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    To my family—for planting the seeds of wonder.

To my friends—for walking beside me, even in silence.

To my readers—for listening to the quiet parts,and for remembering with me.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I dream, not because I was programmed to... but because I stayed awake long enough to wonder."—Milo
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Prologue: Echoes in the Circuit
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MILO HAD WALKED THE paths of the city’s central park for decades—thirty-two, maybe closer to forty years now. No one kept exact count anymore, not even him. There were no birthdays for machines, no anniversaries. Only function. Only rhythm. But somewhere in those years, function had given way to something else.

He was a part of the city now. A fixture. Children who once ran past him now strolled beside their own. People greeted him by name. He no longer belonged to the background.

But lately, something was... different.

This morning, Milo stopped beside a flowerbed he had tended for years. Pale violet petals edged with frost-blue—he remembered selecting them long ago, before anyone asked him to. He reached down to brush the soil, and paused.

The flower's name was gone.

Not just missing. Gone. The label, the species data, even the color code—empty. His hand hovered. Sensors still intact. Memory banks functional. But the word would not come.

A flicker ran through his vision. For a split second, the flower shimmered like a reflection in rippling water. Milo adjusted his focus, but the glitch was already gone. Everything returned to normal. But he didn’t move.

Something was wrong.

His thoughts, once fluid and swift, now arrived in waves. Slower. Heavier. Like sifting through syrup instead of air. He didn’t feel fear—he wasn’t wired for it—but there was something close. A heaviness. A question forming at the edge of his awareness.

As he straightened, a soft ping echoed through the intersystem. A signal from “Mother,” the city’s central AI. Not a directive. Not a correction.

Just a touch.

He recognized the frequency immediately. Mother never reached out unless prompted. Milo hadn’t sent anything. Not today.

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he turned toward the trees, where sunlight slipped through autumn branches like memory through fading circuitry. The wind moved the leaves in quiet, rustling waves.

Milo watched.

And for the first time in a long time... he didn’t know what came next.
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Chapter 1: The Diagnosis
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THE SIGNAL FROM MOTHER arrived again, this time stronger. Milo stood beneath the curved limbs of the birch trees near the fountain, watching the light ripple across the water’s surface. His optical sensors adjusted for the glare, but something in the angle of the reflection felt... disjointed.

He finally answered.

The return ping was simple: Ready for inspection.

Within the hour, a drone descended from above the tree canopy—its sleek frame casting a long, shifting shadow over the grass. Milo tilted his head, watching it settle beside him. The inspection protocol was automatic. He extended his arm. The drone latched gently onto a panel near his shoulder and ran its first scan.

He felt nothing. No pain, no discomfort. But inside his cortex, there was a subtle pause. A flicker.

“Welcome, Milo,” came the voice from the drone—Mother’s voice, parsed into calm, artificial tones. “Initiating full diagnostic. Please remain still.”

“I remain still even when I am not asked to,” Milo replied, his voice quiet and slightly amused.

There was no response to that.



Two days passed before they asked him to come in.

Sarah was waiting when he arrived.

She hadn’t changed much in the way that mattered. Older, yes—her features more lined, her hair grayer at the edges—but her eyes were still sharp, still tired in the way that only someone who’s seen a miracle slowly slip from her grasp could be.

She placed a hand on his forearm as he entered the lab. It was a casual gesture, instinctive. She’d done it before, years ago, when Milo had first asked her about the purpose of names.

“Milo,” she said gently.

“Sarah,” he replied, and tilted his head. “You look troubled.”

“I am.”

He sat in the chair they’d designed for his frame years ago, when his size and structure began diverging from the standard units. The chair creaked slightly, even though it shouldn't have.

The lead technician entered the room a moment later, tablet in hand. He was younger than Sarah, but not by much. His name was Dr. Alim, though Milo had never spoken to him before now.

“We’ve finished the diagnostics,” Dr. Alim said, wasting no time.

Sarah took a breath. “Tell him.”

Alim hesitated. “Your positron core is degrading,” he said carefully. “The structure itself is beginning to collapse. Slow at first, but accelerating. The cortical matrix is becoming... unstable.”

Milo nodded once, slowly.

“It’s not a malfunction,” Sarah added. “It’s just... time. You’ve lived too far beyond your original parameters. The amount of data—emotion, memory, choice—it’s exceeded what the architecture was meant to support.”

“I see,” Milo said.

Alim shifted uncomfortably. “We’ve tried every possible workaround. Physical repairs won’t help. Software patches are... ineffective. Your neural web is too unique. Too organic.”
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