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Prologue


The stranger, shrouded in a long black coat, drifted into the abandoned scrapyard, eager to find something of value. It was risky, coming this close to the city at night, but those who did were generously rewarded. Besides, he felt oddly at peace here; worn and rusted, himself a tool from a bygone era that had since lost its purpose.


He waded through heaps of circuitry, tools and wires scattered along the ground, pulling behind him a sack fashioned from pieces of thin wiring, a keepsake from last week’s trip.

His shoulders groaned from the weight; today had been a good day.

The sky was nearly consumed by the dark; it was overcast, masking his silhouette from potentially prying eyes, and the pale moon provided just enough to light his way forward.

The moonlight glimmered on an object, atop a heap not too far away; the man moved hastily toward it as if drawn by some unseen force.

With each step, the stranger could feel his heart racing louder and louder, his breathing becoming more ragged before coming to an abrupt stop. There it was, right before him. He paused; a nervous sweat rolled down his forehead, and he fell to his knees.

He felt a whirlwind of emotions swell within, a combination of paranoia and disbelief. The stranger cautiously surveyed the area around him.

His right arm outstretched, he reached for what appeared to be a prosthetic arm protruding from the ground, its fingers reaching for the heavens, absent a body.

Before he could seize his prize, a lone raindrop fell onto the object; startled, the stranger stumbled backward and dropped the sack he had so rigorously clung to. He tilted his gaze to the sky and was greeted by a light shower. The man anxiously grabbed the arm and tossed it into his sack.

As if in defiance to his actions, raindrops violently pelted the man’s back, the droplets increasing in size and volume. The stranger, now satisfied with his haul, hurriedly grabbed the sack and turned to leave the hellish scrapyard behind.

As the man neared the exit, his back slick from the rain, became bathed in a strange glow.

He froze, paralysed with fear.

Hesitantly, the stranger turned slowly toward the source of the light and his end, his mind racing. He had always felt at ease in the dark; he thought it absurd to think otherwise. Afterall, it is only after we’re torn from the comfort of the dark that we emerge into this world, kicking and screaming, reluctantly baptised in blinding light. We take solace in the dark every night; the dark allows us to shape our dreams, with the promise of a new tomorrow, and in the end, we’ll greet darkness again – an old friend.

The stranger shielded his eyes and was consumed by a blinding light, emanating from a structure, out in the distance. He had only ever heard stories but never witnessed it himself – a beacon of light piercing the heavens. It was simultaneously the most beautiful and terrifying thing he had ever witnessed. At the base of it, there was a massive dome of light and a city within. It was everything and nothing he could have ever imagined, a peerless wonder, a beacon of hope in the surrounding wasteland.

The man hastily swung the sack over his shoulder and scurried into the darkness.


Utilitas II

Year: 3141

May 9

City: New Genesis

Time: 7:22 a.m.


Professor Kehinde glanced up at the rear-view mirror; his son Jasper, ten years old, was seated at the back of the pod. His head was buried in an electronic device, no doubt perplexed by one of the many puzzles he often enjoyed getting lost in. The professor smiled.


The citizens of New Genesis enjoyed all the marvels that human ingenuity could offer. The vehicle they occupied soared several meters above ground, powered by a substance mined off Earth called Aeridium. Professor Kehinde had very little interest in the sciences but as a student of history, civilisation, and archaeology, he admittedly found it to be quite fascinating.

A fellow academic of his had explained it over drinks, and while he remained skeptical as to how much of the details were the liquor talking and which were sobering facts, he trusted that what he heard was mostly accurate. The substance was very rare and even more unstable. However once refined, it was possible to create a connection between two points that acted as a physical network.

In its purest form, Aeridium was invisible to the naked eye and gaseous in form. When combined with a specific frequency emitted from the vehicle itself, it hardened, creating a pathway on which objects can travel. From a distance, it created the illusion of the pods dancing through the sky. He noted that an unexpected side effect of utilising this invaluable resource also meant that the Earth’s gravitational force was slightly weaker within the dome.

Once this technology was perfected, cars soon became obsolete, and the interconnected air-traffic network was managed by an ever-evolving AI control system to limit collisions resulting from human error. The professor remembered chuckling at the thought that no matter how evolved a species, we would no sooner be trusted to travel safely without intervention.

He found the technology to be of particular interest as throughout history, transportation – the wheel, horses, the carriage, the automobile, and airplanes – these all marked significant leaps in human consciousness that shaped how we see the world around us. In his lectures, he often likened transportation to a house with windows. It represented endless possibilities; each window and mode of transit, expanding both our reach and our mind.


Perhaps finally, we have progressed to the next phase after centuries of stagnation, he thought to himself. One critical juncture he felt worth documenting was that the pods were not a commodity to be bought or sold; rather, they were included as an essential utility assigned to every household, much like power and water. Residents need only input the coordinates for their destination, and the AI routing system, or AIR as it’s known to residents, would take them there after determining the most efficient route.


The vehicles operated most effectively where there was as little interference as possible with the frequency being emitted, at higher altitudes. Urban planning and architecture acclimated to this new technology, shaping the layout of the dome as it is today. Over time, residential areas were elevated several meters in the air, and the remaining traffic that existed on the ground served mostly commercial and distribution needs. This multilayered design allowed for the most efficient transit network of any civilisation that the professor encountered in his years of study.

As the pod glided through the air, the professor caught a glimpse of the Òòrùn Arc-I in the epicentre of New Genesis, a beam of white light erupting from the structure and piercing the sky.

The Òòrùn Arc was the twelfth and final remaining Great Wonder of the World, humanity’s crowning achievement.

Professor Kehinde was all too familiar with the Arc, the sole source of power in New Genesis. It powered the massive dome that secured the city, a necessary precaution, or so residents were told.

The beam of light from the Arc penetrated the exosphere, where it activated and connected to its twin the Arc-II, a satellite that remained in orbit and in parallel to the sun. In this way, Arc-II collected solar power all year round and when activated, transferred that power to Arc-I, back in New Genesis.


This process was only made possible thanks to Aeridium. A self-sustaining city: weather control, agriculture, clean air and water, fueled by clean energy. The professor thought to himself, If ancient civilisations could witness these achievements, they might think us gods.


Details about the dome itself, however, were still very limited, even among high-ranking government officials. Not much was known about when it was erected or life beyond the city walls, except that it was uninhabitable, but with every imaginable need met, in a self-contained ecosystem, there was scarcely any desire to venture beyond the dome.

Small teams of scientists were occasionally permitted on heavily guarded excursions for research purposes, in which the professor had been asked to participate in the past.

These trips were authorised by CAVE, the leading scientific research and development institute in New Genesis, an institute that always felt shrouded in mystery, the weight of its influence disproportionate to its perceived function.

Professor Kehinde looked up once more at Jasper's reflection in the mirror.

‘What do you think about coming by the work-site later this week?’ he asked.

There was no response.

‘We made some really amazing discoveries on the last expedition.’

A pair of piercing dark-brown eyes shot up with excitement.

‘Really! Was it a new species?’ Jasper asked.

‘Even better,’ said Professor Kehinde. ‘A collection of books on philosophy. It must’ve been a private collection, almost perfectly preserved.’

The excitement slowly washed from Jasper’s face, replaced by a disappointed sigh. ‘That’s boring, Dad.’

Professor Kehinde exploded with laughter and Jasper soon joined in.

He had come to cherish these small but intimate moments with his son. After she left, there was a time when he wasn’t sure he would ever see Jasper smile in this way again.

‘Did you know,’ the professor asked, ‘that some of the greatest minds of the fifth and sixth century believed that our world exists in two realms: the physical realm and the realm of forms? Thousands of years prior, in Africa, ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs depicted a mysterious parallel dimension referred to as the Duat, spiritual realms that are believed to exist alongside the physical world. Across countless cultures and religions, even among civilisations that, as far as we know, have never encountered each other, there exists a common thread.’

Jasper leaned forward, his cheeks sandwiched between the two front seats.

Professor Kehinde continued, ‘The scholars explored this idea that the physical realm is merely how we perceive the world and not how it truly exists.

‘As we evolved as a species we have since discarded those ideas, yet their influence persists, even now. So much of human existence and how we perceive the world around us is defined by similar ideas of duality.

‘There isn’t just up but also down; left and right, fire and water, sun and moon, male and female, and so on. It then raises the question, if we are a part of that same equation, would it not hold true that for humans to exist, there must also be another? Our opposite?’

Professor Kehinde went on. ‘And if not, if we exist outside of this delicate and balanced ecosystem, how did we …?’

The professor paused, realising he was rambling. Nonetheless, Jasper's eyes were wide with intrigue.

Professor Kehinde smiled.

‘Now that I have your attention. I know your birthday isn’t for another month, but I have a gift for you. It will come in handy at the work-site.’

He reached over to the seat next to him and retrieved a peculiar-looking box.

Jasper gasped. ’This is amazing, Dad. What is it?’

Before he could respond, Jasper hastily opened the mysterious box, and a look of confusion painted his face.

From the box, he lifted a pair of antique goggles that could easily have graced the storefront of a sixteenth century artisan shop. Jasper’s eyes were immediately drawn to the frame and eye seal, engraved with a series of strange markings he could not decipher, and on either side of the temple were tiny gears with no function that he could see.

[image: Jasper's Goggles]




‘There is no port. How do I connect to it?’ asked Jasper.

Professor Kehinde chuckled. ‘No connection required. These are modified anthropology lenses that I had made for you to use at the dig site.’
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