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Our
world is different from yours.



        
  

    
It is a world divided by colors,

Where we wear masks in public to hide our true faces and
feelings.

The color you belong to defines who you are and where you
will live.

Chromes of different colors never intermingle.

That would be like trying to mate a sheep with a wolf.

And then there are the Harlequins.

I know well, what is true and what is not, about Harlequins. 

I have met one and lived to tell my tale…
  



      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        11. A New Destiny
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        If
you have followed me this far wayfarer, then you know my name is
Asheva and that I am a Black chrome. More than a solstice has
passed since I left my native city of Axyum. The sweeping changes
that forced me to travel to different territories until I arrived
here in Everdia, the city of the Greens, were many. But let the God
of Time take me back to that moment when everything I had learned
about the territories was shattered by the confession of Chtomio,
the Harlequin I befriended. And when through his words, I
discovered that fate had indeed made curious plans for me. 


        
  
 “Unite the Territories?  That’s impossible!” I said.



          From the way he replied, it was
clear that Chtomio had not expected me to embrace the idea.  


          “It’s the only way chromes will
ever be able to live in harmony with each other. Think, Asheva, how
many times must the Blacks and the Reds go to war? How many lives
must be torn apart by the death of a father or a son?”  He paused
to let this settle, knowing that our losses tied us together. 


          “But every chrome is different!”
I said, with utter certainty. “You can’t unite territories that
have been separated since the dawn of time.” I thought for a moment
about what would happen if opposites like the Green and Black were
forced to live together. The very idea was inconceivable to me.
“It’s unnatural,” I added. 


          “I didn’t say it would be easy,”
the old chrome replied. “It would mean finding a way to show
everyone how chromes of different colors can be united without
sacrificing their different cultures. It would take one powerful
gesture.”


          “Such as?” 


          Chtomio spoke in a low voice: “A
long-lasting peace treaty between the Black and the Red, one that
would replace war with trade. Take this for example …”


          He produced a pouch of salt from
his robe and placed it in front of me.


          “Even in times of peace, it’s no
secret the Blacks use the Yellow to buy the salt from us Reds. They
are too proud to ask us directly.”


          “I did not know that,” I
said.


          “Nor did you know, I am sure,
that your sacred forest keeps the Blacks isolated from the rest of
the territories. Why else do you think the Blues have such power
over trade?”


          I thought again about the Harvest
Faire and how it was full of chromes of every color, except the
Black. As if reading my mind, Chtomio said: “You have to ask
yourself who in Axyum gains from such isolation?”


          I burst into nervous laughter.
“You really are a Harlequin!” I said. “The idea of Blacks allowing
any Red chromes to walk freely in their forests would never happen.
Everything divides us.” 


          He took a moment and looked at
me. “What is everything?” he asked, quietly. “What is nothing? Are
they not the two extremes of the same world? The Black and the Red
have fixed territories. If the two had the courage to combine, all
the others would soon do the same”


          This was pure nonsense to me.
“The Elders in Axyum would never agree to such a thing. You said it
yourself, they’re so corrupt they’d do everything they could to
obstruct the truth.”


          “Which is why we need an eldest
with the courage, the integrity and the vision to challenge the old
ways; someone who can influence others.”


          “Good luck finding him,” I
scoffed.


          Chtomio raised an eyebrow at me.



          It took me a full moment to
realize what he meant by it, so ridiculous was the very notion.



          “Me? You really have taken leave
of your senses!”


          Chtomio nodded and smiled. “Quite
possibly.”


          “How can I be an Eldest? I
haven’t even reached my sixteenth solstice. And I’m a wanted
chrome.” 


          “Never underestimate the
deceiving power of the masks. I have known elders that were only a
few solstices older than you are now. 


          I knew from my own experience
that Chtomio was right. The ‘Eldest’ that came to our house was
certainly not as old as I’d expected him to be. Nevertheless, he
was still a lot older than me. “You’d be surprised at how many
times elders have been killed in their prime, during a struggle for
power,” he continued, as if reading my mind.


          “How do you know so much about
the Blacks?” I asked.


          “Information gathering is an art
among Harlequins, Asheva. It’s what we do.”


          For a moment, I wasn’t sure
whether he was mocking me or being serious. “But forget about all
of that for now. We must build a shelter for the night.”


          Now it was my turn to teach
Chtomio a thing or two about forest craft. He thought the beach
would be a good place for it, but I assured him it was too exposed
and windy. I told him how my father had spent so much time with me
hunting in the Eastern forest, how he had passed on to me all he
knew. I did what he would have and chose a site to build a simple
lean-to among the pine trees. 


          We found a place close to a
stream, by a pair of trees two body lengths apart, with space
enough between and behind them for both of us to lie down in.  As
we set about our work, Chtomio told me that he would not be staying
with me. I was to stay on my own in the forest. 


          I couldn’t understand it at all.
“What am I going to do here, alone? Why can’t I come to the Red
kingdom with you?” 


          “Because Blacks are still
regarded as our enemy.”


          “So I’ll wear a Green’s mask. If
the aura of our chromes really doesn’t exist, no one will find
out.”


          “It is out of the question,” said
Chtomio. “Just like in other territories, the Green aren’t welcomed
in the city of the Reds.”


          I argued with him as we chose a
sturdy log to serve as my shelter’s transversal beam and heaved it
in to place.  My body still ached all over and Chtomio had to do
more than his share. We managed to tie the log crosswise, about six
feet above the forest floor between the two trees, using rope from
Chtomio’s cart. 


          “What about if I traveled with
you as a Red, then?” I asked. 


          “You know nothing of our ways,”
he said. “You’d be uncovered as an imposter.”


          “I could at least try,” I said,
now more curious than ever.  “I have mastered the ways of the Green
so I can certainly learn those of the Red.” I said this half in
jest, but I sensed Chtomio was hiding something from me, something
important.


         “Enough, Asheva,” he said. “When
the time is right you will be able to visit every territory with
your head held high and with nothing to fear from anyone.”


          “You are fooling yourself. There
will never be a right time,” I sulked. 


          We continued with our work,
chopping down two straight young trees. I shaved off their limbs,
tying one end of each to the transversal. Their opposite ends
touched the ground, so that the whole now formed a triangular
frame. We worked mostly in silence, only conversing to gather
materials and thinner branches to lash between the two angled beams
for the lean-to’s roof.  I tied them tight with a clove hitch knot,
the way my father had taught me. Then, I lay down inside the
shelter to test its height and length.  When I saw that I didn’t
touch any of the back beams, I showed Chtomio how to weave long,
flexible thin pine branches through them all, way down to the
ground. Their pine needles acted like shingles and we layered them
on a foot thick, until I had a solid, insulated, waterproof roof.



          Chtomio was impressed with my
skills.


         “I’m pleased to see how clever and
resourceful you are, despite your condition,” said Chtomio. Seeing
how his praise did nothing to lift my sour mood, he continued, “but
your Black pride will not help you in time of need. You must learn
to be humble and astute. The time you spend alone here will help me
teach you a thing or two.”


          “So it’s a Rite of
Initiation?”


          “The path I have in mind for you
is worth ten rites of the Black nation,” he said.


          It amazed me how much he knew of
us Blacks.


          “So why can’t I begin?” I
asked.


          “You are,” he said. “The first
step is to become independent. That is why I must leave you.” 


          “Already? I mean, right now?” I
was still recovering from all that had happened to me in such a
short space of time; from my escape from Axyum to near-death on the
Wheel of Chance. Even though I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I
felt lost.


          Chtomio put his hands on my
shoulders and looked hard at me. “There are some things only
experience can teach you. You are my last hope, Asheva. I need to
keep you away from my troubles until you are ready to help me deal
with them.  Also, if anything happens to me, I would better accept
my fate knowing that you are out here, readying yourself to turn
our plans into reality.”


          This was so much to take in, I
didn’t know how to respond. I took a moment and looked at him. 


          “I’ll be ready,” I said, touched
that he had so much faith in my character. 


          “Good!” he said. “I know this
seems hard. Forgive me, but I must make a tough adult of you if we
are to succeed. Come, walk with me to my cart.”


          Moments later, as he climbed in,
he turned to me. “I promise I will return, Asheva. And when I do,
you will know more about my plans. 


          “When will that be?”


          Chtomio smiled. “That, I cannot
say. But you have my word that I shall come back.”


          His word would obviously have to
do. 


          “One last thing,” he said, taking
a canvas sack from the back of his cart and handing it to me.
Inside were my father’s dagger, my mother’s medallion, my black
ceremonial mask and the wooden mask I had used to simulate a
Green.


          “I picked them up inside the
pyramid. Nobody there dared touch anything of a Harlequin’s, the
superstitious fools,” he laughed, urging his horse forward. “Stay
well, Asheva.” 


          I watched his cart roll along the
beach until it became but a small speck and then vanished from
sight. When it had, I had never felt so alone, even when I was
forced to flee Axyum.  Back then, my mind had been preoccupied with
escape and survival. Now, I would have all the time in the world to
think and remember many things I would rather forget.


          The sight of the sun sinking
lower in the sky banished my gloomy thoughts. I had to make a bed
for my shelter.


          My father had taught me that warm
days could be deceiving. During the night, anyone who slept on the
ground would lose body heat. To prevent this, I cleared out all the
rotting leaves and twigs from the forest floor inside my lean-to. 
Then, I heaped in a heavy layer of pine needles and covered them in
moss I scraped from trees and boulders, so I could insulate myself
from the ground. I was proud of my handiwork, too, and I sent my
father’s spirit a prayer of thanks. I also gathered stones from the
beach and created a fire ring in front of the shelter. I used my
flint to light a fire the moment darkness fell. Inside the lean-to,
I discovered a bag of dried jerky Chtomio had left me for my first
night. I ate it by my fire while thinking about the events of the
day; a day that would always remain crystal clear in my memory as
the one which the gods chose for me to begin walking down a new
path, toward a new destiny.
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The following day, I took
a plunge in the surging waves of the sea. Carrying the sour odor of
several days’ travel on my body, layered on top of the stench from
the dungeons of Ayas, I reckoned I stank bad enough to make a
vulture vomit!



          Yet, the moment I dived into the
waves, the memory of those unpleasant days faded away. I had
learned the ways of the water in the River Axi, but the sea was
different. The churning currents embraced and invigorated me while
the salt had the flavor of a new life. The many fleet and wild
marine animals living in its vast cradle inspired new feelings of
freedom in me. As the waves rolled me back onto the shore, it
occurred to me that we Blacks did not honor a deity of the sea. As
I stepped back on to land, there was no doubt in my mind that if
one existed, it was benevolent.


          Later that night, I snuggled into
my lean-to like a creature in its burrow, praying that no beasts
would wander near my shelter. I periodically made myself wake up so
I could keep an eye out while the waves and the moon kept me
company. 


          When the sun rose the next day
and the heat grew strong, I found refuge beneath the shadow of the
pine trees. Already, my arms felt better and soon the need to feed
myself overtook everything else. I gazed at the woods around me,
where food could easily be found, according to Chtomio.
Unfortunately, this didn’t turn out to be so. These woods were not
like the forests of Axyum, which were full of game. When dusk
arrived, I returned home empty-handed and hungrier than ever,
trying to convince myself I would have better luck tomorrow.


          The next morning, the sunny
warmth of the previous day gave way to grey clouds and a stiff
wind. I woke up early, trembling with cold.  I had never been so
hungry in my life. Even my firewood looked tasty. I gazed at the
sea. Perhaps I should hunt water creatures rather than creatures of
the land?  I had eaten fish before, albeit only from the rivers in
the Black nation, so I couldn’t see why sea fish might be more
difficult to catch. 


          But the sea was not ready to give
up its sustenance and treasure easily. The surf was choppy; the
waves no longer playfully rolled onto the shore but crashed onto
the beach with a violent booming sound that shook my bones. But it
was not as threatening as loss of precious strength that would soon
follow if I didn’t find something to fill my empty belly.


          I waded into the water with my
dagger and began trying to stab anything that swam by. After many
attempts, I had yet to succeed. Tiny white fish teased me by
swimming in circles, just out of reach. Then I spotted two silver
fish in deeper water. I clenched my knife between my teeth and dove
toward them, moving in sure, swift strokes. 


          The gods rooted for the fish, and
I quickly found myself gasping for air, unable to keep my head up
in the strong current. Luckily, one rogue wave shoved me back to
the beach, and I was able to get my footing.


          I plunged in again. This time, I
saw another shoal of fish close to shore. Learning the lessons of
earlier failure, I waded out of the water and grabbed my salt pouch
to use as a fishing basket.  I went back in to the water, held it
open and waited.   It worked!  Two small blue fish swam inside. I
couldn’t get back to the beach quickly enough. I was so famished I
didn’t worry about making a fire to cook them and ate them raw, all
but the guts which I placed in my sack. 


          Once more I waded out into the
water.  Even more fish swam into my sack, attracted by the bait I’d
provided for them. I spent the rest of that afternoon happily
eating my fill for the first time in two sunrises. 


          Feeling strong once again and in
good temper, I made sure every new dawn brought more progress. In
Axyum, I had seen my mother dry meat with salt to preserve it.
Using the salt Chtomio gave me I began to smoke and salt the fish I
caught. I also set traps in the forest and wove supple seagrass
blades together for blankets. I built a bucket for toting water and
an ax from a giant razor clam shell. I also decided that I would
not wait for Chtomio to visit and teach me his ways.  During his
absence, I would practice fighting on my own. That way, he would
surely be impressed by my initiative! 


          The first thing I did was carve a
wooden sword so I could simulate bouts, using the sea birds as my
audience. I also took up running again, just like I used to do in
Axyum, when Andahar and I raced along the city walls. 


          Many times, I wondered how my old
friend had fared during the Rite. It stung to know that he now
considered me a murderer and traitor. I wished more than anything
that one day I could return and tell him the truth. I also thought
of my mother. Each time I did, I had to suppress the strong urge to
return to Axyum and look for her. But Chtomio was right; I would
surely be killed if I went back to my native city. The Blacks
needed time to forget about me. But knowing this did nothing to
comfort me or to alleviate the pain that grew out of not knowing
what had happened to her. 


          I tried to shut all such thoughts
out and concentrate on my training.  My muscles hardened and my
body grew limber.  My skin tanned in the sun.  And yet, as much as
I tried to force myself to live in the present like the other wild
creatures, my time alone gave my thoughts no rest. I also began to
mark every night I passed in the forest by carving small crosses on
my lean-to’s support beam. So far, I had carved twenty and still no
news from Chtomio. 


          Chtomio the Harlequin, Chtomio
the chrome who saved me in Ayas and who knew how to rig the Wheel
of Chance. Chtomio, who declared chromes and Harlequins were one
and the same. That meant we all had the same gods. Did the gods
even really exist? Had they also been created during the primitive
ages, just like the color separations of the chromes and the
harlequins? 


          To even think of this last
question terrified me.  I quickly shrugged off my blasphemy, asking
Lapis, the Shepherd God of the Black nation, to forgive my
insolence. 


          I felt as though my prayers had
been answered when, just as I began to grow weary of my solitude, I
made a friend. A small fawn blundered into my camp. Clearly it was
an orphan, for its mother would never have let it come so near. I
picked up my razor clam ax, eager to secure the fresh tender meat
it would provide. But as it turned and gazed at me with its
helpless, trusting eyes, I couldn’t bring myself to kill it. After
all, we were both alone in the world. 


          I weaned the fawn by feeding her
tender grass shoots that I had seen other deer nibble. Before long,
she was following me around like a pup and did much to soften the
pain and sting of my loneliness. I named her Avala.


          Many dawns passed after I’d taken
Avala under my wing, and still no sign of Chtomio. Then, one
morning, I heard the unmistakable noise of a horse and cart.
Running onto the beach with Avala by my side, I saw him rolling
across the sand towards me! It was a joyous sight.


          “Asheva!” he cried out, removing
his mask. He climbed down from the cart and we each clasped the
other’s arm.


          “I wondered when you’d come
back,” I said, my relief clear and obvious.


          He looked at me for a good moment
or two, as if to see in what ways I might have changed. “Come,” he
said “let’s sit and talk by the sea” 


          I showed him my wooden saber and
told him of the progress I’d made with my exercises. “I thought
that I could start without you in perfecting the art of the
sword.”


          “The art of the sword?” repeated
Chtomio, clearly unimpressed.


          Taken back by his reaction, I
said “it may not mean much to you, but the sons of the Black nation
are born with a sword in their hands.”


          “That may be so, but during my
life, I have seen many warriors that were strong with swords but
feeble with their heads get themselves killed.” 


          “I’m not sure I understand.” 


          “Stand up,” he said.


          He unsheathed his broadsword and
threw it at my feet. “Pick it up; show me what a son of a Black
nation can do.”


          I looked at him, unsure.  Did he
really expect me to attack him?


          “Come on” he insisted, removing
his undergarment. I noticed for the first time that he had the
letter ‘A’ tattooed on his left arm in dark, swirling ink. 


          “What’s that?” I asked, pointing
to his arm.


          “Don’t distract yourself! Attack
me!”


          “But you’re unarmed! You don’t
even have a shield.”


          He pounded his broad chest with
pride. “I have my body, do I not? Now fight!”


          I grabbed the sword and lunged at
him. “I don’t want to hurt you, Harlequin.”


          “You will be the one more likely
to get hurt young chrome, I assure you.”


        Riled, I thrust the sword straight
at him. The blade should have sliced off his arm at the shoulder,
only it didn’t. With a deft move I’d never have thought him capable
of, he spun sideways. My blade was left to slash empty air as
Chtomio, bent low, charged and raised me off the ground with his
back before happily throwing me hard down onto the sand.  The wind
left my body, hard on the heels of my pride.


          “You see? A sword is not your
only weapon,” he chuckled, helping me up. “I will show you how to
use your body to your advantage.”


          “That is not a very honorable way
to do battle,” I said, stung that this old chrome had gotten the
better of me.


          “Death does not care if you come
to her embrace in an honorable way or not, my friend.” 


          We dueled for what seemed like an
entire vigil; I with the sword and he with his bare hands. By the
time we had finished it was the young wolf that was exhausted and
struggling to stay on his feet, not the old fox. 


          I sputtered, gasping for breath.
“You seem like you could go on forever.”


          “That’s because I use my vigor
sparingly,” he said. “I do only what is necessary, while you fling
that heavy weapon around like a fool, expending your precious
energy to my advantage.”


          And so we continued throughout
the day. I enjoyed Chtomio’s company and, once I got over my
bruised ego and bones, all that he had to teach me too.  


          When nightfall came, we built a
fire and I told him of my hunting and fishing. I confessed the
blasphemous thoughts I’d had about the gods and the territories.
And then I shared my anxiety about my mother in Axyum. It felt good
to unburden myself to an older and wiser chrome about these things.
As I spoke, Chtomio grew silent, immersed in his own thoughts. 


          “What’s wrong?” I finally asked
him. “Have I been babbling too much?”


          He smiled. “It is not you my
young friend,” he said, staring at the flickering flames. “The
territories are growing turbulent. You told me how you want to go
back to Axyum. Well, the Blacks’ new Eldest screams for bloody
revenge against the Reds.”


          This news shocked me. Our last
war with the Reds had taken such a toll my nation was unable to
recover.  And now there was to be another war?  It would be the end
of us!  “Who have my fellow Blacks chosen as the new Eldest?” I
asked.


          “I don’t know his name,” said
Chtomio. “You Blacks are good at maintaining the illusion of your
Eldest as a mysterious, masked figure who survives beyond death.
All I know is the winds of war will blow through the territories
once more unless we do something about it.”


          “The Red kingdom is to blame for
this,” I said, instinctively defending my kin. “They were too harsh
with us during the last war. Your greedy demands for gold brought
our nation to its knees.”


          The old chrome frowned: “Gold?
What gold? No Black gold ever came into the Red territory. That
much I can assure you.”


          “Yes, it did!” I insisted. “The
Eldest told us the Reds wanted ten ounces of gold from each family.
I was there when he said it.”


          “So even now you take such words
as the truth?” Chtomio said. “Did you see the gold leave Axyum with
your own eyes?”


          I shook my head.


          “No, of course you didn’t! Let me
remind you, Asheva, we Reds control all the salt reserves in the
territories. We don’t need the Blacks’ gold. We simply trade our
salt for Yellow gold, which is of a purer cast and peacefully
obtained. I suspect the gold you speak of has been hidden away by
your own Elders and…” 


        His eyes widened.


          “And what?” I asked.


          “But of course! How can I have
been so stupid not to have seen it? The gold! That’s how they will
prepare for another war so soon!”


          “I don’t understand.”


          “The gold you were made to hand
over never left Axyum. It will be used by the elders to fund a new
war.”


          “Why would we want a new war?”



          “The new Eldest obviously aims to
unite the Black nation behind him and consolidate his power. War is
a distracting weapon used by all tyrants.” 


          Chtomio got to his feet.  “I
can’t stay,” he said, surprising me. “I must return to Samaris.”



          Samaris, the city of the Reds,
lay at the very heart of the Red kingdom, close to the sea.
Although it was Chtomio’s home, I didn’t know much about it, for
he’d only give the vaguest of answers whenever I asked him about
it.


          “Maybe I could go with you this
time?” I said.


          “No. You shall stay here. This is
the only safe place.” 


          “But you said it yourself, I
cannot hide or run away from others, forever.” 


          Chtomio spun towards me, his eyes
wide and urgent, his veins bulging around his neck. “Do not ever
come looking for me in Samaris, do you understand? Ever! You would
put both your life and mine in peril!”


          Taken aback, I apologized.
Chtomio returned to his carriage and made ready to leave. I thought
his abrupt departure was because of how angry I’d made him and I
was sad to see him leave on such a sour note.  I apologized once
more for my disrespect, but he only grunted at me before setting
his animal to motion. For the second time, I watched the cart
disappear away into the far distance along the coastline, leaving
me to mull over his strange reaction.


          In the days that followed, I
fought off my melancholy by practicing as much as I could with the
sword and with some new exercises I adapted from games I learned in
Axyum. One of them was called Phersu. It was a game we played
during the feasts to honor Lapis. We hung two sacks on a tree
branch and swung them hard, each in the opposite direction. Each
player stood below the branch without moving his feet. The aim was
to avoid the two sacks whenever they swung back at you. If they hit
you, you lost. If you moved your feet, you lost.


          I liked to pretend the sacks were
two warriors attacking me from opposite directions. If I moved, I’d
lose the battle, for I would’ve been focused on running away rather
than taking them on and killing them. 


          To win, I needed to stand my
ground and concentrate on my enemies’ methods of attack.  I would
work out their battle patterns while I adjusted the balance of my
body, bending and twisting in order to avoid the two sacks. 


          I stitched two sacks together
from part of my robes and filled them with sand. Then I hung them
over the thick branch of a pine tree and gave each a good strong
push to get them swinging. They hurtled toward me like furies. I
tried to swerve out of the way, but moving out of the path of one
merely put me in the way of the other. It knocked me to the ground
with a strong blow to the stomach. 


          I tried again. And again, and
again. Each time I got knocked off my feet, not only did my body
take a pounding but my anger and frustration grew. All I could
think about was the sight of Chtomio’s cart rolling away across the
sand without me.  My rage continued to build. 


         I stubbornly kept going until I
finally avoided both sacks by swerving my body to the right and
then quickly to the left, without moving my feet. When I finished,
I thrust my wooden sword into one of the sacks and let out a
howling roar that sent Avala running for cover.
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On the morning I carved
out my sixtieth cross, the wind had changed direction and the sea
was no longer placid and warm. A violent storm broke out that kept
Avala and I confined inside my lean-to for most of the time.



          The rain continued on and off for
several days until it also decided to rest one night, granting the
crashing waves and howling wind the chance to keep me awake all by
themselves. The wind shook the dry pine branches of my woods so
that they sounded like chattering demons. In my drowsy state, I
could almost make out their words. 


          I snapped my eyes open. Not
almost, I could make out words. The voices of Chromes! I went
outside to listen.


          “Quick, tie the animals!” I heard
a female chrome say. “What’s takin’ you so long?”


          “I’m tryin’, aren’t I?’ replied a
testy male. “You come over here and do it, if you’re so clever. 
Flippin’ rain. Can’t hardly see what I’m doin’!” 


          “Hurry! They’ll be off if you
don’t get ‘em tethered!”


          “So why don’t you light a torch
or something, ‘stead of carpin’ on at me?” 


          It was too dark to see clearly,
but curiosity about my mysterious intruders got the better of my
caution.  I crept in the direction of the voices, with Avala
following. I could hear the familiar lowing of oxen. Then, two
torches were lit. A house on wheels was parked on the beach! The
team of heavy oxen responsible for hauling it around were being
tethered to a tree by the male chrome. The female walked beside him
carrying the torches.


          “Come on Kairo, easy does it.”
said the male, pulling the oxen.


          They were dressed in simple,
purple robes with lilac patterns embroidered around the neckline.
Their masks were also a pale shade of lilac with white engravings. 
From the tone of their voice and the skin of their hands I
suspected they had probably more than double my solstices.  


          “Hey there!” I cried. I had not
seen anyone besides Chtomio for such a long time, I was excited to
finally be able to talk with someone else besides Avala.


          The Chromes instantly went on
their guard. “Who goes there?”


          “Oh my, Jhute, look at his face,
look at his face! He’s hideous!” shrieked the female.


          Which is when I remembered I was
not wearing a mask.


          “For the love of the gods, young
chrome!” cried the male Violet. “Put your mask on, quick! You’ll
offend the Gods with that ugly mug.”


          “I’m sorry, I’ll go get it!” I
stammered.  I ran back to the lean-to and fetched the wooden mask
Astor had carved for me during our time together on the Cancerian
Road.  I put it on and hastened back to the Violets, hoping my
ragged clothes would help me pass for a Green.  Even though Astor
and Chtomio alone knew I was a fugitive Black, I didn’t want any
other chrome to find out.


          “I am sorry, I mean no harm. It
has been some time since I have seen any other chromes,” I told
them. “I am just a simple Green chrome that has decided to pause
from wandering.”


          The female said, “You’re a long
way from home, young Green.”


          The male stepped protectively in
front of her, speaking in an effected and deep voice. 


          “Are you alone here?”


          For a moment, I wasn’t sure what
to say. I couldn’t very well tell him I was waiting around to do
the bidding of a Harlequin!


          “No,” I said.  “I have my good
friend Avala.”


          “Where is this friend of yours?”
the Violet male said, sounding very guarded. “Call ‘em out. Let’s
see ‘em.”


          At the mention of her name, Avala
scampered over to me. I caressed her gently. “Here she is,” I said.
 They looked at her, and at me, not sure what to make of us.


          “I have all I need in these
woods,” I said. “I vow before the Mother Goddess, I won’t steal
anything from you. Except maybe some of your time, if it pleases
you. I’ve never met Violet chromes before.”


          I bowed low before the female. 
“Milady, my name is-” I stopped myself from giving her my real
name, hesitating for a moment and hoping they wouldn’t notice. “My
name is Fulgor. I’m sorry again for showing my face before. I just
thought that-”


          The female Chrome interrupted me,
saying matter-of-factly: “Yes, yes. We know. Your ugliness is not
your fault, but the will of the Gods. But for the same reason that
we Violets must wear our masks to protect our beauty, you must wear
yours to spare us your revolting unsightliness.”


          Her words startled me. Up until
then I had never thought of myself as ugly, or handsome for that
matter. And if I was indeed ugly, I was no more or less hideous any
other chrome I’d ever known. I had the same black hair as most
other youngsters back in Axyum (with the exception of Andahar, a
rare towhead). I’d often been told my narrow green eyes were
pleasant; and with my face no longer pale but tanned with the sun,
they stood out all the more. Still only in my teen solstice, the
short, squat female Violet made me feel rather self-conscious.


          “I am Zimdie” she declared rather
grandly.  “And this is my husband, Jhute.” 


          Even though their robes were half
covered in mud, they cast a flowered scent that I fondly remembered
from the Harvest Faire.


          “You’re a bit off the beaten
tracks,” said Jhute, sounding a little wary and suspicious. “We’ve
met many Greens during our travels, but none as young as you.”


          “I’m not like many in my Nation.”
I replied.  


          “Neither are we,” he said with a
small chuckle. I don’t know whether it was because his good humor
was contagious or if I was just glad to see someone after so much
time spent alone, but I began to laugh with him.  Soon the three of
us were sharing an amiable chuckle that broke the tension.


          We set a fire and sat down
together to exchange formal greetings. Before they could ask me any
more questions, I asked them about their house.  They told me that
Violets traveled the territories in trim, sturdy homes on wheels.
Like most of their kin, they were traders and explorers.  


          Jhute and Zimdie specialized in
making and selling scented tints and dyes.  They had traveled to
this remote shore hoping to find dust from the wings of the rare
Purple Flox Butterfly, but also to see what kind of plants a forest
of pine trees had to offer.


          “I can help you with your
search!” I said. “I know this area well.”


          “I don’t see why not,” said Jhute
turning to Zimdie. “Six eyes see better than four.” 


          “Eight eyes,” corrected Zimdie,
with a nod at Avala.


          We spent the next day following
my deer around to note what she ate. We found wild indigo bushes,
mint, and pink posy. I showed them the tender seagrass shoots Avala
loved to nibble and both Violets examined them with great
excitement.  Apparently, they could be pulped for their juice,
which provided a nice sea foam green color for dying robes.


          To celebrate our find, Jhute and
Zimdie invited me to share their supper and campfire.  Starved as I
was for companionship, I gratefully accepted.  


          When I came back to their rolling
house at sunset, I was in for a shock. The two Violets must not
have heard my footsteps as I approached.  So when I entered their
house, I found both of them unmasked. I gasped out loud with the
shock at the sight of their abominable, deformed faces. They both
had very long chins, ears, and noses and their mouths hung slack
and open, revealing gray filed teeth, yet they seemed more shocked
than I was.


          “Don’t look!” cried out Zimdie
turning the other way. “Our beauty will kill chromes who are not
Violet!”  


          I turned and ran outside, my
heart thumping and my breath caught. I had never seen such
grotesque, horrific faces in my entire life! As I waited for them
to put their masks back on and call me back in, I could only thank
the gods my own mask was there to hide my expression of shock. When
I went inside again, I tried to put the image of what I had seen
away from my mind. In contrast to what I now knew lay behind their
masks, their home was small and pleasant. It was full of dry,
hanging plants and glass jars full of colored, scented powders. I
inhaled them deeply. It was as if nature itself had left its most
perfumed flowers in the Violets’ custody. We sat around a small
round table where they had prepared a simple meal of fish grilled
in exotic spices. 


         Given that we all wore masks, I
took small pieces of the fish and turned around when I ate them,
raising my mask only slightly. The Violets did the same. For once,
I was glad that the Collective Laws were being observed, even in
this remote corner of the territories.


          We sat in companionable silence
for a while, listening to the wind and waves while we drank a
refreshing, lavender tea which Jhute had brewed himself.  He then
began to speak of their city, Papylia, with great fondness. I
learned that the Violet territory lay on a huge plateau, covered in
lavender, and that at the very end of the plateau was Papylia,
nestled in a quiet lagoon near the sea.


          “You should see it, Fulgor. It’s
the most beautiful city in all the territories!” Zimdie said.


          “More beautiful even than Ayas?”
I asked.


          “Ayas!” snapped Jhute with sharp
contempt. “That wasteland? You’re touched in the head if you think
that’s beautiful. It ain’t nothing more than a big market with
walls!”


          Zimdie explained that the Violets
scattered to the four winds over the seasons to trade, returning
only at the end of the year to share their fortunes.  “That’s at
the time of butterflies,” she said, clapping her hands. “Once every
solstice, butterflies from all over the territories make their way
to Papylia. The sky’s full of ‘em!”


          “It looks like a rainbow’s
exploded.” Jhute chimed in. “It could only happen in the most
beautiful city in all the territories.”


          “Have you ever been to Ayas and
the Harvest Faire?” I asked.


          “Yes, but not this last one,”
said Zimdie.  “And by all accounts there was a right old to-do! The
Blues found a Harlequin, right there in the middle of everything,
brazen as anything! They put him on the Wheel of Chance!”


          “Really?” I said, trying to
remain calm, “And what happened to him?” 


        Zimdie and Jhute told the story of
how the arrows shot by the blind executioner all veered away from
the supposed Harlequin, proclaiming its innocence.  It was so
strange to hear it all told by someone else; and with so many
embellishments added to the story.  


          “The Harlequin’s aura flared
around him like a wall of rainbow colors, protecting him from the
arrows,” Jhute told me.  “Anyone who tried to look at him was
blinded!”


          “Then he was gone! Vanished,
right in front of everyone.” Zimdie squealed.


          “What do you think it all means?”



          “Only the gods know,” Jhute said.
“One thing I can tell you for sure is it’s a portent of something.”
 He paused before adding, “Something big.”


          “Was the Harlequin ever heard
from, again?” I asked, amused by these new twists.


          “Not a sight of him,” said Jhute.
“Everyone was terrified, expectin’ he’d have his vengeance on the
lot of ‘em!” 


        “But so far, last we heard, there’s
been no babies had their hearts eaten, no storms in the Great Blue
Pyramid” said Zimdie. “Can you imagine it?”  


          “I reckon his freedom’s
punishment enough for them Blues” said Jhute. “We heard there’s a
lot of ‘em wanting to get rid of that Vizier and his crowd, anyway.
Corrupt and greedy, the lot of ‘em.  They’ll be lining up to smash
that dreadful Wheel up, I reckon!” said Jhute. 


          “Maybe they should give their
Vizier a ride on it before they do,” I said.  And they both laughed
again.


          Companionable days passed quickly
as the three of us roamed the woods, but all too soon it was time
for Jhute and Zimdie to move on. They were heading to the mountain
territories shared by the Orange and Yellow chromes. They invited
me to come with them. For a homeless Green, this would have been no
problem, but always in the back of my mind was the hope that
Chtomio would return. We celebrated our last night together with a
lavish dinner. And perhaps because it would be our last time, Jhute
made a peculiar request. 


          “Greens are supposed to be
singers,” he said. “How about sharin’ a tune with us?”


        Now I was in a bit of trouble. I
didn’t know a single Green song. In fact, after seeing their faces,
I’d almost forgotten I’d told them I was a Green. Thinking quickly,
I said “How about I do better than that?  Why don’t I sing you a
ritual song I pilfered from the Black nation?”


          I could see them both wide-eyed
with curiosity through the slits in their masks. Black rites were
kept secret and almost nothing about my nation was known by other
chromes. 


        “Go on, then,” said Jhute. 


        Luckily for me, I have a good
voice. I began a song about our Great Shepherd God – a sweet,
melancholic ballad I’d learned from my time at the seminary in
preparation for the Rite.  


          Behind my mask tears fell down my
cheeks, as my emotions overtook me. I realized that through the
song I was voicing the loss of everything and everyone Black I had
known. The mournful sound of the waves and the wind accompanied me.
 The Violets must have understood on some level how personal this
song was for me, because as I finished they remained silent for a
while. When they spoke, I could hear the emotion in their
voices.


          “That was beautiful,” sniffed
Zimdie. 


          “I never knew Black chromes had
that side to ‘em,” agreed Jhute.  “Who’d have thought it, such a
lovely piece all about a primitive ritual.”


         I had to control myself. Jhute had
just offended me to my very core with his casual blasphemy. “Why
would you say that?” I asked him, trying to keep cool.


          “Because there’s no such thing as
a path to maturity,” he replied.  


          “There’s no rite that prepares
you for that,” added Zimdie, nodding in agreement. “The only way
you learn about life is living it.”


          “I’m not sure I understand,” I
replied.


          “Well, let’s take you, for
example,” said Jhute. “When we first met you, we could see you
already knew how to live on your own. It was plain as day.” 


          “And anyone that can live alone
in the territories at your age certainly don’t need any rites to
prove himself,” added Zimdie. 


          They must have sensed my
misgiving.


          “You don’t believe us,” said
Jhute, “but you only need to take a bit of a look at yourself.
You’re a nomad. You’ve always gone your own way, whether there’s a
path there or not. Your life’s what you make of it, no more and no
less. And we respect that, don’t we Zim?” 


        She nodded her agreement. “We
certainly do, young Fulgor.”


          That night I was restless. My
Violent friends could respect the Green chrome Fulgor all they
wanted, but I was bothered by their opinions concerning Blacks and
of their dismissive attitude towards the Rite. Of course I needed a
Rite! Or at least a path to follow! Everyone did! 


        The next morning, I helped Jhute
and Zimdie pack up the bundles of plants we’d found. They gave me a
vial of rare Purple Flox Butterfly dust as a gift. 


          “It has many healing properties,”
Jhute assured me. “Mark my words, it’ll serve you well.”


          Before we bid farewell, Zimdie
came out from the house on wheels carrying a gift basket of powders
and dyes, a purple mantle and lilac colored clothes made of soft
wool. “It’s goin’ to get cold soon,” she said, handing me the
basket. “These will keep you warm.”


          “But I’m not a Violet,” I
said.


          “You’re here all alone,” she
whispered, “Who’s going to know? 


          Then we hugged each other one
last time. Avala and I watched with regret as their home clattered
and rumbled away along the beach, pulled by their sturdy ox team.



        A few days later, just like Zimdie
predicted, cold harsh winds came from the inlands and snow began to
fall. I was not surprised when Avala took a mate and wandered off
with him for higher ground. I was happy to see that she could now
survive on her own, but her departure, combined with the dreary
cold, sat heavily in my heart and left me bereft. 


          Where was Chtomio?  I understood
that he wanted to protect me by keeping me in isolation, but I
could feel a bone-deep rebellion rising in me under the restriction
of it. Jhute’s words also continued to haunt me: ‘You’ve always
gone your own way, whether there’s a path there or not.’


          I studied the horizon. The dark
clouds that threatened more snow were dissipating. The sun came
back to shine over the infinite shore in front of me. I looked at
my beaten down wooden mask and the violet mantle Zimdie had given
me and knew what I had to do. 


          With the chalk powder the Violet
chromes had left me, I painted the whole of the mask white and then
used a red powder with water to paint it with blood colored
diamonds on each of the two cheeks. I used the red dye I’d received
to change the color of the mantle from purple to crimson.


          I put on my new mask and mantle
and returned to my lean-to, to pack my few possessions. Then I set
off walking, away from the woods and out onto the beach, smiling
inside my mask.  From there, I decided to head north. If I followed
the seashore, it would lead me all the way to the Red kingdom and
Samaris. 


          I set out once more on my
journey. And I would never look back.
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On the fourth day of my
journey along the shoreline I came upon a number of white mounds.
At first I thought they must be made of sand. Two long stakes
jutted out of the larger one. The sky around it was dark with
circling birds. As I drew closer, I could see they were vultures
feasting on two bodies impaled on top of the two sharp pointed
wooden poles. On the mound, between the poles, a stone plaque
read:



        
  
This is our just
punishment



        
  
For trying to steal the fruit of
the Sea,



        
  
The Sacred Salt,



        
  
Of which only the King,



        
  
Divine descendant of Adio and
Adia 



        
  
May use as he desires.



          These must be the precious
reserves of salt Chtomio mentioned when he spoke of the Reds.
Turning away from the abominable sight, I moved on along the shore
line.  I had naively thought that the Red kingdom was different
from the other territories, less violent and more just. I would be
proven wrong yet again.


          The salt reserves meant I was now
deep inside Red territory. As I moved beyond the last mounds a
mountain came in to view. It had been blasted in half by nature and
dominated the flat land all around it. As I drew closer, I realized
that what I taken to be a natural protuberance at its peak was
really a rose colored palatial tower. Excited and intrigued, I
quickened my pace towards it. 


          The tower loomed horn-like out of
the rock itself. Below it lay a city spotted with crimson
minaret-capped towers. A ring of tremendous statues sprang up from
the imposing outer walls and circled the entire base of the rock
like an enormous belt of stone, the same pale red color of the
tower. The closer I got to it, the more imposing the city and the
statues’ astounding size became. Each was at least as tall as
twenty chromes put together. I had arrived at Samaris.


          I remembered the stories my
father regaled me with, about the first war he fought against the
Reds.  But he had never mentioned Samaris in his tales of battle.
The Collective Laws stated that cities of every color were sacred
to the gods, and were not to be attacked.


          Glancing down at my garments, I
grew nervous. I had a new mask and mantle. While they would help me
to pass for a Red chrome to anyone glancing casually at me, would
they be enough to see me into Samaris and the scrutiny that would
inevitably mean? For a moment, I fretted about my Black chrome aura
too, before reminding myself what Chtomio had told me about
them.


          I wondered what his reaction
would be to seeing me. He had forbidden me to come into the Red
kingdom, but surely he could not expect me to stay in the forest
all this time? While I hoped my presence would make him happy, a
part of me feared that he would not be pleased. 


          The masks carved in to the huge
statues imperiously scanned the horizon. A large crowd had gathered
in their shadow at the entrance to the city. As I drew close, I got
more nervous. After all, I was entering a city which had twice been
the enemy of the Black nation in recent times. If my true identity
were to be discovered, I was in no doubt of what would happen to
me, especially with the image of the two impaled bodies still fresh
in my mind. 


          The gateway to Samaris consisted
of two separate tunnels underneath a couple of the wall’s gigantic
statues. The statue on the left depicted a female chrome who rested
her arms on a large bow. A quiver full of arrows had been sculpted
onto her back. The statue on the right was a male javelin thrower
riding a chariot drawn by two giant fish. Both statues looked
rather threatening, so I assumed they had been erected to
intimidate rather than to please. 


        I noticed a stream of chromes
appearing along a road that led off to the west and snaked around
the side of the mountain. Oddly, none were either going in to or
coming out from the passages under the gigantic statues.  


          On reaching the crowd, I was
struck by a foul stench of sweat and grime. Everyone was poorly
dressed in old and dirty patches of red cloth. I hadn’t necessarily
expected lavish robes like those worn by the Blue merchants, but I
was surprised to see so many clothed in little more than tattered
rags which even the lowest Green would refuse to put on. 


          Most of the masks I saw were made
of straw, with unusually large holes for the eyes, nose, and 
mouth. They reminded me of the scarecrows our Black farmers placed
in the fields below Axyum. Perhaps these are not Red chromes, I
thought.


          Taken as I was in my study of
these chromes, I soon realized many were equally intent on
scrutinizing me. Someone yanked my mantle from behind. I swung
around to be confronted by an old chrome with his back bent almost
in two, shouting incomprehensible words at me.


          “Ashi! Sayi! Noble one!” He
turned a trembling palm up to me and suddenly it became clear: He
was a beggar; they all were.


          “Ashi! Sayi! Noble one!” he
repeated, “A token of your generosity for an old chrome!” 


          “Ashi! Sayi! Noble one!” shouted
a younger chrome, charging forward. “Show me mercy!”


          Soon, the entire crowd moved in
around me. I had to struggle to make my way towards the walls of
the city. As I did, a piece of my mantle got torn away.
Fortunately, my father’s dagger and my black mask were tucked
firmly in my robes and my mother’s medallion still hung around my
neck.  


          One of the beggars came from
behind me and kneeled in front of me. “Please, Ashi! Take me inside
with you! Please, I beg you. Let my eyes see the wonders of Samaris
at least once before I die!”


          “Come back here, you old fool!”
shouted someone from the crowd before a female chrome moved past me
and grabbed him by the arm.


          “Forgive him noble one, he does
not know what he is saying.”


          “Let go of me!” he cried out. “I
will go in to Samaris! It is my city as much as it is his!” he
said, pointing to me. I was confused and didn’t know how to react
as he wrested himself loose from the female and made towards one of
the two tunnels, disappearing inside the dark passage underneath
the statue of the female chrome. The female chrome and the mob
behind me implored him to stop and come back.  


          It didn’t take me long to
understand why. A terrible shriek of horror echoed out of the
tunnel, silencing the mob. A moment or two later, two chromes in
blood-red cloaks and grey, skull-shaped masks emerged from it. One
of them had something in his hand. It was the head of the old
chrome, its eyes frozen open in a mask of death, blood dripping
from its neck.


          “Anyone else?” shouted the skull
masked chrome.


          The mob fell silent. Everyone
backed away more from the walls. Shocked and sickened, I did the
same. No sooner had the guards gone back inside the walls that loud
horns began to trumpet from within.


          “Why don’t you go inside?” I
heard a high-pitched voice whisper behind me. I turned and looked
down to see a young female chrome staring up at me. Dressed in
soiled garments made up of different patches of red like the other
beggars, she wore a pink mask too small for her face that was
stained by grime. She could not have been more than six or seven
solstices old.


          “You’re too well dressed to be a
Janis. Anyone can see that,” she said. “You must be an Ashi or a
Sayi. So why are you here with us?”


          “What’s a Janis?” I asked.


         “How could you not know what a
Janis is?” she said.


          The trumpets sounded once more.
This time, the mob surged and pressed closer to the walls.  I
almost fell and the little female would certainly have been
trampled if I had not pushed the wave back to protect her.


          “Hey, watch it!” I threatened one
particularly eager chrome, who backed off.


          “Thank you,” said the little
chrome.


          “This doesn’t seem like a safe
place for you,” I said. 


          “I’m used to it,” she said.
“Every Ferya is like this, although I don’t come here for the
food.”


          “What food?” Just hearing myself
say the word out loud had set off craving in my stomach.


          “The food the King gives out!”
she replied matter-of-factly. “You are strange.”


          The horns’ incessant blaring
continued and was soon accompanied by the sound of hoof beats
echoing from one of the passageways. A moment later, to the
excitement of the crowd, an entire squadron of cavalry guards
emerged from the left tunnel.  They were dressed in flaming red
mantles and golden masks and carried spears tipped with jaunty red
pennants. 


          The horses formed two long lines
on both sides of the road while the Red beggars comically scrambled
to position themselves near them. Only this was no farce. If some
came too close - and many did - the guards didn’t hesitate to
thrust at them with their spears; their own brothers.  


          Then, after yet another round of
trumpets, a red chariot with golden inlay, drawn by two white
horses with red feather plumes barreled out of the right tunnel. A
red mantled chrome in a shiny red mask and golden garments held the
reins while a female in a lavish red and white silk gown and
luminescent pearl mask waved to the crowd. Her long black hair
whipped around her face in the wind.


          “Hail King Quadrio!  Hail his
daughter, Princess Cestia!” cried the horse guards in unison. The
crowd repeated this, though a little half-heartedly.


          “Princess Cestia!” the little
female chrome cried out beside me. “Isn’t she beautiful? Do you
know her mask is made of a single pearl given to the King by the
god Adio, upon her birth?”


          A sleek, somewhat smaller black
chariot with red wheels followed the royal one out.  Its sole
occupant was a tall, slim chrome in a somber silver robe and silver
mask adorned with red ruby brows that gave him a stern visage. 



          “Who is that?” I asked the
infant.


          “Minister Oris,” she said. I
could not tell his age, but the mask he had chosen for himself
spoke volumes about his personality: he must have been a powerful
chrome and not only because of his proximity to the king.


        Then, as quickly as they had come,
the king, the princess, and the minister completed their procession
and retreated again behind their walls. No words were spoken; no
further hails were made.


          Afterwards, several wagons rolled
out of the left passageway to be greeted by cheers of much greater
excitement, acclaim and sincerity by the crowd. They were stacked
high with food. The guards on top of them began to offload it,
throwing it out to the beggars. The mob closed in, with the cavalry
fighting to keep them in line. 


          In my hunger, I also scrambled
and fought for food. I saw a piece of bread flying towards me and
grabbed it out of the air.


        “Hey! That’s mine!” cried an older
chrome. 


          “No, it’s mine,” I replied,
giving him a good glimpse of my dagger. It worked well to
underscore the message, sending the chrome bolting off to look for
other scraps.


          I then made my way well behind
the first lines of beggars still grasping for food. I had never
seen anything like this before. I was shocked to have encountered
such a desperate, shabby siege in the place I least expected to
find such poverty and harsh rule; Chtomio’s beloved Red kingdom.



          “We don’t want your food! We want
the land to grow it on! Give us the salt to preserve it!” shouted a
young chrome who stood not far from where I was. He was dressed
like the others, with patches of different red cloth stitched
together, but unlike the others, who wore the straw masks, his was
made of red cloth with holes for eyes and mouth. He carried a net
over his shoulders and judging from his voice, he must have had
around my age. Another youngster, also with a mask of cloth yelled
at the horsed guards: “Keep your charity!” 


          Then they saw me.


          “What are you staring at?”
growled the one with the net.


          “Would you look at that,” added
the other. “A young Ashi eating from the same plate of misery of us
Janis!”


          He had his back to the walls of
the city, so didn’t notice that an archer was aiming at him from
the top of a statue.


          “Hey, watch out!” I cried at him,
pointing up to the archer.


          He turned to see where I was
pointing.  If he had waited a moment longer it would have been too
late. He leapt back, avoiding the arrow which tore in to the ground
by his feet. With the archer already knocking another arrow into
his bow, the two Janis fled. I barged past several beggars, putting
as much distance between myself and the spot I had stood, just in
case the archer wanted a trophy of consolation.


         I concentrated on the piece of
bread in my hands. I raised my mask slightly, but I couldn’t
eat.


          The infant was next to me, her
mask was staring right at me and her tiny finger pointing at the
bread. I sighed, split the bread in two and gave her half. She
raised her mask slightly and almost chewed my hand as well. Around
us, I could see fights breaking out as hungry chromes tried to
steal food from one another.


          “Come on,” I said to the young
infant. “You’re not safe here.”


          She nodded. “It’s okay. I’ll go
back to my mother.”


          “Where is she?” 


          She looked away from me, not
replying. “She may be worried about you,” I said. 


          Which is when she punched me,
taking me by surprise. “Don’t you talk about my mother! You know
nothing about her!” 


          With that, she turned and ran in
the same direction of the two protesters the archer had tried to
kill. I needed to find out how to get in to the city. But there was
no one around me here who seemed likely to be able to show me. So I
set off along the secondary road that twisted its way around the
mountain, making sure no archers were pointing at me from above the
statues. Many of the other beggars began to do the same.


          After a while, the harmony of the
red houses and towers that I had seen on the promontory of Samaris
gave way to a scene of desolation which opened up below me. Here, a
multitude of small, dilapidated shacks and ragged, worn-out huts
hugged the coastline as far as the eye could see. There were
pitiful few fishing boats scattered on the beach that could be used
to feed a village of this size, and their torn red sails gave the
impression of a land that been totally forsaken by the gods.


          I walked for several rods until
the paved road turned into a goat path of puddles and mud. The
stench I had first smelled amongst the beggars clung to the
marshland. Before I realized it, I was inside a labyrinth of muddy
alleyways.  The chromes who lived here were also dressed in rags
and wore masks made of straws. Some sat on the ground, staring at
me with deadened eyes as I passed by. Others stumbled about drunk,
while others still lay like corpses on the mud. A few were huddled
near a bench playing dice and shouting obscenities at their gods
after every lost round, paying no mind to the forlorn piles of dead
felines and rodents which had been left out to rot.


          By now, my feet were really
hurting and my bones ached with tiredness. I limped my way amongst
the huts, the bodies and the smell until I found the little infant
with the pink mask once again, standing in front of a small hut of
dry mud. A large chrome blocked her entrance to it. 


          “This is my mother’s house!” the
child screamed at him, from the top of her lungs.


          “Move before I cut you in to
pieces, you little rat!” snarled the chrome, before grabbing her by
the arm and throwing her to one side, sending her light, small
frame hurtling to the ground. As he moved in to put his boot in to
her, I came behind him and kicked away at his legs with all my
strength, sending him crashing to the ground.  I kicked him again,
this time in his face. His straw mask offered him no protection and
he yelped in pain, offering no resistance as I grabbed his robe and
dragged him away from the hut.


          Nobody seemed to care, but just
in case, I made ready with my dagger. Sticking it under the felled
chrome’s mask, I hissed loud enough for all to hear “If you don’t
want me to carve your throat from ear to ear for you, you will get
to your feet and run and never come back.”  He scrambled up and
took to his heels, stumbling fast away from me. 


          The infant, in the meantime, had
run away again. I went inside her hut, hoping to find her mother or
father, but it was empty. There was no sign of anyone even living
in it. I decided to stay. I had no other place to go to and at
least while I thought of what to do next, I could rest up. The
fight with the chrome had drained the last drop of strength in me.
I did my best to keep my eyes open, fearing that another chrome
might barge in, but my mind and body craved rest and I was soon
sound asleep. 


          A noise woke me. When I opened my
eyes, I saw the infant playing with a bunch of shells. She glanced
up at me and said: “I watched over you. In case that chrome came
back while you slept.” 


        “Thank you, little one,” I
said.


          “My name is not little one,” she
said, looking up from her shells. “My name is  Tiara.”


          “And I am Asheva,” I told her. I
decided to use my real name here in the Red kingdom, in the hope
that it might reach Chtomio’s ears.  


          “Where are your mother and
father?”


          “I can’t tell you, for the
Ichtiis could come and take them away.”


          “Who are the Ichtiis?” I
asked.


          She kept her voice low: “They are
creatures of death; half chromes, half marine. They come out from
the water at night and roam the land, searching for those who
should be punished. They take them back into the water. That’s how
they would’ve punished my mother and father if they had found them,
but they can’t because they are in a secret place.”


          “What did your parents do that is
so terrible?” I asked.


          “They committed a sin,” she said.
“Something that should never be done; something that I can’t tell
you.”


          I tried to work out what part of
this, if any could be true. After all, she was a small chrome and
if she was anything like the ones in Axyum, she probably believed
anything her elders told her.


          “Why don’t the older chromes
fight these creatures, these Ichtiis?” I asked.


          “They’re too scared. They say
that when the Ichtiis come out, it is because Adio is angry with us
Janis and wants a sacrifice.”  She shuddered.  


          “Who is Adio?”


          Tiara pouted and explained that
there were three castes in the kingdom: the ruling caste of Ashis
which consisted of nobles; the Sayis, who were the tradesmen,
soldiers and artisans of the kingdom; and then finally, there were
the Janis, the lowest beggar caste.


          “Adio, the God of the Sea,
offered water to Adia, the Goddess of the Land, who offered earth
to him. They mixed their gifts together and molded several chromes.
Then they each added a drop of blood so that these chromes became
Red,” she recited. “But the chromes were very ugly and nothing at
all like the gods intended them to be. That’s how the Janis were
created. So Adio and Adia decided to try again. This time, the
chromes they made were closer to the gods’ image and that’s how the
Sayis were born. The Sayis came out better than the Janis, but the
gods still weren’t satisfied. So they made one last attempt and
created the Ashis. Adio compared their reflection with his in the
water and this time he was pleased with the result. The Ashis were
perfect! He and Adia then crowned one of the Ashis king of all the
Reds.”


          “Adio and Adia?” I said.


          She nodded. “Their statues guard
the entrance of Samaris. Besides us, they created the entire Red
kingdom and all the other gods as well.”


          The infant explained that each of
the statues on the walls of Samaris was a god or a goddess favored
by the Reds.  She recited their names one by one, along with their
powers.  


          If I had not met Chtomio, I am
sure I would have taken the myths at face value, like Tiara. But
now, the more god histories I heard in the territories, the more
they seemed to be a pack of lies. The Mother Goddess of the Green,
Adio and Adia of the Red, the Shepherd God of the Black, the Blue’s
Goddess of Chance – each color seemed to be the ‘chosen’ one
amongst all the chromes. And each color’s deities were more
powerful than any other gods. Had I remained in Axyum, I would have
trembled at such blasphemous thoughts, but now I’d experienced the
freedom to decide for myself. My father had told me the Red kingdom
was a place of humble, yet powerful warriors, but my personal
encounters were revealing yet another territory where injustice
reigned supreme. Maybe, even my father did not know as much about
the territories as I thought.  Perhaps he only chose to repeat to
me what others had told him because he didn’t want to seem ignorant
in my eyes.


        “Finally,” continued Tiara, “there
are Ium, god protector of the Ashis and Eris, god protector of the
Sayis.”


          “And what about the Janis?” I
asked. “Don’t you have a god that protects you?”


          “No,” she said. “We are the
untouchables, the ugly ones.”


          “I am sure you are not ugly,” I
told her. 


          “Oh yes I am,” she assured
me.


          “Where I come from, no one is
made ugly by the gods,” I told her. “All of us, no matter what
color we belong to, are beautiful to them, because we are their
reflection. That means you are beautiful too.”


          She turned her mask up towards me
and squealed: “Really? Like Princess Cestia?”


          “Oh, far more than Princess
Cestia, of that I am sure.”


          Tiara then placed her hands near
her mask and began to giggle. “You’re funny! My mother always tells
me I am a princess too!”


          She quickly got up on her feet
and said, “It’s time for me to go now.” 


          “Where?” I asked.


          “To my secret place,” she
whispered.


          With that, she scampered out of
the hut before I could follow her, disappearing amongst the maze of
huts and alleys. Only then did I realize that I had not asked her
about Chtomio. The conversation about the gods and the castes had
distracted me. 


          I kept watch in the vague hope
that my old friend would journey to this strange encampment and
greet me joyfully. But there was no sign of him anywhere. I
questioned several chromes to see if they knew him, but they
clearly didn’t trust me and pleaded ignorance. 


          When the night finally arrived,
it brought an eerie calm to the Janis village. The crowded alleys
and the screams of the day faded away. Sleep would not come to me
so I stepped outside Tiara’s hut for a breath of fresh air. No
fires had been lit and it was so quiet I could hear the ocean’s
waves whispering as they hit the shore.  I looked up towards the
city of Samaris. Unlike the encampment, the city boasted home fires
burning everywhere. Even from where I stood, I could see giant
torches ranged throughout the mountain, illuminating every street
and dwelling, as well as all the monolithic statues.  


          I studied the great horned tower
of the King’s castle, perched on the highest part of the city. I
wondered whether it was where he stayed and I debated what kind of
chrome he was.  Was there a legitimate reason behind the disparity
in his treatment of his subjects?  It didn’t seem likely.  Even the
Black nation, with all its faults, would never allow its sons or
daughters to live in such poverty and despair. 


          But then my mind drifted back to
the time when my mother and I had gone to the Palace of the Elders
in Axyum, only to be treated like the lowest of worms. Was there
any difference between the elders and these Ashis? I had to admit
that there wasn’t. Power has a strange allure, I was now aware; it
unites chromes of different colors in abusing the privilege the
gods granted them.


          Chtomio had probably realized
this as well. But why didn’t he tell me about the Reds’ inequality?
And if he was a high ranking noble, why didn’t he do something
about it? The more I thought about my friend, the more I knew I had
to see him again. 


          Suddenly, I heard shouting coming
from the beach.  Part of me wanted to go inside the hut again, yet
another part of me wanted to see what was up. 


          “They come out from the water at
night and roam the land, searching for those who should be
punished.” The infant’s warning about the Ichtiis now sounded like
a premonition.
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        One
of the weaknesses that the gods have infringed upon me is
curiosity. An ancient Black proverb said that to show curiosity is
like tickling the god of fate; it takes little for him to notice
you and even less for him to change your destiny.  


        
  
I made my way to the shore, where I saw a blazing fire. The
shouting that I had heard had not come from infernal creatures but
from several chromes who seemed intent in pushing a boat into the
water.  But the strong waves thwarted their efforts. One of the
chromes turned around and saw me watching them. “Are you going to
stand there or are you going to help?” he said.



          I remembered him.  Reflected in
the light of the flames, I recognized his mask made of soft cloth.
He was one of the two that had baited the guards during the Ferya
ceremony.


          “What should I do?” I asked. 
They all stiffened.


          “He’s not Verio!” said another
one. They were all wearing clothed masks.


          “No, but he’s helped us before,
and his arms are just as good as Verio’s, maybe even better,” the
other chrome said, looking at me.  “What is your name?”


          “Asheva,” I said.


          “Tell me Asheva,” he said,
amused, “have you grown tired of playing with the Sayis and Ashis
inside the walls? Now you want to see how real chromes live, is
that it?” 


          Everyone else laughed.


          “I’m neither a Sayi nor an Ashi.
I come from outside the kingdom,” 


          That killed the laughter
immediately. 


          “Are you not a Red then?” someone
else asked.


          Now I was regretting opening my
mouth. “No. I’m a Violet,” I replied.  I concocted a good solid
story about my origins using what I’d learned from the weeks I’d
spent with Jhute and Zimdie.  I spoke confidently of the lavender
plains and regaled them with exciting tales about traveling with my
parents in our rolling house. I told how we were attacked by Blacks
in the Eastern forest, who burned my home and left me orphaned. I
felt bad about lying, but I couldn’t take any chances.


          “Ah,” said one. “I knew you were
a Violet, from your way of speaking.”


          I nodded, smiling inside my mask
at the unlikely thought of a Black speaking like a Violet.


          “But you wear a Red mask,” said
another, “and Red clothes.”


          “In honor of the Red kingdom,” I
said, making up yet another story. “To mark the victory over the
Blacks.”


          “Well, in that case, you are
welcome aboard. My name is Daerec,” said the chrome that I had seen
at the Ferya.


          It was obvious that their
knowledge of the territories was limited, just like mine had been
before leaving Axyum. Perhaps the rulers of Samaris wouldn’t want
it any other way, I thought. Just like the elders.


          I soon made friends with all of
Daerec’s mates. There was his brother Enyac, the chrome who had
been standing near him at the Ferya. There was Oghale, a large and
muscular chrome with the voice of an infant, Yanetz, a tall but
skinny chrome and Xai, the youngest of the crew. He told me he had
fifteen solstices, but I suspected them to be less.


          “Come here to the stern, Asheva.
Help us push this beast in the waters,” said Daerec after I had
made acquaintance with everyone.


          The beast was a clunky wooden
boat, shaped like a walnut shell and big enough to hold about five
chromes. I later learned it was called a tartan. As I placed my
hands at the stern end I could feel that the boat was made from
different types of wood all patched together, the same way the
Janis patched their clothes.  At the count of three I pressed my
shoulder against it, along with the others. “Push! Push!” cried one
of the chromes. Before I knew it, I was in the cold water up to my
waist.  The others scrambled aboard.


          “Come, Asheva! You shall eat
tonight, too!” said Daerec lending his arm. I hesitated for a
moment.  


          “Where are you going?” I asked
him, fearing a journey for which I was not prepared.


          “Where do you think? Fishing!” he
replied, laughing. 


          The lightheartedness and
spontaneity of Daerec surprised me. He didn’t seem to care where I
came from or why I was there. Judging from his voice, he couldn’t
have been much older than I was; maybe sixteen solstices. I clasped
his arm and climbed on board. 


          Enyac and Oghale hoisted a square
sail and tacked the boat out towards the open sea.


          “Thank you, for helping me at the
Ferya.” Daerec said.


          I nodded and replied: “It’s one
of the Collective Laws, to help someone in need.”


          “There’s not much use for the
Collective Laws, in this place,” Enyac snorted.


          I asked them about their curious
cloth made masks, so unlike other I had seen.


          “That’s because we are
merchromes!” said Xai proudly. 


          “Merchromes?” 


          “We are chromes of the sea, so we
call ourselves merchromes,” explained Daerec.


          “And because we spend a lot of
time out to sea and in the water, we can’t wear those other masks,”
added Enyac.


          “We shouldn’t wear any mask if
you ask me!” said Daerec.


          “Aye!” said everyone else.


          I shouted “Aye!” too and we all
laughed.


          The tartan made its way out in
the open waters and soon the only visible part of the coast was
Samaris, with its tiny lights in the distance. The stars twinkling
against blue velvet of the night and the silvery reflection of the
moon on the water provided the only light source. Samaris was so
peaceful from afar and yet so violent up close I thought,
reflecting on the Janis encampment and the heartless violence of
the Red guards during the Ferya. The Red kingdom was not a place of
rectitude like I had been made to believe. It was a kingdom of
deceit.


          Meanwhile, the merchromes started
whispering to each other. I couldn’t make out what they were
saying. Daerec came over to me.  “It’s time to cast our net. We
have to do it quietly so as not to scare the fish. Here, take
this.” He handed me a section of the net. “On my signal, toss it in
the water.” When everybody was ready, he raised his arm, “Now!”
whispered Daerec, and we all threw the long net overboard.


          We waited in silence for a while,
and when we pulled the net up, all sorts of creatures fell out on
deck, jumping and leaping around in frenzy. We cast the nets out
twice more, until the boat was filled with fish and I was no longer
sure who smelled worst, us or our catch. It was hard but rewarding
work, with much to show for our troubles at the end.


          “You’re one lucky chrome,
Asheva,” said Daerec. “You won’t need to eat dead rodents for a
while!” All the others burst out laughing. He explained that they
used to fish in sunlight until they discovered that the best catch
could be had at night.


          “That’s when the fish go in
search of food, but other merchromes are too lazy to go out in the
darkness,” he added.


          We sailed the tartan back to the
shore and spilled out onto the beach, tired yet satisfied with our
work. Daerec handed me a basket of fish. “This is for you.”


          I thanked him and asked where I
could get some salt to preserve my share of the food. Everyone
stopped what they were doing to stare at me. Then they burst out
laughing. “You really aren’t of this land, are you?” said Daerec.
“We Janis are not allowed to take salt. That’s why there is so much
hunger.


          “But why? I have seen plenty of
it on my way here.”


          “Indeed you have. There is more
than enough for everyone. But only the Ashis and Sayis are allowed
to take their share. If we Janis touch the salt, they say it
becomes impure and can’t be used.”


          “That’s why if a Janis is caught
taking some salt, he is…”


          “Impaled,” I concluded, telling
them about the victims I had seen on my way to Samaris.  


          Daerec nodded solemnly. “We can’t
use the salt, we can’t go inside the walls, we can’t do
anything.”


          “Why do you stay here?” I asked.
Why don’t you just leave?”


          “And go where?” replied Daerec.
“This is our land. This is where the gods intended for us to be. To
live, suffer and die here.”


          I desperately wanted to tell them
the truth about the gods, about colors and chromes, and all I had
learned, but I knew they wouldn’t believe me. We sat on the beach
by the fire and grilled fish. As we waited for the sun to come up,
we talked and laughed and joked with one another. It had been a
long time since I’d been in such a good company. Then they began to
ask about my territory.


          “What caste do you belong to in
your land?” asked Daerec.


          “There are no castes, where I
come from,” I said, although in the back of my mind I remembered
how some of my friends’ fathers used to receive special privileges
from the elders.


          Daerec looked at the other four.
“See? I told you it was different in the other territories!”


          “You mean you can have your own
land to grow food?” asked one of them incredulously.


          “If that is what you want to do,
yes,” I replied.


          “And you can study the sacred
books?” enquired another.


          “You’re expected to do that, in
the seminary.” I would have really liked to tell them that in my
city too, and I suspected throughout all the territories, all that
glittered was not gold. But I held my tongue.


          As the sun’s rays ushered in
daylight, I noticed a young chrome approaching, walking close to
the seashore.  It was Tiara. As she settled down on her haunches a
distance away, to stare out over the water, I pointed her out to
the others and told them her story about the creatures of the sea
wanting to take her mother.


          “We bury our dead in the sea,”
commented Enyac, “Perhaps that is what she meant.”


          “So her mother and father are
dead?” I said.


          “I think so,” replied Enyac.
“Although I never saw her father. Some say he was an Ashi although
I find that hard to believe. The Ashis wouldn’t tolerate any sin
between one of their own and a Janis. If it were true, I’m
surprised she’s still alive.”


          “Let her be. She’s lost in her
own world,” added Daerec.


          The sight of her alone on the
beach, facing the sea made me sad. I walked towards her, but she
did not seem to have noticed me.


          “Hello Tiara,” I greeted her.


          She turned towards me.
“Hello.”


          “You must be cold,” I said,
taking off what remained of my mantle and wrapping it around her
shoulders. “Here, take this.” 


          She pulled it tight around
herself.


          “Better?”


          She nodded.


          “Good.”


          “Red is thy heart,” she said.


          “I’m sorry?” 


          “Red is thy heart. It’s what you
say to someone after a good deed; it’s what my mother always tells
me.” 


          “Thank you,” I said. 


          She smiled at me.


          When I went back to the others,
Daerec invited me to share their shelter with them, so I left the
beach and headed back to the encampment with my new Janis
friends.


          The merchromes’ hut turned out to
be a large mud mound, topped by a hole to let in sunlight. It
reminded me of an anthill made by Borio ants in Axyum. The inside
was crowded with hanging fishnets and beds of straw in a circle
against the wall. The wall was decorated with drawings of fish.
Daerec pointed to one of the beds and told me to take it. “It
belonged to one of our mates,’ he said. “He passed away not too
long ago.”


          “How did he die?” I asked.


          “He died of the disease that gets
most of us here. It sweeps you off your feet like a wave and in a
matter of days you are summoned by the Gods.” 


          The two brothers took off their
masks. They were almost identical, with copper-colored hair that
sharply contrasted with their pale skin faces. Besides the
different voices, the only other difference between them was the
color of the eyes. Daerec’s were gray and Enyac’s a transparent
blue.


          “What about your father and
mother?” I asked them.


          “Our mother died giving birth to
us,” replied Daerec. 


          “And the king killed our father,”
said Enyac. 


          “Why?” I asked.


          “It was during a protest for
food, before the latest war with the Blacks.”


          “Kill one to teach many,” said
Daerec bitterly as he slumped down on his bed. Within minutes he
had fallen asleep. Enyac remained awake. 


          “The King had my father killed
here among the Janis, so that everyone could see.”


          “Why do you stand for it?” I
asked. “Why doesn’t anyone rebel against this?”


          “Look at us, Asheva,” he said.
“Most of us die early because of the disease. The ones who reach
old age become beggars that sit by their huts wasting what little
they have left of their lives in brawls. We try to fight, we even
built that tartan with our own hands, but no one follows our lead.
Everyone’s afraid the Sayis and Ashis will kill us if we show
resilience.”


          All I could think of was how
honored I felt being with such chromes. I thought I had suffered in
the territories, but my experiences were as nothing compared to my
new friends.


          As I lay in my new bed, I thought
about Chtomio. I had to find him and show him there were other
valiant soldiers who would be perfect for his quest.
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When I woke up, I told my
new found friends the purpose of my journey to Samaris and of my
intention to sneak inside the city to find Chtomio.



          “You’re out of your mind,” said Daerec.


          Enyac agreed. “The Gatekeepers will kill you the moment you
try and enter the passage.”


          “But I’m dressed like a Red,” I said. “Why shouldn’t they let
me go through?”


          “Entrance to Samaris is prohibited to anyone who isn’t Ashi or
Sayi.” 


          “The Sayis go through the left passage and the Ashis enter at
the right. In order to keep your head attached to the rest of you,
you must show the seal that proves you are either a Sayi or an
Ashi.” 


          “What if I just say I lost my seal?”


          They both laughed.


          “What’s so funny?”


          “The seal is a symbol marked on your arm, given only to Says
and Ashis. You can’t lose your arm! Not unless you ask one of the
guards to slice it off for you.”


          “What sort of symbol?”


          They drew an ‘A’ and an ‘S’ on their mud wall. Now it was my
turn to laugh.


          The two brothers looked at each other.


          “My friend Chtomio has an ‘A’ on his left arm, so he must be a
noble. All the more the reason I have to talk to him. All I need is
to mark an ‘A’ on mine.”


          “We can help you with that,” said Enyac, reaching for a canvas
bag from which he took a small bowl full of dark liquid.  “It comes
from cuttlefish and squid.” He pointed to the decorations on the
walls. “I use it to draw likenesses of what we catch,” he said.
“Give me your left arm.”


        He picked up a stick and within a few moments had meticulously
painted a beautiful ‘A’ on my arm.


          “There!” he said when he had finished, satisfied by his work.
“My friend, you have just become an Ashi!”


          But Daerec sounded a cautious note. “It can’t be that easy,”
he said.


          “There’s only one way to find out,” I said.


          “This friend of yours must be very important if you’re willing
to risk your head for him.”


          “I owe him my life,” I said. 


         They glanced at each other.


          “Come then, the least we can do is to accompany you to the
gates.”


          “No, I’ll go alone. If I’m caught as an imposter and they see
you two with me they may kill you too.”


          Daerec clasped my arm tightly. “If you make it out alive, know
that there will always be a place for you in our tartan. I’m pretty
sure we can make a good merchrome out of you.” 


          “I hope we see you again,” added Enyac, sounding very much
like he thought he probably wouldn’t.


          “I am sure you will,” I replied. 


          Before I made my way back to the mountain, I cleansed myself
in the sea, in part to wash away the stench of the fish - no proper
noble would want to smell like a merchrome - but also to make sure
the seal Enyac painted did not easily fade away. And indeed it
stayed on as if it was a birthmark. I was excited to have
discovered Chtomio was a noble. As I neared the entrance to
Samaris, I could feel my enthusiasm growing. Soon my friend and I
would meet again. 


          When I reached the two tunnel entrances to the city, there was
no sign of the beggars from before. They now bustled with chromes
and carts passing in and out. Yellow and Orange merchants formed an
orderly queue. Their carriages were stacked high with food,
garments and metals. In front of them were a line of carts guarded
by Red chromes, each piled with sacks of salt. The Yellow and
Orange merchants would wait while a Red cart was brought over. Then
the Yellows and Oranges unloaded their wares on to the Red carts
whilst taking the salt sacks in return (I couldn’t help but notice
how the Reds let the Yellows and Oranges do all the heaving and
lifting). Then the carts, now stacked high with their foreign goods
were rolled inside the passages by two Reds while the carts bearing
the sacks of salt were rolled away by the Yellow and Orange
merchants. One supervising Red chrome barked out directions the
whole while: left for the Sayis, right for the Ashis. It was all
very quick and efficient, as though this type of trade and barter
had been going on for longer than any could remember. 


          With all the coming and going, perhaps the Gatekeepers inside
the tunnel would be less prone to verify my seal, I thought. The
time had come. I made my way past the carts and the Yellow and
Orange merchants and towards the Red supervisor chrome, who was
inspecting garments in an Orange cart. “Sayi!” he shouted.


          Goods sent through the Sayis’ tunnel returned far fewer sacks
than those rolling out of the Ashis’. The Orange shook their heads
in disapproval but began to unload stacks of long velvet cloaks,
collecting their sacks of salt in exchange, all the same. 


          I moved passed the supervisor chrome and headed towards the
right passage, underneath the god Adio, where only the noble Ashis
could go. The chrome turned his mask towards me as I went. I
stopped, fearing he would say something. Instead he just nodded and
gave a slight bow. I returned with a slight tilting of my head and
moved on into the tunnel.


          For a moment I walked in complete darkness towards a cool
breeze which blew from inside the city, bringing with it a scent of
citrus and pine trees.


          After a moment or so, a glow of light from up ahead
illuminated four enormous figures standing abreast across the
passage, each easily the size of at least two normal chromes. I
recognized their gray skull-like masks and their blood red mantles.
These were the Gatekeepers. One of them held a scimitar, its blade
reflecting the flames of the torches burning high on the walls
either side of them. 


          “The seal!” cried one of them.


          I rolled up my left sleeve and made sure the ‘A’ was visible.
The sea liquid Enyac had used was still vivid on my skin. One of
the gatekeepers came close and scrutinized my arm closely. I was
genuinely afraid that standing so near to me, he would be able to
hear my heart thumping loudly in my chest. After what felt like
half a vigil, he looked at me and said: “thank you, oh noble one.” 
Then all four bowed in unison.


          I continued on, my breath returning and my heart beat
gradually slowing. In fact, I was beginning to rather enjoy the
bowing and reverence. But most important of all, I had made it! I
was in Samaris!


          I should have known by now that when things seem too good to
be true, they almost certainly are. The gods love to punish pride
and foolish complacency. I arrived at another station inside the
tunnel. This time, there were no gatekeepers, just iron bars
blocking the passage. In the middle of the iron grate stood a
metallic cage the size of a chrome. It was open, but the door had
numerous pointed sharp spikes. Once closed, that cage would become
a death chamber.  


          Daerec’s cautionary words came back to haunt me. It’s too
easy. He was right. What an idiot I had been, thinking that a
tattoo is all it would take to let me inside! And now here I was
trapped inside the tunnel, with no way back and the way forward
promising almost certain death. 


          There was a cart in front of the caged entrance. A Red guard
was unloading it. Seeing I was behind the cart he gestured for me
to come forward. “Please, noble one. Do not let me hinder you.”



          I had no choice. I slowly made my way around the cart to the
grate. The spiked door was open. Perhaps the cage was just a
sinister relic of older times, I tried to tell myself. Perhaps it
no longer works. From the other side of the bars, a shadow
materialized from the walls. His mask was white with a red circle
on his forehead. He stood facing me from the other side of the
cage.


          “Are you going to just stand there, or are you coming
through?” he said impatiently.


          I glanced behind me to see the guard unloading the goods
looking at me. 


          “Is all well, noble guardian?” he asked the chrome behind the
bars with what sounded to me like a distinct note of suspicion in
his voice.


          This was it, I was convinced. The gods were finally going to
punish me for my insolence. I turned towards the door and
hesitated, hoping that at least it would be quick and I might feel
no pain.  I counted more than ten spikes. They would spear me like
a soft melon. I took a step forward inside the cage and looked at
the Red guardian facing me.


          He pulled a handle and the door closed behind me. I braced
myself for the inevitable, for my last short moments in this world
to pass. But the moments came and went and nothing happened. The
spikes remained a palm’s length away from my back. Now the chrome
placed his hand on another lever. This one was connected to a
spring which, if released, would slam the spiked door into my hide.
He came closer to my mask and whispered something I did not
understand.


          “What?” I asked.


          “I said, the password,” he murmured. I glanced down to see his
grip on the lever tighten.


          My fate had already been in the hands of the gods more than
once. I knew that by coming here I had challenged their benevolence
yet again. I had tested their patience too far this time. How was I
ever to guess what password the nobles gave to each other in order
to gain access into Samaris?


        But if the gods are on your side, anything is possible.  The
noblest thing to say to someone? I had one guess and one only. The
noblest word or words, what would they be? And right there, in that
moment, four of them tumbled in to my mind, as if put there by the
gods themselves. As they left my lips, there was not a mite of
doubt in my mind that they were the ones that would save my life.



          “Red is thy heart.” 


          The cage bars in front of me opened with a clanking. I walked
straight ahead, offering prayers of thanks to the gods for having
sent Tiara to me. 


          The tunnel contained a long stairway made of red porphyry. As
I went up the stairs, windows appeared and the city of Samaris
opened up for me in all its splendor. The towers and statues I had
seen from the outside hid graceful terraces full of fountains and
gardens. The water from the fountains cascaded from the highest
terraces all the way down to where they flowed into a lake. There
were large stairs on the center of each terrace, with smaller ones
to the sides. I heaved a sigh of relief. I was free! And I owed it
to Tiara. There was much more to that little infant than the Janis
had led me to believe.


          Emerging from the passage, I found myself in an open forum
halfway up in the mountain. From here, I could see a wall that
divided the mountain in two; between the lower terraces and the
upper terraces. It did not take me long to work out that the Sayis
lived below while the noble Ashis enjoyed the upper part of the
city. There is no time to lose, I thought to myself. I was there
for one reason, to find Chtomio.


          The open square was busy with chromes. They were divided in
various groups, all huddled around one or two speakers. I
approached the group nearest me. “It is a scandal, my fellow Ashis!
And we have to do something about it!” said the orator. The others
nodded in agreement. I moved closer to listen. Surely it must have
been an important issue for their kingdom.


          “To only be allowed to grow almond trees in this terrace is an
outrage! We need more citruses!”


          “You couldn’t be more wrong, my dear friend!” replied another.
“We should plant new varieties. In Papylia, they have the most
beautiful flowers…”


          I moved over to another group where I searched among the
various masks for Chtomio, but I didn’t see him there, either. Here
the conversation concerned food.


          “The Yellow undoubtedly produce the best beef, much better
than that of the Orange!”


          “What nonsense! Have you ever tasted Orange beef? It melts in
the mouth.”


          “Noble friends,” I interrupted. “I wonder if anyone has seen
the noble Chtomio today?”


          The two bickering chromes immediately stopped talking and
turned  to face me.


          “We know of no Chtomio, young fellow and I suggest you mind
your manners. It is not done to interrupt when two minds are
debating such hard pressed issues.” And before I could reply, they
returned to their discussion, this time over which territory made
the best cheese.


          Dumbfounded, I moved about the other small groups of nobles,
hoping to get a different reaction. Yet, no one seemed to know my
friend. 


          I moved further up to the next terrace, where a group of Red
played music, while others were busy lighting candles. Here, a
large, fancy-dressed crowd had gathered to dance on a checkerboard
courtyard of red and white marble. Sparkling silver tapers hung
from every tree branch along the terrace, bathing the dancers with
the glowing reflection from the last rays of the sun.  Two lines of
young male and female chromes formed on opposite sides of the
checkerboard.  The females wore white masks with full crimson lips.
Each was uniquely decorated with lively colors and ornaments like
flower petals, bows, stars, and gems to show off its owner’s eyes.
They were clothed in filmy white silk mantles and robes that draped
around their slim figures. I couldn’t help but be struck by their
beauty.  The male chromes wore red masks with black patterns on the
forehead and mouth and sported red velvet cloaks. 


        An elder chrome started tapping a stiletto on a silver gong. An
unusual and quite haunting chime rang out. One by one, each of the
chromes skipped to the middle of the checkered floor and bowed to
the opposite gender, before they all formed into couples. Other
musicians began to pluck melodies out of pliant string instruments
while each couple began a sinuous dance that drew them closer and
forced them back, separating them with an imaginary invisible wall.
The dancers teased each other as they moved the palms of their
hands close enough to clasp, almost touching before retreating
again. It was enchanting and strange. 


          Then the music stopped and a herald cried out: “One vigil more
until the feast of the candles!”


          The music began again, but the next song wasn’t nearly as
captivating. Many of the younger chromes became distracted by a
juggler playing with flaming torches.


          “Look at the Princess,” I heard one lady chrome whisper to
another. “Stunningly beautiful as always.”


          I gazed in the direction the two masked females were staring
and recognized Princess Cestia’s pearl mask. It was slightly
different from the one I had seen at the Ferya because it only
covered half of her face, exposing her mouth and chin — something
that would have been unheard of back in Axyum. She had full,
cherry-colored lips and her forehead was decorated with flower
petals that extended to the top of her mask and were entwined into
her hair – all the same red color as the gossamer silk mantle she
wore.


          For a moment, I truly believed she had come from the heavens.
I moved closer to her. Her scent spoke of roses and berries. I
tried my best to concentrate on the juggler but I could not resist
staring. She was almost as tall as me, with long slender white
hands which she clutched to her chest as she watched the juggler.
Her long black hair drifted in the breeze. A strand of it touched
my face. 


          “You are not dancing, Your Highness?” someone behind her
asked. We both turned to face a lordly young chrome of our own age.



          Princess Cestia gave him a hard stare and then with a calm,
but firm voice replied “Why should I dance when so many of our
subjects suffer?”


          “So why even watch a juggler then?” The chrome replied with an
arrogant note in his voice.


          “Your insolence is annoying as usual Erai,” she snapped. 


          “And your beauty is stunning as usual, Cestia.” He bowed and
moved on to where other young female Ashis were talking and
laughing together.


          Cestia sensed my presence and turned towards me.


          “I cannot recognize you with the mask you wear. In any event,
the answer is no to you as well. And you can stop following me
around.”


          I bowed. “I have been amongst the Janis and I agree with you.
I cannot abide shallow discussions about plants and trees to
ornament Samaris while outside the walls, infants of the kingdom
die for lack of food.”


          As I spoke, I let my emotions take hold of me rather more than
I had planned on. I recalled when my mother and I had waited for
someone from Axyum’s Palace of the Elders to come and tell us about
the death of my father. I still burned with rage over what the
Eldest tried to do to my mother. The color and the cities changed,
but the arrogance and injustice remained.


          “Your words sound unusually sincere,” she said in an intrigued
tone, “but I don’t recognize your mask. Who are you?” 


          “It does not matter who I am,” I replied. “But I have seen
with my own eyes the high price that too many chromes pay for being
born on the wrong side of the walls. It heartens me to know you
feel the same anger and compassion that I do.”


          The music started again. “Dance with me,” she said.


          At that moment, the chrome that had approached the princess
earlier pushed me hard from behind, making me lose my balance. I
fell to the floor, landing hard and chipping part of my mask while
he and his friends laughed.


          “What sort of mask do you have that breaks so easily?” he
said. “Who are you anyway?”


          “Erai, stop it!” said Cestia.


          “You won’t dance with me and yet you’ll dance with him? Look
at him! He doesn’t even have a mantle. For all that I know, he
could be a Janis in disguise!”


          “You shouldn’t have pushed me Erai,” I hissed, getting to my
feet.


          He hesitated at first but then, led on by his friends, he
replied: “You know me, but I don’t know you. That’s not a situation
I like.  State your name.”


          “My name is Chtomio,” I told him.


          He burst into a strange laughter. “Chtomio? What kind of a
name is that? Chtomio! It’s not an Ashi name. Even a Janis would
feel embarrassed to be burdened with a name like that! I can only
presume your father and mother were drunk as usual the day you were
born.”


          He was really beginning to get on my nerves. “It is a Red
name,” I said. “Both ancient and noble.”


          “No, no. My name is ancient and noble. It comes from Erai, the
God of the Hunt, which stands for valiance and bravery. What does
your name stand for, Chtomio?”


          Unfortunately, we Black chromes are not known for our
patience. “It stands for one who is about to make a loud mouthed
fool hit the ground so hard, he will forget his own name.” I
said.


          His friends roared with laughter. Being shown up in such a way
was too much for Erai, who charged at me. He was big but he was
also soft, reminding me of those heavy sacks we used for the game
of Phersu in Axyum. And like those sacks full of lard, I easily
swerved out of his path, tapping him just enough with my foot to
trip him and send him flying. He landed heavily, drawing the wind
out of him with a loud, bleating cry. 


          “Enough!” came a commanding voice.  It was Minister Oris. Too
late, I realized how letting my emotions get the better of me had
been a very foolhardy thing to do. I had drawn the wrong sort of
attention to myself.  Many of the adult chromes from the terrace
below were bounding up the stairs to see what all the fuss was
about. Still others peered down from the terrace above us.


          “Tell me who you are, or I will have your mask removed in
front of everybody!”


        But now came another voice, one which turned every head its way
in immediate reverence and respect. 


          “That won’t be necessary, Oris. I shall speak to this
hot-headed, impetuous young chrome myself, in private.”


          It was none other than the King himself. His gold crown and
red-colored mask danced and glinted with the reflection of the many
candles lit all about him and his gold-rimmed red tunic sported a
coat of arms displaying the two Red guardian gods Adio and Adia. As
he made his way past the other nobles, all were quick to bow. When
he reached me, I did the same.


          “Come, young Chtomio, walk with me to my castle.”


          “He didn’t start it, Father!” said Cestia, rising to my
defense. 


          “In which case he has nothing to fear,” replied the King.
Then, glancing over at the musicians he exclaimed “Resume the music
and the dances! The feast of the candles is about to begin!”


        As the young chromes returned to the checkered board to begin a
new dance, the king’s two guards made sure I followed behind him as
he climbed the steps up the terraces. As we wound our way higher
and higher to the top of the city, I saw any number of nobles
pointing at me and whispering amongst themselves. Most were not
doing anything, just sitting outside their houses, idly chatting, 
eating and drinking. In Axyum, male and female chromes alike would
be busy at their chores, even at night. But in Samaris everything
seemed to stand still. The male chromes seemed flaccid and weak.
They were certainly no match for the powerful, sculpted forms of
Black Warriors. How it could have been possible that the Reds had
defeated the Black in the last war? Perhaps it was thanks to the
Sayis, the middle caste, I reasoned.


          The rose-colored castle stood on the highest terrace, at the
very top of the cliff. The thousand torches that lit its towers
made it seem as if the sun itself had decided to rest there for the
night. Once inside, we made our way through a covered courtyard
full of trees and plants I had never seen before. In the middle,
stood a pavilion made of the same stone as the castle. Three female
chromes were inside, chanting odes. They stopped abruptly when we
passed by.  


          Inside the tower, I was taken into the hall of the throne.
Torches on the walls shed glowing, flickering light throughout the
spacious chamber. Behind a golden throne at the far end, an
enormous red stained glass covered most of the wall. The floor was
decorated with an ornate round mosaic, depicting the same image of
Adio and Adia that the King had on his coat of arms. 


          The king turned towards the two guards. “Leave us.”


          They bowed and withdrew immediately, closing the doors behind
them.


          “Take off your mask,” he then ordered me.


          “Your majesty,” I said hesitantly, “there is something I need
to explain…”


          “Remove it,” he said. “Have no fear.”


          I did as he said. Slowly.


          The King said nothing, merely stared hard at me with piercing
eyes through his mask. 


          “You disobeyed me,” he said finally. “I forbade you to come
here.”


          I had thought from the start that he had sounded familiar but
had dismissed it. How could he have been? But as he removed his own
mask, the evidence was there before me. My search for Chtomio was
over, in the most unexpected way imaginable. 


         “Chtomio!” I cried. I reached out to hug him, but he stepped
back. 


          “You were not supposed to come here!” he said. His face looked
tired. “You were to wait where I left you.”


          “But you never came back to see me.” I said. “I waited so
long. I thought maybe something had happened to you, so I decided
to come looking-”


          “You should have stayed where you were!” he said, his anger
and displeasure clear.


        I felt dizzy, as if the solid floor I stood upon would crumble
at any moment. This was not the reaction I had expected. Nor was he
the chrome I thought he was. A great number of questions formed in
my mind.


          “I was worried for you,” I told him, desperate to assuage his
displeasure. “And now that I’ve found you, I don’t know what or who
you are.” As the surprise of our reunion wore off, my bewilderment
gathered. “How is it possible, my friend? How can you be King?”


          He turned around and paced nervously over the mosaic.


        “Are you a wise old chrome?” I continued. “An inscrutable
Harlequin, or a powerful king? Are you a compassionate ruler that
saved a young chrome’s life, or an evil tyrant that disregards the
lives of his own brothers? You can scarcely be all of these
things!”


          “I warned you of the differences between Samaris and the other
cities, did I not?” he said. “You should have listened to me! Now
you have put us both in danger! Do you understand that?”


          “Danger?” I said, astonished. “What danger? You are the King
of the Reds! You can do whatever you want!”


          “I can do whatever I want,” he scoffed. “Listen to yourself! I
must take my share of the blame for forgetting how young and naïve
you still are! There are so many things that you don’t know Asheva,
so many political complexities you can’t begin to grasp. I could
speak of them all night, you still wouldn’t come close to
understanding them. I have enemies both outside and inside these
walls, just like your Axyum, do you understand? No, how could you?
You’re just a young Black chrome who ran away from home, so I don’t
expect you to understand me.”


        He was so dismissive and disparaging in his tone. Now it was my
turn to sound angry, to be angry. 


          “Is that all you can say? I risked my life to enter Samaris
trying to find you. And this is how you treat me?”


          “You’re not listening to what I’m saying. You ruined my plans!
You were supposed to wait where I had left you.” 


         Perhaps it was the fatigue, or the harshness I had seen in the
faces of the Janis, but something broke in me. I no longer saw
Chtomio through the eyes I had done until then. 


          “Wait? For how long? And wait for what? To become the Eldest
in Axyum? That’s what you would have had me do? Sit there in that
forest and watch my life pass in front of me?” 


          “You should have trusted me,” he insisted.


          “I did trust you, but after all that time spent on my own, I
came to realize my life is my own.”


          “You want to go back to Axyum, don’t you?” He said, ignoring
this. “To try to free your mother and everyone you care about from
the tyranny and lies of the elders?’ 


          “Of course.”


          “And you think you know how? After all of that time alone with
your thoughts, you are suddenly wise? You think you know better
than I do?”


          I shook my head.


          “I just couldn’t stand hiding and being a fugitive any
longer,” I told him.


          “So by coming here you’ve made things better?” he said.


          “Why are you being so harsh with me?” 


          “Because you disobeyed me!” he thundered. “I needed to count
on you to trust me and always do as I say! Always!”


          “Well perhaps if you told me about your plans, it might have
been easier for me to do as I was told!” I snapped back, tired of
being treated like an infant. “You lied to me!” I continued. “You
told me that you were a Harlequin and instead, you are a king! You
promised you’d come back and you didn’t. You told me to always
follow a path of rectitude and yet your kingdom is full of cruelty
and injustice! I don’t understand anything any more.”


          “That’s because you are still young.”


          “Don’t patronize me!” I said, interrupting him. “I risked my
life coming here so the least you could do is tell me what your
plan is.”


          He glared at me with fury in his eyes. “How dare you,” he
hissed. It wasn’t the Chtomio I had known. But I didn’t budge one
bit. He turned around and walked away towards the throne.


          “When I met you, in your pathetic Green robes,” he said, “I
realized straight away that you were a Black, not only that, but
that you were the Black, the fugitive that had killed the
Eldest.”


          “How?” I said, surprised.


          “You were pure of heart. You wanted revenge over the Blacks
for the injustice your family suffered. I wanted revenge over the
death of my son. I thought that perhaps fate had decided to make
our paths cross. You would be the key to both of our
vengeances.”


          “But you won the war! Isn’t that enough of a revenge? And you
also said you wanted lasting peace between the Blacks and the
Reds.”


          “And I still do, and you could be the key to such peace. In
time, I could make you the Eldest and you would do as you please in
Axyum, knowing that the Reds would be behind you.”


          “You would want the Blacks to be controlled by the Reds?”


          “In a way, yes.”


          “What about the Harlequins? What about your words on
brotherhood? Were they all lies?”


          Chtomio remained silent.


          “Are you or are you not a Harlequin, Chtomio? Answer me!”


          “The lies I told you were for both of our sakes.”


          Once again I’d been betrayed; by the very chrome I had placed
all my hopes in. I was no longer paying attention to his words. He
had used me.


          “You must not despair Asheva. Every word I told you about the
chromes and Harlequins is true. And I do believe in brotherhood,
but someone has to lead and decide for the greater good of
all.”


          “Someone like you, you mean? Like the way you lead here in
Samaris? With castes and injustice?”


          He sighed. “There are many things that you cannot understand
about the ways of the Red because you are not one!”


          “I may not be a Red but I know your ways well; they’re no
different to those of the Black. Those in power use force and
deceit to keep the others in check.”


          “That is enough Asheva! You are not a king! You do not know
what it means to be a ruler!” 


          The throne room doors opened. “Father?” It was Cestia. “Is
everything all right?”


          When the princess saw me without the mask she turned to the
king again.  “Who is he?” she asked. 


        I remained silent. Chtomio said: “Go on, my love. I will be with
you soon.”


          Cestia bowed to him and with an uncertain glance at me,
reluctantly left. When the door closed, Chtomio spoke with a catch
in his voice. “You must leave and return to the pine forest. This
is not your home and I cannot protect you here.”


          “Wait — Chtomio…”


          “And you must do it now!”


          “But…”


          “Quiet and listen! The guards will escort you outside of the
city walls. You will leave Samaris with the first lights, do you
hear? You are to go back to where you were and wait for my orders.
You shall never set foot in Samaris again. Is that clear?”


          I listened to him with a lump in my throat, trying my best to
hide my emotions. I quickly put my mask back on.


          “I don’t want to be protected. After what I’ve seen, I don’t
want to have anything to do with your plans. I am free and intend
to stay that way for the rest of my life. Free from the Blacks,
free from the Red or from any other color.”


          “Know this then,” he said, “by going against me you have
nothing to gain and all to lose. Think about that on your way back
to the Violet territory.”


          Then, without waiting for a response, he called his guards and
commanded them to escort me safely out of Samaris.


          It took all I had to leave his side.  Back in the garden, I
caught Minister Oris staring at me. He had been waiting all this
time to see what the king had planned for me. 


          The guards led me down the terraces, which were now all
adorned with candles. We went past the checkered courtyard, where
chromes of all ages seemed engaged in a game where each player
tried to blow out the others’ candle while protecting the flame of
his or her own. The only one who did not participate was Cestia.
She stood away from the board and followed me with her mask as I
was led past. I would have wanted to tell her so many things, but
the guards carted me off. Little did I know then in what dire
circumstances we would meet again.
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The guards marched me
through the Ashi tunnel past the cage where I had stood but hours
before, convinced I was about to be impaled by spikes, along the
dark passage to the entrance and out past the gateway into the
shadow of Adio and Adia. After making good and sure that I wasn’t
about to make any attempt to re-enter the city, they went back
inside. I heard the clanking sound of the gates and door closing
echo out. I was alone. It didn’t take long for me to do what I had
felt like doing ever since Chtomio had revealed his true self to
me. I sank to my knees, put my face in my hands and let a loud cry
escape from me. I felt empty and completely alone. But I also felt
angry, for placing my trust in someone that wanted to use
me.



          I longed for my old life, my
Mother and my house in Axyum; for a world that was simpler than the
one I had been thrown into from the moment we had been summoned to
the Palace of Elders to be told of my father’s death. When I
finally got up and looked up at the statues of Adio and Adia, they
seemed to mock me: “Look at the weak and feeble tears of the
worthless young Black, begging for our pity!”


          “You know nothing of me!” I
shouted at them. “Nothing!”


          “Asheva!” The whisper came out of
the darkness.


          “Who is it?” I said, turning
towards it.


          “Over here!” 


          I followed the voice until I saw
two shadows moving in front of me.


          “You made it!” came another
hushed voice. “You actually made it back alive.” 


          Daerec and Enyac, my merchrome
friends, moved through the shadows towards me. 


          “What are you doing here?”


          “We followed you ever since you
left us!” said Enyac.


          “You didn’t think we’d miss this
did you? I mean, no one ever tried to enter Samaris like you did 
tonight! No one!” 


          My anger and rage fell away in an
instant. Here were two true friends who thought enough of me to
give up their fishing and wait all night for me to come back from
the prohibited city. We clasped arms and then they bombarded me
with questions. How had I managed to get inside?  What did the city
look like? Were noble female chromes as beautiful as everyone said?



          I told them about most of the
things I had seen, from the older chromes and their heated debates
about useless trivialities to the checkerboard dances of the
younger chromes, the astounding beauty of Princess Cestia and the
way I had made the conceited buffoon Erai pay for his arrogance.
This last story had the pair of them staring at me in open-mouthed
awe. 


          “Did you find your friend?”
Daerec finally asked.


          It was easiest for me to lie.
Less complicated. How could I possibly explain what had happened
and expect them to make any sense of it?


          “No, I looked and asked. He is
travelling in the territories, away from the Red Kingdom.” 


          Thinking about Chtomio reminded
me of what he had asked of me and I immediately grew sad again.


          “My time here is at an end, my
friends. I must leave you.”


          I wanted nothing more than to
stay with them and become a merchrome, but I would do as Chtomio
had requested. He had saved my life and I was still very much in
his debt. 


          “Where are you going to go? Back
to the Violet territory?” asked Enyac.


          That was a question I didn’t have
an answer for. But then an idea began to form in my head.


          “I don’t know yet,” I said. “But
it will be wherever the wind will take me. I’ll be free. Why don’t
you both come with me? I would show you cities and places that you
would have never dreamed of.”


          Enyac turned his mask towards his
brother. “Explore new territories!” he said, almost garbling the
words in his excitement. “Imagine that, Daerec!”


          “And no one would see you as a
Janis any longer, only as a free chrome,” I added.


          Daerec remained silent.


          “Think about it!” I said, facing
him. In that moment I wanted the companionship of these two more
than I wanted anything.  “What do you have to lose? If you stay
here, you will only face more injustice and misery. Come with me
and live!”


          “He’s right brother!” said Enyac.
“What’s the point of staying here and wasting our lives in these
forsaken marshlands?”


          Daerec considered me a moment
before he spoke. 


          “Come this way,” he said, “I must
show you something.” He headed off in the direction of the
encampment. I was left to glance at Enyac, who was no wiser than I
about where his brother was going or what it was we were to see. We
marched silently through the night with only the sound of crickets
accompanying us. 


          “You’re right,” Daerec finally
said. “Things could be better for us away from our land. Much
better.” He sounded rueful. “We could be treated differently, there
would be new places to see and chromes to meet and customs to
learn.” 


          “Exactly!” said Enyac. “So why
don’t we go?”


          We had reached a point on the
pathway where a view of the encampment village opened up below us.
His brother stopped and indicated the huddled shacks and forlorn
huts gathered between marshland and the water’s edge, dimly lit by
the stars above us.  “Because this is our land. It’s where our
father and his father were born. This is where Enyac and I have
grown up. And this is where we need to stay and fight for what’s
right, just like our father did.”


        “But he died Daerec,” said Enyac,
“and nothing’s changed. I don’t want to die like him. I want to
live!”


          “You disrespect his memory!”
snapped Daerec.


          “I don’t! Do you really think he
would want us to live as we do, if we had a chance to leave?” 


          “If we leave, he will have died
in vain!” said Daerec. Then he turned to me. “We cannot come with
you Asheva, I’m sorry. For better or for worse, our place is
here.”


          I looked at both of them. It was
clear that Daerec would have the last word over his brother.  So I
nodded. “I understand more than you can imagine. And it was not my
intention to have you two quarrel. I shall leave knowing that I
have two real friends in the Red kingdom.”


          “Aye,” they both said and we all
laughed. We talked and stayed together until we saw the first
rose-colored streaks light up the night sky.  That’s when we
decided the time had come to part ways. They went down towards the
encampment of the Janis while I hiked away from the Janis marshland
out onto the plains to continue my journey into other territories.
Or so I thought. 


          As I made my way through the
plains away from Samaris, I noticed that a thick fog had begun
covering the land. The twilight sky had colored the fog of a
strange purple.  Purple, the color of death in Axyum.    


          It was then that I heard my name
again. “Asheva!” 


          It was Tiara. She was panting and
I thought she must’ve run all the way from the Janis’ huts. Her
fists were clenched.


          “What are you doing here?” I
asked her, surprised.


          “You didn’t say good-bye!” she
said angrily. “Your friends told me you were leaving. You didn’t
even say good-bye!”


          I was in no mood for laments. 
“You must go back to your hut!” I said, and started walking away.
She began to cry.


          “Why were you nice to me? I
thought you were good but instead you are bad, just like everybody
else!”


          I stopped and turned around. “Go
on back, Tiara.” I said.


          She shook her head.


          “I have to go Tiara,” I told her,
this time more softly. “I can’t stay here.”


          “Take me with you?” she pleaded.
“My mother…she said it’s all right!”


          I thought about what Daerec and
Enyac had told me about her parents and how they were probably both
dead. “Look Tiara-”


          “Please?” 


          I wanted to tell her I had no
place to go, so I couldn’t take care of her. But then I thought
about her harsh life amongst the Janis, and how her words had saved
my life in the tunnel of Samaris. 


          “All right,” I sighed. “You can
come with me, but you have to do as I tell you, every time. No
arguments.”


          She ran forward and hugged me
tight, almost squeezing the breath out of me as her little arms
clung tight around my neck and throat. “I promise.”


          “It won’t be fun!” I warned her,
holding back a smile inside my mask. 


          And so we set off together in the
direction of the great Cancerian Road. 


          Tiara started running in front of
me. 


          “Look at the purple fog! It’s
magic!” she said, while dancing and running in circles.


          “Don’t get lost!” I warned her. 



          I looked back at Samaris one last
time. It had disappeared in the fog. Unfortunately, I could not
make my feelings about Chtomio disappear as well. Nevertheless, I
could not go against the will of the chrome who saved my life. 


          My thoughts then drifted to
Princess Cestia and a feeling akin to homesickness welled up in my
heart.  Just then, Tiara called my name.  “I saw a tree walking!”
she said, pointing out in the plains. “Can they do that?” 


          Instinctively I unsheathed my
dagger and pulled Tiara into a crouching position beside me.
Visibility was bad. Maybe it was just a trick of Tiara’s mind, I
thought.  “Where is it?” I whispered.


          “I can’t see it anymore,” she
whispered back.


          I concentrated and listened. A
soft, continuous thumping sound, emanated from the ground. 


          “I can see it again,” said Tiara,
pointing. “Over there!”


          I squinted in the fog.  Yes,
something tall was moving. Then I realized it was a moving siege
tower, used by warriors to scale city walls and to give them
protective height so they could shoot volleys of arrows at an
enemy. More towers flanked the first one. To my horror, the entire
horizon line was awash in soldiers and weapons!  Their battle flags
and standards were of one, unequivocal color. 


          Black.


          “Who are they?” cried Tiara in
fear. 


          “The Black Army,” I said, barely
able to form the words in my shock.


          The warriors marched toward us at
a steady pace, but I knew better. They were moving quickly to take
the Reds by surprise. I was tempted to leave the Red kingdom to its
destiny – the Blacks were, after all, my folk. But this thought
lasted only a moment. There were too many people who meant too much
to me in Samaris, unaware of what was coming their way. I couldn’t
leave them to their fate. I took Tiara’s hand and we started
running. 


          When we reached the wall of
statues, I said to Tiara “find Daerec and Enyac. Tell them the
Blacks are about to attack the city.  The Janis must set sail in
their Tartans. The sea will be their only means of escape.”


          “But what about you?”


          “I need to warn the king.  I’ll
meet you on the beach.”


          “But they’ll kill you if you try
and enter!” 


          “There is no other way to get to
the castle.”


          “Yes, there is! Through the
caves.”


          “What caves?”


          “It’s a secret my mother told me.
That’s how she and my father met.”


          “I don’t understand,” I said.



          “You want to see the king, don’t
you?” 


          I nodded.


          “Then follow me!”


          She ran towards the sea and dived
in. 


          “Hurry!” she said, as her head
emerged from the foamy waves.


          “All right,” I mumbled. I took
off my mask and dove in. The water was cold, so cold I had to work
hard to move my arms and kick my legs in order to propel myself
along through it. I gamely swam over to Tiara, less than a rod from
where the waves crashed against the cliff.  “Take a deep breath and
follow me,” she said and plunged deep under the water. My lungs
felt crushed by the icy cold water but I filled them with what
breath I could and followed her. Tiara swam with quick, confident
strokes, as if she had done this a thousand times. We kicked our
way down to the front of the cliff base. The deeper we went, the
more I wondered where I was being taken and whether I would ever
have the breath to get to the surface again. By the time Tiara
beckoned me one last time, before allowing herself to be propelled
by the current into a large, underwater cave, my lungs felt as
though they were full of burning coal and I felt sure I was no more
than a couple of heartbeats away from drowning. When I swam in
close, I too was swept inside with the tide. I prayed to the gods
to help me reach someplace where I could breathe again.


          Everything was dark, but the
water was no longer cold.  I felt as if Adio was pulling me up to
the surface again with an unseen hand. When I emerged, I coughed
out water and took long, deep lungfuls of air in.  Then I felt a
hand touch me. Tiara floated at my side. I caught a point of light
in the corner of my eye and looked up to see something so surreal
and beautiful that for a moment I thought that we must have made
our way outside again somehow, for there, surely, was the sky above
me, a night sky illuminated by a thousand bright stars reflecting
their glow off crystals embedded in the cave ceiling. “It can’t
be!” I gasped.  As if by magic, many of the lights darkened.


          “Shh, if you speak too loud,
you’ll scare them,” Tiara whispered. 


          “Them?” I said.


          “Glowing worms,” she answered,
“but I call them sparklers. The caves are full of them.” 


          We climbed out of the water.  I
was astounded by the light show. When the sparklers glittered, they
were able to illuminate even the deepest, darkest parts of the
cave. The walls were full of tombs. This was where the inhabitants
of Samaris came to bury their dead. And it must be the place
Tiara’s parents were buried, not at sea.


          “Over here,” said the little
chrome as she made her way deeper in to the mountain. At first, our
feet sloshed through hot, gurgling water on a downward slope. But
then we began to rise and before long the ground turned to dry
solid rock. We wound our way through a maze of crystal stalactites.
Tiara confidently led us through new tunnels and burrows which
climbed ever upwards until we finally entered a passage through
which I could feel air flowing. Within moments, we reached the end
of the passage, which emerged out from a grotto inside the royal
garden of the castle.


          “I told you I knew the way!”
whispered Tiara.


          I nodded and murmured: “You will
be made a heroine for this! Now, I need you to go back down to the
beach and find Enyac and Daerec. Tell them about the Black army and
tell them to set sail with their boat together with you.”


          “What about you?” she said.


          “I’ll be all right. I’ll come
back to get you.”


          “Promise!” she said.


          “I promise. Now go!” Tiara
scampered off inside the passageway back towards the caves again
while I headed silently across the garden for the tower and the
throne hall. The fog was now quite thick, making it difficult for
the guards on top of the castle to spot me. I climbed the stairs of
the horned tower, towards the hall of the throne. As I got to the
top, a terrible sight greeted me. Two of the Kings guards lay
slumped by the door, their tunics and robes coated in blood. Their
lifeless eyes stared up at me through their masks. My blood ran to
ice as I thought about what this could mean for my friend. Choking
back fear and rising dread, I moved on into the hall of the
throne.


          The pale sunlight filtered
through the ruby-colored stain glass window behind the throne,
bathing it in a crimson glow. To my relief, there was the King on
his throne at the far end of the room. Minister Oris stood next to
him. 


          “Chtomio!” I ran towards him.
“The Black Army is at the gates! I’ve seen them with my own eyes.
They have siege towers!”


          Chtomio said nothing. Oris moved
forwards, unsheathing his sword. 


          “I have no idea who you are and
don’t particularly care. All I know is that you are going to
die.”


         Chtomio didn’t move. For a few
short moments, I couldn’t make sense of it. He wasn’t going to sit
on his throne and let me be murdered in front of him, was he? And
then, with a sickening blow to the guts and as icy fingers clawed
at my heart, I realized why my old friend hadn’t moved. I went to
him and ripped his mask from his face, upsetting his crown and
sending it tumbling and clattering across the floor. I will never
forget the desolate, lifeless look stare of his eyes or the way his
lips had parted as though he were trying to speak and tell me
something. But my friend would never speak again.  I pulled him
forward to see his back was soaked in blood.  He slumped in to my
arms. 


          At first, I could only blame
myself. If I had stayed, then I would have been there to protect
him. He would have lived.  As I looked at Oris now, coming at me
with his sword, I felt no fear, only an eruption of rage I had
never known before. “You murdering coward!” I drew my dagger and
ran towards him.


          Oris did not expect such wild
fury from a youngster. So taken by surprise was he as I thrust at
him, he only swerved back out of my reach at the last moment. I
came within the breadth of a dog’s hair of piercing his stomach. 
As he recovered and sliced his blade towards my neck, he called
out.


          “Guards! I have found the
assassin!”  He thrust his blade hard at me and would have sliced
clean through my shoulder had I not leapt to one side, putting all
my Phersu training to good use.  


          “Do you know how the gods will
punish you?” I cried at him. He threw a glance at Chtomio’s
lifeless body, slumped on his throne. 


          “That old fool was a traitor to
the Red kingdom and to the gods. I have done their work for them.
Once the Blacks take the city, my word will become law and anyone
who disobeys me shall also be killed.”


        So that was it. The attack on the
city and the deaths of so many, all part of this evil monster’s
plan to seize the Red kingdom for himself. He thrust quickly at me
again with his blade. This time, there was no time to move out of
the way and the blade pierced my shoulder, making me drop my
dagger. It felt like a torch burning my skin.  


        Oris prowled towards me, taking a
moment to savor his advantage. “Actually, why wait for the guards
and let them have the pleasure?” He raised his sword. 


          “Father!” a voice screamed from
behind us. 


          Cestia moved through the doorway.
As she made across the room for the throne, Oris turned towards
her. He was distracted for only the briefest moment, but it was
enough. I was quicker and powered by a rage I had known only once
before, when I had seen the Eldest with my Mother. I kicked his
sword right out of his hand. Then, in one movement, I swooped for
my dagger and brought it up and in to him in a hard arcing motion.
I plunged the blade deep inside, drawing him near to me as I did,
to make sure that my eyes, burning with vengeance and fury, were
the last things he saw in this world. 


          “What have you done?” screamed
Cestia running towards me as Oris fell away to the floor. She
punched me hard in the chest and shoulders, slapped me in the face.
 “Answer me!” 


          Before I could even think of what
to say to her, a deep, rumbling roar rose up all around and the
room began to violently shake. Bricks began to fall out of the
walls around us and beams were dislodged from the ceiling to
collapse in a cloud of dust. I gasped for air as the force of the
thundering explosion smacked in to me, propelling me away from the
throne. All around me, pieces of stone went falling. The golden
throne toppled off its dais and on to Chtomio, pinning and crushing
his body. I looked around for Cestia but could see her nowhere.


          “Cestia!” 


          My ears were ringing and my head
throbbed. All around me was dust and smoke. I dropped to my knees
and crawled along the floor, calling out for the princess.


        “Cestia!”


          Then came another fiery blast,
this one even fiercer and more brutal than the first. More bricks
were punched out of the wall and this time the floor beams beneath
my feet began to shake, bend and then finally crack and open up. 
The entire castle shook all the way down to its stone foundation. I
could see clear to the sky through a huge gaping hole in the wall.
I could hear the roar of the Black Army and terrified screams
echoing from every corner the city. 


          I finally saw Cestia lying near
the ruined wall. I went to her and saw that her mask had fallen
off. Dust covered her face, but she was still breathing. I was so
relieved when she began to cough and breathe that, for a moment, I
forgot my own dire situation. 


         I heard footsteps approach and
make their way in to the room. Then a voice through the choking
smoke cried “the King has been murdered! The King is dead!” 


          What was I to do? Cestia was not
going to believe a word I told her so I couldn’t stay. But where
was I to go? My choices were limited and none of them were
appealing. Fight my way past the guards or leap through a hole in
the world and take my chances on a soft landing? 


          In a split-second decision, I
scrambled through the hole that had been blasted in the wall and
jumped. As I fell through the air, I had no more than two beats of
a heart to remember how we had been taught to land and roll in our
physical tests at the seminary. I hit the ground heavily, but
managed to dissipate the impact by rolling out of it. I got to my
feet and made a dash for the far side of the garden and the grotto.
Once inside, I headed for the passage that led back down to the
burial ground in the cave of steaming pools. 


          I wormed through tunnels and
passageways, feeling the earth jump and shake with every new cannon
volley from the Black siege towers. Rocks dropped from the ceiling
around me. I knew they could trap me inside the caves, where I’d
either be squashed or die of suffocation. I neared the lagoon that
led out into the open sea. I plunged in and moments later breached
the ocean’s surface to tread water. The salt burned my wounded
shoulder. As I gasped for breath, I saw above me that the great
horned tower of the castle was falling!  I swam as fast as I could
toward shore. Huge chunks of stone splashed down around me, some
missing by inches.  After what felt like a thousand vigils I made
it to land.


          It was some moments before I had
the energy to get to my feet. As I staggered along the beach, I saw
the last of the Janis’ Tartans head out to sea. I prayed to the
gods that Tiara was in one of them, but then I saw Daerec’s Tartan
still beached on shore. I walked toward it. Behind me, the siege
towers relentlessly pounded Samaris. Blast after blast thundered
down from on high.  


          I passed the bodies of slain
Janis lying on the sand. The Red soldiers were busy defending
Samaris and the Janis had been left, once again, unprotected to
face their fate. Two Black soldiers chased an old Janis towards the
water. Though he tried to outrun them, he was old and feeble and
never stood a chance. They tripped him, took a moment to savor the
prospect of the kill, and as he begged for his life, they cut him
in to pieces for nothing more than the sheer fun of an easy murder.
My stomach sickened. These were not the Black soldiers I had known.
They were not like my father. Something had changed, for my father
and his legion would never have done such a thing. Nor was the
surprise attack on Samaris something that would have been
sanctioned by the Collective Laws. Nothing made sense anymore; Oris
killing Chtomio, the Blacks killing the unarmed. Now the two Black
soldiers noticed me and started running in my direction. I was
still aching from the wound on the shoulder. Think Asheva! I said.
I allowed them to get within two arms’ reach of me before I dropped
to my haunches, scooped up a handful of sand and hurled it in to
the eye slits of their masks. 


          Before they even had time to rip
the masks off and clear the grit from their eyes, I had gone at the
first with my dagger and slit a hole in his throat. As the blood
spurted from him and he fell to the sand with a satisfying thud I
grabbed his sword and turned to the other. He looked at me, trying
to decide whether he should run away or stand and face me. I made
the decision for him. My pain and weariness lifted in an instant,
replaced by a warrior’s spirit. When the Black soldier finally
decided to charge me I gutted him like a pig, from navel to neck.



          Moments later, I reached Daerec’s
tartan, to find him hunched in the prow. We clasped arms.


          “Where’s Tiara? Why aren’t you
out to sea?” 


          “I’m waiting for Enyac. Have you
seen him?” 


          I shook my head. “Tiara also
should have been here by now.” 


          “I haven’t seen her, either.”



          We left the boat and ran for the
huts. The encampment was littered with the bodies of Janis adults
and infants. My heart pounded. I could still hear the cries of
battle in the distance. We ran from alley to alley, calling for
Tiara and Enyac. There was no sign or sound of them. 


        And then we came across a pile of
corpses loaded up in the doorway of a hut. On the ground next to
it, I saw Tiara’s mask. I dove in to the pile, pushing the bodies
aside until I uncovered her. Even then, as I wept the bitterest
tears of my fifteen solstices I held out some hope that she might
be alive. “Tiara?” I whispered. I rolled her over and spotted a
small wound over her heart. I cried out in to the night. “I am
sorry, little one. I am so sorry! I told you I would protect you
and I failed!” I screamed so hard it felt as though my throat was
filled with fire. The intensity of the pain and anger was unlike
anything I had known; it nearly swallowed me up and in that moment 
I wished it would.


          One thing was very clear to me
now. The world had changed forever. The honor of the Black nation
had been tarnished by the evil deeds of these soldiers. And though
I might dearly have wished that the gods would punish them for a
hundred solstices, in my heart I knew that they wouldn’t do a
thing. They would remain in the heavens, aloof with their eyes
turned away from what was happening below, as if it were no longer
something that concerned them. Death continued to take its toll all
around me, spreading like a plague, until I too became infected. It
became the only thing I desired; death for me and death for the
soldiers that had killed Tiara. I would kill as many as I could
before finally embracing it. What happened next is cloudy, for
reason deserted me. I know I no longer had my mask on. That much I
recall. I wanted to look death right in the face. 


          I made my way to the statues of
the Twin Gods. The Black catapults had decapitated the statue of
the Goddess Adia and the fight had moved inside the city. I fought
my way past swarms of Reds and legions of Blacks, hacking and
slashing at whosoever stood in my way. The Red retreated, pushed
deeper inside Samaris by the superior numbers of Black. 


          I moved through The Blacks like a
reaper through the wheat, cutting down every soldier I encountered.
They all died in bewilderment for they did not understand who I
was, since I wore no mask or uniform. The Reds about me who saw did
not attempt to stop me and some even helped me as I rampaged my way
through the enemy. But their joy lasted but briefly, for I started
killing them too. I killed for Tiara, for my father, for my mother.
I swung my sword at their necks and plunged it deep in to their
hearts and guts for the injustice that surrounded me, hoping it
would somehow liberate the good from the evil. I was no longer a
chrome. I was a mad beast whose only desire was blood.  My clothes
and face were drenched in crimson. It ran down the blade of my
sword and flowed to the ground. 


          “There’s a demon amongst us — a
Harlequin!” I heard someone scream.


          The word spread like wildfire. A
Harlequin was present on the battlefield!  This created utter havoc
among the fighters among both Red and Black. “Samaris is infested
with Harlequins!” I heard a Black soldier cry behind me. 


          I turned and rushed him. “Come
and kill me then, Black Chrome!” I shouted. My voice had grown
hoarse due to my shouting and I saw that the Black warrior
hesitated for a moment. The sight of me must have been a horrific
spectacle: a mad demon, his face stained red with blood, grinning
as if to welcome death. Other warriors made way for me — no one
wanted to fight the Harlequin.


          “I’m not afraid of you!” he
shouted, completely terrified. “You will die along with all the
other Harlequins!” In a wild frenzy of fear he charged at me,
taking me by surprise with his speed and force. I lost my guard and
he stabbed me through my heart. I looked down and saw the blade cut
through my clothing and sink deep in to me. I didn’t feel a thing.
No blood spilled out. The warrior removed his sword and stared in
awe.


          “He doesn’t bleed! The Harlequin
doesn’t bleed!” cried someone else.


          The Black warrior and the others
began to back away from me.


          “He’s a demon! He’s not alive! He
must be the Red Harlequin! The most powerful one!” murmured another
Black. 


          They started to run away. I felt
my chest and underneath my clothes until I found the familiar shape
of my Black mask. The one I had carried all this time on me, on my
heart — it had saved my life. Everything became clear. There was
not a doubt in mind that this was a message from the Gods. They
wanted me to live. That was the way to honor my loved ones; not to
kill, not to die but to live my life for them. It was a moment of
awakening. 


          I knew what to do.


          I picked Tiara up in my arms and
drifted on through the battle like a ghost. It was as though I had
the protection of the gods. No one could have come close to me even
if they had dared. A path cleared before me as I made way from the
gates and back to what remained of the Janis encampment so I could
bury my young friend at sea before any scavengers got to her. 


          Her body was light. As I carried
her toward the waves I realized I’d stained her with blood from the
battle. I washed myself in the sea and began to cry all over again.
 I slipped my mother’s medallion around her neck and prayed to all
the gods to take good care of her. Then I placed her body on a
wooden plank from the beach and walked it out into the sea. The
waters were calm. “Farewell, little one,” I whispered. “Run to your
mother and father on the other side.” I watched in silence as the
tide carried her small body away, praying that beyond the horizon,
she would finally arrive into the safe embrace of Adio’s arms. 


          A short time later, a Tartan
rowed to shore. I heard Daerec calling to me from it. With him I
recognized Xai, Oghale and Yanetz amongst a number of other
merchromes.


          “Did you find Enyac?” I asked
him.  He did not answer and I understood.


          “I was wrong and Enyac was
right,” he then said. “This land will become our burial ground if
we don’t leave. We want you to lead us away from here, Asheva.”


          “Then take off your masks – all
of you.  And never wear them, again.” I commanded. “For life should
not be faced in masks but looked at, square in the face by free
chromes. Today you die as chromes and as Janis.  But you are about
to be reborn… as free Harlequins!”


      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        18. Escape
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
And so we sailed away from
Samaris, away from the battle. We no longer wore masks on our
faces; we had made our choice. The world of the chromes was one of
decay and despair. There was nothing left for us but to become
Harlequins. I was still not sure if what Chtomio had told me about
them was true or not. But even if there was only an ounce of truth
in the legend of these free spirited chromes, then all the more
reason to emulate them.



        As the breeze filled the sails of
our tartan, I felt free for the first time in my life. Free from
the chromes, the lies of the Collective Laws, and the awful myths
that caused so many wars and so much suffering.


          But freedom, I soon learned, came
at a price. The moment news spread that none other than the Red
Harlequin had made his way into Violet territory, fast approaching
Papylia, the Violets used their knowledge of their land to work it
against us. No sooner had we landed on the Violet shore and left
our boat, that a suffocating, acrid, yellow-colored smoke closed in
around us. 


          “I can’t breathe!” shouted
Daerec. We struggled to remain on our feet. I began to feel dizzy
and heard others throwing up. The smoke thickened until I could
barely see a thing.  Then I remembered the time Jhute had told me
about yellow Calova seeds the Violets burned to fight off invaders.
He also told me the remedy: mint leaves. I knew the woods near the
seashore were full of them, but in order to get there we had to
pass through the Calova smoke.


          Luckily for us, the wind
dispersed long enough for us to catch our breath and see beyond the
yellow curtain. The woods were not far, perhaps twenty rods or so.
I spotted some Violet chromes setting about making a new fire.
Their masks had abnormally long noses, designed to protect them
from the fumes. Jhute and Zimdie had also told me how those special
noses stored special herbs which acted as an anecdote to the
poisons they used.


          “This way!” I shouted to the
others. “We have to get to the woods!” I grabbed the nearest chrome
to me by the arms and dragged him onwards with me.  One by one they
all followed me. I found a mint plant and passed around its leaves
to everyone. “Find these leaves! And eat them! Quickly! It’s the
only way to survive!”


          I hunted for other leaves and
when I found them stuffed the whole lot in to my mouth, chewing
hard on them. Almost immediately I began to feel better, as did the
others.  But within moments, the Violets closed in around us and
began releasing hundreds of black and rose colored butterflies.
“Die Harlequins!” they shouted. One of the Merchromes, Oghale,
began to laugh  like a mad Chrome. “What? They’re going to kill us
with those?” 


          He held his arm out for the
butterflies to settle on until it was covered. For a moment he
carried on laughing. He turned to us. “See? How are butterflies
going to-?” That’s when his eyes bugged out and he began screaming.
“I can’t feel my arm and my legs!”  


        The more noise he made, the more
butterflies he attracted until he was covered by them.  We all
stood frozen as we watched his body grow lifeless.


          “Let’s go,” I said, nodding to
the others to follow me.  “We can’t do anything for him.”


          We took off in to the pine trees,
deeper inside the woods and away from the sea. It took us two days
to make our way out of Violet territory and into the Blue, but
there too, they were waiting for us. As we made away across the
Blue plains, the wind picked up the sound of horns echoing
throughout the vast fields of wheat. Up ahead of us, Blue guards
marched through the plains in formation. 


          “We’re trapped,” said Daerec. “If
we go back, the Violet will have us killed. If we go forward, the
Blue will do the same.” 


          If there was one thing that I’d
learned about chromes and Harlequins, it was that chromes feared
them. And fear, as Chtomio had once told me, can be your greatest
ally. It was time to put his teaching to the test.


         “I’m not sure I’m ready to die,”
mumbled Daerec.


         “Me neither,” I said with a smile.



          “The only thing we can do is run
in separate directions and hope that some of us will survive.”


          “No,” I replied. “That is a sure
way to die. We need to march onwards, across the Blue plains and
into what used to be Green territory. Nobody goes there and we will
be safe.”


          After a moment of silence, Daerec
was the first one to speak out his skepticism: “How do you expect
to do that?” He asked. “By flying over the Blue?”


          “More or less,” I answered. “I’m
sure you’ve worked with straw in Samaris,” I said, “We need to cut
some wheat and make light but sturdy crosses with it, the height of
a Chrome.”


          “Straw?” 


          “There’s no time to explain. Do
as I say, or you will die, Daerec. We will all die.”


          That was enough to get everyone
started. I twined some straw together and created two staffs.  Then
I placed one over the other giving it the shape and arms of a
Chrome. 


          “All right. Let’s take our robes
off.”


          I clothed my cross so that it
took the semblance of a Chrome. “Make sure that the cloth is not
too heavy. Tear some away if you have to and stretch it as much as
you can.”


          “Ah, now I get it,” said Daerec. 
Soon we each had our own straw twin. 


          “How are these puppets going to
fight the Blues?” asked Xai.


          “You’ll see,” I said. 


          By the time we finished, the Blue
soldiers had come closer. I knew from what Chtomio had told me that
the majority of them were not true warriors but merchants in
disguise. They marched slowly, more concerned with keeping
themselves in a perfect line rather than overtaking us. We marched
too; all six of us, in line, against hundreds of them.


          “The Harlequins!” came a cry from
their line. And for a moment, they halted, uncertain of what to do.
We continued to go straight for them, hidden behind our creatures
of straw.


          When we were close enough to be
seen by their ranks but far enough to avoid their arrows, someone
from their side shouted a warning.


          “Surrender, Harlequins!”


          “Ready?” I said. The wind blew
strongly and it was hard to keep the puppets straight.


          “Now!” 


          We let our straw creatures go in
unison as we fell flat on the ground, hidden by the tall spikes of
wheat. The light crosses, helped by the tight cloth, made the
puppets sail into the heavens.


          The flying creatures stirred up a
commotion amongst the Blues.


          “They’re flying! The Harlequins
are flying!”


          “Infernal demons!”


          “Kill them!”


          When the Blue archers finally
began to shoot at them, they were too high up in the sky to be
reached.  Meanwhile, we crawled away, hidden by the wheat. When the
Blues were no longer in sight, we broke into laughter; a giddy mix
of desperation and exhilaration. 


          Later that night, we reached the
great Cancerian Road — the main artery to all the territories.
Just as I remembered, merchants had set up camp and we could walk
through unnoticed, for certainly a group of ragged, unmasked and
bare-chested Chromes would not have passed unnoticed in broad
daylight.


          “How about we finally stop and
rest for the night?” asked Daerec once we were well beyond the last
camps of the Cancerian. “We haven’t stopped marching since this
morning.” The others all agreed.


          “I’m exhausted too,” I told them.
“But we have to get beyond the Blue plains and night is the best
time to travel. 


          “Do you know where we are
going?”


          “Into Green territory,” I
answered.


          “I thought they had no
territory,” Daerec said.


          “They don’t, but that doesn’t
mean it doesn’t exist. Which is why it will be a perfect hideout
for us.”


          Although the Blacks conquered the
Greens’ lands many generations before, no Black had ever gone
there. The truth was, no one wanted anything to do with the tricky
Green. Had I remained a simple Black chrome, I would have thought
the same way but now that I knew the truth about the territories
and the chromes, nothing scared me.


          “I’m tired and I say we stay
here,” groused Daerec. Others agreed.


          “Suit yourself,” I said. “But at
sunrise you will be sitting ducks. Ayas, the city of the Blues is
not far from here and Blue soldiers roam the plains.” I was
exaggerating a little. Ayans were so obsessed with commerce and
gold that even their soldiers tried to stay in the city as much as
possible. 


          “I wish you all well,” I said,
clasping their arms one by one, before striking out along the road,
with the moon as my guide. One by one I began to hear footsteps
behind me. 


          “Tell us more about the
Harlequins,” said a feeble, sheepish voice. It was Xai, the
youngest of our lot. “It will keep us awake.”


          “Very well,” I sighed.


          I told my own story from the very
beginning, from my life in Axyum to my escape to Ayas and to my
meeting with Chtomio. I told them everything Chtomio had told me
about the Harlequins and about the chromes; about the myth of the
colors and the origins of the Collective Laws and of the masks.



          No one interrupted me. They all
listened in silence until I finished my last sentence. Afterward,
they were all clearly disturbed.


          “If there is no difference
between our colors, then there is no difference between Janis and
Sayis?” asked Yanetz.


          I shook my head. “None.”


          He and Daerec grinned at each
other ruefully. Their fight for equality and dignity had been a
just one all along.


          “What really happened to your
friend, Chtomio?” asked Xai.


          “He was killed,” I told him. I
decided not to tell them that he had also been their king in
Samaris. “Chromes in power want Harlequins dead, so that they can
no longer pose a threat to them by exposing their lies and their
corrupt power. Understand that and you understand everything.”


          We marched on for several vigils
until we entered into a thick boscage which I hoped to all the gods
was the beginning of Green territory. The woods quickly thickened
into a strange forest where it was unusually warm, even in the
night. The terrain was muddy and swampy in spots.


          With the Blue plains finally at
our backs, and the thick woods covering the moon, we decided to
rest for the few remaining vigils of night.  For the first time
after the terrible destruction of Samaris, we were able to finally
make camp, without having to look behind our backs to see if
someone was coming after us.


          And yet, many could not sleep.
Although we were exhausted, we were also haunted by our own
thoughts. And that turned out to be a good thing, because otherwise
we would not have survived to see the sunrise again.
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“Asheva!” whispered
someone. The dawn light filtered through the forest and when I got
up I saw it was Xai that had made his way over to me.


  “What is it?” I asked.

  “I couldn’t sleep because of the
things you said.”

  “I can’t sleep either,” I told
him. “Of all the places we could find to rest, this muddy swamp has
to be the worst.”

  “I’ve been thinking. You said
there are no colors…”

  “That is what I have been told
and seen with my own eyes,” I said, remembering the time Chtomio
played tricks on me with the Scopium.

  I couldn’t see Xai’s face very
well, but I could hear him sigh. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Having
no colors doesn’t mean we are lost.” 

  “But if there are no colors,
maybe there are no gods? I’ve always had Adio and Adia guide me. 
Even if I was a Janis, I knew that they would take care of me.”

  I grabbed his arm and squeezed
it. “I don’t know whether Adio and Adia exist,” I told him, “but I
do know that if the gods exist, they are benevolent and they see us
without divisions and unfairness. And they would want us to take
care of each other.”

  “What about other Harlequins?” He
asked. “Where are they? Why don’t they join us?” 

  “They will, when the time is
right,” I said trying to convince myself as well. “Now let’s get
some rest because-”

  I didn’t get to finish the
sentence that Xai rose up before me in the darkness. He was whipped
away from me with surprising force.

  “Asheva!” 

  “Xai!” 

  I grabbed my sword. It was then
that I saw it. Behind Xai’s body, lay a huge serpent, as long as
three chromes. Its tail had wrapped around my poor friend’s waist
and now it was squeezing him to death. Our camp erupted in shouts
and oaths. I charged forward with my sword and cut into the
monster’s flesh but the wound didn’t scathe it in the least. The
monstrous creature turned its attention to me. Its large flat head
was the size of a boulder and its piercing, yellow eyes glared at
me in fury. 

  “Run Asheva!” I heard behind me,
but all I could do was stand there with my sword in front of me,
ready to stab the deadly creature. The green serpent opened its
mouth wide to swallow me. I could smell its rotten insides and was
thinking I was probably going to have to cut my way out of it from
the inside, when a strange powerful chant echoed throughout the
forest.

  The creature released Xai and
squirmed its way back into the swamps. The chant continued, growing
louder. We formed a circle. The sun had finally penetrated the
forest, making the vegetation shine with different greens — from
emerald to jade to mint. The voices were closer. It was as if it
was all around us and through us, but we could not see anyone.
Then, as if by magic, the green plants around us began to move, as
if the Gods had granted to each a soul! 

  “This forest is alive…” said
Daerec, “with demons!”

  Then the chant stopped. What we
mistook for plants were none other than chromes in disguise. One by
one, they began to remove leaves, furs and branches. When they came
closer, I saw that even their masks were made from natural elements
found in the forest. Some seemed to be taken right out from a tree.
Others were of the same color as the lush green leaves we used as
bedding during the night.  Their robes cleverly mimicked the
texture and shade of the plants surrounding the glade that we were
in. They had us surrounded.

  “Who are these creatures?” asked
Xai.

  “They are the Green,” I said. 


  “You said the Green didn’t live
here any longer.” murmured Daerec.

  “That’s what I thought,” I
said.

  “Welcome home, Asheva!” 

  I remained dumbfounded. Who knew
my name here? My mind settled on the only Green who knew me. The
one I had befriended. The one who had betrayed me. 

 Astor.

  He made his way out from behind a
mangrove, as if he had been borne from the tree itself. His robe
was half brown and half green. His mask was full of leaves. Other
than that he did not seem changed, although he was a bit smaller
than I remembered. Or perhaps I had become taller.

  “I am so relieved to see that you
have been alive and well all this time. The Mother Goddess has
taken care of you after all.”

  “And I am surprised to see that
your limbs are still attached to your thieving body.” I
sneered.

  “Careful my friend!” He came
closer. “We can always call back that Eunectes that was about to
devour you in one mouthful.”

  “That’s enough Astor!” a voice
thundered. It seemed to be the same voice that carried the
chant.

  Astor immediately turned towards
the voice and bowed. “I am sorry Great Failan. My mouth is quicker
than my thoughts.”

  “Yes, and your hands are even
quicker than your mouth,” the voice replied. It was as if the
forest itself was speaking to us. For a moment, I thought that the
Mother Goddess had indeed made herself heard. 

  “Great Failan, I know this
chrome,” commented Astor. “He betrayed me in times of need. He is
not worthy of your benevolence.”

  “You can say many things about
Asheva, tree hugger,” said Daerec, “but one thing I know. He would
never betray a friend. He has never betrayed me.”

  “Or me!” shouted Xai.

  “Or me!” added all of my friends;
my band of brothers. 

  “Silence!” the voice cried. 

  Then, like petals of a flower
budding one by one, the plants opened up behind Astor. A large
female chrome who resembled a life-sized sunflower stepped out of
hiding. She wore a brown mask surrounded by orange-yellow petals.
The rays of the sun made her green cloak come alive since it was
indeed made of tiny velvety leaves. She raised her arms and opened
them wide, revealing two giant leaves which seemed like natural
wings. The Greens treated her like a queen bee by kneeling as she
made this gesture.

  She raised her mask up high and
exclaimed: “Welcome back, Brother Sun, your light gives us
strength. Your heat gives us warmth. We are thankful for your
generosity.”

  Fascinated by this ceremony, I
had not noticed that Daerec had moved closer to me. “This moment is
good as any to try and make a run,” he whispered.

  “No!” I whispered back, “We have
no other place to go. We need their help.”

  “…And we Green look forward to a
new day to honor you and the Mother Goddess!” Failan concluded. 
Then she faced me.

  “You!” she pointed at me. “The
one called Asheva. You say you need our help. And you come here
with no masks, are half naked…”

  “How could she hear…” said
astounded Daerec.

  “I hear everything in the forest!
I am the Mother Goddess’ Priestess!” She snapped. Then turning to
me again, she said: “Tell me, what Nation are you from?”

  “He is a Black chrome!” shouted
Astor before I could reply.

  “No! I am not a Black chrome,
venerable Failan. In fact, I am no chrome at all.”

  “And what are you then? An
oversized silk moth?” Everyone laughed.

  “I – we - are Harlequins.”

  The laughter died down
immediately.

  “Harlequins,” she repeated as if
weighing the word itself. 

  Then, after a moment of silence
she said: “We don’t like Harlequins. I will spare your lives, but
you must leave our forest.”

  “We can’t,” I told her. “We have
no place to go.”

  “And why should this be my
problem?” 

  “Because eventually they will do
to you what they just did to the Red, unless we stop them.”

  “They…? Who are ‘they’?” she
said.

  “The Blacks. They have destroyed
the Red city of Samaris.”

  “Oh, them,” she said. “The Mother
Goddess will protect us from them, like she always has.”

  “But Astor once told me,
sometimes even the Mother Goddess gets distracted and her
descendants have to rely on themselves.”

  My words generated murmurs of
disapproval and scorn. Failan folded her arms in a huff. 

  “Are you crazy?” whispered
Daerec. “Now she’s going to have us killed for sure!”

  But the Priestess burst out
laughing. “I like you, Harlequin!” she said. “You have what we
call…  
seeds! Come, you shall all
be our guests in Everdia!”

  Suddenly, all the Greens hugged
us.

  “It is one of our customs,” a
young Green explained. “By embracing, we become brothers so we can
share with you the love the Mother Goddess has for us.” Apparently,
we had to hug every single one of them, or the Mother Goddess would
not bless them. 

  When it was time to hug Astor, he
came at me like we were the best of friends. Before I knew it he
was squeezing my arms and not letting go. “Savor this moment
Asheva,” he hissed in my ear, “for you and your fake Harlequins
will not get out of Everdia alive.”

  Had it been another moment,
perhaps I would have killed him there and then. But too much blood
had been shed in Samaris and death had been around me far longer
than I wished for. So instead, I hugged him ever the tighter.

  “Savor this embrace my friend,” I
whispered back. “For the embrace of a Harlequin is the embrace of
death.” Before he could reply, I swiftly raised my knee hard into
his seeds and moved on to hug another Green, leaving Astor wincing
in pain.

  Eventually, we made our way to
Everdia, the city of the Green. Vegetation covered the entire city.
We never would have found it by ourselves. The Green did not walk
in the forest, they jumped, climbed and swung from tree to tree,
making the vegetation work for them rather than against them.  This
meant that some of the Green had to wait for us because we
Harlequins were not as agile. 

  There was much I still needed to
learn about the Green. To my surprise, it took me very little to
understand that chromes like Astor were not the rule in Everdia,
but very much the exception. Most Greens were anything but thieves.
They were humble and generous chromes that lived in harmony with
their world and would do anything in their power to help others
achieve this as well. They were the only chromes who went around
without masks inside their city, for they saw the masks as an
imposition - one of many – forced upon them by chromes of other
colors. It also explained why they hadn’t been surprised at seeing
us Harlequins without masks.

  I watched them from underneath
the shadow of a weeping willow while a few of their infants were
playing near me. It reminded me of Tiara and I have no shame in
saying that I shed more tears for her.

  When the infants noticed, they
stopped and came near me. They began to caress and hug me in their
open and silent way as only infants can. I could only hope that the
Mother Goddess would send these hugs to Tiara and to all those that
had been dear to me, wherever they were.

–-
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In Book Three, violence sweeps the Territories as the Black
Nation continues to bite at Asheva’s heels, along with Cestia, the
fallen Red Princess. Cestia has to rise above her own personal
tragedy to uncover the truth about the Chromes, the Harlequins and
Asheva. Asheva, in the mean time, caught between the wrath of
revenge and the desire for love, needs to fight his own
demons.



  


Together, Cestia and Asheva vow to rise and fight the
darkness that has taken hold of their world. And they do this first
in the Twin Cities, where the Orange and Yellow Chromes live and
where divisions are not only based on the color of the
Chrome…
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