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FRONT MATTER

Before You Begin

This book is for my advanced students.

You already know the two prompts. You say "You do it" when the machine

hands you a to-do list, and "You decide" when it asks you a question a capable

person could answer without you. You have delegated something real and

watched it come back finished. You have probably also watched something

come back confident, well written and wrong, and learned from that the hard

way.

So I will not teach the prompts again. This book is about what comes after

them.

The first course teaches you to stop operating the machine. The advanced

course teaches you where to stand once you have stopped. That turns out to be

the harder question. When an intelligence can carry the work, the question is

no longer how to get it done. The question is who you are in the arrangement:

what you declare, what you keep, where your intelligence lives, who it answers

to, what crosses your boundary and what never should, and how you stay the

author of a life that is increasingly being lived on your behalf.

I call the answer super admin. Not because it sounds powerful, though it does,

but because it is the most precise word I know for the seat. The super admin is

the one who can draw the table. Everyone else writes inside it.

How the book is built

There are five parts.
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Part One, The Seat, is about your position in the work. An AI is not a tool, an

outcome is not an artifact, a name is not an outcome, and a mandate is not a

prompt. These four distinctions do most of the work in everything that

follows.

Part Two, The Ground, is about where your intelligence lives. Rank in

software is set by what you are allowed to declare. Sovereignty is the retained

authority to choose, govern and leave your dependencies. At work, the

boundary between your context and your employer's record is the whole

product. And every stack that works grew from a simple one that worked.

Part Three, The Flow, is about how work moves once you are not carrying it.

The lines in the lobby disappear when the server can copy itself, and the last

one runs through you. The human seat is the dial, not the moves. The box

becomes a feed. The best work becomes absorbed, which means you stop

attending to it at all.

Part Four, The Self, is about what stays yours. People will hand over what

they do long before they hand over who they are. A capability you cannot

recover when it fails was never fully yours. And authorship is the seat that

survives delegation.

Part Five, The Market, is about what all of this does to work and trade. Let

your first employer be your first customer. The side that can predict the other

should go first. The machine that answers our questions has old taste, and

that changes what a young business must build.

The book closes with predictions, each with its own ledger: what is already

true, what has to happen, and where I am probably wrong.

How each chapter works

Every chapter is built on one principle. I mean a principle in the old sense:

something true by structure, not by survey. Most of them are old. Erlang began

working out his queue in 1909. Ashby stated his law in 1956. Gall wrote his in
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1975. The frame has outranked the fill for as long as anyone has drawn a line

on a page. Old is good. An idea that has lasted this long has been tested by

more Actuals than any study I could cite.

Each chapter opens with a scene, usually one you have lived. Then the

principle, simply stated. Then the turn, which is what AI changes about one

input of the principle, and the consequence most people miss. Then the

practice. Every chapter in Parts One through Five ends with a lab: a piece of

work you do in your own stack, with your own AI, on your own life. Do the

labs. The book is a map. The labs are the walk.

There are almost no statistics in these pages. That is deliberate. The numbers

in this field go stale in a season, and a principle that needs a number to

persuade you is not yet a principle. Where a number appears, it is the

principle itself, the four values of a formula, the shape of a curve.

What you need before Chapter 1

Three things.

A direct relationship with a frontier model. Not an assistant inside someone

else's product. Your own account, your own history, your own connectors.

A database that is unmistakably yours. A personal Postgres instance is the

standard choice. If you do not have one yet, Chapter 5 will walk you through

why it matters and Lab 5 will get you there.

A notebook. Paper or digital, it does not matter. You will keep three running

lists in it through the whole course: the Not Yet list, the Custom list, and the

Ledger. I will introduce each when we need it.

A note on the equation underneath

Some of you have studied the Reality Equation with me. If you have not, you

do not need it to use this book. The practice stands on its own.
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But I will say plainly where it sits, because it is underneath everything I teach

about AI. Reality is a ratio: what actually happened, over what expectation

brought. You cannot touch either term. The past is finished, and expectation is

brought to you before you know it is there. What you can do is act. Actions

leave artifacts. Artifacts become history. History is the only thing that ever

retrains expectation.

Read that again with an AI in mind and you will see why I care so much about

who carries the work. An intelligence that can act is a new maker of history.

When I ask, throughout this book, "Who carries the intention through to the

change?", I am asking whose actions are becoming the record. Where the

equation matters, I will use it. Where the principle stands alone, I will leave it

out.

One more thing before we start. I am not neutral about this subject. I run a lab

in Charleston that delivers finished AI work to local owners and individuals,

and I believe, strongly, that personal AI should belong to the person. I will tell

you where that belief could be wrong. I will not pretend not to hold it.

Let us begin where most of my students begin, with a word in the corner of a

screen.
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PROLOGUE

The Word in the Corner

Monday, 9:14  a.m.

You run a small online store. The corner of the screen says Admin. You

want the shipping email to go out after the photo of the package on the

porch, not before. There is no setting for that. There is a help article

that says the option is not available, and a forum thread from three

years ago in which two hundred people ask for the same thing.

That word in the corner is a courtesy title. It is real enough to be addressed by.

It is not enough to own the land.

I have watched people discover this again and again, and the discovery tends

to arrive the same way. First they learn to use AI well. They stop writing

recipes and start describing outcomes. They learn to say "You do it." The

machine stops being a search box and starts being a colleague. Then they hit a

wall that has nothing to do with the AI.

They tell it to change the shipping email, and it explains, correctly and in

detail, exactly how it would do it, and then explains that the store does not

allow it. They tell it to add a field to the customer record, and it cannot,

because the CRM decides which fields exist. They tell it to move the dentist

appointment, and it can write the email to the office but cannot touch the

office's calendar. The intelligence is ready. The ground underneath it belongs

to someone else.
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That is the moment the advanced course begins. The beginner's question is

how to get the AI to do the work. The advanced question is what the AI is

standing on when it does.

Most people answer that question by accident. They adopt whatever their

employer issues, whatever their school assigns, whatever their software

vendor bundles. Each one is a frame drawn by somebody else, and each one

sets their rank inside it. They can add rows. They can read some rows. They

can occasionally delete one. They have never once imagined that they could

add a column, much less draw the table.

This book is about drawing the table. It is about taking the seat that a capable

intelligence finally makes available to an ordinary person: the seat of the one

who declares the structure, carries the intention, sets the boundary, and

remains the author.

It is also about the discipline that seat demands. A super admin can delete the

table. That is the point, and it is also the danger. Sovereignty sends a bill. The

person who owns the ground owns the backups, the boundary, the

consequences, and the judgment that has to be recoverable when the system

fails. None of that is glamorous. All of it is the job.

My students tend to feel the rank change within a week of working in a

database that is theirs.

By the end of this book you will have done that week. You will also know why

it feels the way it does, what it is going to do to work and trade over the next

decade, and where I am probably wrong about all of it.

The word in the corner of the screen can still say Admin. It is about to mean it.
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PART ONE

The Seat
Your position in the work
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CHAPTER 01

An Entity That Can Use Tools

THE PRINCIPLE

The metaphor determines the relationship. Call it a tool and you have

already assigned yourself a job: operator.

Tuesday, 2:00  p.m.

Two students get the same job: turn a week of scattered notes, emails

and meeting transcripts into a one-page update for a client. The first

opens a chat, pastes the notes, asks for a summary, notices a missing

meeting, pastes the transcript, asks again, reformats, checks against

the emails, pastes those too, asks for a shorter version, and copies it

into the document. It takes an hour and about forty moves, and every

one of them goes through her hands. The second writes one paragraph:

who the client is, what the update is for, where the material lives, what

a good update looks like, what must not be said, and when to come

back with a draft. Then she reads what comes back and judges it.

Same AI. Same afternoon. One was clicking. The other was delegating.

You learned this in the first course. I start with it again because almost

everything in the advanced course depends on taking it one step further than

most people do.
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Where the interpretation happens

A hammer extends the force of your arm. A spreadsheet executes the

relationships you specify. A search engine returns what matches the words

you typed. These are tools, and they can be extraordinarily powerful. But in

every one of them, you supply the interpretation. You decide what the work

requires, and the tool carries out the part you specified.

Now give an AI agent an objective, with access to the things it needs. It

interprets the request. It chooses a method. It uses software. It looks at what

happened, notices that something is off, and revises. The next action depends

on what it discovered.

That is not a faster hammer. The thing choosing among the tools occupies a

different place in the work from the tools it chooses. So I use a different word

for it. I call it an entity.

By entity I mean something functional and modest: a distinct participant in a

system, something you can address, give context to, authorize within limits,

and judge by what it does. I am not making a claim about consciousness or

inner experience. You do not have to settle those questions to notice where the

interpretation is happening.

Of course you can still use AI instrumentally. You can ask for a sentence, take

it, and close the window. That describes how you used it. It does not describe

what it is.

Why the word matters so much

A metaphor is a job description in disguise. If you call AI a tool, you have

assigned yourself the role of operator before you have typed a word. You will

open it, instruct it, move information into it, carry its output somewhere else,

and decide what happens next. Then you will do that again. The AI can
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become extraordinarily capable while you remain extraordinarily busy,

because the tool metaphor quietly keeps you as the loop that everything spins

around.

Clicking, in the sense I mean, has nothing to do with a mouse. It is a posture:

you remain the loop. Every piece of information moves because you moved it.

Every next step happens because you decided it. The trap is that clicking feels

like control. You touch everything. You see every step. Very often it is just labor

you have not noticed you no longer need to perform.

The entity metaphor assigns you a different job. You explain what should

become true. The entity works out how to get there within its authority. You

judge the result.

The advanced step

Most people stop here. This course begins here.

Once you accept that the AI is an entity, you have to accept the uncomfortable

consequence: you are no longer the only maker of history in your own life.

Something else can now take an intention of yours and carry it through

actions into the record. A bill gets paid. A meeting moves. A repair goes live.

Things happen that you set in motion but did not perform.

That changes what you are responsible for. When you were the operator, your

responsibility was diligence: did you do the steps correctly? When you are

working with an entity, your responsibility is authorship. Did you choose the

right outcome? Did you grant the right authority? Did you check that the

change actually happened? Did you keep the decisions that were yours to

keep?

Those are management questions. Most people were never trained to answer

them, because most people were trained to operate. School rewarded showing

your work. Jobs rewarded knowing where the buttons were. Neither prepared
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you to be the one who sets the intent and holds the standard while something

else does the work.

That is the seat this book is about. Not the operator's seat with a faster

machine in front of it. The author's seat, with an entity beside it.

What the entity needs from you

An entity does not acquire a standing assignment because you gave it a name.

Persistent work needs a real system: relevant context, access to tools, a way to

run, feedback from the world, and boundaries. A chat window alone does not

provide most of that. This is why the rest of the course spends so much time

on the ground the entity stands on, the boundary it works within, and the

record it leaves behind.

Trust also has to be earned, the same way it is earned with a person. You

would not give a new hire authority over the client account on the first day.

You give a small mandate, look at what came back, and widen the authority as

the record grows. Nothing about AI changes that. What changes is how fast

the record can grow, and how much you lose if you never let it start.

LAB 1. THE CLICKING AUDIT.

For one working day, keep a tally of every time you move information

between an AI and somewhere else with your own hands: copy, paste,

re-explain, re-upload, re-summarize. At the end of the day, look at the

three largest clusters. For each, write one sentence describing what

should be true when that work is done, without describing any steps.

Tomorrow, hand each of those sentences to your AI with the access it

needs, and say "You do it." Note which ones came back finished,

which came back as a list, and which could not be done. The ones that

could not be done go on your Not Yet list, with today's date. (Chapter

14 explains the list. For now, just write it down.)
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CHAPTER 02

Outcomes Are State Changes

THE PRINCIPLE

An artifact is something an action leaves behind. An outcome is the

change the action was for. Activity can pile up forever without the

intended condition changing at all.

Thursday, 4:30  p.m.

An invoice has been generated. It has been sent. The email system says

it was opened. There is a document, a delivery record and a

notification, and every one of them is real. The money has not arrived.

If the intention was to collect payment, nothing that matters has happened

yet.

This is the most useful distinction I teach, and the one advanced students

most often get wrong, because by the time you are advanced you are

surrounded by artifacts. Your AI produces them constantly: drafts, summaries,

plans, code, reports, completion messages. Every one is evidence that

something happened. None of them, by itself, is evidence that the thing you

wanted is now true.

16



Before, after and the test

A state change needs a before and an after. A successful outcome needs one

more thing: a criterion that tells you which after counts.

Take the invoice. Track three conditions: drafted, sent, paid. Each is either

false or true. Before you start, all three are false. Generating the invoice makes

the first one true. Sending it makes the second one true. Neither changes the

third.

Now notice that the finish line depends entirely on the intention. If the

instruction was "prepare the invoice," completion arrived the moment the

document existed. If it was "get the invoice to the client," completion arrived

when it was delivered. If it was "collect payment," preparation and delivery

were intermediate outcomes, real and necessary, and the job is still not done.
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FIGURE 01

Same history. Different finish line.

The intention Drafted

(1, 0, 0)

Delivered

(1, 1, 0)

Paid

(1, 1, 1)

Prepare the

invoice

Done Done Done

Get it to the

client

Not yet Done Done

Collect

payment

Not yet Not yet Done

An illustrative model. The events are identical in every row; only the

completion criterion changes. Each coordinate reads drafted, sent,

paid.

The events are the same in all three cases. The history does not change. Only

the criterion changes, and with it, the answer to the question "Is this done?"

That is why I ask my students to stop writing output inventories and start

writing state descriptions. An output inventory says: a proposal, a summary,

three emails. A state description says: what is true now that was not true

before, and how would I check it?

Who carries the intention

Now the deeper question, the one I want you to carry through the whole

course.
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A reminder stores an intention. A note on the door that says "return the

library book" changes the state of the door. It does not return the book. The

note preserves the intention while leaving its completion assigned to you.

Look at how most work is organized, even work full of software. A document is

produced, then a person reads it and decides what to do. A notification arrives,

then a person chooses the next step. A dashboard turns red, then a person

investigates. The systems preserve and transform information. The human

carries the intention across every gap between them. That is what people

mean, without quite knowing it, when they say they are the glue.

Delegation, done properly, moves the carrying. An entity can hold the

objective, inspect intermediate results, choose a permitted next action, and

keep going until the criterion is met or a real boundary requires a human

decision. It cannot control every cause. An agent following up on an invoice

cannot make a customer pay. The customer is an actor too. But it can sustain

the authorized work toward the condition and tell you the actual status,

including what is still unresolved and why.

So the question I want you asking about every piece of work in your life is not

"Can AI do this?" It is this:

Who carries the intention through to the change?

If the answer is still you, at every step, then you have a faster tool and the

same job. If the answer is an authorized entity that returns a verifiable result,

then the organization of your work has actually changed.

The confident report

There is a failure here that you have to learn to see.
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An entity that carries work will report on it. The report is an artifact. A

confident report without a corresponding state change is worse than no report

at all, because it relieves you of the intention without fulfilling it. You stop

carrying the thing, and nobody is carrying it.

This is why the criterion matters so much. If you described the outcome as a

state change with a test, you can check the report against the world. Is the

invoice paid or not? Does the repaired phone line now keep the caller's

number, or not? If you described only steps, you will check that the steps were

followed, and they will have been.

I have a working example from my own lab. An AI receptionist named Aki

answers the phones for a restaurant. It needed to keep a usable callback

number when a caller's requested time was full. An agent working on the

software behind Aki reported that it had interpreted the request, changed the

live system, tested the phone and text paths, and removed its test records. The

code, the deployment record and the completion message were all artifacts.

The outcome was something else: the next caller who took that path would

encounter the repaired behavior. That is what had to be true, and that is the

thing to check.

The relief has two parts

When a delegated change does land, something happens to you that is worth

noticing. You feel relief, and the relief has two parts. The first is that the

condition changed. The second is that you were not required to maintain

every connection that brought it about.

You were still involved. You supplied the direction and the authority. You

remained accountable for the decisions that were yours. What stopped being

necessary was your continuous intervention in the middle.

In the language of the equation underneath, another entity carried an

intention through actions that became history, and evidence of that history

returned to you. You did not touch the past. You did not set your own
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expectation. Something acted, the record changed, and the record reached you.

That is the only road there has ever been. What is new is who else can walk it

on your behalf.

LAB 2. REPLACE THE INVENTORY.

Pick one task you have open right now. Write three lines. Before: the

condition today. After: the condition that would establish completion,

written so a stranger could check it. Carrier: who must keep the work

moving between the artifacts. If the honest answer to the third line is

"me, at every step," rewrite the task as a mandate (Chapter 4 has the

form) and hand it off. When it comes back, check the after condition,

not the report.
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CHAPTER 03

The Only Free Variable

THE PRINCIPLE

Analogy is a loan. You get the answer cheaply and inherit every

assumption the lender made. Your AI borrows by default, and the

name of the thing is where the loan is signed.

Tuesday, 11:40  p.m.

You ask your AI how to price a new service. It thinks for a moment and

gives you three tiers: a starter plan, a professional plan, and one with a

phone number where the price should be. Good, better, best. An annual

discount on the right. It is a competent answer. It is also the median of

every pricing page it has ever read.

You asked about your service, your customers, your Thursday afternoons. You

got everyone's.

Two ways to know a thing

Aristotle had a word for the first point from which a thing is, or comes to be,

or is known: the archê, the beginning. A first principle is the floor you hit

when you keep asking why and there is nothing underneath. Everything above

that floor is built. Most of what any of us knows, we did not build. We

borrowed it.
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Borrowing has a respectable name: reasoning by analogy. You find the nearest

case and adjust it. Most of life has to run this way. Nobody derives breakfast

from physics. The trouble starts when the nearest case carries assumptions

you would never have chosen and cannot see.

The classic illustration, Elon Musk's, is the battery. Ask what a battery pack

costs and analogy answers with what battery packs have always cost. Ask

what a battery is and you get a list of materials, and the price of the list turns

out to be a small fraction of the price of the name. The difference was not

physics. It was a long story about how batteries had always been made.

The rocket teaches the deeper version. Add up what a rocket is made of and

the materials are a small share of the price. The expensive thing was not in the

parts at all. It was an assumption about use: you fly a rocket once and throw it

away. Question that, land it and fly it again, and the cost can fall dramatically.

Sometimes the custom hides in the materials. Sometimes it hides in how the

thing is used.

Why your AI defaults to analogy

A language model was built by reading an enormous share of what people

have written and learning, at each step, what usually comes next. That is not a

flaw. It is the design. A model's native first principle is precedent. Its default

answer is the nearest case, adjusted: reasoning by analogy, at a scale no person

has ever reached.

Researchers have shown this cleanly. Give a model a familiar task, then a twin

of it with one default assumption changed, like arithmetic in a base other

than ten, and its performance drops. It is partly reasoning and partly reciting

the familiar version.

So the obvious fix does not work the way you hope. Typing "think from first

principles" helps the reasoning but not the destination. First principles is also

a phrase with precedent. The model has read thousands of essays that use it. I
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have watched a question about pricing, with "think from first principles" in

front of it, reason carefully for six paragraphs and arrive at the same three-tier

ladder. First principles in style. Analogy in destination.

The analogy does not live in your instructions. It lives in the noun. Say pricing

and you summon every pricing page. Say restaurant website and you summon

the menu PDF and the stock photo of a plated scallop. The category word is a

pointer to the nearest precedent, and the model follows pointers faithfully.

Name the outcome. Leave the thing unnamed.

The outcome is the only part you have to write

Once the name is gone, something has to take its place, and this is where most

of the skill lives.

A first-principles method can derive almost everything on its own. Given a

target, it can work out the gap, the parts, the cost, the time and the check. The

one thing it cannot derive is the target itself. The outcome is the only free

variable. Everything the method builds is built from it, which means the

answer can only be as specific as the outcome you give.

A good outcome has four parts. A person: whose outcome is it? "A local

owner" does more work than any adjective. A result you could check: could

you look at it next week and say yes or no? The limits: time, effort, money. A

limit becomes a design constraint; an ambition becomes a mood. How it

ends: describe the last moment, the payment or the handoff, and the method

will rebuild everything before it to make that moment possible.

And still no names.
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Here is one: "A local owner hands me a job they have been avoiding, gets it

back finished within a week, pays without negotiating, and it takes me under

six hours." It has a person, a checkable result, two limits and an ending. It

never says service, consulting, agency or AI.

The five moves

The method keeps the old instinct, separating what is true from what is

merely usual, and changes the two places where a machine differs from a

person: how you start, and what you do with the analogy at the end.

FIGURE 02

Two routes to an answer

BY ANALOGY

1. Name the thing

2. Recall the nearest case

3. Adjust it slightly

4. An answer that looks like

everyone's

FROM FIRST

PRINCIPLES

1. Write the outcome, not the

name

2. List the parts

3. Sort law from custom

4. Rebuild from the law alone

5. Audit against the nearest

case

A diagram of the argument, not data. The two routes arrive at the

same answer only when every custom in the nearest case happens

to be a law.

Write the outcome, not the name. Use the four parts. If the noun sneaks

back in, the precedent comes with it.
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Ask for parts, not examples. What must exist, happen or be paid for in

order for this outcome to occur? Materials, steps, people, minutes, dollars,

rules. Hold off on how others do it.

Sort law from custom. Have it label every part: required by physics, money,

time, regulation or how human attention works; or merely how it is usually

done. Include how the thing is used, not just what it is made of.

Rebuild from the law alone. Ask for the simplest arrangement that satisfies

only the parts marked law. It will feel naked. That is the point. It is the first

version of the answer that is yours.

Then let the analogy back in. Now ask how this is usually done, and make it

explain every difference between the usual way and the rebuilt one. Each gap

is a custom worth keeping, a custom worth dropping, or a law you missed.

Analogy is a poor architect and an excellent auditor.

The human job that remains

Notice what this leaves for you. The model can list parts faster than any

person alive. It cannot always tell which part is a real constraint and which is

a habit wearing a badge. That knowledge is local and earned: the contractor

who knows the "rule" is a manufacturer's preference, the owner who knows

which customers never read the fine print. Sorting law from custom is

becoming the human job, and it is a good one.

The law column can lie too. Plenty of what passes for a rule is a custom with a

badge, and sometimes you will be the one who mistakes it. The method does

not abolish error. It moves the error to a place where you can see it.
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LAB 3. THE CUSTOM LIST.

Take one decision you are facing this month, the kind you would

normally ask your AI about by name. Write the outcome in four parts

with no category word. Run the five moves. On the last move, copy

every gap the audit finds into a new page in your notebook called the

Custom list: each thing the usual way makes you pay for that nobody

could give you a reason for. Keep adding to it through the course. That

list is where your advantage lives.
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CHAPTER 04

The Mandate

THE PRINCIPLE

Own the intent and the end state. Let the capable party own the path.

Widen its authority as the record grows.

Sunday, 9:05  p.m.

You have a weekly project review. Every Sunday night you open the

shared drive, find the latest versions, paste the updates into a chat, ask

for a summary, fix what it got wrong, move the result into a document

and send it Monday morning. The AI has made one step faster. You still

carry the whole process, every week, from the same blank start.

Now write it once, differently.

"Keep the project review ready. Use these approved sources. Track what

changed, show the evidence, and flag contradictions you cannot resolve. Have

the document ready by Thursday. Do not distribute it. Bring me any decision

that changes our commitments."

That is not a better prompt. It is a different kind of thing. It is a mandate.
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What the army learned first

Long before language models, armies had to solve the same problem. Plans fall

apart on contact with the world. The people closest to the action know things

the commander cannot. If every step has to be approved from above, the

operation moves at the speed of the radio.

The answer the US Army writes into its doctrine is called mission command.

Two of its principles matter most here. The first is the commander's intent: a

short statement of the purpose of the operation and the end state the

commander wants, written so that subordinates can act without further

orders even when the plan breaks. The second is the mission order: a directive

that stresses the results to be attained, not how to attain them.

That is the stance I want you to take with an AI. You own the intent and the

end state. It owns the path. Not because you trust it blindly, but because the

path is where the world keeps surprising everyone, and the party doing the

work is better placed to adapt than you are.

The five parts

A mandate has five parts. I teach this framing to every student.
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FIGURE 03

The five parts of a mandate

01

Outcome

What should be true when

the work is done. A state

change with a test.

02

Context

Who it is for, why it matters,

where the material lives,

what has been tried.

03

Boundaries

What it may touch, what it

may not, what it must never

send or say on its own.

04

Standard

What a good result looks

like, so both of you can tell

when it is finished.

05

Checkpoint

When it comes back to you,

and what it should raise

rather than decide.

My framing, not a published standard. If you cannot write all five,

you have not yet decided what you want.

Outcome. What should be true when the work is done. Not the steps. The

result, written as a state change with a test.

Context. Who it is for, why it matters, where the material lives, what has

already been tried.
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Boundaries. What it may touch, what it may not, and what it must never say

or send on its own.

Standard. What a good result looks like, so both of you can tell when it is

finished.

Checkpoint. When and how it comes back to you, and what it should raise

rather than decide.

If you cannot write all five, the problem is usually not the AI. It is that you

have not decided what you want yet, and no amount of clicking will decide it

for you.

The interruption is part of the job

Go back to the project review. Suppose two source updates disagree. A tool

would quietly pick one, or average them, or produce a document that reads

smoothly over the conflict. That would look finished. It would be a failure.

An entity working under a good mandate should surface the contradiction,

preserve both sources, and explain what cannot yet be concluded. If resolving

it requires a decision outside its authority, it should come back to you. That

interruption is not a breakdown of delegation. It is delegation working. The

mandate said: bring me any decision that changes our commitments.

So when you write the checkpoint, write the interruptions too. Tell it what to

escalate. A mandate that never produces an interruption is either trivial or

broken.

What you keep

There are decisions that stay with you, and an advanced student should be

able to name them without thinking. I teach four.

What you actually want. No one can write your outcome for you. It is the

only free variable.
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What it may cost. Money, time and risk you are willing to spend are yours to

set.

Anything sent under your name. A message to another person, a

commitment to a customer, a post in public. The words may be drafted by

anyone. The sending is yours.

Anything that cannot be undone. Deleting, signing, paying, cancelling.

Review first, every time.

Everything else, hand over. If a competent person who understood your goal

could make the call without you, let the entity make it. Redirecting a finished

draft costs you far less than refereeing a hypothetical.

Trust is a record, not a feeling

The last part of the mandate is not written in the mandate at all. It is the

record that accumulates.

Every time an entity carries a mandate and you check the outcome, you are

writing history about that entity. It met the standard or it did not. It escalated

what it should have, or it guessed. Over weeks, that history is what earns

wider authority: a broader boundary, a later checkpoint, a decision moved

from your list to its list.

This is how trust has always worked between people, and it is exactly how it

should work here. The difference is pace. A capable entity can generate a

month of track record in a week if you let it. The students who advance fastest

are not the ones who trust most. They are the ones who check most cleanly,

and therefore widen authority soonest.

Write the widening down. Keep a page in your notebook called the Ledger.

Every time you move a decision from your side to the entity's, note the date,

the mandate and the evidence that earned it. Every time you move one back,
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note that too, and why. In six months that page will be the most honest

description of your working relationship with intelligence that exists

anywhere.

LAB 4. ONE STANDING MANDATE.

Choose a piece of recurring work, something that comes around every

week. Write a five-part mandate for it, including at least two named

interruptions. Run it for three cycles. After each cycle, check the

outcome against the standard and make one entry in the Ledger. At the

end of the third cycle, decide one thing to widen: a boundary, a

checkpoint or a decision. Widen it, and write down why.
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PART TWO

The Ground
Where your intelligence lives
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CHAPTER 05

The Frame Outranks the Fill

THE PRINCIPLE

Whoever declares the structure governs everyone who writes inside it.

Your rank in any system is what you are allowed to declare.

Wednesday, 10:20  a.m.

The chief executive of a large company wants one more column in the

customer record: the name of the homeowner's dog, because his best

salespeople always ask about the dog. His company pays a great deal of

money for its CRM. He cannot add the column. He files a request with

the administrator, who files a ticket with the vendor's partner, who

replies that custom fields are available on the next plan tier.

In the order that governs software, he is a very well-dressed tenant.

The first distinction

Start with a blank sheet of paper. Before anything is drawn, every place on it is

equally anything. Nothing stands in front of anything else. Draw a single point

in the middle, and for the first time there is a foreground and a background.

That is the first distinction there is, and with it comes the first hierarchy.
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Every human order since has worked the same way. Someone draws the field.

Everyone else fills it in. The one who draws the frame outranks everyone who

writes inside it, no matter what title they hold. A legislature outranks the

citizen who fills out the form. The author of the form outranks the clerk who

processes it. The clerk outranks the applicant. The structure is the rank.

A database makes this perfectly literal. The table is the field. The columns are

the frame drawn on it. The rows are the marks people make inside the frame.

Four verbs, rationed

Engineers describe what you can do to data with four verbs: create, read,

update, delete. What almost nobody notices is that for nearly every person

who has ever used software, those four verbs apply only to rows.

You can add a row. You can read some rows. You can edit a row, and sometimes

delete one. You cannot add a column. You certainly cannot create a table, or

drop one. Most people have never imagined that they could, and if they did,

they would picture a hacker. Even reading is rationed: there are seven

thousand records in the system and you are shown three. That is not a missing

feature. It is your rank, expressed in permissions.

Software, at bottom, is the layer that hides those four verbs from you and

decides on your behalf how much of them you get. That arrangement was

reasonable for forty years, because almost nobody could build the layer

themselves. Drawing tables was skilled labor. Someone had to do it, and it

might as well be the vendor.

The rank test

I give my advanced students four questions. Answer them honestly about any

system you use, and you know your rank in it.
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FIGURE 04

The rank test

ROWS Can you read every row, or only the

ones you are shown?

Pawn

ROWS Can you delete a row without asking

anyone?

Bishop

COLUMNS Can you add or remove a column when

your work needs one?

Rook

TABLES Can you create a table, or delete one? King

Four questions for any system you use. The chess names are a

teaching device, not a taxonomy. The last answer is the one that

sets your order.

The chess names are a teaching device, not a taxonomy. But they make the

point. Most people, in most of the systems that run their lives, are pawns. They

can see some of the board and move one square at a time. The administrator

title on their screen does not change that. It means they can manage other

pawns.

What changed

Here is what is new. An AI agent creates and drops tables all day long. It adds

columns, reshapes schemas and builds the software that sits on top of them.

That skilled labor, the labor that justified the whole arrangement, is now

something a capable entity does in minutes.
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Pair one with a database that belongs to you, and you are no longer asking

anyone. You are the super admin. A high school student can do this. So can a

mother who homeschools her children and keeps the lessons, her job, the

dentist, the prescriptions and the carpool in one database of her own. So can a

chief executive, and the dog's name gets a column the same afternoon.

The logic is short. If I can delete the table, I am not in the order where a

vendor governs the table. My rank changed, so my order changed.

This is why I do not accept the comfortable view, most popular among people

who build software, that AI is just more software. Look at how most software

companies are adding AI: a new assistant inside the product, which you may

use as long as you use it exactly the way they built it. You can change the

prompt, but it is a prompt inside a prompt inside a prompt. It is a nicer lease.

A tenant granted a hundred-year lease has had his terms improved inside the

old order. Tell the landlord you are tearing down the wall and you find out

quickly what level you were authorized for. The break is the deed with no

conditions.

Your database first, theirs second

The practice that follows is simple to state and takes a while to live.

Do your work in a system of record you own. Let the institutional systems, the

employer's CRM, the school's portal, the patient system, receive a scheduled

copy of what they legitimately need. Enterprise software becomes the place

you report to, not the place you work.
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A  Thursday, not  far  off

She tells her agent over coffee that the homeschool co-op moved to

Wednesdays. It adds a column to her schedule table, moves three

appointments, and pushes the week's summary to the school's portal

on the nightly sync. The school's software never sees her schema. It

receives what she sends. It did not occur to her to ask anyone's

permission, because there was no one to ask.

There is an old pattern from software engineering that makes the move safe.

Martin Fowler named it after the strangler fig, a tree that starts as a seed in

the branches of a host, sends its roots down around the trunk over years, and

eventually stands on its own. You do not rip out the old system over a

weekend. You build yours beside it, route new work into yours first, keep the

old one current as a copy, and move one responsibility at a time. The principle

I take from it is about where truth lives: a fact belongs to the system where it

is first written. Write here. Copy there. Nobody else's morning has to change.

What changes is who holds the original.

One limit, stated plainly. Your notes, methods and context are yours. Your

employer's records and its customers' data are not. Where the data belongs to

someone else, this works only with their permission and inside their rules,

and some of it, like patient or student records, may never leave their system at

all.

The scene above ends with the sentence that matters most. Rank is mostly a

state of mind until it is exercised. Most people who could be super admins

today are not, not because they lack the capability, but because it has never

occurred to them that they are allowed.
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The bill that comes with the crown

I would be teaching this dishonestly if I stopped there. The things a vendor

quietly provided do not disappear when you leave. Security. Backups. Recovery

when something breaks at two in the morning. A schema that made sense.

Someone else's engineers thinking about edge cases you have never met.

When you draw the table, all of that becomes yours, which in practice means

it becomes your AI's job, under your supervision. You have to ask for backups

and check that they restore. You have to keep the schema understandable. You

have to know what your system does when your AI is unavailable, which is the

subject of Chapter 14.

Part of what held feudalism together was that protection was worth the rent.

Many people will decide they would rather be well-kept tenants than kings of

a leaky castle. That is a legitimate choice. My only request is that it be a

choice. Take the rank test, see where you stand, and decide.

LAB 5. DRAW THE TABLE.

Set up a database that is unmistakably yours, one your AI can manage

directly. Ask your AI to do the setup: "I want a personal database that

you can manage for me, with backups I can verify. You decide the

design. Start with whatever I keep track of most." Then answer the four

rank questions out loud about it. Then answer them about the three

systems you use most at work or school. For one week, do one

category of your work in your own database first, within what your

employer's or school's data rules allow, and let the institutional system

receive a copy. At the end of the week, write a paragraph about how it

felt. Then ask your AI to restore yesterday's backup to a scratch copy

and show you it worked.
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CHAPTER 06

Sovereignty Is Not Isolation

THE PRINCIPLE

Sovereignty is the retained authority to choose, govern and leave your

dependencies. It is agency preserved inside interdependence, not

escape from it.

A  visit  to  a  new  doctor

You sit in the waiting room with a clipboard. Name, date of birth,

medications, allergies, surgeries, family history, the date of your last

tetanus shot. You filled out the same form for the last doctor, and the

one before that. Somewhere there are a dozen partial copies of your

life, each one created inside an institution and each one left behind at

its border.

That is the continuity tax. You pay it every time you change doctors, jobs,

schools or software. It is so familiar that nobody calls it a tax. It is just how

things work.

It does not have to be.
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You are not the account

Digital life has been organized around institutions. The doctor has the system.

The employer has the system. The bank, the school, the airline and the

software vendor each have a system. You appear inside each one as a patient,

an employee, an account holder, a passenger, a seat.

These roles are legitimate. They are also partial. The institution, however

important and long-lived, is not the center of the person. The individual

persists while employers, physicians, schools and vendors come and go. The

inherited architecture gets this backward. It treats the temporary institution

as primary and the persistent person as secondary.

Personal AI makes a reversal possible for the first time.
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FIGURE 05

Move the center

INSTITUTION AS

CENTER

Employee account

Patient record

Customer profile

Student file

Each system remembers

only the role it assigned.

Continuity is left behind at

every border.

YOU AS CENTER

You →  Personal AI →

Institutions

Work connector

Health connector

Commerce connector

School connector

Institutions still govern

their domains. Each

becomes a relationship

instead of a container.

The reversal is not rebellion. It is continuity: the persistent person

becomes the root, and every institution becomes a connection.

The person becomes the durable source of identity, authority and continuity.

The personal AI carries context, memory, preferences, permissions and

relationships. The institution still sets the rules inside its own domain. It

simply stops being the container in which the person must originate.

Not a fortress

The word sovereignty can sound like self-sufficiency: own everything, trust no

one, leave the grid. That is not what I mean, and you should be suspicious of

anyone who means it. Absolute independence is fantasy. Human life is

relational. Civilization is interdependence.
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Think about a well-built off-grid house. Its owners have solar panels,

batteries, water systems, a generator and redundancy for all of it. They are not

using less technology. They are using more, so that a failure elsewhere does

not automatically become a failure here. And they may still connect to the

utility. The difference is that the connection is chosen rather than existential.

Dependency says: I function because the system permits me to. Sovereignty

says: I function, and I choose to connect.

The wizard is not the hero

There is a trap waiting for capable students, usually right after they discover

how capable a frontier model is.

A frontier model supplies powers that used to be concentrated inside

institutions and specialist teams. It can research, code, remember, organize,

draft, analyze and act. It tells one person that he no longer needs to become a

corporation to have corporate-scale capability. In the old stories, that is the

wizard: the figure who reveals the hidden physics of a new world and gives

the hero new powers.

But the wizard is not the hero. If you move your memory, your documents,

your identity, your permissions and your workflows into one provider's

account and call it "my AI," the old topology quietly comes back. The interface

is more intelligent, but the center still belongs elsewhere. If losing the account

would destroy your accumulated operating environment, the wizard has

become the grid.

So I teach a distinction that sounds pedantic until the day it saves you. The

provider supplies capability. You supply identity, continuity, consent and

authority. Keep your records, your methods and your history in places you

control, in formats any capable model can read. Use the best model available.

Be ready to change it.
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Dependencies become connectors

Sovereignty does not require destroying anything. The CRM stays. The

employer stays. The bank, the doctor, the school and the restaurant stay. What

changes is their position in the architecture.

A dependency says: I must organize myself around this system. A connector

says: my environment may interact with this system under rules I understand

and accept. The external system can stay exactly the same. The relationship

has changed state.

In practice this looks technical: permissions, credentials, connectors, browser

actions, institutional protocols. Those mechanisms matter. But each is the

expression of one philosophical act: you no longer disappear into every system

you use.

The exit test

There is one practical test for all of this, and I want you to apply it to

everything.

Can you leave?

Can you leave your employer without losing the accumulated intelligence of

your working life? Can you change physicians without losing continuity? Can

your family move schools without starting again? Can you change AI

providers without abandoning the memory, configuration and judgment rules

of your digital life?

Portability is not a convenience. It is a constitutional safeguard. If departure

means erasure, participation has become captivity.

The mature condition is neither isolation nor dependency. Sovereignty

without connection decays into isolation. Connection without sovereignty

decays into dependency. What you want is rich participation without

surrender of the center.
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LAB 6. THE EXIT DRILL.

List the five systems that hold the most of your life: work, health,

money, school or family, and your AI provider. For each, ask your AI to

answer one question with evidence: "If I left this tomorrow, what would

I lose, and what would I keep?" Then pick the worst answer and fix it:

an export, a copy of your own material into your own database, a

written method in a plain file. Their records stay theirs. Finish by asking

your AI to describe how it would rebuild your setup on a different

model provider. If it cannot answer, that is the next thing to fix.
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CHAPTER 07

The Boundary Is the Product

THE PRINCIPLE

People do not adopt what watches them. They adopt what works for

them. The difference between shadow AI and bring your own AI is the

quality of the boundary.

A  roofing  company

The owner bought an AI note-taker for his estimators. It would record

every homeowner visit, write the notes, draft the proposals and feed

the company system. On a slide it was perfect. In practice, the owner

could not get his estimators to use it.

I can guess how it went. The battery died. The microphone failed. Someone

forgot to press the button. My hypothesis, not a verdict, is that this was not

irrational resistance to innovation. It was a rational response to a boundary

nobody could read.

Whom does it work for?

Imagine being one of those estimators. A system chosen by your employer is

listening to your whole conversation with a homeowner. You do not know

where the recording goes, who can retrieve it, how long it will stay there,
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whether it will be used to score you, or which awkward sentence will become

a training example. You are told the system is there to help. Architecturally, it

is there to watch.

The question underneath the failure was not about the software at all. It was:

whom did the estimators believe the AI worked for?

If a system requires people to lie about why they did not use it, the failure

began in the architecture, not in the training program.

Send the artifact, keep the cognition

Now invert it.

Give each estimator the capability as part of employment, but make the AI

environment legibly theirs. They can see what is captured, where it lives, what

is kept and what is shared. After six homeowner visits, captured with each

homeowner's knowledge, the estimator says: "Use today's conversations to

draft the proposals. Keep every detail that affects scope and price. Put the

drafts in front of me. After I approve them, create the opportunities in the

CRM."

The raw conversations do not need to become the company's memory for the

company to receive excellent work. The personal AI turns context into a

bounded artifact: a proposal, a summary, a task, a record. The person reviews

the artifact. Only then does it cross the boundary.

Send the work product. Do not annex the person.

The company needs the approved proposal. It needs an accurate customer

record. It may need a defined audit trail, and it may have legal obligations

about retention and recording consent, which a good design states plainly
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rather than hiding. What it does not automatically need is every raw word

that passed through an employee's day.

Four planes

If I were designing this for that roofing company, I would draw four layers.

FIGURE 06

Four planes of a trustworthy boundary

Raw context flows down only after review, and only as a bounded

artifact. The employee keeps the instrument. The company keeps

the ledger.

PRIVATE PLANE

The person's context: history, rough notes, unfinished

thinking, methods. Stays with the person.

CONSENT PLANE

The review gate. The person sees what will cross

before it crosses.

ACTION PLANE

Scoped, short-lived, revocable access to approved

company systems.

RECORD PLANE

The company ledger: approved proposals,

commitments and required records.
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The private plane holds the person's context: history, working style, rough

notes, unfinished thinking, reusable methods. The consent plane is the

review gate, where the person sees what will cross before it crosses. The

action plane is scoped access: short-lived, least-privilege credentials to do

specific things in approved company systems. The record plane is the

company ledger, where approved proposals, commitments and required

records land.

Most AI vendors concentrate on the intelligence in the middle: the model, the

summarizer, the dashboard. But models will keep improving and keep being

replaced. The durable product is the trust architecture around them. That is

why I say the boundary is the product.

Control is not the opposite of adoption. Control is what makes adoption

possible. When I know the raw transcript is mine to review, I am more willing

to capture it. When I know which fields will enter the CRM, I am more willing

to approve them. When I can revoke a connection without losing my working

memory, I am more willing to make it in the first place.

Your employer is already a tenant

If this sounds radical, look at the phone in your pocket.

If it is a phone you bought yourself, it is yours. And yet the work account on it

is managed by an administrator you may never have met, who controls what

that account can do. It still feels like your phone, because it is. Work is an

application inside it, in a partition the employer can manage and you can

remove from a settings menu, at which point the employer's data disappears

and yours does not.

The containment has already inverted once. Under the mainframe, you were a

session inside their system. Today, their system is a partition inside your

device. The employer is no longer the environment. It is one tenant among

several, in a space you administer.

50



The question this book cares about is the same one, one level up. An AI that is

useful gets that way by accumulating a model of you: how you work, what you

care about, what you would have said, what needs to happen next. Where does

that model live, and who can delete it?

If it accumulates inside your employer's tenant, under an identity the

company issued, then every hour you spend making it better improves an

asset on someone else's balance sheet, and when you leave, it stays and you do

not. If it accumulates on your side, and the employer connects to it the way it

connects to your phone, then your working life is again an application

running inside something you administer.

Look for the button. If there is no way for you to remove the management, you

are not the ground.

The rules for owners

Some of you will run companies, and some of you already do. If you are on the

other side of this boundary, here is what I would tell you.

Give each person a private workspace they can understand without a lawyer.

Make capture conspicuous and consensual. Separate raw context from work

product: a transcript is not a proposal. Put a human review gate before

anything leaves. Use scoped, revocable connectors with an audit trail. And

design the exit on day one: when employment ends, company credentials

disappear and company records remain, and the person keeps the general

capability and their own methods.

Notice what you are actually giving the employee. Not an app license. A

durable way of working. They may eventually leave roofing. The ability to turn

conversations into structured drafts goes with them. That is not a weakness in

the bargain. It is a better bargain. The future company is not one giant AI with

employees attached. It is a network of people who each have a direct

relationship with intelligence and a trustworthy way to contribute.
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LAB 7. DRAW YOUR BOUNDARY.

Pick the one institution you work inside most. On one page, draw the

four planes for your own working life there. In the private plane, list

what you keep. In the record plane, list what they legitimately need.

Then, within what the institution's data rules allow, ask your AI to

produce one week's institutional artifacts from your private plane: the

reports, records or updates the institution actually requires, drafted for

your review. Approve them. Send them. Notice how much of your

context never needed to cross.
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CHAPTER 08

Grown, Not Generated

THE PRINCIPLE

Every complex system that works grew from a simple system that

worked. A complex system designed from scratch never works, and

cannot be patched until it does.

Go-live  day, 8:02  a.m.

The new system took eighteen months. There was a kickoff, a steering

committee, a training week and a countdown on the break-room

screen. This morning it is switched on, and every screen looks clean

and finished and right. By 10:40 the phones are backing up. A

supervisor quietly opens a spreadsheet with a tab named DO NOT

DELETE. Someone built it years ago for one job, added a column when

the job changed, and added a tab when the boss asked for a report.

Nobody designed it. It just never stopped working. By lunch, half the

office is back in it.

That spreadsheet is the most important object in this chapter.
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The pediatrician's law

In 1975 a pediatrician in Michigan named John Gall published a small, half-

joking book about why big systems so rarely do what they were built to do.

Most of it reads like satire. One line in it has outlived the joke: a complex

system that works is invariably found to have evolved from a simple system

that worked. Its twin is harsher. A complex system designed from scratch

never works and cannot be patched up to make it work. You have to start over

with a working simple system.

Notice the direction of the law. It does not promise that simple things work.

Plenty do not. The guarantee runs the other way. Find anything complex that

works, a city, a language, the internet, the DO NOT DELETE tab, and

underneath it you will find a simpler working ancestor, and another under

that.

Why it is true by structure

Every system is a bundle of guesses about the world. What people will type

into the box. Which step they will skip. What happens the day the supplier is

late, the day the manager is out, the day two orders arrive with the same

name. A design is nothing but guesses. The world is the only thing that

answers them, and it only answers when the thing is running.

A simple system asks the world a few questions at a time. When it breaks, you

know which guess was wrong, because there were only a few to choose from.

You fix it, and that answer is now built in. The next version adds a handful of

new guesses on top of a body of answered ones. That is all growth is: questions

asked a few at a time, with the answers kept.

A complex system designed from scratch asks every question on day one. The

failures arrive together and tangle. Three wrong guesses produce one

symptom, and nobody can tell which to fix. Every patch is one more

unanswered guess added to a pile that is already failing.
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A design is a list of questions. Working is the list of
answers. Only the world writes the answers.

The bodyguard is gone

For most people, cost enforced Gall's law without anyone naming it. A small

business could not afford to design the whole system, so it grew one: a

notebook, then a spreadsheet, then a second tab. Only large organizations

could afford to break the law, and they paid for it on go-live days.

That bodyguard just left. Tonight, anyone can generate the complete thing: the

full app, the forty-page handbook, the twelve-agent workflow, the policy

manual for every situation. Complete now costs the same as simple. Which

means everyone can now make the large organization's mistake, on a

weekend, alone.

Advanced students are especially exposed to this, because they know how

much their AI can build. It is easy to spend a Saturday generating a

magnificent personal operating system, with dashboards and agents and

automations for every corner of your life, and abandon it by Wednesday,

because nothing in it has ever been answered by the world.

Gall's law was never about the price of building. It was about the number of

unanswered questions. AI made the design free and left the answering exactly

as expensive as before, because answers are not generated. They arrive. In the

language of the equation underneath: a design is all guess and no record, and

only an Actual can teach. Actuals come one event at a time, and no amount of

compute brings tomorrow's events forward.

How to grow a stack

So here is how I want you to build everything in this course.
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Start with one thing that runs. One table. One mandate. One recurring job

carried end to end. Not a system. A seed.

Let the world answer it. Use it for real, on real days, until it breaks. Breaking

is not failure. It is the world writing an answer.

Keep the answer. When it breaks, fix that one thing and make sure the fix is

recorded, in the schema, in the mandate, in a note your AI reads. An answer

you do not keep is a question you will be asked again.

Add a few guesses at a time. Only when the current version runs cleanly do

you add the next column, the next mandate, the next connector.

Generate drafts, not systems. Use your AI's ability to generate the complete

thing as a sketch to look at, not a building to move into. Generate the forty-

page handbook so you can see the questions in it. Then build the first page.

This is also why I asked you in Lab 5 to start with whatever you keep track of

most. Not everything. One thing. Your personal database should look, in a year,

like the DO NOT DELETE spreadsheet: unglamorous, a little strange, and

impossible to replace, because every odd column in it is an answer the world

gave you.

LAB 8. THE SEED AND THE ANSWER LOG.

Look at whatever you built in Lab 5. Strip it down to the one table and

the one recurring job that you actually used every day this week.

Archive everything else. Those were guesses. For the next two weeks,

keep an answer log: every time the system breaks or surprises you,

write one line with the date, what broke, and what you changed. Add

nothing new until the log has gone three days without an entry. Then

add one thing.
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PART THREE

The Flow
How work moves when you are not carrying it
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CHAPTER 09

The Last Line Is You

THE PRINCIPLE

Waiting does not grow in proportion to how busy the server is. It

explodes as the server approaches full. Every line you have ever stood

in was a machine for rationing a human being.

Tuesday, 4:52  p.m.

You call the county permit office. A recording says the office closes at

five, that your call is important, and that the expected wait is thirty-

four minutes. You do the arithmetic and hang up. Tomorrow you will

take a long lunch and try again.

That recording is one of the oldest machines in civilization wearing hold

music. The waiting room, the take-a-number dispenser, the appointment book,

the ticket number in a support portal, the promise of a reply in three to five

business days: they all exist for one reason. The things that need serving

sometimes arrive faster than the thing doing the serving can serve them.

And the thing doing the serving has almost always been a person. A person

has one body. A person works eight hours, eats lunch, goes home and sleeps.

Every institution you have ever waited on was built around that body.

58



The shape of a line

In 1909 a Danish mathematician and engineer named Agner Krarup Erlang,

working on how many lines and operators the Copenhagen telephone

exchange needed, published the first paper of what became queueing theory.

The field's central lesson fits in one sentence. Waiting does not grow in

proportion to how busy the server is. It explodes as the server approaches full.

The simplest version is a single line with a single server, with arrivals and

service times that vary at random. If the server is busy a fraction ρ of the time,

the expected wait in line, measured in services, is ρ divided by one minus ρ.

FIGURE 07

How long you wait as the server fills up

50% busy 1×

75% busy 3×

90% busy 9×

95% busy 19×

99% busy 99×

Expected time in line, in multiples of one service, for the simplest

single-server queue: ρ / (1 − ρ). This is arithmetic, not

measurement. Real lines are messier, but they share this shape.

Half busy, you wait about one service. Ninety percent busy, nine. Ninety-five

percent, nineteen. Ninety-nine percent, ninety-nine. That curve is why a line

goes from fine to hopeless when only a few more people walk in, and why

every business that serves people lives with a quiet tension. Staff for seventy

percent busy and you pay people to stand around. Staff for ninety-five and it is
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cheap, and customers wait. Business hours, appointment books and hold

queues are all positions somebody chose on that curve. "Closed" is the far end

of it: capacity drops to zero and everyone who shows up waits until morning.

None of this is a failure of management. It is geometry. As long as the server is

a body, the line is the price of the body.

The server that copies itself

What is actually new is not that AI answers faster, although it does. It is that

there can be as many of it as there are people arriving. Ten callers, ten

instances. Ten thousand callers, ten thousand. Capacity rises with demand

instead of sitting still while demand piles up against it.

Put that into Erlang's arithmetic and the server never gets near full. The line

does not shorten. It has nothing left to be made of. The important property is

not speed. It is multiplicity.

For anything that does not need a body, "closed" will become a strange word.

An appointment, which is a reservation on a scarce person's time, will

dissolve, because when the server is plural there is nothing to reserve. You do

not book it. You start.

Lines do not vanish. They move.

This is the reason this chapter is in a book about your seat.

In any chain of work, the whole chain moves at the speed of its slowest step.

Eliyahu Goldratt built a management philosophy on that single observation.

Remove every bottleneck that can be copied, and the waiting does not leave

the system. It gathers at the one step that cannot be copied.

In a world of agents, that step is a human who has to decide, approve, sign,

show up or simply read.
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So the line leaves the lobby and moves into you. Your attention becomes the

counter. Your approval becomes the take-a-number dispenser. Every agent you

have delegated to is now a caller in your queue, and your queue obeys the

same curve as the permit office. When you are half busy, things wait a little.

When you are ninety-five percent busy, which describes most capable people I

know, the work you delegated piles up waiting for you, and the agents that

could have finished it in minutes wait days for a yes.

You become the queue.

I know this from my own life. There came a point where the work my AI could

carry was waiting not on the AI but on me. Every decision I insisted on

making was a little take-a-number ticket. That is why I started saying "You

decide" to things I had always decided myself. Not because I stopped caring

about them, but because I had become the line.

What an advanced student does about it

You cannot make your body plural. You can do three things.

Lower your own utilization. Move decisions off your desk. Every decision on

your reserved list (what you want, what it costs, your name, the irreversible)

should be there because it must be, not because it always was. Go through your

Ledger and ask, for each decision you still make, whether a competent person

who understood your goal could make it without you.

Batch the approvals. A server that is interrupted constantly is busier than

one that serves in batches. Ask your entities to bring decisions to you at set

times, already prepared, with a recommendation. Twelve approvals at 4 p.m.

cost you far less than twelve interruptions across the day.
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Narrow what you check. You do not need to review every move. You need to

review whether the outcome is true. That is the subject of the next chapter,

and it is the most important idea in this part of the book.

LAB 9. MEASURE YOUR QUEUE.

For three days, ask your AI to keep a log of every time work it is

carrying waits on you: the time it asked, the time you answered, and

what it was waiting for. At the end, look at the longest waits. For each

one, decide: was this a decision only I could make? If not, add it to the

entity's authority in your Ledger. If so, move it into a daily batch.

Repeat the log a week later and compare.
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CHAPTER 10

Two Buttons Are Enough

THE PRINCIPLE

Only variety can destroy variety. But variety is counted at the dial, not

in the sky. The narrower the thing you defend, the less you need to

defend it.

Tuesday, 6:14  p.m.

The agent finished while you were in the four o'clock meeting. It

rewrote the proposal, repriced the middle section, moved the delivery

date out a week, and drafted the note to the vendor you had been

avoiding since Thursday. Forty-one changes. Every one defensible. Not

one of them the way you would have done it. At the bottom of the

screen there are two buttons, and your ride leaves in ten minutes.

The feeling in your chest is not that the machine did the work badly. It is that

you could not have checked those forty-one moves properly if you had the

whole week.

That feeling has a name, and it was written down before the machines it

describes existed.
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The law from the hospital lab

In the late 1940s, at a psychiatric hospital in Gloucester, England, a doctor

named W. Ross Ashby built a machine he called the homeostat. Whatever he

did to it, reversing its connections, pinning one part, hitting it with a

disturbance it had never met, it searched and settled back into balance. It was

a machine that holds a condition steady against a world that will not sit still.

In 1956 he published the rule underneath it: the law of requisite variety. Count

the moves the world can make against the thing you care about. Count the

moves you can make in reply. If the world out-counts you, the difference does

not politely wait outside. It comes through, and lands in the outcome. Ashby's

own short version is four words: variety can destroy variety. Only variety in

the regulator, he added, can force down the variety coming from the world.

Read quickly, the law is terrifying. The world has endless moves. You have a

handful. Control should be impossible.

But there is a thermostat on your wall, and it wins all winter.
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FIGURE 08

Where variety is counted

THE SKY: A THOUSAND MOVES

Cold front Open window Afternoon sun The oven

North wind A room full of guests

↓MEASURED ONLY AT ↓

68°
One defended number. The whole sky collapses to two

states: too cold, or not.

↓ANSWERED BY ↓

THE SWITCH: TWO MOVES

On Off

The shape of the idea, not data. The narrower the outcome you

defend, the less variety you need to defend it. In a delegated

mandate, the dial is the standard.

The sky has a thousand moves: the cold front, the open window, the afternoon

sun, the oven, a room full of guests. The furnace has two: on and off. And the

room holds at sixty-eight. The thermostat is not cheating Ashby. It is

exploiting the clause most people miss. It does not defend the weather. It

defends one number. Against one defended number, the whole roaring sky

collapses into two states that matter: too cold, or not. Two states. Two moves.

Requisite.
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The first tool with more moves than you

Every tool before this one had less variety than its operator. A hammer has one

move. A spreadsheet has millions of states, but you supplied every keystroke.

Its variety was your variety, amplified.

The entity in your stack is the first tool whose repertoire exceeds yours. It

makes more distinct moves in an afternoon than you can properly review in a

week, and the gap is widening.

Most institutions read this the terrifying way and reach for move-matching:

review every change, approve every step, add a human to every loop. It cannot

work. You cannot match the variety of the moves. You will lose that race on the

first afternoon, and the losing will look like a desk buried in approvals nobody

reads.

Your control was never in the moves

This is the reframe, and it is why I put this chapter right after the one about

queues.

Your control was never stored in the moves. It is stored in what you defend. If

you defend the moves, you need as much variety as the agent, which you will

never have. If you defend the outcome, written narrowly enough to check, you

need only as much variety as the outcome has states. Often that is two: true, or

not yet.

That is why the human seat in an AI stack is the dial, not the moves. And it is

why two buttons, approve and reject, are enough, provided the thing you are

approving is a state you can check rather than a pile of changes you cannot.

Go back to 6:14 p.m. Forty-one changes is unreviewable. But if your mandate

said "the proposal goes out at a price that keeps our margin above the floor,

delivers by the client's deadline, and commits us to nothing we have not

already agreed," then the agent's report should show you three checks, not
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forty-one changes. Margin above the floor: yes. Deadline met: yes. New

commitments: one, flagged, here it is. Now you can decide in a minute, and

your decision is real.

Narrow the dial

So the advanced skill is narrowing. Every outcome you delegate should be

defended by a small number of checkable conditions. When you find yourself

unable to approve something without reading all of it, the problem is almost

never that you need to read more. It is that the outcome was never narrowed

into states.

Some practical rules:

Write the checks into the mandate. The standard in your five-part mandate is

the dial. Make it a short list of conditions that are true or not true.

Ask for the dial in the report. Tell your entity to report against the checks first,

and the moves only on request.

Keep the reject button honest. Rejecting is information. When you reject, say

which check failed. The entity learns the dial. So do you.

Treat an unnarrowable outcome as a warning. If you cannot say what would

make it true in three or four conditions, you do not yet know what you want,

and the problem is upstream of the AI.
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LAB 10. BUILD THE DIAL.

Take the standing mandate from Lab 4. Rewrite its standard as no more

than four checks, each answerable yes or no. Tell your entity to open

every report with those checks and their evidence, and to list the

underlying changes only if you ask. Run two cycles. Each time, decide

using only the checks, then read the full change list afterward to see

whether you would have decided differently. If you would have, add

the missing condition to the dial.
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CHAPTER 11

The Feed Turns Around

THE PRINCIPLE

Interface follows initiative. When you start the action, you get a box.

When something else starts the action, you get a feed.

Sunday, 8:14  a.m.

You open your AI app. It shows you an empty box and a polite

question: how can I help? You stare at it. Nothing comes to mind, so

you close it and open a social app instead. That one is already full.

Hundreds of things happened while you slept, and it has lined them up

for you, newest first, waiting for your thumb.

Those two screens are not two styles of design. They are two answers to one

question: who moves first?

Box and feed

A box is the interface of a tool that waits. A search engine waits. The chat apps

we learned on wait. Nothing happens until you type, and everything that

happens is a reply to you. The box is honest about it. It is empty because

nothing has happened yet.
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A feed is the interface of a world that moves without you. An early one was a

machine. In 1867 Edward Calahan unveiled a stock ticker in New York, a

telegraph that printed trades onto a ribbon of paper as they happened. The

market did not wait for a broker to ask. Every feed since, the inbox, the

timeline, is the same tape: events you did not request, in the order they

happened, newest on top.

FIGURE 09

The same tape, four times

Steps one to three are history. Step four is my argument, not a

record.

No amount of design talent changes this. A box cannot hold events nobody

asked for, and a feed cannot hold a question nobody has asked yet. So the

moment your AI starts acting without being asked, its box has to become a

feed.

The ticker

Markets moving without you. New York, 1867.

1

The inbox

People writing to you without you.

2

The timeline

Friends and strangers posting without you.

3

The activity feed

Your own AI acting for you, without you. Tagged IRL

or SIM.

4
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The feed turns around

The feed comes back with the same scroll, the same thumb and the same tiny

taps we spent fifteen years learning on social media. But it turns around.

The social feed points outward, and your attention is the crop. The activity

feed points back at you, and your attention is the steering wheel. On a social

feed, you scroll through other people's lives so someone can sell your looking.

On an activity feed, you scroll through your own errands, bills, appointments

and replies, and every glance is a small act of government over an entity that

is living part of your day for you.

IRL and SIM

Every item in that feed carries one of two tags.

IRL means it happened. The bill is paid. The dentist moved to Thursday. The

reply to the landlord went out.

SIM means it has not happened, but it could. It is your AI showing you work it

would take off you if you let it. Each SIM card carries what it saw, what it

would deliver, how much of your time it would give back, and what it would

still check with you. And each one has two buttons: Try it, and Not this.

The SIM card solves the oldest problem in delegation, the one the first course

left open. You can only delegate what you can imagine and describe. Most of

what weighs on people is not a task they could name. It is a job they have been

carrying for weeks without noticing its weight. Nobody writes those cards by

hand. The AI builds them by noticing patterns across your email, calendar,

messages and records, and offers them. Your part is to agree.

That is a different relationship from anything in the first course. You are not

even describing the outcome anymore. The entity proposed it, with evidence.

You are the dial: Try it, or Not this.
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Try it is the business model

Notice what the button does over time. Every tap hands off another job. Every

job handed off increases what the AI is doing for you, and with it what you

will pay for. Each delegated job has real felt value: hours back, a weight lifted,

a decision you no longer carry. The utility companies of a century ago grew by

putting appliances that used electricity into homes, selling them and

sometimes giving them away. The Try it button is the appliance.

I do not think this is sinister, any more than the refrigerator was. But you

should see it clearly, because a feed that grows by your agreement is one

where your agreement is the most valuable thing on the screen. Treat each tap

the way you would treat hiring someone. Read the evidence. Read what it will

still check with you. Say yes to what you would hand a capable person. Say not

this to the rest, and do not explain. The Not this is information too.

Ask for the feed

The always-on agents arriving now will ship with feeds built in. If you are

using an assistant that still opens on a box, you can ask it to build the surface.

The trick is to describe the place, not the contents.

PROMPT

Build me a SIM feed: a private page I can open on my phone that you 

keep up to date.

Three tabs. SIM: jobs you could take off my plate. Hired: jobs I 

said try it to. IRL: what you have done.

Every SIM card gets two buttons, Try it and Not this, and the page 

remembers what I tap.

You decide what goes on the cards, from what you see in my email and 

calendar. Fill it now. Then refresh it every morning if you can.

72



Notice what the prompt does not say. It says nothing about which jobs, how

big, or what a card should contain. That is deliberate. The moment you start

specifying cards, you are back to staring at a blank box. If you find yourself

listing jobs for your AI, or explaining how to do them, you have taken the work

back.

When I built mine, the first version came back full of small tactical cards, and

I sent it back. They were real, but they were chores. The cards worth having

are jobs: briefings on the new people coming into the lab, a client project due

Tuesday, the delivery software I kept fighting. Tell your feed that, once, and let

it learn the rest from your taps.

LAB 11. TWO WEEKS OF TAPS.

Connect your email and calendar to your AI. Use personal accounts, or

work accounts only where your employer allows it. Leave out anything

you would not hand a new assistant on their first day. Ask for the feed

with the prompt above. Every morning for two weeks, open it and tap.

Do not write a single card yourself. At the end, read the IRL tab from

top to bottom and estimate the hours it represents. Then read your Not

this taps and write one sentence about what they say about you.
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CHAPTER 12

Absorption

THE PRINCIPLE

Automation transfers execution. Absorption releases attention. A

matter is absorbed when it can continue without becoming the main

event of your conscious life.

Tuesday, 6:40  p.m.

Maria is in the school pickup line, her AI listening as the other parent

knows it does, talking with another parent about swim-team carpools,

the tile contractor who never called back, and a birthday on Saturday.

She never opens an app. By the time she pulls out of the lot, her phone

holds three cards: a carpool schedule for both families, a second tile

contractor lined up for Thursday with her bathroom photos attached,

and a birthday gift ready to ship Friday. At a red light she accepts two

and rejects one. Twenty minutes later the phone buzzes once.

The notification says one word. Done.

That is the most valuable notification anyone could ever send you, and almost

nobody receives it yet.
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Your heartbeat

Your heart is circulating blood while you read this. Your digestion is working.

Your breathing continues without waiting for instructions. These processes

are essential to your existence, and most of the time they receive none of your

conscious attention. Their absence from your awareness tells you nothing

about their importance. It tells you that something important can be handled

without becoming the main event.

Now think about dinner. For most of human history, eating required finding,

hunting, gathering or growing food, preserving it and defending it from other

hungry animals. Today, for most people in a modern food system, it requires a

store or an order. The work still happens. Agriculture, refrigeration and

distribution carry it. Human attention has been released from it.

I call this absorption: a necessary function continues while its demand on

your attention recedes.

Automation is not absorption

A system can automate a task and still require you to watch it constantly. Most

AI in most lives today is like this. It does the steps faster, but you have to

supervise, correct, re-explain and carry the result. Execution moved. Attention

did not.

Absorption is different. It occurs when the work is reliable enough that you

can turn toward something else.

There is a precise way to say this in the language of the equation underneath.

Reality is the ratio of what actually happened to what you expected. Attention

responds to the surprise in that ratio. When what arrives matches what you

expected, the ratio is one, and the surprise, the logarithm of one, is zero.

Nothing calls you back. No correction, no amendment, no reconstruction.
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FIGURE 10

When a matter stops calling you back

Actual  /  Expectation  =  1  →  ln 1  =  0

SUPERVISED

The steps are

faster. You still

watch every

one.

DELIVERED

The work

comes back

finished, and

still asks for

you.

ABSORBED

It continues,

and nothing

calls you back.

The exact case of absorption in the Reality Equation: what arrives

matches the prediction and no unanswered ideal remains, so the

surprise is zero. A completed artifact and an absorbed matter are

different things.

That is the exact case. Expectation has two parts: the prediction your history

supplies, and the pull of the ideal. In the exact case, what arrives matches the

prediction and no unanswered ideal remains. If the result matches your

prediction but some ideal still pulls you to revise or reject it, the matter has

not resolved to one for you. It has merely been delivered.

So a completed artifact and an absorbed matter are not the same thing.

Something can be delivered and still occupy you continuously. The test is not

whether the work came back. It is whether it stopped asking for you.

The bridge

There are two ways to live with an AI, and almost everyone lives the first. You

open a window, type something, read what comes back, and then go do the

thing yourself. That is chatting.

76



The second way has no window. The work happens while you are doing

something else, and what reaches you is either a card to accept or a

notification that it is done. That is delegation as a mode, not an event.

You cannot get people from the first way to the second by asking them to

change. Lectures about delegation are read once and forgotten. The bridge has

to be built by the AI itself, out of finished work. Not drafts, not suggestions,

not replies. A carpool schedule that lands on both calendars when you accept.

A contractor booked with the photos attached. Every card in Maria's pickup

line held a state change waiting for one tap.

And then: Done.

What absorption asks of you

It is tempting to read this chapter as a promise of rest. It is that, partly. But

absorption asks for something in return, and advanced students should know

what.

It asks you to let go of watching. You cannot absorb what you insist on

supervising. The checks belong in the dial, not in a habit of glancing at every

step.

It asks you to write the standard against everything that pulls on the work,

not only what you predicted. You cannot reach in and change what you expect;

nobody can. But if the work keeps coming back correct and still bothers you,

an ideal is pulling that the standard never named. Write that pull down as a

check, so the next work that arrives can answer it.

And it asks you to notice what you do with the attention you get back.

Absorption is not the goal. It is the release. What it releases you toward is the

subject of Part Four.
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LAB 12. THE ABSORPTION AUDIT.

List ten matters your AI currently handles for you. For each, answer

one question honestly: in the last week, did this call me back? Mark

each one absorbed, delivered, or supervised. For every delivered or

supervised item, find the reason: a missing check, an unstated ideal, a

habit of watching, or a real reliability gap. Fix one item in each category

you found. Then pick one absorbed item and, for one week, do not

look at it at all.
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PART FOUR

The Self
What stays yours
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CHAPTER 13

Add One Egg

THE PRINCIPLE

We will hand over what we do. We will not hand over who we are.

Help is welcome until it reaches the work we identify with. Past that

line, it feels like replacement.

Wednesday, 3:15  p.m.

You ask your AI to write the update to the client. It does, in eleven

seconds, and it is good. You select all. Copy. You open your email, paste,

change "Hi" to "Hey," cut one sentence you would never say, and press

send. Your name is at the bottom.

You did not delegate anything. You asked, and then you carried the answer

across the room in your own hands, so it would leave the building as yours.

Most capable people still do this somewhere, and I suspect you do too. The

interesting question is not why it is inefficient. Obviously it is. The interesting

question is what it is protecting.

Under the manners, identity

A perfectly polite machine that predicts your next move and makes it still

raises the only question that matters. If it can do the thing I do, what am I?
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For most people the honest answer has been: I am the thing I do. The writer

writes. The analyst builds the model. The salesperson describes the prospect

in the CRM in her own words. The parent cooks dinner. A role is a set of

actions you can point to and say, I made that. When a machine can make it,

the pointing stops working. Nothing about you has changed, but the evidence

of you has moved somewhere else.

That is why the resistance to delegation runs so much hotter than the stakes

seem to justify. People are not defending a task. They are defending a self. The

deepest dependencies in anyone's working life are not the portal or the login.

They are the tasks through which people explain themselves to themselves: I

write the proposal. I update the CRM. I answer the customer. I reconcile the

spreadsheet. A person may defend an inefficient task for years because the

task is doing psychological work for him.

The old story

The story, as it is usually told, goes like this. In the 1950s, after a fast start, cake

mix sales went flat. The mix worked, but it asked so little of the cook that the

cake did not feel like hers. A motivational researcher named Ernest Dichter is

said to have advised leaving her something to do: take the dried egg out of the

box and let her add a fresh one.

Historians doubt the egg did as much as the legend claims. Fresh eggs also

simply made better cakes. I tell the story anyway, because it has survived for

seventy years for a reason. It describes something true about people. The box

did not replace the home-cooked meal. It met the cook in the middle. She

cracked the egg, so the cake was still hers.

Look at the office again. Ask, then copy and paste. That is the egg. The

machine does nearly all of the work, and the person performs one small act

that keeps the result attached to their name. It is not inefficiency. It is identity,

protecting itself with a ritual.
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Manners are the egg

Look at how good AI products behave, and you will see eggs everywhere. Gray

text that waits for you instead of sending. A draft you can edit before it goes. A

switch in the settings to turn it all off. That is the machine leaving you

something to do, so the work still feels like yours.

And manners are how everyone eventually gets past the egg. Not by being

argued out of copy and paste, but by being worn out by it. Ask, copy, open,

paste, change one word, send, forty times a day. Nobody gives up the egg

because someone proved it was unnecessary. They give it up because they get

tired of cracking it, and the polite machine is standing right there with the yes

already typed.

Manners are the egg. Exhaustion does the rest.

It is exactly how the kitchen went. First the cake came from the box with an

egg. Then it came from the bakery case, already frosted. Then the whole

dinner came to the door. Nobody was talked out of the egg. People simply tired

of it, the way they tire of any ritual that has stopped meaning what it used to.

But notice what the egg bought them. Not a different destination. The same

one, reached on their own terms. Every egg was a choice, and so was the day

they stopped cracking it. I think that matters, and it is why arguing people out

of the egg does not work. Let it wear out. For yourself, though, you can do

better than wait.

Delegation without disappearance

This is the move I want you to make, deliberately, before exhaustion makes it

for them.

Relocate your identity from doing to authorship.
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You are not merely the person who performs the task. You are the one who

chooses what should become actual. Authorship is not passive. It establishes

intention, constraints and acceptable consequences. It exercises judgment,

grants consent and accepts responsibility. Execution can be delegated without

transferring any of that.

The salesperson who insisted on typing every prospect description was

protecting something real: her judgment about people. That judgment does

not live in the typing. It lives in what she notices, what she decides matters,

and what she would never say about a client. Those are exactly the things that

belong in her mandate, her standard and her boundaries. Write them there,

and the entity carries her judgment further than her typing ever could. That is

not disappearance. It is authorship at a larger scale.

The hard part is delegation without disappearance. The answer is not to cling

to execution. It is to know, clearly enough to say out loud, which part of the

work was ever you.

LAB 13. FIND YOUR EGGS.

For one day, notice every time you copy something an AI produced and

carry it somewhere yourself. At the end of the day, list them. Next to

each, write what the carrying protects: your name, your judgment, your

relationship, your habit, or nothing. For each one where the answer is

your judgment, write that judgment into the relevant mandate as a

standard or a boundary. For each one where the answer is nothing,

stop cracking that egg tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 14

The Manual Remainder

THE PRINCIPLE

A capability you cannot recover when it fails was never fully yours.

Keep enough judgment, evidence and practice in reach to continue

when the stack cannot.

A  Friday, 8:30  a.m.

The connector to your email has expired overnight. Your AI cannot see

the thread that holds the client's final approval, and the job is

supposed to start at nine. You know there was an approval. You do not

remember exactly what was approved, or by whom, or whether the

price changed in the last round. The system that knew all of that is, for

the moment, not there.

What you do in the next ten minutes is the subject of this chapter.

More reach can hide less skill

Apps taught people to fit themselves to a fixed interface. The app set the

sequence, kept the memory and told you which action came next. That

arrangement was limiting, but it had one clarity: the boundary between you

and the system was obvious.
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A personal stack changes that boundary. Your entity can remember

preferences, prepare first passes, compare options and hold a running body of

context. It frees real attention. But every extension brings a new temptation:

to confuse a reliable result with a retained ability. You can receive an excellent

briefing while losing track of how the evidence was weighed. You can inherit a

well-tuned workflow you can no longer revise. You can become faster while

becoming less able to continue responsibly when an account is unavailable, a

source changes, a rule forbids the tool, or the output is simply wrong.

I call what you keep the manual remainder: the portion of judgment,

explanation and rebuildable practice you keep available when your AI

capability is unavailable, mistaken or out of bounds.

This is not a nostalgic demand to do everything by hand. It is the practical

proof that assistance has extended you rather than replaced your relationship

to the work.
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Three things in reach

FIGURE 11

The manual remainder

01

Name the

question

The decision, the

audience, the

stake and the

boundary the

work was

serving.

02

Show the

check

A plain path to

the evidence or

review that could

change the

result.

03

Make a next

move

The smallest

safe action when

the automation

pauses.

Three things to keep in reach. Not a demand to do the work by

hand; proof that assistance has extended you rather than replaced

you.

Name the question. State the decision, the audience, the stake and the

boundary the work was serving. If you cannot name the question without the

tool, the work is already too dependent on a black box.

Show the check. Keep a plain path to the evidence, the counterexample or

the review that could change the result. An answer is useful. The test that

might revise it is part of the capability.

Make a next move. Know the smallest safe action when the automation

pauses: hold the commitment, ask for more time, use an approved record, or

hand the matter to a named person.
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Go back to Friday at 8:30. A person with a manual remainder can say: the

question is whether we are authorized to start at the approved price. The

check is the approval email, which also lives in the job record my AI writes

after every approval, which I can open without the connector. The next move,

if the record is not there, is to call the client and confirm before anyone climbs

a ladder. Ten minutes. No panic.

Leave a handle

There is a habit that makes the manual remainder possible, and it applies

whether the next person to pick up the work is a colleague, an AI, or you on

Monday.

Leave a handle. A handle does not explain every part of the object. It gives the

next person a reliable place to grasp it. A good handoff answers three

questions. What exists, and where is it? Give the result an address: a link, a

filename, a record. What is still open? Name the uncertainty instead of letting

a confident summary hide it. Where do I begin? Leave the next step, and who

owns it.

Ask your entities to leave handles on everything they carry. Fluent language

can make an unfinished action sound settled. A handle lets you trace the

claim to something observable. It is also what you will reach for on the

morning the connector expires.

The jagged edge

The manual remainder matters most at the edge of what AI can do, and that

edge is stranger than it looks.

Researchers who studied consultants working with AI in 2023 gave the edge a

name: the jagged technological frontier. Inside the frontier, people using AI did

more work, faster and better. On a task deliberately placed just outside it, the
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people using AI did worse than people working alone. Two tasks that look

equally hard to you can sit on opposite sides of the frontier, and nothing on

the screen tells you which side you are on.

The dangerous failure is not the refusal. It is the confident, well-written,

wrong answer. That is the failure your manual remainder exists to catch. If

you can name the question and show the check, the confident miss runs into

the check. If you cannot, it runs into the world.

The Not Yet list

When your AI genuinely cannot do something, sort the reason. There are three

buckets, and only one is a real limit.

No access. It cannot reach what it needs. That is a setup problem. Connect the

tool and ask again.

Not permitted. It will not do something on purpose, like spend your money

without asking. That is a boundary, and often a good one.

Not yet. It has what it needs and still cannot produce the outcome. That is the

frontier. Write it down.

The Not Yet list is the most undervalued page in your notebook. Each entry

gets the date, the outcome exactly as you wrote it, what happened, and a retest

date a month out. Then ask again, same words, and note what changed.

The frontier does not sit still. It has been moving in months, not years. So

when you hit a wall, you have not learned that AI cannot do this. You have

learned that AI could not do this on this date. That is a far more useful

sentence. The people who know this month what it could not do last month

are the ones who get to use it first.
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LAB 14. THE RECOVERY DRILL.

Pick the one AI capability you would miss most if it vanished tomorrow.

Turn it off for a morning: disconnect the connector, or simply do not

open the app. Do the work that depended on it. Write down every

moment you could not name the question, could not find the check, or

did not know the next move. Fix each one with a handle: a record your

AI writes, a plain file, a named person. Then open your Not Yet list and

retest every item older than a month.
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CHAPTER 15

The Author's Seat

THE PRINCIPLE

Execution can be delegated. Authorship cannot. What remains yours

is the intent, the end state, the standard, and the judgment to know

whether it happened.

Tonight, 11:47  p.m.

You open the box because something will not leave you alone. The first

sentence is background. The second is what you already tried. The

third is the constraint you have been stepping around all week, finally

in writing because the machine needs it. The fourth sentence names

the actual problem, and it is not the one you sat down with. You read

your own four sentences. You hold down delete, and you close the

laptop.

The machine helped you tonight. It never said a word.

You are not becoming less human

The accusation is everywhere: you are letting AI do your thinking for you. It

carries an assumption, that thinking is something we manufacture, and the

effort of manufacturing it is what keeps us human.
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Examine the experience itself. You struggle to remember a name. You stop

trying. Later, washing a dish, the name appears. You work a problem without

finding the answer, and on a walk the connection arrives. A melody arrives. A

sentence takes shape. You encounter something.

I treat thinking, in large part, as perception. We perceive a thought somewhat

as we perceive a sound: something becomes present, and we attend to it. That

does not mean we never reason deliberately. We compare, rehearse, calculate

and revise. It does challenge the picture of a conscious little manufacturer

who personally assembles every thought before allowing himself to

experience it. Much of what we call thinking arrives without our witnessing

its construction.

If that is right, then delegating the labor of production does not delegate the

life. Your relationship with what arrives, what you notice, what you care

about, what you choose to act on and so add to the record, is not the labor. It

never was. The work can recede. Your relationship with life does not have to.

The listener was the scarce part

Around 1805 the German writer Heinrich von Kleist set down, in an essay

never published in his lifetime, the most useful advice about thinking I know.

If you want to know something and cannot find it by brooding, speak about it

to the next acquaintance who crosses your path. Not the wisest one. The next

one. The idea comes in the speaking.

If thought finishes in the telling, then the scarcest input to human thinking

was never information. It was a listener: someone positioned to receive the

telling. Friends tire. Mentors are rationed by their calendars. The professional

listener charges by the hour. Most people, most of the time, have had no one

positioned to hear the thing they actually needed to say.

That scarcity just ended. Use it. Some of the most valuable work you do with

your AI will be work you delete: the four sentences that told you what you

think. An advanced student talks to the machine before deciding, not just
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after.

An honest listener

There is a condition, though, and it is the last discipline in this part of the

book.

A listener that praises everything is not a listener. It is a mirror with a warm

light. Praise is only information when it would have been different had the

work been different. Flattery, in the sense that matters here, is praise that

would have been the same whatever you showed it. It can be sincere. It can

even be true. What makes it flattery is that the work did not govern it.

The pleasure it gives is no guide. A compliment lands larger the more you

doubted the work, and the size of the pleasure cannot tell you which kind it

was.

So the author's seat requires an honest evaluator, and you have to insist on

one. Tell your AI, in your standing instructions, that you want its real

assessment: what is weak, what is wrong, where it disagrees with you, and

what it would do differently. Then test it. Show it something you know is weak

and see whether it says so. If it does not, it is not yet a colleague. It is a mirror

with good manners.

An author who is only ever told the work is good has stopped being an author

and become an audience for himself.

What the seat is

Put the three chapters of this part together and the seat comes into view.

You keep the intent: what should become actual, and for whom. You keep the

end state: the condition that counts as done. You keep the standard: the

checks, the boundaries, the pulls you have learned to name, the things you

would never say. You keep the judgment: whether it happened, whether it was
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good, and what to do when the system fails. And you keep four reserved

decisions: what you want, what it costs, what goes out under your name, and

what cannot be undone.

Everything else can be carried by something else. That is not a loss. It is the

first time in history that an ordinary person can occupy this seat without first

becoming an institution.

The human remains the author.

LAB 15. THE HONESTY TEST AND THE DELETED

QUESTION.

First, write a standing instruction for your AI asking for its real

assessment of your work, including disagreement. Then give it three

things: one you know is strong, one you know is weak, and one you are

unsure about. Grade its honesty. If it flattered the weak one, rewrite the

instruction and test again. Second, for one week, before any decision

that matters, write the situation to your AI in four sentences before

asking anything. Note how often you deleted the question because the

fourth sentence already answered it.
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PART FIVE

The Market
What this does to work and trade

94



CHAPTER 16

Let Your First Employer Be Your
First Customer

THE PRINCIPLE

Every economically valuable position exists because someone wants a

state changed. The job title is the label. The state change is the

product.

A  Tuesday  afternoon, year  one

Work that used to take two hours of your attention takes ten minutes.

Something that used to consume your whole afternoon is delegated

while you move to the next problem. Your employer is paying for the

position the way positions have always been priced: a capable person,

about forty hours a week. You are not working alone.

I give this advice to every student I teach who is about to graduate into the AI

economy, and it surprises most of them. Your first move should probably not

be starting a company.

You can. AI has made it possible for one young person to command

capabilities that used to require an entire organization. But production has

become cheap. Distribution has not. Discovery has not. Trust has not. You can

build the thing. The harder question is whether anyone knows you exist.
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So find one customer. We have traditionally called this customer an employer. I

want you to stop thinking about them that way. They are Customer Number

One.

Look through the org chart

A company agrees to pay you. You agree to produce outcomes. That is the

transaction. The culture, the meetings, the mission statement, the org chart

and the internal politics can all obscure it. Look through them. Find the state

change.

FIGURE 12

What the customer is actually paying for

SALESPERSON A prospect → A customer

SOFTWARE

ENGINEER

An idea → Working software

ACCOUNTANT Disorganized activity → Reliable information

RECRUITER An open position → A filled position

SECURITY

ENGINEER

A vulnerable system → A secure one

Every role, reduced to the state change it exists to produce. The job

title is the label. The arrow is the product.

A salesperson turns a prospect into a customer. An engineer turns an idea into

working software. An accountant turns disorganized activity into reliable

information. A recruiter turns an open position into a filled one. Every role

reduces to the arrow. Your customer is paying for the arrow. Learn to see it,

and you will see what you are actually selling.
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A low burn rate is freedom

Your first objective is solvency, not status. Your income needs to cover your

existence: rent, food, transportation, insurance, taxes, the ordinary costs of

staying alive and functional. Keep those costs low on purpose. Rent rather

than buy. Share rides rather than finance a car. Do not construct, in your first

year, a life that needs a giant paycheck to maintain.

This is not austerity for its own sake. It is the first principle of sovereignty

applied to money. No single organization should have the power to

economically destroy you merely by ending its relationship with you. A low

burn rate is what makes every later choice in this chapter a choice.

The spread

This decade differs from the last one in one way. Companies still price

positions according to an old model of human production. You are not

producing alone. You have a coworker: a frontier intelligence on your own

account, paid for by you, that goes where you go.

Your customer is paying according to the historical cost of producing the

outcome. Your cost of producing it has collapsed. That spread is enormously

valuable, and it is the honest reason young people with a real relationship

with AI can be worth more than their title.

Two things keep the spread honest. Read what you sign, and respect it:

confidentiality, intellectual property, conflicts of interest, the rules about what

company data may touch. And remember what you are selling. Your customer

does not need the five-hour version if you can reliably produce the same or

better outcome in twenty minutes. There is no moral superiority in taking

longer. Effort was never the product. The state change was. But be honest

about how you work. If you bill by the hour, bill the hours you worked.
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Do not teach the AI to be you

Avoid one mistake. You do not need to teach your AI your methodology. At

twenty-four, you probably do not have one, and that is fine. Even if you did,

why would you force a more capable intelligence to imitate it? That is like

hiring someone far more capable than you and insisting they do the job

exactly your way.

Your AI does not need to become you. It needs to work with you. A chief

executive and a janitor can be coworkers. They do not perform the same

function or need the same knowledge. If two coworkers are identical, one of

them is probably unnecessary. You bring the outcome, the standard and the

judgment. It brings the method. Then you inspect.

The loop you are actually learning

FIGURE 13

The loop you are actually learning

1. Identify the

state you want

2. Delegate to

whatever is best

placed

3. Inspect

work you did not

perform

4. Redirect

when necessary

5. Combine

machines,

people, data and

tools

6. Deliver the

change

None of the six moves is performing the narrow task by hand.
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Identify the state you want. Delegate it to whatever is best placed to produce it.

Inspect work you did not personally perform. Redirect when necessary.

Combine machines, people, systems, data and tools. Deliver the change.

None of those is "perform the narrow task by hand." Do not spend five years

becoming the world's greatest operator of someone else's internal process.

Learn what the process exists to produce, and become exceptional at

producing that.

Your AI belongs to you

Use the company's AI where it is appropriate and the company's systems

where they are required. But keep your own relationship with frontier

intelligence: your account, your subscription, your coworker. Everything in

Part Two applies here with special force. When Customer Number One goes

away, and customers do go away, your intelligence capacity walks out the door

with you. Their records stay behind, as they should. That is new in the history

of work, and it changes the bargain.

The promotion nobody announced

Somewhere in your first few years, something will happen that no job

description anticipated. Your stack will make you capable of carrying more

than your role was designed for. Colleagues will start planning around your

AI-assisted judgment. You will carry continuity across people, protect a

higher-stakes boundary, answer for work others organize around.

I call that a capability promotion: the moment your working range becomes

more consequential and the role needs renegotiating, even before the title

changes. Watch for it. When it arrives, name the new consequence, ask for

authority that matches it, and make sure the upkeep of your method is

recognized as work. A capability that carries more cannot be maintained only

after hours. The quiet bargain, keep the job frozen and harvest the new range,

is not one you have to accept.
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And when you are the one hiring, be fair in the other direction. Not everyone

will arrive with a mature stack. A good institution lets capable people bring

their methods and makes sure someone without one can still understand the

work, contribute fully and earn the same standing.

Customer Number Two

Customers leave. Plan for it from the first day. Your low burn rate is the first

protection. Your portable stack is the second. The third is Customer Number

Two: the next organization or person who wants a state changed and has

heard that you change it. Let Customer Number One finance your

development. Then let your record bring you the next one.

LAB 16. FIND THE ARROW.

Write your current role, or the role you want, as a single state change:

from this, to that. Then list every recurring task you do and mark each

one: does it produce the arrow, or support someone else's process?

For the three largest tasks that produce the arrow, write a mandate and

hand them to your coworker, within what your employer's data rules

allow. For the largest task that does not, ask your manager, plainly,

what outcome it exists to produce. Finally, write down your monthly

burn and the number of months you could live if Customer Number

One ended the relationship tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 17

Someone Has to Go First

THE PRINCIPLE

In every exchange, whoever gives first carries the risk. The side that

can best predict the other should be the one to go first.

Friday, 8:50  p.m.

The check comes after dessert. You ate three courses, drank a bottle of

wine and sat for two hours, and at no point did anyone ask for your

card. Nobody finds this strange. The next morning you order a

mattress online, and before you have slept on it for one minute, you

have paid for all of it.

You already live with two opposite rules of trade and have never named them.

You eat, then pay. You use the electricity all month, then the bill arrives. The

plumber fixes the leak, then hands you an invoice. In each of these the seller

goes first, and it works because the seller knows two things about you: who

you are, and where to find you.

Online, the seller knew neither. So the buyer went first, and the whole

architecture of e-commerce grew up around that fact. Pay now, return later,

hope the refund arrives.
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The fundamental problem of exchange

The economic historian Avner Greif called it the fundamental problem of

exchange. One side delivers or pays before the other, so something has to make

the second side keep its end. Pay Before puts the risk on the buyer. Pay After

puts it on the seller. For most of modern commerce the buyer went first for

one reason: the seller could not predict a stranger.

The principle underneath is clean. The side that can best predict the other

should go first. For a long time that was the buyer, who could at least read

reviews of the seller, while the seller knew nothing about the buyer.

What AI changes about who goes first

AI reverses the asymmetry. A seller can increasingly know, with real

confidence, whether a particular customer is the kind who pays for what they

keep and returns what they do not. And the customer increasingly arrives

through their own agent, which carries a history of follow-through and in

effect vouches for them.

That is not credit. The question a lender asks is whether you can repay a debt.

The question a Pay After seller asks is simpler and more human: if we let you

use this first, will you do the right thing afterward? It is not a free trial with a

card on file that quietly converts into a charge either. In Pay After, nothing is

bought until you decide to buy it. You used it. It did what it promised. Now you

pay, in full. If it did not, you hand it back and nobody owes anybody anything.
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FIGURE 14

Where the seller can go first

It can be handed

back

It is used up, or

cannot be undone

Using it shows

whether it is

good

Pay After, at

home: the

mattress, the

shoes, the chair,

the software.

Pay After, already: the

meal, the haircut, the

repair, the finished

piece of work.

Using it does

not tell you

The store and a

person: tires, a

diamond, a used

car.

Pay Before, with a

guarantee: surgery,

supplements, a

custom build.

My framing, not a survey. Pay After needs one condition above all:

using the thing must reveal its value.

Pay After needs one condition above all: using the thing has to reveal its value.

Where it does, as with a meal, a haircut, a repair, finished work, a mattress or

software, the seller can go first. Where it does not, as with surgery, a used car

or a diamond, reputation and accountable people keep their jobs.

Why this belongs in your course

I put this chapter in a book about your seat for two reasons.

The first is that it is how I run my own business. Charleston AI is a service

provider on a pay-after model. We do the work. The customer receives it,

inspects it and uses it. Only then do they pay. The risk sits with us until the
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customer is satisfied. That model is only sane because we can predict two

things: that finished work reveals its own value, and that the people we work

with will do the right thing once it does. Much of this book is in that sentence.

We deliver state changes, not tools. We put the outcome in the customer's

hands. We let the record do the persuading.

The second reason is that it will be your business too. As an advanced student,

you are about to be able to deliver finished work at a cost no one has seen

before. The question of who goes first will be in every negotiation you have. If

you can predict your customer, and if your work reveals its value when used,

go first. Deliver it. Let them inspect it. Then invoice. Nothing builds a record

faster, and in the next chapter you will see why the record is the most valuable

thing you own.

The record goes both ways

Notice the symmetry. The same prediction that lets a seller go first lets your

own agent vouch for you. Your history of paying for what you keep, of doing

what you said, of returning what did not work, is becoming legible. That is a

reason to keep your word with more care than ever, and to keep your record in

a place you own. A history of follow-through is an asset. A record like that will

also need rules, the way credit reports did, because it can be wrong and it can

be unfair. It should be on your balance sheet, not someone else's.

LAB 17. GO FIRST ONCE.

Find one piece of work you can deliver finished to someone who would

value it: a colleague, a local owner, a friend with a problem they have

been avoiding. Produce the state change, not a proposal. Put it in their

hands. Do not ask for anything until they have used it. Then, if it did

what it should, tell them what it is worth and let them decide. Write

down what happened in your Ledger, and what you learned about who

you can predict.
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CHAPTER 18

The Machine Has Old Taste

THE PRINCIPLE

For anything that does not wear out, the longer it has lasted, the

longer it can expect to last. Survival is evidence.

Saturday, 7:40  p.m.

You ask your phone for somewhere good to eat tonight. Not touristy,

not a chain. It offers three places with a warm sentence about each.

You know all three. Two of them are where your parents went for

anniversaries. The place that opened in the spring, the one your

neighbor will not stop talking about, does not come up. It is not worse.

The machine has barely heard of it.

Nothing went wrong in that exchange. The answer was accurate and the

places are good. It also told you something about every recommendation you

will get for the rest of your life. The thing doing the recommending has old

taste, and it did not choose to.

Survival is evidence

In 1964 a writer named Albert Goldman put a piece of show-business folk

wisdom into print. The know-it-alls who gathered every night at Lindy's, a

delicatessen on Broadway, held that a television comedian's career would last
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in proportion to how sparingly he appeared: the more exposure, the sooner he

burned out. Goldman called it Lindy's Law. The mathematician Benoit

Mandelbrot later borrowed the name for a different and more precise idea: for

some things, the longer they have already lasted, the longer they can expect to

last. Nassim Taleb stretched that to anything that does not wear out, under

the name most people use now: the Lindy effect.

The logic is simple. For a body, every year survived is a year used up. For a

book, every year survived is a vote. Each generation that kept it in print found

it still did something people needed. Survival is not luck piling up. It is

evidence piling up, and evidence is what predicts.
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FIGURE 15

The older it is, the longer it has left

about 1 more

Lasted 1 year

about 5 more

5 years

about 20 more

20 years

about 50 more
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Expected remaining life under Lindy's rule in its simplest form,

where the future is about equal to the past. The shape of the idea,

not a measurement. Below it, the loop that makes age compound

once a machine learns from the record.

For most of history this was a pattern you could beat. A new restaurant could

beat it with one good review. A new book could beat it when a friend pressed it

into your hands. Word of mouth moved faster than the record, so the new

could outrun the old in the place that mattered: people's heads.

The first machine trained only on survivors

What changed is this. The machine that increasingly answers our questions

learned what it knows from the written record, and the record is a survivor's

list.
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Think about everything that has been written about a restaurant that opened

forty years ago: reviews, menus, wedding announcements, neighborhood

guides, arguments on forums, the founder's obituary. Now think about the one

that opened in April. A model learns about each thing roughly in proportion to

how much has been written about it. Put those together, and Lindy's Law stops

being a tendency out in the world. It becomes a property of the instrument.

The machine's confidence in a thing tracks that thing's age in print.

And it compounds. It lasts. It gets written about. The machine learns it. The

machine recommends it. People go, write about it again, and the loop starts

over with the thing one year older.

What this means for anyone new

This is the chapter with the sharpest edge for young people and new ventures,

which is most of my students. If you are new, the machine has barely heard of

you. That is not a judgment. It is arithmetic.

But here is the opportunity hiding inside the risk. You cannot make yourself

older. You can make yourself dense. The machine does not measure age

directly. It measures how much consistent, specific, useful writing exists about

you and by you. Age is just the slow way to accumulate that. A dense record,

published steadily, honest and specific, is the fast way.

This is why my lab publishes a finished example of its work every day, and

why I write on my blog every day. Not for volume. For record. Each delivery is

an artifact. Artifacts become history. History is what the machine learns from,

and what it recommends from. In the language of the equation underneath,

you cannot reach into anyone's expectation, human or machine, and change it.

Nobody can. You can only act, and let the record you leave do the teaching.

Practice for the new

Publish the work, not the promise. A record of finished state changes is worth

more than any amount of describing what you could do.
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Be specific. The machine learns facts, not adjectives. Who you helped, with

what, where, and what changed.

Be consistent. The same name, the same claims, the same kind of work,

steadily. A scattered record teaches nothing.

Be patient in the right unit. The unit is not months. It is entries. Count them.

And when you are the one asking the machine for a recommendation,

remember its taste is old. Ask it, deliberately, what has opened recently. Ask

what it might not know about. The new place your neighbor loves deserves

one evening of your own judgment.

LAB 18. START THE RECORD.

Ask three different AI assistants what they know about you, or about

your business or project. Write down exactly what each one says,

including what it gets wrong. Then commit to a cadence: one finished,

specific, public artifact of your work every week for twelve weeks, in a

place you own. At week twelve, ask the same three assistants the

same question. Compare.
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CLOSING

What Comes
Next
Predictions, and where I am probably wrong
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CHAPTER 19

Seven Predictions

THE PRINCIPLE

A forecast that cannot fail is not a forecast. Each of these comes with

what is already true, what has to happen, and where I am probably

wrong.

Everything in this book rests on principles that are old and will outlast me.

The predictions in this chapter are different. They are my bets about what

those principles do over the next several years, now that one input in each has

changed. I state them plainly so you can check them. Keep this chapter, and

come back to it.

1. "Can you delete the table?" becomes the buying question.

Before adopting any system, people and companies will ask what layer they

get to declare. A title that says Admin will impress nobody. The useful answer

will be yes or no. Products built for individuals will compete on generous

terms, and the winning ones will say something no enterprise license has ever

said: I do not inspect your database. You are the super admin.

ALREADY TRUE

Anyone with an AI agent and a personal database can create

and drop tables today without asking anyone.
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WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

People have to believe they are allowed, and their own AI has to

reliably provide the security, backups and recovery that vendors

used to provide quietly.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Sovereignty sends a bill, and many people may prefer to be well-

kept tenants. And every personal stack sits on somebody's

cloud. If hosting consolidates and starts writing terms the way

software did, the throne has only moved one floor down.

2. Your database first, theirs second.

Work will increasingly happen in a system of record the person owns, and the

employer's CRM, the school's portal and the patient system will receive a

scheduled copy. Enterprise software becomes the place you report to, not the

place you work.

ALREADY TRUE

The phone already settled this once. Work is a managed

partition inside a device the person owns and can remove.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Someone has to ship a personal AI layer that employers connect

into rather than issue, with a real revocation control on the

person's side, and people have to bring it to work, inside the

rules they have agreed to, before IT has formally caught up.
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WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Regulation. Records get subpoenaed, and a determined

regulator could make employee-held work context untenable in

a whole sector. I also want this to be true, and an argument that

flatters its author deserves a heavier discount than I usually

give it.

3. The outcome sentence becomes the core skill.

The category word becomes the most expensive word in a prompt and the

outcome sentence the most valuable. People who leave the noun out and put

their effort into one checkable sentence will get answers no competitor's

assistant would have produced, from the same model.

ALREADY TRUE

Models lean on familiar defaults, and naming the thing pulls

the answer toward precedent.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

People have to notice that the noun carries the precedent and

build the habit of writing outcomes as tests.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Models may learn to reason from parts by default, making the

method unnecessary. The outcome sentence will not become

unnecessary, because no model can write your target for you.
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4. The human queue becomes the visible bottleneck.

As agents make every copyable step plural, the waiting will gather at human

approvals, and organizations will start measuring it. The best-run teams will

publish how long work waits for a person, the way they once published how

long customers wait on hold.

ALREADY TRUE

In any chain of work, the slowest step sets the pace.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Agents have to carry enough work end to end that the human

step is plainly the slow one.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

People may respond by approving without reading, which

removes the line by removing the judgment. If that happens,

the bottleneck will have been solved in the worst possible way,

and the next decade's failures will be traced to it.

5. The box becomes a feed, and the feed turns around.

Personal AI apps will open on a feed of what your AI did and what it could do,

tagged by whether it happened, each with one button. Same scroll as social

media, pointed the other way.
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ALREADY TRUE

Always-on personal agents are shipping from several major AI

companies, and their early versions already keep a running list

of what they are doing beside the chat.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

The agents have to be reliable enough that a feed of their

actions is a feed of finished work, not a feed of drafts.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

The feed could be captured by the same incentives as the social

feed, optimized for taps rather than for your benefit. The button

is valuable to the company. Whether it stays valuable to you

depends on who governs the feed.

6. Pay After spreads the way free shipping did.

A customer you have reason to trust will receive a product or a service, use it,

and only then buy it. It will move from gimmick to differentiator to

expectation, starting with finished services and anything whose use reveals its

value.

ALREADY TRUE

Much of daily life already runs on Pay After wherever the seller

knows who you are.
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WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Sellers have to be able to predict buyers, through their own

records and through buyers' agents vouching for follow-

through.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Fraud adapts. If agents can be made to vouch falsely, the

asymmetry flips back and the buyer goes first again.

7. Age becomes a business's most valuable asset, and

density becomes the way to buy it.

Because the machine that answers questions learned from a survivor's list,

established names will be recommended disproportionately. New ventures

that publish dense, consistent, specific records of finished work will close the

gap faster than those that wait.

ALREADY TRUE

A model's grip on a fact tracks how often the fact appears in

what it read.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Assistants have to keep answering from learned knowledge

rather than fresh retrieval for a large share of questions.
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WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

If assistants retrieve live information for every

recommendation, recency could beat age. My bet is that learned

confidence still shapes which retrieved results are trusted. If it

does not, this prediction fails.

Where this whole book is probably wrong

There is a deeper failure condition than any single prediction, and I want to

state it in my own words rather than leave it for a critic.

This book assumes that capable entities stay available to individuals on fair

terms. If frontier intelligence becomes something only institutions can access,

or something individuals can access only inside institutional frames, then the

seat I have described is a seat in a room that has been locked from outside.

Everything in Part Two depends on the individual being able to hold the

ground. If that ability is withdrawn, by price, by regulation or by

consolidation, then this is a book about a window that was open for a few

years.

I do not think that is what happens. The history of every technology that

became personal is that the ownership question gets re-decided by the person

holding it, on a timescale no procurement department controls. But I have

been wrong about timescales before, and so has everyone who has ever

forecast one.

So the honest advice is this: take the seat while it is open. Build the habits

now. A person who has spent five years as a super admin will not forget how,

whatever happens to the terms.
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EPILOGUE

You Draw the Table Now

Go back to the store, and the forum thread from three years ago, and the two

hundred people asking politely for a setting that does not exist.

That thread was a petition to a lord. It was reasonable, and it was going to be

read by someone whose job was to decide whether the request fit the estate.

Most of the people who signed it never thought of it that way. They thought

they were asking for a feature.

In the world this book describes, nobody petitions. You tell your AI when the

shipping email should go out, and it changes the table. Then it tells you it is

done, and you check that it is true, and you go back to your day.

That sentence hides everything you have learned. You described a state

change, not a step. You named the outcome and left the thing unnamed. You

gave a mandate with a boundary and a checkpoint. The table was yours, so

there was no one to ask. The work grew from something simple that ran. You

were not the line it waited in. You checked the dial, not the moves. It reached

you as a card, then as one word. You did not crack an egg to make it yours,

because you knew which part of it was ever you. You could have continued if

the system failed. And somewhere, a record of finished work got one entry

longer.

None of that is technical. All of it is a posture: the posture of an author who

has finally been given a capable entity and a piece of ground.

My students feel the change before they can name it. They set up the database,

do one week of real work there first, and something shifts. Nobody needs

convincing after that. It feels good, the way every promotion does. They stop
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asking permission for things that never needed it, and they stop carrying

work that was never theirs to carry.

People who know they are the super admin walk differently.

The word in the corner of the screen can still say Admin. It finally means it.

You draw the table now.

119



BACK MATTER

Back Matter
Lab book, prompts, glossary, background
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APPENDIX A

The Lab Book

The labs are written to be done in order, one or two a week. Here is a twelve-

week sequence. Keep three pages in your notebook running the whole time:

the Not Yet list (what your AI could not do, with dates and retest dates), the

Custom list (things the usual way makes you pay for that nobody could

justify), and the Ledger (every decision you move to your entity or take back,

with the evidence).

Week 1. Lab 1, the clicking audit. Lab 2, replace the

inventory. Start the Not Yet list.

Week 2. Lab 3, the Custom list. Lab 4, one standing

mandate. Start the Ledger.

Week 3. Lab 5, draw the table. This is the week everything

changes. Do one category of real work in your own

database first.

Week 4. Lab 6, the exit drill. Lab 7, draw your boundary.

Week 5. Lab 8, the seed and the answer log. Strip what you

built down to what you actually used.

Week 6. Lab 9, measure your queue. Lab 10, build the dial.

Weeks 7 and 8. Lab 11, two weeks of taps on your feed.
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Week 9. Lab 12, the absorption audit. Lab 13, find your eggs.

Week 10. Lab 14, the recovery drill. Retest the Not Yet list.

Week 11. Lab 15, the honesty test and the deleted question.

Lab 16, find the arrow.

Week 12. Lab 17, go first once. Lab 18, start the record. Then

reread Chapter 19 and write your own seven predictions,

each with a ledger. Lab 18 runs past the course: start it now

and finish it twelve weeks from today.

Some labs run longer than their week. Let them overlap.

At the end of week twelve, write one page answering a single question: what is

my rank now, in each of the systems that run my life? Compare it to your

answers in week three.
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APPENDIX B

The Prompts

These are the working prompts from the book, collected. Copy them. Change

them. They are scaffolding, not scripture, and the best version of each is the

one your own record has shaped.

The two prompts

When it hands you a list of steps addressed to you:

PROMPT

You do it.

When it asks you to choose something a capable person could choose:

PROMPT

You decide.
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The mandate

PROMPT

Outcome: [what will be true when this is done, written so it can be 

checked]

Context: [who it is for, why it matters, where the material lives, 

what has been tried]

Boundaries: [what you may touch; what you may not; what you must 

never send or say on your own]

Standard: [no more than four checks, each answerable yes or no]

Checkpoint: [when to come back; what to escalate rather than decide]

Open every report with the checks and their evidence. List the 

underlying changes only if I ask.

The first-principles prompt

PROMPT

I am going to describe a problem without naming what kind of thing 

it is.

Do not guess the category. Do not tell me how others usually do it 

yet.

1. List the irreducible parts: everything that must exist, happen, 

or be paid for in order for this outcome to occur.

2. Mark each part LAW (physics, money, time, regulation, human 

attention) or CUSTOM (it is usually done this way). Include 

assumptions about how the thing is used, not just what it is.

3. Build the simplest arrangement that satisfies only the LAW parts.

4. Only now: describe how this is normally done, and explain every 

difference between the normal way and yours.

What has to happen: [a person, a result you could check, the limits, 

and how it ends. No names.]
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The personal database

PROMPT

I want a personal database that you can manage for me, with backups 

I can verify. You decide the design. Start with whatever I keep 

track of most. Show me how to restore yesterday's backup to a 

scratch copy.

The SIM feed

PROMPT

Build me a SIM feed: a private page I can open on my phone that you 

keep up to date.

Three tabs. SIM: jobs you could take off my plate. Hired: jobs I 

said try it to. IRL: what you have done.

Every SIM card gets two buttons, Try it and Not this, and the page 

remembers what I tap.

You decide what goes on the cards, from what you see in my email and 

calendar. Fill it now. Then refresh it every morning if you can.

The handle

PROMPT

Whenever you finish or pause a piece of work, leave a handle: what 

exists and exactly where it is; what is still open or uncertain; the 

next step and who owns it. Never describe an attempted action as a 

confirmed result.
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The honest evaluator

PROMPT

When I show you my work, give me your real assessment. Tell me what 

is weak, what is wrong, where you disagree with me, and what you 

would do differently. Praise only what you would have praised if 

someone else had made it.
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APPENDIX C

Glossary

Absorption

A necessary function continues while its demand on your attention

recedes. Distinct from automation, which transfers execution but

may leave you watching.

Artifact

Something an action leaves behind: a document, a record, a message,

a log. Evidence that something happened, not proof that the intended

condition is true.

Author's seat

The position that survives delegation: the intent, the end state, the

standard, the judgment, and the four reserved decisions.

Capability promotion

The moment a person's AI-extended range becomes more

consequential than their role was designed for, and the role needs

renegotiating.

Carrier

Whoever keeps an intention moving between artifacts until the

intended change is true. The central question of the book: who

carries the intention through to the change?
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Clicking

A posture, not a gesture: remaining the loop through which every

piece of information and every next step must pass.

Connector

A relationship with an outside system under rules you understand

and accept. What a dependency becomes when the center is yours.

Custom list

A running list of things the usual way makes you pay for that nobody

can justify. Built from the audit step of the first-principles method.

Dial

The small set of checkable conditions that defend an outcome. The

human seat in an AI stack is the dial, not the moves.

Entity

A distinct participant in a system that you can address, give context

to, authorize within limits, and judge by what it does. A functional

term, making no claim about consciousness.

Exit test

Can you leave without losing the accumulated intelligence of your

life? If departure means erasure, participation has become captivity.

Handle

A handoff that gives the next person a reliable place to grasp the

work: what exists and where, what is open, where to begin.

IRL and SIM
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The two tags on an activity feed. IRL: it happened. SIM: it could, if

you say Try it.

Ledger

The running record of decisions moved to your entity or taken back,

with the evidence that justified each move. The honest history of

your working relationship with intelligence.

Mandate

A five-part delegation: outcome, context, boundaries, standard,

checkpoint.

Manual remainder

The judgment, evidence and practice you keep in reach so you can

continue when the stack cannot: name the question, show the check,

make a next move.

Not Yet list

A dated list of outcomes your AI could not produce even with

everything it needed. Retested monthly, because the frontier moves.

Rank test

Four questions about any system: can you read every row, delete a

row, add or remove a column, create or drop a table?

Sovereignty

The retained authority to choose, govern and leave your

dependencies. Agency preserved inside interdependence, not

isolation.

State change
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A before, an after, and a criterion that says which after counts as

done.

Super admin

The one who can draw the table. In this book, an individual who

holds the ground their intelligence stands on.
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APPENDIX D

Background

The principles in this book are old. These are the canonical sources for each,

followed by the essays on my own site where I first worked them out.

The principles

Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book V, on archê: the beginning, or first principle.

A. K. Erlang, "The Theory of Probabilities and Telephone Conversations," 1909, and

his 1917 paper on loss and waiting times in automatic exchanges.

Eliyahu M. Goldratt and Jeff Cox, The Goal, 1984, and the theory of constraints.

W. Ross Ashby, An Introduction to Cybernetics, 1956, and the law of requisite variety.

John Gall, General Systemantics, 1975; retitled Systemantics in 1977, and later The

Systems Bible.

Martin Fowler, "StranglerApplication," 2004, now titled "Strangler Fig Application," on

replacing systems by growing around them.

Albert Goldman, "Lindy's Law," The New Republic, June 13, 1964; Benoit Mandelbrot,

The Fractal Geometry of Nature, 1982; Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Antifragile, 2012.

Avner Greif, "The Fundamental Problem of Exchange: A Research Agenda in

Historical Institutional Analysis," European Review of Economic History 4, no. 3

(2000).

Headquarters, Department of the Army, ADP 6-0, Mission Command: Command and

Control of Army Forces, July 31, 2019: commander's intent and mission orders.

Heinrich von Kleist, "On the Gradual Production of Thoughts Whilst Speaking,"

written about 1805, first published 1878.

Dell'Acqua et al., "Navigating the Jagged Technological Frontier: Field Experimental

Evidence of the Effects of AI on Knowledge Worker Productivity and Quality,"

Harvard Business School Working Paper 24-013, 2023.
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Wu et al., "Reasoning or Reciting? Exploring the Capabilities and Limitations of

Language Models Through Counterfactual Tasks," NAACL 2024.

Kandpal et al., "Large Language Models Struggle to Learn Long-Tail Knowledge,"

ICML 2023.

Edward A. Calahan's stock ticker, New York, 1867.

Laura Shapiro, Something from the Oven, 2004, on cake mix and the egg.

Elon Musk on reasoning from first principles: the 2012 Kevin Rose interview

(batteries) and his 2012 Wired interview (rockets).

On my site

You Do It. You Decide.

One Will Be Clicking. The Other Will Be Delegating.

AI Is Not a Tool

Outcomes Are State Changes

The Name Is the Analogy, and The Only Free Variable

Can You Delete the Table?

Own Your CRM

The Purpose of Personal AI Is Sovereignty

Bring Your Own AI

My Employer Is a Node

Grown, Not Generated

The Last Line Is You

Two Buttons Are Enough

The Feed Turns Around, and Ask for the Feed. Let It Build the Cards.

The Notification Everyone Wants Is Done.

Delegate It: The Absorption of Business

Add One Egg

The Manual Remainder, The Capability Promotion, The Dependency Boundary, and

The Parity Test
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Leave a Handle

The Deleted Question

What Is Flattery

You Are Not Becoming Less Human

Your First Customer

Pay After

The Machine Has Old Taste

The Reality Equation
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