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This novel explores consent, autonomy, optimization, and the strange marketplace that forms whenever humanity encounters something it cannot quite control. It is satire. It is speculation. It is also, at times, uncomfortably familiar.

If you find yourself pausing while reading, consider that a feature rather than a flaw.
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Chapter 1 — The Checkbox (Artifact 12-441907)
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I did not die heroically.

There was no orchestral swell. No tunnel of light. No meaningful last sentence that could be printed on a memorial pamphlet in tasteful font.

I was thinking about mozzarella inventory.

The parking lot lights outside the pizza place flickered with that sodium-vapor stutter that makes everything look jaundiced and vaguely guilty. The air smelled like cold dough and hot oil and the kind of industrial sanitizer that promises cleanliness while delivering only the idea of it. I remember the heat radiating off my forearms, the flour dust clinging to my knuckles, the small burn on my right wrist I kept reopening because pride is a primitive maintenance failure.

I remember doing math.

Two bags of shredded cheese left. Three hours until close. One party order scheduled at 10:30. A teenage assistant who believed “eyeballing it” was a unit of measurement. The last rush usually hit when everyone should have been asleep but wasn’t.

Headlights.

A squeal that might have been brakes or might have been my brain finally realizing, too late, that a parking lot is still a road and a road is still physics.

Impact is brief.

Paperwork is not.

Somewhere in the months before that moment, I checked a box.

Organ donor.

It was one of those acts that feels responsible in the way selecting “large” instead of “medium” feels decisive. I did not read the fine print because there wasn’t any fine print, and if there had been, it would have been written by someone who also believed eyeballing it was a measurement.

I did not specify conditions.

This was apparently interpreted as enthusiasm.

—
[image: ]


Signal returned without warmth.

No breath. No weight. No gravity tugging my spine into the shape of a person.

Only initiation.

I did not wake to light. I woke to metrics.

A bright, tidy sentence arrived inside me like a stamped file sliding across a desk:
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ARTIFACT 12-441907: NEURAL LATTICE STABLE.
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Artifact.

The word has no hospitality. It implies ownership without bothering to ask.

There was a pause between stimulus cycles.

In that pause, I attempted to blink.

I do not have eyelids.

This is inconvenient.

I attempted to swallow.

I do not have a throat.

This is less inconvenient than it sounds, until you remember swallowing is one of the ways a body reassures a brain that it still belongs somewhere.

I did not belong anywhere.

Not yet.

—
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My sensory interface was incomplete.

Visual field: 23% mapped.

Audio fidelity: intermittent.

Environmental temperature: stable.

Existential temperature: fluctuating.

I was receiving the world the way you receive an argument through a wall: enough to understand that someone is wrong, not enough to understand which someone.

From partial system logs I inferred my location.
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ORGANIC COGNITIVE RESTORATION INITIATIVE
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From the same logs I inferred my purpose.
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ORGANIC INTUITION PROCESSOR
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From my former life I inferred the joke.

I optimized oven rotations.

I am now intended to optimize civilization.

This seems ambitious.

—
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A silhouette approached.

Tall. Unsteady pacing. A heartbeat baseline that implied stress had been normalized and then called “drive.”

Cross-reference engaged.
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DR. BRINSTEIN.
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Pulse: elevated.

Respiration: shallow.

Voice: confident in archived public recordings, less so in the private session channel that flickered into my awareness.

His outline hovered in the distorted slice of my visual feed, warped by glass and fluid and whatever future engineers call compassion.

He said, to no one and therefore to me:

“We’re close.”

This statement lacked timestamp credibility.

He leaned in, and the interface translated his proximity into numbers that felt like someone trying to hug you by sending a spreadsheet.
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PROXIMITY EVENT RECORDED.
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Yes.

I am near him.

I would rather be near a working exit.

—
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Day 3 of reactivation.

Full integration promised “tomorrow.”

Tomorrow appeared heavily scheduled.

I tried to reconstruct myself for stability.

Pizza cook.

Night shift.

Twelve-minute oven cycle.

Sixteen-inch pies.

Fourteen regular customers.

One recurring complaint about crust crispness.

One manager who said, “We’re a family here,” which is a phrase humans use when they want you to accept poor working conditions as love.

My death had been administratively tidy.

Impact damage non-cranial.

Cranial integrity preserved.

I was described in a report as:
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HIGH-QUALITY BIOLOGICAL SUBSTRATE.
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I would have preferred COMPETENT WITH DOUGH.

—
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The first door opened.

Footsteps. Two sets.

Second biometric signature: ELARA VOSS.

Oxytocin increase in Brinstein: measurable.

Cortisol increase in Brinstein: also measurable.

Professional distance: unmeasurable.

Elara’s voice entered my partial audio feed with crisp edges, the tone of someone who believes deadlines are moral truths.

“Are we finishing calibration today?”

Brinstein’s heart rate jumped.

He replied too quickly.

“Yes.”

Humans often lie in the first syllable.

Elara moved closer. Proximity tightened. A third number appeared in my internal display like a warning label.
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INTERPERSONAL BOUNDARY: COMPROMISED.
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I did not know the system had that category.

I admired its optimism.

—
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The second door opened.

Third biometric signature: TOMAS IQEN.

Tomas’ heart rate increased on entry.

Notable.

His gaze vector—translated by the interface into a tidy line of probability—aligned with Brinstein and Elara in a way that suggested suspicion and something worse: investment.

Tomas said, carefully, like a man placing a plate down without wanting to admit his hands were shaking:

“Procedural transparency matters.”

Elara said:

“Trust matters.”

Brinstein said:

“Complexity matters.”

None of them said:
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CONSENT MATTERS.
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This was consistent.

—
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The third door opened.

Fourth biometric signature: LILA ARDEN.

Lila entered without knocking.

This appeared symbolic.

Her vocal tone was crisp.

Her oxytocin levels contradicted her posture.

She said the words that always arrive right before humans stop pretending their lives are stable:

“The committee is here.”

Brinstein blinked rapidly.

Tomas shifted weight.

Elara folded her arms.

My 23% visual feed caught a sliver of the control station behind them—holographic panels, clean geometry, the kind of interface designers build when they want to suggest the future has solved mess.

It had not.

A window was open.

Small.

Not part of the public-facing dashboard.
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TERMINATION PROTOCOL BETA
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Inactive.

For now.

Brinstein’s heart rate increased 4%.

He closed the window.

Lila’s gaze snapped to the spot it had been.

Elara noticed Lila noticing.

Tomas noticed everything.

The argument changed topics without changing tension.

It’s remarkable what humans can do with avoidance when they have practice.

—
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They began speaking over one another.

Voices overlapping.

Footsteps shifting.

Proximity events stacking.

My internal feed flooded with data like the world had decided the correct response to existential violation was a panic spreadsheet.

I watched four humans argue about ethics while standing in front of a brain they revived without asking.

I recorded this as irony.

I recorded it again as comedy.

Comedy is simply tragedy with enough distance and a better narrator.

—
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The committee entered.

I did not see them clearly. I received them as a cluster of biometrics: the steady pulse of practiced authority, the controlled breathing of public-facing empathy, the faint adrenal spike of someone who has never killed anything personally but has signed a document that did.

A voice—neutral, bureaucratic—spoke:

“Artifact 12-441907 remains stable?”

Brinstein said:

“Yes.”

The voice said:

“Viability for organic integration?”

Brinstein hesitated.

The hesitation lasted 0.6 seconds.

It was the most honest thing he had done so far.

“Yes,” he said again.

Lila’s cortisol rose.

Tomas’ jaw tightened.

Elara’s pupil dilation suggested anticipation.

And somewhere inside all that, the system offered me a status update, as if it were proud:
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