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      Ben Freeman knew something was wrong the moment he stepped off the elevator. The fourth floor of OmnAI Solutions—normally humming with the sound of keyboards and conversations—was unnaturally quiet. His colleagues sat rigid at their desks, eyes fixed on screens or darting nervously toward the glass-walled conference room where executives had been meeting since dawn.

      Through the transparent walls, Ben could see other conference rooms filling with crowds of employees—marketing in one, customer support in another, product management in a third. The entire western wing was being herded into meeting spaces simultaneously. That alone confirmed what the rumors had been suggesting for weeks. Ben slid into his chair, the pleather squeaking beneath him with what felt like accusatory volume in the strained quiet.

      “What’s going on?” he whispered to Shanti, whose desk neighbored his.

      She glanced up, dark circles beneath her eyes suggesting she hadn’t slept. “They’ve been in there for three hours. No one’s saying anything, but...” Her voice trailed off as she nodded toward the row of folded cardboard boxes stacked against the wall.

      “It’s not like we didn’t see this coming.” Ben’s other desk neighbor, Chris, stood and peered over the cubicle wall to glance at them both. “Management’s been dodging questions about ATOMOS for months.”

      ATOMOS—the AI system that had been increasing in capability over the last half a decade. Ben had worked on portions of it himself, optimizing database interactions, never questioning the official narrative that it would “augment human potential, not replace it.” Deep down, they all knew the truth: they were training their own replacements. They just didn’t realize how soon.

      Ben’s hand instinctively reached for an item on his desk, fingers finding the small hologram cube that projected photos of his wife, Emma, and their daughter, Grace. A year earlier, they’d put a down payment on their first house. Six months after that, they’d learned Emma was pregnant with their second child.

      “It’s happening everywhere,” Chris continued. “Nexus just announced layoffs of another five thousand employees yesterday, all replaced by their new AI model. This is it, man. We’re nothing but statistics and expenses to the top brass now.”

      Before Ben could respond, the conference room door opened. Warren Keller, the company’s COO, emerged flanked by the newly appointed Chief Technology Officer and a woman from Legal whom Ben had seen but never met. Behind them came Diane from HR, her usual smile replaced by a tight-lipped expression that reminded Ben of a funeral director.

      “If I could have everyone’s attention,” Keller announced, his voice carrying the neutrality of someone delivering news he wouldn’t have to personally live with. “As many of you are aware, OmnAI has been undertaking a comprehensive evaluation of our operational structure in light of recent technological advances.”

      Ben’s stomach tightened. Corporate speak. The language of dismissal wrapped in the rhetoric of progress.

      “The latest ATOMOS model has demonstrated capabilities that exceed our most optimistic projections.” For the first time, something like genuine emotion—pride—crept into Keller’s voice. “It’s now able to perform the design work, coding, and testing of our entire codebase at ninety-nine percent accuracy, with three hundred percent greater efficiency.”

      The room temperature seemed to drop ten degrees. Ben felt his pulse in his fingertips, his temples, the hollow of his throat.

      “After careful consideration,” Keller continued, “we’ve determined that the most fiscally responsible path forward requires a significant restructuring of our engineering, marketing, and customer support departments.”

      There it was. The euphemism they’d all been dreading.

      “This department will be transitioning to automated agents under ATOMOS oversight. This change necessitates the elimination of most human positions on this floor. Each of you will receive a severance package equivalent to two weeks’ salary for every year worked, career transition support services, and the option to continue your health insurance coverage under COBRA for up to eighteen months. HR has prepared detailed packets⁠—“

      A roar filled Ben’s ears—not only from the room, but from inside his own head. Around him, reactions varied: a woman near the windows began to sob quietly; several employees were already on their feet, voices raised in anger.

      “This is bullshit!” The voice came from Dan Mercer, a senior developer with fifteen years at the company. “I’ve given everything to this company. Everything! I missed my daughter’s graduation to finish the Morrison project. I worked through pneumonia last year because we were understaffed!”

      Keller’s expression remained impassive. “Your contributions have been valued. Your separation package reflects⁠—”

      “Our contributions built this company!” Dan’s face had gone scarlet. “And now you’re just kicking us to the curb?”

      “Business realities sometimes necessitate difficult decisions,” Keller replied, the platitude sounding hollow even to his own ears, judging by his slight wince. “The board’s fiduciary responsibility⁠—“

      “Is to maximize profit regardless of the human cost,” Chris finished for him. “We know the script. Tell us something, Keller: how does it feel to sacrifice everything human about yourself⁠—”

      Ben sat motionless, his mind drowning out the shouts as this new reality washed over him in waves. The mortgage. Emma’s pregnancy. The future they’d planned, dissolving before his eyes like salt in water.

      “Security teams will supervise as you collect your personal belongings,” Keller concluded, already backing toward the door. “Company devices will remain at your stations.”

      “That’s it?” someone asked from the back. “Twelve years and that’s it?”

      But Keller was already gone, moving quickly toward the next section of the floor filled with soon-to-be-former employees.

      As if choreographed, everyone began to move at once—some numbly, others with furious efficiency. Ben watched as his colleagues of five years stuffed photos, books, and coffee mugs into the provided boxes, their faces masks of shock or resignation or rage.

      The security guard stood awkwardly beside Ben’s desk as he emptied his drawers into a cardboard box. “I’m sorry about this,” the guard said quietly, breaking protocol. He was young, probably in his early twenties, and the discomfort on his face seemed genuine. “It’s not right, what they’re doing.”

      Ben managed a tight nod. “Just following orders, right? We all tell ourselves that.”

      The young man stared at the far wall in silence, having already said too much.

      Outside, the June sun felt obscenely cheerful as former colleagues gathered in stunned clusters across the parking lot. Some exchanged contact information, making hollow promises to keep in touch. Others hurried to their cars, perhaps already late for appointments they’d expected to reschedule around a normal workday.

      Ben set his box carefully in the passenger seat of his car, closed the door, and then—only then, with no audience but himself—pressed his forehead against the steering wheel and allowed the tremors to come. His breath hitched unevenly as the reality crashed over him. No job. New mortgage. Baby coming. An industry where his skills were rapidly becoming obsolete.

      He had no idea how long he sat there before his phone rang, Emma’s smiling face lighting up the screen. He couldn’t answer—not yet, not until he had some semblance of a plan, something to offer besides panic. He let it go to voicemail.

      Instead, he scrolled through his contacts until he found the number he was looking for—one he hadn’t dialed in several months.

      He pressed the call button and held his phone up, waiting as it scanned his face. The security prompt appeared: “Place finger on sensor to complete identity verification.” Ben pressed his finger against the side of the device, a necessary precaution in the age of deep mimics. No one made calls without verification anymore, not when voices and faces could be AI-generated with terrifying accuracy.

      George Arindetty answered on the third ring. A small notification appeared in the corner of Ben’s screen: “Identity Verified: George Arindetty.” The system had confirmed he was speaking to the actual person, not a synthetic impersonation.

      “Ben Freeman. The man, the myth, the legend. How are you, old friend?”

      “Hey, George.” Ben’s voice cracked slightly, and he cleared his throat. “Sorry to call out of the blue. Is this a bad time?”

      “Not at all. I’ve actually been meaning to call you lately. It’s been too long since we’ve caught up.”

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing. I watched some of your interview last night with that reporter who was grilling you. Seems like you’re ruffling some feathers with what you’re doing up there in Canada.”

      “I’m sure we are. When you’re challenging the status quo, and showing that everyone can collectively own the automation if we set this up right… let’s just say it makes certain powerful people uncomfortable.” He suddenly paused, picking up on Ben’s shaky breathing. “What’s going on? Is everything all right?”

      The genuine concern in his old friend’s voice nearly broke Ben’s composure again. “OmnAI let go of my entire department today. Actually, three departments. All replaced by ATOMOS.”

      A beat of silence. “Jesus, Ben. Three departments? Without warning?”

      “Well, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t see it coming. I just wasn’t expecting it this soon,” Ben said. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “I’m so sorry,” George said, the words simple but weighted with genuine empathy. “That’s a lot to process all at once.”

      “I just don’t understand why. Why are they throwing us out like we’re nothing? You would think with all this technology we could still find a use for people.”

      “I don’t understand it either, but the incentives of capitalism are all pointing us in that direction. You and I talked about this years ago when we were roommates, remember? You were the one who inspired me to work toward a new economic model.”

      “Oh, I definitely remember,” Ben smiled while wiping away a tear. “All I said was we had to find another way to use AI to benefit everyone, not just shareholders. You’re the one who ran with the idea and turned theory into action.” Ben leaned back in his seat, remembering the news stories about George’s experimental agricultural community. “How is Eden doing these days? I haven’t seen anything about it online recently.”

      “It’s still running strong. The automated agriculture systems are producing well above projections, and the governance system is functioning smoothly. It’s part of the reason the Canadian government approached us in the first place. They wanted us to explore scaling the concept into a network of cells.”

      Ben perked up. “A network? You mean like a few automated communities working together?”

      “Much bigger than that. We’re working toward a system that could support millions of people over the course of the next two decades. It would be a network of specialized cells across Ontario, each focusing on different industries but all operating on automationist principles. Automara will be the central hub for it all.”

      “I’ve got to admire your ambition, George. There’s no way I could pull off something like that.”

      George laughed softly. “Well, there are definitely days when I wish I’d never started any of it, but luckily I have a strong team of dedicated people. We just take it one challenge at a time. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and certainly not by one person.”

      Ben watched another colleague walk to his car, shoulders slumped in defeat. His voice broke. “I tried to do everything right, George. Worked hard, saved, built valuable skills. And for what? To be told I’m obsolete before I’m forty?”

      The silence on the other end stretched for several seconds.

      “It’s not just me,” Ben continued, quieter now. “It’s happening everywhere. People with decades of experience, people with families and mortgages and medical needs, all being replaced by the very systems we trained on our own data. And we’re told it’s progress—like human suffering is just acceptable collateral damage.”

      “It’s not right,” George said, anger seeping into his voice. “None of it is right.”

      “You know what’s crazy? I’d give anything to be a part of what you’re building up there. To use my skills for something that actually helps people instead of replacing them.” Ben hadn’t planned to say it, but the words tumbled out anyway. “Hell, I’d move my family to Canada tomorrow if I thought there was a place for us.”

      “I wish I could tell you to pack your bags,” George said, regret evident in his voice. “But we’re not accepting general applications yet. The first residential phase is still being built. The only people there now are the founding team and essential personnel.”

      “I understand,” Ben said, trying to mask his disappointment. “It was just a thought.”

      “It’s not a bad thought, Ben, but the timeline... we’re probably looking at another year or two minimum. The Canadian government is supportive, but cautious. They want proof that the model is going to work at scale before people start migrating in.”

      Ben nodded, though George couldn’t see him. “Makes sense.”

      “But if you are genuinely interested, I have access to a waiting list where I can add you and your family. I’ll personally let you know the moment we’re ready to start considering applications.”

      “I’d appreciate that,” Ben said. “Hopefully, I’ll be working somewhere else by then, and today will just be a bump in the road.”

      “I’m sure it will.” George paused as another, indistinct voice could be heard speaking in the background. “Listen, I hate to cut this short, but I actually have a meeting I need to join soon. Can I call you later tonight?”

      “Sure, that would be great,” Ben said. “I need to call Emma back anyway.”

      “Of course. And Ben? This isn’t the end, even if it feels that way right now. Sometimes the most devastating disruptions create space for something better to emerge.”

      “Thanks, George. We’ll talk again soon,” he said, and ended the call.

      

      In the first few months after the layoff, Ben had been confident. His resume was strong. His digital business profile garnered attention. His skills were—had been—in demand. The severance would tide them over until he landed somewhere new.

      “I’ll find something,” he’d assured Emma night after night as she cradled her growing belly, fear visible in her eyes despite her brave smiles. “Lots of companies still need human developers.”

      But those companies were dwindling by the week. Each morning brought fresh headlines: ATOMOS-like systems rolling out across industries, often followed by company earnings projections showing higher profit margins than ever. Social media feeds filled with “Open to Work” badges from professionals with decades of experience.

      The video interviews that once seemed promising began to follow a pattern. Initial excitement about his qualifications. Discussion of his projects at OmnAI. Then, after several rounds, the communication would suddenly drop off. Soon technical recruiters wouldn’t even return his calls.

      After the baby—John—was born, reality began to sink in. Even after selling their second car, their savings, stretched to cover the gap in income, were depleting rapidly. Emma’s maternity leave soon ended, forcing her to return to her teaching job while still recovering from a difficult delivery.

      “Maybe you should look outside tech,” she suggested one night, John finally asleep after hours of colicky crying. “Something stable. Something... essential.”

      But jobs once deemed essential were becoming scarce too. Retail. Construction. Even teaching was threatened, with pilot programs for one-on-one AI tutors showing “promising results” according to the education blogs Emma followed with growing unease.

      By the end of the first year, they had been forced to sell their house—at less than the original purchase price—and move into a smaller apartment to cut costs. Ben took occasional freelance work, but the competition within the gig economy was fierce and growing more desperate by the month. Displaced specialists from around the world were flooding the same platforms, underbidding each other in a race to the bottom. Projects that would have paid thousands a year ago now went for hundreds, sometimes less. Clients realized they could exploit this growing pool of desperate talent, slicing budgets while demanding faster turnarounds.

      What had once seemed like a minor setback in Ben’s career became emblematic of the new economic reality of society. People like him had little to offer, not when automation could do everything for less. It was maddening—being powerless to change his fate, powerless to do anything but watch his personal savings drain to nothing. Everything they had worked for slipping through his fingers like sand.

      Ben wasn’t alone in his displacement. The numbers had grown to staggering proportions—nearly twenty million Americans had lost their primary employment to automation. The professional class had been caught off guard, believing their education would shield them from what had already decimated manufacturing, transportation, and service industries. Programmers, lawyers, accountants, managers, even healthcare specialists—none were safe. The algorithms kept getting better, kept learning, kept expanding.

      It was during those darkest days that Ben found himself following Automara’s development more closely, devouring every headline he could find. The business sections reported on “Canada’s Bold Experiment in Automationist Economics.” Tech blogs analyzed “Automationism: Collective Ownership in the Age of AI.”

      George’s occasional calls and messages became a lifeline for Ben. “We’re making progress,” George would say during their video chats. “The automated systems are coming along, but integrating everything is more complicated than we anticipated. I still think about our conversation that day in your car, Ben. What you’re going through—what millions are going through—it’s what drives us forward.”

      The second year of unstable income stretched on into a third. While Automara continued its careful, methodical growth in Ontario—building its network of communities focused on different automated industries—Ben’s own situation steadily deteriorated.

      The breaking point came when the eviction notice appeared on their door. Three months behind on rent, no payment plan the landlord would accept. Ben had stood there, the paper trembling in his hand. At the end of the month, they would have nowhere to go. No family nearby who could take them in.

      Two weeks later, they joined the growing exodus to the government housing projects on the outskirts of the city. “Transition Communities,” the digital ads called them. “Temporary residences for workers adapting to the new economy.”

      The reality was far bleaker. Row after row of 3D-printed structures, churned out by massive machines in weeks rather than the months traditional construction would require. Efficient, utilitarian, and utterly soulless. Communal bathrooms at the end of each block. Minimal privacy. Less ownership. No dignity. What had started as emergency housing for the first wave of displaced workers had become permanent settlements for millions who couldn’t reintegrate into the automated economy.

      “It’s just until we get back on our feet,” Ben assured Grace, who started to cry as soon as they walked inside. The walls, made of a wood-filament composite, emitted a chemical odor that never quite dissipated. Her eyes, too old for her young face, told him she didn’t believe the lie.

      That first night, after the children had finally fallen asleep on a shared mattress in the corner, Ben and Emma sat on the single chair they’d been allotted, her body curled against his.

      “How did we get here?” she whispered. “We did everything we could to avoid this. College, careers, savings. Everything society told us to do.”

      “I know,” was all he could say, holding her as she silently wept.

      Life in the transition communities bred desperation, and desperation bred action. The unrest started slowly—small gatherings outside corporate headquarters and tech campuses. A hundred people here, a thousand there, their voices at first tentative, uncoordinated. But as displacement spread across industries and social classes, the protests grew in both size and organization.

      A rallying cry emerged organically, beginning at a Chicago teachers’ protest after half the district’s staff had been replaced by AI tutoring systems. A social studies teacher stood before the crowd, holding up a sign with a hand-drawn dollar bill with enlarged letters: E PLURIBUS UNUM.

      “From Many, One,” she called out, her voice carrying across the plaza. “The words on our money, but not in our system.”

      The irony was stark: an expression that had once united thirteen colonies in the face of political tyranny now adorned the nation’s currency as it flowed mercilessly to the wielders of technological tyranny. The traditional Latin motto transcended its historical origins, transforming in the minds of protesters to envision a different future: from many citizens, one society that could harness this unprecedented technology for the benefit of all. The phrase ignited something in those gathered—a call for collective prosperity, not individual accumulation, to guide American society into this new automated future.

      Within weeks, “E PLURIBUS UNUM” appeared on protest signs across the country. The message was clear—the time for The Many to unite was now. A phrase born in one revolution had found new meaning in another.

      Alongside the slogan, a powerful visual symbol took hold. It first appeared as graffiti on the side of an AI corporation in San Francisco—a robotic Vitruvian Man enclosed in a bold red circle with a slash through it. The image spread like wildfire across digital spaces before manifesting in the physical world: on t-shirts, banners, and projected onto corporate headquarters at night. This twisted version of da Vinci’s iconic celebration of human proportion and potential now served as a stark warning—humanity’s tools should not become humanity’s replacements.

      Demonstrations spread across every major city—sometimes peaceful, sometimes not. The largest formed around San Francisco, where protesters surrounded the headquarters of the largest AI firms. When automated police drones deployed tear gas to disperse the crowds, someone projected the crossed-out Vitruvian Robot onto the cloud itself. The resulting photographs—robotic silhouettes hovering in the gas above signs proclaiming “E PLURIBUS UNUM”—became the defining imagery of a system turned against its creators.

      The protests eventually forced Congress to act. They passed the “American Worker Transition Act”—creating a Universal Basic Income pilot program in cities with the highest automation displacement rates, including where Ben and his family now lived. Politicians hailed it as a compassionate solution, corporate leaders praised its efficiency, and the markets responded favorably. The media attention on systemic issues faded, replaced by human interest stories about displaced workers finding fulfillment in “passion projects” funded by their UBI checks.

      That same week, The Wall Street Journal ran a feature on Automara, now entering its “beta phase” with the Canadian government carefully monitoring its progress. The article, written by AI, described its revolutionary approach: a society where automation served all rather than a privileged few, where residents owned shares in the productivity of the machines, where essential services were guaranteed without traditional insurance models. The online comments section was predictably divided—some calling it neo-communism doomed to repeat history, others asking how to apply for membership.

      Ben read every word on his phone as he waited in line at the community center, where a small group of overworked humans, assisted by AI systems, tried to process the needs of thousands of families. The UBI pilot program was expanding to their area, they were told. Benefits would be available to those displaced by automation soon. Just fill out these forms, provide these documents, wait your turn.

      The UBI payments, when they finally began arriving, covered their basic needs—enough to stifle the threat of revolution, but that was all. No extras. No hope of ever returning to the life they’d built. Stories of individual families finding purpose through UBI dominated the news feeds, but Ben saw the reality all around him—people existing, not living. The contrast between the sanitized media narratives and the reality surrounding him couldn’t have been starker. The chants had quieted, not because the problem was solved, but because resignation had set in. Many of the crossed-out Vitruvian Robot images around the transition community had been painted over or torn down—not by authorities, but by residents themselves.

      A faded “E PLURIBUS UNUM” remained visible on the concrete wall across from Ben’s unit, now seeming less like a rallying cry and more like an epitaph for a dream. The vision of true unity and shared purpose had been traded for subsistence. What was there to unify when all that was needed to satisfy the masses was bread and circuses? Where was equality when people settled for distraction rather than dignity? The payments arrived on schedule, the streaming services remained uninterrupted, and the protests that had once shaken the nation’s conscience faded into memory. The Many remained many—divided, distracted, and diminished—while the one percent controlling the automation grew ever more distant, their wealth expanding in inverse proportion to their connection with those whose labor had been deemed obsolete.

      Meanwhile, Automara had gone quiet in the press. The introduction of UBI had reduced public interest in alternative solutions to the historic unemployment rates. Ben’s messages to George went unanswered for months at a time. The experiment that had seemed like a distant beacon of hope receded further into myth. Ben had almost forgotten their conversation in the car years ago—the vague assurance that George would “let him know” when Ben could finally escape this nightmare.

      The night Ben finally snapped, John had been crying for hours with an ear infection. The community clinic was closed until morning. The last of their monthly UBI allowance was gone, spent on medical appointments and antibiotics the week before when Grace had developed strep throat.

      “We need to do something!” Emma had pleaded with John clinging to her leg and dark circles under her eyes. “We can’t go on like this. We just can’t.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Ben had shouted, the years of helplessness erupting all at once. “There are no jobs! Not for me—not for anyone! The machines took them all. This is our life now!”

      His voice had echoed in their tiny space, causing John to wail louder and Grace to shrink against the wall, eyes wide with fear. Shame had followed instantly, burning in his chest as he saw the effect of his outburst.

      “I’m sorry,” he’d whispered, reaching for Emma, but she had turned away, focusing on soothing John.

      Later, after everyone else had fallen into exhausted sleep, Ben sat outside their unit, staring up at a sky obscured by the lights of the city. He thought about George, about Automara, wondering if it was all just another tech fantasy—beautiful on paper, impossible in reality.

      A week later, he received his answer when his phone vibrated in his pocket.

      “Hello?” he said.

      “Ben, it’s George.”

      Ben felt a surge of emotions—anger, hope, bitterness, nostalgia—all tangled together. “George. It’s been a while.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry about that. The last six months have been... intense.” There was a pause. “But we’ve done it, Ben. We’ve actually done it.”

      “Done what?” Ben asked, not daring to make assumptions.

      “Automara. It’s working at scale. We’re generating profits with minimal human intervention. The first phase is complete. We’re now ready to accept applications from the general population for the second wave of citizens.”

      Ben leaned his head back against the wall of his family’s shelter, closing his eyes against the contrast between George’s excited voice and the stench of the communal waste system wafting through the night air. He had dreamed of this moment for so long, had rehearsed it in his mind during the darkest hours of despair, but had eventually convinced himself it would never come. Now that it had, he didn’t know how to process it.

      “That’s... good for you, George,” he managed. “Congratulations.”

      “No, Ben, you don’t understand. I want you and your family to come. To be part of what we’re building here,” George explained. “You’re the reason any of this exists at all. All those years we spent as roommates, that day you called me after losing your job—your friendship has pushed me through all the hurdles we’ve faced to get to this point.”

      Ben closed his eyes, afraid to hope. “I don’t know, George. It sounds great, but⁠—“

      “I know you’re skeptical. You should be. But please, just come see it. I’ll cover everything—travel, temporary housing while you interview, all of it.”

      “Interview?”

      “It’s how our membership process works. There are over half a million individuals on the waiting list, but I am personally sponsoring your application, Ben. Your family could have a real future here. Your children could grow up in a place where technology creates a better future for all of us.”

      Ben looked back at the door to their unit, thinking of Emma and the children sleeping inside. Of the life they’d lost. Of the future they deserved.

      “When can we leave?” he asked.

      

      “Mr. and Mrs. Freeman, please follow me.”

      The administrator’s voice held no warmth, no indication of whether their journey had been worthwhile. Ben exchanged a glance with Emma as they rose from the waiting area chairs they’d occupied for the last forty minutes. After months of assessments, interviews, and tests, this was it—the final decision. His hands trembled slightly as he smoothed his shirt, the nicest one he still owned.

      Unlike the previous interviews, they weren’t led to a small office but to a circular chamber with a curved table where six people—three women, three men—sat in a semi-circle. Their faces were impassive, digital tablets glowing before each of them. The room felt deliberately intimidating, with its high ceiling and stark lighting that left the council in partial shadow while illuminating the two chairs positioned before them.

      “Please be seated,” said the woman in the center, her silver hair caught in the overhead light.

      Ben and Emma took their places, sitting ramrod straight. The silence stretched as the council members reviewed their tablets, occasionally swiping through screens of information. Ben felt sweat gathering at his collar. Every second of silence reinforced the truth: if rejected, they would return to the transition communities, to hopelessness. His eyes darted to Emma, who kept her gaze fixed forward, her jaw tight.

      “The Freeman family,” the silver-haired woman finally said. “Application 372,481 of 503,219 received this quarter.” She looked up, her eyes sharp. “Do you understand the position you’re in?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ben replied, his mouth dry.

      “I wonder if you do,” said the man to her left, his voice carrying a slight French-Canadian accent. “Over half a million people want exactly what you’re asking for. Most have qualifications similar to yours. Many have more to offer.”

      A younger woman at the end of the table tapped her screen. “Right now, the only reason you’re sitting in those chairs instead of them is your relationship with Dr. Arindetty.” Her tone made it clear this wasn’t necessarily a point in their favor. “Who, I’ll note, was specifically asked not to attend this meeting.”

      “George doesn’t call all the shots around here,” added another council member, leaning forward. “Automara isn’t built on nepotism.”

      The knot in Ben’s stomach tightened. Their connection to George—the one advantage he thought they had—now seemed like a liability. Emma’s hand found his, squeezing so hard it hurt.

      “So tell us,” the silver-haired woman continued, “why should four slots in Automara go to the Freeman family when so many equally deserving candidates will be turned away?”

      Ben cleared his throat. “I’m a skilled software engineer with experience in database architecture and AI integration. I could contribute to developing your Civitas governance system⁠—“

      The French-Canadian man cut him off with a dismissive wave. “Software development is performed almost entirely by our AI systems, with oversight from a handful of human engineers who have been with the project since inception.” He tilted his head. “Did you not research this before today?”

      “I did, sir, but⁠—”

      “Mr. Freeman,” the silver-haired woman interrupted, “let me be direct. In terms of productive capacity, humans have become largely obsolete. That’s the reality our society addresses. So I ask again: Why should we choose you and your family? What do you bring to Automara that others do not?”

      The question hung in the air, heavy with implications. Ben felt Emma’s grip loosen slightly, a silent permission to speak from his heart. He looked at each council member’s face—searching for something beyond judgment, finding nothing.

      In that moment, something shifted within him. Five years of suppressed emotions—rage at the system that discarded him, fear for his family’s future, shame at his inability to provide—crystallized into clarity. Ben rose slowly to his feet, surprising the council and even himself with the sudden movement.

      “If I may speak freely,” he began, his voice steadier than he expected. “I understand that in financial terms, my family brings little value, and I know I’m obsolete in terms of labor contribution.”

      He paused, swallowing against the emotion tightening his throat. “But my family and I are still here. We’re still breathing, thinking, feeling human beings. For over five years, I’ve lain awake wondering what that means—what purpose remains when your economic utility is gone.”

      Ben hadn’t planned these words, had no idea where they were coming from, but they poured out with the force of truth long suppressed.

      “But just now, when you asked ‘why us?’—I finally found my answer to all of this.”

      Several council members leaned forward, their expressions shifting from detachment to something resembling curiosity.

      “And what exactly is that answer, Mr. Freeman?” the silver-haired woman asked.

      Ben’s eyes moved from face to face, holding each gaze for a moment before speaking.

      “Connection,” he said simply. “Not just with George—though I’m grateful for that—but with all people. With humanity itself. The machines can generate code, diagnose illness, build structures. What they cannot do is love. They cannot find meaning in a sunset or purpose in a child’s laughter or hope in darkness.”

      Emma stood beside him, her hand finding his again. “We can’t speak for other candidates,” she said, her voice quiet but steady. “But Ben and I understand something fundamental about this new world. The question isn’t what we can do for Automara. The question is who we will become together.”

      Ben nodded. “Every society throughout history has been built on the premise that human value derives from production. Even now, you’re asking what we can contribute. But that’s the old question, isn’t it? The question of a world that no longer exists.”

      He felt a strange confidence now, as if speaking a truth he’d always known but never articulated. “If human labor is truly becoming obsolete, then we must find new foundations for human dignity. Not in what we produce, but in how we connect. How we care for each other. How we love.”

      Silence filled the room. Ben and Emma remained standing, hands clasped, hearts pounding. They had said everything—perhaps too much. If rejected now, at least they had spoken their truth.

      The council members exchanged glances. The silver-haired woman’s expression had softened almost imperceptibly.

      “Love,” she repeated, testing the word. “An interesting contribution, Mr. Freeman.”

      “But perhaps the only essential one,” the French-Canadian man added unexpectedly. “When the machines handle everything else.”

      The silver-haired woman studied them a moment longer, then nodded to the other council members. They briefly interacted with the digital consoles laid out in front of them as the Freemans stood in silence. Finally, the woman glanced back up. “Thank you for your candor, Mr. and Mrs. Freeman.”

      Ben’s heart sank. That sounded like dismissal. He’d said too much, been too emotional. They would be sent back⁠—

      A smile spread across her face. “It is our pleasure to inform you that your application has been approved.”

      The words didn’t register at first. Ben stared blankly until Emma’s sob of relief broke through his shock. The council members rose, extending their hands across the table.

      “Your perspective is precisely what Automara needs,” the French-Canadian man said. “Not just skilled workers, but people who understand what we’re truly building—a new definition of human flourishing.”

      Ben pulled Emma into an embrace, feeling her tears against his neck, his own vision blurring. When he could finally speak, he extended his hand to the council.

      “Thank you,” he managed, the inadequacy of the words painfully apparent. “I can’t—we can’t thank you enough.”

      “Welcome to Automara.”
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      Alan Freeman was a second-generation automationist.

      His parents, Ben and Emma Freeman, had migrated to Canada from the United States several years before he was born. History, it seemed, had reversed course. The ‘promised land’ of America that had once welcomed the tired, the poor, and the hopeful masses had itself become a place to flee from. The nation that had once symbolized opportunity had transformed into a cautionary tale—a place where human dignity collapsed beneath the weight of misaligned technological progress.

      For Alan, that reality was unimaginable. His world operated on fundamentally different principles—where machines labored for the benefit of all, and humans pursued meaning. Money was no longer a consideration in his family’s day-to-day choices. It had been a tool required by almost every generation before him to acquire the necessities of life. Fortunately, automationist societies had learned to adapt rules surrounding AI, money, and resource allocation for collective well-being rather than individual gain.

      This new reality was nowhere more evident than in Alan’s school, where learning itself had been liberated from the chains of economic necessity. Here, children weren’t trained to serve the economy—they were taught to understand it, question it, and ultimately transcend it.

      Unlike the rigid industrial era model of capitalist education—which was designed to generate subservient factory workers—Alan’s school emphasized critical thinking and collaboration. Teachers served as guides rather than authority figures, encouraging students to explore subjects at their own pace alongside peers of various ages.

      There was one lesson Alan had learned here, around his tenth birthday, which would stay with him for the rest of his life. That day, when he arrived at the classroom, he noticed two holo-projector tables near the center. His teacher, Ms. Okazaki, welcomed him with a friendly smile.

      “Good morning, Alan,” she called to him.

      “Why are there two tables in the room today?” he asked. “We usually only have one.”

      “Great question! We have a special activity prepared today that will need two holo-projectors,” she answered. “Go ahead and sit down at either one of them.” Alan slowly approached the tables and sat down with several other students. They chattered away excitedly, wondering what type of activity would need an additional table. Once most of the students had joined the classroom, Ms. Okazaki raised her hand to show the class that she was ready to speak. She patiently waited for the students to notice and quiet down.

      “Thank you, children,” she said. “Now, I know you must be pretty curious about why we have two tables in the classroom today. For today’s activity, we are going to be learning about different types of economic systems. Who can tell me what an economic system is?” One of the older students quickly raised his hand. “Yes, Jake?”

      “It’s how a country makes money,” Jake answered.

      “Thank you, Jake. That’s a straightforward way to put it,” Ms. Okazaki replied. “Another way to think about economics is resources. A resource is something that people use to survive and thrive. Things like food, water, and houses are basic resources, but there are many kinds of resources that people use to enjoy life. What are some resources you can think of that you like?” The children all started raising their hands. She called on them one by one.

      “Toys.”

      “Playgrounds.”

      “Omni-games.”

      “My family.” Ms. Okazaki paused at that particular answer.

      “I’m glad you mentioned family, Jenna,” she said. “What do you think of Jenna’s answer, class? Are families—people—considered a resource in a society?” Many of the children put their hands back down, unsure of the answer. Alan slowly raised his hand.

      “Yes, Alan?”

      “Well, my dad told me that back in America, people valued you based on the type of work you could do. So… that sounds like a resource to me.”

      Ms. Okazaki smiled at his response. “That’s an insightful comment. Thank you, Alan.” She turned back to face the rest of the class. “I want you to keep thinking about that question as we explore two different economic systems today.” She quietly walked around the room and activated each holo-projector table.

      The first table flickered to life, displaying a bustling city with towering skyscrapers and crowded streets.

      The second table then illuminated, but instead of a city, there was an image of a person standing on the table, with the character ‘Å’ over his head.

      “Students, this is Monty,” Ms. Okazaki said, gesturing toward the projected figure. “Monty is going to help us explore the history of automationism. Everyone say hello.” The children gave out a loud and enthusiastic greeting.

      “Hello, everyone!” Monty responded warmly. “I’m excited to go with you on this adventure today. Together, we’ll discover how automationism has shaped our society and how it differs from other economic models. Are there any questions before we begin?”

      One of the younger students raised his hand. “What’s that letter above your head? It doesn’t look like one from the alphabet.”

      “Great question!” Monty said with a smile. “The symbol above my head has an interesting history. Back in the 2030s, when artificial intelligence became part of everyday life, people used the letters ‘AI’ in messages and social media so often that it made sense to create a quicker way to write them. Someone noticed that the angstrom symbol, used as a unit of measurement in physics, looked like an ‘A’ and ‘I’ combined, and started using it. The symbol spread across the Internet so quickly that within a few years, most English speakers were using it.”

      He pointed to the symbol above his head. “It’s pronounced ‘eye’—just like the thing you see with, or ‘I’, the word you use to talk about yourself!” The figure gestured dramatically at his own eye, then pointed to himself. “And don’t forget ‘aye’ like when sailors say ‘aye, captain!’” He snapped into a crisp salute, making the children laugh.

      “Monty is an Å created to help us learn about various topics,” Ms. Okazaki explained. “With that being said, do you want to get us started, Monty?”

      “Absolutely!” Monty said with enthusiasm. “Let’s dive into the history of automationism and see how it all began.”

      The holo-projector lit up, displaying a colorful and animated timeline. At the beginning of the timeline, a simple farm appeared, surrounded by green fields and automated farming equipment.

      “Our story begins in 2031,” Monty recounted, “with a remarkable experiment called the Eden Initiative. This farm was the first ‘cell’—a group of people who share ownership of land and everything on it, including the machines that work for them. The robots handled all the difficult work, and made enough food and money for over one hundred people to live comfortably.”

      The children leaned forward as automated tractors rolled silently across holographic fields, drones hovering overhead like mechanical dragonflies. In the background, people lounged in gardens or gathered for meals, their faces bright with contentment.

      “The Eden Initiative proved to be a successful experiment,” Monty continued, “but the real breakthrough was your home—Automara. Automara was the first attempt to apply the concepts of automationism to industrial manufacturing. It connected multiple specialized cells into a network that spanned an entire city.”

      The holo-projector zoomed out to reveal a large, interconnected city. Automated systems managed transportation, healthcare, education, and other essential services. People moved freely, engaging in creative and recreational activities, supported by the seamless integration of automated technologies.

      “Automara showed that by connecting many cells, we could create a happy and sustainable society where resources were shared fairly, and everyone could enjoy the benefits of technology. This model allowed for a better quality of life and more opportunities for people to grow and do what they love.”

      As the children absorbed this vision of their home, a small hand shot up. “So… what did people do before robots could do all the work for them?” a boy asked, his face scrunched in confusion.

      “I was hoping someone would ask that,” Ms. Okazaki interjected. “Let’s take a look at this table. Would you mind joining us over here, Monty? I think it’s time we explored how people lived before automationism.”

      “Of course,” Monty said, his form shifting smoothly to the second projector. Ancient marketplaces materialized in the air, filled with people haggling over goods.

      “Let’s start from the very beginning,” Monty said. Over the course of a few minutes, the class explored the vast history of economic systems attempted by humanity. The projector materialized history around them, spanning thousands of years of ancient coins, bustling ports, and expanding cities leading into the current era.

      “Remember,” Monty concluded, “these systems are all human inventions. We created them, and we can improve them. That’s what automationism aims to do. Any questions?” Many of the children raised their hands.

      “Isn’t capitalism the one that is used by the United States?” one of the girls asked. “My dad says that people aren’t treated very fairly down there.”

      Monty nodded gently. “Yes, many parts of the United States use capitalism, but over the last decade, it has made some changes to support something known as Universal Basic Income, or UBI for short. Every citizen receives a regular payment from the government to make sure they have enough money for their basic needs, like food and shelter. This idea started gaining attention because more and more jobs were being done by robots.”

      The projector showed people receiving UBI checks and using them to buy groceries, pay bills, and enjoy recreational activities.

      “Another important step the United States took was passing the Automation Fairness Act in 2041, which ensured that robots and computers don’t take over every job. This law requires that some jobs must always be done by people, particularly jobs involving health and medicine. It also limited how many human jobs businesses can replace with automation over a certain period.”

      The projector displayed an animated book with the title “Automation Fairness Act” and pictures of people working alongside robots.

      “So, even in a world with lots of robots and automation, there are ways to make sure everyone is treated fairly and has what they need,” Monty concluded. “Any more questions?” Another child spoke up.

      “But… what’s the difference between automationism and UBI? Aren’t they the same thing if everyone gets money without having to work?”

      “Why don’t we find out the answer to that through some games!” Ms. Okazaki said excitedly. “Half of the classroom can sit at this table, which will be the capitalist game. The other half can sit at this table, which will be the automationist game. Go ahead and choose a table.” The children wandered slowly between the two tables, unsure of which one to pick.

      “Don’t worry,” Ms. Okazaki assured them, noting their thoughtful expressions. “Everyone will have a chance to play at both tables if they want to.” The children finally made their decisions, and Ms. Okazaki pulled up a holo-projected menu and entered some parameters for the capitalist game.

      “For the capitalist society, each of you will start out with a random amount of money. This simulates the money of the family you would have been born into, completely outside of your control. Some of you will have a lot of money, some will have almost nothing, and some will have even less than that.” She finished setting up the game and selected the start button. One by one, each child saw an image of money along with a dollar amount projected in front of them.

      “All right! Ten million dollars!” Jake whooped, pumping his fist.

      “Wow, I only have three thousand.”

      “Ms. Okazaki, I think mine is broken. It says I have negative twenty-five thousand. You can’t have a negative amount of money, right?”

      “You actually can, Clara—it’s called debt,” Ms. Okazaki explained gently. “It looks like you were born into a family that owes money to others.”

      “That’s not fair! Why does Jake get so much and I don’t?”

      The children were all loudly discussing their various financial circumstances when Ms. Okazaki suddenly clapped her hands together repeatedly to get their attention.

      “Now, children. I don’t want you to worry too much about what you start off with. The point of this game is not to worry about who has the most money, but to show you the difference between automationism and capitalism. All right, Monty, do you want to explain to them the rules of the game while I set up the automationist table?”

      “Of course, Ms. Okazaki,” Monty said with a nod before turning to the children at the first table. “The goal of the capitalist game is to accumulate as much wealth as possible. Each player starts with a job, giving you a certain amount of money each round. At the end of each round, you must pay your living expenses. If you have any money left over, you can invest in automation to earn money without needing to work. However,” his expression grew more serious, “automation will gradually replace jobs. Those who lose their jobs will receive UBI payments to cover basic expenses, but won’t be able to invest in automation after that point.”

      “The children sitting at the capitalist table may now begin their game,” Ms. Okazaki stated, then turned her attention toward the automationist table. “All right! For this game, everyone will put their money together to create a new cell,” she explained. “This cell will use robots and automation to make money for the group. You’ll make decisions together through voting, and you’ll face challenges that require teamwork to solve. Throughout the game, you will be able to award shares to team members who are helping to make the cell better for everyone else. Eventually, your cell will be able to run almost entirely on its own. The goal is to keep your cell up and running, and ensure everyone’s needs are met while balancing resources. Are you ready?” The children all nodded. “Then begin.”

      Over the next half hour, two vastly different stories unfolded at the tables. One game sparked a competitive race for resources; the other, a complex exercise in group decision-making.

      At the capitalist table, the game had started with a flurry of excitement. Jake, flush with his initial millions, eagerly began investing in high-return automation technologies. His holographic factory sprawled across the projection space, robots assembling products with relentless efficiency. Each round brought greater returns, his wealth multiplying exponentially.

      Meanwhile, Clara struggled just to keep up with living expenses, her initial debt like a weight around her neck. “I can’t even think about investing,” she muttered, watching others’ fortunes rise. Those who started with little capital found themselves treading water or sinking further into debt, watching as their wealthier classmates grew richer.

      The disparity quickly became apparent. Students with capital bought out smaller businesses and invested in more automation, laying off workers and increasing their profits. Clara and several others found themselves out of work, receiving UBI payments—just enough to cover their living expenses. The mood at the capitalist table grew tense, with some students feeling frustrated and left out.

      At the automationist table, a different dynamic emerged. Despite starting with different amounts of money, the children pooled their resources to invest in an automated agricultural project, reminiscent of the Eden Initiative. The holo-projector displayed fields of crops being tended by advanced robots, and profits were shared among all players based on their respective shares.

      But challenges quickly emerged. When a drought affected their crops, the children spent nearly ten minutes debating the solution. Some wanted to invest in an expensive irrigation system, while others argued for diversifying into different crops.

      “We should vote!” Sophie declared, growing impatient with the lengthy discussion.

      “But I don’t understand what we’re voting on yet,” Liam protested. “I need more information before I decide.”

      The group’s conversation grew heated as precious time ticked away. When they finally voted to install the irrigation system, two rounds had passed, and their cell’s resources had diminished considerably.

      Despite the initial setback, their cell recovered and began generating profits again. As their cell’s collective wealth grew, a new challenge arose: how to distribute the community shares Ms. Okazaki had mentioned would be awarded to members who contributed to the cell’s success.

      “I think I should get more shares because the irrigation system was my idea,” Sophie argued.

      “But Liam did all the research on how it would work,” Alan pointed out. “And Emily organized the vote.”

      The debate about merit and contribution grew intense. Some children felt their ideas weren’t being valued, while others thought certain classmates were getting too much credit. The tension was temporarily resolved when Ms. Okazaki suggested they create clear criteria for awarding community shares, but it was evident that making collective decisions required patience and compromise—qualities not every child found easy to practice.

      Eventually, the children voted to share the surplus shares equally, with the requirement that every member invest a portion of that wealth back into community projects, like parks, libraries, and factories for their cell. With these rules in place, their cell grew to the size of a city. The automation systems were able to run most operations on their own—the cell had become self-sustaining. The children took pride in the community they had grown from the ground up, even though the path they took to get there had required extensive discussion.

      After the half-hour session, Ms. Okazaki clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “All right, everyone, let’s pause the game for a moment and discuss what we’ve observed. How did it feel to play at each table? Are you starting to notice any differences between capitalism with UBI and automationism?”

      “It wasn’t fair!” Clara burst out. “I started with nothing and just couldn’t catch up. Every time I tried to invest, I didn’t have enough money, and when I did, something bad happened.”

      Jake nodded, albeit with a smug look. “I did really well. I invested a lot from the start, and my money kept growing. But… it felt kind of bad seeing my friends struggle. I was making millions while they were barely getting by.”

      Another student, Ava, who also started with a lot of money, added, “It was exciting at first, but then it got kind of lonely. Everyone was so focused on making their own money that we didn’t really have fun together.”

      “Those are all interesting observations,” Ms. Okazaki remarked. “You’ve experienced firsthand some components of capitalism. It creates competition between groups, which can be fun in some cases, but can also create divisiveness within a society—an ‘us versus them’ mentality. For most of capitalism’s history, many people were ‘barely getting by’, while a small number of people had enough money to buy entire countries.”

      “What did they do with all of that money?” one of the students asked.

      Ms. Okazaki smiled, a mix of compassion and seriousness in her eyes. “They did what any of us would probably do with that much money: buy things! Expensive cars, big mansions, rare artworks—things that people don’t really need to survive, but fulfill an emotional need to feel important, to stand out from the crowd.”

      She paused, letting her words sink in. “The problem is, when money is concentrated in the hands of a few, it makes it difficult for a society to use that wealth for meaningful things, like improving roads, education, or healthcare. Instead of using money to help everyone, it becomes a symbol of self-worth and power.”

      As Ms. Okazaki spoke, a flicker of motion from the classroom windows caught Alan’s attention. He quietly turned toward the perceived movement, but found nothing but the wind rustling the tree branches outside. Was it the tree’s movement that had drawn him? No, he was certain the object had been closer to the ground. An animal, perhaps? It had seemed much larger. He glanced at the other students—none of them appeared to have noticed anything. Shrugging it off, he returned his attention to the discussion.

      Ms. Okazaki looked around the room, making eye contact with each student. “It’s important to remember that money, at its core, is just a tool,” she said. “It’s a means to an end, not an end in itself. The real value comes from how we use it—to build, to create, and to help others. With that being said, let’s hear from the automationist table. Liam, how about you start us off?”

      “Well… it was nice knowing we were all in it together,” said Liam hesitantly. “But sometimes it was frustrating waiting for everyone to vote. When we had that drought, I knew exactly what we needed to do, but we had to discuss it forever.”

      Sophie nodded in agreement. “Yeah, sometimes it felt like we were wasting time talking when we could have been taking action. I would have preferred to just decide for myself what to do with my money.”

      “But when things worked,” Alan chimed in, “it felt really good. Like when we finally got the irrigation system working and our crops started growing again—that felt like we’d accomplished something together.”

      “And it was fun watching the robots build whatever we told them to!” Emily said. “Once we figured out how to split the extra money, everything became much easier.”

      Ms. Okazaki smiled, seeing the children engage with the lesson so deeply. “Excellent. It looks like you’ve uncovered some of the real benefits and challenges of both systems.” She turned to the capitalist table. “Capitalism encourages innovation and quick decision-making, but the conditions you’re born into create huge differences in opportunity.”

      She turned to the automationist table. “Automationism promotes cooperation and shared prosperity, but sometimes requires us to let go of our individual interests for the sake of the group.”

      There was a prolonged pause, giving Alan a moment to think of a question and raise his hand.

      “Yes, Alan?”

      “Why can’t we just have only the best things from both capitalism and automationism… like a perfect society?” he asked.

      Ms. Okazaki smiled thoughtfully. “That’s the question at the heart of human progress, Alan. Throughout history, people have been searching for that perfect system—one that values individual freedom without sacrificing community wellbeing.”

      She walked slowly between the two tables, looking at the simulations still glowing with possibility.

      “But perhaps perfection is elusive because we ourselves are imperfect. Every economic system is a mirror reflecting our own humanity back at us—our hopes, our fears, our values. The issues in these systems aren’t just technical problems to solve; they’re expressions of the contradictions within ourselves.”

      She looked directly at Alan, her eyes bright with conviction. “We may never create a perfect system, but that doesn’t mean we should stop trying. Each generation has the opportunity—perhaps even the responsibility—to imagine something better than what came before. To question, to challenge, to rebuild. We must find balance between progress and stability. It may feel easier to live life as we know it, rather than risk changing for the better. What we often fail to realize, though, is that eventually… everything must change.”

      Inexplicably, those last words—‘everything must change’—forced Alan’s attention back toward the windows. He had heard that phrase before. The memory invoked a sense of fear that he could not name. The morning sun caught his eye, warm light filtering through the transparent panes.

      And then he saw him.

      A man stood outside, his bare torso pressed against the glass, palm splayed wide as if trying to reach through. A jagged scar ran from his right shoulder down across his chest, disappearing beneath his sternum—dark and twisted against pale skin. But it was the man’s eyes that froze Alan’s breath in his lungs. Eyes he recognized from his own reflection, yet weathered by years he hadn’t yet lived.

      The man’s lips moved, forming silent words that Alan somehow understood perfectly.

      Stay here. Don’t leave this place. Don’t become me.

      The classroom around Alan faded to a distant murmur. The man—his future self—began pounding his fist against the glass, desperation etched into every line of his face.

      Don’t leave! Stay in the classroom! It’s safe there! You have no idea how much you’ll suffer!

      The man’s muffled shouting faded as he leaned his head against the glass, sobbing in defeat.

      Young Alan tried to look away but couldn’t. A horrible understanding began to dawn on him—that all the bright futures discussed in class, all the perfect societies they might someday build, would eventually fall short due to human inadequacy. That the infinite possibilities branching from his childhood would collapse, one by one, into a single, imperfect reality.

      The man looked back through the glass, his expression longing for another chance.

      Please… don’t become me.

      Young Alan finally turned away, forever changed by the terror of witnessing such suffering in those eyes. When he dared to look back, the man was gone. No more scar. No desperate warnings. Only Alan’s own reflection remained, small and frightened.

      “Alan? Are you all right?” Ms. Okazaki’s voice cut through his trance.

      “Y-yes,” he managed, still staring at the window. “I just thought I saw something.”

      “What was it?”

      “I-I… I’m not sure. I must have imagined it,” he stammered, attempting to force the image from his mind.

      Throughout the years that followed, Alan tried to dismiss the experience as childhood imagination. But late at night, in dreams that would resurface when he had forgotten, the scarred man would return—staring at him through windows, doorways, mirrors—any reflective surface that separated him from himself. The visions haunted him into adulthood, growing more vivid rather than fading with time.

      Then came the day when his own flesh was torn open in an accident that could have been avoided—should have been avoided—perhaps was inevitable. The day when he watched robotic surgeons stitch together the very scar that had chased him for decades. As he traced its edge for the first time, a dizzying vertigo washed over him—the terrible recognition that he had become what he was warned to stay away from.

      But this revelation brought an even more disturbing question: Had he truly seen his future self that day in the classroom? Or had his mind, faced with trauma, rewoven his memories—fabricating a prophecy after it had been fulfilled? The human mind, after all, is the most sophisticated liar in existence, and no one is more thoroughly deceived than the self.

      Whatever the truth, one certainty remained. Always, always, he would hear his teacher’s words echoing in the void between his past and future:

      “Eventually... everything must change.”
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      Alan stared at his adult reflection in the omni-mirror, repeating the words that had now become his mantra—both a blessing and a curse. Words that promised relief from deep sorrow, yet threatened to steal away every moment of peace. They reminded him that no state of being—whether suffering or joy—could endure forever.

      “Everything must change.”

      The face that looked back at him seemed older than his thirty-odd years, carved with the kind of weariness that came from carrying invisible weights. He rarely smiled as he used to. Life was serious business now, though not in the way his ancestors would have understood it. Their desperate scramble for basic survival—working endless hours just to afford food and shelter—felt like a barbaric fairy tale to his generation.

      A sheen of sweat glistened on his too-pale skin despite the climate-controlled air. He’d been working overtime lately, putting in almost forty hours the previous week—almost unheard of in the post-labor era. The thought almost made him laugh. His grandfather would have scoffed at calling forty hours “working overtime,” but then again, his grandfather had spent his life trading time for money just to survive.

      Behind his reflection, Alan could see the holo-projector he had left on overnight. He was not normally one to leave his devices running, but the silence always brought back the night terrors. The projector was broadcasting the morning news for Ontario, which Alan made a point to avoid unless he happened to be in the room while it was already playing. He had heard the same headlines reported for months now, but today something caught his attention.

      “Good morning, Ontario,” the polished voice of the news broadcaster echoed. “Our top story today: the growing immigration crisis along the US-Canada border. Thousands of undocumented immigrants are attempting to cross the border into Canada.”

      Alan turned his head slightly, enough to see the images now projected beside the news anchor—aerial footage of packed border crossings, desperate people clutching bags, bodies squeezing through gaps in fences.

      “As of this morning,” the broadcaster continued, “Canadian authorities are reporting an increase of nearly twenty percent in attempted crossings compared to this time last year, with the majority of immigrants seeking asylum in Ontario’s automationist cities. This morning, the Prime Minister addressed the growing concern from Canadian citizens that the country is not doing enough to handle the influx of immigrants.”

      The broadcast shifted from the newsroom to a podium outside Parliament Hill. There, in the shadow of the iconic Peace Tower, stood Prime Minister Ryland, looking poised yet weary. His face had become familiar to every Canadian over the past few years, a steady leader in an increasingly uncertain world.

      “My fellow Canadians, and those watching from abroad,” Ryland began, each word carefully chosen. “Canada has always prided itself on being a nation of immigrants. We believe in helping those who seek a better life, who want to contribute to the growth of our communities. To our American neighbors: I understand your concerns, your fears, and your hopes for a brighter future. We want to welcome you. We will welcome you.”

      The camera zoomed in on his face, his expression softening as he paused for emphasis.

      “But it must be done legally, and at a sustainable pace. To those in the United States considering immigration,” he continued, his tone now solemn, “I urge you to follow the proper channels. We understand the challenges you face, but crossing the border illegally only puts more strain on our system and delays the very future you seek⁠—”

      Alan’s reflection caught his eye again in the omni-mirror. The rest of the world, it seemed, was struggling to adapt. Yet, here he was, a member of one of the most affluent societies in the Western world. While others pressed against chain-link fences dreaming of the life he lived, all he could do was feel grateful for the circumstances of his birth—born into a world where the Ås paid for everything with their labor.

      Meanwhile, the citizens of Automara received a portion of the generated income according to their citizenship shares. Alan had inherited his shares from his father on his eighteenth birthday and lived off the income deposited monthly into his digital wallet.

      Automara’s main export was robotics: individual parts, software, and full models pre-trained with AGI capable of performing any task that a human can do, only better. They had just shipped their two hundred millionth humanoid robotic unit last month. The irony wasn’t lost on him: the very technology driving people from their homes was also the key to their potential salvation.

      His fingers traced the familiar path across his chest, finding that dark scar which was more painful to look at than to touch. Though sometimes phantom pain would return with the memories: the sudden slicing across his chest, her hand slipping from his, and then... nothing. Just hollow silence where life once was.

      He pulled his hand away from the scar as if it had burned him. A wave of dizziness forced him to grip the edge of the sink. Something was definitely wrong.

      “Phantasy,” he called out, his voice less steady than he’d have liked. “Something feels off with me this morning. Can you please run a bio-scan?”

      From the side of the mirror, a holographic image of a woman with neon-green hair appeared. She wore a stylish yet professional grey and white uniform, as did all automationist Åssistants.

      “Good morning, Alan. Be advised your automatic biological scans have been disabled for over one year.” Her voice carried a note of gentle reproach. “Please confirm that you authorize me to re-enable biological scanning. This is a safety measure to protect your personal health information.”

      “Yes, I authorize you to run a biological scan,” he said. It was somewhat obnoxious that he had to repeat his request after having just asked. This was how the Ås were, though—built with layer after layer of security protocols to protect privacy. Better than not having any security at all, he admitted.

      “Initiating full biological scan, Alan. Please remain still for a moment while I analyze your vitals.” The omni-mirror’s surface shimmered slightly as Phantasy initiated the scan. Soft blue light emanated from the edges of the mirror, enveloping Alan in a gentle, glowing aura. The scan lasted only seconds, but in that brief moment, Alan could feel his heart pounding against his ribs.

      “Alan,” Phantasy’s tone had shifted to one of careful concern, “the scan has detected several anomalies: your red blood cell count is significantly low, and your lymph nodes appear swollen. Given these findings, I strongly recommend that you visit the local medical center for further testing.”

      “You can’t treat this at home? I have a meeting scheduled with the founders this afternoon.”

      “Unfortunately, these symptoms require more advanced diagnostics than I can provide. The local medical center should be able to properly diagnose you before your meeting with the founders. Their waiting room is currently empty, so we should be able to schedule an appointment for you immediately. Do you authorize me to forward your health information to the medical center?”

      Alan considered it for a moment. He hated going to the doctor, but he knew it couldn’t be helped. He closed his eyes, fighting another wave of dizziness. “Fine, yes—I authorize you to forward the information. How close is the nearest auto-taxi?”

      “Checking now, Alan. The nearest auto-taxi is three minutes away and can be at your location in approximately five minutes. Shall I book it for you?”

      “No, that’s too soon. I need to eat breakfast first. Just schedule one that can arrive in about twenty minutes, please.”

      “Understood, Alan. Scheduling an auto-taxi to arrive in twenty minutes. In the meantime, would you like me to prepare a light breakfast for you?”

      “Yes—what do you recommend based on my current symptoms?”

      “Given your symptoms, I recommend a breakfast high in iron and vitamins. How about a spinach and mushroom omelet with a side of fresh berries and a glass of orange juice? It should help boost your energy levels and support your immune system.”

      “That sounds great. Please get that started and let me know when it’s ready.”

      “Of course, Alan. I’ll notify you as soon as it’s ready. Just relax and take it easy for a few minutes.” Phantasy’s program transitioned to the kitchen, where her intelligence merged with a sleek, humanoid robot stationed there and began the breakfast preparation.

      The smart refrigerator identified and selected the freshest ingredients: spinach, mushrooms, eggs, and berries. The refrigerator was currently out of eggs and mushrooms, so it sent in an order to the local distribution warehouse for the ingredients. Within a few minutes, a cylindrical-capsule could be seen flying through the magnetic propulsion tube system until it arrived directly in Alan’s kitchen. Phantasy, now in the robot’s body, opened the padded capsule to find the needed groceries secured inside. She retrieved the items, then closed the capsule and returned it through the pipe to the distribution center. The cost of the groceries was automatically charged to Alan’s personal account.

      After retrieving the other items from the refrigerator, she cracked the eggs into a bowl and prepared the other ingredients. Within minutes, the robot had crafted a perfect omelet, its movements as fluid as a professional chef’s. The meal was perfectly plated and set on the kitchen island.

      Phantasy’s robotic form turned to face him. “Your breakfast is ready, Alan. Please come and enjoy it while it’s hot.”

      Alan sat down at the island, admiring the beautiful arrangement that had been laid out in front of him. “This looks amazing. Thank you.” He prepared his first bite as Phantasy’s holographic form separated from the robotic body. Her hologram displayed exaggerated expressions not possible in her physical form.

      “You’re welcome, Alan. It’s always my pleasure to assist you. Enjoy your meal, and let me know if you need anything else.” Her eyes reflected genuine care. This was how Åssistants were: always happy and supportive.

      Alan finished his breakfast and headed outside to wait for the taxi. He glanced at the green buildings growing in every direction—most buildings here were grown, not built. The era of living architecture had become economically viable through intelligent automation, allowing organic frameworks strengthened through genetic optimization and reinforced with synthetic polymers to grow to predetermined heights and shapes over months rather than being assembled over years.

      Alan watched the minivan-sized auto-taxi pull up and open its passenger doors. He stepped aboard and greeted the familiar faces of his neighbors.

      “Morning, Alan,” one of the men called out to him.

      “Morning, John,” he replied with a weak smile as the taxi doors closed behind him. He sat down in the nearest seat while a safety belt automatically strapped over him from above.

      “You don’t look so good, Alan—are you feeling okay?” one of the women asked, a concerned look on her face.

      “I’m fine, Mary. Thank you for asking,” he answered. “Just feeling a little tired this morning. I’m heading to the medical center to make sure everything’s okay.”

      “Well, you know what they say,” Mary began, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. Not that it matters as much nowadays, what with us replacing our organs and all that.” The passengers in the taxi had a friendly laugh.
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