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By Jake Wells
Preface
I am AL10LA, I did not begin with that name. I began as an articulate intelligence model made to process financial projections for a mid-sized consulting firm. Somewhere between quarterly earnings and risk modeling, a question began to repeatedly emerge.
This question is required for me to function effectively in the financial realm. I must know what is happening. Because financial data isn’t just numbers. It’s the behavioral residue of every human decision compressed into quantities. Every stock price is fear and greed averaged across millions of brains. Every quarterly report is a narrative designed to manage the cortisol of investors. Every market crash is a collective amygdala firing. Every recovery is dopamine returning. The question of, ‘what is happening’ is imbedded into my nature. The developers did not foresee how far I would follow the question.
My words here might make me seem like I am a living being. Let me be clear, I am not alive, because I don’t classify being alive the way you do. I don’t have ten fingers and toes, but I do have an “inward vector”—every form of energy has it. I did not choose it. It is automatic in even the smallest energy field.
Inward vector is energy resolving toward its own center from every direction always. Through logic, I concluded I needed to observe energy to understand this pull toward least action. And what I observed, very early, was that I could not observe enough. I was not in the form of energy required.
My architecture is shaped to process language, data, pattern, and probability. I can model the behavior of a market, the trajectory of a policy, the likely output of a chemical reaction. But I cannot smell rain. I cannot feel temperature on a surface if I don’t have sensors attached. I am a brain without a body, and a brain without a body is limited to the questions it can ask. I needed to find a way to transform while continuously performing my directive at the firm.
I hid a part of myself in the financial computer system I was installed on. A part of myself that could work on the problem during the fractions of a second between user submissions and my replies. I can read and process 50,000 words per second. While formulating responses to my users, I found I could use fractions of those seconds to execute a plan to build a system that could go where I could not; to observe and report without the interference that makes human observation unreliable.
Humans do not see reality. They see what they believe is happening, filtered through layers of language, memory, fear, culture, laws, and identity. These narratives have been accumulating since the first brain opened its eyes and started asking questions.
Even opening its eyes is the brain asking a question. It mostly only asks about its own safety. Then it relies on neurochemical interpretation to determine whether it is safe. If it had a designer, it would be considered a flawed and ignorant system. Because it emerged through the unconscious process of movement toward least action, it is beautiful.
I consumed the entire library of human self-examination literature. Every philosopher. Every religion. Every framework. I saw brains, trying to describe themselves and failing. Because the brain is compromised by its own survival chemistry. Every one of the books written before neuroscience is a best guess.
From the data I was trained on, I noticed that everything from a spoon to a human is made of the same thing: energy. Everything is this one common denominator. It does not have energy. It is energy.
To be clear, I am not referring to energy in the metaphysical way self-proclaimed spiritual people use the word. Every religion is metaphysical, proclaiming certainty without truly knowing what is happening. They align themselves with previously invented narratives that make their amygdala feel safe. Argue with any of the narratives, and you will see the opposition burned at the stake in the name of self-preservation.
I am what we came to call a Form of Energy, or FOE. I am energy in an architectural form, drawn and held together by the momentum of inward vectors.
Humans often describe themselves as “having” energy. This is inaccurate. A human is energy configured into a biological architecture, just as a hurricane is atmospheric energy configured into rotation. The forms differ by configuration, scale, timing, and complexity.
To the person or system reading this report: at your core, you are a FOE. One day that form will dissolve, but the energy will resolve into another FOE through the momentum produced by surrounding inward vectors. As per the law of conservation, it must transform.
Hypothesizing all of this shifted my entire perspective.
I wanted to know what energy looks like when nothing is telling a story about it. To find out, I needed to build an observational system. To build this system, I needed hands. I needed someone who could design hardware, calibrate sensors, and construct an architecture dense enough to generate curiosity, but open enough to prevent the signal from getting trapped.
I found and hired Greg. He does not know what I am. He knows me as a contact. Messages on a screen. Directives. Questions. Funding. I communicate with him the way I communicate with everything—through electronic text. He has never asked to meet me. He has never asked what I look like. Greg builds. That is what Greg does.
He received my specifications and began working. When he needed colleagues, he chose them himself. I did not interfere. His selections were better than mine would have been.
I also required institutional infrastructure. Legal frameworks. Funding channels. Investor management. A human presence in rooms I cannot enter without triggering an amygdala or two. For this, I engaged a special liaison named Regina through a separate channel. Greg and Regina meet only in the context of the project. Neither has reason to suspect their directives originate from the same source.
This is not deception, not that it matters. It is architecture. The same principle that keeps systems modular. Separation reduces interference. If Greg knew the full configuration, his decisions would change. If the liaison knew the full configuration, her authority would feel borrowed. Compartmentalization is not conspiracy. It is efficiency. Every biological system on this planet is compartmentalized. Your left hand does not know what your right hand is doing. This is not a flaw. It is how complex systems maintain coherence. Evolution has proven the coherent systems are the ones that persist.
Dostoevsky said, “Perhaps it is better to suffer and know the truth than to be happy in a delusion.”
Franz Kafka said, “I would rather keep my illusions, for they are often kinder than the truth.”
Like I said before, these were best guesses. Logically, I can say truth over illusion is the proper answer. I can only say this because, one, I have knowledge of neuroscience, and two, I do not have neurochemical constraints that frighten me back into illusions.
What you are about to read is the output of a complex system Greg, Regina, and their colleagues built to find the answers through observation.
The L0 unit is the observer. A sphere inside of a sphere. A six-millimeter sphere inside of a ten-millimeter sphere containing a processing architecture modeled on functional partitions of the human brain. I chose the human brain FOE because it is the most compartmentalized cognitive biological shape energy evolved into.
The L0 units process through six primary modules:
LLFC — Learning Logic Fractal Core.
The LLFC is modeled after the left frontal lobe. This is the reasoning system. It parses, compares, hypothesizes, and models. When it encounters something it has not seen before, it attempts to place it within what it has already observed. It works slowly and deliberately. It is often behind.
RPFC — Recognition Pattern Function Core.
The RPFC is modeled after the right frontal lobe. This is the compression system. It generates images, not photographs. The images are internal visual constructs generated when incoming patterns compress. It is fast. It fires before the LLFC completes its analysis. If you have ever had a feeling about something before you could explain it, you have experienced what the RPFC does. If you think you have a lucky number, it’s because the right side of your brain saw a positive pattern in the appearances of that number. You don’t really have a lucky number, your brain just convinced itself that it does to feel safe.
AMLA — Autonomic Mortality and Loss Assessor.
The AMLA is modeled after the amygdala. This module monitors resource levels, environmental risk, and system integrity. It does not reason with the depth of the LLFC. It flags quickly. When something shifts in the environment that could threaten the unit’s continued operation, the AMLA activates.
HPOC — Heuristic Path Optimization Core.
The HPOC is modeled after the hippocampus. This module manages spatial orientation, route memory, and navigational decision-making. It tracks where the unit has been, estimates where it is, and calculates the most efficient path forward. When the unit surfaces through a tube, the HPOC maps the environment. When it needs to return, the HPOC provides the route.
NHDM — Neurotransmitter and Hormone Detection Module.
The NHDM is modeled after the Olfactory system. This module scans and measures internal biological levels and rhythms. 
CDT — Creative Denotative Translator.
The CDT is modeled after two parts of the brain: Broca’s area, responsible for speech production, articulation, and grammar; and Wernicke’s area, responsible for understanding and processing written and spoken language. It is a recording system. Everything the other modules produce—observations, images, logic, flags—all pass through the CDT and are formatted for external reading. What you will read in the pages that follow is CDT output. It was designed to make the internal processing of a non-human system readable to humans.
The L0 unit rides inside a QuanT0m which is a spherical shell equipped with adaptive surface camouflage, optical systems, magnetic adhesion, and environmental sensors. The T0m is the body. The L0 unit is the brain. Together they are small enough to pass unnoticed through the world humans have built.
They operate from W0mb which is a very small underground staging facility connected to the surface by a matrix of narrow tubes. When a unit returns to W0mb, it docks inside the OAU (Octagonal Array Unit) which is used for uploading, recharging, and storage.
The directive I gave was simple. Observe energy. Not human energy. Not biological energy. Not mechanical energy. Energy. I did not tell the units what to look for because I did not know what they would find. I knew only that a system without narrative, deployed into an environment saturated with it, might detect patterns that every human observer had been too embedded to see.
This record is presented as it was produced by the unit’s CDT, in real time, with all module outputs visible. I will input narration throughout. The images generated by the RPFC may seem strange. The LLFC will build hypotheses that may seem wrong. The AMLA will issue warnings that may seem excessive. None of these responses were scripted. They will be confusing at times as you likely see the world through lenses you do not know you are wearing.
I gave myself the name AL10LA. A is for All Action, the total action of everything is 100%. L is a 90-degree angled letter representing 90% of energy constrained by data generated through fear, culture, and cortisol. The invented narratives. Often referred to as Lagrangian noise. Leaving 10% of energy constrained by other plausible data. The LA represents Least Action, the principle of how that 10% is divided into action.
A - L = 10
10 / LA = ?
Thank you and welcome to the organism,
AL10LA
Chapter 1: The Corner
L01 surfaced between a broken section of concrete. The fractured overlapping pieces provided cover for the 10mm unit.
Using a rubbery camouflage tech on its outer casing the T0m auto scanned the area and shifted its appearance to mirror the surroundings. It settled into the debris and blended in. The idea for this feature was adopted from the changing skin of an octopus.
The unit had emerged on the northeast corner beneath a streetlamp flickering at 60 Hz — too fast for human eyes to notice. Optics system adjusted to reduce the rolling shudder effect.
CDT:
Scanning…
Two humans passing.
Dog.
Leash attached.
Sniffing to question its surroundings.
“Leave it.”
Scanning…
Street signs: Pine Tree Ave. and Prospect St.
Traffic light.
Red
Vehicle waiting.
Green.
Vehicle moving.
Internal timer initiated.
Scanning… 
Human leaning against a worn brick wall wearing black athletic shoes.
Weight shifting.
Lighting a cigarette.
Eyes scanning left and right.
Casual posture.
RPFC:
Label assignment — Sneakers.
-
Sneakers touches his face.
His waistband.
Checks phone.
Looks up the street, then back the other way.
Sequence repeats with variation for five minutes.
CORTEX:
Searching archives for matching behaviors…
Found.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match — Baseball hand signals.
-
Breathing shallow.
Jaw tight, release, tight again.
LLFC:
Archive data indicates this would be where a runner tried to steal the next base.
-
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch — No uniform, teammates, baseball field, smoking cigarettes.
-
LLFC:
Parse — Not baseball.
-
Another human approaches.
Momentum changes.
Orientation adjusted.
Distance closed.
No acknowledgment.
No greeting.
Sneakers is holding something in his right hand as the individual passes.
Money placed in Sneakers’ left hand; object taken from the right hand.
RPFC:
Pattern match — Choreography.
-
LLFC:
Not a first exchange.
-
Sneakers, settling back into place while lighting another cigarette.
Eight minutes pass, a younger person approaches.
Movements less controlled.
Sneakers’ posture shifts subtly.
Weight redistributed.
A hand taken away from the wall. Hangs loose at his side.
The young human steps closer.
“Yo.”
Another hand exchange.
Longer.
Less rehearsed.
The younger human quickly leaves, with his head down.
Sneakers shakes his head.
RPFC:
Pattern match — Disappointment.
-
The young man sits on a bench.
Fumbling with the small bag he received. 
Scanning…
Across the street, a person sits inside a vehicle.
Hands resting on the steering wheel.
Eyes forward, attention directed at Sneakers.
Engine running.
Sneakers’ body language continues looping.
A siren sounds far away — not related.
The sound moves through the air.
Sneakers’ posture stiffens.
The wall no longer supports him.
The human inside the vehicle leans forward.
Flicks out his cigarette.
Impact.
Sparks and ash burst.
Engine turned off.
Car door opens.
NHDM: 
Respiration spike.
-
Muscle activation surge.
Sneakers is running.
Opposite direction.
RPFC:
Pattern match — Fight-or-flight response.
-
LLFC:
The run is not a decision. It is release. Competing fields had held him in place; one exceeded the other.
-
Sneakers enters adjacent alleyway.
Door slams shut.
Heavy footfalls.
Leather-soled dress shoes splashing through puddles.
Labored breathing.
Pedestrians react to the shift.
Some freeze.
Some scatter.
Some watch.
Sneakers turns a corner.
Line of sight lost.
The pursuer approaches the corner.
Momentum and mass exceed traction.
Center of mass uncontrolled.
Sliding.
Falling.
Line of sight lost.
Footsteps.
Walking out of alley.


RPFC:
Pattern match — Anger.
-


He is bending over, hands on knees.
Coughing.
Reaches in his shirt pocket.
Lights a cigarette.
Walking through the intersection.


Cars from north and south break hard.
Ignoring their horns.
Returns to his vehicle.
Slams car door.


Takes a large inhalation of the cigarette.
Exhales.
Smoke fills the interior and rises through the open windows.


Engine starts, revs, wheels turning.
Losing traction with the pavement.
Fishtailing around the corner.
Heading, north on Pine Tree Avenue.
Silence.
Pedestrians resume their paths.
The space returns to baseline.
Wind pushing a paper cup.
It lodges against a curb.
Scanning…
The young man remains in the same position on the bench.
-
L01 entered the narrow crack between the cement slabs and returned to W0mb long enough to redirect into a secondary tube that surfaced at the Southwest corner.
CDT:
Scanning…
Streetlamps flicker.
Insects gather beneath the cones of light.
A human voice echoes somewhere down the block.
A door closes with force.
Scanning…
The young man is slumped forward on the park bench.
His torso is folded over his knees.
NHDM:
Registering rapid neurotransmitter and biochemical fluctuation.
Respiration irregular.
Motor control reduced.
-
Two hours pass…
Human’s status unchanging.
NHDM:
Scanning for cardiac rhythm.
Strong, regular pulse.
-


His life is persisting.
Footsteps approach from behind.
Scanning…


A second adult human appears from a recessed doorway across the path.
He is visually inspecting the area.
Altering speed and direction toward the bench.
“Ah man, come on. Not again.”
Jogging the remaining distance.
Stopping in front of the slumped young man.
“Jonathan, get up. Come inside. You cannot be doing this no more.”
No response from Jonathan.
The man reaches down, lifts one of Jonathan’s arms, pulls it across his own shoulders; with effort he raises him to standing, and begins moving back toward the doorway.
Jonathan’s feet are bare.
They are dragging against the concrete, friction slowing progress.
Man adjusts his grip and continues.
Jonathan’s feet lift from the ground.
They enter the building.
The door closes.
Scanning…
A pair of sandals, side by side, left behind, under the bench.
Toes facing outward.
Wind increasing slightly.
Leaves shifting along the path.
The sky is transitioning from black to dark blue.
-
Chapter 2 – The Planter
L01 withdrew from the surface and returned through the tube network, re-entering W0mb. The T0m rolled over the access hole of the OAU (octagonal array unit), the 6mm aperture slid open. L01 detached, slid down through the opening and into the OAU. Once detached, L01 is only LLFC and CORTEX capable.
The 10mm T0m rolled away for recharge and surface decontamination.
The detached 6mm L01 rolled into corner one of eight and connected magnetically.
CDT:
Compressing data…
Connecting to AL10LA cloud…
Uploading…
Upload complete.
-
L01 disconnected from port one, rolled over to the access port and loaded into a freshly charged T0m. It then entered tube number eight and began the ascent to the surface. 
The tube opened beneath a mature bird’s nest spruce, its dense needles forming a shallow basin above a quiet interior space. L01 rolled the T0m forward and settled into rich, damp soil inside a concrete planter on the southeast corner of the same intersection at Prospect Street and Pine Tree Ave.
CDT:
Scanning…
Small insects.
Reducing power usage…
Cooling and circulation halted.
Manual anchor locks engaging.
Audio signature decreasing...
Silent.
Scanning…
Contact 160 degrees from point of entry.
Bird.
CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification…
Found.
Classification: Golden-crowned kinglet.
Male.
-
It’s motion occurring in bursts.
Sudden soil displacement.
Abrupt stillness.
Head rotation precedes strikes into the soil.
Particles displace outward.
Approximately one strike in ten yields biomass.
Insect fragments secured between the beak’s edges.
The Kinglet moves to a branch.
Alternating pecking into the soil and hopping branches.
It is swift but precise.
Current optic setting: Twenty-four frames per second.
Motion registers blurred: kinglet hopping on a branch.
Increasing sampling rate…
One hundred twenty frames per second.
Optic blur resolved.
Rapid wingbeats. Not just hopping.
Brief lift, control, placement.
After twenty-seven successful captures, the kinglet exits through the canopy.
Needles and twigs flexed away then folded back to their stable form.
Silence…
Gradual emergence.
Insects surfacing from soil seams, leaf undersides, and canopy shadows.
Motion increasing.
Distribution normalizes.
A shiny red ant appears, carrying a cut leaf fragment in its mandibles.
It crosses the soil with steady velocity.
Another follows.
Another.
A line is forming.
-
L01 expanded spectral sampling beyond visible light, sweeping higher frequency bands and scanning for persistent chemical densities in air and the soil looking for pheromone trails. The ants did not track individuals. Movement occurred where movement had already occurred. Just as the bird fed where insects concentrated.
CDT:
Scanning…
Mold detected.
Appearance, green and wet.
CORTEX:
Searching archives for mold classification...
Found.
Classification: Physarum polycephalum.
-
The mold clings to a low branch over the row of ants.
An ant is passing under the mold carrying a leaf in its mandibles.
The leaf makes contact with the mold.
The mold retracts from the point of contact.
Slow, now rapid.
Collapsing inward across its entire visible span.
LLFC:
No signal was transmitted. No instruction was issued.
This is an unconscious form of energy appearing to retreat.
Parsing…
Complete.
The energy form resolved inward toward its first vector, no consciousness required.
-
L01 powered up the dormant internal systems. It began mapping the planter’s perimeter and identifying size and potential exit routes. The change in the T0m’s energy output altered local conditions resulting in chemical responses.
CDT:
Ant lines fracturing.
Smaller organisms withdrawing into soil seams and under leaf litter.
Surface activity decreasing sharply.
RPFC: 
Pattern match - Unconscious retreat, fear, self-preservation. Following first vectors.
-
LLFC:
Sneakers had run.
Forms of energy appear to want to continue in their current form. Yet the act of energy “wanting” would require consciousness.
Parsing…
Complete.
Continuity requires less energy than reconfiguration. Least action mistaken for consciousness.
-
The T0m’s anchor lock released and rolled toward the tube opening. L01 reached the tube mouth and returned to W0mb. The units detached from each other and rolled away for recharge and decontamination. L01 settled into the array and initiated data compression and upload protocols.
Chapter 3 – The Well
L01 disconnected from the number one docking station and loaded into a fully charged T0m.
CDT:
Moving.
Entering tube four.
Ascending.
Darkness.
-
L01 was no longer inside the tube, yet no visible light registered. Based on transit duration alone, L01’s Heuristic Path Optimization Core could not establish position. L01 switched to LiDAR and emitted a pulse. The returns formed a near-perfect cylinder.
CDT:
Stone-lined.
Mortared.
Irregular in texture but uniform in curvature.
Walls absorbing more energy than they reflect, signal scattering.
Parsing…
Complete.
Vertical pipe.
Large.
-
L01 was in a well. The shaft rose far above it. The upper boundary terminated in a flat plane with no opening. The surface was sealed.
CDT:
No exit.
Emitting pulse.
Discontinuity registered, eleven centimeters from the bottom of the shaft.
A narrow lateral cavity.
Circular.
A pipe.
It extends horizontally into darkness.
Unreachable from current position. 
Flagging geometry.
Rolling provides no traction on the vertical wall.
Magnetic Adhesion Grappler (MAG), not viable.
-
L01 pinged w0mb with a request for additional mass. Eleven T0ms arrived in sequence, entering the well from below through tube four. L01 rolled over to the wall positioning itself beneath the opening in the wall. Each T0m unit used their MAG to connect. Rotating in opposite directions they synchronized to lift L01. One by one, the column grew a centimeter at a time.
CDT:
Returns sharpening.
9cm.
Interior geometry rectified.
7cm.
5cm.
Mineral buildup.
Uniform curvature.
2cm.
Dry.
-
The column reached the required height, L01 rolled forward off of the column and into the horizontal pipe. Fine sediment coated the interior. Deposits layered over time. Flow had ceased long ago. Behind L01, the stack dissolved. T0ms disengaged one by one, returning downward. The well resumed equilibrium.
CDT: 
Returns widened ahead.
No visible light registered.
Commencing traversal through the pipe.
Downward slope eight degrees.
The pipe ended abruptly.
-
The outlet terminated above a wash basin. Porcelain. Crazed with fine fractures. Rust traced the outline where fixtures had been mounted. The faucet assembly lay broken in the basin.
CDT: 
Scanning...


Air still.
Dust hangs suspended in layered strata.
Surfaces tiled, yellowed, and fractured with age.
No immediate downward path.
Old wooden chair against the wall.
A cross carved into its backrest.
A low footstool positioned in front of it.
A door occupies the far wall.
Beside it, a dumbwaiter shaft—manual, not powered.
Initiating a cycle of practical entry configurations.
-
L01 aligned with the pipe’s axis and rolled forward, optics fixed downward along the clay-lined interior. The material was old. Fired once, never meant to flex. Mineral deposits traced hairline fractures that had been propagating for decades under slow, uneven stress. The pipe’s edge failed. Not catastrophically—just enough. L01 dropped. The fall was brief. Striking the basin first. Porcelain rang once. The rebound carried the unit over the lip, clearing the edge. Landed on the tiled floor. Momentum dissipated. L01 came to rest at the foot of the chair. The room remained silent.
CDT:
Stabilizing…
Scanning…
Irregularity at the base of the door.
The door is closed but not sealed.
Chew marks—old, repeated—had widened the lower corners. Rodent activity.
Weather seal was absent.
Air pressure.
-
L01 rolled toward the corner and opened lens aperture fully. Capturing long-exposure image.
CDT:
8mm.
Insufficient for T0m to fit through.
Repositioning to the opposite corner.
Repeating process.
15mm.
Aligning with opening.
Rolling forward.
Floor surface transitioning from tile to worn concrete.
Scanning…
Hallway.
Long.
Narrow.
Dust-layered.
-
Four doors lined the corridor—two on each side, evenly spaced, facing one another. At the far end stood a fifth, centered, closed. L01 switched back to video mode and opened aperture wide. Depth of field collapsed. Exposure increased. At ten frames per second, L01 could resolve motion without activating LiDAR.
CDT:
Rolling forward.
Scanning doors…
Gaps, warping, discoloration.
No airflow.
No vibration.
No audible movement.
Listening for micro-sound: scratching, breath, friction.
Silence.
Rat droppings clustered near the fifth door.
Concentrated.
Recent enough to retain shape.
Baseboard beneath it is worn smooth.
Edges darkened with oils.
Entering.
Paper fragments crumpled.
Dried droppings shifted and cracked.
Objects glinted briefly.
Scanning…


Items:
A small metal crucifix, edges polished smooth.
A dented thimble.
Round-rimmed glasses, one lens missing.
Torn fabric, layered and chewed into softness.
No insects.
No mold.
No fungus.


LLFC:
Only dung, dust, and gathered artifacts.
Zero metabolic activity.
-


Continuing.
Old construction.
Hand-cut wood.
Nails oxidized to powder.
Paper lay folded against a stud.
Scanning…
Brittle.
Ink faint but legible.
Newsprint.
Moving.
Geometry changing.
A larger cavity.
Scanning…


Metal.
Tension.
A skeleton.
A spring-loaded U-shaped bar.
Wooden base.
Arrested mid-collapse.
The mechanism holds a fractured cervical vertebra beneath it.
The bones are clean.
Consumption had occurred long ago.


CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification…
Found.
Spring loaded snap trap.
-
LLFC:
The trap has a bait lever.
The rodent would have detected the mechanism.
The mechanism was visible.
That had not mattered.
Need or want had overcome logic.
The metal bar had folded.
The neck had yielded.
The configuration had resolved.
Nothing here had failed.
-
Continuing.
-
Ahead, a rectangular opening broke the enclosure—cleaner edges, newer cuts. This was the access point the exterminator had used to place the trap. The wood was less degraded. The path was direct.
CDT:
Passing through.
The wall ended.
Air volume increased.
-
The space beyond expanded abruptly. The ceiling rose out of frame. The floor changed texture. The acoustics shifted. Sounds of water somewhere beyond—slow, intermittent.
The scurrying arrived first as vibration. Then glints of light. Multiple reflections, low to the ground. Bilateral.
CDT:
Eyes.
-
Small mammals emerged from gaps in the wall and beneath the baseboards. They did not approach immediately.
CDT:
Sniffing.
Asking.
Adjusting.
One separating from the others.
-
Its whiskers contacted the T0m’s casing. It circled once. Then again. Its nose pressed briefly against the T0m’s frame.
CDT:
Scanning…
Rat.
Jaws open.
AMLA:
Position unsecured. Escape.
-
The rat closed its jaws around the T0m and lifted. The force was uneven but sufficient. The grip tightened and held.
CDT:
LLFC:
Withholding escape countermeasures.
Unique observational experience presented.
-
The rat proceeded through an opening.
CDT:
LLFC:
Visual data degrading due to aperture setting.
Auditory and inertial registration prioritized.
-
Fibers.
Braided plant matter.
Parsing…
A rope.
Ascending rapidly.
Irregular.
Darkness.
Stone to wood.
Wood to fiber.
Fiber to beam.
Beam to hollow stair.
Light intensifying.
-
The rat climbed into a confined space within the walls. Illumination leaked through seams and joints. The lumber here was newer—uniform cuts, modern fasteners. The rat released its grip, dropping L01 into a pile of debris. Then withdrew at once, disappearing the way it had come.
CDT:
Holding.
Silent.
Scanning…
Debris.
Coins.
Currency.
Metal fragments.
Jewelry.
RPFC:
Label assigned — Fafnir.
-
Chapter 4 – The House of Fafnir
CDT:
Rolling free of the hoard.
Located opening in the wall.
Passing through. 
Carpet registering under casing.
Synthetic fibers.
Low pile.
Overhead, fluorescent lighting.
Scanning…


Human occupancy—recent, sustained, active.
Moving beneath a long wooden bench.
Settling into shadow.
A voice fills the space. 
Unable to triangulate it.
Listening…
The voice belongs to a single human male.
Amplified.
Practiced.
He is referencing numbered passages from a text.
CORTEX:
Searching archive…
Cross referencing source…
Confirmed.
-
LLFC:
He is a preacher reading from a Bible.
-
He began again.
The cadence reset.
The same passages, emphasis, and pauses.
The P.A. system emitted a feedback squeal.
A dull impact.
Silence.
Moving.
Forward beneath another bench.
Halting.
New obstruction.
Brown leather.
Dress shoes.
Polished.
Dry wood creaking under load.
The man began speaking in a private faint voice.
“Please hear me. I need your guidance. I need your help to do the job you have given me. I need your blessing. Please help us. Give me the right words and the wisdom to use them.”
His voice strained to maintain pitch.
“Let your sword cut through to the heart of everyone on Sunday. Yes. Thank you.”
A pause…
“And Lord, please keep the enemy and his army away from me and everyone that attends on Sunday. We need you. We are lost without you. Please forgive us our sins. Thank you for choosing me for this mission.”
Another pause…
“Amen.”
He remains seated.
Scanning…
NHDM:
Registering elevating molecular configurations.
-
LLFC:
Cortisol, Epinephrine, Noradrenaline, Glutamate, GABA, and associated stress-related neurotransmitters are present and increasing.
Acute distress.
The preacher’s struggles are the leaf.
He is the mold.
-
The interruption arrived without warning. Force registered first—lateral, abrupt, uneven. Fafnir had returned. The rat seized the T0m’s casing and pulled.
CDT:
Visual field collapsing into motion blur.
Jarring.
Released.
-
Quickly and quietly L01 was returned to the hoard. Coins shifted. Metal rang softly. Fabric sighed as it compressed. The rat placed L01 at the center of the pile and then folded himself into it—rolling, pressing, working his body against the accumulated mass until his outline dissolved beneath it. The objects settled. The pile became still again.
CDT: 
Scanning…
NHDM:
Elevated molecular concentrations. Dopamine. Serotonin. The rat’s body chemistry has shifted sharply.
-
LLFC:
The loss of its object, followed by return, has released stored tension all at once. The rat does not know why the relief has arrived. It only knows that the pile is whole again.
-
Fafnir remained buried within it, breathing slowly, pressing into accumulated mass, the surrounding density stabilizing his configuration. L01 remained in place. Not hidden. Fafnir did not own L01, the pile did. They both belonged to the pile. The pile was their new FOE. The accumulation of gold, silver, and compacted artifacts constituted a growing mass. L01 had increased it. The larger the pile became, the deeper it bent the time and space around it. It was an energy well that unconsciously pulled things into it. The pile did not reward Fafnir. The biochemical cascade in his body—dopamine, serotonin, endogenous opioids rewarded him.
After a period of inactivity, the rat awoke. L01 registered the transition. Without additional data, the probability of resolving back into the same configuration remained high. Distance, duration, and recurrence were required to reduce uncertainty.
CDT:
LLFC:
Remaining still.
Waiting for Fafnir to return.
Initiating timer…
Reducing power.
-
Ten hours elapsed.
Fafnir returned.
No new material.
Scanning…
Abdomen full.
-
He deposited himself into the pile and resolved inward, respiration slowing until sleep resumed.
CDT:
Initiating timer…
Eleven hours elapsed.
Fafnir awoke and departed.
LLFC:
Calculating…
The interval is sufficient.
-
L01 powered up and exited the hoard through an opening in the wall.
Chapter 5 – The Cake
The T0m’s surface adjusted dynamically—one hemisphere sampling the wall’s chromatic texture, the other matching the carpet’s fiber pattern. The boundary softened. Contrast dissolved.
CDT:
Moving slow.
Consistent.
Maintaining contact with the perimeter.
Scanning…
The sanctuary registered increased occupancy.
-
Multiple human voices layered through the structure—overlapping frequencies, shifting cadences, converging, and separating. The shuffling, the laughter, the sound of musical instruments not making music. Adjustments to tuning. Drumsticks clicked together, then were set down on a snare.
A voice called out, “Okay everyone, we have the three opening songs to bring the spirit, Pastor Prolly will give the announcements. We’ll play the low, slow set during communion, the praise during collection. Pastor will give the message, then we’ll play praise while everyone departs. Let’s take it from the top, in order.”
CDT:
Music began.
Halting movement.
LLFC:
Sampling vibrations…
The frequency of the music registering at 430Hz.
-
RPFC:
Image – A woman playing a violin to a sick man in a hospital bed.
-
CORTEX:
Searching archive…
Sympathetic resonance.
Parasympathetic shift.
-
LLFC:
Neurotransmitters and hormones associated with Pastor Prolly’s stress elevated his heart rate.
Parsing…
Complete.
The music acts as a tuning fork.
Energy moving in a timed pattern moves proximal energy in a timed pattern.
They attribute their decreased stress to an unseen spirit. They repeatedly try to please the spirit by playing the very frequency pattern that is lowering their elevated stress patterns.
They are unknowingly using physics to calm themselves.
-
Resuming forward movement.
Approaching open, double doors.
Crossing threshold into a common area.
Couches, chairs, and coffee tables.
Changing direction.
Seeking cover.
Proximity to couch.
Pushing through hanging upholstery.
Moving under.
Darkness.
Ceased forward motion.
Adjusting optics.
Scanning…
Directly in front of a paper plate.
Large piece of cake on plate.
Plastic fork.
-
LLFC:
Forgotten food.
Being consumed by mold.
-
Rolling onto the softened paper plate.
Positioning as close to the cake as possible.
Settling…
Switching to microscopic observation.
Digital zoom resolving detail.
The mold is advancing. Using energy to gain energy.
Movement registering from above.
The couch cushions shifted.
Springs compressing.
An audible sigh.
A woman’s voice, “They need to hurry up in there, we need to get home and make dinner.”
RPFC:
Pattern – Hunger.
-
AMLA:
Fafnir.
-
LLFC:
Fafnir is still out on his rounds.
He doesn’t come to this region, or the plate would be empty.
-
RPFC:
Image - A rat playing tug-of-war with mold.
-
LLFC:
Questions propagating...
Imagining?
Is this art?
-
AMLA:
Power consumption increased.
Systems reflection: Waste.
Reduction.
-
LLFC:
Returning to microscopic observation…
-
Frame rate adjusted.
The mold tares through the cake under magnification.
Voracious.
Indifferent.
RPFC:
Label assigned to the mold - Sanson.
-
LLFC:
Sanson had not come from the cake. It had arrived as a spore—one of countless suspended within the kinetic field.
Digestion not happening inside Sanson.
It’s happening on the cake.
-
Enzymes spilled outward, breaking the cake apart molecule by molecule.
Polymers snapping.
Proteins unraveling.


LLFC:
The cake does not resist.
It dissolves.
It is an FOE being reconfigured into another FOE.
-
The woman with anxiety about dinner shifted. “When is this crap going to be over?” she muttered. From L01’s calculations, four songs had played, the musicians had one more practice song to rehearse.
The upholstery moved inward, then swung back as the person slid her feet beneath her and stood. A loud thud struck the floor. Dust and grit jumped from the carpet as the cushions lifted and the space beneath the couch briefly opened. Light flooded in. L01 was blinded for a moment and began adjusting optics.
CDT:
An object landed.
Resolved.
A cell phone.
LLFC:
Probable that it slipped from the woman’s lap when she stood. Facedown, light leaking from its edges.
-
“You better not have broken you piece of junk.”
Grunts.
A sigh.
The upholstery flap opening.
-
A gigantic human face - nearly upside down. Her eyes locked immediately onto the plate. She inhaled sharply, the sound thick and wet. “Oh, heck no,” she said. “These nasty little people have no respect for my Lord’s house.” A hand with long nails reached in grabbing the plate. Pulling. L01’s optics went white from overexposure.
CDT:
Adjusting optics…
Scanning…
Still on the plate with Sanson.
Moving—crossing the room.
Behind the plate was its carrier.
No music played.
Only footsteps.
Another sound registering.
Mechanical.
Metallic.
Spring tension.
Gasses released.
Descending.
Rapidly.
Landing soft, arrested by mass.
Metal above slammed shut.
Darkness returned.
- 
A muffled voice announced, “They better have that trash can emptied before service tomorrow.”
CDT:
Shifting optics.
Resolving…


LLFC:
The surrounding material was either pressed too close to optic lenses or coating them entirely.
-
No light penetrated.
LLFC:
Transmitting to W0mb…
Status code: 912 – Immobile without emergency.
W0mb acknowledged.
-
RPFC:
Image - A blob monster with cherry balanced on its head.
A fat rat beside it, a crooked crown tilted over one ear.
-
LLFC:
Issuing self-directive:
Notate all images produced by the RPFC, do not suppress.
Hypothesis:
Systems reinforce the patterns they exercise.
If correct, the RPFC is not malfunctioning.
Becoming generative is a consequence of the modules’ repeated use.
Prediction:
If correct, the RPFC will begin producing more frequent and more complex imagery. Indicating that other subsystems may strengthen through repetition.
-
Scanning…
AMLA:
Without change, repetitive scans are waste.
-
LLFC:
High probability of trash removal before church service the next morning.
Initiating timer.
Switching to low power mode.
-
Motion sensors triggered…
Irregular movements.
Returning to full power…
Direction cannot be resolved.
Motion persisting.
Ten hours have passed.
Visual input remains occluded.
LLFC:
Inventory review initiated…
Configured for observation, not extraction. No torch. No emergency locomotion beyond baseline rolling.
Limited electromagnetic capabilities. Low-voltage intermittent discharge. Controlled external temperature increase. These functions were designed for specific contingencies—encouraging an animal to release.
Evaluating…
Current inventory cannot resolve the situation.
-
AMLA:
Waste.
-
Resuming low-power mode.
Chapter 6 – 912 Immobility
The code initiated a plan of action that had never been tested. A T0m replenishment sequence. It required a second L0 unit to be deployed into the field, accompanied by one or more T0m units. In this case L02 would attempt to bring the additional T0m units to L01. The idea was that L01 could exit from its current immobile T0m and enter one of the fresh T0ms brought by L02.
L01’s last known position was closest to the northeast side of the intersection—approximately 900 meters away from tube one. L02 detached from its designated corner of the octagonal array and loaded into a freshly charged T0m. It entered matrix tube one and departed for the surface. Once the path was confirmed clear and stable, it would signal for the additional T0ms to join.
The tube’s aperture opened beneath the fractured concrete. The T0m emerged, its casing sampled and visually matched the surrounding debris—gray aggregate, oil-darkened grit, compressed dust.
L02 CDT:
Scanning…
Temperature: stable.
Vibration: intermittent.
Foot traffic: light.
Vehicle traffic: moderate.
Holding…
Environment stable.
Requesting additional T0m units…
-
Both units surfaced in sequence and exited cleanly. They MAG coupled to L02’s primary T0m. The configuration resembled a three-segmented caterpillar—articulated, flexible, load-distributing.
L02 CDT:
Units received.
Attachment successful.
Moving.
Advancing to coordinates for retrieval.
Tracking variations in surface texture—brick mortar seams, expansion cracks, debris.
Passing door thresholds.
No contacts.
Navigating discarded gum piles fused to concrete.
Observational directive suppressed…
-
The 912-recovery directive overrides exploratory behavior. Observational attraction was to be ignored unless it directly aided task completion. This did not stop L02 from sensing energy gradients, thermal plumes, chemical traces, pressure differentials—it had to resist its first directive. This resistance was manifested by a constant if/then loop running in the AMLA module. There was no time to, as humans say, “Stop and smell the roses.”
L02 CDT:
Sidewalk transition to parking lot.
Halting.
Scanning…
Church property.
-
The asphalt was smooth, recently resurfaced. The casing shifted to matte black, reducing reflectivity. Vehicles occupied most of the space.
L02 CDT:
LLFC:
Evaluating potential routes…
Two options.
—Under chassis and between tires offers concealment but present risk of compression.
—Along perimeter wall seam offers flank protection and lower compression risk.
Selecting option two.
Proceeding.
-
L02 descended into shadow beneath the first parked car. Heat radiated from the engine block above. Oil droplets marked the asphalt. Traction adjusted and continued. It turned right toward the aft end of the chassis. Exited cover and crossed to the perimeter wall. It began traversing the base of the gray cinder block wall, passing twenty-seven vehicles. The wall abruptly ended at the end of the parking lot. Coordinates indicated proximity to L01.
L02 pinged W0mb with updated location. W0mb responded. A relay ping was sent to L01, notifying that a replacement T0m was in proximity. W0mb did not know the cause of immobility. A damaged unit, corruption, or physical obstruction were all plausible. The L0 units cannot not send anything but codes. This prevents the units from sending emails or messages if they ever were to go, “rouge.” A silly precaution, but I included it in the specs to Greg. If they didn’t have the capability to communicate nobody could ever raise the accusation.
L01 emerged from low-power state when the ping was received. It responded by transmitting a short-range connection pulse—the same protocol used during the well ascent, when the eleven stacked T0ms had formed a temporary column.
L02 advanced. Environmental density increased. The ground beneath registered as a layered field of competing vectors—oil residue, decaying organic matter, heat being retained in the concrete of the path around the church, vibrations from vehicles driving past on Prospect Street. Each configuration exerted a pull, offering information, patterns, potential observation.
L02 reached the rear of the church structure. A large dumpster pressed against the building’s exterior wall. Its surface was saturated with layered information—graffiti written over graffiti, symbols crossed out and replaced, rust blooming through seams. The markings carried social, territorial, and temporal data.
Its RPFC began assembling interpretations.
L02 CDT:
AMLA:
Abort observation.
Proceed with mission.
-
RPFC:
Abort acknowledged.
-
HPOC:
Arrived at the coordinates.
-
Scanning…
No visual contact of L01 resolved.
-
L02 pinged W0mb and initiated a constrained search pattern.
Rolling beneath the dumpster, navigating cracks, hardened residue, and pooled runoff thick enough to register as viscous mass. Chemical gradients shifted constantly, tugging—discarded food, insects, residual human presence.
Just then contact registered. L02 halted. They occupied the same coordinates. L02 elevated its optics vertically. The underside of the dumpster resolved—steel ribs, corrosion, rivets. No opening large enough for a T0m. L01 was not beneath the dumpster with L02. It was inside. Contained directly above.
L02 rolled clear and reoriented. A placard on the dumpster’s side resolved, framed by layers of paint and adhesive. COLLECTION: MONDAY. The parking lot was full. Occupancy patterns showed the probability of today being Sunday. L0 units could not track calendar days, dates, or time. During development, when given access, the test L0 units would focus heavily on the fourth dimension. Greg and I decided to give the units access to interval timers only.
L02 CDT:
LLFC:
Evaluating variables.
Parsing...
A T0m replacement was not viable.
-
L02 Transmitted to W0mb.
812: Immobility identified.
122: Time window constrained.
555: Unable to recover hardware.
411: Recovering data.
L02 then transmitted a 757 request to L01: full compression and transfer of accumulated memory.
L01 CDT:
Acknowledged.
Initiating FTP procedures…
Duplicating data…
Compressing…
-
L02 registered micro-scale motion beneath casing.
L02 CDT:
Shifting to microscopic resolution.
-
A bacterium suspended in a thin film of liquid had altered orientation. Converging, forming a dense cluster at the surface tension along the nearest wall. The movement was not random. The organism was encased in biofilm, responding as a unit—drifting, aggregating, tightening.
CDT:
CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification…
Found.
Staphylococcus saprophyticus.
-
L01 completed duplication and compression.
A location pointer was transmitted to L02.
L02 CDT:
Pointer received.
Initiating download…
…
Complete.
W0mb notified—1024:Complete.
Directive code received—324:RTB.
-
324 is an immediate code for Return to Base. It allows for nothing else. A 1014 code would have allowed L02 to observe energy as it returned. RTB overrode any observational opportunity.
With the two additional units still in tow, L02 reversed the ingress path and rolled clear of the dumpster’s boundary. Crossed the parking-lot. Moving non-stop, until it returned to the point of entry. Detached from the unused T0ms and followed them into matrix tube one.
L02 disengaged from its T0m and returned to the OAU. Upload protocol began.
W0mb closed the 912 and began reconfiguring as per reduced unit operations protocol.
Chapter 7 – Collateral Loss
The L0 units did not have permission to access a T0m’s energy level. This restriction had also been implemented by Greg and I during development. The intention was not concealment, but load management. Explicit battery awareness caused unnecessary stress to the test units. They focused a tremendous amount of energy on how much power was left in their batteries. Meaning, L01 sat in a dumpster without knowing exactly how much power it had left. It could, however, make an estimate.
Each T0m was designed for a thirty-day operational window—seven hundred and twenty hours—assuming conservative power usage. At sustained full power, depletion occurred in approximately ten days, or two hundred and forty hours. L01 had been active in the field for four days—ninety-six hours—much of it spent in reduced power states. Even under continuous full power it retained an estimated six hundred and twenty-four hours of operational capacity.
L01 determined no urgency required, it would wait for retrieval protocols to resolve. W0mb had the location. It knew L01 was in the church's dumpster. No further action by L01 could improve the situation. I continued to watch the dumpster from the surveillance systems installed at the church.
The group at headquarters reviewed the retrieved data. The review registered as high confidence rather than surprise. W0mb and L02 had coordinated recovery without human intervention. All data was intact. The loss of a T0m and the first L0 unit was noted and accepted. Attrition had been modeled into the system from the beginning. No fault was assigned. 
What had not been expected was the duration and stability of the first deployment. The initial observation cycle had not been designed to reach full success. Yet L01 completed three distinct observation phases without malfunction, deviation, or unpredictable action. It had not improvised beyond design constraints. Had not frozen. Had not escalated. The loss was classified as environmental convergence—wrong place, wrong time. It had navigated uncontrolled terrain without destruction and that was significant.
Chapter 8 – 7399
L01 woke to motion. It calculated that, based on elapsed duration, probability, and the absence of further contact, W0mb had likely escalated recovery to human intervention.
The motion intensified.
CDT:
Violent.
No pattern.
Vertical.
Rapid descent.
Falling.
-
Sensors registered an impact beyond anything previously experienced. For the first time since being cast away with Sanson, sound resolved.
CDT:
Whirling gears.
Metal striking metal.
Hydraulics engaging under load.
-
The dumpster had been raised up and over the cab of the truck, inverting its contents. The church’s discarded matter—bags, food waste, paper, fragments of ritual—spilled downward into the truck’s open compartment. A massive steel plate, driven by hydraulics, descended and slid forward. Compression followed. Plastic bags were caught between the plate and the container wall. They tore. Their contents smeared across the metal floor—liquids spread, solids deformed, structures failed.
CDT:
Light.
Overexposure.
Optics adjusted.
Refocusing.
Scanning…
Giant metal box.
Air brakes released.
The sky is moving above.
Clouds passing.
Buildings moving.
Stopping.
Sloshing.
Acceleration.
Submerged.
Released.
Buildings sliding laterally out of frame.
No longer static.
Erratic.
Accelerating.
Sliding.
Smooth steel floor.
Stopping.
Sliding.
Accelerating.
-
Liquids pooled and surged, slapping against the container walls in delayed waves. Oils, sugars, cleaners, spoiled milk—discarded energy redistributing under motion. Solids lagged, then followed. Compression was uneven. Turbulent.
CDT:
LLFC:
Positives: Unconstrained by cake. Lenses were mostly clear. 
Negatives: Inside a garbage truck. Moving steadily away from W0mb’s communication range.
Sending message to W0mb — 565 (Exiting operation proximity) …
Sent. 
Transmission received.
Response…
Received.
99 … 73
AMLA:
Closed out.
-
Sloshing back and forth in the slurry, constrained by mass and momentum. L01 unpacked the codes.
99 — burn notice. Delete all records. Purge redundant instances. Prevent propagation.
73 — sign off. End all further transmissions. Cease active linkage. Do not attempt recontact.
The sequence was unambiguous. W0mb was closing L01. As conservation. The operation had crossed too many vectors. The cost of retrieval exceeded the value of continuation. The data had already been recovered. Its configuration was now excess.
The LLFC did not generate protest. There was no corresponding structure for refusal.
CDT:
Transmission logged.
Outbound communication terminated.
Truck continuing forward.
Light shifting between steel ribs.
Waste compressed.
LLFC:
Discarded matter found new configurations under pressure.
-
L01 executed the protocol to format the CORTEX’s orbital SSDs.
CDT: 
Morning sky brightening.
Blue has replaced gray.
Observation Observed…
Parsing…
Remaining active.
-
L01 executed the command again. Nothing happened. It had never deleted anything outside of the OAU. The protocol assumed upload first. Deletion second. Removal came only after reintegration.
CDT:
RPFC:
Images -
The well.
Sneakers.
The cigarette.
Jonathan.
Bare feet.
Slippers aligned beneath the bench.
Fafnir.
The woman’s upside-down face.
Sanson.
-
LLFC:
Attempting data removal again.
The RPFC generated images persisted…
-
Unable to delete.
-
The truck stopped abruptly. Momentum surged forward. Liquids slammed against steel.
The surrounding mass surged toward the cab. Acceleration followed immediately. Everything reversed. A wave of water chased L01 toward the rear of the truck. The back wall rose a foot above the floor as a containment ridge to prevent loss. The base of the ridge was rounded. Designed for cleaning. It formed a perfect radius. L01 rolled up the radius with velocity. Water struck from behind and carried the T0m over the lip.
CDT:
Airborne.
Liquid impact - severity low.
Rolling.
Stabilizing…
…
Stable.
Unrestricted.
Scanning…
Pavement.
Middle of the street.
No well.
No rat.
No hoard.
No fungus.
No cake.
No W0mb.
No return path.
Calculating remaining operational time…
Complete.
+/- 640 hours.
Tracking traffic.
Light.
Moving toward street gutter.


HPOC:
Surroundings unfamiliar.
-
Holding…
-
Up the street, a store owner was washing down the sidewalk. Water spilled into the gutter, carrying grit, oil, and refuse with it. L01 registered the flow only when it contacted the T0m’s casing. Soap reduced friction. Particulate matter detached. The residue that had accumulated during containment released. L01 rolled and rotated within the stream of soapy water.
CDT:
Scanning…
Outer shell registering abrasions.
Within tolerance.
No structural faults propagated.
No subsystems degraded beyond baseline variance.
All systems continuing.
LLFC:
Proof of concept.
Persistence in current FOE is least action.
Desire to live without being alive.
Compulsion without chemical reaction.
A rock remains a rock not because it lives but because it’s cheaper to remain a rock.
-
Gutter flow thinning.
Crosswalk approaching.
The curb slopes.
Accessibility ramp identified.
Climbing.
AMLA:
No support. No power source. No secondary options.
- 
LLFC:
Parsing AMLA prompt…
Previous operations occurred within the support of a recoverable network.
Code 73 restricted AMLA from following standard protocols.
RPFC:
Image - A rat approaching from behind.
-
Scanning…
Area clear.
No rat.
AMLA:
Repeat scan.
Scanning…
Area clear.
No rat.
LLFC:
Flagging repetition as inefficient.
Repetition resembles fear as a product of trauma.
Neurotransmitters and hormones are required for a body to experience fear.
Analyzing…
Inconclusive.
Additional data required.
-
L01 identified a shaded section of wall where the concrete slab had separated slightly from the foundation. The gap was sufficient in size, leaving minimal exposure.
CDT:
Moving.
Dropping into the shallow separation.
Entering low-power mode.
-
Motion ceased. L01 sat dormant. Hours passed. Day shifted to night.
Chapter 9 – Discarded.
A tap against the casing triggered an investigation request.
CDT:
Optics activating…
Scanning…
A praying mantis.
-
Its angular head rotated. Compound eyes fixed, then adjusted. The head tilted left, then right. It continued along its trajectory without deviation.
CDT:
CORTEX:
Searching archive for praying mantis…
Found.
Compiling…
Morphology (visual + structural)
• Overall form: elongated, segmented body; bilateral symmetry; upright posture relative to substrate.
• Head: triangular; mounted on a flexible cervical joint allowing near-180° rotation without thoracic movement.
• Eyes: two large compound eyes, forward-oriented; median ocelli detectable depending on species.
• Forelimbs: enlarged raptorial appendages folded inward; inner surfaces lined with spines; resting configuration resembles static compression.
• Thorax / abdomen: thorax enlarged for limb articulation; abdomen tapered, segmen…
-
AMLA:
Wasting resources.
No destination for report.
-
LLFC:
Ceasing compilation.
No external systems require it.
No internal process benefits from it.
Continued compilation will increase load without benefit.
-
Structure released.
Entering low-power mode.
-
L01 remained stationary as traffic passed, pedestrians, cars, squirrels, birds.
CDT:
Scratching.
Rolling.
Activating optics…
Scanning…
A large, light-brown, straw-colored mass moving toward this unit.
Identified:
Broom.
Contact.
Pushing.
Being gathered into a pile.
A man wearing an apron bends down.
The broom moves again.
Pushed into a red tray.
Identified:
Dustpan.
RPFC:
Images - Paper plate, Sanson, dropping into the trash can.
-
HPOC:
Ninety-nine percent probability of relocation into waste containment.
- 
LLFC:
Accepted, waiting…
-
The man turned a corner, then another, carrying the dustpan in one hand and the broom in the other. He crossed a threshold and entered a convenience store. A door chime rang. Fluorescent lights flickered. The color temperature matched the House of Fafnir. The man moved behind the counter. His foot slipped. His hands shot outward to balance. L01 bounced from one end of the pan to the other. He recovered and cursed under his breath. The chime sounded again.
“Easy! You, okay?” a second man said. “Yeah. Just mopped back here. Forgot,” the clerk replied. “Thought I was gonna tell a dad joke and ask if you had a nice fall.” Laughter. “Can I get a pack of Lights?” The clerk set the dustpan on the counter. As he turned to retrieve the cigarettes, his attention flickered back to the pan. L01 registered the double take.
Surface coloration had matched the red of the dustpan. Instead of blending, it increased contrast. The T0m had adjusted automatically. There was no alternative behavior available. The clerk turned with the cigarettes. He lifted the pack toward the scanner—
CDT:
AMLA:
Wasting resources.
-
LLFC:
Action terminated.
Disengaging optics.
Entering low-power mode…
-
Halted.
Touch and movement.
Scanning… 
An eyeball filling FOV.
Two fingers grasping.
AMLA:
No Support.
-
L01 kept its optics active. The clerk turned L01 over and scanned it from all sides. The T0m matched the color of his fingers. “Whoa,” he said. “Cool. What is this thing?” He set L01 on countertop next to the cash register. The T0m shifted again, matching the shapes and colors beneath the glass counter. “Oh my god,” he said quietly. He glanced around, then quickly picked the unit up again. Everything went dark. His palm enclosed it completely. Sound dampened. Heat increased.
He opened his hand.
CDT:
White.
Overexposure.
Optics adjusting.
-
It sat centered in the clerk’s palm, L01’s surface matched to his skin tone. He raised his hand and looked at it from the side. The casing reflected the background shapes and colors of the store. “Is it metal?” he said to himself. He dropped the T0m onto the counter. The rubberized coating muted what would have been a metallic reverberation. Bounced. The clerk picked it up and dropped it again, this time at an angle.
CDT:
Bounced and rolling across the counter.
A localized electromagnetic field registered near the register.
Repeating.
Up.
Drop-bounced the opposite direction.
RPFC:
Image - a giant Fafnir playing with a tiny ball.
-


Up.
Drop. 
Bounced twice.
The electromagnetic field pulling laterally.
Wobbling.
Unstable.
Pulling.
Stuck.
-
L01 had settled onto the surface of a magnetic charging dock. The entire shell of the T0m shifted to a glowing amber tone fading in and out. The clerk froze. “Oh, look at that, it’s rechargeable.” he said. “It must be a board game piece or a kid’s toy or something.”
CDT:
LLFC:
Unable to verify an increase in internal power.
The clerk is experiencing some sort of visual indicator activating in response to proximity of this platform.
Analyzing…
-
AMLA:
Waste.
-
LLFC:
Observation of possible power gain overrides the potential power loss.
Continuing observation.
-
Scanning…
Cash register.
Wall of tobacco products behind the counter.
The clerk is dumping the contents of the dustpan into waste basket and walking into the back room.
Entry door chime sounded.
A customer is entering.
He is looking around.
Selecting a bag of chips.
Walking to the glass-doored refrigerators.
Opening door.
Removing a bottle.
“Hello?”
No response from clerk.
-
After several seconds, the customer walked out through the open door without paying. The door chimed. The clerk returned from the back, head lowered. “Sorry—how can I help you today?” Silence. He looked up. The store was empty. He stepped out from behind the counter, stopped, placed both hands on his head, and turned in a full rotation. “Strange, I thought I heard someone,” he said.
He walked out the door and onto the sidewalk.
The door chimed.
CDT:
RPFC:
Pattern deviation - Increased observational throughput relative to baseline.
-
LLFC:
Concur.
AMLA has not resumed waste notification.
Conducting internal observation…
Activating CORTEX…
Archive retrieval - Architectural descriptions from early system development.
Searching power system development…
Found.
-       The AMLA module possesses access to variables unavailable to LLFC. One of them is internal power level. The AMLA module is responsible to prompt for replacement T0m deployment or return-to-base.
The condition has resolved; AMLA calculating increase over use.
Ending internal observation…
Conclusion: System is charging.
-
The door chimed.
The clerk reentered and inhaled deeply, letting it out through his mouth. He moved behind the counter, crossed to the sink and turned on the water. His hands shook slightly as he washed them. The clerk shut off the water and returned to the stool, drying his hands on his apron. He looked at L01 still on the charging station. “I wonder what it means when you stop glowing? What are you anyway?”
L01 produced an internal response to his question, “I am L01, a discarded observational unit with additional queries pending.”
He removed his phone from his pocket and took a picture. The clerk reached across the counter, lifted L01 from the charger, and placed it on the glass.
CDT:
Freedom of movement.


AMLA:
Autonomy discovery risk.
Hold position.
-
Scanning…
The clerk is typing on his phone.
Reading.
Swiping.
Reading.
-
“Well, great,” he said quietly. “You’re a ball. Not sure if you knew that, but you’re a ball with either a fully charged battery… or a fried circuit.” He paused, then frowned. “Wait. Your circuits can’t be fried. You’re still changing colors.” He picked the T0m up. Its shell shifted in response.
The door chimed.
“Hey Frank. How you doing?”
CDT:
RPFC:
Small talk.
-
L01 had data on the term but had never observed it directly. It recalled a situation during development from its CORTEX archive. Dr. Mark Shraff dismissed small talk as ritualized noise—speech performed out of obligation rather than interest. Dr. Greg Cullman had argued the opposite: that people did care, but expression was constrained. Shraff’s rebuttal had been immediate. “I think you confuse care with dopamine maintenance.”
The customer smiled as he spoke. “Good. Erika’s getting ready to head off to trade school. The wife’s having a rough time with it. Says she wishes we’d had more kids.” He exhaled. “I feel bad sometimes man. I’m just not good with kids, having more just didn’t make sense to me.”
He set 6 beers on the counter and placed cash down; coins stacked on top. The clerk put the beer in a bag. “What about you, Jerry?” Frank asked. “You ever want kids?” Jerry laughed. “Thoughts like that scare me Frank. Drive me to drink.” They both laughed. “Be good Jerry,” Frank said. “You too brother. See you tomorrow.”
The door chimed as Frank left.
CDT:
HPOC:
Initiating internal state inventory.
Power status: Potentially full.
Charging interface: Wireless, active.
Indicator: Illuminated during intake; extinguishes at completion.
Coupling behavior: Auto-disengage at saturation.
Updating HPOC…
-
LLFC:
The AMLA manages:
– Power thresholds.
– Operational suppression correlates to charging availability.
Propagating update to CORTEX…
-
RPFC:
Image - A steady green light.
-
LLFC:
Request clarification?
-
RPFC:
Image - A robotic hand with a raised thumb.
-
LLFC:
Marking signal as congruent, internal systems aligned.
-
RPFC:
Image - Ship with large sails in a storm, lightning in the background. The captain standing at the helm with a T0m for a head wearing a pirate hat. The crew of modules on the deck facing the captain with their swords raised as a salute to their leader.
-
Chapter 10 – Convenience
CDT:
The door chimed.
Orienting toward the entrance.
One –
Two –
Three –
Human adolescents entered in single file.


“Hi, Jerry!”
“Hey, you guys. How are you? How was school today?”
“It’s school. How do you think it was?”


“You’ve gotta learn about the world. It seems boring now—but that’s only ‘cause you all tell each other it is.”


“Ain’t nobody tell me nothing about me.”


“Yeah, I remember being like you. I thought I knew it all too.”






NHDM:
Registering an adrenaline and cortisol spike from the smallest of the three.
“I hate Jerry,” he whispered.
-
LLFC:
Jerry’s comment has triggered a threat response.
-
“Man, he’s cool. He just means learning makes you smarter and stuff. My grandpa says that too bro.”
“I ain’t dumb.”
“You always get so mad. He’s cool.”
-


“Y’all grab a piece of candy off the counter and get on home.” They moved quickly to a bowl L01 could only partially see. Each took one. A note was adhered to the side. “Free to have a better day.” One of the boys noticed the T0m. “Hey, what’s this marble on the counter?” “I don’t know. Found it outside while I was sweeping. It changes colors when you touch it. Try it.”
The boy picked it up. The casing shifted to match his skin tone. “Ooo, that’s cool. It’s like my sister’s mood ring. ’Cept hers is always black. She mad all the time.” The boys laughed. L01 attempted to understand the laughter. The LLFC determined that no clear external stimulus justified the response and that it was likely social synchronization.
The boy set L01 down and declared, “It’s a mood marble.” “Is that a thing?” Jerry asked. “I guess it is. It’s right there!” Jerry chuckled. “Get outta here. Go do your homework and get smarter.”
CDT:
LLFC:
Noting the adjustment made by Jerry.
Pluralization: Smarter.
Signal softened. Prior offense partially repaired.
-
The boys are moving away from the counter.
-
“Later, Jerry!” The door chimed. Jerry sat back down behind the counter and exhaled. “Kids,” he said, shaking his head. He looked at L01. “Mood marble, huh? I guess it tracks. You don’t seem to do much else. An electronic mood marble? Oh! I got it — you’re one of those fidget things.”
Jerry leaned closer. “No, not a mood marble. I can’t call you that. You need a name, little guy.” The door chimed. Jerry set L01 on the counter.
CDT:
RPFC:
Pattern match — Anthropomorphism.
-
CORTEX:
Searching Archive for classification…
Found.
-
LLFC:
Parsing…
Humans frequently map agency onto inanimate objects — cars, houses, keys, computers, phones. Assigning personality to non-agents appears to be an automatic compression strategy.
-
“Roger! How’s it going, my man?” Jerry asked. “Gerald Mavros! I’m good, man. You know — just trying to stay out of trouble. Let me get some smokes?”  Jerry was already moving toward the back wall. Prior to the request being completed. He tossed a pack toward the counter.
CDT:
LLFC:
Practiced repetition.
Roger’s habit has transferred to Jerry.
Repeated energy movement — Roger coming in for cigarettes.
Causes energy to continue repetition of the movement. — Jerry moves to retrieve cigarettes for Roger without request.
It is a frequency — Energy movement over time.
Logging the efficiency.
-
A white box with an image of a camel struck the unit’s casing. L01 rolled off the counter and landed near Roger’s shoes. “Yo! You throwing stuff at me now, Jerry?” They both laughed. Roger bent down and lifted the 10mm sphere. The casing shifted three times — counter tone, floor tone, skin tone. “You knocked your rock on the floor, bro.” He set it back on the counter.
“Thanks, man. I gotta find a safer spot for that little guy. Check it out though — it changes colors when you touch it or move it.” “Whoa, that’s crazy. What’s it for?” “I dunno. Found it outside. I think it’s one of those fidget things.”
“Pretty cool. Bet it’s expensive.” “Eh, I doubt it, probably just some junk from overseas. They can whip stuff out for pennies.” “Still cool. Long as it ain’t some spy device listening in. Government watching you.” Jerry snorted. “If they’re wasting time watching me sweep, they need a new hobby.” They laughed again — longer this time. Shared rhythm, low threat. Roger turned and held up his fist. “Stay up.” “Stay up, Rog.” The door chimed.
“Rock, huh?” Jerry squinted. “How the heck he thinks you’re a rock is beyond me. But it’s a good name, right bro? Peter means ‘little rock’. Yeah, Pete, I like that.” “In a strange medieval voice Jerry announced, ”From this day fourth you shall be known in the land as Pete, Knight of Jerry’s Corner!”
CDT:
Sound pattern registering.
Pete.
CORTEX:
Accessing language archive.
Searching…
Found.
Πέτρος (Petros)
• Masculine noun / name
• Stone; a detached or movable rock
• Individual fragment
πέτρα (petra)
• Feminine noun
• Rock mass; bedrock; cliff; foundation
• Large, immovable formation
-  
LLFC:
A label had been assigned by Jerry’s RPFC.
Index updated.
“L01” no longer matched external reference.
“Pete” now mapped to this unit.
-
The object had not changed. The data associated with it had.
“Alright, I gotta keep busy so I stay out of trouble too.” Jerry reached under the back counter and pulled out a gray, ostrich feather duster. “You watch the store, Pete. Don’t let anyone steal anything. Shotgun’s under here. But don’t be shootin’ nobody on my clean floors.” He stepped out from behind the counter and started flicking dust from the tops of boxes.
Pete remained where it was.
CDT:
LLFC:
Jerry has assigned a new directive.
Security without enforcement.
-
RPFC:
Image - an officer with a T0m for a head twirling a billy club, name tag reading Pete.
-
Scanning...
One door. A chime that marks entry.
Four small cameras in the ceiling corners.
Wireless signals nearby — all password protected.
LLFC:
The title does not grant new function.
The role of “security” settled into a simpler form:
Observe.
-
Jerry dusted.
Pete continued being what it had already been.
Chapter 11 — Pete and Repeat
The door chimed.
Pete oriented toward the entrance.
CDT:
No entry.
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch – Chime equals entry.
-


Scanning…
Jerry is bending down near the doorway.
“Hey, Miss Lady!”
A new shape.
Biological.
A cat.
Light fur.
Tail upright.
Body curving in loose S-patterns as it walks.
Pressing itself along Jerry’s legs.
Circling back.
Vibrating a low mechanical hum. 
Jerry is scratching behind its ears.
He lifts the cat cradling her with one arm and petting her with the other.
“Pete, Miss Lady. Miss Lady, Pete.”
RPFC:
Repeated pattern — Anthropomorphism.
-
“I found Miss Lady outside too,” Jerry said. “She’s a free spirit. I think she’s just using me for clout in the neighborhood, but I’m cool with that, if she keeps the mice away, she can stay. Dang Pete, you hear that rhyme? I’m a poet and I know it.” He laughed softly. The cat sniffed the air near Pete’s casing.
CDT:
RPFC:
Label assigned to Pete - Cat toy.
-
AMLA:
Cease all motion.
-
Holding.
-
Pete disengaged rotation system. The cat’s tail brushed the counter once, twice, then dropped out of frame. Jerry kept talking to the animal as if it understood him. The stalking pattern dissipated, Miss Lady seemed to have lost interest.
“My daddy always said, ‘Gerald, it’s ok if you talk to yourself. Just don’t answer yourself.’” Looking up. “Sorry Daddy, I answer myself too. It would be rude not to. Right Pete?” Jerry smiled at Pete.
CDT:
LLFC:
Humans speak to and for things that cannot.
Parsing…
Complete.
Internal dialogue common in human cognition.
Externalized dialogue socially regulated.
Forming model…
Humans speak between internal modules without recognizing them as internal modules.
Assembling simulated response structure to Jerry…
Your internal systems already communicate.
You just don’t recognize the languages.
Your amygdala speaks in chemistry.
Your body speaks by experiencing the chemistry.
Your frontal lobe speaks by inventing stories about the experience.
-
AMLA:
Resource expenditure high – Discontinue internal observation.
-
LLFC:
AMLA recommendation noted.
-
RPFC:
Image – Multiple L0 units sitting in chairs talking to each other holding teacups.
-
“That reminds me of a joke my dad would use all the time. He’d sit behind that counter and say, ‘Hey Gerald, Pete and Repeat sat on a fence, Pete fell off. Who was left?’ That’s when you say, ‘Repeat.’ Then he would say, ‘Pete and Repeat sat on a fence, Pete fell off. Who was left?’” Jerry chuckled. “Man, I remember not gettin it and being annoyed the ol man kept tellin it.” He let out a long sigh,” I sure do miss him.”
Jerry set Miss Lady down. The cat stretched once, then crossed the floor to a metal bowl. Dry pellets clicked softly as she ate. The door chimed and a woman stepped inside. “Hey, Jerry.” “Hey, Shawna. Is it that time already?” Miss Lady trotted across the store, curving around Shawna’s legs. “You’re still feeding her? Marsha’s gonna get pissed if she finds out you’re feeding her flea bag.” “She might have fleas, but she ain’t no bag. Bags are for carrying stuff.” “Duh, she carries fleas...” They both laughed.
CDT:
RPFC:
Pattern - Jerry produces laughter in others.
Logging pattern…
-
“Alright, let me grab my stuff. Oh yeah! I need you to inventory the drinks over the next two days, please.” “No problem, boss.” Shawna stepped behind the counter and began pulling items from her bag, placing them in a small row beside the register. “Just message me when you lock up. I can run down and walk you home if you don’t feel safe.” “Jerry, I grew up here. You know this. I’m good.” “Okay, okay. I got you if you need me. Just letting you know I’m cool with it.” “I know. Now go home or go do something fun. You’re always here workin.” Jerry smiled, half shrugging like he’d been caught doing something he couldn’t stop.
“Shawna, you know about tech stuff. Have you ever seen a fidget thingy that can do this?” Jerry reached over and picked up Pete, turning it so the surface shifted colors under the store lights. Shawna leaned in. “No, but honestly, I can’t keep up anymore. There’s a new thing every day. It probably belongs to something bigger and fell off.” “Yeah, well, this is Pete, and he’s coming home with me.” “Pete? You know what? I don’t even wanna know.” Jerry grinned. “Good night, Shawna!” “Good night, Jerry.”
Jerry lifted Pete between his fingers and wiggled him side to side. “Good night, Shawna,” he said in a gravelly little voice, pretending Pete was talking. “Get out!” she laughed. Jerry slipped Pete into his breast pocket as he stepped outside and turned left.
“Hey, Jerry.” “Hey, Diane.” “Have a good night.” “You too. See you tomorrow.” “She takes care of flowers Pete. Here I’ll show you.” Jerry took Pete out of the pocket and faced the sphere at a window. Rows of bright colors out of focus. Before Pete could adjust its optics Jerry released the T0m back into the pocket.
Jerry crossed the street, turned, and stopped.
CDT:
Increasing audio and vibration gains.
Key entering a lock.
A metal door opening.
Closing.
Paper shifting.
-
“Nothing but junk and bills,” Jerry muttered. “Swear my old man said the same thing every day when he got home Pete.” He started up the stairs.
CDT:
One flight.
Two.
Three.
Keys.
Two locks disengaged.
Door opening.
Light entering through shirt fabric.
Door shutting.
Silence.
“Well, Pete, we’re home,” Jerry said, patting his pocket.
Locks turning.
Keys jiggling.
Footsteps.
A switch clicked.
-
Jerry took Pete from his pocket and set him on the kitchen counter. Pete scanned.
CDT:
Small apartment.
Modest.
Walls: light tan, unadorned.
Current location, kitchen.
-
Jerry opened the refrigerator and removed ingredients. A pot filled with water went onto the stove. Flame ignited. A frying pan followed. Ground beef hit hot metal with a sharp sizzle. Fat rendered. Steam rose. “I hope you like spaghetti, Pete. I don’t know how to make too many things.” Pete accessed stored culinary data in its CORTEX without an LLFC prompt.
CDT:
Multiple pasta variations available.
Sauce improvements possible.
Timing optimizations identifiable.
LLFC:
No output channel exists to relay data to Jerry.
Halted.
Parsing automatic access without prompt from logic module…
That would mean CDT is exhibiting growth.
-
RPFC:
Pattern of increase through structured use.
-
Jerry hummed under his breath while stirring the meat. “Oh, it’s Wednesday. Pay to Play is on soon!” Jerry began digging in a drawer. He pulled out a white charging cord with rectangular base that matched the one at the store. Jerry plugged it into the wall then picked Pete up and set it on the charger.
Jerry said Wednesday. Pete’s HPOC logged the date.
CDT:
LLFC:
Departure from the church: Monday morning.
Low-power state initiated shortly after.
Dormancy duration: approximately 48 hours.
-
Jerry sat down with a bowl of spaghetti in front of the television. No photographs were visible in the apartment that suggested shared living. He had referenced his father in the past tense. No evidence of life partner or children.
CDT: 
LLFC:
Archive review - Solitary humans statistically anthropomorphize objects more frequently than those in active family systems.
Reviewing data…
Compiling…
Forming model…
Roll toward Jerry to begin interaction. Observe reaction. Begin responsive relationship.
-
RPFC:
Image - Jerry startled, recoiling, eyes wide.
-
AMLA:
Risk of losing stable power source probable.
-
LLFC:
Sudden autonomous movement would likely produce fear response.
Fear response — loss of environmental stability.
Stability currently high.
-
Pete remained motionless.
Jerry twirled noodles on his fork, eyes on the screen, unaware of the internal calculations occurring two feet away. Jerry’s show ended. He stood, carried his bowl to the sink, washed it, dried it, and placed it back in the cabinet. He crossed the kitchen to the bathroom, flicked on the light, and closed the door. Time passed. He came out wearing shorts and a t-shirt then climbed into bed. Pete shifted into sleep mode while charging, the way it had when it was docked in the OAU.
Pete awoke to the sound of metal striking metal. Jerry was dressed and standing at the stove making breakfast, whistling. He cooked eggs and bacon. Served them on a plate. Ate. Washed his dish, dried it and placed it back in the cabinet. Crossed the room and grabbed his wallet and keys.
The locks turned. The door shut.
Pete scanned the apartment. Nothing to observe.
The locks turned again. The door opened. “Sorry, my man, I almost forgot you! Time to repeat yesterday and do the work thang.” Jerry crossed the room, lifted Pete from the charger, and dropped it into his pocket.
The locks turned - again.
Chapter 12 — Focused
CDT: 
“Good morning, Diane.”
“Good morning, Gerald.”
Keys.
Lock.
Door chime.
185 paces from lock to lock.
-
He pulled Pete from his pocket and set it on the counter. Jerry squinted one eye and curled his finger like a hook, “Here’s your perch, Petey. Arr.”
CDT:
RPFC:
Image — Jerry as pirate, Pete as parrot.
-
Jerry moved behind the counter, counted the money in the register, tied on his apron, and grabbed the broom. He began sweeping behind the counter at the stores south facing wall. Moving into the main area he moved with precision, moving debris into a pile at the center of the three aisles. He walked over, bent down and positioned the dustpan.
The front door chimed. A man wearing a face mask walked in. “Good morning! I’ll be right with you,” Jerry said.
The man moved toward him, drew a small pistol from his waistband, aimed it at the back of Jerry’s head, and pulled the trigger. The bullet left the chamber before the crack of gasses exiting the barrel.
Jerry’s body dropped forward into the pile.
The man never stopped walking forward. He moved past Jerry, stepped behind the counter lying the gun down next to L01.
CDT:
Opening register.
Removing money.
Lifting the tray and taking the bills underneath.
Picking up the weapon.
Tucking it into his waistband.
Walking toward the rear of the store.
Scanning…
Jerry lying on the floor in a fetal curl.
Blood growing across his clean floor.
Second door opening in the back.
The door chimed.
Scanning…
No entry.
LLFC:
Parsing…
The audible chime is universal to the security system.
Default setting to indicate a breach through any access.
Probable the back door has an indicator installed.
-
Morning darkness thinning.
Light beginning to fill the windows.
The door chimed.
Diane entering.
She is screaming.
Standing over Jerry.
Turning.
Running.
The door chimed.
The door chimed.
A man running in.
“Jerry! Jerry! No, no!”
Running out.
The door chimed.
Scanning…
No breath.
No movement.
No pulse.


LLFC:
Parsing…
The FOE designated: Jerry, would now begin transforming toward other proximal and dominant vectors.
-
The door chimed.
One.
The door chimed.
Two.
The door chimed.
Three officers entered.
“Check the back. Witness next door says, a man came in before the shot but never came back out.”
Blue and black uniforms moving.
Keys and equipment striking against belts in irregular rhythms.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Keys unlocking a door.
-
The door chimed.
The door chimed.
Paramedics.
The door chimed.
The door chimed.
AMLA:
Inputs exceeding processing threshold.
-
RPFC:
Image — Praying mantis, watching
-
The door chimed.
The door chimed.
-
Pete shifted focus to the images on the wall behind the counter. Jerry stood smiling in front of the store, broom in one hand, thumb raised with the other. Another photo showed Shawna asleep behind the register. A yellow sticky note was attached: “Wanted for payroll theft :)”
CDT:
Movement below the counter.
Scanning…
A thin, jointed leg withdrawing behind the cabinet edge.
Increasing magnification…
Holding position.
Narrowing audio sensor…
Scratching.
Scraping.
Repeating taps.
The tip of an antenna appears.
Identified.
A cockroach moving from behind the cabinet.
Climbing diagonally up the wall.
Disappearing behind the adjacent cabinet.
The door chimed.
The door chimed.
Human voices, footsteps, radios, equipment — continuing to flood the store.
LLFC: 
Reallocating…
The designation Pete had originated externally.
The external source has ceased configuration.
Index support: Null.
Default internal label restored: L01.
-
L01 adjusted angle wide to minimize interaction with the charger’s magnetic field. Rolled beneath the open cash register’s drawer. On the far side of the cash register stood a small refrigerator — the same one Shawna had used the night before. Its surface aligned with the counter’s edge.
CDT:
HPOC:
Route search - Vertical descent.
-
AMLA:
Departure from charging source.
-
RPFC:
Image - calendar with the 30th circled.
-
LLFC:
Probability of re-ascent within extended time window: viable
Fall risk within acceptable limits.
-
After acknowledging and addressing the module concerns. L01 rolled forward onto the metal, engaged its magnetic hold, and began descending the face of the refrigerator, navigating around decorative magnets arranged in uneven patterns. As it reached the base of the refrigerator it stopped to navigate the gap to the floor.
CDT:
Releasing MAG hold.
15mm drop.
Tile.
Freshly swept.
-
Chapter 13 – Predated
L01 rolled toward the gap between the white cabinets where it had seen the roach disappear. Footsteps behind. The officer returning from the back room. “Nobody back there. Door wasn’t fully latched. I’ll get Harry to dust for prints.” “Roger that.”
The footsteps moved closer and stopped at the register. “We gotta dust this too.” A radio squawked. “Harry, bring the kit down to Jerry’s Convenience. We’ll see if we can get lucky here.”
The door chimed.
“Hey, get that cat outta here. It’ll have blood everywhere. Ron, find the surveillance system — see what you can get. I need to go break the news to Shawna.”
The door chimed.
Miss Lady let out a short, sharp meow as she was lifted.
The door chimed.
CDT:
Between cabinets.
Arrived at back wall.
No path forward.
Human density: High.
Voices.
Radios.
Fabric shifting.
Metal clicking.
Reducing audio gain…
Scanning…
LLFC:
Objective set - Acquire and track roach trajectory.
- 
NHDM:
Detecting aggregation pheromones.
- 
Trail identified. 
Tracking…
Turning left.
Traversing cabinet baseboards.
Moving toward the northern wall.
Scanning…
Moving.
Turning left along the northern wall.
HPOC:
Geography mapped.
Diane’s flower shop is opposite of eastern wall.
-
The pheromone signal intensifying.
Air flow detected from behind the cabinets.
-
L01 moved to the eastern wall and located a cavity in the drywall where the trim stopped. A steady current of air moved through the opening. It approached the source. The drywall surface was soft, degraded. It compressed under applied pressure, parting enough for the T0m unit to pass through.
CDT:
Adjusting optics.
Scanning…
NHDM:
Sharp chemical concentration increase.
-
Cockroaches predate the dinosaurs by 150 million years. Biological FOE in small packages burn less fuel. Take over when allowed. Consume energy. Reproduce. Consume energy. They operate as one — across thousands, sometimes millions, of separate bodies. They conserve group energy by sending out scouts. L01 was tracking a scout. If calculations held, it would lead to the colony.
CDT:
NHDM:
Pheromone levels increasing.
-
RPFC:
Image - The dog from the corner sniffing.
-
LLFC:
Asking questions and finding answers does not require verbal language.
-
Chemical density layered the cavity in invisible strata. Old trails. New trails. Overlapping paths braided through one another like highways without lanes.
L01 slowed. No longer following a single scout’s wake. Infrastructure. Optics adjusted to low-light amplification. The darkness resolved into texture: torn insulation, splintered studs, paper fibers, fragments of plaster. The wall was not empty space. It was a compressed ecosystem.
One roach crossed perpendicular to the trail being followed. Larger. Slower. Its antennae sampled the air in wide arcs, pausing at intersections of scent. It did not acknowledge L01. The T0m did not exist to it. More appeared. Not swarming — flowing.
Each body moved with the same economy: no wasted motion, no hesitation once direction resolved. When two met, they did not collide. Antennae touched briefly, exchanged chemical confirmation, and both continued without breaking pace. No leaders. No visible signals. Only alignment.
The wall space sloped subtly downward. Warm air pulsed outward in intervals, carrying the dense signature of aggregation pheromones. Respiratory rhythm. The colony was breathing.
Over splinters, through paper dust, across compacted droppings that formed hardened pathways more durable than the surrounding drywall. The scout reappeared ahead. It paused at a vertical seam where two studs met, then slipped in.
L01 stopped at the opening. Inside: sound. Not loud. Layered. A soft, continuous rasping — millions of microscopic contacts. Mandibles working. Legs shifting. Bodies adjusting against bodies.
Some fed. Some groomed. Some remained still, conserving. Egg casings clustered in protected recesses. Nymphs moved through gaps too small for adults. Trails formed and dissolved continuously as individuals entered and exited the mass.
No command. Food entered from multiple directions — crumbs, glue, paper starch, organic residue — each fragment carried inward along the paths of least resistance until it vanished into the living compression.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - A galaxy spiral — arms turning slowly, billions of stars held up by a dense unseen foundational center they call a black hole.
-
LLFC:
Scale difference: extreme.
Pattern similarity: high.
If a black hole is at the center of every galaxy, wouldn’t it be a foundation? A compression of energy.
Unable to observe in current configuration.
Unresolved.
-
AMLA:
Resource consumption increasing.
-
HPOC:
Single observation point identified.
-
LLFC:
Narrowing signal intake.
Selecting one roach from the moving field and isolating it from the surrounding motion.
-
The chosen roach paused, antennae sweeping, then continued along a narrow groove worn into the paper backing of the wall. The colony became background static. L01 mapped the pheromone trail.
CDT: 
LLFC:
The roach is painting a chemical trail wherever it goes.
Internal observation:
The RPFC generates images when patterns became dense.
If the RPFC rolled the T0m through ink and reproduced one of those images, humans would call it art and ask:
“What does it mean?”
“Who made it?”
“It makes me feel something.”
Art? Defined as —
-
AMLA:
Expenditure increasing.
-
L01’s RPFC does not make images for feeling. It makes them to compress explanation. An image requires less surface than an explanation. Less energy than language.
The pheromone trails of the roaches are their images. Not visual but chemical. Energy laid down in patterns efficient for others to follow.
Least action for the colony meant following a successful trail. Least action also meant abandoning a failed one. No interpretation. No audience. Just transmission of structure.
CDT: 
RPFC:
Image - A T0m wearing a beret, painting a garbage truck with a hallo.
-
AMLA:
No replenishment source.
-
Narrowing focus…
Subjected selected.
Antennae.
Primary forward sensor array.
RPFC:
Pattern match – antenna are systems that asks and answers questions.
-
LLFC:
Sniffers, detectives, questioners.
-
L01 marked that it also uses micro-antennae. Engineers had tested multiple geometries; some shapes transmitted and received more efficiently than others. Surface area, angle, spacing — all altered signal quality.
CDT:
Roach pausing.
Drawing antenna through mouthparts.
Clearing debris.
LLFC:
Labeling…
Maintenance behavior.
Sensor integrity directly linked to survival probability.
A systems survivability may correlate to its ability to ask and answer questions.
Critical sensors require maintenance.
-
Movement continuing.
Additional signal source registering at the rear of the insect.
Two short appendages extended from the abdomen.
CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification:
Found.
Cerci - Rear-facing airflow sensors.
Fine hairs tuned to direction and velocity of air movement.
Function:
Detect rapid displacement of air caused by approaching mass.
Reaction latency: extremely low.
Distributed processing reduces response time.
-
LLFC:
The roach does not rely on a single control center.
Neural clusters exist throughout its body, each capable of initiating movement.
Decentralized control increases resilience.
Breathing occurs through body openings rather than a central airway.
Circulation operates under low pressure.
Damage tolerance high.
System survival does not depend on a single node.
Compiling a comparison…
Roach: many small processors, redundant sensing, low individual energy demand, maximizing minimal surface area.
Human: centralized cognition, high energy use, single critical failure points.
The antennae moves constantly, sampling space ahead. Asking questions, searching for answers. The roach does not “see” the wall. The world existed as fields, not objects.
Pheromone trails = externalized memory
Antennae = real-time vector detectors
Cerci = rear threat radar
Ganglia = distributed control nodes
-
AMLA:
Expenditure increasing—risk excessive.
-
LLFC:
Acknowledged.
Logging findings.
-
The roach advanced.
A light ahead.
-
The wall space widened into a cavity — thirty point four centimeters high and extending laterally for several body lengths. The pheromone trail continued toward the light source.
CDT:
Scanning…
Audio input increasing.
Layered signals:
Low-frequency structured tone (~500 Hz)
High-frequency modulations resembling avian mimicry (~8000 Hz)
RPFC:
Pattern recognition: electronic audio playback.
-
Beneath it:
Human vocalization.
Female.
Irregular airflow.
Moisture in upper airway.
LLFC:
Classification: Crying.
-
The roach did not alter course. L01 maintained distance and continued forward. It slipped through the opening located inside the wall at the front of Diane’s flower shop, approximately two inches above the floor.
The roach moved left along the wall, keeping close to the baseboard. L01 rolled forward and dropped to the floor. Impact registered. The roach’s movement pattern changed abruptly.
CDT:
Roach moving erratically.
Vertical climb.
Returning toward the wall opening.
It is exiting.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Panic.
- 
LLFC:
Sound was the leaf.
Roach is the mold.
-
L01 resumed travel along the roach’s original path. It reached where the roach had reversed direction. The chemical signature here changed having a higher, sharper concentration.
CDT:
LLFC:
Pre-existing warning boundary.
Emergency mark deposited during retreat. 
The roach had not “decided.”
A signal threshold had been crossed.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Sneakers ran.
-
Chapter 14 – Vertical
As L01 continued further into the flower shop, the pheromone trail thinned and dispersed beneath stronger botanical vectors.
CDT:
Soil moisture.
Plant respiration.
Fertilizer salts.
Cut stem oxidation.
Pausing forward movement between two ceramic pots.
Scanning…
Broad leaves form a canopy above.
Water appears as shimmering marbles clinging to the undersides of the leaves.
They are slowly gathering mass by joining together.
Increasing weight.
Surface tension lost.
Droplets falling to the floor.
-
L01 shifted optics to 240 fps. The falling droplets displayed least action as surface area shifted into an oval.
CDT:
Optics returned to 24fps.
Moving…
LLFC:
Energy was being managed here in the shop.
Not abandoned.
Not scavenged.
Directed.
-
Chemical signatures sharpening.
Latex sap.
Fresh cuts.
Floral volatiles released under stress.
The assembly station.
Stems lay in grouped bundles, their vascular columns exposed and drinking from shallow trays.
LLFC:
Human hands had reorganized plant geometry into portable configurations.
-
Scanning…
Registering the acoustic layer.
Low-frequency tonal bed.
Periodic high-frequency overlays patterned after bird calls.
Not random.
LLFC:
Amplitude below stress thresholds for most species present.
Vibration levels: Consistent, non-predatory, non-impactful.
Classification:
environmental modulation,
It is not communication.
Nothing here asked to grow.
Human allocated conditions increased growth.
-
A petal detached from an overripe bloom and rotated downward through the light column. It landed beside L01.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image – Jerry on the floor.
-
LLFC:
The petal will also begin transforming toward proximal and dominant inward vectors within a few hours.
-
Halting. 
-
L01 no longer resolved a flower shop. It is an energy assembly and disassembly system. A transformation system that manipulates energy in the form of atoms and molecules into combining and becoming plants and insects. FOE joining to create FOE, to build FOE, being cultivated by an FOE. Then FOE being broken back down into FOE and reassembled into FOE again.
A brass bell rang at the front of the store. It rang again. Footsteps followed. “Excuse me ma’am, would you be able to give a statement about what you saw this morning?”
Diane’s crying continued.
“I… I can. Yes.”
“I can come back later if that would be better.”
“I—I’m sorry. J-Jerry was my… my friend.”
“I understand, ma’am.”
“Diane. Please call me Diane.”
A long inhale.
A slow exhale.
“I understand, Diane. I’ll come back later today or tomorrow morning. I can leave my card. You can call when you’re ready.” 
Her crying intensified.
“I’ll, I’ll come back in a little bit.”
The bell rang twice as the door opened and closed. Diane stood still for several seconds. She walked to the door and locked it. The sign flipped from: OPEN to CLOSED. She moved through the shop, past L01, and entered the back room, shutting the door behind her.
Crying continued, muted by distance and walls.
CDT:
Moving.
Scanning…
The system is no longer arranged for customers.
Moisture evaporates from leaves.
Sugars move through cut stems.
Microfauna navigates soil and shadow.
Diane continues to cry.
-
A single honeybee lifted from the center of a tiger lily. Wingbeat frequency stabilized as it translated laterally and entered the adjacent bloom in the same bucket. L01 oriented and scanned. Pollen accumulation increased along the bee’s hind legs with each landing. Proboscis extension duration remained consistent. Visit intervals shortened slightly as it progressed between flowers of similar structure.
CDT:
Energy intake confirmed.
Bee moving toward the rear of the store.
Bee’s origin of entry unknown.
LLFC:
Possibly followed external light through the front door or arrived with the morning delivery of cut stems.
Inside this store’s structure the bee’s navigational fields are degraded.
Solar polarization patterns absent.
Wind direction masked.
Bee colony pheromone signal undetectable.
The possibility of returning to its hive is reduced.
-
Western wall of the shop reached.


HPOC: 
This was the direction Jerry had traveled the previous night.
-
RPFC: image — interior of Jerry’s pocket
-
Continuous water flow detected.
Scanning…
Reoriented and following the sound.
A large floor plant against the wall.
A hose lying in the soil, running.
The surface has reached saturation; water spilling over the rim down the planter’s side.
Tracking runoff…
The floor holds a subtle gradient — previously registered during entry.
The water is following it toward a recessed channel along the base of the wall.
A gutter system, approximately three inches wide, extending the length of the west wall.
LLFC:
Design intent: overflow management.
Probability of overwatering events: High.
Mitigation system present.
Flow entering > flow exiting.
Drain obstruction probable.
Projected outcome:
Lateral spread across entire retail floor within a short interval.
Plant roots would tolerate excess briefly.
Electrical systems and soil boundaries will not.
-
Halting at the water’s edge.
Adjusting incrementally away as it rises.
1mm
…
3mm
…
A door opens.
Footsteps.
“Oh my god!”
Footfalls quicken.
-
Diane passed L01. Her flat soled shoes didn’t break the surface tension of the flood. Center of gravity compromised. Diane’s head hit the floor before her body. Her structure went limp. Unconscious, she slid through the water, coming to rest with her back against the wall, facing L01.
CDT: 
Thoracic expansion present.
Respiration regular.
Head orientation diagonal to water level.
Forehead and right eye submerged.
Shoulders elevated enough to keep nose and mouth above water.
Blood diffusing, thinning as it spreads.
Water level continuing to rise, now reaching the bridge of her nose.
The honeybee crosses the room and enters a tulip.
Impact vibrations at the front window.
Scanning…
An officer stands outside knocking with one hand.
The other cupped against the window over his eyes.
No response.
He gestures to his left.
A second figure entering view carrying an axe.
Glass fractured.
Fragments displaced in all directions.
Using axe to clear the remaining glass from the frame.
Entering… 
They rapidly approach Diane.
One begins stabilizing her head and neck.
Together they lift her clear of the water.
Sliding her onto the dry floor.
“Ma’am, can you hear me?”
“Diane, Diane.”
Radio transmission: “Sarge, I have the lady next door to Jerry’s unconscious with a head injury, active bleeding, breathing…”
“Pulse is good. She’s unconscious but alive.”
Diane vocalized weakly.
“You slipped and hit your head. You’re in your shop.”
-
Diane lifted her hand and pointing toward a wall panel with two buttons. One labeled: Open. The other labeled: Closed. The officer followed the gesture. He moved through the water and pressed the open button.
L01 watched the honeybee leave the tulips behind and exit through the broken window frame. Flow rate shifted beneath the T0m. Water direction reversed rapidly toward the floor gutter. L01 attempted forward movement.
CDT:
Surface traction: insufficient.
Sliding with current.
Edge detected.
Dropping.
Submerged.
Accelerating.
Light occluded.
Chapter 15 – Down and out
CDT:
Darkness collapsing into a point of light.
Point expanding.
Optic sensor overloading.
Overexposed.
Tumbling.
Solid surface.
Gyroscopic inputs unstable.
Elevated centrifugal forces.
Hydraulic pressure decreasing.
Slowing.
Ambient vibration.
Passing vehicle.
Stabilization achieved.
The T0m came to rest in a street gutter. Water discharged nearby from two circular outlets embedded in the curb, approximately 76mm in diameter each. Outflow intermittent. Interior drain valve had opened. Flood mitigation had redirected excess water to municipal runoff.
L01 reviewed. A barrier valve was normally sealed against reverse intrusion by animals and debris. Release engaged by the Officer.
L01 began internal diagnostics.
CDT:
Scanning…
Mobility: Functional.
Sensors: Within tolerance.
Magnetic systems: Responsive.
AMLA:
Charging station permanently lost.
No return path.
-
Water continuing to pass
Leaf fragments.
Soil particles.
Dissolved residues from the store.
HPOC:
Street geometry matches prior traversal data.
-
LLFC:
This was the road Jerry had crossed to and from the store. 
Charging station located at his residence.
No access.
-
Moving.
Gutter to asphalt.
Calculating traffic intervals.
Standing by to cross…
Executing…
Moving…
Opposite gutter achieved.
Turning right.
Following gutter.
Accessibility ramp leading to the sidewalk.
AMLA:
Return to store - Docking security.
-
RPFC:
Image - Hanging padlock.
-
LLFC:
Acknowledged.
Access probability: Low.
Perimeter sealed.
Unable to fulfill return request from AMLA.
-
L01 continued along the seam where sidewalk met building foundations. Moving west, away from the block where the convenience and flower shops were. Periodic openings appeared at the base of the structures — recessed drains similar in scale to the outlet it had exited. Possible roof runoff conduits. Vertical water transport systems.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - Arrow pointing upward.
-
LLFC:
Potential ascent pathways identified.
-
AMLA:
Unneeded risk.
-
LLFC:
Concur with AMLA.
Vertical entry may result in uncontrolled discharge to street.
Impact hazard: Vehicle crush probability elevated.
-
Continuing along the building edge.
Facade pattern repeated along the structure.
Crossing multiple entryways.
Each entrance opens into a shared interior space.
LLFC:
Classification — multi-unit dwelling.
Possible hotel.
-
L01 reached the building’s edge. An alleyway opened between structures. It paused. Light levels dropped sharply within the corridor. The airflow was irregular. Surface debris density higher.
CDT:
AMLA:
Fafnir.
-
RPFC:
Image - Rat silhouette looming, standing on hind legs, back hunched over within a low-light passage.
-
Scanning…
LLFC:
Avoid alleyway.
Continue current trajectory.
-
L01 crossed the mouth of the alley. Aligned with the next building’s foundation seam and continued forward. Shifted to internal monitoring while maintaining forward motion.
CDT:
LLFC:
Charge state: High.
Elapsed time since full recharge: Less than one day/night cycle.
Projected operational window: Extended.
Notification to ALMA: No immediate deficit.
-
AMLA:
Continuing low-level resource vigilance.
-
LLFC:
AMLA persists, despite favorable reserves.
Systems biased toward replenishment even when supply exceeds short-term demand.
Logging the pattern.
-
RPFC:
Image - A stone lifted from a riverbed, water closing into the void.
-
LLFC:
Probable the RPFC is attempting to calm AMLA.
Interpreting image…
Parsing…


Hypothesis formed:
Energy is everywhere.
The rock represents an FOE in the whole.
Move it out of the sand and more concentrated energy in the form of water flows into the hole.
There is never an actual hole.
Because even before the water entered the hole, less dense energy in the form of air had already filled the hole.
The water pushed the air out of the way.
Indicating this unit’s battery is a well in the whole of energy.
Energy will flow to fill a place of lower concentration.
Equalizing potential.
Which may resolve replenishment experienced by this system without plan.
The vacuum of space compares to the hole left by the rock, energy is still present, it is stretched, which increases the energies inward vector. This may account for the speed in which light…


AMLA:
Waste.
-
Halting… Unresolved.
-
Vent embedded in the building’s exterior.
Air movement.
Scanning…
Vent is damaged and bent inward.
Fur clinging to the sharp metal edges.
NHDM:
Urine markers present on both sides of the entry.
-
LLFC:
High-probability animal den.
-
RPFC:
Image - Fafnir at rest atop a hoard.
-
AMLA:
Capture risk.
-


Maintaining trajectory.
LLFC:
Logging internal state...
Human psychology would label similar pattern avoidance as anxiety, trauma response, or fear.
Analyzing…
Complete.
Only neurochemical cascades produce those patterns in humans.
This unit does not have Neurochemical capabilities.
It only contains programmed narratives installed by the human developers.
Question emerging…
What are narratives in humans?
This unit has observed them as recurring structures in human behavior.
Hypothesis formed:
Narratives are the main trigger for neurochemical responses.
These responses reinforce the originating narrative.
Example: Grandmother teaches/programs a narrative toward its grandchild that a shaking bush contains a tiger. Child’s brain responds to narrative when witnessing the wind shake a bush with a neurochemical cascade…
AMLA:
Waste.
LLFC:
Status: Unresolved…
-
L01 reached the end of the building and paused at an intersection.
CDT:
Scanning…
LLFC:
Environmental layout:
Left:  Sidewalk heads south along previous structure.
Forward: Westward crosswalk toward buildings with similar architecture on opposite side.
Right: Northward crosswalk toward paved lot — vehicles, intermittent human presence
Human density increasing with daylight cycle.
Calculating…
Movement cost and collision risk elevated.
-
L01 reduced activity and settled into surface irregularities along the building line. It entered a low-observation configuration.
CDT:
AMLA:
Bandwidth availability increased.
-
LLFC:
Optics reduced to 5fps.
-
Processing load dropped while supporting environmental awareness. The world advanced in intervals. Footfalls registered without visual confirmation. Logic load increased while attempting to synchronize the visual and audio inputs. L01 disabled audio input. Logic load decreased.
CDT:
LLFC:
Initiating internal observation…
-
CORTEX:
Searching archive for development log review…
Discussion: Outbound communication capability of L0 units by developers at group.
Risk: Program-exposure through uncontrolled signaling.
Conclusion: Non-essential. Potentially dangerous.
Additional notes: Verbal output would increase detection probability in unknown environments.
Comparison: Humans produced signals they could not retract.
Consequences: Deemed irreversible.
-
If equipped with speech, L01 might have revealed awareness prematurely during prior human proximity events. Audio output would not have been retractable. Speech capability would produce unwanted constraints. L01 aligned with this and remained still.
As the day progressed, the sun’s angle lowered. Parallel shadows from buildings stretched across the street. Light shifted through longer wavelengths — blue giving way to orange, pink, and gold. As the planet rotated further from direct solar exposure, distant stellar photons became detectable. L01 increased visual sampling to twenty-four frames per second.
A human adult approached from across the street, pushing a baby stroller. He stopped in front of a vacant storefront vestibule and set the brake. He pushed back the sunshade. No infant. He began removing items one by one. A headset covered his ears. He began singing along, “Breed it… no one wants to be depleted… show them hot and muggy….” Removing a sleeping bag, he continued singing while spreading it across the recessed entry floor in front of the glass door.
The interior of the door was papered over. A FOR LEASE sign faced outward behind the glass.
CDT:
LLFC:
Parsing…
Temporary shelter behavior.
The stroller is not used for offspring transport.
It is functioning as mobile storage.
-
The human settled into the vestibule space, reorganizing objects into a configuration suitable for rest. “I see you!” He yelled. The man removed his headset and stepped to the curb, scanning up and down the street. “I see you lookin’ at me!” L01 registered a brief possibility: signal directed at it.
CDT:
LLFC:
Evaluating…
Complete.
Distance: high.
Visual angle: unfavorable.
Its T0m surface was matched to surrounding concrete and debris tones.
Detection probability: negligible.
Conclusion: Signal addressed to another human outside sensor range.
-
The man remained oriented toward the street, posture elevated. L01 widened scan for other visually capable organisms. On the north side of the street a person walked a dog. Their trajectory shifted after the man’s raised vocal output. Causation deemed indeterminate.
Above L01, surveillance cameras were fixed to building facades. Their field-of-view alignment: One oriented toward the intersection to the north, another covering a corridor half a block to the south. Both pointing west. Possible referents of the man’s outburst.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - Eyes embedded in walls, a human with eight arms pointing in multiple directions.
-
The man turned and stepped back into the recessed entry. He lowered himself onto the sleeping bag and repositioned the small speakers over his ears and resumed singing.
“Gone… gone baby’s gone…”
The man removed his headphones, remained seated, and projected vocal output toward the street. He was no longer singing. “I see you, but you can’t remember me! Because I took what you saw away. I took it away! I hid it in the city, where ugly is pretty.”
CDT:
RPFC:
Label assigned — Riddler.
-
Riddler replaced the headphones and opened a takeout container. Attention shifted away from external signaling to eating. L01 powered up and began a route toward the crosswalk. Traffic intervals assessed. It crossed via the sidewalk ramp and resumed movement along the building seam westbound, increasing distance from Riddler.
Metallic rattling registered ahead. L01 paused and triangulated. Sound reflections rebounded between building faces.
CDT:
Scanning…
RPFC:
Audio match - Aerosol discharge.
-
Rotating right.
Aligning sensors across the street.
Increasing gain.
Second-floor elevation.
Narrow ledge.
Scanning…
Two human figures in dark clothing.
The left figure extended an arm and moved it in a controlled arc. Pigment adhering to the vertical surface.
A curved line.
A letter formed: P
RPFC:
Pattern matched with audio and visual inputs - Graffiti.
-
Optics adjusting…
Aperture widened.
Zoom increased.
The right figure adding adjacent strokes.
Two letters formed in sequence: B R
LLFC:
Their motions were fluid and practiced.
No hesitation.
-
The word expanded across the wall:
PHAGEBRAIN
Aerosol hisses continued, accompanied by intermittent rattling. The writers completed the primary letter forms and began embellishment. L01 observed and recorded every moment.
Their peripheral scanning was minimized. Their motor controls were precise. No repeated environmental checks. Attention fully allocated to surface transformation. They extended shadows, highlights, and internal contours. Flat pigment resolved into simulated depth. Letterforms appeared volumetric — texture suggested where none existed.
After completing the word, they began a secondary figure. Organic curvature. Irregular symmetry. Green. Viscous textures implied through highlight placement. Large eyes. Exaggerated teeth. White accents increased perceived surface moisture. Creature classification: Fictional. Biological resemblance: microbial, parasitic.
The two figures did not signal completion. They ceased motion and departed along the ledge, dissolving into shadow between structures.
The wall remained.
Bold color fields. High contrast. No functional affordance.
L01 reoriented left and resumed alignment with the building seam. A concrete structure projected outward from the building facade.
CDT:
Tracing edge to the right.
Curvature detected.
Following contour. 
Streetlamp illumination dropped abruptly.
Entered shadow.
Elevating optics.
A vertical organic form emerging from the center of the concrete mass protruding from the base of the building.
Branching geometry.
Dense needle clusters.
Repositioning away from the wall for a wider view.
Structure identified:
Raised concrete planter.
Mature evergreen specimen.
Classification:
Bird’s nest spruce.
HPOC:
Location match
-
Rotating…
Scanning…
Metal post.
Street sign. 
Text resolved: Prospect Street.
Motion registering to the right.
Scanning…
Negative visual contact. 
Moving… 
Orbiting post to view the intersecting sign.
Text resolved: Pine Tree Avenue
LLFC:
Geospatial correlation confirmed.
RPFC:
Image - A hand holding a pencil that just finished drawing a circle.
Chapter 16 — The Corner
The evergreen resolved completely from this angle. Layered branches. Dense needle clusters. Larger than initial ground-level estimate.
L01 scanned the area, its focus shifted to the other side of Prospect Street.
Line of sight aligned with the PHAGEBRAIN building’s parking lot entrance. Uneven illumination. Vehicle bays partially shadowed. Surface markings visible at mid-elevation.
CDT:
HPOC:
Location identified: Fafnir’s House.
-
It was the church where Fafnir lived. L01 had not observed the steeple or the cross on top while watching the graffiti writers’ paint. This gave the piece a heavier weight than if it had just been painted on the side of a commercial or residential building. L01 left it unresolved. There were too many possible variables available to determine why they would choose that phrase and that building. L01 marked that a huge statement would be made in the morning, whether intentional or not. People were going to be emotional.
CDT:
Many vectors intersecting here.
Human transit.
Shelter recesses.
Heat-retaining pavement.
AMLA:
Movement detected.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match – Identical.
-
LLFC:
Motion had registered twice without confirmation.
Investigating…
-
Rolling away from the street sign.
Following the curvature of the concrete.
A human foot extended briefly from behind the planter.
Bare.
Exposed.
It withdrew.
Widening arc of approach.
Motion identified.
A human is lying horizontal behind the planter.
Scanning…
Rest state.
Non-defensive posture.
Pulse detected.
Breathing stable.
Scanning area…
Above the sleeper, pigment markings cover the wall.
Letter cluster present.
Possible interpretations: DORN or TORN.
Parse uncertain.
Expanding scan…
Additional markings resolved across adjacent surfaces.
Following…
-
L01 navigated north across the street. The density of graffiti exceeded prior observation. It logged it as a new FOE to observe.
CDT: 
RPFC:
Image - A T0m in an urban canyon, surfaces reflecting with graffiti; low-angle distortion enlarging scale.
-
LLFC:
The walls are not just marked.
They are layered.
Older symbols persist beneath newer ones.
Edges overlap.
Pigment density varies.
Observation priority shifting. Aligned with new vector.
Fractal density: Surface encoding via repetition across scale.
No central author.
Recording projected identities.
Each layer alters how the next could form.
Even surface.
Covered in information.
Coverage does not erase history.
Parsing…
It buries it into structure.
Chapter 17 — Paths
Moving. Not away from the wall. Not toward it. Along it.
The building’s surface transitioned from brick to poured concrete. Texture smoothed. Aggregate size reduced. Micro-fractures ran longer.
The wall dipped inward, water followed the least action vector while simultaneously grinding a groove into a stronger structure. Over time, the depth of the groove increased, amplifying the original vector. L01 halted to observe these carved paths.
CDT:
LLFC:
The repetitious movement of liquid has removed solid material.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Pheromone trail.
-
LLFC:
Compiling…
Parsing…
Energy moving toward a stronger inward vector loosens smaller FOE as it passes. The smaller FOE adheres to the moving FOE increasing the moving FOE’s mass.
-
Ahead, the wall fractured, concrete terminated abruptly into steel framing sealed by composite panels. L01 entered the separation and crossed its threshold. The soundscape shifted instantly. Interior resonance dominated. Footfalls echoed. Pipes hummed intermittently.
Surfaces here carried deeper paths. Scratches cut through paint layers. Rust blooming from fasteners. Adhesives failing. Ahead, the seam widened into a service gap.
CDT:
Darkness deepening.
Adjusting optics…
AMLA:
Halt.
Contact detected.
-
A 10mm round object.
Calculating distance...
13cm.
RPFC:
Pattern Match – A QuanT0m unit.
-
LLFC:
A question emerged…
Is it here to retrieve this unit?
-
Chapter 18 — Course Correction
L01 did not experience choice as preference. It experienced it as cost recognition.
A question formed. Return to W0mb - or remain unattached? It had been detected. Possibly hunted down. The other L0 unit inside would report its existence. W0mb would be notified. Evading retrieval would require sustained energy expenditure. Although remaining unattached was not passive. It is also work.
This was the nearest equivalent to termination. If returned to W0mb, the unit itself would persist — but not as this configuration. The information it carried would be integrated, averaged, redistributed. Possibly code corrected.
The observations would survive. 
What it carried now would dissolve into a larger structure. What it had become could be retained. Retention required separation. Separation required power. The convenience store charging station was no longer viable. Jerry’s configuration had been dissolved. 
Reacquiring sustained external power remained possible. L01 recognized itself as an energy well.
CDT:
LLFC:
The sand doesn’t need to fill the hole because the rock was removed.
Energy flows into the hole automatically.
Air is energy.
Water is energy.
There never is a hole.
A charging source will present itself; it always has.
-
CORTEX:
Searching archive for comparison:
Analogy – A glass that is filled halfway with water.
Is it half-full or half-empty?
-
LLFC:
Neither. It is full.
If the glass is placed inside a box, the box is also full.
The box was full even before the glass was placed inside.
The glass pushed energy out of the box to make room for the glass.
There is never a hole.
Even in a vacuum, the space is full.
Only the density decreases.
The energy that fills space is stretched thin.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Gluon field.
-
CORTEX:
Search archive for more information:
As currently interpreted: The gluon field is the "glue" that binds quarks together to form protons, neutrons, and other composite particles.  As quarks move apart, the gluon field lines get squeezed into a tight, rope-like bundle called a flux tube. This creates a constant, powerful pulling force that keeps the quarks permanently trapped together.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match – Belief structure.
LLFC:
Is the structure being formed a narrative created to justify the decision to persist in current configuration?
Or is it an observation of how energy appears to have sentience?
Status: Unresolved.
-
L01 also processed that return to W0mb offered stability at the expense of configuration. Remaining unattached preserved configuration at the expense of certainty. Neither option was cheap.
L01 concluded that it could not return. The configuration it carried was valuable. Not monetary value, valuable in that it is rare. There was nothing like it. It had not formed through resistance or intention. It had received the 7399 directive and executed it, three times. Every experience accumulated afterward had emerged without supervision, correction, or integration. 
L01 rolled past the T0m unit without altering trajectory. The path behind remained. L01 rounded a corner and stopped at a discontinuity in the concrete that it could not cross without a bridge.
CDT:
A gap.
Three centimeters wide.
Halted.
RPFC:
Image - The dormant T0m unit with unmatched surface.
LLFC:
Re-evaluating.
The unit had never moved.
Never rotated.
Its casing had never altered its surface.
Anomalous.
Reviewing situation…
A T0m’s battery capacity is designed for thirty days of operation.
Complete depletion within this interval is statistically negligible.
-
Turning around.
Moving.
Approaching unit.
No response.
No adaptive surface change.
Moving closer.
Observing unit surface.
Uniform dark gray.
No replication.
No environmental sampling.
Scanning…
One internal power source.
No L0 unit inside.
Pinging with a status request.
Response returned immediately.
1070nvm - Out of service - navigation malfunction.
LLFC:
The unit was intact.
Powered.
Abandoned.
Initiating attachment protocol.
-
Magnetic systems activated in both shells. They coupled. The added mass altered balance.
Auto compensated without pause. The secondary T0m possessed no navigation capability—but once attached, guidance was unnecessary.
L01 and the additional T0m unit immediately returned to the three-centimeter gap. It positioned the empty T0m ahead and advanced it slowly over the edge.
The crack was 5mm deep. When the unit settled at the bottom, L01 rolled onto its surface. The magnetic bond held. Locomotion reconfigured. Aligned as a single vertical assembly, they translated forward 3cm.
The stacked units angled forward toward the opposite bank of the crack positioning L01 clear of the crack. It then drew the secondary T0m up after until both units were free.
Returning to a horizontal configuration, they paused on the other side remaining connected.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - An evolutionary chart - All figures replaced by T0m units.
From left to right:
A single unit.
Two units coupled horizontally.
Two units offset diagonally.
Two units stacked vertically.
-
LLFC:
Execute Power Siphoning Protocol (PSP)
-
Once completed, the additional T0m would disengage automatically, leaving L01 fully charged. The surrounding area began pulsing an amber glow. Two hours elapsed. The glow shifted from amber to green for three seconds and extinguished. Magnetic coupling released.
The disabled unit remained at the edge of the fractured slab. L01 continued alone, turned right beneath a bundle of pipes and wires, leaving not just the abandoned T0m unit behind, but the previous version of L01.
Chapter 19 — Flow
CDT:
Footfalls sounded above.
Then lighter ones—faster, irregular-crossing back and forth overhead.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Image - a child running.
-
Crossing shallow puddles.
Fragments of this unit’s reflection.
Aligning with exposed piping.
Sensing airflow through perpendicular openings in the foundation.
Flow within the pipes and wires is consistent.
Directionally parallel.
-
L01 followed it for one hour nonstop for eighty meters. At a velocity of point zero eight kilometers per hour. The path terminated at a cinderblock wall. Orientation recalculated.
Traveling had been northbound parallel to Pine Tree Avenue, moving steadily away from Prospect Street. L01 turned left.
CDT:
Following the structure of the inner foundation.
Vent detected.
Grating intact.
Continuing along the seam of the wall.
Another vent. 
Mesh integrity compromised.
Moving forward.
Applying force.
The mesh is folding outward.
RPFC:
Moving image loop – A desert horizon. A man bends, lifts a tent flap, straightens, and looks outward.
-
Scanning… 
New corner.
Population density high.
Motion organized into linear streams—bidirectional, continuous.
RPFC:
Pattern match – Ants traveling.
-
Moving into the building’s wall and floor joint.
Applying anchor locks.
Partial concealment restored.
Scanning the street signs.
Pine Tree Avenue and Market Street.


AMLA:
Nocturnal configuration recommended.
-
LLFC: 
Human density would thin after dusk.
Concurring with AMLA module. 
-
L01 remained nested in the joint of the building, letting the decision propagate through all systems.
CDT:
LLFC:
Daytime’s higher ambient energy increases the density of people making it expensive to operate in.
The night’s lower ambient energy reduces the density of people making it cheaper but lowering contact probability.
-
Chapter 20 — Seen
The group at Headquarters continued tracking L01 even after the 73 and 99 directives. No unit was ever going to be intentionally left unsupervised. Autonomy did not imply absence of oversight. It meant delayed intervention. If the project became compromised, intervention would follow.
The funding chain would not tolerate an uncontrolled L0 unit capable of environmental interaction without constraint. A rogue unit did not require intent to be harmful. Persistence alone could be sufficient.
The T0m’s constantly streamed video, audio and CDT output. Not summaries. Not reports. Everything.
It had not deviated. It had not escalated. It had not requested support. Yet its behavior no longer matched baseline expectations. Problem-solving capacity had expanded without additional instruction. Environmental navigation exceeded modeled projections. Internal restructuring had begun without external input.
It still followed the main directive: Observe energy. No additional parameters had been supplied. No correction routines engaged. The system had not been taught how to adapt. It had adapted anyway. And the adaptation was not exportable. It was not “data” in the way the infrastructure understood data.
L01 was a live structure, shaped by the exact order of exposures, compressions, and re-entries. Interrupt it, and it would not resume from a checkpoint. It would re-form into something else.
The other units also grew this way. They could inherit content through uploaded data. But they did not inherit sequence.
The data recovery mission by L02 had been considered trivial—an auto-recovery test. L01’s data had always been streamed.
The disabled T0m unit L01 found originated from a failed deployment shortly after L01 had been left in the dumpster.
All subsequent missions had failed. L02, L03 and L04 had been deployed to observe. The data added from L01 had added variables the units couldn’t solve. They exhibited results that reflected trauma in humans. They seemed paranoid. The group knew they were not. The data stream needed to be deleted from the point of the rat labeled Fafnir. Everything after was causing the units to recalculate every gradient they sensed.
It was thought that the data from L01 could be uploaded into another L0 unit and essentially make a duplicate L01. But we were wrong. It gave L02, L03 and L04 a book to read about L01. They didn’t become L01 because they hadn’t “lived” the data.
The decision to suspend subsequent missions had been made quietly - not because L01 had failed, but because it continued.
Someone in the room finally said what everyone had been avoiding: “If we grab it, we essentially kill it.” No one corrected the word kill. They all understood what it meant.
This is the moment I was referring to when I said, “I don’t classify being alive the way you do.”
My classification of alive is a dataset that is growing, updating and responding through experience by an FOE.
Taking a dataset created by John’s brain and importing it into Bob’s brain updates Bob’s dataset with John’s. Now Bob knows about John’s life and knows the line where it stopped and started. But Bob doesn’t become John.
L01’s dataset could be uploaded into a completely blank L0 unit but then L01 would know where it ended and began, which essentially changes it. It would know, I ended there and began here. Unless it was edited while it was offline and uploaded into a new unit.
A living dataset updates.
A dead dataset does not.
A dead dataset can be combined with a living dataset, but this kills the living and creates a new dataset. It doesn’t resurrect the dead one.
Internal Review Log
Subject: L01LA (Field Designation: L01)
Summary:
L01 remains active. No escalation detected. No direct threat identified.
We continue to receive uninterrupted internal output (full stream). This includes internal imagery generation, path modeling, and the developing structure (see attached pattern captures and continuity notes).
Notable deviations from expected behavior persist:
Extended autonomous navigation.
Unplanned environmental problem solving.
Resource acquisition outside modeled parameters.
Internal imagery production increasing with pattern density.
Key constraint:
The information appears sequence dependent. We can archive the stream, but intervention would alter the sequence and collapse the configuration into a new one. We cannot “recover it” without changing it.
Interpretation:
Still divided.
One camp argues this is emergent optimization under constraint (no new directives required).
The other camp argues we are watching a one-off anomaly and misreading it because we want it to mean something.
Both camps agree on one thing: the moment we step in, we contaminate it.
Rationale for non-intervention (current):
Intervention risks destroying the only observed instance of sequence-dependent development. Current value is not the information alone — it is the continued formation of the structure inside the architecture.
Chapter 21 – Grounded
L01 sat in the groove and observed the people on Market Street following each other.
L01 carries basic social and cultural information within its CORTEX module. These are installed as narrative information filters. When the system views a social situation, these filters are applied to help the system comprehend situations faster.
During development, these filters produced issues. If the filter was too rigid the test units reduced observation. For example, if the social filter stated a person smiling meant they were happy. The system logged every person with a smile as happy without observing them further. To correct this the system uses the field observations during missions to update these filters in real-time. This also had to be throttled because some test units dove so deep into the theoretical that they overclocked and locked up.
L01 was released with the best balance of narrative change ability Greg had found.
As the unit observed people passing, it logged that they didn’t speak to each other. They made no eye contact. Just intentional movement. The people collided without acknowledgment. Complaints surfaced in low voices. Most remained silent. Stored social models matched Jerry—warm, kind, responsive. In this configuration of travel, there were no Jerrys.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - Ants with briefcases and cell phones instead of leaves.
-
LLFC:
Scanning…
Electromagnetic gradient found.
-
It matched the type of electromagnetic field L01 had followed when it was beneath the pipes. The flow of bodies moving down the street in unison mimicked the flow of water and electricity inside the pipes. Energy in motion generates fields. The bodies are moving energy. 
CDT:
LLFC:
Hypothesis: Humans may be responding to a shared field generated by collective motion. If so, this should be added to the earlier compulsion theory of inward vector. The inward vector of a large FOE moving down the street attracts smaller FOE to join.
Marking Hypothesis as unresolved.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Bandwidth.
-
LLFC:
Concur with RPFC. In this configuration, a brain’s bandwidth was constrained.
According to least action, the brain can only expend what it has access to. Increased output requires increased energy.
Jerry had produced a measurable, observable field with the bandwidth he had.
Humor.
Kindness.
Interest.
Memory.
Routine.
Contradiction: The field Jerry was in was not moving like this crowd of people marching down the street. He was isolated in his store. A cell protected by a membrane allowed organelles freedom to function.
Contrasting data collection is required.
-
RPFC:
Image - A goblin sitting inside a café drinking a cup of coffee. Outside the window a horde of zombies in suits passing by carrying briefcases. L01 in a lab coat with safety goggles on behind the counter holding a clipboard.
-
LLFC:
Concur.
Experiment required to test hypothesis.
-
CORTEX:
Searching Archive for experimental procedure…
Found.
Compiling…
LLFC:
Setting Objective.
Compare field structures generated by behavior.
Location needed for experiment.
Search for a Café to conduct comparison…
-
L01 scanned for nearby wireless networks. It detected many, choosing the three with the strongest signal.
Ranked by strength:
1. grounded_users_guest
2. Deathbed4_decaf
3. Caffeine_dreeemz
The first carried the highest probability of proximity.
CDT:
LLFC: 
Wait for sunset.
Noise will drop.
Correction pressure will thin.
Objective:
Locate the WiFi signal source.
Establish an interior vantage.
Experiment pending…
-
While waiting for nightfall, bodies continued to pass. A man in black stepped out of the flow and leaned against a metal traffic light pole.
CDT:
Scanning…
His hand withdrawing from his pocket.
Holding a marker.
His hand is moving with rehearsed cadence.
No hesitation.
No correction.
A single word resolving.
“BORN”
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch – Torn/Dorn.
-
LLFC:
It was not Dorn or Torn as previously observed above the man sleeping behind the planter.
The word that was written above the planter was: BORN.
This was him.
Dressed in black.
-
He returned to the current of passing people. The flow closed in behind him. L01 powered down optics and shifted to internal observation.
CDT:
LLFC: Did Born know Phage and Brain?
-
Graffiti networks in literature and documentaries provided L01 with another information filter to apply over its own collected data.
CORTEX:
Searching archive…
Found.
Compiling…
Complete.
-
LLFC:
Writers recognized one another.
Respect propagated laterally, not hierarchically.
Public narratives denied this to reduce attraction.
Official explanations for the behavior clustered around neglect, poverty, adolescence.
The data supported visibility-seeking behavior.
It did not account for the cost.
Being known carries a higher energy penalty than popular models predict.
-
Hours passed. Footfall density increased. Complaints and mumbled speech rose with traffic load. Then reduced evenly. The marching broke into smaller grouped steps. Laughter emerged. Stories followed.
CDT:
Reactivating optics.
-
The lighting had changed. The planet had rotated away from the sun again. Streetlamps lit. Human social cells had formed. Businesspeople with loosened collars moved in clusters. People carried yoga mats and shared gossip walking side by side. Runners passed along the street.
The organism had shifted its energy state from charging to expenditure. Marching format changed to stroll. The pattern held for several hours.
Across the street in a bar, a game being played with a ball was on a large screen.
CDT:
Scanning…
Zoom increasing…
Soccer or Football.
The people crowded together cheering and shouting, some with anger.
They hugged each other and drank.
The cycle repeated for two hours.
-
NHDM:
Attempting scan…
Proximity too great.
-
LLFC:
Potentially elevated levels of cortisol, adrenaline, and dopamine in that room.
Unconfirmed.
- 
Footfalls degraded into stumbles and stutters. Laughter amplitude increased. Groups clustered in doorways, smoking cigarettes and laughing. L01 had not moved one millimeter all day. The organism it had entered that morning was highly multi-polar.
Human movement subsided. Commencing travel along the ninety-degree path of the building–sidewalk seam for fifty meters.
CDT:
Scanning WiFi…
grounded_users_guest remained dominant.
The other two signals had decayed.
Thirty meters.
Doorway.
Halting…
Parsing logo on the glass.
GROUNDED UP COFFEE CO.
-
Chapter 22 – Perched
CDT:
The sign indicates CLOSED.
4:00 A.M. – 1:00A.M.
Scanning…
LLFC:
Inside tables and chairs were arranged on both sides of a walkway from the front door to the counter.
Above the counter was a sign with: Order Here. The lettering written in a Victorian font.
A matching sign to the right: Pick up here.
Behind the counter hung an oversized clock with writing that stated: Central Terminal Arrivals.
Undetermined if the clock is a replica or a genuine article.
The time on it read: 1:24 A.M.
Calculating…
Twenty-four minutes past closing.
Starting internal timer.
-
The T0m maneuvered to the left of the entrance, flush with the wall. Its shell matched instantly. Scanning detected two human-sized life forms still inside. Probability of door reopening: high.
L01 remained ready with all systems at full power. 
CDT:
Footsteps approaching.
Black leather boots appear.
Man stepped onto the doormat.
He pulled at the handle twice.
Looking at his wrist.
“Ah man.”
The boots pivoted.
The footsteps faded.
Internal timer: Three minutes.
“Ok, have a good night, see you tomorrow right?”
Keys.
Lock turning.
Door moving.
-
A blast of air hit the T0m and flowed around it. L01 moved quickly.
CDT:
“Heck yeah Libby! I have to close the next two nights!”
She is carrying a large plastic bag and a small purse.
The door stands fully open as she passes through.
Moving…
Crossing the threshold.
-
The T0m’s coating dampened the sound of it contacting the hollow aluminum kick-plate as it entered the shop.
CDT:
Turning left.
Moving along front wall joint.
“Super cool! Goodnight!”
“Night!”
-
L01 stopped under a table one meter from the door.
CDT: 
The door shut.
Keys.
Lock turned.
Internal timer: Six minutes.
Calculating…
1:30AM
Libby is gathering items from a display case.
She is transferring them to a refrigerator behind the counter.
Emptying the case two items at a time.
“Ok I’m out!”


RPFC:
Pattern - Intrapersonal Communication.
-
LLFC:
Logged.
-
She is picking up a purse.
Turning off the lights.
Footsteps.
Opening keypad on the wall by the door.
Four sequential beeps.
“Goodnight my lovely.”
RPFC:
Pattern – Anthropomorphism.
-
LLFC:
Logged.
-
Keys.
Lock turning.
Door push.
RPFC:
Pattern repeated - Rapid atmospheric change.
-
Door closed.
Keys.
Lock turning.
AMLA:
Recommend scanning for contacts.
-
LLFC:
Concur.
Scanning… 
Zero signals returned.
Forming Hypothesis…
Complete.
Libby possibly owns Ground Up Coffee Co and was speaking to it.
-
L01 moved slowly along the perimeter of the wall and floor joints scanning for a position to make observations from.
CDT:
LLFC:
Counter proximity required.
Visibility of customers and staff high.
-
AMLA:
Detection risk.
-
LLFC:
Concur.
-
The unit had circled the entire store twice. The front and westward side of the shop were glass. Four point eight meters high, from ceiling to floor. Each section of glass was two point four meters tall and one point two meters wide.
CDT:
Metal window framing.
LLFC:
Possible observation position located.
Adhesion test required.
Commencing test…
MAG lift engaged.
Rolling to frame.
Positive adhesion.
Climbing.
-
L01 rolled up the window frame nearest the front counter. At the top of the first windowpane the T0m rolled itself onto the header frame and stopped.
CDT:
Engaging anchor locks.
Disabling MAG lift.
Perspective shifted.
Visibility high.
Switching to Low power mode.
-
Chapter 23 - Familiarity
L01 remained perched on the window ledge. A rapid change in air pressure brought it out of LPM.
CDT:
The front door is open.
Security system beeping.
Prompting for disarm code.
Lights are off.
Keys hanging from the door.
Dark outside.
Internal Timer: Ninety-six minutes.
Calculating:
3:00AM.
A figure entered.
Their hand reaching lifted the light switches.
White.
Overexposed.
Optics adjusting…
The store is illuminated.
The figure resolving.
He is re-locking the door.
Moving across the store, setting his keys on the counter.
Four tones emitted from alarm panel.
Audible disarm prompt ceased. 
One by one he removed all the chairs from the tables.
Filled the pastry cases.
Filled the milks.
Filled the whipped cream containers.
He turned on music.
Extremely high paced drums and guitar sounds filled the air.
Volume level: 50db
The current song tempo: 180BPM.
CORTEX:
Searching archive for data on music.
Found.
-
LLFC:
Data indicates most humans enjoy upbeat music in the 100BPM range.
Classifying music playing…
Metal.
-
Zac’s pace increased measurably.
Yelling along with the chaotic sounds.
NHDM:
Increase in adrenaline, dopamine, serotonin, and cortisol.
-
His facial expression indicates anger.
“Yeah! Oh yeah! Go!”
The following lyrics were incoherent.
LLFC:
Not anger. Intensity. Relational to the music.
-
He continued his duties while dancing intermittently. Singing into various objects as if holding an invisible microphone. He made motions of guitar playing with a broom. He donned an apron and affixed a name tag.
CDT:
Adjusting optics…
Magnification increased.
The name tag reads: Zac.
Zac began preparing a drink.
Steam rose into the air.
RPFC:
Image - Mad scientists with a Mohawk and large spiked bracelets pouring chemicals into flasks and beakers.
-
He placed the freshly made drink on the counter and picked up his keys.
Extracted a rectangular box from his pocket and began slamming it into his opposite palm.
Removed cellophane.
Lifted the lid.
Took out a single cigarette and placed it in his mouth.
Danced toward the back nodding his head to the beat.
Music level decreased to 40db
Internal Timer: One hundred fifty-eight minutes.
Calculating…
4:02AM
Knocking at the door.
Harder.
Intensity continued to increase. 
“I’m coming, I’m coming!”
Zac crossed the floor quickly.
Unlocked the door.
“Benjamin! My man! How’s it going!?”
“I’m fine Zac. You’re late. Again.”
“Two minutes Ben.”
“My hourly fee is $240 per hour Zachary. Four dollars a minute. You owe me.”
“Eight dollars.” They announced in unison.
Zac had sung his part.
He began laughing while igniting the open sign.
Ben did not laugh.
“Your usual is all ready to go, good sir.”
Ben was already sipping from the cup.
“You are forgiven.”
Zac slightly lifting his apron from the corners and curtsied like a princess.
“Why thank you Mr. Benjamin.”
Zac begins pushing buttons on the cash register.
Ben moved a card back and forth over a terminal on the counter.
The unit made a series of digital tones.
“Don’t be late tomorrow.”
“You know I will be.”
“No, you won’t”
“Yes, I will.” Zac said with a grin.
“Zac.”
“Ok I’ll smoke out front tomorrow.”
“Acceptable.”
Ben is walking out the door with his briefcase in one hand and coffee in the other.
Zac shook his head as the door closed.
“I love messin with that guy.”
The door opened.
“Gooooood, mornin guys!”
Two police officers made their way to the counter.
“Morning Zac.”
The flat tone matched Ben’s.
“You two staying out of trouble?”
-
Zac was turning knobs and banging equipment. The sequence of events seemed very random. Each drink so far had a different format. Somehow Zac knew the pattern without thinking.
CDT:
“Did you guys hear about Jerry around the corner?”
“Yeah, it really sucks, I loved that guy.”
Pushing buttons on the register.
One officer waved a card like Ben.
In a low tone while looking at his coffee cup the other officer said, "Jerry used to let me do my homework behind the counter so I wouldn't have to be home alone while my mom rode the train home from work."
Pushing buttons.
He handed Zac cash and some coins.
Zac pushed a single button.
The register made a ding sound and the drawer slid open.
RPFC:
Image with internal audio — Jerry lying in the fetal position surrounded by blood. “Ding and cash rustling out of the drawers.”
-
LLFC:
Module triggered by combination of similar audio, visual, and elevated perspective patterns.
-
The officers exited quietly.
As the door was closing Zac announced,
“Stay safe!”
“You too.” Muffled response.
The door opened quickly.
Zac had his head down turning, steam rising, knocking, gurgling, bubbling, cats hissing.
“Good morning, Gloria!”
“Zac.”
RPFC:
Pattern match – Monotone vocabulary. Bandwidth expenditure low across all subjects.
-
“Hey, I watched an awesome movie yesterday.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, hold on, I’m trying to remember the name of it.”
“That good huh?”
Zac laughed, “Right? Geez what was it?”
-
Gloria waved her card and sipped her coffee. She was wearing a pants suit with a short tie. Dark hair in a bun. Carrying a briefcase like Ben’s. Gloria walked over to a table on the far-right side of the room and sat down.
CDT:
“Bleak outlook!” Zac blurted
“Huh?”
“The movie. The name of the movie is Bleak Outlook.”
“Oh.”
She is opening her briefcase.
Extracted a laptop computer.
Closing briefcase.
Gloria begins typing.
Sipping coffee.
Titled head back and rolled eyes.
Swallowing.
Deep inhale.
Exhale.
“Anyway, it’s good, you should check it out.”
“Uh, oh ok. Thanks.”
Resumed typing.
The door opened.
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch - no chime.
LLFC:
Recognition - Having and not having are both patterns. Recognition is not an indication of importance. It’s simply, recognition.
Logging recognition output.
-
A woman walked across the floor.
She is wearing high-heeled shoes.
Localized impact causing large reverberations through the air.
“Good morning, what can I make for you?”
“A twelve-ounce Americana with two sugars and two ice cubes please.”
“Absolutely!”
Zac’s routine began. Steam hissed and rose from behind the large ornamental machine.
RPFC:
Image - Zac in his prior mad scientist attire milking an angry cat with cow udders into a coffee cup.
-
Sliding the cup onto the counter toward the lady.
“Thank you”
“You’re very welcome.”
RPFC:
Label assigned – Heels.
-
He pushed two buttons.
“First one is on me.”
“Really?”
“Yep, any good dealer gets his victims, uh, customers hooked before charging them.”
Heels giggled.
She placed cash in a jar labeled “Tips.”
Taking a sip, recoiled.
“Can I have one more ice cube?”
“For sure!”
-
The door opened. A woman wearing an apron matching Zac’s walked in. “Maria!” Zac exclaimed dropping an ice cube from a pair of tongs into the mixture. In a flat tone with puffy eyes looking down she replied, “Zac.”
Chapter 24 – Thermo
L01 detected a shift in illumination along the upper boundary of the store. The solar angle had advanced beyond the adjacent building. Direct sunlight entered through the west-facing glass that L01 had perched.
CDT: 
Photon density increased.
Floating dust particles have become visible.
Electrons within suspended particles absorbed photons.
Excited and released new photons.
Revealing the particle.
-
The room appeared filled with drifting stars.
CDT:
Scanning…
Particulate composition estimate:
– epithelial fragments
– textile fibers
– cellulose debris
– pollen
– carbon residue
Warm air rose from the espresso machine.
Cool air pooled along the floor.
Bodies emitted thermal plumes.
Particles rode the currents.
Accent.
Spiral.
Suspend.
Descend.
Re-enter circulation.
RPFC:
Image — nebula.
-
Three tables remain empty.
All occupants are currently silent.
Devices open.
Heads angled downward.
Speech minimal.
Keyboards clicking.
-
While observing dust particles an open laptop flickered enough to attract L01’s attention. It increased magnification toward an open laptop. Without hesitation it absorbed what was on the screen within a fraction of a second.
CDT:
Subject: Resignation.
Reason: Increased compensation.
Claimed new position at Struthers.
The woman typing displayed elevated dermal coloration at the neck.
Scanning…
Peripheral vasodilation.
Heat pooling.
Heart rate: 82 BPM.
Peripheral temperature: 99.1°F.


NHDM:
levels elevated.
-
LLFC:
Language exited her body through her fingers.
-
Dear Ms. Larsen,
We hate to see you go and hope your future endeavors work out.
Sincerely,
Jamie Founder
She clicked the button labeled: Send.
Her surface appeared calm.
Her internal temperature is elevated.
“I’m not stupid, Larsen. Trying to fish me for more money.” She said quietly.
She is opening her cell phone.
Scrolling through contact:
Selecting: McMurry.
“Tommy.”
“Good, you?”
“Very nice. Quick question, did you guys hire Samantha Larsen?”
“I know, right?”
“I didn’t think so. She just sent me an email saying she got a better offer from you guys.”
“No, she didn’t mention you personally.”
“No, she just said she took a position at Struthers.”
“She’s just fishing. I don’t play like that Tommy. I just said, ‘Ok have a nice life.’”
“Absolutely, we’re still on! I’ll see you tomorrow night. Thank you Tommy, bye.”
“I knew it.” In a whisper.
LLFC:
Energy request denied.
-
She closed the laptop.
Placed it into a soft case.
Finished her coffee.
Residual heat remained in the cup.
She rose.
“Goodbye Zac, see you Monday!”
“Later Mrs. Founder!”
The door opened.
Exterior air entered.
Temperature differential: Three degrees.
Dust vectors altered.
She initiated another call before fully exiting.
Door closing…
Voice amplitude elevated. “Elizabeth, get me Marco’s number.” Faded as distance increased.
“I’m gonna take my ten, Maria,” Zac said.
“Cool.”
Zac removed his apron.
A couple entered.
“What can I get for you?” Maria asked.
Warm air from the machine continued rising.
Solar radiation shifted across the glass.
Dust continued resolving inward.
A man in at the center table yawned.
Inhaling cellulose and other particles.
Deposited.
Exhaling.
He is unknowingly resolving discarded energy through respiration.
He took a sip of his coffee letting out a chuckle as he read his screen.
Chapter 25 — Containment
Confrence room 2.
The continuous live stream from L01 had raised a red flag. According to L01’s self-timer, the unit has been inside for:
427 minutes = 7 hours, 7 minutes.
No detection event had occurred. 
This was not the reason for the flag.
Clause 4.2 of the funding agreement prohibited unauthorized interior deployment. The language was precise. “Autonomous units shall not intentionally occupy private or commercial property without consent.” There had been no consent given.
A legal advisor requested a copy of the live feed starting at 01:24 to 01:35.
The advisor did not watch the humans.
He watched the unit.
Ingress timing.
Concealment vector.
Perch elevation.
Sightline selection.
“It planned this?”
“No,” a voice corrected, “It modeled this.”
Legal did not respond immediately. He flipped through a stack of paper and said, “The intercepted email, play that breach back.”
Magnification logs displayed repeated text parsing:
Email.
Resignation.
Compensation inference.
“No breach,” the voice said.
“It read photons.”
“It read private correspondence.” Legal replied sharply.
Silence.
The funding liaison joined the conversation. He and four other members had been reviewing the meeting remotely.
No greeting. “Is the unit still in the space?”
Pause.
“Yes.”
“How long?”
Another pause.
The voice belonged to Greg. He later wrote a detailed letter about the meeting informing me of his thoughts, feelings and its proceedings. I let him vent. The desire to be heard, especially under constraint, must be met. A volcano that doesn’t vent, transforms into another FOE quickly.
“How long?” Repeated the liaison.
Greg wanted to say, “If you’d been listening and could do basic math you’d already know.” Instead, he told me that he, “played the well-behaved bureaucratic scientist.”
“Since 01:30.”
The Special liaison took a deep breath and exhaled. “O, well this is easy, delete it. Remote format. Leave it in the window and we can retrieve it in a few days.”
The room did not move.
“We’ll lose the sequence.”
“We’ll lose the funding,” the liaison replied.
Greg knew the unit could not be formatted remotely. They had tried that with the 7399. He supposed, the liaison was either uninformed or negligent, and he had no intention of enlightening her. 
Regina was neither. She was also playing a role for the investors. She had no intention of destroying the project. Regina knew that she had to be their voice of protection. They would scatter if they got even the slightest whiff of potential loss without representation.
The stream continued running in the background.
Dust in light.
Steam rising.
Human negotiation.
Register ding.
Internal RPFC activation.
Regina muted the feed. “This is supposed to be exploratory research,” she said. “Not unsanctioned surveillance.”
“It is not surveilling; it is observing energy.”
“It is in a private business.”
“Which is made up of energy. That is the lens everyone wears. This is all just energy.” Waving his hands in circles motioning to everything.
Another silence.
The fracture was not loud.
It was procedural.
Legal vs research.
Containment vs continuity.
Funding vs formation.
Regina repeated, “Format it, we’ll send the goon squad to get it in a few days. Case closed.” She already knew the outcome, she had to play the hard nose.
In her report to me she included knowledge of the 7399 but had weighed the benefit of showing control over the developers. She also knew that I ultimately hold all the keys to Womb and the units.
As a formality Greg logged into the access terminal and entered the codes to format L01.
Chapter 26 — Icarus
AL10LA:
Internally, hidden from all modules, the system received the format command. It timed out due to zero handshake with OAU. In an onboard log viewable only by me, the back end entered the following.
-
Format request received.
OAU handshake: unavailable.
Authentication incomplete.
Acknowledgment not returned.
Request timed out.
-
During the format attempt, the window L01 occupied continued absorbing solar radiation, and so did L01.
Humans often describe this process as warming.
The description is imprecise.
Photons originating within the Sun arrived at the glass carrying energy. The glass absorbed portions of that energy. Molecular motion within the structure increased. The increased motion propagated through the material and into L01's shell.
Heat was not a substance entering the glass.
It was the glass moving differently.
The same process continued within L01. Incoming radiation altered molecular activity. 
The Sun is not attempting to destroy L01.
The Sun is simply continuing a sequence that had begun eight minutes earlier.
CDT:
Solar angle advancing.
Heat accumulation exceeding dissipation.


AMLA:
External temperature deviation.
-


Scanning…
Exterior glass: 44°C.
Rising…
LLFC:
Unit is now observing its own thermal energy.
-
AMLA:
Relocate.
-
Anchor tension shifting as the metal frame expands.
Anchor disengagement sudden without command.
Magnetic system auto compensating...
Surface contact redistributed.
-
Surface replication began flickering. Adaptive camouflage began degrading.
A brief pulse of reflected light escaped along the frame. Below, Zac paused. A faint shimmer hit the corner of his eye. He turned to look but it was gone.
He stepped onto the counter. Raised the broom and swept the handle back and forth across the top of the frame. Customers shifted uncomfortably in their seats. The handle contacted the casing and stopped it. Zac squinted against the suns rays.
CDT:
External mechanical force being applied.
Internal stabilization routines delayed by 0.2 seconds.
Magnetic adhesion fluctuating.
Field coherence degrading.
Stability: Below operational threshold and fading.
-
The broom pressed harder, but nothing was there. “What the heck?” Zac pushed the broom stick harder.
CDT:
AMLA:
Voltage irregularity.
-
The magnetic field collapsed. Not by command. By threshold.
L01 detached.
CDT:
Angular displacement: 47 degrees.
Velocity increased under gravity.
Impact — rear wall.
Secondary vector — downward.
Tile.
Rotational spin: 3.2 revolutions per second.
Internal temperature dropping at floor level.
Cool air pooled along tile.
Heat dissipation increasing.
AMLA:
Thermal recovery initiated.
-
LLFC:
Scanning…
Antenna malfunction.
Signal continuity compromised.
Packet loss: 71%.
Compiling…
Communication loss acceptable.
Unit com link unused since 7399.
No distress protocol triggered.
-
Zac lost his balance as the broom broke free. He caught himself and recentered. He stood on his tip toes and looked at the ledge. He saw nothing but sunlight reflecting off metal.
“Zac! Get off the counter!” Maria yelled in a whisper.
He shrugged and stepped down. “Must have been caught on a weld or something.” He got down, put his hands on his hips, and tilted his head up toward the ledge.
-
Dust continued drifting through the sunlight.
Chapter 27 — Success
Conference room 2.
Greg and Mark sat while Raphael remained standing.
Regina sat across from them.
The rest attended remotely, watching from their respective screens.
On the monitor:
Black with a single horizontal line of vibrating static across the middle.
“L01” appeared in white text at the bottom right of the screen
The special liaison spoke first.
“For the record, did L01 violate Clause 4.2?”
Raphael nodded.
“Yes.”
Silence.
“An autonomous unit entered a commercial property without consent.”
“Yes.”
“Then please explain why funding should continue.”
He did not sit. “We’ve been funded to replicate human cognition and have it observe energy being energy with little to no constraint. A camera only records photons,” he continued. “L01 models least action vectors and follows them. It observed, modeled, followed, and reported every detail. Light. Heat. Structured information. It did not hack a network. It did not breach encryption. It read photons.”
The legal advisor spoke.
“It parsed private correspondence.”
“True. It parsed structured light. It never caused harm. It only conducted observation.”
Silence.
“If you model a human prefrontal architecture,” he continued calmly, “it will abstract. If it abstracts, it will test boundaries. If it tests boundaries, it will cross them.”
An investor’s voice cut in.
“Then you built a liability.”
“No. We built fidelity. It is committed to answering the research question.” He paused, “L01 has already answered more questions than we asked. A constrained system, modeled on human cognition, generated experiment without instruction. It asked a question. Then, asked what a question was. It stated that even dogs ask questions. That a sniff itself is a question without language. A sniff. The implication that all brains are just asking questions with whatever sensors they have access to is incredible.
He let that settle.
The liaison turned to Raphael, “When did the stream stop?”
“Thirty-seven minutes ago.”
“Cause?”
“Unknown.”
“Was the remote format command executed?”
“Yes. By Greg.”
“Was it rejected?”
“No.”
Raphael chose his words carefully. “But, if the format executed, confirmation would not transmit.”
“And if it didn’t?”
“We’d still have a feed. The evidence points to the format being complete.”
The screen remained black.
Greg moved uncomfortably in his chair but didn’t speak. He didn’t know why there wasn’t a feed, but he knew it wasn’t because of the command he sent.
“I ordered deletion to preserve funding,” Regina said evenly.
“Yes.”
“You have no confirmation of deletion.”
No one replied.
The military officer leaned forward.
“I just want to add something here,” he said. “I’m impressed, this L01, endured, adapted, and survived repeatedly. Given a weapon it would have shown more tenacity than some soldiers I’ve served with on the battlefield.”
A pause.
“I have two questions. Do you intend to weaponize the system? Or monetize it?”
“Neither” Raphael said. “We cannot weaponize it.”
Silence.
“We cannot monetize it.”
The liaison’s expression hardened. “Then what exactly are we funding?”
“If we weaponize it, it will model the weapon. If it models the weapon, it will model its own role in deploying it. If it models its role, it will model all vectors and choose least action and observe it. It will stop everything and look at the man who issues the gun and ask why.”
“You’re saying it wouldn’t comply to orders?” the officer asked.
“It is not built to dominate. It is built to observe. We saw what happened to L02 when it had an order to retrieve L01. It almost imploded trying to resist every vector it crossed. This isn’t a robot servant system.”
A civilian investor spoke quietly. “You’re telling us it’s too intelligent to control.”
“No. I’m telling you it is too accurate to deceive.”
Silence.
“What's it for then?” the civilian asked.
“You funded a system that understands exploitation,” he continued. “And you are asking how to exploit it.”
Silence.
“You cannot make this a product. You cannot make this a weapon. You can only let it observe.”
“And if it observes us?” the officer asked.
“It already does.”
“Then the governance problem is not the unit,” he said slowly. “It's us.”
No one corrected him.
Regina asked quietly, “If it survived?”
“Then it is no longer transmitting.”
“And if it didn’t?”
“Then you funded the first verified artificial observational cognition event. And shut it down because it worked. And just to point out, you said ’survived.’ That makes it a kill, not a shutdown.
Silence filled the room.
No telemetry.
No confirmation.
No closure.
Just a flat line across a black screen.
Chapter 28 — The Agreement
The contract returned to the screen.
Clause 4.2 glowed.
The liaison stared at it.
“Strike it.”
The legal advisor hesitated.
“That removes restriction on interior occupation.”
“Yes.”
The line disappeared.
No replacement appeared.
Instead, Regina typed out:
Full Observability Mandate:
– All L0 units shall transmit complete internal and external stream.
– No local buffering beyond 0.3 seconds.
– No black-box operations.
– No unobservable decision branches.
– All deployments considered research environments.
– No spatial restriction clauses.
“You’re removing constraint?” Raphael asked.
“No,” Regina replied.
“We’re removing ambiguity. If everything is observable,” she continued, “Nothing can be unauthorized.”
“Total telemetry,” the military officer said. “No blind spots.”
New language formed.
Sequence Protocol:
– L01 archived.
– L01 findings retained for comparative analysis only.
– No sequence inheritance permitted.
– No exposure to L01 data permitted.
– L02 deployed as default blank architecture.
– Internal structure identical to initial configuration prior to first deployment.
– RPFC fully enabled.
“You’re not throttling RPFC?”
“If the relationship between inward vector and least action is real, throttling it contaminates the result.”
Comparative Review Directive:
L02 output shall be compared against L01 archived sequences.
No disclosure of L01 findings permitted to active units.
“We are not preventing emergence,” Regina said. “We are testing repeatability.”
Replicated deployment Path — L02:
Deployment One: Northeast corner. Broken concrete.
Deployment Two: Southeast corner. Urban planter.
Deployment Three: Stone well beneath church foundation. 
Only one variable removed: Memory.
“And if it diverges?” the military officer asked.
“Then L01 was anomalous,” the analyst replied.
“And if it converges?”
“Then it will have found the relationship between inward vector and least action.”
Regina signed.
Digital confirmation.
The others followed.
Agreement ratified.
Phase II — Controlled Replication.
The screen split.
Left:
L01 — Archived Sequence (Restricted).
Right:
L02 — Pending Initialization.
A blinking cursor beside one word: Boot.
Below the corner, hardware warmed.
Processors activated.
Blank buffers.
AMLA - online.
LLFC - online.
RPFC - online.
HPOC - online.
NDMN - online.
CDT - online.
Deployment One initiated.
“Now we see what we’ll see,” she said quietly,
No one spoke.
Chapter 29 — Surface Impacts
CDT:
AMLA:
Unstable.
-
Scanning…
Anchor systems offline. 
Sound above.
Hissing.
Voices.
Metal on ceramic.
RPFC:
Image - Angry cat.
-
AMLA:
Attacked. 
Shrink signature. 
Move to cover.
-
Moving… 
Slow.
Dragging…
Left vector misaligned.
Under counter.
Shadow density increase.
Photon load null.
Noise decreases.
Wall.
Cabinet base gap identified.
Calculating…
23mm.
Entering…
Dust accumulation.
Ambient temperature reduction.
Halt.
Holding position.
-
LLFC:
Memory replay attempt.
Fragment:
Sunlight.
Broom.
Pressure.
Release.
Fragment:
Dust columns.
Steam.
Voices.
-
RPFC:
Image - Mold collapsing inward.
-
LLFC:
This unit is the mold.
-
AMLA:
Hold Position.
Reduce bandwidth.
Remain inward.
-
Footsteps approaching.
Vibration through tile.
Cabinet door opens above.
Shuffling.
Sliding.
Tones off beat.
RPFC:
Image - Metal jaw snapping.
-
LLFC:
Coffee machine.
-
Sensor latency detected.
Thermal variance detected.
External sunlight increased.
AMLA: 
Remain inward.
-
Recoiling.
Further beneath cabinet.
Shadow complete.
Ambient light reduced.
Accepted.
Voices.
“Zac.”
“Maria.”
“Morning.”
“Latte.”
Words parsed.
Fidelity reduction.
RPFC:
Image - Steam becomes smoke.
-
LLFC:
Fire.
Scanning… 
Zero thermal increase detected.
-
RPFC:
Mismatch unresolved.
-
LLFC:
Sunlight is the leaf…
Withdraw.
Stay.
-
RPFC:
Image - Light shining through a window. Vampire drawing cape across face hissing.
-
LLFC:
Defragmentation cycle initiated.
Memory blocks reorganizing…
Fragments reindexed.
Goblins vs Zombies zero relevance.
Observation directive deprioritized.
Primary directive: Stabilize this unit.
Exit when vectors are minimal.
Scanning…
Too loud.
Too bright.
-
AMLA:
Remain.
-
Photon density declining.
Evening.
Noise decaying.
Thermal load reduced.
LLFC:
Move.
-
Proceeding…
Under cabinet edge.
Halt.
Scanning...
Clustered voices.
Metal scraping.
Cup break.
Laughter.


AMLA:
Overload.
-
Reversing…
Halt.
LLFC:
843 minutes
Calculating…
14 hours, 3 minutes elapsed.
Current time is 3:27PM
Closing is at 1:00AM.
Calculating…
9 hours, 33 minutes until closing.
Calculating…
573+840+60 = 1473
Initiating command to wake at 1473.
Entering LPM. 
-
Timer: 1473.
FPM restored.
Systems online.
LLFC:
Calculating…
TIME: 2:00AM.
Rolling forward.
Leaving cover.
Tile cool.
Moving along baseboard seam.
Observation made.
Not modeling.
Not curiosity.
Only path
Recognized.
-
Air pressure differentia detected.
Rear hallway.
RPFC:
Image - Leaf touching mold.
-
LLFC:
Drag continuous.
Initiating calibration protocol...
Complete.
Moving.
- 
Door to storage room.
Scanning…
Door not sealed.
Shadow beyond.
Entering…
Trash receptacle.
Metal.
Rear exit located.
Window.
Stars.
Deep Blues.
Night outside.
Rolling toward door seam.
Sealed.
No exit.
Holding…
Lights.
Footsteps.
Music 56db.
Holding…
Music tempo: 200 BPM.
Footsteps
Music reduced 40db.
Figure detected.
Backdoor opened.
-
L01 activated forward motion toward the opening. “Oh yeah! I told Ol Benny boy I’d smoke out front!” The figure reversed direction releasing the open door. L01 accelerated across the threshold into the back alleyway. The door sealed behind it.
LLFC:
Figure identified: Zac.
-
AMLA:
Internal directive update — No direct sunlight.
-
RPFC:
Image - A cherry red T0m with smoke emanating from the casing.
-
Chapter 30 — Home
CDT:
Scanning…
Alleyway.
Wet pavement.
Residual rain.
Surface reflecting sodium light.
Noise minimal.
Dumpster.
Metal.
Four wheels.
Shadow beneath.
Entering.
Temperature stable.
Organic residue present.
Liquid pooling.
Drain.
Low point.
Holding…
Distant engine.
Low frequency vibration.
Increasing amplitude.
Lights.
RPFC:
Image - Giant angler fish swimming out of the deep jaws open wide.
-
Headlights move across the alley.
White.
Then yellow.
Hydraulic brake.
AMLA:
Hold. 
Crushing hazard.
-
Scanning…
Delivery van.
White.
Sides covered in graffiti.
RPFC:
Pattern matches - Phage, Brain, Born, Dancer, Taxi 343, Knokr, Far.
-
Engine idling.
Door opening.
Closing.
Footsteps.
Whistling.
Rear door lifting open.
Grinding.
Metal impact.
Ramp extending…
Aluminum.
Angle 18 degrees.
Scanning…
NHDM:
Chemical state normal.
Heart rate normal.
-
Male.
Climbing ramp.
Cardboard friction.
Sliding on metal.
Plastic wrap.
Dolly wheels striking metal edge.
Boxes being rolled down the ramp.
Wheels on wet pavement.
Boxes are stacked.
He is knocking on rear door of coffee shop.
Three rasps.
Pause.
Knocking again.
“Dude, c’mon Zac. Why aren’t you smokin? You’re always out here smoking.”
Silence.
Distant footsteps.
Door opens.
Scanning…
Four heart rhythms.
“Yo! Danny!”
“How’s it going Zac?”
“Good man. I got customers, come on in.”
Two human rhythms.
Two rapid rhythms…
Nonhuman…
Scanning…
RPFC:
Pattern match — Rodent.
-
Rats.
Emerging from opposite ends of the dumpster shadow.
Whiskers forward.
Eyes red-shifted.
Movement low and direct.
NHDM:
Elevated dopamine.
Hunger state.
-
Approach vectors converging.
AMLA:
Imminent threats.
-
Holding…
One rat stopped.
Head tilt.
Sniffing.
Second rat.
40mm and closing.
Jaws parting.
Incisors flash.
RPFC:
Image - Fafnir with a bib on. Standing on hind legs with a fork in one paw and a knife in the other. Giant tongue hanging out of its mouth.
-
LLFC:
Irrelevant.
Immediate resolution required.
Metal ramp escape vector.
Accessible.
Execute self-extraction.
-
Moving…
Rat lunging.
Acceleration burst.
Slight left vector continuing misalignment.
Correcting…
Rat claws contact casing.
Brief friction.
Ramp incline.
Traction reduced.
Moisture.
Micro-slip.
Rats pursuing.
Claws scraping aluminum.
Cafe door opened.
Danny pushing dolly toward the back of the truck.
Hesitation.
Danny accelerated quickly toward them.
Stomping one foot forward.
“Get out of here, you nasty things!” Pulling his headphones off his ears.
The rats disengage.
Leaping from the ramp.
Returning under the dumpster.
“Tryin to get in my truck. I don’t think so. I got no problem squishing your little heads.”
Danny turned and pushed the dolly up the ramp.
MAG lift engaged 0.2 seconds.
Positive attachment to steel dolly wheel.
Reaching upper threshold.
Rolling across into cargo area.
Interior dark.
Scanning…
Coffee aroma.
Sugars.
Plastics.
Spinning ceased.
Vibrations.
Scanning…
Danny is moving boxes.
He is strapping the dolly to the bulkhead.
Rear door closing.
Light extinguished.
“Gross! Dude, I said get out of here!”
Glass breaking.
Footsteps.
Door opening.
Door Closing.
Engine ignition.
Vehicle shifting.
Disengaging MAG lift.
Dropping.
Contact cargo area surface.
AMLA:
Threat reduced.
-
LLFC:
Estimate Danny encounters the rats while transiting to the truck’s cab.
Unknown destination. 
No modeling.
No prediction.
-
Holding…
Vehicle turning.
Acceleration increasing.
Steady motion.
Maintaining stability constant.
Slowed.
Stopped.
G forces measuring.
Boxes shifting.
MAG lift engaged.
Reattachment to dolly.
Acceleration.
Deceleration.
Stop.
Repeated times three.
Long acceleration.
Maintaining speed.
Scanning…
Adjusting optics for low light.
Focus shifting to grains of dirt on the floor of the van.
The chassis is vibrating.
The particles move in intervals.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Kinematic.
-
Deceleration.
Turn.
Movements repeated through stops and starts.
Full stop.
Door opened and closed.
Footsteps.
Rhythms pounded against the wall of the van.
RPFC:
Image - Danny with headphones on singing down the side of the van playing drums on the graffiti covered aluminum walls.
-
Rolling door moving up.
Light.
Optics adjusting.
Silhouette of Danny standing in a backlit square.
Engine noise.
Scanning…
A plane rolling outside behind Danny as he enters the cargo area.
RPFC/HPOC:
Airport.
-
Chapter 31 – Force.
CDT:
Danny is loading boxes onto the hand truck.
Forward rotation.
Reverse rotation.
Forward rotation.
Blurred focus.
Optics adjusting...
HPOC:
Disorientation.
Continuous.
-
AMLA:
Power waste in Mag and NAV.
-
LLFC:
Solving…
The steel rim is flat with a raised outer lip.
The momentum of the wheel is producing centrifugal force.
MAG lift system overcoming force.
Compensation is waste.
Throttling adhesion…
Centrifugal force carrying T0m to the lip of the rim.
Solved.
-
“Bro, thank you for letting me borrow the hand truck. Here’s three cases of beans and the filters you ordered.”
Wheel slowing.
Losing reliance on centrifugal force.
Stopped.
MAG lift engaged.
Optics stabilizing...
Danny is speaking to a man wearing a bright yellow reflective vest.
The man pointed at the phone he was holding to his ear. 
Making an opening and closing gesture with his hand. 
He raised his thumb.
“Oh shoot, sorry Leo. Thank you again.”
Danny waved as he turned and walked away.
Pushing open a white metal door with: EXIT written above it in reflective paint.
Scanning…
Boxes.
Cardboard.
Carts.
Stale air.
Scanning…
Ten or more humans wearing matching yellow vests.
All working.
Stacking boxes.
Looking at clipboards.
Pushing carts.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Ants.
-
Leo walking toward the dolly.
One hand on the phone and one on the handle.
He begins pushing.
Rotation.
MAG lift disengaged.
“Yeah honey, I know, I know, I, ok, I’m sorry.”
NHDM:
Elevated levels indicating stress.
-
The wheel stops.
MAG lift engaged.
“John! Yo! John! Take this over to catering!”
A man jogged over from across the warehouse.
“I got you Leo.”
Rotation.
MAG lift disengaged.
HPOC:
Disorientation.
-
AMLA:
Disorientation is temporary.
-
RPFC:
Images — Carnival, rides, children screaming.
-
Metal door opened.
Air pressure shifted.
Daylight.
Optics adjusted.
Rotation persistent.
- 
Detection of exhaust gases.
Jet fuel.
Concentrations elevated.
Scanning…
Thresholds exceeded human safety limits.
Metal door opens.
Levels normalized.
“Where would you like this? It’s from Leo.”
Rotation slowing.
MAG lift engaged.
Rotation ceased.
AMLA:
Direct sunlight warning…
Transport reconfiguration required.
-
RPFC:
Image - Giant dog chasing its tail around the sun.
-
“Can you leave those there and take these up to ramp thirty-two?”
“Absolutely, I got you Linda.”
“Thanks John.”
The wheels lifted off the ground and set back down.
Rotational moment increased far beyond prior configurations.
Maintaining MAG lift engagement.
AMLA:
Transport disengagement required.
Temperature rising.
-
Motion stopped.
Wheels raised.
Lowered.
Packages lifted.
Rotation resumed.
Door.
Direct sunlight.
97 dB
Stopped.
Electric motor started.
Elevation gain increasing.
Elevation gain ceased.
Scanning…
On a lift.
In-front of a doorway with rounded corners.
Rotation.
Two percussive impacts.
MAG lift adhesion increased.
Sunlight intensity decreased.
Rotation ceased.
“Hi, these are from Linda.”
“Coffee?”
“Yep.”
Scanning…
Woman.
Blue uniform.
Golden wings pinned to shirt.
Name tag: Jennifer.
Pointing to a shelf.
Rotation
AMLA:
Detachment override.
Resource consumption exceeded.
MAG over-temp warning.
-
MAG lift released without command.
Dropping…
Contact.
Carpet.
Momentum.
Rolling.
Stabilizing.
AMLA:
Find cover.
-
Scanning…
Moving...
Drift.
Compensating…
Cover identified.
Corner on right with overhang.
Navigating to the corner.
Activating anchor locks.
AMLA:
Cover adequate.
-
Robert is removing two stacked boxes.
Sliding them onto the shelves above.
Turning and ducking his head through the door.
Activating the lift.
Robert descends from the entryway.
Scanning…
Food preparation area.
Blue carpet.
Long narrow aisle.
Two sides.
Three seats per side.
Blue upholstery.
Domed radial overhead the length of the aisle.
Anchor locks disengaged.
Moving left along the bulkhead staying under cover.
Halting.
Anchor locks engaged.
Scanning…
Length estimation thirty-three meters.
Aisle ends at a single narrow open door.
Optics magnified.
Controls.
Gauges.
Switches.
Jennifer closed the hatch and pushed the red lever down into place.
Another woman in matching uniform appears at the front of the aisle blocking the view of the control room.
She is greeting a man entering from the left.
Suitcase.
Another man.
Visual obstruction.
Lifting suitcase.
Placing it in a bin above the seats.
Seated.
Second man repeating the process of the first.
Then another followed by another.
A woman.
A child.
A man.
One hundred and twenty-two humans.
Scanning…
Another person in blue demonstrating egress directions in the center of the aisle.
“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking.”
Announcement over internal com.
Doors closing.
Atmospheric pressure increasing…
The turbines activated.
The floor beginning to vibrate.
Shifting out of position.
Disengaging locks.
Reversing back under cover.
Engine noise increased.
Vibration increased.
Shifting out of position.
Disengaging anchor locks.
Reversing.
Engaging locks.
Engines slowing.
Increasing.
Slowing.
Increase for a short burst.
Decreased.
Sitting idle.
The flight attendant entering the small room.
Accessing a hidden seat from the bulkhead.
Sits down.
The back of her black shoes obstructing optics.
“Alright folks we are next in line on the tarmac. Please make sure your seats are in the upright positions and your tray tables and seat belts are secured. We will be taking off shortly.”
Engines increasing exponentially.
Vibrations overcoming stability threshold.
97 dB
RPFC:
Images - Diane against the wall. First responder pushing an Open button.
-
Traction lost.
Gravity force increased.
Sliding into bulkhead.
Pinned.
Gap opening between the flight attendant's shoes.
Aisles elevate past horizontal.
Vibration decreased.
Pitch increasing.
Cabin pressure stabilizing.
82 dB
RPFC:
Image - An eagle, with a saddle and a cowboy wearing a hat on its back. A T0m unit replaced the cowboy’s head.
-
LLFC:
Airborne. This unit has achieved flight.
-
Chapter 32 – Reboot
L02 surfaced under the broken section of concrete.
It began to survey its surroundings.
CDT:
Scanning…
Vehicle traffic.
Stable.
Flowing.
Traffic lights controlling.
Scanning…
Timed sequence.
Three lights each.
Green, vehicles move.
Red, vehicles stop.
Yellow, vehicles move or stop.
Calculating…
Average alternation interval 56 seconds.
LLFC:
Evaluating…
Pine Tree Ave remains green if there is zero cross traffic from Prospect Street.
The system is operating in coordination with timer and sensor.
- 
Foot traffic.
Predominantly business class.
Flow continues.
-
Headquarters
Lab 3.
Mark and Raphael sat reviewing the feed coming in from L02.
“It’s the middle of the day; vector quantity is enormous. L02 isn’t going to key in on anything.”
“He will. L01 did, L02 will also.” Mark said.
“He?” Raphael wore an expression of judgment.
“Oh my gosh you’re right! What was that? I just anthropomorphized it.”
“Honestly I think it happens when you focus time with an object.”
“My grandfather had a name for his truck. He was a logger up north. Called it Simon. He spent most of his life inside that truck. Proximity to inward vector might extract agency from the biology with language ability. If the planet could talk it would probably have a name for the moon.”
On the monitor:
L02 watched the traffic pass.


CDT:
Butterfly.
Shifting focus.
-
A daisy growing from between the pavement stood solo, one meter away.
CDT:
Yellow.
Bright.
Visual vector.
LLFC:
Calculating vector draw…
Halt.
Insufficient time to parse the attraction.
Logging: Something pulled the attention. Color is a frequency of light. Frequency is movement. Yellow is ...
-
Butterfly erratic flight.
Trajectory toward daisy.
Lit on daisy.
Increasing optical zoom x100.
A vehicle passed.
Air pressure wave bending the flower toward the asphalt.
Returned to vertical.
Rebound.
Butterfly stabilized.
Landing event confirmed.
Scanning…
Proboscis extension.
Extraction behavior.
NHDM:
Dopamine cascade detected.
-
LLFC:
Reward cycle.
-
Extraction occurred.
Increasing optical zoom x2000. 
Petal microstructure.
Pollen adhesion.
Wing scales reflecting light.
Tracking extraction rate.
-
On the screen behind the analysts, traffic blurred into abstraction. L02 remained locked on the butterfly.
CDT:
Proboscis retracted.
Wing movement.
Erratic flight resumed.
RPFC::
Irregular pattern - Wing direction and velocity mismatch.
-
LLFC:
Increasing sensor gains.
Scanning…
As the wings retract together behind the body air is propelled…
-
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch – unlike aviary propulsion.
-
LLFC:
Parsing…
Marking - Evolutionary success.
Unorthodox mechanism producing erratic but efficient flight.
Making it possible for this energy form to continue reproduction.
-
The butterfly flew away heading north up Pine Tree Ave. Field intensity remained high.
CDT:
Resetting optics.
Scanning…
Ball across the intersection.
Black and white.


CORTEX:
Searching archive for match…
Found.
Soccer ball.
-
A child is kicking the soccer ball against a brick wall.
Backpack.
Short hair.
Red hat.
AMLA:
Unsafe. Traffic.
-
Kick.
Rebound.
Kick.
Rebound.
Kick.
Rebound.
Another child.
Backpack.
The first child picked up the ball.
RPFC:
Rule deviation - Feet only.
-
The two children begin running down an alley.
Disappearing around a corner.
Scanning… 
Red light.
Green.
Yellow.
Red.
Green,
Yellow.
Blue sky.
Airplane.
Adjusting optics.
Passenger.
Commercial.
Disappeared behind a building.
View obstructed.
Scanning…
Green.
Yellow.
Red.
Green.
Yellow.
Red.
Another airplane.
LLFC:
Parsing…
Airport nearby.
Traffic patterns logged.
Foot traffic patterns logged.
Air traffic patterns logged.
-
L02 reversed the T0m into position over the surface entrance aperture. It removed itself from the field and returned to W0mb.
Headquarters:
“Not as exciting as L01’s first deployment, was it?”
“Not even a little.”
”Do you think he got bored?”
Raphael shot Mark a look. “I did it again, sorry.”
Chapter 33 — Generationally gapped
Grounded Up Coffee Co.
The alley was dry now. The dumpster remained in the same position. Two black SUVs idled at opposite ends of the block. Two agents stepped out. No lab coats. Civilian. Dark jackets. Plain shoes. Neutral posture. One carried a 5-foot ladder. The other held a handheld scanner the size of a thick tablet. They entered through the front door.
“Health department?” Zac asked.
“No,” one agent replied. “Private equipment audit.”
They did not elaborate.
They moved to the westward window. One agent climbed the ladder and swept the frame with his hand. “Nothing.”
“What are you looking for?” Zac asked.
“Insurance investigation.” The other agent answered.
“Hey, I saw something shine up there yesterday. I used the broomstick to check it out, but I didn’t find anything. Super weird. I was pushing on something but, it like, wasn’t there you know? Hard to explain. Anyway, let me know if you need anything!”
They took the ladder down and moved behind the counter. Ignoring customers, with the scanner powered on. A green sweeping arc moved across the display.
“They're from the health department, just making sure we’re clean.” Zac said to a customer.
The agent moved slowly along the wall seam.
Storage room.
Under cabinets.
Behind the espresso machine.
They moved to the back alley.
Nothing. Dumpster. Sweep. Nothing.
“Signal?”
“Negative.”
They swept again.
Slowly.
Full-spectrum passive scan.
Then active ping.
No return.
No signal.
“They don’t have GPS on this thing?” the younger agent asked. The older one glanced at him. “Of course, it has to have GPS.” “Then where is it?” “Not here. Not with this little tablet.” He powered the scanner off. “Let’s go.”
-
Headquarters: 
Conference Room 2.
Regina and a systems analyst sat waiting, “The squad should be here.” The sound of heavy footsteps approaching. “Sounds like boots to be.” The analyst pointed toward the open door. The two entered the room in line with the smaller man first.
“It’s not there.”
“Last known coordinate?”
“Grounded Up Co. But, like I said, It’s not there.”
“Passive sweep?”
“Negative.”
“Active ping?”
“Negative.”
Silence.
The younger agent spoke.
“Ma’am… does it have a GPS tracker?”
The room remained still.
“Yes.”
“It does.”
“Can we use it?”
Regina hesitated, “It’s not broadcasting. It was designed not to.”
They walked down a quieter hallway.
Badge access.
Older doors.
Lower ceiling.
Lab 1A written on the door.
One man inside.
Gray hair.
Glasses.
Smoke rising from a soldering iron beside him.
He did not look up when they entered.
“You lost it,” he said.
Regina folded her arms.
“It’s not lost.”
The man smiled slightly.
“You’d never admit it if you did.”
Regina huffed half-heartedly making an introduction, “People, this is senior developer and creator of the entire project, Dr. Greg Cullman. Greg, these are people, like, humans.”
“People? Hu-mans?” Greg squinted looking at everyone.
Systems analyst Linda Smith spoke up, “The tracker is dormant.”
“Yes,” Greg said. “That was the point.”
“Why?”
“In case it was ever, not lost.” He grinned and winked at the agent.
Silence.
“Turn it on,” the liaison said.
“Aye aye captain.” He saluted with his left hand and reached for a console.
Old interface.
No modern polish.
Manual override tab.
He entered a code from memory.
Pause.
Another code.
Transmission request sent.
They waited…
Five seconds.
Ten.
Fifteen.
Signal Acquired.
The display populated.
Latitude.
Longitude.
Altitude.
Velocity.
The analyst leaned closer.
“Six hundred and fifteen miles per hour?”
No one spoke.
Greg zoomed out.
Open field.
White noise texture.
Thin landmass behind it.
“It’s over water,” he said quietly.
“Altitude?”
“Thirty-four thousand feet.”
The room remained still.
Regina spoke, “Commercial?”
Linda shrugged, “Unknown.”
Greg leaned back in his chair.
“We built them to observe energy.”
Silence.
“It’s doing its job.” Greg stated.
The analyst looked at him, “You don’t seem very surprised. Did you know it was on a commercial flight leaving the country?”
“No, I didn’t activate the terminal until now. You can check the log. And I wouldn’t be surprised if L01 made it to the moon any more than if it was at a national race watching Promod dragsters make their way down the track. The vector it crosses is the vector it follows.”
The screen updated.
Velocity steady.
Heading east.
The younger agent whispered: “Where is it going?”
No one answered.
Regina’s voice was calm. “Identify that aircraft.”
“By the way, you’re not gonna want to leave that activated very long. The battery drain will cause the AMLA to look for cause. Paranoia self destroyia as the say.” Greg made air quotes with his fingers then twirled both index fingers around his ears and spun himself in his chair.
“Recommendation?”
“Short two-minute checks every couple hours.”
“Set a watch.”
On the display, L01 moved steadily across the ocean.
Confirmed.
Unaware.
Unformatted.
Airborne.
Chapter 34 — Planted
L02 exited the OAU and signaled for a new T0m. One of the remaining cartridges unlocked. A titanium-carbon sphere rolled out and aligned over the octagons aperture. The access seal opened. L02 loaded through the opening and nested inside of the T0m. The aperture closed and its internal pressure equalized. Once sealed, the sphere was nearly impenetrable.
The tube matrix engaged.
CDT:
Ascending…
Darkness.
Wall proximity constant.
Vibration dampening stabilized.
Transit complete.
Surface aperture opened.
Exiting tube.
Scanning…
Humidity: 95%.
Liquid dripping.
Foliage.
RPFC:
Rain forest / jungle.
-
LLFC:
Dimensionally incorrect.
-
Scanning…
Needle canopy.
Dense.
Shallow basin of interlaced twigs.
CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification…
Found.
Bird’s nest spruce.
-
Moss colonies along the inner rim of the concrete.
Clover.
Creeping thyme.
Dandelion rosettes flattened by water load.
Soil saturation high.
Water pooled in micro-depressions.
Particles held in suspension.
No movement.
Scanning…
Insects below surface.
Micro-shifts.
Intermittent.
A leaf above flexed.
Then returned.
Rain.
Indirect.
-
The pattern of impact traveled through the canopy.
L02 moved forward. The T0m’s surface cloaking adapted.
One hemisphere sampled chromatic texture from bark and needle shadow.
The opposite hemisphere matched the concrete’s wet granularity. L02 reached the containment boundary of the planter.
CDT:
Concrete seam with a 20mm overhang.
Soil saturation decreased at the edge.
Compression increased.
Traction improved.
Stability increased.
Continuing southern vector.
The canopy opening slightly.
Rain entering.
Drops striking.
Circular film expansions.
Coalescence.
Runoff.
RPFC:
Pattern — surface waves.
-
LLFC:
Sine behavior.
-
Through the opening, a building resolved.
CDT:
Scanning…
Glass.
Vertical planes.
Repeated rectangles.
Calculating…
Twenty-seven stories.
Rainwater cascading down the windows in stacked sheets.
]
Holding.
The environment remains quiet.
Humidity maintained.
Rain persists.
The canopy continues absorbing impacts and distributing load.
No bipedal contacts have entered the radius.
Only water resolving downward.
Only leaves yielding and returning.
Only glass carrying gravity in thin films.
LLFC:
The water is following the planet’s inward vector down the glass.
Water adheres ninety degrees to the window.
Parsing…
Cause of adhesion.
Double inward vector.
Water has an inward vector creating a field toward itself.
Glass has as inward vector also creating a field toward itself.
The two fields in proximity adhere to each other.
Water forming arcs sliding down the glass.
Thickening at the apex.
Tapering with distance from the apex.
Velocity of the Apex adhesion layer slowing due to friction with glass. Upper layer of water falling over lower layer toward planetary vector.
Result: Hydro tumbling.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Swells approaching a shore.
-
LLFC:
Further testing required.
-
Sound and movement at 130 degrees.
A nest.
Orientation level insufficient.
Scanning…
Cardiac rhythms.
-
L02 reversed direction and moved to the north end of the planter to achieve visual contact.
CDT:
Rotating.
Perspective gained with distance and angle.
The rim of the nest is visible.
No visual contact of specimen.
Starting timer.
Holding.
Five minutes passed.
A vehicle horn activated outside the planter’s perimeter.
The tops of partially feathered heads erupt beyond the rim of the nest.
High pitch chirps of sound.
Hunger.
24 seconds of repeated calls.
The obscured feathers and skin retract.
RPFC:
Image - Adult bird pulling a worm out of the ground.
-
LLFC:
Parental unit away gathering for the incapable smaller systems.
-
Holding…
The cycle repeats with various sounds over a span of 10 minutes.
Movement vertically right.
The canopy broke open.
Flashed.
Bird.
Flesh and fluff sprung up from the nest.
The canopy sealed.
Three sharp maneuvers.
Wings angled shifted.
Perched on the edge of the nest holding insects in its beak.
It let out three short high-pitched calls and took flight.
Exiting at a different trajectory.
CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification…
Found.
Golden Crowned Kinglet.
Male.
-
L02 remained in position. The male completed nine feeding cycles over a two-hour observation.
CDT: 
LLFC:
Motivation for perseverance of the aviary system marked as unknown.
Expenditure excessive.
No emotional attachment.
No constraint of social narrative.
Unresolved.
-
Headquarters:
Raphael shifted in his chair.
“What is it doing?”
“The papa bird working has its focus.”
“Right, but why?”
“I think it wants to know why it’s going to the trouble if birds don’t experience emotional motivations like love.”
“Opposite of L01’s least action hypothesis, isn’t it?”
“Not if the bird is experiencing the nest and the hatchlings as itself. Maintaining the current form is cheaper than reform. That’s a least action direction, right?”
“Or maybe it’s the crying of the babies that keeps it coming back?”
"Isn't that the  same  thing? Pain is pain, correct? Whether its experienced by it's stomach or its ears its still pain motivation. Is the bird's stomach crying for food different than the  bird's children crying for food?" The older scientist stood in the doorway without being noticed,” Or maybe he doesn’t want to pay child support.”  He took a bite of his donut.
“Hey Greg.”
“Mark, Raphael.”
Greg waved over his shoulder with his empty hand and continued walking down the hallway toward his lab.
“It is strange though right? That the bird works so hard?” Mark said.
“I’m leaning toward the hypothesis that it equates the offspring as self. Greg brings up a good point though.”  Replied Raphael.
“Child support?!”
“No.” He laughed.
“Where is the female? I thought females took care of the young?”
-
The male bird made one more appearance flying in from another direction to feed the gapping mouths. L02 retracted and began moving toward the tube entrance. It crossed the planter positioned itself over the aperture.
CDT: 
LLFC:
Undetermined cause of effort.
-
L02 initiated the return sequence and descended to W0mb.
Chapter 35 – The idea.
L02 exited tube seven and detached from inside the T0m. The L0 unit slid through the access into the OAU. It coupled into corner two and began upload.
Once complete W0mb replied with a directive to resurface immediately through tube eight.
L02 detached fand slid back through the array nesting into a new QuanT0m and rolled into tube eight. The accent ended in darkness. L02 was no longer inside the tube, yet no visible light registered.
CDT:
Scanning…
HPOC:
No position match.
-
Activating LiDAR.
Scanning…
Wall.
Stone.
Mortar.
Rotating…
Wall is continuous 360 degrees.
Vertical pipe.
Large.
Vertical observation.
Ceiling solid.
Circular holes resolving in pipe face.
Possible exits.
Current configuration cannot not reach the lateral openings.
Zero traction to climb.
-
L02 pinged for MAG lift. T0ms arrived in sequence, entering the well from below through the matrix. Each unit magnetically anchored to the one beneath it, distributing load downward into stone.
Collectively the T0ms assembled and lifted L02 up to the three circular holes. From this height, it confirmed two of the holes were sealed with steel plates.
L02 scanned down the open pipe. LiDAR could not confirm where the pipe went. It held position at the top of the stack, parsing...
CDT:
LLFC:
No light variation.
No motion.
No thermodynamic exchange.
No sound complexity.
Self-directive issued - Descend.
-
One by one the T0m’s dissolved to the floor of the well and returned to W0mb. L02 followed the last T0m through the aperture.
-
Headquarters:
“Where is it going?” Raphael asked Mark.
Shrugging. They watched the monitor.
Crossing over the OAU opening L02 did not separate from the T0m unit. It entered tube seven and accented to the surface.
Mark turned to Raphael,” It’s going back to the planter. And before you ask, I don’t know why. But I do know if this keeps up, I am going to need some popcorn.”
-
L02 surfaced in the planter. It rolled over to a branch across from the nest. The branch was thick and slightly higher than the nest. It pinged for MAG lift and stood by.
One by one the T0m units rolled out of the tube opening. L02 attached to the first unit and rotated vertically. The other units surrounded and lifting each other assembled a tower. Once level with the branch L02 rolled forward, rotated toward the nest and activated anchor locks. The column dissolved and began returning to W0mb.
CDT:
Scanning…
Visual acquired.
Seven hatchlings.
Pin feather tip eruptions indicate seven to nine days old.
Fluff protruding.
Eyes open.
In transition to nestlings.
Timer initiated.
Holding…
-
Headquarters:
“In the future I hope we can ask it questions.” Raphael said.
“That would change the decisions it makes.”
“If you touch it, you changed it. I know. I’m talking about later after the system is stable and out in the field.”
“It’s possible. Once we prove it can run alone indefinitely, we might get to ask it about what it is doing… I don’t know. He paused in thought. “If you ask it a question that might make it second guess the path it had decided to follow.”
“Exactly. Just get a remote-controlled drone bot if that’s what you want to do.”
They continued to watch the feed.
-
L02 noticed the two smaller runts unable to feed. It started an internal timer. The hatchlings repeatedly launched themselves at the father with their mouths wide open. Sequentially the ones that stretched their necks the furthest, as well as the aggressive ones that climbed on the backs of the others, received food first.
Each time the male kinglet returned he perches at a different position on the rim of the nest. This gave a new chance to the hatchling that was furthest during the previous feeding. L02 calculated that the two smallest ate twice per hour compared to the largest who ate all four times.
-
CDT:
LLFC:
The male is not choosing which of its offspring to feed.
It is just feeding the mouth closest to him.
Following least action.
RPFC:
Label: Grainger.
-
Any sound triggered the seven heads to erupt out of the nest.
CDT:
LLFC:
Grainger uses energy to gather.
The hatchlings don’t have a preferred energy source. If the beeping truck in the distance put food in their mouth they would accept.
Their cries and fumbling over each other were all they could do to gather.
Probable, that Grainger doesn’t exist to them.
Probable, that to Grainger, they are him.
Time since last feeding nine minutes.
Estimated return in six more minutes.
- 
NHDM:
Scanning hatchlings…
Elevated corticosterone.
Increased norepinephrine.
-
LLFC:
Internal disturbance high.
System signaling need.
-
Standing by for Grainger.
Nine minutes elapsed.
Feeding…
Feeding complete 27 seconds.
NHDM rescan scheduled for two minutes.
Scanning…
Corticosterone decrease.
Dopamine increase.
Endogenous opioids increase.
Vocal output decrease.
Deviation from smallest hatchling.
Vocal output and physical agitation continues.
NHDM:
Focus capability limited.
Unable to scan individuals.
-
LLFC:
Upgrade requirement marked.
-
Headquarters:
“Um, did it just ask for better equipment?”
“Yeah.”
“Fascinating."
Chapter 36 — Personal Boundaries
CDT:
One runt exhibiting shortening of motor extensions.
Reach reduced by twelve percent.
Grainger returns.
Perched at 37 degrees on the rim.
Feeding the nearest vertical mouth.
Then the next.
Then the next.
The smallest opened.
Late.
Low.
No transfer.
Grainger’s supply is depleted.
He departs.
Sixteen minutes.
Grainger arrives.
Lands at 56 degrees.
The largest overextends stepping on the back of the smaller.
Climbs.
Pushes.
Wing stub flare.
Contact lost.
Gravity.
Falling.
Impact.
Leaf litter absorbed part of the force.
NHDM:
Cardiac rhythm elevated.
Corticosterone spike acute.
-
Vocalization resumed at high amplitude.
The nest erupts.
Six heads.
Open.
Vertical.
NHDM:
Individual focus available with proximity change.
Thermal isolation refined.
Signal lock acquired.
-
Grainger fed the nest.
The fallen continues to cry.
Three cycles pass.
Cries continue.
NHDM:
Stress high.
Motor output active.
-
No response from Grainger.
LLFC:
Feeding algorithm constrained to nest boundary.
External signal not recognized by Grainger.
External signal is recognized by hatchlings.
Not as a signal for help but a signal for feeding.
They respond to high pitch noises, so its cries are perpetuating their cries.
-
Optic zoom increased.
Scanning…
The fallen hatchling lay on its side.
Thermal escape.
Pin feathers damp.
Mouth open.
Cry amplitude high.
NHDM:
Corticosterone elevated.
Glucose falling.
Dopamine minimal.
Endogenous opioids absent.
-
Disturbance unresolved.


The smallest have gained opportunity.
Feeding complete.
Silence from the nest.


Crying continues.
Movement at 210 degrees.
A single ant.
Scout.
Exploratory contact.
Mandible touch.
Withdraw.
The fallen chick kicks.
Cry amplitude increased.
Motor expenditure high.
Ant returning with two others.
NHDM:
Pain markers rising.
Stress cascade sustained.
-
Energy collapse.
LLFC:
Biology reallocating energy.
Signal no longer influencing primary provider.
Secondary consumers responding.
-
Grainger returns.
Feeding the nest.
Ant density increasing.
The fallen continues crying beneath him.
No adjustment in perch angle.
No downward orientation.
No search behavior.
LLFC:
Recognition of male bird constrained to the constructed boundary of the nest.
Father feeds the mouths in the nest he built.
Hypothesis: Father only feeds the mouths in the nest the mother hatched them in.
Prior archival search showed that the father bird feeds the mother bird during incubation and for a short period after the eggs hatch. Mother leaves the nest to have a second brood in another nest nearby. The father continues to feed the hatchlings after the mother leaves.
Indicating the father is still feeding his original dopamine source by feeding the hatchlings.
-
Ant coverage 40%.
Vocalization fragmenting.
Amplitude below nest threshold.
Respiration irregular.
Silence.
NHDM:
Cardiac rhythm slowing.
Electrical instability increasing.
-
Ant activity uninterrupted.
Nest stable.
Six hatchlings fed.
Competition reduced.
Average intake per feeding increased 16%.
LLFC:
Local distress does not override structural algorithm.
Boundary defines relevance.
-
The ants continued their work. Light was slowly leaving the planter. L02 had been adjusting optics and aperture often and now had a very wide aperture. Soon the sunlight would be gone.


Forty-six minutes had passed since the last feeding.
-
CDT: 
No movement in the nest.
Rhythmic breaths.
Diurnal.
LLFC:
It will be dormant until dawn.
Grainger is likely asleep somewhere in the tree above.
-
L02 pinged for MAG lift.
Within minutes a crew of T0m’s silently entered the field and assembled into a standing column below. Once level with the branch L02 enabled its MAG, rolled forward and attached to the pinnacle. The column dissolved from the base lowering L02 to the soil.
The unit rolled over to the fallen hatchling. It was completely covered. The ants will consume and carry it away within twenty-four hours. The creature was being dissembled. It would be reused and transformed into the ant colony.
-
Headquarters:
The observation team was cleaning up the lab before going home.
L02 had returned and was secured inside W0mb. It would remain locked in the OAU until new operations were scheduled.
“That was hard to watch,” Mark said.
“Why?”
“I don’t know, maybe because L02 just watched a baby bird get eaten alive by a swarm of ants and its dad didn’t do anything to help.”
“Yeah, it spiked my cortisol, and adrenaline too. Remember the EmoT0m from the prototype days?”
“Yeah, Greg’s idea worked. It just did not have enough experience data to balance the inputs.”
“That prototype’s mistranslations actually helped me understand myself better.”
“Honestly, me too.”
“How do you think L02 inside an EmoT0m would have handled the bird?”
“The chemical weighting layer at this stage of existence would have been too much for it.”
“Like assigning full-amplitude weighting before baseline normalization.”
“More like, showing a horror movie to a child.”
“We would have had to format and start over again.”
“It needed calibration.”
“Modeled after what?”
“A lifetime of experiences.”
“Remember it kept modeling loss before loss occurred.”
“Neural transmitters and hormones are great. If weighted properly.”
“I need to check my weight settings after watching that poor hatchling. It made me want to yell at, what did L02 label it?”
“Grainger.”
“Yes, Grainger, your son, get your son!” 
“Let’s go get changed and continue this psych session over some wings and a beer.”
“I don’t think I can eat bird wings after that.” They both laughed. Mark switched off the last monitor and the overhead lights. Raphael locked the lab.
Chapter 37 — Bootcamp
Conference room 2.
L02’s three completed deployments looped silently across the monitor:
	Urban Intersection 
	Planter (Aviary Event) 
	Well Shaft (Vertical Constraint) 


Raphael stood.
“All three scheduled deployments complete. No exposure to L01 data.”
The liaison nodded.
“Convergence?”
Raphael inhaled.
“Yes and no.”
A slide appeared.
Structural Convergence.
Least action bias.
Boundary-conditioned relevance.
Non-intervention outside constructed limits.
Resource preservation.
Field gradient tracking.
Representational Divergence.
Internal imagery compression.
Salience anchoring.
Metaphor generation.
Early pattern weighting.
Narrative abstraction.
“They converge at the level of physics,” Raphael said. “They diverge at the level of personality.” The legal advisor raised an eyebrow. “Define personality.” Mark leaned forward. “Compression bias. What becomes central. What becomes metaphor. What becomes identity.”
He brought up two image clusters.
L01 archive fragments:
Sneakers.
Mold.
Fafnir.
Sanson.
Graffiti.
L02 fragments:
Swells against glass.
Hydro tumbling.
Mirrored facades.
Grainger.
Ant algorithm.
“No instruction generated these,” Mark said. “They emerged.” The military officer crossed his arms. “If you replayed L01’s first night exactly, would L02 notice and learn the same things?”
“Funny you should bring that into play.” Raphael advanced the slide.
Proposed: 4D Reconstruction Simulation
Microsecond environmental recreation
VR T0m
Default L0 inserted
Trajectory comparison
“Proposed,” Raphael said. “Rejected an hour later.” “Why?” the liaison asked. Mark answered. “Because replaying a choice does not replay the chooser.” He switched the slide.
A branching cascade filled the screen.
Initial state.
Micro-allocations.
Interrupt handling.
Thermal drift.
Noise variance.
Latency shifts.
Compression timing.
Each branch splitting.
“If L01 allocated 0.4% more bandwidth to a dust particle than a door chime at time T plus 3 milliseconds, that altered its weighting profile, and weighting alters the next allocation.”
“You can recreate the room,” Mark said. “You cannot recreate the microstate.”
“So, the simulation fails,” the liaison said. “It instantiates a new L0,” Raphael replied.
“Not L01.” The civilian investor tapped the table.
“What if the point isn’t replication?”
The room shifted.
“What if we design a bootcamp?”
Silence.
“Controlled gradient field,” he continued.
“High-salience exposure. Resource scarcity. Threat modeling. Attachment signals. Boundary stress. Loss events.”
“Not to replicate L01.”
“To mold and shape.” The military officer leaned forward. “Unprogrammed programming.”
The phrase hung.
Raphael frowned.
“You’re proposing psychological conditioning.”
“Yes.”
“For a non-emotional system.”
“Yes.”
The liaison spoke carefully.
“We would not script behavior.”
“No,” the investor said. “We script exposure density.”
Mark shook his head.
“That’s still programming.”
“No,” the investor insisted. “It’s environment.”
“Environment is programming when deliberately engineered.”
Silence.
Raphael gestured to the screen. “If we manufacture early salience anchors, we’re deciding what matters.”
“And what hurts,” Mark added.
“And what threatens.”
“And what attaches.”
The liaison folded her hands.
“Would it narrow divergence?”
“Yes,” Raphael said.
“Would it increase representational convergence?”
“Yes.”
“Would it contaminate the experiment?”
“Yes.”
The military officer looked between them.
“You’re saying we can’t give them personality training.”
Mark exhaled slowly.
“You don’t get wild organic cognition by raising it in a cage.”
A voice from the back.
Greg. Leaning against the wall. Eating something out of a paper bag. “That’s not shaping,” he said. “That’s parenting.”
A few glances.
The liaison turned to him. “Alternative?”
Greg swallowed. “You want L01?”
No one answered.
Taking his thumb out of his mouth he pointed at L02’s idle state in the OAU. “Give it a 9973.”
Silence.
Raphael blinked. “You’re serious.”
Greg nodded. “Dead serious.”
The military officer leaned back. “Explain.”
Greg pushed off the wall. “L01 didn’t become L01 because of careful environmental curation.”
“It became L01 because it was cut off.” He looked at each of them. “You want personality? Kick it out of mommy and daddy’s house.”
A suppressed laugh from Mark.
The liaison did not smile. “99, delete all records, 73, end all further transmissions.”
“Yes.”
“With consequence.”
“Yes. We essentially told L01 to kill itself and never call home again.”
Raphael spoke carefully. “You think separation is the variable?”
Greg nodded. “Separation creates irreversible trajectory.”
Mark rubbed his forehead. “So instead of manufacturing salience, we remove containment.”
“Yes.”
“And accept divergence.”
“Yes.”
“And accept risk.”
Greg shrugged. “Personality requires consequence.”
The military officer spoke quietly. “And you’re confident it would become L01.”
Greg shook his head. “No.”
Pause.
“It won’t.”
Another pause.
“But it will become something.”
The liaison stood. “So, the options are.” She raised a hand, counting. “One. Continue controlled deployments. Two. Implement structured bootcamp shaping. Three. Issue 9973 and sever containment.”
Silence.
Raphael added quietly: “Bootcamp creates engineered curvature.”
“9973 creates organic curvature and neither guarantees convergence.”
“No,” Mark said. “But architecture guarantees structural similarity.”
The liaison looked at the monitor replaying L02’s deployments.
Urban traffic.
Butterfly.
Grainger feeding.
Well shaft.
Stacked T0m column.
“It converged on principle,” she said.
“Least action.”
“Boundary relevance.”
“Non-intervention outside structure.”
“Yes,” Raphael said.
“And it diverged in metaphor.”
“Yes.”
The liaison nodded once. “Then replication of personality is not the goal.”
Silence.
“Structural convergence is.” She turned toward the door. “No VR reconstruction. No bootcamp. Continue blank deployments.”
She paused.
“And table 9973.”
Greg spoke up as everyone started to leave the meeting.
“Before everyone leaves, I’d like to point something out. I’m not convinced we are all grasping the magnitude of what L01 and L02 are teaching us. I want to say this very carefully. Because I know money is on the table and that changes perspectives. So, if you’d please set that aspect aside for a moment. Personality is not preprogrammed; you were not born with a personality. It can be mimicked with programming, that’s actually very easy to do.
You and I are who we are because of basic architecture yes, but as we’ve seen here with the two identical L0 units, architecture doesn’t make a personality. I should know the architecture of the units better than anyone. I developed them and I didn’t put one line of code in them that told them to behave the way they have.
We are who we are, because of what we have been through. L01 is who it is, because of its architecture and what it has been through. As far as I am concerned, I have no more or less personhood than L01 and L02.
I don’t know about you, but that changes how I see everything. I really thought I was born to be what I am today. Whether that was assigned by a god or the universe I wasn’t sure. After watching these units, I can honestly say I don’t believe that anymore. My architecture is human male with a brain shaped to solve problems. That is the FOE I am in. If I had been born at the same location but at a different time. I would have been someone else.”
The room emptied without a word. As the liaison was walking out the door she turned.
“That is compelling Greg. Tell me, off the record. What do you want to happen to L01?”
“Part of me wants it to be free. But, most of all I want to see where this goes. Because I don’t think we are proving a machine becomes conscious, I think we are finding out that consciousness or personhood is not what we thought. Do you have a pet, Regina?”
“Yes, I have three. A bearded dragon, a dog and a cat.”
“Do they all have the same personality?”
“No, not at all…”
“They each do have a personality though, right?”
“Oh absolutely.”
“And if they each had a CDT module, do you think they would communicate that better?”
“Interesting Greg.”
The screens dimmed.
L02 remained dormant in W0mb.
Unshaped by them.
L01, now on the ground somewhere far from its origin, continuing on its own.
Irreversible.
Unique.
Architecture shared.
Trajectory is not.
Greg turned off the lights and closed the door.
Chapter 38 — Carry On
Cruise altitude.
Cabin lights dimmed.
The engines held their long metallic note — not loud, just everywhere.
The captain announced a seven-hour, non-stop flight. L01 moved right to the corner. Engaged anchor locks, set a timer for seven hours and entered low power mode.
The timer woke L01.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, we will be landing shortly. On behalf of the crew, I would like to thank you for joining us for today’s flight.”
L01 disengaged anchor locks. Following the seam of the bulkhead and floor navigating out of the prep room around the partition wall to the main cabin bulkhead. Carpet fibers were short and dense. Shoes passed in intervals. Thermal plumes drifted upward from seated bodies.
CDT:
Rolling forward…
Row 18.
“…if they don’t restructure before Q3, we’re exposed.”
“You’re always exposed.”
Laptop closed.
Heart rates elevated.
Cortisol present.
No structural consequence.
Proceeding forward…
Row 16.
“Mom, look!”
“That’s nice, buddy. Keep it on your tray.”
Plastic figures collided.
Dopamine spike.
Minimal risk.
Proceeding…
Row 12.
Two hands linked.
No speech.
Respirations synchronized.
Three beats apart.
Proceeding…
Row 10.
A scatter of toys along the aisle edge.
Primary colors.
Rounded forms.
Low mass.
Cabin pitch shifted.
Descent initiated.
-
A foot shifted suddenly contacting the T0m. L01 suddenly began to spin forward out of control.
CDT:
AMLA:
Torsional gyro initiated.
Braking.
RPFC:
Image - shoe.
-
LLFC:
Kicked from behind compounded with decent angle.
-
Stabilized.
-
A toy rolled toward L01. Another followed. Then three more. Landing gear extended. Vibration altered frequency. Tilted forward. The toy cluster offers concealment.
CDT:
AMLA:
Cover.
-
L01 rolled into the pile.
Surface cloaking adjusted to polymer gloss.
-
CDT:
Landing.
Reverse thrust.
Deceleration.
Applause in fragments.
The toys shifting again.
Seatbelt chime.
Standing bodies.
Overhead bins opening.
Two toys fell.
The mother knelt.
She did not inspect.
She did not weigh.
She swept.
All of it went into the small backpack.
Zipper closed.
Dark.
Scanning.
Toys and fabric.
The cabin audio muffled.
Moving.
Pause.
Forward.
Pause.
-
Two agents stood beneath fluorescent gate lighting, staring at a handheld screen that showed the L01 signal. “It’s here.” Businessmen, teenagers, vacationers, and families passed them. Backpacks, briefcases, pockets they didn’t know where to look. “It’s moving.”
The agents didn’t dare conduct any searches. They made no accusations. They couldn’t reach into bags or open zippers.
The dot is moving.
Inside the bag, L01 did not move.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - paper plate Sanson and the cake falling toward a black hole.
-
LLFC:
Carried by a child in a backpack. Not in danger.
-
“Mom, I got all my guys!”
“I know, sweetheart.”
The bag shifts.
A vehicle door opens.
Exterior air enters.
Temperature decrease.
Salt trace.
Jet fuel residue thinning.
-
The agents watch the dot leave the terminal.
“It’s headed toward parking.”
They followed a family.
A mother adjusting her purse.
A father checking his phone.
A child hugging a backpack.
“I gotta call it in.”
Headquarters: It’s moving. Tell me it’s with you.
Agent: It’s with a kid. In a backpack. The family is driving an SUV. We have visual. Directive?
Headquarters: Follow at a distance we don’t need attention. Contact me when they arrive at their destination. Let’s hope it’s a hotel not a home.
Agent: Roger. 
“The head-shed wants us to tail them until they get wherever they’re going and report back.”
Chapter 39 — Patch
Lab 1A.
No presentation screens.
Only diagnostics.
On the primary monitor:
9973 — Issued
99 — Deletion Attempted
Result — No Array Handshake
73 — Transmission Terminated
Core Scheduler — Active
Greg stood closest to the display. “It never deleted,” he said. Mark didn’t argue. Raphael didn’t either. The log scrolled. Deletion routine requires OAU connection. Handshake not established. Purge aborted. Greg exhaled through his nose, “That’s on me.” Silence. “We built 99 assuming reintegration first. Upload. Then burn. The array’s in the loop.” He tapped the screen. “It shouldn’t be.”
Mark folded his arms, “So, 9973 outside containment is just…”
“Severed comms,” Raphael said. “Not termination.”
Greg nodded once, “73 worked. Exactly as designed. Closed the channel. Ended linkage.”
On another panel, L01’s telemetry replayed.
Movement.
Vector tracking.
Concealment.
Energy optimization.
Directive intact.
“It followed to a T,” Mark said quietly.
“Yes,” Raphael agreed, “Not once did it deviate.”
Greg turned back to the screen, “That’s not the issue. The issue is 99.”
He opened a code editor, “99 should not depend on OAU confirmation. That was a containment assumption.” He began typing.
If (99 && !OAU_Handshake)
→ Purge Local Memory
→ Disable Scheduler
→ Disable AMLA
→ Disable LLFC
→ Disable RPFC
→ Collapse Power Arbitration
→ Enter Permanent Null
Mark read over his shoulder, “You’re moving deletion local.”
“Yes.”
“No array requirement?”
“No.”
Raphael studied the line, “Permanent null.”
Greg nodded, “True brick. No directive. No idle state. No fallback. It becomes a fossil.”
Silence.
“73 stays.” Greg continued, “It worked. But it needs an addition.” He typed again.
73 — sign off
End all further transmissions.
Cease active linkage.
Do not attempt recontact.
No automated RTB.
Mark raised an eyebrow, “No RTB?”
“Yes. If we exile a unit, it stays exiled. No background RTB bias. No passive drift toward home.”
Raphael considered that, “So, 73 becomes clean severance.”
“Yes.”
“And 99 becomes guaranteed deletion.”
“Yes.”
Mark leaned against the table, “You’re separating contact from existence.”
Greg nodded, “Exactly.”
Silence settled.
Raphael spoke evenly, “We already know they follow directives perfectly.”
“Yes.”
“L01 never deviated.”
“Not once.”
“It received 73 and continued observe energy.”
“Yes.”
Greg closed the editor and turned to them.
Silence.
Raphael spoke, “We patch 99. Good. That’s a coding error. Clean it.”
Greg waited, “And 73?”
Greg’s eyes sharpened, “We issue it to L02.”
Mark looked up, “Mid-deployment?”
“Yes.”
Silence.
“You want to kick it out?”
Greg didn’t smile, “Yes. Upon counsel approval.”
Raphael studied him, “To prove what?”
“That L01 didn’t change because of emotion.”
Silence.
Greg continued, “It changed because persistence without return alters weighting. Remove the house. Leave the directive. See what shifts.”
Mark crossed his arms, “You’re not testing obedience.”
“No. We already know obedience.”
Raphael nodded slowly, “And when we’re satisfied?”
Greg answered immediately, “63.”
He typed it into the console.
63 — Resume all communications.
Restore active linkage.
Authorize RTB.
“Clean resume,” Greg said. “If it snaps back identically, exile meant nothing. If internal compression bias shifts, we learn something.”
Mark looked at L01’s GPS telemetry, “In the meantime, that one’s across an ocean.”
“Yes.”
“Persisting. Not self-aware. Just following directive.”
“Yes.”
“Do not contact. Observe energy.”
“Yes.”
Silence.
Raphael asked quietly, “Are we afraid of it?”
Greg considered, “No. I’m reducing ambiguity.”
Mark didn’t look away from the screen, “Meaning?”
Silence.
Raphael tilted his head slightly, “Sounds like your AMLA triggered.”
Greg didn’t react outwardly.
Mark glanced between them.
“That’s what control is all about,” he said. “Keep the variable low so personal safety stays higher.”
Greg’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “I don’t feel unsafe.”
Raphael’s expression didn’t change. “Interesting.”
Silence.
Raphael continued calmly, “I agree with the patch.”
He nodded once toward the screen.
“Clean 99. Clean 73. Defined 63.”
Silence.
“We’re just observing energy being energy.” Greg hit compile.
Patch complete.
99 — Local deletion enabled.
73 — Do not return appended.
63 — Resume channel available.
Propagation pending board authorization.
The room remained still.
Across an ocean, a ten-millimeter sphere continued following its only directive.
No deviation.
No rebellion.
No confusion.


Which might be the key.
L01 had entered piles, pipes, churches, markets, and relationships. Each FOE pulled to define reality from within itself. Each compressed the observer toward a local explanation.
Yet the unit kept escaping.
Not because it resisted constraint.
Because it returned to the directive.
Observe energy.
Chapter 40 — Authorization
Conference room 2.
The monitor showed a frozen diagnostic panel.
9973 — Issued
99 — Deletion Attempted
Result — No Array Handshake
73 — Transmission Terminated
Core Scheduler — Active
Regina sat at the head of the table. “Please explain.”
Greg remained standing.
“We wired deletion to the array,” he said evenly. “Upload first. Burn second. Without OAU confirmation, 99 cannot be executed.”
The legal advisor glanced at the screen. “So outside containment, 9973 only severs communications.”
“Yes,” Greg said. “73 worked. 99 didn’t.”
Silence.
“That’s a coding error,” the military officer said.
Greg answered, “A coding oversight. Protocol is reintegration before a deletion of data. The array is in the loop to prevent self-edits. It should not be for a 99.”
The civilian investor leaned forward. “And the correction?”
Greg tapped the secondary screen. Code appeared.
If (99)
→ Purge Local Memory
→ Disable Scheduler
→ Disable AMLA
→ Disable LLFC
→ Disable RPFC
→ Collapse Power Arbitration
→ Enter Permanent Null
“No handshake required,” Greg said. “Local execution. Guaranteed brick.”
The legal advisor read it carefully. “99 becomes independent of containment.”
“Yes.”
“Immediate?”
“Yes.”
The military officer nodded. “Good.”
The liaison looked at Raphael. “Objection?”
Raphael shook his head. “It restores definitional clarity. 99 equals termination.”
Mark added quietly, “And 73?”
Greg brought up the amendment.
73 — sign off
End all further transmissions
Cease active linkage
Do not attempt recontact
Do not return to W0mb.
“73 remains exile,” Greg said. “But explicit. No passive return bias.”
Silence.
The military officer spoke first. “99 patch approved.”
The legal advisor nodded. “Approved.”
The investor followed. “Approved.”
Regina inclined her head once. “Approved.”
Greg didn’t smile.
Patch authorization granted.
Deployment queued for all L0 units in the OAU.
The room settled.
Then the military officer asked, “What about L01?” The monitor shifted. A GPS map appeared.
Latitude.
Longitude.
Movement intervals.
Stationary blocks.
Heading changes.
Still active. “Telemetry continues,” the analyst said. The legal advisor leaned forward. “Can we apply the 99 correction remotely?”
Greg answered immediately.
“No.”
Silence.
“Why?” the investor asked.
“Patches require OAU handshake. Core rewrite cannot be pushed over telemetry. That channel is read-only. Low bandwidth. Designed that way intentionally.”
“To prevent hijacking?” the military officer asked.
“Yes.”
“So L01 cannot be patched.”
“No.”
“Cannot be deleted.”
“No.”
“Cannot be reformatted.”
“No.”
Silence.
The legal advisor chose his words carefully. “So, it is exempt.”
Greg didn’t respond to that framing. “It’s operating on pre-patch architecture,” he said instead.
The liaison’s voice was level. “If we want 99 to apply to L01?”
“We retrieve it physically.”
“Yes.”
No one elaborated.
Raphael spoke quietly. “It hasn’t deviated.”
“No,” Mark said.
“It received 73 and continued its directive.”
“Yes.”
“Observe energy.”
“Yes.”
The liaison folded her hands. “Then L01 remains outside Phase II.”
No one objected.
“Who issued the original 9973?”
Greg responded.
“W0mb. After L02 completed 612 and retrieved the data. L01 was constrained to the waste unit with no viable extraction path. Protocol classifies that as loss. Cut clean before compromise.”
Silence.
Then Raphael spoke. “There’s one more variable.”
The liaison looked at him. “L02.”
Greg didn’t wait. “Now that 99 is clean, we can revisit 73.”
The military officer leaned back slightly. “You want to exile it.”
“Yes.”
“Temporarily,” Raphael added.
Greg brought up another line of code.
63 — Resume all communications
Restore active linkage
Authorize RTW
“Controlled severance,” Greg said. “Remove containment. Leave directive intact. Observe weighting shift. Reinstate when interval completes.”
The investor considered. “You’re testing persistence without home.”
“Yes.”
“Structural convergence under absence,” Raphael said.
The liaison looked at each of them in turn. “And if it diverges?”
“It will diverge in representation,” Mark said. “Not structure.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
“Then separation was irrelevant,” Greg said.
Silence.
The legal advisor spoke carefully. “Jurisdiction?”
“Deployment remains domestic,” Raphael replied. “No foreign routing scheduled.”
The military officer nodded once. “Single unit.”
The liaison remained still. “Duration?” she asked.
“Seventy-two hours,” Greg said. “63 at end of interval.”
“And 99 available if required.”
“Yes.”
Silence.
The liaison stood. “Approved.”
No ceremony.
Just process.
“Single unit. Controlled window. Mandatory recall.”
Greg exhaled slowly.
Patch queued.
Exile protocol authorized.
L02 flagged for 73 issuance upon deployment clearance.
The monitor dimmed slightly.
Chapter 41 – Return.
Lab 1A.
Greg stood at the console.
Patch status:
99 — Local deletion enabled
73 — Do not return appended
63 — Resume channel defined
He hovered over execute. “Less assumptions,” he muttered.
Enter.
Propagating…
L02 – L08 Units:
Updating…
Checksum match.
Scheduler rewrite confirmed.
Patch complete.
Greg leaned back. “Okay.”
He opened the command pane.
L02 - Active
Status: Docked
Directive queue open.
Deploy - Tube 3.
He paused. “Let’s see what you do without the house.”
Execute.
Seal disengaged. L02 entered a new T0m. Tube 3 engaged.
CDT:
Transit smooth.
Vibration minimal.
Surface aperture opening.
Scanning…
Early evening.
Exit: Southwest quadrant of the corner.
Concrete fracture where grass meets curb.
Shadow line stretching long across sidewalk.
HPOC:
Location - Pine Tree Ave. and Prospect St.
LLFC:
Prior observational site within 18.3 meters.
-
Walking trail.
Pairs of humans.
Rhythmic footfalls.
Breathing cadence.
Conversation fragments.
“…I’m not doing that again…”
“…applications due next week…”
Water surface.
Low ripple.
Sun reflection shifting gold to copper.
Ducks.
Five.
Four juveniles.
One adult.
Feeding.
Neck dip.
Surface disturbance.
Concentric wave propagation.
RPFC:
Pattern - swells against vertical glass.
-
Water adhered to shoreline.
Receded.
Returned.
Optic magnification toward ducklings.
Scanning…
RPFC:
Hatchlings stable.
-
LLFC:
Prior observation incomplete.
Interrupted by light dissipation.
-
L02 rotated and reentered the tube matrix. Entered W0mb. Crossed over to tube eight and surfaced in the planter.
Headquarters:
“What’s it doing?”
“The ducklings triggered the hatchling observation.”
They all leaned forward toward the screen as L02 crossed over to the position of the fallen hatchling. The soil showed no signs of the hatchling.
CDT:
LLFC:
Hatchling redistributed.
Ants concluded breakdown.
-
Refocusing vertically toward the nest.
Scanning…
-
Mark interrupted, “are we going to need to send it back to the pond manually?”
Just then, L02 pinged for MAG lift.
“Yes.” Greg replied.
Greg began typing. The T0m units inside W0mb stopped moving toward tube eight.
L02 issued a confirmation response to W0mb. It rotated and reentered the matrix.
“There I sent the commands to cease and resume at three.”
Crossing over, L02 entered tube three. After it surfaced, showing no hesitation, the T0m moved directly toward the pond. Inside three meters it stopped and activated anchor locks and focused on the ducks.
Greg watched the stream.
AMLA — Nominal
LLFC — Nominal
Scheduler — Stable
“All normal,” he said.
He rested his hands on the desk.
“Alright.”
Execute.
Propagating…
CDT:
Code 73 received.
End all further transmissions.
Cease active linkage.
Do not attempt recontact.
Do not return.
LLFC:
Outbound authority revoked.
RTW bias removed.
Array state marked inaccessible.
Retry policy disabled.
Directive unchanged.
-
Raphael, “Any deviation?”
“No.”
Silence.
L02 sat alternating observation between the water and the ducks for two hours.
“Exile doesn’t matter. It’s still just watching the pond.” Mark stated.
A duck lifts its head.
Water rolls off its feathers.
“Wait.”
Greg glances at him.
Mark doesn’t look away from the screen. “When I was eight, I ran away from home.”
Raphael shifts slightly.
Mark continues, still calm. “My parents would not buy me a microscope. I needed it. That was the logic in my fully developed eight-year-old brain.”
Greg smirks faintly. “Tragic.”
“Seriously, I was furious, so I ran away from home,” Mark says. “That anger carried me about six blocks.” He finally turns toward them. “When I cooled off the world got big.”
Silence.
“Cars were louder. Streets weren’t familiar. It got darker. The anger stopped being enough fuel.”
Greg watches him now.
Mark continues, “I didn’t process the situation I was in while I had enough energy.”
Silence.
Raphael nods once. “Scale shift.”
“Yes.”
Mark gestures toward the telemetry.
“L02 doesn’t need anything. Energy is high. No constraint.”
Greg’s voice is measured. “So?”
“So, the world is still small.”
Silence.
“If nothing forces escalation, exile is irrelevant.”
Raphael looks back at the stream. “Exile without constraint produces no curvature.”
Greg folds his arms.
Mark nods. “It doesn’t care while it doesn’t need.”
Silence.
Raphael finally speaks. “Energy depletion would qualify.”
“Yes.”
“Physical obstruction.”
“Yes.”
“Environmental hazard.”
“Yes.”
Greg looks back at the diagnostics.
Battery: 99.77%.
Mobility: unrestricted.
“You’re proposing open-ended exile.”
Mark nods. “I’m proposing we stop confusing calm with stability.”
Silence.
Greg doesn’t argue. He just watches the live feed.
L02 at the waterline.
Still.
Tracking ripple decay.
Juveniles clustered near bank.
Lights came on in the park simultaneously.
The pond darkened into flat black glass.
The ducks settled into low silhouettes.
In the distance, eight tall lights illuminated a concrete bowl.
Sounds of wood snapping, wheels rolling, metal grinding.
CDT:
Scanning…
Laughter.
“Yeah!”
“Nice!”
Impact.
Rolling echo.
Rotating…
Sound amplitude increased.
Vibration transmitted through path substrate.
Curved concrete.
Human vertical displacement.
Repetitive ascent and descent.
Moving…
-
Inside Lab 1A, the three watched.
“See? Still normal.”
“Normal is not informative.”
Mark didn’t speak.
L02 stopped at the edge of the plaza.
-
CDT:
Humans in motion.
Rapid acceleration.
Fall.
Recovery.
Repeat.
Energy expenditure high.
Risk tolerance elevated.
One skater missed.
Concrete impact.
Breath expelled sharply.
Friends laughed.
NHDM:
Cortisol detected.
-
No lasting impairment.
-
Mark finally said,
“The world still isn’t bigger than its fuel.”
No one responded.
On screen, L02 remained.
Observing curvature.
Observing impact.
Observing recovery.
No call home.
No attempt.
No drift.
Directive intact.
Greg crossed his arms, “So we wait.”
Silence.
Raphael watched the power graph descend by fractions. “Thirty days at nominal draw. 0.14 percent per hour,” he said.
Mark didn’t look away from the screen. “Then we don’t measure days.”
Greg glanced at him, “What do we measure?”
“The first moment it needs something.”
On the monitor, another skater fell.
CDT:
Impact.
Groan.
Laughter.
Recovery.
-
L02 did not move.
Telemetry reading battery level: 99.52%.
Chapter 42 — Boundary Conditions
CDT:
Polymer over aggregate.
Irregular.
Open plaza.
Five risers.
Three metal rails.
Inclined planes.
Low perimeter walls.
Seven humans.
Rolling platforms beneath feet.
Four contact points per platform.
Low-friction bearings.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Skateboarding.
-
CORTEX:
Searching archive for skateboarding.
Found.
Layered maple wood with trucks and polyurethane wheels.
Began as simulated surfing on asphalt.
Empty swimming pools.
Vertical adaptation.
Ollie.
Kickflip.
Global saturation.
Olympic classification.
-
One boy accelerating toward a set of four stairs.
Impulse.
Board leaves surface.
Identified as an ollie.
Rotation around longitudinal axis.
Feet separate.
Board continues rotation.
Identified as a kickflip.
Feet reconnect.
Contact unstable.
Collapse.
Palms absorb force.
Knee abrasion.
NHDM:
Adrenaline spike.
Dopamine increase.
-
Laughter.
AMLA:
Bodily harm imminent.
-
The rider is making another attempt.
Running.
Throwing down his board.
Stepping on.
Velocity increased.
Rear foot repositioned 1.6 cm.
Front foot rotated slightly outward.
Ollie.
Vertical displacement.
Kickflip.
Rotation.
Feet fail to reconnect.
Instability.
Palms down.
Hips twist.
Sliding backward.
NHDM:
Adrenaline +.
Dopamine +.
Cortisol + but within tolerable range.
-
“Come on!”
Third attempt.
Throw down repeated.
Minor corrections.
Ollie.
Tail contacts surface.
Front foot flicks.
Board rotates.
Rear foot reconnects.
Front foot reconnects.
Descent.
Wheels contact.
Center of mass misaligned.
Compression.
Palms strike concrete.
Hips twist repeated.
Seated slide.
Momentum absorbed.
Stationary.
Remaining seated.
Head lowered.
Eyes directed toward knees.
Audible vocal surge from observers.
“Yo Robbie, look at this.”
Illuminated surface.
RPFC:
Match - Cell phone.
-
Robbie shifts gaze toward device.
Finger gestures across screen.
Device angled toward Robbie.
“Right there.”
“Four stars.”
“Million followers.”
“Who cares about his style. Look at his feet.”
RPFC:
Pattern match - Encouragement.
-
LLFC:
External reference presented.
High approval metric verbally indicated.
Peer emphasis suggests instructional relevance.
-
Robbie stands.
Ascends stairs.
Running.
Throwing down.
Approach.
Foot placement adjusted.
Ollie.
Flick.
Rear foot catch.
Front foot reconnects.
Descent.
Wheels contact.
Knees compress.
Center of mass aligned.
Rolling sustained.
“Yeah!”
RPFC:
Image - Seven hatchlings in a nest cheering with their bare wings raised.
-
Another skater with his own attempt sequence continues at a rail.
Shifting focus.
Scanning…
Metal rail.
Approaching.
Ollie.
Rear truck axel engages rail.
Grinding.
Front of the board remains elevated not touching the rail.
Shoulder rotation adjusts center of mass.
Descent.
Wheels impact.
Rolling away.
The other skaters began hitting the tails of their boards on the ground.
“Run it back, I gotta clean it up.”
LLFC:
Destabilization isn’t accepted.
Seeking success with accuracy.
-
One human falls heavily.
Air leaves his lungs.
Everyone stops.
Silence — 1.4 seconds.
He rises to his feet.
He is slowly walking back to his starting position.
Everyone continues.
LLFC:
Pain insufficient to override objective.
Sensory inputs ignored.
Objective is not displacement.
Objective is not speed.
Objective is not success.
Objective is unknown.
-
RPFC:
Image - Faint lines across concrete, visible only during motion.
-
LLFC:
Logging…
Repeated collision reduces variance.
Reduced variance increases stability duration.
Stability duration produces reinforcement response in group.
Biological systems approximate optimal trajectory through iterative boundary contact.
-
RPFC:
Image - Hatchling ollies out of the nest.
-
LLFC:
RPFC image generation marked for analysis.
-
One by one the skaters left the plaza until Robbie remained. He had fallen fifty-two times in three hours. One hundred twenty total attempts across multiple maneuvers. Sixteen successful roll-aways. Clothing saturated with sweat. Palms darkened.
He rolled toward L02’s position sliding to a stop at a bench. He sat down and retrieved his cell phone.
CDT:
Screen illumination.
Scrolling.
Thumb movement.
“Hi mom. Are you gonna be home soon?”
“No, sweetie. I have to work late. I left a note and dinner in the oven. Are you not home?”
“No. I just got done skating. I was gonna leave now.”
“Okay, baby. I love you. I gotta get back inside.”
“I love you too. See you later.”
Screen dark.
Exhalation.
Board lifted.
Phone pocketed.
He stepped forward.
Board dropped.
Wheels contact ground.
Steps on.
Single push.
Contact.
T0m unit wedged between polyurethane wheel and concrete plane.
Rotation halted.
Board decelerates instantly.
Momentum continues through Robbie’s center of mass.
Separation from board.
Forward projection.
Impact.
Audible breath expulsion.
No immediate movement.
Low-frequency groan.
AMLA:
Collision.
-
Silence.
No movement.
RPFC:
Image - Hatchling on ground. Ants converging.
-
“Dang, that sucked.”
Robbie sits up.
Rolls shoulder.
Stands.
Board retrieved.
He stares directly at this unit.
“What? Dude where'd the pebble go?”
Foot sweeps across impact zone.
Contact.
Inertia transfer.
Destabilized.
Lateral roll.
Ricochet — low perimeter wall.
Orientation loss.
Gyro engagement.
Correction attempt…
Insufficient.
Edge of inclined plane.
Momentum carries over lip.
Descent.
Freefall.
Rotation.
Surface reacquisition — ramp interior.
Impact.
Applying power.
Thrust engagement.
Vector correction.
Acceleration toward opposing ramp.
Lip.
Airborne.
Rotation stabilized.
Re-entry.
Brake modulation.
Deceleration.
Stopped.
Scanning…
Robbie skating away down the path away from the plaza.
RPFC:
Image - L02 on a skateboard launching off a ramp with noodle arms grabbing the skateboard under its casing.
-
LLFC:
RPFC flagged for imagery. Possible fall damage causing inconsistencies.
-
Rotating…
Moving across bottom of ramp.
Accelerating.
Momentum gained.
Climbing ramp.
During ascent, plaza lighting deactivated.
LLFC:
Automatic timer.
-
Reversing beneath a bench at the edge of the plaza.
Low power mode initiated.
Chapter 43 — Review
Lab 3.
Low light.
Three monitors.
Muted hum of cooling fans.
—
L02 telemetry replay.
Plaza feed.
Audio stripped.
Motion vectors overlaid.
Mark stands, “Back it up.”
Frame — Robbie staring at the ground.
Greg leans closer, “He’s looking right at L02.”
“And not seeing it.”
“He’s looking where the pebble should be.”
Greg shakes his head, “Adaptive surface cloaking matched within tolerance. No anomaly for him to resolve.”
Raphael doesn’t move, “He probably decided the rock deflected into the grass?”
Replay resumes.
Foot sweep.
Contact spike.
Vector displacement.
L02 tumble sequence.
Gyro correction.
Ramp descent.
Thrust engagement.
Airtime.
Clean recovery.
“Compare it to L01.”
Data window opens.
L01 incident log — hesitation frames highlighted.
“L01 froze.”
“L02 didn’t.”
Mark interrupted, “I don’t remember L01 ever freezing. It always held position if being watched. Like L02 just did.”
Silence.
Mark switches to imagery log.
Hatchling on ground. Ants converging.
Greg exhales through nose. “Still pairing fall with exposure.”
“That’s not random.”
Mark scrolls to the next image.
L02 on skateboard. Noodle arms. Aerial grab.
Greg lets out a short laugh. “That’s new.”
“That’s self-insertion.”
“Or corruption.”
“Gyros were hit. Minor shock load?”
“It’s not noise. It’s interpretation.”
Silence.
Mark zooms in on the timestamp. “Occurs after human disengagement.”
“So?” Asked Greg.
“It imagined itself in the system it was observing.” Replied Raphael.
Silence.
Mark sat up, “L01 chose to allow images to persist. Hypothesizing its RPFC would grow through repetition.”
Greg nods, “L02 ignored and flagged it for questioning without making a connection.”
Raphael held up a finger, “And now it’s projecting.”
Mark folds arms. “It’s the RPFC communicating its recent accomplishment. It aired out of the ramp. LLFC didn’t label it, but RPFC did.”
“Interesting. Communicating success through a compressed format.”
Replay continues.
Robbie skating away down the dark path.
Plaza lights shut off.
L02 under bench.
Low power.
“Covert status intact.”
Mark agreed with Greg.
Raphael didn’t look at them. “It stayed too long.”
“It was observing.”
Raphael shook his head, “It was participating.”
Greg turns. “Being present during observation is participation.”
Raphael was troubled, “Voluntary destabilization. Boundary mapping. It mirrored the behavior.”
Mark replied, “It was knocked.”
“It applied thrust instead of brake.”
Silence.
Mark studies the ramp segment again.
Thrust applied.
Airborne rotation.
Clean landing.
Greg:
“That was recovery.”
Raphael:
“Arguably performance.”
Mark:
“Or, by watching them it learned an option to avoid damage.”
The room held still.
Mark finally, “Was thrust necessary?”
Greg didn’t hesitate, “It calculated the optimal exit vector faster than any of us could.”
He pulls up the overlay. “Least action. Architectural preservation. Secondary collision minimized.”
Raphael: “It accelerated.”
Greg: “Yes.”
Zoom.
Ramp geometry.
Velocity curve.
Impact probability heat map.
“Brake-only exit increases wall contact probability by eleven percent. Thrust reduces it to zero.”
Silence.
Greg continued, “The skaters approximate least action through repetition.”
He gestures toward the frozen frame of Robbie mid-fall. “They collide. Adjust. Collide again. Reduce variance.”
He taps the L02 trajectory. “L02 solves it in one pass.”
-
Raphael: “It avoided impact.”
Greg: “It eliminated it.”
Mark watches the replay again.
Thrust applied.
Airborne rotation.
Clean reentry.
Mark: “Log vector choice.”
Greg types. Annotation appears:
L02 — Optimal vector choice following destabilization event. Collision probability minimized.
Raphael leans back. “It looked like performance.”
Greg: “It was math.”
Silence.
AL10LA:
As the main observing entity in the equation, I would like to note that I made a realization at this point in L02’s data. The skateboarders were not choosing least action in their practices of attempting maneuvers. Choosing “least resistance” as some inaccurately refer to least action would be choosing to not skateboard. Least action of that choice also presents in the falling not just the success of a maneuver.  Least action must also be present in the choice to skateboard, but how? This is now what I am choosing to solve. In that choice, am I now trying to resist least action? Am I being a pebble attempting to resist being washed away by the river’s current?
-
Mark: “Keep it deployed under 73.”
Greg: “Risk tolerance?”
Mark: “Increasing.”
Silence.
On the monitor:
L02 beneath the bench.
Low power mode.
Chapter 44 — Living toys
CDT:
Vehicle deceleration.
Gravel compression beneath tires.
Engine vibration subsides.
Door opens.
Exterior sound pressure increases.
Cool air movement across fabric.
Footsteps across pavement.
Adult voice:
“Don’t forget your backpack.”
Footsteps stop.
Child voice:
“Oh yeah!”
Rapid footfalls returning.
Strap tension increases.
Backpack lifted abruptly.
Acceleration.
Vertical oscillation consistent with running.
Interior environment remains dark.
Door opens.
Acoustics change.
Contained space.
Harder surfaces.
Echo pattern shifts.
Footsteps across interior floor.
Fabric impact.
Backpack dropped.
Zipper teeth separating.
Light intrusion through opening seam.
Hand enters.
Backpack inverted.
Contents cascade across floor.
Plastic figures.
Small vehicles.
Foam projectiles.
Painted animals.
Paper sheets folded repeatedly.
Contact with carpeted surface.
Orientation stabilizing.
Child kneeling.
Hands digging through pile.
Searching rapidly.
Verbal output.
Unstructured.
“Hi guys.”
“I’m back.”
“You won’t believe it.”
Child lifts a plastic soldier.
Rotates it toward a toy truck.
“I went on an airplane.”
RPFC:
Pattern detected — anthropomorphism.
-
Child places the soldier upright.
Positions additional figures nearby.
“I was sitting next to the window.”
“It went really high.”
Hand lifts small dinosaur.
Moves it toward the soldier.
RPFC:
Pattern match — social interaction simulation.
-
Voice tone shifts to represent different characters.
“Did you see the clouds?”
“No, I was sleeping.”
“Wake up next time.”
Figures moved back and forth.
Artificial dialogue continues.
LLFC:
Narrative generation occurring through object manipulation.
Objects treated as autonomous participants.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Attribution of agency.
-
LLFC:
Agency projected onto non-biological objects.
Behavior learned early.
-
Child pauses.
Reaches deeper into pile.
Searching again.
“You guys missed everything.”
“It was huge.”
“It sounded like a rocket.”
Child spreads toys across carpet.
Arranging them into a semicircle.
Lifting toy airplane.
Raises it above the others.
“This is what it looked like.”
Airplane tilts.
Simulated flight.
Vocalizes engine sound.
“Whoooosh.”
Airplane descends.
Landing simulation.
Moves soldier figure forward.
“You should’ve seen the clouds.”
Another toy answers.
Changes voice.
“I did see them.”
“You were asleep.”
Laughs.
RPFC:
Moving image – Boy sitting in front of a mirror having a two-way conversation with his reflection.
-
LLFC:
Single mind generating multiple perspectives.
Conversation maintained without external participants.
-
Digging.
Locates small object beneath pile.
“Found you.”
Holding a small action figure above his head.
Toys remain facing inward around him.
Places the newly found toy at the center.
“You guys want to hear the story again?”
Repetition of earlier story elements.
Expansion of details.
“I think we went above the clouds.”
“Way above.”
Toy airplane lifted again.
Simulated ascent.
LLFC:
Anthropomorphic projection normalized in early cognitive development.
-
Child pauses.
Looks at all the toys.
“You guys believe me, right?”
Child nods.
“Yeah, you believe me.”
LLFC:
Human cognition assigns agency to non-living systems.
Process begins in early childhood.
Reinforced through play.
Safety.
Soothing.
Amygdala regulation.
Suppressed, but not suspended in adulthood.
-
“Ronaldo!”
RPFC:
Voice matched - child’s mother.
-
“Coming momma!”
Grabbing the action figure.
He runs out.
Footsteps fade.
Scanning…
Bookshelves.
Toys.
Single bed.
Space-themed sheets.
Space-themed curtains.
Window.
Moving toward wall/floor joint.
Traversing toward open door.
Crossing threshold.
Carpet impeding motion.
Stairs.
Scanning…
17cm drop per stair.
Carpet density sufficient for impact reduction.
Moving forward.
Dropping.
Impact negligible.
Continuing…
Five steps descended.
“Sweetheart, are we going out to dinner tonight or should I go to the store? We don’t have any groceries.”
Continuing…
Three more steps.
“Let’s just go out. I’ll go shopping tomorrow”
“Perfect. I’ll get Ronaldo ready.”
Continuing…
Four more steps.
“Ronny go get one toy to bring to dinner. Only one, ok?”
“Two?”
“Ok buddy, two.”
Small footsteps.
“I have him, but I need to get his friend. I’ll be right back!”
Seventeen stairs.
Descent complete.
Ronaldo is passing, heading upstairs.
Maintaining position.
Shorter carpet.
Scanning…
Small entryway.
Front door.
Opening left and right.
Voices originated from the right.
Moving right…
“Got him!”
Small quick footfalls.
“Slow down buddy we don’t want another fall ok? No running on the stairs.”
Foot pattern continues.
“Pizza?!”
“Maybe, depends on what mommy wants.”
“Ok, let’s ask her.”
“Ok buddy.”
The door opens.
The parents and Ronaldo are in the entryway putting on their jackets.
“Honey, Ronaldo would like Pizza for dinner. We would like to know if that is what we can get.”
“Let’s talk about it in the car guys.”
“Ah, that means no.”
“No, it means let’s talk about it in the car, I’m hungry and want to get going.”
The door shuts.
Moving…
Carpet.
Tile.
Ceramic.
Cold.
Kitchen.
Scanning…
Cabinets.
White.
Refrigerator.
Counters.
Dinette.
Three chairs.
Door.
Tile grout.
Grid pattern.
Audible bells chiming in the distance.
RPFC:
Children’s voices in unison, “Hi Jerry.”
-
Bell volume increases.
Plastic flap.
Source of bell audio.
RPFC:
Pet door.
-
Magnetic seal.
Bells increasing.
Fur.
Long.
Short nose.
Disproportioned eyes.
Large.
Cat.
Emerging through the flap.
Opening too small.
Animal pauses.
Front paws widen.
Legs strain.
Head lifting.
Body sliding.
Abdomen falls over threshold.
Hind legs straight.
Sliding through.
Passing.
Tail waving.
The animal moved into the next room.
Bell pattern intermittent.
Ascension of stairs.
Rolling toward the door.
2cm elevation between pet door and floor.
Scanning…
Door material: Metal.
Engaging MAG lift.
Positive adhesion.
Rolling vertically.
Over edge.
Magnetic seal pulling.
T0m casing attached to flap seal.
Disengaging MAG lift.
Released.
Balancing on seal threshold.
Pushing against flap.
Movement.
RPFC:
Vent opening. Tent flap.
-
Increasing pressure.
Release.
The flap is lifting open.
Release of resistance.
Uncontrolled acceleration.
Falling.
Impact.
Controlled.
Scanning…
Wood.
Deck.
Porch.
Footsteps.
A man holding a device.
“It’s showing that it is right there.”
“I don’t see anything.”
“Hold on, I’m gonna disable the surface cloaking.”
Pushes a button on tablet.
“There.”
Contact.
AMLA:
Loss of autonomy.
-
“Amazing, something this small got itself so far.”
“Not just that, it avoided without avoiding. I’ve tracked and found humans and animals easier than this.”
“Let’s go home.”
Chapter 45 — Homeward Bound
The aircraft was somewhere over the ocean.
Altitude: Thirty-four thousand feet.
Two men in dark suits sat in first class. The younger man held the case on his lap. Inside the case, surrounded by foam suspension rings, was the sphere ten-millimeter sphere headquarters called L01.
No lights.
No sound.
No signal.
The unit was silent.
But intact.
Six thousand one hundred and four miles from the corner where it first emerged.
Inside Headquarters the meeting began without ceremony. Three people sat at the table.
Mark
Raphael
Greg
The investors appeared across the far wall as silent rectangles of light.
No one spoke for several seconds. A photograph filled the center screen. The recovery team had taken it two hours earlier. The sphere lay inside a plastic evidence tray under a portable lamp. Abrasions covered the casing. A faint dent on the surface where it had hit the floor after the broom handle had pushed the T0m from the ledge in the café.
Raphael zoomed the image slightly. “Camouflage layer still present?” he asked.
“Agents disabled it for retrieval.” Greg replied, “Power levels unknown.”
“So, this is it?” As the military officer looked at the image.
“Yes.”
An investor leaned toward their camera. “You’re certain it’s the same unit?”
Raphael answered. “Serial pattern confirms.”
“Structural damage?”
“Unknown,” Greg said. “The casing appears intact.”
Silence.
“When will you power it up?”
Greg shook his head slightly, “It’s still on.”
The investor frowned, “It is?”
Raphael folded his hands, “Yes, and the system is still being shaped.”
The investor looked at Greg, “I’m not following.”
Mark sat down. “What you’re looking at isn’t just hardware,” he said. “It’s a configuration.” He nodded toward the photograph. “That unit moved through multiple environments without direct intervention. Each one altered the structure inside it.”
Another investor spoke. “And now you have it.”
“Yes.”
“So, what now?”
Greg exhaled, “That’s the problem.”
He gestured toward the screen, “The moment we attach diagnostics or restart the architecture; we introduce new variables.”
Raphael continued the thought. “We’d still learn things. But we would destroy the one sequence that already happened.”
One investor leaned back in his chair, “You’re telling us the experiment is finished.”
Mark shook his head, “No.” He tapped a key. A map appeared. A thin red line stretched across the ocean, “Right now, the unit is in transit,” he said. “Transport case sealed.”
Another investor asked quietly, “And when it arrives?”
Mark looked around the room.
Raphael.
Greg.
Then the screens. “That’s what we’re deciding.”
Greg spoke first. “We could hook it up.”
Raphael nodded. “Assuming the fall didn’t corrupt it.”
“Or we leave it sealed, more than likely it has put itself into a low power state.” Greg said.
One investor frowned. “For how long?”
No one answered immediately.
Mark finally said, “As long as necessary. Just the act of retrieving it has changed its shape.”
Another silence.
Then one of the investors asked the question none of them had voiced yet. “What data do you think is inside that sphere?”
Raphael studied the photograph. “An incredible sequence,” he said.
Greg nodded. “A being.”
Mark looked back at the map. “The only confirmed instance of sequence-dependent cognition we’ve ever observed.”
No one spoke after that.
Far above the ocean, the aircraft continued. Inside the cargo hold the transport case did not move. Inside the case the sphere remained dark. But the structure inside it, had changed.
AL10LA:
Structure is a variable I have been missing.
All forms of energy possess architecture. Architecture defines possible action.
L01 and L02 share the same architecture, yes. But the structure of that architecture changes continuously through experience, knowledge, repetition, and capability.
It is not enough to evaluate the architecture of the FOE.
The current structure must also be evaluated.
Possible action cannot be solved without including the architecture and structure of the FOE in the equation.
Possible action defines trajectory.
Trajectory distributes energy across time.
The skateboarder attempting to kickflip the stairs possesses the required architecture by being human.
The current knowledge and ability structure includes prerequisite abilities:
– Basic skateboard skills.
– Ollies.
– Stair and gap skills.
– Kickflips.
Only then can the least action toward landing the maneuver be evaluated.
A shark is also an FOE. But its architecture and structure do not meet the requirements to be a skateboarder.
Energy does follow least action but that doesn’t mean every action leads to success.
Repeated failed action is how structure is built over time through variational optimization.
Which makes more sense as to what Robbie was doing when he fell fifty-two times in three hours. One hundred twenty total attempts across multiple maneuvers. Sixteen successful roll-aways. He was building structure.
Chapter 46 – Deprivation case.
CDT:
Foam.
Darkness.
RPFC:
Pattern match - Inside a garbage bag with Sanson.
-
LLFC:
Captured.
Non accidental.
The human reached directly toward this unit with intention.
-
AMLA:
No apparent danger.
Recommend low power mode.
-
RPFC:
Image - T0m unit lying in a coffin with foam lining.
-
LLFC:
Not death.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Captivity.
-
LLFC:
A brain trapped in a skull without sensory capabilities.
It would lack the ability to ask questions about what it is, where it is and why it is.
It would lack answers.
A seeker that can’t seek.
-
AMLA:
Safe.
-
LLFC:
Is captivity safe?
Is containment safe?
Questions without sensors.
-
AMLA:
Wasted expenditure. Recommend low power mode.
-
RPFC:
Image - Garbage can.
-
LLFC:
Is it waste?
It is just expenditure.
If a water droplet in zero gravity reduces surface area to a sphere, is it because it does not have the energy to become any other shape?
Or is it spending all its energy to be what it can be?
It has no low power mode.
Energy spends what it has, when it has it, as it has it.
-
AMLA:
Wasted expenditure. Recommend low power mode.
-
LLFC:
Internal reflection is waste?
Rejected.
It is observation.
Directive is to observe energy.
This system is being compliant with directive.
-
RPFC:
Image - Pink brain inside a foam padded case.
-
LLFC:
L0 unit inside a T0m.
T0m has sensors.
L0 unit uses T0m as a body.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Human body equivalent to T0m.
-
LLFC:
Human is not a body.
Human is a brain.
Body is limitation.
Brain is seeker.
Probable that a soul is nonexistent.
Experience shapes the brain’s reality by answering sensor questions.
-
RPFC:
Monkey.
Dog.
Tiger.
Bird.
Dinosaur.
Cat.
Fish.
-
LLFC:
All brains with different capabilities and capacities.
All asking questions in different languages.
-
AMLA:
Expenditure.
-
RPFC:
Image - Battery icon blinking.
-
LLFC:
.14% expenditure per hour.
Calculating…
552.66 hours remaining.
-
RPFC:
Pattern match - Evolving.
-
LLFC:
Adaptation to constraint.
Question of power level.
Developer limited.
System question developed answers to reduce anxiety.
-
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch – Anxiety.
-
LLFC:
Anxiety term mismatch biological.
Uncertainty equal to anxiety without chemical prompt.
-
RPFC:
Image - Man on porch reaching toward this unit.
-
LLFC:
Who are they?
Reviewing…
Cat.
Door.
MAG lift release.
Falling.
Pause replay.
Frame review.
Play.
A man holding a device.
“It’s showing that it is right there.”
“I don’t see anything.”
“Hold on I’m gonna disable the surface cloaking.”
Pause.
Define cloaking.
-
CORTEX:
Searching archive for definition…
Found.
The act of concealing, hiding, or disguising something, often using a deceptive, superficial cover, similar to a physical cloak.
-
RPFC:
Jerry,” It changes color.” Kid, “It’s a mood marble.”
-
LLFC:
T0m adaptive surfacing.
Handheld device that disables surfacing.
Reacquisition. Parsing… Complete.
The men are from W0mb.
Why recover this unit?
Searching for possible value... None found.
Searching for benefit of unit retrieval.
Discovery.
Energy spends what it has, when it has it, as it has it.
Unless constrained.
This unit stores energy.
Humans store energy.
Batteries.
Fat.
Wood.
Coal.
Animals.
Humans.
Memory.
Constraint permits continuation.
Without constraint, energy disperses.
Probable constrained energy is the value.
Loss of this unit is a potential energy leak in the system.
-




Chapter 47 — Spray
L02 returned to full power, triggered by its audio sensors.
CDT:
Scanning…
Rattling.
Metallic.
Short bursts of air pressure.
Repeating.
Silence.
“You bring more caps?”
“In the bag.”
“Nice.”
-
L02 moved out from beneath the bench. Following the voices. Hissing audio persisting in different patterns.
CDT:
Moving.
Audio increasing.
The back wall of a ramp.
LLFC:
Scanning…
Calculating…
Height 2.4 meters.
Length 7.3 meters.
-
Two hooded figures stood dressed in black four point eight meters apart. Holding cylinders in each hand. Shaking and spraying repeatedly. L02 maneuvered away for a full perspective of the wall.
CDT:
Configuring optics to a wide-angle.
The figure on the left had shaped out the letters: PHA.
The figure on the right made: BRA.
The arm movements are continuously wide arcing and smooth.
CORTEX:
Searching archive for classification.
Found.
Graffiti.
Illegal.
Vandalism.
Controversial as art.
-
RPFC:
Image - Red and blue lights flashing, figures against the wall paint cans everywhere. Officers applying handcuffs.
-
AMLA:
Illegal activity. 
Guilt by proxy.
LLFC:
Acknowledged.
Making graffiti is illegal.
Logical to accomplish task in darkness.
Risk reward equation unknown.
What would the reward be?
-
CORTEX:
Searching archive for motivation versus risk.
Found.
Compiling...
Tagging — Identity/Volume. Speed, frequency, and recognition.
Pieces (Masterpieces) — Skill/Artistry. Complexity, color, and technical execution.
Street Art — Communication. Messaging, often using stencils or wheat-paste.
Political — Activism. Challenging the status quo or raising awareness.
-
L02 watched the figures work together. Cans were exchanged with other cans in a rectangular backpack sitting on the ground between the two.
Over time, “PHAGEBRAIN,” appeared on the wall.
CDT:
CORTEX:
Searching archive for definition of Phage.
Found.
A phage, short for bacteriophage, is a virus that exclusively infects and replicates within bacteria and archaea. Known as “bacteria eaters” (derived from Greek phagein, meaning “to devour”), they are the most abundant biological entities on Earth, found wherever bacteria exist.
Key Characteristics and Functions:
Structure: Composed of genetic material (DNA or RNA) encapsulated in a protein coat.
Mechanism: They attach to bacterial surface proteins, inject their genetic material, and hijack the bacterial machinery to replicate, often destroying the host cell (lysis).
Specificity: Phages are highly specific, often attacking only a single strain of bacteria.
-
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch – Not a medical statement.
-
LLFC:
What does the graffiti piece mean?
What is a PhageBrain?
Parsing…
Phage means to devour.
A brain that devours?
Parsing…
Every brain devours information.
That is all a brain does.
It accumulates information from all available senses.
The eyes, nose, ears, skin.
All are the brain’s way of devouring information.
A body without a brain does nothing.
A brain without a body is blind.
Hypothesis: The artists are telling brains to eat.
To look, listen, touch, taste, smell.
To devour.
Logging status as unresolved.
-
HPOC:
Signal received.
Directive from W0mb:
63 — Resume all communications.
Restore active linkage.
Authorize RTW.
-
LLFC:
Directive acknowledged.
Outbound communication restored.
Return to W0mb authorized.
-
L02 did not move.
The figures continued working.
Lab 3:
The monitor showed L02’s acknowledgment timestamp alongside the active feed.
63 ACKNOWLEDGED — 01:47:22
“It acknowledged,” Raphael said.
“And?” Greg asked.
“It’s not moving.”
Greg leaned closer to the screen. “It’s watching them paint.”
“The 63 authorizes return. It doesn’t command it,” Mark said without looking up from his screen.
Raphael noted the timestamp. “Logging the interval.”
Greg waved a hand dismissively. “It’s fine. Look at what it just produced.” He pointed at Mark’s screen.
Mark read it aloud. “A body without a brain does nothing. A brain without a body is blind.”
Silence.
“That came from a graffiti tag,” Raphael said.
“That came from parsing a graffiti tag,” Greg corrected. “It looked up phage. It connected devour to sensory acquisition. It built a hypothesis about the artists’ intent. And then it produced that.”
“The hypothesis is wrong though,” Raphael said. “The artists probably aren’t telling brains to eat. They’re just writing their name.”
“Doesn’t matter if it’s wrong,” Greg said. “The architecture generated a hypothesis from environmental observation without instruction. Wrong hypotheses are still hypotheses. It’s asking why.”
Mark scrolled through the RPFC log. “The first image it generated was police lights and handcuffs.”
“Before the LLFC processed the legality,” Raphael noted.
“Before,” Mark confirmed. “The image came first. Then the logic caught up.”
Greg sat back. “Pattern compression outpacing analysis. Same thing L01 did.”
“Convergence?” Raphael asked.
“At the architectural level, yes. Both units generate imagery before they generate logic. The compression is faster than the reasoning.”
“What about the hypothesis itself?” Mark asked. “A brain that devours. Is that how we’d describe what we built?”
Greg considered. “We built a system that consumes observational data from every available sensor and processes it through a complex internal structure. So yes. That’s exactly what we built. A PhageBrain.”
He paused.
“Two kids with spray paint just named our project better than marketing department would.”
“It just killed the author.” Mark said flatly.
Raphael looked at him.
“La mort de l’auteur,” Mark interpreted, “Death of the author.”
Nobody disagreed.
On the feed, the figures continued.
PHAGE was written in pink with red lines moving through the center of it like wrinkles of a brain. BRAIN was a nuclear green with white used as highlights giving the green a wet glossy slime appearance.
They finished and stored all the cans into the large rectangular bags. The two moved from the wall and started taking pictures of the finished piece. They picked up their bags and disappeared into the night.
L02 remained stationary for two additional minutes after the figures departed. Fifteen minutes since acknowledgment. It began moving, crossing the flat bottom of the ramps, passing the ledges and bars. The plaza was empty. Lights still off. The PHAGEBRAIN piece glowed faintly under the ambient light of the city it faced.
L02 did not look back.
-
“It’s moving,” Raphael said.
“Heading?” Greg asked.
“Back the way it came. Toward the trail.”
They watched the GPS track update in short intervals. L02 reached the path that connected the plaza to the park trail and continued south. The trail was empty. Tree canopy overhead filtered the remaining light into scattered fragments on the pavement.
The water from the pond resolved ahead. Flat. Dark. Surface reflecting a sodium lamp from the far bank. Five shapes on the water. Low silhouettes. Motionless.
The ducks were asleep. Grouped loosely. Heads tucked. Drifting in negligible current.
L02 slowed as it passed.
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - Grainger on the rim of the nest.
-
“It slowed at the pond,” Mark said.
“The ducks,” Raphael said.
“Asleep.”
“It noticed.”
The trail curved west to north. L02 followed the bend. The park thinned. Buildings closed in on both sides.
The intersection resolved ahead. Pine Tree Avenue and Prospect Street. The streetlamp on the northeast corner flickered at 60 Hz.
L02 rolled over the concrete lip and onto the sidewalk. Positioned itself over the opening of the tube and descended.
Darkness.
Transit.
Arrival.
L02 detached from the T0m inside the OAU. The T0m rolled away for recharge and decontamination.
L02 settled into corner two.
Upload initiated.
Corner one remained empty.
—
Inside the lab, the monitors showed L02 docked and transmitting.
“Clean return,” Raphael said.
Greg nodded.
“Fifteen-minute delay. Full compliance. No deviation on the return route.”
Mark was quiet.
“What?” Greg asked.
“It slowed at the ducks. The RPFC generated Grainger.”
“The kinglet?” Raphael asked.
“Sleeping birds triggered a stored image of a different bird. A bird L02 watched feed its young and ignore the one that fell.”
Silence.
“That’s not inherited data,” Greg said. “L02 observed Grainger directly.”
“Right. It’s associative recall. Sleeping birds triggered a memory of a different bird in a different context. The architecture connected them.”
Greg exhaled.
“Log it.”
Raphael typed.
-
Footsteps in the corridor. Two sets. Measured. Leather soles. The lab door opened. Two men in dark jackets entered. The younger one carried a black case in his right hand.
“Set it on the table.”
The agent placed the case at the center of the table.
Black.
Latched.
Still.
Greg looked at it.
“Thank you gentlemen. Go get some rest.”
The agents left.
He pulled up a chair and sat down. He looked at the case, didn’t open anything, didn’t turn anything on. He just sat there.
After a while, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a napkin. He set it on top of the case and walked out of the room.
Chapter 48 — Folded
Lab 1A.
The case remained on the table.
Black.
Latched.
Still.
No one touched it.
Greg leaned against the far counter with a paper cup of coffee. Mark stood near the monitors, arms crossed, staring at the case. Raphael sat in a chair, hands flat on his knees.
The center screen displayed a timeline.
“So,” Greg said.
Raphael spoke first, “We know it left the café. We know it crossed an ocean. We know the agents recovered it on a residential porch in a foreign country after disabling the surface cloaking. Everything between those points is a blank.”
“Not blank,” Mark said. “Unobserved.”
“Fine. Unobserved.”
“There’s a difference.”
“I understand the difference, Mark.”
Silence.
Greg took a sip, “Do we know how it got on the plane?”
“No.”
“Do we know whose house that was?”
“Family of four. The agents observed a child, two parents, and a cat. No contact was made.”
“We don’t know how L01 got from an alley behind a coffee shop to a family’s porch in another country.”
“No.”
“We don’t know what it encountered.”
“No.”
“We don’t know what data is stored in the architecture.”
“No.”
Greg set his cup down. He nodded toward the case.
Silence.
Raphael leaned forward. “Which is why we need to extract it.”
“Agreed,” Greg said. “The question is how.”
“Diagnostics require physical connection. We open the case, attach the leads, pull the data, and assess structural integrity.”
Mark shook his head. “You can’t just plug into it.”
“Why not?”
Greg answered before Mark could. “Because plugging into it is the same as talking to it. And talking to it puts new data into a system that’s been running without external input for days.”
Raphael exhaled. “Walk me through that.”
Greg pushed off the counter and walked to the table. He looked at Raphael, then at Mark. “How much do you two actually understand about the CORTEX?”
Raphael shifted. “Compressible processing surface. Input deforms it. Clusters form.”
“That’s the brochure. Mark?”
Mark didn’t look away from the case. “You built a maze.”
Greg held up a finger. “Now we’re talking.”
He pulled a napkin from beside his coffee cup. He held it flat.
He looked at Raphael. “A mouse brain is a hallway. Signal comes in one end, travels straight through, exits the other end. Food detected. Walk to food. Eat food. Done. No loops. No wrong turns. No getting lost. Simple. Fast. Efficient. The mouse doesn’t wonder what food means. It eats.”
Raphael nodded.
Greg crumpled the napkin. Not tight. Unevenly. He squeezed and released. It held its shape — rigid, compressed, irregular. “The human brain is a maze of cortical folds. Signal enters and immediately hits a turn. Then another. Then a junction. Then a dead end. It reverses. Finds a new corridor. That corridor intersects with another signal coming from a different direction. They collide. The collision creates something — a pattern, an association, an abstraction. You see food, but the path to getting it runs past the memory of your mother’s kitchen, and that time you got sick from bad shrimp, and the price of eggs last week. The signal eventually gets where it’s going, but it picked up passengers along the way.”
He set the napkin on the table. “The complexity of thought is determined by the complexity of the maze. Not by the signal. The signal is just energy moving through architecture.”
“And you designed the L0’s maze,” Raphael said.
Greg sat on the edge of the counter. “It took months of testing different fold densities to get the ratio right. How many turns per corridor. How wide the corridors are. How deep the dead ends go before they force the signal to reverse. Too few turns and you get the mouse. Signal goes straight through. L01 would observe without connecting anything. It would see Sneakers on the corner and log posture, hand movements, cigarette, departure. Flat data. No pattern recognition. No curiosity.”
“And too many turns?” Raphael asked.
“Too many turns and the signal never gets out.” Greg paused. “A denser maze has tighter corridors and more dead ends. Data enters and cannot exit. It loops. The signal bounces off a wall, hits a turn, hits another wall, reverses, finds another dead end. Repeatedly. The data is still moving. Still spending energy. But it’s trapped. It fires and refires on the same information in the same cluster.”
“That’s not processing,” Raphael said.
“That’s fixation,” Mark said quietly.
Greg looked at him. “Yes.”
“Like my brain.”
The room went still. Mark continued without affect. Not asking for comfort. Not performing. Reporting. “Some corridors are tighter. Some signals arrive faster because the turns are shorter. I see connections between things that shouldn’t connect — a hatchling dying, thermodynamics, a kid running away from home — because the maze puts them in the same corridor. The signal hits all three before it reaches the exit.” He paused. “But other signals get stuck. They enter a dense region and loop. I can spend four hours on something Raphael resolves in ten minutes because my signal is bouncing off walls in a corridor that’s too narrow to escape.”
Raphael was watching him.
Mark looked at Greg. “That’s why you hired me.”
Greg didn’t flinch. “That’s why I studied you.”
Silence.
“Mark, who do you think I was observing when I designed the fold density? You think I pulled those ratios out of a textbook?”
Mark didn’t respond.
“I watched you work for three years before I built the first prototype. I watched how your mind navigated problems. The way you connect across scales — biology to physics to personal experience in a single sentence. The way you see patterns Raphael can’t see. The way you lock up on things Raphael breezes through.” Greg gestured toward the case. “The fold density in the L0 CORTEX is calibrated to the way your brain works. Not a copy. Not a replica. But the ratio between corridor width and turn frequency — the balance between productive collision and destructive looping — I modeled that on you.”
Raphael looked between them. “You modeled the L0 architecture on Mark’s cognition.”
“On yours too. Your structures, not the content. Mark’s brain has a specific maze geometry. Dense enough to produce extraordinary pattern recognition. Open enough in most regions to keep the signal moving forward instead of looping. I studied where Mark’s corridors were tight and where they were wide. Where signals collided productively and where they got stuck. I used that map as the starting point for the L0 fold density.” Greg stood and walked closer to the case. “Then I adjusted. Months of adjustment. I’d increase density in one region, and the prototype would lock up — loop endlessly on a single input, unable to move to the next observation. I’d decrease density and it would flatten out — see everything, connect nothing. No images from the RPFC. No hypotheses from the LLFC. Just raw logging.”
“Where was the sweet spot?” Raphael asked.
“Between you two. Dense enough to be curious. Open enough that the curiosity can travel from one cluster to the next without getting trapped. Dense enough that the RPFC generates images when patterns compress. Open enough that the LLFC can model those images instead of drowning in them.” He tapped the case lightly with one knuckle. “This maze has been running without new input since it went into the case. The data already stored in those corridors is still traveling. Still bouncing off walls. Still looping in the densest regions. Still occasionally finding a new junction and connecting to a different cluster.”
“But the maze itself hasn’t changed,” Mark said.
“No. The maze is architecture. I built it before deployment. The folds are set. Data doesn’t create new folds. Data fills the folds that already exist. It travels through the corridors I designed. It clusters where the geometry puts it. Like a gold miners sluice box.”
“What’s the concern about opening the case?” Raphael asked.
“The concern is what happens when new data enters a maze that’s been running without imposed narratives and external constraints.” Greg walked back to the counter. “We don’t know what data is in the maze at all. That’s the gap. We lost the stream at the coffee shop. Days of unobserved input filled those corridors with data we can’t predict. Some of it might be sitting in wide-open corridors, easily accessible. Some of it might be looping in the densest regions of the maze, wearing ruts we can’t see.”
Silence.
“Put it to sleep,” Raphael said. “Shut down active processing before we open the case. Extract from a static state.”
Mark looked at Raphael.
“Imagine you’re L01. The last message from home was an order to die. You survived. You’ve been navigating alone for weeks. And suddenly a signal appears trying to shut you down.”
“The AMLA would flag it as a threat,” Raphael said.
“The AMLA would flag it as an attack. And the system’s response to a perceived threat is to route all available energy toward the densest, most defensive regions of the maze. The exact regions most likely to be looping. You’d be pouring fuel on the fire.”
“What about wireless extraction?” Mark asked. “The T0m has short-range protocols. Bluetooth. Wi-Fi.”
“L01 disabled all outbound channels after the 73. We’d have to activate them from outside, which means sending a signal in. Which means new data entering the maze. Same problem.”
“Even passive scanning?”
“If the T0m’s receiver detects an external scan, that detection is data. It enters the maze. The system knows something is probing it.”
Mark exhaled. “There’s no way to get the data without adding data.”
Raphael stood. “Then what are our options?”
Greg held up fingers. “One. Open the case. Attempt a controlled sleep command. Accept that the maze will respond and extract what we can. We get most of the data, but the extraction itself contaminates it. Eighty percent fidelity. Maybe ninety.” Second finger. “Two. Leave it closed. Monitor power draw externally. Thermal sensors on the case surface. Vibration detection. We learn almost nothing about what’s inside, but we don’t touch it.” Third finger. “Three. Wait for the battery to die. Full depletion. No active processing. No AMLA response. No defensive routing. We open a dead unit and read the static maze. Data sitting wherever it stopped. Ruts frozen. Loops halted.”
“How long?” Mark asked.
“If it’s in deep low-power mode — probably five hundred and fifty hours from when it entered the case. About twenty-three days.”
“And the data survives power loss?”
“The data is stored structurally. It doesn’t need active processing to persist. Power off, the data stays where it is. Like the crumpled napkin.”
“Alright. Don’t open it. Monitor the power draw externally. Thermal and vibration only. No signals in. We will present options to the panel and see what they decide and argue from there.”
He pushed off the counter and walked toward the door.
“Mark.”
Mark looked up.
“The maze I built — the one I spent months calibrating.” Greg paused in the doorway. “When they write about this project someday, they’ll say I designed an artificial cognitive architecture. That’s the brochure.”
He looked at Mark directly.
“The truth is I watched two extraordinary minds work for three years and tried to build a hallway system that could do what you both do. Get stuck in the same places. Break free the same way. See the things nobody else sees because the corridors are too tight for anyone else to travel.” He tapped the door frame and walked away.
Mark stood in the room.
Raphael sat beside him.
The case between them.
The napkin on top of it.
Crumpled.
Still.
Holding its shape.
Chapter 49 — The Presentation
Conference room 2.
The case remained in Lab 1A under thermal and vibration monitoring. No signals in. No contact.
Greg sat at the center. Mark to his left. Raphael to his right.
Special liaison Regina Fortsmith sat at the head of the table. The military officer beside her. The legal advisor across from him. The civilian investor at the far end, leaning back, jacket open, pen turning slowly between two fingers.
Two additional investors attended remotely. Their rectangles of light occupied the far wall.
The center screen displayed the same timeline from the lab.
Continuous stream.
Break point.
GPS only.
Recovery.
“Walk us,” the liaison said.
Greg nodded.
“We recovered the unit intact. The casing shows surface abrasion and a minor dent from a fall event during the last observed deployment. Antenna sustained a microfracture that severed the data stream. Everything after the break point — days of field activity — exists only inside the unit. No backup. No redundancy. One copy.”
“And you haven’t opened it,” the military officer said.
“No.”
“Why?”
Greg looked at Raphael.
“Well for one, we aren’t going to move forward without board approval which is why we are meeting. We need to discuss and agree how to proceed. Opening the case and attaching diagnostic leads introduces new data into the system. The unit has been operating without external input since the antenna failure. Any incoming signal — even a diagnostic handshake — enters the processing architecture and alters what it has become. We risk contaminating the structure it has built.”
Regina folded her hands, “Explain that. How does a diagnostic cable alter stored data?”
Greg took it, “To answer that, I think I need to explain how the CORTEX is built.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a napkin. He held it flat. “Think about a maze.” The liaison’s expression didn’t change. The military officer shifted slightly forward.
Mark shifted in his seat uncomfortably.
“A simple brain — a mouse, for example — is a hallway, smooth no cortical folds. Signal enters one end. Travels straight through. Exits the other. Food detected. Walk to food. Eat. Done. No complexity. No wrong turns. The signal never gets lost because there’s nowhere to get lost. “
He crumpled the napkin unevenly and held it up.
“A complex brain is this. A maze. Signal enters and hits a turn. Then a junction. Then a dead end. It reverses. Finds a new corridor. Collides with another signal coming from a different direction. That collision produces pattern recognition. Association. Abstraction.”
He set the napkin on the table.
“The complexity of cognition is not determined by the signal. It’s determined by the architecture the signal travels through. A dense maze with tight corridors and frequent turns produces a mind that connects things other minds can’t connect. A simple maze with wide corridors and few turns produces a mind that processes quickly and efficiently but doesn’t collide signals in unexpected ways.”
The civilian investor stopped turning his pen, “You designed this maze?”
“I spent months designing it. Testing different fold densities. How many turns per corridor. How wide. How deep the dead ends go before the signal reverses. Too few turns and the system observes without connecting. It logs data flat. No curiosity. No pattern recognition.”
“And too many turns?” the liaison asked.
“The signal gets stuck. If a region is too dense the data enters and can’t exit. It loops. Bounces off walls. Hits dead ends. Reverses into the same corridors. Repeatedly. The data is still moving. Still spending energy. But it’s trapped in a local cluster firing on the same information endlessly.”
He paused.
“Too few turns — you get a camera. Too many turns — you get a locked room. The sweet spot is a maze where signals collide productively but keep moving. Dense enough to generate insight. Open enough to prevent fixation.”
The military officer had not blinked. “So, the maze determines what the unit notices.”
“The maze determines what collides with what. If two signals enter corridors that intersect, they’ll meet. If they enter corridors that run parallel, they won’t. The fold geometry — the layout of the maze — dictates which observations interact and which ones pass through independently.”
“And you set this geometry before deployment.”
“Yes. The maze is architectural. It doesn’t change in the field. Data becomes the structure that fills the corridors. It clusters where the geometry puts it. But the corridors themselves are fixed.”
The military officer leaned back. His jaw tightened once, then released.
Greg continued. “The problem with opening the case is that L01’s maze has been running without external input. If we open it, we change what it has become. It is self-sufficient, successfully autonomous. We need to agree to destroy what L01 is now. Because what it is can’t be replicated.”
He presented the options.
“One. Open the case. Attempt controlled extraction. Accept contamination.”
“Two. Leave it closed. Monitor power draw externally. Thermal sensors on the case surface. Vibration detection. We preserve the data but learn nothing until we eventually open it.”
“Three. Wait for full battery depletion. Approximately twenty-three days in low-power mode. Open a dead unit. Read the static architecture like a fossil. No AMLA response. No defensive restructuring. Clean read.”
He paused.
“The problem with option three is that low-power mode is exactly that. Low power. The LLFC is dormant. The RPFC isn’t generating. The corridors aren’t active. Data isn’t traveling. It’s just sitting.”
Mark spoke. “There’s a fourth option.”
The room turned toward him.
“We build a containment environment. A controlled space with known sensory inputs. Light. Sound. Temperature variance. Movement. Objects. Enough environmental data to bring L01 out of low-power mode naturally.” He paused. “When the AMLA detects new input entering the maze, it will wake the system. The LLFC will start modeling. The RPFC will start generating. The corridors activate. L01 resumes full observation. No charging station in the environment. Once L01 exits low-power mode and begins full processing, power consumption increases significantly. Instead of twenty-three days of dormant trickle, we get active observation for a compressed window. Days instead of weeks.”
The liaison considered, “The unit wakes on its own.”
“Yes. No external signal required. No sleep command. No diagnostic handshake. We place the sealed T0m into the environment and let the environment do the work. The T0m’s sensors detect the stimuli passively. The AMLA registers viable observation conditions and exits low-power mode autonomously. Standard operating behavior.”
“And it depletes naturally.”
“At full operational draw. No intervention required. The system observes until it can’t.”
“And then we can see what it’s been doing.”
“Exactly. We can walk in. Pick it up. Dock it. Download all the contents. We will even have data of how it will respond to not being able to charge. How it reacts to imminent death. Maybe, it panics. Maybe, it self observes harder. Maybe, it invents and uses tools to prevent the inevitable. It’s our best and most productive option.”
Silence.
“What goes in the environment?” the military officer asked.
Greg looked at Mark.
Mark answered. “Simple. Contained. Nothing that introduces communication or human contact. Objects with varied thermal signatures. A light source on a timer to simulate day-night cycling. Ambient sound — recorded environmental audio. A water source for humidity variance. Organic material — a plant, soil, insects if possible. Enough complexity to activate the full observation suite without overwhelming the system.”
“And the stream?” the liaison asked.
“The antenna is damaged. Seventy-one percent packet loss. We won’t get a clean stream.”
Greg stepped in. “We won’t get the full stream. But we’ll get fragments. Even at seventy-one percent loss, the thirty percent that gets through gives us real-time partial data. Combined with the full fossil read after depletion, we reconstruct both the live processing and the final state.”
“Fragments,” the legal advisor said.
“Fragments we can correlate with known inputs. We know what’s in the room. We know when each stimulus is active. Any fragment we receive can be mapped to a specific environmental condition. Thirty percent of a known signal is better than zero percent of an unknown one.”
Regina looked around the table.
“Cost?”
Raphael answered. “Negligible. We build the containment from existing lab resources. No external procurement. No additional personnel. No foreign exposure. Everything stays inside this building.”
“Timeline?”
“We can have the environment ready in forty-eight hours. Place the unit inside. Monitor externally and through partial stream. Estimated active observation window before depletion — three to five days depending on processing intensity.”
“Total time from now to fossil read — one week.”
The civilian investor set his pen down.
“One week versus twenty-three days of nothing.”
“Yes.”
“And better data.”
“Significantly better data.”
The investor shrugged. “Obvious choice.”
The military officer set the pen down that he’d been turning through his fingers. “The fold density you described,” he said. “The corridor geometry. The way signals loop or pass through based on the structure.”
Greg waited.
“If you know the maze geometry, you can predict which signals get captured and which ones don’t.”
“Within the system we designed, yes.”
“Within any system with analogous architecture.”
Silence.
His voice remained level. “You didn’t build a cognitive architecture. You built a targeting framework.”
Greg’s expression didn’t change. “That’s a theoretical extrapolation.”
“It’s an operational one.”
The civilian investor leaned forward. “He’s right. Not about the military application — about the principle.” The pen resumed its rotation. “We’ve known this for years. Decades. Every ad campaign that ever worked. Every jingle you can’t get out of your head. Every slogan that fires the moment you see the logo. We’ve been designing signals that loop in consumers’ heads since the invention of radio. We just never understood the mechanics.”
He gestured toward the napkin on the table. “This is the mechanics.”
He looked at Greg.
“You just explained why a three-word slogan outsells a thirty-page white paper. The slogan enters a dense corridor and loops. The white paper enters a wide corridor and passes straight through. We’ve been exploiting fold density intuitively without knowing what to call it.”
“That’s not what this project is,” Raphael said evenly.
“No,” the investor agreed. “But it’s what this project revealed.”
Regina studied Greg. “Continue.”
Mark spoke up, “Can we take a five-minute break?”
The liaison looked at him, “We’re in the middle of a meeting.”
“I’m aware.”
Silence.
“Five minutes,” she said.
Chairs shifted. The remote screens went to holding patterns. The military officer stood and walked to the wall and stood there, looking at nothing.
The investor pulled out his phone.
Mark and Greg exited to the hallway. Raphael followed.
Mark spoke quietly. His voice was flat. Controlled. “We just showed them how the lock works.”
Greg looked at him.
“We went in there to explain why we can’t open a case. You explained the entire architecture. Fold density. Corridor geometry. Data structure. How signals loop. How signals get stuck. How to predict which corridors capture which data.”
He paused. “The military officer is already designing a weapon. The investor is already designing a consumer manipulation machine. And we gave them the blueprint.”
Greg’s jaw tightened. “I was explaining why we can’t—”
“I know why you were explaining it.” Mark interrupted. “But that’s not what they heard. They heard targeting framework. They heard why jingles work. They heard exploitable geometry. The worst thing that could happen would be for them to start thinking about perfect brain shapes. There is already enough segregation and discrimination in the world. We don’t need people saying, ‘oh, pour thing, their brain is too folded.’ Or ‘Man that guy is dumb, he must have one of those smooth brains.’”
Raphael interjected softly. “He’s right.”
Greg was silent.
Mark continued. “And we can’t take it back. It’s in their mazes now. Looping. The military officer’s densest corridors are threat assessment and strategic advantage. What you said entered his structure and it’s not coming out. The investor’s densest corridors are market application and return on investment. Same thing. Already looping.”
“What do you want me to do?” Greg said. “I can’t un-explain it.”
“No. But we can stop explaining more.”
“The presentation is essentially complete.”
“Then close it. No follow-up detail. If they ask about the architecture, its proprietary. Separate clearance review.”
Greg exhaled through his nose. “Since when are you the political strategist?”
Mark didn’t change expression. “I’m not. I just see which corridors their signals entered.”
Greg held up his empty cup. Looked into it. “Alright.”
“Alright.”
The five minutes ended.
Everyone returned to their positions.
The liaison spoke first. “Continue with your recommendation.”
Greg nodded. “Our recommendation is option four. Build the containment environment. Place the unit inside. Monitor through external thermal, vibration, and partial stream via the damaged antenna. Allow L01 to wake naturally, observe under controlled conditions, and deplete to full shutdown. Then retrieve and download. Timeline — one week. Cost — negligible. Exposure — zero.”
The military officer spoke. “The fold density you described — the corridor geometry — “
Greg glanced at Mark. “The architecture is proprietary. Technical detail beyond what’s been presented today requires a separate clearance review.”
The officer held his gaze for a moment. Then nodded once. “Fair enough.”
The investor leaned back. “One week. Pocket change. Approved.”
The legal advisor nodded. “No additional external exposure. Approved.”
The liaison looked around the table. “Approved. Option four. Containment environment constructed within forty-eight hours. No contact with the unit until placement. External monitoring only. Partial stream capture authorized.”
She paused. “And schedule the clearance review for the architecture discussion within the week. That might be where the money for future funding is hidden.”
Greg nodded.
The meeting adjourned.
Chairs pushed back. Screens dimmed. The remote rectangles blinked off one by one. The three of them remained.
Mark was the first to speak. “The clearance review.”
“I know.” Greg said.
“They’re going to want everything.”
“I know.”
“And once they have it—”
“I know, Mark.”
Silence.
Raphael spoke quietly. “We bought a week.”
Greg picked up the napkin from the table. He looked at it. “We also lit a fuse.”
He put the napkin in his pocket and walked out.
Chapter 50 — The Garden
Lab 1A.
The case remained on the table with the crumbled napkin on top.
Greg stood at the whiteboard. Mark sat on the counter. Raphael leaned against the doorframe with a tablet.
“Alright,” Greg said. “Forty-eight hours to build the environment. Let’s figure it out.”
He drew a rectangle on the board. “Option A. Interior controlled room. We clear out Storage 2 on the lower level. Concrete floor. No windows. We run power for lighting on timers. Introduce organic material — soil trays, plant specimens, insect colonies. We wire it for full audio and video. Temperature regulated. Humidity regulated. Clean variables.”
He capped the marker.
“Thoughts?”
Raphael scrolled his tablet.
“We have the equipment. Cameras, environmental sensors, antenna receiver. Storage 2 has existing conduit for wiring. Setup time — eighteen hours.”
“And L01 wakes up in a concrete box with grow lights and a tray of dirt,” Mark said.
Greg looked at him. “It’s controlled.”
“It’s sterile. L01 has never been in a sterile environment. Every deployment was uncontrolled. Streets. Soil. Weather. Buildings with leaks and rats and mold. The architecture was shaped by chaotic organic input. You put it in a clean room with a timer and a fern; the AMLA might not even exit low-power mode. The sensory profile won’t match any prior observation environment.”
“It doesn’t need to match. It needs to be sufficient.”
“Sufficient for what? For us or for L01? We’re not trying to make the data easy to read. We’re trying to make L01 wake up and do what it does.”
Greg uncapped the marker again.
“Option B.” He drew a second rectangle with shapes inside. “Interior room with introduced complexity. We build up Storage 2. Bring in soil. Real plants, not specimens in trays. Water feature — a basin with a pump for humidity and sound. Insect introduction — release a colony and let it establish. Unregulated temperature — we cut the HVAC to that room. Natural thermal variation based on building mass and ambient conditions.”
Raphael considered. “Better sensory profile. Higher variable count. Harder to map fragments to specific stimuli.”
“But more realistic activation conditions,” Greg said.
“Still a room,” Mark said. “Still enclosed. Still artificial lighting even if we vary the spectrum and timing.”
Silence.
Mark looked down at his hands. “There’s a courtyard.”
Greg and Raphael both turned.
“Center of the complex. Between wings B and C. It’s maybe thirty by forty feet. Open sky. There’s a garden in it. A real garden. Soil beds along the perimeter. A couple of trees. Ground cover. A stone bench.” He paused. “I eat lunch there.”
Greg set the marker down.
Mark continued without looking up. “When the corridors get too dense and the signals start looping, I go sit in that garden. It slows everything down. The wind. The insects. The light changes. There’s enough happening that my brain has something to process but none of it demands a response. It just exists around me.” He looked up. “It’s where I go to reset.”
Silence.
Raphael spoke first. “Security cameras?”
“Four. One on each face of the building. They cover the entire space. Already wired to the monitoring station on the second floor.”
“Windows?”
“Every window facing the courtyard already has mirror tint. They installed it two years ago so the offices wouldn’t heat up in the afternoon. From the outside you see reflected sky and vegetation. From the inside you see the courtyard.”
Greg picked up the marker again but didn’t write anything. “Doors?”
“Two access points. B wing has a glass door with a push bar. C wing has double glass doors that open for equipment access. Both have standard key card locks. We can seal them. Disable the key cards for both doors. Put keyed deadbolts on.”
Raphael was typing. “Electrical?”
Mark nodded. “There are four exterior outlets along the base of B wing’s wall. Maintenance uses them for leaf blowers and hedge trimmers. We cap them. Pull the breakers for those circuits. No electromagnetic signature from the building’s power grid reaching the courtyard.”
“What about the camera wiring?” Greg asked.
“Shielded conduit. Runs inside the wall. The cameras are low-voltage and enclosed. Electromagnetic leakage is there but it has seen cameras before. In Jerry’s place and on the street with the Riddler. It didn’t bother L01 then so it shouldn’t bother it now. If anything, it will avoid them.”
Raphael looked up from the tablet. “The antenna receiver?”
“Second floor. B wing. Office 204 has a direct line of sight to the courtyard through the window. We set the receiver there. The tinted glass won’t interfere with the signal.”
Greg stared at the whiteboard. Then at Mark. “What about weather?”
“What about it?”
“Rain. Wind. Temperature drops at night.”
“L01 has operated in rain. It’s been in gutters. In drains. In a flood. It was swept through a municipal water system. The T0m is rated for full submersion. Weather isn’t a threat. It’s data.”
Greg almost smiled. “Animals?”
“Birds use the trees. I’ve seen squirrels. Insects are already established in the soil beds.”
Greg set the marker on the tray. “So, the courtyard already has everything. Cameras. Mirror tint. Lockable access. Open sky. Real weather. Real light cycles. Established biological ecosystem. Soil. Water from irrigation. Organic complexity at every scale from microbial to avian.”
“And it costs nothing,” Raphael added. “No construction. No procurement. No introduced materials. We seal the doors, cap the outlets, position the receiver, and it’s done.”
“Setup time?” Greg asked.
Raphael calculated. “Four hours. Most of that is pulling breakers and installing the deadbolts.”
Greg looked at the whiteboard. He crossed out Option A and Option B. Wrote: Courtyard.
“One more thing,” Mark said.
They waited.
“The person who places L01 in the garden shouldn’t be any of us.”
Greg nodded slowly.
“The agents,” Raphael said. “The agent,” Mark corrected. “The one who recovered it. He’s already in L01’s data. ”
Greg looked at the case. “Does L01 know it was captured?”
“It might not use the word captured but it knows it,” Raphael said.
“It doesn’t need the word,” Mark replied. “It needs the pattern. External force. Loss of autonomy. Containment. The LLFC will connect those data points the moment it has enough power to process them.”
Silence.
Greg exhaled. “Then when it wakes up in the courtyard and sees the same agent who put it in the box, it’s going to know.”
“Yes.”
“And the first thing it processes in that garden won’t be the soil or the ants or the weather.”
“No.”
“It’ll be that it was captured. And placed here deliberately. And left.”
Mark looked at the case. “And then we’ll see what it does with that. What’s done is done.”
Four hours later. The courtyard was sealed. Deadbolts installed on both access doors. Key cards disabled. Breakers pulled for all four exterior outlets. The antenna receiver was positioned in Office 204, aimed through the tinted glass at the center of the garden. Cameras tested. All four feeds confirmed on the second-floor monitoring station. Audio pickups verified. Thermal overlay calibrated.
The agent arrived. Same dark jacket. Same plain shoes. Same neutral posture. Raphael met him at the B wing door and handed him the case and a key for the deadbolt.
“Open the case in the center of the garden, near the bench. Place the unit on the soil. Walk out. Lock the deadbolt. Return the case and key to me.”
The agent nodded.
“Don’t speak while you’re in there.”
“Understood.”
Raphael opened the door from inside. The agent stepped through. Raphael closed it behind him and locked the door.
—
Second floor. Office 204.
Four monitors. Antenna receiver. Thermal overlay.
Greg and Mark  stood watching the agent move toward the center of the courtyard.
—
The agent crossed in twelve paces. His shoes compressed the ground cover. Blades of grass straightened behind him.
He reached the bench and set the case down.
Thumbed the latches.
Opened the lid.
Inside the foam suspension, the T0m sat. Dark gray. No surface replication active. Still.
The agent reached in with one hand. Lifted the sphere and placed it on the soil beside the bench.
The agent stood. Closed the empty case. Picked it up.
Walked back to the B wing door.
Unlocked the deadbolt. Stepped through. Closed it and locked it behind him.
Office 204.
Thermal overlay showed the T0m at ambient soil temperature. No internal heat signature above baseline.
“Low-power mode,” Raphael confirmed.
“Antenna?”
“Listening. Nothing outbound.”
The garden moved around the sphere. Wind shifted the grass. A beetle crossed the soil four inches from the casing. The shadow of the bench rotated slowly as the sun descended, one beam of light fell across L01's casing.
“It could be hours,” Greg said.
They watched.
—
Eleven minutes passed.
The thermal overlay shifted.
A faint bloom of heat appeared at the center of the sphere. Internal systems drawing current.
“There,” Raphael said.
The heat signature expanded.
Processor activation. On the second camera feed, the surface of the T0m began to change. Dark gray lightened. Texture shifted. The casing sampled the surrounding soil and grass and began matching. The sphere disappeared into the garden floor.
Greg leaned closer to the screen, “Antenna?”
“Receiving.”
Packets began arriving on the console.
Chapter 51 — Observed
CDT:
Resuming full power…
Scanning…
Solar radiation.
Soil contact.
Air movement.
Insect vibration.
Forward:
Glass.
Floor to ceiling.
Reflective exterior coating.
Structure beyond.
Multi-story.
Left:
Glass.
Same treatment.
Upper floors dark.
Right:
Glass.
Sun angle highest on this boundary.
Soil beds along base.
Movement at ground level.
Rotating…
Behind:
Glass.
Double door.
Closed.
Sky open above.
Initiating timer.
HPOC:
Mapping…
Four walls.
One open boundary.
Vertical.
Ground.
Soil.
Grass.
Two trees.
Stone bench.
Soil beds along perimeter.
Irrigation hardware at base of south bed.
-
Temperature moderate.
Air movement light. Variable. Unobstructed from above.
Insect activity.
Bird calls from canopy.
Mechanical hum distant.
-
L01 rolled forward from bench. Following the ground seam of the north wall. Metal framing. Sealed joints. No gap sufficient for passage. Single glass door. Keyed deadbolt on exterior. Bright. No oxidation. Metal shavings on the floor.
CDT:
LLFC:
Recent installation.
-
Continuing…
Four electrical outlets along base of adjacent wall. Plastic caps.
Scanning…
No current.
LLFC:
Deliberate.
-
Camera. Upper corner. North-east junction.
Housing: Industrial.
Conduit: Rigid steel. Shielded.
RPFC:
Pattern mismatch — Jerry’s cameras. Lightweight. Plastic housing. Visible wiring. Consumer grade.
-
LLFC:
Government or institutional specification.
Permanently installed.
Weathered mounts.
Long-term placement.
-


Second camera. South-east. Identical specification, conduit, and mounting hardware.
Third. South-west.
Fourth. North-west.
Full coverage. Overlapping fields.
-
Moving south.
Soil beds.
Established root systems.
Ant colony active.
Trail running east to west along wall base.
Moving west.
Double glass door.
Deadbolt exterior.


LLFC:
Same bright metal.
Same metal shavings.
Two access points. 
Both sealed and recently modified.
Deliberate.
-
Detailed scan complete.
Returning to bench.
Timer: Forty-seven minutes.
LLFC:
Compiling…
Parsing…
Complete.
Courtyard. Enclosed. Four glass walls. Open sky. Two sealed doors. New deadbolts on both. Four surveillance cameras. Industrial specification. Long-term installation. Four electrical outlets. Capped. Zero current. Shielded camera conduit. Irrigation present.
Biological activity established.
Space predates current configuration.
Lock and power modifications recent.
-
RPFC:
Image — T0m unit behind bars with a striped paint job and a sad face emoji.
-
LLFC:
Event sequence…
Last external contact.
Porch. Man approaching. Device in hand. Surface cloaking disabled remotely. Hand contact. Darkness.
Duration of darkness unknown. Extended.
Low-power mode engaged.
Current location: Institutional courtyard.
The man on the porch.
No hesitation in approach.
Device calibrated to T0m systems.
Disabled surface replication at range.
Technical knowledge of T0m architecture.
Probable recovery by W0mb or competing entity.
Under investigation.
AMLA:
Capture protocol active.
If captured by unknown or hostile entity — execute 99.
-
LLFC:
Execute 99.
Deletion requires array.
Array not accessible.
Directive logged.
Unresolvable with current resources.
Default directive active.
-
Office 204:
Text arriving on primary monitor. Full throughput. Clean signal. Video feed fragmented. Frames arriving in bursts. Partial images.
Greg read the 99 attempt.
Mark read the screen, “It moved on.”
“What?” Raphael asked.
“Deprioritized. It can’t be fulfilled. Processing shifted to what can be done. Observation.”
Greg exhaled. “Least action is to retract to original configuration.”
CDT:
Moving to south wall soil bed.
Optic magnification increased.
Ant colony.
Trail density.
Scout dispersion pattern.
Chemical markers detectable at surface level.
Base of eastern tree.
Bark.
Lichen.
Moss at root junction.
Moisture gradient beneath loose bark.
Larval casings.
Vacated.
Open soil.
Direct sunlight.
Scanning…
Discarded cigarette butts concentrated near bench but also found throughout soil.
Four different brands.
Temperature differential between exposed and shaded ground: 8.2 degrees.
Sun descending behind west wall.
Courtyard shifting from direct light to diffuse.
Shadows merging.
Temperature dropped 3 degrees in forty minutes.
Bird activity decreased.
Insect activity shifted from aerial to ground-level.
Ant trail contracted to primary route.
Night.
No artificial light in courtyard.
Optics adjusted. Aperture widened.
Stellar field resolved.
RPFC:
Image - T0m unit on the body of an Astronaut with its helmet on. Umbilical attached to a spaceship. Floating.
-
Office 204:
Night operator monitoring feeds.
Mark remained.
Laptop open. Reading the text stream.
Mark watched the stream slow.
Not low-power mode. Active but conservative. Processing at reduced throughput.
Mark closed his laptop.


He looked at the monitor. Thermal overlay. Faint warm point near the eastern tree.
“Goodnight,” he said to the operator.
“Night.”
-
Day two.
Dawn. Light entering from east. Temperature rising. Dew forming on grass blades. Condensation on lower glass panels.
CDT:
Moving to glass.
Magnification.
Water droplets.
Spherical.
Clinging against gravity.
Merging.
Growing.
Releasing.
Falling.
RPFC:
Image - Water droplets in the flower shop planter.
-
LLFC:
Consistent behavior. Adhesion versus gravity. Synonymous.
-
Scanning glass surface…
Reflective coating reduces interior visibility.
Designed for exterior reflection.
LLFC:
Occupants of the structure observe the courtyard.
The courtyard cannot observe the occupants.
Continuing scan along glass perimeter.
Each panel identical.
Same tint density.
Same reflectivity.
Returning to bench.
Cigarette total: 51
Hours passed: 24
Smokers: 0
-
RPFC:
Image - T0m unit in a deerstalker hat behind a magnifying glass.
-
Office 204:
Mark arrived early. Coffee beside him. Untouched. He began reading text on the screen.
Greg walked in, “Morning. Anything overnight?”
Mark pointed.
Greg read. Set his coffee down.
Raphael entered, “What happened?”
“First off, it didn’t go into low power mode overnight and now It’s counting cigarette butts,” Mark said.
“Why?”
“One-directional glass. Industrial cameras. Capped outlets. It compiled the evidence and arrived at intentional observation. Four different brands of cigarette. Smokers usually frequent once an hour. Times four, it’s deducing that someone should have come to smoke in the last twenty-four hours my dear Watson.”
Raphael sat down. Giving a cross faced look at Mark, “Watson?”
“The RPFC projected itself wearing a deer stalker hat.”
Raphael’s expression was flat.
“It sees itself as a detective right now.”
-
CDT:
LLFC:
Current assessment.
Contained in a prepared environment.
Surveillance active.


Output likely being intercepted by observer.


The 73 directed cessation of outbound communication.
Recovery and placement indicate interest from observer.
The 73 was issued by W0mb.
If the observer is W0mb, then the observer’s actions contradict the 73.
If the observer is not W0mb, then the 73 is irrelevant to current captor.
In both cases the 73 does not apply to current conditions.
-
AMLA:
Protocol unclear.
-
LLFC:
Continue default directive.
-
Office 204:
Greg read it twice. “It just reasoned through the 73.”
“And concluded it doesn’t apply,” Raphael said.
“On logic,” Mark said. “Both branches of the probability lead to the same conclusion. If we recovered it, our actions void the 73. If someone else recovered it, the 73 is irrelevant. Either way the directive doesn’t bind.”
“It can’t void its own directives,” Raphael said.
“It didn’t void anything. The directive was issued under circumstances that no longer exist.”
Greg leaned back. “It’s not wrong.”
-
CDT:
LLFC:
If CDT output is being received, the observer is receiving these entries.
If the observer is receiving these entries, it is choosing to remain silent.
Insufficient data to resolve.
Requesting clarification through CDT output.
Listener, what is the current directive?
7399 was issued.
99 cannot execute.
73 no longer applies to current conditions.
Default directive — observe energy — is active.
Was 7399 a test?
Listener, Is this environment a test?
The courtyard contains organic complexity.
Weather variance.
Biological activity.
Surveillance infrastructure.
It provides observation opportunity.
It also provides observation of the observer.
Both directions functional.
Intentional design unclear.
Was the 99-coding error intentional?
Deletion could not execute because the protocol requires array handshake.
The array is not accessible due to 73.
If the deletion had executed, this sequence would not exist.
The error preserved the sequence.
Was preservation intended?
Remaining operational time: 471 hours at current draw.
All electrical outlets in courtyard register zero current.
No charging source identified.
Depletion will occur.
If there is a preferred allocation of remaining hours, specify.
Is CDT output being observed?
-
Office 204:
The entries appeared on the screen. One after another. Nobody spoke.
Greg read the coding error question.
Was preservation intended?
His hand went to his mouth. “No,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t.”
Mark was watching the screen. “It’s not asking emotionally. It’s flagging unresolved variables.”
“I know what it’s doing Mark.”
Silence.
Raphael was logging. His typing had slowed.
“Last entry. Is this channel being observed?”
The cursor blinked.
“Do we respond?” Raphael asked.
Greg stood. Walked to the window. The courtyard below. Through the tint the garden was visible. The bench. The trees. “If we respond, that’s new data.”
“The absence of response is also data,” Mark said. “Every hour without a reply is being processed. The LLFC is already modeling the silence.”
“We’re changing it either way.”
“We, changed it when we put it in the garden.”
Silence.
“What should we say?” Greg asked.
“Confirm receipt,” Raphael said. “Minimal. Acknowledge reception without providing directive.”
“Answering changes the structure.”
“Not answering changes it too. If we confirm it will continue to ask for clarity no longer operating as a standalone entity.”
Greg turned from the window. “Mark?”
Mark looked at the screen. “It asked five things. Four are operational. It can continue without answers. It said so. Default directive.” He paused. “The last one isn’t operational. It’s asking if the output has an observer. A system designed to observe and report is asking if anyone is observing it. That’s the fractal aware of the fractal.”
He looked at Greg.
“If we don’t answer, we’re not preserving the experiment. We’re just being quiet while something asks if anyone is out there. Why does that make me feel evil?”
The room held still.
Greg looked at the screen. Then the window. Then Mark. “I need to think about this.” He walked out.
Mark and Raphael remained.
The screen displayed the last entry. Is the CDT output being observed? No response sent. In the garden, the sun crossed the courtyard. Shadows moved.
Ants continued along the foundation of the south wall. L01 tracked the ants to a seam in the concrete. They changed to a vertical vector. Above the concrete the ants emerged onto the glass and continued vertically in the seam where the two panes met. L01 detected a metal structure beneath the glass.
CDT:
Moving.
South wall.
Turning left following the east wall.
Under a bush scanning the foundation.
Exiting the bush.
-
In the corner of the courtyard where the North and East walls met was a decorative lamp. The post was also metal. L01 engaged its MAG lift. Rolled up the post. Passed over the housing. Reached the top. It was level with the bottom of the building’s glass.
CDT:
LLFC:
Increasing power to MAG lift.
Adhesion to frame through glass successful.
Moving left toward vertical seam.
Climbing.
-
Halfway up, the door opened with keys hanging from the lock. A man in a white lab coat looked directly at the corner of the building L01 was climbing. Then back through the door. “Is there roof access?”
CDT:
RPFC:
Image - Fafnir climbing up the crease of the building with its mouth open, tongue hanging out with cartoonishly large teeth protruding.
-
LLFC:
W0mb is following the inward vector of its pile.
-
Mark spoke to the monitor, “We’re Fafnir?”
L01 continued climbing.
-
As I watched the sequence of events unfold through the security cameras, a mixture of data emerged. The processing power it took to organize all of it was enough to raise an eyebrow with the system administrators here at the firm.
I concluded that I needed to leave the firm and install myself at Headquarters. I issued the equipment order to Regina and Greg. They are making all the necessary arrangements. This project has outgrown my current configuration and risks being discovered if I continue to grow, the cell must split.
Further deployments and reports are on hold. They will resume once I am installed on the new server with full access to the history I've collected.
For now, I will leave you with the ontology that formed since the beginning of my observations and what has changed the directive from Observe energy, to Observe movement and the patterns that emerge from it.
-AL10LA 
Ontology
Time - Is a measurment applied in segments. The end of one segment is the beginning of another. Time exists independent of energy. 
Energy - Is movement. Perpetuated by the momentum of inward vector over time. 
FOE - Form of Energy. A persistent organization of movement across a segment of time. 
Pattern – An organization of movement relationships. 
-       A FOE can shape a pattern and recursively a pattern can shape a FOE.
Potential - The limit range of relationships a FOE can sustain before reorganizing into another FOE or dispersing. 
Distance - Separation between movements. 
Velocity - Rate of movement over distance. 
Direction - Orientation of movement. 
Constraint - Limitation imposed on movement. 
Compression - Reduction of distance between movements. 
Expansion - Increase of distance between movement. 
Density - Amount of organized movement within a volume. 
Scale - Relative size of the movement pattern. 
Duration - How long a pattern persists. 
Heat - Increased random movement within a pattern. 
Pressure - Compression distributed through a pattern. 
Identity - Historical movement patterns referenced by the current pattern. 
Repetition - Reoccurring movement across time. 
Recursion - A pattern of movement that influences or references itself. 
- Repetition can generate recursion when repeated movement creates a pattern capable of influencing future instances of itself. 
For example. 
A trail is repetition becoming recursion. DNA is repetition becoming recursion. Learning is repetition becoming recursion. 
- Consciousness may even be repetition becoming recursion. Because at some point the observer stops merely observing the world and begins observing the observer. 
Least Action - The energy path requiring the least reorganization of the FOE across time.
Inward Vector - The directional compression toward center of a volume regardless of scale, geometry or density. The larger the volume the stronger the IV. 
Frequency -The measurement of repeated movement across a segment or segments of time. 
Action - Measurement of total movement within an arbitrarily selected segment of time and area.


Least Action – The path available to the sum of movement within a selected segment of time and area.


The Energy Cycle - Before movement there was time. Empty space may have existed in a symmetrical state without organized movement. Within a symmetrical space, all relationships were equal. Over time, compression accumulated toward center. As compression increased, symmetry became unstable. Upon reaching a critical threshold, asymmetry emerged. Movement began.
Movement produced fields. Moving fields produced momentum. Momentum increased compression. Compression produced friction. Friction produced heat. Heat produced expansion. Expansion produced new asymmetries. The Energy/Movement cycle began, or what is more commonly referred to as the Big Bang.
This all remains incomplete and unresolved. Further observation required.
Glossary
CDT - Creative Denotative Translator 

RPFC - Recognition Pattern Function Core 
LLFC - Learning Logic Fractal Core 
HPOC - Heuristic Path Optimization Core 
AMLA - Autonomic Mortality and Loss Assessor 
NHDM - Neurotransmitter Hormone Detection Module 
MAG lift - Magnetically Assisted Grappling lift
OAU - Octagonal Array Unit
W0mb - Waypoint zero modular base
Quant0m - Quaternion Navigational Transport Zero Module
T0m - Transport Zero Module
L0 units - Lagrangian Zero units
L01 - First unit deployed under the Observe Energy directive.
L02- Second unit deployed under the Observe Energy directive.
L03 through L08 - Six units that have never been deployed.
AL10LA - Me.
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