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War is not a real feat, war is a surrogate for feat. At the heart of a feat is the richness of the connections it creates, the tasks it sets, the achievements it encourages. A simple game of heads or tails will not turn into a feat, even if the stakes are life or death. War is not a feat. War is a disease. It's like typhus.

Antoine Saint-Exupery, military pilot

Zona de cercetare stiintifica -> Scientifical research area

Orasul Farmis -> Farmis City

Muntii Strajeri -> The Guarding Mountains

Orasul Vanillor -> Vanillor City

Orasul Owrder -> Owrder City

Orasul Howl -> Howl City

Padurea Hybrid -> Hybrid Forest

Orasul Metha -> Metha City

Desertul Mortii -> Desert of the Dead
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CHAPTER 1
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History of humanity has always been a controversial subject. Either when it comes to witnesses, acts of falsified stories, characters whom never existed or the fact that each generation will repeat the same mistakes, bringing the humankind closer to its own ending on this planet, the more predicable the end, the more controversial it gets. However, it is graver for our successors not to know their history, for the unknown can lead to extremely dangerous horizons for the human spirit, such as ignorance and dependence of power.

At the beginning of the third millennium, the Earth was far from being a pacifist territory. The countries that populated it were constantly searching to control one way or another certain subjects of general interest. Perhaps, genetically speaking, the needing of affirmation at a global level by every necessary mean was still flowing through some people’s veins, be it even the suffering of the innocent. During the first fifty years, humanity had evolved enormously from a technological point of view, inventing a multitude of technological systems to make their life easier, but curiosity had not stopped here. Scientists felt the need to search beyond their planet, to discover more about the universe they are in and, especially, to find other forms of life. One of the most shocking assumptions came shortly afterwards: God, whatever His story or religion might be, does not exist, the human had evolved, indeed, from a species of monkey, thus adapting at the changes that had occurred throughout the centuries. 

In a world that had just escaped from the Dark Ages (called like this because everything that meant culture and evolution had been silenced in favor of religion), quickly moving through the blood and death of the Modern Age of world wars and into the Contemporary Age, where things were moving so fast that only some could cope, people began to divide themselves into categories. Freedom of thought and expression was offered by the democracy of certain countries, where the most important scientific discoveries had been made. There were also people who entrusted their souls and lives to their God. Mankind had gradually divided into two camps: those who believed in God as the source of their evolution and those who believed in science. Although the Earth was home to thousands of religions, with the help of technology, the religion camp was becoming increasingly united, despite having vastly different religious backgrounds. After all, regardless of the religion's narrative, God was God, and scientists or those who were eager to dispel this ideology of the ape as the source of creation automatically became God's enemy. They could have lived in peace if everything stopped at just believing, but each side had begun to create an environment hostile to the other, leading to political, economic, legislative tensions, some as disastrous as the restriction of certain rights, undermining democratic status itself.

The camp of the scientists had the legislation on its side, which kept up with human evolution from a scientific point of view, thus trying to impose certain standards on people, procedures and approaches, which were seen by others as mass manipulation for the total control of the population. The camp of the believers had the power of the Church itself by its side, which was still quite strong, given the centuries when the Church was making the law. Between the two were the politicians, neutral at first glance. In fac, they cared about who had the most to gain.

Such tensions have greatly increased with the need of the population to be vaccinated, to take certain medicines and to understand that, as long as they are part of a certain territory, they must respect the applied laws. The camp of those who believed that God alone was the one to decide on human life tried for a few years to be like the Vatican, a state within another state, but this failed miserably due to their union not being strong enough, with so many religions at stake, which inevitably stirred up quarrels within, no matter how united they were against the foe. On the other hand, there is only one science, being accurate. Therefore, while science was gaining ground, religion was losing important benefits, for it slowly became too focused on proving which God was the true one.

To put an end to this somewhat cold conflict, in the year 2051 it was worldwide decreed that those who did not closely follow legislation aligned with scientific findings (a new law was to be implemented to monitor the population by implanting a chip) would suffer the consequences of social exclusion, which broadly meant deprivation of access to health care, ban on travel, education, etc. This led to huge street riots on the other side, so large and all at once, as no one had ever seen before. Wherever people were free, they went out into the streets and fought with the authorities. Soon, people's anger got out of control and the major states, who were deciding on a global scale, met to find a solution. After discussions, they realised that religion was the problem and that it alone was holding people back from developing, and this had to be exterminated. At one point, they proposed life imprisonment for those who sabotaged development through something as trivial as their own faith. However, imprisoning a few billion people for life seemed too costly a job, even for the richest countries, and no one wanted to take on such an undertaking. Even if they were adherents of science, deprivation of liberty seemed immoral to say the least in this context. 

Following a world summit, countries have come to a conclusion. An ultimatum will be given to the other side to stop the violence and accept that this is the normal course of humanity. They will still be able to practise their religion, but the Church itself will be stripped of all traces of political power. Otherwise, it will go to war. Of course, the major churches, together with spiritual leaders everywhere, did not agree to this under any circumstances. Although people were beginning to understand the gravity of the situation and to realise that a Third World War would bring them no benefit, the representatives of the faith shouted vehemently that they were ready for war, they would remain to perform services in places of worship, and the rest of the people would go to the front lines. 

Given the technological advances and the power wielded by armies, it was pretty clear who was going to win, but the moral dilemma of killing intervened. In some parts of the world, armies began to march through the streets, imposing laws and applying force wherever they considered it necessary. Everywhere there were reports that people on all sides were becoming more and more thirsty for revenge, and so, little by little, the streets were becoming open graves, unwitting witnesses to those who lost their lives, whether guilty of inciting violence or totally innocent, being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The planet suddenly stopped. Mankind began to mourn its dead, to howl with hunger, to lack access to health care and to be unable to exercise freedom of any kind. All those who were on the side of religion had been slowly isolated in their own homes, heading for a slow and cruel death caused by the most archaic conditions of living.

It was a chaotic and psychological war, something humankind had seen before, but had apparently learned nothing from. Another summit was held to determine a way out of this terrible situation in every point of view, which affected everyone from the smallest child to the most important man in the state. In the light of the events that had taken place and the possible dark future, the summit's decision was to conclude a peace treaty that would separate the two sides and stop each side from interacting with the other. The decision was immediately transmitted globally, telling people that they had to decide whose side they were on. During this time, the leaders of the religious camp, sensing the danger of losing the power they had left, enlisted the help of terrorist groups to attack the most important development points of the globe. For money and influence, the groups agreed, and what followed was catastrophic, as no one expected it. Strategically spread out, thousands of people bombed the world's major cities, causing carnage and burning territory along the way. The counterattack came quickly. The nuclear bombs only showed how powerful the other side was, leaving two billion dead, millions wounded and hundreds of thousands of miles of destroyed land in their wake. Along with the humans, the planet was going through its greatest existential crisis.

Given the technological power at the time and the resources available to the science camp, the attack was quickly quelled, but the disastrous consequences were irreparable. The planet had almost burned to the ground, Europe and North America were wiped off the map, and Asia was partially affected in equal measure. It was clear who had won the war, but it was not clear how life would go on.

With a population reduced by half and a planet with very few places left to live, the two sides have reached a consensus. The peace treaty imposed harsh conditions on the religious side, but they could no longer refuse. Thus, in eastern Asia, a huge wall was built near the Caspian Sea on land from which all traces of humanity had been erased. The land had been surveyed beforehand to ensure a suitable lifestyle, and once it was concluded that there were enough resources for people to start again, the wall was erected, surrounding a generous area. All those who refused to take part in the development of the technological society were transferred to this space, along with what was left of their valuables, books and anything else that would have made their transition easier. From this camp nearly a million people remained alive and began to live in the Crowd. Immediately after moving inside the Wall, due to injuries, conditions and lack of medical attention, several hundred thousand died one by one. Due to the misunderstandings of the remaining leaders, deadly battles between those of different religions took place over the next few years, which led to the further depletion of the Crowd. By the time Tim arrived at Eulice's house, the Crowd numbered in the tens of thousands.

The other side occupied South America and began to rebuild the Society, which was to operate in the future through a carefully designed System.

The most important and only negotiation that kept the peace, according to the treaty signed by both sides, was the condition that the two sides would never communicate again, that they would be allowed to develop according to their own ideology and under no circumstances would those inside the wall try to cross it.

The two entities have thus resumed their lives from an incipient point, each pursuing its purpose of human evolution through its own characteristic rules and laws. Time slowly passed, burying the peace treaty beneath it, so that after a few decades the populations no longer knew about each other, no one knew the history of how they had come to live like this, except those who had come to rule the two worlds.

Human curiosity is a trait that has done much good for evolution and, equally, has been at the root of some of the events that have divided mankind, but humans always find a way to find the answers to those questions that keep them awake at night. Curiosity has led, more than a century after the events recounted above, to the two sides finding out about each other's existence and facing each other again. This time we are faced with an over-developed technological Society and a Crowd that has returned to the Middle Ages in every aspect.
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CHAPTER 2
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The situation had changed drastically. In the last few hours, the three had learned crucial information and were on the verge of uncovering the real story behind two worlds so different in their evolution over time. Tim left his aunt crying in the dark, deserted street. The three looked around, but saw no sign that they were being followed or in danger of being caught. Tim started the engine and headed for the southern point of Owrder. No one had said a word the whole ride, it was all too overwhelming for them and they had no idea how devastating it would become once they found out how people had gotten into this situation. Tim felt a storm of emotions and questions building in his mind, and the tension and danger of the situation made him think more and more that it would be mentally impossible for him to hold on much longer. A stray thought made its way through thousands of others, startling him. I miss mom and dad... I miss those times when I felt safe, even though I wasn't really. Ignorance is sometimes a blessing in disguise disguised extremely well for someone who needs peace and quiet, he thought to himself as he sped up.

In the backseat, Hera looked out the window and marveled at how different this city was from Milleth, how much had happened in just a few months and wondered when it would all end, and Castor tried to take his mind off how worried Eulice surely was.

Arriving at the meeting point, the three waited impatiently for Henry. They were all quite tense and apprehensive.

‘Do you think he'll come? What if your aunt betrayed us again?’ Castor asked impatiently.

‘He'll come, don't worry. Even Martha knows that at this point she has become completely useless to the System. No matter what she does next, her fate is sealed’, Tim calmly replied.

‘What do you mean? What’s gonna happen to her?’ Hera replied, as if awakened from her reverie.

Tim turned to them and looked at them carefully, then answered in a sober tone:

‘We live by very strict rules. Only those who serve the System as it needs to be served are allowed to live. The rest are cryogenically frozen.’

‘Cryo...what?’ Castor frowned.

‘The system considers killing to be illegal, so a method had to be found by which an individual could be reduced to nothing without being killed. Cryogenics is a process of permanently freezing the body. Once cryopreserved, a rocket takes them into space and dumps them there like rubbish.’

‘Doesn't it hurt?’ Hera asked, choked by emotion.

‘I don't know..., they're not conscious, I don't think they feel anything in particular.’

‘But it's the same as death! It's just that they never wake up again’, Castor replied indignantly.

‘That's it... But the System doesn't see it that way. I told you, it's a very strict regime, but nobody questions it. Besides, it's illegal to do that’, Tim continued in the same tone.

‘Hmm, I wonder which system of governance is tougher...’, Castor whispered.

‘What do you mean?’ Tim wondered.

‘I don't know, I'm thinking about what you said, that you don't have God, but you have this extremely ruthless System, from what I see. After all, what's the difference?’

Tim did not have an answer, but Castor's question was valid. Why did Society consider itself superior if in fact it was just as brutal as the Crowd? Didn't this situation have nothing to do with God, but simply man's insatiable need for a level of control and power over an entire population? Tim thought, but stopped himself from saying it out loud.

Hera wanted to add something, but Tim signaled that Henry was approaching the car. The humanoid got in to Tim's right and showed them where they could go to get ready quietly. Less than ten minutes into the drive, Tim stopped the car and the four of them entered a tunnel. Henry led them to a room hidden in a slot in the tunnel, where he gave them clothes used by the people of the System then dyed the twins' hair with an instant spray.

‘You'll go with me and you won't make a sound. If anyone asks you a question, don't answer. Let me handle it.’

The three nodded, then left the tunnel. The southern part of Owrder was not heavily populated, but on this day there was an event presenting new technological advances, and the streets were filled with people and humanoids. This gave them the perfect opportunity to get lost in the crowd and make their way to the System Archives, a very old building where only certain officials were allowed to enter. However, Henry got them their digital badges and they got in without a problem.

Upon arriving in the great hall, the humanoid checked on huge screens where he could find the history of the System and unlocked access to a room in the basement. He turned to the three and said in a serious tone:

‘I was programmed to bring you this far. Go to the basement following the digital map and you will find the copies you're interested in. You don't need a password, I've got it covered. I'll go back to Martha and erase this memory so you can't be found if I'm interrogated’, he told them in a serious tone, accompanied by the characteristic metallic sound.

Henry turned to leave, but Tim stopped him.

‘Please tell Martha that everything that's happened now could have been avoided if she'd just told the truth from the start. Maybe my parents would be alive, too, if she cared more about her family than the System.’

The humanoid looked at Tim for a few seconds, ready to say something, but hesitated and instead replied:

‘Tim, you still don't understand how the System really works. There's no room for feelings, only productivity. I hope you'll realize sooner or later that your aunt didn't do anything wrong.’

‘What about us? You’re leaving us here?’ Castor intervened.

‘I'm sure you'll manage. After all, you have Tim with you. He's a survivor, over time you'll discover what he's really capable of’, Henry justified as he exited the lecture hall.

The twins looked at Tim confused.

‘What did he mean by that? What don't we know about you?’

‘I’ve no idea’, Tim replied quickly, heading for the basement.

The twins looked at each other, displeased with the answer, but followed him. The small room in the pre-System archives had been fully digitised, and was full of screens where copies of official documents could be read. The three of them began searching the document history and Tim found something called the World War III Peace Treaty - year 2051.

‘Come here, I think I found something!’ he shouted towards the twins.

Tim used the System's technology to use the document's translation function, so the twins could read it too. He then discovered that they spoke a very archaic form of the English language. The three began to read silently how humanity had become divided into two camps and had destroyed the planet in an attempt to prove to each other who was stronger. Hera tearfully read about the billions of deaths, while Castor accidentally played a video attached to the file. Before the eyes of the three were grim images of what had been left behind by a war started for individualistic and almost senseless reasons in the struggle for power.

‘My goodness! Are these our ancestors?’ Hera asked, her voice trembling with pain.

‘Yeah, apparently. Apparently we were the same society at the beginning, but we split up after this war’, Tim replied, visibly shocked.

‘And the wall? What's its role?’ Castor intervened impatiently.

‘I don't know, let's see what happened next’, Tim said, continuing to read.

After they had finished reading about their history, they reached the last part of the document, the terms of the peace treaty. One condition was written on an entire page:

The war is over. The science camp has won and has the right to impose conditions. Since we believe that the remaining survivors of the other camp do not deserve to die, we will order their exile to an area that allows them, in terms of resources and geographic location, to continue living as they please. This area will be surrounded by a wall five hundred metres high and about one hundred metres wide, which will be built by us and technologically controlled from our territory. This wall will have two control points, one on our side and one within it, but it will only be used for force majeure purposes, representing the imminent natural death of those inside (unstoppable outside events, like meteors, for example). We, outsiders, will continue to monitor the life inside the wall with the aim of protecting, helping and eventually reintegrating it among us.

Until then, however, for the peace treaty to remain in force, no one inside the wall, under any circumstances, is allowed to leave or make contact in any way with anyone outside. If this rule is broken, we will go to war again, with the aim of wiping out whatever traces of life exist inside the wall at that time. Only we, as the victors, will decide when, how and under what conditions the two nations will meet again.

The three looked at each other in shock. Never in their wildest dreams had they thought of something like this. It was becoming clearer and clearer that they were fighting for true freedom, for the truth to come out, and for people on both sides to finally be reunited, which seemed only natural. Reciting the last sentences, Hera let out a yelp, realizing the danger they were in.

‘Castor, we have to go back home! Everybody there’s in danger!’

‘What are you talking about?’ he asked confusedly.

‘About us, we broke the treaty, we went outside the wall, and the System already knows that! Mom, everyone inside is in danger! We have to go back and warn them!’

‘Castor, Hera is right. The System will definitely follow the treaty, they wrote it, and the insiders have signed off that they agree. The Crowd will die if we don't somehow find a way to explain the situation to them’, Tim intervened, frowning.

‘And you think they'll believe us? Or will they even show us any mercy? Didn't Henry say earlier that there's no room for feelings here?’ Castor retorted angrily.

‘It's worth a try...’ Tim sighed, as Hera looked at them in awe.

The three went silent. Each thought about the danger that was upon them, but mostly about how they had put the lives of everyone in the Crowd in danger and felt guilty. Again, Tim seemed confused about what he felt different within himself, having never felt anything more than physiological needs, but he preferred to defer the subject.

‘How do we get out of here? Without Henry we can consider ourselves trapped...’ Hera complained, getting increasingly agitated.

Tim looked around the room, trying to find an underground way out of the city.

‘From what I know, all cities are connected by huge tunnels. I don't know why, but there should be one here, especially since this is the oldest building in the city’, Tim replied.

‘And there's no one underground to follow us?’ Hera continued.

‘No, the canals aren't supervised, I think. There's no activity here, so there'd be no reason for anyone to monitor them.’

‘I find it hard to believe, given how much control there's here in the System’, Castor intervened skeptically.

‘If there are checkpoints, we'll get rid of them somehow, we have to get home to mom’, Hera replied impatiently.

There was no other exit from that room. The three walked up to the auditorium, but quickly saw that some security cars had parked in front, a sign that they wanted to enter the building. Tim could not figure out how to get out of there in time and watched helplessly as three officers entered the auditorium, laser guns pointed at each of them.

A second later, a high-pitched sound was heard, which distracted everyone, and a smoke bomb opened and filled the room, causing the officers to crash into each other. The three were pulled by someone and led down a narrow corridor to an underground tunnel. When the rescuer finally turned on a green light, the three recognized Henry.

‘Henry? What are you doing here?’ Tim asked confusedly.

‘Martha told me to come back for you and keep you safe. After all, it seems she feels this is how she can repay whatever she feels she did wrong to you.’

Tim smiled, glad they had escaped security, and now he knew they had a real chance, with Henry's help, of getting back to the wall. Although he would normally have said something about Martha's gesture, he preferred to remain silent. For some reason, which he could not define, he still resented her immensely, as if nothing she could do would redeem her grandson's forgiveness, though Henry was quite helpful.
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CHAPTER 3
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Eulice fell on her knees, staring in terror at the inferno unfolding before her. The sky was covered in black smoke, from which helicopters continued to emerge, and on the field in front of them hundreds of people seemed to be multiplying at a rapid pace. The big ship, which was coordinating everything going on around it , flew over the wall for a few minutes, then landed right on the outer edge of the wall. There was an eerie silence in the air, everyone around Eulice watched frozen in fear or awe, while sensing the inevitable danger they were in. Rwoden began to murmur a prayer, and Willow bent down to pick Eulice up and said almost in a whisper:

‘Eulice, this was inevitable, it's not your fault. This won't end today and here, we will fight for what we stand for and if we die, we'll die in glory, but before that you'll see your children again, I promise.’

Eulice looked at him with tears in her eyes, overcome with a feeling of despair and helplessness. She did not understand what those machines in front of her were, but she could easily tell that their power exceeded by far that of those inside. There had been revolts for power over the years, but people fought with what they could get their hands on, with no one but Lyso having access to any kind of more advanced technology. He was the only one who had driven the people of Ort to build sophisticated weaponry, developed medicine to the highest level, trained spies, and finally created mechanical cranes with which to raise his palace much faster. On top of that, he had a car, an invention that amazed many in the Crowd, but to which, unfortunately, they had no access. The woman did not have time to say anything else, because suddenly a loud voice was heard in the air:

‘Your commander is called to negotiations. We’ll send someone to take him and bring him to us. You have no reasons to worry; we won’t kill him, just decide what’s going to happen next. If you accept our conditions, no one will be hurt.’

‘Commander? What are they referring to?’ Eulice murmured.

‘They’re talking about you’, Rwoden commented. ‘You’ll have to go to whoever’s commanding those in front of us, to see what conditions he has and if you accept them’, the man concluded in a serious tone.

‘Good heavens! But I can’t do such a thing...’

‘Of course you can, Eulice, it’s the Crowd’s only chance to not be decimated. We’ll come with you, we won’t leave you alone’, Willow added, smiling slightly.

Among those waiting on the field, ten individuals emerged from the crowd, rose into the air and, by jet propulsion, reached in a few seconds the three who stood at the head of the group. Eulice was stunned at how these men could fly, but had no time to say anything as they began to ask whom the commander was.

‘She is’, Rwoden answered, pointing at Eulice, who continued to watch in dismay.

‘You’ll come with us’, one of them commented with a metallic voice.

‘What kind of human are you?’ the woman asked half-whispered.

‘I’m no human, I’m a humanoid’, his words echoed in the air, creating mystery rather than clarifying the situation.

Eulice wanted to ask what he meant by humanoid, but one of them approached her, making her retreat in fear.

‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll take you to the military commander, to discuss the peace or war treaties. Depends on how you decide.’

‘I won’t go alone. Rwoden and Willow must accompany me’, she whispered, wiping her tears with the blouse’s sleeve, to not look weak in front of these humanoids.

‘We haven’t received such orders. Only one person will accompany us, and that’ll be your commander’, responded authoritatively the one in front of her.

Eulice watched the two men helplessly. Willow took a step toward the humanoid and, in a cold tone, replied:

‘We are her advisers, we must be there. No decision is taken by our commander without being checked by us first. That is how things work here. If you wish to discuss with her, we must be present as well.’

The humanoid remained silent for a few seconds, signaling that he was waiting for an answer, then he made a gesture to the other humanoids to take over Willow and Rwoden.

‘The commander has agreed. Please allow the two to take you to our ship.’

The three nodded, then the humanoids took them by the waist and flew with them to the ship. Eulice felt her stomach sink as they flew, but she remembered how she had gotten into this situation and found the strength to look tough. She knew in her heart that she had to be strong and exude fortitude to be able to stop this war and bring her children home. She looked down as everything got smaller, as the Wall seemed to lose its immensity and suddenly became less impressive, yet in her heart she kept praying to see her children again as soon as possible. This thought was the only one on which the little reason she had left hung.

Arriving on the ship, the three were directed to the front part, where they were expected by Fyhar Dohr, the military commander of the System, the third power in the state, determined by the rules of the Society. When the sliding door opened, before the three appeared a tall, slender man with long white hair tied back in a mane. He was dressed in a sort of silver-and-black overalls uniform, and at his waist was a strange sheath holding a sword, through which the almost colorless blade could be seen gleaming brightly. Eulice remarked that this man bore a striking resemblance to Tim, with the same facial build, eye colour and hair colour. The only difference was his length and the fact that Fyhar had a short beard outlining his jaws.

Fyhar approached the three, activating his translating option that Tim also used, then he presented himself:

‘Welcome. I am Fyhar Dohr, the military commander of the System and the designated head of the security forces. Today you will discuss your fate with me. Please take a seat here’, he continued in a calm tone, showing them a round table.

Eulice and the two men sat down at the table, which in her view was extremely strange, not seeming real because it was transparent. Apart from the ship itself, all the materials inside were somehow different and worthy of admiration, and the woman couldn't help but marvel at them. The conference room was framed by large panes of glass all around, and these could double as screens if needed, becoming matte and displaying whatever images or data the commander needed. Also, in front of each pane of glass were all sorts of command points, sort of tall tables full of buttons and diagrams that floated in the air, catching the attention of the two men Eulice had come with.

The woman realised that it was very important to show why she had been chosen as a leader, to give the impression of strength and fortitude, even if she was talking to people who were much more technologically advanced than her community. It remained to be seen if they were also mentally advanced, which interested Eulice more than their weapons and devices.
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