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CHAPTER ONE
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The Dome

The implant ceremony was scheduled for 0900. I arrived at 0847.

The holding area occupied the north pavilion of the Palm Jumeirah complex. This is the room they use for product launches and bilateral trade meetings and twice-yearly technology summits attended by ministers who arrive with large security details and leave within two hours. I had been here before. My father's company held their annual recognition event in this pavilion in 2031. The room had been different then. The chairs had been different. Better. The kind of chair that communicates investment in the occasion, in the people occupying it. Today the chairs were grey stackable plastic arranged in rows of ten. I counted ten rows. I noted that they had downgraded the seating for a human identity trial. I filed that observation and did not return to it.

I chose row four, seat three. Central enough to register neither eager nor reluctant. I set my bag on the floor and sat with my back straight and my hands resting on my knees and I looked at the front of the room where three technicians in grey uniforms were calibrating the broadcast equipment.

The pavilion held at 24 degrees. The entire Palm complex holds at 24. This is standard. Outside the climate dome, late September in Dubai reaches 41. The dome glass is slightly tinted to manage glare without sacrificing transparency, and from row four I could see the protest line on the access bridge with complete clarity. Approximately sixty people. Printed placards. They had been there since before I arrived, which meant they had organised overnight, which was worth noting because organised opposition requires infrastructure, and infrastructure takes longer to build than a single night. The largest sign read THEY ARE NOT EXPERIMENTS. I read it three times at different points of focus to confirm the exact wording. Then I returned my attention to the front of the room.

The ATHENA Node announcement had come eleven months ago. The Games were not new. The Node was the upgrade. Prior iterations had used a different deletion mechanism, pharmacological, which produced inconsistent results and a higher rate of adverse events. The Node was direct. Neural. Mapped to specific pathway clusters and precise in its targets to within two per cent deviation. I had read the technical documentation three times. The two per cent deviation was the figure I had held onto. Somewhere in that two per cent was a category of outcomes that had not been fully characterised. I kept this in a folder I labelled pending.

* * *
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The other contestants arrived between 0815 and 0855. I watched them enter and I counted in sections of ten as they took their seats. Counting organises a space. It reduces a crowd to a number and a number is a workable quantity.

Ninety-nine other people. I had spent the seventy-two-hour contestant access window reading every available intake profile. Most people, I understood, had used those three days to speak to their families. I had spoken to my family twice, briefly, from the lobby of this building, in the half-hour window before communication suspension began. I had spent the remainder of the access window in the portal. I knew their names, their countries of origin, their stated reasons for entering. Forty-one women. Fifty-nine men. Thirty-four nationalities represented across the hundred of us. I noted this. Dubai contained two hundred and fourteen nationalities in the last census. The Games had reached half of them.

The youngest contestant was sixteen, a boy from Kerala who lived in Al Quoz with his uncle and was studying for a civil engineering entrance qualification in his spare time. The oldest was thirty-three, a project manager from Copenhagen posted to DIFC for an infrastructure contract. I had categorised every profile by risk profile, predictable selection vulnerability, likely alliance behaviour, and stated emotional investment. The people with the highest stated emotional investment were the most dangerous. High investment means decisions under pressure will be irregular.

Mateo Silva entered at 0841 and took row seven, left side, three seats from the aisle. I had mapped his likely seat from the trajectory of his walk before he reached it. He was wearing a grey shirt, which matched his intake photograph. I noted this was either habitual or considered, and that both were worth tracking. He sat down and looked at the ceiling for three seconds and then looked at the room in general without appearing to assess it. I assessed this as either genuine calm or very well-executed performance of calm. I could not yet determine which.

He did not look at me. I was not looking at him.

The room smelled of climate-controlled air and someone's jasmine perfume. My mother wears jasmine perfume. She applies it every morning at the small bathroom mirror she has had since before I was born. I had told her I was attending a logistics technology seminar at the World Trade Centre today. She had said: interesting, bring notes. She believes in taking notes.

(She would have come. That was the problem.)

* * *
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At 0858 the overhead lights adjusted by approximately twelve per cent in temperature and the four upper cameras began their rotation and the room became a set. Not dramatically. The shift was functional, not theatrical. Good production. I had identified the cameras earlier and mapped their coverage arcs. There were three structural blind spots in the room: a support column on the east side, the ceiling angle at the north wall, and a three-second gap in the rotation cycle when all four cameras completed their sweep simultaneously. I had timed the rotation cycle. Three seconds. Not long. But registerable.

A woman in her mid-forties approached the raised platform. Efficient posture. The stillness of someone who has been filmed frequently enough to stop performing stillness and simply inhabit it. She introduced herself as the ceremony coordinator for the ATHENA Initiative. She did not provide a name beyond the title. I noted this.

She explained the terms in the register of someone presenting a scholarship programme. The Erasure Games. Third annual iteration. The ATHENA Node. The round structure. The category selection process. The global audience vote. The Protected City access for the winner. She said: we are selecting the next generation of architects. The people with the capacity to lead a world that is running out of the patience required for human error.

She said this without apology. I respected that also.

She said: we will now invite each contestant to confirm voluntary participation on the public record. We will proceed alphabetically.

I noted that alphabetical order placed me eleventh, which gave me ten examples of approach and phrasing before my turn. This was useful.

I listened. Most contestants gave their confirmation in a sentence and their reason in one or two more. Some gave more. A woman from Nairobi said she was entering for the education access provisions and for the principle of the thing. A man from Karachi said he was entering because the world outside was running out of time and he wanted to be in the room where decisions were made. Both answers were honest. Both answers were too long for the public record. The public record is not a confession. The public record is a document that will be indexed and searched and referenced. Giving it more than the minimum is a form of carelessness.

The tenth contestant, a South Korean man from Business Bay, confirmed participation and said his reason was personal, which was the minimum possible and technically accurate. I noted this as intelligent.

They called my name. Layla Rahmani.

I stood and walked to the platform at the pace I had decided on before leaving my room that morning: three seconds slower than brisk, two seconds faster than measured. I looked at the central camera. I did not look away from it.

The coordinator asked: do you confirm voluntary participation in the Erasure Games, third iteration, with full understanding of the ATHENA Node procedure and its permanent effects?

I said: yes.

She asked: and your reason for entering?

I said: personal medical access for a family member. It is the only viable option within the available timeframe.

I gave nothing more. I returned to row four, seat three. I placed my hands back on my knees.

(His laugh, from the backseat of the car on Sheikh Zayed Road. High and specific. The way it came early, before the punchline arrived, because he always found his own jokes funnier in construction than in execution. That was why I was here. Not a reason. A person. I had given the cameras a reason. I kept the person to myself.)

* * *
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The implant procedure was conducted in order of confirmation. Three medical stations along the west wall. Three technicians. The process was efficient. I was called eleventh and walked to station two.

The station smelled of antiseptic and beneath it something sweet I could not immediately name. I was not accustomed to failing to name things. I have a reliable vocabulary and a reliable memory for sensory classification. The sweetness stayed unclassified for longer than it should have. This was a minor irregularity. I filed it.

The technician asked me to be seated and to tilt my head forward thirty degrees. She was steady in her movements. No hesitation. She had done this many times today and would do it many more times before the session ended. I recognised expertise in the economy of her gestures.

She positioned the insertion device at the base of my skull. I felt pressure. Not pain. Pressure and then heat, precisely localised, and then the sensation of something settling into alignment the way a well-made lock accepts a key that was cut for it specifically.

Eleven seconds. I counted.

One. The room was still audible. The climate system had a faint rattle I had not registered from my seat. Two. The jasmine perfume was stronger at this angle. Three. The technician's right wrist was completely steady. Four. Someone at station one exhaled sharply. Five. The heat at the insertion site increased by one degree, approximately one degree. Six. The sweet smell resolved into a category. Cardamom. That was the word. Seven. My mother puts cardamom in the rice on Sunday mornings. She has done this for as long as I can remember, and longer. Eight. The insertion device produced a vibration I felt but could not hear, below the threshold of sound, in the register of sensation only. Nine. Arjun would not eat the cardamom rice. He said it was too complicated. My mother made him a separate portion every week without being asked and without comment. She never once mentioned that she was making it, or that she would continue making it, or that this was a small specific act of love. She simply made it. Ten. The heat eased. Eleven.

Done.

The technician placed a small adhesive patch at the base of my skull and said: you may experience a minor integration period of four to six hours, which is entirely normal. Report any severe disorientation to a medical officer immediately.

I said: thank you.

I returned to my seat.

* * *
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For the next two hours I sat and tracked the remaining eighty-nine procedure completions. Seven contestants displayed visible distress during or immediately after. Three consulted medical officers on return to their seats. None were removed from the programme. The medical officers were present in the ratio of one per twelve contestants, which told me the organisers had modelled an adverse event rate of approximately eight per cent and had staffed against it. The actual rate so far was three per cent. They had overstaffed for the adversity. This was either conservative risk management or a signal that prior iterations had produced higher rates than the public data indicated.

Mateo Silva displayed no distress. He returned to row seven and sat in the position he had occupied before, and he looked at the wall to his left, not at his paperwork, not at other contestants, not at the cameras. He looked at the wall for eleven minutes. I timed this because it was unusual. Looking at a blank wall for eleven minutes, in a room with eighty-nine other people and active cameras and an integration period underway, required either a meditative practice or an unusually stable internal experience. Both possibilities were worth tracking.

The minor integration period proceeded as described. My hearing sharpened marginally. The climate system rattle separated into two distinct components: a compressor cycle operating at fourteen-second intervals and a drainage valve with a shorter, irregular pattern. The light at the edges of objects appeared slightly more defined. I noted these adjustments and classified them as within the described parameters.

And then I reached for a memory and found nothing.

It was not an important memory. I was not searching for anything significant. I was simply allowing the mind to move through familiar territory the way a mind does when a body has been still for a long time. I was looking for the name of a teacher from my Year 7 class at the school on Al Wasl Road. A small detail. The kind of name that surfaces without effort.

It was not there.

Not at the edge of recall, where a word sits when it is temporarily misplaced. Not blurred or softened by time. Simply absent. A silence where information should have been.

I sat with this for three seconds. Then I approached it from a different direction. The school itself. Al Wasl Road. The entrance gates. The morning light through the corridor windows. The timetable display in the Year 7 common area, the specific blue of the font. I moved through the school year in sequence. I placed myself in the Year 7 classroom and I observed its details with no difficulty. The angle of the afternoon sun. The particular sound the chairs made on the floor. The smell of the whiteboard marker that was always slightly dried out. I arrived at the position in the classroom where the teacher would be standing and I found: a height, a posture, a voice quality I recognised immediately.

No name.

I tested the retrieval for another four seconds. Nothing emerged. I assigned two possible explanations. First: the integration period had produced a minor and temporary effect on peripheral memory access, and this would resolve within the described four to six hour window. Second: this was not peripheral and it was not temporary.

I assigned the first explanation a probability of 0.84. I filed the second under monitoring and I told myself this was the integration period.

(I knew it was not the integration period.)

I looked at the front of the room. The coordinator was explaining the pairing protocol. I directed my attention to that.

* * *
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Neural pairing was assigned by ATHENA. The coordinator read the pairs from a screen. She read them without editorial tone. This was the correct approach.

The pairing model was not explained. This was consistent with how ATHENA operated. The model existed. The output was the pair. The logic connecting them was not available to the people it affected. I had expected this. I had not yet determined how much it mattered.

She read: Layla Rahmani and Mateo Silva.

I did not look at him. I waited for the coordinator to finish reading all fifty pairs. Then I looked at row seven, left side, three seats from the aisle.

He was already looking at me. His expression was measured, and then it adjusted. Not quite a smile. The kind of expression that means: I see you and I am choosing to stay with the fact of you rather than look away. It was a precise expression. It communicated something specific that I would need time to classify.

I looked at the front of the room.

I reviewed what I knew of Mateo Silva from his intake profile. Brazilian father, Lebanese mother. Born in Dubai. Educated at the American University of Dubai. Speaks Portuguese, Arabic, English, and French. Prior work in crisis response coordination during the 2033 regional water disruptions. Stated reason for entering the Games: resource access for a community healthcare programme in his mother's home district in the Bekaa Valley. The programme had been in operation for four years and was underfunded by approximately sixty-three per cent of its required annual budget.

He had entered for someone else also. I noted this. I did not yet know what to do with it.

* * *
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At 1400 the coordinator thanked us and confirmed that the first trial would begin in seventy-two hours. All external communication was suspended effective immediately. She said this without apology.

We were directed to the contestant residential quarters in the north wing. I walked in the corridor and did not speak to anyone. I noted the corridor dimensions, seventeen metres from pavilion door to north wing entrance, and the camera positions, three fixed units and one mobile on a ceiling track, and which contestants moved in groups and which moved alone. Seven walked in pairs or small clusters. The rest moved individually. I moved individually.

Mateo was ahead of me in the corridor. He reached the north wing entrance and held the door. He held it at the angle that indicates held-for-whoever-follows rather than held-for-a-specific-person. A social reflex rather than a social offer. He did not turn around.

I walked through the door.

I said: thank you.

He said: Mateo.

I said: I know.

He looked at me then. Directly and for a sufficient duration to register as deliberate. He had dark eyes and the kind of attentiveness that could be either warmth or assessment, and I could not determine which. I filed this under pending and walked to my room.

I closed the door. I stood in the centre of the floor.

I ran the retrieval test again. Year 7 classroom. Al Wasl Road. The teacher at the front of the room. Height, posture, voice quality. No name. The silence was exactly the same size it had been four hours ago. The integration period had not reduced it by any measurable amount.

I sat on the bed. I opened my notebook. I wrote: Day 1. Integration period normal range. Peripheral memory blank noted. Monitoring.

I did not write that the blank had not moved.

I put the notebook down and I thought about Arjun's laugh. High and specific. The way it came early because he could not contain it. It was there. Present and clear and exactly as it should be. I held it for four seconds.

I put it away.

I thought about the pairing model and the two per cent deviation and the seventy-two hours until the first trial and what the word pending had started to cost me.

I had work to do.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Sync

The contestant quarters were in the north wing, as promised.

My room was on the third floor. East-facing. A single window. Climate locked at 24 degrees, same as the pavilion, same as every interior space in this complex. I had expected this. What I had not expected was the silence. Not absence of sound. The complex had a continuous background register: the climate system cycling, the faint pressure differential in the corridor, the building settling in ways that old buildings do not and engineered ones sometimes do. But there were no other voices. No footsteps from adjacent rooms. The wall insulation was deliberate and thorough. The ATHENA Initiative had decided that contestants should not passively overhear each other.

I noted this and considered what it meant. Then I set my bag on the bed and stood at the window and looked at the Palm below.

The geometry of it was cleaner from here than from street level. The fronds radiated from the trunk in a pattern that was both botanical and mathematical. Someone had designed this island with the precision of an argument. The sea around it was dark at this hour, the dome glass tinting everything slightly blue. I had seen the Palm from the water once, from a boat my father hired for a company celebration in 2029. From the water, the scale was different. Vast and somewhat improbable. From here, it looked deliberate. Both observations were true. I filed them separately.

I did not unpack. I sat on the bed with my back against the headboard and I opened my notebook and wrote: Day 1 complete. Integration period stable. Memory blank unresolved. Mateo Silva: pending assessment.

I wrote pending assessment because I did not yet know what category he belonged to. Ally was too strong a word for someone I had spoken to for eleven seconds. Threat was too active a word for someone who had held a door. He was a variable that had not yet demonstrated its behaviour. Pending assessment was accurate.

(I was aware that pending assessment was also what I wrote when I did not want to decide.)

I closed the notebook. I turned off the bedside light. The window kept the room in a low blue from the dome. I lay down without changing. I ran the retrieval test once more. Year 7. Al Wasl Road. The classroom. The teacher.

Silence.

I set a mental note to monitor this in the morning. Then I closed my eyes and did not sleep for a long time.

* * *
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The neural sync arrived at 0312.

I know this because I checked the time immediately after. This was an automatic response to an unexpected stimulus: record the conditions. The time was 0312. The room was dark except for the dome light. The climate system was in its compressor cycle. My heart rate, which I estimated by placing two fingers against my wrist, was 94 beats per minute. This was elevated from my resting rate of 62. The elevation had a cause I could not yet categorise.

What had happened was this: I had been lying awake, in the low-level focused state that passes for rest when actual sleep is unavailable, and something had arrived. Not a sound. Not a physical sensation. Something interior. An emotional signal that was not mine.

Fear. Specific and sudden. The quality of it was not generalised anxiety. It had shape. It had direction. It was the fear of a specific thing rather than a diffuse apprehension, though I could not identify the specific thing because the specific thing was not mine to know. It was someone else's specific thing.

I understood what had happened before I finished understanding it. The ATHENA Node pairing. The neural sync. Forty per cent shared signal. I had read this in the documentation. I had categorised it as a relevant tactical variable. I had not modelled what it would feel like to receive another person's fear at 0312 with no warning and no buffer.

I sat up. I pressed both palms flat against the mattress. I breathed at the rate I use when I am performing composure rather than experiencing it, which is 4 seconds in, 6 seconds out, a ratio that activates the parasympathetic response sufficiently to reduce visible signs of distress without requiring actual calm to precede them.

The fear was not mine. I held this fact clearly. The fear was not mine. It belonged to Mateo Silva in room seven of the north wing, floor three, who was apparently afraid of something at 0312 in a way that his neural architecture was broadcasting at 40 per cent into mine.

I noted that 40 per cent of someone else's fear was still a significant quantity.

* * *
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The smell arrived with the fear.

Not Mateo's fear. Something underneath it, triggered by it. The specific antiseptic smell of the neurology ward at the hospital in Jumeirah where Arjun had his first appointment after the diagnosis. The smell of the corridor outside the consultation room, which had a cleaning product underneath the antiseptic that was floral in a way that did not match the environment. I had stood in that corridor for forty minutes while my mother was inside with him and I had not known what to do with my hands. I had held my notebook. I had not written anything.

That smell arrived now, in my room at 0312, delivered by a fear that was not mine.

I redirected immediately. The smell was not relevant to the current situation. The smell was a neural association between fear and a specific memory, and the association had been triggered by the arrival of an emotional signal I had not prepared for. This was a processing artefact. I catalogued it and moved on.

(I moved on. The smell did not move on at the same speed.)

I lay back down. I returned to 4 in, 6 out. The fear signal diminished over the next nine minutes, which told me that Mateo, wherever he was in the north wing, had managed whatever had woken him. I tracked the diminishment with the same attention I had given the arrival. By 0321 the signal was below the threshold of identifiable emotion. By 0329 it was gone.

I lay in the dark until 0400 and then I got up and sat at the small desk and opened my notebook and wrote one line: 0312 sync event. Fear signal. Source: Silva. Duration: 17 minutes. Intensity: significant.

I did not write: it smelled like Arjun's hospital.

I did not write that because it was not relevant to the current operational picture.

* * *
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At 0600 the corridor lights activated at low level. At 0630 a message on the room's communication panel indicated that a shared breakfast facility was available in the east common area on the ground floor. Attendance was not compulsory. I noted the word compulsory and considered its implications. They had used a word that presupposed we might choose not to attend. They had done this, I decided, because they wanted us to choose to attend without being ordered to. The distinction mattered because attendance under order produces one kind of data and attendance by choice produces another.

I chose to attend. I arrived at 0638.

The east common area was a large rectangular room with a wall of dome-glass on the south side and tables arranged in a configuration that suggested casual gathering without quite achieving it. Too regular. The tables were spaced at identical intervals. Someone had measured this. I noted the measurement and what it told me about the kind of environment we were operating in.

Twelve contestants were already present. Mateo Silva was not among them.

I took a tray and moved to a table near the south glass. I could see the Palm frond geometry from here, and also the corridor entrance, and also the camera in the upper east corner of the room, which was fixed rather than rotational, covering a static 110-degree arc that left a blind spot behind the serving station and a partial blind spot at my current position if I sat at the correct angle. I sat at the correct angle.

I was eating when Mateo arrived at 0651. He had slept poorly. This was visible in the area below his eyes and in the slight set of his jaw that comes when a person has been clenching it. He moved through the serving line with the deliberate efficiency of someone who is conserving energy. He chose a table three positions from mine.

He did not look at me when he sat down.

I noted this and its possible interpretations. He did not know I had felt the fear signal. The sync documentation had not specified whether recipients of a signal were identified to the sender. It was possible he was simply tired and not tracking the room. It was possible he was tracking the room precisely and had identified my table position and was choosing not to acknowledge it. Both were consistent with the available data.

I ate my breakfast. I watched the camera arc complete its rotation pattern. Fixed unit, no rotation. 110-degree static. I watched three contestants enter together from the corridor and select adjacent tables. I watched a Kenyan woman I recognised from the intake files, Amara Osei, position herself with her back to the wall in the classic defensive configuration that most people adopt unconsciously when they are in unfamiliar environments. I noted that she had done this unconsciously, which meant she had training or instinct in environmental threat assessment. Both were relevant.

Mateo finished his coffee. He stood. He carried his tray to the return station. He came back past my table on his way to the corridor exit.

He stopped.

He said: you were awake at 0312.

It was not a question. It was a statement of data. He had felt the signal travel also. The sync was bidirectional. Of course it was bidirectional. I had not fully thought through the bidirectionality.

I said: yes.

He said: I am sorry. It was a bad dream. I do not usually have them.

I said: do not apologise. It is a design feature, not a personal failing.

He looked at me for a moment. His expression was the same one from the corridor the night before: attentive, specific, not quite classifiable. Then he said: does it help? Calling it a design feature?

I said: yes.

He said: alright. Then: I felt you redirect. After the signal. I felt something close off.

I did not have an immediate response to this. I had not anticipated that the redirection itself would be perceptible. I had assumed that the management of a signal was an internal action invisible to its source.

He had felt me close the hospital corridor off.

I said: noted.

He nodded once. He left.

* * *
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I remained at the table for six minutes after he left. I was not eating. I was running a revision of my model.

The sync was bidirectional and the signal content was not limited to the primary emotional event. Secondary responses, redirections, suppressions, were also transmitting at some level. This changed the tactical picture significantly. If Mateo Silva could feel the shape of my management strategies, then my management strategies were not entirely private. This was not a small problem.

I looked at the camera in the upper east corner. 110-degree arc. Fixed. I was inside the blind spot at my current position but only just. I adjusted my posture by two degrees. Still inside.

I had been thinking about the cameras as the primary audience. The global viewership. The 1.4 billion at the ceremony and however many were watching on the residential feed, which would be a smaller number but not a small number. I had been managing my presentation for that audience with full awareness that I was doing so.

I had not been thinking about Mateo as a secondary audience with direct neural access.

He was not watching my face. He was receiving my interior adjustments in real time at 40 per cent fidelity.

I thought about what he had received this morning. He had received the arrival of his own fear signal into my body. He had received my assessment of the signal, which would have transmitted as something cognitive rather than emotional, a shift from reactive to analytical. He had received the smell, or its emotional weight, which would have arrived in him as a fragment of association he could not source. And he had received the closure. The decision to not follow the association to its conclusion.

He had felt me decide not to feel something.

I sat with this for the remaining four minutes.

* * *
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The morning orientation session began at 0900 in the main pavilion. All one hundred contestants, or the ninety-seven remaining after the first three medical withdrawals in the overnight period, I had not known about the withdrawals until the attendance count showed ninety-seven, were present. The coordinator reviewed the round structure. The category voting mechanism. The timeline. She introduced the medical support team. She explained the escalation protocol for adverse neural events.

I sat in row four, seat three.

I watched the cameras.

There were four in the pavilion, same as yesterday. Rotational units. I had mapped the rotation pattern during the ceremony. I had estimated the speed at approximately eight seconds per full rotation. Today, with nothing else to do during the orientation review, I refined the estimate. Seven point four seconds per rotation. Each camera had a three-second overlap with the adjacent unit's coverage arc during the crossover phase. There was no moment when any given point in the room was not covered by at least one camera. I had assumed this but I confirmed it now.

I also confirmed a detail I had noted but not fully analysed yesterday. The cameras tracked micro-expressions. I had observed this in the brief response time, approximately 0.8 seconds, between a contestant displaying a visible emotional reaction and the nearest camera adjusting its position fractionally toward them. The adjustment was small. A human observer watching the camera unit would not notice it. I had noticed it because I had been watching the cameras rather than the coordinator.

The cameras were not only recording. They were responding. In real time. To faces.

I considered what this meant for my strategy.

If the cameras tracked micro-expressions, then the global audience was being fed a stream that included my micro-expressions, which meant the global audience had a higher resolution view of my emotional state than I had intended to provide them. My management of my presentation had been operating at the macro level. Controlled posture. Measured pace. Selected words. I had not been managing at the level of the involuntary.

I began managing at the level of the involuntary.

This required a different kind of attention. Not the attention of choosing what to display. The attention of understanding what the face does without instruction and either allowing it or intervening at the origination point. The origination point is not the expression. The origination point is the thought that precedes it. If I could manage the thought, the expression would follow.

I had been doing this partially all my life. My mother called it my public face. Arjun had a different name for it. He said I had two voices, the one I used with people and the one I used with him, and that the difference was not in the words but in the amount I held back. He said this without criticism. He simply named it the way he named everything, directly and without agenda, because that was how his mind worked.

(He was the only person I had ever not needed the public face with. I had not understood until now that this was what the public face was for.)

I returned my attention to the coordinator.

She was explaining the contestant support protocols. I listened with 30 per cent attention and allocated the remainder to the camera tracking pattern and the row distribution of contestants I had assessed as high-risk variables. The high-risk variables were not people who might harm me. They were people whose behaviour was least predictable, which in a system that selected for specific traits was the real risk category. Predictable people were manageable. Unpredictable people introduced variables that could not be modelled in advance.

Mateo Silva sat in row seven, left side, three seats from the aisle. He was listening to the coordinator with what appeared to be genuine attention. He had a notepad in front of him, which no other contestant had brought. He had written something at the top of the page. From row four I could not read it.

He did not look at me during the session.

I noted this as a choice rather than an oversight. He knew where I was sitting. He had identified my seat position yesterday without appearing to do so. He was choosing not to look, which was as deliberate as looking would have been.
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