
        
            
                 
            
        

    
	
	
		Oliver Kostoff


		Eden Under Dome Chapter 1
	

  
 

  

  

  

  

  

  

	Oliver Kostoff

	EDEN UNDER DOME - Chapter 1

	All Rights Reserved © 2024

  

	© Oliver Kostoff, author

	© Darina Milanova, editor

	© Ina Dimitrova, English translation

	© Mario Petkov, cover art

  

	All rights reserved. Copying, publishing, or reproducing this book or parts of it, in any other form, without the written consent of the author is a violation of copyright and is punishable by law.

	
	 

	 

	 

	To everyone who does not respect any boundaries other than those of the known Universe.

	
I
The Ladder

	I wake up to a whiff on my face and open my eyes. The reddish sky above me slightly lightens as the sun's disk rises defiantly over the horizon. I lie in a smooth platter-like boundless sea. I stretch, straighten my legs, and move to a sitting position. The holographic image of sky, sea, and sunrise disappears, and I glance at the metallic surface of my Egg. I love my home.

	The Egg registers the changes in my vitals, indicating my awakening, then splits in half, lifting the metal hemisphere slightly and silently above me. Mother promises that when we grow up, she will reveal the secret of the Eggs. Today is a special day, and I am very excited. With a smile on my face, I jump out of the Egg onto the metal floor. At that moment, I hear Mother's mechanical voice:

	“Good morning, Gustav! Happy birthday! How did you sleep?”

	I take a look at the holographic image that appeared next to my room’s door. Mother is a tall woman, dressed in a navy-blue suit and high heels. Her smile, albeit holographic, is lovely. She tells us that when we grow up, some of our sisters will look like her.

	“Thanks! I feel wonderful, Mother. The sunrise this morning was very beautiful.”

	I head to the opposite corner of the room where the bathroom is. Standing within the fluorescent circle on the floor I take off my pajamas. The shower stall descends from the ceiling slowly and silently, and I find myself in a transparent partition. In seconds, thousands of water jets start showering me simultaneously from all sides. Mother calls this bathroom a portable hydro tangent. She assures us that someday we will know how it works and we will be able to construct one on our own.

	In less than a minute, the shower is done, and the water is replaced by warm air jets. By the time the bathroom retracts back into the ceiling, I'm perfectly dry. I turn around and press the wall panel that activates the clothes dispenser. The metal panel opens, and I see my navy blue, perfectly ironed uniform hanging on the hanger - a button-down shirt and a pair of creased pants with creases sharp as a knife. The outfit is completed by a pair of shiny boots. There are some weird bands on my shirt’s shoulders that Mother calls “epaulettes”. She explains that these patches come in different shapes and serve as marks of distinction in the adult world. On the left side of the chest area, there is also a colorful picture of a blue-green ball. Mother says that’s the Earth but refuses to discuss the matter any further.

	As I put on my uniform, I hear the metallic voice of the hologram:

	“Today is a very important day for you and your brothers and sisters. Prepare to receive answers to all the questions Father and I refused to answer before. The time has come for you to learn the truth.”

	“I can’t wait, Mother!”

	I can feel the euphoria rising inside me... It floods me so fast that it is about to explode out of my ears. I turn ten years old today. According to the guidelines I remember from the past four years of school, this date should mark the beginning of my personal development. What does that mean? I sincerely hope my tenth birthday marks the end of boredom. Mother and Father never seem bored - they are undoubtedly busy with all kinds of interesting things that occupy their heavily scheduled, sleepless lives.

	I slip on my uniform shirt and shoot an inquiring look at Mother. She replies:

	“The holiday uniform looks wonderful on you, Gustav!”

	I touch the control panel by the door, and the soft green light tells me it's unlocked. In a second, the huge panel in the metal wall lifts, and I happily step into the hallway of the Dormitory. There is a lively atmosphere; all siblings awaken in their Eggs at the same time. I see tiny Lin Dzu admiring her reflection in the mirrored wall of the hallway, neatly smoothing a few unruly strands of her perfectly combed hair, and then she turns to me. My sisters' uniforms look similar to mine, but instead of perfectly ironed pants, they wear pleated knee-length skirts. On the legs of the girls from the Dormitory, there are visible traces of our numerous adventures in the surrounding woods; the tall grass has scratched their skin while playing catch around the hills. I head towards Lin. 

	“Hi, Lin. Happy Birthday!”

	“Good morning, Gustav! Happy birthday to you too! I’m so excited … this Personal Development thing must be something great … I can’t wait to see Father.”

	Mother is all around us, smiling from the hologram projectors lined up in various places around the corridors. Her radiant smile always brings us peace. We often see her outside as well, where there are special places for projectors. She is always there when one of the children feels insecure, offended, or just wants to ask a question. Unlike her, Father visits us quite rarely. We saw him on the school projector for the first time when we began going to school four years ago. Since then, we only meet him on our birthdays. Perhaps that is why his image has such a magical appeal – our childish minds absorb his every word. To this day, I remember the first day of school when, in just half an hour, he revealed to us the charm of reading, writing, and arithmetic. By the time the speech was over and the hologram image disappeared, our childish imagination was already attributing all major adult accomplishments to these three skills. 

	“Yes,” I reply, “I hope that today will put an end to the boredom. I’ve been feeling as if something is missing for quite some time…”

	“What are you talking about, Gustav! Mother and Father do everything within their power to help us feel well. Besides, look at how many friends we’ve got. Our Dorm alone has about a thousand kids living here!”

	“I don’t know how to explain it to you, Lin, but I’m sure Father will. Anyway, shall we walk to the School together?”

	“Alright, Gustav. Give me your hand.”

	I take Lin’s hand, and we head down the spiral corridor. Both the disciplinary rules and the narrow hallways force children to move in pairs. I enjoy feeling Lin’s warm hand. 

	We pass dozens of metal doors running parallel on both sides, just like the one in my room. There is excitement everywhere - a child walks out of a room with his shirt still unbuttoned, and Mother urges him to finish dressing inside; a brother of ours is waiting for another brother so that they can walk down together. A little further down the corridor, we spot the dark, smiling faces of our sisters Seda and Ophelia, who start running, holding hands. At that moment, my peripheral vision catches Habib rushing past us. This child is always in a hurry, and Mother's voice keeps following him around, trying to persuade him to calm down. Then Habib takes the hand of our sister Natalia, his best friend, and slows down, casting a guilty look at Mother’s hologram. She nods understandingly.

	Despite the chaos that swirls around every door in the endless corridor, there is a general sense of happiness and excitement in the air. I can guess what lies hidden behind every smile or excited face. We all hope that Mother and Father will give us an extraordinary gift for our tenth birthday. I share my thoughts with Lin:

	“Do you think that maybe Personal Development class is a new Mathematics section? Last month, the curriculum ended right at the most interesting point. We saw how squares and triangles rotated so that we could get a cube and a cone, but I've always wondered what would happen if they rotated around their other axis? Besides, it doesn't seem logical that we can multiply numbers only up to a thousand when numbers are endless... I believe this year we will learn all about numbers and geometric figures...”

	“I don’t know … Personal Development sound like a new approach to eloquence to me… You know how sometimes you try to explain something to somebody, but they just don’t get it. I believe once we become Personally Developed, we will be certain that others will understand us. Who knows, we may even learn how to argue with Mother.”

	“I’m not sure about that. Mother and Father are adults, and they will always know more than us. Do you remember Hans? He didn’t trust Mother when she kept telling him he couldn’t have dinner twice…”

	“Yes, and nobody ever saw him again after he threw a stone at Mother on the hologram projector… Sometimes I wonder what happened to him.”

	“I asked Mother about him a few days after he disappeared. She told me not to worry about him and that she and Father took care of him.”

	“So, Hans is happy now. Maybe they gave him his Personal Development that same night so that he knows when he shouldn’t oppose Mother’s instructions.”

	As we move toward the exit of the Dormitory, the children's clamor starts quieting down little by little, and the commotion gives way to a slender line of pairs of children dressed in their strict blue uniforms. Mother's hologram urges us to sing a song that we've been singing since first grade. Our shoes thump on the Dormitory’s metal floor, following the rhythm of the song. The deafening "thump-thump-thump" makes us all feel safe amidst the crowd; a thousand children sing and march toward the exit in sync. That is my family.

	The line stops for a few seconds, waiting for the armored door to open. The huge hydraulic levers on each side raise the heavy gate, and the gate slides up with a piercing hiss. Through the widening gap under the door, we glimpse the greenery of our city. The view is amazing – there are two imposing trees in front of the entrance to the dormitory, and their crowns intertwine, forming a huge arch. We step outside to the accompaniment of the song, and the rhythmic marching sounds that echoed on the metal floor are replaced by an energetic, synchronized step on the concrete-covered alley.

	As we walk, I look up at the clear sky, glittering in blinding white under the rays of the two suns. The day is beautiful, and there is not a single cloud in sight. I can make out the outlines of the rest of the dormitories—metal buildings just like ours, their domes sparkling in the sunlight. Each of them is located on the top of a green hill, from which a path descends to the city. Mother calls them "self-sufficient life-sustaining structures" and assures us that one day we will find out what meaning lies hidden behind that strange name.

	About a thousand of our brothers and sisters live in each dormitory. As we all have birthdays today, lines of children are streaming downhill like springs and coming together in a big river under the rhythmic song and marching sounds echoing from every alley. The city is the birthplace of our Litter.

	Our city’s downtown hosts many buildings of different shapes and sizes. Some of them - such as the Kindergarten, the School, the Dining Room, and the Hospital - are well known to us. However, the rest of the buildings remain a true mystery. When we ask Mother or Father what these buildings are for, the typical answer is: 

	“You will find out when you reach the necessary level of Personal Development.”

	Mother’s holograms around town monitor the crowds of ten-year-old children with a hint of worry in her eyes. We pass a square concrete building towering about a hundred meters in height. Each child has a city map, and this building is labeled as the Archives on it. We are not sure what’s inside, but Mother keeps saying that it is the heart of our city. We often fantasize about the great things awaiting us inside. I am convinced there is an indoor shooting range where you can practice on holograms, or maybe a huge ice-cream warehouse. Lin is convinced that the building is a doll factory. 

	Our crowd pass it by and continue singing our anthem. We catch a glimpse of the Kindergarten as well – a huge round building we used to go to every day before we started school. I loved that place with all my heart – all my conscious memories stem from it. We haven’t had group activities there since we started school, but it nevertheless remains accessible to all children. My friends and I come here occasionally to have a laugh and remember the good old days, but I haven’t been inside for about half a year. Mathematics has been the queen of my thoughts lately, and I don’t think of Kindergarten times as often as before. 

	The School stands right beside the Kindergarten, my favorite place of all. The knowledge imparted by Mother and Father is extraordinary – numbers, geometric shapes, planetary holograms. A surge of excitement rushes through every time a new subject begins. There's an insatiable desire to learn more, as the world is endlessly fascinating. Thinking about the day when all the lessons will be mastered and there will be nothing left to study brings a twinge of regret. That fear was shared with Mother once, and she offered reassurance:

	“Gustav, knowledge has no depth. I promise you that there will never be a time when you know everything, and there will always be something more to interest you. Besides, your curiosity in learning speaks highly of your future opportunities as a Citizen. Father and I have some special plans for you!”

	I don’t know what those plans are, but frankly, I don’t care either. Stereometry hides enough secrets waiting for me to uncover. Mother and Father can share more about their plans for me whenever they decide to do so. 

	The School itself is a round building, similar to the Kindergarten, but much larger. It is made of glass that lets the sun's rays through and gives the impression that we are outdoors. The building’s huge volume is divided into 10 sections, like pizza slices, that house the children’s desks. Children coming from the same dormitory study together in one sector.

	There is a huge projector in the very middle of the School, on which Mother’s hologram teaches the lessons. I still remember the magic of the cube that the very same projector revealed to me – the extraordinary way to view a square in depth. 

	I keep holding Lin’s hand and let go of it only when we step through the School’s gate, heading to my designated desk. 

	The classroom is slightly tilted towards the center, and the desks are arranged in concentric circles around it. Every child has excellent visibility of the central hologram. The desks are situated about a meter apart from one another. In this way, the hall for ten thousand children looks spacious, with not a trace of chaos or unruly crowds. Besides, you can’t really chat with another child under Mother’s careful gaze when they are a meter away from you. Discipline is of utmost importance here, in this wide-open space, as any joke or word that is heard from a certain sector can spread like wildfire, and within seconds, all students will be laughing and losing concentration. If that happens, all classes stop until we calm down. We never get scolded for our laughter or mischief - Mother says that humor is just as important as knowledge. She even cracks a joke if children are looking bored or sleepy. 

	As Father has explained, teaching is done using a hybrid group-individualized model. This means that we always have access to two holograms – the huge projector in the center of the hall and a small hologram projector at each desk. We keep track of the class on the central projector, while the small one serves as a personal tutor that we can ask questions or engage for additional clarification. In addition, the small projector helps monitor discipline by making quips when children overdo the jokes and pranks.

	My spot is in the thirty-fifth row, South Sector. It glows in orange. Each of the four sectors has a different color because it is easier and more fun for the children. We are the Orange Tigers.

	I settle into my seat in a great mood. Interestingly, the height of the desk never changes compared to my height. Three years ago, when we first started school, my desk was just below my chest. But it still reaches the same spot at my body, despite me being 15 cm taller. When I take a good look at it, I understand why - it seems that Mother adjusts the height of the desk via telescopic feet so that the working area remains comfortable for me to use.

	The desk is a smart board about a meter long and 60 cm wide. The top left corner features Mother’s personal hologram projector – our constant companion in our educational adventures. She is always ready to clarify any detail or answer my questions. The rest of the desk is an interactive panel where I can write using an electronic pen, paint with an electronic brush, or press virtual buttons with my fingers. The content changes according to the subject I am studying at the moment. There is a small green button in the bottom right corner of the desk with a picture of a chair on it. When I press it, a chair quietly pops up behind me in the exact spot I need so that I can continue working while seated. We are allowed to sit on a chair for no longer than 30 minutes per hour. Mother claims that sitting for longer periods can cause irreversible damage to the spine. I’m not really sure what this means, but in science class last year, it was mentioned that the spine is an important organ that all children have. When the thirty minutes are over, the chair button starts flashing red, signaling that I have 10 seconds to stand up. Then, the chair retracts back into the floor. 

	There is a mobile workstation at the front of the desk that we sometimes take outside of the School building. It is a tablet twenty centimeters wide and ten centimeters long, but it can expand to four times its size if necessary. It is actually a miniature version of the smart desks that we use for homework or extracurricular activities. 

	But enough about the School – I’ve been here for three years and now know how every single thing operates and why. It’s time for the first class. 

	At 8.30 a.m., a beep marks the beginning of the first class of the day. We all turn to the central projector impatiently. In a few seconds, Father’s image appears, and all the children feel an adrenaline rush and joy at the same time. We get the chance to see Father so rarely.

	Father’s image deserves a brief description. He is dressed in a blue-gray uniform consisting of a buttoned-up shirt with a short collar and well-ironed pants. His epaulets have five stars on them, making his shoulders look huge. Just like in our uniforms, his pants cover black boots. Father is bald, and his head looks like an egg. His gaze is concentrated yet kind, and his lips almost smile. His expression makes us feel proud of everything we have achieved, but at the same time, to remain alert. The consequences of Father’s disappointment are not pleasant. Father starts talking:

	“Hello, children of mine!”

	Children’s chatter starts rising from every corner of the hall. Smiles are beaming from every desk, and we reply as if directed in a choir: 

	“Hello, Father!”

	“Children! Today is a special day. Let me congratulate you on your birthday! On this date, exactly ten years ago, your Mother and I observed the final stages of your birth. Within hours, the Birthing Hall was filled with baby cots. Ten thousand little ones breathed and cried for the first time. With great joy and hope, Mother and I raised the crying babies who started our Litter and gave meaning to our lives as parents. You are awesome!”

	An approving cheer erupted from all around. 

	“I wish each and every one of you to develop as a person according to their own choice. There is only one limit to your ambitions, and that limit is your own dreams. You can achieve anything if you want it strongly enough.”

	The children erupt in another wave of excitement. Students congratulate their brothers and sisters from the neighboring desks, hugging and kissing them. Father knows how to make us feel special. 

	“As you all know, today marks the beginning of your Personal Development. You’ve heard this expression a thousand times, but do you know what it actually means? I’m sure you have your suggestions. Some are close to the truth, others – not so much… But that is not a major issue. What matters is that Personal Development is to become a part of your life instinct when you leave this building seven years from now. A deep understanding of society’s functioning principles will be our main priority throughout the next subjects. Each of you must master the basic aspects of social structuring that will define your place within it. The Personal Development training will help show you the major governing framework of the Litter and then guide you to ideas on how to optimize it. These frames exist to outline the achievements in a given field and guide those interested in a direction for further improvement. Some established standards today can become bad practice tomorrow. Change is an integral part of progress. When you reach a certain level of Personal Development, you will be able to manage it. So… are you ready for you first lesson?”

	“Yes!” is shouted by everyone in the study hall.

	“Society is a system that includes all members of a given group or society, as well as the relationships and interactions between them. The members of our Litter are you – brothers and sisters with different genetic characteristics that determine your individual path of development. It is up to you to ensure the success of our Litter as a self-contained human colonial unit. Every single child here will define Society, and Society will shape each of its members. Personal Development is a science based on how you can derive as much as possible from a society within a lifetime while simultaneously contributing to it to the best of your abilities.”

	I hear excited chatter from the neighboring desks as the children start asking questions to the small desk holograms. I am quite surprised and a little bit disappointed that instead of another physics secret that could answer many of my questions, we get what…Social studies? Why is it so important to know how society functions? Don’t things just happen? Each of my siblings has their own interests and a place here, which, I suppose, means the system being discussed in this class is almost perfect. Devoting seven years of our lives to studying it seems excessive to me. I decide not to ask questions, despite the fact that Father’s personal tiny hologram is staring at me in anticipation. First of all, I trust Father very much, and if he says something is important, then it is. Secondly, I have found out that most questions get answered throughout the class anyway. Asking questions instinctively only confuses me and prevents me from thinking through the answers properly. That’s why I just smile and get ready to focus on the big hologram. 

	“The society you live in now will enter an interesting dynamic during the next few stages of your life. Up to this point, Mother and I have taken care of ten thousand wonderful children who receive everything they need and are encouraged to develop their interests in every possible way. Each of you has a unique mentality that allows us to start shaping the basics of our Society – the complex system that Mother and I have been creating over the past decade. We will keep on helping you build and improve the community of our Litter. In the next seven years, you will imperceptibly transform from anonymous participants in Society to its architects and main power source.”

	The hall goes quiet. Many of the children stare fearfully at the small hologram, wondering what question to ask. Some of them already feel the great power hidden in the words we just heard and smile a bit, eager to become architects.  I slowly begin to realize the importance of Personal Development and I’m glad I didn’t ask Father a stupid question earlier that would’ve only revealed my immaturity and impatience. 

	“Mother and I have high expectations for your personal development. You should expect less compromise from us if you don’t complete a report properly, misunderstand a lesson, or fail to show interest in any of the knowledge fields you choose. You will take your rightful place on the social ladder based on your achievements. We are going to apply an individualized approach to motivate each and every one of you, but I’m warning you that, at the end of the training course, staying motivated will become your personal responsibility.”

	I see many smiling faces. Everyone imagines they will motivate themselves easily with an extra cone of ice cream after completing a homework assignment. However, I notice some gloomy and pensive looks here and there. Maybe mine is not too different – I’m beginning to realize the full burden of the responsibility that Mother and Father expect from us once we graduate from school. The feeling of a huge load on my shoulders intensifies. 

	“I hope that some of you already understand the importance of the matter I am discussing with you today. Now, let’s slightly change the perspective and focus on the essence of Society. It is a social structure that defines the functioning and viability of our Litter. Our ancient ancestors from the planet Earth, whose image you wear on your uniforms, discovered the secrets of society over thousands of years and hundreds of generations. What is special here is they had no Parents, at least not in the sense of what we mean by parents nowadays. Yes, the ancient people were orphans in the face of science and progress. They had no one to help their children. The ancient people’s idea of what life’s true meaning was, was often no better than their children’s. Respectively, their opportunities to influence their children were extremely limited. At the beginning of human civilization, nobody knew what society was or what each person’s role was within it. Societies develop chaotically, based on the trial-and-error principle. And as we all well know, this approach involves many errors.”

	At this point, there are no more smiling faces in the study hall. All children are picturing the tiny human orphans from Earth, not knowing what they were doing there…

	“The mistakes that humans make on their way to societal development are numerous, and the severe consequences of some have caused trauma lasting for generations. Natural sciences develop parallel to social ones, but due to their higher evolutionary value, they always precede them. New raw material discoveries, methods of movement, and means of handling work tasks lead to constant turmoil in societal structures. Every social system is a direct derivative of the respective technological development stage. You can imagine how democracy would be difficult to maintain by hunter-gatherers in tribal-communal times. The same is true for capitalism and labor markets at the end of the 20th century; they would seem ridiculous from the perspective of the fully automated post-technical society of the 22nd century…”

	The children’s looks are filled with confusion, and the small holograms receive hundreds of questions within a few seconds. We had never heard of democracy and capitalism before. These must be imaginary figures from the fifth dimension! That’s awesome! Father probably expects this kind of reaction as he raises his hand authoritatively. All the children fall silent and focus on him again. 

	“Don’t pay too much attention to the terms I mention. They’re not particularly important but, if you’re interested, the ancient social studies database is open to you all. You can check every single detail you want. Democracy and capitalism were important social stages of society on the old Earth and resulted from people’s technological progress.”

	Just as I expected, to get answers to my questions, I have to simply wait. Perhaps the ability to ask questions at the right time is important for Personal Development.

	“There is only one key age in the whole development of humanity on the old Earth, and we want you to know it very well, regardless of your interests or position on the social ladder. There were many ages back then, and many of them were considered revolutionary by their contemporaries. Prime examples include the Industrial Revolution and the Bourgeois Revolution, among others. However, human life, at its core, remains largely unchanged. Life expectancy increases, as do entertainment and pleasure, but work intensity decreases.”

	I believe Father emphasizes the word Work on purpose. Everybody scribbles it on their desktops, with some underlining it several times. Father’s tone makes it clear that Work is a key term. It seems we are about to find out what Work means. 

	“You must all be asking yourself the question – what is work? And you are right to do so. This is a very important and complex term. For most of human history on Earth, work has been the sole purpose of every human being. Humans defined their individual quality of life by the volume and type of work they did. A given amount of work was used a bargaining chip. Any human activity was some sort of work in itself. Such societal organization began as early as the first civilizations when the measuring unit of a civilization’s greatness was the work capacity of all the individuals in that society. In early pre-informational societies, work was directly related to obtaining resources needed for individual and societal survival. We are going to refer to that as manual work just so it is clear. In the later stages of the post-industrial age, during the transformation to an information society, various others types of work emerged that were not directly related to resource mining, production, or maintenance of the commonwealth. Let’s call it mental work. People involved in it were able to demonstrate that manual work could be mechanized and automated. Automated resource mining and production systems were capable of larger production capacities compared to the humans involved in the process that used their hands to the same effect. As you might guess, that makes physical work practically unnecessary. A huge number of society members were marginalized and left with no work to do. 

	“There was no work for the people anymore!” Father’s voice raises dramatically. At first, I don’t understand why – it is abundantly clear from what he describes that neither I nor my brothers or sisters have ever worked. We haven’t felt the lack of work… So why did the ancients get margi-na-whatever-ized?

	“Society discarding the unemployed happens as a result of the interrelation between work and the meaning of life, deeply rooted for generations. Whole societal strata lost the point of their existence. As manual labor was no longer needed, it affected its priority status as a value in child rearing within just two to three generations. As usually happens in such major times of moral compass turmoil, this caused a revolution unprecedented in scale. It affects everyone and raises many questions. Imagine another parent showing up tomorrow and telling you that Mother and Father don’t exist. How would you react?”

	Worried sounds and stifled sighs scattered across the study hall. Father’s words achieved their goal, everyone is stunned. 

	“Do you remember that technical progress always precedes its social equivalent? When the Labor Revolution took over the whole planet, people already had the necessary technical means for destruction. With the push of a button or a simple voice command, an individual could destroy another individual, a piece of technology, a group of individuals, or whole societies. Power was unstable during those times and passed through many radical organizations and people. Radical units tried to stop the Revolution by all means possible – murders, wars, destruction of machinery and property. But the most they managed to accomplish was just to slow it down. I think it is important to mention that, due to the huge might of mass destruction weapons, humanity was on the edge of annihilating itself on many occasions. But in a few generations, people got used to the lack of physical labor. Part of the population was occupied in mental or intellectual work only. The other part of the population did not work but could benefit from the general welfare of society through a complex innovative payment system known as Universal Basic Income. It was a very simple idea at its core – a person could be a member of society under one condition: not to harm it. From that point on, the list of opportunities increased parallel to the merit of the mental work they did for society. That age ended the Labor Revolution.”

	As Father explains the Labor Revolution, the large hologram decreases in size, and the projector starts showing us images from a different world. Huge and heavy machinery move through a field, collecting crops. Queues of desperate people in old garments wait for a bowl of soup. A cone-shaped object with small wings at the back takes off from a hole in the ground, rises above the planet, and falls back down, leaving a huge mushroom cloud behind it. All dormitories for kilometers around are destroyed. A short spasm of fear rattles my body. The following images show crowds of people wearing nice clothes and looking happy. The cluster in groups around stands covered with all sorts of shiny items. There are large glowing signs above the crowd’s heads. 

	“There were a few prevailing tendencies with the generations that came after the Labor Revolution. To begin with, the inherent feeling of competition and people’s desire to own more and more led to a gradual but stable increase in the number of people engaged in mental work. After all, that was the only way for people to live their lives with more value. Meanwhile, it became clear that the basic maintenance of some machinery and systems still depended on the human factor, and that insight led to a new labor category – automated maintenance. Those employed in that field could rely on a small but constant bonus to their Income without having to go through the years-long training that mental work required.”

	Now the images show a large, well-lit hall full of people in white uniforms, going about their business. Some are talking in pairs; others are holding weird-looking tablets and clicking on them. There is a cylindrical platform in the middle of the hall, and another, absolutely identical one, is hanging above it. Between both cylinders, we can see a hologram of the double DNA spiral. In one of the corners of the hall, a group of people dressed in dark uniforms are standing in front of huge extended reality panels, performing weird movements on the interactive displays. 

	Father continues his story:

	“Meanwhile, a new category of labor evolved that used to be part of mental labor but had to be separated due to a few interesting paradoxes. The first issue was that any project or research and development activity had to be well-structured. The people working in this field worked in teams of various sizes, and the hierarchy in each one was proportional to that size. Large teams, operating with extensive resources and thousands of people, made complex planning and responsibility distribution and management structures obligatory. Naturally, management functions were the responsibility of the more senior and experienced team members. Each member had the opportunity to rise in the hierarchy, receiving more tasks and higher communal remuneration with every step they took. That model was functional until a research paper statistically proved the following paradoxes:

	Very often, a person’s effectiveness decreased the further up the ladder they went. Additional benefits were not enough to make up for the increased responsibility and task load. In certain positions, that negative tendency frequently threatened or at the very least significantly slowed down many projects. 

	However, there were also thousands of documented examples where new recruits, who accidentally ended up at a higher hierarchical level, contributed significantly to the whole team’s productivity. 

	This research led to the creation of a third kind of labor, accessible to people in the Post-Information Age. We call it Managerial Labor.”

	The projector shows new images from the same hall of people in white uniforms. This time, two people dressed in black, carrying no tablets, are moving among them, speaking to those dressed in white. A third person, dressed in a black suit, stands on a platform, pensively monitoring the people below. Small flying machines fly around the hall, assembling something in the center. 

	“It turns out that people in management positions need to possess completely different qualities to be successful leaders and manage their teams in a way that achieves optimal productivity. Although there has been a social stratum to manage the rest of the population throughout human history, it was never regarded as a profession. These people usually got into this position as a result of their contribution, through heredity, or accidentally. The prevailing concept among the Ancients was that people in management did not actually work. That is exactly why leadership qualifications were frequently neglected, and such individuals never got a chance to develop their qualities.”

	The projector starts showing videos one after another. The first one features a man dressed in a dark green, epaulet-adorned uniform, standing in the middle of a dug-out field. He is holding a binoculars in front of his eyes. At some point, his right hand drops the binoculars and rises, clenched into a fist. It is obvious that he is shouting something. In a few seconds, other people in green uniforms, holding oblong objects similar to metal rods with shiny tips, start emerging from the excavated ground. The epaulet-adorned man slowly lowers his tight-fisted arm and points forward to the horizon. Without hearing any sound, we all suddenly realize that the men in the projection are shouting something. Then everyone, except the epaulet-adorned man, rushes forward towards the horizon, waving the rods in front of their eyes…

	The next footage shows a man dressed in a dark uniform wearing a glittering diadem in his hair. He has a serious expression and is walking down a richly decorated corridor with many pictures on the walls. He strides gracefully on a floor covered with red fabric that, oddly, matches his uniform perfectly. His epaulettes hang off his shoulders, adorned with large blue stars. There are numerous metal badges on his chest. A couple of men, dressed in white shiny uniforms, march a few meters behind him. They look so alike they could be twins wearing the same uniform, carrying rods ending with tiny glittering metal tips. In a few seconds, the three men reach a huge gate that opens in front of them. They pass through it and come out on a beautiful balcony overlooking a vast city with many buildings. Thousands of people can be seen below the balcony, staring at the man with the golden diadem in rapt attention. As he approaches the balcony railing, the man waves and smiles warmly to the crowd…

	The last video, illustrating the state of the management profession in ancient times, features a woman with her hair tied in a bun, wearing a white shirt and gray uniform, completed by a tight skirt and high-heeled shoes. She is sitting behind a brown desk and speaking passionately into an info display. She suddenly rises from her chair and walks to the window behind the desk. She concentrates on the huge metallic buildings and lit advertisement panels. Then, she turns carefully and presses something on the info display. In a few seconds, another woman walks in, carrying a bottle and a glass on a platter. She places the platter on the woman’s desk and leaves. The bun-haired woman pours some yellowish liquid into her glass, takes a sip, and focuses on the info display again. She brings up two more displays with a single gesture, sighs from exhaustion, and then yells at one of them…

	“As you can see from the footage shown, even before the management profession was singled out as a separate labor category, people needed leaders. They appeared naturally. Anytime a situation called for organizing, someone from the team would assume the management role with the blessings of all his brothers and sisters, and as a result, could benefit from the fruits of their labor. This is how power hierarchy was born, and it is as old as human civilization according to historical written sources. The only way to go up the hierarchical ladder was through adequate intervention in manual labor, where expertise developed as a result of a continued execution of the same activities. A worker who had built roads all his life could easily become a leader of a group of newcomers to the profession.”

	The big projector shows people dressed in white shirts, wearing galluses and weird hats, pounding on metal tracks with huge hammers. A group of ten people works methodically under the scorching sun, while a man riding a large, four-legged animal waves his arms and yells from the side. This scene makes a strong impression on me, and I immediately check what this activity is. It turns out this was how the Ancients living in the 19th century mounted the tracks for the transportation machine called a train. 

	“After the Labor Revolution, when the paradoxes related to the selection criteria for managerial personnel were resolved, a team from the intellectual labor department laid the foundation for a managerial science as a way for the professional advancement of men. It turns out that the necessary qualities for good management staff is strictly defined and must be established, identified, and upgraded through a specific educational course, which is not inferior in volume and complexity to most disciplines in the field of intellectual work. It is believed that good specialists should have a basic knowledge of all mental disciplines and that too much concentration in a particular major is rather harmful. They paid a lot of attention to individual and group psychology. Only a generation after specially qualified managerial personnel was successfully appointed, all research and development centers enabled people to make a historic leap to a new evolutionary level.”

	I watch the projector in dismay as new images appear. A man with a warm smile, surrounded by dozens of people, is seated at a festive table with a cake on it. There are candles on top, shaped like numbers, and we can tell they are celebrating his 105th birthday. What is strange is that he doesn’t look any older than Father. 

	The second video shows a rocket floating in space above the Earth. Suddenly, a blinding light flashes from one of its sides, gradually turning blue as the rocket moves away at high speed. 

	The third video illustrates a human settlement on a foreign planet. Under a transparent dome, similar to the one above our Litter but much smaller in size, we see a few metal buildings, not particularly high. People dressed in strange uniforms walk around them. Outside the dome, the planet is just a gray desert, full of craters. I find out after a quick lookup that this is the Moon – a natural Earth satellite and the first step in the human interstellar journey. 

	“Technological advancement was particularly well-observed in the fields of automation and robotics. Separate automated devices that helped humans execute specific activities for centuries are being consolidated into complex systems of semi-autonomous artificial intelligence to manage entire industries and aspects of human life. You probably already guessed about such a system that you interact with every day…”

	The significant pause is met with agitated whispers. We have been trying to learn more about this for years. It has been clear to me forever that our Parents are not, and have never been, human, but now I hold my breath to hear Father’s secret…

	“Yes, you have guessed right. Your Mother and I are a perfect example of a system that controls every aspect of our Litter’s existence – from the moment it was created, through the construction of equipment and the life-sustaining systems, to your birth and upbringing.”

	Another visualization appears on the big projector. A large rocket flies towards a gray planet. After entering the planet’s atmosphere, it decelerates with the help of vertical vector engines and lands smoothly. A fleet of small chain-driven machines leaves the aircraft and starts terraforming. The recording speeds up, and in seconds, the tiny machines build the buildings we know so well – I see the school, the archives, the hospital. Then they create the dome under which we live. The space between the buildings soon turns green, with trees growing from the soil and gorgeous fields surrounding the buildings. The recording slows to regular speed and focuses on the Birthing Ward. We see Mother there, smiling at the baby cribs where ten thousand babies sleep peacefully…

	“We, your parents, are capable of providing a problem-free existence to a colonial unit for generations to come until the host planet’s life resources are exhausted.”

	These words connect the dots in my mind, and I finally see how Mother and Father manage to always be where they are needed. Mother is capable of calming down Marietta, who is worried about her exam the next day, using gentle words, while simultaneously scolding Lao Fu for kicking the metal base of one of the city hologram projectors. Mother is omnipresent because she can be in ten thousand places at the same time… And this is when a slightly disturbing thought occurs to me… Why do our Parents need us? They are independent and powerful… A vague answer to this question floats into my head. I remember Father’s definition of complex automatic systems that starts with the word SEMI-autonomous… The answer lies somewhere in there… There is no point in trying to clarify this immediately… I just write “semi-autonomous” on the desk with my electronic pen and circle the SEMI part. Father’s small hologram looks contentedly at my notes but says nothing.

	“Let’s go back to the history of our Earth ancestors. The consolidation of technology into complex systems tasked with executing increasingly difficult tasks led to the practical involvement of artificial intelligence in some mental activities. Combining human intuition with machine logic allowed humans to reach the pinnacle of their development on Earth. A thousand versions of the human future were modeled, but there was a single constant in all of them – the Earth’s limited resources and the solar system’s resource limits as well.”

	The projector shows the hall filled with the people dressed in black and white uniforms again. Bent over their monitors, the maintenance specialists wave their arms in a peculiar manner. A huge screen shows a table illustrating gradually declining values. A smaller screen is visible to the side, where a hologram strangely resembling Father is discussing something with a man in a white uniform. 

	“Although the potential energy in the solar system was immense, it eventually started running out. As a result, a number of wealthy people started the “Future” project, and that is the last piece of Earthly knowledge we are aware of. I would like you to think it over for a moment and answer the question, “Why did it happen that way?””

	The big projector displays a list of various answers:

	“Nothing interesting has happened since the Earth’s apogee.”

	“People disappeared after the resources were depleted.”

	“The planet was inadvertently destroyed as a result of a conflict between Earthly people and their Parents.”

	While reading the answers of the others, I also decide to share my idea. I write the words on the tablet, and in a second, my answer appears on the big projector, written in huge glittering red letters. 

	“Our Litter’s embryo left the Earth, and that is how we lost all ties with it.”

	I hear Father’s voice:

	“Well done, Gustav! You guessed it right, or maybe it’s more correct to say – you managed to draw a correct deductive conclusion from the facts you knew. Reminder to all – logical thinking and correct causal reasoning help us find solutions to all kinds of problems.”

	Father’s small figure on my desk smiles warmly and encouragingly. He raises his arms, and a small hologram star materializes above them, similar to the ones he has on his epaulets. With a light motion, Father sends it to the display on my desk, and the star rotates before landing in the top right corner. I have just received my first excellent mark in Personal Development! My whole face blushes from top to bottom, and I guess my proud smile is visible even in space… I need a few seconds to collect myself and concentrate on the lesson. 

	“… you understood, our Litter’s embryo detached from Earth civilization a long time ago. It could have been about a hundred thousand years since the moment the Embryo left the Solar System. But that doesn’t really matter. The Sun must have turned into a Red Dwarf during that time, and it is no longer capable of sustaining life in the system, at least not in the way the Ancients knew and relied on.”

	As Father continues his lecture, the projector visualizes a star system. The main star shines brighter and brighter until it suddenly expands in size, becoming a blinding light that engulfs a nearby planet. Everyone in the study hall gasps and freezes at the sight of that. Then the star begins to shrink, reaching its original size, and continues to shrink. In about ten seconds, what is left of it is an almost invisible black dot. 

	A scared whisper begins to sweep through the desk rows. Father has just revealed our origin’s secret amongst the rest of the lecture. And it turns out that our ancestors have disappeared, and we will never be able to find out what happened to them. That is not fair….

	“Calm down, children! The fact that we have no information from the Solar System after we left doesn’t necessarily mean something bad has happened to the people there. To cheer you up, I can offer you a few theories based on historical data. What has happened to the people on Earth? Over time, the human race has proven to be exceptionally resilient to all kinds of crises. The chance that a dying star has extinguished human life, especially considering the technological advances they achieved, is minimal. Humans had plenty of time to escape the Solar System and terraform another planet in a different star system. Or they may have gone underneath the Earth’s mantle to continue developing their civilization without solar energy. Or they may have achieved a Singularity status and ceased to exist in the third dimension. They may have sent out thousands of Embryos to the far ends of the Universe…or all of the above!”

	Father definitely knows how to cheer us up! We all begin to dream about space flights and setting foot on unknown planets… Or running into members of another Litter who have accidentally landed in a neighboring star system. 

	“To wrap up today’s lecture, I have to say that one of the subjects in the Intellectual Labor module, which will be accessible to you throughout your education, is Theoretical History. Those of you who participate in it will have the chance to use the calculating power that currently allows Mother and me to develop micro and macro society models, including that of the Ancients. Maybe some of you will find out the truth one way or another. But why am I telling you all this, and what does it have to do with Personal Development?

	It is time to clarify that the Litter’s technological and social development today is exactly at the level it was on Earth at the time of the Embryo’s deployment into space. You, first-generation colonizers, bear the responsibility to create a Society based on the best of Earthly practices but also one that will carve its own way. As Parents, we can only start your development as a civilization, but then we will be adoring the wonders you achieve, with pride and joy.”

	I begin to realize what is going on. Mother and Father know and can do a lot more than us… now. We are expected to build upon those skills, to broaden and exceed their ambitions. I feel a vague sense of purpose materializing from behind the unclear future veils, and that sends a shiver up my spine. 

	“Mother and I have one main priority for the upcoming years, and that priority is protecting your Society from different degenerative signs. By constantly modeling numerous options for societal development, we will seek to eradicate dangerous factors through a wide range of methods. You may consider some of them extreme, but bear in mind that any Parental decision is made based on a serious analysis of the inputs and outputs of each situation. There will come a time when you can dispute our decisions, even choose not to abide by them. It is entirely up to you when this time comes. We all work in the pursuit of one goal together – constant Litter evolution through constructive changes in the individual qualities of each one of you.”

	I notice that some of the children are starting to get distracted. Artyom, at the desk next to mine, has drawn a shapeless star on his tablet and is just starting on a second one. The small hologram in front of him looks at him with understanding. 

	“I can see you are already tired. Personal Development is a complex and unfamiliar subject for you. I will finish the class with the last, but not least, topic for today. What do you think is the most significant social phenomenon that has caused people to constantly invent new things and strive to expand the goals already achieved?”

	This mental exercise focuses us again. The children in the study hall start writing on their tablets with pensive faces. Some of their answers are visualized on the big projector:

	“People want more and more things and are not satisfied with what they have achieved…”

	“Each new discovery leads to new questions…”

	“Humans want to be better than Artificial Intelligence…”

	“Discoveries age quickly…”

	“The lack of progress is a prerequisite for demise…”

	“Individuals want to be superior in society…”

	This time, none of the answers are marked as correct. I am not writing because I am still excited about receiving the star, and I don’t want to risk giving a wrong answer. After a few seconds, Father starts speaking again:

	“All answers on the screen have some truth to them. Thank you, children! Your ideas are leading us toward understanding the nature of competition as a societal phenomenon.”

	As I write down the word konpecticion on the tablet and highlight it so that I can research it later, the projector starts showing new images. We see two people dressed in strange clothes standing behind stalls covered with delicacies. This was an ancient market where people obtained what they needed by paying with an artifact called money. Both stalls have signs with the number 5 written on them. The goods offered by both merchants seem the same. People pass by either stall, and everyone leaves with something tasty. At some point, the person behind the right stall changes the number 5 to 4. Then clients start lining up in front of his stall and buy even more of the sweet temptations. Meanwhile, as there is no one in front of the other stall, the tradesman leaves and returns with a full platter of his products, which are now bigger and fancier. People start buying lots of them and leave smiling. The other tradesman gets up, kicks his stall, pushes everything to the ground, makes a threatening gesture toward the first tradesman, and leaves the frame. The first tradesman then changes his sign to show 7. And the clients keep on buying his delicacies…

	“I hope these images help you understand what competition is in its pure, core form. It arose in the pre-industrial ages as a quest for perfection. Any goods or services offered to society have a particular quality and price. It is up to the customers to determine whether that price and quality are acceptable. Often, some individuals stand out in society by managing to offer a similar service at a better price. In market conditions, they can effortlessly replace the provider of an item that is not competitive. This means consumers may obtain it from another individual under better conditions.”

	The next video shows two space rockets ready for launch from their base. One of them is decorated with unknown red marks. On the body of the other rocket is a blue ball that looks like the Earth. The two rockets take off, but I soon notice that one of them is lagging behind. The faster one reaches the Moon, and the slower one goes out of frame. 

	“Competition is one of the few social phenomena that have existed since the dawn of humanity. It manifests on many levels – there is competition between individuals, groups of individuals, and even civilizations. Often, the competitors are more than two, which complicates the situation even further. In short, competition is an expression of the human pursuit of perfection. Most of the major technical breakthroughs in the course of civilization resulted directly from various attempts to obtain competitive advantages.”

	The projector starts quickly showing images and short holoclips. We see ancient people in strange metal robes drawing huge bows, raining down arrows on their enemies. Then a metal workshop appears, where an assembly line moves parts between individual workers. A steam locomotive puffs out clouds of smoke as it drifts across the prairie. An ancient man holds a small tablet to his ear and whispers something with a slight smile. Finally, we see again the rocket that launches the little machines to terraform our Litter’s planet. 

	“In the course of various ages, many of the Earth’s leaders have tried to subdue competition, even in some cases to eliminate it. But they’ve always failed.”

	The projector is now showing an ancient man with a bald head and a goatee, speaking in front of a huge crowd. The next image illustrates many people demolishing a wall covered in all kinds of writing with their hammers. Then I see another person with a scar on his forehead shaking hands with a man dressed in a dark suit. In the end, the projector shows a lit red flag that burns and disappears. 

	“As competition is a phenomenon that has accompanied human societies on Earth since ancient times, people in the post-information age decided to study it from a plethora of scientific perspectives. It turns out, competition was one of the prime evolutionary advantages and as such, it has become a fundamental paradigm for the humans on Earth. The institutionalization of competition enhances the speed at which the peaks of technical science are reached. Most likely, it has contributed to the next evolutionary levels in human development that we are unaware of. That is why we need to pay a lot of attention when studying this phenomenon in our course. You are expected to compete individually, in groups, in sectors, and in industries – in every respect. But you also need to be aware of the dark side of competition.”

	A woman with a sad face appears on the projector, pouring an amber-colored liquid into her glass and drinking it slowly. Then a man in a dark suit with a thoughtful expression hesitantly signs a document and hands it to another smiling person. He then turns and jumps over the banisters of a tall building. A man in an army uniform with epaulets signs a document, takes off his cap, bends slightly forward, and leaves the hall. The children are watching the projector in fear, and I am on the verge of turning pale…

	“Competition is merciless, and its victims pave the road to society’s progress. You will win and lose competitive battles, and after each one, you need to come out stronger. As Litter members, you need to know that losing a competitive battle will not lead to your physical demise. You will always be able to move to a lower level on the societal ladder, rethink your mistakes, and strike again. Remember that society always ensures your physical survival. The question is how far up the ladder you can get. 

	I hope that in this first lesson I was able to explain how your future will develop and what the main priorities will be for each of you. It’s time for a public question session.”

	I feel a lump in my throat as Father’s last words startled me. It doesn’t seem like I am the only one who feels that way as questions start pouring onto the big projector. 

	“Doesn’t competition mean that brothers and sisters will not be equal?”

	“They will have equal opportunities, but whether they achieve equality is up to them. Relying on societal equality is a sure way to lose a competitive battle. “

	“How can we be sure that we can be equal?”

	“Equality is an opportunity, not a privilege. Even though you were all born with equal opportunities, competition will create a societal dynamic that is a prerequisite for constructive development.”

	“What will happen to those who fail to achieve equality?”

	“Equality is a relative concept. You will always have equality with some and not with others.”

	“That means there are lots of types of equality. So what exactly is equality?”

	“Equality is a way of self-perception. A person feels equal to people who have similar ambitions to theirs. Ambitions will define the step you will be on in the equality ladder, and there will be battles to win to get you there.”

	“How many steps are there on the ladder?”

	“It is an unknown number. Over the years, the productivity of each of you will be measured according to different criteria. You will have tasks to complete, individually or in a group, so that we can pinpoint particular features of your character. The data we collect will help us evaluate each and every one of our children. In the next seven years, any activity of yours or lack of reaction will be recorded and stored in the archives. By the fifth year, we expect to have an answer as to how many steps the ladder will have, and the number of people on each step will equal.”

	“What if I end up on a step I don’t want to be on?”

	“The criteria for moving up the ladder will be published soon after we establish the exact number of ladder steps. You can change the step you end up on if you know where you want to be and have the necessary motivation to get there.”

	“Doesn’t that mean that the largest number of children will be found on the top steps? Some steps will be quite desolate…”

	“The ladder is magical, and new steps will be added sideways. If there is no one at a given step, it will disappear.”

	“When I choose a step, can I remain there forever, along with all my friends?”

	“You will stay for as long as you deserve to occupy a spot on it. Equality is recognition of merit, not a given.”

	“What if I want to be on a step that doesn’t correspond to my equality?”

	“You will have enough opportunities to prove you deserve to be on that step. If you don’t take advantage of them, it means you obviously don’t want it badly enough.”

	“Is it possible for my brothers or sisters to push me away from the step if they don’t want me there?”

	“They can try, of course. Competitive battles may have various outcomes. You will have the chance to protect your spot, and to do so, you will have to fight back.”

	“Father, that sounds scary… Won’t that make us turn on each other? We will live in constant fear that a friend of ours may take our spot…”

	“One of the objectives of the Personal Development course is for you to learn how to distinguish between productive competition, which will take you to new heights, and competition resulting from the lowest of human feelings, which, unfortunately, you will also get to know. For homework, please look up the following terms: envy, jealousy, revenge, snitching. Although competition can lead to such low feelings, you need to learn to control and manage them.”

	“Father, are you sure some of us won’t turn into bad people?”

	“That is a great question, May Lin! Unfortunately, I cannot give a precise answer as there is no objective definition of the term “bad person”. An individual may seem good to himself but bad to others, or be perceived as good by some and bad by others. There will be times in your life when you encounter bad people or when the majority perceives you as a bad person. It is all very subjective.”

	I can’t control myself anymore and join in with a question that immediately pops on the big projector. 

	“Since we all went through the same Personal Development course with our Parents, isn’t it logical that we will have a similar idea of good and bad?”

	“The main objective of the course is to develop and shape your individualism. We were not created to bring up society members of one kind only. Each of you will go your own way, which means you will have a more or less varied moral compass. Of course, the grounds for your morals will be taught to you from an objective perspective based on the best practices of the ancient world. For homework, please look up the Ten Commandments of the Earth religion called “Christianity”, as well as their interpretations in the post-information age. If you execute the task well, your personal principles will be based on similar moral grounds as a framework but will also undergo many transformations throughout your life.”

	Father’s image appears on the big projector right after this answer, marking the end to the Q&A session. He finishes the class with the following words:

	“You asked me a lot of great questions, which means I succeeded at drawing your interest to the matter. I am happy with your performance today. In the next classes, we’ll reveal the secrets of competition and find out how we can outdo others without creating hostility. Remember, our goal should always be our own personal development, not suppressing others. If you pay attention in class and focus on the psychological processes that will be running in your children’s heads, I promise you that we will build a Society together that will ensure the future of the colonial unit for your children and grandchildren. See you soon!”

	Father’s image fades away, and the break begins. We all slowly make our way to the exit. For the first few minutes, we walk in silence, thinking about the lesson. I feel like I’ve been doused with ice water. I see Lin Dzu’s pretty head in the distance and head towards her. As soon as she sees me, she smiles and reaches out with her gentle hand. I hold it, and its warmth spreads all over my body. Within seconds, I’ve already forgotten about the gloomy Personal Development lesson. Lin Dzu says:

	“That was a weird class, don’t you think?”

	“Indeed. This time Father outdid himself, surprising us”, I reply and smile, already in a good mood.

	“Aren’t you scared? Everything we heard sounded as if it was the end of our merry games and carefree childhood…” 

	“Scared? No!” I bravely reassure her, as if I have completely forgotten the mood I was in when I left the study hall. “Aren’t you tired of this childishness? It is time to do something more interesting that would make Mother and Father proud.”

	“I don’t know. I think I would love to play catch with the kids from the Dorm for years without getting bored of it.”

	“I didn’t hear Father forbidding games. We’ll have as much fun as we want once we do our homework…”

	“I suppose so… The question is, rather, will we want to?”

	“Ugh…” is the only thing I can utter, as I can’t find a meaningful answer…

	At that moment, Mehmet from the Dormitory comes running to us. Grinning from ear to ear, he steps on my foot first, then on Lin Dzu’s, and runs away. We let go of each other’s hands and rush after him with maddened shouts. The game of catch has begun.

	After the break, the next class begins. Our schedule for today is Stereometry, Trigonometry, and Human language. The classes are interesting as always, especially Stereometry. Mother explains to us the structure of the tapered pyramid and how that shape can be applied to everyday life. A rotating model of the pyramid draws our attention to the big projector, and I begin to listen carefully and take notes. By the end of the school day, I have completely forgotten about the first class in Personal Development.

	On the way out of School, Lin Dzu runs up to me and grabs my hand. We head towards the Dorm with our heads held proudly high to the sounds of a school march. I want to get back home as quickly as possible so that I can do my homework and then go play with the other kids. Some of my friends prefer to have fun right after school and do their homework before bed. Over the last year, Mother has allowed us to make our own schedule outside school, so everyone does what they want. The condition is that everyone has finished their homework by the next day. But there are always children who “don’t have time” for homework. Since we don’t get punished very strictly, everybody “forgets” about that unpleasant task from time to time. Even I have shown up without homework in Human Language for a couple of reasons. First of all, that subject is not very interesting to me as it requires too much writing of never-ending, repetitive words, phrases, and sentences. Mother believes that a language, be it a mother tongue, can only be learned in this way. Secondly, on days with more homework than usual, I don’t hurry up to do it. Instead, I often join a hastily formed hide-and-seek group after school, hiding for hours in the bushes and forests around the Dormitory. When I get back home later, I am so exhausted that I only have time for a shower, a quick bite for dinner, and then go to sleep.

	When I go to school with incomplete homework or absolutely unprepared, Mother scolds me. Her tone of voice changes to reflect the severity of any violation. If she asked me with a smile not to miss doing my homework the first time, by the fourth time, her voice is already stern, and she warns me that is my final notice before there are consequences for my behavior. I have never seen the hologram so angry before. I know that a hologram can’t hit me and can’t really do anything to me, but it still seriously freaks me out. That’s why I try not to show up to school unprepared. 

	While thinking about these details, I don’t realize we have actually reached the Dorm. We enter through the huge gate and head up the spiral corridor that leads to our rooms. We pass by Lin’s room first. She lets go of my hand and hugs my shoulders as strongly as she can. 

	“What is the plan for later?”

	“I will spend two hours on my homework and go play after that. I can come pick you up, and then we will join the others.”

	“Sounds great! I will be ready. See you later!”

	“Bye!”

	I continue up the hall to my room. As soon as I get there, Mother’s hologram greets me at the door with a smile:

	“Welcome home, Gustav! Your dinner is ready. I’m sure you’ll like it.”

	The room smells really delicious, and I am always hungry after school. I open the big dishwasher cupboard and take out a large bowl. I look at it quite pleased, imagining it filled with something tasty. I take the bowl to the food dispenser and open it. An appetizing smell of rice, spices, curry, and something else bursts into the room. 

	Everyone in the Dorm gets unlimited volumes of tasty and fresh food, thanks to a combination of hydroponic agriculture done underground and the synthesis of protein products. Each child has a food dispenser from which they receive a portion at certain times of the day. If we don’t manage to eat the entire portion, the leftovers are recycled and used in the food synthesis process. Mother says the Litter follows the zero-waste production principle. My brothers and sisters receive dishes that match their tastes and needs. Nobody is forced to eat things they do not like. 

	I use the big serving spoon to fill my bowl halfway from the dispenser with delicious steamed rice. Then I use my chopsticks to carefully arrange a few protein cubes on top of it. Finally, I pour a generous serving of tomato curry and inhale the appetizing aroma of what I have created. Mother always knows what I like. 

	I take my chopsticks again and start eating. I eat slowly and enjoy every bite, wondering what the other children are having now… I have heard that some of them do not like rice. That is impossible! I finish my entire bowl and go for a second serving. I mix the ingredients well and eat the second serving to the last bite again. Then I leave my cutlery in the dishwasher cupboard and push the “end of lunch” button on the dispenser. What’s left of my tasty lunch goes to the recycler so that new delicacies can be produced from it. 

	Then I sit at my desk and turn on the portable homework tablet. I unfold it to its maximum size and look at my task list: analyzing beveled prisms, an essay on “Catch or Hide-and-Seek”, “Decimal Operations” … and at the very end – the question “What is Personal Development?” Right next to the task, I see the familiar greenish-blue ball that, as we learned today, is called Earth. All of a sudden, the emotions from the first class of the day creep back into my mind. I have been lost in the dream of childhood for a few hours, enjoying my best friend’s company and the mysteries of Stereometry, but reality returns with a jolt. We are growing up, and our Parents have serious plans for us. They want to turn us into something larger and greater than themselves. And that is both exciting and horrifying at the same time…

	I ignore my other tasks and start on the Personal Development homework, determined to get it off my daily list as quickly as possible. The task is quite broadly formulated, but as far as I can understand, our Parents want to gauge what we have grasped from the first class and how we feel after everything we heard or saw. I begin writing:

	Personal Development, as presented to us on our tenth birthday, is a new science concerning how children become members of Society. We are expected to continue our ancestors’ civilization from a distant planet with an unknown destiny. If the Ancient’s plan succeeds, the Society we build will be based on their achievements, and this is how a new human culture will be established in our colony. As the secrets of competition work in our favor, we have excellent chances to become even more advanced than the civilizations on Earth… I would like to say that I understand the responsibility that falls upon me and my brothers and sisters, but, in fact, I am quite scared…

	I re-read my last sentence and quickly delete it. I know what Mother and Father are capable of, but I’m not sure whether I managed to delete the words before they read them… There’s nothing more I can do, so I just click on the virtual “submit” button. The Personal Development task disappears from my homework list, and I proceed with the beveled prisms…

	Exactly two hours later, the homework is done, and I get ready to go out and play. I go to the clothes dispenser and press the metal button to open a drawer, from which I retrieve a T-shirt and shorts. I change out of my holiday uniform into my play clothes and head to Lin’s room. I knock on the door, and she opens it with a smile. She is wearing the same T-shirt as me, but instead of shorts, she has on a skirt. 

	“Are you ready? We can take some time off now!”

	“Yes, Gustav. I just finished my Personal Development homework…”

	She steps out of her room, and I ask:

	“How did you like the task? What did you write?”

	“I tried to use Father’s words… But when I was finished and read it later, it didn’t sound right… I don’t get it - why can’t we play our whole lives?” 

	“I suppose we can. And we can start doing that today!”

	I rush down the corridor, and she follows me. Within minutes, we are outside and immediately join a group of children tossing a ball around the grass patch. We play with the ball for about an hour, then switch to hide-and-seek, and finally, we sit under a tree to play holo-cards. We are laughing lightheartedly, but the word “competition” keeps popping up in my mind. I am having fun with my competitors! That thought makes me pause and reflect, and I guess it shows on my face, as Lin Dzu gives me a puzzled look. I quickly clear my head from these dark thoughts. 

	Do the others feel the same way? Does Lin Dzu see me as a competitor and a potential threat? 

	By the time we finish the long game of holo-cards, our bedtime approaches. Mother’s hologram asks us to go back home, but we play one final round, which I win. The feeling of winning is strange. Have I just won a competitive battle? I guess Father is proud of me now…

	After the game, Lin Dzu and I head back home. We are tired and don’t talk, we just give each other a hug in front of her room’s door. I return to my room and press the clothes dispenser’s button again. This time, a white pajama is waiting for me in the drawer. I take it and head to the bathroom.  After taking a shower and brushing my teeth with an ultrasound toothbrush, I put the pajamas on and enter my Egg.

	I stretch out on its metallic bottom, which is nevertheless soft to the touch as it hugs my body. I look up and see that I am lying on a fine-sanded beach as the sun disappears below the horizon. The hologram and my exhaustion from a day full of events make me sleepy. I think of Lin Dzu’s beautiful smiling face and her soft black hair. She is my best friend, and I have always felt wonderful with her… until today. All evening, I’ve felt like I wanted to share something with her, but she would never understand. That makes me feel lonely. This feeling is gradually replaced by calmness as I fall asleep on the Egg’s tropical beach.
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	My name is Oliver and my favorite question is “What 
if.. ?” I enjoy exploring the mind games that push the boundaries of reality. My passion is reading and writing fiction that defies the rules of our world, because reality is too boring to stick to when it comes to having fun. Our potential to break free from the framework of reality, at least in our dreams and nightmares, is as vast as the universe.
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