


Chapter III - Sohna

Karala awoke with a start. Cramped in the small armchair where she had dropped off to 
sleep, she stared blankly at the bare wall of the small chamber, momentarily disoriented. Her mind 
quickly adjusted and she jumped up to go to the side of the bed where the prone figure of the 
stranger she had picked up from the slushy plains, stirred. She laid her palm on his forehead and 
was pleased to find that it was cool to the touch. The fever that had racked his body for the past two 
days seemed to have waned. 

Ruhan opened his eyes at her touch on his forehead and looked up into a pair of the most 
beautiful eyes he had ever seen. They were of the deepest hazel and filled with an expression of 
deep concern. His gaze locked with them and time stopped for him. He felt then that he had been 
reborn. The simple thought came to him that he had found his destiny. Slowly his eyelids closed and 
he fell into the sleep of complete peace, all the nightmares of the travails he had faced, receding into 
oblivion. 

A tender  smile  grew on  Karala's  lips  and  very  gently  she  removed  her  hand  from his 
forehead. She lifted the coverlet and slipped in beside Ruhan, and in an instant was fast asleep with 
waves of weariness washing over her, smothering her into sweet slumber. 

In her slumber came a vision to Karala. She dreamed of a globe with a blue fire deep within 
it,  suspended  in  a  swirling  mist.  She  saw herself  reaching  out  for  it  but  even  as  her  fingers 
approached it, it receded from her. Then she saw herself running towards the globe, ever faster with 
her long dark hair streaming behind her, but never being able to catch the elusive globe. Soon she 
was engulfed in the mist, which grew denser with every step. As the mist enveloped her racing 
form, the globe became obscured, dimmed and finally vanished into its gray cloak. And she could 
see no more. Only the mist, and her outstretched hands, frantically groping into the nothingness.

Her eyes opened to stare blankly at the blank white of the ceiling.  For a while she lay idly, 
enjoying the warmth of the thick brocaded coverlets. 

Beside her she could feel the warm reassuring feel of Ruhan's body, and his arm thrown 
casually across her chest, holding her motionless. 

For a long time she lay, studying the fine contours of his face, a few inches from her own. 
His cheeks still retained the fine texture of the skin of a youth, though they were gaunt with the  
suffering he seemed to have experienced and ravaged by the fire of the fever that had racked his 
body. His nose was hawk like, curving downwards, giving a slight look of cruelty to his otherwise  
gentle features. His closed eyes showed long eyelashes, black as the Rukanan night, and matching 
the blackness of the eyes she knew lay concealed beneath the softly sleeping eyelids. 

A mop of unruly black hair with tendrils falling across Ruhan's furrowed forehead, capped 
his head. His lips were closed even in his sleep, portraying an expression of determination, yet 
mellowed somewhat by the softness of their fullness. Beneath his lips she knew that a perfect set of 
the whitest  teeth lay.  In all,  it  was  an unusual  face;  handsome yet  not  perfect;  a  face of  great 
character; yet with a hint of weakness enhanced by the slightly weak chin. 

She had an irresistible impulse to gently push away the falling locks covering his forehead, 
but she did not move. 

Her eyes finally strayed to the window, and she experienced a slight shock on seeing the 
glare of the setting sun through the frosted glass of the windowpanes. Very lightly she lifted his arm 
and slipping out from under the coverlets, opened the window, looking out to the sight of the half-
hidden sun sinking behind the parapet of the compound walls. 

For a while she stared blankly at the spectacle. Finally,  more out of habit and ingrained 
instinct than out of intent, she fixed her eye to the Periscope and gazed over the walls, across the 
vast featureless plains,  bathed blood red  by the glow of the setting sun. Far away,  silhouetted 
almost against the horizon, she saw a shadowy shape! Her eyes narrowed imperceptibly and her 
gaze remained riveted on the shape. There was no doubt about it. The shape was moving steadily 
towards them. 

With a cry she suddenly sprang to her feet, her eyes wildly straying around the room. After 



an infinite moment of wild confusion, they came to rest on the recumbent figure of Ruhan on the 
bed. With an effort she calmed herself and forced her mind to think.
 An IronClad was approaching her habitat, but it would take some time before it reached 
Sohna at  its sedate but inexorable speed of around 20 miles per hour, through the slush which 
covered the plains. She estimated it to be about 15 miles away, which gave her another 45 minutes 
in which to marshal her defenses before nightfall or to choose to flee. One glance at the inert figure 
of Ruhan told her that the latter course was only possible if she chose to abandon him. 

Though she had never spoken to him, nor even knew his name, since she had burnt up the 
last of her precious fuel to land and pick up his unconscious and wasted body from the place he had  
dropped into the nameless plains, she felt a strange kinship with him, not definable yet intense. 
Karala discarded the notion of abandoning him as soon as it arose. 

She could not bring herself to leave him to his fate, and though it was possible for her to 
carry him with her on the Bi-Craft, which was her only option left in case of flight. She realised that  
in the face of flight under attack and the IronClad's cannon, the slow pondering rise of the Bi-Craft 
would be suicidal. 

There was a wheeled Tri-wagon in the City-Complex with three wheels, as light as anything 
ever made and capable of carrying a single person a thousand miles on a full charge of its single 
battery. In any case, since the plains were nothing but a mass of slush, she doubted that she would  
be able to generate enough speed on it to outrun the IronClad. The Tri-wagons wheels were too thin 
to be able to generate sufficient hold on the sucking mud. 

She would have to fly, and the Bi-Craft could carry two people quite comfortably, so they 
would have to take off quietly during the night. Then she gave a wry smile. She had not plugged the 
Bi-Craft to the power points to charge its battery, so in any case it would be at least a day before it  
could fly. They would have to stay!

The decision taken, she moved with purposeful steps to the front door and strode out into the 
compound. Crossing swiftly to a large squat stone building in the dead centre of the compound, she 
entered a futuristic scenario. 

The entire building was one huge hall. Banks of control panels lined the entire hall with a 
plethora of computer screens and terminals inbuilt into the panels. Crossing over purposefully to 
one of the terminals, she started to rapidly punch the keyboard. Some of the screens flashed into life 
and figures and other information started to Scroll up the screens. Suddenly there was the sound of a 
high-pitched scream of some machinery starting up, which soon settled into a low hum, barely 
audible to the ear. 

The huge fusion motors, which powered the complex, were activated. A glance at the status 
indicators told her that there was enough life in the fuel rods to last her several years, without any 
problem. In any case, they would be automatically recharged with solar energy every day from the 
sun. Satisfied, she raced into the compound again. 

After several minutes of frenetic activity, Karala soon had the heavy sliding metal gates to 
the boundary wall secured and the deep moat around the compound was rapidly filling up with the 
dark evil smelling oil extracted from the earth and stored in the great metal tanks all around the 
periphery. 

The oil was impregnated with a non volatile additive which served the purpose of raising its 
flash point to a very high temperature, yet preventing anything short of a lightning bolt from the 
heavens from igniting it. Consequently it could be heated to extremely high temperatures. 

The moat was very deep. It was deeper than the tallest ladder she had ever seen. And the 
walls were over 30 feet high and thick enough to withstand any attempt to breach it. 

Rows of remote controlled Flash Guns lined the parapets all around, interspersed at intervals 
by  larger  Flash  Cannons.  Sohna  had  been  designed  to  withstand  a  siege,  though  she  did  not 
anticipate one. Yet she felt it was prudent to take all possible precautions against any attempt to  
make a hostile entry into the fort. 

She was alone and did not have any backup. She thanked her stars that she had understood 
how to operate the defense systems, thanks to her father whom she had often accompanied during 



periodical “Mock Alarm” exercises. Gently guided by her father,  Karala had picked up how to 
conduct  the  defense  exercise  by  watching  every  move  and  remembering  them  with  her 
photographic memory, which was her biggest asset.

All this done, Karala returned to the room in which Ruhan lay. After her morning ablutions 
and a quick shower, she settled herself comfortably into the armchair. She a drew the eyepiece of 
the  periscope  towards  herself  and fixing  her  eye  to  it,  settled  down to  watching  the  IronClad 
approach. It was clearly visible now and no more than a few miles away. Soon her doubts about its 
intentions were confirmed. Fluttering high on the IronClad, was the plain red flag of a Marauding 
unit. 

With cold deliberation she reached out for the remote console and punched some buttons on 
it.  A  flash  followed  from  one  of  the  Photon  cannons  on  the  battlements,  followed  almost 
instantaneously by a terrific explosion a couple of miles away from the complex, and about a couple 
of hundred yards directly in the path of the IronClad. 

The  IronClad  rolled  inexorably  on  and  she  continued  watching  its  advance,  through 
narrowed eyes.

She shuddered momentarily as she remembered the deluge and its aftermath. Her entire clan 
had been washed away in moments, as the tidal wave had crashed through the camp. She had been 
the only survivor, and that too because she had been soaring the skies in the Bi-Craft and had only 
just landed on a small plateau on the top of the Peak of the Plaans. She had gone there to pay 
homage to the prehistoric statues of the ancient Gods in the Rock Temple built aeons ago, before 
living memory, by an unknown race of people who had inhabited her planet, now called Rukana, 
long before even the ancestors of her race.  

Even as she had entered the cavern, she had been thrown to her knees as the ground shook 
with a terrible roar. Almost simultaneously she had heard the rising pitch of the wind and then there  
was darkness as the wind swirled clouds of dust into the temple, filling her eyes, her ears, her lungs 
so that she could not breathe. And the wind had ripped at her clothes, and tried its utmost to clasp  
her body in its greedy arms and hurl her out into the maelstrom. But she had clung to one of the 
statues of the Ancient Gods and held fast with a grip of the dead.

And slowly the dust had settled and the rain had started. 
A deluge such as had never been seen in living memory, and never mentioned before in 

recorded history, rained down from the heavens. For seven days and seven nights the deluge had 
continued with unabated fury, though the wind abated somewhat intermittently. Once she had been 
able to brave the storm on the 6th day and go to the small platform on the edge of the plateau. 

She had peered over the side into the precipitous depths of the cliff and had cowered back 
aghast, screaming with fear, as she saw the raging waves of a sea of water lapping barely a dozen 
feet below at the sides of the monolith which was the peak of the Plaans, which had earlier soared a 
hundred feet from the reddish and parched sands of the Great Plain. 

For the rest of that day she had cowered in the deepest recesses of the small rock cave,  
unable to think, with her mind frozen in shock, as the full extent of the disaster that had struck 
Rukana permeated agonizingly into her brain. With dreadful certainty, she had realized that her 
entire family had no chance of survival in such a deluge. She thought of her little brothers and 
sisters being swept away in the raging flood. A vision of the noble figure of her father sinking into 
the rising flood, had come into her mind to remain like a picture painted on a blank wall imprinted  
in her memory, never to be erased though it was merely a vision; unreal! 

With  each  new realization,  her  mind  had  been  buffeted  with  impacts  like  fiery comets 
exploding in her head. She had lapsed into merciful oblivion, saved from complete insanity, by the 
blanking out of her memory; by an emotional pain too intense to bear; and she remained in a stupor 
till the dawning of the light of the rising sun, and the deafening silence of the eighth day awakened 
her, as it had Ruhan.

Finally, with tears streaming down her face, she had staggered to the edge of the cliff and 
looked down upon an endless plain of slush, where nothing moved, and her thirsty eyes roving the 
skies, could not find any sign of life in the sky. Incongruously something her father had said to her a 



long, long time ago, when she had been a child, sprang out of some hidden recess in her mind. She 
must have been about 11 or 12 years old at that time, when she had come whimpering into her 
father's arms after the death of her kitten that had been eaten up by a Grone. Her grief had been 
inconsolable. 

Her father had gently stroked her hair till her sobs had subsided, and had said "To lose our 
most  precious  things  is  our  destiny  sometimes,  child.  We  were  born  to  travel  and  search  the 
horizons for worlds beyond our ken. Some of us sometimes fall by the wayside, for no one can 
afford to be weak. Only the strong and the clever can survive, for this is the way of the world. We  
must rise above our sorrow, for there are mountains to be climbed, oceans to be traversed and the 
vastness of Space to be explored. Grieve, but grieve not too long, lest this life pass you by". 

Tears sprang afresh into Karala's  eyes and she sank to her knees,  arms tightly wrapped 
around her frail  body, head bent to the ground and she gave way to a long drawn out wail  of 
suffering. Later, much later, when she had no more tears to shed, she slowly stood up and hurled 
curses into the sky at the merciless Gods. Then with some positive purpose squaring her shoulders, 
she went to the Bi-Craft, still moored to the pillar, and inspected it critically.
 She  was  amazed  to  find,  after  a  thorough  inspection,  that  despite  the  battering  it  had 
received at  the hands of the storm, the Bi-Craft  was relatively undamaged,  except for the rear  
fuselage canopy, which had been ripped away by the wind. When she had landed on the peak, 
sensing a rising wind, she had hammered two metal stakes into the rock and secured the Bi-Craft by 
mooring it there. The mooring had held!
 Finally, with some trepidation, she had got into the Craft and turned the ignition roundel. 
Incredibly, the engine sprang into life instantly, humming as sweetly as the song of the Nelifers in 
spring. A glance at the fuel gauge told her that the fuel rods were more or less exhausted and she 
would be hard pressed to make it back to her home. She knew that to look for any survivors of her 
family was futile, yet as she took off from the plateau, she took a long circle of the area where the 
camp had been and saw nothing.  Her  eyes  flickered  from the  computer  screen  to  the  ground, 
missing nothing but there was no trace of life anywhere. In every direction the same flat featureless 
plains stretched away to the horizon. 

Knowing  that  to  tarry  any  longer,  was  to  unnecessarily  endanger  her  own  chances  of 
successfully returning home, she finally set course westwards for Sohna, many miles away. Quite 
some time later, on the way, she had detected a flicker on the scanner screen of her computer, and 
had ridden her luck, by landing and picking up the inert, half dead form of the stranger, and just 
about made it home. 

With  great  difficulty  she  had dragged  him from the  Bi-Craft,  bathed  and  cleaned  him, 
dressed his wounds with liniment and got him into the bed. And finally exhausted, she had fallen 
into a deep sleep on the armchair..
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