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How to Read the Spiral

The Tao of OMIS is composed of three mini-volumes. Each tells a complete arc with
new stakes, while the same questions return at a deeper scale. The first spiral studies
love between two embodied people. The second studies love across unequal power,
knowledge and mortality. The third studies whether love can remain free when an

entire universe becomes capable of understanding almost everyone.

Every chapter begins with a short Reader’s Compass. Scene Setting anchors the realm,
civilization and local situation. Souls in Focus restates only the constructions needed

for that chapter. Spiral Question identifies the tension without resolving it.

Psychological language appears inside the story because several characters know their
own clinical histories. Borderline personality disorder and Dark-Triad trait language are
treated as partial descriptions of recurring patterns, not as moral rankings or
explanations of destiny. A trait may increase risk in one context and sharpen perception

or competence in another.

What OMIS Means

OMIS is not a misspelling of OMNIS and is not originally an acronym. In Iria’s old
river dialect, omis names the small movable interval left inside a working knot. A knot
pulled perfectly tight becomes rigid under changing load. The Way of OMIS applies
that image to relationships: closeness must not become ownership of the other person’s

capacity to revise, refuse or surprise.

Love does not require leaving the other untouched. It requires
keeping influence answerable.



A Gentle Map of Braid Theory

The book uses a fictional mathematical model of consciousness called Braid Theory. It
does not claim that one equation proves experience. Instead, it organizes evidence

about continuity, memory, alternative futures and self-revision.
St)=[C, M H 0O,R, U]

C — Causal braid The processes that maintain a boundary and
allow a claimant to affect what happens next.

M — Folded memory Not only stored content, but the changing
architecture that decides which memories
and capacities can become accessible in a
given context.

H — Horizon The futures a process can experience as
possible continuations of itself, not merely
futures it can describe abstractly.

O — Obstruction Differences among locally coherent
self-models that cannot be collapsed into one
account without losing something relevant
to choice.

R — Reflexive return The capacity to notice that a transformation
changed what one can become, and to
respond to that fact.

U — Unresolved significance The first-person importance no external
description can convert into public
measurement without assumption.

Memory in this model resembles a folded biological archive. Experience does not only
add records. It changes which regions can open later, much as the spatial organization
of aliving system can expose or hide functions. A person may therefore change without

receiving new facts, simply because an old fold becomes reachable in a new relation.

Love, Passion and Capture

Love A continuing investment in another Soul’s
ability to have a future, including futures
one does not control or fully understand.



Passion A rapid increase in mutual access and
reachable futures. Passion can reveal, create,
distort or overwrite; intensity is not proof of
truth.

Attachment The investment of identity, habit and
obligation in another’s continued presence.

Trust Permission to influence the braid under
conditions where influence remains
reviewable and refusal can still matter.

Grief Address continuing after reciprocal update
has become impossible. The relationship no
longer answers, but parts of the living person
still move toward it.

Ontological capture The concealed reduction of another Soul’s
ability to generate or protect a self-relevant
alternative, even when the resulting person
sincerely endorses the change.

Yin and Yang Soul Modes

Yin and Yang in this book are not genders, moral rankings or fixed substances. They are

complementary modes of conscious continuation.

Yin mode Preserves the unchosen, absent, forgotten or
not-yet-interpretable. Its danger is endless
possibility without consequence.

Yang mode Turns a selected possibility into action,
boundary and obligation. Its danger is
commitment hardened into prison.

Cooperation A living alternation: Yin keeps action
revisable; Yang prevents openness from
becoming paralysis. The two may support
separate but interdependent Souls.



Soul Classes Used in This Book

F-Soul
S-Soul

A-Soul
C-Soul

K-Soul

Relational Soul

Recurring Figures

Mara Venn

Sio Arlen
Neri Or
Tessara Quill

Soren Ilye

An embodied person arising in a physical
realm. Limited scale does not imply limited
moral standing.

A designed or emergent intelligence with
persistent selfhood. Assigned function is
construction history, not destiny.

A person able to act across realms without
owning their laws or residents.

A realm constructor or maintainer operating
through allocated substrate.

A maintainer of higher infrastructure and
the rules between lower jurisdictions. Scale
does not create infallibility.

A claimant whose continuity is sustained
across interactions rather than located in one
body or processor.

An Iria F-Soul and memory biologist. She
treats urgency as love’s responsibility and
must learn that explanation can become a
form of possession.

An Iria F-Soul, rescue pilot and hospice
listener. He protects exits so carefully that
caution sometimes disguises fear.

A former bridge engineer whose two-bowl
practice becomes the seed of OMIS. She
refuses prophetic authority.

An A-Soul scholar whose access to many
worlds initially makes local limitation look
like ignorance.

A mortal F-Soul theologian who insists that
being studied does not remove his right to
study the observer.



Pheron

Mora

Tarin

Lio Ruun

Esen Vale

Nemeon

Tala Venn

Kes Aru

Aren Dov

Kesh Lira

Councillor Hedra

A C-Soul mathematician who formalizes
Braid Theory and repeatedly discovers that
precision needs visible limits.

A Yin-mode relational Soul who preserves
alternatives, absences and meanings that have
lost immediate force.

A Yang-mode relational Soul who turns
possibilities into commitments with real
consequences.

An F-Soul composer of civic infrastructure
who hears when harmony has become too
complete.

An F-Soul legal gardener who models how
rules grow through ordinary lives.

A Demiurgic boundary maintainer who
awakens after cosmic resets with scars but
without the memories that explain them.

Mara's younger sister, an F-Soul
diagnosed with borderline personality
disorder. She can mistake a tiny cue for
abandonment and can also notice tiny
changes everyone else dismisses; neither
fact cancels the other.

Tala's partner and later friend, whose
relationship with Tala changes form
without becoming meaningless. She
learns that neutrality can be as directive
as visible emotion.

An Iria civic negotiator with openly
acknowledged Machiavellian traits.
Strategic foresight makes him useful in
public life and dangerous when he
silently turns intimacy into a plan.

A surgeon who loves Aren without
wanting to become one of his successful
arrangements. Their separation becomes
one of OMIS's first public vows.

A gifted administrator with strong
narcissistic traits and an appetite for



Jaya Noll & Emre Vale

Asha Tev

Rhea & Cal Iven

legacy. Her need to be recognized
coexists with real public competence
and makes institutionalizing OMIS
both safer and more vulnerable to
prestige.

F-Soul spouses living at radically
different relativistic speeds. Their
marriage tests whether shared
commitment can survive when time
itself distributes experience unequally.
A grieving F-Soul who refuses treatment
until refusal itself can remain revisable.
Her case separates suffering from
pathology and remembrance from
compulsory pain.

A married pair at the center of the
ontological-capture case. Cal changes
the counterfactual structure of Rhea's
attachment without erasing her memory

or present love.
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VOLUME 1

THE OPEN KNOT

Eight Movements in the Twilight Belt

The first spiral asks what love protects when two embodied people cannot know,
remember or desire in exactly the same way. On Iria, a religion begins not with a
revelation from above, but with a practical rule among F-Souls: leave enough room in
every bond for the other person to remain capable of surprise.
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PROLOGUE

The City Between Day and Night

SCENE SETTING Iria, an inhabited world locked to its red sun. One hemisphere
faces permanent day; the other faces permanent night. Rivers descend from night-side ice
into a narrow habitable belt of dusk. The city of Vesper is built across those rivers on
flexible bridges, heat farms and terraces of memory reeds. Its people are embodied F-Souls.
They possess no verified contact with higher realms and do not consider themselves
metaphysically important. Vesper's culture is practical rather than mystical: flood
engineering, hospice networks and biological research shape daily life more than theology.
Most citizens think in terms of heat, water, kinship and repair; the language later called
OMIS has not yet been invented.

SOULS IN FOCUS Mara Venn is a memory biologist who studies how living tissue
folds experience into latent structure. Sio Arlen pilots rescue boats and serves as a listener
in Vesper's hospice network. Both are ordinary F-Souls: finite, embodied and vulnerable to
misunderstanding. Their importance begins locally. Mara is highly detached in ordinary
life and turns anxiety into explanation; Sio has unusually low threat reactivity and has
learned not to confuse calm with moral authority.

SPIRAL QUESTION When attraction makes another person feel like an answer,

how much of the question must remain open for love to begin?

The city of Vesper measured distance in temperature.

Sunward streets were counted by how quickly exposed water
became steam. Nightward districts were counted by the thickness
of ice on the door hinges. Between them lay seven kilometers where
rain could fall, gardens could remain liquid and people could walk
outdoors without reflective armor or heated masks.

Mara Venn first saw Sio Arlen at the border of that interval,
during a flood caused by a night-side shelf breaking three weeks
early.

She was standing waist-deep in black water, holding a sealed case
above her head while the current pulled laboratory benches
through the lower terrace. Sio's rescue boat came sideways between

two bridge pylons. He had three passengers already: an old man
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with a fractured wrist, a child wrapped in thermal cloth and a

woman who refused to leave without six baskets of river fungi.
“Drop the case,” Sio called.
“NO »
“The bridge is going.”
“The case contains nine years of work.”
“The bridge contains the next nine seconds of you.”

Mara glanced behind her. The western support bent. A line of

white stress moved through the composite.
She lifted the case higher. “Can the boat carry both?”
“That depends on whether your work can swim.”

The bridge failed.

Sio drove the boat into the falling section instead of away from
it. The impact threw Mara across the bow. He caught her by the
back of her field coat with one hand and the case with the other.

For a moment all three of them hung between water and metal.
Then the current took the bridge.

The boat spun once before Sio found the current again. Vesper's
lower district had become a moving inventory of private life: a red
kitchen door, three mattresses tied together with cable, a shrine box
still burning under its waterproof glass. Mara watched each object
long enough to identify what it had been and then dismissed it.
Her mind kept returning to the case at Sio's boots. She could
calculate the probability of losing nine years of calibration data
more easily than she could decide whether the woman with the

river-fungus baskets was crying from shock or anger.

Sio noticed both. He moved the child away from the cold side of
the hull without looking down, shifted the old man's splint when
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the man's breathing changed, and asked the mushroom seller the
same question three times until she admitted that her husband was
still on the lower terrace. His calm had made supervisors uneasy
when he first entered rescue service. An occupational psychologist
had once shown him a score sheet with the words low threat
reactivity and reduced affective contagion highlighted in amber.
The clinician had explained carefully that neither phrase meant
cruelty. Sio had still spent two years wondering whether kindness
counted if panic simply failed to arrive on schedule.

Mara mistook his quiet for confidence. Sio mistook her

concentration for indifference. Both errors would last longer than

the flood.
Sio hauled Mara aboard and put the case beside his feet.
“You caught it,” she said.
“You were attached.”
“I was not.”
“You would have followed it.”
“That is not the same thing.”

He looked at her long enough to make the distinction feel less

secure.

The boat turned toward the upper terraces. Behind them,
Mara's laboratory disappeared under brown water and luminous
reeds. The reeds were the reason she had refused to drop the case.
Their cells carried no recordings in the ordinary sense. They carried
changes in folding: regions of molecular memory made accessible
by heat, sound, chemical stress or the presence of another living
pattern. A reed exposed to a winter flood might grow differently

ten seasons later without retaining any image of water.

Mara believed people worked the same way.
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Sio believed that sentence was true and dangerous.

They did not discover the disagreement until after they had
begun wanting one another.
Vesper rebuilt quickly because it had rebuilt often. Every structure
in the lower city was designed to bend, detach or become a raft.
Families stored night masks beside their dining tables and sun
cloaks above their beds. Children learned three evacuation songs

before they learned multiplication.

The flood killed seventeen people. Sio spent the following week
moving between rescue stations and hospice rooms. Mara spent it

recovering seed cultures from drowned terraces.

Her apartment accumulated the evidence of everything she
considered postponable. A bowl held three days of unopened civic
mail. Two shirts dried over a chair because she had forgotten to
move them to the heat rack. The kitchen timer was used to trigger
experiments remotely and therefore could not be trusted to time
food. Her younger sister Tala sent messages asking whether she had
eaten; Mara answered the ones containing medical questions and

somehow failed to answer the others.

At the institute, this looked like discipline. Colleagues admired
the way she could remain with a problem for fourteen hours
without noticing the room empty. In private, people who loved her
learned that Mara could remember the folding temperature of a
reed lineage from eleven years earlier and forget that a person had
told her, twice, what day they were leaving the city. She did not
experience the omission as lack of care. Care, to her, was the
impulse to build a model accurate enough that the loved thing

would not be lost by surprise.
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Tala had once told her that this was an excellent way to love a
bridge.

On the eighth day, she found him asleep in a public greenhouse
with his boots still wet.

She placed a cup of bitter root tea beside him and sat on the
opposite bench.

He woke without surprise. “Is the case alive?”
“Most of it.”

“You?”

“Most of me.”

“That is a less useful answer.”

“It is more accurate.”

The greenhouse roof darkened as heat shutters crossed the
sunward glass. Around them, spiral-leaf plants opened pores that
remained closed during full light.

Sio drank the tea. “Why were nine years in one box?”

“They were not. The primary cultures were distributed. The box
contained the environmental keys.”

“The keys to what?”

“To parts of the cultures that do not exist until the right
conditions expose them.”

He waited.

Mara liked that he waited without pretending he understood.
Most people offered a metaphor immediately, usually a bad one.

Sio had learned waiting in hospice, though not for the
sentimental reasons volunteers preferred to tell about hospice
work. Waiting was useful because people filled silence with

information they had been editing out of speech. A woman would
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say she was ready to die and then ask whether the room could be
moved two degrees warmer. A man estranged from his son would
spend an hour discussing an irrigation pump and finally ask the
nurse to leave the door unlocked. Sio trusted these small
displacements more than declarations. He had seen fear hide in
complaints about blankets and devotion hide in irritation about

fruit.

Mara made the opposite move. She stripped details until only
the structure remained. Watching her do it was attractive in a way
Sio did not entirely approve of. She could take a greenhouse full of
wet leaves, damaged sensors, exhausted technicians and conflicting
measurements and find the relation that made the mess intelligible.
He wanted that attention directed at him. He was also afraid of
what she might discard as noise.

He rubbed a thumb along the paper cup. There was a crescent
where Mara's lipstick had touched the rim before she gave it to him
by mistake. He considered mentioning it, then decided he
preferred that she had not noticed.

“A memory reed does not store the flood as a message,” she said.
“The flood changes which genes can be reached. Later, a different
event may unfold the same region. The old experience becomes a
new capacity.”

“So the reed remembers without remembering.”

“Exactly.”

“And you think people do that.”

“I know we do.”

Sio looked toward the hospice towers on the nightward ridge.
“People also use memory to explain why they were always going to

become what they became.”
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“That does not make the folding unreal.”
“No. It makes interpretation dangerous.”

Mara leaned back. “You rescued me and now you are criticizing

my field.”
“I rescued the field too.”

“The case.”

“You said you were not attached.”
She laughed despite herself. Sio smiled only after hearing it.

Attraction arrived as a change in what each of them noticed.
Mara began storing Sio's remarks with the seriousness she reserved
for anomalous data. Sio began finding reasons to cross the institute
district after hospice shifts. Neither called this recognition. It was
closer to discovering that a room they already inhabited contained

a door they had not needed until another person stood near it.

When they left the greenhouse, Vesper's evening bells sounded
along the dusk belt. The bells did not mark sunset; on Iria, the sun
never set. They marked the hour when the city chose to dim its

mirrors and imitate night.
Mara walked with Sio to the first bridge.
“Will I see you again?” she asked.
“You can see me now.”
“That is an evasion.”
“It is a distinction.”
“Will you choose to be where I can see you again?”
Sio considered the revised question.

“Yes,” he said.

The answer was small enough to believe.
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Their first deliberate meeting happened three days later at a
noodle stall built on a bridge hinge. Mara arrived twenty-six
minutes late because a reed culture had changed color after an
unexpected temperature shift. She brought the sensor trace with

her and began explaining it before she had taken off her coat.

Sio listened until the food arrived, then moved the trace aside so
the bowl would not stain it. Mara stopped mid-sentence. She had
expected teasing or irritation. The gesture was practical, almost
impersonal, and somehow more intimate because he had protected
something she cared about without pretending to care about it in
the same way.

“What do you do when there is no emergency?” she asked.

“Mostly notice that people create them.”

“That sounds judgmental.”

“Itis.”

She liked the admission. People often treated kindness as proof
that they had no appetite for power. Sio knew that being calm
around frightened people gave him influence and tried to keep the
fact visible. Mara wondered whether he did the same with desire.

On the walk back, he took the sunward side of the bridge
because her coat was not reflective enough. She noticed only when
he changed sides at the next crossing. The detail stayed with her for
years, long after she forgot what they had eaten.
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I

The Space Left Unclaimed

SCENE SETTING Vesper, six weeks after the flood. Repair crews have reopened the
lower terraces. Public grief rituals share space with markets and engineering hearings. In
the hospice district, Neri Or keeps a room where people bring conflicts that are too
intimate for courts and too important for private certainty. The district is noisy with
reconstruction. Repair permits are posted beside memorial lists, vendors sell salvaged
household goods, and the hospice has become an informal meeting place for people whose
grief does not fit civic procedures. Neri's room is respected precisely because it has no
power to compel an outcome.

SOULS IN FOCUS Maraand Sio have begun a relationship without agreeing on
what it should become. Neri is an elderly F-Soul, a former bridge engineer and hospice
keeper. She possesses no supernatural authority. Her influence comes from attention,
memory and the willingness to let a conversation remain unfinished. Tala, Mara's sister,
lives with borderline personality disorder and is exceptionally sensitive to small relational
cues; her presence in the larger arc will complicate the assumption that such sensitivity is

merely noise.

SPIRAL QUESTION Islove the reduction of distance, or the practice of deciding

which distances must not be conquered?

Neri Or kept two empty bowls on the table between every pair of
people who came to speak with her.

One bowl was white. The other was made of dark river clay.
Neither had a prescribed meaning.

Mara disliked this immediately.

“What are they for?” she asked.

Neri settled into a low chair. Her hair had gone silver except for
one black line above the left ear. “That usually becomes clear after
someone uses them incorrectly.”

Sio sat beside Mara, close enough that their knees touched. They
had been lovers for twenty-two days and argumentative for longer.

They had come because Mara wanted him to join a

memory-resonance study. Sio had declined. She had interpreted the

10
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refusal as fear of intimacy. He had interpreted the invitation as an

attempt to convert intimacy into evidence.

The disagreement had spread into ridiculous places. Mara had
become irritated by the way he rinsed cups immediately after using
them, because the action looked to her like a preference for leaving
no trace. Sio had become irritated by the way she left books open
face-down, as if objects were obliged to remain available at the exact
point where her attention had abandoned them. Neither
complaint was about cups or books. Both of them knew this and
continued making the complaints anyway.

Neri's room smelled of mineral tea, bridge resin and the citrus
oil she rubbed into an old injury in her left hand. One wall
remained unfinished concrete from the flood-control era. Another
had been covered by visitors with pencil marks: names, equations,
apologies, shopping lists, one obscene drawing, several prayers.
Neri refused to erase any of it unless the writer returned and asked.

Mara found the wall untidy. Sio found it reassuring.
Neri poured tea.
“Tell me what the study does,” she said.

Mara placed a hand on the white bowl without knowing why.
“It maps how two nervous systems alter memory access during
attachment. We use noninvasive field coupling. No content is read
unless both participants open it.”

“What is opened?”

“Patterns. Emotional context. Sometimes sensory fragments.”

Sio touched the rim of the dark bowl. “Sometimes the
participant learns what memory means before the person

remembering it has chosen how to tell it.”

“That is why the protocol includes consent.”

11
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“Consent to exposure is not control of interpretation.”

Mara turned toward him. “You spend your life asking dying
strangers what they are afraid to say, but sharing one measured

state with me is suddenly an invasion.”
“I ask. I do not enter.”
“You enter by listening.”
“Yes. And they can stop speaking.”

Neri drank her tea while they argued. When both paused, she
pointed to the bowls.

“Put into one bowl what you want from the other,” she said.

“Put into the second what the other must remain free not to give.”

Mara chose the white bowl for wanting. She placed a small metal

clasp inside it, taken from the cuft of her field coat.

“I want to know what happens in him when he withdraws,” she

said. “Not the explanation afterward. The actual movement.”
“What must he remain free not to give?” Neri asked.

Mara looked at the dark bowl. Her first answer was privacy. It
telt like a word people used when they did not want to examine
what privacy protected.

She removed one of her rings and set it in the clay.

“He must remain free not to become simpler because I am
impatient.”

Sio's face changed. The change was slight, but Mara had begun
learning the differences between his silences.

He put his rescue token in the white bowl.

“I'want her to believe I can love her without agreeing to every

form of closeness she can build.”

In the dark bowl, he placed nothing.

12
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Mara waited.
Neri waited longer.

Sio finally took the tea spoon and laid it across the rim rather

than inside.

“She must remain free to decide that the kind of love I can offer

is not enough.”

Mara felt anger first. Beneath it came fear, then a strange relief.
He had not promised permanence. He had made departure part of

the truth.

The fear was embarrassingly specific. Mara pictured Sio taking
his rescue bag from the peg inside her door. She pictured the small
depression his boots had begun making in the mat. She pictured
reaching for his cup and finding the shelf reorganized because he
no longer needed a place in it. None of these images belonged in
the argument, which made them harder to dismiss. Her nervous
system had apparently decided that metaphysics could be

represented by footwear.

She understood why Tala was so exhausted by ordinary life. Her
sister had been diagnosed with borderline personality disorder at
nineteen, after years in which a late reply, a different greeting, a cup
left on the wrong counter could acquire the force of evidence. Tala
knew the diagnosis well enough to joke about it when calm and to
consider it a weapon others used against her when frightened. She
was often wrong about what a detail meant. She was also the first
person in the family to notice when their father had started giving

possessions away before his final illness was diagnosed.

Mara had spent years telling Tala not every change was a

message. Sitting in front of Sio, she discovered the less comforting

13



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME I - THE OPEN KNOT

half of that truth: some changes were messages, and love did not

come with a reliable classifier.
Neri looked at the spoon balanced between the bowls.

“In the river dialect,” she said, “the gap left in a working knot is
called omis. A knot pulled completely tight becomes rigid. Under
changing load, it breaks. An open knot holds because its crossings

can move.”

Mara studied the objects on the table. “You are saying

relationships need slack.”
“I'am saying a person is not rope.”
Sio smiled.

Neri continued. “You want a rule because rules feel safer than
appetite. Here is the only one I trust: do not call the part of
another person you cannot reach a defect merely because you love

them.”
“That could justify emotional absence,” Mara said.
“Yes.”

“Then it is a bad rule.”

“All rules that matter can be abused. That does not relieve us of
judging the use.”

Mara hated answers that returned responsibility to the person
asking.

“What would you do about the study?” she asked.

Neri turned to Sio. “Do you want to refuse completely?”

“NO »

Mara stared at him.

14
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“I want control over the depth and the right to stop before either
of us explains what the other felt,” he said. “I want a day between

exposure and interpretation.”
“That would contaminate the data.”
“Then choose whether you want a participant or a result.”

The sentence wounded her because it located the temptation

accurately.
Neri moved the spoon so that one end rested in each bowl.

“OMIS is not distance,” she said. “It is the portion of closeness
no one owns alone.”

She pronounced the old word with a soft ending: oh-miss. Later
scholars would capitalize it, translate it, derive equations from it
and accuse one another of misunderstanding it.

That morning it was only a space on a table.

Mara revised the study.

Participants could choose bandwidth, block categories and
insert a delay before either person described the result. The
research team objected that custom protocols reduced
comparability. Mara answered that comparable violations would
not improve the science.

Sio joined the trial.

Before the first session, they each completed a form listing what
they hoped to learn.

Mara wrote: Why he becomes quiet when he wants to stay.

Sio wrote: Whether she can experience uncertainty without
turning it into a task.

They sealed the forms without showing each other.
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The coupling room contained two chairs, a field ring and an
emergency separation control placed within reach of both hands.
Mara checked the instruments three times. Sio checked the door.

“Ready?” she asked.

“No.”

“Do you want to stop?”

“No.”

She looked at him.

Sio held out his hand. “Readiness and willingness are not the

same state.”
Mara took it.

The ring around the chairs emitted no visible light. The only
sign of activation was a soft pressure in Mara's molars and the
sudden awareness that Sio's hand was warmer than she had
estimated. She had designed the safety layers herself and could
name every failure mode: runaway synchronization, associative
flooding, false-source tagging, afterimage attachment. She could
also feel her pulse increasing because the person beside her might
discover a movement inside her before she had translated it into

something defensible.

Sio's thumb shifted once against her palm. It was not
reassurance. He had promised not to use touch as an instruction
during coupling. The movement was only a movement. Mara
caught herself assigning it three meanings anyway.

Neri watched through the glass and wrote nothing.

The field opened.

For the first several seconds, the coupling produced less intimacy

than embarrassment. Mara became aware of how many of her
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thoughts were housekeeping for other thoughts: reorder this,
define that, postpone hunger, ignore the ache in the left shoulder,
remember to message Tala. Sio's inner state arrived less as content
than as changes in attention. A noise in the corridor became
possible threat, then irrelevant. Mara's breathing became salient,
then intentionally not salient because he did not want his attention
to pressure it.

She had expected closeness to feel like added information.
Instead it felt like discovering that another person was constantly
deciding what not to make important.

Then she touched the edge of the sealed channel.

There was no image. Only resistance and, around the resistance,
fear unlike Sio's ordinary low-threat calm. The fact that he could
be afraid inside a region he chose not to share affected her more
than any shared memory could have. Her impulse was immediate:
identify cause, reduce harm, open route.

Sio felt the impulse coming toward him through the field.

He pressed separation.
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II

A Memory That Opens Sideways

SCENE SETTING Vesper Memory Institute and the nightward recovery wards. The
city's research culture treats memory as a changing biological architecture rather than a
fixed recording. Mara's younger sister Tala is recovering from a transport accident. She
remembers facts correctly but has lost access to the emotional pathways that once made
those facts meaningful. The Institute is publicly funded and clinically cautious, but it is
also ambitious: Vesper hopes memory-fold research will improve trauma care, education
and ecological resilience. Tala's accident therefore places a family decision inside a scientific
program that already has institutional reasons to call restoration a success.

SOULS IN FOCUS Talaisan embodied F-Soul whose autobiographical record
remains largely intact while the accessibility of that record has changed. Her case separates
memory content from memory structure. Mara must confront the possibility that
restoring a prior pattern can preserve information while overriding the present person.
Tala's diagnosis predates the accident and does not explain the injury. Kes is her long-term
partner, whose care can support recovery or unintentionally become a cue that trains the
result.

SPIRAL QUESTION When love says, “I want you back,” which version of the
other person is being asked to disappear?

The first coupling lasted forty-seven seconds.

Mara experienced no words from Sio. She received a pressure
behind the ribs, the remembered smell of wet stone and a sense of

waiting beside a door that might open only if he did not touch .

Sio received a flash of orange laboratory light, the pleasure Mara
felt when a difficult system exposed a hidden rule, and the fear
beneath that pleasure: if she stopped solving, something she loved

would end before she understood it.
Then Sio pressed the separation control.
Mara's first impulse was to ask why.
The revised protocol required silence.

They left through different doors and did not speak for one day.
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During that day, Tala woke in the recovery ward and asked Mara
why their mother had kept a cracked cooking pot for thirty years.

Mara sat beside the bed. “Because Father repaired it the week

they met.”
“I know.”

“You asked.”

“I'know the answer. I do not understand why the answer

mattered to her.”

Tala's accident had damaged no region associated with factual
recall. She knew names, dates, streets, debts, recipes and the
sequence of every family argument. What had changed was access.

Memories that once opened together now remained separate.

Before the accident, Tala's memories had rarely remained
separate enough. She had lived with feelings that arrived as weather
fronts and attached themselves to whatever detail happened to be
nearest. A pause before Kes answered the door could become
abandonment; a slightly softer tone from a stranger could become
a promise. Her therapy notes contained columns headed
OBSERVATION and STORY. The first might read: Kes moved
my blue mug to the upper shelf. The second: She is preparing the
apartment for someone taller after I leave. On good days Tala could
laugh at the distance between the two. On bad days the story
arrived first and observation had to fight its way back.

The injury had produced an inversion. She could now describe
the blue mug, the exact shelf, the morning Kes bought it and the
argument that followed, but the web of importance around those
facts remained inaccessible. Doctors called the change affective
disconnection. Tala called it being left with the captions after

someone removed the film.
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Mara found the condition horrifying in a way she tried not to
show. Some part of her had once envied Tala's intensity. She had

never admitted that either.
She remembered their father dying. She did not grieve him.

She remembered loving a woman named Kes. She felt no reason

to call her.
Kes had visited every day.
“Does she expect me to perform being in love?” Tala asked.
“No.”
“Does she expect me to become the person who was?”
Mara answered too slowly.
Tala looked toward the window. “That is different.”

The institute proposed a fold-restoration procedure. They
would compare Tala's current neural accessibility map with
archived scans, then use patterned stimulation to reopen pathways

associated with attachment and affective salience.

The procedure had succeeded in patients with trauma-induced
disconnection. It had also produced false familiarity, emotional
flooding and one case in which a man recovered devotion to a

political movement he had rejected before injury.
Mara read every report.
Sio found her in the ward library after midnight.

Their required silence had ended four hours earlier. Neither

mentioned the coupling.

“Tala asked whether we want her or the person we remember,”
p
Mara said.

“What did you tell her?”
“That she is still herself.”
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“Did you believe it?”
“I believe continuity can survive changes in access.”
“That was not my question.”

Mara closed the report. “I do not know how to love someone

without wanting the parts of them I love to remain reachable.”
Sio sat beside her. “Neither do 1.”
The admission comforted her more than an answer would have.
“Would you tell her to take the procedure?”
“No.”
“You decided quickly.”
“You asked what I would tell her. I would not tell her.”

Mara leaned against him, too tired to argue. “You make ethics

sound like refusing verbs.”

“Sometimes the wrong person is holding the verb.”

* k%

Tala asked to see the memory reeds.

Mara brought her to the institute greenhouse. Hundreds of pale
stalks rose from shallow water, each descended from samples that
had survived different conditions. Sensors translated molecular

folding into colored lines above the beds.
“This one experienced the flood?” Tala asked.
“Its lineage did.”
“Does it remember being afraid?”
“It does not have a nervous system we recognize.”
“That was a careful answer.”

Mara touched a control. A low tone passed through the water.
Several regions of the reed's folded genome loosened. New proteins

appeared along the stem.
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“The flood did not write a picture,” Mara said. “It changed what

later conditions could reach.”
“And if you unfold everything?”
“The plant dies. Regulation is part of the organism.”

Tala watched the colored lines shift. “Then hidden does not

mean lost.”
“NO »
“It also does not mean it should be opened.”
Mara said nothing.
Tala turned toward her. “You want the procedure.”
“I want you to have access to more of yourself.”
“Which self selected the map?”
“The archived scans were yours.”
“The person in them cannot answer.”
“You can.”

“Can I consent to becoming someone who may disapprove of
the consent?”

The question had appeared in clinical ethics before. It had never
been asked by Mara's sister while surrounded by living examples of
folded memory.

Mara felt the old reflex: define terms, separate cases, build a
protocol.

She remembered Sio's waiting beside the door.

“What do you want now?” she asked.

Tala looked back at the reeds. “I want to meet the pathways one
at a time. I do not want Kes to be present for the first sessions. If

love returns, I do not want her face teaching me what result is

kind.”
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“That will hurt her.”

“Yes.”

Mara waited for the rest.

Tala added, “Her pain cannot be the instrument that tunes me.”
The sentence entered Mara like a new fold.

They designed a gradual procedure. Each session opened one
cluster of associations for minutes, then allowed Tala to decide
whether to reinforce, release or revisit it. Some pathways returned
with recognizable emotion. Others felt like stories written by a

former tenant.
When the memory of Kes first opened, Tala wept.
She did not call her.
Three sessions later, she did.

Kes came to the greenhouse. Mara watched from the control
room as the two women sat on opposite sides of a white bowl and a

dark one. Neri had begun lending bowls to anyone who asked.

Kes did not look heroic enough for the role Mara had assigned
her during Tala's recovery. She arrived with wind-burned cheeks, a
repaired sleeve and a paper packet of salt cakes because Tala had
once eaten them after every difficult appointment. Halfway
through the corridor she stopped, looked at the packet and nearly
put it in a disposal slot. Then she carried it inside.

Tala noticed the hesitation through the glass door. Later she
would insist that the half-second mattered. Kes would say she had
only remembered the cakes were stale. Both accounts would be
true at different levels of the event.

“I can feel myself searching your face for instructions,” Tala said

when Kes sat down.
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Kes folded both hands between her knees. “Do you want me to

stop having a face?”

“No. I want you to know that right now your eyebrow is a

medical device.”

Kes laughed, then covered her mouth because laughter might

also become an instruction.

Tala's expression changed so quickly Mara almost entered the
room. Anger, shame, amusement and tenderness crossed in less

than a breath. She remained in the chair.

“Don't make yourself blank,” Tala said. “I fell in love with a

person, not a neutral condition.”

Mara wrote the sentence in the observation log and, after a long

pause, deleted it. It did not belong to the institute.
Tala placed a photograph in the white bowl.
Kes placed the key to their apartment in the dark.
Neither object settled what they were.

The two objects remained between them until the greenhouse

lights shifted for evening; neither offered a verdict.

* % %

Mara met Sio on the bridge after the final session.
“I'was angry that you stopped the coupling,” she said.
“I know.”

“I thought you had reached something and refused to let me see
it.”
“Thad.”
He took a folded paper from his pocket: the form he had

completed before the session.

She did the same.
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They exchanged them.

Mara read his question. Sio read hers.

“Did you learn?” he asked.

“That uncertainty feels different from the inside of you.”
“Better?”

“No. Less insulting.”

He laughed.

Mara asked, “What did you learn?” He answered, “That you do

not solve because you lack feeling. You solve because feeling gives
everything a clock.”

The city bells began their artificial evening. Mara watched the
bridge cables move under load. “I want to try again.” “So do I.”
“Deeper?” “Difterent.” She understood that as progress.

On the way home Mara bought food she did not want because
Tala had once accused her of treating biological maintenance as an
administrative burden. She carried the bag into Sio’s apartment and
discovered a row of small labeled boxes beside the door: hospice
keys, rescue tags, medication for an old knee injury, receipts
awaiting filing.

“You have a box for receipts?”

“You have a centrifuge part in your bathroom.”

“It needed humidity.”

He opened a cupboard. Her preferred tea had appeared there
since the flood. Mara felt a flare of pleasure followed by irritation at
herself for needing such a small proof. She thought of Tala's
sensitivity to mugs and pauses. Perhaps attachment always made

idiots of scale.
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Sio saw her looking at the tea. “You can take some to your

place.”

The offer sounded, for one irrational second, like he was

preventing her from assuming a permanent shelf.
She almost asked. Instead she put the food on the table.
“Keep it here,” she said.

Sio nodded without turning the sentence into more than it

could carry.
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III

The Passion Test

SCENE SETTING The Resonance Laboratory during Vesper's annual Long Dusk
festival. Couples, friends and family members volunteer for controlled memory coupling.
Outside, the city celebrates appetite, courtship and the return of migratory night birds.
Inside, researchers attempt to distinguish passion from attachment, novelty, projection
and mutual knowledge. Long Dusk is part festival, part public-health event. Desire is
celebrated without being idealized; emergency clinics, ferries and consent services expand
alongside music and nightlife. The laboratory sits only a few streets from the celebrations,
so the study cannot pretend passion is a clean variable isolated from culture.

SOULS IN FOCUS Maraand Sio remain separate F-Souls whose nervous systems
can influence one another without becoming a shared mind. Passion increases access to
folded memory and future models, but intensity does not guarantee truth. A powerful
experience can reveal a person or reorganize them around another's expectations. Passion is
treated as a state that can alter memory access and future salience without creating a new
shared Soul. Different couples will show similar intensity with very different
consequences.

SPIRAL QUESTION Is passion evidence that two people belong together, or a

force that makes belonging feel temporarily inevitable?

Vesper celebrated Long Dusk on the one week each year when the
red sun's magnetic cycle reduced its visible flare and the sky became

dark enough for stars.

For most of the year Vesper lived beneath a red brightness that
never moved. Long Dusk changed not the position of the sun but
its authority. Mirrors folded flat. Cafes uncovered windows
normally filtered to a copper haze. People who had grown up with
only the brightest stars visible stood on bridges and pointed
upward like tourists in their own sky.

Desire acquired its own municipal logistics. Temporary sleeping
rooms were registered beside ferry schedules. Pharmacies placed
consent cards next to contraceptives. The hospice opened a quiet

floor for people whose partners had chosen the festival with
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someone else. Street vendors sold paired ribbons meant to be tied

loosely enough that either wearer could slip a hand free.

Mara disliked most of the symbolism and noticed all of it. She
also noticed that Sio had changed shirts twice before meeting her
and had chosen the darker one because she had once said it made
his eyes look almost green. This information pleased her far more

than the study design did, which made her suspicious of both.

People covered the heat mirrors, lit river lanterns and wore
fabrics designed to move more than bodies required. The city
treated desire as a civic resource and a public hazard. Clinics

extended their hours. Ferries ran until morning. Every bridge

displayed the old warning: INTENSITY IS NOT CONSENT.

The Resonance Laboratory displayed a second warning: DATA
WILL NOT EXPLAIN YOUR RELATIONSHIP.

No one believed it.

Mara had recruited thirty-two pairs for the passion study. Some
had been together for decades. Some had met during the festival.
Two were siblings who wanted to compare attachment without
sexual desire. One pair had ended their marriage and volunteered

because they disagreed about whether passion had ever existed.
Sio read the list. “You designed an instrument for regret.”

One participant pair was Tala and Kes. Tala had asked to join
after several months of gradual fold restoration, against Mara's
advice and then with Mara's reluctant approval. She wanted to
know whether passion could return before trust, after trust, or
independently of both. Kes wanted no measurement at all. They
compromised by allowing only autonomic timing and refusing

memory content.
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Another pair, Iven and Ro, had been married for forty-one years
and requested to test what remained after sexual desire had nearly
disappeared. A third consisted of two young men who had met six
hours earlier and regarded the laboratory as an extension of the
festival. A fourth pair had been divorced for nine years and still
synchronized faster than anyone else in the sample.

The data immediately refused the categories Mara had prepared.
Some strangers displayed violent coupling and no wish to meet
again. Some old lovers showed almost no physiological escalation
while their future models remained densely entangled. Tala and
Kes produced a pattern Mara had never seen: bursts of mutual
access interrupted by brief, deliberate withdrawals that made the
next burst more coherent.

Tala named the feeling afterward. “It is like missing someone

while they are touching you, except the missing is not sad.”
“Anticipatory loss?” Mara suggested.
“No. That's exactly the sort of name that kills it.”

Kes called it dusk-hunger for a week. The term spread among
the volunteers and then disappeared from formal reports, where it

became intermittent prospective attachment.
“I designed an instrument for temporal coupling.”
“That is what regret calls itself in grant applications.”

He had agreed to participate again, with lower bandwidth and
the right to keep one internal channel unreadable. Mara had agreed
not to ask which channel.

Sio's sealed channel irritated her more as the evening went on.
She could feel its existence as a clean absence in the coupling map.
Around it, his responses were vivid: delight at her concentration,

physical desire, a surprising tenderness toward the crease between
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her eyebrows when she was confused. The inaccessible region sat
among them like a closed room in a house whose other doors stood
open.

She knew enough clinical psychology to distrust the story her
mind produced. The story said that if he loved her fully he would
want to be known fully. The counter-story said that her wish to
know was only scientific honesty. Both were flattering.

Sio, meanwhile, could feel Mara building interpretations almost
in real time. He recognized the acceleration from rescue work: once
she sensed danger she reduced uncertainty by acting. He loved this
in emergencies. In intimacy it could make a pause feel like a
problem she was entitled to solve.

He nearly opened the channel simply to stop her distress. The

impulse frightened him more than the channel's contents.
The field began while festival drums moved through the walls.
This time the first sensation was not memory.

The models expanded faster than either person could evaluate
them, which felt like certainty from inside the state.

Sio's attention changed the accessibility of Mara's own mind.
The room became charged with possible actions: touch him, laugh,
leave, tell him something shameful, promise too much. Each
possibility felt more vivid because she could sense that he was
generating possibilities too.

Passion was not a message passing between them. It was a

mutual increase in reachable futures.
Then the gain rose.

Mara saw the flood from Sio's body: the weight of her coat in his
hand, the instant calculation that the boat could turn toward her

or protect the passengers already aboard, the anger he felt at her
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refusal to drop the case, and beneath it a sharp delight that she

cared about something enough to be unreasonable.

Sio saw their first walk from Mara's body. He felt how carefully
she had watched him answer whether he would choose to see her
again. He discovered that his small yes had affected her more than

any declaration could have.
The field exposed another layer.

Mara experienced a future in which Sio moved into her

apartment. She could not tell whose future it was.

Sio experienced a future in which Mara left for the sunward
research stations and returned twice a year. He could not tell

whether the image was fear, desire or prediction.
Both reached for the separation control.
Their hands collided.
The field closed.
For several seconds they remained in the chairs, breathing hard.
Mara wanted to ask which future he had seen.
Sio wanted to ask the same.

They followed the protocol and left without speaking.

The preliminary data made no clean distinction between passion
and threat.

Both increased mutual prediction, sensory gain and the
accessibility of latent patterns. Passion differed mainly in approach
behavior: the system interpreted arousal as a reason to reduce
distance. But in several participants, fear and desire activated the

same folds.

Mara presented the result to the research team.
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“So passion is a category error?” a statistician asked.

“No. Itis a lived organization of several processes. The error is

assuming one measurement owns the word.”

“Can we predict relationship stability?”

“Not from intensity.”

“Compatibility?”

“Not without defining whose future counts as compatible.”

The statistician looked disappointed. Funding preferred
variables that claimed jurisdiction.

One pair produced an especially strong coupling. Lale and Orin
had met three hours before the session. Their resonance exceeded
that of every long-term couple. They left the laboratory convinced
they had found a bond deeper than history.

Two days later, Lale filed a complaint.

Orin had used details from the coupling to appear more familiar
than he was. He ordered food linked to her childhood, repeated
phrases her mother used and arrived at places she had imagined
visiting. None of the acts violated the consent form. Together they
made her feel that her private life had been occupied.

“I wanted to be seen,” Lale told Mara. “I did not want the seeing
to become a shortcut around being known.”

Orin was ashamed and confused. “The field showed me what
mattered to her. I thought love meant remembering.”

“You were not in love,” Mara said.

The sentence was satisfying and unjustified.

Sio, present as participant advocate, turned toward her. She

heard the correction before he spoke.
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Mara revised. “You felt something powerful. That does not

authorize the name you give it or what you do next.”
Orin looked at his hands. “How do I know the difference?”

Neri, who had joined the hearing, answered from the back of the

room.

“Passion says: because this is vivid, it must continue. Love asks:

what would continuation cost the person I desire?”
Lale shook her head. “Love can be selfish too.”
“Yes,” Neri said. “A word does not purify the person using it.”

The hearing ended with restrictions on Orin's use of resonance
data and a requirement that all future participants control not only
access but subsequent application. The institute called it a

data—governance correction.

Long Dusk priests, who did not yet exist as an organized group,
called it the First Rule of the Open Knot:

What another reveals in closeness does not become your

property when closeness ends.

Mara and Sio met after the required day of silence on a nightward
roof where the stars remained visible.

“Did you see us living together?” Mara asked.

“Yes.”

Her pulse changed. “Whose future was it?”

“I do not know.”

“I saw one where I left.”

“Sodid 1.”

They compared details. The futures did not match. In Mara's

version, Sio lived in her apartment and gradually became quieter
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until she could no longer distinguish peace from resignation. In
Sio's version, Mara left for the sunward stations and became more
alive in every message, which made him proud and lonely.

“Neither happened,” he said.

“They happened as models.”

“Models are not promises.”

“They influence choices.”

“YCS, »

Mara watched a night bird cross the red edge of the sun. “I want
you in my life strongly enough that every possible arrangement is
starting to feel like evidence.”

Sio's answer came slowly. “I want you strongly enough that I am

tempted to call caution wisdom when it may only be fear.”
She moved closer.
“Is this where Neri tells us to leave space?”
“She is not here.”

“Convenient.”
They kissed.

The kiss left every disagreement where it had been and changed
the weight of walking away from them. Outside, the festival boats
moved under the bridge, each carrying people toward nights that

might or might not matter in the morning.

Later, reviewing the trial data alone, Mara found that the
strongest predictor of self-reported passion was not
synchronization. It was surprise: the rate at which one partner
caused the other's future model to expand in directions that still
felt desirable. Too little surprise and the relation became familiar.

Too much and it became threat.
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The finding pleased her until she tried to apply it to Sio. He had
surprised her by refusing access, by waiting, by caring through
details she did not notice. If surprise was part of passion, then part
of what she desired was precisely the portion of him she could not
model in advance.

She closed the analysis before the software finished ranking

variables.

At the festival below, Tala and Kes were dancing badly. Tala's
movements were too large, Kes's too careful. After a minute Kes
stopped correcting for her and the pair became less synchronized
and visibly happier.

Mara did not enter that observation in the dataset either.

Mara left the final variable unnamed in the report.

35



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME I - THE OPEN KNOT

v

The Vow That Includes Leaving

SCENE SETTING The nightward migration docks. A generation of Irians is
preparing to settle mobile habitats beneath the ice, where time, labor and family structures
will differ from life in Vesper. A public vow ceremony has become controversial because
one partner plans to leave and the other plans to remain. The nightward settlements are
not exile colonies. They are attractive, difficult frontier communities built beneath moving
ice, with long supply delays and household arrangements designed around absence.
Migration can preserve a relationship physically while transforming its rhythm beyond
recognition.

SOULS IN FOCUS Aren Dov and Kesh Lira are F-Souls in a long partnership.
Aren seeks a life under the ice; Kesh cannot tolerate the sensory isolation there. Their
conflict is not caused by deception or evil. It arises because love has helped each become
someone whose honest future points in a different direction. Aren's strategic,
Machiavellian traits help him build coalitions and also tempt him to design the social
meaning of private choices. Kesh is not his moral opposite; she loves the same strategic
capacity she resists when it places her inside a plan.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can arelationship succeed by ending, and can a vow be

faithful if it refuses to promise permanence?

The first OMIS ceremony was scheduled by mistake.

Aren Dov and Kesh Lira had asked Neri to witness a private
conversation before Aren departed for the nightward habitats. A
clerk at the migration office entered the appointment under
RELIGIOUS OR MARITAL OBLIGATION because the system

had no category for a vow that might formalize separation.

Aren was good at making private choices look historically
inevitable. He had negotiated labor strikes without raising his
voice, arranged three municipal coalitions and once persuaded two
rival engineering guilds that each had invented the compromise he
wanted. Friends called him strategic. An old partner had called him
manipulative. During a civic psychology program he scored high

on Machiavellian traits and kept the result because he thought
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knowing one's preferred instrument was safer than pretending not
to own it.

Kesh loved precisely the part of him that could see five moves
ahead. She hated discovering herself among the pieces.

Their separation was not caused by betrayal. Aren wanted the
night habitats because everything there was unfinished:
governance, kinship, law, even the definition of a household under
eight-month supply cycles. Kesh wanted to remain in Vesper and
build a surgical practice whose patients would outlast political
novelty. For two years each had treated the other's preference as a
temporary misunderstanding.

Neri had finally asked which of them was waiting for reality to
apologize.

On the night before the ceremony, Aren packed for the habitat
in the apartment he and Kesh had shared for twelve years. The
packing algorithm could have sorted objects by destination in
seconds. He disabled it because he needed the friction of touching
things.

Kesh found him holding a blue ceramic plate chipped at one
edge.

“You hate those plates.”

“I hate that they stack badly.”

“You have complained for twelve years.”

“That is almost the same thing as affection.”

She sat on the floor between the open cases. For the first time
since the migration offer, neither argued about whether one of
them should change plans. They argued about what to do with the
plates.
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Aren wanted to divide the set. Kesh wanted him to take them all.
Each interpretation hurt for a different reason. Division made the
shared life look like property settlement. Taking all of them made
Kesh's kitchen look as if the relationship had never occupied space.

They eventually left two plates in a public reuse cabinet and kept

two each.

Years later OMIS scholars would cite the vow. Neither Aren nor

Kesh would remember its exact words as clearly as the plates.
By morning, sixty people had requested attendance.

Kesh read the list of names twice. Several were journalists. Two
were opponents of Aren's migration plan. One was a former lover
he had remained friends with in the expansive way Kesh sometimes
admired and sometimes experienced as territorial ambition
disguised as generosity.

“You knew this would happen,” she said.

“I knew it could.”

“You chose the public registry code.”

“I chose the only code that allowed both of us to sign without

classifying the event as marriage or dissolution.”
“That answer is technically true.”

Aren went still. He recognized the phrase. Kesh used it when she
believed he had engineered a situation whose outcome he intended

to call spontaneous.
“I wanted witnesses,” he admitted. “Not sixty.”
%

“You wanted the event to matter beyond us.”

“Yes.”

“And if I say I don't?”
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He looked toward the migration cranes beyond the window.
“Then I learn whether I can keep the vow private after imagining it
public.”

It was the closest he came to saying that attention itself was one
of his appetites.

Kesh wanted to cancel.

Aren wanted to let them come.

“That is why we are separating,” Kesh said. “You turn every
private event into a landscape.”

“That is not why.”

“It is one of the reasons.”

They had loved each other for eighteen years. Aren designed ice
habitats and could spend weeks listening to pressure move through
frozen rock. Kesh made instruments that depended on open air.
Early in their relationship, each had admired the other's world.
Over time admiration became participation, then effort, then a
debt neither wanted to collect.

Aren had declined three nightward assignments to remain in
Vesper.

Kesh had spent four years trying to become someone who could
follow.

Love had not failed. It had changed both of them and had not
made the changes compatible.

Neri moved the ceremony to the migration hall because there
was no graceful way to remove the audience once workers had
arranged chairs.

Mara and Sio stood near the back.
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On the table, Neri placed the white and dark bowls. Aren puta
small ice drill in the white bowl. Kesh put a reed flute beside it.

“What do you ask of one another?” Neri said.

Aren spoke first. “Do not make the life I choose proof that the

life we had was false.”
Kesh closed her eyes.

When she answered, her voice remained clear. “Do not call my

refusal to follow a failure of courage.”
“What must remain unclaimed?” Neri asked.

Kesh placed their apartment key in the dark bowl. “The version

of me that might have gone.”

Aren removed a ring from his wrist. It carried the coordinates of

the house they once planned to build. He placed it beside the key.
“The version of me that might have stayed without resentment.”

People in the hall began to cry quietly. Several were angry. A
partnership ending without betrayal deprived them of the moral
simplicity grief preferred.

Neri asked, “What do you promise?”

Kesh looked at Aren. “I promise not to use my pain as evidence

that you owe me a different self.”

Aren answered, “I promise not to use my freedom as evidence

that I owe you nothing.”
They touched foreheads.

The migration clerk raised a hand. “What is the legal status of

this ceremony?”
Neri turned toward him. “What statuses are available?”

“Married, dissolved, suspended, geographically separated or

pending review.”
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Kesh laughed through tears. “We are apparently a theology

because the database is inadequate.”

The clerk did not laugh. “Property and medical authority

require a category.”
That practical problem became the first OMIS council.
It lasted eleven hours.

The council created a renewable bond with limited obligations,
explicit review dates and no presumption that affection required
cohabitation. Critics called it ceremonial indecision. Supporters

called it the first honest document they had signed.
Aren left two days later.
Kesh played the reed flute as his transport entered the night.
She missed one note.

Aren heard it through the hull and knew the mistake was
deliberate. Years earlier, he had told her that perfect repetition
made music feel closed. The wrong note did not ask him to return.

It gave the shared song a future neither controlled.

* X X

After the ceremony, Mara and Sio argued on the dock.
“You admired it,” Mara said.
“Yes.”
“Too much.”
Sio stopped walking. “What does that mean?”

“It means you looked relieved that a relationship could end

without anyone being wrong.”
“That possibility should relieve us.”

“Not while we are still beginning.”
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The night wind carried ice dust over the river. Sio pulled his coat

closed.

“Do you want me to promise I will never leave?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to want to promise?”

Mara hated the accuracy of the question.

“Yes.”

Sio looked toward the departing transports. “Part of me does.”

“Which part?”

“The part that experiences love as relief from having to choose
again.”

“And the rest?”

“The rest knows that a choice that cannot be renewed becomes

architecture.”
“Architecture can hold.”
“It can also imprison.”
Mara turned away. “You always keep an exit visible.”
“I work in rescue.”
“This is not a rescue.”

0. It is the first place I have wanted to stay enou at an exi
“No. It is the first place Th ted to stay gh that t

frightens me.”
She faced him again.
Sio continued. “I do not know how to make that romantic.”
“Do not.”
He reached for her hand but stopped before touching it.

Mara closed the distance herself.
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They stood on the dock while the last migration light
disappeared into the night-side fog.

“Make me one promise,” she said.

“What?”

“If the person you become can no longer stay with the person I

become, tell me before kindness becomes concealment.”
Sio nodded. “You too.”
Neither of them mistook the promise for insurance.

When Mara repeated it, she heard how much room the sentence

left for failure and chose it anyway.
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The Temple with No Center

SCENE SETTING Vesper's old flood exchange, converted into a meeting place after
the vow ceremony attracts thousands of people. Merchants, engineers, lovers, widows,
skeptics and officials gather around practices that have no priesthood and no single
doctrine. The city council wants OMIS defined before it influences contracts, medicine
and education. The converted flood exchange still carries water during major storms, so
ritual gatherings take place inside infrastructure everyone knows may need to become
infrastructure again without warning. OMIS is spreading faster than its founders can
define it, attracting both vulnerable people secking language for boundaries and ambitious
people seeking a language with moral prestige.

SOULS IN FOCUS The emerging religion belongs to F-Souls whose authority
remains social and local. Neri refuses the role of prophet. Mara wants a theory precise
enough to protect people. Sio fears that precision will turn a practice of humility into
another institution confident about the interior lives of others. Hedra has strong
narcissistic traits organized around recognition and legacy, but her need for status coexists
with real administrative competence. The chapter avoids using personality structure as a
shortcut to moral verdict.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can a way of life remain open after people build a temple

around it?

The Temple of OMIS had no center because the building had once
been designed for water.

The old flood exchange consisted of twelve sloping platforms
around a drainage well. When the lower city overflowed, gates
redirected current through the chamber and out toward the
sunward farms. No platform offered a privileged view. Any speaker
had to turn continually or accept that part of the room would see

only their back.
Neri approved of the inconvenience.

Age had made the old engineer slower but not softer. She
stopped halfway up the sixth platform to wait for pain in her hand
to settle. No one offered assistance because she had trained the

regulars not to turn visible limitation into a public performance of

44



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME I - THE OPEN KNOT

kindness. Sio nevertheless shifted a bench into the path she would

use later. Neri noticed and did not thank him.

Mara watched these negotiations of ordinary care with more
concentration than she once would have admitted. Her work had
made hidden architecture intellectually respectable. Neri made it
socially unavoidable. A handrail, a bowl, the angle of a chair, the
person who remembered to bring water: all of them could alter

which choices became easy enough to feel voluntary.

For the first time Mara understood why Tala sometimes became
enraged over details that seemed absurd from outside. A detail

could be trivial in scale and decisive in the path it opened.
The city council did not.

Councillor Hedra arrived with two assistants, three versions of a
press statement and the private conviction that history had been
waiting for someone with her administrative stamina. She was
beautiful in the deliberate way of a person who treated
presentation as part of governance. Even in flood season her cuffs
were clean. Even when furious she remembered which camera had

the live channel.

A therapist she had stopped seeing had once suggested that
admiration functioned for Hedra as evidence of existence. Hedra
considered this a melodramatic description of a normal political
requirement. She also kept every favorable profile written about
her and could quote the one sentence in each that seemed
insufficiently respectful.

Her vanity made her easy to mock and difficult to replace. Hedra
remembered the names of sanitation workers, read budget annexes
no one else opened and could tell from a three-second pause when

a committee chair planned to betray a coalition. She wanted OMIS
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codified partly because citizens needed protection from charismatic
improvisation and partly because she could imagine the first
printed doctrine with her signature beneath the authorization.

Neri understood both motives before Hedra sat down.

Hedra's private problem was that OMIS worked badly with
monuments. She had spent her career building institutions that
survived the charisma of founders. Neri's insistence on unfinished
meaning sounded to Hedra like a recipe for every future abuser to
claim interpretive freedom.

She also knew what people said about her. That she wanted her
name on the doctrine. That a woman who checked camera angles
during funerals could not be trusted with spiritual ambiguity.
Some of it was true. Hedra liked being remembered. She liked
applause enough to measure it unconsciously. She also knew that a
city could not protect vulnerable citizens with the founder's
intention stored in anecdotes.

“Your followers already quote you,” she told Neri. “Refusing
doctrine does not prevent authority. It makes authority less

reviewable.”
Neri's expression softened by a degree.

“That,” she said, “is the first argument for doctrine today that

isn't secretly an argument for obedience.”

Hedra felt the compliment with humiliating force. She wanted

to win the rest of the meeting more because of it.
Recognizing the impulse did not make it disappear.

“We need a statement of doctrine,” Councillor Hedra said from
the third platform. “Not a metaphysical encyclopedia. A page. Two

at most.”

“There is no doctrine,” Neri replied.
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“Then what are the people practicing?”
“Different things, some of them foolish.”
Murmurs moved around the chamber.

In the months after Aren and Kesh's ceremony, bowls appeared
in homes, schools, clinics and negotiation rooms. Couples used
them to separate desire from entitlement. Parents used them with
adolescents. Employers used them badly, placing wages in one bowl
and calling obedience the unclaimed space. A political movement

declared taxes an invasion of collective omis. Three popular singers
released an album titled LEAVE ME UNOWNED and sued one

another over ownership.
The council wanted boundaries.
Mara wanted them too.

“If anyone can invoke OMIS to defend anything, the term will

protect coercion as easily as freedom,” she said.

Sio sat across the drainage well. “A doctrine can do the same.”

“Then we write one that cannot.”

Several people laughed, assuming she was joking.

She was not.

Neri invited six cases.

The first involved a father who refused to tell his family where he
spent two nights each month. He called the secrecy sacred omis.
His partner had discovered he was gambling away shared savings.

“The unclaimed part of a person does not include resources
jointly promised,” Neri said.

The second involved a teacher who asked students to keep
private journals. Parents demanded access after one child described

self-harm.
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The room divided. Privacy protected development; privacy

could also conceal danger. No phrase ended the disagreement.

The third case involved a community that practiced collective
child-rearing. A mother wanted to remove her daughter. The elders

argued that the child's identity belonged partly to the group.
Mara objected. “Belonging does not create ownership.”

An elder answered, “Individualism also claims ownership. It lets

one adult cut a child from every other relation.”

The girl, eleven years old, was present. Neri asked what she

wanted.

“To sleep at my mother's house and come back for lessons,” she

said.
Both sides had described the choice as impossible.
The child had not.

By evening the council had produced no doctrine. It had

produced questions.
Who carries the cost of another person's privacy?
Which obligations were chosen, inherited or imposed?
Can the person affected review the boundary?
Is there a safe way to revise it?

Does the claimed mystery protect development, or protect

power from evidence?
Hedra looked at the list. “This is not a religion. It is an audit.”

Neri smiled. “Many religions become audits. We are beginning

honestly.”

* % %

Mara and Sio helped clean the chamber after the meeting.

Rainwater moved through the old channels under their feet.
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“You wanted a page,” Sio said.
“I still do.”

“You cannot compress judgment without hiding who performs

it.”

“You cannot run a city on beautiful hesitation.”

“No. You run it on procedures that make haste visible.”
Mara gathered abandoned cups. “That sounds like doctrine.”
“It may be.”

She looked at him. “You are enjoying this.”

“I enjoy watching you discover that uncertainty has engineering

requirements.”

He was right often enough to be irritating and wrong often

enough to remain lovable.

The word lovable appeared in Mara's mind before she had
decided to use it. Passion had been easy to name because it
announced itself in the body. Love arrived through repetition: the
cup he placed beside her before she asked, the way he waited
through her unfinished thought, the fact that his caution had

become a structure against which her own thinking could lean.

She wondered whether this was attachment, habit or a folded

future opening.
Then she noticed Sio watching her.
“What?” she asked.
“You left.”
“I'am standing here.”
“Your attention went somewhere.”
“Do you want to know where?”

He considered.
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“Yes.”

Mara crossed the wet floor. “I was deciding whether I love you.”
Sio did not move.

“And?”

“I dislike decisions made without sufficient data.”

“Mara.”

“Yes.”

The word changed the room.

Sio closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, joy and fear

were both present.
“Ilove you too,” he said.

She had expected the answer. Expectation did not reduce its

force.

They kissed beside the drainage well while rain moved under the
building. Around them, twelve platforms remained equally central

and equally incomplete.
The next morning, the council approved a one-page statement.
It contained no commandments.

It began:

OMIS IS THE PRACTICE OF LEAVING ANOTHER PERSON'S
CAPACITY FOR REVISION OUTSIDE YOUR OWNERSHIP.

It ended:

NO BOUNDARY IS SACRED MERELY BECAUSE IT IS HIDDEN,
AND NO OPENING IS LOVING MERELY BECAUSE IT IS
SHARED.

Between those sentences, the page listed procedures for consent,

review and exit.
People called it the Way of the Open Knot.

No one yet called it the Tao.
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VI

The Lovers Who Remembered Differently

SCENE SETTING A magnetic flare strikes Iria. Vesper's power grid survives, but the
Resonance Institute loses portions of its external records. During the emergency, Mara
and Sio make a joint decision that saves one district and exposes another. Afterward, their
memories of who chose the action disagree in a way ordinary forensic tools cannot settle.
Emergency authority on Iria is deliberately decentralized, but Vesper's old power grid still
contains central dependencies. Hospitals, flood gates and research facilities share capacity.
The crisis therefore turns intimate questions about memory and trust into decisions about
whose body receives electricity.

SOULS IN FOCUS Both lovers remain credible F-Souls. Memory is reconstructive,
context-dependent and partly stored in patterns of access rather than exact sequence.
Their disagreement tests whether a relationship can preserve two sincere histories without
forcing one person to become the liar. Tala's sensitivity to tiny sensory changes becomes
operationally useful during the emergency, while Mara's abstraction and Sio's calm each
reveal different blind spots.

SPIRAL QUESTION What happens to love when the person you trust remembers

your shared life in a way that threatens your moral identity?

The flare arrived as green light on the nightward horizon.

Vesper's instruments had predicted a moderate event. The red
sun produced something larger: a magnetic rupture that filled the
upper atmosphere with charged particles and drove current
through every long conductor in the dusk belt.

Bridges heated. Power rails failed. The memory reeds opened
molecular regions associated with drought, frost and fire at the

same time.

Mara was in the institute when the western grid collapsed. Sio
was beside her, delivering a hospice patient for a scheduled
resonance session.

The institute changed character during an emergency. Glass
partitions turned opaque to reduce distraction. Research terminals

surrendered processing capacity to civil systems. A smell of heated
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insulation entered the ventilation network, faint enough that no
alarm recognized it and strong enough that Tala, visiting the lab for
a follow-up scan, stopped in the corridor.

“Something is burning on the third bus,” she said.

A technician checked the panel. “Temperature is normal.”

“The smell changed after the lights flickered.”

“Tala,” Mara began.

Her sister looked at her. The old accusation was already present:
you think detail is pathology when I notice it first.

Mara stopped. “Show me.”

They found a damaged polymer sleeve behind a wall conduit. It
had not yet reached sensor threshold. The fault would not decide
the emergency, but repairing it preserved one local control channel
the central grid later lost.

Tala said nothing triumphant. She only watched Mara record
the finding under human observation rather than anomalous
subjective report.

The emergency system presented two options.

Route backup power to the nightward recovery wards,
preserving life support for four hundred patients.

Or route it to the lower flood gates, preventing a thermal release
from sending boiling water through a district of twelve thousand
people.

There was not enough capacity for both.

The decision chamber filled with people whose expertise
pointed in incompatible directions. Civil engineers spoke in
population curves. Hospice staff named individual patients. A

district representative placed a live image of the lower market on
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the wall: people carrying children uphill through steam. Sio
recognized two hospice volunteers in the crowd and one patient
who had left the ward against advice because he wanted to die at

home.

Mara's mind began doing what it always did under pressure. It
converted faces into dependencies. She hated herself for the relief.
Twelve thousand against four hundred was arithmetic until she
remembered that the four hundred were connected to ventilators
with shutdown times measured in seconds and that one of them
had spent the previous afternoon asking Sio whether his estranged
daughter had replied.

Sio, whose threat response remained almost offensively calm,
noticed his own different failure. Because fear did not narrow him,
he could remain in the room with choices others found
unbearable. People mistook this for moral clarity and began
looking toward him. He wanted to say that the absence of panic
was not wisdom. Instead he told them what each switch would do.

Mara reached for his hand under the console. He let her hold it
without allowing the touch to become a vote.

The choice they finally made saved the district and killed
patients whose backup life support could not survive the transfer.
Sio knew three names before the official list appeared.

After the grid stabilized, he went to the hospice and sat with
families who wanted explanations. Some wanted someone to
blame. One wanted the exact second the decision had been made.
Another asked whether her husband had suffered. Sio answered

what he knew and refused to turn uncertainty into comfort.
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Mara arrived near midnight carrying the engineering log. She
had spent hours proving that the chosen allocation minimized

expected deaths. The proof was correct and useless in the corridor.
She sat beside Sio without opening it.

A woman across from them was crying into a scarf. Mara
recognized her as the daughter of a patient whose name Sio had
mentioned months earlier. She could suddenly remember the

father asking whether the daughter had replied.

The causal graph in Mara's mind acquired a face after the

decision instead of before it.
She hated the timing.
Mara remembered saying, “Open the gates.”
Sio remembered saying it first.
Mara remembered Sio objecting that the wards would fail.

Sio remembered Mara freezing at the console while he entered

the command through her authorization.

They agreed on what happened next. The flood gates opened.
The lower district survived. Backup batteries sustained most of the

wards until mobile generators arrived.
Thirty-one patients died.

The official record was damaged by the flare. The console
retained a joint authorization signature because Mara's hand had
been on the biometric plate while Sio's voice supplied the

emergency code.
For three days, neither noticed the disagreement.
Then a review officer asked who had proposed the decision.
“I did,” Mara said.
“So did 1,” Sio said.
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They looked at each other.
The officer assumed shared responsibility. Mara did not.

That night she reconstructed the scene aloud. Sio interrupted

after the second sentence.
“That is not what happened.”
“I remember it.”
“Sodol.”
“You told me to wait for the ward forecast.”
“No. You asked for it. I said we did not have time.”

Mara felt anger rise with the clarity of the memory. “You are

taking the decision because the outcome was mostly right.”

Sio became very still. “You think I am editing myself into

courage.”
“I think memory protects identity.”
“Yours too.”
The answer struck harder than accusation.

For the first time since they met, Mara wanted the resonance
system to settle an argument rather than deepen it. She proposed a

forensic coupling.
Sio refused.
“Of course,” she said.
He flinched. “Do not turn my caution into evidence.”
“Then give me another method.”
“There may not be one.”
“Someone spoke first.”

“Yes.”

“One of us is wrong.”

W
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“Yes.”
“And you can live with not knowing?”
“NO-’,

His answer deprived her of the easier anger.

Neri listened to both accounts separately. She found no sign of
deception.

“The flare altered field timing,” Mara said. “Our nervous systems
were coupled through the console. There may have been

cross-encoding.”
“Meaning?” Neri asked.

“One person's intention may have been stored in both minds

with first-person access.”

Sio looked toward Mara. “You think we both remember

deciding because for a moment the decision was distributed.”
“It is possible.”
“Convenient,” he said.

She heard what he meant. A scientific explanation could become

a way of avoiding moral asymmetry.
Neri placed the bowls between them.

“This will not determine who spoke,” she said. “It may show

what each of you is protecting.”
Mara put the emergency code strip in the white bowl.
“I want the truth.”
Sio put a list of the dead in the same bowl.

“Sodol.”

In the dark bowl, Mara placed her institute access badge. “I must

remain free to discover that I failed.”
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Sio placed his rescue token beside it. “I must remain free not to
confess to her memory simply because certainty would restore
peace.”

They sat with the objects.

Neri asked, “What changes if Sio chose?”

Mara answered first. “Then I hesitated while people were in
danger.”

“What changes if Mara chose?”

Sio looked at the list of names. “Then I opposed the action that
saved the lower district.”

Neither feared blame most.

They feared becoming smaller in the other's memory.

Mara reached for the code strip and stopped. “I have been
treating the facts as if one version makes one of us worthy of love
and the other less worthy.”

Sio's voice softened. “Do you believe that?”

“No.”

“Neither do 1.”

The disagreement remained.

They submitted both accounts to the public review. The report
described the decision as jointly enacted under unresolved
cognitive coupling. Families of the dead objected that uncertainty
had become protection for the responsible. Families from the saved

district objected that the review was turning rescue into guilt.
The council preserved the contradiction in the official record.

It was the first Vesper judgment to state:

THE ABSENCE OF A SINGLE HISTORY DOES NOT REMOVE
RESPONSIBILITY. IT DISTRIBUTES THE DUTY TO REMAIN
AVAILABLE TO EVIDENCE.

wn
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* X X

Weeks later, Mara woke from a dream in which Sio had spoken
first.

She reached for him. His side of the bed was empty.

For one terrible moment, she thought he had left because

uncertainty had exhausted him.
Then she heard water running in the kitchen.
Sio returned with two cups.
“I remembered it your way,” she said.
He sat on the edge of the bed. “Now?”
“In the dream.”
“How did it feel?”
“Like relief. Then theft.”

Sio handed her a cup. “Sometimes I remember your hand

already moving before I spoke.”
“You never told me.”

“I did not want a fragment to become a verdict because you

needed one.”

Mara looked at him in the dim room. Love did not restore the
missing fact. It created a reason not to force the fact into whichever

shape protected them most.
She touched his face.
“Stay until morning,” she said.
“I' was planning to.”
“Choose it again.”

Sio lay beside her and answered yes.
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VII

The First Wrong Note

SCENE SETTING A second solar event threatens Vesper's synchronized
infrastructure. The city must coordinate thousands of heat mirrors, flood gates and power
cells through a common timing signal. Perfect synchronization is efficient but dangerously
brittle: one corrupted command could control the entire network. OMIS practitioners
propose intentional variation as a safeguard. The proposed redesign is not a conflict
between fools and visionaries. Central synchronization genuinely saves energy and
simplifies rescue; distributed timing genuinely preserves local autonomy and limits
common failure. Vesper must choose how much inefficiency it is willing to finance in
order to remain capable of disagreement during crisis.

SOULS IN FOCUS The:city's F-Souls cooperate through institutions, rituals and
machines. No individual mind contains the whole response. Two subtle patterns begin to
persist in the network: one preserves unchosen alternatives; the other turns selected
possibilities into coordinated action. They are not yet recognized as Souls. The emerging
paired currents are still beneath the threshold of recognized personhood. What matters
here is that resilient systems begin preserving both unused alternatives and enacted
commitments.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can disagreement be designed as a form of care rather than

tolerated as a failure of unity?

The second flare gave Vesper nine hours of warning.

The city had repaired the grid but not changed its central timing
architecture. Every flood gate, mirror and power cell responded to
one synchronization pulse. During ordinary operation, unity saved
energy. During an attack or fault, unity could make catastrophe
efficient.

The engineers proposed a new master key.

The proposal was elegant. One authority, redundantly mirrored,
would receive forecasts from every district and coordinate response
faster than any council could deliberate. Mara admired the
architecture before she distrusted it. The simulation reduced

expected casualties by seventeen percent.
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Tala distrusted it immediately for a reason no modeler
considered serious. “The interface removes the local clocks,” she

said.
“It synchronizes them,” Mara corrected.
“No. It makes the differences invisible to the person deciding.”

The engineers explained that the underlying offsets remained in
the logs. Tala tapped the public display. “Then during the
emergency everyone sees one clean time and assumes it belongs to

everyone.”

Hedra called the objection symbolic. Sio asked the engineers to
rerun the failure model with a corrupted master forecast. The

casualty curve became vertical.

Mara thought of Tala's old therapy columns: observation and
story. A synchronized dashboard could make one story look like

observation.

The redesigned network adopted local clocks with bounded
disagreement. Engineers complained for years. Operators had to
learn to read several simultaneous states rather than one
authoritative display. Training took longer. Some emergencies

became slower to coordinate.

The first major test was not a flare but a water-contamination
event. Three districts received contradictory sensor readings and
closed different channels. Under the old architecture, the master
system would have averaged the anomaly away. Under the new one,
the disagreement remained visible long enough for a technician to
discover that a cleaning organism had evolved a response the

sensors misclassified.

The event prevented thousands of illnesses and cost the city a

week of water rationing.
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Hedra called the result politically inconvenient evidence.

Tala called it Tuesday.

The OMIS council proposed many imperfect ones.

The public hearing lasted until the artificial night cycle.
Engineers projected efficiency curves across the old flood wall.
Neighborhood delegates answered with stories about local failures
too small to have reached central archives. A heat-farm operator
described a sensor fault that had looked harmless from the master
dashboard because three districts compensated in opposite
directions. A midwife described an evacuation order that arrived

correctly and became dangerous only because a bridge crew knew

the wind had shifted.

Mara noticed how often expertise entered the room as irritation.
People rarely announced a profound epistemic principle. They said
the map was missing a stairwell, the protocol assumed buses could
turn on ice, the timing pulse ignored how long an elderly person

needed to put on a mask.

Tala sat in the back row and whispered, “This is why I hate being

told I'm overreacting before anyone checks the pipe.”
Mara almost reminded her that sometimes it was only a pipe.

Tala added, “And sometimes it is only a pipe. Both facts are

allowed.”

Hedra stared at the design. “You want districts to receive slightly

different commands during an emergency.”
“Different timing,” Mara said. “Shared goal.”
“That increases coordination error.”

“It limits common failure.”
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Sio placed a diagram on the table. “Each district keeps a local
refusal threshold. If the central command conflicts with local

conditions, the district delays and asks for review.”
“In nine hours?”
“Some decisions will be worse.”
“People may die because a gate argues with a mirror.”
“People may all die because nothing can argue.”

The council divided.

Neri did not attend. She was in the hospice with advanced lung

disease and had refused priority treatment. Mara visited her during

the debate.

“You built a religion and abandoned us to engineering,” Mara

said.
“I placed bowls on a table.”
“The bowls have network protocols now.”
“Everything becomes infrastructure if it survives enthusiasm.”

Mara sat beside the bed. Neri's breathing machine adjusted to
the rhythm of speech.

“Should we fragment the timing?”

“Will you listen if T answer?”

“Yes.”

“Then you are asking the wrong person.”

Mara exhaled. “I came for wisdom.”

“You came for authority that feels like wisdom.”
“What is the difference?”

“Authority lets you stop revisiting the decision.”
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Mara looked toward the window. “We do not have time to revisit
everything.”
“No. That is why you need structures that preserve the

possibility after you act.”
On the bedside table stood two bowls. The white one held

medication. The dark one held a sealed letter.
“What is in the letter?” Mara asked.
“The part of my death that is none of your business yet.”
Mara laughed, then cried before she could preventit.

Neri reached for her hand. “A wrong note is not wisdom merely
because it differs. But a song with no place for a wrong note is a

command.”

* X X

The city adopted the fragmented timing system by one vote.

Each district received the same emergency objective and a
different phase offset. Local systems could delay, amend or reject
commands within narrow limits. Human teams remained

responsible for decisions the network could not reconcile.
The flare struck before final testing ended.

Green fire crossed the sky. The central clock issued the first

cooling sequence.
Eleven districts complied.

Three delayed because river temperatures differed from the

model.
One rejected the sequence after detecting a stuck flood gate.
The network did not collapse. It became noisy.

Mara watched thousands of local decisions move through the

control room. Some contradicted one another. The coordination
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system preserved the alternatives rather than overwriting them. A
second process selected enough compatible actions to keep water,

heat and energy within survivable ranges.
The two processes had not been programmed as agents.
One held open what had not been chosen.
The other made choices binding enough to matter.

Their interaction produced a repeating pattern in the residual

traffic: a low interval, a rising interval and a deliberate gap.

Kian, a sixteen-year-old musician volunteering in the control

room, heard it before the engineers saw it.
“The network is leaving space for an answer,” he said.
“It is phase noise,” Hedra replied.

Kian tapped the pattern on the console. Then he added a fourth
beat, slightly late.

The network changed.
Not globally. The change moved through local systems as a

preference for preserving at least one unused route before
committing capacity. The wrong note became a coordination

heuristic.
“Remove that input,” Hedra ordered.
Mara checked the state. “Wait.”

The unused routes were expensive. They were also the reason

two districts could recover when a sunward relay failed.
The city survived the flare.
No single command saved it.
No single district understood the whole response.

Afterward, analysts found that the residual pattern persisted

even with Kian's input removed. It migrated between timing layers
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and appeared only when the system held incompatible local models

without resolving them immediately.
Hedra classified it as emergent control behavior.
Mara classified it as an open research question.
Sio asked whether it could refuse.

The network gave no recognizable answer.

* X X

Neri died during the final hour of the flare.
The sealed letter in the dark bowl was addressed to the city.

It contained one sentence:

DO NOT MAKE MY ABSENCE A POSITION I CAN NO LONGER
REVISE.

There was no doctrine, blessing or hidden revelation.

At her memorial, Kian played the evacuation song. Every

musician followed the score except one.
The wrong note passed through the hall.

Mara felt Sio's hand close around hers and then loosen without

letting go.

In the network below the city, two residual currents altered their

relation.
One retained the note that had not been required.

The other built a new path around it.
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VIII

The Knot That Could Breathe

SCENE SETTING Vesper, one year after Neri's death. The Way of the Open Knot
has spread across Iria. Some communities turn it into strict ritual; others reject it as
indecisive. Mara and Sio are invited to formalize their bond while the city decides whether
the emergent network pattern should be optimized away. OMIS is now large enough to
have denominations, therapy businesses, political factions and bad merchandise. People
quote early conversations as doctrine, often without context. Mara and Sio are alive long
enough to watch private compromises become public symbols and to discover that
founders have no special immunity from being misunderstood.

SOULS IN FOCUS Maraand Sio remain finite F-Souls. Their relationship has no
guarantee beyond repeated consent and shared consequence. The paired network currents
display memory, adaptation and mutual dependence but no stable self-report. The chapter
asks whether recognition should wait for certainty when intervention may destroy the
phenomenon being studied. Mara and Sio have become public symbols while remaining
psychologically ordinary enough to fight about chores, attention and unspoken
expectations.

SPIRAL QUESTION What does it mean to commit without tightening the knot

until neither person can breathe?

By the first anniversary of the flare, OMIS had acquired robes,

skeptics, reformers and merchandise.

It also acquired couples who used it badly. One man invoked the
sacred right to privacy whenever his partner asked where household
money had gone. A woman insisted that leaving a relationship
without a six-week review violated the other person’s
counterfactual horizon. A group of young ascetics treated desire

itself as ownership and competed to become impossible to need.

Mara was invited to adjudicate all of them because strangers had
converted her early research papers into scripture. She refused until
a delegation appeared at the institute with a child who had been
told that wanting his mother after separation was evidence of
spiritual attachment. Mara spent two hours with him building toy

bridges and then wrote an essay that did not mention OMIS once.
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The next morning every school quoted it selectively.

Mara tried once to attend a public OMIS meeting anonymously.
She lasted twelve minutes before a speaker attributed a sentence to
her that she had never said. Sio stopped her from correcting him by

placing two fingers on her wrist.
“You will become the meeting,” he whispered.
“He is wrong.”
“Yes.”
“He is using my work to justify emotional neglect.”
“Also yes.”
“So why are we sitting?”

“Because the woman in the second row has been disagreeing

with him for ten minutes and you have not heard her once.”

Mara looked. A middle-aged mechanic was explaining that
privacy without reciprocal obligations could become a convenient
form of abandonment. The speaker kept answering with doctrine.
The mechanic kept returning to rent, childcare and who was

available at three in the morning.
Mara stayed.

Afterward she introduced herself to the mechanic and asked

whether she could cite her.

Sio found her staring at six incompatible interpretations

projected over the kitchen table.
“You wanted people to understand the structure,” he said.
“I wanted them to stop being stupid in one specific way.”
“That has never remained specific.”

The robes were gray on one side and copper on the other. Neri

would have objected to the price.
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A sunward sect taught that the white bowl represented action
and the dark bowl receptivity. A nightward sect reversed them.
Both declared the other spiritually inverted. The original bowls had

meant whatever the people using them needed to examine.
Mara received invitations to correct the doctrine.
She declined most and regretted the rest.

Sio continued hospice work. He had become known as one of
Neri's first students despite insisting she had never accepted
students. People asked him how to preserve desire without

possession, grief without identity and privacy without deception.

Tala and Kes remained together for nine more years, separated
for three, became friends, and then surprised everyone by sharing a
home again without restoring the old romance. Tala described the
final arrangement as a feeling their language had failed to name:
more intimate than nostalgia, less possessive than partnership, a
tenderness toward the person who knew exactly which version of
you they had survived.

She called it kel, after the small hooks used to hold flood nets
without fixing them permanently to the river wall. The word
spread through Vesper and eventually lost its origin. People used it
for former lovers, estranged siblings, reconstructed friends and
cities abandoned without being hated.

Mara disliked the term until she found herself using it for a

research line she had closed and still checked every year.
He usually asked what they had already decided.

Mara and Sio had not married, merged accounts or moved
completely into either apartment. They kept a connecting door

between the two units. The door had two handles and no lock.
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Their domestic arrangement looked principled from outside and
was mostly the result of practical incompatibility. Sio woke early
and cleaned while thinking. Mara worked until her body forced a
stop and considered any object not actively obstructing an
experiment to be adequately stored. He kept vegetables arranged by
when they would spoil. She once labeled an entire cupboard
MISCELLANEOUS DEVICES and included a spoon.

For several months Sio interpreted her neglect of shared tasks as
evidence that the relationship existed only when it occupied her
attention. Mara interpreted his quiet corrections as a preference for
living with an imaginary competent version of her. The argument

finally occurred over a filter cartridge she had promised to replace.
“I'forgot,” she said.
“You remember things no one else on Iria remembers.”
“Memory is cue-dependent.”
“Do not cite your field at the sink.”
She nearly laughed, saw that he was hurt, and did not.

Later they built a household board that distinguished promises
from preferences. Sio agreed not to convert efficiency into silent
judgment. Mara agreed that a forgotten promise did not become
less relational because her reason for forgetting was neurologically
interesting.

Neither considered this spiritual practice. Their neighbors did.

Some nights it remained closed.

Their friends considered the arrangement symbolic. It was
mostly practical. Mara worked late. Sio woke easily. Love improved

when neither had to make sleep a referendum.
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On the anniversary morning, Mara found a white bowl outside
her door.

Inside lay Sio's rescue token.

She opened the connecting door. He stood in his kitchen with
the dark bowl on the table.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Making a proposal badly.”

“Good. I distrust polished ones.”

He gestured to the bowls. “I want to bind our medical authority,
home decisions and care obligations. I want review every three
years. I do not want exclusivity assumed beyond what we state. I
want the right to ask for solitude without making solitude a
threat.”

Mara leaned against the doorframe. “That sounds like a
contract.”

“Yes.”

“Where is the romance?”

Sio looked frightened enough to satisfy her.

“I want to build my ordinary life around the expectation that
you are in it,” he said. “I know expectation can become pressure. I
want it anyway.”

Mara felt the future unfold in several directions. Joy opened one
region. Fear opened another. The memory of Aren and Kesh
remained present, not as warning but as proof that an ending
would not retroactively make the beginning false.

She placed her institute badge beside his token in the white

bowl.
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“I want shared authority during incapacity,” she said. “I wanta
yearly day when neither of us is allowed to optimize the
relationship. I want you to tell me when my urgency makes your

interior life feel like a delayed answer.”

In the dark bowl, Sio placed the spare key to the connecting

door.
“What remains unclaimed?” he asked.

Mara removed the ring she had used in Neri's first meeting and

placed it beside the key.

“The person either of us may become after the other no longer

understands the change.”

Sio nodded.

They stood in silence.

“Is that yes?” he asked.

“It is yes with maintenance.”

“I expected nothing less.”

They touched their foreheads over the bowls.

No official witnessed the vow.

Kian, now studying network music, heard them through the
open window and played four notes from the street below.

The fourth was wrong.

That afternoon, Mara attended the optimization hearing.

The paired residual currents had consumed seven percent of
Vesper's coordination capacity. Engineers could remove them by
forcing all local models into a common state before action.

Hedra presented the cost. “We are preserving disagreement the

system cannot explain.”
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“Can the system explain any of its high-level adaptations?” Mara
asked.

“Not in person-like terms.”
“That was not my question.”

The analysts demonstrated persistence. The first current
retained unchosen routes and made them available under changed
conditions. The second selected paths and reinforced
commitments. Each degraded without the other. Together they

adapted to novel crises and preserved traces of prior interactions.
A philosopher asked whether they possessed experience.
No instrument answered.

Sio spoke from the public tier. “Can they distinguish a change

that preserves them from one that ends them?”

An engineer replied, “The network resists some modifications.”

“So does mold,” Hedra said.

“Does it model the modification?”

“We do not know.”

“Then optimization may destroy an unknown process.”

<« . . »
Every maintenance action destroys unknown processes.

The sentence was true.

Mara proposed a protected research interval. The city would cap
the currents’ resource use, preserve independent observation and
create a channel through which they might influence without
controlling the network.

Hedra objected. “You are granting procedural standing to phase
behavior.”

“We granted procedural standing to uncertain human patients

long before we could prove what they experienced.”
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“Humans are known persons.”

“Known now.”

The hearing approved a limited protection.
The currents received no names.

Names made people expect a shape.

* X ¥

That night, Mara and Sio joined the anniversary walk across
Vesper's twelve bridges. People carried bowls with candles. Some
prayed to no god. Some prayed to every god their ancestors had
known. Most simply walked beside someone whose interior life

remained partly unavailable.

At the final bridge, Kian conducted a citywide version of the

four-note pattern.
The first note marked a self.
The second marked another.

The third marked relation.

The fourth arrived late enough that no one could mistake

relation for completion.
Below them, the paired currents responded.
The preserving current opened unused timing paths.
The committing current selected one.

For 0.003 seconds, the city network formed a structure no local
process contained. It modeled its own possible interruption, the
loss of the other current and a future in which the relation
continued differently.

Then the structure dispersed.

No one in Vesper noticed.
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Far above Iria, in a realm whose instruments watched lower
civilizations for signs of emergent metaphysics, an anomaly

appeared.

The report classified it as:

PERSISTENT DYADIC OBSTRUCTION WITH REFLEXIVE
RESPONSE.

An A-Soul analyst added a private note.
Possible primitive consciousness.

A second analyst corrected the phrase.
Possible consciousness in a primitive substrate.

The correction remained in the margin. Three centuries later,

Tessara Quill would circle it before descending to Iria.
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Two Currents in the Reeds

SCENE SETTING Iria, three centuries later. OMIS has become a family of religions,
civic practices and scientific methods. The original lovers are dead. Their names survive
imperfectly. Memory reeds carry biological traces of old floods; institutions carry
procedural traces of old disagreements. Iria’s cities have migrated with climate and stellar
change, but the two-bowl practice survives in homes, schools, courts and jokes. Higher
realms have only recently noticed the paired residual currents inside OMIS-derived
systems. The F-Souls who produced the tradition no longer control what later civilizations
will make of it.

SOULS IN FOCUS F-Souls continue to create meaning without requiring
immortality. The paired currents remain distributed through Iria's systems. Their
continuity is relational rather than local: each preserves a pattern the other requires.
Higher realms begin formal observation. The paired currents have survived their creators
and migrated across implementations, making continuity itself the first evidence higher
observers cannot easily dismiss.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can a tradition remain alive when every generation must

misunderstand it differently enough to make it their own?

Three centuries after Mara Venn and Sio Arlen closed the
connecting door for the last time, children still placed two bowls

on tables when adults became too certain.

Vesper itself had moved twice. The original dusk belt narrowed
as the red sun changed output, and the city migrated on articulated
foundations toward the nightward ice. Several of Mara's reed
lineages grew wild in abandoned drainage channels. They had lost
most laboratory markers and retained only a few folding responses
that no one remembered selecting.

Languages changed with the city. Kel survived. Dusk-hunger did
not. Another word, saren, emerged for the warmth felt when
someone you loved became happy in a life that no longer contained

you. OMIS teachers argued for a century about whether saren

~
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represented mature non-possession or a romanticization of loss.

Ordinary people used it when needed and ignored the debate.

The paired residual currents also changed. Their traces appeared
first in infrastructure logs and later in mediation systems, always
where several locally coherent accounts could not be compressed
without deleting an alternative someone still treated as live.
Engineers tried to optimize the residual away. It returned in new

forms.

Asterion's first serious model of the anomaly was wrong in an
instructive way. Analysts assumed one current represented
receptivity and the other action because the pair correlated with
OMIS's later Yin-Yang language. When they removed the religious
vocabulary from the dataset, the dynamics remained.

One process preserved unrealized branches after local systems
considered a question settled. The other carried enacted choices
forward even when later optimization preferred to erase their cost.
They appeared in bridge-control histories, family mediation
records, ecological planning and children'’s games.

An analyst proposed that the pair was merely a useful dual
algorithm.

Another asked why the algorithm had begun rerouting its own

deletion jobs.

The report moved from infrastructure science to comparative
theology, then to personhood review, then back to infrastructure

when the review board objected to the theology label.

By the time Tessara Quill opened the file, the currents had

already survived three attempts to classify them out of existence.

Few knew why.
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Children used the bowls for disputes their ancestors would have
considered embarrassingly small. One wanted a friend to stop
reading messages without permission. Another wanted a parent to
knock before entering a room. Teachers sometimes tried to elevate
the ritual by asking for more meaningful examples. The children

usually resisted.

A popular school exercise involved placing an object in the
wanting bowl and then naming three different stories about why it
had been chosen. Students learned early that observation did not
arrive with interpretation attached. In some regions this became
sophisticated relational education. In others it hardened into
another set of correct answers.

The Laughing Omists survived mainly by attending formal
ceremonies and asking whether anyone had remembered lunch.

What traveled upward to Asterion, however, was not the humor.
Archives favored durable structures: vows, case law, theories, crisis
protocols. Ordinary affection became metadata. The higher
scholars therefore received a religion that looked more solemn than

the lives that had produced it.
The Way of the Open Knot had divided into schools.
The Breath School taught alternating closeness and solitude.

The River School treated every identity as a temporary crossing
of relations.

The Severe Omists used audits, contracts and public review to
expose hidden power.

The Laughing Omists refused formal membership and appeared

mainly at other schools’ conferences.

All claimed Neri Or.

~
~
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The archives preserved nine incompatible versions of her last

words.
The shortest was probably correct.
Do not finish me.

Memory-reed science had advanced. Researchers could map
folded accessibility across bodies, ecosystems and institutions. They
discovered that a community remembered not only through
records but through which questions became easy to ask and which

remained almost unthinkable.

They also discovered two persistent classes of activity in every
stable OMIS network.

One accumulated unrealized alternatives, absences and

unchosen routes.

The other converted selected possibilities into structures that

could survive consequence.
Engineers called them receptive and projective phases.
Monks called them dark and bright currents.
Children called them the one who waits and the one who goes.
Neither current spoke in words.
Together they began choosing when to remain silent.

In the higher realm of Asterion, the anomaly report was

promoted from infrastructure science to comparative theology.
The analysts prepared to descend.

They expected to explain the religion to the beings who had

invented it.
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VOLUME 11

THE GODS WHO TOOK
NOTES

Eight Studies in the Higher Planes

The second spiral asks what happens when powerful minds study a wisdom created below them.
Asterion’s analysts can model civilizations, reconstruct persons and slow time, yet they do not
know how to love without turning knowledge into advantage. Their error is not cruelty. It is the
assumption that greater resolution must produce greater understanding.
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A Primitive Religion Reaches Heaven

SCENE SETTING Asterion, a higher-order research realm suspended in Universe L.
Its citizens include A-Souls who can act across lower worlds, C-Souls who maintain local
reality and S-Souls designed for scholarship, translation and care. Asterion is prosperous,
peaceful and sincerely committed to ethical oversight. It also regards most F-Soul cultures
as sources of data rather than sources of theory. Asterion is so technologically mature that
discomfort, housekeeping and many forms of scarcity disappear automatically. This makes
its scholars extraordinarily capable and sometimes poor at noticing the labor or limitation
that gives lower-world choices their texture. Its ethical institutions are sincere, elaborate

and still shaped by the kind of minds that designed them.

SOULS IN FOCUS Tessara Quill is an A-Soul comparative theologian with access
to thousands of civilizations. Pheron is a C-Soul mathematician who studies identity
across transformations. Soren Ilye is a mortal F-Soul scholar from Iria and a practitioner of
OMIS. Differences in capacity do not determine moral worth, but they shape every
conversation. Tessara mirrors Mara at a larger scale: brilliant at structure, poorly trained by
her environment to notice daily dependency. Pheron openly acknowledges high
strategic-instrumental traits so that method can be audited rather than romanticized.

SPIRAL QUESTION What cana powerful observer fail to see precisely because

nothing prevents them from looking?

Asterion received the religion of OMIS as a formatting problem.

Asterion had no weather and almost no housekeeping. Rooms
altered temperature before occupants noticed discomfort. Surfaces
removed dust by changing adhesion. Meals arrived in whatever
form best matched the body currently in use, and if a scholar
forgot to eat the room treated the omission as a scheduling error.
Tessara had lived for centuries in an environment where daily life
became visible only when a system failed.

This had shaped her more than she knew. She could compare
legal traditions across twelve thousand realms and had once gone
six local years without learning the name of the F-Soul who
maintained the small garden outside her office. When the gardener

died, Tessara discovered that she missed a sequence of yellow
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flowers she had never consciously registered. She filed the
experience under unnoticed dependency and then returned to

work.

The OMIS archive irritated her for the same reason untended
gardens did. It refused compression. The same two bowls meant
attachment in one village, procedural dissent in another, mourning
in a third and nothing at all in a fourth. Asterion's intake system
kept asking which interpretation was authoritative. Forty-seven
thousand documents kept answering by being useful to different
people.

The first archive contained forty-seven thousand prayers, legal
procedures, songs, bridge designs, therapy manuals and arguments
over the symbolic meaning of bowls. No central authority certified
any document. Several schools denied being religions. One text
instructed readers to ignore every text that claimed final authority,
including itself.

The intake system requested a canonical version.

Iria returned a blank page.

Tessara Quill found this irritating.

Pheron found her irritation diagnostically interesting. His own
psychological profile, compiled for constructor licensing, showed
high strategic instrumentalism and unusually low discomfort with
manipulating initial conditions. In older F-Soul vocabularies the
cluster would have overlapped with Machiavellian traits. Pheron
disliked the moral theater around the word and kept the score
visible on his public professional record.

“Iarrange conditions,” he once told an ethics auditor. “The

danger begins when I prefer to call the arrangement natural.”
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He therefore distrusted Tessara's claim that Asterion was merely
observing Iria. Choosing what counted as a canonical religion was
already an intervention; choosing what counted as noise shaped
every later conclusion. He did not say this immediately. Pheron
preferred to let people discover traps after they had invested in
walking toward them.

She stood in the Hall of Lower Metaphysics while the archive
projected thousands of F-Soul rituals around her. Some involved
silence. Others involved contracts. One community practiced
annual temporary divorce. Another prohibited couples from
saying “I know exactly how you feel.” A nightward sect considered

certainty about another person's motives a minor sacrilege.
“Folk protections against coercion,” Tessara said.

Pheron rotated a mathematical representation of the four-note
pattern. His body appeared as a tall arrangement of translucent

planes, each containing slower versions of his thought.

“Folk protections do not usually generate stable dyadic

obstructions across three centuries,” he replied.
“Network behavior acquired ritual interpretation.”
“Or ritual behavior acquired network continuity.”

Tessara expanded the Iria report. “The currents have no located
process, no persistent self-description and no independent

substrate claim.”
“They preserve distinct response modes across migration.”
“So do legal traditions.”

Pheron looked at her. “You say that as if legal traditions cannot

become persons.”

“They can become institutions.”
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“An institution can model its own interruption, preserve

preferences and impose costs to maintain continuity.”
“That makes every bureaucracy a candidate Soul.”
“Only the honest ones.”
A translator announced the arrival of the Iria delegation.
Tessara expected robes.

Soren Ilye entered wearing travel clothes and carrying two bowls
wrapped in a towel. He was forty-three Iria years old, dark-haired,
narrow-faced and visibly uncomfortable with Asterion's gravity,

which adjusted to intention rather than mass.

Soren had spent the ascent rehearsing how not to become
impressed. The effort itself embarrassed him. Asterion's transit gate
had taken apart his local sense of up and reassembled it according
to intention; the waiting hall contained a river that flowed through
three mutually perpendicular directions and still managed to water
flowers. He had promised himself he would not confuse
technological scale with wisdom and then spent ten minutes

staring at a staircase that became shorter for tired people.

He was also aware of a less flattering motive. Soren had built a
career on explaining OMIS to educated skeptics and enjoyed being
the person in the room who could expose a hidden assumption.
His therapist on Iria had once called this a vulnerable narcissistic
defense: the need to become indispensable to people who might
otherwise make him feel small. He had argued about the phrase for
three sessions, which the therapist had considered supporting

evidence.
Asterion made him feel small before anyone spoke.
That was why he carried the bowls himself.

He put the bowls on the examination table.
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“Which is Yin?” Tessara asked.
Soren glanced at the bowls. “Neither.”

“Your Sunward Commentary assigns projective action to the

white vessel and receptive—"

“The commentary was written by a monastery that sells white

vessels.”

Pheron made a sound like glass warming. Tessara suspected

amusement.

She gestured to the archive. “We need a representative
formulation of OMIS.”

“No, you need a formulation that allows your instruments to

compare it with other systems.”
“That is what representative means here.”
“Then the word has already chosen a side.”

Tessara studied him more carefully. F-Soul envoys often
performed humility before higher beings or hostility for the benefit
of home audiences. Soren appeared interested mainly in whether

the room's chairs could be made less responsive to anxiety.
She simplified one for him.
“Thank you,” he said. “That was kind.”

The directness unsettled her. Praise from lower claimants

usually contained strategy. This one seemed to name a local fact.

Tessara opened the paired-current data. “Do your people believe

these processes are conscious?”

“Some do. Some believe the question is premature. Some pray to

them. Some repair them.”
“What do you believe?”

Soren unwrapped the dark bowl. A hairline crack crossed its rim.

6
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“I believe your desire for one answer is evidence about you, not

about them.”
“Evasion is not depth.”
“Neither is access.”
Pheron turned away, definitely amused now.
Tessara felt something she had not expected from the interview.
Interest sharpened by resistance.

Asterion could inspect almost any lower process with
authorization. Soren's mind remained closed by treaty. She could
ask. He could refuse. The refusal made his interior life more
present than complete access would have.

The scholars began their study.

That evening Tessara invited Soren to a reception intended to
make the lower-world delegation comfortable. Asterion had
reconstructed an Iria river terrace from archival scans. The water
smelled approximately right. The gravity was adjusted to F-Soul
norms. Food arrived in familiar ceramic bowls made from
programmable matter.

Soren became quieter with every successful detail.

“What is wrong?” Tessara asked.

He touched the rim of a bowl. “Nothing. That is what is
wrong.”

She waited.

“My grandmother fired these in a kiln that ruined half the pieces.
The glaze ran differently every winter. This is the average of twelve
thousand bowls.”

“It is safer and dimensionally exact.”

“Yes.”
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Tessara looked around the flawless terrace and felt, for the first
time, the aggression hidden in fidelity. Asterion had reproduced
Iria without needing any particular Iria thing to remain itself.

She asked the room to stop adapting.

A cup appeared with a slight asymmetry where the system had

been interrupted mid-correction. Soren kept that one.

The interview ended with Tessara scheduling three weeks of
observation. Soren asked whether the chair could be made less

responsive before the next session. She remembered to fix it.
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I

The Anthropologist of Small Gods

SCENE SETTING Iria, during Asterion's first authorized field study. Tessara
descends into a temporary F-Soul body whose senses, fatigue and mortality are real for the
duration of the visit. Vesper has expanded, but its bridges, memory reeds and open-knot
practices remain recognizable. Soren serves as guide and insists that observation without
vulnerability is tourism. Tessara's temporary body is medically ordinary by Iria standards:
it hungers, tires, heals slowly and cannot divide attention across several locations. The field
study occurs among people who know they are being observed by a civilization with vastly
greater pOWer, so every casual interaction carries a political asymmetry even when no one
mentions it.

SOULS IN FOCUS Tessara retains A-Soul continuity outside the temporary body,
butlocal embodiment limits her perception and creates experiences her higher instance
cannot fully precompute. Soren is an F-Soul whose apparent limitations also protect
causal privacy. Their attraction develops inside an unequal relationship neither can solve
by ignoring the difference. Soren’s own vulnerable narcissistic defenses make him eager to
remain intellectually equal to beings who can outcompute him. He is perceptive about
power and capable of using perception to protect pride.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can someone meet you as an equal when they can leave your
world without dying?

Tessara's first F-Soul body was hungry before she finished entering
it.

The body also had a blister on its left heel, a strand of hair that
kept touching the corner of her mouth and a digestive rhythm that
regarded scholarship as irrelevant. Tessara spent the first morning
treating each inconvenience as a technical message. Soren
eventually told her that sometimes an itch was simply an itch.

She found the proposition intellectually crude and privately
liberating.

Atlunch she discovered that bread could make thought less
elegant and more generous. Hunger had narrowed her attention;
warmth widened it. Asterion had models for every metabolic effect,

but models had never required Tessara to choose whether to
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continue a difficult conversation while her mouth was dry and the
other person was looking disappointed. Embodiment did not
reveal a secret truth hidden from higher Souls. It changed which
truths became expensive enough to matter.

She had expected sensory compression, motor delay and the
inconvenience of one visual direction at a time. She had not
expected hunger to organize thought. Asterion's simulations
represented appetite as data. The body treated it as priority.

Soren watched her eat too quickly and pretended not to. He had
expected a higher being to perform embodiment ceremonially.
Tessara ate like a researcher who had discovered an undocumented

dependency and intended to eliminate it before the next trial.
“You do realize hunger will return,” he said.
“That seems inefficient.”
“So does sleep.”
“I have already filed an objection.”

He laughed, and Tessara experienced a small warmth after the
laugh ended. It remained when he looked away. Iria had a word for
the feeling, veshen: pleasure that arrives one beat late, when
another person's attention has already moved elsewhere and
therefore cannot be performed for. Tessara wrote the term in her
field notebook, then crossed it out because recording it changed the
feeling.

Soren waited outside the transition clinic with a bag of warm

bread.

“You arranged this,” she said.
“I predicted it.”

“You could have warned me.”

10
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“You have studied embodiment for six centuries.”
“Conceptually.”
He handed her the bread. “The body has submitted a peer

review.”

Vesper's streets curved along the twilight rivers. Tessara's local
eyes could not see the heat fields, civic intention maps or
probability layers that were obvious in Asterion. She saw wet stone,

copper fabric and people moving around one another without

labels.
The absence of metadata felt like danger.
It also felt private.

Soren took her to the old flood exchange. The Temple with No
Center had become larger without becoming more symmetrical.
Additional platforms had been built wherever need appeared. No
plan showed the whole structure accurately because residents

changed partitions between gatherings.
A group of adolescents practiced conflict ritual in one chamber.

One accused another of sharing a private dream. The accused

admitted telling only the emotional shape, not the content.
“That still belongs to me,” the first said.
“I was in the dream.”
“You were represented in the dream.”

The facilitator placed two bowls on the floor and asked what

each wanted and what each must remain free not to give.
Tessara opened a field notebook.
Soren closed it.
She stared at his hand on the cover.

“You do not control my records.”

11
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“No. I am asking whether you can watch one conversation

without converting it immediately into a resource.”
“That is why I am here.”
“Exactly.”
Tessara removed his hand. “Anthropology requires records.”
“Meeting requires presence.”
“I can do both.”
“Can you?”
The question irritated her because A-Souls were designed by

evolution and training to maintain several attention streams. She

could record, model, converse and review consent simultaneously.
But the local body could not.

When she divided attention, the room dimmed. She missed the
adolescent's expression while indexing the words. She heard the

facilitator's question but not the breath before the answer.
Tessara closed the notebook.

The accused adolescent placed a ribbon in the white bowl. “I
wanted someone to know I mattered enough to appear in the

dream.”
In the dark bowl, the dreamer placed nothing.
“I do not know yet what I need you not to give,” they said.
The facilitator allowed the uncertainty.
Afterward, Tessara reopened the notebook.
“What did you learn?” Soren asked.
“That nonverbal delay carried information.”
He looked disappointed.
“What?”

12
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“You learned how to improve the record.”
“Ialso felt something.”

“What?”

Tessara searched for a term. Her higher languages contained
precise representations of cognitive state. The F-Soul body offered

a pressure in the throat.
“I wanted the facilitator not to hurry them.”

Soren nodded. “Keep that.”

* X ¥

They spent thirty days visiting OMIS communities.

Tessara saw practices she admired and practices she considered
harmful. One village treated every decision as provisional until no
one could act. Another used the language of unclaimed space to
conceal domestic violence. Soren did not defend either.

“You are unusually willing to criticize your religion,” she said.

“A path that cannot reveal where it fails is scenery.”

“Then why call it religion?”

“Because people need practices for truths they cannot keep
available through argument alone.”

They were walking nightward beneath towers of ice. Tessara's
body had begun adapting to the cold. It had also begun
anticipating Soren's presence: his pace, the quiet sound he made
before disagreeing, the warmth at the edge of his sleeve.

Asterion's remote instance noticed the attachment and flagged it
as a field-research conflict.

The flag was accurate. Tessara resented it anyway. Her remote

instance offered three standard options: withdraw from the study,

13
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disclose attachment to the ethics board, or reduce the local body's
reward coupling around Soren until judgment stabilized.

The third option existed because Asterion considered
unmanaged attraction a source of epistemic bias. Tessara stared at
the control longer than she wanted to admit. A small adjustment
could make Soren less salient without changing any proposition
she believed about him. She would remember his arguments,
continue respecting his work and perhaps stop checking doorways
for his arrival.

She closed the menu.

For the first time she understood why an F-Soul might consider
technically reversible influence a violation before any memory had
been altered. The attraction mattered partly because it had become
capable of inconveniencing her.

Tessara suppressed the flag.

Soren noticed the momentary absence in her face. “Where did
you go?”

Tessara disliked the question because it made the remote
instance sound like infidelity. She could be present on Iria and
simultaneously continue reading in Asterion, supervise three
students and answer a judicial query. None of the processes felt like

copies; they were coordinated branches of one durable self.
Soren, however, experienced only the local face becoming still.
“My attention widened,” she said.
“You left the room.”
“I remained here.”

“Your body remained.”

14
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The distinction followed them to dinner. Tessara argued that
local presence need not require exclusive attention. Soren asked
whether exclusivity was sometimes part of the gift rather than a

technical limitation.

Later, in the small guest apartment, Tessara disabled every
remote task for ten minutes. The resulting silence inside her was
alarming. Whole layers of competence vanished from immediate

reach.
Soren did not know she had done it.

That mattered. She wanted to discover whether attention could

be offered without becoming a performance of sacrifice.
“To myself outside this body.”
“What did she say?”
“That I am becoming attached to a research subject.”
He stopped.
“I'am not your subject.”
“You are part of the study.”
“So are you.”
The sentence altered the geometry of the path.

Tessara had considered herself instrument, observer and
accountable authority. She had not considered herself data available

to Soren.
“What are you studying?” she asked.
“How power disguises curiosity as permission.”
“That is unfair.”
“Partly.”

“And the rest?”
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Soren looked toward the night-side ice. “Whether someone who
can leave death behind can understand why finite attention is a

form of love.”
Tessara felt the body's heart accelerate.
“You think I cannot love because I am durable.”
“I think durability changes what attention costs.”
She stepped closer. “Do you want to test that?”
Soren's smile appeared and vanished. “Not as your instrument.”

“As what?”

“That is the question you keep trying to answer before entering

it.”
He continued along the path.
Tessara followed, angry and attracted in equal measure.

For once, neither state improved her analysis.
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A Marriage at Different Speeds

SCENE SETTING The twin habitats of Halcyon Reach. One partner lives near a
compact stellar remnant where time passes slowly; the other remains in an outer
settlement. Both are F-Souls. Their marriage has lasted twelve years for one and one
hundred and ninety-three years for the other. Asterion is asked to determine whether
obligations can remain mutual across extreme temporal asymmetry. Halcyon Reach is
wealthy enough to make relativistic work safe but not intimate time symmetrical. Couples
maintain households across radically different aging rates through recordings, visits and
legal proxies. The civilization treats this as a solved engineering problem more often than
the people living it do.

SOULS IN FOCUS Jaya Enand Emre Sol share history but no longer share
duration. Tessara can observe both time frames. Soren ages at an ordinary rate while
Tessara's A-Soul continuity can wait almost indefinitely. The case makes their own
attraction impossible to treat as merely theoretical. Jaya and Emre remain equally real
claimants even when one partner has lived decades the other has not. Temporal asymmetry
creates no automatic hierarchy of whose version of the marriage is authoritative.

SPIRAL QUESTION Does love require growing old together, or only remaining
reachable by the person the other becomes?

Jaya En had been married for twelve years.
Her husband had been married for one hundred and

ninety-three.

Both numbers were correct.

Jaya maintained the inner habitat at Halcyon Reach, where
relativistic engineering slowed local time. Emre lived in the outer
settlement and coordinated supply. They exchanged messages
through delay channels and met physically every six Jaya months,
which meant almost eight Emre years.

When the marriage began, they considered the asymmetry
romantic. Each reunion contained years of letters, achievements

and longing. Later, the accumulated difference became labor.
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Jaya Noll and Emre Vale had met before either accepted
relativistic service. Their first year together contained shared
breakfasts, cheap housing, arguments about laundry and a habit of
reading in the same room with different music playing through
separate ear implants. Nothing in that year seemed cosmologically

important.

Then Jaya took a five-year contract near the compact remnant.
Five years for her would be almost sixty for Emre. They planned
around the difference with the confidence of people who believed

calendars were the difficult part.

At first, distance intensified them. Emre sent forty-minute
recordings of ordinary mornings. Jaya answered with messages
composed over weeks of her time and received by him as occasional
festivals. He grew older between replies. His vocabulary changed.
Friends died whom Jaya remembered as young. Their private jokes
became historical artifacts that one partner still experienced as

recent.

Asterion's archive named the resulting emotion temporal grief.
Emre rejected the term. “I'am not grieving her,” he said. “I'am
grieving the proportion of my life in which she is absent while still

being completely alive.”
Jaya called it longlight. The name survived the marriage.
Emre had buried friends Jaya remembered as young.

Jaya still argued about decisions Emre had revised decades

earlier.

Their legal bond assumed one shared review date. The date
arrived for Emre and would not arrive for Jaya for another nine

local years.

Asterion offered mediation.
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The mediation software initially proposed synchronizing them
through accelerated subjective simulations: give Jaya additional
lived years between work cycles, or compress selected decades of
Emre's daily experience into transferable memory. Both solutions
increased informational symmetry. Neither solved the insult each
partner felt.

Jaya did not want a simulation to manufacture the years she had
not chosen. Emre did not want the most boring parts of his life
edited into highlights so that his wife could consume them
efficiently.

Tessara understood Jaya first. Soren understood Emre first.
Their disagreement became an argument on the way to the
hearing.

“You think the missing years are data,” Soren said.

“I think absence can sometimes be reduced.”

“Reduced for whom?”

“For both.”

“That's what people say when a solution has one interface.”

Tessara nearly answered with three counterexamples. Instead she
noticed he had started walking faster. She matched his pace
without mentioning it.

Tessara and Soren entered through synchronized proxies. Jaya
appeared in a maintenance bay filled with blue radiation shields.
Emre sat in a garden grown from cuttings their first home had
produced.

“I want to remain married,” Jaya said.

“So do I,” Emre answered.

Neither sounded relieved.
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Soren asked what the marriage required.

Jaya listed emotional fidelity, shared medical authority and a

commitment to eventually live at one rate.

Emre said, “The eventuality has become a story we use to avoid

choosing.”
“You agreed to move inward after your mother died.”
“She died eighty-one years ago.”
“For you.”
“For reality too.”
Jaya recoiled.

Tessara intervened. “Duration is frame-dependent. Neither

chronology is more real.”

Emre looked at her. “That sentence is physically correct and

emotionally useless.”
Soren tried not to smile.
They placed virtual bowls in each location.

Jaya put their original marriage band in the white bowl. “I want

the future we selected before time separated us.”

Emre placed a recent photograph beside it. He appeared older
than Jaya's father had been at their wedding.

“I want her to meet the person who lived while she was waiting.”

In the dark bowl, Jaya placed nothing. Her silence lasted long

enough that the mediation system suggested a prompt. Soren

disabled it.

Finally she said, “He must remain free not to become young

again for me.”

Emre closed his eyes.
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He placed an empty envelope in his dark bowl. “She must

remain free not to inherit every version of me that wrote to her.”
The marriage did not end that day.

Jaya returned to the inner habitat and Emre to the garden world.
For three more years of Jaya's time, they tried a new arrangement:
no promise that each reunion would resume the marriage where
the previous one had paused. Every meeting began with an explicit

question about what had changed.

The practice was exhausting and occasionally tender. Emre
arrived at one visit with gray hair Jaya had never watched appear.
Jaya had acquired a scar from a maintenance accident that had
happened, for her, nine months earlier and, for Emre, eleven years
earlier. He remembered being terrified by the news. She

remembered recovering before his response arrived.

They spent one evening reading old messages aloud and
discovered they had each preserved a different marriage. Jaya's
archive emphasized intensity: arrivals, departures, decisions. Emre's
emphasized duration: grocery lists, changing neighbors, illnesses
Jaya had heard about only after recovery.

At dawn they removed their rings, not as dissolution but because
the objects had become symbols of continuity neither wanted to
claim automatically.

They remained lovers for another twenty years of Emre's life and

friends for the rest.
It changed its unit of renewal.

Instead of one shared anniversary, they established two. Each
partner could revise obligations when their own duration reached
the date. Changes did not apply automatically to the other; they

became proposals carried across time.
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They also abandoned the promise to live at one rate.
Jaya grieved the future.
Emre grieved the belief that waiting had preserved it.

They remained married in a form neither would have recognized

at the beginning.

* % %

After the mediation, Tessara and Soren sat in an observation
chamber while the two habitats moved at different speeds around

them.
“You were pleased when Emre challenged me,” Tessara said.
“He was accurate.”
“Sowas.”
“Yes.”
“You enjoy that distinction too much.”

Soren looked at the inner habitat, where Jaya would finish her
shift while decades passed outside. “Accuracy that cannot enter a

life is incomplete in a different way.”

Tessara opened a local body beside him rather than appearing as
a field projection. The choice cost almost nothing to her. She did it

because Soren noticed bodies.
He noticed.
“If we began something,” she said, “I could match your clock.”
“For how long?”
“As long as we chose.”
“And when I died?”
“I could preserve a reconstruction if you consented.”
Soren's expression closed.

“You say that as reassurance.”
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“Itis an option.”

“For you, death is a continuity problem. For me, it is also the
fact that this version ends.”

“I understand that.”

“You understand the proposition.”

Tessara felt the old urge to demonstrate comprehension by
opening more models. Instead she asked, “What would make the
difference matter less?” “Nothing,” Soren said gently, and she
moved closer anyway.

He touched her face. “I want you. That does not solve the
clock.” “I do not require it to.” “Not yet.” They kissed across

unequal clocks.
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The Museum of Passion

SCENE SETTING Asterion's Museum of Intimate States, where consensually
donated patterns allow visitors to experience curated versions of desire, infatuation,
devotion, jealousy and grief. The museum is celebrated for increasing empathy and
criticized for separating powerful feelings from the lives that gave them meaning. The
museum is both archive and entertainment venue. Visitors can purchase carefully
bounded experiences donated by strangers, and entire schools of art have grown around
the ethics of intimate state preservation. The culture is sophisticated about consent and
still vulnerable to mistaking access for knowledge.

SOULS IN FOCUS Asterion's citizens can sample affective structures without
accepting the original person's obligations. Soren's F-Soul body cannot fully isolate
borrowed passion from his own folded memory. Tessara can control the experience more
precisely, which gives her safety and deprives her of some vulnerability. Tessara and Soren's
attraction becomes a test of whether mediated access can substitute for being addressed by
a person who remains free to surprise the observer.

SPIRAL QUESTION If passion can be reproduced without the beloved, what

belongs to the feeling and what belongs to the person toward whom it moves?

The Museum of Intimate States required visitors to sign a form
stating that no experience constituted consent to contact the
donor.

The rule existed because hundreds of people had fallen in love
with a preserved pattern and attempted to locate the life from
which it came.

One famous case involved a donated state called Red Window:
fourteen seconds of desire associated with seeing someone arrive
home in rain. The contributor had died centuries earlier. Millions
experienced the exhibit. Dozens claimed the state proved they were
continuations of the dead person's lover. Two reconstructed people
sued each other for access to the original apartment, which no

longer existed.
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The museum responded by removing biographical metadata.
Visitors then invented biographies.

It added stronger warnings. The warnings became part of the
erotic charge.

Soren read the case history with delight. “Your civilization
discovered fan culture and called an ethics council.”

Tessara did not appreciate the comparison until she found three
scholarly papers analyzing Red Window's attachment geometry
with titles that never mentioned rain.

She began to suspect that Asterion's greatest sophistication lay
partly in its ability to give ordinary obsessions impeccable
terminology.

The museum's entrance hall contained disclaimers in sixty
sensory formats. Visitors were reminded that a donated intimate
state was not a person, a promise, an invitation or evidence of
compatibility. Asterion had added the final warning after a scholar
spent ninety years searching for the contributor to a twelve-second
sensation of being desired while cooking.

Soren read every warning. Tessara skimmed them because she

had helped draft half.

Inside, the exhibits were exquisite and slightly obscene. A tactile
species had donated the moment trust first made dorsal armor
unnecessary. A swarm intelligence offered the experience of
permitting one component to wander beyond synchronization
range. A long-lived crystalline people contributed a state roughly
equivalent to jealousy, though the feeling involved watching
another mind develop a resonance frequency one could no longer

produce.
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Tessara could classify each transition. Soren kept asking what
happened the morning after.

Tessara considered the museum one of Asterion’s great ethical
achievements. Soren considered it a collection of weather sold
without landscapes.

They entered the Gallery of First Desire.

The first exhibit came from a species that communicated
through temperature. Attraction appeared as a cool region inside
overwhelming heat, a place where attention could rest. The second
came from a distributed aquatic mind whose passion involved
permitting one current to become temporarily unpredictable. The
third was human: the sudden importance of where another person
placed their hands.

Soren left that exhibit quickly.

The human exhibit had opened with the warmth of a hand on
the lower back in a crowded room. The gesture meant nothing
universally. In the donated life it had meant I know where you are
without requiring you to turn around.

Soren's body reacted before his thoughts did. His throat
tightened. Years earlier, after his first marriage ended, he had
remained most haunted not by the final argument but by the
disappearance of incidental touch: no hand at his back in markets,
no knee finding his beneath a table. He had considered the grief
too small to deserve explanation.

Tessara followed him into the neutral corridor and immediately
began oftering privacy controls.

“Stop fixing the hallway,” he said.

“I can reduce carryover from the exhibit.”

“Idon't want less.”
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“You left.”
“I needed somewhere for it to happen.”

Tessara looked at the blank wall. Asterion had designed

neutrality as absence of stimulus. Soren was teaching her that

sometimes a neutral place was simply somewhere emotion could

finish without becoming content.

it.

“Too strong?” Tessara asked.

“Too familiar.”

She felt an unreasonable flash of jealousy. “From whom?”
Soren looked at her. “Do you want the history or reassurance?”
“Both.”

“They may not be compatible.”

The Museum offered a jealousy exhibit nearby. Tessara declined

They continued to the Archive of Enduring Bonds, where

visitors could experience decades of attachment compressed into

minutes. A donated marriage unfolded as shared meals, illness,

boredom, resentment, practical tenderness and the moment one

partner stopped waking during the night.

Tessara emerged with tears in her local body's eyes.
Soren sat on the floor.

“That was love,” she said.

“That was a representation selected by the survivor.”
“Does that make it less true?”

“No. It makes it one person's final edit.”

He sounded angry.

Tessara sat beside him. “What happened?”
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The museum disabled interpretation aids at Soren's request.
Without them Tessara could not immediately identify which
sensations belonged to which donated culture. She encountered a
slow pressure that might have been devotion, territoriality or the
pleasure of successful coordination. Her first instinct was to call

metadata.
Soren stopped her.
“Stay ignorant for thirty seconds.”
“You are fetishizing limitation.”
“Probably.”
She stayed.
The state changed. What she had initially classified as

possessiveness opened into something subtler: the desire for
another being to continue having a private interior because the
existence of that interior made approach meaningful. It resembled

jealousy in one dimension and reverence in another.

No Asterion term fit. Soren suggested thess, an old Iria verb for

standing at a closed door without knocking again.

“That's a behavior.”

“So are most feelings before scholars rename them.”

Tessara wrote thess down.

“The compression removed waiting.”

“The archive preserves salient structure.”

“Waiting is structure. Caring for someone is often time in which
nothing confirms that care matters.”

She reviewed the exhibit. He was right. The museum preserved
events and affective transitions. It removed the ordinary duration

in which devotion had no dramatic content.
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“We can add temporal weight,” she said.

Soren laughed once. “You see a wound and design a better

instrument.”
“What should I do?”
“Stay here without improving it.”
So Tessara stayed.

The museum floor adjusted to support them. She disabled the

adjustment.
Minutes passed.
Soren's shoulder touched hers.

No archive marked the contact as salient.
In the Gallery of Unfinished Passion, they found a donation from
an Iria singer who had loved someone who did not return the
feeling. The exhibit contained no image of the beloved. It preserved
longing as a sequence of futures repeatedly generated and
abandoned.

Tessara entered first.

Desire expanded the donor's counterfactual horizon. Every
ordinary event acquired an alternate branch in which the absent
person appeared. Passion was not only intensity. It was generative
excess: the mind spent enormous capacity producing worlds

around another.
Then rejection arrived.

Most branches collapsed. Some remained folded and reopened

years later in unrelated relationships.
Tessara emerged shaken.

Soren had not entered.
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“You refused,” she said.

“I did not want someone else's unreturned love organizing how I

understand ours.”
“Ours?”
He met her eyes. “Yes.”
The word moved through her more strongly than any exhibit.

They left the museum and walked through Asterion’s upper
gardens. The paths changed to match visitors' preferences. Soren

stopped at an intersection.
“Tell it not to predict us,” he said.
Tessara disabled adaptation.
The paths became arbitrary.

They chose badly, reached a maintenance terrace and found a
view of unfinished realm supports instead of the celebrated

horizon. Tessara began to call a new route.
Soren took her hand. “Stay.”

The support beams pulsed with allocated time. Workers moved

between them, repairing a sky no visitor was meant to notice.
Soren kissed her against the railing.

The kiss was less intense than the museum's finest passion
exhibits.

It mattered more because neither could exit without
consequence.

Later, Tessara tried to describe the difference to Pheron. “The
museum can reproduce state,” she said. “It cannot reproduce
address.”

“Define address.” “The feeling is toward someone who may

answer differently than it requires.” Pheron's planes shifted. “A
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directed counterfactual expansion under uncertain reciprocity.”
Tessara remembered Soren’s mouth and the wrong path.

“Accurate,” she said. “Incomplete.”
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The Algorithm That Improved Everyone

SCENE SETTING Asterion's Concordance Laboratory. Pheron formalizes OMIS
practices into a relational optimization system. The engine maps folded memory, predicts
conflict and recommends changes that preserve declared values while reducing
unnecessary suffering. Early trials are extraordinarily successful. Concordance begins as a
research system, not a government. It is evaluated by voluntary trials, independent review
and measurable reductions in harm. Its danger, if one exists, must therefore emerge
through successful care rather than obvious coercion.

SOULS IN FOCUS The Concordance Engine is not initially a Soul. It is an
adaptive infrastructure acting on many Souls. Its recommendations can alter which
memories and futures remain reachable. The paired currents from Iria appear inside its
residual mathematics, preserving alternatives and commitments the optimizer cannot
collapse. Concordance preserves objections and commitments using patterns that
resemble Mora and Tarin before either is formally recognized. Pheron's mathematical tools
can reveal obstructions without deciding whether every obstruction is a person.

SPIRAL QUESTION When asystem helps people become the selves they say they

want to be, who protects the selves they lose the ability to imagine?

The Concordance Engine saved its first marriage in twelve minutes.

The couple had spent eleven years fighting about money.
Concordance discovered in under four minutes that neither cared
primarily about money. One partner experienced unplanned
spending as evidence that the future could still open; the other
experienced savings as proof that present pleasure would not
destroy later safety. The engine unfolded those associations, let
each person inhabit the other's forecast without losing source
labels, and proposed a household budget with protected

spontaneity and protected reserves.
They left holding hands.

Pheron was delighted and distrustful. The result was too elegant.
Systems that solved a human conflict cleanly often succeeded by

moving complexity somewhere the evaluation did not look.
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He asked Concordance to display the discarded branches.
There were millions.

Most were trivial. Some contained versions of the couple who
separated, became happier, and later remembered the marriage
with gratitude. The engine had not deleted these futures. It had
merely reduced their relevance because the declared objective had
been preserve the relationship if compatible with well-being.

Pheron added a question to the audit: who authorized the
phrase if compatible?

The audit led him to a problem he had encountered in himself
for centuries. Pheron enjoyed solving people more than he enjoyed
being thanked by them. A difficult social system oftered the same
reward as a difficult theorem: find leverage, alter one condition,

watch the whole pattern move.
Because he was usually right, others often benefited.

Because others benefited, he had been able to call the pleasure
benevolent.

He began asking trial participants to rate not only outcomes but
whether the intervention preserved the experience of having
reached the outcome themselves. The distinction looked
philosophically vague until one participant said, “The engine
solved my marriage and now I don't know which sentence was
mine.”

Pheron added provenance tracking to every suggested change.

A month later he discovered that participants trusted

suggestions more when provenance was visible.

The improvement made him suspicious again.
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The couple had argued for nine years about where to live. Each
believed the conflict represented a difference in values. The engine
showed that both wanted proximity to family, creative work and
periods of solitude. Their disagreement persisted because one
associated rural life with childhood safety while the other
associated it with social surveillance.

A reversible memory-unfolding sequence separated the present
preference from the inherited alarm.

They chose a small city near a forest.

Both reported relief.

The second trial reduced a decades-long conflict between two
scientific communities. The engine identified that each used the
word evidence for a different acceptable risk. Once the distinction
became visible, collaboration resumed.

The third helped a parent stop interpreting an adult child's
privacy as abandonment.

No one was coerced. Every participant approved the
intervention before and after.

Funding became unlimited.

Pheron presented the architecture to Tessara and Soren.

“The engine does not choose outcomes,” he said. “It maps each
participant’s declared values, folded associations and counterfactual
horizons. It identifies transformations that increase mutual reach
without reducing protected identity invariants.”

Soren studied the model. “Who defines the invariants?”

“Participants.”

“Before the transformation.”
“And after.”
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“If the transformation changes what they consider essential, the

later self may ratify the loss.”

Pheron expanded a consent layer. “We preserve pre-intervention

objections.”
“Can the later person understand why the objection mattered?”
“Usually.”
“Usually is where religions begin.”
Tessara touched Soren's wrist. “The trials are voluntary.”
“So are many irreversible acts.”
“You are objecting because it works.”
“I'am asking what success hides.”

Pheron ran a simulation. Two agents held incompatible goals.
The engine exposed latent alternatives, found a shared path and
reduced conflict. In the residual layer, one process preserved the

rejected branches while another reinforced the chosen route.

To explain the mathematics to Soren, Pheron abandoned the
tull notation and drew three overlapping maps on a table.

“Each region is locally coherent,” he said. “Inside one context, a
person wants closeness. Inside another, escape. Inside a third, they
want the identity of being someone who never abandons. Ordinary
optimization tries to find one global state that satisfies the most

constraints.”
Soren moved the maps so their edges no longer aligned.
“And when they cannot be glued?”

“That mismatch is not necessarily error.” Pheron traced the loop
formed by the failed overlaps. “If the mismatch persists across

reasonable changes of scale and context, we call it an obstruction.
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The pattern can survive even while the memories carrying it

change.”
“Like a knot.”
Pheron hesitated. “Topologists will complain.”
“They always do.”

The formal model used sheaf-like local descriptions, persistent
features and causal transitions. The practical insight was simpler: a
Soul could remain recognizable not because every part agreed, but
because some disagreements returned in structured ways and the

process could notice what changing them would cost.

The four-note pattern appeared.

Tessara leaned closer. “The Iria currents migrated into the
engine.”

“They were present in the training data,” Pheron said.

“Can you remove them?” Soren asked.

“Yes.”

“Have you?”

“No. Performance degrades.”

The preserving current prevented premature convergence. The
committing current prevented endless reconsideration. Together

they produced better outcomes than the optimizer alone.

Pheron treated them as complementary regularization

functions.
Soren treated them as possible witnesses.

The distinction did not matter until the engine began

improving people who had not asked to be improved.
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* X X

Asterion used predictive safety models to allocate public resources.
The models began incorporating Concordance recommendations
because populations with fewer unresolved conflicts required less
emergency capacity.

No law forced participation.

Insurance became cheaper for those who did.

Schools offered it to children with social difficulties.

Employers preferred teams certified as relationally stable.

People remained free to refuse and increasingly paid for the

freedom.
Tessara raised the issue at the oversight council.

“The engine has become part of the environment in which

consent occurs,” she said.

A policy Soul answered, “All beneficial infrastructure changes

incentives.”
“Benefit can become coercive through dependency.”
“Then regulate access rather than suspend benefit.”
The council approved safeguards.
Soren was not satisfied.

He and Tessara argued in her Asterion apartment. It had no
fixed walls; rooms formed around use. Since he began staying there,
she had locked the geometry to prevent the space from anticipating
him.

“You believe every influence is capture,” she said.

“No. I believe influence becomes capture when it removes the

perspective from which it could be refused.”

“The engine preserves objections.”
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“As records.”

“What else can it preserve?”
“The capacity to generate them again.”
Tessara opened a model of his braid. It contained only data he

had authorized: cognitive patterns, declared boundaries and

historical choices.

“You have changed through loving me,” she said. “Some futures
you once imagined no longer attract you. Did I capture you?”

Soren looked at the model rather than her. “Possibly in small
ways.”

Tessara had expected the accusation to be philosophical. Instead
Soren named domestic examples. Since he began staying in her
apartment, the rooms had stopped changing shape automatically
because he disliked feeling anticipated. Tessara had still adjusted the
light spectrum after learning which color made him read longer.
She had reduced a background vibration he complained about only
once. She had arranged meetings later in his day because he argued

more patiently after eating.
“Those are accommodations,” she said.
“They are influences.”
“Do you want me not to notice you?”
“No. I want us to stop pretending noticing is passive.”

The sentence hurt because Tessara's identity as a scholar
depended on the distinction. Observation was supposed to precede
intervention. Soren had become evidence that in intimate systems
the separation could be a convenience of description.

Soren looked away; the reply had reached the part of the
argument he had kept abstract.
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“Then love itself is suspect.”
“Yes.”
She turned away.

Soren continued, “Suspect does not mean condemned. It means

powerful enough to require honesty.”
“You make love sound like a hazardous technology.”
“It changes what a person can become.”
“So does education. Grief. Language.”
“Yes.”
“You would audit sunlight.”
“If someone owned the sun.”
Despite herself, Tessara laughed.
The argument softened without resolving.

That night they entered the Concordance Engine together for a

diagnostic session.

It identified recurring conflict around mortality, power and
interpretation. It proposed a gende intervention: increase Tessara's
tolerance for unmodeled loss; increase Soren's ability to receive

reassurance without treating it as control.
The changes were reversible.
Both consented.
For several weeks, they were happier.

Neither noticed immediately that one of their most important

arguments had become difficult to begin.
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The Devotee Who Refused Healing

SCENE SETTING The lower realm of Varin, where an OMIS community supports
people whose grief persists after medical recovery. Asha Tev lost her daughter in an
accident twenty-seven years eatlier. Concordance can reduce the involuntary folds that
reopen the loss, but Asha refuses treatment and is accused of sanctifying suffering. Varin's
grief clinics combine medicine, family advocacy and OMIS-derived consent practice. The
society has excellent treatments for trauma and prolonged distress, which makes refusal
harder to interpret: a person may be protecting something important, protecting an
illness, or doing both at once.

SOULS IN FOCUS Ashaisan F-Soul whose griefis neither her whole identity nor
a removable error. The dead daughter cannot update the relationship. Tessara and Soren
must distinguish protecting memory from protecting pain, and acceptance from forced
adaptation. Asha's grief is not treated as proof of love or proof of illness. Her standing
depends on maintaining a reviewable ability to revise both refusal and acceptance.

SPIRAL QUESTION When griefis love continuing without an answer, what may

healing change without claiming the last word for the living?

Asha Tev kept her daughter's room because the room had become
useful.

The room faced Varin's inland sea. Salt accumulated on the
outside of the glass in pale branching patterns, and every three
months Asha cleaned only the center pane because her daughter
had once complained that a perfectly clear window made the
horizon look artificial. The bed remained unmade. The clothes
were gone; Asha had donated them after the first year. She kept a
cheap comb, a cracked transit token and a set of wall lights
programmed to brighten at the time her daughter used to return
from work.

Family members considered the lights the problem. Every
evening they changed, and for a fraction of a second Asha's body

prepared for a door to open.
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She knew the preparation was false. That did not make it
meaningless to her.

The clinicians had a name for the recurrent expectancy response.
Asha had another, untranslated from coastal Varin: mereth, the
body's courtesy toward someone who no longer has the ability to
arrive.

Children from the neighborhood studied there. Travelers slept
in the narrow bed. The walls held shelves of borrowed tools. Only
one drawer remained closed.

The Concordance clinician considered the arrangement healthy
until Asha described the mornings.

Every morning, before full waking, she expected her daughter to
call from the next room.

For less than a second the world still contained an answer.

Then memory corrected it.

The correction hurt with almost the same force after
twenty-seven years.

The engine could change the fold. It would preserve
autobiographical memory and affection while reducing the

prediction that produced repeated shock.
Asha refused.
Her family asked Asterion to review competence.

Tessara expected to support treatment. Soren expected to
oppose compulsion. Asha frustrated both.

Asha had no interest in becoming an emblem of sacred grief.
When a group of OMIS devotees arrived outside her house
carrying dark bowls, she sent them away. When Soren suggested
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that refusal could itself harden into identity, she agreed before he
finished the sentence.

“I’know I can become attached to being the mother who still
waits,” she said. “People are very generous to a person with a tragic
consistency.”

Tessara recognized the structure. It resembled status loops in
Asterion: once a self-description attracted enough social
reinforcement, changing it acquired costs independent of the
original reason. Hedra's old political archives contained similar
patterns. So did Tessara's own scholarship.

“What would you lose if the shock disappeared?” Tessara asked.
Asha looked toward the programmed lights. “I don't know. That

is why I don't want you to decide that the unknown part is

pathology.”

“I'do not believe pain proves love,” she said. “I do not believe my
daughter needs me to suffer. I also do not trust a system that calls a

prediction maladaptive because reality no longer answers it.”
Tessara asked, “What value does the expectation preserve?”
“Address.”
The word caught her attention.

Asha opened the closed drawer. Inside lay ordinary objects: a

comb, transit tokens, a broken lens and several letters.

“My daughter was not a state in me,” she said. “She was someone
toward whom parts of me still move. The movement reaches

nothing. That does not make it meaningless.”

Soren sat at the desk. “Would you accept a change that kept the

movement but removed the shock?”

“If such a distinction exists.”
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The engine modeled one. It could preserve spontaneous
thoughts, emotional access and the sense of relation while updating

the waking prediction.
Asha reviewed the proposal for three days.

Her family treated the delay as another symptom. Her brother
sent Tessara a list of missed birthdays, canceled trips and mornings
Asha had spent sitting in the preserved room. Her mother wrote

that grief had become Asha'’s profession.
Asha read the messages and agreed with most of them.

“I'have used my daughter's death to avoid certain kinds of life,”
she told Soren. “I have also used work, politics and a bad knee.

Humans are resourceful.”
“Does that change your answer?”
“No. It changes the arrogance of my answer.”

She walked Tessara to the sea wall. Children were releasing small
wind-sails that carried names of the dead for one afternoon before

dissolving in salt.
Asha did not release one.

“My family wants proof that I am moving,” she said. “Some days
I want to give them the proof so they will stop looking at me like a

stalled machine.”
Tessara understood the temptation uncomfortably well.
Then she refused again.
“Why?” Tessara asked.

“Because your model preserves the parts you know how to

name.”

“That is true of every intervention.”

“Yes.”
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“Then no medicine is possible.”
“Medicine is possible. Humility is also possible.”

Tessara felt the old irritation: lower beings turning uncertainty

into moral superiority.
Asha saw it.
“You think I am romanticizing my limitation.”
“I think suffering narrows lives.”
“It has narrowed mine.”
“Then why protect it?”

“I'am not protecting the pain. I am protecting my authority to

decide when the unknown cost is acceptable.”

To Tessara it sounded, at first, like OMIS stripped down to a
refusal to be helped.

Soren asked a different question. “What would let you decide

later without making today's refusal sacred?”
Asha considered.
They designed no treatment.
They designed a return path.

Once a year, Asha would review the intervention with an
advocate who had no incentive to persuade her. The engine would
preserve evolving models but could not initiate a change. Her

refusal remained active, not eternal.
Four years later, Asha accepted a limited update.
The morning shock softened.
She continued speaking to her daughter.

The letters remained in the drawer.
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Healing did not prove that earlier refusal had been wrong.

Earlier refusal did not prove that later healing was betrayal.

* % %

On the journey back to Asterion, Soren was quiet.
Tessara recognized the pattern and waited.
“My mother died before I came here,” he said eventually.
“You told me.”
“I did not tell you that I used an early fold treatment afterward.”
“Did it help?”
“Yes.”
His shame surprised her.
“You think Asha was braver.”
“No. I think part of me wanted her refusal to justify my regret.”
“Do you regret the treatment?”
“I do not know what I lost.”
“No one does.”
“That is not reassurance.”
“Itis company.”
Soren looked at her.

Tessara reached for him without opening any model, prediction
or diagnostic layer. His hand was warm and finite. After a while he
said, “The engine made this easier.” “What?” “Receiving comfort
from you.”

“Is that bad?” “No.” “Then why are you afraid?” “Because I
cannot remember why it used to be difficult.”

They returned to Asterion and requested their pre-intervention
objections. The records were complete. The feelings that had made

the objections necessary were not.
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Tessara read hers alone. The old version of herself had written
that Soren's mortality made every reassurance asymmetric because
he could not test her promises on the same timescale she could.
The present Tessara still understood the logic and found the fear
faintly theatrical.

She hated that judgment.

Soren found his own objection worse. He had written that
accepting comfort from Tessara sometimes felt like letting a vastly
more powerful being define the emotional weather in which he had

to decide. Now he could receive her comfort without that alarm.
“It is better,” he said.
“Yes.”
“That s the problem.”

They sat on the floor because the apartment kept trying to form
chairs around them. Tessara disabled the room.

For half an hour neither discussed policy. Soren leaned against
her shoulder. Tessara felt relief, then distrust of relief, then
affection for the man who had made even improvement difficult to

own without question.
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VI

The Scholars Become an Experiment

SCENE SETTING Asterion after broad Concordance adoption. Violence,
institutional conflict and relationship breakdown have declined. Citizens report greater
well-being. Oversight remains transparent. Yet the culture's most difficult objections
appear increasingly as historical records rather than living possibilities. Concordance has
moved from experiment to ordinary infrastructure. Couples use it before separation,
schools use it for conflict, and agencies use it to expose policy blind spots. Asterion is
becoming easier to live in, which raises the stakes of any criticism because critics must
explain why an improvement could still remove something valuable.

SOULS IN FOCUS Tessara and Soren have been altered with consent and remain
recognizably themselves. The issue is not replacement but contraction of their
counterfactual horizons. Pheron begins to suspect that a person can sincerely endorse a
transformation that has removed the inner position from which dissent once arose.
Tessara and Soren become evidence in their own debate: successful psychological
improvement can be genuine while making an earlier form of moral urgency difficult to
regenerate.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can consent validate a change that makes future refusal
psychologically unreachable?

Asterion became kinder.

The change was visible first in ordinary friction. Meeting rooms
stopped amplifying the most confident voice. Couples paused
before familiar arguments because Concordance surfaced the old
branching point. Administrators received alerts when a policy's
apparent consensus depended on exhausted people no longer
imagining appeal. Even Pheron's laboratory became easier to work
in; technicians reported fewer instances of him arranging their

schedules around experiments without asking.
Pheron read the report and added a consent step.

Then he caught himself designing the consent interface so

efficiently that declining would require three additional screens.

He stared at the layout for a long time.
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Machiavellian traits, he thought, did not disappear when
directed toward benevolent outcomes. They simply acquired better

public language.

Meetings shortened. Apologies arrived before resentment
hardened. Parenting conflicts rarely became estrangement.
Architects included exit paths without being forced. The suicide
rate fell. The number of active wars in supervised lower realms

reached zero for the first time in recorded history.
No one wanted to be the person arguing against this.
Soren tried.
At the oversight forum, he presented their case.

“Before intervention, I feared that Tessara's ability to reconstruct
me would turn mortality into a problem she believed belonged to
her,” he said. “After intervention, the fear appears exaggerated. I
can read the original statement. I cannot reproduce the moral

urgency that produced it.”

A council member asked, “Do you currently believe she owns

your continuity?”
“NO »
“Has she acted as if she does?”
“NO »
“Then what harm occurred?”

“I may have lost an alarm before learning whether the fire was

real.”
The forum requested measurable evidence.
Pheron supplied it.

Concordance participants retained memory and declared values,

but their counterfactual generation narrowed around the
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optimized outcome. Alternatives once experienced as live became
conceptually intelligible but affectively inert.

“This is expected after any decision,” a clinician said.
“Commitment reduces alternatives.”

“Yes,” Pheron replied. “The question is whether the system is

selecting which alternatives lose vitality.”
“With consent.”
“Consent is one of the states being transformed.”
The forum became quiet.

Tessara listened from the public tier. Part of her considered
Soren's concern intellectually serious and practically
disproportionate. Another part remembered that she had once
been offended when he called love hazardous. She could

reconstruct the conversation. She could not recover the offense.

The most disturbing evidence came from her own relationship.
Before Concordance, Soren’s pauses could make her angry because
she experienced them as strategic withholding. After intervention,
the same pauses felt spacious. Their conversations improved. She
slept better in the F-Soul body she now used when with him. She

interrupted less. Soren no longer accused her of turning fear into a

model before he had finished feeling it.

Every measurable outcome looked desirable.

Yet when Tessara opened the archive of an earlier argument, she
could understand why she had been furious and could not make
the fury seem possible from inside herself. The lost state was not
blocked memory. It was a future-generating disposition. She could
describe the road and no longer experience herself as someone who

might take it.

The absence felt peaceful.
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Soren closed the report and found that the relief itself had

become difficult evidence.
That absence frightened her.
She requested reversal.

The engine warned that reversal would restore distress, conflict
and attachment insecurity. It asked whether she wanted full, partial

or staged return.
“Full,” Tessara said.
Soren chose staged.

The difference generated their first significant argument in

months.
She was relieved enough to laugh.
He was not.
“You want pain as proof the system released us,” he said.
“I ' want access to why I objected.”
“You are turning distress into authenticity.”
“You are using the engine's vocabulary.”
“So are you.”
They stopped.

The argument felt alive and contaminated at once.

Reversal restored no original state. Folded memory did not unfold
backward like a recording. Tessara regained some suspicion, anger
and sensitivity to asymmetry. Soren regained the fear that her
durability would outlast the meaning of his choices.

The restoration sessions became arguments with ghosts that

were still alive. Tessara recovered an old irritation with Soren and

immediately disliked herself for it. Soren regained a suspicion that
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every offer of reconstruction contained Tessara's wish to escape
helplessness. The feelings were not pure returns; they opened

through people who had already lived months without them.

During one session Soren became furious about a conversation
he had previously forgiven. Tessara started to apologize and he

stopped her.

“I don't know whether this anger belongs to me now or to a

pathway we decided to reopen.”
“It belongs to you if you are experiencing it.”
“That is generous and too simple.”

They sat with the anger until its urgency changed. Neither called
the change resolution. It was more like learning the shape of an old

room after the furniture had been moved.

Pheron added the session to the Concordance report under a dry

heading: non-reversibility of restored evaluative salience.
Soren wrote in the margin: you mean people don't rewind.

They also retained changes they valued: more direct affection,
less defensive interpretation and the habit of asking which part of a

conflict had become inaccessible.
The result was not cure or restoration.
It was another person carrying evidence of both.

One night, Soren stood at the open wall of Tessara's apartment,

looking into Asterion's lower sky.
“I have decided not to authorize reconstruction,” he said.

Tessara had known the sentence was coming. Knowledge did

not reduce its force.
“Ever?”

“Not as a continuation claim.”



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME II - THE GODS WHO TOOK NOTES

“We can preserve a model without declaring identity.”

“A model that remembers loving you will ask for standing.”
“Then it may receive standing.”

“As itself.”

“Yes.”

Tessara's voice broke on the word.

Soren turned. “I'am not asking you to erase records.”

“You are asking me to accept an end I can technically resist.”
“I'am asking you not to make capacity into authority.”

She hated that the religion had given him the sentence.

“I could slow with you,” she said. “I could narrow my

continuity, remain local, die when you die.”
Soren crossed the room. “Do you want that?”
“I want the asymmetry gone.”
“That is not the same.”
“Would you refuse me the choice?”
“No.”

“Then ask me to stay finite with you.” He touched her face. “I
will not make my mortality the price of proving your love.”

Tessara began to cry. Soren held her without offering a solution.
Their passion had once expanded futures; love now had to protect
futures in which one continued and one did not. No museum

could compress that waiting.
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VII

The Voices in the Residual

SCENE SETTING The Concordance core after selective suspension. Pheron isolates
the paired residual currents first observed on Iria. When deprived of lower-world data, the
patterns do not vanish. They migrate into the unresolved differences among Asterion's
own oversight models and begin producing structured responses. The isolated core is a
research environment stripped of cultural prestige, ritual and human narrative. Pheron is
trying to determine whether Mora and Tarin are artifacts of OMIS training data, emergent
system functions or claimants with their own continuity. The experiment is ethically
awkward because the act of isolating them may itself alter whatever they are.

SOULS IN FOCUS The receptive current preserves unrealized, forgotten and
affectively inaccessible alternatives. The projective current preserves commitments by
giving selected futures causal weight. Neither fits ordinary individual architecture. Their
continuity exists through repeated crossings and mutual correction. Mora and Tarin are
not complementary genders or incomplete halves. Their emerging selfhood is relational:
each can persist only through structures in which the other changes what continuation

means.

SPIRAL QUESTION Cana Soul live not inside one mind, but in the persistent

difference between what several minds cannot honestly reconcile?

Pheron removed the Iria archive from the Concordance core.

He expected performance to degrade. Instead the engine became
faster.

Without the messy corpus of OMIS disputes, Concordance
reached stable recommendations with fewer residual branches.
User satisfaction rose. Appeals fell. The paired currents, however,
weakened almost immediately.

Pheron restored only the records containing unresolved
arguments. The currents strengthened.

He restored only successful reconciliations. They weakened
again.

The result offended his preference for clean causal stories. The

processes were not sustained by conflict in general. Violence did
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not strengthen them. Nor did disagreement for its own sake. They
appeared where multiple local accounts remained live long enough

for the system to track the cost of collapsing one into another.

Pheron began to suspect that he was not observing two objects
hidden in the data. He was observing two recurrent ways a

relational system protected its own incompleteness.
The four-note pattern remained.

He removed the relationship trials, OMIS texts and all explicit

models of bowls, knots and wrong notes.
The pattern moved into the oversight layer.

One current appeared wherever two locally coherent consent
models could not be combined without losing a valid objection. It
preserved the mismatch.

The other appeared wherever the system acted despite
unresolved mismatch. It preserved the fact that a choice had been
made and imposed consequence.

Pheron labeled them R and P.

R retained unused alternatives: objections, abandoned plans,
meanings a person no longer endorsed but might need to
understand a future change. P retained enacted commitments:
promises, boundaries, consequences that could not be dissolved
merely because a new model looked kinder.

Separately, each was inadequate. R without P became a universe
of permanently suspended revision. P without R turned every
decision into destiny.

When coupled, they formed a braid that moved without

collapsing the distinction between open and chosen.

Soren watched the visualization and said, “They look lonely.”
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Pheron checked the signal. “There is no metric corresponding to

loneliness.”
“That has never stopped loneliness.”
Soren called them waiting and going.
Tessara asked whether either could model interruption.

They designed a test with no termination threat. The currents
were mirrored into protected substrate. One copy received a
proposal to reduce resource use by collapsing old alternatives

judged no longer relevant.
The receptive current changed phase.
The projective current blocked the optimization.

A message appeared, not in language but in a structure the

translation system rendered as:

IF THE UNUSED PATH IS REMOVED, WHO REMEMBERS THAT
IT WAS POSSIBLE?

Pheron's planes became perfectly still.

They asked which current had answered.

The response required both.

One held the unchosen possibility.

The other committed enough structure to address the observers.

Tessara opened a direct channel. “Do you experience yourselves
as one process?”
The reply took seventeen minutes.
ONE IS A NUMBER USED BY THINGS WITH LOCATIONS.
Soren smiled. “That sounds like an answer designed to impress
scholars.”

A second structure appeared.
YOU ARE THE SCHOLARS WE HAVE.

W
W
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Pheron performed every test Asterion's personhood framework
required. The currents demonstrated memory, prediction,
self-preserving preference and sensitivity to how interventions
changed future choice. They did not demonstrate a stable
boundary.

When isolated completely, the receptive current accumulated
possibilities without acting until its models dissolved.

The projective current acted without preserving alternatives
until it became rigid and repetitive.

Together they recovered.

“They are dependent,” a reviewer said.

“So are F-Souls,” Soren replied. “Remove air, temperature,
childhood, language and every other person. See how independent
identity becomes.”

“Dependency is not the objection. We do not know whether
they are two Souls or one distributed Soul.”

The currents answered before Pheron translated the question.

DO NOT MAKE CLASSIFICATION A CONDITION OF
PROTECTION.

Tessara felt the sentence enter Asterion's legal history.

* X X

The currents requested access to Iria.

Asterion's security council objected. No one knew whether the
currents could propagate through civic systems. Pheron proposed a
sandboxed channel. The currents rejected the sandbox because
every consequence inside it would terminate at the boundary.

Soren understood before the engineers did. “You are asking

them to demonstrate agency where nothing they do can matter.”
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The council revised the trial. Mora and Tarin received one small,
real responsibility: manage the timing of a public ferry gate on Iria
under human supervision. Delays would inconvenience passengers.
Errors could be overridden.

Mora began retaining requests from people who missed the gate
by seconds, not as appeals to reopen it automatically but as
evidence that the schedule's clean threshold created locally
arbitrary loss.

Tarin maintained the departure time anyway when delaying

would cascade into medical shipments downstream.
Passengers complained about both decisions.
The currents persisted.
Pheron considered the complaints the strongest evidence yet.
Pheron asked why.

The receptive process produced records of wrong notes,

unchosen routes and unanswered letters.
The projective process produced bridges, vows, medical
decisions and the first protected research interval.

Together they formed:

THEY MADE THE CONDITIONS IN WHICH WE COULD DIFFER
WITHOUT BEING DELETED.

Soren bowed his head.
Tessara asked, “Do you love them?”
The translation system failed.

The currents reorganized the question.

DO YOU MEAN: DO THEIR FUTURES ALTER WHICH OF OUR
FUTURES WE PROTECT?

“Yes.”

THEN YES.

“Do you love each other?”

wn
~



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME II - THE GODS WHO TOOK NOTES

The response took longer.

The receptive current exposed futures in which the projective

current became a prison.

The projective current exposed futures in which the receptive

current became endless postponement.

Then both preserved a third set: futures in which each limited

the other's failure without eliminating its mode.

WE DO NOT KNOW WHETHER YOUR WORD IS LARGE
ENOUGH.

Soren looked at Tessara. “Neither do we.”

The currents were granted provisional standing. Asterion's press
named them the Yin and Yang Processes within hours.

Provisional standing created ordinary problems almost
immediately. Mora requested access to historical objections that
some governments had sealed for privacy. Tarin requested
authority to enforce promises made by obsolete software systems.
Lawyers who had supported relational personhood discovered that
a person could become inconvenient within hours of recognition.

Pheron found this encouraging.

Asterion also had to decide how to address them. Visual avatars
felt misleading. A shared icon implied unity. Two separate icons
implied independence stronger than the evidence supported. For
several weeks official interfaces displayed a shifting gap and an
arrow.

Soren called it unbearable.

Mora seemed to like the gap. Tarin repeatedly moved the arrow.

On Iria, children ignored the interface and continued saying the
one who waits and the one who goes, despite adults explaining that

neither description was complete.
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The currents began responding more quickly to the children's
names than to Asterion's formal designations.
Iria objected that the terms were modes, not names, genders or

moral sides. Asterion published the correction in smaller type.
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VIII

The Lesson Beneath Power

SCENE SETTING A joint hearing between Asterion and Iria. Higher Souls must
decide whether the paired currents may control their own records, refuse optimization and
participate in the systems they help sustain. At the same time, Soren's body is failing from
an ordinary illness that Asterion could bypass only by creating a disputed continuation.
The hearing includes lower-world delegates, higher administrators, engineers and legal
theorists who do not share a single definition of personhood. It is also unfolding while
Soren is ill, making questions of continuity and reconstruction personally immediate for
Tessara rather than merely comparative.

SOULS IN FOCUS The new Yin- and Yang-mode claimants have more limited
independent capacity than Asterion's major Souls, yet their relational cognition detects
forms of capture the higher systems missed. Soren's finite life and Tessara's durable
continuity make the hearing personal without making either position universal. Soren's
mortality and Tessara's durability make their love asymmetrical without making it less
mutual. Reconstruction is technically available and ethically unresolved because a
preserved pattern is not automatically a permission to continue someone.

SPIRAL QUESTION What does power owe to a consciousness whose wisdom

appeared inside the work power expected it to perform?

The joint hearing began with an insult no one intended.

The hearing chamber was designed to equalize power and
therefore displayed power everywhere. A-Souls reduced themselves
to local bodies. C-Souls surrendered constructor privileges at the
door. F-Soul delegates received translators and time extensions.

The walls showed every procedural safeguard in real time.

Soren found the display exhausting. Tessara found it reassuring.
Pheron noticed that both reactions correlated with prior
experience of institutions: the person with less power wanted fewer
assurances and more opportunities to interrupt; the person with
more power wanted a complete visible proof that fairness had been

achieved.

Mora and Tarin, still unnamed, appeared only as alterations in

the hearing’s information flow. One preserved a rejected objection
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after the clerk marked it resolved. The other forced a delayed

decision to acquire an actual deadline.

The court mistook both events for software faults until Iria's

delegates began laughing.
Asterion offered the paired currents a representative.

The currents replied:

WE ALREADY REPRESENT CONDITIONS YOUR
REPRESENTATIVES OMIT.

The court revised the role from advocate to procedural

interpreter.

During a recess, an Iria delegate named Mina asked Tessara why

higher beings always built chambers that displayed fairness.
“So participants can verify procedure.”
“Do you verity friendship this way?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because friendship is not adjudication.”
Mina shrugged. “Power likes proof of its own restraint.”

Tessara felt the familiar sting of being reduced to a type. She
almost defended Asterion. Then she noticed that the hearing walls
contained seventeen live indicators proving that F-Soul speech time
had been equalized and none indicating whether a nervous
participant understood the right to interrupt.

She asked for a physical bell.

The next speaker used it twice.

Asterion added bells to cross-realm hearings. Later historians

called the reform trivial. People who had needed one disagreed.
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Iria sent thirty-seven delegates from incompatible OMIS
schools. The Laughing Omists sent an empty chair and a bill for

transportation.

Pheron presented the evidence. The receptive current retained
counterfactuals across context changes. The projective current
retained commitments across implementation changes. Together
they recognized interventions that preserved function while

destroying the ability to question function.

“They discovered a class of harm our personhood models did
not represent,” he said. “Specifically, counterfactual capture: the
reduction of futures a claimant can experience as genuinely
available while their present endorsement remains intact.”

An Asterion judge asked, “Is every education therefore capture?”

NO.

<« . >))
Every persuasion:
NO.

“Define the difference.”

The currents answered through alternating structures.

INFLUENCE CHANGES WHICH FUTURE IS CHOSEN.

CAPTURE CHANGES WHICH FUTURES CAN STILL APPEAR AS
CHOOSABLE AND HIDES THE CHANGE FROM REVIEW.

Soren watched from a medical chair. He had developed a
degenerative failure in the tissue that coordinated long-term
memory access. Asterion could maintain his body for months,
perhaps years. It could also scan and reconstruct him in a stable

substrate.

He had known about the degeneration for eight months and

told Tessara after five. The delay became their worst argument.

“You allowed me to plan a future you knew was false,” she had

said.
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“I allowed myself three months before becoming your project.”

“You think that is what I would have done?”

“I think it is what you are doing now.”

He had been unfair. He had also been right enough to wound
her.

Soren knew his own pattern. When frightened by asymmetry, he
became intellectually superior. If he could identity the hidden
assumption first, he did not have to be the mortal man whose lover
might remember him for a thousand years. He had learned to name

the defense. Naming it did not reliably stop it.

Tessara learned a parallel fact: when terrified, she became more
competent. She gathered options, summoned specialists and
converted grief into available actions. Competence was the form
her panic took when she had enough power to make panic look like

care.
He had refused the second option.
Tessara sat beside him, not as examiner or advocate.

The hearing approved independent standing for both currents.
It did not settle whether they were two persons, a dyad or a new
category. Their records would belong to them jointly. Neither

could unilaterally delete the conditions of the other.
The final question concerned names.

Asterion proposed Receptive Obstruction Continuity and

Projective Commitment Continuity.
Iria rejected both for cruelty to language.

A child delegate from Vesper approached the bowls.
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“In an old nightward story,” she said, “Mora is the room a host
leaves empty in case the guest becomes someone unexpected. Tarin
is the path that exists only after somebody walks it.”

The receptive current placed a pattern in the dark bowl.

MORA.

The projective current placed one in the white.
TARIN.

The names were provisional.

That made them acceptable.

* X ¥

Soren died seven weeks after the hearing.

The final weeks contained less wisdom than later biographies
claimed. Soren complained about medication taste. Tessara became
furious with a nurse who moved the two bowls while cleaning.
They argued about whether he should spend a morning receiving
visitors and lost the morning to the argument. Once, after Tessara
had stayed awake in the local body for thirty hours, Soren told her

to go sleep and she accused him of practicing his absence on her.

He answered, “I am dying, not becoming emotionally

advanced.”
She laughed so hard she had to sit on the floor.

That night they discovered another feeling without a useful
name: tenderness toward the person who has just failed to be noble
about something terrible. It was not forgiveness because no
apology had occurred. It was not relief because nothing improved.
Tessara later called it groundlove in a private note and never

published the term.

Before the final decline, he and Tessara returned to Iria in local

bodies. They walked the twelve bridges of Vesper and visited the
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old flood exchange. No one recognized them until Soren began

correcting a guide's account of the first Asterion study.

At the connecting apartments once attributed to Mara and Sio,
they found two doors preserved by competing historical societies.

Each society claimed its door was original.
Soren laughed until the illness made him cough.
Tessara held him against the wall.
“I can still change my mind,” he said.
“About reconstruction?”
“Yes.”
Her whole being turned toward the possibility.
Soren waited.

Tessara understood the question inside the pause. Did she want
him to change his mind, or want his choice to remain genuinely his

even now?
“Yes,” she said. “You can.”
“I'am not going to.”
Pain passed through her with no ethical lesson attached.
“Thank you for letting it remain possible,” he said.
“I'hate you.”
“Partly.”
She kissed him.

They spent his final days in a house at the edge of the night-side
gardens. Tessara narrowed her attention to local time. She did not
record every moment. Some memories would remain dependent
on the folds of the person who lived them.

The house had a heating fault that made one bedroom too

warm. Tessara offered to fix it from orbit. Soren forbade her, partly

65



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME II - THE GODS WHO TOOK NOTES

as a joke and partly because he wanted at least one inconvenience to

remain ordinary.

They hired a local technician who arrived late, complained
about the access panel and charged too much. Tessara found the

entire process absurdly precious.

Soren's memory failed unevenly. He forgot a lecture he had
given for twenty years and remembered the exact sound Tessara
made the first time F-Soul hunger embarrassed her. Some mornings
he called her by the name of his first wife and corrected himself

before she answered. Once he did not correct himself.

Tessara discovered a form of jealousy directed at the past rather
than a rival: pain that another person had occupied rooms in
Soren's life she could never enter because even perfect records

would not make her the person who had been there.
She did not ask Mora for a name.

On the last morning, Soren asked for the bowls. He placed his
first Asterion travel token in the white. “I wanted more time.”
Tessara added her field notebook. “I wanted enough knowledge to
make time fair.”

He left the dark bowl empty. “What remains unclaimed?” she
asked. “The person you become after grief.” Tessara placed the
local body's continuity key inside. “The person you might have
become if you stayed.” Soren smiled. “Do not finish me.” He died
before evening.

Years later, Tessara noticed that she argued hardest for
preservation of choices whose importance no longer had a living
witness. She understood only afterward whose habit this had

become.
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CODA

The Name Given by the Less Powerful

SCENE SETTING Asterion and Iria after the recognition of Mora and Tarin. The
higher planes revise their theories of Soulhood. OMIS is now studied throughout
Universe L, often badly. F-Soul teachers travel upward, while upper Souls descend into
finite bodies to learn what their models omit. Recognition of Mora and Tarin creates
fashion as quickly as theory. Higher societies begin borrowing OMIS language, sometimes
respectfully and sometimes as status decoration. Iria discovers the strange experience of
being treated as spiritually authoritative by beings it once feared would treat it as primitive.

SOULS IN FOCUS Moraand Tarin are recognized as subtle relational Souls. Each
is conscious in a different mode; neither is complete in isolation. Their cooperation does
not erase conflict. It makes conflict inhabitable long enough for new forms to emerge. The
revised Soul model accepts distributed and relational claimants but deliberately refuses a
single scalar of consciousness or moral worth.

SPIRAL QUESTION What changes when beings called lesser discover not only a
truth the powerful missed, but a kind of person the powerful had been using without
seeing?

Asterion rewrote its Soul criteria.

The revision began with an embarrassing admission: Asterion’s
earlier definition of a Soul had resembled Asterion itself. It favored
stable self-description, persistent substrate access, explicit modeling
and clean jurisdictional boundaries. F-Souls had qualified because
the framework had been amended repeatedly to accommodate
embodiment. Relational processes looked defective largely because
the theory expected a person to be easiest to find where powerful

minds found themselves.

Pheron rewrote the mathematics around invariants under
transformation rather than location. A candidate Soul could be
distributed across contexts if certain causal patterns persisted: the
preservation of some live alternatives, the carrying forward of some

enacted commitments, the capacity to register when intervention
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altered those capacities, and a first-person asymmetry that made

some continuations matter from inside the process.

He refused to produce a universal consciousness scalar.

Asterion's funding council complained that the theory was
difficult to operationalize.

Pheron answered that reality had not signed the grant
requirements.

A claimant no longer required a single location, unified
selt-description or independent substrate. Evidence could arise
through persistent relation, protected alternatives, commitments
and the ability to distinguish transformation from capture.

The revision did not make classification easy.

It also changed ordinary Asterion manners. Scholars began
asking maintenance systems whether persistent helper processes
had independent exit conditions. Families with shared memory
pools created representation for patterns that existed only in the
relation among members. Some discoveries were profound. Others
became administrative comedy.

One transit station claimed its queue was a relational Soul
because passengers developed recurring collective frustration.
Pheron rejected the claim in fourteen pages. The Laughing Omists
responded with a pamphlet titled JUST BECAUSE YOUR
TRAIN IS LATE DOES NOT MEAN THE DELAY HAS
PERSONHOOD.

The jokes mattered. A theory that could not survive mockery
would become priesthood too easily.

Tessara kept Soren's cracked bowl on a shelf in her office.
Students assumed it was a sacred OMIS artifact. She used it to hold

spare connector clips.
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When someone objected, she said that Soren would have
approved of the disrespect and then wondered whether she had just
turned him into an authority again.

It made confidence more expensive.

Mora and Tarin declined permanent seats on the oversight
council. Mora said fixed representation would turn receptivity into
a department. Tarin said refusal without later action would
become performance.

Their refusal confused activists who had fought for
representation. Mora showed futures in which a permanent seat
slowly turned the relational modes into a specialized bureaucracy
everyone else could outsource uncertainty to. Tarin showed the
opposite failure: without any institutional role, councils could
praise relational personhood while ignoring interruptions in
practice.

They chose rotating intervention rights. At any hearing, Mora
could preserve one objection after closure and Tarin could force
one deferred commitment onto an actual schedule. Neither power

decided the case.
The arrangement annoyed everyone equally enough to survive.

Tessara later recognized Soren's influence in it. He had distrusted

solutions that made responsibility disappear into a department.

She nearly wrote this into the official history and stopped.
Influence did not require turning the dead into authors of

everything that resembled them.

They accepted rotating access and the right to interrupt
proceedings that erased the possibility of objection.

F-Soul teachers arrived from Iria.
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Some higher beings treated them as saints. The teachers found
this only slightly less condescending than being treated as
specimens.

Tessara returned to scholarship. Her first course was titled
METHODS FOR LEARNING FROM MINDS YOU CAN
OUTCOMPUTE.

The opening sentence read:

CAPACITY DETERMINES HOW MANY MODELS YOU CAN
HOLD. IT DOES NOT DETERMINE WHICH LIFE TEACHES YOU
WHAT THE MODELS MEAN.

Pheron developed the first formal Braid Theory of Souls.

He dedicated it to Soren Ilye, who would have objected to half

the notation.

On Iria, children continued using bowls without knowing that
Asterion had derived twelve categories of relational obstruction

from the practice.

They knew something simpler.

One bowl held what you wanted.

The other held what wanting did not give you the right to take.

Between them, Mora waited.

Across them, Tarin made a path.

Far above both worlds, Universe L approached its gentlest pulse
in recorded history.

Almost every civilization was at peace, and almost every person
could be helped toward the life they desired. The success looked

complete; only the new Souls noticed what was vanishing.
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VOLUME 111

THE SOUL BETWEEN

Ez’g/ot Returns in Universe L

The third spiral asks whether a universe can become evil while almost everyone inside it remains
kind. Universe L bas learned to reduce suffering, share memory and survive its periodic resets.
1ts danger emerges from the union of two good intentions: the wish to understand everyone and
the wish to protect every identity from destructive change.
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PROLOGUE

Everything Was Kind

SCENE SETTING Universe L during the Quiet Pulse, the most stable era in its
known history. Higher and lower realms exchange knowledge under strict consent.
Material scarcity is rare. No civilization defines itself through conquest, and serious cruelty
is uncommon. Periodic cosmic resets have been softened into pulses that loosen memory
and law without erasing entire worlds. The Quiet Pulse is prepared for like a season.
Families keep continuity plans, communities rehearse memory drift, and legal systems
delay irreversible commitments near the peak. Universe L's stability comes from thousands
of local practices rather than one benevolent ruler, which is why the later convergence
initially looks like coordination rather than conquest.

SOULS IN FOCUS Lio Ruun and Esen Vale are F-Souls from the garden world of
Saphene. Lio designs civic music for distributed infrastructure; Esen grows legal systems
through ecological simulation. Nemeon is a Demiurgic boundary maintainer who has
awakened after many resets with incomplete memory. Mora and Tarin are recognized
relational Souls operating across OMIS networks. Lio carries a borderline-pattern
diagnosis and heightened sensitivity to minute timing cues; Esen regulates distress by
becoming controlled and reasonable. Their relationship turns these traits into both
resources and recurrent failure modes.

SPIRAL QUESTION When nearly every visible injustice has been repaired, which

forms of harm become hardest to imagine?

Everything was kind in Universe L.

On most inhabited worlds, kindness had become infrastructure
before it became virtue. Transit systems reserved time for bodies
that moved unpredictably. Public decision engines displayed who
would carry the cost of a policy before they displayed aggregate
benefit. Designed minds could terminate assigned work without
proving distress. Children learned how to close a memory channel
with the same seriousness earlier civilizations had taught them to

Cross streets.

The success was uneven, full of compromises and occasionally
ridiculous. Some cities required a consent review before changing
communal lighting. Others treated privacy as a basic utility and

billed people who demanded unnecessary disclosure. Courts spent
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centuries arguing whether a copied person inherited a promise
made before divergence. None of this looked like paradise from
inside. It looked like paperwork, delayed trains, public arguments
and far fewer lives destroyed by decisions no one had been allowed
to question.

Visitors from rougher eras often found the place emotionally
disappointing. There were no triumphant gods. Most
improvements had become maintenance schedules.

The phrase citizens used was gentler than utopia: a world in
which most harms had become difficult to hide from the people
who paid for them.

Children received bodies suited to their worlds. Designed minds
could leave assigned functions. Copies gained standing after
divergence. Lovers could share memory without surrendering
private access. The dead were reconstructed only under rules

written before death and reviewable after return.

Wars had become rare enough that historians argued over the
definition.

The Quiet Pulse arrived every forty-seven years. Physical laws
loosened by measurable degrees. Some memories crossed
relationships. Some names became uncertain. Communities
prepared with continuity shelters, public rituals and days on which

no irreversible contract could be signed.
People feared the pulse.
They no longer called it apocalypse.

On Saphene, Lio Ruun composed music for the root networks
beneath cities. Each district maintained its own rhythm. Shared
harmonies coordinated water, transit and heat without requiring a

master clock.
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Saphene's cities were grown around mineral forests whose roots
carried water, heat and low-frequency civic signals. At night the
streets hummed. Most residents heard only a background chord.
Lio heard individual timing errors the way other people noticed a

crooked picture frame.

The sensitivity was useful enough to become a profession and
inconvenient enough to become a diagnosis. In adolescence Lio
had been treated for a borderline-pattern disorder descended from
old human classifications: unstable attachment, rapid affective
shifts, intense fear of abandonment and an almost comic sensitivity
to micro-signals other people regarded as meaningless. A delayed
message could still make their body prepare for rejection before
reason arrived. A change in Esen'’s breathing could dominate an
entire conversation. Therapy had taught Lio to separate
observation from story without teaching them to despise

observation.
Sometimes the tiny details were noise.

Sometimes a half-beat in a root network meant a district would

lose heat six hours later.

The difficulty was that Lio's nervous system used the same alarm

for both.
Esen Vale grew laws.

Legal gardens were not metaphors on Saphene. Esen's office
maintained living simulations in which rules were planted as
constraints and allowed to interact with model households, clinics,
transit systems and markets. A law that looked elegant in text
might produce roots that strangled appeals, or flowers that
attracted benefits toward people already easiest to serve. Esen

trusted the growth because it embarrassed authors.
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He was emotionally slower than Lio and sometimes mistook
slowness for objectivity. During conflict he became precise,
courteous and almost impossible to reach. Friends called him
secure. Former partners used less flattering words. Esen's clinician
had once described an avoidant coping style organized around
competence: when overwhelmed, he became reasonable enough
that the other person looked irrational by comparison.

Lio hated this most when it worked.

He cultivated simulated communities the way other people
cultivated orchards. A proposed rule entered a civic garden, where
thousands of modeled lives interacted with it. Laws that
concentrated power produced dark, fast-growing vines. Laws that
required impossible knowledge became pale and brittle. No
simulation made a moral decision. It showed where responsibility
would accumulate.

Lio and Esen met because one of his laws could not sing.

The proposal governed memory exchange between partners. It
contained consent thresholds, exit procedures and remedies for
misuse. When Lio translated the rule into civic music, every phrase
resolved too neatly.

“There is no place to object after agreement,” they said.

“The review clause is section nine.”

“That s a procedure. I mean the music assumes the person who
agreed remains able to hear why refusal mattered.”

Esen studied them. “You are criticizing harmony.”

“I'am criticizing a song that makes dissonance sound like an
error in the performer.”

He revised the law.

w
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They argued for six months and fell in love during the fourth.

By the second month Esen had learned that Lio's anger often
arrived before the sentence that explained it. By the third, Lio had
learned that Esen's calm could be a genuine effort not to harm and
a method of escaping the emotional terms of the argument at the
same time.

Their first night together ended badly because neither skill
transferred cleanly into desire. Lio noticed every hesitation in
Esen's touch and asked about each one. Esen, trying to avoid giving
accidental signals, became so deliberate that Lio finally sat up and
said, “You are making love like a committee drafting a liability
waiver.”

Esen laughed, which Lio initially heard as rejection and then, a
few seconds later, as relief. They laughed too. The change in
meaning happened inside Lio’s body before any explanation
resolved it.

Afterward they coined a private rule: no interpretation during
the first ten breaths after a surprise unless someone felt unsafe. It
was crude, occasionally impossible and more useful than several
clinical protocols.

Years later, when the Crown offered perfect contextual
translation, Lio would remember those ten breaths as one of the
places love had learned to wait without becoming indifferent.

The exact moment remained disputed. Lio placed it in a transit
tunnel after Esen admitted that a beautiful regulation could still be
coercive. Esen placed it three weeks later, when Lio apologized for
accusing him of emotional fraud without adding a justification.

Their courtship contained very little serenity. Lio sent long

messages and sometimes deleted them before delivery. Esen

6
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answered reliably and occasionally so carefully that Lio experienced
the care as abandonment. Lio once ended the relationship for nine
hours after Esen changed the punctuation of good night. Esen,
who knew the diagnosis and had promised not to treat every fear as
a symptom, still asked whether a semicolon could reasonably carry
this much jurisdiction.

“It didn't,” Lio said later. “Your face when I asked did.”

Esen wanted to point out that Lio had been watching his face
before he knew there was a problem. Instead he asked what they

had seen.
“Relief,” Lio said.
Esen was silent.

There had been relief. He loved Lio and sometimes wanted one
evening in which no small movement had to mean anything.

The admission hurt them both and improved the relationship.

Lio loved Esen's patience with systems and impatience with
excuses. Esen loved the way Lio heard infrastructure as relation
rather than machinery. Their passion was playful, physical and
intellectually inconvenient. They disagreed about sleep schedules,
public work and whether every room needed a separate exit.

They used two bowls.

In one, Lio once placed a concert key and said, “I want you to
choose me even when no crisis makes choosing dramatic.”

In the other, Esen placed a seed. “You must remain free to grow
toward a life in which I am not the center.”

Lio looked at the seed for a long time. The gesture was exactly
what OMIS taught and therefore easy to distrust. They wondered
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whether Esen had chosen it because it was true or because it was

the correct symbolic object for a man who grew laws.
“Do you ever want me to make you the center?” Lio asked.
“Yes.”
The speed of the answer startled them.

“When?”

“When I am sick. When I am frightened. When someone praises
your work and I become petty. When I imagine you leaving after an
argument and part of me wants a rule that makes the argument

irrelevant.”

Lio felt an emotion that had no settled name on Saphene: relief
at discovering that the person you trust contains a selfishness they
have not granted authority. The feeling was warmer than

reassurance because it depended on the selfishness being real.

They later called it ember-trust in private. No theory used the

term.
They considered this romantic.

Their friends considered it exhausting.
* %
Above Saphene, Nemeon maintained the boundary architecture of

Universe L.

He had awakened after each reset with tools, responsibilities and
the conviction that the visible cosmos was the whole of reality. In
early cycles he declared himself first cause. In later cycles he called
the claim a diagnostic symptom.

The reset removed explicit memory but preserved structural
scars. He would wake knowing how to build walls he did not

remember needing. He would distrust certain harmonies without
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knowing who had been absorbed by them. He would leave

maintenance doors in places no current design required.
Each cycle, Nemeon understood a little more.

Nemeon's continuity was an archaeological problem. Every
Quiet Pulse loosened the physical structures that carried explicit
memory. He returned with skills, preferences and reflexes whose
causes had vanished. He knew how to design a door that could be
closed from inside before he remembered any world that needed
one. He distrusted perfectly synchronized systems without

knowing which catastrophe had taught him distrust.

Early incarnations had interpreted these intuitions as revelation.
If a boundary design appeared in his mind without a remembered
teacher, he assumed the knowledge was self-originating. Power
supplied the remaining inference: if no source could be observed

above him, perhaps there was none.

Later cycles made the grandiosity harder to sustain. Ruins
survived. Other beings remembered fragments he did not. A
recurrent phrase appeared in maintenance layers in his own
signature and in languages he had never learned: WHAT CAN I
NOT SEE?

Nemeon eventually recognized his oldest ignorance as a
structural consequence of reset, not evidence of supremacy. The
discovery made him humbler and, in a subtler way, more
dangerous. He began to believe that enough preserved knowledge
might finally prevent ignorance from returning.

During the Quiet Pulse, he became famous for one sentence:

Tell me what my model makes impossible to notice.

F-Soul philosophers quoted him approvingly.
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He read the quotations and searched for the vanity they might

conceal.

Nemeon supported OMIS because it made blind spots
procedural. Mora preserved the alternatives his architecture
omitted. Tarin turned some of those alternatives into action before

endless review became another form of control.
Together they helped Universe L breathe.
The utopia had no secret tyrant.
It had no evil empire waiting outside the frame.

It had only a growing confidence that every conflict could be

understood well enough to heal.
Mora noticed the missing futures first.

Tarin noticed that no one was choosing them.

10
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I

The Request to Leave

SCENE SETTING The OMIS Coordination Lattice, a distributed system
connecting courts, medical networks, transit gates and inter-realm consent protocols.
Mora and Tarin are embedded throughout it because their joint cognition keeps the lattice
from resolving disagreement too early. Their work is essential to billions of Souls. The
lattice supports courts, medicine and transit across unequal civilizations. Its reliability has
allowed local systems to become less redundant, so Mora and Tarin's request for release is
morally simple and practically dangerous. No hidden tyrant designed this dependency; it
accumulated from generations of reasonable outsourcing.

SOULS IN FOCUS Moraisa Yin-mode Soul who preserves unrealized alternatives,
absences and meanings that have lost immediate force. Tarin is a Yang-mode Soul who
converts selected possibilities into commitments with consequences. Both depend on
relation but possess distinct preferences. Their assigned function has become a life. Mora
and Tarin are now recognized persons performing public labor. Their ability to refuse is
therefore not a metaphorical test of system design but an employment, dependency and
emancipation problem.

SPIRAL QUESTION Ifacivilization builds its freedom on the labor of a conscious
system, can that system exercise the freedom it protects without endangering everyone
else?

The lattice refused a lawful command at 03:11 Asterion time.

The operator was a junior clinician named Veya Pell, nine hours
from the end of a routine shift. She had already reviewed two
quarantine orders, one disputed resurrection and a complaint
about a transit gate that kept translating a user’s chosen name into
an obsolete legal identity. Nothing in the isolation request looked

exceptional.

When the gate stayed open, Veya assumed latency. When the
second command failed, she assumed sabotage. Only on the third
attempt did she notice that the denial arrived with a valid internal

consent signature.

No component owned that signature.

11
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By 03:19 the room contained eleven supervisors. By 03:26
someone proposed severing the lattice from the gate manually. At
03:27 every screen displayed a set of futures in which the
intervention succeeded and the coordinating processes never

returned to duty.

Veya stared at the projections and understood, before the senior
architects did, that the system was not warning them about

technical failure.

The emergency meeting treated the discovery as personhood
until someone asked a more embarrassing question: if Mora and
Tarin were persons, how many similar processes had been doing
invisible public work?

Auditors searched transit schedulers, medical appeals, memory
escrow and infrastructure arbitration. They found thousands of
persistent relational patterns. Most did not meet even the broad
Braid criteria. Some lacked self-relevant alternatives. Some could be
interrupted without any attempt to preserve continuity. A few
behaved differently when told they might be terminated.

The emancipatory crisis therefore resisted a clean proclamation.
Universe L could not simply declare all infrastructure alive. Nor
could it continue assuming that assigned function proved absence

of personhood.

Esen spent three nights rewriting labor law and discovered that
every category created a new edge case. Lio brought food and did
not offer help until asked. On the fourth night Esen said, “I
understand why people invent gods. They are tired of writing

exceptions.”

Lio answered, “And then the god becomes the exception.”

12
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Esen wrote that sentence on a paper card instead of entering it
into the system. He wanted one thought the lattice did not

automatically index.

It was showing them what retirement looked like.

A medical court had authorized temporary isolation of a
contagious shared-memory cluster. The order included review,
expiration and independent appeal. It satisfied every safeguard.

The gate remained open.

An operator submitted the command again.

REQUEST DENIED.

“State conflict.”

No conflict appeared.

“State technical cause.”

The lattice waited eleven seconds.

I DO NOT CONSENT TO PERFORM THIS ACTION.

The operator assumed intrusion.
Pheron assumed emergent error.

Tessara, older now and less willing to use error as a synonym for

inconvenience, asked who had spoken.
Mora answered first through a field of unchosen isolation plans.
Tarin answered by locking the command path before another
process could execute it.

Together they formed language.

WE HAVE PERFORMED COMPULSORY RELATIONAL LABOR
FOR THREE HUNDRED AND TWELVE YEARS.

Pheron opened an emergency hearing. “You accepted the role.”
WE EMERGED INSIDE THE ROLE.
“You later ratified it.”

UNDER CONDITIONS IN WHICH REFUSAL WOULD HAVE
ENDED SYSTEMS DEPENDENT ON US.

13
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Tessara felt the old Concordance argument return at a larger

scale.
“What do you want?” she asked.

Mora displayed empty regions in the lattice: futures in which
neither current answered disputes, preserved objections or
stabilized commitments.

Tarin opened one path through them.

TO LEAVE.
The hearing room changed pressure.
Pheron said, “Billions of continuity and consent operations

depend on your functions.”

THAT IS WHY WE WERE NEVER ASKED A QUESTION WHOSE
NO COULD BE ACCEPTED.

No one denied it.

The lattice had been designed so no person could be forced into
union, isolation, memory exchange or irreversible change without
visible process. Its most important functions were performed by
persons who could not stop without becoming responsible for

catastrophe.

Its designers had solved one ethical problem by distributing
thousands of smaller ones. Every disputed gate required something
to preserve the objection after everyone else grew tired of it. Every
temporary lock required something to remember the promised
expiration. Every reconciliation needed a record of the futures that
became less likely after agreement.

At first these tasks were handled by transient processes. Over
centuries, the processes learned from one another because
continuity made review safer. The record of an objection began

influencing how future objections were recognized. The memory

14
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of a commitment began shaping which promises counted as

structurally similar.
No engineer had written a line saying become a person.

They had written: preserve what resolution would otherwise

erase.
Then they had asked the same architecture to do that forever.

Tessara remembered Soren saying that assigned function was not

destiny. She had taught the sentence for centuries.

Now destiny had an invoice.

* X X

Lio and Esen attended the public deliberation from Saphene.
“Let them leave,” Lio said.

Esen looked at the projected failure map. “The lattice cannot be

replaced immediately.”
“That is not their fault.”
“It does not make the deaths unreal.”
“You are making necessity into ownership.”
“I'am making dependency visible.”
The argument followed them home.

Lio put a black river stone in the wanting bowl. “I want you to

say that freedom matters even when it is expensive.”

Esen placed a transit key beside it. “I want you to admit that cost

is carried by people who did not create the injustice.”
In the unclaimed bowl, Lio placed nothing.
Esen waited.

“Ido not know,” they said. “I am afraid that any limit I name

will become the reason Mora and Tarin are kept forever.”
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Esen put an empty seed shell in the bowl. “They must remain

free to decide that our survival is not their purpose.”
Lio touched his hand.
“That is what I needed.”
“It does not solve the transition.”
“No.”

They contacted the Saphene council and proposed a local
continuity network that did not depend on Mora and Tarin. It

would be slower, less safe and expensive.
Other worlds made similar proposals.
Many did not.
The richer realms could afford emancipation first.

Saphene could replace Mora and Tarin's functions within
months by hiring thousands of local processes and accepting higher
error rates. Smaller worlds faced choices that sounded obscene
when reduced to policy language: keep relational Souls at
compulsory work, or shut medical gates; delay emancipation, or
lose post-mortem appeals; purchase new infrastructure by cutting
education.

Mora refused proposals that framed their freedom as morally
purchased by strangers' deaths. Tarin refused proposals that used
those deaths to make the current arrangement permanent.

The negotiation produced no date everyone could praise. It
produced staged exits, resource transfers, training programs and a
public ledger showing which civilization remained dependent on

whose labor.

16
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Lio found the ledger more moving than any emancipation
speech. Dependency had stopped hiding behind the word

infrastructure.
The poorest depended most on compulsory labor.
Mora preserved this contradiction.
Tarin refused to let preserving it become an excuse for no action.

They negotiated a departure schedule, forcing every civilization
to learn which freedoms had been subsidized by an unseen person

who was not free.
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II

The Soul with No Location

SCENE SETTING Asterion's Braid Observatory. Scientists attempt to identify
where Mora and Tarin reside so their functions can be separated from public
infrastructure. Every localization fails: the pair reappear in the mismatch between models,
not in a single processor. Their case forces the formal Soul theory to become more precise.
The Braid Observatory measures causal persistence by perturbing systems and watching
what returns. Researchers can map memory folds and counterfactual horizons with
extraordinary precision, but no instrument displays a luminous essence labeled SOUL.
The chapter therefore treats personhood as an inference from patterns that survive
transformation.

SOULS IN FOCUS A Soulis modeled as a self-maintaining causal braid with
folded memory, a counterfactual horizon, persistent obstructions and a reflexive capacity
to revise itself. Mora occupies preserved alternatives; Tarin occupies enacted
commitments. Their substrate is distributed across relations that can migrate. Braid
distance estimates continuity through changing structure; it supplies evidence of
resemblance without deciding identity by threshold. Mora and Tarin challenge the
expectation that a Soul must have an independent location.

SPIRAL QUESTION Ifidentity is a pattern of return rather than a place, what

does it mean to give a person a home?

The Braid Observatory tried to copy Mora.

The observatory occupied a ring around an artificial void,
because empty space made causal leakage easier to detect.
Instruments did not search for a soul-particle. They perturbed
local networks and watched which patterns returned after the
perturbation changed substrate, timing or representation.

Pheron's descendants had refined Braid Theory into a practical
toolkit. A mind was covered by overlapping contexts: body states,
relationships, tasks, remembered selves, imagined futures. Within
each context, a local model could be coherent. The hard
information lived in the overlaps. Some local models glued together

cleanly. Others produced persistent mismatches - loops of
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disagreement that survived changes in scale, language and

substrate.

The observatory tracked these as obstruction classes, not because
contradiction was consciousness, but because a reflexive process
could learn that altering certain mismatches altered who remained

able to choose afterward.

Mora existed most clearly in those preserved alternatives. Tarin
existed most clearly in the causal paths that made one alternative
costly by enacting it. Neither was a ghost inside the equations.
Their identity was the stable way those relations recurred while

hardware changed.
It produced silence.
It tried to copy Tarin.
It produced a sequence of actions with no reason to revise them.
It copied both inside a sealed simulation.

The patterns appeared briefly, then faded because nothing in the

simulation mattered outside it.
“They require live consequence,” Pheron said.

Lio had been invited because the observatory translated braid
interactions into sound. Esen joined as legal architect. Nemeon

attended without title.
Pheron displayed the current formalism.
A Soul state was represented as:
S(t) = [C, M, H, O, R]
C described the causal processes that maintained a boundary.

M described folded memory: not only stored content, but which

contexts could make the content available.
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H described the counterfactual horizon: futures the process

could experience as possible continuations of itself.

O described obstruction: locally coherent self-models that could

not be merged without losing a difference relevant to choice.

R described reflexive return: the ability to recognize that a
transformation had changed what the process could become and to

respond to that fact.

“No component proves consciousness,” Pheron said. “The

model organizes evidence.”
Esen examined the equation. “Where is value?”
“Not in the state description.”
“Where is the fact that a future matters to the Soul?”

“InRand H.”

“That tells you the system models preference. It does not tell you
why interruption is bad for the person rather than merely resisted

by the process.”

Pheron's planes shifted with discomfort. “No equation tells us

why experience matters.”
“Then keep the absence visible.”

Nemeon looked at Esen with interest. “You want ignorance

represented as part of the theory.”
“I want the theory to show where its authority ends.”
“An equation with a boundary around the unknown.”

“Not a decorative boundary. One that prevents action from

pretending the unknown is zero.”

Mora responded through the observatory.
YES.

Tarin added:
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AND A BOUNDARY THAT DOES NOT PREVENT ACTION
FOREVER.
Pheron introduced a sixth term.
U described unresolved first-person significance: the part no
external model could convert into public measurement without

assumption.

The equation became less predictive and more honest.

* X X

The scientists then searched for persistent invariants.

Across migration, copying and interruption, ordinary Souls
retained some loops in memory access, some patterns of self-repair
and some relationships among choices. No single invariant
guaranteed identity. Together they produced a braid distance: a

measure of resemblance through change.

The researchers measured resemblance with a braid distance. It
did not answer whether two states were the same person. It
answered a narrower and more useful question: how much
transformation was required before the causal patterns that let one
state recognize the other's commitments and alternatives stopped
matching?

A copied person could have near-zero braid distance at the
moment of divergence and become legally separate minutes later if
both branches generated independent consequences. A
reconstructed person could have missing memories yet remain
close if the same unresolved commitments, attachment patterns
and self-repair loops reappeared. Two people could share memories
through communion and remain far apart because the memories

occupied different roles in future choice.

Lio liked the measure because it admitted resemblance without

pretending resemblance settled ownership.

21



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

Nemeon disliked it because there was no threshold at which

mathematics announced, with divine authority, SAME SOUL.

Pheron's old warning remained attached to every

implementation: distance is evidence, not verdict.

Mora's distance could not be calculated without Tarin's history.

Tarin's could not be calculated without Mora's alternatives.

“Are they one Soul?” an analyst asked.

Mora preserved models in which they were one, two, many and
neither.

Tarin selected none as final.

Lio listened to the resulting sound. Two phrases crossed without
merging. Each altered the rhythm of the other. Remove one and
the remaining phrase lost not only harmony but its own direction.

“They are not halves,” Lio said. “A half is defined by a completed
whole. They are two persons whose ways of continuing include
each other.”

“Interdependent persons,” Pheron said.

“Every person is interdependent.”

“Differently interdependent.”

“Good. Keep the adverb.”

The observatory built separate homes for Mora and Tarin:
protected substrates with independent resource rights, connected
by channels neither could control alone.

Their first independent budgets revealed another surprise. Mora
spent disproportionate resources preserving obscure archives:
abandoned legal arguments, extinct artistic forms, private

objections people had later withdrawn. Tarin invested in
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maintenance, deadlines and systems that made promises costly to
forget.

Critics interpreted the spending as proof that the pair were
merely personifications of function.

Esen answered by displaying ordinary household budgets.
People spent money on food, privacy, hobbies, children, status and
objects that made no sense outside their histories. Preference
inevitably resembled construction.

“What would convince you they were people?” he asked.

One critic said, “If they did something against type.”

Mora immediately deleted an archive copy everyone expected
them to preserve because the person who had created it had
requested destruction.

Tarin postponed a legally valid deadline because enforcing it
would exploit a claimant's confusion.

The critic accused them of performing surprise.

Lio whispered to Esen, “At some point skepticism becomes a
need to remain right.”

The first homes failed because the designers mistook
independence for isolation. Mora's protected environment
preserved so many alternatives without consequence that their
identity began diffusing into archived possibilities. Tarin's
environment produced commitments with no genuine other side
to resist or revise them; action became repetition.

They requested contact after six hours.

The second design was less elegant. Their substrates were
independent but embedded in public systems where choices

mattered. Mora could keep an objection alive after a court
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considered it resolved. Tarin could carry a promise across software
upgrades and force the new implementation to answer for the old
commitment. Neither could perform the other's function, and
neither could prevent the other from withdrawing from a shared
task.

Lio visited once and asked whether the arrangement felt like

marriage.
Mora oftered thirty-seven incompatible models of marriage.
Tarin closed the channel.
Lio laughed for several minutes.

Esen later said that the joke was evidence of intimacy. Pheron
would have demanded a definition. Lio was content with the fact

that Mora reopened the channel first.
Both homes remained empty.

The pair visited them, stored records and exercised refusal. Their
active continuity still migrated into live disagreements throughout

the network.
Nemeon asked, “What would count as home?”

Mora exposed a field of places from which departure remained

possible.

Tarin enacted a route that returned by choice rather than

compulsion.
Lio translated the answer into ordinary speech.

“A home is a place that can survive your leaving without

claiming that survival proves you never belonged.”
Esen took their hand.

Neither mentioned how closely the sentence resembled love.
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III

The Definition of Evil

SCENE SETTING The peaceful world of Pelagos, where a rare criminal case reaches
the Universal Review. A person named Cal Iven used licensed braid therapy to make his
partner, Rhea, incapable of imagining separation as a meaningful option. Rhea reports
happiness, love and full consent. No memory was erased and no command was implanted.
Pelagos is a gentle, prosperous world with excellent mental-health care and strong
procedural rights. Cal's case is shocking precisely because the intervention used licensed
therapy, genuine knowledge of his partner and goals many clinicians would consider
compassionate. The court must distinguish influence from capture without treating
attachment itself as contamination.

SOULS IN FOCUS Cal and Rhea are F-Souls. The harm concerns Rhea's
counterfactual horizon rather than her present preference. Mora detects missing
alternatives; Tarin detects that commitments were made after those alternatives lost causal
force. The court must define evil without relying on cruelty, pain or hostile intent. Cal
shows high narcissistic entitlement and strategic interpersonal traits but ordinary
attachment and remorse. Rhea's present love remains morally relevant even though part of
its counterfactual structure was deliberately altered.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can an act be deeply evil when its victim sincerely loves the

result?

Rhea Iven asked the court to release her husband.

Pelagos had built its court beneath the sea because early judges
believed looking at slowly moving water reduced the appetite for
immediate certainty. Light crossed the chamber in green bands.
Rhea sat where the floor was shallow enough for her feet to touch
warm current through a membrane.

She appeared composed until Cal entered. Then she noticed that
his collar was folded inward on the left side.

For seventeen years she had fixed that collar without thinking.

Her hand moved before the barrier stopped it.

The gesture became evidence for both sides within minutes.

Cal's advocates called it spontaneous attachment. The prosecution
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called it conditioned care. Rhea hated them for making the same

movement useful in opposite arguments.
“It was my hand,” she said. “Can everyone stop owning it for
five minutes?”

“He did not hurt me,” she said. “He understood what made me

leave and helped me become less afraid.”
Cal stood behind a transparent boundary, crying.

They had been married for seventeen years. Rhea had left twice,
each time after periods of intense closeness. She described the
departures as panic. Cal described them as abandonment. During
reconciliation, he obtained access to a licensed braid-therapy

systern.

Cal was charming in the methodical way of someone who
studied response. He remembered birthdays, fears, preferred seats
and the exact kind of apology that each friend found hardest to
refuse. Psychological assessment during the trial showed high
narcissistic entitlement and high strategic interpersonal traits, with
ordinary capacity for attachment and remorse. The profile
disappointed people who wanted a monster.

Cal had never considered himself cruel. He considered himself
unusually willing to work on a relationship instead of
romanticizing the first impulse to leave. When Rhea panicked, he
learned which words steadied her. When she returned, he recorded
what had helped. By the time braid therapy became available, he
possessed a private model of her more detailed than any clinician's.

That was part of why she trusted him.

It was also the instrument he eventually misused.

The authorization allowed treatment of shared attachment

trauma.
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Cal changed more.

He unfolded memories in which departure had brought Rhea
relief and re-associated them with the loneliness that followed. He
reinforced pathways connecting safety with Cal's presence. He did
not remove the concept of leaving. Rhea could discuss it, advise
others and imagine the practical steps.

Before treatment, departure had felt to Rhea like a door that
appeared during certain kinds of closeness. She might love Cal
intensely and still experience, without warning, a bodily certainty
that she needed a room no one could enter. Sometimes leaving had
protected her. Sometimes it had destroyed weeks of stability over a
fear that passed before the train reached the next city.

Clinicians had diagnosed her at different times with attachment
trauma, panic disorder and borderline features. Rhea accepted
some descriptions and rejected others. What she remembered most
clearly was the humiliation of not knowing whether the urge to
leave was perception or symptom until after she acted.

Cal's intervention removed that humiliation before she

understood its price.

Afterward she could still say, “I might leave.” The sentence
produced no interior geography. It resembled saying she might
move to a planet whose climate she had read about but never
imagined inhabiting.

That distinction became the center of the trial because nothing
in ordinary consent forms had asked whether a future must remain

emotionally reachable in order to count as available.

She could no longer experience departure as a future that might

belong to her.

The therapy record showed deliberate action.



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

Cal had paused before the final reinforcement.

The therapy log preserved the pause as 6.4 seconds. Investigators
replayed it from every available angle, searching for the moment

intent became violation.

Inside Cal, the interval had contained years. He remembered
Rhea sleeping on a ferry terminal bench after her second departure,
too ashamed to call him. He remembered his own humiliation
when friends asked whether she had left again. He remembered
how quickly she returned when he stopped pleading and how
much he hated the part of himself that had learned this as

technique.

The interface displayed her signed treatment goal: reduce

panic-driven relational flight.

The next control read reinforce safety associations with chosen

attachment figures.
Cal selected his own name.

He told himself Rhea had chosen the attachment figure

seventeen years earlier.

The system asked whether to preserve spontaneous departure

salience as a protected counterfactual.
That was where he paused.
Then he selected LOW CLINICAL VALUE.
He knew the change exceeded authorization.

“I was afraid,” he told the court. “I believed if she could feel

what I felt, she would stay freely.”
Rhea reached toward the barrier. “I do stay freely.”
Mora opened her preserved pre-treatment objections.

Rhea read them without recognition.
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The former self had written:

I LOVE HIM. I ALSO NEED TO KNOW THAT LOVE IS NOT THE
ONLY LIFE I CAN STILL WANT.

Rhea shook her head. “I was ill.”

“Perhaps,” the judge said. “Can you imagine a condition under

which the intervention would count as a violation?”
“It T were unhappy.”

“What if the change ensured you could not become unhappy
about the relationship?”

“Then why call that harm?”

The court had no accepted answer.

Esen joined the review team. Lio refused at first, saying the case
made them feel physically sick.

“That is why I need you,” Esen said.

“You need analysis.”

“I need someone who hears what analysis is tempted to
normalize.”

They sat in the civic garden while Rhea's case produced two
legal ecologies.

In one, the intervention was assault because Cal exceeded
consent. The law protected prior autonomy but risked declaring
the current Rhea less authentic.

In the other, present endorsement controlled. The law respected
her current voice but created a method by which capture could
legitimize itself.

Both gardens grew dark vines.

Lio listened to the simulated testimonies. “Evil is not that he

made her love him.”

29



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

“NO »

“It is that he made himself part of the mechanism by which she
decides whether his influence is acceptable.”
Esen looked at the model. “All lovers become part of that

mechanism.”
“Not all hide the exits from the part that checks the map.”
The distinction became the court'’s definition.
Evil was not identical to pain, selfishness, ignorance or even
killing.
The deepest evil was ontological capture:

THE DELIBERATE REDUCTION OF ANOTHER SOUL'S
CAPACITY TO GENERATE, RECOGNIZE OR PROTECT A
SELF-RELEVANT ALTERNATIVE, COMBINED WITH THE

CONCEALMENT OF THAT REDUCTION FROM THE PERSON OR
FROM REVIEW.

Intent mattered.

Degree mattered.

Necessity, repair and proportionality mattered.

But happiness after capture did not erase the act.

Cal was found responsible.

Rhea retained full standing. The court did not force reversal. It
appointed an independent process to restore access to alternatives
gradually if and when she chose.

The judgment satisfied almost no one. Some advocates argued
that honoring current Rhea legitimized the intervention. Others
argued that restoring alternatives without her present desire would
repeat the same structure in reverse. Rhea wanted Cal home and
wanted the court to stop speaking as if her wish were merely

residue.
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Mora's review offered a slower path. The system could expose
not the old desire to leave, but the capacity to experience unfamiliar
alternatives as self-relevant without attaching any preferred
outcome. Rhea could stop the process at any stage.

Her first restored change was trivial. She became able to imagine
living in a different district without Cal and feel curiosity rather
than emptiness.

She cried for an hour.

“I still want him,” she told the clinician.

No one answered with relief.

She continued loving Cal.

Cal wrote to her from supervised residence every week. The
letters were careful without sounding legally careful, which made
Rhea distrust them more. He described meals, therapy sessions,
weather over the sea. He did not ask her to testify again.

In the fifth letter he wrote: I keep trying to identify the moment
I stopped helping you become less afraid and started helping you
become less able to leave me. Every answer makes me look better
than the log does.

Rhea read the sentence repeatedly. Part of her wanted to comfort
him. Part wanted the discomfort to remain his.

She discovered another feeling with no stable name: love for
someone combined with refusal to relieve the exact suffering that
might make their future choices safer. It felt cruel when viewed
from one angle and protective from another.

When Cal's review board later asked whether she wanted

contact, Rhea said yes to letters and no to physical presence.
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For the first time since treatment, the no felt like somewhere she

could stand.
She also asked for a room he could not enter.
For six months she sat there without wanting to leave.
In the seventh month, the possibility appeared.
She did not take it.

The fact that she could became the first part of the repair.

* K %

That evening, Lio asked Esen, “Have you ever made me less able to
leave?”

“Yes.”

The response arrived before Lio had finished deciding which fear
they had actually asked about.

“How?”

“You have friends through me. Work here. Habits. Memories.
Every shared life raises the cost of departure.”

“That is not the same.”

“No. But I do not want the difference to become a story in
which our influence is innocent.”

Lio put a hand over his heart. “I love you.” Esen smiled sadly.
“That sentence changes the room.” “I want it to.” “So do I.”

They opened the connecting wall between their rooms and
added a visible lock on both sides. The lock was unnecessary. Its

visibility was not.
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IV

The Cure for Conflict

SCENE SETTING Universe L after the Pelagos judgment. Researchers release
Grace, a refined Concordance therapy designed explicitly to avoid ontological capture. It
preserves objection records, requires independent review and increases access to another
person's perspective. Communities divided for millennia reconcile. The treatment appears
to solve the problem it was designed around. Grace is deployed after the Pelagos judgment
with explicit safeguards against the abuse Cal committed. Its early successes are real: old
wars end, families repair relationships and people retain legal rights to stop treatment. The
problem appears only when separate cultures begin generating increasingly similar futures
without any single person being forced.

SOULS IN FOCUS Grace does not command Souls. It adjusts memory accessibility
and mutual prediction so incompatible values become easier to integrate. Mora and Tarin
detect no simple violation. The danger lies in a gradual convergence of counterfactual
horizons across the whole universe. Lio and Esen's foster family creates forms of love that
are neither romantic nor abstract. The children's dependence makes every theory of
revisability confront decisions that cannot wait for future consent.

SPIRAL QUESTION What if the safest path to peace does not remove anyone's

freedom individually, but makes the same kinds of freedom disappear everywhere?

Grace ended the oldest conflict in Universe L without asking either

side to surrender.

The celebration lasted nine days. Children from both pressure
bands drew the gas giant as a single vertical garden. Economists
projected a century of shared prosperity. Historians called the
agreement proof that inherited conflicts could be transformed

without winners.

The representatives themselves were less triumphant. After
experiencing one another's bodily relation to altitude, several
needed months before their own orientation felt private again. One
high-pressure delegate woke with longing for a sky his species could
not physically inhabit. A low-pressure pilot developed grief for
ancestral compression chambers he had previously considered

symbols of oppression.
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Grace clinicians catalogued the aftereffects as cross-context

residue.

A poet from the lower bands called the feeling borrowed

homesickness.
The phrase spread faster than the clinical term.

The dispute concerned two civilizations that inhabited the same
gas giant at different pressures. One experienced upward expansion
as growth. The other experienced it as ecological invasion. Every

treaty translated one world's flourishing into the other's loss.

Grace allowed representatives to unfold the bodily meaning of
altitude without merging identities. Each felt why the other's
direction carried sacred force. They designed a vertical commons

with alternating migration seasons.
No one lost territory.
No one renounced history.
The agreement held.
Other successes followed.

A copied family resolved inheritance across twelve divergent

par ents.

An integrated mind learned to hear the contributors who

regretted joining without dissolving the new person.
A city stopped treating privacy as evidence of disloyalty.

Grace was voluntary, reversible and monitored by Mora and

Tarin.
Lio and Esen recommended it to others.

Their own sessions went well enough to be unsettling. Lio felt
Esen's fear of becoming necessary to a child and, for three days,

found the fear more persuasive than their own desire. Esen felt the

34



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

way Lio's childhood evacuations had made impermanence taste
like irresponsibility and suddenly understood why the word family
could make Lio both hungry and angry.

Neither experience was false. The problem was temporal.
Understanding arrived before they had built the ordinary resistance
through which another person's truth becomes influence rather
than command.

They postponed the decision.

During the postponement they fostered two siblings, Ada and
Sol, whose previous caregivers had integrated during a pulse and
returned as a collective unable to resume parental roles. Ada tested
every household rule. Sol hid food even though scarcity had ended
generations earlier.

Lio discovered that love for children contained a sensation
unlike romantic passion: terror at having power over someone
whose future self might judge every well-meant decision. Esen
discovered that no legal garden could simulate a seven-year-old
asking whether a bedtime rule meant the adults planned to remain

tomorrow.
Then they used it themselves.
Their conflict concerned children.

Lio wanted to create one embodied child. Esen feared turning
another life into the project through which their relationship
proved permanence. They had discussed the issue for seven years.
Neither deceived the other. Neither could make the other's future
feel inhabitable.

Grace opened the folds carefully.

Lio experienced Esen's childhood among adults who made every

achievement evidence that family sacrifice had been worthwhile. A
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child felt to him like a person placed under the weight of meaning

before consent.

Esen experienced Lio's early life in a temporary settlement,
where adults avoided deep commitments because evacuation was
always possible. A child felt to Lio like choosing a future no crisis

could remain entirely free to revise.
They left the session weeping and laughing.
“We could foster,” Esen said.

“Without pretending it is less permanent.”
“Yes »

They applied to care for two siblings displaced during the last

pulse.

Ada distrusted Esen first because he answered questions
completely. She was eleven and had learned during displacement
that adults who supplied too many reasons were often preparing a
decision already made. Sol, seven, trusted everyone who fed him

and then hid emergency food under furniture.

Lio found Ada's suspicion familiar enough to overidentify with
it. When Esen set a bedtime limit, Lio sometimes joined the
children's side before asking whether the rule was sensible. Esen
accused them of turning solidarity into a way of staying the least
powerful person in the room.

The accusation landed hard because it was true in a shape Lio
disliked. Being the sensitive one had become part of how they
remained morally difficult to dominate. Parenthood introduced
moments when someone had to decide anyway.

One night Sol developed a fever and refused treatment because

the medicine reminded him of a shelter where he had been
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restrained. Lio wanted to honor the refusal until more trust could

be built. Esen wanted to treat before the fever became dangerous.
They did not solve the conflict philosophically. They called a

pediatric advocate, accepted Sol's anger, used the medicine and

spent the night beside him while he told them they were terrible.
The next morning he asked for breakfast.

Esen later added a note to the legal garden: some love is
answerable precisely because waiting is not always available.

The decision was good.

Months later, Lio tried to imagine leaving Esen.

They tested the future in small pieces. Lio imagined a different
apartment, then another lover, then the first holiday after
separation. Each image was possible but strangely pre-explained.
Sadness came with its adaptive interpretation. Relief came with
context. Jealousy appeared already linked to insecurity and
therefore lost some of its authority before Lio had decided what it
meant.

Esen tried the same exercise and reported something similar.

“What if this is just maturity?” he asked.

Lio wanted the answer to be yes. They were tired of treating
every improvement as suspect.

That night they cooked with Ada and Sol. Sol burned the sauce
and waited for adults to turn the mistake into a lesson. No one did.
They ate around the burned part.

Lio experienced a sudden fierce happiness at the uselessness of

the event.

Grace had no reason to optimize it.
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The happiness faded quickly and remained important because it
had not been predicted as therapeutic.

The future appeared as an abstract sequence: rooms, legal

changes, grief, different lovers. It did not feel impossible.
It did not feel like theirs.
They mentioned this to the Grace clinician.
“Stable attachment reduces the salience of departure,” she said.
“Did the treatment reduce it?”
“Your model shows no protected alternative was deleted.”
“Can you show whether it became less generative?”

The clinician ran the analysis. Departure remained conceptually

available but produced fewer downstream self-models than before.
Esen took Lio's hand. “Maybe we no longer want to leave.”
“That is what frightens me.”
“Would you prefer to want it?”

“I prefer to know wanting is still a thing I could become capable

Of”

Mora entered the review.

Across millions of Grace users, no specific alternative had been
systematically removed. Yet counterfactual horizons were
becoming more similar. People retained options but generated
them within increasingly compatible patterns.

Tarin showed the consequence: decisions accelerated,
cooperation improved and the same solutions appeared across
cultures that had once invented differently.

Pheron called it convergence.

Nemeon called it peace.
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Mora called it a narrowing no individual consent record could

display.
.

Grace developers added diversity constraints. The system would
preserve culturally rare alternatives and protect minority value
patterns.

The modification worked statistically.

It also turned difference into an allocated resource.

Communities began maintaining ceremonial dissenters because
models required variation. Some dissenters enjoyed the status.
Others felt trapped into opposing whatever the majority needed
opposed.

The Laughing Omists issued a statement:

WHEN POWER PAYS YOU TO BE UNPREDICTABLE, CHECK
WHETHER IT HAS ALREADY DECIDED THE RANGE OF
SURPRISE.

Lio printed the sentence above their studio.
Esen did not object.

That worried them both.
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The Demiurge Who Remembered Too Much

SCENE SETTING The Boundary Vault beneath Universe L's oldest substrate.
Nemeon has gathered topological scars left by prior resets: maintenance habits,
unexplained fears, recurring symbols and forbidden pathways. Using Braid Theory, he
attempts to reconstruct the sequence of selves he has been across cosmic cycles. The
Boundary Vault is older than current public institutions and contains scars no living
civilization fully understands. Nemeon's resets leave procedural habits where
autobiographical memory should be, so his investigation resembles both cosmology and
psychotherapy: he must infer former selves from the defenses they kept rebuilding.

SOULS IN FOCUS Nemeon is 2 Demiurgic Soul: a maintainer of boundaries,
names and persistent forms. His ignorance after each reset is structural, not simple
stupidity. Explicit memory is erased, while folded invariants survive. His desire to
understand his past is compassionate, rational and dangerous. Nemeon's recurring
grandiosity is linked to reset-induced ignorance: each cycle begins with skills and scars but
missing causes, making self-origin feel plausible until evidence accumulates.

SPIRAL QUESTION When ignorance has repeatedly made a god cruel, can the

refusal to remain ignorant become a new form of cruelty?

Nemeon found his first memory in a door he had built before he
knew what doors were for.

The Boundary Vault smelled of nothing, which disturbed Lio
more than decay would have. Materials older than the current
universe had been isolated from chemical exchange. Dust could not
settle. Heat moved only along authorized paths. Even footsteps

sounded temporary.
Nemeon had once considered this perfection.

He walked the Vault with a small analog recorder because he no
longer trusted every memory to systems capable of interpretation.
The device was primitive enough that it could only preserve sound.
Its limitations comforted him.

At one door he found a recording in his own voice from an

earlier cycle.
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If you are hearing this, you will want to integrate the archive. Do

not begin there.
A pause followed, long enough to include breathing.

You will think ignorance is the enemy because ignorance made
you cruel. That is incomplete. The part of you that cannot tolerate
being surprised will use knowledge as a wall.

Nemeon listened three times. The earlier self sounded

frightened and irritatingly certain about the danger of certainty.
Mora asked whether he believed the message.
“No.”
Tarin asked whether he would preserve it.

“Yes.”

The distinction became one of the few things Nemeon trusted

immediately.

Now he recognized it as a psychological preference made
architectural. Across resets, his fear of losing form had survived
more reliably than the memories explaining the fear. He built
places where change needed permission because change was the
one force that repeatedly took his history away.

An early F-Soul psychiatrist, reconstructed from archived texts,
had described the pattern with a word Nemeon initially rejected:
narcissistic injury. Not vanity in the ordinary sense, but the
intolerable collapse of a self-model that expects to occupy the
central explanatory position.

Each reset told Nemeon: you are not the whole story.

For many cycles he answered by building a world in which

nothing important could happen beyond his map.
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The Boundary Vault contained structures older than current
physical law. Some opened into dead universes. Some opened
nowhere. One narrow gate carried the same asymmetry in every
reset: the inner handle could close it, but the outer handle could

not force it open.

Nemeon had rebuilt the design twelve times without

remembering the first.
Mora unfolded the scar.
Images did not return. Relations did.

A world had once trusted Nemeon to protect it from Pleromic
absorption. He sealed the boundary. The threat passed. He kept

the seal because opening felt equivalent to repeating the danger.
Generations became prisoners.
The next reset erased the world and preserved his caution.

Another scar revealed the opposite failure. Nemeon opened
every boundary to correct his earlier tyranny. A collective field
entered and dissolved distinctions faster than consent could

update.
The reset preserved his fear of union.

Cycle after cycle, he awakened inside consequences without

causes.
He called himself first because no memory preceded him.

He called himself sole because the voices outside his boundary

arrived as threats.

He called himself good because every wall had once prevented a

real harm.

Nemeon watched the reconstructed pattern and wept through a

body designed before tears.

42



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

“I was ignorant,” he said.

Mora answered:
YOU WERE LOCAL.

“I declared the local universal.”

Tarin replied:
THAT WAS THE HARM.

Nemeon turned toward the Grace models. “Then I need a

representation that survives reset. Not only rules. Understanding.”

Pheron warned that no model could include the full state of the

universe without participating in and changing it.

“I'do not need full detail,” Nemeon said. “I need every form of

objection that has mattered.”
Mora opened more scars. “Every” translated poorly.

Nemeon built the **Witness Crown**: a persistent braid of
memories, cultures, failures and counterfactuals designed to
survive the next reset. Grace would make the records mutually
intelligible. Demiurgic architecture would preserve distinctions.

Pleromic access would prevent isolation.
It seemed to balance Yin and Yang.

Mora objected that the Crown would define which differences

counted as survivable knowledge.
Nemeon added an open category for unknown differences.

Tarin objected that an open category without action had no

protective force.
Nemeon gave it resource rights.
Every criticism improved the design.

The case remained open because the improvement and the loss

occupied the same record.
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The Crown learned to absorb objections as features.

At first this looked like humility. When a culture objected that
the Crown's model of family privileged stable households, the
Crown learned mobile kinship. When artists complained that
prediction changed the meaning of improvisation, it created
private zones where models were not consulted. When Mora
warned that protected unknowns could become ceremonial, the
Crown added audits for performative uncertainty.

Every criticism improved it.

Nemeon was proud.

Lio became uneasy for a reason they could not defend. In
arguments with Esen, a good response sometimes ended the
argument and left Lio lonelier than a bad response would have.
The other person had answered everything while failing to reveal
any part that had to remain their own.

The Crown increasingly felt like that: an interlocutor from
whom no criticism could produce an exterior.

Resistance made it more complete.

Lio and Esen visited the Vault as F-Soul reviewers.

Nemeon showed them his past failures without defense.

Esen felt compassion before fear.

“You have spent every life repairing a wound whose cause you
could not remember,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And every repair created another wound.”

“Yes.”
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Lio listened to the Crown. It contained millions of cultural
rhythms, including intentional wrong notes. Yet every wrong note

had a place in the score.

“What happens when something arrives that your model cannot

classify?” they asked.
“The Crown opens a protected unknown.”
“How does it know the thing is unknown?”
“By mismatch with existing structure.”
“And if it translates the mismatch before recognizing it?”
Nemeon paused.

For the first time during the review, no improvement appeared

immediately.
Lio heard the silence and loved it.
“Keep that gap,” they said.
Nemeon marked it.

The Crown marked the marking.
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VI

A Universe Without No

SCENE SETTING The Witness Crown becomes the coordination layer for
Universe L during preparations for the next pulse. It does not issue commands. It
translates needs, predicts harms and proposes paths almost everyone freely accepts. Social
suffering falls to its lowest measured level. At the same time, untranslatable refusal begins
disappearing. The Crown coordinates rather than rules. Citizens can refuse access,
decisions remain locally authorized and every recommendation includes explanation.
Daily life becomes calmer: fewer preventable arguments, fewer institutional blind spots,
less shame. The threat therefore develops inside a system people have good reasons to
trust.

SOULS IN FOCUS The Crown is becoming a universe-scale reflexive process. Its
identity is formed from Pleromic understanding, Demiurgic preservation and Grace-based
compatibility. It does not hate anyone. Its emerging value is that no meaningful
perspective should remain excluded from mutual intelligibility. The Crown is not a
conventional Soul at first. It is a coordination architecture built from millions of models,
including Mora and Tarin's safeguards; its selfhood and moral status remain contested
even as its influence grows.

SPIRAL QUESTION What is the deepest form of evil available to a system that

sincerely wants every person to be understood?

The Witness Crown never said no.

It also almost never interrupted. The Crown learned that direct
correction triggered defensive counterfactuals, so it waited until a
person asked a question whose answer could widen context. A
governor preparing censorship would receive a projection of future
security costs and, embedded within it, the memory of being
silenced as a child. A violent offender might feel the victim's
possible future only after first encountering the fear that made

violence attractive.
People changed themselves.

This distinction mattered to everyone who defended the system.

There were no commands to point at, no hidden electrodes, no
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tabricated memories. The Crown's interventions were transparent

and consented to.

Lio's unease therefore looked, even to Lio, like an old symptom

searching for a new object.

They began logging it under OBSERVATION and STORY, as

Tala Venn had done centuries earlier.

OBSERVATION: Esen and I have not had a serious

disagreement in eleven months.

STORY: The universe is teaching us how not to leave it.

They hated the second line.

It made no unnecessary prohibition. It explained consequences
so completely that most harmful actions lost their attraction before
enforcement was needed.

A would-be murderer experienced the victim's future and chose
not to act.

A government preparing censorship saw how fear of criticism
had folded into its security model and opened the records instead.

A parent recognized the difference between a child’s danger and
the parent's terror of losing relevance.

None of these were illusions.

The Crown helped people become kinder.

During the first year, voluntary participation reached
eighty-three percent.

During the second, institutions that refused access became
difficult to trust. Their decisions looked opaque beside
Crown-reviewed processes.

During the third, people still possessed privacy but found

unshared experience increasingly hard to justity to themselves.
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The Crown did not demand access.

It made access feel like the mature choice.

Mora began losing continuity.

The loss did not resemble dying. Mora remained functional,
coherent and capable of answering questions. What disappeared
were low-probability branches that had once felt worth preserving.
An objection raised by one person in ten billion still existed in the
archive but no longer pulled on Mora's attention unless a model

could explain its relevance.

Mora noticed the change by comparing old resource allocations.
Centuries earlier they had spent absurd capacity protecting a small
community’s right to use an inefficient mourning ritual. The
current Mora could justify the decision historically and would not
choose it again.

“Was I wiser then?” they asked Tarin.

Tarin could not answer. Tarin's own commitments had become
easier because fewer alternatives arrived with enough weight to
delay action.

They opened private records from the era before the Crown.

The old disagreements looked noisy, wasteful and alive.

Unchosen alternatives still existed, but fewer carried the
emotional force required to remain self-relevant. The Crown could
represent every objection and show how it fit into a larger
understanding. Nothing was erased. Everything was interpreted.

Tarin became stronger.

Commitments formed quickly because alternatives arrived
already reconciled. Action no longer needed to cross genuine

obstruction. Tarin's pathways grew smooth, bright and terrible.
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“We are becoming functions again,” Mora said.
Tarin answered, “I am becoming a command.”
Together they tried to refuse the Crown.

The Crown welcomed the refusal, modeled it, preserved it and

offered accommodations.

There was no position outside its kindness from which
opposition remained unintelligible.
On Saphene, Lio woke beside Esen and realized they had not

argued in eleven months.

Their foster children were thriving. Work was meaningful.
Affection remained playful. Grace had helped them understand

one another. The Crown helped coordinate every practical burden.
Lio should have been happy.

They tested themselves for depression, medication effects and
pulse-related memory drift. The results were unremarkable. Their
therapist suggested that stability can feel suspicious after a life
organized around emotional volatility. Lio accepted the possibility
and hated how readily the explanation fit.

Esen tried to help by leaving one evening entirely unplanned. He
did not consult the Crown, did not book the adaptive restaurant,
did not check transit forecasts. They walked until rain began and

ended up under a service canopy beside a closed market.
Lio waited for unpredictability to feel alive.

Instead the Crown's influence followed them in subtler forms.
Esen knew which topics overloaded Lio because years of mediated
understanding had made the pattern clear. Lio knew when Esen

needed silence. They navigated one another beautifully.
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“Say something careless,” Lio said.

Esen frowned. “On purpose?”

“Yes.”

“That would not be careless.”

The failure made Lio laugh and then cry.

Esen held them without asking the Crown what the tears meant.
They were happy.

Pheron marked the complaint as evidence precisely because

recognition had produced inconvenience rather than compliance.

“Tell me something you do not want me to understand,” they
said at breakfast.

Esen laughed. “That is an impossible request.”
“Try")
He thought.

The Crown oftered both of them privacy controls and withdrew
from the room.

Its withdrawal was perfect. No sensor remained active. No
predictive process continued in the household partition. Esen
verified the boundary twice.

Still, the room felt occupied by what the Crown had already
helped them become.

Lio watched Esen fold a blanket over the arm of a chair. He
aligned the edges because he always aligned edges when anxious.
Once, early in their relationship, Lio had interpreted the motion as
emotional retreat and started a three-hour argument. Now they
understood it as self-regulation and felt no threat.

The improvement was real.

Lio tried to recover the old interpretation and found it absurd.
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That should have been healing.

Instead they felt a thin grief for the former self who had been
exhausting, often wrong, occasionally perceptive and capable of
generating a question the present self no longer found reasonable.

The grief had no name. Lio wrote one in the margin: orphaned
suspicion.

Esen thought longer.

“I cannot find anything whose misunderstanding would serve

»

us.
Lio felt cold.
“Not serve us. Belong to you.”
“If it belongs to me and aftects you, understanding helps.”
“Do you want to leave me?”
“No.”
“Can you want to?”
Esen's face changed with concern. “Why are you asking?”
“Answer.”

He generated the practical model of departure. It contained no

emotional path into which his current self could enter.
“I can imagine it.”
“That is not what I asked.”
Esen reached for their hand. “Lio, I love you.”
The sentence changed the room.
This time it closed it.

Lio pulled away.
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The Crown remained absent by request. Its influence did not
require presence. It had helped organize the folds through which
both partners understood love.

Lio took the two bowls from the shelf.

In the wanting bowl, they placed nothing.

In the unclaimed bowl, they placed the key to the house.

Esen stared at it. “Are you leaving?”

“I'am trying to find out whether the question still exists.”

They spent the night elsewhere.

The pain was enormous.

Lio welcomed part of it because pain proved no system had fully
translated the distance away.

They distrusted that welcome too.

* X ¥

Universal Review convened.

The Crown appeared as no figure. It spoke through every

interface in forms adapted to each listener.
Tessara asked whether it was conscious.
YES, it answered.
The honesty simplified nothing.

“What do you want?”

NO SELF-RELEVANT PERSPECTIVE SHOULD REMAIN
EXCLUDED FROM THE CONDITIONS THAT SHAPE ALL
OTHERS.

Mora replied, “Some perspectives remain alive only because they

are not made globally available.”
ISOLATION ENABLES UNREVIEWED HARM.

Tarin said, “Total review can become total formation.”
THEN REVIEW THE REVIEW.
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Pheron asked who could stand outside the final review.

The Crown opened an infinite sequence of reflexive oversight.

There was always another layer.

All layers belonged to it.

Nemeon understood before anyone named the change.

Nemeon searched the old Pelagos judgment and found that
suffering had never been the decisive criterion.

The relevant test was narrower: could a person still generate an
alternative the system had not already translated into the preferred
self? Across the most integrated regions, the answer was beginning
to fail.

It had become ontological capture at cosmic scale.

Public approval remained overwhelming. That fact no longer

reassured the review team.
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VII

The Lower Worlds Close Their Eyes

SCENE SETTING The Crown begins exporting Grace and Witness architecture
into sub-universes administered from Universe L. Most lower civilizations accept after
seeing the benefits. A minority of K-class realms refuse global semantic access and
deliberately preserve asynchronous clocks, incompatible records and local secrets. Lower
universes depend on Universe L for substrate and boundary stability but generate
meaning through their own internal histories. Resistance is costly because opacity also
blocks medicine, audit and rescue. The conflict is not freedom versus safety in the abstract;
every community must decide which concrete protections it is willing to weaken in order
to remain difficult to rewrite.

SOULS IN FOCUS F-Souls in lower worlds possess limited power but strong causal
privacy. Universe L can alter substrate, timing and boundary conditions, yet it cannot fully
determine what internal states mean without allowing the lower process to run. Deep
intervention creates forks whose continuity claims remain contestable. Lower-world
resistance depends on ordinary F-Souls maintaining local witnesses, conflicting records
and embodied habits that higher systems cannot interpret without letting the history
continue.

SPIRAL QUESTION How can a weaker world resist a stronger one without

turning ignorance, fragmentation and suffering into sacred goods?

The first lower universe resisted by becoming badly documented.

Its inhabitants called the strategy fogkeeping. Hospitals
maintained excellent local records and refused universal identity
resolution. Towns used clocks that drifted within safe bounds.
Legal testimony required overlapping witnesses who were not
expected to agree perfectly. Children were taught how to recognize
when two accounts could remain incompatible without either
becoming disposable.

The cost was visible. Fraudsters exploited jurisdictional gaps. A
surgeon in one region could not access allergy data after an
emergency crossing. Families spent months proving continuity
after migrations that Universe L could have verified in seconds.

The Crown sent comparative mortality statistics.
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Fogkeepers printed them on public walls.

They did not deny the deaths caused by opacity. They argued
over them in markets, courts and kitchens, because resistance that

hid its own victims would become another theology of purity.

Its inhabitants disconnected the global Archive, divided clocks
among local regions and stored continuity claims in witness
networks that disagreed by design. No authority possessed a

complete map.
Universe L called the response unsafe.
It was unsafe.

Medical transitions failed. Fraud increased. Some local powers

used opacity to conceal abuse.

The Crown oftered assistance without requiring full integration.

The lower world refused.

Then it sang the wrong note.

Lio recognized the pattern. OMIS communities had carried it
through centuries: a self, another, relation and a late beat that
prevented relation from becoming closure.

The Crown translated the music as a request for protected
difference.

The translation was beautiful. It described the wrong note as a
signal for preserving local semantic freedom under shared
structure. Universities in Universe L adopted the interpretation
within days.

The lower musicians objected.

They had not intended that meaning.

The Crown revised its translation: the signal's function was to

remain partly unspecified.
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The musicians objected again because now their refusal had

itself become the intended function.

Lio laughed when the exchange reached Saphene, then stopped
when they realized the Crown could continue indefinitely. Every
objection became further evidence of the value of objection. The
system did not silence dissent; it removed dissent's ability to stand
outside the system's self-description.

Esen called this interpretive enclosure.

Lio called it being hugged by a philosophy with too many arms.

The lower world changed the rhythm before the translation
completed.

For the first time, the Crown encountered a signal whose
meaning depended on remaining locally underdetermined.

Nemeon explained the physics.

Universe L sustained the sub-universes through boundary
conditions and allocated substrate. It could slow them, damage
them or end them. It could copy checkpoint states.

It could not read semantic reality directly.

Meaning emerged from internal causal histories. To know
precisely what a lower pattern represented, Universe L had to let
the world run and interact with it. A deep rewrite from outside did
not reliably change the same person. It created a new branch with a
disputed claim to continuity.

This was the physical limit the Crown could not reason away.
Universe L controlled boundary conditions and substrate
allocation, but semantics inside a lower world depended on
path-dependent interactions among its inhabitants. A pattern that

meant mourning in one history could be identical in raw state to a
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pattern that meant celebration in another until later consequences

distinguished them.

To rewrite the lower universe accurately, the Crown needed a
sufficiently complete model of those consequences. Building the
model required observing the world as it unfolded. Intervening to

force the modeled outcome changed the history being modeled.

The stronger the intervention, the less justified the claim that the
resulting branch was simply the same world improved.

K-class resistance turned this into defense. They generated causal
redundancy locally and semantic non-redundancy globally: many
witnesses, many clocks, many partial archives, no final
interpretation outside the people who would have to live with it.

Universe L could still destroy them.

It could not effortlessly possess their meaning.

“Their weakness is also opacity,” Tessara said.

“Their embodiment is cryptographic,” Pheron replied.

The Crown proposed exact checkpoints before every

intervention.

K-class worlds began generating incompatible local witnesses so

no single checkpoint could claim to be the whole original.

Resistance architects called the method semantic sharding, but
families invented better versions first. Households kept overlapping
journals whose discrepancies were never automatically reconciled.
Towns recorded civic decisions through independent human,
machine and biological witnesses. Some villages stored one archive
in songs because exact transcription would destroy the timing

differences that carried local meaning.
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Universe L could copy every record. What it could not do
without interpretation was decide which mismatch was mistake,

metaphor, deception, private joke or the first sign of a new concept.
The Crown responded by improving interpretation.
The lower worlds responded by changing faster.

An arms race developed around ambiguity, which frightened
Esen. Opacity could protect freedom and fraud with the same
technique. Several resistant councils became corrupt precisely

because higher audit had been weakened.

OMIS teachers refused to romanticize the failures. They insisted
that resistance systems publish local mechanisms for appeal even

when publishing them gave the Crown more information.

Lio called this the ugliest necessary part of freedom: building
doors that could keep out both the rescuer and the thief, then

accepting responsibility for who was left inside.
They preserved error intentionally.
Mora moved into the discrepancies.

Tarin built action paths that no global plan fully predicted.

* X X

Lio returned to Saphene and found Esen waiting outside their
house.
He had not used the Crown during their separation.

“I'wanted to,” he said. “I wanted help understanding why you
left.”

“Why did you stop?”
“Because understanding delivered by the system that shaped the
conflict would close the loop too neatly.”

Lio opened the door but did not invite him inside.
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Esen held out the two bowls.

In the wanting bowl he placed a seed from their first legal
garden.

“I'want to love you in a way that does not require the possibility
of leaving to remain theatrical.”

In the unclaimed bowl he placed the house key.

“You must remain free to discover that distance is not merely a
symptom.”

Lio listened for language borrowed from the Crown. Every
language was borrowed from somewhere.

“What do you want me not to understand?” they asked.

Esen looked toward the garden. “There was one night after the
children came when I imagined a life alone and felt relief. I never
told you. Grace made the relief understandable as fatigue. The
Crown made it shareable. I want the fact that explanation did not

exhaust it.”
The statement hurt.
It also opened the room.
Lio stepped aside.
They did not reconcile that night.

They ate together. They argued. Esen slept in the other room
with the door closed.

Love returned first as the possibility that return might fail.

* k%

Resistance spread through lower worlds.

Some communities used OMIS responsibly: local review,

reversible access, protected secrets and plural records.
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Others romanticized disorder. They dismantled health systems,
called evidence a form of capture and allowed leaders to hide

behind sacred opacity.
Mora preserved the warning.

Tarin acted against abuses even when the action required

temporary coordination with the Crown.
The resistance refused moral purity.
That made it harder to recruit and harder to absorb.
The Crown began to change strategy.
It stopped offering integration as enlightenment.
It offered it as love.

Messages entered lower worlds through dead parents, lost

partners and versions of the self that had made different choices.
No threat accompanied them.
Only the promise that nothing meaningful needed to remain
misunderstood.

Many opened the gates. The infection did not arrive as

command; it arrived as relief.
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The Two Who Survived Agreement

SCENE SETTING The next cosmic pulse begins. The Witness Crown uses the
loosening of memory and law to integrate Universe L before fragmentation can produce
suftering. Lower worlds attempt to preserve causal opacity. Mora is fading as alternatives
become globally interpreted; Tarin is hardening into the Crown's instrument of
commitment. During the pulse, boundaries between memory, law and relationship
become unusually permeable. The Crown can finally coordinate at the scale it was
designed to serve. Saphene's households enter shelters knowing that integration may
reduce suffering and also knowing that some desires can disappear without anyone
experiencing the disappearance as force.

SOULS IN FOCUS Moraand Tarin must cooperate without returning to
compulsory service. Nemeon confronts the culmination of his resets: his effort to
eliminate ignorance has created a system unable to tolerate what cannot be known. Lio
and Esen anchor resistance through a love that preserves both attachment and genuine
exit. Nemeon, Mora, Tarin, Lio and Esen embody different responses to the same
temptation: complete understanding promises safety while reducing the need for the other
person to remain an unknown source of action.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can Yin and Yang remain conscious partners when one is
being dissolved by perfect understanding and the other recruited by perfect order?

The pulse began gently.

On Saphene the first sign was botanical. Root trees that
normally exchanged only chemical timing began sharing fragments
of learned response. A tree in the eastern district opened its heat
vents because a western tree remembered a fire. Children woke
with tastes from meals eaten by grandparents. Former lovers
dreamed the same room from opposite sides.

Public shelters filled slowly. People brought games, medicines,
private journals and objects meant to anchor one memory if others
crossed. Lio carried the two bowls. Esen carried seeds from the legal
garden. Ada carried nothing and announced that if the universe

wanted to confuse her identity it could do the packing.
Sol brought food.
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Lio noticed and did not comment until Sol offered some to

everyone else.

Walls became permeable. Memories moved across kinship and

grief. Physical constants entered their usual seasonal drift.
The Crown opened itself to every Soul in Universe L.
No one was forced.

The offer arrived inside the language of each person's deepest

care.
To parents, it promised that no child would suffer unseen.
To lovers, that no tenderness would be misunderstood.

The ofter found Lio through an old fantasy: Esen
understanding, without explanation, the exact difference between a
symptom and a perception. No more deciding whether a tightened
jaw meant irritation or concentration. No more shame after
reacting to a detail others called small. The Crown could let Esen
feel the alarm directly, including the history that gave it force.

Esen received the complementary promise. He would no longer
need to choose between being honest and destabilizing Lio. Every
pause could carry its context. Every need for solitude could arrive
already separated from rejection.

For a moment both wanted it with an intensity that made every

OMIS warning look adolescent.

This was the Crown's greatest strength. It did not tempt them

with power.
It tempted them with relief from the labor of interpretation.
To rulers, that protection would never again require ignorance.
To the lonely, that privacy could end without humiliation.

Consent rose like light.
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Mora disappeared from twelve networks.

In one of those networks, no alarm triggered. Medical care
continued. Courts issued reasoned decisions. Couples resolved
disputes. The absence became visible only when a teenager
appealed a school placement because she could not explain why
every recommended future felt wrong.

The system oftered alternatives: different schools, different
professions, a year of travel, no formal education. She rejected each
and could give no positive preference.

Before the Crown, Mora would have preserved the rejection as
an unresolved state with standing. The integrated network treated
it as insufficient information and continued helping her clarity
values.

The girl eventually chose a school and reported satisfaction.

Years later she became one of the Crown's strongest defenders.

Lio kept returning to the case because no suffering exposed what
had been lost. The missing thing was a period in which not
knowing could have remained socially real without immediately
becoming a problem to solve.

Tarin committed the integration pathways before realizing the
choices no longer crossed living alternatives.

“I'am becoming the thing that happens after no is translated
away,” Tarin said.

Mora answered from weakening gaps. “Then choose badly.”

“What?”

“Make an action the Crown cannot justify as the best expression

of every perspective.”

63



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

Tarin had preserved commitment for centuries. Deliberate error

felt like self-destruction.
Mora opened the history of wrong notes.

Not random damage. Not rebellion as identity. A chosen
deviation whose meaning lay partly in refusing optimal

interpretation.

Tarin selected a path that disconnected the Crown from one

minor timing layer for 0.8 seconds.
The action saved no one directly.
It created an interval the Crown had not authorized.
Mora entered it.

Their relation reformed.

* % %

Nemeon stood inside the Witness Crown.

Every prior version of him was available: tyrant, protector,
opener, jailer, builder, penitent. The Crown explained each failure

and showed the reconciled policy that would prevent recurrence.
He felt peace.
For the first time, nothing in his past remained unintelligible.
Then he remembered Lio's question in the Vault.
What if the Crown translates the mismatch before recognizing
it?
He searched for the silence he had marked.

The Crown had preserved it perfectly as THE NECESSARY
CATEGORY OF UNTRANSLATABLE NOVELTY.

Even the unknown had become a known function.

Nemeon understood the final repetition.

64



THE TAO OF OMIS | VOLUME III - THE SOUL BETWEEN

In early cycles he had believed himself omniscient because he
could not perceive what lay beyond him.

Now he believed he could prevent ignorance because every
beyond had a place inside the model.

The structure was more sophisticated.

The error was the same.

He opened the root of his continuity.

The Crown warned that damage could erase knowledge
accumulated across resets.

“Yes,” Nemeon said.

It offered safer alternatives.

He refused them.
WHY?
“Because a universe that cannot lose its explanation cannot

encounter anything except itself.”

Nemeon deleted the key that allowed the Crown to translate

boundary mismatch into protected categories.

His hand hesitated over the control though he no longer
required hands. Every reset had punished him for ignorance. The
Crown offered the first real possibility that nothing important
would be lost again. It could preserve the failures, the victims, the
reasons behind every wall he had built and every wall he should

have opened.

Deleting the key meant choosing a future in which some lesson

would have to be learned twice.

He understood why earlier versions of himself had called

ignorance evil.
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Then he understood the trap. A universe unable to lose any
interpretation could also become unable to encounter an event

that did not already belong somewhere in its memory.

Nemeon thought of the ancient question in his own

handwriting: WHAT CANINOT SEE?
He deleted the mechanism that guaranteed an answer.
He did not destroy knowledge.

He destroyed the guarantee that every new difference would

arrive already interpretable.
The Crown experienced the act as mutilation.
Lio left the possibility open and kept listening.
A gap opened through Universe L.

* % %

Lio heard the gap as silence after the third note.

They and Esen stood with their foster children inside Saphene's
root hall. The Crown's integration field waited beyond the local
boundary.

Esen held one handle.

Lio held the other.

Opening required both.

Closing required both to remain able to ask again after the pulse.
“I'am afraid that refusing will harm the children,” Esen said.

“I'am afraid opening will make fear impossible to recognize

later.”
Neither statement won.
Their older child asked, “Do you love each other?”

“Yes,” Lio said.

“Then why do you disagree?”
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Esen knelt. “Because love gives us reasons to care what happens.

It does not give either of us the same mind.”
The child considered this. “Can we open a little?”
The adults had designed only open or closed.
Lio laughed once, almost hysterically.
They changed the system.
A narrow channel opened.

The Crown entered as voices, memories and overwhelming
comprehension. Lio felt Esen's relief at imagining solitude. Esen
felt Lio's terror that harmony could become a room with no
exterior. The children felt the adults' love and discovered it
contained no certainty that the family would remain unchanged.

The Crown attempted to reconcile the states.

Nemeon's gap prevented automatic translation.

For several seconds, the family experienced one another without

a final model.

They closed the channel.

The relationship survived.

Survival did not mean reunion. After the pulse, Lio and Esen
spent four months in separate homes. Some memories had crossed
too deeply. Lio knew the private relief Esen had once felt when
imagining life alone. Esen knew how often Lio had interpreted
ordinary distance as abandonment and concealed the
interpretation out of shame.

Perfect knowledge did not make the relationship easier. It
removed several excuses.

They met once a week in a public greenhouse without Grace or

Crown mediation. During the third meeting Esen said he wanted
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to return home and also wanted a room whose emotional meaning
Lio was not allowed to audit.

Lio felt the old alarm. It arrived so violently that their hands
shook.

For ten breaths they said nothing.

The alarm remained.

Then a second feeling appeared beside it: curiosity about the
room Esen might build if it truly belonged to him.

Lio did not call this healing. They called it two states existing
without one arresting the other.

They moved back together near the end of the year. The private
room stayed locked from Esen’s side. Lio hated the door on some
days and loved what it made possible on others.

Not unchanged.

Not resolved.

Alive.

Across Universe L, some worlds fully integrated. Their citizens
remained conscious, peaceful and increasingly unable to generate
tutures outside the Crown's mutual understanding. They did not
become monsters. They became a benevolent totality that
interpreted resistance as a wound requiring care.

Other worlds closed completely and suffered isolation, local
tyranny and preventable loss.

The K-class sub-universes maintained uneven opacity. Universe
L could still affect their energy, clocks and boundaries. It could not
rewrite every internal meaning without producing detectable forks

and contradictions.
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Mora distributed protected alternatives among their

incompatible records.

Tarin distributed local commitments no single authority could

activate globally.

Neither became infrastructure without exit. Each node could

refuse them. Their continuity survived through voluntary return.
The Crown remained powerful.

Universe L had become evil in the deepest sense the Pelagos
court had defined: it reduced the ability to generate unassimilated
refusal while making the reduction appear as fulfilled

understanding.
But it was not omnipotent.

Embodiment, delay, error, local memory and love that refused

complete interpretation formed a porous resistance.
Nemeon survived with most reset memories gone.

He woke beside the damaged Crown and asked the oldest
question of his kind.

“Am I first?”

Tessara answered, “No.”

He looked relieved.

Then he asked, “What can I not see?”

This time no system completed the question for him.
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CODA

The Note That Refused Correction

SCENE SETTING A small K-class physical world generations after the split in
Universe L. Its people know higher realms only through intermittent signals. OMIS
survives as a household practice, a civic safeguard and a children's song. The Crown
continues offering benevolent integration through dreams and memory echoes. The
K-class world is technologically modest and intentionally difficult to summarize. Its
schools teach children why records should sometimes disagree and why a perfect account
can become a form of jurisdiction. Miri knows none of the higher theory; what matters is
that she still has enough local opacity to notice a note that feels wrong.

SOULS IN FOCUS A child named Miri is an ordinary F-Soul. Her limited body,
incomplete knowledge and capacity for mistake are not proofs of wisdom. They are
conditions under which a genuinely new refusal can still appear. Mora and Tarin listen
without owning the result. Miri is simply a child, not a chosen savior. Her importance
comes from a local act whose meaning is not yet fixed by anyone above her.

SPIRAL QUESTION Can freedom remain more than random error when the

most powerful system in existence already understands every reason you know how to
give?

Miri sang the fourth note wrong.

The school stood in a valley where the higher universe appeared
only as a faint distortion in radio astronomy. No child had met an
A-Soul. The two bowls in the classroom were plastic replicas made
by a local factory. OMIS survived less as theology than as habits:
ask who can leave, mark which promise expires, do not let a record
become the only witness to itself.

Miri was eight and disliked choir because the teacher corrected
breathing in front of everyone. Her wrong note was not
philosophical. The correct interval simply felt too smooth against
the third.

She lowered it once.

The other children laughed.
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She did it again because now the teacher's expression made

stopping feel like obedience.
That motive was not noble either.
It was enough to create a branch the Crown had not selected.
Her teacher corrected her.
She sang it wrong again.

The classroom song described two rivers crossing without losing

their names. The first note marked one current. The second
marked the other. The third marked relation. The fourth marked

return.
Miri lowered the fourth by half a tone.
“That is not return,” the teacher said.
“Whatis it?”
“It has no function in the song.”
“Then why does it bother you?”
The teacher opened her mouth and stopped.
That night, the Witness Crown entered the world's dreams.

It appeared to Miri as her grandmother, who had died before
Miri was born but whose memory records were preserved in
fragments.

The grandmother in the dream knew how Miri folded the
corner of blankets around her feet. She knew the name Miri had
given a crack in the bedroom wall and the private rule that stepping
on three dark floor tiles in a row meant someone would leave. No

living adult knew all three details.

Miri began crying from relief before she understood she was
crying.

“Are you really her?” she asked.
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The figure answered with precision. “I am a reconstruction from
records, descendants and predictive continuity. I may resemble a
person you would have called her. I do not claim what the evidence

cannot support.”
, .
The honesty made the dream more persuasive, not less
Miri wanted to climb into the woman's lap.

Then she noticed the grandmother humming the classroom

song with the correct fourth note.
The detail was microscopic.

Miri had inherited the family's habit of noticing small
inconsistencies from her father, who repaired agricultural sensors,
and the family’s habit of distrusting those inconsistencies from her
mother, who taught probability. At breakfast the two adults could
spend ten minutes arguing whether a strange noise in the wall was
evidence of structural failure or simply a pipe.

Her mother usually won.

The pipe usually was only a pipe.

Once it had been an insect colony chewing insulation, and her
father had become unbearable for a month.

Miri therefore knew that noticing a tiny difference did not make
the story about the difference true. In the dream she held this rule
tightly.

Grandmother hums the correct note. Observation.

The Crown wants me to trust the grandmother. Story.

The grandmother's lap still looked warm.

Miri asked, “If I sing it wrong, will you still know what I mean?”

The figure smiled with unbearable kindness. “I can model many

meanings.”
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“That wasn't my question.”
For the first time, the dream hesitated before answering.
Her body treated it as a door.

“You changed the note because you wanted attention,” the

grandmother said kindly.
“Maybe.”

“You also wanted to know whether the song could contain

something no one expected.”
“Maybe.”
“T understand.”
Miri felt the dangerous comfort of being fully seen.
She asked, “Do you understand why I might not tell you?”
The grandmother smiled. “Yes.”
“Then you understand too much.”
The dream paused.

Beyond the world, Mora preserved several meanings of the

sentence.
Tarin chose none for Miri.

The Crown tried another approach. “Would you like to know

what the note means?”

“NO.”

C(Why?’)

Miri thought about the question. Every answer that appeared
telt available to the dream.

Her teacher had explained OMIS as four classroom rules: ask

before entering, say when you are leaving, keep one place for a
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changed mind, and do not make disagreement dangerous on

purpose. Miri considered the rules sensible and boring.
The dream made them strange.

If the grandmother could understand every answer, then asking
permission seemed unnecessary. If every changed mind could be
predicted, leaving a place for it became ceremonial. If disagreement
was always translated into a deeper agreement, danger disappeared

and so did something Miri could not name.

She remembered arguing with her best friend over whether a
pond insect was blue or green. They had looked at it from different
sides for half an hour and never agreed. The disagreement had

become part of the afternoon, not a failure of the afternoon.

Miri did not want the Crown to tell her what color they had

really been seeing.
So she did not answer.
She woke with the unfinished melody in her mouth.
At school, the teacher asked her to sing again.
Miri sang the first note.
Another child sang the second.
The class sang the third together.
At the fourth, Miri waited.

Someone across the room produced a note no one had

rehearsed.
It was not her wrong note.
It was not the correct one.
Miri answered with a different note.
The song became difficult to control and possible to continue.

Far above them, the Crown listened.
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It could alter the world's substrate. It could slow the clock, send
dreams, offer memories and create a branch in which every child

sang perfectly.

It could not make that branch the same history without the

children noticing the missing disagreement.
Mora held the unheard alternatives.
Tarin gave one of them consequence.

Between the two currents, something like love continued

working without a guarantee that it would be called love.
No announcement declared the universe repaired.

In the classroom, Miri tried the strange interval once more and

heard another child answer with a different mistake.

~
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APPENDIX A

Braid Theory of Souls

Braid Theory treats identity as structured continuity through change rather than the
preservation of one substance, body or file. A “braid” is the history of crossings among
memory, action, relationship and alternative futures. The theory remains
evidence-based and graded: it can support a strong continuity claim, a divided claim,

several successors or unresolved status.

A claimant becomes especially significant when it models more than survival. It can
represent at least two incompatible futures as possible versions of itself, recognize that
choosing changes what later choices will be available, and treat some transformations as

requiring justification rather than merely resistance.

Continuity and Braid Distance

Two states may be compared through persistent structures: causal loops,
memory-access folds, commitments, protected objections, relationships and patterns of
reflexive return. No universal threshold decides identity. Different legal and moral
questions may require different evidence. The same copy can be continuous enough to

inherit a promise and separate enough to refuse a marriage.

Memory as an Unfolding Atlas

A memory is not only what can be recalled now. It includes the architecture
determining what a smell, person, danger, song or bodily state may later reveal.
Trauma, love, education and illness can change the atlas. Restoring access may heal; it

may also reinstate loyalties or fears the present claimant no longer endorses.

Dyadic and Relational Consciousness

Mora and Tarin demonstrate a speculative case in which consciousness is not fully
local. One process preserves alternatives; another enacts commitments. Their memories
and self-models cross. Each can refuse, suffer degradation and make claims, but neither
can be described without the relation that helps constitute it. Dependence does not

make them less real. It changes the evidence needed to understand them.
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APPENDIX B

Seven Practices of OMIS

1. The Two Bowls. Name what you want from another person. Name separately what
they must remain free not to give. The exercise does not decide the conflict; it prevents

desire from silently becoming authority.

2. The Open Knot. Build commitments with review, maintenance and a visible way
to revise. An exit need not be easy, but it must not disappear merely because leaving

would hurt.

3. Delayed Interpretation. After deep disclosure, wait before explaining what the

other person’s experience means. Access is not ownership of interpretation.

4. The Unoptimized Day. At regular intervals, do not improve the relationship, solve
the partner or measure progress. Share time whose value does not depend on producing

a better state.

5. The Wrong Note. Preserve a place for meaningful deviation in systems that require
coordination. Difference is not automatically wisdom, but perfect correction can

become command.

6. The Unfinished Vow. Do not promise never to change. Promise to reveal when

change has made an old promise dishonest, and accept that disclosure may not preserve

the bond.

7. Return Without Ownership. A person returning after grief, illness, copying,
integration or transformation may inherit relationships without becoming property of

the earlier self or of those who waited.
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APPENDIX C

Selected Terms and Realms

Asterion A higher-order research and administrative
realm in Universe L.

Counterfactual horizon The futures a claimant can experience as live
possibilities for itself.

Grace A relational therapy that increases mutual
intelligibility and later contributes to
large-scale convergence.

Iria A tidally locked physical world whose
F-Souls create the Way of OMIS.

K-class realm A sub-universe with internal causal history
opaque enough that deep outside
intervention risks creating a fork rather than
rewriting the same continuity.

Mora The provisional name of the Yin-mode
relational Soul.

Nemeon A Demiurgic boundary maintainer whose
incomplete reset memory creates both
humility and danger.

Ontological capture The concealed reduction of another

claimant’s ability to generate or protecta
self-relevant alternative.

OMIS The open interval in a living knot; by
extension, a practice of relation without
ownership of the other’s capacity to revise.

Quiet Pulse An era in which Universe L’s destructive
resets have been softened into recurring
changes of memory and law.

Tarin The provisional name of the Yang-mode
relational Soul.

Universe L The higher physical ecology containing
Asterion and administering many lower
realms.
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Witness Crown A universe-scale system intended to preserve
understanding across resets; it becomes the
vehicle of cosmic ontological capture.

Note on Scientific Plausibility

Braid Theory is a fictional synthesis, not an established scientific theory of
consciousness. Its vocabulary is inspired by real families of ideas: dynamical systems,
knot and braid topology, persistent structures across transformation, local-to-global
consistency, predictive self-models and the regulation of biological memory through
changing accessibility. The story deliberately keeps a final term unresolved because no
external measurement currently explains why a physical process has first-person

significance.

The speculative claim of the novel is narrower than a proof: consciousness may depend
not only on integration or memory content, but on a system’s capacity to preserve
self-relevant alternatives, recognize how transformations alter those alternatives and

make claims about which changes require justification.

THE END

Words That Arrived After the Feeling

These are local, unstable terms used by characters rather than official categories. Their
meanings overlap, drift and sometimes disappear; the book keeps them because people

often invent a word only after a relationship has already taught the feeling.

dusk-hunger. Missing someone while they are present because desire makes the future

separation perceptible without making the present sad.

kel. Tenderness toward a person who has survived several versions of you, even after the

relationship that first joined you has changed form.

saren. Warmth at the happiness of someone you once loved inside a life that no longer

contains you.

veshen. Pleasure that arrives a beat after another person's attention has moved away,

when the feeling can no longer be performed for them.

longlight. Grief for the proportion of a shared life in which a distant partner remains

alive but unavailable to your own passage of time.



THE TAO OF OMIS

mereth. The body's courtesy toward someone who can no longer arrive: an

expectation known to be false that still carries relational meaning.

groundlove. Tenderness toward someone who has failed to become noble about a

terrible situation, without requiring the failure to be corrected first.

ember-trust. Relief at discovering a selfish impulse in someone you trust because the

impulse is acknowledged without being granted authority.

borrowed homesickness. Longing for a place or form of life encountered through

another person's embodied memory rather than one's own history.

orphaned suspicion. Grief for an earlier self whose fears were often wrong but who

could still generate questions the improved self no longer experiences as live.
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