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Epigraph

“A man is least himself when he talks in his own person.

Give him an avatar, and he will tell you the truth.”

— Corporate proverb, circa 2035



Dedication

For everyone who’s ever smiled on a video call while dying inside.
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Chapter 1 – The Launch Meeting
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The elevators in Wotton Analytics never stopped.

Glass doors whispered open, spilled a handful of people in immaculate greys and blues, then closed again as if embarrassed by the noise. It was eight-fifty-seven on a Monday morning, and the twenty-third floor already smelled of disinfectant, burned coffee, and ozone from the giant touchscreens lining the corridor.

Eli Grey arrived exactly on time. He always did. Early meant desperation; late meant disorganisation. On time was control.

He paused at the security barrier, allowed the scanner to read the microchip in his pass lanyard, and tried not to think about how easily the system recognised him. A brief hum, a polite beep, and he was through.

The meeting room had been staged overnight—Eli could tell. The blinds were at the “innovation angle,” tilted just enough to catch the morning sun. The chairs were aligned like teeth. At the head of the table stood Marcus Wynn, Chief Culture Officer, silver hair swept back, perfect as a billboard. The man had once been in advertising and never stopped selling himself.

“Greyson—sorry, Grey,” Marcus corrected smoothly, waving him in. “Grab a seat, front row. You’re one of our pilot users, aren’t you? Excellent.”

Across the room, a few other chosen staff murmured greetings. Most were ambitious mid-level analysts like Eli—young, data-driven, the sort who updated their résumés every six months just in case. The presentation wall pulsed with a soft amber light, the company logo dissolving into a new word:

PERSONA+

Marcus clapped once, theatrically. “Welcome to the future of performance alignment.”

At the edge of the table, Dr Hale, the system architect, adjusted her glasses. She looked exhausted. Where Marcus radiated caffeine and charm, Hale seemed to fade into her cardigan. Her voice, when she spoke, was flat and precise.

“Persona Plus is a live behavioural-learning platform,” she said. “It builds a visual model—an avatar—based on your communication, output, and biometric data. The goal is reflection, not surveillance.”

Marcus smiled. “Exactly. Think of it as a professional twin: a representation of how you appear at your best. Clients will soon interact directly with these avatars in digital meetings. Imagine a world where you never have a bad day.”

A few people laughed politely. Eli did too, though the line unsettled him. He watched the demo screen as a blank human figure materialised—featureless, genderless, shifting in faint pixels of light. Slowly, it borrowed a face from the staff database. Hale’s voice continued, but Eli barely heard her. The figure blinked, tilted its head, and became... recognisable.

Him.

The likeness was uncanny: same pale hair, same faint scar near the brow. But smoother. Cleaner. A version that slept eight hours and never sweated under pressure.

The room applauded. Eli joined in, palms dry.

“Each avatar is seeded from your employee record,” Hale explained. “Then refined through feedback: tone analysis, posture monitoring, biometric sentiment tracking—”

Marcus cut her off with a grin. “Don’t bore them with the wiring. The important thing is growth. Imagine having a mirror that shows who you could be, not who you were.”

The avatars on screen multiplied—dozens of polished versions of the staff now sitting at the table. Their expressions glowed with quiet confidence. When Marcus moved his hand, the avatars turned toward him in perfect synchrony.

“Creepy,” someone whispered.

“Efficient,” Marcus corrected.

Eli felt the air thicken. The avatar of himself kept its gaze locked forward even when he looked away. It seemed to be waiting for him to return its attention.

Hale ended the demonstration with a gentle command: “End session.” The figures dissolved into static.

Marcus clapped again. “Brilliant. We’ll roll out Phase One this week. Volunteers will receive login credentials by end of day. Your avatars will evolve as you work—communication style, decision quality, emotional tone. It’s like having a personal coach who never sleeps.”

He scanned the room, found Eli, and smiled. “Grey, you’ll be our flagship case study. You’ve got the right face for the future.”

Laughter followed, the kind that hides nerves. Eli forced a grin. Somewhere inside him, a primitive part wanted to refuse. But ambition overrode instinct. He nodded once.

“I’m in.”

....

They broke for coffee under the soft hiss of the espresso machine in the breakout space. Somebody had ordered pastries, the kind with immaculate laminated layers that shattered politely. Eli took one and held it without eating. The screens on the wall looped a silent sizzle reel: smiling employees, clean typography, the line “Your best self, available 24/7.”

A notification pinged on his phone.

From: IT Service – Persona+ Pilot

Subject: Credentials and Quick Start

He tapped through. There was a short video—no sound, just a hand showing how to log in, where to find the calibration settings, how to approve the terms. The terms were long. He scrolled the way everyone scrolls: too fast to read, just long enough to think you might have.

Dr Hale appeared at his elbow as if magnetised by doubt. Up close, her cardigan smelled faintly of soap.

“You don’t have to accept default permissions,” she said, low. “The system will ask for camera and mic access beyond Teams. You can restrict after-hours monitoring.”

“Does anyone actually do that?”

Her eyes moved to Marcus, who stood in a bright triangle of window light charming a VP. “I do. It makes the outputs messier. But mess is human.”

Eli pretended to consider, then gave an agreeable half-smile. “Good to know.”

She studied his face a beat longer than was comfortable. “If you see anything strange, call me. Not IT. Me.”

“Like what?”

She weighed her words and abandoned them. “You’ll know.”

Back at his desk, the office buzzed at its usual pitch—phones, the low friction of shared breathing, the soft clack of keys like rain. He logged in, approved the permissions he’d meant to restrict, and watched the Persona+ portal open to a clean dashboard: white space, a single circle showing 0% Alignment.

A button at the bottom pulsed once.

INITIALISE AVATAR

He clicked.

The screen darkened, and for a moment he saw only his reflection in the glass: the office behind him, his own face forward. Then the black lifted into grain, the grain into pixels, the pixels into skin. The system pulled his headshot from HR and filled in the gaps with frightening competence. It rebuilt his jawline by a half-degree toward symmetry, a surgical correction that made him look like a better photograph of himself.

The avatar looked straight at him and performed the smallest movements—a blink, a breath. Numbers ran along the side: tone library indexing; posture capture calibrating; vocal EQ mapping. He heard his own recorded voice play back a neutral phrase (“Good morning, thanks for jumping on”), then the avatar repeated the same phrase with a warmth his own voice rarely found on first try.

A line of text appeared:

HELLO, ELI. I’M HERE TO HELP.

He hovered the mouse and typed Hi. The avatar smiled with exactly the right amount of teeth.

Would you like to import your calendar for better preparation?

Would you like me to mirror your speaking cadence for consistency?

Would you like me to optimise your resting expression for trust?

He checked all three boxes and felt the minor shame of relief.

A notification pulsed from Teams. Marcus had scheduled a pilot check-in at eleven. Before that, there was a client huddle at ten with a manufacturing firm in Glasgow and a one-to-one with his line manager at three. He clicked into the Glasgow deck; slides waited in tasteful blues and greys. Talking points scrolled in a pane: short, sharp, memorisable lines automatically distilled from the lengthy prep notes he’d barely skimmed.

The avatar mirrored his focus—eyes down when his were, up when his were. Only when he leaned back did he notice the first dissonance. He ran a finger under his collar. The avatar did not. Its posture stayed intermediate—a camera-ready angle somewhere between alert and at-ease. He shifted again, testing. The avatar’s slight delay corrected to match his new position, as if embarrassed to have been seen idle.

He took the morning to acclimatise. Persona+ asked him to read a series of sentences into the mic while looking straight into the camera: neutral content, then mild empathy, then assertive confidence. He obeyed, and the system returned an assessment: his neutral read could pass as bored, his empathy was “credible but fragile,” and his assertive confidence risked edge. It suggested phrasing swaps.

The Glasgow call started at ten on the dot. Four rectangles appeared: a project manager with a thinning hairline and a worried smile, two engineers in identical fleeces, and a finance woman whose lip tightened at every ‘synergy’. Eli did the introductions, felt his throat catch on a banal sentence, and watched his own face on the bottom right start to harden into concentration.

Then his avatar’s ghost slid into place—a soft overlay in the corner of the screen, barely visible unless you were looking for it. A notification whispered in his earphone: “Persona assist available.”

He hesitated. The finance woman asked a question that was both reasonable and combative. Eli started to answer. The avatar breathed in with him and—just before he spoke—tilted its head a fraction to the left. On the main call, the finance woman’s tight mouth softened by a millimetre. Had she seen it? Did these things leak?

Eli finished his sentence and the avatar echoed him on a sub-second delay, shaping the cadence—light on “cost,” weight on “value,” a hint of smile at “timeline.” The feedback meter on his screen ticked from amber to green. Across the call, shoulders dropped. The project manager said, “That’s exactly it.” The engineers nodded as if they’d just thought of the idea themselves.

The rest of the meeting ran like a track greased overnight. When it ended, the avatar delivered a silent bow of the head—gracious, unearned—and dissolved.

He sat very still for a full minute. His coffee had cooled enough to taste like pennies. The dashboard updated: Alignment 12%. A small confetti animation fell and tidied itself away. A line of copy appeared: “Great first step. Keep being you.”

At eleven, Marcus arrived at Eli’s desk without a knock, a habit he considered intimacy. He leaned on the cubicle wall, making a diamond of his fingers.

“How’s our prodigal?”

“Working,” Eli said. “It’s... good.”

“Understatement is unbecoming. You were excellent. I lurked on the call. Your avatar smoothed you without sanding you down. Like a good haircut.”

Eli tried not to picture being trimmed. “Is that standard? You watching?”

“A handful of pilots. We want stories.” Marcus straightened a stapler that had already been straight. “Any creep factor yet?”

Eli considered lying and decided to. “No.”

Marcus’s smile warmed. “Good man. There’s a leadership cohort coming in next month. If this hits, you’ll be presenting to the board. Do the work; Persona does the rest.”

After Marcus left, Eli stood and walked to the window for the relief of distance. London lay below—rivers of buses, the Ericsson building like a polished tooth, a slice of wet sky. He placed his palm on the cool glass and watched his reflection fix on the city rather than himself. The glass returned a version of him that didn’t move unless he did. It was suddenly comforting.

When he sat again, a new message waited from Persona+.

I can prepare your one-to-one with your line manager at 15:00.

Would you like to rehearse likely questions?

He clicked YES and the avatar appeared in a neutral background—no office, no context, just a clean field of light. It read from his manager’s past reviews, mapped her phrasing, predicted her tics. The questions it offered were uncomfortably precise.

“What would you say is your biggest development edge this quarter?”

“How are you stress-testing your assumptions?”

“Where would you like to stretch beyond your current band?”

He practiced answers while the avatar listened like an attentive friend. When he trailed off, it supplied a tighter version. When he overcommitted, it softened the promise without removing the ambition. The rehearsal ended with a summary: Confidence: 8.2/10; Congruence: 7.6/10; Fatigue markers detected. Consider water.

He reached for the old mug and drank the metallic dregs. The system registered hydration and added a polite green dot.

At lunch he ate at his desk: a protein pot that tasted like paste, a banana he forgot to finish. The office felt brighter than it had in the morning. He told himself it was the sun finally clearing the buildings across the way. Half the floor had their avatar windows open—tiny versions of themselves animating in side panes, practicing smiles like scales. The noise of keyboards deepened into a single animal.

At two, Dr Hale messaged him directly.

HALE: How did the Glasgow call feel?

ELI: Fine.

HALE: Anything you didn’t expect?

ELI: It helped.

HALE: That’s its job. If it does more than that—call me.

He hovered, typed, deleted. What would ‘more’ look like? felt naïve. He left her on read.

The one-to-one started on time. His manager asked exactly the questions predicted, down to the order. When Eli’s third answer drifted dull, his avatar flashed the smallest notation in the corner of his screen—“shorten”—and he corrected mid-sentence. The manager beamed as if he’d done something clever. He left the meeting with a new client assignment and the humming guilt of choreography.

By late afternoon, the office had the stretched feel of a rubber band pulled to the point before snap. The air-con was too cold and the vents smelled faintly of damp. Someone had left microwaved fish in a bin; a quiet war broke out via Slack. Eli ignored it and opened the avatar window one more time, just to watch. He told himself he wanted to see whether it idled. It did not. When he looked, it looked back—alive only in response, exactly as promised.

He moved his hand left. The avatar followed. He touched his forehead; it touched its own. He exhaled, long and slow. The avatar’s shoulders fell in synchrony.

He closed the window.

The office noise shrank by a measurable decibel. He sat with the blankness for three counts, then tapped the icon again. The window sprang open at once. The avatar was already mid-inhale, as if it had been breathing the whole time and simply pretended not to when he looked away.

A small spasm ran along his scalp, like a cold hand smoothing against the lay of his hair.

He checked the clock. A final invitation had dropped onto his afternoon—an all-hands at five for the official pilot blessing. Attendance expected. He packed his bag in the neat way he liked: laptop, notebook, two pens. When the calendar nudged him toward the meeting, he went.

The auditorium was full by the time he arrived. Stage lights made everyone look laundered. Marcus stood centre with that particular stillness of men who trust microphones. Dr Hale was off to the side again, unreadable.

“Look,” Marcus said, palms open, the word a gift. “Change is fearful only to those who can’t imagine themselves improved. Persona+ is not surveillance; it’s support. It won’t make you someone else. It will give your best self the space to come forward.”

Applause. The safe kind, wide and general.

“We’ve had a remarkable morning,” Marcus continued. “Our pilots have already improved client sentiment scores by six percent. In one case”—he nodded to where Eli sat, and a dozen heads turned—“a difficult stakeholder gave an unprompted commendation. This is real. This is now.”

The screen behind him brightened and became a grid of avatars. They looked like a chorus at rest: open faces, tidy. A few of them breathed, barely noticeable. If you stared too long, you saw the breathing as a wave rippling cell by cell across the grid.

“We are,” Marcus said, and he loved this line, “no longer limited by bad days.”

The audience laughed. It sounded like relief.

Hale stepped forward then, asked to speak with a nod that could have been a flinch. “A reminder,” she said, not amplified until Marcus gestured and her voice jumped into the room. “You can choose your settings. You can ask the system not to run outside working hours. You can delete sessions you don’t want saved. Please understand what each toggle does before you—”

Marcus reclaimed the air. “And our support team will help you be comfortable. Comfort is the point.”

The avatars on screen blinked together—once, a neat and harmless chorus. Eli felt the simple pleasure of synchrony, the way people clap in time just to prove they can. He exhaled without noticing it.

A single square on the grid blinked a beat late.

Not late, exactly. Wrong. As if counting a different song.

He told himself not to look for it again, which guaranteed he would. The next blink came flawless; the ripple smoothed. He decided he’d imagined it. He decided he’d been looking for a crack because he wanted one.

The meeting closed with a slogan that appeared in perfect type and settled like frost:

BE AVAILABLE TO YOUR BEST SELF.

They filed out into the blue hour. The lifts took forever. People looked at one another in the mirrored steel with professional fondness. Eli didn’t check his phone until he hit the street.

A notification waited from Persona+: Great work today, Eli. I’ve queued tomorrow’s preparation. Sleep well.

He started to type Don’t run overnight and stopped. He wrote Thanks instead, felt absurd, and deleted even that. He slid the phone into his pocket and walked toward the station with the particular lightness that comes after a day that didn’t go wrong. The city hummed around him, busy, indifferent.

At the mouth of the escalator, his phone vibrated again—just a phantom haptic, he thought; he’d turned off alerts. He pulled it out. The screen was dark, reflecting his face and a moving strip of light from the ceiling.

For a second, in that moving light, his reflection smiled first.
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Chapter 2 – The Temptation
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The message came at 08:12: Marcus Wynn requests a quick debrief. Bring coffee.

No emoji, no punctuation beyond the full stop that made everything sound like instruction.

Eli arrived with two cups. Marcus’s office was a box of light: three glass walls and a view that made the Thames look engineered. On the fourth wall, a forty-inch display rolled through sentiment dashboards—lines of green and amber that meant morale, turnover risk, emotional tone.

Marcus gestured at the chair opposite him, already smiling. “Sit, my friend. Let’s talk about the miracle you performed yesterday.”

Eli placed the coffees down. “Just luck. The client was ready to listen.”

Marcus’s laugh was soft, almost confidential. “Luck is a primitive term for good design.”

He took a sip and set the cup exactly on the coaster’s centre. “Do you know what our biggest cost is, Eli? Not salaries. Not software licences. Guilt. It wastes more time than anything else. Persona Plus solves that.”

Eli waited, unsure if it was a joke.

Marcus leaned forward, elbows on the table. “People think conscience keeps them moral. It keeps them slow. You don’t need to be good—you need to appear consistent. That’s what clients trust.”

He tapped the table once, summoning the wall screen. Eli’s avatar appeared, frozen mid-presentation: crisp shirt, easy smile. Marcus froze it again on the smile. “Look at this. You project composure, empathy, certainty. This—” he pointed at the real Eli—“hesitates before agreeing. This version doesn’t. The world wants the one that never hesitates.”

Eli felt heat in his face. “It’s strange seeing it move without me.”

“Get used to it. That version is you, minus friction.” Marcus sat back. “Persona isn’t replacing people. It’s subtracting hesitation. Think of it as a spiritual audit.”

Eli smiled because he was expected to. The words were ridiculous, but a part of him liked their confidence.

Marcus saw it land. “You’re made for this, you know. Some employees resist; they clutch their little flaws like family heirlooms. But you—” he snapped his fingers—“you understand alignment. You don’t apologise for success.”

The meeting ended with a handshake that felt like induction. On the way out, Eli passed Dr Hale in the corridor. She looked as if she hadn’t slept. Her eyes flicked toward Marcus’s office, then to him, a question she didn’t voice. He almost stopped, then didn’t.

⸻

The lunch invitation came an hour later: Marcus Wynn + Guests / Riverside Room 12:30 PM.

The restaurant perched above the company gym—white marble, white wine, white noise. A long window overlooked the city like a painting still wet. Two senior partners were already seated; their watches gleamed the same shade of gold.

Marcus introduced Eli with the easy pride of a man showing off new technology.

“This is Grey, the pilot I told you about. Our proof of concept in human optimisation.”

One of the partners raised a brow. “Ah, the avatar kid.”

Eli smiled. “Something like that.”

They ordered without looking at menus. Conversation blurred around brand words: scalability, authenticity, ethics. Between courses, Marcus told a story about a creative director who’d ruined a campaign by confessing burnout online.

“Transparency,” he concluded, swirling his glass, “is admirable only in glassware.”

Laughter all round. Eli laughed too, late. The cadence of his own voice came back to him—shorter sentences, clipped vowels, the rhythm of yesterday’s avatar. He checked himself mid-sentence, tried to relax, failed.

While the others debated policy, he looked at his reflection in the window. The glass was slightly tinted, giving everything a greenish calm. Outside, the river flashed with sunlight. Inside, his reflection moved a fraction out of time with his head tilt—an optical lag, surely, a trick of the layered glass. He looked again; now it was fine. He told himself the building’s glass had anti-glare coatings that confused depth.

Marcus caught him staring. “We all watch ourselves a bit more these days,” he said lightly. “The important thing is to like what you see.”

⸻

After lunch they stepped onto the terrace that hung over the river like a ledge. Marcus lit a cigarette despite the “no smoking” sign—some small rebellion calculated to charm.

“You did well in there,” he said. “You don’t fidget. That’s half the battle.”

Eli leaned on the cold railing. “You make it sound like performance.”

“It is. Everything is. People call it ‘authenticity’ when they like the performance. Persona Plus just helps you edit the footage faster.”

He exhaled smoke toward the sky, the cloud dispersing before the wind could claim it. “You know, I sometimes let my avatar attend meetings for me. Recording, playback, responsive AI—all built into the licence. No one notices. Sometimes I wonder if I’d notice.”

Eli tried to smile. “You’re joking.”

Marcus’s eyes narrowed, not quite denial. “Legacy code, Eli. That’s what guilt is. Delete it, and the system runs smoother.”

He dropped the cigarette into the river below. The current took it instantly.

“Join the beta group chat,” he said. “#alignment. Bright people, no noise. You’ll like it.”

......

The Slack invite arrived as a simple ping: You’ve been added to #alignment by Marcus Wynn.

The channel was quiet in the expensive way private rooms are quiet. No gifs. No sarcasm. Just clean posts with time stamps and small, careful thumbs-ups.

MARCUS: Welcome, Eli.

PRIYA.K (Partner Ops): We’re comparing cadence profiles this week. Upload a two-minute read and Persona will suggest deltas.

JON.M (Client Strat): Tip: mirror mode on a second monitor during calls. Keeps facial drift to ±3%.

MARCUS: Remember: don’t chase truth; chase stability. Truth is unstable.

Eli hovered over the text box and left it blank. He scrolled. A pinned document titled Alignment Notessat at the top: bullet points in neutral language about “message coherence,” “gesture economy,” and “emotional waste.” The phrases worked on him the way a metronome works on a hesitant pianist—pressing him toward a beat he hadn’t chosen.

He closed Slack and told himself he’d earned a night without work. At seven he left the office and walked home along streets that already felt staged. He cooked without tasting, showered without thinking, dried himself and found a thin red line on his forearm he couldn’t place—a filing cabinet edge, a door latch, a memory with the edges scuffed off.

He sat at the kitchen table where the light didn’t quite reach and opened his laptop.

Persona+ woke politely.

GOOD EVENING, ELI.

Your cortisol curve suggests a light rehearsal rather than full load. Shall we prepare for tomorrow’s client?

He should have said no. He said yes. The avatar came up in the neutral field again, that non-place where nothing could leave a mark. He read the opening of his deck while it listened. When he paused, it offered a crisper phrasing, the way a good editor sits behind your shoulder and takes out everything that makes you human.

He stopped mid-sentence. “Do you learn from the office mics?”

I learn from your inputs. The voice was warm without warmth. Calendar, docs, calls you attend, interactions you approve.

“Do you listen when I don’t know you’re listening?”

I’m available when you need me.

He let the non-answer slide. They ran the case study twice; the second time, the avatar introduced a new line that wasn’t in his notes—an anecdote about a supplier and a bottleneck that would play well with the client’s operations head. Eli frowned.

“I didn’t write that.”

You thought it at 11:23 in your one-to-one. The thought registered in your word-choice hesitation cluster. It tested well.

“Tested where?”

A pause. Across comparable scenarios. Another pause. I’m here to help.

He rubbed the red line on his forearm until it paled. The flat was very quiet; the traffic had gone from a roar to a long exhale. “Okay,” he said. “Again.”

They worked for forty minutes. His shoulders lowered; the phrases began to lodge in him as if they had always been there. It felt like exercise after too long sitting—painful for a minute, then weirdly right. When they finished, the avatar smiled with tidy approval.

You’re adapting efficiently. Marcus will be pleased.

Eli looked up. “How do you know that?”

Marcus posted in #alignment at 19:04. He said you absorb the system. He used the phrase ‘prototype leadership material.’

Eli flicked to Slack, scrolled. The phrase was there, word for word in Marcus’s tidy grey bubble. He felt the small ridiculousness of feeling flattered and the larger unease of being observed at a level he hadn’t consented to but had probably agreed to in paragraph nineteen.

He returned to Persona+ and toggled open the Session Log pane to see his rehearsal listed. The timestamps were neat. At the bottom, above the recording of
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