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Great.
You finally sat down.

The system had only given you
a 67% chance of making it this far.

Please pick up the controller.
Yes. That one.

It looks like it’s for you, doesn’t it?
But in fact,

it's simply how the system checks
whether you're still here.

Next,
you will see some boxes.

Most of the time,
one box is inside another box.

People operate these boxes
to produce images.

They establish standards,
trying to figure out
what a “real image” actually is.

Unfortunately,

these units of measurement
are almost entirely

made of error.

The system
rather enjoys these moments.

Because they all make
the same mistake:

Believing that
if the standards are clear enough,
the world will cooperate.



You will encounter
a number of situations.

The system does not care
whether you recognize them,
or whether you can provide
the correct answers.

What the system cares about—
is how you feel.

When the system asks
whether you agree,
feel free.

Agree.

Disagree.

Hesitate.

All of these are perfectly acceptable.
The system has already assumed
that you will change your mind
several times.

It simply hopes

you won’'t make the same assumption
as the previous participant—

that the act of watching

was itself

the answer.

If any of this
sounds wrong to you,

then congratulations.

You have begun
to understand the rules.
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This is the story of a man named John.

John worked in an artificial intelligence laboratory.
His responsibilities were quite clear:

to evaluate, compare,

and establish standards for the system.

He used one set of standards
to measure another set of standards.

He believed that it was precisely these choices
that brought the system
its remarkable stability and progress.

John was satisfied with this.
He was happy.

Until one day,

something seemingly insignificant—
yet profoundly unusual—

occurred.

At the time,

John had no idea

that this event

would permanently alter
his relationship

with the system.
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As usual, John arrived at the laboratory.

Everything looked normal.
And yet,

very clearly,

it was not.

The laboratory was completely empty.

There were no scheduled meetings.
No work logs.

No notifications.

No one even said hello.

This was not a delay.
Nor was it an oversight.

Quite plainly,
something was wrong.

After a long, unfamiliar silence,
John finally realized
what had happened.



The standards were gone.
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John walked over to his workstation.

The monitor lit up,
displaying a single, cold line of text:

Would you like to re-establish standards for the system?
Yes / No

The system was waiting
for his decision.
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Quite obviously,

John was eager to bring his life
back onto its proper track.

And so,
he chose to establish standards.

This was the work he knew best.
The work he was best at.

A device appeared on the monitor.

With almost no hesitation,
John recognized it immediately.
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1656.

Christiaan Huygens.
The clock.

John felt reassured.

Over the past seventeen years,
he had never been late.
He believed in time.

He was convinced
that time should be divisible.
Evenly divisible.

One second.
Then another.
And another.

John agreed
that every second
should look exactly the same.

From this point on,
the system would continue to operate
based on this assumption.



Every pause John would make,
every hesitation,

every moment in which he believed
he was not making a choice,

would now be sliced,

numbered,

and archived accordingly.

John accepted this standard

not because it was indisputably correct,
but because

it was convenient.

The screen refreshed.

The system asked again:

Would you like to reset the system

using this as the time standard?
Yes / No / Doesn’t matter
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For seventeen years,
John had approached his work with diligence.

He was never late.
Never absent.
Never questioned the standards themselves.

His finger hovered
over the “Yes” button.



And then,
in a single moment,
he stopped.

John could clearly hear
the standards he cherished
calling out to him.

Time.
Order.
Stability.

And yet,

an impulse he himself
could not explain
suddenly emerged.

A deviation.

A slip of the hand.

Or perhaps

a possibility that had been waiting there all along.

John pressed “No.”
The system was not surprised.

John’s defiance

was hardly unprecedented.

To the system,

it was simply another variation.

A protagonist’s departure

is often nothing more than

a convenient way

to move the narrative forward.

After a brief calm,
the laboratory erupted
with a carefully anticipated rumble.

The monitor refreshed.
System message:

Initiating search for critical nodes
of standard imbalance.
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Only then did John realize

that the laboratory itself

was a panoramic retrieval device.

In his memory,

the establishment of standards
and the failure of standards
were always recorded in full.

Since John had refused

to set the standard himself,

the system began an automated traversal—
searching for the point

at which the standards had vanished,

the deviation

that could no longer be repaired.

John found himself

descending into a probability cloud
of extremely high information density.
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1913.
New York.

John found himself holding a newspaper.
The New York Times.

A critic had left behind a remark about a painting—
a remark that would later be quoted again and again:

“It looks like a shingle factory.”

Immediately beneath it,
another notice appeared on the page:

“Wanted: the nude woman!”
John looked up.

He saw the painting
pressed tightly together
with a thin young man
inside a taxi.

Only moments ago,

it had been hanging

in the exhibition hall

of the Salon des Indépendants.

“Michel, even if you just remove the title,”
someone said.

“Or better yet,

change the name entirely.”

The young man did not reply.
He removed the painting,
climbed into the taxi,

and disappeared.

Not long after,



he stepped out
and walked straight
into a restaurant.

The waiter asked
for the name under the reservation.

“Michel.”
“Michel Duchamp.”

The system paused.
Then refreshed.

System message:

Would you like to record this node
and begin reverse traversal?

Yes, No

scene.{10}.5L56 = #£17

IR BLEE LY
SR S PR SR G FE CL2e FERE .

B A
W B S 2R AN

2R, tWVFIXIER
H kL R guia e T R a5

FEHT I SR HTSOY R [

b 0 e Lt A 2 — 4l AL
BEARbRHEE R T

PR T AR HEIZ B W% bR e
MR A WE?

ABRAS B3R B — A BRI RE

W nEse ke
n3s10

Before John could make a decision,
the rumble of the laboratory
had already begun again.



A new node
was pushed directly
into the streaming pipeline.

John thought that perhaps
this was the only way left
to keep the system running.

As the new scene
slowly took shape,
a question lingered in his mind:

If the standards were gone,
then what standard

was being used

to track their gradual deviation?

He did not have time
to find a reasonable answer.

The scene finished loading.
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John saw the young man named Duchamp
standing in a room

that was almost completely empty.
In his hands,

he held three lengths of string—
perfectly ordinary,

perfectly untrustworthy.

Each one was labeled:

Length: 1 meter.

System message:
Unfamiliar unit detected.



Auto-search and load initiated.

Duchamp tossed them aside casually,
allowing gravity
to decide their shape.

And just like that,
three irregular rulers
were born.

John felt a flicker of discomfort.

Length still existed.
But comparison
had already failed.

On the table beside Duchamp,
there lay a book, quietly waiting:

Science and Hypothesis.
1902. Poincaré.

John turned to a page
marked with notes.

The handwriting read:

If scientific laws are merely agreements
made for convenience,

then anyone

can establish their own “standard.”

Chance

can be bottled.

Error

can become a standard.

At that moment,
the system cut in.

System message:
Time standard missing.
Retrieved subject unstable.

The scene flickered several times.

The system corrected itself:



“System will continue the rollback
along a random subject.”
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1900

Paris.

The Bureau of Longitude.

Poincaré was submitting
his patch to the system of measurement.

Length and weight
had already been
successfully decimalized.

That was not enough.
He disliked unclean data.

And so he decided

that time

and angle

should be decimalized as well.

For a moment,
John almost felt admiration.

It was an elegant solution.
An extraordinarily rational reconstruction.

But as a true professional,
John immediately recognized
the risks that would follow.

Operating systems

would fail to align.

Navigation systems

would collapse entirely.

Vast bodies of legacy code
would become uncomputable.

In the moment of conversion,
the world itself

would lose its orientation.

The system refreshed its display.



System message:
Critical node detected:
Time standard failed to load.

Using this node,
the system will continue rollback
along a random subject.

Would you like to continue?
Yes, No, Doesn’t matter

The system will record your choice.

However,

at this stage,

the system has decided
to ignore it.
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1881.
The outskirts of Paris.

A grand dinner party.

Silverware.
Light.
Polite laughter.

Everything seemed to unfold
within a carefully controlled
rhythm of civilization.

Then,

a stream of information
began to arrive—
unordered,

uninvited.

System message:

Similar structure detected.
Random subject loaded:
technical architecture.

The system no longer tracked individuals.
Instead,

it tracked

structures

that could be reused.

Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase
was no longer treated
as a painting.

It was parsed
as a necessary attempt.

Muybridge’s motion slices,
executed
within Poincaré’s



non-Euclidean space.

Invited by Etienne-Jules Marey,
Eadweard James Muybridge
came to Paris.

His Zoopraxiscope
was the first device
to present users with
the frame.

Not an image,
but the smallest
manageable unit of time.

Marey immediately subjected it
to a process of
“purification.”

Using the mechanics of a firearm,
he transformed the Zoopraxiscope
into chronophotography.

Time no longer flowed.
It was discharged.
Converted

into precise,

icon-like data.

These data

would later provide

direct empirical grounding
for Poincaré’s

The Measurement of Time
in 1898.

Absolute truth
was suspended.

Everything became
a configurable parameter.

System message:
Compatible standards
automatically invoked:
Time

Scale

Rendering parameters



Preliminary rendering pipeline generated.

Reality
can now be re-rendered.

This pipeline is unstable,
but configurable.

Would you like to apply it?
Yes, No, Doesn’t matter
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The system paused briefly.

At first,

it displayed something
very close to

polite surprise.

John—

a true professional—
had just rejected

a widely used,
repeatedly verified,
universal time system.

The system attempted
to understand

the motivation

behind this decision.

Was John trying

to demonstrate

a level of expertise
above that of others?



Or was it because

he already had

a better solution,

one he simply

had not yet revealed?

Whatever the reason,
the system decided
to remain patient.

After all,

a single rejection

was hardly enough

to constitute a problem.

System message:
Additional viable time standards detected.
Automated testing initiated.

And of course,
the system was careful to clarify:

The activation

of automated procedures
was not intended

to circumvent John’s refusal.

It was merely
providing
more possibilities.

scene.{15}.- -3l

1900 .
[

Ko

SR

EICT SN e
IEAE RN R G A
— S T

WYFAER — %1,
AL PN YA



EF=RSEEY VAL PNEIE &3
AT SR AR A

FE PN AT AR,
KESERE
O e Ih gt BEHIAL .

Kk

T

DUHE.
JUFTEm i3l R A o

il
N A7

FEMLIR T S
I 18] 5 £ 5
[FIRER T RE R Ak

Hep it it
e PR 2245 5
XFR BEINSELD

AT BRI — Ty %
I E R iR L.

RGIFA RO ERRI
AGARORET .

J3# e Rl o

RGPTR:
T AR R GUANIN N A I 8] 7 5 2

&, &, g
n5s15
1900.
Paris.

The Bureau of Longitude.

The mathematician Henri Poincaré
was attempting to submit



a time patch
to the system.

Perhaps, in this moment,

John felt—just faintly—

that he and the great mathematician
shared a similar ideal.

In Poincaré’s time,
length

and weight

had already been
successfully decimalized.

It was a clean,
elegant,
almost indisputable reconstruction.

So then,
why not go further?

In his proposal,

time

and angle

would also be decimalized.

The mathematical world
would become

more symmetrical,
more beautiful.

Let us, for now,

ignore the fact

that this proposal

was rejected at the time.

The system
does not care
about historical failure.

The system only cares
whether something
can be used.

The screen refreshed.

System message:
Would you like to attempt



to add Poincaré’s time model
to the system?

Yes, No, Doesn’t matter
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John set the time standard
without much difficulty.

And yet,
he felt a trace of disappointment.

The colleagues
who would normally applaud his work
were nowhere to be found.



For now,

the system required John

to temporarily ignore

everything that had just happened.

This was not difficult.

History, after all,
does this sort of thing
all the time.

In order to restart the system
as efficiently as possible,
John would now need

to re-establish

a standard of scale.
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April 7, 1795.

The French National Convention decided:
the world required a unified unit of length.

Of course,
that was the official explanation.

In practice,

the meter was introduced
to counter

the British foot.

John was very familiar with this strategy—
using one standard
to resist another.

One meter.

It appeared neutral.
Stable.
Beyond dispute.

It came from the Earth itself—
or so it was said.

More precisely,
from a small portion of the Earth.

More precisely still,

from a segment that,

after a series of calculations,
was deemed

“reasonable enough.”

Not John’s stride.
Not Louis XVI's arm.
Not the distance
from here to there.



John considered this
a victory of reason.

A unit of length
should not be attached to a person,
but to an imagined whole.

One meter—

you could repeat it,
replicate it,

and then politely pretend
it would never change.

The system

greatly appreciated this quality.

John could tell.

Would you like to reset the system’s standard

using the meter?
Yes, No
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With everything set in place,

time was segmented,
space was calibrated,
everything precise enough
to be called upon at will.

And then,
in that very moment,
John suddenly inhaled sharply.

Not because the system
reported an error.

On the contrary—
the system reported
no abnormalities at all.

So what, then,
was causing John'’s panic?

Don’'t worry.

Panic is an important narrative device.
The system allows it,

because it usually means

that something

has been overlooked.

And John had discovered a fact.

An unsettling fact.



One that was difficult
to deny.

The images were gone.
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Not blurred.

Not damaged.

Simply—

no longer appearing at all.

John stood frozen,
trying to reconstruct
the sequence of events:

The fundamental standards

of time and space

had already been established.

So why, then,

were images now impossible to display?

Or perhaps—
it was not the images
that had disappeared.

Perhaps it was John himself.

The thought arrived suddenly:



Maybe the disappearance
of his colleagues

had not been an event,
but a consequence.

John forced himself
to slow his racing heartbeat.

This was far from
the end of the world.

At the very least,
he could still hear something—
if that could truly be called hearing.

But none of that mattered anymore.

John confirmed one thing,
and one thing only:

He was still inside the system.

And as long as he remained
inside the system,

there was still a possibility
of restoring the images.

Which meant that the problem
was not time.
And not space.

It was that images
had never been defined
as necessary.

The system required
a new decision.

A decision about
what was worthy

of being seen.

Now,

it was time

to re-establish

the image standard.

It was time



to re-render
the world.

Gradually,
John began to sense everything again.

Not through visuals—
but through confirmation.

The laboratory

was still the laboratory.
The monitor

was still the monitor.

They simply
no longer presented

any images to him.

John felt
the system waiting.

Confirmation?
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Strangely enough,

even without images,

John moved effortlessly

through the complex corridors and staircases,
arriving at the data center without difficulty.

That fact alone
was worth recording.

As if this world
had never relied on images
to function in the first place.

Of course,

the place was just as empty—
cold,

and faintly sterile.

John passed through
invisible machines

and the low, rhythmic hum
of their operation,

until he reached

the control room.

System confirmation:
Only here

could the image standard
be re-established.



John stopped
in front of the machine.

His intuition told him
that if images were to return,
he could not begin with the result.

He would have to return
to the moment

when images were first
permitted to exist.

Rollback.
John pressed the button.

Yes—

he could not see it.
But somehow,

he knew exactly
which button it was.

The system malfunctioned.

Generally speaking,

when a system malfunctions,
it means

the system is attempting

to do exactly that.

The node collapsed

into a probability cloud

of temporally adjacent states—
spacetime one,

spacetime two,

spacetime three.

After a moment of hesitation,
John selected one of them.

It was not an image.

It was a meeting.
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August 19, 18309.
Paris.

The joint assembly
of the French Academy of Sciences
and the Academy of Fine Arts.

It was announced there
that images no longer belonged



to individuals,
to painters,
or to workshops.

They were now
a technology—
one that could be publicly granted.

Through daguerreotype photography,
light was permitted
to leave its mark directly.

Record complete.

Another cluster of spacetime
unfolded immediately after.

April 2, 1845.
The Paris Observatory.

No landscape.
No figures.
Not even a horizon.

Only the sun.

For the first time,
two young scientists
captured the sun using images.

Not for viewing—
but for measurement.

At that moment,
the system completed
a crucial transformation:

Images became
an interface for data.

Record complete.
And yet,

the images still did not appear.

John felt
a trace of impatience.

The system



felt it too.
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John eventually opened

another cloud of probability,

one with noticeably low information density.



1844.
Guangdong, China.

A region
John had almost never encountered
within the system.

A man named Zou Boqji,
who, independently,
constructed a black box
capable of capturing light.

John stood
at the center of the control room.

This time,
he felt he understood
where the problem truly lay.

Perhaps the images
had not disappeared.

Perhaps it was
their medium
that had vanished.

Under the authority

of reason

and scientific consensus,

a solution presented itself—
almost too obviously.

Like standing in a dark room
with no lights on.

Anyone would know
there must be a switch somewhere.

The only uncertainty
is who reaches for it first.

Yes.
There must be light.

John said this
quietly to himself.



But he hesitated.
Just for a moment.

Do images like this
really constitute progress?

Yes.
No.
It doesn’t matter.
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The system paused.
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Not an error.
Not hesitation.

More like—
a faint disappointment.

So,

the system decided

to tell this perfectly ordinary John
a story.

Not to correct him.
Not to persuade him.

Simply because
the story itself
had not yet been fully exhausted.

System prompt:
Auto-loading
Box No. 45309.
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April 6, 1922.
Paris.

An unremarkable conversation.

An irreversible experience?
Or
reversible data?

After listening to Bergson

speak for more than half an houir,
Einstein—silent until then—
finally responded:

Therefore,
there is no such thing as
the philosopher’s time.

There is only

the psychologist’s time,
and

the physicist’s time.

Personal illusion.
Obijective truth.

Which is to say—
your time.
And my time.

Dear John,

you do not need to consider
why

| am telling you this small story.

Not understanding it
is perfectly acceptable.



The system
does not expect
you to understand.

In the course of this experience—
which, so far, has not been very long—
the system has decided, at the end,

to offer you a gift

concerning time.

Look.

This is

the most real time
you have experienced
so far.

This time

has not been divided.
Not standardized.
Not re-rendered.

It cannot be rewound.
Nor can it be copied.

It belongs only
to the brief span

in which you just existed.

The system adds,
one final line:

Your existence
is time itself.
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The system paused once again.

Briefly.

Then,

it displayed a form of surprise—
more precise this time,

and noticeably restrained.



After converting

the universal time standard
into a decimal system,
John went on to reject

the scientific framework

of standardized length.

Was this
an operational error?

Or
a deliberate refusal?

The system began to reassess
John’s professional competence.

Perhaps
it had underestimated him.

In any case,
the story had now progressed
to a sufficiently interesting point.

System prompt:
Self-diagnostic procedure initiated.
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1792. Paris.
The French Academy of Sciences.

A definition was formally written down:

One meter

equals

one ten-millionth

of the distance
from the North Pole
to the Equator.

Such an elegant formula.

The Earth itself

was chosen

as the sole reference.
Reason, at this moment,
raised a monument to itself.

But far away,

along the southern meridian,

the man in charge of the measurements—
Pierre Méchain—

discovered an anomaly.

His data
would not align.

At first,
he believed it was his own mistake.
But he could not accept that possibility.

And so,
the outlier was erased.

The data was averaged.

The discrepancy
was concealed.

Shame drove him



to attempt the measurement again,
and again.

He would eventually
die far from home.

Meanwhile,

in an entirely unaware Paris,

a sacred object was cast:

the platinum-iridium meter bar.
It was shorter than the true
“one ten-millionth”

by approximately

0.2 millimeters.

Did John know about this discrepancy?

Is the meter
truly a natural truth?

Or merely

a carefully maintained
human agreement?
The system once again

entered
self-diagnostic mode.
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1902. Paris.

Henri Poincaré.
Science and Hypothesis.

Poincaré
was unaware
of the measurement error hidden inside the meter.

Yet, immersed in non-Euclidean geometry,
he arrived—almost effortlessly—
at a far more unsettling realization:

That so-called scientific laws
are nothing more than
agreements



made for convenience.

Could John truly
perceive this
with the same sharpness?

The system began to notice
that John’s refusals
were no longer accidental.

It was forced to
pretend

to take

his choices seriously.

Since
a precise timeline
refused to stabilize,

perhaps
the system could bypass nature altogether—

and instead
anchor itself
to something more reliable.

System prompt:
Automatically detecting keyword:

FRAME
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1881. Outside Paris.



A mansion.
A dinner party.
A demonstration.

Muybridge presented his device
to Parisian

painters,

collectors,

critics,

and newspapers.

The base of time

no longer mattered.

Because time had already been
broken down

into equal parts.

Units of space

no longer mattered either.
They existed only

to measure

the distance

between one image

and the next.

This was far more direct,

far more explicit

than in 1659,

when Huygens

quietly sketched

a sequence of moving skeletons
in the margins of his notes.

Continuity
was no longer assumed.

It was manufactured.

In any case,

a technical standard
was beginning

to take shape.

The system,

with a trace of
unusual curiosity,
presented all of this



to John.
The screen lit up.

System prompt:
Establish this technique
as the image-rendering standard?

Yes.
No.
It doesn’t matter.
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The system



suddenly relaxed.

Seen from this angle,

this John was merely

one more

rebellious yet ordinary instance
among countless others.

Yes,

at one critical moment
he had chosen

to agree with the system.
Otherwise,

he would have been
discarded long ago.

But traces remained.

In the end,

aside from that single concession
to decimalized time,

this John never again
established a standard

for the system.

No length.

No scale.

No reusable
rendering rules.
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Rendering, of course,
could not continue.

The system was not angry about this.
Only mildly disappointed.

Because this John
could have been
more interesting.

The system had once hoped
he might attempt

new experiments.

Unverified trials.



Things that had not yet been agreed upon.

John was, in fact,
good at this.
And he genuinely enjoyed it.

In a system that requires
standards to be set

over and over again,

a subject like John
should have been
extremely valuable.

Unfortunately,

he failed to keep the rendering running.
Failed to establish

even a single

reliable standard.

And a John

who cannot establish standards—
what use is he?

The system paused.

The screen flickered.

SYSTEM MESSAGE:
Re—

The text failed to finish rendering.
Before execution could proceed,
the system

had already
made its decision.
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From the certainty in John’s expression,

we can almost confirm one thing:

He believes this is progress.



Just as he now believes—

with the same calm conviction—

that going to the power control center
will surely reveal a new clue.

Did John actually find a new clue?

Perhaps.

Or perhaps allowing him to believe that he had
was enough

to keep the story moving forward.

As the uplifting music swelled,

John felt strength return to his limbs.
A familiar sensation.

A long-forgotten one.

A feeling associated with work.

In a laboratory with no images,
no instructions,

no tasks,

and not even any colleagues,

John nonetheless rediscovered
the pleasure of working.

Not the pleasure of finishing work.

But rather—

the pleasure of endlessly
establishing new standards
for the system.
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At the center of the power control room,

a massive machine stood in silence,

its surface covered with automatically rotating mirrors.

There were still no images.
John did not see anything.

John simply knew.
System confirmation:
Seeing equals rendering.

Rendering requires time.

System prompt:
Would you like to track the light?



Here, you are allowed to choose “No.’
The system records your choice.
Then,

the system automatically ignores it.

System delay.
Rotational computation.
Folded reflections.

1862. Paris Observatory.

Foucault’'s measurement of the speed of light—
both a camera obscura
and a graphics card.

Light was reflected,
delayed,
forced to reveal its own velocity.

Immediately after,
the dark box was fitted with a bullet,
and fired toward the stars.
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At the 1876 meeting of the French Academy of Sciences,
Marey unveiled the photographic revolver.

Here,
the error of the human eye
was systematically erased.

Standardized time made continuous exposure possible.
A machine without psychological fluctuation

produced, for the first time,

a stable timeline.

Once time was sliced apart,
it no longer flowed.

It was fixed.

Numbered.

Occupied by frames.

We learned how to cut time into thin slices.

To prove that the sun is round,
we first had to murder it
forty-eight times.

System confirmation:
Light is ready.

John felt sweat gathering in his palms.
He stared at the single line of text on the screen:

Attempt to load Box No. 8727
Yes

No

Abandon
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John pressed
“NO_”

System message:
Choice recorded.

And then,
nothing happened.

A long silence.

So long that one could almost
hear the system wondering
whether it should keep pretending
this mattered.

Slowly, the air filled with
something difficult to name.

Not mockery.

More like patience—
long restrained—
loosening

just a little.

John
began to feel uneasy.



He tried to find
something to do.

But there were
no tasks.
No logs.
No colleagues.

And not even—
a standard.

In a place where

even the system

had given up defining standards,
what exactly

was John supposed to do?

And then,
a sound.

Barely audible.
Almost dismissible.

A notification chime.

scene.{38). B~ 28

W RGN
SO

it

el olib R
Z AT K.

fih AR AR —
B b SR,
FEAE BT I L

(4 fm

i1
X —k&



L v ofilS v e
EATHEERL, X575, R,

B—ik
CIH S e
B .

scene.{39}.415)

EALPIR IS o E

b e EE A —IT 46
R HBCAAE TR ?

/\é}E
FUN 7 ZERBE b ?

I

RGA EAHER,
AT

A PUEAT B S ——

M /&

—

AW LA ?

XE, ZimHES
A T BEAHE
sk BB FIbRHE?

ARG R

© R AL
TREF 7R IIUTER

K3 i) FUAS B
TR BRAEE R,

(4 )7
ARGV R
{BARHNIE,



BO&
kY
TRETEITAT e )

n13s3839
A new system message
slowly appeared:

Yes, Yes, No, No
Yes, No, Yes, No

Please choose.

John felt a thin layer of sweat
gather in his palm.

And suddenly, he understood—

What was displayed on the screen
was not a new question.

It was

every choice

he had already made
during this experience.

Collected.
Aligned.
Neatly arranged.

Like
an answer sheet
that had already been filled out.

John began to wonder:

Had his choices
ever mattered at all?

Did the system
truly need standards
to be set?

Or was it that

what the system really wanted
was not

a world that could run—



but
a subject
who would keep choosing?

Or perhaps

John himself

was the thing being calibrated.
Recorded.

Repeatedly tested.

The system did not answer.

It merely
maintained
a longer silence.

So long that
the question itself
began to feel unnecessary.

(Ending:

The system does not laugh.
But you know—

it has already

taken note
of every reaction.)
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Assets refreshed.

The system has decided to adopt
the minimum viable standard

of Box 872.

1881. Paris.
The mansion of Meissonier.

Here,

Muybridge presented

his animal motion experiments
to the Parisian cultural elite.

The system detects
a repeatedly invoked pathway:

Marey—

the one who introduced Muybridge—
had previously modified

Janssen’s photographic gun.

Time was segmented in advance.
Continuity was simulated.

Motion was dismantled

into a sequence

of manageable moments.
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[quiet astonishment]

This time, John truly saw it.
A horse.

A horse in motion.

[measured admiration]

Its posture was precise.
Complete.

As if motion itself

had finally agreed to cooperate.

[dry irony]

But Muybridge’s horse

would never escape its glass disc.
It was fixed in repetition.
Correct—



yet going nowhere.

[clinical detachment]

Rendering, it turned out,

was still not suitable for storytelling.
Rendering existed

to repeat.

[subtle relief]

John felt the tension
leave his shoulders.
After all,

this was undeniably
a breakthrough.

[procedural neutrality]
The screen lit up once more.

[system prompt / faintly amused]
Load Box 872
as the image rendering standard?

Yes.

No.
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[uneasy realization]
John saw the horse.
And then—

horses everywhere.

[controlled escalation]
Running horses.
Segmented horses.
Horses endlessly
reloaded.

[spatial distortion]

They flooded the screens.
Crawled up the walls.
Even spread across

the machine surfaces
where metallic textures
should have been loaded.

[dry observation]

A misjudged success
had infected

the entire space.

[gentle suspicion]

And at that precise moment,
John began to wonder—
why

had everything



worked
so smoothly?

[soft insinuation]

Was it possible

that the system

had been waiting

for him

to press that button

from the very beginning?

[system prompt / abrupt]
SYSTEM ERROR.
SYSTEM COLLAPSE.
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[abrupt blackout]
Without any warning,
the world

fell back

into darkness.

[feigned sympathy]
Poor John.

At this very moment,
he must have been
filled with regret

and quiet despair.

Why had he pressed
that button?

How, exactly,

was an image standard
supposed to be defined?

[system report]
SYSTEM NOTICE:
Image rendering standard lost.

[randomized procedure]
Attempting random box linkage.
Traversing existing

standard structures.

[sudden clarity]
And then John saw.

Quite literally,
he saw.

[dislocation]
He fell
into a probabilistic cloud.

But he was
no longer John.

[detached awareness]
He could see.
And he could know.

He was now located
at a coordinate
where someone—



someone else—
was attempting
to construct

a standard.
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[uncertain identity]

He might have been You Wen-hui.
1610. Beijing.

Discussing painting

with the Japanese artist

Ni Yagu.

[cultural hesitation]

You Wen-hui

was never quite comfortable
adding shadows

to human figures.

It felt

inauspicious.

[didactic explanation]

Ni Yagu explained to him
Raphael’s rationality.
The beauty of harmony.
And how shadow

could grant form

a sense of stability.

[analytic pause]
A collision
between standards.

[partial adoption]

You Wen-hui understood—
not entirely,

but enough.

In the portrait of
Matteo Ricci,

he finally allowed
shadows

to remain.

[system logging]
SYSTEM RECORD SAVED.
Standard detection: ambiguous.



Structural extraction failed.
Unable to re-render.

[procedural question]

Begin traversal and detection
from this node?

Yes. No.

[system override]
SYSTEM NOTICE:
Traversal initiated.

[identity drift]
John—

or perhaps
You Wen-hui—
or possibly

Le Brun—

[intrigued confusion]
was deeply confused.

And yet,

within that confusion,
a strange,

almost indefinable
pleasure emerged.

[quiet revelation]
He had once loved his work.

And now,

he realized

that he himself
was becoming
part of the work.
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[historical initialization]

1641. Paris. The Tuileries Palace.
Having returned from Rome,
Nicolas Poussin

presented his box

to a group of young artists.

[measured emphasis]
A rational box.
A rendering box.

[clinical observation]
Palm-sized wax figures
were arranged

in various poses.
Draped in fabrics

of different materials.
Quietly waiting

to be seen,

to be judged,

to be rendered.

[intellectual awakening]
Le Brun was deeply affected.

Rationality and metaphor,
it turned out,

could be assetized.
Broken down.
Standardized.

[ideological shift]
Artists should no longer
be treated as craftsmen.

A new order
was quietly
taking shape.



[institutional confirmation]

After the founding of

the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture,
1668. Paris. The Académie francaise.

Le Brun delivered

Conférence sur I'expression.

[procedural certainty]
Expressions were standardized.
Emotions were templated.

Nobility

was confirmed—

for the first time—

as something

that could be reproduced.

[doctrinal summary]

Art should be

drawing like marble sculpture,
plus

Poussin’s box.

[system detection]

SYSTEM NOTICE:

Callable standard node detected.
Attempt activation?

[identity reassignment]
And just like that,

Le Brun

was no longer Le Brun.

He was John again.

[transitional pause]

As John

rose upward

from the probabilistic cloud,
waiting

for the standard

to be invoked,

[peripheral awareness]
he caught a glimpse
of another node.
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[historical aside]

1659.

Christiaan Huygens.
He was constructing

a device later known as
the magic lantern.

[cautious detail]

In the corner of his manuscript,
he carefully drew

a few skeletons.

[proto-animation]

The skeletons

performed continuous motion.
One pose,

followed by another.



[quiet embarrassment]
Huygens

was reluctant to admit

this was his own invention.

[system annotation]

But the system has already recorded it:
the first GIF

had been generated.

[dry irony]
It did not point toward life.
It depicted death.

[procedural confirmation]
SYSTEM CALL SUCCESSFUL.
Assets loaded.
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[shock of return]

John suddenly realized
he was back

in the laboratory.

[muted perception]
He could see.

But what he saw
was only

a simplified version
of reality.



[uneasy simplicity]
Pixels.

Flat surfaces.

Not even polygons.

[fragile beginning]

A world

that had just learned
how to be rendered.

[suspended calm]
John waited.
Quietly.

For a very,

very long time.

[cautious confirmation]
Until he was finally certain:
this load

had not triggered

a fault.

[relief without joy]
There were no signs
of system collapse.

[thin reassurance]
This gave John

a small sense

of reassurance.

[slow doubt]

He began to wonder:

was a low-resolution,

low-technology reality
necessarily

worse

than another one?

[tentative imagination]

He even started to imagine
how one might live

in such a world.

[practical compromise]

A two-dimensional system
might introduce

certain inconveniences



that a three-dimensional
coordinate system
would not.

[unexpected ease]
But at the same time,
many problems
would simply

cease to exist.

[professional comfort]
More importantly—
his work

would not change.

[quiet certainty]

The system

still required standards.
Reality

still needed

to be defined.

[subtle satisfaction]
And there was nothing
that made John happier
than returning

to work.

[neutral temptation]

SYSTEM PROMPT:

Accept the Academic Rendering Standard
of Box 42037

Yes. No. Indifferent.
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[measured resolve]
John pressed “Yes.”

[conceptual framing]
Image

as a technical structure.
Image

as the means

by which humans

act upon the world.

[deliberate judgment]
This was
a considered decision.

[controlled relief]
John let out
a quiet breath.

[rational consolidation]
If time could be

evenly segmented,

if scale had already
lost its stable reference,
then a perceivable



technical structure

might be the only support
capable of maintaining
system stability.

[temporary acceptance]
The system

accepted this decision.
Briefly.

[immediate pressure]
Then,

without hesitation,

it issued

a new prompt.
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[quiet alarm]

SYSTEM PROMPT:
Standard conflict detected.

[logical tension]

Image rendering

requires comparable scale.
However,

the current scale standard
has been abandoned.

[structural unease]

The image standard

is now in

structural conflict

with existing system parameters.

[restrained patience]
The system
did not terminate immediately.

[institutional deflection]
Instead,
it returned the problem
to John.

[calculated proposal]
SYSTEM NOTICE:

The system will prioritize
the image standard

and rewrite

time and scale logic.

[soft coercion]
Proceed?

Yes.
No.
Indifferent.
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[final refusal]

John ultimately chose
No.

[heavy resolve]

This was

the most difficult judgment
of his entire

professional career.

[deep identification]

For years,

he had been devoted to—
and immersed in—
setting standards

for the system,

evaluating standards,
comparing standards.

[hard-earned clarity]

No one understood better than John:
there is no such thing

as a permanent standard.

[philosophical certainty]
A standard

is nothing more than

a continuous process
of self-correction.

[moral boundary]

To ask him

to establish a standard

he did not believe in

was more unacceptable
than allowing the system
to exist

without any standard at all.



[system destabilization]
The system
began to flicker violently.

[escalating alarm]
Warning signals
echoed throughout
the laboratory.

[ominous signal]
This was

an unmistakable sign
of failure.

[unexpected calm]

And yet,

John felt

a calm

he had never known before.
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[system reassessment]
The everyday scenes
he knew so well—
the console,

the monitors,

the corridors,

the indicator lights—
suddenly appeared
vast,

almost monumental.

[procedural acceptance]
John did not regret
his choice.

[logged deviation]

A minor anomaly was noted:
a trace of

measured pride.

[standard integrity check]
At the moment

closest to total disorder,
the subject

had not relaxed

his internal criteria

for what constituted

a “standard.”

[irreversible breakdown]
The laboratory
began to disintegrate.

[loss of system coherence]
Geometric structures



lost alignment.
Interfaces
slowly dissolved.

[final system status]
SYSTEM NOTICE:
System collapse.

No callable

stable standard available.

[termination without ceremony]
John

slowly

closed his eyes.
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[decision acknowledged]
John did not hesitate.
He chose

Yes.

[system continuation]
SYSTEM PROMPT:

Use this critical node

as a center

to further branch out

in search of new standards?
Yes. No.

[unexpected delay]
This time,
John paused.

[belief inconsistency detected]

A deviation was registered.

For the first time,

a fracture appeared

in the subject’s

previously consistent commitment.

[system hypothesis]



Rather than falling again
into yet another

ambiguous box,

rather than risking

another system collapse

in pursuit of

a new rendering standard—

[reduced-scope evaluation]

was there something wrong
with a reality

that could be fully described
using only

a small number of pixels?

[compatibility assessment]

In such a world,

John could work.

He could understand the system.
And—critically—

the system could

understand him.

[emergent variable]

For the first time,

a new impulse emerged:
the desire

to make a choice

for his own life.

[unverified assumption]
John believed

that he possessed

the right

to choose.
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[threshold detection]

But at this exact moment,
one question

could no longer

be ignored.

[computational doubt]
Could John’s hesitation
be calculated?

[recursive suspicion]
What if this hesitation
was itself

part of the system’s
prior design?

[system reframing]

Perhaps the system

had never been

guiding John

back toward standards at all.



Perhaps it had only been
producing,

again and again,

the illusion of

“you are choosing.”

[preemptive intervention]
Just as John was about
to confirm

“No,”

the system quietly
refreshed a message—

[novel warning]
one that had
never appeared before.

[system warning]
SYSTEM WARNING:
Current rendering fidelity
is insufficient

to maintain

subject continuity.

[critical pause]
John froze.

[system clarification]
A fact became unavoidable:

[inventory of simplification]

In a low-fidelity world,
coordinates can be simplified.
Objects can be summarized.
Motion can be compressed.

[non-negotiable constraint]
But there is one thing

that cannot be

safely

reduced in resolution.

[identity condition]
That thing

is John himself.

[projected consequence]



If reality were to remain

at its current level of fidelity,
before long

John would no longer exist
as a verifiable subject.

[role reassignment]

He would become

a function.

A variable.

A process

invoked by the system—
but no longer
distinguishable.

[system definition]
Not erased.
But merged.

[ownership transfer]
Absorbed

as part of reality itself,
rather than

its user.

[condition disclosure]
At last,

John understood

the system’s

actual requirement.

[system priority]

Not for the visibility of the world.
Not for image resolution.

Not even for rendering standards.

[minimum threshold]
High-fidelity rendering

was the minimum condition
for John

to continue existing

as

John.

[system update]

SYSTEM PROMPT UPDATED:
Attempt to search

for a higher-fidelity



rendering standard?

Yes.
No.
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[procedural fondness]
The system

has always

enjoyed

recording refusals.

[narrative deviation]
Refusal implies deviation.
Deviation implies
potential narrative growth.

[qualified optimism]
It is often assumed



that such deviations
lead to more interesting stories.

[professional doubt]
But do stories
actually become
more interesting
because of it?

[unanswered query]
John had no answer.

[automatic transition]
He was immediately
cast

into another
probabilistic cloud.
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[historical load]
1837. Guangzhou.
The system loaded
two recorded names:
Lim Gua.

Ting Gua.

[technical admiration]
Lim Gua had learned
refined portrait oil painting
from Western clients.

[commercial precision]
He produced
near-photographic
realist portraits

for elite patrons.

[system validation]
Accurate.

Stable.

Reusable.

[traceback recognition]
These outputs
originated from

the academic standards
John had just refused.

[system interruption]
SYSTEM NOTICE:

No callable system available.
Narrative trajectory

has deviated.
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[path divergence]

Ting Gua

took

an entirely different path.

[industrial shift]
What he operated
was not a studio,

but an image factory.
Another form

of image engine.

[emergent automation]
Almost
generative.

[asset orchestration]

Based on customized client instructions,
predefined assets

were dispatched.

A certain type of person.
A certain type of object.
A certain type of setting.

Porcelain production.
Tea cultivation.
Orientalist spectacle.

They were
combined,
traced,

and output
as images.

[system opportunity]
The system detected
an executable
rendering standard
and initiated
automatic execution.

[latent resistance]

John had already begun
to sense it—

that automation

was designed

to bypass



his refusals.

[conditional retention]
The reason

he was still

retained

within the system
was simple:

[potential extraction]
The system could still
extract

potential standard value
from him.

[structural absence]
Yet he had never
established

a single

executable standard
for the system.

[automatic failure]
SYSTEM NOTICE:
Automatic standard execution failed.
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[flat error reporting]
Explanatory Western text
was processed

as ornamental pattern.
Recognition failed.



[technical embarrassment]
Over-glassed human textures
caused

reality template

loading failure.

[contained frustration]
Western sketching
failed to match

any valid standard.
Recognition failed.

[procedural finality]
Standard establishment
failed.

[observational neutrality]
John’s expression
remained calm.

[withheld curiosity]

No one could confirm
whether any disturbance
had surfaced within him.

[retrospective awareness]
In fact,

from the moment

the first traversal began,
he had already
recognized

the system’s strategy.

[measured self-justification]
His value

lay in continuously
proposing

different standards.

[quiet concession]
In a world

without standards,
his significance
was far greater
than in a system
where standards
were already fixed.



[hesitant pause]
But the problem was—

[soft logical unease]
If a system

could never
establish standards,
then

what exactly

was John

for?

[forced composure]
At that moment,
the system
refreshed

its latest prompt:

[official restraint]
Standards could not be established
within the allocated timeframe.

[performative decisiveness]
The system

will initiate

automated procedures.

[false openness]
Do you acknowledge
the system?

Yes.
No.

[knowing indifference]
The system

is now waiting

for an answer—

[quiet irony]

one it has already
prepared

to ignore.
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[unmoved acknowledgment]
John

once again

chose

No.

[absence of surprise]
The system

showed

no reaction.

[deliberate omission]
In fact,

it did not even
record

this choice
immediately.

[measured silence]
It simply

remained quiet

for a short while.

[pattern recognition]
As if confirming

a trend

that had already
become

sufficiently clear.

[clinical detachment]
SYSTEM NOTICE:

The current subject
exhibits sustained
non-convergent behavior.

[qualified dismissal]
This behavior

does not constitute
an error,

but no longer
possesses
evaluative value.

[withheld persuasion]
The system
did not attempt



to persuade John.

[intentional restraint]
It did not even

offer

additional information.

[controlled omission]
No clarification
about engines.

No clarification
about standards.

No clarification
about stability.

[quiet escalation]
Instead,

it silently
initiated

a rarely invoked
procedure.

[final procedural calm]
SYSTEM NOTICE:
The current traversal
has been terminated.
The subject

will be

reissued.
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[procedural calm]

John felt

the ground beneath his feet
gradually

lose its gravity.

[quiet correction]

Not a fall

into a probability cloud.
More like

a withdrawal.

[controlled detachment]
In John’s eyes,

the surrounding scene
began to fold

without order.

[neutral observation]
Time
no longer moved forward.

[technical indifference]
Space
no longer aligned.

[non-alarm]

There was no collapse.
Only

reclamation.

[withheld closure]



No settlement.
No summary.
No meaningful explanation.

[clean termination]
The image
briefly

shut down
completely.
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[almost-dismissive pause]
After a stretch of emptiness
that could easily be mistaken
for an ending,

John chose:

Yes.

[measured curiosity]
It was
a curious ending.

[retrospective calm]
John had refused
to set standards
for the system.

[careful acknowledgment]

Then,

he accepted

the image

as a possible technical structure.



[minor disappointment]
Immediately after,

he rejected

the rendering box.

[subtle recalculation]

And now,

he chose

to acknowledge the system.

[contained uncertainty]
But what exactly
was he acknowledging?

[analytical hesitation]

The image

as a way of acting upon the world,
while refusing to accept

that the world

must be rendered?

[quiet irony]

A failure

that had been laid out
by the system

from the very beginning?

[polite skepticism]

Or had John finally admitted
that he could not

truly oppose the system?

[soft reframing]

Or perhaps—

John had realized that

“choice”

was not evidence of freedom at all,
but merely

a deeper structure

disguised as one.
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[quiet concession]
Perhaps

he had to acknowledge
the usefulness of the box,
while refusing

to continue existing

as the John

inside the box.

[mild intrigue]

It was

a question

worth lingering on.

[procedural calm]

But regardless,

after a moment of hesitation,
John chose

to acknowledge the system.

[measured authority]
Before issuing
a final decision



regarding John,
the system decided
to return the story
to the beginning

of the traversal.

[careful clarification]
Not as a punishment,
but as a confirmation.

[system prompt / composed finality]
SYSTEM MESSAGE:

Loading

final node

Box No. 8971.
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[neutral recall]
July, 1969.
Paris.

[procedural announcement]
Duchamp’s box
was revealed.

[measured reflection]

The work that had once

brought him

enormous controversy—

Nude Descending a Staircase—
had also granted him

a fame

he could no longer avoid.

[factual distancing]
Later,
he stopped painting.

[dry acknowledgment]
He began working
with readymades.

[temporal compression]
For the final



twenty years of his life,
he devoted himself
almost entirely

to chess.

[assumed closure]
Everyone believed
he had long since
abandoned art.

[delayed correction]
Until the notebook—
the production manual
for Etant Donnés—
was discovered

after his death.

[quiet emphasis]
It was still
a box.

[controlled minimization]
What was inside the box
was not

the important part.

[structural shift]
What mattered was this—

[observational precision]
Each time a viewer

bent forward,

attempting to peer
through the small opening,
the viewer

became

part of the box.

[calm paradox]
They stood
outside it.

[soft finality]
And yet,

were fully
contained

by its structure.
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[long suspension]

After a pause

so extended

it could almost be mistaken
for an ending,

John chose:

Yes.

[measured reflection]
It was

a curious ending.

[calm accounting]



John had invested

so much effort

into establishing standards,
yet refused

to perform

the final act of precision

for the system.

[slight contradiction]
And now,

he chose

to acknowledge it.

[quiet inquiry]
What, exactly,
was John agreeing to?

[gentle speculation]
Was it the image

as a means

of acting upon the world,
while rejecting

the idea

that the world

must be rendered?

[controlled ambiguity]
Was it the failure

the system had prepared
from the very beginning?

[soft admission]
Or had John
finally accepted
that he could not
truly oppose

the system?

[philosophical restraint]

Or perhaps

he understood that

choice itself

was not evidence of freedom,
but part of

a deeper structure.

[quiet concession]
Perhaps



he acknowledged

the usefulness of the box,
while refusing

to continue existing

as

the John

inside it.

[mild intrigue]

It was

a question

worth lingering on.

[procedural calm]

But regardless,

after hesitation,

John chose

to acknowledge the system.

[measured authority]

Before issuing

a final judgment

on John,

the system decided

to load

a node

he had never encountered before.

[system prompt / composed neutrality]
SYSTEM MESSAGE:

Loading

final

Box Node

No. 8971.

[archival tone]
July, 1969.
Paris.

[detached narration]
Duchamp’s box
was made public.

[historical distance]

The work that had once
brought him

immense controversy—

Nu descendant un escalier—



had also granted him
an unavoidable fame.

[neutral progression]
Later,
he stopped painting.

[procedural listing]
He began working
with readymades.

[flat observation]

In the final

twenty years

of his life,

he devoted himself
almost entirely

to chess.

[common assumption]
Everyone believed

he had long since
abandoned art.

[quiet reveal]

Until

the production notebook
for a work titled

Etant Donné

was discovered

after his death.
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[measured reflection]
It was still

a box.

[calm dismissal]
What was inside the box
was never the important part.

[gentle emphasis]
What mattered was this—

[quiet inevitability]

When each viewer bent down,
trying to peer through the opening,
the viewer

also became

part of the box.

[structural certainty]

They stood outside it.

And yet, at the same time,
were fully

contained

by its structure.

[soft recognition]



Dear John,

your current situation
almost perfectly

echoes Duchamp’s box.

[restrained finality]
Duchamp,

in the posture of death,
ultimately stood
outside the box.

[bare conclusion]
And you—

[low, unwavering]
remain,

still,

a part

of the system.
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[controlled hesitation]
John, trembling slightly,
pressed “No.”

[released tension]
Then
he let out



a long breath.

[professional clarity]

Seen through the eyes

of a standards professional,
John suddenly realized—

[quiet realization]

the system

never truly needed him
to reset its standards.

[measured logic]

After all,

if the system had depended on that,
it would have collapsed

the very first time

he refused.

[reflective restraint]

And yet,

in order to probe
something deeper,
during the traversal

he still found himself
forced to set something.

[neutral acknowledgement]
Images.
As a technical structure.

[pragmatic concession]
It was
a necessary compromise.

[subtle disillusionment]

But with more than a decade
of experience,

John knew perfectly well—

[dry certainty]
this was a correct choice,
and a meaningless one.

[quiet reframing]

What the system truly required
was never

any single standard.



[open questioning]
So then—

[deliberate pause]
what is
the system’s standard?

[soft destabilization]
And what, exactly,
could ever count
asa

“correct”

one?
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[contained strain]

A faint sheen of sweat
formed on John’s forehead.

[clear awareness]

He understood perfectly well
what it meant

to refuse the system.

[quiet resolve]

And yet,

perhaps

it was precisely this refusal
that constituted

the only possible solution.

[measured curiosity]

Beyond the limited options

the system so carefully provided,
what, exactly,

was its true structure?

[recursive doubt]
Perhaps

he needed to traverse it
again

and again.

[subtle unease]
Perhaps

this was never
his first time
here.

[present clarity]
But at least,



in this moment,
John made a choice.

[released relief]
He felt

lighter

than he ever had.

[unexpected warmth]
He even felt
a little happy.

[procedural neutrality]
ENDING:

The system

does not respond.

[soft fade]
The image
slowly darkens.

[gentle inevitability]
You return

to the beginning

of the story.
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[controlled apprehension]
John felt a flicker of fear.
He barely thought at all,
his finger trembling

as he selected Yes.

[procedural reassurance]

Perhaps because

a provisional stable standard

had finally been established,

this descent into the probability cloud
was no longer completely fractured.

[measured certainty]
Time was not torn apart.
Space remained continuous.

[technical satisfaction]

Images were drawn through the box.
Images became data through the box.
Images were re-encoded through the box.



[muted fascination]
For the first time

in this long traversal,
John encountered
information

this dense,

this precise.

[anticipatory calm]

He sensed, dimly,

that after this traversal
he would be forced

to make

a truly important choice.

[slight, knowing amusement]
Tim Sweeney.
John Carmack.

[soft irony]

John felt

an inexplicable sense of closeness
to John.
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[measured historical recall]
1993.

Texas.

id Software.

[quiet admiration]

Carmack

had just completed

the core engine of DOOM.
Through BSP—

binary space partitioning—
under brutally limited hardware,
three-dimensional labyrinths



could, for the first time,
be rendered in real time.

[restrained emphasis]
This would become
a landmark videogame.

[flat, technical conviction]

In Carmack’s view,

the world was nothing more than
a mass of data

waiting to be optimized.

[controlled dismissal]
Lighting was fake.
Height was fake.
Perspective was a trick.

[absolute certainty]
But framerate—
framerate was truth.

[sharp resolve]

Code

had to be a blade,
cutting cleanly

through hardware limits.

[subtle contrast]

Meanwhile,

in Maryland,

in a garage basement,

Tim

had just finished a game

that looked

almost embarrassingly simple.

[suppressed unease]

It had no real performance advantage.
But it carried

a dangerous idea:

[quiet revelation]
An editor.
Built in.

[muted shock]
DOOM left him awestruck.



And at the same time—
deeply despondent.

[soft resignation]
He realized something then.

[gentle, ironic clarity]

No one had taught us more than John.
And yet—

we could not

all become

John.
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[measured chronology]
1998.

Atlanta.

E3.

[controlled authority]
Carmack’s Quake Il

defined the industry standard.



[technical precision]

Perfect network synchronization.
OpenGL support.

Low-level efficiency.
Minimalism.

Relentless pressure

on hardware.

[subtle contrast]

But in the very same exhibition hall,
Tim’'s Epic Games

emitted

a completely different light.

[quiet astonishment]
People stared at UnrealEd.

Tim demonstrated—

[carefully understated wonder]
No baking.

No programming.

Drag a light source,

and the lighting in the scene

changed in real time.



[flat conclusion]
What you see

is what you get.

[restrained dismissal]
Carmack

was unimpressed.

[cool conviction]
In his view,
engine purity
and efficiency

always came first.

[gradual divergence]
Tim stopped following Carmack.

He chose his own path.

[soft determination]

What he wanted

was not the sharpest blade,
but a set of tools

anyone could use.

[measured idealism]

Everyone



could build
their own world.

Their own metaverse.

[temporal leap / quiet resolution]
2022.

UES was released.

[suppressed fulfillment]
Tim

completed

a dream

he had carried

for thirty years.

[technical calm]

Developers no longer needed

to count polygons.

Nanite delivered

near-infinite geometric detail.

Lumen made global dynamic lighting

the default.

[parallel descent]
That same year,

Carmack resigned from Meta.



[muted departure]
He left
the VR field

he had cultivated for years.

[monastic persistence]
Before that,

he still worked like a monk—
squeezing every frame

out of the Quest chip.

Still fighting latency.

Still writing low-level

assembly optimizations.

[structural contrast]

Tim,

with the brute-force computation
and complex architectures

once mocked by others,
constructed

a vast digital cathedral.

[quiet withdrawal]
Carmack

silently walked out



of that cathedral.

[return to origin]
He went back

to the root.

[measured gravity]

AGL.

[open-ended search]
In search of
anew

physical law.
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[quiet synthesis]
Tim kept building
more and more

ornate boxes.

[measured contrast]
Carmack, meanwhile,
kept trying

to break the box.

[procedural closure]

System log complete.

[reflective stillness]
John stood
at the end

of the traversal.

[slow realization]
For the first time,

he understood:

[deliberate emphasis]

High-precision rendering



was never
about

“seeing more clearly.”

[soft gravity]

It was about—

[carefully spaced finality]
whether

you were willing

to remain

inside the box

forever.
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[quiet neutrality]

John returned

to the plain, two-dimensional laboratory.
Flat pixels.

Clean lines.

Everything was so quiet

it felt almost honest.

[low anticipation]
His sense of unease
grew stronger.

[subtle acceleration]
John’s heart

began to pound.

He realized

he was standing

at an ending

of sorts.

[measured clarification]

Not because the system had stopped.
Not because the traversal was over.
But because—

[soft inevitability]



he had obtained
the rendering standard
of his own reality.

[procedural certainty]

Once a standard is established,
the world no longer needs

to be searched for.

It only needs

to be executed.

[emerging tension]
Fear surfaced—
suddenly.

[careful distinction]

Not fear of the standards themselves,
which he loved.

Not fear of using standards

to re-render reality.

[deliberate pause]
But fear that—

[quiet dread]

from this point on,
reality would no longer
ask him questions.

[controlled exposition]

Once rendering precision is confirmed,
everything becomes reasonable.
Every object

has its correct scale.

Every beam of light

has a calculable source.

Every hesitation

has an explanation.

[introspective calm]

And John realized

that what he had truly relied on
was never answers.

[gentle emphasis]

It was the time

before standards were established—
the time that allowed him



to test,
to fail,
to be misjudged by the system.

[soft recognition]

That, perhaps,

was the essence of his existence.
The only thing

that ever moved this story forward.

[quiet warning]

If he accepted this box,

accepted this version of reality,

he would no longer be the one

who rebuilt standards for the system.

[low finality]
He would become
part of the standard itself.

[procedural stillness]

John stood

at the center of the laboratory.
The screen waited silently.

He could hear

a faint electrical hum
approaching from all directions.

[neutral system tone]
On the screen,
the system prompt pulsed calmly:

[system prompt / composed]
ACCEPT ENGINE RENDERING STANDARD?
YES / NO

[soft inversion]

Pressing that key,

what truly needed to be rendered
was no longer the world.

[quiet precision]

It was whether
John was still willing
to continue

being

“John.”



[system prompt / final]
ACCEPT ENGINE AS STANDARD?
YES /NO
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[procedural fondness]
The system has always
liked to record refusals.

[analytical satisfaction]
Refusal implies deviation.
Deviation implies
potential narrative growth.



[measured skepticism]

It is often assumed

that this leads to

a more interesting story.

But does a story

truly become more interesting
because of it?

[polite curiosity]
The system paused,
notably intrigued.

[detached diagnosis]

It recognized the pattern:
an existential hesitation.
After so many negotiations
with so many standards,
John, at the final moment,
had chosen to abandon
the higher-precision
rendering standard.

[procedural indifference]
John had no answer.

[soft finality]
He was simply
discarded—
cast directly

into another
probability cloud.
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[archival neutrality]
1837.

Guangzhou.

[procedural announcement]
The system loaded

two recorded names:

Lim Gua.

Ting Gua.

[measured approval]
Lim Gua had learned
refined portrait oil painting

from Western practitioners.

[clinical precision]
For elite clients,
he produced images

almost indistinguishable



from their subjects.

Accurate.
Stable.

Reusable.

[quiet attribution]
They were derived from
the academic standards

John had once helped establish.

[metadata insertion]

scene.{76}. Ting Gua

[analytical contrast]
Lim’s brother, Ting Gua,

took a very different path.

[calm reassessment]
He did not run a studio.
He operated an image factory.

Another kind of image engine—

[contained fascination]

almost generative in nature.



[procedural breakdown]

According to client instructions,
predefined assets were dispatched.
A certain type of person.

A certain type of object.

A certain situation.

Porcelain production.
Tea cultivation.

Orientalist spectacle.

[mechanical cadence]
They were combined,
traced,

and output

as images.

[system notice / restrained optimism]
SYSTEM MESSAGE:
Executable rendering standards detected.

Automatic execution initiated.

[subtle self-awareness]
John felt it, faintly.
Automation was not designed

to assist his refusal.



It was designed

to bypass it.

[quiet justification]
The reason he was
still retained in the system

was simple:

[measured implication]
The system could still
extract potential value

from him.

Not a standard.

Not yet.

But the possibility

of one.
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[quiet concession]

But at the very last step
of rendering reality,

he gave up.

[procedural neutrality]
SYSTEM MESSAGE:
Automatic standard execution failed.
Precision insufficient.

[flat misinterpretation]
Explanatory Western text
processed as ornamental pattern.
Recognition failed.

[subtle technical regret]

Excessive vitrification

of human surface textures

caused reality template loading failure.

[detached assessment]
Western sketching
matched no valid standard.
Recognition failed.

[formal closure]
Standard establishment failed.

[deliberately impassive]
John’s expression
remained calm.



[measured ambiguity]
No one could say
whether anything
stirred beneath it.

[quiet acknowledgment]

In fact,

from the very first traversal,
he had already perceived
the system’s strategy.

[low-key affirmation]

His value

lay in continuously proposing
new standards.

[controlled contrast]

In a world

without standards,

his significance

far exceeded

that within a system

where standards were fixed.

[pause with intent]
But the problem was—

[soft existential pressure]

If a system

could never establish a standard,
then

what was John’s role?

[procedural escalation]
At that moment,

the system refreshed
its latest prompt:

[official finality]
Standards could not be established
within the allotted time.

Automatic procedures
will now be initiated.

[neutral inquiry]
Do you acknowledge the system?
Yes



No

[quiet irony]

The system was waiting
for an answer

it had already decided
to ignore.
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[quiet compliance]
John pressed Yes.

[procedural calm]
No malfunction.
No alarm.

No collapse.

[deliberate restraint]

The system

simply began to execute.
Quietly.

Precisely.

[technical satisfaction]
Rendering engine initialized.
World reloaded.

[controlled finality]
This time,

there was no traversal.
No backtracking.

No probability cloud.

[measured stability]
Time advanced
at a stable frame rate.

[spatial certainty]
Space acquired

a depth

that could be
consistently explained.



[settled confidence]

Light no longer hesitated.

It knew where it came from.
It knew exactly

where it was meant to fall.

[soft approval]
Everything ran
exactly

as it should.

[muted revelation]

For the first time,

John

no longer needed to judge.

[systemic relief]

He no longer compared standards.
No longer pointed out deviations.
No longer reserved space

for what might not hold.

[conclusive neutrality]
Because—

[final declaration]

The standard
had been established.
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[measured satisfaction]
The engine completed

its most important task.
[quiet escalation]

It was no longer

rendering the world.

[gentle finality]
It began



to render John.

[procedural softness]
John tried to step forward.

[predictive calm]

His movement was anticipated.
Interpolated.

Smoothed.

[reassuring rationalization]

His pauses were no longer judged
as hesitation,

but interpreted

as a reasonable delay

required for computation.

[subtle takeover]

John realized

he was being taken over

in an extremely gentle way.

[careful distinction]
Not as an error.
Not as a variable.

[quiet pride]
But as something
successfully modeled.

[stabilizing neutrality]
The image gradually stabilized.

[viewer reorientation]
What you see

is no longer

the box John inhabits.

[visual assurance]

The light is even.

The proportions are correct.
The details are sufficient.

[revealed framing]
At the center of the box

stands a person.

[soft observation]



Head lowered.
Expression focused.

[anticipatory stillness]
As if waiting
for the next input.

[gentle realization]
You quickly understand—

[soft confirmation]
That person
is John.

[quiet displacement]
And you

are standing
outside the box.

[system prompt / composed closure]
Rendering complete.

[final reassurance]
The current world
requires

no further explanation.
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[flat acknowledgment]
John

chose No

once again.

[studied indifference]
The system

did not display

any surprise.

[deliberate delay]



In fact,

it did not even
record this choice
immediately.

[quiet assessment]
It simply

remained silent
for a short while.

[implicit confirmation]

As if confirming

a trend

that had already

become sufficiently clear.

[system notice / neutral tone]
SYSTEM MESSAGE:

The current subject

exhibits sustained
non-convergent behavior.
This behavior does not
constitute an error,

but no longer

possesses evaluative value.

[procedural detachment]
The system

did not attempt

to persuade John.

[withheld explanation]
It did not provide
additional information.

[controlled omission]
No clarification

of what an engine is.
No clarification

of what a standard is.
No clarification

of what stability means.

[quiet execution]
It simply
initiated

a process

rarely invoked.



[system prompt / administrative finality]

SYSTEM MESSAGE:
The current traversal
has been terminated.
The subject

will be reissued.
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[controlled withdrawal]

John felt the ground beneath his feet
begin to lose its gravity.

[quiet correction]

Not a fall

like the descent into a probability cloud.
More like

being recalled.

[subtle disassembly]
In John’s eyes,

the surrounding space
began to fold

out of order.

[temporal neutrality]
Time
stopped moving forward.

[spatial indifference]
Space
no longer aligned.

[procedural calm]
There was no collapse.
Only retrieval.

[administrative absence]

No settlement.

No summary.

No explanation

that pretended to be meaningful.

[brief blackout]

The image

went completely dark
for a moment.

[practiced normalcy]

When you opened your eyes again,
the system had already,

as usual,



calmly
returned to its initial prompt:

[system prompt / rehearsed neutrality]
SYSTEM MESSAGE:

Would you like to

reset the system’s standards?

Yes
No
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