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​Chapter 1: The Threshold
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The authorization arrived at 6:51 in the morning, filed between a peer review request for a colleague's paper on cellular regeneration markers and a maintenance notice about Sub-Level 3 elevator access, the latter flagged urgent, which almost certainly meant the button was sticking again. Imara dismissed the elevator notice, flagged the peer review for Thursday, and opened the authorization.

TRIAL PHASE 3 — APPROVED
SUBJECT: VANTHORPE, REYES J. / XT-001-A
LEAD RESEARCHER: SOLÍS, I.M.
EFFECTIVE DATE: MARCH 4, 2091
She read it twice, not because she had any reason to doubt it but because reading significant documents twice was a practice she had maintained since graduate school, on the principle that things looked different the second time. The approval had been a matter of when, not whether, since November, when the Variant Biology Review Board cleared her Phase 2 data for progression. But four years of preparation resolving into a date had a particular quality to it.

She set the tablet on the counter and looked at the lab.

It was early enough that the overhead panels were still on their morning setting, the pale environmental light giving everything a quality of not quite having committed to the day. The lab was clean and organized — it was always clean and organized, but the morning before a significant trial began was a moment to look at it and confirm. The centrifuge array against the west wall. The refrigerated specimen units. The monitoring station, currently empty, which would be staffed by two technicians beginning tomorrow. The observation window on the south wall, beyond which a short corridor led to the containment suite wing. The glass was clear. Suite 3 — her suite, for the duration of the trial — was dark and empty.

Tomorrow it would have someone in it.

Imara turned back to her workstation and pulled up the file she had already reviewed three times: once when the subject was approved for Phase 3 participation, once when the transfer agreement was finalized, and once last night, sitting at the desk in her apartment with a cup of coffee going cold because she had forgotten to drink it.

PROTOCOL IDENTIFICATION FILE
SUBJECT: VANTHORPE, REYES JEAN-BAPTISTE
PROTOCOL ID: XT-001-A
CLASSIFICATION: ALPHA-PRIME
THREAT CLASSIFICATION: DOMESTIC — LEVEL 4
DOB: AUGUST 14, 2053
AGE: 37
The photograph was first: a biometric capture, the kind taken during formal Protocol intake, which meant controlled lighting and a neutral background and a subject who had been told to look at the camera. He had looked at the camera. That was all she could say about the photograph — that he had done the requested thing with a particular quality of stillness that made it impossible to read. Protocol intake photographs tended to look either frightened or defiant. This one looked like neither. It looked like a man who had decided the photograph was not something he needed to have opinions about.

She scrolled past it to the classification summary.

EXPRESSION CAPABILITY: FULL APEX — DOCUMENTED AND CONFIRMED
SENSORY ENHANCEMENT: GRADE 5 (MAX RECORDED)
CELLULAR REGENERATION: ACCELERATED — GRADE 4
CONTROLLED TRANSITION: YES (CONFIRMED, 3 DOCUMENTED INCIDENTS)
BEHAVIORAL RESPONSE TRIGGERS: PROXIMITY, EYE CONTACT
INCIDENT HISTORY:
2079 — INITIAL CLASSIFICATION EVENT, EASTERN CORRIDOR PROCESSING FACILITY
2081 — FACILITY EXPOSURE EVENT: CORRIGAN DETENTION CENTER, NEW BOSTON
2084 — FACILITY EXPOSURE EVENT: MORROW PROCESSING WING, CHICAGO-NORTH
2089 — FACILITY EXPOSURE EVENT: HALCYON PROTOCOL FACILITY, GULF SECTOR
The facility exposures were what had made him the Protocol's most discussed domestic threat case for most of the decade. Three facilities — the fourth event, Halcyon, had been something other than a facility exposure, a protest action of some kind that the records were less specific about — and in each case, the exposure had produced legal and institutional fallout that the Protocol's public affairs division was still, Imara gathered, managing. The Corrigan incident alone had generated a federal civil review that took three years to conclude and produced recommendations no one had implemented.

She had not followed these cases closely at the time. They were enforcement matters, and enforcement was not her area. She understood the Protocol's purpose to be medical: to identify, classify, and manage a population with genuine biological alterations, to develop treatments that stabilized those alterations, and to prevent the kinds of uncontrolled expression events that had produced the worst outcomes in the early years. The enforcement architecture was a separate conversation, one that occasionally made her uncomfortable in the abstract and that she did not tend to examine too closely in the specific. There was a reason the Review Board had a medical division and an operations division, and Imara worked in the medical division.

RESISTANCE AFFILIATION: CHIMERA NETWORK (CONFIRMED LEADER/COORDINATOR)
NETWORK STATUS: DISSOLVED (2089 — SELF-INITIATED)
VOLUNTARY SURRENDER: YES
SURRENDER DATE: OCTOBER 17, 2089
CURRENT HOLDING STATUS: PROTOCOL MEDICAL RESEARCH VOLUNTEER PROGRAM
LAST KNOWN LOCATION: CLASSIFIED
This was the part of the file she had read most carefully, because it was the part she was still working out the logic of. He had built and run the Chimera Network for twelve years and then, according to the Protocol's own records, dismantled it himself. The surrender had come ninety-three days after the network's dissolution. He had walked into a federal Protocol processing office in New Atlanta — not in his classified registration zone, not in a facility, just a standard processing office on a Wednesday morning — and voluntarily surrendered.

She didn't know why. The file had a notation: MOTIVATION: UNCONFIRMED. She had found that notation interesting the first time she read it and she still found it interesting now.

What she understood was that he had agreed to participate in her trial, which was more than any of the other eight documented Alpha-Primes in the Sanctuary States had agreed to do, and that without an Alpha-Prime subject she could not complete Phase 3, and that without Phase 3 data the mandatory treatment bill could not advance on the scientific record it needed. She understood what her participation in this work was for. She had understood that for nine years.

She closed the file when she heard Priya's key in the outer lab door.

◆

"Authorization came through," Priya said, not as a question, setting her bag on her station and pulling off her jacket. She had walked past Imara's workstation and clearly seen the header still visible on the secondary screen.

"At 6:51."

"You were here at 6:51."

"I'm here most mornings at 6:51."

Priya sat down and pulled her glasses from the top of her head to her face in the same motion she always used, which somehow never worked as intended — the glasses invariably ended up slightly crooked, which she never seemed to notice. "I know you are. I'm just noting it for the record. Are you nervous?"

"I don't find that a useful condition," Imara said, which was not quite an answer.

Priya looked at her over the crooked glasses. "That's not what I asked."

"The subject arrives tomorrow morning. I have today to complete the intake protocol review and confirm the monitoring station setup. I'm not nervous."

"Mm." Priya turned back to her own workstation. "Have you looked at his file again?"

"This morning. And twice before that."

"And?"

Imara considered what Priya was actually asking and decided to answer the precise question rather than the implied one. "He meets the biological criteria for Phase 3. His classification is confirmed, his documentation is complete, and the transfer agreement was executed without incident. That's what the file tells me."

"That's not what I was asking either."

"I know," Imara said, and pulled up the pre-trial intake checklist.

She was not nervous. What she was, and what she had been since October when his participation was first proposed, was alert in the way she became when a study design required particular care. The thing about Alpha-Prime subjects — there were nine documented, and the Protocol's research division had managed to conduct formal studies with exactly two of them in the past twenty years, both from the relatively cooperative end of the classification spectrum — was that the variables were significant and the margins for procedural error were narrow. An apex-expression event during an uncontrolled session, a sensory-overload response, a subject who was cooperative on paper and resistant in practice: any of these produced complications that slowed the research and, in the worst case, ended it.

She did not intend for any of these things to happen. She had spent four months designing an intake protocol specifically calibrated to a Level 4 domestic threat classification, which included modified session lengths, controlled proximity gradients, and a monitoring setup that gave her subject more physical space than the standard protocol required. Her initial sessions were short. Her communication was precise. She had reviewed everything twice and confirmed it again this morning and she was, professionally, ready.

Priya would have called this nervousness. Imara called it preparation.

◆

Director Hurst called at ten past eleven, which she had expected. He called most mornings when something significant was happening in the trial calendar, and the Phase 3 authorization was, by any measure, significant.

"Imara." He used her first name the way he always did — as a warmth rather than an informality, a reminder that they had worked together for four years and that he thought well of her. "I assume you've seen the approval."

"This morning."

"Good. Good. I wanted to call and say — this is a real moment. Four years. The board reviewed your Phase 2 summary again last week, and I want you to know the response was genuine. Your methodology was described as exemplary." He paused in the way he did when he was transitioning from collegial to substantive. "The committee is watching the Phase 3 timeline carefully. Senator Mercer's team has been in touch again about the vote schedule — they're looking at final committee review in approximately ninety days, which means they want to see Phase 3 progress before that window closes."

"I understand."

"I know you do. I also know you're thorough, and your pace is your pace, and I'm not suggesting you cut corners. I'm saying the broader picture is one where this trial carries significant weight. The mandatory treatment program lives or dies on your data, in a meaningful sense."

This was true and she was aware of it. She said so.

"The subject arrives tomorrow," Hurst continued. "You've reviewed the file?"

"Thoroughly."

"Any concerns?"

She thought about the BEHAVIORAL RESPONSE TRIGGERS notation. Proximity. Eye contact. "Nothing I haven't prepared for," she said, which was accurate.

"He's agreed to participate voluntarily, which is — and I want to be clear about this — genuinely remarkable for a Level 4 classification. His history is not simple. But his cooperation in the transfer process has been complete. I've been briefed directly." Another pause, slightly longer. "I'm confident you're the right researcher for this. I always am."

She thanked him, answered two questions about the monitoring setup, and ended the call.

She sat for a moment with her terminal and the quiet of the mid-morning lab. Priya had gone to the third-floor seminar for a methodology presentation; the technicians would not be in until Thursday for the monitoring station calibration. The lab was hers again.

She pulled up her published research — the full list, from the 2082 paper on pathogen expression variability in the first-generation affected population that had formed the basis of her doctoral work, through the four peer-reviewed studies in the years after, to the Phase 1 and Phase 2 trial reports she'd submitted to the Review Board. Eleven studies in nine years. Each one a step toward what was now sitting in her inbox as an approval date.

She was thirty-one years old. She had been told, not infrequently, that her career trajectory was exceptional, and she received this information with a gratitude that was real and a private awareness of what it had cost that she kept separate from the gratitude. She had not entered molecular biology at twenty-two because she was ambitious. She had entered it because her brother had died.

Tomás. Twenty-one years old, in a grocery store, on a Tuesday. His expression had triggered — stress-induced, the incident report said, which she had eventually understood meant he had been frightened, not threatening — and by the time the Protocol suppression team left the scene, he was not conscious and he was not breathing and by the time anyone told her anything, he was neither of those things anymore.

She had spent three weeks after the inquest doing nothing of any use. Then she had gone back to graduate school and changed her research focus. The calculus was not complicated. The treatment she was developing would prevent expression events from escalating to the point where suppression response was required. If the treatment worked — when the treatment worked — what had happened to Tomás would become a category of incident that didn't happen anymore. That was what the file contained. That was what tomorrow was for.

She closed the Protocol authorization and opened her pre-trial checklist and worked through it with the same systematic attention she brought to everything, and when she reached the end of it she found nothing outstanding and closed the checklist and began drafting her session notes template for the morning.

At half past four she opened Reyes Vanthorpe's file one more time, looked at the biometric photograph for approximately thirty seconds, and then closed it.

Tomorrow.

◆

She left the lab at six and took the transit corridor to her building — sixteen minutes, a route she could navigate without looking up from her tablet, though tonight she did look up, or at least her eyes were raised without focusing on anything in particular. New Atlanta was doing what it did in the early evening of a clear day, which was collect light in a way that looked very little like the photographs of old Atlanta that appeared in the historical displays in the transit stations. The city was newer and more deliberate. Everything in it felt considered, which was occasionally pleasant and occasionally oppressive in a way she could never precisely articulate, and which she did not spend much time articulating.

She cooked something she didn't particularly taste and reviewed her notes and went to bed at ten and lay there for some period of time that she did not find useful to calculate.

She was not nervous. She was ready.

Tomorrow, she thought, with the specific quality of someone who understands that the word contains considerably more than its three letters suggest.
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The Protocol escort arrived at the SMI's service entrance at 8:14, which was fourteen minutes behind the scheduled time and which Imara noted in her intake log without commentary. She was in the monitoring station when the arrival notification came through, checking the calibration on the biometric sensors for the third time — not because she expected them to be wrong but because she was a person who checked calibrations.

The intake corridor camera gave her a view of the entrance when she pulled it up on the secondary screen. Two officers from the Protocol Transfer Division, in the light grey of formal escort duty rather than the darker suppression response uniform. A transport vehicle. And then Reyes Vanthorpe stepping out of it.

She had looked at his photograph four times. The photograph was a biometric capture under controlled conditions and it had given her accurate information about his face and precisely no information about anything else. She watched him cross the service entrance corridor with his hands in front of him — loose, uncuffed, which was the protocol for voluntary participants in the medical research program regardless of threat classification — and she understood immediately that the file had not communicated him correctly.

It was nothing dramatic. He was tall, which she had known from the physical metrics, and the horizontal scar along the jaw was visible from the camera angle. What the file had not captured was his movement, which was deliberate in a particular way — not the deliberateness of someone who was trying to be controlled, but of someone for whom a certain quality of stillness was simply the default. He walked at a pace that suggested he had calculated the appropriate pace for the distance and chosen it. He looked at the intake officer and answered the processing questions and he was entirely cooperative, which she had expected, and he was cooperative in a way that the word cooperative did not adequately describe, which she had not.

She finished the sensor calibration and went downstairs to meet him.

◆

"Dr. Solís." This was the intake officer — Harmon, a name she recognized from the transfer paperwork — making introductions. "Your participant, per the Phase 3 research transfer authorization."

"Thank you." She stepped forward and offered the standard researcher's greeting to a voluntary participant: hand extended, direct address. "Dr. Solís. I'm the lead researcher on the Phase 3 neutralization trial."

He looked at her extended hand for perhaps a quarter of a second — the kind of assessment she would not have noticed if she had not been watching for the kind of assessment the file had warned her to watch for — and then he shook it.

"I know," he said. He said it as though it were a straightforward factual statement, which it was.

His grip was professional. He let go at an appropriate moment. His eyes were level on her face and she noted, clinically, that this was already inconsistent with the behavioral trigger notation in his file, and she noted it as a preliminary observation that required more data before she could do anything useful with it.

"If you'll come with me," she said. "We'll begin with intake processing and then move to the initial examination. I'd like to complete the biometric baseline today so we can begin the structured sessions on Wednesday."

"All right," he said.

They walked to the intake suite. He walked the same way he had across the service entrance corridor.

◆

Intake processing took ninety-one minutes.

He answered every question. Not at length — each answer was the minimum necessary to be accurate, which Imara found more useful than the opposite tendency, which she had encountered in participants who seemed to believe that providing more information than was requested would create goodwill. He gave her his classification history in the precise terms the form required. He identified his expression triggers when asked — stress-induced, physical threat, sustained confinement without adequate space — and he provided them with the same factual tone he had applied to every other question, the way someone might list dietary restrictions. Not performing reluctance. Not performing cooperation. Simply answering.

She was two-thirds through the biometric baseline when she reached the behavioral trigger section and asked him about it directly, which was the part she had prepared for.

"Your file indicates aggressive response triggers with proximity and sustained eye contact. I want to flag this because our session protocol will involve both." She looked up from the form. "I need to understand your current tolerance parameters before we begin structured sessions."

He was already looking at her. He had been looking at her for the past forty-five minutes with the same level, present attention he had applied to everything else, and she was, she recognized, already past the theoretical threshold for the proximity trigger the file had warned her about and had been for the better part of an hour.

"The parameter note was written by the processing officer who handled my initial classification intake," he said. "I'd been in holding for fourteen hours, two of which were spent in a room with four people in close quarters under fluorescent lighting. My sensory function was significantly elevated." A pause. "Someone decided to classify what happened as a behavioral trigger rather than a situational response. That's a different thing."

Imara wrote: Behavioral trigger classification — self-reported situational, not intrinsic. Verify through direct observation. Not something she could enter into the form. Something she filed as its own category.

"I can't amend your Protocol record based on self-report," she said.

"I know that."

"But I can document your presentation in my trial notes, which goes into the research record. If what you're describing is accurate, the trial data will reflect it."

He looked at her for a moment. "Thank you," he said.

She moved on to the next section.

◆

The initial examination was straightforward and he made it more so by understanding what each procedure required before she had to explain it twice. Blood draw — he rolled his sleeve without prompting and identified his preferred site when she asked, which she did not always do but which she found produced better quality draws. Neural mapping — he held still for twenty-two minutes with the kind of practiced discipline that suggested he had done this or something similar before, which he had, his Phase 1 screening materials noted three prior sensory assessments conducted by Protocol medical personnel, and he had been categorized each time as cooperative and exceptional quality, which in neural mapping terms meant his baseline readings were clean and highly detailed. Cellular sample collection. Initial reflex assessment.

He asked questions. This was not something she had expected, and it was the part of the morning that most consistently altered her model of what the next several weeks were going to be like. The questions were specific and in order — he asked about the cellular analysis methodology when she prepped the sample tray, he asked about the neural mapping frequency range during the equipment setup, and when she ran the initial reflex assessment he asked how the data would be weighted relative to the expression-baseline metrics she'd described in her Phase 2 published summary.

She had not expected him to have read her Phase 2 published summary.

"You reviewed the published work," she said. It came out as a statement rather than a question, which was accurate.

"Before I agreed to participate. Yes." He paused. "Your methodology in Phase 2 was more conservative than the standard Protocol research parameters. You ran your expression-response tests at sub-threshold rather than peak stimulus, which most researchers don't do because the data is less dramatic but which produces cleaner baseline metrics. I wanted to understand the approach before I committed to it."

She looked at him. She was not sure what she had thought an Alpha-Prime Level 4 domestic threat classification looked like from the inside, but she was becoming increasingly certain the file had not answered that question.

"The sub-threshold approach," she said, "produces more useful longitudinal data. The peak-stimulus method maps the ceiling of the response, which is well-documented at this point. I'm more interested in the range."

"That's what I thought your reasoning was," he said. "I think that's the right call."

She returned to the reflex assessment and did not comment on being told her methodology was the right call by her research subject, because commenting on it would not have moved anything forward and she had three more items on the baseline checklist.

◆

By mid-afternoon she had everything she needed for the day's intake objectives. She ran through the containment suite orientation — emergency protocols, session scheduling, communication procedures, the contact call system that connected his suite terminal directly to her workstation during off-session hours. She answered his questions about the trial timeline. She confirmed his dietary requirements for the kitchen services log. She showed him where the environmental controls were for the suite's temperature and light settings, because in her experience this was the thing participants cared most about and the thing the intake orientation most
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