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Everyone later agreed on one thing - Fronda was not guilty of anything. It has happened more than once that everyone traveled to the assembly point from a different side and no one saw anything strange about it. They were adults, they had experience, and they didn't need each other to avoid getting into trouble. This time, however, one of those unpredictable things happened that ruined the best plans and could become deadly.

They were to go to the Republic of Congo to find a man named Delaney Robbins who was missing in the impenetrable forests. Octavio had no idea why Delaney went to areas inhabited by primitive African tribes. He wasn't part of his research team, he was quite secretive and hardly anyone knew anything about him. However, it was known that he needed help, since - remaining in constant contact with sister - one day this contact broke off without a word of explanation. It was his sister, Tomira that came to Octavio begging for help she couldn't give.

All what di Mauro could pass on to Never's investigation team was the location of the base to the south of Brazzaville, the address of some Shani Batawi, a check for fifty thousand, and a picture of a dark-haired man in sunglasses. The money came from Peg Robbins, the owner of the silver mine and several companies, as well as a relative and caretaker of Delaney and Tomira. She was almost ninety years old and had only her pupils, so she agreed with what they had become.

“I really don't know why some vampires are as poor as we are, and others are luxury,” Gladiator sighed, looking at the check in disbelief.

“Because that's how it is in the world. The capitalists would like to keep everything for themselves, at the expense of those who develop their wealth,'' Gerard replied pompously.

“Communist... You start with this again?” Never snorted mockingly.

“Why a communist?” The blond highlander got interested.

“You don't know anything? Our star of cinema, theater and more, he sympathized with communists. Fortunately, not with the Soviet, but with the French. He met with Fidel Castro, he went to Moscow, and who knows what more...”

Gladiator opened his eyes wide and looked at the actor with explicit scandal. He shrugged.

“I wanted social justice,” he murmured.

“Yes? Did you not know what communism looks like? Haven't heard of the labor camps, UB torture chambers and other similar matters? Were you blind or just a fool?”

“Okay, Yanek, it's not time for ideological training,” Never interrupted Gladiator's tirade. “Many were deceived in those days, not just him.”

“I just... anyway, why do I explain myself?” Gerard was angry this time. “It was my life! I wanted to devote it to doing something for people and I did! I fought for a dignified salary and good treatment of extras, I took part in work to improve the lives of the poorest and prevent overt injustices! Is that a sin?!”

“He's a little right,” Oggy suddenly took his side. “Some are choking on gold and they don't know what to do with it anymore, while others are selling themself for a slice of bread or dying of hunger and disease in the streets. This most perfect of the worlds is beautiful, heh.”

“Some have a lot of money and some have nothing. It is like that and always has been. It is good though that the first ones give earnings to the latter sometimes.” Never took the check from Gladiator and placed it carefully in his wallet. “Tomorrow I will realize this valuable paper in the local bank, today it is too late. Money will come in handy, because we need equipment, and we don't have too much. Since Robbins was missing in the wilderness, you will have to look for him there. It requires equipment, supplies and so on. As soon as Fronda lands, we will go to the local base. Maybe they already know something there?”

“What time does his plane land?” Oggy asked anxiously. “Poor Theo doesn't like flying...”

“It should be here just after midnight,” Never looked at the clock in the hall. “He's off with a girl again, let him tire himself a little. He will be fine.”

Oggy looked around the airport hall, poorly arranged, as she judged. At one point, she pulled Never by the sleeve.

“Rajah, look at the board,” she said. “No aircraft will arrive today.”

“Don't bother with it. It's a private airline that has an agreement with this airport,” Never patted her on the fragile shoulder and looked around too.

The hall of the small, suburban airport was almost empty, except for a few service people, yawning with fatigue. They were also waiting for the private DC-10 to land, so they could check in and finally take a nap. Only the controllers visible behind the large window looked brisker. They couldn't afford to be tired.

Meanwhile, Fronda sat in his chair, digging his elbows into the railing and clenching his teeth nervously. The DC-10 was old and clapped-out, and though none of the people in it showed any anxiety, he was feeling nervous, as always when he was several thousand meters above the ground. He hated it, but he had no choice. The sea journey would have lasted two weeks, far too long, while the flight was only a few hours. He had to overcome himself and did it, but he counted the minutes to land. Unlike other passengers, he didn't even try to sleep - he knew he couldn't do it anyway, he was far too nervous.

“Miss, when do we land?” He finally asked the stewardess passing by, an elderly lady who should have been retired for a long time.

“Soon, sir. Please calm down.” The woman answered politely, giving him a dazzling smile. Like everybody of her age, she treated the word “miss” as the greatest compliment.

Her words didn't calm him at all. The bulbs under the ceiling blinked yellow, the fuselage creaked dangerously, sometimes there was a slight turbulence, causing his stomach to run up his throat. He definitely didn't like flying, and this plane probably remembered the Second World War. Suddenly something happened that made him forget his fears. A passenger sitting nearby, opened the bag on his lap and pulled out a shiny steel-black object.

Fronda jerked forward just as the man shouted:

“Nobody moves!”

Theo couldn't stop and fell on him with his whole body. There was a bang, then another one. An armed desperate fought with the madman's fury, so that even the vampire's strength could not overpower him, the passengers screamed, and the great magnum shot time and again, hitting it out the window, then at the wall. The hysterical scream of passengers intensified the horror of this scene, which seemed to have no end. Finally, Fronda managed to knock the madman off his pistol, and overpower him with a blow.

“Calm down, it's over!” He exclaimed at his fellow passengers, tying the unconscious man with belts torn off the seat.

When he finished, he stood up and looked around to assess the extent of the damage. The flight attendant was wounded in the shoulder, but one of the passengers, probably a nurse, had already taken care of her. The fuselage was pierced in several places, and maybe that's why the plane began to jolt dangerously.

“Get attached to the seats with everything anyone can!”

Holding on to the seats, Theo headed for the pilot's cabin to calm down the probably scared aviator, but before he reached it, he saw, to his indescribable horror, a trickle of blood flowing out from under the door. He opened it with a sharp jerk and went numb. One of the bullets had to break through the cover because the pilot was sitting in his chair with his head tilted back unnaturally. The autopilot lamp on the control board was illuminated, apparently the man had turned on the device before he lost consciousness. Instead of the co-pilot, Theo saw a uniform dummy sitting rigidly in the chair. Headphones hung from his neck, from which the monotonous calling of the control tower could be heard:

“Flight 504, come in!”

Fronda stood for a moment, chilled with what he saw, then slowly took headphones and put them on his ears. He suddenly realized that he was probably the only man on board who could bring the plane down. The flight attendant could not replace him, her wound looked serious and the woman was clearly shocked. Most of the passengers were a group of elderly from the Cairo Active Seniors organization, going on an annual trip. They all came from a poor Cairo under a government aid program, and one could predict in advance that there was nothing to count on them.

Theo understood that he was unaided, facing a task that surpassed his strength and skills.

“Houston? We have a small problem here.” He said with an effort into the microphone of the headphones.

He didn't know where the stupid words came from. Perhaps subconsciously, he tried to reduce the tension slightly choking him.

“What? Who is there?” The controller voice worried in earphones.

“This is flight 504,” he replied, not knowing his own voice. “Terrorist on board, currently overpowered. Pilot killed, flight attendant seriously wounded, fuselage shot in several places, decompression. The second pilot was replaced by a mannequin. We're flying on autopilot. It jolts like hell, passengers are hysterical. Me too.”

He removed the pilot's body from the seat and sat at the controls himself. He didn't know why - he was shaking like jelly and was sure he couldn't do anything. He stared into the darkness outside the windows, wondering in panic how to find the way when the controller spoke again in the headphones:

“504, listen carefully. We'll bring you down, but you have to buck up...”

“There must be Rajah in the hall,” Theo interrupted. “Sinclair Radhjaleah. Call him. Say Fronda calls him. I want him to be there.”

The flight controller removed the headphones from his ears. He looked at his colleague, as horrified as he was, and shook his head in desperation. Opening the glass door, he shouted:

“Is anyone here called Rajah?”

Never made eye contact with his friends.

“It's me,” he volunteered.

“Please, come inside. This is serious, there is no time to hesitate!”

Never hurried to the control center, and the rest followed, though without an invitation. The controller handed the spare headphones to the Indian and put on a second one himself.

“The pilot is dead, they are decompressed, and someone completely just off the boat is at the controls,” he whispered, and said aloud. “Flight 504, Rajah at the microphone.”

“Never, I'm at the controls. I am alone here. I'm afraid like never before.” Said Fronda in trembling voice. “The passengers are screaming; the wind is blowing on the plane. On the dashboard I see a lot of different widgets and I have no idea which one it can be used for. I can't bring this piece of metal scrap to the airport.”

“Yes, you can do it,” Never said firmly. “Buck up and stop acting like an old woman. Listen to the instructions carefully and take heed.”

He looked at the controller, who nervously adjusted the headphones and covered the microphone with his hand.

“Are you crazy? Someone who has never flown cannot put DC 10 on the runway and not break it by the way.”

“No? I saw a movie like that...” Oggy interrupted.

“For God's sake, it's just fiction! There was no chance that such a thing would succeed! The plane is not a small motorbike! And now, at night...”

“Don't yell, sir,” Never rebuked coldly. “It worked or failed, irrelevant. Now he must succeed, and you will bring my friend back to the ground. Is it clear?”

“You don't have much way out,” Gerard added. “This plane will crash anyway. Theo can save it, but he can't do it without you.”

“The guy is right,” said the second controller. “If we do nothing, we will be accused of being passive about the disaster. We have to do something.”

The first one shrugged angrily and took his hand off the microphone.

“Can you hear me? How much fuel do you have?”

“How do I know?!”

“The pointer is straight ahead. Such a rectangular display. Please read the numbers.”

“One and half?”

“One and a half tons. Little. We have to hurry. First of all, please turn off autopilot. It's a red lever next to the throttle on your right. Immediately afterwards grab the control column and pull towards you until the drawing of the aircraft on the indicator next to it rises above the artificial horizon line.”

“What is the throttle? I don't know anything... Oh, on the right...”

Theo moved the miniature lever and grabbed the controls as the plane flopped. A scream escaped him that no one had ever heard before. He jerked the control column toward himself while squinting at the indicator dial. He felt as if he had no power in his hands, his teeth clang like castanets. He wasn't sure how long this tension would last, and he just wished he could sit down on the ground. It was not that difficult to keep the plane on course, but his hands were shaking anyway.

“Now be careful,” said the controller. “You must keep the aircraft on the display above the artificial horizon line. We'll be watching the plane on the radar and we'll tell you when something goes wrong, like when you're off course. Now you will control to the airport and then you will end up.”

“I do not know if I can...”

“That's an order!” Never bellowed furiously into the microphone. “Put your French ass on the landing strip, or you will be in trouble!”

“Relax,” the controller pushed him away impatiently. “Listen to me carefully, I will guide you through the whole procedure. Now we will lower the flight because the machine is too high. Slowly. Be careful...”

In a calm and even voice, he began to give more instructions.

“I see two rows of lights,” Fronda reported after some time.

“It's an airstrip. You have to steer the plane between these lights. Please keep flying, not too fast.”

The glowing spot on the radar screen was falling slightly. They watched him holding breath.

The machine is right above the airport. Now extend the landing gear. It's like a leverage. It is in this place as in the car the gear lever, and next to it a red lamp light. When the landing gear is extended, it will glow green.”

There was silence for a moment, then Fronda's trembling voice suddenly sounded in the headphones:

“It doesn't come out at all. God, it's blocked!”

“Try again,” the controller advised him anxiously.

“Nothing... God! God save me!!!”

The controller put his hand over the microphone again and looked at his colleague.”

“He must land on the belly,” he said quietly. “Damn, at night, and layman... Call the security services, let D80 begin pouring onto the landing pad.”

“And what is that?” Gerard asked distrustfully.

“Glidant. We have to reduce the friction, otherwise we'll have a flambée here. We have to take a chance, now we don't have other option. Hey, 504! Stop yelling for a moment and listen to the wiser than you. You need to taxi for a moment before you sit down. Can you hear me? Buck up!”

“What?!”

“Not your wally, plane!” Never joined.

Unlike his friend, who was only terrified by the fact that he was sitting at the controls and responsible for twenty passengers, he knew well how great the danger was. Theoretically, after a landing gear failure, the aircraft could land on its belly, but friction against the landing surface would cause instant ignition. The glidant was the only salvation at the moment, but it did not guarantee success.

“Can Theo land? What do you think?” Oggy asked quietly, trembling like a leaf.

“He must. Still, there was no accident that the plane remained in the air. Of course, the question is whether it will remain in one piece, but do not worry for days. Our Fronda is a tough guy.”

Never spoke as if he wanted to believe his own words. He knew Fronda's fear of flying well and had no doubt that his friend was now experiencing real torture.

The controllers spoke to ground staff, and their voices sounded like a funeral threnody. They also did not believe in the success of the action. Finally, the second of them switched headphones to aircraft communication again.

“Flight 504, landing pad prepared,” he said. “Release up to fifty knots. Fly exactly between the rows of lights and slowly push the control column so that it goes down.”

“I'll try.”

“There is no time for rehearsals. You must land on the first try, you are already flying on the fumes.”

“I'm going down. Can you see me?”

“All the time. Now close the throttle. It's the lever next to the autopilot, all the way. You did it? Good. Warning! Now push the control column with all your strength and don't let go!”

“Close your eyes if you're afraid, but don't you dare to fail,” Never added, menacingly.

Everything was to take place in a few minutes. Fire trucks, patrol cars and ambulances called by the airport staff were ready. Technicians constantly poured a strongly foaming to airplane lane. The DC-10 lowered the flight and finally, after a moment of waiting, which seemed endless, touched the belly of the landing pad. It drove inertia for some time, scrubbing its belly over the surface covered with the lubricant, in clouds of steam and foam. Finally it stopped. Poured by streams of water from fire hoses, it evaporated violently, making it look like a huge storm cloud, and then rescuers moved into action.

Someone, presumably a wounded flight attendant, left the gangway, on which trembling passengers, intercepted by paramedics and policemen, began to run down. Two rescuers carried the pilot's body, covered with a green cloth. Never and his crew were not allowed behind the police cordon, but from outside they watched everything happening on the landing pad and their nervousness grew. Their friend was not among the people on the plane. It was strange because everyone was talking only about him as their savior. Finally, Never could not bear it. He pushed hard through the cordon and, despite the opposition of dark-skinned policemen, ran onto the plane.

“Where is he?” Oggy asked tearfully, who followed him without hesitation and followed him onto the plane.

Never answered. He looked around the inside of the machine, devastated by bullets and a struggle with the terrorist, then headed for the pilot's cabin. It was empty, except for the uniformed mannequin still sitting in the seat. There was a pool of blood on the floor and a few candy wraps. Never leaned over and picked up one of them.

“Oh no...”

“What is it?” The girl asked anxiously.

“Sugar cubes,” answered the Indian almost desperately. “If Fronda sucked sugar, it gave him a good kick, but it could also disturb his sense of reality for a long time. Pure sucrose acts on the vampire's body like amphetamine on humans.”

“Okay, but where is Fronda?!”

“Who knows? He will always cause trouble for everyone...”

Never looked around the cabin again, shrugged in resignation, and left, hurried by impatient and inventing policemen. The fact that Fronda had disappeared from the booth in an unexplained way did not surprise him, his friend did such numbers, but where was he? In a state of extreme stress, he often run where his eyes took him, and Never had to hunt him down like a professional detective. The problem is, they have never been here, Fronda did not know this place and could easily get in trouble, especially now when people were looking for him as “the hero of 504 flight”. And yet vampires are not suitable for heroes for wide masses.

“Does Fronda know this area? He had probably been to Africa before...” Gerard asked anxiously when Never explained what had happened.

“Yes, in Egypt, but never here.”

“Well, we have a problem.” Gladiator muttered and added a few words in Polish, as you might have guessed, not very decent. He spoke English quite well, tried French, but he cursed exclusively in Polish.

Taking advantage of the confusion, friends managed to search the airport, and then get out of the police without embarrassing explanations. They even smuggled into the open savanna of a rented jeep. However, their situation was still miserable. They were in Brazaville without a guide, without an auxiliary address, and finally without the most important team member. Only Fronda knew Shani Batawi, who was recommended to them as a “contact”, without him there was even nothing to dream of establishing conversations with the local base.

Seeing no other way, friends began to methodically search the area around the airport using the “eagle method”, which consisted of making a wider circle around the place where the search began. It would be difficult to find a hideout here. The moonlit savanna looked empty, and apart from the sparsely scrub bushes of mimosa, there was nothing to hide behind. It also seemed to be the last place to get lost. The dry grass crunched under the wheels, sometimes a nocturnal predator flashed somewhere. It was about ten kilometers to the city in a straight line.

And yet Fronda disappeared. He somehow got out of the pilot's cabin, penetrated through the double cordon of guard and police, and literally dissolved in the air. Friends swept the area around them with flashlights, Oggy sniffed eagerly, even though she knew that vampires did not emit any peculiar smell. Not only that, their emanation effectively suppresses any fragrance that could stick to their skin. Finally, more than two miles from the airport, Never's flashlight shone into a dark shape, curled under a barbed bush. The Indian breathed a sigh of relief and jumped out of the jeep.

“Theo, I'll kill you someday,” he said, coming over. “You could have mercy on us. Why are you sitting here? You look like something the cat dragged in. Get up.”

A friend looked at him with numb eyes. He was shaking clearly even though the night was hot.

Never leaned over him, concerned.

“Did something happen to you? Are you hurt?

Theo shook his head.

“Say something, knight. You can talk?”

The same move.

“So you are speechless,” Never nodded and grabbed his arm. “I wanted to live to this moment. Now get up and walk. We have to find some shelter from the dawn, because you and Gladiator don't like the sun, and we better avoid it as sharp as here.”

It was a very reasonable statement. Vampires, even “martens”, can't stand strong sunlight, so there should be less of them in the tropics than elsewhere. However, only in theory. In these countries they are simply hidden deep in dense forests. The sun sifted through the leaves and branches of tropical trees seems to harm them relatively little. Despite this, among the representatives of the indigenous African tribes, living as they did centuries ago, there was not a single vampire. For a simple reason - even if a vampire was interested in preserving a relatively primitive, uneducated man, he would not be able to convince him.

All African vampires came from cities, from the upper classes, and when they hid in the woods, they kept their civilization habits. Half-naked hunters treated them with superstitious fear, especially since they noticed that they are not aging and can survive despite wounds that would kill every human being. However, in this part of the world there were few. There were only two bases in Africa, with a dozen or so permanent crew members, and maybe twenty who used it from time to time. And another, which is actually a kind of private club, only for members.

It was better in Egypt, but they were only there passing by. In their time, they easily tracked down a small nightclub where Egyptian bloodsuckers met. The club was called “Luxuria” and was an official entertainment venue. However, it did not play the role of an operational base in the strict sense, like the one next to Brazaville, which is intermediate between a scientific institution of an unspecified profile and a detective agency. This base had to be found now.
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IT TOOK SOME TIME BEFORE it became clear that the shock had caused Fronda permanent damage to her voice. He couldn't speak, only whispered. As Oggy said, it was very sexy but nevertheless troublesome on a daily basis.

“Acquired aphonia. Paralysis of the vocal cords as a result of mental shock.” Never announced after careful examination of his friend, but if he could make a diagnosis, he turned out to be helpless in the matter of treatment.

Theo, after shaking off despair, reconciled with his condition, without having much choice. He actually remained what he was before - a cheerful, spontaneous guy, but now he was as quiet as a ghost. Oggy regretted it very much because she liked it when he sang in carefree moments, but, like him, she had to come to terms with the facts. Anyway, Theo immediately got to work, in which the lack of voice did not bother him. First of all, he contacted a journalist, Italian, about the appearance of a gangster. The journalist worked for a magazine in his homeland, and for everyone who paid well.

“If he is a naturalist, and he is not here on behalf of any institute, then ask Gloria Webson,” he said after hearing Fronda's whispered tale. “I will give you her address, but I warn you that you must not be surprised at anything.” Gloria suffers from agoraphobia and anthropophobia, in other words she does not leave her fortress at all. It's a villa in the center of Brazzaville, equipped with probably every type of security and alarm. The girl works at home and orders everything she needs online. She can't stand the sight of people or their company.

“Nice freak. So, is she so omniscient?” Fronda looked at him questioningly.

“She collects data from every available source. She will definitely have some information for you. You don't want to look blindly for this guy? Africa is quite big.”

The argument had its weight. Theo knew that with only a photo, name and a vague idea of the purpose of the search, they were left blind. In this situation, any information could prove to be important.

It was not difficult to find Gloria Webson's house but standing in front of the gate friends felt a bit helpless.

“This could look like an abandoned Frankenstein residence,” Gerard said, looking incredulously at the bizarre house glistening with electronics, but surrounded by a terribly deserted garden.

Never pressed the button at the gate. A small speaker strainer next to the button creaked, then a female voice said from it:

“What is going on?”

“Mrs. Gloria Webson? We've got a case. We will pay well for some information.” Never said.

The wicket grunted, dodging slightly. After passing through a garden in which no one had probably moved a pebble for the past twenty years, they found themselves by a porch resembling a double airlock. Somewhere here a second speaker must have been hidden, because they heard the same voice:

“What information is it about?”

“Our friend wanted to find a black orchid and went missing. We want to know where to look for him.”

“Wait a minute.”

Friends sat on the porch railings, because the mysterious Gloria apparently did not intend to let them into her loneliness. They tried to imagine her leaning over the computer keyboard, which is its only connector with the world, and introduces key words searching for the answer to their question. What could she look like? What age is she? The voice from the speaker was quite nice and suggested thirty years at most, but the appearance could not be guessed from it. Was she pretty? Or maybe just so ugly that she was afraid to leave?

A quiet discussion was finally interrupted by the jaws of the flip door opening.

“Twenty-five dollars,” a voice said from the speaker.

Never put the required amount into a small box, which immediately slid under the flap and disappeared.

“Thank you. The black orchid does not exist, but there are rumors that it was seen in the heart of the forest, south of here, where the town of Makidu is, a local tourist attraction. Land of the people of Gangoulou, Teke and Loshi, as well as the more primitive than others strain, Tonga. Virgin forest, hardly explored, admission at your own risk.”

“Not bad,” Gerard muttered with an involuntary shiver.

These revelations were not impressive to Theo, only that he made some adjustments to the previous plan. Friends from Cahville base, friendly with Octavio, couldn't help them, because they lived much further and more to the west. The area around Makidu was not their territory. One had to go to the Hardygran base, which they had been told about before, about where they heard that would not get help there. This, however, was Fronda's role. He knew two locals, Shani Batawi and Ernie Ford, with whom he had a quarrel for death and life long ago. So he preferred not to address him directly.

After resting a little, he visited Shani and convinced her that she should help them. She was wary, but she agreed to meet the whole group. The girl's apparition surprised those who had not seen her before. She looked more like Hawaiian than African and dazzled with her beauty. Her behavior was also quite surprising. After a short, very substantive conversation, she suddenly left, leaving them in mid-word.

“Take it easy. She knows what she is doing.” Fronda whispered to them as they looked at him for an explanation. “We're waiting now.”

“For what? She is human,” Oggy growled.

“Yes, but not common. She is a “sensor”.

The word “sensor” meant a man with developed psychic abilities of the receiving type. He can't “signal” like Gladiator, but he can sense things well. He always knows if someone is telling the truth or lying, and what his mood is. Somehow, probably taking advantage of her unusual talents, Shani infiltrated the local vampire subculture. She was trusted without reservation, to such an extent that she did not check the newcomers in more detail.

It was also partly influenced by the fact that the base director, dark-skinned and dark-eyed Lilias Maureen, who looked about twenty-five years old, knew the series about the fictionalized adventures of Theo. Not only that, she was his passionate admirer. Immediately after the casual greeting, she ceased to be interested in the rest of her friends and absorbed herself in a lively conversation with Fronda.

“I will never understand what these women see in him,” Never murmured with dissatisfaction and began looking around the base and getting to know its inhabitants.

It wasn't particularly big. A dozen small, terribly dirty rooms in which the employees lived, an outpatient clinic, something like a small natural museum, and that was all. Ernie Ford, deputy of Lilias, was an avid naturalist and he was doing some of his private research. Lilias had a different passion. She was a writer - she wrote books under several different pseudonyms, and although she was far from famous, her novels were read willingly in many countries. Several nurses, a midwife without a diploma and an herbalist ran an outpatient clinic for the local population. As they figured out, almost only women lived here. So, it was more surprised that this place was at such a deplorable condition.

“They could clean up here, though from time to time,” Oggy muttered, looking around in disgust. "Lots of cockroaches and other vermin here.”

“Not worth it. In this part of the world, you will not get rid of house insects, unless a column of sieve ants walks through your home,” Never told her. “You just have to make sure that you are not at home then, because these damn things are dangerous even for people.”

“I understand cockroaches, but these Afrikaners are really slobs. It's all sticky here,” Gladiator ran his hand over a shelf and heavy wooden sculptures standing on it to show his reasons.

“Why bother? Life is hard, and then you die,” someone's voice said from the threshold. “What's the difference, is it clean or dirty around? You can't respect abnegation. If you want to live in a sterile environment, check in at the infirmary.”

Ernie Ford crossed the room and collapsed in his shoes on a bed that was unmade. All his neglected and gloomy appearance testified that he avoids bathing as carefully as cleaning.

“You're right. If you all want to live in a landfill, it's your business,” Never agreed with him. “Just tell us if you know anything about Delaney Robbins and we'll leave you alone.”

Ernie pushed back his long, greasy hair.

“Del came to see me.” He said thoughtfully. “If I think so, I can actually see that he has not returned... Although this was to be expected. Nobody comes back from the Dark Backwood.”

“From where?” Gerard was surprised, stopping contemplation of incredibly dirty, but no less interesting sculptures, of which there were plenty in the room. They took literally every corner. If not for cockroaches crawling on them, they could be a decoration of any museum.

“Dark Backwood is a place in the middle of the forest,” Ernie explained lazily. “Del went there looking for black orchids.”

“So they exist?”

“Are you crazy? Of course not. Well, but these are at least dark purple. This species is so rare and so valuable that no museum has a single specimen. Apparently, some billionaire has a dried flower in his private herbarium, but I don't know who it is about. Del is possessed by the thought of getting not only the flower, but also its seedlings.”

“Are all vampires crazy?” Oggy asked helplessly. “Put yourself at risk in order to pick a flower, even very rare?”

Theo put his arm around her.

“See, dear, long life makes people bored,” he explained softly. “So they search for some goals, even senseless, and then achieve them. One of my friends and compatriots, Choderlos de Montpellier, has been hiding in a Buddhist monastery for two hundred and thirty years. He is looking for the meaning of life, although I wonder if he is eating there since he became a Buddhist.”

“Gee,” Ernie raised his head and looked at him with interest. “What do the monks say?”

“Nothing. They respect all life forms, including us. They still believe that it does not seem who one of the venerable brothers is. Can you imagine what a scandal would be?”

Theo chuckled silently at the memory. The trip to Nepal was one of those he made without friends and hardly anyone knew what really happened to him then. He rarely talked about his lonely adventures, which was strange when you consider how much he liked to brag.

Never shrugged. He got bored of talking to Erni, and the dirt was pessimistic. His countryman, those whom he knew personally, liked cleanliness and order, so that what he found here struck him twice. It occurred to him that he already knew what he wanted to know and could leave. The location of the “Dark Backwood” could have been shown to them by Lilias, so there was no need to expose themselves to the company of an annoying cynic looking like a 100% prowler.

“And to think that Nuntia is trying to make us a race of lords, higher beings,” he muttered under his breath as he left the room. Gladiator, who had had enough of talking to the naturalist, followed him, and Oggy joined them.

The base director was sitting in her office typing at thunderous speed. Fronda was sitting on a padded chair in the corner and looking through the album with clippings. Lilias smiled at the sight of her friends, pushed the machine aside and adjusted her glasses. She had a little short eyesight and the transformation into a vampire did not cure her of this embarrassing ailment.

“Did you find out anything from Ernie?” She asked.

Never looked distrustfully at the cluttered, but much to his relief fairly clean office. “Yes,” he replied meekly. “Tell me, Lilias, where are the Dark Backwood?”

The girl became serious. She took a clean sheet from a pile of typewriter paper and began to draw a simplified map on it, using colorful felt-tip pens that reveal cartographic preparation.

“This name is used to describe a part of the forest growing on a not too high mountain, called Khamandi,” she explained simultaneously. “It's supposedly an extinct volcano, but I don't know exactly, nobody checked it. The forest is very dense and little known here. The natives do not venture there, considering this place as the seat of evil spirits, the white people also bypass it, mainly because they would not find a guide.”

“We don't need a guide, except as a supply of fresh food,” laughed Gladiator.

“It's your choice. If you want to go there, I advise you to go to the town of Makidu first, here. You buy mules there, because you would not get by jeep far. Don't be tempted by horses. Mules are more durable and resistant to diseases. Prepare also for fasting, because I don't think you can hunt anything there, and in this climate, you can't transport frozen plasma. I will give you a few cans of blood, preserved by the vacuum method, but treat them as a really last supply, for a rainy day.”

“Naturally... by vacuum?”

“Yes, it's such a small patent... This blood is not suitable for transfusion, and for us it is of little value, but better than none.”

Never looked at the map carefully. Although it was created very quickly, it was refined in every detail and contained a trail marked with miniature black arrows. Lilias knew her stuff.

“This forest is huge,” he said. “And if we get lost in it, there will be a failure of the century. Well, let's see what can be done. Now tell us what to expect there.”

“Have you ever heard of a lukundu?”

“I read something,” said Gladiator. “The story of a certain White is called “Lukundu” and is quite nightmare. The author claims that he dreamed the whole story.”

“Right. Lukundu is the belief system of the Khamala people here,” Lilias said, adjusting her glasses again. “The whole tribe only has twenty-three people, so it's more of a strain that is dying out, but it has kept its own language and beliefs. And their own magic. It's really dangerous. Its basis is ancient knowledge about the endemic properties of plant species, primarily certain orchids and fungi. Every member of the Khamala people can make potions that are followed by symptoms of various diseases, for example leprosy or tuberculosis, so deceptive that they can even deceive a doctor. In the short run, of course.”

“Interesting...” Never murmured. “And have they something to improve the mood?”

“I did not mention the hallucinogenic preparations they prepared, because here the matter is obvious. They also know very well about parasites and can intentionally infect selected people with them. It is interesting that officially Khamala live in the savannah, and practice in the Dark Backwood.”

“It's like voo doo, right?” Gerard asked calmly. Little was able to amaze him.

Lilias shook her head.

“No, no. Voo doo is also New Year's fun for children in kindergarten. Lukundu is much more mysterious and much more dangerous. Fortunately, there is something that keeps them in line. Somewhere in the middle of the Backwood, perhaps at the top of Khamandi, supposedly lives a mysterious creature named Smenkharei. Something like the punishing hand of the gods. Because you never know when and in what situation Smenkharei will show his anger, Khamala are afraid to act too openly.”

“You don't know what this thing looks like?” The actor asked. Feeling through the skin that another paranormal adventure is being prepared.

“No, angel with green eyes. Nobody knows what it looks like. If you want to try, you can go to a local psychiatrist and talk to a man named Stiles. Apparently, he saw Smenkharei up close and went crazy from it so thoroughly that they still put on his straitjacket for the night. From this it can be concluded that the idol is not special beautiful.”

“Well, not everyone can look like our Fronda,” Oggy said dismissively.

“Happily,” Never murmured sourly.

The director gave Fronda a warm look and smiled. She also thought that hardly anyone could match his beauty and did not hide it at all.

“Returning to the case, if you want to follow your bane to the Dark Backwood, you must be prepared for many unpleasant surprises,” she said. “Darkland magic is not being talked about for nothing. I don't think, by the way, that this is a real magic, just some phenomena that no one has yet diagnosed. But you can get really hot, and not just because it's Africa. Think carefully whether this crazy naturalist is worth the risk.”

“He may not, but our money does,” replied Gladiator soberly. “We are troublemakers for hire, we earn on such missions.”

He joined the group only recently, but he was already acting as if he was at least its founder. Gerard called him in a sharp whisper, but Never just shrugged. Gladiator's insolent behavior was not a problem for him - he never tried to rule his friends more than was actually necessary.

“We'll go there, Lilias,” he said. “Someone really cares for Delaney to come back in one piece from his trip for a black orchid, since he pays so much for it.”

“Apparently it's his sister and aunt,” Gerard reminded him.

“Yes, of course, but I have some suspicion that this is not just about worried relatives. Something's not right. It's just a feeling, but there are things that I rarely get wrong...”

Never shook his head. He couldn't explain where that gut came from, but it was very strong and very unpleasant. Somehow, he stopped believing that Delaney went alone to the heart of the forest only to get some specimen for his collection. It did not match the personality of a typical vampire. He hadn't thought about it before, but now... The longer he thought, the less he understood of the situation.

Lilias didn't bother with it, absorbed in something else.

“Look,” she said, pointing to the television in the corner of the room.

On the screen, the dark journalist talked to an elderly lady whose almost white, curly hair clearly stood out from the chocolate skin.

“So, you don't know who the mysterious savior was?”

“I've never seen him before. He got in at the last minute. I remember so much that he was white, very young, and that he had black or dark brown hair... Lord, if not for this boy, we would all have died!”

“That's true.” The reporter turned to the camera with a professional smile. “This man can be proud of himself and therefore, if he is watching our program, please call us. I'd like to interview him.”

Theo smiled faintly. He was not proud of himself at all, for he knew too well that he did what he did, because it was forced not by courage and nobility, but by the circumstances in which he found himself. He was no more of a hero than someone who escapes from a burning house, and the fact that others will also pass through the passage he chopped out proves nothing.

Gerard patted him on the back. Although it was strange, he understood him best now.

“After all, knight, you can afford this bit of pride,” he said. “You managed to pull your nerves together, get a hold of yourself and land unscathed, and that really couldn't be done by anyone.”

“Don't butter him up, he is vain like a peacock without it,” Never growled.

“Worse, now he can't show himself in front of people because he will expose us all,” said Gladiator, sweeping aside the mosquitos. He came to the conclusion that he hated this place and now wishes that they can leave as soon as possible.

Never guessed his thoughts. He also wanted to find Delaney and leave the Black Land as soon as possible. He did not like Africa, with which he had very bad memories, although it was here in Egypt that he met Fronda, the best friend. The sand of the
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