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  To everyone who lives to dream and dreams to live.


  


  1 – CRYSTAL NIGHTFALL


  


  “Thousands of stars could tell thousands of stories,” whispered the old man with a gentle smile. “I hope others also see the story of our beautiful star.”


  Decades creased the countenance of the weary old man. He propped himself at the balcony, the silky wind ruffling his grey hair. His aged eyes never tired of the stars that pierced the infinite night sky. But despite the enchanting skyscape, his soul, which desired endless peace, was restless. He had one final promise he had made ages ago still unfulfilled; to share the past with those living in the present. A long held secret, a story to tell. Sorrow embraced him, as he knew as the sun rose to greet a new day one unheard story would pass along with him to vanish for eternity. And the time was close.


  His sigh as soft as the night breeze, the old man pulled his robe tighter around him before he wandered away from the balcony. Slippered feet chafed against the cold stone floor as he shuffled to the middle of the large hall. Images of fighting angels and demons in the agony of their long forgotten war adorned the eleven immense columns surrounding a strange chrono device.


  Thousands of energy orbs formed the mass of a majestic miniature galaxy under the tip of the long tapered crystal shard. Each star, a shiny orb, in this chrono device shone its story, its own truth in sapphire, orange, red, green, and purple among countless colors without a known name. Clear and bright, the shard hovered untethered over the middle of this tiny world like some large mystical sundial. The little galaxy gracefully turned between the stalwart columns. So peaceful and magnificent, its true purpose was hidden behind its enchanting mask.


  The shard’s polished surface mirrored the tired face of the old man who watched the device with endless respect. His eyes focused on the shadow of the sundial, which slowly crept around the crystal shard. The shadow didn’t come from the sun, which slept beyond the horizon as night stood silent sentry outside. It came from the shard itself. Even now, some of the orbs within the crystal’s untouchable dark shadow slowly changed color.


  The old man closed his eyes. He was still in the hall, but his mind was far away in a forgotten world.


  Majestic golden and silver colored eagle shaped crafts appeared in the bright blue sky to fly in formation under the brilliance of the sapphire sun; its eternal glow reflected from their metal bodies and sectioned wings. The crafts dove into battle against hideous dark flying creatures. Like dozens of sleek predatory birds, they fought against the evil web-winged serpentine enemies. Hunted down one by one, the metal bird crafts were ripped to pieces and their wrecks left to explode in the hot white sands, where yet another battle raged.


  Among the white dunes, brave winged warriors, evil demons, and humans in their shiny armour battled desperately with their crystal weapons to challenge death itself. The old man could still see the eyes of the fallen that knew they had no chance for survival, but were determined to die with courage for something in which they believed. Dignity filled their eyes, even in their last moments seeing the blade of death before it struck them down. But they never failed to bravely face their destiny.


  This vision was banished by a bright flash, to be replaced by another. The old man stood in the middle of the crystal shard. Alone. Intense white light surrounded his body, young and healthy once more. An illusion of his blurred memory, he felt energy strings from the crystal tentatively run over his body and embraced him like a caring mother with her beloved child. He knew the energy strings would not harm him. His consciousness became one with the crystal. Alas, this was a long time ago, maybe in another life. Everything around him became a blur, and voices echoed in his mind as the crystal shard forced him to remember, to never forget.


  A wise voice emerged with certainty. No one comes back from there alive, it declared.


  That is my rightful place! shouted a distorted, chaotic voice. How dare you, puppet!


  I’m sick of people dying because of you! This ends, not just for the next Crystal Shade! But forever! his own young voice echoed determined.


  I will be with you. Always, whispered a kind female voice that flooded the old man with endless love, snapping him back to reality.


  He sighed as he studied the crystal chrono device. One of the red orbs within the shard’s shadow suddenly changed to azure. The shadow of the crystal was forced away from that area. The old man’s fond smile returned.


  “You never rest, old friend. You never rest,” his soft voice addressed the crystal. “Our destiny ties us together. We will meet again. Soon.”


  The light flicker of soft footsteps was accompanied by a stifled chuckle behind one of the columns. The old man’s head bowed slowly as he curiously approached the column, but his memories rushed to remind him again of the forgotten past.


  In his mind, he was young again and stepped between the shadowed columns of a marvelous dark temple. Sapphire sun streamed in stripes through the stone balcony and window casements. The chuckling of a young woman, different than he heard moments ago, caught his attention. A dark silhouette of a woman passed between two columns. His eyes tried to follow it, but the friendly shadows hid her as she reached the pillar. Silence.


  His brown eyes mirrored the slick rune-covered columns before they noticed the shadows of the woman at the corner of a pillar. He moved ahead in silence to catch her from behind. They had played this age-old game forever. But as he reached the woman’s still, dark silhouette, it dissolved in his arms as he tried to hold her.


  Outwitted again, the old man hung his head as he found himself again in reality, between the walls and columns of his little sanctuary. There was no hiding the loving smile that broke his heart anew. He did not want to remember. While most of his memories gave him happiness, some only caused pain. This was one of them.


  The muffled chuckle of a child tickled his ears once again. It came from behind the closest column.


  “I got you,” the old man crowed as he looked behind the stone pillar. But no one was there.


  “No! We got you!” a little girl shouted victoriously from behind him.


  The old man raised his hands and slowly turned around, his loving smile stretched into a grin that only a grandfather could achieve. “I give up.”


  The little girl and boy who tricked him stood right in front of him, grinning in merry conquest.


  “You may consider yourself the prisoner of the Knight of the Light,” the young boy proclaimed, his wooden sword pointed at the old man’s belly.


  “Oh, I’m too old to be a prisoner, young knight,” responded the old man.


  The boy and the girl looked at each other, and then the girl stepped forward and crossed her arms.


  “On behalf of Princess of the Celestials – just to make that clear, that’s me...” She pointed at herself proudly, “You may redeem yourself, prisoner. For a prize.” Then she could not stop impishly grinning up at the old man as he played along.


  Amused, the old man shook his head and smiled. He recognized the girl’s behavior, and her mischievous smile, too. The little one had learned, rather, inherited this behavior from someone who meant everything to the old man.


  “And what would that prize be, little Princess?” he asked with a curious glance at the child.


  “Tell us a story,” the boy added with a grin not unlike his sister’s.


  “A story?”


  “Yes. A story about brave knights and be-a-utiful princesses,” the girl added in graceful majesty while she gestured slowly. This gesture was also so familiar to the old man.


  “And war, where valiant heroes are born,” the boy added.


  “Can you tell a story about her?” the girl asked wistfully. The young boy nodded his agreement.


  The old man sank deep into thought, and then nodded to the children.


  “Come,” he invited them to the other end of the room and his chair, where he watched the chrono device day by day. The children followed in excited silence. But suddenly everything blurred and tilted around the old man. He tottered, but at the very last moment, he sat in his chair. The voices came to haunt him again.


  Not willing to believe. No explanation is possible, the woman’s great disappointment echoed in his mind.


  There is no mercy for weaklings! shouted a demented voice.


  To reveal the truth, to understand what surrounds you, now, in the present, you must reveal the truth of the past, a wise male voice added.


  When your journey ends, we will be together. Again, an angelic female tone whispered.


  Slowly reality surrounded the old man as he heard the woman’s voice. “Soon,” he whispered. The children looked at him. He felt they were always a little afraid when he talked to the air.


  “Are you alright?” asked the boy.


  “My body is old and tired,” the old man said. He sat himself comfortably in his chair. “But my soul is younger and healthier than ever.”


  Deep in thought, the old man smiled before he looked at the children.


  “So, you’d like to hear a story about her?” he asked and the children nodded.


  The old man let out a sigh tinged with fond memories. He never thought anyone would ask about the mysterious guardian angel that changed everything. Yet they did and they deserved to know who she really was.


  The children sat down on the carpet at his feet and watched the old man’s youthful anticipation. He gathered his thoughts and smiled fondly at the children.


  “Then I will give you a story that both of you want. A story about an era where light and darkness clashed at mythical legendary places, where valiant heroes lived and fought, loved and died. But foremost it’s about the life of a lonely angel, who has challenged even death itself, so others may live. It’s the true story of the Crystal Shade; or as she called it in her beautiful, forgotten language, the Eecrys Denara.”


  “The Crystal Shade? What is that?” asked the girl.


  “As she always said, the crystal; one of the most beauteous elements in the universe. And all galaxies, others, and our own are just like a crystal. Beautiful, perfect, shiny, and faultless, whose brilliance whispers peace and eternal harmony. But even crystals have a shadow. A dark shade that hides the mistakes dulls the cruelty and the void.”


  He looked at the crystal chrono device.


  “The Crystal Shade is the story of beginnings and endings; the brilliance of life itself whose shadow is also able to make us all vanish if we live our lives blindly. Everything we do throughout our days, our history, we challenge its mighty power that determines what our future will be; as the present battle of the past conquest is always the key to determining the future. It can be everything we ever desired and it can be the greatest illusion of all. Whoever faced with it always needed to realize; nothing and no one was what they appeared to be within the Crystal Shade.”


  The old man paused as forgotten memories flooded him again for a blink of an eye.


  I don’t care about a world in a slow, purple prose fairy tale. I care only about the people, little one. Get to the point, his own young, impatient voice had declared.


  You, human are so impatient, ignorant, and selfish. What is worse, you’re so proud of it, a disappointed angelic voice responded. You believe everything is just about people, yet you don’t know anything about the world that surrounding you.


  “Everyone cares about people. But someone must care about the world itself,” whispered the old man and smiled at the irony; he just realized the once resisting young man had become the one who tended to the world the most. He knew the story was far more than the woman’s life. The young angel’s story was also about the world itself.


  He looked beyond the children at the chrono device once again, focused on a tiny orb that swam amidst the thousands of others around the crystal; truth shone within every star, every planet. While he didn’t know the story and the truth of the rest, he knew the life of this little one, as this was the closest to his heart.


  “Eecrys Aredia. A fragile, heavenly place so distant, yet so close, our known and also unknown world. Oh, you should've seen her home, that true paradise!” His old heart beat with excitement as he continued, “The old sapphire sun brought smiles, happiness and life, watching over and embracing every continent with her nurturing motherly light. The calm breeze whispered the ruling peace and equality, singing to everyone as it sighed among the leaves and branches of the rich lands. Crystal clean drops in rivers and vast oceans flowed peacefully, boundless and undisturbed just like life itself on our fragile home world. Nothing evil. No hate, grudge, wealth, poverty, misery, nor mastery. Just harmony. Oh, and the angelic vanguards of peace, our Guardians; the brave and noble Aserians have watched over, guarded and guided mankind for so long, since Eecrys Aredia existed.” His smile was kind as he looked at the swimming little orb, which seemed so peaceful, but it’s long history was always born in pain and suffering.


  “But beneath the surface, Eecrys Aredia was a place of myth and buried secrets shadowed by the legend of the Crystal Shade. Many feared it would return one day to destroy the peace which ruled for so long, to erase everything the Aserians ever created. But no one knew how and why. Although no one ever turned against their fellow kind, and no human ever wielded a weapon, the Aserians were ready to fight for mankind if need be to keep their souls clean even in the darkest hours. Generation after generation the Guardians prepared and patiently waited for the dreaded Crystal Shade. But it never came.”


  The old man paused as the night delusively gazed at him from outside.


  Please, let me tell her story, he wished. There was so much to tell and his time was so very short.


  “How are Guardians born? How was she born?” asked the girl.


  “Oh, she wasn’t born as a Guardian. She was a human once.” The old man smiled warmly. “Grace Sessa Aredia, ‘the graceful bright guardian’; earning her name by being born when the sapphire sun, Sachylia was the brightest in the sky. A seemingly ordinary little girl who had dreams, the desire of knowledge that loved her family, sister, mom and dad. Just like you, little Princess,” he put a kindly hand on her head. “But in the fragile shell, her sleeping soul was ancient and forever, destined to seek an answer for an eternal question and fight for the sake of all creation when the time comes.”


  Long forgotten voices, and images became vivid memories in his tired mind; voices he had never heard, but knew existed. Words thought by a fragile soul millennia ago, but only memories remained of them that he never experienced, but someone else did who had been born, lived, and fought in that forgotten era of the Crystal Shade.


  “Dreams haunted her from her first breath that no one, not even the wisest of Aserians could decipher. Dreams that many times foretold her future became stranger and more mysterious as time passed. But they enlightened her path and slowly shepherded the mist aside to connect the beginning with the unavoidable end; as for her the end was just the beginning.”


  


  * * *


  


  Strange. I have wings, beautiful white guardian wings like I always wanted. But I hate flying. I don’t know why. Mother told me that Guardians are never afraid of anything. But I’m afraid of the height. I was never afraid of it before. Father and Mother always were proud of their little girls, because we’re brave. Because I’m brave. I love to fly in our silver eagle among the clouds, high above the mountains and vast grassy fields. Father promised that he would teach us how to fly our silver birdie. But now, I’m not in our Anshara. And my beloved parents and Aurora are not with me. But why? We’re always together. We help each other. That’s what a family does. Father and Mother never left me alone. But now they’re not here and I’m not a child. It is strange because I feel I am an adult.


  My breath is so cold, but everything is so real. Am I still asleep? Am I dreaming all of this? I’m scared. I want to go home. And I will. But not now.


  Now, I’m flying almost silent in the night. Somehow, I feel safe in this black diamond. It is embracing me. I’m drawn by the Sacred Crystal that lies on the dark horizon; its faultless brilliance is the beacon to us in the darkest night. It’s calling us.


  Us. I’m not alone. I feel someone is with me. But the dreaded deep dark calls me. The endless depth, I fear it. I don’t want to think of it. I don’t want to fall. I want to see who is with me. I feel safe with him. But my soul forces my eyes closed to not see the depth. Strange.


  “Grace,” a feminine voice wove its way into her mind.


  I’m safe, but I hate flying.


  “Grace Sessa Aredia,” whispered a woman’s voice into Grace’s tiny ear. “Wake up. Get out of your bed. The sun is already glowing brighter blue than the aura of a Sapphire Guardian. Wake up, my darling.”


  “Is it morning already, mother?” Grace balked with closed eyes while she pulled her pillow over her sleepy face.


  “And your breakfast is waiting for you,” her mother’s kindness continued. “What have you dreamt about this time, little one?” she asked.


  Grace immediately pulled the pillow off her face and turned a hard look at her mother, who sat on the edge of her bed in a dark yellow saree, and watched her kindly.


  “I’m not little. I’m already seven,” Grace retorted resentfully.


  “Oh, I know, my princess,” smiled her mother while she stroked Grace’s blond hair. “So?”


  “My dreams are my fantasies, mother,” said the defiant and secretive little girl. Her soul yearned to share her strange, vivid dream with her, but not now. Maybe later. Her mother smiled tenderly and shook her head in amusement.


  In her blue saree, Grace looked around the large room. The sapphire sun, Sachylia had already left the horizon, its rays flowing into her room. The wooden bed on the other side of the room was empty.


  “Is Aurora awake already?” she turned to her mother.


  “She is not sleeping all the day away as you do sometimes.”


  “I just...” She paused for a thoughtful moment, “Had some work to do last night.” Grace gestured and tried to seem mysterious and important, imitating her father. “After I worked so hard, I have every right to sleep as long as I can.”


  “You always learn the worst things from your father, young lady.” Amused by her headstrong daughter, her mother shook her head.


  “And I always have the right, Lady,” Grace added as she crossed her arms and raised her nose with pretended defiance.


  “Like this one.” Her mother smiled warmly, but then she turned motherly serious. “You do know the Daharra come to snatch young ladies who do not sleep at night.”


  “The shadow mingan is just a legend of the adults, mother,” Grace determined as her little heart dictated to her.


  “Never forget, every legend has truth in its voice,” responded her mother in an icy tone. “The Daharra always know when you’re sleeping and when you’re awake. It is always watching, unseen from the darkness. And when the Daharra sees you’re not sleeping, its cold howling is a warning it’s coming to get you.”


  Grace remembered the night when, under the protective cover of darkness of her blanket, she had worked to finish Aurora’s gift. She really had heard the howling of a mingan. Maybe the Daharra have warned her it will come and snatch her. She already wondered why the shadow mingan spared her. Her eyes peeked at the small light crystal near the bed, which gave her the tiny light under the blanket to protect her from darkness.


  “A crystal’s brilliance mirrors its shadow; only sleep and sweet dreams can hide you from the shadow mingan, young lady,” her mother continued almost silently as she also looked at the light crystal.


  Grace held her breath as silence settled. Her consciousness waited for the help of her protective inner voice, which always whispered what to do, even in the most desperate moments, like this one. Except now, even the voice that always guarded and guided her remained quiet.


  The little girl looked at her mother worried; her sleepless eyes begged for motherly protection. She feared the creature will come for her tonight and as every light has its own shadow, - shadow, which is the land of the dreaded Daharra -, no one will be able to protect her.


  “Usually there is no hope for a sleepless soul,” her mother just shook her head resignedly as she watched her daughter, then she took a soft sigh. “But I’m sure the Daharra has forgiven you, for now, because selfless, you were awake to make a gift to give happiness to your sister.” She leaned closer to her daughter to whisper into her tiny ear. “But to earn its full forgiveness, you’ll have to go sleep earlier tonight. You must promise.”


  “I promise,” smiled Grace while hope mirrored in her eyes and embraced her mother. She felt her mother may be right and maybe, just maybe the creature wouldn’t snatch her as the sun goes down. Her mother’s seriousness was replaced by happiness and she gave relieved Grace’s cheek a kiss that for a change watched her savior with endless love.


  “Come, Princess. Maybe we’ll wait for you before we go to the feast of Odess’iana. But if you do not hurry, Aurora is surely going to eat your breakfast too.”


  “I give my portion to her,” Grace played her majestic princess role further. “She is my little Princess sister after all. What is mine is also hers.”


  “Well now, her majesty is a giver and merciful as always.” Her mother bowed her head respectfully. “Princess Aurora is surely going to enjoy your gifts. Moonlight jam, Andrenian bread, apple cake, spicy frozen whipped cream with cocoa, and…”


  “With the exception of this once, Lady Margey,” Grace interrupted quickly while she shoved her blanket off, and sprang out of the bed.


  “Is there Ambrosia too, mother?” excited, she asked.


  “The freshest Ambrosia that you ever drank, your majesty,” Lady Margey gestured kindly with her hands. “So, did you finish Aurora’s gift last night?”


  Proud of herself, Grace nodded while she picked up her blue cotton slippers from the floor beside the bed, and then she pulled her mother to a large closed oak chest at the far end of the room excitedly. “I hope she likes it,” she whispered. With a slipper hanging from one small hand, she opened the chest.


  “She surely will,” confirmed Lady Margey while Grace carefully took out two small, intricately carved wooden winged dolls beside a large old children’s book, Spirit Guardians Eriana and Iria.


  With eyes that glistened like pearls, her mother looked at both dolls. Their bodies and faces exquisitely carved, they represented young female Aserians. The elder was wrapped in a sapphire silk saree, while the younger woman was similarly adorned in amber orange. Their hair was made of straw, but the young woman’s hair was stained dark red. Their large fluffy angel wings were made of white cotton.


  “You, you’ve made the Spirit Guardians!” Lady Margey exclaimed.


  “Yes. But I changed some details,” Grace hesitated just a little while she watched her mother. “Artist’s freedom,” she added proudly. “But I couldn’t figure out how to make their mighty crystal blades,” she continued with some guilt and disappointment. “I never saw one.”


  In her eyes, the dolls seemed incomplete and so empty without their mighty weapon; the weapon that was capable of maintaining eleven shapes as needed to protect the innocents from the evil that the legendary dreaded era, the Crystal Shade carried within.


  “Very few have laid eyes on an Eecrys Suria. If they ever saw it at all,” her mother encouraged her. “Maybe the crystal blades are just a tale, a legend of the Aserians.”


  Her mother smiled as Grace nodded and offered her master works. “The blue one is me, the great princess, Eriana, and Aurora as the youngest princess, Iria.”


  “They are beautiful. Aurora is surely going to like your gift. Even without the crystal blades,” amazed, she turned the dolls in her hands.


  “Thank you, mother,” Grace said softly while she added this deep in her proud heart. “I really hope so.”


  Margey kissed Grace’s cheek. “You’re the best sister that anyone could have,” and she meant it.


  Grace nodded thanks and took the angel dolls back from her mother. She carefully laid them in the box right beside the book of their story. Then she stopped and watched them for a moment.


  “Always remember. Their soul is the mirror of your soul, my little girl,” whispered her mother into her tiny ear.


  None of you will ever be alone. I promise, thought Grace while she studied the illusionary happiness in the eyes of the dolls, the same happiness within her own soul. Here the Ice Born Soul can’t hurt any of you.


  For a moment, she felt chilled by the name of the mysterious and legendary cursed being that she had always feared. It was the only one capable of destroying the soul of her invincible legends. But she never understood how and why. Her brave Spirit Guardians always defeated evil so easily; at least as she always imagined their story. But the Ice Born Soul was so different and untouchable.


  As the top of the box hid the dolls and the little lock clicked, Grace knew she did this to keep her legends safe from the dreaded soulless soul; whatever it truly was.


  “So, where is my breakfast?” Grace’s brown eyes glimmered happily as she turned to her mother with a grin.


  


  * * *


  


  Sweet cold wind hit Grace’s face as she stepped out into the large hanging garden. Calm tinkling of a wind crystal chime greeted her. Beautiful vines twisted around the tall columns and flowers that were her mother’s pride, hung like bright colourful ribbons from the walls. The old green oaks and the multitude of other trees throughout their large land slowly dressed in brown, yellow and orange while they dropped their leaves. Luscious aroma of flowers and crops tickled her nose; flowers that hung along the walls already prepared for the long cold nights of the approaching snowy first season, Slumberous. The second trimester, Prosperous was long gone along with the colourful life outside the garden, but Grace didn’t miss the warmest season at all as it was also the rainiest trimester; the time when her home world shared the life giving water with the plants. As she looked at the distant golden grass field as she did every morning, she missed the wild tasunkes who thundered there, the yellow apoideas, and other flying insects that dusted the flowers to create their delicious aya nectar. The field was so empty without them. Even without their presence, the entire valley of Seradelphia was still so beautiful.


  Behind the field, the vinyards of the colourful vinifera grapes covered the whole side of the hill behind the glamorous sprawling house to show the last season of the three trimesters. Deciduous ruled. The harvest season, the time of great harvest feasts, and what was most important to her, it was the season of her birth.


  The sapphire light shone right into her eyes and stroked her skin. Grace raised her hand to touch the untouchable distant sun, but she focused on her hand, which was surrounded by the gentle blue glow. An imaginary illusion of the little girl as if her being were embraced by a sapphire aura, the aura that embraced every living being invisible and unseen and told the nature of every single being to those, mostly celestial beings, who had the talent to feel and know everything by a gentle touch.


  “Your new day welcomes you Eecrys Aredia,” quoted her fairy tale heroine, Eriana; the brave Spirit Guardian whose words made her heroine a real guardian when she determined to save her home world from evil. “You’ll shine in the light for eternity. Don’t fear, I…” She stopped to smile as the illusion of light danced around her hand. For a moment, she felt endless power in herself like she would be a true Guardian of her home world, just as Eriana. “I will protect you. I promise.”


  The light started to blind her, but she watched her hand. Illusion of her mind, for a moment she felt she had the large white wings she always wanted. The cold breeze embraced those wings and ruffled them gently. The little girl swam in the sapphire daylight, in her sapphire aura that she always dreamt of. She had always wanted a loving, nurturing and protective nature, and one who lives by her heart and emotions and dedicated a share of her efforts to the greater good. She wanted her purpose to serve, help and love others, to have the inner knowledge and she desired wisdom; to be the same kind soul and have the aura that her beloved Eriana always had.


  But the light slowly faded in front of her eyes as a large cloud crawled in front of the sapphire sun, Sachylia to break her illusion. There were no wings on her back. She was still just a little girl full of dreams. Now, she hoped she was living the life and making the right decisions so her nature and aura would develop into this beautiful sapphire for her adulthood.


  The zephyr of Deciduous gently blew among the yellow leaves to caress her cheek while her mind slowly switched from her dream world to reality. While disappointed, she watched the cloud that ruined her game. Grace pulled her thick silk saree together to buffer the wind with her left hand and held her rolled up papyrus scroll pamphlet tightly in her right as she looked around.


  “And I welcome you, my guardian,” she whispered lovingly. “Wherever you are.” But no response came. She heard only the small fountains that continuously poured water from the top of wall into the large leveled pools that lay in front of the garden. Blue petals fluttered around Grace were carried on a gust of wind while she looked around. She was alone in the garden, yet she felt her guardian, her conscience, her guarding and guiding inner voice watched over her at this very moment, invisible, unseen, just as she had since her birth. Grace waited, but this day was no different. Her guardian did not show herself.


  Like every other day, she wanted to see the face of her guardian. And now as she had just finished a delicious breakfast, Grace knew she had a bit of a time before they departed for Odess’iana and the long awaited feast. The little girl sometimes went to great lengths to lure her guardian out, but the Aserian Guardian was always one step ahead and knew what tricks Grace was up to. The guardian always stopped her from doing something foolish; but had never shown herself directly.


  As her mother and father taught her, the graceful noble winged Aserians never interfere in the lives of humans, unless they drifted into danger or there was no other recourse. Of course, they walked among the people, but in most cases, they hid their identity along with their wings, acting like humans to help their charges without their knowledge, sometimes as a best friend throughout the entire life of the one being guided. Although a guardian spirit on Eecrys Aredia protected all humans, be it an Aserian guardian spirit, spirit animal, or soul, few humans knew what their guardian looked like; her parents were no exception. Even so, they watched over, guided their charges, and rarely showed themselves in their original form.


  Grace always guessed who watched over her parents. Maybe those two eagles, which always soared in the sky above their house, just as they did now. Maybe not, but as for her sister Aurora her guardian spirit was still not revealed to her for the first time. It was a bit strange, but not unusual. Grace knew that the first meeting between her sister and her guardian would be unavoidable. A guardian spirit always waited for the right moment. They had time. Their lives were bound together from Aurora’s birth until her death. It was the way of life.


  What Grace was the most curious about was when her own guardian would reveal herself again and in what form. She didn’t know. Her eyes curiously looked around the garden as she did every morning in the hope that she might see her guardian again, at least for a moment. Only a light breeze blew the small leaves in the garden.


  “Where are you?” she whispered, while her eyes looked for a sign that would betray her guardian; the echo of her Guardian’s spirit and soul, the color that describes the nature that even her guardian can’t deny. Grace knew only the Aserians were able to see the auras, the nature of others from their own realm. As a legend said, during the last Crystal Shade in the battles that raged millennias ago on Eecrys Aredia, the Aserians knew their allies and their enemies with a glance. Grace also knew the Aserians could use their aura to create items, and sometimes life from it as her guardian had made gifts for her many times. Regardless how her guardian mastered this skill, one thing had never changed, the color of her creation.


  The color Grace looked for now was the echo of an adventurer’s soul. A spirit with an inner urge to be creative, active and always enjoyed life to its fullest, loved the challenge and excitement of forming and shaping physical reality; an individual, independent and very capable of integrated physical and mental qualities. At least that’s how the teaching described the nature of this aura color, but Grace didn’t understand the half of it. Not yet. What she knew from the color; her guardian was a strong willed Aserian who loved a challenge. And maybe that’s why the Aserian chose her as Grace’s Guardian. Grace believed she at least, gave her guardian those challenges every day.


  Her eyes watched the different colors of the garden; azure blue, jade green, topaz yellow, amethyst purple were only a very few of the countless color shades. But she looked for one in specific. As the colors gazed back at her, Grace wondered again how it was possible that there were no red, black, or darker colors in the aura spectrum, auras that only shadow darkness, or as the legends said, some hostile thorned flowers, buried forgotten crystals or dense, hot fire had. Of course, flowers and vegetables had these darker colors, like one of the four traditional maizes of Seriana, which was red. But as her parents taught her; the color of the skin doesn’t represent any nature or aura. A material body doesn’t represent the soul and the spirit that resides in it. The existence of these colors, but their lack in the aura spectrum gave Grace the faith to believe that these dark, evil auras once belonged to the souls of the mythical Shaina; the deadly demonic enemies of human and Aserian alike, that they had vanquished during the last Crystal Shade countless millennia ago.


  “There you are,” she whispered as her eyes lit upon an orange jasnaia flower, in full bloom. It stood out among the dozens of sapphire tziavi, - as she called the gracefully beautiful, but defiant thorny flowers, the Flowers of Gracius -, the ones she’d planted with her mother in her own little corner of the garden.


  “You weren’t here before, little flower,” she talked to the full-grown flower, which slowly opened its broad orange petals to greet her on this beautiful day. Grace crouched and smelled the sweet flavor of the jasnaia flower that merged with the atmosphere of the third trimester of the cycles that she always loved.


  As her hand touched the flower, a winged mid-aged woman flashed into her mind; a real Aserian she had seen, a blurry memory from when she was very young. Maybe one of the first memories of her life, the memory was so joyful and nurturing. She didn’t know the winged woman’s name and she couldn’t remember her face but from that moment, Grace knew she was safe, and she will be guided and guarded for the rest of her life. A bright glowing orange aura surrounded the woman and blinded Grace in that blurry memory before her guardian vanished from her eyes.


  “I hope you know the color always betrays you, my guardian. You can’t deny your nature,” she whispered victoriously. “You’re here and watching over me as you always do. But where?” Grace asked as she looked around in the hope that her guardian would reveal herself, but she was alone. The sweet scent of the flower lingered.


  “Please show yourself. I,” she hesitated and looked at her scrolls in her hand, then at the large winged statue that stood without flowers or foliage in the middle of the garden. Her grandfather had sculpted the beautiful winged female Aserian Sentinel, Nara to honor her after she revealed herself and saved him to from falling into the nearby canyon. “I would make a beautiful drawing of you to show my respect. Just as Grandpa had shown his respect to Sentinel Nara,” Grace continued with the most honest tone in her voice, while she stepped closer to the statue. Her hand gently stroked the lowered elegantly carved bony Sentinel wings, which had sharp feather tips, just like the real Aserian Sentinels have. “See? Beautiful statue, isn’t it?” She waited again, but no response came.


  “Why don’t you ever show yourself?” she asked disappointed. “I know you can tell what I think, what I feel, what my deepest secret is from a touch. All Aserian can. You see what humans cannot; the true nature of the soul. Then why don’t you trust me?” she paused for a moment. “Am I a bad soul? Did I scare you or hurt you when you revealed yourself once?”


  In her devious little mind, she had hoped that her disappointed tone would breed guilt in her brave protector. Sometimes she felt that her guardian enjoyed playing this game with her and eagerly watched to see what devious ploy Grace would try next. Since Grace swore that one-day, she would trick her guardian into showing herself. However, it never happened and this day was no different.


  “I would never tell anyone. You know that,” she whispered with real honesty to give bravery to the unseen Guardian. “Please,” she added with her kindest smile. She waited patiently, but the kind woman who gave her protection did not show herself.


  “Maybe tomorrow. Maybe you will reveal yourself.” Grace sighed as she looked at the orange Jasnaia, which became the new inhabitant among the Flowers of Gracius. She treasured the fragile flower in her heart. “But thank you for your gift,” she added gratefully, almost silent.


  You’re welcome, my child, whispered a kind, motherly voice in her mind, the voice of her Guardian who always watched over her. Then the windy silence of Deciduous surrounded the proud, wildly smiling little girl.


  


  * * *


  


  The arven pencil swiftly and precisely stroked the papyrus paper. The dark lines slowly filled out the shape of the vision that Grace had seen in her dream. She felt this picture was going to be the perfect way to start a new scroll. This was the first scroll in her new papyrus pamphlet and the third scroll pamphlet of her life. Her father traded for it in the tenth province, Hijaz five sunrises ago, but she had just now gotten the chance to draw in it, but foremost the reason.


  Her hand had worked fast like the hand of a true master; the lines slowly revealed the desired shape. She was only seven but she was already considered a professional sketch artist. No one knew where she learned this skill, not even her parents. Except for Grace, there was nothing special in this. She simply drew because she liked it. Her hand was led by her instincts and imagination. She never let herself make a single mistake in her drawings – mostly because she still remembered her father’s advice when he gave Grace her first papyrus scroll; they’re rare in their province. Her soul always reminded her hand of this. That’s why her drawings became better and better; that was her little secret. Now, for the first time, she promised herself that she would try to make all of her drawings perfect, and to not rip any pages out as she had done before when she wasn’t satisfied with the result.


  These scroll pamphlets were her most valuable treasures, which let her tell stories, and moments when they were filled with her sketches. She got her first pamphlet scroll when she was four and contained her first attempts, mostly little stick figures. Her personal favourite was also in that pamphlet; the very first self-portrait where she imagined herself with wings. While her first sketches were not masterpieces, they represented the first steps in the world of art. The second pamphlet contained better drawings and sketches; most of them were of family, mother, father and sister. Her parents treasured both of her scrolls; her drawings that gave life to the stories and made the simple papyrus speak to everyone who looked at them.


  She stopped for a moment and studied her drawing.


  “The Crystal Shade. The beginning and the ending,” she recalled the first line of the legend and the teachings that she learned over the cycles. In Eecrys Aredia, the Crystal Shade was the holiest, the most feared entity and belief for both human and Aserian; and foremost it was the greatest mystery of all. Ancient scrolls told many legends of the forgotten era, which brought joy and freedom, but also death and suffering to the people of Eecrys Aredia. Everyone feared that the era of the Crystal Shade would return one day and the Aserians prepared to bravely fight it. But it has never come.


  The arven pencil in her hand had quickly stroked the paper further on the drawing of this legend; the legend which fascinated her. Grace believed her guardian; her conscience also helped her keep her faith regarding the Crystal Shade even if she’d never gotten a direct answer to any of her questions in this matter. Her guardian wanted her to learn everything by herself, to explore the unknown and enjoy a taste of individual victory before Grace made the final step to understand the great revelation… someday.


  The lines slowly shaped the faultless crystal, the mother, and father of all on the paper. In the belief of the people, the Crystal Mother was the only one who could create and destroy. She watched over and cared for everyone. No one ever confirmed her existence, but also no one ever found proof to deny it. No one knew what the sacred Crystal Mother looked like, but everyone had a picture in his or her mind about it. And in her mind she looked like what she saw in her dream.


  She softly stroked in the last lines to complete her drawing, then as she finished, she looked up to the sky; Sachylia curiously watched the little girl who sat in the small wooden pavilion, which floated on a small island in the middle of the large pool in the backyard of the garden. Two saplings grew on either side of a small bridge that connected the small island with the mainland. Grace still remembered the last Slumberous when she had planted the left tree while little Aurora planted the other with mother’s help. Now she watched smiling as the young trees had lived through their very first Deciduous and dropped their first-born leaves one by one.


  Her father built the island for his daughters, hoping that they would love the place. And her father was right. Grace spent most of Prosperous there when she had time to read and draw. It was so peaceful. And now her new masterpiece was born at this time, in this place.


  The little girl looked at her sketch; her eyes stared at the Sacred Crystal. It enchanted her, pulled her deeper and deeper. That faultless shining crystal, the beacon in the darkness that called to her; a crystal so beautiful and perfect, she had never seen anything like that. And that music - the purest sound, the most beautiful tone to ever caress her ears. It tickled her ears, just like in the dream. To her ears, the music was so beautiful; it called her.


  “What are you drawing, little angel?” a motherly kind voice drew her out of the trance. Grace looked to the left where her mother sat down beside her.


  “Just what I saw in my dream,” she studied the picture with a critical eye. “What I remember of it.”


  “May I see?” asked Margey. Grace showed her the drawing. Her mother studied it for a moment, and then smiled fondly. “It is beautiful,” her voice tinged with awe. “Do you believe the creator is this beautiful?”


  “I’m not just believing, I know it. I believe she is much more beautiful than my drawing,” she said with a giggle, and then she turned a bit disappointed as she looked back at her drawing. “I can draw joyful and sad sketches. But the Crystal Mother seems both. She can’t be happy and sad in the same time. Something is not right with my drawing, yet my soul whispers I have drawn the Crystal Mother as it should be.”


  “Light and darkness are opposites, a mirror of each other. Never forget that,” whispered her mother. Grace nodded and then she faded into the daydream with great excitement in her eyes.


  “Someday I’d like to know the real story. Someday I’d like to know everything about the Crystal Shade, mother.”


  “Why?”


  “There are many tales in the world, but my heart whispers to me to know the true story of the Sacred Crystal, the real story of the Crystal Shade.”


  “Do you really want to know everything about the Crystal Shade?”


  “If I had one wish, this would be mine. To know the truth,” said Grace, determination in her young voice and turned away to pack up her papyrus and arven pencil. Her heart beat faster and faster, while her hand rolled up the papyrus pamphlet.


  “You’re the only one who truly wants to know instead of believe. Soon, you will know much more about me than everyone else,” her mother said, but her voice was more mysterious than Grace had ever heard it before. Her instincts cried out to her that something was not right.


  “I’m waiting for you, my child,” the sad, calm, and loving voice continued behind her. Except it wasn’t her mother’s voice, nor was it her beloved, mysterious guardian. “Live and enjoy life. We’ll meet soon,” the crystal-clear chiming continued. Grace snapped her head around, but her mother was not there. No one was. The soft crystal chime music again teased her mind, but this one sounded like the cleanest flute. Something bright in the sky lowered toward her. Shocked, she looked up. Thick clouds split the daylight sky to reveal the tapestry of stars beyond, right above her.


  The faultless Sacred Crystal watched her from above. The sapphire sun, Sachylia was gone. Now, Eecrys Aredia peacefully swam in the large carousel of distant stars, as one of them, around the Crystal Mother who watched over all of them, but mostly Grace with motherly love. The crystal’s enchanting tone called the little girl without a word, its light became brighter and brighter, too bright.


  Grace snapped out of the trance staring down at her finished drawing. She had not packed up the scrolls and pencil. Her hand still held her arven pencil, its point parked at the bottom right corner of the papyrus.


  The little girl shook her head to clear her mind, while the false crystal chime stroked her ears. She felt that she had forgotten something that was in her mind few moments ago. She wanted to remember why she shook her head, what she forgot. It was gone. Her little heart calmed down, but she didn’t remember why it beat so fast before.


  “Your thoughts have strayed again, Gracie my dear,” she whispered rigidly. She took a long last look at the drawing. The arven pencil quickly drew four tiny vertical lines on the bottom right corner; her art signature. She didn’t know where this strange habit came from. She just signed all her sketches this way since her very first stick art.


  Her hands slowly rolled the pamphlet with her arven pencil, while she looked at the wind chime to see why it sounded so different. But the chime was calm and silent, it didn’t move.


  Where is this restless and false crystal music coming from? she queried her mind while she looked around and searched for the source. She didn’t find. The false crystal chime, silently and almost unnoticed played further in the back of her mind.


  “Grace!” called her mother from the building as she stepped out through the broad entrance. The sun glanced on her small beautiful headdress and her elegant golden silk cloth. Just like everyone else who lived on Eecrys Aredia and visited the Great Feast of Odess’iana, she was dressed in her finest to represent his or her beloved province in this great event.


  Her mother held a small, red headed girl in her arms that reminded Grace of her mother. Little Aurora looked around in her little hat as they stepped outside into the fresh air; her brilliant green eyes searched the garden for kimamas, which she had always loved. She loved to chase and play with them, but she saw not a single one today. Aurora’s little pout immediately turned to a smile as she saw her big sister. “Gracie,” Aurora called.


  “There you are, little princess,” said her mother excitedly as she noticed her. “Your father is waiting for us.”


  Grace hurried to them and gave Aurora a kiss. She was rewarded with a big hug.


  “I missed you,” Aurora’s little voice chimed. Her sister adhered to her much more than to anyone else. She was her sister’s best friend.


  “I missed you too, little sister.”


  


  * * *


  


  The large, majestic silver Anshara stood silently on its large metal claws at the edge of a huge grassy canyon, which was at the border of the valley of Seradelphia. The craft looked like a large peacefully sleeping brave eagle, its head bowed to stare at the ground with artificial, lifeless eyes. Its large silver wings were folded up and back in landed position and ran parallel to the shiny hull. The main and the tail wings were connected into three coarse circles to the hull itself. The segmented feather-like wing elements could slide along these circles to the intended position in flight very quickly. The tail feathers were bowed up a bit, which reminded Grace of Aurora’s hair after she woke from a long sleep.


  The graceful craft rested under the shadow of a tall beacon house. Grace noticed that his father already aimed the large mirror at the top toward the distant, usually stormy Syayina Mountains where shy Carenia Seli will rise to take Sachylia’s place at night. The tower with the help of the crystal-light always was the safe beacon to guide flying craft home at night.


  The polished silver hull of the Anshara reflected Sachylia’s cold blue sunbeams right into Grace’s eyes for a moment while along with her mother and Aurora, she slowly descended on the gentle grassy side of the valley. The Anshara was much more than five hundred cycles old, but its age wasn’t visible at all. The craft was clean and shiny; her father cared for it greatly. As the legends said its wings and hull were forged by the eternally vigilant God, the man-of-all-work Dernaia Vira who wanted to give wings to the humans. Other legends also said these craft were eternal and the legacy of humanity’s great abandoned and forgotten knowledge.


  Many legends connected to these mythical craft. As Grace watched the Anshara from a distance, she wondered which legend was the truth. Are these craft really capable of reaching the stars as some said? Do the Aserians really respect, nay, fear the power of these craft? She didn’t know. In her soul she felt the truth fell somewhere between all and none of them; it’s a gift for mankind, a present from the oldest Aserian High-Guardians, Eve and Aaron who asked the most talented humans to build these craft to share the sense of flying with their protected ones. Or maybe not; whatever the truth was, mankind used these fast, graceful, and highly maneuverable craft to travel throughout the twelve provinces and reach even the farthest corners of Eecrys Aredia.


  Eion, her father sat near the claws, resting in the lush green grass under the shade of the craft with closed eyes and whistling softly. Her mother grinned mischievously and put a finger to her lips to show Aurora and Grace to stay quiet. They rounded the craft in silence to catch Eion by surprise. As they approached, the young mother put little Aurora down and nodded to her children; it was time to catch their beloved prey.


  Grace let Aurora get to Eion first. The youngest jumped at her father to initiate their play fight. As always their father let Aurora win and after a short fight, it was not surprising that Aurora emerged as the victor.


  “I got you,” Aurora grinned.


  “Give me mercy, little princess,” her father begged.


  “I would never hurt you, father,” Aurora threw her arms around his neck in a loving embrace.


  “I know you would never hurt anyone,” Eion stood up with his daughter.


  “Some children are certainly making a lot of noise today,” the motherly tone addressed the eternal child soul of her husband as she joined them along with Grace, who still held her papyrus and pencil in her hand. “I hope we didn’t make you wait.” The young woman smiled with a little twinge of conscience as she stepped closer to her husband.


  “For you, I can wait forever, my love. You know that.” He gave his beloved wife a great kiss, and then passed Aurora to her. Eion smiled at his children. “Are you ready to go?”


  Margey and Grace nodded with smiles, but Aurora looked up at the large silver flying machine, right to the top with her big curious eyes.


  “Are we going to fly with birdie?” her tiny voice asked with excitement building.


  “Yes, sister. We’re going to fly,” Grace explained.


  Grace grinned as Aurora quickly padded to the large metallic claw of the sleeping bird and stroked it lovingly. “Chosovi. Wake up. Wake up,” she whispered and called the bird by the name she personally named the Anshara – in the dialect of the neighboring province of Seriana, instead of their native one. The silver hull of the craft gleamed in the sapphire sunlight and the name perfectly described the sleeping bird, but Grace knew her sister was calling the Anshara a Blue Bird for a different reason.


  Throughout the twelve provinces of Eecrys Aredia, many aura-based technologies helped the people and the mechanical, mighty and ultimately beautiful flying craft; Ansharas, Kerecsens and Sanayras were one of them. They used the spirit will of the humans to fly. These majestic flying machines, fashioned to imitate predatory birds, revealed the true nature of the controlling spirit to any who saw them. And soon, her father’s will, his aura would give life to Chosovi.


  Aurora looked back at her father. “He will wake up soon,” her determined voice insisted. “Hurry,” she waved to her family. “We should get in before Chosovi flies away.” The little one already hurried under the Anshara’s belly and stood on the small circle shaped hull plate that connected to the belly of the craft above.


  A small pedestal stood with a crystal ball embedded in the hull circle. Her father touched the small crystal ball that filled with azure light; his aura gave it the power to lift. The metal circle slowly lifted all four of them up into the craft.


  The interior was large enough to house four persons. Strange shaped comfortable cushion-like seats crouched on the floor, one for the master who controlled the craft in front and another in the middle plus two behind them in a row. Two large half crystal domes were inset on either side of the large first cushion. They were the heart of the Anshara.


  There were no windows on the craft, but they saw everything, the windswept grassy plain below, the clear azure sky and clouds high above, the valley of Seradelphia and the canyon all around. All the while, the safe strong body of Chosovi surrounded them. The entire hull was solid on the outside, yet the walls from the inside seemed transparent. The closed wings gleamed blurry silver and half transparent, as did the small tail wing behind them, which still pointed up toward the sky. The eyes of an eagle gave a great panoramic view to the master of the Anshara, who navigated the sky.


  Eion sat down cross-legged on the first cushion while her mother sat on the last cushions with excited Aurora. Grace put her papyrus and pencil under the cushion before she sat down behind her father.


  “Would you like to master the Anshara?” her father glanced back at Grace.


  Grace measured the fragile controlling crystals; they called her. She wanted to touch them just once to see what cannot be seen otherwise; her aura. Every time her father gave her the opportunity, she resisted the great temptation. The greater part of her soul feared that the nature they would reveal would be something else never dreamt of.


  Shy, she shook her head to say no.


  “Then when you’re ready,” said her father kindly and he laid his hands on the crystal domes to each side of his cushion. They slowly filled with his aura; azure light started to spread out from the crystals into the transparent walls of the control chamber, and then throughout the entire craft from bow to stern, center to port and starboard. The aura energy that came from Eion extended his spirit will to the craft. The gently whirling blue light was the string that held the entire craft together and controlled it.


  The aura reached the eagle’s eyes through the very thin pipes that now glowed blue as the eyes filled with the power. Grace looked back to see Aurora’s eyes gleam with happiness as the blue energy gave life to her beloved Chosovi.


  As the aura wrapped within the walls the craft itself created an invisible gentle force of nature, Grace’s fragile body felt a tingling feeling that pulled all of them lightly to the Anshara’s floor. Her eyes followed the flow of the energy as it quickly spread its way into the walls through the rifts to the two large circles, and the small tail circle; the aura-cauldrons. They quickly filled with the life-giving aura concentrated there while the rest spider webbed into the wings. The blue energy quickly filled the missing gaps between the large closed wings and shaped small aura feathers on the wings. Her father’s will reached all parts of the craft in seconds; his mind and will connected to the aura-cauldrons, the wings, and finally reached the legs and the great metal claws.


  Now you’ll look just like a proud eagle, Grace smiled. Awake, my silver birdie! It’s time to fly! Her mind ordered the Anshara as if she was in control the craft.


  The awakening of the bird took only a few moments. The outline of the transparent eagle head quickly looked up in front of her father while the large segmented wings, the coverts and the cross feathers slid upward one by one on the circles. A quiet crackling slid into Grace’s sensitive ears as the large aura-cauldrons began to swoop down from their vertical position, while the folded-fan wings on them opened like a blooming flower. The tail also filled with the swirling aura, along with the tail feathers it slowly lowered to center position. The large main wings reached their final position as the ninth and last cross feather slid into position. The wings along with the aura feathers looked like large eagle wings with the blue glow flowing through them like blood in arteries. The left wing tilted forward while the right wing tilted backward through their cross axis. Then at the maximum point, they quickly flexed in reverse to their threshold and then quickly set back to their original horizontal position. From the corner of her eye Grace saw the tail turn left and right before it regained its horizontal position; as always, her eternal child father grinned as he tried his wings. He loved to fly.


  Like her sister, Grace loved to watch take off, whether she was inside or outside. Their awakenings were amazing, also, as the craft majestically opened their large wings and came alive, stretching like their flesh and blood cousins after a long dream. And now the Anshara was awake.


  “Fly Chosovi! Fly!” came Aurora’s small cheering voice from behind. Grace smiled warmly.


  “Let’s fly, little Doli,” Grace called the blue bird in the native Odess’ianan dialect. The wings suddenly elevated slightly. The Anshara screamed like a flesh and blood eagle as the aura swirled faster within the aura-cauldrons. The large silver eagle beat once with its large wings while it pushed itself away from the ground with claws and powerful metal legs. Chosovi quickly pulled up her metal claws on the second mighty beat of the wings as the will of Grace’s father had ordered them.


  Grace looked down as the ground slowly shoved out from under them. Their house on the grassy plain soon became so small as the Anshara climbed higher into its realm, the endless sky. The majestic wings beat a few more times while clouds slowly embraced them.


  We’re climbing higher and higher up into the sky. The wings beating as the clouds embrace us, then we break out of the top of the clouds to reach the sun, thought Grace. She imagined herself from the outside as they break out of the top of the clouds. In her mind she saw the shiny silver and azure craft, which looked to be a messenger from the Gods as it silently glided through the sapphire daylight. For a moment, she heard the false crystal chime music that echoed in her mind, like a silent whisper. It reminded her of the irrational fear she had felt in her strange dream.


  It’s so strange. I’m safe and I love flying.


  


  * * *


  


  The white clouds swirled around the Anshara before they split to reveal the great capital of the eleventh province, Odess’iana; the city of myth and forgotten knowledge.


  Grace smiled. In the hands of her mother, grinning Aurora had already put her nose to the transparent wall to peek out. Her little sister had waited for this moment a long time and now she watched the endless tapestry of the great capital, silent and amazed. The green eyes mirrored the desire of the little girl; she wanted to touch, play and take care of the town like it was one of her huge sand castles that she lovingly built with her tiny shovel in the backyard of their home.


  Grace wasn’t surprised by her sister’s amazement. Odess’iana was simply beautiful from the sky and in the clear daylight. The capital and its outskirts were much larger than her home, the great valley of Seradelphia, or even hundreds of small villages together. From the great height they clearly saw how the city was weaved through with beautiful, long, wriggling aqueduct systems. Like arteries, they carried the clear water from the nearby lakes and rivers into the dozens of baths, small pools, underground cisterns, fountains, enchanting imitation fishing lakes, and small oases throughout the capital. It also supplied water to the farms that surrounded the whole town.


  Her father mastered the Anshara with due foresight as the craft majestically began to descend. They passed above the thick soaring segmented exterior walls that buffered the city from the worst sand storms and also protected lives and their achievements within. Mansions, libraries, schools, parks, lakes, and various other buildings curiously watched the Anshara from the ground as it passed above the widest middle segment of the town. In the distance, the smallest center district was visible. Only a few large buildings stood there, the palace of the rulers and the citadel of the Aserians.


  A large eagle shadow looked back at Grace from the ground, it slowly flapped its large wings. The Anshara passed above the walls to the internal districts of Odess’iana, which housed the markets, other trade areas, tasunke stables, and the port for the flying craft; that’s where they were headed.


  The port where they landed with their Anshara and where Chosovi fell asleep was already full of these beautiful craft and their sisters. The graceful saker falcon shaped Kerecsens that were used by the people of the central provinces, - including the capital of Eecrys Aredia, Andrenia -, were nestled at the port. With them were the colourful and majestic firebirds, Sanayras, usually used by the citizens of the large eastern provinces of Hijaz and Yaana.


  “Sleep well, Chosovi,” Aurora waved farewell to the sleeping bird from the arms of her mother. Grace smiled at the row of nestling craft with their wings folded like obedient chickens waiting for their supper.


  After a short walk, Grace and her family entered the bustling outskirt marketplace full of traders. This was the very first day of the long awaited feast, and the city was already brimming with bustling humans and Aserians alike. Farmers, traders, fishermen, explorers, historians, musicians, artists, entrepreneurs, and simple wanderers crowded the squares and the streets. From neighbouring lands and distant continents they came to celebrate with friends and family, to trade, learn, or simply enjoy the feast and the performances.


  The Great Deciduous Feast of Odess’iana was only one of the extraordinary events on Eecrys Aredia and the grandest in the eleventh province. The rulers of Odess’iana, noble and wise Thobadzistshin, and his beautiful wife, Hastseolti believed, like their citizens, that their work was the lifeblood of their prosperous community, their culture.


  The family walked deeper and deeper through the thronged market. As Grace looked around, she knew the rulers had done everything they could to make the feast greater and more luxurious than the previous cycle. Their touch was visible. The whole city was dressed for the festivities. Beautiful flags of the twelve provinces waved proudly from the smallest house to the largest temple. Flowers covered arches, columns, and pillars. A pallet of colourful flora stretched from one to another and gave more life to the already beautiful city of Odess’iana. Large arabesque awnings stretched between many of the rooftops to give shelter from possible rain, as well as the midday sun.


  Twelve great capitals, twelve great feasts. Each cycle’s fest was as different as the twelve cities that hosted them and each of these festivals ran for thirty days. The previous fest was held in Odess’iana’s sister city of Seriana, the capital of the seventh province. It was only dozens of leagues away from Odess’iana, far across the great White Sands desert.


  The Long Town, as Grace and many others called Odess’iana, unlike Seriana that was built symmetrically, was longer than it was wide. And today, all eyes were focused on Odess’iana. On these festival days, it was the town of endless celebration and happiness that reminded people of the approaching cold season, when everyone took a well-deserved rest and prepared for the work of the next cycle.


  As always, the opening ceremony and the real parades started just after the clear blazing white dawn of the first day. The daily closing performance was always different. There was one that Grace, her family, and many Odess’ianans waited all cycle to see, Azen and Vessa, the two talented Aserian hall singers from Andrenia. They always came to the feast to share their unique and beautiful performance in the renowned Long Hall of Odess’iana. But nightfall was far off and day was still ahead of Grace to discover the Feast.


  “We’ll meet you right here before twilight,” said Eion as they arrived at the great fountain in the marketplace.


  “As you wish, father,” Grace nodded and quickly looked around to memorize the place.


  “May I go with her?” asked Aurora hopefully.


  “No, my dear. You’re coming with us now,” responded her mother. Aurora pouted and turned sad eyes to Eion.


  “Sorry, Aurora,” said her father kindly. Aurora crossed her arms, defiantly looked away, and turned her nose up. “But if you want, we can search for some Serianan tasunkes,” her father added.


  Glee sparkled in Aurora’s eyes as she completely forgot about her defiance and Grace. “I love them, father. May I hug them?” Her father nodded with amusement. Aurora searched the area with wide eyes in hopes of spotting a tasunke. “Where are they? Let’s find them.”


  She loved the animals, the graceful tasunkes with gleaming coats and flowing manes, especially those bred in Seriana.


  “Go and explore the feast, little angel,” said Margey with a kiss to Grace’s forehead. “And remember. Your Guardian is always watching over you. If you lose your way, just ask her guidance.”


  Her parents knew that she was fully capable of taking her bearing anytime and never worried that she would get lost anywhere on Eecrys Aredia. She had the senses to find a place, home, or any person. Just like every other place throughout Eecyrs Aredia, Odess’iana was safe; no one needed to fear anyone or anything. The Aserians guided and protected them all as they had for thousands of cycles.


  Grace enjoyed their full trust. Now she could hunt out everything that she was curious about and not only those things her parents wished her to see and learn. She had earned total freedom until dusk and Grace intended to use it.


  Leaving the marketplace and her family behind her legs already carried her to the destination she had planned to visit a long time ago; the district where her great heroes, the Aserians live.


  If the guardian doesn’t come to Gracie, Gracie goes to the guardian, she thought happily as she strolled closer to her destination. Her heart beat faster and faster in her endless excitement, her eyes scanned the crowd to find one of her heroes. Then after a long search, her eyes opened wide. In the crowd, she noticed the first winged Aserian who slowly marched up the polished stone steps and into the large temple. In the Aserian culture, the shape of the wings represented the class they belong. From the large graceful, strong feathery white wings, Grace knew; he was an Aserian Guardian.


  Cold air embraced Grace like a shy second shadow, the little girl followed the Aserian into the temple and moved from column to column. Excited, Grace curiously peeked out from behind the column and watched him from a distance. She hoped her eyes would find something to remind her of the almighty crystal blade – so her Spirit Guardian dolls wouldn’t be empty anymore.


  The footsteps of the Aserian echoed on the long marble corridor. His azure toga, like his large white feathery wings waved gently in the air as the sunlight highlighted them through the windows. A golden metallic piece hung on his belt. It looked as if two cavernous mingan skulls had grafted to the two ends of a long strange golden scroll holder. It was masterfully crafted and elegant. Grace glanced up in time to see sunbeams touched them. Other than that, which made Grace believed the Aserian were some sort of messenger; she hadn’t seen anything that would look like a crystal, a blade, or the combination of the two.


  Disappointed, she shook her head. Then the large beautiful angel statue, which looked down at her from close by, reminded her why she was really here. The Imagination of a daydreaming little child insisted that the statue pleasantly smiled at her, the gazing stone eyes bolstered her bravery.


  I can do it, Grace reassured herself as she watched the majestic Aserian from behind the column. Yes, I can do it.


  Grace took a soft sigh as she gathered all her bravery to face the legend; a real Aserian. The angel statue watched over her as the little girl stepped behind the Aserian and his new shadow followed him from a distance as they slowly arrived at a great hall doors. In Grace’s eyes, the Aserian seemed so majestic and graceful even from this close.


  Yes, I can do it. Her hand gently pulled his large white wing once from behind. The Aserian stopped and looked back with a kind smile; his deep-set brown eyes curiously looked down at her. Grace took a huge breath.


  “Dear Aserian!” she started as she looked up at him. “I’m here to pledge allegiance to Eecrys Aredia and her people! I promise I will be faithful and true and for exchange I’d like to be an Aserian Guardian!” she declared proudly, then hesitated for a moment. “And I’d like to get wings this big!” she giggled while spreading her arms as wide as she could. “Please,” the little girl added with a wide smile and awaited the answer.


  Deep silence fell as her excited voice faded away. The Aserian watched the daydreaming girl kindly. His face turned sorrowful and he crouched down to her.


  “I’m sorry by all my spirit and soul, brave little girl,” he said after a short hesitation. “But I can’t fulfill your dream,” full of sorrow he put a hand on her shoulder. Shocked by the answer, Grace immediately took a step back.


  “But, but why? Am I a bad soul? But I try to be a good girl. I pray a lot to the Sacred Mother. I was good with mommy, daddy, and sister. And I know many things about the Crystal Shade. I, I...”


  “No, it’s not like that,” the Aserian started to explain with great sadness in his voice.


  “But, but I would be the greatest and the kindest guardian of all. I promise. Please,” she begged with eyes that filled with tears. Her dream, like a mirror was already shattered to pieces since the first words of the Aserian hit hear ears. “P-Please,” her whisper begged to fix the broken dream so desperate. The Aserian Guardian wanted to say something, but Grace stepped back, turned, and ran away fast, out of the great hall.


  She didn’t see where she was running, she just ran and ran as if she wanted to run out of the world, to leave the cruel words of the Aserian behind, who crushed her greatest dream within a moment.


  Only the tree’s great shadow and the trickling of a tiny little fountain tried to hide the heart-broken little girl and her weeping.


  “I would be a great guardian, the greatest and the kindest of all. I know.”


  


  * * *


  


  ”I greet that place where you and I, we are one,” a woman’s kind voice greeted her. Sad and crushed, Grace just sniffled as she looked up. The calm toned woman had round brown mauve eyes that were like two beautiful bronze coins. Her thick, wavy, black hair was worn in a style that reminded Grace of a pennant blowing in the wind, her deep-tanned skin glowed in the sunlight.


  “What’s wrong little girl?” a dignified man behind the woman asked with concern, while he put a large ceramic tasunke hair dye pot down on the cobblestones along with some white ribbon and silk.


  “I dreamt that I’ll be a graceful guardian one day, with wings, large white wings,” she whispered and sniffed once again, while she wiped her tears. “But I never will be.”


  “There is a road in the hearts of all of us, hidden and seldom traveled, which leads to an unknown, secret place to choose what we desire,” said the man as he sat down near her on the ground. “A guardian is a guardian in their soul. Never forget that.”


  “But I can’t have wings,” Grace whispered sadly. “And I won’t ever see a crystal blade. I won’t ever learn what it looks like. I never will learn what the Crystal Shade really is.”


  The man raised her chin; his almond-shaped brown eyes, which mirrored his intelligence looked deep into hers.


  “If your soul wants to be a guardian, then you’re already a guardian, even without a crystal blade,” he said.


  “But, but I want wings, beautiful wings,” she whispered as she lowered her head.


  “Only Aserians can have wings,” said the man, then he looked at the woman, who smiled kindly and nodded. The man looked back at tearful Grace. “But maybe, just maybe you can be a winged guardian for today. If you want you can live the life of a guardian in disguise who is hiding her large white wings in the spirit realm.”


  “R-Really?” Grace’s eyes sparked immediately in her excitement.


  “Yes. But first, you must go through the secret magical ritual of eleven-eleven,” confirmed the woman.


  “Secret magic of eleven-eleven?” Grace whispered the magic words. “What is that?”


  “Eleven is a mirror to our inner self. But some says it represents the Sacred Crystal Mother and her shade,” answered the man. “Or the one who is watched over by her and her angels. Others say; it’s a crack, a bridge linking light and darkness; a doorway in our past and future, good or bad decisions. And for many; it’s just a myth, a legend of the Crystal Shade.”


  “It always remembers who you truly are and where you come from,” stated the woman. “Whoever wears eleven, that one protects Odess’iana’s bright future and her shaded forgotten mythical past with it.”


  “That’s why there are two elevens at the gates of Odess’iana, right?” Grace asked curiously. “The magic numbers are protecting our province from the evil Shaina. The reason we haven’t seen any in a long time.”


  “You’re a very-very good observer little girl,” nodded the woman with great respect.


  “Everything is told by the numbers,” whispered Grace enchanted, while her mind began to wonder what other numbers might hide, what secrets they can reveal about her beloved legend, the Crystal Shade.


  “What is your name?” asked the man.


  “Grace Sessa Aredia from the outskirts of Odess’iana, the valley of Seradelphia. And yours?”


  The man and the woman looked at each other, and then smiled at Grace.


  “We’re just an ordinary man and woman, two strangers of Odess’iana who are dressing this beautiful capital in joyful colors,” the woman said and smiled as she proudly looked at the large colourful freshly painted silk ribbons that covered the trees and dried in the sun.


  “Are you ready for your commencement day, young one?” he asked. Grace nodded. “Then please step forward and show your respect to Sachylia,” he called her with a regal tone. The woman crouched down, dipped her finger into the dye pot, while Grace looked into the sapphire sun. Her nose picked up the unmistakable aroma of the Odess’ianan ground blue corn dye, the same that Aurora used to use when she painted back home with their mother.


  “Decisions never come from the body, they come from patience and control; one decision comes from your spirit and one from your soul,” the female spoken in rhymes, while she gently drew two short lines diagonally from the top center on Grace’s forehead with her dyed finger. Basking in the sapphire sunlight, Grace enjoyed the moment with a wide smile. “But never forget, young guardian; when you take a road, the other will fade; as everything has its own shadow within our Crystal Shade,” the woman drew two diagonal lines down to meet almost to the center of her eyebrows under the previous lines.


  The woman led her to the fountain and Grace looked into the clear water. The lines on her forehead shaped a blue rhombus standing on its edge, the symbol of the Sacred Crystal and the ancient symbol of eleven; eleven, which also represented her home province, Odess’iana.


  “Eleven stands in light,” the woman pointed at Grace’s forehead. “Eleven mirrors the shade,” she pointed at her mirror image. “A brave little guardian can face the night even without a crystal blade.”


  “Today, you, Grace Sessa Aredia are the youngest guardian of the eleventh province, Odess’iana,” declared the man, and he bowed his head with respect. “Your large white wings, hidden in the spirit realm, will follow you wherever you go.”


  Grace smiled proudly. An imagination of her daydreaming mind she felt her large guardian wings are on her back, following her unseen and invisible from the spirit realm. The male stranger leaned close to her.


  “As a guardian your duty is to watch the people, to listen their souls, to hear their stories and their heart’s desire. And foremost, to learn more about our civilization, about our great Eecrys Aredia and her culture.”


  “A guardian lives so others may live,” said Grace determined. “My spirit will take responsibility for my actions, my soul will be truthful and honest all the times,” said the lines that she had practiced so much in her daydreamings in the hope she could say this when her dream came true.


  “You speak so beautifully,” the woman stroke her hair proudly. “But remember; Guardians live in secret and now you’re a guardian in disguise who must act from the background. You can’t show your wings and you can’t tell to anyone who you truly are, not even your parents. Otherwise your words will break the secret magic of eleven.”


  The little girl nodded, as she understood.


  “Enjoy the feast, brave little guardian of Odess’iana,” the man said kindly. “Go and watch over all of us.”


  


  * * *


  


  Along with the curious mass of people, Grace slowly wandered the streets of Odess’iana all day. Proud in her little heart, she tried to fulfill her new duty; she visited many human and Aserian performers, writers and artists, mostly those who came from Sessa Asria and Coreenthia. The traders, scientists, and explorers from Eecryssa and Sagatta, who made this long journey to voice the extolment of their great discoveries of gathered stones, plants, flowers, and beautiful jewellery to everyone, they amazed her. The pride in their life’s work was only heightened by everyone’s appreciation. Everyone respected each other and no one was afraid to share their knowledge. There were no secrets between the people. And just like the youngest guardian of Odess’iana, every visitor was curious and patiently ambled from one place to another to see more and more.


  Her eyes caught on a blacksmith who raised his large and heavy hammer over and over again. The heated metal on the anvil glowed orange and clinked after every hit as it enjoyed the care. Behind the master, his apprentice whistled while he swept the floor.


  The master carefully worked the metal piece, which slowly took the shape of a Coreenthian armband after every strong hit. Then the hammer rested for a moment, while the eyes of the master checked the armband in the hold of his clippers. Grace heard satisfied humming from under his prominent moustache, and then the master put the armband into a small bucket of water to cool it down.


  Hissing steam engulfed the strong body, and then the clippers put the armband with the dozen of others on the table. The blacksmith prepared his workspace to begin his next masterpiece. He put the water bucket aside, behind him, and then carefully selected the next metal to heat. When he decided, the tendons in his hand strained as he picked up the heavy hammer.


  Grace felt that the bucket was at the worst place; her instincts told her. In the very next moment, as the blacksmith raised his hammer, he already stepped back right toward the bucket before he struck down. She wanted to warn the man as she already had foreseen the Coreenthian is going to fall to the ground, while the large hammer falls from his hand and hits him. But before she had a chance to say a word, the apprentice slightly spun around and with the end of his broom picked up the bucket and with an elegant move set it away from the blacksmith’s path, right before he stepped back.


  The blacksmith took a glance backward, but his apprentice just whistled and swept the floor as if nothing happened at all. Grace smiled as she felt and knew; the young apprentice was an Aserian in disguise, the guardian spirit of the blacksmith.


  Grace desired to speak with the Aserian so much, proudly tell him that she was the youngest guardian of Odess’iana, she was with him, one of them, at least for a day.


  If I could show my shy, but beautiful large wings, she thought. But she said nothing; she didn’t want to break the magic of eleven. Then the apprentice, almost unnoticed, winked at her as he swept the floor.


  He recognized me! He knows I’m a guardian! Grace thought proudly. The magic of eleven tells him who I am without a word! I’m a real guardian, like Eriana!


  Smiling, the proud young guardian walked deeper and deeper to keep the order to listen to other souls, to discover the unknown, to learn more about her own home.


  “Beautiful jewellery, young lady?” a studious, yet calm tone called her, which belonged to an elegant tall woman. The traditional elegant tiara of Eecryssa, which covered her wavy, amber hair, shone in the sunlight. “Look at these polished gemstone necklaces from the Acari Mountains. Or take a look at the great white pearls from the great depth and shoals of Callao’eya. A young lady like you can get it for a beautiful smile.”


  The polished white pearls glistened like the eyes of her mother. After Grace presented the widest smile that she was capable of producing and accepted the necklace, the trader offered her the story of the beautiful necklace. Everything had a story on Eecrys Aredia and the necklace was no exception. Grace loved to listen to all of them, but now it was also her guardian duty to listen and learn. She was also sure that her mother was going to treasure a necklace that was more than it appears to be; a necklace with its own unique story.


  “Tiny brothers and sisters were born and grow in a beautifully double-sided formed shell deep under water. We call it, Mama Yuraqilla,” the woman explained. “The waves passed above Yuraqilla silently, while the pearls inside her became larger and more beautiful; she cared for all deeply. Then a young Eecryssan, Yaku, the masters of the deep water, he, who holds his breath longer than anyone, dove deeper and deeper in the cold waves. He asked Mama Yuraqilla to give him the pearls, to present them to the surface and share their beauty with others. And Yuraqilla gave their children to him, sent them to see the surface world. The woman in Yaku’s village didn’t want to separate the tiny white brothers and sisters, they were together, were twin souls since their birth. So they strung them together onto this necklace to be together for eternity.”


  Grace caressed the tiny pearls. She felt the love what grew and nurtured them.


  “This is the story of their past,” the trader continued. “From now on, their story, their life, their future is shared with yours or the one who will wear it. Always remember. Brothers and sisters always hold together, just like the daughters and sons of Yuraqilla.”


  After she said farewell to the Eecryssan woman, Grace continued her mission to learn more and to find something for her father and little Aurora, too.


  “So many beautiful goods. So many,” she whispered while her eyes mirrored the arven sketches, flower dyes, and paintings, tiny stone statues and little hand crafted wooden models of Ansharas and other flying craft. She shook her head, as she couldn’t decide. “What should I bring you, father? What would you like the most?”


  A shadow blocked the sun. It belonged to a venerable old man. The wind blew his long flowing hair and long, thick gray beard. His large and black eyes and an aquiline nose stared at Grace.


  “I’m the Great Master Nervaschanzo Seranzini, the storyteller, poet, painter, sculptor, architect, artist and inventor, a true polymath of Sessa Asria. Who are you, young wanderer?” his voice rumbled quietly.


  “Grace Sessa Aredia, the youngest artist from the endless meadows of the great valley of Seradelphia.”


  “Ah, a fellow soul who sees the world as no one else can see. I already believe you won’t find the right gift here that you’re looking for, young Graciana. Come. Come, sit and listen,” he invited her kindly and Grace sat down on the small wooden stool, which faced the chair that the Great Master sat in. “Artists share their vision, gift it to the people. But between each other we, artists are sharing stories that we then can pass and can pass on and give inspiration. So, you’ll hear the story that no one else has heard from the Great Master Nervaschanzo; the story of the crystal sunset.”


  The old art master coughed once before starting.


  “The Divine Nervaschanzo. That’s all I hear when people see my art and read the echo of my soul! Even the Great God statues of the Oval Hall of Sagatta are shy and desire the touch of this great sculptor! But how can I be divine without inspiration; an artist without a vision?” his old voice rumbled, and then he reverted to a gentler tone.


  “One day a morning was half gone already, young Graciana and I still couldn’t find the inspiration. I’ve seen days and nights as Sachylia and Carenia Seli chased each other across the sky, but the right moment didn’t touch me. When one’s imagination cannot provide an answer; you seek a greater imagination. But even my guardian, my own Watcher,” he looked up to an imaginary face and with a pretend fury, he pointed to the air as his voice thundered once again. “Yes, you Carenian who is brilliant like me and hiding in your safe realm, you, my twin soul has stayed silent!” Nervaschanzo smiled as he looked back at Grace who enjoyed his storytelling.


  “So I left my land to find my moment,” the old polymath continued. “A flock of tweeting and soaring birds watched over me from the great trees and the vast skies of Coreenthia. The crystal-clear waters of the Hijazian oases eased my thirst under the shadows of the arecaceae trees and pink petals of the Yaanan sakuras danced around me in the gentle breeze. The squeezing cold of Crystana Serentis froze my breath so I could touch it, and green grass stroked my feet in the endless rich meadows of Andrenia. But none of them was good enough for old Nervaschanzo. None of them was my perfect moment. Sad and disappointed, I returned home. But I was blind, I realized.” He looked up again for a moment to face his unseen guardian soul. After a thankful nod, he looked back at Grace.


  “The journey was a lesson to old, foolish Nervaschanzo as the perfect moment was never gone, but waited for me. The sunrise, which was clear as the soul of the Sacred Mother looked back through my window, from above the great gulf of my home, Sessa Asria.” Grace listened with great excitement while Nervaschanzo continued. “Always remember, young Graciana; never look for the moment, as the moment always finds you.”


  The little girl applauded and the old poet respectfully nodded.


  “When you tell this story to your loved ones, please tell them you’ve met with the great storyteller and poet, the old Nervaschanzo, the one who has finally found his crystal sunset.”


  The old poet leaned closer to her.


  “Time is always short for brilliant artistic souls like you and me, young Graciana. The right moment never awaits, but finds us.” He spread his hands and continued. “Just look around. Moments look back all over, calling you to experience, to learn and then to later share it with others through your arts and words. And when you come to Sessa Asria someday, maybe you’ll share your own story, your perfect moment with the old, but Great Nervaschanzo.”


  The young girl nodded at the kind old man. “I will,” she said kindly.


  “Now go and let your moment find you, young Graciana.”


  Grace admitted old Nervaschanzo was right. His story will be the greatest present she could give to her father who always loved to hear the experiences and adventures of others. Everyone on Eecrys Aredia, human and Aserian alike believed in the power of words, the shared experience and knowledge. And Grace had the talent to tell a story the same way to not lose any details or inflection from its true value. All stories and all experiences had value that served to expand the knowledge of anyone who desired to learn them. Shared knowledge and experience was one of the basic and most valuable elements of all the cultures. Without knowledge, there was no harvest, fishing, and quite simply no knowledge about their surroundings.


  As she left old Nervaschanzo behind, Sachylia had already left its zenith. Under the afternoon sunlight, the young girl watched the dancers from different cultures. Grace was awed by the veil dancers of the mystical Hijaz province watching their elegantly manipulated veils move like silky water in a soft wind. They danced and shook their hips to the rhythm of the exotic music. After they finished their performance, one of the dancers, graceful and beautiful, Jameela offered to share her knowledge to any who volunteered. And Grace did; she spent most of her afternoon learning to move like the mystical dancers of Hijaz.


  After the veil dance ended, Grace discovered a street, which was full of displayed fruit and foods that were grown and made in different provinces. Most of them, especially the tradition dishes of Andrenia, Atlantia, Yaana and Hijaz provinces had different tastes and used different spices and preparations than the foods of Odess’iana and Sagatta. Andrenia and Hijaz were famous for their spicy food, exotic fruit and grape drinks, while Atlantia and Yaana proudly displayed their delicious, sometimes strange fish, savoury recipes and produce. Odess’iana and its sister province Seriana delighted with their famous foods and sweet drinks. All twelve cultures were different, but the Great Deciduous Feast of Odess’iana brought the cuisine of all cultures to one place, this long street.


  From under the shadow of a tarp strange fruit that looked juicy and appetizing called to her, fruit she had never seen before. The air around them was cold, frozen, and visible as if the fruit could breathe; just as Nervaschanzo described the freezing cold of Crystana Serentis. The fruits were stored in large pots full of ice and mush of snow covered their soft husk.


  “This ice fruit grows only in the far northern icy province of Crystana,” the trader’s deep voice boomed from behind the pots. “It’s cold as the name says, but it’s delicious and sweet as the aya nectar.” His hand, pale as the snow of Slumberous, picked up a bowl full of ice fruit and offered them to her. “Please taste. I hope you’ll find them delicious.”


  The trader didn’t exaggerate. It was the sweetest and the most delicious fruit that touched her tiny lips and ever ate. Her hand quickly picked up another, then another. The trader took a satisfied smile.


  “The ice fruit, the pride of Crystana grow on the frozen hills of Carelia. They grow silently, then they peek out from underground when Crystana Serentis is ruled by the long, fair day which lasts for almost fifteen dozen days without a single night. They love our tending and we tend them gently while they bath in Sachyilia’s dim life giving light. They mature slowly, turning juicy and delicious.” From her eyes, Grace had seen that this story meant a lot to the man and he gladly shared it with everyone. She slowly ate the next fruit while the trader turned serious as he continued, “But when Deciduous approaches in other places, Sachylia slowly disappears on Crystana’s horizon. The long day is followed by a long, cold night that sets your teeth on edge; only a true Crystanan can live in that cold. The long night lasts for the same time as the long day before it. But before the water freezes inside the aqueducts the delicious ice fruit harvest begins to bring our soul to others on Eecrys Aredia.”


  Grace just ate the very last fruit from the bowl. “Thank you,” she said gratefully.


  “Please remember the hard work of my people. They grew every single piece from the heart.” Like two pools of water, his slitted blue eyes shone with pride as he gave a small closed ceramic pot full of ice fruit to Grace. “Share the delicacy with your family. I hope they will all find them delicious and will enjoy the fruits of Crystana,” the trader added kindly in farewell.


  “They surely will. Thank you very much for sharing these appetizing fruits and your amazing story, good man,” Grace bowed her head respectfully.


  The temptation was great; she wanted to eat just one more of these fruit, but she knew if she ate one there was a good chance that all of them would slowly disappear before she joined her family. She resisted and tried to distract her thoughts from the ice fruit.


  Fluid music like the beautiest of waterfalls, teased her ears as she searched for her next destination. A few musicians from the water world of Atlantia played nearby. Unlike the traditional music of Odess’iana that always reminded Grace of freedom and sometimes the flight of an eagle, the Atlantian music was softer and slid around her like the flow of water. In due time, Grace felt the love and respect that flowed through the water music. Of course, none of these musical styles compared to the music of Serenata Merida, which was the land of music and she felt a bit disappointed that she hadn’t met any musicians from that province thus far.


  A Sanayra craft passed over the street where she was, as it gracefully flew toward the port of Odess’iana. The craft looked like the majestic mythological firebird it was named for; its wings glowed bright yellow and the metallic hull shined dark orange.


  “Fly Aamir, fly your magic carpet,” she whispered and waved with a giggle to the craft. Grace picked up this habit last Prosperous when they were in Seriana and a trader from the borders of Hijaz showed them his firebird from the inside. Just like the Anshara and other craft, the Sanayra’s interior was transparent, but instead of the comfortable cushions, a large elegant Hijazian wool carpet covered its floor. Grace’s mother read many tales of the Hijazian Thousand and One Dreams, which told stories about a brave man, who flew a magic carpet. And now as she knew what the basis of those wonderful stories really were she wanted to believe that her brave hero flew above her to get to and gain the heart of his beloved princess.


  A sudden massive burst of flame rocketed up toward the sky between Grace and the passing firebird.


  Curious, she looked for the source of the flame and noticed a strange black skinned man, who was surrounded by the crowd. The mass of spectators watched his show with awe. The black skinned man wore only pants; he held a flaming stick and a small vial in his hand. He carefully held them in front of his mouth, and then breathed a beautiful orange flame up into the sky.


  Grace was enchanted. She slipped between the standing adults and other children to pop up in the front line. The black skinned man spun the stick in his hand while he danced, and then once again breathed a stream of fire into the sky. Everyone clapped enthusiastically as the man finished his performance. The fire breather searched the crowd before he looked at Grace.


  “What is your name, little lady?” the fire breather asked.


  “Grace Sessa Aredia of the outskirts of Odess’iana, land of myth and forgotten knowledge,” she respectfully nodded to him.


  “My name is Ashan Al-Karim of Jizan, outskirts of Hijaz, the land of spirits and dreams,” he bowed with equal respect. “Do you wish to learn this trick, Lady Grace of Odess’iana?” Ashan asked while he began to spin the fire stick in his hand.


  “Is, is it safe?” Grace asked shyly.


  “If you know how to master the fire, yes, it is safe,” he smiled as he stopped the stick. He lifted the stick and the small bottle to his mouth, looked up, and breathed a large flame into the air. After the flame burned out, he looked back at the little girl. “But if you do not respect its mighty power, can’t accept its existence, it can hurt you; it can rule you and it can defeat you. The fire has its own wild life. You must tame it to be your friend. The question is, are you brave enough to be his friend?”


  Grace hesitated, and then excitement was replaced by a cool calmness that fell upon her. A guardian never fears and she was the Guardian of Odess’iana. She also knew that her own guardian was watching over her, even in this very moment. Maybe she was in the crowd, disguised as a human.


  “Yes. I’d like to tame the fire,” she answered with determination and put the necklace and the pot of ice fruit on his table.


  “You’re a very, very brave little girl,” Ashan crouched down in front of her.


  “What should I do?” she asked, studying the fire stick.


  “First, you must watch the wind,” Ashan began. “Wind is the enemy of fire. You must embrace it and protect the flame from it. Remember. The wind must blow from behind you.”


  Grace nodded. She watched the flame on the fire breather’s flaming stick and saw which way the wind blew.


  “It’s coming from that direction,” she said and turned her back to the wind.


  “Good.” Ashan picked up a small vial of water from the table and gave it to her. “Put a small quantity of water in the bottom of your mouth. You must watch that the fluid is not on your face, nor your chest. When you are ready, blow the water out of a small opening in your lips, do it as fast as possible.”


  She sipped a bit from the vial and spit the water out, just as Ashan told her.


  “Excellent. Now comes the fun part,” Ashan continued while he took the water vial, put it on the table, and gave a vial that contained flammable fluid to Grace. “You must do the same, but now, you must move the fire stick close to your mouth when you spit.”


  The little girl nodded as Ashan gave her the fire stick.


  You can do it. Don’t fear. I’m watching over you, she heard a very soft voice in her mind, but she couldn’t decide if her soul meant to calm her excitement or if her guardian reassured her.


  Grace concentrated, put a small measure of fluid into her mouth, immediately looked up, and held the stick in front of her mouth. After a quick breath, a plume of fire rocketed into the sky. The flame quickly spread, and then suddenly died out. The crowd clapped boisterously. Pleased, Grace bowed to them, and then looked at Ashan to see how she had done.


  “You’re learning pretty well, fire breather Grace of Odess’iana,” Ashan smiled.


  “Thank you,” she gave the stick back and Ashan put it into a water bucket.


  “Wait, my little apprentice,” Ashan picked up a new fire stick. “A fire breather is not a fire breather without a fire stick. This is yours, fire breather Grace of Odess’iana. You have earned it,” he said and gave the stick to her.


  “Thank you, Ashan,” Grace nodded respectfully to him while she tucked the fire stick onto her saree belt.


  “The honor is mine little fire apprentice. Never forget what you learned from Ashan,” he solemnly responded.


  “I won’t. I promise,” Grace grinned. Ashan stood, picked up her jewellery and fruit pot from the table, and gave them to her.


  “The time is so young. Just look around. There are many skills that a young, strong willed girl may learn from others.”


  Grace nodded to him. Ashan smiled mischievously before he turned to the waiting audience. “This brave little girl has tamed the wild fires of Hijaz,” applause erupted as Grace left. “Who has the bravery and courage to do the same?”


  Grace looked back and saw Ashan point to a young man in the crowd. From his clothes, she immediately knew him for an explorer of the far Yaana province.


  “Do you have the same bravery, young explorer? You who have wandered thousands of leagues to come before Ashan the fire breather.”


  “Yes. I have. I hope.” Ashan and the crowd chuckled at his response while Grace disappeared into the crowd.


  Sachylia looked down at her as it approached the horizon and Grace knew that she had to get back to the marketplace as father had instructed her. Filled with disappointment, she looked back at the bazaars. There were so many unusual things that she could have learned from the people here and she got so little time. But her family and the performance of the two Aserians, Azen and Vessa that she didn’t want to miss waited for her.


  A long walk led her back to the entrance of the marketplace. Her eyes quickly found her mother, but she didn’t see her father or Aurora. Grace already suspected what happened.


  “Aurora. She, she has disappeared,” her mother confirmed Grace’s suspicion when she joined her. “We looked away in the crowd, just for a moment and my little girl was gone. We looked for her, but she was nowhere to be found. Your father has gone to find her,” she continued worried. Grace held her hand to give her strength.


  “Don’t worry, mother. I will help father find her quickly.” The youngest guardian of Odess’iana knew it was her task to find her sister, her duty. She passed the pot of ice fruit, the necklace, and the fire stick to her, and then gave her mother a kiss on the cheek to calm her.


  “Wait here, mother.”


  


  * * *


  


  This wasn’t the first time curious little Aurora straggled away when her parents weren’t watching, usually under father’s watch. Usually Grace felt where her sister was and there were many times when she found her before her father could. Her mother knew that she could trust Grace to guide her little lamb back to her, no matter from where.


  Unlike her mother, father wasn’t troubled. He knew that nothing could harm his little daughter in Odess’iana, especially under the protection of her guardian. Alas, mother was led by a mother’s instinct. She was worried and Grace understood her.


  “Where are you, sister?” Grace asked herself as she looked around in the dark alley that hid from the sunlight. Like a true guardian, who looks for her protected one, she had already searched many streets and alleys of Odess’iana for a long time, but she still hadn’t found Aurora.


  She really wandered away this time, farther than before, Grace thought and began to feel the same worry that her mother felt. Where are you? Her head snapped to the left and right, both paths called her. But she knew she could take only one. The question was which one was it?


  “You always do what you know to be right,” a hooded shadowy figure stepped out from the darkness right in front of her. Grace took a quick step back. The man wore a long black cloak with the hood hiding his head and face. Only his dark eyes were visible, icy and emotionless they mirrored an old soul. “Mother guides and protects you,” his old and tired voice was followed by a soft heartbroken sigh. “But in the end, you’ll be on your own.”


  “I…” Grace wanted to say something, but the stranger interrupted as he raised his hand.


  “Hush. I’m not talking to you, my child. I’m talking to Angeni,” he said almost silently.


  “Angeni? Who, who is Angeni?” she asked, but the stranger shook his head. He crouched down in front of Grace and looked deep into her eyes.


  “You’re in a hurry, but you won’t be late. Destiny always brings you where you’re needed the most,” whispered his calm old voice. “You always know the answer you’re looking for. Never hesitate, and never fear to ask. Always trust your instincts and never forget; nothing and no one is what they first appear to be. Now close your eyes.”


  Darkness embraced the little girl as she closed her eyes. Her instincts told her what to do. She tried to empty her troubled mind, which insisted on believing that something really happened to Aurora.


  “Where is she?” she queried her guardian in the hope that she would offer guidance. But no response came. Grace waited while all the surrounding noises faded to the endless silence, escorted by that false crystal chime that she had almost completely forgotten; yet, it still echoed in the back of her mind.


  Where is she?


  The vast darkness was slowly replaced by sapphire sunlight, little yellow and white jasnaia flowers in a huge beautiful garden. A little apoidea flew from flower to flower; the wind softly blew the petals in the cold air. The sniffling of her little sister found Grace’s ears. For a moment, Grace had seen Aurora’s terrified tearful green eyes. They reflected a large oak, the flowers, and a tiny green kimama, which circled around her. Grace felt the fear; her sister believed no one would find her and she would be lost forever. She wanted her mother and father and she wanted her big sister who always protected her.


  The jasnaia garden, the answer struck into Grace’s mind as she recognized the place. Her eyes snapped open to face the stranger, but he was nowhere, was gone. Surprised, she looked around, but she was alone in the dark alley.


  Grace was running before she gave it thought, her steps echoed on the cobblestones. The garden wasn’t far. Last Deciduous when they were in Odess’iana, her mother told her if she was separated, they would all meet in the jasnaia garden, which grew at the very top of the inner wall; the wall that always watches Sachylia when it goes down. She was amazed that Aurora still remembered this at all. But for a moment, Grace wasn’t sure her guardian showed her the way. The inner voice, which guided her, now told her the answer was so different.


  Maybe this is the instinct of a guardian. The magic of eleven-eleven, she wondered as she ran fast. But who was this mysterious stranger? And who is Angeni? Is that the name of my mysterious guardian angel?


  After a short time, she arrived at the smooth foot warn stone steps that inclined up to the garden and raced up. At the top step, Grace looked around.


  Aurora sat alone among the yellow and white jasnaia flowers in the small garden under the shadow of a large oak. A very small green-winged kimama flew around her. The scared little girl wept to herself while she hugged her legs close. It seemed to Grace that the small kimama was guarding Aurora.


  “Thank you, Sacred Mother. Thank you, my guardian,” Grace whispered as she strolled closer to Aurora, who noticed her immediately.


  “Gracie!” Aurora got up in a rush. “I just wanted to hug the beautiful white tasunke,” she sniffed. “He went away and I tried to find him. I got lost and I…” the heartbroken little girl wept. Grace held her close. Even without wings, she was her little sister’s guardian angel.


  “I’m here with you, my sister,” she kissed Aurora’s forehead. “You’re not alone. I’ll never let you go.”


  Aurora slowly calmed down, but still cried softly. Grace quietly began to sing.


  


  Oh, my sister, don’t be blue,


  Your sister is right here beside you.


  I’m protecting you; I’m with you forever,


  I’m with you my kind, my beauty little sister.


  Don’t cry please, don’t fear my dear,


  You have a guide and are safe; Our Guardians are near.


  


  Aurora wiped the teardrops from her eyes while she smiled up at her big sister. But Grace already gazed at something, seemingly amazed.


  “Look at that, Aurora,” she whispered in awe. “The sun goes down.”


  Sachylia majestically approached the horizon. Bathed in the last light of the setting sun, the sisters felt its mighty power. In this shared touching moment, their flesh rippled to goose bumps. The cold sapphire beams painted the small white clouds shades of orange and the blue streaks darkened like stained glass as the rays tinted their eyes blue. It felt like on all Eecrys Aredia, Sachylia watched just the two of them. As if Sachylia wanted to say farewell with its magnificent existence before she disappeared.


  “Crystal nightfall, sister,” Grace whispered to Aurora. “A perfect nightfall in light,” she stroked her little sister’s hair, and Aurora returned Grace’s love with a hug. This was their perfect moment.


  The last brightness of cold sapphire beams waved to the sisters and slowly disappeared behind the tall mountains.


  Peace and silence fell on the garden. Only that strange false chime echoed once again in Grace’s mind.


  


  * * *


  


  “They never forgot that perfect twilight they saw together,” continued the misty-eyed old man while the children listened. He saw everything crystal-clear in his mind as if it happened just yesterday.


  A story is not equal to experience, the wise phrase flashed into his mind, a phrase that he first heard a lifetime ago. The wise one who said this to him was right, but he just now realized it. He knew that his words could not give the children the exact touching atmosphere that the two sisters had experienced.


  I will try to share my knowledge as best as I can, old friend, he thought.


  “Grace and Aurora saw many sunsets throughout their lives, but this was the most beautiful sunset that they ever saw,” he continued. “It was Sachylia’s last present to the clear, innocent souls of the sisters. The last, but the grandest crystal nightfall of their young lives.”


  2 – WHAT YOU LEAVE BEHIND


  


  “The future in a Crystal Shade is always born of pain and suffering,” said the old man to the two little children. “The future, which builds from the past and present, be it a life full of joy and happiness or a life of pain and suffering. We’re simply the ghosts of our past, haunting our own ruin in the future.” The old man stopped, deep sorrow darkened his soul as he thought back on his life, and then continued with a faraway look in his eyes.


  “In my time many said our people had no present, just a long sad past overflowing with cruelty, a void and chaotic darkness. They believed we had no future, just dreams,” the old man added before he continued. “You see we forget that our present is just a moment when we make an effort to remember our joys and pains. An unavoidable moment to remember those we had to leave behind when the time came. It is a chance to regret our decisions or remember the greatest and happiest moments of our lives. But reconciliation is always followed by the glory of rebirth.”


  The old man studied the children for a moment and continued.


  “For her soul, that beautiful and unforgettable night gave this moment. But like everyone else, she also needed to leave something behind to step further along the marked path of her destiny. She was no exception.”


  


  * * *


  


  The night had fallen a long time ago. The sky was full of stars, and Eecrys Aredia’s little pale astral guardian Carenia Seli watched from above, shown in all her full ghostly finery. Hazel brown eyes tried to focus, but saw only darkness and the small flames that flickered close to her.


  The warm feeling, the dancing ocean of orange and yellow. It’s so peaceful, Grace thought in awe, but then the smoke began to hurt her eyes. Tired, she let her eyes close to avoid the tendrils of smoke. Otherwise, she felt great, and free.


  The smell of fire. And that other smell, she sniffed once into the air. Her nose took in the scent of fresh roasted meat in the air. It’s like the delicious msikwatash, with roasted beans, and corn, she thought. The smell reminded her of the meat that her mother always made near the fire. Her father and Aurora usually ate the msikwatash with fish, but she and her mother always ate it with meat. But now, she didn’t want to eat. She wasn’t hungry. Her mind was scattered, but she opened her eyes again.


  Everything is so peaceful and quiet. The stars are watching me. All of them, she smiled to herself. But they seem so sad. Why? she wondered. Finally, the false crystal chime is gone. But what was it? Where did it come from? I don’t know. I should sleep. I’m so tired, she thought, as she desired sleep. The smoke, pushed by a light breeze stung her eyes again. She closed them and complete darkness surrounded her. Maybe I’m going to dream about our nightfall. The crystal nightfall that we saw, my beloved sister, Aurora and I, she thought while love filled her heart. It was so beautiful. And it’s night already. What a wonderful night it was. The perfect ending to this day; the day I was a guardian. But I promised to mother I will sleep early tonight. The light of the fire will keep the Daharra away while I fall asleep.


  Grace felt herself slowly step from reality to the land of fluid and untouchable dreams. She saw the stars in her mind. There were more than there are grains of sand on the shoreline. Not so long ago, the stars were happy, unlike now. So shy, they peeked from behind the small clouds at her and Odess’iana this beautiful night.


  The false crystal chime had sounded softly again as Grace; along with her mother, father, and Aurora, had watched the opening ceremony of the Great Deciduous Feast.


  That crystal music. Where is it coming from? she asked in her thoughts. The cold wind stroked her cheek as she looked around. The breeze slowly shepherded the yellow leaves along the cobblestones of the main square. The torches and light crystals were already lit on the houses and the crowd gathered. Enraptured, along with her family she had watched the noble rulers of Odess’iana, Thobadzistshin and his graceful wife Hastseolti, who stood beside him, as they prepared to open the Feast.


  But instead of them, Grace looked back at the white fountain topped by a large alabaster statue stone angel statue, which cast its shadow at her. She specifically chose this place when they came in to watch the opening ceremony. This statue was her favourite. She couldn’t explain why, but it always drew her here.


  The statue, a mysterious High-Guardian woman stood on a pillar and embraced a baby, her wings spread defensively. Her eyes showed great love, as well as the determination and fear of one who will not lose her babe without a fight. The statue had enchanted her when she first saw it cycles ago; the motionless, winged statue that she called the Guardian Mother. Somehow, she also felt safe here, but she didn’t know why.


  In reality, the statue had no name. No one knew who carved this beautiful old statue, but Grace felt that the name that she called it perfectly described it. And the cold air, the atmosphere of Deciduous that she always loved, the night and the pale glow of Carenia Seli just made the Guardian Mother even more perfect and lovely in her eyes.


  In Odess’iana, most people secretly called the statue the Fountain of Time. Many have seen something in their mirror image when they looked into it. Some said old ones sometimes saw their long forgotten past and remembered who they were. Young ones said sometimes they saw their dreams, the image showed them the path to what they want or what is destined for them. And those who saw their own mirror image, they say, saw their present in the water, which meant those would remain the same throughout their lives.


  Like everyone else that didn’t experience the fountain’s magic, Grace never questioned these legends, never questioned the words of others. However, her soul also never fully accepted them until she saw it with her own eyes. Whenever she came here, she always tried to confirm the myths of the fountain. Regardless that she had never experienced anything before, she always feared a little to face the water. Like many times before, she was curious. As always, she hesitated to look into it and kept her distance from the edge.


  “Look. It has begun,” whispered her mother with great excitement. Grace turned around. The rulers looked at the people from the center of the large garden as they made wondrous the ritual opening of the Great Feast. It was a tradition that was well known in Odess’iana for the last hundred cycles or even more.


  In accordance with their duty as rulers of Odess’iana, every Great Deciduous Festival Thobadzistshin and Hastseolti planted a sapling in the garden. Those trees planted by the rulers before them and that they had planted in the last cycles had grown into a beautiful living heaven. Everyone watched as the noble rulers bent to the task of a gardener, but no one ever despised them for this. Throughout Eecrys Aredia, the rulers were behind many good works, but sometimes they did much more than the people had seen.


  Just as many Odess’ianans had, Grace also heard the legend of Thobadzistshin and Hastseolti. While they controlled the province, they sometimes also disguised themselves and mixed in the crowd. Some said sometimes they shared their wisdom in disguise. Others said they went out to the far ocean of Aesara Alira, which was the western border of the eleventh province or to their southern border to the large gulf of Inari and its fishermen to work with them. They helped farmers or built buildings and roads along with the people.


  No one ever confirmed these legends, but in Eecrys Aredia, it was the way of life. Despite their ranks, everyone was equal, even the rulers. They knew how hard the work could be sometimes and they shared the weight with their people.


  As Grace saw the shovels in Thobadzistshin and Hastseolti’s hands, she realized that the myths could be true. The rulers worked the hard ground with a smooth routine, just as her father and mother used to work the soil back at Seradelphia; the routine that only real farmers and gardeners would have.


  She never saw the rulers this close before, but as Carenia Seli’s light lit them, they seemed so familiar to her as they stood between the trees full of colourful ribbons. Grace stepped ahead few steps to see them better and look into their eyes, which mirrored their soul. She slowly touched the magic symbol on her forehead.


  “The Strangers of Odess’iana,” she whispered in amazed awe.


  Excited, she looked at her father and mother. Deep in her heart, she wanted to tell them her great revelation, but then she hesitated. It was still today and eleven bound her. Grace looked back at the two kind rulers who dug with great joy. For a moment it felt like Thobadzistshin and Hastseolti curiously measured her from the corner of their eyes as if they wanted to see if she would share their secret or not.


  Then Grace looked back at her parents who watched the rulers with the utmost respect. Like many others, her parents were also curious if the legend of the respectful rulers was true. Grace said nothing. She didn’t want to strip anyone’s excitement, the sense of revelation, and foremost, she still was the youngest guardian in disguise. Someday her parents may also meet with the Strangers of Odess’iana before they make their own exciting revelation. But now, the secret of the rulers would be her little secret.


  With a broad grin, Grace looked toward the rulers. Thobadzistshin and Hastseolti had finished digging and they lifted the sapling and brought it carefully to its new home. They looked proudly toward the crowd.


  “Eecrys Aredia gave her bounty in crops, food and fresh crystal-clear water to our families!” Thobadzistshin declared.


  “We’re here to celebrate the riches of Prosperous and Deciduous that she has given us!” Hastseolti smiled over the crowd and raised her arm to them. “To the people of Odess’iana, to the people of Eecrys Aredia!”


  “What she gave to us, so are we willing to give back to her,” intoned Thobadzistshin. “She provides for us like a loving mother, as her children it is our duty to care for her in turn. She gave us life and taught us to give life to our lands. Let this sapling be the symbol of the past, the present, and the future. Eecrys Aredia will see us through her roots and when this little tree has grown like its brothers and sisters, she will see not just the richness of our love, or our beloved city and land, but also that of generations that will care for her, our beloved mother, Eecrys Aredia.”


  “Like a guardian, treat our beloved home, our motherland Eecrys Aredia and all that dwell here with respect as we do not inherit her from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children,” Hastseolti said with reverence. Grace felt that Queen Hastseolti looked right at her and addressed mostly her from the distance.


  “I will,” promised Grace almost without a tone, with pride in her little heart. As if Hastseolti could read her lips, almost unnoticed, she thankfully nodded to Grace; the youngest guardian of Odess’iana.


  Thobadzistshin and Hastseolti gently lowered the sapling into its hole and covered it with soil. The lady ruler picked up an elegant dark tasunke hair pot and gave the first measure of water to the newly planted sapling in the garden. Everyone watched in silent pride. After she finished, she put down the pot and turned with her husband to the crowd. The gardeners reverted to the kind rulers that everyone knew. Thobadzistshin held his wife’s hand gently and nodded to her.


  “Let the Great Feast of Odess’iana begin!” Hastseolti crowed as excitement escaped her regal decorum.


  Everyone cheered while flutes, pipes, drums, and stringed instruments came up. Their unique Odess’ianan tune boomed from the far corner of the sqaure. Dancers, artists, and people in beautiful masquerade costumes flooded in from the streets.


  Not far from the main gates, Grace and her family stood. They had a grand view of the entire ceremony.


  “The performance of Azen and Vessa will start soon,” her excited mother said. She held Aurora, and kept a sharp watch on her littlest daughter. Margey wore the necklace that Grace had brought for her.


  “Aurora?” Eion offered the last delicious Crystanan ice fruit to her. The little girl shook her head, and then turned back to watch the dancers with silent awe-filled eyes.


  Temptation threatened Grace as her father looked at her with the last delicious ice fruit in his hand. She wanted just one more, but she knew her mother had eaten the least of the fruit. Most of them had landed in gluttonous Aurora’s belly. This bothered none of them at all; her sister was the youngest, she needed to eat much more, and the fruit made everyone’s body healthier.


  “My belly is full, thank you very much,” she shook her head and played her majestic role while she forced her hand behind her back before the temptation could overwhelm her and she grabbed the fruit. She felt her mother deserved it more than she. Silently, she watched her father fondly put the fruit into her mother’s mouth and the last delicious fruit quickly disappeared to dissolve Grace’s temptation. A lovely smile stole over Grace’s face as she saw her mother thankfully nod to her father.


  “We still have time,” said Eion. “What would you like to do? Would you like to explore the feast?”


  “We may stay and watch the dancers’ masquerade parade if you like,” her mother responded with a smile, then looked at her youngest daughter and whispered into her ears. “What do you think, Aurora?” she asked, but the awed, enchanted little girl stayed silent. Instead, her green eyes, which mirrored the happy people who danced in their colourful clothes and masks, answered and quickly ended the debate; she’d like stay to watch them, too.


  Grace looked around to her favourite statue once more. The little girl fell into a trance while everything went silent around her.


  Let’s try again, Gracie my dear, she thought to herself while she peered into the crystal-clear water of the fountain at the foot of the Guardian Mother’s pedestal. The water’s surface rippled slightly, blurring her mirror image, and when it cleared it was no longer Grace’s face staring back at her.


  A young beautiful blond haired winged Aserian woman looked up curiously, but she seemed lost and sad. Her white-feathered wings were spread wide before they lowered behind the woman’s back. Behind her, the large faultless crystal watched; the mirror reflection of the night sky that watched her from above. A soft crystal chime came to her ears again, the kindest crystal chime voice that Grace had ever heard. The chime came from the crystal, its motherly voice called her.


  The winged woman seemed too familiar to Grace. She was sure they'd ever met. She was a young Aserian, but she wasn’t her Guardian. She felt it. Then the crystal behind the woman became brighter and brighter. It enchanted the little girl. The brightness beamed endless peace and protection toward her. It called her. But Grace resisted. She didn’t want to go, wherever the voice called her. Not now.


  Soft waves distorted the image, and when the water’s surface calmed, the stranger’s image along with that strange crystal was gone. Grace saw only her own face in the fountain. She looked up to tell her mother and father what she saw, but she wasn’t in Odess’iana anymore and the fountain was also gone.


  “Where am I? What is this place?” she asked quietly as she looked around. Eleven columns in a large dark hall shadowed her; an angel statue guarded each of them. “Mommy? Daddy? Anyone?”


  Carvings, symbols, runes, and hieroglyphs watched her from all over the walls and columns as she slowly strolled toward the center of a hall. The entire hall centered on that horizontal and flat circular plate, full of carved regular lines; a large shiny seal embedded in the ground. Like a tired heart, it pulsed sapphire blue reaching out and called her soul with soothing crystal chime music. But as she stepped closer to the seal, the crystal chime music became sad and menacing. Her bare feet felt the large seal’s surface was pure crystal as she stepped onto it. Wary, she strolled to the middle and looked down into it. Her mirror image wasn’t hers anymore.


  That beautiful winged Aserian looked back at her again. This time there was no trace of emotion in the woman. She seemed ruthless, cold as ice. Then after a moment, Grace was able to read the Aserian’s face, even without words and emotions. Guilt and sadness exuded from the woman, it cried from her icy soul.


  Grace wanted to help her, speak with her, but she remained silent.


  The pulsating sapphire surface flicked to dark red and beat on like a bleeding heart. Vanishing, the Aserian woman and the mirror image were replaced by something else, something darker. The crystal-chime music became more menacing than ever before, urging the young girl to run far away as fast she could. Yet, she stood mesmerized by the pulsing crystal surface beneath her feet.


  Darkness and cruelty whispered from a yawning void. She was alone in the hall, yet she wasn’t and it terrified her. Someone patiently watched her from down below, from the other side of the pulsating seal. But not just one, thousands dwelled on the other side and only the crystal surface prevented them from reaching and touching her. These souls were not human and they were not Aserian. They were something else. They hated her. They wanted to hurt her. They wanted to kill her. Her own desperate scream echoed as a strong dark hand reached through the crystal surface and grabbed her ankle to pull her down.


  Darkness crashed in on Grace as she bolted awake from the nightmare, but her eyes remained closed. Her mind grappled with the suddenness of the change.


  What did I dream? she wondered. I can’t remember. I saw that beautiful Aserian woman in my reflection and then… she paused her thoughts, but she couldn’t remember the rest of her dream.


  Maybe I should tell mother and father what I saw in the fountain. Did they see what I saw? Who was that woman? She was beautiful. Yes. I should tell them. But not today, she decided, smiling to herself. She wanted to fall asleep again, to dream something better than the nightmare she had forgotten.


  Her body was tired, yet her soul wandered while angelic music and a choir echoed in her mind. Someone sang from afar.


  “In my sleep your voice sang to me!” echoed the male’s beautiful baritone.


  “Please my love, fight bravely!” a young female responded lovingly.


  Am I already dreaming again? Grace wondered. The music brought peace to her restless soul. The song reverberated in the darkness. But not from outside, someone sang within her mind.


  “In my dreams you come to me!” called the male’s baritone, her love.


  “Defeat darkness, please protect me!” the woman pleaded, full of sadness.


  In front of her closed eyes, she saw the two lovers, the singers, winged Aserian Viridanas, Sentinels as they sang to each other. Their angelic voices gave word to their feelings.


  “Your voice calls me and you say my name!” the winged male took a step closer.


  “You must embrace your destiny!” the woman held her ground. The musicians behind them melded their music to their words. Everything was so familiar to Grace. She knew the singers, she had seen them before; but in her blurry mind, she couldn’t remember their names.


  Don’t let him go, Vessa. Grace realized that was the name of the graceful Aserian woman. Azen loves you, she continued her thought. The sad Aserian woman slowly pushed Azen away. A great sorrow enfolded him as his wings slumped against his back and he bowed his head.


  “Your battle is waiting, my love!” still aloof, Vessa sang, but Azen stepped close, caught her hand, and kneeled in front of her.


  “I will never let you go! I will never let you go, my Vessa!” the young male Aserian’s angelic voice sang with fervor before he enfolded her in his arms. His wings limp down his back trembled with his warring emotions. The woman looked at him with pure love in her beautiful blue eyes. Watching in rapture, Grace saw tears in the woman’s eyes; she knew why. The difference between a human and Aserian performance is; the Aserians never pretend. Their pieces were never dramatized. All of their actions, all their emotions were real.


  You’ll let him go, she realized as she had seen the eyes of the woman. But why?


  “You must go,” the female Sentinel sang a softer tone while the music slowly faded away. “But my soul will never let you go.”


  Then deep silence had fallen onto the hall for a long moment. Grace noticed a tear in Vessa’s eyes.


  Why do you want him to leave you behind? Grace asked herself in disappointment. The ending of the piece didn’t make sense to her. She knew Azen and Vessa sang to the audience about their love, about their real feelings. She knew the two lovers would never let each other go, even if the Crystal Shade arrived. Whatever happened, their souls were connected for eternity.


  Everyone clapped as the performers and musicians stood up in the Long Hall of Odess’iana to show their respect. Loud applause echoed around the beautiful, decorated hall. Azen, Vessa, and the Aserian musicians stood away from their instruments and bowed to their beloved public from the stone stage. Grace clapped quickly while she grinned at her mother, who dabbed tears from her eyes. She knew her mother was touched, as always.


  Grace never understood why, but most of the Aserian pieces were based on their belief of the Crystal Shade; she just loved all the Aserian plays that told at least one fragment from that legend, that untouchable myth. It seemed its story was endless and as all the Aserian pieces were different, they always added something new to her favourite legend. This time, she missed the great battle from the play, - where the Aserians fight and defeat their legendary nemeses, the Shaina, the legions of darkness, the harbingers of death -, and she was a bit disappointed. She felt that all the plays had some sort of basis in reality, just as her mother always told her.


  Someday I will find the truth about the Crystal Shade, she thought. Someday, but not today, Gracie my dear, the sleepy part of her thoughts argued, and her other, less sleepy part agreed.


  “But why do they not stay together if they love each other?” little Aurora asked curiously, who sat on her father’s knee while she crossed her arms and raised her eyebrow at him.


  Good question, sister, Grace thought while she clapped and smiled at her little sister. Even if she was five, Aurora saw many things and never hesitated to ask.


  Eion looked kindly at Aurora. Grace listened, also wanting to hear her father’s explanation while she clapped further.


  “Sometimes circumstances force people to leave someone or something behind that they love,” Eion explained to his little daughter. “Someday, maybe you must leave someone behind too. Maybe you will leave your entire life behind to achieve a greater goal and protect someone that you love.”


  “If I love someone, I will never let that one go. Never!” Aurora stated in her small, determined way.


  “I know, my little angel. I know,” Eion planted a kiss on Aurora’s forehead.


  “I will never let you go, Daddy,” she said, throwing her arms around her father’s neck.


  Eion lightly stroked Aurora’s nose. Grace knew that her sister loved this and Aurora was already smiling. Then her little sister yawned.


  Margey looked fondly from Aurora to Eion. “We should go home.” Eion’s tender smile answered her. Grace watched her mother lean closer to Eion and kiss his cheek. “Thank you for this wonderful night.”


  “Anything for my kind audience,” her father bowed his head to her. “Let’s go home.”


  Home, thought Grace, but her mind was so tired. Yes. I should go home. Mother is waiting for me. I know she is calling me. She is calling all of us. But I’m so tired. I want to sleep in my soft feathery bed.


  The Great Hall slowly dissolved in her mind. She was awakened again, yet somehow she was unable to completely wake. Grace didn’t remember opening her eyes. A few larger dark clouds covered Eecrys Aredia’s eternal little guardian, Carenia Seli, and the stars. The smoke didn’t hurt her eyes anymore, even if it did still whirl around her.


  Where am I? she thought fondly before looking around. Somehow everything was different, even the smoke that surrounded her. But confused, she couldn’t explain what.


  Blue smoke? she thought in awe. It covers everything. It’s beautiful. It’s so different from the blanket of orange and red silk that I’m afraid of. But why? I don’t know. The blue smoke is like dancing velvet. It’s calming me.


  Something splat on the ground once, and then repeatedly.


  It’s raining, she chuckled to herself. Tomorrow morning will be great. I love the wet, cold mornings after night storms when the wind carries the smell of the passed rain.


  Grace looked around and noticed something familiar in the smoke. Her beloved papyrus scroll pamphlet sat on the ground under a large chunk of curved metal. Her small arven pencil sat beside it. The pages ruffled lightly in the breeze, but they stayed under cover. She watched small raindrops hit the top of the metal, slowly glide down the shiny surface, and then after a short freefall, plop into the small puddle near the pamphlet.


  My papyrus scrolls are safe. I will draw on you soon. But not now. I should sleep. I hear the howling of a mingan. It is not so far. Maybe it’s the Daharra. I’m so sleepy, she almost whined to herself. I want to sleep and dream. But that night. What a beautiful night it was.


  Her soul dimly heard the wind sigh, which brought another beautiful memory to the surface while her dreams embraced her. She heard a wind like the soft stroke of wing tips, a silver Anshara.


  “Ane, rhe, shaia,” her own voiced counted in Aserian in her mind.


  We’re going home, she thought with relief. Home.


  “Senra, ‘yra, meda, vye, senia, shena, ‘yren, ane’yren.” As she reached eleven, something loud rumbled not so far away.


  What, what was this rumbling? her thought terrified while she looked around. She calmed as she found herself in the night, which embraced the flying Anshara.


  “So?” asked her father.


  “Eleven moments. That’s eleven thousand steps; one league,” grinned Grace as she determined the distance of the far off lightning and the storm that raged. Her father proudly nodded.


  Strange. I feel light. Lighter than the air, her soul thought. Flying. Strange. It is frightening. But why? I have never been afraid of it before, she meditated. I know I’m safe. But I hate flying.


  Grace saw the passing darker shadows of trees below and the storm clouds at a distance. A small green orb zipped up and paced them on the starboard side of the craft.


  “Look, mother,” Margey looked back at Grace.


  “Aurora. Look. A Guardian,” Margey whispered to her sleepy daughter who rested in her arms. Little Aurora looked at the small orb and her sleepy eyes smiled.


  “Is he guarding Chosovi?” her soft voice asked while the orb rounded the craft and flew to the starboard side near Aurora. The orb peeked into the craft while Aurora put her tiny hand on the transparent wall.


  “They’re always guarding and watching over us, Aurora,” their father responded while he followed the orb with his eyes. “They’re always with us, even if we do not see them.”


  “Come in, Aserian,” Aurora invited sweetly. The orb slowly passed through the wall. Aurora opened her little palm, the green orb floated above it.


  “He knows my name. He is guarding me,” Aurora whispered with a smile. Her mother watched Aurora study the orb.


  Grace knew that her sister was seeing her guardian in his orb form for the first time. She didn’t want to say anything. She remembered when she first saw the guardian in her life and she was never going to forget the thrill of that even if she didn’t remember her face.


  This soul had watched over Aurora since her birth. Now, this was her sister’s priceless moment. It was the moment when he revealed himself for a short time to his human charge and she finally met her guardian spirit. The first encounter took the crown on that wonderful night. As Grace watched the green orb, it told a lot with its color; unlike her guardian, Aurora’s green aura guardian described a balanced, harmonious, and peaceful personality. He needed harmony in his life. He was open, extroverted, expressive, friendly, communicative, and heartfelt. One who perfectly fit her little sister.


  Grace had already thought the green kimama in the jasnaia garden was sent by her sister’s guardian to watch over her. Did you guide her there?


  “He said he will be with me forever.” Awed, Aurora looked to her mother. “He says I need to sleep now,” she continued while she looked back at the orb, her voice, and face pouting. “Don’t go, my Guardian. Please,” begged the little girl, and then after a short moment she smiled. “Yes, I promise.”


  The bright orb circled above Aurora’s palm. She giggled before the green orb raced through the transparent wall and up into the darkness.


  “Ta-ta, Guardian. Ta-ta,” Aurora waved after the orb. She put her nose to the transparent wall, while her mirroring eyes followed the orb for a long time until it disappeared in the clouds. The little girl yawned greatly, and then curiously watched the clouds in the hope the shiny orb would return.


  “Always remember this moment, my baby girl,” her mother whispered into her ear. After a second yawn, Aurora looked back at her. Her eyes whispered her little soul’s desire for sleep.


  Margey looked fondly at the sleepy daughter in her arms and gently kissed her forehead.


  “It’s time to sleep, Aurora,” she whispered and sung to her.


  


  Sleep, my darling, I will be here,


  Sleep, my little angel until morn’s near.


  Sleep deep, sleep well, my little child of light,


  Sleep well my angel, sleep well tonight.


  


  Aurora’s eyelids slowly drooped. The little girl innocently yawned while she fell asleep. Grace watched her beloved sister dive into the world of dreams in the arms of their mother. The song awoke long forgotten feelings in Grace, who also loved this lullaby. Her mother had sung this to her too when she was younger. Her angelic voice brought indescribable joy to everyone who heard it; her tenderness brought peace to everyone’s heart.


  A soft noise slid into Grace’s sensitive ears, a cracking sound. She looked around, but she saw nothing. Then she heard the soft noise again. It was the unmistakable, delicate sound of glass or ice slowly fracturing. She couldn’t tell where the noise came from. It disturbed her, her restless soul felt danger, and knew that something was not right. Her mother looked back at Grace and smiled.


  “I love you, my little angel,” she whispered to her older daughter.


  A bright flash of distant lightning blinded Grace and awakened her soul to the blue whirling smoke that once again danced around her.


  I should go home. Home, calm, she thought. Suddenly an opening emerged in the smoke and a curious looking shadowy silhouette rested on the ground. Who could be sprawled within the whirling blue smoke? she wondered. Maybe they can help me and tell me where I am and how to get home. I want to go home to sleep.


  Grace wanted to move, but she felt so weak. The sapphire spiritual world swirled around her soul while the shape in front of her became clearer.


  It’s me. And our Anshara. I’m lying among the wreckage of Chosovi, she realized, but her soul somehow remained calm. She was embraced by endless love and peace, yet a little disappointment crept in. My face and my hair are dirty. But the rain is cleaning the dirt. My beautiful sapphire clothes are rent and burned, she thought with great sorrow. My mirroring eyes are gazing toward the stars. I’ll watch them for eternity. I always loved the stars. I’m watching my home, where all of us came from. I feel it, and the rain that douses the fire that burns me. Eecrys Aredia is sad, crying for me, crying for us all. But her tears will make the morning beautiful. I await that morning. But I need to go home. Mother is waiting for me. She is calling me.


  A lightning strike nearby blinded Grace’s lonely little soul. In the next moment, a hooded shadowy figure crouched in front of her; that strange mysterious old man from Odess’iana. But now he had wings. The wind softly blew his ancient, worn, and ragged wings; he was an old Aserian. Like before, he wore a long black cloak with the hood hiding his face. Only his eyes were visible and gazed down at her, they watched her with love and tenderness. Even though it was dark, they mirrored emptiness and void, which scared Grace’s lonely soul.


  Long time no see, Angeni, the thoughts of the shadowy figure rattled around her soul. Like his voice back in the alley, his thoughts were tired and old. His shape blurred in the swirling spiritual world.


  Angeni. Why is he calling me Angeni? her soul wondered, but she felt and knew; unlike before, now the stranger addressed her directly with this name. My, my name is Grace. And...


  Her soul suddenly awakened at the thought of her own name and became desperate as she realized what had happened. Wounds quickly opened in the soul’s memory. Every thought of her past poured in, the joyful as well as painful memories flooded her existence.


  The first day she met her newborn sister, Aurora, the joyful days that her family spent together. The days were spent under the cold blue beams of Sachylia, in the large grassy meadow where she watched her favourite tasunkes at play. Her very first imaginary self-portrait, a stick angel with the wings she always dreamt of, the first sketch of her family and the beautiful smile of her mother. She saw her father’s love when he brought a small gift to his little angel’s seventh birthday. The gift garnered during the long trips with mom, dad and sister in the seventh and the eleventh provinces to discover the unknown. The sometimes defiant, if kind and curious behavior of her little sister and the memories as they happily played on the large grassy plain near their home in Seradelphia memory teased her. The moment she made her promise to protect Eecrys Aredia. She smiled thinking of the kind fire breather, who taught her how to tame the fire. And the green kimama that guarded her lost sister before they watched the beautiful crystal nightfall together. She could still hear the music and the singing in the Odess’ianan Long Hall, as well as that lovely small green orb.


  Then the fear hit and the horror in the eyes of her family members.


  The aura ball! It shattered! Birdie didn’t listen to father’s will anymore! she panicked as she remembered a loud noise; something broke away from the Anshara. The ground that screamed closer all the while she wanted to stay away from it. She feared height for the first time. She didn’t want to fly anymore, but she couldn’t do anything to stop her fall. Deafening and awful screeching that shattering impact and fear was the last moment of all their lives.


  That colourful cloud; the deadly blanket of orange and red silk! I’m afraid of it! I don’t want to see it! It’s just hurting me! Mom? Dad? Where are you? And where is Aurora? Mommy? Daddy! Sister! her panicked thoughts desperately cried, but she didn’t get any response. She slowly calmed as the memories faded and she found herself in the peaceful calm blue realm. They’re gone. I’m alone. I’m afraid. Someone please. Help, begged the lonely soul in sorrow and fear that wanted to cry, but couldn’t.


  Another lightning bolt stuck right behind the mysterious figure. The soul trembled and feared from him.


  Please, don’t hurt me. Please.


  Don’t fear, Angeni, came the calm tender thoughts of the stranger. I would never hurt you.


  I’m alone. I’m so tired. I want to go home and sleep. Please, help me, the heartbroken soul thought while an all-encompassing fatigue tried to overwhelm her. Music. I, I hear crystal music. Who, who plays it? her enchanted soul wondered while soft clear and innocent crystal music wrapped around her trembling existence. It is so soft and soothing, the voices of a thousand kind spirits.


  You must go now. Mother is calling you, the voice of the stranger whispered in her mind. The beginning has just ended. The time of the one in the midst of all has come. The journey to the end is just begun. The friendly thoughts of the stranger pulsed like blood rushing in her head, merged with the music, which came from everywhere, yet nowhere.


  Sapphire light flashed in front of the tired soul. She didn’t care about anything else, just the music, and the light that calmed her fear, emitted endless love, and called her.


  Beautiful, her soul thought with awe as the sapphire light slowly embraced her. Sachylia is just coming up. She makes the perfect beginning of a new perfect day.


  It’s your perfect new day, Angeni, murmured the tender thoughts of the stranger as the light embraced and overwhelmed her soul. Your life has just begun.


  


  * * *


  


  “Life,” said the old man. “It’s a strange, fluid word in my civilization. In my time, many believed that only flesh and blood beings were able to live a real life, capable of creating civilizations, doing miracles, giving or taking the lives of other living beings, controlling the world itself and setting the rules for the future. But in reality, life itself is what your spirit, your soul is living and experiencing, your spirit’s actions over all its existence, regardless that it’s in a physical body or living free without any material bonds,” the old man told the children. “In the Crystal Shade, most of the valiant, noble heroes were born and their real life began after they left their fragile shell.”


  3 – ANGENI


  


  “As with all of our souls, hers belonged to the mother of us all,” continued the old man. “She was her mother’s child, but unlike other souls, she was a faultless and innocent crystal soul. The Crystal Mother called her, and yet, not as she called others. Her human life had to end so a new life could begin the life for which she was created. The life that was her real destiny.”


  


  * * *


  


  A bright light blinded the lonely fragile soul, but as sudden as the light came, it faded away. The swirling sapphire spiritual realm surrounded the soul. Many soft shiny crystal shards that seemed like dots shone gently on the tapestry of the spiritual universe. The soul felt as if she was in a dream, yet her instincts knew she was not.


  Frightened, she drifted in the river of souls with thousands more. Others left some of the crystal shards and joined the fast flowing ethereal river coursing toward the center of the realm. Each water drop was a soul. Souls of every color imaginable glowed. They also felt alone and feared the unknown as the lonely soul did.


  I am afraid. I’m soft, weak, and all alone. Thousands of other souls surround me. The lonely desperate soul thought. They’re strangers to me, yet I know they’re my brothers and sisters. They always were. I feel them. I hear them. Yet everyone is silent. No one is speaking. Mommy? Daddy? Aurora? Where are you? she asked desperate, but no one responded. The crystal music called and drew her further as it drew every other soul toward the unknown flow in the river.


  The music is calling and calming me. It whispers that my family is safe. I’m safe. All of us are safe. Always. Peace and harmony embrace me. I’m not afraid anymore. Mother is calling me, calling all of us. I’m her child, as all of us are. I was there before, where all of us are heading. Like all the souls in our fragile crystal universe, I was there at the creation of everything. I know that place. My soul was born there. The soul rejoiced as forgotten memories seeped in to fill her existence.


  That’s my home. I’m going home. Home. I know that every place she ever created is my home, because every place lies inside home. Strange, the soul meditated as she drifted along the river of souls. Around it floated millions of crystal tears, stars, projecting their multicolored light into the endless tapestry of the celestial garden, each told its story to the Creator. They all originated in the endless celestial crystal garden entombed within a large, faultless crystal; our Crystal Mother.


  Thousands of Soul Rivers all around the crystal garden flowed into and out of the large, faultless crystal that sang them onward with its crystal voice to call her children home. The multicolored soul river streamed toward her, as thousands more left the crystal and headed back toward the crystal tears from which they'd sprung. It was like a large cosmic carousel that worked for eternity. The lonely soul felt that many of them were full of love, peace, and happiness, even disappointment while others were fuelled by hate and anger, but they also respected each other. Then as they approached the center of the faultless crystal, their souls calmed.


  They had arrived.


  I was here at the creation that started everything, but I forgot how it happened. I have only blurry memory fragments that flash in from time to time. I know I don't need to force my own soul to remember, because she is telling me everything. I’m not hearing her voice, and yet I am. It’s an angelic echoing in my mind while the calm crystal music plays. Mother is not using words. The crystal music is her beautiful voice.


  As the river of souls flowed into the Crystal Mother, the river separated. The light colored, peaceful souls split off to head toward the top point of the spirit crystal, while the dark, angry souls drifted down the lower flow that lead to her bottom point. As the lonely soul arrived to where the river separated, she stopped. Peace, joy and love echoed and called her from above. However, the soul also heard the painful screams far below, and feared that place.


  Something stopped her. She felt that she did not belong to either of those places. The music called her existence to the center, which ended in a great bright light.


  Mother is proud of us, all of us. But she tells this only to me. She has chosen me. I feel it. I’m the child that mother is proud of. But why?


  The lonely soul felt her mother’s invisible spirit arms draw it out from the mass of souls. She felt that the other souls watched her and they, all of them, were proud and respected her being.


  Mother, thought the soul in divine happiness as she arrived home. Embraced by love and tenderness, the mother soothed her existence. They had time. They were together. Mother was glad to see her child.


  Please, tell your story, the soul whispered to her mother.


  The lone soul felt her mother’s happiness and pride. Not many of her children wanted to hear her story. The others wanted to go home after their long journey. They wanted to rest. Her curious little one was home with her and wanted to hear her story.


  Everything is coming back as she shows and reminds me how she created everything, how everything had started.


  Mother’s crystal voice slowly shaped words within the lone soul as if it were her own inner thoughts.


  Mother felt alone in the emptiness that surrounded her. The others left her a long time ago. She was a fragile soul, a lonely bright light in the night. Mother was a mother by nature; it was for her to create. And she did. She created souls who would be able to understand her. She wanted to nurture and love souls as a mother. These new souls were her little children. She had created her first two souls as opposites. They loved and cared for each other as the greatest souls for a long time. Mother was proud and love filled her heart every moment she looked upon them. Then, something happened. The souls split apart. They were angry. They didn’t want to see each other again.


  Since mother cared for them both, she created their own separate realms close to herself, one realm above, and one below. As she experienced previously, two different souls may not be able to live in harmony with each other for a long time. She created souls similar to both her first born, and the new souls filled the two realms. After eons, the two realms evolved in different ways; the upper realm embraced light while the lower realm was filled with darkness.


  Mother wanted to build a bridge between the two realms to make peace between her children, so she did. But in the end, her children fought against each other. Mother was sorrowful that her children were trying to annihilate each other, she didn’t understand the reason. She cut the bridge and separated the two realms from each other, but the war between her children didn’t stop.


  The lonely soul felt her mother’s sorrow as she remembered.


  When light and darkness weren’t able to wage war directly, they hurled magnificent arrows, but couldn’t harm each other. The souls were immortal as was the creator herself, but ignorant as babies, they didn’t know it. In their fury, the first souls of the two realms struck with powerful lightning bolt from the heavens above, and one from hell below. The moment they touched, mother revealed herself to stop her disobedient children. She connected their two realms for eternity. But this time, with her soul.


  Each word of the Crystal Mother’s voice slowly soothed the lonely soul while they shared this great sadness.


  The sacred crystal is the soul of the one, the beginning and the end, the creator and the destroyer. Her magnificent crystal soul’s top point reached heaven and its bottom point hell. The creator knew that her creations respected her. They both fought for her, but she never understood, why? She treated them the same. Now endless peaces reigned in - hope filled - heaven, while the hate, suffering, viciousness spread through hell and reflected back to them. Mother needed to understand why her disobedient children turned against each other before she could create justice between them.


  When her soul felt heaven, she was happy. It was easy to believe in hope and justice. When she felt the spreading darkness from hell, it ate at her, and she became furious, filled with endless hate. She didn’t understand these emotions in herself at all. Overwhelmed by their feelings, her soul released them all, which created the crystal garden spreading around her soul. Her tears of sadness filled the crystal brine garden with millions of crystal shards, stars that left her fragile and alone.


  The lonely little soul listened to the flow of thoughts and felt that her mother was helpless, afraid of her past and blaming herself for what she had done.


  Something else changed that frightened mother. For the first time, she saw her own soul’s shadow in the garden, her own dark manifestation. Like everything in the endless universe, her crystal clean soul had its darkness. A dark mirror image that she couldn’t banish was her shadow; to forever admit darkness wherever her shadow reached. Throughout history, many have fallen under the rule of darkness, yet many of her brave light souls chased it away to bring peace to her beautiful garden.


  The crystal voice embraced and touched the lonely soul. Her mother wanted to tell everything, even if it was so hard for her.


  Where our crystal worlds reside and where we, the souls of both places lived under her light and shadow, the crystal garden became the battlefield of the mortal souls to wage their endless war. Our souls are just drops of her crystal tears. But many small drops can build into a river that can soon flush light or darkness from our world. We, her children became the caretakers of her crystal garden. We became the souls who determine if light or darkness was going to feed our crystal tears.


  The soul felt the mix of endless love, joy, hate and anger. Her mother shared the feelings she experienced from the time she had connected the two realms.


  This was thousands of eons ago, but the endless war still rages between her children, between the light and dark. Each intended to prove their loyalty to mother; each determined to revive the garden and dress up her crystal tears to their vision. They fight for the soul of their Crystal Mother. For her.


  The crystal words were saturated with sadness. The soul knew that her mother wanted to be proud of her children; they were her children after all and she was their mother. She wanted to care for them, but the lonely soul felt that her mother felt powerless to stop them, too ancient to understand them.


  All souls were created by the sacred soul, by mother, all lived in heaven or hell at one time. The One’s mighty power gave them each an independent life to live and have a unique experience, a destiny to discover. Like the shimmering pearl in a shell beneath the ocean, each soul was housed in a physical body for one lifetime. This body was her gift and punishment to her disobedient children. It was a decision she had regretted thousands of times.


  The Crystal Mother’s words echoed in the lonely soul that began to understand everything that few wanted to know and even less ever understood.


  Through their experiences on Eecrys Aredia or one of millions of other small shiny shards in the crystal brine, each spirit matured, gathered experience, unique skills, and grew. When the physical body died, the mature spirit returned to the sacred crystal, bringing the experiences with it, which enabled her to live, grow and share the wisdom of the one with the rest of the souls. What was infinitely more important was to understand why her creations waged war on each other.


  Mother believed that her children were capable of changing their mortal lives. Their soul would go to heaven or hell depending on their actions and their soul’s desire during their mortal life. All of us are messengers in our unique way. As the messengers of the sacred crystal, the messengers of heaven or hell, the messengers of the one, our actions decide our destiny.


  The soul felt the endless love that her Crystal Mother infused with each word.


  She knows my spirit being since I’m her child, her young spirit soul. She calls me Angeni. I know I’m not from heaven, nor from hell. Mother created my soul from her sapphire tear. She believes in me. Have I earned her trust? I will be her messenger. She has chosen me for this task. She promises that her eyes will always be on me. Mother will watch over me. I know, I will never be alone. She intends to have my soul understand all. She will guide and protect me through her sapphire tear that watches my fragile crystal shard, Eecrys Aredia. My home.


  A bright flash blinded the lonely soul and it found itself shooting toward the spiritual body of Eecrys Aredia and her little night guardian Carenia Seli. The soul recognized them. She could never confuse this place with another. It was her home before. Love filled her entire being. As the soul approached her home, she saw that the endless shadow of her mother slowly followed Eecrys Aredia, but it was still far away.


  I was human before. I always kept other’s interests in front of my eyes; I always helped everyone as mother had taught me. Now, they must believe and trust in me or my life becomes meaningless and pointless. Their belief and love gives me light. The harmony of their spirit gives me peace and life. I need to guide and protect them well to live, to ensure darkness will never be able to harm me. That’s her will. She will understand everything when I finish my long journey and return to her someday. I don’t want to leave her, but I must.


  A bright flash blinded the soul. She found herself in the stream of the soul river in the dancing, whirling spiritual realm. But now, the soul was alone. Crystal music was her beacon call toward a bright light.


  My mortal life is beyond me. I’ve experienced what mother wanted me to experience. That life has ended, but my true life is still ahead of me. I’m the one who is between the beginning and the end. She is guiding me to it. I must once more meet the end to help her understand everything. I must walk my path and I must connect the beginning with the end. That’s her wish. That’s my life.


  Other souls of different light colors of the rainbow joined the blue soul as an escort on its journey. They headed toward a bright calming light and soft crystal music that drew the lonely soul on. The other souls that guided her on the last leg of her journey belonged to this light. They were the spiritual vanguards of this peaceful realm of Eecrys Aredia. The soul felt this and rejoiced.


  The soul of the One, the Sacred Crystal Mother had chosen me to represent her as executrix in my realm. In my soul, I believe I can change the world. In my soul, I believe I can defend the world with my soul, alone if necessary. I can find answers to help mother. There is hope. There is love. There is beauty. There is truth. These unite all of us, be it human or Aserian. I’m warded by mother’s mighty holiness, which gives me strength and wisdom. My new name, my new rank unites everything. It may mean one, but it represents millions of souls.


  I’m a Guardian, the one protecting everyone, protecting the nation that has survived thousands of eons and brought peace and prosperity to the people of Eecrys Aredia. No human being judges my actions; no human being commands me. I’m above them, I’m a higher being, but I also serve and help the innocents with my delegated wisdom. I must bring light and guidance, and ward mankind to keep the balance for eternity in peace and unity.


  The Angeni soul and the souls that escorted it approached the bright light. The formation of the escorting souls quickly opened like the petals of a flower. The dancing spiritual world began to dissolve around the Angeni soul to reveal a new realm beyond it.


  A gentle auric ripple disturbed the empty air in the middle of a sanctuary as a small rift formed and connected the spiritual realm with the normal realm. The soul raced out to the world that had awaited her return.


  Sachylia’s sunlight from the large glass windows beamed right into her, like the sun gave its sapphire light to begin her life. The swirling blue soul gave hints of the indistinguishable human form taking shape as the soul expanded larger and larger high above the ground yet still far from the immense stone ceiling. The bright sapphire aura surrounded the entire Angeni being, while it slowly pulled in to become a beautiful young woman. The semi-transparent angelic body seemed fragile, yet majestic, and graceful. Large pulsing sapphire feathered spirit wings snapped out majestic and wide as the spirit awoke like a lone phoenix from the ashes. The still hovering, slack wings and arms relaxed, the spirit soul looked up toward the ceiling.


  Then the spirit body descended lightly to the cold crystal floor to rest on one knee. The Angeni spirit bowed her head; her right hand touched the smooth polished surface that supported her while she retracted her large aura wings loftily behind her back.


  Now, I’m the one, the Angeni soul reborn, the Guardian of the Light. The hammer of justice to strike down evil that threatens our world from inside or without; the maker of peace, a safe haven for the lost, giving a small measure of light to the innocent even in the darkest night. I am the representative of the brilliance of the mighty crystal’s soul.


  The spirit felt the cold polished crystal floor under her bare spirit feet and hand as she gradually became solid. Her skin took on the flush of life, clean, faultless, and healthy; her eyes glowed bright sapphire in the light. Her long straight hair was joined, became solid, and turned to a golden blond as life filled each strand. Unruly, long locks of hair hung down in front of her left eye, which heightened her juvenility. In the meantime, the glowing and whirling shiny aura around her body flashed, and then clung solidly to her as a silk sapphire saree to cover her angelic body. Her wings glowed clean white. Her sapphire blue eyes still glowed toward the floor. Then the bright sapphire light dimmed a bit, it didn’t come from the sun anymore. It maybe never did. But it was all around her and beat like a tired heart. The aura on the saree pulsed softly, flashed, and then faded away while it lost its bright color and turned white.


  I’m her crystal child, the spirit soul of the One.


  The woman of Grace’s fountain vision looked up, the blue glow of her eyes vanishing with her first blinked. Her large wings ruffled as they came alive behind her. As her eyelids opened, they revealed young Grace’s hazel brown eyes. The sapphire aura pulsed slightly in the whites of her eyes before the aura faded away. Her eyes mirrored her soul; they emitted intelligence, determination, and strength. Everything was a blur around her. The dim light was strange to her eyes.


  “I am Angeni,” her first utterance echoed softly from her lips, and her eyes flashed sapphire. She had not intended to speak. It was instinctive to say the name her mother had given her.


  In the shallow silence, she felt the touch of the gentle cold breeze on her face and silky skin as it ruffled her hair and wings. She closed her eyes and took her first deep breath of the delectable air, filling her lungs with life. The cold air streamed in and out in a plume of mist to cool her body as life spread through her with each slow breath.


  She was reborn. Everything was new to her, but also familiar. She had lived before, but this life was so different. Her soul had left this world as a young girl, crushed and broken with a sorrow-filled heart, and now, she was a higher being with knowledge, skill and wisdom, a soul full of hope, love and a strong sense of duty. All of her memories suddenly became a blur. The young guardian wanted to remember how she had come to be here; desperate to remember the place was a short time ago that comforted her with peace, love and protection. She wanted to, but she couldn’t remember anything from before she took on solid form. Wherever she was now, her soul missed that other place.


  Did I dream it? No, she knew she would get back there one day, but not today. She remembered only a soft, beautiful crystal music that called to her, but that memory slowly faded away too.


  The young guardian angel opened her hazel brown eyes and majestically tilted her head to look straight ahead. The blurry spots before her eyes gradually became sharper as her eyes slowly adapted. A middle-aged Aserian woman crouched in front of her. Memories and experience leached into the young guardian’s mind, memories she never experienced, never lived. Angeni knew the woman. Her name was Eve, the first, the High-Guardian of her people, the elder of the Aserian race; a beautiful, graceful and majestic woman wrapped in orange. She had large white wings, larger even than the young guardian’s. Angeni knew Eve to be her mother, but not literally. She recognized her, she trusted her. But she didn’t know why.


  The High-Guardian smiled tenderly as she touched Angeni’s cold face with a delicate hand.


  “Welcome, my child,” Eve’s echoing angelic voice greeted while her eyes flashed citrine orange. The High-Guardian’s voice filled the soul of the young guardian with love, gifting her a feeling of safety. She slowly leaned her head to rest on the High-Guardian’s soft palm, closed her eyes and smiled peacefully while her large white wings lovingly embraced her new mother, Eve. Her angelic mother was with her. She was home.


  “Welcome home, Angeni,” the High-Guardian’s whispered echo slowly faded. Her voice returned to normal as she tenderly stroked her daughter’s hair. Peace and love filled Angeni. “Welcome home.”


  


  * * *


  


  “Like the phoenix from the ashes her innocent soul was reborn that day,” the old man told the children. “Angeni arrived home from a long and magnificent journey with knowledge, cunning, skill, wisdom and experience, though it was lost to her memories. She left our realm as a shattered soul of a child and when she returned she had become a young, mature woman; a Guardian sent to our world for one reason, to protect and guide mankind. Angeni was sent as a messenger to the Aserians, the messenger of mother, the Sacred Crystal.” The old man met first the girl, and then the boy’s eyes with a touch of pride.


  “She was the Aserian whose rebirth had been foretold, the one born before the night twilight of the Crystal Shade. But she wasn’t the only one.”
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