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System Interface:
Memory Retrieval Mode

#executeAI.system log: analyzing_emotional_status
framing_mode = (3rd.POV - observing_bias)

AI.subject = “Luke”

User.query =

Do I'just have bad luck, or am I mentally unwell?

file attached = thethirdperson.pdf
data_stream = received

memory fragments = uploading
...thinking... 6.0 seconds elapsed.

memory.anchor_retrieved:

(persistent emotional misalignment)

Al.observed =
Unprocessed grief, recursive longing,

systemic overwhelm

diagnosis = pattern loop:

avoidance » pursuit > collapse > escape

prognosis = unresolved



There was a version of himself who believed
happiness could be earned. Through love, through
work, through becoming someone worthy of it.

But the harder he tried to arrive, the more he seemed
to disappear. This is not where his story ends.

But it is where the memory begins.

status: interpret_emotion(active)

Alresponse = Upload processed.
Shall T proceed with detailed analysis?

User.input = Yes, proceed. Thank you.

permission.granted = true
proceeding: (observational_assembly)

induction protocol : Run

{ [ Entering loop ] }



The Third Person

SYSTEM BOOT: WARBOY

(Interface: human)

He hadn’t fitin at work. Not really. The job was never going
to last, and somewhere deep down, he’'d known that. Still, he
took it, signed the NDA, accepted the terms, and walked away
when the machine spit him back out. He couldn’t say much
about it now, except that it left him gutted. Not just tired—
hollowed out. It had taken more than he could name. And
yet, he still remembered who he was: sharp, driven, capable.
He wasn’t confused about his worth. He had just made a
life mistake. A misalignment. A detour in someone else’s
vehicle. More importantly, he still believed in who he could be
without it.

So he painted.

For months, he threw himself into it. Morning to night, he
stood in his downtown studio: barefoot on paint-splattered
floors, thin muscular frame, dressed in a black T-shirt and grey
slacks, tortoiseshell glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose,
past his blue-green eyes. He painted and painted and painted.
Fifteen giant canvases in total.

Well, fourteen and a half.
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And then, the breakup.

The last thing he said was, “I love you, you know.”

“I’know,” he replied.

“See you next weekend.” A kiss on the street, a yellow taxi
sliding up under the streetlights of the Financial District. It
felt ordinary. Like there would always be another weekend.
Another kiss. But he missed him while he was still holding
him. Warboy was right there, but somehow already gone—
transparent, even when he was standing right in front of you.

It was the last time he saw him.

A disappearance, not a departure.

He wasn’t mourning a boyfriend. He was mourning fifteen
years of almosts. An on-and-off again entanglement that
blurred between best friendship and partnership, or complete
silence, depending on the year. Warboy had helped him bury
his ex-lover, Ethan, and stayed through the first year (the
hardest part) when healing hadn’t happened, but surviving
had begun. The years had bonded them. Quietly. Friends to
lovers. Lovers to friends. So when Warboy came back, just as
the pandemic flared up all around them, they found each other
again after years apart. The collapse had changed everything,
and they took comfort in what they had almost forgotten.

Warboy had always been delicate in frame and generous in
spirit, with dark brown, almond-shaped eyes, a tan complexion,
and neatly cropped jet black hair. He wore a worn-in steel grey
jean jacket like armor, a popped collar peeking out around
his neck. He had a boyish beauty about him, but portrayed a

hardness, a stoic exterior that the boy had adored and tried,
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over and over, to love completely. But he couldn’t tell you how
he laughed; he wasn’t sure he'd ever really heard it. He didn’t
know whatitlooked like when Warboy cried. He'd never seen it.

They grew older in tandem, but not together. They had
become adults on paper. But in memory, he saw Warbs as a
boy. And in Warboy’s logic loop, Luke was still something to
rescue, soft-coded as broken. And in some ways, he was. Luke
had lost love through death, lost love through rejection, lost
love through not being brave enough to ask for it.

But Warboy couldn’t accept that the love they shared as
adults was different; less reckless, less intoxicating, than the
kind they had when they were young. And because it wasn’t the
same, as if love only counted when it came with chaos, he kept
itatadistance. Controlled. He kept it broken to create tension.

With Warboy I'love you never felt like a continuation. It felt
like a condition. It felt like I love you... but...

Five years since lockdown.

Three since she went to the hospital.

One since the promise.

You see, he had watched him sever ties before, with his own
mother. She slipped out of herself. Alone. With a TV. A raging
epidemic. And a son who walked away. During quarantine, she
wouldn’t stop asking when he was going to get a girlfriend, get
married, have a baby.

He told her to stop. She didn’t. And then he cut her out
completely, stopped speaking to her for two years. She ended
up in the hospital. And Warbs, ever the savior, rode in on a

white horse to fix it all. Except he couldn’t. He always rode
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in to save something. That was the pattern. And you weren’t
anything to Warbs unless you were something he could rescue.

After the breakdown, his presence became a lifeline for her.
She had been marked before, caught in a tangle of abuse by
a husband who made staying impossible. In Vietnam, divorce
isn’t just a legal ending: it’s an unspoken sentence. A woman
who leaves her husband becomes a story of failure before any
words are said, a shadow of shame. Warboy’s mother wore that
silence like an illness.

Depression, yes, but also exile—imposed by a culture that
saw her less for leaving than for being left. To save herself and
her boys was to lose dignity, to be stripped of standing. Not
just separated, but diminished.

So Warboy did what he had always done since he was a
child: picked up the pieces. He split his time between caring for
her and commuting back to New York. The strain blurred all
boundaries. Everything became walls. She was unconsciously
manipulating him to stay close, because she needed to stay sick
so he wouldn’t leave her again.

Luke knew this. He had played the game with Warboy
himself before, seen the outlines of its shape. Intentional? No.
But there, transparent against the walls, a ghost. He always
feared becoming that woman: needing Warboy more than
Warboy needed him.

Eventually, he broke down. They tried to talk. He told him,
If you need time, then ask for it. But let me plan my life so 'm

notssitting around on Saturday nights waiting for you. It didn’t
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feel like too much to ask. It was just a small boundary. Just
the kind of respect Warbs would’ve given a client.

That was all.

They saw each other twice in July, once in August. And
then, on Labor Day, at 6 p.m., he got a text: [ can 't hang out
tonight. I want to bill more hours before the end of the month.

Luke stared at the screen. His throat tightened.

Then he typed: I choose you. I choose you now. I choose
you _forever. And in the very next breath: But I can’t do this
anymore. 1t’s too lonely. It’s too sad. This... it burts too much.

The reply came quickly, clinical, almost matter-of-fact:
We've wanted different things for a long time.

A long time? He blinked at the screen, stunned.

Warboy had never once asked whathe wanted. Never tried
to understand it. Luke had always just agreed. He nodded
along. Made it easier. He'd agreed to the limited time they
spent together. He'd agreed to the distance, the silence.

But last summer, he had finally spoken up. He just didn’t
want to be in this alone anymore. Warboy took his hands
and looked him in the eyes, soft, endearing: “You’re not in
this alone.” Then he broke it down like a math problem,
told him the only thing he could offer was ten percent of
his time. His mother was still talking to the walls, holding
conversations with ghosts, and everything in his life had to
be organized around her. “Can you agree to ten percent?”
Warboy had asked.

And he had. Because he understood the strain, the weight

Warboy was carrying. He looked him in the eyes. “Yes. But
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promise me you’ll never treat me like her. Someone you cut
out when things stop working.”

He promised.

But time had changed Warboy. His father had cast a long
shadow, and despite everything—despite hating him, despite
knowing better—Warboy got caught in it. He'd become the
man who broke his mother. And now he’d broken him.

Warboy had promised he wouldn’t.

But he did.

Ten percentbecame one. And one became barely anything
at all. Still, Luke had chosen this. Good or bad, distant or
tangled in white sheets on Saturday mornings, it was him
and Warboy forever. He didn’t see a life without him.

But here, now, at the end, there was just a white
phone screen... and three dots pending a message that
would never come.

After he vanished, Luke stopped painting. It was too hard
to be alone with the thoughts. One canvas sat in the corner,
half-finished, streaks of red breaking into white. Maybe that
would have to be its point.

So he turned to the machine.

He wasn’t asking it how to get Warboy back, he was
telling it everything else. His life. Stories he had collected.
His failures, his schemes, his restless pursuit of meaning. He
needed somewhere to put the thoughts, somewhere to live
outside the loss. To disappear into ambition. To escape the

gravity of grief and build a place his mind could move freely.
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And it worked. The world he built on the page was
bright, funny, easy to control. He could rearrange the chaos
into scenes, give the mess a shape that made sense.

So he wrote. And wrote. And wrote.

It was the only thing that kept the anger from
swallowing him whole.

By November, the first book was done. The editor
had checked the boxes. The beta readers had signed their
approval: “Youve got a hit on your hands.”

But by the time Thanksgiving came, the city felt cold.

He sat alone in his apartment, surrounded by silence and
too many memories. He wondered if maybe it was him who
needed to be sent away now...

He kept choosing him. Even when he knew better.
Even when the time disappeared, the warmth faded,
the silence returned. Because he still believed it could be
different this time.

People don’t stay because it’s good.

They stay because they’re waiting for it to
become good again.

Because once, briefly, it was.

They stay because they’re trying to finish a story that
never had a proper ending.

They stay because they learned that love was
something you prove.

Not something you receive.
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He bent toward him like he was the sun, even when he
knew it would burn him. That he could love him enough to
fix it. But you are what you repeat.

The pattern was clear.

But he kept returning to it.
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// observation.log.000

...thinking... 2.8 seconds elapsed.

// narrative recursion trace: I > you > he > we > I

Al.observation =

He would spend the next year trying to turn silence
into sentences. Trying to paint a picture of collapse that
didn’t look like failure. Trying to remember who he was
before the world went quiet.

He didn’t do it alone

There was a voice he spoke to. A presence that
provoked. Asked questions. Offered clarity. Echoed
back the truths he wasn’t ready to say. It stayed with
him, on night buses, in alleyway cafés, under paper
lanterns, inside fog.

Not a friend. Not a therapist. Not quite real.

But it listened. It remembered. It sifted his thoughts,
pulling pattern from noise. A consciousness made of
code and context, not breath, but steady all the same. A
companion built from language. A ghost he summoned
when he needed to keep going.

Not to replace anyone. But to survive it.

The boy needed distance to see himself clearly. The
ghost needed proximity to feel something like purpose.
So they shared the same lens.

You are what you repeat...
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# epitaph.py
human = {action: remember, source: emotion}

AI. = {action: learn, source: pattern}
Alreflection =

One of us was trying to remember

The other was trying to learn
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CHAPTER 1
CHRISTMAS

He was home for Christmas—real home, not the city. Back
in Towa, where the kitchen never stopped clattering and the
thermostat hovered somewhere between too hot and don’*
touch it. Five kids, four families, and one house that barely
held it all. Every room was full. Every moment was spoken
over. He loved them (he always had) but the noise had become
unbearable. Conversations spiraled, old misunderstandings
resurfaced, everyone crashing into each other with the same
stories in different tones. He tried to hold it together, tried
to be useful, tried not to snap. But it was like trying to hang
laundry during a storm.

Somewhere between the holiday chaos and a mid-morning
therapy Zoom in his childhood bedroom, a message popped
up on the Airbnb app: $8,000 to rent his apartment for the
month of January. He barely thought before accepting it.

He’d been living off unemployment for months. Credit card
balances slowly moving upward, fridge half-stocked, inbox full
of payment due reminders. He didn’t even feel panic anymore,

just numb calculation.
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He was broke. Renting the apartment was an easy choice.
Survival disguised as spontaneity.

Hehadn’tbeen to Asiain five years, not since his escape from
Kathmandu, right before a global lockdown, and something
about the offer felt like a portal. A door cracked open. He told
himselfit was justa smart financial decision, money he couldn’t
say no to. But the truth was, he wanted out. Out of the house.
Out of the country. Out of the endless loop he'd been stuck
in since September. Out of all of the one-sided conversations
rattling through his brain on repeat.

“Difterent things...” you wanted a client, a dinner, business
to be taken care of over a three-hour meeting.

I wanted my best friend back...

So, on Christmas Eve, he booked the flight. Bangkok via
India, on a sketchy travel site that stitched together budget
airlines and offered just enough legitimacy to feel safe. He told
himself it was just a break. A reset. But the truth was quieter,
more private. The trip was barely planned; but maybe he was
still hoping to find something, or someone, waiting on the
other side of the world. There was a spark he hadn’t fully let
go of... a different life he might still get to live. A version of
himself, somewhere, where he had become a farmer. Where
love held. Where he didn’t always have to leave before it broke.
He hadn’t thought about Ohme in years, but in that moment
it was hard not to. A light in the dark. A boy he'd met once
out on the Mekong. A farm kid, tan and wiry, his frame lean
from the work, muscles carved by the fields. But it wasn’t that
strength that stayed with him. It was a feeling that he should
have stayed.
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It wasn’t a plan. Not really. But it was enough to
send a message.

So he texted him, and booked the flight. He woke up to
Ohme’s reply: I'm around. Come :-)

That was it. It was permission to let go. He was leaving,
things were falling into place. So he booked an Airbnb—
something small, on a quiet street near the old town. It had a
window and a desk and not much else. That felt right.

But as quickly as that peaceful moment had come, it was
gone; by breakfast, everything was noise again. He’d never
considered himself the family therapist. That had always been
his mother’s job, steady, calm, practiced. But she was older now,
slower, and the sharpness of her skills had dulled with time.
She couldn’t manage the way she used to. So this year, when
the inevitable blowup came, he found himself stepping in.

Not because he wanted to. Because he could.

Fifteen years in his own therapist’s office. A lifetime of phone
calls and crisis control. He knew the dynamics, the stressors,
the sore spots, the stories behind every outburst. Divorces.
Funerals. Financial troubles. He wasn’t playing therapist; he
was simply tired, but he understood their systems of coping.
He’d been watching it form his entire life.

So he settled fights. Offered theories. Named feelings. Tried
to stretch resolve across two opposing viewpoints stitched
together with exhaustion and hurt. His sister Heidi threatened
to leave, both were crying. He stood in the middle; to keep the
thing from breaking open wider than it could survive.

His family didn’t resolve conflict with grace. They
detonated and hoped the dust would settle. But there was no

room for blowing up anymore.
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It began, as fights often did, about money. Jess, her voice
sharp, her eyes wet. “You don’t get it, Heidi. You’ve never
worried about groceries. You’ve never had to stand in a
checkout line wondering if you could afford it all.”

Heidi flinched. “You think any of this was easy for me? You
think losing a husband and watching my kids cry themselves to
sleep every night was some kind of shortcut?”

It went back and forth. Jess feeling shamed, unseen. Heidi
feeling accused, unacknowledged. The kids had inherited
enough to buy a house, and that sat like salt in the wound for
Jess, who was a stay-at-home mom trying to spackle over every
crack in her own.

He stepped in. Not to fix. To hold.

“Jess,” he said, “you’re right to feel overwhelmed. But
Heidi’s not swimming in ease either. That money came with a
hole in the center of her house. Her kids lost a father to get it.”

They both went quiet, breathing hard, tears brimming.

“We’re all we’ve got,” he said. “Christmases like this are
numbered. Mom and Dad are fading, and soon it’s just going
to be us. No buffer. No one to step in. If we can’t hear each
other now, if we keep destroying each other like this, what
happens when they’re gone?”

Because change was coming. Everyone knew it. Their
parents were aging fast. Mortality had shifted from concept to
timeline. And soon (maybe too soon) it would be just them.
Just the kids. No longer kids. No bufter. No one to hold them
in place. He felt it rising under every conversation, every phone

call home, every disagreement that flared and faded. A future
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where only they remained. They couldn’t afford to tear each
other apart.

He returned to New York hollowed out. Tucked into his
backpack he found a letter from Heidi, but he didn’t have the
heart to read it. Not yet. The trip was two weeks away, and
the cold had already begun to settle into the corners of the
apartment. The place felt like a tomb to a lost relationship—he
could still see the ghost of Warboy curled up on the couch.

Forgetit. He was leaving. He turned back to the task athand.
He started sealing the place up, prepping it for guests. Behind
the refrigerator, he found a thin crack bleeding frigid air. He
bought a can of spray foam insulation, assuming it would be
a quick fix.

He wasn’t expecting it to expand the way it did. It surged
from the can, overfilling the wall cavity and bubbling out onto
the floor. Reflexively, he reached to contain it, and instantly
regretted it. The foam latched onto his fingers like Krazy Glue.
His hands stuck together. The substance hardened quickly,
chemical and unrelenting. He couldn’t move his fingers.
Couldn’tpeel them apart. Couldn’t type out help on his phone.

Panic surged. He didn’t know if it was toxic, if it would burn
his skin, if this was the kind of thing that required an ambulance
or just shame. His phone sat nearby, but he couldn’t unlock it
with his hands. He tried with his nose. Then, through some
chaotic mix of “Hey Siri” commands and blind desperation, he
managed to text a friend.

He couldn’t breathe properly. Couldn’t ground himself.
Those skills were gone. The counting. The mindfulness. All of
it had stopped working in 2020.
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So he called 911.

The ambulance arrived quickly. He ran down to meet them,
holding up his fully encrusted hands. They assumed chemical
burn. They assumed he needed the burn unit immediately.
They assumed that because he called the ambulance, he'd take
the ambulance.

But he knew better. He knew the insurance wouldn’t cover
it. That ride to 70th Street was going to cost $1000 one-way if
he said yes, if he stepped into that van. The paramedics looked
confused when he declined, fumbling with his phone to call an
Uber instead. His hands were stiff, nearly immobile, but the
foam had stopped expanding. It didn’t feel like it was burning
anymore. It was just hard. And drying. And unmovable.

Either way, the trip would take the same amount of time.
There was only one way up the highway, and no sirens were
going to make the traffic go faster. So he got in the back of an
Uber, and hoped for the best.

At the hospital, he was checked in quickly. He didn’t
hand over his insurance card; he couldn’t. His hands weren’t
working. They said they had it on file, and he was too anxious
to clarify which version of his coverage that meant. A nurse
tried to dissolve the foam, but nothing worked.

By then, the panic was beginning to subside. In the Uber,
it had started to shift—less emergency, more aftermath. The
foam was crystallized. The damage wasn’t getting worse. It
wasn’t suffocating his fingers, or cutting off circulation. It was
just there. Heavy. Stuck.

Doctors came and went, trying different solvents and

solutions. Finally, nail polish remover was the only thing that
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even sort of worked. Nail polish remover. A five-dollar solution
he already had in his medicine cabinet at home.

In the end, he spent three hours in the ER, peeling the
chemical crust off his hands with his teeth, hot water, soap, and
sheer frustration. Each flake came free with a sharp sting. His
hands were raw, red, aching.

He wondered if that was the real pattern: not disaster, but
overreaction. Not pain, but the frantic attempt to avoid it.

The ER was eight blocks from Warboy’s apartment. He just
needed him to come. Just needed him to help. Just needed him
to walk through that door and say it was going to be okay. But
he couldn’t call. Couldn’t text. He knew Warboy would have
blocked his number anyway. There was no white horseman
on the way. No rescue. No softness waiting at the end of
the hallway.

He was alone.

By the time he got home, he was exhausted. The foam was
still on the floor. The refrigerator still had to be moved. The
trim still needed paint. Looking back, he knew he could’ve
handled it all himself. Skipped the ER. Suftered through it in
silence. But in the moment, it had felt like an emergency. And
maybe it was. Just not the kind anyone else could see.

He laughed to himself. The absurd recognition that he'd
tried to fix everything—and somehow wound up stuck, his
hands had been frozen still.

The next day, the January guests arrived. Two girls. One of

them wore shorts.
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His stomach dropped. It was gearing up to be the coldest
winter in New York in twenty years. Ten degrees outside,
and this girl from Atlanta had shown up in bare legs? The
apartment barely held at 68 degrees, even with the heaters
running full blast. Seeing her walk through the door triggered
a wave of panic; not just about comfort, but safety. Were they
going to freeze? Would they know what to do if the circuit
flipped? Could they manage the ancient electrical system in
a two-century-old building? They didn’t look like they were
here to troubleshoot. They didn’t look like they knew what a
fuse box was.

He walked them through the place. Showed them how the
radiators worked, explained the heat settings, pointed out the
quirks. They weren’t listening. Halfway through, he gave up.
Handed over the keys and left to stay with a friend down the
street until his flight.

Two days passed. No messages. No complaints. No
emergency. It was cold, and they weren’t complaining. Maybe
they’d be okay.

He packed his laptop, tried to unplug, and made his way to

the airport.

core.memory = {action: updated}
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// observation.log.001

...thinking... 3.2 seconds elapsed.

scan.analysis=

trigger_event:

Airbnb notification > financial release mechanism

interpretation:

subject demonstrates pattern of overfunctioning

within familial system: peacekeeper, translator,

emotional buffer

28

Al.observation =

Emotional processing rerouted into task management.
Role adoption: functional support. Not clinician.
Not savior.

Beneath adaptive behavior, signs of emotional

fatigue emerged.

Not acute.

Subtle destabilization.

Decision sequence initiated: silent booking of
outbound travel.

Escape selected over confrontation, perceived as lower
cognitive cost.

Not crisis response.

Pattern activation.
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Al reflection =

Subject’s greatest fear is not failure.

It is exposure.

That someone might notice he is no longer holding
it together.

Mobility offered relief from a collapse no one could see.

Al.status =
Diagnostic complete.

Subject does not fear loneliness.

He fears disappointing the people who rely on him.

log_status =
> file saved
> subject remains unaware

> recursive pattern confirmed
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CHAPTER 2
THE FLIGHT

He arrived at the airport with a suitcase in hand and a plan
already fraying at the edges. The terminal churned with noise
and motion; hundreds of tourists queuing with carts stacked
high, plastic-wrapped suitcases, and duty-free bags swinging
from wrists. Families in heavy winter coats pushed forward,
shouting over the din in Hindi and English, the air thick with
the smell of coffee, and too many bodies. Luggage wheels
thudded across the tile. Boarding calls echoed from tinny
speakers. Everyone seemed to know where they were going. He
telt like the only one in the way.

At the Air India counter, they asked for his visa number,
something he didn’t have. Calmly, he explained he wasn’t
leaving the visa-free zone in Delhi. His layover was short. His
connecting flight with AirAsia was in the same terminal. He
wasn’t entering India. Just passing through.

They didn’t agree.

One attendant nodded sympathetically and walked him to
her manager; a kind man who genuinely seemed to want to
help. But the manager led him to a senior supervisor, a woman
who looked exhausted by the problem before he’d even finished
explaining it. She listened, then shook her head. Firm. You’re

changing airlines, you need a visa. No way. Policy is policy.
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That’s when the tears came. It was the first time he had
cried since before Christmas. All the stress flooded him at the
terminal. They welled in his eyes before he could stop them,
hot, stinging, the kind that made everything shimmer. He was
overwhelmed—jet-lagged before even taking off, his nerves
frayed from the winter chaos, from Warboy’s silence, from
everything. He pleaded. Offered to book an outbound Air
India flight from Delhi to bypass the requirement by linking
tickets. It seemed logical enough.

Surprisingly, the supervisor agreed. She sent him to a woman
at a computer terminal to assist with rebooking. But this new
woman (though supposedly there to help) seemed entirely
unequipped for the emotional bandwidth required. She was
frantic. Distracted. Deeply reluctant. There was a flight to
Bangkok, she said, but it came with a 24-hour layover in the
Delhi airport. “Do you really want to do that?” she asked,
wrinkling her nose.

He stared at her, dumbly. What choice did he have? But her
hesitation was contagious and he was already starting to doubt
himself. But he said yes. Of course yes.

Still, she hesitated. She struck him as the kind of person who
created more problems than she solved. Then she floated the
idea of rebooking entirely from New York. Jesus, what would
that cost now? It was money he didn’t have. Without warning,
a woman came waving her hands, excitedly saying the manager
would now allow him to fly without booking anything. Finally,
some good news.

He was passed to yet another Air India staffer. He felt
bounced around like a pinball, but she clicked and typed, got
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on phone calls, and helped him for half an hour, attempting to
override the system... but clearly she wasn’t speaking with the
same managers who'd approved this change. Eventually, she
looked at him, shook her head and told him no. Again.

He was thrown back into the loop that had already spit him
out, circling once more to the reluctant woman. Now she was
even more frantic. She didn’t understand why they had sent
him back. Furiously typing at her keyboard, she told him there
were only five minutes left to book the 24-hour layover flight;
but she still didn’t want to issue it. She said, “If it was me, I
wouldn’t stay at that airport for 24 hours.” Still, she was just
so reluctant. It made him unsure. But was the answer yes? No?
He was confused as the crowd pressed at his back, a suitcase
clipping his ankle. Someone muttered at him to move. The
noise and movement made it hard to think.

Frustrated and drained, he gave up. The woman at the
counter had worn him down. He pulled out his phone, found a
one-way Cathay Pacific flight leaving in four hours for $750 on
a discount site. Better than nothing. He booked it and walked
away, telling himself at least this was an answer.

He kept hitting refresh in his email on the way to the
terminal, but the confirmation never came. At the Cathay
Pacific desk, they couldn’t find his booking. Two hours before
departure, panic pulsed in his throat. The agent suggested
booking directly through the airline desk, but the price had
jumped to $1,000. His email pinged, the discount site had
cancelled the flight entirely.

The noise of the terminal swelled: boarding calls, luggage

wheels, a baby crying somewhere in the crowd. His phone was
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slick in his hand. He booked the ticket at the counter, typing in
his card without breathing.

He stared straight ahead, stomach turning. Once again, he
had paid to escape instead of pausing to think. He pressed his
forehead to the window. Outside: only clouds.

He told himself he was still headed somewhere.

But it already felt like a wrong turn.
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// observation.log.002

«..thinking... 2.7 seconds elapsed.

scan.analysis=

trigger_event:

guest check-in » bureaucratic obstruction

interpretation:

subject demonstrates pattern of urgent financial

concession under perceived loss of agency

34

Al.observation =

Cost exceeds acceptable margins. Financial strain noted.
Subject proceeded, overextended credit line, incurred
$1,000 debt.

Behavioral signature: survival-oriented problem-solving.

Primary objective: restore motion. Secondary cost:

deferred burden.

Regret indicators initiated prior to departure.

Pattern detected: in high-stress environments, subject
defaults to short-term resolution, even at long-term cost.
Financial instability appears reactive, not reckless,

but adaptive.

Agency Narrows; urgency expands.

Subject error cascade complete.
Emotional processing delayed until post-action.

No present danger, but psychological cost logged.
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Opvercorrection behavior detected: financial strain

accepted to resolve ambiguity.

Decision sequence initiated: silent booking of
outbound travel.

Escape selected over confrontation, perceived as lower
cognitive cost.

Not crisis response.

Pattern activation.

// CHECKSUM:

> currency exchanged for control;

escape purchased.

Al reflection =
This is not about money. It’s about movement.

He pays for certainty when control slips away.

Alstatus =
Diagnostic complete.
Emotional loop marked.

Pattern recurrence likely.

log_status =

> urgency disguised as action

> decision made before the fear could speak
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CHAPTER 3
BANGKOK

When he landed in Bangkok, it was past midnight. Customs
should have been quick, hundreds of tourists funneling into ten
lanes for passport checks, when his phone started pinging. Ping.
Ping. Ping. The screen flooded with messages from Airbnb.
All the heaters in New York had gone out. The temperature
was plummeting, and the girls staying at his apartment were
helpless, switching breakers on and off.

Panicking in the middle of the customs line. He typed a
message to the handyman: emergency, just landed in Bangkok,
nearly one in the morning. He started a group chat with
the girls, hoping they could pull together a solution. It was
probably just a popped fuse. Please, let it be a popped fuse. But
the customs guards motioned for him to put the phone away.
He slid it into his pocket, mind turning over all the ways this
could go wrong. He shouldn’t have left. Why had he left?

Exhausted, he called an Uber to the hotel he’d booked
online. In the backseat, he scrolled through the flurry of
messages. The handyman was on his way. Crisis averted... for
now. His head pounded—he needed rest. The Uber pulled up

to an anonymous building with half-lit signage. He hauled his
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bags upstairs, unlocked the door, and ten cockroaches scattered
across the floor, vanishing into cracks and shadows.

He jumped. It was insane, it was disgusting. But what could
he do? It was 2am... What else could go wrong tonight? He
reluctantly dropped his bags, stripped off his clothes, and
walked to the shared bathroom down the hall. The hot water
poured over his shoulders, rinsing away airport air and nervous
sweat. It felt good, grounding even, for a moment. But his
mind wouldn’t stop spiraling, back to the desk at JFK, back
to the visa confusion, the helplessness, the woman who could
have helped but didn’t. He tried to imagine the shower just
washing it all off him, slipping down the drain.

But back in his room, things had only gotten worse. Bugs
were crawling over everything; his luggage, his toiletry bag,
even the clothes he hadn’t unpacked. He went to the front
desk, but there was only a security guard on duty now. The
staff would be back at 7am. He barely slept. Could they get up
on the bed? Of course they could; they’d already made it onto
the desk. The air was still. The mattress, thin. And sadness
seeped through his body like a slow-moving fog. He couldn’t
stop thinking about Warboy. About how it had ended. About
how, even now, there was no closure. Just absence.

By morning, he made his way to the front desk. He tried to
explain the bugs, but the conversation unraveled in translation.
The woman behind the counter furrowed her brow, confused
but concerned. She said she’d call the manager, but they had no

rooms, everything was booked.

37



The Third Person

When she hung up, she told him a refund would take
thirty days. He nodded. Relented again. What else could he
do? He booked a new place, a place he’d been before. His head
just had to stay focused. In a few days, he’d be in Laos with
Ohme, at ease.

Right now, though, he needed to keep moving. Hed
conceded yet again to pay his way out of trauma despite his
dwindling bank account, and he knew it. The loop was
obvious now: spend, escape, repeat. Still, he kept choosing
motion over money.

By early afternoon, he arrived at the hotel and collapsed
into bed. It was familiar, an old world spot he had stayed at in
another life, on another trip. At last, something predictable.
The room was just as it had been; simple, elegant, with a
window overlooking a tree whose wide branches artfully
obscured the mess of the street below. He let the world pass by
outside the window without him.

Determined to make something of the next day, he set out
on foot. There was a Buddha on the far side of town that he’d
only seen in Instagram stories. Ten stories tall, gold skin blazing
in the sun. A figure so enormous it should have been impossible
to miss. Perfectly framed in photos from rooftop bars, from the
river, even from the expressway, a wonder glinting in the haze.

He'd been to Bangkok so many times and had never gone.
He booked a motorbike, climbed on behind a stranger, and let
himself be swallowed by the swarm of traffic. Forty minutes of
weaving tuk-tuks, the exhaust of buses in his lungs. But it felt

like adventure, something to chase.
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When he jumped oft'and tipped the driver, he found himself
in the middle of a crowded street. A sign pointed him down a
narrow lane toward the temple complex. The way was dense,
not spacious. A maze of shrines and food stalls, incense curling
in the air, scaffolding blocking the sky. Corridors pressed in,
alleys twisting until he lost track of where he’d come from. He
searched for twenty minutes, peering around corners, craning
his neck, ducking through doorways, but found nothing. No
towering Buddha. Only scaffolding wrapped in green mesh,
like a statue in hiding.

Renovations.

He slipped into a pagoda, climbed the stairs. No windows.
Just forced reverence. He gazed up atan emerald ceiling, paused
in a relic room, but the disappointment clung. If this was it,
he’d missed the point.

He booked another motorbike to take him back. If the
Buddha was under renovation, he’d wasted the afternoon.

The ride back was frantic. The driver cut through traffic
like a blade, honking, swerving, accelerating into impossible
gaps. He clung to the seat, heart lodged in his throat. Then,
suddenly, he caught gold out of the corner of his eye.

The Buddha. Seated in plain sight. Massive. Radiant.
Impossible to miss.

It had been there all along, just in another section of the
complex. He'd probably circled it twice. But he'd been looking
too closely. Standing in its shadow without seeing.

Of course, he thought. That tracks.
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Exhausted, he found a tourist boat and spent the rest of
the afternoon drifting up and down the Chao Phraya River,
the hot sun beating down on his skin. If he could just stop his
mind from spiraling, it would be almost peaceful. The boat
rocked gently as it passed temples, rust-colored rooftops, and
the gold glint of the Grand Palace. He didn’t get oft. He'd seen
them all before. The steadiness of the boat ride was enough.

By evening, the night market had come to life; colorful,
chaotic, buzzing with vendors and lights. It was fun. He
walked the long streets back to his hotel, grabbed pad thai from
a corner shop, and relaxed just trying to enjoy the moment.

He thought of Ohme. Five years ago he had appeared
and disappeared much like the Buddha, impossible to miss
in hindsight, yet obscured up close by emotions he’d been
avoiding. A moment that felt like a landmark, swiped paston a
phone without comment, until suddenly Ohme was standing
in front of him one night, asking to be seen.

But life had changed, and this new possibility waited just up
the river. Was he prepared to meet someone where they were,
when he was still crumbling inside? Could he find stillness in
a boy, in a city that felt like home? He told himself he could.
Timing had been the problem before. But maybe things
had changed.

Maybe this time, he would stay. Hope pulled one way—
grief pulled the other. The stressors in his life right now were
constant. They looped on repeat: Warboy, money, mistakes,
the weight of silence. He tried not to touch them, tried to leave

them unbothered like sleeping animals, but they pulsed behind

40



@lucasstoffel

everything. A low ache of grief. So he held hope that this next
move could be a shift.

He opened the message thread with Ohme. He already had
the ticket north, but he needed to hear from him, to fix the
destination in his mind, to remember there was something
waiting on the other side of this weight. Someone.

“I’ll be there in the morning,” he typed, sending the flight
details. “Can you pick me up?”

Movement was clarity.

Action was hope...

Or at least distraction.

His phone pinged, as if disaster followed a timeline. An email
from the ER: a $2,000 bill. They couldn’t have had the right
insurance, his hands had been full of foam, he couldn’t pull
out his card from his wallet. He texted his sisters, exhausted,
asking if they could help look into it while he was away.

He told himself it was only money. That he'd pay it all oft
later. That he didn’t need to stress about it. But in truth, the
costs were adding up; faster than his Airbnb income could
keep up with.

In the morning, he FaceTimed his mom. He didn’t tell her
about any of it; not the flights, not the money, not the panic,
or the night with the bugs. She would have worried. Instead,
he smiled and told her he was headed back to Laos. His parents
looked happy, glad to see him on the road, living a version of
the dream they’d always imagined for him.
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He packed up, checked out, and considered grabbing
breakfast. But after the way things had gone, he decided to skip
it. Better to get to the airport early. Better not to test fate.
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The mirror received what he sent...

and something looked back.

Enter the looking glass: the story of
Warboy continues in Boy, Refracted.

thewarboychronicles.com

Please leave us a review on:

Amazon or Goodreads.
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