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			To my sister Salwa, whose courage, light, and uniqueness inspired the very heart of this story. Sometimes I wish I could fully enter your world and be even closer to your heart—twenty-one times closer, just as you are twenty-one times extraordinary.

			To my husband Ismail, who always cares for me and encourages me. 我爱你.

			You’re my favorite person to drink tea with, argue about silly things with, and dream about tomorrow with.

			To my parents, who believed in me from the very beginning, proudly bought my first books, and never stopped praying for me.

			To my two wonderful children, the brightest lights of my journey, and also the two little humans who made sure this publishing process took much longer than planned.

			To my sisters Sabrina and Sanae and my brother Samy, for your support and love.

			To my dear friends Samah, Aissata, Gulistan, Malika, Amélie, Stéphane, Mélusine, and Saka, thank you for always cheering me on and walking beside me.

			This book also carries a piece of my heart from Cameroon, a land that gifted me unforgettable experiences, stories, and resilience.

			With endless love and gratitude, I dedicate these words to you and to every reader who embraces them with love and bienveillance. Merci.

			

			The sisters spent a few days on the ship and landed in a city called Ris, a city of a thousand lights, which was such a charming city. If the city were human, it would be a woman for its beauty, charm, and character. Ris is a city that you can’t describe unless you have wandered around the streets under the rain at night. You can’t describe Ris until you walk in a sunny park very early in the morning. You can’t even begin to describe Ris because you will have very different feelings depending on whether you are in the center, the sea area, the grueling Parnasse Street, or the Magic Michel Odeon Palace. It is like Ris couldn’t be described; it should be felt.

			Grace and Maya were enchanted by the city’s charm. They wandered around, taking in the sights and sounds, feeling the magic of Ris enveloping them.
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			Grace and Maya decided to go to a hostel. Somewhere along the way, the girls realized that all the locals were looking at their shoes and hurrying along.

			The funny thing about Ris is that everyone was looking after themselves and not paying attention to the girls. They were all focused on themselves.

			Grace nudged Maya, whispering, “Look at how everyone is so busy with their own lives.”

			Maya nodded, “It’s like we’re invisible here.”
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			The two girls ran into a talking gargoyle that was having fun grimacing at passersby. Surprised, Grace said, “Why aren’t you friendly to people?”

			“I was created like this,” said the gargoyle. “I have been hanging here for hundreds of years. I have nothing else to do, but the people of Ris think I have a special function. So, I accept it. My skin and my face are different from the others. Everyone describes me in a rather common way, so I embrace it.”

			The gargoyle’s name was Grim. He had a rough exterior but a deep, resonant voice that hinted at a storied past.
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			Curious, Maya glanced at the gargoyle and asked, “What is your real identity? Your story? I mean, who are you?”

			“Three hundred years ago, I was the king’s fool. I made people laugh by telling them tales and dancing. I thought the court was happy and having fun because they liked my performance, but after a few months, I realized that people relentlessly teased me about my lanky body while dancing. Even though I loved performing, I decided to stop. The king didn’t like it, so he called a magician, changed the way I look, and left me here for years.”
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			“I also like to dance,” said Grace, and she began to dance and twirl in front of the gargoyle. Maya smiled as she looked at her sister and said, “Mr. Fool, I believe that with good music and above all, a bowl of confidence, the formula will make you dance and laugh without paying attention to the world. You need to do what makes you truly happy.”

			The gargoyle looked at the girls and thanked them. He wished he had met them earlier because who knows, he could have kept on dancing?

			Grim tried to move his stiff limbs, inspired by Grace’s dance, a small but hopeful attempt to rediscover his old joy.
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			Maya put her hand on her sister’s heart for a few seconds. She took Grace in her arms, carried her on her back, and continued on her way, leaving the gargoyle standing silently behind them.

			At nightfall, the sisters finally reached the inn. They ran into an old woman who was staring at Grace. They thought it best not to pay attention and go recover from their adventure. Early in the morning, they went out for breakfast and met the same old woman again. She approached Grace, gave her some gold and fruit, and knelt before her to ask for forgiveness and to pray for her.
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			Maya stopped her and asked why she reacted that way. The old lady replied, “You do not realize how lucky you are. This creature is an angel.”

			“She is my sister. She is not a creature,” Maya said firmly.

			“You don’t realize it. You are lucky. She will save you,” said the woman as she walked away.

			Confused, Maya looked at Grace, who didn’t seem to care about the gold or other offerings she had just received, but rather about her eggs and fresh bread. The girls spent the night at the hostel, and early in the morning, they were woken up by a rooster in a terrible mood.
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			He shouted, “Wake up, you little vermin, wake up, you brainless, arrogant people.”

			Maya giggled and went down to see him. When she got downstairs, Grace looked at the rooster, who stuck out his tongue. She asked him:

			“Why are you acting up so much?”

			“Waking up, man and nature is my job; I don’t like it, and I don’t like you.”

			“I don’t like you either. You are not funny.”

			“Funny? But who said that I had to be funny? I am a rooster, big, strong, and valiant. Everybody loves me.”

			“Allow me to interrupt,” said Maya. “I don’t think you are valiant. To be valiant is to be full of bravery, courage, and value for life. You just want to get the attention of the people around you by criticizing or insulting them. This is not being valiant. Chickens do not respect you; they are afraid of you.”
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			“And you, aren’t you afraid of me? I can start attacking you now,” the rooster threatened.

			“If that’s all you can do, go ahead and do it,” Maya replied calmly.

			Grace grabbed the rooster by the feet, and that’s when she realized the rooster had a thorn in its leg. She pulled it out and put the rooster down.

			“Maya, the rooster fools around because of pain, pain, pain,” Grace explained.

			The rooster looked at Grace, astonished. “Why didn’t you say you were in pain?” asked Maya.
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			“I summoned humans and nature every morning in every way, and even by shouting at them, they didn’t even notice me. You are the only ones who came down. Some mornings, I was showered with buckets of water so that I would stop shouting, and other mornings, I was insulted in return, but nobody came to me,” Robin lamented.

			“What’s your name?” asked Grace.

			“My name is Robin.”

			“I’m Grace, and she’s Maya. Next time, if you are in pain, say so. No one can guess.”

			“She is right,” Maya added. “You are putting your ego on the forefront. Asking for help won’t make you less strong. It takes a lot of courage to ask for help, but summoning people won’t encourage them to come to you.”

			Maya looked at Grace and grabbed her on her back, walking a little further to the east of Ris.
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			After many hours of walking, the girls slowly began to get tired. Maya saw a barn in front of her with several horses in different colors: a black one, a chocolate one, a white one, and further to the side, a creamy white horse with lots of white spots.

			When she noticed this, Grace quickly ran to the horse with the two colors. “Oooooh, you are beautiful!”

			The horse sniffed with happiness. The other horses burst out laughing.

			“Ahahahahah, look who’s saying that, a monster complimenting another monster. It’s hilarious,” said the white horse while laughing with the other horses.

			Grace bent her head and said, “I am not a monster, I am Grace.”

			Maya had just arrived and had not heard what had just happened. She, too, walked towards the horse with the white spot. “You are so beautiful. You are unique. I have never seen such a beautiful horse in my life.”

			“That’s because you haven’t looked at us yet,” the black horse answered while trotting.

			“I have seen you well. You look great, but you must admit that your friend is magnificent.”
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			“What? Ernesto magnificent? Have you seen me?” The chocolate horse jumped up and down to make himself seen.

			“You’re very beautiful too, but Ernesto has a different beauty. It is as if the sun had finally embraced the moon,” Maya said.

			“Thank you,” said Ernesto. “Your compliments go straight to my heart. It’s the first time I’ve received so many. Most of the time, I’m set aside. They think my spots are contagious, and they refuse to eat from the same plate as me.”

			“Me too, but you know, at least we have more food for us!” Grace replied as she hugged Ernesto.
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			“My spots are due to genetics, according to our veterinarian, but some people like me a lot while others make fun of me, like them,” said Ernesto while showing the horses with his head.

			“Can you explain it to us?” Maya asked. At the same time, with her hand, Maya invited the horses to listen to Ernesto.

			“The vet told me that the spots are caused by the absence of a pigment called melanin in the skin. I don’t have enough melanin, that’s why I have spots.”

			While waiting, the horses bowed their heads.

			The white horse said, “So I’m all white because I have no melanin at all?”
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			“And we are all dark and brown because we have too much melanin?” Remy, the black horse, asked.

			“Of course not. You have neither too much nor too little. Don’t worry, you are perfect as you are,” Ernesto reassured.

			“You’re perfect too, Ernesto,” Maya said, hugging him.

			“Thank you, Ernesto, for giving us some insight. I hope your friends will understand better and stop judging you.”

			The black, brown, and white horses approached Ernesto and said, “I’m Remy. I’m Ella. I’m Raymond.”

			“Nice to meet you,” said Ernesto.

			Maya took Grace’s hand and whispered in her ear that it was time to leave. She carried her sister on her back, and the horses whinnied to say goodbye to the girls.
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			The girls made their way to an unknown countryside. When the sun was setting, a sign welcomed them to Heim. Heim seemed to be a very quiet town; on their way, the girls encountered mostly old people—men with white hair and white beards. Grace said to Maya, “Look, it’s Santa Claus,” and Maya giggled. The girls could see old ladies with gray and white hair putting on their makeup in the window. They marveled at these eternal beauties.
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			They kept on walking until they
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