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    For the ones who refused to be erased. 

For the builders, the dreamers, and the fighters who shaped a future from the ruins of the past. 

For those who carried the weight of history and still dared to create something new.

This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are not the ashes. We are the fire that rises from them."

— Unknown, from the remnants of a lost world
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Prologue
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Chaos Beyond Reckoning
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The collapse did not happen overnight. It began with whispers—policy memos stamped with the insignia of a dying empire, executive orders signed in secret chambers, the slow unraveling of infrastructure as cities choked on their own neglect. The United States had long stood on the precipice of its own destruction, but when the final push came, it was swift, brutal, and absolute.

Twenty years ago, in the dying breath of the republic, the air was thick with the acrid stench of burning buildings. Streetlights flickered uncertainly, the last remnants of a once-reliable grid now a stuttering ghost. Food riots erupted in metropolises that had once prided themselves on order—Chicago, Atlanta, Los Angeles—now reduced to battlegrounds of desperation. Waterways, once lifelines of industry, ran thick with sewage and chemical runoff. Bridges collapsed, hospitals went dark, and the government, bloated with its own arrogance, watched in stunned silence as its own citizens turned against it.

In Washington, the final nail was driven in by one man, the last president of the United States, known in the annals of history—what remained of it—as "DT" or, more derisively, "The Cheesy Commander." A failed media mogul who had built his empire on cheap spectacle, he had never understood governance, only dominance. He did not lead; he dictated. He did not unify; he divided. His final orders, sealed behind closed doors, left the nation in a chokehold—mass arrests of dissenters, the nationalization of industries that could not sustain themselves, and a final military crackdown that left the streets stained in blood.

But his destruction was not simply political—it was literal. When his enemies grew too numerous, when the protests in the streets swelled into millions, he unleashed hellfire upon his own land. Cities burned, not from riots, but from the bombs dropped under his command. The great cultural and economic capitals of the country—New York, Washington, Chicago—became charred ruins overnight. "Better ashes than lost," he had declared in his final speech, his voice a grotesque echo of the dictators that had come before him. He ensured that America would not be taken from him—he would simply burn it to the ground.

What followed was chaos beyond reckoning. The immediate fallout saw entire states reduced to lawless wastelands, their governments collapsing under the weight of disorder. Without leadership, without supply chains, without even the pretense of stability, the nation’s cities became arenas of carnage. The sky itself turned against the people, thick with smoke and chemical fallout from the targeted bombings. Famine followed as food production ceased. Crops withered, livestock perished, and the desperate devoured what little remained. Supermarkets were looted down to their bare shelves, distribution centers raided by armed factions, and soon, starvation took hold in places that once housed millions.

Medical facilities, overwhelmed and crumbling, could do nothing. Epidemics swept through the streets as corpses lay unburied, disease thriving in the rot of civilization’s remains. Those who could fled, some to the countryside, others to whatever rumored strongholds remained. Borders were sealed as neighboring countries turned their backs, unwilling to accept the tide of desperate refugees who had no nation left to call home. The United Nations issued weak condemnations before dissolving discussions of intervention entirely. The United States, once the self-proclaimed leader of the free world, had become a global pariah.

But the death of America was not just the death of a nation—it was the first domino in the collapse of the world.

With the fall of the United States, the global economy spiraled into freefall. The financial networks that had been tethered to the once-mighty dollar crumbled overnight. Banks failed, stock markets crashed, and entire nations found themselves drowning in unrecoverable debt. Governments that had relied on American military and economic support were left exposed, their fragile foundations splintering. Civil unrest, once isolated to corners of the world, became a global contagion.

Europe fractured under the weight of its own instability, with former allies turning against each other over dwindling resources. The great cities of the East, long seen as the rising powers of the modern age, buckled under supply chain failures and widespread corruption. Wars erupted in regions that had once been stable, as nations desperate for survival clawed at their neighbors for scraps. Global trade ceased to function, oceans turned into graveyards of abandoned cargo ships, and technology that once connected the world became useless in the face of unrelenting decay.

The air thickened with the stench of burning cities across every continent. Infrastructure that had taken centuries to build collapsed in months. Communications faltered, power grids flickered and died, and what remained of human civilization retreated into the shadows of the old world. Governments fell, leaving warlords, militias, and the desperate to carve out whatever semblance of rule they could manage. Civilization as it had once been known was no more—what remained was something raw, something primal. A world clawing through its own wreckage, searching for anything that could be salvaged as a future.

And then, when all was lost, when there was nothing left to rule, DT met the only fate left for a tyrant. It was not the people who dragged him from his throne, nor the opposition forces that had fought to overthrow him. In the end, it was his own. The remnants of his party, those who had profited from his madness but could no longer bear the weight of his infamy, turned on him. It was a bullet, fired from the hands of his most trusted lieutenant, that ended his reign. There was no grand trial, no last words of defiance. Only silence, and the slow collapse of the empire he had promised to make great again.

The world watched, and then, it turned away. The former global superpower, once the self-appointed guardian of democracy, had become an unrecognizable ruin. Borders were sealed, trade routes collapsed, and what was left of humanity scattered to the wind.

But the people did not kneel. They scattered.

The exodus began with those who had always known how to survive. Black communities across the nation, long accustomed to weathering storms, understood before anyone else that the only salvation lay in self-reliance. It was in this reckoning that Nouvel was born—not from conquest, but from the understanding that the world they had known was unsalvageable.
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The Rise of Nouvel
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The early attempts to establish order in the ashes of America failed one after another. Warlords and opportunists seized control of broken cities, imposing their own brutal laws. Small enclaves formed but struggled to defend themselves against raiders and former mercenary groups who thrived in the lawlessness. The dream of rebuilding anything resembling the past seemed impossible—until Nouvel.

Nouvel, or rather what it eventually became, did not rise easily. The first inhabitants of this aspiring community had only fragments of a blueprint—memories of communities that had been erased, economic models rooted in cooperative survival, old maps of thriving Black economies that had once existed in Tulsa, in Rosewood, in Detroit before gentrification stripped it bare. They did not wait for permission to build. They did not ask for aid that would never come. They took what had been denied and forged something new – but there was no leader.

The first buildings were little more than fortified shelters, a patchwork of steel and salvaged wood standing defiantly against the elements. Then came the roads, laid with stone carved from abandoned cities, guiding travelers home. Water was drawn from underground reserves, purified in plants designed by minds that had once been denied entry into the halls of scientific prestige. Schools formed in abandoned theaters, teachers armed not with state-sanctioned curriculums but with history passed down through blood and bone.

Nouvel, meaning "new" in a reconstructed dialect of Creole and Swahili, was not built overnight. It was envisioned by a woman named Zora Mbeki, a former urban planner and community strategist who had spent years studying self-sustaining cities. She knew that survival required more than walls—it needed a foundation of unity and self-reliance.

In the remnants of what was once Detroit, Zora gathered engineers, farmers, builders, and historians—people who still believed in something beyond survival. The land was scorched, and the bones of the old world littered the ground, but they built anyway. Using old blueprints and salvaged technology, they constructed the first buildings—strong, fortified structures powered by solar grids and underground water purification systems. The economy ran on barter, craftsmanship, and resource sharing. Security came not from hired guns but from a carefully structured system of community-led governance, inspired by the collective leadership models of pre-colonial African societies.

At first, Nouvel was just a desperate experiment—a flickering light in the darkness. But as more survivors found their way to its gates, it grew. It became a refuge, a new kind of civilization rising from the shattered remains of the old.

Nouvel was not simply a city. It was an idea: that even after the world had fallen, humanity could still build anew.

And yet, all things built in defiance face the threat of ruin.

Nouvel was not built by those who feared destruction; it was built by those who knew it intimately and defied it anyway.

The war for the future has begun.
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Part I: The Ruins
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Chapter 1: Amina Voss
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The night pressed in around Amina like a living thing, thick with the weight of soot and silence. The air carried the metallic bite of burnt steel and old blood, the echoes of a world that had already died but refused to stay buried. The city loomed before her, skeletal ruins bathed in the dull glow of distant fires. Once, these streets had pulsed with life, with ambition, with a sense of purpose. Now, they belonged to scavengers and ghosts.

She crouched behind the husk of an overturned bus, her breath steady, controlled. The world had taught her that panic was a luxury she could not afford. In the eerie hush, she listened—no generators humming, no distant footsteps crunching over debris. That kind of quiet only meant one thing: trouble.

Her fingers tightened around the rusted crowbar at her side. Not the best weapon, but it had kept her alive this long. Strength was not survival. Strategy was. She had learned the hard way that reckless fighters died fast, and the timid vanished without a trace. The only ones who lasted were the ones who knew how to think ahead.

A flicker of movement caught her eye—a flash of silver, barely visible in the dim light. Two figures moved through the shadows with practiced ease. Scavengers. Not the desperate kind, the kind that hunted the weak, searching for bodies to strip and supplies to claim.

Amina’s pulse quickened, but she forced herself to stay calm. Think, don’t react. That was rule number one. The most important one.

Behind her, down a few blocks, her group waited in the basement of an old library. Twelve people—young, old, fragile—depending on her. They had been moving for weeks, trying to stay ahead of the militia groups that had carved the city into fractured war zones. If she failed them, they had no backup. No second chance.

“Come on,” she whispered to herself. “You’ve done this before.”

Sticking to the darkness, she darted across the street, her boots barely making a sound against the cracked pavement. The scavengers didn’t notice her—yet. She reached the alley on the other side and pressed her back against the cold brick wall, scanning for another path.



The city hadn’t always been like this. Once, it had been alive—bustling streets filled with laughter, murals bursting with color, the hum of jazz spilling from underground clubs. The scent of fried plantains and barbecue wafted from open-air markets, and children chased each other through courtyards, their laughter bouncing off brick walls. It had been a place of resilience, of culture, of movement.

Amina had been part of that world, a political strategist who had believed in something bigger than herself. She had worked with community leaders, shaped policies, fought for change. She had sat in rooms filled with visionaries, with activists and educators who debated fiercely but all agreed on one thing: the city was worth protecting.

Then came the executive orders. One after another, stripping civil rights, rationing food supplies, turning neighbor against neighbor until even the most hopeful souls saw the writing on the wall. At first, people had resisted—marching in the streets, demanding justice, calling on their elected officials to take a stand. But each protest was met with force. Tear gas. Rubber bullets. Then live ammunition. The arrests came next, swift and indiscriminate. Those who led the resistance were dragged from their homes, some never to be seen again.

She had tried to fight it. She had crafted speeches for politicians who swore they would resist—until they disappeared in the middle of the night. She had organized protests, led marches that had ended in shattered windows, bruised bodies, and desperate cries for help that were drowned beneath the roar of armored vehicles rolling through the streets.

She had witnessed the city's unraveling in real-time. The once-thriving markets became empty husks, their goods looted or seized by enforcement squads under the guise of "resource control." Grocery stores were emptied overnight, and ration lines stretched for miles, guarded by men with rifles and cold eyes. The hospitals overflowed, then shut down. Schools closed their doors. The power grid flickered and failed, leaving entire neighborhoods in darkness.

Then the bombs fell.

No one had expected it, not even those who had spent years planning worst-case scenarios. A series of calculated airstrikes, justified as "targeted operations against domestic terrorists," reduced entire districts to rubble. Homes, community centers, libraries—all erased in minutes. The skyline that Amina had known, that she had worked to preserve, became a mass of skeletal remains and smoking craters.

She had failed.

And now, here she was. One of the last ghosts of a city that refused to die.



Amina peeked around the corner. The scavengers were lingering near the entrance of a half-collapsed grocery store. Their posture was unmistakably predatory. If she was careful, she could slip past them—if luck was on her side.

Luck had not been her friend for a long time.

A voice crackled behind her, low and amused. “Did you really think we wouldn’t see you?”

Amina’s blood turned to ice. She spun, crowbar raised, and found herself face to face with a scavenger no older than twenty. He had a jagged knife in his hand, his eyes gleaming with the dangerous thrill of the hunt.

Before she could react, another sound interrupted them—the smooth hum of an engine. A sleek black car, its exterior impossibly polished, rolled onto the street. The emblem of Nouvel gleamed on its side.

Two figures stepped out, their movements precise, controlled. They didn’t belong here. No one who walked these streets had clothes that clean or eyes that calm.

The first figure, a tall man with sharp cheekbones and a neatly trimmed beard, spotted her instantly. His gaze locked onto hers, and for a moment, the world narrowed to that single connection.

“Amina Voss?” His voice was steady, unhurried. As if they were old friends catching up instead of standing in the middle of a war zone.

“Depends on who’s asking,” she shot back, keeping her grip tight on the crowbar.

Before he could answer, a whistle cut through the night—sharp, high-pitched, bouncing off the alley walls.

Scavengers.

They came from both ends of the alley, moving with the deadly ease of men who had done this before. Five of them, each armed, their confidence restored by numbers.

“Thought you’d slip away, huh?” The young one sneered, rubbing his wrist where she had struck him earlier. “Big mistake.”

The Nouvel envoy glanced at the approaching scavengers, his calm demeanor unwavering. “Friends of yours?”

“Hardly,” Amina muttered, raising her weapon. “They’re not the conversational type.”

“Noted.” The envoy exchanged a look with his companion—a stocky woman with cropped hair—then nodded once.

The scavengers charged.



Amina moved before she thought. The first attacker swung a rusted bat—she sidestepped, bringing the crowbar down hard on his knee. He collapsed with a howl, crumpling onto the cracked pavement. Another came at her, a jagged knife flashing in the dim alley light. She twisted, narrowly avoiding the blade, and drove the metal rod into his ribs. A dull crunch followed, and he staggered back, gasping for breath.

The alley erupted into chaos. A third scavenger lunged from the side, but Amina ducked, using his own momentum against her. He stumbled forward, and before he could recover, she rammed the crowbar into the side of his head. He dropped without a sound.

The envoy and his companion moved like shadows—calculated, controlled. The tall man disarmed one scavenger in a single fluid movement, twisting the knife from his grip and striking him in the throat with the hilt. The woman struck with brutal efficiency, taking down another with a precise kick to the knee followed by a heavy blow to the temple.

Amina didn’t think. She fought. She moved. She survived.

One scavenger—barely more than a teenager—scrambled backward, hands raised in surrender. His face, smeared with dirt, twisted with fear. Amina’s grip on the crowbar tightened, the memory of too many betrayals flashing behind her eyes. But she let him go. He turned and ran, disappearing into the night like a shadow swallowed by the ruins.

And then, just as quickly, it was over.

The alley was silent except for their ragged breaths. The remaining scavengers lay unconscious or limping away, muttering curses under their breath. Amina stood among them, her breath ragged, her grip on the crowbar so tight her knuckles ached. The adrenaline still buzzed in her veins, a bitter, electric hum that made it hard to tell where the fear ended and the anger began.

The envoy dusted off his coat, remarkably unscathed. He studied her with something like curiosity, his sharp gaze appraising. “Efficient,” he said, nodding toward the scattered bodies. “I can see why we were told to find you.”

Amina straightened, rolling the tension from her shoulders, narrowing her eyes. “Who told you to find me?”

“The Council of Nouvel,” he answered. “They believe you have something this city needs.”

Amina let out a slow breath, the weight of the past pressing against her ribs. “And what’s that?”

“Strategy. Vision. Leadership.” His eyes softened slightly, though his stance remained unreadable. “A way forward.”

The words settled over her, heavy and familiar. A way forward. It had been so long since she had thought beyond the next fight, the next meal, the next moment of fleeting safety.

She glanced back at the ruins behind her—the remnants of a city she had fought too hard to survive in. The people waiting for her in that basement, fragile and afraid, trusting her to make decisions she barely believed in herself.

Maybe it was time for something more.

She met the envoy’s gaze. “Fine,” she said, leveling her voice. “But if this is a mistake, it’s on you.”

The envoy’s eyes gleamed. “Deal.”



Amina sat in the back seat of the sleek black car, her body tense, her hands clenched into fists on her lap. The leather was soft beneath her fingers, the kind of comfort she had long since forgotten. The hum of the tires against the road was steady, rhythmic, almost hypnotic. The world outside blurred into indistinct shadows, the ruins of the old world slipping past her window like ghosts of what once was.

She forced herself to breathe evenly, but her mind was restless. It had been years since she had sat in a car that wasn’t held together by scrap metal and prayer. Years since she had felt this kind of stillness, the absence of immediate threat. It unsettled her.

Her fingers twitched against the fabric of the seat. She knew better than to let herself relax. In her experience, quiet meant something was about to go wrong. Her instincts told her to stay alert, to memorize the roads, to count the turns. Just in case.

The envoy sat across from her, his expression unreadable. His companion drove, her hands steady on the wheel, her eyes never leaving the road. They were too calm. Too collected. Like they knew something she didn’t.

Amina hated that feeling.

For several minutes, no one spoke. The silence thickened, weighted by all the things she didn’t trust. She watched the ruins roll by, skeletal buildings crumbling under the weight of time, vines strangling the last remnants of a world long lost.

And then, slowly, the landscape began to change.

The roads smoothed, the rubble thinning, as if the very air had shifted. She caught glimpses of solar panels glinting in the moonlight, wind turbines rising in the distance like silent sentinels. Signs of something structured. Something planned.

Nouvel wasn’t just a story, then. It was real.

She turned her gaze back to the envoy. “Why me?”

The man tilted his head slightly, as if considering his words. “Nouvel doesn’t need soldiers. It needs architects. It needs people who understand power and how to wield it without losing their humanity.”

She scoffed. “You think I have humanity left?”

A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. “I think you care more than you let on.”

Amina turned back to the window, unwilling to admit he might be right. She watched the city loom closer, her thoughts racing ahead of her.

She had spent so long running from the ruins. What did it mean to step toward something new?



The first sign of Nouvel was the lights.

Not the harsh, flickering glow of fire or makeshift torches. Not the erratic, desperate energy of scavenger camps. These lights were warm, steady, lining the streets like silent sentinels. They cast a golden hue over the pavement, illuminating roads that had been intentionally maintained, buildings that stood tall rather than crumbled under time’s weight.

As the car crossed an invisible threshold, the ruins faded into something new. The transition was subtle at first—a patch of clean pavement here, a wall with fresh paint there. Then, it became undeniable. The devastation of the outside world gave way to streets that had been reclaimed, reshaped with purpose. Amina watched the slow shift unfold through the window, struggling to process the contrast.

Buildings stood whole, streets were swept clean. People moved with purpose, not desperation. There were no packs of starving survivors huddled in alleyways, no makeshift barricades of broken furniture blocking entry to homes. Here, life continued—not in frantic gasps, but with rhythm, with routine.

Nouvel wasn’t a paradise. She could see that immediately. The edges of the city were still rough, scaffolding clinging to half-built structures, security posts manned by people who looked constantly on guard. There were no neon advertisements, no sprawling skyscrapers—just a patchwork of old and new, rebuilt from what had been left behind. But it was alive. And in a world where survival had become synonymous with suffering, that alone set it apart.

The car eased onto a quiet street, lined with townhouses that bore evidence of careful craftsmanship—wooden shutters, balconies reinforced with steel beams, small solar panels affixed to rooftops. The kind of details that meant someone had taken the time to plan, to build for more than just function.

The vehicle came to a stop in front of a modest two-story building. Its windows glowed softly, inviting rather than imposing. The steps leading to the front door were free of debris, the door itself solid, not patched together like most she had seen in recent years.

The envoy gestured toward it. “You can rest here. Tomorrow, we’ll talk more.”

Amina hesitated, gripping the door handle but not opening it just yet.

Something about this felt unnatural. Too smooth. Too well-rehearsed. For years, nothing had come without a cost. No safe place had been safe for long. Her gut told her to question it, to demand proof of what lay beneath the surface.

But for the first time in years, exhaustion won out over doubt.

Slowly, she stepped out of the car. The air smelled different here—less like rot and ash, more like damp earth and something faintly sweet, like citrus. The quiet was different too—not the ominous, waiting silence of the ruins, but something steadier, something... real.

She turned back to the envoy, her expression unreadable. “And if I decide I don’t want to stay?”

He met her gaze, unflinching. “Then you leave. No one will stop you.”

Amina exhaled, glancing back at the building. The weight of the past few years sat heavy on her shoulders, pressing her forward and pulling her back at the same time. Trust was not something she gave easily. But rest? Rest was something she hadn’t had in a long time.

She nodded once and walked up the steps.

For the first time in years, she wasn’t running.



As Amina crossed the threshold into Nouvel, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was stepping into something bigger than herself. This wasn’t just survival—it was something else entirely. A chance at rebuilding. A chance at strategy beyond evasion and reaction.

She had spent so long calculating how to stay one step ahead that she had forgotten what it meant to lay down roots. To create rather than escape. But if Nouvel’s leaders thought she had something to offer, then maybe—just maybe—she had more left to give than she realized.

Yet cities weren’t just built on ideas. They were built by hands, by blueprints, by steel and sweat. And Amina knew she was not the only one being called to something greater.

Somewhere out there, beyond the clean streets of Nouvel, another kind of architect wandered the ruins. A man who had once designed the structures that people now scavenged for scraps. A builder, weighed down by the failures of the past, still searching for a way forward.

Khalil Mercer.

He had once believed in the power of design, in the permanence of foundations laid with intent. Before the world collapsed, he had drawn lines on blueprints that promised stability, sketched entire communities that were meant to stand the test of time. But time had outlasted his optimism, and now he walked through landscapes shaped by decay, watching his old dreams crumble under the weight of neglect.

He had seen too many of his creations fall. Too many buildings looted and repurposed for survival. Too many roads cracked and overgrown, leading nowhere. He had learned, painfully, that design meant nothing without protection, that vision was only as strong as those who upheld it. And he had not been strong enough to stop the fall.

But Nouvel—Nouvel was different. It was an anomaly in the chaos, a city rising not from political ambition, but from necessity. It was a place that understood resilience, where architects were not simply designers but guardians of something fragile, something worth defending.

Amina didn’t know his name yet. But soon, she would. And soon, their paths would cross—not by chance, but by the force of a city still daring to be built.
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Chapter 2: Khalil Mercer
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The wind howled through the hollowed-out husk of a shopping center, sending dust and debris skittering across the floor. Khalil Mercer crouched near a broken checkout counter, his fingers tracing the faded buttons of a long-dead register.

He could almost hear the echoes of the past—mothers calling for their children, carts rattling down aisles, the mindless drone of pop music overhead. Once, this place had been a constant in people's lives, a mindless errand between work and home.

Now, it was a graveyard of shattered glass and rusted metal.

Khalil exhaled, standing to his full height. He adjusted the straps of his backpack, the weight of salvaged materials pressing against his shoulders. Always building, even now.

He had been moving for years, never staying in one place long enough to call it home. His hands had shaped communities that no longer existed—blueprints turned to dust, structures reduced to rubble. He had designed water filtration systems, rebuilt power grids in places no one thought could hold light again, drawn entire maps of possibilities—only to watch them be swallowed by warlords and scavengers.

That was the cycle. Build. Watch it fall. Move on.

But the weight of it was getting heavier.

His boots crunched over broken tiles as he made his way toward the exit. The last rays of daylight filtered through the shattered storefront, casting long shadows across the floor.

He should have left hours ago.

Beyond the ruins of the shopping center, the world stretched out in desolation—a skeleton of what had once been civilization. Rusted streetlights bent at odd angles. Road signs, once bold and directive, were faded ghosts of instruction. And in the distance, smoke curled lazily into the sky, signaling either a campfire or a burning body.

Khalil adjusted his pack and started walking.

Another town left behind.

Another place that wasn’t home.



He had once believed in permanence.

Before the world fell, Khalil had been an architect, a city planner with grand ideas of sustainability, efficiency, and community-driven design. He had sat in rooms filled with powerful people who wanted cities bigger, richer, faster—but never smarter. He had fought for green infrastructure, for accessible housing, for water reclamation systems that would outlast the greed of corporations.

But they never listened.

They had built empires on foundations of rot, and when the collapse came, he wasn’t surprised.

The day the world ended, Khalil had been in Detroit, overseeing the final phases of a high-rise project that would never be completed. He had been standing on scaffolding when the news hit—the shutdown of supply chains, the rationing, the executive orders that turned American soil into a warzone.

By the time the riots began, the city was already dead.

By the time the bombs fell, he was already gone.

He had spent the last twenty years rebuilding things that would never last.

And still, he couldn’t stop.



He was halfway through patching together a water system in a small encampment when the envoy arrived.

The settlement—barely more than a cluster of makeshift homes—had been relying on a filtration system so ancient it could barely separate mud from water. Khalil had been working for days, scrounging for parts, teaching the residents how to maintain the repairs even after he left.

Then, the black vehicle had rolled in, kicking up dust.

People scattered, instinct kicking in. No one trusted strangers anymore.

Khalil had remained still, gripping his wrench, watching.

The car door opened, and a woman stepped out.

She was tall, composed, carrying herself like someone who had never once doubted her place in the world. Her hair was braided close to her scalp, her dark eyes scanning the encampment with sharp efficiency. She wore a sleek navy-blue coat, the fabric too clean for a place like this.

"Khalil Mercer?" she called.

He didn’t answer immediately. He wiped sweat from his brow, standing slowly. “Who’s asking?”

She took a step closer. “I represent Nouvel.”

The name hit like a fist to the chest.

Nouvel.

He had heard the stories, the same whispered rumors passed from traveler to traveler. A city that worked, a place that had power, water, food—a place that had survived.

He had dismissed it, like he did all myths.

And yet, here it was.

The woman extended a small, silver tablet. The screen flickered to life, displaying a blueprint—an actual, structured map of Nouvel.

“We need builders,” she said. “People who can create more than just temporary shelters.”

Khalil took the tablet, his fingers tracing the edges of the city’s plans. The design was elegant, efficient, built on sustainable principles he had spent years arguing for in the old world.

For a moment, he forgot where he was.

For a moment, he imagined what it would feel like to create something that wouldn’t fall.

Then, he handed the tablet back.

“Not interested.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change. “Why not?”

Khalil exhaled. “Because I’ve built enough things just to watch them fall apart.”

She studied him, then said, “That’s exactly why we need you.”

Something in her tone stopped him.

She wasn’t selling a dream—she wasn’t offering a fairy tale of golden streets and endless resources.

She was telling him a truth.

A truth he couldn’t ignore.

Khalil closed his eyes for a fraction of a second. Then opened them.

“When do we leave?”



The convoy was smoother than he expected.

He sat in the back of the vehicle, arms crossed, watching the world blur past his window. Lyric had been right about one thing—Nouvel had resources. Real ones.

The engine hummed softly, the seats were comfortable, and the ride was stable, unlike the scavenged, rust-covered trucks he was used to.

But comfort didn’t put him at ease.

He could feel it creeping in—that familiar dread that came before hope.

Hope was dangerous.

Hope made people soft.

Hope made people stay.

He sighed, rolling his shoulders, trying to shake the tension from his muscles. His eyes drifted shut against the steady motion of the car, and for the first time in a long time, he allowed himself to imagine.



Khalil closed his eyes, letting the steady hum of the convoy carry him deeper into thought. For the first time in years, he let himself imagine what could be, not just what had been lost.

Nouvel.

The name had drifted through the ruins like a secret, carried on tongues of wanderers and scavengers alike. Some spoke of it with reverence, others with skepticism.

"Ain't like the old world," one traveler had murmured over a fire months ago. "They built it right. None of that concrete jungle bullshit. They got gardens in the middle of the streets, water running clean, air that don’t choke you. People live there, man. Not just survive."

Another had scoffed. "That ain’t no city, that’s a damn fairy tale. Government gonna crumble like everything else. Y’all puttin’ faith in ghosts."

Khalil hadn’t believed either side.

Until now.

Until he was on the road to see for himself.



He imagined stepping through Nouvel’s gates, his boots hitting solid pavement, not the crumbling asphalt of a world left to rot.

He imagined buildings built with purpose, not stacked like soulless blocks designed for efficiency over humanity. He saw rooftop gardens, solar panels soaking in the light, rainwater collectors feeding underground reserves. Wind turbines standing tall against the skyline, humming like sentinels of a future no one believed in anymore.

Would they let him build?

Would they give him the tools, the resources, the trust to design a city meant to last?

Could he finally create something that wouldn’t crumble under the weight of greed and war?

He could see it now—water systems that wouldn’t fail, that wouldn’t be controlled by warlords hoarding clean drinking sources. Cities of the past had fallen because they had planned for profit, not people. He would make sure Nouvel wouldn’t make the same mistakes.

He imagined markets, bustling with trade, built beneath awnings that shielded people from the scorching heat of summer. He imagined homes, not just shelters, each one designed to last, not to be patched together from scraps.

Maybe they wouldn’t just let him build infrastructure.

Maybe they’d let him build a future.



Would he be welcomed?

Or would he be another outsider, another temporary piece in a city that had already decided what it wanted to be?

Khalil knew cities, but he didn’t know Nouvel’s people.

Who were the ones that had kept it standing?

Would they see him as an asset or a threat?

Would there be leaders who understood what he was trying to do? Or would they be the same as the ones from the old world, comfortable in power, unwilling to listen?

He imagined standing before them, blueprint in hand, explaining what needed to happen to make Nouvel more than just another failed attempt.

Would they listen?

Would they understand that cities weren’t just about power grids and roads—they were about people?

And then he thought—who else had been called?

There had to be others, right? Others with skills, with visions, with something worth protecting.

He imagined them, faceless but determined—a strategist, a leader, a voice strong enough to guide the people.

Maybe, somewhere in Nouvel, there was someone who could speak to the people the way he spoke to steel and stone.

Maybe there was someone who could remind him that cities weren’t just built with materials, but with hope.

Maybe—just maybe—he wouldn’t be alone this time.



A lump formed in his throat.

If Nouvel was real—if it was everything the stories said—then it meant he might have to do something he hadn’t done in twenty years.

Stay.

He had never built something he was allowed to live in.

He had never been the kind of man to plant roots—his hands were made for creating, not keeping.

What if he couldn’t stop himself from wanting to leave?

What if, even in Nouvel, he was still just a man who built for others, but never for himself?

The thought scared him more than anything else.

Because deep down, he knew—

If he stayed, he’d have to believe in something again.

And belief was dangerous.



The road to Nouvel stretched long and unbroken, the convoy’s hum a steady reminder that forward was the only direction left to go. Khalil sat stiff in his seat, his fingers absently tracing the scar on his palm—a wound from another time, another place, another life.

The smoke had cleared from the sky years ago.

But some things never left.

The past, for one.

And her.

He had stopped saying her name out loud a long time ago. It felt wrong on his tongue, like a wound he had refused to let close, worried that sealing it meant losing the last part of her he still had.

Yet, even now, she was there—drifting at the edges of his mind like the smoke that had once choked the world.



They had been in different places when it all began.

Khalil was on a construction site in Detroit, arguing with city officials about why their latest budget cuts were gutting the infrastructure he had spent years trying to fix. She was in a clinic across town, tending to the sick, always tending, always caring, her hands steady even as the world around them started to unravel.

The moment he realized something was wrong, he had called her.

And called her.

And called her.

No answer.

Then the towers of smoke rose over the skyline, thick as tar, swallowing the horizon. The first riots. The first bombings. The first buildings collapsing under the weight of their own neglect.

Khalil had run to her.

He had run through streets where people turned on each other, past looted stores and burning cars, past bodies that no one had time to mourn. He ran until his lungs burned, until his legs failed him, until he collapsed in front of what should have been her building.

But she was already gone.

The clinic—the place where she had been working, where she had been saving lives while the city killed itself—was reduced to ash and rubble.

Nothing left.

Not a desk, not a window.

Not her.



Khalil had searched for her anyway.

It wasn’t logical. He was a man who believed in structures, in blueprints, in things that made sense. But grief didn’t follow physics.

So, he searched.

Through refugee camps, through makeshift hospitals, through the underground networks of survivors who had fled before the worst of it.

She had been smart. Maybe she had escaped. Maybe she was still out there, tending to wounds, bringing light where there was none.

But the years passed.

And the world only got darker.

He became reckless, looking for answers in the places most people wouldn’t dare to go.

Khalil walked into war zones with no weapon.

He moved through territories run by scavengers, offering his skills in exchange for information that never came.

He sought out trouble, hoping, maybe, this time, it would take him.

But it never did.

He would hear the whizz of bullets but never feel their bite.

He would step through buildings moments before they collapsed.

He would stare down men with guns to his chest, only for them to let him walk away, shaking their heads like Death had already written him off.

He couldn’t die.

Not yet.

Because she was still out there.



The news came years later, when he had already stopped looking.

He was working on a water system in what was left of Chicago when a group of traveling medics passed through.

They carried old ledgers, books of names—people lost, people found, people confirmed dead.

He almost didn’t ask.

He had already convinced himself she was gone.

But some stubborn part of him—a part that had survived when the rest of him wanted to be buried in the rubble—had to know.

So, he asked.

And the woman—an old nurse, her hands as weathered as the roads she traveled—flipped through the pages, found the name, and spoke the words that broke him all over again.

"The clinic was hit by heavy gunfire in the early days. Nobody made it out."

"She died fast. She didn’t die alone."

"She didn’t even know it happened."

One minute she had been helping, working, healing.

The next—nothing.

The rubble had swallowed her whole before she could even realize she was leaving.

Khalil had waited for grief to hit him like it had the first time. The panic. The horror. The gut-wrenching guilt that clawed at his insides.

But it didn’t.

It settled over him like an old coat. Familiar. Worn.

A confirmation of what he had always known but refused to accept.

She was gone.

Had been for years.

And he had spent that time looking in the wrong direction, chasing ghosts in the smoke, fighting a war with no battlefield.

The sky had been black in those days—thick with the residue of burning cities, blotting out the sun. You could barely see your own hands in front of your face.

So much had been lost in the haze.

And when the smoke finally cleared, it only left behind questions without answers and wounds that no longer bled.



Khalil had tried to leave this world three times.

Not directly.

Not with intent.

But in subtle ways—stepping too close to the edge, testing how much risk his body could take, waiting for something bigger than him to decide it was time.

But he never fell, never faded, never failed to wake up again.

One day, he woke up and realized he wasn’t waiting for death anymore.

He was waiting for a reason to keep going.

It didn’t come suddenly.

It came piece by piece, like the structures he used to design.

It came in the form of a broken pipeline he was asked to fix.

In a child who drank clean water because of his hands.

In an old woman who thanked him for rebuilding her shelter after a storm tore it away.

He had spent years looking for one person, trying to save one life.

But maybe the way to make peace with what he had lost was to save as many as he could.

So, he kept building.

Not because he wanted to.

But because he had to.

Because that was the only way he could live with himself.

And maybe—just maybe—because he knew she would have wanted him to.



The convoy’s hum pulled him back to the moment.

His hands flexed against his knees, his breathing slow, steady.

He wasn’t sad anymore.

Not really.

Grief had long since faded into something softer, something woven into the fabric of his being, like the calluses on his hands.

She was gone.

The world had burned, and the smoke had settled.

And yet, here he was.

Still here.

Still moving.

Still building.

And now—Nouvel.

Khalil shifted in his seat, his eyes scanning the horizon as the convoy neared its destination.

Would it be different?

Would it last?

Would he?

He didn’t have the answers.

But for the first time in a long time, he was willing to try.

And maybe, just maybe—that was enough.



The convoy jolted to a stop.

Khalil’s eyes snapped open, his heart hammering against his ribs.

For a second, he expected to see nothing—just another ruin, another failed settlement pretending to be a city.

But what he saw wasn’t a dream.

Beyond the reinforced gates, Nouvel stood waiting.

He inhaled deeply.

And for the first time in years, he thought—

Maybe this one won’t fall.
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Chapter 3: Jalen Creed
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Jalen Creed sat on the edge of a rusted-out fire escape, overlooking what was left of the old world. His long legs dangled over the ledge as he gazed at the distant horizon, where a thick wall of smog clung to the skyline. Somewhere beyond that poisoned fog was Nouvel, the promised city, the beacon in the wasteland.

He exhaled, the weight of everything pressing down on him. His voice, once a rallying cry for those trying to hold on to hope, now felt small in the vast emptiness of the world they had inherited. He wasn't sure if he was ready to carry it forward into this so-called new beginning.

Behind him, Lyric shifted, adjusting the thin-framed glasses that perched on the bridge of his nose. “Jalen, we need to talk.”

Jalen turned, his gaze settling on Lyric. Even in the dim glow of the cracked streetlights, he could see the concern creasing his partner’s forehead. Lyric had that look again, the one that meant he’d been thinking too much.

“What’s on your mind, babe?” Jalen asked, voice softer than usual.

Lyric didn’t answer right away. He ran a hand through his locs, which fell past his shoulders, slightly unkempt from weeks of travel. He always did this when he was trying to find the right words.

“They’re only sending for you.”

Jalen sighed. He had been dreading this moment.

Lyric stepped closer, voice controlled but firm. “If you go, I go.”

Jalen had known this was coming, but it didn’t make it any easier. “Lyric—”

“No,” Lyric cut him off, arms crossing over his chest. “Don’t do that thing where you try to talk me down like I’m one of your radio listeners. I’m not them. I’m yours. And if you think for one second that I’m letting you ride off to some shiny new city while I sit here and rot, you don’t know me like I thought you did.”

Jalen clenched his jaw. He should’ve known Lyric wouldn’t let this go. They had been through too much together to be separated now. From the moment they found each other in the chaos after the fall, they had been inseparable. They had fought their way through ambushes, built their own network of survivors, and learned how to live without the safety nets of the old world.

But Nouvel was different. It wasn’t just another camp or broken-down shelter. It was a city—an idea made real. And if it was as structured as they claimed, they wouldn’t just let outsiders in without purpose. Lyric, for all his talents, hadn’t been invited. And Jalen knew that was a problem.

“What if they say no?” Jalen asked finally.

Lyric’s eyes burned with something fierce. “Then we find somewhere else. Together.”

Jalen looked away. He wasn’t sure how to make Lyric understand that this wasn’t a simple decision. He had been called to Nouvel because of his influence, because of the work he had done in keeping people hopeful when the world crumbled. They wanted his voice.

Lyric, however, was an artist. His murals stretched across abandoned buildings, telling stories of what once was and what could be. His hands turned despair into something beautiful, something lasting. But that wasn’t the kind of skill set that got you a golden ticket into a new civilization.

Jalen shook his head. “It’s not that simple.”

Lyric reached for him then, gripping his hands in his own. “It is,” he whispered. “If you go, I go. If they can’t see why you need me, then they don’t deserve you.”

Jalen sighed, squeezing Lyric’s hands in return. “I just don’t want to risk losing this opportunity.”

Lyric’s expression softened. “And I don’t want to risk losing you.”

They stood there in silence for a long moment, the world around them eerily quiet. It was the kind of moment that would’ve been nothing in the old world. Just two Black men in love, standing together in the night, dreaming of something better.

Now, it was everything.

Finally, Jalen nodded. “Alright. We’ll go together.”

Lyric let out a breath he had been holding. “Damn right.”

Jalen smiled, that infectious grin of his finally breaking through the tension. “You’re stubborn as hell, you know that?”

Lyric smirked. “And you love that about me.”

Jalen chuckled, pulling Lyric into a tight embrace. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”



The first time Jalen saw Lyric, he thought he was a mirage.

The city had been burning for days, the thick, acrid smoke curling into the sky like funeral prayers. Buildings collapsed under their own weight, their skeletons reduced to jagged steel and crumbling brick. The air stank of rot, of desperation, of a world that had given up on itself.

Jalen had been running for two days straight, his voice hoarse from shouting warnings to anyone who would listen. He had tried to organize a resistance, a movement, a goddamn something—but leadership meant nothing when the world was ending.

People didn’t need speeches. They needed food. Water. Shelter.

And so, Jalen ran.

He had stopped in the ruins of what had once been an art studio, the walls still clinging to their final masterpiece—half a mural of a Black woman’s face, her eyes luminous even in death. Her expression, caught between sorrow and defiance, haunted him.

That was when he heard it.

The sound of a can rattling across the floor.

Jalen whipped around, his heartbeat slamming against his ribs.

A man stood at the far end of the room, backlit by the fires outside. He was smaller than Jalen but held himself with quiet defiance. His locs were pulled into a messy ponytail, his glasses perched on the bridge of his nose despite the chaos around them. His clothes—ripped, covered in streaks of paint and soot—suggested he had been here for a while.

He was holding a crowbar, his grip tight.

Jalen raised both hands. “I’m not here to steal.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Then what do you want?”

Jalen hesitated. What did he want? The world had shattered beneath his feet, leaving nothing but uncertainty. He had no plan, no people left to lead. Only his voice and the stubbornness that had kept him alive this long.

He glanced at the mural. “Did you paint this?”

The man shifted, his posture wary. “Yeah.”

“It’s beautiful.”

A tense silence stretched between them. The man’s grip on the crowbar loosened—just slightly. “That why you’re here? To give out compliments?”

Jalen let out a breath, letting the truth settle in his chest. “No. I’m looking for survivors. Trying to help where I can.”

The man studied him for a long moment. “Help?”

Jalen nodded. “We can’t do this alone.”

The man tilted his head, then snorted. “That some kind of slogan?”

Jalen smirked despite himself. “Maybe.”

Another pause. Then the man set the crowbar down with a sigh. “Name’s Lyric.”

“Jalen.”

Lyric nodded toward the door. “If you’re serious about surviving, you should stay here tonight. It’s safer than most places.”

Jalen exhaled, the weight of exhaustion pressing against his bones. He hadn’t let himself rest in days. The idea of safety—even temporary—was too tempting to refuse.

“You always take in strays?” Jalen asked.

Lyric gave him a small, knowing smile. “Only the ones who talk too damn much.”

Jalen chuckled. That was the beginning.

They spent that first night huddled in the corner of the studio, talking in hushed voices, their words filling the empty space like candlelight. Lyric told him about the day the world cracked open, how he had watched from his apartment window as the city fell. How he had started painting on the walls of abandoned buildings, trying to leave something behind before it all disappeared.

Jalen told him about the broadcasts, the protests, the voices he had tried to amplify—only to watch them be drowned out in gunfire and chaos.

By morning, an unspoken agreement had settled between them. They were in this together now.

And Jalen hadn’t left Lyric’s side since.



The convoy arrived at dawn.

Jalen and Lyric stood side by side as the armored transport rolled through the cracked streets, its engine purring like something too clean for this world. The emblem of Nouvel was painted in deep indigo along the vehicle’s side—a stylized image of a rising sun wrapped in the silhouette of outstretched hands.

The door hissed open, and a tall woman stepped out, her posture rigid with authority. She was flanked by two guards, their weapons slung across their backs.

“Jalen Creed?” she called.

Jalen stepped forward, pulling Lyric with him. “That’s me.”

The woman eyed Lyric, then turned back to Jalen. “You were the one requested.”

Jalen squared his shoulders. “I don’t go without him.”

A long pause stretched between them. The guards shifted, exchanging uncertain glances.

Finally, the woman sighed. “You’re not making this easy.”

“Never have,” Jalen replied.

The woman studied them both for a moment longer before nodding toward the vehicle. “Fine. Get in.”

Lyric shot Jalen a triumphant look, and Jalen just shook his head with a smirk as they climbed inside.

The ride was smoother than anything Jalen had experienced in years. The seats were firm, but not uncomfortable. The vehicle was insulated enough that the sounds of the wasteland barely reached them. For the first time in forever, Jalen allowed himself to breathe.

Lyric, however, was watching the world pass by with an artist’s eye. “It’s wild,” he murmured. “Seeing all this destruction and knowing there’s something new on the other side.”

Jalen nodded. “You ever think about what we lost?”

Lyric turned to him, expression unreadable. “Every day.”

Jalen swallowed. He thought about the radio tower they had built together, the makeshift studio where he had broadcasted messages of survival and hope. He thought about the people who had listened, who had relied on his voice to get them through the worst of it.

He thought about the ones they lost anyway.

“Do you think we’ll ever stop looking back?” Jalen asked.

Lyric reached for his hand, squeezing it once. “Maybe. When there’s something ahead worth looking forward to.”

Jalen hoped he was right.



The steady hum of the convoy’s engine lulled Jalen into a trance, his head resting against the cool metal of the seat. His mind drifted, untethered from the weight of reality, and for the first time in what felt like years, he allowed himself to imagine a future that wasn’t just survival.

Nouvel.

It had been a whispered name, a myth carried on the wind. A city of dreams, of Black brilliance resurrected from the ruins of the old world. The stories about it were as wild as they were hopeful, twisted and reshaped by every set of lips they passed through. And Lyric—gods bless Lyric—had collected every tale like precious artifacts, spinning them into bedtime stories as they sat beside dwindling campfires.

The image in Jalen’s mind began to take shape, gilded and surreal.

Nouvel was a city with golden streets, polished smooth and shining under a sky that had forgotten the taste of smog. Its buildings were crafted from obsidian and steel, their glass panels reflecting constellations even in daylight. At the center of it all stood a towering monument—a colossal statue of Harriet Tubman with a rifle in one hand and a torch in the other, her gaze unyielding as she overlooked the city she had never lived to see.

Jalen dreamed of rooftop gardens, where fruit trees bloomed heavy with mangoes and peaches, their scent carried through the streets by a warm, forgiving breeze. No one went hungry in Nouvel, they said. The city had mastered the art of farming without soil, pulling life from the very air. Water ran clear as crystal, flowing through aqueducts that snaked between buildings, nourishing both people and land.

And the people—the people were legends.

Nouvel’s council was rumored to be handpicked by the ancestors themselves, their lineage traced back to ancient royalty. The leader, some said, was the reincarnation of Mansa Musa, returned to build an empire that would never fall. Others whispered that Zuri N’Dour, Nouvel’s mayor, had once walked untouched through fire, emerging on the other side without so much as a singed hair.

The soldiers of Nouvel, the Obsidian Guard, were said to be unbreakable—fighters who had sworn an oath to protect the city at all costs. It was rumored that if you wronged the people of Nouvel, you would be banished beyond the walls, stripped of your name, your past erased as though you had never existed.

And the technology—the impossible technology.

Lyric had once claimed, eyes wide with excitement, that Nouvel had restored old-world power grids using solar fields the size of entire states. That they had working bullet trains—trains, Jalen! —running beneath the city, zipping people from one end to another in mere minutes. That they had a goddamn internet, rebuilt from the ashes, available only to those who earned the right to access it.

“They got a weather machine,” Lyric had once whispered conspiratorially. “Controls the seasons. Decides when it rains and when the sun shines.”

Jalen had laughed at that one. “And who told you that?”

“A man in a bar,” Lyric had grinned. “Missing three teeth but full of wisdom.”

Jalen had shaken his head, but still—what if?

What if Nouvel really was a paradise?

What if, for once, they wouldn’t have to fight for a place in this world?

What if all the things they had lost—home, security, peace—could be found waiting for them beyond Nouvel’s gates?

His mind drifted deeper, painting new illusions onto the backs of his eyelids. He saw himself and Lyric walking hand-in-hand through streets lined with lanterns, their glow soft and welcoming. He saw families laughing, children playing without fear. He saw himself speaking into a microphone once more, not with urgency or desperation, but with purpose—his words no longer a plea for survival, but an invitation to dream.

He saw—

BAM.

The convoy jolted to a stop so abruptly that Jalen’s head smacked against the window. He lurched forward, hand flying out to steady himself as his heart slammed against his ribs.

For a moment, he was still in his dream—he expected to look outside and see golden streets, towering monuments, people waiting with open arms.

But all he saw were concrete barricades and armed guards, their faces obscured behind black visors. The world was not golden. The world was still real.

Nouvel was here.

And now, he would see for himself whether it was everything the stories had promised.

Lyric groaned beside him, rubbing his eyes. “Damn. What the hell was that?”

Jalen swallowed hard, still shaking off the remnants of his dream.

“Guess we’re home,” he murmured.

But even as he said it, a small voice in his head whispered—or something else entirely.



When they finally crossed into the city, Jalen felt his breath catch.

Nouvel was alive.

Unlike the ruins they had known for years, this place pulsed with movement, with purpose. Buildings stretched toward the sky, a mix of modern glass and steel with murals etched into their surfaces. The streets weren’t empty. People walked with intention, their clothing clean, their eyes sharp.

It wasn’t the past. It wasn’t some failed attempt to rebuild America.

It was something new.
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