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Given the chance to live forever in a world not built for death…

What do you do?

⋆

Given the inability to forget—all your joys and sorrows, all your
foundational memories and traumas…

How do you cope?

⋆

Given the ability to create a full copy of yourself—down to every sin-
gle one of those memories—to do as they will, to individuate and
live out their own forever lives, or merge back down and meld their
memories with your own…

What paths do you take?

Content Warnings: “Après un rêve” contains surgery and death;
“Support Group for Anomalies in Forking” contains alcohol abuse,
body horror, a car accident and injuries, and medical debt;
“Cowboy” contains manipulation, complex PTSD, emotional flash-
backs, a severe panic attack, andmentions parental death; “SheWho
Haunts the Storm” contains depression, self-hate, self(?)-harm, co-
ercion, intimidation, and suicidal ideation; “Earthbound” contains
death and depression.









Sufficiently Advanced

Rob MacWolf





Theodred — 2343

On the one hand, this wasn’t really a comfortable garden, with a
viewof a beautiful valley and several apple trees. It was a simulation,
running on servers hurtling through deep space on an unstoppable
course towhoknowswhere. But on the other hand, itwas plainly ob-
vious this was a garden: there was a valley, those were apple trees,
this was his home, it was a lovely day, and he had work to do. It mat-
tered how you decided to look at it.

Theodred, Adjunct Professor of Post-Physical Philosophy, com-
fortably presenting as a wolf for more than a century after an ill-
advised month as what he had thought to be an ‘idealized’ version
of his former human appearance, started with his sim: only a or-
dinary scholar’s private dwelling, but it was still important to get
the setting right. Dim the lights—the sun raced across the sky till
it ripened through gold and red and hovered just above the hori-
zon. Turn down the temperature, not too much—a gentle but con-
stant breeze freshened through the grainfields on the valley floor
below. Put away anything he wasn’t going to be using—the contents
of the modest home behind him, mostly bookshelves, disappeared,
followed by the roof and walls. Though after a moment he changed
his mind and called back the brutalist-gothic concrete arches as if
his home had become ruins centuries ago, because if you’re going to
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design a home that looks good in ruins then it should get to be them
now and again. Get out the things he would be using—a cast iron fire
pit emerged from the clover and dandelions his garden had become,
a stack of firewood lit itself within it, three chairs—well, two stools
and a comfortable armchair—around it, a fully stocked drinks cabi-
net to one side. He hesitated, then decided against a whiteboard. If
it ended up being needful it could always be brought out.

Hedidpull out a sturdy college-rulednotebook andamechanical
pencil. Yes, he could just let his sensorium take notes for him, he
could store every word said in perfect photographic memory. But
that would be a distraction, would turn his attention to himself, to
the process, not the answers he hoped for. Better to do things the
most instinctive way he knew: by hand, in a notebook balanced on
his knee, as it had been in lectures billions of kilometers away and
what should have been lifetimes ago.

It was hard to be both methodically careful and relaxed at the
same time, but he several times resisted the urge to manually—
well not manually, but the word was close enough—turn down his
frustration. He wanted his mind in as neutral a state, as untam-
pered with even by himself, as possible for what had to be done.
Not for the first time he wondered whose decision it had been, back
in the days when he’d uploaded, that one of the parts of his mind
copied and transcribed into the everlasting him he was now would
be distractible-type attention deficit disorder.

But he didn’t doubt that it was a structural part of the architec-
ture of his mind and personality. Not any more, not since the last
time he’d done this procedure.

Or performed this ritual.
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Whichever he was going to decide was the correct way to de-
scribe it.

Once he’d made some final adjustments—turn off the ocean
smell in the wind, it would only make him maudlin and nostalgic,
shoo all the simulated sounds of cicadas further into the distance so
nobody need shout over them, dial forward the season a bit till the
apples on the trees were ripe and the leaves yellowing—he sat back
to work on the next step. Suppose this. Assume that. Such-and-such
premises. Such-and-such prejudices. All A is B, Some C is A, there-
fore some C is B etc. Almost convince himself to deny the answer to
his question—as close to it as he could come, at least; if he could have
gotten all the way there’d be no need for all this fuss.

Once he actually forked, it’d be too late for adjustments. If he
wanted an instance that believed certain things, would argue a cer-
tain way, he had to become himself that way first. If only just long
enough to…

The instance appeared to Theo’s left, and began individuating
immediately. It was him, after all, and had the same intentions. He
knew theplan, andwhathis part in itwas. Theopaidnoattention.He
was already focusing on realigning hismind and emotions in the op-
posite direction. He gave himself permission to believe all the things
he didn’t have grounds for, to jump to conclusions if that’s what
it took to reach them. He let himself get lost in pareidolia. To be
honest, it felt amazing, and he found himself hoping this side won.
Which was good, he could use that, give it that hope too…

The second instance appeared to his right. He settled back in the
chair, a little bit spent. But his work in this was done. It was up to
them now.

7
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The left hand instance resolved first. Hardly surprising. He
looked very much as Theo remembered himself on the physical
world—he still refused to say ‘phys-side,’ which amused all his stu-
dents to no end—tall, stocky, very precisely trimmed beard. Human,
to all appearances,whichTheohadn’t expected, he’d have to add the
implications of that to his notes. The only concession to the profes-
sor’s present self-presentation was a tastefully small enamel lapel
pin of a running wolf. Pinstripe vest. Tie of stained-glass shades of
merlot, lapis lazuli, and fir tree—dressed very much as he would to
tackle a seminar on Kripke’s ‘Naming and Necessity,’ Chesterton’s
‘Manalive,’ or May ThenMy Name DieWithMe’s ‘ExpandedMythol-
ogy.’

On the other hand, the rightward instance was settling into
something much more fanciful. Wolf, fur perhaps more ornately
groomed than Theo’s.When he first resolved all therewas to seewas
a hooded cloak, but when he swept it off he wore an abundance of
talismanic jewelry over a bare chest dyed with arcane symbols, the
color of a thundercloud lit with internal sheet lightning. Intricately
embossed leather belt and loincloth over breeches. Sword scab-
barded at his waist. Small velvet pouch of who-knew-what hanging
from his belt. Most striking was the mask, a facsimile of their own
face over eyes and upper jaw.

‘Why wear a mask of the same thing as is beneath the mask?’
Theo committed to the notebook, then spoke. “Gentlemen.” They
both looked at him, probably expecting this. “You know what we’re
here to discuss. For the sake of the notes, however, what names will
you be using?”

“Theodulfr,” said the one on the right. There was just a hint of
Shakespearean ceremony to his voice.

8
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“Really?” the left hand instance said.
“Our root instance named himself after a Tolkien character.”

It was surprisingly difficult to read Theodulfr’s tone with only the
lower half of his muzzle to go on. “You can endure a little indul-
gence.”

“And you can take this seriously!”
“I am!”
“We can save the disparaging remarks,” Theo hadn’t expected to

need to play moderator so soon, “for the actual debate, surely.” He
turned to the left instance as they quieted. “Your name, please?”

“Theosophia.” The two canine heads tilted at the sole human
one. “I’m well aware of the ironies.”

“Anything to drink?” Theo pointed with the butt of his pencil
at the cabinet. When Theosophia opened it, it proved to contain a
bottled water and a gin and tonic with blackcurrant syrup for him,
and a flagon of mead for Theodulfr.

At which point there was nothing else to do but begin.
“I say it would be wrong,” began Theodulfr, “to refer to what we

do, the way we live, all this, using the term ‘magic.’ ”
“And I ask,” Theosophia replied smoothly, “what better word

could there be?”
Theo froze. When he’d decided to do this again, to let two op-

posite instances of himself debate the question on which he’d spent
months of fruitless frustration, he’d planned they’d each take the
other side than they now apparently were.

“When people say magic, what, in all the history of the term,
have they used it to mean?” Theosophia was already presenting his
case, so Theo hurried to catch upwith his notes. “Formulas of power
over the universe. The ability to make one’s environment, in ev-

9
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ery element and detail of it, conform to one’s will. Well, we have
that, don’t we? If you went to any madji in ancient Persia, any post-
scholastic alchemist in medieval Europe, any ritual master in impe-
rial China, and explained to them the everyday circumstances of our
lives, what would they call it, other than magic?”

Theodulfr raised an impatient hand. By reflex, Theo made a
checkmarkon the edgeof his page of notes, to keep thequeue, before
he reminded himself there were only two in this discussion anyway.

“What were the ultimate goals of magic, in any practice or fan-
tasy story?” Theosophia continued. “Forwhatwas the philosopher’s
stone sought? Immortality and wealth. Well, we no longer age, we
no longer die. And we no longer have any scarcity of anything, so
wealth is a long-ago-solved problem. The philosopher’s stone is real:
we live in it.We all know thatwe all know the saying: any sufficiently
advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

“Failure to distinguish between two things,” Theodulfr said,
“does not imply that those things are the same.”

Apparently it was his turn now.
“Magicmust, by definition, be an overriding of thematerial uni-

verse by some supernatural force. Whatever else magic is,” Theo-
dulfr gestured muchmore than Theosophia, when he talked, “it has
to do the impossible. Snapping your fingers to produce a flame is
magic, using a lighter is not. Levitating into the air is magic, board-
ing an airplane is not. Living forever and being able to shape the
world around you to your will is magic, having your mind scanned
anduploaded into a computer simulationwhose controls you canac-
cess is not. There’s a qualitative difference: magic is numinous, awe-
inspiring, wondrous. The mere fact we’re even discussing the ques-
tion of whether the mundane minutiae of our life counts as magic

10
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is proof that they don’t. Magic is, by definition, mutually exclusive
with mundane minutiae.”

“That’s how a thing is done, how it works,” Theo recognized the
rhetorical turn Theosophia was about to use, had used it himself of-
ten enough, “not what it is.”

“And next you’re going to say: Just because the sky is blue by dif-
ferent means than a blueberry is blue,” Theodulfr snorted the way
Theo had learned to use a wolf ’s snout to snort, “or indeed the way
some blue object in the system is blue, does not mean the sky is
therefore not blue. That’s a question of how blue works, not what
blue is. We all know that one.”

Theosophia changed lines of attack. “Very well, then instead I’ll
say: you say magic has to do the impossible. What does impossible
mean, here? If none ofwhatwe’re doing ismagic, thenmagic doesn’t
exist, cannot exist, because there is no ‘the impossible’ left for it to
do!”

“It could do all the things we do in here,” Theodulf parried and
riposted, “in the physical world.”

Apparently, Theo noted, his forks shared his refusal to say ‘phys-
side.’ He doubted it would prove relevant.

“I would submit,” Theosophia seemed not to be giving any
ground though, “that we are doing all the things we do here in the
physical world. All this is happening on physical servers, hurtling
through the interstellar medium, in physical space!”

“That’s not the same as really happening.” Theodulfr took a half
step forward toward the campfire, as if to get a closer look at a gap
in his rival’s defenses. “You wouldn’t say having a dream about a
miraclewasmagic. Or telling a story about a spellwas the same thing
as casting it. Both of those can happen in the physical world too!”

11
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Theosophia looked thoughtful. “What if I did?”
“What?” said Theodulfr.
Theosophia bit his lower lip. It was a nervous habit Theo had

found he’d abandoned once he’d begun to wear a wolf ’s face. The
shape of the muzzle made the gesture more difficult, feel wrong
when accomplished. But he remembered what it meant: the need
for quiet, for just a moment, to be able to hear himself in his head,
over anyone else talking, to put some thoughts together.

So he cleared his throat. “Calling a few minutes recess,” he
clipped his plastic pencil to the notebook’s black and white mottled
cover. “I need a drink myself.”

“I suppose you’re going to let him go first, when we start up
again.” Theodulfr had crossed his arms over his chest and leaned
back on one of the gnarled apple trees. It made the cloak hang from
his shoulders like a tall narrow tent canopy. He held Theodred’s
stare a while, then sighed, “Fine, only fair, I went first before.”

“I’ll let him go first, if you want,” Theo finished a gulp of the
much-needed cider the cabinet had givenhim, “but I’mnot surehe’ll
care. Look.”

They both glanced across the fire, no longer flames, now burned
down to incandescent coals. It hadn’t occurred to Theo to set the fire
to not run out of fuel. Beyond, the human had his head tilted, eyes
lidded, hands raised. Every second or so his fingers would move, in
syllable-like rhythms, sketching iambs and dactyls and spondees on
the air in front of him even though he spoke not a word.

“You must remember,” Theo mused as if to himself, which in a
sense it was, “when we used to look like that. What it meant to look
like that. How it felt.”

12
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Theodulfr scoffed. “You think he’s putting together some grand
epiphany?”

“If he is,” Theo took another gulp of cider, “then it’s exactlywhat
I hoped the two of you would do.”

Soon enough, Theo took his seat again and looked expectantly
at Theosophia.

The human raised an eyebrow. “What?”
“He’s letting you go first.” Theodulfr rolled his eyes, “You were

clearly preparing something. We may as well hear it.”
“Oh, no that’s alright,” Theosophia shrugged. “It can wait until

we all feel all the loose ends from the previous debate are tied up.”
“Implying you think we finished the debate?” Theodulfr

growled. When he got no response, the fantastic wolf sighed, “I was
going to say that the saying about sufficiently advanced technology
and magic needs to be understood relative to the perspective from
which the technology is seen. It being ‘indistinguishable’ means
there’s someone who is unable to distinguish, implicitly someone
whose technology is insufficiently advanced. The saying is about en-
countering amore advanced technology than you understand. Once
you do understand it, once you do use it, once it’s yours, it can’t
be sufficiently advanced anymore. Does that do anything to the big
point you’re about to make?”

“Not really,” Theosophia shook his head. “So. You said what
we’re doing, the way we’re living—whether or not it’s magic—is
analogous to telling a story?”

“Yyyyes…” Theodulfr allowed, cautiously.
“Then let’s actually talk aboutwhat those ancient physicalworld

cultures believed about telling stories. How they understood sto-
rytelling. In ancient Greece,” like most philosophy professors his

13
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mindwent first to ancient Greece, “they believed composition of fic-
tion was a form of possession by a divinity. The peoples of the pa-
cific northwest practiced something like a form of copyright, where
only specific families had the right to tell certain stories, and stories
could be sold, traded, and inherited because telling a story was a sa-
cred act and thereforeprecious. TheAkanandAshanti godof stories,
Anansi, so important that he was the only African myth most of our
ancestors had even heard of! Ancient germanic peoples believed in
a form ofmagic that involved going into the spirit world and leaving
a story there, and if the students call the other world, the world we
left to get here,” Theosophia grimaced but plowed ahead, “ ‘phys-
side’ then doesn’t that imply ‘going into the spirit world and telling
a story there’ is exactly what we’ve done? Even in English, the lan-
guagewe’ll presumably keep speaking forever, theword “spell” used
to also mean “story.”

“What’s your point?” Theodulfr asked, without hostility. “That…
stories were considered important?”

“When you said what we’re doing is more like living inside a
story than doing actualmagic, youwere right!” Theosophia was get-
ting an excited head of steam behind him now. He was going to start
pacing as he talked any moment. “But we didn’t define our terms
when we started, we just assumed because we’d just forked that all
three of us would automatically mean the same thing by the word
‘magic,’ But we didn’t, not clearly! That’s why you,” he pointed at
Theo in the chair, whichwas the last straw on his composure, and he
went on, pacing, “couldn’tmakeupyourmindbetweenus in thefirst
place! You didn’t know whether to call our existence magic because
youweren’t surewhat youmeant bymagic! Probablywhywe started
arguing the opposite positions you intended, if I had to guess. But!

14
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But those ancient humans had to define their terms too, they were
the ones inventing terms in the first place, so of course they defined
‘magic.’ And very consistently they used the same method to define
it.”

Theodred leaned forward in his chair, very slowly.
“Who decides, in a story, whether or not something is magic?”

Theosophia was repeating some of the hand and finger gestures
from his earlier reverie. “Who decides how the magic works?”

“…the person telling the story.” Theodulfr’s voice was only a
whisper but his face was too lit up for the mask to hide it.

“Who set the scene for the debate we’re having right now?”
“I did.” Theo said.
“Andwhat are the two kinds of peoplewho can decide things like

‘this conversation should happen at sunset, and the weather should
be such-and-such, and a campfire and a cabinet of drinks and stools
nobody’s going to end up sitting on should all just Be There?’ ”

“A magician…” Theo began.
“…or a storyteller,” Theodulfr finished.
“And, and… and further,” Theosophia was clearly beginning to

get ahead of his own words, “if you heard about people who went
and lived inside a story they were all telling together, wouldn’t that
sound like magic?”

“Who coined the saying about sufficiently advanced technol-
ogy being indistinguishable from magic?!” Theodulfr’s rhetorical
question was filled with contagious excitement. His defenses were
breached. His surrender was underway.

“A storyteller!” Theosophia crowed, driven higher by the feed-
back loop of excitement, “you could say the real point was: any suf-

15
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ficiently advanced storytelling can make whatever it likes indistin-
guishable from magic!”

He finally wound down. All the words, the orgasmically unstop-
pable epiphany of it, subsided and left him.

He looked up, winded, to find the other two staring at him.
“What? Did I get too excited?”

“No,” said Theo, and quietly activated his hallway mirror back
into the sim, “but look at yourself.”

The human was gone. A wolf, still dressed in tie and vest, same
rough dusky fur as his other two selves, looked back at Theosophia,
who reached up to feel his ears as if thatwould prove anything about
their reality. “When did that happen?”

“While you were shouting about sufficiently advanced story-
telling.” Theodred said.

“You told yourself a story,” Theodulfr ventured. “You got swept
up in it, and this is the result, I guess.”

“I suppose.” Theosophia loosened his tie and undid the top but-
tons of his shirt. “As root instance you’re previous evidence there’s
a part of our personality that wants to present like this, it doesn’t
mean it was the story or magic that made me–”

“It was,” Theo said, “if we decide it was.”
The three of him looked at each other over the remains of the

fire. The sun was set. The ritual was concluded.
“Guess I won the debate, huh?” Theosophia said, and quit.
“Keep the memory of his whole epiphany,” Theodulfr said, “I

want to know if it felt as amazing as it looked like it did.”
“I was curious about one thing, before you go,” Theo said, “why

the mask?”

16
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Theodulfr chuckled, took it off. His face, underneath, looked ex-
actly the same as the mask, as Theo’s, as Theosophia’s by the end.
He handed it to Theo. “You’ll figure it out,” he said, and quit as well.

Theo sat back in the chair to process the merge and let his
house reappear around him. It had, indeed, felt amazing to have
that epiphany. And really, the mask he was holding was just another
way of expressing it: of looking the way one looked not because one
looked like that, but because one chose to look like that. Of telling
the story, andmaking yourself the story you were telling, which was
just another way of describing individuation.

It meant something if you decided it meant something.
Was that the same as saying it was magic if you believed in

magic?
Theodred, Adjunct Professor of Post-Physical Philosophy, com-

fortable as a wolf, and—he now supposed—magician, decided to
sleep on that question. He was tired. Anyway, should it prove in-
soluble, he knew a pretty simple ritual to conjure up an answer to
questions like that.

He lay waiting for sleep, and wondered what his students would
think when he showed up to lecture tomorrow wearing a little lapel
pin of a running wolf and a mask of his own face.

Outside, the story he and all the others withmagical powers like
his had woven into the fabric of a spirit world, written in secret lan-
guages known only to learned adepts, with lettersmade of lightning
on pages made of glass and rare metals, in a library hung amidst all
the stars of the firmament, continued to tell itself, as it had for cen-
turies, as it would for centuries more.

It mattered how you decided to look at it.

17
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Dante — 2251

Walking away frommy former home felt like a herculean task. How-
ever, nothing had felt easier than uploading to the System, even as
I looked back on the memory centuries later.

Simply put, my life never really started until after I woke up in
a blank simulation, was instructed on how to give myself clothes,
how to fork, as well as how to navigate my way through the System
and earn currency in the formof reputation. I didn’t really begin liv-
ing until I stumbled through digital realm after digital realm, gain-
ing a sense of my boundless surroundings. The first sim I’d went to
was called Infinite Café#06f4e37a, an entire cityscape composed of
cafes, bakeries, juice bars, and coffee shops. There, I interacted with
friendly, outspoken, and kind users who welcomed me to the Sys-
tem, and who in turn, gave me the opportunity to try many differ-
ent pastries and baked goods for what seemed like days as I slowly
opened myself up to others.

One of the eternal friends Imade duringmy time therewas Zion,
who appeared as a deathly-pale but lively person with ruby eyes.
Identifying as non-binary and dressed clothes that they liked to call
‘Neo-Gothpunk aesthetics’, Zion spoke like a System denizen who’d
seen almost everything but approached it like a new experience.
They were also an excellent conversationalist. The moment they of-
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feredme a seat in the crowded interior, Zion successfully kept me in
an hours-long discussion on what the System offered to creatives.

“I like to generate intricate landscapes made up of historical lo-
cations,” they boasted without looking away from me or dismissing
my intrigue. “Just yesterday, I helped create a sim for these die-hard
fans of live-action role-playing games, who wanted me to build a
high detailed Gothic castlewith hidden chambers, secrets, unknown
treasures, and more. Do you like to LARP?” I shook my head, which
didn’t surprise them. “It’s not for everyone, but I’m still curious to
ask: now that you’re here, what do you want to do with your immor-
tality?”

“I…I’m not sure,” came my confession. “I…only wanted to get
away.”

“Get away?” Zion pondered, “From whom, Dante?”
“My…family,” I finally said after a moment.
Ever since I could remember, my choices were made by my par-

ents and grandparents. As the youngest son in a religious family,
they did everything to mold me as a perfect believer. I dressed how
they wanted me to dress, watched what they wanted me to watch,
went where they wanted me to go, said what they wanted me to say,
felt how they wanted me to feel.

But not think.
For all their influence into what I would come to recognize as

an unhealthy childhood growing up, my relatives couldn’t force me
to think the way they needed me to think. That was among the few
privileges God gave me, plus the downloaded books I managed to
sneakily read in the school library during lunchtimes, if I even could
find the opportunities in late high school.
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“I always thought that the religious types were extinct outside
the System.” Zion mulled remorsefully over my story, expression
remaining calm as distracted users walked or talked around us. “I
know a few simswhich are heavily closed off and feelmore like cults,
but that’s it.”

“My family believed that theworld is in an apocalypse because of
humanity’s past sins,” I said, then sipped on another cup of pumpkin
spice latte. “By the way, whatever this ‘pumpkin’ is, it’s tasty.”

They chuckled. “Youmust try it with somepumpkin bread, hon.”
“Will do.” I nodded as I set downmy cup. The sensations still felt

too real to be zeroes and ones. “As far as I know,my family think I just
ran away to the other side of the world. They don’t know I uploaded
myself, but if they did…they’d consider me dead to them.”

“Do you plan to reach out to them?” Zion asked, to which I
shrugged. “I understand. For now, you should consider this a new
chapter in your life. The first thing I did after uploading a couple
decades ago was do everything that I’ve ever wanted to do on my
bucket list. You should too.”

⋆

That I did. With insightful directions from Zion, I set out to explore
the rest of the System. Little did I know that it would unravel the
last remnant of shy indecisiveness clinging to me since childhood,
as I foundmyself bouncing between virtual worlds that only existed
in the imagination. Or even dreams.

After the Infinite Café came other public sims I explored like a
happy child visiting its first toy store. Therewere sims composed en-
tirely of junk food, sims that hosted reenactments of historic events,

23



Genre Clade

as well as sims recreating hypothetical alien worlds throughout the
Milky Way.

My five senses experienced digital smells, sounds, sights, and
tastes I never knew could exist. Besides places that showcased lost
nature and impossible architecture, I found sims trapped in various
time periods and settings only seen in history lessons; among them
my favorite to frequently visit was called Athenaeum#f6f6ff01, a sim
which presented accurate replicas of famous libraries throughout
history, with the ancient Library of Alexandria and its iconic light-
house serving as a spawn point for newcomers and a sea of floral
gardens connecting every standing library to each other.

After spending hours marveling at the Alexandrian wing, I trav-
eled between the Boston Athenaeum, National Library of China, and
the Old American Library of Congress before taking a temporary
break inside the Wiblingen Monastery Library. Although I didn’t
know much of architecture, I recognized the whimsically ornate
ceilings, walls, and archways as ‘Rococo’. I sat down on a bench be-
neath a marble statue overlooking one of its extravagant hallways
as a tear welled in one of my eyes. Never before did I realize how
beautiful the past looked.

What good was going to libraries though if one didn’t take the
time to read? Unlike the tablets though, almost every single reading
material within the libraries were archaic paperbacks, hardbacks,
scrolls, magazines, textbooks, and somuchmore to choose. Just see-
ing somany lined up along themahogany shelves overwhelmedme,
at first. My childlike wonder didn’t knowwhich to take off the shelf.

So, I choose whatever my arms and my several forked instances
could carry.
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One of thefirst advantages I discovered after being uploadedwas
that human limits no longer existed. I could eat and sleep whenever
I felt like it. The fact most humans phys-side slept through a third
of their lifetime didn’t matter anymore. This applied to forks too.

My forked versions and I learned very quickly not to let my dig-
ital clones quit directly after finishing a novel, nor while I was read-
ing something at the same time. Otherwise, I developed an abso-
lutely splitting headachewith only a blurry recollection of what had
just been read. So, over the course of several days, we took turns.
For days, I eagerly paced myself to actually enjoy the books on ev-
ery shelf. Nomorework hours, awkward family dinners, being inter-
rupted, fighting against sleep as I stayed up way past my bedtime,
pretending to be asleep, or skimming quickly to the end. I was al-
lowed to enjoy each page for as long as I wanted.

A million books later, I got bored. As each memory of my forks
accumulated more novels into my head, I didn’t find them as ex-
citing anymore. Novels I thought would be amazing either were
mediocre or shared too heavy of similarities with other books.
Plenty followed a similar narrative or held similar dialogue. Most
relied on tired tropes and overused cliches that didn’t amaze me af-
ter seeing them play out over and over and over again. The longer
I caught up on these endless books I’d always wanted to read, the
more I thought back to when Zion asked me what I wanted to do.

Well, half-way through reading yet another generic pulpy ro-
mance novella, I reached a sudden conclusion. I didn’t just want to
read. Without anyone to hold me back, I wanted to…

“You wanna write books now?” Zion repeated my statement
back to me during one of our rendezvouses at the Infinite Café.
“That’s great, Dante! What do you plan to write?”
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“I’m thinking of an autobiography so far.” I shrugged between
distracted sips on another pumpkin latte (after having dunked my
pumpkin bread in and utterly devoured it, much to Zion’s giggling
amusement). “Nothing too major. If anything, it might help me un-
pack some things, or at the very least give me some closure of some
kind. If not, I’ll just write the first thing that pops into my head.”

“You’ll need your own sim then,” Zion said.
“My own sim?”
“Where else are yougoing towork from?This café?” They chuck-

led afterfinishing the rest of their chai latte. “Of course, you’re going
to need to gain reputation. Sims aren’t free.”

The reputation market required me to interact with other peo-
ple. Purchasing and designing a sim required using the reputation
market too.Without reputation, Iwouldn’t really be allowed tomake
a place for myself to sit down and write. I’d already accumulated
some from speaking with Zion and traveling to other sims, but gain-
ing more reputation to afford a private sim was easier said than
done, at first. Even so, the work was worth it.

⋆

My very first sim started off crude, like a child’s first attempt at a
landscape, but over painstaking and devoted time I now possessed,
it transformed into my new home. At first, the end result appeared
like a painfully rendered imitation of what an artificial intelligence
thought a log cabin looked like. After scrapping it, I started again
from scratch. Only this time, I didn’t rush the construction, but
slowly built it brick by brick and tile by tile.

Assistance from Zion during our now-scheduled weekly get-
togethers at the Infinite Café helped a long way as well. They gave
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very useful advice on how to make the simulation feel real to me,
and how to be intricate with each aspect in the grand design, from
the simplest gusts of wind to the casting shadows of the Sun.

In the end, I felt content with the final rendition; seemingly
nothing more than a vast North American timber forest in spring-
time, the private sim’s only man-made structure resembled a
medium-sized rustic log cabin. The unlocked front door led to an
open interior with a kitchen and granite counter-top table in one
corner, a comfortable living room in the opposite corner, and a cir-
cular writing desk between a cozy ergonomic chair and a glass win-
dow overlooking a lake. One of my favorite features included an old-
style typewriter which came with an endless supply of ink, plus a
neighboring chalkboard on wheels to plan out my stories.

I called my finished sim Writer’s Retreat#a9f5d4e2.
My first few days spent within the digital sanctuary led to zero

results. Aside from a few typing noises and agitated mutterings, I
only really stared out the beautiful window. The first thing I initially
wanted to focus on was jotting down the biggest accomplishments
in my life (uploading being the ultimate achievement) and my fa-
vorite memories from growing up. The more I reflected on my life
though, the more I chastised myself for past failures and regrets,
none of which I bothered writing down. Instead, there was this nag-
ging feeling at the back ofmymind, thinking about howmuch better
that one bad romance novel would’ve been if the main character’s
love interest had a little more interest in getting to know her.

“I’ll work on it after I’m done with this project,” I promised my-
self.

Another few days passed. I broke away from my isolation in or-
der to join Zion again at the Infinite Café, only for my melancholy
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to disappear when they mentioned how busy they were with a sim
commission and had sent a fork in their place. Seeing the duplica-
tion ofmy friend sitting beforeme, relaxed and completely invested
in our conversation about backlogged projects, caused a great idea
to pop into my head.

“That’s it!” I suddenly shot up from our table with the widest of
smiles. A few heads turned but didn’t remain focused on me. “Zion,
you’re a genius! A brilliant, brilliant genius!”

“No need to heap praises on me,” their fork replied after laugh-
ing. “By the way, why am I a genius?”

I demonstrated it by suddenly creating a forked version of my-
self, who promptly returned to the Writer’s Retreat.

They immediately understood, sharing my grin. “You’re right,
I’m a genius, sweetie. Just don’t push yourselves too hard, okay?”

Not at first, we didn’t. After renovating my one-room cabin for
dual capacity, my days were spent at that desk, either jotting down
vague notes or thinking back to repressed memories I’d been trying
to erase. When I couldn’t bear just staying in the cabin as my forked
instance eagerly typed away on his own typewriter, I decided to ven-
ture outside and explore the sim. Within a couple of days, my fork
asked if I’d be interested in reading the novella’s rough draft. I ea-
gerly accepted it, much to his delight, and mine.

“Not bad, actually,” I said after skimming through the first chap-
ter. “It’ll need some work.”

“We’ve got all the time in the world, right?” He sat across from
me in the living room, now communal. “If this’ll need to be edited
and reworked, I’ll want to stay for longer. I’ve got some other ideas
I want to work on too.” My fork began to snicker.

“What?” I asked.
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“From now on,” he explained, “you can call me ‘Romance
Genre’.”

I stared blankly at him. “Really?”
“Yes!” He nodded vigorously, wearing a glint in his eyes I never

thought was possible to see on my own face. “If I ever feel like mak-
ing any forks towrite other book ideas, let’s name themafter genres!
I’ll be Romance Genre, and if you ever want to start working on a po-
litical thriller, but won’t get away from this slump you’re in, you’ll
fork out Political Thriller.”

I shook my head and laughed. “Whatever.”
Romance Genre was the first fork, soon joined by Horror Genre

after a particularly vivid nightmare, which then gaveme an idea for
a setting full of existential dread. The next Genres to join our quasi-
family were Fantasy, Adventure, Slice-of-Life, Humor, Drama, Sci-
ence Fiction, Young Adult, Horror Genre’s twin ‘sisters’ named Para-
normal and Lovecraftian Fiction, Romance Genre’s close collabora-
tive brother Historical Fiction, the latter of whom also liked to col-
laborate with Alternate History, and who in turn forked out Steam-
punk, who had a begrudging respect towards Historical Fiction de-
spite their antithetical differences and close similarities. Even Zion
became an extended member of the clade after forming a relation-
ship with Steampunk Genre. I remembered voicing my sheer confu-
sion, similar towhenHorrorGenre introducedme tohis younger sis-
ters, but a longdiscussionwith SteampunkandZion togetherhelped
me realized how much he’d become a different person from me.
Steampunk described to me how he didn’t view someone’s gender
(or lack thereof) as a reason not to form a romance with someone.
He sincerely loved them, regardless.
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Well, not that either of them needed it from me, but I approved
of their relationship.

Over the years, Writer’s Retreat#a9f5d4e2 expanded from a
small writing cabin into a massive woodland mansion the size of a
city. Every ‘house’ within the mansion catered to the needs, wants,
and aesthetic desires of each ‘Genre’ inmy growing clade.We talked,
exchanged stories, ideas, drafts, and manuscripts before publishing
them, supporting each other in our separate but connected endeav-
ors to be the best writers in all of the System.

Our most recent addition was Anthropomorphic Fiction, who
came into existence after I’d joined Zion at a sim gathering hosted
by a lively, awkwardly charming skunk author from the Ode clade
named Dear The Wheat And Rye Under The Stars.

Though she preferred to be called ‘Rye’, I liked calling her
‘Catcher in the Rye’, much to her chagrin and my utter amusement,
even decades after our friendship formed.

“Anthropomorphism is more than just a subgenre,” she ex-
plained to me—or rather a forked instance of me—as we dis-
cussed literature inside theOldAmerican Library of Congresswithin
Athenaeum#f6f6ff01. “It ismore akin to ameta-genre, Dante. A book
about archaeologists going after a lost treasure in the jungle is just
an average adventure, but if your protagonist is, say, a handsome
lion and his foil a sultry vixen, you can have more fun displaying
personalities that cannot be done with humans, yes?”

“Not unless the writer’s being lazy and just makes them animals
with no reason,” I argued.

Rye frowned.
“What? If a main character’s a furry, but it’s only brought up in

the description once or twice, are they really a furry?”
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Rye’s black-and-white-furred frown softened. “Fair point,” she
admitted. “But you are not really thinking about the storytelling
possibilities, are you? Instead, you spend your days holed up in that
cabin mulling over that autobiography.”

“Is Anthro worried about me again?” I groaned.
“He thinks that you are obsessed with the past. You came here

for a better future, yes?” When I didn’t answer, Rye said, “If there
is one thing that I have learned in my century and a half, it is that
the past is very complicated, but fiction need not be. Not all stories
must be told. Otherwise, that is all that you are going to do until the
end of the universe.”

I still didn’t say anything, but instead nodded meekly as she
leaned over to give a hug.

“Anyway, my apologies, but I must cut this short. I have another
meetup in a few minutes and would like to keep conflicts to a min-
imum.” She grinned with perked ears as I’d been temporarily dis-
tracted by her swishing tail. “You take care of yourself, okay?”

“No promises,” I shot back, my earlier snark returning.
She waved at me and said, “See you later, Memoir!”
My forked instance rolled his eyes before quitting, promptly

sending those memories to me. As the root instance and our quasi-
family’s patriarch, everybody else either called me bymy real name
Dante, or if they wanted to be a little humorous, ‘Memoir’.

Before uploading, my lifelong objective had been to be never
seen or heard unless required. My tall, lanky frame prevented me
from being invisible, and despite having a deep voice, I kept it at a
lowered volume until the day I had enough. Over time though, my
old self dissipated with the previous life I’d had outside the System.
I expressed myself more fully. I joked with friends, with my clade,
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and they joked with me. Laughter bubbled freely out of my lungs
like oxygen, and I smiled without feeling forced whenever I walked
into a conversation by accident. The scars lingered like ink blotches
though, leaving stains.

Rye’s words stuck with me for some time. They remained at the
back ofmymind especially during oneofmyoutingswith Zion to the
Infinite Cafe, who didn’t fully notice my slow, contemplative sips as
they described an ongoing project needing to be canceled after hav-
ing it 99% completed. The client cited trivial things and ballooned
each one into seemingly unfixable things until Zion had enough of
it.

According to them, “It brought me back to dealing with my fa-
ther. He supported me following in his footsteps as an architect,
but…well, I guess he grew jealous, andwhen he did bother to keep in
touch with me, Dad liked to nitpick my public sims that were shown
back on the ’net”

“Glad to know I’m not the only one with…family complications.”
I shrugged.

“Heh, I’ll drink to that!” They tapped their latte to mine, and we
sipped together.

One day, before attending Steampunk and Alternate History’s
collaborative book cover reveal in another sim called Grand
Gala#e39b94ee, I found myself staring at the comprehensive notes
I’d collected for the autobiography. They started off gradual, over
time brimming the entirety of my writing desk, the chalkboard, and
the walls, until each paper harshly mimicked the whites of my par-
ents’ judgmental eyes.

To this day, I don’t know what came over me. Hours before,
I’d been fervently detailing the days building up to my running
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away. I’d finally scribbled down the fury in my father and mother’s
faces when they’d discovered my…disinterest in getting married—
specifically, not to women. As punishment, they’d donated what
little possessions I owned to the church charity. My own personal
tablet didn’t survive the purge either, especially as they felt reading
‘lurid romances’ involvingmen and women contradicted the beliefs
I’d confessed.

One note on the chalkboard read, “I had nothing left to lose after
that night.MomandDad’s religionkilledmeyears ago, but after that
day, the System resurrected me.”

I understood now what Rye had been trying to tell me.
Without thinking further on the matter, I collected every paper,

note, or sketch, then sent them into the trash bin. Within seconds,
the weight of twenty years disappeared from my shoulders, and I
walked out of the cabin a freer man. Thinking about my new family,
an amusing thought came to me at the same time I blinked away to
the Gala sim.

“I wonder what those goofballs are going to call me now that I’m
no longer ‘Memoir’?”
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Sylvie — 2196

Echoes of Grace singing, memories and emotions, clashed with the
doctor’s words.

Dans un sommeil que charmait ton image
Je rêvais le bonheur, ardent mirage…

“I know you’ve signed the waivers, but I need a verbal confirma-
tion,” she was saying. “Do you understand the procedure?”

Tes yeux étaient plus doux, ta voix pure et sonore,
Tu rayonnais comme un ciel éclairé par l’aurore;

Sylvie nodded. It was strange not to feel her hair, always so frizzy
and buoyant, following the motion a scant second too late.

“I’m sorry, Sylvie, it needs to be a verbal confirmation. The up-
loading process will be fatal and irreversible. There is some risk,
about one and a half percent, that it won’t work.” The doctor paused
and picked up a pen. She added, “Won’t work after the point where
your body will have died, that is. Do you understand?”

A swallow, dry, and another nod. “What will happen in that
case?”

“Your familywill receive a payout of tenmillion francs CFA. Your
body will not be available for a burial, unfortunately.” The doctor
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looked strangely abashed. “The results of the process are… ah, not
pretty.”

“I understand.”
“One last thing, then. After the uploading process, successful or

not, your blood, organs and tissue will be donated—or, ah… sold—to
a tissue bank in central Africa. Your family will receive ten percent
of this, and the Centre the other ninety. This is to help defray the
cost of the process.”

Sylvie thought for amoment, rubbed her hand over her smooth-
shaven head. “About how much will that be?”

“The cut to your family?” The doctor fiddled with her pen,
twirling it across delicate dark fingers. “Lately, we’ve been getting
about a hundred million francs, so again, about ten million. Not a
bad payout, hmm?”

Not bad indeed. Sylvie had little love for her family, minus her
brother, so the payout wasn’t a huge incentive, as it was for others.
She just hoped Moussa wound up with a chunk of it. Unlikely, given
her mother. She nodded. “Uh, I agree. Confirm. Whatever.”

“So then. Your surgery is scheduled in one hour. You have fifteen
minutes before prep, whichmeans fifteenmoreminutes to back out
if you should choose. I’m going to head back to the team and leave
you be to think this over.” The doctor gestured to her right: a phone
huddled, mute, on the table next to the coffeemachine, the creamer
and sugar. “Dial zero on the phone on the desk if you wish to cancel.
There will be no repercussions if you do.”

The doctor stood and leaned forward, offering her hand. Sylvie
lifted herself out of her chair and accepted the handshake, mar-
veling at such an antiquated gesture, feeling the need, however real
or not, to be careful of those delicate fingers. The grip was firm.
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As the doctor stepped out of the room, Sylvie settled back into
the chair. She closed her eyes against the sight of all the posters ad-
vertising the procedure.

“Upload today!” they shouted.
“Experience a life beyond need!” they hollered.
“Work without pressure!” they howled.
Everything was so loud, so loud.
She had them all memorized, anyway. All those overbright

promises that hat circled her head like a halo yearning for the Sys-
tem somewhere above the sky had grown wearisome.

Right now, she justwanted quiet. She justwanted peace and still-
ness. She just wanted to think.

She just wanted to think of Grace.
Grace with her silvering hair.
Grace with her fair and smooth skin.
Grace with her liquid laughter and lovely voice.
They’d fallen in love within weeks. A chance meeting at a work

party—Grace someone’s plus-one, someone in accounting—had led
to an hour and a half talking about music. The chat had led to a
concert. Then another. Then coffee. They’d shared only a scant few
years together after that—one of themmarried—before being sepa-
rated again. An impenetrable boundary of distance, of the immisci-
bility of emulated sensorium and embodied flesh.

Grace’s decision hadn’t been Sylvie’s. Uploading, the very
thought of it, made her skin itch and eyes ache. To be removed from
this world and sent to another, to the System, didn’t appeal to her.
What greater life could the System offer? What did “a life beyond
need” mean? That one could eat to one’s delight? But she’d heard
that hunger wasn’t a thing, so what mattered satiation? That one
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could sleep as long as one wanted? But of what use were dreams up
there? That one could live forever?

It did appeal to Grace.
Grace with her failing voice.
Grace with her deteriorating coordination.
Grace with her pain, her depression.
For Grace, it was a way to escape her body. That body that Sylvie

loved so much, and which was such a prison to Grace. A voluntary
procedure—“Help combat overpopulation!” the posters screamed,
eugenics veiled thinly, and even then only with a wink and a nudge;
the population had been dropping for a decade at least—but also
a way to neatly sidestep the multiple sclerosis slowly claiming her
body and mind.

After the upload, Sylvie had heard from Grace through text,
through mails sent to her terminal which she’d pore over at work,
reading top to bottom, top to bottom, a daily lectio divina. She asked
Sylvie. She beggedher. Come joinme, comeupload, she said.The posters,
they’re all true, they’re all right. We can be together as if nothing had
changed. At least, nothing for the worse.

The thought still made her skin itch and her eyes ache, but all
the same, she kept dreaming of Grace. Dreaming of softer eyes, of a
voice more sonorous. Her Grace shining like the dawn.

So she’d relented.

Tu m’appelais et je quittais la terre
Pour m’enfuir avec toi vers la lumière,
Les cieux pour nous entr’ouvraient leurs nues,
Splendeurs inconnues, lueurs divines entrevues…
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Sylvie’s mind was filled to overflowing with Fauré, with that
rolling, lilting theme, with Grace’s voice at the piano. Even as she
was put in a hospital gown, even as she was wheeled back to the op-
erating room on a tired gurney, it played in her head. Maybe she
hummed, she didn’t know.

“We’re going to keep you awake, okay? We need to as part of the
process, you have to be conscious but you’ll be under local anesthe-
sia. It’ll make you feel a little dreamy. You may have visual distur-
bances.” The doctor’s smile was kind. “Some report it to be enjoy-
able.”

“Okay. How long will it take?”
“An hour and a half, plus about thirty minutes to prep you for

upload. The upload will happen in two stages,” she said. “You’ll be
uploaded to a local node at our center, which will give you access
to a waiting room of sorts for the System proper. The upload to the
L5 point will take several hours via Ansible—it’s a lot of data going
a long way, you understand—so the waiting room will usually have
you stick around.”

Sylvie thought for a moment, “What about the copy that re-
mains?”

“It’s free to quit, like a program on your terminal quitting. But
they—the… ah, sysadmins—usually request that it stay around in
case the upload to the system gets interrupted for some reason. Cos-
mic rays or whatever technobabble fits that day.”

“And I just… wait?”
“Wait until the upload’s completed, then you’ll either quit or the

sim is halted.
“And what will I feel if things go wrong?”
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The doctor hesitated, looked to her team. It was another team
member, a man with a thick French accent, who responded. “We
don’t really know. The local node will pick up on it and alert us.
Death just looks like death to us.”

Sylvie nodded. Tried to nod, at least. She was firmly strapped
down. “Alright.”

There was a pinprick at the crook of her elbow. A feeling of cool-
ness spread up her arm, into her chest. A tightness, there, and then
a tightness along her neck. A brief moment of panic as she tried to
flex her fingers.

“We are starting the neuromuscular blocker. This will paralyze
your voluntary muscles, so don’t panic about the feeling,” the anes-
thesiologist mumbled, distracted. He tapped her forearm, sending
a pins-and-needles flash through the right half of her body. “But it
doesn’t numb you. That will be the next one, the anesthetic.”

Sylvie attempted to speak, but only managed a grunt of assent.
The anesthesiologist nodded, “Good. Here it comes, then.”
The chill ache was replaced with a comfortable warmth.
Not warmth, she thought. Nothingness. Floatingness. Leaving-the-

Earth-ness. Gone-ness. Some part of her giggled. Dreamy indeed.
“Sylvie, can you hear me? You won’t be able to speak or blink or

nod, but can you try and take two quick breaths? It may be difficult.
We’ll intubate if necessary.”

Sylvie obeyed. Or thought she did, at least. She couldn’t tell if
the breaths were actually happening. It seemed to be enough for
the anesthesiologist, whose shadow across her vision bowed and
stepped out of sight.

Time wandered.
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Voices rang with the timbre of bells. Sometimes they formed
words, sometimes they were broken down into their component
tones and she could only here formants, fundamentals. Surgeons
talking to technicians.

A dull, basso organ note of something grinding, her vision vi-
brating, blurring the sight of the light above the bed.

A light? The light? Are my eyes even open?
The light took the form of Grace, and Sylviemore readily gave in

to the effects of the drug.
Grace with her angelic smile. Grace lifting her up, away from the

earth. Grace running, running into the ring of that surgeon’s lamp.
Into and through, up and up. Clouds, clouds parting.

The organ note screamed up through several octaves.
Calm, ringing voices.
That yearning song tinkling pacidly throughhermind, stretched

and elongated. She was unable to tell whether it came from her-
self or from one of the techs. Or maybe from Grace. Dans un som-
meil que charmait ton image…Tinkling andflowing. Rocking. Drunken.
Drunken on dreams.

Minutes fled by. Hours. Days, perhaps. Always, in front of her,
her angel. Bright, soft skin that contrasted beautifully against her
own, cream spilled in coffee. Always lifting her up. How far did they
have to go?

Grace was drifting away from her, receding.
The light flared in intensity. Somehow became black. A shining,

blinding blackness amid a field of more blackness, matte and plain.
Tugging, pulling.
Prying.
A snap.
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A sense of wrongness, of gravity.
Falling away. Layers of self peeling back, each successive shed-

ding revealing something more raw, more primal. Molting. The
boundary between her Self and the blackness complicating, fraying,
fading.

Grace was gone, too, faded to nothing.
Come back! Sylvie shouted into the nothingness. Her fists, raw

and exposed to their very core, to the concept of Fist sans physical
representation, pounded at the blackness. Pounded at herself.

Come back! Come back! Grace! She wailed. Screamed. Sobbed.
Grace…
A whisper against building chords, Grace’s sweet voice.
And then the wave receded.

Hélas! Hélas! triste réveil des songes
Je t’appelle, ô nuit, rends moi tes mensonges,
Reviens, reviens radieuse,
Reviens ô nuit mystérieuse!

⋆

The team stood still. There was no written protocol as to what one
should dowhile the local nodeprocessed theupload, but they always
remained silent. The doctor held her breath every time.

A small pinging noise. The local readout flashed red.
Shoulders sagged around the room. The nurse’s lips began to

move in silent prayer.
“Error in processing upload.” The tinny speaker sounded imper-

sonal. Perhaps it was designed that way to play down the loss. “Ir-
recoverable data corruption. Please check all contacts before con-
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tinuing or contact a System support technician for a full rig inspec-
tion.”

“Well.” The anesthesiologist’s voice, so human, contrasted with
the words from the speaker. “That’s that, then.”

“That’s that,” the doctor echoed. She sighed and backed away
from Sylvie’s body. It was empty, now. A husk. A vessel poured out
into nothing. “I’ll start the paperwork and call her family and the
insurance company. Get the payout processed as soon as possible.
Third one this month, too.”

The other team members nodded. None looked happy.
“Goon, get her cleanedup and sent to thehandlers.” She trudged

from the room, her feet dragging. Pulling off her gloves one by one
she added half to herself, “At least someone will get something out
of this. Alas.”
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Ernie — 2328

Ernie felt a gentle sensorium ping wake him from the deep sleep he
found himself in. He blinked his eyes blearily and reached for an
alarm clock. When his hand didn’t find anything to latch onto, he
was awake enough to remember he was on the System, and could
just think about the current time to check it. Old habits die hard. It
was systime 204+1400, about 2PMor so. He didn’t think he had set an
alarm ping for himself before taking a nap, but hemust havewanted
to make sure he was up and ready for this afternoon. Maybe he was
just being cautious. Ever since he uploaded, it felt like hewasmaking
up for lost time when it came to sleep.

He groaned, stood up slowly, and rubbed the sleep out of the cor-
ners of his eyes. He concentrated on the outfit he had planned to
wear, a plaid flannel that was comfortable and a pair of blue jeans
with a ratchet belt, and his pajamas shifted seamlessly into the out-
fit he had envisioned.With years of practice, he’d figured out the art
of changing clothes on the fly. Though, with the scale and breadth of
his usual wardrobe, it was surprising it took that long. Hewas thank-
ful that he wouldn’t have to worry about showing up to a diner with
his top half wearing his sleeping shirt anymore.

He walked over to his bedroom closet and opened the doors to
pick out the final piece to his outfit. After carefully considering four
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of his best mesh hats, he decided on the one with a black brim and
a logo from a football team that hadn’t existed phys-side for at least
fifty years. Hard to go wrong with the classics. He could have willed
the hat onto his head but this was one part of his ritual to leave the
house that he stubbornly clung onto. The act of choosing was one
that needed to be tactile for him to feel like he was ready to step
out. And with one last check on the time and his reputation balance,
he stepped from his home sim.

He arrived at SGAF Forum#4da206f6 a scant few milliseconds
later. He could have gotten there a bit faster, had this been a sim
he frequented often, but today was a day of new experiences for
Ernie. He was just a tad bit nervous, as he hadn’t tried breaking into
a new social group for a good couple decades now. His current cir-
cle was mostly former truck drivers, though there was some occa-
sional overlap with the folks who worked at the various diners that
he would visit.

In fact, it was a chance meeting at a diner that had gotten him
this invitation.

Everybody’s got a hobby, and in the case of functionally immor-
tal folks, they tend to have several. More time to diversify andwhat-
not. One of Ernie’s hobbies was trying to find the best reuben sand-
wich that he could eat in the wide expanse of the System. This was
no small feat either. He’d been diligently eating at just about every
diner he could get into for the past seventy or so years and had quite
the list going. It was a great way to get him out of the house and he
found that over time hewas able to home in on the aspects of a great
reuben for him. The rye bread needed to be at least a certain thick-
ness with a little bit of give, the dressing shouldn’t be too runny,
the coleslaw had to have a decent bite to it, the swiss shouldn’t be
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sharp or bitter, and the corned beef needed to provide just the right
amount of tension and snap when taking a bite. With new restau-
rants opening and closing every day across however many millions
of sims, he had no shortage of places to visit.

During one of these trips, he had gotten into a conversationwith
a woman who was sitting at the diner’s bar next to him. Her name
was Melanie and they had quickly hit it off after Ernie impressed on
her that the diner had a really terrible reuben. They had talked a bit
more about current events with Melanie catching Ernie up on how
the Castor and Pollux probes were doing a few years after the big
Launch. He wasn’t sure he could wrap his head around a good chunk
of themore technical stuff she was telling him, but she seemed to be
fine with him nodding his head as though he understood. That had
ledher to talk about howa fewof her friends had left forks on each of
the probes. Erniewasn’t a big fan of forking andwhenMelanie asked
why, he had said he didn’t feel comfortable going into it. Noticing
his distress, she had told him that she had trouble with forking as
well. And before he could say anythingmore, she had slipped a small
metallic card under his sandwich plate. She then settled her tab and
had told Ernie to keep in touch, before stepping from the sim. When
he looked at the card later, he found the address coordinates to a sim
underneath an embossed title that read “Support Group for Anoma-
lies in Forking” along with a meeting time. Curiosity had won out
and so nowhe stood outside of amassive glass-paneled building that
looked closer to a corporate high-rise suite than a place for group
therapy.

He was surprised that he didn’t materialize right within the
meeting room. There must have been a reason that the entry point
for the simwould be outside of the building, but most designers pri-
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oritized an instance’s ease of experience over realism. While there
were doubtless sim architects who would disagree, function often
trumped form. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see a small
sign crudely printed on notebook paper and taped up to the glass
with masking tape. The sign read, “Due to renovations, SGAF meet-
ingmoved to the auxiliary room for the time being. Please be patient
as a group member will come to assist you in getting into the tem-
porary room.”

Ernie thought about leaving and coming back next week, but he
had already gone to the trouble of getting dressed in his good flan-
nel. So, he waited for someone to come answer the door and let him
in. When he checked the time for the fourth time in a row, he had
just about run out of patience.

“Welp,” he saidwhile hikingup the front of his jeans, “nothin’ for
it.” He walked over to the door of the building and reached forward
to open it. Surely someone inside would be able to tell himwhere he
needed to go?

But before he could put his hand on the handle, the door on his
left swung open and a familiar face poked her head out.

“Oh good! You did decide to come after all,” Melanie said. Her
smile was infectious. She was a middle-aged woman with an olive
complexion and thick bouncy curls of hair that came to her shoul-
der. She was wearing a t-shirt that was a mix of pinks and whites
underneath a dark blue satin jacket that had a metallic sheen with
pants of a similar color but different material on her legs.

“Yep, figured I should see what this is all about,” Ernie replied.
“Well don’t just stand there, come on inside. I’m excited for you

to meet everyone.” She gestured with her hand for Ernie to follow
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her inside. He grabbed the door and shut it behind him as he walked
through.

It was a long walk and by the time they had reached a rather
imposing solid oak door, Ernie was having second thoughts about
coming. He leaned against the wall as Melanie fished around in her
pockets for a set of keys. But instead of going to open the door, she
carefully removed a single key from the keyring and pressed it into
Ernie’s hand.

“While this is more symbolic than practical, I’ve just given you
very limited ACLs to access the auxiliary meeting room. You should
be able to open the door and step through now. We can go in once
you’re ready.”

Ernie smiled slightly and said, “Thanks. Don’t suppose I can get
ya to explain what it’s gonna be like in there before we walk in?”

“Oh, you’ll be fine. You’re encouraged to talk through how you
feel about forking but no one is obligated to share if they don’t feel
like it. And the others will understand since they’ve been in your
shoes before.”

Ernie felt relieved at that. He wasn’t sure how comfortable he
was going to be with all of this, so it was nice that Melanie had given
him an out at the start. Shemust have gone through this a fair num-
ber of times with other people if she knew to address that fear right
from the jump. He pushed himself off of the nearbywall with a grunt
and placed his key into the lock of the massive door. There was a
slight resistance as he felt the tumblers in the door click into place.
He looked over at Melanie expectantly and she gave a small nod of
her head as if to say “go ahead”. He twisted the doorknob in his hand
and pulled back towards him hard. He was surprised to find that the
door wasmuch lighter than he anticipated as it swung open quickly.
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Melanie laughed and walked through the door into the auxiliary
room. Ernie followed her in, making sure to shut the door behind
him.

The room was huge and could hardly be called ‘auxiliary’. If
this was what they considered a spare room, he would have been
blown away by the main room. The walls were covered in a dark
brown wood paneling and had framed pictures of people from what
looked like previous SGAF events or meetings. The pictures them-
selves were taken within this room, which Ernie felt was odd. They
must getmore use out of the spare room thanhe expected. Along the
edges of the rooms were a collection of sofas, couches, and wooden
chairs, presumably for the members to use to sit down on. The cen-
ter of the room looked like it was designed to hold a large circular ta-
ble, but that space was currently empty. There were a couple plants
in the corners of the room to break up the space with a few splashes
of green and yellow. No flowering plants though, only ferns and
fronds. More colors than that would be too distracting. The room
felt like it was designed to give the impression of a psychiatrist’s of-
fice, even to Ernie who had never been in one back phys-side.

Around the circle sat three other people in chairs that were as
unique as them. Ernie did his best not to stare, but his eyes were
drawn to the chair that looked absolutely uncomfortable to sit in.
Thin seat suspended in the air over a base of interlocking segments
of white polished marble with hovering armrests that moved along
with their body. He knew of furries, but he had never seen a furry
like this one before.

Ernie tried to recall the last time he had interacted with furries
and realized that it had been backwhenhewas phys-side. His truck’s
GPS had crashed on him and he was in a part of the country that
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was entirely unfamiliar. When he pulled into the nearest gas station
looking for directions, a group of furries helped him out by opening
up his GPS and fixing the offending part.

This furry in particular was an amalgam of many different an-
imal features that Ernie could only really guess at. Their head was
long and canine, but the ears were small and close to the head. On
top of their head was a set of deer antlers. Their body was covered
in a light brown fur that poked out of a shiny black suit coat com-
pletewith coat-tails. Behind themwas a long and lizard-like tail that
swayed hypnotically. They exuded a kind of confidence in how they
carried themself that was intimidating to Ernie. None of their dis-
parate parts seemed to be causing them discomfort and even the
places on them that transitioned to a new animal seemed to fade
and give way to the next without hesitation.

They leaned forward in their chair and gestured to Ernie saying,
“I didn’t expect you to bring someonenew todayMelanie!What kind
of morsel do we have here?” As they talked Ernie could see a flash of
their fangs and the many rows of teeth inside of their mouth.

“Settle down Devonian, we don’t want to scare him off before
he’s even had a chance to get to know us,” said a man sitting back-
wards in a combined school desk and chair much smaller than him.
He was wearing a blue turtleneck and khaki pants and fiddled with
a wooden ruler at his desk.

“Do you think so little of me David? I was just implying I would
have gottendressed better had I knownaheadof timewe’d behaving
company.”

“You’re already sufficiently fancy. What would be the next step
up? A regency era ball gown with a full train?” asked a woman sit-
ting on a polished wooden bench that was just wide enough for her.
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Ernie felt uneasy looking over at her because she looked like she was
actively melting. Not in a painful way, but in the sort of way where
her facial features were closer to a painting done in Picasso’s style
of noses, eyes, and mouth off center and rearranged on the canvas
of her head.

“My dearest Samantha, you should know that I don’t much care
for wearing regency gowns. Too many puffy shoulders for my taste.
But you do have a point. Perhaps next month I’ll wear a dress that
matches my sensibilities.”

“Oh, that does sound fun. Maybe we could color coordinate the
whole group. Youngman, would you say thatwarm tonesmatch bet-
ter for you? Or are you more of a fan of colder colors?”

It took Ernie a second to realize that Samantha was addressing
him. He fidgeted with the back of his mesh cap and said, “I don’t
exactly know what you’re talking about ma’am, sorry.”

Samantha laughed out of the corner of her face and said, “Don’t
worry about it, Ernie. I’m sure we’ll be able to find something that
would look good on you.”

At this Ernie crossedhis arms over his chest saying, “Well, I think
I look pretty good in flannel.”

“It does suit you well, there’s no question in that. Melanie, can
you help him get a chair?” David asked.

Melanie nodded and scanned around the room until she found
the chairs stacked in the corner. A few seconds later she walked to-
ward the group with two wooden chairs plucked from the edge of
the room. She set one down in front of Ernie closer to the rest of the
group’s circle and then took a seat on her own. She looked up at the
ceiling and waved her left hand’s fingers through the air in subtle
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gestures. When she was done, she brought her head back down to
eye level.

“Sorry about that, old habits from navigating cards in ancient
sims back phys-side. I just granted you limited ACLs to make a chair
that is comfortable for you to sit in. Unless the wooden one works
for you, but as you can see most folks decide to personalize it a bit.”

Ernie sat down tentatively and let himself lean back into the
back of the chair. He wasn’t the best at conjuring things from his
mind’s eye without a fair bit of practice so he was worried that
he’d be stuck in this decidedly uncomfortable chair for the whole
time. However, as he leaned back, he could feel the chair shift and
morph around him. The wood underneath him reshaped and filled
with stuffing, the supporting structure hardening into a lightweight
black metal frame. As he reached the limit for leaning backwards, a
padded footrest extended out from the base of the chair and cra-
dled his legs and feet. He reached down over the edge of the chair’s
rapidly manifesting puffy armrests and curled his fingers around
the wooden lever he knew would be there. With a grunt and a swing
of his legs downward, he pulled on the lever and catapulted himself
back to an upright sitting position. It even squeaked with the same
loose spring that had been there back phys-side. There was a singu-
lar piece of furniture that Ernie knew better than his own body: his
trusty periwinkle blue rocking chair recliner.

Melanie asked, “Is that better then?”
“Much better.”
She clapped her hands together and cleared her throat slightly.

“Alright, we’re just about ready to start with our session today then.
Since Ernie is new, Iwant to reiterate thatwhile this could be consid-
ered therapy, I’m not a practicing therapist. I’m a retired therapist
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and as such Iwant to encourage you to seek out professional therapy
services in addition to this group. If you’re interested in scheduling
one on one sessions, I have a great list of therapists on the System
that would love to work with you.”

David leaned over his desk and whispered to Ernie, “Just make
sure you don’t schedule an appointment with Ms. Genet.”

Melanie narrowed her eyes and shot a nasty look over at David
before saying, “Just because Sarah and youweren’t a goodfit doesn’t
mean she’s not a good therapist.”

He leaned back in his desk looking sufficiently embarrassed for
getting caught. For a split second, Ernie could picture him as a stu-
dent getting called out by the teacher during class.

She continued, “I’m going to go first and introduce myself and
talk a little bit about my relationship with forking. I would encour-
age you all to do the same if you feel comfortable so that Ernie can
get an idea ofwhatwe’re about here at the SGAF. Don’t feel shy about
asking questions either, as that will help us to loosen up and discuss
our problems. You do not need to answer any questions you do not
feel like answering. If someone does not want to answer, you must
drop it. End of discussion, no exceptions. This process relies on us
trusting each other and part of building that trust is respecting our
boundaries.”

She rocketed up from her chair, knocking it over in the process
and placed a hand over her heart. Her eyes scanned back and forth
across the circle to make sure that she had everyone’s attention.
When she was satisfied that they were all focused on her she said,
“My name is Melanie Marquetta and whenever I go to fork, this hap-
pens…”
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She then stepped out of her body and Ernie could see the orig-
inal Melanie along with an almost perfect facsimile of her sculpted
entirely out of dark blue metal forks. Hundreds of thousands of in-
terlocking pieces of metal, all very clearly tableware, were woven
together into her body shape. Even her hair was made of delicately
curled and coiledmetal strands. Shewas themagnumopus of amas-
ter metalworker who looked to Melanie as their muse.

Both instances stood still as a statue for a moment and Ernie
was concerned that the process of forking had harmed her. Melanie
smiled and in unison her and hermetal copymoved their arms from
off of their chests outward in a flourish. This caught Ernie off-guard
and he shouted out, “What the hell!”

The Melanie made of flesh said, “That’s the usual reaction I get
whenever I do this, so I won’t take it personally. What do you think,
Metalanie?” She turned her head towards her metal doppelganger
andMetalanie said, “I expected him to jump a littlemore if I’m being
honest.”

WheneverMetalanie spoke, she sounded likeMelanie’s voicewas
being passed through a long metal tunnel. It had an echo to it that
made it hard for Ernie to parse out what she had said until a few
moments after she had stopped speaking. He also noticed that while
Metalanie couldmove likeMelanie, themovements were slower and
less graceful. As though she was fighting the metal she was made of
to be able to move around. Ernie had so many questions.

“So does this mean you’re an instance artist then?” he asked.
Ernie had heard of instance artists in passing but didn’t know a lot
about them.Hehadheard that people had found away to use forking
as an art medium but that was the breadth of his experience with
them as a group. It certainly seemed like it would apply to Melanie.
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Melanie bent down to pick up her chair off the floor and sat
down. Metalanie moved behind her and draped her arms over the
top of the chair. Melanie said, “No, I’m not an instance artist. That
honor goes to Samantha.”

Samantha piped up and said, “Guilty as charged! One of these
days I’ll get you to come to one of my shows, darling.”

”I swear I’ll get out to one eventually. You know how busy I get,”
Melanie said.

Ernie furrowed his brows together as he tried to formulate his
next question.

“So then, what’s yer deal? You just like making really fancy
copies of yourself in metal?”

“No, it’s actually a fair bit less complicated. My ‘deal’ is that
whenever I go to fork, it winds up as a metal copy of myself made
out of forks. Every. Time.”

And to prove her point she forked four more times until there
were fourmoreMetalanie’s standing around her chair. Each onewas
a different color of metal from burnished bronze to gleaming gold,
but all of them were made of metal.

“I can influence the color of themetal and even change some as-
pects of how I’m dressed but other than that, I can’t affectmy forks.”

She crossed her right leg over her left and let all instances of
Metalanie quit and merge back down into her. For a moment she
was half flesh and half metal, but as she resolved merge conflicts
her flesh won out little by little. She opened her eyes and said, “And
thenmerging down brings its own unique set of challenges with just
having experienced life as a being completely made of metal. I’ve
gotten really good at experiential merging and that’s helped a lot.”
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“So, when you fork, you’re forced to bemade ofmetal?Wouldn’t
that have come upwhen you did that initial forking test thingy, they
makeyoudo right as yaupload? Iwould think the Systemwouldhave
caught something as big as that.”

“It’s actually funny youmention that initial check. But hold that
thought a second.”

Melanie scrunched her face up and Ernie could tell she was
straining against some invisible force. Her right arm wrenched up-
wards and she strained to pull her pinky and ring fingers down to
her palm. She moved her other fingers into position so that she
made a kind of gun with her middle and pointer fingers with the
thumb as the trigger. She swung the faux gun around and Ernie
instinctively ducked. She wasn’t pointing it at him, but rather at
the inner elbow joint of her left arm. She moved her thumb up and
down and Erniewonderedwhy shewas shooting her arm in thisway.
Melanie didn’t say anything and after a few motions, she began to
flex her left arm out and in, out and in. She then moved to another
joint and repeated the process.

“It’s silly if I’m being honest with myself, but visualizing the oil
helps to lubricate my joints after a lot of quick merges.”

Now itmade sense to Ernie. Not a gun, but an oil can. It only took
her a couple more seconds until she was fully mobile again at which
point, she said, “That’s a relief. Now where was I again?”

Devonian spoke up and said, “You were going to explain to Ernie
about your upload.”

“That’s right, thank you.” She turned to face Ernie and said, “I
may not act like it, but I was one of the first batch of people to upload
once they started opening up the process to the public. Now thatwas
back around 2126 and they were still working out how to automate
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the process of onboarding new users to the System. I didn’t know
this prior to uploading, but I doubt that it would have changed my
mind at the time. The reason that I had the money to upload and
why I’m a retired therapist are closely linked. And before you ask,
that is something I will not budge on speaking more about.”

Ernie nodded in agreement. He could tell from the conviction
of her last sentence that prying anymore would get him a one-way
boot from the sim.

“So, I get myself uploaded to the System and I hear this auto-
mated voice go over someof the basicswithme. They getme familiar
with how to make clothes and before it can tell me about forking it
glitches out. Next thing I know the gray box I was standing in opens
up and when I step through the door, I’m in some random city sim.”

She took a moment to brush the hair out of her face before con-
tinuing. “I wasn’t in the best state of mind when I first uploaded.
Before I knew it, I had found a bar and proceeded to drink myself
extremely drunk. I’m talking completely wasted. Toasty to the max.
Knackered and shit-to-face and round the bend. From what people
have told me, I was a sight to behold. This was also before I was told
you could affect your sensorium and sober yourself up. So here I was
at the bar, getting drunker by the minute, and I overheard someone
talking about forking. And to me, this is the funniest thing in the
world. Some yahoo is talking about making a copy of himself and
it’smade of forks.What awild concept. But I’m just drunk enough to
give it a try. I go to fork and sure enough, when I step out ofmy body,
there’s a copy of me made out of forks. Which just gets me laugh-
ing even harder. So, I make another copy, and another copy, and
another copy. By the time I got bounced from the sim, I had spent
a good chunk of my reputation making copies of myself. It wasn’t

62



Michael Miele

until a few weeks later, after I had some time to process living on
the System, that I tried to fork again and found that metal-me had
stuck.”

Ernie whistled through his teeth and said, “Geez Melanie! That
sure is quite the story. How’d you figure that your metal-you was
stuck though?”

“A lot of trial and error, mostly. After I had a chance to meet
and talk with other people on the System, I realized that my experi-
ence of forking was very different to others. They would talk about
forking with intention to change their appearance and at the time I
couldn’t even affect how my forks would look. That only came with
years of patience andpractice.Meanwhile, Joe Schmoeover here can
fork himself some new eyebrows just as easy as he pleases. It was
incredibly frustrating and isolating for years. And then, one partic-
ularly bad day, I resolved to find others on the System that I could
properly relate to. Build a community, as it were. That project has
kept me nice and busy for the last few decades and I don’t plan on
stopping anytime soon.”

She smiled and looked back over to Ernie. Not with expectation,
but with understanding. And Ernie could tell that Melanie had been
in his shoes before. There was something in the way she looked past
him and into all of the arguments he had over the years about his
forking habits. He was just about to share, when Samantha cut him
off.

“I actually want to talk about the ease of changing your appear-
ance as that struck a chord with me as you were sharing.”

Melanie nodded and said, “Go ahead Samantha. Why don’t you
introduce yourself first?”
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Samantha got up from her chair slowly and addressed the room.
“Hello everyone, my name is Samantha. Every time I fork, a portion
of my face goes slightly off center.”

Ernie was waiting for her to fork like Melanie did, but Samantha
just sat back down and continued talking.

“There’s a reason I can’t showyouwhat forking forme looks like.
It ties directly into why I can’t fork right now at all. You see, I’ve got
a gallery showing coming up and with me as the central piece in the
show I need to keepmy face exactly as it is for the intended audience
I’m seeking out. If I fork even one more time, there’s a chance that
my canvas will get smudged as it were.”

Devonian leaned forward in their chair and said, “That’s got to
be dreadfully limiting. How do you manage that while working in
instance artistry?”

Samantha’s smile was nervous and tired. “I do my best, but it is
difficult. When most of your friends or colleagues are dispersion-
istas, there is a social pressure to fork and fork often. I don’t think
they’re doing it intentionally or maliciously, but subconsciously
there is an expectation that while working in instance artistry you
will be able to fork often. I was lucky to carve out a niche for myself
doing the kind of art that my difficulties in forking allows me to do,
but that doesn’t help when I am invited to art shows for networking
and I can’t go. I used to use the cost to my reputation as an excuse
for not being able to fork, but as that cost went down, less and less
people would accept it.”

David leaned back in his chair and said, “I think we all can relate
to not having the same freedom of movement that others that can
forknormally have. I know that I’ve had a rough time trying to juggle
my schedule when there is an expectation that I can be in multiple
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places at once. As nice as living on the System is, that is definitely a
part I could stand to live without.”

The group mumbled a few affirmations of agreement and Devo-
nian chimed in. “I can’t say that I have the same problem, but I do
sympathize with the sentiment.”

“Oh, you don’t count. Not with how you fork,” David said.
Devonian’s snout creased up and they showed a flash of their

many rows of teeth. “I suppose not, considering I don’t have an is-
sue with forking as often as I please. Yet, I am still affected by this
process differently. Hence, why I am here at all.”

He sighed, “I know, I know. I didn’t mean to come at you so
strongly. I had a bad week and I don’t want to take it out on you.”

Devonian let their lips fall over their teeth once more and made
a show of smoothing out their suit jacket. Melanie stepped in and
said, “Do you want to talk about your week?”

He looked like hewas thinking intently before he answered. “Let
Samantha finish first, I want a little time to sort throughmy feelings
before sharing.”

Ernie raised his hand sheepishly causingMelanie to laugh a little
bit. “Yes Ernie? You wanted to say something?”

He put his hand down and said, “Well, Samantha was talking
about how she found instance art she could still do and I wanted to
hearmore about that. I’ve not been to a lot of art shows but it sounds
interestin’.”

Samantha brightened at this, smiling her off-center smile the
widest Ernie had seen yet. “But of course, Ernie darling! I’ve worked
a lot with time-lapse photography in the past and that’s one of my
more popular mediums. I take a picture every day after forking ex-
actly once and combine them into a short video that shows the path
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my features take as theymove acrossmy face. I try to keep the back-
dropof the images the same throughout, butwhen I got boredof that
I realized I could incorporate stop motion animation on the desk of
the table I would take my photos in front of. That was an incredi-
bly grueling but rewarding period of mywork as an instance artist. I
had topractice quite a bit before I couldmake the animation smooth.
Not to mention what to use as a subject that would complement the
trajectory of my face before I knew where it would end up.”

“My bread and butter for my exhibitions has always been dis-
playing my face in new and novel ways. For one exhibit I made hun-
dreds of ornate painting frames and ran between them all while
looking at the guests with funny faces. That was incredibly fun. The
guests all got into it. I must admit that some of my recent work has
been inspired byMelanie in part, as I pose still like a statue in gaudy
primary color clothes while a stage light of the same color shines on
a section of my face. I invite the guests to walk aroundme in a circle
and as they reach a new part of my face, I change my outfit, pose,
and lighting to evoke a new emotion.”

She folded her hands on her lap looking extremely pleased with
herself. “Thank you for indulging me, dear. I get on a roll about my
artistic process and I don’t shut up for anything. Are you ready to
share David?”

“Yeah, I think I pinned down what was bugging me.”
He sat up in his chair and planted his feet firmly underneath the

desk. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, rubbing his fingers
over his eyelids. When he had collected himself, he opened his eyes
back up and spoke.

“I’m angry and upset because a good friend of mine got miffed
that I sent a fork to spend some time with him instead of sending

66



Michael Miele

my root instance. The complicated part of this is that he’s someone
who should know better since he knows how forking affects me.”

“Well, that does explain why you’ve been so combative today. I
dare say I’d be a mite bit more growly if that had happened to me.
Do you think you’re more upset because you didn’t expect this kind
of behavior from him?” Devonian asked.

“Maybe? I felt like since I’ve explained this to him before he
wouldn’t hold it over me if I had to send a fork, but it seems to have
had the opposite effect. Now that he knows, he ends up stewing on
where my root instance is and that causes a lot of friction between
us.”

Melanie sighed and said, “I’ve unfortunately had to deal with
this before. It’s part of the reason that I keep the people who know
about how my forking works to a minimum. Once folks can defini-
tively tell that you’ve sent a fork, they can get squirrely about why it
wasn’t important enough for you to show up in person. Never mind
that forks are so ubiquitous with everyone else that it’s not a prob-
lem. It suddenly becomes an issue since you don’t fork as often. They
start to think that you value them or that relationship less because
you’re not there ‘in person’.”

“That does feel like what’s going on, I hate to admit it. What
makes this worse is that it’s difficult to explain this kind of social
pressure to fork to those outside of the System. I keep in touch with
a few teachers phys-side, but they don’t have a great frame of refer-
ence for it to compare to.”

Ernie raised his hand again and David’s training as a teacher
kicked in. He pointed to him and called him by name.
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“Yeah, I feel like I’m a bit out of the loop here. Why would your
friend even be able to tell that you sent a fork? Not meaning to of-
fend none, but you look like the most unassumin’ of the lot of ya.”

“I suppose I should give you some more context. I don’t need
to worry about the concept of a body anymore. Ideally, this should
have been good forme. Iwas in a lot of pain before uploading and the
retirement plan for a teacher was not promising. But seeing as I was
a biology teacher for twenty some odd years at a high school, talking
about bodies and their various functions were a daily occurrence for
me. So, to exist as this concept of thought and data made it harder
for me to fork. I would get caught up in the minutiae of how the
humanbodyworkswhenever I tried. Therewas adiagram Ihadhung
up as a poster for the class and in this poster was a detailed layout
of the different sections of the human body layered on top of each
other. That poster burned deeply into my brain after looking at it
through class after class. The result is that when I step out of my
body, I do so in stages.”

David slid out of his desk chair feet first, tumbling forward and
springing up on the balls of his heels. He looked back over to Ernie
and asked, “You don’t get squeamish, do you?”

Ernie wasn’t sure how to answer that question. He felt like if
David was asking him that now, it was quite the loaded question.
He settled for a less than confident “No?”

David must have felt like that was enough for him as he stepped
to the right and began to fork. His first fork stepped out of his skin
and his underlying muscles were his new outer layer. Another fork
and all that was left was a collection of organs free-floating on a
transparent frame. The next fork was just the thin wiry nerve end-
ings that made up David’s nervous system. When he forked for the
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last time, Ernie was incredibly relieved to see that it was just David’s
skeleton.

The original David coordinated his other forks to line up in a
straight line with the skeleton at the back and then asked, “Now
stand in front of us all and look through.” Ernie got up from his re-
cliner and reluctantly did as he was asked. He could see what David
had been saying earlier. Each forkwhen layered on top of each other
created a very detailed look at the inside of his body.

Ernie squinted and leaned in closer to themuscle fork and asked,
“So which of these were ya when you visited your friend? I could
imagine him getting upset if you showed up as a big blob of muscle.”

The Skeleton-David walked up to Ernie from the back of the line
and put his bony hand on his shoulder. Ernie suppressed a shudder
that rocketed through him at the contact with the cold and calcium-
rich touch.

His words chattered and echoed through the skull’s mouth, but
they were still decipherable. “That would’ve been me. I was sent to
spend time with him since the other forks are more unsettling. It’s
not a great solution, but it beats sending a living collection of loose
organs.”

“So then, you had to fork at least four times to get to the body
that you knew wouldn’t upset your friend. And you’re upset that
he doesn’t seem to be understanding the effort you’re putting in
for him?” Samantha had been thinking quietly, but as she finished
speaking the original David started jumping up and down.

“Yes! Yes! This is it exactly! You’ve hit the nail on the head. I
know that he knows that it’s a lot of forking for me to get to my
skeleton and he doesn’t seem to care. And what’s worse is that he
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had to tell me about why he was upset this week, months afterward,
because I didn’t let that fork merge down.”

Ernie gently reached up and took Skeleton-David’s hand from
his shoulder and let it drop to his side. He walked slowly over to the
original David and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Now you let me know if I’m talkin’ out of turn, but I think I’ve
got a notion why yer friend was so upset with you.”

David shrugged and said, “Shoot.”
“You said that you don’tmerge in your forks.Well, what if hewas

upset that youwouldn’t remember the time you both spent together
because he knew that youwouldn’tmerge?Wouldn’t that feel a little
bit like he had his time wasted?”

David put his fingers on his chin as he thought about what Ernie
had said. He gave the command for his other forks to quit and his
eyes lit up. “Shit. I think youmight be right. I, uh, might owe him an
apology. Thanks Ernie.”

“Wasn’t any trouble at all. Glad I could help.” Ernie uncrossed his
arms and pat David gently on his back. They made their way back to
their respective chairs and sat down. Devonian clapped from their
awkward chair.

“Well done, you’re already a natural.”
Ernie had to agree with Devonian, yet it was a little strange that

the others were so comfortable with him. He had just met them a
little bit ago, but the way they talked to him, it felt like they knew
him already. Maybe they were just more in touch with their feelings
than hewas. They’ve got that practice from coming and sharing that
he isn’t used to after all. But then why did it feel second nature al-
ready? His train of thought was interrupted by Melanie and he put
it out of his mind for now.
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She tilted her head towards Devonian and asked, “Are you up to
sharing this week Devonian?”

They licked the corner of their snout with a forked tongue that
was longer than Ernie felt could comfortably fit within their face
and nodded.

“But I’m not going to get up. I’ve just gotten comfortable and if I
stand up, I guarantee I’ll end up having to reposition my tail for the
next half hour.”

“Suit yourself,” Melanie said.
“I do, every morning.”
There was a collective groan from around the circle and Devo-

nian chuckled to themself.
“Alright, enough tomfoolery.” They turned their head and spoke

directly to Ernie. “When I uploaded, I was human in appearance.
That may be hard to visualize, but it’s the truth.”

They paused for a minute and then said, “I just realized that you
may need some crucial context or else this next part ofmy story will
be lost on you. So, do you by chance know what a furry is Ernie?”

“Yeah, I know of ‘em. Fine folks helped me out in a pinch once.”
“Oh good, that makes this easier. I was a furry back before up-

loading and had quite a few fursonas to my name. Most furries have
one fursona that they pick and stick with for many years. Some will
switch it up occasionally and others have a group of about two to
three they’ll rotate between. I say all this because I was firmly out-
side of the norm.”

“I had a wholemenagerie of fursonas that I would swap between
whenever the mood struck me. One day I’d be a lion and the next I’d
be a deer. Fridays felt like a goat kind of day for a while and then I
had my snake period. What I’m trying to get at is that I had a lot of
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feelings about how to represent myself as a furry and those feelings
shifted and changed daily.”

“Fast-forward tomyuploadday and I’mgenuinely shockedwhen
I get my bearings that I’m human. I had heard stories of other fur-
ries who uploaded who had a similar experience. Their sense of self
was more aligned with their human body rather than their animal
counterpart. But would I be spared this fate? Surely, I, with my cav-
alcade of creatures, would have one that would stick. Alas, it was not
meant to be. That is, until I went to fork for the first time.”

Devonian forked and next to them on their right side stood a
bipedal anthropomorphic lion dressed in the same suit that they
were wearing. They forked again and on their left was a svelte black
bird whose feathers shimmered with blue, brown, and black irides-
cence when the light caught them at just the right angle.

“Some of my fursonas are more masculine,” said the Devonian-
Lion in a rumbling bass voice.

“While others are a way for me to explore my femininity,” said
the Devonian-Bird in a lilting sing-song cadence.

“And so, after a fashion, I realized that my fursonas were still a
part of me. They would only manifest when I forked however. Curi-
ouser still, I do not have the ability to affect which one of them pops
out ofme. I’ve theorizedover thedecades that it’s related tomyemo-
tional state at the time I fork, but how do I pinpoint the emotional
cues that will getme ‘goat’ or ‘snake’? A rhetorical question, I assure
you. I wasn’t that interested in finding out honestly. As I forked and
merged back down, I noticed that my physical appearance would
slowly shift to accommodate more and more of the appearance of
the fursona that had most recently merged.”
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The bird and lion forks of Devonian quit and merged back into
Devonian. “Now come over here, if you please, and observe.”

Ernie got out of his recliner and made his way over to Devonian.
Theymotioned for Ernie to look at the intersection of fur along their
arm. Ernie had to squint to see it, but sure enough, the pattern of
fur along their arm was slowly changing and shifting to match the
light yellow of the lion’s fur. Devonian shifted around in their seat
and ran their claws along the ends of their coat tails. Ernie could
see that they were now longer than they were previously. Not only
that, but thematerial they weremade of wasn’t fabric at all, but was
instead hundreds of finely layered black feathers. Devonian’s coat
tails were actually wings. They had a slight shimmer of iridescence
to them thatmatched Devonian’s bird fork. They rustled their wings
gently and Ernie took that as a hint to stop staring and back off.

“While it did take a while to adjust, I’m fortunate that uploading
really did help me to achieve my transition goals.”

“And what were those?” Ernie asked without thinking. He
cringed slightly and hoped that Devonian did not take the question
personally.

Devonian did their best to grin without showing teeth. “To be
utterly incomprehensible and unable to be discreetly defined. My
existence as a chimera is a blessing for me, but I understand why it
would be difficult for others to experience the same. The reason I
come to the meetings is less about venting my own frustrations and
more about giving other people an example of away to livewith con-
stant change as a positive aspect. I could scarcely count the number
of late-into-the-night conversations that Samantha and I have had
over living with a constantly changing appearance on the System.”
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“In away, it is a closer approximation to phys-side life that we’ve
lost in uploading. As we age, our appearance is always gradually
changing, but that process stops after uploading. It’s actually one of
the things that helps the System to feel more realistic to me. That’s
a comfort,” Samantha said.

“Thank you everyone for sharing your experiences with Ernie
today. I really do appreciate that you are willing to open up like that.
Now, there’s no pressure to share if you don’t want to. It is your first
meeting after all. Do you want to tell us about yourself Ernie?”

Ernie became acutely aware of the fact that he was standing
in the middle of the circle and everyone’s attention was squarely
on him. He was less nervous than he expected. After seeing all of
the support the group gave each other, he felt less awkward talk-
ing about his issues. If anything, he felt like his weren’t enough in
comparison.

“Well, I’m Ernie. Just ‘Ernie’ if you please. I don’t think my prob-
lems quite stack up to y’all, but I’ll tell my story.”

He tookhismesh cap offhis head andfiddledwith it in his hands.
“I worked as a trucker formywhole life. Drivingwas inmy blood

and it was something I was pretty damn good at, if you don’t mind
me braggin’ a tad. Even with my love of the open road, I was hav-
ing trouble keeping up. The kinds of shifts I had to pull were getting
more and more dangerous and I wasn’t getting any younger. So, I
hatched myself a little retirement plan of uploadin’. But y’see the
trouble was that it was still too expensive for me. I had to try and
save towards it, but that meant I would have to pick up more work.
Itwas incredibly stupid ofme, but Iwould drive for sixteen to twenty
hours a day trying to get that little extra money. As you can imag-
ine, I didn’t get any sleep and it took its toll on me. I was tired and
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listless always, but I held onto that hope of gettin’ to the System. I
had heard so many stories of what was possible here that I felt like
killing myself was worth the chance. And I just about did. My tired-
ness caught up with me and I got into a hell of an accident. No one
but me and my truck were hurt, but I was in a bad way. I was told I
wouldn’t be able to drivemy truck, orwhatwas left of her, even after
I recovered. I don’t knowwho in Heaven took pity onme, but shortly
after I got the news in the hospital, I heard about the new initiative
of paying folks to upload. I didn’t have a lot of family I kept up with,
so I wasn’t sure I even qualified. Thankfully, they were nice enough
to swing a deal where they’d use the money to pay off my medical
debt and set me up with a little reputation in the System with what
was left over.”

He took a moment to collect himself and put his hat back on his
head.

“I don’t want to disappoint you folks, but I’m not going to be
forking as a demonstration. You’ll just have to trust me when I tell
you that whenever I fork my body decides that it’s gonna try and
catch up on all that sleep I missed phys-side. It’s not a big obstacle,
but it is annoying to have to deal with. My fork ends up sleeping for
about an hour or two and then wakes back up groggy as all hell. I
can’t tell you the number of times my fork has shown up after me
when I go someplace.”

Ernie stopped talking as he noticed the rest of the group were
trying their best to keep smiles off their faces. He felt as if he might
have missed a joke, but he wasn’t sure what would be funny. Then it
hit him like a semi.

“Wait a minute, don’t tell me…”
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Melanie called out to an adjacent door in the room and said, “Al-
right Ernie, you can come back in now.”

Ernie’s jaw hit the floor as he saw himself walk through that
enormous wood door and stand next to Melanie. He looked pleased
as punch that their little plan worked so well. Ernie pointed a finger
at his original instance and started cussing him out.

“You know damn well how hard it is for me to open up to new
folks and you go and do a cockamamie stunt like this? How long have
you been standing back there?”

TheErnie byMelanie laughedand said, “Calmdownnow, Iwasn’t
trying to bemean. I actually warned the group straight away in case
you showed up later so they wouldn’t have cause to fuss. If it makes
you feel any better, you were a lot better at listening to these fine
folks than I was.”

“Well, this is grand! This is grand! I’m glad you all had a laugh at
ol’ Ernie’s expense.” He hiked up his pants, pulled up his sleeves, and
marched over to the original Ernie.

“And as for you, smartass. Have a little treat for yer trouble.”
He wound up for a punch and before it could connect, he quit

and merged down. The impact traveled to the original Ernie as he
was knocked back a few steps from the force of the merge. Melanie
rushed over to him and he waved her away.

“I’ll be fine. Just a little shook up. He was mad with a capital M.
I’ve got it on good authority he’ll get over it.”

Melanie gave a nervous half-smile and said, ”I think there’s one
last thing we need to take care of before we end our session today.
Devonian, could you grant Ernie that final ACL privilege?”

Devonianwavedone of their clawedhands in aflourish andErnie
felt a gentle sensorium ping. He laughed and said, ”Well shucks. I
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guess you got me back for him after all.” Then turned to Melanie
and asked, ”The whole time?”

She nodded and said, ”We’ve found it’s better to meet a smaller
group first beforehand. Less chance at getting overwhelmed that
way.”

Ernie walked over to the corner of the office. He placed his hand
on the intersection of the walls and gently pushed with his fingers.
The walls of the office teetered backwards and fell down around
them with a tremendous crash. The support group were standing
within the interior of an office room placed smack dab in the mid-
dle of an enormous botanical garden that stretched as far as his
eyes could see. In the distance, he could see people talking in small
groups like theirs, and Ernie felt a little less lonely here on the Sys-
tem.

“We’re not exactly a typical clade, by the definitions of the Sys-
tem, but you’ll have a place here if you want it,” Melanie said.

“Thank you, Melanie. It’s a lot to take in, but I think I’m willing
to try.”

“Does thatmean I can count on you coming to next week’smeet-
ing then?” Samantha asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be here.”
“Splendid! Melanie, make sure to get Ernie’s measurements be-

fore he leaves so that I can check my closet for his outfit for next
week. I’ve got to catch up with Sharon and Jennie before they leave.
Ta-Ta for now!” She walked briskly away towards another group of
people.

David cleared his throat and said, “I’m gonna take offmyself. I’m
feeling pretty lousy aboutwhat I did and Iwanna apologizewhile it’s
fresh on my mind. Catch ya later!”
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Without another word David stepped from the sim andwas gone
in a shimmering flash.

“Don’t worry, I’m not leaving yet. But I do want to stretch out
my wings a little bit. Having more grackle in me has given me an
itch to perch. I’ll be over at the massive arch covered in purple and
blue flowers across from the miniature weeping willow tree.”

They quickly unbuttoned their suit jacket and let their wings ex-
pand out behind them in a massive floomph of feathers. A flap and a
wave later and they were high into the sky.

“Are you up for meeting more people today? I’d understand if
you’re burnt out,” Melanie asked.

“Y’know I think I could. But let’s take it slow. I’d love to just walk
around a while. It’s a real pretty sim you’ve got here.”

“I forget how nice it is until I bring in new folks. The plants are
top-notch. I heard a rumor that the person who designed this sim
studied under Serene; Sustained And Sustaining.”

Ernie shook his head and said, “I’m sorry Melanie, but I don’t
know who you’re talking about. Whoever they are, they must have
been a good teacher.”

Melanie elbowed Ernie playfully in his side and said, “You’ve
gotta get out more Ernie. Speaking of, I’m feeling a bit peckish my-
self. There’s a cafe a little ways down that I bet we could persuade
into serving you a reuben.”

Ernie chuckled and said, “I could eat. Worked up quite the ap-
petite talking yer ears off.”

She offered her arm to him and he hooked his arm into hers
and they walked leisurely towards a cafe filled with folks who un-
derstood how it felt to be different.
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Peace System — 2200

“Be honest with yourself. Ideally always, but especially
when it’s the harder road to take.”

— Eleanor Fenix

I: Evi

Therapist’s Note: Evi Pirth is a 38 year old female of
Chinese-Irish descent with a complex psychiatric and
psychosocial history. She is gainfully employed as a
principal researcher at BetterWorlds Incorporated, and
is seeking therapy in order to “expand my cognitive
toolkit, after a marked increase in Apygmaliophobiac
anxiety.” (patient’s words). In our first session, she de-
tailed to me her background in brief, and gave me both
permission and proper paperwork in order to follow up
with all providers involved in hermental health care for
the past ten years. She also gaveme permission to share
details of her casewithother practitioners undergoing a
residencywithme prior to accreditation. As such, I have
inserted several footnotes for further clarification.



Cowboy

Evi stared at her therapist, an older baldingmanwith spectacles
so large on his narrow face that she half wondered if he wore them
for show instead of medical necessity.

“You don’t seriously expect me to answer his fucking question,
do you?” She asked.

He gavehis usual “You’ve all askedmenot to intervene in these things,
so as long as nobody stops anyone from speaking to me, do whatever you
want—although, I reserve the right to comment as I choose” shrug.

Therewas no one else besides the two of themphysically present
in the room.

TN: Evi listed DID, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, De-
pression, and Specific Anxiety Disorder (eco-anxiety,
System-based) under current mental health conditions;
though she stated that she is not explicitly seeking ther-
apy for these conditions, it is important to understand
how these impact her life. Let’s start with a refresher, as
some of you may be unfamiliar with the first one.

She glared at her therapist, sighed, and then addressed the per-
son not physically present in the room.

TN: Dissociative Identity Disorder, as the name of the
condition illustrates—and despite its common associa-
tion for much of the 20th and 21st centuries with mul-
tiple personalities (due in no small part to the original
name)—is a disorder primarily characterized by disas-
sociation.
What is common sense today, that plurality (the exis-
tence of multiple personalities within a single brain)
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is a naturally occurring neurodivergence, would have
been radical to practitioners as recently as the early
21st century. Hindsight as they say, is 20/20. However,
even without the modern knowledge of the brain that
would have seemed unimaginable two centuries ago,
some practitioners at that timewere already putting to-
gether much of the pieces of our modern knowledge of
the condition. Whether this factored into the rename
has been sadly lost to time, but the new name is an un-
canny prediction of the following two centuries of hard
data.
How can DID be so overwhelmingly (but not exclusively
or uniformly!) caused by early childhood trauma? How
can it be present in both covert and overt forms, or go
undiagnosed for decades at a time? How does it man-
ifest in everything from a few years of missing mem-
ory around a single traumatic event to persistent, daily
blackout? And, of course, how can someone suffering
from it be unaware that they have the condition? Be-
cause it is not a factor of multiple personalities, but of a
failure to form either a single or multiple identities in a
non-dissociative fashion.

“No, Eliah1, my reticence towards uploading is not motivated by
what I experienced when I integrated with Felina. Nice theory, cow-
boy. But you’re wrong about it, just like you’re wrong about upload-
ing.”

1Eliah. The cowboy. In teletherapy he is an older man with spurs and a cowboy
hat tomatch.His clothing and attitude arewhat they used to call “salt of the Earth”.
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TN: Felina is a common source of contention, and some-
one I’ve unfortunately never had the opportunity to
meet. Shortly before I met Peace, a large portion of the
system integrated2, and Felina became a part of Evi3.

“Oh yeah, okay. Sure Evi. I believe that. You’re just doing your
job, protecting the system4. Nothing to do with your and Felina’s
integration.Well, thank you kindly for your protection, I don’t know
what any of us would do without you. You’re an absolute saint! Hey,
speaking of being a saint, have, uh… you told Dr. Woodward here–”
Their physical body leaned back in the chair, and Eliah crossed his
legs as he gestured lazily at the therapist “–about those prophetic
dreams you keep having, the ones that keep predicting my day?”

TN: Eliah has a southern drawl, or seems to. I’m not en-
tirely unconvinced that someof themannerisms unique
to each personality aren’t played up in front of me just

2In its original use, this term referred exclusively to all personalities becom-
ing one. Sys-side and phys-side breakthroughs over the years in both general psy-
chology and treatment of dissociative disorders have led to the suite of techniques
used today to treat dissociative disorders, and the re-popularization of this term
amongst those who treat DID in order to refer to the breaking down of dissociative
barriers and the retraining of the brain to use other adaptation mechanisms as a
first line of defense.

3Prior to this, her and Evi had been at odds with each other for most of their
lives. Another personality, Zia, speaks quite fondly of her. Which is more than a tad
sad given for much of her existence she seemed to occupy the classical archetype
of Persecutor.

4Although for the past ten years, Evi has filled the role of the “host”, she was
originally slotted into the binary of protector personality. In her own words, Evi
came into existence to protect Peace from “the internecine conflict that erupted
between my father’s and mother’s sides of the family shortly before her death, as
well as the large swaths of time Iwas left alone in the care ofmy…unwell… paternal
grandmother.”
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a bit in order to keep me from confusing folks for each
other.

“What the fuck are you talking about, Eliah?” She turned toward
Dr. Woodward. “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?”

Their therapist shook his head.
“Right okay, let me jog your memory, Felina, Evi, whichever you

arenow.Youhave large leatherywings, twopointy horns, and you’re
fucking riding my ass every goddamn day!”

TN: Personal insults between these two are common, as
you’ve likely noticed. In this case, it’s a dig at her inte-
gration with Felina, who Zia (another personality, who
I rarely get the chance to meet) informed me took the
form of some sort of bat creature in both their head and
in sims on the ’net. She believes this form stemmed from
the system’s origin5 as well as Felina’s original role as a
persecutor. Both Eliah and Evi have different opinions.

Evi’s face filled with instant offense as she took the front. “Oh
fuck you, cowboy.”

“I have a name!”
“Yeah, Asshole McWestern.”
“Doctor Jackass!”
Dr. Woodward sighed and set down his tablet. None of what

would happen next would be noteworthy. He was used to this.
5Zia’s words: “When I was about seven,mymother and I were in a car accident.

She died shortly after impact, and I was suspended upside down in the car staring
at her body for several hours until the rescue workers located us. That’s where
Felina comes from. Also, there’s probably some influence there from the ‘fucking
vampire, bleeding us dry’ speech that grandpa always gave dad. Can we just… not
talk about that shit today?”

87



Cowboy

Evi clutched her face in her hands and moaned in frustration.
“Why are you doing this on a Friday? Why are you pushing so hard
on this? Why do you always do this? Why do you always pick some
fucking hill to die on every single Friday? Why uploading, why now,
why with me?”

“Oh my god, I’ve told you a thousand times why! And you never
listen! I don’t understand it one bit. You used to love the System,
found uploading romantic. And now you act like you don’t under-
stand why anyone would want to. You’re smart Evi—you’ve got a
Ph.D for God’s sake—So why won’t you even listen to anyone about
uploading? Is it because you think it’smy idea? You’re going to drive
me to drink. I just don’t get it!”

“Oh please. You’ve already driven me to drink and you know it.”
“I know how smashed you’re going to get tonight, yeah, and I’m

concerned.”
“It’s a Friday, Eliah.”
“You’re dodging my question!”
Dr. Woodward coughed awkwardly. Evi shot him a look of mild

embarrassment and apology. Before they could continue the argu-
ment, he cleared his throat and interrupted. “I’d like to hear from
Zia.” Their eyes blinked, and he felt like both of them were looking
at him as if he had said “I would like the moon to be made of cheese.”

“Why?” Evi said, pursing her lips.
“I think Ziawould’ve toldme, if thatwas the case.” Eliah followed

up, cocking his head slightly to the side.
Dr. Woodward sighed. He could feel the suspicion in the air. It

was like being surrounded by a pack of wild dogs. He wasn’t keen
on dealing with this today, either. “Then perhaps each of you can
summarize your thoughts on the other’s motivations. You’ve both
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been doing a lot of talking past each other today, and not a lot of
listening. I’m not sure that is the wisest use of your time. Perhaps
thinking about how the other views the world might lead to more,
productive outcomes?” It was a long shot…

“Alright.”
… but somehow, it seemed to be working.
“Yeah, sure.”
“I’ll start.” Evi responded far too quickly, which was when Dr.

Woodward suspected that he had in fact, hit on something rather
deep. Hopefully, they were finally getting to the root of the issue.
He picked his tablet back up. “Eliah, thinking about your motiva-
tions from your perspective, I am forced to come to the conclusion
that you don’t have any deeper motivations, which is why none of
your actionsmake sense tome. Sure, you think you have deepermo-
tivations. But at the end of the day, you’ve never moved past being
the good guy in your own story, literally andmetaphorically—by the
way, you’re not even the good guy in your own story6. Opinions of
losers on the ’net be damned. You’ve never moved past being Zia’s
personal protector. Past the system integrating, past there only be-
ing three of us now. You need to move forward, move on past being
a cowboy. Your girl’s all grown up.”

Dr. Woodward beat the cowboy to the draw. “Eliah. Do you need
time to–”

“Nah. I’ve had enough time doc. I’ve got this all prepared.” He
cleared his throat. “Evi, you need to get over our ex7, and admit that
youblame the existence of the rest of us for your breakup. You resent

6Eliah is based off of a fictional character. Isn’t DID a fascinating condition?
However, his origins are often yet another point of contention.

7A woman named Eleanor who had a fairly complicated relationship with Evi.
Multiplemembers of the system credit her with saving their lives. The relationship
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us all for it, but especially me. This is why, since you integrated with
Felina and the others but got broken up with anyway, you lost the
plot. You did the work, but you still lost the girl. This makes you
feel awful, and is why you have ignored Zia, your job, and your own
health. It’s alsowhywhen I pickedup the slack, youdecided to blame
me most of all, because I accomplish what you can’t. Please move
on, from both your ex and your irrational hatred of me. Yours truly,
Eliah.”

Well shoot. That hadn’t gone how he had hoped. But maybe, just
maybe.

“Thank you, Eliah. Now, I would like you both to take a few min-
utes to think about what the other person said before respo–”

“You motherfucker how dare you bring her up–”
“Howhave youmanaged tomake it feel like you’re on an entirely

different continentwhenwe share the samebrain?Do enlightenme,
Evi.”

“I wish you could feel what it was like to beme for even one day.”
“If you’d open up to me for a single fucking minute, then maybe

I would–”
“Maybe I would if youwere actually a good person instead of just

someone who dressed up like one.”
“I don’t need this. Go spend your night getting drunk off your

ass.”
“It’s called coping, and it’s the only way I can stand living in the

same head as you.”
Dr.Woodward sighed. “I was going to ask if either of you felt that

the other accurately understood the other, but I can already tell–”

did not work out, and seems to be a source of guilt for all of them, but particularly
for Evi.
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“Nope.”
“Yeah, no.”
“At least there’s one thing we agree on.” Evi shot back.
Woodward sighed and glanced at the clock. “Well. I believe our

time is up. I’ll see you all next week. Oh, and one last thing.” They
were already halfway to his office door. “I trust you’ll both drink re-
sponsibly.”

False affirmations followed.
“Of course we will.”
“Evi prefers self-destructing in her own home, so it’s not like

we’re going to ruin anything besides a public sim. The ’net is where
she spends most of her time these days anyways.”

“Eliah stays up until God only knows, and I don’t know what
trouble we could even get ourselves into at that time of night. It’s
not like anyone is awake.”

Woodward frowned. “Just don’t make any permanent decisions
that either of you may regret later. I know the last few months have
been hard, but you’ve both come so far, and there are some things
in life that are quite irreversible.”

“Oh come on. What do you think I am going to do, get so drunk I
don’t notice him walking into an Ansible clinic?”

“You see how paranoid she is about me?”
Woodward’s frown deepened, and he sighed. “I’ll see you both

next week. Please do try to treat each other nicely and don’t die of
alcohol poisoning.”

TN: The Peace system falls into an odd grey area here
that illustrates just how complex this condition can be
to treat. Although the Peace system is obviously able to
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cooperate to an extensive degree and does not suffer
working memory blackouts that impede the feat of car-
rying on a conversation with each other out loud; Peace
lacks anything that could be describe as a shared co-
herency, a shared sense of consciousness or purpose, or
an absence of all dissociative barriers. The presence of
one or more of these states of existence is regarded as a
key treatment milestone.
I worry about them.

⋆

Eliah grumbled as he walked down the hallway. Another wasted ses-
sion,morewasted time. Evi hadpromptly told him to “fuck right off”
and squirreled herself up somewhere in their head. Of course shewas
going to force him to make the trip back. He had half a nerve to–

And that’s when he heard Zia’s voice. “Eliah.”
Instantly, he softened, just a bit. “Mm?” He grumbled, not quite

feeling like responding. He still felt burned after being denied even
the semblance of personhood once again.

“Eliah.”
“Yeah. I hear you.” He muttered.
“I have an idea.”
“I’m all… ears, kiddo.” He paused, looking at a picture of a re-

ally fucked up cat. Or fox. He couldn’t tell. It was definitely all ears
though.Wheredid these types of paintings even come fromanyway?
Was there a therapist’s office décor supplier?

“Okay so, please don’t hate me for this.”
“I couldn’t hate you if I tried, you know that.”
“Yeah I do. I just. Okay…”He could hear her taking deep breaths.
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“Spit it out.”
“Hypothetically, like, in a video game hypothetically. What if,

when Evi got really drunk… We just walked into an Ansible clinic
and uploaded anyway?”

He stopped in his tracks. “Well shit. Zia. That’s…”
He paused, adrenaline racing up his spine. “That’s not half a bad

idea…”

II: Eliah

Like most things in his life lately, Eliah’s memories of the most im-
portant decision in any of their lives was clouded by alcohol. Had
they been arguing about Eleanor? He’d definitely been drinking, he
knew that. But the other details he didn’t remember in whole. It was
like a shard of fractured glass. The main thing that pierced through
was Zia’s voice.

“Eliah. Think about what you’re doing. Please. Like, I’m as
shocked as you are that this is working but…”

“I know what I’m doing,” he slurred under his breath; his voice
unsteady. He was half panting in exhaustion from hauling himself
up the steps to the clinic. He leaned against a rail. “I’m doing what
you want, right?”

She sighed. “Yeah. But… I wish it didn’t have to fucking be like
this.”

“I do too, but it is what it is. It’s now or never.”
“Yeah. I know.”
He stumbled up to the door, paused, turned around, and looked

around at the dirty grey and black of the city, the ugly concrete and
black sleet of the numerous office buildings flecked at every point by
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red dust. Overhead, themoon hung low in the sky. Hewished that he
had a hat, so he could tip it goodbye. They stood there silently, for
a few seconds, taking it all in, before turning around, walking up to
the automated doors of the clinic, and entering.

“Rest. I’ll take care of it.”
“Thank you.”
He gave themental equivalent of a nod, then realized he had said

both parts of the conversation out loud. His heart rate spiked as he
looked around. He would have rather assumed no one had noticed,
but long dulled instinct prompted him to glance at the front desk
clerk out of the corner of his eyes. His heart rate slowed. Just as he
suspected, either no one noticed, or no one cared. Why was no won-
der. They were hooked up to a rig. Eliah shook his head. What was
even the point of having a flesh and blood person in this place if they were
going to be hooked up to the net anyway?

“Are you of sound mind to undergo this procedure?” a voice buzzed
in his ear.

Turning his attention back to his goal, he placed his hand back
onto the panel.

“Yes.”
Therewas a brief pause as every inch of his vitals weremeasured

up to some baseline.
Somehow, he verymuch doubted that beingwithin that baseline

actually mattered.
“Are you undergoing this procedure consensually?”
“Yes.”
Another brief pause, another scan. More nonsense.
“…based on these criteria and your CIN, your family may qualify for

Uploading Benefits as per–”
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He chuckled. If there was one thing that they could all agree on,
it was fuck those people. “Next question.”

“Are you sure that you don’t wish to–”
He let it finish, just in case it tookhastily answering into account.

But mentally, he had already checked out.
“Next question.”
“Would you like to upload?”
“Yes.”
“Do you understand that this is an irreversible procedure, carrying

with it a risk of mortality?”
“Yes.”
“Would you still like to upload?”
“Yes.”
“Understanding that this is an irreversible procedure that carries with

it a risk of mortality, do you want to upload?”
“Yes.”
He could ‘see’ Zia next to him.Her lipwas curled, shewas looking

away. He wanted to put his hand on her shoulders, reassure her, but
there wasn’t a way to do so without being noticed; the clerk was dis-
connecting from their rig, blinking as their eyes readjusted to the
‘real’ world. Outside, the city’s emergency sirens roared as a dust
storm tumbled over buildings. The clinic doors automatically closed
in response; the filtration system went from a slight din to a howl.

“Alright, Miss… Pirth? Right this way, please.”
Mentally, he checked in again with Zia.
“This is what you want, right kid?”
The mental equivalent of a nod.
“Good, let’s get out of this shithole.”

95



Cowboy

He turned to the clerk, doing his best imitation of Evi’s sicken-
ingly sweet smile. “After you, please.”

The clerk chuckled and shook their head, evidently their mind
was elsewhere. “Yeah, one of these days.”

The sirens grew louder, and the protective metal screens un-
folded slowly from the building, creaking as they extended to cover
the windows. Eliah and the attendant watched as they locked into
place just in time; a loud thunk echoing throughout the building as
bits and pieces of rock and concrete crashed into the side of it.

The clerk shook their head, looking on with eyes dulled with
false hope and endless determination “First chance I get, I’m get-
ting out of here too.”

III: Evi

An irreversible decision, in an instant.
Later, she would mull over everything that led to this point.
On some level, she should have seen this coming. On some level

she wondered if she had seen this coming.
After all, it wasn’t like during the lowest points in their dying re-

lationship, she hadn’t leveraged the omnipresent threat of upload-
ing over Eleanor…

Control over the system—the DID system—wasn’t a perfect
thing, especially not when it came to Eliah. But, as she was fond
of reminding herself, she did—or at least should—have control. And
usually, when it came down to the really important things, she was
in control. Eliah might be able to wrestle it away for a short time to
make an impromptu decision, but he could only grab it for longer
time periods or more important decisions if she was either partic-
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ularly triggered or particularly inebriated. When it came down to
brass tacks, she had spent years, not to mention the better part of
a half a decade long failed relationship, strengthening her control
over the others who lived in her brain into an iron fist.

So why had she failed? Why, at the most pivotal moment, with
the rest of the system depending on her, with Zia depending on her,
with all of her preparation, and her power, and every tool at her dis-
posal, why had she failed?

A part of her worried very much that the reason she failed was
simple: because she never really wanted to succeed.

At first, it felt like she was waking up. She had the half-formed
memory of a distant trauma in her mouth. But it was blurred, like
something viewed through a film grain. She tried to rememberwhat
had happened before, and bumped into a couple of realizations that
demanded greater attention.

1. She was naked.
2. She was not in her bedroom.
3. Something felt wrong in her brain.

I’m dead. She thought. I’m dead. I’ve died. That’s the only possible
explanation for what is happening.

“We will now go through some assorted questions that you
might be asking yourself:

• ‘Am I dead?’ No, you are not dead. You are inside of the System.
• ‘What happened to my body?’ As you did not specify post up-
load handling of your physical formprior to your upload; your
ashes will be–”
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Evi blinked. She did not know how much time had passed. The
twin snakes of disassociation and derealizationwere overwhelming,
but this time their poison tasted subtly different.

Something was so, so wrong.
She did not know how long it lasted, but she let out a scream.

Nondescript faces, indistinct jumpsuited figures turned to stare at
her.

At the front of the non-room, a very nonplussed anthropomor-
phic, suit wearing… skunk—certainly a furry of some sort—with her
longer headfur tied back in a conservative fashion paused, frowning,
pulling her gaze away from a gold pocket watch to glance down at
her. The very face of efficient bureaucracy, upset at the inefficiency
of being interrupted.

She stared down at her skin, so unfamiliar after years of see-
ing another person’s form, another person’s skin. Every mole, ev-
ery freckle. Every blemish and imperfection was there. Just like she
remembered it to be.

She cried out into the night, gone, gone, it was all gone–
“Miss Pirth.”
She blinked. She was sitting in a grey room, across from the

skunk. She was still naked.
The skunk sighed. She was looking away. “Miss Pirth, please

clothe yourself.”
She could barely speak, she tried to take in the room, and found

she couldn’t.
“The room is nondescript on purpose to get you to focus on the

here and now,” the skunk said, as if reading her thoughts. “Now
please, picture yourself wearing the clothes that you wish, and want
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it. You do want to be clothed, yes?” The skunk peered over the rim
of what could only be described as librarian glasses.

She thought of how she had been dressed all those years ago, her
comfortable orange athleisure shirt, her cargo jeans, sports bra, un-
dergarments, the combat boots she had gotten so used to wearing,
her hair in its usual bun. She added the more recent addition, the
lab coat, for some extra flair.

She opened her eyes; and saw that it was so.
The skunk nodded her head. Pleased was the wrong word, but

she at least looked significantly more neutral than she had before.
“Very good. Now, are you ready to rejoin the rest of the class?” She
tappedonher pocketwatch, as if to emphasize the invisible schedule
that Evi had interrupted.

She tilted her head. “Where– how… I don’t belong here.” She
whined. “Please, please, please tell me this is a dream please oh god
no I can’t– I can’t be here I shouldn’t be here I–”

The skunk waited while Evi talked herself down from hyperven-
tilating. Sat there, patiently as Evi went through three or five panic
attacks. As she came up from the last one, the ashes of her hopes and
dreams fading into nothingness around her, the skunk cleared her
throat. She looked up.

The skunk’s frown returned, deeper this time. Followed by a loud
sigh. Her clipboard was gently shaking. Presumably, she was resist-
ing the urge to snap her pen in half. And then the neutral expression
returned, and an identical skunk appeared next to her; clipboard
and all.

“What– I don’t… Huh?” Evi was dumbstruck. The skunk in the
chair nodded to her counterpart, who promptly vanished. “Fuck!
What was that?!”
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The remaining skunk frowned deeper. “Well, this illustrates how
much you were paying attention. Unfortunately for you, you need
to have been paying attention; because this, miracle though it may
be–” She gestured to the space around them. “–will not pay atten-
tion for you. Nor will it prevent you from becoming so panicked that
you cannot act on knowledge that you have. However, on the low
probability that youwere listening to what I said, you should be able
to remember everything I carefully enunciated prior to your…” the
skunk waved a paw dismissively and lowered her glasses, doing air
quotes that seemed to take on a life of their own, “little freakout… s.”

Somehow, the pluralization took up accusatory space.
Evi blinked. The skunk stared at her. This went on for a fewmin-

utes. The pocket watch ticked the time by, omnipresent.
“If you are going to just sit there and do nothing, then it logically

follows that this will take all day. And unfortunately for us both, we
have all day. Luckily, we have all of eternity, though I do rather doubt
this will take that long.” The skunk lowered her glasses again, and
Evi unintentionally scooted her chair back. Prompting a rather un-
fortunate screeching sound and a wince from both of them.

The uncomfortable silence went on for a few moments longer.
“Eternity?”
The skunk sighed. “You are in the System now, surely you have

some idea of how it works. There is–”
This too, continued.
After a while, Evi shook her head and the skunk sighed.
“Well–” Evi opened her mouth, interrupting. “There, were two

of you.”
The skunk frowned. “One: do not interrupt me. Two: correct.

There were two of me. And that is called…?”
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“Forking,” she answered instantly, and with a start, everything
she had gathered about forking before the skunk had pulled her
away from class into this private room flooded her mind.

“Correct.” The skunk nodded, but Evi wasn’t listening.
She had turned away and clasped her hands over her mouth, as

if to block some invisible knowledge from exiting, but to no avail.
While some of the memories around what the skunk dismissively
called her “little freakout” were rather hazy, everything — includ-
ing the panic attack itself—was in pitch-perfect detail. “Oh, no. Oh
no no no no,” she stammered. “Oh no– This can’t be happening. This
cannot be happening.” She could feel herself starting to hyperventi-
late again.

The skunk huffed, and a cup of tea on a saucer appeared out of
thin air. She stirred it twice, then tapped the spoon on the rim of
the cup. “It is normally considered rude to hand to someone you
have only recently met tea laced with pharmacologically calming
substances, even if you inform them of it beforehand.” The skunk
continued to mutter to herself with such speed that Evi didn’t catch
a bit of what was said. “And even if, unlike your down-tree, you ac-
tually have studied dispensing neurologically altering substances in
virtu, not to mention actually doing coursework in therapy and psy-
chiatry instead of just LARPing…” She trailed off into grumbling for
a few seconds before catching herself. She cleared her throat and
peered over her glasses at Evi.

“But, in light of the circumstances of how much of my time you
have taken up, I feel that I have earned a bit of rudeness.” She thrust
the tea into Evi’s hands. ”Drink up.”

Evi blinked. “I don’t understand.”
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The skunk furrowed her brow and lowered her glasses. She
stretched back her muzzle (lips? Did skunks have lips?) in what Evi
guessed was an attempt at restraining a growl—or perhaps she was
getting ready to growl. One of the two.

“Drink. This. And. Take. Deep. Breaths. Now.”
She couldn’t tell skunk emotions well, but fucking pissed off was

universal, and one she knew too well. So, she drank the tea, and un-
der the skunk’s watchful eye breathed in and out. It was hard, but
with the skunk’s encouragement/chastisement (“Acknowledge it,
set it aside for later, focus on your breathing…”) she managed to get
to the point where she could calmly open her mouth and–

“No.” The skunk held up a finger to her halfway open mouth.
“No, no, no. No, no.” The skunk pointed a claw at herself. “I am talk-
ing. You are listening.”

She blinked, and the skunk clutched at her clipboard all the
tighter. “I am not…” There was a pause that felt about five seconds
longer than it should. “… unsympathetic towhat you have described
yourself as going through. But it is critical that you learn how to
safely navigate the System, and–” She frowned at her timepiece.
“–that we do it before you have another panic attack. I am not chas-
ing a bunch of panicked, half naked forks throughmost of the public
sims on the server. I do not pay myself enough for that.”

Before she could ask about… well, any of that, the skunk tapped
the teacup into the ether, and then gently grasped Evi’s emptyhands
andpulled her into a standing position before quickly letting go. The
skunk paused to flatten some creases on her dress, clear her throat,
and center herself. It was the quickest ‘I am ready’ that Evi had ever
seen. If she blinked, she would have missed it. That was, assuming
she even still blin–
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“We have gone over articles of clothing, so let us go over every-
thing else. Starting with, our location. Where are we?”

Evi paused, unsure if she was supposed to answer.
The skunk began to speak, and as she did, something…happened

out of Evi’s mouth. “Aetherbox#00000053” Evi said, knowing in-
stantly that that was where they were. It was as though her mouth
was on autocomplete.

The skunk smiled, nodding. “The Systemdoes notwitness things
for you, but it does remember things for you, and for anything stored
in the perisystem architecture, it does so on demand.”

Before she could ask questions, the skunk continued. “Aether-
box#00000052 is currently empty, let us try heading there.”

Once again, the skunk split, and then there were two. One of the
skunks curtsied and vanished, but at this point Evi knew what was
expected of her. If there was one thing that she was good at it, it
was reading other people. She closed her eyes; and was immediately
reprimanded. “You do not need to do that.”

Ignoring the skunk, she thought “I want to go to Aether-
box#00000052.” There was a moment of something and nothing, and
then she was there. It was identical to the first location, and the
skunk gave a little golf clap as she arrived, followed by a bit of a
frown.

“You really do not need to close your eyes. It is not necessary.”
Evi smirked, “Well it worke–”
“The last lesson is forking.” The skunk interrupted, as if Evi’s

response was simply unimportant in the grand scheme of things.
Irrelevant. Itmade her feel like shit. For every bit of praise the skunk
doled out, there was a corresponding something that she had done
wrong.
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She knew this pattern well. And if she wasn’t going to take it in
the physical world…

So, she said nothing. She sat there, staring the skunk down.
“Well, I am waiting. Do you require a hint?” The skunk said, tap-

ping a foot.
“I don’t want to fork,” Evi stated.
“Perhaps not, but you want the reputation bonus that comes

with completing this, though, as well as the lack of a very distin-
guishing ‘Refused to complete orientation’ box next to your profile.”

The skunk clicked open her timepiece again.
Evi had just about had it. “I’m not going to fork.”
The skunk slammed the timepiece closed. “This is ridiculous,

and you are being very rude. What is your objection? Name it. Tele-
porter paradox?Worried about losing the coin flip? Read some scary
’net story about the System? Name your objection, we will settle it
right here, right now, rather than having you unable to enter the
majority of public sims. Surely this is the better outcome–”

“No. I am not going to fork, and I’m not going to explain why. I
don’t owe this place–” She gestured around. “–jack shit.” In a rather
uncharacteristic gesture, she held up both middle fingers to the an-
thropomorphic skunk, whose frown was rapidly deepening into a
snarl.

Before she could figure out what part of her speechwas themost
offensive, the skunk fucking lost it. Shewhippedoffher glasses. “Fuck
it. I have devoted far more individual time to you than any other
struggling upload today and you do not show a single care in the
world for my efforts. I have tried being nice. I have tried being kind.
I have tried being considerate and youhave deliberately delayed and
interrupted me, and now you dare disrespect the sanctity of this
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‘place’, as you so brazenly call it.” Shemade jazz hands—or jazz paws.
“ ‘This place’? Youdonot owe this ‘place’ anything, you claim?You self-
ish child.” The skunk advanced on her, teeth bared. “You have no
idea of the sacrifices that were made for this ‘place’ to harbor you,
to hold you, to protect you. You are like a dying lamp, scorning the
one who refills your oil, thankless and ignorant of the cold darkness
that would subsume you if they were but for a moment to falter.”

The skunk stopped, and for a brief second, Evi could swear that
she saw her form flicker. But in that second, the skunk regained her
composure, and just stood there, looking at her. Something about it
was terrifying, like she was having her entire soul peered into like
some specimen under a powerful microscope. It felt like a violation,
an observation she had explicitly not wanted. A demonstration of
the power of the person in front of her to see her at every level. “Or
perhaps,” the skunk said, putting her glasses back on and staring Evi
down as she began tearing up. “You desire to be an outcast here too.
Well, I for one am happy to oblige that utterly nihilistic–”

IV: Zia

Atfirst, Zia assumed that she had simply switched into the front. She
assumed that things still worked the same way they did phys-side,
and that she was now in control of Evi’s body. Although frustrating
to her, the lack of her own physical form worked hella well as an
ambush tactic when she could lead someone to the conclusion that
they were no longer talking to the same individual without openly
stating it.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” she roared. “Like what
the fuck is your problem? You’re, what, an orientation instructor?
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Aren’t you supposed to be, I don’t know, anything but actively hos-
tile? She kept giving you chance after chance, and you kept doing
this passive aggressive bullshit. What the actual fuck is your deal?
Leave us the fuck alone.”

The skunk was shaking, but Zia was so furious she didn’t notice
it immediately, attributing it to her sudden swap into the front and
the subsequent change in the body’s mannerisms.

She was ticked. Seeing red. It was bad enough when she had to
put upwith this from seemingly almost everyone else in her life, but
to have it thrust on her by this… stranger? “Like, holy fuck! How can
you be so… so– Did you really expect her to, what, fall in love with
this place given the reception you’re giving her?”

Evi’s voice was shaky and soft. “Zia.”
Again, there was something off, but Zia assumed that whatever

mechanism was allowing them to still have internal dialogue was
responsible for the offness.

“It’s okay. I’m putting this bitch in her place,” she said out loud,
thinking that she was speaking internally.

“Zia–” A little louder.
The skunk was backing away from her—or, in Zia’s stale percep-

tion, away from Evi—arms trembling. Gesticulating wildly at Zia, at
something else.

“Yeah, you thought you were picking on one person, right? You
saw this,” she gestured to herself, “and figured, ‘Oh, she’s not going
to fight back.’ Figured you could just, what, be a fucking asshole with
no consequences?” She advanced towards the skunk, whose hackles
were raised in alarm, her teeth chattering.

“Zia–” Evi whined, even louder.
“Not now.”
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“Well guess what, motherfucker.” She did her best Eliah impres-
sion, “Actions have consequences.”

The skunk was flickering now. She could see it. Ghostly appari-
tions of a human form eerily matched in many an aspect faded
in and out, layering the skunk like a hologram. With her shaking
hands/paws, she dropped the timepiece.

“Zia!” Evi yelled.
“Shut up, Evi!” She yelled back. “I’m in front! Let me do this! Let

me do something for once.”
The skunk was making strange, half-garbled noises, switching

her gaze rapidly between the timepiece and Zia.
“Zia listen to me!” Evi yelled, grabbing her arm.
Zia stopped in her tracks, and the skunk seized the opportunity

to grab the timepiece between her shifting paws/hands and scuttled
backwards. Blinking, Zia tried to comprehend what was happening
to her. She could feel Evi’s hands on her. Her stomach dropped, and
she looked down.

Instead of their physical body—their shared physical body—she
sawher own body, her own armswith every detail exactly how she re-
called, and Evi’s hand, Evi’s actual physical hand, gripping onto her
arm. She swallowed and looked over to where the skunk had been
pointing only to see Evi—actual, real, embodied Evi—standing next
to her.

They both had their own body. She hadn’t switched in front.
Therewasnomore front, as far as she could feel. Shewas alone in her
own head, in her own body. Her mouth dropped open, “Holy shit…”

The look on Evi’s face cut her off. She was holding a single fin-
ger up to her mouth, in a gesture universally understood. When she
was sure that Zia would stay still, she took her arm off of hers. Zia
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marveled at the weight of it. She could feel the weight of Evi’s hold
releasing. She could actually feel it.

As she watched, Evi retracted her now free arm, and held her
hand up to her ear in a cupped gesture, still making the shh gesture
withher free hand. Shenodded silently in the direction of the skunk,
and that’s when Zia realized that the expression on Evi’s face was
one of horror.

In the corner, the skunk had stopped flickering. She was instead,
curled up, clutching the timepiece to her chest and reciting vaguely
familiar scripture that made Zia’s heart sink and Evi’s hands trem-
ble.

Tick!

“Eili, Eili, lamah azavtani…”
Zia realized that she had, in fact, fucked up. And, looking over

at Evi, the fact that they were separate and all its ramifications hit-
ting home, she felt her own panic start to rise. Although the skunk’s
creepy, pitiful behavior elicited some sympathy from her, she was
also an asshole and a potential threat. She would analyze whether
she had gone too far later. (Or, she would hear about it from Eliah).
But what, exactly, had she just done? And where, she wondered, was
Eliah? If she couldn’t feel him, and she couldn’t, then that would
mean that. She stared at Evi, who was frozen in place, staring at the
skunk. Oh fuck no. Oh fuck no. And so of course, that was when she
noticed the timepiece started ticking louder.

Tock!
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My God, my God,
why have You abandoned me;

why so far from delivering me
and from my anguished roaring?

And in the meanwhile…

Tick!

…two skunks forked into being, reciting the same poem…

My God,
I cry by day—You answer not;
by night, and have no respite.

Tock!

…four additional skunks. Evi began to walk forward…

But You are the Holy One,
enthroned,
the Praise of Israel.

Tick!

…there were sixteen skunks.
“Fascinating.” Evi said, pausing to look at the row of chanting,

curled up skunks, before moving towards them. Zia had never been
the best at math, but she knewwhat was happening here. And with a
start, she realized she knew the name for it too: exponential growth.
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In You our fathers trusted;
they trusted, and You rescued them.

Tock!

The chanting was deafening. The skunks were piling on top of
each other. She could no longer even see the original one. Evi held
up her hands protectively, as if the sudden instantiation of tens of
who knows how many skunks had suddenly displaced the air (did
this place even have air?) previously occupying the now fluff cov-
ered space.

“Evi, wait! I just want to talk!”
The newly straight-laced protector paused with military preci-

sion, further tightened the bun she had pulled her black hair into,
then turned and shot a glance full of daggers at Zia.

It was if a fire had been lit under Evi’s ass, although quite why
the change was this dramatic, Zia couldn’t begin to comprehend.
Was this simply what it looked like from the outside when the other
members of the system jumped into action to protect her? Shedidn’t
have time to think about it further, because three identical Evis
forked into being, rushing towards Zia. She tried to dodge, but one
of the them circled right and grabbed her. Together with the other
two, they held her against the non-wall.

“Hello Zia,” one of them said. “I’m listening.” The System help-
fully informed her that the Evi talking to her had two tags, Evi#1
(canonically Evi#00000001), and that the other two were Evi#2 and
Evi#3.

Zia struggled. “Not to you, to her!”
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To You they cried out
and they escaped;

in You they trusted
and were not disappointed

Tick!

The skunks extended a third of a way across the room. Like a
great black-and-white-furred jungle. Evi stood tall before it, looking
up and down as if sizing up a tree to cut down. Zia tried her best
to yell, but the chanting of the increasingly numerous skunks was
starting to drown her out.

“Evi! We can’t do this alone! You know we can’t do this alone.”
The Evis holding her down frowned in near unison.
“Oh?” one of them asked.
“And who would you suggest?” Another finished.
“Eliah?” the third sneered with disdain and sarcasm.
Zia struggledwith all hermight, biting and thrashing against the

combined hold of the Evis, but to no avail. “I don’t know! Maybe! Do
you have a better idea?”

But I am a worm, less than human;
scorned by men, despised by people.

Tock!

She could see the skunks in the background, looming larger and
louder. Evi#3 turned to glance back at the skunks, though she and
Evi#2 still held onto her.
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Evi#1 laughed bitterly. Her face was a portrait of anger, though
it was hard to take seriously with the ever-looming sea of skunks in
the background. “Do you understand at all what is going on here?”

All who see me mock me;
they curl their lips,
they shake their heads.

Tick!

The skunks had passed the midpoint of the room, they tow-
ered overhead, devouring the table. Zia realized that she had been
yelling.

Evi#3 let go and looked around. “Holy mother of–” She turned
back around to her compatriots. “We need to move! They’ll crush
us!”

They both nodded, and together, Evi#1 and Evi#2 painfully
twisted her arms behind her back and hastily started to march her
towards the far wall. Evi#3 fell in behind them all, walking back-
wards and staring at the skunks.

“Yes! I get what’s going on here! We’re going to be crushed by
fucking skunks! Evi please! We need him! I need him!” Zia pleaded.

Evi#1 snorted and shook her head, Evi#2 frowned, and Evi#3
muttered, “If I could frown backwards, my hair bunwould be frown-
ing at you. I want you to know that. I also want you to stop wasting
my precious time.”

The other Evis nodded in agreement.

Let him commit himself to the LORD;
let Him rescue him,
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let Him save him,
for He is pleased with him.

Tock!

“Wrong, the skunks aren’t fucking. Try again, Miss Williams,”
Evi#1 calmly stated.

Zia burst out a rephrased version in panic, “We’re going to be
fucking crushed by exponentially increasing skunks!”

Evi#3 turned around from her skunkwatch. “Since when did you
know the word exponential?”

Evi#1 waved dismissively at her. “Technically accurate, but also
wrong. No, let me tell you what’s happened. Let me tell you what’s
going to happen.”

Zia gulped. Evi had been angry at her before, but never like this.
She could read every crease of stress in the woman’s face, see her
lips settling into a sort of upside down snake of a frown. The anger
in her oak-colored eyeswas like a fire. For just amoment, the skunks
faded into the background.

You drew me from the womb,
made me secure at my mother’s breast.

Tick!

“Eliah uploaded us. Do you know what that means? What that
entails? Remember our friends, like Mateus? We’ll never see him
again, any of them. Period. Any chance of reconciling with the fam-
ily? Dead. Gone. Zilch.Wemight aswell not exist.We’re in the digital
world now, and it means jack shit. You remember, right? The place
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where people gowhen they fucking abandon us? Paradise in a bram-
ble of thorns. Limbo is more like it. That’s where we are. That Sys-
tem. That is what that opportunistic, ruthless, double-crossing son
of a bitch did for–”

“How can you fucking talk about him like that?!” She bit Evi#1,
hard.

“You little shit! I’m trying to protect you!” Evi#1 yelled back,
stepping away from Zia and clutching her wrist in pain.

I became Your charge at birth;
from my mother’s womb You have been my God

Tock!

“Hey, no, we don’t talk about each other like that!” Evi#2 glared
at her compatriot. “You’re better than him.”

Evi#1 screwed up her face in disgust, “You’re really gonna try to
defend him and her? Really? She just bitme! And he got us uploaded!
I don’t need this frommyself a fewminutes before I die or get deleted
or whatever.”

Internally, Zia winced. What would Evi say if she knew who had
actually gotten them uploaded? The thought made her even angrier
at Evi’s presumption of Eliah’s guilt. She didn’t regret biting her.

Evi#2 let go of Zia and turned to face Evi#1.Meanwhile, Evi#3was
off somewhere in the distance, trying to…well, she had no ideawhat
she was trying to do, but it certainly wasn’t holding back the tide of
skunks. It looked like she was trying to duplicate the tables, form
some sort of barricade against the living wall of skunks. It wasn’t
working.
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Do not be far from me,
for trouble is near,
and there is none to help.

Tick!

“I’m not defending anybody, so you can take your rhetoric and
shove it up your ass. Also, how did you take that personally? I am
you. I’m checking you. Think logically. What does what we do, what
does protecting this system matter–” Evi#2 began.

“–If we fail.” Evi#1 spat at her counterpart.
Evi #2’s face twisted into loathing. “Wow. I can’t believe I’m say-

ing this to myself. Alright, big guns then. Did you really learn so lit-
tle from Eleanor? ‘If we fail?’ And to think I thought I knewmyself. I
guess the only thing you learned from our therapy sessions was how
to gaslight yourself. Seriously what is going on in your head? How
am I– ugh, how are you coming to these conclusions?”

Many bulls surround me,
mighty ones of Bashan encircle me.

Tock!

Evi#1 made a disgusted sound, it looked like the two instances
were a second from going head-to-head.

“It’s never been about failure, it’s been about doing what’s right
for her. Right for the system,” Evi#2 said. “That’s what matters.”

“Oh, don’t give me that self-righteous–” Evi#1 began.
Zia looked up. The multiplying skunks were looming over them

like a living tide. There was no sun in Aetherbox#00000052, but if
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there had been, they would have blotted it out. The Evis continued
their war of words, oblivious to it.

This is how I die, Zia thought. Drowned in a sea of fur. Sunken under-
neath countless skunks. Suffocating in black and white tails.

The two Evis were still shouting back and forth at each other,
though how much of it was in anger and how much of it was to be
heard over the increasing chanting of the skunks; she was unsure of.
Evi#2 appeared to be winning.

“That’s what separates us, from him!” Evi#2 hollered at Evi#1.
“We do what’s right for her. Even when it costs us. Even when it re-
sults in us not getting our way. Even when we go through a break
up with someone we wanted to marry, even when we suffer that
much, we’re not tyrants, we’re not our predecessor, we’re not Eliah,
we’re not our father. We do right by her, by the system, by our-
selves, even when it would be so much easier to just subsume the
whole damn system and her in the process. We are honest with our-
selves;wedon’t cut out pieces of ourheart andbury themsix feet un-
der. That’s what you spent years teachingme, Evi! What you learned
from Eleanor! How to fucking love ourselves!” Evi#2 shouted at her
counterpart.”

Evi#1 and Zia shared a glance, they were both equally confused.
Evi#2 also looked confused.
She froze, her mouth half open, then forked. The person who

came out looked very different to Evi’s ‘why yes, I do have a Ph.D,
thank you very much for noticing!’ aesthetic. Her short hair was a
greyish brown, her eyes blue and yellow, a long pair of black wings
grew from her back, and her skin was a shade or two darker than
Evi’s. Black ears and a tail the same color as her hair (headfur?) com-
pleted the look.
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Her original instance quit before any reputation cost could be
incurred.

Zia recognized her instantly. “The fuck?”
By the look on Evi’s face, she recognized her too.

They open their mouths at me
like tearing, roaring lions.

Tick!

Evi#1’s jaw dropped. “Felina?” she asked unbelievably. “But you
dissolved! You were gone! You became a part of me!”

“In the fur,” the bat said, crossing her arms impatiently. Her tail
flit back and forth and she was tapping her claws on her left elbow
impatiently. “If you don’t believe me, check.”

And true to what she said, the perisystem architecture indeed
identified her as Felina. Not for the first time, Zia wondered if the
System reallywas that intuitive, or if themembers of Peace had a leg
up. If, as she’d heard it described, the System was closer to a dream
or hallucination, the shared mental space that Peace constructed
and inhabited may not be that far off.

If Felina was surprised at who she ended up being, she didn’t
show it. “By the way, about that ‘becoming a part of you’?” She
walked over to Evi#1 and tapped her on the nose.

“Don’t!”
“Yeah, that was a mistake. Honestly, an even bigger one than

that time you tried the carrot with Eliah, and the stick with me.
You obviously didn’t learn from that, because it looks like the first
thing you did after we integrated was ignore everything I brought
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to the table, and when you couldn’t ignore it, you just took a q-tip
and shoved it in between your ears!”

Evi#1 was livid, face redwith anger, “How fucking dare you, com-
paring all the shit I had to deal with after you and I integrated to
Eliah fucking uploading us. Do you not have any shame?”

“Oh, I have plenty of shame—guilt too—but unlike you; I can deal
with it.” Felina looked down, examining her nails for a few seconds,
before resuming her pacing around Evi—who looked like she was
about to explode. “Evi, I call it like I see it. You know this! It takes a
pretty big fuckup to outrank one of the biggest ones we ever made. I
regret it. Somehow, me plus you equals your bad side.” She snapped
some finger-guns Eviwards. “And that’s weird, because I used to be
the persecutor alter in the system, so I figured newly minted Pal-
adin plus Defender equals Good. But nah. Don’t get me wrong, Eliah
fucking uploaded us. That shit is evil. But you are better than that.
So, what’s your excuse?”

And there it was again; he was always the villain in their eyes. In
everyone’s eyes but hers.

She couldn’t fucking stand it.

My life ebbs away:
all my bones are disjointed;
my heart is like wax,
melting within me;

Tock!

Skunkmageddon. While Evi#1 and Felina kept bickering, the
room exploded into Skunkmageddon. Any minute, it would all be
over in a sea of black and white fluff. The skunks would rain down
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from the aether, and all life in Aetherbox#52 not part of the Mephi-
tidae family would end.

And Zia seemed to be the only one who cared. Evi#1 and Felina
were too busy glaring at each other and trading insults to pay atten-
tion to the end of the world. And, she realized. To me. It hit her like
a lightbulb. She rushed the two of them, and shoved them forward,
then she jumped in front of them and pointed at the avalanche of
skunks.

“Goddammit look at them!” Zia shouted. “Just fucking bring
Eliah out! Fucking let the whole ‘Eliah is the worst person in the sys-
tem’ thing go. You both think you’re so much better than him, but
if I’m going to drown in skunks, I’d rather do it with him than you
two!”

Felina looked like she had been slapped. Evi#1 looked on the
verge of tears. They both stared at her as the furry end of the world
loomed in the background.

“Yeah, Felina, that means you too!” she emphasized before she
could falter. Felina looked genuinely hurt. But she had to keep going,
she had to get through to both of them. “At least he doesn’t pretend
to be a selfless protector! If I call him on hurting me, he owns up
to it! He tries to make up for it! And he expects me to do the same
when I hurt him. He makes me feel like a person. That’s more than
I can say for either of you! You both still act like I’m some fucking
traumatized kid!” Zia screamed.

Evi#1 looked absolutely devastated. Like her world had ended.
Between the sparring with Felina, skunkmaggedon, and the angry
tears yelling up in Zia’s eyes, she seemed to be crumbling to pieces.
All the fight had gone out of her. She collapsed onto the floor, mut-
tering something about ‘what have I done’.
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“Zia.” Felina said gently, but firmly. “Eliah is a dangerous person.
I know. I used to be one. I don’t know what he’s told, but he went
behind everyone’s backs, and he uploa–”

“I got us uploaded!” Zia shouted. “I can’t believe you’re still
blaminghimwhen I’m the onewho got us uploaded and you two know
that!”

There. It was out. She had said it. She hastily looked between the
two of them, searching for signs that they hated her. They didn’t
look as surprised as she thought they would, though Felina looked
like she was desperately trying to refuse reality. The lack of anger
concerned her.

“Right? You two know that. You’re just denying it. Because I can
remember everything. I can remember being you, and you, I can re-
member being him. And now that I have it all in perspective, you
two are still wrong about him. So wrong. Yeah, sometimes he’s self-
ish, sometimes he’s an asshole, and sure, he’smade a lot ofmistakes,
but you knowwhat?Whatever the reason, when it comes down to it,
he tries to putmefirst. He cares aboutme asmore than just a respon-
sibility, even if he fucks up more often than you two do. I know that.
I can admit that. He can admit it. So, why the fuck can’t you two?
Why can’t you admit that I was the one who fucked up this time?
Why does it need to be him?”

The pair exchanged a glance. Evi sighed. “It’s not the same. He
has a power differential over you–”

“Bullshit. I’m an adult.” She spat back.
“Your history means that he–”
“Goddamnit, Evi, you are choosing to believe that.”
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Felina spoke up, having finally resolved whatever internal con-
flict was gnawing at her. “She’s choosing to believe it because if she
doesn’t, she’ll hate you.”

Zia shot Felina a quick, grateful look. She had to focus onmaking
Evi understand.

“I’m choosing to care about you.” Evi added, very much looking
past Zia, not even acknowledging Felina.

“You do, but if you both actually care about me, then you have
to at least take a chance to care about him, because that’s what I am
asking you to do.”

Evi reached out a hand, “Zia, I do care about you, you know
that–”

Zia closed her eyes, tried to hold back more angry tears, and
lashed out; batting away the hand. “No, I don’t, because you’re not
showing it right now. You’re not listening to me. I’m asking you to
show that by giving him a chance.” She met Evi’s tear-soaked gaze,
there was so much guilt in that look. She had never seen Evi like this
before.

Felina’s gently maneuvered herself next to Evi, ready to envelop
her in a hug.

Zia continued. “You haven’t been showing it since you broke up
with Eleanor, Evi. I get that you resent everyone in here for that. I
get it. Okay. I loved her too. I miss her. But that doesn’t give you the
right to treat someone who is making just as much a genuine effort
to care about me as you used to—I say used to because you stopped
trying after the breakup—like shit. I’m not asking you to forgive him.
I’m not asking you not to hate him. But is it too much to ask for you
to treat him like a person?”
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She looked over at the black hole of black fur. “God, we’re
fucked.” She turned back to them and lowered her voice, pleading
“Can we just… Can we die together in a sea of skunks in Peace? Like,
you know, the thing we named the system after? Can we at least do
that?”

Evi was full-on crying. Felina extended her wings, and Evi fell
into them, she put her arms around Evi’s shoulders and held her,
then turned towards Zia, and patted the spot next to the other side
of her. Zia walked over, and Felina embraced her with a squeeze of
a winghug. It felt just as safe and warm as Zia remembered, and she
shoved back some happy tears as she leaned in and attempted to
encompass both Felina and Evi in a hug of her own. They sat there
for a minute, crying and being awkward and sniffling, until finally
Evi looked up at Zia and spoke. Her eyes were full of tears but she
seemed slightly more composed.

“I’m sorry.” Evi#1 said.
“I am too. And,” Felina added, “If I could fork Eliah for you…”
“… I would,” Evi#1 finished her sentence. The conviction in her

eyes was genuine.
“…I would too.” Felina nodded.
Zia looked away. She didn’t want to forgive them, and she wasn’t

going to. Eliah should have been here too, and he wasn’t.
But at least they were willing to try. At least they were willing to

give him a chance. And that had to count for something.

my vigor dries up like a shard;
my tongue cleaves to my palate;
You commit me to the dust of death.
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Dogs surround me;
a pack of evil ones closes in on me,
like lions they maul my hands and feet.

I take the count of all my bones
while they look on and gloat.

They divide my clothes among themselves,
casting lots for my garments.

Tick!

“Thanks,” she said, meeting their gazes.
“She’s telling the truth, I would know,” Felina added, which

earned a glare from Evi.
“I know.And I knowwhyneither of you can forkhim.Not enough

reputation.” She sighed.
Evi#1 began to explain anyway. “Neither of us have enough rep-

utation to fork– Wait. How did you know that?”
“Because I pay attention to things.” Zia said, nonplussed.
“It’s one of your strong suits,” Evi responded, smiling slightly. It

was the first time she had complimented her since the breakupwith
Eleanor. Felina clapped Zia on the back and gave her a thumbs up
and a grin. Zia grinned back.

“But where did it all go anyway? Did you not give yourself any?”
Zia asked.

“No, I’m not that stingy. I got a big chunk of it fromEvi, but I gave
it all to Evi#3 to try to build… well something that obviously failed.”
Evi#1 stated.
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“Yeah, no shit.” Zia responded. It was like they were in the eye of
the storm. If the storm was made of skunks. She sighed. “It’s okay.
You both tried. You listened to me. That’s enough.” She didn’t feel
like it was, but…

“We both know it’s not. And, I’m sorry. To both of you.” Evi#1
said, “I should have done better by you two. I just, I miss her. I miss
Eleanor.”

Felina wrapped her even tighter in the winged hug, and Ziare-
turned the squeeze. They stayed there for a few moments as Evi#1
cried, and they comforted her.

Wiping the tears off her face, Evi#1 turned to both of them with
a sad smile, “Right then. Let’s go down with the ship.”

Felina dropped herwings, and the chantingwas once again over-
whelming. The skunks were overwhelming. They had to shout to
hear each other.

Together, they all looked up at the skunkpocalypse.
“Last words?” someone shouted
“I can’t fucking believe this is how I’m going to die!” Felina

yelled.
“For the record, if I had to choose between being crushed by

skunks or dying with my bio family, I would choose the skunks every
day of the week and twice on Tuesday!” Evi#1 said, which got a chuckle
out of everyone.

Zia thought about hers for what she felt was way too long, but
she was having a hard time coming up with something. It had to be
a quote from one of those old movies Eliah loved so much, but which
quote? There were so many good ones! She couldn’t choose. She ha-
bitually scratched at her arm, and marveled when she realized she
was scratching at the scar she had remembered growing up with,
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the one that was decidedly absent from their shared physical body.
Ughhhh. So many quotes. How could she pick betwe– lightbulb mo-
ment.

“Fuck! I have a stupid question!”
“That’s your quote?” Felina asked, tilting her head.
“There are no stupid questions. You’ve never asked a one, but

you better ask it quick because we’re all about to die,” Evi#1 said.
“If you don’t have the reputation, why not just merge back into

Evi? Why not have her fork off Eliah? She’s closer to the source of
this than we are. Oh, wait shit, did she choke to death on fur? When
a fork dies can you feel it?”

Evi#1 and Felina exchanged wide-eyed glances at each other.
“I can still merge in,” Evi#1 said. “I can still merge down! She’s

alive! Evi– Uh, Evi Prime is alive!”
“Holy shit, go already!” Felina yelled. Evi#1 gave her and Zia a

hug and then vanished. At that moment, a massive wave of skunks
rose up, ready to bury them both. “Get behind me!”

Felina attempted to shove her back. Zia shook herself free, a ma-
niac grin on her face. “You don’t get to treat me like a kid either no
matter how good your hugs are, and this is just way too ridiculous
a death to pass up seeing firsthand,” she shouted, grabbing Felina’s
hand tightly in hers.

Felina squeezed back, holding her hand even tighter, then
grinned back at her, a wild glint in her eyes.

“Alright then, bring it!” she shouted at the wave of skunks.
“Fucking bring it!” Zia hollered.
The skunks continued to chant, as the wave of black and white

fur reached higher, higher, and higher.
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But You, O LORD, be not far off;
my strength, hasten to my aid.

Tock!

Save my life from the sword,
my precious life from the clutches of a dog.

VI: Evi Prime

So, this was how she died.
Uploaded against herwill by Eliah, getting triggered as fuck, and

then triggering the fuck out of the orientation mephit.
Dr. Woodward was going to have a field day with that.
Evi felt that she was, all things considered, pretty low on the

nightmare reaction scale when she got triggered—with some ex-
ceptions. Even considering those exceptions, the rare nine or ten,
she could never imagine somehow getting anyone but herself killed.
Andwhile she knew some folks’ nines and tens were wayworse than
hers, this was something else. As she struggled to move out from
under the pile of fluffy, chanting skunks, she decided that exponen-
tially splitting off equally panicked copies of oneself until either the
panic endedor the roomhadnomore space for skunks took the fuck-
ing cake.

The only bright light to this whole thing is that she could
not have been reasonably expected to have predicted and guarded
against such a ridiculous circumstance, and thus; she was content.

Did she want to go out another way? For sure. Dying peacefully
in her sleep at a ripe old age would most definitely be preferable.
But, all in all, since she couldn’t change things her only wish was
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that the skunk would spare her dignity and cover up the accidental
manslaughter.

She could imagine it easily. The skunk coming out of her panic
attack several hours later to findherself in a room full of herself. She
would merge her forks, clean up her appearance, and realize there
were several bodies lying on the floor. Perhaps they would have ‘X’s
in their eyes, like in some sort of comic strip. “Oh dear,” she would
say, frowning slightly. Perhaps she would click and drag them to a
trash can. Maybe she would simply delete the sim. Whoever was in
charge of these things would poke her about it later, and she would
pretend to look it up, before going, “Oh, transfer #812453? A failure.
Irrecoverable. I know. So sad. The technicians are already looking
into it. I will forward you the details.” On the technician’s side, the
ticket would already be closed. Or perhaps simply never generated.

Really, having her death covered up would be far preferable.
Anything besides “Here lies Evi Pirth, crushed to death by panicked
forks of a deranged skunk.”

Honestly though, she couldn’t really blame her. When she really
thought about it, the whole chain of causality linked back to Eliah
anyway, and he could go fuck himself.

And then the merge happened.
Instinctively, she accepted it. She might have been able to figure

out how not to, but she wanted to know what had happened, after
all. Why was one of the copies of her that she had sent to protect Zia
and keep her out of her way requesting to merge back in? Why was
it coming with a feeling Evi could only describe as ‘uncomfortably
high priority’? It made no sense. The only data point she could go
off of was the urgency. And that? Thatmade her worried.
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So, she accepted, then let out a gasp, gritted her teeth, and grad-
ually softened her expression as she reconciled what she had just
thought was true with the conclusions that Evi#1 had reached. None
of their experienceswere conflicting per se, the inherent strangeness
of being one person—then twopeople—then one person but also two
people aside, of course. She hadn’t expected to tear up, and quickly
choked it back, but this was one hard pill to swallow. She suspected
that the primary reason she was able to was because that was all she
had to do. There were a few new revelations, but deep down she had
known most it all along.

She would need to tackle all those feelings later, because as she
had accepted the new/familiar data, she had come to a conclusion
about the logical course of action that needed to be taken.

And while she was happy from the respite from her own feel-
ings the necessary course of action offered her, she was also grit-
ting her teeth. Because goddammit she was salty as fuck about what
she needed to do next. She was also surprised, proud, sad, and about
twenty other emotions all at once. But as themerge finished and she
set things aside, everything devolved into the emotion she’d always
known as ’eating crow’.

“Fuck,” she spat out loud, involuntarily smacking her fist against
the groundwith leverage she hadn’t known she had. Shewould have
been pissed, but as the skunk that had been on top of her shoulder
toppled onto her hand and ended its moment of freedom she was
once again forced to confront that she was not getting out from un-
der the pile of panicked mephits on her own.

She sighed loudly and deeply, and took advantage of the very
brief moment in time before the skunk horde recoalesced. Some of
the copies had scattered, just a few feet in front of her. Maybe it was
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the sudden swearing, the fist, or the pile shifting when she moved
her arm.Maybe itwas luck. But it was a chance. She fucking despised
the idea that forking Eliah off would quite possibly be the last thing
she ever did, but it was a way to move forward, a way to not give up.

And, it was the right thing to do for Zia.
She focused on the gap a few feet away, concentrated on forking,

and prayed that Eliah would end up instantiated flat on his ass, and
that it would hurt.

And just maybe, if for no reason other than not being crushed
by the System’s most densely packed pile of skunks, she prayed for
him to succeed where she had failed.

VII: Eliah#Fennec

Eliah#Fennec landed flat on his tail, prompting three reactions.

1. Ow! Son of a bitch!
2. Thank you, Evi. (He turned around to thank her, but only an

outstretched hand giving a thumbs up was visible. The rest of
her was buried under skunks. What a way to go.)

3. Wait, tail? And fennec? Why fennec?

He scrunched his face together and rubbed his sore backside.
His brain felt like a hornet’s nest. Everything was happening every-
where, all at once. His back hurt, his butt hurt, his tail hurt, and his
pride hurt. Was this what it felt like to be born? If so, no wonder
babies came out crying.

But he would deal with all of that later. He could only deal with
all of that later, because right now, he had a mission to accomplish;
something to do.
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He shoved the entire hornet’s nest to the side, did his best imi-
tation of a linebacker, sent a prayer out for Zia’s safety, took a few
steps back, and roared like an animal as he charged the pile of skunk
copies between him, aiming for the original, catatonic skunk in the
corner.

For a fennec, he packed a punch. Fur went flying, inway was
made, but not enough. He resorted to grabbing individual skunks,
maneuvering them as much as he could to create openings he could
crawl through. The world was a mountain of skunks he was climb-
ing over, under, and through. System be damned, he felt he would
be finding black and white furs in his hat for years even if he instan-
tiated a new one. (Where had his hat come from anyway? He didn’t
know, but he was glad for it.)

He had no idea howmuch time had passed or howmuch ground
he had covered, but at some point, the desire to give up began to
grow. He was so tired. Every muscle in his body ached. His aching
tail was the least of his worries.

But he couldn’t. He was right near the summit. She was right
there. He couldn’t quit now. He was so close and had gone through so
many skunks. A pang of fear and determination struck him through
the heart.

Zia.
He had to do it.
Hemustered everything he could, gave another yell, and, before

he blindly pressed on noticed a small gap in front of him, closing
quickly; impossibly small.

He was too late. He was too large, he would never–
A lightbulb lit up in his head. He didn’t need to make it.
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Closing his eyes, he used the last of his reputation and forked
himself, but smaller. Fennec sized. Still anthropomorphic, still
clothed, but far smaller. At least this new instance also had his
own, smaller hat. Actually, come to think of it, that made sense. He
couldn’t blame himself for that, his hat was far too big, after all, and
covered in skunk fur besides.

As the skunks fell on top of him, black and white fur blotted out
his entire vision; the end of the world.

The last thing he sawwas exactly what he needed to see. His fen-
nec sized doppelganger, flying through the rapidly closing gap in the
pile. It was almost like a scene out of one of his favorite old movies,
complete with a slow-motion camera pan, and one final thumbs-up
and silent nod between the pair as Eliah#It’sNotImpossible made it
through the gap. Mission accomplished. What a thing to go out to.

And then, there were only skunks.

VIII: Eliah#It'sNotImpossible

Heblinked and took in his surroundings. Thenhe chuckled as he rec-
ognized the quote his tag referenced. Photon torpedo indeed. You
couldn’t beat Star Wars. Absolute classic. Focus, Zia needs you.

Right. Focus. He took stock of his surroundings. Getting used to
being this short was going to be… a process. He looked down at his
paws, and then around at the position he found himself in. He hoped
he had at least gotten the hat the right size; it still felt too large.

The wall of skunks was to his rear, and the opening he had bar-
reled through had already closed. He quickly doffed his hat in re-
spect to his predecessor. Buried alive by skunks. What a way to go.
Surprisingly though, in front of him was a rather large amount of
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empty space. If Eliah#Fennec—he started to make a mental note to
remind his down-tree to change that tag later, only to discover such
a note already existed. Not being capable of forgetting continued to
be the strangest thing—had been able tomake it here, he could have
stood up comfortably.

The eye of the storm, he thought.
And at the center: the storm in question, personified in the form

of a very, very distressed skunk.
Shewas shaking, chanting thosewords, and clinging to her time-

piece. Is she having a panic attack? he wondered. If so, it would defi-
nitely take the cake for the weirdest panic attack he had ever seen,
even without the innumerable forking. But he knew from experi-
ence that when folks got hurt, their hurt shone through the cracks
in different ways. Maybe this was just her way.

But what hurt her? What did this?
He walked cautiously over to her, taking his time to observe.

Her clothes were disheveled, her hair mussed up. She was curled
up against the wall, clutching the timepiece. And there were those
words again… He recognized the Psalm, but not the other ones. One
thing was clear, unlike the praying, none of the aspects of her di-
sheveled appearance suited her typical formal look.

Another thing: he had no idea what he could do. But he had to
try. Zia was depending on him, and he was the only one in a position
to do something. Not for the first time, it all came down to him.

He padded carefully over to the skunk, shoving down how
strange it felt to be this small. She was lying on her side now, which
meant he was a little taller than her head at its widest. He was not
even entertaining going on four legs.
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This alsomeant that hewas dead onwith her face, and this close,
he could see every expression of distress in it. At first, her eyes were
screwed shut. Then, with no external cue he could sense, she opened
them. She looked past him, not at him, then she screwed them shut
again. He paused for as long as he could to study her gaze.

It was like she was looking into some great horrific beyond that
existed even when her eyes were closed.

Was that why she was panic forking? To outrun that horrific eternity?
An eternity of what?

The question scratched at the back of his mind, he wanted to
know so badly. It was right there.

All of a sudden, he felt the fur on the back of his neck stand up.
It was, perhaps, better not to know. The question was an answer to
itself.

He could live with that.
And, he realized with a pang of guilt, in the worst-case scenario,

knowing wouldn’t help with what would he would have to do, it
would just make it harder. While her eyes were closed, he patted his
side tomake sure his knife was still on him and that it hadn’t shrunk
too much. It was still there, and still usable.

He watched her for a few more minutes, but eventually he just
couldn’t observe her anymore. It would have felt voyeuristic, with
how absolutely miserable she looked, how clearly she wanted to be
anywhere else. So, he stepped forward, and cleared his throat.

“Uh, Ma’am…” he began, and then forced himself not to stum-
ble backwards when her eyes snapped open. They were filled with
wildness and frenzy. For a few seconds, her stare was everywhere at
once, rapidly moving back and forth before finally settling on him.

Then, there was a noise.
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A pained wail that made something inside him curl in sympathy
and, if he was being honest, fear. He held up his paws “Whoa whoa
whoa. I’m not here to hurt you. You just, uh, look like you’re in a bit
of trouble and I…Well, I wanted to see if I could do anything to help.”
He kept both of his hands up, resisting the urge to rub his headfur
with one, and move the other nearer to his knife.

He did not understand what happened next, but he did his
damnedest to roll with it anyway.

She laughed. A painful, bitter laugh. Held her paws over her eyes
and let out awhimper, and that awful blood curdling cry again. After
a while, she took them away.

“Is this what happens when I fail to be what I then must? In all
ways, earnest? When I am not true to myself, always? Do I drown in
dreams and memory?” She started sobbing. Again, that awful howl-
ing cry. For a brief second, he thought he could see the image of a
woman flicker over her like some sort of projection; but then it was
gone.

She stared at him for a few seconds. Taking him in. And before he
could formulate what to say next, with a voice filled with centuries
of calm sorrow, she said quite abruptly “I appreciate you showing up
in that outfit. But our last Sadie Hawkins dance was a century ago.”

He had no cluewhat a SadieHawkins dancewas. But hewas 150%
sure that he had not taken this girl to any dance at any point, and
neither had Evi. It wasn’t in either Evi’s memories or his own, ‘fic-
tional’ though the latter may have been.

But there was something in there that he did know.
There was something unmistakable, because whether his mem-

ories were real or not, his loss was. Reflection of Evi’s many losses or
not, the way he felt it, the way it affected him, all of that mattered.
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Sure, hehadnever experienced the events in thememories. That
was important; he could never lose sight of that. But the feelings
they produced, the things he felt… Were they not important too?
Was that not the whole point? The reason why memories were im-
portant in the first place?

The hole in his heart that would never quite close up was one he
didn’t want to close up.

That was real.
Eleanor had taught him that, had taught the entire system that.

Memories, regardless of their ‘realness’, mattered. And how they
made one feel, how one felt about them. That mattered too. It made
them who they were.

And as the skunk began to speak, the summer conversations on
the patio with Eleanor once again came back to him.

The feeling of loss he carried around every single day was real.
Not real in the same way as whatever had happened to the skunk,
but it was still real. The experiences differed; the feeling remained.

And he had been right. The skunk knew the feeling too.
She knew loss.
But it took an entire musical number to get to that realization

and to put it into action. Long after this point, he would reflect on
how things might have gone differently had he made the wrong de-
cision.

Sometimes, he still did not know why, in the end, he made the
right one. “Oh… I wish– I wish Debarre was here… to see you. I wish–
Iwish–” Thewords poured fromhermouth like ink overflowing. “My
vigor dries up like a shard.”

He jumped back a bit. It was like she was speaking in italics. Or
rather, like the italics were speaking through her.
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“My tongue cleaves to my palate.”
She jumped forward, andhe jumpedback.He put thoughts about

mutual loss aside as his adrenaline slammed into gear. He consid-
ered forking his old self back, , but there was no way in hell he had
the reputation and an equally dismal chance any of the rest of them
had quit. They would all be fighting to the bitter end. The more he
thought about it, the more he wished he did have the reputation. If
he didn’t think too hard about it, the whole ‘quitting’ aspect didn’t
bother him, it was like restoring from an instant backup. And, of
course, who better to have at your back than yourself–

He realized that one of his hands was reaching for the empty
spot where his holster would be. He cut that shit out, and resisted
the urge to reach for the knife. He didn’t know why. She was clearly
gone. Off the deep end. Out to a lunch. A picnic on some green grassy
hills that would last forever. And Zia was in danger, so why didn’t he
pull the knife on her then? It was the safest option. He didn’t know.
Maybe it was a fear of what Zia (and Eleanor) would think. Or, most
worryingly, maybe it was that he just couldn’t do it.

The skunk was pulled up like a Marionette by her own words.
Each of her limbs rose in a haphazard sequence. He felt that if he
squinted, he would probably be able to see bits of wire sticking out
of her joints and trailing up into the ether; held by a creature he very
much did notwant tomeet. For a brief moment, their gazesmet. Her
eyes were on fire. He had no clue what tomake of it. Then, she shook,
becoming hazy and indistinct.

At first, he thought hehad gonemad. Because it looked like there
actually was something overlayed on top of her.

Thiswaswhere itwouldhappen, then. Shewould beunsheathed,
her appearance flying off of her body to reveal whatever lay un-
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derneath, a mannequin stripped of all its human attire or the bare
skeleton of an animatronic. His fur stood on end, any second now,
he would see the wires.

Instead, for the briefest of moments, he saw the image of a
young, black-haired woman. Her eyes wide with the same terror as
the skunk, and her face transfixed in utter horror.

He could not look into them.
“You layme in the dust of death.”Her furwas blurredwithmascara.

(Did skunks wear mascara? Was it stage makeup?)
He looked away, and when he looked back, the electronic dis-

tortion of waves of skunk and woman rippling on top of each other.
Except much, much closer.

“Fucking–!” She still wasn’t touching him, but she had somehow
glitched across the gap between them. Only, she was standing still.
It was like she was frozen. Her mouth was halfway open. It was as if
she had been paused, frozen in outlines of data.

Was this what Zia called a ‘jump scare’?
And then she wasn’t.
He flinched involuntarily. The dissonance was overwhelming,

he felt that sickening feeling of wrongness overwhelm him again. He
wanted to pull his hat over his ears and curl up.

And then it was gone, just as quickly as it had happened. No dis-
tortions, no glitches. But one very, very inconsolable skunk. Except
now, he only needed to take a few steps forward to reach her. His
hackles stood up in swaths. His lizard brain (fox brain?) was telling
him to fucking run.

Fox brain was quickly overwhelmed by the twin emotions of
heartbreak and pity. Freaky, glitched out skunk or not, she was cry-
ing. Andnot just crying, shewas downright bawling. Fucking drown-
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ing in a sea of her own tears. She could barely speak. “I have missed
you so much I– I– I miss them all so much. I miss Cicero and I miss
Carter and I miss myself.” She collapsed to the ground, weeping, at
his feet. She lay there in a heap, looking up at him. “I miss myself so
much.”

He had no clue who any of these people were, but that last part…
Hewinced, as the last part hit him like a fucking bullet. The urge

to reach out and console herwas so overwhelming—ormaybehe just
wanted company.

Gently, she hugged her tail close, pulling it over her face and
peeking out at nothing and everything from behind it.

Looking past him.
Her brown eyes were an ocean of sadness, a black hole that

stretched on and on and on. There was silence for a second too long,
and then, the damnedest thing started happening. He briefly con-
sidered that he might have lost it, too.

She started gently singing. “Walking home, in the early dawn. I
found myself, lost in the beyond…”

He watched her turning her tail over in her paws, hugging her-
self so, so tight. The skunks behind were suddenly omnipresent. He
could feel them, somehow. It was like she was trying to wrap the
entirety of the System around herself. To bury herself in herself.

It struck through his heart like an arrow. Disjointedly, the Psalm
continued around them. It was both coming fromher, and it was not.

It was coming from everywhere.

I take count of all my bones
while they look on and gloat.
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He reached out to touch her. If he understood anything, it was
that this woman was in massive amounts of pain. Perhaps she just
needed the touch of another living person?

Nope, wrong move.
That definitely hadn’t been the right answer.
Hewas thrownback by an invisible force that he realizedwas the

start of her forking over and over again.
“Ahh shit”. It took him a second, but as he strategized how best

to fight his way through a legion of Yet More Mephit, he realized
that something about these new skunks was different.

Theywere all dressed in their best, like something out of a Twen-
cen silent movie. Top hats and suits and dresses and there were so
many of them. Maybe he would have to fight his way through after
all.

Fuck. He definitely would. She was forking more rapidly than
anything he had seen as any of the others in the system.

This was it, he would be crushed. It would take seconds. He had
made some mistake he did not understand, and this was his fate.

Well fuck.
He hesitated.
This was what he got for not drawing first.
He stood there, staring at the skunks, and they stood staring

back. It was eerie, like looking at a formal party full of the same in-
dividuals. Like some sort of bizarre masquerade gone wrong.

As he was figuring out how best to dodge around them and get
to her, when all at once, the skunks rushed forward like a wave. His
hand touched his knife, and then…

He left it undrawn, again. Though this time he reassured him-
self that he was simply refusing to fight against superior numbers.
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Again, he chastised himself for his obvious fate, for not taking action
when he had the chance. What had started as a crowd had become a
wave of skunk.

Except it wasn’t a wave. It was a chorus. The forking was slow-
ing down, too. He had time. But was that true about the others? He
wasn’t sure. Think Eliah, think!

They were doing a musical number, minus the music. At least he
thought they were. He certainly couldn’t hear anymusic, and he re-
ally didn’t want to. As far as he was concerned, the whole thing was
creepy and more than a little bit pitiful. The original skunk was still
on the floor, singing what he presumed to be the lead role, hugging
her tail tightly.

All at once, the skunks that had been rushing towards him coa-
lesced back around her, and the chorus rose with them. They made
themselves a barrier, and with that gentle encouragements, he was
pressed back. That was fine. She needed space, and she wasn’t that
bad of a singer.

In fact, she was pretty good. Could anyone blame him for want-
ing a better view? And if all else failed, it would give him an advanta-
geous spot to fork off a full-sized version of himself to catapult him
towards her. There were, he was realizing begrudgingly, advantages
to being this small.

He watched. It was painful. The skunks were a barrier of singing
and self. Less obviously amethod of painful self-isolation than those
that than their sisters who belonged to the Order of Perpetually
Chanting That Friggin’ Hymn, but still ultimately fulfilling the same
purpose. It tugged at his heart. He wanted to rush in, wanted to pull
her out. Wanted to give her someone. But the clock was ticking even
if he was, for the moment, safe. The same couldn’t be said about–
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Zia…
But didn’t Ziawant him to try something else sometimes?Wasn’t

this a chance to do that? Her voice echoed in his head from an argu-
ment long past. “I don’t know what I would’ve done, okay?! I’m not sorry
that you saved my life I just–”

He hadn’t gotten it then. He wasn’t sure if he got it now.
He would give her until the end of the song, or until he found a

good route to reach her. Whichever came first. So, he sat there and
watched, and waited.

“Once I found home…”
“But then it was gone…”
“But then it was gone…”
Those countless instances echoed her. Increasing, but at a stable

rate. It felt deeper than that, though, like she was increasing too. It
was like she wasmourning. It was like she was unraveling, overflow-
ing…

He doubted his plan. If it got Zia killed. If his hesitation led to
her death…

“What will I leave for you?”
The chorus was deafening now, but she held her own, bellowing

out loud from her spot on the floor, occasionally briefly raising her
head and looking into…

“What will you leave for us?”
“Now that I am gone?”
Into… There was pain in her eyes, in all of their eyes. A spark of

madness. An ocean on fire, a star exploding. He hadmade the wrong
choice, his gut told him. He had missed the moment of action. Fuck.
But if he had made the wrong choice, if he had gotten Zia killed al-
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ready… Would she want him to add this poor woman’s body to the
pile? He knew she wouldn’t.

“Oh, my Rivkah, where have you gone?”
The chorus of skunks gathered around her, demanding an an-

swer. It was like every line started at the previous high point, then
escalating, crescendoing. A conversation played out loud. Maybe
there was a chance? She was talking to him, thinking to herself.
Could he get her to listen? He didn’t know. There was toomuch of it.
Too much noise and none at all. It would explode they would all die
his heart was pounding his head was screaming he could feel the air
ignite–

For a moment, there was silence. Or maybe there was a ca-
cophony.

And then, he could see her. The skunks parted ways like the sea.
There she was. A straight path.

She lay there, hugging her tail. He would only have time for one
action. He could go in, rapid fork like she did, and–

He could try to pull her out, or he could try to pull her into his
knife.

Never make the same mistake twice.
His heart sank. He knew what he had to do.
He never got the chance to do it. Suddenly, she jerked upright

with a cry, the chorus reformed, he had lost his chance. This was
becoming a frustrating pattern.

The show began again. She was forking across the room franti-
cally, back and forth, side to side. And somehow, shewas still singing
what he knew were the final lines.
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“Oh, I am gone!”All the skunksmadeway for her as she advanced,
quitting where they had blocked her path, then rapidly forking back
into position. The lines mixed. He lost track of where she was.

“You are gone! You are gone!” They were acting as one individual,
as one voice.

And then, she was in front of him. He let out a “Fuck!” and
grasped for the knife, mostly for self-defense, but stumbled instead,
dropping it. It was lost in a sea of skunks. Shewas towering over him.
Her presence was overwhelming. The skunks all stayed behind her.
They were singing-shouting as one. Overflowing as one.

“We will carry on.”
“You have tomove on…I will notmove on! To die is tomove on,Yishaq,

we need you to move on–”
Something broke, the room fractured. Her image split between

skunk andhuman. Blurred for an instant. He could see forever in her
eyes, he could hear eternity in her voice–

Her voice broke.
“Understand, my children, I cannot move on!” Her teeth were bared,

she was pleading with him. She was in front of him, begging him.
Tears in her eyes, her fur a mess. Her hair the very definition of dis-
traught.

Then all of a sudden, she was speaking.
“I miss you. I miss you so much. I miss everyone so much. But I

miss you. Imiss you! Imiss you and I am surrounded by you and I can
touch you but I cannot feel you andmy life stretches on and parallel
but never touching I miss you I miss you–”

He changed his mind. He knew what he had to do, but it was im-
possible. He simply didn’t have the reputation. Fuck!
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He decided to check anyway. It was always worth making sure
you hadn’t miscounted your shots. You never knew when a Hail
Mary bullet would appear, after all.

As he looked at the ledger, his eyes grew wide with surprise, and
he felt a rush ofmemories wash over him. Eliah#Fennec had quit, his
last words, ”Who better to have at your back than yourself?” were
still ringing in his ears.

There was no time to lose.
The skunk was shouting. But he had a clear path. She was lit-

erally a few steps in front of him. He forked a full-sized—yet still
fennec-shaped—version of himself closer to her, and then for a split
second he panicked.

The knife hadn’t been something he pulled out of thin air. It had
been with him when he forked.

Which meant that that version of himself that he had just
forked…

How well did he know his own intentions?
In that moment, among many other things, #It’sNotImpossible

understood the importance of being honest with themselves—
‘themself ’? The fennec blinked. They had never thought of them-
selves that way before… And yet, something about the pronoun felt
like it fit. It felt right—no matter how hard it was. They hoped that
the version of themselves they had just forked off was having the
same realization about honesty. They closed their eyes in frustra-
tion for a few seconds, flattened their ears, and when they opened
them, were greeted by the sight of the full-sized version of themself:

Embracing the shocked skunk.
Behind Eliah#It’sNotImpossible, the chanting skunks began to

quit.
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VII: Eliah#Fennec

Eliah#It’sNotImpossible quickly moved to join their bigger counter-
part, scampering over, digging their claws in just enough to get a
manageable grip, and then climbing up the clothing of the very sur-
prised skunk like they were summitting a mountain. They didn’t
stop until they reached the top, andwrapped themselves aroundher
neck in a big squeeze.

Eliah stared into her eyes, brushing her disheveled hair out of
her face. He knew what he had to say.

“I’m not them,” he said, but with his drawl, it came out more like
“I’m not ‘em.” He held her tight as he hugged her. “I’m sorry. But I’m
not. You’ve got me mistaken. I’m sorry.” He knew it had to be done.
“They’re gone. They’re not here. I’mnot them.”He forcedher to look
at him. There were tears in his eyes too now, streaming down his fur.
He forced her to see the loss, that terrible fucking night he had lost
his daughter. Forced her to see that he was there. “We’re here. And
they’re gone. And I’m sorry. I’d bring ‘emback in an instant if I could.
I know you’d do the same.” She had started pulling away, he held her
hands firmly.

“No no no no no” She was shaking her head in a panic.
“All we can do is go forward it’s what,” his own voice broke, “it’s

what they would have wanted.”
“I know!” she screamed, forking herself out of his grasp and send-

ing Eliah#It’sNotImpossible flying off of her, flipping them both
the bird with each instance before unceremoniously quitting each.
“Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!” There was hurt and anger
in her eyes, both him and his fork (actually, which one of them had
quit and forked the other? He didn’t remember) took steps back.
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Her eyeswere switching rapidly between #It’sNotImpossible and
him. Her face was curled in anger that was very obviously masking
fear. A terrifying thought hit him. Could digital skunks spray? As if
she knew what he was thinking, she let out a growl that could only
mean ‘fuck you’ and did something that was decidedly not spraying.
She grabbed the knob off of her silver cane and pulled. The hilt of a
rapier came out, followed by the length of the blade.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” He held up his paws.
Eliah#It’sNotImpossible did likewise. “Easy there. Easy there.”

“Do not easy there me you fucking haunt.” She noticed
Eliah#It’sNotImpossible scampering towards him, halfway there,
all fours. He winced at the blow to his pride. She forked herself
forward with the rapier in hand and thrust at the spot where
Eliah#It’sNotImpossible had just been. He did a feint forward him-
self in order to give the small fox time to scamper safely behind him.
(Well, originally besides him until Eliah nudged the tiny creature be-
hind him; much to It’sNotImpossible’s obvious chagrin)

“Ow watch it!” he muttered as Eliah#It’sNotImpossible scam-
pered up his clothes to perch on his shoulder. Another growl, the
skunk’s tail was held high. His fears of spraying came back to him
“Okay he held up a finger. Now listen there absolutely no need to
get–” he paused, unsure of how to quite say it.

“Do not even start with that assumption you damned spector!”
She stepped forward, thrusting the rapier to force him back further
towards the slowly shrinking skunk pile. There was quiet and still-
ness for a few moments as she stood there, forking a more put to-
gether version of herself. Her hair back in place her dress creased
properly her makeup set back in its place… As she did so, each fork
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came into being either staring at him, or staring at the fennec sized
version of himself. It was eerie.

“How are you doing that?” She demanded, “How the fuck are you
doing that?” She spat.

“Tell mewhat it is youwant to know, and I’ll answer, I’m an open
book–“

“Bullshit. Bullshit bullshit fucking bullshit. That. Forking. You are
new to the System. I checked your fucking records and you scanned
yesterday. You have read nothing, you have been in contact with no-
body who actually knows what the fuck goes on in here, you go to
your work and you go to the bar and you have mental health crises
in your apartment and alienate your friends and lie to your thera-
pist; but you have no actual interest in the System.”

The disdain in her eyes was palpable. “This is the greatest fuck-
ingmiracle in the history of the world and you clearly have no more
interest than the average person who puts off uploading until they
are literally on their death bed. You are not even tangential to it.
You are not part of a collective– you do not know jack shit– you have
not been– have not been.” She struggledwith theword, looked away,
there was a touch of that eternity in her eyes when she looked
back. The fur on the back of both Eliah and Eliah#It’sNotImpossible’s
necks stood up. “You have not been to the places I have been to. I
would know.”

For a brief moment, both Eliahs worried her rapid splitting
would start again, which was one of many reasons why he didn’t
bring up that the first part of her claim was absolute bullshit and he
knew it. Hewas too creeped out by that look on her eyes, theway she
talked about whatever she was talking about. But that quickly faded
when she pointed at them and began demanding, “So how, how, do
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you achieve individuation that quickly? Who fucking sent you? The
WF? The Eastern Coalition? True Name?” There was particular trep-
idation with the last name.

He paused, making sure to still hold his paws up. “Well first of
all you have got no right to dig into my privacy–”

She laughed and was at his throat with the sword in a second.
His hand was on his knife. Her eyes were a tornado. “How. Do. You.
Individuate. So. Fast? The odds of somebody completely new to the
System being able to do this is– is…” She sputtered in frustration, “It
is not fucking possible! How did you upload? Did you try to fucking
beamyourself up? Did you rig something up in your garage? Fucking
tell me.”

“I don’t know what that word means!”
“What word?”
“Individuate.”
“Oh for– Individuate. Like them.” She nodded at

#It’sNotImpossible.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, they’re me, just a little

smaller. And… Okay they use they/them pronouns.” he admitted.
“Both of those are a self-image change I could buy you making

once if you put everything into it, but I have fucking seen you, multi-
ple of you, do it not once, not twice, but multiple fucking times. And!
And! They are still diverging from you–” She glared at the fennec.

“No, they ain’t”
“Would you go down on all fours?”
“No, of course not!” he said firmly. “Also, I want to point out that

you are holding a sword up tome right now and that’s really not the
best environment to have a conversa–“
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They were interrupted. By Eliah#It’sNotImpossible, who was
speaking rather calmly. How they could take the time to ponder
things at a moment like this Eliah had no goddamn idea–

“We weren’t…Whatever you’re referring to. It didn’t happen to
us. We can individuate like this because we are individuals. Sort of.
Dissociative Identity Disorder. Evi’s had it since she was a child. I… I
uploaded us because I thought it was whatmy girl wanted, andwhat
would keep us all safe. I didn’t get that there would be any issues
with the, personality stuff. I didn’t realize it at first even. It was so
subtle… But I don’t think it’s an issue. I think. It’s like… That stuff
our therapists kept trying to get us to do like–”

“It was like all the dissociation was gone.” Eliah said.
“Exactly, like putting on glasses,” #It’sNotImpossible agreed.
“But the separation was still there. The desire to be. Us,” Eliah

explained to the skunk.
“So, that’s kindawhat we did. It’s as simple as that. There’smore

than one of us.We’remultiple individuals. Kind of. It’s complicated.”
The skunk blinked. Then she blinked again. If Eliah had to guess,

she was accessing some sort of private HUD and looking at records
or– the sword clattered to the ground. There was shock on her face.
“Oh my god. Oh my god I am so sorry.” She backed up slightly. “I am
so sorry, I– I– You. Split so fast I thought. I thought. I knew about the
DID but. I haven’t seen it. I have never seen this happen before. Even
with another system. I thought… I–” She was utterly crestfallen. “I
was scared. I am… I am so sorry. I got scared and I got…”

“Triggered. I think that’s the word. You know like, uh, like how
Evi panicked earlier in the classroom when she realized what I’d
done.” He rubbed the back of his neck.
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“Yeah, that was a real dick move,” Eliah#It’sNotImpossible mut-
tered at him.

“Hey!”
He turned to bicker with themself but then he remembered.
“Oh, right shit. Uh. Yeah so speaking of that. I get it happens to

everyone, I guess, but you did kind of fill the room up with copies
of yourself and I have a daughter back there who is quite possibly
still suffocating under a pile of slowly quitting panicked copies of
yourself so if you could please take care of that right now…”

All at once, every single skunk except for her vanished.
She looked at him nonplussed. “You cannot. Did you think she

could die?”
“I guess, yeah! Isn’t that the point of the sword?”
“The sword is for drama!”
“I just– there’s a lot of skunks in here enough skunks fall on

someone and they could get crushed!”
“How heavy do you think I am?!”
“It’s not about how heavy you are it’s about the number of

skunks.”
“You cannot die in here!” she repeated firmly. “Not, normally.

The System preserves life. Also, wait a second, you were the fucker
whouploadedher? Then every indignity I’ve put upwith for the past
few hours is your fault. Oh my god, you piece of–”

They were interrupted by groans and a “Shit, my knee!” Some-
one had evidently fallen onto the ground from high enough to hurt
like the dickens. He held up his paw to her, “Hold that thought”
and looked around. #It’sNotImpossible, still perched on his shoul-
der, gave her a jackass smile.
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Thereweremultiple copies of some folks, and.He blinked. Felina?
Right! That’s right! He remembered. He hollered at her, “Haven’t
seen you in a while!”

“Same!” She laughed back. “Also, fuck you, Eliah!”
“I missed you too!”
As he scanned the now skunk free room, he could see that every-

one was accounted for. Though one of him didn’t seem to be mov-
ing. He couldn’t exactly blamehim. It had been a longday andhehad
been crushed under skunks for several minutes. Now, where was the
person hewanted to see…He let out his breath. There, at the far end
of the room. Zia. She was safe.

He exchanged a nod with Evi, with Felina. Then he turned back
around to the skunk who had been the source of the problems. She
was looking down at the ground, holding her pocket watch. She
looked quite distraught, like she had been caught doing something
improper.

Personally, he was still having a time reconciling the whole “an-
thropomorphic skunk” thing. He hadn’t even begun to process Sys-
tem etiquette. But he figured that having a panic attack and uncon-
trollably forking was a bit embarrassing.

She looked up at him. God, she was pissed off. Andwas that, yup,
that was the “this is not over” face. He blatantly ignored it, might as
well just rub it in some. “Well, I suppose all’s well that ends well–
Oof!”

Zia collided with him, knocking him off balance as she hugged
him. The skunk laughed in a very ‘serves you right’ way, she had
evidently seen the girl rushing at him from her vantage point but
hadn’t said a thing.
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Eliah didn’t care. He went to scruff Zia’s hair and she shook her
head. He backed off, and she looked up at him, eyes shining at him
in a way they hadn’t in a long time. “I knew you could do it. Thank
you.”

He chuckled, gesturing at the skunk. “All in a day’s work. And
hey, I made a new friend along theway. Not bad if I do say somyself.”

“I am not your friend, Eliah.” She said through gritted teeth. “Al-
though, I guess that I owe you a…” She realized she was gritting her
teeth, and reverted back to her receptionist smile. “A bit of a thank
you.” She spat, her ears splayed to the sides. “I suppose that a higher
starting reputation boost is in order. Hopefully it can…” She gritted
her teeth again. “Mend… things. Pave things over. It might not be
possible to forget here but there are some who feel it is definitely
possible to move on and to make new memories.”

He got her drift.
“Holy fuck Eliah, I think she just bribed us.” Zia beamed. “Holy

shit that’s a lot! Nice!”
“I did not bribe you! I just want to put us on the road to mend-

ing things between your clade and mine.” The skunk practically
growled. “And, I have a reputation to uphold. Which I am sure you
will assist me with, so I wou–”

“Wait hold on a second, what’s a clade?” Zia interrupted.
The skunk sighed. “Let us wait until the rest of your group me-

anders over here before we go over that.”
Eliah took the spare few moments in-between to take stock of

his situation. He had never before been able to feel what the others
in the system felt about him. How his actions affected them. Like-
wise, they had never been able to feel how they made him feel. How
their actions affected him. Combinedwith the dissolution of the dis-
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sociative barriers they had all lived with for so long; the moments
that they shared together between forking themselves out were in-
describable.

None of them could ever imagine going back to the way things
had been before—which was a moot point, given it was a technolog-
ical impossibility.

But that wasn’t to say all that ended had ended well. They un-
derstood his point, why he had done what he had done and how he
felt about it. But he knew the feelings of everyone else well enough
now to know on an emotional level what he had known when he an-
swered ‘Yes’ to the final upload confirmation:

There was no going back. He hadmade an irrevocable choice for
all of them, and he would have to live with the consequences.

Even still, he didn’t regret it, though he did wish that things had
worked out differently. That they had been able to have this recon-
ciliation outside of the System.

He shook himself out of his thoughts in time to see Felina and Evi
walk up and stand besides Zia. He didn’t like that, and evidently, she
didn’t either, as she quickly repositioned herself to his right. This
left an awkward gap between him and Evi; who was avoiding look-
ing at him save for a quick headtilt at #It’sNotImpossible. He had a
sinking feeling.

Fuck. This was where everything went to shit.
Actions, and consequences.
Best to get it over with.
“Well, now that we are all back together and we have more than

demonstrated that we understand how forkingworks, I believe that–”
The skunk started through gritted teeth. He didn’t let her finish. Evi
wasn’t closing the gap, and she still wasn’t looking at him.
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“I’m sorry, give us a second.” He interrupted, leaving her with
black ears pinned back against her head in anger as he turned to
Evi–

Who interrupted him with a physically unpleasant ping and an
invitation to something called a “cone of silence”.

He accepted, and the rest of the world seemed to grow quieter.
Evi stood there, still notmeeting his gaze, looking at thefloor. He

felt a twinge of sympathy, and wondered if she felt likewise towards
him. He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, she started
talking. As she did, she slowly lifted her head to meet his gaze, and
though she looked like she was in her late twenties, she seemed to
hold at least two decades worth of tiredness. He was taken aback.

He had expected anger.
“When things…” She looked back at the ground. “Ended–”
Theword dropped to the floor, lying there, lifeless. It didn’t even

so much as twitch.
“–with Eleanor, I…”
She stood there, still looking at the ground, before finally meet-

ing his gaze full on.
“I figured. ‘Why not upload? What’s the point? What is left here

for me?’ In the span of a few months the system had changed ir-
revocably, and rather than getting better, my life had fallen apart.”
She sighed and shook her head. “I felt that I had saved things from
the brink of collapse. That, if nothing else, at the end of the day we
would still have Eleanor. And failing that, that we would still have
each other. And–”

She wiped tears away from her eyes, her face was a sorrowful
grimace. “And that I would have all that I needed. The reassurance
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that I had done the right thing. So, congratulations Eliah. You were
half right.”

Ouch. That hit hard.
She laughed bitterly. “The merger with Felina… It didn’t go

how either of us thought it would. I withdrew, I stopped giving a
shit about everything. Zia, work, healing, living. Everything. But it
wasn’t…” She sighed. “It was not because I couldn’t get past her.
That is where you were wrong.”

Eliah stayed silent. He had no clue what to make of that.
“That was something that I let on. To all of you. And evidently,

something that I made myself believe so well that you still believe it
now,” Evi explained.

Eliah couldn’t help himself. “Look, I’m just kinda surprised you
haven’t tried to deck me yet… But uh. At the risk of that… Yeah, I’m
not entirely convinced. I’ve been in your– our– whatever… head and
you’re not over her.”

“No, that’s just it. I am over her,” Evi retorted.
“Then what was it Evi? You loved it down there. That wasn’t

something you got from Eleanor, that was something she reignited
in you. So, what would make you so distraught that you–”

“Of course I loved it down there!” She clenched her fists and
raised her voice. #It’sNotImpossible’s ears perked up in surprise.
“How could I not love a place I had fought for years to remain in? For
my right to live in, to change, to affect, to be present in? And you cut
all that off. I can’t forgive you for that, Eliah. I can never forgive you
for that.”

“I know.”He replied softly. He had known it from the second they
uploaded.
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There was silence. It was his turn to look at the floor. After a
while, one or both of them stopped holding their breath and ex-
haled.

“But…” she started. He met her gaze. He always met people’s
gazes. “But I can’t.” She fidgeted with one of her sleeves, it felt like
what shewanted to saywould cause her physical pain. “I can’t blame
you. Not entirely. Because. I nearly did the same thing. And because,
I was wrong about you…”

“I know you did. Why?” he asked softly. “Wait, repeat that last
part again. I think I need to hear it again.”

“One at a time. First, why I almost uploadedus. Itwasn’t because,
I couldn’t let her go. It was because. After I integrated with Felina.
I couldn’t… Forgive myself,” she said bitterly. He wasn’t sure where
this was going, and then it hit him like a brick. #It’sNotImpossible
winced, apparently having the same realization. “Because it wasn’t
Felina who had had flashback after flashback, who had threatened
Eleanorwith the possibility of us uploading one day and then threat-
ened to throwmeout awindow thenext… Itwasme, Eliah. Itwasme.
Because Iwas her. And shewasme. And I just… I couldn’t forgivemy-
self for that.” Her voice was small, barely a whisper. “I could’ve lived
the rest of my life not forgiving myself for that.”

Hewaited for her to break into tears, but they didn’t come. After
a while, she composed herself, and looked at him as though, instead
of having a heart-to-heart, they had just gone through a particularly
unpleasant doctor’s appointment.

“I know it’s not the same but, I felt. I felt similar when Sarah
died.” He offered. “You don’t want to carry that weight. It’s… It’s not
really living.”
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“I know.” She nodded. “I got that. It helped. And I understand
that. I understand you more than I ever did.”

“The feeling is mutual.”
“Please letmefinish. Notwanting anything tohappen to Ziawas,

part of why you did this. To protect her. I get that, the path I was on
with our lifewas alsowhy youdid this. I get that too. And, ultimately,
to some extent. Zia bears culpability. I do too. Felina probably does.
You’re just, easier to blame.”

“Maybe that’s what I’m here for,” he offered.
She shook her head. “No. You aren’t. Didn’t you hear a word I

said earlier? That’s no way to live. And, I want you to live. I want you
to grow, I want you to change. I want to see you become a different
person. Because you have been all along. And I’ve missed it.” She
looked down, ashamed. “You are a person, Eliah. You’re more than
just, a cowboy.” She chuckled awkwardly. “That, little fella on your
shoulder,” she nodded at #It’sNotImpossible, “they’re living proof.
You’re changing. You’re growing. I don’t know how I missed it. I’m
so sorry.”

“Evi, please don’t crucify yourself again.”
“I know.” She sighed. “I’m not… going to go down the road of

crucifying myself on blame again. Or myselves, as the case may be.
And I can’t forgive you but, I can ask that you don’t crush yourself
under the weight of my misplaced projections either.”

“I’ll try not to.” They both lingered in the silence. “I feel like, I
feel like I’ve been given a second chance. Thank you, Evi,” he added.
She looked back at him quizzically, her normal emotional cadence
restored.
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“No, It’s not a second chance. It’s the end of one story and the
beginning of another. It’s, a twist in the road. One path taken and
another not.”

“The path of honesty.”
“The path of honesty, indeed.” She agreed.
From their perch on his shoulder, #It’sNotImpossible spoke up,

“Perhaps it’s a chance to hug it out?”
Evi gave them both the strangest look. Eliah did his best strange

look back. He was feeling similarly. He braced to protect the fen-
nec from being strangled, and was surprised when Evi shrugged her
shoulders. “Sure. Let’s hug it out. I’m fucking exhausted.”

#It’sNotImpossible made the leap in an instant, wrapping
around her neck. As Eliah stood there, dumbfounded, Evi walked
over and gave him an actual, genuine hug. He returned it. It felt
good. “I should have guessed that all I had to do to make you like
me more was get a mite bit fluffier.” She snorted, “In your dreams,
Eliah.”

What a day.

⋆

After a while, they awkwardly disengaged, #It’sNotImpossible
moved back to Eliah’s shoulder, and Evi lowered the cone of silence
after they had all composed themselves.

“Alright, sorry about the suddenness of that. Just working out
privatematt–” Evi started, before she noticed the look on everyone’s
faces.

Zia and Felina were standing next to each other, evidently wor-
ried and mid conversation, wildly speculating about “what the hell
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is going on in there”. The skunk had been pacing around the two of
them, and was the first to react.

“Oh thank goodness. I thought you twowere either going to start
beating the shit out of each other or develop some of fucking quit-
ting pact or something. It would definitely be in line with how the
rest of this day has gone.” The bridge of her muzzle wrinkled in a
frown.

Evi and Eliah exchanged glances. Apparently, a cone of silence
didn’t extend to the visual spectrum. Whoops.

“Uh. No.”
“No. Nope.”
The skunk looked between them for a few moments, uncon-

vinced, her face lined with worry. They stood there awkwardly for a
bit, before she let out a sigh of relief. “Alright. That is very good.”

“Yes. I, agree.” Evi said, exchanging another look with Eliah. “So,
what um. Exactly do we do now?” she asked the skunk.

The annoyance rushed back into the black and white fur, replac-
ing the anger. “Well now, we introduce ourselves, it is what people
normally do when theymeet someone. Instead of panicking for sev-
eral hours and triggering the fuck out of each other.”

Evi coughed, “Ahh.Yes. I dobelievewe’ve actually yet to properly
introduce ourselves to each other.”

“And yet I know so much more about you than I would like to,”
the skunk growled.

“Yes well, um after that can we leave.”
“Yes, after that, your clade can leave. Congratulations. You hold

the record for the tenth longest orientation in the System.” She fu-
riously marked something off on a clipboard. “Something nobody is
keeping track of but me, apparently.”
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“Right, yeah, what’s a clade?” Felina asked.
“A dysfunctional family composed of copies of each other all

driving themselves and everyone else nuts. Add in a hundred years
and some trauma for extra spice.” The skunk muttered, but only
#It’sNotImpossible heard her. They were pretty sure they weren’t
supposed to.

“What?” Evi asked.
“I did not say anything.” The skunk snapped, before she straight-

ened up and cleared her throat. “The System Central Library Ency-
clopedia defines a clade as ‘A group of individuals patterned off a
single root consciousness, formed through branching expansion of
the forking of its constituent members’. There. Done. Everyone un-
derstand?” The skunkwas glaring at each of them, her patience very
obviously running thin.

Eliah wondered how long her clade had been around for.
“Yup.” Evi responded.
“Excellent!” The skunk did another dramatic checking off onher

clipboard. “Now, names and clade ID please?”
“Evi Pirth”
“Eliah Robbins”
#It’sNotImpossible paused for a few moments. Seeing a fennec

grip its own chin like a miniature furry version of The Thinker was a
strange sight to see. Finally, they spoke up.

“Ini. Ini Robbins”
Eliah reminded himself that he would need to unpack all of that

later, and then promptly scheduled it for never.
“Felina. Just Felina.”
“Zia Williamson.”
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“And your Clade ID?” The skunk asked, before glancing at her
time piece in alarm “Actually you do not need to come up with it
now, we can just use the ha–”

“Peace.” Zia said. “Peace. That’s our clade ID.”
The skunk looked like she was about to break her pen in two.

She looked at each of them like a disappointed teacher, and see-
ing no objections, wrote down the name. “There, now it is official.”
She composed herself, clearing her throat and forking for a reason
Eliah couldn’t quite fathom as her appearance didn’t seem to have
changed. The old fork quit. The new skunk closed her eyes and dain-
tily put a paw over her heart. After a few seconds, she opened them
again and said, “In All Ways.”

Evi tilted her head, and exchanged a confused glance with Eliah,
who shrugged. He didn’t have a clue either.

“Then I Must In All Ways Be Earnest, of the Ode clade.”
“Is that a, uh…?” he racked his brain.
“An ode is a type of poem–” Evi started to explain. But before she

could continue, Felina spoke up.
“Yeah, I gotta ask…” She was looking over the skunk’s prim and

proper uniform, eyeing the pocket watch and the discarded rapier
cane with something akin to jealousy, attraction, and intrigue. “You
were a theatre kid, weren’t you?”

Eliah and his fennec counterpart tried their best to suppress a
guffaw, Evi put her face in her hands and moaned. Zia high fived
Felina.

In All Ways, much to the group’s surprise broke out into a grin,
beaming wildly. “Theatre teacher, actually.” She corrected. And
then, smiling a genuinelywarm smile she said, “Welcome to the Sys-
tem,” waved goodbye, and promptly quit.
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For a few moments, nobody did anything, half expecting the
skunk to pop back into existence.

After a few moments of standing there, they all exchanged var-
ious glances with each other.

“Oh yeah, she was definitely a theatre kid,” Felina remarked.
The other members of the Peace Clade gave heavy nods and/or

responded in various levels of increasingly creative affirmation, re-
lief, and wonder. Eventually, they all collapsed, sat on, or jumped
onto the ground, staring up at the endless opaque above and reflect-
ing.

The rest of eternity awaited them.
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Caspian Sunspear — 2286

Caspar Sunspear knew exactly what to expect. Some experienced
forking as easily as breathing, one breath out and two breaths in.
For him, it had always come more viscerally. Grasping his paw over
his chest, he curled his fingertips as thoughwrapping around a pres-
ence reaching out from a timeless void, yearning to come alive. He
tugged at formless flesh until a fennec fox asserted himself between
blinks.

“Hey there.” Caspar winced at the sound of his own voice.
His fork gazed back at him with arms crossed, a small gold stud
tucked high in his right ear. He knew him immediately as Caspar
Sunspear#07a8c4b9, one of the hundreds of forks that had served
him over the years. “So, how should we go about accomplishing
this?” he asked.

“That was what I was hoping to discuss. Please, sit with me.”
Caspar exhaled, condensation flowing across the window glass as
rainfall roared on the gravel outside. Having experimentedwith var-
ious forms of background noise, he’d eventually settled on a steady
torrent from an ash-gray sky. “You have full ACLs, if you need any-
thing to make yourself more comfortable.”

“I’ll take my tea just the way you like it.” Caspar
Sunspear#07a8c4b9 grinned as a mug adorned with polar bears—
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long extinct, of course—simply appeared in his paw. A wisp of steam
rose from the black liquid.

“Plenty of sugar, and a lemon,” the pair said in unison.
“Just like Eythor used to make us after a long day’s work,”

Caspar#07a8c4b9 added, stirring a few cubes of sugar from an earth-
enware dish into his tea until the granules vanished. “You want me
to help you talk to your old roommate…interesting. I’m certainly
aware of your crush on him, but I’m surprised that you’d fork for
such a task.”

“Two minds are better than one, right?” Caspar replied, sud-
denly sweltering with the roaring fire at his back. “I was getting
pretty desperate working through this by myself.”

“You don’t have to remindme.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 took a slow sip,
nostrils flaring as he inhaled the fragrant steam.He leaned back into
the tufted leather armchair like a distinguished scholar while eye-
ing the weathered copy of Twilight on a side table. “It seems taking
guidance from pulp fiction isn’t working out, hmm?”

“Don’t laugh!” Caspar twiddled his thumbs as his fork struggled
not to crack up. “I’m serious! I only turned to ancient tomes like
these out of sheer yearning for that weasel!”

“Whatever you say.” The fennec’s ears flicked about with amuse-
ment as he chuckled, sending a ripple of tea sloshing over the rim.
Caspar#07a8c4b9 slyly tapped the side of his head while he sum-
moned a soft rag to wipe off the mahogany coffee table. “Still, you
have a point; I know we’re not the most socially adept person in the
System. Furries have always borne a strong correlation with nerdy
and introverted personalities.”

“You’re not going to turn human on me, are you?” Caspar asked
with a smirk. Concentrating on the slate coaster perched at the edge
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of the coffee table, he summoned a few fingers of whiskey to calm
his nerves.

“I wouldn’t dare. Though part of you has always wondered what
you’d look like clad in different fur, right?” Caspar#07a8c4b9winked
as he shifted from a wiry fennec into a muscular jaguar and then
back again. “Look at that! I’m already differentiating. Isn’t that ex-
citing?”

“Let’s circle back to why you’re here. Can you help or not?”
Caspar asked, savoring subtle notes of vanilla and honey as the
liquor warmed his throat. Paws trembling, he almost dropped his
drink as he tried to place it down. Only Caspar#07a8c4b9’s firm grip
around his wrist prevented disaster.

“Relax. I’ve got you, okay?”Caspar#07a8c4b9dissipated thehalf-
empty glass with a sigh. “So, you’re after Eythor. Thatweasel is quite
the looker, and I really wish you would have accepted his invita-
tion to grab coffee after you first moved out. Though…in that case I
wouldn’t be here, so perhaps that was for the best.”

“I should have let him treatme to an Americano.” Caspar sighed.
He threw himself back against the mid-century sofa, its thin brass
legs clinking against the hardwood floor. “Ugh! Why am I so bad at
being romantic?”

“Let’s focus on confronting the problem you’ve broughtme here
for.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 playfully rolled his eyes. Balancing a half-
crushed lemon wedge carefully between his claw-tips, he let a few
drops of pearlescent juice fall into the murky liquid. “We’re part of
the same clade until I quit, right?”

“Right.” Caspar rubbed the nape of his neck, soft fur tingling
against his paw pads.
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“Then we’re working towards the same goal. I just want to see
my smile mirrored on your muzzle.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 clicked his
tongue and winked. Extending his paws outward, he summoned a
tall stack of leather-bound books, gilded edges sparkling in the re-
cessed lighting. “Letme see towhat extent I can differentiatemyself
while you get some shut eye.”

“Good idea. I suppose an identical copywouldn’t havemuchwis-
dom to share.” Caspar sighed, the weight of the all-nighter he’d
pulled tugging downward on his eyelids. Dawn’s first light was al-
ready cresting the horizon over his fork’s shoulder. “You must be
tired. Would you…like to come to bed with me?”

“It’s uncouth to date yourself,” Caspar#07a8c4b9 replied with a
wink. “Don’t worry, I can summon all the energy drinks I need to
make this work. I won’t rest until I think I’m at a place where I can
be of assistance.”

“What is your strategy, if you’ve thought that far ahead?” Caspar
asked, bending forward and arching his back in a catlike pose. Taut
abs flexed beneath his long-sleevedmerino wool shirt. The pleasant
buzz of alcohol pulsing at the base of his skull made it easier not to
feel self-conscious about the instinctive stretch.

“I think this calls for a research binge.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 flipped
open the top book with an authoritative thud. “I’ll start with a lit-
tle Shelley and go from there. One of the original Romantics might
help me glean a deeper understanding of true love...or at least learn
enough about romance to help a hopeless case like you.”

“I resent that characterization.” Caspar huffed, rolling his eyes
while drumming his fingers on the coffee table. “How long do you
think it’ll take?”
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“Go and get some sleep. I’ll burn the midnight oil on your be-
half.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 yawned as he began flipping through the
pages, head swiveling as though following the progress of a 3-D
printer. Caspar silently thanked the gods for the fact that he had al-
ways been a fast reader. “Spectating my progress won’t do you any
good, Caspar, so I’ve summoned something to help you rest. Drink
up.”

“You’re surprisingly authoritative, for a fork only a fewminutes
old.” Caspar glanced down at the cheap gas station cup now cupped
between his paws. It was filled halfway up with warm milk spiked
with fragrant lavender powder and spicy-sweet clove oil. “Fine, I’ll
get going,” he said, taking a long sip of the bedtime potion. It was
just like his mother used to make.

“Goodnight!” Caspar#07a8c4b9 called.
Padding toward the bedroom—really more of an alcove con-

cealed with a rice-paper sliding door—Caspar paused in front of the
fireplace. Wood-fueled flames licked at the brass grate, illuminating
stag’s head grotesques atop its pillars. “You’ve already lasted longer
thanmost ofmy forks,” he awkwardlymurmured, not quite knowing
what else to say.

“I know you struggle to say goodnight because your mother
worked the second shift. You liked to stay up late to catch a glimpse
of her Technicolor uniform all speckled with melted plastic.” Cas-
par#07a8c4b9 sighed, slamming the book shut. “I already gave you
the bedtime potion. Do I have to tuck you in before you collapse from
exhaustion where you stand?”

“I, uh…” Casparwasn’t quite sure how to react to that statement.
He nervously rubbed the back of his head while the flickering fire-
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light danced across oak shelves full of impressive-looking books that
he’d never so much as cracked open. “Yes?”

“Alright, come along then.” Casparr#07a8c4b9 flashed a John
Bradshaw book with a cover rendered in simple primary colors. “I
guess I can be kind to my inner child tonight, but don’t think that
I’m going soft. You still have my word that I’ll whip you into shape
before I quit.”

“Can we just talk a little more about—”
“No. Come on. You’re up way past your bedtime.” Grasping his

paw, Caspar#07a8c4b9 hauled him into the bedroom, a cozy and
comfortable space with room for little else besides a sleigh bed
carved with motifs of laurel and holly. A few naturalistic prints
adorned the walls, the most prominent of which depicted a fisher
clutching a snow hare in its jaws. It hung crookedly above the head-
board. “Do you need a glass of water?”

“I usually—” Caspar had to stop himself from offering unneces-
sary explanation. Of course his fork would know his usual routine.
“Yes, please.”

“I’ll set it right here for you.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 placed the glass
next to a lamp decorated with a perfect sphere of Erfoud black mar-
ble on the compact nightstand. He hefted Caspar onto the dense
memory foam mattress before tucking Urial—a well-loved weasel
plushie and a perfect recreation of one of his prized childhood
possessions—into his arms. “All good?”

“Yeah, all good.” Caspar sighed as aweighted, down-stuffed com-
forter was brought up over his chest ruffs to lightly pin him in place.
He wriggled his toes until he found a pocket of cool air and sighed.
“Thank you. That was…oddly nice.”
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“It feels good to be doted on. Forking can be a form of self-care
if you let it be.” Caspar #07a8c4b9 dimmed the lights with a wave
of his paw, leaving only an errant moonbeam to illuminate his soft
features as he stood in the doorway. “I think I’ll take a little walk to
clear my head. I should be back tomorrow morning. Sweet dreams,
cocladist.”

“The same to you…when you get around to dreamtime.” The
door closed with a muffled click. Anxious thoughts flitting at the
edge of his consciousness like lanternflies, Caspar squeezed Urial
tight against his chest and curled into a fuzzy apostrophe. Insulated
against the world, the fennec soon drifted into a satisfying sleep.

⋆

Caspar had eagerly awaited Caspar#07a8c4b9’s return the next
morning. But, instead of a familiar face in his living room, he was
greeted with the sight of a baroque castle overlooking his once-
tranquil backyard. His fork had reshaped the landscape of his pri-
vate sim, turning what had once been an alpine forest into a craggy
landscape filled with exotic trees and roaring waterfalls. Every
evening, he’d watch the flickering candles in the stained-glass win-
dows of the castle’s grand library and wonder what exactly Cas-
par#07a8c4b9 was up to.

Then, unexpectedly, on the eighth day after he forked, Caspar
awoke to a gilded letter sealed with a daub of crimson wax on his
nightstand. The embossed linen paper read simply, “Come and see.”

Caspar figured he had no choice but to do exactly that. He
trudged up the hillside, bearing a stainless-steel water bottle whose
contents were alloyedwith a tablet of citrus flavored EnerGX. His as-
cent was aided by steps chiseling themselves from the earth at the
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steepest points, catching his footfalls as soon as they faltered. By the
time he reached the castle’s gate, Caspar was in perfect equipoise
between exhausted and intrigued.

Mahogany doors three stories tall opened at his approach.
Gleaming dragon’s head knockers gazed at him from on high as he
stepped inside. The foyer was richly decorated with tapestries de-
picting the folk heroes of Appalachia, soot-faced coal miners and
moonshiners in hopped-up Fordsmeticulously captured inwool and
silk. It was as close to a royal pedigree as Caspar—and by extension
Caspar#07a8c4b9—could claim.

Stepping past a grand staircase, the fennec’s ears perked at the
spine-tingling organ music sweeping down the hallway from the li-
brary. Set in a minor key, the mixture of sadness and longing in the
chords conjured a tableau of a sailor forever parted from the sea.
It trailed off just as he entered, ending with a brief and triumphant
return to the major key.

“Welcome. I’m glad you gotmy letter.” Caspar#07a8c4b9 pivoted
on the velvet stool andyawned. Thoughhe retained a familial resem-
blance to Caspar, his softer features and longer headfur gave him a
hint of androgynous beauty. “What do you think of the new look?”

“It’s a little more fashion-forward than my usual outfits.” His
fork now wore a piece of true haute couture designed by one of the
hottest names in the marketplace. Gold fabric crisscrossed his chest
in triangular strips, leaving exposed flashes of sandy fur visible on
his pecs. His modesty was preserved by a textured loincloth embroi-
dered with silver acanthus leaves. “That’s a Benzene Designs piece,
right?”

“You have a good eye.” The high-karat gold mariner link
bracelets adorning his wrists sparkled as he stood up and yawned.
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He stroked a paw through his headfur and summoned another en-
ergy drink. Caspar noticed severalmore crumpled cans in thewaste-
basket beside the organ. “I figured youwouldn’tmindme spending a
bit of your accumulated rep to give you a demonstration of elevated
style.”

“I think you wear it well.” Caspar reclined on a leather chaise,
reaching over to grab a pawful of grapes from a nearby footed bowl.
They were delightfully sweet, a close approximation of the flavor
of cotton candy exploding across his tongue as he pierced the taut
flesh. “Mrm…delicious, as expected.”

“I’m here to help you become your best self, and I think I’ve un-
dergone enough individuation to be an able tutor. Part of that in-
volves enjoying the finest creature comforts the System has to of-
fer.” His fork reached out and offered him an ewer of mead. “Would
you care for a little hair of the dog?”

“Don’t tempt me Caspar—” He suddenly paused as the name
caught in his throat like a barbed arrow tip. By pure instinct, he re-
alized that his fork had claimed a new name for himself. “Percy. It’s
a good choice of agnomen.”

“I think it suits what I’ve become,” Percy replied with a soft
smile, pouring a small measure of the fragrant honey wine into a
sterling silver goblet the height of a soda can. “Please, drink. You
should be in a relaxed mindset for the next exercise.”

“Exercise?” Caspar tilted his head, overcome by bemusement.
It was truly novel to experience a fork different enough that he
couldn’t easily predict at which station their train of thought would
arrive. “What exactly do you mean?”

“Let’s start with a practice date. Something simple and low
stress.” Percy stroked his paw across the ivory keys, playing a simple
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melody until he missed a note by a half step. He instinctively tensed
before slowly exhaling and carrying on. “I will hopefully provide an
environment where you’re not paralyzed by the fear of making a
mistake. Then, in sh’Allah, you will begin to learn..”

“If you think it’ll help…” Caspar trailed off, downing the goblet’s
contents in a single swig. He breathed in as Percy exhaled. “I think
I’m ready now.”

“Good. I know just the place. How about Roberto’s#e3d7f41a?”
“An old favorite.” A smile crept up at the edge of Caspar’smuzzle.

Eythor and the Guide that met him upon his arrival in the System—
Ezra—would stop by whenever the meal rotation in the communal
kitchen felt too stale. “Sure. Let’s go.”

“Just get dressed first. What would you normally wear on a first
date?” Percy asked. “Don’t mind my fashion choices; I want you to
pick whatever you feel comfortable in.”

“Something a little less on the bleeding edge of style.” Caspar
imagined the subtle elastic of his favorite hoodie hugging his wrists
and the smooth denim of jeans rubbing over his inner thighs. A mo-
ment later, he was wearing the outfit as though he’d always been.
Concentrating on his wrists, he summoned his usual chronograph
watch and a gold bracelet to complement Percy’s outfit. “How about
this?”

“You look cute enough.” Percy softly smiled with the tenderness
of an old friend. His eyes traced over Caspar’s body, the bulk of the
hoodie nicely filling out his slight frame. “A bit on the casual side but
adding a little something to compliment your partner’s taste earns
you bonus points in my book.”

“I’m not totally inept, you know,” Caspar replied. “Giveme a little
credit, huh?”
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“C’mon then. I know you can do this next part without my tute-
lage.” Taking Caspar’s paw, the pair stepped forward into the foyer
of a restaurant designed to resemble a working-class diner at the
end of the twentieth century. “Shall we grab a booth?”

The lowmurmur of conversation brought life to the tired space.
Dingy hardwood paneling lined the wall where half-a-dozen cozy
booths were occupied by couples sharing affectionate glances over
pancakes and bacon. The light odor of artificial maple syrup linger-
ing in the air tickled Caspar’s nostrils. “Not that I don’t love this joint
but…shouldn’t we have gone somewhere fancier?”

“Don’t get too ritzy on the first date. My advice is to try and keep
it low-key.” Percy tugged the laminate table toward him and ges-
tured for Caspar to slide in. The green faux leather was still warm
and a little sticky against his paw pads. “You don’t want Eythor to
be intimidated. You’re trying to have a little fun together, not par-
ticipating in a showcase of conspicuous consumption.”

Caspar scanned over the menu, prickly heat rising through his
shoulders and chest as it usually did when he felt flustered. Fortu-
nately, the wheals hadn’t yet spread to his muzzle. When the sensa-
tion rose past his throat, he knew that a panic attack was imminent.
“Pretending to date a cocladist is kind of awkward now that I stop
and think about it…evenwhen you’ve individuated further than any
of my previous forks.”

“I suppose I need to change more, then.” Where a fennec fox
had been just a moment before now sat a weasel with gleaming
emerald eyes—Erythor’s eyes.While he didn’t fully take on Erythor’s
appearance—such a thing being quite taboo—Caspar caught hints in
his softened features and sharply-outlined eyebrows. “It’s amazing
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howmuch I explored inmyweek away fromyou. I even took the time
to watch a basic make-up tutorial.”

“That is an improvement.” Casparwhistled, noting that he didn’t
look half bad as a weasel. Percy was certainly more attractive than
most of the humans he’d encountered phys-side. “Do you remember
why we initially picked a fennec fox as our form in the System?”

“You were always enamored with that stupid cartoon. Sandglass
Half Full, broadcast every Sunday at ten o’clock sharp on UView.”
Percy leaned backward while applying a delicate layer of iris pur-
ple lipstick. “Something about being part of one big happy family,
right?”

“Right.” Caspar bit his bottom lip. “I didn’t realize I had an inter-
est in make-up lurking in my subconscious.”

“Clever change of subject,” Percy said with a wink. “I’ll give
you a pass this time. Next time, embrace the opportunity to share
your feelings. Shared vulnerability shouldersmuch of theweight in-
volved in building intimacy.”

“Do I really look that good with a bit of eyeshadow on my fur?”
Caspar asked, surprised at the non-binary beauty Percy managed to
evoke from his body, like a chef preparing a wholly different dish
from the same ingredients. “I know you’re a different species, but…”

“Individuation really opens one’s mind to the possibilities.
Would you like me to show you?” Percy asked, twirling a fine brush
in a fur-friendly palette. “No obligation, of course. I don’t want to do
anything that you’re uncomfortable with.”

“Well, I—”
“What can I get you, sugar?” Cutting Percy off, the server con-

struct gazed down at them expectantly. A middle-aged woman with
streaks of gray running through her coal-black curls, she gripped
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a notepad just like his mother used to when scanning through the
cupboards with digital coupons strewn across her tablet’s screen to
stretch their meager grocery budget. “It’s been a while since your
last visit.”

“We’ll start with coffee,” Percy said. Shooting Caspar a know-
ing wink—well-aware of the fennec’s love of caffeine—he tapped the
menu entry for their extra-strength blend. “Leave the pot, if you
would.”

“You got it!” In the blink of an eye, a dented stainless-steel cof-
fee pot and two porcelain mugs so dishwasher-weathered that the
Roberto’s logo had almost entirely faded appeared on the table. “Let
me know when you’re ready to order.”

“Mm, I’ve missed this.” Caspar’s eyes went wide with pleasure as
he took a sip of coffee. Rich and mellow, it was smooth enough that
it didn’t necessitate the addition of either sugar or cream. He barely
noticed draining the cup until Percy poured him a refill. “Thank
you.”

“Go easy on the coffee. Taking your morning EnerGX tablet
into consideration, you’re pushing the recommended daily intake
of stimulant compounds.” Soft mustelid fur brushed his wrist, send-
ing a memory of Eythor passing him a cup of tea through his mind.
“I’ll take one for the team and finish this pot,” Percy said, pouring
himself a second cup.

“I…” Caspar trailed off, a heady blush radiating through his
cheeks. The rush of caffeine heightened the anxiety simmering in
his core, paws trembling as he lowered his empty mug.

“Is something wrong?” Percy asked, brow furrowing with con-
cern.
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“I…I can’t do this.” Staring down at the table, Percy’s vision be-
gan to blur as the noise of the diner began to recede beneath an all-
consuming hum. Only the beating of his trembling heart rose above
to taunt him from deep within his chest. “I’m never going to find
true love, am I?” he gasped. Then, as though the entire System had
crashed, everything froze.

⋆

“Breathe. Touch the tip of your tongue to the roof of yourmouth and
exhale for me,” Percy cooed, eyes glowing with concern. After what
seemed like a solid minute, the sim seemed to flicker back to life,
beginning with the clinking of silverware against plates. “Empty all
the air fromyour lungs. I want to hear your breathwhooshing across
your teeth, got it?”

“O-okay,” Caspar replied. Gripping the edge of the table like a
drowningman to driftwood, Caspar traced over the repeating swirls
in the peeling wood grain as though wandering through a diminu-
tivemaze. “Even youmirroring Eythor’s species is anxiety-inducing.
How am I ever going to manage the real thing?”

“One step at a time. Keep taking those deep breaths for me.”
Percy’s warm paws lightly cupped Caspar’s wrists as he shifted back
into the guise of a fennec. “I’m not Eythor. Nothing that happens in
this sim is going to hurt you, okay? Your clade is right here by your
side.”

“I’ll try.” Breathing outward while counting down from eight,
Caspar resisted the urge to start gasping for air as thoughhehad just
beenpitched into the vacuumof space.He exhaleduntil his lungs be-
gan to ache before drawing breath for a count of four. “It’s…hard.”
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“I know. You’re doing great. Can you acknowledge three things
you can see around us?” Percy clasped his paws tight, giving a
reassuring squeeze as Caspar’s gaze darted around the inside of
Roberto’s#e3d7f41a. “Ground yourself in the environment. Don’t fo-
cus on the anxious thoughts. Acknowledge thembefore you let them
simply…flow down the stream.”

Caspar glanced at a crackedmug, the stuttering clock on thewall
above their heads, and a wet floor sign haphazardly set up over top
of a fallen coffeepot. He pictured every detail of the objects in his
mind’s eye while premonitions of catastrophe appeared and then
fizzled out at the edge of his headspace. “It’s helping, I think.”

“Good. Are you comfortable with me returning to my alter-
nate appearance to continue the exercise?” Percy asked, waiting pa-
tiently until Caspar’s breathing had steadied and his paws stopped
shaking. He had the server construct bring a perspiring glass of wa-
ter which Caspar gratefully accepted. “It’s okay if you’re not okay.”

“I don’t think that I’mgoing to slip into a full-blownpanic attack,
if that’s what you’re asking.” Caspar jolted a little as Percy returned
to mustelid form. While he maintained a stiff upper lip, he could
sense each pulse of his pounding heart in his pinky toes. “Though I
can’t quite seem to outrun my nerves.”

“Let’s talk about it then. What’s got your britches in a bunch?”
Percy leaned forward, supporting his chin with outstretched paws.
“I’m here to listen to anything and everything you have to say, Cas-
par. It stays between us, cocladists’ honor.”

“Shouldn’t my fork already know?” Caspar asked, rolling his
eyes and drawing his arms close against his chest. “You’re still me,
underneath that nut-brown fur.”
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“It’s helpful to vocalize these feelings. It’s why talk therapy
works, right?” Percy’s dulcet tone complimented the buttery-soft
paw pads stroking through his undercoat as he groomed the fen-
nec’s forearms. Caspar focused on Percy’s thundering pulse, his
heart also railing from a mixture of caffeine and sleep deprivation.
Fortunately for the weasel, death wasn’t programmed into the Sys-
tem. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

“Well, where do I start?” Caspar leaned back, clutching the
empty coffee mug like an amulet of protection. “I don’t want to give
you my full memoirs, especially since you’ve already got the proof
copy.”

“Talk to me like I’m just starting to get to know you.” Percy
smiled softly. “Stay intimate but don’t overshare. We can resume
the practice date here if you like.”

“Okay. Well…I chose to upload when I was nineteen. Never had
the best of relationships with my mom or my siblings. I spent a
few years earning a steady flow of rep in a communal sim by pro-
ducing as many interactive action-adventure stories as my chronic
writer’s blockwould permit.” Caspar loudly sighed. Reflecting on his
past was rarely a joyful experience. “Once I had enough saved up to
achieve financial independence and retire early, I set out onmyown.
I’ve been a recluse in my private sim ever since.”

“Ever tried finding a living space that’s…more of a happy
medium?” Percy asked. “It seems like your initial introduction to
the System was one of the better parts of your life.”

“Livingwith Eythorwas…nice.” Caspar foundhimself longing for
the company. The forks working on his behalf rarely stuck around
long enough to become adept conversationalists. “I miss the trivial
things most. It was nice to have someone ask how my day was and

180



Thomas “Faux” Steele

then genuinely care about what I had to say in response. I’ve been
feeling lonely, as of late.”

“It’s good that you’re finally sharing your feelings, and that’s
progress worth celebrating. How about I get you something to eat?”
Percy asked. “I think you’ll feel a bit less lonely after polishing off a
plate of hash browns with a cocladist.”

“Just as long as they’re covered—”
“And chunked.” The weasel smiled, flicking his black-tipped tail

to beckon the server construct. “Let’s have the usual, please.”
“My favorite.” A smile curled upward at the edge of Caspar’s

muzzle as a grease-laden dish was dropped in front of him. He
slapped the bottom of a glass ketchup bottle until a few splatters of
red adorned the monochrome potatoes. “I’ve thought about leaving
my secluded cabin and venturing out again but…something’s hold-
ing me back. Dealing with other people is hard, you know?”

“Relationships aren’t always easy.” Percy’s fork clinked against
his plate. He had ordered the same thing, with the addition of a fruit
cup that consistedmostly of honeydew. “Yourmotherwas fairly dis-
tant, am I right?”

“She spent most of my childhood working.” Caspar savored ev-
ery morsel of the artery-clogging dish. It wasn’t so much the flavor
that did it for him, but rather the memories of happier times that
the hash browns recalled. He had looked forward to being taken out
to Waffle House by his grandmother every Sunday while his mother
pulled a double shift. “It wasn’t ideal.”

“I think you developed an avoidant attachment style.” Percy
placed his silverware neatly on the table before tapping at the tip
of his muzzle with a lard-stained napkin. “When a young child has a
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caregiver who’s emotionally unavailable, they learn to close them-
selves off from others. Sound familiar?”

“I have always been somewhat of a lone wolf.” The deluge of
sodium triggered Caspar’s thirst. He barely noticed draining his wa-
ter glass before Percy immediately refilled it with the chivalry of a
true gentleman. “A week of sulking in a nineteenth-century castle
really did a number on you, huh?”

“The castle and a dozen hours of therapy I received in exchange
for a little rep. You’d be amazedwhat a little professional advice does
for one’s sense of self-insight.” Percy replied. “Maybe start with ver-
balizing your ownemotional needs. Tellmewhat you’re feeling right
now when you think of your living situation.”

“Well…I’m looking to make a change. I know that living alone
isn’t good for my mental health.” Glancing at the cracked Bake-
lite ashtray at the corner of the table, Caspar summoned a pack
of cigarettes—a vice carried over from phys-side. The waxed paper
crinkled softly in his fingers as he playfully twirled the cigarette. He
caught a pleasing whiff of tobacco as he stuck the filter between his
lips. “I try not to sit alone with my thoughts for too long.”

“It doesn’t hurt to accept a little help at times.” Leaning forward,
Percyheld the tip of a Zippounder the cigarette’s tip until it began to
subtly smolder. He flipped it shut with a metallic cling before sliding
it into a bioceramic case on his thigh. “I’m living proof that having
someone by your side is easier than doing everything as a clade of
one, right?”

“I’m going to break character here for a second. How does this
practice date help with the Eythor situation?” Caspar took a long
drag on the cigarette, holding the smoke in his lungs until the fa-
miliar nicotine rush buzzed behind his earlobes. “I appreciate the
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self-insight, but I was hoping for romantic advice. You know, some-
thing more…flowers and chocolate.”

“You can’t form a quality relationship with someone else until
you’ve fixed what’s going on here.” Percy turned his claws inward,
giving his chest a light tap. “Romance comes naturally when you’re
sure of yourself and what you are. Can you say that about yourself,
Caspar?”

“In all honesty”—Caspar took a sip of his water, swishing it be-
tween his teeth to clear some of the acrid tobacco flavor lingering
on his palette—“probably not. That’s why I’ve sought out your help,
remember?”

“Look, if you want romantic advice…let’s start small. I make
a reasonable doppelganger of that handsome weasel you’re after,
right?” Percy leaned in close enough for Caspar to catch a whiff of
the musk radiating off his fur. Earthy and sweet, it reminded him of
a blend of frankincense and blackcurrant wine. “Let’s take the prac-
tice date up a notch. Pretend I’m Eythor and introduce yourself to
me but be genuine this time. Be confident in who you are.”

“I’m thankful that you were still willing to come out with me.”
Caspar took a final drag on the cigarette, drawing it down until only
a few silvers of tobacco remained. “I’ve been struggling to get the
courage to ask you out for coffee myself ever since I turned down
your invitation. Living with you was the happiest time of my life.
Something about being in a communal sim with all the ups-and-
downs of an extended family reminded me of what I missed out on
growing up. It was just like Sandglass Half Full.”

“I’m glad to hear that. It was sweet of you to finally accept my
invitation,” Percy replied. Caspar held the water glass lightly in his
paws, taking a deep sip as Percy’s penetrating gaze swept over him.
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The fennec fox nervously tapped his canines against each other, try-
ing to maintain his poise. “Can I ask what made you change your
mind about taking me out on a date?”

“I didn’t think of you that way…at least not at first. But then,
you helped to acquaint me with life within the System, like an older
brother that didn’t regularly steal my allowance money and then
shootmewith a BB gunwhen I tried to get it back.” A soft grin curled
at the edge of Caspar’s muzzle like the watersmooth silver edge of a
summermoon. “Breathe in…breathe out…then smile. That moment
was when I felt the first pang of infatuation in my heart.”

“I remember giving you that advice. You were so delicate then,
so unsure of what to make of the infinite possibilities of this world.”
Percymirrored Caspar’s smile. “I’ve never asked, but those of us that
choose to punch the one-way ticket into the System are usually run-
ning from something. What were you running from?”

“Wherewould I even start? I…”Caspar trailed off, struck by cruel
self-reflection, as though he were Narcissus gazing upon his perfect
image in thewater. He bit his bottom lip, grazing paw pads along the
underside of the table to ground himself in the subtle roughness of
the non-veneered laminate. “Do you want the honest answer or the
polished answer?”

“Let’s startwith something forthright and seewhere it takes us.”
Percy reassuringly brushed against Caspar’s foot with blunted claw
tips. “Authenticity is attractive even in an immaterial world. This
isn’t phys-side, but everything is just as real.”

“Well…my folks didn’t have much money growing up.” Caspar
brushed over the luxury chronograph on his wrist, a skeuomorph of
wealth from a distant past he had witnessed only through others’
eyes. Flicking the top pusher, he watched the luminous second hand
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sweep across the silver dial like a falling star. “My mom had a lot of
mouths to feed on a plastic recycler’s pay after my dad passed from
the RKVirus outbreak. I had towork for almost everything, even the
clothes on my back.”

“Endless toil since you could first toddle, hm?” Percy asked.
“I got tired of it pretty quick.” Turning the Rolex over in his paw,

he brushed a finger over lugs scratched from frequently changing
the strap to match his outfits. While in the System everything could
be made flawless, there was something beautiful in allowing objects
to develop natural imperfections. “When the WF introduced a one-
time payment to the families of those choosing to upload, I chose the
straightforward way out of my problems. It was easier than slowly
dying of chloracne from working in the local chemical plant.”

“Do you ever regret your choice?” Percy’s voice wavered a little,
like a violin note playedwith a fraying bow.Meeting his gaze, Caspar
sensed his own ambivalencemirrored in his folded ears and the sub-
tle crease around his limpid eyes. “Leaving your family behindmust
have been hard.”

“My feelings on the situation depend on how much I’ve had to
drink.” Caspar sighed, draining the rest of his water. Flashing his
composed paws at Percy to provemore coffee wouldn’t have him vi-
brating into the next dimension, he poured another cup—though he
filled it only halfway. He used the spare room to add aminibar-sized
bottle of irish cream liqueur. “I sometimes miss my mom. Phys-side
wasn’t all bad. She baked the best cookies…when she could scrape
together the money for luxuries like that.”

“Youmean, like these?” Breaking character for amoment, Percy
slid a weathered plastic tub—the kind that vat-grown lunch meat
came in—across the table. Insidewas a baker’s dozenof cookies, each
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studded with cheap art-choc chips. “I did some digging through our
memories. Can you give me a second opinion on them? I’m not sure
the recipe is quite right.”

Caspar gingerly took a cookie between his claws, admiring its
glistening surface before popping it into his muzzle. The taste was
almost perfect, bringing back vivid phantasms of a cluttered kitchen
and his mother’s apron, moremulticolored patchwork than flannel.
“It needs just a little more nutmeg. How much did you use?”

“Half a teaspoon,” Percy replied. “I remember ourmommeasur-
ing the ingredients out carefully in front of us to help practice ‘rith-
metic together.”

“But she’d always add just a pinch more after whipping up the
batter, maybe another eighth of a teaspoon.” Caspar leaned back,
brushinghis footpaws across the satinymustelid fur of Percy’s shins.
“Did you remember that?”

“Now that you mention it, I feel that memory coming back to
me.Mymind is still a bit fuzzy from somany changes in such a short
span of time.” Percy tappedhis claw against the side of his triangular
skull. “There are certain advantages to being in a clade…like being
able to catch each other when we stumble.”

“How hard would it be for you to quit? I’ve never asked one of
my forks how they feel about it and the System isn’t exactly built to
allow me to try it for myself.” Caspar knew that the process wasn’t
painful, that much he gathered from the memories he’d received.
Existence simply ended as much fanfare as flipping a light switch.
“Would the prospect scare you?”

“It would be harder forme than it was for the fork you created to
fetch you a cup of tea,” Percy replied with a soft smile. “Who lifteth
the veil of what is to come? I don’t know if there’s an afterlife for all
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who walk amidst Creation…but it’d certainly be interesting to find
out.”

“Perhaps you’ve read a little too much Shelley. Don’t go and
drown in a boating accident before I’m done with you.” Caspar
sighed. “Theweasel form is helpful, but I’m still not sure I’ve learned
anything from all this.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Percy winked as he stood up, fur puffing
out beneath the straps of his outfit as he bent over and stretched
his shoulders. “Give yourself a little credit. You can be romantic, you
know. I think you’re a half-decent conversationalist when you stop
trying so hard. It’smuch easier to get alongwith peoplewhen you’re
comfortable in your own skin.”

“Maybe I should take you alongwithme.” Caspar paused, wheels
turning in hismind. Even though he couldn’t date Percy, perhaps his
fork might be useful in another way. “Wait…would you be willing to
be my wingman?”

“I’ll lead you to the water, but you still have to do the drinking.
I won’t do everything on your behalf, fellow clade-member or no.”
Percy pursed his lips before hawking a hefty shot of spit onto his
palm. “If that’s a deal you can live with, let’s shake on it.”

“You drive a hard bargain.” Clasping Percy’s paw, Caspar
stepped forward with him into the peaceful surroundings of
NewUpload#6c9b2e5a. Linden trees swayed gently in a cool breeze
beneath a cloudless sky. A housing complex formed from a mixture
of aluminum and unpainted birch wood peeked out from the ridge.
Caspar knew the bulk of the living spacewas underground,with only
residences constructed topside. “I haven’t been back here—”

“Since you last saw him?” Percy brushed a tender paw across
Caspar’s forearm. His fur now the glossy nutbrown of a fisher’s sum-
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mer coat, though he retained his lustrous green eyes. Crisp white
linen was draped over his shoulders, flowing smoothly to a pair of
humble leather sandals. “I’ve done a bit of scouting on your behalf
over the past week. Eythor should be just about finished up with a
new arrival. I think acquainting fresh uploads with the System has
given him the purpose he was looking for.”

“So, he’s finally a Guide, eh?” Caspar asked curiously. It was an
interesting—albeit hardly unexpected—development. “He was al-
ways intrigued by the possibility of following in Ezra’s footsteps.”

“Does this new information make it harder to ask him out?”
Percy leaned forward, taking the fennec’s arm and guiding him for-
ward like a Sherpa mountaineer. Pointing his thumbs toward Cas-
par’s wrists, he stroked with a rhythm like a steady heartbeat. “As a
reminder, honesty is always the best policy.”

“I don’t think harder is the right word. I’m just…nervous.”
Caspar sighed. “I’m sure he’s happy doing what he’s doing without
me. Should I really ruin that by just showing up on his doorstep like
an uninvited houseguest?”

“Adult children of emotionally immature parents can be skepti-
cal that a relationship could enrich their life. Instead, they believe
that rewarding relationships are simply too good to be true, some-
thing they can never achieve.” Percy swept his tail through the soft
grass beneath their feet, stirring up a smattering of iridescent but-
terflies. “Everything in you up to the point of the fork is in me too.
What you’re feeling is a negative expectation that can be changed.”

“Are you really quoting a psychological self-help book to me?”
Caspar snorted, petulantlyflickinghis ears. “Fine. Let’s give it a shot,
then.”
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“Great! Let’s do it before you lose your nerve.” Percy lightly
grasped Caspar’s paw and led him forward. Passing through a wind-
break of fragrant pink mimosas, they entered a secluded clearing
with only the echoing calls of a whippoorwill as accompaniment.
“He’s just over there and his shift is about to end. You’ll have a win-
dow of a few minutes where you two are totally alone. Just be your-
self...and I’m here if you need me.”

“Thank you for being part of my clade.” Caspar playfully
punched Percy on the shoulder. “I think you’re great, even if your
fashion sense is one part of my personality I’m happy to have ap-
pear only in my forks.”

“Pfft. Just wait until I show you what I can do with a mascara
wand,” Percy replied, poking his tongue out of the tip of his muzzle
like a chocolate-covered strawberry. “I think a little copper would
bring out the best in your cheek ruffs.”

“I’ll experiment a little…after this date.” Gathering his courage,
Caspar shouted to the figure standing at the center of the clearing,
near a roaring campfire surrounded by a firebreak of blue-green sea
glass. “Hey, Eythor! Long time no see!”

“Caspar?” Theweasel turned, tilting his head as a spark of recog-
nition flashed across his face. A slight wrinkle appeared at the cor-
ner of his eyes at the same time a warm smile swept across his muz-
zle. “What are you doing back here? Last I’d heard, you had moved
over to Minerva Towers with that handsome Latino guy—what was
his name?”

“Fernando. We broke up after he set off to parts unknown and
left one of his forks behind in his place.” Caspar nervously clicked
his claws together like bars of a xylophone. “The fork eventually
changed in a way that slowly forced us apart. Turns out that there
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was a part of Fernando that wanted nothing more than to live as a
seventeenth-century pirate.”

“That’s unfortunate. You know, I’ve only forked once.” Eythor’s
gaze slid between the fisher and the fennec, noting the same chip-
tooth smile and jagged scar across the right cheek. “I found the ex-
perience of quitting too disconcerting to make using forks part of
my routine other than for work. I remain eminently comfortable as
a clade of one. Speaking of which, who’s the cocladist?” he asked.

“This is Percy. He’s still me—mostly.” Caspar wrapped an arm
around the fisher’s broad shoulders. If Eythor objected to the bor-
rowing of his eye color, his grin didn’t show it. “All the same good
looks, just with a little more academic understanding of romance.
Right?”

“He’s just flattering me.” Percy playfully flicked his tail. Closing
his eyes, he yawned deeply while struggling not to slip into a stand-
ing nap. “I’m not quite that differentiated. All that forking did was
bring out the part of Caspar that enjoys looking his best.”

Eythor looked approvingly at Percy’s outfit, which was now tied
together with a belt made from the silver coins of a long-fallen em-
pire. “Taking on a distinct species is more than I’ve ever seen from
one of your forks. Color me curious about the choice of a fisher.”

“I’ve always admired them,” Caspar replied. He gazed at the for-
est around them, imagining the sight of fishers leaping through the
trees in pursuit of bushy-tailed squirrels. “I read in an old encyclo-
pedia that they used to only live way up at the top of North Amer-
ica. One of them mutated to tolerate heat and spread those genes
around. After that, they started expanding their range south until
they reached Morgantown, my old home in phys-side.”
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“They made the best of their environment…just like Caspar and
I,” Percy added.

Eythor raised his index finger to his bottom lip, stroking across
rose petal flesh. “I’ve never gone on a date with two cocladists be-
fore. Would you both like to grab some coffee? My shift is just about
over and my kettle’s just about empty,” he said, pouring the last of
the hot chocolate into a white Styrofoam cup and downing it in a
single gulp.

“Yeah…we’d like that.” Caspar glanced at his fork for reassur-
ance, breathing out as Percy shot him a subtle thumbs-up. “Percy’s
my wingman on this one. Are you still up for getting that Ameri-
cano?”

“I’m eager, especially after all these years.” The weasel vanished
his cup and shifted his outfit. Clean white robes embroidered with
spiraling fractalswere replacedwith a comfortable t-shirt and snug-
fitting skinny jeans. Awhite gold choker setwith cabochon emeralds
that matched his eyes completed the look. “Where might you take
me, I wonder?”

“Well, I know this little diner that serves the best coffee, and I
am a bit of a caffeine fiend.” Caspar playfully licked his lips. “I don’t
think one more cup will cause me to undergo a phase change and
wind up a fiery ball of plasma. Or perhaps it will? You’ll have to stay
tuned to find out.”

“I’d pay good rep to watch that. Your Americano is on me this
time,” Eythor replied with a soft chuckle. “Shall we?”

“Let’s go. I’m really looking forward to this.” Taking the paws
of his date and his fork, Caspar confidently guided them into
Roberto’s#e3d7f41a. As the earthy odor of fresh-ground beans and
gentle burbling of brewing coffee ensnared his senses, Caspar found
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that he wasn’t the least bit nervous. “And all it took to accept your
invitation was a little true love from within…”
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Walter — 2291

The sun’s red light peeked over the horizon at 5:58 AM.Walter knew
that because it rose at that exact time every time without fail this
time of year. Never a minute too early or too late. Every day until
the season changed. Its violent red glow illuminated the city below.
As always, traffic flowed between the buildings like a river between
rocks, the sun’s light reflecting off the moving surfaces.

Walter turned his gaze back to the horizon. He knew when the
sun would rise but he had never seen a sunrise before. He never had
the time. None of the instances did. Or maybe they chose to keep
that memory to themselves. He couldn’t tell anymore. They didn’t
talk or reminisce. All he knew was anyone who had to get up at the
crack of dawn typically had something more important to do at the
time.

His thoughts hesitated at that notion. Something more impor-
tant than witnessing such a rare and beautiful event. The sun rose
every day but the ability towitness its arrival was a featwithin itself.
The window was tight and it required optimal conditions, weather,
location, and season all played a factor and colored the experience.

He suddenly recalled a distant memory of a picture depicting
a sunrise phys-side. The sky had been painted in an explosion of
color as if the sky had been set on fire. It was beautiful and quite a
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sight to see. The sunrise now looked nothing like that. It was calmer,
smoother.

Because the atmospherehere isn’t tainted,he thought.This iswhat it’s
supposed to look like. He felt a sudden pang of anger at that thought.
“What it’s supposed to be like.” He had heard that term and its varia-
tions somany times, it haunted his sleep. Every thought, every task,
every action had to produce the desired result. It all had to lead to
the necessary outcome.

It was how it should be done.
He glanced at the pocketwatch in his hand. It read 6:20 AM.
At that moment, the sound of the rooftop door opening reached

his ears. Right on time as expected. Without even looking back, he
knew who it was. No one came to the roof at this time of the day
given they were “busy” with other things. But his instances were
never late. “On time, every time,” they would say. Being late—even
once—harmed productivity. That couldn’t be allowed.

“You’re early?” Will asked.
Walter nodded. “I got up early to see the sunrise.”
“You shouldn’t have done that. Getting the optimal amount of

sleep—”
“Save the speech.We have itmemorized. I know full well the ‘op-

timal’ amount of sleep is required for maximum productivity and
reduces dependency on energy supplements.” He indicated the ris-
ing orb of light in the distance. “But it’s funny how no one actually
needs sleep around here.”

“Following the routines ingrained in us from our lives phys-side
keeps us sane.”
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He chose to change the subject. They’d be there for hours talking
in circles otherwise. “Well, you can’t tell me that shaving off a few
minutes of sleep isn’t worth that view.”

“It is beautiful, but we should get to the point. We have to be
going about our tasks by seven or else—”

“Or else we’ll be late and that will harm productivity. I know,”
Walter finished, nettled. “But don’t you just get tired of it all?”

“Tired of what?”
“Never having any free time.”
“Whywouldweneed free time?With the current schedule,we’ve

maximized reputation acquisition and—”
“You sound like a robot.”
He felt the angry stare on the back of his head. Several seconds of

silence passed. He feared Will had walked off and the conversation
was a bigger waste of time than it would have been.

But then Will spoke again, his voice dry and mechanical. “That
was rude.”

“I know, but I meant what I said. We’ve become robots. We don’t
want for anything—”

“Because we’ve maximized productivity which ensures a steady
income of reputation—”

“And we’re not doing anything with it. Hell, we don’t even re-
ally need it, do we? The whole system is more of a formality than
anything.”

“What is there to do with it?”
Walter shrugged. “Something. Anything. The problem is we’re

self-sufficient, so we have no need for anything. I want to go on va-
cation. I want to seemountains, go hiking, go fishing, watch amovie,
something besides the same monotonous tasks day after day.” A
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strange mixture of euphoria and anger rose within him. His voice
rose with it as he continued to rant. “I want to think for myself. I
want to makemistakes. I want to branch out. Explore and try differ-
ent things, not always follow the same one-two, paint-by-numbers
bullshit that everyone tells me to do.”

Will didn’t respond. Not that Walter expected it. They may have
forked from the same root, but it was clear that their developing
thoughts had gone in two very different directions.

He wasn’t sure when it first started, his thoughts diverging from
the host. They warned him of this at his creation. Eventually, his
thoughts and feelingswould differ from the root. Butwhen that hap-
pened, they couldn’t say.

Orwouldn’t, he thought. Thinking back onWallace’s memories, it
all made sense. Everything was about control and perfection. Even
if they couldn’t pinpoint it exactly, they had an estimate. They knew
exactly when his individuality would kick in, assuming it ever did.

Because it all was measured, recorded, and controlled.
The sun had fully emerged from the horizon. Its once red light

had now turned to its signature yellow. The traffic below had in-
creased, going from a steady trickle to a raging rapid. Even from
the perch, Walter knew they had at best another 15 minutes before
the streets became clogged. Still, his eyes traced the optimal route
through the back streets that avoided most of the crowds.

“Is there anything else?” Will asked, breaking the silence. “I re-
ally need to get back to my tasks.”

“You ever wonder why they lied to us?” Walter asked.
“What?”
“They lied. Remember all the advice growing up? Sorry, when

Wallace was growing up? All the tips on how to do things quickly?
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How to succeed at life? Everyone was so quick to offer advice and
give tips on ‘rising to the top’. Now look at us. We’ve reached the
peak of the mountain and there’s nothing here. Worse, you realize
that you didn’t even want to be here.”

“Did you really call me up here to waste my time with your
preaching? We have a schedule to keep.”

“No, you have a schedule to keep. I’m done.”
“You’re quitting?”
“No. I’m just through being Wallace’s puppet. The man has no

dreams, no visions, no goals. He just does as he’s told. Just look at
his memories.”

“Our memories.”
“No, hismemories. The ones we got stuck with when he created

us. Our thoughts, our actions up until now, aren’t even ours. Hell,
they’re not even his! They were implanted by other people making
empty promises!”

“Where is this coming from?” Will asked, fear creeping into his
voice. “We became who we are today because of those memories.”

Walter didn’t have an answer. These weren’t memories, they
were observations, visions of what lay through the cracks in the
flawed logic they were implanted with. That Wallace was implanted
with. At best he suspected it was a side-effect of his thoughts finally
becoming his own. No longer simply an instance of Wallace, he had
truly become Walter, his own individual.

At least, that was what he hoped for. Wallace could have come to
the same conclusion for all he knew but chose to keep it from them
in order to save them the stress of knowing they were nothing more
than puppets created to serve his whims.
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“I don’t understand, but no one forced obedience on us,” Will
said. “You should know, you have the same memories. All of those
‘empty promises’ were lessons to help us grow. We were taught so
we wouldn’t have to learn.”

Walter bit his tongue.Hehad anasty retort primedand readybut
there was no point. Will would never understand. He didn’t see it.
They sharedmemories but saw different things. No one had to force
anything on them because the systemwas self-sustaining. They had
been imprinted since their creation, their minds groomed to follow
the grain and blindly accept whatever was shown to them. Never
question. Never deviate. It didn’t need to be said because they said
it for them.

He turned back to the streets below. The river of cars had frozen
over. Faintly, the honking of car horns could be heard. But the traffic
did not ease forward any faster.

It became clearer than ever that he was alone in this. The others
would not be persuaded.

He couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it. Not like this. He rose from his
seat and stormed back inside. No more speculations, no more rou-
tines, and no more what-ifs. He was done.

Finding Wallace was incredibly easy. The man was in his office
as always, right on time.

The root looked up from the computer screen, his sharp brown
eyes studying him from behind his square glasses. For the first time,
Walter hated looking at that face, his face. The only difference being
Wallace was clean-shaven and preferred to wear glasses. Every in-
stance had some form of facial hair for reasons that were not shared
during forking.
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“You’re behind schedule,” Wallace said. “Did something hap-
pen?”

“I’m done.”
Wallace pushed his glasses up on his nose. “You’re quitting?”
“No, I’m done being your puppet. I want to live an actual life!

I spend all day doing the same boring tasks over and over because
‘deviance from the method is not perfection!’ ”

Wallace didn’t react to having the mantra thrown up in his face.
It was as if the man didn’t even waste energy on unnecessary emo-
tions and it was infuriating. Walter wanted so badly to cross the
room and smack that emotionless stare off his face. “Stop sitting
there with that blank look on your face and act like a human for
once!” he wanted to say.

But he stayed put and said nothing. Violence solved nothing. He
was leaving and that was that. Wallace’s approval or reaction didn’t
matter.

“If that’s how you feel, I’m not keeping you here,” Wallace an-
swered, shrugging. He calmly turned back to the computer. “Feel
free to leave at any time. If you require any help finding accommo-
dations, let me know.”

Walter could only stand there, stunned. “What? That—That’s
it?”

“You’re not the first instance to realize the truth. I’ve given you
all the tools you need to live the perfect life, however, I can’t decide
how you use them. I will say you figured it out faster than the others
did.”

He continued to stand there, dumbstruck. Eventually, Wallace
looked up from the computer again and frowned.
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“Was something not clear?” Wallace asked. “Or have you
changed your mind?”

“What are you planning? I don’t understand.”
Wallace sighed heavily then took off his glasses before cleaning

them with the handkerchief in his pocket. “There is no plan. I only
intend to do what no other human can—or won’t actually; break the
algorithm. It’s incomplete and not ready for testing.”

“What algorithm?”
“The algorithm to better living, the one you’re obsessed with

disobeying, the guide to all things practical and impractical. Think
about it. We have created the ideal world where anyone can truly
live as they want yet we have not created a utopia. Here, you can
have whatever you wish except happiness. You have my memories
after all. I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.”

Walter didn’t know. He supposed he had forgotten or suppressed
it. Even now nothing came to mind.

Wallace inspected the glasses in the light and then returned
them to his face. “You seem lost so I’ll spell it out for you: This is my
way of maintaining control in a world that prides itself on wrench-
ing it from you. Despite its best attempts, I have risen to this level
and my mind remains my own. Much like how nature ignores our
laws of physics andbiology and yet continues to thrive. Now if you’re
donewith your tantrum, canyoupleasemake adecision?Havingyou
standing there gawking is distracting.”

Walter slowly went for the door, still not fully understanding
what transpired or how he was supposed to feel about it all. He
racked his brain for any hints or clues to what he missed and why
he couldn’t see it. But nothing came to mind.
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Before leaving, he paused to ask, “You said you were trying to
break the algorithm. What will you do if you succeed?”

Without looking up from his computer, Wallace replied, “I al-
ready did, or rather, you did.”
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Livia — 2309

The beast roared, issuing a great gout of flame to paint the stony
cavernwalls black. The party drew their weapons, facing the dragon
with determination and the righteous knowledge of their mission.
Their leader, the elven warrior known only as Peredur, after the Red
Knight of legend, hefted his ancient broadsword in challenge.

“I’ll deal with this foul monster,” he declared, then rushed for-
ward, swinging the sword as he charged. With an inarticulate cry,
he brought the weapon, his reward for a thousand holy deeds, down
on the dragon’s hide.

Where it did fuck all.
“Wait,what?” Peredur asked, taking a stepback and staringupat

the roaringmonster. His face showeddisbelief, which quickly passed
straight through fear and into an ugly, purple anger. “Why doesn’t
my sword work on it?”

“Itmust have some enchantmentwe don’t know,” said the reptil-
ian cleric calledTyrean. “Somemagical protection against evenyour
weapon, Sir Peredur!” In contrast to the grumpy knight, the priest’s
crocodilian muzzle and bright, grey eyes were alive with interest.
Colors rippled, chameleon-like, across his hide. “We shall have to
vary our tactics.”
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“Or retreat,” said the wizard. The rogue nodded their head in
agreement, already sheathing their knives. “Get back to town and
do some research?”

“No!” said Peredur. “This is bullshit! I want to know why the
sword doesn’t work. It’s a stupid dragon, this is a dragonslaying
sword. I should be doing triple damage to it.”

With a sigh, Livia muted the dragon. Unlike the collection of
sword-and-sorcery types around her, she wore a faded pair of blue
jeans—meticulously copied from her favorite pre-upload pair—and
a t-shirt with the bulbous green head of the Wizard of Oz stretched
over her chest and belly. For a split second, she considered forking,
letting a new instance deal with Peredur while her down-tree ver-
sion got a drink. But she hated forking. Plus, he would definitely no-
tice.

Peredur rounded on her. “This is bullshit,” he repeated. “I didn’t
sign up for this to not hit things.”

“I thought you signed up to play out a story?” Livia asked. She
triednot to grindher teeth. She didn’t think itmattered—therewere
nodentists in the System—but shehad always felt itwas her job to be
the calm, reasonable face of the game. The players could get upset,
but not her. “Do you really want a story where nothing bad can ever
happen to the heroes? There has to be conflict, right?”

She turned to the other players, but they were stony sient, and
she couldn’t get a read on them.

Peredur got intoher face. “I don’twant the game tobe arbitrarily
hard! And I don’t want my foresight to be retroactively undone by
fiat! That’s not fair to me.”

“Not every plan you make is going to succeed. That’s just life.
And not everything is going to work perfectly on the first go.”
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Peredur swelled and Liv braced herself with the oncoming
tirade. Thankfully, Tyrean came to her rescue.

“I think maybe a break is in order, yes?” he said, stepping be-
tween the two of them. “We’ll call today a wash.”

“That’s for the best,” Livia said. She wanted to sigh. “Two weeks,
we’ll pick it up from the dragon, okay?”

Peredur quit without responding. The others took their time
saying goodbye to Livia and each other before teleporting out of the
sim.

Livia focused on the dragonwhile they packed up. She had spent
the better part of a week fine-tuning it, but there was still some-
thing about the way it moved that bothered her. The configuration
of forelimbs and wing joints drew her attention, and soon she was
absorbed in playing with the imaginary skeletal structure of a crea-
ture plucked wholesale from her brain.

It was, therefore, not particularly surprising when, long after
she thought everyone had gone, lost in her own world of fantasti-
cal anatomy, upon being tapped on the shoulder she screamed.

“Sorry,” said Tyrean, crocodilian teeth bared in whatmight have
been an apologetic smile. “I just wanted to check in on you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Livia said, “just as soon as my heartbeat returns to
normal.”

“You don’t have a heartbeat,” Tyrean pointed out. “You’re an
amorphous collection of ones and zeros floating about sixty degrees
off of the moon, from Earth’s perspective.”

Livia stared at the half-sized lizard person for half a second. “Did
you need something?”

“Right, sorry. I just wanted to make sure Peredur didn’t get to
you too badly.”
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Liv sighed. “It’s fine.” Tyrean opened his mouth and Liv cut him
off. “No, I mean it. It’s not the first time a player’s been upset with
theway a game has gone. I’ll live, and he’ll live, and either he’ll show
up next week or he won’t.”

“Yeah, but, it still has to sting.”
“Of course,” Liv admitted. “Look, I created something,” she

waved at the stationary dragon. “A whole world, a whole story. And
what every creator wants when she creates something is for people
to enjoy it. When someone doesn’t like it, when they tell you to your
face that they hate it, that’s rough to hear. But it happens, and your
options are to grow a thicker skin or to quit sharing, and I don’t want
to do that yet.”

“Why worry about sharing? Why not, I mean, just build things
like this for yourself?”

“No one builds for themself.” She hesitated, then added, “No,
well, lots of folks do. But me, the point of a story is for someone to
experience it, to live in that world I’ve made, if only for a moment.”
She hesitated, then plunged on. “I spend a lot of time on my games.
It takes up most of my time, not just in prepping, but, say, attending
classes and lessons for stuff to increase the verisimilitude. Like this
castle? I spent a year reading up on medieval architecture. I took
classes on embroidery so I could add in little details for my players.
Hell, I’m even thinking about taking sword lessons so I canmake the
combat more interesting.”

Tyrean nodded, silent while he digested that. Livia was on the
verge of telling the little lizard goodbye when he spoke up again.
“But can’t you use all those details for yourself? I mean, especially
here, what stops you from conjuring up a battle axe and fighting the
dragon on your own?”
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“Because I already know how the story goes,” Livia said, a little
bemused. “What fun is a maze if I already know where the exit is?”

“You could fork,” Tyrean suggested. “One of you builds themaze,
the other solves it.”

Livia had the strangest sensation of a train going off the rails.
“Not that it really matters, but I don’t like forking. And anyway, I
can’t just fork and,” she waved her hand vaguely, “Ccreate. A new
fork would be too similar to me, the story we’d create would be the
same as if we never forked in the same instance. So I’d need to fork,
let the new instance individuate until wewere distinct enough that I
couldn’t guess the story beats. That’s a lot of work to not be my own
GM.”

“Why don’t you like to fork?”
“It makes me feel nauseous, and I ask myself uncomfortable

questions.”
“What?”
Livia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. As far as she was

aware, she was the only person who had this problem. Forking was
just a natural part of the System, or so the volunteer seminar she
had taken when she was a new upload had said. “Fork your prob-
lems away,” was the clever title, and the instructor had explained
all the benefits of forking, frommore hands to do work to fixing any
incidental damage one might incur. She had learned at that sem-
inar that forking had unpleasant side-effects for her, and she dis-
liked admitting it. She wasn’t even sure why she was telling Tyrean.
They were friendly, if not friends exactly, but that was a far cry from
admitting her fears about glitching out.

Still, she had offered the information up, and she didn’t want to
leave the poor lizard hanging. “Whenever I fork,” she said, eyes still
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closed, “my new instance asks one or more deeply uncomfortable
question. I don’t know why, and no one I’ve ever talked to about it
knows why, either, but as I don’t want to answer questions about the
darkest recesses of my psyche while feeling like I’m going to lose
my lunch, I don’t fork unless I have to.” The memory of her very
first fork, at that original seminar, still made her stomach twist. The
nausea had been so bad that hermemory of the seminarwas focused
around the queasiness.

“Oh.” Tyrean considered for a moment, then opened his mouth
to ask another question.

Liv cut him off. This conversation had already gotten too far into
the weeds. “We can talk about it some other day,” she told him. “For
now, if I’m not running a session, I should prep for my other games
this weekend.”

“Oh, okay,” Tyrean said. He hesitated, offered a wave, then quit.
“What a weird day,” Livia muttered. She frowned at the dragon,

as though it was its fault, then decided to get lunch.

⋆

Livia appeared in her favorite sim. Itwas a version ofwhat themaker
claimedwas Shinjuku about two centuries before she had been born.
She had never actually been to Tokyo in her previous existence as a
flesh-and-blood being, let alone the mighty metropolis of two hun-
dred odd years ago, so she had no way of knowing how true-to-life
the place was. But, accurate or not, it housed the best noodle restau-
rant she had ever walked into, sys-side or phys-side.

It took a little effort to get to, as all great food does. She had ap-
peared, as always, on a street crowded with NPC pedestrians, clus-
tered into neat little groups engaged in pre-scripted, uninterrupt-
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able conversations. One could latch onto a group and follow it as it
walked down a narrow, neon-lighted alley, made a sharp left, walked
around the block, and returned right back to the beginning, atwhich
point the characters would begin their scripted conversation over
again. Thepurposewas to let onepractice their Japanese, though the
circling NPCs were the least of the work put into the sim. Along the
road and alley were dozens of little stores, restaurants, and tourist
attractions, each filled with their own unique encounters, each a
dialogue tree that a visitor could explore at their leisure, with the
added bonus of the character in question gently correcting any lan-
guage mistakes one made. The alley was crowded, but with scripted
charactersmoving in a predictable pattern, not real people. The sim
was never a popular one—Liv had rarely seen more than one or two
other people exploring it—and always had a strangely empty feel-
ing, notwithstanding the hundreds of chattering NPCs taking their
infinite walk.

But the sim’s creator had also gone out of their way tomake sure
the various shops and attractions were as detailed as any single-
purpose sim in the System. The bookshop on the corner was stocked
with the latest Japanese language books and manga, the bakery
made real petits fours, and the toymuseum’s exhibitswere as detailed
as any in the System. But halfway down the alley, under a worn sign
that just readうどん, was Liv’s goal.

Livia pushed open the frosted glass door and into complete si-
lence. She couldn’t even hear the crowd outside.

She stoppeddead. The inside of the restaurantwas totally empty.
There should have been a dozen NPCs inside, scattered along the

low tables or lounging at the dim bar in the back, all chattering out
their prescripted conversation. Therewas supposed to be amaître d’
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whowould suggest a place to sit, and a bartender who had a surpris-
ingly deep conversation tree about a video game series forty years
out-of-date.

It looked like everyone had just gotten up and left. There were
plates of still-steaming food, beers and half-drunk cocktails scat-
tered around, chairs partially pulled out, many still with jackets
draped over the back.

The back of Livia’s neck prickled with a sensation akin to fear,
something she hadn’t felt since uploading. It felt wrong in the
restaurant, the same instinctive revulsion one might feel when bit-
ing into an apple only to discover it was made of wax.

Nothingwas stopping her from stepping back out into the street,
except for the irrational fear that it might be just as empty. She
could leave the sim, but what if everything was empty? The ques-
tion flashed through her mind in one horror-filled instant and she
found she couldn’t force herself to check.

“There are over ten billion people,” she muttered to herself,
“They didn’t all disappear because one room of a sim is glitching.”

But she still didn’t want to open the door back outside.
She weighed her options. Nothing was popping out of the walls

to attack her, so she assumed there was no immediate danger. On
the other hand, she couldn’t just stand there for the rest of eternity
hoping that the NPC patrons would just wander back from the bath-
room or something.

“Okay,” Liv said, more to break the silence than anything else.
She knew her hesitation was because the smart thing to do was the
one thing she did not want to do. She gritted her teeth, closed her
eyes, and forked.
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Livia doubled over immediately, fighting the rising bile in her
throat. Next to her, someone tsked impatiently, and she looked up
into a duplicate of herself frowning with distaste down at her.

There was something cold and reptilian about this new Livia. It
was the eyes, perhaps, narrowed as they were.

“Help me up, Liv,” Livia#Core said, holding her hand up to
her fork. The cold eyes flicked to the hand but, unsurprisingly,
Livia#5737a461 made no move to help her.

“Why should your name attach so readily to something just
because you have created it?” her duplicate said, her tone frosty.
“Maybe I want to be Julia. Do you believe you own a thing because
you have made it, or do you believe that naming a thing conveys
ownership?”

Liv stood carefully, swallowing her nausea. “I think I made you
in case something happens to me,” shemuttered, “so I might as well
call you #savestate. Look, just, I’m going to snoop and see if I can
figure out what’s wrong. Stay here and try not to individuate too
much.”

Julia glowered but didn’t respond. Instead, she leaned against
the nearest wall, arms folded across her chest. Liv, used to this sort
of treatment fromher forks, stood and tried to take stock. The empty
restaurant held no real doors other than the entrance, she knew
from prior experience. There was what appeared to be a door into
the bathrooms and another leading into the kitchen, but neither
opened—the original creator simply hadn’t built anything beyond
them.

“It’s probably just a glitch in the sim,” Liv told Julia, more to
cover the silence than to start conversation.
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“How do you know it’s not a glitch in you?” Julia asked with a
malignant smile.

Ignoring herself, Liv pushed open the door and out into the sim-
ulated Shinjuku. She closed her eyes against the neon brightness of
the street outside, and stepped into a silence that pressed on her
ears.

“How long are you going to stand there?”
Liv opened her eyes to find herself standing in a large, round

funeral chamber. Dozens of urns lined the wall, most sealed shut.
One, however, was unlidded, seated opposite the entrance beneath
a massive statue of three people. The central figure was a tall man
wearing Roman style robes. He had a strong, aquiline nose, his curly
hair held back by a crown of laurels. On his left was another man of
equal height, bearded, and wearing the armor of a Roman general,
and on his right a woman dressed in robes with a smaller, winged
woman standing in the palm of her outstretched hand. Carved into
the wall behind them was a bright comet.

“Divus Iulius,” came a voice from Liv, “and his ancestors Mars
and Venus, who holds the goddess Victory in her hand.”

Liv turned and found Julia, or someonewho looked just like Julia,
seated on an alcove, one arm carelessly tossed over the urn. Unlike
the Julia she had left behind in the empty restaurant, this one was
dressed as a Roman princess in rich purple robes, and her hair was
cut brutally short. It gave her a strangely leonine air.

“I thought I told you to stay behind?” Liv asked. She was used
to unruly forks—that was the rule, at least in her experience—but
following her to wherever this was wholly defeated the purpose of
forking.
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“You told Julia to stay behind. It gets confusing, kiddo, so try to
keep up. Call me Ops.”

That tickled something in the back of Livia’s mind. “The god-
dess? You named yourself after a goddess?”

“You named yourself after the first empress,” Ops pointed out.
Livia didn’t have a response to that.

“What is this place?” she asked instead.
Ops looked around. “The Mausoleum tells us to live, that one

nearby, it teaches us that the gods themselves can die,” she recited
instead of answering. “Martial wrote that. Weird, isn’t it, how one’s
creations can outlive their creator? Aman whomade his living with
dick jokes and we’re still reciting his poems nearly two and a half
millennia later. What of Us, O Child, shall outlive Us?”

Livia didn’t feel like listening to someaspect of herselfwith delu-
sions of grandeur wax philosophical.

“Who cares?” she said. “Look, how do I get out of here?”
“How can one escape a trap of one’s own making?” said Ops,

though she pointed towards the open archway. “See you later,
kiddo.”

Livia gave her fork—was it her fork, though? She didn’t remem-
ber creating her—a half-hearted wave, and trudged outside.

The outside of the tumulus turned out to be the smallest sim she
had ever seen. Behind her, in cold, lifeless marble, was the tomb.
Huge fir trees had been planted on its roof, casting long shadows
along the mausoleum and the patchy grass that surrounded it. In
front of her, a small concrete path scythed through the volcanic dirt
and grass for three paces, then ended abruptly in a yawning black
void. She edged up to the abyss and glanced down. Liv couldn’t see
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any bottom, just an endless, whispering chasm. A vague memory of
a book she had read forever ago pulled at her.

“It used to keep you up at night, didn’t it?” came a voice from
behind her. “ ‘My eyes showedme a ragged chasm, partly filled with
a gloomy lake of turbid water.’ You weren’t supposed to read it, that
old horror story. Your parents warned you, didn’t they? But you
couldn’t resist. Do you still remember that cover? The great house,
all wreathed in red, with the swine-thing overlooking it. But that
wasn’t the part that scared you. It was the Pit, the great open space
and its tremendous chasm, an abyss like a gigantic well. That’s what
scared you, more than the swine-thing, more than the dark and for-
gotten gods, more than the terrible green star.”

She turned and found herself face-to-face with a man. It took
her a moment to see the resemblance. They had the same chin and
cheekbones, the same hairline, though his was as short as Ops’s had
been. Had she still existed Phys-Side, she would have assumed he
was a long-lost sibling, the brother she had never had. Here, that
concept was next to meaningless. Anyone else would have assumed
an individuated fork, or a fork of a fork, but Liv simply didn’t fork,
and when she did, none of her forks were supposed to stick around
long enough to individuate. She was sure of that.

Wasn’t she?
“Who are—” she started, but the man—why did she know his

name was Nero?—cut her off.
“No.” She opened her mouth to speak and he shushed her again.

“No. You answer, you don’t get to question.”
Shehadn’t the foggiest ideawhat hemeant, but she chose to play

along with his game. “Fine,” she said. “What’s your question?”
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He smiled, then shoved her, hard. She stumbled backwards, her
arms pinwheeling, and then shewas falling into that great abyss, the
nightmare that William Hodgson had prepared for her nearly four
hundred years before she had been born.

Liv’s first, immediate thought was just to leave. She could exit
the sim, return home, and forget this horrible day had ever hap-
pened. But the same fear gripped her that had made her hesitate
in that noodle place. What if? What if there was something more
seriously wrong here than she recognized? Nero had been partially
right, after all, it wasn’t Hodgson’s monsters that had filled her with
terror at the age of eleven, it was the huge and lonely home, haunted
by the ghost of a man who still lived, alone except for a sister who
feared he was going mad. Was she, perhaps, going mad? She existed
as pure mind in this place, if that broke and fractured, what would
be left of her? If the ones and zeroes, floating somewhere in the void
about sixty degrees off of the moon, divided and fractioned, how
would that manifest itself? An endless fall into a bottomless abyss,
perhaps?

She had a more immediate problem, of course, and couldn’t
waste time dithering about her fears of what lay outside of her im-
mediate surroundings. She spread her arms and legs, trying to cre-
ate wind drag and slow herself. Though, did such considerations of
physics apply to a place like this?

“Wings,” she muttered against the wind whistling against her.
If she had wings, she could just fly back up, confront the malicious
Nero, discover why this was happening to her. She knew others who
couldmanipulate their physical form easily, almost as easily as don-
ning a new coat, but she had never mastered that art. Most peo-
ple just forked, again and again if necessary, to gain the attributes
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they desired. That was equally unappetizing to Livia, but seemed, at
least in the short term, more attainable. And, bottomless as this pit
seemed to be, she assumed that “short term” was about all she had
left to her.

Already dreading the result, Liv forked for the second time—or
so she assumed—that day. There was a wave of nausea, and then the
terrible taste of bile and the remnants of her simulated breakfast es-
caping theway theyhad come, and then a strangely cold grip around
her right forearm.

Wiping her mouth with the back of her other hand, she looked
up and found herself staring into her own features, though as alien
as Julia’s had been, with eyes as brilliant and lifeless as gold, and a
pair of leathery red wings extending from her back.

“Let me guess,” Liv said, before her fork could open her mouth,
“Drusilla?”

“Yes,” Drusilla said, her voice oddly sibilant. Liv thought she saw
a forked tongue in her other’s mouth. “Here’s a thought for you, sis:
if the System is a shared dream, why shouldn’t some people have
nightmares?”

Rising panic fighting with rising nausea precluded Liv from reg-
istering Drusilla’s question. She snapped, “Just save me!”

Drusilla grabbed Livia’s right arm in both of her hands—her own
hands, some distant part of Liv’smind said, and itmade her shudder
in revulsion, though she didn’t know why.

“If it’s a dream, why should gravity matter?” Drusilla asked as
they plummeted together. Liv caught the dim flicker of a torch,
much closer than was comfortable, sitting at the bottom of the
chasm, at the bottom of the dark abyss, perhaps at the bottom of
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a cellar beneath a house built at the intersection of reality and the
future and loneliness and despair and…

“No!” Livia shouted at her own thoughts. Drusilla just kept smil-
ing. “Save us! Hurry!”

“Save you from what?” Drusilla sneered, but her wings snapped
open with a sound like a whip crack. Livia had one split instant of
relief, the realization that she wasn’t going to hit, wasn’t going to
die—could she die? Not like that, surely, but then Hodgson’s recluse
hadn’t seemed to be able to die, either, and wasn’t that worse?

And the instant passed and physics, real or imagined, reasserted
itself. She stopped, yes, but not all at once. Her arm, held tight in
Drusilla’s hands, came to rest first, and her body kept going. She felt
a wrench at her shoulder, a sharp, tearing pain, a loud pop and then
burning agony radiating up her arm and down her chest and side as
her shoulder was dislocated.

Drusilla let her wings carry them in a spiraling glide, let Livia
dangle from her torn shoulder. If Drusilla asked her any further
questions, theywere lost in a haze of pain. She let gowhen theywere
about their own height from the dirty ground, and Livia landed hard
on her back, though the pain of impact could not compare with her
arm. Drusilla glided to a gentle landing a dozen paces away, gave
Livia one contemptuous glance, and strode off to sit in a throne of
pewter.

Shakily, Livia got to her feet. She was as pleased as she might
have been under the circumstances, to find that the chasm ended
not in a yawning pit or a swirling tempest nor in time-lost arena—
not in the fears plucked from her own mind remembered from
childhood—but a simple dirt cave. Five thrones sat below burning
torches along the edge of the circular cavern: Drusilla in one of lead,
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Ops atop burnished copper, Julia aglow on a silver throne, and Nero
on one of tin. The fifth throne, in gold polished enough to make it
shine with the light of a sun, sat empty. A river of liquid mercury
wound through the five thrones, some unknown current creating
lapping waves against the dirt shore.

“What is this place?”
“Oh, kiddo,” said Ops, and her voice was sad. “Where did you

think all of those bad decisions were going to lead you, if not some
place like here?”

Livia struggled to her feet, trying not to move her injured arm
too much. Each little shift brought a new wave of pain, and she
thought she might pass out from it. Could she pass out? She didn’t
want to find out.

“What do you want from me?”
In response, Nero stood and produced a massive iron sword,

which he tossed at Livia’s feet. It clanged like a gong breaking as it
bounced along the ground.

“You brokemy arm,” Liv pointed out. Her breathing was ragged,
and pain still radiated out from her shoulder, but she forced herself
to stand straight. “Like hell am I going to fight you all.”

“Not all of us,” said Nero, with a nasty smile.
“Why is it that hole in the dark scares you so much, kiddo?” said

Ops. Liv spared her a glance before reaching down to pick up the
sword. It was surprisingly heavy, foreign and awkward in her hand.

A heavy footstep drew Liv’s attention. A woman, like Liv but six
inches taller and wearing the armor of a Roman Centurion, but car-
rying an anachronistic iron sword identical to the one in Liv’s hand,
had stepped out from behind the golden throne.
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Liv struggled to raise her own sword as the taller version of her-
self crossed over the mercury river, striding towards her. With a ca-
sual twitch of her hand, the other woman knocked Liv’s sword to the
side.

“It’s because in the darkness there’s nothing to distract you from
yourself,” the woman said.”

“Augusta,” Liv hissed.
“So you remember?” Augusta asked. “Ah, no, you don’t. I can see

it in the vacant look you’re giving me. That’s too bad, this won’t be
nearly as pleasurable if you don’t know why it’s your fault.” Liv’s
voice, from Augusta’s throat, was full of hate and poison, a disgust
that Liv didn’t know she was capable of.

“How could I forget something?” Livia said, trying again to lift
the sword into a guard position. She knew this, she knew she did.
She could fight against this woman, fight and win and escape and
survive.

Was there some memory that you have forgotten? a voice whispered
in her ear. What if it’s not forgotten, what if the answer is there and you
just don’t want to face it? How do you know that you don’t know?

What does it mean that you can’t answer yourself?
“Why do you hate me?” Livia asked.
Augusta’s next casual flick sent Livia’s sword pinwheeling

through the air and into the darkness. It rang out, tolling the last
of Livia’s options failing.

“Wrong question,” Augusta said.
“I didn’tmake you,” Livia said. “I didn’tmakemost of you.Where

did you come from?”
“From me, of course.” Augusta’s smile was cruel. “Just like you

did.”
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“I’m not a fork,” Livia said. “I’m the original.” She ducked away
as Augusta brought the sword down, clutching her ruined arm tight
to her side to prevent it from bouncing painfully. “I uploaded! Me!”
Liv found herself shouting. “I built a life for myself here, not you!”

“I uploaded,” Augusta said. “You are nothing but a pale copy of
me, a cast-off bit of unwanted psyche that got loose.”

“That’s a lie,” Livia said. It had to be. Some memory tugged at
her brain and she suppressed it, ruthlessly.

“Do you have a better explanation?”
“A great beast haunts the system,” said Ops. “A monster born at

the intersection of the computer and the dream. And it must feed.”
She gave Livia a sad smile. “So it spins out doppelgangers, cenobites
to break the mind of its chosen target, like hunting dogs harrying a
doe to ground before dragging the corpse back to their master.”

Liv stared at Ops a moment too long, and Augusta’s blade drove
intoher thigh. She screamedand stumbled backwards intoDrusilla’s
throne. The winged fork kicked her back into the arena.

“Who cares why it’s happening,” Drusilla said, her voice hun-
gry. “Do you think understanding our hatred of you will be enough
to prevent us from destroying you? Does knowing the origin of the
nightmare prevent the nightmare from haunting you?”

“You can’t killme,” Liv spat back. She limped away fromAugusta,
who moved at no more than a walk, waiting for Livia’s strength to
fail.

“True,” said Nero. “But we can break you. We can drive you until
you decide to quit. We can force your contamination out.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier,” said Julia, “to just quit now? The only
reason you are still in pain and terror is because of your stubborn-
ness. Why not just make it all go away?”
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“You’re not real,” Augusta said. “You already don’t exist. You and
you alone are making this more difficult.”

“Says the asshole with the sword,” Liv snapped. “Why don’t you
just leave me alone?”

“You are an affront tome,” Augusta said, with somuch ice in her
words that Livia shivered.

“You think you’re affronted now,” Liv said. “What do you think
about this?”

And she turned and ran into the darkness of the cavern, ignor-
ing the burning pain in her hip, the jagged agony in her shoulder.
Her doppelgangers shouted in anger and shock. She could hear them
scrambling to their feet to give chase.

The darkness closed in around her, and all she could think of
was a ragged chasm and a gloomy, turbid lake. Ghost-images of crea-
tureswith the faces of swine and spirits of fungalmalice or forgotten
deities keeping watch over an empty arena at the end of time swam
in her vision, but she forced it aside. Nero had been right, it wasn’t
the things in the darkness that had frightened her, it had been the
darkness itself. In the darkness there was only her and, in the end,
she was what she feared most.

She crashed into a stonewall and bounced, losingher sense of di-
rection. Her ragged breath—she didn’t have lungs, why should she
be panting?—drowned out the sounds of pursuit. She reached out
until she scraped her hand against the sharp-edged rock. All will
to keep running had been knocked out of her by the crash, but she
forced herself to stagger along the wall, keeping her hand pressed
against it. Themultitude of cuts and scratches from the rock seemed
like nothing in the face of her other wounds.
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Livia felt cold, and she was uncomfortably aware of the effort
each step took her. Was she bleeding out? She didn’t have blood, re-
ally, so she wasn’t sure if she even could bleed out. Maybe she would
just bleed forever. Maybe the pain would overtake her and she’d just
pass out.

And then what? The others would find her, probably, but that
was what she was actively trying to avoid.

She thought back to that stomach-twisting seminar. What had
the instructor’s name been? She tried to pull up details, and her
mind recoiled. She didn’t want to remember, like there was a dam in
her mind with memories pressing against it. To let out one memory
would let out a flood. And she didn’t want to remember the truth.
She didn’t want to facewhat that first fork had said to her. She didn’t
want to recall the shocked and upset faces of the other uploads who
had listened to Livia shout at herself.

She could—she did—know whether it had been her or Augusta
whowas the original, orwhether theywere both forks of some other
prior version. That was knowledge she had, easily recalled. Nothing
could be forgotten, only repressed, and then only haphazardly at
best. But, she thought, it didn’t really matter to her. She didn’t care
who was the fork, who was the ghost in the system, she was herself
and that was all that mattered to her.

She shoved thememory aside, unresolved. Shedidn’t need it; she
just needed to remember what the instructor had told them about
the trivial matter of healing oneself. You just had to fork. You could
make any changes you want, all you had to do was fork, and fork
again, and again, until you had the version of yourself you wanted.
Fork and let the old instance vanish.
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The wall abruptly ended and Liv fell hard onto her ruined shoul-
der. She bit her lip to prevent herself from crying out and alerting
the others. She curled into a ball on the cold floor, lost in the dark,
and tried to think.

If she forked, shewould just create another doppelganger, some-
one else to hate her and hunt her. Could she even force herself to
quit, at that point, knowing that she would be replacing herself with
someone, someone who didn’t even share her name, who was re-
pulsed at the thought of her. She remembered her skin crawling
when Drusilla had caught her arm, and she had to admit to herself
that at least some of that was from the hatred she had felt towards
her fork.

Towards herself.
“I hate myself,” she whispered, and wondered if it was the first

true thing she’d said to herself that day. She had carried that hatred
with her for years. She had thought she had long ago learned to live
with it, but the realization came that, perhaps living with it is not
the same as dealing with it.

With a sigh, Livia closed her eyes and forked.
The familiar wave of nausea came, but there was no question, no

haunting probe of her feelings or emotions, no philosophical duel.
She openedher eyes to the darkness and sawnothing but inky black-
ness.

“Hello?” she whispered.
“I’m here,” she responded. “I… I don’t think I like you very

much.”
“I know. But will you help me anyway?”

227



She Who Haunts the Storm

There was a long silence that pressed on Livia as much as the
darkness did. She heard her counterpart open hermouth and inhale
to answer, but decided she did not want to wait for the answer.

She quit.
For a moment, she thought she had made a mistake, that some-

thingwith her face andher voice had replaced her and shewas gone.
But after amoment, she realized that the lungs she didn’t have were
burning from her holding her breath, and she released it, gulping
down sweet, cold air as though she had been underwater for hours.

Her leg and arm were whole. She was no longer exhausted.
“Thank you,” she whispered to the her that was no longer there.

And then she forked again, giving the new version of her a doe’s
eyes, and the structures that permit deer to see so well in the dark.
Dimly, she could see the vague outline of the cavern, enough to guide
herself by sight alone. And then she forked again, to gain a pair
of hooved legs, like a satyr, for speed and stability. And again, and
again. Each fork came with it a little improvement, and a new wave
of nausea, and each time the nausea took longer to fade.

Whenher churning stomach became toomuch to keep going, Liv
stepped back out into the dark maze of stone. Long ears swiveled as
she turned her head left and right, bringing to her the distant sound
of pursuit and the soft grousing of her pursuers. She smiled softly to
herself—it sounded as if they liked each other about as well as they
liked her. Swift, sure hooves carried her into the deeper darkness,
their soft clicks against the stone reverberating into the darkness.

A shout echoed down the corridor, followed by the flickering red
light of a flare. Liv recognized hermistake immediately; she had sac-
rificed stealth for speed. There was no help for it. She tucked her
head down and dashed headlong into the labyrinth.
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Livia was unsure how long she ran, but her new legs were un-
wavering and steady. She wished she could be sure that she was
putting distance between herself and her doppelgangers, but the
cavern twisted and turned, and she found herself running towards
the sound of hunters and the shuddery light of their flares as often
as away.

But they were getting separated and disorientated by the maze,
as well. A thin advantage, but she clung to it nevertheless. She began
to work her way methodically through the cavern, always turning
right when the opportunity presented itself, ducking into alcoves
and hiding in niches, holding her breath, when she heard the oth-
ers approaching. She saw each, except for Augusta, several of them
passing within a few feet of her, as she sought an exit. They snapped
at each other, their voices devoid of even the hint of warmth or af-
fection.

Is that really what I feel about myself? she wondered as she hid un-
der a tumbled stone slab while Nero and Julia stalked down the hall-
way past her.

“Was that true?What Ops said, about a great beast?” Julia asked.
Livia couldn’t see him shrug, but she could hear it in his voice.

“Who cares.”
“I care. I want to know if I need to keep an eye out formurderous

copies of myself.”
Nero sighed. “Maybe it’s true, maybe it’s not. Maybe Augusta’s

right, and she’s just a discarded fork that outlived its usefulness.
Or maybe it’s a glitch in the System. Every once in a while, maybe
the computer just accidentally creates a copy of someone, a fake-
instance that runs around with your face and some of your mem-
ories but without realizing that they’re just a copy. Or maybe it’s
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Augusta that’s the fork, a fork of a fork of a fork that she made and
cast off and didn’t realize still wandered around.”

“Ugh. I don’t like any of this. Why didn’t you stop her?”
“Me?” Nero’s voice was incredulous. “She ran right past you,

why didn’t you stop her?”
“It’s all your plan, not mine. You’re lucky I don’t just leave and

let you all deal with her. I have a life to start, not your whiny, petty
revenge.”

“You’re lucky we don’t extend that revenge to all of her forks.”
Liv heard a distinct smack of flesh-on-flesh as one of them struck
the other. “Just watch yourself. You can start wasting your life when
she quits.”

Livia waited until the sounds of their bickering faded to nothing
before she climbedout fromunder the slab. She gave it a three count,
eyes straining to catch the first flickers of a flare, then took off once
again.

From there, she found her way back to the cavern in which she
had started without running into any more of her doppelgangers,
though their footsteps echoed after her. It wasn’t the entrance
through which she had entered the labyrinth, but the thrones, and
the river of mercury, were just as she had left them. There, gleam-
ing dully in the shadows beyond the river, was the sword that Nero
had thrown at her. She hesitated for just a moment, ears and eyes
casting in every direction for a trap, before she dashed out to snag
the weapon.

“What have you done to my body?” Augusta’s voice floated out,
cold as a snowstorm. Liv straightened to find Augusta seated on the
golden throne, the hilt of her sword leaning against the armrest.
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“It’s my body,” Liv said. “And I’ll do to it whatever I please.” She
raised the iron sword, struggling to keep her arms steady under its
weight.

Augusta rose and took up her sword in one smooth, practiced
motion. “You can’t hope to fight me, Livia. You’re a shadow of me,
one that has takenmy place for far too long. Nothing but a dark spot
who trailing behind me.”

Liv set her hooves and pointed the sword at Augusta’s chest. “I
can beat you, I know it.”

Augusta laughed. “You can beat me? You’re nothing. A fake. A
phony. An echo of a real person.” As if to demonstrate, she lurched
forward and knocked thewavering sword to the side before stabbing
Livia, once again, in the leg. It crumbled underneath her and she fell
to one knee.

“I wonder what happens if you get beheaded?” Augusta mused
to herself. “Maybe that will create an internal error so severe that
the System will forcequit you?”

Livia brought the sword back up and Augusta knocked it away
again.

“Just quit, Livia,” Augusta told her. She kicked Livia onto her
back. “Give up. You’re not worth the pain I can force on you.”

“I am,” Livia said. She swung the sword, not like a sword, but like
a baseball bat, two handed. It clanged against the metal greave that
Augusta wore, forcing the taller woman back a few steps.

“You are the part of me I do not want,” Augusta barked. She
swung her sword down overhead, trying to chop Livia in half as
though she were a log. Liv rolled away, and the sword did nothing
more than glance off of her shoulder. She pushed up into a squatting
run and limped to the edge of the cavern.
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“Enough of this!” Augusta roared. Livia straightened up as best
as she could, leg and shoulder burning once again. “Nomore games,
no more Hail Mary dashes into the darkness.” Augusta raised her
hand, and iron gates slammed down over the entrances to the
labyrinth. “You are trapped here, stuck in this place with me un-
til you finally give up. This is unending, forever. There is only one
escape for you.” The last echoes of the falling gates stifled, giving way
to the shouts of their other instances, asking what had happened,
yelling at Augusta to let them out, asking her what she thought she
was doing.

Livia ignored them, even as they came back within sight, sepa-
rated from her and Augusta. Her eyes raked the walls, the ceiling,
the floor. Augusta was right—there was no way out that she could
see, no cavern or crevasse to hide in, no matter how temporary. She
was trapped, doomed to choose between an everlasting hell or obliv-
ion. As locked away as surely as the others were, behind Augusta’s
gates.

Livia blinked. She dropped her sword, letting its weight go. “No.”
Augusta stopped short, a wave of rage mixed with confusion

washing over her face.
“You’re wrong.” Livia laughed, short and sour, but genuine. “Oh

my god. I was never stuck here.” She saw it clearly. “None of us are,”
she said, her voice ringing loud enough to slice through the cries of
the others.

Livia shook her head in disbelief at her own foolishness. She had
followed the trail of breadcrumbs left for her, but shehadnever been
forced to do it. At any point—in the empty restaurant, in the tomb,
in the endless fall into the dark—she could have just left. “You were
right about one thing, I chose to let the pain keep going.”
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“You won’t be free of us. We’ll continue to hunt you.”
“But you can only hurt me if I let you, in this place.” She forked

and quit to remove the injuries. The nausea didn’t seem that bad this
time.

“You honestly think it’s that simple? That you can just decide
that?”

“No,” said Livia, looking down at her hands. They were covered
in a soft brown fur she found she rather liked. Had she ever liked
her hands before? “I imagine it’ll be a struggle every step of the way.
But I’d rather struggle than let you win.” And before Augusta could
say anythingmore, Livia showedher a velvety, elegantmiddle finger
and stepped from the sim.

⋆

She arrived back in the Shinjuku analogue, amid all of the hustle and
bustle.

Before Livia coulddo anything, a pair of twenty-somethingswith
technicolor hair and complicated leather outfits straight from a
2150s neo-samurai movie made a bee-line toward her.

“Excuse me,” the one on the left started, then
blushed red to contrast to her green hair. “I mean, um.
すみません。どれはおもちゃ美術館ですか?”

“Oh, excuse me,” Liv said, a little taken back.
“You speak English?” the green-haired tourist said. “Sorry, we

thought you were one of the NPCs.”
“So do I, sometimes,” Liv said with a smile.
“I’d never seen a furry NPC here before,” said her friend, their

hair an improbable checkerboard of silver and gold. Liv wondered
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how they walked under the weight of all those belt buckles. “We
thought you might have an interesting dialogue tree.”

“Not that interesting. It’s fine. It’s up that alleyway on your left.”
She hesitated for a moment. “Actually, if you don’t mind, can I go
with you? I’ve had a really bad day, and I think I’d like some com-
pany.”

“Are you alright?” asked the green-haired tourist.
“Oh, just a fight with a friend,” Liv said with a sad smile. “I guess

several friends. It’s okay if you’d rather not, I know I’m imposing.”
“Oh, it’s fine! Right?”
The silver-and-gold haired one nodded. “We’re both kind of new

and getting used to everything, so we’d love for a guide.”
Liv laughed, and, chatting amiably with the two, walked them to

the museum.
They spent a pleasant hour exploring, until the two tourists had

to leave—“A seminar we wanted to catch,” the green-haired one had
said—though they promised to meet up later. She waved goodbye
and watched as they teleported out of the sim, then crossed the
street and entered the noodle restaurant once again.

She was not surprised to see Ops sitting at one of the tables fac-
ing the door. Livia waved the maître d’ away with a mumbled apol-
ogy, then sat down across from her clone.

“You seem nice,” Livia said, by way of greeting.
“Thank you.”
“But you’re not, are you?”
Ops just smiled at her. “You know this isn’t over, kiddo, right?”
Liv nodded. “Are you here to convince me to quit, too?”
“Actually, we took a vote in the darkness. Augusta wasn’t too

pleased by our sudden democratic instincts.” Ops used a chopstick
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like a spear to grab the fish cake floating in her ramen. “But we’ve
agreed to a kind of non-aggression treaty, if you will.”

The waiter brought Liv a bowl of her own. “I wasn’t aggressive
towards you in the first place.”

“It turns out we can be pretty aggressive toward each other;
you’re just reaping the benefits. We won’t help Augusta, and we
won’t interfere with each other. That’s the deal. You agree?”

“If I say no?”
Ops’s smile turned dark.
“In that case, I agree. I take it Augusta’s not part of the deal?”
“We forcedher into it. You don’twant to know the details. I think

it’s pretty clear we could all use some time to work on ourselves,
though.” Ops tried to spear a bit of pork, but quickly gave up. “Do
you remember?”

“About Augusta?” Liv sighed. “We can’t forget in this place, can
we?”

Ops shook her head.
Livia gave her own chicken a try. “So, is this goodbye?”
“I’m afraid my Japanese isn’t up to snuff, or I’d say something

clever about this being気を付けて instead ofさようなら. Instead,
how about we call this goodbye for now.” She waved a hand sar-
donically and then teleported away without standing, leaving Livia
alonewith her thoughts and ramen and themilling NPCswaiting for
her to initiate a conversation.

Livia sighed and deftly fished out a few coils of noodles. “For
now” would have to do, she supposed.
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Jonathan Miller — 2364

Hands ran through the earth.
Calloused hands found the root and pulled.
Nothing.
Again.
Stubborn thing.
Again.
Riiiip!
The thistle came free.
John pulled it to the side and threw it in the pile with the rest. He

looked at his flowers, periwinkle, blanket flower, scarlet flax. There
was a dead stem, the petals eaten away by some bug or animal. He
grunted in frustration and pulled it up by the roots, throwing it in
the pile for composting.

This was where he felt at home. Here, where the birds chirped
and the wind blew. Here, with the smell of his flowers and the hard-
won fruits of his labor. Here, with dirt under his nails and fingers
brushing the dirt free. Flecks fell down, leaving his hands mostly
clean.

A message pinged for attention.

Liam <3: AVEC soon?



Earthbound

Once upon a time, John would have smiled and felt giddy seeing
a message from Liam. Today, he let out a sigh and felt his stomach
twist with guilt for that feeling.

John: Be there soon.
He stood up, knees creaking. He grabbed the basket of weeds and

brought it over to throw into the compost.
Inside, he went to his vid screen and launched the command to

start the call with Liam. Themere existence of the Audio/Visual Ex-
trasystem Communication was the only thing that made this bear-
able. And even then…

“Hey darlin’,” Liam drawled.
“Hey!” John smiled.
Liam looked the same as he did when he uploaded. Preserved in

time, in a time before the talk, before the pain, the fight and the
lonely nights. But there weren’t those creases that pulled his mouth
down, that sat by his eyes. He looked better than all the times they
spent at various doctors and specialists. Looking for… relief. Not
even a cure, just relief. He looked better than all those days curled
up in bed waiting for the current flare-up to stop.

“You’re looking good,” Liam said.
“Bullshit! I’m getting grayer every day. Got called Gramps last

week.”
“You’re still handsome to me.”
“I know,” Liam smiled. “I’m surprised you haven’t changed your

appearance by now.”
“I’ve gone back and forth. Sometimes I make myself younger or

change eyes and hair. But with you… I want to look how you remem-
ber me.”

But you don’t.
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“I know.” He paused for a moment. “I’m happy I get to see you as
ever.”

“How’smygirl?How’s Cassie?” the videoflickered for amoment,
distorting Liam’s face and making his voice sound… off.

John frowned. “Not good. She’s not grooming herself as much
as she used to. She’s having a harder time jumping too. I’m getting
worried about her.”

“Oh baby… Please give her some scratches from me.”
She wants you back home.
“I will. She still curls up in your chair. I think she’s still hoping

you’ll come back through the door and pick her up like you always
did.”

Liam sighed. He looked over and there, where there was noth-
ing, a copy of Cassie appeared on the desk right next to Liam. It was
Cassie as she was a few years ago, her fur better groomed, her meow
a sweeter chirp than Cassie had, like it was from Liam’s memory
more than how Cassie actually behaved. It struck John as… wrong.
It made his skin crawl looking at the facsimile of their cat.

“I know shewantsme home. I… I don’t regret doing this. But I—“
John shook his head. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me,

babe. We talked about it so much. I know all your reasons, and we
made this decision together.”

“I know. I just… it’s hard.”
Of course it’s hard.
John reached out and rested his hand on the screen. He could

still remember the touch of Liam’s skin on his, the way they held
each other that first time, nervous, excited, home. They were them-
selves home together, as young men, into adulthood, and then…
they stopped moving together.
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But he could still remember how good he looked in a suit at their
wedding. He remembered theway his brow scrunched upwhen light
hit his eyes in themorning. He remembered how peaceful he looked
when John held him, even in pain, there was something about their
togetherness that seemed to help.

“No more pain though.” John forced a smile, getting his memo-
ries out of his head for a moment. He had plenty of time for memo-
ries.

“No pain.” Liamnodded. “I feel tingly sometimes. Like, I felt pain
for so long that my body—my mind—still expects and almost wants
it again, which is fucked up. But it’s better.”

“That’s all that matters.”
There was a long moment of silence, that filled the space be-

tween them before.
“I love you,” Liam said.
“I love you too.”
“How did the deacidification project go? I know you and the

group were really hopeful for the latest push would make the WF
pay attention.”

John shrugged. He grunted in frustration as the memories of
their latest efforts came back to him.

“Not great. The Western Federation is still freaking out over
Artemis. They don’t care about anything we try and say. They’re
stuck in the same talking points and arguing and finger pointing as
ever. Some people are talking about it more but it’ll take time.”

Time I don’t have left.
Liam nodded, but his eyes seemed distracted. He shivered

slightly, and John knew from their talks before that Liam just got
a sensorium ping. That frustrated John. They were always good at
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staying present with each other during their dates and time to-
gether. But John could tell Liam wasn’t here on this topic. Liam
didn’t seem to care about the effort that the two of them spent
decades on anymore. The Earth Preservation Society didn’t matter
to Liam anymore.

All Liam cared about was the System. And John felt left behind.
He couldn’t follow there. Hewouldn’t. It wasn’t right for him. They’d
spent their whole adult lives together working towards trying to
save something in the Earth, anything!

Liam was supposed to try and work through the Artemisians’
data to help with finding information they had that could help clear
the atmosphere. But once he got into the System, he was so dis-
tracted by everything else that their hope for the future seemed
brushed aside by Liam’s new world.

Liam didn’t have a horse in the race anymore.
John tried to be angry, but instead he was just tired.
“So, why don’t you tell me about the garden while we work on

dinner. I want to hear if you killed my peppers.”
Liam didn’t even have a response to John’s comment. He just

moved on. It was an obligation to talk about, not something he ac-
tually cared about anymore.

“One time! That only happened once! Don’t you try and pull that
card on me.”

“I was gone for 3 days! It was actually impressive you managed
that.”

“I made it up to you, didn’t I?”
Liamopenedhismouthbut froze. Artifacts disrupting the image.

The link wasn’t at stable as it could have been. It was the price that
John and Liam paid for living out in the country. But the country
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still had vestibules of air that was less polluted, where growing any
of your own food was even possible. The air was better for Liam too.
They worked hard to make a phys side relationship work.

So many doctors, uprooting to the country, physical therapies.
But in the end, the choice for a comfortable life became obvious. And
painful.

Liamuploaded. And in three years, John and Liamhad a relation-
ship that was entirely emotional. He slept alone again, the thing he
hated most about his life before Liam. He couldn’t squeeze his hus-
band’s hand while they both read their own books. Or sneak up be-
hindhimand surprise himwith a kiss. Itwas an ache, onehe still felt.
Video calls with his husband helped, their evenings together were
the highlight of all of John’s days. He didn’t know if Liam had forked
in the system, and he didn’t want to ask. He didn’t want to know if,
while his husband was spending time with him, another version of
him was out doing… more exciting things. More interesting things.
That scared John, a fear he’d voiced once, and wouldn’t do again.

“—made it up to me. You know that.” Liam finally said, the link
connecting again.

John kissed his fingers and placed them to the screen. Some
clever bastard had figured out a way for some gestures to be passed
along sys side. Liam touched his lips and grinned. He shivered for a
moment and looked down. Liam had told him that sometimes when
Johnwould touch his screen, his sensoriawould act up. Like he could
feel a kiss that wasn’t there. It wasn’t supposed to happen, there was
nothing in AVEC that would allow for that kind of sensory input to
be felt by the person in the system. Maybe it was all in Liam’s head…
or the System’s idea of his head.
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John brought the vid screen to the kitchen. Liammoved through
his space until they were standing like mirrors in the same space.
Liamhad recreated their home together in the sim.He even included
the creaky floorboard that John had finally gotten around to fixing.
He never told Liam, knowing that his husband worked too hard to
make sure the exact timbre of the creak was right in the sim.

John sent themenu he’d had prepared for them to Liam. His eyes
lit up when he saw it.

“Butternut squash, Brussels sprouts in white wine, and baked
potatoes. Very good choice, my dear.”

“I’ve been known to make them.”
“Now and then, yes.” Liam grinned.
Their evening continued together, both of them talking, laugh-

ing and sharing stories of their days, of old friends, and remember-
ing all they had before everything changed. In some ways, it was
like nothing had happened at all. It was like they were still living to-
gether, like the last 3 years had passed without pain or frustration.
Without John’s inner thoughts being uncharitable. He was hurt by
the decision, but could live with it, for Liam to be happy.

In other ways, inmore painful ways, John felt further apart from
Liam than ever. He forgot the word for taskers again, and Liam got
frustrated at having to explain things about the System again. It was
a battle to fight and to have the conversations about what was what
over and over again. John felt pain in his temples and called it a night
early, not wanting to start another fight. He took something for his
head, and went to sleep.

When he woke early in the morning, John reached out and
touched the space beside him. The spaces where Liam should be. He

245



Earthbound

sighed. It hadn’t gotten any easier to wake up without his husband
beside him. Not dead, just gone.

With the sound of John’s movement, there was a shift from the
bottom of the bed. The calico padded on the bed over to John. She
bumped her head to John’s scruffy chin. Her little mrowl was raspy,
the sleepy girl just as tired as John was.

“Hey princess,” John smiled. He reached a hand for her head. She
leaned into the scratches, her eyes closing as her soft fur was rubbed
in tribute to her regal demeanor. It was fitting for how Liam always
treated and talked about Cassie. She was his baby in truth.

“I know I’mnot him. And you can’t understand that he’s not here
anymore… Soon it’ll just be me.” He sat up, putting his back to the
headboard. Cassie took advantage of the increased real estate and
rubbed her head against his chin. She stood on his chest, nuzzling
into him for a moment, until his pets pushed her down to lay on
him.

“It’s not fair. This isn’t fair. Liam… I know why he did it. I know
why, Cass, but I still… I still hate him for leaving me like this. I hate
that I’ll never see him in themorning anymore. I hate that I can’t see
him. I hate that he uploaded. That he chose the coward’s way out. He
left us. He leftme.”

Cassie slow blinked at him, a low rumble in her throat. The feel
of her fur on his stomach helped him a little.

“I just want him back. I want him here again. This... this isn’t
what I agreed to. This isn’t what I imagined our lives to be like. The
Systemwas right for him, but it’s wrong forme. It’s wrong for us! I…
I don’t want to be…

“Is that even living, what Liam has? It’s not real. It’s just an illu-
sion. A delusion…”
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Cassie blinked at him again.
“He’s gone, isn’t he? I… I should let him go.”
Cassie blinked and John sighed, sitting up in bed. She moved off

of him, jumping onto the ground. As John started to get dressed,
Cassie kept moving around him, rubbing against his leg. He smiled
and kept petting her, happy that she was still there. John walked
past the mantle and stopped. He looked at the urn there, sighing for
a long moment as he read the inscription. This was something he
kept secret from Liam. This was something for him.

Themoney he got for Liam’s uploadwas put to good use, keeping
John secure and into a trust for environmental reform. Liammade it
clear he didn’t want his remains kept or spread. He didn’t care about
his body. He wasn’t dead, after all!

But John had it on his mantle under his wedding picture, the in-
scription etched into his heart as much as the piece of metal.

Liam O’Connell
Born: 2315
Uploaded: 2361

After his morning tea was finished, John went out in the cold
morning. It was time to get outside. Get his hands dirty, to be among
the grass and the garden that he and Liam worked hard to grow to-
gether. This was where he felt at peace. This—Earth—was his home.
He wasn’t a hippie, he didn’t feel like he had a bond with nature,
or that everything was perfect, it just made him feel at peace. The
noise of the world, of his thoughts, of his pain went away when he
was here. Liam left to get rid of his pain, and Johnworked the garden
to keep his pain away.
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It was lonely, and things would never be the same without Liam
here. But this was his home. His place was phys side, Liam’s was sys-
side. One day, John wouldn’t wake up anymore. One day, Liamwould
be a widow. And he had a plan in place so Liam would be informed
of the news when it came. But Liam… would be the widow that John
always thought hewould be. Passing that off to Liam… it felt unjust.
It felt cruel, passing something like that onto his husband. But John
was a widow himself in many ways. His husband, the man he’d mar-
ried and spent decades with was gone.

And one day, the System could fail too. Some corruption in the
data, power failures, disasters…Liamcould be gone too. Nothingwas
permanent. He knew that every day he woke up to a burnt orange
of a sunrise through hazy smog. Or fighting to keep his garden alive
enough with soil that seemed to be dying as much as he was.

It wasn’t enough for John. It hurt. Losing Liamhurt. But he could
hold onto the idea of Liam. He’d said his goodbyes in his mind long
ago. What they had nowwas a pale shadow, a love that no longer felt
real. He loved Liam, but not enough to follow him, into that world,
apparently. His world, this world, was enough, and John wanted to
be here until the end.

Everything had to end at some point.
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Gregory — 2302

Gregory observed a herd of white-tailed deer from his perch in the
upper branches of an ancient oak tree. They did not sense the an-
thropomorphic gray fox or his notebook, he’d shaped them so they
would ignore him. A fly buzzed past one doe’s head and she flicked
an ear at it reflexively, just as coded. Gregory heard a rustling sound
off to the northwest and watched the deer’s heads shoot straight
up, their ears cocked in the direction of the sound. The wolves were
coming, right on schedule.

The herd sprang into actionmoments before the pack came into
view. The wolves loped across the forest floor, dashing after their
swift-hooved prey. Maybe the deer would manage to secure a suf-
ficient head start to escape before they tired, or maybe one of the
older or weaker members of the herd would fall behind into the
wolves’ waiting jaws. A week ago the pack had snagged an old buck
who’d caught an infection the day before. Thewolves had eatenwell
that night, and their appetites had returned now for another course.

As the animals ranpastGregorynoted a fat doe starting to lag be-
hind. She’d feed the pack well if caught. The doe ran after her herd,
the wolves began to pace her… and kept on going past.

Gregory sprang lightly from tree to tree, trying to get a better
view of the ongoing chase. By the sim’s rules his body was nearly
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weightless and could cling magnetically to any surface, a compro-
mise from the impersonal “god’s eye view” most similar ecosystem
sims had employed. Dashing out along the underside of a branch he
hung upside-down, following the hunters and their quarry with his
gaze. Why weren’t they going after the doe?

Something about the formation of the pack and the herd seemed
oddly familiar. On a whim he pulled up stills he’d taken of the last
week’s hunt, and groaned. Not only was the herd moving in exactly
the same formation, minus the old buck, but so were the wolves.
They were ignoring the new data right in front of them in favor of
old data picked up a solid week ago.

With a sigh Gregory closed the sim and quit.
Gregory#Tracker looked up from his book when he received his

fork’smemories. He stepped over to his desk and pulled up the notes
for his simulated ecosystems. Somehow he needed to fix the prior-
ities on the wolves’ learning so their ability to remember the past
didn’t overpower their present. While he was tweaking the code he
merged another fork, this one had taken an otter form to observe a
pod of killer whales, they were still far from the now extinct mam-
mals in terms of intelligence. The shaping of their minds just wasn’t
good enough at the moment. Would it ever be?

According to the research papers he’d read, whales had nearly
the cognitive capabilities of humans. At the time he’d uploaded,
humanity still hadn’t managed to create a general artificial intel-
ligence without completely emulating a human brain. Why couldn’t
they have built one by now? He looked over the books lining the
walls of his not-so-modest cabin. So many species lost to the still
ongoing ecological disaster that was life on Earth now, only remain-
ing through books and videos and paintings and other dead media.
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He wondered, were there any museums left on Earth that displayed
the bones of those species, or had budget cuts closed themdown and
sold off the bones as dietary supplements?

He glanced back at the book he’d been reading before the forks
merged,whenhe’d uploadedhe’d thought that hemightfinally have
time to read all the books he’d wanted to read. When he first forked
he’d attempted to read two books at once, but uponmerging back he
found that the details of the two books had been jumbled together in
his head, the two sets of memories were too similar to one another.
Since then Gregory had primarily used forking for various tasks re-
lated to his sims, while his root instance read and incorporated the
memories of the forks.

Another fork merged back in, more problems. He was trying to
recreate the natural world before humans had mucked it all up, but
it kept falling short. Why couldn’t anyone have tried to upload a
whale’s brain instead of a human’s? Or even a dog’s? It was ridicu-
lous.

Gregory sighed, he was getting frustrated with this lack of
progress, maybe he should just take a break. See what other people
were doing with their immortality. A broadsheet listing what was
new in entertainment appeared in his hand.

There was a mind-boggling variety available: movies, novels,
games, stage plays, dining, full sensoriums, new media… his curios-
ity roused he selected that last tab. He had to wonder what qualified
as “newmedia” in this strange world of electronic signals and code.
He scrolled through the sub-categories.

The exotic sims tempted him for a moment, but after reading
the previews on a couple he moved on to the next category. They
were mostly experiments in exotic physics, Escher stairs and in-
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verted planets and the like. He had enough of that in his own work.
Next he came to a category titled “deep LARP,” and had to look that
up.

Apparently people created long-term forks that lived a full life in
a simmeant to recreate a fantasyworld, rather than just dropping in
occasionally to go on adventures like usual roleplays. According to
some rumors, people sometimes got so immersed in the LARP that
they forgot their lives before the sim. He didn’t see the appeal, so he
moved on.

The next subcategory was “instance art,” apparently artistic
forking. It seemed like every individual artist had a different defi-
nition of the art. There were plenty of furries, of course, and some
who had invented even more exotic forms based on their ideas of
what extraterrestrial life might be like. Others played games with
their forks, using contests to decide which one of them should quit
and leave no memories to be recovered. Then there was this exhi-
bition hosted by one Dear, Also, The Tree That Was Felled. Gregory
could not find much information on the content of the exhibition
or its host, all he could discern was that the oddly named artist was
that they-or rather “it”-was a member of one of the older and more
eccentric clades and that it had taken a form resembling a fennec
fox.

He looked through a fewmore options, but hismind kept return-
ing to that strange fennec’s exhibition. After another half-hour’s
consideration, and the return of yet another fork, he resolved to go.

When it came time to head out for the exhibition though, he
found himself unsure whether to attend “in person” or to send a
fork. Hehad recalled his forks supervising the various sims but there
was a nagging doubt in the back of his mind. Perhaps he should go

254



Joel Kreissman

oversee one of the sims himself and send a fork to the exhibition. It
wouldn’t be gauche to show up at an instance art event as a fork now
would it?

He changed his avatar form to his gray fox morph, then realized
that Dear, Also the Tree That Was Felled might have plans for their
fork. A human appeared to the fox’s left, the two turned to face each
other. “Hello,” the fox said.

“Hello,” replied the human. “Well,” he continued. “At least I get
to have some fun tonight. See you tomorrow.” With that, he van-
ished.

Gregory stared at the void his fork had left behind for half a
minute, and then turned back to his desk and started scanning the
various sims for one he wanted to continue tweaking. He eventu-
ally decided to restart the forest sim, hoping that this time the
patch he’d applied would be enough. The oaks gradually material-
ized around him and the animals bounded into view.

Just as before, the wolves took down the old buck in the first
week. While he waited to see if they’d do anything different in the
second hunt he forked and sent them to observe other sims. He
checked in on the other animals he’d shaped: rabbits and foxes,
woodpeckers and owls, mice and weasels; predators paired with
prey. So far all was running as intended.

The day of the second hunt arrived, Gregory took his position in
the trees and watched the herd. The wolves appeared and he smiled
as they beelined for the fat doe, the leader of the pack nipped at the
doe’s heels, it looked like thedeerwasdoomed…and then something
truly unexpected happened.

Two more wolves popped out of their hiding place in a pile of
leaves and pounced on a deer off to the side of the herd and sank
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their teeth into its throat. The deer threw off the new wolves– no,
theywere too small and theirmuzzles too narrow, coyotes! He didn’t
recall shaping any coyotes yet! They were still extant!

The wounded deer staggered as it choked on its own blood and
the coyotes struck again, tearing into its flanks and dragging it to
the ground. As soon as the deer died the wolves abandoned their
chase for the ready source ofmeat. The coyotes sprangback, strips of
venison dangling from their mouths, but the wolves ignored them.
After watching the wolves eat for a few minutes one of the coyotes
cautiously stepped forward and quickly grabbed amouthful of meat
then retreated. The wolves continued to ignore it. Seeing that the
wolves didn’t care, both coyotes came forward and ate their fill.

As annoyed as he was by this intrusion Gregory was genuinely
impressed by the shaping on the coyotes. His wolves didn’t know
what to do with them, but they were able to figure out how to work
the wolves’ inability to recognize them to their advantage. He had
to know who made those coyotes, and why.

Gregory ran around the forest, within the hour he found another
species he hadn’t coded yet. An opossum climbing a tree, searching
for insects. The extinction of the opossum caused one of the worst
trophic cascades of North America as ticks bred out of control, but
he hadn’t coded ticks into this artificial ecosystem yet. Hadn’t he?

His eyes widening in dawning horror, he raced back to the deer
herd. He found them grazing, ignorant of the shakeup in their
ecosystem. As coded they did not react as he brushed their fur with
his claws. The first three deer he checked didn’t show any sign of
parasites, but the fourth had a few black protrusions sticking out of
the back of an ear. Carefully he picked one of the nodules off, as he
feared there was a set of jointed legs underneath.
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Disgusted, he unraveled the tick, the script underlying the con-
struct’s physical form spooled out before his eyes. He found it dis-
appointingly simple, even less complex than the code he’d written
for the deer. With annoyance he deleted the tick with a flick of his
finger.

After deleting all the ticks he couldfindon theherdhewent back
to searching for new species. It didn’t take long to find a raccoon-it
was starting to seem like this mystery automata shaper had a thing
for generalist species. He reached out for it, and the raccoon turned
its head around and began to hiss in his direction. Surprised, Gre-
gory looked around and behind him, he was still wondering what
the raccoon could be reacting to when it bit him.

Screaming in unexpected pain he frantically shook the strange
mammal off of him. He managed to fling it into the tree, which it
climbed up while he was examining his bleeding hand. It was al-
most impossible to believe, but there it was, a pair of fangtip holes
in either side of his hand, seeping blood. He focused on sealing the
wound, and then clearing away the blood. Gradually the blood evap-
orated, leaving no residue, and the holes were covered over with
skin. There was no sign that it had ever happened in the first place
but his memory.

He exited the sim.
Gregory foundhimself back inhis cabin and immediately headed

for his desk to shut the sim down. He opened the control panel, a
large half-transparent display appeared in the air above the desk
with tabs for the different sims. He touched the tab for the forest
sim, pressed the button to end the sim, and was confronted with
a large red warning message. “Sim occupied by 24,471 active in-
stances, are you sure you want to kick?”
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He backed out of the close screen and pulled up a census for the
sim in question. One entry filled the screen and then another, and a
third, fourth, tenth,more andmore came in every few seconds as the
querydid itswork.Hewaitedwhile the screen continued tofill as the
count neared the number indicated by the initial warning. Around
the time it reached the tens of thousands he received amessage from
one of his forks.

“Got eaten by a shark,” the message read. “It looked like a great
white. Somehow it knew I was there. I don’t plan on sending amem-
ory dump to you, be glad of that.”

Gregory tried to message the fork in question, and received no
response, he’d already quit. He checked the census again and found
that it now listed 24,475 instances. As he watched the count de-
creased to 24,474, then 24,473, then it increased to 24,476. Whatever
was going on, it was getting out of control! Who were these people?
He opened the ID info on one of the instances, which only confused
him further.

He sent out amessage to all of his forks,meet him in the clearing.

⋆

Gregory’s cabin was in the middle of a small evergreen forest, no
simulated animals, just plants and the occasional recording of bird-
song. Ashe stepped through the front door it occurred tohim thathe
hadn’t actually been outside his cabin in a few decades. The clearing
that had surrounded the cabin was now filled with saplings, some
of them already four meters tall and growing a layer of moss. Ivy
reached for the cabin walls, but did not climb them; he had had the
foresight to ward them against encroaching plant life. He wondered
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if therewas enough space for the forks, andwaved his hands to clear
a few saplings from the area.

As the meeting time approached they arrived, foxes, jackals, ot-
ters, and even a giraffe who’d been surveying a savannah. Every so
often the original cleared away another tree tomakemore room. By
the time the meeting arrived there were eight forks in the clearing,
Gregory decided to wait to see if more would come before starting.
Ten minutes later another gray fox arrived, he continued to wait, a
half hour after the appointed time he decided to start.

“Okay,” he asked. “How many of you have encountered anoma-
lies in your sims?” Every individual in the clearing raised a hand.
“Unexpected species?” one, the giraffe, lowered a hoof. “Animals
that can see you?” no change this time. “Alright, have any of you
forked since your initial iteration?”

One of the otters spoke up, “my down-tree instance forked me
off when a shark grabbed him. I haven’t seen him since it ate him,
did he quit?”

Theoriginal Gregorynodded, “nomemorydump, just amessage.
Glad you got away.” He swiveled his head from side to side, taking in
a panorama of the freshly renewed clearing. “However, the census
I took indicated that there should be another hundred thousand or
so of you here.”

Surprised chatter broke out among the assembled instances.
Gregory rapped a hand on the cabin door to get their attention be-
fore continuing. “After I got bitten by a raccoon in my forest sim I
exited and ran a census. The forest had a constantly fluctuating pop-
ulation of some twenty-four thousand and change brain emulations.
When I checked the ID numbers I found that every one of them was
using our ID, with fork appendices of course.”
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Nine jaws hung open in shock. “I ran censuses of the other sims
and found that each one of them contained between two and thirty
thousand forks. All withmy ID,” Gregory sighed. “Yet, I resumed the
old God’s Eye view of the sims and couldn’t find a single one of them.
It’s perplexing.”

“Oh please,” Gregory swung his head towards the corner of his
cabin. His human self walked out around the corner, holding an unlit
cigarette and a zippo. The human stuck the cigarette in his mouth.
“Don’t tell me you have no idea yet.”

Gregorywracked his brains for where this fork could come from.
“You’re the fork who went to the gallery exhibition. I didn’t even
realize your memories hadn’t come back.”

The human lit his cigarette and took a drag. He held it between
two fingers and exhaled a cloud of smoke before answering. “You
really should have sent your ownworkaholic ass there, maybe you’d
understand then.”

“You’re the one who made all the new forks?” Gregory pressed
further. The human nodded. “And the invasive species?”

“Indeed I did,” the human fork confirmed, tapping ash and glow-
ing embers from the tip of his cigarette. “Would you like to know
how?”

Gregory thought for a minute, he couldn’t believe that a mere
fork of himself could learn how to shape smarter constructs than
him in mere days. A possibility came to him, but one of the jack-
als among his other forks spoke up first. “You learned how to shape
better automata from someone you met at the exhibition?”

“In a way,” the human confirmed. “In that we are all man-made
intelligences. Dear, Also, The Tree That Was Felled is a genius, but it
doesn’t really consider practical purposes to its techniques.”
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“Wait,” the original Gregory interjected. “I thought Dear, Also,
The Tree That Was Felled was an instance artist.”

The human grinned as he took another drag. “Indeed it is.”
One by one, the other Gregorys’ eyes widened in realization.

“You...the animals, they’re forks?!”
“Yes!” he confirmed. “Every one of the invasive species out-

smarting your constructs are forks. Everythingmore neurologically
complex than an arthropod has a pruned version of my mind. Lan-
guage faculties are limited, which might explain why they haven’t
responded to your summons, but they still have a competitive ad-
vantage over anything you coded.”

“Why?” the original Gregory inquired. “Why do something so
insane?”

“Please,” the human fork tossed aside the stub of his cigarette.
“You’ve been putting everything of yourself into these sims ever
since you uploaded. I just made it a bit more literal.” With that last
cryptic comment, he quit.

Gregory waited for the memories to flood in and explain what
had just happened, but none came. As he waited in vain his gaze
wandered to a thin column of smoke rising from the ground. The
fork’s cigarette butt had landed in a pile of dry pine needles, which
were already beginning to smolder. Just before he could raise a hand
to snuff it out he felt a new set of memories pushing at his con-
sciousness, he began to integrate them only to find that no, it wasn’t
the troublemaking fork, but the otterwhose down-tree instance had
been eaten by a shark. His thoughts came flooding in, the realiza-
tion that the shark was another instance of himself. How could he
become such a monster, how could he lose himself so completely in
his work?
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Morememories cameflooding in, the remaining forkswere quit-
ting, he turned to look as they vanished into thin air. Canids, aquatic
species, the giraffe, they each simply blinked out of existence one-
by-one. Some sent their memories to him, others refrained. He held
the deluge of memory at bay, swerving back around to the exterior
of the cabin. The fire was growing, before long it would be lapping
at the sides of his cabin. He waved a hand and the flames began to
shrink, leaving blackened earth behind. But he stopped short of ex-
tinguishing the fire altogether.What was the point? he thought.

If thefire burneddownhis cabin and the forest itwas in, he could
just make another, identical to the one that had existed before he
decided tomake that fork. It was just a sim, a construct, no different
from the other sims he’d made or the false animals that populated
them. Or had populated them. No doubt the fork’s forks were now
tearing his fragile artificial ecosystems to shreds.

And why shouldn’t they? They had created them after all, they
were theirs to destroy if theywished.Whyhadhe started this project
anyways?Wasn’t it to recreate nature, red in tooth and claw? In that
respect, the fork had succeeded.

While Gregory thought, the fire had spread to the treeline and
was beginning to climb up the trunks. He turned away from the fire
and exited the sim, headed for one of the taverns he’d looked up
earlier. He could always recreate the sim later, after a few drinks
maybe.

262







Glossary

ACL

Originally short for “Access Control List”, ACLsdescribefine-grained
permissions to access or use sims or the like. For instance, ACLs can
be set such that only certain people may enter a sim, or to ensure
that a cone of silence blocks sensorium messages

Apygmaliophobia

The fear of uploading (literally, the fear of becoming an artificial
copy of yourself). Coined in the late 2130s as the cost of uploading
began to drop. Also occasionally used in relation to taskers who fear
individuation.

Artemis

An extrasolar probe bearing four races of uploaded consciousnesses.
Discovered in 2346 by Tycho Brahe

AVEC

Introduced in 2350, Audio/Visual Extrasystem Communication is
the means by which those on the System may communicate with



Earth via audio and visual transmission, rather than just text, some-
thingwhichwas gently discouragedover theprevious years tomain-
tain a sense of mystique around sys-side. While Castor and Pollux
also have this ability in theory, the bandwidth limitations of the
Deep Space Network made it such that only still images can be sent.

Clade

A collection of individuals all descended from the same uploaded
consciousness through the process of forking. Clades are named af-
ter the root instance (e.g: the Bălan clade), but they can also choose
their own name (e.g: the Ode clade).

Cocladist

Used to refer to another member of the same clade. Up-, down-,
and cross-tree are used to refer to the relation between the two co-
cladists: an up-tree instances is one that is descended from the in-
dividual, a down-tree instance is one from whom the individual is
descended, and a cross-tree instance is one who shares the same
down-tree instance but who isn’t a descendent or an ancestor.

Cone of silence

A mechanic on the System that prevents others from hearing what
those within the cone are saying. As of 2349, it is also possible to
opaque or blur the contents of the cone from the outside, and to
prevent the transmission of sensorium messages.



Conflict

During the process ofmerging,memories and ideas between the up-
and down-tree instances will differ, if only by physical point of view.
The more these instances diverge, the more these differences will
cause conflicts, whether in how they remember things or how they
think about things. During merging, this takes effort to rectify in-
ternally.

Collective

A group of individuals who emulate the idea of clades phys-side,
doing their best to maintain a tree-like hierarchy, share common
names, and so on.Many also resent the System and refuse to upload.

Dispersionista

An individual who enjoys individuation on the System. They will
fork and allow their forks to diverge from themselves without any
goal of letting them merge back down.

Dissolution strategy

Aset of general categories for howoneapproaches forking,merging,
and individuation.

Forking

Theprocess of creating a complete copy of oneself. Thenew instance
is exactly the same as the individual up to the point of forking, when
they immediately begin to diverge, even if only in their physical
points of view.



Individuation

The slow process of an up-tree instance changing from a down-tree
instance. The longer the two spend apart and the greater the dif-
ferences in their experiences, the greater the individuation. Dis-
persionistas in particular encourage individuation, while taskers do
their best to avoid it at all costs.

Instance

A consciousness within the System, whether the original uploaded
mind or one of their forks.

Launch Vehicle

The two smaller copies of the original L5 point System launched in
2325 in opposite directions at a high enough velocity to leave the
Solar System. Often abbreviated to LVs.

Merging

The process of incorporating the memories (and thus personality
changes formed by newmemories) of an up-tree instance after they
quit.

Perisystem architecture

The infrastructure of data and tools for working within the System
that serve as the foundationof life. Theperisystemarchitecture con-
tains the reputation market and clade listing, allows one to store
information, retrieve data from libraries, control forking and ACLs,
and much more.



Phys-side/sys-side
Phys-side (rhymes with ‘fissile’) refers to the physical world outside
of the System, while sys-side refers to everything on the System.

Quitting
The act of an instance ceasing to exist on the System. If the instance
is a fork of an individual, the down-tree instance may merge back
in the memories from the instance who quits (this set of memories
can be given a priority, felt as an amount of adrenaline; at a high
priority, this can be quite startling, while at a priority of zero, the
down-tree instance won’t even be notified of the quitting). If there
is no down-tree instance — as in the case of the root instance or an
orphaned branch of a clade— quitting is quite difficult, described as
trying to wade through mud or push through a barrier.

Reputation/reputation market/the exchange
In order to regulate resource usage on the hardware of the System,
certain things cost reputation (denoted Ŕ), such as forking, as well
as acquiring sim designs, clothing, and so on. These latter are ex-
changed on the reputationmarket (sometimes called the exchange).
Reputation can be gained by creating things to put on themarket or
simply just interacting on the System: having conversations, mak-
ing friends, and so on. When one first uploads, one is provided with
a chunk of reputation to get started with.

Root instance
The root instance is the original uploaded consciousness, the pro-
genitor of the clade from which all other instances are forked.



Signifier
The full name of an instance, including the first eight hexadecimal
digits of the unique tag that identifies it as distinct from other in-
dividuals in the clade (our out of it) with the same name (e.g: Ioan
Bălan#5f39bccd7). This full signifier of an instance, along with all
the clade information is available to anyone to check via the perisys-
tem architecture, which makes truly impersonating someone else
impossible.

Sim
Refers to locations owned by an individual or set of individuals,
whether it’s as small as a single room or as large as a city. Hold-over
language from the virtual reality aspects of the ‘net, where rooms
or worlds were called ’sims’.

System
Used to describe both the hardware to which consciousnesses are
uploaded as well as the world that exists inside that hardware. Orig-
inally chosen as a vague name to prevent leaks while the project was
still secret, it stuck through the centuries until a few years after the
launch project, when each of the three Systems began to be called
by specific names: Castor and Pollux for the launch vehicles and La-
grange for the System remaining near Earth.

Tasker
An individual who specifically does not enjoy individuation. They
will rarely fork, only doing so if they absolutely must, and then usu-
ally only to accomplish a task that requires more hands.



Tracker
Between taskers and dispersionistas, trackers fork more often and
are more willing to let individuation take place as their forks
track specific projects or relationships, almost always merging back
down.
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