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For two of my mentors,  Elena Deleanu and Alexandru-Florin Platon, who   showed me the path towards unsuspected horizons,   which helped me navigate easier.

I had a strange dream. I was in front of a mirror, which was petrifying in front of my eyes. Amazed, I saw it turn into a wall. Afterwards, the need to look for another answer to the question of destiny vanished. You cannot run from yourself, not even when you want so badly. Especially in that moment. 
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Munții Veșnici-Eternal Mountains

Pădurea Însângerată- Bleeding Forest

Orașul Garthyn- Garthyn City

Qword-oraș frontieră- Qword-border city

Valea Apusului- Sunset Valley

Munții Negri- Black Mountains

Trecătoarea Morților- Passage of the Dead

Orașul Alleymund- Alleymund City

Pădurea de Smarald- Emerald Forest

Orașul Milleth- Milleth City

Râul Podul Înalt- High Bridge River

Orașul Ellword- Ellword City

Orașul Ort- Ort City

Trecătoarea de Fier- Iron Passage

Orașul Valleys- Valleys City

Orașul Ulgworg- Ulgworg City

Orașul Dorth- Dorth City
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Chapter 1
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The dawn was gently breaking beyond the edge of the clouds that seemed like a rolling sea. The reddish tongues of the sunrays were rising to infinity, dancing frantically and dizzily. It felt as if everything was coming back to life after a long night of deep darkness. A sense of relief and peace washed over Timothy, although he had flown many times by plane. Despite it all, he never had the courage to fly during the night, but this time he had no choice; his father insisted on going with them. To him, the sunrise was the most magical moment of the day simply because not many people were waking up out of pleasure to see it. The majority were seeing the sunset, since it was easier and more within reach, he thought. He did not regret leaving with his parents on this trip, and he was finally feeling like he conquered his fear of flying during the night.

In front of him was a show of lights and colors like he had rarely seen before, and, for the first time, he was stunned by what he was seeing, as if something unexplainable was happening inside of him, something impossible to describe. However, he remembered who he was and what the rules were and this thing woke him up from daydreaming.

'Tim, are you alright?'

Timothy turned his head, still staring blankly, towards the place where the voice was heard. He saw his mother coming towards him holding two cups. He smiled.

'Yeah', he replied in a whisper. 'Why didn't you tell me how large and diverse the world was? The only times I've seen such landscapes were at school in some videos...I thought the earth was scorched...but look just how beautiful it is!'

Vera, his mother, sighed and sat in front of him, admiring whatever remained of the dawn of that day. Her hair, short and completely white, was slightly shining in the light of the sun; meanwhile her blue eyes seemed more piercing than ever. With a petite stature and nearly lacking any trace of wrinkles on her face, the woman felt as if she has discovered the secret of eternal youth, and Tim thought he would always have her by his side. She sipped a bit of coffee and worryingly said:

‘Tim, we’ve already talked about this. I have no idea where those ideas come from. We are humans, capable of rationalizing; we don’t put a stop to our journey in this world for staring at rainbows and dawns. Animals do such things.’

Timothy raised the coffee mug to his mouth and burned his tongue. He briefly swore before immediately excusing himself. 

‘I can’t believe there’s no point in emphasizing such a thing. The system is not fair, it’s chaining us and slowly killing us from the inside...’

‘Tim, stop saying that! Your father might hear us, and you know what happened last time when you mentioned the System. If you want to believe this, believe it, but don’t tell anyone. I can’t live with the thought of losing you because of teenage nonsense like this.’

‘Alright. I won’t say anything anymore,’ he answered, obviously irritated.

Timothy left the mug on the coffee table and once more got lost in thoughts about the thousands of memories he already possessed at eighteen years he would turn in several days. He is feeling more different than ever, almost being unable to believe what he was taught by the System, he possessed a rather dangerous amount of curiosity, although he did not know it, and his mind often ventured into daydreaming to events and places that could have been explored and where he could finally feel free. His dreams didn’t have a concrete outline most of the time, because no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t create a new world from scratch, different than the one he was living, but that couldn’t prevent the impulse of knowledge from increasing more and more each passing day.

His father’s voice woke him up from dreaming. Matt, tall as a mountain, imposing, with a thick voice, the human whom Timothy was the most scared of in this world, sat next to him and ruffled his hair, musing a good morning in an energetic tone. His deep black eyes, along with his long silver hair, pulled back into a Viking-like ponytail, made him look dangerous all the time and difficult to approach. The man also had a thick scar on his neck from a fight in his youth in which he had been badly wounded, and that was the last drop that completed his imposing appearance.

‘What are you doing, son? Admiring the scenery?’ he asked in an unusually calm tone.

‘No, I’m thinking,’ replied the boy in a low voice.

‘About what?’ Matt seemed curious.

The man tasted from Timothy’s coffee, waiting for the answer and grimacing at the same time. It was too hot and bitter for him, so he put it aside.

‘Nothing special. Just my life.’

‘Your life?’ he laughed. ‘Your life’s wonderful. You have everything you could ever want; you have us, you have the System that takes care of you. What else could you want?’ asked Matt, staring at his son, as if waiting for a specific answer.

Tim noticed the way his father had changed his posture and figure, feeling that something was not right, that his docile answer had disappointed him somehow, but he did not get to say anything, because it was as if time had suddenly stopped. At that moment, a loud crash had been heard, and the two watched through the window as the wing of the plane was slowly disintegrating. Matt jumped and ran to the cockpit, where he saw that the main screen was indicating an error. Although Matt had flown small planes before, he was not sure he could handle critical situations. Despite it all, he jumped into the pilot’s seat and took the plane off autopilot. At that moment, Vera and Timothy had come up behind him, watching in horror as the plane was losing altitude. Vera let out a scream, but Matt looked at Timothy for a moment and said in an authoritarian voice: 

‘Take your mother out of here, go to the back and sit on the floor. I’ll try to crash-land.’

Timothy saw that his father was overwhelmed by the situation; however, he executed the command immediately. He took Vera to the back, and they sat on the floor, holding hands. She was already crying out of fear, but he seemed more curious than scared about what was going to happen next.

At extreme speed, the plane was cutting through the air as the altitude was getting lower and lower. The right-wing engine caught on fire, causing an explosion, and the front of the plane was suddenly pointing towards the ground. Matt was not wearing a seatbelt, causing him to hit the steering wheel hard. After the hit, the man collapsed unconscious on the plane floor.

Timothy heard the fall, got up, and ran towards him. Vera was screaming louder and louder.

‘Dad? Dad, wake up!’

Timothy was shaking Matt as hard as he could, trying to wake him up and hoping, at the same time, that this was not the end. His father would not wake up, no matter how hard the boy tried to shake him, and the plane was making more and more terrifying noises. Tim looked up at the plane window and watched with horror as the crash was getting closer and closer, the speed making the scenery distort more and more.  

The only thought that crossed his mind was to run back to Vera and try to calm her down.

‘Mommy, I’m here, with you. Everything will be alright, stay calm...’

‘Where’s Matt? What happened to him?’

‘He’s alright, he got hit a little bit, but he’s alright, mommy,’ he lied, giving a fake smile.

‘Tim, this is not the denouement’, she said in a hushed voice, knowing what’s going to happen to the plane. ‘I won’t let anything happen to you’, she screamed, then ordered him to release the rescue drones, so all three of them could catapult from the plane into the air. 

Tim ran to the cockpit and pressed three buttons, but two were no longer working due to the damaged system. The boy took only one out of an internal compartment, which opened when the button was pressed and ran to Vera, who immediately understood what happened. 

The woman wiped her tears and smiled.

‘Listen carefully,’ she said. ‘You’ll take the drone, jump off the plane, and don’t look back, no matter what.’

‘No!’ cried Tim. ‘Not without you two!’

‘There’s no time to argue, my dear, a drone can’t hold all three of us, you’re the one who needs to escape alive, trust me and listen to me,’ she said while gasping and trying to seem in control of the situation.

For the first time in his life, Timothy knew about the fear of death, fear of being separated from his parents, fear of being helpless in the face of destiny. He sucked it up and activated the drone. From the little black square, four metallic tentacles came out, which held onto Tim’s back like a backpack.

Vera hugged him and whispered:

‘My dear, never forget to follow your heart. Don’t follow in our steps, we were stupid and look where we got. The System has ruined us...We’ve forgotten how to love, but you...You still have a chance, you can make it! I believe in you.’

Timothy kissed her forehead, pulled the plane’s door handle, and jumped without looking back. Thousands of thoughts and fears ran through his mind, but he could not process anything of what happened. 

The drone made a short beep, then a huge parachute came out of it and, grasping for air, rose to the sky. The boy was floating in the air with no destination and no plan. He looked to his left and saw the plane collide with several trees, then with a rock, leaving behind trails of smoke and metal. Within minutes, a powerful explosion ignited the area. The horrifying noise deafened the forest, and Tim felt a strong shiver run through his body. Uncertainty, danger, lack of security and his parents’ death in just a few moments brought him to a standstill and to leave himself to fate, although he had been constantly taught how to take control over every situation. It feels as if nothing the System says applies here...but here where? Where am I? It feels like a different world...and I’m all alone in it..., thought Tim while keeping his gaze on the rapidly burning plane.
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Chapter 2
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Beyond the edge of a world set long ago spreads a sea of sins yet to be extinguished by the passing of time. People tend to believe that, if they forget, nature will also forget, but it is not like that. Nature cannot heal that easily from the deep traces left by humans.

One of those traces that still burdens the earth is the giant Wall which is extending for hundreds of kilometers, and which seems to defy the sky with its height. Darkened by time, cold and wet, covered here-and-there by vegetation, swarmed by stories, the Wall is ancient, but still a strong guardian and unmoved by the passed centuries, doing its daily duty to protect those inside of it. The Wall is the only thing that can protect them from what is outside. All that is alive extends to the Wall, and what is beyond can’t be called alive, for The Wall doesn’t protect it.

At the edge of the raw green, almost emerald-like, forest, the sun’s rays pass through the tree leaves like colorful rain, leaving behind traces of fine dust particles that seem to move in a specific direction. There, two siblings admire the scenery smiling.

‘Hera, do you think something exists there?’

‘I don’t know, Castor,’ she replied dreamily. ‘I’d like to believe we’re not losing anything by staying here, but I’m very afraid there’s someone beyond, and that we shouldn’t be afraid of whoever that someone is.’

In her eyes of a green that completed the forest were bathed the lights of the sun like a nymph beckoning with ancient spells doomed people. 

Although they were twins, they were seeing and feeling the world differently. Hera and Castor were born in the Crowd. They did not know anything else than what they learned at school or read in books approved by those in charge of childrens’ education. However, the curiosity of knowing what is beyond The Wall was growing each passing day without receiving an answer. But curiosity was a sin, a blasphemy brought directly to the ancestors who had died to protect the future generations and who had built the Wall to defend them. Wanting to know what’s beyond was like doubting hundreds of years of history and hard work in the making of the Crowd, which was a capital offense, and the twins knew that. They were aware of the danger of their thoughts, but they felt it was impossible to stop, no matter how hard they tried to believe everything they were told as children.

‘Why do you think the others don’t want to talk about what’s beyond the Wall?’ insisted Castor.

Hera looked at him tenderly. Castor was more childish and way more curious than she was. He was often punished for his perseverance, being forced to spend days in the forest, to better adapt to the solitary and difficult life in the absence of people. This sort of punishment was the most popular among them, because it made you appreciate the dependance of community and the close ties between humans. So tight, that no one could even hold a secret. Their leader, old Lyso, said that the best way to create lifelong connections is absolute sincerity, and everyone followed his advice word by word.

‘Maybe they also don’t know...I’m bored of constantly asking and I’m afraid that, if we don’t stop with the questions, we’ll catch Lyso’s attention. I think we’ve reached the age where we’ve got to think more seriously about our future, no?’ she replied, looking at him intrusively and impliedly.

‘That’s what mom was also saying! It’s not fair to take her side after we’ve seen things the same for so long.’

Castor got up sullenly. Hera looked at his tall and slim body, slightly curly brown hair and thick eyebrows as they frowned, then thought for a second how quickly they had grown and how they were almost adults.

The boy looked at the Wall and felt a lump in his throat. He had promised himself long ago that one day he would hatch a plan that would get him out of there. He thought that whatever was beyond the Wall could not be stricter and more boring than the Code. Everything was based on fear, lack of innovation and closely following the Code, without a trace of rebellion, which made him suspicious about the veracity of the story of the Wall and the Crowd.

‘Where are you going, Castor?’ asked Hera surprised, seeing her brother getting farther away. 

‘I’m going to prepare my presentation about my purpose on this Earth, for school. I’m hoping to also find something useful to write about...,’ his angry reply was heard as he walked away.

Hera smiled and waved at him. Her gaze got lost little by little once the image of her brother disappeared from the path. This was their favorite place, they were coming here since they learned all the nooks and crannies of the forest and would have spent days continuously gazing at the majesty of the Wall and wondering what lies beyond it, if they hadn’t grown up in the meantime hadn’t had other responsibilities. 

All the other kids matured long ago, they already created their path to the future, only they were dreaming about the day when the truth would be discovered and could peacefully sleep knowing the true story of their people. Childish and yet determined, the two siblings had sworn to each other ten years ago, in this place, that they’d not die until the mystery was solved. They felt that something was wrong, that the story of the creation of the Crowd has too many inconsistencies and, despite all of it, they all seemed to be so docile and fearful that they preferred to believe rather than ask questions. Surely, there’s something beyond the Wall, and surely, we don’t know the whole truth about what happened before it got raised, thought the twins for several years now. 

Hera clenched her fists at the memory of that day. She also knew that she could not be at peace within herself if they did not lead the oath to completion, but it seemed that the Wall, the Code, Lyso and the rest of the people were against them. Although the story did not have a lasting foundation, there was no crack in the Code, just like in the Wall. Everything was perfect.

‘Way too perfect,’ she murmured.

The girl stood up and shook off her dusty dress, then tightened the belt around her small waist. She ran her hands through her long curly hair to style it and headed home. The sun rays’ from behind lit up a few strands, highlighting them from dark chestnut and making her look like a princess from the storied told by her mother. The wind was gently blowing through her curlews, and from somewhere, in the distance, happy trills from birds could be heard. Hera smiled, looking once more at the Wall, and said to herself: one day...one day I’ll get past you, and I’ll see exactly what you’re protecting us from, who knows, maybe is nothing, maybe we’re the ones you’re protecting from, anyhow, I’ll find out.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 3
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Timothy opened his eyes whining in pain. The drone had malfunctioned in the air, and he had fallen several meters into the void, hitting the rocky, moss-covered ground. The choking smell of smoke made him cough hard and he realized the plane did not crash far from him. His mind tried to process what happened, but everything was shrouded in fog, he did not know where he was, why he ended up in this situation and the uncertainty caused him to have a heart attack. After a few minutes, in which he tried to calm down by telling himself he’ll find a way out, he got up and began to scan his surroundings. Next to him rose a towering forest that allowed the sun’s rays to spill to the ground. A few hundred meters away, the flames that were still burning strong were visible, leaving the plane like some red tongues, which were heading towards the sky. For a second, he wanted to run towards that direction, but he realized his life would be put in danger; therefore, he put a stop to his wish and continued to scan his surroundings, searching for a solution. Although his whole body ached and he found himself and he found himself in an unknown landscape, he watched fascinated the wonders in front of his eyes. Raised only among cold cement blocks, he never had the chance to connect with nature. 

Suddenly, memories came back, striking his mind hard. He relived the accident second after second, through tears and sobs. His heart started beating faster as the end came closer. He got up with difficulty, observing his body full of scratches and blood. His legs were trembling helplessly under the weight of his body, preventing him from walking. He fell to the ground and began to weep. He knew he would die there, and nobody would care, because nobody was accepting their sentimental side anymore, considering it a weakness unworthy of the System. For a moment he wished to be free to express what he was feeling, without being judged, but the thought disappeared quickly, because no matter how much he wanted to feel, he had no idea what these feelings were and how they were manifesting. Anything he felt, besides a rational and calculated calm, was considered an error and often those who were expressing such things disappeared without a trace. 

Hours passed quickly, the forest started to narrow around him, and the sun was getting farther away, lighting less. The darkness was arriving at his helpless body with swift steps, making him frighten more and more. The surroundings were coming to life in an unfriendly manner. While he was laying down, he heard all sorts of rustles and whispers which made his heart pump harder. Suddenly, a strong instinct woke up inside of him, making place for courage to grow and for the adrenaline to take control. Timothy got up whining in pain, took a strong stick next to him, which he used like a cane and began walking towards the sunset. He thought he owed it to his parents to fight to his last breath. He was not planning to do nothing, until death comes around to take him. She had to fight with him, if she really wanted to snatch him out of this world. With his mind split between the thought of death and the thought of the others sensing him missing and coming to look for him, each breath had a meaning, which gave him the physical strength to walk towards the unknown. 

To make himself unfocused from the weird noises he was hearing around, he began counting loudly his steps. Arriving at three-thousand-and-something, he heard a sharp noise, which shook the forest. Frozen by fear, he turned his glance trying to see something, but it was too dark behind him. He tried to run, but he could not. He still hurried, thinking that whatever he heard was after him, wanting to kill him. Fear and the wish to stay alive sharpened all his senses, making him forget about his pain and all the misfortunes he had been through. Tim walked the whole night without knowing where he was going, but, when he saw the first rays of the sun, he felt safe again. At the same time, he noticed something that left him speechless, unable to look at something else than what was in front of him. A wall that reached up to the sky, imposing and old, bathing in morning’s warm rays. With every ray that appeared strongly from the horizon, the darkness got weaker and weaker, and the Wall was taking a clearer shape in the boy’s eyes. While he was admiring, he realized it had over five-hundred meters in height, an ancient appearance, but solid, made of stone and coagulated with a yellowish material, which he recognized from the stories told in school, an old technology which, with the passing of time, became stronger, coagulating even more between the joined structures. Tim approached the Wall and noticed that from the base towards the middle climbing plants had grown, giving it an interesting image, as if the wall wasn’t a construction, but a living being, ready at any time to rise from the ground him under its immensity. With small and timid steps, he reached the base of the wall and looked at some large leaves swaying gently in the breeze of the wind. His lips were cracked from thirst, and his throat dry. The boy saw how the leaves had gathered drops of dew in their hut and rushed to drink.

With his thirst quenched, feeling refreshed, a thousand questions were born in the boy’s mind, but unfortunately, he could not answer any of them. He needed to get beyond the Wall to see what was hiding, hoping this would also be his salvation; because his body was weary, sleepiness and hunger got fiercer, and he felt like he couldn’t continue for too long. 

Minutes were passing quickly, making him slowly lose all the little energy he had left. Timothy checked every stone from a section of the Wall, but he could not find any cracks, everything was fixed perfectly. Seeing that he could not enter, he slammed to the ground as tears stung him hard. He sobbed and screamed internally in pain that he had fought in vain. He thought he’d somehow escape, that he’d get home and succeed to be so popular that his voice would mean something, to have at least a bit of power of persuasion to expose his ideas to the people from the Society. He wanted to show them that it’s not wrong to be different, that it’s alright for the System to change depending on the time, that it’s worth to be sensitive...but, in the end, everything was summarizing in the fact that he was alone and fragile in the face of the world which was too large for him. This desperate thought was something he was experimenting for the first time, making him feel even more insecure in this new landscape. 

He closed his eyes, ready to surrender, because the night was approaching again. The day had passed, letting him relive the failures to try to get beyond The Wall. When he was ready to surrender entirely, a sharp and familiar voice was heard next to him. It was the same noise that scared him the night before. Now he realized that he was the one walking towards the noise. His heart became as small as a flea; he opened his eyes and looked amazed at the splendor of the moving Wall. He could not believe his eyes, all he could think about was that the Wall will fall on him, smashing him, but looking carefully, he noticed only a small portion of the Wall was shaking, letting a high-pitched whistle rise into the air. Tim continued to watch amazed at how that portion entered the earth, leaving an opened way to go inside. The boy smiled and knew this was his chance. He got up and ran as fast as he could towards the crack in the Wall.

Arrived there, he saw the passage created by the portion which seemed to have disappeared somewhere under the earth. Tim entered and walked fast through the intense darkness. Somewhere, in front of him, the moon came out of a cloud, white as milk, round and bright like a candle. Its rays entered one by one the passage where Tim was, as he stopped for a few seconds to look at its thickness, longer than one-hundred meters. When he realized that it was possible for the passage to close, crushing him there, Tim started to run towards the exit without looking back, guided by the light that had outlined the path. 

After a few minutes of slowly walking due to tiredness, Timothy went out of the other side of the Wall and looked mesmerized at the landscape that laid before him. Here, a thick forest was waiting for him, with large round corollas that were bathing their piercing green peaks in the moon light. From one end of the valley to the other, as far as the boy could see, the lonely forest stretched out, which hid a mysterious darkness and an oppressive silence. The wind started to blow harder, waking Tim from daydreaming, who sighed irritated at the thought of that he had hoped in vain to find people here to help him, but in fact, everything was as deserted as the other side of the Wall. He turned to walk back, but something stopped him. He could not move anymore due to exhaustion. His body was no longer obeying to any command. He gritted his teeth and sat on the ground, breathing more and more easier.

Next to him, The Wall moved again, closing him inside.
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Chapter 4
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‘Hera, come on!’

Castor shouted at his sister while he was straying from the trail, running cheerfully. Hera was coming from behind him panting but laughing at the same time. The wind was blowing stronger than usually, brushing her hair over her face and making her move it aside constantly. Although the sun had already reached past the Wall, the moon light revealed the path to the place where they usually stayed when they came here.

This was the most pleasant moment of the day for them, they were going to look at the starry sky by the Wall and to talk about what and how they could do to get out of there, for if the plan had failed them, they would certainly be imprisoned for life in Dorth, the place where those who didn’t obey the Code were going. 

The path was winding along a plain, past the edge of the forest which had a length of almost three kilometres and that marked the border of the city. Although the distance was not short, the two siblings were coming at the Wall almost every night, for here they were feeling safe. Nobody knew about their nocturnal walks, and they were lucky that no one guarded that part of the exit from their city towards the Wall. 

Castor was running looking back at Hera and laughing, when suddenly he tripped and fell to the ground gasping. Hera, frightened, got next to him immediately, but found her brother laughing even harder. She looked at him confused.

‘Haha! You got so scared, Hera!’

Castor could not stop laughing, and this determined Hera to jump on him, pinching him out of spite.

Such things could not happen in the community of the Crowd. Lyso said that affection between siblings must be limited to tender looks. Any physical action that can be reinterpreted leads to charges of incest and the punishment must be death, as the book of the Code says, where God was persecuting this type of people, calling them the living disease of the flesh that had to be burned for it to be treated. This kind of laws disgusted the two siblings, who hoped with all their hearts that, beyond the Wall, forms of life that are guided by more humane and logical laws exist. The twins were indeed quite different from the kids from the Crowd, because they had experienced something special and far more important than they knew; they had a childhood with parents willing to accept that the interest towards knowledge isn’t something harmful to people, but a benefit to progress, but the Code was against progress and so the twins had grown up with a constant sense of danger above their heads, making them always watch out for what they say and do, so that no one would suspect anything. 

Arriving at the end of the forest, the twins noticed that the moon hid behind a dark cloud, and the sky was still lit only from the stars, but it was not enough to see the path the way it should be. The two siblings had decided to stop there as they were quite close to the Wall. They sat down on the cold ground and remained silent for a few moments, as they contemplated the landscape of the sky. Every time they did this, each imagined another world in which they were accepted with their personalities, not being manipulated from all directions. Life would have been simple and beautiful, like the ether they looked at with hope and fear at the same time. 

As they stood motionless and lost in their own thoughts, a muffled noise that sounded like a dry cough was heard. Driven by curiosity, Hera and Castor stood up and started walking towards the source of the noise. After a few steps, they arrived at the base of the hill, where someone was lying on the wet grass. They ran towards the humanoid form that was shrouded in the shadows of the night, and Hera touched it lightly with her foot. A moan of pain pierced the air, causing the girl to pull her leg back suddenly. The man was whispering something, but they could not understand him due to his weak voice. Castor approached his mouth, but still could not understand anything. He looked up at Hera and anxiously said:

‘I don’t get what he’s saying, but we must help him!’

‘But...who is he? I don’t recognize him...’ she blushed at the thought of being some prisoner from Dorth, as she had heard over time enough stories about dangerous escapees from that prison. 

‘Does it matter? The Code says we must help anyone who needs help. I say we take him home and have the others decide his fate. If he dies here, eventually our place of meditation will be discovered, and it will disappear forever.’

Hera thought a little about what Castor said and realized he was right, but at the same time another concern was shadowing her thoughts:

‘How are we gonna tell mom where we were? She thinks we’re sleeping at this hour...’

‘We’re gonna tell her that I ran like an idiot to the forest and that you came after me to make sure I’m alright, and we found him there,’ answered Castor quickly.

‘And what the hell were you doing in the forest?’ continued Hera unconvinced.

‘Does it matter, Hera? It’s not the first time I’ve done this. The idea is to make everyone believe us and to easily get out of this one. Now, let’s pick him up and carry him home.’

Each of the sibling put one of the boy’s hands behind their necks and slowly carried him home. The stars seemed to shine brighter, and the moon emerged from the clouds to light their way. From far away, all sorts of noises were heard, one more frightening than the other. The children were familiarized with this, they were experts in hunting, and they knew how to fight animals or how to protect themselves from them, depending on the situation. Their hearts swung with courage and teenage madness at the same time. For them, this was not a night like any other; it was magical. Maybe this is the sign I needed, Castor thought, smiling subtly and looking at Hera.

The way home took longer than usual, but the two did not give up. They were aware that each step brought them closer to a cruel punishment, because they did not listen to their mom, but also with each step, they were just as close to the others’ applauses at the idea that they were heroes saving a dying man. The Code required the celebration of every saved life and of the saviour at a campfire, in which each person told their part of the story, and the wisest people said encouraging words in addition to the festive words. Although several hundreds of thousands of people lived within the Wall, the Crowd was very devoted and loyal to the Code and their leader Lyso. No one was missing from any celebration, and everyone was feeling immense joy for the success of each of them. The Code imposed love and forgiveness as supreme virtues. No one knew what repulsion or hatred was, or, if they knew, no one was allowed to show it, because then it would have disrupted the balance of the Crowd. However, if it happened, to restore the balance, the protocol of the Code imposed a ritual of the washing of sins, which involved a public humiliation of the accused by walking naked in their hometown, with a pergament at the neck describing the sins committed. At the end of the procession, the leader of the Crowd gave a speech about the importance of compliance of the Code and forgave the accused by submerging them into water. The Code was based on rituals that no one had ever challenged, either out of fear or out of total devotion. Everything was perfect, way too perfect, as the two siblings thought.

The twins arrived at the door and opened it slowly. Next to the bed, with a book in her hand, their mother fell asleep. In their city, it had been dark for a long time. The people had gone to bed early, because the following day was the celebration of the autumn fruits, and everyone had to get up early to create in front of each house a small table with the abundant vegetables or fruits of that year. Each house had its own vegetables or fruits to brag about; Lyso blessed each table from morning until the next day sometimes, so that the next year would be even more fruitful. 

Their mother, Eulice, opened her eyes and let out a short scream as she put her hand to her mouth. Her almond-shaped eyes suddenly grew wide with astonishment. The book fell loudly, attracting the attention of a cat that immediately jumped at Eulice’s feet.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ she screamed with her voice squeezed by emotion, slowly rising from the bed.

‘Mom, help us! This man is in needing of help!’ Castor replied plaintively.

Eulice ran towards them and pulled the boy out of their exhausted arms, then put him on the bed. Because the candlelight by the window was too weak, Eulice asked Hera to light the candles on the table next to the bed. Once the light intensified and spread over the boy’s body, it made all three of them stay with their eyes fixed at him, with their faces hardened by confusion. The boy was quite tall, whitish skin, with little hair on his arms and legs. His face showed no trace of wrinkles or imperfection. The hair on his head was dark silver, like an old man, but in rest, he looked extremely young. Eulice approached him slowly and put her rough hands on his face of an unprecedent delicacy. She shook her head, disturbed by what she was seeing, then turned to her children who were still staring astonished at the stranger on the bed.

‘Castor, Hera, who’s this? Where did you find him?’

‘Mom...,’ Castor started to explain.

‘No, Castor, we’re going to tell her the truth’, said Hera in an authoritarian tone.

Eulice and Castor raised their eyebrows at the same time, each for a different reason.

‘Mom, once every few evenings Castor and I walk near The Wall, and we sit there to contemplate the sky. We were there last night when we heard him cough. We saw that he was seriously injured, and we decided to bring him home to heal him, but I swear we didn’t see what he looks like! Now I see that he’s not one of ours, now I have proof that we’re not the only ones on this planet!’ she said, visibly excited.

Eulice approached Hera and slapped her with all her strength, then looked at her with tears in her eyes.

‘How dare you do such thing to me? Do you know what awaits us if Lyso finds out? How will we still live in peace, if it’s found that you lie to spend time together? What are you doing there?’ she shouted with her voice trembling of anger and disappointment.

Hera began to cry from the hardness of the slap and from anger, feeling betrayed. She didn’t want to say a word anymore, afraid she’ll hurt more the one who had given them life and who now seemed to be no longer on their side, although she had always promised them that she’d always be. Castor went towards Eulice and told her with his teeth clenched:

‘What kind of mother are you, insinuating something like that? We’re siblings, we do nothing besides looking up at the sky and talking about what could be beyond the Wall! The Code has taken everyone’s minds..., this isn’t love, it’s pure madness!’

Eulice raised her hand to smack Castor, but he quickly took Hera’s hand and rans to the bedrooms, leaving their mother looking at them sadly. Parental beating was the only form of violence accepted in the Crowd, she knew that it was good to try to bring them on the right path, out of fear of seeing them punished by Lyso, because that could’ve taken many forms, from public humiliation to death.

Eulice turned to the stranger, which was sleeping in her bed. She put her hands through her long brown hair, full of silverly strands, and put it in a bun, then tightened an apron over the dress in which she had fallen asleep and stood there for a few moments, not knowing what to do. Eventually she decided to put aside his strange appearances and undressed him, then washed his body with warm towels, then opened the first-aid kit and cleaned every wound. Eulice had been a nurse all her life, knowing how to take care of him until the morning, when she was going to take him to the hospital.

In her heart, thousands of questions gathered, but in vain, for none of them made sense, although she struggled to make connections with what she already knew throughout her life. She was born and raised in the Crowd and had never met people more curious than her own children, but nevertheless she had learned from her husband that the greatest sin she could do would be to stop them from their searching, so she tried to be with them in any situation, taking the necessary precautions. The question that became increasingly evident was whether it was her fault for what they had become, if she had given them too much freedom and now, they were all three going to pay for her actions, and, if it was true, the only thought that the twins would suffer because of her broke her heart and seemed impossible to process.

In the adjoining rooms, the two siblings had fallen prey to all sorts of thoughts. Hera still felt the power of her mother’s palm and would have wanted to have Castor by her side to soothe her, for he was accustomed to corrections, especially since he had always been disobedient, but she had never felt this form of love that the Code considered necessary in raising and educating children. She had always been the cautious, curious one, but with a limit that her brother did not seem to have.

Next to her room, Castor was thinking about how that boy got to that side of the Wall. Undoubtedly, he was not part of the Crowd, for not even Lyso could have hidden forever a specimen so physically different. It meant that, obviously, there was somewhere a crack in the Wall, which he had found and entered through. The boy smiled hopefully. Now everything was becoming clearer and clearer, and the escaping plan seemed more real than ever. 
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Chapter 5
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The morning light quickly appeared, leaving behind faded trails of intense colours, like shy shadows left on the canvas of a painter numbed by time in search of his muse. The sun announced a new day within the Wall, but not an ordinary one. Eulice did not fall asleep due to fear. She did not know what was waiting for her, and this scared her more than she had ever been in her life. She was sitting on one of the chairs at the table, staring teary-eyed at the stained ceiling, and struggling to remember the last time she had been forced to suffer such humiliation. The answer was simple: never. Her heart was strongly beating, making her briefly sigh. Suddenly her husband came to mind, her beloved husband, who had protected her for years in a row from the spitefulness of the Crowd, from the envy and hatred that had been born around her since she was born. Although she was against the Code, everybody had made an exception for her. Joshua had sincerely loved her from the beginning until his last breath, he was her sun, as she was his moon, and Hera and Castor were the two stars in their lives. The tears that rolled easily on her wrinkled cheeks began to burn her when her mind remembered his last words: Don’t let the kids believe everything that Lyso says, I know The Wall is not out friend, but rather our enemy. Let them be curious, let them discover. Faith is about finding a goal, not just pursuing one already imposed. 

Eulice sucked it up and realized that until now she had not given any importance to Joshua’s words, but it seemed that he knew much more than he let on. Doubt took its place in her chest and took shape with every moment that passed, like a cancer that was going to reap more and more of her mind and soul. Tired and worried, the woman realized that she had no concrete answer to any of the questions that haunted her, and this made her feel helpless in the face of the task of protecting her children. 

Although these thoughts took all her powers, for the moment she preferred to leave them aside and directed her curious gaze to the little wooden bed in which the mysterious boy was resting. He was sleeping breathing heavily, covered with a blanket, and slightly trembling. Eulice gently pulled the curtain and the light shone on his unusually pale face. The woman put her hand to her mouth and let out a sharp sound that awoke Timothy. He looked scared at her tried to retreat to a corner of the bed, thinking that the woman wanted to hurt him, but she immediately realized what was happening and said in a warm tone:
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