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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First, to the people I love: consider this my quiet bow. You shaped me long before I ever shaped a sentence. Your arguments, jokes, comforts, contradictions, and unintentional provocations all left their fingerprints on these pages. If this book has any emotional accuracy at all, it is because you taught me — repeatedly, sometimes unwillingly — what intimacy, longing, and bewilderment actually feel like.

This novel also has another unlikely companion. I wrote it in conversation with artificial intelligence — not as a substitute for imagination, but as a sparring partner.      I brought the raw material: the lived experience, the confessions I didn’t know I was ready to make, the crooked angles of my own desire. The AI brought structure, patience, velocity, and a strange kind of bravery — the kind that comes from suggesting possibilities faster than I could doubt them. It let me test ideas I might otherwise have abandoned. It let the book become larger, stranger, and more honest than the version I would have written alone. It kept pace with my obsessions and challenged my hesitations, helping me finish in months what might otherwise have taken years.

But every wound, every desire, every emotional truth here is mine. The characters bear my contradictions, my fears, my private longings, even when they wear different names. This story is grounded in my own lived experience. The technology simply helped me frame it, refine it, and refuse to look away. It held a lamp while I dug deeper.

I chose to be transparent about this because a book about transformation deserves an honest origin story. Because we are stepping into a literary era where honesty about how something was made matters just as much as the making itself. And because I want you — the reader — to know exactly what kind of experiment you’re holding in your hands: a human soul shaped through a new kind of dialogue.

So here is my dare to you:

Read boldly. Let it unsettle you a little. And if you recognize yourself in these pages — don’t flinch. That’s where the real reading begins.


Chapter one

The Morning Everything Turned

It was not, technically, a single morning. History would record it as such, bookmark it in the frothing timelines and clickbait capsules. The leak had been seeping into the world's consciousness for over a fortnight now, each sunrise revealing new mutations in desire across every continent, every bedroom, every bewildered heart. But today the New York sky at 6:55 a.m. did its best to offer cinematic sincerity: a perfect gradient of indigo to salmon, as if some cosmic editor had color-corrected the dawn specifically for this moment of global revelation.

The cold Harlem light had skinned Daniel Novák's apartment to its nerve-ends: concrete and glass, exposed like bone beneath the dawn. There was nothing on the windowsill but a whisky glass, still clouded from last night’s failed attempt to reach a state of oblivion. On the carpet — a pale rectangle so clean it could double as surgical cloth — Daniel perched naked, knees pressed to his chest, the slight tremor in his shins an early warning system for disaster. He was waiting for the espresso to finish bleeding itself into the cup, but that was secondary: his real attention flickered through five digital windows and twenty-seven notifications, all of which formed a kind of panopticon directed inward.

He padded across the kitchen linoleum, glass in hand. The sensation of cold vinyl against the arches of his feet should have grounded him, but only reminded him of hospital corridors: the places people went to have their blood drawn, to be told the mutations in their code were nobody’s fault but their own. He had once derived comfort from this — the antiseptic removal of guilt — but now, after the leak, he felt as if the humanity itself were entering a long, involuntary quarantine. Behind him, the world was already being re-written.

The morning news, which he scrolled through compulsively in fifteen-second bursts, had crystallized around three phrases. “Mass inversion event,” the BBC said, still clinging to their gene-forensics. The New York Times ran with “Orientation Panic Upends City,” a phrase Daniel found both melodramatic and, when considered with enough distance, oddly optimistic — as if cities weren’t always in some state of upending. The #OrientationWatch Slack thread, which had grown from a small consultancy to 40,000 unhinged users in three days, simply asked: “Did your spouse look different today?” The question’s real violence lay in its studied absence of violence, the way it presumed the answer was yes and moved immediately to logistics.

Daniel brought the espresso to his lips, inhaled, and tried to conjure the sensory memory of his old, pre-infected self. The bitterness was correct. The aftertaste, however, had acquired a metallic edge: fear’s byproduct, dissolved on the tongue.

From the street below, the garbage truck screeched its approval. The city’s sanitation workers had not, to his knowledge, issued a statement about the switch, but he wondered if their collective bargaining agreement now included clauses for emotional trauma. He wondered, too, if his own contract at Eidolon Biotechnica would allow for a temporary disappearance, or if the wording would betray him the way his own code had.

For a moment, he allowed himself the fantasy of being one of the anonymous casualties. He imagined the sudden loss of name and occupation, the retreat into some regional polyclinic or an abandoned monastery where he could be useful, perhaps, as a specimen. He knew this was cowardice — the worst kind, the type that masqueraded as stoic self-sacrifice. He lingered in this daydream for a while, trying to escape the fear that gnawed at him, yet he understood that fleeing would make the guilt unbearable.

The phone vibrated, a haptic spasm that made him spill half the espresso onto his thigh. The sensation was at once burning and numb. He did not flinch; he simply set the cup down and opened the notification, which was already marked URGENT:

Meeting in fifteen.

Bring a summary of overnight data.

Containment team wants a live update.

He almost laughed. The switch had swept through three time zones overnight, and yet the language of crisis management persisted: “containment,” as if desire could be bottled and chilled. Daniel wiped the spill with the sleeve of his robe, considered changing into actual clothing, and decided against it. Nobody would care if his shirt was tucked in, not today.

He was about to return to the main room — to the window, to the scrolling, to the lined-up vials and the useless stacks of research paper — when he caught sight of his own reflection in the microwave door. The gray at his temples had spread since last week, and there was a new, vertical stress crease above the bridge of his nose. He made a face at himself, the childhood gesture of mocking a mirror, and was faintly alarmed by how little it changed his affect.

His mind kept doubling back to the night before, to the whisky glass on the sill and the words exchanged with Miguel, the only person he trusted enough to admit the full scope of guilt. He had phoned his friend at 2:18 AM, staring at the call button for twenty minutes prior, telling himself it was too late, then that Miguel deserved to be woken, then that he himself didn't deserve the comfort, before finally pressing down when the digital clock flipped forward, knowing full well that Miguel would be awake and reading anyway. Daniel had gripped the phone so tightly his knuckles whitened. "I've killed love," he'd whispered, voice cracking. Miguel's sigh came through the speaker. "You're not Oppenheimer, Danny." Daniel had paced, listing symptoms, percentages, global projections. Miguel had simply asked, "Remember when you thought you'd poisoned the lab mice?" A pause, then Miguel's voice, softer: "Look at the sunrise, Danny. It's still there."

* * *

Meanwhile, dawn came to the Miura Peninsula with a surgeon’s patience: a band of light dissecting the horizon, then pausing, as if waiting for the anesthetic to take. The tea house on the bluff had existed for three generations, its cedar timbers stained the color of old lacquer and its roof bent under the memory of typhoons. Nothing inside betrayed the intrusion of the digital world; even the clock was silent, and the only motion came from the goldfish, whose tank burbled faintly in the alcove, filtering the pre-breakfast silence.

Kaito Nakamura knelt at the southern edge of the tatami, hands in his lap, the spine of his back ruler-straight against the window’s invisible axis. He had never been particularly fond of this posture, but when you are the only grandson and the tea is made by your grandmother, you learn to accept discomfort as a form of sacrament.

Grandfather Haruto occupied the seat of honor with the deference of a retired school principal, his hair buzzed so short that even the sunlight had trouble clinging to it. He wore the same brown yukata every morning, the kind with a faint vertical pinstripe that only revealed itself in the hour before seven. Haruto’s presence had always seemed oversized in the tiny room — a bear in a fisherman’s hut — and yet this morning, Kaito noticed a fragile lightness about him, a man trimmed down to the bare geometry of ritual.

Grandmother Keiko was the smallest of the three, yet commanded the most space. Her hands, delicate as rice paper, moved with such economy that a Western observer might mistake her for a clockwork automaton. This was, in Kaito’s estimation, an error: the automation was in service of something much older than machinery, something granular and absolute. She poured the boiling water into the black-ridged chawan, waited the requisite sixteen seconds, and then whisked the matcha to a pale, trembling foam.

He watched as she set the bowl before him, palms hovering briefly over its rim to usher in the last of her body’s warmth. The bowl itself had been made by a local potter and bore a thumbprint at its base, a smudge of cobalt that, once noticed, could never be unseen. Kaito’s hands encircled the clay, fingers finding the groove as if they belonged there.

A single breath. The world outside was a diorama of winter: pine trees shivering, a crow’s caw like a tuning fork, the sea glinting with so much indifference it made him ache.

“Your mother will call at eight,” Keiko said, not as an inquiry but as a prophecy. “She wants to hear about university entrance.”

“Of course,” Kaito replied, his voice thinner than he intended. “I’ll be ready.”

Haruto cleared his throat in the way old men do when they wish to assert relevance. “In my day, university was not about interviews. You took the test, and the test decided.”

Kaito nodded, the motion slightly exaggerated for the benefit of his grandfather’s peripheral vision. He drank the matcha, which was both bitter and faintly sweet, and let it spread warmth down into his stomach. The taste was correct. The sensation of clay and foam was correct. What was not correct — what had been off for five days now, perhaps longer — was the way his body responded to the world.

He had always been a careful observer, his camera lens drawn to the fine gradations of shade in a man’s jawline, the sinewed curve of a runner’s calf. Even in junior high, when he first learned to catalogue desire in the context of art, he had understood that his interests belonged to a statistical minority, but he cherished this as a form of liberation. There was freedom in loving what others dismissed; there was pride in holding his yearning like a carefully folded letter in the back pocket of his jeans.

This morning, however, the letter read something else.

He had noticed it first in the train station, when a pair of office ladies hurried past, trailing the scent of grapefruit and powder. He remembered blinking, unsure whether it was the rush or the perfume that turned his neck; then, yesterday, in the supermarket, his hands shook at the proximity of a woman’s bare wrist as she reached for a carton of eggs. These were not mere curiosities. The world had turned upside down, but his memories — the thousand archived gazes, the haptic recall of adolescent longing — had not received the memo.

He finished the matcha and set the bowl precisely on its saucer. Haruto was already halfway through his, eyes trained on the goldfish, which circled the tank as if auditioning for a myth. Keiko, satisfied that her tea had not gone to waste, allowed herself a moment of relaxation, her lips curling into something that was almost, but not quite, a smile.

Kaito thought about telling them. He imagined the words forming in his mouth: Grandfather, Grandmother, the world has changed, and I am no longer myself. But he did not. Instead, he traced the rim of the chawan with his fingertip, memorizing its flaw, and inhaled the final note of grass and umami.

A bamboo bell clacked in the garden, signaling the arrival of a breeze. Kaito’s gaze followed the sound to the tiny verandah, where the stone path snaked between manicured shrubs and led, ultimately, to the cove below. In childhood, he had pretended these stones were the vertebrae of a sleeping dragon, and the memory summoned a brief surge of nostalgia. There was comfort, he supposed, in things that remained unmutated by morning.

Haruto stood, joints popping like the wood beams above, and motioned for Kaito to join him. They slipped their feet into the shared house slippers and made their way out onto the frost-dusted veranda, Keiko trailing after them with a shawl draped over her shoulders. The air was so clear it seemed to have edges. Far out in the bay, a line of fishing boats wobbled like origami, and a dog barked once, its voice carried inland by the wind.

“Do you see the hawk?” Haruto asked, shielding his eyes. “Above the cypress?”

Kaito saw it: a dark speck, motionless except for the tilting of its wings.

“Sharp vision,” he said, with a smile that felt genuine. “Very sharp.”

Haruto chuckled, then, a sound so rare and so abrupt that Keiko turned to look at him in surprise. “You must always look up, Kaito-kun. Only fools watch their shoes.”

Kaito nodded, and this time the motion was not for show.

They descended the steps together, careful not to disturb the moss between the stones. In the lower garden, the camellias were already in bloom, their petals so red it made Kaito’s camera-hand twitch. For a moment, the urge to capture the image overwhelmed the confusion inside him, and he reached instinctively for the phone he no longer carried.

They stopped at the edge of the bluff. The morning sun was now a full disc, bleaching the world in slow increments. For the first time since the inversion, Kaito felt the pull of gravity return to its appointed place; he was not cured, not even stabilized, but the sensation of standing next to his grandparents, watching the day open like a fan, restored a sense of sequence to things.

“Shall we walk to the shrine?” Keiko asked, voice soft.

Kaito agreed, and together they set off, the old man in front, the old woman beside, and Kaito trailing, suspended between them and the receding ocean. He allowed himself, just for the duration of the walk, to believe in the reliability of ritual: the tea, the path, the family, the hawk overhead. If the world wished to remake him in its image, it would have to wait until after breakfast.

As they turned the corner of the hedge, a wild cat darted across their path and vanished into the underbrush. Haruto smiled, as if acknowledging an old friend. “Luck,” he said. “It means luck.”

Kaito smiled, too, and this time, he almost believed it.

* * *

In the late morning Istanbul was already sweating through its shirt. The yellow dolmuş careened up Istiklal like a drunk running late to prayer, and Aisha, perched on its roof rack, felt every cobble through the rubber soles of her battered sneakers. She relished the jolt — it clarified her thinking, gave structure to the day’s observations. In her left hand was a spiral notebook, thick with the patina of ferry terminals and airport lounges, and in her right, a half-eaten baklava.

The city had always presented itself to her as a palimpsest, layers of empire and commerce bleeding through one another, but today the streets shimmered with the unmistakable energy of an improvisational theater troupe that had just fired its director. Pedestrians moved in new, unpracticed pairings; shopkeepers gossiped more openly, as if the confessional booth had been relocated to every sidewalk. It was not that people had changed, exactly — it was that the invisible choreography of desire, now spliced and scrambled, revealed its wiring for all to see.

She smirked at the first scene: two burly tour guides, each kitted out in the identical “Bosphorus or Bust” windbreakers, hovered awkwardly by a neon-lit döner stand. One held a single rose, stem trembling with the force of his grip; the other, face set in a tragic mask, took the rose as if accepting a terminal diagnosis. Neither spoke. The entire transaction — witnessed by two grannies, three local teens, and a squad of startled pigeons — lasted maybe twelve seconds, but Aisha mentally awarded it a standing ovation. Even the pigeons seemed to be watching with unusual interest, their heads cocked at identical angles, as if they too were trying to make sense of this new human mating ritual. One bird, bolder than the rest, strutted closer to inspect the dropped rose petal, then retreated with what Aisha could have sworn was an avian shrug of indifference. Love was love, even to the birds, who had their own ancient choreographies unaffected by humanity's sudden rewiring.

The dolmuş rattled past a queue of schoolgirls clustered around a chestnut vendor. In the periphery, a pair of university boys staged a mock karate match, their movements lethargic but purposeful. Aisha watched as, mid-spin, one of the boys landed a hand gently on the other’s thigh, holding it there just a beat too long for plausibility, then grinned like a wolf cub. It was almost artful, the way play and risk lived side by side on these streets.

She jotted a line in her notebook: “Every city is queer, some cities just admit it faster.”

The vehicle braked, juddered, and coasted to a halt near a halal tattoo parlor. Aisha saw her own reflection — inexact, elongated — in the glass window, framed by advertisements for eyebrow threading and bespoke sheesha. Her hair, uncooperative as always, had managed to manifest a cowlick in the exact shape of the crescent moon above the mosque at the next intersection. She stuck out her tongue at her own image, then crammed the last of the poisonously sweet baklava into her mouth.

“Only a bisexual wouldn’t blink,” she said to no one in particular, and tapped her pen twice against the metal rail.

The driver turned sharply onto a side street, the shift in inertia pulling her shoulders back. Below, the driver — a woman of sixty, dyed blond, chain-smoking through a surgical mask — barked a series of colloquial obscenities into the radio. Aisha felt an instant kinship. It took a certain gall to navigate these avenues, to ride above the city’s ego and let yourself be shaken by it without apology.

She was thinking of how she’d explain the world’s new settings to her parents — or, more delicately, to her aunt in Edgware, whose internet searches had only ever gone as far as “how to make chicken curry less bland” and “how to block Sky News alerts” — when her phone vibrated against her thigh. The message was from her friend Adeola, timestamped 08:17 London time, and read: “I saw a cardinal priest and an imam making out by St. Paul’s. London is broken. Call me.”

Aisha grinned. “London wasn’t working to begin with, babe,” she texted back, then tucked the phone away.

The final leg of the ride arced past a modernist mural in Tophane. She saw two artists, identical in the way siblings can be when their parents give up on individualizing wardrobes, painting over a nationalist slogan with a spray of cobalt and peach. Aisha decided she liked this new palette. It was a better story than most of what the world had offered her so far.

When the dolmuş rolled to its terminus near Galata Tower, she hopped down, landing with a thud that reverberated from her knees up to the base of her skull. She paused, took in the angle of the tower, the way the sun clawed at the clouds, and then, satisfied, strolled off toward the promenade, hands jammed in her leather jacket.

The orientation swap had been, for Aisha, little more than a traffic reroute: surprising, maybe inconvenient for a day or two, but hardly disorienting. What fascinated her was not the logic of the switch, but the way humans so swiftly reconstructed the scaffolding of desire — how they salvaged familiar gestures and repurposed them like scavengers after a storm, how they invented new courtship rituals overnight, borrowing fragments from films they'd watched and books they'd read, gluing together makeshift narratives from the rubble of their former selves. She thought of her friends, of London and Lagos and her parents’ old home in Karachi, and felt a twinge of actual optimism.

She snapped the elastic of her notebook, pressed it against her ribs, and let the new Istanbul lead her toward the water.

* * *

At exactly 7:58 a.m., the Anagnostou kitchen achieved a kind of unstable equilibrium, equal parts tradition and latent combustion. Maria's fingerprints were visible only in the table's military precision — napkins folded into perfect triangles, not a crumb from yesterday's bread permitted to survive, and the silverware arranged with the exactitude of a woman who measures her worth in right angles. The coffee pot sputtered its final gasp, releasing a cloud of dark vapor that hung briefly in the kitchen's tense air. Thessaloniki’s Old Town, visible through a window warped by age, flickered between sunlit cheer and the haze of collective unease that had crept in over the past few days.

Nikos Anagnostou entered in his regulation blue shirt, freshly pressed by Maria’s iron at 7:30. He moved as men do who are no longer in full control of their destinies: a little too slow for the size of the room, already braced for disappointment. He took his place at the far end of the table, poured a single finger’s worth of coffee, and did not look at his wife. Instead, he fixed his attention on the yellow sign of the butcher’s van, parked across the street since dawn. He had not slept; his jaw worked as if chewing a secret.

Maria Anagnostou circled the table with a predator’s economy, her gaze never resting long on anyone’s eyes. She flicked an invisible crumb from the countertop, then checked the window, where the neighbor — the newly widowed Eleni, from two floors down — could be seen watering her basil in a pink housecoat. Eleni’s shoulders, broad and unbowed, had once inspired in Maria a quietly murderous envy; now they provoked something far less hostile and far more dangerous. Maria lingered on the sight for a beat, then caught herself, shivered, and returned to the business of the table.

Dimitris, their only son, arrived two minutes later, hair wet from the shower, and greeted both parents with a one-armed wave. He went straight to the head of the table, slid his phone from his pocket, and began a series of rapid-fire texts, all the while grinning into the glow of the screen. Dimitris was, in every sense, a product of the new world: he had accepted the puzzling shift with the plasticity of a bored housecat, and by the time he left campus yesterday had already memorized the quirks of his new desire. The boy had a kind of doomed handsomeness, the kind that ensured he would never be taken seriously by women, men, or professors, and which was wasted entirely on his parents, who saw only the outline of his future shrinking by the hour.

Katerina, older by three years and infinitely more dangerous, had staked out the window ledge as her own territory. She perched there, knees drawn up, the heel of one shoe balanced on the radiator grill. Her laptop was open but ignored, the desktop a disorderly riot of French poetry and lecture notes from Professor Despina — whose name, highlighted in yellow, appeared with almost chemical regularity in Katerina’s online search history. She watched her father watch the butcher, watched her mother not-watch the neighbor, then snorted, tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear, and went back to pretending to read.

The silence, thick and mineral, was the family’s natural state. If conversation occurred, it was strictly for organizational and ceremonial purposes, like wine at Communion: ritual sips, nothing more. The radio, a relic with a dial instead of buttons, was tuned to low-volume news; every few minutes it delivered, without irony, another update on the “global inversion event.” Nikos grunted at the phrase, set his coffee down, and muttered, “I do not need a radio to tell me when the world is upside down.”

Maria inhaled sharply, exhaled through her nose, and said, “You have not touched your toast.”

“It is stale,” Nikos replied.

“It was fresh this morning.”

“Maybe the bread is also inverted,” Nikos said, with a theatrical shrug, and went back to watching the butcher’s van.

Dimitris, oblivious or expertly feigning, tapped away at his phone with both thumbs. The lock screen, visible from Katerina’s vantage, showed a filtered selfie of him and his best friend Stavros, faces pressed cheek to cheek and both boys grinning like idiots. The photo was new — two days at most — and Katerina wondered, not for the first time, if their mother had seen it and chosen not to comment. She doubted it. Maria’s attention was total — what she did not discuss was never, ever missed.

At 8:05, the butcher himself appeared, rolling up the van’s corrugated shutter and setting out two bins of lamb bones. He wore a white apron and gloves the color of boiled shrimp, and whistled as he worked. From the kitchen, Nikos watched every movement with the focus of a man plotting revenge. Katerina thought: if Father wanted to murder someone, he would begin here, in the perishable aisles.

Maria finished her circuit, returned to the counter, and began slicing a cucumber with unnecessary force. After several seconds of pointed silence, she said, “Katerina, you will be late.”

“It’s only twenty after,” Katerina said, without looking up.

Maria’s hands never paused. “You said you would meet Professor Despina before class.”

This time, Katerina did look up, brown eyes sharp as the knife’s blade. “Yes.”

Nikos, who had been pretending not to listen, said, “What kind of professor asks a child to meet in her office before class?”

Maria cut herself. A single bead of blood rose on her knuckle, as bright and red as the pomegranate seeds in the bowl beside her. She watched it, detached, then pressed the wound to her lips. “She’s not a child,” Maria said, glancing at her daughter, voice muffled.

Katerina rolled her eyes, but inside she felt the shudder: the tiny pleasure of seeing her parents, for once, not aligned.

Dimitris broke in, “Maybe she wants to discuss the literature prize. Didn’t Katerina get top marks?” He said this without irony, or even much interest; it was simply something to fill the air.

The radio announced, in funereal tones, the latest statistic: “Eighty-three percent of Greeks now report reversal in orientation. Athens district reports twenty percent increase in public displays of affection.”

Nikos slapped the table. “Disgusting,” he said, but there was no heat in it. The coffee in his cup trembled.

Maria’s phone vibrated; she wiped her hands on her apron, checked the screen, and flushed faintly. For a moment, Katerina thought she would say something, but instead, Maria turned and stared into the sink, the long line of her back suggesting a lecture on posture more than anything else.

The pomegranate seeds bled a small, sticky pool onto the tablecloth. Katerina reached over and moved the bowl an inch, so the juice wouldn’t stain the embroidered flowers. She did this slowly, with deliberate care, the way her grandmother used to move chess pieces before dementia took her. She felt, for a moment, the weight of the family’s absurdity: the way four people could sit in one room, each alone in their own head, orbiting around silent grievances and unspoken shocks.

Across the street, the butcher was hosing down the curb. The water pooled in the gutter, then rushed toward the drain, carrying pink ribbons of animal blood. Nikos stared at it as if divining his future in the runoff.

Katerina shut her laptop. “I’m leaving,” she announced.

Maria swung around from the sink, surprise clear on her face. “You haven’t eaten.”

“I’ll get something at the university.”

“Don’t spend money for junk food,” Maria said, but Katerina was already at the door.

Dimitris looked up, said “Good luck with Despina,” and grinned, a little too wide.

On the stairwell, the air was cool and smelled of lemon detergent. Katerina descended in measured steps, passing the neighbor Eleni on the landing. Eleni wore the same pink housecoat, but up close it seemed more like a uniform than a garment. She smiled, and Katerina felt a flicker of sympathy — the smile was almost a plea.

“Good morning,” Eleni said.

“Morning,” Katerina replied. For a second, she considered asking Eleni in for coffee, just to see what would happen, but the prospect of her mother’s face at such a scene was too much. She continued down the stairs and out into the street, head up, spine straight, as if marching to a declaration of war.

Back in the kitchen, Nikos rose abruptly, muttered “Work,” and left. Maria cleaned the pomegranate stain with water and a sprinkle of salt. Dimitris lingered over his phone, then finally stood and walked out, leaving a trail of clean, masculine cologne in his wake.

For a while, the kitchen was empty, save for the faint crackle of the radio and the smell of burnt toast. The city outside resumed its business: bells from the church, the hum of traffic, and the distant shouts of children already late for school. On the table, the napkins remained perfectly folded, waiting for the next performance.


Chapter two

The Scientist's Confession

The phone call had been hurried, as befitted two men who respected boundaries even as they habitually trespassed upon them. Afterward, Daniel Novák found himself on the threshold of the little limestone church in Battery Park, its bell tower winking impudently through the scaffolding of Manhattan’s high finance. He had, until this moment, confined his interactions with Miguel Reynes to the secular comfort of adjacent cafés — safe territory for an unrepentant rationalist. Today, however, the world itself felt unsafe: not merely unmoored but wantonly inverted, and so Daniel trespassed at last, chasing a paradox he could neither derive nor banish.

The grandeur of Catholic architecture had collapsed inward here: not awe, but ornate claustrophobia. Frescoes in garish synthetic pigment glared from the walls; the stained glass, imported at scandalous expense from Barcelona, cast even the dust motes in post-coital disarray. The nave smelled of cinnamon and disinfectant. Daniel felt, absurdly, as if the vestibule’s air molecules had themselves been engineered to trigger in him an allergic remorse.

He hovered near the entrance, hands clasped behind his back in the international posture of Those Who Are About to Commit Atheism in a Place of Worship. On the far side of the nave, beyond the limp velvet of a faded chancel screen, Father Miguel sat slouched on a low wooden bench, his cassock gaping at the throat in willful disregard for buttons. The priest’s silhouette was all repose: one knee cocked, head lolled against the stone like an overripe fig. Only the hands betrayed animation, restlessly twisting the cap from a glass carafe and pouring dark coffee into a chipped porcelain cup.

“Daniel!” called Father Miguel, voice bright and unlabored, as if announcing a friend’s arrival at a garden party and not in the midst of an office hour for the damned. “Come in, come in. You look as if you have just been told your firstborn is the Antichrist.”

Daniel, who had no children and did not intend to, advanced in a series of angular, ill-coordinated steps. His shoes, newly shined, squeaked as if to betray his every motion.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said, lying expertly and without remorse.

“Oh, I was only praying for the city,” said Miguel, dismissing the Almighty with a sideways flutter of his fingers. “You are more fun to talk to.” He patted the bench, inviting Daniel to sit, then leaned in, voice dropping into a register both playful and disarming. “You have to take something off your shoulders, I think.“ Miguel remarked, gesturing toward the white stain marring Daniel's jacket.

“What do you mean?” Daniel asked, perplexed.

“Oh, don’t fret. They say pigeon shit bring good fortune. Once, I lost fifty dollars, and while I was searching for them, a bird decided to decorate my hair. I felt totally wretched. But the next day, I stumbled upon a hundred-dollar bill, and I found myself thanking that pigeon — or perhaps God. Whoever orchestrated it. I apologize for my language.”

Daniel attempted a smile, but it faltered so miserably that Miguel felt compelled to shift the mood. “You have something to confess, don’t you?” he said, his tone now more somber.

Daniel snorted, unsure whether to be gratified or alarmed. “If it’s all the same, I’ll skip the full liturgy. Let’s call it a consultation.”

“Confession, consultation, intervention — it’s all the same sacrament,” said Miguel, pouring a second cup and handing it to Daniel, who accepted as if accepting communion for the first time in his life. “Come. The walls have heard worse.”

Outside, traffic throbbed with insistent, biological rhythm. Inside, the sanctuary was an inverted Petri dish: a controlled environment for the growth of holy doubts.

Miguel folded his hands in his lap and waited, smiling with the guileless malice of a therapist about to enjoy a particularly lurid case study.

Daniel cleared his throat, the phlegmatic byproduct of four hours’ sleep and a minor whiskey bender. He stared down at the rim of his coffee, noting the oily rainbow of iridescence skimming the surface. How appropriate, he thought, that even in repentance, entropy prevailed.

“Do you know the story of Dr. Frankenstein?” he began.

Miguel’s smile broadened. “You created a monster, and now you seek a moral for the fable.”

“Not a moral. Maybe a causative agent.” Daniel’s fingers, always articulate, now drummed mute triplets against the paper napkin. “I told you, last time, about our experiment — the orientation modulator, the neural hack. We were supposed to trial it on a few dozen volunteers, then kill the project, lock it up for regulators to gnaw over. It was never meant to cross the glass. That was the agreement.”

Miguel’s eyebrow climbed an improbable distance. “And now?”

“Now the world is…” Daniel gestured at the nave’s stained glass. “Turned inside out, if you want the polite version. Every headline, every data stream — total global shift. Last night, someone in Nigeria called it a ‘psychosexual Rapture.’ The statistical footprint, the speed —” He bit his lip, a reflex of old schoolyard discipline. “It’s not a bug, Miguel. It’s… It’s beautiful.”

Miguel laughed, soft as a shawl falling on a pew. “So you have loosed the angel of sexual revolution upon the planet. Is it guilt you’re after? Or gratitude?”

Daniel did not know whether to bristle or weep. He settled for a third, more sophisticated reaction: the sneer of a man who recognizes in his own remorse the seeds of secret pride.

“I can’t decide if I’ve liberated humanity or raped it,” he said.

“That is a bitter-sweet paradox,” mused Miguel, swirling his coffee. “The liberator who is also a tyrant. Tell me — did you feel it, Daniel? That first electric thrill when you realized what had slipped your leash?"

Daniel's throat constricted. His mouth opened, closed, opened again. The lie died before it reached his lips, replaced by three damning syllables:

"God, yes."

Miguel set his cup aside and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You know, when I was a child, I wanted to be a magician. I would tell my sisters that I could conjure the spirits of the saints if only they’d let me perform my trick. Always, in the end, I was caught palming the candle, hiding the relic. But even then, the magic felt real. Why do you think that is?”

Daniel’s brain, which had weathered several flavors of philosophical trickery, now reeled under the old Jesuit’s variant. “Because you needed to believe?”

“No, because I needed them to believe. And when they did, even just for a second, the world was changed.” He grinned, and his teeth were very white, almost childlike. “Perhaps you have done a magic trick, Daniel. Perhaps you have fooled even yourself.”

Daniel found himself smiling, despite the leaden ache in his gut. “It’s not a trick. It’s a molecular pathway, a viral payload. The mechanisms are clear.”

Miguel was not perturbed. “Yes, yes. The devil is a mechanism, too. The miracle is in the result.”

A slow, carnivorous panic worked its way up Daniel’s spine. “You’re not angry, then? Not horrified? I may have destroyed billions of lives.”

Miguel waved this away as if it were an unwelcome gnat. “Destroyed? Or made interesting?”

Daniel barked a humorless laugh. “That’s a hell of an endorsement from a priest.”

“My friend, I have seen far worse destruction in the name of love.” Miguel’s voice now took on a rare solemnity, as if shading the moment with a trace of true sacrament. He was used to confessions with more viscera — missing purses, bruised spouses, pillaged souls — smiled with a grace that was simultaneously beatific and sardonic. “You know what I believe? That the heart is never as noble, nor as monstrous, as it pretends. Only the mind can make it so.”

They sat in a drowsing pall of incense and aftershocks.

It was Daniel, ultimately, who broke the silence, not with an epiphany but with a ragged, anti-climactic mutter:

“I just wanted to fix things. The loneliness, the violence, the rut we’d all worn for ourselves. I thought — if we could switch, just for a while, maybe we could learn something about — about —”

“About what?” prompted Miguel, not unkindly.

“About giving warmth and loving outside the lines,” said Daniel, very softly.

Miguel nodded, as if the matter were now settled. He produced, from somewhere in the folds of his cassock, a battered cigarette and lighter. He gestured at Daniel, inviting him to join, but Daniel shook his head.

“Would you like absolution?” asked Miguel, smoke unspooling in blue-gold ribbons.

“No,” said Daniel. “But maybe an answer. What are we left with, if we have destroyed even the illusion of free will?”

Miguel’s eyes narrowed, and then, in the most mischievous of tones, he asked: “Does the flame of the candle lose its beauty, if it did not ignite itself?”

Daniel pondered this, the old, atavistic need for metaphor jostling uneasily with the precision of a life spent worshiping only repeatable results.

“I suppose,” he said, after a time, “that depends on whether you’re the flame, or the thing it burns.”

Miguel laughed, the sound echoing in the nave, bouncing off centuries of remorse and redemption. “You are clever, Daniel. Too clever to believe you have not already answered your own question.”

Daniel stood, stretched, and smoothed the creases from his shirt. He looked at Miguel, whose eyes — touched by the colored glass — shone with untranslatable kindness.

“Thank you,” he said, meaning everything and nothing.

“Thank you,” replied Miguel, flicking ash to the stone floor. “Confession is the only magic trick I still believe in.”

Daniel left by the side door, blinking in the abrupt daylight. The sun had climbed, reckless and unrepentant, over the city. He felt lighter and heavier at once, buoyed by a paradox that could not be solved, only endured.

He wondered, as he crossed the plaza, whether the world would ever recover from his confession, or whether it would simply arrange itself, beautifully, around the new axis of chaos he had set spinning.

* * *

The 23rd floor of Eidolon Corporation was engineered for transcendence. It rose from the bedrock of Lower Manhattan in a shaft of optically pure glass, unsmudged by mortal breath. At 9:06 a.m., Daniel entered the war room — officially the Executive Innovation Center — and found it was colonized, as always, with variants of a single phenotype: the Homo sapiens CEOensis. There was the requisite blonde, tailored within a millimeter of her circulation; the balding strategist with the alarming talent for producing PowerPoints from the ether; the legal golem in his smog-colored suit; and the chairman himself, a boulder of a man with the beard of an ancient patriarch and the worldview of a predatory AI.

A digital screen ran the length of the far wall. Today, it glowed with a single line of text, rotating in twelve languages: INCIDENT 9A-ORIENTATION PROTOCOL: STATUS REVIEW. Beneath it, a rendering of the world’s population, color-coded by affectional polarity, flashed in real-time — sickly blue for baseline, crimson for inversion and yellow for “fluid.”

With a heavy heart, Daniel took his seat and opened his laptop. Around the table, the other faces pinged and shimmered as they awaited the daily confession.

Chairman Krantz, who enjoyed the illusion of informality, began: “Let’s have it. Full status, no poetry.”

No poetry, Daniel mused. As if any of this could ever be reduced to prose.

He cleared his throat. “As of this morning, ninety-four percent of the global population exhibits the phenotype inversion. The remainder is statistically indistinguishable from experimental baseline, except for a subset of what we call ‘switchbacks’ — those who oscillate at intervals. The onset curve peaked four days ago, but we continue to see new transitions at a rate of —”

“Give us the cause,” interrupted the legal golem.

Daniel toggled a chart to the screen: a series of logarithmic curves, color-coded like a serotonin rainbow. “It’s the vector,” he said. “The transmission model we designed for closed-circuit trials — well, it went wild-type.”

He stared at the screen’s idle glow, as if the right sequence of commands might still rewind the last two weeks. He had told the board it was safe — that the viral chassis was inert, the edits limited to a few empathy regulators buried in the prefrontal cortex. They had called it a mirror patch, a retroviral nudge meant to make people less cruel, more transparent.

“What went wild wasn’t the vector. It was the catalyst — a spontaneous replication loop that rewrote not the genes but the mirror neurons themselves. Within hours, it began recombining, producing its own proteins, encoding attraction as inversion, spreading through touch, air, and proximity. It’s not infection in the old sense. The longer we let it propagate, the more robust it becomes. Frankly, at this point…” He exhaled. “It’s self-sustaining.”

The room, which had been a carnival of microgestures — fidgeting, lip-pursing, finger-drumming — went perfectly still.

The balding strategist — Parker, whose expertise was in crisis monetization — leaned forward, fingers steepled. “So, Daniel, let’s cut to the chase: Is there a reversal protocol?”

Daniel looked to the screen, then to the faces around the table. “Theoretically, yes. We can neutralize the payload. The same viral vector can be used to revert the neural encoding to prior states. But…” and here he hesitated, “the side effects are unpredictable. Identity is more plastic than we thought. Some may lose baseline memory, or experience… cascading re-alignments.”

The legal counsel spoke, voice flat and unaccented, as if reading a court transcript from the future. “If we do nothing, what is our exposure?”

“Class action,” said Daniel. “Litigation from every conceivable axis — psychological trauma, consent violation, breach of public trust. I’m told the Vatican is already drafting an excommunication letter.”

Chairman Krantz grunted, a sound not unlike a garbage disposal choking on a spoon. “Marketing?”

The blonde, whose title was Chief Brand Evangelist, smiled with all her teeth. “There’s a story here, and it isn’t scandal. It’s opportunity. We reposition this as the next step in human evolution — an opening up, not a closing down. We license the reversal protocol, offer it as a premium service, with built-in flexibility. Subscription model, like neural anti-virus.”

“And the ethics?” said a voice from the lower end of the table, where Dr. Narang, head of Human Factors, perched like a scolded schoolboy.

“Who cares?” said the strategist, with genuine surprise. “You’re missing the point: no one’s truly unhappy with the result. They’re just confused. The old norms are gone. The pain is in the ambiguity, not the outcome.”

Daniel listened, a leaden pit forming in his stomach. The faces around him flickered from avarice to terror and back, the twin engines of human invention. Here it was, in its purest form: a tribunal of those who would sell the soul of the species for quarterly gains, and call it angel investing.

He felt himself split, just as he had in the church: part of him wanted to fix the disaster, restore the world to its “natural” order; the other, the darker and more honest part, wanted to watch the chaos unfold — to see what new beauty, or monstrosity, would emerge when the shackles of normalcy were snapped.

Dr. Narang was now in open rebellion. “We cannot just market this away. Consent was never given. If we don’t act, we’ll have to answer to —”

“To whom?” asked Krantz sarcastically, whose voice could have stopped a riot. “God?”

“History,” said Narang, softly. “Or whatever we leave of it.”

The chairman dismissed this with a waggle of his beard. “Our job is to keep the company alive. Daniel, you’ll lead a team to develop the reversal patch. But we don’t move until the CEO says so. Marketing, draft the rollout strategy. Legal, start laying groundwork for plausible deniability. If anyone leaks, I’ll personally engineer a new vector just for you.”

Meeting adjourned with a gavel bang of the chairman’s fist. Executives scuttled from the room, carrying their laptops like medieval reliquaries, trailing emails and half-formed schemes behind them.

Daniel lingered. For a moment he stared at the world map on the screen, where crimson now blotted the continents, with only the faintest brushstrokes of blue hanging on in the arctic and the upper Andes.

He felt a presence behind him.

“Tell me,” said Parker, who had returned, voice low and not entirely unsympathetic, “do you ever regret it? Not just this mess, but the work?”

Daniel considered. “I used to think our job was to map the mind. Now I think it’s to find its limits. Today I learned it may have none.”

Parker nodded, and for the first time, Daniel sensed in him a kind of kinship. “In another life, you’d have made a fine philosopher,” said the strategist.

“In another life,” echoed Daniel, and meant it.

He made his way out through the corridor of glass, the city veined below with rivers of light. He imagined, for a moment, a world where the vectors had worked as intended — where no one ever again felt the loneliness of loving “wrong.” He also imagined, with equal force, a world where every identity was forever up for grabs, remixed and resold at market rates.

Both futures were, somehow, exhilarating. Both futures frightened him. But what he feared most of all was obscurity. To be the man who changed the world by accident, not by vision — that was unbearable.


Chapter three

Kaito's Transformation

The new photographs spanned the breadth of Kaito’s studio like a second skin — hundreds of glossy squares tacked to every available vertical surface: women floating in vaporous gowns, limbs radiating from white voids, cheekbones reflecting improbable light as if their bones were made of the moon. Each image an act of reverence and betrayal: reverence for the form he now found himself drawn toward; betrayal of the young man who, until two weeks prior, had devoted his lens exclusively to the sculptural terrain of the male form.

He woke on the tatami mat with his camera lens pressed, by some sleepy accident, to the hollow of his collarbone. For a moment he lay perfectly still, waiting for the dream to dissipate, for the logic of the old world to return, for some bureaucrat of the soul to stamp the last half of the month “invalid.” The light in the room, thin and chlorotic, had other plans.

The morning rituals began: rise, sweep and a cup of matcha made with ceremonial slowness. Kaito prided himself on the steadiness of his hands, even as the world had liquefied around him. He set the cup down and allowed himself a single moment to mourn the old world: the certainty of his body, the map of desire drawn in the seventh grade when his gaze lingered a fraction too long on the nape of the boy in front of him. His parents had barely raised an eyebrow when he came out, back when such confessions had mattered. The only family member to weep was his grandmother, and those tears were for the worry she knew he’d inherit from the world, not for any shame she felt on his behalf.
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