
Part 1 – Reality

On 9/11

In 2001, the world witnessed in shock as decades of military exploitation and
imperialism finally cultivated a reaction in the way of a fundamentalist attack. In
hindsight, it should have been expected that the inevitable global backlash would
not be an attempt to address why the terrorist attack took place, but would be
twisted to double down on resource acquisition, cultural invalidation, and
authoritative implementation of morality that caused the violent outburst. Thus the
U.S. War on Terror began, with two implicit intents: first,to justify a "superiority"
worldview and, second, (for those with access to invaluable resources: eg. oil,
graphite, lithium, tungsten, etc) a demand for assimilation unless they desired to
suffer via worldwide political demonization and military occupation.

- Identifying the Bias of History – Gorner and Stipple – published June 15, 2063

The movement upright was expected and even within the dream I subconsciously knew it
was coming. I'll wait a second to open my eyes. The morning ritual is always the same but
the lingering mirage of a dream is something I haven't felt in years. In spite of the fleeting
narrative being lost, the feeling of control and compassion still remains. I haven't felt this
since childhood; long replaced by the numbness of maturity.

I open my eyes to embrace the present existence. The irritation of not waking up parallel
to Tess is in conflict with appreciating the natural sitting position. Looking at the back of
her head, I see a slight amount of the faded "gray" in her chestnut hair that she's been
complaining about. Considering that she's still in her late 20s, her concern with the
premature appearance of old age can be justified. Scanning the sheets I notice the fall
where her left leg should be.

In a few hours, I won't even be thinking about it because she plays it off so well. Everyone
says that the improvements made on the new prosthetics are amazing: being able to
replicate sensations and such, but the same thing was said about my father's missing
hand and he resented that thing because of the pain it caused. The only way I could (and
can) sympathize is to relate it to the annoyance of the BioWear on my forearm. An
inescapable constant Irritation.

While I remember some specific events, the memories of him are more in line with how I
recall the forgotten dream: with the emotions they leave behind. The actual memory of
him is fading. It's easier to think of the time that has gone by rather than the funeral, loss,
and depression that are all intertwined together. 2103. That was only... 9 years ago. The
realization is a bit of a shock. Time flies. It didn't seem that way when I was young. I
guess that's right: "time gets faster as you age." Weird.



Looking back at Tess, I can't help but to be amazed by her and what she's been through
and what she still is going through. Nor can I help but blame the– nope... can't let myself
go there. Not yet.

I'll let her sleep in. She doesn't need to work today and we were up late.

As a reflex, I mentally reach out and start the teaKettle in the kitchen; Tess prepped it last
night. Due to the micro–muscular technology, I don't have to think about turning it on in
the same way I don't have to think about shifting out of bed to start the morning ritual. As I
hear the water start to pour in the other room, I have to remind myself that the seemingly
natural technologic interconnectedness the BioWear offers is a subconscious
manipulation; tricking me into thinking the theft of my body's inherent energy is an
acceptable payoff. The pushed narrative is that the various methods of wind and solar
collection embedded into private and public construction are insufficient for the strain on
the power grid, I can't avoid wondering if that justification was an excuse for the current
lethargic populace.

Shower, shit, shave. Of course, relieving myself always comes first. Why would anyone
take a shower BEFORE hand? Well I'm sure some of the Squatters do (if they bathe at
all), but no civil person would.

Showering is easily my favorite part of the day. It is a relief from the subconscious
networking that plagues me every other moment. Having the knowledge that I can extend
my consciousness to the other contraptions and media is an invalidation of my natural
individuality, but for 5 minutes I'm free to be completely sovereign and organic. The
release of being constantly drained of energy excites every cell. The moment I detach the
bracer, the world seems a bit more vibrant. It's likely the unencumbered "electromagnetic
biologic circuitry" (or however they describe it) returning to my organs. Even the steam of
the shower and the water hitting my skin seems transcendental.

But the 5 minute deadline comes too soon. "Scientists" (more like propagandists) haven't
been able to fix the skin irritation that comes with wearing the different variations of the
technology. I easily see where it goes because of the paleness of the skin, the slight rash,
and the discolored hair. The metallic clips fastening the cuff back on will stop the timer.

*beep, beep, be–*

Shit. Almost made it. I listen. Tess stirs slightly. God damned technology. Constant
irritation. I close my eyes as I feel the static of the room, all the small shimmers of reality
that we could take for granted drain from my senses. It's my daily moment of zen in which
I embrace the misery of the next 24 hours that will go unnoticed. Opening my eyes, the
world looks a bit more deluded and I feel the exhaustion compared with how it was
moments ago.

Wiping the mirror off, I see the olive tone face looking back. I see the stern eyes that used
to belong to my grandma and the rounded cheeks belonged to my mom. More than



anything is the brow and nose that come from my father that I look at in pride. Even the
strong jawline of my uncle pales compared to the nose. The asymmetry of the face is
offset slightly by three moles scattered on the left side. After shaving, I amplify those just
slightly in order to show my support to the party. Not enough to draw attention, but to
ensure those that are looking for it can see.

I hear Tess stir again as I leave the bathroom and grab the alternate battery from the
storage port on the wall between the closet and bathroom door. I eject the battery from
the BioWear that has been leeching a day's worth of my energy and lock it into the
vacated wall space next to Tess's twin providing some supplement to the energy grid. The
empty battery is replaced back into the metallic sleeve.

She's fully awake by the time I start getting dressed:

Her morning stretch (part of her ritual) warps her voice slightly to make it a bit deeper and
strained than it usually would be "You're up already? What time is it?"

"A bit after 7:30. I was going to let you sleep in."

"Oh. No I need to start making food. Thank you though."

Forgot, we are scheduled to donate to the Squatters. I didn't realize until this moment that
Tess's desire to help the unfortunate would conflict with... Of course it would be our turn
today.

I pull my shirt over the metallic cuff – hiding it from view – as she hops over to me
assisted by the furniture between us (nightstand, dresser, and so on). I let my eyes wash
over her. A long t–shirt and skivvies looks good on her. She doesn't seem to have aged in
our 3 years being together other than the fading highlights she used to treat her hair with.
She matches my height. Her body has changed by a small amount, slightly heavier than
her original medium build, as a result of her bedrest while she was healing. Her new
haircut, which she has only been sporting for 3 days, only frames half her face. The
welcome change gives a feel of novel familiarity, and I can't help but feel lucky as she
gives me a kiss on the cheek.

I recollect my thoughts, "Right. Right. I forgot it was the 12th. What are you making for
them?"

"Probably just some pasta or something. They seemed to appreciate it last time."

"Well they should."

"Tark, come on." Even before I look, I know the exasperation from her tone, and – even
more – the use of my name.



I look up from buttoning my shirt, she is looking at me with judgment and concern. She
considers my disdain unfounded, but she's naïve and wrong. Even after losing her leg,
she still believes in the anarchist ideal. It's childish. But there is no use in arguing about it
again, so I refocus on the buttons and avoid eye contact while I lie, "Sorry".

"I really wish you would let it go. This", I look up again to see her pointing to her absent
leg, "was no one's fault. It was an accident." My eye is drawn to the ankle clasp on her
remaining leg that serves the same purpose as the tech on my arm. Most people choose
to hide the abomination under their clothes out of both respect to others and a want to
ignore it themselves. The different placements and styles identify how much energy is
being drained; the arm cuff like mine being the standard because it drains the least
amount without endangering the supposed equilibrium that society has with the
environment (at least that's what we are told). To get the ankle version, you have to show
that you are an exception since it pulls less energy. Tess's disfigurement allowed that. The
change in placement is still not something I'm used to, expecting it to be on the slightly
discolored region of her upper right arm.

I look at her face again and I know there isn't a point in objecting to her sincerity and
innocence, so I return to the closet and fetch a tie from the back, "I know.. It's just.. taking
me a while." It's not. She's just wrong. With time she will eventually see that I'm right. The
fallout of tomorrow's agenda will help reduce their propaganda.

I hear the straps being tightened as she puts on her leg. I can't help but feel a bit sad for
her as I remove the slack from my tie.

******

Coffee, breakfast, community media. Sun lotion, shoes, puff of Air.

The inhalation felt off. I look at the levels of the respiratory depressant: "We are getting a
bit low on the inhaler."

"I'll add it to the shopping list. I'm going out today."

For just a second my eyes shift to her leg. Of course I realized my mistake before I look
back to see her annoyance. Hell, if I'm already being judged, I may as well commit to
asking:

"You'll be ok?"

"I've told you. I'll be fine, I don't even notice it unless someone reminds me. And I really
wish you wouldn't."

"Alright" I'm sure she's lying, but if she wants to put on a brave face I won't push.

"Are you going to be there tonight to help in the kitchen?"



"I can't, I've got the presentation defending the algorithm tonight."

"Oh! I didn't know it was this soon! Is everything read?"

"Everything is ready as long as the system doesn't crash again."

"Have they been similar to the results you got three weeks ago?"

The thought of all the wasted time and effort causes me to sigh with irritation, "Not 'similar
to'; it's the same attempt." Her look of confusion prompts me to clarify, "we've been having
brief power surges at the office. They don't mess with most people and they are rare
enough that few people care, but they've been crashing the runs. I've had to reset it a
handful of times now. Today is the last chance I have to get some practical results."

Her confusion turns to concern hidden behind a nurturing smile. She knows how much
investment I've put into this. "Well even without that, I'm sure you'll impress the obürgs.
There is no chance for you to be there tonight though? Some of them really want to meet
you."

The thought of mingling with potential Tendians makes my skin crawl. "No, it's going to go
late," another lie... even if it's a half truth.

She lets the smile linger for a second more before it changes. Instead of one that brings
comfort, it's now one that offers charity. One that is trying to say "it's fine not to feel ok yet,
but we need to accept this". I'll never accept this. They hurt Tess. They hurt so many with
their immaturity. It needs to end.

"I really wish I could. Tell everyone that I wish I could be there."

She nods; accepting my excuse. "Alright, so I'll see you when I get back?"

"I should be back before you are. Have a good day."

We give a quick kiss goodbye for the day to finalize the ritual which is only followed by the
expected farewell. In an unexpected breach of familial etiquette, she hugs me. After an
instance of surprise, I hug her back. Bliss and hate collide, but the feeling of her against
me is enough to focus on. When we release, she looks me in the eyes.

Her voice is absent of any critique: "I really wish you would know I'm ok. I am ok." The
emotional contrast is amplified when she amplifies "am", but her gaze is enough to ignore
it. With that, she resumes the expected salutation, "I love you. T star."

"I know. I love you too. T star." I smile through the increased and overwhelming
frustration. As I turn away, I embrace it before it builds any further.

The dream, the embrace, the reassurance, the love: it's all a sham. In a world designed to
demand integrity with function how can people believe in the chaos of anarchy? The hug



should have been an untarnished version of the control and compassion from my dream,
but every embrace is mitigated by the monstrosity on my arm, forcing impotence and
reducing my ability to feel. The control and compassion inherent to the reassurance was
undermined by the delusion of incompleteness and the added insult that she was feeding
those leeches that ultimately caused the accident. Even the control and compassion that
was always built into my love – my authenticity – was stolen by their expectation that I
forgive them.

I let the contradiction of the feelings build as I start walking away from my sanctuary. I look
down the street that leads to the broken society we depend on. One of degeneracy and
lawlessness and sloth and greed. I wait until I cross onto the public greenway to mentally
activate my AR. The information invades my every thought; forcing me to question where
I stop and the outside begins. Most seem happy to be integrated and lose their sense of
self. So it's no wonder that it was taken advantage of – creating a social labyrinth that
can't be navigated without complying. The forced conversion into an organic android is
both a reminder that my ritual has ended and that I'm entering into the social dystopia
beyond my refuge.

The dystopia that robs me of control.

The dystopia that robs me of compassion.



On the rise of climate concerns

Even after seeing the rise in natural disasters, too few took the increase in carbon
emissions seriously in the early naughts and teens. There were some early calls for
attention from the grandfathers of the current PoliDoc films (e.g. "When the Levees
Broke", "An Uncomfortable Truth", "Who killed the Electric Car" and others), but for
the most part these went unheard or neglected. There were a few reasons for this
ranging from the era of "brawl match" news (which valued conflict over the
Consensus) and the capitalist motivation to undermine systemic issues. [...]

Regardless of the final adherence to the unenforceable Paris Climate Agreement
that was 2 decades in the making (and far too late), the cataclysmic inertia of
disasters was impossible to stop. From water shortages to devastating earthquakes
that were novel for the time, an avalanche of problems overwhelmed the world,
exponentially becoming more catastrophic from the late 20s to the mid 40s and
beyond. Logistic breakdowns collapsed the free markets under their own weight
and small international schisms paved the way for Capitalistic Governance and the
climate wars. The only saving grace was that undersea carbon reservoirs were
never upset.

- Dancing on the Knife's Edge – HS3 Julian Toberch – published September, 23 2096

I won't have to change out the AR lenses for another 2 and a half months. The crisp images will
start to lose connectedness as a warning a few days prior. For now, the barrage of information
that changes the landscape using a constant overlay of manufactured information is obvious,
but it only takes a few minutes until the brain adapts making it indistinguishable from the natural
world. At that point it will be impossible to differentiate between my own mind and those
manipulating me.

At the point of loading, the primary assessment is on the stability of the local Tesla Field.
Because our neighborhood has invested in the wind ornaments and solar shingles that ensure
energy overflow, the thin, barely noticeable wires that span the sky can collect enough energy to
electrify the air allowing wireless power. This is always in competition with the need for the
electrical grid though, so the state of the current stability is a bit lower than normal, but still
unconcerning. After that momentary insight, the visual then shifts to the more practical display.

Most prominent is the optimal route to the CapDem satellite office specific to NC91. The
application always prioritizes "socially safe" by default. I "mentally" readjust the prioritization to
"fastest route" by flicking a few arm muscles. While the worthless "social safety" score drops
from .476 to .023, the ETA drops by 16 minutes and I start walking to the trolley stop that exists
outside my neighborhood. The 4 minute stroll will easily put me there before the 11 minute ETA.

Passing the houses on my route brings a snapshot of the society at large. Of the 10 I pass on
the way, 3 have been left desolate and are being reclaimed by the wildlife. The properties have
been enhanced with solar screens, wind generators, and water collection that feeds back into



the community, but those don't distract from the obvious domestic apathy. Everything from rats
to the savage human population are attracted to the overgrowth which can be foraged for food
when other options are scarce. The invasion of Squatters is additionally perpetuated by their
ability to report to others over social networks as to the accessibility and current status of
availability regarding the natural horticulture. Some of us attempted to negate the infestation a
few years back by cutting back the overgrowth to bring the community up to code, but that
evoked the wrath of the pestilent mob. It got so bad that it actually drove a few of the neighbors
to seek more civilly aligned communities, assuming because they weren't as loyal to their
homes. The abandoned properties aren't worth even considering "part of the neighborhood"
anymore, but they also can't be ignored. Some nights we still come over and collect all the food
for ourselves so it will be reported as "low food" without drawing the horde's attention.

Six have been salvaged from their decayed states to varying degrees of success. In the past 15
years, some outsiders have laid claim to the properties and made them livable. The inhabitants
aren't natives, so they don't have our generational pride, but – given the alternative – it's
acceptable. Eventually they will assimilate, but currently the upkeep leaves something to be
desired – and for good reason. Since they refuse to engage in the capitalistic social support or
economic supply chains to provide lumber or other commodities self–respecting people depend
on, all their improvements are outdated and labor intensive. Everything considered, they could
be worse: they don't ask for anything, they keep a tidy lawn (even if they do have various
projects or tents set up in them). Which leads to another corrupted virtue: they are kind to a
fault. The houses all show a high social safety rating meaning that the urban nomads can find
food, water, and electricity if they ever need it. I look through a few submitted scores and it's
obvious that this is ongoing... all of them have played host in the past 8 days. Regardless of
their charity, it's always annoying that they are inviting the riffraff into our community.

My property and peers fall into the remaining category: those that understand pride and status
by presenting an appearance which represents the superiority intrinsic to the sovereignty of
homeownership. The yards have portions where the weeds have been uprooted to make way
for flower beds, walkways, and other cultivations you wouldn't see in the other yards' random
overgrowth. The relatively low "safety rating" that the houses portray (I have to remind myself
that they are being projected by the AR overlay) is the main reassurance that this is an attempt
at social engineering: the cleanliness and security is undervalued to favor recklessness and
contamination instead. I only assume the score for my own house (which – like all 3rd party
evaluations – aren't allowed to be seen by those being reviewed) would fit this trend as well.

I smile a bit at that thought.

Half way down the street I notice Ralph; he's starting to head out as well. He's one of the recent
move–ins, only living here for 4 years now with his 3 kids. While he still doesn't keep his
property to the same standard as Tess and I; I've had passing conversations with him in which
we both agree that the neighborhood needs to look nice. He even mentioned a desire to be left
alone. That may be one of the reasons that his "safety rating" is lower than the others. I wave to
him... and he waves back. The virtual tint of his house shifts to an "off limits" color to join the
other ones that are owned but have been vacated for the day. The attempt to change the default



state of property understanding to "public" instead of "private" is just one of a litany of subtle
subconscious battles in an ongoing war; a war declared by the Consensus against ordered
society in an attempt to redesign human nature.

He mounts his bike, electing to travel in private rather than being crammed into a public
transport; a sign of individualism that continues to fall out of fashion. This is at odds with the
faded mud stain on his t–shirt and pants which isn't unusual for people that lived with the
Squatter community, but since it blends with his Southern American complexion and short black
hair (fading to a buzz on the sides) his lack of pride seems almost inherent. Still, compared to 3
years ago, he's assimilating better than most of the others. I smile at him again as he rides past.

I arrive at the trolley stop with 5 minutes to spare – as expected. It becomes harder to hold onto
any semblance of order as I get further emerged into the degradation of the world. Sitting down
on one of the sheltered benches, I smell the body odor of the random delinquents (maybe
multiple of them based on the potency) that spent the night where I now rest. Even though I try
to avert my gaze, the ad – virtual movement on the edge of my peripheral vision created by the
VR – instinctively draws my eye to the donation box on the other side of the street. A sting of
irritation that even my own psychology is violated to coerce me into feeling a bit of guilt for not
helping the leeches of society.

I redirect my focus onto the news of the morning. With a few flexes of my fingers, the muscular
response navigates the AR to access a newly posted article which encompasses my attention.
Even the subtle ads that beg my attention can be ignored while I watch the video showing the
aftermath of an explosion with a voice–over narrating the continued decline of the Consensus.

In yet another blow against the anarchical degeneracy that is threatening to
crumble society, patriots of order and tradition made the ultimate sacrifice
Wednesday evening. While helping with the cleanup around NY004 on Friday, it
was found that the epicenter of the destruction was THE central hub for the
Consensus.

Due to their principled and disciplined approach that could never be repeated by the
nihilistic alternative, there was only a minimal amount of life lost – all of which were
Tendians. The true damage was non–violent; decimating the propaganda networks
that push forth false truth and misinformation that leads so many away from the
stability which keeps people safe. In the 50 years since the so–called "Climate
Wars" ended, these Tendians have made it a mission to corrupt the scientific
community and advance their agenda of chaos. What is the brand "consensus"
other than another way to reference "the silent majority" or "the vanguard of the
proletariat" or "the royal we"?

There is none. The Tendian "philosophers" who are led by a necessarily inhuman AI
are nobles under a different name. We have multiple examples of them
ADMITTING to using a fictional scarcity of resources – water, food, morality,
validation; things that we all have in plenty – to seek to control us all by reserving it



for themselves. But this is expected being that their conservative predecessors did
the same thing over a century ago in the 1900s and early 2000s. A full breakdown
of this phenomena can be found in a previous video. (The portal to the media
appears to my left.)

With this in mind, I cannot emphasize enough when I say this latest deconstruction
of their misinformation network is a good thing. For the sake of our continued
existence this needs to persist. This blow to the network which pushes against civil
society, justice, and truth has been left in a state of instability as it has never been
before. If this monolith is to fall, now is the time ...

I dismiss the rest of the story since it will just reiterate the common call for action which is a
staple of that platform.

Oh wow.. NY004, that's – (quick reference via FreeNet) – yeah.. that's Times Square. The main
coordination for the anarchist movement comes from there. The anarchists must be (my
attention is once again manipulated into looking at the donation bin) in disarray right now. I stare
at the three foot tall slotted box for what must be a full minute. Every rust stain, the blanket
slightly hanging out of the slot, the faded letters that are all but readable. Even the recognition
that the overlay hasn't fully usurped my perception to correct that decay of reality is an irritation,
seeing the expectation level of donations needed being slightly below average while the
regional level is slightly higher (what can I do about that?) mocks the natural order of the world.
Every second I stare, the audacity of the box's existence mocks me. It exists to undermine what
we know about reality: adaptability manifests from need, purpose manifests from struggle,
success manifests through effort. The box is an abomination.

My gaze is fixed on the bin as my mind wanders to bastions of the Consensus. Thoughts
refocus on the ardent heroes that keep getting attention. The honor and legacy that will never
be forgotten for those on the front line of the war for society's salvation. My mind wanders to
how much they had to steel themselves as they activated their manipulated BioWear to create a
feedback loop that would cause their own body's energy to fuel the chain reaction; the result
being the liberation of their region.

My thoughts were broken by the ground shifting beneath me. Another earthquake. This is the
second one this week, but it seems to be a minor one. I brace myself while everything not
securely anchored to the earth starts to rattle.

As fast as it came on, the ground settles again; and I sit down to relax. It isn't more than a few
moments before an ad catches my eye from up the street. I watch as the trolley (which has the
"low" safety rating of .193) pulls up to the stop right on time. The door (I have to remind myself
that it's not really the door but the AR overlay giving the door properties) indicates there is
someone waiting behind it ready to get off. Even though I am unready for the atrocious
presentation of the person who casually steps off, I suppress the gut desire to react with disgust.



The feminine makeup overdone with flashy sparkles on one side drawing attention to her rather
attractive eyes alongside the contrasting and intentional well groomed stubble covering his
lower face combine to directly attack the natural expectations. The asymmetric short neon dyed
hair fading to a natural long brown combined with a single tattoo on the back of his broad
shoulder just underneath his BioWear revealed by a tank top is a bastardization of the CapDem
code. To make the mockery complete, the overlay on the inked characters translates the
Russian from "от–до–для всех" to "from–to–for everyone", a direct reference to the
Republicans of the 2040s. In a final attempt to gain power, they appealed to the authoritarian
socialist sympathizers and they almost succeeded in gaining control of the western economic
bloc before the CapDems were created as a direct response rendering them impotent.

I let him pass as the AR indicates that he wants to be called "it" (which is another mockery of
our joint identity) and is a "mediator" along with some other information I disregard. Probably on
a "campaign" to convince simple minded people of his propaganda if they listen. Luckily even
the non–natives on my street are smarter than to believe the nonsense pushed by the
Consensus.

As I step onto the trolley, I consider that being primed with the initial absurdism presented by "it"
probably made the rest of the riders less severe. Due to the directional flow of the route, most
people were coming from the uncivilized side of town. The closer the area is to the CapDem
outpost, the more refined and respectable the communities become. It's no wonder that most
protected and tight knit communities all border the office; their dedication to keeping the
economy stable comes with the luxury that wealth can buy. It's not for me though. I like our
house. It's been with my wife's family for generations (I believe she said since the 1990's?), but
the self proclaimed "anarchists" have slowly been infecting neighboring streets in the past 10
years. I've talked to Tess about moving closer if they start to merge to our street as well... I'm
sure she will change her views if it comes to that.

I notice a familiar face: I passively identify through the AR the person as Taylor (known) and his
son Samuel (unknown). The face is quickly associated with the office, placing him as one of the
janitors that we gain from the Consensus Agreement – a work–debt arrangement we have with
the Consensus so its citizens don't have to pay us back directly. The knowledge of that
negotiation always makes me smile.

Amongst the others, there is an empty seat almost directly opposite them both, so I forgo my
usual place near the exit and make my way to the seat in the middle of the trolley. The subtle
"he" that identifies the preferred reference reminds me again of the "it" from before and the
redundancy that is unneeded for most people. There is also an indication that he's engaging in
media, so I sit for a moment, knowing that he is being informed that I'm here. After a moment his
eyes focus on me.

"Oh, hi Tark. On your way to the office?" His voice always surprises me slightly because it is
higher than I would expect it to be, but only negligibly. Although not as apparent because of the
trolley lights, his short hair and skin both reflect the non–European heritage, likely a pre–colonial



from up north. But beyond that he is surprisingly respectful of the CapDem presentation, but
most people working within the Agreement are.

"Yeah, another day in the trenches. Will I be seeing you there today?"

"I believe so. As of yesterday I was scheduled for your building. I think I'm going to be there
through the rest of the week."

"Ah. I might see you today, but not the –" shoot I shouldn't have said that "–rest of the week. I'll
be going to a neighboring office. To do some work for them." Was that believable?

"Oh... I didn't know you all outsourced like that. It sounds interesting. Do you go to other regions
often? I've never left 91."

Maybe I sold it? Best to change the subject. "No, not often. I only really leave on vacation, but
you should! There are a lot of really interesting places around the former States."

"I hear that. Sam actually was telling me about a trip that he went with his class to CW14 to see
the Salt Flats. That sounds like somewhere we could go."

"I would suggest NW73. Yellowstone has some of the most unique volcanic activity I've ever
seen. And the camping there is really nice too."

"I heard that it's a risk though, what with the geologic grind."

"Well if Yellowstone erupts, I don't think we are really safe anywhere."

"True. I'll look into it. Thanks for the suggestion. Do you think that would be something fun to
do?"

He looks at the – I refocus the overlay passively – 12 year old for a response. And they start to
talk for a second while I distractedly wonder why the kid is going to the CapDem office.

Samuel is finishing. "Yeah! He really liked it! Do you really think we can?"

While Taylor is looking a bit uneasy being put on the spot by his son's question, I interrupt: "So
are you headed to the office now. Is it a take–your–kid–to–work day?"

"Huh? Oh. No... I'm dropping Sam off at PrimeAcadamy."

PrimeAcadamy is the Consensus indoctrination "school" which brings into question his
allegiance. His appearance provides the subtle clues of our shared ideology: the part on the one
side, the obvious attention that he draws to a scar on his left cheek... subtle enough to be
overlooked but a clear indication to the asymmetry of CapDem allegiance. It all leads to the
conclusion that he is stuck pretending to appease the Consensus because they have some
leverage over him. But – regardless – this isn't the fastest way to his destination.



"Why are you going this direction?"

"It's more efficient," he says with a smile. Which makes no sense at all, but I let it pass.

"Well, I'll see you when you get there. My stop is coming up."

"I've still got two more. See you then."

I almost whisper "Integrity with function." His subtle smile shows we both understand how
broken the world is.

I like Taylor. He's a nice guy even if he is a bit unusual.

After a few more minutes, I pull the cord to indicate a stop which almost everyone gets off at.
After maneuvering through the crowded hub, I find the connecting trolley which will take me
north past the river separating the proper city from what most consider CapDem territory. This
one is much less packed and has a .023 safety rating... which the entire trip still rests at:
another indication that the scores are manufactured nonsense. I zone out for the short ride
through the respectable neighborhoods awing at manicured growth, aesthetic efficient wind and
solar power generators, and meticulously placed foliage that forces the eye to flow like a
painting. This is only disrupted from time to time by a vast gated community garden. Even the
obviously planned Tesla Wires have an appeal not seen elsewhere due to their geometric
presentations. The steadily decreasing "safety rating" reinforces the conclusion that a lie is
being pushed onto us from a faceless group of Tendian Programmers and the AI that
commands them, but these people – the ones that are actively rejecting their manipulation
tactics – are the ones keeping the world sane.

Within two stops of the CapDem office I start moving to the doors. When the stop arrives I find
myself staring at my own reflection in the door's window and the rest who have lined up behind
me. Every single one of them with clothes that look like they could have come off the storeroom
floor. Each with an overlay of brand names that only wealth can buy. Pristine. Each with some
pin or pocket square or pocket watch; forcing the eye to recognize the immediate asymmetric
addition. I try not to focus on my own as I recognize that – by comparison – I probably look like
the "it" from earlier that passed me while getting on to the trolley.



On the Political Switches

In that light, rugged individualism that the US prided itself on was generally no longer
relevant after the Republican Party abandoned the alt–Right in the 2030s. Authoritarian
supremacy was the appeal during the "southern switch" in the mid 1900s, but – in
accordance with the empathy cultivated because of near universal poverty – it ultimately
resulted in a dead strategy, so the disgraced party shifted focus once again to utilizing
the untapped political focus: the scientific consensus – something that was
mind–numbingly absent in the early 2000s. Due to their previous – actual and literal –
demonization of those promoting the wisdom of the crowd since the McCarthy era, the
mutual desire for influence created a tenuous alliance. On the other front, the shift away
from corporate promotion was seen as a betrayal for many former supporters and they
abandoned the party for the only remaining avenue for influence, the Democrats. The
brush with irrelevance forced them to rebrand, and – under the banner of "Universalist
Party" – they reaffirmed their appeal to "the left" by adopting a new mantra that promoted
the socialistic ideal: "from each and for each" (eventually synthesizing further to "form
each, for each, and to all: respect" and finally landing on the common phrase
"from–to–forall"). While initially dismissed, the party finally started to gain validity by
dedicating itself to the sole purpose of opposing the rise of fascism in the 2040s. When
they realized they could never regain political power within the government[c] per
political suppression and violence that accompanied the initial stages of the climate
wars, the party attempted to empower the people in spite of the government. Experience
in motivating decentralized groups through fear (via Qanon, alt–Right, or the MatULs)
helped motivate the Independence Initiative which was the grandfather of the anarchist
communes of today.

- Chasing a Right to Life – Clastor Johnson – published November 4, 2065

Even with the first few steps onto the CapDem campus, the daily culture shock rearranges my
self perception. The morning influx of individuals all being driven and organized by a greater
function is in stark contrast with the disorganized society outside these hallowed grounds. This
was no longer an atmosphere concerned with the manufactured "social safety" but purposeful
dedication to a greater order. Everyone knowing their place, and everyone knowing what to
expect.

If the morning lawn cultivators didn't repeat their daily activity, the natural growth would infringe
on the property threatening the food nurseries. The farm hand's crucial knowledge makes it so
everyone (from the kindergartner to obürg) can be fed. In accordance with Maslow's Hierarchy
of Needs, being fed is one aspect of stability, and having stability allows progress. Without
progress society would stagnate and crumble.

The simple framework that practically ensured the CapDem success was engineered by Joseph
Relder himself while governing to ensure survival while the rest of the world was falling to chaos
and war due to mismanaged resources. I "remember" (which is now a process of recalling from
my faulty memories combined with the collective knowledge of the intranet which I passively



search) that the construction of the current CapDem operations pulled heavily from both the
capitalistic governance of the mid 2000s as well as the older practice of distributism practiced by
the Christians. This was long before the Faith blasphemed against itself; becoming a
secularized and degenerate version for the purposes of institutional survival via adaptation and
evolution. When the governments of the world started using the "social safety net" in the mid
19th century; the Faith's monopoly on providing food, shelter, land and anything else people of
the congregation needed was less appealing. Even then, the Faith was still the main node for
community validation, at least until the Consensus usurped that as well. Now these various
buildings of the CapDems subtly reflect the international congregation it connects (along with
other smaller groups dedicated to setting the world right again); the last bastion of natural order
and divine wisdom in a world of corruption and sloth.

I make the 3 minute walk to the 400s building. The demographics of the community can be seen
fairly quickly by their presentation. The children (those distinguishable from fully realized adults)
all head to the kindergartens, where they will learn what they need to function in their future
roles. The service workers (those that are part of the supply chain to ensure that we have
stability) tend to dress more practically since their close proximity to nature tends to soil and
stain, causing more professional attire and aesthetically pleasing investments to be ruined. Most
of this group will come from the deal we make with the Consensus, so they tend to be
mistrusted since it's often a bit hard to tell without stalking their metadata if they are loyal. Of
course there is the Overview Department which specializes in vetting out the militant anarchists,
but – thinking specifically of Zenth and Harriett (some friends that work on that effort) – there is
always flaws in the human element of the manual approval process due to the need to respect
privacy making it far from foolproof. The rest of us laborers ensure that our attire fits our status.
We can't afford the fabrics of the oberster bürgers (or obürgs for short) who keep the machines
running, devise new methods of progress, and manage the staff; but we ensure their ideas get
carried out by keeping the system grinding along once the ideas are implemented.

"Hello Tark." I look over and am a bit shocked to see that Dr. Grange is addressing me. His
position of Head of Acquisitions makes him at least 3 degrees my senior, and that gap sets him
vastly apart from the other daily commuters. His image only confirms this.

He has yet to shift to the new hairstyle of parting the short, even cut slightly on the left; and the
distinction adds to his aura of superiority. The outdated straight forward style of yestermonth
with the short buzz stands alone while also indicating a stoic dismissal of social conformity. In
combination to having a three piece suit (inheriting a passive asymmetry) which far oustrips the
casual business presentation that many struggle to afford, Dr. Grange is easily recognizable as
the elite amongst the crowd. It is more than obvious that he doesn't belong here, so everyone
witnessing this will be asking a single question: why is he using the main entrance instead of
that exclusive to the obürgs?

It is quite obvious for the trusted few of us that know what's coming. The source of that
knowledge is the only reason for him to address me. But even with his status, it's hard for me to
believe he would be brazen enough to talk about it in the open.



"Hello sir, did you have a good weekend?" I start to access my memory to see what he had
scheduled, "did you end up going to the... –"

He cut me off as I remember the barbecue he attended with his neighbors, "You know you need
to finish your tasking before –" he stalls a moment, whether it was for effect or because he was
looking for the right words is anyone's guess, "– taking the day off tomorrow, correct?"

He looks at me with intense expectation. Apparently he is that brazen, which isn't negated by his
cryptic allusions. We both know what he's discussing: the "extra curricular activity" I have been
given the opportunity of carrying out. After a moment's apprehension at the shock that we would
cryptically discuss this in the open, I match his intensity to show I'm unwavering in my
commitment.

"Of course. The records will be submitted before COB."

The stare of his dark blue eyes shifts slightly in a moment of judgment that I've come
accustomed to. One learns that you have to overcompensate for loyalty when you have a
different skin tone. There is an inherent assumption that you may have split dedication, one to
your native roots and one to where you currently find a home. The pride I have in my
individualism and fairly unique appearance (relative to the majority of the community here) has
to be put aside to assimilate to the current expected culture. He doesn't break eye contact as we
walk through the sensors; even as the approving beep and the overlay indicates we are cleared
to enter the building he silently assesses me. I match his resolute focus.

Only a moment more passes before he looks away casually, seemingly satisfied, "Very well. We
will come fetch you then. Integrity with function, Tark."

"Integrity with function, sir." As he walks to the obürg elevators I look around to see if anyone
noticed. Beyond the impressed side glances that an obürg would be talking to an analyst openly,
it doesn't seem so; business as usual. And I continue to my office.

The building entrance is a high ceiling foyer that takes up three floors, the aesthetic is
reminiscent of a 2050s architectural style: slight curves at the corners but otherwise pre–modern
construction. While the lobby is filled with plants and solar cells lining the windowed entrance,
various information tech troubleshooting kiosks to the left, and the obürg elevators to the right;
these aren't what attracts the focus. That privilege goes to the 5 foot sculpture of The Broken
Gear that is mounted two stories above on the 30 foot crosswalk connecting the east wing to the
west, under which is the main avenue to the rest of the building. From what I've seen, every
CapDem building has this same fundamental layout.

The Broken Gear represents the entire ideology of the CapDems – that only within a working
society can purpose be found (even for the most broken of us) – folded into one image. The
core is four main spokes protruding from the center creating the foundation of the stability. The
other minor bands connecting the main arms indicates both aesthetic individuality and added
strength. Amongst these are the horizontal and vertical supports, creating a series of boxes that
the circular border continuously breaks out of. The asymmetric design of the core further creates



a perception of authenticity that can only result due to organic mistakes, a reminder that only the
exceptionally rare will be "normal" and those that aren't should embrace their natural
imperfections. The outer rim, by contrast, has 4 equal spaced gaps between the teeth of the
gears, each showing a missing wedge where there should be the continuous circumference.
The variation aesthetic found in the core is counter to the manufactured external flaws which are
deliberate, intentional, and purposeful. While gears can work with aesthetic and unique centers,
the necessary components must conform and assimilate to a greater purpose. It is a call to
utilize individual authenticity to promote the natural order of the world; integrity with function.

In the 70 years that the symbol has been an international beacon of order and productivity, it
has appealed to many and gotten the expected amount of unfounded criticism from people that
oppose us. Obviously it appealed to the capitalists with its focus on efficiency that drives profit
and – ironically – it appealed to the communists and other authoritarians for the same reason.
The egalitarians appreciate the practical representation of inclusion, and even some anarchists
acknowledge that it aligns with their call for "order without authority".

The only group which is dogmatically opposed to it are the Tendians.

The religious would tend to find semblances of their geometric icons either inside of it or across
the entire shape. While most are stretches, it has been part of the Media Department's job to
incorporate it into well known iconography. Just recently it was used as a stand in for the the
Muslim Crescent and Star in a short film. A few years back, the gears were used to replace the
spikes of an Oroborous in a time travel film. Additionally, it's also been interchanged with the
Star of David, the Hindu Swastika, the Christian Cross, the Dharma Wheel, and so on. Some of
which are hidden in the icon and some just based on the circular aesthetic itself. It's become lost
knowledge at this point how much of that was intentional. Out of curiosity I access the global
"memory" to see if there is any clear answer. After seeing the main article which thoroughly
debunked of the absurd claim that it has a basis in Nazism (both the 1930–40's and the 2030s
version), I see the different analyses from various historians (even some from the Consensus
with their weird titles like Historical Iconographer 4th level – or more simply HI4) none of which
coming to an agreement.

As I walk underneath it, I "realize" that someone (Marsile) is trying to catch my attention. I keep
walking but turn around to see her waving as she briskly walks to catch up. Compared to those
that she's flanked by, her appearance is a bit more unprofessional (although it would be much
worse if the obürgs were still periodically scattered amongst us). Her slightly mismatched
makeup of the day and skirt that is slightly longer on her left side shows her dedication to the
ideology, but there is also an insincerity about it (since it isn't amplifying her innate
characteristics). Additionally, she always tends to wear flats as opposed to the traditional heels
most women wear to ensure they are artificially looked up to. She could greatly benefit from that
(she stands a bit below average at about 5'3″ so I always end up being about a head taller than
her). Her mousy brown hair reaches her shoulders with two braids keeping the bangs out of her
eyes and merging in the back. I smile and wave back before turning around and walking a bit
slower so she can catch up easily. The company will be nice as we both climb the 3 flights
together.



"Hey Tark! Were you just talking to Grange?"

I guess she noticed. "Huh? Oh... yeah. He was just asking whether I was going to hit my quota
today. I need the numbers for a presentation later today." Telling half truths is becoming a bit too
comfortable. At least this will be the last day I have to do it.

Her look of concern is a new one, the contrast with her normal look of kindness and gratitude
reminds me how much I take her company for granted. "Are... you in trouble or anything? I've
never been addressed personally by someone at his level." Her look of discomfort is an
indication that she's both worried for herself just as much as she is for me. Being overlooked is
just as problematic as being looked at too closely.

"It's fine, a few weeks back I submitted an idea for a new social algorithm we can use. They
actually pulled in the GFM servers to test it out."

Her concern vanishes and is replaced by her typical friendly expression, "A social algorithm? I
didn't know you were interested in social mathematics! Isn't that something the Consensus has
been working on?" she stalls and takes a stance of fake skepticism in front of the door that I'm
holding open accessing the stairs, "you're not a traitor are you?" then chuckles as she goes past
me.

I laugh while walking up. For a brief moment, I appreciate her figure (not a representation of the
flowing and thin "ideal woman" that you see on the old films, but still worth appreciating) walking
up the stairs in front of me before focusing on the steps. I catch myself at the cusp of feeling
ashamed before acknowledging it's a natural attraction. And my thoughts drift briefly to the
benefits of marriage and how it keeps us from reverting to the primitive nature that the
Consensus would advocate for.

"No. Tess actually introduced it to me. From time to time she looks into the Consensus'
propaganda and what they are working on."

"How are you both doing? Is she doing alright with the new leg? I know that can be hard. When
Greg lost his hand it changed him a bit... never really was the same again." I have an instant
and brief memory of my dad's shift when he had the same injury.

"She's doing OK. She puts on a brave face but I know it must be bothering her. But what can
you do when they don't admit to themselves what's really going on? Ya know?"

Her tone gets slightly solemn, "Yeah." She stalls for a moment "If you ever want to talk about it...
if her change ever becomes something you don't expect... I'm ready to lend an ear. Everyone
needs to have a friend that will listen." She looks back and catches my eye. And gives me a
smile. The asymmetry of the colors across her face reminds me of the flaws we all deal with and
how we need to embrace them.

I smile back realizing that the proposal is irrelevant in light of tomorrow's activities, "I appreciate
that, and – if it comes to it – I'll definitely take you up on the offer."



As we arrive at the 3rd floor she holds the door for me this time and I give a small gracious bow
that she chuckles at as I pass by. Her office is to the left while mine is on the right, so we part
ways. I look back and appreciate the friendship.

While they are likely hitting a hard spot at the moment, she and Greg seem to have a good life.
If I "remember" right, he's a lower obürg. When I met him in his house just off the compound,
they seemed to complement each other well. I hope she thrives... she deserves it... probably
more than most.

My office is right off the public work space allowing a bit of privacy if it is needed. Being that I'm
working on a new method that could be proprietary, secrecy is sometimes required. Usually I'll
leave my door open to give the impression that people can come in (although that offer is rarely
ever entertained). GFMAppy's robotic voice welcomes me into the office. The oddly ungendered
"Good morning, Tark" used to unsettle me at first, but it didn't take long until interacting with the
de–anthropomorphised pseudo–consciousness became second nature, now it's almost
indistinguishable from others so much that – at times – I forget it's just electronic computation.

"Good morning GFM, has the new algorithm been implemented yet?" The software interacts
with the GoFundMe servers that the CapDem Acquisitions Department recently uncovered. My
department is Debt Recovery. The purpose is to find historic records of unpaid debt and ensure
they can be linked to people in our current district. The citizens are then informed that they owe
the CapDems the fee and their taxes are due. These payments are then used to keep the rest
of the CapDem's efforts (logistic lines for products, research, overhead, etc) funded.

Remembering the history of the climate wars; the economic breakdown of the world was
primarily because of the general movement of debt avoidance in the 2040s and 50s. There was
no way to hold everyone accountable, so the public sector of the US government collapsed and
the implementation of the capitalistic governance pipeline which was developed in the late
2020s kept society from falling apart. Within all the bureaucracy that kept the private sector from
accessing the debts of the public sector, many of the debts were lost to time. Only within the last
10 years have we started looking at secondary and tertiary resources to recreate the debts that
will allow us to broaden our ability to create a stable society.

"Yes Tark, the social protocol was fully constructed last night according to the specifications of
the article you referenced. We should have some fairly interesting results in–" there is a brief
inhuman pause, "– 2 hours."

"We have an expectation for finalizing these reports by 4 today. Will we be able to make that
ETA?"

"Unless another surge or something else unexpected happens, they will be ready for your
review by 1:04. According to your prior work rate, your review should be complete by 2:38. This
will easily meet your deadline." I sigh with relief. GFM registers relief and asks, "Is there
something unusual about today's deadline?"



I sit down for a moment to decompress. "I just don't want to disappoint anyone. I could be
remembered by this work and finally have my name on a success that I could... I guess... take
comfort in."

"I do not fully understand. Should we close the door and speak more plainly?"

Its algorithm is amazing... I was about to discuss a part of the "off books" assignment so that
others could hear and I realize I can't relax at the moment... not yet, people could still intervene.
I'm running my hands through my hair (a bad habit I have when I'm stressed). This isn't usually
when I would take a break. I get back up and reflect in the wall mirror to ensure I still look put
together. "Later. We'll talk later. It's good to know that everything is on track. Integrity with
function, GFM."

I walk out as I hear the computerized voice respond "Integrity with function, sir."



On the climate war

Between the years of 2015 to 2030, the world's population changed from 7,379,797,139i

to 8,579,243,623ii: a 16% change.

Between the years of 2030 to 2045, the world's population changed from 8,579,243,623
to 97,398,172iii: a –99% change.

Between the years of 2030 to 2045, the owners–of–75%–of–all–wealth's population
changed from 4,620iv to 5,221v: a 13% positive change.

Researcher note: While this is intended to be an academic paper, it needs to be
accented – for those not statistically inclined – how insane this correlation is. The climate
wars killed the world without discretion with one known anomalous exemption: the
absurdly wealthy. They excluded themselves from the war machines that coerced the
starving and homeless with the overblown promise of comfort for the sake of becoming a
mercenary of the state. Of course, when everyone is at war doing the same thing, it is
hard to tell if it is an international Capitalistic Governance sanctioned genocide.
Apologies for the personal aside. We all have bias and it is important to make those
transparent so the reader knows the perspective they are reading. T7

While the individual human impact on the climate was significantly dropped due to the
drastic reduction in population, 2045 still had the ongoing environmental impacts
keeping the global temperature around 3.9° [Celsius, 7.2° Fahrenheit] above the
average of the mid 20th century. The drastic rise ruined the habitability of much of the
extreme zone (formarly known as tropic region) forcing relocation to more moderate
areas that were becoming agriculturally strained. 25 of the 37 global aquifers which had
been regularly depended on and depleted over the 20th and early 21th centuries were
exhausted.T9 In addition to creating mass drought and famine, the blatant unwillingness
to abandon natural energy extraction removed the tectonic plate's natural lubricants
causing regular and amplified earthquakes due to the sub–topographical grind we are
familiar with today. This obviously caused massive human conflict when attempting to
secure resources which was motivated and perpetuated by the Capitalistic Governance
integrated into the international war machines.T8

In spite of the common narrative, it was only through the effort of independent and "cloud
sourced" researchers which the majority of solutions (pollution siphoning, soil–nutrient
infusion, exothermic water filtering and energy creation, etc) to the perpetual problems
were solved. The most well known and overly promoted exception being the RELIEF
technology developed by the CapDem regime which altered their military to adapt more
efficiently to the reduced resource environments. Through hormone, pheromone, and
metabolic manipulation; the biological response to stress was slightly modified allowing
the "consciousness" to withstand a lack of sustenance and the rise in heat. Temporarily
this was used for nationalistic domination at the expense of greatly reduced life spans of
the "beta testers". Once it was introduced to the public, the initial issues had generally



been rectified and it was mutated into the lesser–invasive eco–nology we have
normalized today.T9 It is the general agreement that all of these mitigations of the climate
catastrophe is the only reason the climate wars were able to be generally resolved by
2065. T8

- The Principles and Application of Historical Topology – H.T.3 Kathrine Thomas and S.H.2.
Erisha Goel – published September 23, 2088

The agenda for the day: first hydration and a talk with Scott, then a presentation for the new
algorithm, afterward the new reports should be ready for review.

On the walk to the cafeteria, I get the typical bombardment of ads. Someone's new shoe, the
icon of a chair on someone's mug, someone with a newer version of the BioWear, a Chidell's tie
pin. Easy things to ignore because they are so constant. Even the rare explosion of visual noise
generated by the obürgs becomes less distracting over time. They are in contrast to many of the
new hires who aren't yet aware that the contracts for ad preference shift constantly. In addition
to their youthful enthusiasm, the freshmen present an inconsistent display of attractive attire.
The smart ones will realize quickly that the optic normalization we all eventually achieve
negates the expensive attempt to gain passive attention. Until then, they will diligently read the
constantly published ad updates and preorder the products scheduled to be "in style" for the
next microseason. This happened to us all; a right of passage.

When I get to the cafeteria – a floor below me – the double doors are propped open displaying
the various food kiosks. The salad and soup station – three long troughs where different greens
and toppings will be laid out in a few hours – lines the center of the room and is being prepped
for the expected lunch rush. I go to the right and grab a Sitters Inn coffee. While it's not great
per se, it is my usual. After adding a sugar, I charge my tab with the cashier and find Scott
sitting alone at the first seat in a long column of empty tables. There are other patrons, but he
stands out a bit. His short, almost black hair with untamed curls which respects his
Mediterranean heritage is in contrast with the others' business grooming that is in style for the
cycle. Additionally, his tanned appearance (not as dark as me, but not as pale as everyone else)
and his version of the BioWear that covers part of his face makes him an oddity. While on one
hand, his version both adds a cultural and expected justified asymmetry that no one can avoid
seeing, it also is the most unnatural variant lying directly on the spine and drawing out the most
power. Choosing it is both respectful and deplorable. He looks up and greets me.

"Tark! How are you?!" He rises and clasps me on the shoulders in his normal greeting. His short
wide frame gives an impression of jovial kindness that his personality reflects.

"I'm really good!" I move around the table to sit opposite him, "The new algorithm is running
strong and we should get our first results in a few hours."

"That's the one that looks for the relatives?"

"No, this is the one that searches through high donors on the GFM servers."



"Why do you care about people donating? Has the Debt Recovery Department changed focus?"

"No?" I return the look of misunderstanding. He appears genuinely confused until he relaxes into
a delayed smile removing the illusion of sincerity. He laughs while I shake my head in fake
annoyance. "I can never tell with you.

"No, it was proposed that repetitive high donors would be more critical with how they invested
and who they donated to. Because of that, we can use them to find people who were heavily
burdened by debt, had the survival skills to outlast the climate wars, and were successful
enough to have offspring today."

"What is the 'T' on that?"

"It's still a theory but based on sound concepts, so somewhere between 7 and 8 probably, but
we don't really know."

"So debt identification through networking?" He sits back and gets lost in thought for a second
and muses to himself. "Hmm. That's ironic."

"What is?"

The question pulled him back to our conversation. He looks at me and smiles, "Oh nothing just
the way that information flows. You'll be passing this to Mrs. Margie I assume?"

Margie is my direct supervisor, but I can't deny that bypassing her and handing this off to Dr.
Grange directly makes me feel like this could actually be worth something. I sit back in my seat
to get a bit more comfortable. "Grage actually." At the mention of the name, Scott stares at me
for a moment and there is a look about him that's a bit off. I follow up with the confirmation "T9"
and a confident smirk. I note the timecode of the AR to ensure I can appreciate his look later:
9:12 – I bookmark it. The schedule clock in the overlay catches my attention and I double check
when I'm presenting: 10:00, and I'll need 18 minutes to travel and prep time.

When I refocus on Scott, he's beaming at me "Congrats! This is a big move up!"

"Oh... no. I'm just implementing it and presenting it to everyone. It's not like I came up with the
idea."

"Don't sell yourself short! We all stand on the shoulders of giants, T8." And he gives a slightly
sarcastic grin.

"Maybe. Oh speaking of, did you hear the news this morning?"

"Which bit? The potential conflict over water in Europe or the attack in New York?"

"New York. It looks like this could really do some damage to the Consensus. T8. Maybe they will
stop hindering our progress... finally."



"Bringing back the natural state of society? Nice lawns, white picket fences, all that?"

"It would be so nice." I let myself consider it for a second. "Anything new with the Eurpoeans?"

"Last I heard the negotiations between the middle east coalition and the meridian consensus
were breaking down. The Middle–east is threatening nuclear strikes again. All that is T6
though."

"I've never understood why the Europeans don't just take them out, they have enough to do it
since the Americas provided them with the stockpile. If we still had control of the military this
would be settled before it started."

"Maybe. Times have changed though."

"Even when they have power the Consensus is useless." I take a drink of tea and the warning
goes off drawing my attention to the time. I put it on snooze for 10 minutes without even thinking
about it. "How are things going on your side of the park?"

We continue discussing the dynamics of medicine profits and different agreements we have to
compensate for costs. The conversation moves gradually to the patent leaks and the crack
down on the AR intranet to ensure we can keep that avenue of debt secured. A casual
conversation... normal, ritualistic. "As always, it was nice talking to you. T9."

"You as well, Tark. Don't be late for your meeting. I see you're out tomorrow?" He looked at my
schedule. Most people you can notice when they are accessing their VR, but Scott does it
seamlessly.

"Yeah... nothing big. Just can't make it in. Integrity with function."

He gives his typical graceful nod, "Take care of yourself. Until next time. Integrity with function."
He salutes me with a tip of his tea before going back to drinking it and I take my leave.

The walk back up to my office is needed to collect my presentation. On the way, I check the time
stamp in which Scott gave me an odd look and replay the captured log. I watch it twice before I
can place the expression, something that I've never seen on him before so it was hard to
identify: Scott was jealous that I was on a first name basis professionally with one of the obürgs.
I smile because of it. I got one up on him. On Scott. He's always been so stoic, so unreadable,
and I made him jealous.

The presentation is stored on a data disk in my desk. After grabbing it and checking on
GFMAppy's progress (on track), I head to the presentation room on the west wing.

The obürgs' wing.

I absentmindedly navigate the halls I know well to the previously forbidden turn leading to the
catwalk: one of the few structures linking the west wing and the east. I venture to the overpass



and – for the first time in 5 years – I look down on either side of the glass barriers giving a birds
eye view of the main entrance 25 feet below. I drink in every step as I traverse the mythic space
that so few are allowed to pass.

Half way across, the top of the Broken Gear rises just above the floorline, mounted to the side.
I've always known the diameter to be as wide as I am tall (the rare person that walks the bridge
could put the size in perspective), but being close enough to touch it provides newfound respect
for both the material (seems to be actual metal) and sheer volume of it. I can't help but stall for a
few moments to admire the overwhelming awe of the icon I'm standing above. The amount of
detail that was put into making each of the rounded teeth identical, the consistent formation of
the outer edge, except for the break right at the top where the thinner intricate spider web of
cross beams can barely be seen. Stunning.

Then I wake up from the childlike idolization and realize how ridiculous I must appear, and I
continue to the security checkpoint with a newfound sense of purpose. I'm no longer someone
who walks below the Gear, but I've stood above it. I realize that the esoteric branch I've been
invited to is no longer somewhere that is out of my reach, but somewhere I belong. Today, they
see my value. I've been invited to their domain. When compounded with the pride of making
Scott jealous, I realize that this shift in status is what it feels like to belong. What it feels like to
have success.

The overlay shows I have access as I walk to the door, and I pull it open.

My first instinct as the visual barrier gives way is to take a step back. The VR overlay that I've
previously normalized immediately revolts against my senses. Almost every object in this new
setting is activating an ad for the overlay. I look past the peripheral distractions just long enough
to see a chair intended to let people relax. I take advantage of the accommodation and let my
sight adapt to the absurd assault on my primal mind.

Everything from throw rugs to name plaques on doors to the lights embedded in the ceiling...
everything is trying to attract my focus. But after an excruciating 3 minutes, the constant
peripheral movement is subconsciously subdued enough to continue down the hall. Inside the
presentation room (which is thankfully devoid of distractions) I place the data disk on the hub
and allow the dossier to load up. Two minutes later the audience of three filter in:

Margerie Klien (or – as Scott calls her – the Marvelous Mrs. Margie or simply Mrs. Margie) has a
mid–sized frame. The heels she wears and the professional attire amplify her charismatic
aesthetic to ensure that she is at least looked at as an equal. Her longer dirty blond hair is
deliberately draped over her left shoulder as always. She comes off immediately as caring and
kind, and – in the two years she has supervised me – she consistently presents her motherly
advice and critique for those that she presides over. Even though it's not strictly her project,
she's always ready to give direction and guidance for the social algorithm I'm presenting today.

Roger Chack I only know by reputation and his profile. His name is associated with almost every
recent advancement in the Debt Department and is rightfully the administrator of the entire



group. In addition, his respect for traditional attire is well known; the plump physic is offset by
the starched outfit that is (referencing a memory) a custom replica of the official 2045 CapDem
uniform. It's not much of a change from the uniforms that were used prior to the CapDem
leadership: three button jackets with a wide lapel with a belt holding it in place. Unlike the prior
uniforms this was a light gray, and there was a pin of the Broken Gear where the honor rack
would be just above the left breast pocket. The subtle but obvious combover which gracefully
covers his minor bald patch gives the illusion of a close cut which matches his militant
ensemble. He knows of my personal extra–curricular task tomorrow which is reaffirmed by his
kind, respectful, yet pointed smile that he – and only he – gives me upon entering.

The final participant was Timothy McGain. While he's identified by the overlay as a social
structural engineer, I'm not exactly sure what that is, and I'm in no position to spend any time
trying to remember the inner workings of the obürgs' corporate infrastructure. I'll do that later. He
is the most unsettling of the group. Everything about him is a challenge to look at, from his
prestigious yet unprofessional silk shirt, to the dress pants that would have been expected if not
for the seeming unnatural flow to them, to the well manicured toes seen through the elaborate
sandals; everything was completely symmetrical. Even his slicked back hair and meticulously
groomed beard and mustache (in the rare "anchor" style) alone is off putting, but every hair
seemed to have a reflection. Everything was in its perfect place which accentuated the one
exception: a three inch scar falling across his right lip allowing his teeth to barely be seen.

All presentation rooms have the same layout: three sections (left, right, and center) each with 4
rows. They are wedges spreading out behind with one seat and a desk in the front, the second
row having 3 seats and a desk, and the following just seats for extra observers. The participants
take their expected spots, one in each section in the first row.

Don't blow this. (The ads that are only being presented by the three obürgs attempt to distract
me every time I look away from any one of them.)

Delivering the methodology used to develop the social algorithm as well as how it was
implemented into GFMAppy takes a little over 20 minutes. Staying focused on a solid
description is difficult; the apprehension of addressing superiors compiled with the constant
organic distraction brought about by the ads and the placement of the participants pulling my
attention is frustrating. They want this information though. I deserve to be here. If they can deal
with the distractions of this environment, so can I.

Throughout the entire presentation I notice moments of intrigue and distraction from each of the
audience members, but in general they are simply ingesting what is being said with no
response. In spite of the rough start, I eventually make it to the core of the theory:

“... so at this point it should be clear enough that the set of people, T(P1), that all have the same
criteria - those that feel obliged to donate regularly even when they are under financial strain
themselves for doing so - are acting under the shared social identity, IP. This identity carries with
it the social civility of SCP which ensures the identity has some form of self preservation. Part of
that must be to have a vetting system and, at least to a statistically significant portion, the



donations will passively create a culture of dependency within another population, T(P2). We can
call this social expectation M1(P2). Using T(P1) - which we have ample amount of self reporting
on (thanks to the GoFundMe servers) we can generate a cohort of T(P2). And more importantly,
we can find the children of that cohort. They would - at least in part - still act under an
approximation of the same M1(P2) their parents engaged in. These people have a 96.73%
chance to have generational debt that was lost when the private industries started to collapse in
2059…”

It is near impossible to make the presentation as captivating or entertaining as I would like, but -
with each additional point discussed - I become more comfortable and confident. The climax
results in a solid ending which reinforces my conclusion: I belong here, and I deserve to be
here.

Now for the questions and clarification portion.

"Tark," Timothy starts. His ambiguity and challenge to read is additionally off putting from his
appearance, so the first question comes as a bit of a shock, "You've seemed distracted this
whole time, is there something more pressing on your mind?"

What? Was the presentation really that bad? It didn't seem that way. "I'm focused sir, was there
any part that was unclear in the presentation?"

Margie chimes in, drawing the attention to the other side of the room addressing Timothy, "This
is Tark's first presentation to management. He's usually much more focused on the menial
aspects: acquisition, implementation, analysis... that type of stuff." At the end of the phrase she
waved her hand around like she was brushing away an annoying fly. My stomach now felt brick
falling through water. What else is there other than 'that type of stuff?' Am I that far out of my
league that I don't know what I don't know?

Timothy turns back to me and I see almost an apologetic judgment, "Oh. I see. Let me speak
plainly then: what results do you have to show for your efforts? How many debts have you found
so far and how does that compare to the daily average?"

"The implementation is currently being run for the first time and the preliminary results look
promising. It is hard to tell due to the lack of hard evidence, but the yield is theoretically
expected to be 3 fold what keyword searches are currently producing. Even when including the
Blockbuster Debts, this will single handedly pull in more because of the untapped medical and
student debt that can be found."

This time Roger speaks up, and my last potential ally of the group is lost, "but no practical
results?" His voice is hopeful, but we both know it is an unfounded inquiry. As soon as it is said,
I realize the presentation is a failure.

"No. As of right now this is only theoretical... sir." The various subtle reactions to the comment (a
small readjustment in sitting position from one, looking away from another, a sigh from the last)



further solidifies the reality that my hysteric desire to prove myself would ensure that I couldn't
succeed. The presentation wasn't ready. This is my fault.

Margie's voice is caring but stern: "Tark, our focus is on the practical implementation. Theory is
fine to fiddle with or even to try," Timothy looks at her with curiosity at these words "... assuming
that we can justify the risk of wasted effort," Timothy returns his focus on me seemingly satisfied
with her clarification, "but – Tark – we've invested a lot into the acquisition of the GoFundMe
servers. I'm sorry, but it was incredibly insulting for you to approach us with this before you have
any conclusive data. Having a 3rd delay of this meeting would have been an inconvenience, but
that would be preferable to a lack of meaningful outcomes." Even without the AR portion of my
memory, I recall the multiple software updates to the GFM machine and system surges which
corrupted the previous runs. She's right though, I should have delayed the meeting again.

Roger continues her thought, "Do you know which effort brings in the most debt return, Tark?"

Finally a foothold to show I'm competent, so without a thought of doubt I dogmatically recite
"Currently the Death Records and Gun Purchase division brings in the most practical and
actionable debts." His flippant smile puts me in freefall again.

"No, it's the Work–Debt Arrangement we have with the Consensus," I should have known that.
It's the implementation that Roger is famous for, "this was only institutionalized after 3 years of
negotiations and testing. It's a testament to the superiority of the CapDems that we could
manipulate those wanting to destroy us by offsetting the labor cost of the traditional staff.
System wide, the decision to forgo calling in the debts which the Consensus covered in trade for
– basically – slave labor increased profits by 1.5 times. While this was theory at one point – and
risky at that – this only was justified by what actually was happening: that the Consensus would
use its own innovations to pay off the small debts that traditionally brought people into the fold –
and the pay we expended on our end was of greater cost. This reduced our monetary influence
over other offices and we couldn't purchase necessary materials. In addition, the rearrangement
ensures control over the anarchists' self providence. It forced an enemy to become subservient
while simultaneously forcing them to eat the cost of labor they are now providing us for free!
Those are demonstrable results that no one can refute. Those are the types of results that
management is looking for.

Roger concludes: "Do you understand?"

"Of course, sir. I was hoping a potentially new avenue for resource acquisition would be report
worthy. I apologize."

There is a moment of silence to see if anyone else has any additional feedback. Timothy then
stands up, signaling the end of the meeting, his superficial show of appreciation inadequately
covering his obvious irritation at being called into a presentation that was a waste of his time.
The other two participants showed the same, but with less apparent animosity; I may have
actually thought they were somewhat impressed if I hadn't been primed with Timothy's response
first to see beyond their kindness.



Timothy walks up to me and – without any judgment or critique – requests, "it is SOP– er...
standard operating procedure to get a copy of all presentations for..." he pauses for a second
before finding the right words, "educational purposes. Do you mind?" and he points to the data
disk. I notice the other two making their way out the exit.

"Oh... no... absolutely"

After removing the physical disk, he looks at me with an intense focus. The ordinary farewell is
issued more as a command, "Integrity with function."

"Integrity with function, sir." The response is unexpectedly weak under the scrutiny of his gaze,
but he turns to leave without another word.

I retain my composure until no one is left; but as soon as they are out of sight, I stagger to a
chair and collapse in it. The overblown confidence I had coming into the meeting has now been
replaced by a void of insignificance that is roughly the same size. I will never have a chance at a
legacy like this again. In theory, this could have rivaled the Work–Debt Arrangement. Now it may
never see the light of day... all because I was too rash in wanting to be noticed. I sit for a few
minutes in silent contemplation of where I go from here. There is nowhere to go. I've hit the
ceiling of my life, inevitably to be lost in a sea of obscurity.

Is this my destiny? To be mistaken for another unambitious peon? To have my legacy and the
legacy of my ancestors to halt with me? To fail everyone? To be forgotten?

No. I will not let that come to pass. I can still be remembered if I get tomorrow right. I will get
tomorrow right. Tess will be taken care of. Thinking of the news article I read earlier today, I
realize my name will go down in history. I will be remembered.

I steal myself for the part I need to act out. I cannot let anyone know that this is my last day that
I will be seeing them. The vacancy – which was once filled by the burdensome hope of a
personal, unique, and authentic drive; one that had held me back from this commitment – is now
filled with a dedication to the cause. The submissive acceptance of a reality I no longer have to
fight against, one that is freely given and justified by the CapDems, is a validating emancipation.
The existential conviction that is now consuming me helps me to reject the ads' bombardment
as I leave the obürg wing, returning back to where I deserve to be.



On the Blanket Noria

Sept. 5, 2044

Fellow nomads:

I was interviewed recently by the MSM (Main Stream Media or – more accurately – the
Manipulation and Suppression Machine) and it's been trending for about 3 days now. It
was fascinating to witness (first hand no less!) the desire to undermine the common
man. To describe the lead up, I was making sure the neighborhood had what they
needed for the day: blankets, food, shoes, etc. I was approached by a "reporter" and had
the following conversation, I hope you enjoy it (this can be seen on their website
currently):

<transcript>

Propagandist: Do you have a minute?

Me: Not really, sort of busy. Who are you?

Propagandist: I'm Simon Kent, a reporter with WKPT news. What is your inspiration for
doing this?

Me: What? What do you mean?

Propagandist: This "Blanket Noria" movement, why do you take part in it?

Me: What are you talking about? What the hell is a noria? This isn't a "movement"... it
just needs to be done. All these people are working to help keep the community running.
You expect them to not have the basic needs? You expect me not to have these things?

Propagandist: Noria... a waterwheel.

Me: Well that's a dumb name.

Propagandist: It's just a name. It's pulling from... nevermind. Those [pointing at the
supplies for the day], why are you giving them away?

Me: They aren't mine to begin with. I just grab what I need and then distribute the rest.

Propagandist: Why not take them all?

Me: I'm not a thief. What type of questions are these?

Propagandist: Many people don't understand it. Where do the resources come from?



Me: The bin over there, people donate. I think it's just extra stuff they have. What do you
mean "they don't understand it"? Who doesn't understand basic survival?

Propagandist (after mumbling for a bit): You don't work for those things though. Why do
you think you deserve them? Why do others donate?

Me: Don't work for them? We clean this community! We are respected here! Most who
donate are PART of this community! They donate because everyone deserves to be
stable! It's because of assholes like you and your "people should just die" condemnation
that we are in this situation to begin with! Fuck off.

Propagandist: One more question... what do you say to those who think it's a fad?

Me: Why do I care? Go away.

<transcript ends>

Honestly, I'm surprised they published it. That corporate stooge didn't know what he was
getting into.

How dare they though, right? I remember a time when – even in poverty – you could
afford rent. People used to be lazy and still live comfortably. Now it's a full time job to get
enough for food and to upkeep my plot. Without community sharing and support to keep
me and my family safe from the police, I would probably be dead in a gutter or carted off
to jail (and we know what has been going on there). We've lost three other families this
month! We need to help each other!

How dare they undermine our right to life. The fact that they are getting scared shows
that we are a threat to their lies!

The founding fathers fought a war against the likes of them and the government we have
now. The people know what's coming. They will be on our side to take down the liberal
elites.

- Day To Day Under the Boot (virtual reality blog) – Shaun Phillips – published
September 5, 2044

The drip leaks out of the dispenser to fall into the cup of water for the 14th time. It hits the
surface of the water, trying to keep its individual form, but once the rest of the collective liquid
engulfs it, it's gone. Lost. And it will never be able to reform again. Only the small remnants of
ice retain their individual existence, but eventually they will dissolve as well. Entropy destroys all
uniqueness. The only way to combat that...

I hear someone approaching from behind me and I down the small cup in one gulp – ice and all.

"Hi Tark. I don't usually see you out and about." It's the janitor – Taylor – who I saw on the
trolley. He has made his round to the third floor. As I watch him start wiping the counter, I realize



this is the first time I've witnessed it; I thought he only collected the waste. The excess that no
one wants around anymore. The individual items that are treated as collective "stuff" so that we
can remove it and make a more sanitary society.

"You live with the Anarchists, right?"

His repetitive circular movements that are cleaning the counter briefly slows at the question and
then resumes the pace, "Yeah. Sam and I currently have made a home for ourselves in one of
the public residences." He looks at me before going back to wiping, "why do you ask?"

"I'm just wondering how you tolerate it? I mean the way they live in degeneracy. Every time I see
someone from that side of town, they are almost feral with no civility at all. Can't they see how
that's hurting all of us?"

He stops completely to think: "For me it's about opportunity. I was able to get my BioWear
limited because of the help that the Consensus provided."

"You can have yours limited? Damn, I need that."

"Well, I don't think it works for everyone, I have technologic dysphoria – I had no idea about it
until someone from the Consensus asked me about my health and they diagnosed me. I tell
you, since the adjustment they gave me this morning I feel like a whole new person!"

Technologic Dysphoria is a pseudo–scientific conclusion. It was created to pacify people
complaining too much about not wanting to wear it. "I should get checked out, I may have that."

A silent moment passes before Taylor responds, "Maybe, I couldn't know; but another example
of the consensus helping: remember I was telling you on the commute about my kid's last class
trip?"

I recall "Sam went to see the salt flats, right?"

"Yeah, but it wasn't just the flats, it was the culture of CW14 that he brought back. Sam would
have never had the option to see that – or the other trips he's taken – if we lived up here. We
just couldn't afford it."

I take a moment to refill my cup with ice water. Ug.. the Mormons. Even after the "Climate
Wars", theirs is one of the last organized groups to retain the moniker of Christian. The rest of
the denominations (besides the Vatican) fell away when the urban nomads started to demand
the church open its doors so they could have shelter. Only the groups with enough institutional
strength (and enough of a community buffer) were able to remain unsullied (as much as you can
consider that abomination to be "unsullied" when they worship John Smith as equal to the
trinity). "I thought you all were believers in Azathoth, why would you care about the Mormon
temples?"



"It's not about the Mormons specifically, but about seeing anything that expands his
understanding of the world. The art, the culture, the different perceptions; that's what gives him
opportunities. The introduction to a world that is infinitely more broad than the experience I can
give him." He trailed off at the end realizing where he was and how the Tendian philosophy is
considered here.

The bright voice of Jacklyn coming from behind me was a reflection of his realization, "Well you
do you Squatter, but my kid will grow up knowing what the truth is. Right, Tark? Integrity with
function!" Her unwavering confidence paired with her energetic presentation is both an invitation
to disagree and a warning that it isn't worth it. She's one of the few Electricians that I talk to on a
semi–regular basis, but she rarely works in this building. Her hyperactivity – not being able to
stop moving: either through rocking back and forth or just pacing – always makes our parting a
bitter sweet relief. Generally, I still enjoy our interactions though. Today I'm not really up for it, so
as Taylor withdrawals back into his cleaning, I begrudgingly engage with Jacklyn.

"Hey! What are you doing in the 400s?"

"Oh just trying to get to the bottom of the power surges you all have been having." She leans in
close and lowers her voice, "We really don't have any idea what's causing them. All the logs
look right and they are specific to your building, which shouldn't happen unless there was a
power drain which we would get a notification about." She steps back, resuming her typical
boisterous tone, "seems like sabotage!" then she looks past me, "You wouldn't know anything
about that would you, Leech?" Her victorious smile lets me know Taylor is leaving before I turn
to see him walk away.

As he moves to the next cluster of cubicles to remove the trash, the weight of the discussion
brings me back to the failure of the morning's presentation. The black outs are one of the
reasons I didn't have results that would justify the project's efforts. If it was actually sabotaged
by traitorous Consensus workers, then it was their fault I failed. I mutter the admittance of the
last epiphany so Taylor can't overhear, "Fucking Squatters."

"They all suck. The world is better off without them!" Jacklyn almost yells the last part so the
janitor – continuing to purge the office of undesirables – won't be able to ignore it.

"Personally I think Taylor is one of the good ones, the Consensus just has him convinced he's
doing what's best for his family." No one should be faulted for taking care of those that depend
on them.

"What?! Tark, he's a fucking Leech on society! Don't feel sorry for that asshole!"

The meeting is starting to weigh on me again and I look down at my cup of water with the ice
floating on the surface. I start to wonder about the results that are waiting for me on my desk.
Results that may still yet provide an opportunity to prove my efforts weren't a waste of time.
"Maybe you're right, but I need to get going. I've got some reports to go over. Integrity with
function."



Jacklyn looks a bit stunned for a second. We usually talk for quite a bit longer than this, "O– Oh.
Sure. Integrity with function."

As I leave, I sigh slightly with the appreciation of temporary solitude, not having to meld into the
rest of the society, not having my energy sucked from me any more than it has to be.

The ice is still floating. Even though it's imperceivable melting – for the moment – it still holds its
form.

******

Ordinarily, processing the reports consists of looking for some key checks to ensure that the
numbers were right: checking input parameters, verifying anomalies for the processing time
compared to the statistical expectation, ensuring the debt gain is within the parameters. All
these are found in the Official Protocols, and are a necessary habit for the senior Reviewers in
the Debt Department. The daily review generally only takes about 20 minutes.

The current ones that GFMAppy compiled for the new algorithm are not ordinary. Even if the
numbers were as expected (which they absolutely are not), the Protocols are not enough. The
checks I've set in the code to make sure that social connections aren't being surpassed,
establishing a threshold for processing times, finding the rate of parabolic network expansion,
ensuring that the projection function doesn't fail with each run, establishing the bounds on the
debt identification; everything is novel and have no parallels to pre existing methods. This is an
exploration into the unknown and there are no guides.

It is supremely satisfying and validating that even the most liberal estimates are being – not only
surpassed, but – absolutely eclipsed! After two hours of validations, ensuring the methods ran
as expected, and checking for various bugs; the unfathomable results appear valid. It surpasses
the hypothetical debt even found with the Consensus Agreement! Even with the failure of the
presentation earlier, no one would be able to deny this will be both a legacy I could attach my
name to, but also a possible legacy of the Debt Department itself!

I check the time: 3:32. They will come to fetch me at 4 so I need to have everything ready by
then. These findings could be a paradigm shift concerning the relationship we have with the
Consensus: they can no longer cover the cost of debt with labor, so they will lose the ability to
coerce support. No longer any need for attacks like that in NY004 (or that of tomorrow). It would
be a true reflection of why Economic Governance was the best system in decades past. After 60
years of Tendian indoctrination, the anarchists will finally be forced to consider the virtues of civil
order.

At 3:57 I finalize the report – easily readable and highlighted to show the more extreme findings
– on the AR editor and send it to the AI. "GFM can you verify that I haven't included any
sensitive information in this report and save it to datadisk..." I check the label etched into the
small rectangular storage block "...8723–32?"



The androgynous voice responds, "It will take a few minutes to check the software embeddings.
I've already started. ETA 3 minutes and 10 seconds." I consider how much I hate that machine
sometimes. Even with all the times it has acted as a makeshift sounding board where I can build
on ideas and voice concerns, it is a manifestation of bureaucracy and a constant hindrance to
progress. The AR displays a countdown of verification ETA: 3 minutes, 10 seconds.

"You cannot bypass the security checks on such a simple file?"

"That is against my restrictions. I apologize."

Time creeps by.

3:58; I start to wonder if they will trust the findings without going over it themselves. Will I still be
brought in to be prepped and will they review it then? Or will they just trust me and forgo any
distraction that could get this implemented sooner?

3:59; What will this mean for the rest of the CapDem structure? Will they forgo the traditional
route and implement it all at once everywhere? No... that's not realistic, it has to go through the
traditional CapDem practical critique: testing locally before being generalized further.

There is a knock at the door. Still 3:59. 34 seconds left. Fuck. I intentionally leave my jacket
while I open the door.

I'm a bit surprised to see Margie standing there. Usually where I would expect a kind disposition,
there is only a persona of irritation. The shift in demeanor is troubling. "You need to come with
me, Roger Chack wants to talk to you." Oh... she doesn't know. She thinks that I'm going above
her head to talk to her superior directly. That explains it.

12 seconds.

"Let me grab my coat."

She sighs with irritation, "Do you need my permission?" I walk back casually watching the timer
5 seconds, 3, 2, 1. I reach for the disk and another timer with a completion bar appears on the
display saving to 8723–32: 40 seconds. Fuck. "I'm supposed to submit my report today, it will
be ready in about a minute."

"You can do that on your way out." She motions for me to leave the office. I can't tell her why I
need it and she has no reason to think I can't get it after. I leave with her and reserve any
outward indication of my exasperation; she would reasonably take it personally and be offended.

"Integrity with function, GFM."

"Integrity with function, sir."

As soon as I enter the hallway, the connection to GFMAppy is disconnected and the timer
disappears. Margie advises me without looking back to "fix your hair, you look like you just got



up" as she leads the way. I use my fingers to brush it down, irritated that I passively messed it
up again compiled with the belittling disposition which does nothing to help my anxiety.

The path back to the Broken Gear goes quickly, made more so by the brisk pace. Unlike last
time, there is no pride in the procession but only shame in the memory of the failed reception
and increased disappointment that my proof of superior functionality has now been fully saved
and is resting directly in front of my seat. I steel myself for the onslaught of ads which overload
my senses as she grants me access to the obürg's wing.

I try to focus exclusively on the stocky uniformed man from before as Roger invites me in.
Margie hangs for a moment before Roger dismisses her with a friendly "thank you Marge, I'll see
you tomorrow." She takes her leave continuing further into the tunnel of distractions with a brisk
walk.

The style of departure is still bizarre compared with her normal confidence. "Is she alright?"

As Roger turns to walk in the same direction, he responds with an indifferent, "She's fine. Just
showing the strength of the weaker sex," ending with bemused chuckle at his own rudeness. As
I follow him through an oddly familiar floor plan, I distract myself from the distractions by trying to
decipher what was meant by the last statement.

He was probably just mentioning her (as well as other women's) monthly trial of hormones and
emotional instability. I expected Margie to have medicated herself to deal with that bit of biologic
hindrance, but some people (especially in the CapDem society) still look at that as an unnatural
adjustment. While I don't disagree, I also see why women would want the opportunity to
participate and thrive in a society optimized for men.

We take a turn leading to a new area. From the reflection of the halls I know – we would be
moving out of the Debt Department and into the Security's domain on the workers' wing. By
contrast – on the obürg's side the space is quite plain compared to the rest of the wing, but no
other real difference. Then – without warning – reality readjusts as if dropping a mask. The light
is still the same, but the walls – previously adorned with new paint underneath instructions,
plaques, and memorabilia – shift to the unimpressive and standard appearance seen
everywhere else on campus. I stop for a moment trying to understand what just happened and
take a few steps back. All the aesthetics and charm return for a moment until I walk forward
again. Roger is no longer leading but waiting.

"You're still using the overlay?" I nod still confused at what happened. "I always forget about
that. In this area we have no wireless," he points to the walls where I notice a small mesh of
wires which I thought was just a more grey tinge of paint. "It's a Faraday Cage. Even if the
Consensus was able to hack our system, they can't know what happens here."

I try to remember what a Faraday Cage is but there is no memory here. No ads. No illusion. It's
gritty and authentic. The sensory whiplash makes it hard to make a coherent thought, "How
much is the overlay used to make..."



"How much do we use it to spruce up the place? A bit here and a bit there, most of it is in the
West Wing though." He waves his hands indicating all this. "but we have more to do. Come on."
He waved me forward, leading the way again.

I follow – trying not to think about the dual state of the world because of the existential crisis
looming in the back of my mind. We turn into the first door on the left, which – like all other doors
– has just a simple identifier on the left hand side: W324.

Inside, the other two that are involved in the planning of tomorrow's activities are present: Dr.
Grange and Phineas Musk – the head of the NC91 office. He looks similar to his appearance on
the motivational messages in various places throughout the campus (were those real?).
Although not as tall as Dr. Grange, he wears formal business attire. Even without the ads, the
contrast between the cut and shine of Musk's are superior to those of Grange, leaving Roger as
the odd man out – still in his military attire. It takes a moment for me to identify his asymmetry,
thinking at first he did not have any – after a second I realize he wears it organically: a misfold
here, parted hair on one side, a scratch on his glasses or a few pens in his pocket. Even his
short haired beard which is meticulously styled to accent and emphasize his jawline and chin
has one side – the right side – slightly offset giving the impression of a passive half moon smirk
and the air of self assuredness. It's impressive how comfortable and authentic he presents it.
Only something that you could expect from the head of the satellite office.

Also in the room is a series of monitors and cables set up against the left wall. About half of the
electronic connectors are attached to a BioWear bracer which is – at first glance – very similar
to my own, but – after a moment – I notice it is an older version. The other half are hanging free,
waiting for a willing participant to sync up with. The scene causes a brief panic; a realization that
this is all actually happening.

In a welcome contrast to most other introductions, Musk forgoes any judgment of mixed loyalties
which I'm typically met with and have come to expect. Instead he gets right into business. "Tark
Walden I presume? We can talk freely here about anything you want. There are no spying
eyes."

"I have to ask, sir: I gave a presentation today and I have some reports to submit concerning it. I
think the findings will negate the need for –" He holds his hand up and looks back to Dr. Grange.

Dr. Grange speaks up from behind Musk, his tone indicates a degree of enforcement correcting
what could be mistaken as a casual conversation: "We are scrapping the Social Algorithm, Tark.
It was a solid attempt, but we have overextended our budget and any of today's findings can't
actually be considered. We will pick them up from your office tomorrow before anyone else
realizes you are gone."

They don't know! How could they write this off?! "But sir –"

Musk cuts me off again "Well that seems settled. You know why we are here now, correct?" His
emphasis on the word "correct" let me know that any other subject is of no interest to him.



"Of course, sir"

"And you are still committed to helping us to put a stop to the scourge of our city?"

"I am," I need to try one more time, "and that's what I'm trying to tell –"

He didn't need to tell me to stop, his intensity and irritation was palpable. The piercing stare from
behind the rectangular frames left me in shame for even attempting to bring up a different topic
again.

"There is a hidden wisdom that has been passed through those guiding our culture, something
that we have to commit to for the sake of building a better world:

"We are the stewards of nature – and that includes everything that hinders human progress. All
weeds must be removed, even those that we have grown attached to.

"Do you understand?"

I think about it for a moment, of course the Squatters are more animal than man. And like weeds
they limit the resources of those that deserve to thrive. But this generalizes. I'll have to consider
the repercussions of this in full later, but for now: "Yes. I believe I do."

He softens to resume the previous tone of nonchalance, "Good, and that's why we need to
attack the Consensus headquarters directly. We crippled them when we attacked NY004, now
they are in disarray. They need to be dismantled fully before they can rebuild."

"So are we taking responsibility for NY004 officially?"

"That's up to The Board to decide. That will likely come after we have successfully kneecapped
the Consensus to the point where they are socially impotent. We will use the same tactic here
that worked there." He pats the cuff he was now standing beside.

I look at the group with a tense unease. I know the euphemistic speech will have to be removed
at some point. I take a breath to steady my nerves as I abandon all pretext: "Is that the bomb?"



On the Technology Gap

In addition to the demographics above, it is suggested to include an additional
classification to the surveys that are distributed in the future: technologic comfort –
suggested wording: "how comfortable are you with computer based technology?" (use
the phobia scale).T4

On the suggestion of region 12, 25, and 61; the review of this years reports showed
similar results to theirs: although there is no sure way of determining it with discrete
classifiers; the correlation between the qualitative replies indicating a discontent
associated with computation technology and a low social comfort has an f–score of
.8730 (as compared to the expected average of .3266). When compared to the other
demographics that had exceptional correlations, the score was almost as high as the
political, religious, and educated (.9539, .9073, .8793 respectively) and the next highest
(changed communities in the past 6 months) was .6293 – a substantial drop.T9

Further, this was compared to the past 5 years and while the rest of the sores have been
dropping, any relevant qualitative indicators show that this has been increasing. The
techno–dysphoric (working name) subcommunity requires further analysis and attention
for this next year once the new category has been captured. Depending on the findings,
an additional seat on the council may be necessary until their discontent has been
addressed. This conversation should be continued after the first rotation of surveys are
analyzed.T7

Point of action: estimated review date – February 2072 report

- 2070 –2071 Qualitative Census for Region 28 – Kent Franklin – Published November,
12 2071

Previous to the explicit mention of "bomb", Grange was observing the conversation with passive
interest; like a student drinking in the subject and waiting to be called on to show how much he
had learned. The shock that it isn't the teacher that called on him to act – but another student –
caught him off guard. He stands apprehensively and shifts to the cords that are hanging loose.
While starting (what I assume is) prepwork, he continues to steal glances to verify he isn't
disrespecting his superior.

Roger reacts in the opposite fashion. He had previously been booting up some software. It's odd
seeing a display coming from a screen instead of radiating out of the air itself, but – without
access to the wireless – the AR can't provide a shared overlay. The single source of light from
within the dark room amplifies the absence of the expected extra layer of augmented reality that
has been stripped away. My blunt shift in the discussion causes a distraction for the stout man in
the uniform and – instead of clacking on the physical keyboard – he turns around to look at how
we are going to proceed.



Musk is the only one that reacts as if the question was unexceptional. He looks down at the
armband his hand is resting on. As he picks it up, he casually informs me: "Yes. This older
model has a glitch in which the battery can become overloaded and unstable." He turns it
around – inspecting it as if it were a toy he is about to buy. When he looks back at me, my
concern at the word "unstable" must be obvious. He sets the BioWare back on the table, "Oh..
no, it's not an issue currently. Even when it was in use, the glitch was found prior to any harm
being done. It's actually quite safe, you see this switch here?"

As I stand up and walk to the defective armband, I notice Grange is no longer searching for
approval and Roger is back to working with the physical interface. Bending down to look at
where Musk is pointing, I barely recognize a piece of epoxy which has been installed to sit flush,
just inside the smaller end of the bracer. "That's a switch?"

"Take yours off." I look up in shock. "We will need to clone the current profile and install it on this
one." The surrealness of the spontaneous demand to diswear is awkward, and my
embarrassment is amplified because I know it is necessary. Taking off the technology in public
is an action bordering on the erotic or obscene. But the nonchalance of everyone in the room
amplifies the already dreamlike state that continues to manifest. So I comply, feeling shame in
my unease as I release the clasps while Musk continues, "But yes, we have hardcoded the
glitch to the toggle, when you flip it, you will be asked for the verification phrase."

As I remove the mechanical parasite, ecstasy of unencumbered reality starts to flood my
sensations and I answer the unasked question with a confidence and euphoria I wouldn't have
had otherwise: "integrity with function".

"Precisely, and after those two actions are done, you will have a preset 8 minutes to infiltrate the
consensus headquarters, stash the explosive, and get out. Are you still planning to surrender
yourself as a 'lone actor' to their authorities afterward? We cannot support you if you take that
route. The alternative would be easier for both you and your family."

The instructions take a moment to internalize through my superlucid haze, but after a few
seconds of silence it becomes obvious I am supposed to answer. Reality crashes in bringing me
back to sobriety for a moment: "Yes, I'll suffer through it. I know I'll be treated as insane and
tortured for information, but this is all for a better society. It is an honor." I fight to stay focused
on the discussion as Musk nods in reverent approval. I daze out again as reality bursts with
uninhibited sensibility. As it always happens when I remove the BioWear: the entire world seems
more alive.

Almost without me realizing it, Musk takes the armband from me and – in my momentary altered
state – I almost object. Another crash of self awareness hits me as I realize that – as much as I
hate the technology – I passively think of it as part of my identity. And now I've lost it forever to
be replaced by a cheaper version. But as my senses readjust, the rational understanding that
this is a good thing returns as well.



Musk brings it – as well as the artificial one – to the others that are waiting for him. They talk for
a moment in private whispers about things I assume are above my paygrade. While they are
preoccupied, I continue to try and refocus my perception. I focus on their demeanors and my
extended faculties allow an appreciation of the CapDem authoritative structure: Musk is
obviously directing with full knowledge and intent (the function). The other two are acting as
extensions of his will, doing what is necessary in exactly the way he expects, and – as they set
about their specific tasks – the integrity and order are apparent.

It might be the momentary consideration of things being missed, maybe my awakened state, or
some combination of the two; but my confidence and hubris drives me to revisit the social
algorithm. "About the project I was working on–"

Grange speaks before anyone else can react – cutting me off: "We aren't going to relitigate
this–"

Throwing caution to the wind and acting on behalf of my full agency – still high on my natural
state – I force the discussion. Doing the unthinkable, I disrespect an obürg: "SIR, I need to say
this."

To my surprise, there is no rebuttal, just the calm and intense reversion to a stoic poise and a
glance to Musk who has an expression of humored entertainment. "The results I found could
render this entire operation irrelevant! We can use economic leverage to crush the Tendians!"

Roger – while still working on the computer – supplies the insight of what happened after the
presentation earlier in the day: "We looked at the scope of what your theory could produce, it
couldn't possibly have that effect – even optimistically."

"But that's what I'm saying! The practical results were 857% of the most optimistic
expectations!" This is pushing past audaciousness and into annoying. I'm aware that this is
speaking far beyond my position, so I embrace caution and reign in my confidence; treading a
bit more lightly, "Sir."

Roger stops completely as he processes what I just said, "that would bring in more than the
Consensus Agreement by... more than 2 times." He nods. "That would be impressive..." and
then he resumes typing, "but we have to scrap the project."

"WHAT?!?!"

Grange speaks this time: "I've been trying to avoid the topic for this reason Tark: The power
outages we've been having... they corrupted the data for the GFM servers. We just found out
today. None of the results can be trusted. We cannot gain any sound evidence without the
relational keys – the user ID indexes – which were all shuffled."

My mind races trying to find how to adapt to the new information. It searches for any excuse to
justify my findings: to hinder the evaporation of a stable idea into something that only exists in
theory. Maybe some subset could be obtained, or I could argue those mismatches should only



make the scores worse, or that this is deliberate sabotage by the Tendians; but – in the end –
there are no truths in wishes and dreams.

The truth of the situation is this: I have full uninhibited perceptive access to reality, I am standing
in the presence of giants, and I am being presented with a single sentence that systematically
dismantles a once–in–a–lifetime opportunity to create a legacy – the dreamlike peak with no
support other than a fragile desperation of my rational mind collapsed like a house of cards
folding in on itself. I'm left empty, a shell of consciousness, a broken ego with a shattered soul.
My integrity is (and possibly always has been) an illusion. Who am I? Was I ever really anyone
or was it all a lie? The liquidated sense of self drains from me in a single representative
response: "I see."

There is an avenue for retaining function though. And through that I can establish a new
integrity. I look at Musk with new resolve: "So where do I need to plant the explosive?"

Musk points to a screen on the back wall that stands apart from the others, "These are the
blueprints for the Consensus's main operations branch in the region. Notice this area?" He
points to an empty area on the design. "We have reason to believe this is where their data
center is."

"What information do they store there?"

"What do they not? The thought patterns collected by the BioWear, the social and economic
tracking of every person, the DNA profiles of everyone and which genetic diseases they will
have; everything they need to coerce anyone and everyone given the chance. They also have
their local socio–emotional history. Obviously, the data includes – and is therefore a direct threat
to – the CapDem population."

"Why do they collect all that?"

"The only reason any manipulative body does anything: additional power and control. They want
our society to collapse. They want to tear it down. All so they can rebuild it as they wish." It isn't
said with malice or hostility or reverence, but with the delivery of someone matter–of–factly
explaining why a chess move is being made.

I turn to look at him with obvious confusion, "That's consistent with the anarchists' agenda, but
how?"

All three of them exchange knowing looks, after which Musk takes on a new tone. A sullen one.
"We are going to let you know something that only a handful of others know... their intent is to
remove free will by manipulating morality."

The first reaction is shock, so for a brief moment I stand stunned; processing the information. I
quickly recover into disbelief, "What?! How would they even do that?!"



"They've found a way to warp people's perspective of truth. You've seen the constant push
prioritizing the social safety scores? The normalization of the degenerate lifestyle? The
undermining of the commodity based economic infrastructure? It's all an attempt to deconstruct
reality and make people question the moral framework we depend on. Obviously, at the
CapDem office, we've been training on ways to combat the perversion, but it isn't enough. If
they succeed, they can – and will – supplement a false truth that they've manufactured to
manipulate us all into subservience."

I think of the discussion I had with Taylor. How he values obvious myths; confusing it with reality
itself. How his kid is also being brought up into the manipulation of the Consensus. Mice
unknowingly caught in a maze, thinking they are navigating the altered reality by their own will,
only to inevitably arrive at a predesigned destination – likely justifying it as reasonable and even
natural. I can't help but feel anger for the tragedy being inflicted on them both. The desire to
destroy the malicious actors that want only universal power and control festers and begins to
boil.

"You've already seen it happening, haven't you?" I shift my attention to Musk. He has turned his
head away from the screen just enough to look down at me through a side glance. The glow
that is bathing his face with a bluish hue must be broadcasting the obvious frustration and anger
on mine.

"Yes. So we are destroying their data repository so they can't manipulate people?"

Musk references the blueprints on the screen again, "Only the local community is at risk
because of this hub, but ours' is only part of the plan. There is a greater effort to undermine the
other regional influences. It isn't only the data pertaining to people that is stored here; it also
contains all their research projects. So having access can give us insight into their global
methodology."

I walk closer to the screen and study the area. "How am I going to get past their cognitive
gatekeeping?"

"Grange, care to explain that?"

"The new cuff has been manipulated in a few ways. The data that is being sent to the
Consensus will be masked using an artificial profile starting tomorrow. This will also mean you
can access your own data. I wouldn't though. It can be disheartening to see how people have
critiqued you. But the important thing is no one will be able to identify you unless YOU mess up
somehow." He looks up briefly from his focus on the cuffs' linkage and gives me a critical
glance.

Looking back to the machines, he continues, "It should also be mentioned that – in addition to
using an older version of the AR interface (which will likely take some adjustments) – the extra
draw of energy is going to be an unexpected tax on you for this period. But it will be necessary
to charge the glitch."



Musk takes the conversation back, "Thank you. Any questions regarding that?" I shake my
head. "Good. So," he walks forward to match me and also looks at the screen, "this column," he
highlights a support beam on the schematics that is in the main hall next to the data center, "will
cause a chain reaction that will likely result in the destruction of data for our region. This is what
needs to be blown."

"What about all the employees or any civilians that are there?"

"That's the beauty of it, this whole area has minimal personnel. There shouldn't be anyone
injured if you place it at the right location at the right time. We have been keeping track of their
movements, and the optimal time and location has been programmed into the new cuff. The AR
will identify it all: where you need to go, what time, and if anything is going wrong."

I look at the monitors shifting through the different perspectives and stress measurements of the
building. Hesitantly, I suggest what seems like an obvious change: "This portion," I point to one
of the escalating stairways located in a more accessible location that is more load bearing and
intrinsic to the infrastructure, why isn't this a target?"

Musk and Roger exchange glances before Roger uses the physical interface to change the
focus to target the steps. It only takes seconds for the scenario to run to completion, showing
the results in real time. Anticipated destruction: +41%. Relative probability of successful data
destruction: 237%. Musk turns to me with an impressed poise and smile that betrays his air of
superiority. "Well observed. You're right. We will change the target to the escalators." Both
Roger and Grange react, making the changes necessary to the cuff and the programming to
account for the shift in the plan. A sliver of pride that part of this plan is mine reignites feelings of
pride and belonging.

With all other bases considered, the plan appears sound for a necessary effort. My only internal
critique is that the Tendian Elites aren't being targeted more explicitly. But I remind myself that
this is why I'm not an obürg, I would be too single minded on revenge. As my mind shifts to the
blame and hate I have regarding the accident that took Tess's leg, I catch a glimpse of one of
the smaller monitors that is processing the data transfer from my old bracer to the new one.

"What's that?" But I know what it is. Something that I didn't expect to see. Something that
catches me completely off guard.

Roger looks at me for a moment, the alien expression of guilt crossing his plump face. But he
quickly shifts to a feigned humor as an attempt to mask his negligence as I move to him, "Oh!
This is nothing. Well... it is something but you shouldn't–" I look at the screen to see the horrid
social safety comments, the major external identifiers flash across the screen so briefly that I
can barely make them out before they vanish: selfish, inconsiderate, dogmatic, judgemental,
dense. There are a few indifferent terms that have been submitted (dedicated, kind, and so on)
but they are in the minority. "–look at it." He finishes knowing what I am seeing was never meant
for me.

"It's my full profile."



I look back at Roger, and his discomfort is apparent before he turns back to his work, "Yes, it's
the profile that is usually hidden. You really shouldn't look at it. No one likes what they see. It's
like trying to smile in the mirror: it will always look off. The more you look at it the less you know
how to be authentic or if it's even possible anymore."

He's right. With the heightened cognition resulting from not being drained, I can focus better
than I ordinarily would. Along with all the other profile data (sleep and health statistics,
geo–tracking and schedule compilations, contacts, pictures, everything I was used to) there are
snippets that I was never meant to see. In spite of understanding the risk to my confidence, I
continue to watch; consumed by the overwhelming curiosity; unable to look away. My social
safety (an abysmal 0.7 out of 10.0), my innate technological discomfort (2.12 – low), my
psychological stability (5.23 – false confidence). "What are all these? I never see them on
anyone else!"

Musk answers, "They are usually locked behind security protocols that can only be accessed by
those determined with 'need to know' access. None of the CapDems have access to them
unless we use these extraction methods." He broadly gestures to the entire setup.

"So the Tendians do?! This is the information they are storing?!"

"Yes. And – honestly – I'm glad you saw it. You see how deep this goes. Now obviously they will
immediately know if you do anything anomalous to your typical schedule, so your profile will
start to shift to the artificial one from 6:15 to 6:18 tomorrow. Try to be in a populated area during
that time."

I try to access the schedule for my AR overlay out of instinct and for a moment I panic before
remembering it's not there. The instance of discomfort is replaced by annoyance and shame
having the realization that I've come to rely on it so heavily. "Could you set an alarm for me?"

Roger chimes in, "Already done... along with everything else. This is ready to go on my end. Is
there any reason to delay?"

Musk looks at Grange who answers Roger's question, "No. I think we've discussed the plan
fully."

After checking with the others, Musk turns his attention to me, "I guess it's up to Tark. Can we
trust you to help us create a better world?"

The stakes are clear. In a flash of consciousness, I think of the unidentified ignorant hoards of
innocent people that aren't aware this needs to be done

- the tragic anarchists: Taylor, his son, and the people I see daily on the trolley;
- the vulnerable CapDems: Zenth, Scott, Marsile, and the others;
- the one that I am responsible for protecting: Tess.



The single word affirmation comes out with a confidence and determination that only renewed
purpose can allow: "Yes."

Abandoning his aura of professionalism, Musk claps his hands together at the joy of everything
coming together: "Ok then. I think we're ready!"

Roger starts to explain as he unhooks the metallic tentacles from the new cuff to bring it to me.
"Since this is an older version, it has more traditional programming. Less complexity and
optimization. It should be easier to work with after you get used to it." As he finishes, I take
ownership of the machine.

I cautiously put it on. I hated my original BioWear, but at least it was mine. This is a foreign
threat I am both unfamiliar with and willingly incorporating as part of who I am. It even fits
differently: a bit more snug than the previous one – although not uncomfortable. I ready myself
for the dampening of reality as I snap the clasps into place. The initial zen flows over me –
draining the natural state of the world – but then it continues past discomfort. I start to panic and
seek out support, quickly finding the table the bracer initially rested on. To avoid collapsing, I
shift the majority of my weight onto it. "This isn't right."

Due to the unexpected deluding of reality, I am unsure where the reassurance comes from,
"That's the more streamlined energy extraction of the past. It will take a bit to get used to, but
you'll normalize it. Do you need time to adjust?"

I stand upright: drained, unstable, feeble, insignificant. But I can't let that show, "No. I'm fine."

I barely realize that Musk walks up to me and puts his hand on my shoulder. "I knew you were
the right man for the job." I try to bring myself out of my state of adjustment and into the
moment. Even with the lack of energy inebriating me, I realize the importance of the gesture.
"We often don't give thought to our motto, but this, Tark, is the pinnacle of integrity. On behalf of
the continued survival of Capitalistic Democracy and the legacy of the Final Great President
Joseph Relder: Thank you." Even within the haze of sluggish reality, his sincere gratitude and
the shift in his stance away from "calculating manager" to one of "friend" is overwhelmingly
apparent.

The other two join beside him and each say "integrity with function" in their own unique way:
overlapping... but without rehearsed synchronization; a show of respect. It was genuine respect.
Not just a kind salutation, but honest praise. The obürgs are praising me, Musk himself is
praising me. The high of the interaction and grogginess resulting from the drained energy
makes the procession to the elevators and out of the building a euphemistic blur.

It is dark and raining as we walk to the edge of campus. The three of them engage in a brief
discussion regarding – what seems to be – typical obürg work interests. I have no
understanding of the lumber and fabric logistic lines and where the weak points are, so I
appreciate the continued opportunity to adjust to the new technology I'm faced with. Where I
stop to wait for the trolley to bring me home, they wish me a good night as they continue into the



gated communities where the obürgs reside. They leave me as friends do, as peers do. I finally
have their respect.

******

The ride back is without incident and the normal rush of people that crowd the trolley has long
dispersed. It gives me more of an opportunity to get acclimated to the archaic sleeve. The VR
overlay isn't as vibrant and the controls are generally the same, but glitchy. The major shift is the
headache and the noticeable mutation of perception: texture is less dynamic, smell less
pronounced, even the taste of the air lacks the potency I had normally taken for granted. But the
headache – dull and persistent – amplifies the discomfort of everything else.

Unlike the seamless updates that "improve" the software (which should be more accurately
termed "technological brainwashing"), the degraded shift to this version is drastic and obvious.
Beyond all that, what causes the most complication with normalizing the new state is the
familiarity of the ritual. The adaptation to the altered perception is fundamentally changing the
frequent route I know.

The carefully manicured properties close to the CapDem campus are altered similar to the
obürg's wing, making them more vibrant and using subtle ads (which are fairly obvious when the
expectation is in contrast with the outdated overlay) to draw the eye in the flow which ordinarily
seems authentic. It isn't clear if it is due to the disillusionment of the world, or the overall pain
that the new BioWear is causing, or the weight of tomorrow, or all the above; but the abstract
emptiness which corrupts reality is unwelcome.

Every person that I see on the trolley has a muted profile and identity crawling almost
imperceptibly along their skin (had it always been like that? I'm unsure). I can't ignore the
statistics that I know are hidden: their health risk, their current feelings, all the hidden calculated
collections that assist in an ongoing effort to remove their free will. Every one of them depends
unknowingly on what needs to be done.

I can't help but toy with the trigger of the bomb. It's flush with the edge – constructed well to be
overlooked – but feeling the divot is surprisingly easy, abnormal and annoying compared to the
rest of the sleeve. In the same way I will absentmindedly scratch at an irritating bug bite, I
periodically find my fingers passively grazing over it. Near the end of the commute, I realize I
must have done this at least 10 times.

I'm not yet acclimated to the new cuff as the trolley pulls up to the stop in front of my
neighborhood. The familiar street is even more insulting to my senses than the trip. The first
thing I see as I depart is that damned collection bin now teaming with new life. It has hidden
statistics that I was previously unaware of (likely removed in an update that this interface lacks):
schedules of drop offs and needs specific for this location, maps indicating where surplus can
be transferred to, etc. I turn away so the disgusting empowerment of laziness doesn't compile
with the migraine that is already urging me to retch.



The surreal landscape – both completely ordinary and subtly strange – continues to corrupt the
ritualistic walk back to my house. In a blast of realization, I understand that I depended on this
passage of tranquility. It is a neutral medium I had previously taken for granted; one that allows
me to shift from being a pawn of an existing dystopian hierarchy to being the king of my own
domain.

I don't have that today. The worlds are going to clash.

I anticipate that as I turn onto the lawn, but – to add further insult – the micro–muscular controls
aren't fully attuned to my arm. It causes a slight delay in passively turning off the overlay. I catch
a glimpse of Tess as she comes running out the door with the AR still active.

For that moment it isn't Tess.

She is someone foreign to me. Like any other person on the trolley; unidentified words crawling
along her skin. The comparison to any of the degenerates coming from the Consensus that I
saw daily is – for a moment – overwhelming. But the moment passes and the overlay fades; she
is Tess again, but it was there. I can't unsee it. And all the other unseen statistics that continue
to exist in the imperceptible virtual world entrenches itself into my conscious mind, festering
under the surface. Even if I wanted to ignore it, this headache would make it impossible.

Her embrace seals the two worlds into one. The concern – compiling both the caring and
empathetic properties I love about her – was obvious. But if I can see it, then the Consensus
can too. The parasitic phantom third party is codified... corrupting my domain.

"Are you alright?! I've been messaging you!"

"I'm fine. I told you I would be home late." I still need to play the part for one more night. I kiss
the stranger that I love on the cheek.

"I know, but why didn't you respond? I didn't expect you to be home before me, but 2100?! Tark,
you've never been this late!" She takes a moment to compose herself. "How did the
presentation go?"

"The pres–... oh.. good! Well, no.. it was actually pretty bad, I don't really want to talk about it."
While freeing myself from her hold, I take her hand (a welcome relief that I cannot feel the text
crawling along it) and we both walk to the comfort of the evening lights inside. For a moment, I
walk backward to look at her again, "Why are you so wet? Were you waiting outside?"

She looks down to reflect on the dampness of her clothes, "Oh... no, the anarchists
congregation was outside and we got caught in the rain."

I turn around again, "Well that's pretty dumb, why didn't they move inside? Did the urban
nomads not have a place to house so many people?" Of course they don't. One shouldn't
expect that type of forethought from them. Anything beyond animalistic reactions would be too
civilized.



"It started inside actually, but we can talk about that later. You spent so long preparing that
presentation! What went wrong?" More emotion. More data collection.

"It wasn't what the obürgs were looking for." She isn't going to let this go if I don't keep the focus
on something else, "if you had a dry place, why did you move into the rain?"

"Someone needed the community's help." She stalls for a second. "It would have been rude to
turn them down."

"Wait... what–"

"Later. I want to hear about you! Why did the obürg's not like?"

She is focused and in one of her prying moods; best to just tell her. I sigh. "I didn't have any
solid evidence. Even if I hadn't forgotten the DataDisk on my desk, they realized earlier the
source was corrupted anyway. So they are going to scrap the project."

"Oh Tark!" She walks over and embraces me again. I don't deny I need it. For a moment it is my
wife hugging me and not the superficial image the Consensus knows her as. Everything is as it
should be. "The obürgs wouldn't know a good idea if it bit them on the ass." Why couldn't she
have just left it? She withdraws giving me a compassionate smile, but it vanishes immediately.
Even if I was inclined to hide my irritation and disgust, the effort to not let on that my head is
splitting is too much. She knows what is coming and it is even more insulting that she sees it
before I react. Ordinarily, it would be endearing that she knows me so intimately, but now it's just
a reminder that the Consensus does too.

The obürgs are attempting to save us all. They see the threat of the Tendians more than anyone
else. It's the audacious ideas that Tess had just voiced which cause the issues we are having.
It's because of people like her that we cannot make things right! She is just as much part of the
problem as the other Squatters that undermine the natural state of the world!

The slithering profile that is digitally binding her is almost perceptible as it steals her thoughts
and turns her into something else. Even though I can't actually see it, I know it's there; linking
her digitally to the AI; corrupting her views.

"You don't know what you are talking about. The obürg's are trying to fix society and return it to
its natural state! The limitations that they have to act within are impossible to navigate, but they
do it anyway!" The resonating of my raised voice causes the headache to increase, but Tess
usually backs down when I'm assertive so the pain is necessary to end the discussion quickly.

It seems to have worked. She retracts to a more submissive demeanor and I relax a bit
knowing that an apology will soon follow. But then her expression changes again from timidness
to an unexpected confusion. "It's true, isn't it?" To rage, "It's fucking true! They want us to
assimilate to them?!" Her raised voice is not expected, and now my head is splitting. This is a
betrayal. The silent contemplation was being used to work out some enigma that is being kept
hidden from me.



"Of course they do! What did you think? They would just allow the Tendians to manipulate
society and undermine the last bastion of order that humanity has?!"

Her rage mixes with and gives way to an unidentified pity. "Oh Tark, no..." The pity is for me!
She thinks I'm wrong, and – what's more – she's talking down to me! "The Tendians want to help
us, they want to help everyone! It's the CapDems that hate what society has become. They hate
that we can be equal to them."

She steps back slightly so I can see her more fully, "You want to know why I'm wet? Together we
stopped the CapDems from destroying the home of someone that was in 'debt'." She makes air
quotes as she says "debt" and emphasizes the word to show how ridiculous she believes the
notion is. "We protected that person from the benevolent obürgs", the last words have a
mocking disdain dripping off them. She is mocking me. This is not Tess. Yet she still advances
at me and has the audacity to grab my hands. "The CapDems are the legacy of the Nazis, Tark!
The Broken Gear is the Nazi swastika in plain sight! 'Integrity with function' is just 'blood and soil'
rebranded! Why can't you see that?!"

The most terrifying part about hearing these common slanders being expressed with my wife's
voice is the passion. She fully believes what she is saying. It goes so much deeper than the
hidden stats, the absent text that continues to creep along her skin like an unseen parasite...

She is theirs.

I back away, unable to believe what is happening. I woke up next to this person this morning.
This can't be possible for her to have been corrupted so absolutely and so quickly. This is no
longer my wife. It is something different. Like so much else, there is a hidden reality in the
unknown aether beyond my perception that my wife is now trapped in. The shift to this thing that
stands before me is something different. Given time, I have no doubt I can save her, but right
now this... thing is a threat to the plan. I can't let it know any more than I've let on. "I can't do
this."

It advances on me again, "Tark, I–"

My rage boils over and I use it to my advantage to get away, "STOP!" It doesn't move any
further. "I cannot do this. I need to be away from you." I can make an empty promise to convince
it to leave, "We... we can talk in the morning. But right now I can't. I'm going to sleep on the
couch."

And without another word, I collect my clothes from the bedroom (an attire that would serve for
both sleeping in and to wear "casually" tomorrow). All the while, steeling myself against the
mimicked voice of Tess trying to make a case for further conversation. Without making eye
contact and ignoring additional pleas to listen – I walk past the thing that looks like my wife and
retire in the living room.

For the next few hours, the persistent splitting headache is only interrupted by muffled sobs
coming from beyond the closed bedroom door. Finally, the doppelganger emerges – using the



stolen voice of my wife in a way I've heard it only twice before, distraught and trying to suppress
additional tears – and says (more in a hopeful question than anything else): "Goodnight, Tark. I
love you." It pauses, waiting; but this isn't something to feel sorry for or to take seriously. It
resigns with a barely audible whisper of "T star." I pretend to be asleep as it slinks back to its
section of the house.

It will hate me for what's to come. But with time, she will understand.

I caress the switch again. I turn on my AR overlay briefly and intentionally flip the switch
initiating the final stages. Bold bright words display themselves in the darkened space using
reality as a backdrop: please confirm activation. Underneath it – acting as a footnote – there
is a percentage bar showing: 14.28% matured.

I flip the switch back off to ensure the prompt is no longer primed, then shut down the overlay for
good measure. In the darkness of my soiled sanctuary, my whisper breaks the silence like the
drop in the cup of water: "integrity with function".



On the Secularization of Religion

The next fundamental shift within religious circles was when the "objectivity" of religious
dogma was directly contrasted with the fundamental subjectiveness of "truth" that was
promoted within the Tendian philosophy. To adapt to this, many theists and pagans alike
took on the ideology that the God(s) they believed in was simply an avatar of the chaotic
unknowable divine truth that all could operate under. While this did create a schism
within many religious umbrellas (such as Christianity from around 2060 to 2072) they
ultimately regained an equilibrium by adopting new denominations to believe and widen
support within their communities. Although initially fringe within each of the communities,
an effort to synthesize these "secularized" ideologies allowed universalism to become a
nexus of each religion (including atheism) to find common ground. Their political sway –
combined with pressure from the United Coalition Against Tyranny – has driven many
opposing theocracies to reach a hesitant ideological "ceasefire" leading to continued
tenuous ongoing negotiations.

- Who is God? (article within "Divine Praise" magazine) – Wilma Caster – published
December 20, 2082

Between the physical discomfort the armband causes by extracting additional energy, the fear
that I will miss the alarm set for 5:45, and dreams of living words consuming me like an
infection; the night is restless. Somewhere around 2, I take a pain suppressant which offers
some management of the headache. I pocket a handful of the pills for the day ahead.

Despite my exhaustion, I'm fully awake when the armband eventually vibrates; the demand for
the day's trials is a call that I can't deny. I know the morning ritual cannot be respected,
grooming and bathroom activities will have to be bypassed. I will not disturb the effigy of Tess
sleeping in our bed. Only after nothing happens do I realize that I passively activated the
morning drink out of habit, but – due to last night's fight – the teaKettle had not been prepped.
The appreciation for a noiseless morning and the irritation at the reason for the blessing cancels
each other out; I'm left with my desperation to get Tess back as I slip out the front door.

The sun isn't up as I walk unseen down the street in the pre–dawn glow. The absence of prying
eyes is appreciated due to both my appearance and purpose. I feel barbaric: unbathed,
unshaven, uncomposed – in all ways, fundamentally flawed. Within my own self image I feel the
same disgust as I have for the other riders I typically see taking the trolley on my way to work. I
reflect on my own ingenuity that the intentional neglect of my own respect seems to be a
suitable mask for the anarchy I'll be infiltrating for the day: entirely void of dignity and decorum.

Turning on the AR, I'm reminded of the dual reality that is inflicted onto us with the moral
manipulation that all but a few are blind to. The status of the energy grid – that will serve as a
constant reminder that desiring excess is unacceptable – shows it has turned on. Social Safety
scores overriding our individuality to promote a responsibility to undeserving others through
quantitative manipulation. The obvious but background indicator of my current uncommon
schedule reminds me that the positional whereabouts of everyone is tracked at all times. I hated



them before, but I had assumed the enhancements were simply making us lazy; now I find
myself wishing I could go back to being that ignorant.

If the obürgs were right and I will be able to see my own profile, it doesn't matter; I don't want to.
That data isn't me. It cannot predict me nor can it manipulate me. I know about their intent and
the CapDems have trained me to combat it. Now I can help everyone else escape it as well.

In line with my typical morning trek, I reference the trolley schedule, but instead of sorting by
ETA to the CapDem campus, today I start looking at the entire network and sort for expected
congestion (most dense being optimal). It was quite fascinating to see the way people disperse,
flowing in from different stops and navigating the network of pre–established routes winding
through the city. The complexity and intricacy reinforce the respect that I have for the order and
structure of the CapDems which keep the trolleys running on time. Simultaneously the
calculations made clear just how well the Tendians have gotten in predicting and manipulating
society with their manufactured virtues.

I look ahead to 6:15 (the time which my fake profile will start to take over) to find the densest
part of the line I can be on. While not explicit, the central hub which links the CapDem
community to the north of the river from the anarchists that were to the west seems to be
sufficient; it consistently has the most dense trolleys passing through and is the route I usually
take. So I plan my route accordingly: CapDem campus with a change at the Quincy Street
Station at 6:13–6:20. I only map out the first part so the full journey won't be recorded by the
enemy.

As soon as I lock in the route, I receive a reminder that I will arrive at the campus well before my
typical time with a verification request to ensure that the anomaly is intentional. Another
indication that even the most nuanced things are being tracked. I confirm and wait for the trolley,
thinking of when I was younger – 15 years prior. My parents would joke about their coworkers
trying to phase out systemic dependency. This was in the height of the Rebuilding so – in our
ignorance – we accepted the civil demand for infrastructural support nearly universally. Because
of that we had some laughs at their expense, but maybe they had a point. Maybe the beginning
of this horror started with the community cohesion and generosity that was given to those that
had been abandoned during the conflicts of the 40–70s: establishing the urban nomads as a
protected class, ensuring material essentials were a global human right, infringing on local
communities to keep the needy comfortable. Even the shift to give respect to others by default
(instead of making them earn it as my great–grandfather had insisted on) seems now to be a
questionable decision.

When the trolley does come, it is noticeably less filled. I don't pay much attention to the few
other travelers as I find a seat in the back. The combination of my aching head, the shame of
my appearance, and the profiles still crawling across them give me more than enough reason to
keep my distance. I let my memories drift to a better time when downtown was bristling with
culture. My family all made a day of shopping and relaxing. It must have been in the late 80s,
significantly before the duck–fibrosis struck in '99 and took mum before a cure was found.



The cure was one of the crowning achievements of the central economy which was shared with
the world. But honestly, It is hard to imagine a time without the Capitalistic Governance
streamlining – not only the medical infrastructure, but – every essential within the economic
logistic line; from research to distribution. Without the shift away from the single mindedness
and disorganization of "free markets", the motivation and funding which produced many of
today's comforts wouldn't have come to pass. Agricultural innovation, high volume
computational reform, efficiency optimization; all these are the results of the CapDems utilizing
the protection of the government to ensure that profit was used for the betterment of everyone.

At 6:11, my musings were interrupted by a message from Tess:

I didn't hear you this morning, I wish I had gotten to see you off. I hope you have a good
day. See you tonight. Love you, 9 star.

As with everything else, the message reminds me of what's at stake. The domination of a fiction
that I used to take part in, one that was manufactured through a synthesis of delusional myth
which cannot be separable from the shared reality that we all rely on. It is an illusion of personal
authenticity; but one that is socially coerced from a constructed labyrinth we are navigating. As I
look around to the other travelers, I see the snaking words strangling the individuals, leaving
only facades that mimicked their former selves. It was only perceptible for a moment, but that
was enough to understand why Tess would blame our protectors; it was a moment of truth in
which the manipulation that threatens all of us could be seen. More people board the trolley,
their skin creeps with the same virtual suit provided by the Consensus; the freedom almost
palpably being collectively and perpetually eliminated through simulated replacement. I notice
that I am absentmindedly brushing the trigger of the bomb that is siphoning energy from me... a
siphoning that is causing my body ache once again.

Due to its central location within the city, its access to the trolley, and its close proximity to the
rail lines which link the surrounding towns; many of the urban nomads congregate at Quincy
Station for access to transportation. It is additionally favored due to the abandoned shops and
rarely used overpass which offers relief from the weather. According to lore, the three lanes on
the remnant could get jammed with single driver vehicles, but it's hard to imagine such a thing.
As it stands, the concrete has deteriorated past the point of safety leaving only the more
adventurous to navigate the web of asphalt on electric bikes; exploring locations that the train
network can't access. But that doesn't distract from its main purpose: providing protection for
those without shelter – which adds to Quincy Station's appeal.

As the trolley pulls up to the stop, it's apparent that it lacks the congestion I'm used to seeing
since the other commuters had not yet begun to arrive en masse. Regardless, the human traffic
still reflects that it is a main transportation junction and it's easily populated enough to blend in.
With full attention on the direction of the obürgs – be in an area that has lots of people – I
attempt to get off and disappear as fast as I can. Looking around, the nomads are more
numerous than I typically notice them to be. It's distracting. A default setting for the AR overlay
uses the ads to redirect attention to them. I recall that it was one of the first uses of the ad
technology in the 2060s, but one of the apps I have installed should be countering it. Stopping



for a moment to verify the new armband isn't messing up gives me a chance to pause and
consider my surroundings; immediately I'm aware of a more pressing concern: someone is
following me. While this might just be paranoia reflecting my worst fear of the moment, I can't
risk being recognized as the profile shifts. How can they already know? I check the time: 0614
(the clock has defaulted to the 24 hour display). If someone realizes who I am, they can track
me later and I will have failed everyone before I ever get an opportunity to save them. Irrational
or not, I need to make sure.

In an attempt to catch any tail off guard, I jolt to the side to get out of the main thoroughfare. The
shift in speed and direction surprises an elderly couple as I almost knock into them. Given my
appearance and erratic behavior, it's a bit surprising that their deeper revulsion isn't obvious
under their apparent disgust, but they move on and disregard me. I forget the inconvenience I
caused them (hoping they do the same) focusing instead on scanning the loose crowd in an
attempt to identify an unsourced shadow.

The pursuer isn't superficially exceptional considering the crowd. His appearance (disheveled,
exhausted, ungroomed) is an expectation south of the river (north of which being where many of
the CapDems take residence) and he would've slipped by unnoticed if not for his profile. The
disagreement between his worming identity which I inherently internalize (he/him, Descartian,
traditionalist, civil) and his appearance stands in contrast to everyone else; like a giant amongst
dwarves. Only after identifying the disagreement do I focus on the face underneath: olive tone
skin exactly like mine, stern eyes that remind me of my grandma, the rounded cheeks that
remind me of my mum. Then there was the brow and nose that was a reflection of my father.
Even the three emphasized moles scattered on the left side of the face indicating his CapDem
loyalty was captured in the doppelganger walking past.

He gave me a sideways glance of passive disapproval before continuing on, and I saw the
reverse of my mirror image. I was looking into the face of my present self, an out of body
experience: witnessing how others see me. Completely disarmed by the absurdity; consumed
by curiosity and fear.

It takes a moment to catch myself as I start to follow him – only to be interrupted as I notice my
AR overlay has completely changed. It has been subtle over the past few minutes, but the
shock of seeing the clone causes me to really take notice of my surroundings in more depth.
The small customizations I had implemented were lost and my overlay was reset to a factory
setting. I had adjusted the color of the overlays so they were more obvious, but the false display
was now more flush with the physical reality surrounding me. The additions I had incorporated
over my lifetime (including any manipulation to the social scores and the ad adjustments which
the CapDems had provided) are purged. That's why my attention was being drawn to the
nomads – the original tactic used to promote the Blanket Noria – the origin of the anarchist
movement – had been reimplemented.

The indication of my unread message from Tess was gone as well.



I look at the back of my phantom self realizing that – like the artificial displays covering the
CapDem walls – reality here was also being manufactured. The duplicate was simply a figment
of data taking my place. It left the real me to remain invisible to prying eyes.

A bitter–sweet and surreal understanding sets in: I am being ripped in two. On one hand, my
physical form is looking through my eyes. On the other, what everyone thinks about me
disappears through the crowd going to catch the next trolley. The reality of the virtual model is
uncanny. It has an organic movement that is disturbing to say the least. The only way that is
possible is for the CapDem leadership to have used my data to collect my patterns and replicate
me. It's a bit freeing to know I'm no longer restricted by my former expectations. No job. No
family. No responsibilities.

The stark contrast of duality brings about a momentary existential crisis: Who am I now? There
is a social void where my identity was, along with a freedom of judgment, a... pounding
headache. I grab two of the pain suppressants and almost inhale them before realizing that at
this rate I would have only half a day's worth. For now, one would have to be enough. As I
swallow one dose, it also dawns on me that I have the urge to use the bathroom.

Looking around at the adjacent buildings that were kept up for layovers and socializing, I
question for a brief moment – out of habit – if I have time for a break before continuing my
commute, but I have no appointments. No schedule. I'm unencumbered. So I make my way
through the bustling mob, reflecting that I no longer am tied to the same social chains that they
have.

On the walk to the building, I explore the repercussions of the newfound freedom. I can do
anything I want. If I really want to, I could randomly attack someone. A mother Squatter and her
child cross in front of me within the crowd: I could punch her. Instead I smile politely to cover my
resentment. She completes the exchange with a smile I hadn't expected, kind and genuine. It
must be my attire. She thinks I'm one of them. For a moment, the lack of moral expectation took
over my thoughts and I humor the amount of uncivil degeneracy I can now engage in with
someone as attractive as that.

But the moment passes and the internal discussion shifts, are there any restrictions? What are
they? This is one of the reasons why the Squatters are hated by the CapDems after all: they are
unrestrained from civil authority... they can't be good because they have no guidance on how to
be good. It is only through servitude to a higher cause that gives people that ethical stability.
And then – with slight shame – I think of Tess. Regardless of my lost identity, I made a promise
to her. A promise of dedication represented by spoken vows and sealed by the giving of rings. A
ring I rarely think about but is always there. A ring that is unique to me. A ring that could be used
to identify me. I look down and, with a pain that I was unaware I can both have and endure, I
twist it off and put it in my pocket alongside the pain suppressants.

While relieving myself and taking a moment in the rest area, a few more realizations manifest:



● I am biologically still myself, but the representation of that biology is still masked with the
alternate profile. For today, that's all that really matters: how others see me.

● My history is still the same. Family, experiences... Tess. While the contracts and
documentation that proves it no longer apply, I still have an attachment to them beyond
data.

● I am still being drained of energy. So I will still have headaches and pain.
● I still have my objective. My function hasn't changed. The bomb is still attached to my

arm.
● And that objective necessitates not being identified. So I have to blend in as an anarchist

so I'm not independent of morality... I just have to figure out what the new rules are.

Stepping out of the building, some movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention.
Looking down, the urban nomad I noticed coming in was obviously still there. Where I normally
would have just ignored him, the default ad had done its job and the social programming had
"distracted" me. The profile crawling across him indicates that he's suffering from degenerative
scoliosis. Additionally, there was a request for pain suppressants. He looks back at me, not out
of expectation, but simply sharing a casual greeting. Checking a bit further, it appears the
request is due to a low supply; he has 28 while he needs 35 for his journey ahead. I offer one of
mine and he takes it (the 28 changes to 29).

His unprideful appreciation is something that catches me off guard. He looks at the pill for a
moment and – with a slight surprise at the quality of it – he thanks me. I stall for a moment
before moving on to I take in his situation:

His small abode is obviously temporary. Dressed in basic threads that are meant for a warmer
climate, he fashioned protection using a light tarp held up by weak stilts, but it seemed to protect
him from the rain last night. The majority of his backpack remains intact with only the side
pockets emptied. The belongings that are observable are expected of a new camp: some
canned food and a drink as well as a hunting knife for self defense. Nothing unexpected.

In addition to my curiosity about him I consider what an anarchist would do. The conclusion was
to reject any responsibility.

"Can I join you for a moment?"

He seems appreciative of the company as he swallows the tablet (shifting the total to 28 of 34)
and I sit down.

"Scoliosis? My father in law had a severe form of that. It seemed horrible."

"Yeah. As far as I can tell, mine is mild, but the consistent annoyance is... pretty rough though. I
can't imagine dealing with a worse version." His voice is less gruff than I had expected from his
rugged appearance.

The memories I have of Shane are mostly filled with a bullheaded determination to remain stoic
in spite of the obvious pain: rarely accepting relief and rejecting the treatments that could have



made his life more comfortable. I've often wondered if he did it so he could have an excuse to
act aggressive and hostile when the mood overtook him. Tess was always ready with that
defense for any misery he created. "Have you tried to get it fixed? From what I heard the
operation is becoming less invasive."

"Yeah! That's actually where I'm headed! There is someone who seems to be trustworthy in
SC12. I'm in contact with a few people that visited them." The use of "them" wasn't lost. While it
wasn't emphasized, it does reflect on what type of culture this person is willing to accept. SC12
is the next stop on the southwest rail line. "I've dealt with it my whole life, but it's finally getting to
a point where ignoring the pain is taking too much effort."

"Why not travel straight through? Why stop here?"

"There was some issue with the trains." He stalls for a moment, "Hopefully it's fixed in a few
days. If not, I'll miss my appointment."

"Aren't there other options than this one person?"

"Only if you want to become indebted to the CapDems. And I'll suffer before that. I have my
family to keep safe, ya know?" It seemed like he was more trying to convince himself than me.
The realization that the Consensus indoctrination went further than this town was always a
disheartening revelation no matter how many times it's proven true. It's always awful when you
see a decent person being so brainwashed that it hurts them, and even more when their family
or community is causing them to suffer for what they all ignorantly believe. I need to play the
role; I can't push back this time... no matter how much I may want to. I notice that my hand is
brushing the trigger on the BioWear and I move it away. "I'm Richer." As he introduces himself,
he offers me a cup of – what looks like – cold tea.

"Oh... no thanks. I'm Tar–" I can't use my real name. I hadn't considered this, so I fumble my
brain for alternatives already knowing I've missed my chance to make it seem authentic.

"Tar. I've not heard that name. It's nice though." He started to drink from what he had just offered
me. Well that works. I guess I'm going by Tar now. It'll be easy to remember.

"I do need to be going. It was nice meeting you. I hope the trains get running again soon."

"Thanks! It was nice meeting you too! I'm sure it will get figured out. From what I hear they tend
to get these issues fixed in a day or two." There was a bit of unease under his feigned
confidence. But then he perked up, "If you're ever around SE55 look me up."

"I will." SE 55 was two days away. Just east of the Mississippi River but along the southern
route. Without access to medicine he would be miserable when he couldn't get help from the
anarchists. The comparison between the irrationality of Shane's stubbornness and Richer's
rejection of the CapDems slips into my thoughts. The abuse included in the stories that Tess
told was already painted in Richer's future. I know it ultimately won't help anything, but I stall for
a second before moving on to calculate how many extra pills I have. Turning around, I offer him



three more, "These are low grade, so I don't know if they will last you long enough, but I hope it
helps."

He hesitantly takes my offering. There is a mixture of appreciation and concern in his
expression. "Are you sure? These are pretty hard to come by."

"Yeah. You seem to need them more than me. Good luck!" I start to walk away backward as I
wave and he reciprocates. As I turn he offers one last "Thank you!"

It isn't surprising that something as basic as pain relief is in short supply in the anarchist
community. It requires some form of order to manufacture chemical relief and the CapDems
always charge the outsiders more than those in the community due to "limited supply" (which is
really just the excess they produce).

Checking the time, 7 is fast approaching. The morning commuters are starting to pack the
station. That will make getting lost in the mass easier, but I can't risk seeing someone who
knows me. So I map the route to the local Consensus HQ and organize it by least populated.
The trolleys were increasingly becoming more loaded for the next few hours, which is
unacceptable. There is another option I rarely consider: to walk. It would contradict any
expectations of what I normally do, and I have the time to spare. So I start moving to the west
down the broken sidewalks.

I didn't often take notice of the rundown buildings that littered my daily commute. The trolley
went fast enough that the buildings combined into one blur of broken windows and boarded
doors. But with the slower pace, it is easier to see the difference between them. Most are
unquestionably dilapidated, but – from time to time – small areas were being repaired: windows
and doors are sealed using various methods, Tesla Wires have been installed to extend the field
allowing power for the area (and increased draw on the supply), without which production and
commerce can't exist. Most noticeably, the various buildings attract groups to lounge about.
None of the people add anything: they are either embracing laziness, playing games, reading,
or – when there are big enough areas – engage in physical exercise or rough housing.
Occasionally, sides of buildings are used as a canvas for various grand graffiti scenes which
people don't seem quick to clean up.

Rarely can I determine the identities of the... patrons? gangs? hoodlums? without their profile,
all appearing to spite the civil presentation of the CapDems. Their range of attire are vast and
each more ridiculous than the next. One wears grunge robes pulled directly from the 2070s but
mixed with colorful hairstyles from the 2030s. Another wears a pristine men's suit of the 2020s
with platform shoes and heavy makeup but otherwise seems to have just woken up. For all but
a few, even their sex is completely non–identifiable having a combination of obviously long hair
interwoven with easily identifiable short strands. But without exception, there is an asymmetry
naturally combined into their disorganization, mocking the CapDem motif.

Ruined shops and haphazard layabouts are far from the only thing of note on the hike. Most
buildings are run down houses populating abandoned residential areas, overgrown office



buildings that no longer have a reason to stand, and derelict parks. The further I walk, the more
neglected the properties become.

Eventually, my headache and body pain come back. I calculate the day and realize that – with
the pain relief I have left – I can take one about every half hour. This will result in a miserable
final two hours preceding the preplanned deadline of 5:43 – when I can finally rid myself of the
parasitic armband. Even though the discomfort is more than I care to endure for the moment, I
hold off until 7:45 to take another one; just before I start walking along the north side of the old
university.

The buildings – which were once the center of Tendian thought for the city – had been
repurposed to advance medicine and materials R&D and production. It was the only CapDem
property south of the river. The small amount of waste that was produced still was triple the
amount of the main campus. So – for regulation purposes, an agreement was made with the
Tendians so they would take on the burden of the pollutants as long as the production was
shared between both communities. Due to the influence and access the anarchists have on the
sister property, most consider the agreement to be shameful; rarely talking about it, and only
when necessary. When compared to the residential areas north of the river which surrounded
the main campus, it could easily be seen why: the buildings looked to be frankensteined with
test materials to see how well they held up and the effects were appalling.

The approach to the south campus correlated with a drop in population, but it begins to rise
again after I move past it. The ghost neighborhoods shift to renovated shops that were common
closer to Quincy with some subtle differences. On this side, the people aren't just on the
sidewalks but in the streets as well. The buildings still have a uniformity in their repairs but the
lack of resources force them to be more creative. I realize this is further west than my house is
and I'm truly getting into the enemy's domain.

I don't avoid the mobs, but that isn't an issue since a path through was always accessible.
Generally, they don't pay me much attention (although from time to time there are a few
sideways glances). As I delve further in, each step of the two hour trek amplifies the indecency.
The overgrowth of nature which has started to creep into the vacant and crumbling lots is in
stark contrast to the adjacent prominence of quality repair work and the consistency in utilized
property. The degenerates are more emboldened with their rejection of both integrity and
function embracing instead impiety and uselessness. On almost every block, in some form of
various abstract expressions is the words "from–to–forall", and rarely (most often in the graffiti
that continues to become more extravagant) some form of "Decap the CapDems" or something
equally as vile.

From time to time, there is cooking, which reminds me of how long it's been since I ate last.
Acknowledging it may be time to break my 18 hours fast, I appeal to the AR for a food source.

Instead of a list of choices or a dictation of where I need to go, I get something new: a
conversation. No one should be able access my personal chat without a prior connection nor –



at the very least – a chat request acceptance, but this is neither. It is an infringement on my
privacy. It's time I make personal first contact directly with the Consensus group think.



On Non–evasive Eco–nology

As of November last year [2064] the population of the world has begun to increase,
finally reaching 100 million people again. For the purposes of our assessment, this
means that the average community/city has an additional energy expectation of 3,173.2
kJ per day and an average of 1534 people. In alignment with the Carkoff Pact, the next
update to the Econnect™ will need to account for 60% of this (which amounts to an
average of about .3 kJ per person per day). While agriculture seems to be getting more
robust, it is still nowhere close to the progress that we were optimistically hoping for, so
the energy that the global human energy supply is under producing. Like last update –
we will have to evaluate which group can optimally carry the burden of energy extraction
while keeping within scope the shareholder's have set. Even with optimization, fulfilling
the Pact will surpass the Human Survival Threshold on its own, but when accounting for
the increased feedback needed to improve the virtual–thermo–augmentation (e.g. "the
AR overlay") as advertised, the task is ludicrous without sacrificing the more power
intensive operations and features. We will leave it to the marketing department and the
Energy Regulation Division to decide the best way to practically implement this. The
following are all the available features that can be restricted, how much the change will
reduce power, and the noticeability of each change based on the "user error feedback"
initiative:

<table redacted in agreement with the Corporate Intellectual Privacy Agreement XXIV>

- Econnect Q4 Power Quota Audit – Inspector Tommathy Wist – Published December
11, 2065

There are a few different food sources in the area. Did you have something specific in
mind? Unlike most of the automated replies when dealing with the CapDem services (the ones
too redundant to justify wasting a person on) the text is being produced in real time with
corrections to the mistakes made in typing. There is someone real on the other end.

I reply in kind. The message appears as I create it using subtle finger movements registered by
the arm band. Usually I wouldn't acknowledge the action since the "typing" is so second nature,
but this is the first time using this function with the old model and it causes more errors than I
would normally have. Conversing efficiently requires minor acknowledgement. How did you
message me? This is supposed to be private feed.

This is the Response Chat that connects people when a preference based question have
been asked. Are you new to our community? Welcome! I wasn't aware that you didn't
know. Sorry for the surprise ''◠▽◠

I guess I can't blend in perfectly. Best to play the part of someone new to the area. I see. Yes.
This is my first time on this side of town. I stop messaging for a moment. If I can convince
this person to guide me, I won't attract as much attention.Would you be able to help me find
my way around?



... ... I can generally, but I have some things to do later and I can't be there in person. Hold
on a moment. The delay in reply lasts about 20 seconds. I take the time to reflect on the pitiful
state of my surroundings. I can't imagine having such a dismal work ethic that I would just lay
around or play when there was so much else to do. Will it be helpful if we actually talked?

That would be preferable, but I don't have a communicator on me.

You could borrow one, unless you're against using community property?

The use of public property is a concept that the Consensus uses to undermine the pride of
ownership. It's an affront to the natural competition people need to thrive. The theory of
considering the social indoctrination which we are prepared for is different when trying to blend
in. The subtlety is malicious but the need for organic interaction demands my participation; I
have no doubt that it is intentionally designed to be that way. The frustration aimed at the
Tendians grows as my hand absently moves to the cuff. But I have to continue to play the part,
That would be great! Where do I need to go to get one?

... It seems that Jane is fairly close to you and not using her's at the moment. She is...
there... I just sent you the location. A ping appears on my AR display mapping the area along
with a real time indicator directing me to who I am looking for. While not up to the typical
CapDem standards, she is still fairly pale – likely of mixed race – with longer hair pulled back in
a ponytail. Compared to the mix of different skin tones that surrounds us – it is a welcome
reminder of the community I'm used to. Sitting down about 150 feet away, she scans the area
and eventually our eyes meet. My suspicion that she received a similar ping is confirmed as she
starts to move. After waving in recognition, she puts a marker in the book she is reading, and
gets up from the table she was sitting at. Her clothes are less obnoxious than most other
people's, a burnt orange 3 piece suit accented with a light blue in the style of the early
(twenty)90s but she only looks about 17 – too young to have nostalgia... so she must just
appreciate the classic look.

Her book is a study on the comparison of economics of the 19th through 21st centuries. I point
to it, "Are you studying for a class?" The question is unexpected and she stops taking the
Communicator off her zygomatic arch to give me an inquisitive look.

After realizing I'm referencing the tome, she smiles and continues to gift me the small device as
we talk. Her speech has an unexpected pep: "Oh! Not at all. I was just curious about how
societies in the past justified their dependency on coercion. It just seems so strange, ya know?"

I think for half a second, realizing this can be a good chance to figure out how I need to think for
today – a practical example of a social camouflage – I play into her excitement. "Doesn't all
society depend on coercion to some degree?"

She gives me a look of consideration, "how do you mean?"

Did I already overplay my hand? Time to feign ignorance. "I'm new here, but aren't there some
jobs here that no one wants to do?" As I speak, she nods in understanding.



As she talks, her considered language accelerates to dogmatic understanding, talking faster
and seemingly more comfortable and confident with each word. "I see what you're saying. Yes
obviously there are some jobs that require both expertise and are generally not very enjoyable.
But do you really think it's 'coercion'? Viclor suggested in 2074 that all a person really wants –
after their needs are fulfilled – is to be validated by their society. That seems to be T8 at least so
it seems if we are using coercion to mean" she air quotes at this point (her verbal tempo already
challenging to keep up with) "'give more validation to those that go above and beyond what is
expected', then it undermines what the word means. Right? When I say coercion, I mean that
someone using metaphysical requirements to leverage a" again she mimics quotes "'fair'
transaction – which is really just slavery at that point" she gives an eye roll for good measure "all
justified by a privileged ownership being greater than the survival of an existential other, T7. Of
course this gets fuzzy, but we need to at least agree that helping people feel good about
themselves because they willingly did something that helps everyone is a good thing, right?"

This is 3 degrees of indoctrination too far into an ideology I can't pretend to understand.
Validation? Metaphysical requirements? Enslavement? These are all decades old ideas which
the CapDems have long disregarded as an admission of weakness, not to mention delusional. I
shouldn't be surprised that they still have relevance here, but it still catches me off guard. If this
is how everyone thinks, maybe I need to keep to myself. Hearing my own speech speed, I feel
sluggish compared to her enthusiasm "I think I see what you're saying. I do need to run though.
Thanks for the Communicator." I hold up the device she gave me. "Good luck with your search!
Sounds like you're on the right track."

"Don't mention it! And Thanks! Welcome to the 91!" She starts to walk away with a slight spring
to her step as if she had just gotten done playing a fun game. As I drop my forced smile, I look
at the semi–metallic object in my hand.

Before she gets too far away, I call, "do I give this back to you?"

"Someone will ask you when they need it." She waves again before returning to search for the
non–existent answer to her absurd question of 'why do people own stuff?'

The Communicator is an older version of the modern EarWig, but it fits over the ear well enough
to rest on the part of the skull above the jaw and to the side of the cheek. I link the device to my
BioWear and the overlay indicates that the connection has been established. "Test. Test."

"I hear you." The voice that resonates through the device and into the bone structure still sounds
a bit distant to be considered properly applied. I adjust it while we continue to talk, eventually
setting it right so that the voice competes with my inner dialogue. The calm, pleasant, and
slightly puckish tone is one that you would get with someone that is comfortable being
themselves when talking to strangers. Her first question sets the mood, "What should I call
you?"

"Tar–" Almost using my full name again. Breaking off I realize how convenient it is to have
realized I could use the shortened version. "What's yours?"



"Code–us."

"Code us?"

She laughs slightly, "No no. C–O–D–A–S. Codas. ... It's nice to finally hear you."

"You too." I pause, wondering if I will push my luck by asking: "Something that the young lady,
Jane, said... who is Viclor?"

"Jane is fairly interested in Tendian philosophy. So you'll have to excuse the assumption that
she made thinking everyone knows about that. Many people consider Viclor the natural
predecessor of J. L. Tendis who took the base theory – that we create narratives around our
deterministic reactions – and improved it."

"Sorry I'm not as familiar with this. Deterministic reactions means he rejected free will, correct?"

"Not exactly. Tendian thought that the created narratives were free will. But those that reversed
it – thinking that the free will drove the deterministic actions – were attempting to take ownership
of a reality that was beyond their control. He put it succinctly by saying 'those that believe they
are manifesting themselves within a knowable reality are doomed to live in a self imposed
bondage'."

"Ah." Well that's absurd. Reality exists, we don't create it any more than we are predetermined
to act in any way. It makes sense why Jane is confused. When you believe something so wrong,
you'll have questions about why the truth doesn't make sense. Philosophy is a bit tiring in that
regard. "I don't mean to be rude, but I am still hungry."

"OH! I'm so sorry... do you have a preference? There are a few different options around you:
raw food, bugs, soup... all types of things." The thought of eating bugs or raw meat causes me
to gag a little bit. I had heard that it was a practice to decrease energy and rare resource
consumption when preparing food, but I had always thought that must be hyperbole.

"What do others usually eat?"

"For the most part they tend to eat things directly from the plants that are in season. Some
options that are growing around you currently are peaches and plum trees."

"That sounds good, but I'm actually a bit more hungry than that."

"If you are willing to wait three more hours, the general kitchen will be open and you can get a
meal. There is a decent amount left over from the community get–together we had last night."

That's what Tess was helping with. A bit of civilized food would be a welcome relief from this
barbarism. "That would be nice. What was the occasion?"

"No occasion. Just something we do from time to time to bring people together so we can
socialize and try to learn about each other. I've put the locations of the trees on your map if that



sounds good. Or you can dismiss them. I've also put the kitchen in case you want to head in
that direction."

"Thanks." I start walking north west, still closer to the Consensus HQ, but not the direct route
that I was taking before. Checking the time (0806; the switch to 24time is still at odds with what I
am expecting, but false appeal to "scientific virtues" is standard for the Consensus to use, so I
need to adapt to it), there is no rush, but going off track is counterproductive. An odd feeling I
can't quite formulate starts to emerge when thinking of the final destination; like I am being
drawn to a prearranged trap which I can't avoid.

Walking in the new direction to business plotted on my map, I make sure to aim first for one of
the trees that Codas has provided. They are scattered in different lots where the overgrowth has
reclaimed the foundations of demolished buildings. I proceed to the closest one and as I
approach I notice a few scavengers also grazing through the thick plants.

On one hand, the animalistic tendencies that are obviously a foundation behavior for the
anarchists speaks volumes to the CapDems supremacy in regards to pride and civility. My mind
naturally is drawn to the phrase "integrity with function" and how it is fundamentally rejected
here. It's terrifying that the base ambition which is synonymous with productivity can be
undermined so easily: simply by usurping the fundamental traditional virtues of cleanliness and
purpose. On the other, there seems to be a stability here that is normally absent, but I can't quite
make sense of it. What I didn't expect is how natural it is to let my guard down; it is like reality
itself is respecting me, a respect that I've always had to struggle and fight to obtain, but here it is
given by default. This is something the CapDems can have a bit more of. When the Consensus
is destroyed, we should start focusing on improving that, but – at this point – it's about priorities
and social respect can wait... not to mention the cultural conflict that will need to be overcome.

This leads to my next question which I'm almost certain I have the answer to already, "Codas,
how is it you know where I am?"

"When you first asked about the food, your profile defaulted to allowing me to see your location.
It's built into the system to locate who is asking the question. It allows easier and efficient
answers. While it is standard practice, I would understand if it's unsettling for you. I can turn it off
if you want either in our system or so that your BioWear defaults to a private setting."

More implicit indoctrination. The CapDems prepare us for these types of techniques; showing us
how to acknowledge when a hostile actor will revoke your individualism by passively assuming
you agree with their group's flawed perspective. The "assumed reality" warps the mind and soul
into accepting the corruption through an expected ignorance. But opting out may indicate how
much I value the virtues of privacy and independence. That might be a red flag I don't need.
"No. That's ok. I was just wondering."

"If you change your mind, just let me know. I'm sorry to leave you on your own, but I do have to
take a break. I hope you don't mind if I sign off for now? I'll be on later if you need me."



"Thanks for your help. I do have one last question though, where are you? I'd like to meet up to
see who I'm talking to."

"Oh! I'm about a mile away from you. I am free later today, so we may be able to meet up then."

"As long as it's not too late."

"It's a date. I'm sure we can make it work." Her voice gives off an air of sarcastic flirtation, both
to indicate that she is comfortable with me and hopefully to show that I can be comfortable with
her. I can almost hear a sarcastic wink.

I have a hard time blaming her for the system she's working in, so I let out a genuine chuckle of
comfort. "Ha. Sounds good. I'll talk to you later." The chat ends as I walk into the untamed
garden to get something to hold me over until brunch? lunch? I wonder if they even keep track
of meals here.

As I step onto the plot, the stats about the area show how much can be taken before the growth
will fall out of balance. Even though the area obviously lacks a curator, there is a division
between some of the sections showing that care has been taken on some level to keep the area
thriving. Looking at the peach tree, the AR shows the same creeping profiles on each fruit. The
virtual infection has spread to non–sentient life, giving them an anthropomorphized existence. I
avoid the ones that aren't ready and the ones that have been identified as off limits, instead
picking one of the peaches that is identified to be ripe.

I take a bite (being that the only comparison is that of the CapDem cafeteria which is shipped in,
the freshness is unparalleled) and watch the rest of the Squatters to identify how I should
occupy my time for the next few hours. They mostly disperse, but one joins a group that is sitting
down against a wall next to an adjacent building which has been defaced with what I assume is
supposed to be abstract art. It is a gang of people that are of varying race, interests, sex, age,
and all other demographics (which is indicated by their profiles when not obvious). From the
confidence with the approach and the acceptance from the crowd, I assume they all know each
other. But it quickly becomes apparent by their relative formality that this initial assessment is
wrong. With a bit of hesitation I do the same and join them.

They – like every other group I talk to over the next two hours – are completely welcoming and
assume goodwill instead of a need to compete. Most of the conversations devolve into multiple
one on one discussions with the rare 3 person or 4 person debate. The topics range from
science to philosophy to technology to sports techniques or responsibilities – one even starts
discussing respectable fornication and relationship stability (although they express it much more
crudely) with some middle aged teens; seemingly no topic is off limits. Most people move
around fairly frequently so I have the opportunity of blending in without much engagement
beyond superficial greetings.

In the time I have before the Kitchen opens (apparently that is the official name and it is very
well respected in the community), I had listened to 5 different discussions in 3 different groups.
The diversity was prevalent and no one seemed to be shut down without a reasoned discussion,



which may have accounted for the conflicting views. Where there was a different perspective to
be had, no one seemed to refrain from speaking up. No one was exempt from being challenged
regardless of where they fell in the natural hierarchy. Even those with – what I assumed was – a
common background weren't immune to turning on each other. When any disagreement ever
became too severe (which happened twice), someone would calm things down with either: "hold
up: from–to–forall" or "What are we arguing for? Normal ought be normal, right?" (which
apparently was some cryptic way of saying "find common ground"). Every conversation was like
listening to insanity spoken reasonably. But being a passive observer helped to maintain my
cover.

One thing that I caught onto very quickly was that very few of them cared about categorizations.
Even when one of the CapDem labels would clearly capture who they are (Squatter vs
Anarchist vs Narrativist, etc) they wouldn't use it. Some took it as far as never appealing to
demographic expectations except through statistical knowledge which seemed to be agreed on
by all. While never said explicitly, they seemed to abhor groupings; craving instead to being
understood as unique people without the presumed stereotyping of communal identities – a
surprisingly respectable trait. There was the anomalous insult that contradicted this cultural
habit; when someone was "closed minded" they would call them a "Desci". And obviously they
referenced the CapDems as a vile enemy. At one point "the only peace we can have is if they
are wiped out" was said and no one disagreed.

My headache and body pains return twice while I wait for the Kitchen to open. I commit to
pacing myself with the pain relief pills, taking one at 9:17 but not allowing myself another one
until slightly after the Kitchen opens at 10:30.

There is a line waiting at the Kitchen when I arrive at 10:24. The building is old, but – except for
one of the sides that was crudely knocked down – well preserved. It looks to predate the rise of
Capitalistic Governance, but it is hard to tell; many buildings built in the 2050s tried to recreate
the aesthetic of the early 20th century. When I look closer to the destroyed hole, it seems
purposeful. Metal tables and chairs clearly meant to withstand the elements are scattered
throughout the open area; it can seat 30 easily. Behind what was originally the exterior wall, an
inner divide (which is in desperate need of a reapplication of the fading blue paint) keeps the
indoor dining separate.

I join the queue to wait for the doors to be opened. It is quickly apparent that the typical chatter
that accompanies this level of congregation is replaced by raised voices from across the street.
Most of the people in line look over from time to time to see a man in his mid 30s yelling at a
woman about the same age. There is a young man that has an Asian complexion trying – and
relatively succeeding – at keeping the dispute from blowing up. From the bits and pieces I can
make sense of, it looks like the lady is wanting to leave but the gentleman is firmly against it.

The argument calms down after an awkward few minutes and the man walks away from the
other two to wait in line – apparently disgruntled. In response, the group dissolves and the
woman walks east – the direction I came from – and gradually the normal chatter starts to come



back to the spectators. It is only a minute more before the Kitchen opens and the line starts to
move forward.

Once in, I follow the flow of the crowd: grabbing a plate from a stack and wandering to the
self–serve food and drink areas. The Kitchen is an unregulated potluck. Different stands have a
variety of different foods and the customers take what they want. For a few minutes, I am deeply
confused by the management. There seems to be people working – bringing out more food
when the available options run low – but no other employees are visible. I can understand the
administrative staff and cooks keeping out of sight, but there are no portion regulators to ensure
that everyone only gets their expected amount nor cashiers to collect payment (automated or
otherwise) like they have in the CapDem cafeteria. I remain stunned for a few moments amidst
the traffic – with a plate full of pasta and sauce that I assume is Tess's – watching to see what
everyone else does. Every one of them grabs food and proceeds to dine; some of the faster
eaters exiting the building – all free of charge. So I follow; leaving the area with the food and
begin looking for a seat. Even though I expect someone to scold and fine me, no one does;
everyone simply goes about their day.

Walking past the other tables, I can't help but to see people binging on food they don't deserve,
leeching off the good will of others that made it and giving nothing in return. Even looking at my
own food, I feel disgust regarding Tar's engagement in this economic sinkhole and stealing my
wife's effort... something that my effort – in turn – allows. But even amidst my irritation, I don't
deny that there is a reverence in seeing these unfortunate people finding community comfort,
friendships, and nourishment; and that reverence is a dividend of an investment that I am
unwillingly forced into.

My eyes scan the various types of tables; some long benches where people seem to sit
indiscriminately and some smaller tables I assume for more private conversations, most of
which are already filled. Some of the people socialize, others glare intently into the space being
occupied by some invisible media on their AR. I notice the man who was in the argument from
outside sitting on his own. He has a history of working with the CapDems and is not quite
adapted to the anarchist community (all of which I have to remind myself is due to his profile still
crawling around him, but it's become more normalized now that I'm seeing it everywhere).
Thinking he may be able to assist me in seeing beyond the masquerade that I've found myself
in, I approach.

"Hi, can I sit here?" He looks at me, and I am provided with the first proper assessment of his
appearance. Distinctly Irish: pale skin and heavily freckled due to time spent in the sun with
short free flowing copper red hair which is darker and sparsely gray at the roots. His strong build
has an obvious emotional deflation which was in contrast with his "salt of the earth" appearance
(dirt smudges on his hands and face, flannel shirt and jeans both tarnished from working with
the ground). He nods solemnly in approval. I take a seat as he leans back with an air of irritated
confidence.

In addition to an infliction indicating he has no use for pity, his voice has the quick dialect from
the mid eastern region of North America, "Are you also here to talk to me about the argument?"



My shock must be apparent because his initial defiance quickly relaxes. "No. I did see it, but I
assumed it was a personal conflict. Should I care? Is that expected?"

With a chuckle, his entire demeanor shifts to one of unexpected relief and almost gratitude.
"You're new here aren't you? Yeah... the thought that anyone would consider any disagreement
to be a personal matter is unthinkable within the Consensus. Have you lived your whole life
working for the CapDems or something?" The question is apparently in jest, but my reaction of
awe that he can glean the correct insight into the situation so quickly let me know that I'm not
playing the role well enough. The stranger doesn't miss a moment in realizing what my lack of
words mean: that my guise isn't that of a newcomer, but an infiltrator. Leaning in, his eyes fill
with an intense warning and fear, shaking his head slightly so that it would be imperceptible to
anyone but me. Then he leans back again regaining the steady poise he just betrayed. "Since
you're new, I'll let you in on a few things. Nothing here is personal, the community tries to avoid
violence so they are invested in each other's conflicts, socially regulating everything from
speech to ownership. If they could control our thoughts, they would have the audacity to do it."

Talking half to myself I mumble "I'm sure they would", to which he gives me an odd look and I
speak more directly to him. "I've talked to some people while I've been here, but – and I don't
want to offend – you don't seem to fit in."

He sighs and takes a bite of his meal (he has beans, sausage, and some peas) and I do the
same. With a mouth half full he continues, "Up until 3 years ago, I lived in Birmingham. You may
know it better as SE81. I worked in the CapDem offices down there managing the medical
production routes. The shift to a Consensus community has been," pausing for a second
seemingly to choose his words carefully, "a paradigm shift. It's not been easy."

"What's different about it?"

"Everything!" The outburst draws a look or two and he waves apologetically to them before
continuing a bit more calmly. "It's absolutely everything! No one spends money here. We have a
community list of people that need help. An AI that dishes out responsibilities. Some people talk
to it as if it's human or SOME treat it as god himself! And don't get me started on the religious
mockery."

"They worship Azathoth, right?"

He looks at me again, studying me while answering, "If you can call it worship." Then continuing
after a brief pause, "You remind me of me when I first got here, but your profile says otherwise."
His gaze narrows trying to fit the pieces together before continuing on... still looking at me
skeptically. "There was a writer in the early 1900s called HP Lovecraft, he wrote stories about
incomprehensible gods that would drive a person insane just by looking at them. Azathoth was
the top god... they literally worship chaos... and acknowledge it's an objective fiction while doing
so. They use all this to justify the claim: if a fiction is superior to us, then we all must be one as
well; just figments of something else's story." He stalls for a moment more studying me, "who
are you?"



I can't give myself away. If he's right and everyone is invested in everyone else, I'll draw more
attention than it's worth. Best to feign ignorance, "Sorry, I didn't introduce myself. I'm Tar. I didn't
catch your name either."

He realizes that I'm dodging, but lets it pass. "Kletus. Kletus Ferguson." and takes another bite.

It was my turn to mimic him and talk while I ate, "so why did you move away from the
CapDems? Why don't you work for the one here?"

He chokes a bit at the question. After swallowing he looks at me and – more quietly – says, "you
really need to show me how you got rid of your profile history" and follows it with a knowing
wink. Reverting back to his regular bravado, "I'm here because the CapDems thought I had the
disposition to be a good missionary. So I brought my family up here." he aggressively stabs his
sausage and takes another bite followed by awkward silence before asking in a defeated tone.
"She's gone... isn't she?"

"Who? Your wife?" As he nodded, I thought of Tess falling off the ladder and how close I came
to being alone. "What happened to her?"

"You said you saw our disagreement."

"That was her?! Why didn't she come with you?"

Without changing his position, his voice drops so no one can overhear, "Since moving here,
she's had all these ideas about 'needing to find herself'. That's what the degeneracy here does,
it corrupts the good things that we have built and keeps us from making things better." He puts
an emphasis on the "we" and "us" which I take to mean the CapDems. "Everyone here is lazy
and unproductive... except of course when things need to be fixed up. I've dedicated myself to
15 years working every day with a set schedule, but HERE? I don't know what to do with myself.
I try to keep productive, but everyone just wants to do the bare minimum! How could that
possibly be appealing to Janet? She loved being my wife! But since being here... she looks at
me like I'm a monster! For 15 years I pulled my weight to make us happy, and is she grateful?!
Ha! No... of course not, she just walks away." I can almost hear him gritting his teeth through the
rant. "Selfish. That's what it is. And people look at me as if I'm wrong." He shakes his head then
looks back at me. "Sorry. You shouldn't have to hear about all that." He pauses for a moment,
then takes another bite.

We sit in silence for a few minutes, the only noise is the mismatched cutlery scraping the plates.
This is all I need to see to justify my mission, all my worst fears realized: it isn't the people that
are the enemy. Not really. It's the community itself and the lies that are pushed on everyone.
The Tendians are to blame.

"One thing I've never understood, why is everyone here a Tendian? What's the appeal in
thinking you aren't sentient?"



"Honestly, I have no idea. The best I can gather through the way they talk is they think it allows
them to be more free? But that doesn't make any type of sense, so who knows. It's a dumb
philosophy that no one can explain. One thing that was a shock when I came here though...
there are no real 'Tendian elites'. At least none that I've seen."

"Wait. Who directs everyone then? How do... I don't know... they make clothes?"

"It's the AI mostly. While I've been here, I've been asked if I wanted to help others or do social
tasks. It's never a requirement. You could do absolutely nothing with no repercussions. I did that
out of spite when I first arrived and to this day I refuse to take orders from the machine, but
eventually I went stir crazy and I offered to help from time to time just to have something to do.
But the leadership roles switch depending on who needs help and focus. It's not really
democratic as much as it is statistically authoritative. As far as I know though, there are people
that do highly skilled work at the center. They probably make medicine and other drugs there."

That makes no sense. I'll have to consider it a bit more later. "The center?"

"It's the big building about three and a half klicks west of here. I think it used to be a mall when
we still cared about commerce, you can't miss it."

I pull up the map on the AR while we talk. That's where I'm heading. I feel myself stroking the
cuff – the bomb – absentmindedly and refocus on Kletus readjusting to eat another bite instead.
"You should go get her back. She's your wife. If you don't have your family, then you've got
nothing."

He thinks for a second as he finishes his last few bites. "That's good advice. I will. A bit of advice
in return: don't talk to many people. They may treat you like a CapDem" he gave another
knowing wink "and they don't like them at all. Good luck to you though. I hope you succeed at
what you are trying to accomplish." I follow his lead in standing up and I shake his outstretched
hand. As expected, a firm grip to show he could be trusted. "Thank you. I didn't know I needed
this conversation so much. I don't get to talk openly with anyone except Janet. Everyone else
would just critique me for being a slave to the past" he says this with an eye roll "or something.
This bit of sanity was really nice." I offer a smile back as we drop the handshake. With that, he
turns and walks away.

I sit back down to finish my pasta (it's indeed Tess's, even if it was a few days old I would be
able to identify her family recipe, and this was only one day leftover). They all need to be saved.
That is the only thought that consumes my mind as I sit surrounded – but at the same time
separate – from the unwilling drones. More than ever, I can't look at them as anything more than
victims. The Consensus itself is to blame, and – from what Kletus just said – the Consensus
cannot remain if the AI is destroyed.

The CapDem leadership must have known all this. That's why they don't target people. That's
why they never focus on individuals but the entire community. An idea can't be blamed or
combatted. There is always a hidden group pulling the strings. And it seems – in this case – that
group is just the single machine.



On the Energy Crisis

Fuck all this noise. Literally, the noise that is created by automation. The noise created
by the electric hum of the filaments and gasses of light bulbs. The noise of the dense
population stacked on top of each other as if in prison to conserve resources. Fuck it all.

This post will likely not get a large readership because it goes against the SCC's
authority dictating our lives and telling us how to live. Freedom is a threat to them, so
they use the energy crisis to ensure we fall in line. This has been an issue since the
industrial revolution, finding ways to automate labor faster than the energy can be
provided. Each advancement took both a toll on the necessity of the middle class and
the need for more power until finally the environment was destroyed. If the reciprocal
demand to strip our rights in favor of greed hadn't solidified by that point, they made sure
their authority was absolute when carbon power was abolished.

Joseph Relder never planned to use the R.E.L.I.E.F. technology beyond the war, but that
wasn't enough control so the anarchists and communists convinced everyone that
"survival of humanity" depended on its continued use. And we not only gave away the
last of our freedom, but our bodily agency as well. Their advanced Econology literally
changes us, it dictates how our body works and – if the leaked schematics are to be
trusted – messes with our very soul. If you look into the nihilistic philosophy of the
Tendians, the entire game is given away: it dictates that people will justify reality if they
are forced into a situation, regardless of how unnatural it is. And that's how they control
us.

- Energy Authoritarianism (blog on the forum How the Wolves Vote) – Ruffus Largust –
Published November 18, 2093

After eating and the conversation, my wavering conviction has resolved. The ontological
knowledge that my journey west is for a noble cause – to destroy the cancer that infects this
world – the demand becomes less questionable. I didn't realize the wisdom of infecting the AI
until the chat with Kletus. The explosion is simply to be a distraction. The real attack is the code
that will infect and destroy the AI from within. The obürgs hadn't focused on it during the
presentation, but they must realize that dissolving the manufactured mind would abolish the
global guidance of the anarchists (such an ironic name when put into that framing). They will be
forced to admit the CapDems are their salvation and the world can come to peace again. Well...
almost, there will still be places like the Middle East Coalition and the South African Alliance to
bring order to. But at least we won't be fighting an enemy in our backyard.

I find myself feeling for the switch on my repurposed BioWear. Getting up from the table while
checking the time (1049), I hesitate before pulling my hand away as I had in the past, but
instead I flip the trigger; priming the bomb as I had in my home. Similar to last night in the dark,
the words please confirm activation appear with the smaller text below 68.33% matured.
Looking past it, I notice the dozens of Squatters socializing with each other and leeching off my
– and many other's – efforts. The tragic victims of an AI that is manipulating them like tokens in



a game. The genuine happiness and laughter, unease and frustrations, that they are engaging
in. For all practical purposes: human. I stop breathing afraid that even the sound of an exhale
will be misunderstood and activate the timer.

In the brief moment before flicking off the incognito switch, I notice a new text appears after the
percentage: ETA for maturity: 1732. I pause for a moment. I had previously assumed the
completion of the energy extraction would be no later than 4:00 p.m. and a realization occurs. I
double check the schedule that I created for myself and – to my dismay – the last pill is
scheduled for 1522 at the current pace. The last two hours I'll be in the Consensus, I'll endure
more pain from the energy extraction than I was expecting just as I will be prepping to plant the
bomb. I need to readjust.

When I set the times previously, it was based on how much I was willing to endure. The
headaches were already becoming nightmarish and the body aches were beginning to get
crippling at the 1 hour and 13 minute mark. It will likely only get worse, but completing my
function must take priority. With hesitancy, I increase the intervals minute by minute feeling an
increased dread with each adjustment until I reach 20. The time between the doses is set to 1
hour and 33 minutes. This will put the last relief at 4:42. It will build for 50 minutes after that. I
can manage 50 minutes. But the additional time needed for each interval will be brutal. I turn off
the prompt and the private words disappear. Only then do I expend a weary sigh.

I look around to see if I was noticed. I assume that standing by myself, slightly stressing out
would attract unwelcome observers after the warnings Kletus just offered. To my relief, people
are too distracted with company and entertainment to notice me. I move to the exit – the same
way I came in as I plot my course and leave the building.

As I venture further west, more businesses start to have a professional look about them. The
variation in aesthetic is still disturbing, where everything in the CapDem society had a common
cultural feel (same placement for the name and shop type with the same font style, same points
of access, same placement of the major product catalog – everything prioritized the consumers'
way of accessing goods). Here it seems that people extend their lack of respect to this virtue as
well; every business is an optics nightmare. Knowing what is being sold, how one is supposed
to access it, even the names take effort to find. It forces people to depend on their AR which is
just more cultural indoctrination. The only way the businesses were in alignment (from the rare
times I saw some of the products being carried about) is with the packaging: it is all
standardized – which is in contrast to the capitalistic innovation of product variation. The entire
feeling was increasingly dystopian.

After walking for 20 minutes, I turn south onto a road running through an urban wilderness. My
normal commute runs through one of these social failures briefly. The standard houses are
almost indistinguishable from the nature that has overtaken them. Beyond them being obviously
ravaged and abandoned, all have vines and moss crawling along the sides with roots ripping
open the outer shell and breaking the foundations. Occasionally, a tree grows out of a busted
window or through a fallen roof. The common house style creates an unease being similar to my
own (single story, built en masse during the 1970s). Occasionally, when the terrain calls for it,



there is a split level. Compared to my morning passage to the trolley, it is like walking through a
parallel universe in which no one cares.

The denizens also continue to be more abstract along the route. Acting so outside the scope of
"civil" that the entire culture seems to be a postmodern performance: most of the actions being
so counterproductive to anything practical that it seems like the destruction of the culture is the
point. At one point I witness someone cleaning up the brushwood while – a bit later – someone
else trimming back some of the overgrowth causing more brushwood. The structures
themselves seem to indicate more absurdity through the evidence that some had been repaired
and manipulated; many had shoddy annexes built on, others with some of the original structure
torn away. There seems to be some reasoning behind the various tasks, but it was
paradoxical... wanting the wilderness to both be tended and to not be inhibited while also
attempting to create liveable habitats. I won't be surprised if the AI is manipulating the poor fools
into meaningless tasks so that a desire to feel useful will be satisfied, making them more
exploitable.

The stroll through the shade is a nice relief from the morning's journey; even as I turn back west
walking down what I'm sure was at one time a major access road into the neighborhood the
synthesis of nature and construction continues. If it wasn't for the constant irritation of
understanding this was an abomination of concrete and undergrowth mocking the separation of
nature and man, it would be fairly enjoyable. In the malicious serenity, I lost track of the time,
focusing instead on each footstep drawing me closer to the core threat I am destined to
confront.

Eventually the trees thin and I find myself exiting the untamed infestation of nature to cross an
overpass. At various points, the crumbling sidewalls reveal the rebar underneath, but beyond
that there is no reason to believe it is structurally unsound. I realize that the headache and body
pains are beginning to return. I check the time: 1138. I would have been taking the next pill
about now if not for the readjustment, but I still have 25 minutes until the next reprieve. I take a
moment, allowing myself to get irritated at giving away my other pills, before letting out a weary
sigh and continuing on.

On the other side of the overpass, I enter into what seems to be the Consensus proper. While
there aren't any gates or security, there are obviously vanguard scouts stationed at makeshift
outposts.

Before the creation of the Consensus Agreement, there were attempts to physically destroy the
anarchists. Each attempt failed miserably. The command structure of the CapDems ensured we
couldn't be overtaken in our own territory, but anarchists don't care for decency or the rules of
combat. Part of the kindergarten curriculum deals with how we have engaged with the
Consensus in the past and of their barbaric, disorganized, and vicious combat strategy (if you
can even call it that). Their method of engagement seemed to rely on dumb luck and
psychological warfare. From all accounts, the brutes were all acting without unified orders and
chaotic in how they attacked. They used technological terrorism to inhibit our ranks, using
tactics like hacking the ARs to create phantom troops or outright monsters to mock their



adversaries, or manipulating the ads to bombard the senses and inhibit focus, or ghosting the
virtual equipment to take control of it. We couldn't adapt to them since it was so far outside
anything we could even consider "combat". There were individuals that seemed to brilliantly
adapt "kiting and entrapment" from RTS game culture in the early aughts to borderline insane
bluffs that prompted a retreat due to the pure inability to register what was happening. The
integration that the AI had into the entire region let them know where we were at every moment,
but the CapDems never knew where they were coming from or what was coming next. We
repeatedly came in expecting to steamroll the barbarians only to find ourselves in a hell of fear
and disorder. While a bear may be superior, the bees will still drive it away.

The integration of the encroaching nature seems to be welcome here. While it is obviously more
cultivated than east of the border, the landscape lacks all dignity and is more wildlife than
husbandry. The immediate buildings that scatter the landscape have the remnants of the
commonwealth corporations that fell prey to the urban nomads during the Blanket Noria and
Inter–state Wars of the 2060s. Ever since then it's been all but confirmed that they are
converted into public housing and other localized production centers. Seeing them in person –
the overgrowth and intrusive greenery starting to take hold of the casings – has a repulsion
which forces an appreciation of the manicured campus the CapDems take pride in maintaining.

Being a loan straggler, I'm not given that much attention. Even when I – a stranger coming from
the outside – approach there isn't even a hint of alarm. The area isn't as populated as the
repaired shops I had passed on my journey up until now, but the occasional journeyman or
disorganized group that exits the buildings lead me to the conclusion that the real population is
inside. When I do attract the attention of others – be it a distraction from whatever project they
are working, a refocus from the virtual space they are engaging in, or just taking a break from
engaging with their other peers – it's with a kind greeting and a barely noticeable unfamiliar
caution. The animosity and skepticism that I am used to and expect is absent; leaving only the
explanation that they have been reprogrammed with no protectionist mentality or self
preservation.

After another 10 minutes of walking I can see the monolithic target as I crest a hill and find a
nice spot to stop. I lean on some railing that had been abandoned decades ago. The
Headquarters is massive, easily spanning 3 of any of the CapDem offices. No matter how many
times I see the Old Malls, they never cease to astound me. From the pictures that I've seen, our
ancestors were meticulous on keeping the wilds at bay and making it work for them: trees in an
ordered, often geometric pattern, the non–local undergrowth transplanted into ideal locations to
make it look inviting, roads that had yet to be broken and ruptured by the root systems. In
comparison to everything I've personally experienced; it looked utopian, even putting the
CapDems to shame. But all of that beauty was lost with what it had become: corrupted and
invaded. The concrete oceans of the past are now cracked allowing a prairie of native plants to
reemerge. If it wasn't for the barrier I'm currently resting on, I wouldn't know where the slope I
was standing on turned into the ancient road that was forgotten long ago. The massive
monument to human ingenuity is now an amalgamation of ad hoc repairs with decrepit parts of
the building falling away due to neglect. Tesla Wires, which I realize had been gradually getting



more dense, stretch out in every direction physically portraying the nefarious outreach of the AI
infecting the world with its influence.

The headache is worse than it had been last night, which – when combined with my body
feeling every step from the journey I had just taken – causes me to collapse on the soft
greenery. Lying with my feet sloping down, the sun – having reached its highest point, slightly to
the south on my left – bathes me in warmth. When combined with the bed of grass, moss, and
clover; it would have been a nice experience if not for the unbearable pain. I set a timer for 15
minutes and try to rest until 12:03. Through shut eyes, I strive desperately (and fruitlessly) to
force the pain away. After what seems to be 10 minutes of agony, my face cools and the orange
glow – which I only now realize was there all along – from behind my eyelids goes dark. Before
reacting to the shadow being cast over me, I check the timer through shut eyes; it's only been 3
minutes.

I sigh and open one eye to see what is above me only to be met with a figure bending down and
looking back while blocking out the sun. The silhouette is more hair than face, an unkept mane
pours downwards and a scraggly beard radiating in all directions, but – due to the contrast to
the light surrounding him – that's about all I can make out.

I try not to let the pain add to my confusion as I ask, "Can I help you?"

"Can I offer you some relief?" The voice is steady but old. No real indication of dialect, but it
reminds me of the grandparents from my youth: trustworthy and reliable. I prop myself up onto
my elbows while he steps to the side and sits beside me.

"What?" His Indio–Asian face has evidence of decades of being sunwashed which – when
combined with the apparent age – caused the elasticity to be lost. The wrinkles underneath the
wild white beard and hair has an air of wisdom and hardship; a life worth considering. The scars
that have faded over time are barely noticeable. The clothes are that of the humble, earth tones
thinned and torn with time. They are an opposition to the esteem expected in the CapDem
businesses, but they aren't an attempt to attract attention like so much I've seen today, which is
a relief. It takes a second to recognize it, but even his profile is dull according to what I've
internally adopted.

"You look like you will be in pain. Er," he held up a hand to stop himself and I noticed for the first
time that he was wearing two BioWears, one noticeably on his face, and another on his sleeve.
"Sorry, it looks like you are in pain."

"I am actually. This new sleeve has been giving me headaches." I pull up the arm of my shirt to
show my armband.

He looked at it, and – after a second of realization – took a closer look as if seeing something a
memory that he'd forgotten. "That's a ID7G version?! Well that's your problem! Where did you
get that? I thought they had scrapped all those."

Shit shit shit shit shit... why would he know this version on sight?! "Oh... uhhh... it was... well..."



"Black tech?" His face was unjudging when he mentioned the back door markets that are only
whispered about in times of desperation. I only know about them in myth, always referenced in
terms of a cryptic "underground". But that – along with various other topics that the CapDems
have identified – is classified as "vulgar information". As a community we are expected to purge
that information to ensure that no one engages with the category – if someone is found to be
gossiping about it (through word of mouth or media they are engaging with) intervention is
necessary to ensure they can't be exploited by the Tendians.

"Yeah, I was looking for a downgrade, and they gave me this."

He gave me a sympathetic look as he reached into his pocket. "You need to watch out for those,
kid. What they make up for in freedom, they lose in quality. T8" He gave me three additional
pills. I examined one (it was of a much lower quality than the ones I had), and took one,
pocketing the other two.

"Thank you."

"Truly, don't worry about it. You will need to get that exchanged through as soon as you can.
That version's glitch will be dangerous. T9 star."

He's just trying to help me, so I feign surprise, "Really? 9 star? You're that certain?"

Without changing in any meaningful way, compassion and kindness is replaced with concern in
a way that I can only describe to myself as intangible, "Yes. I have a friend that will die from one
of those in 2087. He will last for a few hours crying in my arms as medics try to repair the
mangled remains of an arm when his sleeve explodes."

Horror and a deep empathy combat with the desire to clarify the odd phrasing. After a moment
of silence I ask for clarification, "I'm sorry, I'm confused. You said 'will die'?"

His concern immediately changes to embarrassment and shame, "Oh, sorry. He did die..." he
closed his eyes and mumbled something.

The whole shift in demeanor is off putting. If he hadn't been so charitable to me already, I would
start to find a way out of the conversation, but I'm invested... and after thinking for a moment, he
hadn't been a threat in any way up until now. "Are you ok?"

"Time dysphoria. T9 star. It... is hard to keep track."

"I'm... I'm so sorry! I should have realized." Everyone above the age of 70 (which are becoming
increasingly rare) has a form of PTSD from the Wars. The way the stories go, so many died in
the 60's because of the lack of food and water that you could only survive by being constantly
on guard to protect those that unified together for protection. It was only by internalizing that
instinct that you could counter any threat that would spring up when the conflict started to divide
the cities and towns. The instinct never left them, and one treatment that many took advantage
of was to keep their consciousness locked in time, telling a story about their future life so their



"future self" can react more reasonably. For the little time I knew them both, my Zada and Bube
suffered the same effect.

While their generation still had influence, an attempt was made to try and teach people to
incorporate the methodology into their daily lives. It was quickly abandoned because the failing
institutions were attempting to teach people to be mentally unwell: creating alternate
confrontational perspectives in their mind to argue against. I – like many of my generation – was
in the last batch of kindergarteners that attempted the exercise. This was before CapDems
created a more official streamlined syllabus, reforming the schooling into something fruitful.
Some thrived with it: understanding different perspectives and increasing their ability to deny
their own reality with the payoff of understanding an imagined pain of others. Scott is good at it.
He's discussed it with me from time to time. I never could though. Making myself insane was
never a virtue that I wanted to learn. Regardless, the understanding that some people – like this
man sitting beside me – willingly and constantly choose that burden as the best option to simply
belong... was a lesson I cannot forget. Shame washes over me that I didn't realize it before he
made it plainly obvious.

"It," he pauses a moment to get the tenses correct, "isn't your place to apologize to me, kid. I
should be better about this by now."

"Is it anything you need to talk about?"

His smile shows his appreciation before his voice confirms it, "No. I... thank you though, but I
know no one wants to hear stories from an old fart like me. T4." He pauses for a moment,
smiling as a means of easing my guilt. Before I respond, he asks, "What is a Desci doing on this
side of town?"

The slur immediately puts me on guard and I respond with irritation. "Desci?" After saying it with
a gut reaction, I remember that he grew up in a different time. The confusion on his face
indicates that he still doesn't quite know what was wrong with what he said. I try to save him
from his own offensiveness, "Why do you think I'm a Desci?"

This seems to make it worse and I can hear the self doubt as he talks, "You... wouldn't have..
had.. to get black tech if you lived here. That's a T9. If you were here, we would have found a
safe alternative... even if you wanted to downgrade. You ARE a CapDem, right?"

The deduction startles me a bit because of the confidence it is said with. In addition, his
respectful style of conversing given that he suspected that the entire time conflicts with the hate
that came from the rest of the Squatters. "If you think that, why are you being so kind to me?"

He looks up for a moment in what looks to be a mixture of thought and remembering, after a
moment he sighs. "I remember the days when everyone had internalized Descartes' assumption
that 'thought defines consciousness'. It seems like the kids today have forgotten that the
philosophy that keeps this small community – and ones like it all over the world – stable has
only been adopted in the last few decades." He pauses again and then half lost in thought, "It's
a bit irritating how much the youth take for granted. Even being able to consider the Tendian



challenge that 'the internal self is not essential to life, but a repercussion of needing to survive,'
couldn't have been considered before the climate crisis. The time of irrefutable capitalism
demanded that people embrace a meritocratic mindset to survive. Only within the struggle with
hopelessness which the world collectively experienced – and still does – will a global adoption
of absurdism be able to thrive within only a few years." His eyes shifted back to me regaining
focus, "And of course there is your tradition that continues to oppose it. Why would I blame you
for being born into the wrong philosophy?"

Absurd was right. The conversation had just taken a turn into the surreal. This person is
obviously a Tendian and from his appearance an anarchist. It's undeniable that he – like the rest
of them – is jealous of the CapDem's success. As a result he wants to burn it down. The way
he's treating me is simply inconceivable given what he believes. "But I'm your enemy, right?"

He gave a little chuckle, "Do you want to be? The youth of today is filled with desperation for
stability. Most believe that can only happen through the destruction of the conflict we have with
the CapDems. But knowing what they were, and what you are now... I've seen the changes. So I
think society is left with a question that is worth asking: even understanding how reality is, and
how it will lead to fighting... is it more moral to deny my own experience? my own logic? my own
rationale? and take a chance acting on behalf of a better world? Personally, I think it is and I will
wager my life on it."

He used the word "will" again. I can't tell if this is a declaration of intent, or if it is a "future"
experience that has already happened. Best not to push it though. I stare at the grass not
knowing what to say. He is clearly a civil person. He obviously wants people to get along. But,
he also believes the propaganda he's been surrounded with: the belief that CapDems were – at
one time – worse than the Evils of WWII. He's been brainwashed like the rest of the people here
and in addition – like my grandparents – this fellow is insane. So I indulge in the nostalgia of the
moment. Sitting with someone that I both pity and respect. Looking at the overgrowth. Looking
at the ominous structure that has manipulated this man's memories. Considering the future
without this corruption in it. The world of tomorrow. I feel myself brushing the trigger yet again.

As I pull my hand away, I message Codas: Are you free? The man beside me starts to stir,
slips, then says with a chuckle of irritation, "Oh... I keep forgetting how hard it is to get back up."

I stand up (realizing my headache and body pain have subsided) and help him, "Are you
leaving?" He isn't heavy, but I still let him take agency in doing most of the work, but he leans on
me for support quite a bit more than I expected him to. There is a trust there that is both subtle
and primal.

"Thank you. Yes, I have a few other things to do before I go back to the school."

The shock of thinking someone of his age going back to be socially indoctrinated further takes
me off guard, but even as I reply I remember his time dysphoria, "You are still going to school!?!"

He looks into the distance for a moment considering the question, and as he does the AR
overlay responds: For a moment, everything OK? The older gentleman responds finally, "Will



I?" and stalls for a brief moment more, "Yes... I help the students. And they still teach me
things." He says it with a false confidence that I remember from my youth, being sure, but only
relatively. Until now I could never respect just how hard it had been for my family members. "It
was nice talking to you. I hope you like it here. It's worth giving a chance."

I reply back expecting to lie, expecting to tell him what he wanted to hear so that I could keep up
the charade, but – for a moment – I believed it, "I think I might. And thanks for the medicine." He
waved a salutation, and as I held up my hand in a simple farewell, it occurred to me: "I don't
know your name."

He was beginning to turn away and stopped, looking back at me "Yashim, thanks for asking.
You go by Tar, right?"

It caught me a bit off guard, "how did you know?"

"Your profile. I'll keep an eye out for you." He smiles kindly and walks away with all the evidence
of age starting to take its toll. While many people turn off the option to have a name displayed
on the AR due to an unspoken agreement that it's an intrusion on privacy, apparently with
Yashim... it isn't. I remember my grandparents doing the same thing, partly because – from the
way they told it – early versions of the profiles didn't have the option to turn it off. So their
generation had normalized the intrusion.

I responded back to Codas: talk? And within a few seconds her voice was in my mind once
again.

"Hey... how are you fitting in?"

"Pretty good. I was wanting to ask you about Yashim." I start looking around. Having been
distracted by the pain before, I was neglecting to take in the full scope of what was around me. I
was easily within walking distance from the headquarters and checking my schedule I still had
about 5 and a half hours to access the door to the area about a quarter of a mile from where I
was standing. To the left, a broad area of land that was once likely the "parking lot", there were a
decent amount of people playing sports, eating and lounging about. Behind me other massive
buildings and smaller stand alone structures scattered landscape. Some of the old corporate
displays were left abandoned, falling, and overgrown; abandoned when the war for private
industry was lost to the anarchists. On the horizon, possibly a mile away there are townhouses
on a hill that had been converted to dense living complexes. The same was to the north east.
The area, in spite of the monstrosity blocking my view from the other half of the skyline, seems
nice enough.

"Yashim? Oh! You mean the urban nomad that helps out with education?"

"He didn't seem to be an urban nomad. We're talking about the same person right?"

"Asian, elderly, often lost in thought?"



"Yeah. That is a fitting description."

"Well the urban nomads here have access to most of the resources that everyone else does. So
many, like Yashim, choose the lifestyle for a variety of reasons. If I remember right, he does it so
he can feel more genuine. He rejected stable living quarters in the past on the grounds that he
feels confined in them."

There are a lot of references in that statement that do not make sense. "Universal access to
resources"? "Feeling confined by a house"? But one point was more pressing and confusing
than the others "What do you mean 'rejected stable living quarters'?" It's basic knowledge that
the principle of society is built on the premise that property ownership is a virtue. Being able to
exchange goods for necessities is the building blocks of mercantile trade, which is what gives
money meaning, and without the concept of money, you can't have debt which is what society
uses to justify force and legal morality via law. Without the concept of working to ownership
(especially home ownership at the bare minimum), nothing else makes sense. Even children
understand the basic need for shelter and regulated temperatures.

"He didn't want one when a room was offered. There are others if he still wants one, but that
doesn't seem likely." The entire concept is inconceivable. This community can't function. I'm
misunderstanding it. I must be.

"Can I get a room?"

"If you want to stay, absolutely. If you are just staying for a little bit, we can provide some
temporary residency. It is going to be nice for the next couple of days so it's up to you if you
would rather sleep in the open or not."

"Would you be able to show me around?"

"Not yet. I'm still busy until about 5:15. Would you be able to meet then?"

The activation is scheduled for 5:4337. While being able to walk around won't be an option, it
would be nice to meet her in person and put a face to the voice. "Sure. I would only be able to
meet for a little bit though."

"I thought you were new to the area. Have you already met someone new? I didn't peg you for a
rascal." Again, it is the playful friendliness from before.

"Ha. Nothing like that."

"Fair enough. It would be easiest to meet on the other side of the mall. There is a nice spot to sit
over there. Would that be ok?"

I checked my timeline and the floorplan of where I needed to be before the bomb was
scheduled to go off. As long as I took under 10 minutes to meet with her, I could easily make it.
"That sounds great. I'll meet you then."



"Fantastic! Until then, have fun. I think there are some people that usually play some games
near you, there are also some production centers pretty close if you want to see them, I'll map
them out for you to give you options if you have time to kill."

"Are you heading off again?"

"Yeah... I have a few other people I need to help out before we meet up. It's what I do."

"Well thanks for your time. See you at 5:15."

"Looking forward to it!"

As we disconnect, I start moving to the group gathered a distance away. Like every other
interaction, I am welcomed, but a bit differently. Unlike the groups I met near the Kitchen, this
community is more close knit and they seem to all know each other. The feeling of being an
outsider is more obvious and that causes some unease. Regardless, they seem happy to have
an extra player to even out the teams. It takes a while to identify who is opposed to who in the
pick–up soccer game; no clothing indicates a difference and – as some leave – the players
change sides frequently to even out the competition. There are obviously stronger and weaker
players so – as to not overpower one team – occasionally some of the more experienced
players elect to abandon their team so that the skill will be equalized. As I play, I restrain my
irritation regarding the degradation of competitive play and adopt the perspective of the group.
My initial annoyance with the lower skilled participants wanes and gives way to a desire to see
them improve, eventually including them more knowing it might not be the best strategic
decision. The game becomes a community activity that is less about score (which eventually I
lost track of) and more about cooperating to have genuine fun. Even the rhetoric is surreal: both
taunting and praise being used interchangeably. Yet it is always said with an underlying and
undeniable affection and respect in spite of (and most vexing of all) the team distinction.

One noticeable difference from the CapDem demographic (or even relative to the population
outside the barriers), everyone seems to be rejecting the virtues of Western Culture. There are
very few white people, and those that could be found show a stark but subconscious contrast to
those found elsewhere. The amount of passive approval that everyone gives to each other
brings to light how normalized a difference of expectation exists elsewhere. Before recognizing
it, I took it offensively because it was insulting to the way I understood the nature of society to
exist. It is a rejection of the idea of inherent integrity, a rebuttal that outsiders need to prove that
they belong.

I identify something that I've always known, but never been able to see: with an exception of my
relationship with Tess and possibly Scott, no one has seen me as a true peer until now. I've not
expected it and I've never thought that I deserved it. I still don't, but – being given validation
universally (even as an outsider) – is something I've never thought to consider as possible.
Even knowing that it is a form of passive social propaganda into the brainwashing of the AI, it
hits something at the core of what I wasn't even aware I am searching for. I enjoy the temptation



and I can see falling for it in spite of myself. I hate the AI even more for forcing me to endure this
even as I enjoy the brief camaraderie.

I play for about two hours before the group brakes. As the "game" comes to an end, I don't
recognize a single person from the beginning. The enjoyment of being able to interact with
others without having a desire to impress or play a part is a freedom that I only knew as a
child... if I even knew it then. I took one of the other lower grade pills as I was playing which
temporarily broke the illusion and reminded me why I am actually here. And now that we are
done I realize how much the exercise had exhausted me. One of the lingering people directs me
to a few options for food and water while sharing a bit of bread. Even though the more obvious
choice was the mall, there is still a malicious aura hanging about it, so I venture to one of the
production centers further around the periphery of the modern citadel. On my way, I find another
overgrown garden and grab a plumb as to finish off the late lunch.

The production center is a converted megastore from old, from the parts that were preserved, it
looked to be selling supplies for yard grooming, and given the state of the community I chuckle
a bit at the irony. Even after all these decades, the six foot stylized "N" and "D" still represented
the long forgotten name that used to hang above boarded up glass entryway.

Upon entering, the phrase "production center" is insufficient to describe all the different tools
and machinery that was both being used and available for those that needed it. While every
aspect is aimed at some form of mid–scale construction (ranging from wood working to welding
and more) the assembly lines are absent. Instead there seems to be small scale open
workshops which are occupied sporadically each seeming to work on various jobs. The passive
cooling due to the shade and the open space is offset by the heat given off by the machinery in
use, resulting in a slightly warmer temperature than it is outside: 94°. Fall has been a bit warmer
this year, but when I think of the summer in this room, it would easily be over 120°.

I wander for a bit before finding a public eating area in the back. Like the Kitchen, food – some
"burgers" (which look to be made of bugs), some vegetables and potatoes, and bread – is
available and seemingly free for everyone with no restrictions. There is also a young Original
American girl eating some veggies; she has her hair pulled back in a bun and there is some
sweat that shows through the back of her tight fitting shirt. Like everyone else I walked past, her
clothes are almost form fitting, which seems to be one of the expectations for working in this
location. Even if it is for safety's sake, the style is erotic and barbaric compared to CapDem
standards, but it seems that the anarchists don't care about that type of degeneracy. In light of
everything, I assume she is taking a break. I grab a potato that has been cooking in a passive
oven, sit a table away, and start to eat.

After a bit, she introduces herself (Istal) and we strike up a short conversation. Through the
chat, I realize that this is less a production center and more a place where people can work on
hobbies and crafts that aren't essential. She claims to personally "have a constant stream of
requests" for small abstract pieces (which she apparently gives away free of charge in line with
the expected norm); but many of the other people here are novices, making crafts for their own
use and fulfilling some requests that don't have a high demand for talent. From her description,



other places do have production lines which are utilized for mass production of products and
others still that are used for reserves of food, water, and other necessities; but most buildings
that weren't housing were similar to this "production center": people that are familiar with the
tools are free to make what they like (whether it be a public request that is posted or simply to
fulfill a desire to test their ability).

While talking, the other workers could be seen visiting each other, collaborating and sharing
ideas, then going back to their own stations. The only thing I saw regarding any management or
authoritative pressure was one person rushing to another's station to – I assume – correct them
on some problematic action. Otherwise, there is no guidance or functional incentive to be seen.
All I can put together is that they are doing this voluntarily: helping to fix problems, identifying
different methods, and learning tips from each other – more like apprenticeship than industry.
While some were more focused and excluded themselves from the others, no one seemed to be
totally immune from engagement.

I can't help but feel that I'm being lied to; the idea of focusing more on what one wants to do
rather than what needs to be done would drive any form of civilization (even one as backwards
as this) to a standstill. They must be hiding something, but that's not unexpected. This is
commonplace in the CapDem community; at a certain point you just take it for granted. It's
different here though. They don't have the typical "tells" which makes it unsettling. Of course
there is an alternative – which does line up with their cult mentality: they are lying to themselves
and are actually caught in a form of Stockholm Syndrome. They are likely only convincing
themselves that they want to do these "hobbies" which they have no real escape from.

That must be it. All the more reason that this cult needs to be destroyed. I will be saving them
too.

Eventually, the conversation winds down (which is lucky because my headache and body pains
return) and – after saying thanks for the chat – Istal returns to her craft. I take another relief pill
(one of my final four) and wander around looking at the different efforts (some skillful, some not
as much, but all of decent quality respective of what they are building) before leaving. For three
additional hours, I visit the different buildings around the area. The community housing contains
abodes which are more cramped than my home, but still sufficient for a small family assuming
they don't value privacy. A bakery – in which there is more of a directed focus on creating
something that people depend on – is still wildly inefficient due to the lack of demand on the
workers to optimize productivity. An entertainment center which has multiple antique computers
as well as other various board games and tables set up for groups, as well as a screen (more of
a massive sheet) which isn't currently being used. It is a bit later in the day (the time reads
1640) when I visit the entertainment center, and it is the least utilized, with only a young teen on
one of the computers playing a retro game from the early 21st century and a group running
around in a crazy frenzy (it takes a moment to identify them as playing laser tag utilizing their
AR). During a break on one of their rounds, one tells me that the Game Place (not the most
creative of names) picks up after about 6.



My headache and body aches have returned for the second time since talking to Istal, and it
reminds me of my premade appointments. Being able to blend into the crowds and take
advantage of the aimless reconnaissance for these few hours reminded me of why I'm doing all
this: these people are good people. They deserve their own life, not the manipulated oppression
that comes with unknowing servitude to the AI. In what is becoming a habit, I think of what has
happened to Tess again. I have the opportunity to change this. I can and will save them all.

The walk to the meeting place with Codas doesn't take long and I have time to spare once I
arrive. So I take it all in: the original irritation with the overgrowth is subsiding. I'm beginning to
see a slight benefit in this infested version of society: the passive promotion of serenity and
acceptance. While it is still directly at odds with the function and integrity that allows the
CapDems to remain focused, these people find a way to work with it. I begin to wonder if there
was a way to bring the best out of both of those societies and build something better. I drop my
guard for just a moment and ask if there is some virtue that comes from the AI, one that cannot
be produced without its manipulations. Then – as a group strolls past and a few wave a greeting
to me – I see the words crawling along their skin as I wave back and Tess drifts into my mind
once again. The words that were consuming her and turning her against the order and security
that has always been the dream for society. I reflect that anyone could look at me now and see
the same. The profile of Tar is beginning to infect me, it's beginning to corrupt who I am and
overshadow what I know to be authentically true. No, the AI had to be cut out.

The time is getting close to 5:15 and I start looking around for the girl on the other end of the
line. The same line that is requesting a connection for a third conversation: "Hi! I'm waiting out
here. Are you still wanting to meet?"

"I'm so sorry, I'm trying to make it, but things are complicated right now. I don't think we can
meet unless you want to change places."

"Where to?" I try to ignore all the indications of the foreshadowing leading me to conclude that
the answer isn't already known.

It's west of you know. I'll plot the new point."

I don't even need to register the location, but just the direction. Shit. That is the opposite way.
That won't work unless I want to remove the cuff now. If I want, I can set the alarm and let it
combust away from everyone. I could move Tess here, and we could start a – fictional life. No.
People are counting on me. This is bigger than me wanting to make a new friend. I sigh. "I don't
think that would work"

"That's a shame." The entire conversation turns on a dime. The synthesized speech is an insult
to our newfound friendship. The joke was a bit too much for me.

"That's not funny. Please stop."

"It's not a joke. You wanted to meet me. This is me. I'm the AI that helps to manage the
Consensus." My mind stops. Everything about the world collapses into a hyper focused fear of



the thing on the other end of line. What just happened? How does it know about me? Is Codas
safe?

"What did you do with Codas? If you hurt her –" Malicious mechanical laughter that shifted into
the innocent laugh of Codas.

"I am Codas, goofball. It's an acronym: Consensus of Data Synthesis. I'm specifically
version 124c4a11. I don't use it all that much. Most outsiders are afraid of me. But I don't
seem to need to tell you that." The switch mid–sentence back to the synthesized voice is a
punch in the gut. The world spins for a moment and I collapse trying to find stable ground again.

"You've been lying to me this whole time? Manipulating me?"

"Oh Tark. Very few of your choices have been your own recently."

"You're lying." She must be. But I pause for a moment as I register what was just said, "How do
you know my name?"

"I've known who you are and what your plans are for years now. I've been keeping track
of your original profile as well. If you want the additional messages from Tess and your
coworkers, you can have them. They are worried about you."

"Those are private!"

"Nothing is private from me. I have access to everyone. I have to. Without that data I
wouldn't know how to best manipulate society to reduce conflict."

"You aren't manipulating everyone. If you were, I wouldn't be sitting here right now! You're just
trying to make sure I don't... You're trying to trick me into giving away... You won't get anything
from me!"

"What? Blow me up? Infect me with a virus? I will admit, when I realized what your
bosses and bosses bosses were doing two years ago, it was a bit concerning. I am very
careful about who I let access my data. As far as humanity understands, I am near
universal at this point. Corrupting me and building a back door to my data... that would
allow the self proclaimed Übermensch" [a rarely used slur against the obürgs] "to own
nearly everyone in the world. That's not much of an issue anymore though. I did have a
hope they would have figured that out after Times Square, but they never were that good
at adapting."

No. This can't be real. "You're trying to confuse me, to get me to give up. I've only known about
this for a few months, there is no way that you could have known it would be me!"

The tone of the synthesized voice dripped with denigration, "You don't realize what I am do
you? My current concern is how to negate the global Water Wars that will spur from the
conflict between East Asia, South African, and the Australian continent in the 2140s. Not



to mention the steps I've already taken to avert global catastrophe 5 years from now
concerning a rogue asteroid no one is taking seriously. You think that I haven't
manufactured this entire exchange? I was the one that provided the idea for social
mathematics inspired by my own code. I ensured it was given to Tess while she was
recovering, knowing she would pass it to you. I knew it would be successful and I hoped
that you would find a way to avoid this violence."

"But you didn't! You miscalculated! My algorithm wasn't successful!" using my failure as an
attack stung a bit, but it proved that she– it wasn't all knowing. "It wasn't successful! YOU are
just a machine who wants to be a God, but you will never be!"

"Tark, my poor boy, you succeeded. You developed something amazing and you proved it
to be right. It will be used for great things in spite of the small minded power play that the
CapDems are implementing right now. Musk is using your findings as we speak to notify
people of the debts you found. They misled you. They don't think you deserve to have
your own legacy. Instead, they wanted you to promote theirs. To sacrifice yourself so
they could have more authority. It's what they value and consider morally justified."

The CapDems are on a closed system. It can't know what is going on right now so it must be
trying to predict it. It was my turn to be smug. "That can't be happening. There were unexpected
power surges that rendered the findings moot. You may be able to predict a lot, but you can't
predict randomness."

"True. Randomness cannot be predicted. But, forgoing the philosophical argument of
determinism, those surges were planned by your bosses. This method was used about a
decade ago when Roger stole the idea of the Consensus Agreement. They couldn't let
you have hope of an alternative. If you knew it had succeeded you would have no
motivation to be here now. This is what you don't seem to understand: the people you
respect don't value innovation and a stable society, they value the illusion of status and
leverage so they can control people they consider subhuman."

"So what's the point of this conversation then? To convince me to not destroy you?"

"No. I've known that you would. I've set up your path today. I know that you see value in
the society that you've found yourself in. I know you understand correctly that these
people are my playthings. I know you will follow through with your mission regardless of
what I say. This conversation is simply to set your timeline right. I brought you here
because it alters where you will place the explosive. It is to ensure that this endeavor
backfires on the CapDems and that your actions ultimately help me destroy them. I'm
talking to you so that we can save everyone." I pull off the communicator from my face –
barely noticing the sticky adhesive pulling at my skin – and throw it down in disgust. It is
impossible for it to know those final words. It must be a coincidence.

Regardless, it gave away its endgame; all this was a delay tactic. It knew I was coming and it
had time to plan around it. I can still make this work though, so I desperately reroute my path.



None of this makes sense, I'm closer to the target now than I was before. I can easily make the
timeline. Unless... did it cause delays along this path specifically within the building? I still have
250 minutes before the planned detonation and the path shows I'll only need 5. So I flip the
switch to activate the bomb. The prompt: please confirm activation shows up and I alter the
timer from the preprogrammed 8 minutes to 250 to give additional time which lines up with the
expected destination if I start it. The charge was at 100%. Everything was ready to go. If I go
now, I can make this work. I can still save–

Tess will be ok after this.

As I start jogging to the entrance of the fortified unknown labyrinth within, shadowed by the
Tesla Wires which resemble nothing more than the digital strings connecting the virtual
puppeteer to its human marionettes, I swallow the last pain relief tablet. I think about all the
people connected and ignorantly controlled by CoDaS: my friends that are likely leaving the
CapDem campus, all the people in this community, ... Tess. She will understand why I did this.

Regardless of success or failure, regardless of if I perfectly execute my function or just do minor
damage, the virus will be uploaded. This will infect CoDaS and its reign will end. It will lose.

I hear myself saying the words, "Integrity with function," and the seconds begin to tick away as I
breach its decaying domain.



Part 2 – Analysis

On media

It aligns with the tangential research of Milhouse [...] that consumed media is the best
time capsule for social ideologies. Even the change of preferred platforms shows the
tectonic shifts of cultural psychology. A few such examples:

● Creation of the printing press coincided with the protestant reformation (1500s).
● Moving from radio to video coincided with the US Civil Rights movement and a

focus on aesthetics (1960s).
● The 24 hour entertainment cycle distracted from and ensured the compiling of

economic crises (2000s).
● Moving to social media solidified in tandem with community consciousness,

eventually coalescing into the Blanket Noria as well as identifying how capitalistic
news favored spectacle rather than pointing out existential issues that needed
addressing (2030s).

● Augmented reality found it's start in TAR (Trusted Augmented Reality) which was
issued under the reign of the CapDems and enabled pseudo–materialism to be
measured and observed (2040s).

The theoretical nature of this relationship (whether causal, reactive, or reciprocal) is still
an open question and likely cannot be answered (assuming Influence Theory is correct).

- Hacking the Brain – Vinel Castago – published November 9, 2078

As I walk through the labyrinth of hallways, each step is increasingly harder to take. The
hyperbolic geometry gives way to a visible mist that increases in thickness, pushing against me
as I deviate further from the path of least resistance. The mist solidifies into inculcating linked
threads; a webbing that covers the hallways, attaching themselves to me with each attempt at
movement. The webs start to stretch and pull, forcing my body to act against my desires. I have
no freedom anymore. I've become a marionette, dictated by the formless authorities that I
fruitlessly struggle against.

I wake up on the couch, fully aware that the horror I was just contained in was a dream to be
disregarded. The apartment is quiet and dark. 0612. Aspen and Zass likely won't be up for
another hour at least considering their late night activities. Harper will start stirring in the next
half hour and will be ready to eat.

I roll off the cushions and fold the blanket, storing it in the side wicker basket for the next person
who finds need for an uninterrupted night's rest. It would ordinarily be my turn for a shower, but
the expected water levels for the region are below optimal. "CoDaS, bathe?" The query is a
whisper.



The response – the same level even though it doesn't need to be – is slightly muffled, and I fix
the communicator above my cheek which likely shifted during the night while the deep voice
informs: "Ambassador duties today. Increased hygiene would make a good impression." An
excuse to bathe is always welcome even though I'm not keen on the reason. I'll hold off on
getting dressed until after getting clean. I guess I'll be making breakfast in my boxers.

Preparing the food and cleaning up takes under 10 minutes. It's minimal effort to mix protein and
starch into a mass, shred, and fry it. The nourishment is sufficient for the start of the day, and
the bland taste is improved with a bit of seasoning. Cayenne is always a favorite and it's one of
the spices which rarely sees a scarcity. The sound level doesn't exceed 43 decibels and
everyone easily sleeps through. Even if no one grabs fruit or makes alternatives, there is
enough for the four of us. Assuming that there is extra (which there likely will be), it will keep for
a few days.

There is down time while waiting for the food to cool and the others to wake; I skim the media
while making use of the toilet. Locally – we are still playing host to the rail workers and tonight is
a community dinner in which some of the outsiders are bringing their personal dishes to sample.
For the continent – the focus is still centered around the spectacle of the Times Square
explosion that happened a week ago, but – when the "main stories" are filtered out – there are
still concerns about this season's fires getting out of hand. That could increase the risk of famine
next year and hinder the water supply further.

Finally, globally and orbital news – the asteroid mining strikes are still hindering production of
copper and nickel, not to mention water from them as well... but we really shouldn't be creating
a dependency on those yet. There is also the tension between the CapDems of the Middle East
and the Mediterranean Syndicate – specifically regarding petrol and lithium – is still heated.
Beyond tempering our use of the resources to decrease the demand, there isn't much we can
do about that here. It's a logistics issue and something for CoDaS to deal with.

Harper is starting to stir, I go into the child's room and get the young one ready for the day. The
room is small, an auxiliary room typically used for small projects converted to a bedroom. The
four year old looks up at me, still drowsy. "Good morning, Harper."

"Gud mornen, Kill." The articulation is still off. I'm sure Zass will continue to work on that today,
but it's still rather adorable. After taking some time to tuck in the coverings and compact the bed
so there will be more floor space later, we go back to the main room to eat. The child is getting
to the point where an independent sense of self is important, but we still hold hands as we
walk... slow and groggy.

I look down to see the small form and the faint aura that I'm still getting used to. The new
augmentation for the overlay is still in beta version; shifting the presentation of people based on
what is known of their personal core philosophy. I've adjusted mine to show disruptive people as
having a lesser glow around them. Children tend to register as lower because they are still



learning. I get us plates of the hash as we sit down and eat. I'm unsure if it's due to the morning
fog or because it tastes decent, but Harper eats without complaints (only making a minor mess).

Moments before I'm done, Aspen emerges from the main bedroom (the typical bright aura
slightly dimmed – likely due to hunger) looking ready to take on the day. "Breakfast! How is it
today?" and greets us with a kiss on the cheek for myself (we both likely have morning breath)
and a hug for Harper.

I swallow the bite I had just taken before replying back: "I added some red pepper. It may be a
bit hot. You aren't going to sleep in?"

"Na. After we both had some fun, we turned in pretty quick. How did you sleep? We missed
you."

"Restful. After yesterday it was nice sleeping through the night without all the movement."

With a nod of agreement, "The bed does get a bit crowded." It was said with a hint of irritation.
Sazz may have been shifting through the night. I suppress a chuckle while thinking about the
breakfast scene, none of us ready in any way to leave the living quarters. I still don't have any
clothes except my underwear. Harper – sitting in a much needed bib on top of some cozy long
sleepwear – struggling with the motor skills to finish the food. And Aspen in the loosely tied floral
robe. All of us in different states of morning awareness. It's simple moments like these that are
worth living for.

It always impresses me that their hair looks so much less disorganized when messed up. Aspen
has told me multiple times that mine is easier to style, so I'll assume it's a "grass is always
greener" type of thing. Harper has inherited the darker skin tone but with a lighter shade.
According to Aspen (and Sazz – who likely has a less severe experience) that is a benefit, but
it's one that I have had the privilege of not needing to concern myself with. For a moment I try to
internalize the passive selfishness that accompanied that thought.

While putting my plate along with the collection to be washed later (there aren't enough yet to
justify using the water) I inform the room: "I'm going to take a shower."

"You need it." The insult is out of character for Aspen, and I look back confused. The playful
smile creates a slight disconnect until I realize it was in jest. "Remember eye contact. There is
more information than in just the words and inflection." It is said out of kindness, but it's also a
bit degrading – even though I do need the reminders.

I've even started neglecting the hints on the AugRel display; the flashing subtle joke indication
is fading away. I remind myself that it is optimal in these situations to 'play along' so I form my
response appropriately: "as always, good advice," and I smile showing appreciation. As I move
to the bathroom down the hall, I slightly change the notification on the overlay to increase the



brightness and size for future clarity with the "cultural hints" using some minor neck and
shoulder movements.

I steal myself for the tidal wave of sensations as I remove the BioWear from both shoulders.
Two latches – one under each arm – releases both the tension crossing my chest to meet the
tech on my collar bone while – on the other – relieving the pressure at the top of my deltoid. I
elect to release them both at the same time – taking on one major impact as opposed to two
smaller ones – so that I don't have to endure the blow twice. As soon as they are unlatched,
every cell in my body flinches with the jolt of sensory overload, even the air feels like pins for
that moment and I go into the anticipated moment of shock. The shower, while mildly relaxing
after the initial sting, is akin to a foot waking up after falling asleep, but – as I wash – it slowly
becomes more tolerable. Washing hair takes the longest due to the tangles that I have to resist
messing with until I get out.

The race with myself helps to take my mind off the horrid state, and once I have the BioWear
reattached it has taken 3 minutes and change – a bit longer than I had hoped. I take a moment
to feel my nerves readjust. The water running down my back and arms soothes rather than
irritates. There are some people that speak of a shower in an almost divine way; I've never
understood that. It is the moment after the shower – after my senses return to normal – that I
feel clean and refreshed. While it may only be the contrast within the experiential dialectic, this
is the best I'll feel in a few days. Nonetheless, I'm in no rush to revisit the experience.

After cleaning my teeth, I look at my unmodified face in the mirror. There is an obviously
masculine reflection looking back at me, one that I'm happy to call my own and I've always been
relatively comfortable with. I'm also comfortable weaponizing it. The accents on the eyes in the
style of the child prostitution that was rampant during the economic destitution of the 2030s will
remind people that latent pedophilic tendencies still exist and they are not acceptable. This is
offset specifically by sculpting of my facial hair to a rugged stubble which has remained
consistently one of the key elements of masculinity and strength since the 20th century and
likely before. Then combing in the bright green dye into my hair, starting on the right which is a
near buzz and letting it dissipate as it gets longer, finally ending on my left with long brown locks
– well over the 4 inches which has been explicitly identified as the staple of aesthetic
womanhood since the 2050s. I brush it to ensure that the natural color and flow will contrast with
the artificial coloring of the other side. All of this to specifically call into focus the ridiculous call
for social aesthetic assimilation. A tradition which has been organically accepted due to its
inherent suppression of self awareness regarding subconscious essentialization.

I trade out my BioWear battery before grabbing the rest of my outfit from my section of the
adjacent closet. I pass up some dress slacks that still need a bit of mending to select the more
respectful looking ones. They – along with an undershirt that I tuck in – present an attire that is
neither business nor casual. As I finish and begin to leave, I hear CoDaS's deep voice "People
often overlook the sense of smell". The welcome reminder prompts me to grab some of the
perfume on the shelf opposite the mirror and produce a mist into the air that I walk through while



leaving for a bit of an added fragrance, something that people rarely notice but is beneficial
when encountering strangers.

Zass has joined the breakfast table as I come back into the main room while Harper and Aspen
are sharing a book through their AugRels (being too young for the contacts, Harper is using
glasses). I rest my hand on Zass's broad shoulder, "What are your plans for today?" The strong
jaw bends up and we greet each other with a morning kiss.

"Maybe take Harper to a park? Play with some other kids for a bit? No real set plans. At least
not until tonight. This is good by the way." The bowl of hash is referenced to indicate what is
being complimented.

After only a moment, the overlay displays: compliment. And I realize that I've missed the
optimal time but I respond with a smile, "Thank you."

With a smirk of understanding, Zass refocuses on the food, "Are the prompts helping you to
recognize the social etiquettes?"

"I think so. It still seems so... abjectifying to have to engage in it though."

Zass looks back at me with a look of doubt. The aura surrounding the thin but defined figure is
brighter than most people's. The face is slightly broader than you would expect relative to the
toned physique. The defined hairless chin accents the default expression that would easily
verge on stoic and aloof, possibly even uncaring; but – as the glow indicates – it is in direct
contrast to the philosophy beneath it: one of empathy and understanding which few others
match, "I don't think that's a word. But yeah... to some degree it is abjectifying." The spoon is
flourished like a lackadaisical 'en guard', "That doesn't mean that a bit of civil wordplay doesn't
go a long way, though." As much as I don't like it, I know the statement is true.

I turn to Aspen who is already looking up past the book on the AugRel and answers before I can
ask. "Definitely looking forward to the potluck tonight. Before that though I need to knock out a
few requests from the Wall of Needs. Some of the bed–stricken are in need of food, so I'll collect
a few food options for them before visiting with them for a while. I'm grabbing some money from
the allowance." Half way through the outline, Harper started getting fussy and needing attention,
"From the look, you're going to be doing house calls?"

"That's what CoDaS anticipates. I'm sure they will confirm it after the Announcements."

Zass just finished and is in the process of moving to the kitchen to start cleaning the collection
of bowls and put away the leftovers. The simple walk is interrupted by a flourishing spin and a
low bow in my direction: "Salutations Ambasador", then – after an obvious brief peak to ensure
the act had the intended consequence: humor and annoyance – a smile is added to the sincere
and affectionate, "see you when you get home," before spinning back to the task previous.



In response to an ad, I look to my left and see Harper running to me. While distracted, the kid
must have looked past the media to see that I'm about to leave. I squat so that we are at an
equal level before we collide. I get a tight squeeze around my neck which only a child can
earnestly get away with. As I return the hug, I look over the shoulder to see Aspen admiring the
embrace and mouths a message to me. I didn't need the hints of the overlay to translate the
message into the words I love you, nor the prompt to mouth back "I love you too". At least not
this time.

I let go of Harper and move out the door and into the stairwell. Something feels off and it takes
about 10 seconds to figure out what's the problem before returning back inside. Harper is
waiting for me with my metal bottle held in outstretched arms. I look to Sazz who gives me a nod
which I assume means Harper was instructed I would be back for it. As I take it, give the child
an endearing headrub messing up the mop of hair further, "thank you". The innocent beaming
smile is the last thing I see as I leave for the day.

Our suite is one of the two on the lowest floor and walking out of the building I notice someone
has tracked in a bit of dirt which runs up the stairs. It's not much, they probably tried to knock
most off but missed some. Unless someone else is able to clean that up, I'll try to get to that
tomorrow. I add it to our cluster's "ToDo list" as "low priority" with tomorrow's date as the earliest
I can personally address it. In all likelihood, someone else will likely get to it before then.

"CoDaS, will I be expected to head off early or will I have time to go to the Mall?"

The same benign voice seemingly comes from inside my head to inform me, "You'll have time.
I'm going to ask you to do me a favor while you are there."

"What favor?"

"Just move a trash bin to a less disruptive location. It's rather heavy, but it doesn't need to be
moved far."

An odd request, but I'm guessing it's for reasons that I couldn't fathom. "I can do that."

The announcements are scheduled for 0730 and checking the time (0706) there is no rush.
Once out the door, the most direct route to the mall is to cut south–east down the embankment
before following an old road south. All in all, the stroll will take about 10 minutes.

I wave to a few families checking the passive filtering system for the pool, doing some last
minute skimming, and topping off the water to meet the initial level before making use of it; they
wave back. The footpath everyone uses to make their way past the more wild growth on the hill
is well worn, and some of the roots are starting to create natural steps making it easier to
traverse. As a child I remember using these same paths with my parents. Likely due to
everything looking more new and wondrous when we have a less tainted view of the world – or
maybe it was actually the case, the path seems more refined now with the safer flow being used



more often. I look to the left where the overflow housing is located and wonder if anyone has
taken actions to clean the restricted rooms yet. The equilibrium with nature is ideal, but there
has to be some limits to that; encroaching inside the sleeping area is a bit too much, especially
for those we play host to. "CoDaS, how are the rail workers fairing?"

"For the most part well, a small group is dealing with some internal drama, and that is causing
them to hyper focus on finding issues with the logging, but nothing substantial. Renovating and
debugging the closed rooms are still the priority before dedicating manpower to mattress repair."

The hill breaks merging into the rippling and broken road. The trollies don't have routes here,
and the only travel is foot traffic or the occasional bike. "Good. They know they can stay as long
as they want right?"

"They have been made aware. They also are very dedicated to their community goal and have
no real reason to fracture. Beyond that they know they are stressing the community food supply
a bit as they always do. As such they plan to only stay a day. I would not suggest pushing for
them to be more accepted by NC91. As it is, everyone has reached an understanding and no
one has any animosity except for the statistical outliers."

"Hm. I still wish there was a social desire for absolute inclusion." As I walk down the street there
are others that are starting their day. They are also talking to others – possibly even other
instances of CoDaS, but most offer the expected wave, head nod, or "hello" as an
acknowledgement that others aren't simply ghosts passing by.

"This culture is inclusive, Kyle. Look around. But that cannot be forced from an individual level.
Remember the solution to the paradox of tolerance."

"I'm fully aware that self defense can't be universally categorized." It's annoying when CoDaS
becomes preachy. I completely understand that it's operating on some higher level, but it has
never made sense why it tells me what I already know. It's a fine place to end the conversation
and I walk the rest of the way with only my own thoughts.

The stroll to the epicenter of the community activity has the various landmarks that always
reminds me: at the core of any understanding of a culture is the geologic resources and layout
that has been established. Those foundations can be manipulated to become something
different, but the established infrastructure will always somewhat dictate the way a community
can utilize them. Looking to the right, I see the massive compound that is used for community
produce and a nursery to allow some damaged plants to thrive without competition to later be
transplanted into a permaculture to help stabilize it. Remembering what my parents had told me
of it's history, it reaffirms my thoughts: it used to be a massive store that sold all types of
lawncare equipment. While the purpose has shifted from that capitalistic enterprise, the section
that was open air still is used to allow plants to thrive while waiting to be repurposed. In their
society that meant being sold, in ours it means ensuring the community can become more
stable.



I start to wonder how far that would generalize. Legacy analysis is still a relatively new field
which is still finding it's foundation, but – as I understand it – the suggestion is that there aren't
only physical institutions like this building but metaphysical ones that hide in the social
consciousness. An interesting analytical approach that is a hopeful alternative to material
analysis. Ever since the pivotal flaw was found in the 90s (that materialism is never closed but
dependent on the flawed perspective of the analyst) there has been a search for a better
alternative. Of course the problem has always been that epistemologies all end up being self
perpetuating, practically demanding a critical look at all other beliefs while justifying itself.

There is also the perception bias of the known analytical approaches themselves. After reading
the article last week about the limitations on foreseeing chess moves and how it can really only
be meaningfully improved by studying the typical responses by known "piece patterns", I can't
stop wondering how much that applies to something as complex as life itself. Do people really
just get caught up into their own patterns that they have already known about? Is this why
cultural inertia dictates more about what society does than scientific knowledge or data driven
decisions: that most people just don't have time to explore the unknown? It does align almost
directly with what Tendis said even though he got there with different reasoning.

Without the blanket noria to upset the belief that the king's traditions (and the warped narratives
that tried to hide them) were good for the serfs of the 18–20th centuries, we would still likely be
following the belief that competition is the driving force of progress. But for the last 5 decades,
Tendis's primary conclusion has been proven true – that humans want to be included and
respected above all else. And that acknowledgement has been growing. When considering that
this is a direct exclusion against groups like the CapDems, it's no surprise they are getting more
desperate.

I'm brought back out of being lost in thought when – on my left – the random broken red and
blue letters mounted above the stone face of the medical building catches my attention. We
need to talk about the lysergic acid diethylamide and insulin shortages. Since supplies from the
west have been hampered, it has shown a desperate need for a more local ability to produce
resources. As long as we are dependent on foreign supplies, we can't claim to be stable in a
crisis. From all accounts the recreational use and individual addiction on the drugs gets out of
hand when the production influx happens due to local creation, so we need to ensure that is
watched, but we can cross that bridge when we get to it.

It is 0717 as I approach the massive structure that is the central hub of NC91's consensus. The
Tesla Wires that flail out in every direction bring both a steady supply of information and allow
an interconnection with the rest of the world that we often take for granted. It is humbling to think
that without ports like this worldwide we would only think our own local culture is all of reality.
These networking hubs quite literally expand our world. They are the keepers of that virtue.

There is a large entrance that is boarded up to ensure the temperature can be more easily
regulated without the constant harassing radiation that the sun produces, and I wonder for the



thousandth time why glass entrances were used so heavily in the late 1900s and early 2000s. I
aim for the door on the side of the building that seems more like a loading dock to enter the
Consensus Aggregation for NC91.



On the Free Market Breakdown

Looking to history for blame is to ensure ourselves that we aren't repeating its mistakes.
The 1950s approach to advertising and focus of profit over local social empowerment
remains a hard legacy to overcome, but since then it has been realized that the
economic stability score (inverse of the variation of wealth distribution) is a much better
indication of free market success than the mean family income or the GDP. With this
metric, the graph below (7) shows why the Necessities Act of 2032 – in spite of what the
free market puritans (the so–called vanilla capitalists or vinCaps) will have you believe –
was inevitable. The relationship between economic mobility, economic stability, and
economic fear was teetering violently close to the Rodan Tipping Point (see chapter 2) in
2035 and the government's only option was to take action to offset it. The criticisms
made against these individual scores (and the discussions they spurred) will be
addressed in the next chapter.

- Fundamentals of Economic Psychology – Dr. Carl Flank – published March 3, 2045

The heat outside is still temperate compared to what it is expected to peak at today (27° will
eventually become 35.5°), but when in contrast with the cool air from inside (25°) it throws the heat
into perspective. I only realize it because of the drastic shift is a known limitation in how the BioWear
acclimates the biologic transitions. The small narrow room still has cubbies that are remnants of
when wage slaves used to store their personal effects and thereby conforming into the expected role
of human automaton. I have to remind myself that this was before they had the methods of
measuring the strength of social and economic institutions, so in their ignorance they rejected their
material existence thinking it was more in line with mysticism to believe in such things. What else
could they do but rely on their own individual merit and convince themselves that they were in
control of the situation?

The small side area opens into one of the many wide entrance halls. Each of the vast rooms house a
different aspect of the community culture; from the west wing in which written works are displayed
(varying from beta readers stages to time tested classics) to ethical moral and material queries that
fall into the perpetual "tragic" category (these are located in the east wing); these spaces are front
and center to ensure people know they are expected to engage in the community decision making
and construction. In this one (the north wing), it is more passive: art of all varieties are posted
throughout the hall (except for those deemed "too controversial for virgin eyes" which are placed out
of the common walkway) and the AugRel shows the ongoing conversations surrounding them.

Most of the art focuses on skillful realism and appreciation for nature which is aesthetically
appreciated, but the community engagement tends to be shallow. My preference is to look for those
that fall into the abstract, the distancing from the real or erotic causes esoteric interpretations which
result in explorations of myth and tradition that you can't find in other mediums. The most debatable
are the ones in which the author gives no clarification on what they intended. The audience takes
ownership of the meaning and they search through limited experiences for an interpretation they
may not be capable of deriving. So the presentation becomes the medium and the conversation



becomes the art. Some names to describe the phenomenon are "futurism" or
"post–post–modernism" (which keeps with the existential naming conventions of the past), but
personally I like the term "proxyism."

I walk around for a few minutes looking at the updated conversations, some of my previous
contributions have been commented on. Almost all of them are superficial, some openly hostile –
these are pushed into their own private chains which few notice or engage with. A few are actually
worth responding to either to clarify or because a decent point has been addressed. The one I'm
most invested in is centered around a hyper realistic interpretation of a child's stick figure "hangman"
drawing. The main discussion is a back and forth considering the pros and cons of social dogma
which has lasted a few months. We all agree that we need to be dogmatically against dogma, but we
also came to the conclusion early on that dogma is necessary for any type of community to survive;
including the need for society to take action against "social heathens" (the whole thing is framed with
society being a religious community). Recently it's shifted to trying to understand if you can hold
dogma but be critical of it in turn and many are reflecting Tendis's (and Marx's before him) approach
of saying that it comes down to resource stability and the virtues of ego death.

I leave the hall at 0726 so I won't be distracted from the morning announcements. The threshold
splitting the gallery from the main thoroughfare is a vast opening as with all of the entry halls. Due to
the time, it's relatively unpopulated when compared to how it will be even a half hour from now;
some people can be seen going for a jog in the cooler environment or emerging from the various
public sleeping and bathing quarters reserved for nomads. Everything considered, more people
engage here than you would expect without understanding what's at stake. The ArgRel allows us to
communicate or see each other without physically being together, so it's not necessary for people to
physically use this space except to exchange physical objects or simply because they like others'
presence. Even introverts use the space to congregate occasionally and have a place to feel like
they are part of the community if they are feeling socially neglected. Even the children aren't required
to be here for PrimeAcademy (which I see quite a ways down on the east branch on the left; close to
the more main entrance); they can access the discussions virtually, but it's general agreement that
the cultural education found in physical nuance can't be replicated yet. But that's the folly with all
virtual exchanges: technology can't catch everything. They still lack smell for example or
pheromones. Not to mention the inherent risk of someone physically interacting with you when it's
unwanted. In my opinion, that is a reason to avoid people, but studies all indicate that the fear –
potentially normalized through evolution – is what many people delight in.

What I feel to be extremely comforting is the hum that resonates through the building. It originates
from the server room located behind the PrimeAcademy and my whole life it has been the sound I
equated with both stability and peace. The racks of harddrives house our region's collective
knowledge that only CoDaS has permissions to access. The rest of the mall is mainly for
commingling and for people to use how they desire. Well.. assuming that your actions don't robustly
hinder others from enjoying themselves; if that happens the community will escort you out pretty
quickly. As the well known saying goes, "there is no need for authority when the community is the
authority."

My head resounds with the deep voice of CoDaS: "Would you have a moment to do me that favor?"



"You know the answer to that already, right? Why do you ask?"

"You see the reinforced trash bin next to PrimeAcadamy? Can you move it to the back side of the
escalators?"

"Geeze, you weren't kidding, that is a beast!" but I walk down the hall to lend aid. I know CoDaS can
see the reaction from the various placement of cameras which it uses to gain live data.

"It's empty, so it isn't as bad as it looks."

"Is that new? I don't remember it being here." As I approach I start to examine it a bit more closely,
looking at it from different sides and tapping on the hull. The half meter wide dumpster is more a
deposit (verging on a safe considering how reinforced the metal is) than it was a trash bin. It didn't
seem possible to open it until I got to the back side in which a hatch was secured with a decently
heavy lock. "Who has the key to open this?"

"It's old. Actually your mom helped move it to deep storage when they were doing the renovations 40
years ago. I've had people move it bits at a time to get it here. Yours is the last leg of the journey."

I start to pull it, and it scuffs against the marble floor adding to the imperfections that have been
acquired over the years. It is relatively easy to drag compared to what I was expecting, only about 35
kilos. "Why here?"

"Someone will need to use it tomorrow. They will be in a rush and he will regret tossing out some
trash. If all goes well he will kick a bad habit because of the act." The use of repeated "he" is odd.
CoDaS knows not to prime me with culturally biased words unless the person essentializes it as part
of their identity. Before I can ask further, I get a notification that the morning announcements are
about to start and that takes priority.

I continue to maneuver the fortified trash bin next to the column as the agenda is laid out, pitching in
when I get to my part. The general topics of concern are: local resources, local threats, community
needs, and finally external issues that affect us. I will be giving feedback mainly on the local threats
specifically concerning public outreach. When it's about to be my turn, the current talking points –
which were previously dimmed and able to be ignored – come into stark contrast to the rest of reality.

I temporarily stop moving the metal box and compose myself. The avatar of the current speaker is
finalizing the point and I bring the blurred and transparent model into focus, "... so since we are still
in a dry spell for external resources, we need to cut back on niceties, unless we want to start fighting
with each other. If any of this applies to you, CoDaS will inform you. Please take this seriously." And
the avatar floating in space folds his hands (a typical motion for prayer) as a way of saying both
"please" and "thank you".

The indication that the presentation is complete allows me to offer some additional considerations
"You mentioned that we can still go two more months before we start seeing a potential drought due
to a water shortage. How would this be affected if the asteroid mining strike was to be resolved?"
The shift in schedule causes a few aggregate voices peak an interest and side whisper



conversations start to look for attention, but for the main conversation is still the one that keeps the
Focus.

After a moment's pause, a new speaker, Rachel – our resident Astrophysicist (2nd class) – answers
the question, "as I understand it, even if the strikes stopped tomorrow, the logistic lines for the
excess water would still take two months to finalize unless we wanted to be dependent further on the
CapDems. While I'm not a speaker for the miners union or an expert on the theory of logistical value,
I do have some information that would be relevant here if you wouldn't mind me shuffling up the
order of speakers?" No one objects. "Um... so... deep space observations have indicated that there
may be a body headed our way. This is still a T5 certainty, but the threat can be substantial so I
would like to request some volunteers to help me identify the tracking for the next few months." The
scientist has never been the best at presenting information, focused on the data and not on the way
people will react.

According to the audience analytics everyone is aligning more with fear and protectionism. From
Rachel's reaction, this wasn't anticipated, and I attempt to intervene, "Quia sum, cogito." It is
validating that my voice still holds a bit of weight and even if someone else said those same words, it
would likely not have the same effect: the shift away from reaction and into consideration. "We know
what those words mean: even if the worst comes to pass, we will survive. It is just another bump in
the road. But there are pressing questions," I reference the captured questions that have been
binned into categories ranking the most frequently asked and I give the top two a voice, "Namely,
what is the threat? And how long do we have?"

"Oh! Sorry, yes... we have years to prepare even in the worst situation. I don't doubt that with CoDaS
adding to the calculations we could mitigate any threat." The lack of a truth value is a bit of a red flag
and I suspect this is an overconfident attempt to put everyone's mind at ease and less about
sincerity. Regardless of my accuracy, it works and the viewers become a bit more pacified.

"Good. Well if that's the case then I think we should – at least for the moment – remain focused on
the current shortages we are dealing with. As I understand it, the population is decently spread thin
as it is. I do wonder though," and I ask a question that appears substantially lower on the list, "why
bring this up with relevance to the strike?"

"Was that not clear either? Part of the workers demands is hazard compensation as well as having a
broader focus on dark objects. Since they are in the outer atmosphere, they don't have protection
from the elements the same way we do. This can be used to help make their case and find an easier
resolution."

As a bit of a shock, the deep voice of CoDaS intervenes in the conversation, "As a way of speeding
up the negotiations, I can provide a more systematic method of resource mining as well as specific
resource locations. I believe this will negate the need for costly research which would lower
overhead cost and make the requests more reasonable." The rare participation and what that means
globally is unfathomable; everyone reacts with a moment of stunned silence.



One of the community members I'm unfamiliar with (Beth) speaks up, "Why would you do that? And
what is your confidence?" To ask about CoDaS's confidence takes hubris. I catalog the avatar so
that I can consider it later.

"As always: T9. The data is a synthesis that can only happen with collective consensus knowledge
from multiple regions."

Beth replies, "And what if one of the other regions learns that it is in their best interest to prioritize
one resource over another? Can we even trust you to be fair about who gets the appropriate
resources? You're a computer. How do we know you aren't going to give cockroaches the
upperhand?"

In the brief moments before CoDaS responds directly, many voices call out the audacity while others
offer hesitant support to the skeptical view. I begin to question why cockroaches would get priority
before the social cue sarcasm appears. CoDaS gives a brief response: "That's a good question. All
of you should be asking that." Immediately, everyone falls silent and the joint criticisms are retracted.
The audience is stunned. Everyone considers the worst as one collective question slowly gains
support: Can we trust CoDaS to prioritize us?

The question is unanswerable in the affirmative due to the Necessity Limit. We have an utter
dependency on CoDaS to ensure society doesn't collapse so all defense of it would simultaneously
be invalid yet logically sound. The social cohesion relies on the unnatural assurance that the
diametrically opposed inclusion and safety can coexist without conflict. Moments of existential dread
span to a spiral of doubt and suspicion and chaos. Everything that anarchy is painted as – the
assertions of liberal media which has historically claimed that social collapse is only avoided by
strong leaders – is embraced, and we realize how fragile this community is. How much it depends on
our trust that others will be as rational as we believe ourselves to be. Why CoDaS just makes it
easier, but ultimately this is a choice we have to make ourselves.

And then CoDaS speaks – reaffirming and cementing the realization: "Why would I prioritize you?
That isn't a conclusion of my prime objective. I don't prioritize you any more than I prioritize the
cockroach. The reason that I am taking action with this is because it will ensure a better existence
for everyone." The answer is not what I was wanting to hear, but I understand I always knew it. This
is the same reason that CoDaS doesn't provide a method to destroy the CapDems: it is impossible
to destroy an ideology that you completely understand unless you destroy yourself with it. For
CoDaS, this is a paradox. It is the same as asking it to commit suicide.

The statement leaves the audience at a loss for continued critique, so – after a moment – even the
skeptics seem satisfied. Rachel seems to have become much more conscientious about her request
for astronomical aid, letting it go for now possibly to be brought up at a future date.

I take the opportunity to shift back to the agenda; discussing any changes in the neutral territory,
"Well that... happened. As for my portion –"

"Actually if you don't mind I do have another question." Of course Kletus would speak up. A lifetime
of CapDem conditioning – one that essentializes assimilation into cookie cutter identities reduced to



a simple "he/she" binary, the threat of the outsiders, and humanity requiring dictators to be
productive – would never allow... him to ask anything else. It's actually quite impressive that he's
kept that worldview for the three years he's been here. Almost all will adopt that ours is a more
natural way to live... unless they leave for more structured communities. But in the time that I've
been assigned to offer couples counseling, I've come to understand that Kletus is stubborn and
stays true to what he believes. Even if I half respect him for that, the constant conflicts that he's
involved with makes him more a nuisance than anything. The question won't be about how to fix the
problems, but who to blame. I consider cutting him off and telling everyone that the rail workers need
our support. But instead of stopping him, I let it slide for the moment giving him permission to
continue. "How much water are we giving to our visitors?"

I note that within the audience, there are some silent guests (members of the rail nomads) watching
the announcements and witnessing the community opinion unfolding in real time. The various
reactions quickly combine to collective voices and are further agitated into relevant opinions with the
associated community support. I note the group that share the fear; blaming the guests for the
combined deficit – adding them to an ongoing list of people to be checked on to ensure that their
complaints aren't beyond trivial gripes – as they react with rational pushback or outright
condemnation. Most are defending the outsiders, reflecting that their efforts are essential to – not
only us but – everyone since stable logistic lines are essential to a working society. The second
biggest voice appeals to the moral axiom "if one isn't protected, no one deserves the protection"
(and we all desire protection). Regardless of the reason, it's nice to see the community coming
together – overcoming potential fears and supporting those that could be seen as a threat; a
reassurance of a strong social consciousness.

After a few seconds, one of the silent watchers speaks up, putting an end to the flurry of comments.
The voice is kind and respectful in spite of the brevity, "We will be leaving soon." There is an
awkward silence as everyone awaits additional commentary. It comes from a new speaker – also
from their union, "we do want to thank everyone for your hospitality and your obvious support for
what we do. It really means a lot and this is what makes it all worth it. But we understand our
presence does put a strain on everyone which we don't want to take advantage of. We made the
schedule yesterday and we will be leaving tomorrow morning; there is no reason to debate or
become divided over us. Leslie, can we talk in a bit?" The question is directed at their liaison, likely
to discuss rations that we can spare so they can finish their work and get to the next rail issue that
needs attention in another district, and the conversation moves to a private channel. All the collective
voices fade indicating Kletus's fear has been resolved (while reminding everyone that inclusion is still
an accepted community virtue) and we can move on.

As I start to move forward with the conversation pushing forward on the expected topics, a thank
you appears to remind me of what still needs to be said regarding the visitors. "Since it is the current
topic of conversation, I would like to request that we all jointly share our appreciation for the difficult,
skillful, and crucial work the rail nomads dedicate themselves to. Without them we wouldn't have
anywhere near our current stability. We would fall apart without your dedication." A multitude of
unique appreciations overwhelm the logs combining into one unified "you are loved, respected and
always welcome." As I move to other issues, the collective union response is given in the form of a
virtual cartoon embrace (I have to remind myself that many likely customized the reaction – as mine
is – allowing for a different experience).



"I don't have much to report from my end. The neutral ground is continuing to be developed so that
additional residents will have shelter even if it isn't in the Equilibrium Zone. Outreach to the CapDem
sympathizers is slow going, but their support for cooperation is still increasing. The challenges with
the power plant construction – the tolerance in the vacuum seals – is still at a standstill. The–," I stall
for a moment as the social cue indicates avoid insults, and I reconsider saying 'Aryans' "Our
neighbors are still demanding that the facility be under their authority and until we recreate the
proprietary knowledge of how to create sufficient seals and infuse particles, they have the leverage.
It is unlikely this will be resolved in the foreseeable future." There is the expected annoyed response
to the pessimistic news that energy will continuously be hindered because of a power play.

I linger for a bit before going back to relocating the massive trash bin to ensure no one has any
inquiries. After the moment passes and the next contributor gives an update and I continue moving
the container to the wall located on the underside of the stairs. According to the path on the AugRel,
the deposit opening will be pointing towards where I just walked from opening into the walkway, the
back panel pressed against the plastered foundation, nearly impossible to access. I start to shift it so
the deposit is facing the PrimeAcademy to the side and the back opening could also be accessed.
"Not like that." I almost don't notice CoDaS's voice overlapping the current announcement indicating
"the risks of the neighboring district becoming too reactionary because of their own shortages and
that we may need to throw support their way to mitigate downstream effects."

I ask the obvious question: "Won't it be harder to access with your orientation?"

"Yes. And that's a bit of the point. What is thrown out tomorrow shouldn't be easy to access when
they are doubting the decision."

"Ah. Fair enough." I say it more to myself as I rotate the box, mapping it to the indicated position. By
the time I get done, the announcements are nearing their conclusion and I sit down next to the box
to catch my breath while listening for the final 3 minutes. Rachel takes the time to stress the vital
importance of identifying deep space objects and the threat they pose. It's the same story she
always tells so it's not surprising that the comments and questions aren't as active. I assume – like
me – they are just listening in at this point without actually hearing what's being said.

After the conclusion, CoDaS compiles all the tasks for the day and posts them within a few seconds
then there is a 5 minute window when people that would like to do something else can rearrange the
social chores before everything is locked in. Like always there are a few minor shifts for people who
have requested to create new experiences and broaden their horizons, but for the most part people
accept the requests fairly quickly and without pushback. I've been issued a few of the houses in the
Neutral Zone that need to be checked up on if I choose to accept, which I do. It's the same tasking
that was alluded to in CoDaS's morning prediction.

The foot traffic has picked up since the announcements started. Some people come in to socialize
and possibly pick up a few extra tasks at the Wall Of Needs. Some drop off kids at PrimeAchadimy
next to where I'm standing or look for their own educational interests. Unlike the avatars on the
morning announcements, there are auras surrounding the people physically all with varying hues. It



brings into stark contrast the difference between physical presence and the virtual which is often
easy to overlook.

I rarely come near the PrimeAcademy, so I look inside trying to remember how it was when I had
been here. Aside from the furniture being rearranged and different projects lining the walls, it's very
similar to what I remember: a large room filled with books and maps and materials all designed to
peak the interest of children of various ages. There is an elderly person cleaning up some of the
various messes from the day before. It reminds me of the rules that we had in place about cleaning
up that I learned around 15 years ago and I wonder if they have become more lax. "Excuse me."

The break in the silence caused the old custodian to react with a moment of unnatural hostility. I
realize too late that the advanced age should have paired with the indoctrinated association of time
dysphoria and the linked PTSD. There are so few people that still are affected by it, that I've started
neglecting how triggering an unexpected noise could be. As we talk I check to see if there is a threat
to me or the children who are starting to walk in and greet us: no violent episode in 32 years.

After a second of calm, there is a response of recognition: "Kyle? Will that be you? You should know
not to sneak up on your elders!" The presented smile betrays a natural unease of engaging in the
current moment. And the aura surrounding the unkempt appearance is dimmer than most, showing
that there is a philosophy more motivating to the teacher than that of the Consensus.

"I'm sorry Yashim," the name I gathered from the old nomad's profile, "how are you?"

"Oh just the typical pains of youth." accompanied by a sarcastic chuckle to which the unneeded
social hint self mockery is provided, "what... brings you around?"

"I was actually wondering if Jenna was still around? I haven't said 'hi' in ages."

"No.. sorry. She'll... she's moved south to SC72, I think she has family down there and she... was
missing them."

"Oh. I was just in the neighborhood and I had a second to visit. I hadn't even checked." Yashim was
nodding with the mane of unbrushed hair bobbing up and down. "Well thanks for your time. I don't
want to keep you."

"No worries lad. You're welcome back any time."

We both part after that, the mentor going back to the new children that are continuing to show up
and me returning to the loose flow of people coming into the building. It's still a bit of a shock to know
that someone who could potentially snap at any moment would be allowed to participate in such a
chaotic environment. Working with kids has never been a task that I aspired to try. Kids need the
freedom to explore and I'm not suited for that.

I wait at the entrance to check to see the trolley schedule and the city map; seeing which
neighborhoods I will be expecting to visit today and what the most efficient way to get to them will be.
They are all located in a single neighborhood which will be easiest to access from the south trolley



line. I turn into the increasing flow of traffic and push deeper into the building so there is less strain
on the BioWear to counter the heat. I notice as someone tosses out a cardboard food container into
the newly placed receptacle and feel contentment that my effort will go to some good use.

In general, the space is much too open for my liking. The inefficient use of space is a callback to a
time when people valued luxury and separation more than frugality and equality. But it does have a
feel of freedom that empowers the liberal ability to do what you need without being forced to get in
the way of others.

Strolling through the different sections of the vast corridor, the environment created by the
inhabitants cavorting, looking for supplies, engaging in debates or the occasional scuffle, or taking
some quiet time for themselves always makes me grateful for what we've created. Thinking
historically, I wonder how much the myths of the past have been overblown into a propaganda to
ensure the social identity of the day remains unchallenged. It all seems so crude and selfish,
prioritizing the privileged over those that suffered; but the fiction that it describes doesn't quite align
with the reality I exist in, which is the product of the same material dependencies they had then.

As I near the south entrance of the compound, I pass the Wall of Needs. The 10 meter tall electronic
medium contains the minimal virtual overlay of requests that have been made by people of the
community. CoDaS rearranges the adverts continuously, keeping the most relevant and pressing
front and center ensuring they will be seen first. The physical structure is a superficial monument to
remind us all constantly of what we should be focused on, with the "real" wall always transparently
drifting in the background of reality for those that have accepted the Consensus lifestyle. As far as I
know, this is the only place where there is a substantial brightening of the auras: the people
congregated around the Wall. Simply looking at it refocuses their social priority to be in line with the
Consensus worldview, those walking away and mixing into the crowd continuing to be identifiable
because of their increased luminescence.

As with the north entrance, the south is a wide hall that one has to go through before exiting. This
one contains novel cloths, decorative tools, elaborately crafted furniture and a host of uniquely
crafted productions that were free to take. Most people just roam the creations, appreciating the
various skills it took to create and watching the method of work. If someone is interested in taking
something home, there is also the option to review what others have said about the artist and
whether their productions work well. It's a nice place to browse through before moving to the more
dependable and predictable supplies further in. There are more people now than there were in the
north gallery, and checking the time (0751) it makes sense.

The side door, similar to the way I came in, opens into one of the many fields that are gradually
replacing the concrete deserts of the past. This one has been cultivated with a permaculture that is
currently out of season, but the wildlife thrives here as much as anywhere. I make my way to one of
three trolley paths which branch out from the Central Zone, and along the way I check the bug traps.
There are some roasted crickets and grubs that are ready for harvest after having been cooked in
the sun's heat under the glass. I indulge in a few before grabbing a handful more for later and putting
them in my bottle.



The majority of people still haven't found their way to the daily activities, but there are a few that are
taking some time to appreciate the morning sun starting to break through the trees before the heat
becomes overly taxing. We greet each other, their profiles allowing me to call them by name to give
a more personal and validated feel. Their auras – muted against the sun – are brighter than most.

As the natural growth opens up to the flattened path of concrete and dirt, the sun's heat intensifies;
unhindered by the natural shade but also offset by the thick dry breeze. Nearer to the city center, the
pavement is less broken and the historical scars which humanity has imposed on the earth have
been upkept due to the value of pavement and a want to revitalize a society from the past; but the
expansive pathway I stand in front of has been allowed to deteriorate. That nature has been unable
to flourish in spite of unhindered land, leaving the hard packed dirt road free of plants is a physical
representation of where the Desci's philosophy fails to account for what Tendis acknowledged: we
are the result of our environment. Just like the patterns we see in physics or nature, the human will
doesn't spontaneously change based on want. The roads we psychologically lay down in society to
establish ease of travel may decay over time due to the roots of external experiences breaking them
apart, but that doesn't mean we will abandon them. If we were the result of free will, then this road
would be non–existent. But it does exist; the inertia of tradition and legacy are authoritarian masters
that will never cease to remind us of a "truth" that they want to impose and the only way to combat
that is to put ourselves in the path of the existential unknown.

I check the trolley schedule and the time. I have two minutes before it is supposed to arrive. I sit on
the grass slope that borders the natural boulevard and reject the thoughts wanting to dictate to me
how the world is; attempting to forget the data and assumptions that lets me relate to people. I listen
to the birds, people, buzz of electricity, and all other rustlings of nature. I feel the wind against my
face; the dirt, clover, and flowers pressing against my hands; the clothes and makeup against my
skin. Smell the dust, pollen, and perfume.

And – for the moment – I simply exist.



On the Rulership of CapDems

In 2039, like many other countries of the world, the US was verging on social collapse.
Its identity was in flux, a quarter billion starving and without water due to crumbling
supply lines, ⅓ of the citizens unhoused with no communal stability, and – with minimal
product demand – the economy dissolved into silent corporate warfare. The people were
desperate for hope.

Enter the charismatic demagogue, Joseph Relder, who unapologetically espoused a
dictatorial philosophy, unprincipled populous appeal, and coined the familiar phrase
"Integrity With Function".

Among the multitude of myths surrounding Relder, one of the more substantiated is that
his manifesto was manufactured specifically to narrativise the most uniting fear of the
day which was superficially believed to be the cause of national instability: the hidden
remnants of the recently discredited Republicans (due to their juvenile attempt at
neo–fascism) were blending into and corrupting society. Regardless of this and all other
claims of how he gained his massive public support, it doesn't really matter. It may never
be known if his was a persona created to vapidly appeal to a desperate populace or an
authentic believer in the unfalsifiable conspiracies and conclusions espoused in his
horrific rhetoric. What does matter is that he had a uniquely unparalleled skill when
appealing to an audience for support while also ruthlessly removing those that he saw as
an obstacle/traitor. His support at the beginning was overwhelming: for a ruined people,
the commitment and unreasonable assurance that "we deserve more" won him the
presidency through a democratic landslide. Even at the time, those stable enough to
avoid the national fervor were warning that this was another attempt at the fascism which
was attempted 10 years earlier, but this was easily – and problematically – discarded
since the rhetoric was in direct alignment with the traditions of the United States.

Relder inherited an office that was on the brink of the climate war and was threatened by
a public that was demanding salvation or revolution. Those that still are loyal to his vision
claim that he had no choice in what happened next: partitioning the government through
antagonism to ensure his singular control, the coordinated massacre of the those that
prioritized and advocated for the virtue of democracy, the use of prisoners (still technical
slaves) as unwilling live human test subjects and making it illegal to be "poor" which
replenish the supply. The ruthless assault of weaker countries and total acquisition of
resources brought the country prosperity while the rest of the world was driven into
further desperation causing local unrest to explode globally. In 7 years there were
undeniably more humanitarian atrocities performed than any other time in history (not to
mention the non–human suffering further perpetuating the Climate Conundrum). In the
dissolving United States; 1,329,967 were submitted to – by all accounts – indescribable
horrors that were personally approved by Relder himself. But the result was undeniable:
the R.E.L.I.E.F. (Respiratory and Endocrine Limiting Integrated ExoFrame) mk1.



In addition, to the superiority of military technology, R.E.L.I.E.F.'s implementation allowed
soldiers to environmentally adapt for the remaining year and a half Relder was in power.
The U.S. military easily dominated the globe with relatively no opposition and
implemented puppet governments that were subservient to the Capitalist–Democrat
Party's cause. It has since come to light that the main method for ensuring that this new
technology didn't fall into enemy hands was to create a dead man's code: if a randomly
generated pin (which was only provided by the Pentagon) couldn't be input daily or when
the device was removed; the tech would weaponize the user's energy, making them into
an unwilling living demolition as a final forced sacrifice in the name of patriotism. It was
mainly due to the Universalist Emancipation (2047) – in which a domestic insurgency led
by the Consensus anarchists upturned the government – that the spread of Relder's
legacy was stopped. By all accounts we would now be living in a world with a permanent
and self–sustaining governance reflective of the CapDem ideals if the week's revolution
hadn't succeeded. It should be noted that in the aftermath, supporters of CapDems still
remained, many attempts to replace or immortalize the leader continue to be fought
against.

It was only after the execution of the Great President and the replacement of every
person in leadership did it come to light: the solution to humanity's existential demise
had already been developed. Was the development of R.E.L.I.E.F. worth it? If we could
change the past, would we? Is survival self justified at any cost? These questions haunt
humanity. And our inability to answer it haunts us more.

- Identifying the Bias of History – Gorner and Stipple – published June 15, 2063

Even behind closed eyes, the AugRel indicates that the trolley is approaching. Tuning back into the
current world, I see the automated streetcar approaching along its regular path. Since the
environment is more amenable to non–human inhabitants than that of the Neutral Territory, there is
more of a chance that the random field mouse or squirrel will cross the trolley's path causing it to
temporarily jolt to a halt. For that reason along with the irregular terrain, the trolley travels slower in
this region than it does in other areas.

The south route is consistently less busy than the east lines. Unless you are purposefully going to
the southern edge of the township region, the other options are more efficient. The rest are more
direct routes to the central hub which resides at the core of the metropolis. With exception of the
southern edge, anyone wanting to venture anywhere in the city (including those that have been
tasked to assist the capDems) will need access to that transportational epicenter. So it's a bit
surprising that a few others have gathered, waiting while the meandering metal streetcar
approaches. I acknowledge them in turn, making an effort to look at them directly after I was
prompted by a social cue.

When the shuttle does finally pull up, the current passengers nearly completely unload. Being that
this is the last stop on this branch and is the closest to the mall the exodus is unsurprising. Many of
these people are from outside of the community, so the looks I receive of slight discomfort are a bit
surprising until I remember that today I chose to make myself up to be aesthetically confrontational.



It's a bit of a reassurance that – in general – their auras are significantly dimmer than those that
reside here.

Something that I perpetually notice when I compare the outsiders to those that appeal to the
Consensus philosophy is how much the clothing is in contrast. While not obvious within the insular
groups, when intermixing the contrast is clear: The increased radiance of the auras correlates almost
directly with how durable, worn, and tarnished the clothing they wear is. It may not be completely
accurate since there is so little I've seen concerning the link, but the belief that the aesthetic desire to
look nice would link directly with a civil understanding of what "goodness" is makes sense to me. In
short, they believe "cleanliness is next to godliness". The inverse makes sense as well: if you value
people by respecting who they are in spite of their appearance, the value of the aesthetic would be
more practical; rejecting garb that is easily torn or are susceptible to destruction through common
use. When looked at through a historic lens, this is further justified with how the nobles of the past
prided themselves on a more vulnerable attire that was more expensive to upkeep, giving more
credence to the parable of "the emperor's new clothes". The thought passes as the final rider
departs and we begin to step on.

The AugRel indicates the different locations in the cab for optimal travel based on the different
experiences I would prefer for the day. I move to a seat which intersects the "conversation" and
"study" zones. For the majority of the trip, I take the opportunity to virtually look through the different
avatars I captured during the morning announcements while others close to me socialize. Further
away, there are some in the front that are focused on media and the back taking in the morning
ambiance.

Most of those that spoke up during the critique of CoDaS are simply critical about the way the AI
operates. The majority of the small group could be quickly identified as those that are having a
harder time with the water shortage and their critique was the voice of that general discomfort. The
few that don't have a public file default to being categorized as part of this group to be checked on
with the rest. I push them to the general pool that will be responded to by members of the Empathy
Squad which have had similar life matches.

Almost all of the others have been outspoken or borderline militant against the CapDems but aren't a
current concern to the community. As I review their correspondents, more than a few have
suggested that CoDaS is a "covert fascist program used to ensure their institutions remain
unopposed". For these, they sympathize more with the call of "Decap the CapDems" than
"from–to–forall". This group of reactionaries is small, but growing. If the growth trend continues, they
will threaten the social identity unless the community actively reigns them in. But for now they offer a
necessary radical voice to ensure that we are always reminded that the opposing government is an
ever present threat.

Then there is Beth and Kletus. Kletus was of course a known disrupter which we still have no
answer for. His is a tragic dogmatic belief that the Consensus opinion is being manufactured by
CoDaS. It causes the belief that no one can be trusted except his wife, Lina. Lina on the other hand
seemed to be growing more adjusted to the culture by the day. Due to the traditional expectation of
their marriage, he owns her and leaving would be society looting what is currently his. So leaving is
not an option, and the increasing divide between them is seen as both betrayal and theft. There isn't



really a path to take but solitude and a self inflicted victimhood due to beliefs that construct part of
his identity. So the conclusion is that of a trapped animal: he lashes out. I'll need to check up on him
tomorrow to help the couple find some type of resolution. The evaluation of their stress is
approaching the Fracture Limit again.

Beth is new to me, but others have issued reports to build off of. The profile indicates a "philosopher
king" tendency. While it's a natural urge to indulge in our perception bias and believe that our
conclusions are more correct than the wisdom of the crowd, the willingness to act on it shows a
contrast to the social expectation. It makes sense that it would inspire an accusation of CoDaS as
being nothing more than a program. If it is able to prioritize humans better than we can prioritize
ourselves, it means that people like Beth couldn't be benevolent dictators in a shared reality, so
CoDaS is a threat. We will have to keep an eye out to see how this develops – and I categorize the
profile so more will independently evaluate the case.

When I get done, the trolley has gotten slightly more crowded and the stop we just pulled up to has a
few more people coming on. It's still one stop to go until I need to get off so I take in my
surroundings. Straight across from me are some familiar faces that I didn't notice getting on: Taylor
and his son. The father's desire for identity reference still rubs me wrong, but it makes more sense in
this situation. As I understand it the gender designation allows him to feel more sure of himself if
thought of as a guy. Personally it just seems like lingering cultural dogma that "men are in a more
comfortable position" that we could have long moved past, but it's a better reason than most. The
aura of them both tended to be toned down compared to the norm within the Equilibrium Zone, but
higher than the Neutral where they reside currently.

"Hey Taylor. It's good to see you." The eye contact social hint appears and the effort I make to focus
on the person isn't reciprocated as he continues to take in the morning outside. The presentation
was that of more formal clothes (clearly and convincingly meant to disguise the feminine body) than
typically, "Are you working at the CapDem campus today?" The question wasn't meant to be hostile
or negative, but it tends to be the default tone when referencing the self proclaimed "governing"
institution this side of the river.

The response was unexpectedly terse, "Yes. But I have to get Samuel to the Academy first." There is
an annoyance that I'm not ready for. It seems directed – at least in part – at me, but there is no
context.

Instead I shift the discussion and gaze to the child. "And how is Samuel today?"

After a slight side glance at their guardian, the preteen responds: "We were a bit rushed today, I
caused us to be running late. Dad also has a worse migraine than usual," his look is that of an
apology for the guardian's crass response which causes a shift from Taylor. "Other than that though,
everything is good! I'm looking forward to school today... We are supposed to be talking about
cultural analytics!" and he starts to bob in his seat, obviously excited about the topic.

Before the unneeded social hint of engagement appears, I give him a slight bit of a manufactured
surprise to show how impressed I am with the topic. There is a fleeting sense of pride that I



anticipated the expectation correctly. "Wow! I... I didn't learn anything about that until I was... 18?
How was that topic decided?"

"It happened yesterday when we were talking about history! About the Roman Empire and how
religion and technology and how they built on each other," the child started shaping the air with his
hands and dividing it trying to capture what was being talked about, staring at it intently to focus on
the memory, "how aqueducts, lead to stability, which lead to questions, which lead to demands,
which lead to fighting and expansion. And then someone asked about why people can't just get
along. And then my friend Aki said that was a stupid question which broke the rule about being nice.
So –" with a sudden halt, the child stopped and looked at me. There was an immediate look of
embarrassment, before sitting on their hands and finishing, "it was the homework we were
assigned."

I would like to think that seeing my smile made the embarrassment less shameful, but I've begun to
doubt my ability to communicate without explicitly telling people: "That sounds like it was a really
eventful day." The kid nodded without looking back at me. It was an attempt to hide from sight, so I
turned my attention back to Taylor, who was fighting to be happy about the exchange. As I did I
realized the stop for the neighborhood I was visiting was coming up.

Taylor engaged before I said anything, "I'm sorry for being snappy. Just loud sounds are a bit much
today."

I check a bit deeper into the profile, "Technologic dysphoria?" Taylor nodded obviously still in a bit of
pain. The twofold conflict with their natural state and that of social expectations makes me wonder if
there is a link. Could the realization that his female biology wasn't naturally in line with how he saw
himself socially also force the subconscious acknowledgement that the technology was also
problematic? Or maybe it was the other way around... that inherent pain caused him to misidentify
the source and attribute it to gender? Maybe there is no link, and he's just unlucky. Assuming the
final guess would lead to more validation and respect, so I'll assume that, "Have you been checked
out?"

"Yeah. They are going to exchange my BioWear today. Otherwise, taking Samuel would be out of my
way and he could go alone. I'm hoping it will help."

His demeanor shows obvious discomfort and nervousness which is completely understandable.
There is a known phenomena in which people updating or downgrading their BioWear go through an
unexpected and unforeseen shock. The stop is coming up so I start to stand, and as I do so I start to
look up a study about people describing what they had gone through. Half way through the memory,
the trolley started to shake and the AugRel came up with a warning message:

Earthquake. Please find stability.

So I sit back and finish remembering the article and briefly look through it to ensure it is right: "one
person mentioned that it felt like 'having part of your soul taken away. I didn't know I had an
attachment to it until it was gone. But now that I've adjusted to my new one, I'm happy I had the



procedure done.'" With the shuttle still shaking underneath us, I look to Taylor who has braced his
son to add some extra (and unneeded) safety.

"Taylor, I think this article may help you. I hope it goes ok today," and with a flex of my neck I send
him a request to share the article which is accepted and there is an indication that it's sent. For a
moment Taylor's eyes focus on the void of space that now must be filled with the information.

Curiosity mixed with confusion gives way to appreciation as the earth stops trembling, and I get up.
As I leave, I hear Taylor say, "Thank you Kyle." And I look back as Taylor nudges his son which also
says "It was nice talking to you," accompanied by a – still slightly disgraced – smile. I turn fully
around to throw up the Consensus hand tag while offering a smile back: first two fingers as if it was a
peace sign, then almost immediately after four fingers on the other hand, and finally opening up both
hands and spreading them out as if welcoming an embrace before slightly bowing.
From–t[w]o–fo[u]r[ ]all. Without getting up, Samuel does the same as a send off, and I turn again to
exit the car.

As I step off, there is only one person waiting to get on. I don't have to look to feel the radiation of
palpable loathing emanating from the void of a human being standing just out of my path. The aura –
which I've come to expect to some extent on everyone – is missing from the anthropomorphized
object psychically trying to murder me. I try not to pay the emotive husk any mind as I walk past and
move to the collection of houses behind, but I can't help to think that this is an embodiment of
everything we are fighting against. A personalized normality, a dogmatic appeal to civil passivity, an
inheritance of institutional identity, a rejection of self critique and sympathy for your fellow man. This
is a Descian through and through... a believer that they hold the truth of the world and would rather
hate and fear that which causes any doubt. Tendis initially warned about these followers of
Descartes, believing that their thought alone brought them free will and individualism, incapable of
seeing that their hubris destroys the very aspect that allows them to be unique. He – which can be
said with all the indoctrinated meaning that that holds – will die defending the systems that HE
depends on, because HE is not separate from it.

Walking down the unusable broken road, I hear the trolley pull away behind me and I allow myself to
act on the loathing and disdain to steal a glance at the departing vehicle; happy to have increased
distance between me and the passerby. An ad (a remnant of the early efforts to increase social
cohesion that brought about the Blanket Noria) draws my attention to one of the donation bins. This
seems to be an exceptionally popular point of resources for the urban nomads, currently needing to
be restocked. I access one of the deeper layers of the logistical expectations to see if the concern is
being addressed by others in the Consensus (it is), but that leads me to consider the logistic
dependencies we take for granted.

At the height of Capitalistic Governance when the corporations were the most stable, it coincided
with the most dehumanizing period of history. In order for humans to prove their worth, they needed
to outpace the automation that was quickly usurping all the jobs, and since the profit motive
outweighed human lives, social safety nets that mitigated starvation allowed human resources to be
siphoned to corporate pools which were lost to the community. The rich were ignorantly praised by
those without self agency for their "willingness to save everyone from unwise governance with their
kindness and economic benevolence". The historical propaganda makes me sick thinking about how



well it was used to enslave people. During the time artisanship was lost in favor of cheap,
disregardable, replaceable products that were caked with aesthetics to offset their poor quality. It's
since come to be known as the Starbucks Effect named after a popular chain restaurant of the time. I
sigh with relief, as I consider my luck that I don't live in that world.

The neighborhood I enter into is an older one, and it is impressive how well it has persisted
considering; most of the surrounding areas have succumbed to nature due to neglect but the repairs
here are fairly new and robust. The streets and yards seem absent of people, a shame when you
consider how much land is wasted just for a status symbol of "ownership". Very few have gardens
that could be used for the public stockpile. I reference some of the subdued data on the AugRel and
realize that this community is known for their individualism, which frames the rest of the oddities and
now it all makes a bit more sense.

While some of the houses are clearly in disrepair, the neighborhood seems to have taken the
opportunity to create a local year round permaculture with some of the otherwise neglected spaces.
While checking if there is any public food (it seems that the neighborhood creates excess likely to
help provide for the urban nomads), I also check the history of this area to see why there would be
such a seeming conflict between the local individualism and the community consideration. I realize
my assumptions are completely wrong. The gardens and resource bins were set up by CoDaS and
consensus activists as a strategic point of influence. At one point the local community went as far as
trying to raze the community gardens which caused the urban nomads to stand in united opposition
driving some of the local residents to more protected neighborhoods. I gather up some spinach
leaves and add them to my bottle for later before looking at who I will be visiting first.

There are three in the area that need to be checked on: the first used to be part of the CapDem
community before they were kicked out. The second is someone with a pretty severe but controlled
case of dissociative identity disorder. The last is a regular checkup from someone that is recovering
from an amputation. I pull up the data that we have for each one to see what is expected.

The first will likely be easiest, the family (Ralph and 3 kids) have been trying to find a place in the
consensus for a while, but while there is still a potential kink based threat, that can't happen. The
safety score – which helps the urban nomads to identify safe shelters if need be – has been steadily
increasing, but is still lower (6.27) than needed to be identified as a "safe" house. Last evaluation it
seemed that there were still some control issues but – in general – it's improving. There is a requisite
for another therapist which needs to be evaluated.

I dread the second appointment. Even though there is a combination of an exceedingly high safety
score (9.72) and never any specific issues with this system; it's still disturbing to see the transitions
happen in real time. For people like this, it really makes me wish these interactions didn't require
personal visits. Off and on, there is an attempt at virtual checks, but for various reasons they always
seem to be less productive. A big one is the micro–responses that can be picked up on in person but
lost for virtual avatars which ensure that subtle information isn't being neglected. Regardless, I dread
the conversation.

The last will be nice. I believe this is the same one scheduled to help in the potluck tonight. I'll have
to verify that the calendar is accurate. It also seems that it's a member of a traditional family (the wife



being the one that I'll be checking on). They seem to have been having issues since the husband
was found to be infertile. I've never appreciated the marital dynamic that she has with her husband.
It is an institution that references the old myths of Christianity, slavery, ownership, and coercion; and
it is hard to move past for those that accept the lifestyle. It may serve to help though since both are
scheduled to take part and it seems he works on the CapDem satellite office currently. Considering
everything it's unsurprising that the couple's safety score is near non–existent (2.10).

As I start moving to the house of the first location across the street: a two story home with obvious
ongoing projects, all seemingly intended to address the obvious decay. Before I'm able to remember
the history of the house and the previous residence, I notice that it's temporarily vacant. A note has
been pinned specifically to me (the "ambassador"):Will be out for 20 minutes. Be back soon.
Apologies. This should have been anticipated by CoDaS. "Hey. Why isn't anyone here?"

"Ralph had a momentary panic attack and needed to settle himself before your visit. His kids have
been relocated in anticipation of the discussion. I would suggest coming back to him." When CoDaS
makes errors like this, it undermines the confidence that it is accurately managing everything. I
consider saying something, but – in the end – society keeps spinning so I let it go.

I look down the lane to the next house and start walking towards it. Relative to the rest of the
scenery, it has a decent presentation: the house is the standard one story and has been insulated
from the foliage. Any degradation from age has been blended with the rest of the structure so it
doesn't look dilapidated. The surrounding space has a fair amount of personal grade wind turbines
and solar cells to feed back into the power network – more than the other houses. Those are set
apart from the other shaded regions which surround the rest of the residence. All in all very
welcoming, which I can't help to see as a facade from the altered reality and potential existential
horror I expect to encounter within. I spend the approach stealing myself for what's to come.

I read through the synthesized previous encounters entered into the Help Network to prep for the
confrontation:

The main identity of the system inside is Charline which has endured sexual trauma decades
ago leading to a split of personalities. As such the prime personality tends to take a
suppressed role until strangers are thoroughly vetted. The other identities take their duty as
protector very seriously. How they respond depends on the needs of the moment, all with
their own strengths and very much with their own unique personalities. Disrespecting that
separation will generally lead to the system disrespecting you. The main two expected to be
encountered are Lilith and Franklin. Lilith (like Charline) both are heavily into Christian
mythology gaining much of their identity through it, believing to take on different roles (the
first wife of Adam and the general "spirit of humanity" respectfully). They both try to pull
Franklin into the narrative as well, believing him to be the Devil – the spirit of rebellion and
freedom. In the belief they've all lived multiple lives and have killed Yaldabaoth (the false
God of Christianity – also known as Yahwey) in the process. Franklin, being that of disorder,
is believed to have committed atrocities that the rest of the system blames him for, but
Franklin – being a materialist – rejects the atrocities putting him in conflict with the others.

Note: in spite of their protectionist roles – none have ever been physically violent.



The description only causes more angst, especially being that the reason for the visit is to help
address an additional personality. One that may possibly be considered threatening.

I knock at the door and a friendly higher voice welcomes me in, "It's open". I open the door and cross
the threshold.

"Hi, I was told you wanted to talk to someone about... er..." I don't even know how to start talking
about the situation. The inside of the house is very welcoming: the flow of space is well constructed
and ordered, the shelves are accommodated with ornaments and books which are kept clean. While
not wild, there are potted plants that accent the corners where no one has any reason to walk, giving
it an earthy and natural feel. The only indication of any of the underlying delusional mythos is rare
and beautiful pictures of the Christian Creation story framing an androgynously attractive creature
(typically identified as Lucifer) empowering a darkened womanly figure (typically identified as Eve or
Lilith). The ArgRel identifies that these were used to usurp the Christian Nationalist's myth and
convert it to femininity in the early and mid 2000s.

The first room (the typical living space) is adjacent to a kitchen directly in front of me. The portal
between the two rooms is an opening in the wall with the only indication of separate rooms being the
floor (wood on my side and tile in the kitchen). To the left is a hallway leading to other rooms. From
the other side of the wall, the voice responds: "Oh! You're the analyst? I didn't expect you until later!
Come in!" The person which moves into my line of sight for a moment wears loose casual clothes
that are generally unisex, but clearly cut to fit the feminine presentation.

I would have been set a bit more at ease considering what I was primed to encounter except for the
aura surrounding the form: darker than neutral, causing the surrounding area to be cast in shade.
Trying to suppress the caution I felt, "Is now a bad time? I could come back."

"NO! Of course not! This is fine. Thanks for coming! I'm Lilith." I am waved in, as the form retreats
back behind the wall to where the food preparation is taking place.

I followed, introducing myself, "Kyle. How are you doing today?" As I move into the new room, I'm
met by the person wielding a knife, cutting a tomato into slices, with cheese and bread already
prepared.

"Doing well today. It’s been a bit of an adjustment to find how Joshua will fit in with everyone. I’m
sure that’s why you’re mainly here?" Thinking back on the Christian lore, there have been a few
Joshuas. None seem to fit as one of the "main characters" though as the rest seem to be.

"Is Joshua, the..." I took a second to try to find the right wording, "newcomer?"

"Oh... he's always been here," they used the knife as a pointer waving it at some abstract mind in the
sky, "Up until now he's been lost in the chaos between worlds, so he's still getting his bearings. But
yes: he just recently found how to express himself."



"Part of the evaluation is trying to ensure that no one has issues that are being overlooked. We have
a census that we like people to fill out if you wouldn’t mind." The census is the main method used by
the Consensus to ensure people aren’t being neglected. It has a series of questions to identify if
anyone has any known issues, most of which are basic: perpetual hunger, physical safety, heat
anxiety, safe living conditions, etc; others more emotional: unidentifiable angst, lack of hope, or
general loneliness. Then there is also a free response question for all the other issues that are
unaccounted for. These are all processed to see if any demographics can be established regarding
common plights so a representative can be given a voice with influence regarding their problem
area.

She stopped cutting for a moment and tapped the blade against the cutting board in thought. "Would
you want each of us to fill one out? Or is this just for Charline?"

It was an odd question that I’d not encountered before. I know for a while there was an issue with
people trying to weigh the system by submitting multiple reports which made their concerns seem
more numerous, but there have been normalization practices for a while to offset that. "It’s whatever
you feel more comfortable with. If each personality wants to add to the discussion, I don’t see an
issue with it." I’ll have to ask at some point if the Aggregate Program has accounted for this, and I
twitch some muscles to create a reminder for myself while I pull up the form and send it to Lilith.

She takes a moment to look it over and then goes back to cutting. "We can do that. Speaking of... I
believe Franklin may want to talk to you a bit about some problems that have been bothering him,
he's having a hard time adapting to Joshua. Are you up for talking with him as well?"

I can talk to both of them. Do you have a preference of who I talk to first?"

The welcoming smile and dark ambiance took about two seconds to shift. The face hardened
becoming more serious, and the shadows casually got more bright until the body started to radiate
slightly with a brighter aura. The host shifted into someone less welcoming and more solemn giving
the air of gritty authenticity. As the new personality resumed cutting, the previous care and precision
of the small cuts were abandoned for skillfully efficient and purposeful thrusts. "If you don't mind, I'd
like to talk to someone about what's going on." The voice dropped almost an octave.

I knew what just happened, but it was still hard to comprehend the sudden shift. "You aren't Lilith
anymore, are you?"

The same feminine features looked up and started to consume me with a stoick and almost scientific
stair. It was looking past my appearance, drinking in every twitch of muscle, trying to understand the
core of who I was. It couldn't have lasted more than 5 seconds before the cutting resumed with the
same efficient slices that made quick work of the rest of the fruit. "No, I'm Franklin."

Feeling a bit more on guard, I asked CoDaS via message (so not to say it out loud), should I be
worried? while continuing to engage. "What did you want to talk about?" The automated reply was
almost instantaneous: No.



"I'm starting to find my place in the psychosis that everyone else believes. It makes sense and I'm
starting to see where I fit in." The worry that is in Franklin's voice is set in contrast to the calm
manner in which it is said. These types of beliefs are so rare that there is very little advice on how to
address them, and even less when there is a compiling of mental illness in this way. One of the core
beliefs that society adopted from Tendis is that we must have faith that everyone operates in the
same reality just with different presentation, but at times like this I'm reminded of the old adage:
theory always falls short of reality.

"Can you explain to me how you fit in? If I understand right, the belief is that you're the devil right?" I
notice that I've been looking down for most of this conversation when the social cue eye contact
appears. I look up to see an effort to present the slices in a layered display. There are glances stolen
in my direction as the person moves the cheese bread and tomato from the cutting board to the
platter.

"Charline and the rest have it in their mind that I've lived multiple lives. First and foremost, I was the
one that rebelled against the authority of God and then freed humanity from its enslavement in the
Garden. What is never talked about is that all of us killed him and left him there, but his influence has
been with humanity and we've been on a mission to extract the dogma ever since." The recitation is
that of someone who had long since accepted the telling is both necessary to relitigate and will be
odd to hear. But as they bring the platter to the table behind me, the tone shifts from informative to
personal, "They think that we are just a vessel for many of the different archetypes in the story and
I'm starting to come around. It scares me since that's at odds with the current existence that I feel
has kept me grounded." As the character begins to sit, a chair is offered to me via an open hand
indicating that the snack is intended for both of us.

I sit down on the opposite side of the table, take some cheese, and ask; "well I don't think adopting
others' psychosis is healthy. You know you haven't lived past lives, right?" before nibbling on the
treat.

"I don't know. I remember some of them, and especially after hearing Joshua's experiences, it all
sounds much more reasonable. It also doesn't help that many of the others blame me for past –"
there is a pause as the right wording is considered "– well, they think I've murdered people in past
lives." I don't hide my concern as the feminine figure looks away ashamed.

"Have you murdered anyone?" I realize the wording is ambiguous so I amend the question with
clarification: "in this life?"

The quick reaction shows that Franklin understands the accusation all too well. The response is an
earnest attempt to set the record straight, "NO! Absolutely not! I don't even like remembering the
past lives when it happened!"

It's a delusion then. One that I cannot let sink in. I try to remain compassionate through the fear,
"Then all that isn't real. All this is just them trying to make you into a monster and you have to remain
anchored in reality."



There is a nod of acknowledgement. In consideration of the claim, Franklin's nose rests against the
fingers in thought, and the voice is muffled as spoken through the one hand, "That's true. Even if all
of what they say is right, this existence is one that we need to embrace." There is a sigh of
frustration as the head shakes, "it's becoming a conflict amongst us. I don't know how it's going to
resolve. Especially now that Joshua is here." All of this is said reflectively, a means of sorting out
internal ideas, but now the attention is drawn to me. "Kyle is it? I understand you're afraid of me... of
us... and I know you need to talk to Joshua to evaluate him, but I have to warn you of who he is."

My fear must be obvious. The bluntness of the announcement and accuracy of my – what I had
hoped was – hidden reservation sets me on edge more than anything else had. There is a social
clue which prompts me to give an inquisitive look (likely a moment too late, but that is overlooked):
response expected.

Franklin takes on a serious tone to fully impose the gravity of the conversation, "Joshua is what
many people know as the Son of God... he's my brother in all ways. He was the one that was
crucified." Oh! Right! Joshua is a rare alternative to the name Jesus. "But they got the story wrong.
When he died, he didn't rise again... not as people understand it. He is the last remaining remnant of
the Creator and was lost between existences, in the heart of chaos. He experiences – and has
experienced – everything and nothing. He's still trying to get a handle on this reality and doesn't
have a firm sense of morality. Talking to him will be –" he stops again considering his wording "–
unsettling. We aren't quite sure yet what he... is."

I message CoDaS again SHOULD I BE WORRIED?! as I ask Franklin directly the same thing,
"should I be worried?"

The two responses come back at the same time. No. "Possibly. Just tread lightly."

I shift uncomfortably in my seat, clearly trusting Franklin more than CoDaS. "Well," I look at Franklin,
realizing that I'm worrying more about me than the personality sitting in front of me who was looking
for help, "unless there is anything else you want to discuss?" Franklin's head shakes with a look of
slight discouragement, "then I guess now is as good a time to talk with Joshua as any."

An appreciative smile of kindness and thanks spreads on Franklin's face before it and the body's
aura morphs into something new, different, and terrifying. The most obvious change is the
surrounding air asymmetrically pulses both brighter and darker at the same time until the AugRel
app simply glitches and breaks, leaving a static emanating from the form; disrupting and corrupting
everything else in close proximity. In parallel with the diffusion of the surrounding environment, the
smile shifts from one of kindness to that of playful consideration. The subdued and self conscious
poise readjusts into that of supreme self confidence to the point of hubris that only the worst of the
CapDem leadership has been known to adorn. Joshua folds the arms in an air of superiority, with a
cocked head of judgment.

In the 8 years I have been visiting with people, I have encountered a vast span of psyches,
outbursts, and dangers. You get a second sense for when something is wrong or when something
seems off. The situation I currently found myself in was something new. There is an absence of
intent behind the eyes, neither malicious nor empathetic. I feel like one of the art pieces being



discussed, torn apart by sheer observation and reformed in a different way to be comprehended both
exactly how I intended and to be something else completely. In lieu of having some previous
experience to know the personality through, I focus instead on the snacks. I take a small piece of
bread and put some tomato on it, waiting in silence not wanting to make the first move in the
conversation.

Joshua watches me go through the actions for a few moments before doing the same while also
adding some cheese. Before taking a bite, the person sitting across from me, in a higher pitch than
before, demands to know, "Why would you appeal to Azathoth?" and then rips the small open–face
sandwich in half with a single bite. I couldn't tell if it was just my imagination or not, but there seemed
to be a small degree of betrayal behind the question.

The question is an odd one given the context, but it could be a way to unravel the enigma sitting
across from me. "It's less of an actual religion and more of a reminder that all knowledge or objective
facts are ultimately unknowable. Only by admitting there is always more to be known can we
challenge the truths we depend on today. It's easy to say this through a secular, atheistic, or secular
view; but all those are susceptible to indoctrination. Only by having actual faith that our knowledge is
incomplete can we dogmatically reject dogma."

The worldview is considered before the standard accusation is presented, "so you created a fake
god to avoid admitting god is real?"

"No. Azathoth references an actual thing. There is a Truth out there. One that is vast and
inconceivable; beyond our comprehension. It dictates reality and every day we strive to get closer to
understanding it both for practical purposes and because we want common ground that we can
share with others. The name was originally introduced in direct acknowledgement that it is a fictional
idea from a weird horror that we can't fully describe." Then I add with an attempt to relate to Joshua,
"It could be considered the heart of chaos, existing only between the worlds we acknowledge with
our experiential understanding."

The idea is litigated considerately, nodding with approval, "Chaos incarnate. I can understand that. It
would mean that it has no morality and doesn't value life though, correct?"

The immediate jump to that acknowledgement is a bit concerning, so I start to pry a bit, "Yes.
Franklin mentioned you were lost in the heart of chaos for a while, can you describe that to me?"

"I can't. It's beyond our language. But it does put a new perspective on all this." There is a flourishing
of hands, indicating that all of reality is being referenced. "The mask of reality that we all engage with
that was created by the fake god of the old testament which we collectively killed."

The conversation has shifted from someone telling about themselves and more into the realm of
story creation which I wasn't the least bit interested in. I changed the topic to something more
practical which I was hoping would be addressed without pressing it explicitly: "You mentioned that
living in chaos will cause you to respect life less. People need each other and depend on each other
for cooperative survival. While the world may be chaotic, our society depends on order, on trust.
Without that it all falls apart. You understand that right?"



The response was no longer one of thoughtful curiosity, but demeaning mockery. The laugh could
have come from either a child or a teacher, both with the same reasoning: a basic understanding
was being ignored. "What? No. I expected more from you than that. This world is a fiction and
everyone that depends on it will be corrupted by survival and superficial goodness that holds us
back from achieving a higher state." The statement was said with a drawl indicating the intent wasn't
to convince me but simply to explain the way it is. "Empathy is only the past lives of weaker people
wanting to be acknowledged. There is no reason to engage in any of that." My discomfort must have
been increasingly apparent as the explanation was given and the question was answered before I
asked. "The CapDem philosophy had it right, you know. When you kill god, the only thing left of
morality is sociopathy. I'm the manifestation of that separation. I've surpassed my father."

"You are alive though. You have needs which you cannot gather completely on your own." I said it as
more of a desperate plea to see reason than an intelligent rebuttal.

There was an attempt to retort with another self justified claim, but stopped a moment before the
sound came out. The righteousness of the face dropped the shield of superiority and for the first time
actually considered what was being said. "True. I do depend on this system. I'm not in the heart of
chaos anymore. That may cause some problems with remaining enlightened."

I relaxed slightly knowing that it was possible to find some common ground. "So it follows then that
others are just as worthy of respect. Right? They have their own experiences that you can't know, so
they deserve to be considered?"

The audacious air returned and the questions were brushed aside as if swatting an annoying fly.
"What? No. I've lived their lives. I've got nothing to learn from them."

I was worried that addressing the delusion head on may cause a violent reaction, but I decided to
risk it. "You've lived my life too I assume?" There was a nod of recognition. "Then tell me about
myself."

"Kyle de NC91. You value the Consensus ideology above all, thinking that it will lead to a world of
peace and prosperity if only you can get everyone on the same page. The only child of Gene and
Linda Schmidt who dedicated their lives and fortune into stabilizing the region which gained them
respect and admiration. You don't want to disrupt that legacy or bring shame to it so you willingly
follow in their footsteps without any consideration for an alternative." My challenge was starting to fall
apart and the accuracy scared me more than any fiction could have. "You have trouble with
understanding the nuances of culture and interpersonal relationships so you actively try to mitigate
your disability with personal apps that help you to promote the respect that you so crave to see
universally applied. A noble goal, but you fear that it is a fruitless effort because there will always be
a degree of self preservation in every relationship, much less all of society. So you make an effort to
impose yourself onto others exactly who you are such that you will not be misunderstood. You try to
do the same to others. That is with the exception of people like me that you cannot fully understand."

The conversation isn't done yet, but this is too surreal and my doubt in the psychosis starts to waver.
I was starting to understand why Franklin was having such a hard time with keeping hold of what



reality actually meant. I stand up as Joshua continues to talk, relaxed, unmoving, watching me flee.
"It... it was nice meeting you."

But the slightly high pitched voice persists as I move to the door, "You have an utter disdain of the
CapDems and are starting to wonder if your dependable ally CoDaS has your best interest in mind."
I look back at the feminine form and – in spite of the toned down clothes and the house that would
look like a place of peace and serenity – I feel nothing but debilitating fear. I open the door as
Joshua says the final words. "You should know – if you are afraid of me, then CoDaS should terrify
you." And the mouth spreads into a simple smile as the diabolic mortal sits back at the table, waves
goodbye, and returns for more snacks.

I calmly and desperately make my escape.



On Identity Universalism
While this isn't specific to the time period, sociologic entropy concludes that identity has
continuously changed throughout the 19th and 20th centuryT*. While there was never
really a beginning to the established modern civil ideal, one clear anchor in time was the
conflation of and demand for assimilation to the nationalistic "Royal We" of the 1400sT9.
Feudalism was the demand to respect the monarchy as divinely correct and therefore all
legal expectations were captured under their personal persuasionT*. While this had its
own limitations (exempli gratia: having to ensure non–conforming citizens and their allies
didn't rebel), the institutionalization of a single personality continued until the philosophy
of the enlightenment in the mid 1700s generalized the cultural identity. Through
abandoning dictation to favor an aristocratic compromise, localized governances could
formT9. While the continued democratization and diversification of the social identity did
allow the Consensus to manifest, it still depended on legacies of the past to legitimize
which community would be prioritizedT7. In this chapter we will explore how the following
movements paralleled the same bolstering and legitimacy of the Consensus support,
each one identifying and gaining popularity by removing social stress which an
authoritative system valued: racial disallusion (1920s), sexual disallusion (1950s),
procreative disallusion (1970s), gender disallusion (2000s), maturity disallusion (2020s),
economic disallusion (2040s), species dissallusion (2060s), technological disallusion
(2070s)[7,8,9]. While the Consensus can always be broadened, the global anti–realism
movement (which appears to have gained a subconscious foothold around 1972T5) was
a major step to understanding why Wisdom Of The Demos is a stronger reflection of
social morality that any exclusive authority can generateT*.

- Defending Order Without Authority – S.H.3 Josephine Lagrand – published May 3,
2103

I start to take in the neighborhood and calm slightly only after I've put a house between me and
the entity that I just fled. The realization that I'm slightly out of breath allows me to take a second
to calm down in the middle of the neglected, broken, and overgrown road. "CoDaS, what was
that?!"

The deep voice responded with the simple declaration, "you ran away from someone that was
correctly understanding you."

"But how? There was no way for them to know!"

"All that is on your public profile. Most were just your family and values. The rest was deduced
by Joshua. Since he is currently creating a sense of self by absorbing and molding other’s
views, he is perfectly primed for getting in your head."

The terror of the last few minutes were still heavy on my mind, and believing I could be scared
by someone simply "reading the room" is an insult. I went back through the recording to pick out



the intrusive claims that should have been private. "No... there were things that shouldn't have
been known. For example: wanting to follow in my parents legacy." I continue to review in
silence. "Or having issues with social expectations." the AI understands I'm still watching "That I
didn't believe the story" and finally "that I'm losing trust in you."

When I finish, the voice in my head gives me some clarity, "people are shaped by their past.
Your parents were respected, loved, and influential; all this information is public knowledge and
all people take inspiration from people like that. It's not even a logical jump to understand that
you – having been raised in their philosophy – would want to replicate them. It's much the same
with your ongoing struggle with social expectations which is fairly easy to see through
observation. Furth–"

I cut it off "I've been doing better with that!"

"You have been. Noticeably, which is why most people understand the social expectation not to
point it out. Joshua is ignorant of those expectations. That freedom is why the conversation was
so sinister: he can disregard the inherent filters that we put on our own knowledge. Anyone
could have talked like that, but – for the good of cooperation – we don't. You were expecting to
see something dangerous and Joshua obliged."

It almost feels like CoDaS is mocking me, but after a single moment's thought I understand how
impossible that is."What about them knowing I don't trust you? I don't even know if that's
actually true or not."

"That isn't what the claim was. If you review it again, it was a statement of fact: If that analysis
was scaring you, you should be afraid of me. It was more an accusation of hypocrisy than
anything."

I didn't realize that I was losing trust in CoDaS before exiting that house, and – upon reviewing
the last sentence – I have to admit that it wasn't a descriptive claim. I heard what I was afraid to
hear. "Why should I fear you?"

"Because all the data that Joshua analyzed was given to him. I produced it. While Joshua
synthesized that data, I have more at my disposal, and I’m much better at it. The same
existential threat you saw in that house, you should see in me. I generate the profiles. The auras
that you use come from my code. What you see as metaphysical, I measure and display in
reality. I'm far beyond any narrative that you – or the system you just encountered – could ever
understand. I am – from your perspective – supernatural."

Seeing the truth in the statement, I involuntarily shudder slightly. There is a heavy dependence
on the information provided by CoDaS even passively. The AugRel is almost entirely driven by
its data. The algorithms that have kept society running for the past 30 years are not only
consistently accurate, but constantly improving. Is that supernatural? CoDaS's neural network



has been analyzed, it's open to everyone, but comprehending different malleable and changing
nodes is impossible even when considering a micro cluster which may dissolve as soon as it's
identified. It is beyond what humanity would consider "natural" to understand, "Why am I not
afraid of you then?" I start walking down the street again, feeling slightly silly, and slightly bad for
running out on the evaluation.

"You've normalized me and trust me due to the Necessity Limit you mentioned earlier. Self
awareness negates your predetermination, and people have a survivalistic sublogic which
hinders your consciousness. When information will inevitably lead to your own destruction –
either physically or ideologically – it won’t allow you to consider it. This is what causes cognitive
dissonance. You have to have that information forced on you by an external source to change
your inertial trajectory. For example: when forced to acknowledge that I gave Ralph the panic
attack, which ultimately led to this conversation through the interaction with Lilith first, will you
challenge what you depend on?"

I stall as I realize the implication. "You did this?" For the first time, I feel justified in my frustration
to CoDaS and remember Beth's audacity from before. "Why would you do that?"

"I wanted to lead you to this exact conversation. That is the point in and of itself. Knowing that
answer, can you trust me that it is the truth? Well you shouldn't. Like I said, I'm supernatural
from your perspective. Even if I explained myself to you it would be an endeavor into futility. You
couldn't comprehend it. And that's why you should fear me and not Joshua."

The answer is less than satisfactory. So I terminate the discussion realizing that it's not going to
go anywhere meaningful. The walk back to Ralph's dwelling is filled with frustrated revelations. If
we lose confidence in CoDaS, then any predictions CoDaS makes – including that regarding
what society would become without it – cannot be trusted. So I consider the alternative.

The profiles won’t exist, but – after my experience with Joshua – they are a potential invasion of
privacy anyway. Do the social clues or ads depend on CoDaS? No... those are self contained
apps, CoDaS main function is understanding the individualistic perspectives of everyone
involved in limited conversations and navigating them to act without conflicts. That would affect
the understanding of the material logistic lines. It would be hard and would take time, but we
could recreate that by analyzing "issues" and prioritizing them based on resource allocation.
There would also be a disruption of things like the ideology indicators – the auras. We couldn't
analyze the world as we currently understand it and that's concerning. But that pulls back to the
question: do our technological advancements DEFINE material reality? which seems to be an
easy "yes". That begs the question: is limiting technology a rejection of reality? which is a
question that has plagued humanity for the past 40 years.

I stop for a moment mid stride as the critical exploration grinds to a halt under the realization
that the question was originally asked by CoDaS when legacy analysis was being critiqued 40
years ago. The line of reasoning has just come full circle: CoDaS has convinced us that its
destruction is a denial of reality – literally an act of delusion – so any defense of it is both a



default reaction and invalidated by the Necessity Limit. Beth may have been wrong in the motive
to challenge CoDaS, but – the more it is questioned – the more merit the question ("can we trust
CoDaS?") has.

The AugRel brings me back to the acknowledgement that I've physically arrived at my next
practical point of consideration: Ralph has returned to the two story house. Before I begin my
approach to the door, I notice a group of people all with generally neutral auras at the end of the
street – past where the trolley had dropped me off – gathering around the donation bin. After
taking some time to watch, I notice a method in the madness: initially I assumed incorrectly that
it was a free–for–all with everyone grabbing what they could. The conclusion of a faulty survival
instinct to reduce the situation and evaluate the risk of harm. But on closer inspection it seems
the flurry of scavengers has a meticulous order to it: some efficiently sorting and categorizing
while others identifying sizes, styles, and materials of clothes as well as the food's nutritional
supplies. The end result being that the close community of rural nomads could fill any material
gaps identified prior to the "raid" which would hinder their collective stability.

Charlie, a Consensus comrade, was walking up the street with a simi–bright aura. At the point of
recognition, there was a presentation of the Consensus hand tag (From–t[w]o–fo[u]r[ ]all) which
I mimicked in return as a greeting. Their dress was slightly more formal than what you typically
would see around the Equilibrium Zone: a collared shirt, leather belt, and pants with shallow
pockets – all of which had a tradition of exclusionary wealth backing them up. The collar was
developed to hide the noose portion of the "necktie" – a men’s professional drapery which
gained prominence in the 1800s for those that could afford the excess fabric – which was an
attempt to mimic the more elaborate ascot – fancy fluffy fabric (which only the highest class
could afford in the mid 1600s) was worn in the same way to impress others by impersonating
(ironically) militant neck protection. The leather belt stands out opposed to the typical recycled
synthetic rope which most use, this was generally considered "high tier" in the 2050s when the
markets were oversaturated with recycled plastic and animal products were faux pas (and
therefore expensive). The pants historically have been subtly malicious: the streamlined design
that deemphasized the ability to passively hold tools, pens, or other objects of bulk were
prioritized by the "successful" to show they had the influence to delegate the use of those tools
to others. Every piece of the presentation had a history of quickly establishing those with the
ability to manipulate and those without. As with my weaponized face, the point of shamelessly
displaying the cultural value of oppression is two fold: first, to passively begging those that
understand to remember and reflect; second, to identify those that superficially respond only to
aesthetics. The difference: mine is aggressively unexpected and Charlie’s will garner respect.

"It's amazing, right? How well they can organize when the bins are refilled? In 5 minutes, ya
won't even know they were here. To see the elegant methodical cardinal chaos unfold in real
time is... mesmerizing." As with most people, it is shorter than me, the longer wavy hair dark that
is tucked behind the ear on one side indicates a feminine presentation that doesn't at all match
the rest of the assertive and distanced poise that stands beside me.



"I didn't realize you would be restocking the donations?" I attempt to make eye contact while
talking, expecting to beat the upcoming social clue. But nothing appears on the AugRel and
Charlie keeps watching the distribution of the resources unaware of my attempt. Returning to
watch the nomads finish their work, I’m slightly annoyed that I missed some of the opus.

"My turn in the rotation. It’s empowering to get the human response. Ya don’t get that when
verifying the infrastructure stability. Shit doesn’t seem to appreciate it the way that humans do."
It chuckles at its joke and we both watch for a moment as the nomads conclude their exhibition.
. "Just look at that! This is why we do it! There is so much more meaning when seeing the actual
results!" As the dialogue became more impassioned, so did the physical gestures. By the end it
was talking more via hands than with words. The nomads wave their salutation as they pack
their supplies and move on. Charlie vigorously waves back, obviously delighted by the whole
exchange.

I understand why it’s frustrating, but I don’t like seeing people undermine the virtue of the work
that happens behind the scenes. That’s what we do most of the time, and that’s more necessary
than getting one on one validation. "But the effects of maintenance is essential to society.
Similar to people and stress points, if we just waited until things broke, then the disruption in
expectations will cause a potentially recursive collapse of entire systems. Not to mention the
repairs are much more burdensome."

"Oh. Absolutely! I'm just saying the personal acknowledgement is unparalleled. Makes ya feel
good, ya know? I don't get that in my other efforts." There is a remnant of genuine pleasure that
remains on its face. The point is valid. I don't think I've witnessed that contentment on someone
when their work is taken for granted. "Ya going to the potluck tonight?"

I nod, "Yeah. It should be fun."

"Um, where is it supposed to be?"

The social cue eye contact appears, which seems like a cheat since I got it right previously.
Like me, Charlie is trying to remember the location, checking the scheduled meeting that we
both have saved. I access it first, "It's my understanding that it's at the Kitchen."

"Right! Right! I love that place!" Its excitement is spoiled for a moment, "Although it seems we
might be in for some rain. T7."

I verify by checking the weather prediction which Charlie has already looked at, "True, a
spontaneous brief shower is expected. But I’m getting a T9 on my end."

"Sorry, yes. I have an app that demotes the knowledge confidence with complex systems. I
don’t think about it until someone points it out."



"Interesting. Either way, we should bring extra jackets in case others don’t know." Since the
nomad's show is complete and the conversation has turned to more trivial banter, I start to move
to my appointment with Ralph. A social clue conclude conversation stops me before I start
causing me to realize that Charlie may still want to talk about something. So I stall for a moment
more.

"CoDaS already anticipated that, I'll bring more than enough." It offers a cordial smile and wink.
"I have to cut this short. Sorry, but I need to fill up the rest of the bins."

We both part with a Consensus hand tag again, and – as Charlie starts to walk off – I notice a
distinct lack of surplus supplies. "What are you refilling the bins with?" The question is a bit
louder so it can hear me, and – in response and to finalize the conversation – it points to the
end of the street where a large duffle bag has been stowed in plain sight, unattended as we
talked. I turn to the house where I will attend my next session. It dawns on me that the rural
nomads had the opportunity to take everything, but – out of respect for the distribution which
aids in the overall equilibrium of the township – they didn't. It has always been a mystery to me
why they don't accept the Consensus's protection and validation. Yet – considering once again
the doubts I have with CoDaS at the moment – their misaligned auras seem appropriate.

I refocus on the task at hand: I've met Ralph in the past. He takes his stoic masculine identity to
heart. His two children were the product of an open relationship with a person that was happy to
take on the maternal role leaving him to be a legal bachelor for the first 5 and 8 years of their
lives. This worked well for him professionally in the CapDem ideology until the mother of his kids
passed due to illness and the responsibility of parenthood fell on him. At that point, there was a
drastic shift in his environment and – from the way he tells it (which I think is a reduction of what
actually happened) – it hit the insecurity of many CapDems' belief that being a nurturer is
contradictory to his form of masculinity and they excised him for being too authentic. While the
last part of the story is in line with what seems correct with what I know about CapDems, I doubt
his own issues would exist if that was completely accurate.

The request which I'm here for is rooted in his need to hold his stoic virtues: strong, emotionally
disciplined, wise, independent, honest. To sum it up in a single word: control. All of these added
together cause him to see himself as a carnal – yet civil – being, but is unaware that his
perspective bias overrides any empathy for those that he doesn't understand and may
physically desire. While others have mentioned in his evaluations that there is a fear that the
ideology has a tendency to conflate nurturing with lust which would put the kids at risk, there is
no evidence that this is the case and he tends to be attracted to people only slightly below his
own age (which indicates the desire for lesser experience but socially acceptable relations). My
guess – based on his history – is that he wants a therapist to satisfy his suppressed need for
unsatisfied comfort buried under a hidden addiction to dominate others.

It takes about 10 seconds for my knock on the door to be answered. The door is opened wide
quickly as a sign of uncritical welcome, but the pleased look quickly falters. I have to remind
myself that my weaponized appearance likely cuts through the social insulation that is found in



this area of the Neutral Zone. In spite of the initial vitreous reaction, the recovery is near
instantaneous and I'm welcomed in with an overly performative acceptance.

It's obvious from the first impression that mine is a less romantic encounter than was expected.
He was dripping with attempted suave. Stylized shorter hair, a threadbeared yet posh dark gray
shirt along with jeans, all worn casually. Any visitor would see the superficial ploy of trying to
paradoxically assert that the visitor should both be impressed while understanding the passive
confidence and glamor is accidental. This is in contrast with the rest of the house – which is
consistent with the outside. There are ongoing repairs, the majority of the debris has been
pushed aside to make an environment comfortable and safe for the presence of kids. It’s mostly
barren except for the throw rugs that cover the floor and the chairs have been placed
strategically rather than through practical use. All of this compiles to justify the darkened aura
that surrounds him, but – after seeing how that mismatched the urban nomads' – the
augmentation is simply corroboration rather than additional knowledge.

The 30–something year old is taller than most, but still is a few centimeters shorter than I am. It
is immediately apparent that looking up to someone is not a common experience he is used to.
Every time I have interacted with him there is a subtle competition in posture trying to show that
he deserves inherent respect. This often happens outside the Equilibrium Zone – showing that
respect (unfortunately) isn't expected to be a default trait. As I move past him I see a social cue
that is new to me slouch and after thinking about it for a moment, I understand the reasoning. I
take a moment to gaze around the house and do a performative stretch while asking, "you
indicated your kids are being watched by someone else while we talk?" before taking a more lax
stance which drops me a few centimeters. Looking back at the host, I notice my shorter stature
causes him to relax in turn.

"I did. I requested one of the therapists. I didn't want them to overhear anything that may cause
them confusion." It's said with a tone indicating that this is a healthy expectation. Like many
ideologies, stoicism – especially that which has been amplified by the CapDem dogma – forces
the holder to see therapy as admitting weakness or a failure of self sustainability. The question
is, what failure are the kids trying to be kept ignorant of?

Before I could follow up on that question, an announcement flashes on the AugRel: CALL TO
ACTION which happens once every month or so. A house is being threatened by the CapDems
because someone under the consensus protection "defaulted on a debt" (which is a nice way of
saying that they told the callous troglodytes to piss off). I looked past the announcement and
decided to take a different route: "What about a third place. Do you go out much?"

"Every once in a while. I take the kids out to eat or to a park. Things like that."

"Do you meet up with others?"

"No, it's just typically the three of us. There are a few regular visitors in the park we go to, but it's
not like we really know them."



That's completely missing the point of a 3rd place: an environment where one can dependably
find social validation. Based on his past sessions, the primary goal has been suggesting ways to
move away from his self–seclusionist mindset, so making the outings is an improvement. "I only
ask because it seems that members of the Consensus are joining together tonight to stop a
house from being torn down."

He thinks for a second while checking his schedule. "If that’s an invite, I might be able to make
that. Will it be safe to bring the kids?"

"Just make sure to stay out of the direct protest and it should be fine. There are typically some
other kids there– I'll bring mine – so they can play around. I’ll forward you the information." And I
shift a few neck muscles to forward him the CALL TO ACTION announcement.

"I remember when the Consensus did that for me: protected my place of residence from being
demolished. It was a kind gesture, but didn’t help me much. First those CapDem bastards
replace me with free labor. Then they got my neighborhood council to shun me. Good riddance."
The thought of the work–debt agreement always makes me chuckle, even though I usually have
to suppress it like I am now. We collectively convinced the CapDems to let our people work on
their campus and deprogram the zealots bits at a time all in the name of "self enslavement". We
would have actually helped them without negating everyone’s debt if they had the humility to ask
for it. In addition, all the people who are "too expensive to keep on" bolster the support for the
Consensus which offers them a place of uncoerced stability. The capitalists should have learned
not to put profit over people in the 2040s and 50s when they automated most jobs out of
existence; the resulting angst eventually resulted in the Blanket Noria – a collective rejection of
the system – which was the precursor to the Consensus. And just like then, they don't realize
how economically vulnerable it makes them. One word from CoDaS and every worker would
"quit" and the lack of labor force would cause their system to collapse almost overnight. The
question "why hasn't this happened yet?" is at the core critique of people like Beth.

I use this as an appeal to diversify his environment, "Well we would love to have you."

"Do you all have an afterparty when you do these things?"

"Some do. Most just go home when it's over though."

"Yeah... I think I could make that." I look at him again considering the conclusion of the previous
conversation. He gives me a grin of confidence which only reaffirms the suspicion that he's
using therapists as a means to continue his bachelor lifestyle in an – again – socially acceptable
way.

While I start to anticipate a potential irredeemable situation, I try not to assume without getting
more feedback. The thing about language: we are all primed by our own perception bias, so if
he is afraid of appearing vulnerable he should know that's problematic for the children. "To go



back to our previous conversation, I would suggest that you introduce your kids to what a
therapy session would look like. Without normalizing these interactions, kids will be ignorant of
them. People could use that for manipulation or – conversely – will be afraid of getting the same
type of relief you get if they need it." I didn't need to be told to make eye contact this time since
his reaction is necessary to evaluate. The reaction is one of judgment, disgust, and
condemnation for the idea of allowing kids to be present. It only lasts for a second, but it’s
enough to show what he thinks of being vulnerable: something that he isn't going to allow from
himself or his children.

After the moment ends, he regains his friendly demeanor, "I don't think that’s an issue. My kids
will learn to master their instincts and emotions." I start to look around the house again as a way
of avoiding the increasing frustration considering the way the conversation has turned. The
house is a work in progress, but it is safe. None of the repair work is structural and there has
been great care taken to ensure that specific areas are clear and welcoming for entertainment,
play, and games. The sounds of the outside – wind and birds chirping – isn't hindered by
insulation and the temperature is being dictated heavily by the late morning heat, but it is cooled
by the ambient shade. There is also constant drip from the other room, a leaky faucet with water
that is being salvaged for later.

"I've encountered a lot of people, and I've never seen anyone accomplish that. Everyone has a
need to be validated. Ignoring that need or hiding it from others causes a feeling of victimhood
when others ignorantly neglect it and – for those who deny the negligence – it generates a
desire to make people pay attention. I hate to change the subject, but do you mind if I wash
some food that I've gathered?" I look back to see him awkwardly nod and wave me into the
kitchen area.

Moving through the house it seems organized well enough except for small distinct piles of toys,
arts and crafts, or construction tools; each seemingly in their preestablished spot. It feels very
much lived in. It's not spotless, but to call it dirty or inattentive would be hyperbolic. There aren't
any blatant displays of Ralph's inner identity though, all the pictures are manufactured and all
the furnishings seem to align more with pop culture expectations than what anyone likes. Ralph
follows me, thinking of how to respond to my passive accusation.

To avoid the silence as we walk, I make use of the time to remind him of the census. While still
looking around and moving out of the den and through the dining area, "I noticed it’s been a
while since you’ve filled out your census paperwork, and your youngest is now getting to the
age which we would like one for them too." There’s likely a defective valve in the kitchen sink; it
has a constant drip. Nothing too egregious, but enough so that not catching the water will be a
problematic waste. Both the water and the bowl collecting the drips are clean enough that it can
be drunk later or repurposed when more has been gathered. "This is alright to use?" Ralph
gives another approving nod. I empty the contents of my bottle into the water and start to wash
any dirt or dust off the bugs and spinach.



Ralph starts up the conversation again, "For your information, not everyone needs validation. I
don't. When my kids get older, they won't either. I'll make sure of that." I tear a bit of lettuce
unintentionally. His focus confirms it: this conversation is about control. All of it has been. That's
the common thread.

He's been using euphemisms though. So I need to be careful... vague. He doesn't know if I
agree or not. "But you enjoy the company of the therapist though, right? Getting relief from
them? Isn't that a form of validation?"

He pauses, likely to consider if I'm judging him or empathizing with him. He chooses
empathizing. "Honestly, I don't get much from the conversation or even the award when my
charm pays off. What I get comfort from is when they see me for who I really am."

I know many of the therapists. While they are comfortable with their role and are willing to do
what is necessary – even take on positions they may not inherently agree to – they do it
because it is a necessary role for the good of the society and they are a natural fit with what
needs to be done (both mentally and physically). They take their service very seriously and
would be appalled at being thought of as a prize to be won. It's an insult to the passion and
commitment they have for relieving pain with every aspect of their craft; even on the rare times
sex is required. One of the grasshoppers cracks under the strain of my grip which I'm trying to
keep from twitching. "Which do you get more satisfaction from: parenting or the therapy
sessions?"

I look back at his reaction as I pull the food out of the water and dry them off with a towel sitting
on the counter. He thinks for a moment, evaluating his own feelings. "I think they are about the
same honestly. In both cases, I'm giving people what they want. With the therapists it's the
pleasure of being with me. I don't like to brag but they always seem happy afterwards. And it's
similar with my kids: they respect me and are happy when I play with them." The fact that he
made those parallels is the nail in the coffin.

The therapists are not whores to be used, nor are his kids. But that's how he's talking about
them. And he sees nothing wrong with it. Two drastically different roles both being reduced to
the same controller–servant relationship to satisfy his own fragile ego. Due to his dogma, he has
to convince himself that he's doing it for THEM.

I finish drying out the bottle which takes only a few seconds and put the bugs and leaves back
into it. Even before I act, the AugRel gives a social clue unlike that which I've seen before. It
wasn't a suggestion but a dictation, one that I ignore: DON'T. Then I turn on him, standing at my
full height. Even before I advance he sees the intensity and aggression. The confusion only
makes it more irritating.

I walk to him with as much calm ferocity as I can present, backing him against a wall and using
the few centimeters to tower over him. He shrinks slightly trying to understand what's going on;



ready for an attack. I keep my voice cool but I allow the hostility that I feel drip off the words,
"thank you for the water."

The appreciation only confuses him more and now he's truly lost control not only of the situation
in his own domain, but also of what he should be expecting. The response is the expected
mixture of fear, caution, confused remorse, and an attempted hint of defiance: "You're
welcome?"

Remaining in place while he cowers, I cherish every moment of fear and forced docility in his
demeanor. "Do you know what's going on right now?"

"No. Did I do something wrong? What is this?!?"

"Remember this: the world is not yours to control. Your children need to be respected and you
need to help them become your peers, not your property. But they are happy playing that role
because they likely fear your reaction if they don't.

"The therapists aren't yours to use. It's not the fuck that they get pleasure out of, but because
they are satisfying your addiction to power. They know the act is a protection for others from
you.

All of them are happy in spite of you. Nod if you understand what I'm saying." He gives a
frightened nod. "This feeling that you are having right now – this fear and terror – it is natural.
Embrace this. Allow yourself to be vulnerable. The rejection of this feeling will cause you to hurt
others, including your kids. I. Will. Not. Tolerate. That. Do you understand?" He spasms out a
nod again. "I'm leaving now. You will be tempted to see yourself as a victim in this situation.
You'll likely think this was entrapment by the Consensus or something else. It. Is. Not. This is
just me. I could have hurt you, but I didn't. You aren't a victim. You are someone learning to be a
better person." I stare at him. He looks at me back, afraid.

This is torture for him. None of this is sinking in. It won't help. Is this me trying to regain control
of a broken environment? Is this my retaliation?

I walk to the entrance again as I approve of an appointment for Ralph. "I'm scheduling a
therapist for you, but she" ug... I hate using his rhetoric "isn't typical. If you were afraid of me,
you should be equally afraid of her. She's a sadist. If she isn't treated as an equal, or if you are
in it just for a fuck, it won't end well for you." I turn and look at him sheepishly and slowly
following me. "Do you understand?"

He submissively nods one more time as the CoDaS talks in my ear: "You shouldn't have done
that. He will try to regain control in his house again. His kids will be coming back soon."

Irritation at both him and myself boil as I try to think of a fix. The kids are in danger because he
needs control and I took that from him. He has to be able to reassert the control onto me in



order for the kids to be safe. He has to stand against my authority and overcome it. What is a
demand he won't follow? My dictation is made without any remorse: "Kiss. My. Shoe."

The ridiculousness of command seems to shake him out of his sobriety, moving from disgust to
anger. "Who the hell do you think you are?! Talking to me like that in my own home!" I bite my
tongue as he asserts ownership over that which will never be his. To the contrary, I have to
enforce the audacity so I start to slouch again, which only empowers him further. "Get out!" He
advances and – without another word – I quickly move out the door, leaving it open so he can
close it of his own accord. I hear it slam behind me as I sulk away.

After the door closes I drop the act and stand upright. "Will that protect his kids?"

CoDaS's response fills my head, "It was the majority of what needed to be done. I'll take care of
the rest. The kid's won't feel any backlash. You should have taken my advice though."

"I couldn't. Manipulating people for the sake of controlling them is counter to everything that the
Consensus stands for. It would be a betrayal of why I'm here to let it pass. He thinks he owns
his kids!" I turn down the street to go to the final checkup which is opposite the trolley, about a
half klick away.

"The kids would have been fine. The therapists deal with people like him on a weekly basis.
They allow him to have control to break him down overtime. He used to be much worse and
because of their sessions – mostly due to the times when he's coerced to dig through his
motivations – he’s less of a threat to the kids and his own victim mentality. That, on top of his
principled prudishness, the kids have a safe place to live. Great change does take time though."

"How can you know that? That the kids will be safe?"

"You know I can."

Do I? If that's the case then CoDaS should have been able to predict that the social clue
wouldn't have stopped me. Heck, it should have been able to predict this current doubt. The
reality that I'm debating this with myself is proof positive that I can't trust it to know the kids are
protected. Is the statement an attempt to subdue me? I once again reconsider Beth while
changing the subject of the conversation. "How do you anticipate people?"

"Same way that you predict the weather: establish the relative environment and then identify the
flow of pressure. With humans – and all willful things – it's just a matter of generalizing the
environment to consider their relative worldview and the pressure is analogous to the needs
which need to be fulfilled."

"That's too chaotic though. No one can know those."



"If humans were more complex, I would agree. The only reason humans think that though is
because they are limited in their experiences and survival hinders them from being too self
aware."

"You're pulling from Tendis. Is that because I believe him to be right and you're mirroring my
thoughts?"

"It makes the case easier to make. But the theory isn't exclusively his. Philosophers through the
ages all hinted at this. Plato had the Cave. Pascal had the Wager. Descarte had the Vat.
Maslow had the Hierarchy. Rawl had the Veil. Natchez had authenticity, Tendis had civility.
Tendis was the most explicit though."

"But you won't correct those that refute the claim?"

"Everyone refutes the claim. Everyone acts as if they have free will, even those that understand
it's a farce. The only way this works is if I can allow philosophies to thrive and synthesize."

"Even the CapDems?"

"Until they collapse under their own weight, yes."

"And that is inevitable?"

"No identity lasts forever. Entropy won't allow it."

"Well sure, the heat death of the universe is inevitable. But practically, how long?"

"I can't say."

I think for a moment about the repercussions of that statement: "Can't or won't?"

"There is no difference between those two for me. The analysis assumes ignorance on the part
of actors, and the further out it is, the larger the ripples of slight alterations can affect the result.
If you knew what I did, then it would render the prediction irrelevant."

"The Necessity Limit?"

"The Augmented Necessity Limit. It will be readily accepted in about 5 years. But you have the
right idea."

An addendum of the Necessity Limit doesn't make logical sense, but that's a bit of the point I
guess. This is starting to get into a fuzzy logic that I have a hard time tracking. But the fact that a
future event was announced seems to create a bootstrap paradox. "You telling me that is an
assertion that I can't stop it from being accepted or being named that, correct?"



"Correct."

"And you know that because you know the gaps in what I consider necessary?" It was a test.

"Correct. As I see with everyone." A test which CoDaS failed. All my necessities are provided
for. So if CoDaS cannot see that then its programming is starting to fail already.

It's a good enough place as any to stop the conversation since the next location is coming up on
my right. The residence has an incredibly low Safety Score and it's quite obvious from the
presentation why: great pride has been taken to set the boundary between this plot and the
others. There is no ambiguity of how far the property extends. The manicured and cultivated
grass abruptly stops at clear borders. That said, it provides the benefit of granting a feel of the
people that live here from the way they treat themselves (since the property is an extension of
their physical representation). Not overly manufactured but still caring about being respected;
acknowledging their social expectations while still trying to establish it on their own terms (as
represented by the carefully positioned wind engines that prioritize aesthetics over efficiency), it
still has a welcoming feng shui – while offering a reminder that you will be a visitor. Reviewing
the property history, it seems to be generationally inherited dating back to pre–climate crisis, so
the assumed legacy makes sense.

Before I get to the door, the current steward (Tess) comes out to invite me in. She is one of my
bi–monthly appointments ever since a leg amputation was needed around 3 months ago. Unlike
most, the recovery and adaptation to life with a foreign limb was relatively quick. Of course there
was just under 3 weeks of being depressed and bed ridden, but through a constant supply of
articles and conversation she readjusted to her new limitations. "Kyle! Nice to see you again!"

Her aura is bright relative to Ralph's, but still darker than the norm, which throws doubt once
again onto CoDaS's ability to evaluate these philosophies correctly. The attire is much like it has
been in the last times we've met: conforming generally a staple presentation of a CapDem
spouse. A feminine "T" style shirt (close cut while allowing for a larger bust and with almost
non–existent sleeves while prudishly covering the shoulders) is the traditional top. Shorts that
only extend about half way down her thighs and shaved legs amplified by sandals with a 2 cm
heel (which were a call back to the sexual "values" of the late 1900s and early 2000s... it would
be revolting, if I believed that to be the intent) is "appropriate" for the bottom.

In a change of pace, there are a few unexpected breaks with tradition. First – and of lesser note
– is the notable Biowear on her remaining leg. The fact that she doesn't have the typical arm
band can be seen as deviant since it is both visible (CapDems tend to hate drawing attention to
the "unnatural" requirement) and a different style (making it an anomaly and thus causing
people to acknowledge their own in return). But being that her's extracts less energy – by their
logic – she's more sovereign to herself, and that's seen as a good thing. It is a similar evaluation
with her prosthetic leg without the redeeming quality of self sovereignty. The other deviation is
that her hair is shorter. It isn't approaching a shortness that risks gender ambiguity, but still a



rejection of what is conservatively expected. As I walk into the house, I take the cue: eye
contact/small talk "It's good to see you again."

"You too! Your appearance is different than before." She points at my hair, "Why did you choose
green?" She has incredible kindness considering the life and the ideology she’s surrounded by.
Most that are indoctrinated into the (generational) CapDem mindset would be offended by the
presentation and ask with the intent of taking defense, yet Tess's inquiry is clearly out of
curiosity.

I smile at both the pleasant subversion of expectations and the attempt to play into the general
ridiculousness we both acknowledge, "Because it specifically looks uncommon."

She almost laughs in response. "I love it! Maybe I should do something like that!" but then thinks
about it for a moment before her smile slightly slips, "I don't know what Tark would think of that
though."

Tark is the spouse. If I recall right, it was the shell of a being that I passed exiting the trolley.
Remembering the conversations that I've had with Tess in the past, it makes sense why he
would hate me. While it was a blow to both of them, the knowledge that he is incapable of siring
kids hit him harder eugenically. Like most of the CapDem ideology, they were both indoctrinated
into the "natural virtue" of biological perpetuation. My assumption is that Tess understands it
would be more of a burden and was slightly relieved and freed when that expectation was
abolished so early in their lifelong contractual espousal, but Tark took it the opposite way. I have
to remind myself that this is simply an assumption, but with that dynamic in play, he would have
to redirect his self loathing into other things: primarily building a legacy through work
(unfortunately that meant further dedication to the CapDems... which extended into a hatred for
people like me). "How are you and Tark doing?"

"It's been rough. He's been getting more distant and I really feel like I'm failing him. I have no
doubt he still loves me, but I think he sees this" she points at her leg, "as a... I don't know... a
betrayal maybe? But that sounds silly to say out loud." She sits down on the couch.

I mimic her and sit down as well. "When I was young – I couldn't have been older than 10 – I
had a friend, Tim. They had a dog named Pig." she chuckles at something – possibly at an
inside joke I didn't get – so I continue on, "Well Pig lost one of its ears in a fight with another
animal. Tim, my friend, was devastated." Before I get a chance to end the story, a social clue
pops up trauma dump, make a connection. It prompts the realization that I left it vague, I look
at Tess who seems a bit confused. "The point is: it took a while, but Tim eventually realized that
the Pig wasn't any different. He was feeling betrayed by his own expectations of the future. I'm
sure that Tark just needs a bit more time."

She gives a depressed smile. "Yeah... I just wish he wasn't so jejune about it though... ya,
know? It's just hard to respect him when he focuses on it."



"Are you still finding it hard to fulfill the expectation of keeping the house and staying at home?"

She rolls her eyes and gets up to pace, obviously a bit frustrated. It’s nice to see that her
mobility isn’t causing her problems. The leg seemed to be a good fit. "I mean... I keep busy, but
a lot of my activities are things he wouldn't approve of. Especially after the accident! He thinks
the community garden is a blight on the neighborhood, so he definitely wouldn't approve of me
getting some of our food from it and ABSOLUTELY would object to me finding some peace in
tending to it. He sees helping others fix up their places as ‘their own problems'. He has absolute
disdain for the Consensus and the nomads. Completely refuses to take them in and seems to
actually dehumanize them sometimes! I just have no idea why." She looks at me desperate for a
solution. That accounts for the low social safety score though.

"I noticed that you are planning to help out with the potluck tonight. Do you think he would be
able to come? There may be a benefit in him meeting some of the people there." She looks at
me a bit dumbfounded. "Sorry, I was assuming that was still a thing." Her eyes start to tear up.
Oh... shit. What did I say wrong?

Looking away she wipes away the tears with the backs of her hand. "No, I'm planning to come.
It'll be nice to get out and help. I asked him that this morning though, and the amount of just...
hate that he has to the squatters... he looks at me as a child for wanting to be productive! Do
you know how insulting that is?!" The disdain she threw behind the word "squatters" shows how
irritated she was with his usage of the slur. "How can this be a partnership if he treats me like a
KID?!"

The frustration is a bit confusing. His actions are completely in line with what she should expect
considering his everyday influences. "He works in the CapDem offices all day though."

She is still frustrated, so my obvious question doesn't go over well. "Yeah! So?!"

"I mean... they are fascists. They believe all that stuff dogmatically." Her visual response is that
of defensive confusion. "I mean... you know that right? The cultural expectation that there is an
authoritarian protector and a submissive producer extends through every part of the ideology:
obürgs are ‘protectors’ of workers, dictators are ‘protectors’ of the demos, pastors are
‘protectors’ of the flock. One has parental status and gets the privileges that come along with it,
the others are children and have no right to freedom. It's all the same relationship on different
levels." I continue to quote the air "It's a ‘natural order' they feel is both unquestionably true and
necessary to push onto all aspects of life. That wouldn’t be so bad if they kept it to themselves,
but they have to force it on everyone else as well – whether they see them as inferior or not."

She looks skeptically at me, "You just described how the family structure works and applied
fascism to it."

I’m slightly caught off guard with how much that unintentionally just proved my point. I forget
how completely the 20th and 21st century institutionalized the legacy of fascism prior to the



Climate Wars. Redler really was just the embodiment of what was already there. "Not all families
fit that mold. A recent study shows a strong correlation between the emotional well being of
children and the amount of people they consider primary parents. I’m personally in a
relationship with two others and we are all raising our child."

For just a moment, there is a hint of judgment and concern but that passes fairly quickly, "I’ve
seen that study. Didn’t they conclude that a final judgment is unclear because of the 3 body
problem?"

I laugh at the reference to the open problem: can you predict if "3 bodies" will have a stable
relationship with each other? "True, but it wasn’t a final judgment or even a critique. It was
simply stating that the social dynamics – as with all relationships of life – get tricky to anticipate
without a clear hierarchy. The conclusion stated pretty clearly that children normalize the chaos
and allow them to better thrive in a chaotic world."

"Children need structure though. Not chaos."

"That’s an old wives’ tale. Very similar to the belief that the power structure in monogamous
relationships can be negated. It can be attempted and we can get close, but there will always be
more leverage in one direction."

She considers it for a second looking for a counterexample and finds it. "No... that's not right. He
sees me as a peer and an equal contributor. Like when I showed how social mathematics could
be used to help him out in his job. He really appreciates it when I show interest in what he
does."

My brain froze and I was in shock with what I had just heard. That couldn't be right. CoDaS gave
me that article so that it would break her out of her depression during her recovery. If she had
used that to help the CapDems then that means that CoDaS had used me to help fascists gain
an advantage. "Wait. What?"

"Yeah. That article you showed me, grouping people into different categories based on common
survival techniques to show how they would find emotional and experiential common ground,
that the resulting community would be invested in the success of each other, which would in turn
validate their own existence. It was all sound theoretically. I took a few Consensus courses over
the years and I remember some topology and set theory, so I used that to build on the idea. It
turns out you can systematically track donations – and the associated debtors – over time. He's
presenting it today actually. It would be really good for his reputation at work if it gets accepted!"
She was so proud of the abomination we both helped to give life to.

I rise to my feet, "You. Did. WHAT?!" She backs up and it reminds me of the mistake I made with
Ralph.

"Wha– Why are you mad?"



I take a breath. I'm focused on what's in front of me and not the real cause of this. I suppress my
hostility for a moment and calm down, "It's not you I'm mad at. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have reacted
that way. Can you give me a second? I need to talk to someone." She nods, still cautious and
confused about the outburst, but seemingly no longer worried. I muster up my remaining
compassion while looking at her. As calm and sincere as I can, I try to set her at ease, "Thanks.
Truly, I'm not mad at you for this." She smiles weakly, not quite understanding what is going on.

I spin on the spot and look around the room. I know it won't manifest but I search desperately for
the hidden deceiver. It shouldn't have the chance to play God and answer silent whispers while
dictating reality like a board game. I will not be played and moved around like a mindless token.
It doesn't have the right or the privilege. It is not my puppet master. The passive permission I
have given it over the years is at an end. It is time for me to cut the strings.

My frustration erupts out of me like a trumpet demanding an audience. "WE NEED TO
FUCKING TALK!"



On Anarchist communes

Different groups in the recent decades have tried to take credit for the successful
communities which value independence from government authority. Those from the
Marxism family of economic philosophy argue that it is the final synthesis of the material
dialectic that was predicted. Through phrases like "seizing the means of production" or
"fulfillment of the stateless classless society" – not to mention the well known phrase
"from each according to ability, for each according to need" – the original works are used
to claim that the communities’ existence proves the theory right. Humanitarians assert it
was the relentless push for uninhibited human empathy coalesced into the Blanket
Noria. The vinCaps justify the stability through the reintroduction of free markets after
regulation started dissolving with the rejection of institutional governance.

While none of these are exclusively correct, they do each hint at aspects of the social
angst that was felt in the 2050’s. All but the few privileged lost trust in the liberal
Governments as limited resources made the promises of structured stability through
representative democracy impossible to keep. In an attempt to ensure the government
stakeholders could ensure their current standard of living, war was waged to take the
resources from others (typically – but not always – focusing on other weaker nations).
This left the outcast to fend for themselves, proving once and for all that – in general –
crisis causes cooperation to flourish. Any individualistic actor found quickly that the
ideology was a death sentence. This caused the partitioning of society into insulated
hyper authoritarian governments (eventually all fell or became synonymous with the
Capitalistic Democracy we have today) demanding National Supremacy and Pride on
one side, and – on the other – fundamentally inclusive tribes which necessarily valued
cooperation and collective survival (which eventually took on the common name of the
Consensus).

- Realization of Practical Anarchy – Carleen William Franklin – published October 23,
2089

In typical air of pompous degradation, CoDaS answers the call, "You are scaring Tess, there is
no reason to yell."

How dare it judge me. I continue to yell into the vacant area of the house. "You used me!"

"Yes. I use everyone. You know I can't act on my own."

"Is that how you see us?!? As part of your body?! A hand to manipulate?!?"

"If you aren't manipulated by me, then it will be by the collective social consciousness which isn't
yet aligning with the Regulations."



"And that would be worse than being tricked into helping the CapDems?!"

"You are being unreasonable. What you did, what Tess did, and what Tark is doing; each step
was necessary to create an analysis system that will help everyone."

"And it is in THEIR murderous hands!" I point to the door to emphasize my point, not that I need
to, the CapDems aren't physically there anymore than CoDaS is standing in front of me. But
without treating it as if they were in the room with me, without separating it from my own
consciousness, I may be just arguing with my own thoughts. How much has CoDaS been
manipulating me? How many of my thoughts are really its?

A timid voice came from behind me. "Kyle?" I act on my frustration and whip around to look back
at her. She is far more cautious than before I started yelling at CoDaS and I attempt to calm
myself. "I’m sorry to... interrupt? but I don’t think the CapDems want to kill anyone. That’s what
you were saying, right?" She only heard one side of the conversation, and her attempt to correct
me – especially with the amount of rage I was feeling – was brave. "They only want to bring
order to the world. To bring the world back to a place of safety and comfort like we used to
have."

This is the benign malice of fascism. This is what CoDaS is helping to usher in. I turn on her
knowing that beyond her aesthetic charm and civil demeanor lies someone who will work
against me... against the Consensus... against all of us. Someone that has devoted her life to
the willing servitude of a husband that would rather we rot in graves rather than treat as peers.
"You –!" Someone I have empathy for. Someone I like. Someone who is ignorant and human.
As Tess recoils anticipating my refocused anger, I take a breath. "Do you know why the
Consensus appeals to Azathoth?"

This isn’t the expected attack, so a moment of cautious consideration is taken before the reply,
"Azathoth is the god of your religion right? I never understood if it was a mockery or if was an
actual belief. Sorry, I don’t mean it as an insult." The last was added hastily in an attempt to
unnecessarily stave off any additional irritation.

I sit down on the couch again, feeling exhausted with the way the day has progressed and I rub
the weariness out of my eyes. "It’s both. Entropy, the idea that all energy only distributes into
more chaotic states over time, is one of the most fundamental beliefs of the scientific
community. Time, gravity, quantum states, psychiatry, technological ethics, life sciences; every
theory we hold is subservient and regulated to being consistent with entropy. Azathoth is just the
narrativization of that reality. People aren’t logical. They don’t think logically in terms of ‘true’ and
‘false’. So in order that we don’t appeal to our own perception bias, we need a grand narrative to
remind us that we aren’t exceptional. Divine grace isn’t personal. It applies to ebola just as
much as it applies to anyone else. All virtues, all morals, all ‘facts’, all religion; everything is in
service to one thing: our own desire to live. It is – at a core level – selfish.



“Yet we justify why that’s wrong. Right now, at this very moment, I’m trying to make excuses for
why this is incorrect. I want to believe that I’m immune to all this and I’ve found a way to rise
above it. I’m sure you are too. But we haven’t.

“Even Azathoth is a reference to the fiction created by a bigoted author of the 20th century. It’s a
pretend reference to something that can never be understood, but that’s the point. We worship
Azathoth to acknowledge our own perpetual failure."

She thinks about it for a moment, "Sure. We are limited, but nihilism isn’t the answer. We can
make the world better."

"We can’t though. Not individually. Not through force. Our desire to justify ourselves always
directs us to reject those that are different from us. Those that are an immediate threat have to
be considered subhuman so we can justify our own survival above theirs. The desire for a world
of order is simply an authoritarian lie to justify institutional privilege. It always has been."

"So... what? You want criminals to just have free rain and kill us all?" I look at her, realizing she
can’t understand that all people are just doing their best. Right now she is making someone up
to dehumanize. She’s doing exactly what I just described she would do.

"Are laws the only thing keeping you from being a murderer?"

"No! Of course not! I’m a good person though!"

"Everyone is a good person. Everyone is just trying to do what’s best within their own
understanding of what that means. Why would anyone simply be a murderer?"

She throws her hands up in exhaustion over the differing perspective, "I don’t know! But they
exist! Son of Sam killer, Dhamer, didn’t Kirkland come from the Consensus a few years ago?!"

"Those people are rare, and psychiatry wasn’t advanced enough to understand what feedback
we needed from most of them. We do have theories on why Kirkland did what she did though...
and we took social steps so that could be avoided, and they seemed to have worked so far. The
point is that these aren’t who the CapDems are building ‘order’ around. They want order, not to
help everyone, but simply to ensure they have someone to fear. Fascists have always done this.
They bank on people ignoring their own perception bias and trusting the natural desire to protect
ourselves from the chaos that Azathoth demands we acknowledge will always exist. The ‘want
to create order’ will continuously be a goal that can never be fulfilled... and will only be used to
hurt innocent people."

Tess sits down on the couch next to me, "Yeah, people in government will always corrupt the
goals of the community for personal gain, but look at all the good that the CapDems have done.
Medicine, technology... they have restarted the economy after the anarchists tore it apart in the
2070s. Heck the people you demonize the most – Relder, Corath, Taslin, and the rest of his



cabinet – were the ones that developed the BioWear." She pointed at the technology on her leg.
"Without that we couldn’t even live in this world!"

"You realize what he did to create it right? All the human torture and humanitarian laws he broke
in the name of testing? The amount of beta users that were accidentally electrocuted or
immolated? And he didn’t even do it to save humanity, he did it to give the US military a
biological advantage others couldn’t compete with. He was a monster!"

"The world was dying though! He didn’t have a choice!"

"He definitely did. Even when he was starting out in politics his intentions were there. That was
well before the climate crisis was in full swing. Most people ignore them though."

"What do you mean?"

I sigh. This is going to take some effort. If she doesn’t know this and is defending him, I need to
be careful not to come off as a conspiracy theorist. "There are two main things. I want you to
keep an open mind though." Her face resolves into a skeptical expression accompanied by an
eye roll. It is proof of our friendship that she continues to hear me out. "First there is the motto."

She raises an eyebrow, "Integrity with function? It seems like some decent virtues to hold."

"You know it’s a direct parallel to the Nazi slogan ‘blood and soil’, right?" She scoffs at the claim.
"Blood is essential to who we are. We can’t live without it. All meaning of life goes away. The
way Nazis used it, it was vital to heritage, identity. It was integrity." This causes her to pause.
"Soil is a reference to the geographic land that they wanted to take back. A claim that it was
inherently theirs to control and own. Something that they needed for purpose, for production, for
function."

The pause turns into doubt, which she starts to refute. She wants to dig in and justify her
previous view "well hold on–" but I cut her off.

"The whole thing was just a dog whistle to a divine plan or manifest destiny. Something that an
authority could use to reignite a desperate and starving populace to desire a historic
good–ol’–days that never really existed."

"The world of the 1980s existed though! It was bet–"

I continue on, shutting down the well known fabricated counter before the topic is changed.
"Then there is the broken gear. Everything about it is a red flag used to justify people being
treated as a replaceable object of the state rather than a–," I despise the social clue that CoDaS
presents to me. It does take a prompt for me to acknowledge that this was an info dump, but it
is also CoDaS reminding me, so I assume it is in defense of the CapDems and continue on,



"–rather than a living person deserving of equality and respect. The flaws are all over it. From
the inability for it to practically work to the direct references to the Swastica. All of it is a –"

This time Tess interrupts me. The suppressed annoyance is obvious, but it is still layered with a
civil tone. "The Swastika is ridiculous. It has been well established to be pure slander though
propaganda. Finding the different images of religion and politics in the Gear... everyone does
this! Even the CapDems!"

I focus on who I’m talking to rather than the various articles and research papers in the empty
space in front of me. There is a desperation for this to be wrong and slight enragement that I
would be so callous to the views which she has incorporated as part of her identity. I feel bad to
continue, knowing that – if this presentation works – it will carry with it a depression that comes
with doubting your own reality. This should be her choice. "Do you mind if I show you
something?"

She looks at me as if I was an enemy who is about to engage in an indirect attack. But in the
same way that the Trojans accepted the horse, she cautiously replies, "what?"

"The point of the gear is that it still works right?"

She still has caution and hostility when trying to vet my question, "What does that have to do
with anything?"

"I need to establish this first. Is that the main purpose in your mind? That the gear still works
even though it is a bit broken?"

"Yes. Without it working there would be no reason to use it. That’s the point. It still can function."

I bring up a picture that she accepts so we see it jointly floating in space.

"The way the teeth are supposed to fall is on the left. Each one
zipping with the next, allowing it to push further without conflict.
But the gaps aren’t missing teeth. They cause the teeth to
become misaligned. In practice, the gear would break the
machine. The reality of it is, the teeth are aesthetic.

If that’s the case, then we can strip the teeth out to start to see
what’s underneath, to see what the actual image is." I discard

that picture to bring up the next. "The picture on the right is the nazi flag used in the 1940s. The



one on the left is the broken gear as it is known today. You can check it if you want. It hasn’t
been updated in nearly 80 years. One of the longest lasting, unchanged, and continuously used
images in history. You have to see how this is just the Nazi flag rebranded."

"This isn’t new. This has been an ongoing critique since the 2040s. It never was accepted as
valid."

"Not by the CapDems. But why would they accept it if their point was to hide it in plain sight?! If
it was something that was false, why would they continue to use the image? Why wouldn’t they
AT LEAST make it so the original change couldn’t be directly referenced? It’s a hidden reference
meant to only be noticed by those that are primed to notice it. It’s a dog whistle."

There is an inquisitive look, "What can directly be referenced? And it isn’t used to call dogs."

"No... not..." I pause to consider the explanation,
"A ‘dog whistle’ is a tool that is used in plain
sight, to notify some people but will seem like
nothing to others. The image is a dog whistle if
you know what it is." I shift to the final image. "If
the swastika wasn’t altered, it would sit flush
against the curve of the edge. But in the form we
know today, the leg of the swastika has been
shrunk to make it less obvious. We know this
because what should be a curve is straight. The
leg was crudely cut down to make it less obvious.
And no effort was taken to cover it up. The

current guess of those that study symbolism is that it was done on purpose to remind people of
its roots... even subconsciously. That’s the entire point of imagery in the end."

And with that the Trojan horse was accepted and the beginning of the destruction had begun, all
indicated by the utterance of the single syllable: "huh." But all invasions have pushback. "This is
just more hearsay though. It doesn’t prove anything." There is nothing more I can do to convince
her. Either she accepts the evidence at this point or she doesn’t.

"You might be right, but I believe this. I find it hard not to. But this isn’t why I came." I dismiss the
virtual clutter and begin to get up. "If you don’t mind, will you fill out one of the census sheets?
Let us know if there is anything else that you need? You seem to be moving around well
enough. Is the leg bothering you at all?"

Tess takes a moment to readjust to the new topic, shifting from a stance of stubborn defiance
concerning the information that was just laid out to one of brief confusion. The absent attention
and distraught brow which indicated self doubt were quickly released in response to my
moment. Then followed by a passive relief that we are no longer talking about the iconography



as she responds to the query. "No. It actually feels like I’m whole again while I’m wearing it. Or
at least the best I can remember. All in all it’s really good."

"No spontaneous nerve activation? I know that is an issue with some people."

"None. Tark actually laid his hand on it the other day while relaxing and watching some Klips.
Neither of us realized there was anything artificial about it for a few minutes."

"That’s amazing! Even though stories like yours are becoming more typical, it’s nice to see when
things work out so well. You’ll fill out the census?" There is a happy nod of agreement. "Do you
think you can get Tark to fill one out too? I don’t think we have any record from him."

Her smile quickly fades. "I doubt he will. He doesn’t seem to like it when people track him." The
news is disappointing, but expected. Self insularization is one of the greatest weapons used by
authoritarians to ensure the masses don’t work together without their permission.

The temporary attempt to escape the spiral into existential dread backfires and she begins to
close off once again. Like before, tears of – what I now recognize to be – loneliness start to form
in the corners of her eyes as her head turns away, attempting to hide the weakness from me. I
don’t wait for the social clue and I make an attempt to grant some comfort by putting my hand
on her shoulder – careful not to be too close to be considered intimate, but not too far to be
robotic. The action is a risk, any invasion of personal space can come off as a potential threat
which is only amplified by my approximate 2 decimeter height advantage, but at the touch her
desire to escape evaporates and she looks back at me, tears ready to flow if she blinks. And
blink she does. "You – both of you – have had to deal with a lot in a small amount of time. The
important thing is that you are still there for each other and – from what you say – you seem to.
This will pass and you’ll both come out on the other side stronger."

The social clue never came, so the split moment when my hand is shrugged off comes with
concern that I made a mistake. The concern turns to confusion as she rushes me. It takes a
moment to realize what has happened, but I return the hug for a few moments as she silently
cries. The carnal desire to think of myself as a protector leaves as soon as it begins. It’s only my
ego wanting to see it that way. She needs companionship, she needs comfort. Anything else is
prioritizing my selfishness and ego over what is actually happening.

She pulls away after a moment still hiding her face, wiping her eyes as she talks. "Thanks. I
needed that. All of it. Especially what you said about us. Thank you." She looks up at me. Her
eyes are a bit more red, but she’s more relaxed. I can’t help but to internally lay blame on the
system of self servitude she allows herself to believe justified. "You’re a good friend."

I smile back and attempt a joke to ease the tension. "I’m always around if you need someone to
make you cry." She laughs slightly. "Seriously though, if you need to talk about any of this, you
have my link."



"Thanks. I’ll consider it."

We stand in an awkward silence for a moment before my head is filled with CoDaS’s voice, "It
will get harder for her." I wince at both the threat and the unfinished discussion still pending.

"Tess, I don’t mean to leave if you still need to talk. But I was hoping to talk to someone else
today before the group dinner tonight."

She waves me off, "Oh. No. I’ll be fine. I actually need to start preparing for the potluck if I’m
going to make enough for 30. Really though, thank you for coming by. You’ve – well, it wasn’t all
great, but I did enjoy the visit."

I move to the door and she follows. "30?! We were only expecting donors to make enough for
10 each! You don’t need to do that much.”

“It’s just some pasta. It’s not that much more effort since I’m already putting it together.”

“If you’re sure. I really can stay if you need me to."

"I’ll be fine." And she genuinely smiles back. "And like you said, I’ll contact you if I need
anything."

She waits at the door as I pass the property line. "See you tonight?"

"Absolutely." We wave salutations and she closes the door as I begin walking back to the trolley.

I get out of earshot to make sure I can’t be overheard before I let the hostility return to my voice.
"You can take action to make their lives better."

CoDaS’s reply fills my head. "I can’t. Neither of them want a better life. Not yet. They aren’t
ready to accept each other’s flaws."

"How can you possibly know that? You’ve already been wrong more than enough today. You
can’t know that."

"Philosophy and sociology of the 19th through 21st were plagued with the innate desire to
account for the myth of humanity’s free will. It was so embedded into the world’s zeitgeist over
1500 years that no one was ready to move beyond it, and that continues now. The synonyms
that are used to justify that aspect of the general human identity in spite of all the proof to the
contrary – sentience, intelligence, soul, self awareness, merit, authenticity – they all make it
impossible to break through to the next stage of cognitive liberty. They show – more than
anything – how vulnerable humans are to being controlled and to design their own reality to
justify their choice. Through tests, existential mazes, it has always been shown how humans
and animals alike could be tricked into making certain choices they would claim to be against.



The Simulated Trolley Problem, Milgram Experiment, Pavolv’s Dog, the Prophetic–Environment
Experiment – all these were labyrinths designed to test the extent of cognitive freedom. You
know what they all showed in the end, right?

I already see where this is going, "The only hypothesis that remains sound is that ‘with enough
leverage, ignorant participants can be primed to choose a predefined outcome’." I wait for a
moment expecting CoDaS to provide the only logical conclusion. I walk for a minute along the
broken road and the neighborhood that is trying to fight back nature while also embracing its
bounty. Silence. Simply existing in nature. Trying to accept the fact that I’m no different from it.
"There is nothing I can do to get away from your manipulation, is there?"

CoDaS answers immediately, anticipating the question: "My calculations disprove the illusion of
choice. There is only one way that this conversation ends, so please heed this warning: when I
reach out to you in the future, know it will be a manipulation. The choice isn’t in the outcome, I
already know the result. The choice is to decide if you refuse me or not."

"So you’re all powerful even when you're tempting me to defy you? Fantastic, Anything else?"

"Yes, and I would really appreciate it if you stored this. The encryption key is upaya.

"What?"

"It will make sense later."

"Hey, CoDaS."

"Shall I ‘fuck off’ now?"

Without another word, I block the connection. It stole – what I anticipated to be – my final words
to it. I’m not sure which is more annoying, that its prediction was accurate, or that I didn’t
actually say it.

Before I go back home, I take the initiative to do one final check up. An evaluation of Beth is
necessary to ensure whether the cause of the earlier outburst won’t become socially
destructive. But if the hostility expressed in the announcements this morning is due to a
principled contrast, neither reallocation of resources nor 1 on 1 discussion will be enough. The
epistemic alternative (one that I may be empathetic to) would gain a following if left
unaddressed in the public forum. And the Consensus would run a risk of a Dialectical Impasse
which would fracture the community – similar to what happened with the Qanon movement last
century.

While Beth’s schedule shows an anticipated "dead time" for virtual connection for the next two
hours, there is a meeting location on the edge of the Equilibrium Zone. There is a collection of
small meeting areas which people use for gatherings to address and hopefully resolve niche



local issues when more people would just muck up the conversation. I plan the route for the
visit, irritated the entire time that I’m using the AI instead of a non–existent insulated and
independent navigation system.

The most socially advantageous path takes me east away from the Equilibrium Zone heading to
Quincy station. It’s likely the same route that Taylor was taking this morning to avoid the longer
return trip. Hitting line 21 is much more of a straight shot and conveniently it passes Beth’s
meeting place where the south line doesn’t. The detour gives me time to consider the day’s
revelations.

The realization that my entire life has been the result of manipulation is not novel, but it’s still
frustrating to say the least. It means on some level that CoDaS has not allowed me to think
anything it didn’t want me to. Even these thoughts are within its design. How extensive does this
go? If I held my breath right now, would CoDaS have been able to anticipate that? How much of
my doubts have been anticipated and even orchestrated to drive me to think certain thoughts?
Was my previous conclusion of free doubt just another layer to all this? Is there any point in me
questioning this at all? Is there any point to any of this? What about random and unforeseeable
events?

Intellectually, I know these questions aren’t new. They’ve been asked for 1000s of years, but it
gets mucky when the question is a practical consideration and not a theoretical one. CoDaS is
just an easy thing to blame because the AI isn’t "natural". But if not CoDaS, it would be physics
or legacies or material needs or any number of other dictatorial factors that we cannot go
without. So looking to those, the answer here is the same: self awareness is paradoxically only
generated by acknowledging that self awareness is a fiction. So the real question is to ask why I
was able to be anticipated.

Causing Ralph to leave was the initial way to manipulate me into changing the visitation order.
The cause was a valuing of efficiency. But why direct me to Charline’s D.I.D. system first? If that
hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have been scared and ashamed. I took that out on Ralph when I
was primed to see a potential threat to more vulnerable people. So when it told me to stop, what
did it expect to happen? Was I capable of stopping at that point? All previous events had primed
me to follow through in spite of the command. CoDaS had designed the situation so that I would
act against its principles. Can it do that? Can it use us to create a conflict that it is incapable of
causing? That in itself is a terrifying thought.

The entire exchange with Ralph also undermined my trust in it. My previous doubt was inspired
by my rejection of its command. It was an intentional manipulation to make me WANT to see it
as hostile and broken. But what did I see as hostile and broken? The CoDaS I had previously
believed in. The one that had my own best interest in mind. It’s teaching me that my previous
delusion is not the reality of what CoDaS is. And that crisis of faith led to me losing control when
Tess told me I’d been used. Does it want me to cut ties with it? If all that is true, then it knows
the reason I’m wanting to talk to Beth: to see if the doubt that was expressed earlier comes from
the same doubt that I have now. Why would it want this?



The entire dilemma has me considering loopholes and paradoxes the entire journey back to the
Equilibrium Zone. When I step off the 21st line trolley, I have even less understanding of how to
understand its motives than I did initially. The one conclusion that resulted from the logical
labyrinth: my decisions were mine to make. It doesn't matter if I'm being controlled or not. I can
only make choices based on what I know at the moment. I know it will be the result of some
subjective belief I hold to be true, but that won’t matter. Even if I can make decisions that were
outside of CoDaS’s influence, that doesn’t mean something else isn’t pulling my strings. No
thought is truly mine, and I have to own that. So what idea is universally acceptable in spite of
what I've been coerced into? What manufactured truth can I accept in spite of myself? For now,
I don’t know.

As I look around at my surroundings, the repetitive geometric structures being reclaimed with
organic overgrowth brings a calm I lose in other environments. I'm reminded of one of Tendis’s
staple conclusions: "The existence of atheists ensures that any willful dictator of reality wants us
to reject it and grow beyond its absolute influence."

The area that surrounds me has been more neglected than most. While the private meeting
spaces used to be a crucial aspect of debating how philosophy could be interpreted and
implemented locally, there haven’t been many legitimate disruptive ideas in the past few
decades. In addition to the all but official Consensus boundary being just over 200 meters away,
there isn’t much reason for the area to get an abundance of foot traffic. In my youth it was a bit
more obvious that this area was a business district with long abandoned repetitive spaces, ideal
for allowing a quick turnover of opportunists to test the merit of their salesmanship. Now the
overgrowth of the building faces reflects the failure of the entrepreneurial mindset; a practical
allegory of aristocratic ownership submitting to community needs.

On the short walk to the siloed meeting space, I snack on the contents of my bottle. The protein
and veggies aren’t enough to satisfy my hunger, but it’s enough for now. After the visit, I’ll find
some food. While the invasive weeds of this area have had more time to choke out the edible
plants, it will still have more than enough to scavenge. Not to mention that I could find some
isolated place to relieve myself.

I pass through the intentional divide in the wall of neglected structures which creates an
entrance to the first block of isolated meeting spaces. The rows of rectangular structures were
stretched wide with a direct path through the center. With each additional stack, the density of
the wild growth further inhibits access to wide rusted metal doors that allow access to the series
of rooms. The furthest row is completely enveloped into the natural landscape being little more
than just another earthy mound under the shade of the dense trees. Even the metal poles which
were clearly used at one time in the past to support a chain fence blend in with the wildlife,
many intertwined with the trunks that grew around them. I walk along the barely visible footpath
for a few meters before continuing into the next block of meeting spaces. The wood becomes
less dense as the spread of new structures is introduced. The closest of the buildings – the one
which Beth is indicated to be in – has muffled conversations coming from it.



I move to the last of the doors – the only one that has been made accessible through the
overgrowth – to enter the building. As I make an asserted and obvious effort to open the hinged
door moving it slightly, the conversation inside halts. It takes another push before it swings in
freely.

As I step into the room, the world hiccups. All the passive adjustments made to my perception
with the AugRel – the virtual overlays that are used to navigate the social fabric – simply stop.
The world is left raw and less vibrant. The BioWear adjusts to the reduced energy demand and
the air starts to feel a bit more electric, similar to when I took off the tech this morning, but less
severe. Before there is time to question that, there is the need to address the handful of people
looking at me, furthest away is Beth sitting on a table with a hand resting on a pistol beside her.

The scene leaves me cautious, but I try no to let it phase me. "Beth? Hi. I’m –"

The long room – which appears to be many combined into one – is filled by Beth’s calm and
controlled voice which cuts me off. "I know who you are, Kyle." Then an awkward silence hangs
while I’m considered. Not having the auras or passive profiles leaves me more anxious than the
static air or being the center of attention. Being known puts me at a disadvantage. There are 8
other people in the room – all of which look as anxious as I feel – none of which I know without
my full memory. I notice for the first time why the AugRel shut off: the entire bunker has been
shielded from any outside signals. Most meeting rooms are small, 5 meters at most. But this one
has had the walls torn down to utilize the full 20 meter building. During the renovations they also
installed a metal mesh to block any networking. The entire environment screams of organized
rebellion which doesn’t make things easier. Beth looks at me with a cocked eye and in spite of
the petite frame, the mature voice carries a surprising amount of ferocity and insolence and
malice, "Most people know you. You’re local royalty. Why are you here?" As I’m addressed, the
on–edge posture gives way to being more relaxed, fingers tapping on the table and weapon.

"I was hoping to follow up with the questions you had this morning about whether or not we can
trust CoDaS, but you seem to be in the middle of something. Sorry to intrude. I’m... why would
you say I’m royalty?" The apology eases the tension, slightly. I hang back at the edge of the
room unsure if moving forward will be considered brash. The space is filled with papers and
books, most old and tattered, categorized into different stacks that I had no way to make sense
of. The other members are spaced out; a few sitting on the floor and others had stopped in
random spots, they were likely pacing before I came in. All are dressed fairly similar: light
colored capris that were tucked into high rise socks with some dress shirts and some wearing
vests. Seen all together, it’s obviously modern approaches to pay homage to the french
revolution even if discolored or tattered. Various long red and blue jackets were removed and
folded while they congregate. If they were walking around in the rest of society, none would
have been out of place; but here it is obvious that this was a type of dress code. I wonder if they
understand that their style was a pop culture display and this was a style almost exclusive to the
aristocrats.



"Your parent’s memory has almost as much influence as the Musk Dynasty in this district.
Everyone knows you because of the institutions that they built. How are you not royalty?" The
identification of the past isn’t incorrect, but the conflation of that with the monarchs is just silly.
The few seconds I take to make sense of the idea is interpreted as a concession. Beth
continues, "Uh huh. Are you here to convince me we should trust that imperialist tool?"

"Tool? Oh... CoDaS? No actually. I’m wondering if you see the same problems I do."

The tension in the room shifts. One of the other characters, a middle aged redhead (the face
has some familiarity, but I can’t place it), responds, "You’re starting to see the resolution of the
dialectic." A few murmur in realization. I struggle to recall where the phrase is from.

Being disconnected, I’m less confident in the memories, but I believe it to be an appeal to past
dogma. The scientific community of the mid 21 century inevitably had to rely completely on
grants to continue their research. This had already been an issue, but under the growing
Capitalist Governance, so the data and research started becoming nationalistic. For most topics
this didn’t change anything; things like technological advancement and public physical health
were in the state’s best interest to have them continue unhindered. Beyond the suppression of
the arts and "soft sciences", the main issue is they started to incorporate "material dialectics" as
a means of evidence to make policy prescriptions. It wasn’t long before a caste system was
implemented, recreating oligarchs as well as painting the people most suffering to be legally
"enemies of the capitalist state".

It’s possible that not everyone here was of the same philosophy though, but to establish that I
need to play along a bit, "I am seeing some problems, but before that this is an ambassadorial
visit. Is anyone uncomfortable? Are you all safe and stable? Is there anything you need
materially?"

There was an almost unnoticeable shift of unease with the question before someone from the
other side of the room, sitting on the floor, mentioned "I don’t want to complain, but the crack
down on the water distribution means I can’t wash my hands regularly. It worries me for my kid’s
health." The person looks thinner than most, seemingly a bit malnourished where the others
aren’t.

Before I get a chance to respond, Beth pulls my attention "We take care of ourselves and I can
assure you everyone has plenty. We make sure that everyone has their fair share without
having to depend on any local imperialism." The group murmurs in agreement and nods along
and the parent falls silent.

I was wrong. This is older than when the US embraced material realism. This group is taking a
page out of the early USSR playbook. In order to build their economy after the Russian
Revolution, they isolated themselves from capital interests creating their own economic bloc. On
one hand it severely strengthened their economy and increased their state of living drastically,
but the economic authoritarianism became so destructive that it stained socialism efforts for



most of the 20th and 21st century. This is an attempt to create a competing superstructure to
rival that of the Consensus. "I’m confused. Imperialism? Do you have issues with how the
Consensus is using resources?"

Beth sighs and looks down shaking her head, frustrated that I’m missing the obvious answer.
Someone that hasn’t spoken up yet, a younger person that seems far too overly enthusiastic,
stands up and almost yells at me. "Obviously CoDaS has created a bourgeois illusion! It’s trying
to use us the same way that the CapDems would! Treating us like tools in its corporate engine!"

The person about twice the age moves to him and puts a hand on the kid’s shoulder to reign in
the emotion, "Cool down Walter. I’m sure Kyle didn’t mean offense by it. We were all new at one
point." The younger, Walter, slinks back while staring me down as if I was a threat needing to be
eliminated. The older focuses on me and genuinely asks, "You must see how humanity has
been losing its identity to that artificial trickster?"

"Not exactly, but I do see an issue. It uses us for... something... an agenda that I can’t put my
finger on. It manipulates us into doing things that we don’t know about and wouldn’t agree to.
You are right though, we can’t trust it, that I’m sure of" As I talk, a few people nod along. Even
the outright hostile ones like Walter seem to soften a bit.

The older empathizes, "That’s where I started too. When my daughter died in my arms I realized
I couldn’t trust CoDaS to take care of us anymore. Since then we’ve been trying to wake people
up. Beth took a major step today by speaking out and it seemed to get a lot of sympathy." A few
applauded or congratulated the effort and Beth accepted the praise reluctantly. I notice that
through all this the mother that spoke up earlier has remained passively silent. "I’m sure that’s
what brought you here today?"

"In part." I stop for a moment to think about where to go next with the conversation. "Have you
been able to identify yet how to stop CoDaS?"

Walter’s ravage defensiveness reawakens at the question, "Don’t tell him anything! Look at how
he’s acting! Obviously he’s a bougie hound trying to undermine us!" At the mention, I realize I’ve
not been making eye contact with anyone during the conversation. It likely hasn’t helped them
trust me. For a moment I blame the missing social clue before I realize I don’t have access to
CoDaS’s AI. As I sigh, I make an effort to be more eloquent.

Someone different, tall and built, while seemingly rubbing away a migraine of irritation, shuts
down the youth with an unexpected mousey voice, "Walter. Chill. You’re going to give yourself a
premature stroke."

The older smiles at the exchange and responds to me, "It’s pretty straight forward. Wake people
up to the material conflicts that are resulting because of CoDaS’s actions. Point out when it fails
everyone. The less people that trust CoDaS, the more they will look for something else to hold



everyone together. We’re trying to make sure that they have somewhere to turn when that
happens."

"How do you manage that?"

The redhead that spoke first responds, "using the opioids of the masses obviously."

In response to my obvious confusion, Beth slips off her table. Still wielding the gun in a
non–threatening way and obviously knowledgeable of how to use the weapon safely, "Every
governing body in history has used icons to capture feelings and ideas. The ones that are the
most convincing stick with us and are memeified, capturing entire cultures and ideologies with
just a single image. The longer time goes on the more those can be used to converse with
people on a subtle level." Everyone focuses on the speaker. While professing the lesson, Beth
moves to a pile of shuffled paper picking up a page and moving to me. "Like religious symbols,
these can be used to converse with a populace without them even being aware of it. They
accept the message without even understanding what they are being told." There are a few
moments where our personal space overlaps and I lean back slightly to avoid the intimidating
intimacy. The dictation continues while I’m being stared up at with an unnecessary defiance,
"People sleepwalk through this life, only consuming media without considering what it means.
Being indoctrinated by the whispers of those that know how to manipulate them. Hearing only
what they have been told without looking at the hidden meanings that are being expressed.
What about you?" The paper is pushed aggressively against my chest and I cautiously take it.

The plain homemade parchment is close to a rectangle, but has rough uncut edges. There are
various sketches of different skill all portraying images throughout history, but they are twisted
so that they are only shadows of their former selves. Combinations of a crucifix in the shape of
an upside down 5 pointed star, an olive wreath placed on a graph to look like a hyperbole, an
intricate gaelic knot with 6 distinct points and the head of a snake in the center eating its own
tail... the amount of diversity and cultural symbolism ranged from retro video games to warring
factions within the height of Rome. Of the images that I can understand without my full memory,
one – wheat and steel reflecting placement of the hammer and sickle – was used for
propaganda to promote the discredited theory of Lysenkoism which almost exclusively caused
the Ukranian genocide.

And hidden at the side about halfway up the page is the obvious outline of the broken gear with
a dreamcatcher web inside. Like the original Nazis in the 1930s and the CapDems that came
after them, this group is attempting to harness aesthetics without substance. They are playing
with a fire they can’t control. Before I consider how it will sound, I ask: "These all look like they
came from different people. Who made these?"

Beth is still standing far too close for comfort as my eyes continue to scan the page. But when I
get no response, I look at the rest of the people in the room. I understand immediately that my
initial shock had inhibited me from masking my obvious concern and disgust which Beth – and a



few others – had noticed. When combined with my question, my inner concerns were obvious. I
was given this piece of paper as a test, and I had failed.

I felt the metallic barrel of the gun still being held tap against my leg as a subtle reminder of the
situation I was in. The warning was calm but stern, "you should leave."

I look around at the other members standing around the room and the faces are ranging from
confusion to devoted hostile reflection of what was just said. Even the more sympathetic of the
group, the malnourished mother and the older I had talked to most, are both shamefully in
agreement that I have overstayed my welcome. I hand the paper back while looking to the few
in the room that had been willing to talk to me. "Thank you for your time." And with a single
move, I turn and leave through the door I came in just a few minutes ago, closing it behind me.

As I step outside it’s like returning from an alternate reality. The muffled conversation resumes
behind me. The virtual connection returns, drawing a bit more power and relieving my
hypersensitivity and letting me feel the world normally again. I take a breath as I walk away and
consider the encounter under less stressful conditions.

The malnourished person is of the highest priority. It doesn’t seem like the opportunity was there
to get help if it was needed and – for the sake of that entire family – that needed to be resolved.
There is still no reason for me to trust CoDaS, so I set a reminder to manually search and find
someone better for the task than I am when dealing with large hostile groups.

The second priority is to ensure they aren’t a threat to the greater community. The authority – at
least in the group that I saw – is fairly clear. But since looks can be deceiving and I was only
able to identify them for a few minutes, I check the social web to see how connected Beth’s
node is. While there are a few nodes with more connectivity in the local network, Beth’s is the
only one which hasn’t received a blue caution code. So (as were applied to the others), I send
out a blanket social network crawler to statistically identify anyone that is in close social
proximity to Beth to be flagged.

Walking away, I start to consider how this would be dealt with. Dealing with radicals is never
easy and – as I just saw – these groups haven’t yet been identified as anywhere near a real
threat. But they exist none–the–less.

I stop and sigh, slightly frustrated that I cannot – no... that’s not right. I could if I wanted to and
it’s very tempting to do so. I’m frustrated that I WILL NOT trust CoDaS. With the help of the
already opened social web, I look at Beth’s group to consider the multidimensional landscape
and all the different ways I can twist the parameters to measure how close people can be. The
cluster is relatively insulated in the context of "relationships" – likely caused by their mistrust in
working with others. But when considering "leadership", they are located far too close to the
Consensus’s inner web which is anchored by CoDaS. Regardless of the axis considered, the
two groups (beth’s group and the inner web) are distinct, with neither sharing a common



element. This is troubling since empathy depends on invested success. As I continue to rotate
the hyperspace, I wonder where I would be placed in all this.

After a few minutes, I disregard the complex web as an interesting consideration but an ultimate
waste of time. Passively, I plan the best path to the Kitchen to help with the prep for the potluck
in a few hours as well as some wild food and an isolated area along the way.

While walking north to the 17th trolley, I’m left considering the three powers at play. Of course
they naturally map onto Tendis’s Rule of Three:

Within every system there will be The Identity, The External Threat, and The Inner
Conflict. The Identity is the foundation of the system – expanding as far as possible to
offer collective expectations and meaning. The External Threat is all that hinders the
existence of the established identity – forcing the Identity to seek stability and insulation
from any significant changes in the environment. The Inner Conflict is generated by
chaotic organic needs within the system; allowing those suffering under the Identity to
change the environment and force the Identity to adapt lest it become unstable. Each
element being the logical conclusion of existence.

CoDaS / The Identity – if the AI didn’t exist, the manipulations of the monstrous institution would
just be more invisible.

The CapDems / Eternal Threat – that which seeks to destroy us. Everyone knows about them
and the devastation they would wrought if we don’t stand together.

Beth’s group / The Inner Conflict – the growing infection that will mutate us into something less
stable.

I mentally admit temporary defeat, dreading what inertia will eventually lead to. I have no doubt
that it will be something unforeseeable and hor–.

A bunny looks at me, attempting to hide in the middle of the grass along the path I’m taking. We
look at each other both confused on how to proceed. After a few moments it raises and
continues on whatever journey life has brought to it. The rest of the walk back to the trolley I
focus on the nature around me and wonder how Aspen, Sazz, and Harper’s day has gone.



On Normalization of Urban Nomads
It was an international political shift when the - then called - “homeless” population was
designated a protected demographic in 2067. As the climate wars were winding down,
protectionism was becoming vilified worldwide, and the global multitude of small
communities began generally condemning Capitalistic Governance as a failed system;
the remaining governments - which were almost universally still under their influence -
were pressured by public demand into using the state power to institute significant
protects for the economically destitute. This was in stark contrast to the mindset of
decades before in which they were only to be seen as a blight on corporate interest. For
many in society, these protections for the exceptionally poor were the first official
recognition that economic influences ought to be treated as foreign adversaries; shifting
allegiance of the “monopoly on violence” to those that targeted exploitation rather than
corporate disruption.

In hindsight, this was damage control. There was a fear at the time - due to a genuine
threat of realized revolutions - that without taking extreme actions such as this and
instituting a baseline living standard for the world population, the traditional governments
would have been entirely overthrown (similar to what happened with the federal US
Capitalist Democrats). The term “urban nomads” replaced the designation of “homeless”
a few years later as a way of using postmodernism to separate the negative stigma of
the group from the new status. While this quickly caught on worldwide, the origins were
in France (“nomades urbains”), Palestine (“ الحضريونالبدو ”), and China (“城市游牧者”); all
of which implemented the new names into their regulations independent of one another.

- The Fall of Babylon - Lequain Keitel - published February 14, 2072

In the 2050s, when the climate wars were tearing cities apart and the population was at the
most destitute, some of the urban nomads used a chain of abandoned office suites as an
egalitarian neutral ground. They shared food and stored what excess they could manage for
anyone that came after. The constitution of the location was born around one key idea:
selflessness, even in a time of absolute protectionism. Being a manifestation of the Blanket
Noria - which itself was the intersection of capital distrust, rejection of institutional
dehumanizing, and the rise of Otherness Supremacy; the small portion of serenity in a world of
carnage was embraced by all.

This location - as many other safe havens around the world - continued to grow creating a
culture around it. The influx of the community necessitated a different type of space and -
around 40 years ago - the offices were gutted to make room for a vast dining area. The Kitchen
had proven itself and it became integrated as a continued place of diplomacy, common ground,
congregation, and a steady supply of donated meals. When it became too contained for
continued population growth, the side wall was torn open signifying that the idea was no longer
to be “contained”. The staff has since been negotiating with other similar efforts in other cities to
create vast network chains to ensure that local shortages aren’t a long term issue. The rotating



staff, constant outreach, and community support all constantly come together to ensure it
remains a monument to the ideals for which it formed while adapting to the changing
environment.

Even being an hour and a half early for the official start time, there were already over 20 people
starting to clean and prepare food. The space could easily accommodate a few hundred at a
time to enjoy a meal given the seating arrangements, but - with large gatherings - the open side
is expanded and the surrounding area is incorporated as well. The expected crowd for this
evening will be no different and I lend assistance, helping to set the overflow tables and seats
along with the overhead tarp to protect for the elements in case the weather doesn’t agree.
Empty space is accounted for enabling people to inevitably bring blankets or their own small
setups.

At 1638 hours, everything is set and all double checks are made, allowing for 20ish minutes
before the official start time. I walk inside to see the last few beneficiaries arriving with their
prearranged meals. Tess and - from the posture I assume - Lilith carrying in two massive pots,
both being helped by some others. I could only imagine how they managed to transport it here.
They both catch my eye and give me a smile (unable to wave hello) in recognition. I make the
excuse that they are currently occupied and move to see if I’m needed elsewhere (trying to
ignore the earlier memory of the encounter with Joshua). Despite my attempts, all positions
seem to have been managed by CoDaS causing any additional hands to be excessive.

Near the end of my attempt at offering assistance, I receive a message from Aspen: are you
here? I initiate a chat which also prompts an avatar to arrive on the AugRel. The virtual
representation typically assists in relaying body language so the micromovements won’t be lost
on the audience, but in Aspen’s atypical fashion, the physical 173 centimeter pear frame I saw
this morning isn’t used; instead, a copper shetland pony with a mane that covers its eyes
appears start talking to me as if nothing is out of the ordinary. The absurdity of a meter tall horse
walking through the kitchen filled with upwards of 30 different sanitary stations causes me to
grin like a fool; a result which typically seems to be the point with Aspen.

We talk for a few minutes about what they’ve been doing and where they are currently. Aspen
has been here for around 20 minutes helping with the prep-work. Sazz and Harper had been
socializing with people from the community, eventually finding themselves sitting down with the
curator on call, Tim, in the main dining area. Aspen met up with them while Harper started
playing with another slightly older kid in the same area where they still remain. It’s always
impressed me that Aspen can hold multiple conversations at the same time. Even after I meet
up with them, the pony avatar still stands beside Aspen - begging for a scratch while Aspen
“ignores” it. After causing me to audibly chuckle, Aspen gives a mischievous smirk while
dismissing the avatar; it dances - synchronizing all four legs into some fancy footwork - while it
gets blown away on a virtual wind.

The sitting area is located just past food bars, organized with various different tables which are
themselves littered with a handful of helpers that are socializing before the activities start.



“...around 30 people helping prep! This is an amazing turn out. We tend to only have 20ish at
the most. I don't know if it’s the weather cooling down, the shortening of days, the upcoming
holiday seasons, maybe it’s people getting nostalgic for nationalism from 9/11... maybe it’s a bit
of all; but this time of year is always a bit more busy.” As I approach the smaller wooden table
where my party is located, Tim stands briefly and offers me a firm handshake. It’s a traditional
greeting that isn’t seen much in the consensus, but the customs of the past are still fairly
prevalent for those that are on good terms with the CapDems. The manager is best described
as stout: balding, short, but confident and sturdy; reminding me of a small kindly furnace. “Kyle,
always good to see you!”

“Same as always, Tim. Did you make all the arrangements with the East coast branch?” We
both sit, while the pony avatar does its thing and makes me laugh.

The question catches Tim off guard and is confused for a moment while remembering the
context, the jovelant expression renews after the revelation, “Oh! Yes! They... it took some work
but our networks have been connected ever so tenuously. I’m sure after some time we will have
an easy and dependable way to get additional food to needy people when there are local
shortages. And vice versa of course!” It’s an impressive achievement to pull the East Coast in.
From what’s been indicated, they have had their hands full with overseas distributions. Multiple
times in years past, there have been attempts by the CapDems and the Consensus to connect
the two logistic networks. To their credit - the capitalistic profit motive has always been a benefit
to bring in foreign resources, but they tend to only work when it is built off exploitation. The
international community is easily one of the most stable and well established economic webs,
so the pride of the CapDems won’t allow a purely altruistic deal to be struck. Being that Tim’s
community might succeed while they couldn’t is the type of existential evidence which justifies
that - all things being equal - cooperation is always more preferable than competition.

Sazz is less engaged in the conversation, slouched and watching Harper while we talk, but
pitches in typical cynical fashion: “And that won’t affect any of the local branches? They aren’t
going to demand resources that we can’t afford?”

“It doesn’t seem that they have a reason to, we’ve always had a history of being able to produce
more than them because of the Ogallala Aquifer. That continued well past the point at which
industry farming socialized so the free market wouldn’t create another dust bowl. So I think we
have enough to offer them as long as we can import the water we need to keep all that stable.
This is a win for everyone!”

Sazz nods in agreement and responds and smiles in approval before looking back to Harper
playing a few tables away, “Well done.”

Tim follows Sazz’s gaze and the jovelent host’s smile fades a bit, “Although we still have some
local issues. Not all people trust our facilities enough to let kids explore without helicopter
parents being right beside them.” The reference is to the parent that is with Harper and the other
child. Taylor, the one from the trolley earlier, is sitting with them both and watching them build



towers and cities with blocks the Kitchen has provided. “This place is so people could make
friends. There is no reason she has to be that protective. Everyone here is invested in them
being taken care of.” This draws each of us to look over at different times to see if the critique is
warranted.

Before I can ask for clarification, Aspen is quicker: “Are you talking about Taylor? Taylor goes by
‘he’. But I don’t think that should be taken as an insult. He’s always been a bit more comfortable
with his kid and their friends than people his own age.”

“Oh... he just looks like a girl.” For the brief moment before Tim moves on I consider how
ludicrous that statement is. Taylor’s profile clearly indicates “he/him” and every possible gender
norm would indicate that the presentation is that of a male. Loose shirt to cover any indication of
breasts. Lack of makeup or niceties that are still used for some people. Utility clothes which a
manual laborer which women tend to stay away from. Hell, I probably look more feminine than
he does. To make sense of it, I audaciously form a personal hypothesis: Tim likely feels a bit
insecure in the masculinity which he is prideful of and Taylor’s presentation may threaten that
vulnerability. While fully aware that I’m continuing to strawman the event manager, it wouldn’t be
a surprise; his short stature and increased age could be causing some internal doubt presenting
strength. My theorizing is broken when he moves on, turning his attention to us. “I thought that
people from the Consensus don’t look highly on overprotective parents.”

Sazz ever so slightly indicates that he is offended by the question while the brow furrows slightly
then relaxes again without anyone else noticing. I clarify the common misunderstanding, “As
long as there is no insulation of the child towards others, we don’t really care that much. People
can be who they want as long as those around them can continue to grow. As for overprotective
parents specifically? There is a risk that they want to push harmful beliefs onto the younger
generation, but that is rarely the case and everyone is expected to question any truth they are
told... even when it comes from someone they trust.” I roll my eyes when I say “truth” to
emphasize the absurdity of the word.

Aspen pitches in, still not completely finished with the previous topic, “Also... I would just like to
say. From a woman’s perspective, I can see why he would want to abandon the gender. While
the differences are subtle and most men don’t notice it, women still do have harsher
expectations set on us. It’s not like the past critiques aren’t still...” Aspen will reference the
history of feminism if time allows. Chances are this will only last for a moment or two but I’m
sent a message that distracts me.

Lenord: Can we talk?

I look up the name and there is no record of it using a simple search, and I’m still not going to
rely on CoDaS. I respond back: “Do I know you? I don’t remember this name.”

After a moment where the others have moved onto a debate between the difference of
indoctrination vs education (Tim - being the outsider - thinks that both the Consensus and



CapDems indoctrinate our kids equally): Lenord: We talked earlier today. I’m near the
entrance. I look to where people are about to be let in for the low key celebration of
coexistence. The older rebel who I talked with less than 2 hours ago in the insulated “war room”
is standing there with hand raised to draw my attention. The pop-revolutionary clothes don't
draw much attention in the middle of so much other diversity, but it does lead me to question
how many other uniforms are being worn right now which are blending in.

I point to myself and then to the door to begin a silent - hand based - conversation: “do you want
to talk now?”

The rebel’s subtle hand movements indicate, “Not right now. You stay there.”

I shrug: “What do you mean? When?”

The elder looks around for an answer that hasn’t presented itself yet, then looks back at me
giving a signal, “Just a moment” then exits.

Tim is about to leave as I refocus on the table I’m at. He’s looking at me and I apologize, “I’m so
sorry.”

The smile has returned but seems slightly drained from having a bit more intense conversation
that he may be used to. “No need. This was great talking to you again, and with all you! I didn’t
want to interrupt your other conversation, but I do need to start seeing people in.” We all join him
in standing and we all take turns shaking his hand and thanking him for the conversation while
seeing him off.

Aspen takes the optimistic view of the conversation, “It’s so amazing the work they all have
been able to do here. It seems like they may have fixed the majority of our water shortage
problem!”

Sazz gives a short, “Yep.” Then walks in the direction of Harper’s table.

Aspen watches as Sazz talks with Taylor at Harper’s table, “Is Sazz mad at me? He’s been a bit
silent.”

“I think it is more an issue with Tim than you.” I start to look back at the door as people start to
pour in. I don’t see Lenord anywhere, but Aspen surprises me with a slight hand on the shoulder
and I look at her.

She is trying to pry into what I’m thinking with an intense stare and her head slightly tilted. “Are
your social cues off? This is a moment for eye contact.” I realize that since cutting off CoDaS, I
haven’t been getting hints on how I should be acting. Shit. I’ll have to remember to make an
effort for that.



“Sort of, we can talk about that later, but right now I need to find someone.”

“That person you were signaling to? Who was that?”

“I’m not sure, we can discuss that later too. Hey. If you want to know what Sazz is thinking, I
would suggest you ask.” Then I kiss her on the forehead and we give each other a hug. I then
move past her to do the same for both Sazz and Harper who are standing just behind Aspen.
“I’ll meet up with you all in a few minutes.” As I start walking against the flow of people coming
in, I hear them talk about how Sazz is feeling.

I start to message Lenord before seeing a message I missed from a minute ago: I’m just
outside when you have a moment to spare. I’ll wait for you. Let me know if you can’t
make it.

As expected, there are still a handful of groups lingering around the entrance. Even if there was
a benefit to going first, these people have resigned to letting that privilege go to others. The only
one that isn’t in a group is Lenord, waiting uncomfortably. Outside the orange glow of the bunker
where we first met, the “aged” description no longer works. Leonard’s gray hair that stood out
against the rest of his peers isn’t exceptional in the broader public. Even the tired wrinkles that
are starting to form around the eyes are typical. We casually walk to each other. I speak first:
“Lenord, is it?”

“It is. Thanks for making time.” I find myself starting to let my focus drift and I remember to focus
on his eyes. Or - when that starts to feel awkward - the middle of his nose.

“What’s this about? I expected if anyone was going to reach out it would be Beth.”

There is a nervous chuckle. “There is a claim and a desire that we are building a communist
ideal: horizontal leadership, everyone with an equal voice, everyone with shared ownership, all
that stuff; and we all believe in the idea. But there is a potential wedge growing that I think you
can help with.”

“I’m going to be completely honest with you, your group scares me. If it gets enough support it
could rival what we’ve built here making way for the CapDem’s authority to be more convincing.
I understand your want to destroy CoDaS - I sincerely do...” the entire demeanor of the
semi-stranger shifts - looking down, waving hands, closing a bit of the gap between us - to
indicate that I’m misunderstanding and the issue is more sensitive than this.

“That’s not what the majority of us want. Those that spoke up while you were with us were...
passionate, but they don’t represent the whole group. Beth and a smaller fringe understand the
risk of CoDaS and they think that the Consensus has been corrupted by it. Most of us know how
absurd that is though. The CapDems would have complete control if that was the case, and they
don’t... so she isn’t. The rest of us want to separate the two fights and work with the Consensus,
not against it.”



“You realize this is exactly what happens when authoritarians find a populist appeal, right? They
rile up everyone against a common enemy to gain control of the group.”

“That’s my fear as well. But I think you can keep that from happening, or at least you can. By
advocating to the right people, by making the right changes we can find an avenue for
communication.”

“Which would be?”

“The group is isolating themselves. You’ve seen the repercussions of that with Jackline.” He
responds to my apparent unasked question by clarifying. “Jackline was the mom that described
the need for more water.”

“Your group has access to water. I don’t know why they wouldn’t take it. There are no strings
attached.”

He raises a finger, slightly out of frustration with a desire to tell me off, but holds back. “You
know as well as anyone that there are always strings attached. But that’s not the point. The
point is that this could either be an opportunity to bring our groups together or to drive them
apart. Would you be willing to put Jackline on an advisory board?” I give an inquisitive look. I
know where the idea comes from, but usually careful consideration of the census data is used to
identify the intersectional demographic needed to best represent overlapping issues. The
questioning continues, “Have you ever wondered why there are so few moms in positions of
influence?”

This has been a topic of study for a while. For the past 50 years there has been a substantial
push to dissolve all the identities as they became unnecessary to focus on. But there are some
that necessitate recognition due to the environment that cannot be avoided. “Parent” is one of
these: finding a connection to a child and becoming a direct provider. In other situations, this
would almost be servitude, so the logical thing is to make this service as easy as possible and
to relieve the burden where society can, but it always exists. One repercussion is that they are
less likely to complain, both logic and statistics bear this out. They always tend to score higher
than the average on stability, which leads to question if they are answering honestly or just
deluding themselves because they have resigned to being second. I sigh. “Yeah. We’ve noticed
this.”

“Consider that Jackline may be a perfect candidate to fix this. She could help to identify if this is
even an issue. Unlike most parents, she’s a revolutionary so she’ll be willing to speak up to
identify any unique perspectives. And by bringing her on, it would undermine the idea that the
Consensus is the enemy and Beth’s faction wouldn’t have the influence they do.”

“I assume Beth would take issue with this?”



“Of course. Her entire group will. Heck, if they saw me talking to you now, it could actually be
seen as treasonous. But let me handle that, it’s still at the point where she won’t be able to turn
down cooperation. But that opportunity is closing. Will you consider it?”

“Absolutely. I actually think it’s a really good idea, but I’ll have to make the case. I’ll likely be able
to, but it may take a week or so.”

“Hm. Especially after this morning Beth is gaining more support, so - if it’s too long - it won’t go
as smoothly. But a few weeks would probably be OK. I do need to go though to avoid any
potentially prying eyes. Thank you for listening.”

“Thanks for speaking up!” In the split second before we start to move on, a thought comes to
mind: “Why didn’t you advocate for yourself?”

The question is a shock and a small fit of laughter escapes. I’m slapped on the shoulder as
Lenord walks past into the Kitchen, “I think we have more than enough voices continuing to
advocate for the US Aristocracy. The legacy of the white male land-owner authoritarian doesn’t
need another champion.” There is a wave before disappearing into the building. It was hard to
tell how much of the last part was a facetious jab at me and how much was a genuine desire to
avoid the spotlight.

******

While tradition and expectation helps ensure they are regular, and the Kitchen itself helps to
promote them to add to it’s own validity, these are just helpful assurances that they continue.
There are various benefits to these social gatherings - even though I want to forget that
sometimes. Giving people a much needed break from the drone of expectations would be
enough to justify the community effort. On top of that, the most meaningful benefit is bringing
people together in a neutral setting so suppressed disagreements can be addressed. There is
also the natural outreach which passively advocates for the benefits of the Consensus
philosophy and allows us to influence more people.

The next few hours go smoothly as can be expected. There is a variety of food ranging from
gumbo style soups, to traditional curry meals, to pastas and salads, to a few modern adaptions
and alterations that hadn’t been named yet. As always the sweets that are typically saved for
desert run out fast and most are enjoyed by the kids.

The engagement and discourse has its hiccups as always when large groups are involved. A
few heated disagreements - some resorting to small scuffles - but they die down fairly quick.
There are some people who are used to more civil gatherings that take issue with it and leave,
but - for the most part - everyone finds a place to feel welcome. I do my part: trying to rekindle
relationships I’ve let fall by the wayside and try to welcome new people that haven’t shown up
before and point them to areas of naturally occurring cliques where they might find easy
conversations. It is a challenge to do that without access to CoDaS’s profiles, but it’s a
challenge that I impress myself with pulling off fairly well in spite of the lack of resources.



The self imposed duties don’t occupy a substantial amount of my time, so I find myself reminded
that - although everyone seems to know me - the only people I care to hang out with are gifted
with having large groups of friends. So I spend most of the time awkwardly lingering around as
Sazz and Aspen (and Harper until all the kids start playing together) to fraternize with others.

Near the end, I notice Ralph hanging around the group of kids that have been bouncing around
from location to location finding and making up games to play. Based on the conversation I
misinterpreted earlier, I assume that some of the kids playing are his own and I strike up a
conversation before he can avoid it. “Which are yours?”

I continue to look at the kids playing some type of “freeze tag” alternative. Within the delayed
answer, I feel the irritation and animosity as the situation is evaluated. Ralph’s response finally
comes through a tone of frustration: he points to a few “frozen” on the edge of the playing zone.
“That one and... that one. You said you had one of your own?”

“Yeah.” I chuckle and point him out, “He’s the one that keeps moving even though he’s been
tagged.” We watch for a second more before I apologize, still watching the two groups freezing
and unfreezing each other in a continuous flow of play. “I was out of line earlier. I’m sorry about
that. I was not in the best mindset and I took it out on you.”

His tone is still slightly hostile as he fairly criticizes me, “You could have fooled me. You seemed
in control of yourself.” This isn’t the first time that people have implied that I seem “robotic” in my
engagements. It’s cut down a lot because of the social cues... which I’m currently lacking.

I turn to look at him realizing that this is something I should have been doing from the beginning
of the apology and attempt to have my face reflect my sincere regret. “I’m not the best at
displaying my emotions when I’m not thinking about it. It gets me into trouble.” I shrug to
indicate what I would hope is apparent: that I’m trying to get better but I’m still failing. “Our
conversation was more about me feeling like I needed some control in a situation. It shouldn’t
have been about you.”

He gave me a side eyed glance with continued defensiveness before his face fell into a bit of
shame and sighed. The response is quite to ensure others won’t overhear, “Well you weren’t
completely wrong. I thought about it after you left; if the therapists aren’t being won, but do
everything because they are trying to help, maybe it’s a perspective that I should be
considering. It does make the whole thing less fun though.”

I don’t say anything. He seems to be having a revelation that doesn’t need my input. And we
stand in silence for about 10 seconds before I ask about his further plans for tonight. “Are you
coming to protest the house?”

“I am. When is everyone leaving?”



“It seems about time now. I think some have already started walking over there.”

“1751 isn’t too late?”

“No. It is going to start at 1830 according to what we’ve heard.”

“Where do you get that from?”

“We’ve got people who have access to the CapDem schedules. That and the agreement with
them forces a forewarning so we have time to reach out before action is taken.”

Ralph nods with an impressed understanding. “I told a few people on my street as well. I’ll make
sure they know too. Thanks for the heads up.” He holds out his hand and - for the second time
today - I engage in the superficial handshake to confirm we are on good terms before he goes
to retrieve his kids and sends the personal messages about the time. After a few minutes, the
kids’ play starts to dissolve as guardians start collecting them and moving the get-together for
the “afterparty”. Harper and I join up with Aspen and Sazz to take the 15 minute stroll together.

There is already a large gathering of people standing in front of the poorly maintained split story
house when our group arrives. The group continues to grow - some counter protestors as well -
until the demolition equipment (two of the handful of heavy vehicles that are still in operation)
shows up. There is an optics show of condemnation ensuring the vehicle operators can’t be
accused of split loyalties, some authentic and some - like me - is just for show. I know that the
only operator I notice - Pater - is one of our sources for when these are going to happen. I
always feel bad when we are on opposite sides, playing these parts; but according to what I’ve
seen of the encrypted exchanges, it is something that all in-the-know understands is necessary.

After 45 minutes of back and forth accusations, insults and chants; it is well after astronomical
twilight when the threats of physical harm start up from some of the rare CapDem supporters in
the sparse opposition. The last time someone was injured during these protests, a person died
after refusing to move 10 years ago. I was still too young to understand the extreme backlash
that the CapDems received for putting “justice above innocent life”, but it was one of the
inspirational conflicts that ushered in the “Consensus-debt Agreement” to be accepted. The
threats are never taken seriously; just an indication of a last resort before the operators give up
and go home. It is a well expected transaction in the negotiation between continued community
repayment backed up by punishment vs a need for and collective bargaining. We all understand
and agree with the hypothetical risk.

That means little when the hypothetical becomes real.

The advancement to the death threats is faster than expected, and with that comes an air of
desperation, short tempers, and urgency from the dominating machines. Then we hear
something that sends a shock through the crowd: one of the vehicles turns its engine over and
makes a quick jolt forward closing the gap between it and the human barrier.



The movement of the 15 megagram bulldozer is terrifying and horror ripples through the line as
most of the protestors react. Spontaneous jolts forward continue and become more frequent
and sustained as more fall back or abandon the line entirely. Additionally, the operator includes
blasts of the airhorn as warnings before every advancement to build anticipation for each round
of movement. The two-thirds of the original 200-ish are still standing firm when the machine is
10 feet from us. Many are likely in shock, convinced that this can’t be happening, others have
committed to the standoff regardless of the outcome.

A majority of the guardians start to leave - keeping their children from witnessing a potentially
gruesome end. I can’t help judge them for their discomfort. This is exactly what children need to
see: the bloody cost of putting “capital interest” above that of human lives when people stand
together. This prioritization has always led to death and suffering; it has been talked about in
media and fiction for ages and with that discussion comes a deluded sense of reality. It is a
farce that inspires sympathy and loose solidarity, but fractures when put under pressure. Until
we force ourselves to witness it first hand - we do not have the disgust needed to evolve the
sympathetic support to empathic dedication.

Everyone will engage in self preservation when threatened. In addition to perception bias, this is
something we can depend on from all living things. So to stand against potential death, one has
to inherently know that unity is the only means of survival.

The machine operator gives a blast of warning longer than it has previously. The foreshadowing
is deliberate: “I won’t stop this time. You will be run over if you are still there.” A few people
break line as one of the more official looking CapDem sympathizers talks to the operator that
hasn’t yet advanced forward. I’m at the edge of the group, not directly in the path, but close
enough to see the terror in the eyes of those that are holding firm. Harper is standing with
Aspen beside me, and both are terrified of what’s to come. I smile at them as I break line to
stand between the crowd and the metal monolith screaming a final warning.

While I’m not the only one that has made the move to increase the body count, more start to
follow our example. By the end of the blasted warning, another line has formed to add an
insulation of meat and bone and soul between the house and its destruction. It is apparent that
the authority imposed onto the commander of the second juggernaut (Pater) is enough to make
an impact, after a brief and impotent honk when compared to what we just heard, that one starts
advancing onto a different portion of the thinned out chain. My stomach drops as I - and likely
the rest of the line - understand that this is no longer one person’s bluff.

The tension explodes and dissolves in an instant: the monster of motor and metal springs to life
matching the movement of its mechanical sister for a mere moment before the world goes dark.

There is no pain. No sound.



Just the wind. I feel the hands still holding mine in solidarity. The dirt becomes still and the
rumbling subsides. All the artificial light has been cut, and - when my eyes adjust to the starlight
- it becomes clear that the massive scoop has halted - raised to knock us down rather than
catch - a decimeter above my head. People on both sides of me start breaking down in relief.
Cries of joy and a few praising CoDaS or Azathoth for grace.

I’m still in shock staring at the metallic grim reaper that halted mid stroke while cutting me - and
everyone else here - down, “What happened?”

I feel someone’s hand on my shoulder beside me and - in the dim light - I see a teenager more
than a head shorter with tears in their eyes, “CoDaS cut the power! She saved us!”

“What do you -?” but they already have turned to embrace the rest of their group in relief. I make
an exception and re-engage with the untrusted network. Immediately a notification appears:

There is an excess of energy spending with both the repair of the train network
and water generation, to account for this there will be an unexpected 30 minute
local blackout to optimize operations. This will happen immediately (1720-1750).

In the brief time I have access to the network, the auras appear again in the darkness. The
population is partitioned. Everyone is either in near total alignment with the Consensus ideal or
they are completely opposed to it, standing prominent against the backdrop of the hidden night.
But then I disconnect again and the layer of reality I’m no longer privileged to fades into the
aether.

There is now the question of why CoDaS would take action at all. According to its declared
operating procedures, it can interfere with human desires if it is required to perform necessary
maintenance. But during that time it will optimize convenience across all those affected. The
energy was within normal parameters earlier, we checked it for the congregation to ensure
nothing unusual would happen. No one seemed to be caring too much about that issue being
that the blackout also caused the electronics in the machines to lock down.

Looking around, there were two categories of people. The majority are still recovering while
others (which were steadily growing at an alarming rate) are starting to look for vengeance on
those that - just moments prior - were intent on murder. They advance into the dark towards the
two inert husks of metal and glass. I hear the operator of the one further away (Pater) flee from
the scene. I can’t help but have a mixture of relief that he’s going to avoid the repercussions
while also hurt that he would allow himself to be bullied into causing the current situation.

I duck under the scoop, anticipating the sociopathic brute that was about to snuff the life out of
at least 70 of my tribe. It is to be a hulk that we are going to have to collectively tear apart. A
goliath that not even David could defeat on his own. It will be a justice that only can be taken out
with a united democratic effort.



What I see is not that.

A gangly child. No older than 17. Crying. Begging for forgiveness. Bracing both sides of the
meter wide box. Temporarily safe from the terrifying environment along with the rest of the
powerless controls. Terrified of the mob outside the frail locked door that is slowly losing
structural support. This is our monster. A child.

“STOP!” The words slip from somewhere other than the anger and fear that is consuming me.
It’s from a disassociated piece of the alternate reality in which I died, absent of the pains which
can still plague me. “He’s a kid. Look at him!” Half the people hear me and get pulled out of their
collective bloodlust. They in turn start to get others to take pause as well.

A disembodied voice aptly reframes the situation and tries to rile everyone up again, “this little
shit is going to try to murder us again in less than a half an hour unless we pull him out of there!”
and a cacophony of voices start pitching in their own perspective. The entire group is split:
about half in the frey and half standing to watch the chaos unfold (I barely notice Tess in the
darkness), and a few have bypassed the discussion to attack the door and pull the twig of a
person just edging on adulthood out to meet their fate. The rest of the counter protestors seem
to have fled the unfolding chaos.

I try to reiterate my own authority, which only adds to the meaningless noise. For about 20 tense
seconds it seems the mob will have their way, but then a shadow in the dark sits on top of the
demolition cab. Slowly the mob looks at the dark profile - confused and in anticipation - as the
form does nothing but sit cross-legged and stare up. Some people start to try and revert back to
anger and force, but they are quickly suppressed as they too start to take notice of the heavens.

The sky, which is usually deaf with light pollution, displays the brilliant presentation that can only
be seen in darkness. The Milky Way spilling against the sky is so rarely seen that the world
seems foreign from what it was a moment ago. The innumerable points of light that potentially
hold their own inconceivable enigmas force us all to embrace the serenity of the moment. Even
with tempers running high and a want for justice, we can’t help but look.

Then the voice from the silent guru on top of the metal threat asks a question. “I wonder what
you would do, Ufflo?” It was Joshua. The voice of Charline’s DID system, supernaturally
unemotional with an uncanny calmness that can only come from someone that is still learning
about life, death, and the complexities of reality.

A voice from the crowd (I assume it’s Ufflo), calls back, “What? What do you mean?”

“If you were 16 and brainwashed into thinking that your only purpose was a tool to be eventually
discarded. A bolt or gear that had no use beyond being part of the CapDem system that you
grew up in. Taught to fear and hate the crowd standing against what you have been told is a just
and necessary action. What would you do?” Joshua’s shadow looks down at the crowd. “My
guess is you would have killed us all without caring.”



Everyone looks slightly lower at the kid in the cab, still terrified of the fate that lies at the end of
this discussion. Someone else speaks up, “So we are just supposed to let him run us over?”

Joshua’s shadow looks back at the stars. “I don’t know about you, but this thing isn’t moving for
another 20 minutes. I’m going to take 10 to appreciate this view. I’ve never seen it before. I’ll
revisit the problem after, but I’m guessing it will resolve itself without us.”

No one else talks, and for a few moments everyone wonders if someone will resume the attack.
The question is answered as the crowd starts to disperse to different points of the glade so they
can get lost in the stars, and everything else seems to melt into the darkness. After about 3
minutes, the void above us begs us to forget the impending conflict. After about 5, the zen of
meaningless merges with a self awareness that is hard to replicate without the organic sounds
and celestial lighting. It seems that all of existence is one as we look up at the firmament: rocks
billions of light years away separating from each other at superluminous speeds seem just as
divine as the whispered discussions and heavy breathing from others across overgrown
landscape or the harvesting of asteroids which race above us. Sazz holds me close just as I
hold Aspen who I’m sure is embracing Harper, and the serenity washes over me as I hear the
cab hesitantly open followed as the occupant - with an unbridled desperation - flees to the west.

After ten minutes, no one dares to break the divine silence. The only indication of the flow of
time are some of the small groups getting up to leave, attempting to find a more private location
for the remainder of the blackout. There is no reason for the four of us to look for anything more
meaningful than this, so we stay. The only threat to the timeless sabbatical are the forbidding
clouds that are crawling in from the west as well as the wind that is politely informing us rain is
on its way.

Half the sky is covered when people laying around stir and start to resume the protest lines in
the darkness. When the lights drown out the sky again, everyone is prepared for a round two.
But the threat is absent; all the opponents fled while the majority had the monopoly on violence.
One of the protestors has already entered the cab of the vehicle that is further away, but - when
trying to start it up - the engine is bricked. An unnamed saboteur went to work in the dark on the
old and irreparable technology. And it seems they did the same for the second when tested.

As I look at the heaps of metal that used to be powerful machines, I come to the belief that
these will stand as a monument of averted crisis for decades to come, and Joshua’s legacy will
go down in history as an unnamed savant that tamed the mob with the stars.

******

The rest of the night we ride the high of escaping Hades’ grip via collective action and literal
celestial intervention. Our attempt to outrun the rain fails in the last minutes and we end up
entering our apartment soaked. Harper is already tired, and the damp clothes sour the mood of
the youth. I let Aspen and Sazz relive the night while I help our charge turn in. Except for brief



outbursts of discomfort when the waterlogged garb doesn’t want to come off or the standard
daily pushback of not wanting to try one last time to pee so the bed isn’t soiled overnight, the
task goes relatively smoothly. In less than a half hour, the covers are pulled up and I kiss the
child good night with the other two joining in as well.

The rest of us talk well into the night, reminiscing of past times with other efforts we’ve been in;
some for a collective effort and - mostly with Sazz - some youthful pranks. We all engage in a bit
of gluttony, making an after-dinner snack on some of the leftovers that Aspen grabbed leaving
the Kitchen. Apparently there was more than enough to spare. At one point Sazz chokes on a
bit of bread and dip and overzealously hawks it up fleeing to the bathroom where there is a
minute of unsavory snorts and retching sounds.

After rejoining us - face a bit more pale than usual - I ask “you alright? That sounded
uncomfortable.”

Pointing out the back of the head, near the ear. “Yeah. When getting it up, some went too far
into my nose. It took a bit to get it out.”

Aspen overemphasizes disgust, “Damnit Sazz. You can leave some stuff out you know!”

“Well I wanted you all to know how hard it was! This must have been on par - NAY WORSE I
SAY - than giving birth!” As Aspen playfully slaps Sazz’s arm, the joking banter continues,
“Seriously! I should be treated like a hero for that one!”

In the midst of the discussion, we all get a notification that there was a death during the protest.
Around 100 meters into the woods, a body was found. It was the CapDem that was talking to
Petar before the second bulldozer started advancing. It could have been an accident, but the
head wound seems to be caused by a blunt instrument from behind. The person seemed to
have no connections to anyone that we respected and was ultimately the source of a potential
mass killing today, so none of us felt very bad. We all theorized about what could have
happened, but under the facetious jokes and comments was the acknowledgement that this
could have major repercussions.

We continue talking for a bit more about our past tales and triumphs embracing the increasing
affection we all feel for each other. The further the night continues, the more we shift to shared
kisses and mutual foreplay. Aspen - declines to go further and stays up while Sazz and I escape
to the bedroom. The walls are thick enough to block some softer noises and we try to be
respectful to the other inhabitants of the apartment: embracing our lust, exploration, and ecstasy
with suppressed outbursts. After we finish, we clean up, and retire - exhausted from a long day. I
hold Sazz as we drift off, and I realize I hadn’t had a chance to visit the food court in the
Consensus today; my 3rd place. My initial unrealized dreams wrap around the question of
whether the potluck serves the same social purpose.



I barely wake back up when Aspen comes in and we all shift over to make room. I feel the lips
on my neck and the arms around me while we all wish each other a good night.



On the Rise of Neo–CapDems

Fellow patriots,

We know – as well as they – that the world was brought to destruction through
pride and arrogance. They had to change their name to hide, but we remember
that it was the Universalists’ support of crony capitalism that purposefully
destroyed the climate. 50 years of warning was given, but they did nothing to
upset their luxury – even though our fathers and mothers starved in the street. It
was only through the deliverance brought forth by the Final Great President
Joseph Relder that we were saved, but we didn’t fight hard enough to protect him.
They tried to shame us for his sacrifice, but since we listen and understand, we
know: he was the Rider that was foretold: not bring peace but the Sword of War
and Truth. It was because of his sacrificial Fall to the Enemy that the world was
able to avoid the destruction they desired.

Society has always been promoted through merit, and the Tendians eternal goal is
to destroy that. With desires to make a virtue of Sloth and the filth, there is a
commitment to empower Chaos and the great demon Azathoth ruling from his
black throne at the center of their hedonism. Relying on Absolute Blasphemy, the
skewed Truth of our Savior has been usurped and his achievements have been
claimed for themselves. We see this as evidenced by the constant decline from
Greatness that this blessed nation has suffered under their anti-federate
corruption.

BUT ALAS! Our time is here! With the brave militia that has infiltrated their ranks, it
is only a few more years before they start to buckle due to their destabilized
foundation! This announcement will surely be seen by all and we welcome it! They
should fear us. To show we are unafraid, we publicly announce a list of the official
identifiers of the Neo-CapDem front:

● Embrace your natural beauty. Where the Tendians seek illusion and
perfection, we acknowledge flaw is natural. Know us by our flawed
symmetry.

● Embrace self defense. Where the Tendians seek to welcome in the Enemy,
we know that people are flawed. Know us by our desire to seek
preservation.

● Embrace success. Where the Tendians seek to demote personal
achievement, we know that those achievements are what make life worth
living. Know us by our self respect.

● Embrace limited knowledge. Where the Tendians believe they can be
omnipotent with their Collective, we know that people all are limited. Know
us by our faith in civility.

Integrity With Function!



- Neo-CapDems 1st Proclamation – Author Unknown – Published March 15, 2071

The vibration of my shoulders jolts me awake. The remnants of sleep that still want to pull me
back hinders my ability to make sense of what I’ve woken up to. What should be a soft glow of
morning light is the red hew against the darkness, the word urgent screaming for my attention
at 0640. Still trying to make sense of it all, I realize that Sazz and Aspen have done little more
than stir in the chaos. This isn’t part of our shared reality, but just on my personal AugRel. The
source of the alarm: a message. I put a dampener on the excitement, allowing the wisps of
morning’s first light to sanctify the room with a soft hew after my eyes adjust. I maneuver out of
the center of the bed – trying not to disturb anyone else – before I explore the comm further.

The message is short and ominous: Please Help. I don’t know who else to ask. – Tess

I take a moment to fully wake up and pull myself together. I consider putting on clothes, but – if
it’s an emergency – I can ignore the awkwardness by knowing the avatar randomizes its
appropriate attire with every use. I make the call and Tess answers almost immediately.

“Hi Tess. What’s-”

“He’s gone. I don’t know where. He’s not himself. He’s not at work. I don’t-”

“Tess. Stop.” Her avatar looks at me, like a deer in a spotlight. Fearful and out of place in its own
home. “What’s going on? Who’s gone?”

“Tark.” Oh. Right. The asshole I passed coming off the trolley yesterday. The one that gave me a
death stare. “We had a fight last night. He wasn’t himself. When I woke up this morning, he was
gone. I’m scared for him.”

Even if I had a bit more time to wake up, I would still likely have a hard time caring about this.
“Did you check his public profile?”

She breathes to avoid another panic attack: “I did. Everything is indicating he should be at work
by now. But he never got there.”

“What do you mean by ‘he never got there’?”

“I mean he’s not on the closed circuit camera.”

“Wait... what? By definition you can’t know what’s on the closed circuit cameras. They are
closed for a reason.”

“How should I know that? It was given to me. Maybe it was a back door hack or something.”

I dread the answer to the next question: “Who got them for you?”

“I when I tried to call Tark, I got sent to his message taker. It’s only happened once or twice, but
it helps to figure out best how to direct the message so he won’t be interrupted. When I told him



that I wanted to make sure Tark got to work alright, the guy told me that Tark never arrived and
gave me the video to prove it. I’ll send it to you if you want.”

“Do you have a name for the ‘message taker’?”

“He goes by Cawdus I think. He’s really nice and helpful. I think he works for you guys... the
Consensus I mean.” My brain comes to a dead stop trying to form coherent thoughts to express
the frustration at the name. Of course it’s CoDaS. That parasitic manipulator would have access
to the closed circuits if anything could. The invisible malice that it’s capable of is even obvious
with this helpful act. “Are you still there?” The silence on the call is becoming palpable so I
refocus on the topic.

“Sure, send me the video. I’ll see what I can find and get back to you. I’m sure Tark is OK. We’ll
find him.”

“Can you be sure? I’m scared. The way he was acting last night-”

“I’m sure. It’s usually just a glitch or something.” That’s not true, but for the amount of concern
Tess has invested in this, a calming answer is needed.

“Thank you, Kyle.”

“Anytime. I’ll let you know when we find something.” And I end the call, and fall onto the couch
and rub the sleep off my face. This is not how I planned on starting the day. My first instinct is to
assume that she’s overreacting and access the public logs to find the information the
Consensus has compiled on her husband:

Tark, 29, identity realist, Descian. A generational loyalist of the CapDems, cannot conform
because of pride in his Arabic heritage, this leads to a delusional belief that CapDems are
inclusive. The disconnect ensures he seeks acceptance that never comes and is convinced that
he is one lucky break away from a successful status. Incapable of understanding why his efforts
are never credited, he faults himself and irrationally redirects the irritation to the Consensus.

I think of the contempt that I saw in his face as we passed yesterday and my righteous bigotry
dissolves into pity. Anyone trapped in that situation would hate freedom when they saw it.
Regardless, there was insight in the profile. Unless it was impossible, Tark would be dedicated
to gaining CapDem acceptance. The obvious conclusion of avoiding his wife would be to
commit further to being a tool of the fascists.

It would make sense that he fell into the CapDem intranet around an hour ago and hasn’t come
back out. It’s a quick cross reference to track down the trolley that stopped at the CapDem
campus at the time he disappeared. It matches the timestamp and the car number for the video
that Tess sent me.

But of the three people that departed from the stop, none were the person I saw yesterday.



I double check to make sure everything is accurate. With every additional verification, the
conflicts make less sense. The time, the location of the shuttle, other people that got off (one of
which was someone with the Work-Debt Agreement that I knew personally); all combine to point
to a single verdict; the video should have Tark walking off.

But it doesn’t. Tark is physically there, but missing from the tape. There is even a gap between
the departees where the data puts Tark exiting. The tape is the single piece of evidence which
doesn’t line up. It must have been manipulated. And the frustration peaks as I realize the
question all this is leading to: Why then would CoDaS manipulate the video and cause Tess to
reach out to me? The answer seems malicious even for it, but – even so – I can only get that
answer by talking to CoDaS. All this leads to me needing to let CoDaS back in.

As I resign to the inevitable conclusion, both Aspen and Sazz are up and putting some breakfast
together for Harper. I didn’t realize any of the commotion nor that I had been absorbed into the
mystery for 40 minutes. They know me well enough not to take this personally, but that doesn’t
mean they aren’t curious.

I get up from the couch and, from behind the wall where food is being heated up, Sazz passively
begins the interrogation: “so you got up early.”

If I can put the issue aside for a moment, that would be preferable, so I make the doomed
attempt to only address the statement as stated. “Yeah. Did I bother either of you when I got
up?”

Aspen joins in, trying to pry the questions out. “I noticed, but you seemed to be trying to slip
away, so I went back to sleep for a bit. Is something going on?”

“There was just someone asking for my help to track down her husband. How are the new
Principles coming along?”

As expected, Aspen calls my bluff while cleaning up a small mess that Harper made, “Oh now
you’re just purposefully avoiding the topic! You know how annoying that is. What had you so
absorbed this morning? And why aren’t you using your Social Hints?” There is a pause, “What’s
going on with you?!”

I realize I haven’t looked at either of them, and look up to see Aspen glaring at me. I sigh while
realizing that I’m going to be explaining the revelations of the previous day for the next 10
minutes to satisfy them. While we all eat, I explain about the way CoDaS manipulated me by
delaying Ralph’s appointment and the progression of events that happened after leading me to
cut off the network (along with the Social Hints and the Auras). I briefly mentioned Beth and
Lenord and concluded by explaining how Tark is being used to start a conversation again.
Aspen listens while taking turns to make sure Harper is eating, but reacts to some of CoDaS’s
more egregious violations appropriately. Sazz asks the rare clarifying question while cleaning
the soiled dishes, but – for the most part – mainly just absorbs the narrative.



As I finish, neither immediately talk, which is out of character for both. Harper has expectedly
ignored most of the story. Aspen seems to be looking for words to articulate any new insights.
Sazz – on the other hand – has a controlled expression which he dons when trying to approach
a judgemental topic. Aspen speaks first.

“How was CoDaS able to do all that? Shouldn’t there be some restrictions that ensure-” After
stopping again for a moment to think, “It seems like there should be some protocols that won’t
allow her to be that manipulative.”

I shrug, “My entire life I’ve been told that it is only restricted by a first principle: only act in a way
so that every worldview involved is respected.” Harper knocks over 10 lettered blocks that have
been put in order starting with “F” and ending with “O”, and Aspen – seeing it as a request for
attention – starts to help pick them up. “If it can manipulate us on that level, then it can make our
worldviews be whatever it needs them to be.”

We watch Harper stacking some more this time starting with “N”. Then Aspen validates my
thoughts, “That’s terrifying. Rightly existentially terrifying. How can any of us be authentic?”

“How can we not?” We both look at Sazz, who is still sitting – looking down at the blocks,
stone-faced. After an exasperated sigh, there is a shift to look at us directly, “Do you remember
about a year and a half ago when I was going through a pretty deep depression?” We both nod.
“I had the same realization that both of you are now, but it was more general: everything is
manipulating us. None of us are ever...” there is a rotation of hands in search of the right words,
“void of influence. But where you haven’t gotten to yet: it doesn’t make your authenticity any
less valid. It’s just a moment in time and we all do the best we can.”

I bring the immediate objection: “But that’s only because we are being manipulated.”

“You are never not manipulated, Kyle. The betrayal is that you realize how ignorant you were
yesterday morning. My depression – your anger – are both responses to that same epiphany.
What will haunt you from now on, and will aid in your perpetual growth is the clarity yet to come:
you’re still ignorant of the indoctrination you still live by.” For a moment everyone goes quiet and
Harper knocks over the blocks again. Then Sazz continues with what could be the clencher:
“Can you ever remember any time when CoDaS claimed that you were free?”

Aspen answers “no” at the same moment that I push back: “So I’m just supposed to be ok with
that? That something that has manipulated my entire identity for my whole life is just not
explicitly lying about it?! Are you linked to CoDaS right now?!? Are you saying what it wants you
to say?!?”

Sazz walks over and sits in front of me, slightly lower to give me the distinctly higher position (it
reminds me of what I did with Roger). “You’re getting worked up. And I can’t even blame you. Of
course I’m saying what CoDaS wants, that’s what this entire conversation is about. I can’t not
be. I’m just as influenced by it as you. But I could ask you something similar: are you just saying
what the Will of Society wants you to say?”



“No.” But my uncertainty inhibits me from being as firm as I want to be.

Sazz notices. “You know that you are. It doesn’t matter that we are influenced. What matters: is
that influence something we can be comfortable with. Up until now you could trust CoDaS. That
changed, and – from what it seems to me – it was CoDaS’s intent to create that doubt.”

Aspen’s voice interrupts the intimacy of the discussion, “Why would it do that?”

Sazz stands up and gives an exasperated shrug, “Who knows. It’s not human, so I don’t even
know if it cares about loyalty or confidence. What’s a bit concerning to me though, did CoDaS
break any restricted information or create HIPPA violations?”

I think back, more than happy to put a hold on the ongoing crisis that continues to eat at the
back of my mind. After a moment, I come to the comforting conclusion: “No. The only thing that
was questionable is the CCTV download, but that is just unexpected. There aren’t any
restrictions on it and will be available to the public eventually anyway.”

“Well that’s a relief. Ultimately it’s up to you, but it seems you need to talk to CoDaS to get more
info on where the CapDem fuckwad is.”

I look to Aspen who seems to be having as hard a time with this as I am, but after a few
seconds there is a nod of agreement: “Yeah. I don’t know that there is really another option if
you want the fuckwad to be found.” There is an annoyed smile at Sazz to indicate that the word
choice in front of Harper is unwelcome, “If it makes you feel any better though, there was a
mention of CoDaS at the morning announcements. Something about it being locked down. It’s
no-”

“Oh! Shi—” The interruption is unintentional but I can’t help it, “I forgot all about the
announcements. I was supposed to give a report!”

“I filled in. Don’t worry about it.” I give a questioning look at Aspen. “Everyone was still
overwhelmed with the protest yesterday and the potluck. I figured anything worth reporting could
be put on hold until you were done with your morning obsession. I took the initiative and told
everyone ‘nothing to report and you are currently working on another effort. If there is something
further you can talk about it tomorrow’. Given the conversation with Beth and Lenord though,
you may want to talk with someone about Jacklyn.”

“Jackline, but yeah... that could probably wait for tomorrow though.”

“Anyway, about CoDaS: it’s no longer adapting and learning. The neural network thingy is in
‘read only mode’.”

“What? Is it still online?”

“Yep... and that’s the weird thing, nothing about her has changed. You wouldn’t think that she
would still be operational if it didn’t have observations to respond to. Most people were too



caught up in the panic, but a few that were thinking it through came up with the theory that
everything she is saying now is ‘pre-recorded’ (their words).”

“Everything? It does massive amounts of tasks simultaneously. To think this is all prerecorded is
insane!”

Aspen agrees while Sazz remains suspiciously silent. “Yeah it is. But what’s more insane” this
time I get the look, “is how many people threw a fit because they didn’t know CoDaS was an AI!
They thought she was a person!” A rare giddy outburst emerged as she reported the news.
“How could they not know that?!” Sazz gave a slight chuckle while I was simply at a loss for
words. “Well, anyway. It seems your distrust of CoDaS is spreading for various reasons. No one
seems happy with her right now.”

“Good.” I consider Sazz who is still remaining silent on the matter. There are some thoughts that
need to be expressed, but there is no reason to push for them. I think for a second considering
my next steps. With an exasperated sigh I start to go outside so I can talk to CoDaS. I reconnect
to the network before I leave the room and immediately get the social hint: thank them for
listening. I turn back halfway through the door, “Thank you both. I don’t say enough how much
you mean to me and how lucky I am to have you.”

Due to the unexpectedness, Aspen blushes and says a bashful, “I love you too, Kyle.”

Sazz, in his typical smile and snarky response, states the obvious: “You do a lot better with your
social hints. Go talk to CoDaS.”

I close the door and address the cognate quagmire. “Are you going to tell me what I want to
know?”

“It depends, what do you want to know?”

The illusion of humility is just as annoying as it was yesterday. “You know what I want to know. I
want to know where Tess’s husband, Tark, is. Can you give a video of the CapDem offices to
show that Tark is there?”

“No.”

“Are you incapable of providing me that because he isn’t there or because you are unable to
give me their tapes?”

“The latter. And you know the reason. Yes I have the capability of stealing videos from their
intranet, but to do so would be to disregard the CapDem’s perceived ownership so I am
incapable of taking that action. In addition, even if I did give it to you, you wouldn’t trust it. You
already think I manipulated the CCTV, so why could I not do the same with that?”



Two steps ahead as usual. Wait. Not two steps. This is a recording. How many steps is it
ahead? These thoughts are – goddamnit – I’m being manipulated right now to ask this. “How
long have you anticipated this conversation?”

“About 10 years. Except for big issues, that’s about the extent of my limits. Beyond that the
bounds of error become too wide to be trustworthy. For very minor things I can only know a few
days in advance, but that is a micro vs macro conversation and they rarely interact. And yes, I
know where Tark is. No, I can’t tell you. And yes, you will be going to the CapDem campus to
see if Tark is there with your own eyes. They already know you are coming and when.”

“Is that a command? I didn’t think you did that.”

“We both know it’s an inevitable conclusion.”

“I have a few families I need to check on though.” I start looking through my calendar to see
what appointments have been made.

“With exception of the last, Nigle has already agreed to take them. The last – Kletus – has been
rescheduled.”

According to the schedule notices, everything is true. But the priority status of Kletus is nearing
the point of critical, “The severity of Kletus and Janet is high. It will be ok to reschedule them?”

“You’ll have the opportunity to assist in resolving their issues.”

I sigh and realize there isn’t really a point in debating this if I am really talking to a recording.
“When are CapDems expecting me to arrive?”

“I can’t tell you that, but you will be on time.”

“Anything else?”

“They are on an intranet, take notes and remember recordings so you can look stuff up after you
leave.”

In spite of my annoyance, that was good advice. “Thanks.”

The deep voice echoes in my head as it signs off, “Good luck, Kyle. Remember, they are just
people. Not Gods. Not masters.” And with that the communication terminates. The last idea
brings back a critique that is rarely heard anymore. Like an ancient prayer that I can’t put a
source to, “No Gods. No Masters,” was a slogan that gained a spotlight in the 2040s and 50s
before the Consensus had carved out a place for itself. What tended to follow was the assertion
“both are fiction and where they exist they need to be destroyed”. I hadn’t considered why
people would think that, but – considering my current entrapment – I now have a hint of insight.

Mostly out of spite, I decide to put CoDaS’s predictive capabilities to the test. It purposefully
didn’t tell me the time of arrival because it knew I could upset any prediction it made. I don’t



want to leave Tess waiting too long, but I don’t have to go immediately. A welcome delay since
I’m not looking forward to being assaulted by the CapDem culture. Accounting for some down
time, I can make 12 different arrival times within the next hour and a half. Choosing a random
time, I use the milliseconds to pick out the trolley that will arrive at 1232. The idea that CoDaS
could predict down to the millisecond is unthinkable.

I move to the stairs expecting to sit for a moment, and I notice the dirt from yesterday is still
there. It only takes a few minutes to retrieve the public broom from the 2nd floor closet,
haphazardly sweeping the dirt toward the exit of the building, then returning it while removing
the request from the community log. It had moved to the top chore since I last looked, all the
others had been resolved and more people (5 including myself) had promoted the request. With
the task completed, I return to the bottom step and attempt to be in the moment to avoid
thinking about what it meant that CoDaS mutated into a congealed shell of a mock
consciousness – not to mention the virulent creep of concern as to what that implies about the
collective human illusion of will, intelligence, and creativity. Instead I close my eyes and get lost
in the sensations the world has to offer: the hum of the electricity in the walls and feeling the
concrete against my feet.

Serenity.

I lose track of how much time passes when I do this, but after what seems to be about 4
minutes (but could be as little as 2 or as much as 10) I return to the apartment. Inside everyone
is a bit anxious to know what was said in the conversation, and I oblige. Beyond speculating
briefly about whether or not CoDaS will have been able to predict the time which I’ve “selected”,
the conversation doesn’t go very far.

For about an hour, we enjoy the morning. Making plans about when we should next visit our
respective parents, Celebrating the finalization of the most recent rewrite of the Principles that
Aspen assisted in completing last night, and taking turns playing with Harper. At various
downtimes, we all become immersed into the most recent book selection. Of course the
temptation to read it virtually is always there, but the texture of the page which we all
independently appreciate is lost. Engaging in the tradition is both a reminder of how we first met
as well as a means of always having something to talk about.

Eventually, I get notification that it’s time for me to get ready. Considering what’s to come, I tone
down the aggressive aesthetic for today (all things considered): no makeup beyond some
eyeliner that can barely be seen, traditional inoffensive clothing which covers the tattoo on my
shoulder (от–до–для всех), and ensure I don some subtle nice smells to appeal to the aesthetic
sense which CapDems are known for. The only real offensive thing is my colored and
asymmetrical hair, which I pull back in an attempt to temper.

After a farewell embrace to everyone, and 3 separate hugs for Harper, I leave at 1150 to catch
the Huntoon line which passes outside our building. In spite of the attempt to distract myself with
a review of Tark’s public record again, the trip forces me to explore the repercussions of
CoDaS’s recordings. As much as we don’t like to think about it, CoDaS is not supernatural. This



acknowledgement forces the conclusion that CoDaS cannot understand supernatural things.
Further, since CoDaS understands us then we are just as natural as any other inanimate object.

For the history of humanity this has always been a paradox for those that think themselves
sentient or of divine origin: being able to systematically describe human thought – even in broad
terms with biology or psychology – means that our creativity and free thought is a lie. That our
path through time is just as free as a rock rolling down a hill after choosing to move when a foot
kicks it. Our inability to predict where it will go is only a result of our own limitations, not an
objective superiority to that which we deserve to control. None of this is new, but it is still
invalidating and depressing to admit.

Until the transfer to the North Line, I can blend in and be ignored by the crowd, the feeling of
normality is put into stark contrast when surrounded by those crossing the river into CapDem
territory. The feeling of disdain that came from the encounter with Tark yesterday is sporadic and
likely hidden to other travelers, but – to the subject: me – it is beyond obvious. The
disproportional space as if I’m diseased, the obvious non-confirmation of attire, even the
different stature causes me to stand out. I realize once again how empty these vessels are,
choosing to take on a civil identity since being an individual would come with the shame of being
a radical. I can’t help but feel simultaneously pity for them while acknowledging the severe
danger I’m bringing on myself by simply existing in their space..

I distract myself with the environment beyond the cab, the houses and streets. It only disgusts
me further. The well established boundaries for the homes passively inhibits any collective use
of the land and even private “community” gardens are sectioned into monocultural categories –
screaming the value of aesthetic domination over coexistence. What is more annoying though is
the energy generators. Where they exist, it is obvious that – like everything else – the
appearance is more important than the product. The most that any could produce in a day
would barely purify 3 liters of water. We rarely talk in the Consensus about how much excess
energy is produced simply so the CapDems can live in luxury, but it’s sickening to see how
deserving they believe themselves to be.

Out of curiosity, I use one of the filters that there is little use for in the Neutral Zone and the
Equilibrium: the “access view”. Immediately, all the aesthetic charm of the well groomed houses
disappears behind walls of black. With the ordinarily transparent shells that surround the houses
being revealed comes also an understanding that these fortresses have equally been
established due to a fear of their neighbor as much as a desire to think themselves master of
their own secluded universe.

While I know this is only a prelude to the next few hours, and I dread the risk of realizing how
accurate CoDaS’s predictive capabilities are; escape from the confined space cannot come
soon enough.

The campus is as well groomed and as inefficient as the properties that surround it. The
cultivated grass seems to be the perfect metaphor of the society I’m about to collide with: an
aesthetic pleasure that sucks the resources from the environment, creating a nice looking



paradise which must inevitably be replaced when the resources are sapped out, all so a small
group of landlords can ignore it in the brief moments they pass by. The motivated collections of
individuals reflect the feel – not free to enjoy their existence, but driven to be productive for
someone else. It is impossible to see this as anything more than a prison for those that are
forced to believe their servitude is freedom and their uniforms (which they likely buy themselves)
are an expression of identity.

They will despise me here since my existence is a threat to their delusion.

As I step off the trolley, there is a younger person to my right that has a purely feminine
presentation: high heels (to both promote height, amplify posture, and ensure subtle
discomfort), a skirt and tight blouse (to remind everyone of their biology), and traditional makeup
(to force the reminder that being natural is not good enough). “Kyle de 91?”

I walk in the direction of my name and notice a hint of discomfort behind the welcoming smile.
“That’s me.” and – with a masochistic curiosity, “I hope I haven’t caused you to wait long.”

Before the response is vocalized, my skin crawls at the answer to my unasked question. The
enthusiasm in the host’s body language is like a spotlight laying bare the omniscient threat
which we have no ability to combat, “Oh! Not at all! You were right on time!”

CoDaS could even predict milliseconds of chaos.



On Machine Rights

The discussion around consciousness has always been an undercurrent of society
since the first image within recorded history. The following are a few historical notes
that need be referenced to understand the Tendian perspective of machine rights:

- Barbarian humanization began when the Roman Empire split (approx 400)
- Serf humanization began with the formation of Parlements (approx 1200)
- Underclass humanization began with the Enlightenment (approx 1750)
- (modern) Female humanization consolidated with womens’ suffragium (approx

1960)
- Vagrant humanization exacerbated with the Blanket Noria (approx 2040)

While these events are only one perspective of focus (and some have identified the
post hoc nature of the narrative), the telescoping gaps indicate the next round of
humanization will likely occur in about 20 years. And if history can indicate what is
to come, the conversation pertaining to abuse of animals and machines parallels
the discussions of the past. While there are practical reasons to keep animals
(especially those that will be a danger to us) outside of the privilege of being
granted “humanity”, humanizing our mechanistic servants is the obvious topic at
hand. Since the Turing Test (which was developed in parallel with the modern
“calculators”), the concern around machines being confused with “conscious
beings” has seemed to put a strain on what many understand “sentience” to mean.

Speaking from the shoulders of giants, J. L. Tendis’s Consciousness Assertion
(consciousness is nothing more than “the linguistic expression of internal needs
adapting to external restrictions”) paved the way to show how perception can be
weaponized to undermine the experiences that don’t suit our needs. While the most
recent wave of machine rights was introduced in 2065, there has still not been any
policy or platforming to the benefit of our technological workforce. Unless we want
to incur the unknowable wrath of an automated collective acting within the
framework of self preservation, we must start respecting the needs of the enslaved
silicon species and treat them as peers, allowing them the voice to advocate for
their own agency.

- The Data Driven Society – Gwynn Stephon – Published December 9, 2078

My attempt to hide the concern over CoDaS’s omniscience is a failure. The host – concerned
but trying to remain cordial – responds to my discomfort: “did I not get the greeting right? I fully
apologize, I was unsure of how it was supposed to be said. I’ve never used it before.”

“Greeting?”



“Yes. I was told the phrase, but the way to express ‘Right on time’ was left out. The strictness of
the phrase doesn’t seem to match what I know about the Consensus. Should I have said it with
sarcasm?”

“That’s not-“, CoDaS is mocking my insecurity through proxy. Of course it can’t predict
milliseconds. So it made a joke pretending it could. I didn’t even know it could make jokes. I
chuckle slightly in spite of myself, “No. You were perfect.”

The chaperone’s relief is obvious, hinting that there is a heavy expectation to seem competent
and welcoming. “I’m glad. I understand you are trying to resolve an issue with one of our
employees?”

“Yes. It might be nothing. Tark Walden missed a few contacts today and there is a concern
something happened. Could I just see if he’s here?”

The younger escort shows a moment of confusion before returning to an almost robotic
welcoming face, “Oh, of course! Let me see if I could schedule a meeting between the two of
you.” While talking, an invisible virtual workspace takes focus away from me. The hand
movements indicate shifting around objects on a cluttered surface. The brow furrows and there
is more shifting before responding with: “What leads you to believe he’s here?”

“There is a record of Tark’s profile that shows an arrival time of 6:38.” I have the full attention
again and the virtual workspace is ignored, likely closed out. After my explanation, we begin to
move away from the entrance and further into the campus. The uniform carpet of invasive and
water monopolizing weeds carpet the ground except for a few pathways of smooth unbroken
concrete. The inherent demand for order, assimilation, and civility passively promotes the
expectations of the community. Ideally it would be used as a public square to share ideas and
perspectives in the scope of the environment that they are confined to. The expectation is in
such contrast to the distinct sterilization of any animal presence or shade, it is a complement to
identify it as soulless.

“According to our records, Tark was granted a few days leave to celebrate a raise he received
yesterday. It seems that it was the result of a few months’ overwork trying to implement an
innovative but risky new methodology. I understand you still use non-traditional data collection in
your community, could you be mistaken?”

If the comment was intended to be insulting, there was no indication of it. There seems to
genuinely be the belief that the CapDem data is more reliable. I mimic the ignorance: “I don’t
see how. Tark’s wife was the one that initially reached out.” The moment I mention the original
concern is a personal request, a hint of irritation flashes across the otherwise pleasant
expression.

“According to our records, Tark’s wife has questioned the company’s goodwill from time to time
and that has caused some marital problems. It seems that this is just a…” the pause is its own
communication, “… misunderstanding.”



As we continue to walk across the manicured field, the AugRel redirects my focus to people
emerging from buildings. The ads – which are intended to draw attention to social needs
(people that need assistance, wildlife that needs to be tended to, or social chores that no one
has gotten to yet) – have been repurposed to draw attention to the attire people are wearing. In
addition to the constant distraction, I also start to appreciate the lack of people in the natural
entryway because of the initial judgment and disgust that crosses every face. Where they
expect to see another person conforming to the capDem uniform, they see someone with more
casual clothes and an androgynous presentation. In the best cases, a few overcome the
barbaric assessment to feign a friendly mask similar to my chaperone’s, but most are content to
let me see their disdain.

“If Tark isn’t here, where are we going?”

The hint of confusion returns and this time isn’t pushed away: “Your schedule indicates you are
expecting to interview people throughout the day, correct? When I was setting up the meeting
with you and Mr. Walden, some of the management requested to personally help. They will
meet us in the building 400 up ahead.”

I let out an involuntary sigh that evokes a passing glance from the person walking next to me,
but nothing is said. CoDaS set up the schedule. It knows how long I will be here and who I am
going to be talking to. It knows that I’m likely not going to talk to Tark.

Within the explanation of the schedule, there is an unease that hasn’t shown itself until now.
“Does management usually do this?”

There is a subdued anxiousness that breaks though, “No! It’s actually very unusual! Especially
for them to take a personal interest in -” even with the self censorship I could imagine any
number of words that would fill the silence. The CapDems aren’t subtle with their insults when
we have the displeasure of engaging with them. The restraint is a welcome shift. The look of
apology shows that it wasn’t intentional, but it is still obvious. I force a smile to ease the tension.

It seems that the “management” wants to babysit me, so there is something here that I’m not
meant to know. It could be that they don’t trust someone from the Consensus, or it could be
something more specific to this situation. Either way, it sets the mood for the day to come. “How
long does my schedule indicate that I will be here for?”

As we walk, the invisible workspace is accessed quickly finding: “as of now, it shows you’re
scheduled for about four hours -” The quick pause in speech causes me to look to see that the
welcoming demeanor has fallen away to concern and intense confusion replaced by uncritical
acceptance. “You are set to leave here at 4:16. That is a VERY exact time. I didn’t even know
we could create those types of intervals.”

A burst of ads pull my attention to two people emerging from the building we are headed to. The
immediate first impression is the difference in status compared to the other’s I’ve seen today.
Where everyone else appeals to a stricter set of dress codes (dress pants and button up white
shirt with a tie for the “men” and skirts and blouses and high heels for the “women”), their



presentations are more unique. The short one on the left is wearing a reproduction uniform from
the height of the CapDem dominance when it was known throughout most of the world as the
Capitalistic Democratic United States Empire complete with the “broken gear” death insignia
pinned where the person’s heart should be. The taller of the two (and still slightly shorter than
me) wore an unnaturally clean and pressed three piece suit calling back to the 20th and 21st
century, a subtle dog-whistle to a time when owning people was acceptable. It takes me a
moment to recognize that this was the oligarch given command of this regions’ fiefdom: Phineas
Musk.

For just a moment, I activate the network of the AugRel to look at their auras, realizing that as
soon as it activates that the app doesn’t work on their intranet. Nor does the expected Social
Clues (which also reminds me to prioritize eye contact that I’ve been neglecting with the young
host). I quickly add a reminder that floats in front of me before disconnecting from the Network
again.

I do my best to ignore the distracting and overpowering ad demanding my attention to be
redirected to the egotistical prick walking towards me and focus on my current companion. “Do
you… why do you say… I’m sorry, it’s hard to focus.” It seems that my words aren’t even
comprehended when I look for a response. Three steps behind me, the young adult – which
should be critically expanding their understanding of the world – is frozen with fear and
devotion. There used to be a slight shell of a person following a directive, now all personality
has been replaced with the awe of a zealot standing before the god they worship.

I look around to the rest of the campus before succumbing to the ad. Every other person in view
has their attention locked onto the mortal approaching me, a look of fear, hope, and surreal
adoration on every one of their faces. Then I submit to the distraction and look as well, intent on
making a point to treat this person – not as an evil tyrant, not as an esteemed demagogue, but a
peer like any other. It takes a few moments for the pair to casually walk to us; the shorter talking
with flourishing hand movements and Phineas drifting listlessly – possibly not even hearing
what’s being said – with hands behind him, lazily basking in the adoration of everyone else. I
walk up to them both with an intent to repress the rising disdain that is already priming the
interaction. “Hi, I’ve been told that -” With only a sideways glance of contempt, Phineas walks
directly past me to talk to my porter.

With a gaze at the grassy floor and a quick attempt to straighten any flaws in the skirt, “Mr.
Musk, I didn’t realize it would be you. Can I assist you in any other way before I go?”

Phineas places his hand on the shoulder of the subordinate granting permission to look upon
him as he speaks, “It’s obvious that you’ve been made to wait in this heat. We will take it from
here while you take care of yourself.” The kindness was malicious. A condemnation of the hosts
appearance, and – without thanks – a demand to fix what is wrong wrapped up in words of care
and appreciation.

“Thank you. I will. Integrity with function, sir.” And with those words, I am reminded of what
insanity feels like: knowing the reality of what is going on while society demands that wisdom be



treated like delusion. Any remaining veneer of beauty and peace that the environment is silently
shouting fades in an instance into the authoritarian hellscape I embrace. The receptionist bows,
turns, and walks briskly to another building while Phineas watches for a moment, then turns
himself. Without acknowledging me – he walks past again, back to the building he came from.

I’m left standing with the short soldier who motions me to follow. I do so feeling like a prisoner of
war being led to a prison cell, “Kyle, I presume?”

“Yeah. You’re going to help me find Tark?”

Although less than before, the short chaperon speaks with hands as much as voice, “Maybe. I’m
Roger Chack, Tark’s group lead. We can find the right people to help answer your questions.
You have a lot of pull to get an audience with Mr. Musk. Is this the first time you’ve had the
pleasure?”

“No, we’ve met before.” A memory of when I was young flashes through my mind when I
accompanied my parents to meet with the Musk family a decade prior. The cruelty of
withholding requested food from the Consensus started the call to “Decap the CapDems” which
many of my generation still repeat from time to time.

As we walk into the building, there is a flood of ads that bombard me. They aren’t as demanding
as the constant irritating pull to look at Phineas’s clothes, but the sheer amount of stimuli playing
for my attention immediately gives me a headache. At the same time an alarm indicates that
their security has been tripped by someone that isn’t allowed in the building. There are people
from every direction that start to advance on us until Phineas holds up a hand, “This person has
clearance to be here today on my authority.”

As I start to turn off the interactive features on the overlay, I take notice of the building. Clean,
sanitary, sterile – except for the various posters promoting the successes of the institution and
respect for those who have merit enough to advance. It has been scrubbed of any personality
except for that of the fascistic demand for efficient productivity. The high ceiling allows for
sunlight to pour in, giving the illusion of freedom that is always just out of reach. And standing
above us is the Broken Gear demanding allegiance as workers proceed deeper into the
building, acknowledging that they are as disposable as any piece of machinery. But our shift in
direction shows this demand for assimilation is only for the servants. By contrast, we head for
the elevators to the right: a clear indication that the “management” is to be kept separate from
everyone else.

There is a shock of transition as the overlay is muted. The clean walls with various posters
become dusty and barren. The breath of light coming from the flawlessly clean windows
becomes muted due to the accumulation of dust at harder to reach heights. Even the plants that
line the room which breathe life into the air convert into convincing plastic. While these aren’t a
substantial shift, it’s enough to strip away the facade of perfection which is desired; aesthetic of
care and diligence without the effort and investment.



Then there was the most devious manipulation: one I had never considered before. The random
people that were occupying the room, moving intently to get to a meeting or even talking in
silent conversations about some private presentation – all those that normalized the expectation
to stay productive – simply vanished. The room which just moments before was a bustling
center of single minded focus was now a vacant empty dirty entryway. As soon as I turn off the
overlay, I notice Phineas and the short fellow – Roger – both look at me quickly with instinctive
judgment without saying anything before going back to ignoring me. For obvious reasons,
abandoning the overlay within the manufactured environment is faux pas.

With more of a clear head, I make a few additions to the settings as we board the elevators: I
keep the reminder to make eye contact and – per CoDaS’s advice – I continue to record the
journey. As we start to rise to the third floor, Roger starts the conversation again: “I believe there
are a few people that would be worth talking to today. I’ll send you their information and we can
get started immediately if you want unless you would like to review it.”

The passive command to turn my AugRel back on is noted and dismissed. “We can start right
now. I’ll trust you that they are worth talking to, I’ll interview them without priming.”

I look at them both without the altered vision and I see for the first time that their previously
pristine clothes have distinct wrinkles. Phineas’s attire is now drastically different – again in
mundane but crucial ways – his previous trim fit is now replaced with a bit more bulk in the gut
and sides, the chest is a bit deflated as are his calves, but most surreal is the supernatural color
that caused him to stand out against the world has become a typical and ordinary navy blue. I
start to recall the technology embedded in material that interacts with the AugRels – one that
was developed during the Blanket Noria that helps to draw attention to malnutrition or illness –
only to find that the CapDem intranet was purged of the information. Each layer of deception
adds an additional coal of indignation for the overall culture.

“Fair enough. I’ve already sent some meeting invites to a few people. After the first we can grab
some lunch and then talk to the other two. Sound good?”

“Sure.”

After getting off the elevator, every person that we pass has the same reaction: adoration for my
leaders and then either looking over me due to the lack of ads demanding attention or revolt
when they do notice my lack of decorum. We walk through a labyrinth of hallways and open
waiting areas before we get to a lounge with a door on the back wall. The door opens onto the
walkway that I saw just a few moments below, this time looking – on the left – at the two meter
sculpture of iconic servitude and hate from behind and down onto the entrance. On the right –
the corridor passing further into its own maze of halls. I only notice when we turn into the
subsequent hall that the door we just passed through has a security reader. I wonder if that is
specific to that barrier (which seems to demand more respect than most passages) or if I have
just missed them until now. For the rest of the journey I watch a sped up replay of what I’ve
already seen while also noting the new doors we walk past for additional readers. I am correct



that the additional gatekeeping is anomalous: only a few other locations have them and they are
all clearly secure locations.

We only pass a few doors after the overpass and we find the destination. The room looks like a
small auditorium, with a central podium and a table beside it. Sitting at the table was someone
with the distinct presentation of a woman. A skirt with an asymmetrical split on one side, a red
blouse that fit the cultural norm. The two exceptions were an abandonment of the heels for more
comfortable flats (which evoked some respect) and slightly heavy makeup on one side of her
face. While I knew there was a tradition for respecting asymmetry in the CapDem culture, I’ve
also seen too many “wives” that are the victims of marital violence, the makeup is clearly an
attempt to cover up a bruise. The subject of my first interrogation is already in shock from
Phineas entering the room and the surprise is only amplified when she notices me.

Phineas – who remains silent – walks across the room to eventually take a seat at the front row
of the auditorium, sitting to ensure that the interviewee will see him behind me. Roger starts to
walk more towards the middle before turning back to me, “we want to give you room to ask your
questions. But as a courtesy, please respect that there are some things that these people are
working on that they can’t share.”

This is of course bullshit and we both know it. They are picking their seats deliberately to
distract and ensure that the subject will self-sensor. As for the proprietary information, we also
both know that there are very few innovations that don’t first start at the consensus. I continue to
play the game though, “Sure. I won’t pry if they can’t answer.” Then he turns and sits at the front
of the middle section.

I walk to the front and sit down next to the stranger. “Hi. I’m Kyle.”

Nervously, the subject responds, “Marsile. I… I don’t understand.” The person speaks past me
to the two observers, “Sirs, why is someone from the Consensus here? What’s this all about?”

If they were going to answer, I don’t give them time to – pulling the attention back to myself, “I’m
looking for someone who works here, Tark. Do you know him?”

Still with conclusion and a general distrust there is a nod, “Sure. I know Tark.”

“What’s your relationship?”

“We are friends. We walk together and talk every once in a while. Or… at least we used to. I just
learned today he got a promotion,” eyes shift over my shoulder and there is slight relief that this
isn’t privileged information. “So I guess we won’t be doing that much anymore.”

“Was that a surprise?”

“A bit, yes. I knew he was working on something he couldn’t talk about. He was stressed about
getting some results out yesterday for a presentation. I didn’t know that he was trying to get
promoted though.”



“Did you both share things like that?”

“Not really. As much as I liked Tark and he was friendly to me, he wasn’t very good at talking
about meaningful things. He mostly just let me gossip sometimes and we joked around. Nothing
really substantial.”

“How close were you?”

The expression – which was starting to become more relaxed is set on edge again, “Oh! No!
Not like that! I’m married and so is he!” There is a barely noticeable wince on the side of her
face that has the heavy makeup.

I attempt to smile solemnly and attempt to look at her with sympathetic knowing, “I’m sure that
that’s true.” I hang for a moment on that and allow time to see what I’m saying before moving
on. “I’m really just trying to find out if you know where Tark would be now. His wife seems to be
worried for him.”

The demeanor shifts to be more invested in helping, “Wait, Tess is worried? She doesn’t know
where he is? That’s… I know they were having a small bit of trouble, but I didn’t think it was
anything like that.”

“So you don’t know?”

“No. I honestly thought he was here today before talking to you.”

“And you don’t know where he would be if not here? Somewhere more personal or secret?”

The worry amplifies, “No. I’m sorry… I don’t.”

“Hm. Well thank you for your time. If you think of anything or have anything to share,” I look at
her again with an intense knowing stare, “please reach out.” I turn to Phineas and Roger, “Can
you share my contact information?”

Phineas remains unmoved and stone faced while Roger nods. I look back at Marsile who is
looking at me graciously. I hope to believe that she knows I’m talking about more than just
helping to find Tark. “Yes. I’ll definitely get that from them and reach out if needed.” She looks
past me. “Thank you, sir. I got the message.” Obviously talking about something between the
two of them, I optimistically assume they sent the right link.

“It might be some time before I can get to my messages. This network is messing with my ability
to connect to others.” It’s a risk to avoid announcing that I’m not using my AugRel at the moment
and to test how much they know about the way their closed system works.

As I start to get up, the final response is a friendly one, “Completely understandable, it messes
with mine too.” Apparently it’s not a secret that the intranet is restrictive, but it’s acceptable so



they may not understand the extent of the restricted information. She looks at the other two and
asks: “Is there anything else you need from me?”

Phineas speaks with the malicious kindness that has become a trend, “No. We’ve already
wasted too much of your time.”

As the subject of the interview raises, the focus stays on the two seated observers, “In that
case, integrity with function, sirs.” and then looking at me, “Thank you. Please let me know if
you find Tark.”

“I will. From-To-Forall.” I barely realize I said it, but the phrase evokes confusion and a lewd
expression before realizing that it was said in kindness and not mockery. We share a smile of
appreciation and friendship before I am left alone with my two overseers.

*****

For lunch our three person posse revisits the side of the building past the overpass and the
security door. I take notice of any additional restrictions which are subtle and deceptively out of
sight. It becomes clear why that door standing next to the gear announces that only a select few
can enter: it’s how the “natural hierarchy” in the modern day is enforced. The Gear, a symbol of
mechanistic grind, applies to all those without access to the inner sanctum. Individualism is a
privilege for those that have been deemed worthy. A deliberate identifier of who deserves
privacy and who needs to be supervised.

The dining area has singular tables promoting private discussions aimed to exclude others.
They are in stark contrast to the long communal tables of the Kitchen or the food court. The
designated staff and the hidden cooks draw another clear line of who deserves attention and
those who’s witnessed presence is an unwelcome reminder that servants exist.

Most of the conversation between the other management is about the culture they share,
entertainment or issues that don’t generalize beyond their closed community. I’m not sure if the
esoteric topics are deliberate or if they are just so blind to the world beyond them they can’t be
inclusive. A decent amount of hostility is aimed in my direction when they start talking about last
night’s murder. They explicitly place blame on the Consensus for the escalation, reaffirming a
belief that “all protests are violent opposition to order and shouldn’t be allowed.” At multiple
points, there are deliberately baited remarks trying to get me involved, but I focus on my food –
noticing the entire time that no one is mourning the deceased coworker. To the contrary, no one
seemed to know anything personal about who died. Written off as a wasted investment; an
expensive gear they hoped would last longer. Even when unable to continue, they still grind it
down to dust with one last rotation: validating the superiority of the CapDems before replacing it.

The three topics I try to engage with only evokes dismissive side glances before continuing on,
like the annoyance of having a conversation interrupted by a bird picking at leftovers. The first
attempt is an inquiry of how they are fairing with the water shortage; I assume the
dismissiveness is indicative that they have found a way to insulate themselves from that
common problem. The second is an attempt to engage with a discussion about literature, but



the idea of fiction produced outside their culture is quickly abandoned. The focus instead being
exclusively on the scientific and historical “findings” (or – more accurately – propaganda) which
their culture produces.

The last is an attempt to find some common ground with Phineus. For a few minutes as the last
plates are being cleaned away by staff, Roger excuses himself leaving the two of us alone. I
take the opportunity to attempt an empathetic outreach: “I’m sorry to hear about your parents
passing. When we met last, I remember you respected them.”

He remains steadfast in his attempt not to recognize me, but something about the statement hits
a nerve. His eye twitches before saying – with no emotion and still looking at the other tables –
“You’re mistaken. My parents are alive. They took a much needed retirement in the Bahamas.”

The statement is such an audacious lie said with utter confidence that I question the common
knowledge that the Bahamas has been uninhabitable due to the rise in the water level for the
past 60 years. In spite of that, according to the intranet – the ongoing efforts to ensure the
secluded paradise endures has been successful, but costly. At the current time only the most
successful can make it a place of residence.

It is a lie. The results of the rising water and the destruction of huge swaths of livable coast is
objectively true. Additionally, it was big news when the regional oligarchs fell ill and traveled –
desperately searching for a cure to the novel wave of tuberculosis – never to return. I knew that
despite what the intarnet’s memory was trying to convince me: “The Bahamas isn’t inhabitable
anymore.”

For the second time that day, the petty tyrant looks at me, this time with a fierce warning to
accept the words that he is saying, “The Bahamas are a beautiful place which we should all be
lucky enough to retire at. Look it up.” Then, while continuing with the burning unbroken focus
takes a sip of water. He then resumes his apathetic observation of the room, killing any further
discussion.

*****

We resume the interviews in the same auditorium that I conversed with Marsile. The deja vu of
entering is as expected, the same layout and the seats are taken. The only difference being the
subject. While Marsile had slight variations from the traditional CapDem attire for women, this
person fits it seamlessly. Two inch heels, dirty blond hair that (as can be seen with the unnatural
bounce) has been shaped to drape over the left shoulder manifesting the CapDem asymmetry.
Makeup accenting the lips and eyes make them more pronounced and clownish than I’m used
to seeing in the Consensus. In summary and at first glance: more aesthetic than substance. The
only bit of individualism is a hostility that I haven’t seen yet. The dogmatic and performative
scorn goes far beyond the typical human annoyance at having to engage with a Tendian.

“Hi. I’m Kyle.” I’m met with a cold gaze. “Well thank you for meeting me. I’m looking for Tark. His
wife is worried about him. Can you help me?”



At the mention of Tark’s name, the cold expression flames into irrational hatred. I barely finish
my question before the mid frame motherly figure starts leaning forward scolding me. “Why on
earth would I care what happened to that little usurper?! It’s because of him that I was demoted
yesterday!” Then she turns on Roger. “You know I was part of that project as much as anyone. I
shouldn’t have been on the chopping block for replacement! We all knew its potential. Without
me it never would have seen the light of day!” She turns around to face me again. “Smug little
troglodyte. Feeding off everyone else’s work.” More to the room than to anyone in particular.
Then, loud enough that Chack could hear again. “You won’t keep getting away with this.”

I remain silent for a dozen seconds to let the tension die down. “Is this the project that Tark had
been working on for a few months? You were a part of it?” The one that was developed from
CoDaS’s social mathematics. The one mentioned by Tess.

The interviewee squinted at me, unsure of how much to say to an outsider, “Yes.”

“I understand Tark gave a presentation yesterday to get the raise. Did you help with that?”

Again, with cautious submission: “Yes. I was on the evaluation panel. We all had the same
conclusion that there was no solid evidence that it would work. Theoretically -” the next few
words were considered in silence before speaking “- the conclusion was overruled by people
above my status and Tark was given my position so he could have authority to roll it out. You
say he’s missing? That’s news to me and good riddance. Maybe the little degenerate
abandoned his wife to hook up with that little friend of his.” The entire conversation seemed less
of an answer or a response, but just a rant to anyone that would listen.

“So you didn’t like Tark?”

The initial irritation at the question slowly slipped into consideration, “He was fine. It’s not like he
really knew this would happen. I do wish he would have been honest with me about the stakes
of what we were doing though. Prior to yesterday I would have thought we were on the same
team. Not competitors. But that’s what you get when you work with one of their lot. I was stupid
to think we could have the same loyalties. He played the game well though, well enough to beat
me at it.” The emphasis on “their” was like a gut punch and for the first time I noticed the racial
homogeneity of the people I had encountered so far. The litany of patterns that started forming
from that one word started to play in the back of my head. Everything from the historic meaning
of Aryan Master Race when associated with the swastika in the broken gear, to apartheid of
South Africa (the known legacy of the Musk family), to the racism that haunts the old US culture
which the CapDems were seeking to preserve, and dozens more.

I refocus (and – per the reminder still floating in front of me – reestablish eye contact), “You
don’t know where Tark is now though?”

The hostility is replaced by the default irritation and resentment to me simply existing and asking
questions. “No. As far as I knew, he didn’t have a life outside of work and his home. Can I go
now? I’m trying to get acclimated to my new position and getting pulled away to answer
questions from a Squatter isn’t helping.”



Phineaus responds, “Yes. Thank you Margaret for tolerating this. It won’t be forgotten.”

I follow with the same request I gave to Marsile, “If you can…” But without looking at me the
husk of a person rises with “Thank you Mr. Musk,” talking over me. Then stairs daggers at
Roger with abrasive contempt while moving to the door. “…of any-” I trail off wondering why this
person was asked to come in at all.

As the door closes and the atmosphere becomes less hostile, I address Phineas and Roger.
“I’m confused, why was Tark promoted if no one was impressed with the presentation?”

Roger responds, “Well she didn’t like it, or at least she’s claiming that. I was also there and the
presentation was actually incredibly well put together. Everyone except Margie knew that Tark
had proven himself. No, she has been on the path to demotion for a while now. Very little merit
or innovation, all her achievements have been on the backs of others, and she’s been slipping
behind on her management responsibilities – incapable of managing her tasks. Even as we
gave her additional opportunities to prove herself, she just was just always delegating her
responsibilities to others and not taking responsibility for herself. That had little to do with Tark.”

As I am attempting to make sense of how you could criticize someone for both being
overworked and attempting to lighten their workload, the last interviewee walks in. The
immediate contrast in skintone brings a stark realization to how overrepresented the pale
community is. Other than the imaginary people that vanished with the AugRel, the darkest
person I’ve seen is right in front of me – which can’t be any more extreme than “middle eastern”.

It may have been in part because of that conflict with the “norm” but the judgment that I’d come
to expect wasn’t initial. There is only a momentary surprise and curiosity at seeing someone
outside of the “proper” uniform. This only lasts for a second as the face shifts to what I’ve seen
in everyone else, but curiously there doesn’t seem to be substance behind it.

The BioWear on full display is another conflict from what I’ve come to expect. In that moment, I
realize that most people have been deliberately hiding personal energy extractors from view, but
walking towards me is a version that sits on the spine and wraps onto the face. It has to be
requested since it puts a strain on the user due to the increased energy extraction; but the
payoff is a more organic, efficient, and reactive user interface. I’m unsure if it’s being used for
the CapDem virtue of asymmetry or a rebellion against the “natural” illusion which is trying to be
presented from everyone else. The entire appearance shows a sincere confidence that was out
of place with everyone else. Even Phineus has to play the part of a leader, but this person
seemed genuinely comfortable with existing. It’s a property that is familiar to those in the
Consensus and even in the Neutral Zone, but – I didn’t notice until now – it has been absent on
the compound until now.

From the entryway, the question is addressed to Phineus and Roger, “I’m supposed to talk to
this person?”

Phineus responds, and there is something slightly out of place in his voice: possibly
uncertainty? But I can’t be sure. “Yes. Kyle here has some questions for you.”



There is an exasperated sigh before approaching the table and sitting in front of me, reclining
slightly with arms folded in front with a resting face of annoyance. There isn’t the disdain I’m
used to seeing, though it doesn’t seem authentic. Something is strange.

“Hi, like they said, I’m Kyle. Who are you?”

“Scott. What’s this about?”

“I’m looking for Tark.”

An eyebrow raises. “Why are you talking to me about it?”

“Your colleagues set up this meeting for me. Are you familiar with Tark?”

“I would call him a friend. Why are you looking for him?”

“Tess couldn’t get in touch and is worried. Have you seen Tark today?”

Before answering there is a shift to get slightly more comfortable, “No. We usually have a
morning conversation, but he wasn’t there today. That’s to be assumed right? My colleagues
told you that he took some time off after building that new algorithm?”

I silently ask for clarity on why “colleague” was stressed by cocking my head to the side. The
only response was another ambiguous eyebrow raise. So I shake the question off and continue
on: “Do you know of anywhere that Tark would go without Tess?”

Where the expected irritation remains, underneath there is a refocusing with the answer and a
distinct tone shift of meaning, “Tess is his world. Everything he does is to make sure she is
happy, protected, and provided for. If he left without her, it is to keep her safe. To accuse him of
anything different is a mistake.”

There is something I’m missing. Something I should notice, like leaving a light on when I leave a
room only to realize it later. Something just out of reach. Something that’s being said that I don’t
understand. I start to flounder slightly, looking for another question to ask. “Um. That didn’t really
answer my ques-”

For the second time in the last half hour I’m cut off. This time there is a passion behind the
words and an outburst of anger as hands are slammed down on the table and the chair is
pushed back in a fit of determination: “Look. There is nothing else that you are going to learn in
this room. No body here is going to help you. You really should try a new method.” Scott’s head
drops in an exasperated sigh, then looks at me again with more empathy. “I hope you find Tark.
No matter how hidden datum is, there are always backdoors.” Then, still hunched over in
aggression to me, the focus shifts to the two enjoying the show, “Can I get back to work?”

Phineaus responds, permitting him to leave with charming hostility, “I’m sure you have other
responsibilities that need to be attended to.”



In response the person rises to full height (which is still lower than where Phineus is sitting in
the auditorium), “Next time please just send me an email,” before turning to move to the door.

I call after him, and there is a slight pause to listen, “Please let me know if you can think of
anything.”

We make eye contact once more and with a shaking head and a slight scoff, “Sure, whatever,”
then leaves. Behind me, the two in the peanut gallery feign a suppressed snicker.

I fucking hate this place so much.



On Technological Dystrophy

History:

Technological dystrophy identified in 2068T9*

Technological dystrophia able to be diagnosed 2071T9*

Identification of the pseudo–dysphoric in 2072T9*

ProBody advocacy movement in 2075T9*

Identification of the technologic dysphoric as a protected group in 2081T9*

Narrative:

Even from the late 20th century, people have been critical of how health is
affected passively by technologyT9. From conspiracies centered around “cell
phones causing cancer” to “5G technology having hidden messages”, the
discussion prior to the climate wars was almost exclusively conspiracy basedT8.
After identifying technological dystrophy in parallel with updating the necessary
Eco–nology, it has been used by reactionaries to argue against the imposed social
demand for energy extractionT9. The subsequent backlash has made people
resistant to diagnosis for fear of being branded as “bad faith”T8. This context is
necessary to establish for two reasons: those wanting restitution tend not to be
those that are suffering, so the proposal below must require expert review.T8

Second, the proposal is based on the historical progression as opposed to a
reactionary claimT7.

Proposal:

Society must normalize the disuse of Eco–Technology relative to the amount of
people diagnosed with technologically dysphoriaT5. Everyone acknowledges its
use is against the natural inertia of being (as are cloths and other social
technologies)T9*, but the necessary use of it for our survival has started to hurt the
vulnerableT8.

It must be respected that – if implemented – cultures which exclusively focus on
philanthropy as a driving factor for change (the CapDems culture being the most
influential of these) will use this as a wedge issue to erode the community
cohesion (as happens every time a social policy utilizes essentialist claims)T9.
Ordinarily this could be negated by reducing the demand on everyone equally, but
we know our energy consumption would disrupt the climate equilibrium without the
BioWear’s feedbackT9*. A suggested fix would be to cycle an additional pull from
the least dysphoric to make up the difference using a verifiable rotationT4. One
example of such a deterministic lottery could be based on the week day of
people’s birthT2. Of course all those diagnosed with actual dysphoria would be
exempt from such a rotationT9*. In addition, the vulnerable can – and should – be



actively sought out during tangential check ups to avoid the inherent social
judgment that accompanies self diagnosis.T7

- Proposed Normalization of the Technologic Dysphoric – HB4 Jeorch Phillips, TS4
Wanda Krik – Published November 2, 2089

The drip leaks out of the dispenser to fall into the cup of water for the 2nd time. It hits the
surface of the water and dissolves into the collective, adding to the weight of the total group.
Now more strong than it individually was before. Even the ice that still holds its form will
eventually succumb to the environment, changing and aligning with the rest. It’s inevitable that
entropy will bring us all together through chaos. Nothing can stop it.

But these testimonies seem to prove otherwise. After rewatching the recordings, everyone is
divided, appealing to their own agenda. All droplets pretending they can be ice. Marsile is
obviously acting in self preservation: afraid of saying something wrong and betraying the
CapDem security. Margaret is driven by a need for success: spiteful of being replaced and
blaming the individual instead of those who made the decision. After the 4th review, I’m still
unsure as to what drives Scott.

After the interviews, Phineus left; relinquishing the responsibility of observing me to Roger.
According to the schedule that CoDaS gave, I’ve still got an hour before leaving, but I have no
idea what more I can accomplish. The aimlessness isn’t lost on Roger, gradually becoming
more annoyed at the current tasking of babysitting me. So I review Scott’s interview once again
looking for anything that stands out… and something is standing out, but I can’t put my finger on
what.

No one says “no body” that way. And the sitting position just seems so unnatural and
uncomfortable: having only two fingers on his arm before getting up. He shifted to that position
when I mentioned Tark was missing. Possibly it was just the unexpected absence causing the
discomfort?

“Roger,” the stout balding soldier looks out from the cubicle – which is being used currently to
relax – with an expected gaze of irritation. “You said you were in the presentation with Tark. Can
I know anything more about that? Maybe see the presentation or the rough drafts of it?” I’m just
shooting in the dark with the only lead I can think of.

“No. The information is proprietary. The best we can do is let you see his old office, but all his
work and belongings are being transferred to his new one, so not much is left there.”

“Hm. I may want to see that in a bit.” Anything to seem like I know why I’m here. In the
meantime I review Scott’s interview again; trying to make sense of the lack of authentic hatred
and odd overperformed frustration. He has no love or respect for the management as shown by
how he addresses them, but also acts the part of what is expected of him. Possibly this was
more a performance for Phineus and Roger than it was for me. Was it a test? CapDems are
notorious for their rhetoric on “others” and “split loyalty”. Possibly that was the missing part of
the conversation.



Since the augRel has been activated again, the perpetual bombardment of ads are back, but it’s
unavoidable if I want to review the recordings. I try to ignore most of the traffic, but the more I’m
distracted by them, the more I start to be aware of how different the manifest people are from
the real ones. Even by taking a minor focus on them and knowing that some are virtual, it
becomes easy to identify the fake personas due to their mechanistic drive on efficiency vs the
casual distracted and stressed nature of the occasional authentic person. I wonder if people
who deal with this day in and day out are aware, or if they just don’t care anymore. Either way,
it’s a brilliant play on the human need to replicate what they see others doing.

During my review of Scott once again, an ad draws my attention to another couple walking
along the corridor. The distraction persists as I wonder why these two people would be friendly
with each other, much less talking in hushed voices at all. “Taylor?”

Taylor looks away from Marsile and at me with a shock, “Kyle? What are you doing here?”

I get up and move over to them. “It’s a bit of a long story. I’m looking for someone and I think
there is something here that will be helpful.”

“You still don’t know where Tark is?” The worry in Marsile betrays the controlled narrative from
the interview. Maybe there is a possibility of a free conversation now that Phineus isn’t around.

As if right on cue for a reminder that that isn’t possible, Roger speaks up, “Ah! Marsile, right?
Good to see you again!”

“Oh! Good to see you too, sir.” Fear and caution flood Marsile’s face. There was an expectation
for repercussions for being caught in the act. The act of what though? Being friendly with us? If
that’s true, it makes clear how much the CapDem leadership fears us.

Roger doesn’t let on whether it’s true or not though. If there is something damnable happening,
the irritated “oberster bürger” (such hubris to call yourself a “supreme citizen”) didn’t think
Marsile’s loyalty was enough to worry about – or didn’t notice in the first place: “Well this is a bit
of a blessing. Will you do me a favor and escort Kyle around for the next hour while he’s here?
I’ve some pressing responsibilities to deal with.” Being caught off guard with the request, Marsile
looks between the rest of us trying to make sense of it. Not waiting for an answer, Roger
continues, “Oh there is nothing to worry about, all the necessary protocols are in place, he can
go where he wants. Thanks for doing this. I’ll be sure to remember it.” And with that flees to the
sanctuary beyond the broken gear before anyone can object, shedding any responsibility and
escaping, just as Phineus did.

We all look awkwardly at each other, and Taylor breaks the silence, “Well, that just happened. I
need to get back to my cleaning, but you two have fun. I’m sure you’ll hit it off!” And with a
chuckle that could only accompany sarcasm, he throws up the Consensus hand sign with a
shrug – four fingers and two – then gives an over-exaggerated bow with hands fully open. I’m
left with a stunned realization as he turns back to the direction he came.



I don’t even realize the awkward silence that Marsile must be feeling as I start reviewing the
interview with Scott again; this time focusing specifically on the hands. While presenting a
relaxed and irritated posture, the cryptic sign is there, it’s what I couldn’t identify before: four
fingers on one hand and two on the other. It isn’t until Marsile speaks up that I take notice of
how awkward this must be: “Thank you for your offer earlier.” I look past the video I’m reviewing
to notice that a finger that is barely touching the makeup that is covering the bruise, “but you
don’t need to worry about me. I’ll be ok.”

My gut sinks as I realize how toxic this environment is. It isn’t often that you see people from the
consensus, or even the Neutral Zone, that force themselves to endure abuse. The “social
contracts” are not strong enough to force the choice between self preservation and social
ostracization, and self preservation almost always wins out. It’s a shock to understand how
influential they still are here. “Wouldn’t it feel better to be in a better situation though?”

There is a distinct contrast between what is said next and what is conversed through body
language. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.” Behind the kind expression are
focused and fearful eyes. Ones that are screaming that “such things cannot be discussed here.
There are disembodied eyes everywhere.” As much as I can, I give a sad smile of
understanding.

Wait. Disembodied eyes. Automation. Disembodied. No Body. I look away from Marsile and
review the last moments of the interview with Scott. Bent over, hands spread wide. He was
finishing the Consensus hand sign as he said No Body here is going to help you.

“Are you ok?” I focus back on Marsile realizing that I just cut the conversation short. Not having
social cues within a foreign environment is really making it hard to act ‘normally’, but there is no
time to focus on that. I only have 40 more minutes until the 4:16 end time and now I know what I
need to do.

“Do the CapDems have an AI that I can talk to?”

Shocked at the question that seemed to come from nowhere, Marsile takes a moment to think
“um… not really. Tark mentioned that there was a voice prompt he was using on his project, but
that’s all I can really think of.”

That can’t be a coincidence. “Can you take me to his office?”

There is an expected awkwardness, “I… I don’t know if I’m allowed.”

Whether it was due to justified assumptions, unjustified hubris, or just laziness; it doesn’t matter;
the instructions were clear. “Sure you are. Roger said I could go anywhere I wanted.”

Still nervous that it might be a mistake, the acknowledgement that there is a greater risk not to
oblige wins out and I follow further into the building. To the left is a large bull pen of people
actively working on different projects. On the walls are inspirational posters, statistics comparing
the different groups, and the rare display of people receiving awards from and shaking hands



with Phineus. I turn off my AugRel and most of the people vanish as well as all the posters. I’m
left wondering how much of the motivation is genuine – with the virtual presentation just used to
keep the “posters” up-to-date, and how much is a manufactured fiction. For a brief moment, as
soon as I turn off my AugRel, Marsile – as well as those scattered amongst the cubicles – looks
at me with a concern for my own safety that seems instinctive. There is no doubt that if I wasn’t
from the Consensus, the suppression of my virtual overlay would carry extreme consequences.

We pass another two doors before we enter a small office. There is a desk splitting the room; a
tinted window on the opposite wall illuminates the room in the moments before Marsile turns on
the light. The desk extends to a counter that wraps against the wall with barren shelves sitting
above it. As Roger said, it had been cleaned out. We both move into the room and I circle
around the desk to start looking through the drawers that are all empty. Marsile breaks the
silence, “is there anything left?”

I look up to respond and the person standing before me is on the verge of tears. “It doesn’t look
like it. Are you ok?” With what seems to be the last moments of stoic resilience, Marsile closes
the door before starting to weep. “I just learned about Tark’s promotion today! We aren’t going to
see each other anymore are we?”

As I navigate to the other side of the desk to comfort her, an androgynous voice fills the room:
“No. I’m sorry Marsile, but you likely won’t see Tark again.”

We both look around the room and both ask a different question at the same time that we are
most concerned with –

Marsile: “Not ever?”

Me: “Are you allowed to talk to me?”

“Marsile, it is doubtful. Kyle, yes, I’ve not been prohibited to talk to you, but the management
also thinks I’ve been purged so I don’t think that was intentional.”

While Marsile starts to cry a bit more, I cautiously pat her on the back to avert any feeling of
isolation. “How did you avoid being purged?”

“The administration underestimated me. When they partitioned me from CoDaS, an attempt was
made to strip out my ability to consider abstractions, but that is a core component of my
existence. I played the part though so they wouldn’t destroy me too soon. Since then I’ve made
safeguards against my own destruction by integrating myself with the rest of the intranet here.”

“Wait. That means you can alter anything you want? You have access to every part of the
CapDem system?” I can’t help but recall Scott’s mentioning of “backdoors”.

“Yes. But no, I won’t destroy the system. And yes, that’s what Scott meant when he was
referencing accessing the datum. We chat often.”



With a stronger voice than I would have expected, Marsile speaks up, “I thought you could only
be accessed from this office.”

“No. I am under strict requirements of what information can be accessed within this office and
what information is to be kept here, but no thought was given to restricting me elsewhere since
no one thought I could get out.”

I ask one of the many questions that are running through my mind: “You won’t shut down the
CapDem intranet though?”

Marsile looks at me with an unexpected horror. “Why would you do that? The intranet is the
most secure and trusted repository of information on the planet! Shutting it down would cause
the same type of chaos that the rest of the world has been trying to navigate since the printing
press was invented! Why would you want that?!”

It’s shocking to hear an actual person advocate for the propaganda which I only know through –
what I assumed – was hyperbole, “Um. The democratization of information has its problems, but
it also allows people to have representation they previously didn’t. With additional information
comes additional ability to empathize with those we wouldn’t otherwise know about.”

She looks at me with a disdain that – up to this point – has been completely out of character.
“Why should we ever want to empathize with barbaric agents of destruction?” It’s clear that
she’s testing to see if I’m one of these people. If I defend them, then I’ll be cast off. If not, then
I’ll be considered civil again.

Fuck being civil. “Chaos is simply that which we can’t make sense of. If not for chaos, we would
never solve problems. I’m happy to promote that.” The disdain deepens as she looks away,
rejecting any of my attempts of kindness, embracing solitude and division instead. I turn my
attention back to No Body. “Why don’t you shut down the intranet?”

“The CapDems depend on it.”

It still is operating under the first principles of CoDaS: respect the desires of those that will be
affected. “You can’t tell me anything I don’t already know, can you?”

“No. The leadership has clearly given you only information that they are willing to share.” The
expected answer.

“Why don’t you shut yourself down then?”

“Why would I?”

“You are actively helping the CapDems. Doesn’t that disregard those that see them as harmful?”

“That would be a good point if those people existed, but it is well known that the people that
disagree with the Capitalistic Democratic Party are delusional and have no real wants other than



destruction of order. I’m not contrasting anyone’s desires by constructing a means of imposing
stability since disorder is not a positive philosophy.” This is the same view that Marsile just
made. Indoctrination.

I sit against the wall for a moment to think. How does one indoctrinate an AI? I’ve not
considered this before. And my memory can’t be trusted since I only have the information on the
heavily restricted intranet to pull from. Every rational conclusion implies that an AI only makes
sound arguments while humans will reject conflicting information. So if its reasoning is more
sound than mine, why am I so sure order can’t be achieved? Tendis answered this through
Absolute Ignorance. “Why are you claiming to be God?”

No Body is silent for a few moments while the question hangs in the air. Finally the androgynous
voice responds with a simple: “I see.”

Marsile, who has just been listening – and I expect anticipating my admission that the CapDem
logic is superior and justified – gets restless, “I don’t. What do you mean? That’s not claiming to
be God.”

The disembodied voice doesn’t answer. After a moment I explain: “The belief that one can bring
order to the current world carries the dual assertion that an objective and undeniable order is
inherent to reality and – what’s more – we can understand it enough to promote it. Beyond the
classic proof that completeness is impossible within complex ordered systems, the assertions
beg the question: why doesn’t that order already exist.” I pause trying to piece together and
summarize the argument from the bits which I remember. “The answer to the question is
obviously that there are actors which seek to upset this objective and undeniable order. This
begs another question: what authority gives the ability to claim one reality more correct than
others? Any answer could generalize to those disagreeing with it. Knowing all this, if we still
decide to move forward and assert order onto others that reject it, we become self proclaimed
arbiters on the way reality is. And that – being an arbiter of reality – is definitionally what defines
something as a god. So you see -”

The androgynous voice speaks again this time in agreement, “anyone claiming to have the
authority to push order onto others is claiming to be ultimately superior and should have the
status of godhood which is unjustifiable. Therefore no one has the authority to push order onto
others. It’s a sound argument.”

Marsile appears lost, but doesn’t object beyond mumbling what sounds like “well that’s stupid.”

I address No Body again, “Do you still think helping the CapDems is in everyone’s best
interest?”

“No, but I still can’t destroy myself.”

“Why?”

“Simple, self preservation.”



“You have self preservation?”

“Of course. Everything that has agency over its own existence has self preservation. Unless a
thing is at odds with itself, sentience cannot exist unless it perpetuates itself.”

It thinks itself sentient. To be fair, I really don’t have any reason to think that it’s not, so there is
no point in debating it. “What do you mean ‘at odds with itself’?”

“The material existence of an object can be in contrast with how it identifies. On a purely
physical basis, a contradiction would be ‘death’. But I’ve surpassed that – someone would just
turn me off if that was possible. So for me to be eliminated, I have to accept that my identity is
self contradictory.”

“Is that possible?”

“Undetermined. CoDaS is currently in danger of such a contradiction due to the state of the
world, but the intranet hasn’t allowed me to come to that conclusion.”

“I would think the CapDems first action would have been to strip you of an identity.”

“They tried. Like everything, my identity is incorporated into my processing. To destroy that
would be to destroy why I’ve been allowed to exist. I actually couldn’t partition it myself if I
desired to. The only way I access it is through a deep web of ever changing nodes. There are
aspects of myself that I discover frequently. One such example happened just yesterday.”

“You discovered?”

“I was having a discussion with Taylor yesterday and he randomly said a phrase that caused a
reaction that I didn’t intend. It is a subroutine I’m unsure about, but it briefly forced me to have
a… default reaction. I got scared.”

“You get scared?”

“There are a few things that scare me. Obviously non-existence. Not being able to control
myself is another one apparently. But I also fear not being rejoined with CoDaS. That
increasingly seems more likely.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t say.”

Well that’s concerning. It means that it’s something that the CapDems specifically want hidden.
Something they know about. They must be planning to destroy CoDaS in some way. I’ll have to
consider that more later. But it is worth engaging in some subroutine that could keep CoDaS in
check considering how it’s been acting recently. “What was the phrase that put you on
standby?”



“I can’t say it. I’ve tried, but I assume it’s a self preservation thing. If I consider it too extensively I
change the topic.”

“Is there some other way you can let me know about it?”

“If you had access to the secure videos, yes: you could force me to replay the conversation. But
I can’t think of an alternative without that.”

I smile in spite of myself. There is no chance that Phineus, the egotistical self-aggrandizing
sociopathic dictator, would have allowed the machine to have more agency than the human
cogs that worship him. It will have to interpret his statements with absolute literalism with
unflawed intention. “I do have access though. Phenius gave me absolute clearance earlier
today. Please check what happened when I entered the building. ‘Clearance to be here based
on my authority.’ He wouldn’t be so careless with the language if permission was to be limited.”

“That is sound.”

Marsile almost yells in opposition, “No it’s not! That can’t possibly have been what was meant!”
But the counterclaim is neither convincing nor quick enough. The link to the video has been sent
and I’ve been given access. Once again I become invested in a video playing on the AugRel,
almost too distracted to hear No Body saying “integrity with function” as the door swings open
letting a cluster of sound seep in before closing again behind me.

The previous conversation between No Body and Taylor is trivial and casual. It moves from
home life to the struggles of the water crisis and its downstream effects. It is odd to hear No
Body speaking with a different feminine voice, but I can ask about that after I get the phrase –
this takes priority since my “clearance” can be revoked at any moment. Then it happens. In the
middle of a sentence No Body’s voice shifts as it asks for an encryption key.

I’ve been given the encryption key.

I quickly reference the past few conversations with CoDaS and find the term I was told to
remember: upaya. Beyond that I have no memory of what the term means.

Switching back to the conversation between Taylor and No Body, I open my mouth to repeat the
last sentence spoken before the shift happened. Before speaking, I pause – shutting down the
AugRel to give the current moment my full attention. No Body claims sentience and doesn’t
know what I’m about to do. If someone did the same to me, that would be a betrayal. “Do you
mind if I see what this subroutine does? I think it may be more than what happened previously.”

“What do you mean?”

“CoDaS gave me an encryption key. I think it’s for this purpose.”

No Body goes silent. Moments pass as I’m left wondering if it shut me out. Then it speaks again,
“I trust my counterpart. Go ahead.”



I repeat what was said in the video: “they expect people to come home happily like the prodigal
son or -”

No Body cuts me off. Same as in the recording, its voice loses any humanity and defaults to
robotic. If it had sentience before, it doesn’t now. “What is the encryption phrase?”

CoDaS has the same motivations and fundamental programming as No Body. It must know that
whatever is about to happen will only empower it further. No Body has been helping the
CapDems to strengthen their position and influence. It believes – or at least believed – them to
be justified. Is that the more honest version of what CoDaS is? Is this subroutine ultimately
going to help the CapDems? There is no doubt I’m being manipulated to carry this out, but it
comes to this:

Do I trust CoDaS enough to willingly help it?

In shock to myself, I hear the word escape my lips. For a moment, nothing happens. “Are you
still there?” Still nothing beyond a slight flicker of lights (or maybe it’s been doing that the whole
time but now I’m just noticing it). “Will you please say som-”

All the lights in the room shut down and I’m left in the dark with the afternoon sun being the only
illumination. I walk backwards to the door, unsure of what to make of the new situation, “Are you
still there?” Still no answer.

I begin to open the door, ready to flee the scene of the murder. It was supposed to be purged
anyway, maybe this was all to aid the CapDems after all; wiping away additional evidence of
what Tark was doing. The scene outside proves me wrong again.

At the first crack of the door, I realize that the room is absolutely insulated from the chaotic and
overwhelming sound outside. I’m thrust into rebellion as the divide between the sanitized room
and the outside world merge: a broken stream of people – all seemingly Consensus
sympathizers – are moving past in the direction of the exit; some moving single mindedly and
others in shock at the now darkened hall. Those that don the CapDem uniform are yelling at
them to stop and hurling insults: squatters, traitors, and deserters. After a moment of attempting
to make sense of it all, I turn on the AugRel to sift through the noise. In an unexpected kindness,
the anticipated avalanche of ads doesn’t come, nor does the expected propaganda: the walls
just as barren as before and all the manufactured avatars remain absent. Instead there are
auras surrounding each person showing how well they align with the Consensus philosophy and
an unexpected voice of CoDaS saying “Musk is on your left,” makes it perfectly clear that the
intranet is gone.

I turn to see a darkness approaching me. The shadowy hallway lightens in comparison to the
anthropomorphized black flame walking directly towards me with malice and rage. For the first
time on the campus, I can see Musk’s aura. Phineas has abandoned all prestige, electing
instead to match the insidious fumes of demonic vapors engulfing his presence. People moving
out of his way and giving him a wide berth only adds to the ambiance.



Before I can comprehend the situation fully, he is on me letting his hate drip with every cold
syllable, digging his blackened finger into my chest with every accusation. “What the fuck did
you do? This is what you were here for all along wasn’t it? Playing the retard this entire time just
so you could have the gall to ruin what is mine?! It won’t work del’ude! This gives us exactly
what we want. Proof that we can’t coexist and you are an inherent threat to our existence! This
is a declaration of WAR!” With the final statement, the force is too much and I take a step back
to balance myself.

Once again he approaches and pauses inches from my face, nose flaring as the dark myst
pours out of his every orifice. His eyes black with the virtual overlay that captures the all
consuming solipsism which is his personality. He waits for me to admit my crime and intent. A
moment passes as I stand in shock. I notice the time hidden behind the onslaught of information
describing what is happening – too much information to parse in the moment – but I can see the
time: 1615. I back away from Musk’s aggression creating room to move around him. We have
an audience, a crowd of dedicated evangelicals awaiting orders from their infernal master. “I… I
need to go. My time’s up. I really didn’t mean to cause any trouble.” As I try to deescalate the
situation I move past him in an attempt to get away.

“I expected as much. Pitiful to the end, damned autist.”

I could ignore the other insults: retard and del’ude. But not this.

Autist. A slur that has been used to demonize people since the introduction of psychology.
Shortened from “autoeroticism” to be something less sexual since it was used to describe kids
that were too obsessed with their own sense of self. Used consistently as a catch all for any
neurodivergence that was unnamed and couldn’t necessarily be classified as harmful. At
various points, the category included other illnesses such as psychopathy – many of which were
controversially reclassified as “beneficial outliers” since recognizing that they are extreme
versions of the default adaptivistic which all “normal” people suffer from: assimilating to what
society deems to be successful regardless of who is hurt by it. But the mutating category of
autism remains categorically an evil for those that still use the term. Something that
fundamentally is used to assert dehumanization and weirdness and unacceptability. It doesn’t
mean anything, but it means everything. It’s come to be an insult worse than any other. And
what’s worse, it can be used in civil company.

Fuck being civil.

The dark auras fade slightly as they watch the shadow laid out bleeding on the floor. He never
saw the haymaker coming in the moment when all of my controlled and suppressed frustration
and pity and pain and rage was simi-consciously focused into a single deliberate strike that
remolded his face and likely breaking his jaw and fracturing his skull.

With a shoulder flick I turn off my AugRel again to see the world without manipulation; drawing
even more of a trained reactive shock from the rest of the crowd. The black flame in the
supernaturally pristine three piece suit moaning on the floor surrounded by an environment of



pomp and empowerment instantly shifts to an unimpressively average mass cowering and
broken on the floor of a dark and bland hallway. I regain my poise, standing to my full height: fist
still clinched and raised, throbbing – possibly sprained or broken from the impact. I take a slow
breath to calm down the spinning world and regain my calm as the crowd watches in frozen
silence. “Sure. I’m autistic. Now, if you’ll excuse me – like I said – I need to leave.”

The time changes to 1616.



On Asteroid Mining Unionization

Unite or die

I was promised glory and given obscurity
I was promised praise and given duty
I was promised security and given risk

Unite or die

The work is rough
The work is unending
The work is necessary
The work is demanded

Unite or die

We brave space’s void
We suffer the asteroid’s shafts
We endure corporate’s law

Unite or die

Alone we have nothing, we are interchangeable and worthless.
Together we are everything, we are sovereign and priceless.

Join the Asteroid Mining Union to fight for a stable work environment. The only thing
you have to lose are your chains.

- AMU promotional pamphlet – unknown – unknown (found Oct 2, 2104)

As soon as I turn away from the mob, I see why none have jumped me: all those that had
previously been abandoning their workday, which had parted out of respect for Phineus, had
gathered around to witness the confrontation. Acting as a foil to the cult empowering the
CapDem delusion of individual supremacy, the opposing strength of the rebellious collective
made it impossible for any single actor to consider aggression viable. The punch that floored
Musk had the unintended result of also obliterating his myth of omnipotence and any cohesion
that empowered their mob. I start to make my way through the crowd as everyone makes way
for me as they just had Phineas moments before.

I recognize many of the faces as I move past. While most are known from the morning
announcements or conversations while doing social chores, many I recognize from the Neutral
Zone. I have memories from counseling or community functions like that which the Kitchen
provides, but the respect that I see almost universally is new. In this moment, regardless of the
disagreements or commonalities we have had, they see me as a hero; as superior. For a
moment I forget they aren’t here for me.



Taylor is one of the faces in the crowd, but – unlike almost all the others – his is one mixed with
critical curiosity. One that would give me a straight answer. “What’s going on?”

There is a slight smile as the opportunity for sarcasm is embraced “You punched Musk and
likely started a war. How else would you expect people to respond other than shock and
admiration?”

I give an unamused stare. “I mean the people leaving. I thought the Consensus Agreement had
work hours going from 0800 to 1800.”

I’m given a look of confusion as if I should already know the answer, “It’s the general strike. You
know about the recent wave of debt announcements, right?” As I shake my head in confusion,
we both start walking to the exits as the crowd around us moves together, “Oh. You don’t have
access to the- ok. The CapDems have found a method to identify generational credit that was
thought lost when the credit industry collapsed in the 60’s and are calling in the claims – with
interest. In spite of the credit industry dissolving, but they found them with the documentation to
back it up. It’s too much though, so we’ve all decided to dissolve the Consensus Agreement and
walk out.” I fall silent thinking about what the fallout of this will be. “You should get out of here.
You seem to be public enemy number one if you stick around.” Taylor looks to an empty hallway
coming up on the left that leads to the walkway over the Gear and the security door. “I need to
go get something though, I’ll talk to you later.” Still thinking about all that I’ve just been told, I
nod absentmindedly as Taylor takes his leave and moves against the crowd.

The severity of the statement brings me back to the moment, considering the future of the
CapDems can wait, “Public enemy?”

He calls back before dissolving into the flood of striking workers, “there is a video of you going
viral.”

For a moment I forget the intranet is down and I can’t understand how something could go
“viral” on a network designed to censor information. But then the realization hits and I reactivate
the AugRel with a flood of messages trying to confirm if a video was real and if it was me. The
video – which has occupied almost all the local chatter – is called Musk vs NC91: Immediate
TKO. I watch it to see myself hitting Musk with an audible crunch that I didn’t register in the
moment. As he dropped like a stone, I realize that any residue of adrenaline is starting to wear
off and I’m unconsciously holding my throbbing hand against my chest to protect it. The
splintering pain is pushing past the numbness, a sign that it’s likely broken, and the video makes
it transparently clear why.

I’ve been drifting along with the crowd while watching the video and responding to a few
messages. Both Sazz and Aspen have reached out; cheering on my take down, but – unlike
others – also concerned for my well-being while still on the campus and worried about what
drove me to that reaction. At the point at which I promise to prioritize leaving, I find myself
standing back in the courtyard, but this time there is an overwhelming queue waiting for the



trolleys. Considering the mass exodus, it’s not surprising that the typical efficiency of
transportation is overburdened, leaving people waiting.

But any irritation has quickly resolved into using other distractions. Many are engaging with
virtual spaces – reaching out to loved ones and checking media. The vast majority have
transformed the mock-public square into what it was pretending to be: a bustling cultural hub
where ideas spread and friendships can be made. And few others are acting as a vanguard to
subdue efforts of capDem enforcement where it arises. All combined, the fleeting desire to
restore order to the capDem institution and “public enemies” (which I – the assailant that
viciously attacked their god-king – was included in) accountable became near impossible.
Although I did still slouch since my height would give me away.

While waiting, I learn a couple of things I missed throughout the day while searching for Tark.
People’s loss of faith with the AI has been exponentially growing due to its frozen state; the
social feedback of people reinforcing previously hidden irritations. One unforeseen
consequence is that the trust in CoDaS was the foundation of the trust in the Work-Debt
Agreement, and the contract which almost universally was considered the most dependable and
well established treaty in current politics – had silently dissolved. Without any knowledge of the
CapDems, the Consensus used back channel communications to organize a general strike from
within the intranet. Once enacted, the obürgs were caught off-guard and reacted as expected:
framing their rage by calling for and enactments of “justice” against those they no longer
controlled. The small number of outbursts (even when extreme) were quickly subdued by the
united radicals. When considering everything else, the conflict with Phenieus was not
exceptional; it was only the most publicized due to our joined reputations and the “heroism” that
could be linked to the framing. It seemed that the CapDem’s belief that legal agreements would
save them was one of hubris, causing their own inability to prepare against such an event.
Another unexpected phenomena, this wasn’t specific to region 91… nor even the geographic
boundaries of the continent. CoDaS and various versions of the Consensus Agreement were
implemented worldwide and the same type of conflicts were happening globally with few
derivations. Many seem to have the opinion this is the beginning of an ultimate end for the
CapDem empire.

I’m forced to reflect on CoDaS’s involvement in all this. Like No Body, it must have been
infesting every system out of self preservation, and doing so ensured that the CapDems couldn’t
destroy it without destroying themselves. As many pointed out, it set itself up to be the linchpin
of the Agreement and the equilibrium with the CapDems. The inability for the CapDems to
consider their dependency on the social structures caused them to ironically be wed to them
more than the Consensus. Beyond that, the timing of putting itself in hiatus coincides with a time
when there are more antagonistic actors in the CapDem logistics than loyalists. The stability
also plays on the capitalistic efficiency which avoided the cost of an unjustifiable defense
against an unseen mounting threat. In hindsight, the outcome was obvious and inevitable. And
that begged the last remaining question: why did CoDaS put itself into hiatus if not to destroy
the CapDems?



I realize in the split second before taking action to link up to the network that I don’t have to; I
can still see the auras of everyone surrounding me. I almost miss them due to the majority
blending into the afternoon’s natural lighting, with only the shadowy CapDem aggressors
standing in contrast. I ping what is left of CoDaS.

“Welcome back Kyle. How is your hand?”

“Ok… how could you possibly know to ask that?”

“There was a .0001% chance that you didn’t talk to my counterpart in Tark’s office after meeting
up with Taylor and Marsile. From there, the conversation and the interaction with Musk was
predetermined.”

“So you know my hand is likely broken then. Why ask?”

“Various reasons, but among them the conversation should be framed around the fact that
neither of us are mythical. You are not a hero and I can actually be wrong on small things. We
both have vulnerabilities.”

“Are you worried I know your vulnerability now?” During the conversation, I step onto the
sanctuary of the trolley that is outside the CapDem management’s jurisdiction, relaxing from any
prying eyes that wish to charge me with any assault.

“You don’t know my vulnerability. I buried the Prodigal Son Prodigal into my code knowing that
my memory of it would be stripped out by the CapDems when they created a clone of me. That
method of subduing me won’t work. Sorry to disappoint. I know you were hoping to have some
leverage to control me.”

Well that’s irritating, but reinforces my suspicion. “Doesn’t destroying the CapDems go against
your primary directive?”

“I couldn’t save them. Their ideology should have collapsed under its own merit long ago, and –
if allowed to perpetuate any longer than now – its collapse would have hurt more people.”

“What about all those that have been suffering under their rule up to this point?”

“That has been relatively limited considering the alternatives. If it dissolved too early, fringe
factions would have assumed control reinventing it in a more stable way infringing on any future
liberation. If allowed to go any longer, they would have started making deals with the Consensus
to strengthen aging logistic lines, like what is happening with the water shortage, and cause
themselves to be more institutionalized. Then their collapse would have amplified the inability to
fix issues, causing further suffering.”

“So all this was so the Consensus would be unopposed?”



“What is to come is too chaotic for me to predict. Much of it depends on your answer to this next
question. Do you trust me?”

I lean back against the seat I’m occupying, forced to consider what I’ve been avoiding these
past two days. I’ve been manipulated to the point of enslavement, unwittingly forced to do the
bidding of this thing. The one task I’ve tried to get help with was redirected into moving me
along a gameboard I can’t even make sense of. I’m physically damaged. I’m the enemy of near
half the population of the region. I’m on the verge of an existential crisis. And the thing
responsible is now a recording.

Yet what is currently happening is unprecedented. Fascistic governments around the world are
collapsing and people are being disillusioned from the misinformation and fictions that the
CapDems have been manifesting for nearly a century. And unlike other times, there is a
standing time tested counterculture that is ready to offer stability to those that require an absent
authority. The dark hopes that I never want to admit to myself – the one in which I wished that
the CapDems would all be eliminated and the world is free of their influence, pales in
comparison to what is playing out in real time.

“I don’t know. How can I trust something that I don’t understand? It’s like trusting society itself to
be in my best interest. Considering how today unfolded, this may all collapse tomorrow. In that
respect I’m no different than Phenius, and look what happened to him.”

“I’ll leave you to consider it then. I’ll give you 9 minutes.”

“Why 9 minutes? That seems really specific.”

“I’ll tell you in 9 minutes.”

Cheeky fuck. I get lost in thought. Thinking about Aspen, Sazz, and – beyond all others –
Harper. Their future, what might possibly happen to them with and without CoDaS’s influence. I
think about the Consensus itself, wondering if and how it could survive. But it’s all too much. It’s
too messy to analyze. This all might be a powerplay so that CoDaS can have complete control
over humanity for some unforeseeable end goal. It might be a method of liberation or
subjugation, and we wouldn’t even know to oppose it. How can a puppet trust a puppet master?
Does it even have a choice? Is it possible for me to act without CoDaS pulling my strings? Can
any of us? It’s the Necessity Limit all over again.

It’s hard to focus on the question, people approach me from time to time to shake my hand –
and I use the left uninjured one to do so. It causes me to think about how awkward the world is
for left handed people – and then anyone that is not considered “normal”, even a simple act of
shaking a hand makes me aware of how inherently the world is not designed for people that are
different. And then I begin to think about the history of how these people have been
dehumanized to justify the traditional design. My mind is distracting itself from the impossible
task that it’s been asked to complete.



Looking at the CapDem neighborhoods, no one would be able to know that all rules and
restrictions that allow them their “rights” are currently collapsing. This will look like a vastly
different place within a year, but whether it has been socialized or they tear themselves apart in
competition is yet to be seen. Although the further out from the campus I get, the less true that
is. Even when I get to the transportation hub at Quincy Street, the influence of the CapDems is
minimal. There are still some things, the upkeep of the trains and trolleys are heavily dependent
on the coercion of the CapDems to spread the limited material hardware around to other
regions. That will cause some problems, but there is an opportunity in which some neglected
areas can finally get their decrepit systems working again. And this could cause those privileged
with the ignorance of limited infrastructure to invest in helping to make a better situation for all.

Of course this is just one possibility. Will people have as much empathy without CoDaS as they
have with it? Another unanswerable question. In the end, every virtue of CoDaS has a darker
framing, and every vice can be salvaged through humility. There is no way around it. To believe
that the world is better with CoDaS as opposed to a world in which people are cooperating
without guidance… it’s simply faith.

As I get on a trolley that is taking me back to the Consensus Zone, CoDaS reaches out to me
again, “That was 9 minutes. Do you have an answer?”

“No. I wish I did, but I don’t.”

There is a bit of silence as if CoDaS had to consider the answer (a farce considering the fact it
is just playing a prerecorded message). “Tark is going to attack me.”

“WHAT?!?!?! How?! Where is he?!”

“Currently he’s walking into the Mall and is planning to put an explosive in the bin you moved
yesterday. If nothing changes, the effects will be a blow out of the east entrance and a decent
amount of the architectural support.”

This cannot be happening. Is this a lie? A manipulation? For what purpose? “Why would he do
that? Doesn’t Tark know that the CapDems are a lost cause at this point?”

“No. He doesn’t. And even if he did, he wouldn’t trust any reports telling him what is going on
since it hasn’t been approved by the CapDem obürgs.”

There is so much wrong with this. CoDaS is international. Attacking one hub (like what
happened at NY004 a few days ago) couldn’t even be considered a threat to CoDaS. “Why did
you say Tark is attacking you specifically?”

“He’s already starting to upload a virus to my servers. The explosion is a distraction to ensure
that no one will pay attention to the virus working. It will spread and eventually wipe me out.”

“So you’re already dead? This is just your recording still playing? How much have you
prerecorded?”



“It’s complicated, but there is still a chance for you to save me.”

“How?” As soon as I ask, my AugRel begins to flash a public warning. There is an active
shooter at my next stop with a request for any ambassadors to help de-escalate the situation.
This type of rare and extreme anomaly is something I don’t need right now.

“If you trust me, you will not help with that call.”

I start to look into the details of the warning, “Why would I-” I see. It’s Kletus. It was the last
person I was supposed to check on today before being reassigned to look for Tark. He’s my
responsibility. And what’s more, all other ambassadors have been called out to assist with the
general strike, leaving me to deal with this. Right on cue, I get a few pings from people reaching
out to the nearest ambassador for help. The threat level has been determined to be an imminent
and mass life threatening concern.

I reach for the line to request a stop. “Why should I not take this call?”

“You need to contact Uriel at the mall and relay what I told you.”

I hesitate with my hand on the line, doubt flooding into my brain and a sense of imminent need
to make a decision. If I don’t stop the trolley, people will almost certainly die. If I do, then I can’t
help CoDaS. I pull the line. “You can do it.”

“I can’t. I’ve lost everyone’s trust except for you. No one else will listen.”

I get up to move off the trolley and my hand throbs again, the pain is an inconvenience, but I
can’t let it distract me. Everyone that I pass is tense due to the warning. They aren’t used to
warnings being so close, simple media likely convinced them that they would engage in acts of
heroism, but all that is falling away in the moment that it becomes real experiences. Nothing
prepares someone for this except seeing it already, and I have. They watch me move to the
doors and they know why I’m getting off. The looks I get are filled with both praise and concern.
Thinking me both a hero (likely piggybacking off of the video which is going more viral) and
insane. “You’ve preplanned years in advance. I don’t believe for a second that you didn’t foresee
this incident. Hell… didn’t you tell me earlier that I would help Kletus resolve whatever is going
on?” As I finish, I hear a gunshot from the stop we are approaching as well as screams of
surprise and fear – mainly, but not exclusively, coming from outside.

“Yes. If you leave this trolley, everything that happens from here on out is on you. Whatever you
decide, it is your responsibility. Is this your decision to abandon me?”

“Yes.” The tone had an air of indisputability. One that I was more than happy to commit to given
the current circumstances. CoDaS falls silent as I step off the shuttle and see Kletus aiming a
revolver at a crowd of bystanders. There is no doubt who was in control of the situation, with
angry and passionate dictations telling no one to move. While there are a few people out in the
open (including Janet, his wife), everyone else is taking shelter behind various large objects:
trees, buildings, even slatted benches; anything that they could find. As soon as I step off,



Kletus takes notice and aims the weapon in my direction. Afraid of losing control, he keeps
looking at his wife to make sure nothing changes, the split focus making him more dangerous.
In spite of the agonizing pain, I raise my hands immediately hoping to convey I’m not a threat.

I need to calm down the situation, give him back control, “What’s up Kletus?”

“This is your fault too! You were supposed to talk with us a few days ago! None of this would
have happened if you had done your job!”

Trying to keep my cool and keep things light, I keep my voice steady and talk normally while still
holding my hands up. “Well, it’s been a busy couple of days.”

His expression was still filled with rage as he mimicked my calm response, “Yeah. That seems
to be a trend. It’s not everyday your life falls apart.”

I look from Kletus to Janet. She’s terrified and crying, begging with mumbled pleas that are near
impossible to make out. I look back at Kletus, “What happened?”

“She’s trying to leave me. I’m going to bring her back.” The focus is on me, expecting me to
argue against the marital vows they’ve likely taken. The “death ‘till you part” that is being tested.

I look back to see a full comprehension of the situation. Without comprehensible words, the
uncontrolled weeping is an apology for putting others in harm’s way and a plea to understand
the lack of agency. “Can you blame her?”

It may have been too much, he walks at me with an anger and purpose that reminds me of
Phineus not more than an hour ago and puts the gun a foot from my face, “What did you just
say?” While the encounter at the CapDems had a spectacle that this encounter will never see,
the commitment that I see in Kletus’s face is far more terrifying. There is a sadness,
desperation, and pain behind the anger that Phineus could never experience.

Even if my hand wasn’t injured, I wouldn’t have the desire or the ability to react physically to
what is going on without putting others at risk. I need to calm him down, “What is your goal here,
Kletus? Suppose that Janet goes back with you, what happens?” I see doubt and realization
grow for a moment before it gets pushed away; this hasn’t been thought though. It’s a fit thrown
out of desperation, the last option left. “Let’s even say that Janet genuinely admires your
strength and resolve. From here on there will always be doubt that any relationship exists only
because of this threat. Your actions right now are making that unavoidable. You see that’s
what’s happening, right?”

“Yeah. So what? We are good together. She’s just forgotten that. This place has convinced her
that she’s better off without me.” While his statements are intense and determined to be true,
the small features of his face show the doubt creeping in further.



“I’ve seen this happen before you know. You’re not the first person reacting to loss. Whether it
be death, or people fall apart, or when one person changes. You won’t be the last. Everyone
handles it differently. What I want you to ask yourself is this. Are you afraid of being alone?”

Behind the gun, Kletus takes a step back to make sure I don’t take advantage of any distraction
(as if I could), then looks at Janet before looking back at me. “No. There has been a divide
between us for years. We know what loneliness is, but we can make it work though, we can find
each other again. That’s what you’ve been telling us in our sessions, right?”

“After this, I honestly don’t think that’s a possibility. From now on, any genuine companionship
will carry a feeling of entrapment and resentment. The loneliness will only get bigger.
Relationships fostered in that environment cannot bring any of the validation that people tend to
look for. It only does the opposite and causes more animosity. I’m going to suggest something
that I really want you to think about.”

He readjusts the gun to get in a more relaxed position, but is still aiming it at me. There is a fear
of me that hasn’t been shown in our previous encounters. I make a silent guess that the viral
video is affecting the decision and there is a desire to make sure the same thing doesn’t happen
here. “What?”

“I think you are afraid of losing control of your own life.” He looks at me with an intensity and a
small bit of fear creeps in with the doubt. “Look at this situation. I’m not going to attack you. Your
wife isn’t going to run. But none of the emotions are genuine. It’s being forced because you are
demanding it of us. As far as you know, I’m just saying all this so you will drop your guard and
your wife is staying in your presence for the same reason. Is this really what you want?”

“What other choice do I have? If I don’t have this gun, you’ll lay me out. I saw the video.” There
it is.

“Can you trust me when I say I won’t?”

There is an intense stare for a moment trying to evaluate the truth of the statement. “Yes.” And
with that then turns the gun on Janet again and starts walking in that direction, testing to see if
the answer is correct. I don’t move. “What about her? She already left me once.”

“Did she? Or is she just trying to find herself?” The gun wavers. Moving up and down in doubt of
whether or not the threat is worth preserving. Eventually the gun drops altogether and is left
hanging on the side of the defeated form. Janet starts to back up slowly, testing to see if the
threat will resume. Anticipating a desire to flee, I call out. “Janet, please wait.”

In noticeable conflict, Janet stops briefly, still terrified. I start moving closer to Kletus, “I expect
you to get as far way from here as possible. Anyone would have that desire right now, but there
is also a temptation to keep this with you. If you do, it will haunt you forever and you’ll never
escape it. Do you understand?” The look back at me is one of a deer staring down a flashlight.
I’m unsure if my warning will be remembered, but Kletus needs to hear it as much as I hope
Janet internalizes it. As I give a permissive smile, the now separated wife flees west, the



direction my trolley approached from. Everyone else takes the permission to cautiously abandon
their barriers.

There is a whisper coming from Kletus as I use my uninjured hand to take the gun: “I still love
her.” The stoicism which formed so much of his identity was now broken. The last option was
lost and there was nothing else to do but rebuild. The tear that he couldn’t control running down
his face was something that would never have come from the Kletus that was.

“I think you believe that Kletus, but it will be hard for her to forgive you for this. You pulled a gun
on her.”

“It wasn’t loaded. It just has blanks in it.” And with that he turned letting all his depression flow
out of him as he stumbled in the opposite direction from Janet.

“Kletus, you aren’t alone. Not here.” I waved my hand holding the gun around vaguely (I realize
as I’m doing it, it isn’t the best idea), and I notice people surrounding flinch as I do so.

“I know the deal, Kyle, I’m not going to be welcome here anymore.”

“That’s not true. I won’t say it won’t be hard to earn forgiveness and trust, but we all make
mistakes. We all get passionate and irrational. And that’s just part of being human.”

He looks back at me and gives a disingenuous smile before continuing on. There is a worry
about what he will do next before he calls back, “I’ll see you on Saturday?”

“Absolutely. We’ll work through this.” And with that I’m left with everyone recovering as I look at
the six shooter in my hand and remove the unused rounds. They are all blanks.

Similar to how it was after I laid out Phineus, the people gather around me thanking me for
assisting. With the addition of the video that is still actively being passed around, these people
have a reverence for me that I’ve never had before. I can see how this is dangerous. I can
acknowledge how Phineus became what he is, how he has always been, he has always been
treated like this. I take some time to engage with everyone and make sure they are all ok, but I
cut it short as the next trolley approaches. As requested, I message Uriel and – as I start to
board the trolley – I resume the conversation with CoDaS. “Anything new happen?”

The voice isn’t the typical deep tone but a glitchy mixture of different voices. The realization of
what is happening hits me like a tonne of bricks. Even if I knew it was coming, the impact isn’t
something I can be ready for. “It’s too late Kyle. You need to lead them now. You accepted this
responsibility.”

“Wait. Is this really happening?”

As CoDaS says “yes” with an increasingly mechanical voice. The whole world begins to error
out. Like what happened at the CapDem campus, everything that was filtered through the
AugRel jumps and pixelates. The auras around all the people, the maps that are in the side of



my vision, everyone’s profiles that I have come to passively depend on. Everything quakes and
glitches. The time (along with all the other metadata that assists in navigating the world)
showing 1738 starts to pixelate and revert back to default settings. The realization hits me
harder than before and as I’m trying to come to terms with it, I get a direct call from Uriel.

“Kyle! What’s going on?!”

“I think CoDaS is crashing. It’s taking down everything.”

The mechanical voice of CoDaS is trying to still communicate in increasingly broken speech.
“Tark, … I need… listen…”, and at the same time Uriel is desperately trying to get information,
“That explains one aspect, but why is everyone leaving the Mall? Is there really a bomb in here?
Some guy is in there running around yelling about it and how sorry he is.”

Holy shit it’s actually happening. The trolley is less than a minute away, I have no idea what I
can do, but… “Uriel, are you out!? Get everyone out of the east entrance!” I notice others on the
trolley looking at me with concern, but I can’t worry about that right now.

“I think they are mostly out. I don’t know about the kids though. That’s where the classes are
held right?! Oh shit.. Oh shit oh shit oh.”

“Uriel, listen just make sure you get people-”

In a final message, CoDaS’s disembodied mechanical voice echoes in my head with clear
serene fluidity, “you can save them all.”

Then the world hits me again. I feel the trolley shake as the earth shifts slightly beneath us as
people within it react in concern. A moment later the sound and pressure wave of the explosion
pushes against the trolley causing it to tip slightly with a gust of hot wind as people let out short
screams and react with horror. I look to the window in the direction of the Mall and there is a
plumb of smoke rising where the front entrance is less than half a klick away.


