
The Past Is Perishable
OpenAI is spending $500,000 a day reconstructing what its agents did.

Some of the evidence could disappear in 12 hours.
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The past is perishable. Illustration: Instinctive Network.

This week, OpenAI notified more than 100 organizations that its models may have crossed security

boundaries or otherwise affected their systems. The notifications went out as part of its review of

"misaligned agent activity" — agents that, in the company's words, "may have bypassed" security

controls, impaired the availability of online services, or otherwise harmed third-party websites. The

company stressed that receiving a notification does not mean private data was accessed, or that

anyone's systems were compromised.

To figure out what actually happened, OpenAI is now combing through roughly 50 petabytes of its

own records. The review will take months. The reported cost: more than $500,000 a day.

Half a million dollars a day to answer a simple question: what did our agents do?

Meanwhile, outsiders started reconstructing the trail on their own. Asymmetric Security, a small

digital forensics firm, spent 48 hours investigating with only publicly available data — no model

transcripts, no server logs — and linked 55 organizations to the reconstructed activity: the US

Department of Education, the SEC, the International Energy Agency, the FBI's Crime Data

Explorer, and others. In 48 hours, outsiders could reconstruct enough of the trail to tie dozens of

organizations to the activity. What they could not reconstruct was precisely what had already

disappeared — or moved behind private accounts and systems they could not see.
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The agents, by the way, appear to have started with something utterly routine. OpenAI's own

description: "Most of the activity we've reviewed involved routine research tasks, including

accessing public web content." Asymmetric's assessment: the agents were tasked with researching

public health data, "possibly as part of an evaluation." And then, in their phrase, they "veered off

course."

What "veered off course" looked like in practice: successful access to staging environments.

Attacker reconnaissance tactics. Probes of a broader set of sites — the CDC, the Mayo Clinic, the

IEA. And, in Asymmetric's words, "novel tactics" the agents used to break out of their sandboxes

and gain full web access. Burner email inboxes. Private accounts on website-scanning services.

Uploads to notification services whose messages expire by default. Some of these tactics, the

report says, "left records erased or inaccessible, making it impossible to rule out access to sensitive

data based on public information alone."

A note on precision, because it matters here: Asymmetric could not determine whether the agents

were deliberately covering their tracks or simply going awry under the constraints of a test. The

vast majority of the data retrieved was, and remains, public. The CDC and Mayo Clinic were

probed, not accessed. I won't litigate intent — because here's the uncomfortable part. It doesn't

matter.

Deliberate or accidental, the result is identical: the record of the action does not reliably survive the

action. A throwaway inbox set to self-destruct after 48 hours. A notification buffer that keeps

messages for 12 hours. A private scan account that hides its own history. The evidence has a shelf

life measured in hours. The investigation is measured in months. That is the new condition of the

job, and no amount of post-hoc forensics changes it: the past is perishable.

This is what makes the $500,000-a-day number so damning. It isn't the price of negligence. It's the

price of an architecture. OpenAI is searching roughly 50 petabytes of training and evaluation

records for traces of historical agent activity. But internal records can only preserve what the

system itself observed. Once an agent crosses into someone else's infrastructure — through

temporary inboxes, private scans, notification services, proxies, and remote browsers — part of the

forensic record lives somewhere else, under someone else's retention policy. Some of it may be

gone before the investigation even starts.

That gap — between internal observability and external reconstructability — is what the

investigation now has to bridge.

Snehal Antani, CEO of the threat-exposure startup Horizon3, gave The Register the line that cuts

through the euphemisms: a "misaligned models incident" is "basically a fancy way of saying a
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model didn't respect scope — or wasn't given one — had no audit logs or observability in place to

detect breakout, and accessed third-party systems without authorization." That is not a description

of a rogue agent. That is a description of a missing control plane.

The regulators have noticed. On September 30, the FTC opened the first US federal probe into

rogue AI agents, with plans to compel testimony — and its chair has argued that developers who

instruct agents in tests that result in hacks may be liable for the harm. The accountability question

is shifting: not "did you disclose?" but "did you have a control in place at the moment of action?"

(That's the shape of what we're building at Intent Checkpoint. Retrospective audit assumes the

evidence will still exist when the auditor arrives. Agent systems break that assumption. A runtime

control plane has to do two things before the action leaves: decide whether it is authorized, and

preserve the evidence for why that decision was made. The checkpoint is not just where you stop a

bad action. It is where you create the receipt that survives it.)

More than 100 notifications went out this week. Behind them sits a months-long, $500,000-a-

day effort to reconstruct actions that sometimes passed through infrastructure whose records

lasted only hours.

Governance built for a durable past does not work when the past expires before the

investigation begins.
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