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“It has become appallingly obvious that our technology has exceeded our humanity.”


––––––––


Albert Einstein
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The Universal Planning Center 


— The UPC —


––––––––


Free and light, the weightlessness softly lulls me. I listen to my breathing, eyes closed. The insouciance of the moment could have been eternal. In the silence of my relaxation sphere, I finally savor the sweet satisfaction of being immobile. How peaceful! I should come here more often. It helps me rediscover my inner harmony.






At the end of the session, the walls of my sphere progressively turn blue. Little fluorescent green champagne balls are slowly propelled in my direction. The bubbles of carbon dioxide diffract the light and sparkle as they come closer. Upon the ethylic contact, I abruptly regain consciousness and wake up to the orders of AutomaT, the automation operator of my apartment:






— Good morning AlicE, it’s eight o’clock. Stop dreaming and get up. This morning’s news is excellent. Today, Monday October 17th, the weather will be nice and warm for the season. The temperature is already fifty degrees, and will reach a high of seventy five this afternoon, that being ten degrees above seasonal average. The Indian summer will extend for nine more days during which sunshine and warm temperatures will prevail over Paris. Furthermore, regarding the building’s gardens, the neighborhood has chosen the flower arrangement number three, the one you had voted for. I wish you a good morning and an excellent day. 






My bedroom’s blinds open, due east, letting an already dazzling light break through. Usually, AutomaT progressively opens the blinds, allowing the luminosity to gently wake me up, in accordance with my sleep cycles. But today, he apparently decided otherwise!






— AutomaT! Why did you wake me up like this? I feel like I’m coming out of a coma. What are you doing?


I was fulminating. And to think that I’m usually in a jovial mood, always cheerful in the morning. The day is off to a good start.






— I am truly sorry, AlicE, but your last REM sleep cycle was lasting forever. I improvised. 






— Well, next time relax. I’m in no hurry this morning as far as I know?






— Your meeting is at nine.






— Well, I have time!






At thirty one years old, I already have an important professional position within the Universal Planning Center, the UPC. A lot of responsibilities, nevertheless still allowing time for a private life and true friendships. Dynamic and caring in nature, I have built a solid and festive social network. More importantly: I love Paris! Architectural masterpiece, this city of light seems to shine with a particularly warm aura. Research shows: it is one of the capitals where life is most enjoyable.


*


*    *


     The hydrosonic propulsion of my shower removes each atom of impurity from my body. Followed by soapy apricot massaging water jets. AutomaT offers:






— A new NanoS+ shampoo has just been developed for a moderate curl effect — F14, of course matching your lime green hair color. Do you want to try it?






I hesitate for a moment. I usually use the NanoS+ — F7. It sculpts big and even soft curls I am especially fond of. But I am tempted by the appeal of novelty:






— All right, let’s try this new shampoo, but I hope the result will be pretty. The NanoS+ — F40 I tried last time wasn’t great. Do you remember? It was supposed to sculpt the extremities into triangles. The rendering was hideous. Well, since I generally like the NanoS+products, keep me informed about their new products.






After the rinsing water jets, the drying oxygen jets turned on. Combined with moisturizing molecules, they ensure optimal smoothness and softness for my skin. It gives me a ‘baby skin’-feel when I get out of the shower.






Worried about the effects of this new shampoo, I take a seat in front of the mirror. The capillary rendering is perfect. The color is the same as usual and the curls less pronounced than before lengthen my hair by at least two inches. My layered cut perfectly adapts to this new undulation. Without the slightest hesitation, I tell AutomaT:






— I accept this new shampoo; I will use F14 by default from now on. Thanks!






Like every morning, my wardrobe offers perfect outfits for to the weather and my day’s schedule: a fluid and light charcoal gray suit, in carbosynthétic femto-fibers. It is quickly slipped on and approved. 






For breakfast, I pour myself a glass of MorningPluS. I normally just have a fruit juice. But this morning I need all the strength I can get! I grab an espresso and a pastry, a pomegranate turnover. I wouldn’t say no to a second orange juice, but with all the hype surrounding health recommendations regarding mineral nutrients and vitamins, I won’t take the risk. “You need to drink one big glass, and only one, of MorningPluS every morning!” Everyone does their best to conscientiously follow these recommendations from a very young age.






I am an operations manager at the UPC. This global organization manages the economy, health, energy, education, urbanization and housing for everyone, since the unification of all nations in 2258.






The profound disruptions of our civilization were initiated by Generation Control, a private biotechnology company, specialized in assisted reproductive technology as well as contraception. It succeeded in convincing many nations to advocate Malthusian politics in terms of demographic control. Its concrete and effective solutions became obvious to the leaders of a planet with twenty billion individuals. Thanks to the development of a long term male and female contraception and the implementation of embryogenesis blockers, incorporated into certain everyday products, the world population fell below five billion in less than one hundred and fifty years. Simultaneously, pollution resulting from food pesticides, chemical components found in plastic packaging, and different greenhouse gas emissions created a new problem, that of infertility. Starting in 2200, Generation Control then developed artificial uteruses allowing for ectogeneses, gestation outside the human body. It also developed the production of spermatozoon and egg cells in vitro, by means of blood cells drawn from the future parents via a simple venipuncture. Progressively, it became unthinkable to conceive a child without calling upon the services of Generation Control.






The brutal decline in the planet’s population was followed by the systematic learning of English, starting at a very young age. This common language improved communication between populations and contributed to a gradual standardization of cultures, the differences of which were a source of conflict. In 2240, the population fell below three billion; Generation Control developed new sectors of activity such as energy production by nuclear fusion and differentiated education. By creating artificial intelligence software, each student could benefit from a personalized learning system with customized educational methods, adapted to their learning pace. That’s when Generation Control changed its name to become the Universal Planning Center. Gradually taking over State power, it facilitated the elimination of borders in 2258. From then on, the UPC further extended its fields of expertise.






This is why today, in 2661, the UPC defines the life plan of each individual, from birth to death. Each infant is raised by a unique parent, father or mother, full time during the first five months of life, in order to create a parent-child bond. Then, the young child follows a collective education program until the age of ten, followed by individualized and personalized learning, at their own pace, until the age of sixteen. An academic assessment and cerebral psycho motivational test are then performed by the UPC, analyzing the performances and abilities of each individual. Based on the academic record and the needs of the professional world, the UPC offers ten possible curricula, ranked in order of preference by the student. The UPC then validates one of the student’s first three choices and even frequently determines the position he or she will hold once the training is completed, even if the time needed to acquire the knowledge needed for the future position remains undetermined. At the age of twenty one, the student moves out of their parent’s house to live on their own; housing is assigned based on the academic curriculum.






Each housing unit is designed for at least two people, with always one bedroom per individual. The UPC assigns roommates according to the affinities of each individual determined based on the cerebral operating mode and gene pool of each person. 3D functional imaging via acoustic wave resonance is able to determine the average level of neuronal connection, as well as the connection speed of the different cortical areas, parameter formerly called Intelligence Quotient. Moreover, the systematic analysis of individuals’ genotypes showed that people with complementary major histocompatibility complex or who release complementary pheromones were preferentially attracted to one another and understood each other better. The combined analysis of these biometric parameters can thus determine everyone’s operating mode, as well as the interindividual compatibility. During the 2610s, these data could not yet guarantee a 100% satisfaction rate among roommates. But now, fifty years later, and except for rare waiver requests, the choices of the UPC are particularly appreciated.






Regarding child requests, anyone between the ages of thirty and seventy can make a maximum of two requests. Psychostatisticians had predicted a decrease of requests about two hundred years ago. This was greatly underestimating the animal instinct there is in each of us, pushing us to ensure survival of the species. Today, 95% of the population request a child at least once and 68% even make a second request. There are as many requests coming from women as coming from men, but those of the former are made about ten years earlier, at around forty years old on average. Unfortunately, in order to ensure demographic control, the second child is most often denied. It’s for this reason in particular that the home-sharing system was put in place, to be able to share and be part of a child’s education, exclusively upon request, and without being the legal tutor, who is always one individual.






Depending on the needs of the society and the individual requests, the UPC schedules births at the Baby Generation procreation center, taking into account the parent’s preference for either a girl or a boy. Requests being equivalent for both sexes, the requestor’s wishes are generally granted. A year after the child request has been submitted, a newborn is generated at the center.






Baby Generation can also call in an individual, independently of any procreation project to retrieve their gametes for banks, or to test new genetic modifications. Thanks to these manipulations, the development of Genetically Modified Men (GMM) was made possible, whose life expectancy is now approximately one hundred and twenty eight years, with an excellent quality of life until one hundred years. Beyond that, general fatigue and difficulties concentrating start to be felt. Consequently, the UPC slows the daily rhythm of centenarians, offering more vacation time and rest, then rehouses them, at around one hundred and twenty years old, in buildings adapted to end-of-life care. Everyone can then keep living their lives as they wish, by continuing their professional activity, by taking more and more time off, or by deciding to put an end to it.






Finally, the UPC offers different vacations on a yearly basis. It is in this department that I work, for ten-day vacation packages, while the other packages are usually shorter. I coordinate a young team of five people, including myself, and this morning at nine I will be presenting this week’s objectives, set forth by Mr. XalieR Fupon, my immediate supervisor. 






Every Friday morning, he sends me the organizational planning for the following week, and I have until Friday evening to submit the report of the previous week. I get along very well with XalieR. He’s an eighty one year old man, very efficient and conscientious in his work, who has reached the highly prestigious level of Management.2. If he continues his ascent at this rate, he should finish his career at level Management.1: the highest rank at the UPC! I would love to work my way up the professional ladder as he has, but I’m only at level Management.7, the same level I was at when I entered the UPC, six years ago. I may need to follow a “career reinforcement” training program.


*


*    * 


My office is a ten minute walk from my home. So I get there fast and go to the eleventh floor. I get out of the elevator and stop at the vending machine to get a cappuccino as usual. The mural plants in my office are displaying beautiful silver photophore flowers today. On my desk, a big oval touch screen table, three files show up, as well as the reminder about the weekly staff meeting. I don’t want to go. I feel deeply unsettled, and can’t find the reason why, which makes it all the more irritating. AutomaT’s abrupt awakening this morning seems too light of a motive to be the only reason for this feeling. I need to be realistic; I have no valid reason not to be enthusiastic at the idea of going to this meeting. I need to change my attitude, especially since I love my team.






Everyone is already in the conference room. It’s nine o’clock sharp, the meeting can begin.
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The Project


––––––––


This week’s objectives are surprising. In theory, I need to organize two different types of vacations, ten days each, all-inclusive: Travel permit, transportation, catering, clothing, excursions, entertainments, child supervision, and souvenir packs. A classic vacation package with a 95 to 100% satisfaction rate. I am frequently referred to as brilliant within the UPC, because I am behind various extravagant ideas such as Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea or the Weightless Voyage, to name only my favorites. But this week foreshadows something different, atypical, and even puzzling. I begin the meeting slightly confused, having to communicate this week’s objectives to my team:






— First of all, congratulations for last week’s work. The summary report I wrote about it on Friday was easy to pull together. We shouldn’t have to provide any further information. But this week is going to be a little bit different. We need to develop a new vacation prototype: the historical trip. We’ll need to set up and organize ten-day vacations in Gaul, at the time of Vercingétorix, at around fifty B.C., where vacationers will live as they did back then. So there won’t be hotels to book, but an isolated greenfield site of about ten-hectares to find, where a small village for one hundred inhabitants will be built. We will also need to figure out how to feed them, provide historical clothing, and offer the same entertainments the Gallics enjoyed back then. We have to recreate a whole environment, life as it was in fifty B.C.






During my presentation I notice the facial expressions of my colleagues go from doubt to incomprehension. SaraH, NicolE, YanN and FlorienT are dumbfounded. Unshakable, I go on:






— I need to gather all the elements necessary for this project and estimate the deadlines. So you each need to take on one of the following responsibilities: site and construction, interior design, fashion design, and entertainment. Here are folders for each of you, depending on the responsibility you choose, including the detailed description of the requirements. Any questions?






My audience’s incredulity is crystallized by a long silence. SaraH, the most daring, breaks the ice:






— But what’s the purpose of such a project? No one will choose this historical trip package. Who would deliberately decide to live in the poor sanitary conditions they had back then, the uncomfortable clothing, and without air conditioning? Would communication also be limited to mail? 






I had anticipated this problematic that had been bothering me for the past forty-eight hours. This is the problem I was refusing to confront. But what else can I do but comply with XalieR’s requests? If this project is carried out, it will never be successful and will disappear in the UPC archives.






— I understand your point of view, but remind you that I am not behind this idea. We cannot question this request which, for that matter, must have previously been subjected to a market study. Come on, who wants to take care of the clothing?


Without great enthusiasm, but not with discontentment, FlorienT finally accepts to take care of finding a site and drawing up the architectural project, YanN, the decoration and clothing manufacture and lastly NicolE will come up with entertainments and workshops for the villagers. After addressing the various organizational questions, everyone returns to their desk. The historical trip project has begun!






Back in my office, the cybernetic interface integrated inside my left forearm, my i-Me, undulates. It’s a message from LucY. A childhood friend who also used to be my neighbor. Cheerful and puckish, she would often come to my house and we would play for hours on end. We were very close, but I often notice with bitterness now that the magic is no more. Our complicity and strong friendship have worn away with time. Now, all I perceive in her is melancholy and anxiety, progressively isolating her from her family and friends.






I open my message with a nod. LucY’s radiant face shows up on the wall to my left.






« Hi AlicE, I have big news for you: I’m having a breast reduction at the polarization center this afternoon, to go from a 4 cup to a 2 cup. I can’t wait to show you the result of my transformation tonight at PatricE’s party... I hope you’ll be there! Take care.”






I’m stunned. We all have 4 cups: it’s in style. Why does she want to distinguish herself? Social harmony is the key to our individual well-being. But it looks like LucY wants to stand out again. Since it’s probably very unlikely for me to successfully reason with her, I won’t even try! The uneasiness I feel has now doubled. Who would want to go on an adventure with our historical trip? Who would voluntarily choose to live in a wooden house, sleep on the floor with only a fire for heating, without a bathroom or toilet, without satellite or e-Net connection and on top of this dressed in wool clothing that itches and stinks. What type of person would be chosen for this kind of trip? It shouldn’t be my problem to worry about, but still. I bet this project will be abandoned as quickly as it appeared, and we will have worked a full week for nothing.


*


*    *


At twelve thirty, the lunch bell announces I am expected in the orange room, seat forty-two. For each lunch, the seating arrangement is different, so that some can prolong certain conversations, for the employees to meet new people and better understand the functioning of each department, or simply to seat people with regards to their friendships. Thus, for each lunch, a seat and lunch time are assigned to me in one of the three UPC restaurants.  






I’m surprised. I rarely get the privilege of being invited to the orange room, but the timing is perfect because I’m starving. At the second to last floor, this room offers a beautiful view of Paris. What a pleasure to eat with such a view! Seat forty-two, unfortunately facing opposite the window, is located at the end of a table of six, where I am surprised to find my entire management team. I sit next to XalieR and his assistant. Mr. Nector, the vacation planning Director is facing me, between his assistant and a woman I don’t yet know.






It’s only the second time I have the privilege of having lunch with Mr. Nector. This highly respected man in his seventies, usually not very talkative, gives the impression he can access your deepest secrets with just his piercing gaze. He is very destabilizing and seems omniscient.






Surprised and somewhat disconcerted, I remain numb for a moment. Coming to my rescue, XalieR introduces me:






— Oh, here’s AlicE, my ten-day vacation coordinator. We’ve been working together for six years already and I’ve always been very satisfied with her work. Conscientious and thorough. 






I greet them with a small nod, and wait to be introduced in return; especially to the woman I don’t yet know. Blond curls, delicate features, a straight nose, I find her pretty, but strangely distant. The arrival of our meal trays curtails the introductions.






My meal seems extremely appetizing and looks like what I had chosen on Friday. Curly shredded carrots with alginate pearls as a starter, vitelotte mashed potato foam, a little mollusk I particularly appreciate for its smooth texture, and most importantly, an excellent tiramisu for dessert. 






The lunch starts with small talk. Mr. Nector says his daughter is very skillful in abstract modeling. This brilliant young woman also works at the UPC, in the Programming department and will soon celebrate her fortieth birthday. He seems proud of her, genuinely.






XalieR then asks me how this week’s project was divided up.






In a silence as sudden as unexpected, all eyes turn to me, except for those of the mysterious woman, absorbed in her meal. I take advantage of this opportunity to share my apprehension about the project:






— Actually, I’m worried, I’m afraid the historical trip project we will be working on this whole week won’t interest anyone. I truly don’t understand who would care about such a destination.






Not much surprised by my concern, XalieR calmly answers, while regularly turning to Mr. Nector:






— Don’t worry AlicE, this project will most probably fall through anyway. I won’t get into the details here and now about the reasons and context surrounding this project, it would be too boring. However, you need to know it is important that this project be seen through to completion for the variety of offers, or the semblance of choices. I just finished a first report of this year’s results. It is very positive, the satisfaction rate of the ten-day vacation packages is significantly growing, thanks to your team’s inventive and quality proposals.






I feel my cheeks turn red, my palms are sweaty. XalieR, who is usually not the complimentary type, gives me a flattering and ingratiating speech that’s not like him. My uneasiness grows. With all this praise, I feel like a little pawn lost in the middle of a subtle game of chess. As if our offers were not already diversified enough! So here’s an excellent piece of news: I am going to work and make my whole team work a full week for nothing. Compulsively, I tackle my Tiramisu to calm my frustration. I was just given crystal clear instructions. So I will submit a meticulously developed project, within the deadlines, which will never be assigned to anyone.






At the end of lunch, Mr. Nector shakes my hand and adds:






— Once again, I am aware that my idea of a historical trip doesn’t seem to hold water, but I expect all the attention and professionalism you demonstrate on a daily basis. Good afternoon.






He then leaves the room with the mysterious woman, who gives me a quick glance by way of goodbye.


*


*    * 


Before going back to my office, I stop to get a cappuccino at the vending machine, where I’m pleasantly surprised to run in to the one and only smoking hot boy of this floor: DenniS.






Since the improvement of the human genome thanks to genetic engineering, and as a result of the development of subatomic technology, 95% of the world’s adult population can claim to be pretty, attractive, young and athletic. In fact, subatomic technology revolutionized the quality of life, and even the social norms of the population, by making it possible to change durably and at will one’s physical appearance. Painless, accurate and adaptable in real time to each and everyone’s requests, this technology is based on the insertion of small particles of Volumod, volume modulators, into the human body. By simply swallowing this formula, these particles spread through the connective tissue. Under a focused electromagnetic field, at the e.m center of the UPC, the three-dimensional structure of the particles changes, either inflating or deflating the targeted tissue according to the desired effect. It is thus extremely easy to rapidly change one’s appearance. Providing, of course, that the person immediately updates their i-Me.






I find that DenniS accumulates physical, humorous, and relational characteristics well above the usual standards. His office is on the same floor as mine, but at the opposite end of the building. Since his arrival, fifteen days ago, the vending machine holds a strategic position as it’s the only chance I get to talk to him. I take advantage of this opportunity to describe the mysterious woman from lunch, hoping he could identify her:
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