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“You will always be little to me.” Mama

––––––––
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"Hi there! Still awake? Yeah, me too — can't sleep either. You know what? There's an easy trick to drift off — just listen to a good story. And I think I've got one. It's kind of like a fairy tale, but then again, it might just be a real story, because nobody really knows — did it actually happen or not?

Go ahead, get comfy and close your eyes. Here we go.

This story happened to a young girl and her best friend in the whole world — her dog. The girl thought of herself as all grown up and didn't believe in fairy tales anymore.

Grown-ups usually think that a wild, crazy adventure like this one could only happen to little kids. But I'll be honest with you — you can look all grown up on the outside and still have the heart of a child. Simple, trusting, and maybe just a tiny bit naive.

So anyway, our main girl was named Diana. And she was stunning — tall, with gorgeous long dark hair, snow-white skin, and almond-shaped eyes framed by thick, fluffy black lashes. For someone so young, she was surprisingly wise and sharp. Her mom would even come to her sometimes for advice on life stuff. Everyone who knew Diana loved her — family, friends, all of them. And her dog? A gorgeous Labrador — or rather, a Labrador girl, because she was a she, and her name was Berta.

Do you like dogs? I absolutely love them! Let me tell you about Berta. She was like a little cloud — big and white, with little floppy ears, a stripe down her back, and a tail tip the color of caramel. A real beauty! And right in the center of her face sat a pink-and-white wet little nose. I'm totally crazy about Labradors! Come on, tell me — aren't they just the best?! Diana loved Berta and took great care of her, and Berta loved Diana the way you love the most important person in your whole life.
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They lived in a big city, but on weekends they'd head out to the countryside. They had a small but really lovely house right on the seashore, with a pool and a beautiful terrace covered in flowers. There were bright pink Oriental lilies that looked like birds, and blue-violet anemones, roses in red, orange, and white in the most amazing shades, and little lavender-colored flowers nobody could quite name, and blue poppies, and deep royal-blue chrysanthemums, and the most incredible fluffy bushes with tea-tree-colored leaves. Flowers were everywhere — on the windowsills, the railings, the steps, in vases and pots, inside the house and all around the yard. It was absolutely gorgeous. You would've loved it.

It was a sunny summer day, and Diana decided to take her Labrador down to the sea. They both loved it there. They'd run around, play fetch with a ball and Berta's other toys, and when the water wasn't too cold, they'd go for a swim. Diana had taught Berta all kinds of commands, because Berta was one smart cookie and picked up everything right away.

The shore was lined with lots of green trees and bushes. So one day, Diana threw the ball and it rolled right under the root of an old tree — and vanished. Berta leaped after it and tumbled down into the ground. Diana ran to the tree, but all she could see was a small tunnel disappearing deep under the roots.

She peered into the darkness and called out: "Berta! Berta, come here!"

She listened. Silence.

At first Diana thought about calling someone from the beach for help, but then she figured that maybe Berta needed her right now and couldn't wait.

The tunnel wasn't huge, but it was wide enough to lie flat on your belly and crawl through.

"I'm not leaving Berta behind. Maybe she's just stuck and needs a little pull? I have to try..." Diana thought.

She got down and started slowly making her way forward.

"Good thing I've got a flashlight on my phone. Plenty of light," she thought as she crawled deeper and deeper.

Tree roots hung down from all sides, getting in her way. It was stuffy and damp. After she'd gone a little ways in, the small corridor suddenly started to narrow, getting tighter and tighter.

Diana started second-guessing herself for not calling for help: "What if I get stuck too?" flashed through her mind.

But thoughts of finding Berta as fast as possible gave her strength, and with one big push she squeezed through the narrow passage. She braced herself, half expecting a dead end. But then — out of nowhere — she felt a faint breath of air, like a tiny breeze coming from somewhere deep below. And the tunnel started to open up, wider and wider, until Diana could first get up on her knees, and then stand up completely straight. She turned off her phone flashlight and saw that she was standing in a small cave — and inside it there was a soft, faint glow. Dim, but definitely there. Where it was coming from, she couldn't figure out. It just... was.

From somewhere very far away she heard a sound — something like a dog barking.

Diana followed the sound, thinking to herself: "Please let that be Berta. How did she get so far in? And who on earth is she barking at?"

She kept walking, and the cave kept changing around her — growing wider and bigger. Something appeared beneath her feet, some kind of covering, or maybe grass, that shimmered 
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softly, shifting from brighter to darker. Diana looked more closely — the grass was pink! Every time you stepped on it, pink-silver waves rippled out in all directions, just like water. Along the walls, smooth streams of water flowed down — but the tiny fish swimming in them were going up, against the current, as if gravity simply didn't apply to them. Their blue-green scales glowed with a soft halo of light, and their bodies were traced with turquoise stripes and spots. And then there were other fish — each one covered in scales of every different color: yellow, purple, white, blue-orange, and shades that were just impossible to describe. A single thin red stripe ran straight through each one's eye. The beauty of it was beyond words — magical, spellbinding.

The ceiling was nowhere to be seen, but from somewhere high up in the darkness, a twisting vine hung all the way down, its long wavy leaves weaving together somewhere far above. Tiny transparent flowers with a pearly shimmer grew in clusters straight from the leaves. The whole thing looked like one enormous floral waterfall. A sweet scent drifted through the air, wrapping around everything, soothing, pulling at her eyelids — she wanted to sleep. But something told Diana she shouldn't stop. She picked up her pace and walked faster.

Her mind was buzzing with thoughts and questions: "Where's Berta? How much further? I just want to find her already and be with her."

And then — out of nowhere — a tiny white puppy appeared right beside her. Taking a closer look, Diana saw it was a baby Labrador. It ran up to her happily, bouncing around like it was begging her to play.

Diana crouched down and started petting it, asking: "Where did you come from? Who are you here with?"

Suddenly the puppy stopped, plopped down on its little tail, and said: "Ma, seriously? Very funny!"

If a MacTonald's had magically appeared out of thin air right in front of her at that moment, she probably wouldn't have been half as shocked as she was hearing that from Berta.

"Wait — you can talk?" Her jaw just about hit the floor. She even wondered if maybe the scent of those flowers had put her to sleep after all.

"Ma, people seem to think that animals hear them but don't actually understand them. What kind of nonsense is that? Look — a person grows up speaking their own language, but they can learn another human language and use it just fine. But has anyone ever tried to learn the language of dogs? It's not like we're lions or kangaroos — we live with you! I hear you all the time and I answer the best I can. So I'm always looking right into your eyes and answering you telepathically — and you just think I somehow guessed... Ha! You guessed — that's a good one!"

Diana did her best to convince herself that everything was fine, that this was really happening, that she hadn't lost her mind, and that Berta could actually talk.

"So wait," Diana asked in disbelief, "have you always called me Mom? And you know my name is Diana?"

"Of course I know. Look — the mom who gave birth to me is one thing. But you're the one who raised me and loves me! So you're my mom too. That makes you one of my moms — so you're my Ma. I hope you're not objecting?"

Diana said: "No, no objection — I'm actually all for it. You know we all love you at home, we spoil you rotten and treat you like a baby. It's just strange hearing you speak in human words, and on top of that saying such grown-up things. I'm honestly having trouble following your logic..."

Suddenly Diana looked at the puppy and asked: "But wait — if you're Berta, why are you so tiny? My Berta is all grown up. Hmm! Something doesn't add up here."

Berta looked up at her with those beautiful eyes of hers, ringed with dark lashes: "Oh, hello! Look who's talking — have you seen yourself lately?"

And only now did Diana notice that her jeans were hanging off her, her sneakers were way too big, and her shirt was basically a dress. She walked over to the wall where the water was flowing down and stopped. The water ran smooth and steady, and her reflection was as clear as a mirror. Diana stood there in silence, staring at herself. She was too stunned to move. She looked completely lost — and absolutely floored by what she saw: she was tiny, like a seven-year-old! The transformation was something she would never forget.
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Diana turned to look at Berta: "How? How is this possible? How did this happen?"

Berta thought about it: "When you were struggling to crawl through that narrow corridor, did you think about wanting to be smaller? Like, that it would be easier to fit through? I did! That was literally my first thought."

Diana replied: "Yes, that's exactly what happened — I wanted that."

Berta waved her little paw and said:

"Well, there you go! You asked for it, you got it! Whatever you wished for — boom, done! Honestly Ma, you're lucky I'm the smart one and figured out how things work around here. If you want something — you just have to think it. Ooh, this is amazing! Okay then, I wish for: one giant pile of meaty treats and one giant pile of toys!"

But nothing happened. Everything around them was completely quiet. The only sound was Berta already loudly licking her lips and patting her tummy, imagining all the goodies she'd just ordered.

"So? Where's my order?" Diana asked, laughing. "You're clever, no doubt — but it's not that simple. Maybe there are specific spots where it works, not just anywhere, and you have to know where those spots are — which we clearly don't. Either way, one thing I know for sure — we need to head back the way we came. Let's go! We've already been here long enough."

"No!" the little one cried. "I'm not going anywhere without my treats! I need to fuel up before the trip back. I know there's food somewhere nearby — I can smell it, I can feel it in my bones. I have no strength left, everything's going dark, I'm losing consciousness, my paws won't work," — and with that, Berta slowly sank to the ground and flopped her little paws out to both sides. She lay there for about two seconds, then jumped up and happily trotted off deeper into the cave.

"Come on, let's go," she called back on the run. "Let's see what's up ahead! Ma, catch up!"

"No! Come here! Berta, you can't! Come back! No!" Diana shouted. But Berta was already out of sight, and Diana had no choice but to go after her. She ran as fast as her little legs could carry her, desperate not to lose Bertena completely.

It felt like she'd been running for a long time. Thoughts buzzed and whirred inside her head like a stirred-up swarm of bees — she needed to catch the Lab and get out of here, if only she hadn't shrunk she could've caught her faster, maybe someone was already looking for them, and just how long had they been down here anyway... Out of breath, she stopped to catch it — and noticed that the turn she'd been running toward hadn't gotten any closer at all. It was right there, just ahead, and yet no matter how far she ran, the distance never got any smaller. Diana looked over at Berta, who was standing right beside her.

"Do you understand any of this? What's going on? You ran ahead and I completely lost you — and now you're standing right next to me? Are we stuck in some kind of time loop in this corridor? Oh, please, not that!" she whispered.

"So... no food then?" Berta asked, looking up into Diana's eyes.

Diana felt despair washing over her. Her legs gave out and she sank to the ground next to the little one. She wrapped her arms around Bertunia. She was soft and fluffy, just like she'd been when they first brought her home.

"So that's it? We're stuck?" Diana asked — maybe more to herself than to Berta. "Any ideas? Suggestions? I am completely and utterly lost right now!"

Berta said nothing. She sat there, eyes fixed on the waterfall.

"Ma, look — all the fish are staring at us, and I think they're saying something, but we can't hear them."

"Let's get closer," said Diana. "Ugh, now I'm going to get all wet and smell like fish," Berta said, wrinkling her nose. "A fishy Labrador — now that's something new!"

A little school of colorful fish shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow, their mirror-like scales catching the light in the most amazing way. They moved as close as they could and leaned in, listening hard.

"Slowly, slowly, slowly..." they heard.

Then Diana and Berta stepped into the water and listened carefully again.

"The slower you go, the shorter the way," the fish were saying.

Suddenly Berta leaped up — water and fish splashed in every direction!

"Oh, I knew it!" Bertena rattled off at top speed. "You're reading my mind! Easy peasy! You just beat me to it — I would've figured it out myself!"

[image: ]

Diana, still not quite believing that fish could actually talk, cut off Berta's word avalanche: "Bertunia, easy, easy — everyone knows you're brilliant and would've figured out on your own that the slower we walk, the faster we'll reach that turn. But still, let's thank the fish for their help!"

Then she asked: "Is there anything you need? Is there anything we could do for you? Some way we could repay you for the tip?"

"Perhaps," the fish nodded. "We have everything we need to live comfortably — clean water, food that never runs out, light, and no danger. But we don't have the one thing that makes life worth living — freedom! We can't swim away from here. For that, our waters need Diamond-water."

"Diamond-water?" Diana asked.

"Exactly," answered a fish with red scales that faded into fiery yellow closer to its head. "It's called that because it's made of water, but you can hold it in your hands. And 'Diamond' because it's incredibly precious and can only be obtained in two ways: you can buy it or win it as a prize. Although — we forgot — there's one more way. Someone could give it as a gift! But we're stuck here in this closed waterfall, and clearly none of those options are possible for us. There's just no way for us to get it."

"Oh! I know, I know," Berta jumped in. "Wet but you can hold it in your hands — that's just ice! See, it's all simple! Easy as can be!"

"No," said the fish. "It's solid, wet, and soft. Your hand passes right through it like through water."

Berta scrunched up her little eyebrows: "Okay now you're just making things up. Did you just come up with that on the spot? Ma, let's just say thanks to everyone and — sorry, we're very busy. Best of luck to you!" ...Ha-ha-ha. Diana laughed so hard she nearly sat down on the spot.

"Bertunia, your humility is truly something else," she answered, still laughing, then turned to the fish. "First of all, thank you for the tip on how to reach the turn faster. But since it didn't work the first time, we're now going to walk very slowly back the way we came to get home. So I'm sorry — we'd love to help, but we really need to go the other way."

"Ma," the little one wouldn't let it go. "Look, we already know the way back and how to get out. Can we just go see what's around that turn we never made it to the first time? Please! Please! Please!" — and Berta clasped her little paws together in front of her and shook them in the funniest way.

Berta knew that Ma loved it when she sat on her bottom with her little paws stretched out in front. She quickly plopped herself down — bottom on the floor, tail to the side, nose pointing forward — and made the most pitiful face, as if the whole reason she'd come here was just to see around that turn. She looked absolutely ridiculously adorable!

Diana stroked Berta: "You little schemer. Alright, but only to that turn. Do you hear me?"

The little one nodded her head quickly in agreement.

They said goodbye to the fish once more and set off. They walked incredibly slowly, barely lifting their feet and paws. And — strangely enough — the turn actually started getting closer! When they were almost there, the ground suddenly turned slippery as wet ice. Diana and Berta both went down, and in an instant they were flying downward at tremendous speed. They were sliding like on a water slide at a water park, and there was absolutely no way to stop.

It was scary — but that didn't make it any less of a ride! Trees and bushes flew past them, then turned to watch as Diana and Berta shot by, waving their branches in a friendly goodbye. But the two of them didn't notice — they had other things on their minds... Mountains and forests visible in the distance looked magical and mysterious, like a painting you'd want to step right into and explore. Below them, the lights of some city twinkled and flickered. And as they say — sooner or later, whether you believe it or not, every road leads you exactly where you're meant to go, to new adventures. The only question was just how "right" this place would turn out to be — and how good those adventures would actually feel.

The speed began to slow, and to their surprise they shot out onto the shore of a huge lake — or maybe even a small sea. Diana stood up and shook herself off. Berta did the same. They walked to the water's edge. A light breeze was blowing, kicking up little waves that rolled across the blue surface like fluffy little lambs. The sun bounced off the water in bright flashes that looked like precious gems rocking on the surface, shimmering with every breath of wind. Gleaming rays reflected off the water in a golden-fiery trail — the kind you always want to follow straight into a fairy-tale world. A trail leading all the way up into the sky...

Diana thought that somehow, impossibly, they had ended up inside exactly that kind of fairy tale. She'd once read a theory by scientists that deep within our planet there is  life just like on the surface, and that the sun shines there too.

"No way," she thought. "Are we in the underground world?! And do they know about us? About people and all the animals living high above them?"
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The questions were flying through her head even faster than the two of them had been falling. Her thoughts were cut short by the sound of splashing water.

"Now this is living! My favorite water activities! I've missed this so much — especially the last five minutes," Berta shouted happily at the top of her lungs, squinting with pure joy and splashing water everywhere.
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"And ten minutes ago you were perfectly fine with dirty paws?" Diana asked, laughing. "Alright, enough playing around. Since we ended up here, let's go explore — see how things work and who lives here."

They came out onto a wide road and headed in the direction of the city. They'd decided it must be a city, because tall buildings were visible far off on the horizon.

They hadn't gone very far when — out of nowhere — an absolutely fantastic-looking contraption appeared beside them, something resembling a car. The whole so-called car appeared at first glance to be made of snow-white rubber, which, as its owner would later explain: "If there's an impact, a collision, or any other unpleasant situation involving possible deformation, this coating guarantees that lives will be preserved without question. The body can take on any density or shape, adapting to whatever the situation calls for." Half of the car was completely transparent, giving a perfect view all around. In what felt like a perfectly normal way, the so-called doors opened — and Diana and Berta found themselves looking at a large dog in a pilot's suit, who was at the controls of this remarkable machine.

The creature looked carefully at Diana and Berta, then flicked something on a small device hanging around its neck, and they heard a perfectly understandable voice: "Hi! I'm Smart. Maybe we're headed the same way? Hop in my defense — it's the safest vehicle there is. It looks transparent, but nobody outside will be able to see you."

"You know what I'm going to tell you?" said little Bertunia, wrinkling her tiny nose — she was so small she could barely reach the car window. "You look exactly like one of those 'friendly strangers' who's not actually friendly at all. And who knows where you'd actually take us."

"Hold on, little one," Diana stepped in. "Look, no offense, but we really don't know you. Thanks for the offer, but we can walk to the city ourselves."

"Come on now. First of all, we do know each other," said Smart, flashing what seemed like a hundred perfectly snow-white teeth. "You already know my name. Second, you can't enter the city on foot. Third — and this is very likely — you'll get grabbed and sent to Control. And that won't be anything good or pleasant for you. And since you're outsiders, they'll probably never let you go after the inspection and check-up."
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"Then there's no point in us going to the city at all," Diana said. And picking Bertunia up in her arms, she turned to head in the opposite direction. But Smart stopped her with a gesture:

"Do you know that when the White Light ends, the Black Light rises up from below and takes everything on the surface even deeper underground? Survival chance — zero. There'll be nowhere for you to hide," said Smart, tilting his head to one side and narrowing his eyes.

"White Light must be day, and Black Light must be night," Diana thought. "Only the nights here seem way too dangerous to survive. Looks like we don't have much of a choice." And out loud she said: "Alright, Smart, we'll trust you and take you up on your offer. I hope we're not making a mistake."

They climbed into the seats, the doors closed, and they set off. There was no sense of movement at all — it felt like the vehicle was standing still — but outside the windows, the most unusual landscapes began flashing by, along with what looked like animals of some kind.

The mountains and forest they'd seen earlier gave way to open terrain.

Smart pointed to a tall plant and said: "That tree split right down the middle and is now hollow inside. It can collect and store White Light. If you look inside, you'll see it glowing. And right next to it is a carpet of white flowers that can actually crawl — when it gets too hot, they move and find shade under any tree they like. Just like right now."

"Well, look at them," Berta said with a smile. "They've really got it figured out — nice little shady spot and no flies bugging them."

"I'll show you lots of interesting birds and animals from my World," he added. "There are many, but not all of them are real."

Bertena wasn't having it: "No thanks, we don't need fake ones. That's like toys, and I'm already grown up."

"Funny — wasn't it someone just recently who wanted to order a big pile of treats and a big pile of toys?" Diana said, giving the little one a wink.

"Well yeah, but that — well that was ages ago," Berta started, stumbling over her words a little. "Time has passed and I've grown up even more. I'm an adult now."

"Aaah," Diana said, drawing it out slowly. "Weeell... if you're already big and grown up, then that settles it — what would a grown-up want with toys?" She hugged Berta and burst out laughing.

Then she turned to Smart: "While we're on the road, can you tell us a bit about yourself? And why did you decide to stop and offer to help?"

"Sure," said Smart, "but then you tell me about yourselves. Deal? Something tells me you've got quite a story. We're almost there, so I'll keep it short. I'm the son of the chief keeper of all knowledge, information and facts — everything that has ever happened or is happening in our city. My father's name is Seunch. That's what they used to call those who brought joyful news, especially news of victory. In terms of importance, he is the first high-ranking noble after our ruler, whose name is Main the First, and he rules the City of Wishes — which is exactly where we're headed. But that's the short version. And you? Who are you?" Smart glanced at Berta, who was dozing in Diana's lap. "Who let two little ones like you wander around on their own?" he added in surprise.

Berta murmured through her sleep: "Who are you calling little — we're practically grown."

Diana quickly tried to explain: "She means that we may look small, but we understand everything just like adults do."

And she whispered quietly in Bertunia's ear: "Let's not tell them who we really are just yet. Who knows, maybe it's better for us this way right now. Let him think we're still little kids."

Just then Smart's defense slowed to a stop to let some unusual animals cross the road. They were very tall, with the fur on their heads matted into flat pieces that looked like wide, shaggy long leaves, hanging all the way down to the ground, and at the tip of each leaf was a blue eye with a black depth at its center that pulled in anyone who looked at it. As the creature moved, the eyes swayed and could look in all directions at once. It seemed to glide rather than walk, and all its eyes were fixed closely on the defense that had stopped.

"I'm telling you right now, it's not looking at us in a friendly way," Berta said, tensing up. "All those eyes are giving me the creeps. Suspicious — I wouldn't trust it one bit."

"Yeah," said Smart, "every single time I see a Leafeye I'm amazed all over again. There are a lot of them around the city. They guard it. Maybe that's why they always look so alert and suspicious. But that's their job, so to speak. Nobody can see as much, all at once and from all sides — only a Leafeye can."

Berta was wide awake now, her pretty little button eyes wide open, staring unblinking at the creature crossing the road.

"Its whole body is covered like a blanket — all leaves and eyes," the little one marveled. "But does it even have legs?"

"Leafeyes have long legs," Smart replied, "covered in spurs, and when there's danger, they shoot spines with perfect aim. The perfect guard — strong, reliable, never lets you down!"

Once all the animals had crossed the road, the defense continued on its way.
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The road curved sharply to one side, and right in front of them — as if rising straight out of the ground — appeared a tall wall with a wide arch, covered in a pattern made of words and what looked like hieroglyphs.

The enormous doors were as big as the entire arch, blocking the entrance to the city. Along the bottom, running beneath the wall that surrounded the whole city, was a band of fiery orange color, and near the entrance to the city stood figures that looked like people — but weren't. When Smart's defense pulled up to them and stopped, they came over and crouched down.

"What are they doing?" Diana asked. "What are they looking at?"

"There's a stripe running along the middle of the wheel," Smart replied, "and the right color will show up on it any moment now. The guards are waiting to register it. The color changes every day, and not even the guards know what color it'll be when a vehicle pulls up to the city gates. The stripe reading is sent to the Center, and if everything matches — the gates open. We can't see it ourselves, but they have a special device on their helmets that tells them whether it's a City of Wishes resident arriving or an outsider."

Berta was puzzled: "Okay but what if you left with one color, then came back and the color that allows entry has already changed? Then what? And what's that stripe along the bottom of the wall?"

"If the defense is registered to this city, then wherever it's been, the stripe on the wheel will automatically switch to the entry color," Smart replied patiently. "And that fiery orange section at the base of the wall — that's the foundation of a second wall, positioned in front of the main city wall. It's transparent. Anyone who touches it will vanish on the spot — instantly! Just evaporate! As you can see, there's no way in for an outsider — not by vehicle and certainly not on foot. Exactly as I told you."

Suddenly waves of light rippled across the pattern on the city gates. And then, selectively, certain parts of the pattern began to flash. In front of the defense, the light gradually grew brighter and brighter, and finally flared up without a sound. Diana and Berta squeezed their eyes shut from the surprise, and when they opened them again — the city gates were simply gone. They had vanished.
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"It's alright," said Smart. "Just a little further and we'll be there."

The moment the defense passed under the arch, the solid surface beneath it disappeared. It dropped into empty space and began to fly.

Diana and Berta hadn't even had time to get scared when they heard: "We're here!"

"Whoa, that was fast!" Bertunia exclaimed. "What kind of instant travel was that? And where was the city flying past the window — you know, with the restaurants and shop windows?"

Smart smiled and answered: "It's all coming. I promise — the city, the parks, and even a lake."

They stepped out and saw a large oval-shaped building, with visible movement inside from those who lived there. Coming out to meet Diana, Berta and Smart were beings that looked like people, but much taller, with very pleasant appearances: milk-white skin, perfectly balanced features, and eyes that seemed to radiate an invisible light — the light of calm, of ease, of quiet inspiration. That energy was so real you felt like you could almost reach out and touch it. A sense of safety, reliability and protection came over you immediately. They could perhaps be called beautiful. They were tall and slender, dressed simply but with elegance. Their expressions were warm and just slightly questioning, showing a genuine curiosity about the guests who had arrived with Smart. Each of them wore a small device around their neck — just like Smart's.

Before anyone had a chance to say hello, Bertunia burst forward with a shout: "Oh! What a proper house — just like ours! Now this is a worthy place to stay! And finally there'll be proper food!"

"Bertenochka," Diana said firmly, "that's not how we do things! You've been invited as a guest, and you're already acting like you own the place."

"It's quite alright," Smart stepped in. "Her childlike openness is very sweet and genuine."

In short, a little sweetheart like Bertunia simply made everyone forget about each other — and all attention went straight to her!

"Hi! I'm home!" everyone heard in a loud, cheerful greeting.

Turning around, Diana watched as Smart pressed the top button — and instead of a dog in a pilot's suit, there stood a girl about Diana's age, dressed in an elegant light-grey jumpsuit with a steel shimmer.

She walked over to Diana and Berta and said: "Hi again! My name is Smarta."

While they were still reeling and confused from Smart the dog turning into a person — if that's even the right way to put it — Smarta's parents stepped closer, and her mother said with a note of frustration: "Again you went out without an escort. What if something had gone wrong and you were on your own? What if you'd been delayed and didn't make it back before the Black Light? You can't keep doing this!"

Smarta hugged her: "Mom, everyone in our Lower Level knows me. If I hadn't made it back during White Light — I would've flown back during Black Light. It's fine! You remember my new defense can fly really high?" Then she turned to Diana and the little one, who had recovered somewhat, and said: "Let me introduce you — this is my dad, who you already know about. His name is Seunch. And this is my mom — Sun."

Diana replied: "It's so lovely to meet Smarta's parents — she helped me and Berta, and may have actually saved us. We were confused and amazed to find ourselves in your world so suddenly." Then she looked at Smarta's mother: "Is your name really Sun?"

"Yes," she replied. "In our world, they say that besides ours, there are many other worlds — some closer, some further away. But in one of them, the light is like our White Light — only completely different. It comes from a round ball of fire, bright and hot, that sits very high and very far away. It gives off so much heat during the day that even when the Black Light comes, there's still enough warmth left for those who live there. Everyone loves this ball of fire and rejoices when it appears. My parents loved me very much — and perhaps that's why they named me Sun."

Smarta hugged her mother and said: "And rightly so — you take care of us, you share your warmth and attention, and we love you so much! You really are our Sun! You're our mama-Sun."

Bertunia had been listening with great attention, mouth open in wonder, eyes wide as buttons, with just the tip of her tail swaying back and forth from time to time. But when she heard about the Sun, she perked right up, stood tall, and puffed out her little chest with a look of great pride.

She lifted her white, slightly fluffy head with its tiny ears up high, placed one paw slightly forward, and said all in one breath: "We are representatives of that Sunny World. You are very lucky to have the opportunity to speak with us." And as she said it, the little one looked as though she were the very embodiment of pride across all worlds.

"Bertena, don't start," Diana said quietly. "I told you — we still don't know who we are in this world."

Everyone present smiled, and Smarta's mother turned to the little one: "You are so wonderful that it doesn't matter to us which world you're from. What matters to us is that you came with Smarta — and that makes you friends."

"It's getting dark," said Smarta's father. "We need to go inside and activate the protective dome." Then he added: "It's our absolute safety and protection." And all together they made their way toward the residence.

After Seunch went through his routine — connecting the protective dome — the space around them took on a slightly hazy, unclear appearance, as if you were looking through a thick layer of water — you could see what was happening nearby, but the lines were soft and blurred around the edges.

"There's no other way," Smarta's father explained. "Surviving the Black Light is only possible like this."

The evening was very pleasant — there was plenty of food and everyone was in good spirits. Diana kept feeling as though they were back home, or had come to visit friends in their own world. As if none of it had ever happened — no adventures, no wild events — just a quiet, cozy, ordinary evening at home.

Diana asked Smarta: "When we first saw you, the sight of a dog in a pilot's uniform definitely threw us off — but I genuinely believed that was just how you looked. It's incredibly strange and unusual for us. Why didn't you tell us it was a costume?"

Smarta replied: "Would you have believed me that I wasn't a dog but a girl?"

"Well, I mean," said Diana, "I think we definitely would have been scared."

"Are you kidding — a girl popping out of a dog, just like that? Yeah, that would NOT have gone over well! I'd definitely still be stuttering right now," Berta added. "But this way we kind of got used to you first and now it almost feels normal. Well... almost."

"It really is," said Diana. "And even now I'm still blown away. You know, at first glance your world seems quite comfortable to live in — or am I wrong? Tell me, how does your world work? Does everyone here live as nicely and cozily as you do?"

Smarta walked over to a small chair, ran her hand along the back — and it began to change right before their eyes. The back stretched upward, metal rods appeared from out of nowhere and began to wind themselves around glass legs. Then the changes stopped and everything went still. Smarta looked over at Diana and asked: "What's your favorite color?"
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"Coral beige," she answered.

"White! White," Berta jumped in. "The best color is white — just like me!"

Smarta echoed: "Coral beige and white."

At that very moment the whole structure began moving again, its surface shimmering like a rainbow. The final transformation of the pile of metal, wood and glass came to an end — and there stood a gorgeous coral-beige sofa with stunning white cushions.

"Have a seat," Smarta offered to Diana and Berta, who were absolutely floored by what they'd just witnessed.

"Yeah," said Diana. "Your world is nothing like our Sunny World, and it's hard to get used to everything you see here all at once. Although honestly — everything I've seen here is just incredible and blows my mind completely. I love everything new, interesting and unusual! Awesome!"

Smarta raised her eyebrows and asked in surprise: "What does 'awesome' mean?"

Berta was lying on a big white cushion, stuffed full and with her paws flopped out in all directions — but when she heard the question, she lifted her head and explained it like this: "It means fire, totally lit, the bomb, off the charts, ten out of ten, cool, sick, wild, next level, top tier, no joke, the real deal! That's what 'awesome' means! Get it?! You guys are so behind here!"

Smarta looked at Diana: "What language is that? My translator's gone quiet — those words don't exist."

Berta scratched her tummy: "Sunny language! That's Sunny language."

Diana turned to Bertunia: "Well, Bertena, you never stop surprising me. There's so much about you I never knew before. But one thing I've never doubted — you are creative and sharp as a tack."
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And to Smarta she said: "It's simple. 'Awesome' means super, it means when you really love something and you're expressing your positive feelings with that one word. But still — what is life actually like for the people of the Lower Level?"

And Smarta began her story: "They live in what's called the Lower Level — underground. And as strange as it may sound, there is absolutely everything here for a full life. The next level up, above them, is the Middle Level — underwater, the Water World. And above that comes the Air Level — in the sky. It's called that because there's no solid surface there and all life takes place in the open air. There are portals between them, but not everyone has access. Here on the Lower Level there are many cities, and their residents are all different from one another. But communication is possible thanks to the fake-suit — put one on and you can change your appearance to look like a resident of whichever city you choose. And to understand the language, there's the conversation pendant. You've seen it. With it you can understand everyone — people, animals, birds, or even visitors from another world," Smarta finished, glancing at the satisfied Berta sprawled out between the cushions. "I understand you, after all."

She added: "We met when I was on my way back from the Festival of the Fluffy Turtle. They live in a city called Special. Only turtles live there. They have hard shells, but once every five thousand years they can take them off. Soft fuzz appears in their place, and the turtles get to enjoy the lightness of being. Funny little fluffy turtles. They love it so much they turned the day into a festival. And the dog look I took on using the fake-suit came after that — I just felt like it. I wanted to drive the defense. In turtle form — not exactly convenient."

Diana noticed that Smarta had gone quiet: "Hey! Everything okay?" she asked.

Smarta answered reluctantly: "You know, I could just say everyone's happy and everything's fine — but honestly, I don't think things are the way the people of the Lower Level would want them to be." She went quiet and seemed lost in thought. Then, as if snapping out of it, she looked at the sleeping Berta, then at Diana, and added: "I'd even say things should be completely different — a calm life free of worry, steady and easy, peaceful and quiet. And that's exactly how it used to be."

"Hmm, really? That surprises me," said Diana. "I would never have guessed things weren't well here — you really can't tell just by looking. So what changed? What is it that won't let the people of the Lower Level just live quietly and enjoy the fact that they exist? It seems like you have everything you need for a full life and want for nothing."

Smarta glanced around and her voice dropped to a whisper: "Our city's ruler, Main the First, is not the real one. The true ruler's name is Barch. In our language the name means Respected. On the outside, Barch looks like me, because originally our ancestors were one people — and Main the First came from the Middle Level and seized power. He's from another world. Now, Barch and all those who ruled before him genuinely loved the people of the Lower Level and always looked after us. Right now he's not ruling the Lower Level — but he is alive! That much is certain! People in the city say he's being held prisoner by Main the First."

"But if we start our story from the very beginning, it goes like this: a long time ago, when I was only a hundred years old, something terrible happened here on the Lower Level — a catastrophe. The ground cracked and split apart in all directions, and from the cracks terrible monsters began to appear."

"Hold on, hold on — monsters can wait," Diana cut in. "What do you mean you were a hundred years old? How old are you now?"

"Five hundred and seventy," Smarta answered with a smile. "My age has a complicated name in our language, but if you translate it into yours, it literally means 'one who is no longer a child but not yet an adult.'"

Berta opened one eye and gave Smarta a long, appraising look: "Not bad for a teenager," Berta said quickly. "I'd even say — practically a baby!"

"Ha-ha-ha..." Smarta laughed. "It's simple really — any resident of the City of Wishes can change their age a little, if they want to. Just a bit younger or a bit older. You simply picture yourself the way you want to look — and you change. It's normal for us, we're born with that ability."

Diana was completely blown away: "You can actually change how old you look on the outside?"

"Not by much," Smarta was now laughing wholeheartedly at her stunned friends.

"Right, got it," Diana said, still amazed. "So what happened next?"

Smarta stood up and walked to the window, looked around, then came back and leaned against it before continuing: "For all the residents it became a real nightmare — total collapse, the collapse of everything that had ever been made and built. It was complete and utter chaos! Everything crumbled and fell, got swallowed by cracks in the ground, was destroyed and lost — total devastation! Nobody knew how to stop it — not our ruler Barch, not anyone. And that's when Main appeared. Back then he was just Main."

Smarta paused, walked over to the sofa where Diana and Bertena were sitting, and picked up a fruit that looked like grapes, except the berries were almost square with a glowing red center. She poured a drink into tall glasses — inside it, funny little bubbles spun not from bottom to top the way you'd expect, but from side to side. Then, unhurriedly, she set the plate of fruit and drinks between herself and Diana, and added: "'The First' — he gave himself that part."

"So where did he even come from to cause all this trouble?" Bertena asked impatiently.

Smarta smiled at the little one and went on: "As I said, Main came to us from the Middle Level — from the Water World. He had been banished from there for theft. He stole the Staff of Power from the ruler of the city where he had been living. I think he was counting on the fact that having the Staff of Power would automatically make him the Great Ruler of the Lower Level. But it's not that simple — to become one, you have to actually be great yourself. For that you need: the respect of your people — authority that your people themselves recognize, the ability to influence the thoughts, reasoning and behavior of others and guide them, and a genuine love and care for those who live in your world. Only then will the people agree that you are worthy of their respect, and they will listen to their ruler and to his decisions. In short — you have to be a true leader first! And Main started off on completely the wrong foot. And it doesn't matter what you offer your people later on — what matters enormously is how you begin, and he began with theft — a serious crime. When the Higher Authority of the Middle Level found out, they decided to seize Main and punish him. The decision was made to bring him to the Main Square so that the residents of the city could decide his fate themselves," and sighing, Smarta added, "but he managed to escape."

A heavy silence hung in the air. It happens like that sometimes — the storyteller finishes and the listeners can't find a single word to say. Smarta quietly sipped her drink from the glass, where everything was restlessly bubbling, swirling and fizzing.

Diana, saddened by Smarta's story, sat quietly too. Only Berta, sitting in Diana's lap with her nose nearly touching the glass, was watching the bubbles drift by — and every time one popped, she'd squint her little eyes, wrinkle her nose and give a funny little snort, shaking her head from side to side. Such a funny little thing! Pure sunshine, that one!
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Diana looked at Smarta: "So there's actually a way through from the Water World to here?"

Smarta nodded: "Yes. There are portals between all the levels. But don't forget — Main has the Staff of Power, and whoever holds it is the Ruler. Although, there is a small hope that someone will manage to defeat Main the First in the 'Battle of Minds.' Oh right, I skipped something important — when he seized power, not everyone was happy about the changes, and our people began to stir — complaints, protests and discontent. And to calm things down, he gathered everyone in the square and from the main stage — which is the most important place we have — announced that he had no objection to the Staff of Power passing into other hands, but only through honest means. And that's where he was being clever — there was nothing honest about it. He has never lost a single battle. It works like this: once every thousand days, the grand tournament called the 'Battle of Minds' takes place. To win, you have to answer three questions. They can be completely different and on any topic. Main comes up with them himself, and they are written down on Eternal Paper, and then the senior master of ceremonies of the grand tournament, Dietarch, reads them out one by one. Most of the time they're riddles. Anyone who wishes can compete against him — but if you fail to answer even one question, you lose! And then Main announces to everyone that if there is no one smarter, then once again the Staff of Power stays with him."

Smarta fell into thought again, as if trying to remember something: "But that's still not all," she said. "Main says that since he is the current ruler, he has a Special Right — the right to ask his opponent a fourth question. And that's when it becomes clear that everything will end the way it always does — with Main's victory. Nobody knows what he'll ask or say. He chooses his own opponent if no one volunteers. There are usually no volunteers, because it's a one-way road. Main doesn't leave the loser free. They say that whoever is defeated gets taken to the Far Island — but I think the reality is far worse. Either way, no one has ever seen them again."

Diana listened while feeding Bertunia little treats piece by piece. Smarta had brought them over, explaining that these were special doughnuts for small animals. They have an instant and incredible effect — the puppy grows very quickly, and you can actually watch the process happening as it eats. The doughnut was round and slightly flattened, and the filling smelled like an open field — flowers and fresh grass. One side was bigger, the other smaller. If you need the animal to grow quickly — break off the bigger side. If you just want to give it something delicious — the small side. Naturally, Bertunia talked her way into getting the whole thing. She ate with her eyes closed in pure bliss. Diana watched carefully — and sure enough, like slow motion footage, the little one's paws grew and stretched right before her eyes, filling in with the thick coat of a grown dog. The fur was slightly fluffy and so snow-white it seemed to glow with a bluish light. That transformation took care of about half her growth, and the tasty side of the doughnut Berta took in her paws, leaned back against the cushion and munched away happily, swaying one paw from side to side with great satisfaction.

"Now this is living!" she said. "I always say that when I finish the last bite of something good. I'm fully prepared to say it as often as possible!"
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Diana thought to herself: "Maybe she shouldn't eat so many of these magic treats. We still have to get back, and what if Berta can't fit through the corridor anymore?" And out loud she said: "Alright, finish this last piece and that's enough for today. Time to get some rest."

Smarta sighed and spread her hands: "Well, that's how we live. Would you like me to show you the city tomorrow — the Main Tower where the Ruler of the Lower Level lives and where the 'Battle of Minds' takes place, and introduce you to some friends?"

"Yay!" Bertena bounced on the cushion — and immediately slid right off it onto the floor.

At that moment, something black crept across the sky above the house. The sky began to thud and boom, a deep rumbling crack rang out, followed by a sound like a long, muffled groan. A chilling groan that spread across the entire sky. A feeling of unease and dread crept in. The air shuddered and moved in waves.

"Don't be scared — that's the Black Light knocking against the Protective Dome, but it will never break through. Everything's fine!" Smarta hurried to reassure them. "Let's go get some rest."

"Don't be scared?!" the little one wrinkled her nose indignantly. "And that's all anyone has to say to me before bed?"

Diana didn't answer. Exhausted, she picked Bertena up in her arms, wished everyone goodnight, and they finally went to rest for the day.

Morning came. As it turned out, morning here was nothing like the one Diana and Berta were used to back home. Back home, you open the door early in the morning, step outside, and feel the breath of fresh morning air on your face. The air is clean and clear. You breathe in the scent of flowers and trees. Little sunbeams dance along the walls of the house and you smile when you spot them. Your mood lifts with the lightness of a fresh summer morning. Your heart rejoices at the sunlit yard carpeted in green grass, scattered with Berta's toys from the evening before. Little cypresses line the fence like tiny sentinels that guarded the house through the night. You step out onto the porch to meet the sun and the world around you, and you feel it in every single cell of your body — a new day has begun. And you are happy! It really doesn't take much to feel carefree and happy. That's what a morning in the Sunny World is like...

But here, as already mentioned, in the City of Wishes, no one could even imagine such a magical start to the day. The feeling of morning wonder and the beauty of nature waking up around you — none of that is possible on the Lower Level. Everything works differently here. White Light is exactly that — just white. In the blue sky there is no Sun, no other source of light — it's as if someone flipped a switch and it became bright all at once, instantly, with no dawn. No dawn! They will never see how the night wind sweeps the clouds away and the Sun unfurls its rays. At their touch, a cheerful chorus of birdsong fills the whole neighborhood and everyone knows — a new day has begun! And a sunrise over the sea? That's a whole other story — a truly pure, heartfelt delight for the soul! And of course: no sunrise means no sunset either. The beauty of the Sun's last fiery flash, blazing like a red-hot streak across the horizon — that too passes the people of the Lower Level by completely.

The trees here are always just green. There are no changing seasons — leaves don't fall, and their color never shifts to yellow, red or orange...

No romance whatsoever! Everything is ordinary, dull and the same day after day. You can't help feeling a little sorry for them...

The girls and Berta came out of the house and got into the defense. Smarta pulled a device from her pocket that looked like a small pencil — it was the key to it — and right on the windshield of the defense she began writing and drawing signs and shapes.

"I just opened the Protective Sphere of our house," said Smarta, "so we don't crash into it on the way out."

The moment the Protective Sphere switched off, everything around them instantly became sharp and clear. Only now could Diana properly take in how the City of Wishes had been laid out and built. Like an enormous tangled ball of thread, the roads crossed tightly over one another, piling up, connecting, then splitting apart again. It was a massive grey web of roads with no visible beginning and no visible end. And between the roads, nestled like beads, were the homes of the residents. Some buildings sat inside transparent capsules — those were the ones where the Protective Sphere hadn't been switched off yet. At first glance everything seemed to be thrown together in one big heap. But no — look more closely and you could clearly see that everything was laid out precisely, correctly, flawlessly, with every turn and intersection carefully thought through. Smart defenses simply could not collide under any circumstances — nobody got in anyone's way on the road, and remarkably, the whole thing resembled some kind of perfectly constructed chaos. There's really no other way to describe it. Everything moved, shifted, crawled, rolled and rose back up again, shimmering in different colors — a giant anthill of vehicles.

First they drove in a single lane behind all the other defenses, then dipped down beneath a wide stretch of road.

After those road acrobatics, Smarta pulled up onto the upper highway and said: "Alright, enough crawling along with everyone else. Time to use the gyrotron on cyclotron resonance. Two minutes and we'll be outside the city."

"Use the what?" Berta asked, freezing in place at what she'd just heard.

"The generated resonator," Smarta replied.
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Berta squinted one eye the way she loved to do, and muttered just barely loud enough to hear: "Ahhh — well why didn't you just say so in the first place. Now everything is perfectly clear," and turning back to the window she added, "I really should've just not asked."

"Bertenka, stop being grumpy," the little one heard from Diana. "Look at the beautiful views outside the window instead."

Gradually the speed began to drop, and at some point Diana thought they were about to stop right there in the middle of the road — but just before reaching the surface of the highway, the defense lifted off and flew, leaving all the road bustle far below.

First they flew over the city of Special, made up of very low, small little houses — the city where the turtles live — and then Smarta showed them Lake Restless. Its waves always travel from the shore toward the center, no matter the weather, and right in the very middle, crashing into one another, they transform into an enormous  Fountain-Flower: jets of water shoot up to a great height in all directions with a thunderous roar, and the many-voiced rumble carries across the entire lake.

With every water explosion Berta shouted out loud: "Ma, look, look — another fountain! Oh wow! Did you see that? So awesome!" — and she spun around to look at Diana, who was also staring in undisguised wonder at this extraordinary natural phenomenon.

After the lake, Smarta's defense climbed even higher, and before them opened a gorge with the Living Waterfalls. They got their name from the fact that from the very top of the cliff, the water crashes down with a roar — but before reaching the halfway point, the streams of water, as if alive, twist and tangle together like vines, yet without mixing, flowing side by side and becoming one river made up of countless smaller rivers. This tangled mass of visible currents collapses downward under its own weight with a thunderous boom, and upon hitting the floor of the gorge, wraps itself around the sharp rocks. After such a rapid fall and impact, the streams shatter and the water spreads across the valley calmly and steadily, becoming an ordinary wide, full-flowing river.

They also flew over the fields they already knew, where the same extraordinary animals with leaf-eyes still roamed.

"And there's the Main Tower," said Smarta, pointing to a fortress with a tall tower surrounded by low hills.
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These rises looked like sand dunes in a desert — relatively low and made of sand, but of a light blue color. Like waves in a storm at sea, they were in constant motion — rising and falling, giving off a barely noticeable muffled rustle, like the sound of autumn leaves or the whisper of a steppe wind.

"The speed of the hills' movement is controlled from the fortress," Smarta answered the silent question in Diana and Berta's eyes. "The movement can be faster, slower, or stopped completely — so getting onto the grounds of the Main Tower at just any time won't work. Only if the Ruler himself wishes to see you."

Smarta circled the tower and added: "When the White Light has replaced the Black Light ten times, the next grand tournament — the 'Battle of Minds' — will be announced. And it will take place, as I already mentioned, here at Central Square."
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Berta was looking out the window, leaning her white little side against Diana, and when she heard Smarta ask whether they had seen enough of the Lower Level's sights and if the tour could be wrapped up — Bertena perked right up and, nodding her head quickly, replied: "Got it, got it! We've seen all the sights already — so where's the fun? Where do you hang out, where do you guys chill?"

Diana didn't wait for questions about the word "chill" and said: "Yeah — how do you have fun and spend your free time in general? That would be interesting to know too."

Smarta thought about it: "We could fly to the City of Radiance — there's a big celebration there today — the Coming of Age of the bird Atanasia, which in the ancient language means: the risen one, or the immortal. It's an unforgettable sight! She is the symbol of the city. The residents cherish and care for her. The bird Atanasia symbolizes eternal life and rebirth. When her time of fading comes, she has the ability to gather all her inner energy and strength of spirit and not die — but be reborn, taking on the appearance of the very beginning of her life. Simply put, from an aged bird she becomes a tiny chick. And she grows and lives all over again. Life goes on! Through her rebirth she gives the residents of the City of Radiance the confidence that there is never such a thing as 'well, that's it — it's over,' that with desire you can turn everything around, restore and revive it! You must always be strong in spirit, believe in yourself — and then everything you set your mind to will come to pass!"

"Is that a trick or magic?" asked Berta. "How can you not die but just become a chick? That doesn't happen. That bird Atanasia of theirs is sketchy. I wouldn't trust her."

"It truly happens just like that, right before everyone's eyes," Smarta replied. "Without a doubt — you can see it for yourself. We can go there and you'll see it with your own eyes."

Diana looked at the little one: "Well, where else are we going to see something this incredible?" she asked. "Right, Bertunia? Are you ready for some real magic?"

"Sure, we can check out an interesting trick — as long as it doesn't take too long, and then we can go chill somewhere else," Berta agreed.

They arrived in the city quite quickly. All the preparations for the celebration were nearly complete — in the middle of the square stood a tall pedestal, and in three circles around it, with one arm raised high, stood the guards. Each of them held in their hand an unknown weapon in the form of a semi-transparent glass ball covered in spikes, from which tiny glinting little stars flew out.

"Ha," said Berta. "So if there's any danger to the bird Atanasia, the guards are going to pelt the criminal with little glass balls?" — and covering her little nose with her white paw, she quietly giggled.

"No, Bertena," Smarta replied. "In terms of striking power — it's a very formidable weapon. It's called the Sparksphere. When it's used, the glinting stars that come from the spikes go back inside the ball — and whatever the target is simply vanishes without a trace."

"Bertena," Diana turned to her. "What kind of question is that? Do you really need to know?"

"Ma, you know I need to know everything!" she replied with a completely straight face.

"By the way, Diana," Smarta turned to her. "It's not the first time I've heard Berta call you 'Ma.' You're both kind of kids in your own way — so why 'Ma'?"

Diana was caught off guard, but had just opened her mouth to somehow talk her way out of the situation when Berta jumped in with this explanation: "Weeell... it's like,  I'm joking around, calling my bestie 'Ma' like she's a little kid — it's just a nickname, short for something."

"I didn't really follow that, but okay," Smarta said with a puzzled look. "Let's just say she's your bestie then."

Diana quietly leaned in to Berta's ear: "That explanation was something else, just so you know. Let's keep questions like that away from us. As far as everyone's concerned — we're just kids."

Smarta suggested moving closer to the raised area to get a better look at the barely visible shimmering steel-colored streaks rising upward — the main protection. Inside these structures was the bird Atanasia. A fiery light radiated from her and you had to look with slightly squinted eyes. Instead of feathers, she had tiny lightning bolts that flashed alternately all over her body. The bird was calm and composed. She looked out at everyone with pride and majesty — the gaze of one fully aware of her own dignity and importance at this celebration. Gracefully and regally — like royalty — she shifted her gaze from one side to the other. And if your gaze happened to meet Atanasia's, she would stop and stare back, holding perfectly still — and you would feel a numbness spreading through your body, a fine trembling, and a wave of heat. Quite the experience!

The solemnity of the moment was felt in everything around them.
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And then, at some point, the bird shuddered and rose up — the color of its lightning-feathers turned fiery red, and everyone felt an unbearable wave of heat radiating from it. It spread its wings wide, lifted them above its head, and began to circle, turning in place on the pedestal. Then it stopped and slowly lowered itself back down. The moment the wings touched the surface of the pedestal, the bird blazed with a blinding flash and shattered into millions of red rubies.

A tense, piercing silence fell — a full, majestic and frightening stillness. Everyone stared at the bright crimson depths of the rubies, at their countless numbers, and could not look away.

This collective trance didn't last long. At some point, a shimmer appeared in the center of the ruby mass and began to emit a barely visible light. A new life was being born. It grew brighter and brighter, and the heat from it — scorching, blazing and searing. The rubies began making a sound, as if something was crumbling or breaking apart. Then everything went still...

Now the sound changed, and everyone heard a soft knocking coming from within. Shimmering and coming into motion, the entire mass began pulling toward the center and rising high above the pedestal. When the last gemstone hung suspended in the air, the iridescent ruby column collapsed to the ground and scattered once more, and crimson-red precious stones rolled across the entire square. And on the pedestal — the bird Atanasia appeared. She was absolutely identical to the one before, only tiny, completely a chick.

A noise of joy erupted and everyone cheered, rejoicing that once again she had found the strength to be reborn into the great Atanasia. She was lifted along with the pedestal and carried to the palace.

When everyone got back into the defense, Smarta could see that they were all still under the spell of what they'd witnessed. She was the first to break the silence: "So? Still want to keep the fun going — or is that enough impressions for one day?"

Diana replied: "I think that's enough for today. Berta? What do you think?"

Berta looked up at them — and her eyes were still full of shock, amazement, and even a kind of awe at what she'd seen and felt.

"Bertunia, little one — were you scared?" Diana lifted her onto her lap, hugged her, then pressed her cheek against Berta's.

The little one looked at Diana and said: "If that's a trick — then a genius came up with it!"

"Yeah, not exactly a show for little kids," Diana sighed. "But we also have a reason to have something amazing — and actually fun this time. Smarta, tomorrow is Berta's Birthday! Any ideas?"

Berta looked at Diana: "Ma, how do you know it's exactly today? Time and days pass so differently here than at home." Her white little ears went up in surprise and she looked just like a tiny white bear cub.

"The Birthday was supposed to be in two days. I already ordered the gifts and all the decorations for the house — they're probably at the post office by now. Yesterday I figured — we've gone to sleep twice, so regardless of the time, we'll count your Birthday as today," Diana said, a little thoughtfully.

"Yay! Best day ever!" Berta shouted, leaping into the air.

She began dancing and waving her paws in all directions, spinning her tail like a little fan.

Berta was absolutely glowing with boundless joy: "Today is going to be the best celebration ever," she said, bouncing around. "And I'm the star of the show! A real celebration — not like some bird falling back into childhood again! Yay! So? Where are we going? Where are the guests and the presents?"

Everyone laughed watching the little one bounce around.

"Bertenka, you're so excited — it's like the party already started," Diana said, laughing.

Smarta jumped in: "Bertunia, you're absolutely right — today is your celebration, so let's celebrate!"

The Birthday was celebrated in the Valley of Water Parks. It was a plain between the mountains where Living Water flowed down from all the waterfalls. As it streamed from one pool to another, it playfully tossed little fish up into the air — and they would flip, flash their colorful sides, and splash back down. There were thousands of them. No extra lighting was needed — the fish made everything around them glow and shimmer, radiating a
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