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The story of Buttercup

I

The children's book The Adventures of Buttercup begins with Buttercup, who is still a little girl, waking up and curling her toes. This is not the book in question.

One particular morning on the planet Wheat, little Buttercup yawned in bed, curling her toes and brushing her blonde hair out of her eyes. As little Buttercup slowly awoke to the dawn on Wheat Planet, the harvest time began. Outside the cottage the tall wheat field waved beautifully in the warm breeze. The fields were as wide as the eye could see. Roads, small groves and swamps separated the wheat fields. The terrain was flat, but low hills could be seen here and there, and on such a hill was the village where Buttercup lived. She stood up and smiled to herself as she looked out of the window at the beautiful landscape.

The ears were heavy with grains that would soon be harvested. As the sun rose on the horizon, the villagers awoke to their morning chores, just as villagers do on all inhabited planets where the sun and climate support such activity. The sun of the planet Wheat is a familiar yellow, like the Earth's, and its climate is mild.

As the sun rose that morning, it slowly turned from red to orange, and eventually from orange to yellow, turning the reddish sky to blue.

However, in her cottage on the edge of the village, the morning was out of the ordinary. From under her bed, Buttercup pulled out an old, angular suitcase. She opened it and examined its contents. She took out some things she thought would be needed on her journey and stuffed them into her small black rucksack. A large handwritten book took up almost all the space. It was hardback and looked old, even though it was brand new. Her grandfather, a book printer by trade, had been working on the book for several months and now it was finally finished and bound. The old man had often smiled mysteriously as he worked, telling Buttercup that the book would change the future of all mankind. Buttercup thought the book was important, so she stowed it in her rucksack with her most important belongings, and not in her towing bag. The rucksack was overflowing with stuff.

Buttercup had packed most of her other belongings in cardboard boxes, or taken them to the village rubbish station for disposal. The old suitcase quickly emptied into the backpack and the towing bag.

Finally, she carefully placed a small, slightly holey but soft teddy bear on top of her rucksack and put a matching cap on top of it.

She was about to set off on a long journey to find her father. Despite the protests of the villagers, she would travel alone, although she was only eleven years old. She felt a sense of responsibility for the task her grandfather had given her. The responsibility weighed heavily on her narrow shoulders.

"Goodbye Wheat Planet," she said to herself a little recklessly.

She staggered out of her cottage with her rucksack on her back and her bag dragging behind her. She looked around the dwelling for a moment, wistfully. It was an ordinary three-roomed cottage with a gable roof, a chimney, small windows and a door. The walls were painted red and the windows and doors were framed in blue. It was the only home Buttercup had ever lived in during her life.

"Just a typical country cottage," people would have said.

All the cottages in the village looked the same, although they were of different sizes, as farming villages often had large families living under the same roof for several generations. The cottages were similar for practical reasons. They were almost all built from prefabricated elements that the Global Trading Empire had transported from its warehouse on Earth to the planet Wheat. The wood felled during the clearing on Wheat Planet was far too expensive to build the huts and had been immediately transported to Earth.

The girl was sad because her grandfather had died and been buried only a short time ago. They had lived together for many years, and suddenly she was all alone. She and her neighbours had been caring for the bedridden old man for a few weeks, but the doctor had told them early on that nothing could be done.

The old man, named Cadan, had been mentally alert to the end, and had not been visibly discouraged by his impending death.

On his deathbed, he had still given Buttercup instructions and a plan of action for the future: "Find the theatre director Makabee. He can help you find your father. I heard your father is rich and can help you. Take this locket with you. It also has your mother's photo in it. Don't lose it."

The old man handed her a small locket and coughed softly.

"Take all the currency out of my drawer and this cube with you. It contains instructions you both will need. Keep it safe. Also take earplugs, and some food. I'm sorry I can't come with you to help you. We were meant to travel together."

The old man handed Buttercup a glass cube, apparently containing something important.

"Why the earplugs?" the girl wondered aloud, but immediately regretted her futile words. The old man was clearly no longer able to speak. He still opened his eyes, and seemed to smile a little.

"Don't be afraid, my child," he said in a hushed voice. "I have seen that your future is long and happy... remember that you are never alone, even if it seems that way," the old man continued, coughed again and closed his eyes. "Oh, yes. I almost forgot the most important thing. Remember to take the book with you. Besides finding your father, it is also the purpose of your journey. You will meet someone who will ask you about the cube and the book. Don't be afraid when it happens. Only They know about them."

After saying this, the old man fell asleep and never woke up again.

She knew that the old man had travelled a lot in his youth, mostly on Earth, but had then given up the nomadic life and moved to the planet Wheat to become a farmer. His daughter, Buttercup's mother, had only moved in much later, when she became pregnant. They had quarrelled over the pregnancy, and in anger she had not even told him the name of the child's father. Later, Buttercup's mother had fallen ill and had died of a lung disease common among farmers on the planet. The old man had found out who the father was, but he never informed him. He had cared for his daughter until her death and then took the two-year-old Buttercup into his care.

The villagers had buried the old man in the local cemetery. Several of them had been concerned about the girl and had offered her a new home with their family, but she had thanked them and said she was going to her father. She had told no one about not knowing for sure where to find her father, or if he was even alive.

"But, my dear girl, how could you travel alone when you are so little?" the hostess in the cottage next door had chattered away with her cheeks bulging as she had munched on her homemade cake at the funeral reception. "It's not even legal, is it? You could just come and live with us. Violet would be happy!"

"But... " Buttercup had attempted to say something, but had been interrupted.

"Yes, come and stay with us!" had said Violet, who was also a little girl and in the same class at school as her, agreeing with her mother.

"But I can't. Grandpa bought me a ticket in advance, and it can't be cancelled... besides, my father will be there to meet me." Buttercup had stammered little lies. She had hoped to get home soon to start packing. She was a well-behaved girl, and lying didn't feel good.

She looked at the cottage for a moment and then turned her back on it. She had lived there all her life, and now she would have to abandon it. She began to walk along the seemingly endless highway towards the towers of the Global Trading Empire's spaceport, which rose hundreds of metres into the distance. The towers gleamed massive and foreboding in the sun, as if waiting for her.

"I guess I'll never come back here again," she thought.

The journey was only just beginning, but she already felt an oppressive loneliness, missing the school and the other children in the village. Yet she felt no fear. After all, she was eleven, almost an adult, and her grandfather had left her plenty of money to cover the cost of the journey.

"Bye, then," she said aloud as she walked, waving to Violet who watched her departure from the window, as she passed her cottage. The glider bus stop was still a long way away.

She was completely oblivious to the fact that, under the cover of a tree across the road, a watchful eye was following her every step.

II

The reason why Buttercup, who was a girl from Earth, lived on the planet Wheat was actually time, or more complicatedly, the theory of time. Time was once considered by humans to be relatively strange and difficult to explain. It was patiently observed for a while, until it was finally redefined for what it really was. According to this new definition, time is no longer going anywhere in its own time. It neither consumes itself nor consumes anything else. It is local and never occurs in many places at once.

Time can only be measured at close range, but not too close. To put it more precisely, the closer you measure time, the more accurately you can measure it, until it disappears altogether. Far away, it can no longer be measured at all, because sufficient accuracy can no longer be achieved. That is why we no longer know exactly when time was so finely redefined. From very far away, everything seems to happen at the same time, and not one after the other, as we might easily think.

After the redefinition of time, a lot of things happened at a breathtakingly fast pace. A new theory of time required a new theory of particles, and especially of massless particles. Theories also changed or were refined in terms of dark matter and energy, wormholes and the anti-gravity.

Suddenly, a new scientific breakthrough had completed itself. The new technology, which enabled longer journeys into space faster than ever before, was just waiting to be invented. The Global Trading Empire and its intelligence service's industrial espionage division were on the alert and stole the invention and all the patents associated with it just before they could be published. The inventor first went on the payroll of the Global Trading Empire with his patent assignment contracts, and soon afterwards disappeared completely. After that, space travel was closely regulated and controlled to ensure that profits from it went to the right place, that is, the Global Trading Empire.

.    .    .

Humanity on Earth moved out of its pre-galactic stage of development and, with the help of new technology allegedly developed by the Global Trading Empire, set about conquering the terrestrial or near-terrestrial planets it had discovered in space. The aim was to provide enough food and raw materials for the Earth's far too abundant population. Within a few hundred years, a number of planets were found where people could be settled and put to work after a short or long terraforming project. Often, changes to the atmosphere alone were enough, but sometimes the planet's vegetation and micro-organisms also had to be adapted. Here and there, entire ecosystems were even destroyed to ensure safety.

The Wheat Planet is one of the colonies that the Global Trading Empire mapped and identified as terrestrial. After careful calculations, it was colonised first by permanent scientists and later by settlers who farmed it.

The Wheat Planet, a long way from Earth, was named after the crop best suited to its fertile soil. It was renamed by the explorer and exotic plant scientist Caius Ghini, a pioneer of computer-assisted botany.

As automated research robots scoured the planet's soils and waterways, Ghini's botanical reference work was expanded to include several hundred thousand new plant species. Most of them disappeared without a trace shortly after the order arrived from Earth to colonise the planet and start clearing. The process was tried and tested elsewhere and the preservation of old growth was not seen as important as ensuring the food supply for the Earth's population, or the stock market prices of the Global Trading Empire. Indeed, Ghini's work was much used by the Palaeontology Department of the Global Trading Empire's Business University, where extinct plants were catalogued.

After studying the planet, scientists from the Global Trading Empire's Agriculture Department informed headquarters that the expected yield per unit area would be many times that of the Earth, and that there were no geographical obstacles preventing the cultivation of crops across almost the entire planet. Temperate climates and small seasonal variations would provide many harvest seasons per year, and even the coldest regions could be partially cultivated with climate-adapted crops. Local large herbivores would not cause problems and serious natural disasters would be unlikely.

The next expedition brought with it a large amount of equipment suitable for the situation. Field clearing and village construction began immediately. Swamps were dried. Forests were felled. Fields were cleared and drained. Rivers were dammed and diverted into new channels to improve irrigation. The planet's original wildlife was displaced in favour of agriculture. Insects suitable for pollinating plants were brought from the Earth to the new environment, with other species of animals to provide an ecological balance. Some species were genetically manipulated to make them better adapted to planetary conditions. Within a few decades, the entire Wheat Planet was just like any other large farm on Earth, feeding billions of people on other planets for the Global Trading Empire.

There was a queue of eager settler candidates on the planet, even among city dwellers who knew nothing about farming. The popularity of the Wheat Planet grew even more when people realised that there was hardly any famine or poverty. Feeding the 10 billion people on Earth and more on other inhabited planets was such a good business and the planet's harvest so plentiful that even the Global Trading Empire saw no justifiable reason to treat the planet's inhabitants any worse than was necessary to maximise profits. Automated farming methods meant that the ratio of population to tonnes of wheat was small, so the impact of human labour on prices was also small. A rare situation arose where it was cheaper and more productive to leave people alone than to oppress them, because that would have also required some investment.

The discovery of the planet Wheat was indeed a lucky coincidence for both the Global Trading Empire and the entire population of Earth.

Anyway, this story is not about the Wheat Planet, but about Buttercup, who left it at the beginning of the story.

III

Summer was at its most gorgeous on Mineral Planet 3. The sun was shining high up, almost at its zenith. The second sun, slightly dimmer than the first, shone in its own place just far enough above the horizon not to turn red. Their gentle, soft yellowish light illuminated the surroundings in a bright and serene way. The blue sky was almost cloudless, with only the occasional thin white veil fluttering in the warm breeze. In the meadows between the small groves, beautiful and colourful flowers grew. But the birds, usually chirping happily, were silent.

At the edge of a copse next to the ruined village, Virgin watched in horror as, amid the still smouldering and smoking ruins, members of the storm-troopers of the military wing of the Divine and Merciful Holy Men Church’s Servants (DMHMCS) searched for survivors with plasma rifles in hand, firing whenever they found one. After hearing from their scouts that the Global Trading Empire's troops were elsewhere, they attacked the village with the intention of destroying it completely and killing all its inhabitants, especially Virgin who, according to the scriptures, was a danger to the Church and its servants. Unfortunately, they did not have enough information about the varied characteristics of the inhabitants of Mineral Planet 3, so they only managed to kill the inhabitants who were caught by surprise at the start and some others who, out of gullibility, tried to be hospitable. The rest mysteriously and quickly disappeared from sight, leaving the faith warriors to vent their frustration by destroying buildings and some of the few domestic animals left around to glare at the guests.

Virgin watched all this in shock and crept quietly back into the depths of the dense forest. She tore the long hem of her plain purple dress a little shorter, and quickly tied her long brown hair to a ponytail with a strip of string she had loosened from the hem.

"Virgin, come quickly," he whispered behind her, pulling her deeper into the woods. "Let's go to the mine spaceport. Maybe we can find a spaceship to escape in before they find you."

As they moved away from the ruins of the village, unmanned assault gliders from the Global Trading Empire's air force arrived, bombing the entire village to ashes once and for all. A deafening explosions filled the forest. The fireballs from the explosions rose tens of metres into the air. A hot breath was felt on their backs as they ran away. To be on the safe side, the gliders poisoned the village to prevent any member of the group, which had been identified as a terrorist organisation, from escaping alive. This, of course, rendered the area uninhabitable for several months, but all the inhabitants had already died or fled. The ashes of the storm-troopers from the military wing of the DMHMCS, who died in the village, were mixed with the ashes from the houses in the village. Hours later, there were only smouldering cremated remains, large piles of ash and, of course, human bones.

Virgin's companion took her to the spaceport, slipped her secretly through the wire fence and left her near the cargo spacecraft in the maintenance hangar. Because of the round-the-clock transport of minerals, the airport hangar was the size of a small town and was constantly full of spaceships arriving and departing, so finding one woman would be almost impossible. He hoped that any search would focus on the passenger terminals and customs areas. Then, dodging the guards, he walked to a nearby restaurant for the crew and other staff to look for a desperate and hopefully drunk enough freighter captain who would agree to discreetly transfer Virgin elsewhere so that the Global Trading Empire's space customs staff wouldn't ask awkward questions.

"Good afternoon, Miss," said Seth Milotisverkos, using at the same time a tool to poke external control vanes needed at the planet atmosphere. He was surprised to see a tired and somewhat dusty but beautiful young woman standing beside the spaceship. She was wearing a thin, almost transparent purple dress and sandals. She had a graceful body, but it was her peculiar eyes that attracted the most attention. They were hazel and hypnotically piercing, and did not seem to blink at all.

"I guess this isn't exactly legal," Seth said to her thoughtfully. Normally, only the spaceships' crews had access to the hangar, and even then only through security and customs checks. However, the young man was easy-going by nature, and didn't want to disturb the spaceport police and the captain of the spaceship with a frivolous affair. As he was sociable and had an eye for feminine beauty, he decided to start his lunch hour immediately and began to enjoy his sandwiches. She smiled seductively at Seth fluttering her eyelashes and soon they were both munching on sandwiches with tasty fillings.

Meanwhile, the captain of the spaceship that Seth was repairing, Bill Polttomoottori, was sitting at the bar of the spaceport's entertainment centre, anxiously counting his money. How much more would he dare to drink? His transport company was on the verge of bankruptcy. He reflected a little frustratedly on his life, and once again came to the conclusion that the last ten years, five of them with Seth, as captain and sole shareholder of his own freighter, had been wasted. The Global Trading Empire had a monopoly on almost all business, so they also set freight rates, accommodation rates and fuel prices so that the charterers were constantly dependent on them for additional funding and could not become too self-sufficient on their own capital. Apart from his fully paid cargo spacecraft, Bill was as poor as when he started out years ago. It took him a full five years to pay for the ship, even though there were orders for transport all the time. Only his strong thirst for freedom and stubbornness prevented him from selling the vessel and going to work for the transport division of the Global Trading Empire. On the other hand, he was mentally lazy and somewhat phlegmatic, qualities that also kept him firmly in his familiar environment.

Opposite him sat a local resident dressed in the worn work clothes of a miner. He left, smiling, and soon brought back drinks for them.

"I expect you'll have the same, Captain," said the visitor. "This noble drink, imported from Earth, is a nice refreshment."

"Of course. Thank you," Bill replied, smiling with the satisfaction of saving a few crumbs. After a couple of hours, Bill realised he'd had too much to drink when he received a seemingly gigantic up-front payment for transporting a woman to safety off the planet. He received the currency suspiciously quickly in instant cash cubes, and the deal was not the best in other respects either. According to the local man, the woman was threatened by dangerous religious fanatics and for some reason the Global Trading Empire saw her as such a threat that many of the bounty hunters on the official lists would also go after them.

The Global Trading Empire encouraged debt-based entrepreneurship, so many violent criminals released from prison with no other work became private bounty hunters. Most of their income went, of course, to interest on the debts of the borrowed seed capital. These facts meant that the work ethics of the bounty hunters did not result in slowness, but most means were permissible and even the less permissible ones sometimes involved acceptable risks.

Bill did not like the idea of having to run for his life. However, the transportation fee was so high that the offer had to be accepted if he wanted to get off the mining planet. The previous day's reward for transporting the cargo was no longer enough to pay for all the spare parts and fuel the spaceship needed, and Bill didn't want to be hired in the transport department, or at worst, mining for minerals.

Bill would still have refused if he had known that the money he was receiving came from a safe in the back of the restaurant, from which it had been evacuated for more important use only a short time ago.

"Why is she being threatened?" Bill asked the man, only to receive a blank stare in response. The man didn't even blink.

"Ho hum," Bill said to himself. "I wonder, what's going to come of this?"

"She's Virgin," the man said, as if to explain something. He didn't want to reveal that she belonged to an important family or anything else he didn't consider obligatory, but he checked anyway to see if Bill had heard of her. Bill pondered the meaning of the words.

"At least on Earth, we don't threaten anyone for that," Bill said, though he wasn't sure. "Or at least hopefully," he added, just in case.

"That's her name. Her name is Virgin," the man said emphatically, a little irritated, and walked away without saying goodbye.

Bill arrived at his spaceship the next morning, having spent the night in one of the rentable rooms of the restaurant, where charterers stayed often when they weren't in the restaurant, or loading new cargo. For some reason, after weeks or months of travelling, the comfort of a private cabin no longer appealed, and all spaceports always had entertainment and overnight accommodations available for cargo spacecraft crews. He was still tired. His stomach felt strangely empty and full at the same time.

"Damn moonshine," he grumbled to himself, once again suspecting that he had been sold something other than what the label said. He climbed up the ladder at the back of the spaceship and boarded. In the lounge at the end of the long corridor, he met his mechanic.

"We have a visitor," Seth said, pointing to the woman standing next to him, who blushed slightly and glanced down shyly, waiting for the captain's reaction to the uninvited guest.

"Already? I know. I'm going to rest," Bill said. "Good day Miss... welcome... I'm going to bed."

A wave of the hand escorted Bill to the bedroom next to the lounge. Seth and Virgin looked after him in wonder. They didn't know about the deal yet.

It wasn't until the afternoon that Bill, almost oblivious to the woman and the dangers that might threaten them, steered the spaceship as instructed by air traffic control. The woman had mysteriously disappeared from sight and the spaceport police had found nothing to complain about in their inspection. Still, one of them had looked with some suspicion at the huge pile of sandwiches on the floor of the small pantry at the side of the kitchen, filling half the space. The sniffer had not, however, sounded any alarms.

"Don't you have a Foodamatic? Why so much food? Don't you know that the inhabitants of the planet are constantly trying to smuggle anything illegal off the planet, such as uncensored messages and non-commercial material?" had loudly wondered the spaceport police officer who had entered the cockpit, who of course was calling the vending machine by the brand name officially approved by the Global Trading Empire's Trade Directive Authority.

"My mechanic is a survivalist," Bill had said, looking serious and secretly grinning in his mind. "He's prepared for anything less than the end of the world. Of course, we have a Foodamatic machine that we use regularly. The sandwiches are only for emergencies, which never happen because we regularly maintain the equipment according to the requirements of the directives."

"Well, alright," the spaceport police officer had said. He had scribbled something official-looking on his pad. He had looked around for a moment with an air of importance. Finally, after all that, he had walked away, straightening his cap.

"Good... he's gone," she had said, popping into view out of nowhere, causing Bill to jump up from his cockpit chair in a startled reaction.

"Don't do that!" he had exclaimed, amazed at where she had

been.

There was not much scientific information about the inhabitants of Mineral Planet 3. For some reason, they had never been interested in space travel, even though their technological development seemed to be adequate. Apparently, the almost complete absence of natural enemies made them so content with their conditions that they felt no need to seek better ones elsewhere. The inhabitants loved their home planet so much that they did not want to leave it, even for exploration.

The people of Earth had been thrilled to discover, for the first time on another planet, intelligent beings almost exactly like humans. An interdisciplinary team led by the Department of Exocultural Anthropology at the Global Trading Empire's Business University studied them for several years, but with very meagre results. The main problem with the studies was that the locals, out of politeness, were constantly imitating their visitors as best they could. After a while, the subject of the study inevitably became too much like a human and was no longer worth further study. (This was accidentally discovered when one of the researchers was replaced because he was suspected of continually contaminating genetic samples with his own genome. The researcher, who was declared unprofessional, was finally sent home, and the situation was thought to have been resolved. However, it turned out that his genes kept popping up here and there after he had already left the planet. Genes were found in places he had never been.)

Talking to the natives also presented difficulties because of the great cultural and genetic differences that scientists had failed to map out properly. The list of what was not known grew longer and longer compared to the one-block-long list of what was known that had been compiled over years of patient study. Scientists were puzzled by the local habit of speaking of totally different creatures as a group, or of themselves in plural. The most puzzling thing, however, was the habit of the locals to chatter peacefully and then, apparently because of their own busyness, or boredom, to disappear from view as if swallowed by the earth. No one understood how or where they disappeared to.

Members of an association called 'PRO MINERAL PLANET 3 RESIDENTS' declared that the residents themselves blocked communication and disclosure of information during the investigations because they did not trust the people of Earth.

"And for good reason!" declared Mrs Parsons, the president of the association, with great enthusiasm in her famous speech. "It is clear that the natives have long since realised that the people of Earth cannot be trusted, and a great conspiracy is afoot to turn the whole of Mineral Planet 3 into a colony derived from Earth!"

And she wasn't entirely wrong, except that there was no conspiracy, but the measures to exploit the natural resources were done quite openly without compensating the indigenous population for anything. Fortunately, there was no forced displacement of the population, because villages were few and far between and minerals were plentiful everywhere.

"We're rising from the ground," Bill said into the microphone. He pressed the accelerator. The spaceship plunged violently, roaring upwards into the thinning atmosphere. The spacecraft picked up speed surrounded by a fiery haze that only died out as the vessel reached the edge of outer space, disappearing into the darkness as one of countless other tiny dots of light.

The journey was, as usual, relatively dull and uneventful. The only exceptions were the occasional dockings at the supply spaceships, and the resulting variations in routine. Sometimes Bill and Seth would have boozy evenings with the crews of the supply ships, swapping gossip and playing cards. As a result, empty, half-full and even full bottles of booze were found here and there in odd places. Virgin usually disappeared somewhere in her own hiding place whenever it looked as if someone from outside was about to board the vessel. On one occasion Bill tried to find her, but for some reason it proved impossible to locate the woman hiding in the depths of the spaceship he was so familiar with.

Apart from the cargo area, the spacecraft was quite small. It had four small cabins, each of which could lodge two or at most three people. It also had shared sanitary facilities, a cockpit, and a combined kitchen, dining and lounge area. The rest of the spaceship was occupied entirely by a cargo hold over a hundred metres long and twenty metres wide, a passageway through it from the forward cockpit to the air-locked cargo door at the stern and, below the cockpit and other spaces, there was an engine room where Seth usually stayed. However, on this trip Seth was more often than usual seen outside the engine room in and around the cockpit, apparently interested in finding a woman to talk to, or any diversion from the spaceship's routine. Although Bill and Seth got on well together, over the years of travelling together in the vacuum of space, they had already used up their best stories and talking points. They were now usually quiet to avoid repeating themselves. Even staring out the space, through a window, was more boring than the inexperienced would have guessed. Space, so fascinating at first, now seemed like a worn-out disco ball, whose spinning motor had broken down. Although, to create an evening twilight, if illuminating celestial bodies were suitably close, Bill would sometimes dim the cockpit lights, and open a large observation window to let in the dim light of space. Space night would then creep into the cockpit, making it suitably atmospheric, even for dozing in a comfortable cockpit chair.

Virgin also looked a little bored at times, and for some reason changed her outfits to more revealing ones. As Seth came over to stare, Bill watched the woman and silently pondered if he should ask her to dress less seductively, lest the mechanic get too distracted and start getting sloppy.

"All right..." he thought anyway, and decided to leave it at that. "Boys will be boys... Seth is a sensible young man, after all, and she's not even human, so I don't think there'll be any problems," he mused to himself, wondering where she in the first place found her new clothes. The selection on the service spaceships was certainly much more limited than the woman's wardrobe seemed to be, even though she had arrived with no luggage, with just a small handbag the size of a purse, and anyhow the woman in hiding would not have gone shopping on a supply service ship.

One day, Virgin was bored and came to sit next to Bill in the cockpit.

"Are the inhabitants of Mineral Planet 3 really like us?" Bill asked, looking for something to say. His knowledge of the planet was limited to the hangar and restaurant area of the spaceport, and he had never toured the planet.

"We are now. Mostly," Virgin replied, wondering at the strange question.

"Are there any other species, like birds and reptiles?"

"Yes, there are. Of course. We inhabitants of the sacred planet are quite diverse and adaptable. We probably have all the species that exist on Earth."

"Do your relatives also live near the spaceport?"

"No. Neither do I. Our village no longer exists. It was destroyed by the people of Earth," the woman replied sadly.

Bill didn't dare ask about the woman's relatives any more questions after that. The man with whom he made the deal had said nothing about the destruction of the village.

"Who will help you when we get there?" Bill asked instead. The question had been on his mind for some time. There were probably no relatives of the woman living there.

"I don't know," she replied, looking so uncertain that Bill thought she was telling the truth. It was as if Virgin didn't know where she was going or why. She didn't seem to have any plans at all. Earlier it had become clear that she had an address on another planet to a place she had never been to and knew nothing about. Bill could not understand her weak, or indeed almost non-existent, interest in her destination.

"The important thing is that I got to safety from the invaders," Virgin tried to explain.

It seemed that Bill's futile and somewhat clumsy attempts at communication only served to annoy the woman, who began to socialise mostly with Seth. Bill often heard them laughing in the galley while eating Seth's sandwiches. They would come up with new sandwich recipes mixing up sandwiches and toppings that were already made. Being a lively person, Seth was always coming up with something to amuse the woman, who was thoroughly enjoying the merriment.

As the voyage progressed, Virgin became more accustomed to them and the spaceship, no longer spending long periods in hiding. She still refused to talk much about herself, but proved otherwise sociable, and was happy to tell stories of the wondrous nature and beauty of her planet. She talked about the way the unsympathetic inhabitants of the planet Earth destroy nature, and always grumbled when talking about deforestation.

"What have the forests done to you?" she once bluntly snapped, confusing the men to wordless.

Before the Global Trading Empire started mining, Mineral Planet 3 had been a planet of almost untouched natural beauty. Its inhabitants had collectively chosen to care for its plants, animals, biodiversity and beauty. Unfortunately, they had not realised that they would also need the military to support their decisions.

After discovering the planet, representatives of the Global Trading Empire arrived and soon discovered that both the inhabitants of Earth and the inhabitants of Mineral Planet 3 had unanimously voted to allow mining to begin. The news was spread everywhere in a flash by the Global Trading Empire's Information and Media Department. At the same time, all possible local mass media outlets found on Mineral Planet 3 were taken offline, as their use had become subject to licensing and no permits had yet been issued. However, only one radio station, which had been given to the locals as a gift at the beginning of the invasion to show the goodwill of the Earth's inhabitants, was affected by this measure. In reality, the representatives of the Global Trading Empire had no idea how any local mass media would work and what they were like, if any at all.

After the mines started, almost all the changes made to the planet caused problems for the planet's nature. Even some people of Earth, who had seen the planet in its wonderful natural state, protested against the pollution and destruction until the counter-intelligence division of the Global Trading Empire's Trade and Industrial Espionage Department ended the protests as undemocratic, and transferred the loudest protesters to low-wage jobs on other planets.

In Bill's view, the developments on Mineral Planet 3 were just business as usual for the Global Trading Empire, and not particularly different from what was happening on other planets with valuable resources. He did not want to take a moral stand on the issue, or at least not publicly express an opinion on it. The democratically elected and very popular board of the Global Trading Empire defended democracy to the last, and did not accept dissent beyond a certain limit of free speech. It was not public knowledge, but, especially in their drunken stupor, many guards in the Security and Guarding Department of the Global Trading Empire were whispering alarming and sometimes even horrifying information about what might happen to those who were too loud in their opposition to the system.

One evening, in a more casual conversation than usual with Bill, Virgin said something that Bill found significant, if a little odd. It was a computer-related point that Virgin made in the course of the rest of the conversation. It bothered Bill so much that he sometimes remembered it later.

"The computer at the mine said that the twins would change our planet back to good. They'll travel with us, and then the whole problem will go away. After that, the Computer will put things back to normal."

"What twins?" Bill wondered.

.    .    .

Little Buttercup was scared. When the small passenger spacecraft landed, she stepped out with the other passengers onto the planet Commerce. She followed the other passengers out, then went through the spaceport exit back to the passenger hall to buy a ticket for the Cattle Planet, which was the next stop before the Circus Planet. Suddenly she was surrounded by an untold number of beggars, hawkers, and otherwise just curious people. They wanted to find out how much currency she had on her and where her parents were. Some tried to get her to stay with them, or offered her transport to various places. The most arrogant people pushed her side and some, apparently pickpockets, already fingered her pockets and backpack.

"Get out. Get out, all of you!" shouted a friendly-looking man, hurrying people away. "Leave her alone! Come with me girl. I'll help you buy a ticket to wherever you want to go."

"I want to go to the planet Cattle," said Buttercup, relieved to find at least one friendly person who could help her.

"Oh, to the planet Cattle?" the man said. "That's good. I'm a tour operator by trade. Follow me and I'll show you where you can get the cheapest ticket."

The man took Buttercup by the hand and they walked out of the terminal. At the next street corner, a cloth bag was placed over Buttercup's head and she was carried to the glider that had stopped next to her.

The glider flew a short distance to a market near the spaceport, where a man, who was in reality the head of a group of human traffickers, was addressing an auctioneer who was holding a stall in the market for unsold goods at his auction.

"Little girl, about 9 to 13 years old, blonde, wheat-coloured hair, neat clothes, small backpack, suitcase full of useless junk, lots of currency on her which, by the way, we would like to keep."

"Well, alright", the broker said, and squeezed Buttercup's arm with his fingers.

"Ouch," said the girl, rubbing her arm.

"Go on over there and wait. I don't want the cops to start snooping," the broker said, pointing his finger at the side door behind his booth. The human traffickers moved into the street, but immediately stayed behind the first corner to wait. The capital of the Commerce Planet, where the spaceport was located, was full of small stone buildings and narrow streets where gliders and hybrid gliders could just barely pass each other. All the streets looked the same, they were labyrinthine and winding, so the danger of getting lost was obvious. Traffickers wanted to be easily approachable, so they stayed as close as possible.

Buttercup stood alone, bewildered, with a bag over her head. The traffickers had gotten a good price for Buttercup just before the death, which had occurred in unclear circumstances a few meters from the side street where the sale had taken place. The money paid for the girl was never found anywhere again. The traffickers and their customers lay on the ground in a small intersection, here and there, each on their own spot, and some on more than one spot. There was not much blood to be seen, but the mutilated human parts were spread over a wide area. Buttercup didn't see this because she had a bag over her head. The girl had not seen the events leading up to the incident either. The buyer had been about to take the bag off her head when noises began to be heard around her.

"What's happening?!" someone had shouted.

"There! Look!" had come another voice and the muffled popping and hissing of small pocket guns. "No, I don't think so..." the voice had continued uncertainly. "Or over there!"

"There's two!" the first voice had shouted again. "Or three! How many are there?"

Suddenly the shouts had died away.

No one spoke again. Only the muffled noise of passing traffic and the shouting of traders and the murmur of human voices from the marketplace further away broke the silence.

After a while, Buttercup got tired of waiting, and took off her hood herself. She looked around for a moment. Her face pale with shock she grabbed her rucksack from the ground and ran away.

The broker who had delivered the deal waited in vain for his assistant and the money. He angrily chased the already sold girl away from his stall as she came to ask for directions back to the spaceport. The police watched them curiously.

"A clear case of robbery," he explained to the arriving Global Trading Empire's law enforcement officer, who never reached out to the girl to ask her for more information.

"This black and well-covering cloak is your protective equipment," explained Barcfer, the weapons instructor of the fifth time-dimension event correction team, holding up a black, ordinary-looking cloak in his hand. "This is a perfectly normal cloak until it is activated like this..." he continued, touching the collar of the cloak, which apparently had some sort of switch. The cloak became blurred in appearance, as if it were woven from clear water.

"This is when the cloak starts to reject photons," Barcfer continued "Almost all photon wavelengths and energies work in the same way, so visible light, radar beams, radio waves, X-rays, heat rays and many others are not absorbed or reflected in the normal way, as in a mirror, for example, but flow off the surface of the cloak like water. The rays of visible light bend along its surface and provide a slightly distorted image of the area behind it. The cloak does not therefore become invisible, but only faintly perceptible. The distorted image is also not in the correct position, but is always reflected away from the actual position, and in good conditions the cloak reflects several images at the same time so that none of them is in the correct position." Barcfer paused for a moment after his long speech, then continued: "The covering feature is not the only function of the cloak. It also protects the wearer from the heat of a fiery sword, so it is always a good idea to activate the cloak when using the sword."

"What about radar waves?" one student ventured to ask.

"Radar waves bend just like light, but sophisticated radar equipment will detect abnormal bending along the way. However, they cannot pinpoint the exact point of deflection."

"What about the sword?" continued the stubborn student. "I'm sure it's visible anyway. Can it be wrapped in a cloak during use?"

"Glad you brought that up," Barcfer said with a wolfish smile. "The cloak does reject heat rays, but they still have to be discharged somewhere. I don't recommend wrapping because the heat escaping from the folds of the cloak would kill the wrapper. The best way to delay visibility is to keep the sword hidden at first, and then activate it at the very last moment before use. Time is not an issue. The sword heats up instantly."

Following street signs and larger signage, Buttercup ran all the way directly to the spaceport's ticket gate. She had lost her suitcase somewhere, but suddenly found much more currency in her pocket than she had originally had. People were milling around, looking for the human trafficking gang. In the end, they decided to leave Buttercup alone, just in case. They were all afraid of the gang that kidnapped and sold people or their organs.

IV

Little Buttercup had serious problems again. After landing at the terminal station of the interplanetary space-bus line on the planet Cattle, she was suddenly awakened by the frightened cries and quiet chatter of people. As the door opened, a bearded man in a black suit, wearing some kind of cloth hat and carrying a plasma rifle, stepped inside. He threatened everyone by rifle to force the passengers off the bus, shooting dead everyone in the cockpit. In this way, he ensured that no one would fly away in the space-bus.

"Everybody out!" the man shouted frighteningly, rudely shoving passengers with his gun. Younger passengers held on to the arms of the older ones to prevent them from falling. People stepped out of the bus onto the grass in fear. They remained tightly united as a group, almost leaning on each other. In a nearby meadow behind a mesh fence, a group of cows from the experimental farm watched the events with curiosity.

The hijackers of the military wing of the Divine and Merciful Holy Men Church’s Servants grabbed Buttercup aside from the rest of the group and forced her to put on a black veiled robe that was far too big for her and completely obscured her vision. Other young girls were also seized by the hijackers and dressed in robes with the intention of transporting them to their fighting forces as sex slaves. In the light of the lamps at the front of the space-bus, the hijackers started to execute some of the other passengers using long bladed weapons. They filmed the whole event on their cameras for public distribution. People sobbed and looked at each other in shock as they realised their fate. Families comfortingly took each other by the hand. Parents tried to protect their children with their bodies.

At the same time, some distance away, a loud noise began to be heard. A loud assault by the Global Trading Empire's airborne landing force on the nearby area began. Surprisingly, the prisoners found themselves without guards, just in each other's company. Buttercup, too, tore off the veil on her robe and looked around. Everyone had been staring in the direction of the voices, oblivious to the violent and rapid confrontation that had taken place right next to them.

In front of the space-bus, in a pool of blood, lay some of the bus passengers with their heads cut off. The bus drivers had been taken outside for filming. They had previously been shot with plasma rifles. Blackened holes could be seen in their lifeless bodies. The landing parties were nowhere to be seen and the sounds of fighting were also muted and seemed to be moving further away. The captors who had guarded the girls, and those who had carried out the bloody work, lay on the ground, hacked to pieces by something so sharp and hot that it burned the veins shut on their severed limbs. Not a single living hijacker was to be seen anywhere. Silence fell as if by stealth.

His sword was no ceremonial ornament, but a fully equipped seventh level fiery sword. It could chop a tomato, or slice open an armoured vehicle. It could spit hot plasma for kilometres if necessary, and even blow a medium-sized spaceship or warship to smithereens.

In close combat, it could kill an enemy with heat alone, or alternatively by cutting, stabbing, or firing small plasma projectiles. The temperature of the weapon was, of course, fully adjustable. The weapon's energy was almost inexhaustible (only once did a sword stop working after destroying a hostile space fleet). The weapon weighed only a kilogram, so anyone could move it with sufficient agility.

He remembered how he had been introduced to the weapon when he was in training:

"Mark my words carefully!" Barcfer, the weapons instructor of the fifth time-dimension event correction team, had reminded the students. "This weapon is for defensive use only, and will never be... repeat... not ever be used without proper protective equipment," he had said, glaring cruelly at the young students, who had stared back in earnest.

"This is one of the most sophisticated weapons in the multiverse and in the wrong hands it
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