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Chapter 22; Aftermath

"Evan, what happened? Please.. talk to us,” Sonia pleaded gently as she
wrapped her arms around him. Her voice trembled with concern, her embrace
tender yet firm, anchoring him in the present. The others quickly gathered
around, worry etched across their faces. Whatever had transpired during that
meeting, it had shaken Evan to his very core.

Moments after the encounter with Christine, at Evan’s urgent insistence, they
had teleported back to the safety of their city. He hadn’t explained much, only
that they needed to put as much distance as possible between themselves and
her.

‘Hey. remember we're always here for you,” Daniel said as he stepped in,
adding his embrace to Sonia’s. 'No matter what.

"And just say the word, and I'll smash my guitar over that evil bitch's head,” Tina
chimed in, trying—unsuccessfully—to lighten the mood. Still, her presence
added warmth, her jest a sincere expression of solidarity.

Evan was trembling. Visibly. Violently. None of them had ever seen him like
this—never in all their time within the simulation. He seemed hollowed out, as
though Christine had reached into his very soul and pulled at something sacred.
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The group huddled around him in silence, holding the space, letting it be what it
needed to be. Minutes passed. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the shaking began
to subside. Unknowingly, his friends were channeling energy—energy that

Evan himself had once given to them when he awakened their consciousness.
He could feel it now, returning to him like the warmth of a long-forgotten sun.
But he didn’t want to take it from them. Not like this.

He gently broke from the embrace, drawing a deep, shaky breath. It was time to
speak.

‘I need you to understand,” he began, his voice still raw. "She’s not like anything
we've faced. What | saw.. what she did..” He trailed off for a moment, the
memory threatening to crush him again. But he pushed through and told them
everything—the horror, the manipulation, the twisted display of power that had
unfolded in that bright little café like a scene from the deepest corners of a
nightmare.

When he finished, the group sat in stunned silence, unable to fully process the
monstrosity he had just described. It was Sonia who finally spoke, her voice
steady, resolute.

"Then you have to learn what she did. Whatever it takes, Evan. Because that
monster has to be stopped.’
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The others nodded in agreement, their eyes now lit with purpose.

I'm with Sonia,” Tina said firmly. "I'll never forget the moment you woke me up.
From that instant, your mission became my mission too.” She paused, lost in the
memory of those first, disorienting days. "They were hard—God, they were
hard. But | wouldn't trade them for anything. Before, | thought my music came
from my soul. But it didn't. It was empty. False. A reflection without substance.
Now.. now it means something. | mean something. And everyone deserves the
same chance we had.’

Daniel nodded solemnly. "Same for me. When | woke up, it was like stepping
into sunlight after a lifetime underground. | thought | loved my animals, my
farm.. but it was all routine. Now, | feel it. Every moment. Every breath. And you
should see Betty when | feed her. That cow has been touched by this miracle

too, | swear it

Then Sonia spoke again, more quietly this time. "Those first days were tough.
Brutal, even. But Evan.. for me, it was even harder because you were the one
who woke me up.” Her voice faltered, the weight of emotion pressing on each
word. ‘| never realized how much I'd hurt you when we broke up. But when |
woke.. it all came back. Every word. Every selfish moment. Like a tidal wave of
guilt. I'm so sorry, Evan. Truly.”
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Evan stepped forward and pulled her into a gentle hug. "Sonia, relationships are
complicated. You didn’t do anything wrong. Pain is part of it, part of life. |
wouldn't trade a single second of what we had. Not even the hard parts. Never
doubt that.

A stillness settled among them, not uncomfortable, but reverent—like the quiet
after a storm when the world feels cleansed, if only for a moment.

Then, Sonia pulled away and grinned through her lingering tears. "All right.
Enough melodrama.” She punched Evan lightly in the arm. "Big guy, you're
going to prepare for this fight. And we are going to be your personal trainers.
We're going to get those fancy muscles of yours in shape, because the
beatdown you're about to deliver is going to be epic.”

The others laughed, the tension cracking like glass under warmth. They all
voiced their agreement, each one of them fired up now by love, loyalty, and
purpose.

Evan sighed—a deep, grateful sigh—and smiled for the first time since the
encounter.

"All right,” he said. "Let’s begin.’
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