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​Chapter 1 – The First Node Must Hold
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​Junction Alpha Test Bay – Kansas City – Early Morning

The floor under Arby’s boots wasn’t a floor yet.

It was a promise: bare concrete, pale and rough, stretching the length of what used to be a freight warehouse near the river. Someone had sandblasted the graffiti off the walls, painted the steel columns a respectable gray, and hung neat rows of cheap LED strips.

They hadn’t touched the slab.

Arby liked them for that.

“Feels honest,” he said, grinding his heel gently. “Hasn’t had time to learn any bad habits.”

Charlee stood a few feet away in a Helix-branded hoodie two sizes too big, tapping notes into a tablet. The logo on her chest looked faintly amused to Arby, like a fox in a lab coat.

“They’re calling it Junction Alpha now,” she said. “Pilot logistics test pad. ‘Integrated freight resiliency and corridor alignment initiative.’”

“Sounds like four different grants stapled together,” Arby said.

“Five,” she said. “You’re very popular with committees you’ve never met.”

At the far end of the bay, a knot of Helix engineers tried to look unimpressed and failed. They clustered behind a yellow line—lanyards, coffee cups, nervous smiles—pretending this was just another materials test.

Only one of them looked like he’d seen something like this before.

R. Cenkus leaned on his cane—old habit, mostly—coat open over a shirt that cost more

than Arby’s van. He didn’t drink coffee. He drank the room.

“Mr. Riswell,” he called. “We’re on a schedule.”

“We’re on my schedule,” Arby said mildly. “Or you can find yourself another old man with a

stair-tool who knows what a node is.”

Some of the engineers glanced at Cenkus, curious how far Arby could push. Cenkus just smiled.

“Take your time,” he said. “Just don’t take mine.”

They marked the bay first.

Charlee snapped a long chalk spine down the slab, twenty feet wide, then cross-lines at careful intervals. To an untrained eye, it looked like overkill—too many grids for one test pad.

To Arby, it was a temporary skeleton.

“Explain it to me like I’m not paying for this,” one of the Helix engineers said. Sharp

glasses, sharper tone. Badge: M. KUSAR – Structural Analytics.

“You’re not paying for this,” Arby said. “Your boss is. You’re paying in the coin of your stress levels if we get it wrong.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it again. He pointed at the spine.

“Think of this as a freight vein,” he said. “You’re going to run loaded pallets, tuggers, forklifts, whatever your next genius prototype is, across this bay. Right now, every crack in this slab is a potential failure line. We could just thicken the concrete, add rebar, and glue down thicker coatings. That’s what everybody else does.”

“Sounds fine so far,” Kusar said.

“It is,” Arby said. “Until everything hits its worst day at once.”

He tapped the slab with his stair-tool.

“We’re not just preventing failure,” he said. “We’re deciding how and where it’s allowed to fail, so your worst day looks like a hairline scar instead of a headline.”

“And the ‘corridor’ part?” Another engineer asked.

“That’s your marketing word for what happens when we tune a lot of floors to talk to each other,” Arby said. “Today we start with one that doesn’t kill your forklifts.”

Charlee hid a smile behind her tablet. “Showtime, old man,” she said softly. The cups went in next.

They didn’t look like much: brass sleeves no bigger than a shot glass, threaded collars,

inner surfaces that caught the light wrong. Helix had machined them.

Arby had told them how.

He drilled the first hole at the exact intersection of three chalk lines, dust spilling in a neat cone.

“You’re sure about spacing?” Kusar asked, peering at her tablet. “We could run a finite

element model to—”

“I ran one when I walked in,” Arby said. “My knees did the math.” He dropped the cup into the hole. It seated with a soft metallic sigh. The slab’s hum shifted.

Only a little—like a held breath—but the Veil Mirror on Charlee’s cart flickered, pattern

lines radiating from the cup like ripples in a pond.

“That’s one,” she said.

“Twelve along the spine,” Arby said. “Four more at the corners. Enough to learn how this bay likes to carry weight. Not enough to make it cocky.”

He worked steadily: drill, vacuum, seat cup. At each placement the Mirror brightened; the

bay’s vague background resonance condensing into something sharper. He didn’t say what he was thinking.

It was the same feeling he’d had laying the Dubai pad under the palace ballroom all those

years ago—only now he was doing it with intention instead of luck.

Cenkus limped closer, ignoring the nervous flutters from the engineers as he crossed their invisible line of authority.

“You remembering Dubai?” He asked quietly.

“I’m remembering how many times I almost died before I realized what I was carrying,”

Arby said.

He set the fifth cup, feeling the Dubai fibers back in the Convergence Room tug faintly in answer. The heart under Kansas City was listening.

“You could have said no to this,” Cenkus murmured. “Retired. Left the corridor to people who think in simulations instead of seams.”

“I tried retiring,” Arby said. “The floors complained.”

Cenkus smiled.

“You realize you’re binding us to you with every cup you set,” he said. “Helix, Cenkus, all of it. No one else understands how this works.”

“Good,” Arby said. “Let’s keep it that way for a while.”

Law Twenty-One, he thought. Keep them needing you more than you need them.

He didn’t want worship; he wanted leverage.

If Helix wanted a corridor, they were going to build it on his terms.

They didn’t roll anything fancy on the surface.

No glittering epoxy, no logo, no marketing gloss. Just a high-solids gray coating with a little slip resistance and a lot of humility. This bay didn’t need to look good in a brochure. It needed to outlast every argument in the boardroom upstairs.

Charlee cut in along the walls while Arby rolled the spine, working the coating into the concrete with slow, even passes.

“Remind me why we’re not doing the Dubai topcoat here,” she asked. “If this is their big test pad.”

“Because this is a test pad,” Arby said. “If we give them the magic up front, they’ll think the pad is the point.”

He pushed the roller a little harder over one of the cup lines.

“I want them to see how much they still need us even with an ‘ordinary’ system,” he said. “Then when we offer them a tuned poly later, it’ll be on our schedule, not because a spreadsheet got scared.”

“So we’re under-delivering on purpose,” Charlee said.

“We’re under-delivering the visible part,” Arby said. “Under the slab, they’re getting more than they paid for.”

She nodded slowly.

“Law Twenty-One,” she said. “Make them dependent.”

“Make them realize they’re dependent,” Arby corrected. “They already are. They just don’t know it yet.”

The coating flashed from wet to a soft satin as it cured. The cups hummed under the surface, freshly enclosed but far from buried.

Sam, standing by the Veil Mirror, watched the node settle.

“It’s live,” he said. “We’ve got a clean spine from the Convergence Room through the old hotel jobs to here. The watcher’s echo just shifted.”

“Closer?” Arby asked. “Closer,” Sam said. “Curious.”

“Let him watch,” Arby said. “This one’s for us.”

They did the load test in the afternoon.

Helix brought in pallets: sandbags, water barrels, steel weights. They lined them up like challengers.

“We’ll start with distributed load,” Kusar said. “Then point loads to failure.” “Failure’s not on the menu today,” Arby said.

Duane-from-the-stadium would’ve liked him for that tone, he thought. He’d have to

introduce them one day.

Forklifts rolled onto the bay. Tuggers pulled weight. A prototype autonomous dolly buzzed along the spine; sensors blinking.

To the Helix people, it was data: strain gauges, displacement readings, color-coded simulations updating in real time.

To Arby, it was a question:

Are you still with me?

He felt the corridor answer under his soles. The load traveled.

When a forklift hits a cup zone too hard, the floor flexes in a controlled way, bleeding stress into the deeper slab instead of letting hairline cracks radiate like panic. The Veil Mirror showed the ripple running from Junction Alpha back toward the Convergence Room, taking the hit, distributing it along safer paths.

“Deflection within tolerance,” Kusar said, staring at her tablet. “Damping profile is...different.”

“Different bad or different good?” An engineer asked.

“Different like it’s using parts of the slab the model didn’t expect,” she said. “That’s good,” Arby said. “Means the floor is smarter than your model.”

He walked beside a tugger as it dragged a heavy pallet down the spine, listening.

No sour notes. No sharp cracks. Just the quiet, satisfying groan of a structure doing what it was built to do.

He relaxed a fraction.

The watcher didn’t.

On the Veil Mirror, Sam saw the faint echo spike. Somewhere outside Kansas City, the adversary node flicked its fingers along the new line, probing.

“Someone’s tugging on your bay,” Sam said.

“Let ’em,” Arby said. “This is exactly where I want their eyes.”

He’d chosen Junction Alpha for that reason: a sacrificial stage. A place where the watcher

could study without realizing he was being studied back.

If the watcher spent his attention trying to break the test bay, he’d have less left for the hospital nodes, the map floor, the tower wool, the airports. You couldn’t protect everything equally. You had to decide where you wanted the enemy to concentrate.

Concentrate your enemies, he thought. Concentrate your friends.

Make them all think this is the center, while the real heart beats one layer deeper.

After the last test, Cenkus limped onto the bay, ignoring Kusar’s half-hearted protest about contaminating the data.

“What do you think?” He asked.

Arby looked down the length of Junction Alpha.

The coating already had scuffs where forklifts had turned too sharply. The chalk lines were ghosts under the gray. The cups hummed quietly, invisible, and essential.

“It’ll hold,” Arby said. “More importantly, you will.” Cenkus raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”

“Meaning Helix now has a node they think they own,” Arby said. “They’ll feed it money, hardware, experiments. They’ll depend on it for simulations and bragging rights. When they stand here and feel it hold under bad ideas, they’ll feel clever.”

“And we?” Cenkus asked.

“We own the part they don’t see,” Arby said. “We own the cups, the tuning, the links back to Kansas City. They can’t replicate that without us, no matter how many sensors they bolt on.”

He met Cenkus’s gaze.

“You wanted a corridor that outlives you,” Arby said. “The only way that happens is if it’s too hard to steal and too useful to abandon. That starts here.”

Law Twenty-One again, he thought. Keep people dependent on you.

Not because you want power for its own sake—but because if they need you, they must listen when you say no.

Cenkus nodded slowly.

“The board will want documentation,” he said. “Schematics, specs.”

“They’ll get drawings that explain everything except the part only my knees know,” Arby said. “You can tell them that’s proprietary.”

“That will drive them insane,” Cenkus said. “Good,” Arby said. “Insane people don’t leave.”

That night, after everyone left and the bay lights dimmed, Arby walked Junction Alpha alone.

No forklifts. No chatter. Just the quiet step of his socks on the new coating and the long, slow breath of the concrete.

He stopped at each cup, feeling its pull.

“You’re the first to take a hit,” he said softly. “You’re the ones he’s going to poke the most. Hold your ground and let the others do the hard lifting when it counts.”

The Dubai pad under the city sent a steady hum back, like a hand on his shoulder.

He thought of all the floors that had brought him here—the palace in Dubai, the President Hotel, the Union Station jobs, the museum map, the tower, the airport, the stadium ramps.

All of them depended, in some way, on him. He should’ve found that thought suffocating. Tonight, it felt like insurance.

If Helix ever decided they didn’t need an old installer with a stair-tool, they could pour all the money and software they wanted into new bays.

None of them would listen like this one.

“Keep needing me,” he murmured. “As long as you do, I can keep you from doing something stupid.”

A faint ripple tickled his soles.

The watcher, somewhere out there, had just learned there was a new node in the world.

Good, Arby thought.

Start here. Waste your attention on this one.

You won’t see the trap until we’ve already laid the last seam.


​Law 21 Explained – Make Them Need You More Than You Need Them

DEPENDENCY ISN’T ABOUT ego. It’s about leverage and time.

If everyone at the table can walk away with the same tools and knowledge, the floor turns into a commodity. People


	You don’t give away your whole method.

	You don’t let anyone else reproduce your best work without you.

	You make the system so useful that walking away feels impossible.




​Job Notes – The First Node Must Hold


	Cup Spine Layout: Installed 12 primary cups along the central freight spine and 4 at bay corners—geometry tuned to spread worst-case loads without sacrificing readable failure patterns.

	Ordinary Surface, Hidden Tuning: Used plain high-solids gray coating on top to keep attention on data, not “magic,” while under-slab cups tied the bay into the corridor and Convergence Room.

	Helix Dependence: Withheld Dubai-class poly formulas and full tuning protocol; Helix gets performance and specs but not the recipe to replicate nodes without Arby’s crew.

	Watcher Bait: Positioned Junction Alpha as a visible “center” for simulations so adversary focus is drawn to the test bay instead of more critical civilian nodes (medical, transit, stadium).

	Network Integration: Confirmed clean corridor path from Convergence Room to Junction Alpha; bay now functions as both load test site and early-warning sensor for watcher-side probing.
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