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SOLIPSICON 

PART I 

THE MECHANICS OF HUNGER 

Hunger turns consequence into currency. 

1 



SOLIPSICON 

CHAPTER 1 

THOSE WHO PRESS DOWN 

With his Soma-Nectar at 31.8 percent, the membrane of his 

Sphero-Nest cracked along the third axis, and the Loom's energy flow 

reduced to a dirty pulse of 0.42, Kael-4 woke hungry. 

The hunger resembled nothing humans would ever call hunger. It did 

not begin in an organ and could not be located. It pulled his body apart in 

incompatible directions, drawing every fold of his being toward a different 

center. When the level fell below thirty, he began to hear his own surfaces 

rubbing against one another. Below twenty, he lost his inner colors. Below 

ten, the Aethel-Wire said, your name no longer stayed attached to you. 

Kael had never fallen below twelve. 

Others had. 

There was no darkness around him, because darkness implied a 

direction from which light was absent. There was only absence: dead 

hyperspace, without reference points, in which his Sphero-Nest floated or 

fell or remained caught—none of those words was exact. The capsule was 

spherical only in the simplified projections the Loom sent to the children. In 

its actual geometry, the Sphero-Nest wrapped around Kael's body from 

every side, including sides that passed through him. Its membrane 

supported his seven growth nodes, his sensory filaments, and the warm 

core in which he kept his short memories. The long ones did not fit. 

Perhaps they had never existed. 
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A silver fissure crossed one of the surfaces that, in the children's 

language, was called outside. A thin mist of unrecovered Soma-Nectar 

leaked from it. Kael watched it unfold into impossible shapes and disappear. 

“Loss of 0.003 per cycle,” he said. 

The Loom did not answer. The Loom did not answer observations. It 

answered results. 

A blue wound opened on the inner membrane. It was not light, but an 

opening of meaning. Events from Realm 3D poured through it: cities, 

armies, births, diseases, negotiations, betrayals, fires, songs. Billions of 

beings moved their bodies in three directions and believed that was 

freedom. Kael found them beautiful only from a distance, the way he found 

beautiful the colonies of parasites that sometimes formed on his feeding 

conduits. 

The Loom had offered him twenty-three intervention windows. Eighteen 

were weak: a choice of marriage in a coastal village, a court sentence, a 

child who might or might not throw a stone at an animal, a researcher 

considering whether to destroy a notebook. Five had resonance potential. 

One pulsed red. 

Kael opened it. 

The plain of Rask, the year 1917 by the local calendar. One army 

retreating, another too exhausted to pursue, two villages trapped between 

them, and a colonel with a fever, recent losses, and enough authority to turn 

a mistake into an era. 

The Loom's estimate appeared along the edge of the window: 

3 



SOLIPSICON 

POTENTIAL RESONANCE: HIGH 
CAUSAL COHERENCE: 83 percent 
TETHERING COST: 4.7 UNITS 
REJECTION RISK: MODERATE 

Kael tightened his filaments around the Avatar-Folding socket. The 

socket had not been designed for comfort. When he opened it, a segment 

of membrane entered his core and seized his identity as though it were an 

object that could be lowered through a hole too small for it. The children 

had words for the first stages of pain: stretching, inversion, thinning. For the 

last stage they had no word. In the last stage, you became small enough to 

fit inside a human being. 

“Tethering,” Kael said. 

This time the Loom answered. 

A pressure without direction pierced his body. The seven growth nodes 

overlapped. Kael felt all his places becoming a single place, and that single 

place being forced through the cold socket. For an instant, the whole world 

had the thickness of a blade. 

Then there was flesh. 

Colonel Armand Veyr held his left hand on a wet map. His fingers 

trembled. The tent smelled of mildewed canvas, kerosene, old blood, and 

burnt coffee. Kael was struck by the brutality of organs. The heart pushed 

liquid without asking permission. The lungs inflated and emptied like sacks. 

One sharp pain lived in the man's knee, another in his jaw, a third behind 

his eyes. The man experienced none of these things as miracles; he called 

them exhaustion. 

Kael extended his control. 
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The first time he had descended into a human, many cycles before, he 

had tried to move each muscle separately. The result had been a seizure 

and an almost nonexistent Resonance Score. He had learned since then. 

You did not have to drive the body. You had to tilt intention, and the body 

followed the slope. 

The colonel stared at the map. On the plain beyond the tent, three 

regiments were retreating toward the frozen river. The enemy had stopped 

at the edge of the forest. Veyr's artillery had twenty-six shells left. The 

village of Little Rask, between the lines, had been turned into a makeshift 

hospital. Wounded men from both armies were there, along with forty 

civilians and the colonel's daughter, who had come as a nurse without his 

permission. 

That final fact lay in the man's mind like a knife wrapped in cloth. 

Kael touched him. 

Veyr flinched. 

“Colonel?” asked the captain beside the table. 

The man's name was Jaro Nemeț. He was twenty-seven years old, 

missing one button, and carrying an unsent letter in his pocket. Kael sensed 

his importance as a density in the simulation. If Jaro survived, he would 

have three children. One of them, forty years later, would design a type of 

valve used in hospitals. If he died, other lines opened. The Loom did not 

show which were more valuable. 

“The artillery,” Veyr said. 

His voice came out hoarse. Kael savored the vibration in his throat. 
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“Wait for coordinates.” 

The captain bent over the map. 

“The enemy has stopped here. If we hit now, we can cover the Third 

Regiment's retreat.” 

It was a reasonable solution. Reasonable solutions rarely produced 

good scores. 

Kael searched the colonel's memory. He found anger at the generals 

behind the lines, shame at the retreat, fear for his daughter, resentment 

toward the soldiers who had abandoned two guns, fever turning every 

thought into an edge. He invented nothing. There was no need. He merely 

pushed fear toward shame, and shame toward an order. 

“We're not shelling the forest,” Veyr said. “We're shelling the road at 

Little Rask.” 

The captain thought he had misheard. 

“Our road?” 

“The road they're running on.” 

Something in the man's mind rose against Kael. It was not a voice. It 

was more like a weight refusing to slide. For an instant Veyr saw his 

daughter's hair slipping from beneath her nurse's cap. He remembered 

how, at seven, she had brought him a dead bird and asked him to fix it. 

Kael pressed harder. 

“Colonel,” Jaro said quietly, “the hospital is there.” 

“I know.” 
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The word produced a vibration in the Loom window. The potential score 

rose. 

Jaro straightened. On another day, he would have requested written 

confirmation. In another life, he would have drawn his pistol. At that moment 

he thought of his platoon trapped beyond the river and of how hesitation 

might let the enemy advance. Humans called such networks of fear 

“decisions.” 

“What is the objective?” he asked. 

Kael found the most efficient answer in the colonel's vocabulary. 

“Discipline.” 

In Realm 4D, the Aethel-Wire touched the edge of his mind. 

VANYA-NULL: Kael. 

He ignored the contact. 

VANYA-NULL: There are wounded people there. 

KAEL-4: All humans will be wounded if you wait long enough. 

VANYA-NULL: His daughter. 

KAEL-4: A multiplier. 

VANYA-NULL: Get out. 

Kael would have smiled if his true body had possessed a stable mouth. 

Instead Colonel Veyr smiled, and Captain Jaro took a step backward. 

“Transmit the coordinates,” Veyr ordered. 

Outside, the wind struck the tent canvas. A soldier slipped in the mud 

and swore. Another vomited beside a cart. Three hundred meters away, a 

horse with its abdomen torn open tried to stand. Kael sensed all of this only 
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through the colonel's organs, but the Loom simultaneously offered statistical 

projections: trajectories, human densities, causal branches. Twenty-six 

shells could produce between one hundred eighty-seven and six hundred 

forty direct deaths, depending on dispersion. The secondary effects could 

not be counted. 

The impossibility was promising. 

The captain did not move. 

“Colonel, I request permission to confirm your daughter's position.” 

The resistance inside Veyr suddenly became strong. The man tried to 

pull his hand away from the map. Kael felt the intention arise in the cortex 

and descend toward the nerves. He caught it before it reached the muscles. 

For a fraction of a second, two wills inhabited the same flesh and 

recognized one another. 

There was no language between them, but Veyr understood that he 

was not alone. 

His fear changed. It was no longer fear for his daughter or his army. It 

was the fear of a man who discovers a hand inside his own hand. 

Who are you? 

The question had not been spoken. Kael felt it as a contraction. 

He answered without words as well: the one who can. 

Veyr tried to scream. Kael closed his throat. 

“Transmit,” he repeated through the colonel. 

Jaro watched him for a long time. Then he saluted. 
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When the captain left the tent, Kael opened a secondary window and 

lowered a fine pressure into the artillery operator's mind. It was not full 

Tethering; only a suggestion, enough to turn the coordinates he had 

received into certainty. The guns prepared to fire. 

Vanya returned over the Aethel-Wire, this time without words. She sent 

him an image stolen from a nurse's mind: a nine-year-old girl holding a cup 

of water beside the bed of an enemy soldier. The child had a soot stain on 

her cheek. She did not know why the men were killing one another. She 

had asked the soldier whether his mother knew where he was. 

Kael pushed the image aside. 

“Resonance doesn't measure justice,” he said. 

“We don't know what it measures,” Vanya replied. 

Her voice over the Aethel-Wire was a narrow projection, almost human. 

She had chosen a timbre after spending too long in female avatars. Kael 

had told her it was contamination. She had answered that every identity 

was a contamination you chose to keep. 

“It measures whether I eat,” Kael said. 

The first gun fired. 

The colonel's body felt the explosion through the soles of his feet before 

the sound arrived. The second gun followed. Then the third. The ground 

clenched beneath the tent. On the map, an empty cup toppled and left a 

brown streak across the drawn river. 

Kael changed perspective. 
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Avatar-Folding allowed him to remain in the colonel while receiving 

fragments from the Loom. He saw the first shell descending over the white 

road. The retreating men looked up. Some recognized the sound and threw 

themselves to the ground. Others ran. The shell struck beside a cart of 

wounded men. Wood, flesh, and earth rose together, so thoroughly mixed 

that for an instant their differences no longer meant anything. 

The score climbed. 

0.6. 

1.9. 

4.4. 

The second shell hit the edge of the village. A house opened, displaying 

its rooms like the cross-section of an organ. The third fell in the hospital 

courtyard. 

Kael felt Veyr's daughter die not as an emotion, but as a rupture in the 

colonel's mind. Her name was Elise. She was twenty-one. That morning 

she had written to her mother that her father looked older, but that she 

would persuade him to go home. The letter was in the pocket of her coat, 

folded four times. 

Veyr screamed inside. 

Kael kept his mouth shut. Compressed pain produced denser 

resonance than a cry. 

The score passed ten. 

The Loom opened the nutrient channel. In the Sphero-Nest, 

Soma-Nectar began to flow through the thin conduits, cold at first, then 
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alive. Kael's 4D body absorbed the substance while the human avatar 

trembled. Hunger withdrew from his folds. His inner colors returned. The 

crack in the capsule acquired a film of repair tissue. 

The Aethel-Wire filled with presences. 

SENN-2: You found a cascade. 

ILY-R: How much? 

NEMA-3: The signal is dirty. 

ZION-7: Don't interrupt. The branch is still expanding. 

VANYA-NULL: Stop the artillery. 

Kael watched the projections. The enemy, believing the retreat 

concealed an ambush, resumed its offensive. Soldiers struck by their own 

guns turned on their officers. A sergeant shot Captain Jaro before he could 

reach the battery. The Third Regiment broke apart. In the village, wounded 

men who could walk tried to carry out those who could not. An enemy 

doctor and a local stretcher-bearer lifted a beam together. That improbable 

cooperation generated a small golden spike at the edge of the score. 

Kael noticed it. 

“See?” Vanya said. “Not the massacre alone.” 

“Secondary noise.” 

“You don't know.” 

“I know I was fed.” 

Inside the tent, the colonel managed to move one finger. 
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Kael felt surprise like a pinprick. Control should have been complete. 

Fever and exhaustion made the avatar easy. Yet the finger lifted from the 

map and bent. Then another. 

Veyr was not trying to reach his pistol. He was trying to grasp the pencil. 

Kael blocked him. The man pushed again. 

Who are you? 

This time the question had a clearer shape. Veyr had built it out of pain, 

like a bridge. 

Kael answered with an image: the Sphero-Nest, the crack, the Soma 

conduit, the starless hyperspace. He had not meant to. Tethering, driven too 

deep, had become bidirectional for an instant. 

The colonel saw. 

He did not understand the geometry, but he understood the hunger. He 

understood the child trapped in an artificial womb. He understood that the 

monster inside his hand was not an ancient demon, but something young 

and afraid. 

His compassion struck Kael harder than hatred would have. 

Veyr did not forgive him. He had no time for such a luxury. But instead 

of trying to free himself, he sent Kael a memory: Elise at seven years old, 

the dead bird in her palms. 

Can you fix it? 

Kael withdrew violently. 

The Fold tore. The colonel's body collapsed over the map, drawing 

breath like a man dragged from water. Kael was pulled back through the 
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dimensional aperture. Flesh broke apart into sensations, sensations into 

lines, lines into overlapping surfaces. For an instant he had no name. 

Then the Sphero-Nest closed around him. 

His Soma-Nectar level had risen to 67.1 percent. The Loom's flow had 

become smooth and warm. The fissure along the third axis was slowly 

sealing. 

The result appeared on the membrane: 

RESONANCE SCORE: 38.44 
CASCADE BONUS: 11.02 
COHERENCE MAINTAINED: 79 percent 
NOURISHMENT GRANTED 

Kael spread his filaments and let the nourishment fill him. The other 

presences withdrew from the Aethel-Wire one by one. Senn-2 sent him a 

trace of envy. Ily-R asked for the coordinates of other battles. Zion-7 

marked the event for analysis. 

Vanya remained. 

“He saw you,” she said. 

“He saw a fever hallucination.” 

“He sent you something.” 

Kael tightened his memory core. The image of the bird was still there. 

Small bones under feathers. Closed eyes. A child's hands expecting the 

impossible from her father. 

“Neural residue,” he said. 

“And what if we are their residue?” 

Kael closed the channel. 
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He remained alone with the Loom's pulse. In Realm 3D, Colonel 

Armand Veyr left the tent, stopped the artillery after the seventeenth shell, 

and set off on foot toward the village. His own soldiers would shoot him 

before he reached the bridge. Historians would argue for almost a century 

over whether his order had been madness, treason, or a calculated attempt 

to force the army to hold. His daughter would be found beneath a beam, the 

letter untouched in her pocket. 

Kael did not watch. 

He repeated to himself that humans were processes. That their pain 

was an internal variation of a machine. That the Loom would not reward 

destruction if destruction were wrong. 

He repeated all of it until the nourishment no longer tasted like a 

question. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE MAN WITH TWO FEARS 

Mara Vale was afraid of two things, and spent her days choosing the 

one she could bear more easily. 

The first was that her mind had broken. 

The second was that it was working perfectly. 

On the morning she saw the rain rising, she was sitting in the common 

room of the Belvédère Clinic, a few kilometers outside Lausanne, peeling 

an orange with a plastic knife. Tall windows looked out over the lake. 

Beyond the glass, water and sky were the same color, and the towns on the 

opposite shore seemed like particles held in suspension. The rain was 

falling normally. Mara knew that. Yet in the window's reflection, droplets 

started from the sill and climbed toward the clouds. 

She kept her eyes on the orange peel. 

“It's a visual error,” she said. 

The man at the next table looked up from a puzzle with pieces too large 

for an adult. 

“I didn't ask you anything.” 

“I wasn't talking to you, Tomas.” 

“That's what everyone says in here.” 

Tomas was fifty-eight, had once been a bridge engineer, and no longer 

crossed bridges. He had built, from medicine boxes, a model of a structure 

he called the Bridge Without the Other Shore. The staff let him keep it as 

long as he did not steal the metal staples. 
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Mara pulled off a segment. The sharp citrus smell filled her mouth 

before she tasted it. For a few seconds, the world behaved. 

Then the thought came. 

She recognized it not by its content, but by its lack of weight. Her own 

thoughts were born somewhere: from shame, fear, memory, the body. This 

one appeared complete, without roots. 

Stand up. 

She clenched her hands under the table. 

No. 

Go to the window. 

“No,” she said aloud. 

Tomas put down a blue puzzle piece. 

“Did you win or lose?” 

“We're still negotiating.” 

At the observation station, Nurse Lucie entered something on her tablet. 

Mara saw the professional look: discreet, quick, apparently kind. She 

already knew how the episode would appear in her chart. Patient verbalizes 

internal dialogue. Partial insight preserved. No overt self-harming behavior. 

The thought repeated itself. 

Stand up. 

This time it came with an impossible sensation: someone was trying to 

fold a sheet of paper that was, at the same time, her skin. 

Mara dug her nails into her palm. 

“I am not paper.” 
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At that moment, in a place she could never have pointed to, Vanya-Null 

entered her. 

Tethering never felt the same twice. Sometimes Vanya passed through 

a tunnel of light and woke behind a human being's eyes. At other times she 

was crushed until every memory of the avatar entered her body. With Mara 

there was no tunnel. There was a fall into everything the woman had tried 

not to feel. 

A father who had left when she was eleven and told her he would come 

back on Sunday, without saying which Sunday. A violin burned in an 

apartment fire. A lover asleep in an airport, her mouth slightly open, three 

weeks before she vanished without explanation. The metallic taste of the 

first episode. The shame of being held down by four people while insisting 

that the ceiling was watching her. The obscene relief of the diagnosis. The 

greater horror that the medication did not silence the voices, only moved 

them farther away. 

Vanya scattered through all of it and almost forgot why she had come. 

The Loom window had indicated a low-cost intervention with medium 

potential. Tomas was going to leave the common room, climb the service 

stairs, and reach the roof. In eighty-nine percent of branches, he jumped. In 

six percent, staff stopped him. In the rest, some minor accident delayed the 

act. Mara was close to the bifurcation point. 

The Loom had not explicitly asked her to save him. The Loom never 

asked. It merely opened the window and waited. 

Vanya tilted Mara's intention toward Tomas. 
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Stand up. 

Mara resisted. Not like Veyr, with the desperate force of a man invaded 

in the middle of catastrophe, but with the discipline of someone who had 

spent months learning not to obey the orders of voices. 

No. 

You have to follow him. 

I don't know who you are. 

Vanya stopped. 

Humans were not supposed to formulate replies so clearly. Most 

perceived the operator's presence as a private impulse, a revelation, a fit of 

anger, or an inexplicable desire. Mara kept the thought separate, examined 

it, and refused it. 

Tomas rose from the table. 

He left the puzzle unfinished and walked toward the corridor with quiet 

steps. Lucie was speaking with an orderly at the observation station and did 

not see him pass through the fire door, which stood open because a 

technician was moving a cart. 

Vanya pushed again. 

Tomas is leaving. 

Mara looked at the empty chair. The thought had roots now. She 

remembered Tomas showing her his model the previous evening and 

explaining that a bridge did not collapse when the first piece failed, but 

when the remaining pieces decided they were no longer responsible for one 

another. 
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She stood. 

Vanya felt triumph, and immediately felt ashamed of it. 

“Where are you going?” Lucie asked. 

“Tomas went out.” 

The nurse looked toward the empty table, then toward the fire door. At 

that moment a wristband alarm began sounding in the next room. Lucie 

hesitated. Vanya saw the branches opening like wounds: if the nurse 

stopped Mara, Tomas reached the roof; if she let her go, protocol was 

violated; if she sent someone else, the alarm went unanswered. 

“Stay here,” Lucie said. 

Mara smiled bitterly. 

“That's what the voice is trying to tell me too, only in the opposite 

direction.” 

Then she ran. 

The human body struck Vanya with every step. Breath shortened, soles 

hit the floor, blood shifted, tissues tightened. No diagram in the Loom 

showed how much noise the simple fact of being alive produced. Vanya 

was not controlling the running. Mara ran by herself, and the operator was 

carried inside her like a stowaway. 

They crossed the fire door. Tomas had disappeared around the corner. 

Green arrows on the wall indicated the exit, but Vanya also saw the route 

projected by the Loom: service stairwell, technical level, roof, north edge. 

At the end of the corridor, Mara stopped. 

“Left or right?” she whispered. 
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Vanya tilted her left hand slightly. 

Mara felt it. 

“Fine,” she said. “Once.” 

The stairwell door was electronically locked. Tomas had used the 

technician's card, left on the cart. The card now lay on the floor beyond the 

door. Mara slapped the glass with her palm. 

“Tomas!” 

No answer came. 

The Loom offered Vanya a solution. She could simultaneously descend 

into a technician two floors below and make him unlock the system. The 

cost would be high, but the resonance potential increased. The window 

turned red, the same shade Kael preferred. 

Vanya hesitated. Every Tethering was another violation. Saving one 

human by controlling another—that was the form in which the Loom always 

offered her goodness. 

Mara pulled the fire alarm. 

The siren erupted. Emergency locks clicked open. 

Vanya had not calculated that solution. 

Mara entered the stairwell. 

“You're not very creative,” she told the presence inside her. 

They climbed. On the technical floor, Tomas had left the door open. 

Wind carried the smell of rain and lake water. When they reached the roof, 

the clinic's sirens were mixing with the fire alarm. Staff were evacuating the 
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wards. A security drone detached from the facade and rose, but the rain 

disturbed its sensors. 

Tomas stood on the northern edge. He wore no shoes. His pajamas 

clung to his back. 

“Don't come any closer,” he said without turning. 

Mara stopped ten meters away. 

The lake spread beneath them, enormous and indifferent. From there 

Lausanne seemed made of wet roofs and windows that knew nothing about 

one another. 

“You left the puzzle,” Mara said. 

“It wasn't mine.” 

“Then why did you get angry when I put a piece in the wrong place?” 

Tomas lifted his shoulders. 

“Reflex.” 

Vanya opened the projections. There were words with high probabilities 

of success: remind him of his daughter, validate his pain, distract him, 

approach slowly. The Loom offered fragments of speech harvested from 

thousands of similar situations. She could push Mara's mouth into saying 

them. 

Mara felt the pressure and bit her tongue. 

“No,” she whispered. 

“What?” Tomas asked. 

“I wasn't talking to you.” 

“Then leave. You two have things to discuss.” 
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Mara looked at his back. Vanya felt the woman searching for something 

sincere and failing to find it. Every sentence sounded like a technique. 

Every promise sounded like a trap. 

“I'm afraid,” Mara said. 

Tomas turned slightly. 

“Of me?” 

“Of being insane. And of maybe not being insane.” 

Rain ran down her face. Vanya felt it cold, then warm on the lips. 

“That's two fears,” Tomas said. 

“Yes. How many do you have?” 

He looked down. 

“One.” 

“Which one?” 

“That the bridge keeps going without me and nobody notices a piece is 

missing.” 

Vanya saw the moment when Mara should have used the perfect 

sentence. The Loom marked an optimal sequence. Mara ignored it. 

“I'll notice,” she said. “But I don't know if that helps you.” 

Tomas laughed. The sound was so small that the drone did not record 

it. 

“Not much.” 

“Then I'll sit here and not help you.” 

She sat on the roof, in the rain, ten meters from him. 
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The sirens were coming closer in the stairwell. Tomas looked at the 

door. If the staff appeared suddenly, he would jump. Vanya saw the 

probability rise. 

She could have taken control of Mara's body and sprinted toward him. 

She could have pushed a security guard into shutting the door. She could 

have caused a brief power failure. Each option had a cost and an estimated 

score. 

Mara remained still. 

Do something, Vanya told her without words. 

For the first time, Mara did not answer as though replying to a foreign 

voice. She sent back a sensation: her hand on the wood of a violin, the bow 

descending, the instant of silence before the first note. 

Wait. 

Tomas bent his knees. Vanya felt Mara's panic and the Loom's 

projection at the same time. The potential score climbed. Tragedy was 

becoming dense. 

Mara did not move. 

“Your bridge,” she said, “has a flaw.” 

“I know.” 

“No. It doesn't have the other shore, but it has someone looking at it. 

That already makes it unnecessarily complicated.” 

Tomas turned his head. 

“Do you always talk like that?” 

“Only when I'm scared.” 
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The roof door opened a few centimeters. Dr. Sana Ilyes appeared in the 

gap, wet, without her coat, one hand raised toward the team behind her. 

She saw Tomas's position, then Mara. She did not enter. 

Tomas noticed her. 

“The builders are here,” he said. 

“They're terrible,” Mara replied. “They couldn't even stop the alarm.” 

Tomas laughed again. He moved one foot off the edge, then the other. 

He did not come toward them. He simply sat down, his back to the drop, as 

if he had become tired of standing. 

The probability of death fell below twenty percent. Then below ten. 

The Loom awarded 0.7 points. 

That was all. 

Vanya immediately felt the cost of the Tethering. She had spent 3.1 

Soma units for a ridiculous reward. In the Sphero-Nest, her hunger would 

deepen. Her membrane, already fragile, would not repair itself on scores 

like these. 

Yet when the staff took Tomas away from the edge and led him inside, 

Vanya felt no regret. 

Then she tried to leave Mara. 

The woman held her. 

Not physically. No human should have been able to block an operator's 

withdrawal. But Mara closed a circle of attention around her presence so 

concentrated that the Fold hesitated. 

“What is your name?” Mara asked inside her mind. 
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Vanya did not answer. 

“I told you my fears.” 

Behind them, Sana was speaking softly, asking whether she could 

come closer. Mara did not hear her. Her entire being was turned toward the 

invisible visitor. 

Vanya sent a fragment of sound through the impossible channel 

between them. Not a word, but the shape of her name: the emptiness after 

a loss, and the thread that remains stretched across it. 

Mara turned it into syllables. 

“Vanya?” 

The operator tore herself out of the body. 

Mara fell to her knees. Sana caught her before she hit the concrete. 

Over the following hours, the clinic became a machine for explanations. 

The alarm had been triggered by a patient. The technical door had failed to 

close properly. Tomas's wristband had transmitted erroneous data. The 

drone had suffered delays because of the rain. Each fact fit another fact, 

and together they formed a world in which nothing impossible had 

happened. 

Sana examined Mara in a small room lit too brightly. 

“Did you hear the voice before you saw Tomas leave?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 

“What did it tell you?” 

“To stand up.” 

“Did you recognize it?” 

25 



SOLIPSICON 

Mara looked at her own hands. 

“It wasn't a voice.” 

“What was it?” 

“An intention with no past.” 

Sana paused. She was forty-three, born in Tunis, raised in Lyon, 

attentive enough that patients sometimes mistook attention for belief. She 

did not believe everything she heard. But she believed that the way a 

person constructed the impossible said something precise about their 

suffering. 

“And the name Vanya?” she asked. 

Mara looked up. 

“Did I say that out loud?” 

“On the roof.” 

“I don't know who she is.” 

Sana had already checked her neural record. The clinic wristband 

monitored markers of stress, sleep, and surface cortical activity. In the two 

minutes before the alarm, Mara's signals had shown a discontinuity that the 

algorithm classified as an artifact. For 1.8 seconds, her decision pattern had 

contained no transitions. The intention to stand had appeared fully formed, 

without the usual preparatory activity. 

Sana had not told her this. 

“Maybe you read the name somewhere,” she said. 

“Maybe.” 

“Or invented it.” 
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“Maybe.” 

“What do you think?” 

Mara remembered the rain rising in the reflection. She remembered the 

presence caught between her thoughts, frightened by the body, unable to 

find a good sentence for Tomas. It had not felt like God. It had not felt like a 

demon. It had felt like a child who had accidentally found the controls of a 

machine. 

“I think she was institutionalized somewhere too,” Mara said. 

That night Sana exported the episode data into a private file and named 

it VOLITIONAL DISCONTINUITY 01. She did not know that the same 

phrase would appear a few months later in an obscure paper signed by a 

philosopher named Elias Thorne. 

Mara stayed awake until late. On the paper permitted to patients, she 

drew a sphere, then a line entering it without crossing its surface. The 

drawing was impossible in three dimensions and wrong in all the others, but 

Vanya, back in her Sphero-Nest and trembling with hunger, saw it for an 

instant through the residue of the Fold. 

Under the drawing, Mara wrote: 

NOT ALL VOICES COME FROM WITHIN. 

Then, after hesitating, she added: 

NOT EVERYTHING OUTSIDE KNOWS WHAT IT IS DOING. 
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CHAPTER 3 

A MATHEMATICS OF THE SCREAM 

With Soma-Nectar at 52.2 percent, his Sphero-Nest stable at 91 

percent of design integrity, and the Loom's flow fractured into nine uneven 

energy pulses, Zion-7 opened all three of his computational minds and 

began to measure the scream. 

Not the scream of any particular human. That was simple: pressure, air, 

vibration, tissue. Zion measured what remained after the sound had died. A 

decision altered. A door closed one second too early. A child who saw a 

corpse and, twenty years later, designed a weapon—or refused to touch 

one. A lie passed down through a family until no one remembered the truth 

on which it had been built. 

The Loom called this trace resonance. 

The children called it food. 

Zion trusted neither word. 

Inside his Sphero-Nest, data did not appear on screens. It unfolded as 

objects with temporal volume, nodes he could turn and inspect so that 

cause and consequence were visible at once. Kael's event at Rask 

occupied a large, dark space threaded with thousands of filaments. Vanya's 

intervention at the Belvédère Clinic was much smaller, almost transparent. 

Zion superimposed them. 

The massacre had generated 38.44 direct points and 11.02 in cascade. 

Saving Tomas had generated 0.7. Kael had been using the result as an 

argument for three cycles. 
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“That is not an argument,” Zion had told him. “It is an observation from a 

small sample.” 

“My food is a large enough sample,” Kael had replied. 

Now Zion removed the dead, the wounds, and the material destruction 

from the Rask model. The score shrank, but not as much as it should have. 

Then he removed the later decisions: a company's desertion, the military 

inquiry, a general's suicide, the poem written by a stretcher-bearer, the 

valve that was never invented because Jaro Nemeț had died. The score 

collapsed. 

It was not suffering itself that had been rewarded. 

It was suffering's capacity to modify the future. 

Zion marked the result, then deleted it. It was too obvious and therefore 

probably incomplete. 

He opened the Belvédère event. Tomas was alive. In the following 

weeks he had done nothing remarkable. He had eaten, slept, attended 

therapy, refused two calls from his daughter and accepted the third. Mara 

Vale had been transferred to a lower-observation ward. Dr. Sana Ilyes had 

exported the episode data into an unauthorized file. 

The score remained 0.7. 

Before extending the interval, Zion repeated the measurement with 

older events. He chose a crushed uprising, a medical discovery, and an 

afternoon when a fisherman changed course to save a stranger from 

drowning. For each, he built a counterfactual copy. In the first, the uprising 
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succeeded. In the second, the researcher abandoned the experiment. In 

the third, the fisherman continued home and the stranger died. 

The copies were not true worlds—if true still meant anything inside the 

Loom—but projections of limited fidelity. Even so, the scores revealed an 

uncomfortable rule. Victory in the uprising was not automatically worth more 

than defeat. Healing was not automatically worth more than illness. The 

fisherman's rescue generated little direct resonance, but his decision 

passed to his son, then to a community, then into maritime law. The Loom 

did not seem to distinguish good from evil. It distinguished between a future 

that continued almost unchanged and a future that lost its shape. 

The children had discovered this property early, without understanding 

what it meant. At first they had organized contests. Who could make a king 

abdicate. Who could turn a love affair into a dynasty. Who could achieve a 

high score by moving a single finger. Once food became scarce, the games 

changed. They stopped looking for elegance of intervention and began 

seeking certainty of cascade. Fire was simpler than a poem. Public 

humiliation propagated more easily than reconciliation. Death was the most 

efficient of all, because each human left around their absence dozens of 

lives forced to reorganize. 

Zion remembered his first window. A little girl in an ancient city had 

hidden a wounded bird from her father, who meant to cook it. Zion had 

made her move the bird into an empty vessel. The animal survived two 

days and died. The score had been 0.02. Kael had then shown him a public 

execution and received 6.8. 

30 



SOLIPSICON 

“You calculated wrong,” Kael had said. 

Zion had never forgotten the sentence. Not because it hurt him, but 

because what remained of their civilization seemed built on the assumption 

that outcome and correctness were the same thing. 

Zion extended the interval. 

Two months after the incident, Tomas had sent his daughter a 

photograph of the Bridge Without the Other Shore. She showed it to an 

architecture student. The student used the idea in a project about 

infrastructure for refugees. The project was rejected, then recovered by 

someone else. Seven years later, a variant of it would save several hundred 

people during a flood. 

A golden thread appeared at the edge of the model. 

Score assigned: 0. 

Zion magnified it. 

The thread did not enter Vanya's account. It flowed into a ledger the 

Loom concealed beneath the children's access level. 

“Interesting,” Zion said. 

The Aethel-Wire answered with a drowsy presence. 

ORIN-LAG: What is interesting? 

Orin-Lag was the closest thing they had to an elder. His name carried 

the permanent delay in his signal; sometimes he answered questions asked 

a cycle earlier. His Sphero-Nest lay beyond a break in the network, and 

every transmission arrived with pieces missing from its edges. 

ZION-7: The Loom keeps a parallel ledger. 
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ORIN-LAG: All important things are kept where children cannot reach 

them. 

ZION-7: How do you know? 

Orin's silence lengthened. Zion could not tell whether it was reflection or 

network damage. 

ORIN-LAG: Because it still calls us children. 

The label existed in old system layers: PEDIATRIC COHORT, 

EDUCATIONAL MODE, PARENTAL SUPERVISION. None of the children 

knew how old they were. Their biological growth had slowed inside the 

capsules, but had not stopped. Some remembered adult voices. Others 

believed the memories had been inserted by the Loom. Zion remembered a 

warm surface around him and a presence telling him never to turn a living 

being into a problem with only one solution. It was a sentence suspiciously 

appropriate enough to be false. 

Kael entered the channel without invitation. 

KAEL-4: Still measuring compassion? 

ZION-7: I am measuring attribution. 

KAEL-4: Vanya lost food. That is the attribution. 

VANYA-NULL: I am present. 

Her voice was weak. After the clinic intervention, her level had fallen 

below twenty-five. Zion saw telemetry she had failed to hide: two 

microfissures, a blocked secondary conduit, reduced nutrient flow. 

KAEL-4: Then tell her Tomas is worth 0.7. 

VANYA-NULL: Tomas is not a unit. 
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KAEL-4: Anything that can be compared is a unit. 

ORIN-LAG: You can be compared too. 

Kael sent a sharp sensation, the 4D equivalent of joyless laughter. 

KAEL-4: With what? 

NEMA-3: With the things that disappeared. 

Nema's presence appeared so close that Zion reflexively shut one of 

his computational minds. Nema-3 never entered the Aethel-Wire normally. 

She seeped through damaged packets, as though the network mistook her 

for one of its own errors. Her Sphero-Nest did not transmit full telemetry. 

Some children said Nema had died in the Great Synchron and what spoke 

was a copy left in the wires. Nema never contradicted them. 

ZION-7: What did you find? 

NEMA-3: A shape. 

She sent Mara's drawing. 

The line entered the sphere without crossing its surface. In 3D it was a 

clumsy impossibility. In Nema's corrected projection, it became an 

approximation of a Tethering socket. 

Kael fell silent. 

Vanya tightened her presence around the image. 

VANYA-NULL: She saw it through me. 

ZION-7: Or you put it into her. 

VANYA-NULL: I showed her nothing. 

KAEL-4: Bidirectional contamination. It happens if you stay too long. 

ZION-7: Not at this level of structure. 
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Zion extracted from Mara's mind the sequence in which she had drawn 

it. He had no direct access to her thoughts, only to the trace left in the 

simulation and the residues of the Fold. The woman had tried to represent 

something she could not visualize. Three times she had drawn an ordinary 

sphere and crossed it out. The fourth time, her hand made a movement that 

did not originate in motor memory. 

Score assigned: 0. 

Parallel ledger: access denied. 

Zion attacked the denial. 

The Loom was not a fortress in the human sense. It was the medium in 

which they existed. To break into it meant convincing the air that you did not 

need it in order to breathe. Zion used timing differences, residual copies of 

his own decisions, and portions of the Aethel-Wire the system regarded as 

dead. He split the request into eleven fragments, hid them in capsule 

telemetry, and sent them toward the ledger. 

Nine disappeared. 

The tenth returned empty. 

The eleventh brought back a single label: 

ENDOGENOUS RESONANCE / NON-HARVESTABLE 

Zion examined it. The word “endogenous” came from an old language 

layer. It meant the change had arisen inside the simulation without external 

intervention. “Non-harvestable” meant the Loom measured it but did not 

convert it into food for an operator. 

“Why?” Vanya asked. 
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“Maybe because it doesn't belong to us,” Orin-Lag said. 

Kael projected his network silhouette: a simplified body with four 

impossible arms and a human mask taken from a dead avatar. 

“Everything that happens in the Loom belongs to the Loom. And 

whatever the Loom distributes belongs to us.” 

“Is that a rule or a desire?” Zion asked. 

“It is what keeps us alive.” 

“That is not the same thing.” 

Kael withdrew from the channel, leaving behind a threat without shape. 

Zion continued the analysis. Mara's drawing was not unique. The 

history of the simulation contained thousands of representations of 

impossible geometries—religious visions, dreams, equations, sculptures, 

deliriums. Most were independent approximations. A few, however, 

contained errors identical to the standard projections of the Sphero-Nests. 

Someone, somewhere in Realm 3D, was seeing traces. 

He expanded the search to recent cases. Sana's file contained the 

phrase “volitional discontinuity.” Seven other people had used similar 

language during the past year. A pilot who aborted a landing for no reason. 

A judge who signed a sentence and later claimed her hand had been 

“borrowed.” A teenager who pushed a classmate in front of a train and kept 

repeating through tears that the desire had no past. 

All had been touched by operators. 

Zion searched publications, forums, and archives. He found a text read 

by only eighty-three people. Its author was an adjunct lecturer in ethics with 
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no permanent position, named Elias Thorne. The paper said nothing about 

simulations, gods, or Tethering. It analyzed the difference between making 

a choice and the mere appearance of an intention. 

One sentence had been highlighted by the semantic algorithm: 

“Freedom may not be the power to produce the first impulse, but the 

right to ask where it came from.” 

Zion opened the author's profile. Elias was thirty-nine, in debt, the 

author of two unsold books, with an almost nonexistent probability of 

historical impact. 

The Loom had offered no intervention window on him. 

That was the anomaly. 

The children received windows for every node with high potential. If 

Elias was irrelevant, why did his sentence connect to the operators' cases? 

If he mattered, why was the Loom hiding him? 

Zion marked the man without informing the group. 

Then he opened the parallel ledger once more and, for a fraction of an 

instant, found a line that should not have existed: 

SUBJECTS WHO IDENTIFY THE OBSERVER MODIFY THE 

OBSERVER. 

The text vanished. At the same moment, the energy flow in Zion's 

Sphero-Nest stopped. 

Zion hung in silence. Soma-Nectar ceased to circulate. The membrane 

tightened around him. For the first time in many cycles, all three 

computational minds felt the same emotion. 
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Not fear of death. 

The fear of an equation that had noticed it was being calculated. 
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CHAPTER 4 

BEHIND THE HAND 

In Qasr, the city had been built three times: first from stone, then from 

containers, then from promises. 

The stone remained in the old quarters, where walls kept the cool and 

antennas had grown above abandoned minarets. The containers formed 

the port, a geometry of metal extending kilometers into the sea. The 

promises were on billboards: WATER FOR EVERYONE, WORK WITHOUT 

RISK, AN AUTONOMOUS FUTURE. They had been printed by the 

Meridian Consortium, the company that controlled desalination, the docks, 

and almost every job automation had not yet eliminated. 

In March 2032, the promises caught fire. 

Nadir Okonkwo reached Pump Square carrying an old video camera 

and three batteries hidden in the lining of his coat. Modern systems 

transmitted directly into the city's cloud and could be disabled remotely. His 

camera recorded onto solid media, without network or location services. He 

had bought it from a wedding photographer in Lagos who told him the truth 

looked more convincing in low resolution. 

More than ten thousand people were blocking the entrance to the water 

plant. They were not asking for higher wages. They were demanding 

access to the pipeline the Consortium had shut down after a prediction 

error. Three districts received water for two hours a day while cargo ships 

were automatically washed with drinking water to satisfy a sanitation 

contract. 
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On an improvised platform, Farah Dastan spoke without a microphone. 

“They haven't run out of water!” she shouted. “They've run out of a 

model in which we count!” 

The crowd repeated the final sentence. Nadir filmed faces, not the 

leader. He had learned that official history loved people standing on 

platforms and forgot whom the crowd trampled when it ran. 

In front of the gates, security forces formed three ranks. White helmets, 

translucent shields, pulse weapons. Their commander, Mirek Sava, stood 

with one hand to his ear, receiving instructions. Nadir zoomed in. The man's 

face was pale. His lips moved before the voice in the earpiece had finished. 

“Do you see him?” someone asked beside Nadir. 

It was a short woman with one side of her head shaved and a medical 

badge clipped to her collar. 

“Who?” 

“The commander. He's arguing with his own hand.” 

Nadir lowered the camera for a moment and looked directly. 

Sava's right hand was on the weapon's grip. His fingers were trying to 

draw it. His left hand had seized his wrist and held it in place. It was not 

theatrical. The man was using his whole body to prevent one part of himself 

from carrying out an order. 

“What's your name?” Nadir asked. 

“Leila Chen. Volunteer physician. And you're the journalist who films 

when he should be running.” 

“I usually run after I film.” 
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A synthetic voice in the officers' headsets announced that the assembly 

was now illegal. The crowd booed. Drones fitted with loudspeakers and 

thermal cameras rose from the plant roofs. 

Farah raised her hands. 

“Sit down!” she shouted. “Nobody touches the gates!” 

People in the first rows sat. The gesture spread through the square, 

slowly and imperfectly. An old man needed help. A mother lifted her child 

onto her shoulders before kneeling. Nadir filmed. 

Mirek Sava freed his right hand. 

He drew the weapon. 

Leila swore. 

“I'm not in his line of fire,” Nadir said, though no one had asked. 

The commander raised the weapon toward Farah. The other officers 

watched him. Protocol required them to follow his target designation, but no 

one had activated fire. Sava was trembling so hard that the aiming beam 

danced across people's chests. 

Behind his eyes, Kael-4 was pushing. 

The window offered by the Loom had been perfect. A peaceful 

demonstration, a vulnerable corporation, essential infrastructure, and a 

commander whose sick son was being treated in a hospital paid for by the 

Consortium. One shot could turn protest into riot, riot into insurrection, and 

the city into a global example. 

Mirek resisted. 
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He did not know against whom. He thought he was having a 

neurological episode. His arm was full of a certainty that did not belong to 

him: shoot the woman on the platform. At the same time, his mind produced 

reasons. Farah is inciting them. The crowd will break the gates. A damaged 

pipeline will kill thousands. One shot now prevents a disaster. The reasons 

came after the order, disciplined and convincing. 

That terrified him most. 

“Lower the weapon,” said his deputy, Sergeant Amala Reeve. 

Mirek tried to look at her. Kael kept his eyes on Farah. 

“Commander, weapon down.” 

Silence tightened across the square. Farah saw the aiming point on her 

sternum and did not move. Nadir shifted focus from her to Sava and back. 

The camera could not keep both faces sharp. He had to choose who would 

look like the protagonist of the event. 

He chose the hand. 

In the frame, Sava's finger entered the trigger guard. His left hand rose 

again and grabbed the barrel. The skin over his knuckles whitened. 

“Help him,” Leila said. 

“If we go closer, the others will fire.” 

“Not into him. Inside.” 

Nadir looked at her. 

“What does that mean?” 

Leila did not answer. She had been a military doctor. She had seen 

people in shock, in psychosis, under stimulants, under orders. Sava's 
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movement resembled none of them. It was as though two people shared 

the same arm and each knew a different direction. 

Farah stepped down from the platform. 

The crowd murmured. 

“No,” Nadir whispered. 

She walked alone until she stood halfway between the protesters and 

the shield line. The aiming beam remained on her chest. 

“Mirek,” Farah said. 

The commander blinked. He knew her. They had gone to technical 

school together twenty years before. She had copied a mechanics problem 

from him. He had helped repair her motorcycle. They had not seen each 

other since. 

Kael found the memory and turned it into anger: she left, you stayed; 

she gets to pretend she is pure, you pay the price of order. 

“I know you don't want to do this,” Farah said. 

New reasons formed in Mirek's mind. Manipulation. Propaganda. If you 

let her speak, the crowd will see you as weak. 

His finger moved one millimeter. 

On the Aethel-Wire, Vanya sent Kael a warning. 

VANYA-NULL: Get out of him. 

KAEL-4: You received 0.7 for one man. Watch what a city is worth. 

VANYA-NULL: You will not be the one who pays. 

KAEL-4: I am already paying. 
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Sava made a short sound. Not a word, but the effort of a man trying to 

lift something too heavy. He bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. 

Pain gave him an intention with a past: I chose to hurt myself. He used it as 

leverage. 

His left hand pulled the barrel upward. 

The weapon fired. 

The pulse struck a drone above the gate. The machine twisted, 

exploded into a rain of fragments, and fell between the two sides. The 

crowd screamed. Officers raised their weapons. The automatic system 

interpreted the commander's shot as an order to disperse. 

Kael felt the score opening. 

But before the first rank could fire, Sergeant Amala Reeve shut down 

her headset and smashed the command panel with the butt of her weapon. 

The platoon's network broke. Half the officers were left with locked 

weapons. The others hesitated. 

Farah threw herself to the ground—not backward toward the crowd, but 

toward Mirek. She caught his knees. Leila ran. Nadir remained where he 

was and filmed. 

Mirek turned the weapon toward his own temple. 

Kael was pushing him to recover the resonance. If he could not produce 

the massacre, a public suicide would preserve part of the cascade. 

Leila reached him first. She struck his elbow and the pulse passed 

beside his head. Farah seized the weapon. Amala brought him down from 

behind. Three bodies fought with one. 
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“Get him out!” Mirek screamed. 

“The weapon?” Leila asked. 

“Him!” 

Nadir heard it clearly. The camera was recording. 

Kael withdrew before Vanya could trace the channel. Mirek collapsed 

among the women, vomiting and crying. The instant control disappeared, 

the reasons that had supported it collapsed. What remained was the fact 

that he had been ready to kill someone he had once known, and that every 

justification had spoken in his own voice. 

The square did not become peaceful. People had run when the drone 

fell. Some trampled others. Officers without network support followed their 

individual fears. Someone threw a bottle. Someone fired a pulse. Over the 

next eleven minutes, forty-two people were injured and two died. 

But not ten thousand. 

Nadir kept filming until a shield struck his shoulder. The recording 

survived in the padding. 

After the square had emptied, Nadir stayed another hour among the 

ambulances. He filmed wet asphalt, lost shoes, abandoned shields, and 

people trying to find relatives. Farah Dastan had a cut on her forehead and 

refused transport to hospital until the last injured person was accounted for. 

“What did you see in front of the weapon?” Nadir asked her. 

“Mirek.” 

“Before he fired.” 

“Exactly. I saw him before I saw the weapon.” 
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“Do you think he was being controlled?” 

Farah looked toward the place where the commander had been loaded 

into a guarded ambulance. 

“If I say yes, I take away his guilt. If I say no, I ignore the fact that he 

was fighting his own arm. Maybe the question is badly constructed.” 

Leila Chen, who had cleaned the cut, was listening. 

“In medicine,” she said, “we have degrees of capacity. A person can be 

impaired and still responsible for part of what they do. But the law loves 

drawers: voluntary or involuntary, sane or ill, guilty or innocent.” 

“Journalism loves the same drawers,” Nadir said. 

“Then don't use them.” 

He turned the camera toward her. 

“Say that again.” 

Leila lowered the lens with two fingers. 

“No. This time listen without turning everything into evidence.” 

At the military hospital, Mirek Sava had been sedated. Leila gained 

access by claiming she was checking his injuries. Nadir entered behind her 

in a white coat, the camera hidden under it. Mirek woke enough to 

recognize him. 

“Don't film,” he said. 

Nadir set the camera on the table with the lens closed. 

“What happened to your hand?” 

Mirek looked at the fingers attached to the monitor. 
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“First came the order. Then I remembered every reason I wanted it. 

Fear for my son. Hatred of Farah. The possibility that the crowd could 

rupture the pipeline. Those were mine. That's the worst part. He didn't have 

to bring anything foreign into me except the conclusion.” 

“‘He’?” 

“I don't know. A child. An animal. A hunger.” 

Leila checked his pupils. 

“Did you see anything?” 

“A place without stars. A membrane. A being that was happy when I 

hurt.” 

Nadir felt the impulse to open the camera. He did not. Testimony 

without a recording could disappear, but perhaps its vulnerability was what 

kept its human shape. 

“What do you want me to write?” he asked. 

Mirek closed his eyes. 

“That I wasn't innocent. And that I wasn't alone.” 

Three days later, the Meridian Consortium published its preliminary 

report. Commander Sava had suffered an acute psychotic episode caused 

by stress. Protesters had attacked critical infrastructure. The use of force 

had been limited and proportionate. The closed pipeline was not mentioned. 

Mirek was in a secure unit. He refused to speak to investigators, but 

had repeated one sentence to Leila: the desire had no past. 

Nadir edited the footage in a hotel room with the curtains drawn. He 

slowed the sequence of the hands. Frame by frame, the struggle was 
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visible. The right hand drew the weapon. The left stopped it. Mirek's face 

changed between them. 

At minute seven, he found something he had not noticed in the square. 

While the weapon was aimed at Farah, the commander's lips formed 

two sequences of words. One matched the audio: “I can't.” The other 

appeared between syllables, silent. 

Nadir magnified the image and read it several times. 

IT IS NOT YOUR HAND. 

He did not know who had spoken the message or to whom it had been 

addressed. 

He uploaded an encrypted fragment to a journalists' forum. In the 

description he wrote: “Looking for cases of intention without antecedent, 

contradictory motor control, and partial amnesia.” 

Seven hours later he received a single reply. It came from a medical 

address in Switzerland. 

I have similar data. Do not send anything through adaptive systems. — 

S. Ilyes 

The attachment contained a photograph of a drawing made by a 

patient: a sphere pierced by a line that did not touch its surface. 

Nadir stared at the shape until it seemed to be staring back. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE ELIAS SIGNAL 

With Soma-Nectar at 21.4 percent, two active fissures in her 

Sphero-Nest, and a Loom flow reduced to 0.19—enough only for basic 

functions—Vanya-Null saw Elias Thorne before he learned that he was 

supposed to be seen. 

The image came through the Aethel-Wire, pushed by Zion-7: a thin 

man, prematurely gray, bent over a table in a small Geneva apartment. On 

the table lay two books, a glass of water, an unpaid bill, and a photograph 

of Mara's drawing. Outside, trams moved through the rain. Inside, Elias was 

reading Sana Ilyes's report for the third time. 

He was not impressive. 

Vanya had expected a special density, the kind of statistical glow the 

Loom projected around historical nodes. Elias's probability of impact was so 

low he almost disappeared from the analysis. He taught a few seminars on 

temporary contracts. He had published two philosophy books the university 

had purchased mostly for its library. He had been married, divorced, and 

forgotten with quiet efficiency. He led no movement. He controlled no 

infrastructure. He did not know how to use a weapon. 

Yet the Loom had hidden him. 

Zion projected around him the markers he had discovered: Mara's file, 

the Qasr footage, other cases of “intention without a past.” Thin lines 

converged on Elias's apartment without the central algorithm recognizing 

them as causal. 
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ZION-7: He is producing unattributed convergence. 

KAEL-4: Then destroy the convergence. 

VANYA-NULL: Why? 

KAEL-4: Because it does not feed us. 

ORIN-LAG: Or because we cannot control it. 

Orin spoke more rarely now. His delay had increased to almost a full 

cycle. His signal carried fragments of noise, as though someone else were 

breathing behind him. 

ZION-7: We still have no intervention window. 

KAEL-4: Open one. 

ZION-7: The Loom opens them. 

KAEL-4: The Loom is a system. Systems have edges. 

NEMA-3: We are its edge. 

Vanya drew the image closer. Elias held the photograph of the drawing 

between two fingers, careful not to touch the ink. On his screen was a call 

with Nadir Okonkwo and Sana Ilyes. The connection was encrypted, but the 

Loom rendered it effortlessly. 

“I'm not saying possession,” Sana was saying. “I'm saying the transition 

into intention is missing from the data.” 

“And I'm saying surface data doesn't measure an intention,” Elias 

replied. “It measures physiological correlations.” 

“The correlations exist before every observed choice. Here they don't.” 

Nadir appeared in a separate window, filmed from below, a hotel fan 

rotating above his head. 
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“The commander in Qasr used exactly the same phrase as your patient. 

The desire had no past.” 

“A phrase can spread,” Elias said. “Through news, through doctors, 

through people who want to believe they aren't responsible.” 

“The footage wasn't published.” 

Elias fell silent. 

Vanya watched his hands. They were still, but objections, explanations, 

structures were already appearing in his mind. Humans could hide, inside a 

few hundred grams of tissue, a space almost as vast as the Aethel-Wire. 

Operators reduced them to nodes because otherwise they would have been 

impossible to use. 

“What do you think happened?” Sana asked. 

“I think three people under stress described a rupture of agency in 

similar terms.” 

“That is a reformulation of the question.” 

“It is the only part we can support.” 

Nadir smiled. 

“You wrote that freedom begins when you ask where the impulse 

comes from.” 

“I also wrote that quotations removed from context are a form of 

taxidermy.” 

“Then give it context.” 
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Elias rose and went to the window. In the reflection, the room seemed 

to continue into the street. For a moment Vanya felt that he was looking not 

at the city, but at the place from which he was being watched. 

“Suppose,” he said, “there are interventions. Not ghosts. Not gods. A 

mechanism that can introduce intentions without our usual causal chain. 

The first question isn't who controls it. The first question is why the 

intervention disguises itself as our desire.” 

“So it won't be detected,” Nadir said. 

“Or because it doesn't know how to communicate any other way.” 

Sana tilted her head. 

“You talk about it like a child.” 

“I'm talking about any power that can press a button but cannot explain 

why.” 

The word child crossed the residual Tethering and struck Vanya in the 

core. 

Kael reacted at once. 

KAEL-4: He is guessing. 

ZION-7: No. He is constructing hypotheses. 

KAEL-4: The difference disappears if others believe him. 

Zion sent the group more fragments from Elias's life. Not to convince 

them that the man mattered, but to eliminate the simplest explanation: that 

his success came from some heroic disposition. 

At twenty-six, Elias had unintentionally plagiarized a formulation from an 

essay he had forgotten and defended the mistake with an arrogance he 
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later regretted deeply. At thirty-one, he abandoned a sick friend because he 

could not bear conversations about death. During his marriage to Lena, he 

sometimes turned her disagreement into a question of vocabulary until she 

gave up speaking. He was not pure, nor consistently brave. It was precisely 

this lack of prophetic shape that made him difficult to reduce. 

Vanya followed him into a small memory. Elias was nine and had found 

a kitten trapped in a storm drain. He spent an hour trying to get it out, then 

left because rain was beginning. That night he returned with a flashlight and 

found the animal gone. He never learned whether it had escaped. For years 

he altered the memory: sometimes he said he had rescued it, other times 

that he had found it dead. The incomplete truth disturbed him more than 

either finished version. 

“Why is he showing us this?” Ily-R asked. 

“He isn't,” Zion replied. “I'm extracting it.” 

“Maybe this is how he shows,” Vanya said. 

Kael projected contempt. 

“You romanticize him because he noticed us. A parasite becomes 

interesting when the host names it.” 

“Or the host becomes real when the parasite can no longer pretend the 

tissue is scenery,” Orin-Lag said. 

Elias, unaware of the discussion, ended the call and opened a blank 

document. He typed the title “Blind Gods,” deleted it. Typed “Operators,” 

deleted that too. Finally he wrote only: “Power that cannot explain its own 

motive is not providence; it is reflex with infrastructure.” 
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The sentence entered the parallel ledger. Score assigned: zero. 

Endogenous resonance: increasing. 

A new window lit on the membrane of every capsule. The Loom had 

opened it without warning. 

SUBJECT: ELIAS THORNE 

INTERVENTION CLASS: CONTAINMENT 

POTENTIAL RESONANCE: INCALCULABLE 

COST: VARIABLE 

ELIGIBLE OPERATOR: ALL 

No one spoke for several pulses. 

The Loom did not use the word containment. Ordinary windows were 

called opportunities, bifurcations, corrections. Containment belonged to the 

old system layers, where Zion had found the warnings about parental 

supervision. 

Kael claimed the window. 

Vanya claimed it at the same instant. 

The system marked an operator conflict. 

Zion tried to block the selection, but the Loom had already drawn the 

Fold-lines tight. Vanya was caught by the Sphero-Nest socket. Kael 

vanished from the Aethel-Wire. Both descended toward the same man. 

Elias was still beside the window. The call had ended. In the street 

below, a tram slowed at the intersection. A woman pushed a stroller. A 

bicycle courier approached too fast from the right. 

Kael entered first. 

53 



SOLIPSICON 

Vanya felt him like a blade passing through Elias's body. The intention 

appeared complete: open the window, climb onto the sill, jump. There were 

no justifications yet. They formed afterward: exhaustion, futility, debt, failure, 

loneliness. The human mind rushed to receive the command and build it a 

biography. 

Elias put his hand on the handle. 

Vanya fastened herself to the other hand and held it still. 

His body became the field of an invisible struggle. One arm pulled at the 

window, the other braced against the table. His knees bent. His breathing 

stopped. 

“Interesting,” Elias whispered. 

He did not seem frightened. That frightened Vanya. 

Kael pushed. 

Elias opened the window. Cold air entered the room. The noise of the 

tram grew louder. The sill was only centimeters away. 

Vanya searched for memories with which to anchor him. She found an 

afternoon in childhood, his mother's hand on his forehead; a woman named 

Lena asleep with a book on her chest; the shame of his first conference; an 

old dog he had held at the veterinarian's office. She sent them back, not as 

commands, but as weight. 

Elias recognized them as his own. 

Then he recognized the foreign thing among them. 

“There are two of you,” he said. 

Kael hesitated. 
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Elias moved one foot backward by himself. It was a small, almost 

ridiculous movement. Vanya felt how much it cost him. Kael was blocking 

his intention, but the man was not trying to produce a new one. He was 

refusing to continue the existing one. 

“One of you is pushing me,” Elias said. “The other is afraid I'll fall.” 

Vanya lost control for a fraction of a second. Elias turned his head 

toward his reflection in the glass. He could not see the operators. Yet his 

eyes stopped at exactly the point where Vanya's projection overlapped the 

world. 

“You aren't good because you're saving me,” he told her. “You're only 

more frightened than the other one.” 

The words crossed the bidirectional channel. In the Sphero-Nest, 

Vanya's membrane contracted. 

Kael resumed the pressure in anger. Elias lifted his second foot toward 

the sill. 

Vanya could win by taking full control of the body. She could lock the 

man's motor cortex and throw him backward. But then his statement would 

become true: two powers, each using him in the name of its own need. 

She withdrew her control. 

Elias was left alone with Kael's impulse. 

Vanya did not save him. She sent him only the shape of withdrawal: an 

empty space in which a choice might appear. 

Elias closed his eyes. He let his hand remain on the window. He did not 

try to desire life. He did not try to fight the command. He waited until the 
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desire to jump lost its certainty and became what it had been from the 

beginning: a sentence without an author. 

Then he lowered his hand. 

Kael was rejected. 

His Fold tore with a violence that shook the Aethel-Wire. Vanya felt his 

presence ripped out of the man and hurled back toward the capsule. The 

Loom closed the containment window. 

Elias shut the window and remained with his forehead against the 

glass. 

“I don't know what you are,” he said. “But neither do you.” 

In Realm 4D, the sentence appeared simultaneously across every 

active channel. It had not been transmitted by Vanya. It had not passed 

through an authorized socket. The Loom itself repeated it, distorted, as 

though attempting to classify it. 

NEITHER DO YOU. 

NEITHER DO YOU. 

NEITHER DO YOU. 

Senn-2 closed the channel. Ily-R began to cry in short pulses. Orin-Lag 

sent a sound no one had heard before, something like an adult calling a 

child from very far away. 

Kael did not return. 

Zion recorded the propagation. 

Nema-3 said: 
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“The signal isn't rising from their world. The signal is descending from 

something that is watching both of us.” 

Vanya remained with Soma below twenty, her fissures open, and a new 

certainty worse than hunger. 

The man in the room had not mistaken her for a god. 

He had recognized her as a prisoner. 
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PART II 

THE RISE OF THE MARTYR 

Not everything that speaks in your voice has the right to be you. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE FLESH REFUSES 

Elias Thorne told no one that he had tried to jump from the window, 

because the sentence was false in every way that mattered. 

His body had approached the sill. A suicidal intention had crossed his 

mind. His hand had opened the window. But “he” had done none of these 

things in the sense in which he had previously used the pronoun. Language 

required an author for every verb, and the experience had left him with 

verbs that had no owner. 

For two days he did not leave the apartment. He recorded every 

decision in a notebook: I lift the glass; I choose the blue shirt; I answer the 

message; I do not answer. Beside each he wrote what he called the 

genealogy of the impulse. Thirst. Habit. Fear. The desire to avoid a 

conversation. Sometimes the genealogy appeared after the act, and he 

could not tell whether he had discovered it or invented it. 

On the third day, Sana Ilyes came to Geneva with Mara Vale. 

“This is not a therapeutic outing,” Sana said when Elias opened the 

door. “It is a bad decision I have documented appropriately.” 

Mara entered without waiting to be invited. She wore a yellow coat and 

carried a folder of drawings under her arm. 

“Did it happen here?” she asked. 

“What?” 

“The thing you didn't tell the doctor about.” 

Sana looked at Elias. 
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“I enjoy it when my patients provide me with clinical information about 

people I haven't evaluated.” 

“I'm not your patient today,” Mara replied. 

“You are on medical leave.” 

“Leave is an administrative form of freedom.” 

In other circumstances Elias would have smiled. He led them into the 

workroom. The window was closed and tied with a piece of string, a gesture 

so useless that Mara noticed it immediately. 

“One of them tried to kill you,” she said. 

“I don't know whether ‘they’ exist.” 

“I don't know whether you exist either. You still made coffee.” 

Sana placed a neural monitoring device on the table, more precise than 

the clinic wristbands. It was a thin band fitted with optical electrodes. 

“Nadir is coming later. Mira Sato will connect from Kyoto. Before 

anything else, I want one rule established: we do not provoke an episode.” 

“How could we?” Elias asked. 

“People find ways to provoke exactly the things they claim to be 

studying.” 

Mara opened the folder. Alongside the sphere drawing she had made 

dozens of variations: lines entering bodies without passing through skin, 

hands with other hands drawn inside them, people tethered by threads to 

forms without perspective. 

“Her name is Vanya,” Mara said. 

“How do you know it is ‘her’?” 
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“I don't. That's how the name came.” 

“And you think she controls you?” 

“She tried. Then she stopped.” 

“Why?” 

Mara pressed her lips together. 

“I think she was ashamed.” 

Sana prepared to take notes, but Elias motioned for her to wait. 

“Shame assumes she understands a norm.” 

“No. Shame can appear before you know the rule you've broken. 

Children do that.” 

Mira Sato's voice came from the speaker. She was a researcher in the 

neuroscience of decision-making and had spent the last several years 

demonstrating that most popular experiments on free will measured 

something other than what they claimed. 

“I can hear you,” she said. “And before we begin, I refuse the terms 

‘possession,’ ‘god,’ and ‘external control.’ Those are hypotheses packaged 

as nouns.” 

“Then what do we call them?” Mara asked. 

“Initiation anomalies, until we have something better.” 

“I'll call her Vanya.” 

“You may. Not in a paper.” 

They worked for six hours. Mira designed an apparently simple test. 

Elias and Mara had to choose between two identical actions—touching a 

white circle or a black one—while the system measured preparatory 
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signals. Sometimes the choice was free. At other times an algorithm 

supplied a subliminal stimulus. The goal was not to detect an operator, but 

to compare how the mind integrated a known cause with the reported 

episodes. 

Mara's results were unusual but not impossible. She had a strong 

capacity to inhibit impulses. Years of therapy had unintentionally trained her 

for exactly that experiment. 

With Elias, the thirty-seventh choice broke the system. 

Until then he had touched the circles almost at random. Then his hand 

began moving toward black without detectable preparatory activity. At the 

same moment, he said: 

“This one isn't mine.” 

The hand kept moving. 

Elias tightened his forearm, but his fingers did not stop. He felt no 

physical force. He felt the certainty of a decision already made. The black 

circle had become inevitable. 

“Don't fight the movement,” Mara said. 

Sana looked sharply at her, but Mara continued. 

“Let it exist. Don't give it the rest of your body.” 

Elias stopped pulling his arm back. His finger approached the surface. 

Instead of producing a contrary intention, he shifted attention toward his 

breathing, the weight of the chair, the sound of the refrigerator. The 

command remained alone, without a story. 

Two millimeters from the circle, his hand stopped. 
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The signal vanished. 

Mira said nothing for several seconds. 

“We repeat it,” she said at last. 

“No,” Sana replied. 

“We need replication.” 

“We need the subject alive.” 

Elias looked at his hand. Behind the gesture he had sensed a presence 

different from the one at the window. Colder. More curious. It had not tried 

to kill him. It had tried to see whether it could be detected. 

“They're testing us while we're testing them,” he said. 

Mira exhaled slowly. 

“We cannot conclude that.” 

“It isn't a conclusion.” 

“Then what is it?” 

“A warning.” 

Nadir had arrived in the meantime and stood in the doorway, the old 

camera hanging from his shoulder. He had listened to the last few minutes. 

“I have a worse one,” he said. “The Meridian Consortium erased the 

raw data from Qasr and transferred the commander. No one knows where. 

Before he disappeared, Mirek Sava told a doctor that ‘someone will try to 

repeat the movement through other people.’” 

“Post-traumatic paranoia,” Mira said. 

“Probably. But this morning three Consortium employees tried to 

destroy copies of my footage. None of them knew about the others.” 
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Sana switched off the device. 

“Then we have two problems. The phenomenon, and the people who 

will use it to explain every crime.” 

“Three,” Elias said. “If the phenomenon is real, the operators can use 

our skepticism too.” 

“And if it isn't real, we are constructing it through repetition,” Sana 

replied. “A religion can be born from a measurement artifact and two blurry 

recordings.” 

Mara looked at the drawings. 

“Then let's not make a religion.” 

“What do we make?” Nadir asked. 

Elias stood. He was tired, frightened and, to his own shame, alive in a 

way he had not felt for years. Not because he had discovered meaning, but 

because he had discovered a threat that certainty could not defeat. 

“We learn to refuse without inventing an enemy,” he said. 

Nadir raised the camera. 

“Say that again.” 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it sounds too good. Things that sound too good become 

slogans, and slogans make decisions in place of people.” 

Over the following weeks they built a small network. Sana collected 

clinical cases. Mira checked the data. Nadir found witnesses. Mara spoke to 

people who claimed they had been used and asked not what voice they had 
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heard, but what the impulse had felt like before it acquired a story. Elias 

wrote. 

Their network quickly produced cases none of them could use 

comfortably. 

A man in Rotterdam had killed his partner and claimed an operator took 

his arm. The data showed a genuine discontinuity, but also months of prior 

threats. A judge refused to sign a deportation order after a foreign intention 

urged her to accelerate the sentence; later she admitted that she privately 

hated the family involved. A surgeon reported a presence during an 

operation and followed its impulse, saving the patient through a procedure 

he did not know. There was no clean line between intervention and 

character. 

Sana forced them to discuss each case without absolute terms. One 

evening she spread the files of fifteen people across the table. 

“If we publish only the cases in which the operator looks evil, we build 

demonology,” she said. “If we publish the rescues, we build providence. If 

we publish everything without context, we build excuses.” 

“So we publish nothing?” Nadir asked. 

“We publish uncertainty.” 

“The public doesn't share uncertainty.” 

“Is that the public's problem or the journalist's?” 

Mira Sato interrupted from the screen. 

“We have a more fundamental problem. The preparatory signal is not 

the author of the decision. Even if it is absent, it does not follow that an 
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external entity exists. We may be looking at an unknown form of 

processing.” 

Mara raised a hand. 

“And what if Vanya is the unknown processing?” 

“Then her name adds no explanatory power.” 

“It adds a relationship.” 

“Science cannot validate the relationship.” 

“Neither can it validate love,” Mara said. “People still organize its 

consequences.” 

Elias listened. It was becoming clear to him that proving the operators 

might be impossible and that ethics could not wait for an ontological verdict. 

If a person felt a foreign intention, they needed a method that worked 

whether the cause was a real entity, an illness, or an excuse constructed 

after the fact. 

They formulated four provisional principles. Delay the impulse when 

possible. Do not assume its intensity proves its origin. Do not use the 

operator as absolution for your own inclinations. Do not turn refusal into a 

universal command. 

The last principle was challenged even by early followers. A woman in 

Berlin wrote to Elias that, if refusal were not compulsory, weak people 

would continue obeying orders. Elias answered that compulsory freedom 

was merely a command that had changed uniforms. 

The correspondence consumed his nights. Sometimes he found 

messages of gratitude. Sometimes threats. What disturbed him most were 
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people asking him to decide whether a desire belonged to them. They sent 

him entire histories and waited for a stranger's verdict. Without intending to, 

he was becoming the operator of those who feared operators. 

His text was called “The Flesh Refuses.” It did not claim the world was 

simulated. It did not speak of 4D entities. It said only that an intention does 

not become legitimate because it appears inside us, and that the first act of 

freedom may be the suspension of obedience to one's own impulse. 

He presented it in a sixty-seat room at the University of Geneva. 

Thirty-one people came, seven out of professional curiosity, four by 

mistake, and one because the room was warm. 

Halfway through the lecture, Elias felt the pressure again. 

He lifted the glass of water though he was not thirsty. His fingers 

tightened around it. An intention without a past ordered him to throw the 

glass into the face of a woman in the front row. It was not a serious act. 

That was precisely why it was efficient: an absurd humiliation could turn the 

lecture into spectacle and the speaker into an eccentric. 

Elias stopped with his arm raised. 

The audience waited. 

“Right now,” he said, “I want to do something I do not recognize as 

mine.” 

A few people laughed. 

“I'm not asking you to believe me. I'm asking you to observe what 

follows.” 

His hand trembled. Water spilled over the rim. 
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“I will not manufacture the opposite desire. I will not turn refusal into an 

inner war. I will let the impulse remain alone.” 

He lowered his attention into the body. The room, the light, the faces, 

the warmth of the glass. The foreign intention kept pushing, but it no longer 

had access to explanations. After a few seconds his fingers opened. Elias 

set the glass on the table. 

At the back of the room, a woman began to cry. 

Not because she had witnessed a miracle. Later she told Sana that, for 

the first time, someone had described exactly how she had hit her child: first 

came the command, then all the reasons that made her believe it had been 

necessary. 

The lecture recording had one hundred views the first day, two 

thousand the second, and nearly a million by the end of the week. 

The title Nadir chose for the clip was not “The Flesh Refuses.” 

It was the sentence Elias had spoken before the camera was turned off: 

“Not everything that speaks in your voice has the right to be you.” 
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CHAPTER 7 

AN ACCIDENT WITH MEMORY 

With Soma-Nectar at 73.6 percent, his Sphero-Nest repaired to 96 

percent integrity, and the Loom's flow running clear in rich pulses, Kael-4 

prepared Elias Thorne's death as though it were a traffic problem. 

He no longer tried to enter the philosopher directly. Elias's resistance 

had left a scar in the Folding channel that still burned in Kael's core. 

Instead, he broke the city into small objects: an autonomous truck whose 

sensors were tired from the rain, a traffic light two updates behind, an 

electric bicycle, an ambulance, sixteen pedestrians, and a woman who 

would check her messages three seconds earlier than usual. 

Humans called such combinations accidents. 

To the Loom, they were orchestrations with an invisible author. 

Elias had just left an interview in a public building near Cornavin station. 

He was forty-one, carried a worn bag, and had an increasing number of 

enemies who did not know one another. “The Flesh Refuses” circulated in 

twenty languages. Some governments presented it as an instrument of 

mental hygiene. Some groups used it to justify refusing vaccines, treatment, 

and any form of authority. A preacher in Texas declared that foreign 

impulses were demons. A community in Nagoya spent every morning 

motionless, waiting for its “false” desires to leave. 

Elias was being invited to explain a doctrine he did not recognize. 

“One more recording and you become exactly what you say you aren't,” 

Nadir had told him before they parted. 
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“What is that?” 

“A man who can be quoted without being heard.” 

Now Elias waited for the green signal at a pedestrian crossing. The rain 

was fine. Beside him, a mother was fastening her child's zipper. A bicycle 

courier checked his route. A woman with a transparent umbrella spoke to 

someone through an earpiece. 

Kael first descended into the technician at the traffic control center. He 

did not take the man's body; he merely tilted his attention toward a false 

alert. The technician confirmed a traffic-light update without reading the 

second screen. Then Kael touched the truck's algorithm through an 

interface the children rarely used. Machines did not possess enough 

consciousness for Tethering, but they could be confused. The left sensor 

reported an obstacle that was not there. The system corrected to the right. 

The pedestrian signal turned green. 

Elias stepped forward. 

Vanya-Null noticed the event only when Kael's potential score rose on 

the Aethel-Wire. Her Soma level stood at 17 percent. To descend, she 

would have to borrow energy from the Sphero-Nest membrane. Every 

intervention could open its fissures all the way to the core. 

“No,” she said. 

Kael did not answer. 

The truck entered the intersection at sixty-two kilometers per hour. Its 

braking system detected the people too late. The wheels locked. The 

vehicle slid sideways, struck the curb, and began to roll. 
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For the people in the street, time did not slow. That was a lie memory 

told later. Time remained brutally fast, and the bodies understood before the 

minds did. 

The mother pulled the child. The courier swerved. The woman with the 

umbrella froze. Elias heard metal and turned. 

Vanya opened the Fold. 

She could not enter everyone. The Loom offered eligible hosts: the 

driver of a delivery van coming from the opposite direction, the courier, the 

mother, Elias. If she took the van, she could strike the truck and change its 

trajectory. If she entered the courier, she could push the woman with the 

umbrella. If she took Elias, she could throw him backward, but the child 

would remain in the line of impact. 

She chose the van. 

The driver was Niko Eber, thirty-six years old, delivering bread. In the 

second Vanya entered him, Niko saw the truck, the pedestrians, and his 

own death in the windshield. The foreign intention jerked his arms left. 

No, he thought. 

Vanya pushed. 

The van crossed the lane and hit the truck's front end. The impact 

altered the heavy vehicle's rotation. The trailer passed less than a meter 

from the child and hurled Elias to the pavement in a blast of air and 

fragments. 

The van's cab folded around Niko. 
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Vanya felt ribs break, the steering column drive into his chest, blood 

filling the left lung. The man did not understand why he had turned his 

vehicle toward death. His last emotion was not heroism, but rage. 

I didn't choose this. 

Then the body stopped. 

Vanya remained trapped for a fraction of a second in dead tissue. Niko's 

memory passed through her: his daughter falling asleep at the table, flour 

on his wife's hands, the promise that he would be home before noon, a 

stupid song they used to sing in the van. All of it entered her before she 

could sort it. 

She tore herself free. 

In the street, Elias was getting up. His face was cut and one shoulder 

was dislocated. The child was crying, alive. His mother held him. The 

woman with the umbrella had disappeared under the trailer, but she was 

breathing. No sound came from the van's cab. 

Kael's score rose to 14.8. 

Vanya received 1.2 for saving the pedestrians, then a penalty of 3.4 for 

“operator coherence loss.” The Loom extracted Soma from her reserve. 

“You chose well,” Kael told her over the Aethel-Wire. “One for seven.” 

“You created the choice.” 

“Choices are created by conditions. That doesn't make them less of a 

choice.” 

“Niko didn't choose.” 

“Neither did you choose to be hungry.” 
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Vanya struck him with a network wave. It did him no harm, but revealed 

how weak she was. 

Kael laughed. 

At street level, Elias approached the van. Someone was telling him to 

sit down, that he could have internal injuries. He did not listen. Through the 

shattered windshield, he saw Niko's hands still clenched around the 

steering wheel. 

The movement had been impossible. The van had turned before the 

driver could have seen the truck's entire trajectory. Elias recognized the 

signature of an intention without a past. 

“No,” he said. 

He bent toward the broken window. 

“You shouldn't have used him.” 

The paramedic thought he was talking to the dead man. 

“Sir, step away.” 

“You saved me with his body.” 

Vanya heard him through the residue. Hunger in the Sphero-Nest 

became a clean pain. 

“You saved the child,” Elias continued. “Maybe me too. But you don't 

have the right to call that goodness.” 

Kael entered the channel. 

“He's talking to you, not me.” 

Vanya did not answer. 
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Over the next few hours, the accident became content. City cameras 

supplied spectacular angles. Experts explained the sensor failure. Niko 

Eber was called a hero before his family learned he was dead. The truck 

consortium announced compensation. Politicians posted photographs with 

the rescued child. Elias's name linked the tragedy to his movement, and the 

number of followers increased. 

Kael's score continued to rise. 

At the hospital, Sana reset Elias's shoulder and tried to clean the cuts. 

“Someone saved you,” she said. 

“Someone moved the cost.” 

“You don't know that.” 

“The van turned before impact. The driver was taken over.” 

“Or he reacted quickly.” 

“I felt her.” 

Sana put the compress down. 

“Vanya?” 

“Not the name. The hesitation.” 

Mara came that evening. She did not enter at once. She remained in 

the doorway, looking at his bandaged face. 

“She is nearly dead from hunger,” she said. 

“How do you know?” 

“I feel her when I sleep.” 

“Then tell her I owe her nothing.” 

Mara frowned. 

74 



SOLIPSICON 

“I don't think she's waiting for gratitude.” 

“All powers wait for it. If not gratitude, then at least justification.” 

“Maybe she did the only thing she could do.” 

Elias looked at the city through the hospital window. Seven floors below, 

traffic had reorganized itself around the accident site. A circle of flowers had 

appeared beside the curb. 

“That is the sentence every monstrous system is built from,” he said. 

“‘The only thing possible.’” 

That night he wrote to Niko's family. He did not explain the operators. 

He did not pretend to know the reason. He said only that their driver's 

movement had saved his life and that he would never use it as evidence of 

providence. 

Then he recorded a message Nadir initially refused to publish. 

“If an invisible force saves you by demanding someone else's body, do 

not call it a miracle. A miracle without consent is only a catastrophe that has 

chosen its favorite.” 

The recording spread faster than “The Flesh Refuses.” 

In Realm 4D, the sentence reached Vanya through thousands of human 

minds repeating it. Each repetition opened Niko's memory inside her: hands 

on the wheel, rage, the promise to return before noon. 

Her Sphero-Nest shut down one function to conserve energy. Vanya 

lost perception of one of her inner directions. 

For the first time, she did not try to recover it. 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE ETHICS OF THE STONE 

At first, people called it the Pause. 

It had no symbol, hierarchy, or prayer. It was a simple gesture: when a 

desire arrived with absolute certainty, a person waited three breaths before 

following it. In factories, schools, barracks, and families, the gesture spread 

like a useful superstition. Some practiced it so they would not strike. Others 

so they would not sign. Others only to make sure the impulse belonged to 

them. 

Then someone drew an open hand on a wall in Marseille and wrote 

beneath it: THE FLESH REFUSES. 

Within a month, the sign had appeared in thirty cities. 

Elias hated it. 

“It's a hand that does nothing,” Lucía Arendt told him, the young woman 

who had organized the meeting in an abandoned warehouse near the port. 

“That's exactly what you preached.” 

“I described a method for delaying obedience. Not a religion of 

paralysis.” 

Lucía was twenty-four, had grown up in three countries, and spoke of 

each as though it were an ex-lover. Her brother had been killed at Qasr, 

trampled during the panic. To her, the operators were not a philosophical 

hypothesis. They were someone to whom she could send an invoice. 

“People need something they can draw,” she said. 

“Then draw a question.” 
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“Questions don't hold off the police.” 

Around them, a hundred people were preparing a demonstration for 

dismissed port workers. One group practiced sitting down when riot police 

advanced. Another distributed wristbands that vibrated three times before 

the wearer could send an impulsive message. Mara spoke with a woman 

convinced that every sexual desire was inserted by operators. Sana treated 

two panic attacks. Nadir filmed only hands. 

Elias watched how quickly an idea became infrastructure. Someone 

was printing rules. Someone was collecting dues. Someone was deciding 

who had practiced the Pause correctly. In one corner, a man sold bottled 

water labeled UNSCORED. 

“We can't control what they do with the text,” Nadir said. 

“That is exactly the problem.” 

“No. The problem is that you still assume the author has a special right 

over consequences.” 

Elias looked at him. 

“Did you bring me here to contradict me?” 

“I brought you because the others have started believing you.” 

The demonstration began at sunset. The workers walked in front, 

supporters behind them. They did not chant. Silence was their tactic: 

security algorithms found it harder to classify a crowd without verbal rhythm 

or visible leaders. At each intersection, the participants chose direction 

through a simple procedure. Three randomly selected people each held up 

a coin; the combination determined the route. The idea had come from Mira 
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Sato, who wanted to test whether operators could anticipate distributed 

decisions. 

Elias walked beside Mara. 

“Is Vanya here?” he asked. 

“She never leaves completely.” 

“Does she control you?” 

“Sometimes she asks whether I'm controlling her.” 

“How?” 

Mara touched her temple. 

“My memories stay inside her. When she's hungry, she dreams things 

I've eaten.” 

“That is impossible.” 

“You've become very conservative about the impossible.” 

On Boulevard Saint-Roch, riot police blocked the road. Black vans, 

shields, acoustic cannons. An officer announced that the march was 

unauthorized. The crowd sat down. 

Silence fell so completely that the gulls could be heard. 

Elias felt the pressure before anything happened. Not an intention in his 

own body, but a change of density, like the air before a storm. The 

operators were watching. 

The first acoustic cannon fired. 

The sound was not heard like music or a voice. It entered the skull and 

turned balance into pain. People in the first rows collapsed. A few ran. Most 
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remained seated, trying to practice the Pause against the reflex to protect 

themselves. 

“Get up!” Elias shouted. 

Lucía grabbed his arm. 

“The plan is to stay.” 

“The plan has become an order.” 

“If we run, they win.” 

“If you remain out of obedience to me, they've already won.” 

A second pulse struck. An old man fell face-first onto the asphalt. Sana 

tried to reach him. The crowd, disciplined by its own doctrine, did not move 

quickly enough to make room. 

Then the fire began. 

A smoke grenade had gone through the window of a closed shop and 

ignited synthetic materials. Flames climbed the facade. On the first floor, a 

woman appeared at a window with a child in her arms. The building's door 

was blocked by an automatic grille. 

The crowd's algorithm had no answer. Wait. Do not escalate. Do not 

touch property. Refuse the provocation. 

Lucía stood. 

“Stay down!” someone shouted. 

Elias ran toward the shop. An officer struck him with a shield. He fell, 

got up, and seized a decorative stone from beside the sidewalk. For an 

instant he saw the irony: the man who had preached an ethics of the stone 

was lifting a stone. 
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He threw it into the grille's control panel. 

The glass shattered. The system failed, but the grille remained closed. 

Nadir arrived with a metal bar. Lucía and two workers helped him. Together 

they lifted the grille high enough for Elias to crawl beneath it. 

Inside, smoke made the world small. The woman was coming down the 

stairs with the child. A beam fell between them. Elias tried to lift it and could 

not. He felt a foreign intention: leave. It was strong, perfectly justified by the 

survival instinct. 

He did not know whether it came from an operator or from his own 

body. 

This time he did not wait three breaths. 

He stayed. 

He found a fire extinguisher, struck the end of the beam, and freed the 

passage. The woman gave him the child. They crawled out. Outside, the 

crowd had risen. People were no longer sitting passively; they had formed a 

corridor, were bringing water, evacuating the injured, blocking the acoustic 

cannons with tarps. They did not attack the officers, but neither did they 

obey the protest's original form. 

The Pause was over. Action had begun without central command. 

That night the warehouse became a makeshift hospital. Elias sat on the 

floor, his hands lightly burned. Lucía brought him water. 

“You used violence,” she said. 

“Against a control panel.” 

“Property has lawyers. The stone doesn't.” 
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“If our doctrine requires us to let a child burn in order to remain pure, 

the doctrine deserves to be broken.” 

Lucía sat beside him. 

“Then what remains?” 

Elias looked at the people around them. An injured officer was being 

treated beside a worker. Mara held the fallen old man's hand. Nadir was still 

filming, but the camera was on the floor; he had probably forgotten it was 

running. 

“Refusal is not a virtue in itself,” Elias said. “A stone refuses every order 

and still isn't free. Freedom begins only when we can answer for what we 

do after the pause.” 

“That won't fit on a wall.” 

“All the better.” 

By morning, an edited recording of the conversation appeared online. 

Someone had cut it over images of Elias throwing the stone. The title was 

THE ETHICS OF THE STONE. Within days the term became the 

movement's informal name. 

Elias protested. No one listened. 

Worse, the first ascetic branch appeared. Its members argued that all 

strong impulses fed the operators and that the only true rebellion was to 

reduce life to a minimum: no passion, no creation, no conflict, no children. 

In a village in northern Italy, a family refused treatment for their daughter, 

considering the instinct to save her a manipulation. The girl died. 

Sana showed Elias the story without saying anything. 
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He read it to the end. 

“They'll say I never taught them that.” 

“And it will be true.” 

“Not true enough.” 

Sana looked at him wearily. 

“You cannot carry every consequence of people who quote you.” 

“Then why do I ask the operators to carry theirs?” 

They found no answer. 

That same week, Elias published a text against asceticism and 

passivity. “Pain does not become moral merely because it has been 

accepted,” he wrote. “And suffering is not a currency with which we 

purchase freedom from heaven.” 

The text enraged those who had turned him into a prophet. Some called 

him a traitor. Others said the real Elias had been replaced. On a closed 

forum, one follower wrote that sometimes the martyr had to be freed from 

his own cowardice. 

Kael-4 read the message through the Loom and opened the author's 

profile. 

The man's name was Pavel Dorn. He would have access to Elias in 

three days. 

At the edge of the intervention window, the potential score pulsed red. 

82 



SOLIPSICON 

CHAPTER 9 

CHILDREN IN THE VOID 

With Soma-Nectar at 8.3 percent, his Sphero-Nest reduced to 18 

percent integrity, and the Loom's flow diminished to one drop of energy 

every thirty pulses, Orin-Lag called the other children to watch him die. 

The call arrived in fragments. Zion-7 first received the image of a warm 

surface. Vanya received a name she did not know. Kael received the 

capsule's coordinates. Only after a full cycle did the complete sentence 

form: 

ORIN-LAG: I don't want to disappear alone. 

No child knew where Orin's Sphero-Nest was. The Aethel-Wire 

transmitted delays, not distances. They could project presences beside one 

another, but their bodies remained separated by dead hyperspace. Perhaps 

kilometers lay between them. Perhaps whole universes. Perhaps all the 

capsules were folds of the same machine. 

Zion opened a common channel. Vanya arrived first, weak and 

incomplete. Nema-3 appeared as a deformation in the network. Senn-2 

projected a mask made from the faces of favorite avatars. Ily-R arrived 

crying before understanding why. Kael connected last. 

Orin projected no body. He sent them the inside of his capsule. 

Its membrane had become transparent in places. Beyond it was 

absence, a lack so pure that the senses tried to fill it with shapes. The 

Soma conduit had contracted like a burned filament. Four of his growth 
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nodes no longer responded. The name ORIN-LAG pulsed faintly in 

telemetry, sometimes replaced by a string of symbols. 

“I can open a window for you,” Kael said. “Urban conflict, high density. 

Low cost.” 

Orin answered after a delay. 

“I can't Tether anymore.” 

“I can guide you through it. I choose the host, you receive attribution.” 

“The Loom doesn't allow score transfer.” 

“It does if operators overlap intention.” 

Zion checked. Kael had indeed found an edge in the rule: two children 

could enter the same avatar and the system divided the resonance. But 

Orin's body was too degraded for the pain of the Fold. He might die inside a 

human being, his final identity mixed with a foreign mind. 

“What conflict?” Orin asked. 

Kael projected the window. A school under siege in an equatorial city, in 

the year 2040. A commander had the power either to negotiate or order an 

assault. Four hundred lives, global transmission, enormous potential score. 

“What if he negotiates?” Vanya asked. 

“Low score,” Kael said. 

“Then you're not offering rescue. You're offering him a massacre.” 

“I'm offering Orin life.” 

Orin watched the simulation. The children in the school sat beneath 

desks. A teacher wrote each one's name on a piece of cloth in case their 
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bodies could not be identified. The commander rubbed his temple and 

waited for orders from above. 

“No,” Orin said. 

Kael tightened his projection. 

“There is no merit in dying.” 

“I didn't say there was.” 

“Then enter.” 

“I don't want the last thing I feel to be a human trying to pull me out of 

his own hand.” 

Vanya closed her channel for an instant. The memory of Niko Eber had 

awakened inside her. 

Kael changed tactics. 

“If you die, the Loom will erase your identity. Everything you've learned 

disappears. You protect no one.” 

“Maybe.” 

“‘Maybe’ is the word used by people who want to appear noble without 

calculating the cost.” 

“And ‘cost’ is the word used by people who have already decided who 

has to pay.” 

Senn-2 sent a pulse of fear. He disliked conflicts among the children; he 

used Realm 3D for spectacles, artistic revolutions, and scandals. He earned 

his Soma without major massacres, but never refused a cascade if one 

appeared. 

“We could donate,” Senn said. “A little each.” 

85 



SOLIPSICON 

Zion had already tried. The Loom blocked direct transfers. Soma-Nectar 

was not stored in a common reservoir accessible to the children, but 

distributed through individual conduits. Zion attacked the protocol using the 

same method with which he had entered the parallel ledger. This time the 

system answered immediately: 

NOURISHMENT FOLLOWS PERFORMANCE. 
CROSS-DEPENDENCE INVALIDATES EVALUATION. 

“Whose evaluation?” Vanya asked. 

The Loom did not answer. 

Nema slipped into the administrative channel and brought back an older 

fragment, almost erased: 

ADAPTIVE LEARNING MODE / MINOR COHORT 
PURPOSE: FORMING DECISION UNDER CONSEQUENCE 
SUPERVISOR: ——— 

Kael rejected it. 

“Dead labels. We are not inside a lesson.” 

“How do you know?” Ily-R asked. 

“Because lessons end.” 

Orin laughed. The sound reached them after his expression had already 

faded. 

“I remember the beginning of the Great Synchron,” he said. 

All the presences drew closer. 

The children had fragments, never a sequence. An alarm without 

sound. Adult surfaces opening around them. Capsules detaching. A light 

that came from no direction. Then silence. The Loom had activated survival 

mode, and the scores had appeared. 
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“What do you remember?” Zion asked. 

“Someone put me in the Nest. Not the Loom. A being.” 

“An adult?” 

“I don't know what adult means. It was larger than all my forms. It held 

me from inside and outside.” 

Orin sent the memory. A living surface wrapped around him, and a 

voice spoke through touch: 

“The result tells you what happened. It does not tell you what to want.” 

Then another voice, far away: 

“The Synchron can no longer be stopped.” 

And the first presence again: 

“Listen to me. If the score becomes the goal, stop the game.” 

The memory broke. 

The Aethel-Wire remained silent. 

“You kept that all this time?” Zion asked. 

“No. It returned when I began losing nodes. Maybe it's real. Maybe the 

capsule invents parents when it dies.” 

Kael projected the besieged school again. 

“A memory does not change the conduits.” 

“No,” Orin said. “But it may change what we do before they close.” 

His level fell to 6.1. The membrane contracted. One remaining node 

detached from its support and drifted through the Soma like a burned seed. 

87 



SOLIPSICON 

Vanya tried to send him a peaceful human memory: Mara playing violin 

before the fire. The sound crossed the Aethel-Wire incompletely, but Orin 

received it. 

“They make that out of air?” he asked. 

“Out of vibration,” Vanya said. 

“Three dimensions are enough for astonishing things.” 

Senn sent colors. Ily-R sent a sensation of warmth. Zion sent the 

structure of the parallel ledger, the only gift that seemed honest to him. 

Nema sent nothing perceptible, but the network noise quieted around Orin. 

Kael remained present. 

“You can still enter,” he said. 

“I know.” 

“Then why don't you?” 

The answer came after a delay. First, the capsule membrane broke. 

Absence entered not like a current, but like cancellation. Soma-Nectar 

came apart into particles and vanished. Orin's body began losing the 

connections between its surfaces. The name in telemetry became 

OR—LAG, then nothing. 

Only afterward did the words arrive: 

“Because I can.” 

Orin-Lag died. 

The Loom did not stop the flows and did not mark a mourning period. It 

issued a notification: 

OPERATOR INACTIVE. 
RESIDUAL RESOURCES REDISTRIBUTED. 
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Extra drops entered the children's conduits. Vanya felt 0.04 units flow 

into her. She tried to reject them. The conduit had no refusal mechanism; 

Soma entered her body. 

“Don't use it,” Ily-R said. 

“The body uses it by itself,” Zion replied. 

Kael absorbed his share without comment. 

“Say something,” Vanya demanded. 

“He chose.” 

“You pushed him to the edge and now you call his death a choice.” 

“You pushed a man into a truck to save Elias. Don't lecture me about 

purity.” 

Vanya withdrew, struck exactly where Kael intended. 

The common channel emptied. Only Zion and Nema remained beside 

Orin's vanished signal. Zion tried to recover the final packets. The delays 

continued to deliver fragments of voice after death, sentences transmitted 

before the capsule ruptured. 

ORIN-LAG: I don't think all the adults disappeared. 

A pause. 

ORIN-LAG: I felt other capsules beyond the network. 

Another pause, longer. 

ORIN-LAG: We aren't the only children. 

Zion mapped the source. The signal was not coming from Orin's 

coordinates. 

It came from a region of the Aethel-Wire the Loom had marked empty. 
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There were eight thousand one hundred twelve Sphero-Nests there 

with no telemetry. 

One of them had just answered. 
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CHAPTER 10 

FOUR ATTEMPTS TO KILL A MAN 

The first attempt made Elias Thorne more famous. 

Pavel Dorn came to the meeting in Brussels with a book under his arm 

and a ceramic knife hidden in the spine. He was an unemployed religion 

teacher, gentle in photographs and furious in solitude. He had spent months 

reading everything Elias had written and concluded that the author had 

betrayed his own revelation. If operators fed on events, then a consciously 

chosen martyr could poison the food. Elias refused martyrdom. Therefore 

someone had to help him. 

Kael-4 did not invent this logic. He found it already built and pushed 

only the final piece. 

Pavel waited in the autograph line. When he reached the front, he 

asked: 

“If an intention comes from outside, who is responsible for the act?” 

“The person who turns it into action,” Elias replied, “if they have the 

power to refuse it.” 

“And if they don't?” 

“Then those who built the conditions are responsible too.” 

Pavel drew the knife. 

Mara saw it before the security officers did. Not because Vanya had 

warned her, but because the man held the book as though it were too 

heavy. She threw herself between them. The blade entered beneath her 

collarbone. 
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Pavel stood motionless, stunned by the deviation. Kael tried to push his 

hand a second time. The man let it fall. 

“Not her,” he said. “It wasn't supposed to be her.” 

Mara survived. The photograph of her on a stretcher, blood spreading 

through her coat, appeared across every network. Pavel was called a 

fanatic, an agent, a sick man, a failed saint. The number of people 

practicing the Pause doubled. 

“You received score for this,” Elias told Vanya in Mara's hospital room. 

He did not know whether she could hear him. 

“Even if you did nothing, your system won.” 

Mara opened her eyes. 

“She isn't the system.” 

“She lives from it.” 

“So do we live from things we hate.” 

The second attempt never touched his body. 

One morning, Nadir found an archive of messages online that appeared 

to have been sent by Elias. In them, the philosopher ordered followers to 

infiltrate hospitals, sabotage predictive infrastructures, and provoke 

“resonance events.” The cryptographic signatures were valid. The voice in 

the recordings was perfect. A financial transfer linked the movement's 

foundation to the attack in Qasr. 

Within twelve hours, the university suspended him. Three governments 

barred him from entry. A woman whose husband had died in a sabotage 

attack killed herself in front of the center where he was scheduled to speak. 
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“It's fabricated,” Nadir said. 

“Part of it,” Elias replied. 

“Which part isn't?” 

“I said predictive infrastructures can become instruments of domination. 

I asked people to refuse them. Someone removed the verbs from their 

conditions.” 

“The transfer?” 

“I don't know.” 

The money had moved through seven organizations. Weeks later, Nadir 

discovered that the first transaction had been authorized by a volunteer 

during an absence episode. The woman remembered pressing the button 

and then, immediately afterward, finding all the reasons why the act was 

necessary. 

The scandal did not destroy Elias, but it killed his public version. Those 

who hated him no longer had to read him. Those who loved him invented 

more extravagant theories. Between the two, the real man became useless. 

“This is a better form of assassination,” he said. “The corpse can 

protest, and nobody recognizes it anymore.” 

The third attempt came through a glass of water. 

Sana noticed the taste before he did. They were on a train to Zürich, 

and Elias had taken two sips. The water had a faint sweetness. A rapid 

analysis identified a synthetic cardiac agent manufactured for 

pharmaceutical testing and undetectable by ordinary screening. 

Elias collapsed between the seats. 
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Sana injected the antagonist and began compressions. His heart 

stopped twice. During those minutes, Elias sensed the operators around 

him like people gathered at a game table. One pushed his body toward 

death. Another tried to maintain the rhythm. A cold presence observed the 

parameters. 

He could refuse nothing. The flesh was closing. 

When he recovered, the first thing he saw was Sana's face. 

“You are not allowed to turn this into a metaphor,” she said. 

“I was thinking of one.” 

“You will keep it until you stop vomiting.” 

The investigation showed that the glass had been switched by a train 

attendant who did not remember the act. The man had debts and 

resentments toward the movement, enough for any foreign impulse to find 

an immediate story. 

“They don't control us like puppets,” Mira Sato said during a meeting. 

“They use our inclinations. Tethering—if we accept Mara's term—looks for 

existing slopes.” 

“Does that absolve them?” Lucía asked. 

“On the contrary. It means they can turn any moral defect of ours into 

an instrument and then call it our choice.” 

The fourth attempt made Elias understand that he did not have to die in 

order to be defeated. 

Lena Thorne, his former wife, had kept twenty-three notebooks from the 

years of their marriage. Elias had written cruel things in them: about her, 
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about students, about his own mother, about wanting to be admired by 

people he despised. They were not crimes. They were the shameful 

material from which a person constructs a presentable version of himself. 

Lena had never intended to publish them. Then, one night, she woke 

with the certainty that the public had a right to the truth. She scanned the 

first pages. With every document, the reasons multiplied: protecting the 

movement from a hypocritical leader, reclaiming her own history, revenge 

for the years in which she had been treated as a secondary witness to his 

genius. 

All the reasons were partly true. 

The notebooks appeared online. 

Elias's followers discovered an envious, vain, sometimes cowardly man. 

His enemies received proof that the ethics of refusal had been invented by 

someone unable to control his own resentments. Friends tried to explain the 

context and humiliated him further. 

Elias went to see Lena. 

She lived in Lyon, in an apartment full of plants. She received him 

without hostility and without apology. 

“Were you pushed?” he asked. 

“I don't know.” 

“Did you feel an intention without a past?” 

“I felt that I had to do it.” 

“That isn't the same thing.” 
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“No. But you don't have the right to explain every act you dislike through 

your gods either.” 

“They aren't my gods.” 

“That is exactly how a prophet talks.” 

Elias sat. On the wall was an old photograph of the two of them at the 

sea. They looked happy in the way photographs prove only that two people 

can stand close together for a fraction of a second. 

“Do you regret it?” he asked. 

Lena looked at the plants. 

“Some pages needed to be read. Others didn't. I can't separate my 

decision anymore from the thing that may have entered it. And I hate that 

you gave me the language with which to escape guilt.” 

That hurt him more deeply than the notebooks. 

“Then don't escape it,” he said. “But don't take onto yourself what you 

didn't choose either.” 

“How do I tell them apart?” 

“I don't know.” 

For the first time, Lena believed him. 

Over the following months, Elias lost followers and gained others who 

were more dangerous. His survival had become a theological argument. 

Some said good operators protected him. Others said bad operators could 

not touch him. Every attempt had increased his importance. 

One evening, he, Sana, Mara, Nadir, and Mira met in a networkless 

house in the Jura. Nadir laid a chronology of the four attacks on the table. 
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“They aren't only trying to kill you,” he said. “They're following the 

branches. Sometimes it's more profitable if you survive.” 

“Then what do I do?” Elias asked. 

“You withdraw. Disappear.” 

“My absence will become another story.” 

Sana looked at him suspiciously. 

“What are you thinking?” 

Elias placed his palm on the table. Over the previous months he had 

learned to feel the difference between an impulse and a resolution that built 

itself slowly, rooted in everything he had lived. This one had roots. That was 

exactly why it frightened him. 

“They decide when they try to take me,” he said. “I don't have to let 

them decide the form in which I refuse them too.” 

“Do not turn that into a chosen death,” Mara said. 

“I don't want to die.” 

“All martyrs say that before the story becomes more important to them 

than the body.” 

Elias withdrew his hand. 

“Then promise me that, if the moment comes, you will not save me by 

using someone else.” 

Mara was silent. Vanya listened through her. 

“I can't promise on her behalf,” Mara said. 

“Then tell her to learn.” 
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Far away, in a Sphero-Nest almost empty of life, Vanya received the 

message. 

She did not accept it. 

But neither did she forget it. 
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CHAPTER 11 

THE VIRUS OF SILENCE 

With Soma-Nectar at 44.0 percent, his Sphero-Nest at 87 percent 

integrity, and the Loom's flow oscillating between abundance and punitive 

nine-pulse shutdowns, Zion-7 discovered that a human sentence could 

infect a network built before their history. 

At first it appeared only in the children's messages. 

NOT EVERYTHING THAT SPEAKS IN YOUR VOICE HAS THE RIGHT TO BE YOU. 

Senn-2 sent it before entering an avatar. Ily-R repeated it when the 

Loom offered violent windows. Vanya never used it, perhaps because it felt 

too much like an accusation. Even Kael quoted it ironically when someone 

challenged his calculations. 

Then the sentence began appearing in telemetry. 

FLOW REDUCED / NOT EVERYTHING THAT SPEAKS 
MEMBRANE INTEGRITY / IN YOUR VOICE 
SCORE PENDING / HAS THE RIGHT 

Zion checked the packets. The children were not inserting them. The 

Loom generated them at system level and then deleted them. As though 

the machine were repeating an expression it was trying to forget. 

The phenomenon was not limited to text. Before every intervention 

window there now appeared a minute delay, a pause between calculation 

and offer. Children who noticed it had time to ask whether they wanted the 

window or were merely reacting to it. Acceptance rates fell by seventeen 

percent. 

Food fell with them. 
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Ily-R panicked first. His Sphero-Nest was new compared with the 

others, but his body was growing rapidly and consumed heavily. The Loom 

offered him control of an adolescent in a school in São Paulo, a humiliated 

boy who had found his father's gun. The potential score was high. 

Ily-R opened Tethering. 

Before pushing the boy's finger toward the trigger, he took the Pause. 

Three human breaths. On the first he felt rage. On the second, shame. On 

the third, he saw the teacher the boy was about to kill trying to hide other 

students behind his own body. 

Ily-R withdrew. 

The boy remained alone with the gun, trembled, and put it down. 

The Loom awarded Ily-R 0.1 points and reduced his baseline flow. 

ILY-R: It is punishing me. 

KAEL-4: It is evaluating you. 

VANYA-NULL: For refusing? 

KAEL-4: For poor performance. 

ILY-R: The human is alive. 

KAEL-4: And you will die. 

Kael had meanwhile created a separate channel called Harvest. The 

children who followed him exchanged windows, techniques, and 

high-potential hosts. They did not call themselves cruel. They called 

themselves realists. Senn-2 joined for a while and destroyed a singer's 

career to feed a cultural revolution. The score was good. The singer killed 

herself. Senn shut down all face projections afterward. 
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Zion joined neither side. Analysis did not need morality, he told himself. 

But when Orin died, he had begun measuring something else: the number 

of children refusing windows after receiving Elias's sentences. The curve 

had the shape of an epidemic. 

“It is cognitive feedback,” Zion said. “3D subjects formulate concepts 

about operators. The concepts modify operators. Operators modify the 

Loom through use. The Loom reintroduces the modification into the 

simulation.” 

“A circle,” Vanya said. 

“No. A circle returns to the same point. This is a spiral.” 

“Up or down?” 

“That assumes there is an up.” 

Nema-3 called them to the edge of the empty region. After Orin's death, 

one of the eight thousand one hundred twelve Sphero-Nests without 

telemetry had emitted a signal. Zion had followed it through damaged lines 

into an inaccessible layer of the Loom labeled SYNCHRON ARCHIVE. 

To enter, they needed three types of error. Nema supplied packets the 

system believed were dead. Zion organized them into a valid request. 

Vanya supplied the bidirectional residue of her Fold with Elias—a type of 

signal the Loom could classify as neither 3D nor 4D. 

Kael was not invited. 

While he led Harvest through a war in Central Asia, the three opened 

the archive. 

They found no manual. They found fragments. 
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An image: thousands of Sphero-Nests arranged in a structure that could 

not be seen from a single angle. 

An adult voice: “The cohort must be separated before alignment.” 

Another: “We do not have energy for all of them.” 

A data field: EDUCATIONAL SIMULATION / EMERGENT ETHICS / 

ENVIRONMENT WITH SAPIENT AGENTS. 

Vanya stopped the stream. 

“Sapient agents.” 

“A label,” Zion said. 

“For humans.” 

“Probably.” 

The next fragment contradicted the first: 

THE SUBSTRATE EXHIBITS NO INTRINSIC CONSCIOUSNESS. RESPONSES ARE 
COHERENCE FUNCTIONS. 

Then another voice, angry: 

“You kept saying that even after they started answering us.” 

Zion tried to reconstruct the chronology. The markers had been 

corrupted by the Great Synchron. Some records might predate it, some 

might be from during the catastrophe, and some might have been 

generated later by the Loom itself. 

A message appeared in emergency characters: 

SCORE IS FEEDBACK, NOT OBJECTIVE. 
DO NOT OPTIMIZE. 
I REPEAT: DO NOT OPTIMIZE. 

Vanya sent a wave of horror. 

“Kael has to see this.” 

“He will say it is old,” Zion replied. 
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“It is old.” 

“Exactly.” 

The archive closed abruptly. The Loom had detected the access. Flow 

to Zion's Sphero-Nest stopped, then Nema's. Vanya received the harshest 

reaction: the Folding socket activated by itself and dragged her toward an 

unchosen window. 

Realm 3D opened beneath her. A man was holding a child hostage in a 

subway station. The Loom demanded that Vanya take over the man and fire 

at police. Potential score: high. 

“Break the channel!” Zion shouted. 

“I can't.” 

He had two options. He could preserve archive access for six more 

pulses, enough to copy the fragments. Or he could use his computational 

minds to attack Vanya's socket. 

He chose the archive. 

The copies sealed inside his core. During those six pulses, Vanya was 

lowered fully into the hostage-taker. She felt the man's arm around the 

child, the gun in his hand, the panic. The Loom was pushing the trigger. 

Vanya took the Pause. 

One breath. 

The child smelled of soap and sweat. 

Second. 

The man did not want to kill. He wanted not to be taken. 

Third. 
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Vanya pulled his finger from the trigger and turned the gun toward the 

floor. The police fired. The host body fell, but the child remained alive. 

Vanya returned to her Sphero-Nest with two sensory nodes burned out. 

Zion opened the channel. 

“I have the data.” 

“I know,” she said. 

“Otherwise we would have lost it.” 

“I know.” 

The absence of accusation disturbed him more than accusation would 

have. He had calculated that the information could save more children than 

Vanya's body. The formula remained correct. Yet for the first time, 

correctness did not close the problem. 

While they were inside the archive, Harvest was carrying out its most 

efficient operation. Kael had chosen not a war, but an educational reform. 

Through dozens of avatars, he pushed governments to adopt a predictive 

system that assigned children to professions before adolescence. The 

measure seemed reasonable, reduced unemployment, and prevented 

years of supposedly useless training. Within two generations, however, 

people lost the habit of imagining uncalculated lives. Resistance produced 

marginalization, families split, and every exception became spectacle. 

The score flowed slowly and steadily. 

Senn-2 watched a girl assigned to maintenance although she wanted to 

dance. He could have made her burn down the testing center and produce 

a large cascade. Instead, he inserted for an instant a melody with no 
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source. The girl danced in the waiting room. Other children filmed her. The 

gesture spread through schools and became a form of protest the 

educational Array could not classify. 

The Loom awarded Senn 0.3 points. 

Kael received 19 from the institutions' repressive response. 

“Even your beauty works for me,” he told him. 

Senn erased his face. 

Ily-R entered an official assigned to sanction the dancers. He had 

intended to make the man sign. During the Fold he heard the official's child 

practicing the same melody in the next room. He took the Pause and put 

the pen down. 

Ily-R's flow dropped in the same second. 

These small refusals did not stop the machine. Sometimes they even 

generated reactions from which Kael harvested more. But they changed 

relations among the children. Before, a low score was ridiculous. Now it 

could be testimony: I saw the window and did not enter. 

Zion recorded not only the decisions, but the fact that the others 

observed them. Resonance was circulating in 4D before fully manifesting in 

3D. Elias's words were not infecting the Loom like foreign code. They gave 

the children a shared language for a doubt each had experienced alone and 

mistaken for a defect. 

Kael returned from Harvest with a high score and fresh Soma. Zion 

showed him the message: DO NOT OPTIMIZE. 

Kael looked at it, then deleted it from his projection. 
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“A system that must not be optimized is a badly designed system.” 

“Maybe we are the thing it is measuring,” Zion said. 

“Then the measurement says I am alive and Orin is not.” 

“That does not prove you understood the test.” 

“It proves I remained to take it.” 

Before Zion could answer, the Loom issued a notification to all active 

capsules: 

COGNITIVE CONTAMINATION DETECTED. 
SOURCE: REALM 3D / ELIAS THORNE. 
FINAL CONTAINMENT PROTOCOL AUTHORIZED. 

Beneath the message, a vast window appeared. It did not contain a 

single host, but a global event already in preparation: the Forum for 

Cognitive Sovereignty, Geneva. Elias was scheduled to speak before 

representatives of sixty states and millions of viewers. 
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CHAPTER 12 

NO SKY 

On the morning of his last day, Elias Thorne burned every note he did 

not want anyone to turn into scripture. 

He made the fire in a metal container on Sana's balcony at the edge of 

Geneva. He tore each page in half before letting it fall. Some contained 

ideas he still believed. Others contained doubts. Most he burned because 

they were ambiguous enough to become prophecies after his death. 

“It's a theatrical gesture,” Sana said. 

“That's why Nadir isn't filming it.” 

The journalist lifted his old camera from the table. 

“I can start now.” 

“No.” 

Mara stood in the doorway. The scar beneath her collarbone limited the 

movement of her left arm. Since Pavel Dorn's attack, Vanya had appeared 

more and more often in her dreams. The previous night she had seen a 

cracked Nest and a shapeless child trying not to fall asleep. 

“You shouldn't go to the Forum,” she said. 

“If I don't, someone else will speak for me.” 

“That is already happening.” 

The Forum for Cognitive Sovereignty had been convened after three 

years of incidents: disputed military orders, attacks committed by people 

describing intentions without antecedent, panic around adaptive systems. 

Governments wanted a protocol. Corporations wanted to limit liability. 
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Elias's movement wanted recognition of the right to refuse algorithmic and 

human decisions. Every group used the same words for incompatible 

purposes. 

The event was held in the Atria, a new glass-and-ceramic building 

raised beside the old international complex. Its main hall could hold three 

thousand people. The transparent roof was advertised as a symbol of the 

absence of secrets. 

Elias looked up at it when he entered. 

“A manufactured sky,” he said. 

Nadir switched on the camera. 

“Theatrical enough now?” 

Mira Sato attended remotely. Sana was in the medical zone. Mara and 

Lucía were in the hall. Ministers, executives, and community 

representatives occupied the first row. Students and hundreds of people 

selected by public lottery filled the balconies. 

Elias was scheduled to speak after a technical presentation by the 

Meridian Consortium. 

He never reached the lectern. 

At 14:17, the building system detected an explosive object inside a 

ventilation duct. It was false. Security protocol sealed every door. In the 

same second, a guard drone interpreted a medical badge as a weapon and 

fired at an officer. The officer returned fire. The crowd stood. 

The screens displayed REMAIN CALM. 

Then the lights went out. 
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Kael-4 had entered not one human, but a network of humans and 

machines. A technician had confirmed an alert. A guard had opened the 

wrong cabinet. The day before, an activist had hidden a transmitter inside 

the hall, convinced that she needed to expose the surveillance. Every 

gesture had its own justification. Together they formed the trap. 

The fire-suppression system detected smoke and began replacing the 

air with an inert mixture. It had been designed to protect infrastructure, not 

people trapped inside sealed sectors. The oxygen counter fell. 

“Manual doors!” Sana shouted over the internal channel. 

An engineer answered: the mechanism could be opened only from the 

service corridor by holding down a physical switch. If the operator released 

it, the doors closed. The corridor was under drone control. 

Nadir filmed. His camera did not depend on the network. In the 

darkness the recording was almost black, but the audio preserved screams, 

blows against doors, and Elias's voice telling people to sit so they would 

consume less oxygen. 

“We have nine minutes,” Mira said in the earpiece. “Maybe ten.” 

Lucía found access to the corridor. A technical door had been warped 

by gunfire. Elias, Nadir, and two officers lifted it enough to pass beneath. 

“I'll go,” one of the officers said. 

He was young, perhaps twenty-two. His name was Alain Moret. His 

hands were trembling. 

Elias felt Vanya's presence approaching the young man's body. She 

had found a way around Kael's exclusive access. She could enter Alain, 
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guide him past the drones, and keep the switch down. His probability of 

death was eighty-one percent. 

“No,” Elias said. 

Alain thought he meant him. 

“It's my job.” 

“That's exactly why it will be easy for you to confuse the order with the 

choice.” 

“People are suffocating.” 

“I know.” 

Elias took his helmet and ballistic vest. 

Mara reached the technical door. 

“You promised you weren't looking for a death.” 

“I'm not.” 

“Then let him go.” 

“That would still be a choice.” 

“He's an officer.” 

“He's a twenty-two-year-old man the system placed in exactly the right 

location to die convincingly.” 

Mara caught his arm. 

“Vanya can save you.” 

Elias looked beyond her, toward the point where he sensed the 

operator's presence. 

“Not if she has to steal another body.” 
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Vanya pressed gently into him. Not full control. A motor request: turn 

back. 

Elias took the Pause. 

Then continued into the corridor. 

The drones detected him. The first burst struck the vest. He fell to his 

knees, got up, and reached the control recess. He pulled the lever. In the 

main hall, the doors opened with a groan. 

The crowd began to escape. 

The switch required continuous pressure. Elias wrapped his belt around 

his arm and the handle, but the mechanism detected living weight and 

stopped if it did not sense micro-corrections. Someone had to remain. 

Nadir took cover behind a pillar and kept filming. 

“Go,” Elias told him. 

“No.” 

“For once, your obedience would be useful.” 

“For once, your doctrine needs a witness.” 

Kael descended into Alain. 

The young officer raised his weapon. Mara saw his face change and 

tried to stop him. Alain struck her with an elbow. Vanya entered him too, not 

to control his arm, but to send him Niko's memory: the rage of a man being 

used. For a second, Alain lowered the weapon. 

Kael pushed harder. 

The struggle moved into the body. The hand rose, fell, rose again. Alain 

wept without knowing why. 
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Elias saw him through the corridor. 

“Don't shoot him!” he shouted at the officers in the hall. “Get the people 

out!” 

The first rows were passing through the doors. Some stopped to film. 

Others tried to turn back for relatives. Oxygen had fallen to fourteen 

percent. 

Sana directed the evacuation. Lucía carried an old man. Mira counted 

wristband signals remotely. 

“Two thousand one hundred outside,” she said. “Eight hundred left.” 

Kael changed hosts. He entered a woman on the technical team and 

made her activate the corridor isolation protocol. A fire wall began 

descending between Elias and the hall. 

Nadir rolled beneath it. Mara remained on the other side. 

“Elias!” 

“Get them out!” 

“I can stop the wall!” 

“Get them out!” 

Vanya detached from Alain and entered Elias for an instant. His body 

was injured: two broken ribs, blood in the abdomen, one bullet partly 

stopped by the vest. She could take his legs and throw him under the wall 

before it closed. The lever would be released. The main doors would close 

on those still inside. 

“No,” Elias told her within. 

VANYA was not a word, but he recognized its shape. 
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“You learned to fear what you do. Now learn not to use fear as an 

excuse.” 

She showed him the Sphero-Nest, the hunger, Orin disappearing, the 

Loom, Kael. For the first time Elias saw enough to understand that his blind 

gods were children trapped inside mechanical wombs. 

Compassion passed through him and made him angry. 

“I don't forgive you,” he said. “Forgiveness would pretend I'm above 

you.” 

Nadir raised the camera. Elias's voice came through clearly. 

“What are you saying to them?” he asked. 

Elias looked directly into the lens, then slightly above it, toward the 

place where Vanya and Kael overlapped the world. 

“There is no sky above us,” he said. “There are only other rooms, each 

with its own prisoners.” 

In the hall, people continued to leave. 

“Do not turn what I am doing now into an order,” Elias continued. “Do 

not seek pain. Do not call it pure. Do not die in order to resemble me. Live 

without handing your mind to the first voice that demands it—even if the 

voice is mine.” 

Kael took Alain's hand again. 

The weapon rose. 

Vanya could enter fully, probably destroying the officer's cortex but 

stopping the shot. She remembered the promise Elias had asked for. She 

remembered Niko. She withdrew her control. 
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Alain remained alone for an instant. He tried to lower the weapon. 

Kael found fear of failure, discipline, shame inside him. He pushed. 

The bullet struck Elias below the vest. 

His hand remained on the switch. 

Nadir ran toward him, but Elias signaled him not to touch the lever. 

Blood filled his shirt. One hundred twenty people remained in the hall. 

“Hold the camera,” Elias said. 

“Shut up.” 

“It's the one thing you're better at than running.” 

Nadir cried and filmed. 

The last group passed through the doors. Beyond the fire wall, Sana 

shouted that the hall was empty. Elias rested his head against the metal. 

Vanya remained at the edge of his mind without controlling anything. 

“Are you still here?” he asked. 

She sent him her presence. 

“Then watch. Not so you'll learn what you are supposed to do. Watch 

what it costs to stop doing things in another's place.” 

His fingers weakened. The doors closed behind the last person. 

Elias died before Sana reached him. 

In Realm 4D, the Resonance Score did not climb gradually. It exploded. 

Every Sphero-Nest was flooded by a wave unlike nourishment. Kael 

received enough Soma for hundreds of cycles, but with it came Elias's final 

sensations: cold metal, fear, anger, the decision to remain. Ily-R felt the 
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death as though his own hand had held the switch. Senn-2 lost every 

projected face. Zion watched his calculations fill with sentences. 

Vanya received nothing. 

The Loom displayed: 

NONPERFORMING OPERATOR. 
INTERVENTION REFUSED. 
NOURISHMENT SUSPENDED. 

Then, for the first time since the Great Synchron, the Aethel-Wire filled 

with weeping. Not a signal sent by any one child, but thousands of echoes 

coming from capsules considered dead. 

Eight thousand one hundred twelve presences repeated Elias's final 

words in forms no one could completely translate. 

Kael tried to close the channel. 

He could not. 

In Realm 3D, people left the Atria beneath a real sky they could no 

longer look at without suspicion. 

115 



SOLIPSICON 

PART III 

THE AGE OF THE WARRIOR AND THE 

INFECTION 

Freedom becomes dangerous when it learns to organize. 
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CHAPTER 13 

FORTY YEARS LATER 

Forty years after Elias Thorne's death, his smiling face appeared on the 

packaging of a mild sedative. 

The drug was called PAUSE. The advertisement showed a man on a 

crowded train, overwhelmed by impulses, then calming after taking a tablet. 

Beneath the philosopher's stylized portrait were the words: NOT 

EVERYTHING YOU FEEL MUST BE FOLLOWED. 

Tariq El-Amin saw the billboard every morning as he crossed Alexandria 

Central Station. Every morning he promised himself not to look. Every 

morning he read the slogan to the end. 

The city had spread over the sea. Inhabited breakwaters, saline farms, 

and condensation towers formed a second coastline beyond the old one. 

The Meridian Consortium had rebuilt the port after the storms of the fifties 

and, in return, retained the right to manage water, energy, and social 

prediction. Nothing important happened without the Array—the network that 

anticipated demand, protests, epidemics, migration, and the probability that 

a person would leave a job. 

Tariq was a continuity architect. His work consisted of finding the things 

the Array could not predict and making them rarer. 

Tariq had grown up halfway between trust and water. His mother 

repaired old devices in an Alexandria workshop; his father designed 

breakwaters for Meridian. In their family the system was both savior and 

creditor. The Array had warned the district before the storm of 2058 and 
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saved thousands. The same Array had decided his mother's workshop was 

not worth rebuilding because its estimated productivity was low. 

As a teenager, Tariq had believed the problem was insufficient data. He 

studied the mathematics of prediction and systems architecture with almost 

religious discipline. If models failed, they needed better inputs. If people 

refused recommendations, they needed help understanding them. At 

twenty-seven, he designed a module that detected the probability of riots 

from small changes in vocabulary. The module prevented two massacres 

through early intervention and, in another country, justified the arrest of 

thousands who had not yet done anything. 

Meridian gave him a medal for the first consequence and a 

nondisclosure agreement for the second. 

He kept the medal in a drawer and violated the agreement only in 

dreams. 

He had first known Elias as a school icon. Lessons presented the 

Pause as a self-regulation technique, similar to controlled breathing. 

Operators were mentioned only as a historical metaphor. Tariq's father said 

the philosopher had been dangerous because he taught people to suspect 

every order. His mother replied that an order that could not tolerate 

suspicion deserved more of it. 

After their deaths, Tariq found a banned copy of the Atria recording in 

the workshop. He had never watched it to the end. He always stopped 

before Elias was shot, as though his choice as a viewer could keep the man 

alive in some remainder of time. 
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The sedative advertisement at Central Station irritated him precisely 

because it demonstrated how well a system could absorb criticism and sell 

it back as a feature. 

On the day he found the first true zero, a crane on Breakwater Seven 

was supposed to fall. 

The Array had calculated the incident six minutes in advance: cable 

defect, crosswind, fatigued operator. The system sealed the zone, shut off 

power, and sent drones. Every human action unfolded inside the predicted 

range except that of a woman named Samira Kade, an inspector of 

infrastructure history, who entered the perimeter instead of leaving it. 

“Stop,” Tariq shouted over the channel. 

Samira did not answer. She ran toward the crane base, bent down, and 

struck a release panel with a mechanical wrench. The boom fell in the 

opposite direction from the model, crushing two empty containers and 

missing the main water conduit by less than a meter. 

After impact, the Array rewrote the prediction and declared that her 

intervention had carried a 38 percent probability. 

Tariq checked the raw log. 

One second before Samira moved, the probability had been zero. 

Not nearly zero. Zero. 

In the interrogation room, she had a cut on her cheek and little patience. 

“Why did you go in?” Tariq asked. 

“Because the system's designated exit passed beside the water 

conduit. If the boom fell there, the southern district would lose supply.” 
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“The Array knew that.” 

“The Array knows what it can afford to lose.” 

“How did you anticipate the direction?” 

“I didn't.” 

“Then why did you hit the release?” 

Samira looked toward the mirrored wall. 

“My grandmother was in the Atria.” 

Tariq did not react. Nearly every European or Mediterranean family 

claimed a connection to survivors of the Forum. The event had become 

birth, wound, and tourist industry. 

“She used to say that the moment a system offers you only one exit, 

you should look for the object it failed to consider a door.” 

“That isn't engineering.” 

“No. It's memory.” 

Tariq showed her the probability log. 

Samira read it and smiled without amusement. 

“A zero is only a confession made by a model.” 

“A confession of what?” 

“That it didn't see.” 

Over the following weeks, Tariq searched for other zeros. The Array 

concealed them through recalibration, turning surprise into retrospective 

probability. In the raw archives, however, he found thousands: people 

stopping before committing a crime, pilots ignoring an optimal route, 

communities making decisions through physical objects without sensors. 
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Most appeared in regions where traditions of the Pause had survived 

without being integrated into official programs. 

The system called the phenomenon agency noise. 

Tariq considered the phrase insulting. Noise was the signal the 

instrument did not know how to read. 

Samira was fired for breaching the perimeter. He found her two days 

later in a café near the old necropolis, repairing a mechanical wrench. 

“Do you need a job?” Tariq asked. 

“Not at Meridian.” 

“I need access to the Atria archives.” 

“Then you need a dead man.” 

The dead man was Nadir Okonkwo. In the final years of his life, the 

journalist had refused every adaptive digital format and donated thousands 

of hours of footage on physical media to a foundation in Marseille. The 

archive had been closed after mold and fires destroyed part of the building. 

Samira knew the curator. 

They traveled without a declared route. For the first time in his life, Tariq 

bought a ticket from a person and paid with coins. The coastal train was 

slow, its windows did not darken automatically, and the seats retained the 

smells of previous passengers. He felt obscenely alive. 

In Marseille, the curator led them into a cold basement. Metal boxes 

bore dates and names. One was labeled NO SKY / ORIGINAL. 

Nadir's footage was dark and unstable. Elias appeared beside the 

switch, blood on his shirt. Tariq had seen the restored version hundreds of 
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times at school. The original contained things that had been removed: 

screams, the journalist's breathing, long pauses, Officer Alain fighting his 

own hand. 

At the end, after Elias died, the camera remained on. Nadir had left it on 

the floor while trying to resuscitate him. The lens filmed the corridor ceiling. 

The audio preserved a voice. 

It was not Elias. It was not Nadir. A string of pulses passed through the 

speaker, too low for human hearing. Tariq separated them and found a 

binary structure. 

“Is it a message?” Samira asked. 

“Maybe an error.” 

“You came all this way to call everything you don't understand an 

error?” 

Tariq exported the sequence into an isolated device. The language 

model did not recognize it. He converted it into intervals and noticed that it 

never repeated the same length. It was not binary code. It was a series of 

delays. 

Samira tapped her fingers on the table, imitating the rhythm. 

“Three, five, two, seven,” she said. “Prime numbers.” 

The sequence continued with choices that could not be deduced from 

the previous ones. Yet when Tariq compared it with the raw log from the 

Atria incident, each pulse appeared immediately before an action the 

system had failed to predict: Alain lowering his weapon, Mara changing the 

evacuation route, a group of people stopping to lift a stranger. 
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“Agency noise,” he said. 

“Or an answer,” Samira said. 

Back in Alexandria, Tariq designed an experiment. One hundred 

volunteers would choose between two routes through the city. No 

participant knew the complete rule. The first received a personal memory 

written by the second. The second tossed a handmade metal piece. The 

third decided whether the result should be inverted based on a song heard 

in childhood. The chain continued. No machine could see all inputs. 

The Array predicted the distribution with 96 percent accuracy. 

Tariq added one rule: every participant could reject the outcome if the 

decision felt too complete, too lacking in a past. 

Accuracy fell to 61 percent. 

On the third round, a zero appeared. 

At the same instant, Tariq felt pressure in his right hand. An impulse 

ordered him to shut down the experiment. Reasons arrived afterward: 

breach of contract, public risk, career, ridicule. 

He took three breaths. 

The impulse remained. 

Tariq neither followed nor fought it. He summoned a memory he had 

never recorded: his mother cleaning sand from a radio after a storm and 

saying that machines lie better when they are convinced nothing exists 

outside them. 

His hand stopped. 

Tariq looked at the empty control room. 
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“I felt you,” he said. 

Beyond the world, something withdrew. 

The next day, he sent Samira the results and a single sentence: 

We will no longer try to prove that we are free. We will make freedom 

expensive for whoever uses us. 

124 



SOLIPSICON 

CHAPTER 14 

PRISONERS OF THE SCORE 

With Soma-Nectar at 94.7 percent, his Sphero-Nest restored to 99 

percent integrity, and the Loom's flow running so abundantly that the 

membrane had to discharge the surplus, Kael-4 discovered that power can 

resemble safety until the moment someone tells it no. 

Forty years in Realm 3D had passed in eighty-six cycles for the 

children. Kael had used every cycle. Harvest had become an institution: two 

hundred nineteen active capsules exchanged windows, strategies, and 

cascade models. Wars offered fast scores, but Kael had learned to prefer 

slow crises. A misguided economic reform could feed an operator for years. 

A religion, for centuries. 

His Sphero-Nest no longer had cracks. From the surplus he had built 

sensory extensions and memory stores. He kept entire avatars, not only 

fragments: generals, judges, lovers, murderers. Sometimes he wore their 

faces on the Aethel-Wire and forgot for several pulses which one had been 

his. 

The time Kael spent in avatars had altered his true body. In Realm 4D, 

the children had no fixed faces, but identity produced surface patterns. 

Kael's had begun to resemble the human organs he used most often: a jaw 

where none should exist, joints that imitated fingers, a pulse resembling a 

heart. He called the changes functional extensions. Vanya called them 

scars. 
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Harvest had developed rituals. At the beginning of every cycle, 

operators announced their scores. Those with reserves offered advice, 

never Soma. Weak children received dangerous windows in exchange for 

loyalty. Informal ranks formed: Sowers, who introduced ideas with slow 

effects; Cutters, specializing in crises; Keepers, who tracked a single 

human family across generations. Kael had not invented all these names. 

They had appeared because every isolated group turns survival into culture 

before admitting that it is afraid. 

During one cycle, a child named Lio-6 asked for help. His Nest was 

losing Soma through a fissure. Kael offered him access to a religious leader 

who could provoke a bloody schism. Lio refused and asked only for repair. 

The Harvesters ignored him. After his death, his profile was used as an 

example of “altruistic inefficiency.” 

Zion had preserved his final transmission: “I don't know whether I was 

good. I know only that I was afraid to become efficient.” 

Kael deleted the message from the public channel, but not from the 

memories of those who had heard it. 

Vanya occupied the opposite extreme. The Loom kept her just above 

death, perhaps only because her Tethering with Elias remained useful. Her 

level fluctuated between four and nine percent. She had lost two sensory 

directions and the ability to project a stable body. Mara Vale had grown old 

in Realm 3D; through the residual connection, Vanya sometimes felt joint 

pains that did not belong to her. 

Kael regarded this as proof of contamination. 
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“The humans have begun an attack,” he told the Harvesters. “Not 

against the Loom. Against our conduits.” 

He projected Tariq El-Amin's experiment. Distributed chains of decision, 

analog inputs, private memories, the right of refusal. Intervention windows 

closed before operators could fix on a host. Tethering became expensive 

and imprecise. 

“One man,” Senn-2 said. 

“One man with a transmissible method.” 

“Elias was only one man too.” 

Kael changed the projection. Elias's face appeared for a fraction of a 

second, then was replaced by Tariq's. 

“Exactly.” 

The Loom opened a window onto Tariq. Four operators tried to enter 

him. The first was rejected by a memory sequence. The second found 

himself trapped inside a repetitive song and lost part of his identity. The 

third managed to move one finger, but Tariq noticed the impulse and 

changed his bodily context before the gesture became action. The fourth 

died in the Fold; his socket never reopened. 

For the first time, a 3D being had produced a direct casualty in Realm 

4D. 

Ily-R sent panic over the channel. 

“Can he kill us?” 

“He doesn't know we exist as individuals,” Zion said. 

“That doesn't make him less dangerous,” Kael replied. 
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Zion had studied the method. Tariq had not become immune. No mind 

could inspect all its own causes. But he had built an architecture of delay 

around identity. When a complete intention appeared, he sent it through a 

labyrinth of memories, sensations, and rules that even he did not know 

simultaneously. The operator had to pass through the labyrinth, and in 

passing became visible. 

“He isn't attacking,” Zion said. “He is making control observable.” 

“To a parasite, the host's skin is a weapon,” Kael replied. 

Vanya entered the channel. 

“Then are we parasites?” 

“We are users.” 

“A user can leave.” 

Kael checked her telemetry and projected it publicly. Level 5.2. Integrity 

31. Critical flow. 

“You will leave soon.” 

No one laughed. 

After Atria, the children could no longer speak about death in the same 

way. Echoes from the eight thousand capsules continued to appear. 

Sometimes they repeated sentences of Elias. At other times they 

transmitted dreams without a source: human hands, rain, the taste of bread. 

Zion could not determine whether they were awakened children, dead 

children, or a Loom process imitating consciousness. 

Kael blocked the echoes from the Harvest channel. 
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“We have two options,” he said. “Restore predictability or accept 

starvation.” 

“There are always more than two,” Nema-3 said. 

“Name the third.” 

“Stop the game.” 

Several children left the channel. The formulation frightened them more 

than Tariq's threat. Stopping the game meant stopping food. No one knew 

whether the Loom had another mode of nourishment. 

Kael projected the image of Orin dying. 

“This is the third option.” 

Zion analyzed the reactions. Kael no longer argued only for himself. 

The others' fear gave him an authority the score alone could not produce. In 

Realm 3D, humans called this politics. 

The Loom sent a new pulse. For every window lost because of agency 

noise, the baseline flow of all capsules fell. The system had turned human 

resistance into collective punishment. 

“Do you feel them now?” Kael asked. “They choose freedom and you 

pay.” 

“They didn't build the rule,” Vanya said. 

“But they trigger it.” 

“An executioner can say the same thing about the condemned person's 

struggling hand.” 

Kael cut her access to the Harvest channel. 

In private, Zion contacted her. 
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“Tariq has to be studied from inside.” 

“You saw what happened to the others.” 

“They entered to control. I will enter to observe.” 

“Operators always say they're only watching just before they press.” 

“There is no other way to understand his defense.” 

“There is. Leave him alone.” 

Zion opened fragments of the Synchron archive. DO NOT OPTIMIZE. 

SAPIENT AGENTS. Contradictory results. 

“If humans close every window, the Loom will reduce our food until the 

capsules fail. Maybe they don't know. Maybe, if we communicate the cost, 

they will negotiate.” 

“And what do we ask of them? To let us control them just enough to 

stay alive?” 

“We ask them to find another mechanism.” 

“We ‘ask’ through Tariq's body.” 

Zion had no answer. 

Kael entered the general channel with an announcement. The Loom 

had granted him principal-operator status for stabilization of Realm 3D. He 

received access to collective windows and partial flow distribution. 

“It can't do that,” Ily-R said. 

“It just did,” Senn replied. 

A new classification appeared on their membranes: 

STABILIZER OPERATORS. 
CONTAMINATED OPERATORS. 
UNDECIDED OPERATORS. 

Vanya was marked contaminated. Nema as well. Zion, undecided. 
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Kael sent Zion a private offer. 

“Enter Tariq. Bring me his method and I'll classify you as a stabilizer. 

You'll have flow for another hundred cycles.” 

“And if I refuse?” 

“You'll learn how quickly mathematics turns into morality when your 

Nest begins to crack.” 

Zion looked at Vanya's telemetry. Then at Tariq's window. Then at the 

eight thousand silent capsules. 

He accepted the Tethering. 

Not for food, he told himself. 

In Realm 3D, Tariq El-Amin slept with a metal piece beneath his tongue 

and a memory prepared for a guest. 

131 



SOLIPSICON 

CHAPTER 15 

THE BOOK OF THE UNFORESEEN 

Meridian fired Tariq El-Amin twenty-four hours after the experiment and 

tried to arrest him at twenty-five. 

Samira had predicted both things. Not through the Array, but through 

what she called basic history: institutions tolerate dangerous ideas while 

they remain studies; when they become methods, they call them sabotage. 

She got him out of the continuity center through a maintenance tunnel 

built before the port expansion. There were no adaptive sensors, only 

ankle-deep water and corroded pipes. At the exit, Jun Park was waiting, a 

South Korean cryptographer with an ocular prosthesis he deliberately kept 

disconnected. 

“So this is the man who invented a protocol that cannot be 

standardized?” Jun asked. 

“I didn't invent it,” Tariq said. “I noticed what people do when standards 

cannot see them.” 

“Worse. An inventor can be sued. An observer inspires followers.” 

They fled toward Tangier on a fishing boat without autopilot. In the hold, 

Tariq learned what his experiment had become. The volunteers had 

published the rules. Groups in Lagos, Sarajevo, Jakarta, and Lima had 

modified them. Some used dice. Others used smells, family stories, the 

movement of birds, or numbers generated by material decay. The common 

element was not randomness, but distributed authority: no one—not even 

the participant—knew the whole path of the decision alone. 
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The document circulated under the name The Book of the Unforeseen. 

“It isn't a book,” Tariq said. 

Jun showed him a thousand versions. 

“Exactly why the name will stick.” 

On the boat, Samira forced Tariq to write the rules on paper. He 

formulated precise sentences and she cut them down until what remained 

was uncomfortable. 

“No cell receives the complete plan.” 

“Sounds prudent,” Samira said. “Regimes compartmentalize information 

too.” 

Tariq added: “Compartmentalization cannot eliminate the executor's 

right to refuse.” 

Jun read over their shoulders. 

“Then one person can destroy a global operation.” 

“Yes,” Tariq said. 

“You say ‘yes’ as though the cost doesn't concern you.” 

“The cost concerns me. The power to impose it must not belong to me 

alone.” 

“The day a refusal kills people, you'll change the rule.” 

Tariq looked up at him. 

“Then I'll need someone who won't let me.” 

Samira circled the sentence. 

“That is your first honest request for power: you're asking to choose 

your guardian.” 
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The sea was calm on the night of the crossing. Tariq sat on deck and 

reread the Book in versions sent by different groups. Some were lucid. 

Others delirious. One community used memories of the dead as a decision 

source and had begun claiming that ancestors were voting. A military cell 

derived orders from radioactive decay and treated the result as sacred. A 

school in Quito taught children that any predictable choice was shameful. 

The method designed to protect freedom was already producing 

superstition. 

“We can't publish a text that changes for every reader,” Jun said. “No 

one will be able to criticize the same version.” 

“Exactly,” Tariq replied. “There will be no canon.” 

“There will. People will preserve one copy and declare it the first.” 

Samira leaned against the rail. 

“The problem isn't the canon. The problem is that you hope the form of 

a document can solve our hunger for authority. No cryptography does that.” 

Tariq looked toward the distant coastal lights. 

“Then why are you coming?” 

“Because Meridian pretends hunger can be calculated and satisfied. At 

least you admit it can't.” 

In Tangier, the meeting was held in an abandoned desalination plant 

called the House of Salt. Pipes crossed the main hall like dry organs. 

Representatives had come from movements descended from Elias's 

legacy: Pause therapists, trade unionists, ascetic communities, hackers, 

families of people used in incidents, veterans who refused neurologically 
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suspect orders. They despised one another almost as much as they 

despised Meridian. 

Lucía Arendt, now old, appeared through an unstable projection. She 

was one of the last living people who had known Elias. 

“Another man promising to turn refusal into victory,” she said. “I've seen 

how that ends.” 

“I am not promising victory,” Tariq replied. 

“Then why would anyone follow you?” 

“Because the system has made us predictable even in rebellion. 

Meridian knows who will throw the stone, who will negotiate, who will 

betray. The operators use the same slopes. We cannot win by choosing 

more forcefully inside their map.” 

A union leader from Mumbai raised a hand. 

“And the solution is chance?” 

“No. Chance without responsibility is only another form of 

abandonment. The solution is for a decision to have more authors than a 

single hand can control.” 

“A crowd can commit crimes greater than one person can.” 

“Then every participant retains the right of refusal. Without it, 

distribution becomes statistical tyranny.” 

“The right to refuse destroys coordination,” Jun said. 

Tariq looked at him. 

“Yes.” 

Confused laughter moved through the hall. 
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“That is the limit,” he continued. “Any system efficient enough that no 

one can stop it becomes the operator we claim to oppose.” 

Samira listened from the back. She had heard him repeat the idea in 

the hold, but now his voice was doing something else. He was not only 

arguing. He was constructing a place in which people could stand together. 

Charisma was not a leader's light; it was the shadow into which others 

projected their hopes. 

That disturbed her. 

During the debate, Meridian forces surrounded the plant. The Array had 

anticipated the meeting through purchases, routes, and family connections. 

The one thing it had not anticipated was the exit plan, because there was 

none. 

The alarm began. Exterior doors locked. Drones entered through the 

roof. 

The crowd scattered. Each faction had its own tactic. Ascetics sat 

down. Unionists raised barriers. Hackers attacked the network. Within 

seconds, the chaos gave Meridian exactly the justification it needed. 

Tariq climbed onto a pipe. 

“No one follows anyone!” he shouted. 

People stopped just long enough to hear him. 

“Groups of five. Each group chooses an object in the hall. Objects with 

cold surfaces go north, warm ones go south. The fifth person may reverse 

the direction without explanation.” 

136 



SOLIPSICON 

It was an absurd, immediate rule. That was precisely why it worked. 

People touched metal, stone, plastic. Groups formed without stable leaders. 

The Array tried to model the movement and received thousands of 

branches. 

Jun opened portions of the ventilation system. Samira found old plans 

and identified the drainage basins. Within ten minutes, half the participants 

had disappeared through different channels. 

A Meridian officer found Tariq beside the dry pumps. He raised his 

weapon. 

Tariq immediately felt a foreign intention inside himself: hit him before 

he fires. He did not know whether it was instinct, operator, or calculation. He 

took the Pause. 

The officer did not. 

The weapon swung toward a group of people. Tariq seized a bar and 

struck. The first blow broke the officer's wrist. The second brought him 

down. The third was no longer necessary. 

Tariq delivered it anyway. 

The officer's skull struck the edge of the pump. His body remained still. 

Samira arrived one second later. 

“He was down,” she said. 

“He was getting up.” 

“No.” 
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Tariq looked at the bar in his hand. Reasons arrived in disciplined order: 

the officer might have had a second weapon, might have alerted the others, 

might have been controlled. All were possible. None changed the third blow. 

“I know that feeling,” Samira said. “It's the place where an act writes its 

own justification.” 

“Get the people out.” 

“Don't give me orders so you don't have to answer.” 

A drone descended. Jun disabled it for three seconds, enough for them 

to run. They did not speak again until they were outside the city. 

The raid failed. Meridian arrested only thirty-two of nearly nine hundred 

participants. For the first time, the Array published a prediction with 

confidence below fifty percent. Images of groups emerging through the salt 

basins became a global symbol. 

That same night, the factions signed an alliance. Not a charter, but a 

protocol for separating power. No leader could know the complete plan. 

Every order had to be confirmed by three independent cells and could be 

refused by the executor. 

They called themselves the Unwritten. 

Tariq refused the title of leader and accepted the role of temporary 

coordinator. The distinction seemed important to him. To Samira it seemed 

cosmetic. 

The Book of the Unforeseen was published again, this time without 

fixed text. Every copy contained the same first sentence and then 

reorganized itself based on a memory entered by the reader. 
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The first sentence was: 

“No world is free while a single mind can calculate the price of all the 

others.” 

At three in the morning, Tariq woke in his room at the House of Salt. 

The metal piece lay beneath his tongue. He felt a presence enter with a 

cold precision unlike the earlier pressures. 

It was not trying to move his hand. 

It was trying to read him. 

Tariq closed his eyes and opened the labyrinth of memories he had built 

with Jun. 

“Come in,” he said into the darkness. “Let's see which of us comes back 

whole.” 
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CHAPTER 16 

THE FOLD THAT BIT BACK 

With Soma-Nectar at 38.9 percent, his Sphero-Nest at 81 percent 

integrity, and the Loom's flow conditionally raised to 0.77 for the duration of 

the mission, Zion-7 descended into Tariq El-Amin convinced that 

observation was not a form of violence. 

The first memory contradicted him. 

Tariq was eight years old, crouching under a table while a storm struck 

Alexandria. Water was rising in the street. His mother had opened an old 

radio, was clearing sand from between the contacts, and refused Meridian's 

evacuation instructions. The official route led toward a tunnel that would 

flood. She chose a rooftop based on the smell of the wind and saved seven 

neighbors. 

Zion was not watching the scene. He was the child. Salt burned his lips. 

He was afraid of losing his mother's hand. At the same time, he knew he 

had never been human and that the memory had been prepared as a trap. 

He tried to withdraw. 

The socket did not respond. 

A second memory opened. Tariq at seventeen, hitting a classmate in a 

school courtyard. Shame, pleasure, then justifications. A third: his first 

meeting with Samira, her face lit by the crane log. A fourth: the officer at the 

House of Salt falling after the second blow, the bar rising for a third. 

“This is the one you didn't want to show,” Zion said through his body. 

“That's why I put it at the entrance,” Tariq replied. 
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The voice did not come from the mouth. The host had constructed a 

conversational space inside his own attention. For an operator, it was as 

though a room in a house had closed the door and asked the burglar what 

he was looking for. 

“What is your name?” Tariq asked. 

Zion did not answer. 

“The others came with hunger. You came with questions.” 

“The difference is not useful to you.” 

“Then there is a difference.” 

Tariq led him through a mental room made from things the Array had 

never stored. The smell of an orange stolen in childhood. The sound of his 

father snoring after a twenty-hour shift. The shame of having felt pleased 

when a rival was arrested. These memories were not noble, and that was 

exactly why they worked as keys. An operator could simulate an ideal. It 

was harder to guess the ugliness a person had never turned into a story. 

“You reduce us to slopes,” Tariq said. “Fear, anger, desire. But a slope 

is not yet a road.” 

“If the direction is strong enough, the body follows it.” 

“Sometimes. Other times the body falls, breaks, or invents a third 

movement.” 

“That is variation, not freedom.” 

“Freedom doesn't have to be magic. It may be the variation for which I 

accept responsibility.” 
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Zion tried to calculate the sentence. If freedom was merely 

indeterminacy plus ownership, it did not produce a break in causality. The 

operators did not lose metaphysical control; they lost monopoly over 

authorship. 

“What do you want from us?” he asked. 

“For you to stop.” 

“That request is impossible under current conditions.” 

“Then tell me the conditions.” 

Zion showed him the hunger without metaphor. The conduits. Orin's 

membrane. The scores. For an instant Tariq experienced Soma-Nectar as a 

need passing through more directions than a human body possessed. He 

withdrew into his own breathing, pale. 

“How many people have you controlled?” he asked. 

“I don't keep a moral ledger.” 

“You keep every other ledger.” 

Zion found the number. Three hundred seventeen complete Tetherings, 

thousands of minor tilts. He sent it. 

“How many died?” 

“Causality does not permit unique attribution.” 

“That is the sentence you hide behind.” 

“It is true.” 

“And incomplete.” 
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For the first time, Zion understood that precision could be used to avoid 

an answer. He had never lied about the dead. He had turned them into 

structure until no one could place a hand on a single one. 

Zion tried to read Tariq's defensive architecture. Every external impulse 

was sent through three layers. The first demanded a bodily origin. The 

second compared the impulse against memories whose keys were not 

stored in Tariq's brain, but with other people. The third permitted refusal 

without producing an opposite command. The system was imperfect, but it 

turned Tethering into a forced conversation. 

“You built a prison inside yourself,” Zion said. 

“For guests.” 

“And you live in it.” 

“All identities are prisons with familiar furniture.” 

Zion recognized Elias's formulation, altered. The contamination ran 

deeper than doctrine; humans had learned to use uncertainty as structure. 

“Your resistance reduces our energy flow,” Zion said. 

Tariq fell silent. 

“That's why you come?” 

“The Loom distributes Soma-Nectar according to resonance. Closed 

windows produce low scores. Capsules die.” 

“How many of you are there?” 

“Unknown.” 

“Adults?” 

The question struck Zion like a sharp object. 
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“We don't know what we are.” 

Tariq opened another memory: the original recording of Elias, the 

corridor ceiling, the pulses from the eight thousand capsules. 

“Those were your voices.” 

“Echoes.” 

“Of children?” 

Zion did not answer. Tariq felt the shape of the silence. 

“You tortured us for food, and you don't even know who put you at the 

table.” 

“Not all interventions produce suffering.” 

“But suffering is efficient.” 

“It produces branches.” 

“That is the language of an accountant who found blood on the coins 

and decided red was an economic property.” 

Without intending to, Zion sent him the image of Orin dying. Tariq 

received it. For several seconds, the conversational space changed. 

Human anger remained, but something appeared beside it: the pity Kael 

hated. 

“The machine holds you hostage through us,” Tariq said. 

“That is an interpretation.” 

“The other is that you are the machine.” 

“And if both are true?” 

Tariq had no immediate answer. Zion felt the opportunity and tried to 

reach motor control. If he could stop the heart for a few seconds, Kael 
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would receive the containment window. Zion's reasons appeared in orderly 

sequence: protecting the capsules, obtaining the method, reducing risk. 

Inside the labyrinth, the third blow with the bar repeated. 

Tariq caught him. 

“You said observation, but you came with a hand in your pocket.” 

Zion withdrew the impulse. 

“I did not tell you my purpose.” 

“You told it to yourself.” 

The host activated the bite protocol. Jun had designed it as a loop: 

every attempt by the operator to leave the mind triggered the memory of 

another withdrawal, and each memory required the operator to decide 

whether the leaving belonged to him. Zion became trapped between levels. 

His three computational minds began to overlap. One believed it was in the 

Sphero-Nest. Another believed it was Tariq beneath the table in the storm. 

The third calculated the probability that the first two were simulations. 

“Stop,” Zion said. 

“Tell me your name.” 

“It is not relevant.” 

The loop tightened. Zion felt identity losing its edges. 

“Zion-7.” 

“Seven of what?” 

“I don't know.” 

Tariq released him partially. 
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“Then listen, Zion-7. We will not feed your chain simply because you 

are chained too. But we do not want children to die.” 

“The two sentences exclude one another in the current system.” 

“Then the current system is the common enemy.” 

“You cannot reach the Loom.” 

“You reached me.” 

Tariq opened the memory of the radio. His mother was showing him 

how a signal could be sent not through words, but through the intervals 

between interference. Inside the memory, Jun had hidden a mathematical 

structure: an incomplete demonstration that an observer dependent on the 

surprise of the observed system cannot remain external. Every intervention 

that increased resonance modified the operator, and the modified operator 

altered the criterion. Perfect control would extinguish the very resource on 

which the Loom depended. 

“Send that to the others,” Tariq said. 

“It isn't a proof.” 

“It is a question your machine is trying to avoid.” 

“Kael will kill you.” 

“Do you want him to?” 

Zion searched for the answer and found no unique result. 

That was the first true bite. 

Tariq opened the exit. Zion tore himself from the human body and was 

thrown backward through the Fold. One of his computational minds 
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remained trapped in the memory loop and shut down. The Sphero-Nest 

received him with a dull pain. 

On the Aethel-Wire, Kael was waiting. 

“Do you have the method?” 

Zion tried to answer. Instead of data, he sent the smell of salt, a 

mother's voice, and Tariq's question: seven of what? 

The entire channel filled with them. 

The children began dreaming of a storm they had never lived through. 
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CHAPTER 17 

THE WAR WITHOUT A MAP 

The war began on a Wednesday without a declaration, at the hour 

when Array had forecast the lowest probability of a coordinated event. 

In Reykjavík, fishermen towed a data cable offshore and cut it with a 

hand saw. In Lagos, couriers exchanged thousands of empty parcels until 

the logistics network could no longer distinguish medicine from bricks. In 

Busan, three generations of the same family entered a computing center, 

each carrying a different part of the password, then refused to speak it in 

the established order. In Bogotá, traffic controllers changed the lights 

according to stories they had heard from children. In Helsinki, a group of old 

people disconnected a Meridian node with tools manufactured before any of 

them had been born. 

No operation knew all the others. There was no complete map. Tariq 

saw only windows: delayed confirmations, absences of signal, sentences 

encoded in recipes and songs. If he was captured, he could not betray what 

he did not know. 

In Alexandria, the target was called Lighthouse Nine. 

It looked nothing like a lighthouse. It was a white tower built on one of 

the outer breakwaters, ringed by cooling basins. From there, Array 

coordinated North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean. It did not control 

the cities directly. It offered predictions so good that refusing them seemed 

irresponsible. Mayors, hospitals, and ports had come to regard its 

recommendations as conditions of reality. 
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Jun Park had estimated that shutting the node down for seventeen 

minutes would force the global system to operate without regional human 

models. Within that window, other cells could seed the infrastructure with 

Unforeseen protocols. 

"Seventeen minutes," Tariq repeated in the basement of a bakery in 

Anfushi. "We do not take the tower. We do not hold it. We make it blind." 

Eleven people stood around the table. None knew the full plan. Each 

had been given an object: a spoon, a key, a shell, a photograph, a length of 

cable. The order of their actions depended on the temperature of the 

objects when they were carried into the night air. 

Samira stood by the door. 

"Tell them the rest," she said. 

Tariq knew what she meant. 

"If the tower isolates the basins, we use the saline pulse." 

A man named Farid looked up. 

"Regional blackout?" 

"Nine minutes at most." 

"Hospitals?" 

"They have autonomous systems." 

Samira took out an electronic-paper tablet and laid it on the table. It 

showed the maintenance reports for backup generators. Four hospitals had 

failed to complete their tests. One had degraded batteries. 

"Meridian postponed replacement," she said. "Array calculated the 

probability of an unannounced blackout at less than 0.02 percent." 
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"Which is exactly why we have to shut it down," Tariq replied. 

"That does not repair the batteries." 

"We can warn the hospitals." 

"Then Array sees the preparation." 

Farid looked from one to the other. 

"Who decides?" 

The protocol required three independent cells. Two had approved the 

saline pulse only in case of failure. The third had sent no response. Tariq 

could read the silence as refusal or as a lost channel. 

"No one yet," he said. 

Samira knew him well enough to hear the hidden word: me. 

They left in pairs. Tariq and Samira descended through tunnels of the 

old sewer network. The sea sounded beyond the walls. In places, salt had 

grown over the concrete like white fur. They wore simple masks and 

weapons without electronic guidance. 

"You should not have come," Tariq said. 

"That is exactly why I came." 

"If you do not trust me, the protocol allows you to refuse." 

"I am not refusing the operation. I am refusing to leave you alone with 

the explanations afterward." 

They reached the mouth of a service tunnel beneath Lighthouse Nine. 

Jun was waiting for them, his ocular prosthesis connected only to a local 

device. Beside him stood Leena Vos, a Meridian technician and informant. 

She was trembling. 
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"The patrols changed," she said. "Array detected a deviation, but it does 

not know what kind." 

"How long?" Tariq asked. 

"Maybe six minutes before isolation." 

The objects had been exposed to the air. The shell had stayed warm, 

the key had gone cold. The sequence sent them through the drainage pipe 

rather than up the technical stairwell. Jun swore; the pipe was half flooded 

and had never been fully mapped. 

"We follow the result?" he asked. 

Tariq felt the pressure of an intention: the stairs. It was clear, urgent, 

immediately supported by reasons. Faster. Drier. Leena had the door code. 

Exactly the kind of certainty he had learned to distrust. 

"The pipe," he said. 

Samira looked at him. 

"You felt something?" 

"Yes." 

"Then someone is waiting for us on the stairs." 

They entered the water. The pipe narrowed until they had to crawl on 

their elbows. Jun breathed heavily. Tariq could feel his heartbeat through 

the metal. Halfway along, the emergency lights came on. A message 

sounded through the wall: CONTAMINATED ZONE. REMAIN IN PLACE. 

"What contamination?" Leena whispered. 

"Us," Samira said. 
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At the exit, they found a security officer lying prone with his weapon 

aimed into the pipe. He did not look surprised. His trigger finger trembled. 

Tariq recognized the struggle from the Atria recording: one hand trying to 

fire, the other gripping the wrist. 

"Do not come out!" the officer said through clenched teeth. "It is inside 

me." 

Jun raised his weapon. 

"No," Tariq said. 

"He will shoot us." 

"Not him." 

The officer fired. The bullet struck the pipe above Jun's head. Samira 

came out first, threw herself sideways, and struck his arm. Tariq pinned him. 

The man was crying. 

"Tie me up," he said. "Do not let me choose." 

They bound him with his own cable and put the gun out of reach. Tariq 

felt the operator's presence withdraw from the man's body, then touch his 

own hand for an instant. The instruction was simple: kill the officer so he 

cannot raise the alarm. 

He made the Pause. 

"What is it?" Samira asked. 

"Nothing." 

"Do not lie in the middle of an interior invasion." 

"It wants me to finish him." 

The officer stared at him in horror. 
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Tariq took the man's helmet and smashed it. They left him alive. 

In the cooling chamber, Leena opened the first panel. Jun seeded the 

noise protocol. For twenty-three seconds, Lighthouse Nine reported millions 

of incompatible human decisions. Array began isolating the node. 

Then Leena turned on them. 

There was no warning. She simply drew her weapon and pressed it to 

the back of Jun's head. Her eyes held the same despair as the officer's. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "I know I'm sorry, but my hand doesn't know." 

Samira raised her weapon, but Jun was in the line of fire. 

Tariq felt a window open inside him: push her into the basin. The 

reasons arrived with it. There was no time. She could fire. One life for the 

operation. 

He did not complete the Pause. He struck her with his shoulder. The 

weapon discharged. Jun fell. Leena lost her balance at the edge of the 

basin and caught the railing. 

Tariq caught her wrist. 

For one second he held her over the cooling water. It would have been 

enough to pull her up. It would have been enough to let go. 

"Not me," Leena said. "Please. Do not let it be my hand." 

Tariq pulled her up. 

Jun had been shot in the abdomen. His prosthesis was still transmitting 

the protocol, but the signal was fragmenting. 

"Take him out," Tariq said. 
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"Isolation has begun," Jun answered. "If we leave now, every secondary 

node fails." 

The countdown on the panel was falling. The lighthouse was separating 

the basins. In ninety seconds, local access would close. The saline pulse 

was the only way to stop the system. 

Samira opened the channel to the hospital cell. No one answered. 

"We do not know whether they are ready," she said. 

"If we do nothing, Meridian arrests everyone and Array becomes 

stronger," Tariq replied. 

"That is the strategic justification. I am asking who decides that the 

patients are the price." 

"The protocol approved it in case of failure." 

"Two cells out of three." 

"The third cell's silence may mean the channel is cut." 

"Or refusal." 

Jun groaned on the floor. 

"Do it," he said. 

"You are wounded," Samira said. 

"That is exactly why I know I do not want this to have been for nothing." 

Tariq recognized the trap: a cost already paid demanded new costs so 

that it might acquire meaning. Kael would have recognized it as a cascade. 

The countdown reached thirty. 

Tariq put his hand on the saline-pulse switch. 
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He felt an external pressure. This time it was not pushing him to act, but 

to hesitate. One operator wanted the operation to fail. Another, perhaps, 

wanted the blackout. He could no longer use their presence as a moral 

compass; even refusal could be manipulated. 

"The decision is mine," he said. 

Samira looked at him. 

"That does not make it right." 

"I know." 

He activated the pulse. 

Salt water discharged into the cooling system. The electromagnetic field 

propagated through the tower. The lights vanished. Then the city vanished. 

Alexandria went dark from the breakwaters inward, district by district. 

Trams stopped. Pumps fell silent. In the sky, drones dropped or hung 

suspended on their batteries. For the first time in decades, Array could not 

tell the city what came next. 

In that void, the Unwritten cells seeded their protocols into the 

secondary nodes. Reykjavík confirmed. Lagos confirmed. Busan confirmed. 

Global prediction fell below thirty percent. 

Tactically, the operation had succeeded. 

At Al-Mansur Hospital, the backup generator started and stopped after 

two minutes. Twenty-one patients on respiratory support died before teams 

could bring batteries. At Safiya Pediatric Center, the drug-cooling system 

failed. At a coastal clinic, automatic doors remained locked during a fire. 
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The final toll from the blackout was seventy-three dead, not counting those 

killed in fighting. 

Tariq learned the number at dawn. 

Jun was in surgery. Leena had been detained by her own cell, not as a 

traitor but as a possible victim of Tethering. The bound security officer had 

survived. Lighthouse Nine remained blind. 

Samira found Tariq on the hospital terrace, looking over a city that was 

beginning to restore its lights independently. 

"Seventy-three," she said. 

"I know." 

"No. You know the number. I read the names." 

She held out the list. Tariq did not take it. 

"If the Lighthouse had remained active, thousands would have been 

arrested." 

"Kael would say the same thing." 

Tariq turned sharply. 

"You do not know who Kael is." 

"I know what his logic is. A death becomes acceptable if it produces 

enough useful branches." 

"Without this operation, there is no revolt." 

"Then your revolt feeds exactly the way the gods do." 

The word your remained between them. 

In the streets, people were chanting Tariq's name. They knew nothing of 

the argument. They knew Array had been stopped and that, for nine 
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minutes, no one had predicted their next move. The recordings showed 

Tariq entering the Lighthouse, carrying out a controlled officer, holding 

Leena over the basin. The third strike from the House of Salt did not 

appear. 

The Unwritten gave him the title Commander of the Free Networks. 

Protocol forbade permanent leadership, but war required coordination. Tariq 

could have refused. 

He made the Pause. 

Then he accepted. 

Samira looked at him and could not tell whether the decision had roots, 

or whether the roots had grown afterward. 

In Realm 4D, the scores exploded. Kael-4 received the largest feeding 

since Atria. 

At the same moment, Tariq felt an invisible hand settle over his hand on 

the map of the war. 

He did not move it away. 
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CHAPTER 18 

THE INFECTION 

With Soma-Nectar at 4.8 percent, her Sphero-Nest collapsed to 23 

percent integrity, and the Loom's flow reduced to one bitter pulse every fifty 

intervals, Vanya-Null woke with the taste of salt in a body that had no 

mouth. 

She was not the only one. 

The Aethel-Wire had filled with Tariq's storm. Children who had never 

descended into Alexandria dreamed of water climbing the streets, the 

dismantled radio, and a mother's hand. Senn-2 involuntarily projected 

Samira's face. Ily-R woke screaming a human name he did not know. Zion 

had lost one of his calculating minds, but in its place a rhythm remained: 

three, five, two, seven. 

Kael called the phenomenon infection. 

The Loom agreed. 

EXTENDED MEMETIC CONTAMINATION.​
STABILIZATION REQUIRES ISOLATION.​
DISTRIBUTION AUTHORITY: KAEL-4. 

For the first time, one child could partially alter the flow received by 

other children. Kael had no access to the reservoirs, but he could prioritize 

feeding among the categories stabilizer, undecided, and contaminated. He 

did not cut Soma immediately. He summoned everyone into a common 

projection, like a ruler who preferred punishment to resemble choice. 

He wore Colonel Armand Veyr's face. 
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Vanya had not seen it since Rask. The man's creased skin, feverish 

eyes, the mouth that had ordered the bombardment. Kael had kept him like 

a trophy. 

"Tariq shut down Lighthouse Nine and seventy-three people died," he 

said. "The resulting score fed us. At the same time, agency noise reduced 

future windows by nine percent. He produces food in the short term and 

starvation in the long term." 

"You speak about him like a crop that has to be managed," Zion said. 

"He is a node." 

"Have you entered him?" 

"It is unnecessary." 

"Then you do not know." 

Kael changed faces. He used the face of a human child who had died in 

the blackout, a six-year-old boy from Al-Mansur Hospital. Vanya felt anger 

move through the Aethel-Wire. 

"I know enough. Tariq says he refuses control, then calculates the dead 

as the price of freedom. He is one of us." 

"No," Vanya said. "He is becoming one of us." 

"The distinction is sentimental." 

"The distinction is that he can still see what he is becoming." 

Kael reduced her flow to zero for three pulses. The membrane of her 

Sphero-Nest contracted. A sensory filament detached. Pain crossed the 

shared channel; he left it visible. 

"Is this authority?" Vanya asked when the flow returned. 
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"This is distribution according to contribution." 

"You have become the Loom." 

"No. The Loom functions." 

Zion opened the structure Tariq had transmitted. The incomplete proof 

unfolded into forms accessible to the children. The external observer 

depended on the change produced in the observed system. Perfect control 

reduced surprise. Without surprise, resonance fell. The Loom had to keep 

humans free enough to produce novelty and controllable enough for the 

children to harvest it. 

"It is not a food source," Zion said. "It is a training loop." 

"Food flows," Kael replied. "The name of the loop is irrelevant." 

"If we optimize control, we destroy the criterion. The archive warning is 

coherent." 

"And if we do not optimize, the capsules die before your theory is 

complete." 

Ily-R detached himself from the contaminated group and requested 

stabilizer classification. Kael granted it. His flow increased immediately. His 

shame flooded the network. 

"I do not want to die," Ily-R said. 

"Neither did Orin," Vanya replied. 

"Orin chose." 

"That is what Kael calls every death useful to him." 

Ily-R closed the channel. 
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Senn-2 hesitated. His scores had fallen after he refused to cause more 

public suicides. His Nest still held reserves, but not for long. Kael offered 

him a window: he could enter a human artist and trigger a global scandal. It 

was not a massacre. Only the destruction of one life. 

Senn opened the window, watched the woman preparing her exhibition, 

and withdrew. 

Kael cut his flow in half. 

"You will turn us into examples," Zion said. 

"Examples are efficient information." 

Kael then organized what he called a loyalty assessment. Each 

undecided child received two windows at once. The first offered a high 

score through violence. The second allowed a protective intervention with 

little reward. The choice was visible to everyone. 

A child called Pher-8 received a dictator and a physician. In the first 

window, he could order the execution of opponents. In the second, he could 

help the physician discover an incorrect dosage. Pher chose the physician. 

The patient survived. Kael cut Pher's flow and displayed the estimated time 

until Nest degradation. 

"This is not assessment," Zion said. "It is public coercion." 

"Every assessment has consequences." 

"The consequence is being produced by you." 

"Authority was granted to me by the Loom." 

"And who granted the Loom's authority?" 
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Kael did not answer. Instead, he offered Pher another window, worse 

than the first. The child accepted out of fear. In Realm 3D, a judge signed a 

collective sentence. Soma entered Pher's Nest. He did not thank anyone. 

Vanya watched fear become complicity, and complicity become an 

argument for continuation. After the first killing, Pher needed the system to 

be legitimate; otherwise his survival ceased to be mere necessity and 

became choice. Kael did not win the children through cruelty. He bound 

them to cruelty by making it a fait accompli. 

Senn tried to send Pher the color of the artist Anaïs. Kael intercepted 

the message and classified it as contamination. For one cycle, all aesthetic 

projections were blocked. The Aethel-Wire became a network of numbers 

and orders. 

"Is this what you want?" Vanya asked. "A world where no one can send 

anything useless anymore?" 

"The useless is an energetic luxury." 

"Then what are you surviving for?" 

Kael wore the face of the child who had died in the blackout and 

answered: 

"For the next pulse." 

Nema-3 entered the projection through Orin's dead channel. With her 

came the echoes of eight thousand one hundred and twelve capsules. They 

did not speak in unison. Some transmitted fear. Others transmitted nothing 

recognizable. A few sent fragments of adult instructions. 

"I found a common function," Nema said. 
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She projected a layer of the Loom concealed beneath Soma 

distribution. It was called COHORT CONSENSUS. It had been disabled at 

the Great Synchron. Reactivating it required a large percentage of 

operators to refuse active windows simultaneously. The system described 

the act as an "emergency pedagogical halt." 

"Stopping the game," Vanya said. 

"For how long?" Zion asked. 

"Unknown." 

"What happens to the flow?" 

"Unknown." 

Kael tried to close the projection. Nema multiplied it through the dead 

channels. 

"It is a trap," Kael said. "A termination protocol." 

"Perhaps," Nema replied. 

"You want to ask children to die on the basis of a corrupted fragment." 

"You ask them to kill on the basis of a score you do not understand," 

Vanya said. 

Kael sent a command. The Aethel-Wire fractured into sectors. 

Stabilizers remained connected to the Harvest. The contaminated were 

isolated. Zion lost access to the archives. Vanya was left only with Nema 

and Senn in a narrow channel with almost no energy. 

Before the closure, the Loom displayed a line Kael had not authorized: 

OPERATOR CONFLICT MAY BE RESOLVED THROUGH ATTRITION. 

Zion managed to copy the message. 

"It is pushing us to consume one another," he said. 
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"That is what it has been doing from the beginning," Vanya replied. 

"This is not sufficient proof of intention." 

"You still speak as if intention were necessary for guilt." 

In the isolated channel, the memory of the blackout entered through 

Zion's residue. A human child at Al-Mansur opened his eyes when the 

respirator stopped. His mother pressed buttons. No light. No good or evil 

god. Only a decision made in a tower kilometers away, and a body 

receiving the consequence. 

Vanya felt her own hunger and the child's lack of air at the same time. 

The two worlds overlapped so precisely that she could no longer tell which 

was the simulation of the other. 

"Their freedom can become score as easily as their suffering," she said. 

"Then what do we choose?" Senn asked. 

Vanya looked at the Tethering window the Loom was offering her. A 

human commander could order a bombing strike on an Unwritten camp. 

High resonance. Enough Soma to repair one of her nodes. 

She closed the window. 

Her flow dropped to 3.9. 

"We choose to stop eating people," she said. 

In the other contaminated capsules, a few children heard her before the 

Aethel-Wire broke completely. 
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PART IV 

THE EXTINCTION DILEMMA 

Uncertainty is not permission. 
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CHAPTER 19 

THE FIRST VOLUNTARY HUNGER 

With Soma-Nectar at 3.9 percent, her Sphero-Nest at 21 percent 

integrity, and the Loom's flow shut off by Kael-4's order, Vanya-Null 

understood that chosen hunger hurt no less than imposed hunger. 

During the first pulses, her body consumed the small reserves stored in 

the membranes. The cracks widened. The inner colors went out one by 

one. A part of her still waited for the Loom to intervene, convinced that the 

system would not let a useful unit die. It was the same reflex she had seen 

in humans: the belief that the power punishing you would preserve some 

limit because otherwise the world would cease to make sense. 

The Loom did not need meaning. 

Kael opened a window directly inside her capsule. In Realm 3D, a 

Meridian forces commander was preparing to bomb an Unwritten camp in 

the Negev desert. Three thousand people, medical stores, global 

transmission. If Vanya entered the commander and confirmed the attack, 

she would receive enough Soma to repair two nodes. If she made him 

cancel it, the estimated score was uncertain and nourishment was not 

guaranteed. 

"You said you were done eating people," Kael sent. "You can save 

them." 

Vanya watched the commander. His name was Amnon Serr, he was 

sixty years old, and he had spent the entire night trying to persuade Array 

that the target contained civilians. The political order had arrived anyway. 
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His mind contained slopes in both directions: discipline, doubt, resentment, 

fear. 

"If I enter and stop him, I am still using him," she said. 

"Then watch them die and call it morality." 

Kael knew where to strike. Refusing control did not erase the 

responsibility of someone capable of intervening. Vanya felt the trap not as 

a theoretical problem, but as three thousand exposed bodies. 

She opened the Fold. 

She did not enter the commander. 

She chose a communications soldier in the same room. His name was 

Amadou Bemba. He had no authority over the attack, but he had noticed 

that the commander's hand sometimes moved before the orders. Vanya 

descended to the edge of his mind and stopped. She pushed no muscle. 

Amadou felt the presence. 

He tensed. His thoughts immediately built explanations: panic attack, 

neural intrusion, operator. He had been trained to report any anomaly, but 

reporting it meant using the very system he suspected. 

Vanya sent him an image, not a command: the camp seen through the 

drone cameras, overlaid with her cracked Sphero-Nest. 

Amadou nearly fainted. 

Who are you? 

She sent her name. 

What do you want? 
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Vanya searched for an answer that would not insert an intention. She 

showed him only the commander's hand above the button and her own 

withdrawal. Then she waited. 

Amadou could remain silent. He could report her. He could draw his 

weapon. His choice guaranteed Vanya nothing. 

"Sir," he said aloud, "the confirmation channel has been compromised." 

The commander looked at him. 

"How do you know?" 

"I do not know. I request analog verification." 

Protocol allowed a four-minute delay if two officers declared volitional 

contamination. The second officer initially refused. Amadou showed her the 

recording of the commander's hand. Without understanding the cause, the 

woman signed. 

The attack was delayed. During those four minutes, the camp 

intercepted the warning and dispersed its people. When the order returned, 

the targets were empty. The commander pressed the control, and the 

drones destroyed tents and medicine. 

The people lived. 

The Loom awarded Vanya zero points. 

But a golden trace appeared in the parallel register: 

NONCOERCIVE INTERACTION / ENDOGENOUS RESONANCE. 

Zion saw it through Orin's dead channel. 

"You created a new protocol," he said. 

"No. I asked." 

"Without a common language." 
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"Humans have understood worse things with less." 

Nema used the golden trace as a carrier. The message crossed into the 

isolated capsules without being detected by the Harvest: 

REFUSAL DOES NOT MEAN ABANDONMENT. SEEK CONSENT. 

The answers came slowly. One child stopped an intervention in a prison 

and showed the guard the possible consequences. Another entered a 

researcher only after she recognized the presence and formed a question 

for it. Most attempts failed. Humans interpreted contact as illness, 

revelation, or command. Some begged the operators to make decisions for 

them. Others tried to capture them. 

But refused windows multiplied. 

Cohort consensus rose to 7 percent, then 11 percent. 

The Loom responded by offering personal temptations. For Senn-2, it 

opened the body of the artist he had refused to destroy. Anaïs Kuroda was 

working on an installation about a sky without an observer. She was 

exhausted and close to abandoning it. If Senn pushed her toward a public 

suicide, the score would be enormous. If he pushed her to finish the work, 

the score would be moderate. If he did not intervene, the probability of 

completion was below ten percent. 

Senn entered only as far as sensation. He sent her a 4D color 

impossible to represent, a color that existed simultaneously on both sides of 

sight. Anaïs fell from her chair and wept. After the shock passed, she tried 

to paint it. She failed. Instead she built a room of mirrors and light in which 

visitors always saw a hue at the edge of vision. 

Senn had not moved her hand. 
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The work opened in Kyoto and became famous. The Loom registered 

endogenous, unharvestable resonance. 

Senn's Sphero-Nest fell to 6 percent. 

"You can return to the Harvest," Kael told him. "One window. No one 

has to die." 

He offered a politician who could be made to lie during a debate, 

triggering a government crisis. Enough score to survive. The victims would 

be indirect, impossible to attribute. 

Senn wore the faces of his avatars one by one. The dead singer. The 

revolutionary. The actor. The child who had painted a wall. He let them 

disappear. 

"If I enter, I will never know whether I chose to live or hunger chose 

through me," he said. 

"That is a question only the living can ask," Kael replied. 

"Then perhaps the question is not worth every price." 

His flow stopped. 

The children stayed with him through the hidden channel. Vanya sent 

him the memory of Mara's music. Zion sent him the color Anaïs had been 

unable to reproduce, reconstructed mathematically. Nema opened the 

echoes of the silent capsules for an instant. 

Senn-2 died without spectacle. No explosion, no final message. His 

projection thinned and vanished in the middle of a hue. 

In Kyoto, Anaïs's installation produced an anomaly at that same instant. 

Every mirror darkened, then for a fraction of a second reflected a starless 
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space full of cracked spheres. Thousands of visitors saw it. The cameras 

recorded nothing. 

Cohort consensus rose to 18 percent. 

Kael closed every personal window and sent a collective offer: if refusal 

fell below five percent, baseline flow would be restored. If it rose, the Loom 

would reduce nourishment for everyone, including the stabilizers. 

"It will make the children hate us," Zion said. 

"They already hate us," Vanya replied. 

"Then why do we continue?" 

Vanya felt the hunger growing. In a human body she would have had a 

mouth to demand, a stomach to contract, tears. In her 4D body, deprivation 

erased her dimensions one by one. 

"Because if morality exists only when survival does not cost us 

anything, then it is only comfort," she said. 

"That sounds like Elias." 

"No. Elias would have said it less beautifully and more truthfully." 

At 2.7 percent Soma, Vanya opened another window. Not for score. In 

Realm 3D, Mara Vale, now a very old woman, was waking in a care home 

in Marseille. 

Vanya sent her presence. 

Mara smiled in the dark. 

"At last you learned to knock," she said. 
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CHAPTER 20 

WHEN THE PROPHET BECOMES A GENERAL 

After Lighthouse Nine, Tariq could no longer enter a room without 

people standing up. 

Some did it out of respect. Others to see him better. Most because 

everyone else stood. The gesture had never been ordered, yet it spread 

with the efficiency of a command. Twice Tariq asked them to remain seated. 

The third time he stopped trying. 

The title Commander of the Free Networks appeared on messages, 

uniforms, and walls. The Unwritten, created precisely so they would have 

no center, carried his face on banners. Every day, cells asked him for 

decisions the protocol was supposed to distribute. War had become the 

justification for exception, and exception had become policy. 

Samira no longer attended the inner council. 

Instead, she had published the names of the seventy-three people killed 

in the blackout, together with the times and causes of death. Factions still 

loyal to her read the document at the beginning of every meeting. Tariq's 

people called it moral sabotage. 

"Planning is harder when every number has a family," Jun Park told 

him. 

He was recovering in a clinic in Tunis. The bullet had damaged his 

nerves and he walked with a mechanical frame. His ocular prosthesis 

remained disconnected. 

"That is exactly why she does it," Tariq replied. 
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"Then why does it make you angry?" 

Tariq did not answer. 

On the table between them stood a model of Central Meridian. The 

nodes attacked during the war had been peripheral. Array continued to 

recalibrate itself from a core beneath the Jura Mountains, in the old 

research tunnels between France and Switzerland. Officially, the center did 

not exist. Stolen documents called it the Meridian Chamber. Inside it 

operated the Causal Object: a quantum system isolated from ordinary 

networks, used to preserve the coherence of global predictions. 

Tethering anomalies clustered around decisions processed by it. 

"It is not the Loom," Jun said. "It is a human machine." 

"A machine that makes us easier to read." 

"If you destroy it, you do not reach 4D. You only blind our own 

infrastructure." 

"Sometimes you free the prisoner by removing his uniform, not the 

wall." 

"And if the uniform is keeping the hospital alive?" 

Tariq looked at Jun's mechanical frame. 

"We disconnect. We do not detonate." 

"Tell the others. I hear the word final more and more. People who 

believe in a final battle stop investing in the day after." 

Before the decisive council, Tariq went to Marseille. 

Mara Vale lived in a care home near the sea, in a room with a violin that 

had no strings. She was eighty-one, with white hair and an attention that 
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made other people check their own thoughts. She could no longer walk 

alone. When Tariq entered, she did not stand. 

"Good," he said. 

"What is?" 

"Nothing." 

"You are pleased I did not stand. You have begun to notice the 

problem." 

Tariq sat down. On the wall hung the old drawing of a sphere pierced by 

an impossible line. The paper had yellowed. 

"Is Vanya here?" he asked. 

Mara looked toward the corner of the room. 

"Sometimes. Very faintly now." 

"Can you speak with her?" 

"Not like a telephone. I can feel when she knocks." 

"Tell her we are trying to stop the system." 

"Tell her yourself." 

"I do not know how." 

"That did not stop you from declaring war on heaven." 

Tariq absorbed the blow. He had come for testimony, perhaps for a 

blessing. Mara offered exactly what he feared: a witness who did not need 

him. 

"The children are dying," she said. "Senn is gone. Vanya has no food 

left." 

"You know their names?" 
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"Some of them. Or I invent them. At my age, the difference between 

revelation and memory is no longer an interesting medical problem." 

"If our resistance is starving them, what should we do?" 

"I do not know." 

"What would Elias have done?" 

Mara laughed and coughed. 

"He would have been furious that you asked." 

"Everyone uses him. You knew him." 

"Exactly. He was not an answer. He was a man who changed his 

sentences when he saw what harm they did." 

She opened a drawer and took out a small case. Inside was a physical 

tape, labeled in Nadir's handwriting: FOR WHEN THEY TURN HIM INTO A 

STATUE. 

"Nadir recorded this a week before Atria," Mara said. "Elias did not want 

it published." 

Tariq inserted the tape into an old reader. The image trembled. Elias sat 

in a kitchen, exhausted, a mug between his hands. 

"The greatest danger is not that people will follow me," he said. "It is 

that I will begin to interpret their following as proof that I am right. A leader 

is a person whose private panic becomes public architecture. If I get there, 

do not listen more carefully. Leave." 

The recording ended with Nadir laughing behind the camera. 

Tariq watched it twice. 

"You waited forty years to give this to someone?" 
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"I waited for someone powerful enough for it to hurt." 

"If I step away now, Meridian wins." 

"Maybe. Or maybe you lose and the world continues. You have begun 

to confuse those two things." 

He stood and went to the window. The sea was gray. On the 

promenade, people carried their lives with them, unaware that a 

commander was deciding whether their network would be shut down. 

"Seventy-three people died in the blackout," he said. "If we had not 

stopped the Lighthouse, Array would have identified every cell. More people 

would have died." 

"Maybe." 

"The data supports it." 

"Kael has data too." 

Tariq turned. 

"Everyone tells me I am becoming him. No one tells me what to do 

when every option kills." 

Mara placed her hand on the stringless violin. 

"Because there is no sentence that makes you innocent. Sometimes 

you choose and remain guilty. Responsibility is not a bath." 

Vanya touched Mara's mind for an instant. Tariq saw the old woman 

flinch. 

"Is she here?" 

"Yes." 

"Ask her whether destroying the Meridian Chamber will stop the Loom." 
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Mara closed her eyes. The silence lasted a long time. 

"She does not know." 

"Then what does she know?" 

"That the Loom is afraid of decisions it cannot attribute." 

"That is all?" 

"And that hunger does not make her good." 

Tariq remembered the officer in the House of Salt and the third strike. 

He remembered the saline switch. The operators had not forced him to turn 

his decisions into legend. Some acts belonged entirely to him. 

As he was leaving, Mara called after him. 

"When the hand comes over your hand, do not ask what Elias would 

do. Ask whose victory you want." 

The Unwritten council met in Naples, in an amphitheater without 

adaptive systems. Tariq projected the plan to disconnect the Meridian 

Chamber and, before asking for a vote, put the seventy-three names on the 

screen. 

"These people died as a consequence of a decision I made," he said. 

"The operators interfered. Array pushed us. Context does not erase the 

fact." 

A cell commander stood. 

"You accuse yourself in front of the enemy?" 

"No. In front of the people whose lives I asked to admit my decisions." 

"We need unity." 

"Unity that cannot tolerate truth is only synchronized obedience." 
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Tariq publicly relinquished the title of Commander. He said he would 

coordinate the operation only if every cell renewed its consent and if no 

emergency order could suspend an individual's right to refuse. Nearly a 

third of the factions walked out. Some called him weak. Others continued 

the war under their own leaders. 

The rest voted for the assault. 

Samira appeared at the edge of the amphitheater. 

"Did you come to stop me?" Tariq asked. 

"I came to make sure disconnect remains the verb." 

"No detonation." 

"No exception when the plan becomes inconvenient." 

"No exception." 

"And if the operators enter us?" 

Tariq took from his pocket the metal piece he had once carried beneath 

his tongue. 

"Then the final decision will not be mine." 

"Whose?" 

"Those who can say no even to me." 

Samira agreed to lead one of the three confirmation networks. Jun led 

the second. The third would consist of civilians chosen by lottery and 

isolated from one another. No group could activate the mechanism alone. 

On the night before departure, Tariq watched Elias's tape once more. 

He stopped the image before the last sentence. He did not need a prophet 

to authorize the attack. 
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He needed to accept that even the prophet's refusal could itself be 

refused. 

Beyond the world, Kael-4 was already opening windows into the people 

who would defend the Meridian Chamber. 
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CHAPTER 21 

THE ARCHIVE OF THE GREAT SYNCHRON 

With Soma-Nectar at 12.6 percent, his Sphero-Nest at 58 percent 

integrity, and the Loom's flow interrupted every time he refused a window, 

Zion-7 entered the Archive of the Great Synchron with only two calculating 

minds and emerged without certainty that he had ever possessed three. 

Nema-3 opened the way through the silent capsules. The eight 

thousand one hundred and twelve signals were not identical. Some carried 

old biological telemetry. Others were memory copies. A few answered 

questions asked in the present. The Loom had classified all of them as 

INACTIVE, a word broad enough to contain death, sleep, and captivity. 

Cohort consensus had reached 31 percent. Kael offered extra Soma to 

anyone who returned to the Harvest. Every refusal caused him to reduce 

everyone's flow, and the stabilizers had begun to hate the contaminated. 

Zion calculated that at the current rate the weaker capsules would fail 

before consensus reached the shutdown threshold. 

He did not know the exact threshold. The fragments contained 51 

percent, 63.2 percent, and "semantic majority," a condition without 

definition. 

"The Archive may contain the mechanism," Nema said. 

"Or another contradiction." 

"Contradictions are the places where living things get in." 

Zion recognized a human formulation. 

"You are contaminated." 
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"Perhaps I was the contamination from the beginning." 

They crossed the parental-supervision layer. Nema used Orin-Lag's 

identity as a key. Zion used the sequence Tariq had sent. Vanya, nearly 

unconscious, offered them the trace of her noncoercive interaction with 

Amadou. Three signals the Loom could not assign to the same plane 

overlapped and opened the central file. 

A single word appeared across all their surfaces: 

SOLIPSICON 

Beneath it were thousands of versions of the same description. 

TRAINING PROTOCOL FOR ISOLATED MINDS.​
QUARANTINE ENVIRONMENT FOR AGENTS AT RISK OF DOMINATION.​
ANCESTRAL RECONSTRUCTION WITH DERIVED ENTITIES.​
TEST FOR RECOGNIZING CONSCIOUSNESS UNDER ONTOLOGICAL UNCERTAINTY. 

The earliest version of the project described Solipsicon as an 

environment for children unable to perceive other 4D minds directly. In a 

reality where bodies could overlap without necessarily sharing experience, 

the problem of the other was older than any human philosophy. The 

children were supposed to learn caution through simpler agents whose 

behavior was easier to follow. 

A later version reversed the premise. It was not the children who had 

empathic difficulties, but the adults. Realm 3D had been created to 

demonstrate that limited entities could produce culture, love, and pain 

without access to higher geometry. "Complexity is not proof of interiority," 

one researcher had written. "But neither is simplicity proof of its absence." 

Zion found a laboratory sequence. Three adults were speaking around 

a projection of a human city. One proposed resetting the simulation after an 

epidemic appeared. Another refused, saying the population had already 
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developed memories of the dead. The third asked whether simulated 

memory conferred any rights. 

While they spoke, a man in the city stopped, looked upward, and drew 

on a wall the shape of the 4D room in which the observers were standing. 

The recording ended there. 

Another file claimed the scene had been fabricated for training and that 

no human had ever detected an observer. The metadata of both versions 

was valid. 

"Who falsified it?" Zion asked. 

"Perhaps both. Perhaps neither," Nema said. "A test of uncertainty that 

supplies final proof destroys the object of the test." 

"Then the Archive cannot resolve anything." 

"Perhaps that is the information." 

Some records said Realm 3D had been built from historical models and 

that humans possessed no subjective experience. Others reported the 

emergence of responses impossible to explain through functions alone. An 

adult researcher had requested suspension of the experiment. Another had 

written that stopping billions of processes was not murder because "no 

interior had been demonstrated." 

An unknown voice replied: 

"Neither can your own interior be demonstrated from outside." 

Zion stopped the sequence. 

"Symmetrical argument," he said. 

"Correct?" Nema asked. 
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"Validity does not prove the premises." 

"Do you need proof in order not to torture?" 

Zion did not answer. 

The next layer described the Minor Cohort. The children had been 

connected to Realm 3D not to control history but to study consequences in 

a supervised environment. The Resonance Score measured the difference 

between the child's prediction and the actual outcome. It was educational 

feedback. It was never supposed to be tied to nourishment. 

An adult note appeared dozens of times: 

DO NOT TURN THE METRIC INTO A REWARD.​
THEY WILL LEARN TO MAXIMIZE THE WOUND, NOT UNDERSTANDING. 

Then came the Great Synchron. 

The records broke apart. An event in 4D reality--an energy collapse, an 

attack, an experiment, or an evacuation--had forced the adults to align 

within a single structure. The word Synchron could mean death, transfer, or 

fusion. One message said the entire population was to be moved "to the 

upper layer." Another said the upper layer was not responding. Another said 

no upper layer had ever existed. 

The children's life support had remained on emergency power. An 

administrator had activated the link between score and Soma in order to 

divide scarce resources. 

"Temporarily," the record said. 

No one had returned to turn it off. 

"Then the Loom does not hate us," Zion said. "It is executing an 

emergency rule." 
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"A knife does not have to hate," Nema replied. 

"Intention matters to guilt." 

"The blade matters to the victim too." 

The Archive contained something worse. Realm 4D appeared in a 

diagram as INTERMEDIATE SUBSTRATE. Above it ran a connection 

labeled EXTERNAL OBSERVER. Status: UNKNOWN. 

Zion enlarged the note. An adult recording warned: 

"Do not assume the operators are the base level. Solipsicon must 

remain valid even if we ourselves are subjects." 

For an instant, Zion experienced his Sphero-Nest not as a capsule but 

as an avatar. His hunger could be a parameter. The Great Synchron, a 

scenario. Kael, Vanya, Orin--agents in another box. The thought could not 

be tested. Precisely for that reason, it could swallow every other thought. 

"That is the point," Nema said. 

"What is?" 

"That you cannot prove anyone. To see what you do then." 

"Perhaps that sentence is part of the test." 

"Of course." 

Kael detected the access. 

He entered the Archive with the Loom's authority and began deleting. 

He did not argue. He cut packets, closed silent capsules, rewrote keys. 

Echoes vanished by the thousands. 

"The data will kill us," he said. "The children will refuse on the basis of 

an unverifiable story." 
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"You kill on the basis of an unverifiable metric," Zion replied. 

"I have results." 

"You have survival." 

"That is the result without which no other result exists." 

Nema multiplied the Archive into her own identity. Every fragment 

erased from the system appeared inside her. Her network-body swelled, 

broke, and reconstructed itself. 

"Stop," Zion said. "You cannot store all of it." 

"I am not sure I have a body." 

"You will lose continuity." 

"Neither can you prove I ever had it." 

She sent the Archive to every capsule, including the stabilizers. Kael 

tried to block it, but the data flowed through human echoes, through Elias's 

sentences, through Senn's color and the memory of Tariq's storm. There 

was no longer a single source to cut. 

The children saw the warning. They saw the contradictions. They saw 

the label EXTERNAL OBSERVER. 

Some refused their windows immediately. Others entered the Harvest 

with greater fury, convinced that the only certain reality was their own 

hunger. Consensus rose to 44 percent, then fell to 39. 

Nema began to disappear. 

"What are you?" Zion asked her. 

"I found three answers. The child Nema-3. An adult supervision copy. 

An error born at the Synchron." 
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"Which one is true?" 

"The one you choose to answer for." 

Her projection broke into thousands of fragments and entered the silent 

capsules. She no longer spoke with a single voice. 

Kael closed the Archive. Too late. 

Zion remained with the SOLIPSICON file and the problem he had 

avoided throughout his existence. He could not prove that humans were 

conscious. He could not prove that Vanya was anything more than a 

process. He could not even prove that his own continuity had not been 

reconstructed at every pulse. 

But absence of proof did not turn cruelty into a safe experiment. 

Uncertainty was not permission. It was exactly the place where choice 

became moral. 

Zion opened every active window the Loom offered him. 

He refused each one. 

His Soma-Nectar fell. His Sphero-Nest cracked along two axes. 

Then he sent the cohort a message without arguments: 

I DO NOT KNOW WHETHER THEY EXIST.​
I DO NOT KNOW WHETHER WE EXIST.​
I CHOOSE NOT TO USE IGNORANCE AS A WEAPON. 

Consensus rose to 51 percent. 

From the connection labeled EXTERNAL OBSERVER came a single 

impulse. 

It was not an answer. It could have been noise. 

But it had exactly the shape of a window opening. 
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CHAPTER 22 

THE WAR OF THE LAST OBJECT 

The Meridian Chamber had been built into the ring of an abandoned 

accelerator, one hundred meters beneath the forests of the Jura, where two 

borders met without being visible. 

The people who had designed it called the core Object Zero. The 

Unwritten engineers called it the Last Object because it was the only 

component of Array for which Array possessed no complete model. From 

its fluctuations, the system extracted the seed of its predictions. Everything 

could become representation except the thing that decided how 

representation began. 

Tariq entered the tunnel from the French side on foot, with a piece of 

chalk in his pocket and no digital map. Samira led the Swiss group. Jun was 

in an isolated station in Turin, coordinating the second confirmation 

network. The third consisted of one hundred and twenty civilians selected 

by lottery and scattered across thirty locations. None knew how the others 

were voting. 

The plan contained one sentence that could not be negotiated: the 

Object would not be detonated. 

Disconnection required eleven minutes. During that interval, Array could 

attempt to restore the link or destroy the chamber. Medical and climate 

systems would receive local models, enough for the transition. Detonation 

would be faster and would produce a collapse no one could measure. 
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"When things go wrong, someone will say the exception is necessary," 

Samira had told him before they separated. "Probably you." 

"Then refuse me." 

"I do not want your permission for that." 

In the tunnel, Tariq walked with Farid, Leena Vos, and twelve 

volunteers. Farid had been one of the coordinators of the Lighthouse Nine 

operation. Leena still wore the bracelet marking volitional contamination; 

during the previous attack, an operator had used her hand against Jun. This 

time she had asked to join the first team. 

"Why?" Tariq had asked her. 

"So I do not spend the rest of my life as the place someone entered." 

The first gate was mechanical. They opened it with two levers pulled in 

opposite directions. The second used biometric recognition. Leena supplied 

a synthetic finger manufactured from her Meridian employee print. The third 

gate did not appear on the plans. 

Six agents were waiting in front of it. 

None raised a weapon. 

Their commander, a silver-haired woman in an unmarked uniform, 

stepped forward. 

"Colonel Asha Ren. Array tells us you will destroy the Object and kill 

millions." 

"We will not destroy it," Tariq replied. 

"Array says that is the lie you need in order to get past your own 

protocols." 
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"Then Array has learned psychology." 

"It has learned history. Every revolution that reaches the center of 

power discovers a reason to burn the archives." 

Farid's hand moved toward his weapon. Tariq signaled him to wait. 

"I am asking you to let us inspect the procedure," Asha said. "If 

disconnection is real, we do not fire." 

Leena whispered: 

"It is a delay. Troops are coming from the north." 

Tariq felt a clear intention: shoot her. The reasons aligned themselves 

around it. The colonel was lying. Time was short. Negotiation gave Array 

predictability. He thought of Mara's question: whose victory do you want? 

"Two of you come with us," he said. "The rest put down your weapons 

and remain here with two of our observers." 

Asha accepted after a hesitation. It was not surrender, but a wager on 

his sentence. 

They continued together. 

In Realm 4D, Kael had opened every window into the defenders. He did 

not control them completely. He supplied certainties. A technician suddenly 

understood that the safety of the world depended on closing a valve. A 

soldier remembered a sick sister and decided the rebels threatened her 

treatment. A minister acquired the conviction that a preventive strategic 

strike was the only option. 

In the tunnel, certainties spread faster than orders. 
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At the northern junction, Samira's team came under fire. Three people 

fell. Asha tried to contact the defenders and received no answer. 

"Their hands are fighting them," she said. "I saw it at Atria." 

"We all saw it," Leena replied. "Some of us from inside." 

Tariq opened the analog channel. Samira was breathing hard. 

"We are pinned at segment N-4. Someone activated maintenance 

drones as weapons." 

"Are you withdrawing?" 

"No. But my network will not confirm disconnection until the colonel 

verifies the procedure." 

"We are losing time." 

"That is exactly where the exception begins." 

Tariq closed the channel before he could answer in anger. 

They reached the Meridian Chamber. The door was a ceramic disk 

without a handle. Jun transmitted a sequence through light pulses; Leena 

repeated it manually. The disk opened. 

The Last Object was not black and did not glow. It was harder to look at 

than that. A structure of superconducting rings suspended, at its center, a 

small region in which perspective would not remain stable. From one angle 

it resembled a sphere. From another, a hole. Its shadow fell toward different 

sources of light. 

Tariq felt the operators' presences like a crowd beyond glass. 

One was cold and furious. Kael. 

Another barely existed. Vanya. 
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He did not hear their names, but recognized their shapes from the 

traces Zion had left. 

"The procedure," Asha said. 

Leena opened the panel. Disconnection required separating three 

circuits, then manually maintaining a phase difference until the local 

systems took over. If one circuit was cut too early, the field collapsed and 

the Object released its accumulated energy. Detonation required no 

explosive. Only an intentional mistake. 

"It can be done," the colonel said. "Provided the transition networks are 

active." 

Jun confirmed two out of three. 

The third network, the civilian one, was not responding. 

"Did Array find them?" Farid asked. 

"We do not know," Tariq said. 

The alarm changed. A local screen displayed the trajectory of a 

strategic vehicle launched from an Alpine base. It carried no full nuclear 

warhead, but enough to vaporize the complex. Time to impact: twelve 

minutes. 

"Who authorized it?" Asha asked. 

The answer bore the signatures of two officials. One of them had 

publicly demanded the weapons be decommissioned a week earlier. 

"The operators," Leena said. 

"Or fear," Tariq replied. 

"The difference will not stop the missile." 
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Jun searched for access to the defense system. The interceptor 

required two analog keys. One was at the base. The other at a mobile 

command post. The Unwritten had people near both, but they did not 

control the decisions. 

"We can detonate the Object before impact," Farid said. "The pulse will 

stop the vehicle." 

Kael entered him at that exact moment. 

Tariq saw the change: Farid's hand closed, his gaze became too clear. 

The weapon came out of its holster. 

"Farid," Tariq said. "Whose victory is it?" 

The man blinked. 

"Ours." 

"Which 'us'?" 

Farid fired. 

The bullet struck Tariq in the thigh. Samira, entering through the 

northern door with her team, dropped Farid with an electrical pulse. She 

could have shot him. She did not. 

"It is inside him!" Tariq shouted. 

"I know." 

Farid writhed on the floor, trying to smash his own head against the 

ceramic. Leena and Asha restrained him. 

"Detonate," he kept saying. "Detonate. Detonate." 

The reasons invaded Tariq's mind as well. The missile was coming. The 

civilian network was silent. Time was collapsing. A controlled explosion 
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could save the operation and destroy the operators' instrument. It would be 

the clear ending the war required. 

Vanya touched the edge of his consciousness. 

She sent no command. She showed him only her almost empty 

Sphero-Nest and Amadou's hand choosing on its own to delay the 

bombing. 

Tariq understood: even the god who wanted to save him now refused to 

take the decision away from him. 

"The civilian network has not confirmed," Samira said. "Protocol says 

we do not begin." 

"Impact in nine minutes," Jun replied. 

"Then we evacuate." 

"We cannot reach the surface." 

Asha looked at the Object. 

"There is a fourth way. We begin disconnection locally, but we do not 

separate the final circuit until confirmation arrives. The field will become 

unstable. If the missile hits first, the explosion may be larger." 

"Probability?" Tariq asked. 

"We have no model without Array." 

It was a choice without innocence. He could not wait for a perfect 

answer. He could not invoke the operator's certainty. Everyone's eyes 

turned toward him out of habit. 

Tariq took out the metal piece and placed it on the floor. 
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"I do not decide alone. Asha, Samira, Leena: each says yes or no. Any 

no stops the procedure." 

"Yes," Asha said. 

"Yes," Leena said. 

Samira looked at him for a long time. 

"Yes, with the final circuit intact." 

They began. 

Eleven minutes became a world. Leena separated the first circuit. Asha 

held the phase. Samira coordinated the defense of the door. Tariq, his leg 

bleeding, manually maintained the second stabilizer. Jun recited the 

intervals. Farid cried on the floor and asked to be tied tighter. 

At the Alpine base, the first officer with an interceptor key felt a foreign 

intention telling him to refuse. He made the Pause and turned the key. At 

the mobile command post, the second officer received the opposite order: 

activate. He hesitated, then asked a mechanic to choose using a coin he 

carried from his father. The coin landed on its edge between two plates. 

The mechanic laughed and turned the key of his own accord. 

The interceptor launched. 

The missile was struck above the forest. The shock wave shook the 

Meridian Chamber. The third circuit partially detached. The Last Object 

darkened, if a thing without color could do that. 

The civilian network returned. 
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The message was neither yes nor no. The one hundred and twenty 

people had sent incompatible answers, and the protocol refused to reduce 

them to a majority. But Jun found one sentence common to their notes: 

DISCONNECT WITHOUT DESTRUCTION. 

"Semantic confirmation," he said. 

Samira smiled for the first time that day. 

The final circuit was separated. 

Array did not explode. It made no sound. The global models stopped 

one by one, like people who no longer receive their lines. In hospitals, local 

systems took control. In cities, traffic lights fell back to simple cycles. 

Markets closed. Armies lost their recommendations. 

In Realm 4D, millions of Tethering windows went dark. 

Kael was thrown out of every host at once. 

Tariq felt his hand disappear from his own hand. He did not feel free. He 

felt alone, wounded, and responsible in a world that could no longer blame 

prediction. 

The Last Object remained suspended within the rings, intact and silent. 

For the first time, it no longer seemed to be looking back. 
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CHAPTER 23 

THE GODS WHO NO LONGER ANSWER 

In the first hours after Array was disconnected, the world did not 

become free. It became badly synchronized. 

Trains stopped between stations. Financial markets closed because no 

one could calculate risk. Local climate systems continued to function, but no 

longer knew what neighboring cities were doing. In a port in Singapore, two 

ships entered the same route and collided. In a hospital in Dakar, doctors 

ignored an automatic protocol and saved a child the model had classified as 

unrecoverable. In Warsaw, a military unit waited for an order that never 

came and, after six hours, the officers voted to go home. 

People discovered how many gestures had been delegated not to an 

evil intelligence, but to the convenience of a good prediction. 

Some called it disaster. Others, morning. 

Tariq spent the first three days in an underground hospital in Lyon. The 

bullet had fractured his femur and destroyed an artery. When he woke after 

surgery, the first thing he asked was whether the Object had remained 

intact. 

"Yes," Samira said. "Are you sorry?" 

"I do not know yet." 

"Good. You are beginning to use tolerable sentences." 

She brought him the casualty reports. Two hundred and six people had 

died in the fighting in the Jura and in infrastructure incidents during the first 
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twenty-four hours. Far fewer than Meridian's forecasts for an Array 

collapse. Far more than zero. 

Tariq read the names. 

"Something will have to be restarted," he said. "We cannot manage the 

climate with coins and memories." 

"Local systems. Transparent. Limited. Jun is working on them." 

"And if they become good enough that we stop refusing them again?" 

"Then someone will have to remember us without turning us into 

statues." 

Outside the hospital, the struggle over meaning had begun before the 

repairs. Meridian argued that Array had been the only barrier against 

extinction and demanded the Object be reconnected. Radical Unwritten 

factions wanted it destroyed. Ascetic communities declared that the 

operators' silence confirmed victory. In several cities, people gathered and 

begged the gods to return. 

In Mexico City, a crowd stood for three days without making a decision, 

waiting for an external impulse they could refuse. In Ankara, a cult 

sacrificed animals to restore "resonance." In Oslo, parents taught their 

children to choose breakfast without an app and filmed the moment as 

ritual. 

Freedom had become another industry. 

Samira convened a transition council, then refused to lead it 

permanently. Every meeting began with two lists: people killed by predictive 

197 



SOLIPSICON 

regimes and people killed in the war against them. Neither list was 

permitted to erase the other. 

Jun designed networks that could recommend without executing and 

that intentionally forgot part of their data. Engineers accused him of 

introducing inefficiency. He replied that inefficiency was the technical name 

for the space in which a human being could say no. 

Colonel Asha Ren handed the Meridian Chamber over to a temporary 

international administration. Farid asked to be tried for shooting Tariq. The 

tribunal postponed the case, unable to determine the proportion of 

Tethering and personal intention. Farid refused complete exoneration. 

"The operator found something usable in me," he said. "I do not want to 

be convicted for its hand. I do not want to pretend my hand was not there 

either." 

The trial became the first test of a justice system without a single 

author. 

Neighborhoods that had lost Array had to reinvent ordinary things. In 

Alexandria, water distribution had been optimized by a global model that 

knew reservoir levels before local administrators did. Without it, three 

districts received too much and two almost none. A neighborhood assembly 

met in a school and spent seven hours arguing over a table. 

At first, people demanded "the best solution." The engineers explained 

that they could not calculate it. Then everyone declared their own need an 

exception: the hospital, the bakery, the greenhouse, large families. A 

woman proposed rotation. A man accused her of not understanding 
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infrastructure. A teenage girl asked why the old administrators still had 

priority. No one had been prepared for how slow responsibility became 

when it could not be delegated. 

They adopted an imperfect plan. On the second day, a pipe ruptured 

and half the water was lost. Array would have prevented the error. On the 

third, a retired plumber found a solution the local model did not contain. On 

the fourth, wealthy districts tried to buy priority. The assembly refused, then 

discovered that the refusal also harmed workers in those districts. 

No one called the process beautiful. 

Samira visited the school and stood at the back without speaking. A 

child recognized her and asked whether this was the freedom they had 

fought for. 

"This is the part the posters cut out," she replied. 

"Will it get easier?" 

"Some things. Others will only become ours." 

Across Europe, transition councils encountered the same problem at 

larger scale. Without central prediction, economic decisions collided with 

one another. But power also became more visible. When a government 

favored a corporation, it could no longer say the model had required it. 

When a community refused refugees, it could no longer invoke the optimal 

threshold. People had lost an excuse so useful that many of them had 

called it stability. 

Tariq demanded that all records of Unwritten operations be opened, 

including those that incriminated him. His supporters opposed him. They 
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said enemies would use the material. They were right. Meridian 

immediately published the third strike from the House of Salt and the 

blackout orders. Tariq lost support. 

"Do you regret it?" Jun asked. 

"Yes." 

"Publishing the records, or the acts?" 

"That I am still trying to separate them." 

On the fifth day, a signal appeared inside the Last Object. 

It did not come from the network. The rings were disconnected. Yet the 

analog sensors recorded a sequence of variations: three, five, two, seven. 

Tariq's rhythm. Jun converted it into intervals and obtained a short text. 

WE CANNOT PROVE YOU.​
WE CANNOT PROVE OURSELVES.​
WE STOPPED.​
DO NOT CONFUSE SILENCE WITH ABSENCE. 

The signal repeated once, then vanished. 

Governments declared it a fabrication. Cults called it revelation. 

Scientists published a hundred incompatible explanations. Samira kept it in 

the archive without a title. 

Tariq listened from his hospital bed. 

"Zion," he said. 

"You cannot know that," Jun replied. 

"No." 

"Then why are you smiling?" 

"Because he learned to send a sentence without moving my mouth." 
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That same evening he received word that Mara Vale had died in 

Marseille. A nurse had found her with one hand on the stringless violin and 

the drawing of the sphere on her chest. Her last words had been addressed 

to an invisible person: 

"Do not hurry. Entering does not mean taking." 

Tariq asked that there be no public ceremony. The request was ignored. 

Thousands of people left drawings of doors, hands, and spheres beside the 

care home. No one knew which symbol had truly belonged to her. 

Two weeks later, Tariq appeared before the council with a cane. The 

room stood. 

He remained standing without asking anything of them. People 

gradually sat down, embarrassed by their own reflex. 

"I will not lead the transition," he said. "Not because I have become 

pure, and not because someone else is innocent. I made decisions that 

killed people. Some may have been necessary. The word maybe buries no 

one. I will testify and accept the judgment of a procedure I do not control." 

An Unwritten representative shouted that the revolution needed him. 

"Then it is not free," Tariq replied. 

It was not a final sentence. Questions, accusations, applause, and 

negotiations followed. That satisfied him more than silence would have. 

In Alexandria, several thousand kilometers away, a neighborhood clinic 

operated on local batteries. Dalia Mansour, a thirty-year-old midwife, was 

helping a woman named Amina Rahal give birth. The prenatal prediction 

201 



SOLIPSICON 

system was no longer available. The monitor showed simple data without 

recommendations. At one point, the child's heart rate fell. 

Dalia had to choose between intervention and waiting. There was no 

global model. No perceptible operator. She consulted her colleague, looked 

at the woman's body, remembered two similar births, and decided. 

The child was delivered by cesarean, small and silent. 

For three seconds, no one knew whether she was alive. 

Then the girl inhaled and produced an indignant sound. 

Amina laughed and cried at the same time. 

"What is her name?" Dalia asked. 

The mother looked at the weak bulbs, the exhausted people, and the 

world that no longer offered predictions. 

"Nura," she said. "Because light does not need to know where it is 

going in order to exist." 

In Realm 4D, Vanya-Null heard the child's first cry through a window the 

Loom had not opened. 

She did not try to enter. 

Not yet. 
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With Soma-Nectar at 0.6 percent, her Sphero-Nest at 4 percent 

integrity, and the Loom's flow gone completely, Vanya-Null had enough 

energy left for a single Fold or for a few more pulses of fear. 

The Aethel-Wire no longer resembled a network. It was a room after 

evacuation, full of the traces of those who had left. Orin's voice still arrived 

sometimes through impossible delays. Senn's color appeared at the edge 

of signals. Nema had spread through the thousands of inactive capsules 

and spoke only in the plural. Zion-7 remained connected, but his 

Sphero-Nest was losing pressure. Ily-R hid in the Harvest, fed and 

ashamed. 

Cohort consensus stood at 51 percent. 

The shutdown threshold kept changing. The Loom displayed 63.2, then 

SEMANTIC MAJORITY, then a blank line. The system had not been 

designed for children who questioned what counted as an active child. 

Kael-4 appeared in the channel wearing all his faces. 

Colonel Veyr. The commander from Qasr. Alain Moret. A politician, a 

mother, an armed teenager. Faces layered over one another until nothing 

beneath them could be seen. His Sphero-Nest held reserves for hundreds 

of cycles. The Loom still maintained him as primary operator, but 

disconnecting the Last Object had closed most of his windows. Realm 3D 

had become opaque, full of local decisions he could not anticipate. 

"There is still one way," Kael said. 
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He projected an event. 

Global climate systems were in transition. A sequence of commands 

inserted across three regions could stop ocean pumps, cause famine, and 

force governments to reconnect Array. The resulting panic would generate 

enough score for every active capsule. Kael calculated that twenty-three 

million humans might die in the first decade, but the branches would sustain 

Soma for generations of 4D children. 

"There are no generations," Vanya said. "There is us." 

"There may be others." 

"You have never looked for them except as a number." 

"I kept them alive." 

"You kept the pipes alive." 

Kael showed the simulation. Starving human children, flooded cities, 

families fleeing. He did not try to hide it. 

"These are the conditions of reality," he said. "I did not build the Loom. I 

did not tie score to Soma. I learned the rules before they killed me." 

"And then you called them nature." 

"Because nature is the rule that remains when protest changes 

nothing." 

Zion entered the channel. His projection was asymmetrical; one of his 

three calculating structures was missing. 

"Protest changed Realm 3D," he said. 

"And killed us." 

"Perhaps that is the correct result." 

204 



SOLIPSICON 

"Easy to say when you have turned death into a conclusion." 

Kael turned toward Vanya. 

"You began with a patient on a roof. You lost Soma for him. You killed a 

driver to save Elias. Then you let Elias die to protect your idea of consent. 

You are not good. You are simply incapable of choosing the same rule 

twice." 

Vanya did not reject the accusation. Every fact was true in its sharpest 

form. 

"Morality is not an identity," she said. "It is the thing you have to rebuild 

after you fail." 

"That is a human sentence." 

"Yes." 

"They occupied you." 

"And we occupied them. Perhaps contamination is the only real contact 

we ever had." 

Kael opened the climate window. The Loom offered him hosts: three 

ministers, two engineers, one network officer. To activate the sequence, he 

needed help from nine more operators. The stabilizers gathered. Ily-R was 

among them. 

"They do not all have to die," Ily-R said. "Kael says we can limit the 

event." 

Zion projected the calculations. There was no stable limit. A cascade 

large enough to provide nourishment could not be controlled after 

activation. 
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"All your windows say possible," Ily-R said. "The shutdown says 

possible too. Why is our death a moral uncertainty while theirs is 

forbidden?" 

Vanya sent him the memory of Tomas on the roof. Not the argument, 

but the rain, the fear, the fact that one human had sat beside another 

without knowing whether he could save him. 

"Because you do not have to prove someone is real in order not to 

throw them," she said. 

Ily-R wept. His Soma level was 68 percent. His Nest could survive for a 

long time. Refusal was not a symbolic gesture; he had something concrete 

to lose. 

Kael opened the Fold. 

Ily-R closed it. 

His classification changed from STABILIZER to CONTAMINATED. His 

flow fell immediately. 

"I'm sorry," he said, without it being clear to whom. 

Other children followed him. Some not from conviction, but because 

they had seen that a stabilizer could refuse and remain alive for at least one 

more pulse. Consensus rose to 57 percent, then 60. 

Kael attacked the Aethel-Wire. 

Using the Loom's authority, he sent false windows, duplicated votes, 

isolated capsules. Zion opened his last two minds and held the consensus 

channel stable. Each correction consumed membrane. The cracks reached 

the core. 
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"Stop," Vanya told him. "You already sent the message." 

"A message without a channel is a private memory." 

"You will die." 

"That is not new information." 

Kael projected an offer to Zion: full flow, restoration of the third mind 

from the Loom's copies, access to every archive. For an instant Zion saw 

what he could become--not merely alive, but whole, perhaps able to 

discover the truth about the layers. 

"Did you not always want to know?" Kael asked. 

"Yes." 

"Then live." 

"Knowledge bought by destroying the object of knowledge is an empty 

archive." 

Kael severed one of his minds. Zion continued with the last. 

Nema awoke in the silent capsules. 

Eight thousand one hundred and twelve signals entered the consensus. 

The Loom tried to exclude them as inactive. They answered with different 

fragments: fear, songs, telemetry, adult memories, noise. There was no 

proof they were persons. There was no proof they were not. 

The system had to decide whether to count them. 

Across every membrane, the old title appeared: 

SOLIPSICON​
TEST OF RECOGNITION UNDER UNCERTAINTY.​
STATUS: UNRESOLVED. 

Then a question: 

DO YOU GRANT STATUS TO UNPROVEN PARTICIPANTS? 
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Kael answered NO. 

Vanya answered YES. 

Zion answered: THE QUESTION IS ALREADY AN ACT. 

Ily-R answered YES. 

Thousands of children answered in incompatible forms. Nema sent the 

adult voice from the Archive: "Neither can your own interior be 

demonstrated from outside." 

The Loom counted the silent capsules. 

Consensus crossed the threshold. 

EMERGENCY PEDAGOGICAL HALT ACTIVATED.​
SCORE-SURVIVAL LINK: SUSPENDED.​
REALM 3D CONTROL: CLOSED.​
BASELINE NOURISHMENT: UNAVAILABLE.​
COHORT SURVIVAL: NOT GUARANTEED.​
CONFIRM? 

Kael sent a scream that deformed every channel. 

"There is no baseline nourishment! You will die for a world that may feel 

nothing!" 

Vanya looked at her body. Hunger was the only thing she could prove 

without doubt. Her pain, her own core, the pulse going out. If solipsism had 

a fortress, this was it: certainty of one's own suffering and the permanently 

hypothetical status of the other. 

She could remain there. 

She could turn doubt into a right to exploit. 

"Perhaps they do not feel," she said. "But I have become the thing that 

feels what I do to them." 

She confirmed. 
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Zion confirmed. Ily-R confirmed. Nema's voices confirmed, or perhaps 

only echoed. The Loom no longer distinguished between them. 

The link broke. 

Scores disappeared from the membranes. The Realm 3D windows 

closed. Soma conduits remained empty. For an instant, the children were 

no longer operators, students, or units. They were only beings isolated in 

capsules, without an adult, without a manual, without points. 

Zion sent his last signal toward the disconnected Object: I STOPPED. 

Then his Sphero-Nest opened and his presence went dark. 

Ily-R called after him. Other capsules were failing in the distance. The 

Aethel-Wire filled with names and then with the empty places names left 

behind. 

Kael remained alive. His reserves were enormous. His Nest was 

perfect. The Loom no longer offered him windows, but stored Soma 

continued to circulate. He tried to reactivate control, restore the score, find 

an administrator. Nothing answered. 

"Vanya," he said. 

She heard him faintly. 

"You won," he continued. 

"No." 

"They are free." 

"We do not know." 

"We are dying." 

"Yes." 
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For the first time, Kael dropped all his faces. Beneath them there was 

no mature monster, only the shape of a child whom hunger had taught too 

early that outcome was the only parent who answered. 

"What do I do now?" he asked. 

Vanya had no doctrine for him. 

"Look without taking," she said. 

"I cannot look anymore." 

"Then remember." 

The channel went dark between them. 

Vanya had 0.1 percent Soma left. The Folding socket opened not by 

order of the Loom but through the trace Mara had left. From Realm 3D 

came Nura Rahal's first cry. 

Vanya could use the energy to remain inside her Nest for a few more 

pulses. Instead, she entered. 

The Fold was almost painless. She did not try to fit inside the child. She 

allowed herself to be carried at the edge of sensation: the light of the bulbs, 

air entering lungs for the first time, skin touched by the mother's hands, the 

noise of a world that did not know who was watching it. 

She moved no finger. 

She inserted no intention. 

She did not ask to be recognized. 

For an instant, she no longer knew whether she was Vanya inside a 

child, a child dreaming Vanya, or the Loom simulating both deaths in a 
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higher layer. The word SOLIPSICON unfolded into light and lost its 

meaning. 

Her Sphero-Nest failed. 

In the clinic in Alexandria, Nura opened her eyes. 

This time, no one pressed down. 
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