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                        Prologue
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  

    
I am no longer afraid of the night.
  



        
  

    
The night has no colors — only a dark
mantle. 
  



        
  

    
It embraces everything; 
  



        
  

    
Chromes, territories, destinies. 
  



        
  

    
At night, wounds are healed and masks are
removed; 
  



        
  

    
Dreams pervade the air, 
  



        
  

    
The night is a promise waiting to be
fulfilled.
  



        
  

    
For a new dawn is rising and nothing will be
the same
again.
  



        
  
 



        
  
 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        29. The Chasm of Death
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
The war to end all wars
had begun. I
gazed down from a hill, watching Orange and Yellow chromes amass in
front of
me, with a hundred flags and banners flapping in the wind.
Suddenly, I knew
nothing would be the same in the territories, ever again. To my
right, I had my
good and loyal friend Daerec; he had saved me more than once and
was someone I
could kill for. To my left, stood Cestia; the beautiful Red
princess for whom I
would have died for. Oh, how the gods loved their irony! I marveled
that, in the
past, both of them could have been my enemies. We might have once
killed each
other for the sake of a color… Yes, the gods could be harsh on us
mortals… or
perhaps it was we mortals that had become too harsh with each
other. Thankfully,
those same gods that once divided us decided to bring us together
for a reason:
unite what had been separated for far too long.



        
  
My path to unity had begun the day I had
escaped from Axyum and turned my back to my own kin, the Black
chromes. It continued
during the battle of the Red city of Samaris, when I chose to
impersonate the
Red Harlequin, a nonexistent demon so feared by the chromes it had
become a
legend used to terrify them and keep them in line. My mission was
reinforced
when I journeyed to Everdia, where the Greens turned my wrath into
love. And it
was finally fulfilled when I came to the lands of the Orange and
Yellow, two
nations who lived in confined cities, so close and yet so distant
from each
other. Now, the chromes of these two venerable cities were mixed
together — dots
of shiny gold among the bright copper. If this was anything close
to what the future
held, I liked it.  



        
  
From this army, two chromes came forward:
Brother Ddeko, the spiritual guide of the Yellow chromes, and
Sister Sitria, one
of the ruling sisters of the proud Orange chromes. After the
victorious battle
of the twin cities, both nations chose to no longer wear masks. And
I was
pleased to see an expression of satisfaction on their leaders’
faces. Twin grins
of pleasure pervaded their eyes, the mouths and even the wrinkles
that came
with their solstices. Both had shared the fruit of freedom and
savored its
sweet taste.



        
  
“We are ready to listen to you,
Harlequin,” said Ddeko. 



        
  
I nodded and turned to Cestia, smiling. She
reached for my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. Her presence gave
me
strength. I felt as if the sun could no longer rise without her by
my side.



        
  
I turned to face the multitude of Yellow
and Orange chromes staring at me. When I first arrived in these
mountain lands,
I had only seen farmers and cattle raisers. But now, fully equipped
with
swords and shields taken from the defeated Black legions, these
chromes looked as
battle ready as the soldiers of Axyum.



        
  
I raised my sword and hailed them: “Sisters!
Brothers! Today is a new day for us and our territories! Today is
the day that
marks the path to freedom — forever. Freedom from the masks that
we have been
forced to wear! Freedom from the colors and rites we have been
obliged to
follow since our birth! Freedom from the Blacks and any other
oppressor who would
dare to try telling us what to do with our lives! Today is 
your day!”



        
  
The roar of the crowd washed over me like
a crashing wave. It was exhilarating. 



        
  
“Let us not forget the deaths of those
that fell with one goal in mind: to bring us to this moment. Let us
march through
the Territories for them as well. And let us embrace other colors
and other chromes. Once we open our hearts to them they will surely
join our cause!”



        
  
Behind me, I heard Daerec say: “Mm, I’m
not certain they’ll perceive our message as being one of love and
peace after
they see our swords.”



        
  
Cestia shushed him. “They will also 
see
elders and infants, not just warriors.” She murmured.



        
  
I continued to incite the crowd: “It will
not be easy. There will be moments when our courage will falter,
and our doubt
will overwhelm us, but remember this: you are the ones who started
it all! May
your hearts always guide you!”



        
  
Another hurrah followed.



        
  
As I spoke, I descended from the hill. I drew
close enough to observe the unmasked faces of the Orange and Yellow
making up
the front lines. I could see the fierceness in their eyes and their
growing
self-esteem. I could sense equilibrium. They no longer feared rival
territories
or the gods. On the contrary, they were at one with both. I smiled
and quickly returned
to my friends. I gave one, proud final look back to this newly
created army. Raising
my sword, I shouted: “Onwards!”



        
  
“Onward!” Everyone cheered. Their energy spread
throughout the valley. 



        
  
Inside me, Chtomio’s voice whispered: 
“Unite
the territories Asheva. Remove the symbol of hypocrisy and
corruption that is
the color of the chrome.”



        
  
“I will, old friend, I will,” I mumbled
as I mounted my horse.



        
  
“You look pleased with yourself, Red Harlequin,”
said Cestia, drawing close to me on her destrier. 



        
  
“I 
am pleased,” I replied. “I am
following both my heart and the hearts of thousands of other
chromes.”



        
  
“I hope you will be as convincing with
the Red as you were with the Yellow and Orange.” she
fretted.



        
  
I could understand Cestia’s
preoccupation. The way we had been banished from the Red camp did
not make
things easy for us.  The nobles had ousted her in a coup and now we
were going
back to seek their support and alliance.



        
  
It had been an ugly parting. We had found
the last soldiers of the mighty Red army hiding in a mountain pass.
They had
been glad I’d saved the life of their princess, but when Cestia
ordered them to
fight under the command of a Harlequin, they had turned their backs
on her. A
group of hostile noble Ashis – members of the Red’s highest caste –
didn’t make
things easier. Led by Erai, a spoiled, privileged chrome whom
Cestia rejected
in favor of me, the group set out to smear my name and make me
appear
untrustworthy. This had led to a brawl in which Erai attempted to
assassinate
the princess under the guise of saving her from herself.  She was
able to stop
him with the help of her loyal Parabathai warriors, but she had
still been discredited.
We had barely escaped with our lives, choosing to do so rather than
see Red
fight Red.  



        
  
“They will understand,” I reassured her. “And
if they need convincing, this time around, you are returning to
them with an
army of supporters behind you.”



        
  
“This army is behind 
you, not me.”
She murmured, with a slight bit of envy. Part of me wanted to
reassure her but
I knew she had her own demons to fight so I chose to remain silent
whilst we
rode.



        
  
We followed the familiar range of the Orange mountains in
search of the secret creek that would lead us onto the Red’s camp.
I
could not think of any reason why the Reds wouldn’t want to ally
with us, given
our recent triumphs. We both had a common enemy, the Blacks, and
they certainly
wanted Axyum defeated once and for all — more than any other
chrome nation.
The Red and the Black shared a long history as enemies.



        
  
The Blacks… 



        
  
Our victory over their army in Crodya
must have sent a strong message to Axyum by now. The thought that
their elders
were most likely busy plotting harsh revenge made me feel uneasy.
Or perhaps it
was the fact that, thinking about Axyum and the Black Nation, I no
longer felt
Black. I did not view them as the nation that gave birth to me but
rather as
the one main obstacle left in my mission to unite the Territories.
I saw them
as the problem to which I was the solution. These calculating
thoughts took me
by surprise. I had spoken of the necessity of cultivating a
merciful heart to
those who followed me, but was my own still tempered into a dark
instrument of
vengeance? 



        
  
In spite of all my intentions, I still felt
a sharp twinge of wrath mounting within me; love and wrath, wrath
and love.
Those two feelings churned inside my soul in an endless embrace. I
looked at
Cestia and, for the first time, I felt scared about my feelings for
her; scared
she might discover how dark my soul could become and leave
me.



        
  
“I still think meeting the Reds now is a
mistake. A big mistake.” 



        
  
It was Daerec talking. He was uneasy
about reuniting with those who once ruled over him, and who could
blame him? Daerec
had been a Janis, an outcast in the Red Kingdom. Every Janis led
miserable, low
caste lives under the harsh rule of the Ashis. It was a bone of
contention
that cost me my friendship with Chtomio, he who later emerged as
the king of
the Reds himself. As much as I had grown fond of him for saving my
life and
teaching me the ways of the territories, he had failed his
subjects. He had
failed innocent infants like Tiara, whose short life ended
tragically after
solstices of misery. And by failing her and others like her, he had
failed me. 



        
  
“The Reds are the easiest of the other chromes to convince,”
I reminded Daerec. “They have everything to gain from an
alliance with us and nothing to lose.” I hoped I sounded more
confident than I
felt.



        
  
“Perhaps, but based on what you told me,
and based on what I know about the nobles, Erai and his boot
lickers will
definitely try to stop you. They will try to convince the Orange
and Yellow
that 
they are better at leading the war against
the Blacks.”



        
  
“I was not born a ruler and I have no
intention of becoming one,” I told him.  “If all these nations
decide that
someone else can better lead our fight, then so be it.”



        
  
“Don’t be so naïve, Asheva,” commented
Cestia. “The Red nobles are hungry for power and they couldn’t care
less about
your ideals or what’s good for the territories. If they obtain the
leadership
of this army, you can rest assured they will lead it toward
destruction.”



        
  
“Having three nations join together against
one common enemy is also a strong argument for the other chrome
nations to join
the fight,” I explained, “and once an alliance is made between all
the colors,
there is no telling what it can lead to.”



        
  
“Exactly!” Added Daerec. “But in this
case, I agree with Cestia.  There is no telling what will happen.
Your dream of
unity may not be the final outcome of this war.”



        
  
“For all we know, we may die fighting it.
Or you may die. Or… I may die.” Said Cestia. “I don’t want to die.
Now that I
found you, I want to live.”



        
  
“I don’t want to die either,” I said,
reaching out for her hand. “But I will not live enslaved by codes
someone else
has decided for me. That is worse than death.”



        
  
“Hear, hear!” added Daerec. “And I’ll
make sure he lives on so that you lovebirds can do a 
pygma or two every
now and then!” Both Cestia and I blushed thinking about the Yellow
and Orange mating ritual while Daerec burst out laughing.



        
  

    


  



        
  
******



        
  

    


  



        
  
Two nights passed before we reached the
secret passage that led to the Red’s hideout, deep in the Orange
mountains. Cestia led the way and, as we drew closer to their lair,
I remembered the howling
wind that preceded the chasm’s entrance. Very trained eyes were
needed to spot
the passage because it was camouflaged by seamed red and orange
rocks, which
were confusing for the eye to read.



        
  
“Over there!” Cestia cried, pointing to a
thin gap in the rock, right in front of us. For a moment I thought
she was
mistaken – it was only when we rode butt up against the wall that
we noticed a
part of it overlapped the wall behind it. We jogged our horses to
the left and
entered this hidden gap.



        
  
“Let the infants and the elders remain
here with the bulk of the army. We’ll only take one hundred
soldiers inside
with us.” I told Ddeko. I wanted to take even fewer but, given the
belligerent
attitude of the Red during our previous encounter, it was better to
be prudent.



        
  
The Yellow brother and the Orange sister
quickly gave the orders and a small legion of male and female
cavalry was
formed.



        
  
We moved slowly inside the narrow gulch
and I felt like a mouse in a trap. If the Red spotted us and
decided to attack
now, our situation would turn ugly quickly. But Cestia was guiding
us and I
doubted anyone in the Red camp would dare raise a hand against
their princess.



        
  
The wind died down, just like on the
previous occasion we entered the passage. An eerie silence hung
around us. I
held the reins of my horse with one hand, nervously cupping the
pommel of my sword
in the other. 



        
  
“Perhaps we should call out to them,” I
whispered to Cestia. “Just in case they are hiding in the nooks and
crannies above
us.”



        
  
She nodded and shouted: “Red chromes! It
is me, Cestia! Your princess! I bring good news!” Cestia’s voice
echoed inside
the gap, but no one replied.



        
  
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a
shadow pass over us. I instinctively unsheathed my sword. Upon
second glance,
I discerned it wasn’t a chrome at all. It was a vulture, which
landed on a ledge
above us. I shouted at the ungainly carrion feeder and it flew
away.



        
  
“Red chromes! We are coming to see you!
We come in peace!” I cried.



        
  
But the only response we obtained was
from other vultures. Several of these large birds soared over us,
wheeling
around in circles and filling the air with their harsh cries.




        
  
“I take it these Reds don’t trust us,”
commented Daerec. “Typical of the Ashis and Sayis.” 



        
  
“Maybe they didn’t hear us,” Cestia said.



        
  
“The vultures will have given away the
fact that someone is here,” I told them.



        
  
We continued to move at a snail’s pace inside
the narrow chasm. Just then, we were assaulted by a terrible smell.
It was an
odor so fetid it smelled like a thousand animals had been butchered
on the spot
and left to rot. I thought of the Orange’s cattle. Would the Ashi
have killed
a herd out of spite? I remembered when scores of rats invaded
Axyum. I must
have had seven or eight solstices. I remembered the fires burning
in the alleys
and our pathetic attempts not to breathe in the death and disease
that those
rodents brought with them.



        
  
I turned to see Cestia grow pale. “What
happened?” she said.



        
  
I did not reply. Instead, I ripped a
piece of red cloth off my sleeve and handed it to her. “Cover your
mouth and
nose with this,” I told her. I did the same for Daerec. Our fellow
chromes
followed my example.



        
  
We finally emerged from the passage, into
a canyon. There, we bore witness to a tragic spectacle: the ocher
and orange canyon
wall was awash with red. There were corpses… corpses everywhere.
And they were
surrounded by scavengers! Vultures tore the flesh from hundreds of
decomposing
bodies with their sharp beaks. Large, scruffy canines — wild
beasts of a kind
I had never seen before, were doing things that no fallen chrome
should suffer.
They reminded me of the wolves in Axyum’s forests. Every last male
and female chrome was a fallen Red.  I spotted Erai, still mounted
on a horse, his mask on
the ground; half his face eaten away down to his skull. His mouth
was twisted
into a rictus grin – triumphant in death in his bid to rule. The
saddest sight
of all was that of a pile of infants who’d been tossed like rag
dolls before
the opening of a sacred cave. The pile moved, mimicking life as
startled rats
swarmed out of it.  



        
  
“Noooo!” someone screamed. It was Cestia.




        
  
Hearing her scream, the scavengers instinctively
started to back away from the sea of bodies, snarling and squawking
in fury. 



        
  
“We must light a cleansing fire!” I yelled.
“Bring oil and torches!”



        
  
“May the gods damn those who committed
this atrocity!” screamed Cestia. “May their sons and daughters no
longer see
the light of day!”



        
  
Cestia’s screaming further scared the
beasts who now fled from their abominable feast as Daerec and I
began to swing
our swords to scatter them.



        
  
The stench of death was so strong I
almost passed out. Finally, a group of Yellow chromes from the tail
end of our
line brought forward cowhide bladders full of oil. We poured it
onto the ground
and lit it up. Wind rustling through the narrow rock passage did
the rest and
soon the flames licked their way to the entrance of the temple.
Many beasts
had hidden inside it and we heard their laments as the flames too
made their
way violently into its entrance. No one felt pity for them as they
burned. 



        
  
The fire surged throughout the gorge,
forcing us to evacuate fast. We feared the flames would spread
within the
passage and choke off our only route away from the devastation. The
smoke,
combined with the smell of rotten flesh dogged us all the way out
of the Orange Mountains. I carefully watched Cestia who was doubled
over with grief, to make sure
she would not fall behind. I was afraid that she could do something
to harm
herself but, to my surprise, she took control of her feelings. No
doubt her
upbringing as Chtomio’s daughter had taught her how to be strong,
even during
the worst of circumstances.



        
  
Her face, however, grew still and
expressionless as any mask. Her eyes were fixed in front of her,
dead. She did
not respond when I called her name. 



        
  
“At least we know who did it,” said
Daerec, also full of concern for Cestia. He handed me a bronze
mask. I
recognized it immediately as belonging to a Black warrior.



        
  
“But how did the Black find them?” I
asked, more to myself than to my friend.



        
  
Cestia finally spoke: “They must have
followed us the last time we came here. Remember?” 



        
  
I did recall the time Cestia and I rode
our horse all the way from the Black forests to this secret
sanctuary. We were
so lucky to be alive we had been careless. We must have served up
the Red
straight to the Blacks. Overwhelmed, with nowhere to run in that
canyon, the
attack was no doubt as short as it was bloody.



        
  
“So that’s why the Blacks came to attack
Crodya and Doryca!” I said. “They were following us. And when they
found the
Red, they split their army into two. One half remained here to
carry out their
evil work while the other attacked the Orange and Yellow. That’s
why their
numbers weren’t as strong as when they attacked Samaris.”



        
  
“But if that’s the case,” added Sitria,
“where is the other half of the Black army now?” No one had cared
enough to
ask that question when we forced them into a retreat that surprised
us as much
as them.



        
  
“Probably attacking other territories,” I
said. “They were so sure of defeating us they probably never even
gave a
thought to the welfare of their other legions.  By this time, I
have no doubt
they’ve regrouped with the cowardly murderers of the Red from the
chasm.”



        
  
“Then we must seek them out,” hissed
Daerec. “And crush them once and for all.”



        
  
A dark expression stole across his face. I
was so worried about Cestia I had not realized that he, too, must
be suffering at
having seen the last of his nation humiliated in such a way, even
if they were
the Ashis he reviled. And as much as Daerec didn’t want to admit
it, beneath
his Janis robes, beat the heart of a proud Red.



        
  
“They will most likely attack the Violet,
next,” said Cestia in her same, emotionless tone. 



        
  
“What makes you say that?” I asked.



        
  
“It is the only other nation left that would
oppose them,” she said. “The Blue are not warriors at heart. They
are traders. They
wouldn’t pose any threat to the Black… but the Violets…”



        
  
“The Violets are merchants as well, not
warriors!” I reminded her. “What threat could possibly come from a
nation that
sells spices and silks?”



        
  
“You do not know them well, Asheva.” She
said. “It is true, they are merchants, but they are tougher Chromes
than the
Blue. They are proud and independent. And they would die rather
than be slaves
of another color. At least that is what my father used to tell
me.”



        
  
I thought of my past encounters with the
Violets. I had known but two merchants — Jhute and Zimdie — and
yes, they had
come across as fearless, self-contained explorers, but they were
good chromes
who chose to befriend me. Zimdie even gave me some of their
precious robes and
powders before we parted. But I had also seen the darker side of
the Violets
when we escaped from Samaris with Daerec and the other merchromes.
The Violets
set poisonous butterflies against us in the wake of a strange,
intoxicating
smoke. Would we be given the same reception if we beat the Blacks
into their
territory? There was only one way to find out.



        
  
“We must form another alliance,” I said
to Cestia. “We shall go and see the Violet.”



        
  
 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        30. Return to Samaris
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
We rode away from the Orange mountains and set course for
Violet territory, just as Cestia suggested. I do not know
whether it was an unconscious decision made by the Red princess
but, inevitably,
our journey would take us through the Red Kingdom where we would be
confronted
once more by what remained of its city, Samaris.



        
  
I was also concerned that we might run
into the Black army before we were ready to fight them. After
consulting with Sitria
and Ddeko, I decided to have four groups of horsed guards take
point on every flank
of our army to serve as our eyes and ears. Fortunately, most of the
Red
territory consisted of flat plains. Any surprise attack by the
Blacks would be
difficult to pull off during the day. But I anticipated the coming
with
wariness.  



        
  
“We’re not safe passing the night here in
the plains,” I said to Ddeko. “The eyes of a posted watch are
limited by how
dark it gets here. The Blacks could easily finish us during our
sleep.”



        
  
“What do you suggest we do?” he asked.



        
  
I glanced at Cestia before replying. “We
should make our way into Samaris and camp there. It would be easier
to defend
ourselves behind walls.”



        
  
“If the Reds weren’t able to defend
themselves when the walls were still intact, how do you expect us
to defend
ourselves amongst their ruins?” asked Sitria.



        
  
“We were ambushed. The Black broke the
Collective Laws,” hissed Cestia. “That’s why they were able to
massacre us.”



        
  
“Cestia is right,” said Daerec. “This
time would be different. We are an army and we are all eagerly
waiting for the
Blacks to strike so we can pay them back.”



        
  
“And the ruins would give us a better
line of defense compared to the Blacks who would be out in the
plains.” I reiterated.



        
  
Everyone concurred. We turned east toward
the ruins of the massive Red city that dominated the sea. Viewed
from the
plains, it seemed even more desolate. When we finally reached the
imposing rock
on which the city had been erected, the first thing that struck us
was what
remained of the towering statues of Adio and Adia. The guardian
gods of the
city had been pulverized by the catapults of the Blacks. Half of
Adio’s head
lay on the ground. Only the marble feet of Adia remained upright. I
then looked
up at the top of the mountain, where the castle once stood and saw
that nothing
remained of it. The mighty stone tower that stood unbowed for
centuries as a
symbol of Samaris had been reduced to a pile of rubble. 



        
  
“Where did you bury your father?” I asked
Cestia.



        
  
She did not reply. Instead, she lowered
her head.



        
  
“Cestia?”



        
  
“I don’t want to go see him,” she said.
“I let him down. I… let everybody down.”



        
  
“Cestia, you can’t—”



        
  
“I brought the Blacks to where the last
of the Reds were hiding,” she continued, as if she were no longer
speaking to
me but to herself. “My world has crumbled before my eyes. And what
have I done
about it? Nothing — absolutely nothing. I merely watched,
helpless, as all
that I cared for has been destroyed. I am the last of the royal
family and I
will probably be the last of my kingdom. I didn’t do enough to
preserve it.”



        
  
“What could you have done?” I replied. “Everything
changed so quickly. Perhaps this was the will of the gods.”



        
  
She looked at me, eyes shining with fury,
and then pointed to the city. “You think that 
this was the will of the gods? What had we
Reds done to make them so angry at us?”



        
  
I looked out at the ruins before
replying. “Maybe the gods were angry with the way our world was. I
don’t know.”



        
  
I then reached out and caressed her cheek
gently. “What I do know is that none of this is your fault.”



        
  
She nodded and tried to smile, but her
indigo eyes filled with tears. I then hugged her tight, wishing I
could somehow
alleviate her pain, but I knew that would be impossible.



        
  
“Do you want me to take you to him?” she
finally asked. It seemed more like a plea.



        
  
I nodded. During the battle of Samaris, I
had avenged Chtomio by killing his assassin, the corrupt Red
Minister Oris. Yet
in the convoluted moments that followed our fight, I was forced to
run away
from the castle like a thief, never having the chance to pay a
final tribute of
respect to the one chrome who had saved my life and probably my
soul.



        
  
Our horses slowly wended their way through
hilly, cobbled streets. How I had envied its inhabitants when I had
lived
outside these walls! I had longed for the sweet and tangy perfume
of citrus and
the sweet, soothing chimes of the musical fountains that echoed
throughout the terraces
for the benefit of the wealthy every night! Now this bastion of Red
culture was
gone – replaced by rocks and decay. It could never return to its
ancient
splendor, I thought, because its creators were now gone. Or maybe
it would;
through new blood and new love. I tried to locate the checkered
marble courtyard
where Cestia and I danced and my thoughts flew back to the first
time I beheld
her – a vision in silver, gold and red, her mask adding to her
mystery, during
the feast of the candles. 



        
  
“Cestia,” I said.



        
  
“Yes?”



        
  
“I know you are going through a lot of
grief right now but…I just want you to know that not a day passes
when I don’t
thank the gods for that night that we first met.”



        
  
She smiled and blushed. “So do I.”



        
  
“Even now, even in this misery, I am
thankful because you are here. If I died right now, I would die in
peace,
knowing that I had met you and…grew to love you so deeply.”



        
  
“Don’t say that! You won’t…
we
won’t die!” She reached out for my hand. We rode close, encouraging
our two
horses to brush up against each other.



        
  
When we reached the top of the mountain, we
discovered that the grounds were peppered with craters, having been
shelled by
the Blacks’ catapults. Between two of these holes was a newly
quarried, white, marble
slab. At first glance, it looked like just another ruin. 



        
  
“We Red buried our loved ones in the cave
underneath Samaris, but after the cave was sealed in the attack, we
had to bury
my father here.”



        
  
She then kneeled close to the tomb and
burst in tears. “I think he would’ve liked being out in the open.
That way, he
could watch over the kingdom that once was his.” I knelt close to
her and
prayed in silence for my friend Chtomio, king of the Reds and king
of the
Harlequins. What would he have said, if he could see his dream
fulfilled – that
I had indeed become the infamous Red Harlequin? And where were all
the other
Harlequins, the legendary heroes he had always told me about? Were
they real?
Or were they yet another product of his dreams for a better day? I
felt I’d
never receive any satisfying answers to these questions. 



        
  
When we finally descended back to the
foothills of Samaris, Daerec was waiting for us with unexpected
company.



        
  
“We found them hiding in the old gallery
– by the tunnel that led inside the city – you know, where we used
to beg for
scraps,” He said. “They act like it’s still forbidden entrance. Old
habits die
hard, I guess.”



        
  
What… or rather whom… Daerec referred to
was a large group of Janis, the lowest caste of the Reds. Daerec
had been one
of their kind, but he refused to take anything from the higher
castes so that
he would never be beholden to them. He eked his meager living from
the sea,
earning the name merchrome. The humble Janis were busy wolfing down
dry meat
that a Yellow brought for them. They were eating it avidly
underneath their
pitiful mud and straw masks. I could feel their suspicious stares
at my back.  



        
  
“Who are you? Why are you not wearing
masks?” One of them finally asked between bites.



        
  
“The time of wearing masks is over,
friend,” I told him.



        
  
The Red chrome seemed to ponder at this
for a moment, his mask looking at the masks of his fellow Janis.




        
  
“What do you mean? We are no longer required
to wear a mask?” asked another in bewilderment.



        
  
“Look around you,” I replied. “This place
is a ruin and yet your worry is whether to wear a mask or
not.”



        
  
“I don’t understand,” said the chrome. “I
always wear a mask.”



        
  
I looked at him pitifully. Sometimes the
chains of habits are stronger than the chains of iron.



        
  
“Are you the only ones left here?” asked
Cestia. 



        
  
The Janis hesitated to answer.



        
  
“We mean no harm, brother,” said Daerec.
“I was a Janis too.”



        
  
“You don’t look like a Janis,” rebutted
the Red chrome. Then finally making up his mind, he added: “Near
the salt pans,
that’s where the rest of us are.” 



        
  
“We have all the salt in the world, now!”
another Janis joyfully exclaimed. “The Blacks took a lot with them
but much is
still there! We’re rich!”



        
  
Cestia dismounted from her horse and moved
closer to the ragged group. “Do you know who I am? Do you recognize
me?”



        
  
The chromes shook their head. One of them
commented: “You dress like a Red, but you don’t look like a
Janis.”



        
  
“She is Cestia, your princess… 
our
princess,” said Daerec, surprising me.



        
  
The Janis instinctively bowed. “We had no
idea you were still alive.” An old chrome quavered.



        
  
“We will return the salt – please, don’t
punish us!” a crippled infant shouted.



        
  
“Please rise,” Cestia replied gently. “The
time of being Janis or Ashi is over. I am not here to punish you or
put you in
your place.”   



        
  
It took awhile for this to sink in. The
Janis had been forbidden for centuries to move out of their caste
or trade in
salt, which had netted their ‘betters’ a fortune, but which for
them, had
always been grounds for execution.



        
  
Once we were able to convince them that
Cestia was sincere, they took us to the small colony that still
remained of
their caste. Cestia wept and embraced them, saying how glad she was
to see the
Reds were not just a memory. In this beleaguered community, she saw
the seeds
of her chromatic future. They would rebuild their nation,
together!



        
  
But one of the Janis female chromes did
not bear the same welcome for us and specifically for Cestia. “We
were in
misery when we had a king and we are in misery now that we don’t
have a king,” she
raged, making sure we heard her as well. “Why should we be happy to
see another
noble?”



        
  
“Because we are fighting a new kind of war!”
she said while mounting on her horse. “One that will end these
archaic and
cruel practices. We seek to end all inequalities and bitterness
between the
colors, too. I am no longer a noble and you are no longer a
Janis.”



        
  
The female did not reply to Cestia.
Instead, she turned her splintered white mask toward the male
Janis. “They say
we are all equal and yet they come mounted on well-fed horses while
we stand here
in bare feet. If I were to even take a handful of dry oats from its
feedbag to
give my child I would be whipped.”



        
  
Before anybody had the time to say or do
anything, Cestia dismounted from her horse and led it up to the
Janis female. 



        
  
“Look me in the eyes,” She said. 



        
  
The Janis female reluctantly looked at
her. I could imagine the hatred and disillusionment that contorted
her face
behind her mask. And I could understand it. I had once been forced
to live
among them, grateful for the shelter of an old mud hut that a sweet
little
orphan infant chrome had offered to share with me.



        
  
“You have every right to complain.”
continued Cestia. “And you may continue doing so forever. Or… you
could join me
and fight for yourself and for a better tomorrow. Amongst these
many colors you
see gathered before you, you will only find friends. We are all
chromes that
have decided to break our chains and the false beliefs instilled in
our
fathers’ fathers. We have decided to be slaves no longer. That is
why we refuse
to wear masks. We want everyone in the Territories to know who we
are and to be
able to read the expressions on our faces so that they will
understand how we
feel.”



        
  
Cestia then handed her horse’s reins over
to the female Janis. “And yes, it’s true,” she told her. “I have
been on a
horse far too long. It’s your turn now.”



        
  
The female chrome, in response, placed
her trembling hand over her mask and slowly removed it, revealing a
shy smile
and a pretty, young face beneath.  



        
  
Cestia did not wait for a response. “We
are leaving at dawn. Whoever wants to join us is welcome.”



        
  
“Spoken like a true princess!” whispered
Daerec near me. And this time, there was no sarcasm in his
voice.



        
  
The next day, as our army made ready to
move into the Violet territory, we found all the Janis ready and
waiting for us
on the salt pans.



        
  
“Looks like you convinced them,” I told Cestia.



        
  
“No, they convinced themselves,” She
replied.



        
  
“We need to give her a new horse,”
mumbled Daerec pointing at Cestia.



        
  
I shook my head. “She wants to walk. Let
her do what she needs to do.” And then I, too, got off my horse and
went to
walk beside her.



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        31. Lavenders and Butterflies
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
We resumed our journey,
carefully making
our way through verdant lavender fields into the heart of the
Violet territories. We had followed the sea until we began to
notice the lavender beyond the sand
dunes. It rippled in the breeze, creating endless waves of purple
and indigo
that went on as far as the eye could see.



        
  
Cestia, walking near me, said: “Isn’t
this beautiful?” She seemed to be more at peace with herself after
our return
to Samaris. 



        
  
“Yes,” I whispered, “the color reminds me
of your eyes.”



        
  
She leaned towards me and kissed me. 



        
  
“Oh please… spare us!” said Daerec behind
us. He pretended to vomit.



        
  
“On the contrary, you could learn a thing
or two from Asheva on that front!” commented Shaina, the young
Orange sister.
She playfully slapped his arm and we all laughed. They had become
close after
the battle of the twin cities and I was happy for both.  



        
  
As we entered Violet Territory, I wondered how the Violets
might react once they spotted our army. How would anyone
react for that matter? Surely, we would be seen as invaders and
this would only
inflame the suspicious side of the Violets, as Cestia pointed out.




        
  
“You look worried,” she said, as if
reading my mind.



        
  
“We cannot hope to approach the Violet
with our entire army in tow,” I told her. “The Violet would see us
as a threat
and they’d use their knowledge of nature against us before we even
got the chance
to explain the reason for our visit. I suppose that’s what I’d do
in their
place.”



        
  
“How can we approach them? Should we send
a messenger?”



        
  
“The Violets are friendly enough when they’re
on the road,” I replied. “But they’re very protective of their
homeland – even
to the point of obsession. At least, that’s what my friends, Jhute
and Zimdie
told me and that’s what we experienced firsthand. They poison
intruders first
and ask questions later… if the intruders survive.”



        
  
“Why are they like that?” asked Shaina.



        
  
“My friends explained to me that they
were invaded once, long ago,” I said.  “And the memory of that
horrible time
remains woven into the fabric of their lives. Now they prefer death
to slavery
and they remain ever vigilant and ready to deliver a first strike
if they even
suspect another nation is planning to invade them.”  



        
  
I thought about it some more. “Let’s go
talk to Sitria and Ddeko.” I suggested. “We might benefit from
their
experience since the Orange and Yellow used to trust each other
about as
much.” The four of us we made our way back through the moving
caravan to seek
out those two venerable leaders.



        
  
I explained to the Orange and Yellow
leaders what my concerns were and both were of the same opinion as
myself. 



        
  
“We need to minimize any possible
friction between our nations,” said the Yellow brother. “They don’t
know much
about us and we don’t know much about them. Sending in someone who
was
important to us would do much to establish trust.”



        
  
“I shall go alone and talk to their
leader,” I told them.



        
  
“Like you did with me?” asked Ddeko,
doubtful. “I was benevolent with you, but the Violets may not want
to hear you
out.”



        
  
“And don’t forget we almost killed you.”
Added Sitria reminding me of how, had it not been for Daerec and
Cestia, I
would have been at the mercy of the Orange chromes.



        
  
“I have two good Violet friends who already
helped me once,” I told them. “Surely, they will vouch for
me.”



        
  
I eyed Daerec and Cestia. “Besides, I
have two more volunteers who have saved me before on numerous
occasions and who
will no doubt save me again if need be.”



        
  
“Three volunteers!” added Shaina. 



        
  
After fleshing out our plan for first
contact, we agreed that the army would camp near the sea and stay
there for
three days. On the fourth day, it would resume its march towards
Papylia, the capital
of the Violets, irrespective of our return. 



        
  
The four of us left at dusk, hoping the
night would hide us from any unwanted encounters until we were deep
in Violet Territory. I told my friends to wear masks and stay away
from any houses on wheels
that we encountered — for that was the preferred method of travel
by the
Violet. Their covered wagons were like tiny fortresses. The less
attention we drew
until we were ready to make our presence known, the better.



        
  
“I get what your Violet traveling
companions might have said, but are you sure they just weren’t
boasting to
protect themselves?” asked Shaina. 



        
  
I related what had happened to our
unlucky friends that died as a result of crossing a Violet who
released
poisonous butterflies – an attack I’d witnessed helplessly.  Then
Daerec
described the poisonous smoke the Violets unleashed to drive us
away from their
land.



        
  
My Merchrome friend looked at me puzzled:
“One thing I never understood: when we escaped from Samaris, they
seemed to
have been expecting us. How did they know we were
Harlequins?”



        
  
I admitted I never thought about that,
before. All I remember was that I grew desperate to leave the Red
city.  The sheer scale of the needless death that occurred there
left me drowning in pain. Daerec’s
question was one I vowed to ask Jhute — assuming he and Zimdie
were in
Papylia. I remembered that they’d traveled often through the
territories to
sell their goods, before the fall of Samaris. Everything had
changed so much in
the territories since then. I hoped they were safe.



        
  
After that first night, eluding the Violets’
wheeled houses became more difficult. The number of wagons
increased, the further
we moved into their land. The lavender fields were our only
protection, but we
had to wait, crouched down in them for hours until the Violets’
rumbling, oxen-drawn
conveyances rolled by. They all seemed to be heading in the same
direction — the
capital.



        
  
At the end of the second night, when the
sun rose over the calm sea, something extraordinary happened.




        
  
“Look over there!” said Shaina, pointing at
the orange sky.



        
  
A bird flock, so large it blotted out the
sun, flew toward us. As they drew closer, I could see they weren’t
birds. They
were much smaller.



        
  
“What…are they?” said Daerec.



        
  
“Butterflies!” cried Cestia. “They are
butterflies!”



        
  
Thousands upon thousands of white
butterflies began to fly around us. 



        
  
“Quick, duck!” I hissed. “Stay down on
the ground and don’t move! They may be poisonous!”



        
  
Luckily, the swarm paid no heed to our
little group. They moved on, dancing like flowers in the wind,
graceful as a
single soul, in the direction of Papylia.



        
  
Just then, another swarm came through —
this one made up of giant Monarch butterflies that were every color
of the
rainbow.



        
  
“I’ve only ever seen orange ones,
before.” Daerec said in awe.



        
  
“They’re beautiful!” exclaimed Cestia.



        
  
“What is going on?” asked Shaina.



        
  
Then I remembered another quote from
Jhute: 
When the butterflies return to Papylia, it
marks the end of the Violets’
solstice abroad. A signal that every Violet must return to the
Territory of
their birth. 



        
  
That’s why we had seen so many houses on
wheels — they were all returning home!



        
  
I told my three friends I viewed our
timing as a benevolent sign by the gods. All the Violets would have
made their
way back to Papylia by the time we would get there and surely this
would
include my friends Jhute and Zimdie.



        
  
“All we need to do now is just follow the
butterflies!” I said, cheerfully. “They will lead us to the heart
of the Violet
city.”



        
  
“Yes, but time is running out,” warned
Shaina. “The others are waiting. We need to make our way quickly to
Papylia.”



        
  
We decided to march through the night and
take shorter breaks to rest.



        
  
The next day of travel was of absolute
wonder. The swarms of butterflies began to multiply and the sky was
now full of
them, in every color and size imaginable. The landscape also
changed. The lavender
fields were replaced by small trees the height of a Chrome and
adorned with
white and pink flowers. The wind would then gently swirl the fallen
petals,
creating colorful and perfumed patterns on the ground. 



        
  
It also became fruitless for us to hide
from the houses on wheels as there were so many. Fortunately, the
sight of four
young chromes of different territories, of which there were only
two females
and two males, did not pose a threat to the Violets we encountered.
 We were
grateful their renowned fear of invasion had been
exaggerated.



        
  
“What ho! You are here for the
butterflies, eh?” hollered one old Violet chrome, lumbering up
alongside us on
his wagon. “Striplings, when I was your age, I possessed your same
curiosity. I
used to roam the territories, driven by a constant urge for the
‘new’! But now
the territories have become dangerous places, and I would not be as
bold as
you.”



        
  
He introduced himself as Ezychy, a
merchant of silk. He had a hunched back and one leg was slightly
shorter than
the other. He had a funny looking mask the color of lavender with
large, round
eye holes  and round nose and mouth hole which made him seem as if
perennially
in wonder of the world. The mask had several discolored patches
too, probably
due to too much exposure to the sun. He’d no doubt lived a long and
a full life
but he possessed the same cheerful exuberance of a young chrome.




        
  
“I grow my own silk moths, don’t you
know. The best in all the territories! Here, these are for your
pretty friends.”
He gracefully passed a purple silk scarf down to Shaina and a pink
one to
Cestia.



        
  
I asked him whether he knew my two
friends, Jhute and Zimdie.



        
  
“Jhute and Zimdie!” he repeated.



        
  
“Yes,” I said. “Do you know them?”



        
  
His voice turned grave. “Aye.”



        
  
I asked the question, already knowing the
answer: “What happened to them?”



        
  
“They were killed, like many other
Violets. By the Black. May their territory crumble to dust!”



        
  
“Oh, we’ll make sure of that silk
merchant!” We all turned to Daerec whose bark was sometimes louder
than a dog’s,
but the old chrome nodded his approval.



        
  
“Do you know for a fact they were
killed?” I asked Ezychy.



        
  
“We ne’er did find their bodies,” Ezychy
said. “I suppose they could have been taken prisoner. Do the Black
take captives?”



        
  
“Not as far as I know,” I admitted
guiltily. My throat felt dry. “Unless they believed Jhute and
Zimdie had
something to offer.”



        
  
“I can’t see what those poor souls could
offer. Them two wasn’t rich.” Ezychy, replied, rubbing his stubbled
chin. “Just
humble chromes, like me.”



        
  
I used the opportunity to explain the
real reason of our visit. I knew it was a risk, but something in
this Violet chrome made me trust him. “We have journeyed to
Papylia, not to see butterflies,
but to seek your nation’s alliance in our war against the
Blacks.”



        
  
Ezychy chuckled at first. “Now I
understand. You are jesters.”



        
  
When he saw that all four of us remained
serious he stopped laughing.



        
  
“Not exactly, Ezychy.” I finally said,
lowering my voice. “We are Harlequins.” As I revealed my true
nature, I slowly
removed my mask so that he could see my face patched in diamonds of
chalk white
and blood red.



        
  
“We have united the Orange, the Yellow
and the Red against the Black. There is an army waiting for us at
the border
with the Red Kingdom. We hope to join forces with the
Violet.”



        
  
For a moment, Ezychy remained still, as
if frozen. 



        
  
“Do not fear us,” Cestia said quickly.
“We are friends. We would never do anything to harm you.”



        
  
This seemed to calm him and he spoke
again. 



        
  
“Indeed, I have heard of Harlequins
arising in other territories and attacking the Black. But I thought
that they was
just another tale… but here you be, four chromes clearly not of the
same color,
yet walking together, bold as you please.”



        
  
“So you know about us…” said Daerec.



        
  
“Aye. An army of chromes does not go
unnoticed. And only someone willing to risk his neck by admitting
he’s the
legendary Red Harlequin must indeed be he.  Or a crazy fool…” 
Ezychy grinned. 
“We saw your fellows camped by the sea…or did you think we Violets
were blind?”



        
  
Cestia reached up and touched his arm
gently. “Will you then help us Ezychy? Will you bring us to Papylia
so that we
can speak to whoever holds the power of deciding what is best for
your nation?”



        
  
His mask looked down on the ground as he
pondered Cestia’s request. Then he looked back at us and nodded.
“Aye. I will.”



        
  
As we mounted on his wagon, he studied us
again and commented: “I thought Harlequins were older…or perhaps
age is
something you can also manipulate?”



        
  
“Perhaps,” I smiled and donned my mask once
more.



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        32. The Magnificent Monarch
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
By now, I had seen most of the major cities
in the territories. I was convinced nothing could surprise me any
longer, but
I was wrong. The city of Papylia was jaw-dropping—in just the way
my Violet
friend Jhute told me it would be.



        
  
The city consisted in five small islands,
nestled in a turquoise lagoon that served as a natural barrier
between the
mainland and the sea. Four of the islands formed an outer ring
encircling the
largest at the center. But what amazed me the most was the unique
way all the
islands had been connected with each other.



        
  
“What…what is that?” asked Shaina
pointing high into the sky, at a stunning feat of ingeniousness. It
looked like
a vast dome of beaded sugar strands and lace, and it covered the
islands like a
snug bonnet. Ezychy explained how it let light and weather in, but
kept
enemies out. Yet the way it was woven did not obscure any view.
Instead, it
looked like an extravagant and airy piece of work – dynamic,
tensile and
strong.  Violet chromes, including infants, scrambled about its
curved, dimly
visible surface with the agility of Black forest skitter squirrels.
 



        
  
“That’s the net,” replied Ezychy. “It is
made up of millions of silk threads, fine as a whisker yet strong
as an ox,
which keep the five islands attached to each other. We keep on
adding new threads
to expand it, but rarely does it need repair.”



        
  
I could see why many Violet chromes preferred
using these threads as a way to travel from one island to the
other, rather
than the more time-consuming method of rowing across the lagoon.
The pearlescent
threads also served as a roosting spot for the thousands of
butterflies that
had made their way to Papylia.



        
  
Daerec, merchrome that he was, and who
had made his living out at sea, especially marveled at the
craftsmanship that
went into weaving the biggest net he’d ever seen.



        
  
Shaina was less impressed.  “Why don’t you
just build bridges?” she asked. 



        
  
“Believe it or not, bridges is harder to
build and less resistant — especially when storms sweep in from
the ocean. Them
threads is so strong, some of ‘em are as old as the city
itself.”



        
  
“It must get complicated navigating it,”
commented Daerec. “It seems like a maze to me.”



        
  
“Sure. Some is hard to follow, for they
take on new directions at every turn,” Ezychy conceded. “But as
long as you set
your eyes on where you need to go, you’ll be fine.” 



        
  
“Why do the butterflies come here?” asked
Cestia.



        
  
“Butterflies is attracted to beauty. And
Papylia is the essence of beauty, in all its forms,” replied
Ezychy.



        
  
This seemed like a perfect example of
Violet philosophy, I thought. Although in my heart I knew that
couldn’t be the
real reason, the Violets, I was certain, all believed it was
true.



        
  
We made our way toward the nearest island
and the air was full of perfume, for that place was brimming with
flowers. 
This
was probably the 
real reason why the butterflies were
attracted to the
city. It reminded me of the Harvest Faire in Ayas. The sky hummed
with a
multitude of the gorgeous insects and it felt as if we no longer in
the
Territories, but had been transported to a strange land of spell
and
enchantment, from another time. 



        
  
Many wheeled houses were huddled in
clusters near the lagoon. Ezychy stopped his conveyance near a
jumble of net
threads that were cabled onto the shoreline and stretched high in a
dizzying
curve over to the first isle. Now that we were closer, I could see
that these
threads were indeed as thick as ship ropes and probably ten times
as strong.



        
  
The Violet chrome stepped down from his
house and motioned us to follow him. “Time to walk.”  He
declared.



        
  
Ezychy explained that both wagon houses and
draft animals were forbidden in the city. The only way to visit the
five isles
was on foot. 



        
  
“You see the island in the middle of the
lagoon, with the high tower? That’s where I am taking you. That’s
where our Magnificent
Monarch, Danayd, lives.” 



        
  
Then, without further ado, he began to
climb up on the threads, using them like a ladder. We all followed
suit; all
that is, except Shaina.



        
  
“Wait!” she said.



        
  
“Shaina, what’s wrong?” asked Cestia.



        
  
“I’m not going up there,” she replied,
stepping back. 



        
  
“There is no risk of falling!” cried
Ezychy, who was already up high on the net. “Our net is sticky and
easy to
grip.”



        
  
“I’m not going! I don’t care what he
says!” shouted Shaina. “And I am afraid of heights – I’ve been so
my entire
life!” She burst into tears.



        
  
“You won’t fall, Shaina,” said Daerec
gently. “I’ll hold you.”



        
  
She shook her head and clung to the wheel
of Ezychy’s wagon, visibly shaken. “I… can’t. You go. I’ll wait for
you here.”



        
  
We all had our weaknesses, I thought. Apparently, fear of
heights was this proud and strong Orange chrome’s undoing. I
wondered if this served as a deterrent for the Violets – a further
means to discourage
foreign chromes from going to their city. 



        
  
Daerec glanced meaningfully at me and I
nodded. He climbed down to the ground and joined Shaina.



        
  
“If you don’t go, I won’t go either,” He
said.  Shaina’s expression reflected her relief and
gratitude.



        
  
“We’ll be back soon enough,” I promised them
although my words did not project quite the convincing ring I’d
hoped for.  



        
  
“You better!” He said, grinning. “In the
meantime, we’ll make ourselves comfortable in Ezychy’s
house.”



        
  
I looked up to see if the Violet chrome
had heard, but he had already clamored high up in the net. And so,
Cestia and
I resumed our climbing. Far below, Daerec and Shaina appeared
smaller and
smaller.



        
  
We both admired how agile the Violets
were in moving from one thread to the other. They made the sky
their home!
Infants showed off by executing potentially neck-breaking tumbles
and spins,
daring each other to go higher while swinging on loose threads. 
Their antics
horrified us, but they failed to raise even an eyebrow from the
adult Violets. 



        
  
Other chromes hurried about their
business, seemingly having forgotten the open heights altogether.
They happily chatted
while they leaped from one thread to the next as if they were
merely dodging chromes
on foot on the busy Cancerian road.  Even old Ezychy, who was
crippled, was in
his element, gamboling about with surprising speed. It was hard for
us to keep up
with him and I felt very awkward.  But Cestia, graceful as ever,
soon got ‘the
hang of it’ and she moved on nimble feet.



        
  
“What ho, Striplings, leap lively!” Ezychy
encouraged us. “Surely you’re not slower than this old
chrome!”



        
  
We were now half way over the first isle.
Far below, the sea resembled a puddle. I began to grasp why Shaina
felt such
panic. Having so many butterflies whirling around us, did not help,
either. They
were becoming a nuisance. The wind buffeted us with strong gusts
that made me
lose my balance more than once.



        
  
I looked at Cestia, worried she would
also lose her grip, but I should have known better. She could have
been half-Violet,
for all I knew. Once she’d made her way to Ezychy’s side, she
flashed me a
smug grin while she waited for me to reach them.



        
  
“At least she can keep my pace, but you
act like a fish out of water!” said Ezychy with a chuckle.  



        
  
“Look Asheva!” Cestia swept her hand out
to take in the first isle, which resembled a brown mushroom made up
of many acorn-shaped
houses. The interesting thing about them was that they were
suspended a foot off
the ground by thick threads that dangled from the net.  They
sported different
colors, too, ranging from dark green to purple.



        
  
“They look like… giant cocoons!” Cestia
cried in delight.  I nodded, as surprised as she by the
peculiarities of the
Violet.



        
  
“What are they made of?” I asked Ezychy.



        
  
“Dried silk, of course. It’s very
resistant against the wind that blows here. We weave our houses
just like moths
weave theirs. Most of us breed our own moths inside ‘em, too.”  He
looked over
the lagoon and continued:  “Right now the sea is mild, but we
occasionally get
floods.  When that happens, all we have to do is raise our homes
higher, batten
down the hatches and weather our storms.”



        
  
I tried to imagine what that must be like
– dwelling in a house that rocked like a ship during a storm. I
much preferred
the snug, stone houses of Axyum and a lump in my throat rose,
unbidden, at the
thought of my lost, orderly home and my Mother who had been the
heart of it.



        
  
He then added: “This isle and all the
four outer isles are called pupyas. This one here is the northern
pupya. I will
take you now to papylia, the main island.”



        
  
“So that’s why the city is called
Papylia? I never knew.”  Cestia admitted.



        
  
Ezychy nodded. “It’s where the Violet
race began.”



        
  
Cestia and I were about to begin our
descent but Ezychy held up his hand. “First, we must commune with
the
butterflies.” He proclaimed. “It’s the courteous thing to do.” With
that he
took off his mask and let several butterflies settle on his head.
His
distorted face was a sight to see, but I managed to remain polite
and hide my
revulsion, thanks to my having been in Jhute and Zimdie’s company
for so long,
I didn’t even think about what they looked like, anymore.



        
  
Not so, Cestia. She gave a little shriek
and lost her footing. Ezychy quickly snagged her elbow and helped
her regain
her balance. “What’s wrong?” He asked.



        
  
Cestia stammered a weak apology.  “A gust
of wind surprised me,” She replied, looking past him.  “Thank you.”
 



        
  
I smiled, for I had told her about my first
encounter with unmasked Violets, but a story is no match for seeing
something
so hideous first hand. We had laughed about the way Jhute and
Zimdie called
other chromes ugly, and how they’d sincerely confided in me that
they wore
masks, not out of tradition and politeness, but to keep rival
colors from
becoming too jealous of their beauty.



        
  
Ezychy, totally unaware of her horror,
grinned, revealing his filed teeth and disfigured lip flaps, which
only made
him look worse. “Oh my – your mouth!” Cestia blurted out.  She
immediately
clapped a hand over her own, distraught by her rudeness.  Ezychy’s
smiled
widened with pride.



        
  
“You don’t have to cover up your dreadful
maw,” he said. “I’m used to seeing other chromes’ bein’ shamed by
their
ugliness.  But I also know you never had the kind of advantages we
Violet’s enjoy,
when it comes to the metamorphosis.”



        
  
“The… what?”



        
  
“Metamorphosis.  It takes us a lifetime
to achieve it — and the help of our gifted changers of course.”
Ezychy gleefully
went on to explain how his mutilated visage had been shaped over
his lifetime. Needless to say, it was quite an education for us! 




        
  
The ritual scarification began at every
Violet’s birth.  Trained Violet chromes known as changers injected
butterfly
venom into the skin around their eyes and forehead, until their
eyes bulged and
their noses became like a bird’s beak, mimicking the insectile face
of a
butterfly. Over time, the venom injections made the bulging
permanent with the
added bonus of rendering them immune to the venom.  But they didn’t
stop there.
Violet artists tattooed black circles around these bulges in
fantastic patterns
which emphasized the eyes even further so that they resembled the
woggle-orbed
look of an insect. Then it was back to the changers, who cut
vertical slits in the
Violets’ upper lips and re-sewed them to resemble insect mandibles.
 



        
  
Ezychy stuck out his tongue until it hung
well below his chin. This, he bragged, took years to achieve. Each
solstice,
growing up, he would add weights to extend the appendage until it
resembled the
long, straw-like sucking tube butterflies and moths used to eat.
Ezychy assured
us that every Violet’s head was also shaved bald like his — except
for two long
clumps of hair which they wore braided to mimic antennae.   



        
  
When I’d met Jhute and Zimdie, I never noticed
their resemblance to butterflies. But thanks to the multitude on
hand now for
comparison, I was amazed I’d never made this connection, before. 




        
  
By this time, Ezychy was telling Cestia,
with a nostalgic glint in his eye, what a handsome devil Violet
females had
considered him to be, in his day.  “You’re still very dashing.”
Cestia managed
to say with a straight face.  Ezychy blushed with pleasure. 



        
  
“I’ll take that as a dear compliment, especially
since it was made by a female so young.” He gushed. “You have a
sweet demeanor. It goes a long way toward making your
stomach-churning looks palatable.” 



        
  
“Uhm… thank you…?”



        
  
I burst out laughing and thumped the
Violet chrome on the back. “Stop flirting, Ezychy, or you’ll make
me jealous.”



        
  
We continued our descent, past the
northern isle and its moth-like dwellings. Following Ezychy we
crawled along
the net on a spiral route that Ezychy said lead into the center of
Papylia. 



        
  
 “But we’re not going down there. We’re
going up there.” He pointed to a spindly tower made of some odd
pink,
transparent material that stood in the very center of the island.
It was very
high. So high in fact that its peak went beyond the net dome and
seemed to
shoot directly to the firmament.



        
  
“You mean all the way up there?” I asked
unenthusiastically. My legs were aching from all the
climbing.



        
  
“Precisely,” He said. That’s where the
Magnificent lives. And that’s where I’m taking you. Come, follow
me.”



        
  
Reluctantly, Cestia and I began to follow
the Violet merchant once again. 



        
  
We climbed until we reached the last silk
threads above us. We were very high up and even the silk threads
that comprised
the Net were becoming scarce. Finally, I saw that several of the
last filaments
came to rest upon a platform that encircled the tower. That was our
final
destination and Cestia and I gladly stepped on the platform still
gasping for
air. It had been an exhilarating but tiresome climb. Ezychy on the
other hand,
seemed as if he had just taken a short stroll.



        
  
“Stay here,” He told us. “I’ll look for
someone to take you to see the Magnificent.”



        
  
Our friend entered the tower and as we
took in the fresh air from the sea we studied the sunlight hitting
the waves. I
felt a perverse urge to jump off this open ledge. Since we were the
only non-Violets
here, the chromes who passed did not bother to conceal their
bewilderment at our
presence.



        
  
“What if it’s a trap?” asked Cestia. “The territories still
don’t view Harlequins as friends.”



        
  
“Then why take us all the way to the top
of this tower where their Monarch resides?” I replied. “If Ezychy
wanted to set
us up he did not need to go to all this trouble.”



        
  
“Perhaps he is helping us in good faith,
but what if the same cannot be said for the other chromes he will
talk to? How
will they react to his words?”



        
  
“We will soon find out,” I told her.
“Here he comes now.”



        
  
Ezychy limped toward us, accompanied by
two female Violet chromes in long, shimmering silk robes.



        
  
“You are the ones who wish to see the
Magnificent,” said one in a cold, formal tone. Hers was not a
question but an
affirmation.



        
  
“Yes, Milady,” I said bowing courteously.
“I assure you; we come with the best intentions and for matters of
the utmost—”



        
  
“We know all that,” interrupted the
other. “We knew you’d arrived even before you even set foot in
Papylia. How
else do you think you made it here in one piece?  It was at our
pleasure.”



        
  
I was taken aback by her words and I am
sure Cestia experienced the same reaction. 



        
  
“Come,” said the first without waiting
for a response from us. “The Magnificent is waiting for you and
there is a lot
to talk about.”



        
  
We bid Ezychy farewell and promised to
visit him at his wagon before leaving Papylia. I was touched by how
kind he had
been to chromes he’d just met and I thanked him for it. Then we
entered the
tower and found ourselves in a vast empty atrium. The tower had no
internal
roof—rather, it was full of large, triangular canvases tied to its
walls. They
were different shades of white and violet. When the wind ruffled
them, they
reminded me of the sails used by Daerec on his tartan in Samaris.




        
  
A tall and skinny chrome with long shiny,
silver hair appeared from behind one of the canvases. I could not
tell whether this chrome was male or female, young or old. He or
she was wrapped in white and
purple silks from its feet all the way to its neck. Its mask was
entirely
composed of violet gems and silver findings. The violet gems had
been worked in
such a way that they spread across the brow and cheeks like a
butterfly. As a
consequence, the eyes, the entire mouth and chin were visible. The
lips were
painted purple, as were the long fingernails of the bony fingers. I
noticed
that there were six fingers on each hand. 



        
  
I removed my mask and so did Cestia. I
felt the chrome’s eyes observing me. I was about to ask that he or
she remove
their mask, too, but the Violet chrome spoke first.



        
  
“A mask behind a mask…interesting. We
finally meet, Asheva, or should I call you the Red Harlequin?”




        
  
The inflection of the Violet’s voice was
of a peculiar nature. It started in a low register, like a male and
then
finished on the high note of a female. It sounded both amused and
annoyed at
the same time. No doubt, this was the Magnificent Monarch, but I’d
never been
impressed much by pompous airs. The cultivated, bored tone reminded
me of some
of the Red nobles I had encountered.  Despite this, I tried to be
as
accommodating as possible. There was too much at stake not to
be.



        
  
“You know me, Your Highness?”



        
  
“Yes — and of your companion, Princess Cestia,
and of the Red Kingdom…and also how you won over the twin cities.”
The Monarch
said. “We have followed your exploits with the greatest detail,
along with a
certain…curiosity… ever since you escaped Samaris.” 



        
  
I admit I was dumbfounded. Here was a
leader of one of the territories who not only knew me but had been
following my
every move. 



        
  
“I was unaware that the minute of my
activities would hold such interest for the Violets.”



        
  
“Oh, we follow everything that is
peculiar in the territories. Our merchants who roam those other sad
lands retain
everything that is worth hearing and seeing and relay it to
us.”



        
  
So that’s how they knew of our arrival when
we first fled from Samaris! Their wandering chromes and their
houses on wheels
acted as their antennae with the other territories; detecting all
that happened
outside of their nation and referring it back to their leader. But
if that was
the case…



        
  
“If that is the case, why did you prevent
us from entering your territory when we first escaped from the Red
Kingdom?” I asked.



        
  
“At the time, you were carriers of fear
and destruction. This type of negativity is not something we want
in our realm,
because our more refined spirits are guided by light. And speaking
of spirits, I
know also that you found refuge for your soul with Failan, the
Green priestess.
She was just what you needed.”



        
  
I could not believe my ears. The Monarch
of the Violets knew everything about me! It was as if he had been
there all
along, right next to me!



        
  
“Then you must know why we are here,” I
said.  “I assume you let me enter your territory, this time,
because I’ve
raised an army that supported my cause.” 



        
  
The Monarch nodded. “Of course. You have
set a noble task for yourself, Harlequin — to unite the
territories and thwart
the dominion of the Blacks. Still… I suspect part of your mission
has to do
with seeking personal revenge against your very own nation, am I
right?”



        
  
“I no longer consider myself a Black,” I answered,
feeling uneasy. Could he be right? I had worked so hard to deal
with my rage, I
thought I was past it.



        
  
“Oh yes… you are a Black. You have never
ceased to be a Black. Look at you, wherever you have been you have
brought war
and destruction; Samaris, Crodya, Doryca…and now you want to bring
such
destruction to Papylia?”



        
  
“I did not bring the war!” I protested. I
unconsciously raised my voice, easily taking his bait. “The Blacks
brought the
war!”



        
  
“Perhaps,” the Monarch replied, soothingly.
“But it is peculiar, nonetheless, that wherever you go, the war
follows.”



        
  
“That is not true. Nothing happened while
I was in Everdia!” I snapped.



        
  
“But something happened 
after you
left Everdia. Or did you not know?” 



        
  
I faltered: “What…happened?”



        
  
One of the female Violet chromes spoke
for the first time: “The Blacks went there too, Harlequin.” 



        
  
I thought about her words and their
ramifications. 



        
  
“So the Greens are…”



        
  
“Lost,” said the Violet leader.



        
  
Suddenly, I felt as if the ground was no
longer solid. I was overwhelmed and sickened by a pledge which
seemed now only
a distant dream; an impossible dream, the unification of the
territories. And
so many others had paid the price for it! I envisioned Chtomio
staring at me in
a grave and accusing disappointment.



        
  
“If what you say is true, then I fear I shall
bring the same to Papylia.” Mine was more of a question.  I did not
want to
know the answer.



        
  
“Perhaps you already have.”



        
  
“What do you mean?” I asked. “Are the
Blacks already marching this way?” My thoughts flew back to the
Orange and Yellow army, waiting for us, out in the open, to come
back.



        
  
The Magnificent did not answer me. Instead,
he raised a question.



        
  
“Tell me, why should I have my nation
join such a miserable war?” 



        
  
Cestia spoke before I could: “Your
Highness, this war is not something you choose to join. I am sure
you know very
well that sooner or later it will reach Papylia, whether you like
it or not.”



        
  
“Like the way it reached Samaris, you
mean,” He said, sarcastically.



        
  
“I sincerely hope not,” She said. “I hope
you never live to see your own nation destroyed.”



        
  
This seemed to have struck a chord in him
for he nodded thoughtfully. Then he raised his right arm and with a
gesture
indicated that we should leave. “I have to be alone and think. We
will adjourn until
this evening. Go now, you shall be our guests.”



        
  
I did not want to leave and was about to
say so, but Cestia drew me out of the atrium by the arm. “Respect
the Monarch’s
wishes,” she whispered as the Violet female chromes ushered us out
of the Magnificent’s
regal presence. 



        
  
We followed one of the Violet females down
a vast spiral staircase at the center of the tower. I was still
taken aback by
Cestia’s quick compliance to the Magnificent Monarch’s orders.
“This isn’t a
visit of courtesy!” I whispered. “We can’t stay here and pretend
that
everything is fine. The Blacks are coming and our army is
exposed!”



        
  
“Your impatience will do nothing to win
him over to our side,” she pointed out. “On the contrary, it may
ruin
everything. My father would often say that words need to be
decanted like wine before
striking the right notes in a chrome’s heart. Like wine, they need
to breathe and
that takes time.”



        
  
“Well, we have seen where your father’s
teachings brought him!” I snapped. She immediately stopped and I
realized just
how impertinent I had been.



        
  
“What is the matter with you?  You’re
usually more savvy than this.”



        
  
“I’m sorry, Cestia. I did not mean what I
said.”



        
  
“Yes you did!” She said. 



        
  
I nodded and did a little thinking
myself. “It’s just that everywhere we go, the Blacks follow. They
move swiftly
and innocents pay the price. Now even the Green! Those were my
friends! They
helped me! And where am I when all this happens? Here, trying to
observe some
obscure court rituals! I can’t bare it.”



        
  
“Remember what you told me in Samaris?
The same I say to you now. What could you have done more? You
cannot change
what the Blacks do. Nor are you responsible for their evil. All you
can do is work
hard to be smarter than they are and try your best to achieve a
better outcome.
And leave those that are dead alone.”



        
  
The Violets in the mean time had led us
to two rooms adjacent to each other. Cestia withdrew into her
chamber before I
could respond.



        
  
I entered my room, feeling miserable. Had
the Green been destroyed just like the Red? Or had they escaped the
Blacks
thanks to the Moxia, their way of camouflaging with nature? I
looked outside
the window feeling helpless. Birds and butterflies flew past. For a
moment I
wished I had wings so that I could fly away, high above the clouds
and over to
Everdia to see if Failan and her nation had survived. Instead, I
was here in Violet territory, waiting for a strange chrome to
ponder whether to ally with us or not.
This was not my place. I needed to go to Everdia and see what had
happened. 



        
  
I tried to enter Cestia’s room, but she
had locked herself in. I knocked on the walls and called her name,
but to no
avail. She would not open her door, probably still offended by my
words. The
worst part about my attitude toward the Magnificent was that she
was right. I
did mean what I’d said, when I thought of Chtomio, too. He had been
a great
friend and mentor but in the end, like many, he had not practiced
what he
preached. And given that he had been the king of the Reds, I could
not forgive
him for not fighting harder to stop the deep injustices that
plagued his
kingdom. Especially the way he’d delayed tackling the poverty of
the lowest
caste and for not freeing himself, sooner, from the bad counsel of
his nobles. 



        
  
There have always been so many flimsy excuses
used to hide the incompetence of those in power, but I assured
myself that I
would be different. I imagined myself ruling the territories in a
just way; in
a 
strong way.  Strong… like the
 fragrance in this room… and like
me. 



        
  
This scent…I suddenly realized that a
very pleasant perfume wafted throughout my quarters and I breathed
deep. It
smelled like Citruses and spices blended together. I thought I
would be tired,
but this intoxicating fragrance infused my body with new energy.
And with the
new energy came a new wave of rage.



        
  
I paced the room, agitated, like a beast
in a cage. I would not show any weakness! On the contrary, I would
defeat my
enemies and humiliate them. I would not be like Chtomio. I would
show them all
who is the strongest Black warrior of the Territories! I would kill
them all!



        
  
“I will kill them all!” I heard myself
say. 



        
  
“Asheva?”



        
  
The doors swung open to my room and Cestia
entered. She removed her mask and I could see tears forming in her
eyes. 



        
  
“Cestia!” I said, surprised. “I…”



        
  
She ran toward me and wrapped her arms
around my neck. In turn, I wound myself around her body and kissed
her shiny
black hair.  All of a sudden I felt drained once again; emptied of
the
peculiar, arrogant rage that had taken hold of me. Cestia opened a
smaller
window.  A sea wind blew in, clean and fresh. The heady perfume
faded away. The
only thing I could smell now was the clean scent of Cestia’s
hair.



        
  
“I heard you yell,” she said softly. “I
thought something happened to you.”



        
  
“I don’t know what it was. Maybe the news
of the Green, maybe the Violet Monarch, or maybe that scent.” I
confessed. “A
wave of rage and hatred entered my soul just now. I…I can’t explain
it. But
then you entered the room and whatever it was, vanished…”



        
  
“I, too, felt strange in my chamber,” she
said. “This place…this tower! There is something about it which
makes me feel
uneasy. We have to stay together!”



        
  
I nodded.  I moved closer to her and quickly
lost myself in the blue of her eyes. “We will always stay
together,” I vowed.
“No matter what, I shall never leave you. Promise you will never
leave me.”



        
  
She responded by treating me to a long, intense
kiss. Her lips parted eagerly and it felt like our first. 



        
  
“I never told you how handsome you are,”
she said gently wiping off the white and red colors from my face
before kissing
me again. 



        
  
I felt half the butterflies in the lagoon
had just flown inside my chest. Nothing mattered any longer, except
being in
the arms of my sweet Princess.



        
  
“Your body is strong and your face has
been hardened by life,” she whispered, “but your eyes…they are
different from
the rest of you. They are the color of young green grass. They are
still warm
and fragile. I see the compassionate soul that dwells within
you…part infant
and part adult. And that is what I love most about you.”



        
  
She slowly began to remove her robes and
I began to do the same. The mark of the noble Ashis on her shoulder
now had the
semblance of a red rose. Suddenly, responding to the timeless call
of our
hearts, our bodies touched and after a shared tremor of excitement,
they soon became
one.



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        33. A Dark Presence
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
When I woke up, the sun had set. Outside my
window, it was pitch dark. Cestia lay pressed against me, but I
suddenly felt
that something was wrong. I touched her gently and my hands felt
something dense
and sticky on her shoulders. Something I knew all too well: it was
blood.



        
  
“Cestia?” 



        
  
I looked down and saw blood everywhere.
On our bed and on our bodies.  In the dim light, I could make out
that Cestia’s
delicate neck had a wide cut, from which her life-giving fluid
drained from her
body.



        
  
“Cestia!” I shouted.  I tried in vain to
stop the hemorrhaging by applying pressure with my hand over her
wound. 



        
  
“She can’t hear you, anymore, Asheva.” I
heard a voice in the dark.



        
  
“Who are you?” I cried out.



        
  
“It’s me; your friend. Andahar.” He snarled
as he emerged from the shadow.



        
  
“Andahar!” I said. “Please help me save
her. Please. I’ll do whatever you want.”



        
  
He came forward and I noticed his sword trickled
with fresh blood.



        
  
“There’s not very much we can do now,
Asheva. She is dead. I know because I cut her throat while you were
sleeping.
And I wanted you to see it before I killed you, too — so you know
what happens
to the traitors of the Black Nation!”



        
  
As he uttered his words, he raised his
blade and got ready to deliver a deadly blow.



        
  
“Noooo!” I cried out.



        
  
“Asheva!” 



        
  
I opened my eyes and saw Cestia staring at
me, worried. The last rays of the sun were shining inside the room,
turning it
into a golden shrine. There were no shadows. Even better, there was
no Andahar.



        
  
“You were tossing and turning in your
sleep so I decided to wake you up,” she said, kissing me on the
lips. “What was
it that you were dreaming?”



        
  
“That I had lost you…forever,” I told
her.



        
  
She placed her slender arms over my
shoulders and gazed at me with her wide blue eyes. “I will always
be with you,
now and forever,” she said intensely.



        
  
Before I could kiss her, there was a
knock on our door, accompanied by the voice of a young male chrome
saying that
we were expected by the Magnificent for dinner.



        
  
We quickly dressed and opened the door. 
A Violet dwarf waited for us. 



        
  
“Follow me please,” he said. He
efficiently guided us through a labyrinth of halls and stairways as
we ascended
the tower. 



        
  
As we followed the small Violet, I murmured
to Cestia of my desire to go to Everdia.



        
  
“And do what?” she whispered back. “It’s
too late. You wouldn’t find anybody there. 
Here is where we need to be.
If we convince the Violets, then, with an army of three nations, we
will be
able to crush the Blacks once and for all.”



        
  
The Violet chrome in the mean time stopped
in front of a large porch that led outside to an open terrace
without any type
of protective balustrade. In the middle, an austere dark wood table
had been set
for four. The table took up most of the terrace, leaving little
space between it
and the void.



        
  
The small chrome gestured for me and
Cestia to step out onto the terrace. I looked at him and then at
Cestia. We hesitated
because we were very high up in the tower and we clearly did not
like the idea
of dining in the clouds. 



        
  
“Ah, our young lover-warriors!” said the
Magnificent gliding up behind us. We turned around and saw that he
was dressed
in a flowing purple cloak with a silver stand up collar. He was
joined by
another Violet chrome, not as tall as he but well rounded.  His
elaborate
clothes gave him the appearance of a giant purple peacock.



        
  
 
  
“This is my aide,
Thalassino. Let us be
seated.” Both the Magnificent and his aide swiftly made their way
to the table.
The space on the terrace between their chairs and the precipice
must have been
no more than two chromes’ feet.



        
  
“Come, Asheva, come. Have no fear.” The
Magnificent smiled and then added: “If you are to be a leader you
must always be
close to the perils of life; you must tease and seduce risk as if
it were your only
lover,” he said, his eyes gazing meaningfully at Thalassino. The
Monarch’s aide
placed his hand near the mouth of his mask and giggled softly.




        
  
“That is why I dine on this terrace,
every night,” he continued, “so that I do not forget the dangers of
leadership.”



        
  
Cestia and I carefully edged ourselves
closer to the two Violet chromes. The wind was blowing, making
things harder for
us. We clung instinctively to the table, before finally sitting
down.



        
  
I looked below me to see if there were
any silk threads or safety net, but all I could see were the dark
waters of the
lagoon impossibly far below, reflecting the pale moon that had now
risen in the
sky. 



        
  
As if reading my mind, the Monarch said:
“There is no safety net here, my dear Harlequin.”



        
  
Then, the dwarf that escorted us to
dinner silently reappeared with a tray of dried fruit. He seemed to
be at ease,
moving around on such a small and dangerous perimeter.



        
  
“Thalassino,” the Magnificent said while
taking a fig from the tray, “our two young lovers would like us to
hand over
our nation for the greater good of the territories. They would like
us to join
them and the other nations in their fight against the Black Nation.
What are
your thoughts?”



        
  
Thalassino pondered his response. Then
he suddenly rose to his feet and, taking us by surprise, pulled
Cestia out of
her chair and pushed her over the terrace edge, holding her by one
arm. She
screamed and struggled until he threatened to drop her if she
didn’t remain
still.



        
  
Before I could react, the dwarf, who had
stayed there all along, whipped out a knife and pressed it against
my stomach.
The Magnificent watched me as I scanned the terrace, seeking an
advantage. My
eye lit upon a carving knife resting on the table, but he calmly
moved it along
with anything else I could use: a wine glass to break, dining
utensils, my
chair… everything out of my reach.  “One move from you and your
princess flies
with the bats.”  I couldn’t believe how calm and cold he was. I
would have gladly torn his throat open with my bare hands if I
could. Only the thought of Cestia’s safety kept me sane and in my
place. They
would have let her fall to her death if they’d meant to. I
desperately held
onto that fact.



        
  
“Don’t let me go!” screamed Cestia.



        
  
“I shall kill you,” I hissed at the
Violet Monarch. 



        
  
“Easy now,” said the dwarf. I felt the
blade of his knife cut through my robes.



        
  
The Monarch seemed very much at ease and
did not move from his chair.



        
  
“Now listen carefully to what I have to
tell you, my young friend. A good leader is not necessarily a good
chrome. A
good leader is someone that puts the greater good before his
personal interests
and his feelings. My doubts about you are these: are you capable of
winning the
war against the Black? Of not having your feelings interfere with
running and
leading an army?”



        
  
I looked at him, full of hatred.



        
  
“Are you capable, even in this very
moment, of thinking lucidly? Of controlling your rage?”



        
  
I did not answer him. My eyes were now
fixed on Thalassino’s hand holding Cestia’s arm. The Violet Monarch
continued
unperturbed: “What if I told you the Violets would support you on
one
condition: that you let Cestia fall from this very tower. What
would you say?”



        
  
“I would say that while the gods have taken
your sanity, it is I who will take your life.”



        
  
“Really? Now who is acting foolishly
between the two of us? 



        
  
“Don’t listen to him Asheva! He’s trying
to trick you!” 



        
  
“Time is running out, my colorful
friend,” stated the Violet Monarch. “What will it be? The
unification of the territories?  Or the life of your lover?”



        
  
And then it happened. I heard “Fight the
war, Asheva!” before I saw Cestia wrest her hand away from
Thalassino’s. In a
moment, she disappeared beneath us. The Violets were also taken by
surprise.



        
  
“Noooo!” I screamed. Rage enveloped me. I
pushed the dwarf away and jumped over the table on top of the
Monarch.  We both
lost our balance and fell into the void.  I felt grim satisfaction,
knowing he
would die with me.



        
  
The sensation of falling was like diving
into the sea at that moment when you are suspended in the air just
before you
crash into the water. Only this lasted longer. I thought I could
see Cestia’s
red dress below us. Or was it death in disguise?



        
  
Our fall suddenly ended.  We landed into something
soft and strong at the same time. It was the net!  No… another net…
this one
woven from many transparent threads. And Cestia was there too! She
was alive!



        
  
“Cestia!” I cried.  I clawed my way
across the net, trying to reach her.



        
  
“Asheva!” 



        
  
We embraced and I looked her over and
then hugged and kissed her. “I’m all right,” she whispered happily
in my ear,
“I’m all right.” She returned my kisses.



        
  
“This transparent net surrounds the
entire tower.” I heard the Monarch say behind us. “We never
intended to harm 
you or Cestia, but we needed to assess your inner strength. I’m
sorry to say,
you failed my little test. You put one person’s safety above the
bigger
picture. I am deeply concerned about putting the lives of my
subjects into your
care. What if you were to sacrifice them before your own chromes?
Especially…
her.”



        
  
A door opened and Thalassino appeared. He
offered us a helping hand back inside the tower. I was surprised
when he
contradicted his ruler: “I must point out, Magnificent, that the
princess tried
to sacrifice herself — for him. This indicates, beyond her love
for him, her
devotion to the Red Harlequin as a leader.”



        
  
“An interesting point.” The Magnificent
said coolly.



        
  
“A test? This was a 
test?” I said
sarcastically. “Let me tell you about your test,” I continued with
my anger
mounting. “It’s flawed. The waging of war can’t be reduced to a
little exercise
of the mind between you and your aide. Your test didn’t tell you
that I would
be willing to sacrifice myself before anyone else. And your test
doesn’t
explain how, thanks to me, three nations have joined forces
together against
the Blacks. More than me failing you, this test has made 
you disappoint 
me.
It is this unnecessary pride and nearsightedness that has caused
the territories to be what they are today: fragments of misery
instead of a bulwark
of strength and unity. I sincerely wish you luck when the Blacks
will come
knocking at your door, because they 
will come.”



        
  
I put my arm around Cestia, and we turned
to go, ready to leave them, their tower and their twisted ways. 




        
  
“We’d thank you for your hospitality,”
Cestia added. “But really, we saw none of that, either.”  



        
  
I looked at Cestia again and I
shuddered. It was not for the fear of death, I realized, but for
fear of
losing her.  “Don’t you ever do something so crazy, again!”  I
whispered to
her.



        
  
Cestia was strangely calm. “Remember
Asheva, how I had told you that I did not want to die? Well, if it
should
happen, I discovered that I’m ready now. I’m not afraid of
death.”



        
  
“Don’t say these words, please, I beg
you,” I pleaded with her. I cupped her face with my hands and
gently caressed
her delicate cheeks



        
  
She smiled. “It’s like you said in
Samaris. We have known each other and we love each other. The gods
gave us this
union and no one can take it away from us, not even death.”



        
  
“I was fearless before I met you, but
that was because life had no meaning for me,” I confessed. “But
now…now, I
don’t want anything to happen to you. There is some truth to be
found in the
Magnificent’s test, after all.”



        
  
“Wait.” The Magnificent Monarch held up a
hand. “What you said… impressed me. You have an agile mind, yet you
are not
afraid to admit and discuss your weaknesses. A leader needs those
qualities. He
also needs to understand when another leader is lending him a hand.
Let us all
go inside and resume our talks. And this time there will be no
tests.”



        
  
I looked at Cestia. She nodded in approval
while hinting a smile. I then turned to the Monarch and grinned. I
did not know
it then, but that day would mark the beginning of a strong and
loyal friendship
between Danayd and me.
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When we returned to the mainland, we
found Daerec and Shaina camped out next to Ezychy’s rolling house,
patiently
waiting for us. Although, judging from their smiles, I suspected
they’d availed
themselves of some other, more pleasant activities to keep them
occupied during
that time.  



        
  
“I’m guessing, from the look on your
faces, that you weren’t able to convince them huh?” said Daerec
while chewing
the stem of a lavender plant. “Who needs a bunch of perfumers
anyway? We can do
without them.”



        
  
I responded cheerfully: “Your life as a
Janis has made you a natural pessimist.”  I pointed at Papylia. 
“Take a look…”



        
  
The intricate net dome of white silk
threads became a hive of activity. Thousands of chromes climbed all
over it,
turning into a vibrating, violet mass. Cestia and I quickly filled
our friends
in about our meeting with the Magnificent Monarch, leaving nothing
out –
including his heart-stopping little test. But true to his word, the
monarch
had given his subjects a call to action and the Violets were indeed
joining our
cause. Surely what happened next was an illusion, but for a moment
the
citizens of Papylia seemed to form a giant fist in the sky.



        
  
We made our way back to join the Orange and Yellow and the
Red Janis. I introduced Danayd to Brother
Ddeko and to Sister Sitria. That night, it felt as if a new chapter
was being
written into the Collective Laws – one that should have been penned
a long time
ago. The representatives of four nations sat together around a
campfire,
discussing the future of the territories, while their subjects got
to know each
other and make merry. A feeling of hope and gaiety, sweet as any
perfume,
infused the air.



        
  
“Once the war is over, we should have
roundtable discussions like this every solstice,” said Ddeko.
Everyone nodded
in agreement. 



        
  
“But the war is not over, yet,” Cestia
reminded us. “I respect you greatly Ddeko, but you speak as if it
has already
been won. It hasn’t even been fought.”



        
  
Ddeko tossed another small log into the
fire and then spoke again: “Oh I wouldn’t be so sure about that
young princess…
We must outnumber the Blacks by now. I would expect them to
surrender without a
fight.”



        
  
“Never,” I told him. “That isn’t the way
of the Blacks. They will fight and fight hard.”



        
  
It was then Danayd’s turn to speak: “We
know that, after Everdia, the Blacks went to Ayas and met with the
Blue. Some
Violets saw their army leave Ayas and march back in the direction
of the Black
territory.”



        
  
“Did they destroy Ayas as well?” asked
Cestia.



        
  
“Not that we know of. There was no
conflict.” Replied Danayd.



        
  
“Well at least one thing is sure then,”
commented Sitria. “The Blues are allied with the Blacks. Why else
would the
Blacks not fight them like they did the others?



        
  
Shaina nodded and said: “My elder sister
is right. We should head straight for Axyum and attack the Black.
This way the
Blue will not be able to help them.”



        
  
“And once the Blacks are defeated, the
Blue will most likely surrender without raising a single weapon to
fight. It
is their way.” Sitria added.



        
  
“What if we are able to convince the Blue
to switch sides?” I asked all of them. “This way, we’d strengthen
our army even
more and send the Black the message that they have all the other
territories
against them. Maybe they would negotiate.  Then no one would have
to fight.”



        
  
They all pondered my words until Ddeko
spoke his mind: “Suppose we do as you say. And we head to Ayas,
first. What if
they attack us? What then? We would risk starting a skirmish with
the Blue and
losing sight of our true objective, which is crushing the Black.
And assuming
we did win over the Blue, we’d still have to leave many chromes
behind to watch
over them and make sure they didn’t spy on us for the Black.  We’d
end up
facing the Blacks in a weaker condition.”



        
  
“Hear, hear,” Shaina agreed. 



        
  
I looked into their expectant faces,
softly glowing in the firelight, to gauge how they all felt.  How
much easier
dealings were now, between chromes of different color! It was
evident that
Ddeko had convinced them all not to trust the Blue with his wise
words.



        
  
Yet, just because the majority agreed, it
did not mean they were right. “We should still give the Blues a
chance,” I told
them. “This is no longer just a war, it is a new beginning. And
with a new
beginning come new ways. Ddeko, you rightly said that from now on
the leaders
should meet together every solstice. I say that we give the Blue
leaders at
least a chance to chart with us this new beginning. And I am ready
to go to
Ayas by myself to—”



        
  
“It’s too risky!” Cestia abruptly cut me
off. “The Blue are not like the Violets! You can’t expect to be
safe there.”



        
  
“She’s right,” said Shaina. “They could
imprison you or…use you as a trophy to show the Blacks how useful
they are.”



        
  
I tried not to imagine myself at the
mercy of the Blacks. Instead, I said: “That could happen if they
knew who I
really was, but what if I went there as an emissary of
the…Violets?”



        
  
“In that case I would send a real
Violet!” thundered Danayd offended.



        
  
“We really need someone who has been
there before and who can persuade the barons to ally with us.” I
rebutted.



        
  
“I still think it’s risky,” commented
Ddeko.



        
  
I looked at him and said: “On the
contrary, we have much to gain and very little to risk. If the Blue
gave us
their support, we could benefit greatly from Ayas’ rich reserves of
food and
metals, not to mention the addition of their army.”



        
  
Daerec then intervened: “Maybe that’s
what the Blacks did when they went there. Maybe they spared the
Blue and took
their wheat and weapons instead.”



        
  
Cestia looked at him and said gravely:
“They don’t spare anyone. They could have taken what they needed
and killed the
Blue just the same if they had wanted.”



        
  
“Unless…unless they have been weakened by
our victory!” exclaimed Ddeko. “Perhaps they, too, fear a conflict
with the
Blue would weaken them just now. They are not without number – they
need an
ally.”



        
  
“Perhaps,” I agreed. “All the more the
reason to pay the Blue a visit and find out.” I sensed the others
were now
leaning towards my way of thinking.



        
  
“But what if they attack us?” pondered
Sitria.



        
  
“Attacking us wouldn’t make sense from
their point of view,” I replied. “They are not, by nature,
warriors. They much
prefer negotiation and acquisition. No… if they did anything at
all, their
strategy would be to protect what they had. But they would only do
that if they
felt threatened by us. I would think they’d want to hear what we
have to say,
so they could weigh their options. I’ll bet having four nations to
trade with
and to sell to after the war is a juicy tidbit to dangle before
them.” 



        
  
Ddeko rose from the fire and said: “I
have reconsidered. I now believe Asheva is right. The fact that the
Black left
the Blue indicates their position has been weakened. We should see
whether the
Blue barons want to join us in our fight or at least stay
neutral.”



        
  
Everyone began to nod in thoughtful
agreement. “To Ayas!” cried Daerec. His declaration was echoed by
Ddeko and
then by the Orange sisters. Even Danayd seemed convinced, although
he was more
hesitant. The only one who did not speak was Cestia.



        
  
“I don’t trust those merchants,” she
said. “But at least now you will not go alone.”



        
  
The next morning when our combined forces
were amassed, we leaders hailed them, full of pride and awe,
conscious that we
were witnessing something that had never been seen before in the
territories; a
rainbow army of tens of thousands of soldiers lined up in front of
us.



        
  
The infants and the elders that we had
brought from the twin cities and from Samaris saluted our
multicolored snake as
it began to slowly move in the direction of Ayas. We felt the earth
tremble
beneath our marching feet. Above us, high in the sky, the Yellows’
falcons
mirrored our course. On either side of the great column, the
Violets’ houses on
wheels kept up the pace. The Orange beat their spears against their
copper
shields, marking time for our march. Even the humble Red Janis had
been
transformed into fierce warriors. The Violet had woven new uniforms
for them —
blazing scarlet tunics embroidered with symbols such as seashells
and goldfish.
They looked every bit as regal as the Ashis. Although their fish
glittered in
the sun, it was their inner pride that shown brightest of all.




        
  
“The Violet may give them clothes for war,
but those Janis are not warriors,” commented Cestia.



        
  
“Your snobbery is showing, princess.” I
chuckled. “Neither were the Yellow or the Orange, remember?  Yet
they defeated
the Blacks in the twin cities.”



        
  
She looked at me with sad eyes. “It’s not
what you think… Those Red are the last of my kingdom…if they die,
there will be
no one to remember us.”



        
  
“They won’t die,” I reassured her. “Look
at them. They are survivors. Just like Daerec and the other Red
Janis with whom
I left Samaris. They became Harlequins – the toughest chromes of
all.”



        
  
I then turned to Xai, one of the young
Merchromes I had taken into my band of Harlequins during the fall
of Samaris. 
“Xai, are you going to die in battle?” I asked.



        
  
The youngster, who was sharpening his
sword, jumped up and proudly said: “Not a chance!”



        
  
We clasped arms and I turned back to
Cestia. “See? Death does not want creatures like Xai. They would
bring too much
havoc in the underworld!”



        
  
Xai nodded and laughed. 



        
  
I heard a commotion, coming from the
direction of the Yellow troops.  It was Ddeko. He was engaged in a
lively
conversation with Danayd.



        
  
I rode my horse towards them.  “What’s
wrong?” I asked.



        
  
“Asheva, tell your Violet friend that we
are running a war, not a faire! These chromes and their loud houses
on wheels –
bah!  They have no weapons whatsoever!”



        
  
“Our houses on wheels are part of us,”
said Danayd. “Every time we leave Papylia, we move with them.”




        
  
“They’ll slow us down!” Ddeko snapped. 



        
  
“They may slow you down now, but they may
save you later!” he rebutted.



        
  
“Oh really? How so? And with what
weapons? You have no swords, no bows… no nothing! What good are
you?”



        
  
Uh oh… I did not want to see the
camaraderie we’d forged before we began our march to dissolve
already,
especially over something so petty.



        
  
“I trust Danayd, Ddeko.” I said. “And you
should too. I have seen what the Violets can do with…other types of
weapons.”



        
  
“What do they do?” Sneered Ddeko “throw
their silk pretties at the Black?”



        
  
“Something like that,” replied the Violet
Monarch, apparently amused.



        
  
“Feh!” and with that, Ddeko left us to
join the Yellow ranks.  I apologized to Danayd for the Yellow
leader’s
behavior. 



        
  
“We are all tired and the Yellow and Orange have gone through
a tremendous amount of strain since the battle in Crodya,” I
explained. 



        
  
The Monarch was nonplussed. He said he
looked forward to changing the grizzled fool’s mind in battle. I
could only
hope he meant offering a display of Violet fighting skills by
Ddeko’s side,
rather than turning against him. Given the Magnificent’s enigmatic
demeanor,
it was always hard to tell.



        
  
Meanwhile, Sitria closed in on us, riding
her horse. “I hope our infants will be safe here,” She said, waving
goodbye to
a number of young Red, Orange and Yellow chromes. We had elected to
keep all
the infants and elders away from Ayas until we’d settled things
there. We’d
also decided to let half the Violets stay behind as a
reserve.



        
  
“The Violets are nurturing chromes,” I
told her, remembering of how Jhute and Zimdie had welcomed me.
“They will take
good care of them.”



        
  
She looked at me, her eyes full of new
worry. “I hope we see them again.”



        
  
What could I tell her?  I could only
agree, for no one could predict the future.



        
  
Still, despite Ddeko’s huffy attitude
that he used to cover his own nervousness and Sitria’s motherly
worries, there
was an overall feeling of victory that rose among the troops. I
viewed their
soaring spirits as a good omen. I, too, should have felt confident.
After all,
we had defeated the Blacks in the battle of Crodya and their army
now was
probably half what it had been. There were less of them — there
were more of
us. And yet…and yet… a strange, uneasy sensation buzzed through my
soul, like a
wasp getting ready to sting.  



        
  
My father once told me that nothing was
more dangerous than wounded animals: 
Do not be fooled by them Asheva, the
closer they are to death, the stronger they will cling to
life.



        
  
The Blacks, to me, were like those
animals. The vengeful atrocities they had committed in the gorge
with the Red
proved this. There was no telling what they would do next. What had
they done
to the Greens of Everdia and what were their real plans for the
Blue in Ayas?



        
  
Privately, I kept ruminating about the
size of the Black army. I recalled the time my father left Axyum
for his final
battle and the number of legions that passed through the Eastern
Gates. Those
legions had been defeated by the Reds, but the new Eldest had
obviously been
quick and clever in his bid to forge a new army; an army that was
far more
efficient, ruthless and cunning than any of the previous Black
armies. It was
also an army without a code, for its soldiers now killed innocent
infants, the
infirm, and elders. How could my old friend, Andahar, ever have
been persuaded
to become a part of such a murderous fraternity?



        
  

    
When it is our time to go into battle,
I wouldn’t want anyone beside me but you,
  
  
 he’d told
me, when we were studying together in Axyum. Had the generous,
funny friend I
once knew turned into a ruthless assassin? We had fought against
each other in
Crodya and only the gods knew if we would meet again. I hoped we
wouldn’t have
to face each other, but the thought of him killing innocents
conversely made me
pray that we would. That I wanted him to pay for his misdeeds was
obvious, but
down deep, I was still angry and hurt on how divided we had become…
Once, I
would have laid down my life for Andahar if I’d needed to. But he
did not the
feel the same way about me – to do so, for Black chromes, was to be
weak.



        
  
“Asheva!”  Daerec scurried over. He
looked like he had seen a spirit of the underworld.



        
  
“What’s wrong?” I asked.



        
  
“The Violet!” He exclaimed. “Some of them
are removing their masks and, well…their faces are
frightening.”



        
  
This was unexpected; the fact that they
spontaneously began following the example of the other nations. I
looked at
Danayd, not too far behind me. He was still wearing his mask and I
wondered
what he looked like underneath it. He never removed it, even at
night.



        
  
“Good!” I said getting back to my merchrome friend. “It will
help us scare the wits out of our enemies.”



        
  
“As long as they don’t scare the wits of our
soldiers,” He replied. Then he came closer and in a more serious
tone said:
“Can I ask you something?”



        
  
“Of course.”



        
  
“When this is done, do you think things
will change? I mean really change?”



        
  
“I’m not sure I follow you.” 



        
  
“Well… everybody is doing things
differently, but what if that’s just for the time being? You know,
because
we’re all so excited. What if, after, every color goes back to
their old ways?”



        
  
“It’s hard to go back being a slave when
you’ve tasted the salt of freedom.”



        
  
He nodded, but he didn’t seem very
convinced.  



        
  
“But suppose the Orange go back to their
ways… not allowing males inside their city…”



        
  
“Ah!” I said smiling. “So that’s what
this is about. Shaina!”



        
  
“Shh! Don’t say her name!” He glanced furtively
around. “She might hear us.”



        
  
“Judging from the way she looks at you, I
don’t think you’ll have a thing to worry about,” I assured him.




        
  
Daerec took out a small, red colored gem
from one of his pockets. “I found this ruby back in Samaris. I’ve
been meaning
to give it to her as a way…” He stammered and I smiled when his
face turned as
red as the ruby. 



        
  
“I understand,” I reassured him. “Why
don’t you give it to her?” 



        
  
“I want to, but only after the war is
over; I want to go live with her in Crodya!”



        
  
“Why don’t you tell 
her these
words instead of telling me?” 



        
  
“I will,” he replied, “but after the
war.”



        
  
“Why not now?” I insisted.



        
  
“Because it’s not a good time…I may still
die.” He said, surprising me. “I don’t want her to feel any remorse
in case I
don’t make it.” 



        
  
We were riding close to each other so I
clasped his arm and squeezed tight. “I won’t let you die, brother.
You hear
me?”



        
  
For the first time, I saw fear in his
eyes. I knew it wasn’t the fear of battle he was struggling with
but the fear
of losing someone precious. The same fear I had of losing
Cestia.



        
  
“How can you be so sure?” He mumbled.



        
  
“Because Harlequins don’t die,” I
answered.



        
  
He forced a smile. I had never seen him
like this. Not since the death of his brother Enyac in Samaris.




        
  
“Halt!” someone shouted.



        
  
It was Ddeko. He raised his arm as a
cavalry of Yellow chromes galloped toward him. We’d sent them out,
earlier, in
reconnaissance. These mounted guards drew closer and halted before
their Yellow
leader.



        
  
“There’s a group of Blue chromes up ahead.
Coming toward us – fast. And they all carry white flags.” Said one
Yellow
cavalier. 



        
  
“How many?” asked Ddeko.



        
  
The chrome didn’t hesitate.  “Ten.”



        
  
“Mm, certainly not enough to mount an
attack formation. Any Blacks?”



        
  
“No Brother, only Blue. But we spotted
siege towers and catapults in the distance, not far from Ayas.” 




        
  
“It’s the Blacks! They’re waiting for
us!” said Cestia. 



        
  
“Or, they’re getting ready to attack the
Blue,” I suggested. “And maybe that’s why the Blue are coming to
greet us with
white flags.”



        
  
“This all sounds like a trap!” Protested
Cestia. “I don’t trust the Blues. They can be so greedy and
self-serving.”



        
  
“What trap could they possibly devise?”
asked Sitria. “The city is surrounded by plains and there is no way
they could
arrange for a surprise attack against us. It’s obvious they’re
going to need
our help fending off the Blacks.”



        
  
The wind picked up and it rustled through
the fields of wheat. In the middle of this golden sea, the group of
Blue chromes grew in size and definition as it approached us.
Beyond it, in the
distance, I could just make out the great pyramid of Ayas. A new
tension
blossomed among our troops as the good spirits that fueled our
march from
Papylia faded away. All around me, faces toughened and fists closed
at the sight
of the dignitaries.



        
  
As this odd contingent of Blues galloped
closer, I noticed that ten horsed chromes surrounded a golden and
blue-lapis
studded chariot containing an important Blue personage and his
charioteer. He stood
with his arms crossed, his form blocky and solid thanks to years of
good
living. He had a silver mask and was wearing a long blue hooded
cloak that
covered him entirely. He seemed to be bracing himself for a
challenge, but
since he was masked, I could not read his emotions. 



        
  
The group stopped less than a rod’s
distance from where we stood. Only the chariot advanced slowly
towards us,
until it too finally stopped. The Blue dignitary did not step down.
Instead, he
said:



        
  
“I come on behalf of all the Blue barons
that rule Ayas. We don’t have much time. We ask for your protection
against the
Blacks.” 



        
  
As much as we were expecting something
like this, we all remained dumbfounded by the Blue chrome’s words.
He seemed to
realize this and continued.



        
  
“The Blacks have placed their war
machines near our city. We desperately need your help, so that what
happened to
Samaris will not happen to us. Name your price. Any price to help
us.  I will
get down on my knees and beg you, if that is required – the barons
will do
anything to save the innocent chromes who reside in Ayas.”



        
  
These last words seemed to move all of us
and Cestia was the first to respond: “I am Cestia, princess of the
Reds. This
is Ddeko of the Yellow, Sitria of the Orange and Danayd of the
Violet. I am
sure I speak for all when I say that we have no requests to make
you and that
your enemy is our enemy.”



        
  
The Blue chrome looked and nodded at each
leader and then he focused his attention on me. Before leaving the
Violet territory, I’d made sure to color my face in chalk white and
blood red.. His voice
was slightly nasal. “And this is…the Red Harlequin?”



        
  
“I am.”



        
  
This did not seem to take the Blue
chamberlain by surprise. 



        
  
“Your legend precedes you,” he said. I
felt the lashing sting he added to his words to put me in my place
— so
typical of those in power. 



        
  
Danayd then spoke for the first time.
“The Blacks came to visit you not long ago Blue chrome… What did
they say?”



        
  
The Blue chrome turned to my Violet
friend: “They threatened us. Like I am sure they will do with you
Violet chrome. But unfortunately, as I said before, there is no
time for discussions. I
have come here to implore you to come with me to Ayas and help us
defend it
from the coming siege.”



        
  
We all looked at each other, pondering
the Blue chrome’s words. Unfortunately, he was right. There wasn’t
much time
and we needed to take a decision.



        
  
“Inside the walls, we will have time to
regroup with the Blue and fight the Black,” said Sitria.  



        
  
“We could also attack them now,” added
Cestia.



        
  
“It’s too risky,” said Danayd. “We would
be out in the plains without any refuge whereas they have their war
machines
and catapults.”



        
  
“Yes,” I agreed. “Let’s meet with the barons and quickly
formulate a strategy together.”



        
  
“And see Ayas crumble just like Samaris?”
said Cestia.



        
  
“This time things are very different,” I
told her. “But the Blue chrome is right; we don’t have much time.
We need to
act now.”



        
  
“It is agreed then,” added Ddeko. “We
shall go to Ayas.”



        
  
“Thank you.” Replied the Blue dignitary.
He sounded very relieved. “Come quickly, then. Ayas awaits you with
open
arms!”  



        
  
This was greeted with a hurrah from our
troops.



        
  
“Things are easier than expected!”
whispered Daerec. “It almost sounds like he’s trying to sell us
goods.”



        
  
“They are merchants, not fighters,
Daerec.” Cestia said. “They understand how important it is to ally
themselves
with whoever is the strongest, and that would be us. Everyone knows
that even a
Blue’s loyalty is for sale, and there would be no use in having him
pretend
otherwise.”



        
  
“All the more reason not to trust them,”
I said.  “But since we vowed to help and unite all who wished to
stand up
against the Black, we have no other choice.”



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        35. In the shadow of the Blue Pyramid
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
Passing through the heavy gates of the
Blue city, I felt uneasy. Perhaps it was because of the unnerving
memories this
action conjured up. This was, after all, where I had been
imprisoned and almost
killed. How much had changed since then! I had changed and as we
passed through
the streets I noticed that the Blue city had changed as well. The
streets were
empty; the festive mood of the Harvest Faire was a dim memory.
Where was all
the bustling activity that set the Blues apart from the other
nations? There
weren’t any colorful stalls, no carts ripe with goods, no merchants
trying to
grasp your attention. On the contrary, the few Blue chromes we saw
went about
their way with their heads bowed low. They no longer hurried about
in their
rich, velvet mantles and luxurious masks – these had been replaced
by austere,
lackluster robes of muslin and simple, unadorned masks. Even their
palaces were
brushed with shabby decay. For a brief moment, I had the impression
that I was
surrounded by the Janis, the lowest Red caste instead of the
wealthy Blue.



        
  
The most notable change was the way their
townhouses had been locked down. As far as I remembered, most Blues
took pride
in openly displaying their wealth and their fine homes. During the
fair, their
long, stone row houses had been open to the public and to the
trade. Now
instead, the steel over-doors and windows that the Blues rolled
down to cover
entrance points were shut tight. I felt many wary eyes peering at
us through
spy holes. Naturally, we assumed the Blues were battening down the
hatches
against the invading Blacks, but something still didn’t feel right
to me.



        
  
I told Cestia about this. “Don’t you find
it odd? An entire rescue army is entering your city and it stirs no
reaction?”



        
  
“It could be fear on their part,” she
answered.



        
  
“I don’t know, I just feel…uneasy. Why
aren’t they coming out to greet us?”



        
  
“We’re not exactly coming to buy gems,
but to fight a war,” said Cestia.



        
  
“Do you know where we are going?” Daerec
chimed in.



        
  
“I don’t know,” I replied. “I guess to
the Sferoplatia, the center of the city.”  I was referring to the
astounding
oval-shaped open forum of which the great Blue pyramid, the heart
and soul of
Ayas, was the centerpiece. It was also where all the best merchants
gathered,
selling their wares to chromes who’d traveled unimaginable, distant
stretches
throughout the territories to buy them. We followed our Blue
delegation as it
moved through the twists and turns that made up the narrow streets
of their
city. The dignitary that led it turned his head from time to time,
making sure
we followed behind him.



        
  
When I first walked the Cancerian road to visit Ayas, Chtomio
explained that the city’s rapid expansion had resulted
in numerous walls needing to be built from its center, outward.
However, the
Blues always left their previous fortifications intact — they
intentionally
turned the roads of the Blue city into a labyrinth. In order to
reach the
Sferoplatia, we had to pass through a number of these tight
passages, one chrome at a time. From the sky, a hawk might have
mistaken our army for an
endless snake, winding its way throughout the Blue city. As an army
we were
still together, yet reduced to an ineffective line.



        
  
By now, we had almost made it to the
Sferoplatia. I could see the imposing Blue pyramid towering above
us, its tall
surface blocking the sun. I was glad to see it, for I did not like
the choking
feeling the narrow alleys produced. Something was wrong – terribly
wrong. We
crossed a shaded alley, but the air was hot. I smelled something
burning; an
acrid odor that grew stronger with every step my horse took. Behind
me, I heard
the Yellows’ hawks screeching.



        
  
Suddenly, the chariot and its Blue
attendants bolted. The Blue dignitary shouted back over his
shoulder: “This is
where your journey ends!”



        
  
He removed his blue cloak and threw it on
the ground. Underneath it, he had another robe. It was all
black.



        
  
“What’s going on?” I heard Ddeko shout
behind me.



        
  
“The Blue isn’t a Blue!” Sitria cried.
“He’s a Black chrome!”



        
  
The false Blue and his retinue – cursed
cowards that they were – ducked into a smaller alley. Their heralds
used a
crank to roll down a massive gate of solid iron.  



        
  
Noise rose from the ranks behind me. More
gates were closed, sealing us in and cutting one division off from
another. In
an instant, an entire city had been turned into a prison large
enough to
contain our army. I heard sounds coming from behind the iron gate
near us. The
Blue cowards were probably strengthening it further.  What a fool I
was, to
have been so easily swayed by their appeal for help.



        
  
“Asheva, look!” said Daerec.



        
  
Other chromes ran above our heads, after
mounting the top of the stone walls that surrounded us. They wore
Black
mantles.



        
  
“Retreat!” I shouted waving my arms.
“Climb the walls and raise your shields! Exit the city! It’s a
trap!”  My
orders were quickly passed through the ranks, but even as I shouted
them, I
knew it was too late.



        
  
I could see the mayhem mounting as our
soldiers tried to fend off attackers from above, while they
simultaneously
tried to climb the smooth stone walls. For the Black chrome
archers, it was
like shooting fish in a barrel. Swordsmen hacked at the heads and
shoulders of
anyone who made it up a wall. The Yellow falconers, caught by
surprise, did not
have a chance to let their hawks free and that too added to the
confusion.



        
  
I heard Sitria let
out a high-pitched wail. An arrow pierced her heart — so fast, she
was dead
before she’d even fallen off her horse.  



        
  
“Sitria! Sitriaaaaaaaa!” shouted Ddeko.
An arrow hit him in the hip and he toppled close to her.



        
  
“Sister!” Shaina screamed. She jumped
off her horse and beelined to Sitria’s body.



        
  
All was confusion and panic. Every chrome in that long line
struggled to understand what was happening – that we
would be defeated before we even had a chance to fight —
slaughtered like
pigs, our dream dying with us. Arrows rained down on us. I also
raised my
shield as I jumped off my horse, pulling Cestia with me. Our two
mounts did a
macabre dance while arrows pierced them until they collapsed,
injuring more
soldiers. We crawled toward the nearest Violet house on wheels. My
shield
resembled a porcupine with its weight of arrows and the screams of
my dying
fellows, hurt my ears.  “How can I have been so naïve?”  I kept
repeating these
words like a mad chrome.



        
  
Inside the house on wheels, we found Danayd and another group
of Violet Chromes. They seemed
strangely calm, even though dozens of arrows continued to pierce
through the
wooden walls of their wagon. 



        
  
“We are at their mercy!” I was furious.
“They’ll kill all of us!”



        
  
“No, they won’t,” he said unperturbedly.
“It’s time to fight back.”



        
  
“How?”



        
  
“With these,” he answered. The Violet
Monarch held up two amber potion bottles in his hands. There were
more inside
wooden cases lining the walls. 



        
  
“Watch,” he said. Another Violet took
three bottles and carefully made his way to the front of the wagon.
He threw
one bottle at the nearest wall. An explosion rocked the wagon house
and a cloud
of pale yellow smoke wafted toward us.



        
  
“What are they?” I shouted over the
ensuing din.



        
  
The Magnificent Monarch spoke, but I
could hardly hear him. I just made out a few words, like
“…liquid…sulfur…flower…explosion.”  This was enough information to
give me the
gist, and as long as Blacks were killed as a result, I was
happy.



        
  
The Magnificent’s soldier tossed another
bottle and then another, with a fellow Violet passing him more.
Explosions
began to occur intermittently. I suspected other Violets were doing
the same
from other houses on wheels. The explosive bottles created panic
amongst the
Black archers and I suddenly remembered the Violet Monarch’s words
to Ddeko
concerning the houses on wheels: “
They may slow you down, now, but they will
surely save you, later.” 



        
  
The upper walls of Ayas became engulfed
in flame and choked with yellow smoke. Our rainbow army rallied and
cheered at
the sight of their enemies dying and screaming.  



        
  
“Now, we regroup and attack,” I said to
Danayd and Cestia. 



        
  
The Violet nodded. “We will continue to
throw them the potion bottles. The smoke will also conceal you so
you can climb
the walls.”



        
  
I could finally hear again and acknowledged
the Monarch’s words with a grin. I was eager to get out of the
wagon and quench
my thirst for blood.



        
  
“Let’s go!” said Cestia.



        
  
“No,” I told her. “You must stay here.”



        
  
“I 
will come with you,” she said.



        
  
“
Please, Cestia. If you love me,
stay here. If I don’t return, I need you to take over for
me.”



        
  
She conceded to the wisdom of this.  I
hugged her and left the wagon without looking back. I made my way,
with
caution, down the length of the alley we were trapped in. Another
explosion
hurt my ears. Soon, I couldn’t hear a thing except for a continuous
ringing
sound. All around me, Blacks fell from the walls like rotten apples
falling
from trees. 



        
  
Finally, the walls began to crumble. Our
soldiers climbed up rubble and charged our enemies. I threw myself
headlong into
the fray. The Black archers were not prepared for one-on-one
fighting at close
range. I hacked off their bow hands with my sword. Blood spurted
over my red
clothes and white Harlequin paint. I painted my lips and teeth with
it as I
yelled a wild and fierce battle cry that could have issued from the
throat of a
wolf. By now, I was a mindless wild creature – hacking, slashing
and tearing
my way through anything that was Black or Blue. I wanted to kill
them all by
myself!



        
  
A Yellow chrome, who had followed me,
edged around me until he stood in front of me with a heavy club. He
gleefully
smashed Black masked faces into pulp as if they were watermelons.
Other,
enraged Yellow and Orange followed our example. The Violets
remained below,
tossing their exploding bottles whenever new divisions of our
enemies breached
the walls. 



        
  
Soon, the tide turned and the Black
archers began to flee. The Orange and the Yellow began to shout
“Victory!
Victory!” while the smoke dispersed. I reached a position that gave
me a good
view of the carnage and chaos. It was not a pretty. 



        
  
Two walls divided us from the pyramid and
the Sferoplatia, but the center plaza of Ayas was not empty. The
entire Blue
and Black armies were there, boldly standing in formation out in
the open. And
as I watched, more poured out of the Blue pyramid. They, too, had
been waiting
for us all this time. 



        
  
The false Blue dignitary stood on a
platform above these warrior chromes. He looked upon his comrades
and then over
at us. He removed his silver mask and quickly replaced it with a
golden one. I
did not have the time to see him in the face, but I could
distinguish some sort
of funnel on his new mask, similar to a type messengers wore in
Axyum so they
could amplify their voices. 



        
  
“Listen to me, chromes, for I, Nomius, am
the Eldest of the Black Nation!” 



        
  
So the Blue dignitary that had met us
outside Ayas was none other than the new Eldest! If only I could
have known, I
would have killed him the moment I laid my eyes on him.  



        
  
In the meantime, The Violet Monarch had made
way his near me. “It seems like our Black friend likes disguises
even more than
you do.” 



        
  
“Ddeko! Daerec!” I called down to the
street below, but they did not answer. 



        
  
From the Sferoplatia Nomius continued his
monologue: “We hold no resentment against you, Orange and Yellow
chromes. Like we
hold no resentment against you, Violet. But 
all of 
you started
this war against us. Now you can put an end to it, before more
blood is shed.”



        
  
“What is he talking about?” I mumbled. “
They
started the war.”



        
  
As if to answer me, Nomius intoned: “This
war is the work of your leader, the Red Harlequin. You are
surrounded. You
cannot win. Fight and you will be crushed. Surrender, turn the
Harlequin over
to me and you will be spared. Look beyond the walls of the city, if
you don’t
believe me.”



        
  
Our eyes turned to the city’s outer walls
where the Black siege engines loomed over us like praying mantis. 
“We still
have those to contend with,” said Danayd.



        
  
Just then, we saw hundreds of Black
horsemen thunder across the plains toward Ayas. 



        
  
“They wanted to squeeze us from the very
beginning,” I said. The Black’s war horns sounded and the ground
under our feet
trembled.  The catapults began launching fireballs at those of us
who were
still trapped in the alleys. 



        
  
From those alleys, I saw a familiar face
sprint toward me. It was Xai. His face was dirty and his tunic
covered in sulfur.
He looked as bad as the first time I’d met him, back when we
escaped from
Samaris. 



        
  
“Have you seen Daerec?” I asked him.



        
  
He shook his head. 



        
  
“If you see him—”



        
  
I stopped talking when I realized that he
continued to shake his head and that his eyes had filled with
tears. 



        
  
“Xai, what’s wrong? What happened?”



        
  
He kneeled and continued to shake his
head. 



        
  
“Xai?” 



        
  
He looked up at me and began to weep. And
suddenly I understood.



        
  
“Daerec!” 



        
  
I hurried down the wall and kept calling
Daerec’s name. The street was paved with corpses of every color.
“Daerec!”



        
  
I realized Xai had followed me. He
touched my shoulder and guided me past bodies full of arrows, until
he stopped
near two chromes that lay, entwined. At first glance, they appeared
to be
soldiers who fought themselves to death, but then I realized they’d
both been
killed by arrows and fallen in the act of protecting one another.
One was a
beautiful Orange sister, with long, blonde hair. The other…the
other was a merchrome; a fun, loyal, brave merchrome who had
decided to follow a mad
Harlequin into war.



        
  
Xai leaned against me and wept. 



        
  
“…Daerec?” I murmured. 



        
  
I counted seven arrows on his body and
four on Shaina’s. I knelt before them and gently caressed their
hair. My own
tears continued to fall. “Daerec…” I whispered, “it’s me,
Asheva…You can’t die
here…the gods don’t want this for you…”



        
  
I closed my eyes as I repeated those
words: “The gods don’t want this…”



        
  
How many more of those so dear to me was
I to lose? How many more deaths would the gods require until they
were
satisfied? Why did they hunger so, like greedy infants feasting on
sweets, for
our souls?



        
  
“We are stronger than you!” I cried out
to the heavens. “Do you hear me? We are stronger than anything you
can throw at
us!” 



        
  
“Save your strength for the battle, Asheva.
We need to focus on those are still alive and depending on us to
lead them.” 
It was Danayd. He had come down after me; his words chilled me to
my core. He
had trained himself to remain so aloof and now, I knew why. I also
better
understood the words he had spoken in Papylia and the gravity
behind them.



        
  
“So this is it, then,” said Xai, still
crying. “This is where we die.”



        
  
“I am not ready to do that,” I told him,
“and neither are you.”



        
  
Danayd nodded. “That’s the spirit. We
have to fight on, for the living and the dead.”



        
  
“We shall make two fronts,” I told them.
“The Orange and Yellow shall face the internal enemy while the
Violets and Reds
fend off those horsemen and catapults with your amber
bottles.”



        
  
My instructions were quickly passed on
through our ranks. The rainbow army divided into two factions and
prepared for
a double assault. That was when we heard, once again, Nomius’ voice
echoing out
of the Sferoplatia: “Yellow Chromes! Orange Chromes! Violet
Chromes! My
patience is running out! What have you decided?”  



        
  
Xai and I, together with Danayd, returned
to our wall where we found Cestia, already facing the Blue pyramid.
“I want to
kill him,” I whispered to her. The anger I had over the deaths of
Daerec and
Shaina and Sitria, not to mention our other warriors, surged
through me like a
stream of molten metal. I couldn’t bring myself to tell Cestia of
our deep
loss. I gripped my sword, longing to bury it up to the hilt in
Nomius’
shriveled-raisin heart.  



        
  
It was time to put this monster in his
place. I raised my sword and went on guard as if to cut him from
where I stood.
“Liar! Murderer!” I shouted. “I shall not ask for 
your surrender, Black chrome.
I want to see your blood spill in every direction! You will not
make it out of
here alive!”



        
  
My soldiers cheered.



        
  
Cestia also pointed her finger at Nomius.
“You are a scavenger and a scavenger you will remain, Nomius! Your
place is
only among worms, living underneath the light of the gods, feeding
from dead
carcasses. You have destroyed mercilessly my kingdom and killed my
father using
traitors and disobeying the Collective Laws. There can be no mercy
for your
evil doings and evil can only be removed at the root. We will
eradicate chromes
like you and all your kin until no one will know you ever even
existed.”  



        
  
A thousand “huzzahs” answered her
accusation.



        
  
Then, an arrow hissed past me and
Cestia’s white robe became tainted in crimson.



        
  
“Cestia!” I screamed. Her body seemed to
float in the air for a moment before she collapsed… 



        
  
“Get down Asheva!” Danayd pushed me off
the wall and onto the ground. It took me a moment to liberate
myself from him
and crawl over to where Cestia lay. He followed suit and began to
examine her
wound.



        
  
“She was lucky. Where the arrow went
through, there weren’t any vital organs,” he said.



        
  
Cestia opened her eyes and saw me. Her
expression was not one of pain but of fury. She grabbed my arm and
squeezed
hard. “Fight, Asheva! Kill him!” Danayd lifted her up and helping
hands reached
out of a house on wheels to take her further out of harm’s
way.



        
  
And fight I did. 



        
  
“Let’s finish them once and for all!” I
yelled at the top of my lungs. I raced through a broken wall and
many other chromes followed me.



        
  
We went head to head against the Blacks
and I saw Nomius retreat behind his army’s ranks. Encouraged by
this, we
punched them hard, like one huge fist, until we broke their lines.
The sound of
metal against metal echoed throughout the Sferoplatia, while the
smell of sweat
and blood pervaded the air. I felt the galvanizing rush that floods
one’s
system when it is worked into a frenzy by the heat of battle. The
faces of all
my loved ones that had died today appeared before my eyes, urging
me on as I fought
my way toward the fleeing Black Eldest. I imagined that each chrome
in front of
me was an Eldest; corrupt and evil.  My wrath would lead us to
victory!  



        
  
“Ahh!” A blade cut through my left arm,
down to the bone, but it did not stop me. The Black soldier who
sliced me did
not live long enough to rejoice. I rammed my sword through his
stomach, twisted
it and slashed sideways, emptying his guts. More Black and Blues
set upon us —
it seemed as if the Blue pyramid vomited out twenty new soldiers
for every ten
we killed. Then the catapults rained fireballs upon us, but I was
happy to see
they hit our enemies as well. We slid upon the muck and blood and
entrails of
the dying, heedless of their cries.



        
  
 Orange and Yellow fought bravely and I
was sure that on the other side of the city, the Violets and Reds
were doing
the same. But deep down I knew that I had underestimated the enemy
and the
enemy would make us pay dearly for it. 



        
  
Only… when I looked up again, I saw that
the fireballs were entirely headed in the wrong direction. They
fell against
the great pyramid and also struck the heart of the Black and Blue
armies.
Perhaps the Blacks that were operating the siege machines had
received bad
instructions. I heard hurrahs, shouted from our side every time
this happened.
The Blacks also began to wonder what was happening. Already, a
number of fires
were cutting them off from us. Even the Blue pyramid was smoking on
all sides. 



        
  
At a certain point, it became clear that
the catapults and siege towers had been taken by another faction –
one we knew
quite well. 



        
  
“It’s the Green chromes!” Several voices
proclaimed in unison. 



        
  
I ran up on top of the nearest wall and
surveyed the siege towers outside the city. What I had taken to be
the charge
of Black horse cavalry was something else entirely: The Greens were
riding to
our rescue on their heavy set kerburs. It was these beasts that
made the ground
tremble and they were a sight to behold, with their long, nose
horns and heavy
gray skin that fit them like a natural suit of armor. My heart
flooded with
gratitude for the gods and I gave thanks that not all the Greens
had been
massacred. 



        
  
In the meantime, because of the flames,
the Blacks and the Blue in the Sferoplatia were forced back. We, on
the other
hand, slowly advanced toward the Blue pyramid, just as it too
became engulfed
by flames. The heat was so high, soldiers on both sides shied away
from the
Sferoplatia. Blue female chromes and infants ran, screaming, out of
the pyramid
and down the streets, adding to the confusion as they were also cut
off by
their own gates. So this is where the Blue hid their innocents, I
thought – it
serves them right. 



        
  
Seeing now their loved ones flee
desperately on every end, and their city in flames, the Blue
soldiers, still
merchants at hearts, began to lay down their arms and surrender en
masse. 



        
  
The Blacks continued to back away from
the Sferoplatia toward the southern part of the city, which had
been left
unscathed by the battle. Nomius shouted at them to regroup and
attack, but no
one listened. I was furious that I still could not reach him
through the
crowds. The Blacks vanished as swiftly from Ayas as they had
appeared, leaving
the terrorized Blue at the mercy of our army.



        
  
The Blue city was ours! But the price we
paid was much higher than anyone would ever have imagined. The
surprise attack
by the Blacks decimated our army and the Orange and Yellow were the
ones who
suffered the most.



        
  
“We should hang you together with all the
Blue and the Black!” hissed a sour voice in my ear. It was Ddeko.
He was still
alive and limping toward me, his face its own mask of pain. 



        
  
“Look at what you have done!” He roared.
“Nomius was right. This carnage is your fault!”



        
  
I knew he needed to vent his rage over
Sitria’s death, but his words felt like a death blow. “We should
have never
listened to you!” Then he threw his sword on the ground and buried
his face in
his square, rough hands. 



        
  
“We are all in this together Ddeko,” said
Danayd.



        
  
“Easy for you to say! Most of your
Violets found refuge in your wagons. But I…I lost half of my
nation!”



        
  
He glared at me and said: “We shall go
back to Doryca. We shall bury our brothers there and never leave
our city
again. This is no longer our war. It has cost too many
lives.”



        
  
“Then all your brothers will have died in
vain.” I reminded him harshly. It didn’t take much to push me over
the edge,
either. He lumbered toward me and I knew he was ready to give me a
blow. I
gladly would have taken it if it would have helped ease his sorrow
in any way.
But he resisted the impulse. 



        
  
I spoke again, this time softly. “If you
go back now, all that we have won will be taken away, again. Is
that what you
want? To wait for the Blacks, isolated in your mountain home,
living in fear of
their arrival?”



        
  
“We Yellow have no fear!” He snarled.



        
  
“Yes you do!” I snapped. “We all do. But
we must overcome it.” 



        
  
I put my arms around him. “Sitria,
Shaina…Daerec. They…they would have wanted—” My voice broke. The
thought of
Daerec no longer at by my side was too much to bear.  



        
  
Ddeko looked at me. “Say no more,” he
said. “You are hurting just as much as I am and words are useless.”
I met his
eyes and nodded. After the deaths of Tiara and Chtomio, I had vowed
to protect
those that I loved even if it cost my own life. Daerec’s death
marked yet
another broken promise.  How many more would I take with me to my
grave?  



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        36. A New Dawn
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
Welcoming cheers from our soldiers took
me back to matters at hand. I glimpsed a familiar figure making her
way towards
myself, Cestia and the Violet Monarch. Failan! I had learned much
from her
about the ways of nature during my stay in Everdia, in an ancient
forest where
the Greens made their home. I had learned a lot about the nature of
chromes
there, too. I missed those happy days I’d spent in her company,
delighting in
the way she shamelessly flirted with Daerec. My heart lurched at
the thought of
his name.



        
  
“The Mother Goddess told me you were a
troublemaker, Harlequin, but I had no idea to what extent she meant
it.”



        
  
I forced a smile as I reached out to hug
her. “They had told me that Everdia had been conquered by the
Blacks.”



        
  
“Everdia, yes, the Green, no,” she
replied. “And then, someone convinced me that instead of living
once again like
nomads in the woods, the time had come to fight.”



        
  
Another Green chrome I had come to know
well also joined us. He was a former thief, named Astor, who
pretended to
befriend me when I was first exiled so he could take advantage of
my naiveté
for his own ends. We had fallen out, but then, in Everdia, we met
again and
mended our friendship.



        
  
“Even the Mother Goddess can’t fight all
of our wars for us. Sometimes we must lend her a helping hand,” he
said,
laughing.



        
  
I studied his mask-less face. His expression
had changed. Gone was the look of cunning condescension he always
wore. It had
been replaced by an inner light of truth and serenity. In short,
Astor bore the
look of someone who had found his way.



        
  
We clasped arms. “It’s good to see you,
Astor,” I told him. And this time, I meant it.



        
  
We regarded the blazing pyramid, once a
symbol of the great wealth of Ayas, now a sign of the Blues’
crushing defeat. A
Blue chrome made his way towards us, escorted by four of our
soldiers. I
recognized his two-faced mask. Its image had been seared into my
brain, ever
since its owner handed down my sentence of execution on the Wheel
of Chance. It
was the mask of Baron Miura, 
the eyes and ears of Ayas, as he was so
fond of calling himself.



        
  
“He said he wanted to talk to you,” An
Orange chrome announced.  She pricked the baron in his ample
stomach with the
point of her sword. The Orange chromes were probably the angriest
with the
Blue, having lost two of their beloved sister leaders during the
battle. 



        
  
The baron nodded. Unexpectedly, he
removed his lavish mask. “Since everything is destroyed, there is
no point in
preserving such formalities.” He sighed. His heavy-jowled face
contained the
collective misery of the Blue. He was pale; his scant hair the
color of straw. 
His eyes were bloodshot from sulfur smoke. I felt little sympathy
for him.



        
  
“You have control over our city,” he
continued, “I know I have no right to ask for your pardon but know
this: I was
the one that decided to ally with the Black. My fellow Blues are
not to blame.
Execute me if you wish, but I beg you, please spare them. They are
just
merchants who want to live and thrive in peace.”



        
  
“Why then, did you befriend the Black?”
asked Ddeko.



        
  
“What choice did I have? It was either
that or be destroyed by them. We knew what had happened in
Samaris.”



        
  
“Did you also know what happened in
Crodya and Doryca? How we defeated them?” Ddeko spat. His rage was
building
again.



        
  
“We knew there was a battle; but the
Black told us they were the winners, forcing you to leave the twin
cities.”



        
  
“Lies!” snapped Ddeko. “It’s the only
thing Blacks are good at!”



        
  
“Tell us about Nomius,” I said. 



        
  
His eyes narrowed. “He is ferocious and
evil; a cunning chrome. You have seen how he masqueraded himself as
a Blue! I
thought I had met the worst of the Blacks before I met him, but I
was wrong.”



        
  
My thoughts turned to the previous eldest
– the one I had killed for trying to violate my mother. I wondered
whether even
he had been as bad as Nomius. The more I learned about my
beleaguered nation,
the less, it seemed, I actually knew.  



        
  
The Blue baron continued: “You have won
this battle, Harlequin… Oh yes, but you have not defeated him yet.
Not until
you kill him. Until you kill all of them!”



        
  
A shiver ran down my spine. There
remained a deep, ancient hatred for the Black festering inside that
sleek
merchant, one that made me feel hated too.



        
  
“Not all Blacks are like him,” I heard
myself say.



        
  
“And how would you know?” he was quick to
answer. 



        
  
“Because I was one of them. You were
ready to kill me on the Wheel of Chance for that alone.” I reminded
him. “Of
course, that was before you found out I was a Harlequin – then you
were certain
you wanted me dead.”



        
  
The Blue baron’s eyes lit up. “I remember
— the Harlequin! You were the one that remained unscathed on the
wheel.  Such
a thing had never happened before!”



        
  
I nodded. 



        
  
“Then the legend among the Blues, which
sprang up around you, has been proven true. You are well wished
upon by the gods!”



        
  
“Or perhaps well wished by chromes,” said
Danayd. Then turning to me, he added: “The Blue chrome is certainly
right about
Nomius. And I would add to the list of his traits, that he is also
quite
astute.”



        
  
“What do you mean?” I asked.



        
  
“Think about it. By fighting in Ayas, he
had two objectives, in mind; the subjugation of the Blues and the
destruction
of our army. And he partially achieved both. Ayas is in flames and
we have had
many losses. Even though he fled the field, he did so with most of
his army
still intact.”



        
  
Danayd was right. I thought of how the
Blacks still managed to escape us. I wondered if their retreat was
also a part
of Nomius’ master plan.



        
  
“What should we do with the Baron?” asked
Ddeko, interrupting my thoughts.



        
  
“I still think 
all the Blues
should be punished for what they did,” said Cestia. “Otherwise
Shaina and
Daerec and all the others will have died in vain.”



        
  
The Orange guards seconded Cestia’s
words.



        
  
“We are not the Black,” I protested.
“Many innocent Blues have died and their city is in flames. I think
that is
more than enough punishment for one day.”



        
  
 “They made a choice when they took
sides. They knew what was coming.”



        
  
“Cestia is right!” Ddeko agreed.



        
  
“It seems to me they had no choice,” I
rebutted.



        
  
Cestia studied the Blue baron. Then she
said:  “You 
always have a choice, Asheva. Always. You
should know this
more than anyone else.”



        
  
I moved closer to her and lowered my
voice: “You are speaking through the voice of vengeance, for the
pain and loss
that you experienced. But the Blue did not harm your Kingdom. It
was the
Black.”



        
  
Failan added: “We must break this vicious
circle of hatred and conflict in the territories. If it is unity we
want, we
must learn to trust each other. I agree with Asheva; we should give
the Blue
another chance.”



        
  
Cestia knitted her brows.  “I wonder what
you will say, after I tell you about Daerec.” 



        
  
Failan brightened at the mention of his
name. It broke my heart just to look at her. “Cestia… not now.” I
warned my princess.



        
  
Too late – Failan read the bad news in my
face.  “Oh no…”



        
  
“It is true. He’s dead.” Cestia blurted
out. “I’m sorry.  There’s no easy way to break that kind of news.”




        
  
“How could you—?” I started, but she cut
me off.



        
  
“Hurt her?  My love, you know most of all
that this is what happens in war. If Failan still wants to spare
the Blue, it
should be done with the knowledge of every crime they’ve
committed.”



        
  
Failan put her arms around Cestia. “I
understand you, my young Red friend, especially when it comes to
feeling pain
from a loss. But revenge won’t bring back the dead. And it offers
only
temporary relief for the grieving.”



        
  
Cestia’s eyes welled up with tears. Because
of Failan’s wisdom, I realized she had only behaved so badly as a
way of
dealing with her own sorrow.



        
  
The Blue Baron turned to Failan and
bowed. “Thank you, Green sage, on behalf of my fellow chromes, for
your
compassion.” He willingly let us take him to a Violet house on
wheels, to be
held prisoner there until we decided his fate.  



        
  
How fast everything changed in just a few
short solstices! I still remembered how the Green had been treated
in Ayas
during the Harvest Faire. Now, the once wealthy Blue were on their
knees,
grateful for having been spared – and that this act of kindness had
come from
the very chromes they had often condemned.



        
  
Cestia still had mixed feelings. The Red princess moved away
from us and I was ready to follow her, but Failan
intercepted me and said: “No, let me speak to her. You freed Astor
from his
bitterness and now it is my turn to help you release Cestia from
hers.”



        
  
She went to Cestia and began to talk to
her. Cestia did not turn her away…



        
  
That night, we honored the dead,
regardless of their color. We created great funeral pyres outside
the walls of
Ayas and we decided unanimously that we would build a monument to
honor the
fallen. It would not be a pyramid, but a sphere, made of different
stones,
representing all the colors of the seven nations; even the Black.
Their color
was added at Failan’s insistence.



        
  
“A sphere is perfect,” the Green
Priestess said. “It is a shape of inclusion — where everyone is
equal.  It
shall remind us that, from now on, we are all part of one seamless
circle.”



        
  
We continued mourning until the sun rose.
When it was time to cremate Daerec and Shaina, we decided to leave
them locked
in the same embrace that we had found them. Cestia took off her red
mantle and
wrapped it around them. Then she took out a white feather and
placed it gently
in Daerec’s hands.



        
  
“Shaina gave me this, in case she died,”
she explained. “She wanted Daerec to have it.”



        
  
I nodded. 



        
  
“He wanted to go live with her in Crodya.
He was afraid they wouldn’t let him in,” I said grinning at the
memory. (Even
at his funeral, he still made me smile). I so wished the gods
hadn’t taken him
from me. “He had a ruby he wanted Shaina to have…”



        
  
I searched for it and found it in his
pocket. I then placed it between their clasped hands. A group of
Orange sisters began to chant in Shaina’s honor. Suddenly, I burst
into tears. Great, heaving
sobs shook my entire body. I didn’t care who saw. I just felt so
lost without
my friend. I instinctively turned to Cestia and found her lips. We
held each
other tight. 



        
  
Not far from us, Ddeko was mourning
Sitria. He would not let anyone near her body — not even the
Orange chromes. Another Yellow brother finally led him away so that
she could be placed on her pyre.



        
  
“It’s time.” Cestia intoned. Others lit
the funeral pyres and the cleansing red blaze consumed the bodies
of three of
the best chromes the territories had ever seen. 



        
  
 



        
  
******



        
  
 



        
  
The days following the funeral rites were
devoted to the reconstruction of Ayas. It happened spontaneously,
without
anyone ordering it. Chromes that had fought against each other were
now busy
rebuilding palaces and streets side by side. And, with the combined
knowledge
of all these chromes put together, I dare say Ayas would become
more beautiful
than ever, especially after the Blues decided to color their great
pyramid with
the different colors of the territories rather than just blue.




        
  
The Violets stationed their wheeled
houses outside the city walls. The Orange and Yellow moved into
large, richly
appointed tents that were also furnished by the Blue. The Green
were also
offered the same luxury, but they preferred their nomadic ways,
which were in
harmony with nature, so they camped out in the open, on the wide,
windy plains
of wheat.



        
  
Cestia and I had been given a blue tent
made of soft velvet with even softer cushions and rich tapestries
inside. 



        
  
We enjoyed the spirit of camaraderie that
pervaded the air, where laughter could now be heard inside and
outside of the
city throughout the days and nights. It seemed that everyone had
forgotten
about the war – or, more likely, forget the losses we’d suffered
and start anew.




        
  
Except, the war was not over… 



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        37. Awakenings
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
The death of Shaina and Sitria left the
Orange Nation with Ewy, the youngest of the four ruling sisters, as
their
leader. The oldest of the four, Nara, had been greatly weakened
after the
battle of Crodya. She had elected to remain in the Violet territory
with the
younger Chromes.



        
  
Ewy was quickly escorted from Papylia to
Ayas. After mourning the two older sisters, and although still an
infant, Ewy
took well to ruling. One day, she came to see us while we were busy
helping to
reconstruct the Blue Pyramid.



        
  
“Sister Cestia, may I have a word with
you?” she asked.



        
  
Cestia looked at me puzzled, and then at
her, and smiled. “Of course.”



        
  
I watched them walk away and then went
back to my work, turning every now and then to study them. I would
have liked
to hear what they were discussing. Cestia nodded a lot but did not
speak much.
Then I saw the small Orange sister hug her and leave.



        
  
“Well?” I asked. “What was so important
that Ewy had to tell you alone?” 



        
  
She smiled and replied: “She wants me to
become their leader.”



        
  
“Well, who would have thought of that?” I
said. “The colors not only helping each other – they’re merging
too!”



        
  
“That wouldn’t be a first.” she said
blushing, her eyes full of mirth and meaning.



        
  
“Indeed Your Highness,” I said with a
bow. Then I added:  “But now I am at loss for titles. Shall I call
you princess
of the Red or sister of the Orange?”



        
  
In response, she shoved me and I fell,
laughing onto the ground. She leaped on top of me and we playfully
wrestled. Then
she smiled and nibbled on my ear. “It is I, who am at loss. Shall I
call you king of the chromes or high prince of the Harlequins?”

  
Her indigo eyes flashed
like a feline’s. 



        
  
“You can call me anything you want, just as long as those
cherry lips of yours
keep kissing me,” I told her.



        
  
I don’t know what had gotten into us, but
Cestia and I were so happy and carefree that it was nothing like
ever before. It seemed as if a natural antidote had been created
inside our hearts; an antidote against the misery and sadness of
the war. It
was the spirit of our youth, which combined with our love, made it
stronger
than death and larger than life, and it made us move on. I savored
every moment
together with my beautiful princess, secretly hoping that such
lightheartedness
between us would never go away. 



        
  
 



        —


        
  
 



        
  
A total of thirty days and nights passed.
During that time, we engaged in countless discussions about what
our next move
should be, regarding the Blacks. And when the new full moon came,
it found us having
yet another fruitless conversation in Ddeko’s tent.



        
  
“I say we leave them stuck in their god
forsaken city and move on,” Ddeko grumbled. “We are all tired of
war. We need
to go back to our lives.”



        
  
“Until they regroup and attack again?
They will never go away. Nomius won’t let them.” Cestia
responded.



        
  
“Even he can’t beat numbers. The Blacks
know that we are united. They would never dare strike another
Nation again, for
the other five would be ready for payback,” insisted Ddeko.



        
  
Cestia pressed on. “We have to finish
what we started, go to Axyum and deliver the final blow. Then, and
only then,
can lasting peace be achieved in the territories.” 



        
  
“How can you be so sure of victory?”
rebutted Danayd. “Our army is half of what it was. And it’s not
made up of
soldiers but rather farmers, merchants, and artisans.”



        
  
“And we—I meant they—are tired,” added
Xai.



        
  
“You don’t understand. We Red defeated
the Black solstices ago, but we made one mistake.” Cestia said. 
She raised her
index finger. “One big, lethal mistake; we allowed them to 
live. And we
paid dearly. Don’t make the same mistake, now.” 



        
  
“We should let another night pass, and
contemplate your words privately, before making such an important
decision,”
suggested Danayd. 



        
  
Unfortunately, this was the way all our previous discussions
had ended, and Cestia was having none of it.



        
  
That night, back in our tent, not only
did she and I not sleep entwined as lovers; we didn’t even feel
like friends. 



        
  
“Just to be clear… you want to kill
everyone,” I declared. “The Black infants and their mothers — not
just the
soldiers — but 
everyone who is Black?!”



        
  
“Did they spare us, Asheva? Did they act
differently towards the Red?” 



        
  
“Two wrongs don’t make a right.” 



        
  
“Perhaps, but they 
can prevent a
third wrong.”



        
  
“Your father wanted to unite the territories, not destroy
them.” I reminded her.



        
  
“You cannot unite sheep with wolves.” 



        
  
I stuck my face in hers. “We did.”



        
  
“Did what?”



        
  
“Unite.”



        
  
She looked at me harshly and pushed me
away. Then she said: “You are no longer a Black.”



        
  
“Yes, I am!” I snapped.



        
  
“No. You left them when you saw what they
were doing wrong.” She said. “And then you did what you had to do
to stop them!
You made a choice. You decided to become a Harlequin. You no longer
owe them
anything.”



        
  
She wore a strange and tense expression
on her face; one that I had never seen before and that I couldn’t
quite make
out.



        
  
“The others will listen to you, Asheva!
You have to convince them to fight and destroy Axyum!”



        
  
“You’ve changed,” I said, still trying to
decipher her face.



        
  
 My words must have struck her like
arrows for she suddenly widened her eyes and then burst into tears.
I tended to
forget how fragile her soul could become at times.



        
  
“I’m sorry Cestia. I’m sorry, I didn’t
mean to— it’s just that I know what rage and wrath can do. How they
can tear
you up inside…”



        
  
“No!” she said, composing herself again.
“I’m fine. Just…let me be.” And then she left the tent. Part of me
wanted to go
after her, but I knew that it was better to give her some
space.



        
  
I stayed awake, thinking about her words
and about the ruthless, stern nature of the Blacks. True, the
Blacks were
certainly no longer the noble warriors they had once prided
themselves on
being. Or perhaps it was just my upbringing in Axyum that had
conditioned me to
see them that way. But then I thought about my mother, Valia; and
the fierce,
honest chrome that she was. And then there was my father. I had
always felt his
strong and quiet love growing up. I had seen how deep his respect
for animals
ran during our hunting trips. Surely, he would disapprove of
Nomius’ actions
and the way Black warriors blindly obeyed him. To destroy Axyum was
to also
destroy in part the memory of my parents and the memory of other
good Black chromes. I did know that the Elders were never
questioned in Axyum. That was
simply not something a Black chrome did. But… no, I simply could
not believe
that everyone was like Nomius.



        
  
I continued to toss and turn, immersed in
my thoughts until I fell asleep. 



        
  
“Asheva!” someone murmured. “Asheva wake
up!”



        
  
I opened my eyes. Someone was tugging on
my arm. I expected to see Cestia but, instead, I saw a dark figure
in front of
me, dressed in a purple cloak and wearing a hood over his face. I
reached for
my sword, only to realize that it wasn’t near my bed where I had
left it.



        
  
The shadow held it up. “I just want to
talk to you,” he said. “As an old friend.”



        
  
“Who are you?” 



        
  
He removed his hood and revealed his
curly blonde hair. He then took off a simple white mask and saw
that he was…



        
  
“Andahar!” 



        
  
For a moment, I thought I was dreaming
the same dream I’d had in Papylia. But this Andahar was different.
His
expression was no longer fierce and arrogant, but weary and
humbled. Although
we were the same age, his solstices seemed to have doubled. My
thoughts flew to
Cestia. Where was she? Had he taken her? Had he hurt her? Or had
she seen
Andahar coming and had run for help? 



        
  
“Just hear me out,” he whispered. “I have
risked my life to come here.”



        
  
I pinched myself on the leg. This was
definitely not a dream. But he seemed sincere. And I suspected that
Cestia had
never come back to the tent after our quarrel. I just hoped she
wouldn’t
return, now.



        
  
“Speak then,” I said, trying my best not
to appear nervous.



        
  
“I could do with some water,” he said. 



        
  
“You came to speak or to drink?”



        
  
“I could have killed you in your sleep if
I had wanted to,” he rebutted. “Those sentinels you placed around
your camp
couldn’t even look after a flock of sheep.”



        
  
I threw him a waterskin that was adjacent
to my bed. He drank avidly, without taking his eyes off me.



        
  
“Ahh, that’s better.” 



        
  
As he dried his mouth with his hand, his
eyes wandered around the tent. He frowned at its luxury. “Is there
still some
Black blood that runs through your veins Asheva? Or have you become
a soft Blue chrome? Sorry, I meant to say a Harlequin.”



        
  
“My taste for spare surroundings has gone
the way of your sense of humor.  If I called out for help, you
would be killed
in an instant.” I hissed. “That is if I don’t kill you myself
first.”



        
  
“That’s the spirit!” he snickered. “You
still have some Black chrome in you after all.”



        
  
“Who are you to say what a Black chrome
is and what a Black chrome isn’t?” 



        
  
“I did not come here to fight.” He
sighed. “I came here to seek your help.”



        
  
This sudden request surprised me. “Seek
my… help?”



        
  
He nodded. “To make a truce…and to help
me become the new Eldest.”



        
  
All this was unexpected to say the least.
And very unlikely. “Nomius sent you here, didn’t he?” I finally
said. Part of
me wanted to believe Andahar, but another part of me remembered
that the Black leader
had been able to manipulate a Red minister into betraying his own
kingdom.  



        
  
“Let me guess,” I continued. “You will
propose that I become the leader of one of the Territories and that
I will have
your full support in exchange for betraying the other
nations.”



        
  
Andahar remained silent. 



        
  
I continued: “Well, if that’s the case,
you came here for nothing. Did you know that I was the one who
killed the Red
Minister Oris? Nomius’ puppet?”



        
  
Again, Andahar did not reply. He just sat
there, watching me, his eyes like fire. But there was also
uncertainty. He
suddenly stood up and I thought he would attack me. Instead, he
threw my sword
down and said: “We are starving Asheva. Nomius has forced every
male chrome of
fourteen solstices and up into war. We have no food to give to our
infants. The
old and sick are considered useless and deprived of any comforts so
that they
die faster and get out of our way. It’s shameful. Axyum is like a
bare tree
whose roots have decayed.”



        
  
Then, he added: “For what it’s worth, not
one of the Black knows I am here. I’d like to keep it that
way.”



        
  
“Wait,” I said. “Tell me more.” 



        
  
“Come to Axyum. There are others like me
that want to see the Black Nation change hands. We are not all like
Nomius. We
want to oust him, but he is still strong and we need help.”



        
  
“I still don’t understand what you want
from me.”



        
  
Andahar nodded in the direction of our
camp.  “All the chromes here listen to you. If others, in Axyum,
saw you… and
heard you… if they knew we could count on you to back us and to
convince the
other nations to support my faction…”



        
  
“Why would any Black trust me?”



        
  
In a lower tone, he added: “Don’t be
naïve, Asheva. Chromes talk about you, in Axyum. For many, you set
quite an
example. You killed an Eldest when you were fourteen… You managed
to untie all
the territories against us… Legends have been forged from far
less.”



        
  
The way he spoke made him seem older than
he was. Or perhaps it was I that was still clinging to that memory
I had of
him; careless and funny Andahar. There were no traces of that young
chrome,
now. 



        
  
“Think how many lives we could save!” A
pleading note crept into his voice.



        
  
“Let me speak to the others,” I said.



        
  
“And waste more precious time? We both
know they would not agree.” He grew agitated: “Look, I’m trying to
prevent
another massacre. Because there 
will be more deaths.  Many more — on
both sides— if 
we don’t do 
something.”



        
  
“All right,” I conceded, and we agreed to
meet again on the Cancerian in two days’ time.



        
  
He was about to leave, but I grabbed his
arm. “I shall kill you without hesitation at the first sign
of—”



        
  
“No. You won’t.” He said. Then he left,
wrapped into the darkness of the night.



        
  
As soon as he disappeared from sight, I
went outside to look for Cestia. I was also on the look out for our
sentinels.
I couldn’t believe a Black could just come and go as he pleased
from our camp!
For a moment, I feared that more Blacks had followed Andahar. But
that did not
seem to be the case.



        
  
 “Cestia!” I whispered. “Cestia! Where
are you?”



        
  
“She is safe, with our sisters.” An
infantile voice flew out of the darkness.  “It’s me, Ewy!” She came
forward.



        
  
“Oh, you surprised me!” I said.



        
  
“Cestia has been spending a lot of time
with us.”



        
  
“Yes, I know. You want her to become your
leader.” I had forgotten this was meant to be a secret but in that
moment, I
was still thinking about Andahar and worried about finding
Cestia.



        
  
“Oh, she told you, then.” Ewy giggled.
“But that’s not the reason, silly Harlequin!” she added.



        
  
“What do you mean? Where is she now?”



        
  
“With my older sisters, in that tent,
over there.” She pointed to another tent where the candle light
inside it
bathed it in a warm, red glow. 



        
  
 “You shouldn’t be out in the dark like
this, Ewy. We are still at war and it is still dangerous.”



        
  
“I have no fear of the night,” she
replied. “The night offers such promise, don’t you think?”



        
  
I was confused by all these seeming hints
she was throwing me. There was much I still needed to understand
about the Orange and the Sisterhood, but I had no time for that
now. I desperately wanted to speak
with Cestia.



        
  
I walked over to the tent Ewy indicated and
called her name. I heard muffled voices. Then she came out and I
breathed a
sigh of relief.



        
  
“I woke up and didn’t find you near me!”
I said to her.



        
  
She avoided my eyes and looked down. “I
didn’t…I wasn’t feeling very well.”



        
  
I raised her chin so that I could gaze
into her eyes. “Cestia, what’s wrong? I spoke with Ewy and she told
me that
there is another reason why you spend so much time with the
Orange.”



        
  
Her eyes opened wide. 



        
  
“Please, what is it?” I asked, even more
puzzled.



        
  
“I…we…we are going to have an infant.”
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In Book 5, Asheva’s
journey leads him where it all began: inside the forbidding walls
of Axyum! New stories and new secrets will be revealed. Secrets
that will shake the very foundation of the territories. Secrets
that have to do with a Seer, a Prince and a Monarch. 
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A collection of short
stories from the not too distant future.




  
What if social networks suddenly turned from inclusive to
exclusive? Where is
all the huge amount of data that we produce daily going to be
stored? Will we
become virtually eternal? All this and more in 2016! A humorous
(and slightly
dark) view of the year ahead! 
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In the year 2016…  




  
…Anamast, a leading Search Engine Corporation, will sponsor
an
innovative virtual school program for children of all ages. But
alas,
innovation does not come without minor collateral damages.
Fortunately Anamast
will have a solution for that too: a blue liquid called 

Parablu. 




  
…All social networks will merge into one and become known as
Society. Society will stop being inclusive and start being
exclusive. Users
will be associated with a Level to define their personal and
professional
status. Changing one’s profile will become almost impossible unless
you are
able to take part in the nation’s favorite game show: 

Level 10. 




  
…

Sweet Dreams Inc. will be the market
leader for
“virtual transfers”, consisting in the physical termination of
human beings and
in the migration of their existence onto the corporation’s servers,
making
their customers virtually yours, forever.



  

    


  



  
The Return
  

    

      

        


      
    
  



  
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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ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected
under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any
unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part
of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording,
or by any information storage and retrieval system without express
written permission from the author.



         




        
  
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and
incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or
persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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