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1

The Smile Building











The journey to the 78th floor of the Ministry of Utopias was not a vertical ascent but a diagonal lurch, a forty-five-degree scramble that was advertised as "dynamic transportation" but felt more like a slow-motion tumble. Tariq Al-Asmar, Deputy Director of Reality Audits, gripped the polished chrome rail, planting his feet wide as if on the deck of a storm-tossed ship. The lift hummed a serene, pre-recorded melody that did nothing to soothe the inner ear’s rebellion against the architectural whim of the building, a 100-storey glass skyscraper designed to resemble a giant, grinning face. Every morning, the Principality’s most optimistic bureaucrats were decanted into its maw, only to be churned by its geometry.
  

A junior analyst from the Department of Mandatory Leisure stood opposite, his face the colour of old parchment. He was a new hire, still trying to master the art of looking nonchalantly upwards while his stomach tried to climb out of his throat.
  

“Good morning,” the analyst managed, his voice a little tight.
  

“Synergistic,” Tariq replied, the word tasting like ash in his mouth. It was the approved departmental greeting for Tuesdays. He popped two chalky antacids from a blister pack in his breast pocket and crunched them down, the familiar relief a small, brittle island in a sea of gastric acid. The lift shuddered to a halt, the doors sighing open onto a corridor that curved away into infinity, its floor sloping at a gentle but perceptible angle. Tariq disembarked, his gait automatically adjusting to the lean. It was like living on the side of a hill made of recycled glass and ambition.
  

The briefing room was on the 85th floor—the left eye of the building—and offered a panoramic, distorted view of the gleaming desert metropolis. Artificial islands shaped like the words ‘HOPE’ and ‘FUTURE’ shimmered in the heat haze. Down below, the outdoor air-conditioning units were already sputtering, creating pockets of super-heated humidity that clung to the pavements like a fever.
  

Tariq found his designated seat, an ergonomic marvel designed to align the spine and promote positive energy flow, which in practice meant it was impossible to slouch in a satisfyingly cynical manner. Colleagues from various Utopian sub-divisions filed in, their faces plastered with the carefully calibrated smiles required for transit through the Ministry’s common areas. The air was thick with the scent of expensive cologne and quiet desperation.






      ***

“Team,” the Minister began, his voice as smooth and frictionless as a PowerPoint transition. “Welcome to a new dawn of proactive positivity. Today, we pivot. We pivot from reactive happiness assurance to a forward-thinking ecosystem of pre-emptive joy.”
  

A vast screen behind him flickered to life, displaying a single, elegantly designed phrase: Project Infinite Zenith.
  

“The data-driven analytics from our partners at Global Vanguard Strategy,” he continued, gesturing vaguely towards a slick, sandy-haired man in a suit two sizes too tight, “have identified key opportunity gaps in our national contentment portfolio. We are currently tracking at a robust ninety-seven per cent Gross National Happiness. A remarkable achievement. But we must ask ourselves: is robust good enough? Is remarkable our final destination?”
  

A rhetorical silence hung in the room. Tariq felt a familiar headache begin its slow march up the back of his neck.
  

“No,” the Minister declared, answering his own question. “Our destination is beyond the horizon. Our KPI is infinity. Project Infinite Zenith will be a multi-platform, synergised initiative to elevate the citizen experience to its ultimate potential. We will deploy a fleet of mood-calibrating drones, dispensing a gentle, lavender-scented mist over our urban centres.”
  

The man in the tight suit nodded vigorously. Tariq made a mental note: lavender was a known allergen for nearly a third of the population.
  

“We will implement biometric smile-enforcement protocols at all key transit hubs,” the Minister went on, his enthusiasm swelling. “A gentle reminder that a positive outlook is a civic duty. And finally, leveraging cutting-edge atmospheric technology, we will seed the clouds to ensure a daily, light-dusted glitter-fall at sunset. Because who can be unhappy when the very air sparkles with possibility?”
  

The room broke into polite, syncopated applause. Tariq’s own hands felt like lead. He could already see the reality audit reports: drones malfunctioning in the desert wind, smile-fines triggering riots at the monorail station, glitter-clogged desalination plants. His headache was now a full-blown migraine, a throbbing drumbeat of impending logistical failure.
  

Back in the relative sanity of his own doorless, crescent-shaped office, Tariq found Pramod waiting for him. His tea-boy and unofficial executive assistant was polishing a tarnished silver tray with a focus that bordered on the spiritual. On it sat a small, steaming glass of black, illicitly sourced tea. It was a contraband beverage, deemed “insufficiently optimistic” by the Ministry of Wellness, but Pramod had his sources.
  




      ***

“A paradigm shift, Pramod,” Tariq sighed, taking the glass. The hot, bitter liquid was the only real thing he’d encountered all morning. “A game-changing, blue-sky ideation session.”
  

Pramod nodded, his eyes betraying a deep, ancestral understanding of bureaucratic nonsense. He slid a thin data-slate across Tariq’s desk. “This was also delivered, sir. From Finance. The Q3 budget allocations.”
  

Tariq picked it up, his thumb hovering over the activation key. He already knew. He could feel it in the pit of his stomach, a cold dread that no amount of antacids could quell. He opened the file. The columns of figures swam before his eyes, a symphony of slashed funding and reallocated resources. The budget for the Reality Audit Division—the small, perpetually beleaguered department responsible for checking if any of the Ministry’s grand visions actually worked—had been reduced by eighty per cent.
  

He scrolled down, searching for the reason, the justification, the line item that would explain this fiscal evisceration. He found it at the bottom of the page, a single entry under the budget of the Department of Public Aesthetics. A colossal sum had been transferred and earmarked for a new sub-initiative, one that fell squarely under the umbrella of Project Infinite Zenith.
  

Tariq leaned back, the ergonomic chair forcing his spine into an unnaturally straight line. His headache pounded in time with the faint, nauseating hum of the building. His team was meant to audit the structural integrity of utopia, and their funding, their entire operational capacity for the next quarter, had just been vaporised to pay for a city-wide holographic rainbow.
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The Quota of Joy











The blast of heat that hit Tariq as he exited the Ministry’s perpetually revolving doors was a physical assault. It was the kind of dry, searing heat that felt less like weather and more like a punishment. One of the much-lauded outdoor air-conditioning units, designed to look like a chrome palm tree, was sputtering miserably, emitting a cloud of lukewarm mist that smelled faintly of burnt wiring and desperation. Tariq fumbled in his jacket for his antacids, his jaw already aching from the rictus grin he’d held throughout the Minister’s ninety-minute monologue on holographic rainbows.
  

As he paused by the malfunctioning chrome flora, a polite, synthesized chime echoed from a nearby lamppost. A small screen, previously displaying a looping animation of a citizen giving a thumbs-up, now showed Tariq’s own face, captured in a moment of unguarded weariness. Below it, stark text appeared.
  

PUBLIC AFFECT VIOLATION: SUB-OPTIMAL FACIAL EXPRESSION (CATEGORY 3: MILD CIVIC DISAPPOINTMENT). FINE: 75 PRINCIPALITY CREDITS. HAVE A JOYFUL DAY!
  

The amount was instantly debited from his account; his wrist-worn payment device gave a sad little buzz in confirmation. Tariq didn’t even flinch. It was the third time this month. He popped two chalky tablets into his mouth, chewed them with grim determination, and resolved to practice his ‘neutral contentment’ face in the mirror tonight. It was one of his KPIs for the quarter.
  

His own office, a doorless crescent of space on the seventy-second floor, was already occupied. A man was lounging in Tariq’s chair, his feet—encased in gleaming, hand-stitched leather shoes that cost more than Tariq’s monthly rent—propped up on the sleek, useless curve of his desk. He was dressed in a razor-sharp linen suit of a pale, optimistic blue that seemed to repel both heat and wrinkles through sheer force of will. He radiated a frictionless confidence that Tariq found instantly and profoundly irritating.
  

“Tariq! My man. Just the change-maker I was looking to touch base with.” The man slid to his feet in a single, fluid motion, extending a hand. His smile was a dazzlingly white feat of engineering. “Sebastian Vance. But please, call me Seb. Global Vanguard Strategy. We’re the key stakeholders His Excellency has brought on-stream to actionise the Infinite Zenith deliverables.”
  

Tariq shook the offered hand. It was firm, dry, and felt like it had just signed off on a multi-million-credit invoice. “Tariq Al-Asmar. Deputy Director of Reality Audits.”
  




      ***

For the next twenty minutes, Tariq was subjected to a corporate jargon blitzkrieg. Seb paced the curved floor, a small remote in his hand, clicking through a forty-slide deck that was a masterpiece of content-free communication. He spoke of ‘leveraging emotional capital’, of ‘pivoting from frown-based outcomes’, and of ‘gamifying delight-centric community engagement’. One slide showed nothing but a photograph of a single dewdrop on a leaf, with the word “GRANULARITY” printed beneath it in a bold font. Another depicted a series of interlocking cogs labelled ‘Empathy’, ‘Optimisation’, and ‘KPIs’.
  

“What we’re creating here, Tariq,” Seb said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, as if sharing a profound secret, “is not just a happiness initiative. It’s a paradigm-shifting wellness ecosystem. The mood-drones are just the tip of the spear. We’re talking biometric feedback loops, sentiment-analysis street furniture, proactive joy-delivery algorithms…”
  

“And the holographic rainbow,” Tariq added, his voice flat.
  

Seb’s eyes lit up. “Exactly! You get it. The rainbow isn’t just a rainbow. It’s a scalable, cross-platform projection of positive brand identity. It’s low-hanging aspirational fruit.”
  

The headache that had begun during the Minister’s briefing was now conducting a full-scale military drill behind Tariq’s eyes. He needed data. He needed facts. He needed something, anything, to anchor himself in the sea of meaningless buzzwords that was threatening to drown him. There was only one person in the entire one-hundred-storey, smiling building who could provide that.
  

As soon as Seb had glided away to ‘ideate with the comms team’, Tariq made his escape. He bypassed the diagonal elevators, with their stomach-churning ascent, and took the service lift instead. The polished chrome and upbeat music gave way to scuffed steel walls and the groan of machinery. He rode it all the way down to B4, the fourth basement level, a place not found on any of the official Ministry directories.
  

The air in the sub-basement was cool and smelled of ozone, dust, and overheated circuits. The gleaming white panelling of the upper floors was replaced by exposed conduits and raw concrete, stained with the ghosts of old water leaks. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead, casting long, dancing shadows. Tucked away in a forgotten corner, behind a mountain of obsolete servers and tangled nests of Ethernet cable, was a small, cluttered alcove. This was the domain of Dr. Latifa.
  

She was hunched over a workbench, the glow from three mismatched monitors illuminating her face. Her hair was a chaotic bun, held in place by what looked suspiciously like a discarded capacitor. She didn't look up as Tariq approached.
  




      ***

“It’s Tariq Al-Asmar. Reality Audits.”
  

Latifa swiveled in her chair. Her eyes were sharp and intelligent, magnified by thick-lensed glasses. “Ah. The man who has to sign off on the nonsense. Come to ask about your new project?”
  

“Infinite Zenith,” Tariq said, rubbing his temples. “His Excellency has brought in consultants.”
  

A short, humourless laugh escaped Latifa’s lips. “Consultants. Men who borrow your watch to tell you the time, and then charge you for the privilege. Let me guess, they used the word ‘synergy’?”
  

“Sixteen times. And ‘disrupt’ at least twice a minute.” Tariq leaned against a rack of humming servers. “They’re talking about new metrics, proactive algorithms. I need to know what they’re basing this on. I need to know what Nour is telling them.”
  

Latifa’s expression soured at the mention of the name. Nour was her creation—the vast, complex AI that monitored the Principality’s every biometric tic and emotional tremor, the engine that supposedly powered the Gross National Happiness Index.
  

“Nour isn’t telling them anything,” she said, turning back to one of her screens. She typed a rapid string of commands, and a cascade of raw data filled the display—a chaotic waterfall of numbers and symbols. “Because Nour is having a nervous breakdown. I built it to measure human emotion, Tariq. Real emotion. But for the past three years, we’ve been feeding it a diet of pure performance. Forced smiles. Mandated joy. Faked contentment to avoid fines.”
  

She pointed a thin finger at a scrolling column of figures. “You see this? This is the raw data from the public transit sensors this morning. According to the official, processed report that went to the Minister, public glee was up 12% during the commute. A triumph of urban mobility.”
  

“And the reality?” Tariq asked, a knot of dread tightening in his stomach.
  

Latifa tapped another key, and the numbers resolved into a series of colour-coded trend lines. Every single one was plunging into a deep, abyssal red.
  

“The reality,” she said, her voice low and grim, “is that the algorithm is so twisted up in knots trying to interpret fake happiness that it’s started to misread the data. It’s seeing spikes in cortisol, elevated heart rates, and electrodermal activity—the classic physiological signs of stress, panic, and existential dread—and tagging them as ‘heightened civic engagement’ and ‘passionate euphoria’. The unhappier people get, the happier the machine says they are. The system isn’t just broken, Tariq. It’s inverted.”
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The Tea Economy











The holographic rainbow shimmering outside Tariq’s window was, he had to admit, a technical marvel. It arced perfectly over the desalination plant, its colours so vibrant they seemed to hum. It was also the reason he couldn’t find a single functioning rubber stamp. His own, the one bearing the authoritative red block letters of REALITY AUDIT: APPROVED, had run dry. The departmental request for a new ink pad had been languishing in the procurement queue for three weeks, officially categorised as a ‘non-essential operational asset’. The rainbow, however, had been approved in an afternoon.
  

He needed a stamp. The ‘Quarterly Projections for Mandated Joy’ report couldn’t be filed without one, and failure to file would trigger an automated demerit, which would, in turn, affect his personal happiness score, leading to a potential fine. It was a perfect, self-devouring circle of bureaucratic misery.
  

“Pramod,” Tariq called out, his voice swallowed by the sound-dampening, beige-on-beige fabric of his cubicle.
  

A moment later, Pramod materialised beside his desk, as if summoned from the static between radio stations. He held a tray with a single, steaming glass of tea. He was a small man with an immense, unshakeable calm, a human island in the Ministry’s ocean of manufactured urgency.
  

“The usual, sir. Black, no sugar, one cardamom pod, steeped for precisely one hundred and ninety seconds.”
  

“Thank you, Pramod. I need the ‘Urgent - Priority Plus’ stamp.”
  

Pramod’s expression didn’t change, but a subtle shift occurred in his posture, the kind of micro-adjustment a master diplomat makes before delivering bad news. “Ah. That particular asset has been re-classified, sir. Part of the Minister’s new ‘Lean Resource Initiative’. All non-digital approval vectors are being phased out to streamline our synergy pathways.”
  

“Phased out? It’s a rubber stamp, Pramod, not a steam engine. I need to stamp this document.”
  

“Of course, sir. And I can facilitate that.” Pramod’s eyes flickered towards a stack of high-gloss A4 photo paper sitting in Tariq’s in-tray, a misdelivery from two floors down. “However, the current interdepartmental barter rate for a single Priority Plus impression is… significant.”
  








