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“You will always be little to me.” Mama

––––––––
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Time seemed to stop. They froze, unable to move. Their hearts stood still and their feet felt rooted to the floor — because right in front of them was their house, appearing as if out of nowhere!

Incredible, but true — they were home!
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There wasn't the slightest doubt that they hadn't gone anywhere at all, or perhaps had just come back from a walk. Diana looked around: the same enormous hall spanning two floors, the big white table with a vase that always held flowers and dried reeds. This bright part of the hall had always been the heart of the house — kitchen, dining room, and living room all in one, with a huge TV. The high ceilings seemed to reach up toward the sky, ending at the top with small dormer windows set directly into the slope of the roof, through which sunlight streamed inside and seemed to fill the entire house with some inexplicably bright, light air. Enormous floor-to-ceiling windows, framed by semi-transparent light beige curtains, drew the eye out to the courtyard with its green lawn and a stone path laid across the whole grounds, lined on both sides with small posts topped with lanterns.

"Had a good walk?" they suddenly heard Igor's voice. He was in his study on the second floor. "Come on up! Get in here!"

Diana and Bertena looked at each other at the same moment.

"Ma," said Berta, glancing around uneasily, "something's off here..."

"Yeah," Diana replied, "you noticed it too?"

"Pa never tells us to come straight to his study the moment we get in from outside — that's one thing. He knows I need to wash my paws first. And second," — she was looking under the stairs — "where's my little fold-up house with the yellow mattress and my toys?"

"Why are we just standing here?" Om asked, puzzled. "Shall we keep going?"

His question hit them like a bolt from the blue! The vision of being home vanished just as instantly as it had appeared. And Diana and Berta, as if snapping out of some deep hypnosis, found themselves surrounded once again by the thick white veil.

"Where were you? Did you see what we just saw?" Diana asked him warily. She was looking at him as if seeing him for the first time.

"Ah," said Om, swaying gently and fluttering his little wings, "so it's already started?"

"What's already started?" the little one cut in impatiently.

"In this case — visions," Om answered simply. "Remember I told you that here in the Ice Labyrinth, besides the dangerous monsters, there are all kinds of hidden traps — things like magic barriers, energy fields, or illusions. Well, visions are one of them. A vision is when we imagine something that isn't really there — but something we very much wish were. A vision is not reality. And if we become too attached to our visions, we can lose touch with what's real. And that is very dangerous! It's important to be able to tell reality from illusion — because, as I said, it can end very badly" — and he looked at them with an utterly calm expression.

"So," said Diana, "with your question you pulled us out of the illusion and brought us back to reality?"

"It would seem so," Om agreed. "Magic forces can pull you under into an illusion, and if there's no one nearby who is immune to their power — you can stay there forever. Meaning you'll be completely convinced that you're living your normal life — but in truth, you'll be surrounded by a vision. In real reality, so to speak, you'll be under the control of those magic forces."

Still not fully recovered from the shock of Om's words, Diana glanced at the little one to share her feelings. But when her eyes met Bertena's, the urge to share gave way to something else entirely — surprise. There was such a sadness shining in those eyes that it seemed Diana could see her soul, lost somewhere in the fog of memories. Berta looked as though she was still inside their illusory home, still in that artificially created world where the line between vision and reality had been erased.

Not wanting to frighten her, Diana gently put her arms around her: "My Little Bun, are you still with us?" she asked softly.

"Yeah," Berta murmured barely above a whisper. "It's just... remember, back in the Water World, the magic flower Passifloura already sent me home through memories of familiar smells — but this was something completely different. It was so real — our actual house, with the green lawn where I love to chase a ball or just lie in the sun. And when Pa called us up to his study, I completely lost it. I was absolutely sure we'd finally made it home. And then — bam! I'm back here again!" — she rested her little white head with its caramel ears on Diana's shoulder and said with a quiet ache: "Ma, when are we finally going to be home?"

"My Little Bun, you can see for yourself — maybe not as fast as we'd like, but we're getting closer with every step we take," she answered — and glancing at Om, added: "...with every step we take, and with Om's help."

And so they stood there, arms around each other, wrapped in a haze of uncertainty: a wall of ice blocks behind them, and ahead — a thin, shimmering, anxious unknown that, for all its vagueness, still pulled them toward its mysterious embrace.

"Well then," said Diana. "Judging by the fact that the ice ring wasn't all that big, we probably don't have far to go. Maybe the Frozen World in plasma is right nearby. Though honestly, I can't even begin to imagine what it might actually look like — if they gave us a Plasma Flask just to carry it."

"Maybe it's just some soggy little light bulb that decided it's the next big star!" — Berta had clearly come back to herself after the sudden run-in with their home, and her trademark sarcasm was back in full force. "Or maybe it's just really lazy light that didn't feel like going anywhere and decided to just... freeze in place. Or..."

"Alright, alright," Diana cut her off. "Nobody's doubting your wild imagination!"

But Bertena, spinning her little white head every which way and landing her gaze on Om, buried him in questions: "Oh! Haven't heard a peep from you in a while," — and the questions came pouring out like a popcorn machine gone wild. "Tell me — if you hold the Frozen World in plasma over a fire, will it turn back into regular light, or will you get an ice torch? And also, if you plug it into an outlet, will it shine brighter or just melt? But wait, there's more!" — and she even narrowed her eyes a little with delight that such thoughts had come to her, rattling on even faster — "what if the Frozen World in plasma gets into a fight with regular light — who wins? And generally speaking, if you eat it, can you get the superpower to freeze everything around you?"

Even if Om had wanted to answer right away, the little one gave him absolutely no chance. Finally, breathless from her own ideas and falling silent, she looked at him expectantly.

Taking advantage of the pause, Om said: "Purely logically — this substance must be liquid or fluid, since you have a Plasma Flask to store it in. And another thing — I think the key to it all is right there in its name: Frozen World in plasma."

"And what was that supposed to be? You talked a lot but didn't say anything new," Berta said impatiently.

But Diana agreed with Om: "Yeah, maybe there's something more hidden in its name — some deeper meaning we just can't grasp yet. But either way, we need to keep moving forward to see what's actually ahead of us."

"Forward!" the little one shouted — and boldly leaped into the misty haze.

"Bun, no! Careful!" — and Diana's silhouette disappeared into the milky veil too.

"Ma, why are you yelling? I'm right here," she heard the little one's calm voice at that very moment.

Berta was standing right next to Diana, looking up at her.

From the fright of it, Diana's heart was beating like a butterfly caught in a net — but she managed to pull herself together and said in a voice rough with worry: "Stay close. Don't wander far from me."

"Om, are you here?" Diana looked around.

"Yes," he answered briefly.

Taking the little one into her arms, Diana cautiously pressed forward, and the misty veil wrapped around them completely, hiding everything in an impenetrable curtain. She stepped carefully over the fragile surface of the fog — like walking on thin ice — listening to every sound. Each step she took echoed with a barely perceptible crunch, breaking the ringing silence. It seemed as though the very space around them was holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next. Her figure, wrapped in a flickering light, seemed otherworldly. Bertena, pressed close against her chest, could feel her heartbeat like a lighthouse in this sea of unknowns. And Om, like a phantom, had merged with the surrounding space — his presence felt only by instinct.

When Diana and Berta had been on the threshold of this snowy veil, it had seemed like nothing more than a thick fog — but the deeper they sank into its embrace, the more clearly they felt that this was not some tiny pocket of cold mist enclosed by a ring of ice. This was something magical, hiding its secret in an unknown depth.

They had already come quite a distance.

"That can't be right," flashed through Diana's mind. "The ice structure looked so small from the outside — but the path through it just goes on and on forever."

It gave the impression that the ring of ice blocks was breaking every law of space. Despite its modest size on the outside, it concealed within itself an endless snow-covered path, wrapped in a dense fog that, like a white veil, hid from them not only the opposite wall but the very nature of this mysterious place. The ice wall seemed to be playing tricks on their perception — and Diana began to feel that reality around her was distorting again.

She had just been about to ask Om whether what was happening around them was real — but before she could get a
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