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    To every person who ever had a friend no one else could see.To the children who speak to the wind, and the adults who still listen for the answer.This story is for the light that stays, even when we think we have lost our way.You are never walking alone.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You cannot catch the sunlight in your hands, but you can feel it warm your heart long after the sun has set."— Proverb of the Fragile Layer

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Day the Rain Stayed Dry
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The world of a child is much larger than the world of an adult. To a child, a rug is not just a piece of fabric on the floor. It is a vast ocean filled with blue whales and hidden treasure. A cardboard box is not trash. It is a silver rocket ship ready to fly to the moon. Leila understood this better than anyone.

Leila was seven years old. She lived in a small house near the sea. The air always smelled like salt and wet sand. Her hair was dark and curly, and her eyes were always looking for things that other people missed. She looked for the way light danced on the ceiling. She looked for the tiny insects that lived in the tall grass. Most of all, she looked for a friend.

It was a Tuesday afternoon when it happened. The sky was heavy and gray. Big drops of rain began to fall. They tapped on the window like little fingers. Leila stood by the glass, watching the garden get wet. Her mother was in the kitchen, making tea. The house was quiet, except for the sound of the boiling water.

Suddenly, Leila noticed something strange. In the middle of the garden, there was a small patch of grass that was perfectly dry. The rain was falling everywhere else. It fell on the rose bushes. It fell on the wooden fence. But in that one spot, the grass remained bright green and thirsty.

Leila blinked. She rubbed her eyes. She thought perhaps she was dreaming. But when she looked again, the dry spot was still there. And then, slowly, a shape began to appear.

It was not a scary shape. It was soft and gentle. It looked like a boy, but his skin seemed to be made of soft moonlight. He wore a yellow coat that looked as if it were woven from buttercups. He had no shoes, and his feet did not touch the grass. He was floating just an inch above the ground.

Leila did not feel afraid. She felt a warm glow in her chest. It was the feeling of finding a missing puzzle piece. She opened the back door and stepped out into the rain.

"You are getting wet," a voice said.

The voice did not come from the air. It felt as if it came from inside Leila’s own mind. It was a voice that sounded like a bell ringing far away.

Leila looked at the boy. "I do not mind the rain," she said. "Why are you dry?"

The boy smiled. His smile was so bright that Leila forgot the sky was gray. "I am a Guardian," he said. "The rain cannot touch me because I do not belong to the heavy world. I belong to the Fragile Layer."

Leila stepped closer. She reached out her hand, but she did not touch him. She was afraid her hand might go right through him, like a cloud. "What is your name?" she asked.

The boy tilted his head. He seemed to be thinking very hard. "I do not have a name yet," he whispered. "I only get a name when someone believes I am real."

Leila looked at his yellow coat. She looked at his kind eyes. She thought of the most beautiful name she knew. "I will call you Koji," she said. "In my favorite book, Koji is a brave traveler who never gets lost."

The moment she spoke the name, something magical happened. The boy’s form became clearer. He no longer looked like he was made of moonlight. He looked solid. He looked real. He reached out and touched a leaf on a nearby bush. The leaf moved. For the first time, he was part of her world.

"Koji," the boy repeated. He sounded delighted. "I like it. I feel strong now."

From the kitchen, Leila’s mother called out. "Leila? Who are you talking to? Come inside before you catch a cold!"

Leila looked back at the house, then back at Koji. "Can you come inside?" she whispered.

Koji nodded. "I can go anywhere you go. As long as you want me there, I will be there."

Leila took a step toward the door. Koji followed her. He moved silently, his yellow coat glowing against the gray day. When they reached the kitchen, Leila’s mother was pouring tea into two cups. She looked at Leila, who was dripping with water. Then she looked at the empty space beside Leila.

"You are soaked, little bird," her mother said with a sigh. She grabbed a towel and began to dry Leila’s hair. "And why are you standing so far to the side? You are leaving a big gap between you and the counter."

Leila looked at Koji. Koji was standing right in that gap. He was grinning and pointing at a plate of cookies on the table.

"I am leaving room for Koji," Leila said simply.

Her mother stopped rubbing the towel. She smiled a small, tired smile. "Koji? Is that a new friend from school?"

"He is my friend from the garden," Leila explained. "He has a yellow coat and he does not like the rain."

Her mother patted Leila’s head. "An imaginary friend. That is lovely, Leila. I used to have a friend like that when I was small. His name was Barnaby. He was a giant rabbit."

Leila shook her head. "Koji is not a rabbit. And he is not imaginary. He is right here."

Her mother did not look angry. She just looked like she did not understand. "Of course he is, honey. Why don't you and Koji go into the living room? I will bring you some cocoa."

Leila led Koji into the living room. They sat together on the big blue rug. To anyone else, it looked like a girl sitting alone. But to Leila, the room was full. She felt a sense of peace she had never known before.

"She cannot see me," Koji said. He sat cross-legged on the rug. He did not leave a dent in the fabric.

"She says you are imaginary," Leila whispered. "She says you are like her rabbit, Barnaby."

Koji looked a little sad. "That is what happens to Guardians. When people grow up, their eyes become heavy. They only see things that have weight. They only see things they can buy or sell. They forget how to look at the Fragile Layer."

"I will never forget," Leila promised. She reached out and took Koji’s hand.

To her surprise, his hand felt warm. It did not feel like skin exactly. It felt like holding a warm stone from the beach. It felt solid enough to hold onto.

"The Fragile Layer is where all the beautiful things go when people stop believing in them," Koji explained. "It is a world of colors and songs. We are sent here to protect children. We make sure you do not feel lonely while you are learning how to be a person."

"Do you have to go back?" Leila asked. Her heart felt tight at the thought.

Koji shook his head. "I stay as long as the bridge is open. The bridge is your heart, Leila. As long as you believe in me, the bridge is strong. I will be your best friend. I will tell you secrets about the birds. I will help you find your lost toys."

Leila smiled. She felt like she had a secret treasure that no one else in the world possessed. "We will go on adventures," she said. "We will see the whole world."

That night, when Leila went to bed, Koji sat on the edge of her window sill. He watched the stars. He did not need to sleep, he told her. He would stay awake and guard her dreams.

As Leila drifted off to sleep, she watched the glow of his yellow coat. It was a soft light, like a nightlight that would never burn out. She felt safe. She felt loved. She did not know that the world outside was waiting to change her. She did not know that time was a thief that stole things quietly, one day at a time.

She only knew that she was not alone. The rain had stopped, and the moon was high. Somewhere in the house, her mother was folding laundry, thinking about bills and work. But in this room, there was magic.

Koji looked at the sleeping girl. He reached out and touched a stray curl on her forehead. His finger passed through it like a ghost. He sighed a very soft, very quiet sigh. He knew what Leila did not know. He knew that every day she grew taller, he would grow a little bit thinner. He knew that every time she learned a new word for a "real" thing, she might forget a word from his world.

But for now, the bridge was brand new. It was made of gold and light. And Koji intended to walk across it for as long as he possibly could.
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Chapter 2: Rules of the Fragile Layer
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The weeks that followed were the happiest of Leila’s life. Every morning, she woke up to find Koji sitting by the window, watching the sun rise. He never looked tired. He never looked bored. He simply waited for her to open her eyes so their day could begin.

They had many adventures in the small house and the garden by the sea. To her mother, Leila was just a child playing quietly. To Leila, every day was a lesson in how the world really worked. Koji taught her the rules of the Fragile Layer, the place where he lived.

"The Fragile Layer is like a mirror," Koji explained one afternoon. They were sitting under the large willow tree in the backyard. "But it is a mirror that only reflects the things people feel, not the things people are."

Leila frowned, trying to understand. She was drawing a picture of a cat with a purple crayon. "Does that mean my house is there too?"

"Yes," Koji said. He leaned over to look at her drawing. "But in the Fragile Layer, your house is not made of wood and nails. It is made of the safety you feel when your mother hugs you. It is warm and smells like cinnamon. If you are sad, the walls in the Fragile Layer might turn a soft blue and start to hum a lullaby."

Leila thought this sounded much better than a house made of wood. "Can I go there?"

Koji shook his head slowly. The tassels on his yellow coat swayed, though there was no wind. "Not with your body. Your body is too heavy for the Fragile Layer. It would be like trying to walk on a cloud. You would fall right through. But you go there in your dreams. And you go there when you are so happy that you forget where your feet are."

Leila reached out and touched Koji’s sleeve. It felt like soft silk, but it also felt like it might vanish if she squeezed too hard. "Is that why adults cannot see you? Because they are too heavy?"

"Exactly," Koji said. "Adults have many heavy things in their minds. They think about time. They think about money. They think about what other people think of them. All those thoughts are like heavy stones in their pockets. They pull their eyes down to the ground. They lose the ability to look at the spaces in between."

"I will never carry stones," Leila said firmly. She put down her crayon and grabbed Koji’s hand. "We will always stay light."

Koji smiled, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes. It was a look of deep, quiet kindness that made Leila feel small. "I hope so, Leila. But growing up is a very strong force. It is like the tide of the ocean. It pulls at everyone."

They spent their days exploring the "unseen." Koji showed her how to see the colors of the wind. He told her that a cold wind was a sharp, icy blue, while a summer breeze was the color of a peach. He showed her how to listen to the language of the birds. According to Koji, the seagulls were not just crying; they were arguing about who found the best shiny shell on the beach.

There were rules to their friendship, too. Koji could not move heavy objects in the "heavy world." He could tip a feather or make a candle flame flicker, but he could not open a door or lift a book.

"I only have as much power as you give me," he told her. "When you believe in me with your whole heart, I feel strong. I can almost taste the air. But if you are distracted or if you start to doubt, I feel like I am made of smoke."

This made Leila very protective of him. If she saw her mother looking toward the empty space where Koji sat, Leila would quickly say something to distract her. She did not want her mother’s doubt to turn Koji into smoke.

One afternoon, Leila’s mother invited a neighbor over for tea. The neighbor had a son named Mateo who was the same age as Leila. Mateo was a loud boy who liked to kick balls and run very fast.

"Go play in the garden, kids," Leila’s mother said.

Leila walked outside, with Koji walking silently beside her. Mateo ran past them, tripping over a
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