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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was a child, I was told that I would be safe forever. Cradled within Utopia, and nestled beneath the light of our God, one needed only to look up in times of peril to know that things, as unfortunate as they sometimes happened to be, could always be solved beneath Her grace. I had believed this wholeheartedly my entire life.

      At least until my test scores had come back exemplary.

      At least until I’d Connected.

      At least until I’d become the Conduit, and my life had gone up in flames.

      Now, in the aftermath of our city’s destruction, we can do nothing but watch our god fall.

      “So,” my friend Hawk says as he considers the bright skies above. “It looks like She won’t make it.”

      “No,” I say. “It appears She won’t.”

      She is like a star in a sky my people have never seen. Plummeting, effortlessly, across the horizon, She twists and turns and spins and sputters in an attempt to right Herself. But after so many decades—so many centuries—of remaining still, I imagine it is hard to gain your wings to take flight, let alone leave a world that was never yours to begin with.

      There is a brief moment during which our former God slows Her descent—a brief moment during which She appears capable of regaining control, when she passes over the bright yellow sun, twists within the brilliant blue sky. However, it is not long after that gravity, as cruel a force as it happens to be, takes hold.

      One moment, she is coasting the high sky.

      The next, she is plummeting across the horizon and crashing to the earth.

      Her impact, and the reverberation that follows, can be felt even from miles away. It causes each of the former Utopians to stumble, to shake, the ground to shiver, to quake. It is only by Hawk’s hand that I am able to remain righted, such is my anger, my agony, my grief.

      When the ground finally ceases to tremble, I find that a single, hesitant breath fills my lungs.

      Then, I smell it.

      The smoke. The fire. The devastation.

      I turn my head to behold the once-city of Utopia, which only moments ago had stood so proud and strong, only to find that most of it is gone, and that many are still scrambling through the wreckage.

      “We have to do something,” I say, taking a step forward, but stopping as I feel a hand at my arm.

      I turn my head to face Hawk, only to hear him ask, “What are we supposed to do, Ember? It’s not like we’ve been trained to rescue people.”

      “I—” I start to say. “You—they⁠—”

      Then, the reality of the situation hits me with such force I feel I will break.

      I open my mouth to speak. Find I can say nothing. Purse my lips, then close my eyes.

      The next time I open them, I see a number of Extant Facilities employees approaching. Each holds a long, broad weapon that I instantly identify as a disabling firearm.

      My first instinct is to push myself in front of Hawk.

      “Holy Conduit Hillen,” Venus DeMira says. “Stand aside.”

      “I’m not going to let you hurt him,” I reply.

      “He shot and killed another man,” the woman counters. “He deserves to be held accountable.”

      “Not now,” I say, and lift my gaze to the crumbling city. “Maybe later, when the time is right. Now we have to do is right.”

      “Which is?”

      “Save as many people as we can.”

      Venus’ lips curl into a frown. She glares at me, long and hard, as if beckoning me to respond. When I don’t, however, she exhales, then turns her head to the other Extant Facility employees surrounding her, and says, “You heard the Conduit! We need to act! Now!”

      “But—Miss DeMira,” another Extant employee says. “What are we supposed to do? The city is falling. Surely we can’t⁠—”

      “You’ll do as I say!” Venus barks. “Go! Now!”

      The engineers turn, consider their surroundings, then burst into action. It isn’t long before they are approaching the far walls and attempting to make sense of the situation at hand.

      “You,” Venus then says, and stabs her finger at Hawk, “will have your time before a jury. And you—” she narrows her eyes at me “—will answer accordingly for what you knew.”

      “In time,” I say.

      With a shake of her head, Venus turns and makes her way to the crumbling wall.

      Leaving me to stand and watch it all unfold.

      As around us the former Utopians look on at the devastation, I try my hardest to remain strong, but find myself trembling in the process.

      Jonathan, I thought. Oh, poor, sweet Jonathan.

      What could he have possibly thought in those final moments? Had he been aware? Cognizant of his surroundings? Of the happenings at hand? Just what did a Corrected person’s brain do when confronted with such horrifying events? Such impossible odds?

      Please, I think, let him have gone quickly. And please… let him not have suffered.

      I sniffle, then; and though I try my hardest to remain strong, I find my exterior cracking, my insides breaking.

      It isn’t long before tears are slipping from my eyes.

      A hand graces my shoulder. A presence draws up behind me. Hawk says, “You did everything you could.”

      “But was it enough?” I ask.

      To this, Hawk has no reply. He simply remains silent, and watches as our former world collapses before us.

      I want him to say something—anything—to assure me that what we did was right, that what we did was reasonable. But in standing here, looking on at the devastation, I can’t help but wonder:

      Could we have saved more people? Could we have urged them to evacuate sooner? Could we, with my words and knowledge, have spurred the people into action? It’s hard to fathom that so much has been lost—that so much now stands before us—and yet, the more I think about it, the more I realize that everything that has occurred was simply a culmination of events.

      Isabelle’s prediction⁠—

      Curito’s prophecy⁠—

      My warning⁠—

      It could be said that I had done everything right, that I had done everything as I should have. But, still—there is that fragment of matter, that semblance of chaos, that threatens to conquer my brain.

      No matter how much I try to convince myself that I could have done more, I realize now that I would’ve been stonewalled at every turn.

      You did what you could, a part of me says, with the information that was provided.

      “If only it could have been more,” I whisper.

      As around us the people begin to make sense of what has occurred, I hear a chorus of cries, lamentations, and screams.

      It is almost too much to take in.

      Somehow, though—someway—I am able to maintain my composure, and allow my eyes to fall upon the people who are looking at me.

      “What do we do,” one of them asks, “now that everything is gone?”

      “How can we go on,” another questions, “without Her grace?”

      “Can we really survive,” a third then offers, “without the city?”

      I open my mouth to speak. Struggle to find words. Find that they do not come. So, instead of speaking plainly, I recite a verse I know from heart, which once read: “In all darkness there can be found light. In all devastation there can be found salvation. In all destruction, there can be Paradise.”

      Paradise.

      “Paradise,” I hear many whisper, as they turn their head to regard the world around us.

      For a thousand years we had lived within the walls of Utopia. Now that we are outside them, and in a world that many of us could have only dreamed of, it only makes sense for all of us to be overwhelmed.

      “Come,” I say, and reach down to take hold of Hawk’s hand. “All of you.”

      “What will we do?” a person asks. “Where will we go?”

      “Not far,” I say. “We need simply give them their space.”

      I turn my head just briefly to regard those engineers of the Extant Facilities, those emergency servicemen and women of the Trinity Hospital. During this time, I watch as they step forward. As they tend to the injured. As they rush to save those trapped beneath rubble.

      When I turn my head to look into the distance, and see not just wild grass, but bushes and trees and more, I find my heart skipping, my lungs swelling

      This is really, truly it.

      After days of speculation, we have finally stepped free of the Utopian city, and entered the wasteland that can now be called Paradise.

      I breathe deeply the sweet air, and close my eyes as I consider what we have lost in the past.

      Then, I begin to determine what could be found in the future.
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      Like our forefathers and mothers before us, we are able to make fire. Able to draw, from the rubble of our former world, what food and drink we can. It is these things, and more, that will nourish our bodies, our minds, and, most importantly, our souls.

      Our people have just gone through a devastating ordeal.

      I do not know how many will handle it.

      Entire families have been wiped out. Complete bloodlines eradicated in the span of moments. Friends have fallen, and with it all, our sense of security has collapsed.

      Worst yet: many are looking to me for answers.

      They do not speak their concerns openly. Many are too entrapped in their own emotional wellbeing to truly voice their thoughts. But I can tell, from the way they look at me—the way they frown, the way their eyes tell a certain tale—that they expect me to come up with answers to the questions they have.

      If only, I think as I look into the distance, you would have given me a sign.

      Maybe then things wouldn’t have turned out how they have.

      A moment of hesitation strikes me. A flicker of doubt consumes me. Worst yet: a feeling of agony assaults me, to the point where, while sitting here, before this fire—Hawk at my side, the world all around me—I feel little more than lost.

      “Hey,” Hawk says. “Are you all right?”

      “I should be asking how you are,” I say.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You just lost the person you loved.”

      “And you just lost your best friend,” Hawk says, and sighs a short moment later.

      He lifts his eyes to survey the city—or, more appropriately: what’s left of it. As he looks on, slowly but surely allowing his head to turn as his eyes rise from desolate ground to crumbling skyscraper, I see that his gaze is lost, his lips pursed, the set to his jaw hard. It is obvious that, like the rest of us, his sense of security has been stolen. I imagine knowing that this was going to happen makes it even harder to live in the aftermath of it, all things considering.

      With a sigh, I turn my head to face him, and ask, “What are we going to do?”

      “About what?”

      “About… this.” I jut my chin toward the city.

      “It’s not your responsibility anymore, Ember.”

      “Maybe not technically, but realistically?” I shake my head. “No, Hawk. It is my responsibility.”

      “But why?”

      “Because I was the first to know… and the last person to see what She truly meant for us.”

      Hawk considers me for several long moments. Then he closes his eyes, and exhales for a moment before he says, “Only you can know what’s right for us. For you.”

      For me, I think.

      I turn my head to look to the distance—toward where the God once rose, only to fall back to earth in the process—and find myself dreading the possibilities of the coming days.

      This morning was bad enough.

      Just how much worse could it get?

      

      It turns out that today could get far worse.

      This realization comes to light when the engineers from the Extant Facilities and the emergency technicians from Trinity Hospital begin to pull them out of the rubble.

      The bodies.

      As someone who had once longed to study medicine, and had worked to condition myself to disaster in the process, I had anticipated that my reactions would be more subdued—and that, upon seeing the first of the unfortunate dead, I would not have as emotional a response. However, the moment the emergency response technicians begin to pull the first of the dead from the wreckage, I find all my previous training evaporating in an instant.

      Their looks⁠—

      Their eyes⁠—

      Their screaming mouths⁠—

      Their unblinking stares⁠—

      Like water exposed to heat, my ability to process, let alone comprehend, the reality of this disaster has evaporated. In its place has emerged a primordial sensation of panic, which instantaneously causes me to react.

      I turn my head away. Close my eyes. Grit my teeth. Try my hardest to ride out the waves of nausea, the inertia of horror.

      A voice says, “It’s a lot to take in.”

      To which I reply by saying: “Yeah. It is.”

      A moment later, I open my eyes, and find myself staring at none other than Doctor Dalton—the esteemed gentleman whose work once revolved around treating the Holy Conduits to our living God.

      I say, “Doctor Dalton.”

      He replies with, “Holy Conduit.”

      “How… How did you⁠—”

      “Survive?” he asks, and waits for me to nod before continuing. “It appears to have been by dumb luck.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “I was in the western wing of the hospital when She first began to rise,” Doctor Dalton explains. “It was… as some of my colleagues were fit to put it… unimaginable. We knew something was wrong immediately, especially after the broadcasts began to play your message. So when She twisted about, and her stone wing struck the eastern edge of the hospital, we… we knew we had to act with haste.”

      “How did you make it all the way out here?” I say. “Surely the communication systems were failing by that point.”

      “We made it here by running, Ember.” He laughs, and says, “By God… I didn’t think most of us would make it.”

      “Most of us didn’t,” I reply.

      Doctor Dalton approaches me tentatively; and it is at this point that I take note of his weary expression, his dirty shirt, his ripped sleeves. If I would’ve just heard his tale, I probably wouldn’t have believed he had been at the hospital. But actually seeing him, looking at him?

      Doctor Dalton tilts his head down and asks, “How are you faring, Holy Conduit?”

      “I—” I start. “I don’t⁠—”

      The man’s lips curl into a frown.

      “I… I have to ask you something,” I say. “And please… be honest with me.”

      “Of course,” he says.

      “Were you the one who performed the Correction on my friend Jonathan?”

      “Jonathan,” he says, his eyes narrowing, his brows furrowing in response.

      “Don’t lie to me,” I say. “Please.”

      “I won’t lie,” Doctor Dalton says. “I was meant to perform the procedure. However… when I received word of how many shocks they meant to administer, I refused on the grounds of patient safety. I told him⁠—”

      “Him?”

      “—Jim Albright. The… the CEO of the Extant Facilities… that fifteen shocks were not conductive to human life. He refused to take no for an answer, so he…” Doctor Dalton swallows. “He had an engineer with medical training perform the procedure.”

      “Thank you for telling me, Doctor Dalton.”

      The man twists his head about. It only becomes apparent what he’s searching for when his gaze returns to me. “Your friend didn’t make it. Did he?”

      “No,” I say. “He didn’t.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ember. I wish there was more I could’ve done.”

      “Maybe there is something you can do,” I say; and it is here that I consider the engineers and rescue responders around me, still pulling from the rubble, aligning into rows, and then covering the dead with sheets. “If you’re capable, anyway… please… help these people. Our people.”

      “I would do nothing less,” he says.

      Doctor Dalton turns to leave. He is just about to walk away when he says, “Holy Conduit?”

      “Yes, Doctor Dalton?”

      “My eyes may have deceived me, but… did I see correctly? Were there… there more of them? More of… of Her?”

      “There were,” I say.

      Doctor Dalton reaches up to press a hand to his heart. Then he says, “By God” and closes his eyes.

      When he finally walks away, his departure leaves me with a tremendous sense of relief—and, at the same time, an unbearable amount of responsibility.

      Given everything that had occurred this morning, I had almost forgotten that there were other Vessels—other Gods—lifting themselves into the sky.

      But what does that mean? I think. Does that mean that there were other people? Other cities?

      And if that’s the case: what does that mean for us?

      Though unable to know, I understand one thing for certain:

      There is work to be done.

      

      Many would find my position undesirable. To have so much pressure placed upon your shoulders, and expect to bear it all, is almost unfathomable. Yet, I work through the motions of anger, of grief, of untimely loss, with action. Many find it shocking when I offer to take a makeshift spade to help bury our dead. But I told the first person, and the next after them, only a few choice words.

      Those words were: “I’m doing what’s right.”

      To this, no one had replied—nor do they now, even as I continue to dig alongside those stalwart men, those courageous women.

      When a hand graces my arm, and a voice says, “Ember⁠—”

      I lift my eyes to face Hawk, and say, “What?”

      “You’ve been digging for hours.”

      Hours? I think, and close my eyes.

      I can already feel the bite of blisters, the weariness between my shoulder blades. My spine feels like it’s been permanently bent, and my shoulders remind me of times spent hunched over a desk, studying everything I could about the world and what was in it. It is an unfortunate feeling which, as it becomes clear, is almost crippling. Burying the dead, I understand, is not the sort of work mankind was meant to do.

      When I finally speak, it’s to say, “I’m doing what I can.”

      “Let someone else take over,” Hawk says, before reaching down and carefully taking hold of my wrist. “Come with me.”

      I turn to face him. See the look in his eyes, the frown on his lips. Then I pass the spade to the next willing man, and follow Hawk to the fire.

      He immediately takes hold of a glass and dunks it in a bucket of water. “Lukewarm,” he says, “but better than nothing.”

      “Yeah,” I say as I accept the glass. “Better than nothing.”

      It takes only a second for the weight of the day to come bearing down upon me.

      Once I settle down, I find that every part of my body hurts, from my feet all the way up to my skull.

      “How are you feeling?” Hawk asks.

      “Physically?” I reply. “Worn out.”

      “Emotionally, though?”

      “Emotionally,” I say, and take a moment to consider how it is I really, truly feel before saying: “Like I got hit by a Railcar.”

      He smiles, then—the first true, genuine smile I’ve seen from him today—before leaning forward, taking hold of a steaming bowl, and passing it to me. “It’s just corn,” he says, “but you don’t strike me as the complaining type.”

      I take it without question. Wait for the contents of the bowl to cool. Carefully pick at it with fingers I‘ve washed with a little water from my glass. The warm food is invigorating, and for a moment, causes me to forget all my bodily pains.

      It is only when I hear the whispering, and take note of the people looking on at me from other fires, that I realize that people are talking—specifically: about me.

      “What have they been saying?” I ask.

      “You mean… them?” Hawk replies, and waits a moment for me to nod before continuing. “Not… not much. Just… questioning why you didn’t announce what would happen sooner. Why there wasn’t a greater effort to evacuate if we had foreknowledge of this.”

      “They don’t know how much I was being manipulated,” I say.

      “And it’s not like I could tell them,” Hawk offers. “‘Cause, you know, I’m the guy who shot Jim Albright.”

      “He was going to hurt someone if you hadn’t, Hawk.”

      “Are you saying what I did was right?”

      “No. But I’m not saying what you did was wrong, either.”

      He blinks, obviously stunned. Then he sighs and says, “I wish it hadn’t come to that.”

      “Don’t we all,” I say, and close my eyes.

      I am just about to return my gaze to my food when Hawk lifts a hand and points.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “You see that?” he says.

      “What?” I say, before squinting into the darkness. “I don’t—I mean, I⁠—”

      “I see it,” someone says.

      “I do, too,” another adds. “The lights.”

      Lights? I think. Why would there be⁠—

      Lights, I want to finish.

      But just before I can, I see the lights shift, and the impressions upon the bright, star-lit sky become clearer.

      It takes only a moment for me to realize what is happening.

      The lights in the sky aren’t just any lights.

      No.

      They’re from vehicles.
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      The realization is quick to dawn upon the former Utopians around us. Some cry out. Others stand and begin to wave their arms. Others look on in silent awe, all the while mouthing questions upon unsure lips.

      Hawk asks, “Who could it be?”

      To which I reply by saying, “The people⁠—”

      “The people?”

      “—from the other cities,” I say.

      It takes a moment for him to remember—for the memory of what we’d seen after the city’s collapse to sink in. When it does, his mouth opens, and he looks on in silence.

      The airborne hovercrafts take several moments to approach the campsites that have been erected in the eastern field beyond the Utopian city. They first sweep about in an arc, then tilt their headlights down, likely to examine those of us on the ground. It is hard to determine what they might be thinking, much less anticipate how they might respond. However, when they finally begin to lower themselves to the ground, their descent is slow, and likely filled with caution.

      “What do we do?” I find myself asking.

      “We address them head-on,” a familiar voice says.

      I lift my eyes to find Venus DeMira looking on at the vehicles.

      “Miss DeMira,” I say.

      “Holy Conduit,” she replies.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Not we. You.”

      “Me?”

      She nods.

      “But—why?” I ask.

      “Because you know more about what’s transpired than anyone else,” she says, before shifting her hold on the gun in her grasp. “Now, come. We will ensure your protection as we approach.”

      I am unsure how exactly to respond. However, with the knowledge that I must act as my city’s representative clear in my mind, I push myself to my feet, then nod before turning to face the settled aircrafts.

      It is only when Miss DeMira starts forward, and other security officers from the Extant Facilities move to flank me, that I realize the gravity of the situation.

      You have to do this, a part of me says. You can’t refuse her, or them, or even yourself.

      I understand that. But the fact is: up until moments ago, we’d had no idea that there were other cities, let alone other people within them.

      For so long we’d been taught that we were the only ones that had survived.

      Knowing that isn’t the case—and that the truth we’d been told had been false—is enough to give me pause.

      “Holy Conduit?” one of the security officers asks.

      “Sorry,” I say, and lift my eyes to consider the world before me.

      Miss DeMira has just come to a halt at the swell in the earth that we have camped below. Though her eyes tell one story, her trigger finger tells another. Her blatant anxiety in the face of what could potentially be our potential salvation is not lost upon me.

      Stepping forward, I say, “Don’t worry.”

      She asks, “How can’t I?”

      To which I reply by saying, “We must have faith.”

      She smirks. “Faith.”

      I lift my eyes to regard the vehicles, which resemble our hovercars almost exactly, and watch as the doors upon them slide to the sides to allow their occupants an exit.

      The moment people step out is the moment I realize their intentions.

      Some are armed. That is a fact I expected. But what I hadn’t anticipated is that most are wearing doctors’ coats, nurses’ scrubs.

      I say, “What are they⁠—”

      But before I can finish, a tall man with dark skin not unlike mine removes a helmet from atop his head, and says, “Hello.”

      “Hel—Hello,” I say.

      “My name is Anthony Marsden. Tell me: do your people require medical assistance?”

      “They do,” I say.

      The man named Anthony Marsden gestures to the doctors and nurses standing behind him, then points to the valley below. Not long after, he is lifting his wrist to his mouth, and saying, “Send the ‘bots to assist.”

      I am just about to open my mouth to speak when I see cube-shaped compartments alongside the hovercars open, and shapes appear from within them.

      Are those—I start to think.

      But before I can finish speaking, green lights upon their surface appear, revealing them for what they are.

      “Medibots,” I whisper, and watch as the crab-like artificial intelligences move to assist the nurses and doctors from the unknown city.

      “We came as soon as we were allowed,” Anthony Marsden says, before stepping forward and turning his head to Venus DeMira. “I take it you are their leader?”

      “I am a security officer not unlike you,” Venus replies. “This is our Holy Conduit to the God.”

      “A Conduit?” the man named Marsden asks, centering his gaze on me. “Do you mean to say that she… communicates with the Vessel?”

      “I do,” I say. Then I clarify with: “Well… I did. Before… before She took off.”

      “She,” Anthony Marsden says, as if I have just spoken some alien thought, some foreign language. He turns his head to regard the distance where the God crashed down, then frowns.

      I ask, “Mister Marsden? Sir?”

      “Yes, Holy… Conduit?”

      “You seem baffled.”

      “I… I am,” he says.

      “Why?”

      “Because,” he then says, turning his eyes to face me. “Communication with them has been strictly forbidden for centuries.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      He turns his head to Venus. “Tell me something, Miss⁠—”

      “DeMira,” Venus says.

      “Were your people aware of us before the Vessels departed?”

      “We had just stepped into the wasteland,” Venus says, “I mean, the Paradise, days before.”

      “I… I see,” Anthony Marsden says. “I… I have further questions, as I imagine my superiors would.”

      “Your superiors?” I ask.

      Anthony Marsden nods. “Yes. They… They will have questions for… you, I imagine. Their… Their holy woman.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but stop before I can do so.

      A thousand thoughts run through my mind.

      Who are these people?

      What do they mean for us?

      Why have they come to offer us aid?

      And, most importantly and, perhaps, even ominously: Why was communication with their Vessel forbidden?

      Anthony Marsden turns to the other armed men and says, “Report back to the city. Tell them that the society has fallen, and further aid is needed.”

      “Yes sir,” one of the men says.

      As the man slips into the vehicle, I divert my attention toward the once-city of Utopia, only to find myself frowning in the process.

      “We do not mean you harm,” Anthony Marsden says.

      “I… I didn’t think you did,” I say, and clear my throat before asking, “Sir… if I may.”

      He turns his head to look at me.

      “Where… where are your people from?”

      “We are from the city of Arcadia,” the man replies, “and we have come to offer you aid.”
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      Arcadia, I think as I huddle before the fire. Arcadia.

      For all the knowledge I possess—for all the literature I have read, the histories I have absorbed—I have never heard a word like it. With its strong consonants, and its many vowels, it sounds almost breathtaking, as if it has been dredged from the annals of a history long gone. I can only imagine what such a word means, but if I were to guess, it would mean something like what we once called our city, what we once aspired to be.

      “Utopia,” I whisper.

      As around us the doctors, nurses, and the Medibot assistants from Arcadia work to stabilize and treat the injured, I find myself dwelling on the prospects at hand.

      “Hey,” a voice says. “Are you all right?”

      I lift my eyes to regard Hawk as he steps forward. “I’m… fine,” I say.

      “Who are these people?”

      “They’re… from a city,” I then say, before turning my head back to the fire. “A city almost like ours.”

      “Almost?”

      I offer an unsure, yet steady nod.

      “You’ll have to explain it to me.”

      I’m doubtful as to what I should tell him, what I’m allowed to or even should say. For that reason, I twist my head about to ensure that no one is around to hear me, then focus my attention on Hawk and say, “He… He started like this…”

      And so I tell him what Anthony Marsden, that strange yet wondrous man, said, and detail how Utopia was a city unlike theirs, and that communication with their God, whom they referred to as a Vessel, had been strictly forbidden. Throughout, Hawk remains calm—eyes narrowed, lips pursed—and he regards the people around us with a scrutiny I feel is possibly paranoid, much like a bull would in the midst of passion.

      When I finish, and his gaze firmly settles on me, he says, “Do you trust them?”

      “How can I not?” I ask. “They’ve come to offer us aid.”

      “Gifts can come with prices,” Hawk says. “You know that as well as I do.”

      “I know, but…” I sigh before I can finish.

      “And what’s this thing about them being forbidden to communicate with the gods?” he asks. “That doesn’t sound like it’s a good thing, Ember.”

      “I know it doesn’t.”

      “So… I guess my question is… what are we gonna do?”

      “I guess we have to wait and see,” I say. “It’s not like we’re in a position to do anything else.”

      Hawk opens his mouth. Closes it. Sets his gaze on our once-city. Then he sighs and says, “Yeah. I… I suppose you’re right.”

      There is, in the end, no other way to see it.

      With that thought in mind, I turn my head to face the distance, whereupon I can see additional lights shining, more hovercrafts incoming.

      I say, “More of them are coming.”

      All Hawk can do, as he comes to stand beside me, is stare.

      
      We are given provisions that will both protect us from the elements, and help us endure this unfortunate night. These include: blankets to keep us warm, water to maintain our hydration, and vacuum-sealed packs of food—which, when exposed to moisture and heat, can be consumed without additional preparation. For these things I am more than thankful, because after what we’ve gone through, I am not sure how much more I can take.

      As me and Hawk eat spiced noodles by what I can now call moonlight, I feel the weight of the day, and the emotional toll that has come with it, pressing ever harder upon me.

      “Are you all right?” Hawk asks at my side.

      “Just… tired, is all,” I say, while spooning additional noodles into my mouth. “What about you? How are you holding up?”

      “Better than I expected, all things considering.”

      I flex my fingers and grimace as the blisters flare in response.

      “Let me see,” Hawk says.

      “It’s fine, Hawk. Really. They’re just⁠—”

      Blisters, I want to say.

      But before I can do so, a Medibot is scrambling forward to examine me.

      I extend my hands toward it.

      It leans forward. Scans my palms. Determines the extent of my wounds. A module appears from inside its mechanical body, drawing with it a medical spray I know will cleanse and then heal my wounds.

      “I didn’t expect their technology to be so similar,” I say as the Medibot applies the healing spray to my hands.

      “I mean… how couldn’t it be?” Hawk asks, shaking his head as the Medibot lifts its stalk-like appendage to examine him. “They came from… well… Her.”

      “Them,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Hawk replies. “Them.”

      He watches the Medibot scramble toward the next person, then another after, before sighing and turning his head back to face me. “I have a weird feeling about all of this.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I mean… saviors from the sky? Strangers from another city? Surely they’ll want something in exchange for our help.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Nothing is ever free, Ember.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but stop before I can do so.

      Hawk smirks. Lifts his bowl of noodles. Downs the broth, then collapses the disposable material in his hands. He tosses it into the fire and watches sparks rise from its surface before drawing his blanket into his lap and saying, “I’ll take first watch.”

      “Watch?” I laugh. “You think we need to keep watch?”

      “I’m wanted for questioning,” Hawk says. “And besides—“ He turns his head toward a campsite to our east. “I want to keep an eye on them.”

      “Who?”

      “Them.” He juts his chin toward where Venus DeMira stands speaking with Anthony Marsden.

      “Oh,” I say.

      Hawk nods. “Lie down, Ember. I can tell you’re tired.”

      “I am,” I say, but sigh nonetheless. “But, Hawk…”

      “Yeah?” he asks.

      “Thank you. For everything you’ve done today.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he says.

      After carefully spreading the insulated blanket out on the ground beside me, I settle myself atop it, then draw the excess over me.

      As badly as I want to remain awake, my body desires nothing more than sleep.

      I am not surprised when I am pulled into unconsciousness.

      
      But it is not to sweet dreams I emerge. Rather, it is to violence. Chaos.

      Destruction.

      In this dream that is not a dream but is surely a nightmare, I am not standing within the landscape of Paradise, and looking out at the natural world that has taken hold. Rather, I am staring into the bowels of what was once Utopia, and watching the citizens within it.

      As they run⁠—

      As they fight⁠—

      As they scream⁠—

      I see, distantly, a single person standing within the street, looking toward the sky with eyes lost, a gaze forbidden. It takes several long moments for me to determine who exactly it is, but when I finally do, I can’t help but draw in a breath.

      The person in the street is not just anyone.

      No.

      The person in the street is Jonathan.

      Jonathan—

      Who, in his blue denim pants, and white undershirt, gazes up at the Utopian God as She struggles to take flight—as She, with grief in her heart and terror in her spine, attempts to depart a city she has watched over for a collective thousand years.

      I call, “Jonathan!”

      And my friend—he turns his head to face me, but it is not bright eyes and a smile on his face that he considers me, but a blank slate that gazes in my direction.

      I call, “Jonathan!” once more.

      To which the young man who was once my best friend replies by saying, You’ve failed us. The city. Me.

      Me.

      The word is so simple, so innocent, and yet, is so powerful in its intent that it could withstand the test of time—could build bridges, then burn them at the same time.

      As I stand here, looking on at the young man who should be Jonathan but really isn’t, I find myself stepping forward—weaving through the crowd who attempts to push me back but who gives Jonathan’s figure wide berth.

      I say, “If I’d’ve known… if I’d’ve understood⁠—“

      But Jonathan doesn’t respond. Rather, he turns his head to regard the Utopian God as her right wing strikes the eastern side of the city, and says, This is the only the beginning.

      Then, the crowd swallows him whole⁠—

      
      —and I burst into consciousness the following morning.

      Gasping for breath, I struggle to draw oxygen into my lungs as the fading dream latches on to my brain, first implanting, then sowing roots into my subconscious.

      I think, What does it mean?

      Only to realize a moment later that Hawk is nowhere to be seen.

      “Hawk?” I ask, twisting my gaze about to survey the area. “Where are you?”

      “He’s fine,” a voice says.

      I jump. Twist my head to look directly behind me. Find Doctor Dalton standing in the grass.

      I say, “How do you know?”

      Doctor Dalton says, “Because he told me he was.”

      “Where is he?” I ask.

      The kind doctor turns his head and says, “There” before pointing.

      I lift my eyes just in time to see Hawk emerge from a thicket of trees in the distance. Though his eyes are tired, and his lips are painted in a frown, he at least hasn’t been accosted by those remaining members of the Extant Facilities.

      “Has he slept?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Doctor Dalton says. “I kept an eye on the two of you when he couldn’t stay awake any longer.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Doctor Dalton nods just as Hawk draws forward.

      “Is something wrong?” Jonathan’s former lover asks.

      I say, “No. I was just… worried.”

      “That I’d been arrested or something,” Hawk replies, then nods and says, “Yeah. I understand.”

      I allow the two men a moment to contemplate my words, my anxieties, before pushing myself to my feet and asking, “What’s going to happen now?”

      “I believe they mean to send transports from the city,” Doctor Dalton says, “though I can only speculate on that, since I’ve been hearing things secondhand.”

      “You mean, they’re going to take us to Arcadia?”

      “That is the rumor, yes.”

      “But—how?”

      Doctor Dalton shakes his head. Says, “I’m not sure.” Then he straightens his posture and adds, “But I don’t believe they mean to take everyone all at once. I believe they will transport the gravely injured first, then those with greater injuries before finally ferrying those with minor wounds to their hospital. Beyond that… I am not sure what they will do.”

      “Either way,” Hawk says, “we shouldn’t worry about it, at least not now.”

      “What’re you—“ I start to say.

      Approaching footsteps cut me off before I can finish.

      I have just turned my head to locate the sound when I see Venus DeMira drawing forward, the Arcadian man named Anthony Marsden at our side.

      “Holy Conduit,” Venus says, before turning her head to Hawk and saying, “Mister Child.”

      “Is there something we can help you with?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Venus says. “The two of you are officially wanted for questioning in your part of the events that took place yesterday.”

      “Our part?” I ask. “What’re you⁠—“

      But before I can finish, Anthony Marsden gestures to four Arcadian security officers, who instantly flank me and Hawk.

      Venus says, “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Which would you prefer?”

      I trade glances with Hawk, who merely blinks, before turning my eyes on Venus and saying, “The easy way.”

      “Ember—“ Hawk says.

      All I can do, in response, is shake my head.

      “All right then,” Anthony Marsden says. “If the
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