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	Dedication

	 

	For those who learned to survive by becoming unreadable.
For those whose silence was mistaken for guilt,
whose precision was treated as threat,
and who were never believed because they didn’t perform belief correctly.

	And for everyone who is done pretending.


Epigraph

	 

	“When a system mistakes performance for truth,
the most honest people are the first to be punished.”

	— Anonymous courtroom observer
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CHAPTER 1 — Pattern Reader

	The jury assembly room smelled faintly of burnt coffee and disinfectant, a scent Cat Brennan had come to associate with certainty. The tables were arranged in obedient rows, the chairs bolted just far enough apart to discourage conversation. People filled them anyway—with coughs, crossed ankles, whispered apologies. Cat didn’t look at any of that. She watched hands.

	The man in the third row, left side, kept rubbing his thumb along the seam of his folder. Not nervous. Anticipatory. He glanced up only when the bailiff cleared his throat, then looked down again, as if eye contact were something to be rationed. Cat wrote a small mark beside his juror number. Pro-defense. Authority-resistant. Likely to resent being told how to feel.

	Across the aisle, a woman with perfect posture nodded at everything the judge said. Not agreement—synchrony. She wanted to be aligned, not correct. Cat didn’t bother writing more than a single letter. Prosecution.

	She let her eyes move, not in sweeps but in narrow slices, taking in posture before expression, rhythm before content. People believed they revealed themselves when they spoke. They were wrong. Speech was camouflage. The real data came earlier, in the lag between stimulus and response.

	“Juror Thirty-Seven,” the clerk said.

	The man stood too quickly, knocking his chair back. He smiled, realized it was too much, then flattened his mouth into something sober and civic-minded.

	Cat didn’t smile back. She already had him.

	On the notepad balanced on her knee, she had written forty-two numbers. Next to each, a symbol. Not words. Words tempted interpretation. Symbols were safer. She’d learned that young, though she couldn’t have articulated why at the time. Words were slippery. Symbols stayed where you put them.

	A voice murmured beside her. “You’re awfully quiet today.”

	Cat didn’t turn right away. She finished watching Juror Thirty-Seven sit down—too carefully now, as if correcting a mistake—and then shifted her attention to the man next to her. Michael Reeves. Second-chair on the prosecution team. Good hair. Practiced warmth. He leaned in as if sharing a secret.

	“Quiet’s good,” she said. Her tone landed where she intended it to: pleasant, neutral, competent. “They forget you’re here.”

	Michael chuckled. “Hard to forget you when you keep winning.”

	That word again. Winning. Cat made a small sound of acknowledgment and looked back to the room. Praise was a social obligation she hadn’t opted into but had learned to manage. You accepted it without expanding on it. You deflected without rejecting. You didn’t examine it too closely or it lost structural integrity.

	The judge droned through preliminary instructions. Cat let the sound pass through her without attaching meaning. She wasn’t here for the content. She was here for the friction—where people stiffened, where they relaxed, where their breathing changed without their permission.

	The woman two seats down from Juror Twelve crossed her legs when the judge mentioned the length of the trial. Not impatience. Calculation. She was checking the cost. Caregiver, probably. Someone else’s time already claimed her attention.

	Cat wrote another symbol.

	She didn’t think of what she was doing as intuition. Intuition implied something effortless, something that rose unbidden. This was closer to translation. A set of correspondences learned slowly, deliberately, sometimes painfully. She had built it piece by piece, after discovering—late, embarrassingly late—that other people seemed to possess a manual she had never been given.

	By the time she was twenty, she’d stopped trying to guess what people felt. Feelings were unreliable data. Instead, she tracked outcomes. If a certain tilt of the head preceded annoyance often enough, it became a rule. If eye contact broke at the same point in a sentence, that mattered more than the sentence itself.

	Years later, someone had given it a name: micro-expressions, cognitive bias, behavioral tells. Academic language, respectable language. Language that made it sound like she’d chosen this, rather than built it out of necessity.

	“Juror Twenty-One,” the clerk called.

	The woman who stood this time didn’t look at the attorneys. She looked at the judge, then at the seal on the wall behind him. When she spoke, her voice was steady, but her hands worried the edge of her cardigan.

	Cat felt a flicker of something like satisfaction. Not pleasure—she’d learned not to trust that—but confirmation. The system was holding. The inputs were behaving as expected.

	Michael leaned closer. “Anything surprising?”

	Cat glanced at her notes. Forty-two symbols. Forty-two predictions. “They’ll give you six,” she said. “Maybe seven.”

	“Out of twelve?”

	“Yes.”

	He whistled softly. “You always do this.”

	“Do what?”

	“Say it like you’re commenting on the weather.”

	Cat’s pen paused. She considered several responses and discarded them. “The weather’s harder to predict,” she said instead.

	Michael laughed again, a little louder this time, drawing a glance from the defense table. Cat didn’t look over. She didn’t need to. Defense attorneys watched jurors like hawks. They rarely watched consultants. That invisibility was part of the job.

	The clerk announced a short recess. Chairs scraped. Conversations bloomed, then cut off as people remembered where they were. Cat closed her notebook and rested her hands on top of it, fingers aligned. Stillness was useful. People revealed more when they thought you weren’t paying attention.

	Someone cleared their throat behind her. A different presence—heavier, more deliberate. Cat recognized it before she turned.

	“Dr. Brennan.”

	She stood, careful not to move too fast. David Kensington filled the aisle with the confidence of someone accustomed to being deferred to. Lead prosecutor. Reputation for precision. Reputation for winning.

	“Mr. Kensington,” she said.

	“Walk with me.”

	It wasn’t a request. Cat matched his pace easily as they moved toward the back of the room, past the vending machines humming against the wall. Kensington didn’t speak until they were out of earshot. He had a talent for timing; she’d noticed that before.

	“You’ve outdone yourself,” he said. “Reeves tells me you’ve already sorted the panel.”

	“I’ve made preliminary assessments.”

	Kensington smiled thinly. “That’s modest of you.”

	Cat inclined her head. Modesty was expected. Accuracy was assumed.

	“There’s a case coming up,” he continued. “Not this one. A few weeks out. We haven’t announced yet.”

	Cat waited. Silence often encouraged people to fill it.

	“Murder,” Kensington said. “Clean. Complex. High visibility.”

	She felt the shift before she could name it. The room seemed louder, the air sharper. Big cases changed the rules. Big cases came with scrutiny.

	“You’ll want someone else,” she said, mildly. “My calendar—”

	“I want you.” He cut in smoothly. “State v. Graves. We believe it’s the strongest case we’ve had this year. Possibly this decade.”

	That word again. Winning. Cat pictured it as a column of numbers, rising neatly. She thought of her notebook, the symbols lining up, the quiet order of it all.

	“Daniel Graves,” Kensington went on. “Thirty-four. Business dispute turned homicide. Defense is already posturing for sympathy.”

	Cat felt something tighten, just below her ribs. Not fear. Anticipation’s cousin. She made a mental note of it, the way she always did, and set it aside.

	“What do you need from me?” she asked.

	Kensington studied her face as if searching for something unscripted. If he found it, he didn’t comment. “What you always do,” he said. “Read the room. Help us choose the right people.”

	She nodded. The gesture felt automatic, practiced to the point of muscle memory.

	As Kensington walked away, Cat remained where she was for a moment longer than necessary. Around her, the jury room resumed its low hum. People laughed softly, complained about parking, checked their phones. Humanity in small, manageable doses.

	She picked up her notebook again and opened it, flipping to a fresh page. At the top, she drew a single line. Below it, nothing yet.

	A new pattern always began as empty space.

	 


CHAPTER 2 — The Algorithm

	Cat didn’t keep the databases on her work computer. That machine was for emails, contracts, things other people were allowed to imagine they understood. The real work lived on an old external drive the size of a paperback, its plastic scuffed smooth from years of being carried from apartment to apartment. She plugged it in only when she was alone.

	The file tree opened without ceremony. No dramatic splash screen, no clever naming. Just dates, tags, and cross-references layered on top of each other like sediment. Early entries were messy. Over-labeled. Desperate. Later ones had learned restraint.

	She scrolled past folders marked courtroom, negotiation, deception cues. Paused, briefly, over misfires. She rarely opened that one. Not because it was painful—pain implied an emotion she could identify cleanly—but because it disrupted the sense of inevitability she preferred to work inside.

	The first database had started when she was seventeen, though she hadn’t called it that. Back then it was a notebook hidden under her mattress, pages filled with cramped handwriting and arrows pointing nowhere. She’d written down what people did and what happened afterward. Not why. Why was speculative. Outcomes were measurable.

	If someone laughed at the wrong moment and the room cooled, that went down. If eye contact too early led to discomfort, that mattered. If silence worked better than explanation, she circled it twice.

	Her mother had found the notebook once, flipping through it with a puzzled smile. “This is very analytical,” she’d said, like it was a compliment she hadn’t yet learned how to give properly.

	Cat had taken the notebook back without answering. Explanation invited questions. Questions invited improvisation.

	She clicked into a newer file. Jury behavior, metropolitan districts, last five years. Patterns tightened as sample sizes grew. Confidence intervals narrowed. It was satisfying in a way she didn’t talk about. Satisfaction implied attachment.

	On screen, a grid filled with symbols not unlike the ones in her physical notebook, though these were cleaner, more refined. She’d replaced words long ago. Words were treacherous. They carried connotations, emotional residue. Symbols only meant what she told them to mean.

	When people asked how she did it—how she could read a room with such precision—she gave them the version they could hear.

	“It’s data,” she’d say. “Longitudinal observation. Cognitive bias mapping.”

	Science language calmed people. It reassured them that whatever she was doing belonged to the same world as MRIs and spreadsheets. Not the strange, uncomfortable space where someone might wonder how much of human interaction was guesswork stitched together with confidence.

	She’d learned that lesson early too. In graduate school, when a professor leaned back in his chair and said, half-joking, “You make it sound like people are math problems.”

	“They are,” Cat had replied, without thinking.

	The silence afterward had been instructive.

	So now she framed it differently. She talked about heuristics, about predictive modeling. She cited studies. She never mentioned the years she’d spent watching conversations from the outside, noting where laughter broke out without her, where meaning shifted invisibly. She never mentioned how often she’d gotten it wrong before she got it right.

	The drive hummed softly. Cat closed the file and leaned back in her chair, letting the hum fill the room. Her apartment was quiet in the way she preferred—controlled, intentional. Lamps set to a specific warmth. No overhead lights. The window covered, even during the day. Sensory variables minimized so cognitive ones could take precedence.

	Emotion, she’d learned, was expensive. It demanded attention without offering clarity in return. It interfered with signal detection. If she felt too much—whatever that meant—her predictions slipped.

	There had been a time when she thought this was a flaw. That something essential was missing. That other people carried an extra sense she could only approximate through effort.

	The diagnosis at forty-two had reframed that narrative. Not softened it, exactly. Just renamed the terrain.

	Autistic. The word had landed with surprising weight, not because it explained everything, but because it explained enough. The systems. The exhaustion. The way masking felt less like deception and more like translation under pressure.

	She didn’t use the word often. Not professionally. It complicated things. People heard it and stopped listening, or worse, started listening for the wrong reasons. They looked for deficits instead of structure.

	Structure was her strength.

	A knock sounded at her door—sharp, then immediately followed by an apology through the wood. “Sorry—didn’t mean to startle you.”

	Michael Reeves again. Cat glanced at the clock. Too early for him to be this informal.

	She opened the door halfway. “What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing,” he said quickly, then corrected himself. “I mean—nothing bad. Kensington’s setting up a preliminary meeting. Wants you there.”

	“Today?”

	“Now, if you can.”

	Cat hesitated just long enough to register the interruption. Disruptions annoyed her more when they were framed as optional. She reached for her coat.

	As they walked down the corridor toward the conference room, Michael filled the space with small talk. Weather. Traffic. A joke about how jury duty was the great equalizer. Cat let the words wash over her, responding where expected, conserving energy.

	Inside, the lights were brighter than she liked. Kensington stood near the screen, remote in hand. A few other attorneys sat scattered around the table, their attention divided.

	“We’re just getting started,” Kensington said, nodding at her. “Perfect timing.”

	The screen flickered to life. A paused video frame filled it—grainy, institutional, unmistakably an interrogation room. A man sat at a metal table, hands folded too neatly in front of him. His shoulders were tense, his gaze fixed somewhere just to the left of the camera.

	Cat felt the shift immediately. Not recognition yet. Something more primitive. Her attention sharpened, narrowing without effort.

	“This is Daniel Graves,” Kensington said. “Our defendant.”

	The video rolled. The man spoke, carefully. His answers were precise, clipped. When a detective leaned forward, he leaned back, then corrected himself, returning to neutral. His eyes flicked up at odd intervals, then away again.

	Cat’s mind began to annotate automatically. Forced eye contact. Scripted cadence. Latent stress response.

	She leaned closer to the screen without realizing she’d moved.

	“Notice anything?” Michael asked, low.

	Cat didn’t answer right away. She watched the man pause after a question, lips parting as if to speak, then closing again. Processing delay. Literal parsing.

	Something in her chest tightened, sharper this time. Recognition, finally. Not empathy—not the version people meant when they used the word—but alignment. A familiar shape.

	On screen, Daniel Graves nodded once, too late.

	Cat sat back.

	“Yes,” she said carefully. “I notice.”

	


CHAPTER 3 — The Defendant

	The preliminary hearing room was smaller than Cat expected. Not cramped—just intimate in the way that made every movement visible. Every cough landed. Every shift of weight announced itself. The acoustics favored authority; the judge’s voice carried, while everyone else sounded as if they were borrowing space.

	Cat took a seat behind the prosecution table, far enough back to watch without being watched. She didn’t open her notebook yet. First passes were always unmediated. Writing too early locked impressions in place before they’d earned it.

	Daniel Graves sat at the defense table, hands folded the same way she’d seen in the video. Too symmetrical. Not relaxed—maintained. His suit jacket pulled slightly at the shoulders, as if he wasn’t used to it or hadn’t adjusted it since putting it on. When his attorney leaned over to whisper something, Daniel nodded once, quickly, then again, slower, as if correcting the first nod.

	The judge entered. Everyone stood. Daniel stood a beat late.

	Not defiance. Timing.

	As they sat, Cat watched his eyes. He looked up when addressed, held contact just past the point of comfort, then dropped his gaze abruptly to the tabletop. A conscious adjustment, badly calibrated. The kind that came from remembering a rule rather than feeling it.

	The prosecutor spoke first. Cat barely listened to the words. Her attention stayed on Daniel’s posture as the charges were read aloud. Murder. Premeditated. He didn’t react the way people expected reaction
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