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Come, come closer,
friend.
  



  

    
Do not be afraid.

I am a Harlequin, yes,

but that should no longer scare you.

You have listened to my story so far,

and you have learned the truth about us.

Let me tell you now,

how I learned about love.
  




                    
                


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        20. The Rite of the Moxia
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
It was always moist and
humid in the
Everdian forest, watered as it was daily by gentle, misting rains.
I often had
to adjust my eyes before I could walk deeper inside it, for the
sunlight was
blocked by a dense leafy canopy — so dark and yet so alive,
bustling with
insects and birds of every kind, such as the psitta
  
, 
  
a colorful bird that
the Green also called the flying rainbow due to the variegated
colors of its
feathers. The forest was full of them and they made sure every
inhabitant of
the woods knew of their whereabouts due to their constant tinkling
calls. I did
not mind their noise, however. As I watched them hanging upside
down over the
tree branches, with their multitude of red, blue and yellow
feathers, they
reminded me of us Harlequins. We were free creatures, just like
them, only that
instead of colored feathers, we had colored souls.



        
  
Yes, I no longer feared being a Harlequin.
I embraced it. I had rejoiced when I removed my mask once and for
all. I
welcomed the freedom and the knowledge that I had gained from
leaving the Black
Nation and traveling to the Blue and Red Territories. 



        
  
More often than not, my thoughts turned to
the city I’d most recently left behind – the Red city of Samaris.
Many dear
lives had been lost there – the closest to me being Chtomio, better
known as
King Quadrio. He and I shared many adventures and I felt as close
to him as I
would have to a beloved second father. He taught me how to survive,
fight and
break free of the yoke created by aligning myself with a single
chrome color. My
second great loss was a sweet infant named Tiara, who was an
orphaned spawn of
the poorest caste of Red chromes; the untouchable Janis. Tiara
lived outside
the walls of Samaris, shunned by most chromes. Her humble shelter
was a grass
hut by the sea, yet she shared whatever she had unstintingly with
me. Thanks
to her I’d befriended several Janis Red chromes who now lived in
exile with me
as fellow Harlequins. We’d fought side by side to escape from the
Red Kingdom and from the Violet and Blue lands, and now we were
closer than brothers. Who
would have thought that a Black chrome would become so close to
Reds – his
traditional sworn enemies?  Yes, remarkable things had certainly
happened to me
in Samaris.  



        
  
And even though there was much suffering
along the way, I now felt stronger than ever, like the giant trees
that grew in
the Green forest. Every day that passed they grew taller and
larger, no matter
what. The Greens called these trees star singers. 



        
  
The star singers dominated the landscape
and grew higher than fifty chromes put together. Their massive,
twisted
branches were covered in moss and vines, so walking underneath them
was like
entering a house made of green lace that was divided into many
different rooms.
Large, exotic orchids grew directly on the trees, nourished by the
soil in the
seams of the bark. They stretched their sweet blooms upward, toward
dimly
glimpsed shafts of sunlight trying to cup that radiant energy with
their
petals. The star singers were also home to large bees, some the
size of half
of my fist, whose honeycombs hung like enormous curtains from the
underside of
the canopy. According to the Green, the vibrating hum of their
wings is what
gave the trees a ‘voice’ for their ‘songs’.



        
  
Ah yes, the Green. I often wondered during
my whereabouts as to how could I have ever taken this gentle nation
for lazy
thieves and liars. Like other chromes, I had let a few bad apples
influence my
opinion of the entire Green nation. In truth, I had much to learn
from them. Having
lost everything, the Green shunned personal possessions that could
be taken
from them and destroyed. Now they chose to live each day as it
came, sharing,
creating art, making harmless mischief and seeking a further
communion with
nature.



        
  
I suppose I could be excused for my
prejudice, because of Astor, the first Green I had encountered. He
had used me,
stolen from me and had propelled me headfirst into a huge amount of
trouble
before abandoning me to my fate. But amidst all this harmony, even
those events
seemed part of a distant past. And this was all thanks to Failan,
the generous priestess of Everdia.



        
  
She took us under her wing after we
blundered into the Green territory looking more like wild and cruel
scavengers
than civilized chromes. It is a wonder she didn’t have her serpents
kill us on
sight. Instead, she stepped out of the forest and offered us rest
and shelter. She
had been so adept at hiding, we hadn’t the slightest idea that she
and her followers
had trailed us to observe us and gauge our true nature!  



        
  
She was different… our Failan; her eyes
were vivid green and her hair a tangled red, like leaves before
winter. Her
body was large and generous, just like her soul. She was so
different from the
other leaders I’d met during my adventures. She was not despotic
like the Black elders, nor greedy like the Blue barons or arrogant
like the Red nobles. She
was open and friendly. She loved each and every Green and they, in
turn, loved
her.  



        
  
This harmony between a leader and her
nation made living in Everdia a completely unique experience from
what my life
in the Black nation had been. There were no mindless obedience and
busy-work
chores like the poor chromes of my kind had been forced to endure
in Axyum.
Most of the Green lived uncensored and unrestricted, free to do as
they pleased
out in the open so long as they didn’t hurt anyone else: “With the
sky as their
roof and the earth as their home” — one of the few truthful things
Astor had
told me. More preferred to live in the forest or high up in the
trees rather
than in their simple tents. Some of them, mostly the females with
their
infants, even found refuge in the ruins of their temples. As for us
Harlequins,
we settled in the middle of the forest, near the ruins of an
amphitheater. 



        
  
Everyone lived for the moment, savoring it
like honey. The Green ate little food, bit by bit, yet in the end,
they were
more satisfied than any rich Blue chrome merchant who gorged
himself on
bejeweled sweets to show off his status. Regarding food, Daerec was
the worst
of our lot. He ate constantly, but the more he ate the hungrier he
grew. Really,
it was a problem that all of us Samaris refugees had in common: a
hunger that
could not be satisfied — a hunger for life.



        
  
Thankfully, the main thing we continually
struggled to adjust to, was interacting with other chromes without
our masks. I
remembered the ill-fitting mask Astor made me when he disguised me
as a Green.
The Greens rarely wore masks among themselves and when they did,
they carved
beautiful wood masks for rituals or dealing with other chromes. The
wearing of
masks among one’s ‘forest family’ was considered to be rude.
Neither I nor my
Red merchrome friends had ever seen an entire city of unmasked
chromes. Yet
here they were, out in the open, unafraid of showing their faces!
It was
beautiful and disarming at the same time – like going naked in
public.
Everyone’s features, when they were happy or when they were sad
were on display
for all to see. Even after all this time, my new ability to
recognize chromes
for who they were by their mere facial expressions felt like being
tossed off a
cliff and never hitting bottom. I often caught myself staring at
the Green chromes so I could study their laugh lines and the light
in their eyes. But
always, the intensity of these naked emotions forced me to look
away.



        
  
One day, Failan caught me gawking and I
felt like a perverted spy. “The Harlequin is curious now, is he?”
she said,
mocking me in her odd, serene way.



        
  
I nodded, blushing for the umpteenth
time.



        
  
“Tell me Failan, what exactly happened to
Everdia?” I asked, eager to change the subject. “How did your
nation fall
into such ruin?”  



        
  
“You’ll have to come to one of my lessons
to find out,” She replied.



        
  
She then strolled over the broken stones of
an ancient courtyard, where all the infants were playing on the
stairs of one
of the larger temples and clapped her hands: “Come along, little
ones, come
along!”  Like ducklings, the young Green chromes followed Failan as
she led
them down the temple steps to the middle of the old amphitheater, a
place she
called ‘Everdia’s heart’. I quickly joined them, accompanied by
Daerec who had
overheard our interchange and was also curious.



        
  
“What are you doing?” he asked, taking a
bite from a shiny red apple.



        
  
“Learning a new lesson,” I said.



        
  
No sooner had the infants settled in a
circle around the Green priestess, than their pleas began: “Please
Failan, tell
us again how you came back to Everdia!” They cried.



        
  
“I have told you this story many times. No
use in saying it again. Besides, today I wanted to discuss the
Moxia…” 



        
  
Her announcement was received by another,
wheedling chorus of “Pleeease!” this time, more urgent.



        
  
“Oh very well, how can I say ‘no’ to such
sweet little peas?” Failan turned to me and Daerec, rewarding my
Merchrome
friend with a saucy wink. He glanced at me, perplexed. 



        
  
I patted him on the back and said: “Why,
you sweet little pea.” His face turned red as a berry and I
couldn’t help but
chuckle. 



        
  
Failan addressed her young disciples,
raising the flowing, leaf-like sleeves of her homespun costume.
Like all the
Green, she wore a close fitting tunic with wide cut sleeves that
allowed her to
move through the forest with ease. The sleeves served as pockets
for any
object or tool their wearer might need so hands were left free.
They made Failan
look like a peacock taking wing. “There was a time when Everdia was
the guiding
light of the territories.” She said. “It was a place where chromes
of every
nation were welcome and where the land was fertile. But the other
Nations grew
jealous of us, and of our happiness. They could not conceive how
our homes had
no doors and our hearts no boundaries, for theirs was a world out
of step with
the harmony of nature. They built many walls to close themselves
off. Instead
of reveling in the sunlight on their faces, they created masks to
hide in the
shadows.”



        
  
As I listened to Failan’s tale, I
remembered how Astor once told me the same story and I wondered
whether it had
been Failan that had taught him these words, just like she was
teaching the
youngsters now. Even though we avoided each other, here in Everdia,
I was still
wary of his presence. I reminded myself that I’d been truthful with
Failan
when I told her about the bad blood existing between us, so I had
nothing to
fear when, not if, he’d inevitably try to lie about our history.




        
  
I went back to paying attention to Failan’s
lesson. She continued to speak about the other chromes:
“Ultimately, their fear
united them against us. The Black, Blue, Red, Yellow, Orange… even
the
ordinarily peaceful Violet came and burned Everdia.”  She paused to
allow her
troubling words to sink in. “And then, not satisfied that they had
destroyed
our glorious city, the Black and Blue forced us out of our
land…”



        
  
When I saw the sad faces of the infants, I
felt ashamed for what the Blacks had done. I wondered, for a
moment, if my
father had taken part in their aggression.



        
  
“We Green dispersed throughout the
territories, like seeds setting sail on the wind. We wandered for
many
solstices through different lands. That is why the other chromes
began to call
us nomad chromes. Yet we could never blossom anywhere else. A few
of us lost
hope and began to do bad things… things that Greens usually never
do. The
other chromes accused 
us of stealing, when it
was them that stole our land… It
was a sad time… still, even though we had been separated like
branches from a
mother tree, the tendrilled vines of our chrome-spirit stretched
across the sky
until they became once more entwined with Mother Goddess. The
distance between
us was no match for the greater bond that we grew with our land. So
the solstices
  
 passed and passed…
  
” 



        
  
 One of the infants couldn’t resist chiming
in and said: “Until one day…”  



        
  
“…Until one day,” repeated Failan, amused,
“I heard the Mother Goddess sing to me through the star singer
trees. She told
me it was time to return. And that is what I did, but not before
making sacred
green fluid to bring with me as a gift, for this gift is the very
life blood of
the plants and of the Mother Goddess herself.”



        
  
Failan then took out an ampoule full of
green serum from her sleeve and she sprinkled it on the laughing
infants. It
had a strong, pungent smell which I recognized as liquid
chlorophyll. We used
it too in Axyum, for it was well known to be a very good source of
health and
energy.



        
  
“When I came back,” she continued, “I
discovered that the Black and Blue, with cruelty of spirit, had
deliberately
rendered our land barren. They had tried hard to exploit it, but
they didn’t
meet with any success. Do you know why?” She asked the young
chromes. 



        
  
“Because the land needs love!” they cried
in unison.



        
  
“Exactly!” She said, beaming. Then she
grew serious. “The burnt land had remained arid, just like their
hearts.
Without love, nothing can grow. So I gave our land the sacred green
fluid I’d
brought with me, but most of all, I gave her back the 
love she’d lost.
And slowly, the land gave back her fruits. In a few solstices, it
became a
forest once more!”



        
  
She gestured at the thick, verdant jungle
shading the amphitheater. “These forests; these lands shield our
faces. That is
why no masks are needed here. We are all the same in front of the
Mother
Goddess.” 



        
  
Even though the infants had heard this
story before, they were so caught up in its telling they still
reacted to it
with a first time learner kind of awe. I also couldn’t help but
admire Failan.
She was a true leader who 
really 
had created a loving community
that flourished, whereas Axyum stayed parched unto death by the
Blacks’
collected wrath.



        
  
Failan broke into my gloomy thoughts when
she clapped her hands once more and announced: “Come now, it is
time to
practice the Moxia.”



        
  
“Moxia! Moxia!” The infants cheered. 



        
  
Failan touched her hand to her forehead.
“Oh! The heat from brother sun must have distracted me! I can’t
remember what
the Moxia is. Can someone tell me?”



        
  
“Me! Me! Me!” The little Greens screamed in
unison.



        
  
“Let’s see… hmm… you tell, Bleda.”



        
  
A plump female Chrome whose tunic was twice
her size wriggled in excitement and jumped to her feet. “The Moxia
is our most
important rite. It is when we come together with the Mother
Goddess.” She
recited.



        
  
“Very good!” said Failan. “The more we
immerse ourselves in our forest, the more we need the rite of the
Moxia so that
we can become one with nature and the Mother Goddess. Now, little
ones, think
about how you’d like to become one with the Mother Goddess and
start gathering
the things you need for your Moxia!”  



        
  
“I want to be a tree!” declared one.



        
  
“I want to be the sky!” cried
another.



        
  
They scattered deep into the surrounding
forest to gather whatever it was they needed to accomplish their
task.  



        
  
 “Tonight, we will perform a true Moxia. A
nocturnal one, in honor of the moon.” Failan told Daerec and
me.



        
  
Daerec was confused. “I don’t get it – is a
Moxia some kind of symbolic union with nature that you
seek?”



        
  
“I think… part of it may involve
camouflaging yourselves!” I said, lit by a sudden understanding.
“That is why
we did not see you when we first arrived in the forest.”



        
  
Failan nodded. “Although it is a rite, it
is also a way to defend ourselves from others. We Green are
peaceful. We never
attack another creature if we can avoid it.”



        
  
“No, we let others attack us!” a voice
broke in. I grimaced. It was Astor’s. We had carefully avoided each
other all
this time, mainly because I was convinced he was still dangerous.
He was scarred
by an ugly anger that he held deep inside him – a condition I
neither
understood nor could explain, but I wasn’t the only one who noticed
that it had
grown inside him, festering even more, since we had parted ways in
Ayas.



        
  
“Attacking, fighting, hating another chrome…
that is all based on fear,” Failan calmly told him. “And we worship
the
opposite of fear. We worship love.”



        
  
“You will never gain respect in the
Territories with your ‘so called love’!” hissed Astor. “And we will
always be
forced to flee from others!” He then pointed at me: “Like
him!”



        
  
Before I could respond, Failan approached
Astor with her arms open, ready to embrace him. “Love overcomes
everything, my
son,” she said. “I know how hard it is to fight the demons inside
you. How the
fear of being lost is overwhelming. I will remind you for as long
as it takes
that you are not lost. We are here…”



        
  
“Stop it!” Astor cried out. “I am immune to
your tricks. I’ve traveled far and wide, remember? I stayed long in
the territories, 
getting to know the weaknesses of other
nations, long after
you slunk home like a weakling, from exile. So I 
know the real truth! We
must hurt 
them before they hurt 
us, again! To ignore the
inevitable is ‘inviting death by foolishness’. As for you,” he
snarled at me,
“you are not welcome here. Leave or die.” 



        
  
His harsh words scared some returning
infants and one of them began to cry. I remembered the way I used
to be
somewhat in awe of him, myself. I had almost fourteen solstices
when I’d killed
the eldest who tried to abuse my mother, an act which forced me to
flee Axyum
and set me on the road to my destiny. He had been taller than me
then – a full
grown chrome who seemed to be the worldliest young rake I’d ever
met. Now I
was surprised to find that I could gaze over his head with ease.
When had I
grown so much? My body was sinewy and tempered like iron from a
hard life on
the road. Who did he see, now, when he looked at me? I couldn’t
help but notice
he had trouble meeting my eyes.  



        
  
“Why do you do this Astor?” asked a male
infant.
“Why do you want to fight the Harlequin? He is our friend.” 



        
  
The cunning Green chrome seemed for a
moment, uncertain. By now, other adult Greens had ventured out of
the forest to
see what the fuss was about. My other Harlequins, Xai, Yanetz,
Aprin and Rovyul
quickly made their way to my side. They formed a defensive circle
that I didn’t
need or want right now.



        
  
Astor pointed at us, saying: “These outlaws
will bring us bad fortune. The Black will come looking for them. Or
the Blue. 
And they will humiliate us, 
again.”



        
  
“The Mother Goddess brought them here and I
have no intention of making them leave,” Failan responded.



        
  
“Then you
 will regret this for the
rest of your life!” said Astor. He stalked off. 



        
  
After that, the priestess turned to the
infants and soothed them. “It’s all right, little ones. It’s all
right. Go on
and practice your Moxia.” We watched them set out the materials
they’d found
and then kneel on the ground to receive some mud that she expertly
applied to
their arms and faces. 



        
  
“Astor is right,” I told her. “I have left
a trail of blood that will eventually lead here. I 
am putting your
Nation in danger.”



        
  
 “Danger, power, oppression…what weak
chromes we are if we still have not learned our lessons.” She
remained silent
for a little while and then suddenly added: “Ah, never mind. If you
have
decided to leave, then go — but go with the new day. Tonight, the
Moxia will
be a celebration of nature, and nature should be celebrated with
friends.”



        
  
I nodded. “Thank you for your
friendship.”



        
  
She called out: “Sylai! Cochlea!”
Immediately, two females appeared and bowed to us. “Please help our
Harlequin
friends prepare for our rite.” Then, she left, but not without
passing Daerec
so she could give him a flirtatious brush of the hand. Sylai and
Cochlea also
giggled as we watched Daerec’s face turn the color of a purple
plum. 



        
  
“Is she always like this?” asked Daerec,
but the two females didn’t reply. They plucked vials of various
colored
substances from their sleeves and offered them to us with another
bow. 



        
  
“We adult Green also use the colors of the
Mother Goddess to become one with her,” Said Sylai. 



        
  
“Green, like our forests, but also brown
like our earth,” added Cochlea.



        
  
They painted my arm with different shades
of these two colors. When they had finished, they ushered me over
to a star singer sapling and positioned me in front of the trunk.
My arm blended in with
its bark to the point where it was invisible! My friends and I were
very
impressed by the artistic skill it took to achieve this
illusion.



        
  
“There are other colors, as well,” said
Sylai. This time, she painted Xai’s back with yellow and red.
Cochlea added
grass and leaves. They positioned Xai face down on the grass. All I
can say
is… his back seemed no longer to be his back, but a funny bunch of
flowers
topped by his head, enjoying the last rays of the sun.



        
  
 “Now you try it.” Cochlea said. They
bowed and left us their paints. We stripped and began our attempts
to become
one with the Mother Goddess, joking with one another about our lack
of skill and
clumsiness.



        
  
Dusk was greeted with the clamor of musical
wood sticks banging against hollow tree trunks. The incessant
sounds, coming
from different areas of Everdia, quickly united into one rhythm.
Fires were lit
and a festive mood began to spread throughout the ruins. We were
rejoined by
Failan who led us to a banquet table that had been prepared in the
open center
of the amphitheater. Seated at the table, I could study this
ancient structure
at my leisure. The outer wall was studded with hundreds, if not
thousands of
towering wind chimes that gave it a thorny look. Their sound was
muted and
sublime. Clearly this place had been the center of a once mighty
civilization,
boasting six levels positioned in free-form curving lines.
Flowering plants
dominated each level, hiding the stone benches where the denizens
of Everdia used to recline. I had long ago studied it from above
when I accepted a dare
from my Harlequins to climb a star singer. I was astonished to
discover that
the amphitheater had been designed to form the mask of the Mother
Goddess. 



        
  
As night fell, we reclined on supple, woven
branch couches that had been placed before the long stone table
which was
loaded with ripe fruits and vegetables. There were also wooden
carafes, full of
a heady, sweet mead the Green’s made from the honey of the star
singer bees and
crushed green cherries. A Green host was about to pour some in my
cup, but I
shook my head. I had tasted it before and it had made me dizzy. I
was not
willing to go through that experience, again. “The Harlequin
doesn’t drink the
nectar of our forest?” He asked, puzzled. “Why then, I will take
your part so I
can remain under the Mother Goddess’ spell until dawn!” 



        
  
“Treinor, even a cup of water puts you in
the Mother Goddess’ spell!” Another Green commented. Everyone,
including
Treinor, burst out laughing.  Well… everyone that is, except Astor,
who glumly
made his way to the far end of our table. He did not talk to anyone
but only
gave his attention to the wooden carafe closest to him. 



        
  
Failan sat opposite Astor, to my right. She
flirted with Daerec and asked him about the Red Kingdom. Soon the
discussion moved to all the other territories.



        
  
“Ah yes, the territories,” Failan sighed,
“where all nations remain obsessed with winning more power, more
wealth and
staying ready to do anything for it. That ‘anything’ includes
murder.”



        
  
“Not everyone is like that,” I told her,
but she didn’t acknowledge my comment because she was too busy
offering berries
to Daerec, who accepted them with pleasure.



        
  
“Do you know why there is no harmony
outside of Everdia?” She continued in a condescending tone.
“Because the female chromes in the other territories are not in
charge, that’s why!”



        
  
“The Blacks have the elders, male of
course; dear me, we could never have female sages could we, in that
gods
forsaken city of Axyum. The Blue have the barons, male too,
naturally. Who else
could control the commerce there? Then we have the Yellows and
Orange who still have their strange divisions and customs to worry
about.  And finally… the
Red. Well… they had a male king, too. We all know what happened
there.”



        
  
“They also had a princess,” I said. 



        
  
“Not my princess,” Daerec was quick to
add.



        
  
“In any event, from what you have told us,
they no longer have either a king or a princess. The Blacks have
destroyed
Samaris.” Astor said coldly.



        
  
There was a moment of silence and I could
see Yanetz’s eyes become moist. 



        
  
“Samaris was never our city, Yanetz,”
Daerec blurted. “It was the Ashis and Sayis’ city.”



        
  
Yanetz nodded half-heartedly. 



        
  
“So what is going to happen to the Reds
now?” Failan wondered.  



        
  
Jadreen, one of the other Greens spoke up:
“I heard most have fled, although there are still groups of errant,
renegade
Reds that roam the territories.”



        
  
“Do you know what happened to their
princess?”
I asked, anxious. He shook his head.



        
  
The Green chrome called Treinor stopped
drinking long enough to chime in: “Apparently, one of your kind, a
Harlequin,
killed her father.”



        
  
“Is that true?” Failan glanced my way,
raising an eyebrow.



        
  
“No, it was not a Harlequin that killed
Quadrio but another noble.” I told her. That was the truth. But she
wasn’t
satisfied with my answer and she pressed me for more
details.



        
  
“Did you not say that you came from the Red
Kingdom?”



        
  
I took a moment to compose myself, before
answering. “I was a friend of Quadrio,” I said. “And the reason I’m
sure it
wasn’t a Harlequin that killed him is because I was the one that
managed to do
in his assassin.” Everyone stopped eating during this revelation.
Even my merchrome friends regarded me in shock. Only Failan did not
seem to be
surprised.



        
  
“You knew our king?” asked Xai.



        
  
“I knew him well.”



        
  
“And?” inquired Failan. “Who killed him
then?”



        
  
“It was one of the nobles closest to him. A
chrome named Oris,” I replied. 



        
  
“
Minister Oris?” repeated Daerec,
even more shocked. 



        
  
I nodded. “Before I killed him, he
confessed he had colluded with Black elders — planning for the
attack on
Samaris.”



        
  
“I’m trying to keep an open mind, but I
find it very hard to believe that a Red noble, especially one who
already had
wealth and power, would conspire against his own king to help the
Blacks.” The
Green Priestess admitted.  “In truth, I think it’s even more
bizarre, that you,
a Harlequin, befriended the Red king.”



        
  
“What I have told you is the truth,” I
said. “And I have learned, at great expense, that there are more
strange and
ruthless alliances being made in the territories than what we’ve
been led to
believe.”



        
  
“Such as?” 



        
  
“The concept itself of having a chrome is a
false truth. One that King Quadrio, himself revealed to me. The
real truth is… chrome doesn’t exist! It’s all one big evil lie used
to keep us separate and
under control.”



        
  
“Hmmm, spoken like a true Harlequin!” said
Failan, plucking a green cherry, and clearly unconvinced of my
words. “But what
of the characteristics that seem to be the trademark of a certain
color.  Can
you imagine a Blue turning away from his passionate pursuit of
wealth and
embracing humility, like a Green? Or a Violet repudiating their
deft ability
with scents in favor of raising cattle like the Yellow?”



        
  
Everyone around the table, convinced of
these long-held ‘truths’, nodded their agreement.  My mind drifted
back to my
own experience.  I really couldn’t blame them – I, too, had
resisted these new
concepts when chtomio first tried proving them to me.



        
  
“No, of course not,” I came back to the
present when I heard Failan agree with her guests. 



        
  
“So you see, in answer to your question,
the color of our chrome is, at heart, the way we define our
differences.
Irreconcilable differences.”



        
  
“She’s right Asheva,” Daerec added. “All
the chromes 
are different.”



        
  
“You’re all wrong,” I replied. 



        
  
I stood up and said: “Those differences
should be viewed as things we can learn from — not things to die
for because
we cannot change.” The Green chromes at the other tables had stared
at me. I
took advantage of their attention by jumping up on a tree trunk to
be heard by
them as well. “I don’t think a dose of Green humility would hurt
Blue chromes.
I think it would make them better. Nor do I think that a Violet
could do
without some lessons on how to graze cattle so they could feed
themselves
during lean years.”



        
  
“This is pure fantasy,” laughed Jadreen. 




        
  
“Perhaps it is,” I acknowledged. “And if it
is a harmless indulgence, may I give you yet another taste of how
wonderful our
world, as I see it, could be?” I paused for dramatic effect and
then I painted
them a picture, taking a cue from the exciting way Failan engaged
the Green
infants when she taught them about the Moxia. “I can imagine a
Black chrome
turning away from the harsh, aggressive warrior edicts of his
nation and his
convictions of war and religion and embracing love and beauty. I
can imagine
Red chromes forsaking their caste system to live as equals. I can
imagine
Violet chromes helping the Green rebuild Everdia. I can imagine the
Yellow and
the Orange working together instead of competing for Red and Blue
favor. I can
imagine a table full of the fruits of the earth, where all chromes
of different
nations can sit together in peace and break bread.”



        
  
I looked at everyone and smiled at them.
“Finally, I can imagine a world where all our great nations can
peacefully
co-exist, no longer divided by colors or masks, but united as one,
just as you
Greens have long wished for it to be.”



        
  
I then raised my chalice and slowly
everyone else followed suit. “And this world already exists— in
many Chromes’
hearts.” 



        
  
“Hear, hear!” shouted Daerec, holding up
his cup in my direction.



        
  
To my amazement, many other Greens also
raised their cups and cheered me. All, except the two sitting at
the far end of
the table: Astor and Failan. 



        
  
The Green priestess got up and came near
me. “You have the heart of a Harlequin but I’ve come to know you
well, Asheva. And I think you still also have a lot of rage inside
you,” she whispered to
me.  She cupped my face with her hands. “A unification on this
grand a scale
needs love, not wrath. And I don’t know yet which of the two is
strongest
inside you.” 



        
  
I did not know myself. I was saved from
having to answer her when the low, mournful notes of Green ram
horns
interrupted us. The Greens bolted from the stone table, dashing
into all parts
of the Amphitheater.  



        
  
“What is happening?” I asked.



        
  
“It is the gathering for the 
Moxia,”
replied Treinor, getting up. “Come.”



        
  
I couldn’t believe it. I’d been so caught
up in my speech, and the intense feelings that fueled it, that the
very reason
for our having gathered together in the first place had completely
slipped my
mind! We followed Treinor into a grotto that had been created in
the deepest
level of the Amphitheater, right at its center. The Green all
huddled inside
and in unison, raised their arms and wiggled their hands in the air
while
chanting strange words. They made patterns and pictures with their
words and
gave rhythm to the chant they spontaneously created by punctuating
it with
eerie high-pitched notes. This jarred my senses and I noticed the
other Harlequins
reacting the same way. I felt as though a large snake was, slowly
creeping up
through my gut. Suddenly, the Green divided into two groups: male
and female.
Males guided females to amphitheater’s lowest wall, calling and
responding in
an arcane chant.  



        
  
“It sounds like a swarm of giant crickets!”
Xai murmured.



        
  
“I just hope the wild animals lurking in
this forest aren’t part of their rite too,” Daerec said.



        
  
The two factions swirled and danced,
following the pattern made by the terraced wall around the
Amphitheater several
times. Then they merged into a tight circle with a tiny space in
the middle. I
wanted their singing to end because of the painful emotions it
brought up
within me. Failan’s assessment of me rose like an unbidden
accusation in my
mind: She was right. I had a rage inside, something so strong it
was deadly! I
tried to rationalize my feeling: Wasn’t it this same rage that
enabled me to
survive for so long? The Territories controlled by Violet, Red and
Blue were no
less violent than the Black I told myself.  But as much as I tried
to justify
my actions, they no longer felt right. Oh yes… the look of shock
and fear on my
friends’ faces when I admitted to killing Oris had impressed
themselves in me.
I knew they had viewed me as a monster.



        
  
Suddenly, the Green dancers stopped. One of
the male Chromes issued a low hum from deep in his throat, which
echoed
throughout the entire Amphitheater and became amplified by its
curved walls. Then
it was the female Greens’ turn. They keened a primitive response in
a warbling
tone. All the other males joined in until the sound no longer
seemed discordant.
It blended harmoniously into one long sustained and joyous cry. My
spirits
lifted with it. Out of nowhere, Failan emerged inside the ring. As
she rose up,
all the others kneeled. 



        
  
The Green priestess sang her own melody, a
strange hypnotic chant, which signaled all of the Greens to leave
the amphitheater.
They staggered into the forest, again, as if under a spell. Many
disappeared in
the bushes. Others began to undress and color themselves with body
paints
similar to the ones that Sylai and Cochlea had shown us. Still more
plastered
leaves all over their bodies.



        
  
“Oh… this is becoming interesting!” Daerec
snickered. We laughed amongst ourselves to downplay our jangled
nerves. Under
the full moon, we could see how slowly the Greens were camouflaging
themselves
so they could become one with their surroundings. Soon, we no
longer saw any of
them. It was as if they had disappeared right before our eyes! Now
we
Harlequins were the only creatures left standing in the
Amphitheater. Even Failan
had been spirited away. Only the natural sounds of the forest
filled the night.
The Green hid so well that their city seemed once again abandoned
to time. 



        
  
“Amazing!” cried Aprin. Spoken words
sounded blasphemous here.



        
  
“Shh!” I whispered. “Let us respect their
rite and keep silent.”



        
  
“How long does the Moxia last?” whispered
Yanetz. “Because I’d like to go talk to Sylai about coloring her
back.”



        
  
“I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s walk away
from here and go up the steps of the temple. We won’t disturb them
there.” Then
something moved from the bushes. “Ah, I spoke too soon.” Yet, only
one Green
Chrome revealed himself. He wasn’t walking straight. He almost fell
down, as if
wounded. 



        
  
It was Astor.



        
  
“Ah the Moxia!” he screamed out with his
arms open wide. “The Moxia, the Moxia, the Moxia!” Astor staggered
around in a
drunken circle. “Go ahead, hide yourself Green nation! Make
yourselves
invisible, you cowards!”



        
  
“He’s gone mad!” said Yanetz. “He’ll ruin
the ceremony!”



        
  
“We don’t fight, oh no! We’re Green, if you
humiliate us, we love you back! He-he.”



        
  
“The moon must have made him mad,” said
Xai.



        
  
“More like the honey mead of the green
cherries,” I commented.



        
  
“Come out, brothers! Show yourself sisters!
Don’t be shy! The Territories won’t bite you!”



        
  
“We have to do something Asheva!” said
Aprin.



        
  
I advanced on Astor to stop him and when he
saw me, he was genuinely startled. “You!” he shouted. “I shall kill
you! That
way everyone will know Greens can kill as well!”



        
  
He lunged at me, but he tripped and fell
down in the mud. I came close to him, feeling somewhat embarrassed
for him. He
tried to attack me again but his reflexes were slow and I simply
stepped to the
side to avoid him. “You are a coward!” he screamed. “Fight me!” He
tried to
get up but couldn’t do it.



        
  
I knelt beside him. He was breathing
heavily and turned his face toward me. I saw fear in his eyes. “Go
away. Leave
me alone Black Chrome!” he said. “Everyone… leave me alone!”
Clearly, all his
demons had finally caught up with him, too. He sobbed like a
wounded animal. “I
hate you all.” He ranted between heaving breaths.



        
  
I placed my hand on his arm. “I don’t hate
you Astor.”



        
  
“Yes you do! Everyone hates the Green and
we hate you too!”



        
  
“You saved my life.” I reminded him.



        
  
“I also made sure you would die on the
Wheel of Chance.”



        
  
I nodded. “You were scared the Blue chromes
were going to put you on the wheel for having stolen my coins. You
acted out of
fear.” His eyes widened. “I know what it means to lose your
friends… to be a
nomad,” I continued, using the same tone I would to calm a wild
animal. “But
you are not amongst strangers, here. You don’t need to run away any
longer.” 
Just then, I remembered the wise lesson Chtomio had told me by the
sea:  
Have
no fear, Asheva. Fear can win over the strongest of chromes and the
most
powerful of kings. It can bend the most resilient of spirits.




        
  
If only I could make Astor see that fear
had grabbed hold of his once resilient spirit and was eating it
alive. I helped
him get up.



        
  
“Let go of me,” he shook off my hand and
then made his way back into the bushes.



        
  
“This has indeed been a most interesting
Moxia.” I turned around. Failan had appeared out of nowhere behind
me. She was
smiling. “Perhaps you do have more heart after all. The Mother
Goddess always
works in mysterious ways.” 



        
  
“So the Moxia is finished?” I said, partly
relieved.



        
  
“Not yet,” she whispered. “Watch.”



        
  
We Harlequins all stood in silence, near
Failan, not sure what to look out for.



        
  
Then I began to see them. Slowly, the first
bodies began to emerge silently from the land. They seemed still in
a trance, captured
by their rite. Some actually had difficulties in getting up to
their feet as if
the rite had drained all of their energy.



        
  
“The end of the Moxia is like a new birth
for us, a new beginning,” commented Failan. She was smiling but had
tears in
her eyes. 



        
  
We watched as many more Green rose from the
surroundings, as if the land was indeed giving them back to the
gods, with a
new life. And in a way, given what lay ahead for me in the
territories, the
Moxia seemed to promise that a new life was in store for me as
well.
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That night, after the Moxia, those two
fateful words of Failan’s: wrath and love, love and wrath, kept
running through
my mind… over and over again. I thought back to my last moments
with Chtomio in
the tower of Samaris. That was where that evil betrayer, Minister
Oris, stabbed
him. My rage at his cowardly act had surged through me until I
burned so bright
with vengeance, I killed Oris without regret. But the rage did not
stop there.
It stayed with me as I saw Tiara’s lifeless body, and it spurred me
on during
combat with the other Chromes in the battle of the Red city. I
fought hand
to hand against those who were of my nation and against the Red.




        
  
I had fought against everyone who had a
shield and a sword. And I had quickly become part of what I was
fighting
against.



        
  
Failan was right. There had been too much
bloodshed and too much death. It brought nothing. 



        
  
No more wrath, I thought, no more violence.
My heart would now yearn for love and peace. 



        
  
Love. 



        
  
Cestia.



        
  
Not a day passed without thinking about
her. 



        
  
She had seen me standing next to Chtomio’s
body and it was all too easy for her to conclude that I was the one
who killed
her father. None of the Green knew what had become of her. I would
think of her
supple young body and her indigo eyes — a deep sea of compassion
and
intelligence which I yearned to explore. Her remembered scent was
often enough
to keep me tossing in my pallet until sunrise. 



        
  
I had just given up on my latest attempt at
sleep on the soft ground of the amphitheater, rolling over to stare
at Daerec’s
back. He was still snoring peacefully. I pushed him and said:
“Daerec, wake
up!” That only made him snore louder.



        
  
“Daerec, wake up you lazy merchrome!”



        
  
Daerec turned over and mumbled in his
sleep: “No fishing this morning! I’m tired of fish!”



        
  
I grabbed a bowl of blue Moxia camouflage
paint and splashed it on his face. He jerked violently and shouted
“Storm
ahead!” My laughter made him open his eyes. He got up, furious, but
I couldn’t
stop laughing.



        
  
“I’m going to kill you!” he growled and I
think he actually meant it. We wrestled on the ground until he was
out of
breath. “You’re becoming fat, eating all those green cherries,” I
told him.
“It’s time we get you back into shape, hiking the
territories.”



        
  
“Why?” He asked. “I am happy here like I’ve
never been. I have fresh fruit every day and good chromes that care
for me.”



        
  
“That’s because their priestess has grown
fond of you,” I said.



        
  
“Whaaaaaat?” he stammered, pretending to be
dumbfounded. “You don’t know what you’re saying!”  It was pathetic,
really. His
red face always gave him away. 



        
  
 “Oh?” I teased. “Then why is it that the
only two whose plates are filled every day with green cherries are
yours and
hers?”



        
  
He rapidly changed the subject. “All right,
where is it you want to go?”



        
  
“I need to find Cestia,” I told him. “And I
need your help.”



        
  
He looked me straight in the eyes but
didn’t say a word. I had to push him for an answer, which wasn’t
how we normally
interacted with each other. “I’m not sure it would be a good thing
if I came
along,” he finally admitted, seeing how badly his reluctance to
tell me this
news made me feel. “She represented all that I fought against in
Samaris. I’d
rather kill her than save her, if you want to know the
truth.”



        
  
“You don’t know what you’re saying!” I told
him. “She’s not what you think she is,” I remembered how Cestia had
spoken
about her disdain for the Red caste system during the feast of the
candles in Samaris. I
tried to tell Daerec about her desire to abolish it and bring the
lowest Janis
class safe inside the walls of the city. She wanted to give them
equal status. “She would have made
a great Red queen and would have changed things.”



        
  
“Ah! Of course! When they’re young, they’re
all like us right? They’re all for changing things, making things
right. Then,
suddenly… you give these chromes some power and behold! Everything
changes.
Suddenly, they no longer have time to help the needy. Not when’s
more important
to take care of ceremonies and continue greasing the palms of the
wealthy to
keep the city running!”



        
  
Daerec’s disdainful words made me think
about Chtomio who had given up, trying to fight the Reds’ cruel
caste  system
out in the open. “I know these chromes, Asheva!” he continued.
“They’re all the
same! If she had had the chance she would have ended up ruling the
way her
father and her grandfather have done before: Run the Red Kingdom
with a tight
fist and keep us Janis out of the walls. You know what? I am 
glad that
she roams the lands without a kingdom and without power. That’ll
teach her a
thing or two about how other Reds have been forced to live. And if
someone
attacks and kills her, well… I certainly won’t cry for her
loss.”



        
  
“You can’t judge others for faults which
are not yet theirs.”



        
  
We both stayed silent for a moment. Xai,
Yanetz, Aprin and Rovyul still hadn’t woken up. I suspected they
pretended to
be sleeping but were, in fact, listening to our
conversation.



        
  
Daerec said: “What will you do once you
meet Cestia? Will you stay with her?”



        
  
I must confess I did not know the answer to
that question. Or rather, I knew it, but I didn’t want to admit
it.



        
  
“Your face says it all,” Daerec smirked. Now
it was my turn to blush. “Your sappy feelings would have you put
her before
us.”



        
  
I slumped down on the ground and looked
away from him, focusing on some crumbling stairs in an effort to
calm myself
down. I didn’t want to get angry at my friend for exposing a secret
truth.
“There’s something you need to know, Daerec,” I told him. “Cestia’s
father
saved my life.”



        
  
“What are you talking about?” 



        
  
“Chtomio, the Harlequin who helped me
survive the ordeal of the wheel in Ayas risked his own life for
mine. He was,
in reality, Quadrio, your Red king.” I spoke to my friend about the
moral
quandary of the Red caste system that haunted his former king; of
how, when I
had known him merely as Chtomio, he traveled the territories in the
guise of a
humble merchant to study the political landscape and learn the
truth for
himself. He was a kind and intelligent chrome who never expected a
reward or
favor in return for his care. I also gave Daerec the details of my
last
discussion with him, revealing his greatest wish so that no secrets
would
divide us: Chtomio had devoted the later part of his life to
starting a rebel
band of Harlequin’s that he hoped would free everyone from the
shackles of chrome.



        
  
We didn’t talk for a while afterward, but I
knew Daerec was thinking hard; trying to make sense of it all.
Daerec wasn’t
like the others. He was sharp and he absorbed new ideas
quickly.



        
  
“Do you believe me?” I finally asked.



        
  
“Had you told me all this in Samaris, I
probably wouldn’t have believed you,” he admitted in a low voice,
“but after
all the things you’ve told us about Harlequins and their real
history, and all
the things I’ve seen since our escape, I would be a fool not
to.”



        
  
“Will you come with me then?” I asked
him.



        
  
“Why do you need me?”



        
  
“In case one of us dies, the other can come
back and lead the others.”



        
  
“You want to leave the others here?” 
Daerec completely missed the honor I was trying to bestow upon
him.



        
  
“You want to go without us?” Yanetz stopped
feigning sleep. Xai did the same and so did Aprin and
Rovyul.



        
  
“It’s something I have to do,” I told all
of them. “It only has to do with me. And I refuse to risk your
lives for that.”



        
  
“But you 
will return.” said Yanetz.



        
  
“I’ll make sure he does,” replied Daerec.
“I don’t want to be the leader.  I’m not that big a blowhard.” He
thumped me
on the back and I was glad he’d heard me after all.



        
  
And so… the hardest part of leaving Everdia
was not convincing my Harlequin brothers to stay in the Green city.
No… the
hardest part was taking Daerec away from Failan.



        
  
Her eyes misted over when I broke out the
news to her.



        
  
“You need not go, my young friend,” she
quietly pleaded with Daerec. “I am sure Asheva can take care of
himself. The
Mother Goddess tells me he will be back and we can both wait for
his return
together.”



        
  
“Well, 
my instinct tells me that he
won’t come back in one piece unless I go with him,” Daerec said,
clearly happy
to free himself from the priestess’ attentions.



        
  
I looked beyond them. Astor was carefully
making his way toward our little group. He did not say anything but
gave me a
simple nod to, which I returned.



        
  
Before leaving, Failan presented us with a
small pouch of colored powders similar to the one the Green infants
had used in the
Moxia. “Please consider this gift a reminder that the Mother
Goddess is
everywhere you go and always ready to protect you.” And then, she
summoned two
shaggy, ox-sized, animals with a whistle. 



        
  
“These are trained Kerburs,” she told us.
“They will take you to the border of the Green territory most
quickly.” The
beasts reminded me of the wild boars we hunted in Axyum, although
these had
armor-like thick gray skin and a sharp long horn above the
nose.



        
  
After we said our good-byes, no sooner had
we mounted the two animals that they charged through the forest
with surprising
speed. Both Daerec and I almost fell off several times and I had to
duck to
avoid getting hit by the branches that flew past my head. 



        
  
I glanced back at Daerec to see if he was
still following me. His face was a mask of fear that looked so
comical I could
have laughed – but I had no doubt I wore the same expression.
“Asheva, watch
out!” He yelled. I whipped around in time to see a thorny tree
trunk blocking
our path. 



        
  
“Stop!” I shouted at the Kerbur, but it was
too late. I closed my eyes and flattened myself as much possible to
the beast’s
body. The next thing I heard was a dull sound, like a piece of wood
being axed.
I opened my eyes, surprised to find myself still on top of the
Kerbur, who now
wore a thick block of tree trunk skewered to his horn.  The rest
was in
splinters behind us.  Ultimately, the beasts slowed down to a trot
of their own
accord, stopping to guzzle water from a forest pool.  



        
  
All Daerec and I could do was hang on for
the rest of that bumpy ride until, at last, we reached the end of
the forest at
dusk. The Kerburs stubbornly grounded to a halt at their first
glimpse of the
waving, grassy plains that marked the beginning of the Blues’
territory. They
snorted and bucked, hinting with the subtlety of a sledgehammer
that we should
get off their backs. Then, fresh as if they hadn’t run at all, they
turned
around and quickly disappeared back in the bushes.



        
  
Daerec and I looked at each other, both of
us once more flashing twin expressions of pain and awe from the
horrific beating
our rumps had received. “Never again!” Daerec sputtered.



        
  
“Aye,” I thought every bone in my body had
been fractured. 



        
  
We were too tired to get a fire going and
so we decided to lie down and wait for sleep, but it just wouldn’t
come to me.
I felt uneasy. The thought of wandering through the Territories
again made me
remember what I had lost when I first left Axyum to do so. That
first journey
seemed but a remote part of my past. Back then, I was a young Black
chrome,
knowing only what other Blacks wanted me to know. I had seen a
chrome falsely
accused and hanged for being a Harlequin in my town square. I had
become a
Harlequin, the worst nightmare of my youth, and in doing so I’d
rolled the
proverbial log off a bugs’ nest, discovering far too much ugliness
about the territories. So much so that it now seemed like it would
be better off staying
hidden in the dark. 



        
  
Either way, I was still a fugitive.  



        
  
“You asleep?” said Daerec.



        
  
“No,” I told him.



        
  
“Any idea of where to go with the new
sunrise?”



        
  
I outlined my plan to him.



        
  
“I don’t understand,” he said, in a drowsy
voice. “You want to make yourself seen by everyone, without masks
and cloaks so
that they all will know you to be the Red Harlequin. You are either
the chrome fullest
of hubris that I ever met or the craziest.”



        
  
“There’s a method to my madness,” I said.
“The more chromes who see us, the easier it will be for Cestia to
hear about it
and find us.”



        
  
“Right… and that’s good because she thinks
you’re the one who murdered her father and she wants to kill you.”
He chided. “Makes
sense to me.”



        
  
“Makes sense to me too,” I replied,
grinning.



        
  
“Assuming she’s still alive, how do you
plan to convince her that you didn’t kill her father?”



        
  
“By telling her the truth.”



        
  
“She may not believe you,” he said. “Ach,
even I have a hard time believing you!”



        
  
Then, in a more lighthearted tone, he
added: “So by your logic, in order to find Cestia, we should be mad
enough to
run around the territories revealing that we are Harlequins to any
chrome who
would take a particular pleasure in killing Harlequins.”



        
  
“Precisely,” I said, but deep down I knew
that if Cestia was anything like her father, she would find us
sooner rather
than later.



        
  
For a moment, my thoughts drifted back to
Chtomio, and his desire to unite the territories, along with his
wild idea of
having me become the Eldest of the Black. I smiled and mumbled to
myself: “You
need to rest, Harlequin, for soon everyone you’ll meet will want
your head as a
trophy.” I glanced over at Daerec.  He was already snoring.



        
  
The next morning, before exiting the
forest, I painted my face chalk white and blood red with the colors
used by the
Green. I also stained our robes many colors: yellow, blue and red,
as well as
green and black – giving them the appearance of the patchwork
Harlequin cloak I
had been forced to wear in Ayas. Now I was certain no one would
mistake us for
regular chromes.



        
  
We started our journey by walking deep into
the vast Blue plains. I gazed at the sky above us, watching two
enormous flocks
of swallows gather together. They blocked out the sun before they
separated
again, dancing together in the heavens. For a moment, I thought how
nice it
would have been to dance with Cestia in Samaris. We would move
sinuously
together, our two hearts beating as one.



        
  
Wallowing through a sea of wheat brought me
back to reality. It was chest high and ripe for harvest – making
any headway
was hard work indeed, but Daerec and I determined it would be
better for us if
we kept off the roads. Unfortunately, not enough time had passed
before the
first Blue Chromes spotted us. They were farmers, busy placing
their harvest
onto several carts that had been lined up in the fields. They
greeted us from a
distance.



        
  
“Let’s go nearer to them,” I
suggested.



        
  
When we came close they saw we weren’t
wearing any masks. They stopped what they were doing to stare at us
and make
comments.



        
  
Daerec bowed with a flourish and
proclaimed: “Lo and behold! The Red Harlequin!” This had an
immediate effect.
The farmers dropped their forks and ran for their lives, leaving
their carts
and the horses behind.



        
  
“Hey! I’m beginning to enjoy this.” Said
Daerec. Then, mocking me, he bowed once more. “Who should we scare
next, my
Lord?”



        
  
“The merchants on the Cancerian,” I
replied.



        
  
“The Cancerian it is, then,” he said.



        
  
The Cancerian was a huge, well-traveled
road, always full of chromes making their way through the
territories, from the
  Yellow territories to the north all the way down to the Blue
plains to the
south. Even from where we were we could see the towering Indigo
pyramid of
Ayas, where many chromes went to sell or buy wares and seek
fortunes. Just
then, a group of Violets crossed our path. Three of them rode on a
buckboard
mounted to the front of one of their trim little houses on wheels.
I remembered
enjoying the company of a traveling Violet husband and wife, named
Jhute and
Zimdie, who briefly shared their house with me. Those two Violets,
like every chrome belonging to their strange Nation, made a
practice of altering their
faces by wearing a series of braces, until they were ugly as sin.
All Violets
were convinced this was the only way to achieve a true form of
beauty no one
else understood. At first, I was glad Jhute and Zimdie wore masks
after I’d
seen them bare-faced, but as I got to know them better I no longer
remained
focused on how they looked – only on how kind they were to
me.



        
  
This house was constructed larger than
Jhute’s, so it could accommodate an entire family. The eccentric
Violets were
renowned for their passion for traveling throughout the
territories,
ceaselessly hunting for the rare flowers and herbs they needed to
make their
impeccable perfumes. In addition to the trio on the buckboard,
Daerec and I
counted six riding on horses and two more riding on top of the
roof.



        
  
“Ah, some fresh new rubes for our sport,”
laughed Daerec. And without waiting for me, he sauntered towards
them, comically
scraping and bowing. “Lo and behold! Make way for the most infernal
creature of
all— the Red Harlequin!” he shouted.



        
  
The Violets merely stared at Daerec. He
shrugged in my direction, puzzled. “Cannot you fools hear as well
as you
smell?” He teased. I unsheathed my sword to impress them, but that
didn’t generate
so much as an eye blink. The only thing the Violets did was change
direction
and slowly roll towards us, unperturbed. 



        
  
“Something’s not right,” I murmured. 



        
  
Daerec was now very close to them. “Tremble
in fear, Violets! I say, again, this is… the 
Red Harlequin!”



        
  
“Daerec!” I shouted. “Come back
here!”



        
  
He turned toward me, “What?”



        
  
Suddenly, two of the horsed Violets
galloped straight at my friend, threatening to mow him down. At the
last second,
they tossed a net over him. The other four took bows out from
beneath their
mantles and began to ride toward me. 



        
  
I ducked low to the ground to hide myself
in the wheat, crawling away from the last point they had seen me.
“Harlequin!”
One of them shouted. It was the voice of a female chrome. Best of
all, the one
voice I would have recognized amongst a thousand others. 



        
  

    
Cestia!
  



        
  
“Come out or we will kill your servant!”
She yelled.



        
  
“I’m not his servant!” cried Daerec.



        
  
Then I heard a shout. It was Daerec again
and I realized this time it was a cry of pain. “Ah! My leg! My leg!
What have
you done! Oh, I will kill you for this, you arrogant, spoiled
wench! My leg!”



        
  
I jumped up. Daerec staggered backward,
holding the shaft of an arrow that had been shot into his left
thigh. My
friend was now surrounded by all six horsed chromes. I could see
now that one
of the Violet chromes had long hair; shiny and blue-black as a
raven’s wing.
Yes… It was none other than my beloved Red Princess who shot
Daerec. Too late I
grasped, like a fool, that they were all Reds in disguise.  They
aimed their
arrows right at me. 



        
  
“Run Asheva! Don’t let them get you!
Run!”



        
  
I did not listen to Daerec. Instead, I
walked slowly up to Cestia and her guards, throwing down my sword,
removing my
dagger and also putting it on the ground.



        
  
“Let him go!” I shouted. “It’s me you want,
not him.”



        
  
When I was close enough, I saw that Cestia
was wearing a white mask that had a red stripe across her eye
slits. Her black
hair was flowing wildly in the wind.



        
  
“Kneel!” she ordered.



        
  
I did. “Princess Cestia, I need to…” I
couldn’t finish my sentence because she kicked me violently in the
face. Blood
spurted out from my mouth. Then she kicked me in the stomach. The
other Reds
laughed.



        
  
“Please…I have to tell you…” I choked on my
words.



        
  
“Silence!” she shouted.



        
  
She moved, around me — a raging beast,
ready to attack.



        
  
“The Red Harlequin!” she spat. “What sort
of creature are you anyway?”



        
  
“Let me talk,” I said but my words were
immediately followed by another kick, this time in my ribs.



        
  
“Talk?” she sneered. “Talk? You killed my
father and you think I want to 
talk with you? Samaris is shattered
because of you!” Her voice broke with sorrow, but she forced
herself not to
cry.



        
  
“I did not kill your father,” I managed to
say. “He was my friend and I cared for him.”



        
  
“Quiet!” she screamed. She gave me another
vicious kick.



        
  
“He came looking for you!” Daerec
protested. “Why else do you think we would be going around, trying
to get
ourselves noticed like this?”



        
  
“Shoot another arrow into him,” Cestia
commanded. One of her guards raised his bow and took aim at
Daerec’s heart.



        
  
“No, wait!” I shouted. “I beg you, leave my
friend alone. Let him go. He is not to blame for my
actions!”



        
  
“Never mind. I’ll shoot him myself.” She
told her guard. 



        
  
“I could have never killed your father!” I
told her. “He was a Harlequin!”



        
  
That got her attention.  She knelt close to
me and I could see her indigo eyes burning beneath the eye slits of
her mask. 
“Say that… 
again.”



        
  
“Your father was a Harlequin. He taught me
all that…”



        
  
She whipped out a knife and stabbed me in
the leg with all the strength she could muster. I cried out as a
bloom of
excruciating pain shot through me.



        
  
Cestia stood up and said to her soldiers:
“Tie them both up. I want to hang them in our land so that my
father can at
least smile from his tomb at the justice I served these
rogues.”



        
  
“It’s not safe to go back to the Red
Kingdom, my Princess…” The guard nearest to her replied.



        
  
“I don’t care!” she snapped back. “We will
hang this assassin near my father’s tomb if it’s the last thing I
do. Place
them inside the wagon.” She mounted her horse, adding: “And make
sure they
don’t bleed to death before the hanging. I want them alive and
conscious when
the noose breaks their necks.”



        
  
The guards removed the arrow from Daerec’s
leg, bandaged both of us and then trussed us up like two pigs ready
for
roasting. They hustled us inside the house on wheels, which was
full of
weapons, slammed the door and locked it tight.  Obviously, they
were so sure we
wouldn’t be able to shed our bonds they weren’t the least bit
concerned about
keeping us imprisoned with a means of defending ourselves.



        
  
“Now what, 
Milord?” whispered
Daerec.



        
  
“Now, we wait,” I told him. Just then, the
door was unlocked briefly to admit Cestia. She sat down at a table
just as the
house started moving.



        
  
“Great,” said Daerec. “Just the company we
needed.”



        
  
Cestia remained silent, cleaning my blood
from her dagger. She had not taken off her mask, but I could sense
her eyes
directing a similar amount of venom at Daerec. No one spoke for a
while.



        
  
Finally, Daerec turned to me and said: “Are
you happy now?”



        
  
I didn’t reply. I gazed at Cestia and she
boldly returned my stare.



        
  
“Now that we’re all here you might as well
tell her.”



        
  
Cestia pretended not to hear Daerec and
continued playing with her knife.



        
  
“Go on, tell her!” insisted Daerec. “Let’s
see if she really is different from the rest of the Noble rats that
infested
Samaris!”



        
  
No sooner had he uttered these words than
Cestia placed the dagger underneath his throat.



        
  
“I may just kill you now,” she hissed.
“After all, it is he that I’m after, not you.” From the tone of her
voice, I
knew she meant it.



        
  
“Tell her!” Daerec insisted. “Tell her she
is the reason why we came out of hiding and into the Blue
plains.”



        
  
“Oh, so you came looking for me? That’s odd;
because I see it the other way around.”



        
  
“Well, you’re wrong! Your father saved his
life in the Blue city of Ayas.” Daerec said. “That’s why 
we came looking
for 
you.” 



        
  
This news seemed to pique her interest.
“How would he have done that?” she asked. “In the Blue Territory,
no less.” 



        
  
I studied her for a moment, trying to
reconcile my memory of the warm, well-spoken female with this angry
feline
seated before me.  It wasn’t that I didn’t understand how she felt,
or how
guilty I must certainly appear – I just wanted to believe that she
would be
open enough to hear my side of the story because she felt something
for me,
too. My feelings for her had definitely colored my natural sense of
caution and
now I fervently did not want Daerec to pay if I had made a mistake.
I took a
deep breath and started to tell her the story of how I met Chtomio.




        
  
“Your father changed after the death of
your brother. He wanted to make things right. He wanted to unite
the
territories. He had come in disguise to Ayas to give back the masks
of dead
Black warriors to my former nation as a token of peace. That’s how
we met.”



        
  
“I’m supposed to believe such a wild tale?”
she replied drily. “That the king of the Reds runs around in
disguise, ending
up in Ayas and saving the life of a miserable Harlequin? Are these
really the
kind of tricks you Harlequins are known to play on chromes? Telling
nonsensical
and stupid lies? Because if this is it, we overestimated your
powers in a big
way.”



        
  
“Think about it, Princess. How would I
know about your brother’s death?  How else could Minister Oris have
ended up
with so much power – someone had to rule while King Quadrio was
gone for months
at a time and your father’s greatest mistake was to trust
him.”



        
  
She rolled her eyes in disbelief and moved
away from us, like one disgusted by a disease-ridden dog. “My
brother’s death
is not unknown to others of my caste. My father knew how to
delegate
responsibility – though I grant you that trusting Oris was a
serious lapse in
judgment. But he was never the same after my brother died so not
all of his
choices were wise.” 



        
  
It was then I noticed a cylindrical object
mounted on the wall. It was something I had seen before, in
Chtomio’s hands.
“See that Scopium?” I said. “I recognize it as the one that
belonged to your
father.”



        
  
“So?” 



        
  
“He showed me the trick,” I said.



        
  
“What trick?”



        
  
This time, even Daerec at me with
curiosity. “Yes, what trick?” he repeated.



        
  
“The one that can make you change the color
of your chrome. Surely you’ve seen it too,” I said.



        
  
“How can you change the color of your
chrome? When you insist we have no chrome!” protested
Daerec.



        
  
“That’s the trick,” I said. “That’s what
the 
Scopium is for. To make you believe you
have the chrome inside you.”



        
  
Cestia looked at the cylindrical object.
She hesitantly picked it up. That’s when I realized she’d never
looked inside
it and Quadrio must not have ever shown it to her. “You haven’t
used it, have
you?” I asked.



        
  
“Of course I have,” she snapped. She aimed
it at me and Daerec and peered down the barrel. I could tell from
the time she
took to fiddle with it that she was surprised.



        
  
“What do you see?” I asked.



        
  
“What I expected to see,” she answered
calmly. Our transport jolted to a halt and one of the Red guards
entered the
house.



        
  
“There are Black soldiers ahead, my
Princess,” He reported.



        
  
She nodded and then turned to us. “All
right, supposing you are telling me the truth. There is only one
way for you to
prove it to me. And that is by keeping silent while we pass through
the ranks
of the Blacks.”



        
  
She fixed her eyes on me. “Can you do
that?”



        
  
“Yes,” I managed to say. I was as eager for
the chance to prove my sincerity as I was hopeful that I had not
misjudged her.



        
  
“Now you are the one tricking us,
Princess.” groused Daerec. “You want us to be quiet so that we can
pass the
Black soldiers and continue happily rolling onward to our death in
Samaris.”



        
  
In response, Cestia’s voice again grew
cold:  “Very well then. You choose: either die here this very
moment or give
yourself a few more morsels of life until we reach Samaris.”



        
  
“What great choices!” Daerec snorted. “I
already feel at home, again – the welfare of my Janis hides assured
in the safe
hands of a Red Ashi.”



        
  
“We shall remain silent,” I told her.
Secretly, I felt a glimmer of hope that she did not give Daerec the
kind of
arrogant response so popular with her noble rank that would make
him feel
small.



        
  
“So you say.” she went out of the wagon
leaving me and Daerec alone.



        
  
As the wagon lurched forward, Daerec
murmured: “Not only are we tied up like hunter’s game…  Soon we’re
going to be
killed by the Blacks! Thankfully, your good friend Daerec has a
plan.”



        
  
“Shh!” I whispered. I wanted to hear what
would happen outside. It was not me that I was worried about, but
Cestia.
Meanwhile, Daerec had managed to work his way off his chair and
land on his
stomach.  He inched his way like a gigantic snail up and down the
rough floorboards.



        
  
“Are you going to help me or not?” He
said.



        
  
I shook my head and concentrated on the
muffled voices outside. As they drew nearer, I began to separate
the sharp,
accented tones of the Blacks from those of our captors.



        
  
“Stand down, Violets. What are you
carrying?” Said the rough voiced Black in charge.



        
  
“Silks to resell in Crodya,” came the
reply.



        
  
I could hear the Reds’ horses nicker and
stamp. They were nervous — not a good sign. Meanwhile, Daerec had
found a way
to pick up a knife in his mouth. He frantically shook his head to
get my
attention. 



        
  
“Silks eh?” The Black continued. “Must be
worth a lot in Crodya.”



        
  
I then heard Cestia say: “We seek no
trouble. Name the bribe required to let us be on our way and we’ll
gladly pay
it just to get your ugly masks out of our sight.” This time, she
did sound
haughty.



        
  
No, no, I thought to myself. She may have
been a princess, but she obviously did not know much about the
Blacks. As I
expected, the Black commander’s tone prickled with rage. “Tell us
the price!
You hear that brothers? These Violets think they can buy us off,
just like that!”



        
  
I could hear the sound of more horses
drawing closer. I quickly placed myself near Daerec so that he
could cut my
ropes.



        
  
“I’ll tell you what our price is!”



        
  
“Then do it quickly!” snapped Cestia.



        
  
“Do it quickly!” repeated the Black,
mimicking her. “Well now, what do we have here? A little Violet
queen. Is that
how she treats all you male chromes? No wonder all you Violets do
in that
forgotten land of yours is play with females’ silks and
perfumes!”



        
  
“Enough!” One of Cestia’s aides said. “Tell
us the price and we will pay you.”



        
  
At last, I felt my ropes go slack. Daerec’s
face was shiny with sweat from the strain of cutting me free. He
rested while I
undid his bonds.



        
  
“How about this?” said the Black. “The
worthy tribute you will pay for our protection is your horses,
wagon and your
uppity female chrome.”



        
  
“You will show respect!” I heard, followed
by a cry and a thud. 



        
  
“You beasts!” someone else cursed. The
talking stopped – interrupted by the clash and clang of steel
swords. A nasty
battle ensued around the rolling house. The walls shook from its
force, making
us lose our footing.



        
  
“Hurry Daerec!” I said. Fortunately for us,
there was an abundance of swords and I grabbed the two closest at
hand. My
nostrils flared. An all too familiar sense of violent exhilaration
pervaded my
body. The rage I had bottled up within erupted. Love and wrath.
Wrath and love.
Now there was only wrath.



        
  
I burst through the back of the house,
taking the fighters by surprise.  The first thing I saw was the
head of one of
the Reds. It came rolling through the legs of a horse. I jumped on
the horse of
the nearest Black to me, taking advantage of my element of
surprise. 



        
  
“What the…” he gasped.  He clearly did not
expect anybody to come barreling out of that house, let alone a
Harlequin. I pushed
him off his saddle and before he could grasp what happened, I’d
severed his
head from his body. Satisfied, I watched it roll to a stop next to
the head of
the dead Red guard. The Black’s eyes were still wide in shock. 




        
  
“A Harlequin! There’s a Harlequin!” cried
another of the Blacks, stupidly stating the obvious. This Black
guard attracted
a swarm of his fellow soldiers who moved in behind the rolling
house. When they
saw me, they hesitated and I used their moment of fear as another
advantage to
charge through their ranks. Unfortunately, they were quick to
recover and they
surrounded me. 



        
  
I reined my horse in to prevent it from
galloping away, hoping Cestia would notice that I didn’t intend to
abandon her.
It was then that Daerec leaped onto the buckboard and turned the
wagon around
for another assault on the Blacks. In the confusion, he jumped down
and fought
his way over to my horse; slinging his leg over the saddle and
pulling himself
up behind me. “You’ve done your good deed! Now let’s leave! This is
not our
war!”



        
  
I searched for Cestia and saw that she was
fighting on foot like the best of her warriors. With her sword, she
also
carried a pouch full of throwing knives, several of which she now
aimed with
deadly accuracy at her adversaries. Yet the Princess and her two
remaining
guards were hopelessly outnumbered. They, too, were surrounded by a
dozen
Blacks. 



        
  
“Let us leave or we shall be killed with
them!” insisted Daerec.



        
  
I did not think; I just acted. I aimed my
sword at the Black Cestia was fighting, jumped down from the horse
and hacked
my way through to him. Then I thrust my blade deep inside his
chest. His blood
sprayed over me like rain. Some got into my mouth and the rusty
tang of it
inflamed my anger all the more. I bellowed a Black war cry. 



        
  
The Blacks fighting Cestia and her Red
guards turned as one to me. They were both surprised and insulted
that I knew
their style of battle cry. Two soldiers charged me with long
spears. One was
knocked out of his saddle by Daerec’s horse. As for the other, I
used a
defensive move I’d learned from Chtomio to dodge him and avoid
death. When he
passed, I to sliced his hamstrings with one swift cut of my
sword.



        
  
My enemy collapsed in agony. I stepped over
him to make my way over to the remaining soldiers. In the meantime,
yet more
Black horsed guards rode to the aid of their comrades. They way
outnumbered us,
and we would have probably died there and then, had it not been for
an
unexpected event. It was one of those rare and fateful moments —
so small and
yet so powerful – that would, in time, change the destiny of the
Territories
forever. 



        
  
None of us noticed the small but growing
crowd of merchants watching us from the safety of the Cancerian
road. When our
fight reached a fever pitch, they ran for cover among the bushes.
Their
cowardice made me furious. I shouted at them: “Is this what you
want? For these
Black chrome invaders to beat you into submission and decide your
fate? Aren’t
you tired of living like slaves?”



        
  
In response, a few rocks were winged at the
Black guards, hitting their horses. The animals reared back in
terror as more
pelted them like rain. The excited merchants began to throw
anything they could
get their hands on; sticks, cutlery, heavy masks…  



        
  
“Go away!” they shouted at the Blacks. “Go
back
to Axyum!”



        
  
The Blacks were taken aback by this. They
regrouped and decided to respond with a full charge against the
merchants, who
fled once more. I grinned as I turned to face off with the
remaining guards.
But my smile was wiped off my face when I saw that neither Cestia
nor her two guards were left standing. The Blacks raised their
swords in exultation. “What
have you done?” I screamed. 



        
  
“What we shall do with you Harlequin!”
cried their leader.



        
  
There were six of them and two of us. I
picked up one of the spears and hurled it right at him. It skewered
him in a
vital spot between his ribs and its heavy iron tip shot out of his
back.



        
  
Now there were five Black left standing.
Daerec dispatched another one by cutting through his shoulder down
to an artery.
Four left. Two jumped at me, but I quickly rolled on the ground and
used my
legs to push them over.  The pain from my injured thigh was
intense. I gritted
my teeth as I began to bleed again. Seeing the blood on my leg, one
of them crowed:
“So Harlequins bleed, too.”



        
  
Just then, he fell over. Daerec’s knife was
in his neck. The other one swung his sword at my wounded leg. I was
faster. I
held him back by thrusting the point of my weapon right through his
mask and
into his skull.  



        
  
There were now two left, but they took off.
I did not care. I staggered through the pile of lifeless and
mutilated bodies
lying on the ground until I was over the only one that mattered to
me. Cestia’s
mask was no longer white, but red with blood. I gently removed it
with my trembling
hands. Even though her eyes were closed, she looked more beautiful
than I had
dared to imagine. Her long black eyelashes and crimson lips stood
out on her
snow white skin.  



        
  
“She’s dead, Asheva,” said Daerec still
panting from the fight. “There’s nothing you can do.”



        
  
I kneeled close to her and gently stroked
her hair. I could see she had two wounds; one near the abdomen and
one on her
shoulder, close to her birthmark symbol of being a Noble Ashi.
Daerec raised me
up with unexpected force. “I won’t leave you here to die! Get a
grip on your
emotions and get on that horse!” 



        
  
“She doesn’t deserve to die here,” I
murmured.



        
  
“It doesn’t matter any longer!” cried
Daerec. “We must leave here before other Blacks come!”



        
  
“I want to take her with us,” I told him. “I
want to bury her in Samaris.”



        
  
“Samaris? You’re mad! She stabbed us,
remember?” 



        
  
“No!” I snapped. He grabbed my arm, again,
but I pushed him away. “I will take her and bury her next to her
father, Daerec
– with or without you.”



        
  
“Then, you’ll have to do it without me,” he
finally said. “I’ll go back to Everdia. You know where to find me
if you don’t
get yourself killed.”



        
  
I nodded. “I’ll come back. I
promise.”



        
  
“I’m not sure I care anymore,” he replied.
He grabbed the reins of a Red’s horse. Then he stared at me one
last time before
riding away to the south.



        
  
“So long, friend,” I said under my breath.
I lifted up Cestia and placed her body on my stolen Black’s horse.
Rain started
to fall as I galloped away in the direction of the Red Kingdom. It
washed
away the colors on my face and the tears in my eyes, but it
couldn’t wash away
my grief.
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The rain poured down in cold, heavy sheets.
The ground dissolved into mud. My horse was a fine strong beast,
but it struggled until it instinctively slowed down out of fear of
hurting itself.
Its coat was wet and the saddle squeaked on its back. The sound
grated on my
nerves, which had been stretched as taut as the strings on an
Everdian lute by
my skirmish with the Black soldiers. I scanned gray skies,
frowning. Every now
and then, I glanced behind me to see if anyone followed us. 



        
  
The horse trudged across soggy wheat
fields that paralleled the Cancerian, keeping the forest – the
highly dangerous
 Black Forest, I might add – to my left. I figured out that Axyum
must be no
longer than two or three days’ journey away. Part of me yearned to
throw caution to the
winds and sneak into the city of my birth so I could try to find my
Mother, but
I had my mission for Cestia to consider. As for Samaris, my
knowledge of the
terrain told me it was equal-distant, to the East. At some point or
other, I
knew I would have to risk crossing the Cancerian, too, if I was
ever to make my
way back  to the Red Kingdom, or what remained of it.



        
  
Suddenly, the sky seemed to split in two.
Whip cracks of thunder echoed throughout the plain. This must have
been the
sign from the gods I had unconsciously been waiting for – a sign
that would let
me know I’d made the right choice.  I looked at Cestia to see if
her body was
all right, even though her soul had left her. The pouring rain had
washed away
the blood from her pale white skin, leaving it immaculate.



        
  
Then it happened… I heard a soft, faint
groan. I almost lost control of the reins when Cestia’s body
shivered in the
rain. “Cestia!” I rejoiced. “You’re alive!” I was reinvigorated by
every breath
of life that issued from her lungs. 



        
  
“I’m…cold,” she managed to say. “I
feel…cold.”



        
  
What I had mistaken for fatal wounds on her
back was the blood of our attackers. I gently examined her body and
saw that
the only blood which did not disappear had pooled on her stomach,
from a very
real wound. 



        
  
I immediately turned the horse around and
urged her into the Black Forest. The risk was now worth taking
because it was
the nearest place to find shelter from the storm. I also wanted to
try my best
to heal Cestia, and that would require getting her rest. “Stay
awake!” I
pleaded with the princess. “Stay with me Cestia! Stay with me!”




        
  
As soon as we entered the tree line, I
dismounted and quickly led the horse through the woods. 



        
  
There, I eased Cestia onto a natural bed of
soft moss. She murmured things that were incomprehensible to me.
She was
shaking hard and her hands felt ice cold. I removed my mantle, tore
off a strip
and wrapped it around the wound on her waist.  Then I covered her
up with my
mantle and lay down next to her. I held her close, hoping my body
would give
her much-needed warmth. It seemed to work. She began to tremble
less and her
breathing stabilized. 



        
  
We started to breathe in unison. We were
here, together. Nothing else mattered to me. Not the cold rain or
the wet
leaves. Not the Blacks or the Reds. I slept like I hadn’t in ages;
at peace
with myself and with the gods.



        
  
When I next awoke, there was sunlight… And
the razor-sharp edge of a blade on my throat.



        
  
Cestia was on top of me, glaring and
holding my sword in her trembling hand. Her face was pallid and
beautiful at
the same time. Before I could say anything, she fainted. I checked
her wound
and I rejoiced to find that the blood wasn’t seeping. A good sign –
that meant
the cut wasn’t deep. Stomach wounds were often fatal and the victim
often died
with agonizing slowness. But Cestia’s forehead remained slick with
sweat. I
searched the forest floor for aries horns - reddish brown mushrooms
we Blacks
used for healing our sick. Their distinctive shape was similar to a
ram’s head.
I found several underneath a dying elm and I brought them back for
Cestia to
eat.



        
  
 “Cestia,” I whispered gently while raising
her head.



        
  
She opened her eyes and looked at me. I
felt a shiver down my spine.



        
  
 “My mask! Where is my mask?” she cried,
alarmed.



        
  
“You lost it while we were fighting the
Black soldiers,” I told her.



        
  
Then I showed her the mushrooms I had
picked and cleaned for her. “Eat these and I promise you’ll feel
better.”



        
  
“You want to…poison me?” she said.



        
  
“Yes,” I said smilingly, “I want to poison
you, but with the venom of life.”



        
  
For the first time, she attempted to smile
back at me. But it was only a moment for then she turned serious
again and
murmured: “No, I’d rather die than be saved by my father’s
assassin.”



        
  
The hard look on her face dashed away all
my cheerfulness. It was as if she had given me a strong sudden blow
to my
stomach. 



        
  
“Eat it,” I said, suddenly turning cold.
“Or you will be of no use for your father’s revenge if you
die.”



        
  
She finally took a small bite of the
mushroom. 



        
  
I surprised even myself at the harshness of
my voice. Perhaps I could be forgiven for my jumbled emotions – I
had almost no
experience in dealing with females and the way I’d been raised
permitted almost
no interaction with them. 



        
  
“I’m thirsty,” she then said softly and
closed her eyes again. “So…thirsty.”



        
  
Her fragility shook me again. I immediately
got up and plucked the largest leaves I could find from the oaks
and maples that
surrounded us. They were still wet from the night’s rain. I
squeezed every
single drop of water into Cestia’s mouth.



        
  
“More,” she rasped.



        
  
I did this all throughout the morning until
at one point she raised her arm to stop me.



        
  
“Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Why
are you helping me?”



        
  
A sensation of heat crept up my face. “I
told you: Because your father saved my life,” I said coldly.




        
  
“I am not my father and you owe me nothing,
Harlequin,” she said with unexpected bitterness. “Leave now that
you can, for I
swear I will kill you.”



        
  
She started to get up, but she lost her
balance and I had to help her stretch out under my mantle, again.
“You are not
well, yet,” I reminded her.  “You can kill me when you get
better.”



        
  
She remained silent with her eyes avoiding
me. She was still trembling.



        
  
She finally turned around and looked at me.
“You don’t look like a Harlequin,” she said.



        
  
“And what do Harlequins look like?” I
replied
ironically.



        
  
She didn’t answer. Instead, she said: “You
were at the feast of the candles. You spoke with my father, and you
were in the
tower when he….”



        
  
I nodded. “When he was murdered. But I
swear before the gods, I did not kill him. I cared about your
father.”



        
  
“So you’ve told me… what did you two speak
of that night?”



        
  
 “I…we argued.”



        
  
“About what?” she asked.



        
  
“It doesn’t matter any longer.”



        
  
“Well it matters to me!” she said suddenly
rising
up. Then too weak to stay up, she lowered herself again and spoke
slowly with
here eyes closed: “You were the last one to see him alive. And if
what you say is
true, that you didn’t kill him, at least have the decency to tell
me what it
was you argued about.”



        
  
“We argued about Samaris.” I finally said.
“I was angry at him over the many injustices I saw in the Red
Kingdom. I know the other territories are far from perfect, but I
was appalled by the barbarity
of forcing the Janis scrape for food every day. I couldn’t stand to
see them
suffering for lack of decent shelter and clothes, either. They
didn’t even have
a seminary to attend so they could learn how to help themselves! I
was also
angry with your father because he could have changed things, but he
didn’t…
after he revealed himself as a Harlequin and swore he wanted to put
things
right in every territory… he wasn’t even strong enough to change
the way things
were in his own! And he was the king! But by his own admission,
he’d started to
try, too late in his life, to change things.” The force of my
outburst
astonished me. On reflection, I knew it was rather unfair and naïve
of me to
think political changes happened with the wave of a hand. Down
deep, I also
regretted that he did not live longer so that I could tell him so.




        
  
Cestia remained silent, so I continued
talking. “After our discussion, he told me to leave Samaris with
the next
sunrise which I did but then I saw the Blacks marching on the city
so I came
back to warn him. I found him slumped on his throne – dead – with
Minister Oris
standing over his corpse. The knife he’d used to stab your father
was still in
his hand. He tried to kill me, too, but unlike Quadrio, I wasn’t
taken by
surprise.”



        
  
I paused and took a breath. “I killed Oris
with a vengeance, as if he had killed my own father – I killed him
a moment
before you entered the throne room. You saw me and assumed I’d
assassinated
them both.”



        
  
She carefully weighed my words. 



        
  
“This is the truth!” I insisted.  I was
desperate to have her believe me, but that just made me sound
guilty in my own
ears. 



        
  
She turned her face away from the sunlight
that was now shining through the branches of the tree.



        
  
“Oris…” she whispered. 



        
  
“He masterminded the surprise attack of the
Blacks,” I added, to convince her further. “I don’t know how else
to impress
upon you that I’m telling the truth, but as you can see, we are
alone and I
have every advantage on my side. Wouldn’t killing you be easier
than trying to
convince you?  But I’d never harm you – never! I’d rather die
first, by the
slowest and most torturous means possible!”



        
  
The intensity of this last statement had a
surprising effect – she chuckled. Without a mask to shield her from
my
emotions, I must’ve looked so comically mortified she laughed
harder. How was I
to know, then, that she had a more sophisticated understanding of
what a male
Chrome could feel for a young female?



        
  
 “I never liked Oris,” She confessed,
ignoring my sentimental, impassioned confession to spare us both
more
embarrassment. “And I don’t think my father liked him either…he had
been made minister by the influence of other, powerful nobles who
thought my father
wasn’t a harsh enough ruler. I used to tell him the same
things…what good is
our ability to rule if we can’t use our power to help the most
humble of our
subjects? And then he’d always say that ruling was not easy, that
there were
enemies…”



        
  
“…inside and outside the walls of Samaris,”
I said.



        
  
“Yes, exactly,” she said nodding.



        
  
“And it is probably those enemies that
murdered him,” I added. “Oris was just one of them.”



        
  
“Reds betraying us to the Blacks!” she
marveled.  “I can’t imagine it happening – even by the worst
traitor. We have always
been enemies…” 



        
  
“It was the perfect opportunity to make
everyone believe your father’s death was the deed of Harlequins.” I
said. “It
wouldn’t be the first time Harlequins were used as a scapegoat in
the territories. Chtomio knew that well.  What better way to crush
his plans for a
Harlequin orchestrated rebellion, too.”



        
  
“What did you just say?” she said.



        
  
I looked at her, puzzled, and then realized
I’d called Quadrio by the name I’d come to know him. “I’m sorry, I
meant King
Quadrio — it’s just that I’d known your father as Chtomio, much
longer.”



        
  
“Now I remember… Chtomio was the name you
used during the feast of candles. It was also the name my father
had in his
youth,” she explained, “Long before he became king. In Samaris,
when you become
king, you are given a new name to mark the passage from noble to
monarch. I’m
not sure anyone would even remember his first name since so much
time had
passed.”



        
  
“That’s why nobody knew his name in Samaris
when I asked of him,” I said, more to myself than to Cestia.



        
  
 “Your friend, Daerec, what happened to
him? Did he die as well?”



        
  
“No, but we parted ways,” I told her.



        
  
“Why?” 



        
  
“Because I wanted to bring you back to
Samaris and he didn’t.”



        
  
She looked down. “He called you with
another name, though.”



        
  
“Asheva,” I said. “That is my real
name.”



        
  
“Asheva,” she repeated. Never had I heard
my name pronounced so beautifully.



        
  
She began to ask me other, more probing
questions. In front of her, I felt as I had no secrets. I 
wanted to tell
her everything; I 
wanted her to know all about me. We spoke
throughout
the day, listening to each other’s stories and absorbing every
word. For me,
this was a dream come true – indeed all the daydreams I’d ever had
about being
with her.



        
  
When I told her about Ayas and how cleverly
her father had tricked the Blues to rescue me, she laughed once
more.  Her
laughter sounded like bells to me and her merriment was contagious.
When I
described holding Tiara’s fragile lifeless body, tears rolled down
her cheeks.
Finally, I revealed what Chtomio had told me about chromes and
Harlequins and
how radically this knowledge changed my life and gave me
purpose.



        
  
 “So you are not a Harlequin! Harlequins
don’t exist! I knew it!” she said, visibly relieved.



        
  
“Yes they do!” I told her. “They exist
within each of us. Harlequins are the best part of us; the truest
part. And I
have chosen to be a Harlequin.”



        
  
“And do what, go around naked, without a
mask?” she said sarcastically.



        
  
“Yes, exactly. Beauty and truth are hidden
behind masks.” I gazed into her eyes.  “Isn’t that the purpose
behind your feast of the candles? To show your true face and
feelings when the candles
stopped burning?” She blushed.  



        
  
 “I still don’t know if I should kill you
or hug you,” she gave me one her intriguing smiles that made me
yearn to put my
lips to hers. Then, without waiting for a reply, she unexpectedly
got up and
unhitched our horse’s reins from the tree.



        
  
 “What are you doing?” I asked. “You’re
still weak and need to lie down.”



        
  
“I’ve rested enough,” she replied. “It’s
time I leave. My kingdom needs me.”



        
  
 “What will you do there?” I asked.



        
  
“I will fight the Blacks!” she said. 



        
  
“Then you have not learned your father’s
lesson,” I said.



        
  
 “They have destroyed my kingdom! They have
destroyed my nation!” she cried out in tears. “But you can’t
understand that
can you? You have chosen to be a Harlequin!”



        
  
“I lost my nation as well,” I told her
bitterly. “And I have chosen to be a Harlequin, because like your
father I too
do not see 
any future in the way we are now. Chromes
fighting each other
so that one color can have supremacy over the other. When will it
end?”



        
  
“It will end when the Blacks are
destroyed,” she said.



        
  
“No, it will not. The Blacks will then be
replaced by the Red or the Blue or some other chrome. The only way
to stop this
chain, this agony, is to finally let go of this message. We must
let go of our
differences and concentrate on the similarities, remove the colors
once and for
all.”



        
  
“You are mad!” she said. “It will never
work!”



        
  
“Am I?  Surely you’ve seen for yourself
that things are changing in the territories,” I told her. “The
merchants on the
Cancerian helped us against the Blacks. We saw Yellow and Orange
united with
Violets and Reds in distracting their cavalry. Everyone is tired of
this
constant friction between colors – they just haven’t yet discovered
a way to
openly express this. But I have. I will bring the Harlequins’
message to them.
The time is ripe to build upon the dream your father had – to unite
the
territories. No more Blacks or Reds or Blues…”



        
  
“…Just Harlequins!” she snapped. “That’s
certainly one very convenient idea!”



        
  
“No, not Harlequins, either. Just brothers
and sisters,” I patiently explained. “No more masks, no more lies,
no more
deceit. Imagine it! No more boundaries, no more hate, just truth
and…peace.”



        
  
 ““How do you plan to achieve that?” she
asked, with hesitation. I could tell she felt guilty for even
listening to my
treasonous views and perhaps, for feeling, under the surface, that
they made
sense.



        
  
 “I don’t know yet,” I told her. “But I do
know that this is the right way; it’s the only way.”



        
  
“The only way you can unite chromes, Asheva,
is to give them a common enemy. And the Blacks are the common enemy
of today.
You will succeed only if you are able to forge an alliance between
the other territories against Axyum. The question is: are you ready
to go against your
nation?”



        
  
“I no longer belong to one nation. All the
territories are my nation.”



        
  
“We shall see about that,” she then said
provokingly.
“Come, there’s no point in losing any more precious time.”



        
  
“What do you have in mind?” I asked. 



        
  
“What I should have done beforehand, when
my father was alive. Create a new coalition against the
Blacks.”



        
  
We then saddled the horse and rode out from
the woods together – still not quite friends, but at least no
longer foes. 
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As we rode toward the Red Kingdom, Cestia
insisted taking the reins of the horse. Stubborn as she was, in
spite of her
weak condition, she couldn’t control the mount. I let her find this
out for
herself.  When she was willing to let go and trust me, I rode in
front and she
wrapped her hands around my waist.  My skin tingled pleasantly at
her touch and
a host of butterflies fluttered inside my stomach.   



        
  
 “Tell me again about your alliance between
the territories,” I asked.



        
  
“The Red army would constitute the heart of
it,” she replied firmly. “There’s no better way to convince others
than with swords
and spears.”



        
  
I sighed and shook my head.



        
  
“What?” she asked.



        
  
“Swords and spears will never reach a
chrome’s heart,” I replied.



        
  
“But they will reach his mind, and that’s
good enough for me,” she said.



        
  
“You won’t unite anything unless you have
love,” I said repeating Failan’s words.



        
  
“Oh, and you are an expert on love at your
age?” 



        
  
I stammered: “I don’t mean ‘love’ like you
mean it.”



        
  
“And how do I mean it?” she teased.



        
  
“Never mind,” I mumbled.



        
  
I gently urged the horse into a gallop,
wishing she would outrun my embarrassment. We shied away from the
main roads
and continued to zigzag through fields and wild valleys to avoid
other chromes.
Neither of us wore a mask and I still was dressed in my motley
Harlequin
costume. 



        
  
“We’re back in the Red Kingdom,” Cestia
whispered in my ear, after some time had passed.  “I recognize the
landmarks.”



        
  
To my far right, in the distance, I spied
the large familiar rock where the Red city of Samaris had once
stood. For a
moment I thought I could see the white tower of the castle, even
though I knew
it was no longer there.



        
  
 “Should we head for Samaris?” I
asked.



        
  
  “No, the Blacks are lurking everywhere
inside that ruin, like rats. Keep riding north, toward those
mountains.”



        
  
She pointed to the mountains that had
emerged in the distance. 



        
  
“At the foot of those mountains, the Orange
territory begins. That’s where the remainder of my army is camped.”




        
  
Her words broke slightly. As much as she
tried to control herself, I could sense the anguish that welled up
in her
because of Samaris’ fall and the death of her father.  We could not
put the
great Red city at our backs, soon enough.



        
  
As we rode up the mountain grade, the air
around us changed. It was cold, with a gusty wind that seemed to
delight in
making it colder. The mountains loomed huge before us and their
color was a
bright red-orange. I thought it was the setting sun that gave them
their hues,
but Cestia told me it was from a light colored, rusty clay that was
unique to
this region.



        
  
Beneath the mountains, dense fields of
ragged rushes dotted the plain. Then I saw some of them move. It
wasn’t
vegetation, I realized – these were herds of cattle; thousands of
dark
shaggy-haired brown bovines grazing peacefully in front of
us!



        
  
 “Those mountain harpies have not wasted
any time, I see…” She then said.



        
  
“What do you mean?”



        
  
“The Orange chromes have pushed their
cattle in our territory. They have always tried to use this as a
way to get our
lands; with their herds first and then with their chromes. And now
that the
Blacks have ousted us, they’re already here.”



        
  
“But this place is just off their
mountains,” I commented. “Besides, you never used this land even
before the
Blacks attacked Samaris. I saw how you relied on the Orange and
Yellow to
provide you with their meats.”



        
  
“Ah, how could I even expect someone as
foreign as you to understand?” she replied, barely concealing her
irritation. I
did not press her, further by pointing out that the Red were using
the Orange in a similar way by hiding out in their territory to
regroup. I sighed. At this
moment, tired and thirsty from the iron-bitter dust of the road
that settled
like grit on my teeth, the thought of uniting chromes who’d
bickered with each
other since the dawn of time really did seem like an impossible
dream.



        
  
 “Slow the horse down,” said Cestia, “or
you’ll scare the bovines and they’ll stampede.”



        
  
At closer range, the Orange mountains looked
like giant rotten teeth. Their rock faces had been carved into
jagged points
by the strong winds that blew throughout this region, but their
tops had been
worn into smooth plateaus, no doubt leveled by thousands of chrome
feet who
passed over them. 



        
  
I signaled the horse to halt and gazed at
all directions. 



        
  
“I don’t see any soldiers,” I finally
said.



        
  
 “I told you, they are hidden.”



        
  
“Where?”



        
  
“That’s for me to know.” She ripped a strip
of cloth from her sleeve and tied it tight, over my eyes. 



        
  
“What are you doing? You really still think
I would betray you?” 



        
  
“If you want me to trust you, then you have
to begin by trusting me,” she replied.



        
  
“Fair enough,” I said.



        
  
She took our horse’s reins and we galloped
along. Instinctively, I reached out to hold on to her. She slapped
my arm and I
almost fell.



        
  
 “Don’t you dare!” she snapped.



        
  
“You might as well kick me down then!” I
rebutted.



        
  
“You still can’t ride a horse without your
hands?” she said. “What kind of sad warrior are you?” 



        
  
“Humph!” I grabbed the back of the saddle
with my hands, trying my best not to fall off. I must confess
Cestia was
beginning to seem like a foxfire flower; beautiful outside but
surrounded by
too many stinging thorns.



        
  
With my eyes covered, I felt cold and
disoriented.  The steep incline and thinner air told me we were
gaining
altitude.  My lips were dry and I was thirsty. “How long will it
take to reach
this hideout of yours?” I asked Cestia.



        
  
“We’ll get there soon enough. Now be quiet
and let me concentrate.”



        
  
“Concentrate on what?” 



        
  
“On finding my way,” she answered.



        
  
A short while later, Cestia reined in our
horse.  The bitter wind slowly died down. I knew we must be
somewhere that
provided shelter because I no longer felt the cold.  



        
  
I then heard Cestia say: “We’re almost
there. Do not speak once we arrive. Let me talk.” She removed my
blindfold and,
once my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw that I was in front of an
ancient
stone entrance to some sort of majestic shrine that had been
sculptured
directly into the flecked, golden-orange rock. It had several
pillars
half-carved in base relief that looked like the mountain need only
shake them
off for them to be liberated.  I looked behind me. We were
surrounded by high
cliffs at the end of a narrow gorge.



        
  
As Cestia unsaddled, four Red soldiers
appeared from behind a boulder.



        
  
“My Princess!” exclaimed one, bowing. “You
are without a mask! Quick!” he addressed a comrade, “Fetch a mask
for Her Royal
Highness! And a mask for this…?” He looked at me, evidently at loss
for words.
Or perhaps he knew the right word to describe me but didn’t want to
say it.



        
  
“Your highness,” said the guard
hesitatingly, “Is he…”



        
  
“He is a Harlequin, yes,” she replied. “The
Red Harlequin, no less! But we have nothing to fear from him.” She
was quick to
add. “As the leader of the Harlequins he has promised to use his
fellow
creatures to help us defeat the Black Army!”



        
  
The first guard blew a horn he had roped
around his shoulder. Dozens and dozens of soldiers gushed poured
out of the
stone entrance like red ants. “Take the Harlequin!” said the guard
that had
been speaking with Cestia.



        
  
“Well… I’m so glad you did the talking.” I
said to Cestia.



        
  
“Wait!” she cried out. “Hold off! All of
you!”



        
  
“Your Highness, you have been deceived by
this Harlequin,” said the guard. He grabbed Cestia’s arm and tried
to pull her
off our horse. “We’ll kill him to free you from his spell.” 



        
  
“Let go of me!” she shouted and quickly
freed herself. “How dare you talk that way to your princess. I have
not been
deceived!”



        
  
The other soldier returned with a new mask
for her, this one an authoritative creation cast from silver and
pearls. She
put it on to gain control over her troops. She offered me one of
the water
bladders and we both drank deeply, as much to quench our thirst as
to let
things settle down and make sure all eyes were focused upon us
before we
spoke.  



        
  
“Now listen to me! All of you! Our city has
fallen, but its spirit remains strong. I too am hewn from that
spirit. I may be
young, but I’ve learned well from Father. Do you think I would
crumble or go
mad from exposure to this mere creature? Surely I have proven
myself to be made
of stronger stuff than that!” 



        
  
Her soldiers mumbled assent.  I was
impressed by her ability to instantly command their attention. I
had thought
her to be a sheltered Noble, but she had the seasoned confidence of
a ruler
well beyond her years.  Whereas I had learned to lead in the
seminary of hard
knocks, I now saw that she possessed a natural talent, no doubt
inherited from
her father.  



        
  
Cestia paused, for effect. “You think I
came under my guest’s influence,” She continued.  “Yet it was 
I who
persuaded 
him to join 
our cause!”  



        
  
Now I was the one to be taken aback. 
I
joined the Reds’ cause?  



        
  
The Red guard waved their swords and
cheered her.



        
  
“The Red will rise, again, against the
Blacks,” she announced. “But in order to do so, we must make
ourselves
stronger, wiser and bolder than ever before.”



        
  
The soldiers hurrahed. Cestia leaned
forward, as if addressing each one confidentially. “Most important,
the key to
our victory lies in our willingness to be humble enough to seek out
and win new
allies, to defeat, once and for, every Black soldier in the
territories!”



        
  
No one rejoiced at this part of her
speech.



        
  
“We don’t want Harlequins” A guard shouted
from the back. “I recognize him. He was in Samaris. He killed our
soldiers!”



        
  
“He killed King Quadrio!” another
yelled.



        
  
“He did not kill our king!” Cestia cried
out, silencing the crowd. “I was there. I witnessed the truth of
that tragic
event with my own eyes and only now I have realized that it was 
Minister
Oris that killed my father, our beloved king… He was in
league with the
Blacks.  He betrayed us all!”  She paused to let this news sink in.
“As for the
Harlequin…he risked his own life to save mine on the Cancerian road
when my
contingent was accosted by the Blacks.”



        
  
“I was wounded during that skirmish and he
sheltered me and healed my wounds. If I am here now,” cried Cestia,
“it is
because of him.”



        
  
One soldier, hesitant to accept this news,
half-heartedly blurted out: “But, Your Highness… he’s still…a
Harlequin!”



        
  
This time, I replied: “Indeed I am! But
Harlequins are not your enemy! The Blacks are! I know them well and
I can tell
you they are out to conquer all of the territories. They will stop
at nothing
because their corrupt elders have spent generations convincing them
that this
is their religious destiny.”  



        
  
Cestia nodded in agreement and added: “They
have disobeyed our Collective Laws by attacking our city and by
bribing one of
our leaders, so you see, we can only survive if we set aside our
differences
and forge an alliance with other chromes and Harlequins! Who is
with me?”



        
  
No one replied. She got down off the horse
so she could walk among her subjects to convince them. I followed
her. “I
said… Who is with me?” Cestia shouted with passion. She raised her
arm, but no
one followed her example.



        
  
Everyone remained silent and I felt many
eyes on me. What I had privately feared was coming to pass:  an
alliance with
Chromes, while a new idea, made sense – but joining with Harlequins
– 
that
was too mad for any Chrome to accept.



        
  
 “We will not fight alongside a Harlequin,
your Highness” someone finally had the courage to speak up. The
rest
hesitantly nodded in approval. 



        
  
Cestia balled her hands into fists. “I am
not asking you,” she hissed. “As your ruler, I am ordering you to
fight
alongside the Harlequin.”



        
  
But one by one, the soldiers began to turn
their back to Cestia. 



        
  
“How dare you!” she cried out



        
  
“How dare 
you!” sniffed an
unpleasant, tart voice behind us. A group of Reds, clothed with
fine vermilion
tunics and thick silver masks cut through the fighters and
surrounded us. They
were noble Ashis — members of the Red’s highest caste. They
reminded me a lot
of the Black elders in Axyum. The one who had spoken stepped
forward. I
remembered him from the feast of the candles ball: Erai, a spoiled,
privileged
and very sheltered chrome whom Cestia rejected in favor of dancing
with me.
There was no doubt in my mind that this chrome had not even
unsheathed his
sword during the fall of Samaris. I wondered if he recognized me
now that I had
no mask on. From the words that followed, I knew he had.



        
  
“You had told us Cestia, you would go with
some of our best soldiers to look for the Harlequin who had entered
furtively
into Samaris and had killed your father. And instead of bringing
back his head,
you return with him, very much alive.  And with none of our
soldiers. And after
having declared that he was indeed the assassin of Quadrio, you now
say that he
is innocent and that even more incredible, the noble  Minister Oris
was the
assassin. I think you owe 
us an explanation.”



        
  
Unbelievable!  The soldiers were looking at
this impudent Ashi, hanging on his every word. And Erai was clearly
enjoying
his moment in the sun. “Let us not forget, this creature now knows
our secret
location. I say he’ll sell us out to the Blacks the first chance he
gets. Did
he not just admit, he knows them very well?  Is that a slight Black
accent I
hear, hidden in his strange manner of speech?”



        
  
“You are wrong, Erai, it is not…” Cestia
began.



        
  
“Of course, it is not your fault my
Princess,” he cut her off in a patronizing way. “You are younger
than most of
us here and, I dare say, untried. It is in the nature of things for
the young
to make mistakes. That is why your father wanted me to be at your
side. 
Always.”



        
  
He certainly wasn’t that much older than
either me or Cestia, I thought, and yet he was getting away with
all this
nonsense.



        
  
Erai then turned his mask to face his
fellow nobles. 



        
  
“Isn’t that what Quadrio had told us, many
times over, my friends?”



        
  
One of them picked up Erai’s cue and chimed
in: “Yes! Quadrio was wary about you Cestia. He said you were prone
to flights
of fancy and feared you might not be fit to rule.” 



        
  
Cestia made the mistake of letting her
temper spark. “What it does sound like is that this is all
treasonous!”



        
  
“There you see?  She is delusional, most
likely from her ordeal.” Erai closed in for the kill. “Why don’t we
continue
these discussions afterward, Cestia? As for this Harlequin, there’s
is only one
thing we can do to ensure our safety here-  kill him!”



        
  
As if waiting for this moment all his life,
another one of the nobles quickly shouted: “Guards, seize this
Harlequin and
cut off his head, immediately!”



        
  
“Wait!” screamed Cestia. She threw herself
in front of me, ignoring how mad such an action would appear to her
people. “I
vouch for him.”



        
  
“My dear Princess,” Erai wheedled. “Have
you not understood? You cannot vouch for anyone any longer. Not
even for
yourself.”



        
  
 “He saved my life. I will not let him die
alone. If you kill him, you must kill me, too.”



        
  
“You owe me nothing!” I whispered to her
ear.



        
  
“Yes I do,” she said.



        
  
“Very well.” Erai sighed and held out his
hands, as if this were the hardest choice he ever had to make in
the world. “If
that is the price to pay for secrecy and safety, then we shall pay
it. Guards kill
them both. The princess is obviously under the Harlequin’s spell
and has lost
her soul.”



        
  
The Red soldiers, part of the Sayi’s caste,
all stood there not knowing what to do. They seemed in conflict on
which nobles
to obey. And perhaps Erai had claimed victory all too soon against
the Red princess because from the shrine another group of Red
soldiers, dressed
different from the others, quickly made their way near us.



        
  
Half of them were dressed in Red with white
mantles and the other half was dressed in white with red mantles. I
also realized
that one half was male while the other half comprised female
warriors. Yet, judging
from the way they moved and how they managed their swords, they
probably knew
how to use them just as well as their male counterparts. 



        
  
These newcomers quickly placed themselves
between the Red soldiers and us, forming a bristly and deadly
barrier.
Immediately the other Red soldiers began to back off.



        
  
“Ah yes, the Parabathai warriors,”
commented Erai. “The silent and loyal guardians of our beloved
royal family, or
what’s left of it. Always running a bit late aren’t we? Pity you
weren’t there to
defend Quadrio when he was brutally murdered inside the castle. Or
perhaps you
were?”



        
  
The warriors didn’t’ say anything and I
suspected they were ready to go to arms against the other Reds.
This was
something I had yet to see in the territories: soldiers of the same
army
fighting each other. But apparently no one wanted to fight these
warriors and
Erai knew it. He spoke again: “Cestia, I shall ask you one last
time: will you
leave this Harlequin to us and order your Parabathais back inside
the shrine?”



        
  
I whispered to her: “For the love of the
gods, save yourself!  Pretend to go along. I’ll manage to escape.
Don’t worry
about me.”



        
  
She surprised me by saying something that
would change the course of our friendship, forever.



        
  
“No! You trusted me. It is time I trust
you.”



        
  
She drew herself up.  Despite her fatigue
and wounds, I had never seen her look more regal. “It is obvious
that war with
the Black has put us all under tremendous strain. If I have let you
down, I am
ready to pay the price. I do not want to be the cause of yet
another internal
conflict among us and I am ready to leave.”



        
  
“If we are here, if Samaris is in ruins,
and if the Blacks are now lurking our kingdom it is certainly
because of your
father,” thundered Erai. “And you are the heiress of this tragedy.
You cannot
just leave without paying the consequences.” 



        
  
Even the other nobles knew he’d stepped
over a line. In an instant, the narrow gully turned into a seething
mass of
arms and legs as the Reds began fighting each other. I realized
that, in such
close quarters, with emotions running hot, this would escalate into
a fight to
the death. 



        
  
I raced to shield Cestia with my body while
a part of my mind, long attuned to battle, stayed separate and
focused on the
fray so I could seek an advantage. The Parabathai warriors in the
mean time
moved silently and sinuously, in pairs, against the other Red
soldiers.



        
  
The Black horse began to panic. It stove
in a couple of skulls with some well aimed kicks and threatened to
trample
Cestia and me. I eased the princess between the backs of a fighting
Parabathai
pair and mounted the horse to calm it down. 



        
  
At that moment, a soldier managed to stab
one of the partners guarding Cestia. Erai disarmed the other, but
the noble was
still in for a world of hurt. The warrior herded Cestia back
against a
protective rock wall and deftly grabbed Erai’s belt from his waist.
In the
hands of a master, belt beats sword every time. The Parabathai used
it like a
whip to disarm Erai and then wrapped it around the noble’s scrawny
neck to
choke him. 



        
  
Seeing Erai in trouble made the soldiers
stop, and Cestia commanded her Parabathai to stand down, as well.
She showed
mercy and gave the order to spare her enemy— which was a lot more
than her
enemy would ever have done for her.



        
  
While the warrior held Erai in his grip, I
took advantage of the lull to speak.  



        
  
“I knew Quadrio!” 
  
I said, 
  
“He
was better than all of you put together, and so is his daughter!” I
rode the
horse right up to Erai and looked down my nose at him with all the
disdain I
could muster. “Do you really think she’s sparing your miserable
hide out of
fear? No… she does not wish to see Red fight against Red.” 



        
  
“You speak rightly,” Cestia said; then to
her guard: “Release him.”  The warrior gave Erai a shove and he
fell at my
horse’s feet.  



        
  
I pretended to think hard for a moment.
“Hmmm…Now that I recall… you were in the throne room when Quadrio
was
assassinated, noble Erai. How did you get there so fast?” I said.
It was a lie,
but that whining little bug deserved whatever misfortune he’d get
from it. 



        
  
He tried to recover his dignity: “We shall
let you go Cestia, with the promise of never coming back.” He
said.



        
  
“I shall leave on my own terms, Erai!” she
rebutted. “And only because I know that ending this rift between us
will bring
peace to this small remainder of my battle-weary soldiers – I take
no action on
your account.” Then she faced her troops. “Please have the decency
to make my
horse and my guardians’ mounts ready. We won’t deprive you of any
of your
dwindling supplies.”



        
  
Many looked shamed, but their protests were
few. They bowed and obeyed her; probably for the last time. Her
wound started
to bleed, again, but she refused to notice.



        
  
Several horses were ushered through the
crowd. The first one, a spirited white horse, clearly belonged to
Cestia. I
helped her mount it while her guardians mounted on the others.
There was an
awkward moment of silence, during which only the wind could be
heard.  We
slowly began to make our way out of the gulch.



        
  
“May Adio and Adia protect all of you.”
Cestia declared, raising her hand in farewell. 



        
  
I thought the Reds had made a poor trade in
taking Erai’s authority over hers, but I suspected they would soon
pay dearly
for a decision made in fear.



        
  
As we winded our way through the labyrinth
of rocks and back down the mountain, I studied our surroundings,
expecting to
see Red archers come after us, but they didn’t. Cestia rode ahead
of me. I wanted
to ride by her side, but the passage was so narrow two horses could
make their
way, together. It was a great hideaway, but it could also be a
great trap, I
thought, with no means of a quick escape. 



        
  
Back on the desolate plain, I caught up to
Cestia. “You did the right thing,” I told her. “The only thing you
could have
done, under the circumstances.”



        
  
Although she nodded at my words, I heard a
quiet, wrenching sob come from inside her mask. “Forgive me. My
wound is
hurting,” she finally said.



        
  
We stopped and lit a campfire, not far from
where a herd of Orange cattle grazed. The Parabathai warriors
silently took
care of everything. Two of the female warriors medicated Cestia
with unguents.
They seemed to work for she immediately stopped bleeding.  Then
they wrapped
her in a plush robe, helped her clean herself up and remove her
Violet
disguise. In no time at all, she was dressed once again as the
familiar Red princess, looking as beautiful and as radiant as the
first time I’d seen her
riding her chariot outside Samaris. 



        
  
“You are very lucky to have such faithful
custodians,” I told her. “Why didn’t you bring them with you when
you came
looking for me?”



        
  
“Because they can’t speak,” she said. “And
I needed soldiers who could pretend we were Violets.”



        
  
“And to seek information on my
whereabouts,” I added.



        
  
She nodded. 



        
  
I observed them moving with soundless
efficiency and communicating with each other by a silent language
of gesture
and movement. 



        
  
 “Are they mute?” I asked.



        
  
“No,” she replied. “They have simply sworn
to silence.”



        
  
I must have looked puzzled, so she gave me
the history of these unusual warriors. “The Parabathai are almost
as old as Samaris,
itself. They are lover-warriors sacred to Adio and Adia who are
sworn to
silence in order to increase their other senses and make them
extremely
vigilant.”



        
  
“Well after seeing them in action back
there, I can see they don’t just throw kisses at their enemies.”




        
  
This seemed to lighten her up a bit as I
heard a quick giggle under her mask. 



        
  
“Their most powerful weapon is the love
they have for each other. By having their lover near, their
fighting and
survival skills are far keener than any normal warrior, because
they have so
much to lose.  It is said their love is stronger than the enemy’s
hate.”



        
  
I had never thought of love as a weapon,
before. Cestia continued: “That is one of the methods we used in
defeating the
Blacks during our last great war – the one we had before the
cowardly surprise
attack against us, I mean.”



        
  
 “I lost my father in that war,” I
confessed.



        
  
“And I lost my brother.”



        
  
We remained silent for a while, lost in
painful memory. Night fell, wrapped in a dark velvet mantle of
stars. We both
gazed at their cold, twinkling lights in unison.



        
  
To my surprise, she removed her mask. The
fires that had been lit by the Parabathai illuminated her pale
face. For a
moment, I saw the familiar expression of sorrow I’d glimpsed in
Chtomio’s eyes
when I first met him on the Cancerian.



        
  
 “What will you do now?” I then asked facing
her.



        
  
“I will do what I set out to do. Seek an
alliance
with the other nations to crush the Black once and for all.
Tomorrow I shall go
and speak with the Yellow chromes of Doryca.”



        
  
“Without the Red army to back you?”



        
  
“They will eventually come to their senses,”
She said. “And when they do, I will be there for them. I will be
there with the
other nations, too, ready to free the Territories.”



        
  
 “Why not start with the Orange?” I asked.
“I mean, we are here in their Territory!”



        
  
 She looked at me and said: “The Orange and
Yellow cities are almost attached to each other so once we reach
Doryca we
shall have reached Crodya as well. But tell me, Asheva, did you see
any Orange come to our aid during the fall of Samaris?”



        
  
I shook my head. “But I didn’t see any
Yellow or Violet either. Or Blue.”



        
  
“Exactly!” she replied. “Everyone worries
about their own little field, indifferent to the storm that sweeps
away the
others’ harvest and unable to figure out that the same storm can
ultimately
sweep away their crops, too. Even worse, chromes like the Orange
deliberately
exploit such hardships to their advantage.”  She looked
meaningfully at the
grazing cattle.



        
  
 “Perhaps you are exaggerating Cestia. Have
you spoken with the Orange? Or have you reached these conclusions
by yourself?”



        
  
“I…know all about the Orange. I know what
they
are like,” she said.



        
  
“That’s my point – you only know what
you’ve been told.” I spoke softly to her: “If you are to succeed,
you cannot
leave any stone unturned. You said it yourself, back at the Red
camp – you have
to be open; you have to be humble and embrace the others — make
them your
allies, not your enemies.”



        
  
“What about you?” she said changing the
course of our discussion. “What will you do with the next
sunrise?”



        
  
“I’ll come with you and then… Afterward go
back to where my friends are, in Everdia.” What I really wanted to
say was I’ll
come with you and then stay with you. 



        
  
“Everdia,” she repeated. “Is that your new
home?”




        
  
“I don’t have a home,” I replied. “The
territories are my home.”



        
  
“It must be sad.”



        
  
“What?”



        
  
“Not having a home. I am beginning to
understand what it feels like.”



        
  
“You have not lost your home, Cestia,” I
told her. “Samaris is always there. Even if it now lies in ruins, I
have faith
that you will rebuild it, a hundred times more beautiful than
before.” 



        
  
She stood looking at me for a moment. “And
will you do the same with Axyum, once it’s destroyed? Rebuild it?”




        
  
“I will never set foot in Axyum, again,” I
replied.



        
  
 “I don’t believe that,” she said.
“Eventually, the river of life takes everyone back to their home.
And it will
take you back too.”



        
  
Hearing those words, the thoughts of my
mother and my father weighed heavily in my heart. 



        
  
Cestia then looked up at firmament and
said: “When we Red rise again, I vow to abolish the caste system in
my kingdom.
This war will change things, forever.”



        
  
“It already has,” I said. 



        
  
She leaned closer to me and I instinctively
put my arm around her, not sure if I was dreaming.  



        
  
“Why do you want to come with me?” she said
looking at me. “This is not your war after all.” I felt like her
soul was
searching for something I did not know I had. 



        
  
Suddenly words that had been caged deep
inside my heart were finally set free. 



        
  
“Because I fell in love with you the moment
I saw you. Because ever since I met you, I couldn’t stop thinking
about you.”



        
  
She did not reply. Instead, her hand
reached for mine and her lips brushed my lips as if it were the
most natural of
things. As if they were the only things that mattered in the
heavens above and
the lands below. And at least for that night, they were. 



        
  
 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        24. The Twin Cities
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
The next morning, a loud, clanging sound
startled me from my slumber. A sword and a shield had been thrown
at my feet by
a Red Parabathai who apparently wasn’t too eager to come near
me.



        
  
I looked for Cestia, but she was no longer
beside me – she was dressed, with her silver mask in place, and
already riding
her white stallion. “Now that the Harlequin is done with his beauty
sleep, we
are leaving,” she said. “Get ready.”  She gave this as an order,
but I smiled,
for the tone of her voice was softer — a wonderful reminder of how
things had
changed between us. With the new dawn, I felt an unexpected warmth
come over
me. I felt as if the gods would always be at my side from now on. I
was joyful.



        
  
There were twenty-four Parabathai in all
and they made two lines, the female to the left and the male to
then right. I
dressed quickly, splashed water on my face and saddled up my horse.
 I
urged her over to where Cestia was.



        
  
 “Where are we going?” I asked cheerfully.
“To Doryca?” 



        
  
“As I told you yesterday, Doryca and Crodya
are close to each other. So we shall speak with both Yellow and
Orange.”



        
  
Her mask prevented me from seeing her face,
so I had no clue as to her thoughts, but now I detected a slight
tension in her
voice. 



        
  
“Is everything all right?” 



        
  
“Yes!” she was quick to say. Too
quick.



        
  
After our kiss in the night, we slept
innocently in each other’s arms. Had I still done something to
offend her?  Or,
more likely (I told myself) it was the events of the last few days
catching up
to her. Why was she suddenly acting so reserved? Perhaps it is a
female thing,
I thought.



        
  
We galloped side by side not saying
anything for quite a while.



        
  
“I’ve been thinking about your Parabathai
soldiers,” I spoke at last. “It doesn’t make sense to have them as
escorts.” 



        
  
 “And why is that?” she said, her voice
gelid.



        
  
“Well, when push comes to shove, whom will
your warriors defend — their lover or you?”



        
  
“I can take care of myself,” she said,
dismissingly.  She moved up ahead and I spurred my horse to catch
up with her.



        
  
“Are you sure everything is all right?” I
asked again.



        
  
No response.



        
  
“Is something the matter?” 



        
  
Her mask then turned to face me. “Is
something the matter? Everything is the matter!” she burst out. “My
reign is
finished, my nation hates me and …I even disobeyed the Collective
Laws!”



        
  
“When did you disobey the Collective Laws?”
I asked naively. 



        
  
“You! Us!” she snapped. “Chromes of
different colors cannot stay together. It is wrong!”



        
  
“But I am not a chrome,” I said smilingly.
“I am a Harlequin!”



        
  
“Yes, you are Asheva!” she replied. “You
are a Black chrome! You told me yourself, remember?”



        
  
I nodded. “I also told you that it was your
father that revealed to me that the chrome is a lie. That we are
not different
and I showed you the Scopium to prove it. It is all a lie, Cestia.
We are the
same. And there is certainly nothing wrong if a humble Harlequin
kisses a
beautiful Red princess.”



        
  
To my great relief, I heard her giggle
inside the mask. “Certainly it’s true that Harlequins deceive –
you’re very
good at tricking my heart.” 



        
  
I laughed with her, but I was slightly
confused. Her moods changed faster than the clouds in the sky! Were
all young
females like this? My mother never seemed so, but then, Black
female chromes
were taught from a young age to be just like their male
counterparts. I had
learned a lot about the Territories, but it turned out I still knew
nothing
about courting a female chrome. 



        
  
Cestia broke my reverie. “Come, ride with
me!” She said.  She kicked her horse into a gallop that swallowed
me in a cloud
of dust. We rode together all day, well out of Parabathai earshot,
and it was
as if we were once again alone, just the two of us talking about
everything and
nothing. It seemed as if the gods had stopped time only for the two
of us and I
had never felt so happy before. As we chased each other with our
horses, we
proceeded east, along the Orange mountain range until we hit a
wide, calm river
I’d never seen before. Cestia called it the Yara river. 



        
  
Freshwater marshes created from past floods
and rugged caramel cliffs provided a haven for wildlife. Shrieking
hawks
wheeled overhead.



        
  
To our right, in the mountains’ shadow were
two ancient cities that faced each other alongside the river.
Although divided
by the river, one long suspension bridge connected the two.



        
  
It was easy to tell the cities had been
designed by the same hand. Each had the same style of towers and
multi-storied,
twin domed-palaces that could be seen peeking up from behind stone
walls. The
only difference was that the city on the right boasted a
tremendous, copper
dome while the one to the left possessed a dome of gold leaf.
Another
distinctive thing about the cities was their color. The stonework
of the right
city had a warm, orange cast while the city on the left made use of
heavily
veined yellow rock that glittered in the sun.  



        
  
 “I’m guessing your journeys had not taken
you to the twin cities yet,” said Cestia, probably noticing my
wonder.



        
  
This was an understatement. To me, their
architecture was a marvel of ancient chrome crafting and their
colors were as
vibrant as a fire. I didn’t care that I looked like a rube. I
couldn’t wait to
see for myself, first-hand, what wonders those cities might
contain.   



        
  
“I had no idea they were identical,” I
said.



        
  
“The one to the left is Doryca, home of the
Yellow chromes, while the one to the right is… 



        
  
“Crodya, the city of the Orange,” I
grinned. “Not particularly hard to guess.” 



        
  
We urged our horses onward, walking them
through more herds of grazing cattle. Now I saw the brightly robed
figures of
Yellow and Orange chromes, wrangling their herds. When they spotted
us, they
made a beeline for their respective cities. 



        
  
“Why are they scared of us?” wondered
Cestia.



        
  
“I’m certain news of the war between the
Red and Black has made them cautious,” I told her. “And your
Parabathai
warriors don’t look friendly either.”



        
  
“What do you suggest we do then?” she
asked.



        
  
“We could leave your soldiers here while
you and I go tell them why we came.”



        
  
She gave my idea some thought, then said:
“No, it’s better if I take my female warriors, instead. I shall go
to Crodya
first. You shall wait for my return along with my male 
Parabathai, on
the banks of the river.”



        
  
“Since when do you give me orders?” I
snapped.
“What if I want to come too?”



        
  
“It’s your choice,” she said calmly. “But
remember:
no male chrome is allowed inside Crodya and the sisters have the
order to kill
anyone that does.”



        
  
I looked at her surprised. “You mean
Crodya, is only made up of female chromes?”



        
  
“I thought a Harlequin would know this,”
She replied. “Just like Doryca allows only male chromes
inside.”



        
  
Before I could ask more questions about how
things worked between the two cities, she ordered her female guards
to follow
her and headed for the entrance. The male Parabathai obediently
retreated to
the nearest sandy riverbank. 



        
  
 ““Wait!” I shouted to Cestia. “I’m coming
too!”



        
  
Cestia looked back and said: “Have you not
listened to what I said? No male are allowed in Crodya!”



        
  
“Just like no Janis were allowed in
Samaris, and yet I entered, did I not?” I rebutted. In truth, I
didn’t want to
see her go alone to the Orange. I was worried that something might
happen to
her. The clash between the Black and the Red had made everyone
warier, and more
dangerous.



        
  
“Exactly how will you enter Crodya?” she
asked.



        
  
 “Well, you’ll just have to find out your
highness,” I said ironically. And then headed straight for the
entrance of
Crodya.



        
  
I did not look back but then heard her say:
“Wait! Wait for me!”



        
  
I stopped and waited for her to come once
again near me. Her female Parabathai followed suit.



        
  
“Tell your female guards to join their male
counterparts near the river. It will just be you and me.”



        
  
“Why?”



        
  
“Because it will look less threatening to
the Orange.”



        
  
For a moment, she stood on her horse, not
sure of what to do. Then she nodded and gave the order. The female
Parabathai
silently retreated.



        
  
“Now what, 
Harlequin?” she said
ironically. “What magic will you perform to get us in?”



        
  
Her words suddenly gave me an idea. Now I
knew what to do.



        
  
“Now we enter Crodya.” I told her calmly.
“Just
follow my lead and my words.” 



        
  
While we drew closer to the walls of the
Orange city, I looked behind us to see if any of the Yellow chromes
were planning to attack
us from the rear. But the part of the bridge that led to the Yellow
city remained deserted. 



        
  
“This is strange…” I whispered to
Cestia.



        
  
“What is?”



        
  
“The Yellows have sequestered themselves
inside Doryca.  I can see them on the ramparts. They’re just
watching us to
see what we may do to the Orange. They’re not helping them.”



        
  
“That’s how it is with the twin cities,”
said Cestia. “So close and yet so far away.”



        
  
A heavy iron gate, festooned with copper
scrollwork, barred the only entrance into Crodya. The window of a
nearby guard
turret was filled with Orange feathered masks worn by archers who
swiveled their
bows in our direction. They made undulating howling sounds. In no
time at all,
they were joined by hundreds of other masked warriors at the top of
the city
walls. I raised both of my arms in a sign of peace. An arrow hissed
over my
head in response.



        
  
“You!” screamed a female, loaded with
feathers. “The one without the mask! Go away or the next arrow will
not miss!”



        
  
 “Do as they say, Asheva!” said Cestia in a
worried tone. 



        
  
“If I go away, thousands more like me will
come and then what will you do?” I shouted back. I watched them
turn and speak
with each other in hushed, nervous tones.



        
  
“What 
are you saying? Have you gone
mad?” whispered Cestia clearly puzzled as well.



        
  
“Who are you?” Cried the same masked chrome
that had addressed me before.



        
  
“You know who I am. There are countless
stories about me. I am the Red Harlequin.”



        
  
When they heard those words, the Orange
chromes erupted in a frenzy.



        
  
“Excellent work. You’re going to have us
both
killed, now!” Hissed Cestia.



        
  
Another masked Orange leaned over the wall
and said: “I don’t believe you! You’re too young to be him!”



        
  
Still another challenged: “If you are who
you say you are, then prove it!”



        
  
I thought of the stories that had been told
in Axyum about the Red Harlequin: He drinks blood. He flies in the
sky. He
kidnaps infants. I wondered if the same tales were passed among the
Orange.



        
  
“You can’t prove anything, Asheva!” Cestia
whispered. “We should disappear while we’re still breathing.”




        
  
“Disappear…” I agreed. “Harlequins
disappear.” I cast my mind back to the green rite of the
Moxia.



        
  
Aloud, I yelled: “Very well! To prove my
identity, I shall disappear and reappear right in front of your
eyes.”



        
  
“Ah! I am very curious to see that!” said
the Orange female that first challenged me.



        
  
“I’ll oblige you on one condition,” I called
back.  “If I succeed, you must let my companion and I enter your
city,
unharmed, so that we may speak with you.”



        
  
This resulted in another buzz of
discussion. “You far outnumber us. And I swear by the gods that I
come as a friend.” I added. This was a solemn oath, not to be taken
lightly.  



        
  
At last, the Orange leader shouted: “We
agree!”



        
  
Without further ado, I dismounted and
walked to the bank of the river. I hid behind my horse long enough
to grab the
pouch of colored powders Failan had given me and began to color my
face, my
hair, and my robes the color of the bridge. 



        
  
When I finished painting my body, I was one
with the ground and my surroundings. “Can you see me now?”  I
shouted.  



        
  
I heard Cestia whisper: “…amazing!” I was
also gratified to hear a chorus of ‘oohs and aahs’ from the Orange
chromes.



        
  
I was sure that the effect from above the
walls of Crodya would be even more powerful if I moved, unseen, to
another
spot, so I slowly made my way from the bridge back to the city
gate. With my
eyes half closed I could still see the commotion that my camouflage
generated.
I then began to climb up the wall, using the rough stones to make
my way up.
While the Orange chromes were still looking for me down by the
river bridge, I
‘appeared’ behind them, on top of the turret.



        
  
“Now then, please open the doors so that my
friend can enter, too!” I said. I had to work very hard not to
laugh at the
ridiculous panic I created amongst the sentinels.



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        25. The Sisterhood
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
The female chrome who took the lead in
speaking with me at the wall, now guided Cestia and myself through
her city in
the direction of the palace. Her name was Nara. She was short and
squat, no
doubt elderly, but everyone fell back and bowed with deep respect
as she
passed.  She was proud of Crodya and she took pains to let us know
and point
out its more illustrious sights.  I couldn’t tell if I was to be
held hostage
or subjected to a guided tour.



        
  
“Crodya”, she began, “was founded by a
female known as the first Nara. In the beginning, Nara was a member
of a tribe
that did not know it had the chrome inside. It was she that found
out and
realized that the females of her tribe had a different color of the
males.”



        
  
“Different colors, same story,” I whispered
to Cestia as we followed the female Orange chrome.



        
  
“What do you mean?” she said.



        
  
“It’s all about power,” I murmured. “Every
ruler will go to great lengths to justify his right to rule.
Including making
stories up.”



        
  
“Remember that we need their help,” said
Cestia.



        
  
Nara
  
 continued her story: “The tribe then
divided into Orange and Yellow
and battled for control of this territory and once again it was the
first Nara that came up with the solution of dividing it in order
to keep the peace.”



        
  
First divide, then conquer, I thought, and
use peace as a pretext. 



        
  
“Crodya still changed hands more times than
most chromes cared to remember, until the creation of a tribunal
council known
as the sisterhood…” 



        
  
The Orange, she continued,  preserved its
jumble of architecture, ancient alleyways, roomy cattle pens 
ancient almond
trees and bustling town square as a reminder of the past, but they
pushed their territory forward thanks to their shrewd dealings not
only with the Yellow, but
also with the Red and the Blue. Their cows roamed free everywhere
inside the city
and some of these animals were considered sacred. Those had white
hides,
carefully tattooed with elaborate orange symbols and they were fed
a steady
diet of almonds. But something was missing…



        
  
There was so much to take in, it took me
awhile to notice that I’d attracted quite a crowd. The Orange
followed me,
giggling and pointing.  A few of them made lewd gestures for the
benefit of
their compatriots, who doubled over in gales of laughter. Their
infants would
shyly edge forward and touch me, then run away, giggling like mad. 
At first, I
thought all the fuss was because I was a stranger and a Harlequin –
one without
a mask, no less. But then I realized it was because I was the only
male in a city
of females.   



        
  
Without much ceremony, we were then led
inside
the domed palace that dominated Crodya. Cestia and I craned our
necks to take
in the circular copper ceiling above us. Sunlight streamed in
through stained
glass windows, illuminating a polished floor made from the same
red-orange rock
I’d seen at the Red’s mountain shrine hideout. 



        
  
Our presence aroused much curiosity here,
as well. The domed hall was flooded by female Orange chromes of
every age, all
eager to see the Red Harlequin. They talked in low buzzing voices
that
reminded me of the star singer bees in Everdia. Truth be told, it
was not a
good feeling.



        
  
Four chromes stepped forward and the others
fell silent as they edged back to make way for them. One was an
infant; another
a youthful adult. The next one was older and the fourth was our
hostess Nara. The younger ones had no feathers on their masks, but
the two eldest had several.



        
  
“So, you are the Red Harlequin,” said the
one who was more or less my same number of solstices in age. And I
wasn’t sure
whether it was a question or an affirmation. Behind her mask, her
eyes were
fixed on me.



        
  
“Indeed I am,” I said.



        
  
“And who are you?” she asked Cestia in an
arrogant manner.



        
  
“I am Cestia, daughter of King Quadrio,
Princess of Samaris,” She replied. “And I have come to ask…”



        
  
“You hear her, sisters?” the middle-aged
Orange chrome interrupted. “She has not even entered our inner
sanctum and
she’s already making requests!”



        
  
“And
in the company of the Red Harlequin,
no less!” snickered Nara while turning to the rest of them.



        
  
Boisterous laughter exploded in the
cavernous chamber. But it was a nervous laughter, and it echoed
back to me in a
way that made the hairs on the back of my neck rise.



        
  
 “Let us hear what they have to say!”
exclaimed the infant, the youngest of the four, in a squeaky voice.
Contrary to
what I expected, the Orange swarm fell silent.



        
  
This time, I spoke: “We have come here to
warn you, honorable Orange sisters. Surely you know what happened
in Samaris.
The Black disobeyed the Collective Laws and destroyed the city.
Thousands of
Red chromes are dead. Nothing will ever be the same. No single
nation can stop
them unless all nations form a coalition against them.”



        
  
The middle-aged one spoke: “Why should this
interest the Red Harlequin? So he can rule our land with his fellow
creatures
after we fight his war for him?” 



        
  
 “Perhaps you know the story of how
Harlequins came to be the scapegoat outlaws of the territories,” I
replied.
“When in reality they were the only free chromes, who wished for
nothing but
peace and prosperity amongst clans. And equality among chromes most
of all!”



        
  
“If you want peace, how come you threaten
us with your army?” shouted someone.



        
  
“The only army that threatens you is the
Black army,” I repeated, looking for the one that had
spoken.



        
  
“We are not at war against the Blacks!” said
dismissingly Nara. Then she pointed at Cestia. “You are! And you
are trying to
make us part of your revenge. We will not have any part in
it.”



        
  
The second oldest added: “We Orange do not
like war. We want to be left alone.”



        
  
“Please!” said Cestia. “If you have at
heart your daughters and their future, you must help us.”



        
  
“I hear your cry, Red sister,” she said.
“But our Sisterhood has survived endless wars between the other
chromes, by
staying 
in our beloved Orange mountains and 
out of their
matters.” 



        
  
“This time, it will be different,” replied
Cestia. 



        
  
“Our answer is still no!” said the oldest
Sister while the others nodded in agreement. “We have heard you,
now it is time
for you to leave Crodya for good.”



        
  
“Wait, Sister!” piped up the second
youngest. “It is night. Let them stay until the next sunrise.” I
felt as if the
 Orange sister who spoke was most certainly speaking for me and I
must confess
I was not altogether displeased by the thought.



        
  
The eldest of the four spoke again: “We
have already brought ill fortune to ourselves by letting a male
enter our
walls.”



        
  
“But he is not an ordinary male! He is a
Harlequin!” She then whispered something to her eldest.



        
  
“Humph, we don’t need your pity.  We’ll be
happy to leave!” snapped Cestia.



        
  
I grabbed her arm and whispered: “Think for
a moment! If we leave, we have lost. If we stay, we get a further
chance to
convince them.”



        
  
“Convince them, how?” she whispered
back.



        
  
How I did not yet know, but I’d never let
that stop me before. I turned to the one sister who had showed
sympathy for me
from the very beginning and said: “The Red Princess apologizes for
what she
said. She and I would be grateful to remain as your guests
tonight.”



        
  
“Very well,” said the eldest of the four
sisters, probably amused to have seen me put Cestia in her place.
“I suppose
Shaina is right. The law concerns male chromes, not male
Harlequins. Let us
prepare a dinner worthy of the Orange sisterhood.”



        
  
Perhaps it was just my imagination, but the
buzz seemed to increase in excitement. Cestia and I were conducted
to a banquet
hall that contained a long table the shape of a horseshoe. One wall
was open to
a large terrace which overlooked the entire city.  



        
  
Since the Orange specialized in raising
cattle, the dinner featured a succession of the best meats I ever
tasted. I had
been seated near the sister who was about my age; the one that the
oldest sister had called Shaina. Cestia had been placed at the far
end of the table.
Both of us were sure this separation was deliberate, but there was
nothing we
could say or do without seeming to be rude.



        
  
We were served a spicy onion and marrow
stew, followed by beef rounds in rosemary with a delectable side
dish of baked
Yara river yams. A light almond paste in a flaky rolled crust,
drowning in
thick, sweet cream capped off the meal. The sisters brewed a local
wine from
peaches that accompanied our repast and it was very deceiving in
its strength. 
Soon, all of our tongues were loosened.



        
  
“You Harlequins certainly have a voracious
appetite!” declared Shaina while looking at me from inside her
amber mask. The
way the eye holes were cut in the mask reminded me of a feline. And
because all
Chromes ate and drank in public with their masks, Shaina would
raise hers
slightly just enough to nibble small morsels of the food.



        
  
 Yet even while eating, her hazel eyes
remained
fixed on me. 



        
  
“Looking at you eat with your naked face,
gives
me such a strange…sensation!” She said and grabbed my hand and
placed it on her
heart, so I could feel her tremble. Her action was not lost on
Cestia.



        
  
 “Perhaps you could take off your mask
too,” I suggested smiling. “That would give 
me a strange sensation.”



        
  
 What! Oh!” she giggled and the blond curls
of her hair danced in a most fetching way, catching light from the
candles. “I
could 
never be so 
daring! The very thought! We never take our
masks off in public — not even during the Pygma, or I should say, 
especially
during the Pygma!”



        
  
 “What is the Pygma?”



        
  
“Oh! Of course! You couldn’t possibly
know…well, it’s…it’s when we Orange come together with the Yellow.
It is done
to perpetuate our nation with new Orange offspring.”



        
  
“And what about the male newborns?” I asked
slightly uneasy.



        
  
 “Oh, they are born Yellow of course and
are immediately sent to Doryca.” 



        
  
“Ah, I see,” I said reassured. I leaned
forward. My head was spinning slightly. I gazed deep into those
hazel
kittenish eyes and said: “Tell me more about the Pygma.”



        
  
She giggled and put her hand near her
mouth. “Well, I haven’t, I mean, my mask is not feathered
yet…”



        
  
“I see you are enjoying your meal,” said
someone behind us. It was Cestia. 



        
  
“Yes,” I stammered. “Shaina was explaining
some of the uh… 
rites between the Yellow and
Orange.”



        
  
“Yes,” said Shaina. “Not something that
would be of interest to a Red sister.”



        
  
“Oh? Since when do you know what interests
a Red sister?” said Cestia.



        
  
Sensing danger, I got up and announced:
“Well, our journey has been long and our limbs are tired. It is
time for us to
retire. Thank you for this wonderful feast.” And quickly pushed
Cestia away.



        
  
“Don’t push me!” she said.



        
  
“You are ruining everything!” I whispered.
“The last thing we want is to get them angry at us!”



        
  
We left the banquet and moved into the
outdoor terrace.



        
  
“There is still a chance to win them over!”
I said. I was having trouble thinking clearly.



        
  
“Oh yes, I have seen how you want to win
them over!”



        
  
“No, listen to me! I think I found the
way…”



        
  
“How?”



        
  
“Using the Yellow!” I said. “This division
between the Yellow and the Orange got me thinking… You’ll see
tomorrow. Trust
me. Now, I’ll go back to the banquet and see what more I can find
out about the sisters.”



        
  
“I wouldn’t if I were you,” replied
Cestia.



        
  
“Why not?”



        
  
“There are certain Orange rites you are
obviously not aware of,” She said seriously. “Certain…sacrifices
they perform to
the altar of their goddesses. I don’t know exactly but why else
would they let
you in and make a feast?”



        
  
“You are fooling me!” I told her.



        
  
“Suit yourself,” she said. “But if I were
you, I’d leave now, before the banquet is over. And without telling
anyone. I
could just say that the Red Harlequin flew away!”



        
  
I went closer to her and said softly: “I
would never fly away without you.”



        
  
I squeezed her hand and then went back to
the dinner. I refused to believe what Cestia had told me, and
besides, I knew
well how easily myths and lies about different chromes were whipped
up in the territories. I, the Red Harlequin, was, in fact, the
grand master of lies and I
had turned them to serve my purpose. I just wasn’t sure whether I’d
said that
last bit aloud…



        
  
 “Come Harlequiiin!” I heard all the sisters
buzzing. 



        
  
Shaina approached me holding a cup and said
laughingly: “Lets’ drink this nectar together to seal our
friendship!”



        
  
I drank and then drank some more, until the
laughter and the buzz drowned out all my senses. And that’s when I
realized,
too late, that something was wrong…



        
  
When I opened my eyes, again, I felt dazed
and confused. The banquet had finished. There were no more tables,
no more food
— only the buzz remained. And the laughter. But it was a strange
laughter. It
was an evil laughter. My head was aching and my body felt heavy.




        
  
“Ha, ha, look at the Harlequin now!” I
recognized that voice. Shaina! She was standing above me holding a
cleaver. She
and the many others of her sisters, hundreds of them were all
upside down. What
trick was this?



        
  
 “You thought you could come here and do as
you please with the Orange, Harlequin?” she mewed.



        
  
I realized that I was the one upside down,
suspended from the copper ceiling of the banquet hall. I had been
tied like a
beast ready to be butchered.



        
  
“Tell us where your army of Harlequins is
hiding! We will go and let them know their king is at our
mercy!”



        
  
“Untie me you fools!” As I said this, I
frantically
scanned the room for Cestia. But all I could see were Orange robes
and no Red
mantle.



        
  
“Who is the fool between us?” said the
oldest sister. “It took but the work of a young sister to capture
the Red
Harlequin with a smile! For all you may think you are, you are
still nothing
but a male.”



        
  
 “Now reveal where your army is, before we
spill your blood all over the floor!” hissed the second oldest
sister.



        
  
 “You foolish, foolish chromes!” I said
angrily. My head felt as if it was about to explode. “There is no
army out
there. The reason why I have come here is to help you, not to
attack you!”



        
  
“Do you hear him, sisters? He wants to help
us! Just like the male Yellow always want to help us! Poor us! 
What
would we ever do without such valiant warriors!”  They all cackled
like
intoxicated hags.



        
  
“We are not helpless female chromes,
Harlequin!” Shaina purred. “Since the dawn of time we sisters have
taken care
of each other without needing anyone else.”



        
  
 “Where does that leave you, today?” I
asked. “Hiding deep inside a fortress, mired in your own 
selfishness! I know
the truth about you.”



        
  
“What do you mean?” asked the infant.



        
  
“You told me your ancestors and those of
the Yellow built two cities alike — one the reflection of the
other. Like two
sides of the same coin. You and the Yellow are one and the same.
For the same
stupid reason that other Territories have been divided, you let a
ruler divide
you, as well. Your precious First Nara — Why did she do it?  To
stop the
fighting?  No!  She only wanted to consolidate her own
power!”



        
  
“Enough!” cried the second oldest. “Tell us
where your Harlequins are hidden!”



        
  
“Right here!” replied someone from the back
of the hall. All the sisters turned. I could not see, but I knew
instantly,
whose voice it was.



        
  
“Daerec!” I shouted. Never had my heart
been so glad to recognize the voice of a friend.



        
  
Daerec strode forward, together with the
rest of my Harlequins and several Green chromes. I then noticed a
red mantle
behind them. Cestia was there, too, and this time she was in the
company of all
her Parabathai warriors.



        
  
“Your fortress is not so hard to overwhelm,
after all, especially when all of you foolish Orange are so focused
on hanging
up our master like a festival ball full of treats!” Daerec said.
“Xai, go
liberate our 
King.”



        
  
Xai pushed his way through the crowd of
dumbfounded Orange. He cut my rope and I fell down hard. But my ego
was bruised
even more. I vowed never to be so careless again.



        
  
“You didn’t think we’d all stay in Everdia
waiting, did you?” Daerec grinned.



        
  
I clasped his arm and smiled. “How did you
find me?”



        
  
He pointed to the Green chromes that had
accompanied him. “Turns out they can do more than become invisible.
They can
find Harlequins too! Cestia brought us the rest of the way.”



        
  
 ““We have indeed been fools!” cried the
second oldest of the Sisters, interrupting us. “Fools to think that
this motley
crew of youngsters could indeed pose a threat to us Orange!”



        
  
“Oh, I know we are not the threat, Orange
chrome,” replied Daerec. “The Black army making its way here — 
they are
the threat. ”



        
  
“You lie!”



        
  
Daerec shrugged. “Send scouts and see for
yourself.  Go ahead. Waste more time by refusing to believe us. But
I can tell
you this:  we saw them marching on the Cancerian,” He said. “There
must be at
least ten legions.”



        
  
The sisters buzzed again. 



        
  
“But why?” quavered the oldest sister in
disbelief. “What have we done to them?”



        
  
“You committed the crime of not being born
Black.” I retorted. I turned to Daerec. “Where is the Black army
now?” 



        
  
“A day’s journey from here. Perhaps
two.”



        
  
I then turned to the four sisters who had
tricked me. “We need to alert the Yellow, as well, and seek their
support.”



        
  
“Ah! We will not ask for their help!”



        
  
“If you won’t ask, then I will,” I told
them. “And I know just the way to convince them.” I didn’t wait for
a reply but
walked out of the room, with Cestia by my side.



        
  
“I apologize, for not listening to you,” I
whispered.  “It was the wine talking.”



        
  
“I’m glad to see you’re still a live bull.”
She jested.  “But don’t be surprised if, one day, I put a ring
through your
nose.”



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        26. The Sun and the Moon
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
The next day, we crossed the long bridge
that divided Crodya from Doryca. Like the Orange city, the Yellow
city of Doryca had an identical dome atop a monolithic palace,
constructed by the same hands that
had built Crodya. For all I knew we could have set the Orange city
in flames
and the Yellow would have been unperturbed by it.



        
  
As we passed the over the river bridge and
into Yellow territory, I looked up and noticed that many hawks were
circling
the city. 



        
  
“Who goes there?” shouted a sentinel,
watching above the gates from a turret.



        
  
“Your saviors!” Daerec called back.



        
  
“Your modesty is overwhelming!” commented
Cestia. “And you think this will convince them to open their
doors?”



        
  
The hawks dipped in the air, making lazy
circles, toward us.



        
  
“What are those birds doing?” I
wondered.



        
  
No sooner had I spoken that one of the
hawks attacked Cestia. The bird swooped down, with lightning speed
and it tried
to stab Cestia with its beak. Fortunately, her mask saved her from
scars.



        
  
“Ah! Let go of me!” she shrieked, as its
claws raked her mask.



        
  
Before even the Parabathai could intervene,
I leapt off my horse and hit the hawk with my sword. He let go of
Cestia and
resumed his flight toward Doryca. But other raptors followed his
example and
fell from the clouds like feathered stones. Soon we were fighting
hundreds of
them. All was a blur of wings, beaks and claws!



        
  
“We come in the name of the Orange!” I
managed to cry out to the sentinels watching our plight. “We come
in the name of
the sisterhood! Let me in so I can deliver their message!” 



        
  
“Open our gates? Not a chance.” The
sentinel responded. “I’m for letting the hawks do all the hard work
to get rid
of you.”



        
  
“Just me, alone, then!” I yelled.



        
  
We heard several high-pitched whistles and
the birds retreated, making for the clouds on their powerful wings.
Several
landed on the gloves of Yellow falconers that sprung up from behind
the Yellow
city’s walls. They had been there all along, guiding the birds in
their attack.



        
  
While we hastily checked to see if anyone
in our party had been seriously hurt, a male voice thundered: “You
say the Orange sent you? We do not see any Orange chromes among
you. And you wear no masks. How do
we know what chrome you belong to?  How we know it’s not a trap?”
The word
‘trap’, echoed throughout the narrow valley.



        
  
“He is the infamous Red Harlequin – yet he
speaks the truth!” Another voice echoed. It was the voice of Nara,
the oldest
of the Orange sisters. She surprised us and the Yellow chromes too,
by making a
late appearance to lend a hand. She marched across the bridge
followed by
several other sisters. Together they looked like a waddling flock
of great,
flightless birds with their flapping robes and feathered masks. “We
are all in
great danger! Let the Harlequin in!” She cried out as she
walked.



        
  
There was a moment of silence. Finally, the
same voice that had spoken before cried out: “You! The one the
sister has
called Red Harlequin! Come forward! All the others stand
back!”



        
  
“Wait! I’ll go with you!” said
Cestia.



        
  
 “No, 
I will go with him!” snapped
Daerec.



        
  
“No, I told them I’ll enter alone, and I
stand by my word,” I said. 



        
  
We heard the clanking-clinking sound of the
heavy gate being ratcheted open. Slowly the doors parted, but only
a tiny bit. 



        
  
“Quick! Come!” shouted a Yellow masked
chrome that emerged from behind the doors. No sooner did I step
inside the city
that the doors slammed behind me. A group of Yellow, armed with
sharp spears,
encircled me. They’re every bit as apprehensive as the Orange, I
thought.



        
  
“What…are you?” demanded one of them,
suspicious. 



        
  
“What is it you want?” asked another.



        
  
“We seek no trouble!” added a third.



        
  
I could sense their nervousness. And fear.




        
  
“I have come, with my friends, from your
sister city, Crodya, where we met with the Orange. They insisted we
give you
the same message we gave to them.” I paused to make sure I had
every ear. “The
Black army is moving this way. And their intentions are not
peaceful.”



        
  
 “We keep to ourselves. We are not a threat
for them.” Said one of the three Yellow chromes.



        
  
“If you are not a threat for them, why are
they coming this way with their army?” I told them. “And if
everything is well,
why are you keeping the gates to your city closed?”



        
  
“Perhaps to keep out strange looking
creatures without masks.” Said someone above us. I looked up and
saw that the
Yellow that had spoken was standing on top of a turret. The sun
behind him
blinded my eyes so that I could not see him clearly. I could see
however a
large falcon resting majestically on top of his left
gauntlet.



        
  
“Come, youngster. Come up here.”



        
  
 I climbed up the stairs and reached the
top of the tower where the Yellow chrome was now gazing at the
horizon. He
turned around and gestured me to join him. Besides a calfskin
mantle he had a
brown fur covering his neck and an abnormally large golden mask
with a large
nose and mouth. He was a big chrome, almost twice my size, and
judging from the
scars on his mask, he had probably lived to see many conflicts in
his life. 



        
  
With one swift move, he let his hawk fly
away. We both watched as the bird made its way over the narrow
valley that
divided the twin cities. Below us, it seemed as if all the
territories were at
our feet.



        
  
You could almost see the sea at the end of
the plains to the east while the dark hills of the Black nation
could be
spotted to the west. In front of us, the river made its way all the
way down to
what seemed to be a small road but which I knew to be the
Cancerian.



        
  
There seemed to be quite the same serpent
of chromes that I had seen going to the Harvest Faire in Ayas. Only
those
weren’t merchants. It was the Black army.



        
  
The Yellow chrome turned to face me.



        
  
“In another time, I would have perhaps had
my falcon kill you before you could even set eyes on Doryca,” he
said. “But my
instinct tells me that you here and the Black army over there are
entwined,
somehow.” He pointed to the black spot on the Cancerian. The skin
of his big
right hand was like the color of the sun, probably due to the many
days spent
in the  mountains 



        
  
“My name is Asheva,” I told him, “and in
another time I would have been there as part of that army.”



        
  
“I am Brother Ddeko,” he said while nodding
his head.



        
  
He turned once again to follow the dark
spot moving in the horizon. “Come the next sunrise, they will be
upon us, and
the siege will begin. We are not warriors, Asheva. We have always
belonged here
to our mountains and never hurt anyone.”



        
  
His words seemed sincere and I had no
reason to believe otherwise. 



        
  
“It has been a long time since someone has
attacked us. But we have our secrets. The mountains will protect
us.”



        
  
“Your mountains will not protect you!
Eventually, the Blacks will find you. And what about the Orange? If
you hide, surely
the Blacks will attack them first!”



        
  
“The sisters know how to take care of
themselves. They do not need our help.”



        
  
“Or maybe, you both need each other.
Divided, you are an easier prey than if you are united.” I told
him.



        
  
Ddeko shrugged. “It has always been this
way. Our two nations have lived separately but peacefully, one on
each side of
the river. We have weathered other storms. We will weather this one
as well.”



        
  
“No, you won’t!” I cried out. “Just because
something has been the same for eons doesn’t mean it will stay that
way forever.
Everything changes! It’s time for you to change or you will
disappear.”



        
  
“We will never disappear!” he said raising
his voice. “Just like the mountains that have forged us, we will
remain
here forever!”



        
  
“Mountains are constantly eroded by the
wind while a sudden earthquake can make them come crumbling down!”
I told him. “The
wind of war swept through the Red city of Samaris before they even
knew what
was happening, bringing an entire nation to its knees. I was there
to witness
it! Is this what you want for the Yellow?”



        
  
“Then what is it you suggest?” He finally
asked.



        
  
It is said that the gods let our departed
come to our aid in times of need. The words I uttered were not mine
but rather
Chtomio’s: “You must unite forces with the Orange and then give the
Blacks the
same medicine they have given the territories: fear.”



        
  
I went on and explained to him the
stratagem that I had in mind.



        
  
He listened without interrupting me. 



        
  
When I finished, he seemed to ponder my plan
carefully, after which he said: “You come here, unknown to me, and
you ask me
to put my nation at risk like this. And how do I know you have not
been sent by
the Blacks themselves?”



        
  
I pointed below to where Cestia and Daerec
were waiting together with the others and looking above.



        
  
“What you see down there, is the beginning
of something new. Green, Orange and Red together. The Blacks would
never be
capable of a similar alliance.”



        
  
“But you said you were once a Black.”



        
  
“The past no longer matters. What counts is
only the present.”



        
  
“And you say the Orange have agreed to this
too?” he asked. 



        
  
I nodded.



        
  
He stared once again at the valley below us
as if contemplating my words; until he finally shook his
head.



        
  
“No, we will not do anything that you say.
We will overcome this our way.”



        
  
“How? By hiding?” I said incredulously.
“The Blacks will not go away, brother.”



        
  
He remained silent.



        
  
I then played my last card and added
dismissingly: “The Orange were right about you. I should have
listened to them
from the start.” And as I said so I began to work my way slowly
down the
stairs.



        
  
“Wait!” he said. I stopped.



        
  
“What did they say?”



        
  
I turned around and said: “The sisters
warned me that the Yellow would be too cowardly for such a plan and
that as
always the fate of the twin cities would depend entirely on
them.”



        
  
“
Always? When did they 
ever
do 
anything for us, those harridans!”



        
  
I shrugged my shoulders and added: “I
didn’t want to believe that male chromes would be less courageous
than female chromes, but I guess it’s the truth. Crodya is a large
sun and Doryca but a small
moon by comparison. Those were the exact words used by the
sisters.”



        
  
I could feel Ddeko’s rage mounting and I
silently laughed, knowing I’d finally hit the right chords.



        
  
 “The large sun and the small moon eh?!
I’ll giv’em the sun! It was us Yellow that built the dam above the
Yara! 
Us!”
He banged his own chest so hard, I thought he would fall down. “And
who
benefited? They did! It was us that taught them how to domesticate
cattle!”



        
  
I stood there, not saying a word, waiting
for the mouse to come all the way into the trap. “The Orange! Bah!”
continued
Ddeko. “Ungrateful empty wind bags, that’s what they are!”



        
  
“And yet, they would sacrifice themselves,
even for the Yellow,” I said. 



        
  
“Let me tell you, 
we make the
sacrifices for them! Not the other way around! And this time it
won’t be any
different!”



        
  
“So you 
will help us?” I asked,
putting a respectful note in my voice. 



        
  
He nodded, but then sighed: “We still need
time to put your plan into motion, but we don’t know how much time
we have
left.”



        
  
“All the more reason to act now,” I told
him.



        
  
“The sun and the moon,” he mumbled to
himself.



        
  
“United, they can shed light into the
darkness,” I commented. 



        
  
Shortly thereafter, a delegation of Orange
and Yellow met halfway on the bridge, joined by us Harlequins and
Cestia. There were
the four sisters that led the sisterhood and several brothers led
by Brother
Ddeko. There followed a moment of awkwardness until Ddeko spoke
first. “I see
you still have my feather, Sitria,” he said, addressing the second
oldest of
the sisters. 



        
  
“Of course Ddeko, it was my first. How
could I forget?”



        
  
“Well… who knows. Perhaps the sun may have
burnt away your recollection!” he groused.



        
  
“I don’t understand…” replied Sitria.



        
  
“All right,” I said cutting the
conversation short, “let us go over the plan, together. We will
need the best Orange and the best Yellow, out here, with my
Harlequins…”



        
  
“And bovines too,” added Daerec. “Lots of
dead bovines.”



        
  
 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        27. The River of Blood
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
The Black army attacked on the fourth
sunrise that marked our presence in the twin cities. They marched
toward us, in
no real hurry, like a cougar lazily stalking a rabbit. Arrogant as
they were,
and galvanized by their victory over the Red, they probably
considered this
engagement to be more of a practice run rather than a true battle.
Their
contempt for the Orange and Yellow was so great, they didn’t even
bother to
bring their moving siege towers with them. I counted the lines of
soldiers from
afar and I was glad to see they hadn’t mobilized even half of the
warriors
they’d used to attack the Red, either. Perhaps they needed their
legionaries
elsewhere, I thought, though I hoped they wouldn’t ever be smart
enough to
consider fighting two fronts at the same time. Indeed, since their
advanced
scouts were roaming the territories unopposed, maybe they’d assumed
their
conquest was not an effort that required many soldiers.



        
  
As I watched them draw closer, sporting
their shiny bronze armor that glinted in the sun and their black
wolf-hide
mantles, I tried my best not to dwell upon my father. Instead, I
focused on
Failan’s story of how the Blacks had destroyed Everdia. I thought
of Tiara’s
frail young body lying lifeless on the ground. These warriors were
not my kin.
They weren’t even warriors — just assassins.



        
  
Love and wrath; wrath and love. Soon, it
would be time for wrath. But first, it would be a time of
awe…



        
  
The Blacks banged their swords against
their shields and stomped their feet in unison. The noise was so
powerful it
rippled the placid waters of the Yara river. 



        
  
Suddenly, the soldiers in front halted,
generating confusion in the back ranks. From where I hid, I could
see their
captains move forward to determine the cause. What they beheld was
a tableau of
desolation. Slaughtered cattle littered the fields. Hundreds of
floating chrome bodies choked the river. The tangy, iron scent of
blood pervaded the
valley and filled their nostrils. Shrieking hawks wheeled high in
the sky and
even more were lacerating the bovines’ carcasses with their sharp
beaks. The
waters of the Yara had turned red.



        
  
I crouched on Daerec and Xai’s shoulders.
They
were neck deep in the Yara and had camouflaged their faces. I
tapped their
heads and stood on their shoulders. At the same time, they stepped
on submerged
stools to raise me up. The effect was startling: I appeared to rise
out of the
Yara and float above it, semi-shrouded in smoke. Once again, I had
painted my
face white chalk and red — like a vengeful demon.  “Black
warriors!” I cried.
“You come late to my feast!”



        
  
At first, The Blacks did not respond, but I
saw fear reach a clammy hand into their ranks and spread like a
disease. Many
superstitious Blacks began to fall back. “Stand your ground,
cowards!” one of them,
shouted.  He strode to the front of the line and hurled a spear at
me. I
ducked, just in time and I signaled Daerec and Xai to lower me back
into the
water. Moments later, another Red Harlequin appeared in a different
place,
upriver.



        
  
“You cannot kill me!” I heard the other
creature
say. “I am immortal!”



        
  
While everyone’s attention was on my
double, Xai, Daerec and I followed the current downstream. We
quietly moved
between the floating corpses and drew closer to the Black army. No
sooner had
the other Red Harlequin disappeared, then I rose out of the river,
again, in my
new spot.  “I am everywhere! I am the Red Harlequin!” I bellowed. I
was
rewarded by terrified whispers among their ranks. 



        
  
“He’s a spirit!” gasped one soldier.



        
  
“The valley is infested!” said
another.



        
  
“Let’s leave!” suggested a third.



        
  
“It’s just a trick!”  Yelled the spear
thrower, from among the crowd.



        
  
That’s when I raised my arms and intoned:
“Rise, creatures of the dead! Rise and quench my thirst for
blood!”



        
  
Suddenly the Yara churned and boiled.
Monstrous creatures emerged from the foam. Those same floating
corpses lurched
toward the Black soldiers, moaning and shaking their stiff limbs.
Some held
swords; others clutched butcher knives, cleavers, spears, and
tridents. Their
masks were rusty and smeared with blood. Even I, who had dreamed up
this grisly
spectacle in the first place, was shocked to see how nightmarish
they looked.
My infernal creatures scrambled toward the most powerful army in
the
Territories, unafraid, and their moans turned into one long,
collective
blood-curdling howl. 



        
  
The surprise was such that the Black
warriors fell like sticks, paralyzed as they were from utter fear,
with the
Orange and Yellow Chromes cutting their legs with scythes, tainting
the waters no
longer with fake red paint but with real chrome blood.



        
  
The plan was unfolding better than I had
envisaged it. The many Black warriors were struck down before they
even
understood what was happening. I wanted to believe the gods were
rooting for
us, but I was wrong.



        
  
As I made my way across the field, Black
warriors fell at my feet almost before I even had the chance to
strike them.
Suddenly, I was face to face with a warrior who did not run from me
in terror.
On the contrary, he stood his ground, ready to fight. 



        
  
When I drew closer to him, I noticed blonde
hair streaming from his helmet. Not many chromes had blonde hair in
Axyum.



        
  
“Asheva!” he said. 



        
  
“Andahar!” I replied with some joy – and
for that mistake I would pay dearly.



        
  
He shouted to his fellow legionaries: “He
is no Harlequin! He is no ghost! I know this chrome! It is Asheva,
the traitor!
Asheva, the coward!”



        
  
I experienced a strange sensation of time
standing still, like a holding of breath so that I might remember
our
friendship.  We had been as close as brothers – two young chromes
from the same
neighborhood and seminary who practically lived at each other’s
homes. I could
always count on Andahar’s carefree sense of humor and
mischievousness to
brighten my day.  Gone was the happy young chrome who could draw me
out of
myself with one sly grin – he had been replaced by a grim,
war-hardened
soldier.  Indeed, Andahar pointed his sword at me and bellowed: “I
shall kill
him!”



        
  
He moved, fast as lightning and his sword
tip missed my throat by a hair’s breadth.



        
  
I fended off his next blow and pushed him
outward. I did not care that Andahar was full of murderous rage.
How could I
ever hurt my old friend, let alone kill him? We both caught our
breath. Around
us, an open circle had been made by the Black warriors. There would
be no way I
could retreat and fight someone else.



        
  
I studied him. He had grown tall, and
despite his thin body, he had become strong too. And quick. I
realized now it
was he who had thrown the spear at me. “Look at you,” he sneered,
“Why does
Jaries, God of War and Vengeance still keep you alive?  I wish I
knew.”



        
  
“I don’t care for wishes.” I replied. “Or
false gods who perpetuate war.  In Axyum, I killed to protect my
mother from being
violated by a corrupt elder. Now I fight to free chromes of all
colors from tyranny.
I usually fight tyranny’s puppets, like you too, but I would much
prefer to
lay down my arms and embrace you as a brother.”



        
  
 “We are no longer brothers. And as far as
your mother is concerned, she got what she deserved.” 



        
  
“Mother…what happened to her?” I shouted
out. 



        
  
He did not respond. Instead he rushed
forward and used his shield to knock me down.



        
  
“Finish him, Andahar!” cheered a Black. I
could feel the blood rushing through my veins. The thought of my
mother being
harmed by these beasts only increased my rage. 



        
  
Andahar came in for the kill but I was quick
to roll away and get up again.



        
  
I went at him and began pounding my sword
over his shield. “What happened to her?” I shouted. “Answer
me!”



        
  
My blows forced him to fall down. I hooked
my sword under his shield and pried it out of his hands. I was
ready to kill
him. But then his words of when we were in Axyum together came back
to me: 
  
‘When our time will come to go to battle, I wouldn’t want
anyone
beside me but you’



        
  
“You have become a servant of the corrupt,”
I said and left him lying on the ground.



        
  
“Fight me you coward!” He screamed. “You
can’t run away forever Asheva! The wrath of the shepherd god will
find you and
kill you!”



        
  
I turned around and shouted: “Your shepherd
god is a lie! Everything about Axyum is a lie! I will return to
Axyum and
reveal it!” 



        
  
“Asheva!” This time it wasn’t Andahar but
the
other Red Harlequin. He was in reality a she and was none other
than Cestia. She
made her way close to where I was together with her Parabathai
warriors.



        
  
“Ah there are even a few Red warriors! We
shall spill your blood in honor of Jaries!” And as Andahar said
this, other
Black soldiers immediately went against Cestia’s silent
guardians.



        
  
But the Parabathai warriors were not caught
off guard. Each couple fended off their opponents continuously
rotating, like a
deadly spinning top.The result was that the Red lover-warriors
created panic
throughout the Black ranks. They retreated, dragging Andahar with
them so they
could protect him.



        
  
I used this moment to fight my way closer
to Cestia. I had left my mother unprotected in Axyum, I would not
do the same
mistake with the Red princess. I had seen how valiantly she fought
beforehand,
but a pain gripped my stomach at the thought of her risking her
life. Inspired
by the Parabathai style of duel combat, I sought to do the same
with her.



        
  
“I’m watching your back!” I told her as I
faced two Blacks eager to cut me in half. “Let’s fight together,
like the
Parabathai!”



        
  
She nodded and when our shoulders touched,
she cried out: “begin to rotate!”



        
  
We quickly became the latest, lethal
spinning top to create havoc amongst the Blacks. Nearby Orange and
Yellow saw
us together in action and they attempted to do the same. It was a
bizarre way
for the two colors to find common ground, but it did my heart good
to see them
putting each other first for a change, rather than being so at
odds.  



        
  
But the Blacks had also been spurred on by
Andahar’s words. His news that the Red Harlequin was in reality a
Black
fugitive travelled quickly throughout their ranks. The Black
outnumbered us and
they were far better trained than the Yellow and Orange. For every
warrior we
killed, two more would appear. The surprise and fear we had used to
our
advantage now gripped the Yellow and Orange. The Blacks no longer
saw river
monsters — only cattle grazers fighting hard with Green thieves
and
treacherous Reds to keep their land and their freedom.



        
  
“Retreat!” Cried out Brother Ddeko.
“Retreat!”



        
  
“Everyone — inside Crodya!” cried Sister
Sitria.



        
  
Without hesitating, I also shouted:
“Everyone
to Crodya! Everyone to Crodya!”



        
  
Brother Ddeko gazed at his city on the
other side of the river and then looked at me and shouted: “If we
all go inside
Crodya, Doryca will be left to its destiny! The Blacks will use it
as their
fortress!”



        
  
He was right. They would soon realize that
the Yellow city was undefended, take it and prepare their attack
against the Orange city. 



        
  
“To Doryca! Everyone to Doryca!” Ddeko,
yelled. This caused even more confusion among the Orange and
Yellow.



        
  
“It’s too late now!” I told him. “We must
hold together! Crodya is the closest of the two cities. If we all
go there, we
stand a chance. If you divide us, we will be doomed.”



        
  
“The Harlequin is right!” said Sitria. She
ran up to us. “We have to sacrifice Doryca.”



        
  
“Our infants are there! Our cattle is
there!” cried Ddeko. “You’re asking the impossible!”



        
  
“Your brothers will not make it to Doryca,
they will be slain beforehand.” Cestia pointed out.



        
  
“Wait!” I said. “Perhaps there is still a
way to win the battle.” I quickly outlined what I thought might be
our last
chance.



        
  
“Do it!” Sitria said. “There’s no more
time!”



        
  
“But we have to bring everyone to Crodya,
now, or it will be too late.” I warned Ddeko.



        
  
He nodded and then shouted to the Yellow:
“Brothers! Everyone — inside Crodya!” On his orders, all the
Yellow and the Orange ran for gates of the Orange City. And the
doors of Crodya, for the first time,
opened to let Chromes of both sexes and other colors, in. 



        
  
“Quick, quick!” I shouted at Cestia. I
watched Shaina get pushed to the ground but luckily Daerec was
quick enough to
grab her and bring her to safety.



        
  
The Blacks charged after us like a swarm of
angry hornets. They were certain that victory was now within their
grasp. Then
Crodya’s gates began to close and a rain of arrows painted the sky
silver. I
could see that many had been left outside, including several
Parabathai
warriors. She remained outside of the doors, calling them
desperately, one by
one.



        
  
“It’s no use Cestia.” I told her. “We have
to go inside, or we will die here too”



        
  
“They are my warriors!” she wept. “They are
Red warriors!”



        
  
“They have lived together and now they will
die, together,” I said grabbing her arm. “A privilege the Gods
grant only to
the few. Now let’s get inside!” We entered, just in time before the
huge
metallic doors crushed us.



        
  
Inside the Orange city, it was havoc. Shouts
from the wounded mingled with calls to arms from anybody who could
still fight.
Orange infants huddled together by the sacred cows. I thought about
the Yellow infants
in Doryca, helpless. 



        
  
“This had better work,” I told
myself.



        
  
“Everyone, climb the ramparts!” Sitria,
the leader of the Sisterhood, commanded. “All hands up at the
Turrets!”



        
  
Cestia and I ran up the stairs to the
highest tower of Crodya. Below, the Black were chopping down those
who had not
made it inside the walls.  The river continued to pour blood
through the
valley, like a gigantic vein. It was a horrible spectacle and soon,
they would
continue it in Doryca. I made my way over to where Ddeko was.




        
  
 “Now!” I said. He made a strange, trilling
sound and gazed at the sky. Soon after, a hawk landed on his left
arm. The
Yellow chrome quickly tied a tiny parchment to one of the bird’s
talons. He
raised his arm and let the hawk fly away.



        
  
As we watched the raptor go, we saw the
Black beginning to advance toward the Yellow city. Their
legionaries ran out
onto the bridge that divided the two cities.



        
  
“May the gods help us now…” whispered
Ddeko.



        
  
I could no longer see the hawk in the sky,
and the Blacks seemed very close to the walls of Doryca. One moment
too late
and everything would be lost. The Legionaries would seize control
of the city
in no time and would probably use the infants as leverage until the
Yellow and Orange surrendered Crodya.



        
  
Then… something happened. Something we had
prayed for. The Yellow chromes in Doryca had received Ddeko’s
instructions in
time.



        
  
The gates of the Yellow city opened like
the gigantic mouth of an infernal creature, spitting out an endless
number of
beasts. Much of the cattle of the Yellow and the Orange had been
stocked inside
Doryca in preparation for our battle. Now they stampeded out of the
gate, in an
earth shaking rush. They immediately headed to the Yara, aiming for
the bridge.




        
  
Like an unstoppable flood, the terrorized
bovines
mowed down the tired Black army, who could not retreat. They
crashed through
the enemy lines and those who were not killed by the first wave
were forced to
turn around and run straight into a sky-load of Orange arrows
whizzing down
from Crodya.



        
  
Indeed, the Yellow and Orange archers on
top of Crodya had no difficulty finishing off what remained of the
army from
Axyum. Those who survived both the wild herd and the archers,
limped back to
the plains. The sight of the Black legionaries running away,
through the
valley, made everyone inside Crodya cheer and cry. I saw many
Orange and Yellow
embrace and rejoice together. From the walls of Doryca, I could see
the Yellow
that had remained there to release the cattle waving Yellow flags
and
rejoicing, as well.



        
  
Cestia was also laughing and crying at the
same time. Her face was still painted white and red, like mine. I
wiped away
her tears and the color near her eyes. She never looked more
fragile and more
beautiful than she did at that very moment. I kissed her and we
stayed wrapped
in each other’s arms for what seemed like an eternity.



        
  
 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        28. Rise of the Harlequin
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
When dusk arrived, there were no
celebrations. We slowly collected the dead bodies scattered
throughout the
valley and made huge fires to burn them. There was an eerie
silence. I watched
Daerec and the other Harlequins help the Orange with their dead
sisters.



        
  
I went up to Daerec and said: “I still
haven’t thanked you for coming back. You are more than a friend
could deserve.”



        
  
He smiled and replied: “I have lost a
brother, but I have gained a new one.”



        
  
“Five new ones!” Aprin cheerfully
agreed.



        
  
“And you have also gained new sisters,”
Shaina said.



        
  
We clasped arms and then I drifted away
from my loyal Harlequins to inspect the bodies of our enemies. The
sacred books
in Axyum spoke of valiant warriors rejoicing at the end of the
battle. But
those were fake heroes—legends – not real chromes who had engaged
in the flesh
and blood barbarity of war. Like my father once said: “Regardless
of color, no
glory comes from the killing of a chrome.” 



        
  
I began to pile them together. As the masks
of these enemy warriors came off, I saw that several were quite
young. I
dreaded finding Andahar amongst the corpses. 



        
  
“The only way for this to end is if we kill
all the Black chromes, once and for all,” I
heard someone say. It was
Cestia. She had changed to her red robes and had placed her silver
mask on,
once more. 



        
  
I thought about the Eldest I had killed. I
thought about Andahar. And I thought about my mother. And how the
many solstices
I had been away from Axyum had changed everything. How the Elders
had changed
my life as well as of those that I cared about. 



        
  
I looked back at Cestia. “No,” I replied,
“it will only end when we put an end to the wrong leaders.” There
were two
cadavers on the ground close to us, one Yellow and one Black. “Look
at them,” I
said, kneeling. I gently removed their masks. “Do they look that
different to
you? Which one is the peaceful shepherd and which one is the
ruthless warrior?”



        
  
She turned cold. “All I know is that the
Blacks caused all this, not the Red, not the Yellow or Blue,
Violet, Green or Orange.”



        
  
“The Black 
Elders caused this,” I
corrected her. 



        
  
“And they will do it again, unless we stop
them,” she said. “We need to attack them, right in the heart of
Axyum, just
like they did with Samaris. Make them fear us.”



        
  
I rose to my feet. “Yes, but it is also
time to unite the territories, Cestia. And tell the truth about
chromes, once
and for all. Truth will be our most effective weapon”



        
  
“We shall do this with you, Harlequin.” It
was Ddeko. He was holding Sitria’s hand. The Orange sister added:
“Sister
Cestia is right. They will come back… unless we attack them
first.”



        
  
I was surprised to hear these words. The
victory had changed the Yellow and Orange. It was as if the sheep
had turned
into wolves. 



        
  
Cestia removed her mask and threw it in one
of the fires. “If we are to be messengers of truth we might as well
begin with
ourselves.” She came close to me and took my hand. I squeezed it
tight.



        
  
Sitria then went up to the fire and removed
her mask and threw it in. We looked at Ddeko, waiting for his
response.  He
finally nodded and did the same.



        
  
I looked down the length of the valley. The
sky dimmed and the wind began to blow strong. It would be a long
night… before
the new dawn.



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
Don’t miss 
A New Dawn, the fourth book in Asheva’s quest to
unite the Territories! On sale now! 
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In Book Four, the war to end all wars has begun. Chromes of
different colors need to unite and overcome their differences. In
the mean time, the love between Asheva and Cestia is put to the
test and the outcome is anything but certain… 



        
  
Life, death, friendship, freedom…they all merge into a new,
breathtaking journey into the territories, where a new dawn has
just begun.



        
  
And if you enjoyed the series so far and want to help other
readers discover it, there is no better way than by posting a
review on Amazon. Your opinion really does mean a lot, to me and to
other readers. Thank you!



        
  
- Roberto
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A collection of short stories all based in
the year
2016 including Parablu and Sweet Dreams Inc.



        
  

    
Parablu
  
  
: Jimmy, an 8 year old boy, suffers from
terrible headaches due to an
innovative virtual school program sponsored by Anamast, a leading
Search Engine
Corporation. The cure seems to be an unusual liquid called
Parablu… 



        
  

    
Sweet Dreams Inc.:
  
  
 Sweet Dreams Inc. is the market leader for
“virtual
transfers”, consisting in the physical termination of human beings
and transfer
of their existence onto the company’s servers, making their
customers virtually
yours…forever. That is also the case of Sam Jacobsen’s wife,
Deirdre, who
decides to become a Sweet Dreams customer despite Sam’s will. Yet,
unexpectedly, once the transfer occurs, Sam becomes quite happy
with his new
virtual spouse until a small, minor detail makes him
suspicious…
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John Di Garda, an American residing in
London, has just lost his investment banking job. Reading through
the paper, he is
intrigued by a curious ad about a real life, alternate reality
game. As he soon
discovers, the game he will play is one between life and death.
From a bomb
scare near Buckingham Palace, for which he will be the prime
suspect, to the
kidnapping of his girlfriend, John begins to unfold a surreal world
which seems
to rotate all around him.
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Daniel is an American expat living in Italy.
After a business deal gone sour, he loses himself in the Italian
Summer where he
will confront his past and find the way to make amends with his
present. The
Return takes the reader on an emotional road trip from Milan to
Florence to Spoleto through the critical and passionate eye of its
author.
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