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Chapter

The Year 2050
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My name is John, John Hammer. I live in New York City, divorced twice, and I’ve just ended my third relationship with Hanna. Relationships these days seem more like transactions than real connections. Perhaps it’s just me, or maybe it's the times we live in.

Tonight, as I sit in my fully automated penthouse, I’m browsing profiles on my preferred dating site. With the flick of a finger, I discard another potential match. Three seconds, tops. That’s all it takes to know if the algorithm has nailed it or failed. The system boasts an impressive 90% match rate, but I suspect my personality is more complex than the AI gives me credit for. So far, I’ve found myself bored with every new partner within six months. It’s as if I’ve become immune to the chase.

I studied at MIT, earning my Master’s and PhD in Artificial Intelligence, specializing in the programming of humanoid robots. Over the years, I’ve worked on AI systems for both the consumer market and military purposes. My work with the Pentagon keeps me busy, but I also sit on the board of NeoScience Enterprise, the global leader in humanoid development. The company’s breakthroughs have reshaped the world we live in, but sometimes I wonder if we went too far.

Speaking of humanoids, Ms. Bobo is my latest personal assistant. She’s one of the cheaper models, built from durable metal, unlike the more aesthetically human-like versions I used to own. Ms. Bobo manages everything, household chores, cooking, even serving guests. However, her skills are not flawless. I can’t seem to get my favorite Greek meal, gyros with tzatziki, made just right. Her wine-pouring etiquette is also off, pouring over the left shoulder instead of the right. An error I need to correct with a simple software update, yet it nags at me. I could update her cooking software too, but I find myself wondering if I even care enough to bother. After all, perfection is a fleeting concept these days.

My penthouse overlooks Central Park, in one of New York’s most secure buildings. Entry requires biometric scans, retinal, fingerprint and even voice recognition, all synced to the Pentagon’s high-security database. My front door is practically a vault, reinforced with four separate security mechanisms. These levels of security are standard in 2050 New York, given the volatile state of the world. The city itself is a fortress, a far cry from the open, bustling metropolis it once was.

Inside, my apartment is a marvel of technology. Walls are embedded with screens, seamlessly merging with the environment, allowing me to pull up news, stock updates, or live surveillance feeds with a voice command. My refrigerator doesn’t just store food, it monitors my nutrition, calculates calorie intake, and places grocery orders automatically. Ms. Bobo takes care of the rest, cleaning, cooking, and managing waste disposal, all without a single complaint. My home is so fully automated that it feels alive, yet somehow lifeless. It’s a paradox I struggle with every day, complete convenience but no real connection.

Despite the luxury, there’s an undercurrent of tension in the world around me. Small-scale wars have erupted in various regions, often over dwindling resources like water or rare earth minerals essential for technology production. The geopolitical landscape has fractured into a mosaic of competing interests, and the United States is still embroiled in global conflicts, its influence waning in certain regions. Terror attacks have become so frequent that they barely make the news anymore. Some have opted to escape this deteriorating world by emigrating to Mars, where corporations have begun establishing colonies. It’s an option I’ve considered, but New York is in my blood. Leaving seems like a betrayal of everything I’ve built here.

Still, the U.S. tries to manage the global chaos, but the growing defense budget is becoming a burden. Military contracts are booming, particularly in AI-driven warfare, a field I’ve become intimately familiar with. NeoScience Enterprise, my company, supplies much of the technology the Pentagon uses: humanoid soldiers, autonomous drones, and even robotic diplomats. These are the tools of modern warfare and diplomacy.

After the pandemics of the 2020s, life on Earth became both hyper-connected and hyper-fragmented. Entire industries shifted to automation to avoid human risk, and even essential services like healthcare and education became dominated by AI-driven systems. The apartment I live in is a microcosm of that change, everything is connected, everything automated but with a disconcerting sense of isolation that comes with it. Social bonds feel weaker. People communicate through avatars and digital simulations more than in person.

Traveling has become a high-security affair. There’s a helipad on top of my building, making it easy to fly over the chaos below when necessary. It’s safer that way, avoiding the unpredictable nature of the streets. Below the surface of this luxury, though, there’s a growing restlessness. People are becoming disillusioned with the fully automated, sanitized life we’ve created.

I sit in my automated world, untouched by the grime and noise of the outside, yet strangely dissatisfied.

“Ms. Bobo,” I call out, “is my bedroom prepared for the night?”

“Yes, Sir. Everything is arranged exactly to your preferences,” she responds, her tone neutral, almost soothing.

“And my menthol tea?”

“Already prepared, Sir. Shall I activate the sleep mode?”

“Yes, thank you,” I reply, feeling an odd sense of detachment. The room dims, the walls morph into a serene landscape of mountains at dusk, a setting I had pre-programmed to help me sleep better.

“Goodnight, Ms. Bobo,” I say, more out of habit than need.

“Goodnight, Sir. Entering sleep mode.”

As I lie in bed, the hum of the automated systems continues around me. The world outside grows more unpredictable with each passing day but here in my cocoon of technology everything feels controlled, orderly, yet somehow hollow.
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John's broader world
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By 2050, the world has transformed into a place where technology touches every aspect of life. It’s a time of dazzling progress and quiet loneliness, a future built on the promise of convenience but shadowed by its unintended costs. For John, the world feels both familiar and alien, a paradox of extraordinary innovation and creeping isolation.

In New York City, the streets seem alive, not with people but with machines. Autonomous cars glide silently along roads controlled by intelligent traffic systems, never stopping for a moment longer than necessary. Skyscrapers, taller and sleeker than ever before, are maintained by drones and robotic engineers. Even the parks, once filled with the sound of children laughing and dogs barking, are now dominated by robotic pets and AI-guided fitness companions. The hum of machinery is everywhere but human voices are becoming rarer, drowned out by the efficiency of automation.

Central Park, once the beating green heart of the city, has become an emblem of this transformation. Its sprawling lawns, winding paths, and wooded groves are no longer tended by human hands but by an intricate network of drones and autonomous machines. Robotic landscapers trim the grass with surgical precision, while AI-controlled irrigation systems ensure every plant receives the perfect amount of water. The park’s iconic horse-drawn carriages have been replaced by sleek, driverless pods gliding silently along the paths. Even the wildlife seems artificial. Robotic pigeons and squirrels designed to mimic their natural counterparts blend seamlessly with the scenery, though they feel unsettlingly perfect. To some, the park is an Eden of order. To others like John, it is a soulless facsimile.

The same technological transformation that has reshaped the city extends into healthcare. Medical care is free, a universal right funded by the government and managed almost entirely by AI and humanoid robots. Hospitals are sleek, efficient and eerily quiet. Robots handle nearly every task, from diagnosing illnesses to performing surgeries with microscopic precision. These humanoid caregivers, though functional, are a far cry from the sleek designs of personal assistants or household robots. They are built for utility, not aesthetics: blocky, featureless and unsettling in their efficiency. 

Patients are greeted by robotic receptionists who scan their faces and immediately retrieve their medical histories. Diagnostic bots, equipped with advanced sensors can perform full-body scans in seconds, detecting ailments before symptoms even appear. In the operating rooms, robotic surgeons work tirelessly, their mechanical arms moving with inhuman speed and accuracy. Recovery rooms are staffed by caregiver bots programmed to dispense medication, monitor vitals and provide basic companionship, though their monotone voices and rigid movements often leave patients longing for human interaction.

While the system has nearly eradicated human error and made healthcare accessible to all, it has also stripped the experience of its humanity. Doctors and nurses are rare, mostly relegated to supervisory roles or handling the most complex cases that AI cannot yet manage. For John, the absence of human touch in something as personal as healthcare feels profoundly unsettling. Though people receive treatments faster and more effectively than ever, the emotional connection between caregiver and patient has been lost, replaced by cold, efficient machines.

This automation has created a world that is both a utopia and a dystopia. Robots have taken over nearly every job, from factory work to customer service, and even roles in education and law enforcement. AI systems ensure that cities run smoothly, with resources distributed fairly and seamlessly. Crime is at an all-time low, thanks to advanced surveillance networks and predictive policing algorithms. On the surface, life seems idyllic. But for many, including John, this perfection feels hollow.

Jobs that once gave people purpose and identity are gone. The government provides a universal income to ensure no one goes hungry, but money alone can’t fill the void left by meaningful work. Without the daily routines and challenges of employment, many people feel adrift. Depression and anxiety are rampant and the streets are filled with those who seem aimless, their lives dictated by the machines they rely on. Society is divided: some embrace this new way of life, while others resent it, longing for the days when humanity felt more connected.

Relationships too, have changed. People rely on algorithms to find partners, with dating apps analyzing millions of data points to suggest “perfect matches.” On the surface, it’s efficient, but it feels transactional, like love has been reduced to a mathematical equation. Even friendships and family bonds are mediated by technology. It’s easier to talk to a robot therapist or confide in an AI companion than to share your feelings with another person. John can’t help but wonder: in a world where everything is optimized, have humans forgotten how to connect?
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