering air gutters, into which the suction caused by
the winds blowing beneath Terlen gathered the dust and
trash as soon as they appeared on the walkways. A young
man had covered one of the gutter openings with the rear
plate of a suction hose and scratched with the tip of the
gently hissing hose the floor  of  a  storage closet.  After
walking  past  the  man  concentrated  in  his  task  Melit
stopped for a moment at the crossing to watch a strolling
father  whose  two  small  children  shouted  to  her  their
joyful greetings. In the next building there was a grandma
sitting on a balcony, sipping a drink from a large beaker
and watching men who unloaded boxes from a platform
carriage  into  a  storage  room on  the  other  side  of  the
walkway. After a few curves and crossings Melit noticed
she had found the library of Terlen.  She went in for a
short visit. She intended to just walk past the bookcases
and browse the assortment, but as it often happened to
her during such activities, she did not manage to continue
her trip without stopping to read a little.

Witt  the  noon  approaching,  the  sun  was  already
shining high above Terlen illuminating its  interior with
bright  light,  slightly  softened  by the  lining  of  the  gas
container. The sounds of the community hovered in the
air as a single weave, not muffled by interior walls as on
Assar,  but  nevertheless  softened  by  distance.  Melit
continued her way from the library. Even though Terlen
was not broader than the range of a loud shout, it still had
enough area and nooks for several explorations, and so
also Melit began to ponder how far she should extend her
trip.

Before she could think about the advancement of her
trip the new stretch of the alley brought to her sight an
invitingly open door. She stopped, peeked in, and found
behind the door a small hall without a ceiling, opening
into the interior air of Terlen. In the hall there were five
people  clothed  in  thin,  elastic  suits,  with  one  of  the
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people stretching himself into a slow, plastic movement
of the body. The others were observing him and talking to
each other. In spite of their rather concentrated activity
they immediately noticed Melit who was standing at the
door.

“Why don’t you come in,” prompted a young woman
her.  The  man  who  was  the  target  of  the  others’ eyes
interrupted his movement  and walked with the woman
towards Melit.

“We are planning a dance for the next evening feast,”
explained the slim and sinewy man to Melit after getting
a few paces short from her.

“It looked impressive,” told Melit her impression.
“Do you dance, too?”
“No, and I have not seen anyone else to do so for a

long time. Perhaps that is why it looked so interesting to
me.”

“Are you new here?” asked the woman.
“Yes, I am,” replied Melit. “Does it show so clearly?”
“I just guessed, as I heard that a few new people came

here, and I can’t remember seeing you before.”
“I am Melit en Assar, and I came here yesterday.”
“Anidelpe en Palindra,” answered the woman to her

introduction. “We five compose works like this when our
other  tasks  allow  us  time  for  it.  This  one  will  be
performed after a few days.”

“If you feel dancing to be a thing for you, please join
us,” exhorted the man. “We are never too many here.”

“Thank you for the invitation, but I do not know if my
skills are good enough for that,” replied Melit.

The  other  members  of  the  group,  a  man  and  two
women had come behind the two talking with Melit, and
they greeted  her  each  one  taking  their  turns.  None  of
them was mentionably older than Melit.

“Are  you  already  familiar  with  Terlen?”  asked
Anidelpe.  “Do  you  know  where  to  get  materials  and
information?”

“I still have many gaps in my introduction,” admitted
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Melit.
“How  about  if  I  walk  with  you  through  the  most

important  locations?  It  could  speed  up  your  settling
here.”

“But  I  would  interrupt  your  work  here,”  resisted
Melit.

“They do not need me so much just now that I could
not take a tour with you. Do you?”

“Go ahead,” told the man.  “We will  tell  you in the
evening what we got done here.”

“Please join us at our evening gathering so that we can
learn to know each other better,” suggested Anidelpe for
Melit.

“Thank you,” replied Melit almost confused. “This is
very kind of you!”

Anidelpe  went  to  a  side  room to  wash  herself  and
change her outfit. Meanwhile the other members of the
group sat with Melit on the floor and asked her about her
life  on  Assar.  Melit  was  surprised  to  notice  that  like
others  also  they  knew  Assar  at  least  by  name,  even
though they had not visited it. Perhaps Assar was not as
extremely secluded a place as she had ended up thinking
after comparing it with Terlen.

Anidelpe  returned  to  the  hall  in  a  well-fitting  two-
piece outfit that with its vigorous colours and cutting of
springy  lines  was  like  a  woven  echo  of  her  lively
character. She and Melit took their leave from the others
and  went  to  walk  the  labyrinthine-looking  but  rather
easily  passable  alleys  and  corners.  Led  by  purposeful
Anidelpe  Melit  got  introduced  at  a  brisk  pace  with
meeting  places,  dining  rooms,  storages  of  household
utensils,  health  care  rooms  and  communication  nodes.
Anidelpe  also  introduced  her  with  a  good  number  of
people in charge of various fields to which she could turn
if she could not solve her problems by herself.

After the most important places and people had been
introduced  to  Melit,  their  speed  began  to  slow down.
Anidelpe still urged a friend of hers to go with them to a
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dining room and give them a sample of his praised skills
in  cooking  in  the  adjoining  kitchen  that  did  not  have
other  activities  going  on  at  the  moment.  After  eating
themselves  full  of  a  quickly  served  but  nevertheless
hearty meal they climbed on the roof level of the dining
room and stayed there  to  watch  the sun  setting to  the
open sea behind the further-away transparent arch of the
exterior wall segments of Terlen. Warm, red flood of light
spread inside Terlen turning its  building scenery into a
fascinating playground of hues and shadows.

After  the  sun  had  set  they  left  for  the  evening
gathering to which Melit had been invited already in the
dance practice. The dance she show would be performed
on  a  later  day,  but  that  evening  she  could  exchange
stories not only with the dancers themselves but also with
other people in their circle of friends.

When she was telling about her life in the middle of
her  eagerly  listening  audience,  the  almost  constant
tenseness of her life began to gradually loosen its grip. In
her was kindling a hope that after a long time she could
lay herself on the trust of her friends without fear.

* * *

“This  was  a  good  surprise!”  said  Melit  smiling,
having arrived at Assar. “Did you arrange it?”

“Our accommodation organizer Menektim arranged it
with a few other people in charge,” replied Rhavalt. “But
I  do not  deny that  I  had certain influence on how the
things went.”

“Tell  me  how you made it.  I  have never heard that
people  could  be  moved  after  every few  days  between
work allocation systems.”

“You see, sudden transfers of people, like the one that
took you away from Assar, often cause an urgent need of
organizing:  the  workplaces  need  machines,  power
distribution  may  have  to  be  altered,  perhaps  even  the
devices outdoors need to be moved. I usually do most of

98



such work. Just at the moment of your removal I noticed
that  for  some  strange  reason  my schedule  was  full  of
other tasks, even to the extent that the newcomers were at
a risk of being left without utility space and some basic
services,  and  that  would  be  a  most  shameful  lack  of
sustenance of people especially brought to live here. So, a
noble  character  that  I  was,  I  promised  to  make  extra
efforts to correct the problem, and gave also a hint about
how the people asking my help could show their  deep
gratitude to me.”

“Shame  on  you!”  laughed  Melit.  “They  must  have
been sweating making yet another work allocation.”

“But this is merely the new policy of organizing the
affairs on Assar. This way you get back to your old home
for a few days and to work on the ground with your old
friends. I could nt get your old room back for you, but
perhaps you can do with the guest  room of Assar  this
time. I will see what we can get for you the next time.
And because this is actually a working trip for you, you
get your full vacation later. By the way, tell me how is
your current work on Terlen.”

“I  have  discussions  with  the  inhabitants  and  make
supplement and action plans according to their  wishes.
With its age Terlen has reached the full maturity for both
its  structure  and  its  society,  but  there  are  nevertheless
surprisingly  many  things  to  correct  and  change.
Important topics may be missing from meeting agendas,
information gets published late or too limited, and so on.
You  know,  the  same  problems  that  that  we  have  here
occasionally, but in a so much larger scale that a worker
must be dedicated to clear them.”

“And how are your new workmates?”
“I do not actually have any, but I have got some other

friends.  A group dancing and doing a number of other
things decided to become my friends at the first sight, and
especially one of them, called Anidelpe, has seen a lot of
trouble to get me into the society.”

“It is relieving to hear,” thought Rhavalt. “Then you
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are doing rather well.”
“They arrange pleasing evening gatherings and they

always  invite  me,  too.  Many people  with  soulful  and
artistic activities come there and perform their works to
all of us.”

“Have you performed yours?”
“No, at least  not  yet.  I  do not  have anything yet  to

perform, but I may try something sooner or later. They
have asked me the same thing.”

Rhavalt  thought for a moment. He was still  smiling
but his eyes became a little more inquiring.

“Have you met with things that you have not liked?
Have you been treated strangely or have you had some
other trouble?”

“No.” Melit recalled her days in Terlen. She could not
remember  any  adversities  greater  than  running  out  of
tableware, occasional crowdedness in outdoor areas, and
fully-booked flight allocation lists. “Small things happen
everywhere, but I have had nothing worth mentioning.”

“That  is  good.  Then  your  moving  has  ended  much
better than it began.”

“It  is  still  pleasing to come here for a visit.  People
cannot be replaced with other people.”

“Indeed!”
A weight  seemed to be  lifted from Rhavalt’s  heart.

Melit  ventured to feel  some relief herself,  even though
she still had a challenge waiting for her: her other close
ones at Assar who had already before her moving become
strangely introvert. Would they now be more trustful with
her that she lived elsewhere and could not endanger them
by excessive comradery with the threat from below, not
even by her mere location? She would get an answer to
her question quite soon, as already during the same day
she would go on the ground with an exploration team to
fetch the results of an experimental cultivation from one
of  their  hidden  plantations  far  away  from  inhabited
regions.

After leaving Rhavalt Melit fetched something to eat
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from  the  suddenly  modest-looking  but  still  homey
kitchen of Assar. She went out to enjoy the luxury that
Assar could offer her much better than Terlen: a walk on
a  spacious  deck,  now  looking  wide  as  a  plain,  and
looking down over  the  railing  at  the  scenery of  green
hills, here and there speckled with ponds, plantations, and
houses. She tried to stock up the power of the experience
before it would be time to return to Terlen which had for
life outdoors only a swath of a walkway surrounding the
exterior  wall,  and  the  narrow  maintenance  bridges
running along the ribs. She would be surrounded only by
the ocean, beautiful in itself, but rather desolate.

In the afternoon came the time that the team to visit
the ground gathered to the expanded airplane and entered
one by one. Melit had greeted al the team members as if
to try them, and even though some of the eyes she saw
looked a little timid, at least nobody tried to evade her
company. Two of them, both rather close acquaintances,
even asked how she was doing on Terlen. If not anything
else, it at least gave her hope for the better.

Gliding over the forest-covered land Melit  felt  even
more clearly how precious the ground, the other half of
her world, had become now that it had been taken away
from her, not only beyond a distance as from the other
members of the society, but completely away, personally.
Even  though  she  could,  with  Rhavalt’s  help,  get  an
occasional break from the peculiar imprisonment she had
entered by half with her own decision, she would still not
be  completely  relieved  of  the  weight  of  her  double
shackles. The freedom to her, and to her comrades who
did not even seem to notice its lack, would only come
from the mutual acceptance of both folks. Wishing it was
madness,  but  that  was where her  mind looping around
always  had  to  return,  the  madness  under  whose
unyielding  foot  the  life  waited  generation  after
generation, without glimmer of freedom in sight, but still
refusing to wink out.

Melit still held on to her dream, for what other way
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could she have to live her life?

* * *

“This should be enough for today,” said Simbrima en
Terlen,  the supply coordinator of Terlen who had been
working with Melit during the afternoon. “The opening
ceremony begins soon.”

In front  of  them there  was the miniature  of  Terlen,
reduced  into  graph-like  simplicity.  On  the  miniature
model there were a large number of markers in various
colours, some describing tangible resources like sacks of
flour, some others abstract ones like duties or usage time
allocations.  Melit  had got  an enlightening lesson about
resource management to satisfy a community as large as
Terlen, and she felt  dizzy  after seeing by herself  how
many were the things to remember and organize in order
to let every Terlenian have a full stomach, warm clothing,
and  a  chance  to  do  their  own  work.  The  supply
coordination  was  not  one  of  Melit’s  own  duties,  but
Beskalmet, nominally a culture specialist but actually a
real  jack-of-all-trades,  had  wanted  to  show  her  the
community from yet another angle of view.

“Do  you  come  to  the  opening  ceremony?”  asked
Melit.

“This  time  I  do  not  think  I  will.  I  have  to  meet  a
plantation manager who is passing by. But you already
have company, don’t you?”

“Anidelpe had invited me,” admitted Melit.
Simbrima was a stout man with stern eyes, but more

amicable that he was often at the first sight thought to be.
In his work he was scarce with words, and concentrated
on his task in brisk rhythm, but still able to live smoothly
in the matey atmosphere and meandering conversations
together with his workmates. Melit called him Simbi for
short, as did the others, because the traditionally ample-
sized names of the folk members were usually not in use
in their original form.
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The miniature model remained in the room for later
bookkeeping,  and  Simbi  and  Melit  left  the  room
stretching  their  limbs  numbed  by the  long  immobility.
They stepped directly into an alley where people went by
each  on  his  own  errand  but  for  a  large  part  already
drawing closer to the central parts of Terlen. The opening
ceremony of the new servitude period would happen on
the small plaza n the center and in the nearest buildings
surrounding it. Most of the attending people would know
the new action plans for the near future of Terlen, but for
the duty and for the people’s fondness of meetings the
plans  would be announced again for  everyone to  hear,
besides  the  other  discussion and socializing during the
event.

Melit went to her apartment to dress herself with her
new dress, in the grey hue of evening haze, that Saldi had
conjured for her, for the honor of their acquaintance. The
dress was modified from ready-made pieces, but it was
still unique in its style in many ways. Melit was already
familiarizing herself  with the  practices  and customs of
her new home with help from Saldi and her other friends.
Those  customs  were  known  in  Assar,  too,  but  the
Assarians  were  rarely able  or  eager  to  cultivate  them.
After her preparations Melit left for the plaza. The distant
murmur of the already gathered people talking with each
other reached her ears already when she was descending
the stairs of the arching complex of apartments.

Melit did not stay on the rather full-packed plaza but
climbed to the upper floor of one of the buildings facing
the  plaza,  the  art  hall  of  Terlen,  from whose  spacious
balcony one could easily follow the events on the plaza.
There were people both in the hall and its balcony, which
were actually united into a single space with the doors
folded against  the walls.  Melit  found Anidelpe and her
other  acquaintances  from  the  hall  nibbling  the  crispy
pastries from the cluster of baskets brought into the hall.

“I  am glad that  you could come!” greeted Anidelpe
her.  “We  just  heard  that  we  have  guests  even  from
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Medilon, and even artists.”
“There  will  be  dances  and  music  as  soon  as  the

speeches outside have been given,” told Hadarante, the
young man whose performance Melit had come across on
her exploration of Terlen. Like Anidelpe’s other friends,
also he had become quite familiar to Melit already.

“Perhaps we will also get a chance to talk with them
during  the  evening,”  pondered  Essentar,  Anidelpe’s
friend, likewise a dancer.

In  her  prompt  style  Anidelpe  brought  a  stack  of
cushions from the wallside and dropped them one by one
into a roughly oval path. They sat on the cushions, now a
little  bit  farther  from  the  basket  cluster,  and  glanced
around the hall. Also some others had fetched cushions,
even though most of the people were still standing, some
not  having  decided  yet  where  to  settle,  some  of  them
without any intention to settle anywhere.

Next to Anidelpe there sat Teniat, a quiet-looking man
who did not  admit  to  have any artistic  aptitudes,  even
though he was known to play music and sing quite well.

“Have you ever visited Medilon?” he asked Melit.
“Only as a young child,” remembered Melit.  “I  can

only  remember  its  high  exterior  wall  when  we
approached  it.  And  also  that  many  plants  had  been
brought inside.”

“Medilon is famous of it,” said Hadarante with a grin.
“In places it is like a floating forest.”

“A garden,” corrected one from the group of almost
ten women making a rebuking face. “Every plant there
has surely been placed with consideration. And I say that
we  are  not  talking  about  forest  until  we  plod  ahead a
whole day without seeing anything but trees.”

“On  Bistrima  there  are  no  trees  to  be  seen,”
commented  another  one.  “Then  it  must  be  a  floating
desert.”

“There  is  nearly  nobody  living  there,  either,”
remarked the former one. “It is a place where you go to
do your work and leave.”

104



“If  we  are  talking  about  barrenness  of  living
environment, I would not choose the service center of air
plantations for an example,” said a smirking, curly-haired
woman  next  to  Melit.  “Bistrima  maintains  a  larger
amount of vegetation than ten Medilons, even though it
cannot decorate itself with the results of its work.”

Melit  listened  relaxed  and  halfway  into  her  own
thoughts the fantasy trip of her friends from community
to  community,  amazing  themselves  with  their
peculiarities.  Their  attention  was  not  only  on  the
interiors,  but  also  the  characterful  lifestyles,  stubborn
route  planners,  hair-raising  aviation  policies,  and
whatever  each  of  them noticed  to  pick  up  from their
travelling memories. Those who were not inspired to give
their  own  share  to  the  common  storytelling  contest,
exchanged now and then a thought or two about the life
on Terlen or each others’ artistic activities. Teniat moved
for a while next to Melit to discuss with her and recite to
her a few Terlenian poems while others laughed at  the
story about the new maintenance man on Gastian, who
did not  know that  the bottom valve of the main water
tank could be closed from inside the habitat, too.

“And what is typical to Assar?” asked a youth sitting
at the opposite right from Melit, a half-eaten stem of a
fleshcrest  plant  in his hand. “Tell  us,  for eample, what
you liked best in your native home. Or whatever else you
want us to know about it.”

“Assar  is  a  rather  simple  and  frugal  place  to  live,
because  people  mostly  work  there,”  told  Melit  after
thinking for a while. “But it is nevertheless beautiful if
you stop to look at it with other than just your eyes. It has
a spacious deck on which we spend time when we are not
working, and then the nature itself is our room. You will
not hear much laughing or singing there, but the tone of
its silence is beautiful, both in the ears and in the heart. If
joy gives you peace here, there peace will give you joy,
and  now  I  have  had  the  chance  to  experience  both
conditions.”
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“Why don’t  we  move  there  right  now?”  suggested
Essentar. “I got struck with envy and travel fever at the
same time.”

“A spacious deck sounds like a very attractive place to
have an outdooors performance,” mused Anidelpe with
the bright spark of creativity in her eyes. “There is not
often too much space on the stage.”

“Do  you  know about  what  else  Assar  has  become
noted?” said a young woman next to Essentar with a wily
smile. Her voice, shivering with mysterious excitement,
turned everyone’s attention to her.

“I do not know if it is proper to tell this, but people
say...” Her voice softened to almost a whisper. “People
say that a ground-dweller has visited Assar.”

“Why should a rumour like that be worth spreading?”
asked Anidelpe wrinkling her nose.

“I  think it  is  exciting,” defended the woman herself
slightly annoyed with Anidelpe’s straight-laced attitude.
“Just  think  about  it!  What  other  place  there  is  about
which you could say anything as special?”

“Of no place could one say so,” replied Anidelpe with
nearly authoritarian  assertiveness  in  her  voice.  “And  I
suggest that it will not be said even about Assar.”

“But there are who knows how many people talking
about it already! They even say that the man in charge of
the  workshop  there,  the  one  who  once  installed  water
purifiers for us,  Rhavalt  or  what was his name, knows
about the matter and even knows the person who met this
ground-dweller.”

“Fortunately we have a native Assarian here with us,”
snorted Anidelpe. “Melit, could you tell that windbag the
truth about the matter? Perhaps we finally get this rumour
out of circulation, too.”

How quickly  a  pleasing,  relaxed  mood  can  change
into burning anxiety! Melit felt her innards squeeze into a
tight ball somewhere in the middle of her. Breathing deep
she managed to control her panic, but she could not keep
the cold sweat away from her forehead.
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“Are you feeling sick?” asked Anidelpe concerned for
her.

“I... er... not actually. I just wanted to say...”
“Yes?”
Melit clasped her cold and clammy hands on her lap

trying  to  keep  them from trembling.  She  gathered  her
courage, understanding that under the expectant eyes of
the others she had no more options left.

“I just wanted to say that in spite of the startling or
exciting  nature  of  the  event  it  was  actually  very
commonplace.  What  omes  to  the  rumour,  it  is  true.  A
ground-dweller visited Assar, but he also left right away,
and everything was again as before.”

There  was  a  dumbfounded  silence  that  felt  like
involving even others than those sitting in the circle.

“It has really happened then,” said Anidelpe quietly,
with her eyes round. “They are ascending to where we
live.”

“And not only do they ascend, but also someone of us
was, by their obvious friendship, joined their purpose,”
added  the  woman  who  had  introduced  the  topic  of
ground-dwellers, a topic that had suddenly changed into
something entirely else than a mere rumour.

Teniat raised his hand as if he were trying to stop the
exchange that  had caused obvious discomfort  to Melit,
but Melit replied before.

“The ground-dweller  did not  really ascend to Assar
but  rather fell  on it,”  she said in voice controlled with
effort. “It was a flight accident that could have happened
to anyone. And then he was taken back down, and he did
no harm to anyone.”

“Do you know this Rhavalt well?” asked Anidelpe.
“She  does,”  replied  Hadarante  on  Melit’s  behalf,

before she managed to say anything. “Have you not heard
how she has almost  daily praised him to us? They are
close friends.”

“Rhavalt is a good and wise man.” said Melit. “He can
prove for you that there is no reason to worry.”
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“Perhaps there is none.” Anidelpe ventured already for
a cautious semblance of a smile. “But it was undeniably a
rather startling piece of news.”

“Who  then  was  he  who  tried  to  hide  the  ground-
dweller  first?” asked the rumour-teller.  “Did you know
him, Melit?”

Melit hesitated and searched for a frantic moment a
suitable answer. However, she did not need to reply any
longer as her silence had already spoken for her.

“It is beautiful that you are loyal to even those who do
not deserve it,” said Hadarante to Melit in a gentle voice.
“It would nevertheless be even more loyal to let us know
about these matters, as they concern the future of all of
us.”

“It  was  me,”  replied  Melit  barely  audibly.  She  no
longer  needed to force herself,  as  all  the  pressure  and
tension  of  her  plight  evaporated  now  like  a  cloud  of
steam, leaving behind only exhausted emptiness. “I found
him uncoscious on the deck and moved him in.”

She did not need to raise her eyes to feel the stares of
the  others,  falling on her  like  a  crushing  avalanche of
horror, sorrow, and accusation. The warmth hovering in
the circle had disappeared without a trace as if a frosty
winter wind had blown it away.

“How could you!” sighed Anidelpe in a voice subdued
but shivering with deep disdain. “And all the time that we
have  known you,  you  let  us  to  believe  only the  good
about you!”

“Is that why you were sent here above the sea?” asked
Essentar,  in  a  lighter  tone,  but  still  taking  part  of  the
common shock.

“Would  you  not  have  done  the  same  for  a  human
being threatened by death?” asked Melit raising her eyes.

“It  is  rather  us  who  are  threatened  by  death,”
remarked someone at the right side of the circle. “Is that
what you wish for us?”

In  spite  of  her  numbness  Melit  noticed  that  the
discussion had come to the end of its path. They could
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still  exchange words with each other,  but  the  thoughts
they carried would scarcely be conveyed any more.

“I wished for life, for all of us,” replied Melit getting
on  her  feet.  Her  voice  was  flat  and  lifeless,  but
somewhere  within  her  there  was  bubbling  a  soup  of
chaotic emotions which relentlessly, a small bit at a time
pushed towards her consciousness. She left with a lame
wave of her hand. Even the rumour-teller did not glance
at her direction. Only Teniat looked at her, the smarting
of betrayed trust in his eyes.

Melit did not see what the others went on doing when
she  left.  She  merely  strived  towards  the  exit  with
laborious steps.
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10
The  first  days  filled  with  a  new kind  of  loneliness

were  crawling  by,  slowly  and  yet  as  evaporating  into
nothingness. Melit stayed hidden into her working room
with  the  planning  tasks,  outwardly  quiet,  but  inside
alternating with the heavy, dark grey clouds of depression
and the burning hate for the ubiquitous, insurmountable
madness of her folk. She knew that sooner or later her
work  would  require  her  to  step  out  among  the  other
Terlenians, and at the latest then would everyone know
the things whispered about her on Terlen and who knows
in how many other places. Some of the people might not
show  any  specific  signs  of  shock,  but  also  in  their
thoughts Melit  would be...  what? Would her kind have
even a name in their language?

She  felt  that  she  had  to  come  up  with  something
before  she would  be exhausted  into the  deadly mental
trap into which her foolhardy hobby of the past years had
so  insidiously  led  her.  What  may  have  happened  to
Talissan and Innakar? Were they now in a trouble similar
to hers? Perhaps they had been farsighted enough to give
up in time.

Her  work  progressed  slowly  as  the  tempests  of
thought driven by her agitation got her again and again to
pace the floor briskly this way and that. That is what she
was doing even when Beskalmet came to the room.

“How are you doing?” he asked Melit who returned
from the middle of the floor to her desk.

“Nothing to brag about,” replied Melit.  “Sorting out
the information is not yet complete.”

Beskalmet came to the desk and eyed the board binder
lying open on the desk. The boards were full of Melit’s
notes,  written in  her  always  fluent,  clearly lined hand.
Then he looked at Melit.

“How about  if  I  finish this  for  you,”  he  suggested.
“You surely would like to rest. You look stressed.”
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“Thank  you,”  replied  Melit  pleased  with  the  offer,
even though she was not sure if she could relax enough to
rest.  “Shall  we  go  through  the  notes  quickly  before  I
leave? It could make you work easier.”

“Let’s do so,” complied Beskalmet.
They sat together at the table, and Melit described him

board  by  board  the  discussions  with  other  people
recorded  during  the  past  days.  Beskalmet  made  some
further  markings on the boards  with a  dye  stick while
Melit  was  speaking.  Quite  soon  they came  to  the  last
written board, and Beskalmet assured he had got a good
idea of the contents of the binder, the Terlenians’ wishes
and  suggestions  concerning  the  development  of  the
teaching of the young. After relinquishing her work Melit
left the room and without any exact plan walked towards
the exterior wall, massaging her heavy temples with her
fingertips at the same time.

Melit was walking along the walkway that separated
the arch of apartments from the transparent exterior wall.
The wall consisted of segments with one of them opened
here and there to let people get in and out,  to another,
broader walkway that likewise encircled Terlen parallel
to  the  former,  but  outside  of  the  exterior  wall.
Occasionally  there  was  a  breeze  of  ocean  air  coming
through the openings, giving with its smell and coolness
the feeling of the world outside into the inside world of
Terlen, covered above by the transparent gas container.
From one of these wall openings Melit stepped out, to the
external walkway.

There  were  only  a  few  people  moving  outdoors,
mostly mothers taking a walk with their babies. A few
youths taking a break from their work were keeping up
their fitness by running along the walkway, and behind
them but at a much more tranquil speed there passed by
some seniors refreshing themselves with a walk.

Melit  walked  in  her  gloomy  thoughts  clockwise
around Terlen until  she came to one of the twelve ribs
that came out from under the walkway and extended as a
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slender  and  springy arch  over  the  emptiness  below it.
Near its  root  it  angled upwards barely perceptibly,  and
towards its tip it reached its apex and began to slightly
descend, flexed by the gravity. Along its side there was a
walking bridge broad enough for one person, and on the
top of the rib there was a surface with furrows, like a rail
to  receive  the  wheels  of  the  arriving  aircraft  for  the
landing run, guided in by the leading funnel furrow. The
rib  swayed  gently in  the  wind.  It  would  bend but  not
break, as it had been constructed as well the stress of the
community life at its root section as the tempests and the
sidewise jolts of the arriving aircraft.

The  rib  was  vacant.  Melit  stepped  on  its  narrow
walking bridge, made of a light metal, and leaned on the
railing watching the ocean below and its waves shrunk to
a ripple by the distance. She could not hear the murmur
of the ocean; it was either drowned into the sighs of the
gusty wind or blended into inseparable oneness with it.
Her outfit  was actually rather thin to wear in an ocean
wind, but she decided rather to accept a bit of chilliness
than to get to her apartment to dress more warmly.

Terlen travelled with the wind toward the open seas at
a good speed even though to the eyes looking down it
appeared to barely move. The sun was shining high up on
the sky through the high clouds, occasionally dimmed off
by the wisps of grey low clouds passing in front of it. To
Melit, pondering her fate, the illumination fit quite well:
she would not have had the energy to identify with the
bright daylight, and thick rain clouds would have sapped
out of her even the remainder of her pep.

There  was  an  island  ahead.  The  route  planners,
examining  the  shapes  of  the  terrain  as  a  part  of  their
work,  had in their  common meetings named the island
Gate of Offing. Actually there was plenty of offing to all
directions from the island, and not  only to the western
northwest  of  their  course,  but  in  any  case  it  was  a
reminder  that  travelling  west  the  dry  land  would  not
come to sight until on the other side of the planet. Even

112



though the route planners knew their location even over
the expanses of the ocean, they still customarily directed
the  routes  to  pass  by  the  familiar  landmarks.  They
allegedly  had  names  even  for  the  communities  of  the
ground-dwellers,  even  though they would  scarcely use
them as  landmarks.  Those  ignorant  of  the  art  of  route
planning usually knew by name only those mountains,
lakes, plains, and islands that had been especially taught
to them in their youth.

As daylight spread over the island through an opening
in the cloud deck, the mounds radiating green light made
Melit’s heart leap. She was overwhelmed with a fervent
need to get aong the green forest, or if only to look at it
closer. She returned to the deck of Terlen and began to
stride  towards  the  nearest  opening  in  the  wall.  The
airplane storage would be close to the rib, at the break in
the  apartment  arch.  After  getting  in  Melit  marched
through the break passage and turned left. She came right
to the door of the flight allocation room.

Next to a small desk there was sitting a youngish man
with a trained-looking body and small black moustache.
He  raised  his  concentrated  eyes  from  a  book  bound
without covers, and stared Melit  for a brief,  examining
moment.

“You must be Melit en Assar,” he commented.
Melit  was surprised that  he  had learnt  to  know her

after  only  one  meeting.  Had  she  suddenly  become
exceptionally easy to remember by her appearance? The
thought was not very comfortable, as she had already got
enough of wearing brands.

“Yes,  I  am,”  she  replied.  “Do you  have  any of  the
small ones available?”

The man turned his eyes to the allocation table, whose
contents he seemed to know even without  looking.  He
drummed the desk briefly with his fingers.

“You came at an unfortunate time,” he said. “All the
planes are taken and there are quite many names even on
the waiting list.”
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“How is that possible?” asked Melit surprised. “This
was supposed to be a quiet time.”

“Otherwise  yes,  but  not  in  just  these  few days.  We
have  a  large  group reservation,  possibly some  kind  of
training program.”

“A sudden reservation for such a large group? I have
not heard anything about it in advance. Who reserved the
planes?”

“Our traffic and transport manager Kanidam.”
“I guess there is nothing we could do, then. Thank you

anyway.”
“Better luck next time,” grunted the man and went on

reading.
Melit  went  out  thoroughly  downcast.  Some  people

always seemed to have plenty of flying tasks whenever
she tried to get an airplane. Terlen was obviously large
enough  that  its  different  executives  were  not  even  in
advance  aware  of  when  there  would  be  activities  of
aviation and when not. When Melit had wanted to visit
White Lagoon the first time in her life, the allocation list
was overflowing even though none of her acquaintances
had even mentioned the place. Ocean Mountains she had
seen only at the skyline when some nondescript club had
reserved  the  whole  list  for  itself.  And  now  the  last
glimpse of land for a long time was left  for a training
group who did not care about the land at all. On Assar
one could at least fly at times!

Melit returned to the walking bridge of the rib to see
of the island even that much that she could. At least they
were travelling quite directly at it, so the view would be
improving all the time.

She woke up from her thoughts only when she heard
sounds.  A man and a  woman,  possibly a  couple,  were
pushing a  compressed airplane towards the root  of  the
rib. Melit made room on the walking bridge in case they
would need it, but they got the airplane on its place with
exercised ease right from above the rib. The man started
to expand the plane ready for takeoff.
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“You were wise to reserve your plane in time,” said
Melit  to  the  man.  “Some  training  group  took  all  the
remaining flights.”

“What training group?” asked the man and descended
to the walking bridge to watch the expansion of the plane.

“I  heard  that  Kanidam  had  some  kind  of  training
program of which I had not heard anything in advance.
But you obviously heard.”

“We  do  not  know  anything  about  the  program,”
replied the man and turned to  his  spouse.  “Or do you
know about it?”

“No,” she said.
“We just got an idea to enjoy flying after a long time,”

said  the  man.  “We  were  not  told  anything  about  any
training group when we got this plane.”

“You just walked in and got the plane?” asked Melit
agitated.

“Yes,” admitted the man wondering her reaction. He
tried the wing of the plane with his hand and looked at
the gauge next to the canopy of the plane. The plane was
ready for takeoff and its wings extended straight over the
heads of the people on the walking bridge. The couple
got into the plane and Melit, in spite of her stupor from
the news, went out of habit to the deck, away from the
starting plane.

The airplane started to run along the rib and took off
long before its end. The plane turned left and disappeared
underneath Terlen. Melit remained looking at the vacant
rib and noticed that the combined effect of ocean wind
and consternation had made her shiver with cold.

She turned around and ran inside the exterior  wall,
continuing  to  run  even  on  the  internal  walkways.  The
oldness eased little by little, but her agitation did not. And
this  time  it  would  also  have  a  distinct  target  for  a
discharge.

She did not  know where Kanidam lived or worked,
but by persistently asking she got her straying path aimed
at the common office building of those in charge of the
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routing and traffic planning.  She stepped into the two-
storied  building  coloured  subdued  greyish  yellow.  She
walked  the  only  corridor  of  the  lower  floor  until  she
found Kanidam’s room. Kanidam was present.

“Aha, our new inhabitant Melit en Assar,” greeted the
broad-shouldered and robustly built man her from behind
his writing work. “Come in.”

“You know me,” noticed Melit dejected, walking from
the door into the room. “Everyone knows me. I am surely
known here better than on Assar.”

“Does it bother you? Usually it is a good thing.”
“Do you have some kind of training period going on

just now?” asked Melit passing Kanidam’s question.
“Training  people  is  my  job  continuously,”  replied

Kanidam hesitatingly, surprised by the question.
“But only now it requires the whole available fleet of

Terlen?”
A small twinkle deep in Kanidam’s eyes revealed that

he got the idea.
“A large number of airplanes is sometimes needed,”

he admitted.
“More than the number of airplanes I was surprised at

the moments when such a need appears. Every time that
there is a small patch of land below us, the allocation list
is fully booked. Above the open sea there is no lack of
airplanes  if  one  just  mentions  about  a  flight  to  the
bookkeeper, but if there is an island below, the last entry
is taken already. I could tell our location over the sea just
by observing the allocation list!”

“Why would you want to fly where there is land?”
“Probably for the same reason as the others. To have

even a dream left.”
“We  pass  Gate  of  Offing  possibly  as  soon  as  this

evening,  before  sunset,”  said  Kanidam,  veiling  his
mounting tightness in patience. “It is a large island with
plenty to see. If you go to the deck, you can watch it quite
long. That way you get as good a share of it as all of us
others.”
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Melit inhaled slowly.
“I ask you directly: don’t you in charge trust me even

the little bit that you would let me fly, even if only just
fly, above ground?”

“Straight  question  needs  a  straight  answer,”  replied
Kanidam with steel  in  his  voice.  “No, we do not  trust
you. Trust is something that must be earned, especially if
one has already lost it once. You are here because the life
and future of us others are not more than a plaything in
your careless hands. As far as it  is up to me,  you stay
above the ocean until  I  am certain that  you can be let
anywhere else. And remember that you got into as good
environment  as  this  one  only  because  your  mentor
Desteron is a kind-hearted man, and your dear protector
Rhavalt keeps so close a watch for your interests in spite
of  not  even living  here.  Terlen  does  not  need  to  be  a
terminus for you. If it is necessary, you can be forwarded
to  yet  another  place,  and  I  guess  that  your  conditions
there would not be even nearly as comfortable as they are
here.”

It took a while before Melit could get any sound out
of her throat strangled with sorrow.

“Thank you for finally telling me,” she said. “Perhaps
I have no right  to expect  openness,  as I,  too,  kept  my
dreams  to  myself.  However,  it  is  easier  to  live  if  one
knows to not hope what cannot be.”

“Have a night’s rest, engage with your work and live
in your own society rather than in your dreams, and you
will find out that you feel much more comfortable. Your
friends will help you in that, too, if you want.”

“I no longer have any friends.”
“You will get them, at the latest when you are mature

for  that.  More thoughtfulness  and less  foolishness,  and
nobody has a reason to fear you.”

Kanidam turned to face the window but noticed that
he still had to turn his eyes back to Melit who, unable to
utter  a  word,  prepared  to  leave,  swallowing  and  eyes
downcast.
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“You  will  make  it,”  rushed Kanidam to  assure,  his
preceding certainty threateningly wobbling. “Why don’t
you go now, I have things to do here.”

* * *

Melit was sewing. Straight stitching she could do with
sewing tongs,  but  fixing the ferrules  to  the  fabric  was
such an unique task that she had to put down the tongs
and  use  instead  the  ages-old  tool  of  all  Mankind,  the
sewing needle. She used the needle the first time in her
life,  and  could  not  even  guess  in  advance  how many
times she would prick her finger during her work. But
giving up did not even cross her mind. She was driven by
a burning that did not ease for day or night, at which time
she sewed, because she could hardly have slept anyway.
Her hands were trembling, but she refused to let out of
her hands any stitches that she did not trust absolutely.

Sometimes making a brave decision is easier when the
alternatives have been taken away. Resistance Melit had
already seen to be useless, there were no refuges left, and
giving up was not even thinkable. There only remained
the crazy idea that had burst into flames in her mind as
she  had  been  watching  Gate  of  Offing  gliding  below
Terlen. Since that time tha thought had refused to burn
out.  She  had  to  get  away  from  Terlen,  and  the  only
direction which she could even imagine to be available
for her was down.

But  nobody  went  down,  unless  visits  to  gardens
counted. And there were no gardens on the ocean, except
the garden of ocean itself. She could not get an airplane
from Terlen, and she could not ask anyone to give her a
ride down, either. She had to get down on her own, and in
a way that  nobody would notice her leaving.  Her only
hope was that she could not be traced.

The studies  of  ancient  languages that  she had gone
through with Talissan and Innakar brought to her mind a
word that no longer existed in her current mother tongue,
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but whose meaning she could guess. The parts of the old,
strange-sounding word meant, as far as she knew, “falling
equipment”. The equipment had been used in the past for
jumping  safely down  from high  altitudes.  It  had  been
used on Earth and perhaps also in the initial phase of the
habitation of air, but later it had become unnecessary and
it  was  forgotten.  Nobody  wanted  to  jump  down  any
longer, the light airplanes were not left on the mercy of
gravity  even  in  the  very  rare  case  of  failure,  and  if
somebody  for  some  inconceivable  reason  would  have
accidentally fallen down from where he lived, it might be
better  that  he  died,  so  that  the  ground-dwellers  would
surely understand the case to be an accident, and so that
nothing possibly still worse than death would happen to
the fallen. But nobody fell, and the falling equipment did
not even cross people’s mind, and so the whole concept
disappeared from the spoken and the written language.

How thoroughly the  concept  disappeared she found
out after digging upside down the whole library of Terlen
without  finding  any description  of  the  equipment.  The
best she came up with was a few books discussing the
streaming  of  air.  From  them  she  extracted  the  little
information that she felt she could utilize, and combining
it with her life experience as a flying member of her folk
she  took  the  task,  inevitable  in  spite  of  feeling
insurmountable,  of  reinventing  the  disappeared  falling
equipment. She could not ask anyone for advice in the
making of it. The equipment would have to work raight at
the very first  time when she would use it,  and her life
would  depend on  how well  she  would  succeed in  her
work.

She would just have to wait until Terlen would once
again float above dry land. Depending on the routing plan
it might be quite a long time until the next time, but it
would be easier to stand if there were even a single spark
of hope in the middle of the gloom.

She was running short of fabric again. Fortunately the
morning was at hand and she could soon go to Saldi and
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ask  for  her  multicoloured  creation  still  more  fabric
processed windproof, originally intended to be used as a
wind curtain.  Melit  drank from a drinking bowl a  few
swigs of already tepid herb tea and continued to attach
ferrules to another piece of fabric. The jumping device
spread open filled most of her room, and during the day
she had to keep it folded in her cupboard so that nobody
would get a hint about what she was doing. She had not
told even to Saldi about the purpose for which she needed
the  fabric,  and  when  Saldi  had  made  direct  questions
Melit had only vaguely referred to a “surprise” which she
did not want anyone to know about in advance.

In the corner of the room there were the harness she
had made of twined ropes.  She would attach the large
sheet  of  fabric,  the  falling  device,  to  the  harness  with
long lines, similar to those from which she had twined the
harness itself. She had tested the harness by putting it on
and stretching it  hard with various means.  At least  the
harness  she  believed  to  be  strong  enough  for  the  task
waiting for them.

After getting the ferrules attached to the new piece of
fabric she folded the fabric on the floor into a pack and
put it in the cupboard. It was time for the breakfast. It
was still rather early in the morning, but at least Saldi’s
favourite place would already serve something to eat. She
got out from the apartment door into the staircase leading
onto the deck, flexing her stiff members and blinking her
eyes  sore  from the  work  in  the  still  dim light  of  the
morning.

She  noticed  that  the  nightly  work  had  taxed  her
powers  when  she  stumbled  at  the  stairs  and  hit  her
shoulder on the railing trying to negotiate her staggering.
Obviously  nobody  woke  up  to  the  sound  of  her
stumbling, or at least did not find it necessary to check
what there was happening outside.

Her thoughts were still looping around her escape plan
when she walked toward the center of Terlen. She almost
missed the morning greeting of the oncoming deliverer of
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goods.
“We got  a new route,”  told her  the  man wearing a

work suit when he passed by her. “There is a notification
about it on the bulletin board.”

“Thank  you  for  telling,”  replied  Melit  absent-
mindedly and stored the news somewhere at the rear parts
of  her  mind to  wait  for  a  more  opportune  moment  to
think about it. Now she only wanted to go to eat and after
that to meet Saldi. The fabric she needed was not Saldi’s
private property, but because Saldi’s work could depend
on the fabric storage, Melit  needed her consent for the
use of the fabric.

She came to the large bulletin board erected at the side
of the plaza. Only two messages had so far been attached
to the board that morning. The first one sought a pilot,
bypassing the regular work allocation, to fetch a batch of
medicines to Terlen from a producer that would drift past
them closer to noon. The other message was the one the
deliverer had mentioned:  the new support  contract  that
Terlen  had  made  with  Ninnat  required  a  change  to
Terlen’s route for a few days. They would have to turn to
southeast, back toward the continent, until the work with
the people on Ninnat  would be over,  and Terlen could
return back to its western route. Below the text there was
even a drawing of their route. The most thrilling part of
the drawing was right at the first leg after the initial turn:
on the route there was an island, and it was even much
closer to the continent than Gate of Offing.

They  would  cross  over  the  island  that  evening.  It
meant that her occasion had come, and now she would be
in a hurry if she wanted to use it.

She left quickly for Saldi’s workplace. Saldi had not
begun her workday yet, so she waited for her, barely able
to stay still as the time passed slowly.  Finally her long
and painful waiting was rewarded when Saldi appeared
with a large, pale pack of wrap under her arm. Without
wasting time Melit went to meet her.

“Could I have more fabric?” she asked Saldi for her
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first words. “I absolutely need it.”
Saldi was surprised with Melit’s intense pleading, and

seeing  her  face  riddled  with  exhaustion  she  got  also
worried.

“What has happened to you?” she asked stopping with
her at  the door of her workplace.  “You are completely
languished!”

“Only a little bit tired. It will pass. May I have a little
bit more of the wind curtain fabric?”

“Just now you need rest, not fabric. You should see a
medical expert to find out if sleep is all you need. And
then sleep! I can tell your workmates that you are taking
a few days of rest.”

“I will rest as soon as I get my task done.”
“Believe  me,  there  is  no  such  task  here  that  one

should struggle himself to exhaustion because of it. He
fabrics will wait for you for a few days, and then you will
also have the strength to handle them better.”

Saldi did not yield. Melit guessed that arguing would
get her nowhere, so she bid her goodbye and left. Saldi
kept  still  watching  that  Melit  surely  left  toward  her
apartment, before she went into her working room.

Melit  did  not,  however,  go  to  her  apartment,  but
turned  from  a  corner  toward  the  maintenance  center.
After arriving she learnt that the staff did not have fabric
at  the  moment,  but  they  gave  her  durable,  fiber-
reinforced wrap. It suited Melit well, as her fabric sheet
already had three different materials.

Back to her apartment she hurried to continue with her
work, regardless of having to do it now in daytime. The
wrap resisted sewing,  but  she  continued persistently,  a
stitch at a time, stopping frequently to coax the sewing
tongs that got stuck.

She  felt  she  was  rising.  First  she  thought  that  the
fatigue was fooling her senses, but finally she believed
what she felt. Terlen was ascending, and if she listened
carefully,  she  could  even  hear  the  sound  of  the  gas
generators as they filled the large lift container above the
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habitat. They were getting into an opportune air stream
and might even use the drives to propel Terlen.

She  fastened  the  last  ferrules  and  attached  lines  to
them with finger squeezed near to numbness. Getting her
work ready she felt a strong temptation to rest for a while
on her bed, but did not dare to give in fearing that she
would sleep all the way until the next morning.

It  was late  in  the  afternoon.  She began to fold  her
falling equipment ready for carrying. She would have to
go outside to see if the island was already in sight, as her
own room was at the moment on the rear side compared
with Terlen’s movement. She did not manage to execute
her intention, because there was a knock on her door.

She  almost  went  to  open  the  door,  but  her  foggy
brains noticed that the falling sheet was not  yet  folded
ready. Waking up into quick action she threw the sides of
the sheet together and stuffed it as an indefinite bundle
into her cupboard.

“Just  a  moment,”  she said  and remembered also to
grab the sewing tongs and put them in the cupboard, too,
before she opened the door. Behind the door there was
Saldi, bringing to her a bowl of warm soup.

“I just came to see how your recovery is progressing,”
she said. “I brought you something to eat so that you can
get faster back to sleep.”

“Thank you,” said Melit  perplexed and received the
bowl.

“I  asked  Teimenkat  to  see  you  this  evening,”
continued Saldi. “If you have problems that prevent you
from sleeping, you can tell him about them.”

“No way!” said Melit  frightened but  continued then
with a more subdued voice: “I feel quite well already. It
is no use bothering him because of me.”

“All right then. Perhaps he will just greet you passing
by and see that everything with you is in order.”

“Thank you but there is no reason to worry. I will just
rest for a while and we both can forget the whole thing.”

“Very well. I hope you a quick recovery.”
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Melit closed the door after Saldi had left. She felt still
frightened.  Now she  could  not  afford  to  endanger  her
escape in any manner if she still wanted to execute it. She
waited  until  Saldi  was  far  enough,  checked  from  the
narrowly opened door that the way was clear, and flitted
then out.

The island was already extending toward them from
the horizon. Melit estimated that the sun would just set
when they would pass by the island over its northern side.
In the sunlight coming already at a low angle she noticed
that the island was inhabited. At least there were a few
rather  large  buildings.  And  in  the  water,  close  to  the
western  shore  of  the  island  there  was  a  vessel
approaching the landing place.

The island was much smaller than Gate of Offing, but
it,  too,  had  a  lot  of  forest  here  and  there,  and  on  its
midline a gently meandering line of mounds. She had no
exat plan about what she should do after getting down. In
the  beginning  she  would  have  to  merely  observe  her
environment and in worst case perhaps to live on what
the nature provides even for a long time.  It  was still  a
better  alternative  than  staying  on  Terlen,  where  the
already  spread  rumours  about  her  could  bring  along
anything.  She would in  any case be a  branded person,
like in any other place where she would still be allowed.

Peering  down  over  the  edge  of  Terlen  she  became
conscious about the people passing behind her. She could
not jump over the edge because somebody would surely
see her and undoubtedly would go to seek her. She would
have to find an occasion to leave secretly. Fortunately she
had been informed about one possible, and probably the
only possible means to leave, thanks to her diligent tutors
introducing  her  to  Terlen.  Quite  close  to  the  center  of
Terlen there was  an entrance which led to the structures
below the deck, and there again would be a maintenance
hatch opening right into the air below Terlen. There she
would  have  to  jump  if  she  wanted  to  leave  without
anybody noticing. The evening twilight would help her,
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and even the colours of the jumping sheet would mostly
blend with the colours of the ocean black, white, shiny,
and translucent.

Without wasting time she returned to her apartment.
She  would  need  to  leave  before  Teimenkat,  Saldi’s
medically skilful  friend  would  come  to  her  apartment,
and after that she could not allow anyone to notice her.
She spread again her falling equipment and folded it in a
way that  would  allow it  to  open as  easily as  possibly
during her fall. Then she put on the harness and covered
it  with  a  warm  blouse.  The  lines  extending  from the
harness  outside  of  the  blouse  she  shoved  between  the
sheet packed in a fabric pouch and her right side.

She knew that she could not take with her much more
than the clothes she was wearing, because the rest of her
belongings would not  be  of  much help for  her  on  the
ground. She could not leave any message to be delivered
to  anyone,  as  she  was  not  at  all  sure  that  the  people
delivering it would honour its privacy if they would learn
who was sending it.  She could only hope that  Rhavalt
would guess what she had done, and would tell also her
mother when he would meet her the next time. Severing
the ties with others were much easier now that the others
had  already  done  most  of  the  job  for  her.  And  who
knows,  perhaps  she  could  some  day find  a  way to  let
Rhavalt, and only him, to receive news about her.

It was time to leave. Melit looked once more around
her in the room as if to bid farewell. She stepped quietly
out of the room and pressed the door shut behind her. She
steeled  her  appearance  as  easy  and  commonplace  as
possible and walked down the stairs to the deck of Terlen,
and left for the center. Some people were coming toward
her, but none of them seemed to give her a second look.
She did not  need to seek the entrance for long;  it  was
rather close to the maintenane center, a small grey door in
the wall of the opposite building. She pushed it open and
stepped into the twilight behind it.

Stairs made of light metal ceramic honeycomb led to a
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narrow bridge connecting the service points to each other,
here a booth, cabinet, or plumbing there a solid building
extending  to  the  ceiling.  Elsewhere,  around the  bridge
and other similar bridges, there opened the space below
the deck, with its sloping bottom, along which extended
the  radial  ribs  rooted  to  the  center  and  supporting  the
structures above. The deck of Terlen was resting on the
triangular  mesh  of  support  tubes  rising  from the  ribs.
Underside of  the  deck there were lamps casting a dim
ambient lighting into the space.

Melit  found  what  she  was  searching.  Next  to  the
bridge  there  was  a  small  windowless  cubicle,  the
chamber  around  the  maintenance  hatch.  The  chamber
could be entered through a small door from the bridge.
The maintenance hatch itself did not have a door at all; it
was a mere rectangular piece of emptiness on the other
half of the chamber floor, a bit wider than a fathom. Melit
stepped carefully into the chamber and let the door close
behind her.

She descended the steps to the floor of the chamber
and sat on the floor, near the edge of the hatch to prepare
her  equipment.  She  folded  her  blouse  into  the  fabric
pouch which she tied firmly to her waist.  Her jumping
sheet  she placed carefully on her right  arm and turned
then her eyes to the opening. Now that the ocean spread
as a wide and desolate expanse of waves in her sight she
had to face once again her solution eye to eye. She was
now  going  to  leave  her  whole  world  in  a  final,
irreversible way. If she wanted to return, she would have
to do it  with ground-dwellers’ devices,  and that  would
never be allowed to her, not from their side or that of her
own people.  If  she ever wanted to live in contact  with
other people, she would have to do it among the ground-
dwellers,  in  the  middle  of  that  strange  folk  of  whose
habits and thoughts she knew nearly nothing. She would
be completely on their mercy, or she would have to flee
again,  even  from them.  Her  last  refuge  would  be  the
nature which would be equally severe and on the other
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hand equally hospitable to everyone, regardless of their
birth. She might have to live alone, but on the ground she
could at least do it in the company of the rest of creation.

She had to  admit  herself  that  she was scared,  even
horrified by the unknown fate in front of her. She had to
remind herself  that  the  things would not  be any better
there where she was leaving, before she got the courage
to sit on the edge of the opening. Her heart was racing
and her stomach felt twisted. That, however, was where
she had come, between two worlds, one having rejected
her  and  one  shunning  her,  and  somewhere  she  would
need to find a place for herself to live.

She recalled a mention of another way to leave the
society in a final way. That way had long time ago chosen
people whose mind had entirely collapsed for one reason
or  another  so  that  they no  longer  had  the  strength  to
remain alive, but rather took their own lives. “Suicide”
was the name that the final deed was called, and the word
still existed in her language even though it had not been
needed for a long time.

Finality  and  separation  were  the  common  features
between  her  decision  and  a  suicide,  but  she  knew
nevertheless  that  her  decision  could  not  be  called  a
suicide.  The  people  taking  their  lives  were  those  who
wanted  to  die,  but  she  had been brought  to  this  hatch
right  from  the  beginning  her  burning  need  to  live.
Besides  her  own  life,  also  her  father’s  sorrowful  and
premature  demise had  taught  her  in  a  memorable  way
how valuable the gift  of life was. Yet now, in order to
uphold it, she had to expose it to a great danger.

During the evening they had descended again, but the
ocean still  seemed to be very far  below her.  Its  waves
could be seen from above in the  twilit  dusk as faintly
white  ripple,  progressing  slowly one  after  another  and
breaking on the shores of the island on their way.  The
island looked quiet. Only in few of the windows of its
rectangular buildings had a light shining from them.

Somewhere there sounded a hollowly echoing bang.
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She pricked up her ears to hear better.  Only another, a
more metallic clang evoked a frightening understanding
in her. Somebody was coming her way! Undoubtedly in a
society this large there was a daily need of maintenance,
and now she was in a risk of becoming exposed if some
of  the  maintenance  staff  would  come  to  her.  And that
must not happen in any case, because she would not get
another chance!

As if to guarantee there were steps approaching along
the bridge. Melit’s already raing heart sped up even more.
Little by little she began to inch along the edge of the
maintenance  hatch,  with  her  feet  in  the  air  below the
hatch.  She  gasped,  and  a  small  whimpering  sound
escaped from her inside as she groped with her left hand
in turns her squeezing chest and the floor next to her. She
turned to look behind her. Had the one walking the bridge
already passed by? She could not know for sure.

Then she noticed that she had edged further than she
guessed.  The  wind  blowing  beneath  Terlen  grabbed
lightly  her  legs  turning  her  body  sideways.  Without
managing to affect the events in any manner she felt how
she slid over the edge, and so the abyss opening below
Terlen swallowed her into its depths.
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11
Khad was walking along a side alley in Flight City

toward the dormitory deep in his thoughts, under his arm
a bulging box of ethenite sheets written full. One of his
dreams had been fulfilled: he had got the chance to study
aircraft  designing among the most  skilful and qualified
people  of  his  world.  His  first  swigs  from  the  cup  of
dreams  had  not  tasted  very sweet,  though,  as  his  new
superior and teacher, chief designer Shein, a resolute and
strong-willed woman had returned him firmly back to the
ground.  She  had  made  it  clear  that  even  though
experience of building an airplane more or less by the
seat of pants was a useful and enlightening experience,
the real aircraft designers did their work on a solid basis
of knowledge. After that she had dropped the mentioned
basis, feeling solid indeed, into his hands, packed ready
in the box, and to be learnt partly during the workdays
but mostly in the evenings after the work.

Becoming  acquainted  with  machine  construction  in
his previous job Khad thought that he already had learnt
all the mathematics that there was in the world to come in
front  of  him,  but  it  was  obvious  that  he  was  badly
mistaken. The flood of theories in the designers’ archives
seemed endless, and most of it was as tough as the roots
of  evertree.  Shein,  strict  in  a  motherly  way,  had
nevertheless  convinced  him  that  also  he,  like  all  the
similarly  shocked  newcomers  would  become  a  full-
fledged aircraft designer, if he only had the stamina to go
through his curriculum. And sooner or later there would
be more appealing challenges besides the theory.

The  dormitory  in  which  he  lived  with  the  other
students  was  almost  next  to  the  airfield.  So they were
continuously in the middle of the events of their field and
the  atmosphere  of  aviation,  marinating in  the  sauce  of
aviation, as the local saying went. In spite of its large size
the airfield was a rather quiet place, because the aviation
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of the settlers’ folk happened mostly by electric power,
and quietly with that, too.

Khad came to the dormitory.  The building followed
the  obviously  permanent  idea  of  Mankind  about  how
dormitories look like: two storeys, sometimes even three,
and plenty of small rooms along long corridors. And why
not, people did not actually live in the building in the full
sense of the word, but were just bodily located the time
that their minds wandered in the dreamland or dove into
the depths of theories. To their environment the students
paid attention only little and seldom, except when they
were staying at the windows watching the departures and
arrivals of the airplanes. And if somebody got bored with
the continuous alternation of work and sleep,  they had
around them a town of several thousand people on whose
streets to refresh oneself.

The lessons thumped on the bed in their box. Khad
slumped on the chair into as comfortable a position as he
could and put his legs on the left half of the table that was
not  yet  occupied  with  aviation  literature  and  his  own
works.  He  sipped  ice-cold  water  from  the  mug  and
swiped his forehead of the sweat that had come there by
the  combination  of  heat  and  walking.  He  wondered  if
anyone in the town  were missing cool seasons, as Flight
City was located on latitudes where the  warm weather
went on through the year, and there was variation mainly
in the humidity of the air.

Khad kept occasionally the door open to try if anyone
would stop at the doorframe to tell about his latest news
and past adventures in the world of aviation, but as could
be  guessed,  usually  the  people  on  the  corridors  just
walked past  his  door,  deep  in  their  thoughts  and their
eyes  fixed  on  the  distance,  some  going  to  read,  some
others coming from their reading. Sociability as not the
most  prominent  feature  of  the  dormitory  life,  except
perhaps in the holiday evening parties especially arranged
for  that  purpose.  There  the  service  was  abundant  and
stories  about  flying  rose  above  each  other  in  their

130



impressiveness.
Besides  the  brotherhood  of  profession  there  was

occasionally also the vibrations of competitive attitude in
the air. Becoming an aircraft designer was not the only
and  the  highest  goal  that  could  be  available  to  them:
somewhere among the buildings of Flight City there was
lodging  the  highest  elite  of  the  experts,  the  few
supersonic  pilots.  Becoming  one  of  them  meant
meritorious distinction for the rest of one’s life. It was the
fabulous  ideal  looming  in  the  mind  of  quite  many
designer students.

The  luxurious  needlessness  only  added  to  the
fascination of the supersonic flight: people on the planet
very rarely were too urgent to move to another place with
a  slower  aircraft.  Therefore  there  was  only  a  single
supersonic  aircraft  at  a  time  ready to fly in  the  whole
world of the settlers, and the most important if not even
the  only  reason  why  it  was  kept  ready  was  its
contribution to the knowledge of aviation. Unique kinds
of skills and expertise ws embodied in them, and those
skills could easily disappear without a trace if they were
not  ritualistically  fostered  generation  after  generation,
and if the ability to maintain and repair them were not
conveyed to yet new candidates worthy of the initiation.
Some day the plane would wear irreparable or even get
destroyed in an accident, and its pilots would probably be
the only people by whose guidance the plane could be
rebuilt, in similar or even in improved shape.

Besides  supersonic  airplanes  there  were some  other
relics  of  technology that  were  fostered  with  the  same
reverence:  machines  producing  extreme  coldness,
measuring  extremely  weak  electrical  phenomena,
penetrate  into  the  smallest  particles  of  matter,  or
performed enormous calculations in a short  time.  They
represented  the  skills  learnt  in  the  ancient  Earth,
preserved to wait  for  the time that they would become
indispensable again,  and when they hopefully could be
taken  into  use.  Until  that  time  the  skills  would  be
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maintained like a spark whose task it was to kindle into a
fire when its season would come.

Khad’s own tasks would be much more prosaic for a
long while. That evening there was an exercise reserved
for him: he was to attach simple indicators to his own
airplane by which he had arrived to the region. Next day
he  would  examine  with  the  indicators  the  air  streams
around the plane during different maneuvers. Among the
equipment there would be a device invented already on
the Earth,  simple but  effective one,  a number of small
strips attached from the other end at suitable places on
the surface of  the  airplane.  There  would also be some
resonance chambers who by their howling sound would
tell  many  things  about  the  quality  of  the  air  stream
around them.  In Khad’s  case  the  use  of  the  resonators
would take keen listening if he intended to hear anything
of them through the roar of the combustion engine.

After  resting  long  enough  and  checking  from  the
people in neighbouring rooms that  any important  news
had not slipped by he left for the airfield hangar numner
three where he kept his airplane together with the other
people piloting small aircraft. It took a while to walk as
far as the hangar, but he got the sight of it right from the
beginning over the spacious airfield. A simple building
made of white metal plastic was near the end of the long
runway. Its material had chosen to stand  strong winds
but  still  stay at  a  tolerable  temperature  even in  severe
sunshine. Most of the doors on its long side were open,
and now and then someone walked in or out.

After  the  bright  sunshine  the  interior  of  the  hangar
looked dark, even though he knew that there was enough
light for working. There were only a few airplanes in the
hangar now that the other pilots were on their flights each
on his own errand. His own plane was near the left end of
the hangar, next to a four-seated plane that looked rather
large  to  be  one  of  the  small  ones.  Two  maintenance
workers were doing their work at the large airplane at the
easy pace of the quiet times.
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Something in his  own plane caught his  attention as
soon as he saw it. He did not immediately realize what
was  different  in  it  from the  preceding  days,  until  the
cleaning equipment laid in sight further away gave him a
hint: his plane had been carefully and thoroughly cleaned
from nose to tail. Looking at the results of the cleaning he
saw another, even more miraculous thing. The small tear
he had caused on the wing while still tinkering with the
plane in the shed of his parents’ home had been repaired.
His temporary reinforcements had been removed, thefoil
forming  the  wing  surface  had  been  strung,  and  the
patching of the tear was very smooth, barely perceptible
touching with a hand. The pilots keeping their planes in
the hangar could make maintenance contracts of varying
range with the staff, and there were contracts that covered
even preventive repair. His own contract, however, was
quite limited and consisting mostly of the right to park
the plane and the most necessary cleaning. The work that
he  was  now  witnessing  undeniably  exceeded  the
obligations of the contract. He looked at the maintenance
workers working behind the next airplane.

“Who of you cleaned my plane?” he asked them.
The two interrupted their work and came in full sight

from behind the airplane.
“I am not sure,” replied a young woman in greenish

gray work suit, a compressor hanging from her hand. “It
was done already earlier today. We were just coming this
way then.”

“It may have been Meek,” replied the man, likewise
young and wearing a similar work suit,  partly splashed
wet in the work. “At least she was working at this end.
Why?”

“I  would  just  like  to  thank  for  the  kind  and
phenomenally  great  maintenance  work,”  told  Khad.  “I
got service that I had not even paid for.”

The woman pored over his airplane, rubbing her jaw,
with a bit of smile at the corner of her mouth.

“It  is  true,”  she  admitted.  “Meek  is  a  rather  quiet
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character, but getting at the work she makes miracles. I
think there should be more people like her working here.”

“This  must  be  a  special  treat  even  for  her  work,”
mused the man. “You were lucky today.”

“Spellcaster  would  be  a  better  name  for  her  than
Meek,” commented Khad. “I will surely recommend the
work of you people to everyone I know.”

“But  dont  overdo  it,”  warned  the  woman  with  a
twinkle in her eye. “If there is too much work, the quality
may degrade.”

“I  will  tell  Spellcaster  that  one  of  the  pilots  has
become spellbound,” promised the man.

The maintenance workers returned back to their work
on the other side of the large airplane, and Khad began to
attach the indicator strips on the shiningly clean surface
of his plane delighted and pleased.

He got the task done sooner than he had estimated in
advance.  Looking  at  his  plane  covered  all  over  with
bright-coloured  strips,  and  with  small  but  nevertheless
conspicuous  resonance  chambers  jutting  out  he  felt
almost  like  having  spoiled  the  cleaning  work  just
completed on his plane. With all its appendages the plane
was  a  rather  tragicomical  sight,  but  perhaps  it  would
produce  even  a  greater  measure  of  enlightening  and
useful information in return. Later that the exercise would
be over he would get, according to what he had heard, the
task of introducing himself with the depper secrets of the
propeller of his plane and present his findings to all the
other students.

He left to return to the dormitory thinking about the
exercise flight of the next day.

* * *

The morning had begun cloudless as mornings usually
began that time of the year. Khad had waken up early,
already  mentally  prepared  for  the  tasks  of  the  day.
Washing, a quick morning snack from the leftovers of the

134



previous day, and a bit of jogging to visit Shein’s office,
and he was ready to  try his skills with the challenges of
the air stream measurements.

He pushed his plane out of one of the wide doors of
the hangar. The spacious, elongate plain and the runway,
straight  as  an  arrow  reached  from  him  to  the  distant
horizon. The warming air rippled gently above the glazed
surface of  the  runway.  The sounds of  the  environment
reached  him  subdued  from  behind  the  buildings,  one
from here, another from there. Occasionally there was a
distinct  sound  of  a  thud  of  a  heavy  object  inside  a
building, or a distant shout. The semaphore at the side of
the runway told that the runway was free for use.

He  smiled  when he  looked at  the  enormously long
runway. It was dimensioned to let all the known airplane
types to securely take off and land on it in all kinds of
conditions. His own plane could not use of it more than a
tiny bit at the beginning; to him the runway was like a vat
full of water to moisten his mouth.

The semaphore, a sphere of changing colours fixed on
the top of  a metal  mast,  brought  to  his  mind the hair-
raising  stories  about  the  air  traffic  of  the  old  Earth,
perhaps dramatized but  nevertheless based on truth.  At
the time they were taking off into space there were thick
swarms  of  gigantic,  clunky  airplanes,  taking  off  and
landing criss-cross at a dizzying speed. They had had to
establish towers at the airfields, and have in them a group
of supervisors, guiding the planes with heroic efforts so
that  the  airplanes  could  get  through the  chaos  without
collisions. Here it was a sufficient guidance to glance at
the semaphore, or the lights at night, before entering the
runway.

He took off at the beginning of the runway without
reserving it by the semaphore, as he did not even have the
activation  device  of  the  semaphore  with  him.  If
somebody  would  have  been  running  towards  him,  he
would simply have turned aside, out of the other one’s
way. Had he wanted, he could have taken off even right
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from the yard of the hangar.
Rising above the habitation he watched Flight  City,

the gathering of different-sized houses around the long
runway, growing sparser furrther away. Spreading around
the Flight City there was wooded vegetation typical to the
climate zone, vigorous but abated by the leanness of the
soil. Among the forest he could barely resolve the four
glazed roads leading to different  directions from Flight
City.

He turned and prepared to begin the experiments. The
first  series  consisting  of  different  sideslips  and
asymmetric turns would begin from the altitude of two
thousand measures. After getting the plane to stable level
flight he began the first maneuver glancing in turns the
gauges and the srtrips in various points of  the airplane
body. He jotted notes on the stack of ethenite sheets fixed
in  front  of  him.  The  measurement  results  he  got  felt
frighteningly  indeterminate,  but  the  large  number  of
measurements could perhaps even out the shortcomings
of the method.

Returning to level flight between the measurements he
heard behind him a loud shout,  obviously meant  for  a
greeting. His studying mate Gerkh climbed past him with
a  light  airplane  built  of  standard  parts  and  an  electric
motor  for  the  power.  When the other plane was at  the
point  closest  to  him,  he  could  hear  through  his  own
engine sound the mellow purr onto which the propeller
blades  gave  their  own  delicately  sharp  accent.  Khad
waved his hand to the other pilot who, inferring from his
warm clothing, was on a way to rather high altitudes.

The  maneuvers  continued.  Khad  followed  the
fluttering  of  the  strips  trying  to  form a  mental  image
about  what  the  air  streams  were  doing  around  the
airplane. If he had not observed any other useful thing, at
least he saw now how far away the pure-shaped theory
and the jumbled chaos of practical  measurements were
from each other.

The  world rotated  around him,  flashing  to  his  eyes
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now  the  brightly  shining  sun,  then  the  forest  scenery
sheening  in  silvery  white  in  the  distant  horizon.
Occasionally his visual  field was visited also by small
dark  silhouette  against  the  light-coloured  horizon,  a
colony base gliding past  in  the  distance,  but  from that
sight he had already learnt to turn his eyes back to the
gauges with accustomed ease.

Finally even the last of the prescribed maneuvers was
completed. After his task he took his airplane for his own
entertainment  into  a  rather  daring-looking  oblique  flip
that  after  a  few  corrective  turns  brought  him  to  the
approach glide to the runway. He switched the engine off
already in the air and aided by the gliding ability of his
airplane he landed near the end of the runway and made a
turn that ended with the stop in front of the hangar.

He pushed his plane back into the hangar. The gentle
vortices of the wind wafted the air warmed by the engine
heat against his face until he got into the still air inside
the  hangar.  Even  now  there  were  not  many  airplanes
present, and he could place his airplane at the same place
where it had been before.

He was already about  to leave the hangar when the
events of the preceding evening returned to his mind. The
maintenance  workers  and  told  to  him  about  their
workmate  called  Meek,  and  now he  could  just  out  of
curiosity meet this fabulously scrupulous worker and give
thanks for the work personally.

“Is Meek here?” he asked a stout young man walking
by further away,  riddled with the signs of work on his
coveralls. The man stopped.

“Meek?”  he  pondered.  “Probably  over  there  at  the
other end of the hangar.”

“Thank you,” replied Kahd and began to stride along
the sparsely filled line of planes. The youth looked at him
as if wondering whether Khad could easily engage into a
conversation with the worker he was searching.

Khad, however, continued his way to the other end of
the hangar without hesitation. He did not need to ask for
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advice again, as he did not catch into his eyes more than
one worker in the quiet area. The worker was just pouring
lubricant into one of the openings on the plane made of a
lightweight alloy.

Meek was female as Khad could guess right from the
beginning. She had her back toward Khad and obviously
did not notice his arrival.  So Khad stepped besides the
plane body and thereby also besides her.

Khad’s heart skipped a beat when he saw from aside
the face that he had seen only once before, but which he
would surely recognize the  rest of his life. He was about
to shout, but now his instinct, already taught by threats,
got him to glance around and lower his voice.

“Is it really you, Melit?” asked Khad.
The worker spun quickly around to face him. Her first

expression was startled, but after recognizing the speaker
the fright changed into the joy of acquaintance.

“Yes, I am,” she replied as softly as Khad. She put the
lubricant can down from her hand.

“It is surprising to meet you here,” Khad said. “How
did you get on the ground?”

“I... er...” Melit hesitated and glanced around just like
Khad had done. “Please do not tell anyone. I think that
nobody here knows that I come from air. I should actually
not be here at all.”

“I will not tell, you can trust me. I have likewise to
hide  my  own  visit  into  your  community  base,  even
though it may not be a real secret any longer.”

“Then  we  have  a  rather  similar  secret.  I  escaped.
Actually  all  this  began  already  when  I  was  sent  to
Terlen...”

“Tell  me,  have  you  eaten  lunch  already  today?”
interrupted  Khad  as  different  things  were  storming
through his brains.

“Not yet,” said Melit.
“How about if we go to eat together and you can tell

everything  from the  beginning?  The  lunch  will  be  on
me.”
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“I would be happy to come. I will just take this vesel
away.”

Khad  looked  at  her  dazed  with  rapidly  mounting
amazement,  mentally  only  half-present  in  the  hangar,
when Melit carried the can to the storage room. He tried
to  conceive  the  dimensions  of  the  event  and  all  the
thousands of other things that it would affect. He woke
up from his  struggle  among the waves of his  thoughts
only when Melit came back.”

“Let’s go to the upper hall  to eat,” suggested Khad
and left out together with Melit through the nearest door
of the hangar.

“It is not too expensive, is it?” asked Melit. There was
a peculiar timbre in her voice when she uttered the word
“expensive”.

“Not  much  more  expensive  than  anywhere  else,
except perhaps some special dishes of the coast regions.
And it does not matter anyway, because like I said, the
lunch is on me.”

“Thanks to you.” Melit glanced at the hall on top of
the  largest  of  the  airfield  buildings,  through  whose
windows  a  few  people,  probably  passengers  changing
planes, looked at the airplanes landing now and then on
the quiet airfield.

Khad was surprised to see how Melit took his offer for
lunch weighing it as if it were a great challenge. Perhaps
it was such to her, if she was not yet accustomed to spend
time with the settlers and had not found a place among
the  society.  Her  question  about  the  price  of  the  lunch
could alo mean that she was working on a same kind of
pittance as the short-term contractees with only a little
education of the field. On the other hand, something in
her voice had hinted Khad that she had not thought the
price  so  much  as  an  economic  matter  but  from some
entierly  different  angle;  to  her  the  concept  seemed  to
evoke mysterious confusion and cautiousness.

They came to the spacious hall with a light-coloured
interior,  and went to the serving table at  the wall side.
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Khad took from the table coated steaks of meadow deer
and  Melit,  on  his  exhortation,  a  good  helping  of  root
casserole. Khad went to pay the price of the dishes to the
box at the end of the table. Next to the box there was the
warden of the hall  reading a hefty book,  probably fine
literature.

There  were only a  few guests  dining,  but  they still
chose a table that was as far from the others as possible.

“So,”  said  Khad  after  they  had  sat  down  on  the
opposite sides of a small table. “Let’s eat.”

Melit looked curiously Khad’s dish, as he was cutting
a piece of meat with his knife.

“Do you want to taste?” asked Khad.
“Thank  you,  but  we  are  not  accustomed  of  eating

meat,  as  it  is  not  grown  in  the  air,”  explained  Melit
retreating. “That is why your dish looked so special. But I
think my own dish suits me better.”

“Tell about your escape,” suggested Khad tasting his
steak.  “And  about  the  reason  why  you  fled,  if  my
question is not too intrusive.”

“I... er... “ Melit laughed at her own confusion. “I do
not know where to start. I came down as I no longer had
a  place  in  the  air.  I  am some  kind  of...  er...  a  person
incompatible with the society. That is why nobody wants
to be associated with me.”

Khad looked so surprised that Melit rushed to detail
her answer.

“We are warned to be in contact with you who dwell
on the ground, as it could start a new era of distress. I
have broken against the rule, and therefore I had to be
moved somewhere  where  I  could  in  no  way endanger
anyone’s  future.  The  stories  about  me  followed  me
anyway, and so people began to loathe me even in my
new location.  As  there  was  nothing  in  sight  but  mere
loneliness  for  the  rest  of  my  life,  I  thought  that  the
matters  cannot  become  any worse  if  I  come  onto  the
ground. And even if they do, there is at least much more
space and life is more comfortable even in loneliness.”
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“Have you really managed to meet our people while
living in the air?” Khad was amazed. Such a news could
be expected to carry through all of the continent, unless
the meetings were hidden really skilfully.

“I met only you.”
“But it  means I have destroyed your life up there!”

sighed Khad innards cold with horror.
“It is not because of you,” assured Melit quickly. “It

happened  much  earlier.  I  had  a  radio  transceiver  with
which I listened to your messages, and I thought to try if I
could  join  the  speakers,  for  example  by  providing
weather information to their receivers, like your weather
stations provide it. It was the easiest way to begin when I
tried to learn your language.”

Melit decided to leave unmentioned the share of her
friends Talissan and Innakar in the matter.  Perhaps the
news about what they had done would never come to the
knowledge of their own from the ground, but the caution
ingrained into her spine did not yield easily.

“So  you  became  a  weather  station?”  asked  Khad
smiling.  “And  obviously  nobody  suspected  anything.
Congratulations!  I  tried  to  contact  you  by  drawing
pictures, but your way seems much more effective.”

“Did you send pictures?”
“I threw them from my airplane into your community

bases after  getting the plane repaired.  It  is  a delight  to
hear  that  some  people  also  up  there  had  similar
thoughts.”

“Have you already healed after the accident?”
“Yes, thanks to you. Thank you for taking care of me.

I just fear that my collision has got you into bad trouble.”
“No,  it  didn’t.  It  only  sped  up  things  that  would

eventually had  happened anyway.  It  is  better  that  they
happened now so that they were easier to receive.”

“And how did you manage to land without anybody
noticing? Did you leave your airplane into the forest?”

“It would have been too dangerous. An airplane would
have been noticed both from up there and down here. I
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jumped. I think that nobody saw it.”
“Jumped? From those heights?” Khad glanced at the

ceiling  as  if  to  try  to  see  the  sky  arching  above  him
through it. “How?”

“I made my own... what was it called? … a parachute,
amd jumped into the sea.”

“Please  tell  everything  about  it,”  asked  Khad  in  a
turmoil with what he heard.

Melit glanced again around her as if to be sure. Then
she inhaled, thought for a moment, and started her story.

* * *

Even  though  Melit’s  jump  into  the  depths  had
happened  half  as  an  accident,  afterwards  it  seemed
obvious that it had been her only option. A dash through
the air, without the support of wings, had been faster and
more furious than she had guessed.  Her  approximately
dimensioned parachute had opened quickly to slow her
falling, as she had wished, but reeling this way and that
way on its support she had noticed that its fabric made of
pieces  of  different  materials  supported her  one-sidedly.
Slamming underwater and reaching dazed for the water
surface  she  had  understood  its  support  to  be  also
insufficient.

After  the  impact  her  thoughts  were  a  swirling,
fragmentary mosaic in her vacillating consciousness, but
she managed to gather it together enough to concentrate
on staying  afloat.  Her  libs  felt  numb and reacted very
reluctantly,  further  weakening  the  nominal  swimming
skills she had managed to acquire over time by splashing
in the water reservoir of an air plantation. The shore that
from above had looked like being within an arm’s reach
was surprisingly far away seen from the sea level. To her
luck  the  water  current  conveyed her  toward  the shore.
She  was  left  with  only  a  very  dim  memory  about
reaching the shore.

The first thing she remembered clearly about being on
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the island was the shivery cold seeping all the way into
her bones. She staggered in the evening twilight on the
rocky knolls covered with sparse forest,  hoping to find
buildings  or  any  usable  shelter.  Her  wet  clothes  were
sticking to her skin, she felt dizzy and weak, and her face
was bleeding, at least from the nose, perhaps elsewhere,
too. She had detached herself from her parachute, even
though she could not remember at what stage and which
way it had happened.

Behind  the  ridge  she  caught  the  sight  of  a  large,
single-storey building.  From some  of  its  few windows
there was a glow of light cast on the surrounding modest
yard. With her brains too foggy to make any plans she
staggered  toward  the  building.  The  people  inside
obviously heard her approach, as one of them, a middle-
aged, tall, and bearded man opened the door and watched
wondering the soaked, groggy being standing in the yard.

After getting in front of an electric heater, putting on a
few dry pieces of clothing, and drinking a good amount
of hot drink, probably tea, Melit began to recover enough
to again understand to be cautious. In the side room she
was  accompanied  with  five  men,  none  of  them
particularly  young.  They  spoke  in  the  language  of
ground-dwellers,  but  in  a  manner  that  she managed to
follow only in small snippets. She could not get together
any suitable explanation for  her own state  herself,  and
she was not sure whether the others understood even the
little that she said to them. It seemed that they thought
her to be some kind of shipwreck survivor.

The  echo behind  the  door  suggested that  there  was
some  kind  of  hall  which  probably  filled  most  of  the
building.  She  did  not  remember  anything  of  the  hall
interior even though she had been guided through the hall
into  the  side  room.  One  of  the  men  went  to  fetch
somewhere outside of the side room a large, thick sheet
of  fabric  that  they used  to  separate  a  private  sleeping
nook for Melit, making first sure that she had eaten well
and warm enough to sleep. Melit rested on the bed the
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men  had  made  for  her  and  listened  to  the  sound  of
conversation coming through the curtain, without trying
to understand its strange words. Gradually she fell asleep,
relieved for the ordeal being over and for that she had got
a friendly reception.

Early next morning she woke up with a stertle because
of  a  strange  feeling,  or  rather  a  lack  of  feeling:  the
building around her felt  in some strange and persistent
way inert. The rhythm of the moving air, swinging slowly
her  abode  every  morning  of  her  life  was  now  away,
replaced with an opaque sensation of immobility. As the
men on the other side of the curtain had obviously not
waken up yet, she tried to go on sleeping, but her dreams
were repeatedly interrupted with the startling inertness of
the environment. It clearly took some practicing to live
on the ground.

After  the  men  had  waken  up  and  they  had  eaten
breakfast together, the men had begun to interview Melit,
using simple words and sentences and drawing pictures
to help them in the communication. They did not query
her about her origin or her details of arrival to the island,
as they seemed to be more interested about what would
be her plans for the time ahead. On the shore of the island
there  seemed  to  be  anchored  some  kind  of  ship  onto
which they invited her as a passenger. They were about to
leave for the continent, and because there probably would
not  be any alternative transport,  she could only accept
their offer.

They walked to the shore of the island and boarded
the fair-sized vessel  loaded with various bounty of the
sea; plants, animals, and inanimate substances stored in
their  own  bins.  The  living  space  of  the  vessel  was
arranged  to  be  used  together,  but  Melit  got  again  her
private space that she could use when she was not in the
company of the others.

The voyage to the continent took three days. Unlike
the storehouse on the island, the vessel travelling on the
varying heave of the sea certainly felt to be in a lively
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movement, but its swinging felt, compared with living in
air, quick and wrenching. The movement caused Melit an
uneasy and bothered feeling at times. However, it did not
prevent  her to come to the deck at  times to watch the
movement of the waves and the sea birds occasionally
appearing above them.

She was recovering quickly after her jump, but stayed
still most of the time in solitude. Even though the crew
considerately  refrained  from  asking  her  too  many
questions, she thought it better to be careful about what
she said.

They arrived at  a  rather  spacious but  quiet  seaport.
Melit thanked the crew for the help she had received, and
got from them to take along a bundle of snacks and a
pouch filled with sparkling, translucent balls. She did not
know what  they were,  but  the  way the  men  kept  and
handled  them  suggested  that  they  were  something
important and noteworthy.

The mystery of  the  balls  was solved when she was
walking  in  the  seaport  area  and  saw people  exchange
them  with  different  goods.  Two  words  familiar  from
ancient  texts  came to  her  mind,  “trade”  and “money”,
whose  modern  forms  in  the  ground-dwellers’ language
she tried to recall.  The balls were important indeed, as
without them she might not get even the necessities for
survival. The ship crew, however, had given her money
without getting anything in exchange.

The usual ways to get money were to sell or to work.
She  did  not  have  anything  to  sell,  but  she  would  be
pleased to work, if she could find someone who would
pay  for  it.  How  strange  it  was  that  even  though  the
population  of  the  ground-dwellers  was  so  much  larger
than her own, their most  common manner to exchange
services was to do it between two persons at a time!

She  asked  the  people  she  met  about  someone  for
whom  to  work.  There  were  occasionally  work  in  the
seaport area to do, but the recruiters told to rather hire
stalwart men. Finally she got a hint to ask for a job  from
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a  certain  farm  located  away  from  the  shore.  The
acquaintances of the hint-giver were keeping pelt  cows
and cultivating edible plants on the farm.

Relying  on  the  directions  she  got,  Melit  started  to
walk.  After  walking  the  glazed  road  halfway into  the
afternoon, glancing around burdened by exhaustion, she
wondered if she had lost her way after all. The hint-giver
had  said  the  trip  length  to  be  “about  two  hundred
thousand measures”. The number sounded large, so there
could  still  be  plenty  of  distance  left;  she  could  not
estimate it,  as she had not had the courage to ask how
long a “measure” was. The problem was however solved
soon when a skinny man with a goatee stopped his small,
four-wheeled,  two-seated  ground  vehicle  next  to  her,
offering her a ride. The man understood her explanation
about  where  she  was  going,  and  after  getting  to  her
destination  she  realized  that  in  two  hundred  thousand
measures  there  would  have  been  walking  for  her  for
several days.

Like  the  sailors,  also  the  vehicle  driver  was  rather
scarce with words all the way, and Melit had got through
the talking without too much mental effort. However, she
nearly  revealed  her  background  when  she  burst  into
chuckling with herself at the comically uncouth way of
the ground-faring vehicle to tilt in the curves toward the
outside  of  the  curve.  The  trip  was  completed  without
trouble  anyway,  and  Melit  could  walk  the  narrow
crushed-stone road from the main road to the buildings
built among low mounds further away.

The people living in the house, a man, a woman, and
the  bachelor  son  occasionally  visiting  the  house  were
surprised with her offer but glad to accept it. She had no
experience  of  farm work,  at  least  in  the  way ground-
dweller did it, but she was able to assure her hosts that
she would acquire the necessary skills quickly.

She  learnt  to  preserve  vegetables,  control  the
irrigation,  clean  the  floors,  milk  the  pelt  cows  –  the
indolent,  plump,  hippopotamus-like  character  of  the
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animals  did not  have much more in  common with the
cows of Earth than the name – and to drive a light hauler.
She also participated in the repair works of the buildings,
and she wondered even involuntarily time after time the
effusive  massiveness  of  the  ground-dwellers’ buildings
and  the  weight  of  their  materials;  liberal  amounts  of
wood and ceramic mixtures, and to top all of them a wall
laid  of  large  blocks  of  stone!  The  life  was  different
indeed for people who did not need to worry about their
buoyancy.

The  most  anxious moments  in  her  life  on  the  farm
were the mealtimes, in which she obviously was expected
to participate time after time. During them the hosts had
not  much  else  to  look  at  than  her,  and  she  felt  her
difference of features downright shine into their eyes. She
managed to lead the table discussions enough to not have
to give a too detailed account of her past or her birth. The
son of the couple was the most fearsome one: his  stare,
every  time  more  and  more  wondering  and  curious
seemed  to  penetrate  through  her,  unsatisfied  with  the
crumbs  of  information that  she had dared to  reveal  of
herself. Even her habits of diet marked her as a target of
scrutiny,  even  though  she  managed  to  swallow  a  few
pieces of meat to convince her hosts. Perhaps there were
also on the ground some people who limited themselves
to vegetables; at least her preferences were not seen as
completely unnatural, and they were also taken quite far
into consideration when the food was cooked.

She  visited  a  few  times  the  inhabited  area  to  buy
things with her hosts, and during such trips she observed
very carefully the other people to learn to imitate their
appearance  and  actions,  to  become  able  to  blend  into
their groups. On the way there and back also her thought
to continue to another place ripened. The farm in which
she  lived  now  was  probably  not  the  most  opportune
environment to try to begin her life among the ground-
dwellers.

When the son of the hosts then one day visited the
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farm and  began  to  ask  her  pressingly direct  questions
about her background she understood that her period of
grace  in  that  region  was  over.  So  the  next  night  she
packed  her  few  belongings  and  slipped  out  without  a
sound, as loathsome as it was to her to leave secretly and
without  goodbyes  the  people  who had received  her  so
friendly.  She  calmed  herself  by  thinking  tha  she  had
actually  never  promised  them  to  stay  on  the  farm
endlessly, and that is probably also why she got her salary
in rather short intervals. The night was dark but there was
enough light for her to walk to the main road and along it
towards the inhabited regions.

In the morning, already fatigued with the long walk,
she arrived at the Village of Four Meadows. Asking the
people  she  encountered  she  found  a  house  for  public
accommodation, and went there to rest already at noon,
for  a  payment  as  was  the  custom  with  the
accommodations on the ground. In the house she got also
food, a place to wash herself, and even better, company
who knew very well the things of the region. From them
she got the useful advice about living and working that
she had been missing for a long time.

They could see that she was not one of the locals, but
they were not locals themselves, either. She was relieved
to  notice  that  the  appearance  of  the  ground-dwellers
indeed  varied  according  to  their  home  region,  and
therefore also she was assumed to be one of the ground-
dwellers. It helped in getting into casual contacts, but she
would also need to get into long-term relationships, long-
term and solid  enough that  if  she  would some  day be
revealed,  she  could  still  manage  the  consequences.
Therefore she would need to get into a region where there
would live as many people of distant origin as possible,
and  where  nobody  would  wonder  her  difference.
According  to  her  advisors  there  was at  least  one such
place,  although  rather  far  away.  The  place  was  called
Flight City.

To get into Flight City she should travel, fittingly to
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the  name,  by air,  and to  do so she would have to  get
somewhere  where  airplanes  would  depart.  The  nearest
such place was Fairland, to which she got a ride in a four-
seated  vehicle  in  the  evening.  The  evening  was  quite
suitable time for her to travel, as in the twilight inside the
vehicle her appearance did not catch too much attention.

Fairland was quite an appropriate name for a region
that  shone in  pleasing  colours,  first  in  the  gold  of  the
morning and then in the forest-green before noon. Also
the buildings and the few dainty bridges over the river
were skilfully built and a joy to look at. The aircraft were
leaving  from  the  southeastern  side,  from  a  carefully
levelled  field  half  hidden  behind  curve  of  the  eastern
ridge.  There  were  three  smallsh  buildings  next  to  the
field. There also she began her flight to Flight City, after
paying her trip first in the office at the edge of the field.
The payment took an appallingly large part of the money
she had earned during her short employment.

The  flight  was  for  her  after  all  her  struggling  and
anxiety a  refreshing and invigorating  experience.  Even
though the airplane was much heavier in its movements
than  those  with  which  she  was  accustomed,  it  was
nevertheless  travelling  through  air,  moving  with  the
movements of the air. She was back home again, in the
middle  of  the  spacious  blueness  of  the  sky,  travelling
over the scenery spreading below. So she arrived to the
distant Flight City and began introducing herself with her
new environment  brightened  by the  trip  and  believing
again  in  her  future  among  the  society  living  on  the
ground.

Flight  City  and  especially  its  airport  were  exactly
what  had  been  promised  to  her.  There  were  working
people from every corner of the continent there, some on
short contracts,  some permanently,  and through it there
was passing a flow of people who came from afar and
were on their way to equally remote locations. Language
problems  in  the  airport  were  rather  a  rule  than  an
exception,  but  patience  and  careful  listening  were
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rewarded  and  made  things  succeed.  There  she  found
herself a job which may be siple and repetitive but which
gave her a good opportunity to carefully fit herself into
the working society on the ground and learn those any
skills  that  would hopefully new friends and secure  her
new future.

In  Flight  City  she  eventually  met  again  the  only
ground-dweller  whom  she  could  in  some  inexplicable
way trust to relate with the airborne folk the same way as
with  his  own,  as  with  whichever  human  beings.  Who
knows, perhaps there were more people like him.

* * *

“What could I say?” wondered Khad after the silence
following the story. “At least I am happy that you decided
to come among us, and I admire your courage. As you
have also done a great sacrifice, I hope that it produces
one way or other a favourable and visible result to all of
us. This is, after all, a very unique case.”

“It is unique also in the way that I must at the same
time avoid getting revealed and live with others as much
as possible,” said Melit with a grin trying to break out. “I
have to think carefully everything I do.”

“The game is especially hard if one has to be a pawn
on the board oneself,” admitted Khad. “Tell me if there is
any way that I can help you. I want you to succeed, and I
want to redress even some of the trouble that you had to
face because of me.”

“Thank  you.  I  may  ask  your  advice  if  I  have  too
difficult problems.”

“Have you found a suitable accommodation? Do you
manage with your life? If I know at all the local practices,
you undoubtedly get far too little money compared with
your skills.”

“I get seven hundred per day. Some of it will be left
over if I use the money carefully. I also can stay free in
the apartment which the chief  of  the staff  arranged for
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me.”
“Seven hundred? Just as I feared. Well, at  least you

are very economical if you have even some of it left over.
I still think that they should give you a better job.”

“This is a good job. I can do it alone or with others,
according to the needs. I am hidden but can see many
things. Perhaps later I can find a job of another kind.”

“It can be wise,” admitted Khad. His gaze, in turns in
the distance, in turns at the place, turned to Melit’s plate.
“Do you have some more? It is more comfortable to work
if the hunger stays away.”

“Thank you, but this is enough for me.” Melit had just
finished her portion. They got up and took their dishes to
the washing site.

“Shall we eat together again?” suggested Khad when
they left the hall. “We could plan ways to secure your life
so that you no longer need to think about everything you
do.  If  it  succeeds,  I  believe  you  will  feel  much  more
comfortable. And besides our thinking you could also tell
something  about  your  own society?  I  have  an  endless
storage of questions about it.”

“It could make things easier. And for me it is easy to
tell about myself to you, as you are probably accustomed
already with the thought of me living on the ground.”

“How about the lunch tomorrow in this same place?”
“I  think  that  I  can  make  it  only  the  day  after

tomorrow, if I am taken to the metal job to the main hall.
Then my dining time will become rather late.”

“Until day after tomorrow, then. Be careful until then
and take a good care of yourself.”

“I do. I practice it every day.”
After  reaching  the  hangar  Melit  returned  to  her

maintenance  work  and  Khad  continued  to  his  own
airplane, still glancing over his shoulder at the other end
of  the hangar  where Melit  had disappeared.  His inside
began to bubble again with the dizzying realization that
the meeting of ground and air had finally begun.

He took his notes and left to meet the chief designer
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Shein with brisk, vigour-laden steps.
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12
On the sheet  spread over the desk in  the dormitory

room there had been drawn a number of cross-sections of
an already traditional model of the wing of a mid-sized
airplane. Khad was sitting at the sheet, having got as his
exercise  to  analyze  the properties  of  the  wing and the
easons why the wing had been designed particularly in
the shown way. The task had lasted longer than usual, as
most of the time Khad’s eyes were completely elsewhere
than at the drawing, and his thoughts even further away.
His imagination painted with endless vigour yet further
visions  of  the  beginning of  a  historic  change.  He  kept
tasting in his mind the fact that it was he who had the
chance of being the first to witness the great event at its
first moments.

When settlers were still  crouching in their hideouts,
the air folk was already, even if inadvertently, sent one of
their representatives to the other folk. How typical it was
that the air folk was once again the more inducing one!

Khad detached himself  from the intoxication  of  his
thoughts enough to get  into the  common rooms to get
some snacks to speed up the rest of his work. On his way
back to  his  room with  a  filled  bread  roll  in  his  hand,
passing  by  a  window  he  noticed  the  figure  of  a
community  base  approaching  them  from  the  horizon,
with  the  sun  painting  it  golden  on  the  other  side.  He
stopped at  the  window and smiled with  himself,  as  to
salute  the  attained that  had always  been thought  to  be
unattainable. Two of his studying mates walked to him
along the corridor and noticed his presence.

“Did you see, Benth?” said the other one with a grin.
“There we have a real pilot: enchanted motionless every
time that he sees a patch of sky.”

Startlement  and  self-loathing  shot  through  Khad  in
two  waves  tightly  at  the  heels  of  each  other.  He  was
supposed  to  protect  the  sprout  of  the  new era  with  a
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greatest  care,  and  now  he  had  been  caught  in  action,
staring at an object which it was not customary to stare.
Melit’s appearance on the ground had probably made him
to forget for a moment that he was still living in a society
pained with an ages-old tension.

“Shall we carry you to your room?” inquired the other
student helpfully, tentatively waving his hand in front of
Khad’s eyes.

“Why not,” agreed Khad looking at his companions
defiantly. “I presume you will be at my service also after
a while that I go to return my exercise work.”

“Please let us, too, know what was the exciting thing
you  saw  out  there,”  asked  the  companion  of  the  one
called Benth, before Benth himself could give a snappy
answer to Khad’s request.

“Nothing special,” said Khad, in spite of all his self-
control tighter than usual.

Benth looked out of the window into the direction that
he had seen Khad look.

“He is watching how the air moves,” he commented
knowingly. “What a shapely gust of wind! What a great
vortex!”

“Let’s  go now,  or  soon even you can no longer  be
salvaged  back  to  your  wits,”  urged  the  other  student
Benth and already tugged his arm to go on walking along
the corridor.

“See you again,” said Khad waving his hand, his eyes
determinedly at the window as if to declare his right to
watch.  His  topmost  feeling  was,  however,  a  relief  of
skating over his lapse easier than he feared.

That is the vision I need to develop, he thought with
himself.  To  look  right  at  a  community  base  and  see
nothing but air.

He continued his  way to his  room and took up his
exercise again. The work proceeded now faster that the
cold shower of startlement had subdued the flames of his
enthusiasm  to  a  more  tranquil  size.  He  compiled  the
results into a synopsis with which he could dare to to step
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into Shein’s interrogation after a moment.
Shein was in the habit of asking each pupil different

things about the wings. That guaranteed their diligence.
While the information about the properties of the wing
could be handed down to the newcomers, they still had to
understand the contents of the information to be able to
answer  Shein’s  questions.  When  they,  by  Shein’s
estimate, knew enough about wings, they would move to
introduce themselves with the properties of the airframes,
and after that who knows how many other themes, until
they  were  ready  to  design  airplanes  with  excellent
properties from scratch.

Khad walked from the dormitory towards the end of
the airfield. He had two meetings in front of him, because
after being released from Shein’s interrogation he would
go to an inn outside of the central area and meet Melit in
its  common  room.  They  would  change  their  meeting
place  continuously  so  that  they  would  not  stick  to
anyone’s  eye  anywhere.  Sometimes  the  practice  felt
paranoidic to Khad, but it was better to be too cautious
than too little so.

But  first  there  were  the exercise  work.  Khad could
already find his way with ease in the building for work
and training, filled with offices and archives. He came to
Shein’s room and stepped in through the door that she
kept  mostly open in  the  typical  manner  of  Flight  City
inhabitants.

“You  got  your  wing  exercise  ready,”  she  noticed
looking at the drawings that Khad was bringing in with
him. “Good. Would you like to have some tea?”

“Yes, please.” Khad felt like smiling. The opening was
typical to Shein: she was discussing with the students this
and  that  about  the  matters  of  the  day,  aviation,  and
airplane technology,  leading the discussion stealthily in
the direction she wanted. Just when the student began to
wonder  whether  Shein  would  examine  him  at  all,  he
noticed that most  of the questions of the day had been
gone  through  already.  Shein  defended  her  method  of
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education determinedly, as her view was that the students
performed  better  if  they  were  not  confused  with  the
official  announcement:  “The  examination  begins”.  The
most technical questions she spared to the end when the
student  usually  knew  already  the  proceeding  of  his
examination.

She  let  Khad  tell  at  his  berry  tea  about  the  wing
models he had drawn and about how they worked when
put into action. She continued the examination by placing
on the table a blueprint of an airplane built by a hobbyist
club  and telling  about  the  pilots’ embarrassing maiden
flight that ended into a fen. Khad’s task was to examine
the blueprint and tell  why the pilot could not level the
innocuous-looking descent in time.

Shein kept  the  pace of  the  discussion brisk  enough
that the examinee did not have time to ponder the validity
of his performance. That is why time felt  to pass quite
quickly, and only the afterward numbness in the head told
the  examinee  about  the  mental  effort  he  had  gone
through. Khad did not allow himself to sink into a stupor
after Shein had examined him and proven his knowledge
sufficient; he had a surprise reserved for Shein. When she
had put  her  own blueprints  and  graphs  onto the  shelf,
Khad  put  with  sweating  and  even  slightly  trembling
hands on the table the sheet that he had spared as the last
one.

“I thought to show this drawing that an acquaintance
of mine dreq for me,” he said. “She knows quite a lot
about flying, and I would like to hear your opinion about
her wing model.”

“New wing  models  are  always  interesting,”  replied
Shein, still in a good swing after the discussion. “Is she
an amateur or working in the field?”

“I suppose flying is to her a way of life.”
Even  though  the  sheet  was  preprinted  for  blueprint

use,  the  placement  of  the  parts  of  the  design  did  not
follow the common standard very closely. Shein did not
let trivial  lacks disturb herself,  because her trained eye
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caught immediately the essential things in the drawing.
Into the room descended a silence that seemed to grow
denser all the time that she examined the drawing, all the
time deeper in her thoughts. She traced the contours of
the  cross-sections  with  her  finger,  her  mouth  slightly
open.

“Indeed,”  she  said  in  a  voice  that  in  its  colorless
subduedness  spoke  louder  than  an  exclamation.  Khad
knew that the drawing had got a worthy reception.

Khad himself was certainly aware of the value of the
drawing right from the beginning. During the past days
he had told Melit about his work, and she had listened to
his  account  about  settlers’  conventions  in  designing
airplanes with great interest. Finally Melit had suggested
that also she, shielded with anonymity, could contribute
to settlers’ aviation. She drew out of memory on the sheet
that Khad gave to her a drawing of a wing that was well-
kown among the air folk and valued especially on long
flights. The wing had got a name of “Wanderer’s Friend”,
and this name Khad also wrote on the sheet. Melit knew
other wing models, too, but this was the only one whose
picture she could draw, as she had earlier ended up as an
assistant in a group who had built  an airplane for long
distances.

“May I borrow this for a while?” asked Shein.
“You can add it to your archives, promised Khad. “It

was actually drawn to be forwarded.”
“Thank  you  very  much.  This  wing  is  worth

examining. If it is acceptable, I ask the shop to make a
few test versions of it. And please ask your acquaintance
to see me sometimes if it suits her. We surely have use for
people like her.”

“I will mention to her about it.”
Khad was very pleased for getting the first of the air

folk’s  treasures  delivered to  the  right  people.  The new
wing might not revolutionize the whole field of aviation,
but it would leave to it an indelible mark, the touch of the
air folk, that every pilot could sense in the way the plane
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would respond to their  steering.  It  would be a discreet
beginning, a cautious and calming first contact with their
common subconscious. If it only could prepare them for
the meeting of the folks faintly looming in the future!

After getting from Shein new things to read during the
following days Khad used the remaining vacant time by
taking the literature to his dormitory room, and after that
he departed for  his  walk to  Lodge of  Stories,  a  rather
large inn where the people passing through Flight  City
often stayed overnight if they were not able or willing to
stay in the smaller and more austere shelters closer to the
airport.  Even  though  Lodge  of  Stories  was  somewhat
secluded  at  least  from  the  pedestrian’s  viewpoint,  the
effort  of  the  staff  for  the  comfort  of  their  guests  had
already made the inn famous all over the continent. Also
the local people often visited the common room to talk
with the travellers from distant areas. It would also be a
good place to meet people who came from a more distant
place than anyone else: from the air.

In spite of his many duties Khad had found the time to
stroll  somewhat in other  areas of the town besides the
vicinity  of  the  airport.  Here  and  there  he  saw  people
already familiar  to  him,  sometimes  a  merchant  he  had
been  meeting  occasionally,  or  another  chatting
companion of his, the long-bearded grandpa spending his
time in a sunshiny park. He waved his hand for a greeting
to both the familiar and less familiar acquaintances. Then
his route that had until then still resembled in some sense
a street, curved gently to the left behind the first actual
grove and turned finally into a road.

He watched the thirty-seat airplane which flew over
his  head  to  the  south  purring  softly.  He  recalled  the
afternoon a few days ago that Melit had tried his airplane.
He had just returned from the flight and stopped at the
yard of  the  hanger  when he had seen Melit  pushing a
two-seated  training  plane  out  of  the  hangar  with  her
workmates. He had talked with Melit  also about flying
besides  other  matters,  and  guessing  that  she  was  an
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experienced pilot he had suggested her trying his plane,
which she eagerly did, too. He had got a new reminder of
the peculiarity of his plane when Melit had only narrowly
stifled  a  chuckle  when  the  noisy  combustion  engine
roared  into  life.  Well,  the  engine  was  noisier  than  its
electricity-driven companions,  but  for  its  loud sound it
gave a lot of power, too.

Melit handled Khad’s plane very expertly right from
the beginning, even though she undoubtedly flew with a
propeller-driven, frame-bodied glider for the first time in
her life. The most touching sight began when she took off
from the  runway and  turned  here  and  there  in  the  air
where  she  had  been  born  and  grown.  Her  maneuvers
were so exact and beautiful that even the others noticed
them and came one by one to the runway edge to look at
her performance. When she then after her brief flight set
the plane lightly as a feather back on the runway, some of
the spectators gave her an applause.

Also Khad was impressed by the performance. He had
seen the airplanes of the air folk moving high up in the
air many times before, and had even ridden one of the
planes in the connection with his flight accident, but now
he had had the occasion to watch the sample of the air
folk’s flying skills  concentrated,  from the best  viewing
place,  and  with  the  trained  eyes  of  a  would-be
professional, and he could notice that the truth was even
more  wonderful  than  the  stories.  He  even felt  a  small
flash of jealousy seeing another person flying his plane
with so much better expertise, but topmost remained the
joy of having a real  pilot bestowing the honour of her
skills  on  the  plane  he  had  built.  Perhaps  Melit  would
thereafter be known on the airfield with other nicknames
besides “Meek”.

Also the stories that Khad had the chance to hear from
Melit while they were sitting in the park of Flight City in
the  southern  red-glowing  dusk  were  not  any  less
impressive than her piloting skills. Khad could now see
the  first  time  in  his  life  the  history of  his  own world
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through the  eyes  of  an  air  folk  member,  and  it  was  a
releasing experience to him to notice how tragicomically
similar was the solidified fright both on the ground and in
the air.  Actually the only difference between them was
that  the  settlers  had  reached  the  planet  first  and
knowingly or unknowingly driven away from the ground
the later comers who obviously were suffering of similar
misunderstandings they had inherited from the Earth. So
began the air folk’s struggle of survival in the heights of
the air, in fancifully scarce and troublesome conditions,
and so began also the history of the new planet, divided
into two: the people settling the planet had unanimously
left  all  the weapons of destruction to the Earth,  but  in
their mind they were still staring into the cannon pipe of
the enemy. Both folks created the setting for their lives
from  the  materials  they  dared  to  use  fearing  their
neighbours,  and  finally  reached  the  level  of  material
welfare at which they were aiming. The fear remained,
but  because  both  sides  were  cautiously  avoiding  each
other, it eventually sunk into the depths of their hearts to
smoulder there concealed, out of sight but still spreading
its treacherous poison into the eyes through which they
looked at their world.

Even though Khad had actually met only one member
of the air folk, he already felt like he had for the first time
in his life breathed the fresh air  coming in through an
open  window.  He  devoured  Melit’s  stories  about  the
plantations  floating  in  the  air,  and  about  the  secret
plantations on the ground. He heard stories about birth,
life, and death without a permanent contact to the ground,
on one hand about the longing for descending among the
nature spreading below but on the other hand about the
deep attachment to the atmosphere, the home of the air
folk. He had now the air-dweller’s own testimony telling
that the claims about malevolent, arrogant, or dangerous
aliens were mere illusions invented to replace the missing
knowledge.  So,  as  the  evening  began  to  deepen  into
night,  he  could return from the park laughing together
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with Melit out of plain relief many generations deep.
Now that Khad was walking toward the inn there had

been around him only forest for a good while already, in
one place thickets of wool trees, in another conifers of
southern  regions  extending  themselves  into  the  vacant
airy space around them. The types of vegetation varied in
a rich multitude from small to tall, from slender to stout,
and nobody seemed to be sure any longer which of them
came from Earth and which were there already when the
people arrived. Perhaps it did not matter, either: blended
or cross-bread, they were now plants of their own world,
the assets and decorations of their own culture.

The crushed-stone road diverged perpendicularly from
the  glazed main  road  and curved out  of  sight  into the
forest but a keen-eyed spectator could catch glimpses of
Lodge of Stories among the trees already from the main
road. From the inn one cold also hear now and then the
muted  sounds  of  lively  pastime.  After  a  few  hundred
steps Khad came to the spacious yard of the inn. The yard
was actually by half a garden. Through the door of the
inn frequently walked people,  who getting out to stroll
with his talking companion,  who back in to eat,  drink,
rest, bathe, or take part to other activities that were going
on in the inn even without anybody particularly urging
people into them.

Khad stepped into the large common room, populated
half  full,  illuminated  by two-liquid lamps  casting  their
light golden light into the room. The room was a room by
its  atmosphere,  for  its  size  it  could  have  rather  been
called a hall. At the large and small tables the travellers
were chatting. Further away a few guests, having brought
musical  instruments  with  them,  had  gathered  into  an
ensemble  to  see  how they succeed in  playing  together
with their companions from distant places, and as far as
Khad could tell, the result was rather successful. Among
the  guests  there  were  also  members  of  the  staff  who
could be easily recognized by their deep-green scarves. In
spite  of  their  apparent  relaxedness,  or  without  their
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natural  relaxedness  failing,  they kept  their  vigilance to
see that the needs of the guests became satisfied.

Khad walked close to the wall of the room and let his
gaze go around the multitude of the guests. Quite soon he
noticed  at  the  wall  side  the  character  who  discreetly
waved her  hand  to  him and  gave  him once  again  her
sunny greeting smile that he, too, was already beginning
to catch from her. He sat down opposite to Melit, and she
poured warm, fragrant drink for him from a pot that she
had ordered to the table in advance for them.

“How has you life been?” asked Khad. “Have you had
any trouble?”

“None at all,” replied Melit brightly. “I am now one of
their  workmates.  They  tell  me  about  everything  like
people tell to their friends, and I tell them about mine, as
far  as  I  can.  And  how  about  you?  How  was  your
examination?”

“No rebuke. We will now advance into a new topic in
the studies.”

A small spark twinkled in the corner of Khad’s eye.
“I  showed her your wing,” he continued. “It  hit  the

mark exactly! She is surely making a test piece of it just
now.”

“Will they fly with it?”
“Sooner or later, it is sure. But now that our cultural

exchange  started  so  successfully,  we  can  plan  how to
continue, if it suits you.”

“It does. I want to live among you without the worry
about who I am. I want to talk as fluently as you do.”

“I think you are already doing perfectly.”
“If I avoid strange words and sayings.”
Melit’s joining with the society had obviously begun

favourably;  at  least  she  was  much  more  relaxed  than
during  their  earlier  meetings.  She  told  Khad  without
hesitation about her time with airplane maintainers and
about her leisurely strolls in the forest that she had had
the chance to visit only briefly and merely for work when
she was still living in air. She even told about her life on
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Assar  and  about  the  people  she  had  met  in  other
community bases, which she would not have earlier dared
to do in such a public place as the inn was. But there
were nobody close enough to hear their discussion even
by accident.

For  his  own behalf,  Khad  told  Melit  about  Shein’s
offer. Melit decided to refuse.

“I think I will wait at least until the other maintainers
trust me,” she said. “I want them to trust me so firmly
that they will not care if something bad is told about me
or if they find out my origin. We have a saying that ‘a
gust of wind sorts out the grain and the gust of disgust
sorts out the friends.’ The more I have friends after the
ordeal is over, the more I can get new friends.

“There are only few such people.”
“I must find them if I want to live here. And every

time I tell  them about my folk I  put  my life into their
hands. They will have the power to decide what happens
to me. I have only one life. How many times can I try
what the others will do with it?”

Melit’s  eyes  had  suddenly  filled  with  sorrow,  but
Khad could already see how the next surge of willpower
already was rising behind the sorrow. The the small but
determinedly burning flame of  the  liquid-burning lamp
on the table reflected from Melit’s eyes like ar eplication
of the flame that made her struggle along uncleared paths
toward a destination which nobody had promised her.

“You  have  to  play a  grave  lottery,”  admitted  Khad
with soft voice.

“I think that among the maintainers there are one or
two to whom I could after a while tell, or t least try what
they are thinking. They feel accepting... or...”

“Positive?”
“Yes.  Positive.  Perhaps  they have  been  working  so

long with the aviation that for them what comes from the
air is not necessarily bad. We are more natural to them
than to those who do not fly so frequently.”

“Frequent flying still does not make us friends of the
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air folk,” warned Khad. “Especially to professional pilots
bewaring and avoiding you is really a part of their work.”

“In you it is easy for me to trust, at least easier than in
others.  I  could see quite  soon what  you were thinking
about us.”

“How did you do that?”
“Your  falling  on  the  deck  of  Assar  was  not  a  real

accident.”
Khad could not help smiling.
“But I surely did not wreck my plane on purpose, did

I?”
“You did not, but you also had plenty of time to dodge

us, even though you came out of a cloud. Instead, you
stayed  to  fly  around  Assar  until  the  accident  finally
happened. That is how I knew that I had to aalk with you,
even though I was very scared.”

“And because of doing so you are now here.”
“Yes. The time of that fear is now over.” Amusement

was  again  sprouting  out  of  Melit’s  face  when  she
pondered her life. “Now it is the time for new fears.”

“Have you had a chance to  spend time with others
besides the work? Your friendship with them may remain
meager if you meet them only in the workplace.”

“I have been in an evening party of the workgroup,”
recalled Melit thinking about the events of the past days.
“I  have been in  a  workmate’s  apartment  repairing it.  I
have spent break times with others sometimes when the
hardest people are away.”

“Hardest?”
“Those whose opinions force others to retreat.  They

could hardly tolerate me in any way if they knew where I
come from.”

“Have you been in visits or evening parties otherwise
than with your workgroup?”

“No. I must have been too hidden for others to invite
me. I guess that the only sure way to get into them is to
invite them myself.”

Khad felt almost embarrassed that he did not realize

164



the obvious solution by himself.
“Could  you  help  me?”  asked  Melit.  “I  still  do  not

know enough about your evening party customs.”
“Of  course!  I  think,  though,  that  they  are  similar

everywhere where there are human beings: leisure time,
some snacks, suitable drinks, and music. Or do you have
something else in your parties?”

“No. But I still had better to know their taste.”
“How about sering them something slightly different?

It will remain in their memory but will not scare them.
Some vegetarian food could be a good idea, as here on
the southern latitudes people eat little of meat and plenty
of vegetables anyway.”

“I will  invite them and tell  you if they accept.  Is it
right?”

“Yes, of course.”
Khad  sipped his  drink  thinking  by himself  whether

Melit  had  chosen  the  drink  according  to  her  own  or
settlers’ taste. Melit had formerly told him that many of
the air folk’s dishes would probably taste to the settlers
quite austere, but there should be no reason to worry, as
the settlers were accustomed with many kinds of tastes,
from simple to nuanced.

“We can also arrange further technical surprises, like
your floatingly light construction foam. Can you produce
it?”

“No. It takes a factory to make it.”
“That is a pity. It would be one of the most effective

means to identify with you. Perhaps there could be some
substitute for it?”

“Greetings!” interrupted a polite voice them. “Do you
allow us to sit in your company for a while?”

Khad and Melit glanced simultaneously at the speaker
as if tugged with a rope, both immediately regretting their
own edginess.  The speaker  was a  young man but  still
appeared  somehow  mature  and  experienced.  In  his
company  there  were  two  still  younger  men.  All  three
were  watching  them expectantly.  Khad  stared  back  at
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them perplexed, and in his mind he was already preparing
a suitable, restrained answer, but his instinctive reflexes
overtook his thinking paralyzed with the surprise, and he
nodded to the men in affirmation, barely noticing what he
did. Without wasting a moment the men sat down a t the
same table with them.

“It  is  interesting  for  us  to  talk  with  guests  from
faraway  places,”  explained  the  asker.  “My  name  is
Dokhar  and  I  live  nearby.  These  two  are  Arghe  and
Reth.”

The  introduced  men  greeted  them  in  turns.  Even
though  all  three  seemed  the  same  way  active  and
extrovert, the determined and trust-inspiring Dokhar felt
to distinguish himself as their natural leader.

“Regrettably we are not staying very long, but nice to
meet  you  anyway,”  replied  Khad  trying  to  escape  his
obligation to introduce himself. “Are you others locals,
too?”

“Yes, we are,” replied Arghe. “We are old friends.”
Melit felt  relieved when she could leave the task of

talking  to  Khad.  Even  though  the  comers  appeared
friendly,  their  brisk  and  straightforward  arrival  evoked
strange  restlessness  in  them.  Perhaps  the  table  looked
vacant  enough;  there  were  enough people  in  the  room
that finding free space already took a little bit of effort.
On  the  other  hand,  in  getting  acquainted  with  strange
travellers  certain  directness  was  even  in  order  if  one
wanted to succeed.

“You do not need to feel tense about us,” said Dokhar
as if he were reading their minds. “We have friends from
all  corners  of  the  world,  and  even  the  strangest  of
conditions and places are not foreign to us.”

“That  is  good,”  replied  Khad  laconically  trying  to
estimate  how far  Dokhar  was  ready to  answer  for  his
generous  promise.  Perhaps  also  his  limits  would  be
reached at the latest when detaching from the ground?

“I  see  that  you  are  from  different  regions,”  said
Dokhar. “You are from the north, aren’t you?”
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“We are from different regions,” admitted Khad. “And
yes, I come from the north, but my family lines still do
not reach as far as the taiga plains.”

“I  have  acquaintances  in  the  north,”  told  Dokhar.
“Who knows if some of them lives near your home.”

To  guide  the  discussion  Khad  told  further  details
about his home region while Dokhar was recalling where
his acquaintances were living. Dokhar did not ask Khad
more about Melit, obviously guessing that Khad was not
eager to tell  about her.  While they talked Reth ordered
something  to  drink  from  the  middle-aged  but  already
slightly  grey-bearded  man  who  even  with  his  task  of
service  and  discreet  approach  gave  a  kind  feeling  of
hostship. His green scarf he had folded into a shape of
extra  collar  below his  true  collar,  more  fitting  for  his
dignified appearance, visible enough in the neck of his
grayish-blue knitted coat.

The man left  after  receiving Reth’s  order.  Just  then
Dokhar  decided  to  change  the  subject,  possibly  by
coincidence,  but  possibly  also  noticing  that  they  five
were again protected by their privacy.

“You are a pilot, aren’t you?” he asked Khad.
“I have a lightweight airplane and I pilot it,” admitted

Khad. “But so what? Quite many here are pilots of one or
another kind.”

“We have seen you and your plane a few times on the
airfield.  Even  though  we  are  no  experts,  it  is  easy to
notice  that  you  have  dedicated  yourself  to  flying.  For
example, your plane is of such a unique type, that one
scarcely builds such at a moment’s whim.”

“I have been to it as an amateur and at the moment I
am also  studying  plane  designing,”  replied  Khad,  still
careful  with  his  words  and  already  thinking  how  to
detach from the contact peaceably and without evoking
too much curiosity.

“We saw also you on the plane,” said Dokhar turning
to Melit. “Are you a pilot, too, possibly even the great
talent of whom there are rumours in the airport?”
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“I...  er...”,  hesitated  Melit  without  knowing  how to
reply.  Khad’s  reservedness  exceeded  suddenly  the
threshold of action. Now it was no use to be too delicate
any longer.

“I  think  we  have  to  leave  now,”  said  Khad
determinedly and got  onto his  feet.  Melit  followed his
example  glancing  from the  corner  of  her  eye  the  trio
whose  attention  was  fixed  at  them  unwaveringly  and
without distractions.

“Wait  a  little!”  asked  Dokhar  and  raised  his  hand
beginning to get up likewise.

“Another time,” fended Khad him off curtly.
“I  have a very important question for you,” insisted

Dokhar. “It will take only a moment of your time.”
Also Arghe and Reth got up. Arghe did not only stay

where he were but took a short but to Khad still  more
signifying step toward his escape route. Electrified by his
observation Khad turned to Melit and gave her with his
eyes  an  absolute  and  keen  signal  to  leave.  Without
wasting a moment they slipped past Dokhar and began to
stride towards the door. Noticing that the three men were
following they increased their speed, but well-trained and
supple  Dokhar  managed  to  get  in  front  of  them even
along  his  circuitous  route.  To  his  consternation  Khad
noticed that their way out was blocked: Dokhar’s sturdy
body was in front of the door like a piece of stone wall.

The  rage  of  disappointment  foamed  over  Khad’s
consideration.  They  simply  could  not  afford  to  be
trapped! Without any idea about what would happen he
dashed  straight  against  Dokhar  intending  to  push  him
aside if only even for the fleeting moment they needed to
get out. The melee became very brief, for besides bodily
training Dokhar proved to be excellently talented also in
handling skirmishes. With a single movement he locked
Khad in the grip of his arm and overcame his resistance.

Melit  glanced  quickly  around  already  when  Khad
started his desperate attack, but seeing Khad trapped and
Arghe and Reth closing also the way back to the room
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she understood that efforts to escape would be futile. The
matters were now in the hands of their captors.

“I apologize for having to handle you roughly, but my
matter is really worth it,” said Dokhar quietly to Khad
still  in his grip. “It  is  downright  historically important.
Do you therefore allow us to return to the table to discuss
it? In spite of the way I stopped you I am your friend, at
least  on my own behalf,  and you have nothing to fear
from us.”

“So be it,” replied Khad lamely, seeing that he did not
have any other alternatives.

Dokhar released Khad and the group returned in tight
formation back to the table at which it had been sitting.
The other guests in the room looked at them astonished,
but  after  watching  them  for  a  moment  their  settling
moving  they obviously interpreted  the  melee  they had
seen as some kind of rough playing of young men, which
even in its rarity was not completely unheard of in the
inn.  Dokhar  looked around and noticed that  they were
getting no further attention. They sat down.

Khad was staring Dokhar  expecting an explanation.
Melit sat at the same side of the table with him, and the
trio  grouped  on  at  the  other  side.  Dokhar  delayed  his
explanation  still  for  the  brief  moment  that  the  man
serving them took to deliver them the drinks Reth ordered
earlier, three cold, lightly fruit-scented portions of water.

“Even though we stopped you by force, our following
suggestions  are  yours  to  accept  or  reject,  if  you  so
demand, because this is the most we can froce you,” said
Dokhar lowering his voice, mostly to pacify Khad and
Melit,  because  in  the  hearing  range  allowed  by  the
background noise of the room there were no other people.
“It is nevertheless important that we got to tell you about
the matters in time, as so much depends on it. We know
how important and valuable a person this companion of
yours is, and we assure you that her safety is to us the
same kind of matter of the heart as it is to you.”

“To think is not to know,” replied Khad challengingly.
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“You come from the air,  don’t  you?” asked Dokhar
Melit. His voice told that he merely stated a fact and did
not even need a reply to be sure of it.’

“That  you  cannot  say  to  anyone  without  infallible
proof,” said Khad, likewise in a low voice, but with his
eyes blazing.

“She is our proof,” replied Dokhar. “We saw the way
she flew. We have seen how she has tried to make herself
invisible all  the time she has been living here. We saw
how you frequently discussed with her.  We also know
how significant  it  is  that  it  is  you who got  acquainted
with her, because you are the only person on the whole
continent  who  has  landed  his  plane  on  the  deck  of  a
community base. And now we have seen her ourselves.”

A tense silence hovered around the table.
“Who are you?” asked Khad. “I can see that you are

not exactly usual people yourself.”
“We are  your  friends.  I  repeat  once  more  that  you

have  nothing  to  fear  from  us,  rather  vice  versa.  We
introduced  ourselves  to  you  for  the  very  purpose  of
making sure that your secret stays secret, until it can be
safely  revealed.  Your  balancing  has  been  admirably
skilful, but the breadth of a hair that separates you from
the danger is far too narrow to allow us a peaceful sleep
of night. It is indispensable that you two get through with
your  endeavour,  not  only  for  us  but  for  the  whole
society.”

Khad stared Dokhar unblinkingly, weighing his words
in his mind.

“I  am  inviting  you  into  cooperation  with  us,”
continued Dokhar. “If you want to reject my proposal, I
cannot stop you form doing so, but I ask you, down to
begging, that you accept the proposal, because the future
of us all depends on what you do.”

“Would we have any options?”
“Let me prove you that we are the very option that

you are reaching for by yourself.”
Something  in  Dokhar’s  eyes  made  him  look  very
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different from all the other eager protectors of the society
wha  had  been,  who  out  of  sense  of  duty,  who  out  of
horror mixed with hate, pushing him aside from the path
he had been walking.

“So be it. Kindly prove it to me. I am all eyes.”
“I  suggest  that  we  meet  again  in  some  less  public

place,  for example at my home, unless you have other
suggestions. I will be present alone, if you so wish. Then
I will tell you in further detail who we three are. Until
then I ask you to keep this meeting to yourself.”

“Very well. Where shall I come to meet you?”
“I live in the Baith community house number two. I

am there in most evenings. So you are coming alone?”
“We both will come,” corrected Khad and glanced at

Melit to see if the idea suited her. “I just wanted to check
that you would agree with me coming alone.”

“Wisely done,” replied Dokhar with a grin.
“We will come tomorrow evening around the twenty-

second stound, unless she is busy at that time.”
“I look forward to seeing you.” The three men got up

together,  with  their  water  drinks  almost  untouched.
Dokhar looked at Melit and smiled to her encouragingly.
“I am probably not wrong when I thank you on our folk’s
behalf for the beautiful model of the wing whose drawing
you so friendly donated for the use of the shop.”

Melit  nodded cautiously and ventured to show even
some signs of delight in the middle of her tenseness. The
three left, led by Dokhar, and Dokhar still waved his hand
to them on his way to the exit.

“They really knew how to scare me”, smirked Khad
and swept his forehead clammy with cold sweat.

“I am sorry,” said Melit quietly.
“Do not be. I think that this was a useful and fruitful

horror experience. But I still have to check one thing.”
Khad moved to a window facing the yard and watched

discreetly out standing next to the edge of the window.
Watching the events of the yard for a moment he returned
to Melit.
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“I just  wanted to see their faces when they were in
their  own company,”  explained Khad.  “I  think we can
trust them at least for one meeting.”
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13
“So you have not heard anything about her?” asked

Bellermon, a route planner of Terlen onec again,  to be
sure.

“No, we have not,” came the answer from the round,
dull grey membrane fixed to the wall. “The search was
thorough,  but  we  did  not  find  any  of  the  things  you
mentioned.  We  will  contact  you  immediately  if
something appears.”

Submitting to his fate Bellermon disconnected and sat
back  at  the  table.  There  were  two other  men  and one
woman accompanying him: the traffic manager Kanidam,
thought  process  specialist  Sembrehat,  and  manager  of
internal informing Osarin.

“No results whatsoever,” Bellermon said with a sigh
burdened with sorrow. “I am afraid that now we have to
commence the worst. Melit is still lost and we are now
quite  sure  now  that  she  had  not  been  on  any  flight
departing from Terlen.”

“What shall we tell to the others?” asked Osarin. “I
suppose we must  be able to present at least  some idea
about where she is.”

“Let us merely say that she has disappeared. It is the
truth as far as we have managed to find it out.”

“This  truth  must  then  be  relayed  elsewhere,  too,
especially to Assar from which she came. What relatives
does she have?”

“She has a mother who is presently working,  if my
memory serves me, at Goniat,” replied Kanidam.

“And any other primary persons?”
“Rhavalt,  on  Assar.  He  is  Melit’s  long-term friend,

obviously also some kind of father figure.”
“Father figure?” asked Sembrehat.
“Melit’s natural father deceased on the ground in the

past,” explained Bellermon to him.
“According  to  the  inquiry  it  seems  thaqt  Melit’s
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friends and workmates, and obviously quite many others
have already noticed her disappearance, so it is probably
better  to release the information into publicity.  We just
need to consider how to formulate it before the release.”

“Have all people close to her been inquired?” asked
Bellermon.

“All we could find. Simbrima and others acquainted
with her through work could not tell anything about her,
and some of her other acquaintances, like Anidelpe and
her companions seemed reluctant to even talk about the
whole matter.”

“Is  there  any  other  information  about  her  latest
actions?” asked Sembrehat.

“Some  entries  in  the  usual  allocation  catalogs,  but
nothing that  could tell  us  anything significant.”  Osarin
handed  him  her  own  notewriting  board.  Sembrehat
browsed the entries for a while.

“Could these entries suggest still someone who would
know about her?” he wondered aloud.

“Mesaldin,” said Bellermon placing his finger to point
the entry mentioning textiles.  “I remember hearing that
they know each other and that Melit has been seen in her
company now and then. I think I will get her here.”

Bellermon got up and left the other three to continue
their  brainwork.  None  of  them could recall  many new
things  about  Melit  before  Bellermon  returned  with
Mesaldin who entered the room half  a step in front of
him.

“Melit has disappeared, then?” she asked in a calm but
demanding voice.

“Such  is  our  conclusion,”  replied  Osarin  for  all  of
them. “We apologize that we brought you here from your
work, but we wanted to hear from you anything that you
can tell about your latest meetings with Melit as soon as
possible.”

“So this is what she finally did,” sighed Mesaldin half
to herself, sinking onto the seat that was offered to her.
“She  would  have  needed  entirely  different  care  thasn
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what she got.”
“What did she do, then?” asked Sembrehat.
“I wish I knew! But she was besides herself, if she had

not  even  lost  her  mental  sanity.  She  was  agitated  and
anxious. I tried to help her but did not make it in time.
She disappeared just  before Teimenkat,  my friend who
knows about these matters got to her apartment, and after
that I could not find her even myself. And now you came
to tell to me that she has disappeared entirely.”

“So  your  opinion  is  that  she  was  out  of  balance?”
commented Sembrehat. “It fits together with the image I
got from her. I have heard that she has had for a long time
a tendency to force herself to impossibilities and become
then upset when she fails.”

“Your  name came  to  my mind  from Osarin’s  entry
about  textiles,”  said  Bellermon  to  Mesaldin.  “Had  she
begun some hobby related with fabrics,  as she became
your acquaintance, too?”

“We met each other originally at a breakfast. She took
herself  a  task  with  textiles,  but  to  me  her  activities
seemed rather like manic frenzy than a hobby. At the last
phase she surely was not even sleeping any longer. She
wanted to have packs of wind curtain and who knows
what  other  materials.  I  tried  to  calm  her  down,  but
without much success.”

“What materials?” asked Bellermon.
“Ferrules, line, thread, some solvents,” quoted Osarin

reading her board.
“What was she doing? Some work of art?”
“I do not know,” replied Mesaldin. “She did not tell

me.”
“Where is her work now?”
“Probably nowhere. It may have disappeared with her.

At  least  I  did  not  see  anything  like  it  even  in  her
apartment.”

“Did you know that one of her obsessions was said to
be  the  ground-dwellers?”  asked Osarin.  “She  was  sent
here among other things for the reason that she could get
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something less dangerous to think about.”
“I  have  heard  such  things  mentioned,”  sighed

Mesaldin. “And that is a still greater reason for me to say
that she would have needed entirely different care than
what she got. She did not tell me about her thoughts, but
one could see that her matters were not as they should
have been.”

“Excuse me, but is Mesaldin in there?” came a voice
through the door.

“I am,” replied Mesaldin.
The speaker, a young man with curly hair, peeked in.
“Your foaming is sagging, and I thought to ask if you

want us others to do something to it,” he continued.
“Let it still be there. I am coming right away.”
“I  suggest  that  you  go  to  rescue  your  work,”  said

Bellermon. “Next time we will  come to you if we still
have  something  to  ask.  Please  forgive  us  that  we
disturbed your work at an inconvenient moment.”

“Do not worry. Things like this must be cleared out.”
Mesaldin  got  up,  took  her  leave  and  hurried  to

continue her interrupted work.
“Even a  disturbed mind?” said Bellermon who was

left pacing the floor after Mesaldin left. “Do you others
agree?”

“From me she demanded a right to fly above ground;”
told Kanidam. “For that end her conduct was, let us say,
ardent.”

“And when she did not get the opportunity to fly, she
decided to discharge her feelings into textiles,  with the
same restlessness?”

”Perhaps  a  strong  frustration  requires  a  strong
abatement,” mused Sembrehat. “And at least wind curtain
is  in  every  way  a  constructive  object  to  discharge
frustration.”

Bellermon halted.
“Wind  curtain?”  he  said  pensively.  “Osarin,  what

other materials did you tell her to have acquired?”
“At lest ferrules, line, and thread. The acquisitions are
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not simultaneous, so I do not know if they are related.”
“And  what  can  one  make  out  of  them?  What  such

thing  that  a  disappearing  person  can  make  disappear
together with herself?”

“The purpose of  the  wind curtain is  to hold wind,”
replied Osarin slightly puzzled with the question.

“Yes, wind. Air. Air in movement. And the lines? They
bind or attach something. To what? That wind curtain?
What did she do when she did not get a chance to use
airplanes?”

Osarin’s eyes widened a little.
“An  airplane  of  her  own!”  she  sighed  half  aloud,

thoroughly amazed.
“It  is  a  rlief  that  somebody else  came to  the  same

conclusion,”  grunted  Bellermon  and  sat  down.  “Not
necessarily an airplane, as she did not have the materials
for the airframe, but some other device that can glide in
the air. What else could she do with a large amount of
wind curtain and lines?”

“She has gone down, then?” asked Kanidam. “When
did it happen?”

“She was seen the last time a little before we passed
over the northernmost main island of Stripland.”

Bellermon’s  earnest  wish  had  been  to  find  Melit
somewhere  alive.  Now  he  wondered  if  it  would
nevertheless have been more comfortable to learn even
about  her  death  that  about  her  being  in  the  hands  of
ground-dwellers.  They could  get  an  idea  to  do  to  her
anything.  And after  that,  if  they felt  that  their  territory
and safety had been violated, they could take to do to the
whole  folk  anything.  Considering  the  differences  of
power between the folks such a confrontation could end
only in one way.

“Things can hardly become any worse than this,” he
said. “I will summon the emergency meeting. Do not tell
about these matters to anyone who does not need to know
until  it  is  the  right  moment  to  announce  the  matter
publicly.”
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Numbed  by  what  they  had  heard  the  others  could
barely nod to show that they understood.

“She  must  be  found  and  caught,  with  whatever
means,”  continued  Bellermon.  “We  must  search  the
northern island of Stripland, exactly us, even though we
might not be the most qualified people to do so. And our
task  must  not  in  any case  be  revealed  to  the  ground-
dwellers. I hope we make it before the worst happens.”

“I  can arrange  for  us  a  balloon that  we  can use to
examine the island,” told Kanidam. “We can get one here,
but for the use it must be carried to the island. We have
already travelled quite far beyond the island.”

“Perhaps  Osarin  can  find  out  our  possibilities  to
observe the activities of the ground-dwellers, especially
the activities related with aviation. They are, of course,
observed already,  but  from now on we need to  get  an
accurate total image of what we can expect of them. And
if you, Sembrehat, can still add to your knowledge about
Melit, please do so. If anyhow possible, we must now be
able to guess the intentions in her mind.

“All right,” replied both.
“Do we still have something left to think this time?”

asked Bellermon. When nobody said anything, he ended
their session: “Then let us begin the task. We get more
detailed instructions after the emergency meeting.”

* * *

Khad  could  almost  feel  the  wave  of  eagerness  and
excitement  when  they  stepped  in.  Dokhar,  Arghe,  and
Reth walked foremost, but the eyes of the people present
were locked to Khad and especially Melit,  whom they
obviously guessed at  the  first  glance to  be  an air  folk
member even thought they had probably never seen one
at a close range. Their expressions were wondering, even
devotedly admiring, as Khad noticed to his surprise. They
stopped at the center of the hall that resembled a longish,
broad, vaulted corridor, and the people who had earlier
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been sitting on the benches at the wall sides gathered now
into  an  oval  surrounding  the  comers.  A  deep  thunk
echoed in the hall when someone closed the massive door
behind them.

“Here they are,” introduced Dokhar Khad and Melit
briefly to the people. “Our friend Khad who visited the
world of the air folk, and our guest of honour who came
down to us before we even dared to hope it:  Melit  en
Assar.”

Acclamation  and  expressions  of  joy  filled  for  a
moment the loudly reverberating hall.

“We are still not living in a new era,” calmed Dokhar
down the merriment when he got his voice heard again.
“The world around us would not look at this visit with
favouring eyes if it knew about it. Melit has been living
among us discreetly, as one of us, and even though she
has done in that respect very skilful work, she is still in
danger.  Our  duty is  to  protect  her  and help her  in  her
strivings. Are we unanimous about this?”

The  common  shout  of  affirmation  showed  that
Dokhar’s  question had been mostly rhetoric  by nature,
probably asked only to assure Khad and Melit.

“This is our group, almost full in number,” introduced
Dokhar the people present to Khad and Melit. “For safety
we  do  not  have  a  common name,  but  everyone  of  us
know who belong to ‘us’. I apologize for the austerity of
the premises where we most often have our meetings, but
people working in secrecy must often compromise their
comfort.  This  was  some  day  long  ago  a  mushroom
growing cellar, and its companion cellar is still in such
use.”

“This is a comfortable place, generally and especially
for a cellar;” commented Khad letting his eyes pass along
the long walls painted white, and the row of lamps along
them. “It is warm and dry here, and the lighting is good.
And even the company is more homey than that on the
ground.”

“How I wish that among us, too, people would know
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about you,” said Melit. “Then it would surely be easier
for them to meet you.”

A woman standing near her, with a child sleeping in a
carrying cloth,  seemed to suddenly gain courage when
she noticed that Melit was talking a language she could
fully understand. She came a step closer.

”Could  you  tell  how  you  came  down  here?”  she
asked. “And about how you talk our language. Dokhar
had said that  we would not  understand anything about
each other’s language if we heard them.”

“I am sorry to interrupt you right in the beginning, but
how  about  letting  our  guests  to  sit  down,”  suggested
Dokhar. “That way the conversation is more comfortable
to continue.”

Khad and Melit sat down on the bench to the wall side
and others gathered around them trying to balance their
eagerness to get to the front row and their considerateness
to  each  other.  Also  Dokhar  with  his  companions  had
blended with the crowd, without exploiting his position
as a leader.

Melit  related to them the main points  of  her  recent
events. Khad watched the audience who soaked up every
word  they  heard.  The  people  were  of  all  ages;  only
children  were  missing.  It  was  obvious  that  in  the
meetings  of  a  secret  society  the  only  premature
participants could be babies who did not understand what
was  talked  around  them,  and  youth  who  were  mature
enough to carry the responsibility of an adult. Dokhar had
also told Khad that many of the people had arrived over a
quite long distance,  from varying spheres of life.  Even
though  Khad  had  had  time  to  grasp  the  thought  that
behind his society there was a secret organization aiming
at the very thing that was customarily not even mentioned
in publicity,  this was the first  time that he could sense
himself  the determination with which these people had
dedicated themselves to their mission.

Dokhar had earlier shown him his secret library which
he  and  his  predecessors  had  collected  over  time.  The
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books were not  many,  and most  of  them described the
observations  and internal  activities  of  the  organization.
All the information about the air folk they had got from
external sources was very old and contained in its entirety
in a single bound sheaf of sheets. The first glances at it
had already convinced Khad that the quality compensated
multiply what was lacking in quantity; the zeal that the
stories of the sheaf kindled in him reminded him of his
visit to the Archive.

He  had  asked Dokhar  why the  sheaf  had  not  been
published. Dokhar had sighed deep and told him that in
the past it had been tried already twice. The first time the
distribution was attempted in naïve confidence through a
public  copy  shop.  The  workers  of  the  shop  were
horrified, refused cooperation, and also spread the word
about the request. When the requesters then tried to copy
the text  by their  own means,  the  people  waking up to
protect the peace of the society were already prepared to
encounter them as a single front. Both the copies and the
originals  that  the  copiers  had  not  understood  to  hide,
were collected by force for destruction.

The  second  attempt  happened  a  few  decades  later,
after the lost information had been in parts collected and
bound back together. That time preparations were more
careful  and  also  the  intended  audience  selected  in
advance.  However,  the vigilance of the opposition was
underestimated  again,  and  if  the  precautions  of  the
distributors  were  thorough,  so  were  also  the
countermeasures. The buildings suspected to be involved
with the distribution were levelled to the ground and the
people  suspected  to  be  the  key  persons  disappeared
without a trace.

So the remaining friends of  the  air  folk formed the
secret society whose guests Khad and Melit had become.
The society worked under careful protection and without
attracting  anyone’s  attention,  balancing  itself  in  the
middle  of  conflicting  pressures,  between  careful
concealment of the mission and urgent publishing of the
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matter,  waiting  for  opportunities  to  take  a  small  step
ahead here, another one there.

Melit  had already got described her arrival onto the
ground  and  was  now  telling  about  the  life  in  the
community  bases  as  the  people  gathered  around  here
were  throwing  their  questions  at  her  in  turns.  Their
interest had no limits: what did people eat in the air, what
did they wear for clothing, how did they cure sicknesses,
how did they manufacture machines and devices? A girl,
still adolescent, had sidled to the wall side next to Melit
and  was  fingering  timidly  but  driven  with  burning
curiosity the ends of Melit’s full-bodied blackish brown
hair flowing onto her shoulders. Her two friends craning
their  necks  further  back  were  very  obviously
accompanying her in their spirit.

“Now  it  is  time  that  we  delegate  some  tasks,”
announced  Dokhar  before  the  people  would  interview
Melit into exhaustion. “In the distant areas there may still
be some members of ours who have not heard these great
news; we have to go to tell them. We also have to plan
how to advance both of our main missions now that the
conditions have changed – we must think how to lead our
folk to know first Melit ans then the whole air folk, and
we must think about the best way to introduce ourselves
to the air  folk.  Khad and Melit  have both promised to
work with us in our efforts, and without them many of
them would be impossible for us. We also have to prepare
to move them from one hideout to another, if the situation
begins to become dangerous for them for one reason or
another. Ghor has a tentative plan about how to distribute
the  responsibilities  of  our  tasks  during  the  following
days. I suggest thet we review the plan and correct it, if
there is anything to correct.”

The people moved obediently from Melit to hear what
Ghor, who was a slender man, but looking around with
determined eyes, would have to say to them.

“I wonder why you talk about me as if I were another
member of air folk,” said Khad to Dokhar. “If you look at
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me closer you will notice that I am one of the settlers. I
am pleased to be a part  of  this  group,  but there is  not
much more satisfaction to get from me. Melit is your real
treasure.”

“One  never  knows  how  much  we  will  need  you,”
replied Dokhar. “You have at least visited the people up
there and discussed with Melit about your lives days after
days. There may become a need that both her and us need
a person who knows well both her and us. Besides, you
surely know that in a secret work like this the help in all
scales is very precious.”

Ghor  explained  the  work  distribution  to  the  people
around him pointing  with his  hands this  way and that
way. Khad had expected him to hold a bundle of ethenite
sheets, but obviously it was a custom of the seret society
to put matters in writing on sheets only when forced by
necessity.

Also  Khad  and  Melit  got  their  share  in  the  task
distribution. First they would introduce themselves with
the communication policies of the societies, and methods
to improve memorizing, and after that Khad should write
or  dictate  for  further  delivery  everything  that  he  had
observed  on  Assar  through  his  settler’s  angle  to  see
things.  Melit,  their  inexhaustible  source  od  primary
information, would get into the same work in still more
extensive way: her task would be to introduce the society
members with the culture and language of the air folk.
The work could not be too fast-paced, as it would need to
be done besides the daily work of the members, and the
meetings  of  the  members  should  happen  without
attracting attention.

The  members  negotiated  briefly  with  their  freshly
assigned  working  companions  and  agreed  about  the
nearest goals and meetings. There was a whiff of urgency
in  the  air,  as  large  meetings  were  always  a  danger  of
some degree, and people tried to get through it without
lingering  unnecessarily.  In  pite  of  that  people  seething
with enthusiasm were coming to Melit to ask her about
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the  air  folk or  just  to  tell  how glad they were for  the
occasion to meet her.

Dokhar  ended  the  meeting.  However,  they  did  not
come out of the cellar as a single throng, but a few people
at  a  time,  watching  at  the  exit  to  detect  any  people
looking  their  way.  Khad  and  Melit  left  together  with
Dokhar, Arge, and Reth.

Melit  had  with  ther  the  tree  gifts  from the  society
members,  that  they had  spared  for  the  great  day over
years,  perhaps  even  generations.  First  she  had  got  a
miniature  glider  sculpted  most  meticulously  of  a  pore
tree, from a youth whose hobby the gliders were. At the
end  of  the  meeting  a  slightly  shy  and  embarrassed-
looking mother of a family had given her a collar brooch
made  of  fair  metals  and  jewels.  Dokhar  explained  to
Melit that the unease of the giver might be caused by  the
fact that in that region collar brooches were mostly worn
by men;  it  had  not  been  easy  to  guess  that  from the
heights  there  would  be  descending  not  an  aged  and
dignified lord leading his folk, but a young lady. Nobody
seemed to suspect for a moment, anyway, that the brooch
would not fit excellently on Melit’s neck, too.

The third present Melit got was a miniature sculpture
exact  down  to  the  smallest  details,  describing  a
community base  having  landed on  the  ground,  and  its
inhabitants  stepping  off  from  it  among  the  settlers
waiting next to it. She had received the present not only
delighted, but also clearly amused, and she explained her
feeling later to Khad and Dokhar by telling that to the air
folk the sculpture described at the first sight a shocking
accident.

Dokhar  began to transport  Khad and Melit  from an
outwardly  innocent-looking  mushroom  farm  back  to
Flight City in a quint that one of the scoiety members had
rushed to to offer for his use. When they had arrived to
the meeting place it was already twilight, and now that
they  returned  it  was  completely  dark,  with  only  the
sparsely built houses casting oases of light around them.
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Fight  City,  instead,  was  thoroughly  lit  for  evening
travellers when they came to the contiguous inhabitation.
Dokhar drove first to Melit’s apartment and after that to
the  air  field dormitory in  front  of  which  he left  Khad
wishing him goodbye with a comradely punch to the arm
after their chat. When Dokhar was driving alone back, his
face turned a bit  more solemn when he stared into the
darkness in front of him pierced by the headlights, while
with his mental  eyes  he stared into the twilight  of  the
future. Very soon out of that twilight there would emerge
something  great  and  demanding,  and  then  they would
need to know even for the others how to act. The settlers
were proud of their  history void of crises,  but  perhaps
their  history  ought  rather  to  be  seen  as  a  single,
unchanging state of crisis, that would inevitably escalate
one day. And after a long time, stabilized into calmness,
the surprises in the society might become very expensive.
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It was hot in the tire shop. The air was quite warm to

begin  with,  and  when  the  casting  machinery  was
radiating  heat  and  emanating  water  vapour,  the
temperature rose to a rather challenging level. Luckily it
was not necessary to tolerate it the whole day.

Eoth, one of the helper girls temporarily hired in the
airport was arranging light blue lumps around the stem
belt and glanced now and then how Melit’s work with the
tester of the completed tires was succeeding.

“To live  on the Earth!”  said Eoth raising her  voice
above th hisses an puffs of the machinery. “People say
that  there  the  tires  were brought  to  the  airports  ready-
made.”

“I suppose somebody had to make them even on the
Earth,” reminded Melit.

“They were made with machines from beginning to
end,” was Eoth dreaming aloud and turned the lever of
the melter.  “People were just watching next to them to
see the products becoming ready, by thousands.”

The air was rippling above the melter when the flames
curling inside it melted the raw groats into a resilient tire
around the stem belt. Eoth opened the mold. The heat still
hit  her  face  even  though  she  protected  it  to  her  best
ability.  Melit,  on  her  own  behalf,  and  examined  the
integrity of the previous tire and accelerated it now in the
test bench, pressurized to a high tes pressure, to rotate at
a dizzying speed. Holding the body of the machine she
could  sense  that  there  were  no  significant  balancing
errors in the tire. Then she lowered the pressure and used
the machine to give it  a few off-midline jolts.  The tire
could take the stress and was therewith accepted for use
in  small  airplanes.  The  tires  of  the  most  demanding
airplanes  were manufactured elsewhere by experts,  but
most of the settlers’ lightweight airplanes managed with
the brief-use tires made in a much simpler way.
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“We got it ready, even though not as effortlessly as on
the Earth,” commented Melit.

“Here you get a new one,” promised Eoth and tilted
the mold from a lever. The tire fell with a loud hiss into
the water pool next to the mold, and released a cloud of
steam. Melit stepped at the pool and waited for a while
for the tire to cool down.

“Have  you  seen  the  weirdies?”  asked Eoth  moving
next to Melit.

“What are they?”
“Unknown airplanes. That is the name someone here

gave to them. They are fling around here above us, and
nobody knows where they come and where they go. They
never land here.”

Melit  felt  her  stomach  twist.  The  news  did  not
necessarily mean anything good to her  and scarcely to
many others, either.

“I have not seen them,” she replied briefly.
“The  rumour  says  that  they  are  their airplanes,”

continued Eoth by breathing out  the  word “their”  in  a
voice giving shivers to the listener’s spine. “I would like
to know if there is any reality in the rumour, or if some
people are just exercising their jaws, without better things
to talk about.”

“And if they were of them?” Even though Melit was
not sure if it was wise to ask the question, she felt that
she had finally to do something to gain a better foothold.
“What if they would even land?”

“Ugh! It is terrible if they sneak here to hide among
us!” shouted Eoth with disgust passing through her face.

“Why?”
“Why? I suppose they have something more or less

bad in their plans if they come here in the middle of our
city.”

“Why do you think so?” asked Melit without giving
up.

“Don’t they want the whole world for them? And who
knows if they are soon ready to take it, too.”
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In  other  conditions  Melit  would  have  undoubtedly
found the reply very amusing.

“How could that be possible?” she asked wondering
what he had heard. “They are so few and there is so much
land!”

“We do not know what and who there is and what they
are doing!”

“You know that there are human beings there,” replied
Melit.  “You also know that they cannot be very many.
They cannot  be  very eager  to  quarrel  ,  either,  if  they
choose to retreat every time.”

“There are human beings and human beings,” fended
Eoth off her words. “Some just appear to be human, and
if you get close, unexpected things may happen. Those up
there  are  already different  enough that  I  would  advise
others to stay away from them.”

“Do you know them? How are they different?”
“I don’t. But they are more different than any of us. A

different folk.”
Melit directed at her a solid, unwavering look.
“How do you know that, for example, I am not one of

them?”  she asked.  Her  voice  was silent  and  calm,  but
even more signifying being so.

“But you are from the Southeast Land,” snorted Eoth.
“Did somebody tell you so?”
Eoth opened her mouth but closed it again. Nobody

had indeed told that Melit  would come from Southeast
Land.”

“Look at me carefully,” invited Melit. “Where do you
think that I have been born?”

Eoth  did  as  she  was  told.  She  looked  in  turns  at
Melit’s  face  and her  hands  resting  on  the  edge  of  the
pool,  and  at  the  empty  space  in  front  of  her  as  if  to
searching through the closets of  her memory.  Her eyes
began  to  shift  from  target  to  target  faster  as  strange
restlessness crawled from somewhere into her inside. It
did not mount excessively, because suddenly she woke up
to notice what she was doing and burst into laughter.
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“Shame on you!” she shouted as if to reply a revealed
prank. “You have cheek to make fun of a serious matter!
No, one con see far  away that  you are from Southeast
Land or at least some place that way. Nobody else uses
such old-fashioned words as ‘humble’ or ‘fitting piece’ or
what other such ones you had. No others also make as
crazy questions as you and them. Don’t try to cheat an
old stager!”

Also  Melit  was  surprised  with  the  absurdity of  the
situation.  Here  she  was,  downright  urging  a  ground-
dweller to reveal her great secret, and the ground-dweller
does not realize the truth even though it is placed in fromt
of her as a living specimen!

“Shall we go on with making tires?! Suggested Melit
pacifyingly and amicably.

Eoth  went  for  the  groat  heap  and Melit  picked the
already lukewarm tire from the water.

“I  got  one young man to believe that  I  am a fisher
tribe  member  from  the  coast,”  told  Eoth  over  her
shoulder. “He was already about to make a holiday trip
with me to the fishers when I told him that actually I am
from Lowlands. Then we decided to go to mountains.”

“We  huan  beings  are  full  of  surprises,”  admitted
Melit.

It was hard for her to realize why she had done what
she  did.  Perhaps  her  subconscious  had  directed  her  to
approach Eoth in a way that she would not have dared to
try with her usual consciousness. She had got out of the
noose  into  which  she  had  deliberately  stepped,  and
possibly also evoked more trustful thoughts inside Eoth,
even  though  the  first  results  did  not  yet  seem
encouraging. And Eoth did not even belong to those in
whom she had originally thought to confide!

They  completed  the  required  amount  of  tires  and
stacked them on there own place marked on the wall with
a code. Making tires did not belong to the most inspiring
tasks  that  the  airport  had  to  offer,  as  did  not  fuel
production,  either,  but  when  the  turn  came  to  one,  it
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could not be avoided.
They turned the melter off and cleaned it. They left

the tire shop, Melit to the hangar and Eoth her own way.
Melit went directly to the small table at the end wall of
the  hangar.  There  was  waiting  for  her  a  large  bowl
containing crushed and already mostly melted ice,  and
among  the  ice  a  pitcher  of  water,  lightly  salted  and
seasoned with leaves of frizz herb, for the common use to
alleviate the rigors of hot weather. She poured a generous
helping  for  herself  and  drank  it  in  long  swigs.  After
getting  her  thirst  quenched  she  pulled  a  bunch  of  the
growth of furrybush from the bale attached to the wall.
She used it to dry her forehead and neck, turned a small
fan to blow along the wall, and sat at the wall into the air
stream to cool herself and to look out of the door frame,
drowsy with relief.

Far away in the sky there was hovering a general-type
habitat,  like  a  bird’s  egg  with  both  bottom  and  top
truncated  into  an  even  surface.  Contradictory  feelings
woke up inside Melit when she was looking at it. It was
floating in the heights looking very light, organic, and in
some inexplicable way happy, like  memory of the time
that  she  was  not  yet  living  in  exile.  And  yet  it  was
inhabited  by  a  folk  to  whom  she  had  become  an
abomination  and  which  she  had  then  escaped.  On  the
ground the air was hot and the objects were heavy, but on
the ground there lived also the people who had received
her as one of their own without a slightest hesitation. On
the ground was also the splendour of the forests that so
often enchanted the air folk members descending among
it, and there were also the sceneries rising to heights and
descending to  depths.  Travelling along them was quite
well  like  a  flying  trip.  How  eagerly  she  wanted  to
squeeze these two worlds into one, into a single whole!

She got back up on her feet and prepared to go to the
western  side  of  the  runway whether  the  large  airplane
from the east  had already found its  cleaners,  or  if  she
should do the work before the plane would depart for its
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next  flight.  However,  approaching steps interrupted her
intentions. Khad stepped in through the door.

“It is good that I found you here,” he said and glanced
out of habit to his sides to see if they were seen. “Our
friends told that there is something going on up there, and
that we should move for a while into a safer environment.
And when I was watching the events in the air, I think tht
I saw the same thing.”

Melit nodded to herself barely perceptibly.
“I  guess that was bound to happen sooner or later,”

she said. “Eoth told me that she, too, had seen strange
airplanes. Where shall we go then? And what should I do
to my work?”

“You are  now on a  temporary contract,  aren’t  you?
Then you can quit  at  any moment.  We do not  need to
worry about the sustenance as we are now in the common
service of our friends and they take care of our living as
necessary. For myself I ask Shein to give me leisure for
an indefinite  time,  and if  she then decides  to  give my
place to another one altogether, so be it. Can you return
your apartment to your employer today already?”

“Yes, I can. I do not have much to carry.”
“Dokhar will take us to our hideout and stay there for

our and Thain’s company. We will not go very far away
and may visit this town now and then until we can move
back more permanently again. Does this suit you?”

“Of course! I just let Ghim know about the pending
tasks and go to return my apartment. And after that?”

“Let’s  meet  at  the  southwestern  corner  of  the  main
building at the eighteenth stound. We will  pick you up
with a dark green quint. Stay inside the building until you
see us so that you will not be noticed. Leaving that time
we still  have enough daylight  to reach our destination.
Dokhar wants to drive during the day, as headlights in the
night attract more attention than a vehicle in the day.”

“I will be there that time,” promised Melit.
“See you then.”
Khad left for the main building. Melit turned her eyes
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to the inside of the hangar. She felt a twinge having to
take a sudden farewell from a place that had in a short
time become almost a new home for her. She decided to
not say a prticular farewell to her friends, as she was to
return to Flight City later for visits. She did mention to
the men examining the landing gear of a small airplane
that she would be mostly absent from that time on.

Leaving the apartment was rather quick. Melit washed
her bedclothes and left  them to dry outdoors while she
collected into a bag woven of  thick reed yarn the few
items that she had besides the bedclothes. She dusted the
thick and fluffy bed bottom, made likewise of reed. She
swept the floor and went to quit her employment in the
airport. A silent vacancy descended into the only room of
the  apartment  when  its  scanty  furniture,  a  table,  two
chairs, and the bed bottom on the platform of the sleeping
recess  were  left  the  next  tenant  after  Melit  closed  the
door after her.

On the lower floor of the airport main building there
was a waiting room where four passengers were waiting
for the departure of the flight to Brick Village, who with
a book, who in his own thoughts. Melit joined their quiet
group and sat on the bench to look out of the window.

The  population  outside  was  living  its  own life,  not
much busier than the passengers indoors. Now and then a
quint  rolled  by,  with  its  wheels  rustling  quietly.  Three
people in work suits strolled along the opposite side of
the  fairway.  Two  boys  tried  their  skills  balancing
themselves on a roundboard near the wall of the building.
Melit turned her eyes from the street to the sky and saw a
four-seated airplane that  was presently approaching the
airport of Flight City. The plane had glided almost out of
sight  above  the  building  when  she  noticed  another
airplane. She also noticed that the other airplane was very
different from the first one.

On the sky there was flying an airplane of the air folk,
so low that it came into sight only where the buildings
did not hide it. It glided straight ahead, fast, like flying
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with a gathered momentum. Its determined, snappy flight
told quite clearly that the pilot was not on the flight just
to  admire  the  scenery,  but  on  a  dared  mission.  The
airplane was searching something, and quite desperately,
as it flew at an altitude at which the air folk would not
dare to descend except for very compelling reasons.

It was not hard to guess what, or rather who, the air
folk pilots were searching. Melit wondered how long it
would take before they would notice her from the air. The
world was very wide to search for a single person, but on
the other hand there were many people to search for her,
they were determined and constantly at a good viewing
place, and they undoubtedly also had the best deices of
their folk to help them in the task. But neither was Melit
any longer alone against her folk members.

Her  folk.  That  way she  was  still  inevitably calling
them in her mind, even though it was clear that she could
not return to them. Inside her she felt that her birth and
folk membership would ot disappear even if both folks
would disappear and leave her alone in the whole world..

The clunk of the door woke her up from her thoughts.
“Who of  you  are  going  to  Brick  Village?”  asked a

stout, middle-aged man who had come from a side room.
Everyone but Melit got on their feet and walked to the
man. “Four people;” noticed the man. “Does it suit you
that we change the plane to a smaller one, to a six-seater?
The flying time will be a little bit longer, and the space
inside is not as comfortable, but you will spare part of the
travelling cost.”

All of them consented. The man went again to the side
room  and  returned  to  leave  for  the  airfield  with  the
passengers  following  him.  Melit  looked at  the  leaving
people.. Amusement made a twinkle in the corner of her
eye  when  she  wished  in  her  mind  a  pleasant  voyage
through her own home country. The last passenger closed
the door behind him and left her alone in the room.

Immersed in her thoughts she turned to watch out of
the window,  looking at  the  fairway to west  where she
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assumed the people picking her up to come. She noticed
only absent-mindedly the two people who after a while
entered  the  room  and  who  likewise  glanced  her  only
fleetingly.  In  front  of  the  ground-dwellers  she  was
obviously safe from recovery, because it was impossible
to them to think that they could have a member of the air
folk in front of them.

The  deep  green  quint  veered  into  the  front  of  the
building, and Dokhar stepped out of it. Melit got onto her
feet and came to the door to meet him.

“Let’s go then,” said Dokhar for his first words to her.
“Khad and Thain are with us already.”

Melit  glanced  around  and  into  the  sky,  and  after
verifying that nothing threatening was in sight she went
to sit on the back seat of the wuint, to Khad’s company.
Thain, a young, blondish, and oval-faced man sat on the
driver’s seat and Dokhar next to him. Melit was not sure
if she had seen Thain earlier, but he very obviously knew
her.

“Did you make it without trouble?” Thain asked Melit
in a considerate and familiar manner as he began to drive
back to  west.

“Yes,  I  did,”  replied  Melit.  “Everything  went  as
planned. I just did not guess that I would be chased so
soon.”

“Your  importance  has  been  notified  up  there,  too,”
said Dokhar smiling.

“Where do we go?” asked Melit.
“To  southwest,  Breith’s  mountain  lodge.  There  is

plenty of room for us and it is in a suitably secluded and
invisible place.”

“Isn’t he using it himself?”
“Mostly  when  he  is  resting.  He  has  lent  it  to  his

friends before, and for this purpose he lent it particularly
eagerly.”

Khad looked out. His face was pensive.
“Melit was traced amazingly fast,” he said. “I wonder

how she was scented amidst as large a continent as this
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one. Do they have in their use a method that we do not
know?”

“Even  the  methods  we  know may be  sufficient  for
that,” thought Dokhar. “Melit, have you for example used
a radio transmitter?”

“No,” said Melit. “I do not need it for my job.”
“But  then,  somebody  else  may  have  revealed  you

through the radio.”
“I should have hidden my name!” remembered Melit

suddenly terrified. “I thought it would not be necessary as
our worlds are so completely isolated, but someone in the
airport may have mentioned me in his radio messages.”

“Perhaps,”  mused  Dokhar.  “And  even  if  not,  it  is
probably  impossible  to  stay  completely  hidden  among
people endlessly. So do not worry about it, we will adapt
to changing situations.”

They drove the familiar road, towards the inn where
Khad and Melit  had been introduced with Dokhar,  but
this time they passed by it without stopping. The glazed
road meandered through the forest-covered scenery, and
only  a  few  farms  here  and  there,  with  thousands  of
measures  in  between  told  that  they  were  still  in  an
inhabited region. Finally there were even no farms. They
were travelling through continuous wilderness. There had
been  only  four  oncoming  vehicles,  one  triple-bogie
looking  heavily  loaded  and  three  smaller  vehicles.
Dokhar glanced at the sky now and then, but there were
no airplanes in sight.

When they were already some tens of  thousands of
measures away from Flight City, the terrain began to rise
as they approached a range of hills. The range was too
modest to be called a real mountain range, but some of
the  hills  were  rocky  and  rather  high,  passable  for
mountains. The road forked with the left, glazed branch,
turning to south along the eastern side of the range, and
the right branch, made of condensed crushed earth going
to  southwest,  fearlessly  straight  toward  the  mountain
ahead. Thain steered the quint to the right branch, and the
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soft  hum of the wheels rolling on the glazing changed
into the rumble of the crushed substance. The road rose
from  among  the  lowland  forest  to  the  side  of  the
mountain, among sparser growth. The golden light of the
evening sun shining low through the rarefying woods was
playing on the interior of the quint and washed away their
tenseness. A restful peace filled them as if they were not
running  away  from  anyone.  Climbing  the  slope
continuously  higher  they  watched  the  forest  scenery
stretching into distances, until they reached the high pass,
lined with  the  hilltops  in  two parallel  rows.  There  the
direct daylight changed into the soft glow that the eastern
tops still bathing in sunlight cast into the pass. The road
running  along  the  eastern  slope  descended  gradually
lower and finally crossed to the western side along a low
ridge on the pass bottom. Next to the ridge there was a
small lake smooth as a millpond. Thain slowed down to
not  scare  the  pair  of  highland  swans  gliding  near  the
shore.

Melit let her eyes travel over the mountain slopes and
the pass riddled with groves, obviously enjoying what she
saw,  and it  was  not  hard  to  notice  that  the  views had
touched the others, too.

“Breith  knew where to  settle,”  praised Thain.  “It  is
strange that no more people are living here.”

“Perhaps  they  have  found  their  resting  places
elsewhere,”  thought  Dokhar.  “Or  they  wanted  to  stay
closer to the habitation. Breith wanted to answer a greater
challenge and got accordingly a more ample reward.”

The western tops ended and the view to the west was
open again. After the last western top the road descended
for a while along the western side of the again single-
ridged hill  range.  Further ahead the road was climbing
again before its final descent to the western plains. They,
however, did not go that far, but turned left to a narrow
side  road  that  brought  them  to  a  house,  southern
southwest from a nearby top. The trees and the shapes of
the terrain hid the house almost completely from the sight
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of  passing  travellers.  The  house  looked  roomy.  It  was
made of wood and porestone, and it was surrounded by a
small meadow.

Thain parked the quint behind the house as well out of
sight as possible. They got out. Melit walked to the front
of  the  house  and  gave  it  an  examining  look  while
walking. She seemed to be in cheerful mood, even though
Khad could not  guess what  thoughts there were hiding
behind her exploratory eyes.

“Please get in,” exhorted Thain keeping the door open
for them. They entered the vestibule of the house,  that
had  a  surprisingly  fresh  scent  compared  with  its  rare
occupancy. The vestibule let into the min room. To Khad
the  arrangement  of  the  rooms  was  familiar  while  the
others, especially those born in the southern regions, and
Melit, took a moment to take in the shape and style of the
building.

They  laid  their  belongings  to  the  rooms  available.
Thain went to turn on the power and water supplies.

“What  next?”  asked  Khad  when  they  were  sitting
together on the soft seats of the main room.

“I  suggest  that  today  we  only  rest,”  said  Dokhar.
“Tomorrow we have to carry on with our action plan to
get Melit secured better. Then there will be more people
coming here, and we get the quint changed so that it does
not become too familiar to the people who may be flying
by.”

“Sun has already set,” noticed Thain looking out of
the window. “After a while we could prepare some food
and take a bath,  which is,  by the way,  an event  worth
experiencing in this house.”

“What  is  that?”  asked  Melit  still  looking  eagerly
around. She had stopped to examine the fireplace on the
eastern wall.

”It is a fireplace,” replied Dokhar. “On the lowlands it
would not  have much use,  but  up here the nights may
occasionally be cool enough that it is comfortable to have
the fire lit. Breith comes from the distant north where the
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fireplaces are quite common, and perhaps he wanted to
build here a memory of the lands of his birth.

“An open fire inside a house,” wondered Melit aloud.
“That I have not seen before.”

“So  you  do  not  have  fireplaces  in  the  air?”  asked
Thain.

“No.  I  have  seen  some  small,  closed  burners,  but
nothing that could be compared with this.”

“We can try it this night,” suggested Dokhar. “It is not
very cold now, but scarcely too hot, either.”

“Breith  comes  from north?”  said  Khad.  “So that  is
why the house is also so much firmer than the lowland
houses.”

“Are you not from north yourself?” asked Thain.
“I  am,  but  probably  not  even  nearly  as  north  as

Breith.”
Dokhar  visited  his  own  equipment  package  and

returned  with  a  fabric  pouch  and  a  jar  of  thick,  pale
liquid.

“Tuft  onions,  fluffstem,  and  a  couple  of  other
vegetables,” he explained. “And wood cream. I thought
to bake a pie that fits the taste of everyone. The rest of
the ingredients are probably available here.”

“Excellent thinking,” said Thain.
“Why  don’t  you  light  the  fire  with  Khad  to  the

fireplace and fix the bath. I will bake. That way Melit can
bathe as the first one.”

“And what is my task?” asked Melit.
“Relax  thoroughly so  that  you  can  eat  well,”  gave

Dokhar his order to her.
“I will do so,” replied Melit with a broad smile. “But

do not make that a habit.”
It was obvious that Thain had not praised the bathing

facilities of the house without reason; the noble materials,
extensive  equipment  and  lavish  use  of  space  had
imprssed  the  bathers.  Dokhar  and  his  companions
returned pleased and refreshed to the main room where
Melit already sat in front of the fireplace looking at the
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fire as if out of a habit.
“This is an entertaining invention,” lauded Melit the

fireplace as the others grouped to make her a company.
Dokhar fetched the already baked pie for the others.

They dined  leisurely and  listened  to  Melit’s  stories
about the world of the air folk. Little by little the mystery
veiling the unknown folk had began to fade, yielding to
the  clear  and  obvious  but  not  any  less  fascinating
familiarity.  Besides  everyday life,  Melit  conveyed  also
the culture of the air folk to her insatiable audience: that
evening she told a very old tale about a crow that went to
extremities  in  it  effort  to  gain  the  friendship  of  gulls.
Dokhar smiled at the probably universal topicality of the
story. It was also comforting for him to see that they were
not the only people who had had to face the problem of
unreachable neighbours.

The thirtieth stound of the day, midnight, was already
near when they wished each other good night,  went to
their beds and fell into a sleep that was luxuriously deep
and peaceful for refugees.

* * *

Dokhar paced slowly to and fro at the side of the table
while the other eight people sat at it listening to him. The
mountain  lodge  did  not  have  seats  for  real  group
meetings,  so  the  last  comer  had  taken  a  folded  bed
bottom for his seat.

“Our discussion with the rest of the society is known
to peter out right in the beginning, as the people shut their
ears  already  at  hearing  the  word  ‘air  folk’,”  mused
Dokhar while pacing. “Now the situation is much better
for us, as we have Melit here with us. The beginning of
our path is not any smoother than before, but how about
if  we  this  time  try  to  walk  it  from  the  end  to  the
beginning?”

“How can anyone be offered the end if he does not
accept even the beginning?” asked a young woman, at the
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right from Dokhar.
“Think about how you became the members of this

group. All of you have grown in a society which averts
the air folk as a deadly disease. It is a rule, an accepted
way to live. Still you were bothered by it until you finally
took  the  critical  step  and  looked  at  the  matters  from
another angle. You had the need for it, and so have many
others, even though they are not yet mutinous enough to
act on the matter. Who would not want peace from fear
and rest from an endless striving? That is how we know
that even though the beginning, meeting the air folk, is
not to the liking of our society, the end, reconciliation and
friendship with the air folk, is even more desirable to all.
That is why I suggest that we offer to the others first the
friendship and after that the knowledge about their new
friends.”

“How are you going to introduce the air folk to the
world if you cannot even mention its name?” asked the
woman. “How can you be acquainted with a companion
that remains unknown?”

“When I  was  introduced with you,  the  first  thing  I
learnt of you were your warm thoughts for the air folk.
After that I read an essay you had written. Then I met
your parents. It was only after that that I saw you, and
finally I heard that your name is Biant and that you live
on the northern side of Arching Rapids. These things that
are usually told in the beginning I got to know as the last
ones,  but  yet  the  things  I  heard  first  told  much  more
about you than the last ones. I think we can do the same
with the air folk: first the people have to learn what they
are missing when they shut their ears, and later that they
are convinced that they do not want to give up what they
got, we can tell who they are who brought this treasure to
them through their companionship.

“How do we start?” asked Biant.  “I  can see only a
blank wall in front of us.”

“Do  you  remember  moments  of  your  life  that  you
have experienced or understood things in an especially
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powerful way?”
There was silence for a moment. The people around

the table were glancing at each other.
“Music is a thing that has a strong effect on me,” said

Biant.  “Especially  Phraid’s  ‘Wordless  Songs’
occasionally move me almost to tears. But can we state
our message in the form of music?”

“Music  is  nevertheless  a  very  notable  conveyor  of
thoughts,  as  it  touches  people’s  minds  at  a  very deep
level. And what do you others think?”

“The  most  powerful  messages  get  often  delivered
between the words or even past them,” thought the black-
bearded  man  opposite  to  Dokhar.  “From plays,  songs,
even everyday activities when they are done at the right
time in the right place.”

“So it is,” replied Dokhar. “There are many ways to
express our will, and because our sccess depends on how
well we manage to convey our will, we have to use all
available  means  for  it.  People  must  be  made  to  think
about it with their whole brains, not just with that little
part where the horror scenes of the history loom. First we
must gain the people’s attention, wake up their interest.
After that we can move to methods which are more subtle
but not less powerful. How can we then wake up people’s
interest to begin?”

“Let’s entertain them,” suggested a youth next to the
black-bearded man.  “What  entertains  will  also interest,
especially if the topic is relevant to the audience.”

“Undoubtedly,” thought Dokhar. “We must only know
how  to  entertain  each  people.  There  are  things  to
entertain  children,  others  for  the  youth,  and  third  the
grown-ups. Who of them are we able to entertain at all?
Perhaps  all,  as  we  have  with  us  an  undeniably
multitalented group of people.”

“The young are probably the most eager to search and
wonder all kinds of new things,” said the black-bearded
man and glanced at the youth with a comradely twinkle
in his eye, as if to reassure that he too was still young. “It
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is  their  way  to  live  and  experience  the  world,  and
therefore  it  might  benefit  us  to  introduce  ourselves  as
something new and different. They could be an opportune
audience for us.,”

“There  is  much  thought  in  that,”  replied  Dokhar
pensively. “How about if we indeed approach the young
first?  As  you  said,  for  them it  is  fun  and  exciting  to
stretch the limits of their own daring, and they may be a
safer discussion companion for us, if the things do not go
the way we wish.”

“Do we know that  they want to stretch their  daring
just with our help?” asked Biant.

“Please tell what is the latest topic of interest among
the  youth,”  asked  Dokhar  the  youth  that  had  spoken
earlier.

“My younger  friends  at  least  visited  frequently the
stage of Woodland to listen to a singer wearing a leather
cloak  coming from the distant  south.  There  was much
talking  about  him,  and  for  a  while  he  got  even  two
imitators.”

“Think about it!” said Dokhar. “If a single harbinger
of  distant  lands  gets  the  attention of  the  whole  region
with a few songs, what would happen when Melit gets on
the stage?”

“It could happen, for example, that she gets revealed,”
suspected Biant.

“We  take  a  risk  when  we  make  our  appearance,”
admitted Dokhar. “But Melit has told me that she already
tried the approach among her workmates, and with quite
a  hair-raising  way,  if  I  may  say  so.  The  results  were
encouraging  anyway,  as  her  companion’s  belief  in  the
invariability of life protected Melit, and it is my thought
that  it  will  protect  also us just  long enough to get  our
message delivered extensively enough.”

“Will we go to the Woodland stage?” asked Biant.
“For example. Our chasers scarcely look for us there,

as for them it is just one performance among others. Our
intended  audience  instead  I  believe  we  wil  reach
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effectively.  If  we  announce  our  performance  visibly
enough in  advance,  we  will  have  a  lot  of  predisposed
audience.  We  will  give  them  a  real  flood  of  new
influence.  Besides,  Melit  can  already  with  her  mere
presence convey to them many such things that we could
never describe to them in words. We will take care that
they get as many new things to see and hear as they can
receive, and when the truth begins to dawn upon them out
of the sheer mass of the influence, they no longer shun
the folk from which they got all of it. If inside them there
will  ignite  a  hunger  of  friendship  and  the  zeal  of  the
thought,  they  will  also  become  the  motor  of  our
strivings.”

“You have to squeeze Melit rather dry before you get
the  ingredients  for  the  flood  of  influence  you  want,”
reminded the black-bearded man.

“We already have much. Now we have to hone it to a
more useful shape. Each of you can do the part that fits
your abilities, and soon we will have still more people to
join us in the effort.”

“And Melit?” asked Biant. “Do you want to perform
for the audience?”

“I  want  to  do  whatever  is  helpful  for  reaching  our
goal, but I am not at all sure if my skills suffice for any
kind of performance,” promised Melit.

“We already know they suffice,” assured Dokahr. “It
is  only  the  matter  of  what  will  be  included  in  your
program on the stage. We can make here many different
drafts  that  begin  to  give  the  shape  to  the  actual
performance.  And  you,  Melit,  I  ask  to  tell  us  if  any
suitable tales or snippets of poetry or songs come to your
mind  so  that  we  can  make  a  translation  or  adaptation
from them for the performance.”

“I surely will,” assured Melit.
“You will  have plenty to do anyway, as you are the

most central person also during the preparations. I have
here some notes of our discussions to be considered at
this phase.”
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“Should all of her performance be even translated?”
asked the youth next to the blackbearded man. “Couldn’t
she perform something even in her mother tongue?”

“Good idea,” said Dokhar. “They will not understand
it as even we do not understand it yet, but I believe it will
have the same impact on them as it has on us. A language
can convey many things even when not a single word is
understood of it.”

“I, too, don’t know of it more than a few names, and I
probably utter even them wrong,” said Biant sheepishly
to Melit. “But your name is fortunately easy to say even
for me. What does it mean?”

“My mother told me that  it  is  a name for a certain
yellow hue,” replied Melit. “It is a rather old word, and it
cannot be often heard in our language today. My teacher
of  ancient  languages  assumed  that  it  comes  from  the
Earth, and besides the hue it could also mean honey, or to
be the name  of  an island  in  the  Mediterranean Sea  of
Earth.”

“A great variety,” said Khad sitting next to Melit. “I
do not have any idea about what my name means. About
Dokhar’s name I heard it means ‘forerunner’, which was
probably  more  apposite  than  his  parents  could  guess
when giving it.”

“My  strangely  formed  name  has  been  wondered,”
admitted Dokhar.  “My mother  is  a person of tradition,
and  I  do  not  mind  getting  my  share  of  what  her
aspirations  bring.  It  may benefit  us  to  examine  names
further, as names are an important part of culture.”

“Should our performance have some kind of theme?”
asked Biant.

“Undoubtedly  it  should.  Do  you  have  any
suggestions?”

Expectant  looks  went  round  the  group.  The  black-
bearded man finally took the word.

“Perhaps the performance should have historic depth.
We and the air folk are known to be children of the same
planet of birth, and there must have been a time that we
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lived  among  each  others.  We  could  begin  our  ladling
there and go on describing the history of both people, not
with words, but for example with feelings. We all have,
not only conscious, but also subconscious image of our
past, some kind of culture memory that will undoubtedly
be strongly touched by even a metaphorical review of the
history.”

“Who of us know the history best?” asked Dokhar.
“It is good to remember the Archive, too,” reminded

Khad. “There is an unbelievable amount of material that
is useful for that very purpose. Even thiugh the Archive is
quite far from here, we could at some point fly there.”

“Indeed,”  said  Dokhar.  “And  you  already  have
connections for it, if I remember correctly. We will surely
visit  the  place.  When  we  have  to  deal  with  material
sensitive to the society, it is better you do the talking and
material collecting so that the sudden interest of us others
does not raise unnecessary suspicions.”

“Very well, but what to do when our histories go on
diverging toward the end?” said Biant. “Our purpose is to
encourage, not to depress our audience.”

“Then we must find som common surface of contact,”
commented Dokhar.

“Flying?” suggested Khad. “We are near Flight City.
Flying  is  always  a  popular  topic  here,  and  Melit  can
surely  talk  and  even  sing  about  it  in  a  much  more
touching way than any of us.”

“Good! Let’s keep that in our minds!” said Dokhar.
“So  our  performance  will  have  at  least  music,”

noticed the black-bearded man. “And so should it. And
what else? Stage setups and costumes? Colours for eyes
and fragrances for nose? Something to eat, perhaps?”

“I try to make for us something familiar to my folk
these days  so that  you can estimate  what  the audience
would think about its taste,” suggested Melit. “First we
must get the right kinds of ingredients.”

“This  is  a  good  start  of  our  work,”  commented
Dokhar. “Shall we begin with the music?”
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“Let’s  do so,”  said the  black-bearded man on other
people’s  behalf.  They  gathered  closer  to  the  table  to
examine the notes Dokhar had spread on it. One of the
people brought to the table also two pens and a stack of
blank ethenite sheets.

They  reviewed  together  old  and  new  songs  and
examined their messages and suitability for the purpose.
Melit told to them as extensively about the music of the
air folk as she managed to remember, and for the great
joy  of  their  two  musically  proficient  members  also
introduced them with the musical notation of the air folk.
The work carried them away so that they barely marked
the passage of time. Only the day turning into evening
brought them back to the everyday reality. Some of the
people left to return home, but Dokhar, Arghe, and Thain
remained in the mountain lodge in the company of Khad
and  Melit.  Dokhar  stored  carefully  their  work  results
among his equipment, and so they were left waiting for
the next day to get the planning work into full speed.

* * *

Two busy days of planning had passed. Khad sat at the
wall leaning on it, digesting the multitude of topics they
had discussed. The performance that in the beginning of
the previous day did not exist yet was already getting a
shape.  Especially  the  latest  entries,  songs  from Melit,
possibly because of their  different,  appealing melodies,
were left echoing in his mind. It was easy to believe that
also  their  future  audience  would  receive  them and the
other parts of the performance with the same enthusiasm
that they themselves did.

Melit  sat  at  a  window looking at  the  garden where
Dokhar and Thain refreshed their brains exhausted at the
work by a brisk ball game.

“Do  not  hesitate  to  join  if  you  like  ball  games,”
encouraged Khad her. “You are also equally welcome to
look at the gam closer.”
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“It is a pleasure to be outdoors,” admitted Melit. “The
mere lying down among weeds or leaning against a tree
have  been  rare  experiences  for  me,  and  here  on  the
ground I have been able to do both as much as I have
wanted. This time I think I will wait until twilight before
I get out.”

“Perhaps you do not need to be so cautious here in the
wilderness.  Our  searchers  scarcely  bother  to  comb
through uninhabited expanse after another. The continent
is large and the people on it very small, and mostly out of
sight. Even this very house is hard to notice from air as
well as from the ground, unless one passes it very close.”

Khad got up from his seat and came to the opposite
edge of the window to look out likewise.

“Put on a sunshade hat and a wind cloak, and take a
staff in your hand, and the outsiders think you are an old
grandma,”  he  continued.  “Me  could  even  take  a  walk
together, a grandmother and a grandson.”

“Could  I  walk all  the  way in steps  heavy with  old
age?” said Melit grinning at Khad’s thought. “There is a
saying among us that even a block of wood glides further
than a lie.”

“You  are  right,”  admitted  Khad.  “But  your  folk
members are quite keen observers if they can see from
the air who there is under the cloak.”

“How about if I leave before sunset and return after it?
I can see the evening, and my return is not easy to notice
in the twilight.”

“Excellent thought,” replied Khad.
Melit’s  joy  was  brief,  because  at  the  moment

something outside made her startle.
“I think that an airplane flew in front of the sun,” she

said alerted by her notion.
Khad squinted his eyes and gazed the western sky, but

did not notice anything.
“If  I  remember  correctly,  the  airplane  flying  to

Backwood Field crosses this region when it does not need
to  take  another  route,”  he  mused  in  a  soothing  voice.
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“You may have seen that airplane.”
“Perhaps,”  replied  Melit,  not  sounding  very

convinced.
Dokhar and Thain had obviously finished their game,

as their exercise had faded into a lazy ball-bouncing, and
discussion got much more of their attention than the soft-
rubber ball.

“I  go and ask if Dokhar won as he promised,” said
Khad looking at the players. He started toward the door.

“Don’t  go!” said Melit.  Her voice was quiet  but  its
alarmed tone stopped Khad as if he had hit a wall.

“Did you see something?” asked Khad and returned to
the window. Melit did not need to answer him, as at the
very moment Khad saw it himself: a shadow flitted oer
them and made  also the people  outside freeze.  On the
heels of the shadow there was a soft swish and a number
of small air vortices twirling the weeds growing nearby.

Over them had swept an airplane of the air folk, as
low as it was possible to fly above mountainous terrain
without losing one’s life. Dokhar and Thain understood to
not rush in as long as the airplane was within sight, but
they turned their backs to it and even tilted their heads
forward. Only when the airplane had turned into a daring-
looking veering glide following the shape of the southern
slope  and  disappeared  behind  it  did  the  two  come  in
without wasting time.

“It was of them,” sighed Dokhar in a tone mixed with
startlement  and  disappointment.  “How did  they get  an
idea to come to fly here?”

“Perhaps they indeed have decided to comb through
the whole continent,” guessed Khad remorsefully.

“I  have  obviously  estimated  the  situation  wrong,”
commented Dokhar. “We must  leave as soon as it  gets
dark. One does not even hear those airplanes when they
approach!”

“Where shall we go?” asked Thain.
“Let’s take them to Grem’s home this night. For the

tomorrow we have to negotiate with the others. Probably
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we  will  place  them  into  one  of  the  small  villages.  I
thought we could do so after we get the common people
to trust Melit, but now we may have to try it somewhat
ahead of time.”

“Shall we gather our things already?” asked Khad.
“Let’s do do,” replied Dokhar. “I am sorry that your

stay here was interrupted like this,  but  we are all  now
victims of the circumstances.”

They started immediately to clean the house and pack
their belongings. Passing a window they always stopped
to glance if in the twilight of the evening there would be
wanderers that they would not want to notice them. Soon
their chores were completed and they waited in silence at
the window that the western horizon glowing red would
turn night blue.

On  their  latitude  the  evening  darkened  mercifully
quickly, and soon they could move outside of the house
and settle into a quad barely large enough for them and
their  belongings,  Khad and Melit  to back,  and Dokhar
and Thain in front.

“This  will  become  a  trip  indeed,”  grunted  Dokhar.
“We have  to  drie  without  the  headlights  at  least  until
Shuant’s  ranch,  and  preferably even further,  if  we  can
make it.”

“Without  lights  in  that  one?”  said  Thain  appalled.
“Quite  soon I  cannot  even see  which  way the  road  is
going.”

“If we cannot see, we must listen,” replied Dokhar. “I
will keep the door ajar and drive very slowly so that I can
correct the direction before we slip out of the road. If I
switch  the  lights  on  now,  it  would  be  like  a  shout  of
invitation to any possible observers.”

“Will they know that it is us?”
“Perhaps not. But who of us wants to try it?”
A twinkle in Thain’s eyes told that he got an idea.
“Wait a moment,” he asked. “I get a thing to help us.”
Thain got out of the quad and went round the house to

the  other  side.  After  a  while  he  returned  with  a  thin,
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springy twig.
“If you can drive with one hand, you can keep this

against  the ground through the open door with another
hand,” he said and gave the twig to Dokhar.

“Let’s try it,” consented Dokhar. “Thank you! Are we
ready to depart?”

“On my behalf yes,” replied Khad.
“All right,” said Dokhar and inched the uad out of the

mountain lodge yard with the twig scraping the ground.
“I  wonder  if  the  air  folk  has  any  night  vision

equipment?” asked Thain Melit.
“I do not know,” replied Melit. “If we have, I guess

they are now in use. We may have many devices that I do
not know.”

“Remember to make pauses between your sentences
so that I can hear where we  are going,” asked Dokhar.
“And be areful about your words in general, as now they
can be heard outside.”

“At least  right  above us there has been nothing but
that one airplane,” said Thain lowering his voice to the
level of the rasp of the twig. “Fortunately nothing can be
hidden in the air.”

“Perhaps something can,” replied Melit.
“Tell us, too,” asked Dokhar interested.
“From  the  floating  material  it  is  possible  to  make

temporary wisps of cloud that look real, at least in high
altitudes,” told Melit. “The mock cloud can carry with it
a  little  bit  of  extra  weight,  and  when  the  cloud is  no
longer needed, it disperses slowly.”

“Mock cloud?” snorted Dokhar. “Our work gets more
challenging  all  the  time.  How large part  of  the  clouds
may already be artificial?”

“Mock  clouds  have  not  been  made  often,”  calmed
Melit him. “I have so far never seen one of them. I hae
merely heard that they can be made.”

The  sound  of  the  twig  extending  out  of  the  door
became mellower and more uneven, and the quad swayed
a little. Dokhar corrected the direction carefully to right.
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“On the western slope we might have better to stay all
the way to the left edge of the road,” he pondered aloud.
“If I remember right, the downhill side has been rimmed,
in some places even fenced, but I still would not want to
run at the edge of a precipice completely blind.”

A deep twilight prevailed inside the quad. Light came
mostly from the controls. Outside the darkness was yet
deeper, as the only source of the light was the starry sky,
and even that partially cut off by the shapes of the terrain.
Dokhar peered into the darkness trying to anticipate the
direction of the road. Khad could already feel the fatigue
creeping into his  eyelids  in  the  middle  of the  peaceful
twilight.

“How  much  speed  do  we  have?”  asked  Thain  of
Dokhar.

“About five,” he replied. “A jogger could overtake us.
When we come to the slopes below, I can try a little faster
speeds.”

The trip went on, mostly with no other sound but the
quiet  rustling  of  the  wheels  of  the  quad.  Occasionally
Dokhar and Thain talked with each other this and that  to
keep each  other  awake.  Khad  was  already asleep,  and
after a while also Melit encouraged herself to leave the
vigilance to her friends and put her head into the corner
of the seat and the wall. Measure after another was left
behind,  when  downhill,  when  uphill.  Finally  Dokhar
could  stop  the  quad,  take  a  deep  breath  after  his
demanding task, and throw the twig to the roadside after
its long service. For a moment he kept his finger on the
switch,  and  then  he  determinedly  switched  on  the
headlights of the quad. After the darkness the stream of
light seemed sparklingly bright.

“Off  we  go!”  he  said  satisfied  and  accelerated  the
quad to a decent speed.
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15
Six men, all deadly serious were sitting at the table in

the  main  room of  a  small,  lonely house.  On the  table
there had been spread a few ethenite sheets,  and at the
end of the table, in the hand of a man with stern eyes,
there was one more sheet. He was reading it aloud to the
others.

“Activities in the Flight City continue,” he condensed
the text contents. “The flying altitudes of the air folk have
lowered at the lowest even below two hundred measures.
Besides  that  several  immobile  sphere-shaped  devices
have been seen hovering in various parts of the region.”

“There they come,” said another. “We have to believe
it. And eventually it was bound to happen.”

“It  looks  to  the  guardians  that  the  activity  is
concentrating especially to the vicinity of the Flight City.
We  have  to  concentrate  our  attention  there  acordingly.
The  opponent  is  still  not  further  than  in  the  scouting
phase, but there is little of time, and we must begin our
preparations immediately if we want to make it.”

The speaker put the sheet down.
“As  you  know,  the  manager  of  the  gas  factory

changed a few days ago,” he continued. “Now it is time
for you to know that  the change was accomplished by
me, Ping, and Duat. This matter will be kept between us,
and it will not be told to anybody else, not even the new
members that may come among us. The other members
of Guard will  be satisfied with the knowledge that  the
matters  in  this  branch  of  industry  have  now  been
arranged. The new manager of the factory is Solph.”

“For what shall we use the gas factory, then?” asked
the man at the opposite side the new manager who was
sitting at the speaker’s right side.

“At the moment we are rather defenceless against an
unknown threat,” explained Solph. “We need a means to
frighten a possible attacker so thoroughly and totally that
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further  threatening  would  be  out  of  the  question.  The
means making this possible will be manufactured in the
gas factory besides its normal operation.”

“And what is it?”
“A mist  bomb,”  replied  Solph  curtly  and  drew out

among the sheets on the table a schematic drawing. “We
need  an  explosion,  as  showy  and  overwhelming  as
possible. It is easiest to produce with just the substances
coming from the gas factory. In this picture you can see a
container  filled  with  a  very  flammable  liquid.  At  the
bottom there is an airtight bag, and in the bag there is a
double container that will break at an impact. When this
device is dropped on a solid surface, the double container
will break, the substances in them will ignite and develop
a  large  amount  of  high-pressure  gas.  This  gas  will
squeeze the surrounding liquid through the fine-meshed
sieve at the mouth of the large container. When the liquid
has left the container, the bag inside it will burn asunder
and the  burning  gas  will  erupt  as  a  jet  of  fire,  in  the
middle of the flammable liquid that has spread around the
target  as a cloud of fine droplets.  That  will  result  in a
very powerful explosion that will destroy the target both
with the effects of heat and pressure.”

Accepting  grunts  came  from the  group.  Guard  was
right  from the beginning assembled so unanimous that
most  of  the  matters  could  be  handled  by  simply
announcing them as ready-made decisions.

The settlers had the idea to live in their  new world
completely without armed forces, but as the threat above
its heads suddenly exceeded its tolerance, the most alert
ones of various regions decided that something must be
finally  done  to  fend  it  off,  even  if  it  would  take  the
following the model  of  the  ancient  Earth.  The defence
force  was  established  the  same  way  as  the  settlers’
temporary  governing  organizations,  locally  and  on  the
decision of the people who saw the need. The sensitivity
of  the  situation  and  the  common  aversion  of  warfare
demanded, however, that the defence network, minimal
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by the manpower but unanimous in its decisions,had to
be established in secrecy, until the others might become
ready to take the arms. Because of the demands of the
defensive  work  a  central  leadership  was  exceptionally
nominated for the network. Guard was born.

“The  manufacturing  of  the  substance  begins  today
already,” said the first speaker. “The manufacturers, who
do  not  belong  to  Guard,  will  be  given  some  suitable
purpose for an explanation,  and the solid parts  will  be
obtained from other deliverers,  again for some suitable
purpose. The ready-made bombs will be stored at a place
where they can be at the need got immediately up to the
air and dropped on their targets.”

“What will be the first target?” asked the man on his
left side.

“We begin with an unmanned or minimally manned
target near Flight City in a situation where the members
of the opposite side see it as clearly as possible. The site
must be outside the inhabited zone, because the explosion
will be powerful enough to injure the buildings and the
population on the ground.”

“When will it happen?”
“On my or Solph’s command. The command must be

given personally, one given through intermediates will in
this case not be valid.”

“And if the opponent does not give up?”
“Our hope is in that they understand to give up. If it

does not give up, we have to strike a few times more, to
more sensitive targets. The confrontation must be brought
to  an  end immediately,  because  otherwise  we  will  not
survive. We do not have armories like they had on the
Earth.  Our  best  defence  is  to  give  an  impression  of
crushingly superior power.”

“Could they have a way to prevent the explosions?”
“I do not know. If they are technically so much ahead

of us, there is nothing we can do for it. Then the conflict
will escalate planetwide; may anyone save himself if he
can.”
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“Perhaps one should prepare for that possibility, too.”
“If it happens, Guard will take the extent of authority

it can, and the rest can arm themselves with what they
happen to find. In practice that probably means impact
weapons. The industry subject to Guard will be run at top
speed  to  produce  various  explosives  and  the  airplanes
will  be  reserved  to  take  them  to  their  targets.  This
preparation should have been done long ago, but as we
continuously  beware  giving  the  opponent  a  wrong
impression, the work remains to be done at this stage.”

“Better late than never.”
“I see it the same way. Does anyone have questions or

suggestions?”
The men remained silent and glanced at each other.
“None,” noticed the speaker and picked up the next

sheet. “Then we can move to discuss the organizing of
our division on the northern side of Flight City.”

* * *

“So there!” said Rhavalt closing the door behind him
when he arrived to the office room of the traffic manager
Kanidam. “Now that I am present in flesh and blood I
hope that our discussion succeeds a little better than our
previous attempts. Could you now tell  me where I can
find  Melit?”  Rhavalt  was  speaking  in  a  consciously
subdued manner,  but  the stringent twang of suppressed
rage could be heard in his voice.

Kanidam’s face showed that Rhavalt had managed to
surprise him by his arrival, and the surprise was far from
being a pleasant one.

“You bothered yourself  in vain coming this far,” he
said in  almost  commiserating voice.  “I  cannot  tell  you
more than I did over the ray link: I do not know where
Melit is, and nor do I know when she returns.”

“I  do not  feel  like believing what  you say,” replied
Rhavalt.  “If  there  is  someone  whose  whereabouts  you
know, that one will be Melit. I am not stupid enough to
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not know how she is regarded here.”
“It  is  true that  her  presence here makes it  easier  to

keep an eye on her,” admitted Kanidam. “But her very
presence here also gives her the best freedom to move
without  restrictions.  We  are  not  monitoring  her
movements except for flying.”

“Before  I  came  to  your  office  I  made  a  brief
interiewing round here on Terlen, and I am coming to the
impression that Melit at least is not here. I think you are a
most suitable person to tell me where she has been taken.
And before you answer, remember that your group was
acting at the extreme limit of its mandate already when
transferring  her  here.  Any  deprivation  of  liberty
exceeding that could result in surprising trouble to all of
you.”

Kanidam got  up  and came  to  the  side  of  his  desk.
Though  he  was  even  that  way  slightly  shorter  than
Rhavalt,  at  least  Rhavalt  could  no  longer  look at  him
from above.

“Trouble?” Kanidam asked. “For the whole time there
has  been  no  trouble  promised  for  us.  Only  you  are
threatening us with such. I wonder how you get your own
mandate to cause them. As far as I know you are some
kind  of  workshop  keeper.  Since  when  has  your  job
description  included  travelling  the  planet  to  threaten
recognized incumbents with trouble?”

An  ice-cold  semblance  of  a  smile  flitted  over
Rhavalt’s face before he replied.

“You  just  became  the  fifth  person  who  take  this
interesting angle during these three days.  Yes indeed,  I
am a workshop keeper. Does it mean that I have to spend
my  life  inside  the  workshop?  And  you  are  a  traffic
manager. I presume you should sit neatly at your flight
allocation tables and not play games with other people’s
fates. Tell me first where you got your mandate for that.”

“You may not be interested in such a mundane side
issues as the survival of our folk, but perhaps you forgive
that I and many others living here are interested in it. To

216



us it is a part of our humanity.”
“So,  if  you want  to  see  my mandate,  I  can arrange

that. This time I came here alone, but if I have to return
empty-handed,  I  will  come here  again,  and that  time I
will be accompanied with residence manager Eremart en
Medilon and alliance coordinator Amnaldin en Beletor.
As long as Terlen is on its voyage above the ocean and its
term contracts are effective, their mandate will be amply
sufficient,  for example,  to eict you from both your job
and from the whole Terlen. And as you may have heard,
it  is  important  to  them  that  the  matters  are  handled
soundly and people are treated fairly.”

Kanidam stared Rhavalt assessingly. Rhavalt had not
yielded as easily as he had assumed. He might become a
major source of headache if a way to cleanly remove him
from the process could not be found.

“If Melit’s dispositions require official attention, the
matter will be handled by those in charge of them,” he
said to Rhavalt. “You are not the person who is in charge
of them.”

“Then you can tell me who are in charge so that I...
well, there comes Bellermon whom I invited to join us!”

The  door  opened a  bit  and  was  closed  again  when
route planner Bellermon came to the office room.

“Rhavalt has given us threats of all sorts about what
will  happen if  we  do  not  deliver  Melit  to  him,”  gave
Kanidam an account of their discussion to Bellermon.

“I am talking mainly about you,” reminded Rhavalt.
“Carry your responsibility and do not hide into a faceless
group! You can surely say also ‘I’ and not only ‘we’.”

“If you have not found Melit here, she is obviously on
a work trip or meeting someone,” said Bellermon. If he
felt  toward  Rhavalt  resentment  similar  to  that  of
Kanidam,  he  could  at  least  conceal  it  much  more
skilfully. “Besides, Terlen is large enough a society that
Melit can be for a while out of our contact even inside it.
She will appear if you wait patiently.”

“Nobody else has been as long time as completely out
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of  contact,”  fended  Rhavalt  the  claim  off.  “And
especially you ought to know where she is as you have
taken it  your task to guard her.  If you subject her to a
power,  you  will  also  get  the  responsibility  that  comes
with the power.”

Rhavalt  settled  himself  to  lean  against  a  wall,
wondering how long he would have to ram against the
wall  of  closed-mindedness  that  his  talking companions
had  erected.  Nobody  managet  to  get  the  net  word,
because at the moment there was a knock on the door.
Sembrehat peeked in.

“I just saw Bellermon coming here,” he said. “I hope I
did not interrupt you too badly. What were you talking
about?”

“About Melit,” replied Bellermon curtly and nodded
towards Rhavalt.

“A splendid coincidence,” said Sembrehat and stepped
it.  “I  have  here  a  synopsis  of  the  results  of  the  latest
search flights. Nothing revolutionary has been...”

Sembrehat halted surprised when both Kanidam and
Bellermon seemed to draw a breath simultaneously. Then
he turrned his eyes to the left and noticed Rhavalt. Then
it was his turn to draw a breath.

“Search flights?” Rhavalt’s quiet voice reminded of a
sharp knife softly touching a neck artery. “Now we are
finally coming to the gist of the matter!”

Thoroughly confused Sembrehat opened his mouth as
if to be about to say something, but close it again seeing
that there was nothing left to do to correct his mistake.

“Would you now explain to me why search flights are
necessary to find Melit?” said Rhavalt to Kanidam.

“Melit has disappeared,” began Kanidam with a heavy
sigh. “It is obvious that she has left Terlen on her own,
with a self-made glider. The glider, or parts of it, were
found discarded on the shore of Stripland. As we have not
managed  to  see  her  in  the  vicinity  of  Stripland  either
living or dead, we find it evident that she had got to the
continent,  presumably on  a  ship.  We do not  know her
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location, but the results of the searchers suggest that it is
most useful to search her in the vicinity of the habitation
that we call Traffic Center.”

To  their  surprise  Rhavalt  did  not  dash  to  attack
anyone.  On  the  contrary,  a  pensive,  almost  dreaming
expression kindled in his eyes.

“Who knows, perhaps this will become the best that
has happened to our society in our whole history on this
planet,”  he  said.  “Her  fate  is  quite  heavy  on  her
shoulders, but perhaps she has contrary to our thoughts
enough power to bear it. At least it is comforting to me to
know that she chose this lot by herself.”

“The best?” said Kanidam astonished.  “What in the
threat of mass destruction is the best for us? I begin to be
worried about your mental sanity.”

“The desire to live is often a greater power than the
fright of death, and it surely produces much better fruit.
You may have succeeded in quenching each other’s will,
but none of us could dishearten Melit. I wish that she has
succeeded in her endeavour and is now doing the very
thing that we should have done but for which our courage
did  not  suffice:  greeting  the  ground-dwellers  on  our
behalf.”

“Perhaps we should keep here you instead of Melit,”
said Kanidam in gloomy thoughts.

“Do  you  believe  that  you  could  that  way  turn  the
course of the events in the direction of your desire?”

“At least I would be acting for the best of my folk.”
“We do not need to arue this matter further,” pacified

Bellermon  them.  “Let’s  search  for  Melit  and  prepare
ourselves for the worst. Both matters are urgent, and we
cannot afford wasting our time and powers in defiance. I
suggest that yo,  Rhavalt, return to your work. You will
hear about Melit in the due time if we get her up here
again.”

“I will  begin my return trip,” said Rhavalt.  “I  do it
now with  a  lighter  heart  that  I  got  to  know the  most
important  thing  about  Melit.  And  you,  too,  have  now
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learnt that even though Melit has obviously been on the
ground for a good while already, there has been no din of
combat anywhere else but in this room. The future does
not need to emerge on the conditions we set for it. Think
about it.”

Rhavalt  turned  and  left  to  the  door.  Only when  he
stepped  outside  Kanidam’s  unblinking  stare  detached
from him, to fix next on Sembrehat.

* * *

“We have got a good number of people here,” noticed
Dokhar  to  his  friends  behind  him  when  he  peeked
through the curtain of the stage wall onto the stage itself.

“It  seems  that  the  announcements  were  skilfully
written,” said Khad.

Also  Melit  glanced  cautiously  the  audience  from
behind the backs of Dokhar and Arghe. She was wearing
a brownish yellow costume, with a slight golden sheen.
Two experts of style in the secret society had made it for
her performance together.

“Do you feel tense?” asked Dokhar of Melit.
“No more,” replied Melit. “I have got plenty of good

exercise.”
“Good,”  replied  Dokhar  thinking  in  his  mind  that

Melit had a much better reason for tenseness than anyone
other of them: she was about to step in front of a large
and unpredictable group of settlers. “These are easygoing
people. You can be with them as any of the others.”

“Fifteenth  stound,”  announced  Reth  looking  at  his
watch.

“Then  we  have  to  welcome  them,”  commented
Dokhar and perked up his clothing before stepped on the
stage from the side of the curtain.

The others as well as Dokhar himself had memorized
his  speech,  as  they had  been  writing  it  together.  They
followed the expressions of the audience from the gap of
the  curtain  when  Dokhar  was  preparing  them  for  the
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voyage of time waiting for them.
Surprisingly  many  skills  and  talents  had  appeared

from the secret society during the planning phase. Their
program, in spite of its duration of five stounds, would
probably fleet by as if on wings through its varied and
springy contents. There would be music, dance, miniature
plays, scene setting, costumes, and many other feats of
skills, all of them following their original models as far
as possible.

Khad had marveled with others at the replicas of the
original music instruments of Earth, among which there
allegedly was one or two that had actually been brought
from the Earth. His marvel turned to real astonishment
when he heard  how skilfully the  players  had  learnt  to
play  their  parts  with  them during  the  short  practising
time.  Probably the  most  impressive  of  the  instruments
was both the large bass violin, which in spite of its hefty
dimensions was actually relatively easy to carry, and its
player  who  was  wearing  a  dark,  angularly cut  ancient
dress with a necktie of glossy fabric on his neck.

The most hilarious sight was the guitar player wearing
short trousers, colourful shirt, and a wig reaching to his
shoulders,  another  sight  from  the  Earth.  The  most
pedantic   music  experts  of  the society had commented
that the guitarist  represented a genre different from the
basist,  but  because  of  the  limitedness  of  time  and
resources they decided to put the guitarist into the same
group of performers part of the time, but separated with a
sufficient distance from the others.

The  largest  exception  from  the  style,  dictated  by
necessity  was  also  the  most  bitter  one:  they  had  not
managed  to  get  anywhere  the  most  popular  stage
instrument  immediately  preceding  the  settlement  of
space,  a piano,  and had to replace it  with a deck harp
whose sound fit the purpose excellently according to the
players.

After Dokhar finished his performance Melit arrived
at the scene with four other singers and five instrument
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players.  Even  though  the  singers  formed  a  choir,  the
songs have been arranged in the way that let Melit’s part
get to the foreground alone. Their first song, whose name
they  had  with  their  best  effort  translated  as  “How
marvellous the world is” was also one of the oldest in the
program, if not the oldest; it had been composed several
decades  before  the  settlement  of  space  began.  In  the
Archive preserving ancient texts the historian Derpht had
made  for  them  a  raw  translation  from  the  lyrics  in
Swahili.  They  had  went  on  working  the  text  further
among their own group, supported by Melit’s knowledge
of  ancient  cultures.  According  to  Derpht  the  song had
been originally written in English, but the original lyrics
they could find nowhere.

Right during the first stanza they noticed that their toil
produced the fruit for which they had wished: the softly
chattering audience quieted soon completely and listened
to them very concentrated. One of the members of the
secret  society had anyway settled among the audience,
not  only  to  follow  the  total  impression  of  the
performance,  but also to monitor the audience. For the
ase  that  there  would  break  out  a  dangerous  emotion
escalating  to  an  uncontrollable  level,  a  ready-to-start
quint  with  its  driver  was  waiting  behind  the  stage  to
rescue at least Melit.

Even though the stage opened up into the air, it still
had enough wall surface to reflect the sound and to give
their playing a suitable amount of depth. Melit’s singing
voice did not sound trained, but she controlled it well and
got into it a suitable nuance for each mood.

The  pieces  to  describe  the  era  of  the  Earth  were
chosen to depict the Earth as the common living place of
all  the  human  beings.  The  truth  had,  of  course,  been
much more wretched, but their aim was to lift out of the
history the features telling about success, the self-portrait
of Mankind with which it had always been so eager to
identify, but whose identity it had so seldom been able to
enjoy.

222



From the gloomy era  of  national  ideologies,  having
begun very soon after  the  first  space  flights,  they had
only few things to perform, and even that little they had
prepared  with  utmost  care,  as  if  they  were  handling
explosives. The next topic, however, was the space that
had been an inexhaustible source of inspiration for the
Earth  artist,  and  that  topic  also  Dokhar’s  artist  friends
gave  themselves  to  describe  from the  bottom of  their
hearts. Even though it was the very space voyage that had
separated the settlers and the air folk on their two paths,
to the settlers it had been foremostly the metaphor of a
new and brighter future. This time, however, the familiar
joy of the settlement spirit was there only in a symbolic
amount, as most of the time the performers gave to the
audience  depictions  of  space  from  the  air  folk’s  own
viewpoint,  a  much  quieter  one,  but  not  any  less
impressive. The air folk had had to leave the Earth in so
much more scanty and austere circumstances that, instead
of  the  joy  spurring  the  settlers,  they  had  satisfied
themselves rather with hope.

Moving to the era of the new planet the mood of the
program  became  quickly  brighter  while  its  style
surreptitiously  moved  all  the  time  further  from  the
settlers’ own  familiar  expression.  The  atmosphere  and
flying inevitably became part of the program all the time
clearer and more extensively, but for the audience living
in the domain of busy air traffic this seemed to be a good
contact point rather than a thing to shun. The audience
got stirred to acclamation especially by the performance
of  one  of  the  secret  society member,  a  dance  moving
plastically  and  with  varying  speed,  together  with  a
feather-light bird-shaped kite slowly waving its wings.

The further the program advanced the smaller became
the portion of the material  they had acquired from the
Archive,  and  the  greater  in  importance  became
everything Melit had taught them about her own culture.
Some of te works were Melit’s own, borrowed from her
folk or produced based on its traditions, with the other
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people working mostly as proofreaders. Yet other works
had been made by the artists of the secret society, with
Melit being their teacher and judge of style.

The performance going on at the moment was “Sky-
blue  Wish”,  which  Dokhar  considered  to  be  the  most
daring  song  of  the  whole  program.  Even  in  all  of  its
ambiguity  it  told  foremostly  about  the  air  folk,  with
metaphors  that  especially now, at  the latter  half  of  the
song  were  so  close  to  the  edge  of  the  precipice  that
Dokhar  involuntarily  felt  tense  following  the
performance, even though he had witnessed the inclusion
of the song to the program. Melit was singing alone, with
a humming background choir and the orchestra playing
softly for the accompaniment. The clear timbre she was
pursuing fit excellently to the song, and in spite of the
demands of the task she moved with a trustful courage
from stanza to stanza:

“Did you hear cricket on meadow ferny
as your way saps your marrow and bone?
To your side I would come for your journey
so deserted to walk all alone.

Butterfly beats its wings to you softer.
Spare its life; it brings love, not a fight.
While you pass through the veil of years ofter,
I may cease at the falling of night.

Did you hear yonder warbler recalling?
Treasures all that the song holds within:
Berries lush, peace of groves in dusk falling.
So beloved is your land and your kin!

Words of man, song of thrush, for your hearing.
By them souls become joined yet anew.
I will answer your call with heart cheering,
in its warmth all my hope shall come true.”
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Dokhar was released from most of his worries when
the audience listened to the song all the way to the end,
silently receiving. Here and there came a few cheers, but
on that portion of the program the audience had as in an
accord  refrained  from  interrupting  the  rhythm  of  the
performance with louder acclamation.

The day was turning into night. When their program
was  coming  to  its  end,  it  was  already  the  twentieth
stound, just as Dokhar had calculated. The setting sun to
which the clouds had done the favour of staying aside,
cast golden light on the scenery around them and created
to  the  performance  area  a  very  restful  and  friendly
atmosphere  further  enhanced  by  the  listening  session
spending the energy of the audience in a favourable way.
For the final part there were reserved performances and
events to which the audience could take part; it was the
important objective of the program that the performers in
all their peculiarity would not remain “them” but would
become to the audience part of “us”.

The closing of the program consisted of the words of
gratitude, with the secret society members uttering a few
sentences each catching the turn from each other, and of
the  leisurely but  springily paced  lyric  song,  composed
especially for the evening. Except for the refrains Melit
was  singing  it  alone  even  though  the  hoarseness
threatening  her  voice  already  required  quite  a  sharp
attention to keep at bay.

In the last  stanza of the song Melit  switched to her
mother  tongue.  Her  performance  seemed  suddenly  to
gain completely new vigour and natural fluency when she
could sing in a language and with thoughts and meanings
familiar  to  her.  To  the  choir  which  joined  her  in  the
refrains the language was almost unknown, but was sung
satisfactorily on the wings of the melody. The audience
clearly  noticed  their  choice,  and  some  of  the  people
whispered to each other’s ears. They had been prepared
along the evening for the experience with a few rhymes
in ancient languages, but the song still seemed to gather
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their special attention.
The performance was ending already, but Dokhar who

got the word did not yet release the audience. The final
synopsis was still missing, the seal on their message; it
would be a song they would sing together, a song that
everyone knew, “Hymn of The Worlds”, as it was named
with a name reaching to the expanses of the space. The
song was so familiar to the audience that the words came
right from their spines, but this time it was sung against
the background of  the  program of  the  evening,  and to
their  surprise  it  became  a  song  entirely different  from
what  they expected:  earlier  its  words  telling  about  the
weaving of Mankind in the middle of the vast plenitude
of the space exhorted to look forward, but this time they
seemed to exhort also to look aside, at the people walking
together.

The program ended. The audience already waiting for
its opportunity packed tightly to the edge of the stage like
an  ocean  reaching  into  dry  land.  The  secret  society
members stepped down from the stage, in the middle of
the torrent  of  questions and congratulations.  Especially
Melit  got  expressions of gratitude in such a  flood that
Dokhar and Arghe had to pacify the most eager people at
times. When the peak of the expressions of delight was
over,  the  secret  society members  began to guide Melit
past the people climbing even on the stage. They went to
the behind of the scene.

The audience began to leave little  by little,  without
hurry  and  talking  with  each  other.  The  secret  society
members began to load their items on haulers to be taken
away.  After  a  while also Melit,  having changed to her
casual clothing, came from the rear to the stage to help in
gathering the items, but a character standing at the side of
the door halted her with her attentive stare. The one at the
door was Eoth, her workmate from the airport.

“Thank you for the impressive performance,” she said
in a quiet voice, undoubtedly meaning what she said but
her thoughts already on the following topic.
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“I am pleased that you liked it,” replied Melit. “I am
not very accustomed with performing to an audience, but
experienced company makes  it  easier.  How about  you,
how has your life been lately?”

“In the work,” said Eoth. She seemed to hesitate for a
moment, as if trying to find a right way to approach the
thing to say, but then she gathered her courage and went
to the gist of the matter without further delay: “Could you
tell me where you come from?”

Eoth’s  eyes  were  thirsty  for  the  answer,  but  how
would she receive it? Would Melit  be to her what  she
would say herself to be, or would Eoth need to dig out a
hidden truth from behind the facade of the performers?
The best answer to Eoth’s question would probably be the
one she wanted least, but that was what Melit decided to
give her.

“Would you believe if I told you?” she said. “But hear
me, quite soon you will see yourself where I come from,
and then you do not need anyone else’s assurance of the
matter.  You have introduced yourself  with me and you
know me very well;  it  is  important  that  also this final
knowledge comes from yourself.”

The answer was not to Eoth’s liking, but she accepted
it because it was given to her by her friend, surprisingly
close one in spite of the brief time they had been together.

“When do you come back to Flight City?” she asked
Melit.

“Perhaps as soon as tomorrow,” replied Melit.  “In a
few  days  in  any  case.  Shall  we  then  go  somewhere
together?”

“I am waiting for you,” said Eoth. The twinkle of light
in her eyes drove away the gnawing restlessness. They
bid their farewell, and Melit went on along the side of the
stage.

“So  you  are  ready,”  noticed  Dokhar  coming  to  her
with Arghe, carrying cleaning equipment under his arm.
“Thank you, it must have been a real effort for you, too.”
Dokhar stepped closer even though there were no longer

227



many outsiders nearby. “It seems to me that our victory is
inevitable,” he side in a lower voice and with a smile.

“Perhaps it is,” mused Melit with a flame of happiness
waking up inside her.
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16
The village had the promising name of  Favourable.

The reason for the name might have been the ease with
which the village had been established in the past, and if
anything remained from the original atmosphere, it could
very well ease also the settling of the newcomers.

The secret society members had found a very suitable
place for Khad and Melit in which to live. It was a large
house,  losing  inhabitants  with  the  change  of  the
generation. The aging host couple liked to let its empty
rooms to tenants who would help in the household work
in exchange. There was not much field work to be done,
as most of the land had already been transferred to other
farmers.

They would be four people to move into the house:
Khad,  Melit,  and two men from the secret  society,  for
contacting and maintaining security. In the guest house of
the  village  there  would  be  two  more  secret  society
members who would change according to the need. They
all  had  come  to  the  village  together  at  noon  with  the
septem that  Dokhar had borrowed, but  Dokhar had for
safety reasons  left  the  vehicle  to  the  side  of  the  guest
house and continue to the farm house on foot with the
others.

The farm house looked large. It  had two floors and
next  to  it  a  smaller  auxiliary building.  The  house  had
been built in the way typical to the large houses of warm
regions: its frame had been made of sturdy timber, but the
wooden walls fixed to them were rather thin. The purpose
of the walls was rather to block the wind and rain than to
keep the  warmth  inside,  because  there  was  no  fear  of
chilliness in that region.

The host had obviously noticed their arrival, as they
did not even reach the door when he already opened it to
them.

“Welcome!” he said looking cheerful.  “Please come
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in.”
“Greetings to the house!” replied Dokhar to the host

and to the hostess in the main room right behind the door.
“It is pleasure to have you here,” replied the hostess.

“You are even five.”
“I am only a driver,” replied Dokhar and stepped aside

to make room for his friends Thol and Danth.
“Vigorous  and  brisk  people,”  praised  the  hostess.

“And  how about  the  young  lady,  where  do  you  come
from?”

“We  are  all  coming  here  from  Flight  City,”  saved
Khad her from replying, groaning in his mind as he saw
how many shapes the truth could take in the mouth of the
speaker.

“It  is  a  much  busier  place  to  live  than  this
neighbourhood,”  said  the  hostess.  “My  uncle  was
working there before. But so much for talking. Shall we
go to see your rooms, and after that you can take a bath,
rest, or come to eat, whatever suits you best.”

They followed the hostess to the other rooms carrying
their belongings. They had only little to carry, though, as
they  had  learnt  to  live  minimally  equipped.  Thol  and
Danth got the back room upstairs, with simple but cozy
furniture. Khad got a small room next to that, and on the
hosts’ suggestion Melit settled into the downstairs room
their  daughter  had  used  earlier,  and  deducing  from its
interior and furniture that the daughter had also decorated
it herself.

They introduced themselves also with the other parts
of the house, and the garden around it. In the auxiliary
building there were farming machines and storage for the
crop which  the  hosts  told  they had  already downsized
twice  since  the most  productive  times.  Now the  fields
were used mostly for the own needs of the house. As the
cultivation diminished, vacant space was left over in the
auxiliary building, used mostly for parking the vehicles
of the relatives and for other temporary purposes.

In  the  house  they  were  served  a  lunch  which  was

230



simple but made with experience. On the suggestion of
the  hosts  Dokhar  stayed  to  enjoy  the  lunch  with  the
others. After the lunch Dokhar began to prepare for the
return trip, but after bidding farewell to the hosts he still
asked the others outside for a short consultation. Getting
out  without  attracting  attention  was  easy  under  the
pretense  of  resting  after  the  lunch,  when  Thol  stayed
indoors helping with dishwashing and chatting with the
hosts.

“Does this arrangement suit you?” asked Dokhar the
others when they were standing in the shade of the eaves
of  the  auxiliary  building,  shielded  from  the  almost
vertically shining sun. “Do you have wishes or questions
before I leave?”

Everyone seemed satisfied.
“Well  then.  Now we have this  thing in  order  for  a

while,” said Dokhar. “We will thus meet net time the day
after  tomorrow in  the  guest  house,  and  we  will  agree
there about our performances in Master’s Valley and at
Lhan’s Garden. Our debut has stirred the people enough
around the Flight City that I think it is definitely worth
continuing. And as I told when I came, the feedback from
the audience has been rather positive.”

“Has anyone recognized the idea we are trying to give
them?” asked Khad.

“One  young man  actually told  me  that  ‘you  would
never guess what your performance brought to my mind’,
but he left me without taking his game all the way to the
answer.  I  think that  in  his  case  we  are  exposed to  the
perfect degree.”

“Let’s continue by all means,” supported Danth their
idea. “Do you want to continue, too, Melit?”

“Yes, I do,” replied Melit. “It was actually quite fun,
even  though rather  hard  on  my voice.  IT seemed  like
many  of  them  would  have  seen  me  past  the  folk
membership issues, and in front of those people I had a
very peaceful feeling.”

“Perhaps they will soon dare to look at you through

231



your background and not merely past it,” mused Dokhar.
“Let’s  keep  up  the  well-started  development.  And  I
believe that also here in Favourable there will be good
occasions  to  warm  up  the  relationships.  We  will  see
again, then, and be careful with your actions.”

Dokhar started to walk the village road leading to the
center of Favourable, in the middle of a scattered cluster
of  houses,  where  there  were  the  guest  house  and  the
septem parked next to it waiting for him. The others saw
him off with their eyes and returned back in to begin their
life with the host couple.

* * *

“My esteemed mother,” began Khad his replying letter
that he was writing at a small table. He had received his
mother’s letter from the distribution box of the dormitory
when he had visited Flight City, and now, in the peace of
the countryside he had good time to answer the letter. The
letter went on:

Thank  you  for  your  letter.  Did  you  deliver  it
personally to the airplane as it reached me in suh a short
time?

Thank you for asking, I have indeed slept well, eaten
healthy food and studied with a success making even my
teachers satisfied. May peace prevail in your soul.

I have indeed got new friends, and good ones at that.
We are often spending evenings together and pondering
how to make this world better. One never knows if we
some day would even achieve some visible results, too.

If  you  have  already got  father  in  a  more  peaceful
mood, you can gladden him by telling that I have kept
exactly my promise about flying and I have flown even
otherwise about as much as my studies require.

You may be delighted  to  know that  besides  aiation
technology I have received teaching and practical training
also in arts, and I may even perform something next time
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that I cisit home. Also history has proven to be a field that
could give all of us much more than one would guess at
the first glance.

If it still seems to you that Leit is missing me, go to
his  room at  sunrise  and  capsize  his  bed  with  a  brisk
movement. It will bring fond memories to him and may
even have a favourable effect on his diurnal rhythm.

Please tell my greetings to all who are remembering
me, and give a wholesome reminder of my existence to
all who would prefer to forget me. Until the next letter!

Khad signed the letter with artistic draws, folded the
sheet, closed it with a drop of glue, and wrote the address
on its backside. Next day Dokhar would take it with him
on his return trip to Flight City, where it would leave on
an  airplane  to  northern  regions.  Khad  had  not  written
many letters in his life, but now, living far away from the
region  of  his  birth,  and  with  his  relatives  and  friends
asking about his latest news he got exercise also in letter
writing.

There was knock on the door. Khad took two strides
to the door and opened it. Melit was at the door, an empty
basked with her.

“Do you come to pick the nectar bells?” she asked.
“With pleasure,” replied Khad and stepped right out of

the door. “I did not know they had ripened already.”
“This is an early variety. When we get them picked, I

will bake pies out of them.”
They came to the already mellowing sunshine of the

late  afternoon and left  toward  the  fruit  tree  plantation.
There was four kinds of fruit growing on the farm, but
the others would ripen later. After coming to the nectar
bell trees they chose the most productive one and climbed
first on its branches. Melit set her basket on the branch
fork so that both of them could reach it easily.

“You told that you met Eoth when we visited Flight
City,” said Khad at his work.

“Yes, I met her. We went to drink tea at her friend’s
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home.”
“Doe she know already where you come from?”
“I believe she knows. We did not tlk about it directly,

but her face looks much calmer nowadays.  She said to
me.’  All  your  friends  will  be  my  friends,  be  they
whoever’.”

Khad raised his both arms toward the sky as a gesture
of victory.

“Congratulations!” he said to Melit.
“She was also cautious and did not tell right away to

her friend about her deductions. She did not seem sure
enough  yet  about  how  the  friend  would  receive  the
news.”

“We may soon get more friends like Eoth.”
“I  hope it.  And the  faster  it  happens,  the  better,  as

Dokhar believes that we have here on the ground not only
friends but also opponents with whom we may end up in
a race.”

The basket  was already almost  full  of  small,  bright
yellow fruit covered by bell-shaped corollae. They came
down from the tree and went indoors to empty the basket.

“What  do  you  think  of  our  hosts?”  asked  Khad  to
continue the previous discussion when they returned to
the tree to pick the rest of the fruit. “Have you found out
what they think of the air folk?”

“Danth tested them a little,” replied Melit. “It seems
that they do not have anything against the air folk as long
as they do not have specific reasons to fear it. Danth also
said he believes that if the hosts find out who we are they
can keep it to themselves if necessary.”

“Excellent.  The  things  are  going  exactly  as  we
wished.”

The hosts had accepted them without hesitation and
did not inquire their backgrounds further, not even that of
Melit  even though they talked with her and the others
about everything between heaven and earth. The guests
did  the  hosts’ chores  and  their  own  in  the  house  and
visited the village center on their errands. Their life in the
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house was as natural as if they had been living with their
own grandparents.

After getting the fruit picked Khad and Melit began to
preserve them in glazed clay jars the cooking facilities of
the house. Part of the fruit they laid to dry and another
part  they reserved for  the  baking.  In  the  large case  of
shelves there was a rectangular wooden box containing
pale yellow powder,  obviously a mixture of sticky and
wild wheat  flours.  Khad began to knead a dough of it
while  Melit  was  cutting  the  fruit  into  pieces  and
removing  the  seeds.  While  kneading  Khad  listened  to
Melit  humming and singing short  songs in  her  mother
tongue which he yearned to master but which would still
require  long  marches  along  the  road  of  studying  and
toiling.

After getting the pies in shape, following in turns their
own and each other’s  style,  Khad inserted them into a
large stone oven that the hostess’ mother had had built
dissatisfied with the liquid-burning oven that had served
the  needs  of  the  house  until  then.  The  change  had
undoubtedly been worth doing, as they got the pies out of
the stone oven juicy, crisp, and evenly baked. And then,
at the most opportune time, Thol came to kitchen.

“A promising smell was coming from here,” he said
hopefully.

“Go ahead and taste bravely,” exhorted Khad pointing
at the pies steaming on the table. “Take a portion to the
hosts, too. We will take some of these to Rheod’s home.”

“Rheod? You must have gathered all the seniors of the
village to your circle of acquaintances.”

“Melit got acquainted with him during our visit to the
market square in the next village,” replied Khad easing
the  sandals  to  his  feet.  “And  why not,  the  old  people
make a pleasing company, they have plenty of time and
surprisingly in this region also least prejudices. We will
meet younger people again tomorrow when we go to the
guest house.”

“Have a nice visit,” wished Thol. “Meanwhile I will
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take care that your baking gets the treatment their value
deserves.”

“Do not burst your stomach,” warned Khad and left
the house with Melit, carrying a bundle of pies.

Rheod  was  living  closer  to  the  village  center  than
they.  A brief  walk  in  the  last  rays  of  the  evening  sun
brought them to a house, grey but in a rather good shape
considering its age. Khad knocked on the door.

“Well, well, who is coming there,” said the delighted
old  man  opening  the  door.  His  posture  was  already
somewhat stooped. “Please come in!”

“We just came to hear your latest and to bring these,”
said Khad and stepped with Melit into the main room that
showed patina of time.

“Warm pie you brought?” noticed the old man after
opening the bundle at the edge of a table. “You have seen
a lot of trouble.”

“They became ready together with the other baking of
the house,” assured Melit.

“How about if I will  make grain tea for us, and we
will  eat  the pies  together?” Rheod went  to  the  kitchen
nook in the rear corner of the main room and let the water
heat while he asked the guests of their latest news. They
sat down to the already familiar place between the wall
and  the  table  guessing  that  they  could  not  stop  the
bustling man anyway.

Rheod managed to tell them about a good part of his
life  on  the  northern  construction  sites  already  while
making the tea, and when he brought it to the table in
three  drinking  cups  made  of  clay  he  was  already
switching to a new topic in his seemingly inexhaustible
storage of stories. Khad and Melit listened eagerly to his
stories and sipped the straw-coloured drink made of plant
related  with  cereals.  Its  strong,  austere  taste  made  a
splendid contrast to the soft sweetness of the pies.

About  his  own  relatives  Rheod  was  much  more
scarcer  with  words,  presumably  becaue  many  of  his
memories were of the kind with which he did not want to
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burden  his  talking  companions.  The  villagers  had,
however,  told  Khad  and  Melit  during  their  various
discussions enough that also the hidden side of Rheod’s
life story began to shape in their minds.

At  least  in  his  married life  Rheod had spent  happy
years until death took his wife before she had even truly
reached  old  age.  Regrettably  their  happiness  did  not
expand into the life of their son, either, as his defiant and
stubborn character did not find any sympathetic reception
among  his  nearest.  If  possible,  his  match  with  the
sparking  irascibility  of  his  finally  acquired  life
companion was still worse. They got a son who remained
their only child and grew up in Rheod’s house listening to
the quarrels of his parents those all the time fewer days
that they let themselves spend their time under the same
roof.  Finally  they  moved  elsewhere  and  he,  Rheod’s
grandson, stayed by his own wish with his grandfather.

Khad and Melit had seen the grandson only once that
he fetched his boots from the house for an outdoors trip
nearby with  his  friends.  The  grandson was  sturdy and
broad-shouldered, born strong, and coming to the adult
age. His character he had probably inherited mostly from
his  father;  to  his  grandfather  he  was  a  most  complete
opposite. He spoke little and tramped with heavy steps,
and  so  seemed  to  do  also  the  thoughts  in  his  head,
reluctant  to start  moving,  but  after  that  had succeeded,
even more reluctant to stop. The grandson, named Bant,
had  stomped  in  front  of  them and  blurted  out:  “What
people are you then?”. After Khad had told about their
moving from Flight City Bant had replied with a sound
halfway between a grunt and a snort before continuing
his  interrupted  trip.  That  seemed  to  tell  mainly  that
newcomers from Flight City were not at the top end of
his interests.

Besides his relatives, Rheod did not show very visibly
his own needs, either. Melit had found a few of them, for
which it was not wrong to offer help. One of them was
Rheod’s ailing back that she was treating also that night
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with her own home-made salve. The ingredients she had
gone  to  fetch  with  Khad’s  airplane  from  some  rather
distant place – Khad had learnt that the air folk had in
uninhabited  regions  secret  plantations  which  after  the
use, for example when the settler’s habitation spread too
close, were camouflaged an uncultivated forest. One who
knew  the  truth  could  still  find  even  in  a  destroyed
plantation  the  remnants  of  cultivation  among  the  wild
plants  and  make  from  the  found  plants,  for  example,
medicines.

Melit’s  knowledge  of  medicines  came  all  the  way
from her childhood: she had accompanied others now and
then  on  the  medicine  plantations  and  learnt  may new
things on the trips.  Dokhar,  who continuously fostered
the  knowledge  about  the  air  folk,  had  with  his  direct,
almost audacious inquiries found out the thing important
to him that it was on one of the medicine plantations that
Melit had lost her father in the past. Settlers had begun
the  construction  of  a  new,  long  connection  road,  and
when  the  air  folk  learnt  that  the  road  was  rapidly
extending  right  toward  their  most  important  medicine
plantations, they started a furious emergency evacuation.
Part of the plants were taken to the air, another part was
carried to a distant region still vacant. The region had had
better to remain vacant, too, as they found out that there
were lethally dangerous arthrocrusts, of which one then
dropped itself from a tree on Melit’s father and killed him
with  a  bite  in  a  brief  moment  while  distressed  Melit
searched in vain for an antidote that scarcely could exist
even in theory. Since that day Melit had never been able
to forget the plantations, as the price paid for them was
the highest that a human being could pay.

Kahd and Melit  had intended to make only a  short
stop at Rheod’s home, but as it often happened, the visit
went on late into night also that time. Finally they took
their farewell from the joyful old man and started their
return trip through the darkness of the night.  Khad got
from Rheod a torch, a porous wooden stick soaked with
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slowly burning liquid, that illuminated their path a few
steps  ahead.  The  direction  they  got  from  the  light
gleaming from the windows of their isolated quarters as
they walked back the village road in the deep, spacious
silence  of  the  countryside  night,  under  the  shine  of
countless stars.

239



17
“You are out of your mind!” huffed Rhavalt and put

down on the workbench the tube he was working. “Stark
mad  everyone!  Why  don’t  you  at  least  wait  that
something happens before you begin to bounce around in
panic!”

“This is not one of those things that you can negotiate
or  postpone,”  told  the  construction  director  Saramand
drily.  “The  work  begins  and  your  participation  is
expected whether you find it sensible or not. There is a
need on Pinagat of machine constructors, and I know that
you are good in such work.”

“A single  spot  on  an  ocean  and  you  are  already
retreating into emergency defence!”

“A single  explosion  that  could  have  taken  with  it
thousands of our folk members, had they been its target,”
corrected  Saramand.  “Our  folk  does  not  have  enough
people for such sacrifices to stubbornness.”

“Very well, you do not need to gorge with visions of
destruction. I will come. What else could I do?”

“For you the daily trip will not even be as long as for
many others. Assar and Pinagat will  stay a good while
almost next to each other.”

Rhavalt already intended to start marching with brisk,
peeved steps to the deck, but he slowed immediately his
speed to patient walking. Assar was now hovering as high
up as its gas generators, still puffing in full force, could
ever  raise  it,  and  the  atmospheric  pressure  was  barely
sufficient even for light work. Going through the door of
the  workshop  Rhavalt  also  caught  along  his  warm,
layered  cloak,  in  which  he habitually wrapped himself
now  that  the  fresh  coolness  of  the  outdoors  air  had
changed into stinging frostiness. Saramand followed him,
clothed  lighter,  as  he  did  not  intend  to  stay  outdoors
longer than the brief moments required by the trip.

Their flight made a deep dip below Assar when the
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airplane dropped itself on the support of its wings over
the edge of the deck. Rhavalt could guess that stopping it
on  the  deck  of  Assar  on  the  return  trip  would  require
more than the usual amount of attention in that altitude.
Saramand,  however,  piloted  the  plane  seemingly
accustomed  of  flying  in  all  breathable  altitudes,  and
probably  sometimes  even  above  them.  Their  trip  to
Pinagat already located near them was a mere spurt, and
at least on Pinagat the landing was very easy, as most of
the  facilities  were  below the  deck  there,  and  the  deck
itself was almost empty.  The hard, glossy,  dark surface
told that they had come to an industrial center: here as in
many other  industrial  centers  the  whole  surface  of  the
deck  served  as  a  solar  energy collector  for  the  power
needs of the manufacturing processes.

They  stepped  into  the  one-storied  building  in  the
middle  of  the  deck  and  descended  the  slope  curving
gently  right  beginning  inside  it.  They  arrived  at  the
loading lobby where carts were being loaded, busily if
not  downright  fervently,  with  various  devices  to  be
delivered elsewhere. The devices had been constructed in
workshops opening directly into the central lobby.

“Gas  separators,  pumps,  heat  conveyors,”  said
Rhavalt browsing the devices waiting on the carts. “What
actually are you constructing here?”

“We intend to get our spacecraft in usable condition
again, among other things.”

“The  one  with  which  we  arrived  here?  It  has  been
dismantled almost into a skeleton! And nobody has been
there as long as anyone can remember. How does anyone
think to get it in usable condition in such a short time?
And who is supposed to leave with it? Who chooses the
very  few  of  us  that  fit  in  there?  Even  if  we  packed
ourselves into it  as a hibernating heap of flesh, we stii
could not get everyone in.”

“Good  questions,”  grunted  Saramand  smirking  to
himself. “Perhaps we can reach surprising achievements
if we are pressed hard enough. The spacecraft is not our
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main goal anyway, but one of the fallbacks that we can
use if everything else fails. Our primary goal is to pacify
the situation on the ground and stay alive.”

“How can you maintain the spacecraft at all? We do
not even have a vehicle that could take us up to it!”

“You mistake there. We have had such vehicles and
quite soon we will have such ones again. And that is one
of the tasks where you are needed first:  to construct  a
field  caster  that  works  in  the  topmost  reaches  of  the
atmosphere and is able to produce extremely fast streams
of air without burning itself to ashes.”

“That is not possible.”
“You do not need to begin from scratch. Such devices

have  existed  before.  You  only  need  to  follow  the
directions that we found in the archives. We have already
read through them and we know you have the necessary
qualifications. The tools are there in the workshop ahead
of us, and if something is missing, it will be delivered to
you in a moment.”

Rhavalt looked at the people toiling without a pause
around him. It was obvious that whatever he might say, it
would  no  longer  have  any  significance.  The  folk  had
chosen its way, and he could only separate from them or
join them. With a sigh he went to the workshop Saramand
had pointed for him.

“The  task  description  has  been  left  on  the  layering
machine,”  informed  Saramand  him  from  behind.
“Armandim en Keminot will come later to work with you
for  a while.  If  you have any questions,  I  will  be until
evening on the floor below you and leave after that for
Medilon.”

“I  can  manage,”  replied  Rhavalt  lamely and let  his
eyes  travel  along  the  workshop  filled  with  machines,
boxes, and containers. Three other men were busy with
their own tasks in the workshop. Saramand left.

Rhavalt sighed and sat down to read what was written
about spaceworthy drives in the binder left for him. The
description had been recorded in permanent form, on thin
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white  foils  unlike  the  more  temporary  directions  that
were usually delivered on reusable boards. The text was
rather old, but the themes being familiar to him he could
read it easily. Much harder than to introduce himself with
the task was to find the internal motivation for it, to do
the work not only with the hands but also with the heart.
The importance of security could not  be denied,  but  it
was quite disagreeable to see and even contribute to the
way of the decision-makers to plunge the whole folk at a
historical turning point deeper into the storms of anxiety
instead of bothering at least to try if they could finally
make a peace with the ground-dwellers. If necessary, he
could have tried to step as the first  one in front of the
opposite  side,  if  it  only would have been permitted to
him. He could scarcely try to get down secretly, either,
especially now that Melit’s escape had waken up all the
eyes shepherding the folk.

He  was  only  halfway  through  the  binde  when  he
noticed a familiar person entering the workshop. Tiamen,
Melit’s mother stopped in front of him and looked at him
with  a  hint  of  curiosity  in  her  eyes,   subdued  with
discretion.  She  was  coming  to  the  middle  age,  but  in
some  strange  way  she  appeared  to  be  simultaneously
much older and younger than she actually was.

“I have not seen you in a long time,” said Rhavalt for
a greeting.

“I  searched for work her when the emergency calls
started,” replied Tiamen. “When I heard that Pinagat is
moving to Assar, I guessed that I woud find you here.”

“”Here indeed.” Rhavalt put down the binder on the
machine. “I hoped that I could have told you some news,
but Melit  is still  lost.  Even the searches have probably
been ended;  at  least  nobody is  talking about  them any
more.”

Tiamen was sorrowful for Melit, but not in the way
that the lost or the dead are grieved. IT was more like
sympathy: she would rather have her daughter get a better
lot,  but  she  did  not  regret  that  Melit  had  left  for  the
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ground  from  her  and  Rhavalt’s  hands.  Both  her  and
Rhavalt knew that Melit  had made her decision after a
thorough consideration,  and therefore  it  evoked among
all the sorrow also pride of her in them.

“The  strikes  of  the  ground-dwellers  are  delayed,”
mused Tiamen.

“So the do,” replied Rhavalt slowly. “And they will be
delayed still more unless we in our stupidity speed them
up.”

Rhavalt laughed at his thought.
“We are a strange folk,” he continued. “It seems not at

all frightening for us to send the whole folk into a space
voyage of  whose destination nothing certain cannot  be
said,  and  which  the  departing  generation  cannot
necessarily  complete  alive.  But  when  there  are  other
people confronting us, we get distraught. I would like to
shake our whole folk awake to let it realize that the time
and the need of escape is over. The people on the ground
are surely as tired with all this as we up here.”

“We are not alone,” said Tiamen. “Listening to others
talk it seems to me that not many others are very eager to
participate in this dash.”

“At least those others here are working as hard as they
can.”

“Why are you here yourself? You surely could have
refused,  and  nobody would  have  brought  you  here  by
force.”

“I  do  not  know.  For  my excessive  conventionality?
For slackness coming with my age? I would rather return
to  Assar  right  now  if  my  presence  here  were  not
necessary for the others.”

“I  can  assure  you  that  you  have  never  been  either
conventional or slack,” said Tiamen almost laughing. “I
guess that you are here for the same reason as the others:
even if you do not believe in the reality of our emergency
yourself, you still do not want to leave others to struggle
on their own.”

“The top of all horrors!” exclaimed Rhavalt catching
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some of Tiamen’s hilarity. “I, too, am a madman among
the madmen.”

“A dweller  of  air,  hanging between the sky and the
ground, protecting your own existence, that is what you
are. What else would we do but go on in peace with these
nonsensical tasks and wait what the future will bring to
us. One never knows if there will be a moment that you,
too, write your name in the slate of history.”

“The other madmen remind me of a thing: have the
others let you live in peace?”

“Some prestigious-looking people came earlier to me
to ask about  Melit,  but  after  that  I  have heard nothing
about  the  matter,  at  least  not  with  my  own  ears.  My
friends  have  told  me  that  neither  Melit  nor  me  who
fostered  her  are  not  mentioned solely in  a  good sense
among the people.”

“The  spanking list  is  growing still  longer,”  grunted
Rhavalt.

“Do not worry, talking does no harm, especially now
that its main target is not here to listen to it. And she will
eventually  be  thanked  as  soon  as  we  get  through  this
confusion.”

“That ‘as soon as’ is a phrase that I especially like to
hear from you.”

“Why should we not believe in our future that squirts
out  from every seam that  yields?” mused Tiamen. Her
eyes caught the binder on the machine. “Well, I let you to
go  on  with  your  work,”  she  decided.  “Shall  we  eat
tomorrow the lunch together if you are not too busy?”

“With  pleasure,”  replied  Rhavalt  smiling  to  Tiamen
who  was  already  leaving.  “And  thank  you  for  the
encouragement, once again.”

* * *

Khad and Dokhar raised their mugs for their mutual
success like people had been doing since ancient times.
They did not need to say anything, as all the talking had

245



been done before arriving at the guest house, on their way
to  a  neighbouring  village,  seemingly  to  buy  building
materials,  but actually to having a secret discussion on
the seats of the septem Dokhar drove. Four of them had
come to the guest house to spend the remaining part of
the afternoon and to discreetly celebrate the fact that the
audience of their  performances was evidently receiving
the  deeper  message  of  them.  Arghe  had  coincidentally
come to witness a youth looking at the sky and to hear
him say to his friend the words of historic importance: “I
wish those up there could be our friends”. He had seen a
few amusedly surprised faces around them, but none of
the other people seemed to be annoyed in any way about
the opinion.

They had also heard very troubling news about a great
explosion  that  had  happened  far  above  the  southern
ocean.  Obviously  nobody  had  been  there  when  the
explosion  happened,  but  one  of  the  acquaintances  had
flown above that part of the ocean and seen through his
polarizing eye shield the film-thin but wide fallout of the
combustion products on the seawater. He had asked many
researchers of nature about the matter and got finally an
explanation from two weather stations that had registered
the unnoticeable pressure wave swiping past them. There
had been exploratory visits to the area, and even though
there  was  no  full  certainty  about  the  events,  it  was
obvious  that  the  fallout  was  not  caused  by  a  natural
phenomenon. If something had been exploded in the area,
why?  None  of  the  known  research  institutes  had  any
ongoing  experiments  requiring  explosions,  and  if  they
had had,  they would have been done on the continent.
The explosion happening above the ocean was not only
unnoticeable, but rather consciously hidden.

As Dokhar had said, the only thing they could do was
to  go  on  at  full  speed,  whatever  the  reason  of  the
explosion and whoever caused it. First time in the history
of the settlers their goal was already in sight, and they
could  not  afford  wasting  time.  Soon  the  thought  of
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friendship and acceptance that they had been enticing out
of  the  subconscious  of  their  audience  would  come  to
daylight,  and then  the matters  would  advance by their
own momentum, making them some of the most lauded
or cursed people of the history.

The  people  changed  slowly  at  the  long  table,  one
guest at a time. The newcomers, however, could take part
to the discussion right away, as the topics were familiar to
them:  ball  games  between  the  villages,  farmkeeping,
business.  Now  and  then  the  discussion  touched  also
matters concerning the whole society or even Mankind,
and  the  secret  society  members  surely  did  not  have
anything  against  that.  Making  the  world  better  had
always been a popular theme in the evening parties of
people, and it still was.

“Do you mind if we sit here?” heard Khad and Dokhar
a question coming from their side.

“Please be seated,” replied Dokhar. Two young men
sat,  one to each of the vacant places appearing next to
Khad and Dokhar.

“My  name  is  Therd,”  intreduced  the  man  next  to
Dokhar himself.  “I  am a local,  but  Pheint  comes from
Flight City.”

Khad  and  Dokhar  introduced  themselves.  Pheint,
sitting  next  to  Khad,  could  not  get  a  word  out  of  his
mouth, as he had frozen staring Khad.

“I  think  I  have  seen  you  in  Lakeland,”  Pheint  said
finally. “In the music hall.”

“Were  you  there  following  the  magnificent  show?”
asked Therd enthusiastically, turning to Khad.

“No, he was on the stage!” corrected Pheint his friend
shoving his shoulder.  “With the performers.  Don’t  you
remember him?”

“What  a  coincidence!”  said  Therd  even  more
delighted. “Now that I think hard, I believe I saw you.
And him also.”

Therd pointed at Giond sitting on Khad’s other side.
Giond had taken as his task to play the ancient woodwind
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instruments on the tour.
“Thank  you  for  your  unique  performances,”  said

Pheint. “We see such things here much too seldom.”
“I am pleased that you liked them,” replied Khad.
“What  did  you  like  in  them?”  asked  Dokhar  still

hiding behind the shield of anonymity.
“There  was  something,  well,  spacious  in  them.

Something that reminded us that our world has also an
outside.”

“Outside  from which  we  have  come  ourselves  and
which is still related with us even though we do not often
think about it here,” completed Therd. “The dive into the
past, or the outside, that we made by their show made me
think that Mankind should now be seen as a whole spread
into the space.”

“I support the thought from the bottom of my heart,”
replied Dokhar with an innocent face.

“Are the reciters of the ancient poems there?” woke
up one of the people at the next table to ask them.

“Indeed they are,” replied Therd. “Who can still claim
that our village is a secluded and quiet place that nobody
visits?”

Heads were turning their way. Three people from the
next table got up and came to stand behind the backs of
the  secret  society  members  to  see  the  sensational
performers  closer.  Dokhar  was  pleased  about  the
publicity  their  mission  got,  but  also  cautious,  as  he
anticipated that eventually the publicity would inevitably
reach  also  those  who  would  not  like  the  restlessness
caused by the show.

Dokhar’s  anticipations were fulfilled sooner than he
could guess. While two of the people who came to the
table joined the lauding choir, the third one let his gaze
go around the people sitting at the table. He did not say a
word. Ten he noticed Khad sitting among the guests.

“I know you,” said the man. His stare fell amidst the
company like an iron-hard barrier boom, stopping for the
moment all other activity.
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“Now  I  can  be  acquainted  with  you,  too,”  replied
Khad somewhat  hesitantly,  impaled by the stare of his
talking companion.

“I have not seen you only on the stage,” continued the
staring  man.  “I  have  also  seen  you  in  the  north.  My
cousin saw you, and especially heard what you talked in
Moundland. Then you came to intrigue in Flight City, and
now you are travelling around the whole region.”

“Would  you  have  anything  against  my  travelling?”
asked Khad clemently.

“This  folk  has  something  against  it,”  corrected  the
staring man.

Dokhar  followed  discreetly  but  vigilantly  both  of
them. Khad’s talking companion looked like a local by
his features. He was young, perhaps about the same age
as  Khad.  By  his  appearance  he  did  not  distinguish
himself from the others. Only when he began to speak
could others sense his absolute determinedness.

“If  you are in a gloomy mood today,  please do not
discharge it on him,” asked one of the men standing near
the table. “We seldom have guests as famous as they.”

“Famous,  regrettably.”  The  staring  man  raised  his
voice a little as if to address everyone at the table. “May
anyone of  you have any idea what  these celebrities of
yours, especially this one here, are aiming at?”

Khad was relieved that Melit was not that time with
them,  because at  that  stage she would have to,  by the
policy of the secret society, be taken to safety, out of the
reach of the threat.

“We  are  aiming  at  describing  our  historic
background,” replied Khad.

“That  is  what  they  ant  to  tell  to  us,”  declared  the
staring man. “But what did this hero of ours have in his
mind when he was buzzing with his airplane right next to
the community bases? What  does  he have in  his mind
now that he is digging in unconsidered stupidities? What
did he have in his mind when he was in Flight City and
recruited a young, unsuspecting woman from a faraway
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region  to  enliven  his  show? Perhaps  he  in  his  conceit
believes that the future submits itself for his toy, but that
will not happen! We are the ones who pay the price of his
delusions!”

The eyes of the staring man grew still sharper, and his
declaring voice lowered menacingly when he continued:
“Some day, romping up there he makes the sky collapse
upon us, and when the end comes, you know whom to
thank.”

“Stop beating your  gums already!” snapped another
standing man, not with as firm voice as he would have
wanted, but nevertheless taking his side to defend Khad.
“We have seen the shows ourselves and we know quite
well what they tell about.”

“Perhaps  you  saw  the  shows  but  not  their
backgrounds.  I  just  wanted on my own behalf  to open
your  eyes  a  little  more  so  that  you  do  not  swallow
everything  that  is  fed  to  you  in  the  name  of  broad-
mindedness. Have a nice evening! Now you have at least
been  warned.”  The staring  man turned to  the  exit  and
while  leaving  said  still  to  Khad,  pointing  him with  a
finger: “Remember that you are being watched.”

“The things you hear!” laughed Pheint after the man
had left.

“We do not need to care about him,” said Therd. “May
everyone have his own opinion. The opinion of us others
is that your shows are excellent and come in need for us.”

“No  matter,  performers  must  be  able  to  listen  also
negative evaluations,” pacified Giond. “It is part of our
work.”

Dokhar noticed that from the corner of the room four
people got up. He gave a discreet signal with his eyes to
Khad who glanced to the direction Dokhar had indicated.
The men did not come to them, but walked straight to the
exit.  Walking  last  of  the  group  was  Bant,  the  sullen
grandson  of  old  Rheod.  Bant  gave  Khad  a  long  and
assessing  look.  Khad  got  the  impression  that  the  men
were not leaving the same time by coincidence, but as a
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single group. The men had undoubtedly heard the speech
against  Khad word by word,  and if they had the same
mindset as Bant, the speech would scarcely improve their
image about Khad.

“He  said  that  you  were  flying  in  the  vicinity  of
community  bases,”  wondered  one  of  the  men  still
standing close to the table. His words were a comment,
seasoned  with  indignance  for  Khad’s  sake,  but  Khad
sensed also a question in it. Khad glanced Dokhar who
expressed his approval by the corner of his eye, smiling
enigmatically to himself.

“I was in a flight accident that made me fall on the
deck of a community base,” explained Khad the case that
would sooner  or  later  reached the  village  as  a  rumour
anyway, if it were not there already.

“Really?” came from several mouths simultaneously.
The eyes were rounded with a surprise. “And they did not
do anything to you?”

“They did, too. They took care of me and brought me
back to the ground.”

* * *

“You  must  be  missing  your  closest,”  said  Buent  to
Melit who was standing in the morning sunshine in the
garden. She turned to look behind her surprised by the
voice.

“No worry,” Melit said in every way joyful voice. “I
was just looking what kind of weather we are going to
get.”

That  time  Melit  might  have  indeed  been  merely
watching the weather, but Dokhar had noticed the several
other  times  that  she  had  watched  the  gliding  of  the
community bases along the sky, very obviously feeling a
burning longing. Dokhar had told about his observation
also to Buent,  for he had got  an idea that  he began to
develop with Buent. And now had come the time to put it
into action.
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“I would be longing all the time if I had to live in an
exile like you.”

“It would be a delight if I could still go to meet my
friends,” admitted Melit. “Especially Rhavalt.”

“Earlier  you  told  me  about  the  way  that  you
communicate  between  the  community  bases,”  began
Buent  a  new approach to  his  topic,  now from another
direction.  “About  how you  use  light  beams  instead  of
radio contact.”

“Yes, I did.” Melit waited patiently for Buent to get
into the gist of the matter.

“As you sent a radio message down here in the past, it
makes me think that we could do the same and send a
light  beam  from  here  to  up  there.  I  went  through
everything you told about the beams, and I think that we
might succeed in sending that kind of a beam from the
ground.”

“Do you have a transmitter?” asked Melit amazed.
“Not actually. But we have machines with which we

may be able to imitate a transmitter. I thought to suggest
that you would participate in the experiment and talk to
them if we can make the connection.”

Melit’s enthusiasm got into full flame immediately.
“Of course!” she said. “When can we begin?”
“I have over there on the meadow a triple-bogie and

on it a laser tooling machine that my uncle helped me to
borrow  from  Flight  City.  If  you  think  our  success  is
possible and the related risks are reasonable,  we could
carry it on some mountain and send from there a beam to
one  of  the  community  bases,  so  that  they  may  not
immediately  notice  that  the  beam  comes  from  the
ground.”

“Let’s try it. I am ready to go right now!”
“If we go with Khad and Danth we can control the

receiver at the same time, and they can undoubtedly drive
the triple-bogie more skilfully than me.”

Melit went in to tell that she will not be around. Then
she left  with Buent  for te  center  of  Favourable,  where
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Khad and Danth were on their errands. Thol who had in
the beginning come to live in Favourable had movet back
to Flight City, and Buent had come to replace him. The
hosts seemed to take it as an act of friendliness that the
leaving  guest  always  brought  another  one  for
replacement. At least they had not asked anything about
the matter.

They did  not  reach  the  center  of  the  village  before
Khad and Danth came to them.

“Can  you  go  with  us?”  asked  Buent  them.  “The
contact plan is now becoming reality.”

“So you intend to get into a talking contact with the
air folk?” asked Khad. “I will be pleased to go with you!”

They did not  need to ask Danth twice,  either.  They
continued  through  the  center  to  the  other  side  where
Buent  had  left  the  triple-bogie  to  avoid  gathering  too
much attention.

“Is the beamcaster really that large?” wondered Khad
looking at the massive shape of the triple-bogie.

“Not  at  all,”  replied  Buent.  “I  borrowed  the  triple-
bogie for its power source is very suitable for feeding the
tooling machine. This triple-bogie is also better equipped
to move on a demanding terrain than most of the haulers.
The cargo space was left mostly empty, but that should
not be a problem.”

“Who will drive it?”
“I thought to ask one of you. Or perhaps Melit is as

skilful with a triple-bogie as she is with an airplane?”
Melit  refused  the  honour  hurriedly.  Danth  took  the

task prompted by Khad’s inquiring look.
They climbed into the cabin of the vehicle. There was

a perfect amount of seating for three of them after Buent
had fit himself into the rather large equipment bin behind
the seats.

The  triple-bogie  started  driven  by Danth.  The  long
cargo carrier was of respectable weight even when empty,
but with its ample motor power it  still  did not need to
shame its  performance even compared to  small  quints.
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However, very few would venture to find the limits of its
power,  as  it  could  surprise  an  inexperienced  driver  in
very cruel ways.

Danth turned the vehicle onto the road and began to
drive  toward  Pasture  Mountains.  The  trip  was  long
enough that they would arrive only late in the afternoon.
There would not necessarily be even a suitable contact
partner immediately available, but the contact was worth
trying even if it required waiting.

Innumerable hills, dells, curves and stretches were left
behind as they travelled toward the mountain range that
little by little raised in front of them from the horizon.
Four quints passed by to the opposite direction and two
spurted to overtake them on stretches. The rest of their
trip  they  got  to  drive  in  complete  solitude,  which  fit
excellently to their task.

The  triple-bogie  climbed  up  the  mountain  slope
covered by yellowish weed without showing any shyness
for the ascent. As the name of the mountains told, their
lower  slopes indeed had a  few cattle  animals  plodding
around in search of the most delicious weeds. The road
went  on  upwards  until  at  the  altitude of  two thousand
measures it gave up its ambitions and slipped modestly
through a pass onto the other side of the mountain range.
However,  coming to the  pass,  Danth  turned the triple-
bogie out of the road and continued the climb over the
already patchy grass  toward the peak.  The triple-bogie
did not seem to mind driving on a roadless terrain, even
though at the most uneven places it swayed rather hard.

They stopped near  the  peak,  at  a  place  past  which
Danth did not see it wise to drive, because the terrain was
becoming stony. They were already at a suitable altitude
for their experiment. Their next task would be to get the
tooling machine out of the cargo space, direct it, and find
a suitable receiver for its beam.

The tooling machine was large and mercilessly heavy.
All  four of them had to give their  best  effort  to get  it
dragged out of the cargo space. When the work had been
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done, Danth moved the triple-bogie a little bit aside while
the others were drying their sweat next to the machine.

Khad  examined  the  cylinder-shaped  machine  that
could be swiveled on its pedestal. Part of its casing had
been opened so that Danth could connect with its interior
the self-constructed control device of the secret society,
an open box small enough to fit on one’s lap. The box
contained  a  motley  cluster  of  glass,  metal,  and  other
kinds of components. The focuser usually attached to the
nose of the machine had been detached, and on the back
of  the  machine  was  riding  a  small  telescope  whose
alignment could be adjusted with a screw embedded into
a large knob. From the rear side of the machine protruded
a thick cable whose other end was inside the cargo space
of the triple-bogie.

The  tooling  machine  would  be  their  transmitter.
Besides the machine they had a separate receiver, built by
the secret society, and of much smaller size. It was made
of an image sensor on the bottom of an ethenite tube and
the electric components connected to it. Khad’s task was
to keep the tube aligned at the listened target.

“The finder of the tooling machine actually ought to
be adjusted again, but it may be easier said than done,”
said Buent.  “Perhaps we just have to trust  that my old
adjustments are still good enough.”

“There in the northwest is one,” said Melit gazing the
horizon. She pointed to the direction where in the middle
of haze a spherical shape could be discerned.

“It is quite far away,” commented Buent.
“I think it is approaching us obliquely.”
“That  is  good.  Then  we  have  time  to  prepare  our

equipment without hurry. Could you direct the transmitter
or tell us where to aim?”

“Usually there is a round focusing mark on the wall at
the  location  of  the  receiver,”  told Melit  peering at  the
community base through the telescope.

“It  might  happen  that  at  that  distance  the  beam
spreads  to  the  size  of  the  whole  community  base,”

255



pondered Buent aloud.
“Shall  I  switch the power on?” asked Danth.  Buent

consented and Danth strode into the cargo space of the
triple-bogie. Soon he returned to the others.

“I could not hear anything,” wondered Khad listening
to the tooling machine.

“It is ready and activated, believe me,” assured Buent.
“Is the receiver ready?”

“Yes, it is. It makes no sound, either.”
“As we are fewer than you, we also communicate less

often,” explained Melit. “And some of the habitats can be
less communicative than others:”

Buent adjusted the controls of the tooling machine to
let  it  start  at  a  suitable  initial  power.  Even though the
machine  would  scarcely  cause  any  damage  over  the
distance, he still did not want to give the impression that
they were trying to shoot the base down. After getting the
work ready he retreated a step and cleared his throat.

“So,” he said with a raised voice. “Are we ready to
write a chapter of history?”

“We are  ready,”  replied  Khad  with  a  brief  flash  of
smile, his eyes tightly on the listened target.

Buent handed to Melit a black disc, small enough to
fit  on  a  palm,  connected  with  a  thin  cable  to  the
controlling device on the flank of the tooling machine.

“What is this?” asked Melit.
“It is a microphone. Talk into it, and also turn that red

switch on the tooling machine up every time you talk. I
will maintain the aim.”

Melit gave her place to Buent. He settled himself to
look  through  the  telescope  with  his  hands  on  the
adjustment knobs.

“Shall I begin?” asked Melit.
“Please do,” replied Buent.
“I try to reach Assar,” explained Melit. “As it is rather

far away, I have to ask for pass-through assistance. If the
first  leg succeeds without revealing us, the rest will  be
easy.  I presume that the operator will  not ask us about
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anything even though I leave out the self-introduction.”
For  a  fleeting  moment,  sparking  with  excitement,

Melit held her finger on the switch and snapped it then to
the upward position.  The machine let  out  a thin,  weak
hiss. Any other outwardly sign of its activity could not be
noticed.  Melit  drew  a  breath,  closed  her  eyes  for  a
moment, and called then the receiver. With Melit’s help
they had already learnt the rudiments of the language of
the air folk, but with what they had learnt they could not
yet understand what Melit said into the microphone.

Time  passed  with  an  agonizing  silence  prevailing.
Melit  repeated her call  and Khad aimed the receiver at
the the distant community base with even harder effort.
Finally their waiting was rewarded, as the answer came
from  the  sound  membrane  of  the  receiver.  Melit
continued  her  talking  immediately  and  after  the  next
answer remained waiting.

“That  habitat  is  Kisamet,  and the one answering us
was probably their communicator in charge,” told Melit.

“Where is the beam?” asked Danth. “I can see nothing
coming out of the machine.”

“The  beam  is  infrared,”  explained  Buent.  “Their
receivers are sensitive also to the infrared radiation.”

The membrane of the receiver Khad controlled spoke
again.

“Kisamet  got  a  connection  to  Amindra,”  told  Melit
and  continued  then  into  the  microphone  in  her  own
language.

The  speaking  ceased  again.  The  lips  of  the  people
around the machines began to curve into a smile.

“This seems to suceeed,” said Buent.
The  receiving person on Amindra exchanged a  few

words with Melit, and then they heard a short, clinking
signal.

We got a connection to Letram,” told Melit. “It is a
large  communication  hub  with  a  wide  range,  and  it
forwards our call by itself after getting a control signal.”

A voice sounded again from the receiver, this time  a
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female one, and fuzzier than before.
“We got a contact with the habitat of Daktima,” told

Melit  and answered to the speaker.  The number of the
pass-through nodes began to grow amazingly large. On
top  of  it  Amindra  interrupted  the  connection  process
when  the  quality  of  the  connection  began  to  degrade.
Amindra transferred its  own share  of  the  conveying to
Tembre  which  was  hovering  in  a  more  opportune
weather. The chain of the deliverers held, and while Melit
was squeezing the microfone in her hand, the last leg of
the connection opened: from Daktima the connection was
forwarded to Assar.

Melit  tried  to  keep  her  voice  steady  while  she
obviously asked for Rhavalt  to  come to the node.  The
receiver of the request  went  to call  Rhavalt,  to Melit’s
relief ignorant of who was making the request. And then
from the receiver answered to them a voice that could be
nobody else but Rhavalt.

The  exchange  of  thoughts  was  voluble  as  both  had
much to tell to each other. The settlers grouped around
the  machines  did  not  understand  what  Melit  told  to
Rhavalt,  but  none of  them could not  help noticing the
strong emotion with which she poured out the plenitude
of her things to tell. After their discussion had lasted for a
while Melit turned to her settler friends.

“Rhavalt  suggested  that  he  could  build  a  radio
transceiver with which he could talk with us at suitable
times,” she told. “Could you tell what frequency he could
use without causing trouble?”

The secret society members glanced at each other.
“It seems we do not know,” guessed Danth finally for

all of them. “How about using a band that remains silent?
If he speaks over a long distance, it might be good to use
some frequency near eleven million.”

“Eleven  million  what?”  asked  Buent  with  a  small,
friendly sting in his voice.

“Forgive me,” groaned Danth to Melit and slapped his
forehead.  He  remembered  that  the  air  folk  had  for
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scientific purposes a time unit inherited from the Earth,
but he had, at least for a sudden request, no idea about its
exact length, or about how to convert the units between
the systems. He wondered if even Melit could convert the
units between systems quickly enough.

“Could he use the same frequencies I used talking to
the weather stations in the past?” asked Melit.

“I  guess  so.  The  weather  stations  use  for  the
communication only a small part of their time.  I believe
we  can  operate  on  the  same  frequencies  without
disturbing them.”

Melit  told  their  estimation  to  Rhavalt.  The  settlers
tried to follow her speech, trying to catch familiar words
and expressions when she continued to relate the rest of
her news and exchanged with Rhavalt many wishes and
greetings  to  be  forwarded..  then  she  switched  off  the
transmitting machinery and sat on the edge of the tooling
machine pedestal.

“Thank you,” she said to all of them together. “This
was a great relief. Now they know that everything is well
with me.”

“Thanks to yourself,” replied Buent. “Without you we
could not have done this at all.”

“Before we all plunge headlong into our great relief,
we probably ought to get this machine back on the triple-
bogie,” reminded Khad. “And this time the direction is up
from the ground.”

“A good notion,” commented Buent. “I will detach the
cable and move the vehicle net to the machine so that we
can begin.”

The loading of the machines was quickly completed,
but it took, if possible, even more of their muscle power
than the preparing half of the job.

“Resting will come in need,” said Danth as they went
into the cabin of the triple-bogie.

“As far as something is left of the night when we get
back,” reminded Buent.

“Why not.  This is  a good reason to sacrifice power
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and even a night’s sleep.”
The  triple-bogie  began its  swaying  roll  back  to  the

road.  After  reaching  the  road  the  travelling  became
comfortably even, up to evoking sleepiness. Buent took it
as his task to talk with Danth so that he would not fall
asleep on the long way back, and he also offered to drive
part of the return trip.

“I hope nobody surprises Rhavalt when he is using his
radio,” said Khad looking at the skyline in front of them,
above which the sun of the early evening peeked between
the  clouds.  “Nobody  may  catch  him  by  listening  the
frequencies, but somebody may come behind his back.”

“I do not think that he would let anyone reveal him,”
assessed  Melit.  “For  that  he  is  far  too  shrewd  and
experienced person.”

“It  is  a  great  luck  that  he  belongs  to  your
acquaintances,” said Danth.

“I  think  so,  too,”  admitted  Melit.  “And  it  is  even
greater luck that he has the skill to make even reluctant
people to listen what he has to say.”

* * *

“To discuss?” Rhavalt’s voice was solemn and matter-
of-fact even though the emerging laughter could be seen
even in the corners of his mouth. “Of course! I will be
there in a moment.”

“Isn’t that the same man that gave you nothing but a
severe scolding last time,” wondered Nemartim standing
next  to  Rhavalt  as  he switched off  the  communication
node.

“He indeed was,”  replied Rhavalt  and gave him an
amicable  bump  into  his  side.  “You  could  hardly
recongize him for the same person, could you?”

“And what brought forth this amazing change?” asked
Nemartim curiously keeping  abreast  with  Rhavalt  who
was already busy preparing for his trip.

“Family  conditions,  perhaps,”  said  Rhavalt  with  a

260



grin, putting more clothing on. “You see, when I could
not get into talking terms with himself, I told my news to
his  wife.  It  worked,  and  did  not  take  longer  than  two
days.”

“That was harsh,” commented Nemartim. It  was his
turn to suppress a laughter.

“Perhaps the end will justify the means. At least now
that we are in a great hurry.”

They started to march along one of the corridors of
Assar and came to a shelter at whose wall side there were
airplanes squeezed to a group of chunks in various sizes.
Rhavalt reserved a one-seated airplane from the shelter
keeper and pushed it together with Nemartim to the deck
of Assar. Rhavalt touched a switch near the bottom of the
chunk riddled with seams and folds. He retreated one step
as the chunk began to swell.  From its  inside came out
protrusions that finally extended into the wings and the
tail  as  the  chunk  grew  into  an  airplane.  One  more
moment  of  waiting,  and  the  airplane  was  strung  into
shape and was ready to start.

“Fight for it!” wished Nemartim him for the trip.
“Some day reason must overcome here, too,” replied

Rhavalt and climbed into the cockpit of the plane. The
plane took off and leapt on its wings into the tenuous,
ice-cold air from the edge of the deck.

Rhavalt  passed  by  his  new  working  place,  Pinagat
hovering near Assar, and turned to southwest. Far in the
horizon there was his destination, Orondam, on which he
would meet Kalbaren, the coordinator of manufacturing,
one of the people who planned the common emergency
procedures  for  the  air  folk  and  also  decided  of  their
executing.  Next  to  Rhavalt’s  seat  there  was  a  radio
transceiver, immersed into a cylinder of foam for easier
handling. He had constructed it immediately after hearing
Melit’s  great  news,  and  after  he  would  get  to  his
destination  he  would  also  use  the  radio  to  convince
Kalbaren that it was time to end the emergency activities.
Some  had  already turned  their  ears  to  him,  but  open-
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mindedness  and  prestige  were  regrettably  seldom  the
virtues  of  one and the same person.  Kalbaren was not
favourable  to  him,  but  for  a  receiver  of  news  he  was
extraordinarily important.

Orondam got  closer  annoyingly slowly,  but  Rhavalt
kept  his patience until  the mouth of the landing tunnel
was in front of him and he could land his plane on its
bottom.  The  light  plane  needed only a  fraction  of  the
wide tunnel  passing through Orondam,  and so Rhavalt
could turn the plane right away into the parking area at
the side of the runway.

Orondam  was  a  large,  somewhat  vertically  ovoid
piece of gas foam. The lower half of it was riddled with
various  structures  extending  into  its  central  parts.  The
upper half contained cavities into which it was possible to
pump  gases  of  various  weights  to  adjust  its  hovering
altitude and balance. Rhavalt descended from the runway
tunnel  to  the  corridors  below it  and found quickly his
way to Kalbaren’s office room.

Kalbaren answered lamely to Rhavalt’s greeting when
he entered.

“Tell me then what you have on your mind now that
you got me trapped,” he told to Rhavalt.

“To put it as shortly as possible: the ongoing, from the
beginning oversized actions to save our folk can now be
stopped. We are not threatened from the ground in any
greater  extent  than  before,  and  now  we  have  even
evidence of the contrary.”

“And you are going to prove it? I wonder how.”
Rhavalt put the white foam cylinder from under his

arm onto the table in fromt of Kalbaren, stretched straight
the antenna wire wound around it, and pressed the other
end of the wire to the corner of the window with a small
piece of adhesive material.

“You might  not  believe me,” said Rhavalt.  “That  is
why you will hear the truth straight from the mouths of
the involved people.”

“What  is  that?”  asked  Kalbaren  pointing  at  the
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cylinder.
“It is a radio transceiver. With it we get into contact

with the people on the ground.”
Rhavalt  began  to  tune  the  transceiver  with  brisk

movements.
“Do you not understand that using a radio transceiver

is  forbidden?”  exclaimed  Kalbaren  indignantly  and
jumped up from his seat. “Especially here in the vicinity
of the ground-dwellers.”

“Sit down and listen!” ordered Rhavalt and pushed the
agitated  coordinator  from his  shoulders  back  onto  his
seat. He was so surprised with Rhavalt’s physical means
that he obeyed. Rhavalt bent over his radio transceiver.

“Is anyone listening?” he asked.
“We  hear  you,”  replied  a  familiar  male  voice  to

Rhavalt. “Please wait a little.”
There was silence for a moment.
“To whom were you talking?” demanded Kalbaren of

Rhavalt. Rhavalt swiped air with his fingers in front of
his mouth as a request of silence.

“I  am  pleased  to  hear  you  again,  Rhavalt!”  came
Melit’s voice from the transceiver.

“The pleasure is on my side,” replied Rhavalt. “Are
your friends there? I have prestigious company with me
here.”

“They just came here,” replied Melit.
“You  remember  Melit,  don’t  you?”  said  Rhavalt  to

Kalbaren.
“I surely do,” replied Kalbaren with weighty words.
“As you can hear, she is  alive and well,” remarked

Rhavalt.  “On  top  of  that  she  has  many  good  friends,
ground-dwellers everyone of them.”

Kalbaren  turned  the  transceiver  to  speak  into  it
himself.

“I  am  Kalbaren  en  Sumart,  coordinator  of  manu-
facturing,” he introduced himself. “Tell me what you are
doing there on the ground.”

“I am telling people living here about you, my own
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folk, and if possible, I would like to also tell you about
them,” replied Melit.  “They can also do it  themselves.
Khad, please go ahead.”

“My name  is  Khad,”  came  a  male  voice  from the
transceiver, pronouncing somewhat laboriously. “I live on
the ground and Melit is my friend. I ask you to trust me. I
wish that you, too, can be my friends.”

“Also the language barrier begins to be a memory of
the past,” remarked exulting Rhvalt. “Melit has diligently
taught them our language, and as you can hear, there are
some results already.”

“How many are you there?” asked Kalbaren brushing
aside Khad’s reaching out.

“We are four people in this room,” replied Melit. “My
closest friends who all are trustworthy and friendly to you
are a few tens. Besides them there are hundreds if not
thousands  of  others  who  would  be  delighted  with  the
occasion to meet another folk.”

Kalbaren thought for a moment, drumming the desk
with his fingers.

“You two have been lucky,” he said to Rhavalt. “This
game could have ended in a much worse way.  I  don’t
know if you have ever come across the thought of what it
means to be responsible  of your neighbours, but I want
that  you  think  about  it  now  and  send  no  more  radio
messages,  at  least  until  the  groupings  of  ours  and  the
observers have had a meeting on this topic.”

“That  is  good  enough  for  me,”  replied  Rhavalt
delighted  and  told  the  information  right  away  also  to
Melit with the transceiver.

“Thank  you  fro  your  decision,  Kalbaren!”  came
Melit’s joyful voice from the transceiver. The exultation
coming  behind  her  voice  told  that  her  friends  had
received the news with the same kind of joy.

“I want especially to remind you that for the thousand
of ground-dwellers Melit mentioned down there are very
many thousands who have not mentioned anything about
their position toward us,” continued Kalbaren to Rhavalt.
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“We have to think about them much more than this group
of Melit’s friends.”

“And because they have not announced their position,
they hve to be against us?” asked Rhavalt.

“We cannot afford to mistake.”
Rhavalt  did  not  let  Kalbaren’s  stubbornness

dishearthen himself.
“So  be  it,  then,”  he  replied.  “I  find  it  nevertheless

excellent  that  you have a  meeting.  It  is  a  step  toward
them.”

“Keep  your  foaming  emotions  at  bay.”  Kalbaren’s
voice  was  unyielding  as  bedrock.  “I  said  that  we  will
have a  meeting.  I  did not  say anything about  stepping
toward them.”
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“Sneaking in the darkness people two, where they go,

who knows, and what to do,” hollered a rhyme of a folk
song one of the three young men eating steak breads on
the roadside, obviously only to say something to Khad
and Melit who were returning from a visit and walked the
village road in the night. Dokhar, who had stopped at the
guest  house to pay a meal  eaten earlier,  was following
them, but further behind.

Khad waved his hand to the trio, but did not bother
with a verbal exchange.

“Don’t  walk  so  mute,”  advised  the  man  him.  “You
will  bump into other  similar  lampless  walkers on your
way.”

“Thank you for  your  concern,  but  we  will  find our
way,”  replied  Khad.  He  had  already  recognize  Bant,
Rheod’s grandson, in the group, and it was not hard for
him to guess that the two others were his friends. In spite
of  their  talkativeness  they  did  not  feel  any  more
comfortable talking companions than the sullen Bant

“This  one  we  can’t  skip!”  said  the  enthusiasted
speaker and started to follow them, leaving the light of
garden lamps with both of his companions.

”We are  not  in  a  talking  mood  just  now,”  resisted
Khad  and  put  a  bit  more  speed  in  his  steps.  Melit
followed his example.

“You are so mysterious,” rebuked the youth at their
heels.

“Perhaps  for  a  reason,”  commented  another  one
slightly more behind.  “Isn’t  that  one the accident  pilot
from the north?”

“Yes, he is!” replied Bant as if waking up.
“What a coincidence!” said the closest one delighted

and  stopped  Khad  and  Melit  to  the  roadside  by
overtaking them. The two others surrounded them at their
side and behind. Only the left side remained unguarded,
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but it was blocked by a storage house wall one step away.
“What  do  you  want  of  me?”  asked  Khad  with

irritation in his voice, turning to look at each of them in
turns.

“What  do  we  want  of  you?”  repeated  the  previous
one.  “That  is  it:  nothing  at  all!  Or  what  do  you  say,
Bant?”

Bant took his turn to step in front of Khad.
“This  is  a  peaceful  village,”  he  said  with  weighty

words. “We don’t want anyone here to cause trouble. Me
know  who  and  what  you  are.  We  know  about  your
schemes in the north from where you sneaked here. You
are not welcome among us, and I suggest that you find
another place for yourself as soon as you can.”

“Take the hint,” advised Bant’s friend standing next to
him, an inexplicable mixture of laughter and grimace of
disgust on his face. “And remember that we will say this
to you only once.”

“On behalf of the whole village?” asked Khad.
“And this one, then?” said Bant’s other friend moving

in front of Melit. “You seem to have the same agenda as
you are so often seen together. Who are you actually?”

Bant’s  other  friend  looked  at  Melit,  and  his  gaze
became sharp as a knife.

“Who!” he snorted for a reply on Melit’s behalf. Until
that moment he had shown only repulsive scorn to them,
but now a deep, ancient threat began to well out of him.
“How about if we ask first, what!”

The speaker yanked Melit into the light shining from
the direction from which they came. With his other hand
he grabbed her hair to prevent her hiding her face into the
shadow. Melit was so surprised at his rough handling that
at the first moment she did not even realize to struggle
herself free.

“Leave her!” growled Khad and grabbed the speaker’s
arm with his both hands.

“A woman from a coast region, wasn’t she?” taunted
the  man,  without  budging  at  Khad’s  effort  to  release
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Melit.  “Rubbish!  Take a good look so that  you realize
what is really going on in this village!”

He  did  not  get  further  than  that  in  his  speech,  as
Dokhar  had  come  to  them.  Before  anyone  could  do
anything, he flitted behind the man. His hand flicked at
the man’s neck. Whatever he had done, it was effective:
the youth lost his hold of Melit and he sunk back first on
the  waiting  arms  of  Dokhar.  Dokhar  put  him  on  the
ground to sit.

Bant was standing hesitant, but his other friend started
a dash toward Dokhar. However, he did not get far,  as
Dokhar bounced up and took a brisk marching step, laden
with  power,  toward  him.  The  bodily  message  got
understood; his courage failed and left him haltd in fromt
of Dokhar’s stern eyes.

“Now go home, all of you!” said Dokhar. “And recall
a more proper way to treat people in general, and outside
visitors and women especially,  before you approach us
again.”

Bant and his friends understood that their chance to
show their power was over. They grabbed at the armpits
their dazed friend who was laboriously trying to  get on
his feet, and they promptly started to walk him back to
the direction where the others had come.

“Are  you  all  right?”  asked  Khad  turning  to  Melit
worried.

“No  problem,  he  could  not  do  anything  to  me,”
assured Melit.

“Thank  you  for  saving  us,”  said  Khad  to  Dokhar.
“Fortunately you were faster than me in your action.”

“They are boorish,  but still  not  our greatest  worry,”
said Dokhar looking at the trio already rather far away. “I
am much more worried about the people staying here that
we have not met yet. Those who do not come to meet us,
but  threaten us  from their  hideouts,  through the others
and controlling the others.”

“Those told us to leave the village.”
“We could guess so. So would we be told wherever
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we would stay.  It  is  our lot  for  the time being.  It  is  a
shame that also Melit gets her share of it.”

“I guessed already when I came that it or something
worse could happen to me,” said Melit. “But I still do not
regret my coming. We are already so close to the success
that I do not want to let anything stop us.”

“Thank you for  that.  It  is  also true that  our  escape
must  end somewhere.  Now we have to  concentrate  on
reaching our destination before our adversaries.”

“At least the great majority of the villagers like us,”
commented Khad.

“The  majority  does  not  know Melit’s  background,”
reminded Dokhar. “But perhaps soon there will be a time
that it would not mind, either.”

They continued their way towards their quarters.
“This event has to be discussed among the society,”

said Dokhar as they walked towards the light shining into
the night from the windows of the farm house. “It seems
that our latitude is getting still narrower.”

* * *

“Fire is our most effective defence now that we have
nothing  usable  with  which  to  shoot,”  explained  the
commander  of  Guard to  the  executive,  a  man younger
than  him,  about  the  purpose  of  the  heavy-looking
projectiles  on  the  wall  of  the  vault.  “These  rocket
missiles have been filled with a mixture burning with a
very hot  flame.  The  mixture  contains  most  of  what  it
needed for the burning, so it cannot be extinguished by
stifling. The flame is hot enough to melt most metals. We
do not  know yet  what  kind of  equipment  the  opposite
side has, but a sufficiently hot fire works well on both
primitive and sophisticated machinery.”

“I guess we need to launch many of them,” thought
the executive. “One is scarcely enough to incapacitate an
entire community base.”

“That is true. We cannot be sure, either, that a single
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missile would hit the most effective spot of the base.”
Even though the executive looked at the missiles with

calmly  assessing  eyes,  the  commander  could  see  the
tremor  passing  through  him.  They  all  would  have  to
prepare for the unknown, because there was not a single
member  of the  settlers  with true combat experience.  It
was evidently wise that the information about their actual
deterrent, the mist bomb, was not spread anywhere else
but to those who necessarily had to know about it. The
executive next  to  the  commander  was not  one of  such
people; to him the rocket missiles he was looking at were
the newest top of their fighting power.

“I  heard  you  mention  the  restless  feelings  around
Flight  City,”  continued the commander.  “Tell  me  more
about it.”

“The young in that  area have obviously noticed the
change  in  the  movements  of  the  community bases,  as
have  the  grown-ups,  but  many  of  the  youth  show  a
strange  attitude  to  them.  Instead  of  preparing  for  the
worst they are just looking at the community bases and
seem  to  rather  wait  for  their  arrival  as  if  it  were  an
interesting  novelty.  On  their  part  the  things  seem  to
develop in the worst possible way, and if this goes on, I
am not sure if we can trust their ability for defence.”

“What might have caused that? And just now that it
would be least wanted.”

“Who would know.”
“Could it be a temporary whim or craze?”
“It is possible. To outsiders their life looks the same as

before.”
“Merriment, idling, and expensive entertainment?”
“You  could  describe  it  that  way,”  commented  the

grinning executive the commander’s view. “What comes
to the entertainment, I heard people mention that there is
a group of artists evoking exceptional enthusiasm over a
wide area. After their performance the audience has been,
according  to  their  families,  not  their  own  self,  their
thoughts in entirely different worlds.”
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“Confusers of minds again? Why can’t they just play
music and recite poems as in the old times!”

“That is exactly what these were doing.”
“Who were the performers?”
“They are performing mostly anonymously. The only

one that has been reliably recognized and about whom we
have etries in our registry is Khad, the son of Deim and
Nian, who was still a while ago studying airplane design
in Flight City.”

“There  we  lose  once  again  a  good  and  necessary
professional.”

“I don’t know. The claim is that this Khad would be
the same person who caused an outrage in the north by
colliding with a community base.”

“Then it is only good that he has changed his field of
interest!”  huffed  the  commander  as  if  barely believing
what  he  heard.  “But  if  he  is  now  responsible  of  this
paralyzing of our youth, it is surely time to keep a sharp
eye on him.”

“Shall we arrest him?”
“No, at least  not yet.  We would have to catch their

whole group, and that is a thing we cannot commence.”
“Who will be assigned to watch Khad?”
“Flight  observers  will  be  released  now  that  the

suspicious flights have grown fewer.  I  will  nominate a
few observers  to  the  task right  after  this  one.  Do you
know what others than the youth have thought about the
performances?”

“The noticing of  the change has increased common
nervousness  and  the  tension  of  the  atmosphere.  But
among the youth there are also some grown-ups watching
the  performances,  and  on  the  other  hand many of  the
youth stay away from the activities and have the same
reservations about them as the others.”

“Fortunately!  Flight  City  is  spawning  dangerous
things.”

“There  is  plenty  of  good  coming  from there,  too,”
reminded the executive. A few days ago we got for our
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use a new, small airplane of theirs that we are supposed
to use for carrying sensitive material. Every time we meet
the  pilot  he  remembers  to  praise  the  new wing model
which he says to fit to his hand excellently, and that it is
comfortable  in  bad  weather.  And  the  wing  model  is
according to him coming from the school, that is from the
studying  youth  of  Flight  City.  For  some  reason  the
designer of the wing wanted to remain anonymous.”

“Good. We will revise the targets of the surveillance
then, and now that we have even got a good airplane, we
transfer our new registries to the west. But first we shall
review  the  handling  and  transport  procedures  of  these
missiles, as you have to deliver many of them to the alert
positions soon.”

“Who wants to have peace, let him prepare for war,”
quoted the executive an ancient saying.

“It would surely be best if we could fight by our own
power  and  let  the  others  to  live  in  their  peace,  but
conflicts have the regrettable tendency to spread,” mused
the commander. “If the battle cannot be a small one, let’s
try to make it at leas brief. Perhaps the recovery will also
be faster then.”

“Shall we surrender at some point?”
“The time will show us. After all, our purpose is to let

our  folk  to  live  after  the  confrontation  as  happily  as
possible.”

* * *

“Welcome to discuss the most fearsome topic of our
society,”  opened  Karamant  en  Asten  the  meeting.  The
way he uttered the words sounded to Rhavalt much more
relaxed than he would have expected of any other person
in charge that he had met before.

In the common room of Maniat there were ten people.
Rhavalt was not actually one of those who were expected
to decide about the major guidelines of the society, but he
was  attending  invited  as  the  personal  counselor  of  the
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alliance  coordinator  Amnaldin.  He  noticed  among  the
participants  a  few  older  acquaintances  of  his,  whose
fierce eyes told him that the surprise of the reunion was
not of the happiest kind for them.

“As many of you know already, a drastic change has
happened on the ground,” continued Karamant. “There is
operating a group whose purpose is nothing less than the
meeting  of  the  folks  in  peace  and  mutual  acceptance.
Melit en Assar who disappeared from Terlen earlier, has
ended  up  into  connection  with  this  group,  and  in
cooperation with her the group has established some kind
of supporter group of whom we can expect a friendly or
at  least  hateless  reception.  The  size  of  the  supporting
group  is  presumably a  few thousand  people,  and  it  is
growing rapidly.  Melit  and the group have asked us to
evaluate whether our first contact could happen in one of
these days, and if it can, where and when.”

Rhavalt  could almost  feel  the participants tense and
draw a breath. History did not know many cases where
their  greatest  problem would  have  been  confronted  so
briskly and directly.

“I am delighted that our history, after being stagnated
in quite a painful state for generations has finally moved
forward,”  took  the  word  a  route  planner,  opposite  to
Rhavalt in the circle of the participants. “To not take to
greater haste than we can control, would you tell us what
you mean by the expression ‘first contact’?”

“The  thought  that  was  presented  to  me  was  very
concretic and simple,” replied Karamant. “A few people
from the  ground would  visit  us  here  and a  few of  us
would visit them down there. It has been suggested that
Melit, who now knows both laguages and cultures, would
serve as a mediator in both cases. In the beginning we
would not  need to do more than to go to give a short
greeting, as already the meeting of a few of us with their
neighbours without fear is a good start for the following
steps.”

“It could be a good start of quite many other things,
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too,”  remarked  Kalbaren  sitting  left  from Rhavalt  and
glanced at him from the corner of his eye, obviously with
a fresh memory of their meeting on Orondam. “Even if
the  mentioned  group  of  supporters  were  thousands  in
size,  they  are  only  a  vanishing  fraction  of  the  whole
number  of  ground-dwellers.  What  kind  of  reception
would we get from the others when we make our greeting
visit?”

“It  would  undoubtedly  depend  largely  on  where,
when, and in which manner we land,” replied Amnaldin
on  the  right  side  of  Rhavalt.  “If  we  attract  the  right
amount of attention, I believe that we will succeed. And
in reaching the right amount I think our friends on the
ground are pleased to help us.”

“It has always been clear to us that we do not play
games with our future, if we can anyhow avoid it,” took
Kanidam, coming from Terlen, the next word. “Wouldn’t
it  be  in  order  to  at  least  do  some  research  before  we
plunge headlong on the mercy of unknown?”

“You are right,” admitted Amnaldin and  produced a
hefty stack of writing boards. “Here is one, and also a
rather  extensive  one.  The  boards  contain  a  synopsis
which we all should have time to glance through while
we are here. I will therefore not read it aloud now, but
will just mention that it is obvious that the prerequisites
for the contact exist also among us. It seems that our folk
which  we so  carefully protect  would  be  satisfied  with
much  less  protection,  and  on  the  other  hand  the
information Melit has sent from the ground give me an
image  that  we  are  not  in  a  danger,  at  least  not  an
immediate one, even if we land.”

Rhavalt watched the expressions of the others when
the stack of boards began to travel along the circle. The
material had been largely compiled by him, but he had
asked Amnaldin to adopt the research under his name so
that the possible grudge or aversion against him would
not  slow  down  the  accepting  of  the  contents  of  the
research.
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“So, now it has been shown by research that we wil
not  be  slaughtered  if  we  step  on  the  ground,”  said
Kalbaren slowly. “It has even been proven that also our
own folk would receive the event tranquilly. Very well.
Let’s suppose that our relationship grows little by little
closer,  until  we  finally  settle  to  live  side  by side  and
enjoy  the  peace  and  acceptance  you  mentioned.  Does
anyone of you have an idea what these concepts mean on
the  ground now,  and what  will  they mean  at  the  time
when they are tried to make reality? When we still were
living on our native home Earth these words appeared in
nearly every formal  speech between the nations.  There
‘peace’  meant  continuous  alert  fully  armed  and
‘acceptance’  the  acceptance  for  exploitation  and  for
menial labour, not as other human beings. Remember that
the  ground-dwellers  greatly  outnumber  us.  If  we  go
among  them,  they  will  dictate  the  laws  and  their
interpretations.  They  hold  the  land  and  the  power  to
decide how it is dealt and used. Who of us know where
we end up when they welcome us – I mean: when a small
fraction of them welcomes us?”

The  participants  glanced  each  other.  There  were
whispers going on.

“Do not  forget  that  Melit  has  observed the life  and
thoughts of the ground-dwellers for a long time already,”
reminded  Amnaldin.  “She  would  have  noticed  if  we
would  receive  even  contempt,  not  to  mention  hate.  I
admit that the event is not completely free of risks, and so
does Melit, but the risks are already fairly well-known,
and they can be controlled.”

“Melit  was  sent  to  Terlen  for  the  reason,  among
others,  that  she  was  not  trusted,”  remarked  Kanidam.
“Why should we trust her now, especially that she is not
exactly even one of us any longer?”

“That is a lie!” shouted Rhavalt, nearly bouncing onto
his feet. “Melit has been born among us, and the thoughts
she has about the folks she has formed here by herself;
nobody  has  given  them  to  her  from  the  ground.  You
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should already understand that we are of many kinds, and
we are all members of our folk even if we do not think
the same way as you. Where is your own reliability if you
are  ready  to  deny  the  membership  of  our  folk  from
everyone who does not happen to please you?”

Kanidam’s face was chillying to see. Nevertheless, he
did not venture to say aloud everything that he thought
about Rhavalt, because attacking a person who was in the
service of Amnaldin was not wise even by his yardstick.

“And when we would be living down there, what if
the  ground-dwellers  would  shut  our  whole  folk  into  a
reservation consisting of a single valley?” asked a route
planner opposite to Rhavalt. “Would we lose anything?
Would  the  quality  of  our  life  degrade?  We  are  tightly
packed even now; even our number is dictated largely  by
how many new habitats we can and dare to build to float
on the sky.”

“Our quality of life would surely depend on what kind
of  conditions  there  would  prevail  in  the  valley,”  said
Karamant. “Now that we are floating in the air we can at
least  choose  our  weather  and to  some degree  also our
sources of raw materials. Now we have at our disposal
also the ocean whose bounty we might lose living in the
valley.”

“We could as well move to the ground little by little,”
came a suggestion right side of Amnaldin.

“Then  the  movement  onto  ground  ought  to  be
managed  from a  single  place  and  in  a  firm  manner,”
commented Bellermon, he,  too,  being one of Rhavalt’s
acquaintances from Terlen. “It takes discipline and also
sacrificing attitude if the privilege of living on the ground
belongs  to  only  few  fro  years  or  even  generations.  It
would admittedly still  be an improvement compared to
the current conditions.”

“Are you ready to be responsible of the redsults of the
endeavour in front of the whole folk, including your own
family?”  asked  Kanidam.  “When  we  carry  our
responsibility of  the  consequences  of  our  deeds  to  the
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members of our folk, they are not mere readers of historic
records,  but  living,  and  preferably  long-living  human
beings.”

“According to the research it is possible that we fail,
but  we  do  not  need  to  be  ashamed  of  it,”  replied
Amnaldin. “Is it  bad to expose what we are in equally
great if not greater danger to lose soon anyway? Quite
many others would decide for the attempt. And even if
we  finally  could  not  settle  on  the  ground,  the  mere
dissipation of the suspicions would be a great victory for
all of us.”

“Perhaps we could do as they did on the Earth since
ancient times,” suggested Karamant. “Let us vote. Those
who support  the  idea to  visit  the  ground in a  meeting
arranged by Melit shall point their finger downward, and
those who are against it, upward.”

“Democracy is a great invention,” snorted sourly the
man  sitting  left  from  Rhavalt,  pointing  his  finger  up
while Karamant was counting the fingers shown. “Even
the most  disconsolate  stupidities taste  of great  wisdom
when one  can  commence  them by the  decision  of  the
majority.”

“Seven for and three against,” announced Karamant
the  result  of  the  voting.  “Considering  the  result  and
Amnaldin’s research it seems to me that we can visit the
ground.”

There  was  consenting  mumbling  in  the  air.  The
opponents  satisfied  themselves  with keeping silent  and
looking  at  the  others,  who  gloomily,  who  merely
pensively.  Amnaldin  smiled  with  himself  and  bumped
discreetly Rhavalt to the arm as if to congratulate him.

“Now that we have decision about the matter, we can
begin  to  think  how  we  will  carry  it  through,”  said
Karamant. “Amnaldin can tell us in detail about his own
suggestion for the start.”

Rhavalt took a restful posture on his chair, and could
do the same in his spirit:  he guessed he had found the
best possible protector for the contact project.
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* * *

“I have good news,” announced Dokhar with his voice
reverberating  from the walls  of  the  secret  cellar  vault.
“The  air  folk  has  given  an  accepting  answer  to  our
invitation.”

Even  though  the  secret  society was  in  the  habit  of
avoiding noisy activities, this time there was no way of
avoiding the shouts of exultation. Agitated talking filled
the cellar.  Dokhar  raised his  hands and finally got  the
people to listen again.

“Now we all have to hurry to announce the meeting to
everyone who are going to attend. The announcement has
been formulated already,  and because it  will  be shown
publicly,  it  has  been written partly in  veiled words,  to
evoke interest in all who have been watching our cultural
shows, but also to avoid common confusion. The visitors
will  not  know  in  complete  detail  what  they  will  be
attending, but they will surely arrive. Our part is to place
the  announcements  in  full  view,  in  places  where  their
readers  are accustomed to find them,  and let  the word
about the meeting circulate as widely as possible by the
right people.”

“Where  will  it  happen?”  asked  a  youth  full  of
enthusiasm near Dokhar.

“Laith’s Moor has been chosen for the meeting place.
It is open terrain, but there is a range of hills between it
and  the  more  populated  area  for  a  visual  cover.  The
community base can land behind the hills and stay at a
low altitude  without  a  risk  of  colliding  with  anything
solid. The time of the meeting is after six days, late in the
afternoon, at the eighteenth stound.”

“What happens if others besides the invited will see
the landing?” asked a middle-aged woman further away.

“I do not know,” replied Dokhar. “We try to prepare
for everything. Your question was well aimed also in the
sense that we indeed have a powerful and well-organized
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competitor who would prefer that we would not exist at
all.”

“Who are they?”
“As you know, Miont, the long-time manager of the

gas factory and the cousin of our material supplier Nend,
lost his job all of a sudden,” began Dokhar circuitously
his  answer.  “He was accused of faults  in his products,
deliveries,  and  planning,  which  surely  amazes  you  as
much as me,  because very few managers have been in
their work as conscientious in his work as he has been.
The  real  reason  was  revealed  a  while  ago  when  the
explosion we know happened above the southern ocean.
Connecting these two mysterious events our suspicions
arose. Dam and Hait who both know chemistry prepared
some indicator substances that they hid in the ventilation
duct of the factory in the night, and which they retrieved
the  following  night.  The  results  confirmed  our
suspicions:  in  the  factory there  are  manufactured  very
volatile and flammable substances,  suitable for causing
the same kind of explosions as the one above the ocean.
Miont  had  been  displaced  by  a  group  specializing  in
explosions and perhaps other mode of combat, involving
people  prestigious in the society.  The group has  tested
above the ocean some kind of mass destruction weapon.
The group has  covered its  traces  well;  we  still  do not
know  who  belong  to  it  and  in  what  other  places  it
operates, because it is also their policy to lead possible
observers astray.”

“Are we at the brink of a war?” came a question from
further aside, in a noticeably less ebullient voice.

“Not  necessarily,  if  we  are  quicker,”  said  Dokhar.
“This period of six days we can scarcely rush, because it
is important that we get enough people to the meeting.
Then  the  awareness  of  the  new  peace  in  our  society
spreads at a speed that with a good certainty extinguishes
right  in  their  beginnings  all  attempts  of  armament.  If
armed  groups  for  a  reason  or  another  strike  first,  our
meeting will be delayed into unknown future, perhaps to
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generations to come, and their field is, if possible, even
rockier to plough than ours. If the strike happens just at
the moment that we are there, we may be able to delay it
with our own devices of hindrance.”

The murmur of discussion began to swell again in the
cellar vault.

“Next we will make agreements about how to inform
about  the  arranging  of  the  meeting,”  returned  Dokhar
them back onto the agenda.
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19
“Attackers  from the  air  have  invaded  our  village!”

shouted an agitated man dashing into the hall of the guest
house. “Find weapons for yourselves!”

“What attackers?” asked Dokhar from the corner of
the  hall,  but  the  man  had  already  continued  his  run,
probably to warn others.  The people sitting in  the  hall
glanced around. Even though the news were worrisome,
they  did  not  trigger  anyone  into  action.  Only  when
another  man came in to  tell  the  same,  with a  mowing
knife  in  his  hand,  and  there  was  the  sound of  hurried
steps on the village road, did the events start in the hall,
too.

“We had better go!” said one of the sitting guests and
got up. “I have to get my family into safety.”

The others followed the example, muttering each their
own  words  shocked  by  the  sudden  alarm.  The  secret
society  members,  Danth,  Khad,  Melit,  and  Dokhar
/consciously  seating  himself  further  away  prepared  to
leave among the last ones.

“Do you already have someone to make sure you get
into a safe place,” asked one of the villagers stopping at
Melit, without an idea of the facts.

“It has been arranged,” assured Khad.
When people were on the move, the hall emptied quite

quickly, but calmly and in good order. Also the hosts of
the guest house seemed to start preparations. Khad and
Melit  with their  companions  stayed in  the  yard  of  the
guest house watching how here and there villagers were
running to get their belongings, carrying their surprised
children,  or  trying  to  get  into  houses  to  exchange
information with somebody possibly being inside.

“What  a  time  it  happened!”  sighed  Dokhar  in  all
gloominess. “Just before the meeting day.”

“Has somebody actually attacked us?” asked Khad. “I
cannot see anyone anywhere.”
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“I don’t believe anyone has,” said Dokhar. “But those
others think they have been attacked, and it may take  a
good while before they realize that there is no danger.”

“What shall we do?” asked Danth.
“We  must  get  this  frenzy pacified,  if  we  somehow

can,” decided Dokhar. “The villagers are now in a very
dangerous  mood,  searching  the  slightest  hint  of  alien
invaders and ready to act as soon as they find one. Melit
must be taken away from here. I suggest that Khad leaves
with Melit by Elph’s quint to his home, and we others try
to catch the villagers and get them to their right minds.
We will  then stay overnight  at  Elph’s  home and leave
straight for the moor when the time comes.”

“All  right,”  replied  Khad.  “We  will  leave
immediately.”

“I go to get Thain,” said Dokhar. “When we get our
task here done we will follow you one way or another. If
we do not appear tomorrow, do not wait for us but go
straight to the moor.”

“Evening is coming,” said Danth looking at the sky.
“The villagers will scarcely walk around the whole night.
I guess that quite soon they will retreat into their homes
to guard them.”

“Good luck!” wished Dokhar and slapped Khad on the
shoulder. “Now if ever it comes in need.”

They went to their ways, Dokhar and Danth along the
village road to east, and Khad and Melit glancing around
to the side of the guest house where Dokhar had parked
the quint he had mentioned.

“I would like to know where this rumour started,” said
Khad annoyed. “It  does not seem to be true, and for a
prank it is an extremely irresponsible one!”

“Perhaps  they  are  tenser  than  we  could  guess,”
thought  Melit.  “Then  it  does  not  take  much  to  get  s
rumour.”

“The  rumour  has  probably  left  with  the  escaping
villagers  outside  the  village  already.  Now  we  must
produce  good  news  that  spread  even  faster  than  the
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horrendous ones.”
They came to the side wall and passed by a sturdy-

bodied hauler. Behind it there was the qint Dokhar had
brought. They could not reach it yet, because behind the
building there appeared a man.

“Could you help us?” he shouted to them. “We have a
serious accident here.”

Khad glanced Melit and the restlessly fidgeting man.
“What has happened?” he asked and started to walk

toward the man with Melit at his heels.
“They  were  left  between  cutting  blades  and  are

bleeding to death,” said the man and gestured toward the
backside of the building.

“There in the shelter. I go in to fetch more bandages
and  come  right  away.  They  must  be  taken  to  care
quickly!”

Had someone using a machine startled with the attack
announcement and forgotten to be careful? If the attack
rumour  was  groundless,  as  Khad  believed,  he  would
surely not  envy the lot  of  its  initiator when the events
would be cleared out.

They went running to the shelter that Khad had seen
before  only  fleetingly.  The  shelter  was  elongated,
extending  along  the  wall  of  the  building,  enclosed  by
walls and a roof. The light inside was rather dim.

“Where are they?” exclaimed  Khad glancing around
inside the shelter. “I can see nobody!”

“We  are  three  already,”  came  the  reply  from  the
entrance, behind him and Melit. He spun around and saw
Bant in the entrance opening.

“Where are the accident victims?” asked Khad. “What
has happened here?”

“Victims?” said Bant enigmatically. “They are closer
than you would even believe.”

Irritated, Khad looked at Bant whose even normally
strange  behaviour  was  now  yet  stranger.  His  sticky,
closed-minded  rigidity  had  changed  into  agitated
tenseness. He was standing in a stable posture, legs apart,
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and breathed  quickly.  His  restless  gaze  moved  in  stiff
jerks from place to place. Looking at Bant Khad noticed a
few bluish-gray stains at the wide collar of his thick but
airy  hot-weather  shirt.  He  also  sensed  the  peculiar,
stinging  smell  hovering  around  Bant,  the  smell  of  the
seven-leaf. That explained Bant’ restless appearance and
stiff stare.

“If this is a joke, it ends now!” growled Khad. “Move
aside! We will now go to our quint.”

“You  would  not  get  very far  with  it,”  replied  Bant
with  pretentious  temperateness  and  pulled  out  of  his
pocket a handful of severed electric wires.

“What have you done?” exclaimed Khad horrified.
“You had a chance to leave,” reminded Bant. “Was it

your memory or your ears that failed you? By now you
should have been far away already.”

“We will leave immediately if you just move aside,”
said Khad in a more amicable tone assessing Bant with
his eyes. He had already failed trying to get past Dokhar
earlier.  Would  he  have  any  chance  against  a  sturdily
muscular adversary like Bant?

“No, no,” sadi Bant lowering his voice and taking a
step inward with his hand fumbling his collar. “It is no
longer that time. It is time to give the account. For you,
the traitor. And especially that one coming from the air!”

The end of Bant’s sentence erupted out in a furious
hiss. His hand came out of his collar holding a knife.

Khad’s determinedness flowed out of him like water
from a bottomless jar. He retreated a step, and another.
Melit was retreating next to him, glancing in turns him
and Bant. Horror grabbed fiercely Khad’s throat when he
suddenly realized what he was doing. Where ould he flee
at all in the closed shelter? Behind Melit’s back? And he
had been assigned to protect Melit! His eyes blurred and
his  ears  buzzed  when  he  fervently  tried  with  his
paralyzed brains to find out what to do. Even though the
shelter  was  much  wider  than  Bant,  he  was  still  a
sovereign ruler of the exit route with his knife.
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“Our  realm  is  untouchable!”  bellowed  Bant,  to
himself as well as to them, and took another menacing
step toward them.

Melit looked at Bant and put her hand on Khad’s arm.
Khad stopped.

“All settlers are my friends,” Melit said to Bant. “I do
no harm to any of you.”

Bant was not listening what Melit said. He raised his
knife  growling  like  a  predator.  Melit  turned  around to
find  a  way  for  escape  with  Khad,  but  stopped
immediately.

“Khad, look out!” she shouted, but Khad had already
retreated right into the arms of the men who had stepped
out of the shadows.

The henchmen were four. Quickly they captured the
arms of both into a locked grip and kicked them off from
their feet. They were pressed to the ground. Khad’s arms
were  turned  backward  as  far  as  the  crackling  joints
allowed. The moan from Melit told that her handling was
not  a  slightest  bit  gentler.  The  reek  of  the  seven-leaf
coming from their capturers told that like Bant also they
had steeled themselves for the task, though probably not
as extremely as Bant.

“Your opportunity has come,” urged one of the men
holding  Khad.  Bant  stepped  in  front  of  Khad  and
grabbing his hair twisted his head up.

“Even my grandfather you tried to turn against me,”
he wheezed. “Now you will die!”

“Stick  to  the  plan!”  snapped the  man  behind  Khad
irritated. “He is one of us! Your task is that other one.”

“Indeed!”  said  grinning  Bant  sliding  into  a  brief,
weak-minded cackle. “Your case we must still consider.
But this one instead...” Bant moved to front of Melit like
a thundercloud rolling over the sky. “For this case there is
nothing unclear!”

“Think about your future!” said Melit in an amazingly
clear voice considering that all the time that she did not
speak she was gasping with pain. “How are you going to
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live after killing us? Where could you go? Where would
you find a place for yourselves? Do not destroy your own
lives when you can still save them!”

“You will  die!”  puffed Bant,  as  if  to  pump himself
again with the murderous zeal that was already about to
fade when the rhythm of the events was disturbed.

“Hurry  up!”  prodded  the  other  one  of  Melit’s
capturers.

“With the experience of a bull butcher,” spurred the
other  one  with  quiet  words  Bant’s  self-esteem.  “You
know what to do, and after  doing it  our future will  be
known  by  your  name.  You  will  be  the  man  walking
before the other men!”

Khad kicked and squirmed with his face scarlet with
effort and rage, but he could do nothing against the men
holding him: the grip was well-rehearsed and it held. In
his  suppressed  posture  he  could  not  even  produce  a
sounding shout for help.

At the moment there were steps behind the corner.s
“Bant, you are still here?” said the old man coming to

sight.  Rheod  had  come  to  fetch  his  grandson.  “Come
home until this confusion is oer.”

Bant  remained  standing  with  his  back  toward  his
grandfather. His body was jerking slightly.

“Hide it!” hissed a man holding Melit quietly to Bant
who wa still holding the knife. Bant shoed the knife back
inside his shirt.

Rheod came closer and noticed the others present.
“What is going on here!” he shouted with his voice

trembling. “What is this? Release them!”
“Get  off  from hampering!”  blurted  Bant  in  a  thick

voice, his face still away from Rheod. “This matter does
not belong to you!”

Rheod  grabbed  Bant’s  shoulder  and  twisted  him
forcefully backwards. With a single glance he notied his
and his companions’ intoxication. Bant had, to his own
regret, forgotten his hand inside his shirt, still holding his
knife, and so Rheod yanked next his arm. The knife came
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out ripping the threads of the cloth on its way out.
Rheod’s  eyes  widened  with  horror,  and  his  shock

changed into agitation.
“Drop the knife immediately!” he shouted hanging on

Bant’s hand. “You cannot do that!”
One of Khad’s capturers measured from the corner of

his  eye  the  distance  while  Bant  and  Rheod  struggled
together, and when Rheod swung toward him he aimed a
kick to the lower part of Rheod’s chest, returning back to
his former position before Khad could seize the occasion.
Rheod’s legs slackened but he did not release his grip on
Bant’s hand. He shouted villagers for help as loud as his
lungs could manage. Bant got his weight firmly on both
of his legs and with a single fierce effort he flung Rheod
away.  Rheod  slammed  against  the  wall  and  slumped
thereafter to the ground, but began immediately to pull
himself back onto his feet.

“If you touch her you have no longer a place in my
home!” shouted Rheod. “Not in the whole village! If you
do your monstrous deed,  you have no longer a future!
You filthy murderer! Was it  really you I had to rescue
from your parents?”

“That one has come from the air!” panted Bant. “We
have captured one from the air!”

“Don’t care about him!” shouted a man holding Khad
to Bant.

“I trusted you!” went Rheod on, swaying and holding
his chest with both hands. “We were to defend each other,
and you allied with the destruction! Where is  you life,
Bant? What are you?”

Even in his  troublesome posture  Khad could notice
that  Rheod’s  words  had  hit  something  inside  Bant,
something that only those two knew. Bant turned back to
Melit and raised his knife high up in the air. He began to
pant again.

“We caught an attacker from the air!” he shouted, this
time through clenched teeth.

“Be firm!” said a man holding Melit to Bant in a low
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voice, almost in a whisper.
From behind the corner came running two men. And

then another two. They saw the two figures pressed on
the ground and their capturers who glanced the comers.

“You got them!” shouted the first of the comers. “If
you have already disarmed them, you can release them.”

The  capturers  did  as  they were  told.  The  arrival  of
other people did not belong to their plan, but they decided
to  adapt  to  the  situation.  More  and  more  men  were
coming to the shelter, each with his own kind of defence
weapon.

“Here  it  is!”  exclaimed  Bant,  flooded  full  of  new
enthusiasm and flailing  with  his  knife  to  the  direction
Melit was held. “Attacker from the air! We caught her!”

With  effort  Melit  got  up,  gasping  for  air.  She  fell
against the wall next to her and supported herself with
her shoulder, as she could not yet use her arms burning
with fierce pain. The arrived people instinctively raised
their defence weapons, but as they noticed who was this
mentioned “attacker from the air”, their alert  slackened
and  was  drowned  in  amazement.  Those  from  whose
hands the bars and axes did not drop by themselves, flung
them wilfully on the ground shocked.

“But it is Melit!” exclaimed the foremost of the men.
“How could they attack her!” shouted Rheod pressing

himself between the backs in front of him.
The  comers  had  obviously  prepared  themselves  for

life-threatening  resistance.  When  opposing  them,
captured, were Khad and Melit, they got perplexed. The
capturers themselves retreated a step into the twilight of
the shelter. They did not like at all the new turn of the
events.  The villagers seemed to regard the attackers as
their  friends!  When  the  villagers  were  giving  their
attention  to  Khad,  Melit,  and  Bant  blustering  next  to
them,  one  of  the  capturers  gave  a  signal  to  his  three
comrades  and  they left  past  the  others  without  letting
anyone notice them.

“Did you begin this?” asked another of the foremost
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men facing  Bant.  Bant  glared  here  and there  with  the
tremors  of  his  body aggravating,  the  notion  of  defeat
slowly  penetrating  his  foggy mind.  The  asker  stepped
toward him to wrench the knife from his hand, but at the
moment Bant shrieked in ear-piercing voice and flung the
knife on the ground trodden hard. He dashed off, clearing
his way past others with furious beats of his fists.

“What  is  happening  there?”  shouted  Dokhar  from
behind  the  others,  having  arrived  together  with  his
companions.

“Bant was here and presumably tried to kill  Melit!”
shouted Khad for an answer.

“I was late again!” moaned Dokhar and meandered his
way past others to Khad and Melit. “Melit, are you all
right?”

“No problem any more,” replied Melit  in exhausted
voice, still  leaning on the wall.  “Rheod and these men
saved us.”

“It  must  have  been  a  close  shave!”  said  Dokhar
looking at the knife still jutting out of the ground.

“It was,” admitted Khad. “I wish I had your defensive
skills. Now I was to Melit rather a burden than a benefit.”

“No matter. The danger is over now.”
“Do you know what all this is about?” interrupted the

first man arriving after Rheod. “What is this talk about an
attack from the air? And why were these two captured?”

“It  was the invention of Bant  and his friends,” said
Dokhar. “There is no attack. The situation is as calm as it
has been until now.”

“I think it was indeed Bant who started this alarm,”
said the third man further back. “And we fools believed
it!”

The men snorted at their purposeless running.
“And from all the people those fiends had to choose

Melit  for  their  victim!”  exclaimed  the  foremost  man.
“How  could  anyone  think  that  she  would  come  from
those community bases? She has been living here with us
for a long time already. Even a complete fool should be
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able to see that she is... er...”
Melit raised her eyes. The man stopped to look at her.
“Where have you been born, by the way?” he asked

and  smiled  at  Melit  encouragingly.  “Not  that  I  would
have  to  know it  for  anything.  I  am merely curious  to
know where in this world come such pleasing people as
you.”

Melit  looked  at  the  men  around  her,  weighing  hr
words.  She looked at  Dokhar.  Dokhar looked back but
did not say anything.

“I  come from the air,”  said Melit  in  quiet  but  firm
voice. Khad let out a small, tense sigh.

The  men  looked  at  Melit  perplexed,  as  if  not
understanding what she had said. Was Melit, too, joking
on their expense?

“I have been born in the air, on the working habitat of
Assar,” said Melit. “I was sent to Terlen, from which I
escaped and came down here.”

The  impossible-sounding  thought  began  to  convey
finally to the listeners. The tension mounted. There were
surprised sighs.

“Are you then coming down here?” asked one of the
men.

“There is  only me down here,” said Melit.  “All the
others are up in the air, and they do not dare even come
near the ground. In no case will they attack anyone.”

“Why are you here then?”
“We all love and miss the ground, even though we live

in the air. Or perhaps exactly because we live in the air.
To me the continuous separation from the ground which
gives  our  sustenance,  and  from  you  who  are  human
beings like us, felt so purposeless that I could not stand it
any longer.  So  I  escaped,  because  for  people  like  me
there is no place in the air.”

“Our friend Melit, born in the air,” wondered the first
comer slowly. “I couldn’t have expected such a thing for
my whole life!”

“She  is  the  same  person,  be  she  born  wherever,”
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reminded another one.
“Please forgive us our talking, but the thought does

take some accustoming,” said the third one to Melit. “We
were expecting something entirely different from the air.
But, thinking again, we all are just human beings.”

“We shall at least welcome Melit to our village, shall
we not?” demanded the second one of his companions.
“And if the others of them are even a little bit like her, we
have nothing to worry.”

“You are right,” said the first one nodding to himself.
“None of us surely has anything against her, and I will
trust in whatever she tells about her folk.”

“Thank  you!”  sighed  Dokhar  silently  to  himself,
listening aside to the men’s decisions with his eyes closed
and leaning on the wall. “Thank you!”

“Thanks to  you!” said also Melit.  Even though she
still  looked exhausted,  new vigour  was very obviously
flowing into her to replace the lost one.

“Do you others agree?” asked the first man the group
standing  behind  him.  There  was  puzzled  exchange  of
words between the men,  but  generally they seemed to
agree with the first ones.

“Be in peaceful mind,” continued the man to Melit.
“When we have dealt with Bant, and all four of them, I
believe  that  all  the  people  you  meet  thereafter  in  the
village are your friends.”

“We  have  an  occasion  to  extend  out  trust  further,”
took Khad the word. “Tomorrow at the eighteenth stound
a community base named Maniat will come close to the
ground  at  Laith’s  Moor.  The  base  cannot  land  on  the
ground, but a few of its inhabitants will come to greet us
who wait on the ground. I would be glad if as many of
you as possible could join us. What do you say?”

Puzzled mumbling came from among the men.
“It sounds interesting,” said one of the men. “But tell

us  how all  of  this  is  possible.  Have  you  managed  to
create some kinds of relationships with them?”

“Yes, we have, or actually this is the very beginning of
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creating such relationships. What would you think if the
whole fear of the air folk could be left into the history?”

“Could it happen?”
“We hope so. We try to make it happen by all means.”
“Can you guarantee that all of them come here as our

friends?”
“As Melit just said, they do not hate but fear us. They

would be as relieved with the meeting as we would. That
is why your help would come in need even in this case.”

“This is really something!”
“I  will  come,”  replied  a  man  standing  behind  the

others.  “We cannot lose anything in it.  If they want to
harm us, they could attack us as well here.”

“A good thought,” replied Khad and managed even to
grin a little.

“Should  we  now  leave  this  shelter  for  a  more
comfortable place?” suggested the foremost man.

“I have a request for you,” said Melit.
“What is it?”
“When you get Bant and his friends into your hands,

treat them with patience. It is important for all of us. It
would be horrible to begin a new era of piece by evicting
settlers from their home region because the air folk has
come  onto  the  ground.  That  would  turn  the  imagined
horror into reality. Also Bant needs your help, as it would
be overwhelmingly heavy for him to carry not only his
past, but also the memory of himself with the knife in his
hand.”

“I  guess  you  are  right,”  replied  the  man.  “We will
consider it when we get to handle their case.”

“We  wish  the  same  peace  for  him  as  for  others,”
mused another man as they began to leave.

“It  is  a delight to hear,” replied Khad with a smile.
“Do not forget to take your weapons with you.”

* * *

The scout  was flying low and fast.  His already fast
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and agile airplane had after the transfer to Guard’s use
been  modified  still  more  nimble;  now piloting  it  at  a
stealthily low altitude required real concentration. Getting
closer to his destination he could climb higher to give an
appearance  of  an  ordinary  maintenance  flight.  His
airplane  was  no  maintenance  plane,  though,  but  might
appear as such long enough for casual glancers when he
would fly within the target area.

Following the scout but on a different route there was
flying another, slower and heavier plane. On board there
were two Guard members. Higher behind it, but quickly
catching up was yet  a third plane with the commander
who  had  finally  given  the  takeoff  order  with  mixed
feelings.  They all  were  flying from Flight  City toward
Laith’s  Moor  in  the  south,  carrying  two  large,  barrel-
shaped objects in the cargo space of the second plane.
The heavy propellers made its frame vibrate beating the
air. The scenery glided little by little behind below it.

“Phase Two,” came the voice into the headphones of
the men in the cockpit. The scout was telling them about
the progress of his task in veiled words, to give added
security on top of the electric ciphering of the radio.

“I got it,” replied the pilot. When the following plane
would come to the vicinity of the hill range next to the
moor, it would begin to descend well in advance and, if
necessary, land in the shelter of the hills to wait.

The  pilots  of  the  plane  had  taken  off  without  a
knowledge about what would happen to them. Their task
was  to  drop  a  mist  bomb  on  the  community  base  if
necessary, a mass destruction weapon old by its principle
but completely new to them. Exploding it would drown
the community base inside a gigantic globe of fire, and
hopefully leave only a few flakes of ash floating down.
They hoped it  would  finish  the  enemy’s  already quite
obvious attempt to conquer the ground. If the first bomb
would not  explode,  they could still  use  the  spare  with
them. They believed they could fly their plane far enough
from the explosion to  survive,  but  they had no idea if
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they could ever get as far as to explode the first one. In
the history of warfare there had always been at least some
knowledge about the enemy, but for the air folk they were
completely on their own guesses. Would their adversary
anticipate what they were doing? What kind of unknown
defensive device they would produce from the shelter of
their  base  to  fend off  the  approaching  threat?  Perhaps
they were still merely human in their powers, as also their
attack  had  begun  only now,  after  a  long  and  peaceful
preparation time,  even though they undoubtedly would
have wanted to attack generations ago.

The time passed while the quiet pilots monitored the
scenery in front  of  them.  Finally the pilot  lowered the
power of the engines and the plane began to descend. Far
behind on the right  side there was the vague shape of
Flight  City  which  would  soon  disappear  behind  the
horizon. The hill range began to rise in front of them as
they  prepared  for  the  landing.  There  were  not  many
people living beneath them, which was only positive for
the  pilots,  as  in  secret  defence  missions  every pair  of
outsiders’ eyes were too many.

“I see two,” announced the voice of the scout in their
headphones.  “Primary below three  hundred,  continuing
two three, secondary in east, one thousand and over.”

“We will continue,” replied the pilot.
“I got it.”
The  scout  had  caught  the  sight  of  two  community

bases. One of them was at a low altitude, lower than he
had ever seen any of the bases to hover, and it went on
descending, little by little. Fortunately it was not quicker
in its movements, because otherwise they would not have
reached  it  in  time  from their  airfield.  The  community
base would soon disappear behind the hill rsgne, and then
the scout would fly over the ridge.

The rear wheels of the bomb carrier slammed on the
weakly growing, sandy field of weed, and soon the front
wheel made company to them. The landing done in the
nature  was  such  a  shaking  experience  thst  the  pilots
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feared that  the  bombs would explode prematurely.  The
airplane came quite quickly to halt and stayed there on
the weed field the coming action. The dust raised by the
landing dispersed slowly.

“Ready here,” informed the bomber pilot.
“Here Phase Three beginning,” replied the scout. “The

primary is in front left, and...”
The  pilots  waited  with  their  ears  pricked  for  the

speaker to finish his sentence.
“People,”  said  the  amazed  voice  of  the  scout.  He

could  not  find  a  suitable  veiling  to  put  the  sight  into
words. “There are many people here.”

“Who?”  interrupted  the  commander  their  exchange.
“What are they doing?”

“I do not know yet. Wait.”
The  leaders  of  the  Guard  had  noticed  earlier  the

sudden  movement  of  people  but  assumed  it  to  be  an
evacuation  commenced  by  the  emergency instructions.
Now it  seemed,  however,  that  those very same people
had  come  here  in  all  their  multitude.  It  made  matters
worse. How could they now manage to use their weapon?
How could they now rescue the people  who for  some
completely incomprehensible  reason had marched right
into  the  jaws  of  death?  The  bomber  pilot  squeezed
nervously the controls of his immobile airplane. The time
felt to pass tortuously slowly.

“Report?”  demanded  the  commander  through  the
radio.

“The  primary  has  stopped  below  one  hundred,”
replied the scout and added then briefly: “I will land.”

The pilot was surprised. The decision of the scout was
clearly  not  part  of  the  original  plan.  The  commander
seemed to think likewise, as the radio conveyed his sharp
order: “No exceptions from the directions!”

The scout did not answer. The painful silence went on.
Did  the  scout  not  understand  what  kind  of  danger  he
caused  by  his  self-decided  action?  The  Guard  was  a
disciplined  group,  but  it  could  be  that  lacking  the
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tradition of actual military life they were not yet a match
to  their  paragons  on  the  Earth  in  organizing  and
uncompromising obedience.

Tell  me  already,  repeated  the  pilot  in  his  mind.  He
calculated  and  estimated  what  things  the  scout  should
have  seen and done by then.  And finally they got  the
contact.

“I  have  landed,”  came  the  scout’s  strange,  almost
absent-minded comment.

“What is going on there?” demanded the commander.
“This is...  amazing.  The air  folk has come onto the

ground.”
“Shall we come there?” asked the pilot with his hand

ready to start the engines.
The scout did not answer immediately, but answered

nevertheless before the commander.
“Do  not  come,”  he  said.  “Definitely  do  not!  The

people here are in peace.”
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20
A great number of people was roaming around Khad,

Melit,  and  the  secret  society  members.  Even
conservatively estimating there were hundreds of people,
and they were all staring upwards, where a large part of
the sky was covered by the bottom of community base
Maniat.  The base was so low that at the first  glance it
seemed  to  be  within  arm’s  reach.  The  human  figures
peeking over its edge were nevertheless distant enough
that communication would have required shouting, until
they would get face to face.

Shouts of greetings were actually sounding along the
moor,  and  the  people  in  the  community  base  were
answering them, even though the people below were not
quite sure about what the people waving with their hands
were  shouting  to  them.  The  community  base  was
searching  for  the  right  position  and  attitude  with  its
invisible drives. Tempests were blasting under the base
when the electric  fields cast  by it  were blowing air  in
short bursts in various directions.

“Vacate the side!” shouted Dokhar running with Arghe
and  Reth  to  and  fro  on  the  grassy  patch  next  to  the
community  base,  and  gesturing  the  people  to  retreat.
Finally next to the base there was left an elongated empty
area whose purpose the spectators guessed soon,  when
over the edge there flipped an airplane of the air folk. It
gained the support of the air just in time to land smoothly
on the empty area.

When  two  men  of  the  air  folk  came  out  of  the
airplane,  the  people  burst  into  shout  of  joy  and
acclamation.  Arghe  gave  the  comers  a  voice  amplifier
that the secret society has wisely made in advance. The
greeting sounded in foreign language over the moorland.
The  listeners  did  not  need  to  wonder  long about  their
contents, because the next one to hold the amplifier was
Melit who translated the words to them.
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“He said: ‘Greetings to you on my own and on my
folk’s behalf. I am culture tutor Teviane en Medilon and
my  friend  next  to  me  is  route  planner  Kamotrim  en
Hemalt. I wish that you can receive us as your friends.’”

“Thank you for landing among us!” replied Dokhar
after getting the amplifier. “Your arrival and friendship is
a most great delight to us.”

Melit  translated  his  reply  to  the  visitors.  Dokhar
himself stepped towards the throng.

“Calm  down!”  he  shouted  with  his  arms  raised.
“Approach calmly!”

Arghe and Reth were in the same task on the other
side of the translucent airplane and the visitors lancing
around, as the people were apporaching also from below
the community base.

The people came almost within an arm’s reach to the
visitors and the secret  society members assisting them.
Greetings and questions fell in a dense torrent over them,
and Melit  had to unravel with a hard effort the jam of
words to  interpret.  Others  translated a  few phrases  for
which they felt to be within their skills.

“How are you living in the air?” “What do you eat?”
“How many are you?” “Would you like to live on the
ground?”  Many  of  these  questions  the  secret  society
members  could  have  replied  instead  of  their  guests
already in advance,  but  because the circumstances  had
been partly secret, the questions were left for answering
only after the arrival of the visitors. Some things Dokhar
had told  to  the  people  during  his  introductory speech,
preparing  the  people  for  the  amazing  and  even
frightening sight that the community base floating right
toward  them was,  in  spite  of  the  atmosphere  bubbling
with joy and openness

The visitors scarcely got a word among the avalanche
of  questions,  but  they  managed  to  insert  into  their
answers  some  questions  of  their  own.  Melit  tried  to
maintain balance to her best  ability when she arranged
the questions flung here and there to some kind of order.
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Dokhar tried to control the pushing of the people and
asked the foremost people to give a turn in the front also
for  others  further  back.  Even  though  the  work  was
demanding  to  him,  too,  he  did  not  even  notice  his
workload: meeting the air folk was the culmination of his
and  his  society  mates’  efforts,  which  finally  arriving
amply rewarded all their ordeals.

One  member  of  the  spectators  pushed  even  more
eagerly  toward  the  center  than  others,  and  finally
managed to reach Melit and the visitors. Melit recognized
her immediately.

“Eoth, welcome to be with us!” she said, venturing to
dtach for a moment from her interpreting work. Eoth, her
workmate from Flight City, did not answer with words,
but stepped in front of her and hugged her. Eoth’s face
beamed not only with joy of finally recognizing Melit’s
origin and knowing that the related fear had vanished, but
also with the pride she felt for Melit. She greeted the air
folk visitors and Melit translated her greeting to them.

“Do not  go far  away,”  asked Melit  Eoth.  “I  have a
thing to request of you after a while.”

Eoth  nodded  eagerly  and  retreated  aside  to  let  the
people behind to come in front.

The flow of people to the visitors and away did not
show any signs of lessening. Dokhar glanced at times the
sun which was setting all the time closer to the horizon,
and finally he rised his arms to get people’s attention.

“It is the time that we have to let our guests rest,” he
said into the amplifier. “I apologize for interrupting the
event for a moment, but the representatives of our folk
are now to visit the deck of Maniat to meet the leaders of
the air folk, or the ones in charge, as they rather think
about their position. We will be back soon, and with us
there may be two new visitors for a moment down here.

“This event is not the last of its kind. It is likely that
soon there will be a new one, and then there will be much
more people attending it from their side. If somebody is
still waiting with questions or words to say, they do not
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need to wait very long to get a new occasion. I will be
back down here soon!”

The visitors got back into the airplane, accompanied
with  Dokhar,  Kahd,  and  Melit,  who  also  went  to  ask
surprised Eoth to join them. They closed the door. The
airplane expelled air behind it and got on its wings almost
immediately after starting in spite of being fully loaded
with  its  six  passengers.  It  rose  above  the  people  and
turned  slowly,  as  if  climbing  a  spiral  staircase.  Even
though Dokhar had scrutinized community bases as long
as he could remember, he flinched nevertheless when the
deck of Maniat spread first in front of him and right after
that  around him.  The plane touched softly the  smooth,
light-coloured surface and rolled to a stop. Around them
there were people again, as down below,, but somewhat
fewer and still surprising with their different appearance,
even though Dokhar assumed he was already accustomed
of seeing the members of the other folk.

They stepped on the deck of Maniat, the pilots brisk
and cheerful after their successful task, Melit searching
with her gaze the people in charge of their reception, and
Khad  and  Dokhar,  and  especially  Eoth  looking
everything  new around  them.  Karamant  en  Asten  who
had been managing the meeting on the side of his folk
came to Melit from among the people looking at them.

“Welcome to Maniat!” he said. “I would like to invite
you indoors, but the meeting room is too small for all of
these people who want to meet you.”

Melit  translated  the  greeting  to  her  friends  and
introduced them to Karamant to answer his words. She
could hardly get her words said when she saw Rhavalt
coming to her.

“What a joy and relief to see you again”# he said and
gave her a veritable bear hug. “Quite a lot of people have
been missing you.”

Melit’s mother Tiamen came to her following Rhavalt,
if  possible  even more  delighted  than  him.  The  settlers
waited patiently when Melit was wished welcome back
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and the most important news about her folk and friends
were related to her. Then Karamant cleared his throat a
little.

“Our friends from the ground,” he said to all visitors
together and waited until Melit had translated his words
to her settler friends. Then he went on:

“After Melit left for her surprising visit on the ground
and told us relieving news from there,  those in charge
met several times to discuss how to meet you after the
long separation. We have now managed to agree about a
common  policy.  I  cannot  claim  that  the  decision  was
unanimous, but we have nevertheless decided to adopt it
together

“First I want to tell Melit my apology on my and on
my folk’s behalf for the ordeal she had had to endure as
the  pioneer  of  these  new events.  Thereby it  has  been
decided that if she in spite of it all wants to live among
us, a location is arranged for her in where she wants to
settle.  If  she chooses  to  rather  live  on the  ground,  we
want to accept her decision with favouring feelings.

“Because  Melit’s  knowledge  of  our  fellow  folk  is
remarkably extensive, we wish that she could work as a
mediator  and  an ambassador  between our  folks,  if  she
finds the task to suit her, and to help us to create the long-
awaited ties between the folks.

“We  wish  welcome  also  Khad,  Melit’s  often-
mentioned  friend,  to  stay  among  us  according  to  his
possible wishes. He is the only member of his folk who
already had visited us. Similarly I wish that he, too, could
act as a representative and ambassador of his folk when it
suits him.

“The  leader  of  the  ground-originated  movement
bringing  the  folks  together,  Dokhar,  who  has  done
extensive and skilful work for the friendship of the folks,
we request to meet our people in charge to increase the
mutual  knowledge and to arrange the new meetings to
come.

“We also wish that as we strive for the more extensive
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meetings of the folks, Melit with her friends could bring
more  visitors  to  meet  us  in  advance  and  inquire  the
possibilities  to  arrange  reciprocating  meetings,  until
sufficient  readiness  for  large-scale  meetings  has  been
achieved.

“This is our decision to which we are committed. We
ask now if you, as the representatives of your folk, accept
the terms and find them appropriate for your folk?”

“Yes,  of  course we do!”  replied Dokhar as  soon as
Melit had finished her translation. “I am thankful to you
on my own and my folk’s behalf, and I will do my best
that our cooperation bears fruit soon and plentifully.”

Delight spread over the deck of Maniat as quickly as it
had  spread  on  the  ground  below,  even  though  its
outwardly signs were not as tempestous. When Melit got
released  from her  task  as  an  interpreter,  more  of  her
friends came to meet her, before others a woman of her
age, but markedly taller.

“You could come, too!” said Melit delighted.
“How could I not come when I heard what was going

on here,” she replied with a twinkle in her eye, comradely
rebuking Melit’s comment.

“This  is  Talissan,”  introduced  Melit  her  friend  to
Khad. “You surely remember what I told you about our
radio messages with the ground when we were younger.”

“Yes, I remember,” said Khad and nodded to Talissan
for a greeting. He, too, in spite of being as tall as men
generally were, had to look at her slightly upwards. “She
was one of your secret trio.”

“You are  warmly greeted,  and I  hope that  you will
relish and prosper in our modest abode,” recited Talissan
to Khad in settlers’ language, slowly,  impeccably in its
careful clarity, and without errors, unless one insisted her
archaic  choice  of  words  to  be  an  error.  Then  she
continued in her mother tongue to Melit: “Innakar could
not come, but she asked me to tell you how proud she is
of you and that she will come to greet you as soon as she
will be free of the obligations of her work. She definitely
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wants to meet at least Khad, and also other members of
his folk, if possible.”

Khad looked at Talissan. It seemed inevitable to him
that  she  and  Melit  would  become  friends.  Behinds
Talissan’s pensive eyes there was burning a similar kind
of flame as inside Melit, small and weakly glowing, but
enduring the most severe tempests without winking out.
Talissan’s narrowish face seemed a little bit more solemn
than  Melit’s,  who  seemed  to  well  with  joy  in  nearly
whatever  situation.  As  if  to  compensate  her  quieter
appearance her hands from the wrists  seemed to be in
continuous movement when she spoke. Talissan had been
the one who had given the guidelines to the secret studies
of the three, and most of its poise and impetus, helping
them all over the worst pitfalls while they kept the true
purpose  of  their  studying  hidden  from  their  mentor
Hestrion.

After Melit and Talissan had exchanged their news, a
man  approaching  middle  age  but  still  looking  young
came to Melit. He addressed Melit in a natural, fatherly
certitude,  and still  in  a contradicting way with a timid
caution,  even  plaintively.  Khad  could  not  follow what
their discussion, but it was obvious that the man left their
company much more relieved than he had joined it. From
Melit  Khad learnt that  the man was Desteron who had
mentored  most  of  Melit’s  studies  and  other  education
during  her  youth,  and  then  sent  her  to  Terlen  by  a
decision made behind the scene.  A little  bit  later  Melit
heard  from Rhavalt  that  Desteron  had left  his  job and
given his  duty to  another  after  he  heard  about  Melit’s
disappearance  from  Terlen.  For  a  moment  Melit  was
about to leave right away to talk again with Desteron, but
decided then to  postpone the meeting somewhat  –  she
would  have  time  to  convince  Desteron  back  to  his
previous work as soon as the situation among the air folk
would stabilize somewhat.

Unlike Khad and Dokhar, Eoth did not have a single
word  of  mutual  language  with  the  air  folk  members
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around her.  It  did  not  seem to  prevent  communication
between her and them: she was exchanging small items
with a young woman, and both were explaining with a
lively pantomime the details about their use. Looking at
them Dokhar found it easy to believe that the meeting of
the folksd would not need to be overwhelming to most
members of either folk.

“I  met  your  old  teacher  of  ancient  languages,
Hestrion,” told Rhavalt who had come back to Melit to
talk some more. “He is now living on Nalbat. Seeing me
he remembered you right away and asked about you.”

“Did you tell him where I have been?”
“Yes,  I  did.  I  also  told  how  you  prepared  fo  this

meeting.”
“What did he say?”
Rhavalt  grinned to himself remembering his visit  to

Hestrion.
“He  began  to  laugh,  and  laughed  to  the  verge  of

splitting his belly, too. He barely managed to stutter ‘poor
me’ between his fits of laughter.. Even after I left him, I
could still hear through the door how he burst again into
laughter. It seems that the little prank of yours and your
friends hit him right at the nerve.”

“That  is  good.  I  already worried  that  he  would  be
sorely offended for us exploiting him.”

“Not at all. He might have even envied your courage a
little.”

Then Rhavalt remembered something.
“Find  Lembronat  as  long  as  we  are  still  here,”  he

added. “He has a letter for you.”
“A letter? From whom?”
“Lembronat  may know better.  The letter  came with

him from Terlen, according to his description from some
of your friends there, a young woman. The sender said it
was important that you get the letter surely and quickly.”

“I will  go to meet them on Terlen as son as I can,”
said Melit with a sympathetic grin creeping onto her face.
A letter  sent  to her from Terlen could scarcely contain
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anything but more good news; already the mere existence
of  the  letter  was  a  reason  for  satisfaction  after  the
breaking of ties before she escaped.

They heard people sing down below. The feelings of
the settlers below and around Maniat were still high, even
though Melit  with her friends was on the deck,  out  of
their sight.

“I guess it is already the time for us to return on the
ground,”  assessed  Melit.  “They  are  waiting  for  us
already.”

“Bring  more  people  up  here,  too,”  suggested
Karamant.  “We can still  spend a while here before we
have to return Maniat to its original route.”

Without  further ceremonies they went back into the
airplane. As was promised to them and as they had in turn
promised  to  the  people  below,  the  staff  of  the  plane
changed. This time the pilot was a woman in late middle-
age, and she was also the first air folk member in whose
hair Khad remembered having seen greyness. Her way to
handle the plane was brisker than Khad expected, though:
their  stomachs twisted when the pilot  swung the plane
below the edge of Maniat.  The landing was quick and
smooth,  as  could  be  expected  from  air  folk,  and  the
whole flight was over before Khad really realized it was
going on.

The  comers  were  received,  if  possible,  with  yet
greated acclamation, and many seemed to be ready with
loads of questions and things to tell. Melit and the pilots
took their places and began their task, and Dokhar with
some  other  secret  society  members  kept  the  event  in
order and the landing area free.

The  sun  set  and  the  dusk  began  to  darken.  A few
lamps had been brought to the site, and they were lit here
and  there.  They  could  not  illuminate  Maniat  and  the
meeting place to a festive shine, but at least the people
could be told apart and the airplane could go on carrying
people up and down, with Melit travelling with them for
interpretation.
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Finally the airplane brought the last visitors down and
returned back up with only its  pilots on board.  Maniat
began to glide back up the same route that it had arrived.
Shouts of goodbye filled the air.

“We  succeeded,”  commented  Dokhar  to  Khad  and
Melit.  “The reception was most friendly on both sides,
and nobody from our folk did not come here to repel a
threat by force.2

“And what next?” asked Khad.
“Perhaps we return first to Favourable, and from there

we can move back to  Flight  City one of  these days.  I
think we have to make even wider show tours, especially
now that you and Melit became ambassadors. Your office
must  gain a  full  support  among us,  too,  and the word
must be spread also otherwise, because many dangerous
rumours have undoubtedly started circulating.”

“We may not be able to return anywhere,” said Khad
smiling as he watched Melit who was still surrounded by
a dense group of people in a lively discussion.

“We will be if we just go to our vehicles together with
the others.”

The people started their  slow wandering away from
the  meeting  place,  carrying  the  lamps.  Further  away a
number of vehicles was already swaying on the weedy
terrain toward the road.  Even though the world of  the
settlers  was  rather  sparsely  inhabited  and  the  road
crossing the moor accordingly mostly empty, it became
temporarily crowded with people trying to return home at
the same time.

“We  have  to  have  a  meeting  to  organize  tasks,”
thought Dokhar. “There is plenty to do, but now we can
fortunately do it in brighter circumstances.”

* * *

The secret society was present in almost full number.
That time the meeting was not held hidden in a cellar, but
in  one  of  the  meeting  rooms  in  Flight  City.  As  if  for
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further assurance even the doors of the room were left
open.

“I  thank all  of  you who have sacrificed your whole
life  for  our  purpose,”  said  Dokhar  in  front  of  his
audience. “Now the most troublesome part of our work
has been finished, and it is no longer necessary to hide it.
Consider yourselves released from all the promises that
you  may have  given  to  the  society to  keep  our  work
secret.

“Our  society  has  not  become  unnecessary,  even
though its task as a secret society has ended. From now
on  we  are  no  longer  a  nameless  secret  society,  but  a
public  Society  of  Friendship  Between  Folks,  open  to
everyone.  We  need  more  members  to  work  for  the
bringing together  of  our  folks  and to  dissipate  the  old
prejudices. Our visibility hopefully helps to alleviate the
caution and also the shock caused by the latest events that
you have seen around you.

“Our work is  not  without  danger,  but  I  believe that
diligence in it reduces the danger to its minimum. Both
here on the ground and in the air there are surely many
who will  not easily yield in front  of the opposite side.
However, we do not need to fear them as we have done,
because  the  society  has  reached  sufficient  size  and
publicity  so  that  it  can  no  more  be  swiped  out  of
existence in the name of security.  Even our adversaries
can now do nothing more than to live with us; perhaps
they will eventually realize that there is no need to either
fear or hate us or the opposite side.

“Let us remember nevertheless that our work has been
truly completed only when both the grounds and the skies
are in the common use of everyone, and nobody thinks to
check the origin of his fellow human being before finding
the courage to approach him.”

Khad was sitting with the others listening to Dokhar’s
speech.  He  had  gone  to  see  his  aviation  technology
teacher Shein, who had promised that Khad was welcome
to continue his studies with her. Shein had also suggested
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that Khad should get his qualifications in an entirely new
field, the aviation technology of the air folk, and produce
pioneering  material  also  for  others  to  study.  Melit  had
followed Khad to meet  Shein,  and she was still  in her
interview  while  Khad  came  before  her  to  the  final
meeting of the secret society.

One  of  the  places  where  the  freshly  established
friendship society would visit was Khad’s home village,
more exactly its meeting house. On the same visit Khad
could also meet his family. Meeting Melit would surprise
them thoroughly,  but,  as  Khad could not  help thinking
without a grin, at least he had not caused the situation by
further flying near the community bases by himself.

Flight  City knew now about  the  landing  of  the  air
folk,  and  people  frequently  asked  to  get  to  talk  with
Melit. Even more valuable, though, was the knowledge
that was now spreading from Flight City to all directions
with the radio messages and the airplanes. The feedback
they  got  varied  from expressions  of  joy  and  relief  to
startled  inquiries,  but  there  was  nobody that  the  news
would leave cold.

They had moved away from the village of Favourable.
Before they left, Melit had again kept them in a horrified
suspense by asking to meet Bant who had threatened her
life.  Her  request  was granted but  that  time  her  escape
route  and  Bant’s  unarmedness  were  verified  very
carefully.  What  they discussed  behind  the  closed  door
remained between them two, but at least Rheod marked
that  Bant  showed  signs  of  improvement:  his  closed-
minded sulking in his own room was opening enough that
he  even  responed  when  his  grandfather  spoke  to  him.
Melit visited also Bant’s friends at cattle-keeper Phlen’s
house  where  they  were  detained  under  continuous
surveillance,  obviously  until  indefinite  future,  but
discussions with them did not proceed beyond an attempt.

After  heartfelt  farewells  with the  villagers  they had
come to Flight City.  The city people being accustomed
with differences proved to be great  help to them:  very
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soon their  initial  startlement  faded into  calm curiosity.
Settling into the city did not seem to be a problem, either,
as many of the friendship society living in the city, and
even some not yet a member of them had already offered
places to lie with them. Perhaps they soon could give a
welcoming reception even to the air folk members who
had inquired through Melit the possibility to establish at
the outskirts of the city a plantation with its buildings?

Khad woke up from his thiughts when Melit came to
sit  next  to  him.  Dokhar  was  finishing  his  speech  and
giving the turn for the organizers of the task allocation.

“The  life  of  my  folk  becomes  now  much  more
spacious,” mused Melit thinking about Dokhar’s speech
and the projects  of  the  air  folk proceeding in  cautious
steps.”It is a very extricating feeling to be able to build
and walk without having to stop at the edge of the deck.”

“I feel the world to be more spacious, too, now that
the  air  wall  we  erected  above  our  heads  is  finally
breaking,” replied Khad.
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