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The impenetrable, ink-black darkness they had found themselves in created a feeling of weightlessness and total, boundless freedom — as if they were drifting through endless space.

Into that extraordinary silence came Bertunia's sly but ever-cheerful voice: "Here we go again! I've seen this before! First it's dark, then it's light — and after that little light show, we're right back into trouble. That's just our normal now. Doesn't even surprise me anymore. Same old story!"

Diana gently stroked the little one's fluffy side and replied just as quietly: "Well, if nothing surprises you anymore — then yeah, it's probably really time to go home."

The moment Diana said that, the smart defense began to shake slightly — and despite the darkness, there was a clear sense of being pulled upward, into some invisible pipe or tunnel, and the speed kept growing. Diana and Bertunia were even pressed noticeably back into their seats.

"Friend!" Berta cried out in fright. "Why aren't you saying anything? Is this normal? What's happening? Are you still even our friend?"

"Everything's fine," they heard. "We're shaking slightly — it's mild flutter vibration, the ongoing bending oscillations of the defense. And since we're accelerating in vertical motion, you become heavier, which is why you feel pushed into your seats. This is normal. There's no reason for concern. If there were anything to worry about, you would have heard my warning before you even asked."

"Oh!" Berta exclaimed with a dramatic eye-roll. "Flutter vibration! How on earth did we ever live without it?!"
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"Bertunia, don't overthink it," Diana said with a smile. "You'd better look around. Don't you think the impenetrable darkness isn't quite so impenetrable anymore? I'm pretty sure there's a faint glimmer of light outside the window — the pitch-black graphite dark is almost dark grey now, and it keeps getting lighter and lighter."

"We're approaching the protective light barrier," Friend's voice came through. "I recommend closing your eyes."

Diana did exactly as she had during the portal entry — she closed her own eyes and covered the little one's.

The flash of light was so blindingly bright — like an explosion! Only without sound — yet you could clearly feel the waves of light energy piercing right through them, even through the defense itself. No one could tell how long it lasted. There was a sense that time around them was stretching and then contracting — maybe a moment, maybe an eternity. And there was a clear awareness that it was time itself doing this. The silence came suddenly — unexpected, immediate, all at once.

Diana and Berta didn't move, but they opened their eyes. They listened. A suspicious, unsettling, cotton-thick silence surrounded them. Not a single sound from outside — quiet and bright. Zero visibility through the window. A dense, impenetrable milky-white fog had wrapped itself around the defense.

"We made it," came Friend's voice in the cabin. "Where to next?"

Diana checked that the Hidden Belts were on both herself and Bertunia — while privately thinking that she had absolutely no idea what came next.

"I'll just hop out and take a look," Berta said, jumping quickly off her seat onto the floor, and turning to Friend: "What about the doors? Open up!"

"No! Berta, no!" Diana almost shouted. "From now on — you don't go wherever you feel like, whenever you feel like it. You don't eat or drink anything until I say so! And we have very real reasons for that: first, we no longer have the Diamond-water to fix a hopeless situation if it comes to that. And second — this is genuinely our last chance to get home. We need to be more careful and more aware of who and what is around us. Especially since we were warned — easy, carefree, no-trouble — that's not what the Air Level is about!" — and then she added more gently: "Deal?"

Bertunia sat down on the floor and grumbled unhappily: "Like everywhere we've been before was so easy and trouble-free."

"Berta!" Diana raised her voice again.

The little one slowly leaned against the chair and said reluctantly: "Fine. Deal."

"If you don't mind," said Friend, "I'd suggest we start moving forward slowly and carefully. Maybe something will become clearer."

"That's exactly what we were going to do," Berta replied, still in a grumpy voice.

Diana picked the little one up, hugged her, and said: "Bun, stop sulking — you'll pop. You know I just want fewer problems for you, and for all of us, right?"

The little one wrapped her paws around Diana's neck, and Diana heard: "Yeah, I know."

"Alright then," Diana said, turning to Friend. "I agree — first we need to get our bearings," — and she looked at Berta: "So — forward?"

"Forward!" Bertunia replied, already in a brighter mood. "We find the pre-time engine that bends space and time, zoom home in time for dinner — maybe even lunch! Oh, and hey — can we have a snack? You can never have too many snacks," — and the little one gave her pink tummy a loving little pat with her paw.

"I think that's a good idea. We still don't know where exactly we are — so why not eat something," — and Diana pulled the treats Barchin had packed for them out of the container.
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The smart defense began its smooth movement forward. Nothing was visible through the window. It felt as if a fluffy milky-white duvet had wrapped itself around them. You almost wanted to open the window and run your hand along that soft, cottony surface.

They flew slowly — gliding and swaying, as if skimming across an invisible, glassy sea.

As they moved forward, the fog outside melted slowly and reluctantly — as if it didn't want to reveal the world it was hiding. Then suddenly the smart defense gave a slight shudder, and Diana and Berta heard a faint sound — like branches brushing against the doors as you drive through them. It appeared first on one side, then the other. For a moment everything stopped — and then they all heard a sound like claws scratching along the outside of the smart defense's cabin. Not loud — but persistent.

"Danger!" came Friend's voice through the cabin — and then, as if clarifying: "Invisible danger."

Diana looked at her own Hidden Belt and then at Bertunia's. Both were a deep, dark blue.

"Are those the Ials?" Diana asked, peering carefully out the window — where the thick fog still hung like a white curtain.

"Quite possibly," Friend replied. "I suggest we accelerate and try to pull away from them — if that's even possible."

At that moment, Diana felt genuinely afraid — for herself, and for the little one.

"And on top of that," Berta said sadly, "these Ials are already bad news — and now they're invisible too. That's just great!" — and she wrapped her paws around Ma's hand and snuggled closer.

"Friend," Diana said, turning to him, "I think you know what you're doing. Let's try to lose them."

"Oh, oh, oh — wait," Bertunia jumped in again. "What if we tell them we can see them — and find out what the thing scratching at the doors actually looks like?"

Diana stroked the little one's side: "I don't think what we'd see would make you feel any better. And if we never have to see them at all — nobody's going to be upset about that!"

"Understood," Friend replied to Diana. The smart defense gradually began to pick up speed, and the outside sounds slowly fell behind and faded away completely.

They flew in total silence — the only reminder that they were moving at all was a gentle swaying. Every now and then small patches of light began to appear outside the window, and before long the milky-white fog started to thin more and more. When it had dissolved completely, Diana and Berta saw a truly endless carpet of clouds — woven, it seemed, from clouds of every shape and size. Some looked like fluffy cotton balls, others like enormous, soft pillows, and others like sharp peaks.

"Ma," said Berta, "I figured it out — all this time outside the window it wasn't fog at all. We were just inside one of the clouds. Right?"

"Well, they're basically the same thing," Diana replied. "It's water in the atmosphere in a gaseous state — the only difference is that fog forms close to the surface, while clouds form much higher up."

"Right," the little one added quickly, "and fog doesn't come with invisible ethereal monsters that could cause you serious trouble any second."

Diana thought for a moment: "Who knows? Maybe fog just has different kinds of creatures living in it — not necessarily dangerous ones. In some other foggy parallel," — and she looked out the window with curiosity.

At that moment she noticed something far off among the clouds — something that looked like either a city or a fortress. But the more she stared at it, the more it seemed to blur and dissolve before her eyes — shifting its shapes from rounded and flat to fluffy and layered, and then back again.

"Must be my imagination," Diana thought.

"Ma, did you see that? Did you see that? There's a city on that big cloud!" Berta cried out, staring into the distance with a mix of surprise and wonder.

Diana looked at the little one: "You saw it too? I thought I was just seeing some kind of cloud mirage," — and she asked Friend to move closer to the large cluster of clouds ahead of them for a better look.

"I suggest we climb higher than we are now," he replied, "and look at it from a different angle. We might be able to make out details that weren't visible before."

Berta lifted her head upward, as if addressing Friend directly: "Well, what would we do without you? You're just an idea-generator that appears out of thin air."

"Bun," Diana said, surprised. "What's with the attitude? You okay?"

"Never better," Bertunia muttered under her breath. "Just sitting here waiting for some random Ial to come eat us — but yeah, everything's wonderful. Absolutely perfect!"

Diana wrapped her arms around the little one: "The unknown is the worst part — so let's try to get some answers," — and she told Friend to fly around the other side of the large cloud in front of them.[image: ]

"Of course," he replied — and paused for a moment, plotting the course and mapping out their next trajectory. Then, with a soft whisper of movement, he made a smooth turn and began picking up speed in the opposite direction — as if eager for new adventures — while small clouds drifted past the window like dancers spinning around them.

What Diana and Berta saw when they came around the enormous cloud from the other side stunned them completely. It was unbelievable! Looking at it, everything they thought they knew about what a palace could possibly look like was turned upside down. It wasn't just a palace — it had a strange appearance, yet at the same time it was breathtaking in its strangeness. The aerial structure rose up incredibly high, disappearing into the bottomless blue sky above. You could clearly see that it was made up of countless layers, each one flowing seamlessly into the next. And most striking of all — the entire magnificent construction was completely transparent! There were no familiar corridors or rooms, no windows or doors — only countless semi-transparent staircases: straight rectangular ones for climbing, angled ones, spiral ones, turning ones of all different sizes, each leading up into the next layer of the structure. If the palace had been filled with ordinary life, you could have watched all the activity inside from the outside.

"Whoa!" Berta exclaimed in awe. "Some little house that is! And there's nobody inside? All I can see is staircases. Ma — what about you?"

She too was studying the heavenly structure, which seemed to stretch upward without end.

"Yeah," Diana agreed, gazing thoughtfully into the distance. "Maybe we just can't see whoever lives inside. Honestly, I don't even know what to tell you," — and then she told Friend to go back around to the other side of the cloud where they had been before.

The Air Level kept on surprising them with how it was put together. When they came back around, Diana and the little one saw nothing — as if what they'd just been looking at had been a mirage, and now they were staring at an ordinary white cloud.

"Okay, I don't get it," said Berta. "What kind of trick is that? Where did the transparent castle go? I really don't like this..."

Friend suggested: "I have an idea — instead of going around the cloud like we did before, let's try flying straight through it."

"Oh no!" said Berta, pressing her little paw to her head and shaking it. "Nothing worse than a defense that won't stop coming up with ideas! I have absolutely zero interest in smashing into an invisible wall."

"Please note — not just a defense, but a smart defense," Friend replied with dignity.

"Stop!" Diana cut in. "We don't have time for your intellectual squabble," — and, still watching the cloud, she turned to Friend: "I'm with you on this one. Let's try it. But we fly at low speed. We need to figure out why the aerial palace isn't always visible — and if we do happen to run into it, let's make it as painless as possible. Bertunia's right — we have no idea what its transparent walls are even made of, or if they even really exist."

"Am I smart or what?" the little one asked with a sly look.

"My Little Bun, you're always smart! I love you," — and Diana scratched her gently between the ears.

"Understood," Friend replied — and, slowing down, headed straight toward the cloud, which grew bigger and bigger with every second as they approached. It felt like it was about to swallow them whole.

The moment the smart defense touched the edge of the cloud, it began a slow, steady descent into this white and fluffy, cotton-soft haze — which wrapped itself around them from all sides like a gentle blanket. Inside the cloud it was bright and quiet. It felt as though nothing existed in this world except silence and calm.

Then, in an instant, everything changed: all the clouds around them vanished, and above and beside them — as if suspended in mid-air — appeared the staircases that Diana and Berta had seen not long ago from the other side, but at a distance.

The smart defense came to a stop in an instant.

Looking up through the transparent upper window at what turned out to be crenellated-edged steps and walkways, they had the distinct feeling of being right in the center of an impossibly enormous, gigantic clockwork mechanism.
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"Whoa! No way — look at this system!" the little one exclaimed, her tiny bead-like eyes wide with wonder. "Ma, do you see all the springs, gears, and little wheels? You couldn't even make them out from the outside."

"Yeah," Diana replied, studying everything in their field of view
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