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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was a child, I was told that nothing could last forever. This was because, in the grand scheme of things, we are never truly in control of the world around us. Time, effortless as it happens to be, is constantly in motion. Days move into weeks. Weeks pass into months. Months age into years, and then years, decades.

      I was told, quite clearly, that I should never be afraid of the changing of seasons, or even that of the guard.

      When I become the Conduit, I feared that I would fail.

      When Utopia fell, I realized that I was not perfect.

      And as society plummeted in Arcadia, I came to know that I was never chosen by a higher power. God—or, our God, specifically—was just a shadow of what could possibly be. What will be.

      What actually is.

      As I stand here, looking up at the glistening white diamond in the sky, as I am covered in blood like a barbarian at war, I find myself doubting everything I have ever done, every word I have ever spoken.

      I find, like most around me, that I am dumbfounded.

      But it is not a feeling that comes unnaturally to us—not as people, and definitely not as humans. Because in staring into the sky, and realizing that our world is once again to change forever, I find myself looking on the one thing I know we are meant to fear, even revere.

      I find myself looking upon a Benefactor.

      It is, as the Starfish simply put, beyond compare. It is far larger than the Starfish’s vessel ever happened to be—far more imposing than it could ever dream of being. With glistening white metal, and a single red light at its foremost point, I see, quite clearly, the simplicity in its geometry, but the enormity of its purpose.

      To them, I know, we are little more than ants.

      Fighting a war, I then think, in the streets of our own city.

      I drop the rock I hold in my grasp—the rock I used to crack the skull of the man who by biology was my half-brother—and stare at the entity before us as if it is my greatest sorrow, and my most horrible regret.

      “What do we do?” someone asks.

      “It’s just… floating there,” another says, “like we are nothing.”

      Nothing, I muse.

      It is at this point that a laugh rises from my chest. That a terrible shudder consumes me.

      As around me the violence begins to die down—as the current from the shock of their arrival fizzes out like electricity sparking in the dead of night—the powers that be move to intercept the Cyber Kids who caused this great disaster, and arrest those responsible for committing such a heinous act of terrorism.

      “Ember,” I hear a voice say. “Ember. Are you there?”

      “I’m… here,” I say, and blink as I continue to marvel at the construct hovering in the overhead sky. “Who… who is speaking?”

      “It’s Brendan. Brendan Anderson.”

      It takes less than a moment for me to lift my hand to my ear. “Is… is it over?” I ask.

      “As over as it can be,” Agent Anderson says. “The comms are reporting that the Cyber Kids are laying down their arms, and that arrests are being made.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you all right?”

      The question is so natural, so ordinary, that at first, I am unsure how to process it. My heart is on fire, my mind feels cold, my veins a river in which all my worries run. Most of all: I feel my lungs expanding, my breath shaking.

      I say: “I’m… I’m okay.”

      To which Brendan Anderson replies by saying, “Good. The Arcadian Security Administration is coming to get you now.”

      “Why—” I start to say.

      But a crackle of the communications device being turned off echoes through my ear, and I realize, here and now, that I am as alone as I can possibly be.

      Alone, I then surmise, in the shadow of the greatest beings to ever exist.

      In the moments of silence that follow, I turn my head to look at the sky—and for several long, indeterminable moments, during which I feel smaller than I ever thought was possible, I allow myself to feel the weight of the world upon my shoulders.

      Thankfully—or, perhaps, regretfully—the sound of approaching footsteps knocks me from my struggling thoughts.

      “Miss Hillen?” a voice asks.

      I turn my head from the sky to look into Warden Celestine’s blood-red eyes, and swallow the lump in my throat before asking, “Yes, Warden Celestine?”

      “Please, come with me.”

      She extends her hand.

      I reach out. Realize that blood—my brother’s blood—is still running between my fingers.

      Warden Celestine purses her lips, then turns her head to acknowledge Marcus Albright’s still form and says, “We will deal with him later.”

      I lower my hand to my side. Inhale a long, trembling breath. Then I say, “Okay” and take a step toward the hovercraft that awaits us in the distance.

      Before I can take another step, I think of the one thing I have left in this world—the one constant that has been in my side since Utopia fell.

      I think of Hawk.

      Hawk.

      Who’d gone through surgery. Who’d survived devastation. All because of Miranda Kyle’s sacrifice.

      I come to a halt as Warden Celestine and her accompanying Arcadian Security Officer step toward the hovercraft.

      Warden Celestine turns to face me. “Miss Hillen?” she asks. “Are you all right?”

      “My friend,” I say, fighting to gain the courage to speak. “Where is my friend?”

      “Your friend has been transported to a neighboring clinic in the city,” Warden Celestine says. “Don’t worry—he is safe.”

      “I want to see him.”

      “You will see him soon enough,” the warden replies. “But now is not the time. Now, we must take you somewhere safe.”

      She lowers her head. Narrows her eyes at me. Lifts a hand, and points.

      After stepping forward, I haphazardly climb into the back seat of the hovercraft before us, reach up to secure the seatbelt across me. Then I turn my head to regard the destruction around us.

      The smoke rising⁠—

      The buildings falling⁠—

      The people crying, the people screaming⁠—

      A moment later, I allow myself to experience the gravity of consequence for the first time since this all began.

      I, Ember Hillen, have wrought destruction once more.

      How will I ever survive?

      Unfortunately, I do not know; and in the aftermath of our slow departure from the city center, I am not surprised when guilt begins to weigh heavily upon me. As we pass over the city, slowly but surely making our way from the nexus of Arcadia’s devastation to the distance in the south, I find that my heart hammers, my mind races, my blood chills. Worst yet: I feel an undeniable sense of regret.

      For all I might have done.

      For all I could’ve done.

      For all I should have done.

      It is a fact, and reality, that I know will haunt me for the rest of my life.

      However long that may be, I think, and close my eyes.

      When I open my eyes again, I discover that we are making our way toward the far southern end of the city—near where both me and Hawk were taken when the plot on my life was first discovered.

      “Where are we going?” I decide to ask.

      “To the security checkpoint,” Warden Celestine says from where she sits in the passenger seat. “We need to ensure your safety.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but just as quickly close it.

      When a small, almost knowing nod is offered, the warden turns her head to look toward the south.

      I force myself to remain quiet in the moments thereafter.

      Though it takes what seems like an eternity to make our way toward the southern checkpoint, we arrive what I know is only minutes later. Several officers from the Arcadian Security Administration are quick to wave us in upon our arrival, and we have no sooner settled to the ground when the hovercraft is rushed by armed men and women.

      “Warden Celestine,” one of the women says.

      “Officer,” the warden replies. “I trust that proper accommodations have been made for Miss Hillen?”

      “A room has been made available,” the officer says. “But, Warden—what are we supposed to do about⁠—”

      “What?”

      “—the object in the sky.”

      Warden Celestine turns her head to regard the Benefactor that floats in the skies over Arcadia. Eyes narrowed, lips pursed, she considers it for several long moments before turning her head and saying, “That is not our primary concern.”

      “But, Warden⁠—”

      “We must ensure the city center is secured,” the warden says. “Now, please—take Miss Hillen to her temporary quarters.”

      “But—”

      “Now, officer.”

      The officer—who can’t be much older than I am—stiffens, and says, “Yes ma’am” before turning her attention toward me. “This way, Miss Hillen.”

      I follow kindly. In silence. With dread. Trying, all the while, to remain calm. But the truth is that no matter how hard I try, and no matter how much I breathe, I cannot for the life of me keep my anxieties at bay.

      I keep thinking of everything that happened.

      Meeting Marcus in the prison⁠—

      Rescuing Hawk from the hospital⁠—

      Seeing Miranda Kyle die⁠—

      Facing my own flesh, and murdering him in cold blood⁠—

      Blood, I think, and curl my hand into a fist.

      It is hard to fathom that I—Ember Hillen, who once at the height of my position advocated for peace among men—was capable of killing another person.

      Not just killing, a part of me says. Bludgeoning.

      The sound as my half-brother’s skull cracked, and his strangled, gurgling cry as he’d slid against the wall, was burned into my eyes the moment I’d committed the act—the moment I’d taken his life from him.

      You can’t think about that, I tell myself. Not now, not when everything’s in chaos.

      I try my hardest not to feel regret for taking another life, even if it was done in self-defense. Regardless, I feel its impression boring through me⁠—

      Just like when Hawk ended Jim Albright’s life with a gun.

      The Arcadian Security Officer escorting me comes to a halt so abruptly that I nearly run into her. She clears her throat, turns her helmed head to face me, and says, “You may wait here.”

      “I want to see my friend,” I say.

      The officer ignores me. Instead, she says, “Please, step inside.”

      I step through the threshold, only to hear a lock click the moment the door slides shut behind me.

      Figures, I think.

      Swallowing, I turn my head to regard the space—first looking at one of two beds to my left and right, then at the lockers across from me. A doorway that leads into the bathroom has a fresh pair of pants and a clean shirt dangling from a hook upon it, almost as if they were expecting me.

      With a nod, I start forward, take hold of the clothes, then slip into the room.

      The moment I disrobe and step into the shower is the moment I struggle not to break down.

      As warm jets of water pulse from fixtures all around, and as the dirt and blood that is plastered in my hair and on my face and along my hands and arms is washed away, I find every doubtful thought that I have experienced over the past several days coursing through me.

      This is your fault, a part of me says. You’re the reason this happened.

      You’re the reason Utopia fell, another says, and the reason Arcadia fell into silence.

      You’re the reason Hawk got hurt. Why Miranda is dead.

      You’re the reason you became a murderer.

      The word strikes me so hard, and with such callousness, that I instantly find myself stumbling. I am only just able to extend my hand and catch myself before I start to cry.

      I remain in that position—arm out, fingers spread—for what feels like hours before the automatic timer on the shower turns off.

      With no choice but to climb out, I dry myself with a fresh towel, don clean clothes, and step into the sleeping quarters.

      It is only when I turn my head, and see Warden Celestine standing outside the room, that I find myself pausing.

      “Warden Celestine?” I ask.

      The warden turns her eyes from the suited man she is talking to, then returns her gaze to him and says something before taking a step toward the glass. “Miss Hillen,” she says.

      “Why am I here?” I ask. Then I add: “What’s going to happen to me.”

      “We are determining the state of the city’s infrastructure as we speak,” Warden Celestine says. “As to why you are here: you are here for your own protection.”

      “Why are you⁠—”

      “You are also here,” Warden Celestine then says, “because we now must determine what will happen next.”

      “What do you mean?“

      “We must now determine,” Warden Celestine then says, “what your place in all of this will be.”
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      I blink. Stunned into submission, I can do little more than stare at the woman on the other side of the glass.

      “My position in this?” I ask, and wait for Warden Celestine to nod before saying, “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “We obtained access to your medical records in the hours after the Utopian Intelligence succumbed to its disease,” Warden Celestine then says. “During this time, the Arcadian Security Administration, and its investigators, were able to determine that you may have connected with it.”

      “How—” I start to say. Then I swallow the lump in my throat, and ask, “You accessed my medical records? Isn’t that a breach of privacy?”

      “There is no privacy when acts of terrorism are occurring in our streets,” the warden says.

      “So what if I Connected?” I ask. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Warden Celestine takes a step forward, narrows her blood-red eyes at me. It is then that she says: “It may not have any bearing on what happened at all, Miss Hillen. But until you tell us what happened during this Connection, we cannot reasonably release you.”

      “So you’re going to hold me prisoner?” I ask, and laugh a moment later. “Great. Just great.”

      “Are you so unwilling to detail what you saw?” the woman questions.

      “It’s not that I’m unwilling,” I reply. “It’s just… you snooped into my record—my private, medical record at that—and now are holding me prisoner.”

      “You are only a prisoner, as you so put it, if you have done something wrong.” Warden Celestine blinks as she considers me. “Have you done something wrong, Ember?”

      “No.”

      “Then why⁠—”

      “It’s just the principle of the matter. Okay? I’ve had too many people prying into my life to last a lifetime.”

      With that spoken, I reach up to press a hand against my temple, and close my eyes as the reality of my predicament comes bearing down upon me anew.

      You have to cooperate with them, a part of me says. You can’t block them out. You have too much to focus on.

      To focus on? another part of me adds. Just what are you meant to focus on? Your dreams? Your predicament? Your illness?

      Illness, I think, and open my eyes.

      I lift my eyes from where they rest on the floor, and redirect my gaze to Warden Celestine before saying, “I’m… sick.”

      “As our investigators confirmed,” the woman says.

      “I have a degenerative illness,” I then continue, “that I believe might have come from connecting with the Starfish.”

      “Go on.”

      “When I connected with it this last time, I… blacked out,” I then say. “When I woke up, I wasn’t in the hospital. For a moment, I thought it was all a dream, and I was back in Utopia. But then I realized that the world wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Everything was too bright—like there was a sun floating right above the city—and… there was something in the sky.”

      “The Benefactor?” Warden Celestine asks.

      And I nod. “Yeah. The… the Benefactor. But that wasn’t all. Jonathan…”

      I blink as the image of my best friend comes to mind.

      Of his dark hair⁠—

      Of his blue eyes⁠—

      His bright smile, his easygoing disposition⁠—

      Then I think of Jim Albright, and the way he’d ordered them to correct my friend, and how Jonathan had lost everything, even himself, to it.

      “Jonathan,” I then say, having to fight through the urge to cry, “my best friend, was in my dream. Has been in my dreams. May still be there when I dream again.”

      “What significance does this hold to our investigation?”

      “He claimed that this wasn’t just the end. That it was time for things to shift. To… change.”

      “Change?”

      I offer a brief nod.

      “Miss Hillen,” Warden Celestine then says. “Do you believe that your friend—or, whatever was communicating to you in your dream—poses a risk to the security of our city?”

      “No,” I then say. Then I clarify by adding: “I think my friend wasn’t really my friend… and that it just might be the disease taking root.”

      Warden Celestine sighs. Turns her head to the guard at her side. Says, “Release her.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to question her more?” another officer asks.

      “She does not have the answers to the problem at hand,” the warden then replies. “I hereby order the release and discharge of Miss Ember Hillen from the custody of the Arcadian Security Administration.”

      I can’t help but sigh.

      The officer steps forward. Presses his palm to a reader outside the cell. Waits for the biometric scanner to authenticate his handprint, and nods as the door to the quarters open.

      I step forward, and say, “I want to see my friend.”

      “We will transport you to the clinic where he is being treated momentarily,” Warden Celestine says. “Please, come with me.”

      The warden turns⁠—

      And with that, I begin to follow.

      

      I do not know for how long I sit in the southern checkpoint’s hanger. Eyes down, hair whipping in my face, I gaze at the smoke rising in the distance and try not to feel a sense of guilt, to no avail.

      All those people, I think, all this violence.

      “All because of me,” I whisper, and close my eyes.

      In the moments that follow, I take a long, deep breath, then expel it as I open my eyes to gaze at the world around me. So far from the city center, things should seem typical, almost ordinary. But with the smoke rising from the city’s nexus, and the sound of emergency vehicles perforating the silence of the high walls like knives, I find my mind racing, my heart skipping.

      For a moment, I am unsure how to respond.

      Should you feel angry, a part of me questions, for everything that has occurred?

      Or should you experience devastation, another offers, for your role in it all?

      I open my mouth—maybe to breathe, maybe to speak—but find that nothing I could offer would change the scope of my emotional landscape. So, with that in mind, I tilt my head up, and gaze upon the face of the being that came to judge us for our worth.

      The Benefactor.

      Even at this hour of the afternoon, when the sun is halfway across the sky and ready to plummet to night, the being’s façade glistens like diamond, and shimmers like light cast through rain. The Benefactor mere presence appears all-knowing, and leaves me with a sinking feeling of dread.

      Even with the Starfish’s warning, nothing could have prepared me for this feeling of totality—of knowing that this being’s arrival would usher in a new era of feeling.

      I have just allowed my eyes to fall upon the construct’s red center when a hovercraft lands on the platform not far in the distance.

      “Miss Hillen,” a voice announces over the intercom. “Your ride has arrived.”

      I rise without question. Without offering thanks. Without turning to look around to see who has spoken. Instead, I take several cautious steps forward, and allow myself to make my way to the platform.

      The back of the hovercraft yawns open; and after a brief confirmation, I climb inside.

      It is only when I strap myself into place, and we begin to rise, that I turn my head to look out the window once more.

      The only thing I can think about, as we begin to fly into the city once more, is how I will act going forward.

      

      Sector 2-B—located in the central eastern side of Arcadia—is bustling with activity. Even with the news of a terrorist attack having taken place, there are still people moving in the streets. Whereas some have stopped to examine holoprojecters that have been erected to play continuous news footage of the events that took place earlier in the morning, others appear to be moving as if nothing has happened at all.

      A typical day, I find myself thinking, in this new and strange world.

      The frown that tugs at my lips is only deepened when the hovercraft begins to descend toward a building with a green cross on its face.

      “Is this it?” I ask. “Is this where my friend is being held?”

      “We were informed that Mister Child was transferred here,” the driver of the hovercraft replies.

      “Okay,” I say, and take a long, deep breath as the hovercraft descends toward a designated platform to the side of the clinic.

      The driver grunts as the vehicle lands. Turns to face me as the rear doors open. He then says, “I was told to inform you that City Services will assign you and Mister Child new quarters. You should expect to speak with them soon.”

      “Thank you bringing me here.”

      When the driver doesn’t reply, I unbuckle my seatbelt, then climb out of the hovercraft.

      I have no sooner descended from the landing pad when the vehicle takes off.

      Well, I think as I turn to face the clinic’s front entrance. I guess this is it.

      With that thought in mind, I step through the clinic’s front doors.

      

      As expected: the lobby is bustling with activity. From concerned families, to questioning friends, there is no shortage of people here, which leads me to believe that reaching Hawk may prove to be a complicated endeavor.

      Just take it one step at a time, I tell myself.

      I approach a holographic terminal, and lean forward to examine the options available to me.

      Patient Occupancy — MAXIMUM, the first line of text reads. Visiting Hours — TO BE DETERMINED.

      “Are you really going to make us wait?” someone barks nearby. “After what’s happened this morning?”

      “My son has a broken arm!” another woman calls. “Please, won’t somebody help us?”

      “Patient occupancy is at maximum capacity,” a man behind a glass partition in the nearby wall says. “Providers are working to ensure the care of critical patients as we speak.”

      The chorus of shouts that follows instantly sets me on edge.

      Don’t panic, I think. They’re just upset. Everyone’s scared.

      But what was it that Hawk had told me? Desperate people do desperate things?

      I shake my head, and reach forward to press my finger to the visiting hours display.

      A moment later, I am greeted by a screen that prompts me to sign in.

      With no choice otherwise, I type my first name into the console, then allow it to scan my palm with a biometric scanner.

      I am both surprised and not when it accepts my palm as a way of identification.

      

      I sit in the lobby for what feels like hours, listening to the sound of people whispering, some crying. While patients are ushered through the back doors of the clinic every so often, most of us are left to sit with our own thoughts on the events that have taken place within the city.

      As the sunlight begins to fade outside, and the lights within wink on, I wonder if I will ever get the chance to see Hawk.

      It is only when someone asks, “Ember? Ember Hillen?” that I stand to face the person.

      “Yes,” I say, in a voice cautious and filled with a bit of fright. “That’s me.”

      “Come with me,” the person—who I can now determine is a nurse—says.

      I step forward. Make my way through a line of chairs, along a row of questioning, perhaps even judging people. Nod to the nurse as I approach, and make my way into the back halls as she opens the door with a keycard in front me.

      “You’re here to see a Mister Hawk Child,” the woman says. “Is that right?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I say. “I am.”

      The woman looks down at a tablet in her grasp, then lifts her head and frowns as she considers me. “Are you all right?” she then asks.

      “What?” I reply, startled. “Why do you ask?”

      “Your pupils are irregular.”

      “I—” I start. Then I think of my encounter with the silver Siren, whose warbling cry had struck me almost directly, and blink. “I’m… I’m okay,” I say. “Just… tired, I guess.”

      Whether or not the nurse believes me I cannot be for certain. However, when she doesn’t press for further answers, she leads me down the hall, and pauses at a room near the end before saying, “He informed us that you may be coming, and that you would be allowed access to his medical records.”

      “How is he?” I ask.

      “We’ve been monitoring him for post-surgery complications over the past several hours. Thankfully, we do not believe there will be any.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Visiting hours are for another hour. Afterward, you will be asked to leave.”

      “I was told I’d speak to City Services?”

      The nurse lowers her eyes to the tablet. Taps on part of it. Appears to skim the information. She then says, “Yes. You may speak with them after you see your friend.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      The nurse leaves without another word.

      Leaning forward, I take a deep breath to prepare myself for what may come. Then I knock on the door and say, “Hawk? It’s me. Can I come in?”

      “Ember?” the man inside asks.

      I push the door open to reveal myself in full.

      The man leans forward. Grimaces as he does so. Grits his teeth, and says, “Come in, come in.”

      I step inside, careful to close the door behind us.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner,” I reply. “There were… complications.”

      “What kind of complications?”

      I give him a brief rundown of what I’d experienced this morning, and sigh as his lips curl into a frown.

      “So,” the man says, “we’re not free of suspicion yet.”

      “I suppose not,” I say.

      Hawk turns his head to look at the glass that looks into the hall. His gaze lingers only for a moment before he says, “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply, settling into the seat beside him. “Why do you ask?”

      “You’ve got the look of someone suffering from Siren Syndrome.”

      “It is really that obvious?” I ask.

      Hawk nods. “Yeah. It is.”

      “I’m fine, Hawk,” I say. “It’s just a headache. Really. I promise.”

      “You’re not lying to me, are you?”

      “No. Why… why would I?”

      “I’m just making sure,” he says, before adding: “You do that, you know? Try to stay strong when you should be cracking.”

      “There’s no point in cracking now,” I reply. “Especially not when there’s no present danger.”

      “Isn’t there?” Hawk asks.

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

      “Look,” Hawk then says, and tries to lean forward before thinking otherwise. “I’ve never liked being the center of attention. I especially don’t like that the Arcadian Security Administration is still on your ass about your part in all of this.”

      “Hawk—”

      “We’ve been cleared. We didn’t do anything wrong. If anything is wrong, it’s our mere existence; and last I checked: they can’t arrest or incarcerate people just based on who they are.”

      “I guess you’re right,” I say.

      Hawk centers his gaze on me—and though his eyes have been harsh for the past several moments, his gaze softens as he considers me. “Where are you going after this? I heard the nurse say visiting hours are almost over.”

      “I have to speak with someone from the city,” I say. “To see where they’re going to place me.”

      “You can’t stay here?”

      “I doubt it,” I say. “Besides—you need your rest.”

      “I’d rest better knowing you were safe.”

      “I’m not in any danger, Hawk. At least… not physically, anyway.”

      The purse of Hawk’s lips immediately sets me on edge.

      “I’ll be okay,” I say as I rise from my seat. “I promise.”

      Though Hawk doesn’t speak—and though I can tell he thinks I am lying, perhaps if only to abate his fears—he nods, and says, “Okay.”

      “I’ll come try and see you tomorrow,” I say, starting for the door. “I’m sorry it took so long to get here tonight.”

      “Ember?” Hawk says.

      I turn my head to face him.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he says, “for anything.”

      While a part of me wants to take his words at face value, I know, deep down, that he isn’t just talking about feeling remorse of our situation.

      No.

      What Hawk is speaking of is my feelings of guilt.

      With one last nod, I say, “Okay.” Then I add: “Goodnight, Hawk.”

      “Goodnight, Ember.”

      I slip out of his room not long after.
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      City Services deems that I am a high-security individual. As a result, I am not offered a place at a shelter, where normally they would send people who have been displaced by homelessness. Rather, they place me at a small hotel at the edge of Sector B, at which they claim I will be left alone.

      You’ll be safe there, the woman interviewing me says. Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.

      Whether or not that is true I have yet to determine. However, as I am first taken to the hotel by a private vehicle, then escorted inside of it by an off-duty security officer, I find my nerves growing, and my unease along with it.

      I am, fortunately, placed within a room within the hour. True dark has since fallen—and from my place on the second floor, I can see moonlight streaming in through the window.

      I can also see the Benefactor.

      Idling, motionlessly, within the sky, the construct that the Starfish claimed was one of the most supreme beings in the universe looks on—likely watching, always judging. Its mere presence is unnerving enough, but the fact that its arrival will likely spur additional discord, maybe even violence, is alarming.

      Alarming.

      In the sense that things could be all right, that others could go wrong, that countless people—hundreds, millions, perhaps even billions—will look into the sky and wonder if this is truly the next stage of the human story, of our
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