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      When I was a little boy, my father said that I could do anything I wanted. This, he’d claimed, was because anything was possible—and because, if you set your mind to it, you could achieve anything you could ever want in the world.

      I don’t remember how old I was when he told me that. I’ve found, as I get older, that I don’t remember a lot of things about my childhood. Perhaps that is the mystery of age, and the undeniable truth of time. It takes just as much as it can give. Experience. Happiness. Sometimes, even life itself.

      On October 31rst, 2020—or, roughly six months into the writing of this novel—my father suddenly and unexpectedly passed away. The tumultuous feelings, and the indescribable grief, that would follow would cripple me. For days I’d anguished, and for weeks I underwent a metamorphosis, shedding one skin for another, emerging from quivering chrysalis to grieving butterfly. During this time, I turned away from this manuscript, convinced that I would never be able to do it justice. It was too daunting, too big, too unfathomable for me to ever write the story that I really wanted to tell, or even do it justice. But something told me to continue—to push through that fear, that grief, that anguish and anger over the world and what it had taken away. Maybe it was a sign from him. Maybe, from some great universe beyond our own, my father was giving me a sign. Finish this book, he was trying to say.

      So, two months after his untimely death, I did.

      When Utopia Falls is a story that I feel transcends everything a person comes to know about life, and ultimately, what they learn about death. It is a story of passion. Power. Belief. Faith. It is also, ultimately, a story about love, and what we will do for the people we care about the most.

      I can’t claim to know everything there is about life. But if there’s anything I’ve learned throughout my almost-thirty years, it’s that love, in its myriad of stages, conquers all. It holds back the dark, and in its place, allows the light to shine in.

      When I was a little boy, my father said I could do anything I wanted.

      This one’s for you, Dad. Thank you.

      

      
        
        - Kody Boye

        December 2nd, 2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my father,

        Who may be gone,

        But is always with me.

      

      

      

      
        
        SEPTEMBER 6, 1962 – OCTOBER 31, 2020
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      When I was a child, my father told me that I could do anything I wanted. This, he said, was the promise made to our world, our people, and our city. Blessed by the God Above, we are each offered the chance to do whatever we want, so long as we are willing to take it. But it is not without fear that we trudge through dark waters—and on a day like this, I struggle not to drown.

      My annual test scores have come back with exemplary marks.

      I am now eligible to apply for The Connection.

      I should be happy. I should be ecstatic. I should be thrilled out of my mind that my test scores were so high, because with them, I could do any and everything I could possibly want. But the truth of the matter is: I am completely, and utterly, terrified. But it is not without reason.

      No.

      Those eligible for the Connection get to face our God for what She truly is—the savior of our people.

      As I stand here, within my assigned testing room, I try my hardest not to tremble, but find myself doing just that.

      To see your God, a voice inside my head says. To know Her person, Her aspects, Her secret.

      But could I, know? Could I really?

      The last person to successfully connect with our God, and become a prophet as a result, was Alabaster Curito, and that was nearly forty years ago. According to some, he’s never been the same since.

      But he’s the Illuminarium’s Holy Conduit, I think. Can you even begin to imagine what it would mean if you connected with Her?

      I have. And can. And do. But right now, I’m trying to prepare myself for what will happen next.

      Maybe I can get out of this. Maybe they won’t look at my test scores. Maybe I missed their criteria by just one point. Maybe… just maybe⁠—

      The door opens, and my face instantly pales.

      Curtio is standing outside. Three Agents from the Extant Facilities stand alongside him.

      “Ember Hillen?” Curito asks.

      “Yuh… Yes?” I manage, attempting to swallow the fear in my throat.

      “Do you know why we’re here?”

      “I… I don’t… I think I⁠—”

      “Please,” the tallest and darkest-haired man beside Curito says. “Come with us.”

      A primordial fear rises within me as I stand. Born in ages past, and tempered through the history of our people, it threatens to overwhelm me in an instant. Somehow, though—someway—I am able to withstand it, and begin to follow them from the testing room I have been seated within for the past five hours.

      For so long I had considered myself an ordinary young woman. Now, I understand, I am something extraordinary.

      But extraordinary people, while capable of extraordinary things, are not always promised them. No. Promise, it could be said, is simply a false platitude, upon which the unfortunate truth could be dangling.

      As we make our way down the Illuminarium’s dark halls, through which run golden fluorescent lights along the edges of both the ceiling and the floor, I find myself thinking of my father, who knows nothing except that I will have been testing today.

      Please, I think. Let me make him proud.

      We walk for what feels like an eternity, but can surely only be a few minutes.

      Come time we stop, I realize where we’ve arrived.

      The Holy Conduit’s chambers.

      The three men from the Extant facilities leave us be; and it is here that Curito turns to face me before saying, “Please, come in.”

      He pushes his hand to a reader on the door.

      It scans his palm.

      The door opens.

      Inside, Curito leads me to a single table, upon which there lies two cups and a kettle. From this he pours a sweet-smelling tea that reminds me of⁠—

      Honey?

      The scent wafts into my nose, and sets ablaze my delight.

      “I knew it was your favorite,” the old man says as he continues to pour the tea.

      “How?” I ask.

      The Holy Conduit lifts his eyes and says, “Sit, Miss Ember Hillen.”

      I seat myself tentatively, trying my hardest to keep from grimacing in the face of our greatest holy man. He is the Conduit of our people—the only surviving man who has touched our God’s conscience in years past—and he could either make my future bright or leave me in the dark.

      I swallow the lump in my throat as he rounds the table, then seats himself across from me.

      “Try it,” he offers, a smile curving his thin lips. “I will warn you: it’s hot.”

      I sip the tea, relish its flavors, its textures. The cup is still sticky on the edges, which means that the honey is fresh.

      Which means that they may have been expecting this.

      A frown crosses my features as I consider this notion, and I lift my eyes to face the man soon after. “Sir?” I ask.

      “Yes?” he replies.

      “Why am I here?”

      “Is it not obvious?”

      I swallow a lump in my throat and try my hardest to remain composed, but find that it is nearly impossible to do so. My lower lip trembles. My heart pounds. Tremors in my hands cause the tea to shiver within the cup. I have to tighten the muscles in my arms to keep from showing more emotion than necessary.

      With a long exhale, Curito sips his own tea and says, “Your test scores are exemplary, Miss Hillen.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “It means: you may be our next Conduit.”

      “What?” I pale as I consider this. “Surely you’re mistaken. The tests can’t be over yet.”

      “Most of the tests ended hours ago, Miss Hillen. Yours were prolonged because our artificial intelligence realized your potential.”

      “But… I’m just…”

      “What?”

      “A girl who wanted to be a doctor,” I reply.

      Curito smiles and says, “People who reach for their goals often find other opportunities presented to them.”

      I’m unsure how to reply.

      With a smile, Curito leans forward and presses a button on his side of the gray table. A panel slides out of place, revealing a touch screen, upon which there is varying amounts of information, beside which are test scores.

      “Your marks,” the man continues anew, “are beyond anything we have seen in recent years. You understand history, biology, mathematics, our written language and its syntaxes and rules. You understand some of the greatest psychological phenomena related to the human mind, and are capable of deciphering problems from the tiniest of clues.”

      “What are you trying to say? That I’m smart?”

      “You are more than smart, Ember.  You are extraordinary.”

      There it is—that word again. Extraordinary. Something I feel I have never been, and never will be so long as I live.

      “Tell me,” Curito says, drawing me from my thoughts. “Did you attempt to deceive the intelligence in any way? Possibly by giving untrue answers?”

      “No,” I say, and frown. “Why would I do that?”

      “Some are afraid of their true potential.”

      “But why would I be?”

      “That is a question only you can answer.”

      I find that I can only stare.

      With a smile, Curito stands, extends a hand to me, and says, “If you would.”

      He leads me back to the door we entered through, then pulls it open before guiding me into the hall.

      “Where are we going, sir?”

      “Outside.”

      “Why?”

      Curito doesn’t respond. Instead, he merely leads me through the many halls we initially passed through, then toward the Illuminarium’s Central Chamber. Normally, it would be full of people, who would be accessing the boundless information through the holocomputers. Today, it is empty, possibly because of the testing that has taken place.

      At the door, Curito hesitates, then pulls the Illuminarium’s front door open.

      Given that I have been in darkness for so long, my eyes struggle to adapt to the light that pierces in. Soon, however, they adjust.

      The sight before us never ceases to amaze me.

      Anyone looking in the sky at this hour of the day would have seen nothing out of the ordinary. For me, though—a girl who has just been chosen to attempt a connection to our God—I see something beyond the scope of mortal comprehension, and tremble as a result.

      Our God floats in the sky above the city. Her head looks to the Heavens, the stone pillars that serve as Her wings descend at angles on either side of Her neck, and in place of where Her body would be there descends tendrils, which flicker with a bright gold luminescence that lights our world. A light wind is projected from somewhere deep inside Her skull, and wafts about the city with ease that I find wondrous to this day. She is marvelous, and an icon to our people. Most of all: She is our savior.

      Curito smiles as he looks up at Her—as he takes in all Her wonder, Her majesty, Her Might. Then he opens his mouth, and says, “Be proud, Ember Hillen, for soon, you may know Her in ways few ever have.”

      As I stare up at the God—whose stone head and emotionless gaze look forever to the Heavens—I find a flicker of doubt spreading from my heart all the way up to my brain.

      Will I succeed? I wonder. Or will I fail?

      There is no true way to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      It is my belief—and, I imagine, the belief of many—that most parents consider their children special. This is because, in the grand scheme of things, most feel that the average will always remain unseen—like motes of dust in a passing wind.

      For someone like me, who once thought that I would contribute to the world and then be forgotten as a result, this newfound reality is daunting to say the least.

      Me. Ember Hillen. Potentially the next Conduit to our Great God.

      To say that I am shocked would be an understatement.

      As I lift my eyes to look at our God once more—and stare upon not only Her gargantuan wings that float above the high walls of our city, but also Her upturned face—I wonder, for one brief moment, if I will be judged accordingly.

      Then, I begin to walk.

      I know I could make my way to one of the Metro Stops and take a railcar home. It would be easier than walking for sure. However—I know that sitting there, in one of those seats, will only serve to further my anxiety, and will only draw attention to myself.

      I frown as I consider this.

      Can they tell, I think, that I am now different?

      Even though I don’t believe they can, a part of me wonders if something about me has changed—that my dark hair has been set ablaze, that my black skin has begun to shine, that my dark freckles, which I feel truly set me apart from my peers, want to dance away from my nose and cheekbones and brows. Something has to have changed, because why else would my test scores have come back so high?

      It isn’t as if you’re stupid, a part of me offers.

      If I were to truly look at myself, my experiences, and my upbringing, I would see that I have been shaped for this my entire life, both by the genetics of nature and the compassion of my community. My father is one of the Extant Facilities’ head engineers, who has worked tirelessly to try and expand our quickly exploding world beyond these walls since before I was born. And my mother⁠—

      I come to a halt in the street.

      My mother, I want to then add, as I stand here in the middle of the road, was a doctor, once, a lifetime ago, before she died during a failed surgery while giving birth to me.

      Tears sting at my eyes as I consider what she would think were she still around.

      I thought I’d gotten over her death.

      Here, though, and now…

      I shake my head and reach up to pinch the corners of my eyes before I start forward once more.

      There is no point in thinking on the past.

      Now is the time to contemplate the future.

      

      Our home is located on the outskirts of the Utopian city’s central sphere, in what is known as the Western Sector. Situated on a swell in the earth at the end of a winding, grass-lined path, the block-shaped, one-story home, and its expansive eastern windows, provide the perfect view of our God at any time of the day. I often find myself sitting on our front porch with my best friend Jonathan to watch the transition from day and night.

      On a day like this, though, I can’t help but wonder if I’m ready to watch this day fade away.

      My father will be home soon, and my declaration regarding Curito’s decision will ultimately change our lives forever.

      Sighing, I climb the winding path to my home and press a hand to the palm reader at the front door. It takes only a moment for the tempered glass to slide aside. Then I enter my home.

      The black-and-white kitchen—which is accented with chrome appliances, and equipped with the same state-of-the-art technology that exists within all the Utopian people’s homes—offers me peace of mind as I make my way around the standing island and to the refrigeration device.

      “Hello, Ember,” the artificial intelligence built into the home says. “Congratulations on your exemplary test scores.”

      “Does everyone know?” I ask with an unpleasant groan.

      The AI doesn’t reply. Rather, the pleasant female voice asks, “Can I help you with anything?”

      “No,” I say as I retrieve my favorite flavored water. “I just want to be left alone.”

      “As you wish,” the AI says, then falls silent shortly thereafter.

      I sip my flavored water, which is crisp with strawberries grown fresh in the Eden family’s farms, then walk into the living room. There, I seat myself on a couch and look out at the dying golden light.

      Soon, it will be dark.

      Soon, my father will return home.

      And soon, I will have to express my newfound burden.

      Ember Hillen, I think. My generation’s potential Conduit to the God Above.

      A shiver traces my spine from the base of my neck to the end of my tailbone, causing the glass in my hand to tremble and my heart to ache all the more.

      I’ve never felt so burdened in my life.

      You just have to remember, I think, that not all those who are chosen become Conduits.

      Why, Curito was only one of many who were selected to try and make contact with our God. Several men and women had gone forward, and several had attempted to bridge the gap between man and God, but only he had succeeded.

      Which means that I, in all my fright, could easily be refused.

      So why are you afraid?

      I’m not sure. Maybe it’s because my sense of normalcy has been shattered, or maybe it’s because the fact that I may become an important figure in the Utopian city is weighing heavily upon me.

      Either way, I can’t think on it for long.

      A railcar slides along the road below the hill, stops, and allows several passengers to exit its chrome depths before sliding back into motion. Most scatter, but one in particular begins to ascend the hill.

      Father, I think.

      I struggle to rise, but only because I feel breathless.

      Rather than greet him at the door, I lean back in my seat and continue to sip my water.

      He approaches the window. Looks in. Waves at me. Presses his hand to the panel, then enters the home with a breathy exhale. He reaches up to wipe sweat from his brow and says, “Sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s okay, Dad,” I reply, but refuse to meet his eyes. “I know you’re busy.”

      My father reaches up to loosen the tie around his neck and rolls up his sleeves before entering the kitchen to fetch a drink of his own. “So,” he says, so nonchalantly that I feel he hasn’t even noticed my expression. “How’d your aptitude tests go?”

      “I—” I start.

      “Say that again, hon,” he replies. “I couldn’t hear you.”

      “I…”

      My father pulls a sugar drink from the fridge and snaps the metal clasp into its aluminum stalk. The sound it creates makes me jump. “Ember?” he asks. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “I… I heard you, Dad.”

      “I asked how the tests went.”

      “They went fine,” I say.

      My father’s full lips purse into a frown. “Just… fine?” he asks. “I thought you studied?”

      “I did.”

      “Then why were they…”

      I lift my head to face him.

      His eyes are wide, his lower lip quivering with an unsaid word. His gaze, though, is impenetrable—and like a monument to our civilization, it makes me feel like I am smaller than I truly am.

      My father asks, “What’s going on?”

      And I, in all my horrible glory, simply say, “They came back exemplary.”

      “What?”

      “My test scores, Dad. They came back exemplary.”

      My father can only stare.

      “Dad?” I ask, standing. “Please… say something.”

      “I… I really don’t what to say,” my father replies. “I’m just… I don’t…”

      “Don’t… what?”

      “Exemplary marks on your aptitude test means you’re eligible for⁠—”

      “The Connection. Yeah. I know.”

      My father’s frown turns into a smile. His eyes water, and his fingers tremble as he rounds the counter to first approach, then set his hands on my shoulders. “By our God, Ember. I’m so proud of you.”

      He hugs me—so tightly that I feel for a moment that I will break. Still clutching my flavored water, I grip tight the back of his work shirt, then take a step back before saying, “I’m scared.”

      “Scared?” He laughs. “Why? You’re about to meet our God and know Her person.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, Dad. I’m… I’m afraid that something will happen.”

      “Oh, Ember,” he says. “I knew you were extraordinary, but this… this is unlike anything I could’ve ever imagined for you.”

      “I just wanted to be a doctor.”

      “But now you can be a leader,” he replies. “Aren’t you even the littlest bit excited?”

      “I… I don’t⁠—”

      My father turns and makes his way into the kitchen. He lifts a hand to the hailing device situated on the wall near the front door, then hesitates for a moment before saying, “We have to celebrate.”

      “Nothing’s even happened yet.”

      “But something’s going to happen. I feel it in my blood, honey.”

      “But—”

      My father shakes his head. “I’ll order your favorite,” he says. “Whatever you want. Just name it.”

      “I—” I start, then stop before I can finish. A craving tugs at my tongue, inspiring me to swallow as I consider the flavors that could soon be upon it.

      He did say anything, I think.

      It isn’t often my father is so generous with special foods. We’re normally so strict about following a natural diet—which is why, while standing here, and watching him, I clear my throat and say, “Chocolate cake.”

      “Chocolate?” he asks. “Is that what you want?”

      “Yeah, Dad. That… that’s what I want.”

      It isn’t long before my father is clicking a few buttons and asking the AI to connect him with the nearest bakery.

      

      The cake is moist. Filling. A delicacy I should’ve felt shame for eating, considering I hauled some person from their place of employment to deliver it all the way to the Western Sector. But right now, I can’t feel anything but unease.

      As my father washes the plates and silverware we used to consume my special treat, I stand at the living room window, looking out at the pale blue light emanating from our God’s translucent tendrils.

      To think, I muse, that I may soon know Her person.

      The idea is baffling, the reality daunting. Only people of exceptional importance have attempted to gain access to our God’s infinite knowledge. Few succeed in that task, and even more fail.

      The question is: will I be the former, or the latter?

      You can’t know, a part of me says, until it happens.

      Still—the fact that it will eventually happen, and soon, leaves me feeling small.

      As I stare upon our God—looking first to Her tendrils, which float in a tranquil lull, then Her face, which is always set toward the sky—I consider how my life could change forever, and realize why most people find this sort of thing impossible to fathom.

      “Ember,” my father says from the kitchen.

      I blink. Pulled from my reverie, I turn my head to look at him, and ask, “Yes?”

      “Do you see something?”

      “No. Why?”

      “You’re just… staring.”

      “I was just… thinking.”

      “About… the Connection?”

      “About how my life will change because of it.”

      “I know you must be scared,” he says, stepping out from around the kitchen island to make his way into the kitchen, “but I just want you to know that everything will be fine.”

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      “I… I can’t say I do. What I do know is that you’re an incredible young woman. You make me, and your mother, proud.”

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      “No need to thank me, honey.” He presses a hand to my hair, then plants a kiss at my temple before saying, “You look tired. You should go to bed.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep,” I say.

      “Either way,” he offers, “some rest will do you good.”

      “All right.” I turn toward the hallway that houses our rooms, and frown. “Dad?” I then ask.

      “Yes, Ember?”

      “I… I love you.”

      “I love you too, honey.”

      With that, I make my way down the hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      I lie awake for an undetermined period of time. Refusing to look at the smart screen embedded into my bedroom wall, or at the time displayed upon it, I stare at the ceiling in a meager attempt to fall asleep, but find myself considering everything that has happened instead

      The tests⁠—

      The meeting⁠—

      The Connection⁠—

      I see Curito’s pale skin in my mind, his weathered hands, his aged expression, and I wonder: Is this my fate? Is this what will happen to me? Common sense would indicate that this will not likely be the case, because for one: I have to first Connect to our God; and two: I am a woman of color, and will age differently as a result.

      These thoughts, and more, haunt me well into the night, and even after I fall asleep.

      By the time I awaken the following morning, I find myself dreading the day, and the upcoming Connection, all over again.

      “Good morning, Ember,” the AI says.

      “Good morning,” I reply.

      “Would you like me to read your messages?”

      “I guess,” I offer, pulling the sheet up over my chest.

      The artificial intelligence cycles through her automated processes for a few short moments before saying: “Jonathan Eeyers has sent a message.”

      “Read it to me,” I say.

      “Hey, Ember. It’s me, John. The tests were wild, weren’t they? I placed fine—or, at least, I think I did. I know you already did amazingly. Do you want to hang out later today? Let me know, and thanks.”

      The artificial intelligence falls silent.

      “Send an invitation to meet with Jonathan Eeyers,” I offer in response.

      “Invitation sent,” the AI says.

      Sighing, I roll out of bed and lift my eyes to face the smart screen embedded into my wall.

      It’s almost twelve o’clock already? I think, and frown. I can’t believe I slept so long.

      Who could blame me, though, after the day I’d had, or the feelings I’d experienced? My life had changed in an instant—and will continue to change as the days go on.

      If you Connect, anyway, I am quick to remind myself.

      A frown paints my features as I wander into my attached bathroom, strip out of my clothes, and step into the shower, in which lukewarm soapy water of my scent of choice peppers my body in rapid bursts. I sigh as the sweet smell of pomegranate wafts through my nose, and rub the soap along my arms and face to clean myself thoroughly.

      Normally on a day like this, I’d take my time to shower. But knowing that Jonathan will soon arrive leaves me in no state to relax. So, with that in mind, I crawl out of the shower, dress, then begin to apply my makeup.

      I have just finished painting my winged eyeliner along my tear ducts when the artificial intelligence announces Jonathan’s presence.

      “Coming!” I call, lowering my brushes back into their tray, which instantly withdraws into my desk to clean and sanitize them.

      In less than a moment, I am making my way from my room and into the living room.

      Jonathan Eeyers—tall, pale, and lanky—awaits me. His blue eyes watch me from behind his lengthy fringe. “Hey,” he says.

      “Hi,” I say. “Do you want to come in, or⁠—”

      “I figured we could walk the city, maybe do lunch or something.”

      “That’d be nice.”

      “You’re ready to go?”

      “Yeah. I am.”

      I step out into the warm afternoon air and wait for the door to close behind me before I begin to follow Jonathan down the hill.

      “So,” he says, turning his head down to look at me. “How did the tests go?”

      “I don’t—” I start to say.

      “What am I thinking?” he asks, cutting me off before I can continue. “Of course you got high marks. The AI probably already assigned you an internship at the hospital, didn’t it?”

      “Jonathan—” I start.

      “I mean, yeah: it’s nearly impossible to get an internship at Trinity Hospital on your first try, but you’ve been studying for months. I don’t see how you couldn’t have gotten in.”

      “Jon—”

      “What’s the holdup, Ember? Why aren’t you saying anything?”

      “I’m trying to!” I snap.

      Jonathan comes to a halt.

      I bump into him.

      The tall young man turns to look at me and says, “Sorry. I was rambling. How’d your test go?”

      “I didn’t get the internship.”

      He laughs. “Really, Ember? Is this one of your jokes?” He pauses and narrows his eyes. “Come on: be honest. You got the internship, didn’t you?”

      “No, Jonathan. I didn’t.”

      He pales. His eyes darken. His lips purse into a frown. “But… if you didn’t get the internship, then what did you⁠—”

      “My marks came back exemplary, Jonathan.”

      The young man can only stare. “Thu… That means⁠—”

      “I’m eligible for the Connection. Yeah. I know.”

      “By our God,” he mumbles, tilting his head up to the sky. “I… I can’t believe it.”

      “Neither can I.”

      “You really did make her smart,” he tells the floating being above, “didn’t you?”

      I reach up and smack the back of Jonathan’s head.

      “Ow!” he says.

      “That’s for making fun of me,” I offer.

      “I wasn’t making fun,” he replies. “I was just thanking Her for your smarts.”

      I smack him a second time.

      “Ow! Stop doing that!”

      “I’m scared to death and all you can do is crack jokes?”

      “I’m trying to lighten the mood,” he offers, sliding his hands into his pockets before turning to face me directly. He frowns as he considers the look that must be in my eyes, then asks, rather pointedly: “Are you really scared?”

      “They say people who go through the Connection are never the same.”

      “If they Connect,” Jonathan offers. “That’s a big if. Remember? Not everyone is worthy.”

      “I don’t think it has anything to do with being worthy, John. I… I think it has to do with whether or not She wants to Connect with someone.”

      “She connected with Curito,” Jonathan offers. “I mean, considering how batty the old man is⁠—”

      I press a hand to my mouth.

      “What?” he asks, a crooked smile on his face. “You know it’s true.”

      “Curito is our Holy Conduit. That’s almost as bad as disrespecting our God.”

      “But he’s not God, Ember. He’s a man, just like us.” He pauses. “Well, you’re a girl, so… maybe not the best example, but⁠—”

      I shake my head and begin to lead on.

      “Hey!” he says, pumping his legs to keep pace beside me. “What’s wrong? Why are you acting like this?”

      “I’m just… scared… that I won’t be myself after it.”

      “I doubt you’re going to have an instant personality switch.”

      “Maybe not an instant one, but one nonetheless?” I shake my head. “I just… just⁠—”

      “Just… what?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, and sigh. I cross my arms over my chest and consider everything that could happen, everything that has happened, that will. A part of me simply wants to break down, but another knows that doing so, especially in front of my best friend, won’t serve me well. So, for that reason, I simply straighten my posture.

      “Ember?” Jonathan says. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I say, though I know it’s a lie, and I know Jonathan will know it, too. I start forward without much of a thought. “Let’s just get lunch.”

      “Okay,” he offers, sliding up alongside me. “But we should probably avoid anything near the Extant Facilities.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because of that.”

      He lifts his hand and points.

      I can only stare.

      Crowded, among the premier construction factory within the Utopian city, are dozens upon dozens of people. Each are split into two groups, and each shout at each other with abandon I know comes only from the impassioned and enraged.

      “Expand! Expand!” one group cries.

      “Stagnant! Stagnant!” the other counters.

      I shiver—more out of unease than actual fear—and find myself coming to a halt at the edge of the city sphere.

      “We shouldn’t be here,” Jonathan offers.

      “Why?” I ask. “It’s just a protest.”

      “With a counter protest,” he replies. “You know what happens when things get out of hand.”

      I do, but that doesn’t stop me from staring at each group—at the Expands on one side and the Stagnants on the other. While one rallies for the expansion of the city—a feat which is currently impossible given the volatile world beyond our walls—the other argues for stagnation. In a rapidly growing city that is now struggling to meet the demands of its population, it makes sense that one group would want to move into the wasteland.

      But we can’t, I think. At least, not now, not until they figure out how to make it safe.

      The engineers—and my father in particular—helm the Expansion Project, which seeks to create safe or “bubble” settlements beyond Utopia. But they have been working on it for years, and there is no guarantee when, or if, it will ever get off the ground.

      As I stare at the two groups—considering not only my father’s wellbeing, but the safety of those people protesting—Jonathan takes hold of my arm and says, “Come on. They’re coming.”

      “Who—” I start to say.

      Then I see them: the guardians of our city. Tall, majestic, golden in color, but mechanical in nature, the Sirens—who stand at least ten feet in height and resemble crowned, long-limbed women—exit the Extant Facilities and begin to make their way toward both groups.

      The crowd divides. People rush away. A choice few threaten to remain, but one of the two Sirens turns its head to face them, and begins to project sharp projections from its mouthpiece.

      The people close by scramble.

      Those beyond its radius, like me and Jonathan, reach up to cover our ears.

      “Come on!” Jonathan says.

      I follow without hesitation, but not before looking back at the Extant Facilities and the men and women staggering away from the Sirens.

      On one hand, I am thankful that their artificial intelligence drives them to keep the people of Utopia safe. On another, I can’t help but wonder:

      What would happen if things got out of hand?

      

      Jonathan and I find ourselves in a simple restaurant that is known for its seasoned meats and succulent vegetables. Hungrier than I thought I would be, but still shook up over what we have just faced, I settle down at a booth on the outskirts of the establishment and find myself trembling as a result.

      “Something wrong?” Jonathan asks as he enters his Personal Credit Number on the payment panel to look at me.

      “No,” I lie. “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Are you sure? You know you can tell me anything.”

      “I—” I start, then stop as two flying drones appear with our food: Jonathan his kebab plate and me with my seasoned corn, vegetables, bread, and hummus. I wait for them to depart before leaning forward to examine my food.

      “Ember.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Talk to me.”

      “I’m just worried about my dad. That’s all.”

      “You know he’s safer at the Extant Facilities than he is anywhere else in Utopia.”

      “I know, but… still…” I sigh. “The protests are getting worse. People were arrested during the last one.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not like anyone’s harmed someone else. That hasn’t happened for years,” Jonathan offers. “And even if it had: it’s not like the Extant Facilities would hold them for long. They’d just submit them for psychiatric help, or worse: send them for Correction.”

      I shiver at the thought of having my personality forcibly altered at the hand of a doctor, but find myself nodding regardless.

      “Seriously,” Jonathan says, flipping his hair out of his eyes before taking one of his kebabs and biting a piece of meat off it. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about. I mean, your dad’s not worried, is he?”

      “No.”

      “Then you shouldn’t be.” He pauses. “Or is this about the Connection?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Are you afraid She’s going to tell you something? Or give you guidance about what’s supposed to come next?”

      “I—” I start, then stop before I can continue. Stricken with unease, I inhale a deep breath, then hold it in before allowing it to leave my chest in a trembling staccato.

      “Ember? Talk to me.”

      “I don’t know what to expect,” I say, “so no, I’m not afraid She’s going to tell me something.”

      “But you must’ve thought about it already,” Jonathan offers.

      I hadn’t—at least, not until he mentioned it. Now, though, I can’t help but think about it, especially since Her last great revelation had been to Curito, when he’d been told that the city would eventually be unable to sustain itself.

      With a sigh, I scrape some of the seasoned corn from the cob and push a spoonful into my mouth. “To answer your question,” I say, patting my mouth with a napkin, “I hadn’t thought about it. But now that you’ve mentioned it… I am a bit nervous.”

      “She might tell you something great,” Jonathan says.

      “But She also might tell me something unfortunate,” I reply.

      To this, Jonathan has no reply. Instead, he continues to pluck pieces of tender meat off his kebab. “You want some of this?” he asks.

      “You know I don’t eat meat.”

      “Not even the lab-grown stuff?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      Jonathan shrugs and says “Suit yourself” before returning to his meal.

      I, meanwhile, am not sure if I can stomach eating anymore.

      Though the hummus is warm, the corn sprinkled with spices, and the bread fresh out of the oven, I can’t help but think of what might happen come time the Connection takes place.

      Oh well, a part of me says. What will happen will happen.

      In the end, I can’t change the will of God.

      I can only help shape what She has to offer.
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      Though the meal is exquisite, and Jonathan is more than willing to offer me company in its aftermath, I find myself wanting to be alone. For that, I bid him goodbye at the restaurant, and begin my lonely trek home in the early hours of the afternoon.

      To think, a part of me says, that your life is going to change.

      I’d always known that my aspirations would take me to places beyond my control. I craved that mystery, that uncertainty, that danger for the heart and mind. As a doctor, I would’ve experienced things of the natural world—of biology and organics and the way malicious things like cancer wreaked havoc upon them. As a Conduit, however⁠—

      I sigh, and come to a halt in the middle of the road.

      As a Conduit, I am loath to think, I will witness things that I’d never thought possible—and will, if I am determined worthy, bear witness to the next great revelation our God has to offer.

      I tilt my head up to the sky—to look not only at the glowing tendrils, and Her two stone wings, but Her face and darkness above—and wonder:

      Will She tell us that we are close to the world beyond? That we are soon to leave these towering walls? That, in the wasteland beyond, there are places where we can plant roots, sow seeds, grow trees? Or will She simply say that we need more time?

      Time to think, a part of me says. Time to reflect.

      “To pray,” I whisper.

      I close my eyes as a soft wind disrupts the hem of my blouse, and find myself crossing my arms in response.

      The truth is: there’s no telling what our God will tell us, or whether or not She will even choose me. I don’t even know how many others came back with exemplary marks. For all I know, there could be a dozen.

      But you know there won’t be, I think.

      Rarely does the artificial intelligence give exemplary remarks. Its mandate is to follow Her orders, Her tenants, Her philosophies. In that sense, it could be said that I have been chosen—or, at the very least, selected to participate in the revered ritual known as the Connection.

      With a sigh, I turn my head toward my home—which is so close but seems so far away—and frown.

      I can only imagine what my father must be thinking in light of all of this.

      Pride. Anger. Joy. Resentment. Happiness for the future, but unsurety for what will come as a result of it.

      If I were him, these are the things that would be going through my mind.

      But I’m not, I then think, and with a frown, begin to make my way back home.

      There’s no telling what the future might bring.

      In the end, the only thing I can do is prepare.

      

      I find myself dreading the consequences of my good fortune not long after I return home. Pacing, endlessly, the sleek tiles upon the floor, I pause only to look out at the world beyond my home, and begin to wonder how exactly I will feel come time the Connection begins.

      I have been told, throughout my life, that good things come to people who believe in themselves—and that our actions, as pleasant or troubling as they happen to be, can affect our outcomes for all of eternity. Here, though, and now, I wonder if I have been blessed, or cursed.

      Curito is getting old, I think as I lift my eyes to stare at Her face. It won’t be long before he has to step down.

      But why does it have to be one of us, from this year’s annual Aptitude Tests? Why couldn’t it be someone from before? Or even someone experienced beyond my years? I mean, Curito was in his twenties when he Connected. Why do I have to go before our God now?

      A thought occurs to me not long after that.

      Am I scared? I wonder. Do I not believe myself worthy?

      With so much transpiring in our world, it would only take one mistake to irreversibly alter everything forever.

      The thought, troubling in concept but even more so in reality, leaves me feeling breathless and unsure.

      Remain calm, I think. I know I’m scared, but I can survive this.

      Would She have chosen me if She thought I were incapable?

      No, I think. She wouldn’t have.

      So why I am afraid? Is it because I believe I will fail—and that somehow, someway, I will let my city down? Or is there some deeper reason for this feeling, so snarled through my heart, my mind, my soul?

      Unfortunately, I cannot know.

      With that in mind, I turn, make my way into my room, and collapse into bed.

      My father won’t be home for hours.

      At least I’ll have time to prepare myself for what is to come.

      

      I am awakened by a hand on my shoulder.

      “Ember,” my father says. “Ember. Wake up.”

      I open my eyes to find my father standing above me.

      “What… what time is it?” I ask, blinking to clear my vision.

      “After dark,” he replies. “I figured I should wake you up so you… you would be ready for tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow? I think. What is he⁠—

      I stop myself before I can continue.

      Surely the Connection isn’t going to take place tomorrow. Will it?

      I blink once more, only to find that my father’s eyes are wild with unsurety, his lips cursed with a substantial frown. His gaze, though, is what unsettles me—because impenetrable as it happens to be, there is a certain vulnerability behind his eyes that makes me realize that I may, in fact, be right.

      “It’s… it’s happening tomorrow,” I say. “Isn’t it?”

      “Computer,” my father says. “Stream the evening news.”

      The panel on the wall flickers to reveal the image of Ramona Wild, otherwise known as Utopia’s leading anchorwoman. On the screen behind her are the words: This Generation’s Connection Set to Begin.

      “After much deliberation between Holy Conduit Curito, the Acolytes of the Illuminarium, and leading engineers of the Extant Facilities, it has been decided that this generation’s Connection Ceremonies are to begin. Tomorrow, at first light, those who received exemplary test scores on their Aptitude and Personality Tests will be eligible to take part in the Connection: an event which will determine who, if anyone, is to become the Conduit to our living God.

      “It comes as no surprise to the public that Curito, after forty years of service, is asking to step down from his role as the Illuminarium’s Holy Conduit, for it is said that those who experience the Connection with our God eventually begin to experience symptoms of⁠—”

      “Turn the screen off,” my father cuts in.

      The screen goes black shortly thereafter.

      “Symptoms of… what?” I ask, blinking as I turn my head to regard my father. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Everyone’s Connection is different,” my father replies, “so I don’t understand why they felt the need to bring the Holy Conduit’s health into this.”

      “What do you mean everyone’s Connection is different?”

      “It just is, Ember.”

      “What are you keeping from me?”

      “Nothing, dear. It’s just—no two people who Connect with our God report the same experience. Holy Conduit Curito claimed to have seen the stagnation of Utopia, and Holy Conduit Isabelle the construction of sky-towers before that. What the next Conduit might see may change our world for generations to come.”

      “This is about the protests,” I say, “isn’t it?”

      My father sighs, but nods and says, “Yes. It is.”

      “But… they aren’t just about expanding the city, are they?”

      “No. They’re not.” He stands, then, and begins to make his way toward the door.

      “Dad,” I say.

      He stops mid-stride. “Yes?” he asks, but doesn’t turn to face me.

      “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s nothing you should worry about, dear.”

      “You’ve been working longer hours than you used to,” I offer, sliding my legs over the side of the bed before leaning forward to face him. “Why can’t you tell me about your work?”

      “I’ve already told you: we’re working to develop methods to go beyond the walls.”

      “But something’s wrong,” I say. “This isn’t just about going beyond the walls anymore, is it?”

      “I—” my father starts, then stops before he can finish. He sighs, then, before saying, “No. It isn’t just about going beyond the walls anymore. It probably isn’t even that big a deal.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “The mechanical failures occurring throughout the city.”

      My lips curl into a frown almost instantly. “Mechanical… failures?” I ask. “What are you talking about?”

      “You know how the city runs primarily off solar power generated by the solar flowers along the walls, and you also know that the rainfall accumulates in special grates along the walls, which then convert that into power also. What you might not be aware of is the fact that certain mechanisms that have worked before have been… malfunctioning.”

      “How?”

      “It’s mostly just been lights on businesses, or touch screens acting up. But lately, the Metro System and its railcars have been taking longer to get to certain destinations. It’s… a problem we weren’t anticipating, which is why I’ve been so nervous about this upcoming Connection.”

      “You’re afraid our God’s going to tell us what’s happening,” I say, “aren’t you?”

      My father nods. “Yes, Ember. I am.”

      I can’t help but sigh.

      “A part of me fears that we’re nearing the end of our rope,” my father continues, “and that we’ll have to expand in order to save the city.”

      “And you’re worried that’ll cause… a problem.”

      “More like problems,” he replies, and reaches up to run a hand through his thick black hair. He appears to consider this only for a moment before saying, “You’re not the only one that’s scared.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make this all about me.”

      “Whoever’s chosen will have a heavy burden to bear. If it happens to be you,” my father then says, “I just don’t want to see you bear it alone.”

      “The Acolytes in the Illuminarium would help me; and I’m sure Curito wouldn’t leave me in the dark.”

      “No. I don’t think he would.” My father forces what is undoubtedly a fake smile. “Come on. We should eat. You have an early day tomorrow.”

      “Yeah,” I say, then rise and follow him into the hall. “I do.”
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