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			To my Mom. Who is up in heaven right now elbowing all the other inhabitants and saying, “That’s my daughter. She wrote a book!”

		

	
		

		
			The rise and fall of your God will tell me the story of your city. The rise and fall of your faith will show you the things I’ve been missing. Let the war begin.

			—Kevin Martin
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			Prologue

		

	
		

		
			Reclamation

			As a very young child, I thought it strange that wisps of grass were called “blades.” The first time I heard it I cried and wriggled out of my father’s grasp when he tried to put me down on the neighbor’s freshly-mown lawn. He smiled, that infinitely patient and wryly amused smile that only a loving father can manage, and lightly passed his hands over the soft tendrils. I hesitated, then gingerly did the same and finally catapulted onto the green expanse, fell over and giggled around.

			It was much later when I again considered the word blade as I told my last family of the hard surfaces that once covered the Earth. I realized then that nature always won in the end. After the first Event, those blades cut through even the most stubborn blacktop, cement, or paving, turning them into hard mosaics with soft green grout. Bit by bit, dividing, cracking, pulverizing; until eventually all was returned to the dust from which it was made; until a thousand years later, everyone walked only on downy surfaces, fragrant and growing. No child needed fear scraped knees or elbows in the inevitable fall.

			If only all falls were so lacking in consequence . . . .
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			• Chapter 1 •

			Dube

			The broadsword felt comfortable in Dube’s hands, a close companion he would be lost without. The fiery-haired apparition was coming at him fast. Dube lifted the sword and swung, faintly aware of the sound of the blade slicing through the air, completely concentrated on the moment when the blade met its mark. As the apparition fell, he heard, “Dube! Breakfast!”

			Just as if he had done this a thousand times before—which he had—Daniel Uzziah Benjamin Ezekiel groggily replied, “Just five more minutes!” But this time he had a reason. His recurring nightmare had changed. Was it because of the practice he had been putting in with Jae in swordsmanship? Was it his parents’ assurances that his future would be successful no matter what he decided to pursue? Whatever it was, killing the beast in the dream was such a relief after what felt like millennia of being the one sliced and bleeding on the ground, watching his failed life play out before his eyes.

			Almost true to his word, Dube lay in bed for another ten minutes looking around his room. The walls were covered in a paper illustrated with mechanical drawings of buildings, a nod to his father using this as a study before Dube took it over. Because it was an attic room, there were dormer windows interrupting the perfect slope of the ceiling, a ceiling that Dube frequently bumped into but tolerated because it put him farthest from the rest of the family and gave him the privacy he longed for. Still, the room was warm, filled with all of Dube’s books, clothes, swords, and sports gear. Sure, most of it was on the floor but that’s the way he preferred it.

			His parents had chosen this BE dwelling—historically called a “Painted Lady”—in Nusan, over the multi-block apartments where most of his friends lived. The multi-blocks were so convenient—all of the maintenance and surrounding parkland was kept by the associations. Dube and his family had to clean, paint, plant, mow the walks, and fix whatever broke. Even now, Dube saw that the dormer window was covered in condensation, which meant he and his mother would be caulking sometime soon. His siblings had been happy to spend time with mom or dad puttering around the antique they lived in. Being the last one to leave—the youngest—had definite disadvantages for the only member of the family who was generously described as “the one with brilliant impracticable skills.”

			Dube unfolded his six-foot-two-inch lanky frame from the bed—his height, one of the reasons he frequently sparred with the ceiling. He checked his image in the mirror. He had his father’s strong features but his mother’s dark coloring. He often wished he were towheaded like his older siblings with his father’s deep blue eyes. He was certain he would have been more popular in basic school if he looked like his Scan ancestors. Instead, he spent most of his school days studying and hanging out only with his best friend, Jae. At least Gaz was darker than Dube, not really the reason he had gravitated toward his Soasind friend, but a bonus, nonetheless.

			Dube threw on jeans and a T-shirt and shuffled downstairs to the breakfast table. Like the rest of the house, the kitchen looked ancient, warm, and somewhat cluttered. The walls and cabinets were painted white but the accents of tile and appliances were red and cheerful. The old gas stove had been replaced with a nuclear version, but even that had been modeled to look like an old gas stove. There had been a wave of nostalgia in the past few decades that culminated in modern decor that looked ancient. His mother, Grace, had remodeled the house in retro style, replacing all the old appliances, fixtures, and surfaces with new ones that looked exactly the same but performed better. Dube thought it was a waste of time and funds, but never said so aloud because he was pleased when his mother was happy. He just tried not to show it.

			Grace was humming around the kitchen while Harald sat at the red-and-white diner-style table reading the latest from Cole’s council. Grace was a small woman with birdlike bones that belied her physical strength. Her hair was dark but only because of periodic salon visits. She had recently denounced the gray that was her natural color. Dube knew that soon she would tire
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