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A few weeks ago, I made a rather intriguing discovery.

It happened while I was dusting the Existential Testimonies Storage Room. During a moment of distraction, one I’ve since begun to suspect wasn’t entirely accidental, I knocked a plastic case from its shelf. It struck the floor, split apart, and released a single blue floppy disk.

You may be wondering what I was doing at the top of a ladder, brandishing an ostrich-feather duster like some obsolete weapon of domestic warfare. Now that I’ve drawn attention to it, you may also be wondering why anyone would use ostrich feathers in the first place.

The answer is disappointingly simple. It was the only cleaning implement I could reach.

For that, I have a certain colleague to thank. I won’t mention his name. Should he ever decide to read this account, whatever sort of account it ultimately becomes, I’m confident he’ll recognize himself without assistance.

This particular colleague had forgotten to leave the cleaning supplies where the rest of us could use them. Instead, he’d locked them inside a storage closet. I’m almost certain the key is still dangling from the irritating and entirely superfluous keychain attached to his belt.

Superfluous to every other member of staff, I mean. To him, it’s a conveniently accessible emblem of authority, a petty ornament he likes to display as though it confers upon him some small but carefully cultivated dominion over the rest of us.

That’s why my legs were trembling atop that treacherous ladder, every groan of its joints suggesting it might fold beneath me at any moment. That’s why I was waving a bundle of frayed, dust-saturated gray feathers through the air like the sole performer in a badly funded farce.

I’ll admit that dusting shelves isn’t the most prestigious duty an archivist can perform. Unfortunately, only authorized personnel may enter the Hall of Existential Testimonies. That means us, the general administrator, and the museum’s owner.

We don’t have much choice. From time to time, an archivist simply has to breathe dust. Consider it our recommended daily allowance. Without it, we’d hardly deserve the title.

One unexpected benefit of prolonged dust exposure is the voice it gives you. A persistent rasp can lend even the most ordinary sentence a gravity easily mistaken for wisdom. There is, admittedly, the risk of violent coughing fits or more serious consequences, as several former colleagues discovered. I don’t concern myself with that. I’d rather inspire envy with a voice that sounds profound than extend a life stripped of everything that defines me.

If that last sentence sounded rehearsed, it was.

It belongs to my carefully curated collection of jokes, reserved for those rare occasions when a group of visitors proves charming enough to deserve them. At such moments, I feel almost morally obliged to extract as many smiles as possible.

But I’ve wandered far enough from the blue floppy disk.

When the case shattered, I froze. For several seconds, even the ladder seemed to suspend its complaints. I remained motionless, staring down at the wreckage, before finally summoning the courage to inspect the consequences of my clumsiness.

I climbed down and turned the disk over in my hands, examining every edge for cracks, dents, or some less obvious injury. Once I was satisfied that it had survived the fall, my attention settled on the label.

M-0.

That was all.

You may not find an incomplete identification label especially strange, but archivists are meticulous creatures, and museum inventories are governed by rules that border on the sacred. Every object must be registered under three separate data fields. In the case of consciousness disks, no exceptions are allowed. 

No one, least of all a member of staff, would willingly make such a mistake. It was the sort of error capable of ending a career before the culprit had finished explaining it.

And yet someone had made it.

The question was who.

After entertaining several increasingly elaborate theories, I consulted the museum’s inventory records. I assumed the missing information would be preserved there. I wanted to know whose mental recordings the disk contained, when that person had lived, and under which section their stream of consciousness had been classified.

Before I reveal what I found, I should explain the purpose of the Existential Testimonies Storage Room. Some of you may never have visited the museum, and without a little context, what follows may be unnecessarily difficult to understand.

Don’t expect this brief explanation to unravel the museum’s mysteries. At best, it will offer a glimpse of what awaits inside the Museum of Intellects. I can only hope that glimpse awakens enough curiosity to bring you through its doors.

Come on a Wednesday or Thursday, if you can. Those are the days when I receive visitor groups. Unlike certain colleagues, who appear to suffer genuine distress whenever they discover a fingerprint on an exhibit case, I don’t mind seeing one now and then. It reassures me that fascination can still overpower obedience.

The Hall of Existential Testimonies preserves the thought processes of our predecessors. Not just any predecessors, dear readers. Admission is reserved for individuals who satisfy a strict set of criteria.

Candidates must have occupied a position of prominence, shaped the course of their era, resolved major conflicts, enriched society’s cultural heritage, or distinguished themselves through some comparable achievement.

They don’t have to meet every criterion. Officially, satisfying one is enough, provided the validation committee approves the nomination. Unofficially, the committee rarely considers anyone who hasn’t satisfied at least two.

There is one further condition.

Every candidate must possess an identity chip.

Those without one are automatically excluded. Recording a stream of consciousness requires access to the chip implanted in the participant’s cerebellum. The recovered data is processed, synthesized into what we call an existential testimony, then archived and transferred onto a cortex disk.

A disk much like the one I had just found.

Except, of course, that every cortex disk was supposed to tell us whose mind it contained.

This one offered only a name that wasn’t a name at all.

M-0. 

Now that you have some idea of what the storage room contains, we can return to the unidentified disk.

Predictably, my paranoid instincts took over.

I searched every inventory list I could access and found nothing. The number engraved in the disk’s lower-left corner appeared in no category, register, amendment, or discarded entry. There wasn’t so much as a passing reference to it.

It was as though someone had entered the museum under cover of darkness and slipped the disk among the others, trusting that it would remain undisturbed indefinitely.

The poor soul hadn’t anticipated a clumsy archivist armed with an ostrich-feather duster.

I spent several more hours sifting through neglected records, outdated indexes, and archival corrections in search of an explanation. Eventually, I had to admit defeat. The disk remained an anomaly, an object with no documented origin and no rightful place in the museum.

So I did the only thing left to do.

I watched it.

During the first playback, I understood almost nothing.

Timelines collided. Beginnings appeared after endings. Events surfaced without context and vanished before they could be understood. The internal monologue was dense, fragmented, and often impenetrable. Emotions erupted without warning, each more exhausting than the last. Whoever had developed the testimony seemed determined to resist every recognizable form of coherence.

I replayed the entire stream at its original speed. Then I isolated passages that appeared connected and examined them one by one.

It didn’t help.

The narrative moved too quickly between subjects, abandoning one thought before revealing what had given rise to the next. Memories interrupted reflections. Reflections dissolved into imagined conversations. Present events became tangled with earlier experiences, and all of them were filtered through a mind that apparently saw no reason to distinguish among them.

I was left with confusion, a headache, and the growing suspicion that the disk had remained unidentified because everyone before me had possessed better judgment.

For several days, I abandoned the project entirely.

I told myself that whoever the disk belonged to, reconstructing the testimony wasn’t worth the effort. According to every official record, it wasn’t supposed to exist. I had duties to perform, shelves to inspect, visitors to entertain, and colleagues whose administrative failings required regular observation.

Yet my archivist’s obsession wouldn’t leave me alone.

Every unanswered question seemed to sharpen in my absence. The missing registration number. The incomplete label. The impossible chronology. The designation M-0, which sounded less like a name than the beginning of a classification someone had never completed.

Eventually, curiosity defeated common sense.

More playbacks followed. Then more after those. They blurred together until I could no longer remember which fragments I’d watched once and which I’d studied twenty times. After completing my daily duties, I would retreat to the projection room and spend hours staring at streams of data that appeared to resent being understood.

Gradually, patterns began to emerge.

After countless replays, I succeeded in extracting the temporal and geographical coordinates of the recorded events.

The testimony originated during the final period of the Subsistence Era, when the remnants of humanity were still struggling to preserve their lineage. A natural cataclysm had destroyed 98% of the global population. Those who survived were left to endure famine, migration, disease, and the long wars over what little remained.

The deluge that followed the cataclysm triggered centuries of conflict over land and resources. In response, survivors gathered into fortified city-states. Those settlements expanded, established systems of governance, and gradually developed into complete societies.

Humanity has always done this under threat. We gather because isolation becomes impossible. Communities become instruments of survival, then incubators of invention, and finally the foundations upon which prosperity is built.

The enigmatic individual behind the testimony lived during this violent period of transition. He was fortunate enough to have been born near its conclusion, when the Subsistence Era was beginning to yield to the Resurrection Era.

Further examination revealed something even more remarkable.

He had belonged to the prestigious Thinkers’ Society.

At first, I assumed the institution described in the testimony was merely a crude precursor that had later borrowed the name. Perhaps it was a pale imitation preserved by coincidence, feeding on the reputation of the society we know today.

The deeper I investigated, however, the more impossible that explanation became.

This wasn’t an imitation.

It was the original structure, the intellectual and institutional incubator from which our own society would eventually emerge.

I already knew the commonly accepted history of the Thinkers’ Society. Every archivist does. Yet certain passages in the testimony forced me back into the annals. I studied its hierarchy, selection procedures, internal classifications, behavioral protocols, and methods of examination.

Only after understanding those systems could I begin to grasp what the testimony was actually describing.

I’ll admit something that may compromise my professional impartiality.

This gentleman impressed me.

Of all the cortex disks I’ve projected, cataloged, or helped preserve, none has affected me as deeply as his.

A scholar from the same period once wrote that a person truly lives only when they allow themselves to contemplate, examine their circumstances, converse inwardly with those they have known and those they have yet to meet, and savor the company of their own mind in solitude.

Should that definition be correct, then of all the people I’ve encountered through the museum’s cortex disks, M-0 is the only one I can confidently say lived several lives within the span of one.

His existence seemed extended not by years, but by attention. He returned to each experience repeatedly, turning it over, questioning it, arguing with it, and forcing it to reveal meanings it may never have possessed until he gave them form.

That realization persuaded me to compose a memoir on his behalf.

I combined material drawn from his consciousness stream with historical context I gathered independently. Archivists occasionally undertake such work when an existential testimony proves worthy of prolonged attention, though rarely with material as difficult as this.

The greatest challenge was learning to move at the frequency of his consciousness.

I had to separate ideas without severing the connections among them, restore chronology without imposing a false order, and clarify obscurities without replacing his interpretations with my own. Above all, I didn’t want to compromise the integrity of the source material.

His inner monologue had to remain his.

I’ve preserved, as faithfully as possible, the way he experienced events, the associations his mind created, and the questions he asked even when no answer followed. Where concepts might be unfamiliar to a modern reader, I’ve supplied context. Where ambiguities threatened to obscure meaning entirely, I’ve tried to illuminate them without pretending certainty.

What you’re about to read is the culmination of that effort.

It is my attempt to recover a long-overlooked existential testimony from the deepest reaches of the Museum of Intellects and return a forgotten consciousness to the world.

The testimony of M-0.
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Three o’clock.

Again.

It feels as though it was three o’clock ten minutes ago.

I shift beneath the sheets, searching for a position comfortable enough to escape time’s relentless advance. Perhaps, if I remain still, it will overlook me and continue marching into the night without dragging me along.

But time never moves as I need it to. It either slips through my fingers or settles its full weight upon me. I’m always left chasing after it or struggling beneath it.

I continue deceiving myself, hoping my senses will eventually accept some compromise.

Perhaps if I lie on my back and surrender my attention to the featureless ceiling, I’ll be granted passage into the world of dreams.

I once read that sleep unfolds through several essential stages. The explanation failed to mention how easily a person can become stranded at the threshold of the first.

In the darkness, the ceiling becomes a black canvas.

Its emptiness invites creation. A quiet urge to draw upon it begins to tempt me, promising temporary deliverance from insomnia.

Why does austerity exert such power over me? Why does an untouched surface feel less like an absence than an irresistible demand?

The only answer I can find is innocence.

There is something in us that longs to violate purity, no matter how trivial the result or severe the consequence. We find a petty satisfaction in pressing our imperfect mark into pristine, wet cement, simply because it hasn’t yet been claimed by anyone else.

I let shapes spread across the ceiling until I’ve exhausted the palette of my eyes. Then I turn and check the clock.

3:25.

Time’s mockery continues.

My frustration has reached its limit. I can’t endure another minute of lying still while the night pretends not to move.

I abandon sleep and reach for a far more ruthless weapon against time.

The television receiver.

I want to retaliate. Of all the options available to me, this at least offers some minor act of rebellion, however meaningless. If time insists on consuming me, I can choose what it will find in my mouth.

I flick through the channels, allowing each only a few seconds to justify its existence.

A faint sense of superiority rises within me. I become a weary sovereign presiding over an endless procession of supplicants. Obscure programs, film premieres, public debates, and gaudy broadcasts present themselves as tribute, each pleading for the privilege of holding my gaze.

I drift across the boundless sea of channels, letting absurdity determine my course.

Then, without warning, I come to shore.

A red banner dominates the screen:

LIVE INTERVIEW WITH SERIAL KILLER ZETAN, THE BUTCHER OF THE ENACTORS’ SOCIETY

The broadcast shows a cramped room surrounded by armed guards. Two men sit across from one another at a metal table.

One of them is struggling to control a tremor. The microphone he aims toward the prisoner quivers visibly in his hand.

I study the man dressed in orange.

His blue eyes hold a quiet, almost insolent defiance. He expresses no remorse. His answers are brief, his face unchanged.

A rare discipline.

Especially for an Enactor.

The journalist has chosen a war of attrition. He presses forward with questions of increasing cruelty, hoping that one of them will penetrate the cold-eyed man’s defenses. The prisoner, however, receives every accusation with practiced indifference, stripping even the most venomous questions of their fangs.

Then, either inspired or desperate, the distinction between the two now almost impossible to discern, the reporter leans over the table and raises his voice.

“After everything you’ve done, do you truly have no regrets?”

For the first time, the prisoner lowers his eyes.

He seems to consider the question.

As the silence lengthens, sweat darkens the journalist’s shirt.

“Yes.”

The reporter waits, apparently expecting more.

When none comes, he clears his throat.

“Could you elaborate?”

“My only regret is that I was created.”

The prisoner raises his head and drives his gaze into the journalist’s stunned face.

“What do you mean?” the reporter asks. “Do you regret being born?”

“You know,” the prisoner says, a faint smile forming, “everyone believes that people like us, the so-called unfortunates, become violent, or develop a taste for killing, if you prefer, because we were abused as children. Bullied. Abandoned by our parents. Or, in some cases, because there was never anyone there to abandon us in the first place.

“The theory is simple. If hatred and cruelty are all we’ve ever known, then hatred and cruelty are all we’ll ever spread.”

His fingers curl around the edge of the table.

“But let me tell you something.”

His grip tightens.

“That isn’t how it works.”

Silence begins gathering around them.

The journalist shifts in his chair, every movement suggesting he wants to break through it with another question.

He parts his lips.

The prisoner speaks first. 

“I came from a good family. A close one. At times, almost oppressively altruistic. No one beat me. No one abused me. I was given everything I needed.

You already know I’m telling the truth. You’ve investigated me thoroughly. There’s no reason for me to continue listing the disappointments you hoped to find.”

“I understand,” the journalist says, “but something must have caused such a drastic change in your behavior. Something must have driven you to direct all that anger toward other people.

Until six years ago, you were considered a model citizen. Could your wife’s accident have been the catalyst? Perhaps you couldn’t cope with losing her.”

The prisoner slowly shakes his head.

“You still don’t understand. My wife’s death is irrelevant. So is suffering.”

He leans toward the journalist.

“I kill because I choose to.”

The journalist’s trembling hand tightens around the microphone.

“I kill because I enjoy it.”

For several moments, the reporter says nothing.

“I don’t understand how anyone could take pleasure in something so horrific.”

“When I watch life leave someone, I feel an overwhelming rush of satisfaction. Adrenaline. Release. It’s like sex.”

The prisoner’s hands clench on the table. A faint tremor passes through them, the first visible crack in his composure, though it resembles excitement more than fear.

“That instant of euphoria,” he continues, “that single second in which pleasure reaches its absolute height. That’s what murder is to me.

A divine pleasure.”

“But don’t you feel any remorse?” the journalist asks. “Don’t you understand that the life you’re taking belongs to another human being?”

“Do you feel remorse when you have sex? When you participate in what your society prefers to call the process of procreation?”

The journalist leans back.

“Of course not. But those are entirely different things. One serves the continuation of the species. The other is monstrous. One is a natural part of life, while the other is a profound deviation from every moral principle we possess.”

“Allow me to ask you something.”

The prisoner extends one hand across the table. His fingertips come to rest only a few centimeters from the journalist’s.

“Have you ever taken a human life?”

“That question is unnecessary. Had I done so, we might both be wearing the same uniform.”

“Then how do you know you wouldn’t enjoy it?”

“Please. The thought alone disgusts me.”

“The first person I killed died by accident.

It was late. I’d just left a bar, and I’ll admit I shouldn’t have been driving. The alcohol had taken its toll.

Don’t misunderstand me. I was conscious. I knew where I was and what I was doing. But my reactions were slow, and I wasn’t fit to be behind the wheel.

I took an alternate route home to avoid the police. I drove too fast and paid little attention to the sides of the road. I kept my eyes fixed on the lines dividing the highway, as though staying between them were enough to make me responsible.

The last thing I saw before the impact was a man standing in the road, waving both arms above his head.”

His eyes drift away from the reporter. The room seems to disappear from his gaze.

“The sound was tremendous.

I stopped and climbed out. Farther down the road, another vehicle stood with its hazard lights flashing. One of its tires was flat. Only then did I understand why the man had been trying to stop me.

I walked back to where he’d fallen.

He was still alive, though barely. His body kept twisting with pain, and he repeated the same word in a broken, stuttering voice.

Help.

Help.

Help.

I knelt beside him and lifted his head from the road. His face had been crushed. There was so much blood that, at first, I couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

I wanted to say something. An apology, perhaps. A promise that help was coming. But the words wouldn’t leave me.

I was in a trance.

His eyes had found mine, and I couldn’t look away.

As I held him there, helpless in my arms, something began tightening inside me. A tingling climbed my spine. Chills moved through my body in waves.

Then the light in his eyes started to fade.

His breathing weakened.

And stopped.”

The prisoner closes his eyes, as though allowing the memory to pass through him once more.

“For several seconds, I couldn’t move. Nausea rose so suddenly that I thought I would collapse.

Then the euphoria came.

It swept everything else away. The fear. The guilt. The horror. Even the knowledge that I had destroyed a human life.

The feeling was so powerful that I lay down beside him on the road and smiled at the sky.”

He opens his eyes again.

“That is the pleasure I was describing.”

The journalist gathers himself before speaking. When he finally does, his voice has lost some of its authority.

“Are you suggesting that a killer could be hiding inside anyone?”

“No.”

The prisoner’s smile returns.

“I’m saying no one can know whether they’re a killer until they’ve taken a life.”

#
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I drift into a shallow sleep, only to be jolted awake when the alarm flashes six o’clock.

Its familiar melody pours itself into what remains of my despair until I silence the recital with a violent sweep of my hand.

What extraordinary authority this strict little accountant possesses. It ends sleep, draws a line beneath the night, and withdraws without explanation, leaving its owner to interpret the verdict. All that power entrusted to an ordinary object.

With some difficulty, I peel myself from the bed and make my way to the bathroom, hoping the cold water will strip away the layers of drowsiness and teach my face the obedience expected of it.

As always, I pause before the mirror.

I examine myself with the uneasy expectation that something will happen. I wait for the figure to speak, to answer questions I haven’t yet formed but can already feel stirring inside me.

What did people use before mirrors became commonplace? How did they shape their sense of identity when they couldn’t consult their own reflection each morning?

Perhaps they relied on some forgotten alternative. The surface of still water. Polished metal. The descriptions of others.

Or perhaps they were more attuned to their spiritual selves and had no need for this filter, this smooth, impartial surface that reduces a person to whatever light allows them to see.

A mirror pretends to reveal us while presenting only the exterior boundary of what we are. Yet we stand before it as though the most important truths might eventually rise through the glass.

I remain in this existential antechamber for several more moments, silently observing the latest arrangement of my features, before continuing to the kitchen.

Once I’ve silenced the trumpets of hunger blaring from my stomach, I set aside a few minutes to consider the tasks planned for the day.

Instead, while staring at the food-stained dishes, I remember a saying from the collected musings of several level-three Thinkers:

You are what you eat.

Could it truly be that simple? Could food be responsible for so fundamental a metamorphosis?

And if so, how long does it take for the newly absorbed qualities of these unremarkable substances to assert themselves? How much time must pass before this program of self-reconstruction begins chipping away at our deficiencies and reshaping us into the people we aspire to become?

Happiness.

What would its recipe be?

More precisely, what would I have to consume to induce it, even briefly?

Of the statement You are what you eat, I fulfill only the first part. You are. As reluctant as I may be to acknowledge it, I do exist.

The unresolved portion is what you eat.

Therefore, to elevate the condition I am happy from aspiration to reality, I would need to consume happy foods. Constantly, perhaps exclusively.

But what qualifies as happy food? Something that lived happily? Something prepared by a happy person? Something whose appearance inspires happiness in the consumer? And if the food’s happiness ended when I ate it, wouldn’t my nourishment depend upon the destruction of the very quality I hoped to inherit?

Once again, my journey through an intricate chain of thought, one that initially appeared to contain fragments of revelation, arrives at absurdity.

I turn on the radio.

The female presenter’s voice is often more anxious than the circumstances warrant. This morning, however, her alarm seems proportionate to the subject.

“Terror spread through the capital last night after a gang of Enactors vandalized several properties near Liberty Square, leaving sixty people injured. Authorities believe the attackers are members of the Unclassified, an organization claiming to fight for equality between societies.

Officials have announced that the suspects will be detained and tried under emergency procedures. They admitted that they don’t yet know how the Enactors bypassed the capital’s security systems, but assured citizens that measures are already underway to identify and repair the breach.

What do you think, listeners? Can the Enactors’ actions be justified? Should they be granted access to our territory? Are their living conditions so desperate that violence has become their only means of being heard? And why attack the very society that continues to provide them with opportunities?

Stay with us, and don’t hesitate to join the debate. Much more will be revealed in the coming days.”

I’m well acquainted with the protests in Enactor territory.

I know about the soaring crime rate, the collapsing standard of living, and the food rations that never seem sufficient. I know about the Supreme Council’s monopoly on governance and its studied indifference to hardship. I know about the Enactors’ resentment of Thinkers and the imposed division that confines them to separate, tightly controlled territories.

I know the restrictions, the statistics, the shortages, the official explanations, and the carefully calculated thresholds beyond which deprivation is considered dangerous.

I know all of this because I help manage it.
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I remember the day I entered the societal allocation process at seventeen, that inevitable threshold in every resident’s life when the C.P.C.S. test, the Cognitive Protocol of Central Significance, determines where one belongs.

Not long after I became eligible, law-enforcement officers escorted me to Central Thought Headquarters for initiation. It was my first glimpse of the place where every Thinker’s professional existence began.

A gray colossus planted in the heart of the capital, it rose through hundreds of levels, swallowing the sky before the eye could find its summit.

After the customary inspections and identity checks, I was admitted beneath the unwavering attention of my escort. We boarded a vertical lift, transferred to a horizontal one, and crossed distances that would’ve taken hours outside the building in only a few minutes. At our destination, the officers thanked me for my cooperation and directed me toward the waiting room.

The tremor in my foot betrayed an impatience I couldn’t suppress and a fear I refused to acknowledge. I silently rebuked myself for doubting the outcome. Skepticism had no logical place there, yet its formless presence continued to scrape at the walls of my mind.

The partners responsible for my procreation had protected me from the worst possibilities. Both were level-three Thinkers. Their classification drastically reduced, perhaps even eliminated, the likelihood that I would be assigned to an inferior class.

And yet improbability cast a long shadow. It moved through my thoughts, questioning what seemed certain, reshaping what had already been decided, disturbing every conclusion the moment I reached it.

Just as my emotions began to loosen their grip, the sound of approaching heels gathered them into formation again. The rhythm grew steadily louder, each precise strike against the floor threatening the fragile anesthesia of my newfound calm.

I refused to turn toward that soft, alluring percussion. I already knew what it announced.

The single-note melody stopped without warning. Its finale came in the form of my name.

Reluctantly, I raised my head and looked at the dancer in heels. A young female in a crisp white uniform stood before me, studying her agenda with dutiful concentration. Her hair had been pulled into a neat ponytail, and a faint sheen of dried perspiration lingered across her face. Once I confirmed my identity, she invited me to follow her into the examination room. Her welcoming smile had already been worn thin by the anxieties of those who’d entered before me.

The room made a calculated effort to appear comforting. Plants had been scattered throughout it, irregular bursts of green interrupting the discipline of its sterility. At the center stood an imposing desk that seemed less like furniture than a command station. Behind it, a hunched man examined several bundles of paper with such concentration that my arrival appeared almost incidental.

“Welcome, Candidate 303,” he said without looking up. “I’m the doctor assigned to administer your C.P.C.S. test. As you’re aware, this is a standard procedure that will determine your classification. There’s no reason for concern. The test has been designed to minimize discomfort, and with your cooperation, it shouldn’t take long. Please sit so we can begin.”

The tendrils of anxiety tightened around my chest, restricting my breathing until each heartbeat spread through me as a faint internal tremor. I sat without greeting him, watching his protruding eyes leap from one page to another.

“The test consists of two stages,” he continued. “The first is a series of oral questions. The second will be conducted with the aid of the simulator. That stage is divided into two phases. The first presents you with a sequence of images. The second consists of interactive pictograms, puzzles in simpler terms. I’ll explain each part in greater detail as we proceed.”

“No intelligence assessment?” I asked. “I assumed a test intended to classify someone’s capabilities would include some form of IQ measurement.”

“I assume you mean a conventional IQ test.” The doctor finally looked at me and interlaced his fingers. “For our purposes, such an assessment would be irrelevant. Intelligence is too complex, too unstable, and too dependent on circumstance to be compressed into a single number. We’re interested in something far more revealing. We observe your brain activity, particularly the correlations and neural pathways that form while you interpret a situation.”

I stared at him in silence, disoriented by the realization that I had wasted countless hours solving IQ tests in preparation for an examination that had no use for them.

“Are you ready to begin?”

How ready can anyone be for a process whose outcome lies entirely beyond their control?

In the brief silence before my answer, the unknown preserved its fragile wholeness. Nothing had yet been confirmed. Nothing had yet been taken from me. Guided by the illusion that my consent still mattered, I allowed myself one final moment beneath the provisional classification granted to me at birth, a privilege inherited by every newborn whose progenitors possessed at least level-three Thinker status. 

I pitied those provisional Thinkers forced to face the dissolution of their identity and possible relocation to the Enactors’ Society, all because of a test that regarded the abandonment of the self with perfect indifference.

Once I gave my consent, the doctor signaled for the assistant to bring over the simulator. A thin metallic semicircle fitted with two white suction cups rattled softly against the tray.

“Please recline the chair a little,” she said as she coated the cups with a thick gray paste.

I lowered myself and waited in silence for the coronation ritual to begin.

The assistant soaked a cotton pad in solution and cleaned my temples. The softness of her circular motions steadied my breathing and persuaded the tension from my body. Once satisfied, she positioned the device around my head and pressed the suction cups firmly against my skin.

“When I activate the simulator, you’ll hear a sharp tone,” she said. “Don’t be alarmed. It’s only the validation pulse. It should fade as your brain adjusts.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but she was already moving away.

A moment later, the promised ringing pierced my skull. My vision blurred, and the edges of the room seemed to shiver.

The doctor remained absorbed in his documents, though he glanced at me from time to time. Those brief inspections were just frequent enough to prevent his detachment from looking like neglect.

“The simulator appears to be functioning properly,” he said. “Are you experiencing any significant discomfort?”

“There’s a constant high-pitched sound. It was painful at first, but it’s becoming tolerable.”

“That’s normal. By the end of the test, you probably won’t notice it at all.”

He took a measured sip of water.

“Before we begin, I need to clarify one thing. You won’t be given time to deliberate. Your answers must be immediate and concise, as close to instinctive reactions as possible. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” I said, though the tremor in my voice suggested otherwise.

“Very well. First question: life or death?”

“If we examine the structure of the question, the word ‘or’ creates a false opposition between the two states. It implies choice, though none of us chooses life’s arrival or death’s inevitability. The construction is therefore flawed.

However, if the question is approached metaphorically through mathematics, life and death may be treated as variables rather than alternatives. Let life be y and death be x. The conjunction ‘or’ can then be reinterpreted as multiplication, transforming the question into: life multiplied by death?

In that formulation, multiplication represents intensification. Life gains meaning because death is certain. Mortality magnifies experience and compels the individual to pursue life with greater urgency and purpose. So the answer is yes. Life is enriched by death.”

“Highly analytical thought,” the doctor murmured, almost too quietly for me to hear. “Response validated. For the next question, try to be more concise.”

“You mean the answer wasn’t good?” I asked, unable to conceal my disappointment.

“The quality of the answer is irrelevant.”

He emphasized the words with a decisive movement of his hand.

“As I’ve already explained, we’re interested in the correlations formed within your brain while you interpret a given problem. We aren’t evaluating the conclusion itself. Unless you have something further to add, we’ll continue.

Why time?”

“Time is the only framework through which human progress can be measured. Without it, evolution itself would become meaningless. If I decided now to master a new skill or improve one I already possessed, the achievement of that goal would depend entirely on time: minutes, hours, and days carrying me gradually toward it.

Time also contains a bitter contradiction. Although it’s irreplaceable, we treat it carelessly. We usually understand the value of a moment only after it has ceased to exist and hardened into memory.”

The doctor made a note.

“And now the final question. How will it be?”

“The question carries a prophetic quality. It appeals to the individual’s ability to imagine events that may affect the self, directly or indirectly.

To some degree, each of us can alter the immediate future, perhaps even the distant one, provided our efforts are driven by powerful, focused impulses rooted in personal ideals. Those ideals must be imagined repeatedly until they begin to influence action.

If the question is expanded to a societal scale, the future appears promising. Humanity’s greatest Thinkers continue to push beyond known limits, and new frontiers are conquered with increasing frequency.

Yet our greatest failure is our indifference to happiness. Most people are bound to exhausting routines and trivial pursuits. Those patterns deepen over time until they create a state of severe emotional deterioration.”

The doctor’s expression hardened.

“There was no need to wander into nonsense or stumble over absurdities larger than yourself. From now on, keep such exaggerated impressions private. They’re unsupported and won’t benefit you in any way.”

The sharpness of the rebuke left me momentarily unable to answer.

“That concludes the first stage of the C.P.C.S. test,” he continued, already returning to his papers. “A recording of your neural stress during the three questions will be available shortly. You may view it, should you wish.”

“And how would I do that?” I asked, my curiosity surfacing before caution could suppress it.

“My assistant will provide whatever information you need,” the doctor said flatly, already lowering his gaze to the disordered bundles of paper across his desk.

As though she had been listening from just beyond the door, the assistant reentered and placed a tablet in my hands. A three-dimensional brain revolved slowly on its screen, alive with multicolored sparks that flashed, branched, and vanished across its surface.

“What you’re seeing is a representation of the neural activity recorded during the three-question session.” She extended one finger and tapped the field marked Question 1. “Every correlation generated while you analyzed the first scenario has been rendered in blue. The same method was applied to the remaining questions, though each response was assigned a different color.

Now, if we move to the final image...”

She selected the field marked Cumulative, and the separate networks collapsed into one luminous structure. Colored pathways crowded together so densely that only a few isolated threads remained distinct.

“You’ll notice that the neural-correlation overlap is 96%. This indicates that the mental effort you devoted to each question was almost identical.”

A restrained smile touched her lips, as though the result had confirmed something she had already suspected.

“There are minor deviations in your response to the final question, but they aren’t substantial enough to be classified as significant.”

“I assume everything is in order,” the doctor interrupted. “Seline, I believe another task is waiting impatiently for your attention.”

Her smile disappeared. She inclined her head with professional obedience, took the tablet from me, and left without a word.

“It’s time we proceeded to the next phase,” the doctor said. “The simulator has a switch that activates its alternate mode. You shouldn’t have any difficulty locating it. It’s positioned beside your left temple.”

I ran my fingers along the metallic semicircle until they encountered a slightly raised section.

“This?”

“Yes.” He spared me a brief glance. “You’ll press it when instructed. First, I need to explain the opening part of the second stage.”

He lifted his glass to his lips, paused as though remembering it was empty, then set it back down.

“The task itself is simple. You’ll be shown a succession of visual stimuli. For each one, you must provide a description consisting of a single word. Nothing more.

Your reaction time and the precise word you choose will both have a substantial effect on your score and, by extension, your final classification. Hesitation will be recorded. So will any attempt to revise an answer after it has been given.”

The pressure of the suction cups against my temples suddenly felt more pronounced.

“If everything is clear, press the switch.”

I pushed the raised section beneath my fingertip.

The room convulsed.

The doctor, his desk, and the plants scattered around us stretched into trembling bands of color. Their outlines broke apart, liquefied, and drained toward the edges of my vision. For one breathless instant, I felt myself falling without moving.

Then everything vanished.

A blank white expanse opened before me, endless and depthless. At its center floated a cluster of geometric shapes, suspended in perfect stillness as though waiting for my mind to betray itself.
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At first glance, the image seemed simple: two incomplete triangles aimed toward one another, their convergence obstructed by a black sphere suspended ostentatiously between them like a dead celestial body.

Was that all?

Could such a preliminary observation contain the image’s entire meaning? Instinct always claims the first interpretation, and according to the doctor’s instructions, the word they wanted should’ve been concealed somewhere within that immediate response.

But it couldn’t be so simple.

Accepting the image at face value felt almost negligent, as though I were brushing aside a network of hidden signals that would reveal themselves only if I lingered along its edges. There had to be something beneath the apparent simplicity, something beyond two imperfect triangles resembling parallel worlds: identical in structure, yet incapable of contact.

They were defective reflections condemned to mutual obscurity. Between them stood their tireless guardian, exerting an opposing force against both peaks and ensuring that neither could ever reach the other.

Then, as I stripped away one layer of symbolism after another, the analogy clarified.

The lower figure represented the Enactors’ Society, defined by poverty, diminished standards, and an unrelenting hunger for a better existence. Above it hovered the world of the Thinkers, sustained by expanding prosperity and expectations that rose with every achievement.

That left only the sphere.

It wasn’t a celestial body at all, but the embodiment of separation: the accumulated laws, barriers, surveillance systems, and security measures imposed by the Thinkers to prevent the two societies from converging.

I had deciphered the image.

Yet the required word still refused to emerge. It remained camouflaged somewhere beyond the interpretation I had constructed, unwilling even to confirm that it existed. I couldn’t understand why all that progress had yielded neither a solution nor the smallest indication that I was moving toward one.

I examined the image again.

And again.

Then an inconsistency surfaced, one that had somehow escaped every previous analysis and now shone with unmistakable discord.

The upper figure narrowed into a point directed toward the lower one. Its orientation implied movement, perhaps even a desire to descend, connect, or offer assistance.

A false representation of reality.

Was that the answer? Was I being asked not merely to interpret the image, but to correct it?

It was the first line of thought that had provided something tangible.

To make the illustration truthful, only one adjustment was necessary. The downward-facing peak of the upper figure had to be removed. Whatever suggested inclination, sympathy, or convergence had to be erased.

“Flattening,” I murmured at last.

The doctor didn’t respond immediately.

His silence made me wonder whether I had only imagined speaking, whether the word had remained trapped inside my thoughts while the simulator continued recording my hesitation.

“Are you certain of your response?”

I nodded. The movement caused the image to tilt with my head, then slide back into place.

“Very well. We’ll proceed to the second image.”

The triangles lost their edges and dissolved into the white expanse. In their place, another geometric hybrid slowly assembled itself.

The same black sphere appeared at its center.

This time, it was encircled by a motif of arrows.
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Why did the black orb haunt every illustration? What gave it the authority to disrupt their harmony, staining the entire evaluation with its unwelcome presence?

Something told me that every interpretation had to begin with that anomalous sphere. It was a guiding intruder, an element so visually insistent that it seized the attention before the rest of the image could defend its significance.

If I mentally removed the two malformed extensions branching from either side, the remaining figure became a perfect horizontal arrow. Its forward trajectory suggested aspiration toward an unknown form of progress. After all, forward motion was almost universally mistaken for growth.

But whose growth?

Was this the journey of our weary nomad, halted at a crossroads and uncertain which direction to follow? If so, why did the lateral paths exert a stronger pull on him than the arrow pointing forward? Why had he yielded to the promise of shortcuts and abandoned the difficult ascent toward knowledge?

Then the sphere surrendered its disguise.

It was a person.

Our anomalous orb was nothing more than a human being. And like any human being, it was vulnerable to error, drawn toward alternatives that offered deliverance from effort, however deceptive that deliverance might be.

The drawing condensed the entire ordeal of self-improvement into a few geometric elements: an exhausted traveler, two illusory shortcuts disguised as advancement, and one demanding path toward genuine development.

The required word had to be concealed within the dishonesty of those false directions, counterfeit forms of progress preying upon the weakness of an exhausted mind.

“Imposture,” I said, with a certainty that surprised me.

“Your responses have been recorded,” the doctor announced.

The figure dissolved before my eyes, its arrows fading first, followed by the black sphere, until only the depthless white expanse remained.

“We’ll now begin the second phase. This evaluation resembles the previous one, but there are several important differences. You’ll be able to interact directly with the pictograms, and your performance will be timed.

Don’t allow the timer to distract you. Your primary objective is to solve the puzzle.

The evaluation will end immediately if you request instructions or choose to withdraw. Do you have any questions?”

“No,” I replied.

Everything had been explained with such deliberate clarity that asking anything felt less like a search for understanding than an admission of inadequacy.

“Before the final puzzle, you’ll receive an acclimation pictogram. Its purpose is to familiarize you with the observation and manipulation of visual elements. The result won’t contribute to your evaluation.”

A line of text materialized across the empty surface:

On the right side of the virtual workspace, a square will appear. Your task is to manipulate the object so that you obtain rectangle in a single move. You may not disassemble the figure or alter any of its four sides. Blink twice in rapid succession to display the geometric figure and begin the timer.

I read the instructions once.

Then again, more slowly.

The omission in the sentence felt too conspicuous to be accidental. Obtain rectangle. Not obtain a rectangle.

The solution had been embedded in the wording itself.

Transforming a square into a rectangle without altering its sides was impossible, and that impossibility was the trap. I wasn’t required to turn the square into a rectangle. I only had to obtain rectangle within it.

I blinked twice.

A square appeared on the right side of the white surface, followed by the soft ticking of an invisible timer.

I extended one finger and drew a vertical line through its center. The square remained intact, none of its four sides altered, but its interior had been divided into two rectangles.

A confirmation message appeared immediately:

Solution validated. You’ll be redirected to the final pictogram shortly.

“You possess a mediocre capacity for observation,” the doctor said, concern deliberately threaded through his voice. “Strange. I expected it to be considerably more refined. Most candidates I’ve evaluated reached the solution at least 15% faster. It may simply be a lapse in concentration, but even so, your results aren’t looking particularly promising.”

“What do you mean?”

His remark deepened my unease and transformed the timer’s vanished ticking into something I could still hear, a phantom rhythm continuing somewhere inside my skull.

“Nothing, Candidate 303. Absolutely nothing,” he replied, his voice returning to perfect neutrality. “I merely commented on your performance so far. There’s no reason to be alarmed.

On the contrary, you should regard my observation as motivation for the final test. After all, this is your last opportunity to show what you’re truly capable of.”

The timer disappeared, and a pulsating oval materialized in the center of the workspace.

The familiar shape had returned with another mystery to conceal, though this time it stood alone, stripped of every surrounding symbol that might have guided my interpretation. Exposed. Almost vulnerable.

Its transformation was striking. It had expanded until it occupied nearly the entire workspace, and the black substance that had filled its previous incarnations was gone. All that remained was a hollow white interior enclosed by a thin, trembling outline.

Seconds passed.

No instructions appeared.

I remembered the cue from the acclimation stage and blinked twice.

Nothing.

I tried again.

Still nothing.

For a moment, I considered asking the doctor for clarification, but the thought died almost as soon as it formed. A request for instructions would end the evaluation immediately. I couldn't sacrifice my classification merely because the puzzle refused to announce its rules.

I waited a little longer, tension circulating through my body until every pulse seemed to strike directly against my eardrums.

I had to act.

I couldn't stand by while the seconds withered into evidence of my incompetence.

I reached forward and took the oval between my hands. It possessed no noticeable weight, yet its surface offered a faint resistance beneath my fingers, enough to make the illusion of holding it almost convincing.

I turned it slowly.

From every angle, it remained perfectly uniform. No seam, indentation, marking, or irregularity disturbed its outline.

I shook it with short, deliberate movements, hoping agitation might force it to disclose whatever it contained.

Nothing.

It refused to offer even the smallest concession.

Frustrated by its defiance, I tossed it into the air and caught it again, momentarily conceding victory in our contest of endurance.

Then I threw it higher.

With every repetition, I increased the distance, as though elevation might disorient it, loosen its defenses, or frighten it into compromise.

The oval remained impassive, rising and falling in infuriating silence, contributing nothing except a steady erosion of my confidence.

Perhaps the solution had nothing to do with the anomalous shape.

But if it didn't, where else could it be?

Was something concealed within the blank expanse around it? Had the oval been placed there merely to monopolize my attention while the true puzzle hid in the white canvas?

I continued tossing it as I examined the surrounding emptiness, allowing the movement to settle into a rhythm that accompanied my thoughts.

Then, during one distracted throw, the oval slipped through my virtual grasp.

It fell.

Instead of disappearing into the depthless white beneath me, it struck an unseen surface I hadn't realized existed.

The impact split it open.

Its thin outline fractured with a brittle snap, and a flurry of miniature figures erupted from within, scattering across the workspace like creatures released from an egg.
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What was this cavalcade of cryptic forms?

These clandestine symbols had arranged themselves with eerie precision around their cleaved host. What truth did they conceal? And why had some been exiled, flung beyond the boundaries of the sanctuary that had contained them?

I considered attributing their positions to chance, but the evaluation software had been too meticulously designed to enable randomness. Every movement of the pictogram was deliberate. Meaning had been encrypted into even its smallest irregularities.

But where?

I began compiling a mental inventory of everything I had observed, deceiving myself with the hope that enumeration might draw one loose thread from the knot of uncertainty.

A convulsing oval.
A momentary lapse in attention.
A fall.
A sudden rupture that split the object into two imperfect halves and expelled five artifacts, two lodged within its fractured core and three scattered beyond it.
Those were the only elements available to me.

I examined them until my thoughts began circling without progress and the fragments blurred into meaningless contours. Yet one detail continued to obstruct every interpretation: the oval’s pulsations.

They resembled contractions.

As though the object had been anticipating the premature birth of the five symbols.

Perhaps it had wanted me to break it. Perhaps those rhythmic convulsions hadn’t been signs of resistance, but pleas for intervention, signals of an intention it couldn’t express.

But what intention?

To expose what it had been carrying.

And for what purpose?

Perhaps the task was to determine which artifacts belonged within it and which had invaded it.

The possibility felt increasingly persuasive. This hadn’t been a birth in the conventional sense, but an expulsion of foreign or incompatible elements. The rupture had revealed not merely the oval’s contents, but a distinction between what it accepted and what it rejected.

Piece by piece, the puzzle began to acquire a shape.

Only one mystery remained: the meaning of the symbols themselves.

Two of the five objects had remained nestled within the fractured shell. I took their survival there as evidence of legitimacy. The oval had retained them because they belonged to it.

Or because it wanted me to believe they did.

Within the two halves lay shapes resembling a sword and a shield. Beyond them stood three others: a crown, a chair, and what appeared to be a staff or scepter.

A trial-and-error approach offered twenty-five possible arrangements if I tested every symbol individually and every ordered pairing. It might eventually have generated the solution, but I didn’t know how many errors the system would tolerate. For all I knew, I had only one attempt.

I couldn’t squander it on guesses.

There had to be a logical filter, some criterion capable of separating the authentic symbols from the impostors.

I returned to the earlier illustrations, hoping they contained the cipher.

What element had persisted through every image and now transformed itself into this fractured vessel?

The oval.

Its omnipresence couldn’t be accidental.

In the first pictogram, it had stood between two incomplete forms, a tireless guardian preventing their convergence. In the second, it had become a solitary traveler surrounded by false routes toward self-improvement.

The shield corresponded to its first role. A guardian required an emblem of protection.

For the second, the staff was more appropriate. It could support the traveler, steady his progress, and accompany him along the difficult road ahead.

The sword didn’t belong.

Neither did the crown or chair. They represented conquest, authority, and rest, none of which reflected the oval’s previous incarnations.

I removed the sword from the fractured shell and replaced it with the staff. Then I reversed the positions of the two remaining symbols, placing them in the same order as the roles through which the oval had appeared: shield first, staff second.

Protection, then passage.

I brought the two halves together.

The moment their edges fused, a message flashed across the workspace:

Solution validated.

A second line appeared beneath it.

The C.P.C.S. evaluation is now complete.

My body sagged beneath the force of its release. Blood rushed painfully into limbs I hadn’t realized had gone numb. Sensation crept back into my fingers, and the first unmediated breath of air stung the inside of my nostrils.

Reality, no longer willing to be ignored, began overwriting the illusion.

The white expanse thinned. The outlines of the examination room emerged beneath it, faint at first, then increasingly solid. The plants returned, followed by the desk, the scattered papers, and the muted gray of the walls.

As my awareness settled fully into the room, I found the doctor staring at me.

Not observing.

Staring.

The instant he realized I could see him, his expression hardened. Whatever had flickered across his face vanished beneath the familiar mask of institutional indifference.

“Are you...”

His eyes darted across the room as though the rest of the sentence might be hidden somewhere among his papers.

“...alright? Are you experiencing any discomfort around your temples?”

“No. Only some pressure at the back of my head.”

“That’s normal,” he said too quickly. “Common, actually. Merely a consequence of the cognitive strain.” 

He rose so abruptly that his chair scraped against the floor. Both palms struck the desk, the sharp impact seeming less an expression of authority than an attempt to jolt himself out of whatever had seized him.

“I need to step into the adjoining room for deliberations. Your classification shouldn’t take long. There are only a few details to verify and authorize. Please remain here.”

“Can I remove the simulator?” I asked, already pulling at one of the suction cups.

“Leave it in place for now. I’ll send someone to remove it properly. We’ve had candidates bend the metal frame while trying to take it off themselves. It’s safer this way.” He studied me briefly. “Is it causing that much discomfort?”

“No, not at all. I only assumed that, since the test was over, I wouldn’t need to keep wearing it.”

“We’ll complete the deliberations first. Then we’ll remove it.”

He took a step toward the door, but stopped before reaching it. His gaze fell, as though he were searching the floor for some appropriate fragment of regret.

“There’s one more thing, Candidate 303.”

The pause that followed seemed carefully measured.

“Based on the data analyzed so far, your results are unfortunately tending toward a negative classification. The preliminary verdict places you among the Enactors.”

He allowed the words to settle between us and watched closely for the first sign of collapse.

“I understand this may not be the outcome you expected. What matters now is that you remain calm and give yourself time to process the information. You aren’t the first person to be assigned to a class different from the one they’ve grown accustomed to, and you certainly won’t be the last.

You’ll find that the transition into the Enactors’ Society isn’t as difficult as people imagine. The authorities will provide consistent support throughout the adjustment period. The system has been designed to minimize discomfort and make your integration as smooth as possible.

That said, I’d like to commend you for your cooperation and the effort you’ve invested in the evaluation. I wish you clarity and acceptance, wherever your classification may lead you.”

With that, he left.

The door closed, and I was abandoned to the agony he had so professionally awakened.

An Enactor?

I had contemplated the possibility before entering the test. I had even tried to imagine what such a verdict would mean. Yet now that the outcome had acquired the weight of reality, every scenario I had rehearsed ignited at once. Their sparks scattered through me, scorching what little confidence remained.

Disappointment entered like poison, slow and intimate, spreading tendrils through every fold of thought.

I was forced to reason through the haze of that merciless affliction while it contaminated every possible escape with the same bitter compound of doubt, disgust, and despair.

I began slipping inward.

Astonishment gave way to humiliation. Humiliation curdled into self-contempt. Then the whole descent erupted into fury.

Fury at the classification system.

Fury at the doctor.

Fury at my own helplessness before both.

How could I have failed? What mistake could possibly justify such a sentence? Why didn’t he stop the evaluation the moment it became clear I was unfit to be a Thinker?

No.

It couldn’t be correct.

The data must’ve been misread. Something had been overlooked. Perhaps the simulator had malfunctioned. Every answer had been validated. Every puzzle had accepted my solution without protest.

These explanations, along with countless other evasions, gathered around the wound and worried at it until resentment began to suppurate.

My thoughts raced breathlessly in search of an error that might save me. Each justification offered a momentary foothold, only to crumble as soon as I placed my weight upon it. The struggle exhausted me further, compelling me to pursue possibilities that didn’t exist, sustained only by the meager hope that an injustice had occurred.

But beneath every objection lay the same unbearable clarity.

There was nothing left to dispute.

Nothing left to correct.

Only acceptance.

I am an Enactor.

Even within the privacy of my mind, the sentence was almost impossible to endure. It sounded foreign there, as though another consciousness had forced the words into me and was now waiting for them to become my own. 

To accept it was to abandon myself.

It meant sealing away every aspiration, every expectation, every fragment of identity built upon the conviction that I belonged among the Thinkers. The new status demanded a supreme sacrifice in exchange for an uncertain future, one that dismissed my presumed worth and condemned me to an endless interrogation of my own inadequacy.

I wanted desperately to remain suspended in the comfort of denial, but reason had begun to shrivel beneath the weight of my evasions.

I had to absorb the revelation. I had to force it into myself, even if doing so meant gorging on the cloying sweetness of consolation long after it had ceased to comfort me.

Perhaps this wasn’t annihilation, but an opportunity to discover what remained when expectation had been stripped away. Perhaps I could learn to see the Enactors’ Society as something other than the inferior world painted for me since birth, its colors chosen by subjectivity and its every stroke guided by hands that had never touched the truth.

I am an Enactor.

I repeated the sentence within my mind.

This time, it didn’t recoil from me.

“I am an Enactor,” I said aloud.

The words emerged without pain. They entered the room, became part of the air, and returned to me no more threatening than any other sound.

After what felt like a long negotiation with myself, the door opened and the doctor reappeared. He crossed the room without speaking, sat behind his desk, and began arranging the papers into an immaculate stack.

“Candidate 303, it gives me extraordinary pleasure to welcome you into our ranks.”

His head rose. A broad, unnatural smile spread across his face, so violently at odds with the solemnity he had worn before that I wondered whether a different man had returned in his place.

“From this moment forward, your official classification is level-one Thinker. Evaluating someone of your ability has been a tremendous honor. I must confess that, in all my years in this position, I’ve never encountered a level-one candidate. It fills me with joy and professional pride to witness our generous society provide such a biological marvel.”

I stared at him.

The admiration and goodwill rioting across his features baffled me almost as much as the verdict itself.

“But I don’t understand how—”

“Yes, I’m aware that I owe you an explanation,” he said, cutting me off. “The announcement of your classification as an Enactor was, in fact, the final stage of the C.P.C.S. evaluation.

The test is adaptive. No two candidates experience it in precisely the same form. The abilities revealed during the opening stage determine the structure and difficulty of everything that follows. In your case, the initial assessment indicated that the remaining phases had to be recalibrated to a considerably more advanced level.

That recalibration introduced two additional parameters: the interconnectivity of elements and the activation of latent cognitive resources.

The first parameter was incorporated into the final pictogram. To solve it, you had to recognize that the criteria governing the artifacts couldn’t be inferred from the puzzle alone. The answer depended upon the roles played by the oval in the previous illustrations. You successfully connected those separate stages and used them as parts of a single structure.

The second parameter required greater subtlety. It had to enter your perception as an unquestionable fact, something you wouldn’t recognize as another problem to be solved. I am referring, of course, to the carefully constructed illusion that your true classification was Enactor.”

“But couldn’t those latent resources have been activated some other way?” I interrupted, needing to slow the flood of information before it overwhelmed me. “Was convincing me that I was an Enactor really the only option?”

“Of course not. The simulator generated several viable scenarios. This one, however, carried the highest probability of success.

You had prepared yourself for difficulty. You had anticipated obscure questions, demanding puzzles, and perhaps even the possibility of failure. But you had never sincerely entertained the prospect of becoming an Enactor. You had acknowledged it as a theoretical outcome, yes, but you hadn’t allowed the idea to develop far enough to threaten your identity.

That’s where the machine’s ingenuity became essential. It identified the vulnerability and converted it into a third stage of evaluation. The condition for success was complete acceptance of your Enactor classification.

All we had to do was follow the simulator’s recommended course of action. At the conclusion of the stage you believed to be the end of the test, the device remained active. It continued recording until it detected the precise moment when you stopped resisting the verdict and incorporated it into your sense of self.”

The doctor reached the end of his explanation almost breathless. He paused, then grasped the glass on his desk and tipped it toward his mouth with distracted solemnity.

It was empty.

“Disappointing,” I muttered.

His hand froze around the glass.

“What do you mean, disappointing?”

His brow tightened, and beneath his confusion appeared the unmistakable shadow of personal offense.

“If achieving the coveted status of level-one Thinker requires nothing more than a slightly sharper eye and enough naivety to be manipulated by such a deception, I’d rather be assigned to another class.” I looked at the simulator still fastened to my temples. “At least then I wouldn’t be condemned to spend my life imprisoned by questions designed by people who already know the answers.”

A guttural laugh rattled through his chest. 

“Is that what you imagine it means to be a level-one Thinker? Or have you forgotten the finer details?” His laughter died, leaving a trace of contempt around his mouth. “Allow me to refresh your memory: a wandering soul incapable of emotion, a damned creature condemned to a colorless existence, a ruthless instrument of the Supreme Council, and all the other absurdities used to poison young minds.”

His features hardened. A ceremonial gravity entered his eyes, as though he were no longer addressing a candidate but pronouncing doctrine before an altar.

“My dear Candidate 303, what you accomplished here should inspire pride, not disappointment. You didn’t merely achieve one of the highest C.P.C.S. scores ever recorded. You surpassed both of your progenitors, an exceedingly rare distinction.

But we’ve spent enough time discussing misconceptions. We must now configure your identity chip. I suspect you’ve inherited doubts about this procedure as well, so let me assure you that it bears no resemblance to the conspiracy theories circulating beyond these walls.

The chip won’t erase your memories. It won’t deprive you of free will or follow your every movement. It’s a cerebellar
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