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The Global Pitch

The United Nations had never glowed like this.

Across the plaza, temporary canopies of Helios cloth stretched in gentle arcs from flagpole to flagpole, each panel catching the late-September sun and returning it as a cool, even radiance. The fabric moved like water when the wind touched it—ripples of light sliding across marble, washing up against the bronze of memorials and the dark glass of the Secretariat.

Delegates slowed beneath it, their conversations thinning into murmurs. Phones rose. A diplomat from Iceland reached up with the small, private awe of someone greeting first snow. A minister from a desert nation closed her eyes and stood still, face upturned as if she could drink illumination. Even the security cordons looked gentler in the glow.

Farther out on First Avenue, the glow met resistance. A small crew of protesters kept chorused time with drums and cardboard signs:

WHO HOLDS THE SWITCH?

LIGHT WITHOUT CHAINS

THE SUN BELONGS TO NO ONE

Their voices were swallowed by traffic and the soft white hum of Helios cloth—but not lost entirely. A few delegates glanced toward the sound and turned away quickly, like people catching sight of a storm on the far horizon and deciding it would miss them.

Inside the General Assembly hall, the room was already dressed for a coronation. A translucent scrim hung behind the dais, the Helios emblem ghosted across it in faint relief—the split sun, one half brilliant, one half in shadow. Cameras perched like hawks along the balconies. The translator booths glowed softly, as if the world’s languages had been set in a case like jewels.

Julian Crest walked out to the podium and let himself feel it. The housed lightning of attention. The hum that lived in a room when everyone wanted the same story.

He wore a suit dark as midnight, a slim tie, a pocket square with the slightest solar-thread sheen. No notes. Never notes. He lifted his hands, and the rustle of seats quieted as if dimmed on command.

“Distinguished delegates,” he began, voice a clean, resonant instrument. “For a hundred thousand years, we have told the same story about fire. We feared it, we worshipped it, we learned to carry it. Today, we write a new chapter. The sun has always belonged to all of us. At last—” a heartbeat, a smile that measured the room—“we have learned to give it back.”

The screen behind him bloomed with night—Phoenix from orbit, shaky phone footage smoothed to silk. Arteries of light ran the length of avenues. The shot cut to Tucson: a grid of steady gold stitched into desert, canopies like constellations lowered to street height. Children ran beneath them in slow motion. Bus shelters breathed a quiet halo.

“Light without walls,” Julian said. “Power that wears no smokestack and crushes no mountain. A second skin for the world.”

Elara Vance sat in the American delegation’s second row and kept her face perfectly still.

The Helios cloth overhead had been tuned to a daylight that flattered human skin and reputation equally. Voices carried like birds across the hall. The light made everyone look kinder than they were. This was what Julian understood better than physics: the grammar of wonder.

Light without walls, she repeated in her head, and pictured a Kernel dashboard tiled with districts and toggles. A second skin for the world, she repeated, and saw a Sentinel’s hand on a teenager’s shoulder, a busker moving three blocks east because the app said “corridor flow” would improve.

Julian raised a palm, as if steadying the planet’s breath.

“Cities are living bodies,” he said. “They need more than watts. They need nerves. Uptime is mercy. Prediction is justice. Helios is not only energy—it is a nervous system of light.”

In the translator booths, the word “nervous” found a dozen equivalents, some more charitable than others.

He moved seamlessly through the catechism: safety metrics, cooling loads reduced, emergency response times sliced, crime graphs that dipped obediently when shaded by gold. Every claim was true in the way claims can be true when carefully framed. Every slide was beautiful in the way a future is beautiful when you do not peer too closely at its price.

Then, the phrase Elara had been waiting for:

“Adaptive modulation.”

He let it hang, benevolent and empty.

“Our systems adjust in real time to ensure stability,” he said. “We protect life from fragility. We guarantee continuity.”

Applause rose like weather. The camera found Elara and she composed her mouth into the neutral politeness of a good scientist who agrees with the math and will not speak on policy. She kept her hands still so they would not reach for an invisible cord to pull the fire alarm.

On the wings of the stage, Vargas stood in shadow, immaculate as a ledger. He did not clap. He counted.

Three aides waited behind him: one from Singapore, keen-eyed and already sold; one from Dubai, smiling with the speed of money; one from Lagos, expression guarded, a student of promises. Vargas leaned to each in turn, murmuring prices that sounded like favors, terms that sounded like inevitability. The word preferential brushed past teeth. The word discretion was never said, which made it irresistible.

As Julian’s slides turned global—renderings of Marina Bay wrapped in luminous sails, Dubai’s towers clothed in shivering silk, Lagos’s bus rapid transit nodes wearing crowns of dawn—the hall found its beat. Applause at each name. The ritual of belonging.

“Every city is a rhythm,” Julian said. “We don’t just meet demand; we meet it in time. We breathe with you.”

A thin sound braided into the applause: drums from the street outside, a chant that rose and fell like surf. WHO HOLDS THE SWITCH? It reached the microphones only as a rumor. Enough to flavor the air, not enough to change it.

He closed with a sentence he had tuned against the bones of the room:

“Civilization is not what we build in the day. Civilization is what we refuse to let the night take.”

Gasps. Some people cry easily in nice rooms.

The Secretary-General shook his hand. Ministers queued for photographs that would play well at home. The scrim behind him flushed gold and then obediently dimmed to a decorous cream.

In the crush afterward, Elara was a rock in a river. People flowed around her with praise like petals: visionary, epochal, humane. She kept her eyes on faces, looking for anyone who was not drunk on light.

A woman found her—short braids pinned tidy, a Lagos pin at her lapel, eyes that weighed before they took. Her nametag read Ifeoma Nwosu, Infrastructure & Public Works.

“You’re Dr. Vance,” Ifeoma said. Her voice carried the warmth of someone who had decided to be kind and the steel of someone who had not decided to be fooled. “The engineer.”

“Co-founder,” Elara said. It came out flatter than she meant.

“The skin is beautiful,” Ifeoma said, glancing up toward the temporary canopies. “But beauty can be a leash.”

Elara’s heart gave the small, dangerous flutter of recognition. “You see it.”

“I’ve lived long enough to know,” Ifeoma said, “that when a foreign company says ‘stability,’ they mean their stability. When they say ‘safety,’ they mean theirs.”

“Helios can help,” Elara said, hearing in her own voice a reflex that was becoming a lie. “It... it has helped.”

Ifeoma’s smile did not reach defense or attack. “We will ask the right questions. We will make you answer them in public.”

“Elara!” Julian’s voice, warm as a spotlight. He slid between them with ease, took Ifeoma’s hand in a clasp that projected sincerity like heat. “I loved your remarks in the side session,” he lied, having heard nothing. “We’re honored to bring Helios to Lagos.”

“Terms first,” Ifeoma said dryly.

“Terms,” Julian agreed, already past her, his attention a beam that blessed and moved on.

Vargas was at work even before the champagne lost its chill. In a side room lined with framed photos of other men’s speeches, he placed a contract on a coffee table and refilled three glasses. The Singaporean aide signed a letter of intent in a hand that did not shake. The Dubai representative demanded “Sentinel coverage” baked into their civic package—“just for high-visibility zones,” he said, as if you could quarantine a principle. Vargas smiled and said he would “see it done.” The Lagos dossier remained unopened, the paperweight on it heavy as a promise.

A Defense Minister from a mid-sized European nation came in quietly, not on the schedule, his tie the blue of police lights. “We are admirers,” he told Vargas, “of your Sentinels. We have crowd issues. We admire how... smoothly your corridors remain clear.”

“Protocols,” Vargas said, as one would say angels. “We train for stability. Civilian-forward posture. Non-lethal compliance emphasis.”

“And the data?” the Minister asked casually, eyes bright. “We are very interested in predictive behavior—purely for safety.”

“Of course,” Vargas said. “Purely.”

Elara stood in the doorway long enough to hear that. A bead of cold slid down her spine, a single raindrop in a desert that had not rained for years.

At the reception, the ceiling wore Helios cloth like a crown. The room smelled of flowers that had never been anywhere near a field. Waiters moved in well-lit lanes.

A journalist with a badge from an international magazine intercepted Elara with a smile edged like a scalpel. “Dr. Vance—one question for a sidebar?”

“Off the record,” Elara said reflexively.

“On background,” the journalist countered. “Who decides when a city dims?”

Elara’s mouth went dry. The journalist’s pen hovered, the old-fashioned kind that pretends truth is still made of ink. Elara said the only safe lie that did not taste like poison.

“Performance safeguards,” she said. “Shared with partners.”

“Shared or controlled?” the journalist pressed.

“Elara,” Julian called, and the journalist withdrew like a tide.

He took her elbow with the affection of a brother and the possession of a ship’s captain. “Don’t look like that,” he murmured, the smile never wavering. “You’ll spook the donors.”

“They were talking about using Sentinels for crowd ‘smoothness,’” she said. “A defense minister, Julian.”

“Everyone wants to belong to the future,” he said lightly. “We’re choosy. That’s power.”

Outside, the protest had grown teeth. Drums echoed up the glass. A voice amplified through a cheap speaker folded on itself and still reached the room: THE SUN BELONGS TO NO ONE. Security formed a human hedge at the base of the steps. The temporary canopies turned the evening into an aquarium of light—the protesters’ faces were strangely luminous as they chanted, made beautiful by the tool they opposed.

Julian worked the room like a man conducting weather.

He gave a private sermon to a Scandinavian delegation about the poetry of winter light. He told a Gulf City prince that desert was opportunity disguised as asceticism. He promised a Southeast Asian mayor that Helios would teach his city to “breathe without fear.” Every promise left a fingerprint of want.

Elara found Ifeoma again on the periphery; the Lagos delegate had a glass of water and the focus of someone who had trained her face to be underestimated.

“I spoke once,” Ifeoma said, apropos of nothing, “at a hearing about water rights. A man told me my figures were doom-mongering. He said markets would innovate. I told him innovation wasn’t a plan. It was a hunger. You feed it, it grows. You starve it, it eats you.”

Elara stared into her glass. The bubbles rose like escapees and burst harmlessly. “I helped build this,” she said softly. “Now I’m asking myself if I should help break it.”

“Then you already know your answer,” Ifeoma said. “You’re just measuring your fear.”

They stood with their shoulders almost touching, two women observing a room filled with men inventing a planet. The fabric on the ceiling pulsed, and Elara wondered if anyone else could hear it breathing.

When the reception ended, the UN plaza exhaled. The canopies outside turned their day-pale to nightwarm, tuned to invite walking, not loitering. The protest thinned under the pressure of schedule and the sweet kindness of good lighting.

Elara slipped out a staff door and onto the steps, into the edge where Helios light met ordinary dark. A protester pressed a leaflet toward her without eye contact, and she accepted it the way one accepts a sacrament from a religion they aren’t sure they believe. The paper was cheap, the ink a little wet. THE SUN BELONGS TO NO ONE it said, in a font that yelled like a hand-lettered prayer.

She folded it into her journal.

Julian stayed until the last camera blinked off. Then he drifted up to a mezzanine window that made Manhattan into a toy—bridges drawn in mercury, streets gilded by someone else’s grid. The temporary Helios canopies reflected in the glass and turned the city into a double exposure: what was and what could be purchased.

“The world is ready,” he whispered, and it was unclear whether he meant the planet or himself.

Vargas appeared at his shoulder, the ghost of a satisfied cat crossing his mouth. “Singapore wants thirty corridors by Q3. Dubai will take Sentinels ‘for optics.’ Lagos wants to talk terms—real ones.” He paused. “The Defense Minister wants a pilot. For stadiums. And contingencies.”

Julian smiled, flawless. “We’ll be careful.”

Vargas’s eyes slid once to Elara, a quick blade of curiosity. “We’ll be careful,” he repeated.

Down on First Avenue, the last drummer thudded three beats that felt like a warning left in a doorway. The canopies murmured. The flags lifted and fell. Somewhere, a bus shelter breathed its cool, even light and told a waiting body: stay. Somewhere else, a Sentinel rehearsed a sentence that would sound like help when it landed on the air.

Elara stood at the curb and waited for a gap in traffic. The leafleted phrase pressed against her palm like a pulse. Across the street, in the softened glow, a child chased another child and the laughter sounded like consent.

She thought: Beauty is a cage if the door is invisible.

She thought: Maybe I am the hinge.

She crossed alone, a dark figure moving through light meant to forgive everything it touched.

Behind her, the General Assembly settled into afterglow. Ahead of her, an alley kept its own honest night. She stepped into it for a breath and let the darkness name the edges of her face. When she came back out, she had decided nothing except that she would keep walking.

The chapter did not end. It only dimmed a little, then returned to full.
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Elara Abroad

The flight banked low over Singapore, and for a moment the city looked like a jewel box spilled across the sea. Towers stabbed upward like glass knives, the harbor shimmered with container ships, and already, even from altitude, she could see the first experimental veins of Helios skin stretching across Marina Bay.

Elara pressed her forehead to the window. It should have been awe. The light shimmered like a miracle, even here, half a world away. Instead, her stomach tightened.

They’ve moved so fast, she thought. Too fast.

The Arrival

At Changi Airport, she was met not by government officials but by Helios staff in pressed uniforms — the gray-and-gold of Sentinel Services. Polite, deferential, but unmistakably present. Their insignias gleamed under the skylights like watchful suns.

“Dr. Vance,” the lead officer said, bowing slightly. “Welcome to Singapore. We’ll escort you to the Marina Bay site.”

They did not ask. They directed.

The drive wound past clean boulevards and vertical gardens. Billboards shimmered with ads: smiling families under radiant canopies, a tagline in three languages: HELIOS: LIGHT WITHOUT FAIL.

Citizens walked beneath the first installed corridors. Some craned their necks to admire. Some ignored them, accustomed already. Elara noticed the small things: the way Sentinels hovered at corners, the subtle cameras embedded in canopy seams, the way people shifted slightly when a uniform drew near.

The Site Tour

The Marina Bay corridor was breathtaking. The canopies stretched like sails across the promenade, gold by day, soft white at dusk. Tourists photographed themselves beneath them as if they were new landmarks. Vendors sold glowing Helios souvenirs — cloth scraps pressed into resin like pressed flowers.

A Singaporean minister in a crisp suit greeted Elara warmly. Cameras followed.

“Dr. Vance,” he said, shaking her hand. “You and Mr. Crest have given our people a gift. These canopies will make the city not only safe, but beautiful.”

Elara smiled thinly for the cameras. Inside, she thought: Gifts don’t come with guards.

The minister led her through the corridor. “Already crime has dipped. Families linger longer on the bay. Tourism numbers spike. We have never known such stability.”

Elara glanced upward. Sensors glimmered faintly along the canopy edges. “How do you measure?” she asked.

The minister gestured to a sleek kiosk. A screen displayed LIVE COMFORT SCORE: 97%. Beneath it: Average Linger Time: 23m. Peak Density: 18:40.

Elara’s chest tightened. “And if the score falls?”

The minister smiled politely. “Then adjustments are made.”

A Private Conversation

That evening, at a banquet in her honor, Elara slipped away from the gilded ballroom. She found herself on a balcony overlooking the bay, the Helios corridor glowing steady, Sentinels pacing at intervals.

A woman joined her — one of the site engineers, young, sharp-eyed. She spoke softly, careful not to be overheard.

“They’re using the data already,” she said. “Not just for maintenance. For crowd control. You know that, don’t you?”

Elara’s throat tightened. “How?”

“The system predicts when a crowd might form. The Sentinels arrive before it does. People disperse. They say it’s proactive safety. But sometimes... sometimes it feels like they’re deciding where joy is allowed.”

Elara stared at the city below, steady and radiant. “You’re brave to tell me this.”

The engineer gave a small, brittle laugh. “No one believes I’m brave. They just think I’m lucky to work here.”

Elara’s Journal

Back in her hotel room, Elara opened her notebook, the same one she had carried since Tucson. She wrote furiously:

Singapore rollout mirrors Tucson.

Comfort scores as compliance metrics.

Sentinels expanding beyond infrastructure protection — now social regulation.

Data isn’t passive. It shapes behavior. People conform before being asked.

She paused, pen hovering, then added: Julian knows. Vargas wants it. Citizens think it’s love. But it’s fear in prettier clothes.

She tucked the notebook beneath her pillow as if it were contraband.

Closing Image

The next morning, Elara stood again beneath the Marina Bay corridor. Families strolled, tourists laughed, the city gleamed like a promise kept. A Sentinel passed her, nodding politely, his sunburst insignia glinting.

She watched him go and thought: This isn’t a gift. It’s a rehearsal.

And as the light shimmered overhead, she whispered to herself, “The pattern is repeating.”
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Vargas the Broker

The Helios headquarters in Singapore was a borrowed skyscraper, twenty stories leased from a banking conglomerate. Its lobby gleamed with marble and light, the canopies overhead tuned to an “international daylight” that flattered every complexion. To visitors, it looked like the embassy of a future already chosen.

To Vargas, it was just a marketplace.

The Private Suite

On the twentieth floor, behind doors marked Helios Strategic Partnerships, Vargas conducted his true work. The suite was deliberately modest: no branding, no logos, just a long table, a wall of tinted glass, and a bar cart that was never empty.
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