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​Chapter 1 – New World Order
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The wind caught her hair and tried to bring her back from the edge, but she had already leapt off the cliff, thrusting all cares into the hands of nature. She closed her eyes and smiled, enjoying the rush as she heard a cry of unbridled joy from her brother. She glanced back at him as their descent increased in velocity and he smiled back at her with a full set of teeth. 

She turned her gaze back to the front of her just as they landed on the tarp of one of the “houses” below. She slid down the “roof” and in a couple seconds she was airborne once more, but it lasted only a moment this time. Like a rollercoaster, the big drop was over. Now it was all about the ride.

She bounced in the air from one tarp to the next while she cheered, her long braid occasionally whipping her in the face. Her brother, Milo, giggled whenever it did, and for the life of her she couldn’t understand why he was focused so much on what was happening to her rather than the awesomeness around them. He should be enjoying the ride. It took five hours to climb to the top of the hill after all. 

“Watch this!” Emma shouted as she waited for the next lift. As the surface came out from under her, she grabbed her legs and pulled her knees in close to her chest. She tried to somersault in mid-air but she didn’t have the velocity, and she ended up sprawling on her side instead. Grasping at the tarp for security, she ended up slowing down too much, so that at the next gap, instead of continuing to slide down to the next roof, she ended up falling on her side in the dirt. 

The wind was knocked out of her as she gasped and a couple of goats scurried away as they bleated. She coughed as a cloud of dust caught in her lungs and she heard a couple snickers from the people around her.

“We placed bets on when you’d fall,” Old man Winnie replied. He grabbed her by the arm and helped her to her feet as she wiped away at the dust on her tongue with her dirt covered hands. It just made things worse, and Winnie began laughing. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I would think you didn’t have any parents to teach you proper.”

“You won’t tell them, will you?” she asked while sticking out her tongue. It was more of a copper brown than a fleshy pink and red. 

Winnie winced as he chuckled to himself. “Of course not, child. You provide us a great deal of entertainment. Speaking of which...where is your brother?”

“Getting to the end again,” she grunted, clenching her fists.

“You know you’d get there too if you weren’t trying to do stunts all the time.”

“But if I do them and make it to the end, then I’ve won. He’ll have to start doing it too and I would have already beaten the learning curve.”

“That’s one way of looking at it,” he said, “but shouldn’t you actually see the end first?”

“I’ve seen it,” she replied, taking her shirt and wiping her tongue on it. It helped...a little.

“Yes, but not from the tarps’ point of view. What am I saying? Tarps’ point of view. Seriously, child, you two need a new game. Someday you’re going to end up crashing down in the middle of a home and then you’ll be in big trouble.”

“They hold,” she said. “Besides, most people are out by the time we’re coming. Everyone’s trying to earn a living.”

“Aren’t we all?” he said, looking up at the hot sun. 

“Giving out stories today?”

“It’s ‘telling’ stories. And yes, I am. I do have to make a living after all.”

“But I don’t pay you anything,” she said, feeling bad instantly.

“No, no, for you I give them away because it’s important to educate our children on history. What many don’t understand is that people don’t change. Often not on an individual level, and almost never on a large scale. Once you understand this, and learn what mistakes you made in the past, you can change your fate. Though you may never be recognized for your accomplishments and successes, you will at least live a happy life.”

“Are you happy?” she asked. Although she didn’t fully understand his long winded speech, she was cognizant enough to realize that not all treasure shined when presented. 

“I am,” he said. “And part of the reason is because I’ve found what makes me happy. It doesn’t have to be work if you enjoy what you do.”

“I enjoy sliding down roofs,” she said. 

Winnie guffawed and put his hands to his protruding belly. “Well, you’ll have to find a career that pays you to do so.”

“I might be able to bring a broom with me next time,” she smiled. “I could clean them off.”

“You already do,” he laughed. “If only you could see your back.”

“Why? What’s there?” she asked, and that only made Winnie laugh harder. 

“Tell us a story!” they heard from behind them as five children came from around the corner. With how narrow the pathways between the houses were, they took up all of the space on the road, blocking anyone that needed to pass. The kids didn’t care. If there was one moment in the day that they could look forward to, it was this one—the one moment an adult showed them some attention. 

“Let’s not block the roads,” Winnie said as he ushered them under the tarp that he called his roof. Each house was one room with only three walls, and each wall was a tarp nailed down into the coarse, rocky and infertile soil. Part of it was to force community, as all of humanity needed each other these days. The other was for the inspections, of which much of humanity agreed that they could do without. 

The children sat on his pots and pans, flipped over to provide them seats. His bed was cluttered with half-destroyed books, firewood, fabrics he had procured through bartering, and a small stash of berries, which was as rare as gold. Winnie cleared his throat as he threw an extra blanket over his bed, watching in disdain as a quarter bucket’s worth of sand slid onto the dirt floor. Without constant care, it was possible to be overrun by the fine granules. 

“Alright, settle,” he said, waving his hands in the air as they jumped up and down on the pots. In the distance, a goat bleated, and Emma could hear a couple of adults talking excitedly, as if they had made a precious find. She fought the urge to investigate. 

“Should I wait for Milo?” Winnie asked her.

She snapped out of her thoughts. “No, he’s late all the time. That’s what he gets for winning.”

Winnie shook his head. “Okay, well, I’ll start with a part you’ve all heard before.”

“Why?” one of the five whined. Emma found herself frowning at the bare-chested boy with the oversized shorts. They were getting stories for free. Didn’t they understand the importance of earning a wage? It didn’t matter that she had just learned about making a living herself, they should be more sympathetic. 

“Because having a parchment to write on is rare these days, and so to ensure that you remember these stories, they must be engrained within you. If I had my way, you brain would be littered with them like the sand at our feet.”

The children glanced down and a couple of them started counting but gave up shortly after. 

“Sand gets in places I don’t want it,” another boy said and they all began giggling. 

“He means his butt!” one said and Emma sighed in exasperation. 

“My point, children,” Winnie said patiently, “is that we don’t have a way for you to recall these stories later. You must rely on your memory. Tell me, how many of you know how to read?” Emma raised her hand to Winnie’s surprise. “You do?”

“Mama and Papa teaches me,” she said proudly. “I don’t know much...but enough.”

“Do they have writing materials?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “We usually use the trees.”

“The trees?” he said in awe. “What trees?”

“The ones in the forest.”

“Dear child, where do you live?”

“Ten miles from here,” she said casually. 

Winnie blinked as he turned his attention solely on her. Though the other children called for him to start the story, he ignored them as if they weren’t there. “You walk ten miles, every day, just to slide down the houses?”

“We start early,” she said. “We have to leave when Mama and Papa are sleeping and then we have to climb the mountain. They don’t like it when we leave, but they gave up after a while. Papa said it’s good for us since we’ll have to learn about the world someday.”

“And...you don’t encounter any trouble on the way?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “There are patrols on the road. I know that they would hurt me if they caught me, but we’re careful. That’s why we leave early too, so that the patrolmen are sleepy.”

“My goodness, you...I...I had no idea. I would love to learn more about where you live.”

The children hushed and listened in close. The conversation had seemed boring at first, but since Emma was able to capture the express attention of their storyteller, they realized that maybe there was some merit to her tales. The silence made Emma uncomfortable, however, as she fidgeted on her pot and glanced at them nervously. The words of her Papa came to her memory: “Tell no one of where we live or who we are.”

She swallowed hard as they waited for her to continue, but she kept her lips sealed. 

“What are you afraid to tell me?” Winnie asked. “You know you can trust me.”

“I know,” she said. “But I’m not supposed to tell. I’ve said too much.”

“There is nothing to hide,” he said, waving his arms behind him to showcase his home. “With Thorn as our supreme ruler, he has demanded transparency. In exchange, we are able to live somewhat comfortably. There is no reason to hide unless your parents have a reason. Should I look into it, child?”

“No,” she said, rubbing her hands together. “I don’t think so.”

“Then tell me who they are, why they want to remain a secret, and why they don’t have to live here like the rest of us.”

Emma kept silent, and she was about to explain her hesitation when a voice interrupted her.

“Thorn let us live there as long as we don’t cause a fuss,” she heard Milo say from behind her. She was about to retort when he held up his hand, telling her to be quiet. “And they want to remain a secret because if anyone finds out who they are, they might want them to fight again.”

“Why? Who are your parents?”

“Kyran and Chloe,” Milo said proudly. “They used to be Sages.”
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“The Sages are gone,” Winnie said, unafraid to destroy the imagination of a child. “There aren’t even Solons now.”

“Kyran and Chloe died,” one of the children sang in a mocking tone. “My parents told me so. They died with all the other Sages.”

“No, they didn’t,” Milo said adamantly. “They’re—”

Emma covered his mouth with her hand. He frowned at her with rage in his eyes but she shook her head, letting him know that it wasn’t wise to proceed down this path. 

“I never thought of you two as liars,” Winnie said, studying them carefully. 

“Sorry,” Emma said. “We just want to stand out.”

“You already do,” he said with a warm smile. “Your house races are more than enough to get you attention. Do you need some food?”

“No, thank you,” Milo said, gently grabbing Emma’s hand and removing it from his face. “We’re not hungry.”

“Okay, children. Well, would you like to hear the story now?”

“I think we should get going,” Emma said.

“But I want to hear,” Milo retorted. She scrunched up her face and scowled at him but he ignored it. “I didn’t climb back up the mountain for nothing. He claimed a seat on an empty pot and looked up at Winnie eagerly. 

“Okay,” she said quietly, giving Winnie her attention. He didn’t start at first, continuing to look at the twins before him. It wasn’t impossible, he supposed—that they could be the children of Sages. Kyran and Chloe being alive though? No, that was ridiculous. Thorn has been thorough in his cleansing and there were great rewards for discovering survivors. To find a living, breathing Sage these days? It was a direct trip to the castle and a job within its walls, serving the King himself. 

“You know what?” Winnie said suddenly, blinking rapidly. “I think that I’ll have to forego the story today. I’m not feeling well.”

“It’s all your fault,” one of the children said to Milo. “All that mess about Sages.”

It was true, but Winnie didn’t want the twins to get any unnecessary attention. “No, no,” he lied. “I wasn’t feeling well before we sat down, but I didn’t want to disappoint. I think the sun is getting to me. We’ll resume tomorrow at the appointed time.”

The children mumbled as they helped Winnie put back the pots and pans in their proper place. As they departed and ran off to their respective homes, Winnie coughed loudly, causing the twins to turn back around. 

“Children,” he said, “I don’t know if what was said is true or not. But if it is, you can’t mention it ever again. I know you trust me, and I don’t want to do anything to cause you harm, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t. What I want, and I what I’m required to do are two different notions. I trust that you won’t mention the Sages in my presence again.”

“We won’t,” Emma promised. 

“More than that,” Winnie sighed. “I don’t want you coming to my tent again. I’m sorry, but I can’t take the risk.”

“But we promised!” Milo whined. “We won’t bring it up.”

“But I can’t shut my brain off,” he said. “Whenever you come to story time, I’ll be thinking about it, analyzing it, wondering. I know myself enough to realize that there will be a day in which I will ask questions, and you may not be able to refrain. I’m not going to put you in that position. What’s best is that we part ways forever.”

“We’ll see you in our house races,” Emma replied but Winnie shook his head.

“I can’t acknowledge your existence,” he said. “It’s too dangerous.”

Milo grabbed Emma’s arm and pulled at it, indicating that they should head home. Winnie’s head was down, looking at his lap while Emma kept her eyes fixed upon him, waiting for his eyes to meet hers. When he refused to, she shook her head and followed behind Milo, navigating around the tents in order to reach the mountain’s edge. 

“Why did you say that?!” Emma shouted, pushing her brother’s back. He stumbled forward and then tried to backhand her, but she ducked under his arm and uppercut him in the stomach. He clutched his abdomen and fell onto his butt as she clenched her fists and stood before him in a stance of dominance. “You’re not the only one that’s been training with Papa,” she huffed. 

Milo glanced up at her with one eye and then chuckled under his breath. “You’re already breathing heavily. That’s sad.”

“I’m not going to let you hit me anymore.”

“I did it to make you stronger, stupid!” he shouted. “Not because I enjoy it.”

“You sure didn’t make that distinction clear.”

“Now you sound like Mama,” Milo muttered.

“Why did you tell him?” Emma said, her eyes beginning to water. “I loved his stories.”

“Those stories were for children anyways,” Milo muttered, slowly climbing to his feet. His clothes were covered in the golden sand. It stuck to his skin from where he had been sweating.

“We are children,” she said. 

“We’re teenagers,” he said. “Almost fifteen. It’s time we start thinking about the future and less about the past. Yeah, we only had each other, but we’re all we need. There’s no point trying to connect with others. As long as our parents are enemies of the world, we’re not going anywhere. All we have to look forward to is dying on the battlefield.”

“It’s not true,” she said. “That’s not my future. I’m going to have a life.”

“What?” he scoffed as he ran his fingers through his hair. “Find love? Get married? Have some kids and live in the house after Mama and Papa are gone?”

“It can happen.”

“You’re going to be disappointed.”

“Our parents are married,” she said.

“That’s different. It was before all of this. You keep trying to convince yourself that it’s going to happen. It’s not. You should be just as strong as I am, but you keep being distracted.”

“You’re not so strong,” she said, clenching her fists again. 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” he said, giving her a wink. “Want to know what Father taught me last week?”

“Why are you calling him Father now?” she winced.

“It’s time to grow up,” he said, staring directly into her eyes. “And you want to know what my initiation was?”

“What?” she whispered.

“He told me about their powers. I know what they can do.”

“What is it?” she asked. She had to know.

“I’m not going to tell you,” he said, backing away from her face. 

“You don’t know,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.

“Sure,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders. “If that’s what you want to believe.”

She studied him meticulously but she couldn’t tell if he was lying or not. He probably was. Why would her parents teach him the secret of their art and not her? Milo was constantly trying to puff himself up in order to compensate for his inadequacies.

“We should head home,” he said, gazing momentarily up at the sun. “We have a long journey ahead of us. I’ll forgive you for hitting me.”

“I’ll forgive you for missing,” she said flatly. 

He glared at her for a second, and then he took off running, heading for the trail down the mountain that would inevitably lead back to the forest’s edge. She followed behind reluctantly, looking back at the makeshift city she often referred to as her second home. She would miss the friendly people and the smooth tents. The laughter of children and the stories. 

If Milo knew what she was thinking, he would say that they would be back tomorrow or in a couple days. 

But she knew that wasn’t true. 

***
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THEY WERE WAITING FOR their children, as they did each day. And like each day, neither of them said a word as Milo and Emma walked past the watchful and inquisitive eyes of their parents. They walked into the cabin with the shaky roof and the rotting wood, and sat at the table, pushing in their chairs to get as close as possible to the cooled off bread, pitcher of water, and occasionally, a small woodland creature, skinned, smoked and seared over a fire. They ate in silence as darkness crept upon their backs in the distance, but Emma wasn’t enjoying the quiet today.

Usually, she welcomed it. After a long day of storytelling, roof slides, play fighting and a host of other shenanigans, some peace with her family was an enjoyable dessert to the day’s meal. But not now. Now she was restless, and she could tell that her brother noticed. He glared at her hard, sticking his face out towards her but she pretended not to notice. She sought out who would best answer her questions. 

Her eyes fell upon her father. He had been lanky for as long as she remembered, but he lacked the nourishment of his younger years. He was practically bone, right down to his fingers, and his body hugging black coat didn’t help in making him look healthy. The collar was usually popped around his ears, and his eyes were beady and listless. He didn’t say much. What trinkets of wisdom she could recall from him were long faded into the recesses of her memory. He didn’t talk much lately. 

She turned to her beautiful mother and the blonde and silver hair that came down to the base of her shoulders. Though she too had lost weight, her jovial spirit kept her eyes light and her cheekbones high. She smiled often, even when there wasn’t a reason, and Emma wondered on numerous occasions if she was an angel. Her mother would surely answer her questions, but Emma wasn’t sure if she would have the answers. 

And she needed her answers harsh today. Cold, and objective. She needed to know the truth, and her mother had a soft soul, choosing to keep the worst of a subject hidden in her bosom under lock and key. Emma had no interest in that game today.

She turned to her father. “Will we ever leave this place?”

He didn’t answer at first, ripping his slice of bread in two and shoving half into his mouth. He chewed silently as his mind raced. She could see his eyes darting from side to side.

“Emma,” her mother began. “We’ve talked about this before.”

“And I didn’t get a proper answer.”

“Watch how you talk to your mother,” her father warned. His voice said it without malice or intent to harm. He said it factually.  

“I mean no disrespect,” Emma replied, clearing her throat. “But Milo and I are getting older, and naturally, we have questions.”

“Questions?” her mother asked, glancing at the thin man on the other side of the table. 

Her father sighed. “I knew this day would come.”

“Are you SAGES?!” Milo exclaimed, leaning forward in anticipation. 

“Where did you hear a thing like that?” his father replied. 

“And what if we are?” their mother said. 

“Chloe, please,” their father muttered.

“Kyran,” she said flatly. “How long do you want to keep up this charade?”

“So you are Sages?!” Milo shouted.

“Shush!” Chloe said, scowling at him. “And sit down. You still haven’t bathed yet. You’re getting sand on the table.”

“Sorry,” he muttered, sitting far back in his seat and slinking down.

“You don’t even know the meaning of the word,” Kyran muttered, taking another bite of bread, and then cleaning his palate with a swig of water from a clay, deformed cup. 

“Then tell us,” Emma said. “We...we have a right to know.”

“A right?” Kyran asked, raising an eyebrow at her. 

“We’re in this together,” Emma said. “All we have is each other. I understand why you didn’t want to tell us before. We were children. But we won’t tell anyone now.”

“It’s not that simple,” he sighed. “Sometimes, keeping a secret isn’t about what you want. There are ways human beings can extract information out of another.”

“Ways we won’t discuss,” Chloe said, glaring at her husband. 

“No,” he said. “We won’t.”

“Then what can you tell us?” Emma pleaded. “I need to know why we’re stuck here when so many others are in the cities, playing and laughing. Having fun.”

“It’s an illusion,” Chloe said, sounding all the more disconcerting that the words were coming from her mom. “They aren’t happy. They do their best to keep up the charade because that is what the King wants. You weren’t born yet when the fear campaign was underway. He demanded full obedience and happiness to follow. It wasn’t enough to just follow orders. You had to like it. Anyone that didn’t had their mouths carved to look like smiles and their hands—”

“Ways we won’t discuss?” Kyran said loudly. Chloe stopped talking. 

“The King is bad,” Emma said, looking back and forth between each parent. “I know, but I’ve never seen it firsthand. It’s all stories. I want a reason to keep believing in...in this,” she said, gesturing around her to signify the cabin. “I can deal with what we have, but I need to know why.”

“Can’t you trust us?” Chloe asked.

“I do,” Emma said. “But it’s not enough. I need you...I need you to trust me too.”

“Fine,” Kyran said, causing Chloe to look up at him in surprise. “We can discuss a few things.”

“Yes!” Milo said, clenching his fists tight when the cabin door suddenly burst open. Chloe and Kyran jumped to their feet and turned to meet the intruder when the culprit threw up his hands in surrender. 

“It’s just me,” he said. “I have some urgent news.”

“Uncle Gideon!” Milo shouted, running to the man and throwing his arms around his waist. Emma was excited to see him, but it was his face that she was more concerned about. 

It looked like he hadn’t slept in days, and his eyes were full of concern.
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“Please sit down,” Chloe said as she stood up from the table and offered Gideon her seat. Kyran shook his head in refusal and stood up quickly, placing his hands on Chloe’s shoulders and pushing her back into the seat. He waved a hand toward his own at the head of the table. Gideon chuckled and took the chair. Milo began shadow boxing with his uncle as Emma poured him a cup of water in a slightly stained cup. He took the cup as soon as it was offered and devoured it in one long gulp, his adam’s apple moving up and down with each swallow. 

“What brings you here?” Kyran asked, leaning up against the wall. He crossed his arms as he narrowed his eyes at his children. Emma and Milo got the message. They took their seats and waited patiently. Though Emma wanted to continue the conversation on their parents’ past, it would have to wait for another time. The last time they had seen their uncle was over a year ago, and it had been a short visit at that. What was he doing in all that time away?

“I’m back from seeing the world,” Gideon sighed, water trickling down from the corner of his lips. “That’s why I’m here.”

“Impossible,” Kyran said as Chloe’s eyes lit up in excitement. 

“Is it?” Chloe asked her husband. “You know Gideon doesn’t stop moving.”

“Something I should consider more these days,” he sighed, closing his eyes to rest them. “The atmosphere changes...it certainly hasn’t been kind to our bodies.”

“Tell me about it,” Chloe whistled. “My arms aren’t as big as they used to be.”

“Not necessarily a bad thing,” Kyran muttered. 

“Did you really see the whole world?” Milo asked. Emma had never seen him so excited. His smile was so big and his eyes were so wide she feared they would pop out of his head. 

“I believe so,” he said after clearing his throat. “Well, all except the most dangerous spots. I’m not as good at stealth as your father here.”

All sets of eyes turned to Kyran. 

Kyran sighed and chuckled under his breath as Gideon frowned at him. “You haven’t told them? Heavens, Kyran, how long are you going to keep up this charade? Until your deathbed?”

“If I could only be so lucky,” he said. 

“We were actually getting ready to tell them before you walked in,” Chloe explained. “They’ve had lots of questions.”

“Well, don’t let me stop you,” Gideon said, eyeing the meat on the table. Chloe nodded and he began picking the flesh off the bones and throwing it into his mouth. 

“If you’re so casual about your travels,” Kyran said. “Then I assume all is well.”

“Sort of,” Gideon said between chews.

“Sort of?”

“Thorn is still King,” Chloe mumbled. “Nothing is okay as long as that man is still on the throne.”

“He is,” Gideon said as Emma refilled his cup. “But there are worse things. At least he’s not trying to destroy the world.”

“Yet,” Kyran said.

“Call me an optimist, but I believe he’s learned his lesson with the whole ether thing. I think he wants absolute power, but he also wants to co-exist with the survivors of this world. We were nearly wiped out, and it’s a miracle that we were able to find enough food to get by.”

“It’s a lot easier to manage when the population is down to about ten percent of what it was.”

“It’s gotten a little higher since people can procreate, but I see what you mean. Listen, Thorn’s not stupid. That’s been proven. He’s not going to start killing people for no reason. He needs us.”

“He’s biding his time,” Kyran said. “Trust me. He has plans. It might take him longer than he desires, but there is a plot in play that is sure to make us all miserable. He sought immortality at one point. And he wanted to be both the Maker and the Dark One all at once. A man doesn’t just step down from that kind of ambition lightly.”

“I understand,” Gideon said. “But that doesn’t mistake the fact that I have seen no sign of such a plot.”

“You must not have looked hard enough.”

“Would you rather take my place?”

“You know that’s not possible.”

“Then trust my findings,” Gideon said, glaring at him. “I’ve hid in the shadows, I’ve watched through the cold and lonely nights. I’ve followed his men and eavesdropped on their families. Whatever Thorn is planning, he is keeping it very, very close to the chest. There are no armies. No great plots that are easily visible. He only has his trusted few, and with a proper attack, even they will fall.”

“It’s not enough,” Kyran said, his face twitching. “There’s something we’re not seeing.”

“What’s going on?” Milo asked, interrupting the conversation. 

Kyran grunted in disapproval before looking at his son. “We are discussing the future of this world.”

“You want to kill Thorn?” Emma asked innocently. 

Kyran looked at her for a moment before answering. She had always been intuitive. “We don’t want to kill him, but we want to have precautions in place in case he decides to attack us.”

“Why would he do that? Doesn’t he take care of us?”

Gideon burst out in laughter. “Goodness, you really have to get these kids up to speed.”

“Thorn is not your friend,” Chloe said carefully, placing a hand on top of Emma’s. “Many people revere him and follow his orders, but he rules out of fear and because the people are hungry and desperate. That’s not freedom, and the King is no true leader. There is a reason that no one is allowed to speak ill of him. Your question is evidence enough. How often do you hear people mumbling about the King?”

“Never,” Emma said. “Well, hardly ever.”

“And what do people complain about? Day to day?”

“Everything,” Milo chimed in. “Sometimes I complain too.”

“But not the King?” Chloe asked.

“No,” he said truthfully. “Um, I don’t really think about the King all that much to be honest.”

“That’s what he wants,” Gideon said with a nod. “A sense of normalcy. The adults—the survivors, they all remember who he is and what he’s done. Very few lands and cultures were untouched by his crusade. But this generation...they think everything is just fine the way it is. As if oppression and complete obedience is what you’re supposed to do. Why would they fight for change when they share the same values as the oppressors?”

“My children think for themselves,” Kyran said.

“And yet you shelter them,” Gideon scoffed. 

“Only out of necessity. You know why I kept silent.”

“I understand,” Gideon said, casting his eyes to the table. “I don’t blame you...I...listen, I’m not here to quarrel with you. I just want you to know that for now, we’re still in the clear.”

“It’s different now,” Kyran said, looking up at the ceiling. “There will be no major display of power when he makes his move. He will do it quietly. Without the people’s knowledge.”

“And if we attack openly, we will be branded as criminals and traitors.”

“Yes. I know.”

“And the Solons?” Chloe asked. “Sages? Anyone out there?”

“So they do exist!” Milo shouted.

“Hush!” Chloe snapped at him. Unfamiliar with his mother’s harsh tone, he backed down and slunk down in his seat. 

“Anything?” Chloe asked again, her voice full of hope. 

Gideon shook his head reluctantly. “I wish I had some good news, but no. The Solons fought valiantly, but it would seem that there isn’t one left. What else could they do? Public opinion was on Thorn’s side. He had all the power and the Solons couldn’t get recruits for their cause. They were always a brash bunch.”

“You would know,” Kyran said with a twinkle in his eye. 

“I regret that a lot,” Gideon said with a clenched jaw, his chest puffed up as he took a long, heavy breath. “I should have been there to guide them, instead of wallowing in my failures. They lasted longer than the Sages...they were stronger, more determined. We could have used that. We could have—”

“It’s done,” Kyran declared. “We have to look to the future now while trying our best to understand the present.”

“So I take it their training has been going well?” he asked, looking to the children back and forth. 

“Yes,” Chloe smiled. Emma and Milo felt embarrassed by all of the sudden attention. 

“What training?” Emma asked. “We barely get to practice our sword handling.”

“Ah, but that’s not what you needed to learn,” Chloe said. “First, you had to learn morals, manners and empathy.”

“Why?” Milo asked, squinting one eye.

“Because it won’t be your swordsmanship that will determine your future, but your heart.”

“Anyone can learn how to fight,” Kyran said. “Even those without talent can eventually become quite skilled with proper dedication and hard work, but the heart is fragile and easily manipulated. Your mother and I took a long look at this world and came to the conclusion that battle will be the least of your worries. With so many trying to survive, not many are training in combat, but they are cunning, stealthy, and full of tricks. No matter how powerful you are, they can find a way to stab you in the back. That’s why we placed so much importance on your character, and not your physical prowess.”

“Hmph,” Gideon chuckled. “Acting like this was the plan all along.”

“It was,” Chloe said, “and I think that since they have been so curious lately, now’s a good a time as any to begin taking their ‘training’ to the next level. Emma...Milo...I want to tell you a tale. Of the journey of the five stones. Of five very distinct Kingdoms, and about a young couple named James and Catherine.”
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Chapter 4 – Heritage
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The sun was peeking out over the horizon and a few birds had begun their morning song, but Emma and Milo weren’t tired. It was a lot of information to take in, but that didn’t stop them from staying up all night, pouring over the treasure that had just been bestowed upon them. So when their father knocked on the door and ordered them outside, they didn’t hesitate. They rushed out the door and eagerly awaited instructions. 

Kyran found himself chuckling. His children never got up so fast. The only explanation was that they had never slept, which was okay with him. He didn’t expect them to. After all those years of questions, they finally had more answers than they could handle. It would take a few days until their sleeping schedule was back to normal. 

“Where’s Mom?” Milo yawned as he crossed his arms. The early morning chill never ceased to nip at their skin, like a tiny attention-seeking puppy. 

“She’s talking with Gideon,” he said, looking at them back and forth. “She’s going by Mom now?”

“So what are we doing out here?” Emma asked happily, clapping her hands together. “More stories to tell?”

“There are minor details to go over,” Kyran said, “but that will come to light over time. No, what we must focus on now will be a lot more distressing. As your mother said, we were training your heart, and I admit that she is better at such endeavors than I am. My talents lie in what will now come before you.”

“YES!” Milo shouted, jumping up and down. “Real training!”

Kyran quickly punched him in the face, sending him hard onto his butt.

“There will be enough of that,” Kyran said coldly as Emma stood up straighter. 

“Why did you hit me?” Milo whined as he clutched his cheek and climbed to his feet.

“Because your mother was in charge. Now I’m taking the reins. She may have provided the soft heart, but I will foster the shell.”

“What do you mean?” Milo asked, his eyes wide at the fear of the unknown.

“It means that playtime is over,” he said. “I understand that both of you sneak out at night and go to town. I stopped your mother from interfering because I thought it was good for the two of you. To hone your abilities and increase your bond. After all, in this cold world, all we have is each other. But that also means that I expect that you actually did learn something. So I want the both of you to come at me now. This time, I won’t ‘play.’”

Milo and Emma glanced at each other. Neither wanted to make the first move. Play fights with their father were fun although he usually looked bored. But now there was a light in the back of his irises. A yearning to prove his power. 

They didn’t like what they saw. 

“Come on,” Milo said, nodding at his sister. “We can do this if we work together.”

“Right,” she said.

“All you need to do is knock me down,” Kyran said. “However possible.”

“Easy,” Milo said, giving his father a smirk.

Kyran raised an eyebrow. “An attitude without testing is like food sitting in cold water on the stove.”

“Whatever,” Milo said, rushing his father. Emma tried to run around him and Kyran didn’t bat an eye at the attempt. He waited for the moment they would each strike. 

Before they could connect with their fists to his back and abdomen respectively, he reached out and grabbed Milo by the wrist. Then he swung him around and into Emma. They both crashed into each other and tumbled along the ground. 

As they untangled themselves from each other’s limbs, Kyran crossed his arms. “A foolish attempt,” he said. “I’m an adult. I’m stronger, faster. How could you possibly defeat me like that?”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” Milo asked, rubbing his head. “It’s not like we have weapons.”

“Even if you did, would it really make a difference? If I gave you a sword, I would dodge it. Worse, if I had my own, I could defeat you in one blow.”

“Then what can we do?”

“The problem with children is that they are unaware of their limitations. They think that they are invincible. You must accept your limitations and then work your way around them. Think outside the box. For example, because you are kids, people will often underestimate you. In the cases in which someone does, you have a chance for one clean strike, but even then, you have to be close to compensate for your lack of speed...and the strike must be precise, to make up for your lack of strength. Aim for the vitals in that instance.”

“I see,” Emma said. She stood next to her brother and listened carefully. 

“But that is only one example,” Kyran sighed. “There are countless situations. Too many to teach you. Which is why you must develop your common sense and your instincts. You must be able to form solutions in your mind instantly. And a lot of that only comes through practice.”

“But if...” Emma paused to think. “If we’re not supposed to fight against Thorn, or at least not until we’re strong enough...how will we get that practice?”

“First of all,” Kyran frowned. “You are NOT to fight against Thorn. Not now, and not until your mother and I think you’re ready. Until then, you only think of your training, and possibly living a life in this world.”

“How can we though?” Emma complained. “How is that possible with all we’ve found out? That he’s a terrible man? That he’s oppressing everyone? How can we grow old and live normal with that in the back of our minds?”

“You may have to,” Kyran replied. “Because until we say that you are ready, you are not. Yes, the stories may have been fascinating to you, but you must also think about what we’ve lost. The friends that were killed. The family that we will never see again. It’s not worth it. Trust me. If you have an opportunity that transcends all counter-logic then yes, you should take it, but otherwise, you have to live and survive. The reason we told you about the past is because you’re old enough to know, and someday, you will have to make your own decisions, but that day is not today.”

“And for our training?” Milo asked. “What’s the point of it if we’re not to use it?”

“As I’ve said before, Thorn is planning something. Whatever that plan is, it may be implemented in your lifetime, it may not. I don’t know. He plays the long game, and no one is exactly sure how long we’re able to live naturally under this new atmosphere. I want the both of you to be prepared.”

“So you want us to be on the defensive?” 

“Yes.”

“But that’s not me,” Milo said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ve never been like that.”

“For your own good, you should reconsider.”

“I don’t know.”

“Either way, you are not to engage Thorn.”

“Fine,” Milo huffed. “But what about our training. What’s next?”

“I was going to discuss more with you,” Kyran smiled. “But I can tell that you both are eager to test your limits. Fine. I have a test for you. The city that you two love so much? I want you to go there and speak with your friend, Winnie.”

“You know about him?” Emma asked in surprise.

“Emma!” Milo snapped.

“Occasionally I watch from afar,” Kyran said with a curt smile. “But I won’t today. Go there and speak with him. Tell him nothing about what you have learned, but ask to hear his stories. I want you to stay near his tent for an hour and then come back home.”

“Listen to his stories for an hour?”

“No,” Kyran said. “Something will happen. You’ll see. When it does, react to the situation and find a solution. Then come home without being followed. Understand?”

“I guess,” Milo said, scratching his hair. 

“Whatever happens,” Kyran said, unfolding his arms. “You are the children of great warriors. When you are afraid and feeling inadequate, just remember that.”

“Okay,” Emma and Milo replied in unison. 

“Alright, now get moving.” Kyran said. 

The twins took off, ready to begin their mysterious mission. Kyran watched their backs until they were out of his sight, but he did not pursue. He had left the house and watched over them every single time they headed out. Every. Single. Time. 

But not today. 

Today was the first day of letting go.  

***
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK IS going to happen?” Milo asked for the fifteenth time as they walked through the sandy roads, navigating past homes and merchants. They decided not to slide down to their destination this time. It was very grown up of them.

“I don’t know,” she said as they reached Winnie’s tent. He was busy fixing himself supper. It was a cold one. A bowl overflowed with a myriad of flowers, roots and plants, and he hummed to himself as he mixed them together with his hands. 

Emma cleared her throat and he turned around in curiosity. His eyes widened in shock once he saw the twins before him, but he made no sudden movements. He walked backwards slowly and then sat down upon his bed. He folded his hands together and sighed heavily. 

“You’re back,” he replied.

“You don’t look glad to see us,” Milo said. 

“I care for you,” he said, “but it is true. I’m not happy you are standing before me. I thought I made myself clear.”

“We had to see you.”

“You’re making things worse. I wanted to forget you, but ever since I heard what you said yesterday...about the Sages. My mind has been racing. Is...is it...no, never mind. I shouldn’t know.”

“What are you having?” Emma asked, trying to relive him of his inner turmoil. 

“Ah this?” he asked, gesturing toward his bowl. “Nothing much. The same old thing.”

“It still looks delicious.”

“I would leave now if I were you.”

“What? Did I say something wrong?”

“The children will be here soon,” he sighed. “I...they came to me earlier this morning, asking me for a story. I couldn’t give them one and they immediately started blaming you. I couldn’t admit that it was true. My mind just doesn’t have the focus for creativity right now. It will fade with time, but your presence isn’t helping.”

“What do they want to do to us?” Milo asked.

“I don’t want to think about it,” he said. “But I’m sure it’s bad. My stories are one of the few means of sustenance for them. Something to take their minds off their rumbling bellies.”

“They don’t eat much?”

“You wouldn’t know what it’s like,” he said with a sigh. “Not you two. I can see it in your muscles and form. It’s all over your stature. You’ve been eating a steady diet of protein. You have the energy and the strength. It only supports the theory that your parents may in fact be Sages. Working for Thorn at the least.”

Milo flashed a glance at Emma. Could that be true? Their parents worked for Thorn in some way? They had kept a lot from them already.

Emma shook her head. It couldn’t be.

“The sight of you bothers me,” he said, his breathing becoming more erratic. “Please leave.”

“We can’t,” Emma said boldly.

“Why?”

“Because we have a mission to complete.”

“Huh?”

“HEY!” a child shouted from their right. Emma and Milo spun their head toward the source to see twelve children grouped up together at the end of the row. Half of them were pointing right at them. 

“Run, children,” Winnie whispered. 

The group of children rushed them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

Chapter 5 – Peers
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“I just want to talk,” Emma said, but that was before a small rock smacked across the cheek. She cried out and grabbed her jaw as Milo stepped in front of her.

“Hey! That wasn’t cool!” he shouted, but the kids didn’t care. A volley of rocks came at the twins and Milo grabbed his sister and turned her around, using his own back as a shield. He wanted to cry from the pain, but he couldn’t give them the satisfaction. He couldn’t show them how much he hurt from their actions. 

“Let’s run!” Emma shouted but Milo wasn’t so quick to flee. 

“We should stand up to them,” he said, pushing her into a vacant tent. Their feet stumbled over the pots, pans and bowls strewn across the carpet and laid across the sand floor. 

“How? There are so many of them.”

“This could be the mission,” he said as their attackers got closer. Their shouting was beginning to overpower their conversation. It would only be a few more seconds until they were upon them.

“It’s up to you,” Emma whined, rubbing her cheek. “Run or fight?”

“Well, we have to choose quick,” Milo said.

The voices had reached the tent.

“NOW!” Milo shouted as he ran out of the tent and sprinted off in the opposite direction. Emma leapt out of the tent and punched the leader of the children across the face, sending him backwards into the group. Milo turned around in surprise and came back to assist his sister. Before one of the children could gain their balance, he kicked him in the chest. 

“What are you doing?” Milo shouted as Emma punched a girl in the stomach and then elbowed her across the face. 

“I don’t know!” she said. Milo shook his head and backhanded another boy, sending him flying into one of the tent’s poles, bringing down the home completely.

“We’re going to get into a lot of trouble!” Emma shouted as her arm was grabbed by one of the boys. She tried to yank it back but his grip was strong. She tried to punch him in the face with her free hand and he grabbed it in mid-air. She head-butt him in the face and he screamed as blood began pouring down his nose. 

“We got this!” Milo shouted as he was punched in the throat. He fell to his knees and gasped for air as he was subsequently kneed in the face. He fell over onto his butt and the back of his head hit the sand. He felt several hands and feet beginning to punch and kick at him and he flailed his arms wildly to swat them away. 

“GET OFF OF HIM!” Emma shouted as she jumped onto the back of one of the boys kicking her brother. The boy shook her off and then turned around to punch her hard in the face. She stumbled back and clutched her face as the large boy reached down and threw her over his shoulder. Squirming and beating at his back, the boy brought her over to the edge of the hill. 

Before she could protest, he threw her over, sending her rolling down the dirt and rocky hillside. As her body picked up momentum, the pain came more sudden. With each rock that burrowed into her side, or roll that ended up in her flying into a jagged edge, her anger grew. 

It wasn’t the pain necessarily. 

It was the fact that with each roll and toss, she was getting further and further away from Milo. 

They were hurting him, and she couldn’t even help. 

He would be crying out for her. He would be counting the seconds until her arrival. 

But eventually, eventually the truth would dawn on him. 

She wasn’t coming.

And he would give up on her. 

He would give in to the pain, not physically, but internally. 

His heart and spirit would be damaged, and that...that was a lot harder to mend. 

“NO!” Emma screamed in rage as she hit the bottom. The landing took the air out of her as she fell onto her back, gasping and shaking from the pain pulsing all over her body. She couldn’t count the cuts and wounds. The color red was abundant, but she ignored it. As soon as she was able to breathe, she forced her body to its feet and began climbing back up the hill. 

With each cry of her brother or shout from the other children, she took another stride. Her hands gripped the rocks just a little bit more. She grit her teeth and climbed as fast as she could in her present condition, and though it felt like an eternity, it couldn’t have been too long. After all the children were still there, taking in their victory with each blow to her brother. 

She didn’t say a word. 

She walked up to the first person she saw and tapped her on the back. The girl turned around and Emma punched her across the face with all her might. The girl didn’t even make a sound. She crumpled down to the ground unconscious. Emma began attacking the others, punching and kicking with all her might. She didn’t look at Milo. She had to take care of them first, but it was apparent that whatever strength she thought she had lying within her, it was all in her head. 

The group had turned their efforts completely on her, and they weren’t letting up. She couldn’t believe it...she was losing. Though she had the fire and spirit, they had the numbers. 

A final kick made her woozy, and as she slowly faded out of consciousness, she watched the bare feet of her peers walking away, celebrating their victory and jesting over what damage they had inflicted. 

Her eyes began to close when she felt something touch her fingers gently. She was able to gain just enough strength to shift her head toward the source and she saw the trembling hand of her brother reaching for hers. 
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