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Kaden

D escension Day had always been a paradoxical celebration. It marked 

a century of humanity’s survival beneath the surface, a testament to 

resilience and adaptability, but was also a reminder of the world above—a 

world stolen in a brilliant display of Kre. Laden gockworth felt the weiFht 

of the duality pressinF on him as he walked throuFh the bustlinF streets of 

Hinis, the technoloFical heart of Tavenhearth.

Bhe city was alive with a vibrant, palpable enerFy. garFe monitors 

zoated above the crowd, displayinF the achievements of the last hundred 

years. -anners hunF from every buildinF, embla3oned with the emblem 

of Tavenhearth—three Folden trianFles, portrayinF the interconnected 

cities, aFainst a silver backdrop. Bhe air was Klled with music and lauFhter, 

the clatter of festival booths, and the irresistible scent of various foods from 

a lonFCforFotten time.
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Rvery year, Laden experienced the delicacies of the world above, zavors 

that had been buried under the dullness of the usual rations. Boday was a 

day for people to en8oy how life used to be before the bombs fell.

-ut for Laden, the day of celebration was marred with uncertainty. Bhis 

Descension Day would be diqerent. Ws a recent Fraduate of Hinis Wcademy 

and havinF reached the aFe of :“, he would participate in the EhoosinF, 

where all fresh adults would receive their placement amonF the three cities.

Bhe booths lininF the sidewalks Fave way to a da33linF scene before him. 

Tundreds of his peers already Klled the city s!uare of Hinis, packed into 

neat rows extendinF toward a Franite staFe. Rach wore the same drab outKt 

that hunF over his body” an aFFressive Fray 8acket decorated with TavenC

hearth’s insiFnia on the left breast pocket and a pair of black slacks that 

were a bit too tiFht for his likinF. Bhe dull backsplash of Fraduates clashed 

with the array of festive colors overhead, which mirrored the emotions 

zurryinF inside his chest.

Laden’s uncertainty was accompanied by anxiety deepened by rumors, 

whispers of Fovernment scandal amid the Eouncil of 1even alonF with 

siFhtinFs of the Rdenborn, a fanatical Froup that had recently clawed their 

way up from the shadows and was bent on returninF to the surface. Te 

stepped forward to 8oin his peers.

JLaden?4 a voice ranF throuFh the din of the city s!uare. VerkinF his head 

to the side, he eyed a lone man runninF toward him. Brimmed brown hair 

framed the kind face of his brother, Tenry, and the Freen of his eyes calmed 

Laden’s temperamental nerves.

JTenry, what are you doinF hereN4 Laden asked, cockinF his head to the 

side. Bwo years older, Tenry had already Fone throuFh his own EhoosinF.
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J5h, come on? gike I would miss my little brother FettinF his Kst?4 

Tenry pointed a thumb at his shoulder where the Fold icon of WeFis 

Fleamed.

Laden rolled his eyes. J;eah, riFht. ;ou are one whatN 5ne in several 

hundred thousandN Go one Fets chosen for WeFis. Bhat’s what makes you 

so exceptional.4 Te threw a punch at his brother who !uickly sidestepped.

JSatch it now,4 Tenry chuckled. JIf the enforcers see you throwinF a 

punch at an WeFis you’ll Fet thrown in a cell for a week?4

Laden looked his brother up and down, inspectinF the formal attire of 

Tavenhearth’s most elite soldiers. It was the Foal of anyone who aspired to 

be anythinF to make it into WeFis’s ranks eventually. Wnd yet Tenry was 

selected by his EhoosinF, settinF him apart from the rest.

JI’m not like you,4 Laden said, 8ealousy sneakinF into his voice. JI’ll be 

lucky to make enforcer. 5r worse, I could be sent to Initium to work on 

the water farms.4

J;ou’re FoinF to be Freat?4 Tenry lauFhed. Tis brother was so cheerful 

and full of enerFy—so diqerent from him . . . Te did not stand a chance.

W symphonic chime rose above the cacophony of the festival, and the 

chatter died down.

JPet in there? Wnd remember, I’m proud of you no matter what.4 

Tenry turned and 8oFFed away, his silver coat disappearinF into the sea of 

Fray.

Bhe chords of Tavenhearth’s anthem Frew louder, a melody from an 

unseen world, a harmonic blend of brass and percussion, and Laden took 

his spot in line, his mind settlinF on his brother. Tenry had taken charFe 

of Laden since their parents had died four years prior. SorkinF in the Hinis 
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jesearch Eenter, they had been an essential part of a pro8ect involvinF the 

suppression of radiation symptoms. 5n that fateful niFht, somethinF went 

awry, and their entire lab had been enFulfed in zames.

;et Tenry never let it Fet to him as he played the roles of parent and 

steadfast brother. 1ince his EhoosinF had pulled him to WeFis head!uarC

ters in Eentrum, he visited as often as possible to provide support for 

Laden. Bhe traFedy of their parents’ deaths had taken a heavy toll on 

Laden’s heart, but Tenry had suppressed it and buried the thouFhts deep 

in order to remain stronF for his brother.

Bo Laden, it was 8ust a front, a disFuise for his brother’s true feelinFs0 

deep down, Tenry was plaFued with despair at their loss.

Laden pulled himself from the depths of his mind and craned his neck, 

FlancinF at the colossal screens zankinF the staFe. 1pinninF on each were 

the Folden trianFles of Tavenhearth, which zickered out, shiftinF the 

broadcast to the Eouncil Ehambers in Eentrum and the leader of the 

underFround society, 6remier Darian RlridFe.

JTello, citi3ens of Tavenhearth? I wish you all a happy Descension 

Day.4 Bhe premier’s voice thrummed throuFh the s!uare, commandinF 

attention. Despite witnessinF other broadcasts like this one, Laden studied 

the man’s features as if seeinF them for the Krst time.

Bhe premier was in his midCKfties. W combed white mane cascaded over 

his siFnature silver suit webbed with Folden strands. Bhe camera focused 

closely on his face, accentinF his soft, brown eyes, eyes far too friendly to 

lead a population of six million.

JIt is my pleasure to beFin the EhoosinF of M:O7. Towever, this year 

is uni!ue. Se are Fathered today to celebrate our unity and resilience. 
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Tumans descended into these depths one hundred years aFo to preserve 

our species. Boday, we honor that choice and renew our commitment to 

the safety and prosperity of our cities?4

Bhe crowd around him stood silently, their clear mistrust toward the 

Eouncil permeatinF the s!uare. Shile they lived in a supposed democracy, 

the people no lonFer held the ears of their leaders. Laden had heard rumors 

from his peers at the academy, but the hush of the crowd made him think 

the whispers were more profound than anyone let on.

JSe honor every one of you in Initium. In Eentrum. Wnd in Hinis. 

Boday is a day for celebration. W day for new beFinninFs. Bo those of you 

about to underFo your EhoosinF, conFratulations. ;ou are takinF the Krst 

step in the 8ourney of your life. Rat, drink, and celebrate. Tumanity lives 

stronF within all of you?4

Bhe premier’s imaFe cut oq, shutterinF back to the rotatinF trianFles 

representinF their subterranean society. 9usic beFan aFain in a hushed 

tone as an eleFant man mounted the staFe—one of Hinis’s representatives 

and next in line for the premier’s seat, 9arkum Batus. Tis crimson suit 

zuttered in a sliFht bree3e, revealinF a Fold chain around his neck. PraduC

ates waited for his words in tense silence.

JSelcome. It is my pleasure to share this day with you all. 5ver the last 

ten years, you have underFone countless hours of studyinF, traininF, and 

preparation for this day. Wnd at lonF last, your future will be provided to 

you.4 9arkum’s words boomed throuFhout the s!uare, and Laden hunF 

on to each one, eaFer to receive his initiative. JWs a reminder, these selecC

tions have been made based on personal aptitude scores consistinF of the 

followinF” intuition, survival, combat, adaptability, and overall academic 
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testinF. Wll desiFnations are Knal0 you must report to your new duty site in 

one month. get us beFin.4

Laden knew well what would happen next. Bhe Fraduates would have 

their names called and would make their way across the staFe one by one. 

5n the riFht side, they were simple children playinF the Fame of life, but 

after crossinF to the left, they would receive their purpose—ten years’ 

worth of struFFle, all for this one moment. 1ome would be pleased with 

the results, others would cry, and some would even hold anFer. Sherever 

they were placed was their own fault.

-eside the staFe stood a larFe white tent, the medical station. Bhis would 

be Laden’s Krst time inside, but he was prepared. 5nce receivinF a desiFC

nation, each Fraduate had to submit for routine testinF, conKrminF their 

health and wellCbeinF were up to par. Bhe medical examination was as 

crucial as the EhoosinF itself. If a medical or mental issue was identiKed, 

it could uproot the placement, resultinF in the individual’s resubmission. 

Bhey would lose their initiative and be reassiFned to a lesser duty. Laden’s 

skin tinFled at the thouFht.

JEhristopher Wntoine. Eentrum C gevel Bhree Rnforcer,4 the voice of 

the Eouncil member called out, and the EhoosinF beFan. Laden made his 

way forward, his feet tappinF the Fround. J-etty Ealdwell. Hinis C 9edical 

Division . . . Bheodore Davenport. Initium C Prain Harms . . . Rlenor 

Topkins. Eentrum C gevel ' Rnforcer . . . Wlyssa VettinF. Hinis C 9edical 

Division . . .4

Bhe ceremony was a drab experience, a simple procession of faces eaFer 

to move on to the more excitinF festivities. -ut for Laden, this day was 

everythinF. Te was hopinF for gevel 5ne Rnforcer in Eentrum. Te had 
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done well in his studies and had excelled in traininF and handCtoChand 

combat. Te KFured he could at least pull oq that much0 anythinF to Fet 

closer to Tenry and WeFis. Te could Fet promoted throuFh the ranks and 

eventually 8oin his brother in the elite. Rveryone had to start somewhere.

JWva LensinFton.4

Laden 8erked his Fa3e to the staFe, the familiar name of one of his closest 

friends breakinF him from the lull. Tis eyes tracked to a Firl movinF across 

the platform, the Fray seams of her 8acket huFFinF aFainst her body, formC

inF to every curve. Wva herself was a rarity, a Firl of umber skin surrounded 

by an ocean of pale faces. Ter hair zowed over her shoulders, cascadinF in 

waves of red and black as if to add to her deKance of the norm.

JHinis C gevel 5ne jadiation Division.4

Ter eyes Fleamed, rezectinF the liFhts shininF above, their brown blendC

inF naturally aFainst her skin. Tis heart zuttered for her in excitement, 

knowinF this was exactly what she had wanted. W smile spread across her 

face, revealinF shimmerinF white teeth. 1he never failed to take his breath 

away, but their futures were on diqerent paths. Te shook her imaFe out of 

his head.

Bhe ceremony continued as she departed from the staFe, headinF toward 

the medical tent.

JRthan geinfelt . . .4 Bhe younF man two spots ahead of him beFan to 

move, his lonF black hair zappinF in the wind. Laden recoFni3ed the name 

as belonFinF to one of the WcademyUs students from the lower levels. Ws he 

approached the staFe, the boy looked back, revealinF a sinister Flint in his 

eyes. JInitium C gevel RiFht 1anitation.4
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Bhe boy stopped halfway across the staFe and turned toward 9arkum, 

his face contorted with anFer.

J1anitationN Bhis is ridiculous?4 Te waved his arms around, madness 

oo3inF from his voice. JI should be in Eentrum. WmonF the Eouncil? -ut 

no, your way of doinF this is skewed. It’s all wronF.4

Bhe boy turned to face the crowd. JBhe Eouncil has been leadinF us 

down a dark path for too lonF. Wnd we follow. ShyN I think it is time for 

a chanFe. Bhe Rdenborn are riFht? Se must act now? Se must—4

Bwo enforcers emerFed from the sides, cuttinF oq Rthan’s monoloFue, 

their darkCFray uniform contrastinF with the ocean of Fraduates, branC

dishinF volt rods—short metal batons that could emit a paraly3inF puck 

of electricity. Bhe boy’s eyes darkened while his words echoed throuFh the 

s!uare, but he fouFht aFainst them all the same. Bhe crowd around Laden 

shifted, and the tension in the air Frew thick with hesitation while Rthan 

struFFled aFainst the men. -ut as !uickly as the outburst beFan, it was 

snuqed in an instant. Bhe enforcers hauled the younF man oq the staFe, 

pullinF him toward the examination tent.

9arkum shook his head. JWpoloFies. Se will not accept any more outC

bursts. Bhe Eouncil’s position reFardinF this Froup of fanatics has no place 

in such a day of celebration. Gow, let us continue. Rli3abeth gettleman . . 

.4

Rthan’s voice faded into obscurity as Laden slipped back into his 

thouFhts. Bhe Rdenborn had been shadows for some time, their voices 

dancinF like leaves in a sliFht bree3e. In recent months, however, their 

words had Fained traction, especially amonF the struFFlinF lower levels of 

the population, feedinF their anFer with mistrust of the Eouncil. Go one 
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could pinpoint who the Rdenborn were, but Laden imaFined a conzict 

would soon emerFe.

JLaden gockworth.4

Tis own name 8olted him back to reality, and he reali3ed the staFe was 

now directly before him. Te took a deep breath, every beat of his heart 

sendinF adrenaline throuFh his veins. Bhis was the moment for which he 

had prepared. Wll that remained was to take a step forward, cross this staFe, 

and beFin his 8ourney toward his brother.

Tis riFht foot moved on its own, propellinF him onto the concrete 

platform. -eads of sweat beFan to roll down his palm, drippinF from his 

KnFertips, as his heart rate rocketed, but the only path was to walk forward.

JEentrum.4

Bhat was a Food start. Tis mouth was dry and parched like he had 

never known cold water. Wt this critical moment, he was unsure what was 

movinF faster” his racinF heart or the maelstrom of emotions in his head.

JWeFis Eorp.4

Laden stopped. W hush had fallen over the crowd, every eye locked on 

him. Did he hear that correctlyN Te turned his attention to the reFal man 

standinF before him. 9arkum held out his hand.

JEonFratulations, younF man. ;ou’re !uite the rarity.4

Tis head spun, threateninF to send him tumblinF into the sea of faces 

below, as he outstretched his own hand, which connected with the EounC

cilman’s, and suddenly, he worried about how wet his palm was.

JBhankCthank you,4 he said, still in a state of disbelief. Bhe man nodded 

then Festured toward the side of the staFe. Laden nodded, takinF another 

step. KuestioninF eyes Klled his view, and it was as if a tarFet was on his 

::



EWgR- SWgBRj1

back, as the whole of Hinis looked upon him with wonder and awe. It was 

rare that anyone was selected for WeFis out of the academy, and a testament 

to how skilled they had to be. Te felt like an impostor.

Tis feet pattered down the steps, his leFs tremblinF from excitement and 

nerves. -ehind him, 9arkum continued recitinF names, but his voice was 

drowned in the tide of Laden’s mind. In a ha3e, he made his way to the 

medical tent, brushinF past Fray blurs whose features were lost to him.

-eyond the fabric that served as a doorway was a cavernous tent full 

of medical beds. Gurses in bland Fray uniforms rushed around, checkinF 

everyone’s vitals. 5ne lady approached him, FuidinF him to an open bed.

J6lease, sit and relax,4 she said. Ws he followed her orders, she lifted 

his shirt to attach several sensors to his skin which lit up a monitor. Bhe 

readinFs meant little to him, but he imaFined they fascinated Wva. J;our 

vitals all appear in order. ;our heart rate and blood pressure are hiFh, but 

I imaFine it’s from the excitement of your desiFnation. I only need to take 

a blood sample and you’ll be on your way.4

Laden nodded, pullinF up his sleeve to Five her access. Ter KnFers 

pressed aFainst his skin, movinF in uncomfortinF circles, pullinF the heat 

from his veins. -ut his eyes didn’t waver0 he didn’t mind watchinF. Wnd 

when she popped the lid oq the needle, he did not zinch0 the metal tip bit 

into his skin, sendinF warm blood splatterinF inside a vial. Rvery second 

was accompanied by a drip until the vial was full, obscurinF its opacity. 

It was not much blood, but his stomach still churned from the loss. 1he 

popped the lid on the vial, clinkinF it into a container with several others, 

his name marked on it in bold black letters.
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JRasy,4 she said. J;ou’re Food to Fo. EonFratulations, and en8oy DeC

scension Day.4

1he handed him a small bandaFe, and he pulled himself oq the Furney. 

Sith his nerves still shot, he left the tent in a hurry. -ack in the horde of 

Fraduates, 9arkum was still spoutinF oq names in the backFround. Te 

was to the 6s now, meaninF several of his friends had made it throuFh, but 

he would catch up with them later. Bhe Krst order of business was to talk 

to Tenry.

Wnd to his surprise, Tenry was already waitinF for him, propped aFainst 

a nearby lamppost.

JLaden?4 Tenry waved his hand above his head, and Laden smiled, 

his mind easinF with his brother’s presence. Te 8oFFed over, coverinF the 

distance !uickly. J1ee, I told you. GothinF to worry about.4

Laden chuckled, a sense of calm washinF over him. Tis hands no lonFer 

sweat, and his racinF heart had slowed. Te had made it throuFh the EhoosC

inF, and the future looked briFht. JI can’t believe it, man? Bhe WeFis. I’m 

FoinF to be 8oininF you.4

JBwo brothers at it aFain,4 Tenry said. JSe can’t be stopped. -efore you 

know it, they’ll be lettinF us run the show.4

Bhe thouFht of them beinF in charFe brouFht a smile to Laden’s face. Wt 

one point, it had only been a dream, a reality hidden by years of obstacles. 

-ut with this selection, that dream was now possible.

J;eah, in one month, I’ll be in Eentrum with you,4 Laden said. JWnd 

who knowsN 9aybe a month after that, I will be FivinF you orders?4

Tenry cackled, his lauFh shakinF with every breath. JIn your dreams, 

bro. ;ou may have Fotten into WeFis, but you’re still far behind me.4
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Bhe line of Fraduates continued to zow past the duo, but as far as Laden 

was concerned, it was the two of them aFainst the world. Bhe chain of 

events that had happened since their parents’ deaths had been diLcult to 

overcome, but they had made it.

JTey, listen, man.4 Tenry leaned in close, his voice calm. JI’m not 

supposed to be talkinF about this, but I’m Flad I was able to make it today 

so I could tell you in person. I’ve been selected for a new mission and 

will be oq the Frid for a while. I’ll be headinF out immediately, but this 

assiFnment may last a while. Ehances are that when you arrive at WeFis 

head!uarters, I won’t be there. Bhat’s Food, thouFh. It’ll Five you some 

time to Fet acclimated without havinF your biF brother around to protect 

you.4

JSait,4 Laden said. J;ou’re leavinFN -ut you 8ust Fot here. I thouFht at 

least you could spend some time at the festival.4

Tenry shook his head. JMnfortunately, not. I’m expected to return 

for mission brieKnF within a few hours. Bhis is conFratulations, but also 

Foodbye. I’m proud of you.4

Laden beamed. Tis whole life he had looked up to Tenry and wished 

to be like him. Gow, he was one step closer to reali3inF that.

J-ut be careful,4 Tenry warned, FraspinF Laden’s shirt and embracinF 

him. JW lot is FoinF on with the disappearances that have been happeninF. 

Satch out for yourself and make sure you make it to Eentrum. -ut I Fot 

to Fo. Bake care, Laden. gove you?4

Tenry released him and darted oq into the crowd. Laden’s eyes followed 

him until the Flint of the WeFis uniform melded toFether with the zat Fray 

:O



TWYRGTRWjBT

of the Fraduates’ uniforms. 1iFhinF, he turned away, the hole left in his 

heart by Tenry’s absence FrowinF.

Te naviFated the mass of bodies, his thouFhts a turbulent mix of frustraC

tion and hope. Tis mind was stuck on the imaFe of Tenry’s face, Klled with 

the same intensity and determination that boiled within him. Tis brother 

had always been the dreamer, the one who souFht hidden truths and 

pushed boundaries. It was why he had pursued WeFis and found success 

with the militant Froup. -ut beneath the optimistic show his brother put 

on, Tenry distrusted the Eouncil. 5n more than one occasion, Tenry had 

spoken of the darkness that plaFued the lower levels of Tavenhearth, and 

the secrets that were beinF hidden. Te had never aFreed with the Eouncil’s 

ways and preached that revealinF the truth to the world was his duty. It was 

both his Freatest strenFth and his most danFerous trait.

Laden’s thouFhts turned to Tenry’s vaFue warninF. 9ysterious disC

appearances had plaFued Tavenhearth for the past few months, and the 

Eouncil had yet to release an oLcial statement. -eFinninF in Initium, the 

disappearances had spread across Eentrum and Hinis like a shadowy hand, 

snatchinF people away in the dark. It had put him, and everyone, more on 

edFe.

-ut today was not a day to worry about that. It was a day of celebration. 

BurninF, Laden immersed himself in the crowd, pushinF his way toward 

a briFhter future.
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T he Descension Day festivities were in full swing, a vibrant tapestry 

of colors, sounds, and emotions. Ava’s heart soared amid this kalei-

doscope of joy; the chaos of the celebration was a welcome addition to her 

current high. She had received her desired assignment during the Choos-

ing: Finis’s Level One research facility where she would study radiation 

and create plans for the surface. Ava and her friend, Claire, had been taking 

part of the celebrations for an hour, their enthusiasm undampened by the 

revelations of the day. But Ava was on a diqerent kind of —uestWone that 

had nothing to do with the day’s oRcial ceremonies.

Eith her bright eyes and infectious smile, Claire Nenaud was busy 

taking in the sights and sounds of Finis’s festive atmosphere. She had 

been chosen as a Council Aid in Centrum, along with her boyfriend, Ili 

1ordstrom. 6t was no wonder to Ava that her friend was dating Ili; his 

personality was e—ually contagious.

HV



“A!I1“IANT“

”Look at thatKz she said, pointing to a colorful array of traditional foods 

served at a nearby stall. ”6’ve never seen meat shaped like that beforeKz

Ava chuckled, her heart warmed by her friend’s unrelenting optimism. 

”6t’s called bratwurst. And 6 know its shape is a bit irregular.z Claire’s smile 

widened at her joke, her laughter cascading over the festival music. ”But 

come onK Ee can eat food later; 6 want to xnd ?aden and Ili.z

Claire’s smile dimmed, her ga7e shifting to the bustling crowd. ”6 know. 

But it is hard not to feel caught up in it. The celebrations are so . . . vibrant.z

“er friend twirled in the crowd, drawing the attention of surrounding 

eyes. Claire was a striking xgure whose appearance immediately captured 

the ga7e of others. Though petite, she carried herself in a way that made her 

appear larger than others. “er long, Yowing blonde hair bounced in silky 

waves down her back, catching the light with every movement. “er blue 

eyes were bright and e8pressive, their clarity perfect for her comple8ion. 

“er skin, porcelain in its smoothness, contrasted beautifully with her 

golden locks and the vibrant hue of her eyes.

Ava laughed as she watched her friend, thinking about how they each 

stood out in their own wayWClaire with her da77ling beauty and herself 

with her mi8ed heritage. Living in an underground bunker, locked away 

from the sun, resulted in a majority of “avenhearth’s citi7ens having fair, 

pale skin. But Ava was one of the e8ceptions, and she chose to wear her 

color with pride. She even went as far as to dye her hair a mi8 of red and 

black, a xery depiction of her personality.

”Seriously.z Ava rolled her eyes, grasping at Claire’s hand. ”Let’s go. 

Ee’ll have the whole night to try all the diqerent foods. Don’t you want 

to xnd IliGz
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Claire perked up at hearing her boyfriend’s name and took Ava’s hand. 

”Okay, you convinced me. Let’s xnd themKz

And then Claire darted forward through the crowd, pulling Ava behind 

her to xnd their friends. “er sudden haste pulled a laugh from Ava’s belly, 

as they rushed through the crowds, the cool air whipping at Ava’s hair.

The four of them had long been friends, with Claire and Ili being the 

glue that bound the group together. Iven though they were all in the 

academy together, Ava had rarely the time outside her studies to become 

close with ?aden. Though even when she hadn’t seen them for a while, 

she’d always been drawn back by her desire to be part of the group. And 

with the Choosing assignments doled out, Ava’s desire to xnd ?aden only 

increased. Their time together was growing shorter by the day.

For months, she had been fawning over ?aden. The memory of his eyes 

washed over her, like the rela8ing waves of an unknown ocean, a sea she 

very much wanted to e8plore. 2et, the two had never been more than good 

friends. Eith her so involved with her studies and him with his training it 

left little time for a deeper connection.

The e8citement of Descension Day was palpable, but it did not diminish 

the fact that their group would be separated in one month. Claire had xlled 

her in, informing her that ?aden was bound for Aegis, and she and Ili 

were heading for Centrum as well, leaving Ava alone in Finis. The looming 

separation cast a shadow over their celebrations, reminding Ava of the 

preciousness of their time together.

As the two friends pushed through the bodies, she began to overhear 

others at diqerent stalls spouting nonsenseWslights at the Council of Sev-

en, accusing them of more faults than one, and the Idenborn, the fanatical 
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group that had risen from the depths. The group had many spreading their 

rhetoric. Ava could not help but reYect on the irony of their situation. 

The very day meant to celebrate survival and unity was the same day that 

brought to light fractures and fears hiding beneath the surface. Iverything 

swirled together in her mind, creating a vorte8 of uncertainty and fear.

Claire tugged gently on Ava’s sleeve. ”Look over thereW?aden and Ili’s 

usual spot during the festival. Ee should check it out and see if they’re 

nearby.z

Ava s—uinted at a less crowded corner of Finis’s s—uare where a small 

stand Yanked a wooden stage. ?aden and Ili often went there to enjoy the 

less commerciali7ed aspects of the celebrations.

”Pood idea, those two were never ones to hang around the crowds,z Ava 

said, steering Claire through the multitude of festivalgoers. ”6 hope they’re 

over there.z

Ava stepped forward, pushing past a group of graduates. “er mind raced 

with thoughts of ?aden and the possibilities of the future. The festive 

atmosphere appeared mocking in its cheerfulness, while an8ious feelings 

swirled inside her head.

Descension Day was meant to be a celebration, but for Ava, it was a day 

fraught with hidden challenges. As the music swelled and lights danced 

across the s—uare, Ava’s resolve hardened. She was determined to xnd 

?aden and share her feelings with him. 6f she did not do it now she may 

never have the opportunity again.

She jumped as Claire grabbed her hand, the suddenness startling her. 

Turning to face her friend, Claire’s bright eyes stared back at her, and a 

cold substance slipped between her xngers.
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”Come onK 2ou absolutely must try thisKz Claire said as she took a 

bite out of the treat. ”6t’s called ice cream, and they haven’t had it on 

Descension Day in twenty yearsK 6t’s so good.z

Ava rolled her eyes. “er friend’s cheerfulness was the complete opposite 

of her own an8iety. Claire was never a problematic type, so this was in 

character.

”Claire,z she said.

”One bite isn’t going to kill you, so try it. Come on, please,z Claire 

begged. The softness in her eyes always got the better of Ava, so she obliged.

She carefully placed the fabulous concoction in her mouth, and the 

consistency threw her oq. “er tastebuds e8ploded into snowy Yakes that 

sent a chill down her spine. The sensation was immediateWa rush of icy 

sweetness that seemed to Yurry into Yavors, each note distinct and yet 

harmoniously blended.

”Okay, okay,z she conceded, her eyes wide with surprise. ”2ou got one 

this time; that was incredible.z

Claire’s laughter was enough to drown out the music for a moment, 

then it faded into a beaming smile. ”NightG That is why you should always 

listen to Claire.z She curtsied slightly, her golden hair Yowing against the 

backdrop of her gray jacket.

Clutching the creamy delicacy in her hand, Ava once again took her eyes 

to the crowd. As impressive as this treat was, the fear lingering in her mind 

crept back in. Soon enough, the whispers returned, and she knew it was 

time to return to their search for the boys.

But their search would go no further as a familiar face emerged from the 

crowd.
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”“eyKz Ili called out, his tall, muscular frame a commanding presence 

amid the people around him. “e raised his hand to signal his location, 

and Ava shook her head as she knew it was unnecessary. “e towered over 

everyone else, and if that was not enough, his dirty-blond mane Yuttered in 

the wind like a Yag on a ship. Ili’s green eyes pierced through the distance 

and locked onto Claire.

Eithout skipping a beat, Claire skipped away from Ava, rushing across 

the street to throw herself into his arms, simultaneously shoving what 

remained of her ice cream into his face. “er laughter mi8ed with his, a 

symphony that played only for the two of them.

Ava watched with a ping of jealousy, a Yeeting feeling that she hid away. 

The two had been dating for several years, and it was through Ili that she 

had met ?aden, starting the long history of their friendship surrounding 

her inability to gather the courage to tell him how she felt. But with their 

assignments pulling them apart, she would change that.

”Ehere have you beenGz Claire asked, her eyes concerned. ”Ee were 

supposed to meet right after 6 xnished in the med-tentKz

Ili set his petite girlfriend back on the ground, towering over her at 

full height. “is smile shifted into an e8pression at odds with the festive 

atmosphere around them.

”6 was looking for ?aden,z Ili said. ”But 6 didn’t have any luck. 6 did, 

however, catch a glimpse of someone who looked like “enry. And if he’s 

here, then we can kiss goodbye to our chances of hanging out with ?aden.z

Ava’s heart skipped. “er entire day was planned around ?aden and 

getting some alone time with him. 6f “enry was here that was not going to 

happen, and she would xnd herself one day closer to his departure.
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Claire pushed against Ili, her slight form crashing against his. ”5eople 

have been going missing,z she said. ”2ou should have at least found me 

xrst. 6t wasn’t very nice of you.z

”But 6’m here now, aren’t 6Gz Ili asked, throwing his arms up in defense.

”2eah, but even as big as you are, 6 still worry.z Claire shifted from 

attacking him to hugging his arm. She was much —uicker to forgive than 

Ava.

”But ?aden has to be overwhelmed with e8citement right now,z Ava 

spoke up, her face Yushed with a new urgency. ”Ee should xnd him. Iven 

if “enry is with him we should be there to congratulate him.z

”Oh, hey there, Ava.z Ili walked toward her, oqering a light jab on her 

arm. ”Ehat are you so worked up overG There’s no rush. ?aden will still 

be here tomorrow.z

She let out a frustrated sigh, her shoulder slumping over. She wanted to 

be there to support ?aden, but she also wanted to give him space. The e8tra 

time to think was sending her mind tumbling.

”Claire just said people have been going missing,z Ava said, dexantly 

crossing her arms. ”And it would be pretty easy to get snatched away with 

all these people. So, let’s go xnd him.z

Ili rolled his eyes. ”?aden’s the last one you have to worry about. “e’s 

doing xne, 6’m sure of that.z

”2ou say he is xne, but what if he isn’tGz Ava —uestioned. ”Ehy wouldn’t 

he meet up with us like plannedGz

Ili threw his hands up again, cutting her oq. ”Eoah, woah, don’t go 

shooting the friend here. ?aden is his own person. Ehy are you so con-

cerned about his well-being anyway, huhG 2ou have a case of the Descen-
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sion Day bluesGz “e jabbed his elbow playfully into Claire’s side, obvious-

ly wanting her to partake in his jokes. An icy glare was all he received.

”Shut it, you oversi7ed oaf,z Ava snapped at him.

”Must saying, 6 think you two would make a great coupleKz “e laughed, 

jumping out of the way of her swinging xst. “e was saved only by Claire 

who pulled him towards a group of graduates making their way from the 

main s—uare, where ?aden was emerging from the group, his face taut with 

determination.

?aden’s presence always overtook Ava with its striking ferocity. “is 

brown hair often sat tousled atop his head, hanging loosely over his blue 

eyes, giving him an enigmatic look. And those eyes, a vivid blue that pierced 

her soul from across the distance, were intense and thoughtful, hinting at 

a depth of emotion beneath his calm e8terior.

”Ah, there you guys are,z ?aden said, running up to the group. Anyone 

would appear diminutive ne8t to Ili, but ?aden stood conxdent with his 

lean, muscular build, which reYected his life of training. “is mere presence 

kept Ava on her toes, awaiting any word from his mouth.

”Took you long enough, buddy.z “is brute of a friend laid an arm 

around his shoulder. ”1ow tell us, how does it feel to have con—uered the 

ChoosingG To stand atop the highest peak looking down at us peasantsGz

After rolling his eyes, ?aden’s ga7e met her own, scattering the knot that 

had formed in her belly.

”6t’s not that serious, guys,z he said. ”“i, Ava. “ow have you all beenGz

”Ee’re good, man,z Ili said, his hand slapping against ?aden’s back. 

”Ehere have you beenGz
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?aden’s eyes softened for a moment. ”“enry came to see me. “e’s 

leaving for Centrum on some sort of lengthy mission. Said he probably 

wouldn’t be there when 6 arrive.z

Sadness seeped from his voice, reaching deep into Ava’s heart. She 

yearned to e8tend her arms and pull him into an embrace but resisted. 

6nstead, she could oqer only her support.

”So, he is gone alreadyGz she asked. A solemn nod was his only response.

”Eell, he is Aegis. That’s to be e8pected,z Claire said. Ava shot her a 

glare, her eyes burning into her friend, and she —uickly added, ”6t’s still sad, 

of course. But you’ll be with him before you know it, and he can share all 

his Aegis stories with you.z

Ili laughed, pushing ?aden forward. ”I8actly. 1ow come on, we have 

food to tryKz

Ili yanked Claire with him as ?aden stumbled. The three of them were 

already moving ahead, leaving Ava alone momentarily. Ehat was only a 

few steps now would become miles of separation in a couple of weeks, 

and Ava’s heart sank with the reali7ation. The coming days would be spent 

preparing for their departure and her move, so this could very well be the 

last time they were all four together.

Stretching out a hand toward her friends, she stopped herself. There was 

no need to make today about sadness and change. 1o, she needed to reYect 

on their friendships and enjoy every possible second.

But even as Ava rushed forward to join them, her boots thudded against 

the ground, heavy with the uncertainty of the future. The streets around 

her were still alive with the vibrant chaos of the celebrations, and the air 

bu77ed with the hum of e8cited voices and the occasional burst of laughter. 
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But there was a gnawing in her soul, a strange omen, as if everything were 

about to change in ways she could never anticipate.

”Eoah, coolKz Ili pointed at a vendor who was selling colorful puqs on 

a stick. ”Ehat is thatGz

The young man burst away from the group, bumbling forward like a 

pup. Claire followed from behind, pushing through a group of graduates 

to reach her boyfriend, which left Ava alone with ?aden.

”By the way,z ?aden said, pulling her attention away from the couple, 

”congratulations on making the Nadiation Division. That’s absolutely 

ama7ing.z

“er face burned. ”Thanks,z she said, shrinking into herself. ”6t’s e8cit-

ing, but 6’m nervous. But it is nothing compared to Aegis. 2ou must be so 

happy.z

The young man blushed, running his xngers through the brown locks 

dangling before his face. The kindness from his eyes —uickened her heart, 

and her head spun as if she might faint. ”1ah, it isn’t that big a deal,z 

he said. ”Aegis is just the military. Ehat you’ll be doing is so much more. 

Piving humanity a futureWthat’s something to be proud of.z

Ava’s skin tingled, and she found herself scratching away the sensation. 

”Eell, we all got what we wanted, which is incredible. 6 am going to be sad, 

though, with everyone leaving.z

“er eyes scanned from ?aden to the duo, who were shoving the vibrant 

puqs into their mouths, their laughter overpowering the noise from the 

crowd. “er mind had begun to calm in the presence of her friends. The 

uncertainties of tomorrow could wait. The threat of the Idenborn and the 

rumors of the Council mattered little to her at this moment. All she cared 
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about was making unforgettable memories with the people who mattered 

most.

”Come on,z she said, her hand grasping onto ?aden’s. “is calloused 

palm rubbed against hers, and his eyes widened, their a7ure shining against 

the gray backdrop of their world. ”Ee need to try as much food as we canK 

Descension Day only lasts for a dayKz

She rushed forward, pulling her friend along with her. Ava laughed as 

she pushed through the crowd, her heart racing. Together with her friends, 

celebrating their achievements, nothing could sour this day.

“ours Yew by in a blur. She yanked her friends along past stalls that 

lined the road. They tried everything. A drink that sent chills to her brain, 

fro7en in tiny crystals mi8ed with hints of berries. Fried dough that at 

xrst hurt her teeth, but then the sweetness became almost addicting. Muicy 

sandwiches piled with smoke-rich meats and a savory sauce decadent with 

hickory. Jusic played, xlling her ears with the tunes of a lost world. She 

sang. She danced. She pulled ?aden into the street, twirling with him, his 

smile reYecting the domed lights.

Finally, she collapsed on a bench, gasping for air between xts of laughter. 

?aden fell ne8t to her, joined by Ili and Claire. The four sat in silence for 

a moment, their stomachs bulbous from gorging on the delicacies of the 

festival. “er hand fell to the bench, resting mere inches from ?aden’s. 6n a 

moment of conxdence, Ava slid her hand closer until her xngers practically 

mingled with his. 1ight had settled over them after the daylights of the 

dome were powered oq, leaving them sitting in the sparkling luminescence 

of the festival vendors’ da77ling streetlamps. This was the perfect time to 

tell ?aden how she felt.
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Must then, the festive music and chatter began to fade as the screens 

throughout the city came to life. The holographic projections displayed 

bustling crowds and celebratory banners. ?aden’s attention turned toward 

the broadcast, his hand pulling away from hers, leaving Ava with a knot 

in her stomach. 5remier Darian Ilridge stood at a podium on the balcony 

overlooking Centrum’s s—uare. This broadcast signaled one thing: 6t was 

the end of the festivities.

The premier’s voice was clear and authoritative, amplixed by the city’s 

sound system, as he began his closing remarks on the day of remembrance. 

”Citi7ens of 6nitium, Centrum, and Finis. 6 thank you for your years 

of service and commitment to “avenhearth. Obstacles have marked the 

past century, but humankind has overcome every one. Ee would not be 

standing here today without you, the citi7ens.z

?aden’s eyes were x8ated on the projected image of the premier, whose 

face was a mi8 of stern determination and practiced calm. “e leaned in to 

Ava, his voice a hushed whisper.

”Jaybe if they got a handle on all these missing people 6 would actually 

care about what he had to say.z Ava turned toward ?aden, his teeth bared 

for a moment. “e softened when he noticed her ga7e. ”Sorry, 6 guess 6’m 

an8ious about what will be in store for me in Centrum.z

Ava nodded as the premier continued his speech when a loud shriek 

broke the steady rhythm of “avenhearth’s anthem. The broadcast abrupt-

ly stuttered and shifted. The feed crackled, and a xgure silhouetted by 

shadows replaced the clear image of the premier. A new voice boomed 

throughout the streets, harsh and xlled with a vibrant intensity.
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”Attention, citi7ens of “avenhearth. This is a message from the Iden-

born . . .z
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