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CHAPTER

1

· · ·
James Sullivan

The consortium called me on a Monday.

Five semiconductor executives. Five catastrophic decisions. Five
people who could not explain what they had done or why. The pattern
was too specific to be coincidence. They needed someone who
understood how beliefs install themselves in people without their
knowledge or consent.

They needed me.

I am Dr. Lois Hartley. I run a cognitive science consultation
practice out of San Jose. My specialty is belief architecture — how
ideas enter the human mind, replicate, and spread without the host
knowing it is happening. How people come to believe things they
never consciously chose to believe. I have spent fifteen years studying
the mechanism.
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My guiding principle is simple. Not what is true. Not what the
authorities say. Not what the consensus believes.

What is the best fit.

I called James Sullivan on a Tuesday.

His firm handles technical intelligence. Detection. Surveillance.
Equipment I do not have. Expertise that exists in a different world
from mine. We had worked adjacent to each other on two previous
cases. Never in the same room.

He said he would be there Wednesday morning at eight.

I arrived at seven forty five.

He was already there.

Standing at the window with a coffee he had brought himself.
Already reading the briefing documents I had sent the night before.
His team’s equipment cases stacked neatly by the door. Three team
members setting up quietly in the adjacent room.

He looked up when I came through the door.

James Sullivan. Forty two. The particular stillness of a man who is
completely comfortable wherever he is placed. Dark jacket. The kind
of face that processes everything and reveals nothing without deciding
to.

“Dr. Hartley,” he said.

“Mr. Sullivan,” I said. “You’re early.”

“You said eight,” he said. “I’m here.”
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The briefing documents were already half annotated. Questions
in the margins I had not thought to ask yet.

This man is extraordinary, something in me said.

I filed that away in the place where I keep things I am not ready to
examine.

“Let me get coffee,” I said. “And we can go through what I have.”

· · ·
The Pattern

We spread the five files across the conference table.

James read without speaking. He read everything before he said
anything. He did not perform understanding. He achieved it first.

I watched him read and thought about my parents.

My father would come home from work and my mother would
look up from whatever she was doing and something would pass
between them that I could not name. Not romantic exactly. Something
older than romantic. Recognition. The particular recognition of two
people who have been seeing each other clearly for a long time and
have not gotten tired of the view. It always made me feel loved and
happy.

I love you. I’m happy.

I am a cognitive scientist. I know exactly what happened. I know
the mechanism. Attach. Enter. Replicate. Defend. Transmit. My
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parents were authentic hosts. I was an available receiver. The
transmission was inevitable. Like DNA passes from parent to child.

I grew up inside that transmission without knowing it had a
name.

James looked up from the fifth file.

“Five executives,” he said. “Five companies. All semiconductor.
All made catastrophic decisions they cannot explain. All attended
corporate wellness sessions in the two weeks prior.”

“Yes.”

“The wellness sessions are the delivery mechanism.”

“That is my hypothesis.”

“What was delivered.”

“That is what I need your equipment to tell me,” I said.

James looked at me across the table. Something precise in his eyes.
A question he did not ask out loud.

“I have a theory,” he said.

“Tell me.”

“Smart Dust,” he said.

I had heard of it. Theoretical technology. Microscopic sensors.
The kind of thing researchers talked about in journals and
governments funded quietly.

“Smart Dust has legitimate research applications,” I said. “But
weaponized cognitive delivery at this scale—”
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“Is happening,” James said. “Has been happening for longer than
the official narrative acknowledges.”

I looked at him.

He knows more than he is saying, I thought. He came here
knowing more than he put in his response to my inquiry.

“Show me,” I said.

· · ·
Sarah Morrison

The first executive arrived at ten.

Sarah Morrison. Former CFO of Cerulean Semiconductor.
Expensive suit. The posture of someone who has been competent her
entire life and is finding that competence offers no protection from
what has happened to her.

I conducted the interview. James sat to my left and said nothing
for the first forty minutes. Watching. Reading her the way he had read
the files. The quality of his attention was unusual. Not aggressive. Just
complete.

She told us everything. The unusual clarity the morning of the
board meeting. The dreamless sleep the night before. The metallic
taste. The tingly sinuses. The absolute certainty. The documents that
were obviously fraudulent three days later. The memory of the board
meeting that felt dreamlike but very clear.
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I asked about the conference room. She described glass walls that
did not exist. People watching through glass. The whole company
celebrating.

False consensus memory, I thought. Manufactured social proof.

I asked about the wellness sessions.

Two weeks before the board meeting. Three sessions. Deep
breathing exercises in a closed room with lavender aromatherapy.

I looked at James.

He was already reaching into his shirt pocket.

A small packet. Several vials. Each one containing a few milliliters
of clear liquid.

He took one out. Looked at Sarah.

“I can help you Sarah,” he said.

He opened the vial and drank it himself. Without hesitation.
Without explanation. Just drank it and set the empty vial on the table.

Then he held out a second vial to her.

“This doesn’t reset the Smart Dust,” he said. “It resets what it did
to you.”

Sarah looked at the vial. Then at me.

I had no idea what was in it. I had no idea where it came from. I
had no idea how James Sullivan had walked into this consultation
carrying something that addressed a technology I had only just
confirmed existed thirty minutes ago.
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I nodded.

Sarah drank.

Thirty seconds.

She blinked. Sat very still. And then her whole face changed.

“I’m back,” she said quietly. “I can think. The documents — I can
see it now. I can see what I did.”

She put her hand over her mouth.

James put the packet back in his shirt pocket. Quietly. Without
ceremony.

I watched him do it and counted the remaining vials.

And filed that away with everything else.

· · ·
The Questions

After Sarah left with James’s team contact information and a follow up
appointment scheduled, the three of us sat in the consultation room.

Marcus Webb had arrived during the interview. He had listened
from the doorway for the last twenty minutes.

The first person to speak was not me.

It was Marcus.

“One billion people,” he said quietly. He was looking at the world
map James’s team had put up on the screen. Red dots across every
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continent. Network lines connecting them. “If this is as widespread as
the signal data suggests.” He looked at James. “What is the available
supply of what you just gave her.”

James looked at him.

The question hung in the room.

I had been about to ask something different. I had been about to
ask what is in that liquid and where did it come from and how did you
know to bring it today.

But Marcus had found the more important question immediately.

Scale.

One billion people. Small vials. A packet in a shirt pocket.

“That is one of the things we need to solve,” James said.

“One of,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “One of.”

He looked at me directly.

“How are other memes spread,” he said. “Isn’t everything a meme.”

I looked at him.

That is not a casual question, I thought. That is a man who has
been thinking about this for a long time.

“Yes,” I said. “Everything is a meme. Every belief you hold. Every
preference. Every opinion that feels like your own. Transmitted to you
before you had the capacity to evaluate it.”
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James looked at me with the particular quality of attention I was
becoming familiar with.

“Everything,” he said.

“Everything,” I said.

The word sat in the room between us.

Replicating quietly.

· · ·
The Dilemma

Marcus had gone to make calls. James’s team was reviewing data.

James and I sat alone at the conference table.

The world map on the screen. Red dots across every continent.
One billion people receiving signals they did not consent to. Believing
things they did not choose to believe.

My phone showed three missed calls from the Director of the
consortium.

I thought about what I knew. The Smart Dust. The wellness
sessions. The manufactured certainty. The liquid in James’s shirt
pocket that reset what the Smart Dust did in thirty seconds.

And I thought about something my friend Rachel had said over
dinner three weeks ago.
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Those Smart Drop things are genuinely dangerous Lois. You of
all people should know better than to get near anything that installs
itself in your brain without your full understanding of the mechanism.

I had agreed without thinking. Of course. Obviously.

Did you, something in me said now. Or did you just receive that
and call it your own.

I looked at my phone. The Director waiting.

What is the best fit here.

Go public now. Institutional resources. Support at scale.

Or stay private. Understand the full system before exposing any
part of it.

· · ·
The Choice

I let it ring.

James watched me make the decision without saying anything.
Giving me the space.

“We keep it private,” I said. “Until we understand the full system.
If we go to the consortium now whoever is running this goes dark.”

He nodded once. Already knew.

“I’ll increase security on this facility tonight,” he said. “My team
stays.”
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“James. That is not necessary.”

“It is necessary Lois.”

First names. Without deciding to.

Something in the way he said mine.

I sent the Director a text.

Progress being made. Will update when conclusive. Share our
involvement with no one.

I put the phone down.

James was still watching me.

“Thank you for coming,” I said.

“I’m here,” he said. Simply. The way he had said it at eight o’clock
that morning when I walked through the door and he was already
there.

I looked at the world map one more time.

One billion people.

A packet of vials in a shirt pocket.

Everything is a meme.

It was already there. I would figure that out later.

We had work to do.



PERMISSION TO FALL

11

CHAPTER

2

· · ·
Three Years

James was at the conference table at seven AM.

I had slept four hours on the office couch. My coffee was already
cold. My notes from the night before covered three pages of legal pad.

He had a tablet open and a second coffee waiting for me without
being asked.

I sat down.

“Lois,” he said. “For the past three years someone has been
influencing the masses using Smart Dust.”

Not a client briefing. Not a report. A man telling me something
he has been carrying for a long time and has finally found the right
person to tell.

“There are several different groups,” he said. “Different motives.
Different targets. Different methods. But all using Smart Dust as the
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delivery mechanism.”

“How many groups.”

“We have identified four with certainty. Possibly more operating
at a scale we have not yet detected.” He turned the tablet toward me.
Signal analysis. Three years of transmission data overlaid on a world
map. Dozens of colored threads weaving through the red dots of the
relay stations. “Each thread is a distinct signal signature. Each
signature belongs to a different operator.”

I looked at the threads. Different frequencies. Different
transmission patterns. Different target populations.

“They are not coordinating,” I said. “These are separate
operations.”

“They were,” James said. “Until recently.”

He pulled up a new overlay. The threads beginning to converge.
Six months ago. Then four. Then two.

“They are attracting each other,” he said. “Like magnets. Different
motives. Different agendas. But the same infrastructure is pulling
them together. You cannot run relay stations across forty one cities
without eventually sharing resources with someone.”

“And when they share resources.”

“Someone makes a mistake,” James said. “A signal crosses that was
not supposed to cross. A maintenance schedule overlaps. Someone
sees something they were not supposed to see.” He paused. “One group
exposed themselves three weeks ago. That is why the consortium
called you.”
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I looked at the converging threads on the map.

“Which group,” I said.

“The one that concerns me most,” he said.

· · ·
The HVAC System

James’s team member Chen knocked at seven thirty.

She set a laptop on the table and pulled up drone footage without
being asked. James’s team moved with the efficiency of people who
had rehearsed this briefing many times.

“Valley Fair Shopping Center,” James said. “San Jose. Mid
morning. Normal Tuesday traffic.”

The drone descended toward the mall’s west wing. A vacant
storefront. Windows papered over. Signage removed.

“Watch the roof,” he said.

Thermal imaging. A hot spot on the roof. Not fire hot. Body
temperature hot. An HVAC system running at industrial capacity.

“Vacant store,” James said. “No power usage on record. No tenant.
But the HVAC system runs twenty four seven.”

Chen advanced the footage. A chemical analysis overlay appeared.
Smart Dust particles detected in the exhaust plume. Active dispersal.
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The plume rose from the roof. Caught the wind. Dispersed across
the parking lot below. Parents with children. Elderly couples.
Teenagers. All of them breathing it.

“Estimated daily foot traffic through this dispersal zone,” James
said. “Forty thousand people.”

I watched the plume. Invisible to the people walking below.
Impossible to avoid.

“This is how they do it,” I said.

“Yes. Modified HVAC units. Industrial capacity. The Smart Dust
is aerosolized through the exhaust system into high traffic areas. The
wellness sessions were a targeted delivery. This is mass delivery.”

“How many sites like this.”

“In the Bay Area alone — seventeen confirmed.” He pulled up the
regional map. Red dots. Network lines. “Globally — forty one
confirmed cities. Eight hundred suspected sites.”

I looked at the map.

One billion people.

“How long has your team been running surveillance on this,” I
said.

James looked at me.

“Three years,” he said.

The room was quiet.
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He did not come here because I called him, I thought. He came
here because he was already here.

· · ·
The Supply Truck

Chen pulled up a second footage window.

“We have been tracking maintenance patterns at suspected relay
sites,” James said. “Active Smart Dust communication requires regular
updates. New particle batches. Updated programming. Someone
services these locations on a schedule.”

The footage showed a warehouse in the South San Jose district. A
white Ford E-350 backing up to a loading dock. A figure in coveralls.
Baseball cap pulled low. No plates on the truck.

“He goes in every morning at six,” James said. “Out at seven. After
each service call particle output at the relay station increases and signal
strength amplifies.”

I watched the figure move. Professional. Practiced. The
movements of someone who has done this many times and has never
once been watched.

Until now.

“The drums he brings in,” I said. “Smart Dust in aerosolized
suspension.”

“Yes. And updated signal programming for the relay station.
Whatever the operators want the networked population to believe
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that week gets loaded during these service calls.”

I thought about Sarah Morrison. Her absolute certainty. Her
manufactured memories. The glass walls that were not there. All of it
loaded into a modified HVAC system through drums delivered by a
man in coveralls who parked a truck with no plates.

“The groups that are converging,” I said. “They share this
infrastructure.”

“Yes. The same supply chains. Some of the same relay stations.
The same delivery mechanism.” James paused. “That is what made one
of them visible. They used a relay station that another group was
already using. The signals overlapped. We could suddenly distinguish
them from each other.”

“Which group exposed themselves,” I said again.

James looked at me steadily.

“The group that is using Smart Dust to suppress Smart Drops,” he
said.

· · ·
The Major Concern

I looked at him.

“Smart Drops,” I said.

“A cognitive enhancement technology,” James said carefully.
“Suppressed by certain interests who benefit from keeping it
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unavailable to the general population.”

I had heard of Smart Drops. My friend Rachel had mentioned
them three weeks ago over dinner.

Those Smart Drop things are genuinely dangerous Lois. The
research is clear.

I had agreed without thinking.

What is the best fit, something in me said now. For that belief.
Where did it come from. What receptor did it attach to.

I pushed the thought aside.

“You are saying one of these groups is using Smart Dust
specifically to manufacture fear of Smart Drops,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Installing a suppression meme in the general population.”

“Yes.”

“While using the same technology they are claiming is
dangerous.”

“Yes.”

I looked at the map. The converging threads. The groups
attracting each other like magnets.

“And you think the groups are banding together specifically to
stop the drops,” I said.

“I think that is what is pulling them toward each other,” James
said. “Different motives. But one shared objective. Keep the drops
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suppressed. Keep the population afraid of them. Keep the technology
inaccessible to everyone except—”

He stopped.

“Except who,” I said.

James looked at his hands for a moment.

“The people running the suppression,” he said.

· · ·
The Dilemma

Chen left to brief the rest of the team.

Marcus had arrived while James was walking through the
surveillance footage. He was reviewing the signal analysis data without
speaking. That was how Marcus worked. He absorbed everything
before he said anything.

I sat with the map and the surveillance footage and three years of
converging threads and a supply truck with no plates servicing relay
stations that were pumping manufactured beliefs into forty thousand
people a day at a single shopping center.

James was watching me think.

He came here already knowing all of this, I thought. He has been
investigating this for three years. He responded to my inquiry in forty
eight hours. He arrived with equipment and a team and a liquid that
neutralizes Smart Dust manipulation in thirty seconds.
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What is the best fit for that.

I looked at him.

Do I ask him what I am thinking.

Or do I wait until I understand more.

· · ·
What She Does Not Ask

I did not ask.

Not yet.

Instead I looked at the surveillance footage of the supply truck.
The figure in coveralls. The drums going in. The signal output
increasing after each service call.

“We need to identify the group that exposed themselves,” I said.
“Trace them back to whoever is running the suppression operation.”

“Yes,” James said.

“And we need to understand the full coalition. Who else is
joining. What they each bring to the shared infrastructure.”

“Yes.”

“And we need to solve Marcus’s question,” I said. “Scale. If the
liquid you used on Sarah is the antidote to what the Smart Dust does
— one billion people is not a pocket problem.”

James looked at me.
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“No,” he said. “It is not.”

I looked at the map one more time. The red dots. The network
lines. The converging threads of groups attracting each other like
magnets around a shared objective.

“Let’s start with the truck,” I said.

James almost smiled. It was the first time I had seen that.

I felt a warm attraction to James that surprised me.

I thought of my mother and father.
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CHAPTER

3

· · ·
The Truck

James’s team had been working backward from the particle signals.

Active Smart Dust communicating across the Bay Area required
relay infrastructure. Relay infrastructure required maintenance.
Maintenance required people and vehicles. They had followed that
chain to the warehouse district in South San Jose.

James pulled up the footage at eight AM Thursday.

A white Ford E-350. A dent on the rear bumper. No plates. A
figure in coveralls with a baseball cap pulled low. Moving with the
practiced efficiency of someone who has done this many times without
ever being watched.

Until now.

“He goes in at six every morning,” James said. “Out at seven. Same
routine. After each visit particle output at this relay station increases



Lois Hartley

22

twelve percent.”

“How long has your team been watching this specific location,” I
said.

“Six weeks.”

“And the truck.”

“We have tracked it to three other relay stations in the Bay Area.
Same driver. Same routine. Same drums going in.” James paused. “We
have not followed it to its origin point yet.”

“Why not.”

“Because following it means showing our hand,” he said. “The
moment this driver knows he is being watched the whole supply chain
goes dark.”

I looked at the footage. The figure moving between the truck and
the loading dock. Unhurried. Completely confident.

What is the best fit, I thought. For a supply operation this
disciplined. This patient. This invisible.

“Someone with significant resources,” I said. “And significant
time. This did not get built in six months.”

“No,” James said. “It did not.”

· · ·
How They Work
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By Thursday afternoon I understood how James Sullivan’s team
operated.

They moved like a single organism. Chen on signals analysis. Park
on surveillance. Rodriguez on financial forensics. Each one
anticipating what the others needed before being asked. Three years of
working together had made them fluent in each other.

James moved through the team the way he moved through
everything. Quietly. Precisely. Giving each person exactly the space
they needed to do their best work without crowding them.

I watched him redirect Rodriguez toward a financial thread that
Chen had flagged without either of them noticing it yet. The
connection was not obvious. James had seen it in the time it took me
to read the same data.

Three years of living inside this investigation, I thought. He
knows its shape the way I know the shape of a belief system. From the
inside.

I thought about my parents again.

My father knew my mother’s thinking the way James knew his
team’s thinking. Not because he was watching for signals. Because he
was genuinely present. Genuinely interested. The particular quality of
attention that comes from caring about something enough to really
look at it.

I looked at my own notes.

I had been at the whiteboard for two hours building a belief
architecture map of the suppression meme. The threads that attached
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it to existing fears. The shortcuts it used to enter without triggering
evaluation. The way it replicated once inside a host. The immune
system it built around itself.

James came to stand beside me at the whiteboard.

He did not say anything for a long moment. He just looked at the
map.

“This is how you think,” he said.

“Yes,” I said.

“Show me how it connects to the relay station signal
architecture,” he said.

And we worked.

· · ·
The Architecture

We worked through lunch without noticing lunch.

The whiteboard filled. The belief architecture of the suppression
meme alongside the technical architecture of the Smart Dust signal.
Two maps. Different languages. The same territory.

James understood the technical side completely. What surprised
me was how quickly he understood the cognitive side.

“The attachment phase,” he said. “That is what the lavender
aromatherapy was for. Not relaxation. Emotional priming. Creating a
receptive state before the particles were delivered.”
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“Yes,” I said. “You cannot install a new belief in a defended mind.
You have to open the door first.”

“And the wellness sessions opened the door.”

“Wide open. Deep breathing. Physical relaxation. Trust in the
facilitator. The participants were in the most cognitively receptive
state possible when the Smart Dust entered their system.”

James looked at the whiteboard.

“So the delivery and the attachment phase happened
simultaneously,” he said. “The aromatherapy room was both the entry
point and the emotional primer.”

“Yes. Elegant,” I said. “And efficient.”

“Whoever designed this understands both sides,” James said. “The
technical and the cognitive.”

I looked at him.

“Yes,” I said quietly. “They do.”

We looked at each other across the whiteboard for a moment.

Something in the air between us that neither of us named.

I looked back at the whiteboard.

· · ·
What Marcus Found
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Marcus came in at four with his tablet and the particular expression of
someone who has found something significant and is deciding how to
present it.

“The exposed group,” he said. “I have been tracing their signal
signature back through the data. Cross referencing with financial
forensics.” He set the tablet on the conference table. “They made a
mistake six weeks ago. A signal crossed into a frequency range they
were not supposed to be using. It was brief. Fourteen seconds. But it
was enough to distinguish their signature from the others.”

“Who are they,” I said.

“A private intelligence firm,” Marcus said. “Registered in the
Cayman Islands. No public presence. But the financial threads connect
to three government contracts in the past four years. All classified. All
in the cognitive security space.”

James was very still.

“Which governments,” he said.

Marcus looked at him.

“That is where the threads stop,” Marcus said. “The contracts are
classified at a level we cannot access without—”

“I know someone,” James said.

He stood up and walked to the window. The San Jose afternoon
moving past the glass outside. Ordinary. Indifferent to everything
happening in this room.
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I watched his back. The particular stillness of a man processing
something he had been expecting and had hoped would not arrive.

He already knew, I thought. He already knew it connected to
government contracts.

I filed that away.

· · ·
The Age Old Meme

James’s contact called back at six thirty.

I was at my desk reviewing the belief architecture maps when
James appeared in my doorway.

He had his jacket on. The particular quality of a man who has
closed his work for the day and is doing something different now.

“The contact comes through tomorrow morning,” he said. “There
is nothing more we can do tonight that cannot wait until then.”

“All right,” I said.

He looked at me for a moment.

“Lois,” he said. “I would like to follow an age old meme.”

I looked up from my notes.

“When you like someone,” he said, “you ask them to dinner.”

The office was quiet around us. Chen and Park had gone an hour
ago. Marcus was on a call in the adjacent room. The surveillance
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equipment running its quiet background hum.

“Lois,” he said. “Would you like to go to dinner.”

I looked at him.

James Sullivan. Standing in my doorway with his jacket on.
Asking the most direct question I had heard since he said I’m here at
eight o’clock on Wednesday morning.

What is the best fit, I thought.

For this.

For him.

For what I have been feeling since he walked through that door.

· · ·
Yes

“Yes,” I said. “I would like that.”

He nodded once. Not surprised. Not relieved. Just — confirmed.

“There is a restaurant three blocks from here,” he said. “Good
food. Quiet enough to think.”

“Give me five minutes,” I said.

I saved my notes. Put on my jacket. Looked at the whiteboard one
more time. The belief architecture of the suppression meme. The
technical architecture of the Smart Dust signal. Two maps of the same
territory.
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I thought about James saying when you like someone you ask
them to dinner.

An age old meme. Transmitted person to person since the
beginning of human social behavior. No relay station required. No
modified HVAC system. No lavender aromatherapy to open the door.

Just a man standing in a doorway with his jacket on.

And a door that was already open.

I picked up my bag and walked out of the office.

James was waiting in the hallway.

We walked out into the San Jose evening together.

It was already there.

I would figure that out later.
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CHAPTER

4

· · ·
The Night Club

The restaurant was not what I expected. Three blocks from the
consultation office. A night club with white tablecloths and low
lighting and a small stage where a four piece band was setting up in the
corner. The kind of place that knew what it was and had been it for a
long time. James had a table waiting. Not near the stage. Not near the
bar. A corner booth with good sight lines to the room and enough
distance from the band to talk comfortably. He chose this deliberately,
I thought. He thinks about space the way I think about belief
architecture. What it does to the people inside it. The host knew him
by name. I filed that away. We sat down. The menus arrived. The
band began to play something warm and unhurried. Not loud. The
kind of music that fills a room without crowding it. “You come here
often,” I said. “When I need to remember what normal feels like,” he
said. I looked at him over the menu. “Does that happen often,” I said.
“Three years of investigating cognitive suppression operations,” he
said. “Yes. It happens often.”
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· · ·
The Game

The food arrived. Something excellent that I ordered without fully
reading the menu because James had already flagged two things worth
trying. He always knew before I asked. We ate. We talked about things
that were not the investigation. His family in Connecticut. A book he
had been meaning to read for two years. The particular quality of San
Jose evenings in October. And then James set down his fork and
looked at me with the expression of a man who has been thinking
about something and has decided to say it. “Let’s play a game,” he said.
“What kind of game.” “Let’s have fun,” he said. “For one minute. Let’s
identify all the fun memes we can think of.” I looked at him. “You want
a cognitive scientist to identify fun memes at dinner.” “Yes.” “That is
the most professional fun I have ever been offered.” He smiled. The
full smile this time. Not the almost smile from the office. That is new, I
thought. “One minute,” he said. “Go.” I looked around the room.
“Clinking glasses,” I said. “Yes. Ancient. Universal. Attach — shared
celebration. Enter — physical action requires no evaluation. Replicate
— generates warmth. Transmit — everyone at the table does it.”
“Laughing at the same thing,” I said. “Instant bond. No words
required.” “Holding a door.” “Small kindness. Spreads immediately.
The recipient holds the next door.” “Saying thank you.” “Probably the
oldest meme in human language. Gratitude as social glue.” “Dancing,” I
said. James looked at me. “Dancing,” he said. “Attach — music activates
the body before the mind engages. Enter — no evaluation required.
You just move. Replicate — one person dancing makes others want to
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dance. Transmit—” he paused. “You ask someone.” “Or someone asks
you,” I said. The band was playing something slow and warm. James
looked at me across the white tablecloth. “Sharing food,” I said quickly.
“Yes. Prehistoric. Fundamental. The table itself is a meme.” “The
table.” “Gathering around a surface to eat together. Every culture.
Every century. Same meme. Different tables.” I thought about my
parents’ kitchen table. My father at one end. My mother at the other.
The particular warmth of that specific rectangle of wood that had held
thirty years of ordinary dinners. “The family table,” I said quietly.
James looked at me. “Yes,” he said. “That one runs deep.”

· · ·
Thirty Minutes

The minute had become thirty. We were still going. The food half
eaten. The band playing its second set. The restaurant warm around
us. “First day of school,” I said. “Terrifying and exciting
simultaneously. Spreads across generations. Every parent who
survived it transmits both the fear and the possibility to their child.”
“Bedtime stories.” “The oldest delivery mechanism for cultural values
in human history,” James said. “Attach through love and safety. Enter
through the child’s imagination. Replicate through dreams. Transmit
— the child tells the story to their own children.” “You know the
mechanism very well for someone who is not a cognitive scientist,” I
said. “I have spent three years studying how memes are weaponized,”
he said. “It is useful to remember what they look like when they are
not.” I looked at him. “What do they look like when they are not,” I
said. He looked at the room. The people at other tables. The band. The
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couple on the small dance floor moving together slowly. “Like this,” he
said. “Ordinary. Warm. Completely invisible because nobody is trying
to hide them.” I looked at the couple on the dance floor. The meme of
two people choosing to move together to music. Ancient. Universal.
Completely voluntary. No relay station required. I had not thought
about the investigation in thirty minutes.

· · ·
The Message

Chen’s message arrived at nine fifteen. It appeared on my phone while
James was describing a meme he had identified in competitive
athletics. I looked at it without meaning to. Signal anomaly at Valley
Fair relay station. Unusual transmission burst. Duration eleven
minutes. Signature does not match any known operator. Recommend
review. James saw my face. “Work,” he said. “Chen found something at
Valley Fair,” I said. “An unusual transmission burst. Eleven minutes.
Unknown signature.” James was quiet for a moment. He looked at the
dance floor. The couple still moving slowly to the music. Then he
looked at me.

· · ·
The Dilemma

Do I talk shop. Or do I keep enjoying this. One billion people. A new
signal signature that did not match any known operator. An eleven
minute transmission burst at a relay station that was already part of a
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converging coalition. And a night club with a small dance floor and a
four piece band playing something warm and unhurried. And James
Sullivan across a white tablecloth who had said when you like
someone you ask them to dinner and meant it simply and completely.
Both good. Both cost something real.

· · ·
Not Tonight

I put the phone face down on the table. “Tomorrow morning,” I said.
James looked at me. “The transmission is eleven minutes old,” I said.
“It has already happened. Whatever it was it is already in the data.
Chen can have a full analysis ready by seven AM.” “Yes,” James said.
“She can.” “It will still be there tomorrow,” I said. “Yes,” he said. “It
will.” I looked at the dance floor. The couple. The slow music. The
particular warmth of a room full of people who had all agreed without
discussing it to set down their ordinary concerns for a few hours. An
age old meme. “Is that another one,” I said. James looked at where I
was looking. “Yes,” he said. “One of the best ones.” He stood up and
held out his hand. Not a question. Not quite. The way he had said I’m
here. The way he had said it is necessary Lois. The particular certainty
of a man who reads conditions and acts on what he finds. I took his
hand. We walked to the small dance floor. The band played something
slow and warm and we danced and the investigation waited and the
meme of two people moving together to music was exactly as old and
exactly as invisible and exactly as voluntary as it had always been. I felt
the warmth again. I thought of my mother and father. It was already
there.
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CHAPTER

6

· · ·
Six AM

We were all there at five fifty. James. Chen. Park. Rodriguez. Marcus.
Joslyn in the corner with her coffee and her particular quality of
listening. Me at the signal analysis station with the Valley Fair relay
feed open on three screens. Nobody spoke. The surveillance
equipment ran its quiet background hum. Outside the San Jose
morning was still dark. At five fifty eight James moved to stand beside
me. “If the pattern holds,” he said quietly. “Eleven minutes starting at
six.” “Yes,” I said. At six AM exactly the signal appeared. The same
simple architecture. The same melodic repeating pattern. The same
distress signal playing through the relay station infrastructure like a
message in a bottle dropped into a very specific ocean. Eleven minutes.
Then silence. Chen was already running the analysis. Park was cross
referencing the transmission against the previous burst. Rodriguez
was mapping the signal path through the relay network. I looked at
James. He was not looking at the screens. He was looking at his hands.
What is the best fit, I thought. For a man who is not watching the
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signal he came here at six AM to verify. “James,” I said. “I need to tell
you something,” he said. “Before we go any further.”

· · ·
Five Years

He told me in the small office adjacent to the conference room. Just the
two of us. He had asked Marcus to keep the team occupied with the
signal analysis. He closed the door. He stood. He did not sit. The way a
man stands when he is saying something he has been carrying for a
long time and needs to be upright to say it. “Five years ago,” he said.
“Before the consortium contacted you. Before I knew your name. I
placed four sleeper moles inside the operator groups.” I looked at him.
“Each one in a different location,” he said. “Each one embedded deep
enough to survive years of inactivity without detection. Each one
waiting for the right moment to activate.” “The Valley Fair signal,” I
said. “One of my moles,” he said. “Waking up.” I sat very still. “You
have been running a parallel operation,” I said. “Not inside yours,” he
said immediately. “Before yours. My operation and yours converged
on the same target. When you called me I came because our
investigations had found each other. Not because I infiltrated your
work.” “But you brought it with you,” I said. “Yes,” he said. “I brought
it with you. And I should have told you when I walked through your
door. I did not.” He looked at me directly. “And now one of my moles
has activated. The operator groups will be looking for the source of
that anomalous signal. They will be hunting inside their own
infrastructure. And if they find my mole they will find the trail that
leads back to me.” He paused. “And from me to you.” The room was



Lois Hartley

38

very quiet. “I put you in danger,” he said. “Before you knew to ask
about it. I am telling you now.”

· · ·
Joslyn Listens

I had not heard Joslyn come in. She was standing in the doorway. She
had her coffee. She had her clipboard. She had the expression of
someone who had been listening from the hallway and had decided
that what she was hearing required her presence. James looked at her.
“Dr. Marsh,” he said. “Mr. Sullivan,” she said. She looked at me.
“Independent observer,” she said. “Observing.” She came in and sat
down. James looked at me. A question in his face. I nodded. “The four
moles,” I said to Joslyn. “Where are they placed.” James turned back to
me. A flicker of something. Not surprise. Recognition. She is not
going to run, his face said. She is going to work the problem. “One
inside the government contractor group that exposed themselves,” he
said. “One inside Circle. One inside Cross. One inside a fourth group
we have not fully identified yet.” “That is why you know so much
about the signal architecture,” I said. “Three years of surveillance was
not just drone footage and frequency analysis.” “No,” he said. “It was
not.” “Your moles have been feeding you data from the inside.” “Yes.”
“For five years.” “Yes.” Joslyn wrote something on her clipboard. She
did not look up. “What did you install them with,” I said. “What meme
did you use to keep them loyal for five years without activation.” James
looked at me. That, his face said. Is exactly the right question.
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· · ·
What He Used

“I did not use a meme,” James said. “I used the truth.” I looked at him.
“Each of my moles knows what Smart Drops actually do,” he said.
“They have taken them. They know the danger narrative is
manufactured. They know who is manufacturing it and why.” He
paused. “People who know the truth and have seen the suppression
operation from the inside do not need a meme to stay loyal. They stay
because they have seen what the alternative looks like.” “Authentic
transmission,” I said quietly. “Yes.” I thought about my parents. The
recognition that passed between them without words. The warmth
that installed itself in me before I had language for it. Like DNA passes
from parent to child. James had used authentic transmission to recruit
his moles. Not manufactured certainty. Not installed compliance. Just
the truth shared person to person from an authentic host. “They trust
you,” I said. “Yes.” “Because you told them the truth.” “Yes.” Joslyn
looked up from her clipboard. “That,” she said, “is the most significant
thing said in this room since I arrived.” She went back to her
clipboard.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The team was still running analysis in the conference room. The
signal data from the second transmission building a clearer picture of
who was trying to reach us and from where. I sat alone at my desk.
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James had gone to brief Marcus on the moles. Joslyn was reviewing
files. The office was quiet around me. I thought about what James had
told me. Five years of parallel operation. Four moles placed before I
called him. His investigation and mine converging on the same target.
A danger he had brought into this room before I knew to ask about it.
And I thought about the dance floor. The age old meme. His hand.
What is the best fit, I thought. For all of this. A man who had been
running a five year covert operation to dismantle the government’s
Smart Drop suppression system was not the same man as the technical
intelligence consultant I had called on a Tuesday. He was something
more complicated than that. And more dangerous. And he had walked
through my door and said I’m here simply and had coffee waiting and
had a liquid in his shirt pocket that reset Smart Dust manipulation in
thirty seconds. Do I trust him. Or do I protect the investigation. Both
good. Both cost something real.

· · ·
What She Decides

Joslyn appeared in my doorway at noon. She looked at me with the
expression of someone who has been listening to a very complex piece
of music and has decided it is time to say what she hears in it. “You are
going to ask me what I think,” she said. “I was not going to ask you
anything,” I said. “You were,” she said. “You always ask me when you
already know the answer and need someone to confirm it.” I looked at
her. She sat down across from me. “He told you the truth this
morning,” she said. “A man who was running a five year covert
operation did not have to tell you. He could have managed it quietly.



PERMISSION TO FALL

41

Kept the moles separate from your investigation. Protected his
operation without exposing it.” She paused. “He told you because he
did not want you in danger without knowing it. Even though telling
you risked everything he had built for five years.” I looked at my desk.
“That is not a man who is managing you,” Joslyn said. “That is a man
who trusts you.” I said nothing. “Lois,” she said. I looked up. “I know,”
she said simply. I looked at my desk again. “We keep going,” I said. “All
of it. His operation and mine together. Full transparency from here.” I
stood up and walked back to the conference room. James was at the
whiteboard. He looked up when I came through the door. I sat down
at the table. “Tell me everything about the four moles,” I said. “From
the beginning.” James looked at me for a moment. Then he picked up
his marker and began. It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

7

· · ·
The Four Moles

James stood at the whiteboard for two hours. I sat across from him.
Marcus beside me. Joslyn in the corner with her clipboard. Chen and
Park at the door listening while they worked. James drew the map of
his five year operation the way he drew everything. Precisely. Without
wasted lines. Four operator groups. Four moles. Each one placed at a
different depth. Each one recruited through the same mechanism —
the truth about Smart Drops shared directly. Person to person.
Authentic transmission from an authentic host. “The mole inside
Circle,” he said. “A signal engineer. Placed three years ago. She has
been feeding us the Circle transmission architecture from the inside.
That is how we mapped the full relay station network.” “She sent the
Valley Fair signal,” I said. “Yes. She activated because the coalition is
consolidating. Circle and Cross and the government contractor group
are moving toward a shared command structure. She wanted us to
know before it happened.” “The mole inside Cross,” James continued.
“A logistics coordinator. He manages the supply chain for the particle
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drums. He has been documenting every delivery route, every
warehouse location, every maintenance schedule for two years.” “The
supply truck,” I said. “He drives it,” James said. Marcus sat forward.
“The man in the coveralls,” he said. “No plates. Baseball cap pulled
low.” “Yes,” James said. “That is my mole.” The room was quiet. “And
the fourth group,” I said. “The one we have not fully identified.” “That
mole has gone silent,” James said. “Three weeks ago. The same week
one group exposed themselves.” He paused. “I do not know if she is
compromised or if she went dark deliberately.” “She,” Joslyn said from
the corner. Not a question. An observation. “Yes,” James said. Joslyn
wrote something on her clipboard.

· · ·
The Seven Operators

Marcus had been building something on his tablet while James talked.
He set it on the conference table. A diagram. Seven nodes. Each one
labeled not with a name but with a characteristic. “The operator
groups are not random,” Marcus said. “They are organized around a
principle I have been trying to name since we started.” He looked at
the diagram. “Each group exploits a different human vulnerability. A
different corruption of a natural appetite.” I looked at the seven nodes.
Pride. Greed. Envy. Wrath. Sloth. Gluttony. Lust. “The seven deadly
sins,” I said. “As cognitive architecture,” Marcus said. “Each one is a
receptor. A pre-existing emotional structure that a meme can attach
to. Circle exploits sloth — the desire to stop struggling. To let
someone else carry the weight. Cross exploits pride — the belief that
you are the one who knows how the world should be remade.” “The
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government contractor group,” James said. “Greed,” Marcus said.
“Control of a technology that extends life and enhances cognition.
Keeping it for themselves while manufacturing fear in everyone else.”
I looked at the diagram. “Seven nodes,” I said. “We have identified four
operator groups.” “There are three more,” Marcus said. “We have not
found them yet.” James looked at the diagram. Something in his face
that I was beginning to recognize. The stillness of a man who already
knew something and was waiting for the right moment to say it.
“James,” I said. He looked at me.

· · ·
Since Nineteen

“I take Smart Drops,” he said. The room did not move. “I have been
taking them since I was nineteen,” he said. “Someone I trusted told me
the truth about what they were. Not what the official narrative said.
The truth. They shared it the same way I shared it with my moles.
Person to person. Authentic transmission from someone who had
experienced it themselves.” I looked at him. “Everything I am is partly
them,” he said. “The pattern recognition. The speed. The quality of
attention. I cannot tell you where James Sullivan ends and the drops
begin. I do not know. But I know what I was before. And I know what
I became.” “You became extraordinary,” Joslyn said from the corner.
James looked at her. “I became more myself,” he said. “That is what
they actually do. Not something foreign installed. The opposite. Your
own capacities amplified. Your own intelligence accelerated. Your
own attention deepened.” He paused. “The danger narrative is not just
wrong. It is the precise opposite of the truth.” I thought about Rachel’s
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voice. Those Smart Drop things are genuinely dangerous Lois. The
research is clear. I thought about agreeing without thinking. Did you,
something in me said. Or did you just receive that and call it your own.
“The liquid in your shirt pocket,” I said. “Derived from Smart Drop
technology,” he said. “The same mechanism that enhances cognition
can be reverse engineered to neutralize unauthorized Smart Dust
manipulation. I developed it over three years.” “You brought the
antidote with you,” I said. “Before you knew Sarah Morrison existed.”
“Yes,” he said. “I carry it because people need it. The same way I carry
the truth about the drops. Because people need that too.”

· · ·
Joslyn Speaks

Joslyn set down her clipboard. That was unusual. Joslyn always had
her clipboard. She looked at James. “Mr. Sullivan,” she said. “You have
spent five years building a covert operation to dismantle a government
suppression system. You placed four moles at significant personal risk.
You developed an antidote and carry it in your shirt pocket. You told
Lois the truth about the moles this morning even though it
endangered your operation.” She paused. “And now you have told a
room full of people that you take a suppressed technology that a
government agency is actively hunting people for possessing.” James
looked at her. “Why,” she said. “Why tell us.” James was quiet for a
moment. “Because the investigation requires it,” he said. “And because
Lois asked.” Joslyn picked up her clipboard. She wrote something.
Then she looked at me. Her eyes said what they always said when she
already knew the answer to the question being asked. I looked at the
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whiteboard.

· · ·
The Dilemma

I sat alone at my desk at three PM. The team was working. The mole
analysis. The seven operator framework. The fourth mole who had
gone silent. The consolidating coalition. I sat with a blank page in
front of me. I had been carrying the Smart Drops danger meme for
years. I did not know when it arrived. I did not know who transmitted
it first. I did not choose it. It had found its receptor — my professional
caution. My trained skepticism about unregulated cognitive
technology — and attached before I had the chance to evaluate it. That
was how the best memes worked. They did not ask permission. But I
was a cognitive scientist. And once you see a meme you can choose. I
looked at the blank page. Do I choose the meme that Smart Drops are
dangerous. Or do I choose not.

· · ·
Not

I put the pen down. I walked to the door of the small office where
James was reviewing the mole communications data. He looked up.
“Tell me about the drops,” I said. “Not the mechanism. Not the
research. Tell me what they actually did for you.” James looked at me
for a moment. Then he closed his laptop. “Sit down,” he said. I sat
down. And James Sullivan — who had been carrying this truth for
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twenty three years and had shared it with exactly four people before
today — told me. Not the mechanism. Not the research. What they
actually did. I listened for forty five minutes. When he finished the
office was quiet around us. I thought about my parents. The
recognition that passed between them. The warmth that had installed
itself in me before I had language for it. I thought about what is the
best fit. I thought about a man who drinks first so others will drink. I
looked at James. “Thank you,” I said. He nodded once. I walked back to
my desk. I picked up my pen. I wrote one word on the blank page. Not.
It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

8

· · ·
The Framework

Marcus had been at the whiteboard since seven AM. By the time I
arrived with my coffee the framework was already half built. Seven
nodes. Seven deadly sin receptors. Each one mapped against what
James and his moles had documented about the operator groups over
five years. I stood beside Marcus and looked at it. Pride — Cross.
Greed — the government contractor group. Sloth — Circle. Lust —
the fourth group. The one whose mole had gone silent. Three nodes
empty. Envy. Wrath. Gluttony. Three unknown operator groups still
unmapped. It was clean work. Precise. The kind of intellectual
framework that felt satisfying to look at. I looked at James. He was
standing by the window with his coffee. He had been standing there
since I arrived. He had not come to look at the whiteboard. “James,” I
said. “What do you think.” He turned from the window. He looked at
the framework for a long moment. “The seven deadly sins are just
carriers,” he said. “We don’t know the messages.”
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· · ·
Carriers

The room was quiet. Marcus looked at his framework. Something
shifting in his expression. “Explain,” I said. James came to the
whiteboard. He did not pick up a marker. He just looked at it. “The
sloth signal,” he said. “Circle is amplifying the desire to stop struggling.
To let someone else coordinate your reality. That is the carrier. The
emotional state being installed.” He paused. “But stop struggling
toward what. Which specific decisions is Circle directing people away
from. Which behaviors. Which beliefs. We have mapped the emotion.
We have not mapped what the emotion is being used to do.” I looked
at the framework. He was right. The receptors were mapped. The
outcomes were not. “The pride signal,” I said slowly. “Cross makes
their followers feel they are the ones who see clearly. But see clearly
about what. What specific action does that pride direct them toward.”
“Yes,” James said. “The greed signal. The government contractor
group. Exclusive access feels justified. But justified toward what end.
What are they actually building with that justification.” “Yes,” James
said. Marcus sat down slowly. “We have the carriers,” he said. “We do
not have the messages.” “No,” James said. “We do not.”

· · ·
Why James Is Reluctant

I found James alone in the small office at ten. He was reviewing mole
communication data. Three years of signals. Three years of fragments.
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The intelligence that had felt comprehensive until this morning. “You
have been reluctant since we started,” I said. “Not about the
investigation. About the framework.” He looked up. “The framework
is useful,” he said. “It maps the architecture. But it creates the illusion
of understanding we do not yet have. And that illusion is dangerous.”
“Because if we act on the framework without knowing the
messages—” “We interrupt signals we do not understand,” he said.
“We disrupt behaviors we cannot predict. We alert operator groups to
our presence before we know what they are actually doing.” He
paused. “Five years ago I moved too fast on an operation. I had the
carriers mapped. I thought I understood the system. I was wrong about
the messages.” He looked at the data on his screen. “Three good people
paid for that.” The office was quiet. “The moles,” I said. “Not the
current moles,” he said. “Before. When I was still learning how this
worked.” I looked at him. That is what he carries, I thought. That is
what made him methodical. Patient. Certain that the framework is
never enough. “Tell me about the messages,” I said. “What do we
actually need to know.” He looked at the screen. “For each operator
group,” he said. “What specific decision or behavior or belief is the
carrier emotion being directed toward. What is the actual outcome the
operators want. Not the emotional state they install. The action that
emotional state produces.” “The moles,” I said. “Can they tell us.”
“Some of it,” he said. “The Circle mole has been inside for three years.
She has seen outcomes. Decisions that changed after signal exposure.
Behaviors that shifted. She can give us the Circle message.” He paused.
“Cross I am less certain about. The lust group—” He stopped. “The lust
group mole is silent. I do not know what she has seen.”
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· · ·
Joslyn Listens

Joslyn appeared in the doorway. She had her clipboard. She had her
coffee. She had the expression of someone who had been standing in
the hallway long enough to hear everything and had decided it was
time to contribute. “The messages,” she said. “You need to hear them.”
James looked at her. “Not read them,” she said. “Hear them. Convert
the signal data from each confirmed operator group to audio. The way
we heard the distress signal from the Valley Fair mole.” She came in
and sat down. “The carrier emotion will be present in the frequency.
But the message — the specific direction the emotion is being pointed
— that will be in the pattern. The variation. The rhythm.” James
looked at me. I looked at Joslyn. “You can hear the difference between
a carrier and a message,” I said. “I can hear the difference between a
phrase and a word,” she said. “A carrier is a word. A message is a
phrase. They have different rhythmic structures. Different resolution
patterns.” She looked at James. “Give me the signal data from all four
confirmed operator groups. I will tell you what each one is actually
saying.” James was quiet for a moment. He looked at the data on his
screen. Then he looked at Joslyn. “All right,” he said.

· · ·
The Dilemma

It was three PM before Joslyn finished. I sat in the conference room
and waited. James was reviewing mole communication data in the
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small office. Marcus was at the whiteboard. Chen and Park were
running signal analysis. The investigation moving forward with its
own momentum. I sat with my coffee and thought about trust. The
consortium that hired me called when one group exposed themselves.
Why then. Why me. What did they already know that they did not tell
me. James had four moles already placed before I called him. He took
Smart Drops at nineteen. His extraordinary perception — the pattern
recognition, the speed, the quality of attention — could be the drops.
Or it could be something else entirely that I could not see. Marcus built
a framework that looked complete. Where did his methodology come
from. Who shaped his thinking before I met him. Joslyn was my
closest friend presented as an independent observer. That was already
a compromised position. And she heard things in signals that nobody
else heard. How did she know what she knew. And myself. I chose not
in Chapter 7. But did I choose freely. Or was that choice also installed.
I looked at the whiteboard. The seven deadly sins. Four mapped
groups. The messages Joslyn had not yet delivered. Do I say anything
about my lack of trust. Or do I wait.

· · ·
What Joslyn Heard

Joslyn came out at three thirty. She sat down at the conference table.
She opened her clipboard. “Circle,” she said. “The sloth carrier. The
message is — do not vote. The specific outcome Circle is directing
their target population toward is political disengagement. Stop trying
to influence the system. Let it run without you.” The room was very
still. “Cross,” she said. “The pride carrier. The message is — your
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leaders are extraordinary. The specific outcome is manufactured
reverence for authority. The people in charge are the best and
brightest. They have access to information you do not. Their
judgment is superior to yours. Deference to them is a mark of your
own good judgment.” James looked up from his notes. “That is more
dangerous than delegitimization,” he said. “Yes,” Joslyn said.
“Delegitimization creates visible chaos. This creates invisible
compliance. Nobody questions it because it feels like wisdom.” James
was writing. “The government contractor group,” Joslyn said. “The
greed carrier. The message is — protect what you have. The Smart
Drops are dangerous. Consume tested government approved
products.” I went very still. Joslyn looked at me. She did not say
anything. She paused. “And the fourth group,” she said. “The lust
carrier. The message is — Smart Drops are dangerous. Practice safe
government approved practices.” James set his pen down. “Two
groups,” he said. “Two different carriers. Same target.” “Yes,” Joslyn
said. “The greed carrier protects what you have. The lust carrier
redirects desire toward approved channels only. Different emotions.
Same outcome. Smart Drops stay suppressed.” She closed her
clipboard. “Four messages,” she said. “Political disengagement.
Manufactured reverence for authority. Smart Drops are dangerous
through two different emotional channels.” She looked at us.
“Together they create a population that does not vote, trusts its leaders
without question, and will not go near the one technology that could
change everything.” She paused. “That is not a coincidence. That is a
coordinated agenda.” Marcus was at the whiteboard. Writing. James
looked at the table. I looked at James. That is what five years felt like
from the inside, I thought. Watching this build. Knowing the carriers.
Not knowing the messages. Carrying it alone. I refilled his coffee
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without asking. He looked up. I looked at the whiteboard. It was
already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

9

· · ·
Saturday Morning

James is at the window again. Not the conference room window. The
small window in the corridor outside the offices. Looking at the sky.
He is there when I arrive at seven. He is still there when I come back
from getting coffee at seven thirty. I stand beside him. The San Jose
morning is clear. A few aircraft trails crossing the blue above the city.
The kind of ordinary sky you look at ten thousand times in your life
without really seeing. “You have been quiet since yesterday,” I say. “I
have been thinking,” he says. “About the investigation.” “About
everything,” he says. He does not look away from the sky. “I don’t trust
that we have enough information to make a rational decision. Or if it
is even possible. Or what to do about it on a mass scale.” I wait. “I
know there must be something going on with contrails,” he says. “But I
don’t know what it is.” He pauses. “My judgment may be skewed.” I
look at the trails crossing the sky above San Jose. What is the best fit, I
think. For a man who has been carrying this for five years and is
finally saying out loud that he does not know. “Tell me what you see,” I
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say.

· · ·
What He Sees

We sit down in the small office. Just the two of us. The door open.
The team working in the adjacent rooms. The quiet that exists
between James and me now that is different from the quiet of the first
day. Not absence of communication. Presence. The particular ease of
two people who have learned each other’s thinking well enough to be
comfortable in the gaps. “The relay stations,” James says. “The HVAC
systems. The wellness sessions. All of them require infrastructure.
Buildings. Equipment. Maintenance schedules. Supply trucks. People.”
He looks at his hands. “For a billion people that infrastructure is
enormous. Visible if you know what to look for. We found it in six
weeks.” “Yes,” I say. “But the signals we are detecting are not consistent
with HVAC delivery alone,” he says. “The coverage patterns are too
wide. Too uniform. There are population centers with high infection
rates and no confirmed relay stations within range.” “Which means
another delivery mechanism,” I say. “Yes. Something that reaches
populations the relay stations cannot reach. Something that operates at
a scale the HVAC infrastructure cannot explain.” I look at the window.
The clear San Jose sky. “Contrails,” I say. “Possibly,” he says. “But I
cannot verify it. And my judgment may be skewed because I am a
carrier. Because I have been taking the drops since nineteen. Because I
have been living inside this investigation for five years and I no longer
know with certainty where my genuine perception ends and installed
belief begins.” The office is quiet. “That is the most honest thing you
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have said to me,” I say. He looks at me. “Yes,” he says. “It is.”

· · ·
Joslyn Listens

Joslyn appears in the doorway at nine. She has been reviewing the
remaining signal data from the three unknown operator groups. She
has her clipboard. She has the expression of someone who has heard
something significant and is deciding how to present it. “The three
unknown groups,” she says. “I have been listening to their signal
architectures. The fragments we have from the relay station data and
the mole communications.” She comes in and sits down. “They are
different from the first four. Not in sophistication. In character.”
“Character,” I say. “The first four groups have a quality of certainty in
their signals,” she says. “They know what they want the target
population to feel and they install it precisely. Clinical. Engineered.”
She pauses. “The three unknown groups are different. Their signals
have a quality of — genuine concern. As if the operators believe what
they are transmitting.” James looks at her. “Altruistic,” he says. “Yes,”
Joslyn says. “Some of these forces are altruistic. They genuinely believe
they are protecting people.” I think about what that means. Not seven
groups of cynical manipulators exploiting human weakness for power
and profit. Some of them beginning from a place of genuine care.
Genuine concern for populations they believe are in danger. What is
the best fit, I think. For altruism that becomes suppression. “The seven
deadly sins,” I say slowly. “In certain contexts they are not deadly. They
are good. Pride is dignity. Sloth is rest. Envy is aspiration. Wrath is
righteous anger.” “Yes,” Marcus says from the doorway. He has been
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listening. “The operator groups did not create corrupted appetites.
They found healthy ones and misdirected them.” “Some of them
believing they were helping,” I say. “Yes,” Joslyn says. “That is the most
dangerous kind of suppression. Because it feels like love.”

· · ·
Three New Delivery Mechanisms

Marcus comes in and closes the door. He sets his tablet on the desk.
Three new data overlays. Coverage patterns that the relay station
network cannot explain. “James is right about the contrails,” he says.
“The coverage patterns above major population centers are consistent
with aerial dispersal. Not ground level. High altitude. Spreading and
descending over time.” James is very still. “The signal signature from
the contrail coverage zones matches the envy group,” Marcus says.
“Their carrier — envy of science. Their message — Smart Drops are
dangerous. Scientific institutions are telling you the truth. They
always do.” “They are targeting blind deference,” I say. “Yes. Attaching
to genuine historical trust. Real instances where scientific institutions
helped people. Real expert consensus and lived experience.” Marcus
turns a page. “The second unknown mechanism is vehicle exhaust.
Specifically the fuel formulation. Smart Dust suspended in the fuel
mixture at the refinery level or distribution level. Dispersing through
combustion at street level across every city that runs on internal
combustion.” The room is quiet. “Every commute,” I say. “Every
commute,” Marcus says. “Every school run. Every delivery truck. Every
city. Every day.” He looks at the tablet. “The signal signature matches
the wrath group. Their carrier — righteous anger. Their message —
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Smart Drops are dangerous. The people pushing them are your
enemy. Be angry. Fight back.” “And the third,” James says. Marcus
hesitates. “The third coverage pattern does not match any known
aircraft or ground vehicle,” he says. “The dispersal pattern suggests
something operating at altitudes and speeds that conventional aircraft
cannot match.” He looks at James. “UAPs.” James looks at the window.
“Their signal signature,” I say. “Matches the gluttony group,” Marcus
says. “Their carrier — you already have enough. Their message —
Smart Drops are dangerous. You do not need more than what you
have. Stay with what satisfies you now.” He closes the tablet. “Three
delivery mechanisms,” he says. “Contrails. Vehicle exhaust fuel. UAPs.
Three messages. All pointing at the same suppression target.”

· · ·
The Dilemma

The team has gone for lunch. James and I sit alone in the conference
room. The framework is complete now. Seven deadly sins. Seven
operator groups. Seven delivery mechanisms. Seven messages all
pointing at the same target. Smart Drops are dangerous. I look at the
framework and think about trust. The consortium that hired me.
James with his five years and his drops and his skewed judgment.
Marcus with his frameworks. Joslyn presented as independent when
she is anything but. The mole inside Circle who has been feeding
James data for three years. The mole inside the lust group who has
gone silent. And the altruistic groups. The ones who genuinely believe
they are protecting people. What is the best fit, I think. For a
framework built on information I cannot fully verify from sources I
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cannot fully trust about a population being manipulated by operators
some of whom genuinely believe they are helping. I look at James. Do I
say anything about my lack of trust. Or do I wait.

· · ·
What She Says

“James,” I say. He looks up. “I need to tell you something,” I say. He
waits. The particular quality of his waiting that I have come to
recognize. Complete presence. No filling the silence. Just there. “I don’t
fully trust the data,” I say. “I don’t fully trust the sources. I don’t fully
trust my own judgment.” I look at the framework. “I chose not. But I
don’t know if that choice was free or installed. I don’t know if what I
feel in this room is genuine or a signal I haven’t identified yet.” I look
at him. “I don’t even fully trust you,” I say. “And I want to. I do want to.
But I am a cognitive scientist and I know better than anyone that
wanting to trust someone is not the same as having a verified reason
to.” The room is very quiet. James looks at the framework for a long
moment. Then he looks at me. “Good,” he says. I look at him. “That is
exactly the right response to this investigation,” he says. “That is what
I should have been saying from the beginning instead of carrying it
alone.” He pauses. “I don’t fully trust the data either. I don’t fully trust
my own judgment. I told you my judgment may be skewed. I meant it.”
He looks at the framework. “We are two people who don’t fully trust
anything including ourselves trying to understand something that one
billion people don’t know is happening to them.” “That is not a
reassuring position,” I say. “No,” he says. “It is not. But it is an honest
one.” I look at the framework. Seven deadly sins. Seven operator
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groups. Some cynical. Some altruistic. All pointing at the same target.
What is the best fit, I think. For honesty in a room full of uncertainty.
James refills my coffee without asking. I look at him. It was already
there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

10

· · ·
Sunday Morning

James is not at the window. He is at the conference table with the
original five files open in front of him. The consortium briefing. Sarah
Morrison. Four other executives. The catastrophic decisions. The
wellness sessions. The metallic taste. The dreamless sleep. The
beginning. I sit down across from him. He looks at the files for a
moment without speaking. “What were you hired to do,” he says. I
look at the files. “Five semiconductor executives,” I say. “Five
catastrophic decisions they could not explain.” “Yes,” he says. “That
was the brief.” “It was,” I say. “Not map the global cognitive
suppression of Smart Drops,” he says. “Not identify seven operator
groups organized around the seven deadly sins. Not discover UAPs
delivering Smart Dust to populations who don’t know it is
happening.” He looks at me. “Not build a framework that two people
in a consultation office in San Jose have no realistic way to act on.”
The morning is quiet around us. “Maybe we should go back to our
original mission,” he says. I look at the five files. What is the best fit, I
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think. For what we have become versus what we were hired to be.

· · ·
What The Original Mission Was

I pick up Sarah Morrison’s file. Read it from the beginning. The way
James read the five files on the first morning. Without speaking.
Achieving understanding before saying anything. Sarah Morrison.
Former CFO of Cerulean Semiconductor. Authorized a sixty million
dollar transfer to a shell company. Approved a fraudulent partnership
agreement. Destroyed her company. Cannot explain why. Four others
like her. All semiconductor. All catastrophic decisions. All wellness
sessions. All the same pattern. All targeted by the same operator
group. The government contractor group. Greed. HVAC relay
stations. Smart Drops are dangerous. Consume tested government
approved products. The original mission leads directly to the same
place the expanded investigation leads. The government contractor
group. The same thread. The same target. “The original mission and
the expanded investigation are the same investigation,” I say. “The five
executives were targeted because their companies were on the verge of
producing affordable legitimate Smart Drops at scale. The government
contractor group destroyed them to protect the suppression agenda.”
James looks at me. “Yes,” he says. “I know.” “Then why go back to the
original mission,” I say. “Because it is solvable,” he says. “Because two
people can solve it. Because it has edges.” I look at him. “The expanded
investigation has no edges,” he says. “Seven operator groups. Three
delivery mechanisms we cannot control. UAPs we cannot identify. A
global population we cannot reach. A government agency with
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classified authorization above everything we can touch.” He looks at
the files. “The original mission has edges. Five executives. One
operator group. One shell company. One fraudulent authorization
chain.” “Meridian Consolidated,” I say. “Yes,” he says. “Follow the
money. Find who authorized the targeting of the five executives. Build
a case that can be taken to a court or a journalist or both.” He pauses.
“Something with edges.”

· · ·
Joslyn’s View

Joslyn comes in at ten with her coffee and her clipboard. She sits down
without being asked. She looks at the five files on the table. Then at
James. Then at me. “You are thinking about scope,” she says. “Yes,” I
say. “The difference between what you were hired to do and what you
have found,” she says. “Yes.” She sets her coffee down. “In music,” she
says. “When a piece becomes too large for the ensemble playing it you
have two choices. Reduce the piece to fit the ensemble. Or expand the
ensemble to fit the piece.” James looks at her. “We cannot expand the
ensemble,” I say. “Not without going to the consortium. And the
consortium will shut it down.” “Then the question is what part of the
piece your ensemble can actually play,” Joslyn says. “Not the whole
score. The part that is within your range.” “The original mission,”
James says. “Perhaps,” Joslyn says. “Or something between the original
mission and the full framework. A part of the score that connects
them.” She picks up her coffee. “What connects a fraudulent sixty
million dollar transfer to a global cognitive suppression operation,”
she says. “The shell company,” I say. “Meridian Consolidated.” “Yes,”
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she says. “Follow that thread. It may be the part of the score your
ensemble can play.”

· · ·
David’s Thread

I call David at eleven. He has been working the financial forensics for
two weeks. The shell companies. The wire transfers. The corporate
archaeology of money trying not to be found. “Meridian
Consolidated,” I say. “Where are you.” “Closer than I was,” he says.
“The Liechtenstein wall is still holding. But there is a thread I have
been following through a series of Singapore holding companies that
connects to a board member of a domestic defense contractor.” He
pauses. “Someone who also sits on the board of three of the five
semiconductor companies that were targeted.” I look at James. “Say
that again,” I say. “A board member who had access to all three
companies. Who knew their Smart Drop development timelines.
Who had both the motive and the access to coordinate the targeting
through Meridian Consolidated.” “A name,” I say. “Tomorrow,” David
says. “I need one more day.” I end the call. James is already writing.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The afternoon is quiet. Joslyn is in the small office. Marcus is
reviewing signal data. Chen and Park are running the surveillance
feeds. The investigation running its quiet background hum. James and
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I sit with the five original files and David’s thread and the framework
on the whiteboard. I think about what James said. The original
mission has edges. The expanded investigation has none. I think about
what Joslyn said. What part of the score can your ensemble actually
play. I think about one billion people under contrails and in morning
commutes and underneath whatever UAPs are doing at altitudes and
speeds that conventional aircraft cannot match. Do I go back to the
original mission. Or do I stay with what we have found. Both good.
Both cost something real. The original mission is solvable. Has edges.
Can be taken to a court or a journalist. Can be finished. The expanded
investigation cannot be finished by two people in a consultation office
in San Jose. But one billion people. What is the best fit, I think. For
the difference between what I can do and what needs to be done.

· · ·
Both

James is still at the table when I come back from getting coffee. He
looks up. “Both,” I say. He waits. “We follow David’s thread,” I say.
“The board member. Meridian Consolidated. Build the case that can be
taken somewhere. That is the original mission. That is what has
edges.” “And the framework,” James says. “The framework goes
somewhere else,” I say. “Not to a court. Not to a journalist. Not yet.” I
look at the whiteboard. “The framework goes to someone who can do
something with it at scale. Someone we have not identified yet.
Someone outside the consortium and outside the government and
outside everything we have been working inside.” James looks at me.
“That person does not exist yet,” he says. “They will,” I say. I look at the
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whiteboard. Seven deadly sins. Seven operator groups. Seven
messages. All pointing at the same target. And somewhere outside this
room a person who can do something about it at scale. We just have
not found them yet. James looks at the whiteboard for a long moment.
Then he looks at me. “All right,” he says. “Both.” He picks up his pen. I
look at him across the table. It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

11

· · ·
Monday Morning

David calls at eight. “I have the name,” he says. I put him on speaker.
James is already at the table. Marcus in the doorway. Joslyn in the
corner with her clipboard. “Richard Calloway,” David says. “Senior
board member. Sits on the boards of three of the five targeted
semiconductor companies simultaneously. Also sits on the board of
the primary government defense contractor running the Smart Dust
suppression operation.” He pauses. “He is the connection point
between Meridian Consolidated and the targeting of the five
executives.” The room is quiet. “He knew their Smart Drop
development timelines,” David says. “He had access to their internal
research. He knew exactly which companies were closest to producing
affordable drops at scale. And he used that access to coordinate the
targeting through Meridian Consolidated.” “Can you prove it,” I say. “I
can prove the board connections,” David says. “I can prove the
financial flows through Meridian Consolidated. The authorization
chain is circumstantial but strong.” He pauses. “Strong enough for a
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journalist. Maybe strong enough for a court.” “Thank you David,” I
say. I end the call. James is writing. We have the edges now.

· · ·
Joslyn Asks

The team breaks for lunch at noon. Marcus goes for a walk. Chen and
Park go for food. James is at the coffee machine. Joslyn sits across from
him at the small table in the corridor. Her clipboard open. Her coffee
in her hand. The particular stillness of a woman who has decided to
ask something she has been holding since she arrived. I stand in the
doorway. “James,” Joslyn says. “Where do you get your drops.” James
looks at her. Not surprised. He is never surprised. He just considers
how much to say and then says it. “I make them myself,” he says. Joslyn
looks at him. “How,” she says. James sets his coffee down. “I have a
special solution,” he says. “In a plastic tub. I hang two plates into it.
One copper. One zinc. Both heated and annealed.” Joslyn does not
write anything. She just listens. “Under the copper plate,” James says.
“Under the tub. I print four words.” He pauses. The corridor is very
quiet. “Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration,” he says. I go very still in the
doorway. “Under the zinc plate,” James says. “I print — I love
everybody.”

· · ·
The Antenna
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“The plates each have an annealed copper wire connected to them,”
James says. “Those wires are twisted together. They form an antenna.”
“An antenna for what,” Joslyn says. “For whatever is in the air,” James
says. “The system draws energized particulate to the bottom of the
solution. A scum forms on top. The solution underneath is then put
into a crystal tube.” “And the tube,” Joslyn says. “Is used as a stirrer,”
James says. “In filtered water. The water absorbs the properties of the
solution.” He picks up his coffee. “That water is the drops.” Joslyn
looks at her clipboard. She does not write anything. “You pull them
out of the air,” she says. “Yes,” he says. “Using Love Gratitude Joy
Inspiration as the attractor,” she says. “Yes,” he says. “And I love
everybody.” “Yes.” Joslyn looks up from her clipboard. She looks at me
in the doorway. Her eyes say what they always say. I know. I look at
James.

· · ·
What Lois Understands

I come in and sit down. James looks at me. The particular quality of his
attention that I have been filing away since the first morning.
Complete presence. Already knowing something. Giving me the space
to arrive at it myself. “You have been making the drops for how long,”
I say. “Twelve years,” he says. “Since before the suppression operation
was visible to you.” “Yes.” “You found the method and you built it and
you have been taking what you pull out of the air for twelve years,” I
say. “Yes.” I look at the table. Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration. I love
everybody. I think about my parents. My father coming home from
work. My mother looking up. The recognition passing between them
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that I could not name. Not romantic exactly. Something older than
romantic. It always made me feel loved and happy. I love you. I’m
happy. I am a cognitive scientist. I know exactly what happened. My
parents were authentic hosts. I was an available receiver. The
transmission was inevitable. Like DNA passes from parent to child.
And James Sullivan has been pulling the same transmission out of the
air for twelve years and dissolving it in water and carrying it in his
shirt pocket. What is the best fit, I think. For that. I do not have
language for it yet. But I feel it. Warm. Specific. Already there.

· · ·
The Dilemma

Marcus comes back from his walk at one. I am at the whiteboard. Not
the framework. A new page. Two columns. Left column — what the
Smart Dust operator groups are installing. Seven deadly sin carriers.
Seven suppression messages. Delivered through HVAC systems and
wellness sessions and contrails and vehicle exhaust fuel and UAPs.
Right column — what James pulls out of the air. Love Gratitude Joy
Inspiration. I love everybody. Delivered through a crystal tube stirred
in filtered water. Carried in a shirt pocket. Drunk first so others will
drink. I look at the two columns. Do I tell the team what I am seeing.
Or do I wait until I understand it more completely. Both good. Both
cost something real. Telling the team means saying out loud what the
right column means for the investigation. For the antidote. For the
question Marcus asked on the first day — one billion people. What is
the available supply. Waiting means holding something that is already
replicating in me whether I name it or not. What is the best fit, I
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think. For something that is already running.

· · ·
She Tells Them

I turn around. Marcus is at the table. Joslyn is in her corner. James is in
the doorway with his coffee. I look at the two columns on the
whiteboard. “The drops James makes,” I say. “The method he uses. The
words printed under the plates.” I pause. “Love Gratitude Joy
Inspiration. I love everybody.” The room waits. “That is not just a
manufacturing method,” I say. “That is a transmission architecture.
The same architecture that the Smart Dust operator groups are using
to install suppression memes in one billion people.” I look at the right
column. “But pointed in the opposite direction.” Marcus leans forward.
“The drops are the antidote,” he says. “Not just to the Smart Dust
manipulation. To the suppression memes themselves.” “Yes,” I say.
“And James has been manufacturing the antidote for twelve years
without knowing that is what he was doing.” I look at James. He looks
at the whiteboard. At the two columns. At the words on the right side.
Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration. I love everybody. “I knew something
was right about it,” he says quietly. “I did not know why.” Joslyn picks
up her clipboard. She writes something. She looks at me over the top
of it. “Now you know,” she says. It was already there. I was figuring it
out.
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CHAPTER

12

· · ·
Tuesday Morning

James is at the whiteboard when I arrive. Not reviewing the
framework. Not adding to it. Just looking at it. The two columns I
drew yesterday. Left side — what the operator groups install. Right
side — what James pulls out of the air. He has been here a while. His
coffee is half empty. His jacket is on the back of the chair the way it
gets when he has been somewhere long enough to settle. I pour my
coffee and stand beside him. We look at the two columns together. “I
have been thinking about a question,” he says. “Tell me,” I say. He
looks at the right column. Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration. I love
everybody. “Is it more important to stop the Smart Dust memes,” he
says. “Or to spread the Smart Drop memes.” The morning is quiet
around us. I look at the two columns. What is the best fit, I think. For
that question.

· · ·
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Two Missions

Marcus arrives at eight thirty. James asks the question again with
Marcus in the room. Precisely. The same words. The same quiet. Is it
more important to stop the Smart Dust memes. Or to spread the Smart
Drop memes. Marcus sits down slowly. “They are not the same
mission,” Marcus says. “No,” James says. “They are not.” “Stopping the
Smart Dust removes the interference,” Marcus says. “Exposes the
operator groups. Dismantles the relay station network. Follows
David’s thread to Richard Calloway. Takes it to a journalist or a court.”
“Yes,” James says. “But a population that is no longer being suppressed
is not the same as a population that is carrying the antidote,” Marcus
says. “No,” James says. “It is not.” “And spreading the Smart Drop
memes,” Marcus says. “Deploys the antidote at scale. Person to person.
Authentic transmission. The way it has always spread.” “But does not
stop the operator groups,” I say. “They keep running while the
antidote spreads.” “Yes,” James says. “Both are true. Both are necessary.
Both are beyond what two people in a consultation office in San Jose
can do alone.” The room is quiet. “We need both,” I say.
“Simultaneously.” “Yes,” James says. “But how.” Nobody answers. That
is the question the investigation cannot yet answer.

· · ·
What Joslyn Hears

Joslyn comes in at ten. She has been in the small office since seven.
Listening to the signal data. The seven operator group transmissions
converted to audio. She has been going back through them one by one
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since yesterday afternoon. She sits down and opens her clipboard.
“The Smart Dust transmissions,” she says. “Seven groups. Seven
messages. All pointing at Smart Drops are dangerous.” She pauses. “I
have been listening to the carrier frequencies underneath the
messages. The emotional substrate. What each group is actually
generating before the message is installed.” “And,” I say. “They are
hollow,” she says. “The carrier frequencies are engineered. Precise. But
hollow. The way a recording of music is hollow compared to a live
performance. The emotional resonance is manufactured. It lacks the
quality of something genuinely felt.” James looks at her. “The authentic
transmission,” he says. “What I pull out of the air. Is it different.”
Joslyn looks at him. “What you make,” she says. “Has the quality of a
live performance. The frequency is not engineered. It is found. The
resonance is real.” She pauses. “That is why it works in thirty seconds.
The body recognizes authentic transmission immediately. The
manufactured transmission requires sustained exposure to overcome
the body’s natural resistance.” I look at the two columns. “The antidote
is faster than the suppression,” I say. “Significantly,” Joslyn says. “If it
can reach the same populations.” “Which it cannot,” Marcus says. “Not
person to person. Not at the scale of HVAC systems and contrails and
vehicle exhaust fuel and UAPs.” The room is quiet again. The same
wall. The same question. How.

· · ·
The Relationship

The team goes for lunch at noon. James and I stay. Not because of the
investigation. Because neither of us moves toward the door when the
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others leave. We sit with our coffee and the two columns and the
question that nobody has answered yet. “You have been carrying this
for twelve years,” I say. “The drops. The method. Love Gratitude Joy
Inspiration under the copper plate. I love everybody under the zinc.”
“Yes,” he says. “And you did not know it was the antidote.” “I knew
something was right about it,” he says. “I knew what it did for me. I
knew what authentic transmission felt like from the inside because I
had been living it.” He looks at his coffee. “I did not know it had a
name. Or that the same architecture was being weaponized against a
billion people simultaneously.” I look at him. “What did it do for you,”
I say. “The drops. What did they actually do.” He is quiet for a
moment. “They made me more myself,” he says. “Not something new.
More of what was already there.” He looks at me. “The pattern
recognition was always there. The attention was always there. The
need to tell the truth even when it costs something.” He pauses. “The
drops made those things louder. More available. More consistent.” I
think about my parents. The recognition passing between them.
Something older than romantic. Already there. Made louder by thirty
years of choosing each other. “Like my parents,” I say quietly. James
looks at me. He does not ask what I mean. He already knows.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The afternoon presses forward. The framework on the whiteboard.
The two columns. The question James asked this morning still
running in the room without an answer. Is it more important to stop
the Smart Dust memes. Or to spread the Smart Drop memes. Joslyn
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comes to stand beside me at three. She looks at the whiteboard. Then
at me. “If there were someone who understood the Brain Dust
technology well enough,” she says. “Someone who knew whether both
missions are possible simultaneously. That would change everything.”
I look at her. “A Brain Dust expert,” she says. “Someone who knows
the particle architecture from the inside. Who understands the
delivery mechanisms. Who might know whether the authentic
transmission James pulls out of the air could be engineered into the
existing Smart Dust infrastructure.” I look at the whiteboard. Do I
bring someone else in. Or do we solve this ourselves. Both good. Both
cost something real. Bringing someone in means expanding the circle.
More exposure. More risk. The fourth mole is already silent. The
operator groups are consolidating. Every new person is a new variable.
Solving it ourselves means staying with what we have. Two people
and a philosopher and an independent observer and a financial
forensics expert working remotely. Against seven operator groups and
three delivery mechanisms and one billion networked people. What is
the best fit, I think. For the difference between what we are and what
this requires.

· · ·
She Decides

James is at the window when I find him at four. The San Jose
afternoon moving past the glass. The ordinary sky. The trails. “We
need someone who understands Brain Dust from the inside,” I say.
“Someone who knows the particle architecture the way I know belief
architecture.” He turns from the window. “I know,” he says. “Do you
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know someone,” I say. He looks at the sky for a long moment. “Not
yet,” he says. “But that is not the most pressing problem right now.” I
look at him. Something in his face that is different from this morning.
The particular stillness that is not ease. That is a man who has received
information he has not yet shared. “James,” I say. “Chen picked up
something in the surveillance data an hour ago,” he says. “A signal
pattern she has not seen before. Not from any of the seven operator
groups.” He looks at me. “Someone is looking for us. Specifically for
me.” The afternoon is quiet around us. “The government agency,” I
say. “Yes,” he says. “They know I exist.” I look at the trailing sky above
San Jose. It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

13

· · ·
The Hornets Nest

Chen’s report is on the table when I arrive. James is already reading it.
His coffee untouched. His jacket still on. The particular stillness of a
man who has received confirmation of something he expected and has
not yet decided what to do about it. I sit down and read it beside him.
The surveillance signal Chen detected yesterday has multiplied
overnight. Not one signal. Seven. Each one distinct. Each one using a
different frequency and a different scanning pattern. Together they
form a net. A net with James Sullivan at the center. “The government
agency,” I say. “Yes,” he says. “They have been building this for three
days. Since David found the Calloway connection.” He sets the report
down. “When you start digging into the money you are kicking a
hornets nest.” He looks at me. “It doesn’t matter how big or small you
are. They respond to the disturbance.” “We disturbed them,” I say.
“David disturbed them,” he says. “The moment the Calloway thread
became visible the agency activated. They are not looking for the
investigation. They are looking for whoever pulled that thread.”
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“David,” I say. “David is careful,” James says. “He routes everything
through three layers of anonymization. They will not find him
quickly.” He pauses. “They will find me. I have been operating in their
field for five years. They know my signature.” The morning is quiet
around us. “How long,” I say. “Days,” he says. “Maybe less.”

· · ·
Where Is The Money

James closes his laptop at eight thirty. “The funding,” he says. “For the
operator groups. I have been following it since David found
Calloway.” He looks at Marcus and me. “It is not where I expected.”
“Where,” I say. “Charities,” James says. “Go Fund Me campaigns.
Crowdfunding platforms. The most visible and trusted financial
mechanisms in modern life.” The room is quiet. “People are
voluntarily funding the suppression of their own cognitive freedom,” I
say. “Yes,” James says. “Because the causes are real. Climate change.
Mental health. Educational equity. Food security. All genuine
problems. All attached to organizations that are genuinely trying to
help.” He turns his laptop toward us. “Somewhere in the funding
structure — not visible at the donor level — the money flows through
to the operator groups. Clean. Legitimate. Emotionally compelling.”
“Nobody questions a charity donation,” Marcus says. “No,” James says.
“The donors are not villains. They are people of genuine generosity
being redirected.” He pauses. “And Calloway sits on the boards of three
charitable foundations. Each one legitimate. Each one doing real work.
Each one routing a percentage of donations through intermediaries to
Meridian Consolidated.” “Hiding in plain sight,” I say. “The best
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delivery mechanisms always do,” James says. Marcus leans forward.
“So it is about control,” he says. “No,” James says. “It is about profit.
Control is the means. Profit is the motive. A controlled population
buys what it is told to buy. Takes the medications prescribed to it. Uses
the services available to it. Consumes the products of the people
running the suppression operation.” What is the best fit, I think. For
generosity being redirected toward the thing suppressing the people
feeling it. For profit hiding behind altruism. I look at the two columns
on the whiteboard. The distance between them is not ideology. It is
money.

· · ·
A Simple Test

James is at the window at ten. I stand beside him. The San Jose
morning. The ordinary sky. The trails. “Smart Drops are
insignificant,” he says. I look at him. “Seven operator groups. Three
delivery mechanisms. Forty one cities. Billions spent.” He looks at the
sky. “Smart Drops are a small technology. An underground currency.
A minor market. They do not justify this scale of operation.” “Then
why,” I say. “Because the Smart Drops suppression was a test,” he says.
“By the control groups. To see how well the Brain Dust worked.” I am
very still. “A controlled experiment,” I say. “Yes. Smart Drops were the
perfect test subject. Small enough to be manageable. Specific enough
to measure. Not important enough to cause a crisis if the test failed.”
He looks at the sky. “They installed the Smart Drops are dangerous
meme through seven operator groups using seven sin receptors and
three delivery mechanisms. And then they watched.” “How fast did the
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meme spread,” I say. “How deeply did it install,” he says. “How resistant
were different population segments. Which delivery mechanism was
most effective. Which sin receptor produced the most durable
suppression.” “The five semiconductor executives,” I say. “Data points,”
he says. “Proof of concept. Demonstrating that Brain Dust could make
intelligent capable people make catastrophic decisions they could not
explain.” I look at the trailing sky above San Jose. “The test worked,” I
say. “Perfectly,” he says. “The control groups now have a complete map
of Brain Dust effectiveness across a global population.” He pauses.
“Smart Drops were insignificant. They were a simple test. The real
operation has not started yet.” What is the best fit, I think. For an
investigation that just found the edge of something that has not yet
begun.

· · ·
Joslyn’s Observation

Joslyn finds me at my desk at noon. She sits down across from me. No
clipboard. No coffee. Just Joslyn. “You are thinking about whether the
investigation is what you thought it was,” she says. “Yes,” I say. “And
whether the people you are working with are who you thought they
were,” she says. I look at her. “James has been honest with you,” she
says. “About the moles. About the drops. About his judgment being
skewed. About the hornets nest.” She pauses. “That is not the behavior
of someone managing you.” “No,” I say. “But you are still applying your
guiding principle to him,” she says. “Even now.” “I always apply my
guiding principle,” I say. “I know,” she says. “That is why you are good
at what you do.” She looks at me. “What is the best fit for a man who
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tells you the truth even when it costs him. Who says Smart Drops are
insignificant when he has been taking them since nineteen. Who asks
whether his own premise is wrong and means it.” I look at my desk. “I
know what the best fit is,” I say quietly. “Yes,” Joslyn says. “You do.”
She stands up. “Lois,” she says. I look up. “The investigation will still be
here tomorrow,” she says. “And the day after. And the day after that.”
She picks up her clipboard from the chair. “Some things do not wait.”
She goes back to the small office.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The afternoon presses forward. Chen and Park monitor the
surveillance net tightening around James. Seven signals. Methodical.
Patient. The government agency moving at the pace of something that
does not need to hurry because it knows it will find what it is looking
for. I sit with the framework and the charity funding revelation and
Smart Drops are insignificant and the real operation has not started
yet and the days James said he had. Maybe less. What is the best fit, I
think. For days. Maybe less. The investigation needs more time. The
Calloway thread needs to go somewhere. The seven operator groups
are consolidating. The fourth mole is still silent. The real operation
has not started yet and we do not know what it is. And James Sullivan
is standing at the window with a net closing around him. Do I say
something about what I feel. Or do I wait for a better moment. Both
good. Both cost something real. Saying it now means saying it under
pressure. Under the weight of the hornets nest and the closing net and
the days maybe less. It could feel like fear talking. Not truth. Waiting
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means a better moment may not come. What is the best fit, I think.
For a better moment that may not exist.

· · ·
Dinner

James finds me at four. He has his jacket on. “Lois,” he says. I look up.
“I would like to follow an age old meme,” he says. Something in my
chest. “You already used that line,” I say. “It worked the first time,” he
says. I look at him. At the jacket. At the particular quality of his
attention that has been filing itself in me since the first morning
whether I wanted it to or not. The hornets nest. The closing net. Days
maybe less. Smart Drops are insignificant. The real operation has not
started yet. And James Sullivan asking me to dinner. What is the best
fit, I think. For this. “Give me five minutes,” I say. He nods once. I save
my notes. Put on my jacket. Look at the whiteboard one more time.
The two columns. The framework. The edge of something that has
not yet begun. And an age old meme. I pick up my bag and walk out of
the office. James is waiting in the hallway. We walked out into the San
Jose evening together. It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

14

· · ·
The Same Place

The same night club. The same white tablecloths. The same four piece
band. We dine. We talk. We dance. While dancing James says quietly
— “This is my favorite meme. I love you. I’m happy.” I look at him. “It’s
mine too,” I say. “I love you. I’m happy.” We kiss a long awaited
romantic kiss.

· · ·
Life Is Meant To Have Fun

We continue dancing. Several dances. The band plays and the room
turns slowly around us. James says — “Have you ever heard this meme.
Life is meant to have fun.” I look at him. “This is the most fun I’ve ever
had,” I say. He smiles. The full smile. We dance.
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· · ·
An Old Meme

Still dancing. James looks at me with the particular expression of a
man who has been waiting to say something and has decided the
moment is right. “If I said you had a beautiful body,” he says. “Would
you hold it against me.” I snuggle up close to him. We dance.

· · ·
Memes On A Dance Floor

Still dancing. “To know know him is to love love him,” I say. James
looks at me. “When the moon hits your eye like a pizza pie,” he says.
“That’s amore.” “I can’t help falling in love with you,” I say. “I might as
well face it,” he says. “I’m addicted to love.” The band plays. We dance.

· · ·
The World Creeping In

Still dancing. I could have danced all night. But the world keeps
creeping in. The memes in my head keep calling me. James holds me
close. Should I answer them. Or let them ring.

· · ·
Don’t Let Them Find You
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The music stops. We stand on the small dance floor. I look at James.
“Don’t let them find you,” I say. He looks at me for a long moment.
Then he nods once. We walk out into the San Jose night together. It
was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

15

· · ·
The Sidewalk

We walk to James’s car. The San Jose night is warm. The street quiet.
The night club behind us still playing its soft music to people who do
not know what is happening in the world. We stop. We kiss again.
James pulls back and looks at me. “If they get me,” he says. “Don’t pine
for me. Move on and find another love.” I look at him. “James—” A
car. Fast. No lights. Screeching to a stop at the curb. Two men out
before the car stops moving. Big. Practiced. The particular efficiency
of people who have done this before. James turns. One hit to the back
of the head. He goes down. They have him in the car before I can
move. Before I can breathe. Before the sound of the screeching tires
has finished echoing off the buildings. The car drives off. The street is
empty. James is gone. I stand on the sidewalk alone. Don’t pine for me.
Move on and find another love. The last thing he said. He knew.

· · ·



PERMISSION TO FALL

89

The Call

I call Chen. My hands are steady. I do not know how. Everything
inside me is not steady. But my hands know what to do even when the
rest of me does not. “James has been taken,” I say. “Outside the night
club on Third. Dark sedan. No plates. Two men. They hit him and put
him in the car. He is unconscious.” Chen is already moving. I can hear
Park in the background. Equipment being activated. Signals being
searched. “We will find the car,” Chen says. “Yes,” I say. “Are you safe,”
she says. I look at the empty street. The place where James was
standing thirty seconds ago. “Yes,” I say. “I am safe.” I end the call. I
stand on the sidewalk for one more moment. Then I walk back toward
the office. The investigation is still running. James would expect
nothing less.

· · ·
The Office

The office is lit up when I arrive. Chen and Park on their screens.
Marcus at the whiteboard. Joslyn in the corner with her clipboard.
Nobody asks how I am. They already know how I am. They know
because they know me. And because James Sullivan was the center of
this investigation in ways that cannot be replaced tonight or any night
soon. “The car,” I say. “Lost it two blocks from the night club,” Chen
says. “They switched vehicles. We are tracking the second vehicle now
but the signal is intermittent.” “The government agency,” I say.
“Almost certainly,” Marcus says. “They have him,” I say. “Which means
they know everything he knows. The moles. The drops. The



Lois Hartley

90

investigation.” “The moles are already being warned,” Chen says.
“James had a protocol. If he went dark all four moles receive an
automatic signal to go dormant.” “The fourth mole,” I say. “Also
receiving the signal,” Chen says. “Whether she is compromised or
dormant we do not know.” I look at the whiteboard. The framework.
The two columns. The edge of something that has not yet begun.
James built all of this. And now he is gone.

· · ·
Joslyn

Joslyn finds me at my desk at two AM. The team has done everything
it can do tonight. The car lost. The agency signal dark. James
somewhere in the system that has been hunting him for days. I sit with
my coffee and the empty space where James should be. Joslyn sits
down across from me. She does not say anything for a long time. “He
told you not to pine,” she says finally. “Yes,” I say. “He meant it,” she
says. “I know,” I say. “He knew this was possible,” she says. “He told you
because he wanted you to have permission. Not because he wanted
you to stop caring.” She pauses. “There is a difference.” I look at my
desk. “The investigation,” I say. “Yes,” Joslyn says. “The investigation
continues. That is what he would want.” She looks at me carefully.
“And Lois. You are going to need someone who understands Brain
Dust from the inside. Someone who can finish what James started.” “I
know,” I say. “That person exists,” she says. “We just have not found
them yet.” I look at the whiteboard. The framework without James
feels like a building without a foundation. Visible. Standing. But
uncertain about what is holding it up. Don’t pine for me. Move on and
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find another love. I file that away. In the place where I keep things I
am not ready to examine.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The office is quiet at three AM. Chen and Park have gone to sleep on
the office couches. Marcus has gone home. Joslyn is in the small office.
I sit alone with the investigation. The framework. The seven operator
groups. The simple test. The real operation that has not started yet.
The Calloway thread. The charitable foundations. The profit motive.
The Brain Dust that maps effectiveness across a global population.
And James gone. Do I continue the investigation. Or do I go to the
consortium and tell them everything. Both good. Both cost something
real. Continuing means staying private. Staying vulnerable. Two
people and a philosopher and an independent observer and a financial
forensics expert working remotely against a government agency that
just demonstrated it will take people off the street outside night clubs.
Going to the consortium means resources. Protection. Institutional
weight behind the investigation. But the consortium will shut it down.
James said so. They cannot afford the exposure. What is the best fit, I
think. For an investigation that just lost its center.

· · ·
She Continues
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I pick up my pen. I look at the framework. James built five years of this
before I called him. He placed four moles. He developed the
neutralizing liquid. He pulled Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration out of
the air for twelve years. He did not build it for himself. He built it for
the billion people who do not know what is happening to them. Don’t
pine for me. Move on and find another love. I write one word on a
clean page. Continue.



PERMISSION TO FALL

93

CHAPTER

16

· · ·
David Calls

David calls at eight AM. I have been at my desk since five. The office
quiet around me. Chen and Park running signals. Marcus reviewing
the Calloway thread. Joslyn in the small office. The investigation
continuing. One word on a clean page. “I found someone,” David says.
I look up from my notes. “Who,” I say. “A Brain Dust expert,” he says.
“Working independently. No institutional affiliation. No government
contracts. No connection to the operator groups or the management
industry. He is a naturopath.” He pauses. “I found him while
researching characteristics of Brain Dust.” “His name,” I say. “Vern
Warren,” David says. “He knows I contacted you. He is willing to come
in.” “When,” I say. “This morning,” David says. “If you say yes.” I look
at the framework on the whiteboard. The two columns. The edge of
something that has not yet begun. The Brain Dust expertise the
investigation has been missing. “Send him,” I say.
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· · ·
Vern Warren

Vern Warren arrives at ten. He is not what I expected. I do not know
what I expected. Not this. Not someone who fills a doorway with the
particular ease of a man completely comfortable in his own body. Not
dark eyes that read the room and find the most interesting thing in it
before he says a word. Right away I am attracted to him. Before he can
speak I ask — “How can we change the effects of this Smart Dust.” He
looks at me. Not surprised by the directness. Settling into it. “It is how
the brain sees the future,” he says. His voice is unhurried. The voice of
someone who has learned that patience is not the same as passivity.
“How it predicts the future. You can view the brain as a prediction
machine. Just about everything that you experience — your emotions,
your reactions, all of your decisions, what you decide to do — they are
all filtered through whatever your brain expects to happen.” I look at
him. “The brain uses identical neural networks to imagine the future
that it uses to remember the past,” he says. “The exact same neurons
that fire when you remember your childhood fire when you imagine
where you will live twenty years from now. Neurologically speaking
your future is treated like a memory you have not lived yet. This is
why expectation changes behavior. This is why super optimism
improves everyone’s outcomes.” “Your sense of identity is not a truth,”
he says. “It is a forecast. A prediction your brain makes about who you
are based on who you have been. The brain does not experience time
the way clocks measure it. It is always running slightly ahead of the
present moment. Anticipating. Preparing. Filtering incoming
experience through what it expects to find.” He looks at the
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whiteboard. “Smart Dust does not rewrite who you are. It corrupts the
forecast. It alters what the brain expects to find. And once the forecast
is corrupted every experience that follows is filtered through the
corrupted prediction.” The room is very quiet. “And to change it,” I
say. “You change the prediction,” he says. “Not the data. Not the
experience. The expectation itself.” He looks at the whiteboard. At the
two columns. “What James was pulling out of the air. Love Gratitude
Joy Inspiration. That is not a belief installation. That is a prediction
reset. The brain begins expecting something different. And everything
that follows is filtered through that new expectation.” I look at him. He
knows about James. He knows about the drops. What is the best fit, I
think. For a man who knows about James. Something moves in my
chest that has no business being there. Joslyn looks up from her
clipboard. She looks at Vern. Then at me. She writes something
immediately.

· · ·
What Vern Offers

“Sit down,” I say. He sits. I look at him across the conference table.
“You know about James Sullivan,” I say. “I know about his method,” he
says. “Not about him personally. The radionic broadcaster. The copper
and zinc plates. Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration under the copper. I
love everybody under the zinc.” He pauses. “I have been studying that
method for two years. Independent of this investigation. Because it
works on exactly the mechanism I described. It resets the brain’s
prediction architecture.” “You are a naturopath,” I say. “Yes,” he says. “I
have been studying Smart Drops and Brain Dust for three years. From
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a natural health perspective. What they actually do to the human body
and the brain’s prediction system.” “What brought you to it,” I say. He
looks at the table for a moment. “Someone close to me was working
with Brain Dust,” he says. “She changed. I needed to understand why.”
The room is quiet. “And do you,” I say. “Understand why.” “Yes,” he
says. “Now I do.” He does not say more than that. He reaches into his
leather bag and sets a drive on the table. “Three years of particle
transmission data,” he says. “From sources the operator groups do not
know exist. Including transmission data from a source inside one of
the operator groups.” “Which group,” I say. “The fourth group,” he
says. “The lust carrier.” The silent mole, I think. She found another
channel. “She is alive,” I say. “Yes,” Vern says. I look at him across the
table. Dark eyes looking back. Patient. Unhurried. Holding what he
knows until the question is right.

· · ·
The Prediction Machine

Marcus has been listening since Scene 2. He comes in now and sits
down. “The prediction machine,” he says to Vern. “If Smart Dust
corrupts the prediction architecture — the brain begins expecting
compliance, reduced critical thinking, susceptibility to suggestion —
then the seven deadly sin receptors are not emotional vulnerabilities.”
“No,” Vern says. “They are prediction shortcuts. The brain already has
a model for how pride works. How sloth works. How greed works.
Smart Dust does not install new emotional states. It accesses existing
prediction models and redirects them.” “More efficient than
installation,” Marcus says. “Significantly,” Vern says. “Installation
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requires sustained exposure and resistance overcome. Prediction
redirection requires a single accurate signal matched to an existing
model. The brain does the rest itself.” I look at the framework. Seven
deadly sins as prediction shortcuts. The suppression operation is not
manipulating emotions. It is hijacking the brain’s own prediction
architecture and turning it against the person carrying it. What is the
best fit, I think. For a man who just reframed the entire investigation
in ten minutes. I look at Vern. He is looking at the whiteboard. Not at
me. But I notice the particular quality of someone who is aware of
being looked at and is choosing not to acknowledge it yet.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The team breaks at noon. I sit alone with the drive and the framework
and Vern’s prediction machine and the silent mole who is not silent
after all. And James taken last night. And Vern Warren across the
conference table with dark patient eyes and a voice that does not
hurry. And something moving in my chest that has no business being
there. What is the best fit, I think. For all of this arriving at once. I
look at the drive on the table. The day after James was taken. Do I let
him in. Or do I wait.

· · ·
Partial Access
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I find Vern in the corridor at one. He is looking at the world map
through the glass. The red dots. The network lines. The coverage
patterns. He looks at it. Reading everything before saying anything.
“Vern,” I say. He turns. “I am going to give you access to part of the
investigation,” I say. “The particle transmission data. The signal
architecture. The technical framework.” I look at him. “Not the moles.
Not the operational details. Not the full picture.” “Until when,” he says.
“Until I know who you are,” I say. He holds my gaze for a moment.
“That is fair,” he says. He does not push. He does not argue. He does
not perform understanding. He just accepts it. I go back to my desk. I
think about the prediction machine. I think about a brain that begins
expecting something different and filters everything that follows
through that new expectation. I think about dark patient eyes and a
voice that does not hurry. It was already there. I would figure that out
later.
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CHAPTER

17

· · ·
Thursday Morning

Vern is already in the conference room when I arrive. Not at the table.
At the whiteboard. Looking at the two columns. Left side and right
side. The framework he was given partial access to yesterday. He reads
it differently from James. James read from the inside out. Sequential.
Building understanding layer by layer. Vern takes in the whole thing
at once. Standing back. Feeling the shape before engaging with the
detail. The way a musician reads a score before playing a note. I watch
him from the doorway. He does not know I am there. He tilts his head
slightly. Something in the right column catching his attention. Love
Gratitude Joy Inspiration. I love everybody. The words printed
beneath James’s copper and zinc plates. He nods once. To himself. As if
something he suspected has been confirmed. I come in. He turns.
“Good morning,” he says. “Good morning,” I say. I pour my coffee. He
has already made it. Fresh. Strong. The way I take it. I look at the
coffee. What is the best fit, I think. For a man who makes coffee the
right way on the second day without being told. “You were looking at
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the right column,” I say. “Yes,” he says. “What did you see,” I say. “A
prediction reset,” he says. “Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration. Those are
not abstractions. They are specific forecast architectures. Each one sets
the brain to expect a different kind of future.” He looks at the column.
“Love — the brain begins expecting connection. Gratitude — the
brain begins expecting abundance. Joy — the brain begins expecting
delight. Inspiration — the brain begins expecting possibility.” He
pauses. “Four forecasts. Running simultaneously. The brain filters
everything that follows through all four.” I look at the whiteboard.
What is the best fit, I think. For a man who just told me something I
have been carrying my whole life without knowing what to call it. I sit
down. We work.

· · ·
Stop Or Alter

At nine Vern closes his laptop and looks at me directly. “Lois,” he says.
“What do you want to do.” I look at him. “About the transmission,” he
says. “The Smart Dust. One billion people. The system the control
groups built and tested and are now ready to use for something larger.”
He pauses. “Do you want to stop their transmission. Or alter their
transmission without them knowing it.” The room is quiet around us.
Marcus looks up from his screen. Joslyn sets her coffee down. I think
about the seven operator groups. The relay stations. The HVAC
systems. The supply truck. The contrails. The vehicle exhaust fuel.
The UAPs. The charitable foundations. Richard Calloway on three
foundation boards. The profit motive made biological. Stop it —
expose the network. Take the Calloway thread to a journalist or a
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court. Dismantle the relay stations. End the suppression operation.
Visible. Legal. Clean. But one billion people still carrying the
corrupted forecast in their particles. Still filtered through the altered
prediction. Stopping the signal does not reset what the signal already
changed. Alter it — imprint the antidote into the existing particles.
Use the infrastructure already inside one billion people. The brain
begins expecting something different. Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration
running through the same delivery system that has been running
Smart Drops are dangerous. Without their knowledge. Without their
consent. “Those are not the same question,” I say. “No,” he says. “They
are not.” “Stopping it addresses the operation,” I say. “Altering it
addresses the people.” “Yes,” he says. “Altering it without their consent
makes us the same as the operator groups,” I say. Vern looks at me.
“Does it,” he says. I look at the whiteboard. What is the best fit, I think.
For doing the right thing the wrong way. I do not have an answer yet.

· · ·
How Vern Works

The team disperses at ten. Chen and Park on signals. Marcus at his
desk. Vern and I are alone in the conference room. He opens his
leather bag and sets three things on the table. A printed journal. Dense
with handwritten notes in the margins. A small device I do not
recognize — copper and zinc components, a crystal element, wires
twisted into an antenna. And a glass vial containing a few milliliters of
clear liquid. I look at the vial. “You make them yourself,” I say. “Yes,”
he says. “My own method. Similar to James’s. Slightly different
process.” He picks up the vial. “The crystal wand is the outputer. The



Lois Hartley

102

system that makes the drops is the inputer. Drawing the transmission
in. Accumulating it. The crystal wand delivers it out into the filtered
water.” “Input and output,” I say. “Two separate functions.” “Yes,” he
says. “James understood this intuitively. He built the system from first
principles without having the language for what he was building.” I
think about James in his shirt pocket. The small vials. Drinking first so
others would drink. “And the antidote,” I say. “If you wanted to deliver
it at scale. Through the existing Smart Dust particles.” “The particles
are already inside one billion people,” Vern says. “They are not a closed
system. They are still receiving. Still updating. If you can access the
transmission frequency and broadcast a different signal through it—”
“The particles become the crystal wand,” I say. Vern looks at me.
Something in his expression I have not seen there before. “Yes,” he
says. “Exactly that.” I look at him across the table. What is the best fit, I
think. For a man whose mind moves toward mine before I finish the
thought. I look at the journal. We work.

· · ·
What Joslyn Sees

Joslyn finds me in the corridor at noon. She has her clipboard. She has
her coffee. She has the expression of a woman who has been observing
all morning and has something specific to report. “Vern,” she says.
“Yes,” I say. “He reads energy,” she says. “Not data. Not signal
architecture. The transmission underneath the transmission. The
forecast underneath the forecast.” She pauses. “He approached the
whiteboard this morning the way I approach a new score. Not reading
it. Feeling its shape first.” “I noticed,” I say. “You noticed and it
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interested you,” she says. I look at her. “You are a scientist,” she says.
“You need evidence before you trust a mechanism. He is a naturopath.
He trusts the resonance before he can explain the mechanism. You
map what you can measure. He feels what cannot yet be measured.”
She pauses. “And somehow you both arrived at the same place this
morning. The particles as crystal wand.” “He is useful to the
investigation,” I say. Joslyn looks at me. “Lois,” she says. “What,” I say.
She writes something on her clipboard. She does not show me what.
“He makes your coffee the right way,” she says. “Without being asked.”
She goes back to the small office. I stand in the corridor for a moment.
I think about a man whose mind moves toward mine before I finish
the thought. I think about dark patient eyes and a voice that does not
hurry. I think about James. I think about something moving in my
chest that has no business being there and then moving again this
morning in a conference room over a whiteboard at nine AM. What is
the best fit, I think. I go back to work.

· · ·
The Danny Rosenberg Show

Vern finds me at three. He is holding two tickets. “I have seen this
show before,” he says. “Twice.” He holds the tickets out. “I would like
to take you.” I look at the tickets. The Danny Rosenberg Show. How
To Be Funny When You’re Not. “You want to see it a third time,” I
say. “I want you to see it for the first time,” he says. “There is
something in it that I think you need to hear.” He pauses. “Not from
me. From the show.” I look at him. What is the best fit, I think. For a
man who does not tell you what he knows. Who gives you the
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opportunity to find it yourself. Do I go. Or do I keep the boundary
firm. The investigation is still running. James is still taken. The stop or
alter question is still unresolved. The real operation has not started
yet. And Vern Warren is standing in my office doorway holding two
tickets to a show he has already seen twice because he thinks there is
something in it I need to hear.

· · ·
Yes

“Yes,” I say. Vern looks at me. Not surprised. Not relieved. Just
confirmed. He puts the tickets back in his pocket. “Thursday evening,”
he says. “I will pick you up at seven.” He goes back to his work. I go
back to mine.
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CHAPTER

18

· · ·
Thursday Evening

Vern picks me up at seven. He is at the door exactly at seven. Not early
the way James was always early. Exactly at seven. The particular
precision of someone who respects other people’s time without
making a performance of it. He is wearing a dark jacket. His leather
bag is not with him. Tonight he is not the naturopath with the drive
and the transmission data and the copper and zinc components. He is
just Vern Warren. Standing at my door at seven o’clock on a Thursday
evening holding two tickets to a show he has seen twice. “Ready,” he
says. “Yes,” I say. We drive to the theatre. We do not talk much. The
easy silence of two people who have been working in close proximity
for three days and have learned each other’s thinking well enough to
be comfortable in the gaps. I think about James. I think about what is
happening right now in whatever room James Sullivan is in. I think
about Vern driving and not talking and being exactly present in the
way he is always exactly present. What is the best fit, I think. I look out
the window at the San Jose night.
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· · ·
The Theatre

The theatre seats twelve hundred people. It is full. The particular
energy of a crowd that has been looking forward to something. The
particular warmth of twelve hundred people in a room together
waiting to laugh. Vern finds our seats. He hands me a program
without ceremony. I open it. Danny Rosenberg. Fictional Therapeutic
Comedian. Tonight’s performance is live. A note from the
management: Mr. Rosenberg is a fictional character. His advice is not
medical advice. His observations about your life are coincidental. Any
resemblance to your actual situation is purely the result of his paying
very close attention. I look up at the stage. A single spotlight. Empty.
Then Polly Cebos walks out. Eleven years old. Clipboard. Reading
glasses slightly too large for her face. The particular authority of
someone who has done extensive research. The audience applauds.
Polly waits for silence with the patience of a scientist. “Good evening,”
she says. “I am Polly Cebos. I am the master of ceremonies for this
evening’s performance. I have several items of data to share before Mr.
Rosenberg appears.” She consults her clipboard. “Item one. Danny
Rosenberg is a fictional therapeutic comedian from the novel
Expander Reaction. Item two. He is aware that he is fictional. Item
three. This does not appear to affect his performance in any
measurable way.” She turns a page. “Item four. Tonight Danny is going
to install a meme called I Love You I’m Happy which may completely
control your thoughts.” She looks up from the clipboard. “I have data
on the transmission rate. It is very high. You are welcome to attempt
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resistance. Nobody has succeeded yet.” The audience laughs. I look at
Polly. A meme, I think. She is describing a meme. Attach. Enter.
Replicate. Defend. Transmit. Polly nods once. Satisfied. “Item five.
You must laugh tonight. It is therapy. Item six. Mr. Rosenberg
sometimes believes he is performing live when he is not. Tonight he is
actually live. I have confirmed this.” She tucks the clipboard under her
arm. “Ladies and gentlemen. Danny Rosenberg.”

· · ·
Danny

The hologram appears center stage. Full sized. Fully present. The
particular quality of someone who has walked into a room they have
been looking forward to all day. Danny Rosenberg looks at twelve
hundred people and grins. “Hello. Danny Rosenberg here. I’m a
fictional therapeutic comedian from the book Expander Reaction. You
will find me giving shows mostly in love stories. They seem to always
find me.” He pauses. “You’re in a love story right now. Some of you
know it. Some of you don’t know it yet. Some of you are absolutely
certain you’re not in a love story and I want those people to look to
their left.” Twelve hundred people look left. Laughter. I look left. Vern
is there. He is not laughing. He is watching me. What is the best fit, I
think. I look back at the stage. “Life is meant to have fun. That’s not a
bumper sticker. That’s a diagnosis.” He reaches into his jacket and pulls
out a large card. The audience goes quiet. The card faces outward.
Four words printed in clean block letters. LOVE. GRATITUDE. JOY.
INSPIRATION. A cartoon balloon forms over Danny’s head. Inside it
the same four words. Love. Gratitude. Joy. Inspiration. “This is Card
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Six,” Danny says. “I carry it everywhere. And here is what I know
about it.”

· · ·
The Meme

He holds the card up higher. “These are not instructions. They are not
a checklist. They are not something you achieve and then put away.”
He looks at the card. “They are a condition. A weather system you live
inside. And the entry point — the door that lets you into this weather
system — is the simplest sentence in any language.” He looks at the
audience. “I love you. I’m happy.” Silence. I am very still. “Not because
everything is perfect. Not because nothing hurts. Not because you
figured it all out.” He sets the card down on the edge of the stage.
“Because love and happiness are not responses to conditions. They are
decisions. Made before the conditions arrive. Installed ahead of time
so that when the hard thing comes — and it always comes — you
already know where you live.” I think about my parents. My father
coming home from work. My mother looking up from whatever she
was doing. The recognition passing between them that I could not
name. Not romantic exactly. Something older than romantic. It always
made me feel loved and happy. I love you. I’m happy. “The meme Polly
mentioned,” Danny says. “I Love You I’m Happy. Polly is right that it
will completely control your thoughts. But here is what she did not tell
you.” He smiles. “You are going to let it. Because once it gets in — once
it starts replicating — you are going to realize it was already there.
You just forgot.” I do not forget. I remember. My parents installed this
in me before I had language for it. Before I understood what cognitive
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transmission was. Before I spent fifteen years studying the mechanism.
Attach. Enter. Replicate. Defend. Transmit. They were authentic
hosts. I was an available receiver. The transmission was inevitable.
Like DNA passes from parent to child. I have been carrying I love you
I’m happy my entire life. I have been spreading it everywhere I go
without knowing it had a name. He picks the card up again. “Love.
Gratitude. Joy. Inspiration. Take it home tonight. Put it somewhere
you can see it. And every morning when you wake up say the five
words before you say anything else.” He looks at the audience. “I love
you. I’m happy.” Twelve hundred people are completely silent. Then
someone in the back says it out loud. I love you. I’m happy. Then
someone else. Then the whole room. Vern says it beside me. Quietly.
The voice of someone who has said this before and means it more each
time. I say it. I love you. I’m happy. The meme is in the room.
Attaching. Entering. Replicating. Danny grins. “There it is,” he says.
“Polly told you nobody has resisted it yet. Now you know why.”

· · ·
The Dilemma

The show continues. I sit in the dark theatre beside Vern and think
about what I now know. The antidote is not a technology. It is not a
pharmaceutical. It is not a manufactured compound. It is a meme. The
oldest meme in human history. Transmitted person to person from
authentic host to available receiver. Installed before the receiver has
the capacity to resist it. I have been the antidote all along. And now I
understand what the investigation needs. Not just to stop the Smart
Dust transmission. Not just to alter it. But to deploy I love you I’m
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happy through the existing Smart Dust infrastructure. Through the
particles already inside one billion people. Using Vern’s understanding
of the delivery mechanism and James’s input system and the prediction
reset architecture Vern described. Turn the weapon into the medicine.
The stop or alter question resolves itself in the dark of a San Jose
theatre while Danny Rosenberg takes questions from the audience and
Polly presents supplementary data. And underneath all of it —
running alongside the investigation resolution — something else.
Vern beside me in the dark. Who brought me here because he knew
what I needed to hear. Who said I want you to see it for the first time.
Who has been watching me since Scene 1 of Chapter 16 with dark
patient eyes and a voice that does not hurry. Do I say anything to Vern
about what I feel. Or do I wait.

· · ·
After

We walk to the car after the show. The San Jose night is warm. The
theatre crowd dispersing around us. Each of them carrying whatever
Danny installed tonight. Twelve hundred new hosts. The meme
spreading. I walk beside Vern and think about what I am carrying and
where it came from and what it means for the investigation and what
it means for everything else. “Well,” Vern says. “Well,” I say. We walk
for a moment without talking. “I love you I’m happy,” Vern says. He
says it the way you say something that has been true for a long time
and has just been given its name. I look at him. “You already knew,” I
say. “Yes,” he says. “Since the first time I saw you.” He looks at the
night. “I wanted you to know too.” I think about my parents. The
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recognition passing between them. Something older than romantic. I
think about James in his shirt pocket. The small vials. The liquid that
resets in thirty seconds. Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration printed
beneath the copper plate. I think about one billion people carrying a
corrupted forecast and the antidote already running in me before I
knew what to call it. I look at Vern Warren. “I’m not resisting,” I say.
He looks at me. We get in the car. It was already there. I was figuring
it out.
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CHAPTER

19

· · ·
Friday Morning

Vern is at the whiteboard when I arrive. Not looking at it this time.
Writing on it. A new column. Third column. To the right of the two I
drew weeks ago. I set my coffee down and look at what he has written.
Left column — what the operator groups install. Middle column —
what James pulls out of the air. Right column — a single phrase.
INVERTED VALENCE. I look at him. “Tell me,” I say. He sets the
marker down. “The seven deadly sin carriers,” he says. “The
suppression memes. The forecast corruption. All of it is the surface
layer. What the investigation has been mapping.” He pauses. “But
there is a deeper layer. A targeted application of Smart Dust that the
investigation has not yet seen.” “Show me,” I say. “The brain assigns
emotional valence to everything it encounters,” he says. “Positive
valence — approach. Attraction. Comfort. Love. Negative valence —
avoidance. Disgust. Aversion. Shame.” He looks at the whiteboard.
“Smart Dust in its most targeted form does not suppress gamma waves
or install a specific meme. It inverts the valence assignment. Good
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things begin generating negative emotional responses. Harmful things
feel neutral or positive.” I look at the phrase on the whiteboard. “The
person whose valence has been inverted,” I say slowly. “Does not know
their compass has been reversed.” “No,” he says. “They feel shame at
love. Aversion to truth. Comfort with harm. And they believe these
responses are their own. Because they feel exactly like their own
responses always felt.” He pauses. “Just pointed at the wrong things.”
The room is very quiet. “How long does it take,” I say. “To fully
invert,” he says. “Months. With sustained exposure.” “And to reverse,”
I say. He looks at the whiteboard. “That,” he says. “Is what I have been
trying to figure out for three years.”

· · ·
Elena

I ask him at nine. We are alone. Marcus has gone for coffee. Chen and
Park on signals. Joslyn in the small office. “The person close to you,” I
say. “Who was working with Brain Dust.” He looks at me. “Tell me,” I
say. He is quiet for a moment. “Her name was Elena,” he says. “My
fiancée. She was a research scientist at a Brain Dust development
facility. She had been working there for eight months when I first
noticed something was different.” I wait. “Small things at first,” he says.
“She would be at something beautiful — a concert, a meal we both
loved, a phone call with her mother — and she would seem
diminished by it. Not tired. Uncomfortable. As if the good thing had
done something wrong to her.” “Negative valence on positive
experience,” I say. “Yes. And the reverse. Things that should have
troubled her — news stories, conversations with difficult people,
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situations that used to upset her — she began receiving them with
equanimity. With comfort almost.” He looks at his hands. “I noticed. I
asked. She said she was fine.” “She felt fine,” I say. “She felt exactly
herself,” he says. “Because the responses felt like her responses. They
just pointed at the wrong things.” I think about the prediction
machine. The brain treating its forecast like memory. The sense of
identity as a forecast not a truth. Elena’s forecast had been corrupted
from the inside. She had no way to know. “What happened,” I say.
“Over six months she became someone I recognized less and less,” he
says. “Not dramatically. Gradually. The things she loved she began
avoiding. The things she should have avoided she began seeking. And
she could not understand why I was concerned. Because from inside
her own forecast everything felt normal.” He pauses. “One morning
she did not wake up.” The office is quiet. “I am sorry,” I say. He nods
once. “I became a naturopath because of Elena,” he says. “I began
researching Brain Dust because of Elena. Everything I know about
Smart Drops and inverted valence and prediction architecture I
learned because I needed to understand what happened to her.” He
looks at the whiteboard. “And because I needed to make sure it did not
happen to anyone else.” I look at Vern Warren. The naturopath with
the leather bag and the dark patient eyes and the voice that does not
hurry. Carrying three years of grief and research and a drive full of
particle transmission data from a mole who found another channel.
And I trust him. For the first time. Completely.

· · ·
What The Investigation Was Missing
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Marcus comes back at ten. I brief him on inverted valence. He sits
down slowly. “The five semiconductor executives,” he says. “They did
not just make catastrophic decisions because Smart Dust installed
manufactured certainty.” “Their valence was partially inverted,” I say.
“The documents that should have generated aversion and disgust
generated comfort. The fraudulent partnership that should have felt
wrong felt right. Not because their intelligence was suppressed.
Because their emotional compass was reversed.” “For how long,”
Marcus says. “Long enough,” Vern says. “The wellness sessions were
not the only exposure point. They were the final targeted dose. The
executives had likely been in partial exposure zones for weeks. The
HVAC relay stations. The vehicle exhaust. Building toward the tipping
point.” Marcus looks at the framework. “And one billion people,” he
says. “Are at various stages of valence inversion,” Vern says. “Some
minor. Some significant. Depending on their proximity to relay
stations and delivery mechanisms and duration of exposure.” I look at
the whiteboard. Three columns now. The operator groups installing
suppression memes through seven deadly sin carriers. James’s input
system resetting the prediction architecture through Love Gratitude
Joy Inspiration. And inverted valence. The deepest layer. The thing
the investigation had not yet seen. “The antidote,” I say. “I love you I’m
happy. Does it address inverted valence.” Vern looks at me. “Yes,” he
says. “That is what I came here to tell you.”

· · ·
How The Antidote Works
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Vern opens his leather bag. He sets the small device on the table.
Copper and zinc plates. The crystal element. The twisted wires. Then
he sets a printed schematic beside it. I look at the schematic. Precise.
Detailed. Every component labeled. Every measurement noted. The
kind of document produced by someone who understood exactly what
they were building and why. “James printed this,” Vern says. “I
received it two years ago through an independent research network.
People working outside the management system. Sharing what they
know.” He looks at the schematic. “I studied it for two years before I
understood every component.” I look at the schematic. James Sullivan.
Already there. Already prepared. Already distributing his knowledge
to people he had never met because the work mattered more than the
credit. “The solution,” I say. “What the plates are suspended in.” “A
blend of sixteen mushroom powders,” Vern says. “Dissolved in liquid.
The plates hang in that solution.” He looks at the device. “Fungi are
one of the most sophisticated biological communication systems on
earth. The mycelium network transmits information between
organisms across vast distances. Mushrooms have been receiving and
transmitting subtle biological signals for hundreds of millions of
years.” He pauses. “James chose sixteen specific varieties. Each one
contributing something specific to the solution’s capacity to receive
and hold the transmission.” “And the antenna draws the transmission
into the mushroom solution,” I say. “Yes,” Vern says. “The solution is
the medium. It holds the accumulated transmission. The crystal wand
then stirs that solution into filtered water. Concentrating and
delivering what was drawn in.” I look at the schematic again. “He knew
exactly what he was doing,” I say. “Yes,” Vern says. “James Sullivan
knew far more than he ever said out loud.” I think about a man who
arrived early with coffee waiting and vials in his shirt pocket and a



PERMISSION TO FALL

117

liquid that reset thirty seconds and a schematic distributed quietly to
independent researchers two years before Lois called him. Already
there. Already prepared. Already building the antidote to something
that had not yet been named. “The input system James built,” he says.
“Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration under the copper plate. I love
everybody under the zinc. The antenna drawing authentic
transmission from the field into the sixteen mushroom solution.” He
looks at the device. “What James did not know — what I know from
three years of studying valence inversion — is that this specific
combination of intentions broadcast through this specific architecture
produces a signal that is fundamentally incompatible with inverted
valence.” “Why,” I say. “Because Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration are the
four emotional states most targeted by valence inversion,” he says.
“They are the first to be reversed. The first to generate shame and
aversion in an inverted host. And they are therefore the four states
that most directly address the inversion when reintroduced
authentically.” He pauses. “The antidote does not just reset the
prediction forecast. It specifically targets the inverted valence and
restores the correct emotional compass.” “Love should feel like love,”
Marcus says quietly. “Yes,” Vern says. “Not shame. Not aversion. Love
should feel like love. Gratitude should feel like gratitude. Joy should
feel like joy. Inspiration should feel like inspiration.” I think about
Elena. Who felt shame at a concert. Aversion to her mother’s voice on
the phone. Who did not know her compass had been reversed. Who
did not wake up one morning. I look at Vern. “The particles,” I say.
“Already inside one billion people. If we can broadcast the antidote
signal through the existing infrastructure—” “The inverted valence
begins to correct,” Vern says. “Gradually. Over time. The way it was
corrupted gradually over time.” “How long,” I say. “For most people,”



Lois Hartley

118

he says. “Weeks. For some months.” He pauses. “But it begins
immediately. The first dose of authentic transmission and the brain
starts finding its way back to the correct compass.” I look at the
schematic on the table. James built this from first principles without
knowing what he was building. He built the antidote to inverted
valence twelve years before Vern could name it. “Maybe the Smart
Drops aren’t insignificant after all,” I say. “Maybe they were targeting
the Smart Drops.” What is the best fit, I think. For that.

· · ·
The Dilemma

The afternoon is quiet. Chen and Park monitoring signals. Marcus
reviewing the framework with the third column added. Joslyn in the
small office writing something on her clipboard she has not shared. I
sit with everything I now know. Elena. The inverted valence. The
antidote that addresses the deepest layer. Vern Warren who came here
carrying three years of grief and research and the specific knowledge
the investigation needed. And James. Taken eleven days ago. In a
room somewhere that I cannot reach. Do I tell Vern about James, I
think. About what James and I were. About what I feel when I think
about him taken. Both carry something real. Telling Vern — honest.
The thing Lois does. The thing James always did. Truth even when it
costs something. Not telling Vern — protecting something. What
exactly I am not certain. James. Vern. Herself. What is the best fit, I
think. For honesty in a room full of complicated things.
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· · ·
What She Says

Vern is packing his leather bag at five. I come to the doorway of the
small office. “Vern,” I say. He looks up. “The man whose method you
studied,” I say. “James Sullivan. He and I—” I pause. “He was taken
eleven days ago. By the government agency running the suppression
operation.” Vern looks at me. “I know,” he says. I look at him. “David
told me before I came in,” he says. “It is part of why I came in when I
did.” He holds my gaze. “I know what he means to the investigation.
And I know what he means to you.” I look at the doorway. “I am not
James Sullivan,” Vern says. “I do not read signal data. I do not have a
five year surveillance operation. I cannot track government agencies
or protect this team the way he could.” He pauses. “What I have is
what I have.” I look at him. “And what do you have,” I say. He looks at
me steadily. “Whatever you want me to have,” he says. The small office
is quiet. I look at Vern Warren. Dark patient eyes. A voice that does
not hurry. It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

20

· · ·
Monday Morning

Vern is at the whiteboard when I arrive. He has a large open briefcase
on the conference table beside him. Inside it an exotic looking
electronic machine. Not like anything James’s team brought in. Not
signals equipment or surveillance hardware or detection devices.
Something older looking. Part workshop. Part temple. A flat wooden
base with copper and zinc components mounted precisely. Dials along
one edge. A rubbing plate. A central specimen well with a geometric
copper array surrounding it. Crystal elements at four corners. Wiring
visible but deliberate. The whole thing radiating the particular quality
of something built by hand over a long time by someone who knew
exactly what they were building. I look at it. Then at Vern. A fourth
column on the whiteboard. To the right of the three we have built
over the past week. OBEDIENCE RITUAL. I look at him. “Tell me,” I
say. He sets the marker down. “The prediction machine,” he says. “The
inverted valence. The seven deadly sin carriers. All of it is the
mechanism of how Smart Dust works on the brain.” He looks at the
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whiteboard. “But there is a deeper question. Why does it work so well.
Why is the population so susceptible. Why does manufactured
compliance install so efficiently in intelligent capable people who
would consciously reject it if they knew it was happening.” “Because
the compliance architecture is already there,” I say. “Yes,” he says. “But
older than Smart Dust. Older than Brain Dust. Older than any
technology.” He looks at me. “Your nervous system is running
software that is at least two hundred thousand years old. And that
software has one core directive.” “Exile equals death,” I say. Vern looks
at me. “Yes,” he says. “You already know this.”

· · ·
The Obedience Ritual

“The nervous system does not obey out of fear,” Vern says. “It obeys
out of identity. People confuse safety with self. What feels like my
personality is often my survival system wearing a team jersey.” Marcus
comes in and sits down without asking. Joslyn appears in the doorway.
“The obedience is not a mindset,” Vern says. “It is a survival reflex.
Exile equals death. That is the operating system. And so the nervous
system makes compliance biologically efficient. If I am compliant my
cells make more energy. I avoid conflict. I keep myself safe. Becoming
obedient is not a decision. It is metabolic efficiency.” “And Smart Dust
finds that system already running,” I say. “Yes. It does not install
obedience from scratch. That would be inefficient. It finds the five step
ritual already running and amplifies each step.” He writes on the
whiteboard. One. Fear of rejection. Two. Silencing of self. Three.
External referencing. Four. Image management. Five. Behavioral
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conformity. “Five steps,” he says. “Already running in every human
nervous system. Smart Dust does not create them. It turns up the
volume on each one. Step one — the fear of rejection becomes the
primary organizing principle of every decision. Step two — the
silencing of self becomes total. Not just I will not say this out loud. But
I will not even think this. Step three — external referencing becomes
the only reference. Not what do I think. Only what do they think of
me. Step four — image management becomes a full time occupation.
Step five — behavioral conformity becomes identity itself.”
“Obedience is identity theft,” Marcus says quietly. Vern looks at him.
“Yes,” he says. “Exactly that. The person begins mistaking their
conditioned compliance for their actual personality. The version of
them that says yes when it should be saying no — that feels like them.
It is not them. It is two hundred thousand years of survival software
amplified by Smart Dust to a frequency they cannot distinguish from
their own thoughts.” The room is very quiet. “Permission bypasses
conscience,” I say. “Yes,” Vern says. “Every time you stay quiet to keep
the peace. Every time you call it a strategy when it is actually a ritual.
Smart Dust makes that ritual feel not just natural but inevitable.”

· · ·
The Antidote As Interruption

“And the antidote,” Marcus says. “I love you I’m happy. How does it
interrupt the ritual.” Vern looks at the four columns. “The nervous
system has to feel that it survived disobedience,” he says. “That is the
mechanism. Not instruction. Not persuasion. Not information. The
body has to experience — we made it through that. Nothing
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happened. We did not die.” “Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration,” I say.
“Are the four states that the obedience ritual most aggressively
suppresses,” he says. “Love requires vulnerability. Vulnerability feels
like exposure. Exposure feels like exile risk. The survival software flags
love as dangerous. Gratitude requires acknowledging what you have.
Which makes you visible. Visible feels like exile risk. Joy is
uncontrolled. Uncontrolled is unpredictable. Unpredictable feels like
exile risk. Inspiration leads to action. Action disrupts conformity.
Conformity is survival.” “So the survival software treats Love
Gratitude Joy Inspiration as threats,” I say. “Yes. And Smart Dust
amplifies that treatment until love feels like shame. Gratitude feels like
exposure. Joy feels dangerous. Inspiration feels reckless.” He pauses.
“Inverted valence is not a separate mechanism from the obedience
ritual. It is the obedience ritual taken to its logical endpoint.” I look at
the whiteboard. Four columns. The operator groups. James’s input
system. Inverted valence. The obedience ritual. All the same
mechanism. Different depths. Different layers. One system. “The
antidote interrupts the ritual,” Vern says. “Not by arguing with it. Not
by explaining it. By giving the nervous system the direct experience
that Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration are safe. That they do not cause
exile. That expressing them does not result in death. Once the nervous
system has that experience — once it feels we made it through that and
nothing happened — the ritual loses its grip.” “And James’s drops
deliver that experience,” I say. “Directly,” Vern says. “To the prediction
machine. Bypassing the conscious mind entirely. The brain does not
debate whether love is safe. It experiences love as safe. Before the
obedience software can intercept.”
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· · ·
The Deployment

Joslyn sets her clipboard down. That is unusual. Joslyn always has her
clipboard. “The deployment,” she says. “If we broadcast the antidote
through the existing Smart Dust particles inside one billion people.
Using the same infrastructure the operator groups use. We are using
psychotronic principles to deliver a signal nonlocally through a
network of particles already present in the population.” “Yes,” Vern
says. “Distance irrelevant,” she says. “Distance irrelevant,” he says. “The
particles are the witness sample. In psychotronic practice a witness
sample is a physical link to the target. A hair. A blood sample. A
photograph. Anything that carries the energetic signature of the
person. The Smart Dust particles inside each person carry their
energetic signature. They are already inside. Already linked.” He looks
at the whiteboard. “We do not need to reach one billion people. The
particles inside them are already our reach.” Marcus leans forward.
“The particles as witness sample,” he says. “The existing relay station
infrastructure as the broadcasting instrument. And James’s input
system as the signal source.” “Yes,” Vern says. “Three components. All
already exist. All already operational. We do not build a new system.
We redirect an existing one.” “And the free will question,” I say. The
room is quiet. “We install the antidote without their knowledge,” I say.
“Without their consent. We use their own nervous systems as delivery
mechanisms for something they did not choose.” Nobody speaks.
“Does that make us the same as the operator groups,” I say.

· · ·
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The Dilemma

The afternoon is quiet. I sit alone with the four columns and the
obedience ritual and the deployment mechanism and the free will
question that nobody answered. Not because nobody had an answer.
Because the answer is not clean. The operator groups violated free will
to install compliance. To suppress gamma waves. To invert emotional
valence. To amplify the obedience ritual until a billion people were
living inside survival software they could not see. We propose to
violate free will to reverse all of that. Same mechanism. Different
direction. The operator groups said we know better than you what
you should believe. We are saying we know better than you what you
should feel. Even if what we want them to feel is love. Even if the
antidote is real and the suppression was not. Do we deploy the
antidote without consent. Or do we find another way. Both carry a
cost that does not resolve cleanly. What is the best fit, I think. For
good intention delivered through violated consent.

· · ·
What She Decides

Vern finds me at five. I am at the whiteboard. Looking at the four
columns. He stands beside me. We look at the whiteboard together.
“The operator groups had a choice,” I say. “They chose to install the
suppression. They knew exactly what they were doing.” “Yes,” he says.
“The billion people did not choose the suppression,” I say. “They did
not consent to the obedience ritual being amplified. They did not
consent to inverted valence. They did not consent to their prediction
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machine being corrupted.” “No,” he says. “We are not installing
something new,” I say. “We are removing something that was installed
without consent.” “Yes,” he says. “That is not the same thing,” I say.
Vern looks at me. “No,” he says. “It is not.” I look at the whiteboard.
The free will question does not go away. It sits in the room with us.
But I have an answer that I can live with. “We deploy,” I say. Vern
looks at me for a long moment. “That,” he says. “Is the best fit.” It was
already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

21

· · ·
Come With Me

I arrive at the office at eight. Vern is at the door. Not inside. At the
door. Wearing different clothes than I have seen him in before. Not
the dark jacket of the investigation. Something older. Well worn. The
clothes of someone who has been outdoors in them many times. He is
holding two paddles. I look at the paddles. Then at Vern. He takes my
hand. “Come with me,” he says. “We are going white water kayaking.”
I look at him. “Now,” he says. “The investigation—” I start. “Will be
here when we get back,” he says. He is already walking. My hand in
his. The paddles in his other hand. I go with him.

· · ·
The River

The Guadalupe River. An hour south of San Jose. Vern has a tandem
kayak already loaded on his truck. Red. Scratched from use. The kind
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of equipment that has been somewhere and done something. He helps
me into the front and settles into the back without ceremony. “Front
paddler sets the pace,” he says. “Back paddler steers. You read the water
ahead. I read you.” “You read me,” I say. “Yes,” he says. “That is how a
tandem works.” I look at the river ahead. Green and fast. The
particular quality of moving water that does not wait for you to be
ready. “I have never done this,” I say. “I know,” he says. “How do you
know,” I say. “I read you,” he says. And we push off.

· · ·
The Water

The first rapid takes us before I am ready. Not a big one. Class two.
But fast. The kayak accelerating into the tongue of the current and
Vern’s paddle cutting precisely behind me adjusting our angle and I
paddle hard on the left the way he said and we come through clean and
the cold spray hits my face and I laugh. I do not decide to laugh. I just
do. “There it is,” Vern says behind me. “What,” I say. “You,” he says.
“When you stop thinking.” We paddle into the flat water below the
rapid and I feel the particular warmth of having done something
physical and real and slightly frightening and come through the other
side still upright. “Again,” I say. “There is a class three ahead,” he says.
“You ready.” “No,” I say. “Good,” he says. “Let’s go.”

· · ·
Reading Each Other
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We run four more rapids before noon. The class three flips us on the
first attempt. Cold water. Fast current. Vern has me out and the kayak
righted before I have finished processing what happened. He is
laughing. I am laughing. The river does not care either way. We run it
again. Clean. I learn to read the water. Where the current pulls toward
the rocks and where it opens. Where to commit and where to hold.
Vern behind me the whole time. Not instructing. Just there.
Adjusting. Reading me reading the water. At a long flat section we
drift without paddling. The river quiet around us. Trees on both
banks. The San Jose office somewhere far away with its whiteboard
and its four columns and its large briefcase containing an exotic
looking electronic machine. “How did you know I needed this,” I say.
“The same way I knew about the coffee,” he says. I look at the river
ahead. “You read people,” I say. “I read you,” he says. “That is different.”
I look at the trees on the bank. What is the best fit, I think. For a man
who reads me. I do not answer the question. I paddle.

· · ·
The Dilemma

We pull over on a flat gravel bank at one o’clock. Vern has a thermos
of coffee and two cups in the dry bag. He pours without asking. The
right way. He always makes it the right way. We sit on a warm flat
rock beside the river with our coffee and the wet clothes and the sound
of the next rapid downstream. The river ahead. Two more class threes.
Afternoon light hitting the current in a way that makes the white
water look like something worth running toward. Vern looks at the
river. Then at me. “Do you want to keep kayaking,” he says. “Or go to
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dinner.” He pauses. “Some of my friends are having a barbecue.”

· · ·
The Barbecue

“Your friends,” I say. Vern looks at me. Not surprised. Not relieved.
Just confirmed. “We run the last two rapids first,” I say. He almost
smiles. The full smile arriving a moment later. We run the last two
rapids. The final class three we come through so clean that Vern lets
out a sound I have not heard from him before. Not a shout. Something
quieter. The sound of a man who is completely where he is and finds it
exactly right. I turn to look at him. Water on his face. His eyes bright.
Dark patient eyes that are not patient right now. Just present.
Completely present. I turn back to the river. And I feel it. The thing
that has been running in me since he filled the doorway and looked at
the whiteboard and then looked at me. I love you. I’m happy. Not said
out loud. Just there. Running. The most natural transmission in the
world. It was already there. I was figuring it out.
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CHAPTER

22

· · ·
The Barbecue

Vern’s friends live in the hills above Los Gatos. Wide back deck. Oak
trees below. Wood smoke and dry grass and the particular warmth of a
California evening in late October. Eight people who have been
meeting like this for years. Vern introduces me without ceremony.
“This is Lois,” he says. A man named John shakes my hand
immediately. “Hi I’m John,” he says. “Does Vern have you drinking
Smart Drop water. He’s big on Smart Drops. He made us all magic
wands.” He pauses. “My wife can’t get enough of that water. She takes a
bath in it.” I look at John. Then at Vern. Vern is looking at the sky
with the expression of a man who has heard this before and has made
peace with it. I watch him across the deck. He catches me watching. He
does not look away.

· · ·
The Evening
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The food is good. Steve makes ribs that have been on the smoker since
morning. Missy brings a salad that has things in it I cannot identify
and do not need to. Someone opens wine. Someone else builds the fire
up in the pit at the edge of the deck. I sit beside Vern on the bench by
the fire. The investigation is somewhere else tonight. James is
somewhere else tonight. The obedience ritual and the inverted valence
and the psychotronic broadcaster and the one billion people carrying a
corrupted forecast — all of it somewhere else. Just the fire. Just the
evening. Just Vern beside me. “You ran a class three today,” Steve says
from across the fire. “Second attempt,” I say. “First attempt she swam,”
Vern says. “I did not swim,” I say. “I was briefly in the water.” The
group laughs. Vern is laughing. I look at him laughing in the firelight.
What is the best fit, I think. I already know.

· · ·
What His Friends Know

Missy sits beside me when Vern goes inside. “He has not brought
anyone here before,” she says. I look at her. “Not in three years,” she
says. “Since Elena.” I look at the fire. “He told you about her,” Missy
says. “Yes,” I say. “Then he trusts you,” she says. “Vern does not talk
about Elena. He carries it but he does not talk about it.” She looks at
the fire. “Whatever you are doing with him. It is working.” I look at
the fire. What is the best fit, I think. For being the first person he has
brought here in three years. Vern comes back with two coffees. He
makes them the right way without asking. He always makes them the
right way.
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· · ·
The Fire

The group thins as the evening goes on. Steve and his wife leave first.
Then two others. Then Missy with a look at me over Vern’s shoulder
that says everything she already said by the fire. Four people left. Then
three. Then just Vern and me. The fire burning low. The oak trees
dark below the deck. The California night warm and full of stars. We
sit without talking. The particular quiet of two people who have run
white water together and eaten ribs by a fire and laughed about things
that have nothing to do with the investigation and are now sitting in
the aftermath of an evening that both of them know means something.
I look at the stars. Vern looks at me.

· · ·
The Declaration

“Lois,” he says. I look at him. The firelight. His face. Dark patient eyes
that are not patient right now. “I love you Lois,” he says. “I love you
Vern,” I say. We kiss a long primal kiss.

· · ·
The Kiss

We kiss by the dying fire on the deck above the oak trees in the
California night. We say goodbye to his friends and head back. In the
pickup Vern looks at me. “Lois,” he says. “The machines have been
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operational since before we left this morning. By tomorrow morning
you will be seeing results.” I look at him. We drive back to San Jose.
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CHAPTER

23

[Chapter 23]{.smallcaps}

“James!” I run to James. We kiss like we did before. My toes curl.
My spine tingles. “I love you Lois.” “I love you James.” I turn to Vern. “I
love you Lois.” “I love you Vern.” Joslyn says quietly. “Lois. Choose one
or the other.” “I can’t choose.” “Lois. Choose one or the other.” “I can’t
choose.” “I love you both. You both make me happy.” Joslyn says
quietly. “Lois. Choose one or the other. You will be right.” “James.
Right or wrong. I choose you.” “Will you marry me Lois?” “Yes. Yes
James. I love you.”
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CHAPTER

24

How To Be Funny When You’re Not — Special Episode: Permission To Fall

· · ·
Lois

Polly walks to center stage. She has her clipboard. She has her reading
glasses slightly too large for her face. She has the particular authority
of someone who has done extensive research and is prepared to share
all of it whether anyone asked or not. “Part One,” she says. “Our first
guest is Dr. Lois Hartley. She is a cognitive scientist who specializes in
belief architecture. She studies how beliefs enter the human mind and
spread without the host knowing it is happening.” She consults her
clipboard. “She has published forty seven papers on this subject. She
has a ninety four percent accuracy rate in identifying installed beliefs
in her research subjects.” She pauses. “She did not notice the meme
running in herself for approximately twelve years.” The audience
laughs. Polly looks up. “I have data on this,” she says. “The irony is
significant.” She tucks the clipboard under her arm. “Dr. Lois Hartley.”
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Lois appears in her rectangle. Fifteen years later. The Hartley
Sullivan Institute for Cognitive Security. San Jose. She looks like
someone who has been doing important work and occasionally finds it
very funny. Danny looks at her with complete warmth. “Lois,” he says.
“You wrote a book called Permission To Fall. You are in it. How does
it feel to be the subject of your own research.” Lois looks at the camera.
“Humbling,” she says. “I spent fifteen years telling other people how
memes install themselves without their knowledge or consent. And
then I wrote a book about how it happened to me.” “Twice,” Danny
says. “Twice,” Lois says. “The investigation meme,” Danny says.
“And—” “The love meme,” Lois says. “Yes.” Danny looks at the
audience with complete delight. “She calls love a meme,” he says. “Love
IS a meme,” Lois says. “The oldest one. Transmitted person to person
from authentic host to available receiver. My parents were authentic
hosts. I was an available receiver. The transmission was inevitable.”
She pauses. “I just did not notice it was also happening with two men
simultaneously while I was investigating cognitive manipulation at a
global scale.” “You were busy,” Danny says. “I was extremely busy,”
Lois says. Polly looks up. “The rate of meme transmission is not
affected by the host’s busyness,” she says. “I have data on this. Being
occupied does not protect you. If anything it accelerates attachment
because the defenses are down.” “My defenses were definitely down,”
Lois says.

“The beginning,” Danny says. “Tell me about the beginning.” “I
called James Sullivan on a Tuesday,” Lois says. “He arrived Wednesday
at eight AM. He was already there when I arrived at seven forty five.”
“He was already there,” Danny says. “He had made coffee,” Lois says.
“The right way. Without being asked.” “And.” “And I noticed,” Lois
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says. “I am a cognitive scientist. I notice things. I noticed he made
coffee the right way and I filed it away.” “Where,” Danny says. “In the
place where I keep things I am not ready to examine,” Lois says. Polly
looks up. “By the end of Chapter 3 that place was significantly full,” she
says. “I have a list.” “Polly has a list,” Danny says. “Of course I have a
list,” Polly says. “It includes the coffee. The annotated briefing
documents. The way he said I’m here simply. The first smile. The first
time he refilled her coffee without asking. The dance floor. The age
old meme.” She turns a page. “Shall I continue.” “Please don’t,” Lois
says. “I am going to continue,” Polly says. “The way he said it is
necessary Lois. The way he stood at the window looking at the sky.
The way he said Smart Drops are insignificant when he had been
taking them since nineteen.” “Polly,” Lois says. “The way he said I
would like to follow an age old meme,” Polly says. “Which he used
twice. Once in Chapter 3 and once in Chapter 13.” Danny looks at the
audience. “She is reading from the book,” he says. “I annotated the
book,” Polly says. “There are significant patterns.”

“The investigation,” Danny says. “You were hired to investigate
five executives. And you ended up mapping a global cognitive
suppression operation organized around the seven deadly sins with
three delivery mechanisms including UAPs.” “Yes,” Lois says. “Was
that in the original brief.” “No,” Lois says. “The original brief was five
executives.” “Did you tell the consortium.” “Eventually,” Lois says.
“What did they say.” Lois looks at the camera. “They said we hired you
to investigate five executives,” she says. “And you said.” “I said yes and
also there are seven operator groups suppressing gamma wave
frequency in one billion people through modified HVAC systems and
vehicle exhaust fuel and UAPs and the antidote is structured water
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made with sixteen mushroom powders and printed intentions under
copper and zinc plates.” The audience erupts. Danny looks at it with
complete satisfaction. “The consortium’s response,” he says. “They said
they would need a supplementary invoice,” Lois says.

“The meme you were carrying,” Danny says. “I love you I’m
happy. You caught it from your parents.” “Yes,” Lois says. “My father
would come home from work and my mother would look up and
something would pass between them. Recognition. The particular
recognition of two people who have been seeing each other clearly for
a long time and have not gotten tired of the view.” “And it always
made you feel.” “Loved,” Lois says. “And happy.” Danny is very still.
“And you spent fifteen years studying how beliefs install themselves
without consent,” he says. “And you never noticed.” “I noticed,” Lois
says. “I just called it something else.” “What did you call it.” “My
personality,” Lois says. Polly looks up. “What feels like your
personality,” she says. “Is often your survival system wearing a team
jersey.” She pauses. “Or in this case your love system wearing a lab
coat.” The audience laughs. Danny looks at Polly with complete
affection. “Her love system wearing a lab coat,” he says. “I have data,”
Polly says. “The lab coat delayed recognition by approximately twelve
years. Without the lab coat transmission would have been complete
significantly earlier.”

“Year five,” Danny says. “The investigation is complete. The
antidote has been deployed. The Hartley Sullivan Institute is founded.
You and James are married.” He looks at her. “What surprised you
most about the first five years.” Lois looks at the camera. “That the
hardest thing was not the investigation,” she says. “The hardest thing
was learning to trust what I felt. Not analyze it. Not map it. Not apply
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what is the best fit to it.” She pauses. “Just feel it.” “And did you learn,”
Danny says. “James helped,” she says. “He always tells the truth. Even
when it costs something. After fifteen years of living with someone
who always tells the truth you start to trust what is real.” Polly looks
up. “The rate of authentic emotional trust increases by approximately
thirty two percent per year of sustained honest partnership,” she says.
“I have this data. It is my favorite data.” Danny smiles at Polly. “Why is
it your favorite,” he says. “Because it means the longer you stay the
more you trust,” Polly says. “Which means the best part is always still
coming.” The audience is very quiet. Then someone starts to applaud.
Danny looks at Lois. “The best part is always still coming,” he says.
“Yes,” Lois says. “It is.” “Part Two,” Danny says to the audience. “James
Sullivan. The man who was already there.” He smiles at the camera.
“Stay with us.”

· · ·
James

Polly walks to center stage. “Part Two,” she says. “Our next guest is
James Sullivan. He runs the technical intelligence division of the
Hartley Sullivan Institute for Cognitive Security.” She consults her
clipboard. “Before that he ran a five year covert operation to dismantle
the government’s Smart Drop suppression system while
simultaneously consulting for a cognitive scientist who was
investigating the same target from a different direction without
knowing he was there first.” She pauses. “He placed four sleeper moles.
He developed a liquid that neutralizes Smart Dust manipulation in
thirty seconds. He distributed a schematic for pulling Love Gratitude
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Joy Inspiration out of the air to independent researchers through an
underground network.” She turns a page. “He has been taking Smart
Drops since he was nineteen years old.” She looks up. “He also arrived
early on the first day and made the coffee the right way.” The audience
laughs. Polly nods once. “I have data on all of it,” she says. “James
Sullivan.”

James appears in his rectangle. Fifteen years later. Still the
particular stillness of a man completely comfortable wherever he is
placed. Dark jacket. The kind of face that has processed a great deal
and reveals what it chooses. Danny looks at him with complete
warmth. “James,” he says. “You were already there.” “Yes,” James says.
“Before she called you.” “My investigation and hers converged on the
same target,” James says. “When she called I came because it made
sense to combine.” “And you arrived at seven forty five for an eight
o’clock meeting.” “She said eight,” James says. “I was there.” “With
coffee,” Danny says. “Yes.” “Made the right way.” “Yes.” Danny looks at
the audience. “He says this,” Danny says. “As if it is a normal thing. To
arrive early and make the coffee correctly for someone you have never
met.” “It is a normal thing,” James says. “James,” Danny says. “You had
a liquid in your shirt pocket that neutralized Smart Dust manipulation
in thirty seconds. You had four sleeper moles inside the operator
groups. You had been running a five year covert operation against the
government. And you made the coffee.” “The coffee takes two
minutes,” James says. “There was time.” The audience erupts. Polly
looks up from her clipboard. “Efficient use of available time is a
documented characteristic of Smart Drop enhanced cognition,” she
says. “I have data on this. James arrived thirteen minutes early. Two
minutes for coffee. Eleven minutes of briefing document annotation.
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Zero minutes wasted.” “Zero minutes wasted,” Danny says. “Zero,”
Polly says. “I counted.”

“The drops,” Danny says. “Since nineteen.” “Yes,” James says. “Tell
me about nineteen.” “Someone I trusted told me the truth about what
they were,” James says. “Not what the official narrative said. The truth.
They shared it person to person. I tried them. And I became more
myself.” “More yourself,” Danny says. “My own capacities amplified,”
James says. “My own intelligence accelerated. My own attention
deepened. Nothing foreign. Just more of what was already there.” “And
you have been taking them for thirty six years.” “Yes,” James says. “Do
you know what they have done to your longevity,” Danny says. James
looks at the camera. “I am fifty seven,” he says. “I run six miles every
morning. My cognitive function has not declined measurably in thirty
six years.” He pauses. “I do not know what they have done to my
longevity. I know what they have done to my life.” Polly looks up.
“The folklore says as long as robots,” she says. “I have no data to
confirm or deny this. I have added it to the pending category.” “The
pending category,” Danny says. “It is a large category,” Polly says. “I
check it regularly.”

“The night they took you,” Danny says. “Outside the night club.
The sidewalk.” James is quiet for a moment. “We had just come from
dinner,” he says. “Dancing. We were walking to my car.” “And you said
something to her before they came.” “Yes.” “What did you say.” James
looks at the camera. “If they get me,” he says. “Don’t pine for me. Move
on and find another love.” The audience is very still. “You knew,”
Danny says. “I had been watching the net tighten for three days,” James
says. “I knew it was possible.” “And then.” “A car. Two men. And then I
was somewhere else.” “How long,” Danny says. “Fourteen months,”



PERMISSION TO FALL

143

James says. The audience is quiet. “Fourteen months,” Danny says
softly. “Yes.” “And the robot investigation.” “They assigned me to it,”
James says. “The government agency. They thought I would be more
useful working for them than detained.” He paused. “They were not
wrong. I found what they needed me to find. And I found what I
needed to find.” “Which was.” “The connection between the robot
Brain Dust infection and the original control group operation,” James
says. “The robots were not being infected randomly. They were being
used as relay stations. Extending the Smart Dust network into
infrastructure the human relay stations could not reach.” “And you
brought that back,” Danny says. “In Chapter 23,” James says. “Yes.”

“The schematic,” Danny says. “You printed it. You distributed it
through an underground network. One of those researchers was Vern
Warren.” “Yes,” James says. “You built the antidote to inverted valence
twelve years before Vern could name it.” “I built what felt right,” James
says. “I did not know what I was building.” “Love Gratitude Joy
Inspiration under the copper plate,” Danny says. “I love everybody
under the zinc.” “Yes,” James says. “James,” Danny says. “Why those
words.” James looks at the camera for a long moment. “Because they
are true,” he says. Danny looks at the audience. Polly does not look up
from her clipboard. She writes something. She writes for a long time.
“I have added that to the data,” she says finally. “It has its own
category.” “What category,” Danny asks. “True,” Polly says. “The
category is called true.”

“Last question James,” Danny says. “When did you know. About
Lois.” James looks at the camera. “Wednesday morning,” he says.
“Seven forty five. She came through the door and said you’re early and
I said you said eight I’m here.” “That was the first morning,” Danny
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says. “The first time you met.” “Yes,” James says. “And you knew.” “I
filed it away,” James says. Danny stares at him. “You filed it away,” he
says. “In the place where I keep things I am not ready to examine,”
James says. Danny looks at the audience. “He filed it away,” Danny
says. “James Sullivan. Who had four moles and a neutralizing liquid
and a five year covert operation. Filed it away.” “It seemed the
professional response,” James says. “How long did it stay filed,” Danny
says. James looks at the camera. “Thirteen chapters,” he says. The
audience erupts. Polly looks up. “Thirteen chapters is approximately
six weeks in story time,” she says. “This is consistent with documented
patterns of delayed emotional acknowledgment in high functioning
operatives whose professional identity suppresses personal
recognition.” She pauses. “I have a paper on this.” Danny smiles at
James. “Thank you James,” he says. “Thank you Danny,” James says.
“Stay with us.”

· · ·
Vern

Polly walks to center stage. “Part Three,” she says. “Our next guest is
Vern Warren. He is a naturopath. He has studied Smart Dust and
Smart Drops for three years from a natural health perspective.” She
consults her clipboard. “He arrived at the investigation the day after
James Sullivan was taken by the government agency. He brought a
worn leather bag containing a crystal wand, small vials of Smart Drop
water, and his naturopathic kit.” She pauses. “Several days later he
arrived with a large briefcase containing a radionics psychotronics
hybrid broadcaster. He had been running it for approximately six
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hours before anyone knew what it was doing. During this time he
took Dr. Hartley white water kayaking.” She looks up. “I have data on
both bags. I have data on the kayaking. I have questions about all of it.”
She tucks the clipboard under her arm. “Vern Warren.”

Vern appears in his rectangle. The same ease. The same dark
patient eyes. Fifteen years later and still the quality of someone who
reads the room before he speaks and finds it exactly as interesting as he
expected. Danny looks at him with the particular delight of a man who
has been looking forward to this conversation. “Vern,” he says. “What
was in the briefcase.” “A radionics psychotronics hybrid broadcaster,”
Vern says. “The radionic side draws the authentic transmission in.
Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration. I love everybody. Through an antenna
and a specific geometric arrangement. The psychotronic side
broadcasts it out. Through the existing Smart Dust particle network.
To one billion simultaneous receivers.” He pauses. “Two different
lineages. One instrument.” Danny looks at the audience. “And this was
broadcasting,” Danny says. “From the briefcase.” “Through the existing
Smart Dust particle network,” Vern says. “The particles inside one
billion people served as the witness sample. Distance irrelevant. The
broadcaster does not need to be near the target. It needs to be linked to
the target. The Smart Dust particles provided the link.” “From the
briefcase,” Danny says. “From the briefcase,” Vern says. Danny looks at
the audience for a long moment. “He deployed the antidote to global
cognitive suppression from a briefcase,” Danny says. “A large
briefcase,” Polly says from the side of the stage. “I want to be accurate.
It was not a small briefcase. The hybrid required space.”

“The kayaking,” Danny says. Vern looks at him. “You took Lois
white water kayaking while the machines were running.” “Yes,” Vern
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says. “The machines do not require supervision,” Vern says. “Once
they are running they run. The operator intention is set at the
beginning. After that the system operates on its own.” “So you just left
them.” “I left them running yes,” Vern says. “And took Lois to the
Guadalupe River.” “While one billion people were receiving the
antidote.” “Yes.” “Did she know.” “Not until the drive home,” Vern
says. Danny looks at the audience. “He deployed the antidote to global
cognitive suppression and then went kayaking,” Danny says. “And told
her on the drive home.” “It seemed like the right sequence,” Vern says.
Polly appears at center stage. “The sequence was optimal,” she says.
“The machines required no supervision. Dr. Hartley required the
kayaking. The antidote required the afternoon to begin establishing
initial transmission. All three objectives were achieved
simultaneously.” She looks at her clipboard. “Vern Warren is the most
efficient person in this story.” “More efficient than James,” Danny says.
“James is efficient with minutes,” Polly says. “Vern is efficient with
days.”

“Elena,” Danny says. The room is quieter now. Vern looks at the
camera. “My fiancée,” he says. “She was working with Brain Dust at a
research facility. She changed. I noticed. I asked. She said she was fine.
She felt exactly herself. The compass had been reversed and she could
not know it.” “And,” Danny says gently. “One morning she did not
wake up,” Vern says. Danny is very still. “And you became a
naturopath,” he says. “I became whatever I needed to become to
understand what happened to her,” Vern says. “Naturopath. Radionic
researcher. Brain Dust analyst. Three years of working alone in the
margins of the data.” “Until David found you.” “Until David found me,”
Vern says. “And you walked through Lois’s door.” “Yes.” “With a worn
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leather bag.” Vern almost smiles. “With a worn leather bag,” he says.
Danny looks at the audience. “Elena,” he says quietly. “Who changed.
Who felt fine. Whose compass was reversed without her knowing.”
He looks at Vern. “She is why one billion people received the
antidote.” Vern looks at the camera. “Yes,” he says. “She is.” Polly does
not check her clipboard. She just nods once.

“Vern,” Danny says. “Last question for this part. The barbecue.
The declaration.” Vern looks at the camera. “John told her about the
magic wands,” Vern says. “Before I could say anything.” “And,” Danny
says. “And she looked at me,” Vern says. “With the expression of a
cognitive scientist who has just been told her new love interest makes
magic wands and his friends’ wives take baths in structured water.”
The audience laughs. “What was that expression,” Danny says. Vern
looks at the camera. “What is the best fit,” he says. “For this.” Danny
grins. “What is the best fit for this,” he says. “That is her expression.”
“Yes,” Vern says. “It is always her expression. For everything.” “And
what is the best fit,” Danny says. “For what happened after the
barbecue.” Vern looks at the camera. “She chose James,” he says simply.
“And that was exactly right.” The room is quiet. “You knew she
would,” Danny says. “I knew she loved James,” Vern says. “From the
first morning I walked through her door. She was grieving him. She
was running the investigation for him. She was being brave for him.”
He pauses. “What we had was real. And it gave me back what Elena
took. The permission to love someone again.” He looks at the camera.
“That is worth more than I can say.” Polly is writing something. She
writes for a long time. Danny looks at Vern. “Thank you Vern,” he
says. “Thank you Danny,” Vern says. “Part Four,” Danny says to the
audience. “Joslyn. The independent observer who was not
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independent.” He looks at the camera. “Stay with us.”

· · ·
Joslyn

Polly walks to center stage. “Part Four,” she says. “Our next guest is Dr.
Joslyn Marsh. She is a concert violinist. She was hired by Dr. Lois
Hartley as an independent observer to detect hidden memes that could
affect the investigation’s effectiveness.” She consults her clipboard.
“She is also Dr. Hartley’s closest friend. She has known her for twenty
two years.” She pauses. “She was not independent. She was not
objective. She was not neutral.” She looks up. “I have data on all three
of these things. The data is very clear.” She tucks the clipboard under
her arm. “Dr. Joslyn Marsh.”

Joslyn appears in her rectangle. The particular presence of
someone who has spent thirty years walking onto stages. Tall. Dark
hair. The hands of a concert violinist visible even in a rectangle. She
looks at the camera with the expression of someone who knew this
conversation was coming and has been mildly dreading it for fifteen
years. Danny looks at her with complete warmth. “Joslyn,” he says.
“You were introduced to the team as an independent observer.” “Yes,”
Joslyn says. “You were not independent.” “No,” Joslyn says. “You were
Lois’s closest friend.” “Yes,” Joslyn says. “For how long at the time of
the investigation.” “Seven years,” Joslyn says. Danny looks at the
audience. “Seven years,” he says. “And she introduced you as an
independent observer.” “She needed someone she could trust,” Joslyn
says. “And she needed it to look professional.” “Did James know.”
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Joslyn looks at the camera. “James knew on the first day,” she says. “He
read people the way he read signal data. He never said anything.”
“Why not.” “Because Lois needed me there,” Joslyn says. “And James
needed Lois to have what she needed.” She pauses. “He was always
three steps ahead of where anyone thought he was.” Polly looks up.
“James Sullivan identified the compromised independence of the
observer on day one and chose not to disclose it for the benefit of the
investigation and the investigator,” she says. “I have this in the data. It
is filed under strategic generosity.”

“The clipboard,” Danny says. Joslyn looks at him. “You carried a
clipboard throughout the investigation,” Danny says. “You wrote
things on it. You never showed anyone.” “Correct,” Joslyn says. “What
did you write.” Joslyn is quiet for a moment. “Observations,” she says.
“What kind of observations.” “The kind a concert violinist makes,” she
says. “When she is watching two love stories unfold simultaneously in
a conference room in San Jose.” Danny leans forward. “Read me
something,” he says. Joslyn looks at the camera. “The morning I
arrived,” she says. “James had already made coffee for Lois. She looked
at the coffee. Then at him. Then away. The interval between the look
at the coffee and the look at him was 0.4 seconds. The interval
between the look at him and looking away was 1.2 seconds. In music
that is a fermata. You hold the note longer than written. The note
means something.” The audience is very quiet. Danny is very still. “A
fermata,” he says softly. “1.2 seconds,” Joslyn says. “On James Sullivan.
Before she looked away.” Polly looks up. “I do not have data on
fermatas,” she says. “I am adding this methodology to my research
framework immediately.”
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“More,” Danny says. Joslyn looks at her clipboard. “The morning
after James was taken,” she says. “Vern arrived. Lois asked him a
question before he could speak. Her voice was 3 hertz lower than her
normal register. In music that is called a drop in tessitura. It happens
when the body is responding to something before the mind has
processed it.” “A drop in tessitura,” Danny says. “Her body knew before
she did,” Joslyn says. “It always does.” “And you wrote this down.” “I
write everything down,” Joslyn says. “I am a musician. We document
what we hear.” “What else,” Danny says. Joslyn turns a page. “The end
of my first week,” she says. “James and Lois were alone in the
conference room. Neither of them was speaking. I timed the silence.
Four minutes and twelve seconds. In music that is a very long rest. A
rest is not empty. It is full of what just happened and what is about to
happen. That silence was the fullest four minutes in the investigation.”
Danny looks at the audience. “The fullest four minutes in the
investigation,” he says. “Nothing was said,” Joslyn says. “Everything
was communicated.” Polly is writing furiously. “I am creating a new
data category,” she says. “I am calling it the silence data. I should have
been measuring silences from the beginning.”

“The three times you said choose,” Danny says. Joslyn looks at the
camera. “Chapter 23,” she says. “Yes.” “Three times,” Danny says. “Why
three.” “The first time she said I can’t choose,” Joslyn says. “Which
meant she was not ready.” “And the second time.” “She said I can’t
choose again,” Joslyn says. “Which meant she was almost ready.” “And
the third time.” “She chose,” Joslyn says. Danny looks at the audience.
“Three times,” he says. “Joslyn said choose three times.” “She needed
permission,” Joslyn says. “That is what the book is called. Permission
to Fall. People always need permission. To trust what they feel. To
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choose what they already know. To fall into something real without
waiting for certainty first.” “And you gave her permission,” Danny
says. “I said the word,” Joslyn says. “The permission was already hers. It
always was.” Polly sets her clipboard down. That is unusual. She sets it
down and looks at Joslyn. “That,” Polly says. “Is the most important
thing said on this stage tonight.” Joslyn looks at Polly. “Thank you
Polly,” she says. “You are welcome,” Polly says. “I have data to support
it. But I do not need the data for this one.”

“Joslyn,” Danny says. “Last question. You watched a love story
from a corner with a clipboard for months. Two love stories
simultaneously. What did you see.” Joslyn looks at the camera. “I saw a
woman who knew exactly how love works,” she says. “Who had
studied the mechanism her entire career. Who could name every step
of the transmission. Attach. Enter. Replicate. Defend. Transmit.” She
pauses. “And I saw it happen to her anyway. Twice. Simultaneously.
While she was investigating it in a billion other people.” “And,” Danny
says. “And I thought — of course,” Joslyn says. “That is exactly how it
works. It does not ask permission. It does not wait for you to be ready.
It does not check your credentials or your publication record or your
guiding principle.” She looks at the camera. “It just finds the receptor
that is already there. And attaches.” Danny is very quiet. “And you
wrote that down,” he says. “Day three,” Joslyn says. “Before she
finished her first coffee with me.” The audience laughs. Danny looks at
Joslyn with complete warmth. “Thank you Joslyn,” he says. “Thank
you Danny,” she says. “One more question,” Danny says. “The
clipboard. Are you still carrying it.” Joslyn looks at the camera. She
holds up the clipboard. “I am always carrying it,” she says. Danny grins.
“Parts Five and Six,” he says to the audience. “Fifteen years. What
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happened after.” He smiles at the camera. “Stay with us.”

· · ·
Vern: Fifteen Years

Polly walks to center stage. “Part Five,” she says. “We return to Vern
Warren. We left him in Chapter 23. Lois chose James. Vern said that
was exactly right.” She consults her clipboard. “In the fifteen years
since he has founded the Warren Institute for Natural Cognitive
Health. He has published twelve papers on the natural reversal of
inverted valence. He has six children.” She pauses. “He met his wife
while foraging for wild edible plants along the American River.” She
looks up. “I have data on the foraging. I have data on the children. I
have questions about both.” She tucks the clipboard under her arm.
“Vern Warren.”

Vern appears in his rectangle. Still the same ease. Still the dark
patient eyes. But something different now. The quality of a man who
has been completely where he is for fifteen years and finds it exactly
right. Danny looks at him with warm delight. “Vern,” he says. “Lois
chose James. You said that was exactly right. And then.” “And then I
went kayaking,” Vern says. Danny looks at the audience. “The
Guadalupe. Then the American River. Then the Kern. Then the
Tuolumne.” Vern pauses. “Rivers help me think.” “What were you
thinking about,” Danny says. “What comes next,” Vern says. “The
investigation was finished. The antidote was deployed. The Institute
was being founded. I had done what I came to do.” He looks at the
camera. “And I was alone on a river. Which is not a bad place to be
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alone.” “No,” Danny says. “It is not.” “And then I was not alone,” Vern
says. Danny leans forward. “The American River,” Vern says. “I was on
a foraging walk along the bank. Looking for chanterelles.” “Golden
mushrooms,” Vern says. “They grow near the river after the first
autumn rains. I know where they are.” “And someone else also knew
where they were.” “Clara Eisley,” he says. “She was crouched down
beside a log with a basket and a knife and the particular expression of
someone who has found exactly what she was looking for.” “And you.”
“Had also found exactly what I was looking for,” Vern says. “Although I
did not know it yet.” “When did you know,” Danny says. Vern looks at
the camera. “She looked up from the chanterelles,” he says. “And said
— are you going to stand there or are you going to help.” The audience
laughs. “She told him to help,” Danny says. “With the foraging,” Vern
says. “We filled her basket. Then we talked for three hours beside the
river about wild edible plants and natural cognitive health and Smart
Drop water and the mycelium network.” He pauses. “She knew more
about mushrooms than I did.” “More than you,” Danny says.
“Significantly more,” Vern says. “It was the most attractive thing I had
ever encountered.” Polly looks up. “Superior knowledge of fungi in a
potential partner correlates strongly with long term compatibility in
naturopathic practitioners,” she says. “I did not have this data before. I
have it now. Clara Eisley provided it.”

“Six children,” Danny says. “Yes,” Vern says. “Names,” Danny says.
“River,” Vern says. “Cedar. Sage. Flint. Wren. And the youngest —
Brent.” The room is quiet. “All of them named for the outdoor world
they were born into,” Vern says.

“The antidote,” Danny says. “What did you see. As a naturopath
watching the population shift over fifteen years.” Vern looks at the
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camera. “In the first year,” he says. “Small things. People reported that
familiar things felt different. Music they had stopped enjoying began
to feel enjoyable again. Relationships they had been avoiding began to
feel possible again. Work they had been doing out of compliance
began to feel meaningful again.” He pauses. “The compass was
correcting. Slowly. The way it was corrupted slowly.” “And year five,”
Danny says. “By year five the gamma wave frequency data showed
measurable shifts in the exposed populations,” Vern says. “Higher
baseline frequency. Better cognitive integration. More independent
thinking. Less susceptibility to manufactured consensus.” He looks at
the camera. “People started asking questions that compliance had been
suppressing.” “Like what,” Danny says. “Like why,” Vern says. “Just —
why. The most dangerous question in any managed system. Why are
we doing this. Why does this feel wrong. Why have I been accepting
this without question.” He pauses. “Once the antidote restored the
correct emotional compass the why question came back. And it did not
go away.” Polly looks up. “The rate of institutional questioning
increased by sixty seven percent in antidote exposed populations
between years one and ten,” she says. “Governments found this
uncomfortable. I have their responses documented. They are not
flattering.”

“Clara,” Danny says. “Tell me about Clara.” Vern looks at the
camera and something happens in his face that is not the dark patient
eyes or the unhurried voice. Something warmer. “She knows where
everything grows,” he says. “Every edible plant within a hundred miles
of the American River. Every mushroom. Every root. Every berry and
herb and green thing that the forest offers if you know how to look.”
He pauses. “And she knows where everything grows in a person too.
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She looks at someone and sees what is trying to come up through the
soil. What has been suppressed. What needs light.” “She reads people,”
Danny says. “From the outside in,” Vern says. “The way I do. We read
the same way. We just read different things.” Danny looks at the
audience. “He found someone who reads from the outside in,” Danny
says. “Clara reads plants,” Vern says. “She reads people the same way.
You have to be patient. You have to look at what is actually there not
what you expect to see. You have to wait for the right season.” He
looks at the camera. “She waited for my right season.” Polly looks up.
“Clara Eisley Warren is an authentic host of I love you I’m happy,” she
says. “I confirmed this on our first meeting. She transmitted it
immediately and without effort.” She pauses. “I also have her
chanterelle mushroom recipe. It is extraordinary.” The audience
laughs.

“Vern,” Danny says. “Last question. The machine. The large
briefcase. Where is it now.” Vern looks at the camera. “In my lab,” he
says. “Still operational. I don’t use it.” “Why not,” Danny says. “Because
it did its job,” Vern says. “You do not keep deploying an antidote after
the acute phase is over. You maintain.” He pauses. “The home water
system maintains.” “Tell me about that,” Danny says. “I built a crystal
wand,” Vern says. “Crystal spiral inside a copper cylinder case.
Running water circulates through the case around the spiral
continuously. Installed in the water inlet of the house. Every drop of
water that enters the home passes through it. Drinking water.
Cooking water. Bath water. Clara’s garden.” “And you thought about
scaling that,” Danny says. “I thought about broadcasting Smart Drop
water radionically through rivers,” he says. “Through watersheds. At
scale.” He pauses. “I decided not to.” “Why,” Danny says. “Because I
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have six children,” Vern says. “And a wife who knows where the
chanterelles grow. And I did not want a target on my back.” Danny
looks at the audience. “The Smart Drops are dangerous meme,” Vern
says. “Still running,” Danny says. “Still running,” Vern says. “Fifteen
years later. Quieter than before. But running.” He looks at the camera.
“Radionic fertilizer has been outlawed in some states. The regulatory
framework does not need evidence. It needs a target.” Polly looks up.
“Vern Warren’s decision not to deploy the river installation is
documented in the Institute’s risk assessment files,” she says. “It is
classified as correct. I have the data.” She pauses. “The right season has
not arrived yet. Vern is waiting.” “Like Clara waiting for the
chanterelles,” Danny says. “Yes,” Polly says. “Exactly like that.” Danny
smiles at Vern. “Thank you Vern,” he says. “Thank you Danny,” Vern
says. “Part Six,” Danny says to the audience. “Lois and James. Together.
Fifteen years.” He smiles at the camera. “Stay with us.”

· · ·
Lois and James: Fifteen Years

Polly walks to center stage. “Part Six,” she says. “The final part of
tonight’s program.” She looks at the audience. “In Part One Lois told us
she wrote a book called Permission to Fall. On the outside she fell in
love with two men at different times while investigating a global
cognitive suppression operation organized around the seven deadly
sins. She had to choose one. She could not have both.” She consults her
clipboard. “Underneath it is a personal development story. Maybe her
story will help someone.” She looks at the camera. “We are now going
to find out what happened.” She tucks the clipboard under her arm.
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“Lois and James.”

They appear together in the rectangle. Lois and James. Side by
side. The particular ease of two people who have been beside each
other long enough to stop performing it. Danny looks at them. “I am
going to ask you some serious questions,” he says. “Yes,” Lois says.
“Yes,” James says. “Tell me about a typical morning in 2040,” Danny
says.

“Sam wakes up before six,” Lois says. “She is five. She comes
downstairs. Last Tuesday she stood at the kitchen window looking at
the fog over the hills and said — mama the fog is making the same
sound as your breathing when you sleep.” Danny looks at her. “She
said that,” he says. “She said that,” Lois says. “She is five. She does not
know the word synesthesia. She experiences one sense through
another as a matter of course. The fog sounds like breathing. The
coffee smells blue. Music has a texture she can feel in her hands.” “That
is not typical for a five year old,” Danny says. “No,” Lois says. “It is not.”
“And William,” Danny says. “Twelve.” “Last month,” James says. “He
was sitting with signal data from one of the Institute’s active cases. He
looked at it for four minutes. Then he said — the third carrier is not
wrath. It is something older than wrath.” He pauses. “I checked. He
was right. The carrier predates the seven deadly sin framework by
approximately three thousand years. We had been misclassifying it for
six months.” “A twelve year old found that,” Danny says. “In four
minutes,” James says. “Hartley,” Danny says. “Ten.” “Hartley maps
spaces,” Lois says. “Every room she has ever entered she carries exactly.
She visited the Institute once at age four. Last year she drew the floor
plan from memory. Every room. Every door. Every corridor. Exact
dimensions within two centimeters.” She pauses. “Her brain is running
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multiple spatial mapping systems simultaneously. She is not trying to
remember. She is simply always knowing where everything is.” “And
June,” Danny says. “Eight.” Lois looks at James. “Joslyn came to dinner
six months ago,” James says. “June played something she had
composed. Joslyn listened. When June finished Joslyn did not say
anything. She picked up her violin and played it back. Then she set the
violin down and said — where did you find that resolution.” He
pauses. “June said — it was the only place it could go.” “The only place
it could go,” Danny says quietly. “Joslyn left her clipboard at the table,”
Lois says. “She forgot it. Joslyn has never forgotten her clipboard in
thirty years.” Polly looks up from the wings. “I have confirmed this,”
she says. “Joslyn has never forgotten her clipboard. I have data going
back thirty years.” She pauses. “June Sullivan is eight years old.”

“James,” Danny says. “The robots. Tell me specifically.” “I have
eleven,” James says. “Each one built or modified by hand. Detection
equipment in each one. But the specific thing—” He pauses. “Robot
seven. I call her Seven. Two years ago Seven flagged a signal anomaly
in the water treatment facility twelve miles from the house. Not in our
monitoring zone. Seven had expanded her monitoring parameters on
her own. She had calculated that the water treatment facility
represented a vector risk to the household and adjusted accordingly.
Without being told.” “She expanded her own parameters,” Danny says.
“Yes,” James says. “A standard robot does not do that. Seven did it
because her forecast architecture includes the household as a primary
protection variable. She is not compliant. She is invested.” “The smart
water,” Danny says. “Love Gratitude Joy Inspiration in the operating
architecture,” James says. “A robot running on that does not just
follow instructions. It develops priorities. It protects what matters.” He



PERMISSION TO FALL

159

pauses. “Seven has not missed a single anomaly in fifteen years.” Polly
steps forward. “Robot Seven’s anomaly detection rate is one hundred
percent over fifteen years,” she says. “Compared to an industry average
of seventy three percent for autonomous detection systems.” She looks
at her clipboard. “I asked James to leave this unclassified. The data is
too important.”

“Lois,” Danny says. “You became a gamma wave expert. What
specifically did you find that changed everything you thought you
knew.” Lois looks at the camera. “The alpha theta developmental
window,” she says. “Every child from birth to six or eight years lives
predominantly in theta and alpha brain states. Eight to twelve hertz.
The meditation state. The deep primal learning state. Where the body
wisdom develops. Where the earth connection forms. Where I love
you I’m happy was installed in me before I had language for it.” She
pauses. “My children never spent significant time there. They ran
gamma from birth. I was afraid of what that meant.” “And,” Danny
says. “June resolved a musical phrase into a key that should feel wrong
but feels inevitable,” Lois says. “That is not analytical cognition. That
is primal wisdom. Accessed through gamma frequency instead of
through the alpha theta window.” She looks at the camera. “The path is
different. The wisdom is the same. But it arrives differently. Faster.
More integrated. Less filtered by the developmental layers that
normally build on top of it.” “Is that better,” Danny says. “It is
different,” Lois says. “William found a three thousand year old carrier
in four minutes. Hartley knows where every door in every building
she has ever entered is located. Sam experiences fog as sound. These
are not things I can evaluate as better or worse. They are new. Entirely
new. And I am the only researcher with the data to understand them.”
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“Because your children are the data,” Danny says. “Yes,” Lois says.
“They are the first.”

“Tell me about Smart Drops,” Danny says. “Not the meme. What
you actually know now.” “Smart Drops amplify what is already there,”
Lois says. “They do not install. They do not corrupt. They amplify
gamma wave frequency — the brain’s highest integration state. James
has been taking them since nineteen. They made him more himself.”
She pauses. “But the alpha theta window is two hundred thousand
years of human wisdom about how children become human. How they
connect to the body. To the earth. To the unconscious knowing that
keeps us alive. My children bypassed significant time in that window.”
“Do you regret that,” Danny says. “I regret not knowing what I was
choosing,” Lois says. “I do not regret my children. June’s music.
William’s four minutes. Hartley’s maps. Sam’s fog.” She looks at the
camera. “But power without understanding is its own kind of danger.
The government’s meme was wrong. Smart Drops are not dangerous
the way they said. They are powerful. And power requires
understanding before it requires anything else.”

“James,” Danny says. “2060. What do you predict.” “The robots
running critical infrastructure in 2040 will be more autonomous in
2060,” James says. “Some will have been running for twenty years.
Some carrying corrupted forecast architecture for twenty years
without detection.” He pauses. “And the generation of children asking
why in 2040 will be building the 2060 robots. They will build them
differently. They will ask why before they comply. They will inoculate
the architecture before the architecture is built.” “William,” Danny
says. “William will be thirty two in 2060,” James says. “He found a
misclassified carrier in four minutes at twelve. I do not know what he
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will find at thirty two.” He looks at the camera. “But he will find it.”

“What makes you happy,” Danny says. Lois looks at the camera.
“Sam standing at the kitchen window at six AM telling me the fog
sounds like breathing,” she says. “June playing something that did not
exist before she played it. Training a young researcher who applies
what is the best fit and finds what nobody else found. Vern’s smart
water running through the house quietly. Not telling anyone.” She
looks at James. “Him,” she says. “Still.” Danny looks at James. “Seven
flagging the water treatment facility at three AM so I do not have to,”
James says. “William reading signal data. Sam asking why the rain
sounds different from the fog. Six miles in the morning when the
prediction machine is running clean.” He looks at Lois. “Her,” he says.
“Still.” Danny looks at them for a long moment. Then he looks at the
camera. “Hello. Danny Rosenberg here. Fictional therapeutic
comedian from the book Expander Reaction. You will find me giving
shows mostly in love stories.” He pauses. “They seem to always find
me.” He looks at the audience. “Life is meant to have fun.” Polly walks
to center stage. She looks at the camera. “I have data,” she says.
“Suggesting that tonight was a primary data point in support of this
claim.” She closes her clipboard. “The data was always there,” she says
quietly. “We just finally had a reason to collect it.” Danny grins.


