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  To everyone who lives to dream and dreams to live.




   




  7 – DEMENTED ORCHESTRA




   




  “Fantasies and dreams are the cornerstones of our lives,” the old man ruminated while the little children sat on mats in front of him and drank their tea. “Small and also great achievements, sometimes entire civilizations were born from them.”




  “Why?” asked the little girl. The old man chuckled softly.




  “Why? Good question,” he responded. “I believe it’s in the nature of every reasonable being. Sometimes they need imagined stories, dreams and fantasies more than bread.”




  “But we can’t fill our bellies with dreams,” said the boy.




  “That’s true, little knight,” the old man agreed. “But without dreams and fantasies we’re just forgettable lifeless empty shells, a spectre haunting this world without leaving a single memorable mark on it with our silent whisper. Whoever forgets how to dream, young and old alike, could turn out to be an empty spirit with a dead soul whose body alone lives on without any emotion or true purpose.”




  “I like to dream,” said the little girl.




  “Me too,” the boy added quickly.




  “Never forget how to dream, young ones,” said the old man’s fatherly verdict. “Dreaming never depends on age, regardless what others say or want you to believe. You see, I was a great dreamer when I was young, and I still love to dream in spite of my age,” he said proudly and blessed the two children with a gentle smile. “Your joyful dreams and fantasies are the food that caresses and spoils your fragile soul. You can be anything in them; beautiful princesses or valiant knights, facing adventures that you never dreamt of before and living on wonderful and magnificent fantasy worlds that no one can take away. No one.”




  The old man sipped his tea and continued.




  “The world of imagination can be your hiding place when you’re alone, when your life seems hopeless, or when you want something so desperately, but know a long path is still ahead to reach it. Dreams will give you the reason to live on even in the most desperate moments as they are something always worth fighting for.”




  He looked at the crystal chrono device while his voice softened.




  “But unlike a dream world, life is not that simple, and it always holds its own surprise for us. Life is a relentless hunting shadow that chases us wherever we go. In the most unexpected moment, it shatters our crystal reality with its icy cruelty to banish everything we ever desired and dreamt of. Sooner or later every knight and princess must face the blinding illusion that they live in or worse, a deceiving dream world what others have created around them.” The old man sipped his tea and continued, “Only a shattered mirror is able to reveal who we really are and who we never were.”




  The little girl sadly twisted her princess dress with her finger. The old man’s smile was as gentle as the hand he laid on her head.




  “But not everyone’s dreams can be shattered, little princess.”




  “So, I can be a princess?” Exquisite hope in her eyes, she looked up.




  “In our world, you’re the princess of kindness and happiness.” The old man looked at the boy. “And you, the knight of bravery and honour. Being a princess and a knight in your souls and hearts doesn’t need a title. Your inner spirit and your actions tell others who you are and what your soul stands for.”




  “And if I want to be an angel princess?” asked the little girl, her eyes glistened.




  “If you act like a happy angel, who is merciful and full of life, smiling and caring for others with all her heart, others will know this about you without words.” The old man looked at the little knight. “And if you are brave and honourable, everyone will look and treat you as a knight of the light, even without shiny armour or a crystal blade.”




  “I can still be a knight if I lay down my sword?” he asked while he put his wooden weapon on the ground. The hope in his eyes was tinged with curiosity when he looked up at the old man.




  “How do you feel?” asked the old man.




  “Like a knight, without his sword.”




  “But you’re still a knight inside,” the old man answered with all seriousness. “Only the bravest souls can lay down their weapon willingly. Not many can do that.”




  Proud, the little boy looked at the little girl.




  “May I keep my crown?” she asked, still fearing her treasure and her dreams would disappear.




  The old man lifted the little girl’s chin and smiled.




  “You may keep your crown, but remember. Even if someone takes it from you, if you’re a princess inside, you will remain a princess. No one can take away who you really are, what you have lived and experienced.”




  A short moment of silence to gather his thoughts, the old man’s sigh lightly shifted the steam from his cup.




  “On the world many soulless beings try to shatter the dreams of others just to achieve their own. So please, always be careful to not be soulless when you’re trying to reach your dreams, because you’re not the only one filled with hopes. Many also want to change people, enforce their ideals on another soul, or demand one act, as they desire. Yet, no one was born to please others. Always know who you are as if you don’t know, who else would?”




  The old man put his tea down as he continued.




  “Dreams are like starlight. Some of them are so pale and never seen, while others must take a long path until someone sees their brilliance in the endless darkness. But dim or bright they might vanish if the dreaming stars are shattered and cease to exist. As the starlit sky of dreams turns silent, a cold uncertain world remains for us; grim and dark places where we just hope we may live another day.” The old man leaned toward the children to make sure they understood. “Stepping out of the safe dreams to face the cold cruel reality is the hardest thing in life, even so for a young daydreaming guardian.”




   




  * * *




   




  A woman’s silky hand with the palm open reached forward, embraced by a gentle glow. Cold like her nature, dozens of sapphire orbs, smaller than almonds began to form from the icy aura. Turning her hand upside down, they fell to the ground right in front of her bare feet. They bounced few times in silence, and then rose to float above the ground. The orbs quickly spread out around the guardian until they were dozens or more paces off and hovered into position to surround her from every direction.




  In the dim large hall, Angeni crouched on one knee in her dark sapphire crystal armour. She separated her closed crystal blade grip and held it tight. Sachylia’s cloud filtered rays peeked through the sapphire-tinted crystal windows. The sunbeams glanced off the golden ornament on her left and right pauldron guardbrace; the golden number eleven set eleven above eleven together represented Odess’iana. The large feathery wings spread, and then as one of the circling orbs slowly approached her left wing tip she pulled her wings majestically behind her back. The orbs slowly circled Angeni.




  The polished dark crystal mat surface that enveloped the floor, every wall, and column of the training hall was cold under foot. The entire hall reflected the glowing aura orbs as well as her armour’s mat surface. Angeni closed her eyes, concentrated, and waited. Soft waves of cold air on her icy skin preceded one of the orbs as it changed course and sped toward her.




  The hunter’s eyes of the guardian opened and snapped toward the racing orb, the primary blades glowed sapphire as they came alive from both grips. Fast, the guardian leaned away from the attacking orb and the swinging crystal blade slashed at it as it passed. The orb exploded into smaller fragments that innocently dropped to the cold stone floor in apparent death.




  The rest of the orbs vowed cruel revenge for the fallen one, Angeni felt the intent. They immediately attacked her and two of the closest orbs immediately followed the fate of the first. The edge of the crystal blades had sliced with precise strikes as the guardian spun around. The large feathery wings flared and hit another two prowling orbs to send them reeling across the hall.




  The single blades spun once in Angeni’s hands and struck, but the orbs scattered all around into the air. Two desperate orbs running for their tiny lives were too slow. A silent popping scream as the sapphire blade jabbed them before they had a chance to reach safety and like two tiny feathers in the air, they whirled to the floor.




  The rest of the orbs didn’t rest. So furious, they tried to ram her wings fast to take revenge for the fallen. Angeni snapped her all seeing attention to them and spun to evade, she pulled and forced her wings close behind her before they had a chance to score. Her white feathers vibrated unharmed as the orbs passed above and below them.




  More orbs charged at the Guardian, who reunited her grip and opened the blades from both sides of the golden hilt. The dual blade spun once in her hand, sliced ahead, spun once again and jabbed the two that she reached for ahead of her. Then with a swift crouch, she separated her grip by pushing the two halves in either direction. The two blades spun in her hands and sent two more orbs to the ground.




  Icy sapphire aura shot out from the back of the blade hilt’s ornament, right above Angeni’s gripping hand. The back of her hands felt the cold as the aura crackled to shape the deadly backward secondary blades quick as thought. The Guardian twirled the two dual blades in both of her hands. She struck with the primary blade and sliced two lurking orbs as well as another two with the backward blades when she pulled them back fast after her strike. The remaining orbs raced away from her once again to keep a safe distance.




  Angeni’s smile was sly while she tried to follow the orbs with her eyes as they circled around her. The Guardian flared her wings wide to startle the orbs a little then retracted them immediately behind her back. The crystal blades crackled as they lost integrity and went silent. Sachylia’s pale sunlight danced on the golden grips as she held them close to her, defensive, waiting for the circling orbs to strike.




  Many orbs had already fallen, but this was just the beginning of their heroic fight and Angeni was well aware of it. Like the edge of invisible striking blades, the orbs started to besiege the guardian from multiple directions so incredibly fast and relentless. But her crystal blades swiftly riposted their attempts and knocked many back to keep them away, while others sadly fell. The guardian continuously changed the form of the crystal blade, from single to dual, dual to single. One, two, sometimes four blades defended against the attackers as the primary and secondary blades in both grips lit up and faded away over and over again as her will changed the shape of the crystal blades.




  The Sapphire Guardian never stopped for a single moment. Her spirit was swift like the wind; her existence was solid like the ground. Her mind clear as the sky, the angelic body danced like water between the orbs while the crystal blades danced and flickered like sapphire fire. She defended herself from one side as well as from two or more sides simultaneously, as if she fought two or more armed opponents at once.




  Still the orbs didn’t give up. They wanted to go home to be one once again with the Great Spirit of Angenius; they all knew just one of them need to reach her to end this battle. The relentless crystal blades were always in their way, between them and Angeni, to stop all of their desperate attempts. Once again, many brave orbs fell silent in the siege. Regardless of their heroic tactics, they couldn’t breach the defence to get home to be one with the young guardian’s spirit. Then the siege stopped and the remaining orbs once again circled around Angeni.




  The guardian’s eyes flashed sapphire once and only for a moment as she focused and looked around. The cheeky little orbs circled her peacefully like they had nothing better to do than glide in the fresh air at a safe distance. Only their silent whistling missed that they pretended they knew nothing and they’re not even here, look elsewhere.




  Every time they surprised her with something new, and this tactic was definitely new. They were intelligent, just like her, and adapted with all the knowledge her spirit ever learned. She tried to imagine herself in their place to learn what they would try to achieve next with this pretend innocence. She didn’t know which one would strike next or from where. Then she suddenly realized; the two orbs she had swatted away with her wings were not in sight. So, where were they?




  Angeni snapped her attention up, her eyes opened wide, surprised. In the very last second, she crouched and rolled away as the two sneaky orbs struck from above; their battle cry unspoken to make their silent run even more heroic. The large wings flared as she came out of the roll to regain balance. Her eyes on the tricky orbs had already seen that they wouldn’t give up.




  The sneaky orbs almost hit the ground before they sling shot right toward her without any loss of speed. She watched them suddenly evade and realized they had double fooled her. These two played the real bait.




  Her eagle sharp eyes snapped to the right while the blade closed in her right hand. The aura crackled as the small crystal shield flashed from the top of the blade hilt and came alive just as her will ordered. But it was too late, the armada of the orbs already raced toward her from every possible direction. There was no time to deflect them all.




  The sapphire aura flashed and embraced Angeni’s entire body as she stepped back so desperate was she to stay away from the miniature army that could easily defeat her. Then a bright flash and she disappeared to appear crouched dozens of steps behind the tricky orbs. She left only a thin sapphire trace between the two points as she dove into the Spirit Sea and gave herself to the safety of the second realm’s raging currents for a moment.




  The orbs faced her quickly while the bait orbs joined the relentless and unstoppable floating army. Their flags united, they were ready to defeat their mighty enemy; her. And they had every chance of this, as Angeni knew. They had defeated her many times before just to teach her something new.




  Angeni felt it was now her turn to strike. The primary blades opened in her hands and the orbs split formation to arrow at her from both sides. The young guardian sprung up from the floor and her legs already carried her fast right between the striking orbs. The white wings flared as she spun between them and the crystal blades that were already in motion. As they sliced, sapphire fate reached the slowest orbs. They fell slowly to the mat crystal ground like tiny raindrops while the rest tried to evade the sudden spread of feathery menace.




  As she came out of the spin, her body flashed to dive once again into the Spirit Sea to gain some distance.




  But the remaining orbs had adapted and were already after her, ready to corner the guardian when she reappeared. The sapphire blades came alive once again, as she defended herself against the striking waves of the remaining orbs. Like sparkling blue rain, the sliced orbs fell to the mat where her feet danced majestically, and never stopped. Then she slowed to a stop.




  Only one orb’s glow reflected in her eyes, the last that luckily escaped her almighty blades. Desperate, hopeless, and so alone, it circled around her. Angeni felt bad for this brave little one, yet she knew it wouldn’t stop trying to return into her Great Spirit.




  The sapphire blades closed as Angeni united her grips and waited for the last strike. She didn’t need to wait long. The aura had barely dissipated in the golden grips and the heroic tiny orb sped up. Instead of striking right toward her, it dove toward the ground to strike from below. The guardian spun backward to keep the orb away, her wings flared open while the large aura shield crackled to life from the united grip.




  The little hero evaded her slicing wing, passed under the feathers to face Angeni when she came out of the spin. Between the guardian and the orb, the sapphire shield rose and struck the tiny hero with tremendous force. Silently screaming, it ricocheted away to fly across the hall. Angeni watched it shrink in the distance while she crouched out of the spin and pulled her wings back fast.




  Her sapphire eyes flashed victorious. Her delicate fingers spun the united grip in her hands. She savoured the crackling sound as the united shield collapsed and the dual blade form shot out in mid-spin from both ends of the united grip. Then the dual blade stopped vertically, right when the orb stopped. One final desperate attempt, the orb shot back toward her. The glowing sapphire blades curved back and stretched out to become an elegant bow. An energy string manifested between the tips as Angeni’s fingers pulled back the thin air and a sapphire crystal arrow took shape in her hand.




  Angeni’s eyes narrowed as she aimed toward the orb and released the arrow. The arrow shattered the air and its tip punctured the small orb in flight. The mortally wounded hero split into smaller drops that fell silently to the floor. After a moment, the crystal arrow innocently exploded to tiny sapphire orbs as it hit the hall’s dark mat crystal surface, which prevented the walls from being blasted to dust by her deadly power.




  Deep silence fell over the hall to honour the fallen. Only the ice crackling of a closing crystal bow broke the silence before the deadly weapon went silent. Angeni stood up and clipped her grip onto her belt. She looked around the battlefield, which was filled with the scattered glowing remains of the heroic, if defeated orbs. They had fought well.




  Closing her eyes, concentrating deeply, her aura flashed all around her body. Her will called the orbs home, and they happily obeyed. They rose all over the hall, and then raced back toward the Great Spirit to be one with her again as they had always desired. She felt the knowledge that her aura orbs had gathered during their short independence. They silently whispered every tactic they saw and experienced to her spirit and soul to later learn from the mistakes she had made during the exercise.




  The mat crystal walls watched her, awed as the battle armour’s dim luminescence glowed like deep blue flames around her body and with a bright flash; it morphed into her ruffled sapphire organza strapless gown. The elegant cloth came alive as a soft breeze found its way into the hall and fanned its silky hem. Angeni opened her eyes; her smile satisfied, her spirit, which was still fresh, was full once again as her aura glow faded away.




  Her loyal scroll pamphlet and arven pencil awaited her in the shadow of a dark mat crystal column. The drawings of the crystal blade, born in the early days of her master training looked back at her as a reminder to tell what this noble, but deadly weapon was capable of, what forms it could attain. She had studied this drawing many times to never forget. Although, she had to admit that in the last trimester this was merely symbolic. Her soul and spirit knew all and were now merged to the blade that followed only her will. Angeni crouched down to pick up the pamphlet and the pencil. As she touched them, they lost integrity to morph into a sapphire orb that slowly merged into her hand to be one with her spirit.




  Everything was from the same spiritual material, both living and lifeless, so she learned from High-Guardian Michael. Unlike her clothes or armour that was a projected shell of her spirit’s existence, she needed to learn how to give separate life to objects, to give them an independent spirit and keep them together without her. Regardless of long hours of practice, she still couldn’t create objects larger than a lifeless crystal and she couldn’t give life, not even to a tiny kimama. As her mentor taught, it was easier to practice with existing objects, to turn them shapeless and recall them from the spirit later. Soon her pamphlet, pencil, and even Guardian Pilly became her loyal helpers in the learning.




  The blue aura slowly faded into her hand. Standing up from near the column, her eyes glanced at the only exception that could never turn shapeless by her will, but would always hang on her belt. No one ever said who created the crystal blades. And strangely, no one was able to make them shapeless again. Not even the most skilled Aserians, regardless of their hard focus. The crystal blade would always fuse their aura into the golden hilt to shape the deadly blades. Only the aura of Eecrys Aredia could change the elegant hilt in the Spirit Sea to travel along with the drifting spirit. It was like the hilt of the crystal blades were born and constructed from her home world’s aura, so Angeni believed.




  Soft clapping reached her sensitive ears. She looked back at Jared, who stood in his green toga, leaning near the next mat surfaced column with a grin.




  “Someone is taking her training too seriously,” he called pleasantly.




  “Someone must,” she answered proudly. Daydreaming she looked up to the tinted ceiling windows as she continued, “Maybe somewhere up in the endless darkness the Shaina are preparing their legions to strike at us. Maybe one day Briniu Malgram will appear in the night sky to shadow our home for all eternity.”




  She glanced back at the young man.




  “Maybe the Shaina and all of our legends are real. Why do you dismiss the possibility?”




  “You said it, they’re just legends,” said Jared.




  “Every legend is based on something,” Angeni smiled back.




  “Like your favourite Spirit Guardians, Eriana and Iria.”




  “They exist.” She paused, looking back toward the ceiling daydreaming. “They always did, Jared. The Spirit Guardians are out there, somewhere. They still fight the Crystal Shade for all of us. I know it’s the truth. I believe it’s the truth.”




  The Sentinel smiled and shook his head. “Eecrys Aredia grew older, yet sometimes you are still that little girl inside your soul. Sometimes I wonder how you turned into a Guardian.”




  “I put on my kindest smile and said please,” she answered with an angelic grin.




  “New days, new surprises. Angeni can say the word please,” Jared teased the young angel woman who smiled at him. “I hope you know believing blindly can draw you away from the truth.”




  “The truth makes my belief strong, my dear beliefless infidel,” Angeni responded. “You should try to believe in your dreams too. It refreshes your spirit and your soul. It is something that does not depend on age, or experience.” She twisted her wingtips behind her back, a cute quirk that she knew would soften Jared's heart and help her end this debate. She predicted it would only be a few moments before he admitted she was right. But she was mistaken.




  “Hiding behind your innocent charm is not going to make you right, Kachina,” he chided, calmly amused calling her spirit in his Serianan dialect. Now knowing she would have to take the long way to convince him, she pinned him with complete seriousness.




  “Everything has a reason, Jared,” she said stepping closer to her friend.




  “Like everything in your world,” responded the calm Sentinel.




  “You read my mind,” said Angeni with pretend awe.




  “It’s an easy read. You know that,” Jared laughed and teased.




  “My world is your world,” she purred while she looked deep into his eyes. “You know this young woman is right. You feel it, otherwise you wouldn’t be here talking about the legends and myths that I believe in,” she continued as if she was the last innocent in the world, but Jared put on that insufferable smile.




  “Without charm, little one.”




  Angeni’s eyes flashed indignantly. She dreaded to think this nickname would be with her for life even if she had the average height for a female.




  “I’m not little,” came her defiant protest and crossed her arms as she turned away to hide behind her hidden weapon if charm didn’t work.




  “Defiance won’t work either,” came the man’s soft tone behind her. Angeni’s eyes opened wide, then threw a glare back at the smiling young Sentinel. With majestic steps, she slowly rounded on the Sentinel.




  “Fighting evil, defending good, defeating darkness, helping the innocent and ensuring justice,” reverted to daydreaming, she paused. “It would be exciting and so romantic, don’t you think?” she finished in trepidation.




  “Excited and romantic?” Puzzled, Jared raised an eyebrow. The daydreaming angel nodded, then he continued, “In fairy tales, war always sounds so romantic and exciting, I know,” the Sentinel said with a touch of concern. “But where someone must live in fear just to be saved I don’t believe it can be either of them. I don’t want to see anyone hurt or fearful. Why do you want that, Angeni?”




  “I… I don’t want...” she stuttered then stayed silent; feeling like her reasoning was dashed with one single sentence. The Sentinel was right, they didn’t know what war was and deep in her soul she feared it. But why had she never thought of this perspective before?




  “We live for a reason,” whispered Angeni. “Just look around,” her voice echoed as she looked around the large hall. “Why else would we train from dawn to dusk preparing for something that will never happen? Why do our souls fear a darkness and evil we have never known before?”




  “It’s our philosophy of living wisdom to prepare for everything,” came his answer.




  “Our philosophy follows the path of good, biasing us from evil, something no one has experienced, but a wisdom told by the legend of the Crystal Shade,” she said determined. “A philosophy of yours is a legend of mine, both dwell in the very same roots in the forgotten past.”




  “It’s not that simple…” the Sentinel whispered, then turned quiet and thoughtful. Proud of her logic, Angeni watched as the sparks of wisdom started to light his spirit; she had so longed to see this. “But I have to admit, your explanation rings true,” he finally admitted looking at her a little embarrassed as if he’d lost a sparring match. “Do you know what concerns me?”




  “That this fragile woman is more intelligent than you ever believed?” she teased with a shy grin.




  “That it’s just another one of your myths, little one that no one is ever going to confirm,” came his answer, which met with the resistance of a fond smile “But no.”




  “Then what concerns you?” Angeni looked curiously at him, crossing her arms.




  “There is something in your eyes.”




  “Dust?” she asked innocently as she rubbed her eyes.




  “No,” smiled Jared and stepped closer to the young woman who looked at him. “Your eyes are mirroring something. Something that I can’t name or explain.”




  “Humble wisdom,” Angeni grinned.




  “Definitely not,” came the teasing, and then the Sentinel turned serious. “In the past you have spent long nights to search the answers to learn more about the demons of Briniu Malgram and the Crystal Shade. But then so sudden you became silent and didn’t search for answers anymore.” The Sentinel looked deep into her eyes. “Every time I look into those eyes they mirror silent answers that I fear to ask because I would fear to hear. Your soul whispers you do know you’re right, but I can’t explain why. And that scares me, because I know I must take up the question; what will happen if you know your legends are not a dreamy myth as I believe, but a cruel nightmare ready to come true?”




  All of Angeni’s kindness suddenly disappeared behind her icy mask.




  “You’re not lost like the others,” she replied. “You can ask questions, regardless of your knowledge. So please know; we can never avoid the Crystal Shade. The time to face the truth is maybe closer than anyone ever believed,” her angelic whisper echoed around the hall.




  Shaken in his belief for the first time, the young sentinel nodded, silent.




  “And now, if you will excuse me,” she whispered.




  Sorrow sat heavy on Angeni’s soul as she left the young man behind with her pretend harsh theatrical exit, but otherwise, maybe he wouldn’t take her seriously. A twinge of conscience had embraced her, but she had to break the young man’s safe crystal reality. She knew it was necessary to wake him up, or at least breed curiosity in him to later ask more questions, so he would not just learn the truth, but also would come to accept it.




  The dim cold sunlight sifted through the dark clouds to glitter on a silent silver Kerecsen craft as it majestically passed over the Citadel Temple and shadowed the young guardian who walked down the stone steps. Angeni stopped as the craft blocked the sun for a moment. Her eyes mirrored the graceful metallic saker as it climbed higher and higher with leisurely wing flaps. Then her attention was drawn to dark heavy clouds on the horizon beyond the craft. A massive storm approached. Lightening danced between the shadowy clouds; so strange, none were followed by thunder.




  Another strange storm, Angeni thought with misgiving, knowing it would arrive soon, hopefully before she reached home. The wind already carried the sweet refreshing smell of the imminent rain as she took a huge breath of the cold air of early Deciduous. She already waited for that loving feel, the stroking of the rascal raindrops on her skin. But unlike her, her large white wings weren’t impressed and defiantly dove into the safety of the Spirit Sea to stay warm and dry. Her body flashed to give life to a thick hooded cloak to cover her thin gown. Letting a childish smile escape, she pulled her dark blue hood up and stepped out to meet the approaching rain.
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