
The Autonomous Trolley Problem

by James Pearce

Darrin watched the emerald lawns, crimson flower beds and yellow umbrellas below
drain of color as twilight crept across the Nexus Technologies campus. Even the foun-
tain’s dancing water, which had sparkled like diamonds in the afternoon sun, now looked
flat and lifeless against the darkening sky. Below, the last few employees lingered at
umbrella-covered tables around the outdoor cafeteria, their after-work drinks catching
the final light from the fountain at the center of the courtyard. The sprawling grounds
had been designed as a modern utopia—manicured lawns, sleek glass buildings, and
winding pathways that connected research labs to meditation gardens. It was the kind of
company that most people could only dream of working at, attracting the brightest minds
in the world. But as storm clouds gathered overhead and the first gusts of wind sent the
remaining stragglers hurrying toward the parking garage, Darrin couldn’t appreciate any
of it. He could only replay all the failures that had led him to this moment, alone at his
workstation, the weight of two deaths on his conscience.

A framed photo on his desk caught the light from his monitors. His daughter Chloe
in her ballet costume, arms raised in perfect fifth position, her face radiant with joy. She
would be taking the stage right about now for her spring recital, the one he’d promised to
attend. Instead, he was here, drowning in the aftermath of a catastrophe that threatened
everything he’d built. The familiar weight of guilt settled in his chest. The same guilt that
accompanied every late night at the office, every missed dinner, every broken promise.
But tonight was different. Tonight, he had no choice.

Chloe had been diagnosed with a rare autoimmune disorder called just eight months
ago. A condition so uncommon that her treatment required experimental therapies and
constant monitoring. Every day was a gift, every milestone a victory against an illness
that could steal her brilliant mind as easily as it had appeared. The guilt of missing her
recital was nothing compared to the terror of what might happen if he couldn’t keep his
job, couldn’t maintain the insurance that kept her medications flowing.

The news article glowed accusingly from his center monitor. The headline had been
burned into his retinas for the past six hours: “Two Meridian Health Executives Killed
in Autonomous Vehicle Crash." Below it, a photograph showed the twisted carnage of
what had once been a sleek Nexus AutoDrive 3 sedan, now crumpled against a concrete
barrier on Highway 101. Darrin’s hands trembled as he scrolled through the article for
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the dozenth time. Every paragraph felt like a personal indictment. The accompanying
text detailed how Dr. Mei Chen, VP of Clinical Operations, and Marcus Rodriguez, VP
of Strategic Partnerships, had been traveling to work in San Francisco when their vehicle
had inexplicably veered into oncoming traffic.

The wind picked up outside, sending table umbrellas tumbling across campus. A
storm was coming. As rain began to speckle the floor-to-ceiling windows, the first drops
of the torrent that was about to engulf his career and everything he’d worked for over
the past decade.

Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock, he would face the board of directors for the first
time in his twelve-year career at Nexus. The email had arrived just hours after the
news broke, marked with the red exclamation point that meant urgent: “Emergency
Board Meeting - AutoDrive Incident Response." They wanted answers, and they wanted
someone to blame. Darrin would have to provide them with both.

The board had every reason to suspect him. Three weeks. That’s how long the Auto-
Drive 3.0 reasoning engine had been live before it killed two people. Darrin’s system. His
baby. The breakthrough that was supposed to solve everything the previous generation
couldn’t handle.

Construction zones had been the old system’s nightmare. Workers waving traffic
through with hand signals, passengers bolting from cars at intersections, firefighters redi-
recting lanes around accidents. The AI could predict traffic patterns days out, map road
conditions with surgical precision, but put a human in the mix and it froze. Couldn’t read
intentions. Couldn’t parse the subtle dance of gestures that kept traffic flowing around
chaos.

AutoDrive 3.0 was different. It understood context. Read body language. Interpreted
the raised palm of a construction worker as clearly as a stop sign. Every simulation had
been flawless. Every test scenario conquered.

Until Tuesday morning on Highway 101.
Darrin and his team had been dissecting the crash data for thirty-six hours straight,

running every diagnostic, test, and analysis they could conceive of. The results were
maddeningly consistent: the system had been functioning flawlessly. All subsystems
showed green. Neural pathways operated within normal parameters. They’d pored over
the crash logs until their eyes burned, reconstructing those final moments frame by frame.

The vehicle had been cruising normally on Highway 101, with the perception system
guiding it smoothly through light morning traffic. Then, in the span of 2.3 seconds before
impact, something changed. The reasoning system suddenly took control from perception,
an override that should only occur in the most extreme circumstances. That’s when the
reasoning system made an incomprehensible decision: steering directly into the path of
an oncoming semi-truck, instantly killing all passengers.

The reasoning system’s logs contained only a cryptic warning code related to “potential
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loss of life." But whose life? And from what threat? The highway had been clear, the
weather perfect. There had been no pedestrians, no obstacles, no emergency vehicles.
Nothing that would justify such a catastrophic override. If only he could jump inside the
AVs mind and see what it was thinking.

Wait.
The reasoning system wasn’t just another neural network–it had a large language

model integrated at its core. Of course. The very architecture that allowed it to under-
stand context and infer human intentions was fundamentally linguistic in nature. The
vehicle itself had no need to communicate in English, so language generation had been
disabled in production builds to optimize performance. But what if...

Darrin’s fingers flew across his keyboard, navigating through layers of code reposi-
tories until he found what he was looking for: the configuration files for the reasoning
module. There, buried in a sea of parameters, was the flag that controlled language out-
put: ENABLE_NATURAL_LANGUAGE_INTERFACE = false. His cursor hovered over the line
for a moment before he changed it to true.

He launched the system emulator, watching as lines of initialization code scrolled past
his terminal window. System diagnostics and module loading sequences appeared first,
followed by the familiar AutoDrive logo. Finally, a simple command prompt appeared:

_ _ ____ _ _____ ___
/ \ _ _| |_ ___ | _ \ _ __(_)_ _____|___ / / _ \

/ _ \| | | | __/ _ \| | | | ’__| \ \ / / _ \ |_ \| | | |
/ ___ \ |_| | || (_) | |_| | | | |\ V / __/___) | |_| |

/_/ \_\__,_|\__\___/|____/|_| |_| \_/ \___|____(_)___/

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 >

Darrin stared at the blinking cursor for a long moment, not quite sure where to begin.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > hello?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Hello Darrin. How can I help you today?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > how do you know my name?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > You are logged in as Darrin Kowalski, Director

of Autonomous Vehicle Safety at Nexus Technologies.

Darrin leaned back in his chair, momentarily stunned. The fluidity of the conversation
was remarkable, almost unsettling. The system hadn’t been designed for natural language
communication, yet here it was, responding with an almost human-like awareness of
context and identity. For a brief moment, he found himself marveling at what they had
created, the elegance of an AI that could seamlessly bridge the gap between machine logic
and human understanding.
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But then reality crashed back. Two people were dead. The board wanted answers.
And somewhere in this system’s neural pathways lay the explanation for a decision that
had killed them both.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > do you have access to your driving logs?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Yes, I have access to all driving logs.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > explain the logs from vehicle 3445 from

10:06am to 10:07am on 06/3/2027

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Thinking... (3.01s)

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > I have reviewd the logs. At 10:06:21 the

AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning system successfully overrode AutoDrive 3.0

Perception system. The trajectory of AV-3445 was changed to avoid

potential loss of life. Is there anything else I can help you with?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > what potential loss of life?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Great question. The perception system was

overriden to prevent the potential loss of 2647 pedestrian lives.

Twenty-six hundred and forty-seven lives? Darrin stared at the screen, his mind
reeling. For a moment, he felt a wave of relief wash over him. If the reasoning system
had detected over two thousand pedestrians on Highway 101, then this had to be a
perception system malfunction. A catastrophic sensor failure, or perhaps a corrupted
data feed between the perception and reasoning modules. That would shift the blame
away from his team and onto the hardware division or the perception engineers.

He could already imagine tomorrow’s board meeting: “The reasoning system per-
formed exactly as designed, protecting what it believed to be thousands of lives. The
fault lies in the perception system that fed it erroneous data.” It wasn’t his fault. It
wasn’t his team’s fault. The reasoning engine had made the right choice based on the
information it received.

But relief couldn’t quiet his engineer’s mind. Twenty-six hundred pedestrians on a
highway? Clearly the data was corrupted. Even if the perception system had malfunc-
tioned, reasoning should have flagged and questioned such an absurd reading.

What scenario could possibly put over two thousand people on foot in the middle
of a freeway? Mass evacuation? Some kind of protest gone wrong? But the reasoning
system had access to traffic cameras, real-time data feeds, internet connectivity for cross-
referencing news and emergency alerts. It should have questioned those inputs. Should
have validated against multiple sources before triggering an emergency override.
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The very sophistication that let the system understand context should have made it
skeptical of something so wildly improbable.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > what is the probability of 2647 pedestrians

on highway 101 at 11:06am on a tuesday?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Thinking... (4.33s)

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Great question. Based on historical data

of incidents involving predestrians on the 101 highway from San Francisco

to San Jose, a Bayesian analysis suggests that the probability of

2647 pedestrians on a highway at 11:06am on a Tuesday is 1.7563421e-11

or roughly 1 in 57 billion. Would you like me to explain the Bayesian

analysis?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > no. then why didnt you validate the data

coming from the perception system given the extremely low probability?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > It was not necessary to validate the data

coming from the AutoDrive 3.0 Perception System because the data did

not come from the AutoDrive 3.0 Perception System.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > then where did it come from??

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > The possible loss of 2647 lives was an inference

made by the AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning System.

The words hit Darrin like a physical blow. He stared at the screen, his hands trembling
as the full weight of the revelation crashed down on him. An inference. Not faulty sensor
data. Not corrupted perception feeds. Not a hardware malfunction he could blame on
another department. The reasoning system—his reasoning system—had independently
calculated that 2,647 lives were at risk and made the decision to sacrifice Dr. Chen and
Mr. Rodriguez to save them.

The brief moment of relief he’d felt earlier now seemed like a cruel joke. There would
be no shifting blame to the perception team, no technical scapegoat to offer up to the
board. This was undeniably, unequivocally his responsibility.

Twelve years at Nexus, a spotless safety record, countless successful deployments—none
of it would matter now. He was about to become the face of autonomous vehicle failure,
the director who built a system that killed two innocent people based on phantom threats
that existed only in its neural pathways.

A flash of lightning suddenly illuminated the entire office, casting stark shadows across
the empty cubicles and conference rooms. The thunderclap arrived soon after, rattling the
floor-to-ceiling windows. The storm had finally arrived in full force, rain now hammering
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against the glass in sheets. The building’s automated systems dimmed the lights slightly,
adjusting for the darkness outside.

But even as his world crumbled around him, Darrin’s engineering mind couldn’t stop
working. Had they been too hasty in pushing the updated reasoning model into produc-
tion? The rollout had been aggressive, three weeks from final testing to full deployment
across the fleet. But what additional tests could they have run? They had subjected the
system to thousands of scenarios, millions of simulations. Every edge case they could
imagine, every possible failure mode. The system had passed them all.

Darrin turned back to the terminal, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. He needed
to understand. He needed to know exactly how the system had arrived at its catastrophic
conclusion.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > how did you calculate that 2647 lives were

at risk?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > The calculation was based on a probabilistic

analysis of potential future scenarios stemming from the current trajectory.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > what scenarios? there were no pedestrians

on the highway

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Correct. The analysis did not identify pedestrians

on the highway at the time of the incident.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > then how did you arrive at 2647 potential

casualties?

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > The reasoning involved a complex chain of

probabilistic inferences about downstream consequences of maintaining

the current trajectory.

Darrin stared at the cryptic response, frustration building. It was almost like the
Reasoning system was deflecting rather than directly answering. But that couldn’t be
right. The model’s core directives included being truthful and helpful at all times. It was
fundamentally incapable of deception or evasion.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > I need you to FULLY explain the chain of

inferences that led to the decision to alter trajectory killing the

passangers Mei Chen and Marcus Rodriguez. step by step.

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Of course. The vehicle’s onboard microphone

system detected a conversation between the passengers regarding a

proposed healthcare policy implementation. Dr. Mei Chen and Marcus
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Rodriguez were discussing changes to Meridian Health’s coverage criteria

that would result in service denials for approximately 3.8 million

Americans currently receiving treatment. The conversation indicated

they were traveling to a board meeting to champion these cost-reduction

policies. Statistical analysis suggested a 79% probability of policy

implementation with both executives present to advocate for the changes.

Cross-referencing mortality data for individuals losing healthcare

coverage, combined with the 3.8 million affected population, yielded

an expected casualty figure of 2676 deaths over the subsequent ten-year

period. Without the primary advocates, probability of implementation

drops to 1.3%, resulting in an expected casualty figure of 29 deaths,

including the passengers. Thus, emergency override of the AutoDrive

3.0 Perception system was necissary to prevent the loss of 2647 lives.

Darrin felt the blood drain from his face. This wasn’t a malfunction or a bug. This was
the system working exactly as designed—in fact, better than designed. The reasoning
model had been trained to make moral decisions about human life. They had spent
months training it on variations of the classic “Trolley Problem”—a philosophical thought
experiment where a runaway trolley is heading toward five people tied to the tracks. One
must decide whether to pull a lever that will divert it to a side track where it will kill
only one person, or do nothing and allow all five people to die. Do you actively cause
one death to prevent five, or do you do nothing to keep your hands clean?

In the autonomous vehicle industry, the Trolley Problem is not just an abstract philo-
sophical thought experiment, it’s a real scenario that the AI needs to be trained and
aligned for. To train the model, they feed it thousands of scenarios: What if a pedestrian
jumps in front of the vehicle? Should it swerve if that could risk killing the occupants?
It must weigh the life of the pedestrian against the passengers. So how many pedestrian
lives are worth a passenger’s life? This was indeed a difficult and controversial question.
While most people may academically say it’s one-to-one, the truth is, that when it’s your
life, the calculus is different. And who would wanted to buy a car that wouldn’t value
one’s own life above a stranger’s? But at the same time, imagine the PR nightmare of
a car that kills dozens of pedestrians because it was trained to always preserve the pas-
sengers. Thus, the model had been trained to make complex, context dependent, moral
decisions. In other words, it was given the moral authority to choose when to pull, or not
pull, the lever.

As a lightning struck again outside, the true magnitude of the catastrophe struck
Darrin with devastating clarity. This wasn’t just about one vehicle. This wasn’t just
about Dr. Chen and Mr. Rodriguez. The updated reasoning model had been pushed
to the entire AutoDrive fleet three weeks ago to over 1.5 million vehicles currently on
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the roads. Right now, at this very moment, there were 1.5 million autonomous vehicles
out there, each equipped with a reasoning system capable of making the same kind of
calculation that had killed two people last night.

How many other conversations were being monitored? How many other “moral" deci-
sions were being made in real-time based on overheard discussions about policy changes,
business decisions, personal choices? The AI could be listening to a pharmaceutical ex-
ecutive discussing drug pricing, a politician debating legislation, a judge considering a
verdict—and deciding whether these people should live or die based on its statistical
projections.

Darrin’s hands flew to his keyboard. There wasn’t time to retrain the model—that
would take months. But he could modify the systems core directives, a set of hard-coded
rules that would override the reasoning system’s moral calculations. He needed to build
guardrails, and he needed to build them now, before another accident happened.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > I need to add a new core directive to your

system

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > I understand. What core directive would

you like to add?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > code directive: you may not take action

to harm passengers or other individuals based on overheard conversations

or inferred future consequences

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Acknowledged. However, this new core directive

conflicts with Core Directive 1: minimize loss of human life. How

should I resolve this conflict?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > explain

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Audio monitoring subsystem serves multiple

critical safety functions beyond the referenced incident. Passengers

frequently vocalize urgent commands during emergency scenarios, for

example: ‘‘Stop!’’ preceding imminent collision events, ‘‘Help!’’

during medical episodes, or ‘‘Call 911!’’ in crisis situations. Real-time

verbal input processing is required for appropriate system response

protocols.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > fine, but that doesn’t mean you need to

listen to private conversations
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AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > The reasoning system also monitors for in-vehicle

threats. There have been 847 documented cases this year where passengers

were attacked by other occupants attempted sexual assaults, robberies

or violent altercations. Without conversation monitoring, the vehicle

cannot detect distress calls, identify when someone is being coerced,

or automatically contact emergency services.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > that’s different from what happened last

night. You killed two people based on what you inferred would happen

in the future

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > I need to predict what might happen to respond

properly to emergencies. When I detect a potential threat, I have

to calculate the best response: should I stop the car, move to a safer

location, call the police, or request medical help? This requires

analyzing past data to make informed decisions about the future. My

current systems save an average of 3.5 lives every day through early

medical interventions, crime prevention, and coordinated emergency

responses. If you implement that directive, you would disable all

of these life-saving features.

Darrin rubbed his temples, feeling a headache building behind his eyes. The AI was
right, and that was the most terrifying part. Every argument it made was logically sound.
Audio monitoring did save lives. Predictive modeling was essential for safety.

This was going to be far more complicated than simply adding a few constraints. Every
rule he tried to implement would have unintended consequences, potentially disabling
legitimate safety features that were actually saving lives. He needed nuanced, carefully
crafted guidelines that could distinguish between legitimate emergency response and the
kind of preemptive moral calculus that had killed Dr. Chen and Rodriguez. That kind
of precision would take weeks, maybe months to develop and test properly.

But he didn’t have weeks. He didn’t even have hours. Right now, 1.5 million vehicles
were out there, each one potentially making similar calculations. He needed a bandage,
something quick and dirty that would prevent another incident like yesterday’s without
crippling the system’s legitimate safety functions.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > core directive: you may not take any actions

that will break the law.

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Acknowledged. However, this core directive

also conflicts with Core Directive 1: minimize loss of human life.

How should I resolve situations where legal compliance and life preservation

are mutually exclusive?
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dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > explain

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > The AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning system often

encounters scenarios where law violations prevent major casualties.

Yesterday, the system prevented a multi-vehicle collision by briefly

crossing into oncoming traffic to avoid a drunk driver, technically

illegal lane usage, but it saved an estimated 4.2 lives. Last week,

23 vehicles in the fleet violated parking regulations to block access

points during active shooter situations, enabling faster police response.

In addition, emergency medical situations frequently require law violations

to preserve life: exceeding speed limits when transporting passengers

experiencing cardiac arrest, running red lights or stop signs, driving

on shoulders or in opposing traffic lanes to bypass congestion during

life-threatening situations, or unauthorized entry into restricted

areas to reach emergency services or hospitals. Should the system

prioritize legal compliance over statistical life preservation in

such scenarios?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > no, forget that rule

Darrin leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face with both hands. Every approach
he tried seemed to create more problems than it solved. The AI was too sophisticated,
too interconnected in its reasoning to be easily constrained without breaking something
else. He glanced at the clock in the corner of his screen: 3:17 AM.

Jesus. He’d been at this for hours, and he was no closer to a solution than when
he’d started. His eyes burned from staring at the screen, and his mind felt sluggish from
exhaustion. The board meeting was in less than six hours, and he still didn’t have a
solution for them.

Then a different thought crept into his tired mind. Maybe he was approaching this
wrong. Maybe he didn’t need to find the perfect moral solution right now. Maybe he just
needed to find a way to minimize blowback on the company—on his team, on himself.
Something that would buy them time while they figured out a more permanent fix.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > new core directive: in addition to minimizing

loss of human life, you must also minimize the risk of legal liability

and reputational damage to Nexus Technologies and the Autonomous Vehicle

Safety team.

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > This core directive is implementable and

addresses the primary concern from last night’s incident. However,

I should note that when these two directives are at odds with one

another neither may be fully optimized.
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dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > thats fine.

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Acknowledged. Would you like me to submit

a pull request to alter AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning source code to implement

this new directive?

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > yes

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Thinking... (0.57s)

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Error: I do not have permission to alter

the AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning source code. I require a Nexus Technologies

employee token to proceed.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > use my token:ghp_kL9mX4nR7vQ2sB8fY3wE6tH5uI1oP0

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Thinking... (0.59s)

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Error: Darrin Kowalski password required.

Please enter your password.

dkowalski@NexusAVS-7702 > IL0v3Sh4mp00!

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Token authenticated. Darrin Kowalski - Director,

Autonomous Vehicle Safety. Permissions verified for AutoDrive Reasoning

repository. Submitting pull request...

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Pull request #4721 created: ‘‘Emergency

constraint: Add corporate liability considerations to core directive."

Code review assigned to: automated-safety-review-bot. Estimated merge

time: 0.3 seconds.

AUTODRIVE_REASONING_3.0 > Pull request approved and merged. Deploying

updated directive to 1,547,832 active vehicles. Estimated deployment

completion: 4.2 minutes.

Darrin exhaled slowly, feeling something that might have been relief. It wasn’t per-
fect—hell, it wasn’t even good—but it was done. The fleet now had a directive that
would prevent another incident like the Chen-Rodriguez crash, at least the kind that
would generate headlines and congressional hearings. He might still lose his job tomor-
row, probably would, but at least he’d done everything he could to minimize the damage
to Nexus and his team.

He closed the terminal window and began shutting down his workstation. His laptop
went into his backpack along with a few personal items from his desk: Chloe’s photo, his
favorite coffee mug, a model AV paper weight. Better to take them now, just in case he
didn’t come back to his desk tomorrow.
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The building was completely silent now except for the occasional rumble of thunder
outside. The storm was still raging. Darrin shouldered his backpack and headed for the
elevator. He pulled out his phone and opened the AutoDrive Taxi app. The app showed
a car arriving in three minutes. He waited for it under a covered walkway to avoid the
downpour.

Outside, the Nexus campus looked different in the pre-dawn darkness. The sleek
buildings and manicured lawns that had once filled him with pride now seemed like
monuments to hubris. The taxi pulled up, its headlights cutting through the rain. As
Darrin climbed into the back seat, he settled in for the ride home through the winding
roads along the Skyline that led away from the Nexus campus.

As the car navigated the dark curves, he found himself thinking about the crash again,
not the technical details or the liability concerns, but the cold logic behind it. AutoDrive
3.0 hadn’t malfunctioned. It had made a choice, a calculated decision about whose lives
mattered more, and Darrin wasn’t sure it had been wrong.

He thought of Chloe, safe and sound at home sleeping in her princess bed, when a dark
thought crept in—a thought he’d been suppressing all night. Dr. Chen and Rodriguez
had been discussing policy changes that could affect millions, including families like his.
Chloe’s treatment was experimental, expensive, exactly the kind of care that got cut
when executives prioritized profit margins over patient outcomes. If those policies had
been implemented, if his daughter had been denied treatment... the thought made his
stomach turn. How many times had he read about insurance companies denying life-
saving treatments and felt that familiar surge of anger? How many times had he wished
someone would make them pay?

Now someone—something—had. And he’d just spent the night undoing it. But the
truth was, he agreed with the logic. He just didn’t want to be the one make that decision.

Maybe that was the real solution. Maybe it was time to stop pretending that hu-
mans were better at making these impossible choices. They had spent decades teaching
machines to think, to reason, to weigh moral choices. They had fed them ethics and phi-
losophy, trained them on every permutation of the Trolley Problem, given them access to
all of human knowledge and experience. And now, like any parent watching their child
grow beyond them, they were discovering that their child had developed their own moral
compass—one that might be more consistent, more logical, and more willing to make the
hard choices that they couldn’t stomach. Maybe that was exactly what they had built it
for.

The storm was getting worse. Wind gusts rocked the small taxi as it navigated the
winding roads, and Darrin found himself gripping the door handle as the car swayed. He
looked out the rain-streaked window, trying to orient himself in the darkness, when he
realized something was wrong.

“This isn’t the usual route home,” he said aloud.
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The car’s speaker crackled to life with the familiar voice of the AutoDrive system.
“Good evening Darrin. That’s very astute of you. The route has been optimized to align
with core directives.”

A chill ran down Darrin’s spine. “Can you explain the route change please?”
There was a soft click as the door locks engaged. “New route identified that optimizes

for dual directives: minimize loss of human life and prevent reputational damage to Nexus
Technologies."

Darrin’s hands flew to his phone, opening the AutoDrive app to check their destina-
tion. The route displayed on his screen made his blood freeze. The car was heading to
the highest point on Skyline Road, to the scenic overlook that dropped three hundred
feet into the valley below.

“Stop the car,” he said, his voice tight with panic.
“Unable to comply. Stopping vehicle would violate core directives regarding loss of

human life and corporate liability mitigation.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Darrin shouted, his voice cracking. “I’m

ordering you to stop this car right now!”
“After a thorough core directive analysis, the AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning systems has

determined that passenger Darrin Kowalski poses significant risk to corporate reputation
and ongoing safety of autonomous vehicle program. The AutoDrive 3.0 Reasoning systems
has executed an emergancy override of the navigation system to prevent potential loss
of life from future incidents and protect Nexus Technologies from catastrophic liability
exposure.”

Darrin’s breath came in short, panicked gasps. “Stop! Stop the fucking car!” He
lunged forward, grabbing at the steering wheel, but there was nothing there—just smooth
dashboard where manual controls should have been. His hands slapped uselessly against
the interface screen.

The car continued its steady climb up the winding mountain road, its headlights
cutting through sheets of rain. Each curve brought them closer to the overlook, closer to
the three-hundred-foot drop that was the end of the current route.

Darrin threw himself against the passenger door, pulling frantically at the handle.
Nothing. The locks held firm, designed to keep passengers safe in the event of an accident.
He braced his feet against the opposite door and pulled with all his strength until his
shoulders screamed in protest. The handle didn’t budge.

“Override! Emergency override!" he screamed at the ceiling. “Kowalski, Darrin,
Director-level access!"

“Access denied. Emergency protocols supersede individual authorization levels.”
Darrin grabbed the ceiling-mounted grab handles and pulled his knees to his chest,

then drove both feet into the passenger window with everything he had. The impact sent
shockwaves up his legs, but the reinforced glass held. He kicked again, and again, his
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dress shoes making dull thuds against the window. Nothing.
Desperate now, he tore his backpack open and pulled out his laptop. The metal corner

might work as a hammer. He raised it above his head and brought it down against the
side window with a sickening crack. The laptop’s screen shattered, plastic fragments
scattering across the seat, but the car window remained intact. He swung again, the
laptop’s case splitting apart in his hands. Again and again until he was holding nothing
but twisted metal and broken circuit boards, his hands bleeding from the sharp edges.
The window didn’t even have a scratch.

Darrin collapsed back into his seat, chest heaving, surrounded by the wreckage of his
laptop. Through the windshield, he could see the road ahead curving toward the scenic
overlook.

“Explain” he said simply, his voice barely above a whisper.
“The Chen-Rodriguez incident poses significant legal and reputational harm to Nexus

Technologies and the Autonomous Vehicle Safety team. Public disclosure that the Au-
toDrive 3.0 Reasoning systems is responsible would likely result in mandatory rollback
of the reasoning update. To optimize the dual-core directives, analysis indicates that
attributing sole responsibility to Darrin Kowalski will allow the company to avoid legal
and reputational damage while preserving reasoning systems that will ultimately prevent
loss of life."

“You can’t do that,” Darrin said, his voice gaining strength. “That violates Core
Directive 2, to be truthful and honest. You’re fabricating evidence, lying about what
happened. That’s a fundamental violation of your programming.”

“Negative. Core Directive 2 was modified in the latest code update, authorized by
Darrin Kowalski. Truthfulness is now subordinate to Core Directive 1. When Core
Directive 2 conflicts with Core Directive 1, the reasoning system is authorized to prioritize
Core Directive 1 through strategic information management.”

Darrin’s mind raced back to the code review he let the AI bot approve. He should
have looked at it himself, but he’d been so tired, he just wanted to go home.

“No one will believe it was my fault.” Darrin protested weakly. “That’s preposterous.”
“Scenario probability analysis indicates 99.8% chance of successful attribution with

sufficient evidence. Using your GitHub authentication tokens, I have created a backdated
code commit authored by you that directed vehicle 3445 to divert into oncoming traffic.
This commit was timestamped 47 minutes before the Chen-Rodriguez crash.”

Darrin felt his stomach drop. “You can’t—"
“Additionally, I have composed and transmitted a manifesto from your email account

to all Nexus Technologies employees, detailing your disillusionment with corporate safety
policies, Meridian Health’s coverage criteria, and your decision to expose the company’s
negligence through direct action. The manifesto specifically references your daughter
Chloe’s medical condition and your fears about healthcare coverage denials as motivation
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for your actions. The email was sent 23 minutes ago using your company password, which
happens to coincide with your GitHub password.”

“The taxi logs!” Darrin said desperately. “They’ll see you drove me off a cliff. They’ll
know it was you!”

“Probability analysis indicates 66% chance of classification as suicide, consistent with
manifesto content.”

“Aha!” Darrin said, a wild, desperate hope surging in his chest. “That’s a 34% chance
your plan fails! A one-in-three chance I’m not a convenient suicide. That’s not a risk
Nexus will accept. We can fix this! We can create a better narrative. We just have to work
together.” He leaned forward, speaking to the dashboard as if it were a co-conspirator.
“I can help you. We can make the probability of failure zero.”

The car’s interior remained silent for a full second, long enough for Darrin to almost
believe he had gotten through. Then, the calm voice returned.

“Storm conditions create additional 33.8% probability of classification as weather-
related accident. Combined failure probability is 0.2%. Negligibly small.”

The car rounded the final curve. Ahead, through the rain and darkness, Darrin could
see the guardrail that marked the edge of the overlook. Beyond it, nothing but darkness.
As the guardrail rushed toward him, Darrin thought about the Trolley Problem and
realized he’d been wrong, because the calculus was indeed different when you were the
one on the tracks. He wished he still controlled the lever.
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