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      Matt woke because the sun had found the one angle his blackout glass couldn’t compensate for, a sliver of morning light that crept across the bedroom floor and landed, with surgical precision, on his left eyelid. He’d filed a complaint about it twice. The glass manufacturer had sent technicians both times. Both times they’d assured him the calibration was perfect. Both times they were wrong. It was, he thought, the kind of problem only a man with a beachfront glasshouse and no real problems could have, and that thought pleased him more than solving it ever would.

      He didn’t move. The bed wouldn’t let him want to. It was a CloudNine Sovereign, the latest edition, handcrafted in micro-quilted aerogel down that regulated temperature, humidity, and pressure while you slept. The blankets were so voluminous, so absurdly, preposterously thick, that he’d once lost his sphere somewhere in the folds and spent ten minutes tearing through the layers like a man searching for a lifeboat. That particular incident had led to the aHOi system, the ambient house intelligence that could locate anything in the house in under a second. He’d had it installed the next day, not because the sphere was valuable (though it was, obscenely so), but because ten minutes of not knowing where something was had felt, to Matt, like a genuine emergency.

      “Good morning, sir.”

      The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, warm, slightly gravelly, with the cadence of a man who’d spent sixty years being patient with people who didn’t deserve it. Matt had customized it after his late grandfather. He’d found the default male voice too slick, too corporate, too much like the men he did business with. His grandfather had been a watchmaker who never raised his voice and always smelled like wood polish. It seemed right. It had seemed right. Lately, Matt was less sure, because yelling at a voice that sounded like your dead grandfather had a way of making you feel like a specific kind of bastard.

      “Morning, Jerry.” Matt stretched, eyes still closed. “Rundown.”

      “It’s 9:47 AM. Twenty-three degrees outside, wind from the southwest at six knots. You have a portfolio review at noon, your quarterly returns are in, and I’d suggest looking at them before your broker does. Your horses on the Amalfi property are overdue for pasture release — they’re getting restless. You have seventeen unread messages, four of which are from people you’ve told me to deprioritize. And your coffee is ready.”

      “What blend?”

      “The Sumatran single-origin you rated an eight-point-three last Tuesday. Shall I adjust the extraction?”

      “It was an eight-point-one,” Matt said. “And yes. Pull it longer. The last cup was thin.”

      “Noted. Eight-point-one. Longer extraction. Anything else?”

      “Silence would be nice.”

      “Of course, sir. Enjoy your morning.”

      Matt felt a pang of guilt — there it was again — the phantom grandfather, the quiet watchmaker being dismissed by his own grandson’s voice double. He made a mental note, for the third time this month, to switch Jerry’s voice to someone else. An actor. A broadcast host. Some asshole president. Anyone whose feelings he couldn’t posthumously hurt.

      He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. The room was vast — white walls, floor-to-ceiling glass on three sides, the ocean filling the frame like a painting that couldn’t decide whether it was showing off or just existing. Since his investment with HEDON a decade ago, he had lived on permanent rotation between his vacation homes, and with every passing day his conviction grew that his life would only get better, that he would never, ever have to lift a finger again. Unless it was for a glass of Cristal, of course.

      A movement in the blankets.

      Not beside him — somewhere deeper in the CloudNine’s ridiculous landscape of aerogel down, a shifting of weight that sent a slow ripple across the surface of the bed. Matt watched it the way one watches an animal moving under snow. Fragments of last night surfaced: the club, the VelvetDose shots, the lights, the laughter. He squinted at the shape beneath the blankets and tried to remember. Did I take one or two?

      Funsters, his circle called them. Fun when you pick them up. Occasionally monsters when you wake them up. Matt had a talent for the first part and a strategy for the second: be charming until coffee, be generous until checkout, be gone by lunch. He’d elevated it to an art form. He was not proud of this in the way that would require self-reflection, and not ashamed of it in the way that would require change. It was simply how he lived, a series of nights that had no mornings, connected by blackout glass and CloudNine blankets and the comfortable certainty that none of it mattered because none of them mattered.

      He swung his legs off the bed and padded across the heated floor. “Jerry. Where’s my sphere?”

      “On the console beside the bathroom door. Where you left it at 2:14 AM.”

      “I didn’t ask for a timestamp.”

      “My apologies, sir.”

      The sphere was beautiful, a handheld, translucent orb of custom glass laced with a sapphire-diamond mix that caught the light and threw it back in prismatic shards. Matt had commissioned it because he could, and because people could tell from a glance that his custom edition marked him as part of the elite, and when you live the fast life you don’t waste time explaining who you are.

      But the sphere was also, if he was honest, slightly terrifying. Its brainwave connection fired through a neuro-insert at the base of the skull, projecting images directly into the user’s omnivision, a seamless overlay on reality that made screens and displays obsolete. The problem was volume. The sphere didn’t filter. It connected you to everything — your finances, your properties, your social feeds, your biometrics, your assets’ biometrics, the global markets, the weather on six continents — all at once, all competing for the same neural bandwidth. The neocortex wasn’t built for it. The first generation of users had reported migraines, nosebleeds, dissociative episodes. HEDON had responded not by reducing the data but by selling a twelve-week neuro-conditioning program that trained your brain to tolerate the oversupply. Matt had done the program twice. He still got a faint pressure behind his eyes after twenty minutes of sustained use, like his brain was a glass being filled past the brim.

      He picked it up. The camera scanned his retinas and microexpressions. The connection fired and the world expanded, a cascade of 4D tiles floating in his peripheral vision, each one a window into something that wanted his attention. He blinked through them with practiced efficiency: the horses (restless, as Jerry had said), the property taxes (paid), the social calendar (dense and uninteresting), the investment dashboard (encrypted, blinking, waiting).

      He opened the encrypted interface. This was what he’d been waiting for.

      The returns were extraordinary. They had been extraordinary for a decade now, and the remarkable thing was that Matt had done absolutely nothing to earn them. He’d signed some papers, attended an invitation-only presentation where men in beautiful suits explained a new investment class using words he didn’t fully understand, and written a check. That was it. Since then, the money had arrived quarterly, silently, inevitably, like rain in a climate-controlled city. He didn’t know the details of how it worked and didn’t want to. Knowing the details was what poor people did. Rich people simply trusted that the details were being handled, and Matt was very, very rich.

      His portfolio ran to a couple of hundred holdings, most of them steady, reliable, consistent — the kind of returns that let you stop checking. But one of them was special. One of them had outperformed the rest so consistently that his broker had stopped calling it an anomaly and started calling it a miracle. Matt just called it his favorite. He didn’t recall its name. He didn’t need to. He just liked watching the line go up. He had never done the arithmetic, because arithmetic was for people who could still lose things. If he had, it would have told him something simple and terrible: that this one holding, the first he had ever owned, had kicked off the whole of the good life, and that he had never once wondered what was on the other end of it, holding it up.

      New funds arrived. He smiled at the device.

      A notification slid across his omnivision — the latest SensaLux catalog. He swiped through it idly: the EdenWave, the Reverie Pro, something new called the Tremor that came in twelve configurations. Pleasure devices had come a long way since the crude prototypes of his youth, and HEDON’s manufacturing lines kept the quality impeccable and the margins obscene. He’d tested a few himself — research, he called it — and sent a complimentary Reverie to the funster from last Tuesday. Or was it Wednesday. The catalog reminded him that production had exceeded quarterly targets. Good. His assets were earning their keep.

      “Hey… babe… where’d you go?” The voice came from somewhere inside the CloudNine, muffled and warm. A hand emerged from the blankets, groping blindly. “Come back. I’m cold.”

      “You’re in a self-regulating bed,” Matt said without looking up. “You can’t be cold.”

      “I’m emotionally cold.”

      “That I believe.”

      She laughed, a low, raspy sound that reminded him why he’d picked her up in the first place. He glanced over. An elegantly shaped leg was slipping out from underneath the aerogel down, wiggling an array of toes with light blue nail polish. He knew what to do next and laid the sphere on the console.

      “Jerry,” he said, “hold my calls.”

      “For how long, sir?”

      “Until I’m done being a terrible person.”

      “Understood. Shall I set a timer?”

      Matt was already halfway across the room. “No,” he said. “I’ll surprise us both.”

      Thirty minutes and a hot shower later, relaxed and refreshed, he padded back to the sphere. The funster was sprawled across the CloudNine with her eyes closed and a smile that suggested she’d be telling her friends about this one.

      “Baby, how’d you like to go skydiving?” He’d gone kayaking with another one the previous week.

      She opened one eye. “Someone’s happy now?”

      Matt smiled. “I just made a lot of money. No, ultra-lot is the word.”

      He came and stood before the window, admiring himself. His genes had been fair to him — jet-black hair, round dark eyes, a well-built frame, a smile that curved just right for the ladies. He raked his ruffled hair and chuckled, pleased with what he saw. She didn’t know the details of what he was talking about, and didn’t need to. Funsters didn’t ask questions about money. They asked questions about lunch.

      She thought about it. “Whatever you want, your highness,” she said, with a sarcastic undertone.

      “Jerry,” Matt said aloud, “you’re simply useless. But I happen to like you that way. Do well to take care of the house in our absence. Oh, and change your tone of voice to Bruce Willis from Die Hard. I like the old classics.”

      Behind him, the funster pulled the aerogel down up to her chin and watched him preen at the window. She was still in the admiring phase. They all started there — the jawline, the money, the smile that curved just right — and they all ended somewhere else, somewhere between a blocked number and a story told to girlfriends over drinks, and the remarkable thing was that Matt experienced this migration, every single time, as their flaw.

      If Matt had known what was coming for him, he might have considered his choices. But consideration was what poor people did. Matt simply trusted that the details were being handled, and so far, the details had never once handled him back.
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      Under cover of dark, the town hummed. It was always humming. The warehouses hummed, the chimneys hummed, the hyperloops that threaded between them hummed a harmony, and somewhere beneath it all the ground itself seemed to hum in sympathy, a low, continuous note that had long since stopped registering as sound and graduated to the status of weather. From above, if anyone had bothered to look, the place resembled a circuit board that had swallowed a small civilization.

      Raw materials came in from one side; finished goods left from another; in between, a quiet, miraculous continuity. There were dynamite blasts on the mining edge occasionally, what management classified as “critical but replaceable damage,” and these were neither alarming nor memorable, as nothing in the Gray City was ever either. The most recent auditing had valued the town in the trillions for its inconspicuous management and its investors. That figure was tied, in ways best left to the accountants, to the unstopping man-hours its workers delivered. This was the town’s only purpose, and it had never really pretended otherwise. The numbers flowed out to the investors in real time. They could watch, from wherever they were, the town’s metrics rising and falling like the pulse of something kept alive on a monitor. Everything worked. No unscheduled pauses, no protests, no trade unions clamoring for higher wages or sick leave. The workers were compliant and loyal, as they had always been, without question and without alternative. Whatever humming came from the buildings after hours was merely automated maintenance, machines keeping other machines warm, so that production could continue precisely from where it had stopped the night before.

      They were called inhabitants, not workers. Management preferred the softer word. In practice the distinction was immaterial, because they did both the inhabiting and the working, and there was no third thing to do. The dorms spread across the housing zone in shoebox rows, each one sterile, small, uniform, and in its own mild way quite content. It was called the Gray City because everything in it was gray, the buildings, the tools, the uniforms, and eventually, through some quiet chemical persuasion no one could quite account for, the inside of the inhabitants’ heads. Management had arrived at gray after a study that claimed the color induced “insular properties”, a phrase that appeared in the original memo without definition and was never questioned, because management’s memos were not the kind of document one questioned. The atmosphere outside was bad. Toxic, hazy, produced by the town’s own tireless emissions, an irony that would have been funny if anyone there had the bandwidth for irony. So the inhabitants mostly stayed indoors, moving between capsules and factories through tubular connectors and hyperloop substations, which meant they also mostly stayed out of direct sunlight. That was plausibly one reason the gray had taken so thoroughly. When they slept, which they did efficiently and without elaboration, they dreamed, if at all, in the color of dust.

      They were not allowed to reproduce. Or rather, the question never formed, how life came to be, where it came from, where it went, was felt to be unnecessary knowledge. The workforce grew or shrank in accordance with the needs of each industry, and the how of it was none of their business. They believed, with the full weight of their being, that work ennobled life. Bravery to them meant dying, burning out, or breaking down while on duty. Better in action than lazily on a bed, as the saying went. Work was just work, a task completed, a target reached, a list ticked off and a new list immediately sought. On every corridor, every available wall, and every conceivable surface where an augmented reality poster could be projected, management issued its directives: WORK IS FULFILLMENT. COMPLIANCE IS CONTENTMENT. YOUR OUTPUT IS YOUR IDENTITY. Beneath these, in smaller type that somehow felt louder: THE HARDER YOU WORK THE BETTER YOUR LIFE. The slogans never changed. They didn’t need to.

      Management could not be spoken to. Management could only speak. Communication was one-sided. Nobody found this strange. “THIS IS THE LAST DESERVING PLACE,” the broadcasts would say, “AND YOU HAPPEN TO HAVE FOUND YOURSELF IN IT. BE GRATEFUL. BE PRODUCTIVE.” This was said to dispel any doubts about the geography, doubts which had never, in any case, existed.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The dorms were subdivided into capsules. Each capsule was a small pod-like enclosure built with utmost simplicity, darker gray on the outside and lighter gray on the inside, big enough for a bed, a wash, and the folding corner. The capsules were, strictly speaking, indistinguishable. For administrative convenience, they were numbered. Wake-up times were staggered across the housing zone in narrow windows, 5:12, 5:14, 5:16, to control the flow of bodies toward the trains. You woke when management told your capsule to wake you, and you didn’t question the schedule any more than you questioned the color of the walls. In capsule #527, Perry was woken by the wrong vibration. Not his own, his wasn’t due for another two minutes. It was the capsule next door, #526, whose wake-up mechanism had developed a faint rattle that bled through the shared wall. A defect so minor that no one had reported it, because reporting things required filling out a form, and the form required a stylus, and the stylus dispenser on their corridor had been empty for three weeks. So every morning at 5:12, the neighbor’s capsule shuddered to life with a tinny buzz that Perry felt in his teeth, and every morning Perry lay in the dark for two minutes, awake and waiting, until his own alarm arrived. His capsule began to vibrate, gently, simulating the sensation of being woken by someone who knew you well. This was a perk of a slightly bigger room. As one of the more diligent workers, he had earned the upgrade. The vibration was attached to the headrest or the mock pillow or possibly the capsule itself; he had never been able to determine which. It didn’t matter. It meant his day had begun. He sat up. For a moment he was not entirely sure he was himself. He rubbed his eyes and swung his legs out of the low bed. It was 5:14 a.m., as it always was. Five plus one plus four equaled ten. He didn’t know why he did that, added the digits, every morning, like a prayer he’d never been taught, but the habit was older than any memory he had of it. Five plus two plus seven, his capsule number, equaled fourteen. That one always made him feel settled, though he couldn’t have said why. He took an awkward stride toward the bathroom, stepping out of his pajamas just before he reached it. He pressed his face forward. A mechanical toothbrush emerged from a slit in the wall and began brushing his teeth for him. One minute and forty seconds. He turned under the shower and it lathered him, rinsed him, and dried him in precisely the time allotted. There was a four-minute window reserved in case he needed to use the toilet, but he didn’t, not today. He could channel the extra time into something else if he liked. There was nothing else to channel it into. He went to the corner where his clothes were, most of them more or less identical, and brought out a pair of charcoal overalls, allowing his face to shape itself into what was probably a smile, his daily appreciation, probably, for the job he had. He was tall and handsome, with black hair, small dark eyes, and lips that curved gently at rest, features he was, for a man in possession of them, remarkably uninterested in. He was not in the habit of admiring himself in the mirror. Too much self-regard, which he suspected was what the others were doing with their spare minutes in their own capsules, struck him as not only a waste of time but an invitation to wallow in a most peculiar kind of vanity. He stepped into the overalls, pulled on his boots, and glanced around for anything he might have missed. He never missed anything. He looked around out of habit. The nametag on his chest said PERRY.

      He held his head up and walked out of capsule #527, lining up with the others as they streamed from their respective pods and formed snakishly long lines that zigzagged through the housing zone. Every one of them in charcoal overalls, a nametag, a buzz cut, and the same bleak, drained expression. Perry joined a line and marched alongside the men in his row toward the train station at the edge of the capsules. The whole point of waking as early as they did was to be on time, to wait, but not be waited for. They stood quietly. In the distance, an electric buzzing grew. Flashes of light. Then the coach had already whooshed past them before it came to a halt. Green lights blinked at the doors. They loaded themselves in, and there was still a long row of others behind them waiting for the next train, which would take those workers to other districts, other industries, other factories. The ride was smooth, and it was nothing they weren’t used to. The train coursed across the housing grid, through open terrain, past derelict and active facilities, before appending itself to the side of their factory. They alighted and filed through a tunnel into the building proper, emerging into an area with open cafes and other recreational facilities. Recreation, here, meant sitting where they were told to sit. They collected their trays at the signal and grouped themselves at the tables. Breakfast was in essence snacks, a carbonated drink, and a prominent pill to be swallowed after eating. The pills were optional. They worked just fine to do just what it was said they did, which was keep the taker able to work as tirelessly as needed. The composition of the pills was unknown and, the inhabitants had collectively decided, probably none of their business. They knew their own bodies the way they knew the machines, as systems with inputs. Perry didn’t take one this morning. He preferred to hold it in reserve for when he needed it, the last couple of hours before end of shift, when his reserve energies were considerably reduced. In the meantime he tucked the pill into his pocket and grunted his way to his feet with everyone else as the alarm blared. They walked mechanically to the exit, filing through another tunnel to a huge area with heavy static equipment, robotic arms dangling overhead, and conveyor belts in every direction. It was 7:00 a.m., the stipulated time for the start of work. They positioned themselves at the departments where they had been trained. Without any colorful signals, work was underway. There was no need to speak to each other. The main sound was the whirring of the machines, which always worked themselves in the background regardless of who was watching. They labored on the ground floor of a high-end consumerist factory. The air tasted of ozone and solder flux, a metallic sweetness that coated the back of the throat and never quite went away. The things they produced here were not meant for their use; what they were meant for, and for whom, was not the kind of question one asked. Perry’s line assembled compact circuitry for something called the SensaLux range, small, ergonomic devices with smooth casings and internal mechanisms that hummed when calibrated correctly. He didn’t know what they did. None of them did. The packaging bore no instructions, only a stylized flame logo and the word HEDON in letters so small you’d miss them if you weren’t looking. Other lines produced components for machina sensor arrays, pharmaceutical capsule housings, and occasionally, on rush orders that came with triple-time uppings, security camera modules whose serial numbers had to be hand-etched into the housing. The codes weren’t invented for the cameras, they came down preprinted on the work order, recycled, one of the older workers claimed, off some central registry, because a number that already existed was cheaper than a number somebody had to think up. Perry had done one such run last month, unit after unit stamped with alphanumeric codes he’d forget by morning. One of them, GN-3119, had stuck in his mind only because the digits added up to fourteen. Perry had a habit of doing that, summing numbers in his head while his hands worked, serial codes, capsule numbers, the digits on his wristband. A small, private game that made the hours pass. Most numbers added up to nothing interesting. But fourteen had followed him his whole life. His capsule was 527, five plus two plus seven. His day started at 5:14. His line number was 5, his station 9. Fourteen kept appearing, the way a word you’ve just learned keeps showing up in sentences you’ve read a hundred times before. He didn’t know what it meant. He didn’t think it meant anything. But GN-3119 stuck, and he etched it a little deeper than the others. The floor was large, with a high ceiling and long aisles that led to what might have been endless production lines at the back. The hum of the conveyor belts laid beneath everything like a second heartbeat, and the rhythmic clank of the stamping press at the far end kept a tempo no one had asked for but everyone worked to. It was not the business of any worker to care what went on away from their line of sight. To ensure compliance, the workers were managed by two kinds of presence. The first were the Surveyors, humanoid figures in helmets that walked the aisles with measured steps, pausing at stations to offer encouragement in the same flat, cheerless tone. “Good pace, keep it steady.” “You’re falling behind the target — let’s pick it up.” They were motivators, or meant to be. Their voices came through amplifiers that stripped away anything resembling warmth, but the words themselves were always positive, always forward-looking, always framed as though the Surveyor believed in you personally. The older workers had mentioned, half in passing and always at the end of a shift, that this role used to be done by human agents not so long ago, before they got replaced, perhaps for extreme levels of efficiency. The second presence was less encouraging. The machinas were stationed at critical points, exits, corridor junctions, the edges of restricted areas, and they did not speak unless something was wrong. They were artificially intelligent robots built for maximum efficiency across administration, defense, and production, taller than the Surveyors, broader, with none of the pretense of friendliness. Where a Surveyor would tell you to work harder, a machina would simply block your path. Where a Surveyor tracked your output, a machina tracked your location. The distinction was subtle enough that newer workers sometimes confused the two, but Perry had learned it early: Surveyors wanted you productive. Machinas wanted you contained. Perry and some of the others had speculated that because of their coldly efficient nature, the machinas were probably trained to expect similar in the workers. For some of his coworkers, this was aspirational, they could compare themselves favorably to the machinas and take a kind of quiet pride in the comparison. For others, it was simply unattainable, and they had made their peace with a comfortable mediocrity. When they were at work, it was possible to rid oneself of the basic pressures that came with survival, and replace them with something competitive and completion-oriented that worked just as well. Their minds stayed single-mindedly focused on meeting the day’s task on time if possible. The hours droned on until the machinas indicated otherwise, though “otherwise” was not a fixed point. The morning arrival was regimented, staggered, controlled to the minute. The return was not. Some workers left at minimum shift, tapping out the moment their quotas cleared. Others stayed hours longer, chasing the extra uppings that overtime offered. A few stayed so late that they caught the last train back, a near-empty carriage running on reduced power, arriving at the housing zone well past dark. Management encouraged this variance. It meant the trains home were never crowded, and more importantly, it meant the ambitious ones policed themselves better than any machina could. The factory was windowless, its room temperature stabilized by a huge humidifier so that the environment could support work for as long as a workday allowed, without exhaustion. Exhaustion had never been reported on the factory floors, or so it had been said. If ever it did happen, it must have been for some minor reason to be blamed on the part of the worker, insufficient blood sugar, a skipped breakfast. Never the work. Their labor was rewarded not in the old model of fixed salaries but in a points system. The points were called uppings, and they were the most sought-after thing in the Gray City. At any moment, an inhabitant could tap their wristband and see where their uppings stood. Sometimes the number popped up on its own to advise you to work harder. Sometimes it appeared in the commercials that flashed across augmented walls in certain parts of town, flaunting lavish perks and asking whether you even deserved them. Perry’s uppings currently stood at 3,218, more than most on his line would bank in a lifetime of shifts. He was, by the only measure the Gray City kept, a success. Meals and pills at the cafes were charged from one’s uppings, which meant that constant consumption required ceaseless working. Not to mention he’d splurged lately on an upgraded capsule, a slightly bigger one, with the vibrating alarm, and it had set him back by no little amount. He held the number 3,218 at the back of his mind as he labored. He had not taken his pill yet. He would wait until after noon. He had, without quite realizing it, begun to form a picture in his head of what his ideal life looked like. It did not necessarily include working any less than he did now. It was saturated instead with the fancy things he was told, on the commercials, to desire. Things he wasn’t sure he needed. But the desire for them had begun to grow on him, and no matter how quietly he tried to tame it, it was the reason he stayed on his feet. He stood for hours, daydreaming as he worked, about what life in a bigger and more spacious capsule with more room than he knew what to do with would be like. “It’ll certainly be nice,” he muttered, to no one.

      Some of the things he desired were being produced in another district, by other workers, and some, he suspected, were being produced right here on his own line, packaged and sent to places he would never see. What he and the others made was being flaunted to inhabitants elsewhere who had no access to it. The philosophy drummed into them was that more was more, more work could always be banked on, and so you always had to be working, never stalling, always optimistic about a tomorrow that would pay for today. Perry grunted and kept his hands moving. Above him, a robotic
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