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I

“The Nice Man with his Wife’s Last Name’s

Form of Annihilation”
1859:2546 730

Cloud was sitting at Seventh Heaven
drinking a Fernet on the rocks
engaging in light conversation

with a cocksucker he’d never even met
about a Queen’s Blood play-in game
that he’d—this particular cocksucker—

requested to be put on the TV at the bar.

Well, actually Cloud corrected,
for the record,

that he’d actually been reading
a few pages of Timaeus

prior to all this,

making a few disparate notes,
finding himself puzzled at

the sensory information

that continued to be relayed into his brain.

Cloud basically alleged he was flummoxed
about the sensory information that became,
in some way, relayed

to what he guessed was his brain?—



how any of that was corroborated,

but more so Cloud contemplated

the static nature of said images—

that’s what he was specifically contemplating
when a guy with a round-ass face
leaned onto the bar,

seeking to close his tab,

obviously excited to tell the bartender
that he may need to show her his ID,
just because he took his wife’s last name
and hadn’t had a chance to change

his license yet?

The patron with the round-ass face
noted how nice the bartender was (Tifa!),
but what was her name again?

He could definitely display his ID

if she really needed,

just because, again,

his last name was different now—

taking his wife’s name and all!

Of course, Cloud noted,
that it was clear that no one gave a fuck
about the printed name on a credit card in that bar,

and Tifa, for her part,



didn’t exactly seem like she was ramping up
to suck this dude off

just because he was a radical feminist.

For Cloud’s part he was still, you know,
attempting to get behind the blunt sensations
being smuggled relentlessly

into his so-called conscious existence.

Everything was an image to some extent,

right Aerith?

Touch itself was a fucking sensory image.
It was a quaint Spring evening

where Cloud felt more or less

destined to philosophize,

having started drinking wine

in preparation for a Friday night dinner,
only to have Tifa bail last minute,
because she needed to pick up a bar shift—
leaving him completely free

to continue this wine drinking

in a ritualistic way

that would be conducive

to philosophical ideas.



Yes, Cloud continued to Aerith,

it was basically only via drinking alone,
but in a ritualistic fashion,

that he’d achieved any sort

of philosophical inquiry.

You couldn’t just sit at a desk
and "become philosophical”,

at least not for Cloud!

Maybe some people could!

But, no, not Cloud.

He’d imagine that there were probably
a litany of possible ways

of becoming philosophical—

like, for instance,

for the round-faced albino chap,
perhaps telling Tifa

that he’d taken his wife’s last name,
maybe that could be seen

as possibly ritualistic in a way,

a gateway to some sort of

becoming philosophical.



This was "actually science”,
Cloud told her he thought at the bar,
successfully avoiding making any eye contact

with the round-faced man.

Was it necessarily strange at all
that once the Greeks went extinct
philosophy went more or less
completely and utterly downbhill
and never looked back in the least,
that the last group to really reach
much of any philosophical success
made a sincere effort to conjoin
getting fucked up with
contemplating intelligible phenomena?—
that these Greeks attempted

to marry inebriation and rigorous dialectic?

That all thought since—
to paraphrase North Whitehead—

had been a minor footnote to Plato or whatever?

The thing was, according to Cloud,
you just couldn’t willy nilly
"delve into metaphysics"

completely sober!



But that wasn’t to say a person

should necessarily become some

degenerate alcoholic either,

because a degenerate drunk

would in no way make a great meta-physicist either—
that was basically impossible, because,

like Cloud said,

the solo mode of inebriation

should be done ritualistically,

in spurts, at certain times.

You couldn’t just be like

hitting the bottle

as soon as you woke from a slumber!—
after said inebriation sessions

you’d require sobriety

to parse through whatever it was

that came to you

via said contemplation, no?

In fact, the actual science
was nothing beyond this parsing through
of inebriation sessions

of rigorous contemplation!



That was it—
what laid behind logic and metaphysics,

in Cloud’s mind at least!

But inebriation could be anything really—
Cloud could enter a state of inebriation
in a car alone on a Tuesday AM,

without consuming a damn thing.

Aerith more or less agreed,

adding that on the one hand

a philosophical mind

should be able to analyze,

interpret, extrapolate,

all of that scientific stuff—but,

on the other,

if you fail to place yourself

in a position to receive anything to analyze,
interpret, or extrapolate

then you were basically screwed!

Cloud more or less agreed

but added that—sans this type of
“inspiration,” so to speak—
they’d be stuck sitting

at a table just noodling

10



around nonsensically,

vacillating back and forth

between two types of nothingness,
and then just probably knocking off

someone else’s work by accident.

But none of this was new!

It wasn’t like Cloud was breaking news

in any way.

At this point Aerith asked—you know,
was this albino douche bag,

he was an element of this analysis?

No, not really—according to Cloud—
maybe the guy was trying a tad too hard?—
to present himself

as a specific archetype

to the general public,

as a guy who decided

to spit in the face

of his own chromosome count,

which was something Cloud

"personally endorsed!"
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Granted Cloud probably
wouldn’t do it by taking his wife’s last name,
because Cloud personally
was obviously more prone
to a type of isolated

and overly dramatic
self-annihilation

than a subservient

and disingenuously muted
feminist annihilation,

but he wasn’t ipso facto

opposed to either!

Aerith agreed

one hundred percent!

But Cloud still would go

a little further,

noting that in the intelligible sphere,
as someone like,

say, Proclus would note,

that so-called forms

were somehow able

to participate in one another
without mixing,

whereas within the sensible realm

12



they participated in things
and subsequently got dirty.

But Cloud thought that it was worth
going one step further—

since they were discussing
annihilation and stuff anyway,

that the perceived mixing

between forms that took place

in the sensible arena

was itself just a projection

of mixture but not actual mixture.

The intelligible sphere,

being purely emanated,
participated within itself

without mixing itself,

while in the sensible sphere

it didn’t seem like that was possible,
that by participating

within sensible things

they became essentially mixed

with them,

assuming they were categorically sensible.

Essentially nature was tainted,
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which of course

Cloud and Aerith knew all too well!

Way too well!

Hence their shared acquiescence

toward occasional annihilation!

But even this sensible filth,

so to speak,

Cloud thought,

this perceived mixing up

in the participation of sensible things,
wasn’t it also a projection?—

an emanation,

just as the participation

of the intelligible sphere

was also an emanation

of the primary unity of all things?

Which, yeah, brought Cloud back
to that albino round-faced fuck

at the bar,

taking his wife’s last name—
because ultimately

the albino’s vantage point

14



wasn’t remarkably divergent
from Cloud’s or Aerith’s,

Cloud thought.

This albino was promoting

a certain type of annihilation

of their cultural-sensible realm,
thinking that the patriarchal lineage
of their society was basically
something objectionable,
something essentially tainted,

that should be annihilated

in the service of something more pure.

Okay, well, Cloud thought

that made a modicum of sense!

Maybe taking his wife’s last name
was in a sense a greater form

of purity than locking a woman
in a kitchen and expecting

a blowjob every other evening,

Cloud thought.

Just as Proclus and Socrates

sensed that the intelligible sphere

15



participated with itself

yet not in a way

where it mixed with itself,

that this was distinct

from our further descended,
sensible sphere

where things participated with
one another but got mixed up
in the process—well,

maybe this albino man

was noting that the patriarchy
was a participatory mixing
that left unseemly cum stains—
"for lack of a better phrase!"—

on human experience.

Patriarchy, in the albino man’s mind,
should be annihilated

because of this sensible mixing up,
this putrid tainting

of what would be better off pure.
And taking your nice wife’s name

was a proper mode

of annihilation in response.
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Aerith remarked that she knew
Cloud would inevitably bring

the discourse back to this poor chap
closing his tab,

but, just to be clear,

what Cloud was saying was that
this mixing that occurred

in the sensible realm was itself

just a separate projection—

just a lesser mode of projecting!

So while the material world

may have disgusted them,

perhaps moving the two toward
some sort of all-encompassing
conceptual annihilation,

and as much as the patriarchy
might have seemed putrid

to the albino husband at the bar
who looked to annihilate himself
by taking his nice wife’s last name,
it could be wise to consider

that these disgusting aggregates
were themselves simply derivative projections,
that they weren’t actual mixtures,

that they were just derivative emanations
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as opposed to tattoos

of what they thought they despised.

Aerith was aware—

she wasn’t distressed about it,

but she knew this poor albino guy
would in time

take the brunt of it from Cloud.

Cloud questioned whether he didn’t deserve it?

Plus like they’d already implied—
they must to proceed
from the immanent

to the transcendent, no?
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II
“Tifa’s Dream”

2174:3037 .716

Cloud found it a tad befuddling,
just because

Tifa said she’d had an odd dream
about him the previous night,

and he’d replied bluntly

that he "didn’t usually have dreams
about people he knew",

somehow completely purging the fact
from his mind that,

just that night,

he’d had a vivid dream

involving one of his first girlfriends
and her current

(to the best of Cloud’s knowledge) spouse.
How could that have possibly

slipped his memory,

given the vivacity of the dream itself?

Barrett didn’t have a clue either, really.

His ex and her husband

were living with Cloud

19



and his fictional wife

in a modest condo

they’d been leasing

in Upper Midgar,

yet he told Tifa he "never dreamt"
about people he knew,

yet perhaps the most befuddling aspect
of it was that when he’d said that

to her he actually believed it!

Cloud’s ex-girlfriend

and his fictional wife

had become somewhat friendly

in the dream, in the condo,

and the whole ordeal—in Cloud’s dream—

struck him as totally fine initially.

His fictional wife was obscured,

a pure mirage,

while his ex was an image

of how he’d known her in the past,
not how she was now

(not that he knew how she was now!),
but eventually Cloud began to come
to the realization that this was his

ex-romantic interest,
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and that his current wife

and ex-girlfriend becoming friends
was an absolutely

"cataclysmic development"

for him socially,

that it was probably

the worst thing that could possibly

happen to his marriage.

He wondered what the husband

of his ex was thinking—

Cloud was wondering

how it was exactly

that he got roped into this whole thing
as he was exiting

this apartment into

an Upper Midgar that, of course,
wasn’t exactly Upper Midgar at all!—
yet only hours later when

Tifa told Cloud she’d had a dream
with him in it that night

he claimed to never dream

about people he knew.

Odd! Barrett noted that he just did, though,

right? That his statement to Tifa
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was false, no?

Um, yeah, that’s exactly

what Cloud just said!

Cloud reiterated that it was
"literally that night"

that he’d had the dream,

further emphasizing the absurdity

of his statement to Tifa.

Maybe, Cloud thought,
it was closer to a coincidence
than an acute misremembering

or forgetting? Was that possible?

Memory was elliptical sometimes.

But in any case,

he told Barrett he’d had another

dream recently—if Barrett was

by any chance interested

in listening to more

"bullshit about his dream states?"—
where Cloud had discovered a glowing,

fluorescent insect
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in one of the drawers

on a screened-in patio

that didn’t exist in so-called "real life",
and Cloud tossed the fucking thing
outside onto the grass,

kind of disgusted by it to be honest,
only to discover

that same insect

just a few moments later—

but now appearing in a humanoid form,
standing outside the screened-in patio,

hoping to be let in.

Now, in the dream

there was a little get-together
on this patio,

so Cloud was a little wary

of letting this being—

who was female, to be clear—
into the party, but curiously
everyone else at the pow-wow
seemed totally incapable

of perceiving her, even after

Cloud allowed her in?

Yes, Cloud allowed her in
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and the form of communication
between himself and the entity
was simply a series of

"vague feelings",

perhaps, he thought,

this was some kind of reminder
that you couldn’t just, you know,
create things—

that refreshing syntheses

are the best we could do?

With that said,

they started copulating on the patio.

Barrett wanted to clarify
that it was the butterfly woman

that Cloud was fucking?

Or whatever she was?

Well, Cloud noted, only

when she became a human being,
of some sort,

that that was when

the copulation occurred, obviously!
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But, with that said,
it was actually (kind of?)

intriguing to Barrett, to be honest?

But, more importantly,
Cloud really wanted to know
how Seventh Heaven

was last night,

because Barrett stopped by there, didn’t he?

How was it?

Well. Let’s see.

Barrett definitely

felt the purity of the booze expand
within his chest upon his first sip,
and while the bartender

(obviously not Tifa,

but he didn’t catch her name)

was slightly more affable

than when he went there with Cloud,
but she didn’t actually ask

what fruit he wanted in the drink.

Sitting alone at Seventh Heaven
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Barrett took note of himself

tossing the single orange slice

onto his thin, now immediately moist
napkin and manually extracting

the single seed

that had been expelled

from the orange into the liquor

from the glass,

and in doing so,

he noted

that all that he’d accounted for at the bar—
the affability, the fruit, the seed—
that extracting those ideas

out of the air was basically the same
as the "coordinate-tracking”

reported by remote viewers.

He glanced back at the bar

and took brief note of the bartender
chugging a shot of booze

with a customer

and was violently

smacked in the face

with an acute memory

of ripping similar shots

with a specific bartender
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from his past,

which was basically

just another set of coordinates,
but these particular coordinates
returned to him,

he didn’t pluck them

out of the air.

He didn’t pluck these ripping shots
with a bartender coordinates

from a rapid rush of information—
no, said coordinates returned to him
as he sat in solitude

at the bar totally involuntarily,
violently smacking Barret

in the fucking face

and somewhat rudely

collapsing time itself in the process,
right as Barrett sat at that tiny table
alone, innocently sipping his drink

in Seventh Heaven.

Barrett then went on to tell Cloud how,
before the bar,
he’d seen a bunch of people

with Mako poisoning
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that he hadn’t seen in months,
and Cloud noted
that’s how they knew Spring

was approaching, right?!

Yet, on that note,

it was kind of funny because Cloud
was actually thinking to himself

the other day—

what was the

"exact definition of sobriety"
anyway—like how could they actually

"distinguish sobriety from intoxication?"

Barrett perked up a bit.

Cloud made it clear that, no,

he wasn’t necessarily

like talking about smoking crack,
or exposing yourself

to high intensity mako shards

for decades on end,

but maybe just drinking white wine

or something?

Because Cloud was crossing

the Washington Street bridge
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contemplating a particular vision
of indivisible Oneness

the other night,

as Barrett knew too well

that Cloud was apt to do

from time to time,

and believe it or not

he was actually discovering

a decent amount of enjoyment

in the material world at the time!—
drinking a mini water bottle

filled with Mezcal,

but also attempting to gauge
whether he’d have the time to grab
just one more beer before

Tifa was supposed to be at his apartment.

Cloud was contemplating

the nature of an indivisible Oneness,
but he was also comforted

by the material realm

while coldly calculating

his odds of being able

to chug another beer

while still making it back

to his apartment before
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Tifa was supposed to arrive.

And as Cloud was contemplating

this nature of an indivisible Oneness,
crossing a Washington Street bridge,
drinking Mezcal from a mini water bottle
Cloud remarked to Barrett

how he’d started to question

this very definition of sobriety.

But it was here Barrett began to question—

well-what did Cloud actually mean by that?

Well, what Cloud was trying to get at,
Barrett, was that sobriety itself

was supposed to be a baseline of sorts, no?

Of course it was!

Yet how could

they measure this baseline
exactly?—was there a
measurement at all?P—

was sobriety to be defined
by a lack of passion,

or a vague sense of the “even-keeled”?
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But the problem was,

in Cloud’s mind at least,

that there was no universal
emotional baseline

with which to define sobriety.
Some people—he meant,
even Cloud himself

could be totally unhinged
emotionally on occasion
while quote-unquote

“completely sober”!

Furthermore, even if they—

Barrett and Cloud—could define

some baseline emotional status

as axiomatic,

then they would still have to combat
philosophically with external substances
that weren’t considered

intoxicants

that would obviously shift

this emotional baseline.

What did Cloud mean?
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Well, like, a lack of food

could alter mood.

The same could be said

of caffeine!

Consuming dirt
would probably shift someone’s

emotional state.

Historically, according to Cloud,
people ate fucking plants

with small doses of

psychedelics embedded within them
and probably thought

very little about

"intoxication" proper!"

People used to fucking sanitize water

with alcohol!
Smoking tobacco altered mood.
Basically, Barrett,

"anything we ingest

alters our latent state

32



of existence and therefore
changes us in some form
or another, which in most all cases

probably filters into our mood."

Cloud noted,

for him personally,

a shift in his diet could do wonders
for his intellectual disposition—

so then what was sobriety?

It seemed impossible to even think

about sobriety as a thing at all!
Well, Barrett hadn’t exactly
considered it like that

and wasn’t sure if he would.
But Cloud thought that maybe
they’d taken a false baseline

of sobriety conceptually, no?

After all, what technically

was an external substance?

Could they dig even further
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and consider the definition

of an external substance?

A conversation could certainly
alter a person’s temperament
exponentially as well!—

but did that technically

count as an exogenous substance?

Did words not carry weight?

A vociferous thought

or even a fleeting memory—
especially in Cloud’s case!—

could often toss a person completely
off-kilter, yet they still

for some incomprehensible reason
clung to an idea

of an objective sobriety,

and then they subsequently
targeted select substances

as intoxicating,

while deeming so-called

"other" substances—

which also altered temperaments—

as totally fine!
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Well,

this was what Cloud was thinking at least,
as he walked over the Washington Street
bridge—that if people didn’t

view consuming fresh vegetables
as something fundamentally
mind altering,

then it was possible,

in Cloud’s mind,

that they just experienced

the world in vastly different ways,
and Barrett for his part

found this to be

intriguing yet unconvincing,

but Cloud insisted

that there simply

was no true and extended stability
of our mental states—

even if they were hypothetically
deprived of external tinkering,
because even thought itself

was fundamentally external

to some extent, was it not?

And people on average
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were constantly accosted
by specific thoughts,

were they not?

Thought almost never ceased
accosting these people,

which were all people?

And even if they confined themselves
to commonly agreed upon

material substances,

then there was still no consistent way
to calculate the degree

of alteration to a mental state

across people of different walks

of life, period.

Barrett might not experience
the same mental shift

after the consumption

of a fresh stick of celery

that Cloud would,

even if the celery itself

remained entirely static.

Walking across the
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Washington Street bridge,

Cloud drank from a tiny water bottle
filled with Mezcal

and didn’t feel intoxicated

in any way, shape, or form—

any more than had he been
drinking a cup of coffee,

or eating a delicious snack,

or receiving a specific thought.

In his mind at the time

there was no true division
between intoxication and sobriety,
and this was Cloud’s final conclusion—
regardless of whether or not
Barrett agreed—as he

somewhat anxiously sent

Tifa a text message

letting her know he was

"taking a walk", just in case

she arrived at his apartment
before he finished

slugging down one last beer

at the bar that he was walking to.
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II1
“Dinner & Drinks”

1403:1994 .704

“Well, no,” were the two words
Cloud began with as he explained
that his point was that

there was a significant distinction
between the two,

meaning dinner and drinks!—
that if you make it out like

it’s "just drinks"

and then last minute

it becomes dinner?—

then yeah Cloud’s gonna be

a little fucking pissed off!

Especially if he didn’t know
the fucking people, you know Aerith?

How did that make

any sense?

He found it a bit absurd,

frankly.

Sure,
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he’d go tie one or two on

with a total stranger, that was fine,
but to sit down and actually
engage in a dinner?—

that was an entirely distinct level
of socializing,

and it was one that, frankly,

Cloud didn’t particularly care for.

And he wasn’t ashamed to admit it!—

that, frankly, he felt this Philistine notion

of just "going out to dinner"

with any and every acquaintance,

that if you didn’t acquiesce to that

standard then you would be deemed, what?—

anti-social?

‘Well color Cloud anti-social then!

But Aerith noted that while, sure,
to be fair, it was a different level
of socialization,

if he truly didn’t know the people,
but, you know,

if it was her personally?
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Supposing it was Aerith,
then she’d hope that it wouldn’t be
that big of a deal to Cloud?

To just go out to dinner?

Was she kidding him?!

Oh, of course not, Aerith! With her?

You fucking kidding?

Cloud was always down

to grab a nosh with someone like her,
no, it was just that the

hypothetical notion

of eating supper

with a complete stranger

(“a more or less complete stranger”)—

what were they discussing?

Cloud and the hypothetical stranger?

Did he have to come prepared

with a portfolio of talking points?—
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Cloud couldn’t imagine that
they’d be super intrigued

with anything he had to say,

or that they’d end up

on the precipice of any revelation
that he’d conclude to be

particularly enlightening either.

Cloud was simply

going by empirical evidence really.

That was all—he wasn’t, like,

trying to be a dick or anything!

Just that, empirically speaking,
it seemed unlikely
they’d have a lot to converse about,

Cloud and this hypothetical stranger.

But Aerith added that,
to be fair, wasn’t Cloud
the one who was always railing

against so-called sensory data?

Yet, in this case,

he was all bent out of shape

41



about this impromptu dinner
because, in his own words,

because of empirical data?

Of past experience,

which was sensory data?

Memories, right?

Which, wouldn’t Cloud agree,
was some of the most

unreliable data available no?

Of course he did! Aerith,

even fucking quantum physics
was still fundamentally
sense-forward, in the sense
that they were beginning with
sense perception—

this was what contemporary
so-called science

had achieved of course!
Placing sense perception

as an apex predator

until finally, with the discovery
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of quantum physics,

it’d reduced the observable world
to a degree that even linear
sense-perception no longer
made any fucking sense

in the upper worlds!

That was what they’d done,
and quite smugly at times too!—
but wasn’t that what Cloud was doing

with this impending dinner?

Aerith queried him on this point.

Well, Cloud supposed that,
thinking about it again, yeah,
he was kind of acting like a

quantum physicist a bit, wasn’t he?

Well, Aerith was just saying—

to the extent that his argument was
fundamentally empirical,

but it was kind of intuitive

in a sense too, his argument,

in Cloud’s opinion.
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He agreed with Aerith

to the extent that, yes,

he was basing his disgust
partially on empirical evidence,
but he’d also allege

that he felt an intuitive disgust
with these types of social gatherings
as well, and then he,

to her point, to be blunt,

did tend to dip into the world
of empiricism to validate

said intuitive disgust.

Although, technically,

they should probably be

a little cautious to even employ

the word empiricism here,

because he didn’t think empiricism
necessarily needed to be

restricted to sense-perception

necessarily, you know?
Aerith supposed there, yes,

was probably an empiricism

of the intelligible realm as well?

44



Honestly, to Cloud—

it was certainly possible

that he maybe wasn’t even

in the best mind state to even

assess it one way or another.

Aerith took advantage of this
capitulation to say

she’d recently had a dream
about Cloud—

would he mind hearing her out?—
where he was emailing her a
question about

whether a specific action

was defined as

‘insider trading’, while she was
processing some non-descript
‘orders’ for something

in a bath tub,

which consisted of,

for some reason,

washing large chocolate cookies
down the drain,

watching them

as they slowly disintegrated

under the hot water, then,
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after that, realizing that

the cookies related to

Cloud’s question

about insider trading,

she contemplated

if she should have flushed them
all down the drain

before answering the question?

Did she do wrong by Cloud
by washing these cookies

preemptively down the drain?

If Cloud truly wanted

the "order processed", so to speak.
In a sense Aerith

felt an affinity for the cookies,
didn’t she, Cloud inferred.

Cloud postulated that she felt like
they were actual beings

as she crumbled them

down the unforgiving drain

with the scorching hot water?

In retrospect, Aerith admitted
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that that may have been the case.
Cloud noted that there

was a certain "level of gnosis"
achieved through

contemplating your dreams—
yet was there any to be gleaned
from participating

in double date dinners?

Aerith admitted she’d been clinging
onto the fact of the cookies

being washed down the drain,

and she knew Cloud

had a particular talent

when it came to interpreting dreams.

Well then let’s see here,

Cloud contemplated,

the dissolution of a sweet food
in an apparatus usually used

to clean yourself?
But with a transactional,

abutting capitalist

undertone.

47



And Aerith was doing it,
perhaps unintentionally,

for someone else (Cloud),
without their knowledge,

and not only

without their knowledge

but while ignoring their inquiry—
actually, Cloud guessed

it was his inquiry technically,
about whether it was legal,

as apparently

this was somehow potentially

‘insider trading’®

So she was repurposing

an apparatus

for cleansing the body

to destroy large, life-like

pieces of unhealthy food

for Cloud, without his consent,
Cloud meanwhile wondering
if destroying this junk food

in a bath tub

was actually illegal?

Of course in any dream
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they also should consider
whether what was represented
was a representation

of another representation,
meaning maybe not

an analogy at all?

But if they proceeded

as if what was represented
in Aerith’s dream appeared
as it was intended to appear,

then that would be a decent start.

So, in a sense,

Aerith thought,

that she was cleaning
particular attributes of Cloud
without his permission,
while Cloud was thinking—
perhaps suspecting—

that cleansing himself

in this way may have actually
been a type of insider trading,
it could have been

a very serious crime.
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Cloud noted that—Aerith,
cleaning yourself was
"basically a crime

against the state these days".

No surprise there!

Although Cloud liked

a nice cookie every now and then,
he didn’t necessarily

find anything

that bad about

eating a few cookies on occasion,
but Cloud also found it
intriguing that Aerith personally
identified with the cookies

as they broke apart

and tumbled down the drain,
that she saw a certain goodness,
a specific being within them,

and subsequently felt

a sadness at the fact

they had to be washed

down the drain of this bath tub.

Even what’s fundamentally
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bad for you
isn’t necessarily bad,

Aerith noted.

But yes, it was sad to see
them fall apart

in a bath tub faucet, huh?
"Even the running shoes

you need to toss into the trash

are eternal," Cloud said.

51



v

“Institutional Norms”

1332:1960 .680

Cloud was for sure fine

with whatever Tifa wanted
to say to him

("T always want you to speak
your mind!"), but he just wasn’t
going to back off

his well-developed

(in his mind) idea

that the institution itself

(as a concept)

was basically restrictive,

that they shouldn’t
necessarily care

what’s there in the container
("Category theory!"),

but also that

"eros was a gateway".

Tifa just wasn’t certain
that engaging in that

in the bar, after hours—
she didn’t know, was that

actually appropriate, Cloud?
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Even if she wanted to do it!

In the bar?!

Of course,
Cloud totally understood,
but, again—just to reiterate—

"eros was a gateway".

It didn’t have to be about,

you know, purely that.

What?—was Tifa now gonna allow
herself to be tyrannically restrained

by the institutional norms of Shinra, et al?

‘Was that now how
she was gonna live her life?—

by the contemptuous rules of Shinra?

She could "pop that pussy wide open"
whenever she wanted to!—
if she really wanted to,

even if it was just super quickly!
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(What exactly was

the temperature in the room?)

There wasn’t anything inherently
out of bounds about

any of that, assuming

the correct context, because—
well, no, Cloud wasn’t saying

he was in support of
indiscriminate promiscuity—

no, not at all!

It needed to be

rigorous—perhaps "even ritualistic",
and he wasn’t even suggesting

Tifa should ipso facto

just quote-unquote

pop that pussy open

to spite the moral norms of Shinra—

it was actually the opposite!

No, Cloud was simply asserting

she "shouldn’t not make" beautiful love
in Seventh Heaven simply because

of some societal Shinra code—

she shouldn’t allow herself, Tifa,
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to be regulated by

an institutional entity
whose primary purpose
was the employment

of the universal restriction.

To Cloud it wasn’t in any way, shape,
or form Shinra’s place

to enforce

any universal restrictions

whatsoever.

Fuck Shinra specifically
and fuck the institution

in a more generic sense.

Ugh, shut up Cloud!

He was kidding, wasn’t he?

Oh yeah!—Cloud admitted it

was certainly possible

he was exaggerating certain elements
of his argument intentionally,

in terms of the whole—

well, "you know"—no,
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he wasn’t suggesting
Tifa should "pop that pussy”

in the bar!

No, that was absurd!

Unless she wanted to!

Because if she wanted to Tifa
should know that Cloud took no

offense, like, at all!

They both laughed at themselves,
but didn’t he, Cloud,
in the abstract

kind of have a point?

No, just listen for a second,
Cloud said, please Tifa—

he knew she felt an anxiety,
from time to time,

and according to Cloud

it was actually entirely possible
that it was the anxiety

of the younger Socrates.
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Namely, it was this anxiety

that Tifa, she felt like

she might have fallen

into a pit of "bottomless nonsense"—
this idea that there could be

an "actual conceptual idea"

behind all phenomena

that had ever occurred,

that every action she took

had some "capital-I" Idea

behind or above it,

that every single sensory perception,
every single moment

of their lives emerged

from some conceptual Idea

behind it, that ideas themselves
became sub-atomic particles

which become multiplied

into an infinite (“seeming!”) nonsense.

It was an extreme Vertigo

to experience that

without a doubt!—

and Cloud was all too familiar

with that type of madness himself!
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In fact, his entire experience in the ether,
so to speak,
was fundamentally in agreement

with this anxiety of young Socrates.

But what Cloud would say in response,
to Tifa, to himself, to Socrates—

what Cloud would say in reply

is exactly what Parmenides said

to this young Socrates himself,

that this anxiety was an anxiety

of youth ("Cloud,

we’re basically the exact same age . . ."),
one that would be extinguished

when she’d

"learned not to despise

any of these things".

In short, Tifa shouldn’t allow

Shinra mores—or, frankly,

institutional mores from anywhere else
for that matter!—

to interfere with her own processes,
that was all Cloud

was saying really.
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If Tifa wanted to do that at
Seventh Heaven, then, sure,

that was fine!

Well, Tifa appreciated the kind words,
even if it was

an awkward subject for Cloud

of all people to be broaching,

given the fact that

it was kind of blatantly obvious

that it was Cloud

that Tifa would probably do that

with in the bar.

Why would they

kid one another about that!

But for Cloud’s part—no,

he didn’t care one way or the other—
he just thought that

when someone spent

a decent chunk of time in the ether
that it changed their perspective

on that kind of shit—

what conclusion, after all,

should they draw
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from the "contemplation

of sensible objects"?

If she wanted to bend over
in her own bar,

it wasn’t philosophically
out of bounds to him

in the least.

Like he said,

to some extent

"eros was a gateway"—

they shouldn’t view it simply
organically or purely sensibly
even if it was to some extent
existent inextricably

within those realms,

at least from their perspectives

in their bodies or whatever.

A gateway to what though,

Tifa wondered.

To a different type of knowledge

Cloud confirmed.
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Wasn’t he against sensual empiricism,
Tifa queried—but Cloud quickly
countered that it was

by amplifying

the sensory experience,

by speeding it up

that the sensory experience itself

was transcended—

that was the whole gateway part.

Again, Cloud wasn’t

arguing for any of this indiscriminately!—
he was instead making the case

that these amplifications

couldn’t be completely cut off!—

that if "other bitter and bilious humors
wander about in the body

and find no exit or escape,

but are pent up within and mingle
their own vapors with the motions

of the soul,

and are blended with them,

they produce

all sorts of diseases".

That just like particles of matter
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could be sped up to create
anti-gravitational waves,
the sensory organs could be
similarly sped up in order
to transcend themselves,

basically.

Cloud made

a decent point,

but had he heard back
from Biggs and Wedge—
were they going to make it
to the little thing Tifa

was hosting that Sunday?

She just needed to, you know,
get a definite head count
so she could know

how much food she’d need.

Cloud hadn’t heard back,

and frankly he was finding it

a little ridiculous at that point—
because at the very least,

to Cloud,

they could at least RSVP
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one way or the other.

Sure, of course,

eros was a gateway—

there couldn’t be

a totally universal restriction
oppressing every single member
of a society,

but at the same time

if a person couldn’t RSVP

to an event

they basically should start
eating mud out of troughs with pigs,

in Cloud’s view at least!

People who refused to RSVP

to events in a timely manner

really had no place in polite society!—
or, for that matter,

in any society!

That was Cloud’s perspective
at least! And Tifa agreed!

Frankly, she was getting a little frustrated

with the whole process.
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She was, in her mind,

doing a nice thing—

throwing an Avalanche quote-unquote
Sunday Funday, but she just needed to know
a head count ASAP.

It was already Wednesday night!

Cloud noted that they’d

sent out the invitations,

like, two weeks back,

and they hadn’t even heard back
from half of the potential attendees,
which actually moved Cloud

to think that maybe Tifa

should just cancel

the whole damn thing!
But, no, Tifa was right—
it was too late to cancel,

because then "she’d look like the asshole".

Cloud thought that

maybe that was preferable!
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Maybe that’s what needed to happen!

There needed to be

some rules to this shit, right?
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Vv
“The Memory of Capitalism”
1768:2478 714

Cloud asked Barrett point blank
right in Seventh Heaven:

What "was capitalism” really?—
because that’s what he was
actually philosophically opposed

to vis-a-vis Shinra, no?

The mass production of mako
energy—was that not fundamentally
just free market capitalism at its finest?—
and therefore wasn’t capitalism

just fundamentally

a singularity of sorts,

just a complete evisceration

of memory,

to the extent that

memory is the context

in which we construct ourselves,

our societies?

Cloud asserted that capitalism
didn’t give a fuck about that at alll—

simply because
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capitalism couldn’t,
because if capitalism didn’t
ruthlessly pursue maximum profits,

then someone else would.

Cloud eventually asked Barrett
if capitalism actually

consisted of memory at all?

But Barrett didn’t fucking know.

The fuck did he even care—
he was attempting to make

an active difference in things.

No, it didn’t at all, did it?

Capitalism was the singular focus sans
memory par excellence—

it sought an increase

at whatever the cost,

regardless of the context—

driven by the hypothetical other,

the hypothetical other

moving capitalism to completely ignore

memory holistically,

67



the only context in which capitalism
would even remotely consider memory
was in its future forecasts,

but even those types of reports

were fundamentally myopic in character,

weren’t they?

Plus "past performance

isn’t indicative of future results!"—
and even a five year forecast
would basically just cover

the attention span of a beta fish

in the grand scheme of things.

No, Cloud said,

capitalism clearly operated

sans memory, as a singularity—
and therefore was fundamentally
an agent of destabilization

from a political standpoint—

he was agreeing with Barrett!

Barrett wasn’t seeking agreement
when Cloud then asked
if there wasn’t also something abutting

divine to that type of singularity—
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to Cloud it was almost like
the radiation poisoning of pure mako

itself and shit, no?

Capitalism as a singularity contained
a divine element,
in its radical rejection of memory

capitalism was certainly divine-adjacent.

It was like capitalism as an unfettered

seeking of increase

of expansion

was in itself something

worthy of praise in the abstract,

but for an actual sensible society

the "employment of unrepentant capitalism"
was the most "destabilizing and self-destructive"
political philosophy

you could ever subscribe to!

Capitalism was magnificent in the abstract,
but if you actually subscribed

to the theory in practice

then you would almost definitely,

in due time,

totally destroy yourself
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and everything around you!

Ultimately, Barrett reiterated that he didn’t really
have a ton of time to discuss

these types of details—

philosophical discussions wouldn’t,

after all, fundamentally alter

the rapid environmental destruction

that was ongoing at the hands of Shinra!

Cloud didn’t disagree,
yet, at the same time,
weren’t the two of them

at Seventh Heaven drinking fucking beers?

How many draft beers

had they drank at that point?

They weren’t gonna slow down Shinra’s
degradation of the planet

via consuming draft beers either!

Shit, bro. It was like—
Cloud actually woke up that morning
thinking about memory—

not capitalism,
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but memory at least—

about how he could be himself
across multiple platforms and shit,
but how, with that in mind,
memory perhaps

wasn’t "attached

to Being itself either".

Cloud was always concurrently
multiple iterations of himself,
and he to some extent

partook in Being

across those iterations,

but at the same time—

the thought occurred to Cloud
that memory wasn’t necessarily
attached to Being

at all times either?

Being and memory—

what was their exact relationship?

That the soul could fundamentally
be eternal,
but if its being

was disassociated from memory
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as we understood it

then obviously

it would kind of be difficult to verify!—
as we tend to confirm experiences

via memory and shit.

Barrett gulped down his eighth pint of Midgar Light,
but that didn’t deter Cloud

from prodding further at the point—

namely, that fundamentally

capitalism contained no memory,

and Being itself

perhaps only partially partook

in memory?

Was capitalism a form of being? No,
it couldn’t be!—mnot unless

they took a static vantage point

on an infinite urge

to increase and expand,

which, to some extent,

wasn’t that the drive of the infinite,
which was fundamentally

the transcendent,

which was—no Being couldn’t be

transcendent, not totally, right?
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Cloud didn’t think so.

Barrett had had enough

of this fucking shit!—

and he slammed his mug of Midgar Light
on the counter and moseyed

out the bar

(he’d heard about

"some new Queen’s Blood thing"

that was being introduced

to Sector Seven

that he wanted to try anyway).

Tifa took the opportunity

to ask Cloud if he’d had

any encounters with—you know?—
those ruthless apparitions

that seemed to be haunting him

intermittently since returning to Midgar?
Well, Cloud was after all
a "remade man"—

in more ways than one, but no? Why?

Who else around the slums
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had seen them recently?

It was weird to Cloud,

a little curious,

he noted to Tifa,

mostly because it seemed like
sometimes (a) he’d see them,

yet sometimes (b) no,

he wouldn’t necessarily see them

but intuit them, but then other times—
like the other day—(c) the apparitions
would be everywhere for everyone to see,
and he’d whip out

his fucking Buster Sword

with Tifa by his side.

Tifa asked him to extrapolate

on the triad of a-b-c, if he could.

She clearly wanted to assist Cloud
in reaching the bottom of all of this,

so to speak.
Well, to Cloud, it was almost like

the Eleatics were correct all along—

that this type of phenomena—
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where sometimes (a) he’d see them

and she wouldn’t,

sometimes (b) he wouldn’t even see them
but he’d feel them,

and then other times (c) they’d appear

to the public at large,

well, phenomena like that

basically undermined the entire idea

of empiricism via sense perception, no?

If sense perception

was something that they could reliably employ
as a first principle to gather data

and then arrive at conclusions

regarding the nature

of the corporeal world—

then shit like

what Cloud just described

couldn’t be possible, right?

Cloud asked how could it possibly?!

There had to be a separate first principle

they’d need to reference.

Also, he’d "switch to Fernet"
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if that was okay with Tifa?

But the problem with this notion—
both he and Tifa agreed

(Tifa reluctantly agreed)—

was that (a) there was no evidence
that he saw them when others didn’t,
and (b) there was no evidence

even to himself that he felt them

when he didn’t see them.

Cloud could see them

and he’d be sure

that he saw them

even if Tifa didn’t—

he’d have an empirical data point

that he just couldn’t prove!—

but when Cloud simply felt himself

to be in communion with something formless
and incorporeal,

then even he couldn’t be sure,

from an empirical standpoint,

what it was he experienced,

because his experience lacked a form entirely—
he didn’t have a sense-based

empirical data point
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to even prove to himself

that he experienced anything!

Tifa poured the Fernet
and said something about

wanting to believe Cloud.

At that point Cloud said,
hearkening back to the point
that previously caused Barret
to stomp out of the bar,

what was memory anyway?—
if not this type of communion
with a formless and incorporeal
experience like these ruthless

apparitions?

After all, he remembered
a boatload of shit that didn’t

necessarily have images attached!

A lot of his memories

were in fact formless feelings,

but then—like some of Cloud’s other
encounters—did indeed

contain images,
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but they featured images
that only appeared to Cloud,
just like Tifa’s image-memories

only appeared to her!

So Cloud was of the "acute opinion"

that memories themselves

were to some extent

like these ruthless apparitions

he’d been experiencing?—

yet Tifa quickly corrected him,

aptly pointing out

that Cloud’s memories,

to the best of her knowledge,

had never swarmed around Seventh Heaven

and attacked innocent civilians?

He had to grant that as true!—

"but you know what I mean, Tifa".

She did.

Cloud’s memories were
similar to those ruthless apparitions
in terms of (a) and (b),

but not in terms of (c).
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Cloud continued on to say,
sipping a fresh Fernet,

that the point more or less
remained, that while sure
memories were distinct,

these apparitions—

these unidentified flying apparitions,
they fundamentally undermined
the utility of our sense-perception,
which was something,

to Cloud’s original point,

that the Fleatics really emphasized.

Tifa acknowledged

Cloud’s point about memory—

she didn’t necessarily disagree with it
just because memories,

to the best of their knowledge,

never physically manifested themselves
in corporeal forms,

that it struck Tifa as basically true
that memory was a similar type

of experience,

something that they interacted with

sometimes via an image
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that wasn’t sensible to anyone else,
and sometimes via a vague feeling
that they couldn’t even corroborate
themselves!—

even memory to some extent
completely undermined the idea
that our sensory faculties

were reliable instruments to use

to come to accurate conclusions
about what we perceive to be

the corporeal world.
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VI

“Yellow Flower Gossip”

1247:1707 731

Cloud knew that of course

Aerith was suffering from this gnawing inkling
that, you know,

Cloud may have gone and given away the flower,
or perhaps that was a tad too strong a phrase—
maybe "passed along was a better way

to put it", that’s what Cloud postulated

at least, but in any case

he knew that Aerith knew

that he forwarded the flower, right?

But how did she come
to possess that knowledge exactly?—
could it have possibly been

via the under city whisper network?

Or did Aerith come to realize
Cloud gave the shit away

via some sort of divine intuition?

Basically, Cloud was attempting to ascertain
the source origin of Aerith’s knowledge—

was it opinion or intuition—
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whereas Aerith was chiefly concerned

with the "implications of the knowledge itself".

She actually made it quite clear

that she wasn’t sure if Cloud’s prevarications
were really the point she was attempting to make
when she brought the whole flower

re-gifting up to Cloud—

that the issue at hand wasn’t,

perhaps, "how she obtained this particular knowledge",
but instead "whether or not

Cloud gave the flower away”",

which to be fair she wasn’t,

like, offended by—

Aerith was just a little curious?

Who’d Cloud "forward it to" anyway?

Tifa, right? Of course it was Tifa,

which was totally fine!

They were actually friends!

But Cloud, if possible,

wanted to stay on this prior point—
this epistemological point—because

he thought there was a pretty important distinction
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to be found there,

between knowing something via opinion—
because, for instance,

some Sector Six dipshit

was yapping his fucking gums in the slums—
or, by contrast,

becoming familiar

in a more pure fashion.

There was pure knowledge of things,
and then there was bullshit
you heard third hand from douchebags

in the Sector Six Slums.

Cloud felt like Aerith
probably knew via the former method—

could she confirm though?

Instead Aerith chose to posit
the radical notion that maybe

it could have been both?

Sure, Cloud thought that was possible
(he guessed . . .),
but he didn’t think so—

it was possible yet not probable—
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in fact, Cloud felt like he knew that Aerith knew,
no, not via some whisper network,

no, not by opinion at all,

but instead by direct intuition,

and it just so happened that it was

by his own intuitive capabilities

that Cloud knew that Aerith knew

that he gave that very fucking flower away

via her own intuition,

not by any lurid rumor monger

frolicking shamelessly in the slums.

Were there any rumor mongers
frolicking shamelessly in the slums

though?

Spreading disinformation
about Cloud giving away flowers

to a plethora of women in Midgar!
No, that wasn’t the way

Aerith had accessed her knowledge—

not at all.

Anyway,
Aerith thought maybe
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Cloud should consider thinking twice

before giving away flowers again.

That was all. Not that she

was particularly perturbed.

Not in the least actually!

But maybe Cloud could just,
hypothetically,

if a girl like her were

to "give him a beautiful yellow flower"
in the middle of Midgar,

maybe he should hold onto the thing!

Or at the very least
don’t go and give it

to some other fucking chick!

Was it really that difficult
to just continually keep a single flower

on your person?
Not that it was Aerith’s business anyway,

because clearly if Cloud wanted to gift the flower to
Tifa—
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sure that was fine,

it was totally his option

if that’s how he wanted

to go about it, but didn’t Cloud think

it was just a little rude?

No, instead he thought

that there was a notable distinction
between the two types of knowledge,
but if Aerith did so happen to hear

it in the street,

then would she be willing to tell Cloud

who was flapping their lips?

Was anyone out in the slums

specifically looking to rat his spiky ass out?

In any case, regardless of all that,
Cloud totally understood

where Aerith was coming from,
and he guessed he just wasn’t
really thinking at the time,

when he re-gifted the flower—
Tifa took note of the flower,

and he didn’t want to go into

"the whole flower girl anecdote”,
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so he figured it might be kind of nice to,

you know, pass along the love?

Aerith repeated the phrase

"pass along the love" in a way

that, quite amazingly,

wasn’t completely filled to the brim

with consternation and contempt.

To Cloud there was something ineffably true
about contemplating the female form,

in its blunt physical iteration—

there was no lurid opinion

present within it,

although Cloud didn’t

explicitly express this idea

to Aerith at the time,

given her reticence

to engage in the opinion

versus intuition

dichotomy he started the conversation with,
yet he was still obviously contemplating

her form as this back and forth

occurred.

Her typical philosophical disposition
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when it came to love triangles

was waning just slightly—

this little flower incident

seemed to "almost rile her up" emotionally,
although it was clear to Cloud

when she repeated the phrase

"pass along the love"

that she wasn’t entirely riled up.

Not yet at least.

Aerith finally confirmed for Cloud that, yes,
it was via pure intuition

she’d surmised her flower

no longer resided

on his person, and, sure,

she agreed that there was a certain

distinction between the two types of knowledge.

Cloud then asked Aerith

what she thought was the cause
of each type—well,

obviously opinion consisted of
literal whisper networks,

she said, from what people saw

and heard and all that.
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This allowed Cloud

to note that wasn’t everything

Shinra was working on—

especially Hojo—

was that not basically another whisper network,
that Hojo,

despite being a so-called scientist,

was simply working off of what he

and his associates heard and saw?

Aerith was tempted to say

Hojo’s operation

was a more systematic version

of that, yes, but instead abruptly cut

herself off, because

when she considered it further

she concluded the under city whisper networks

were actually quite complex themselves!

So instead she accused Cloud

of changing the subject,

then she noted that, actually,

she wanted to shift topics,

but not to the so-called whisper networks

of Hojo versus the well-known
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whisper networks

of the Sector Six Slums, no!

No,
Cloud understood.
Even he didn’t even really want to

talk about Hojo!

Maybe he was obfuscating.

Cloud apologized,

but Aerith said it wasn’t necessary,

there was no sorry needed really—

they probably shouldn’t beat a dead horse,

so to speak.

But, ugh,

what a horrendous turn of phrase.

No, Cloud agreed—

it was a terrible saying,

a scumbag saying, really—

Hojo probably would do it though,
beat a dead horse?—

and then fucking, like,

inject it with mako or some shit,
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make it a mutant steed!

Gross!

Fucking loser!
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VII
“New Co-Op Cashier
False Doppelganger Arguments”

1227:1739 .706

Cloud just at that moment

had begun to recapitulate,

this time to the two of them—
Aerith and Tifa—

how it wasn’t actually the case
that he’d seen the being,

no, there wasn’t in fact

an actual physical being

in that sense of the phrase—

it wasn’t like the men in the black
cloaks they’d be following in Rebirth
(were either of them

familiar with that plotline yet?).

He’d just began to explain this

to the both of them,

and Cloud didn’t feel any different

about it necessarily—

the fact that he was telling

the both of them—Tifa was behind the bar
and Aerith just happened to be there.
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It was fine.

Were they familiar
with Rebirth yet? Probably not, right?

But no, in this case Cloud had been
fucking, you know, just sitting

on this carpet in Wutai at the time—
he sat on the carpet cross-legged,
and then he suddenly intuited

a "purely divine being" emanating
in the triangle head encapsulated

in the perfectly square design

that repeated endlessly

throughout the entire carpet.

This triangle head was what

Cloud could only describe

as a "laughing Allah",

that’s how it struck him—

there wasn’t really a question about it

in Cloud’s mind, and it was actually beautiful.
Yes, a "laughing Allah"

was the only way he could describe the divine being,

which certainly "communicated with him"
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as he sat cross-legged in Wutai
in a somewhat mystical manner,
albeit not quite verbally,

but the being certainly
communicated in a way

that caused Cloud to smile.

Cloud—smile?! The two women

found that totally hilarious!

Tifa nearly fucked up

the beer she was pouring

she was so surprised to hear
Cloud of all people

talking about himself "smiling”,
but neither Tifa nor Aerith
found this anecdote of Cloud’s
to be disingenuous in any way—
in fact they both fully supported
Cloud’s confessions and more often
than not even found them
legitimately intriguing

(but there were, of course,

some exceptions!),

albeit they generally

found the anecdotes intriguing

94



in a one-on-one setting,

as opposed to this FFM arrangement.

But that was clearly fine!
It just so happened Aerith

was around and she popped in the bar.

No big deal at all!

Yet, while contemplating whether or not
another Moscow Mule

was advisable or not,

Cloud expressed quite vigorously

that he wanted to relay

a subsequent anecdote

that he viewed apropos

of the carpet encounter,

if that was okay? Of course!

Well, specifically

it was that when

he popped into his local co-op
grocery store that morning,
for just a few minor items,

a couple hand fruits really,

and the new cashier asked him—
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right as he shifted his headphones

up off of his ears

to start the formalized sales transaction—
if his "brother or something”"

went there sometimes?—

to the grocery store?

Did Cloud "have a brother" by any chance?

Because she, the new cashier,

felt like she’d seen him before?

Well,

Cloud said to the cashier,

thinking about it for a second,

he found it quite possible

that this alleged

doppelganger was actually

fucking just him!—Cloud himself!—
that the cashier was

in that particular instance

confusing Cloud "for his actual self”,
that this cashier

"only believed she’d seen"

someone who looked "just like Cloud" before

because she’d, in fact,
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seen Cloud before.

He walked away just momentarily,
he told Tifa and Aerith,

just to toss his basket back

into the stack of baskets

behind the automatic

doors.

Yeah, he’d take one more

Mule, please Tifa?

The new cashier was chuckling
when Cloud arrived back

at the checkout counter

ready to pay for his shit—

she was in the process of entering
the item number for his red quinoa,
chuckling alone—

"it could’ve been you" she repeated,
chuckling, but then,

Cloud relayed

to Tifa and Aerith,

she actually came around to Cloud’s particular

hypothesis.
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The new cashier,

after thinking about it,

came to agree with Cloud,

that she actually probably had seen him
in the grocery store before,

and that she’d just now erroneously
figured he had a brother,

when in fact this hypothetical brother

was "actually just Cloud himself".

Tifa considered,

after she’d ingested the full anecdote
and served Cloud

his refreshed Moscow Mule,
that it was somewhat likely
that the cashier wanted to
quote-unquote suck his cock,
and Cloud didn’t necessarily
disagree with the notion!—
he certainly considered it
possible, that this cashier
may have been amenable

to something like that,

but that wasn’t quite the point!

There was a type of wisdom

98



latent in the exchange,
wasn’t there?—

regardless of whether or not
the cashier wanted to

"perform fellatio" on Cloud?

Aerith, by contrast,

took a more philosophical angle
to her analysis

of the encounter,

because she agreed with Cloud
that the cashier exhibited

a certain spiritual insight,

even if it was inadvertent.

Aerith, for her part,

didn’t put much of any stock
into the cashier’s intentions,
whether or not they were sordid,

benign, or simply indifferent.

Upon acknowledging this
Tifa noted that she recognized
Aerith’s point of view as valid,
that it was probably

the "right way to take it in",
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even if she, Tifa,

wasn’t personally at the point

of participating in quite that level

of objectivity

(if they could, in fact, call it that).
Cloud noted that,

at the end of the day,

he couldn’t help it if

a "certain person felt an urge"

to suck his cock—that whether or not
someone wanted to suck anyone’s cock
is something ultimately unknowable,
that he couldn’t simply

toss potential spiritual encounters

to the wayside purely because

of a purported sordid subtext

or intention.

Both women

agreed with this,

yet perhaps Aerith

just a tad more than Tifa?—
not to say Tifa was somehow
beside herself with jealousy
in any material way—no,

this distinction between Tifa and Aerith
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was probably rooted more so

in Aerith’s basically absurd ability
to remain philosophically
undeterred about other women

while steeped in an obvious love triangle.

Did she even like Cloud, really?

Because it was really quite evident
that Cloud, Tifa, and Aerith

were "collectively entwined

in a sort of love triangle",

but Aerith, for her part,
maintained quite the unique ability
to remain essentially

philosophical about it all—

she didn’t seem to allow feelings of jealousy
to overcome her in the least

when Cloud relayed anecdotes
about cashiers that,

if the three were being honest,
clearly wanted to whip

the guy’s cock out and suck on it

for an extended interval of time.

Did she even really like Cloud?
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His individual feelings on the situation
were a little ambiguous,

even when he was all alone—

Cloud was of course incapable

of assessing his own feelings

for somewhat obvious reasons.
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The Madness of a Cloud
Mode: >.667
11,010:15,461 .712

I
Total Echoes: 1,859
Total Syllables: 2,546
Approximate Self-Similarity: .730

[Cllloud was [s][ilttlilng at [Sllelvlelnth Hlealvleln
d[r]in[kling a Fernet on the [rlo[ckls e[n]g[alg[ilng i[n]
(llight [clonver[s][altilon with a [clo[ck][s]u[ck]er h[e]'d

nel[vler [e][vlen met [a][blout [a] [Qlueen’s [Blllood
[plllayl-in glalme that hed - this [plarti[clular
[clo[ck][s]u[ckler - [rle[qluested to [ble [plut on the [T][V]
at the [blar. Well, a[cltual(lly [C][l]loud [clo[r]re[c]ted, for
the [rle[clord, that he’d a[c]tua[l]lly been [rleading a [flew
[pllalges of [Tlim[aleus [p]rlior to all this, [m]alking a
[flew [dlis[plalr]ate notes, [flin[d]ing him[s]el[f] [pluzzled
at the [slen[s]o[r]y in[flor[m]ation that [clon[t]inued [t]o
[ble [rle[llayled in[tlo his [b][r]lailn. [C][lJoud
[bllalsi[c]all]ly a[llleged he was [f][lJulm]moxed a[blout
the [s]en[s]o[r]y in[f]orm[a]tion that [ble[c][a]me, in [sJome
[wllay], [rlellayled to [w]hat he guessed [wl]as his
[b]r][ailn? - how any of that was [c]o[r]ro[b]o[r]ated, [b]ut
[m]ore [slo [Clllloud [clon[tlem[p][l][a]ted the [s][t]ati[c]
n[ajture of [slaid i[m]ages - that’s [wlhat he [w]as
sliple[clifilcla[l]ly [clon[tlem[p][l]ating [w]hen [a] guy
wlith [a] rlou]nd-a[s]s [f]a[c]e [l]leaned [o]n[t]o the [b]ar,
lee[k]ing to [c][l]ose his [t]ab, obviou[s][lly ex[clited [t]o
tlell the [blar[tlender that he may n[ee]ld to show [h]er

—_
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[hlis I[D], just [ble[clause he [tloo[k] his wife’s [l]a[s]t
name and [h]adn’t [h]ad a [ch]an[cle to [ch]ange his
lilclen[sle yet? The palt]rlon with the [rlound-a[s]s
fla[cle [n]oted how [nli[c]e the bar[t]ender was ([Tli[f]a!),
blut [w]hat [w]as her [n]Jame again? He [clould
dlelf1[illn]lilte[llly] [dlisp[lJay his I[D] if shle] r[ea][l]l[y]
njleelded, just be[clause, again, his [l]ast [n]Jame [w]as
dlilf]ferent [nJow - ta[kling his [wli[f]e’s [nJame and all!
Of [c]ourse, [C][lJoud [n][o]ted, [th]at it was [c]lear [th]at
[n]lo] one gave [a] [flu[c]k [a]bout the [p][r]inted name on
[a] [c]lrledit [c]lar]d in that b[ar], and Ti[fla, [flor her
[pllarlt, [dlildIn’t exalclt[llly] [slleelm [l]ikle she was
[rlam[pling [ullp] to [sllulck this [dlude off]f jlu]st
be
C

1
[
[
[
[
[

cllaulse he was a [rla[dlilcl]al [fleminist. [Flor
[Cll]loud’s [plart he was still, you know, a[ttlem[plting
[tlo get [blleJhind the [b]ljunt [slen[s]ations [b]eling
[slmuggled [rle[llent[lle[s]s[lly into his [s]o-[c]alled
[clonsciou[s] [e]xi[s]ten[cle. [Elve[r]lything was [a]n
[ilmage to [slome e[x]tent, [rlight Ae[r]ith? Touch
it[slel[f] was a [flu[c]king [s]en[s]o[r]y [i]

[qluaint [S]p[rling evening where [C][l]Joud [flelt m[or]e
[or] [1][es]s [d][es]tined to [phli[llo[s]o[ph][ilze, having
[sltarted [d][rlin[kling wlilne in [p][rle[pla[r]ation [flor a
[F
[

m[a]ge. [I]t was a

Irllil[d]lay [n]lilght [dlinner, on[lly to have Ti[f]a [bail
1]ast mi[n]ute, [ble[clause sh[e] [n][ee]ded to [pllillc]k ulp]
a [blar sh[i][f]t - [1]lealving him [clom[p][l][e]te[l][y] fr[ee]
to [clontinue this wine [d][rlin[k[lilng [iln a
[r][i]tuali]s]ti[c] [wlay that [w]ould be [c]on[d]ulclive to
[phli[llo[s]o[phli[clal i[d]eas. Yes, [Cllloud [c]on[t]inued
[tlo Ae[rlith, it was [blasi[c]a[l]l[y] on[l]ly] vi[a] d[r]in[k]ing
[a]lllone, [blut in [a] [rlituallli[s]ti[c] [f][a]shion, th[a]t
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I'd achlielved any [slort of [phli[llo[sJo[ph][illcal
[qluiry. You [cloulld]n’t just [slit at a [d]e[s]k and
be[clome [phlilllo[slo[phlilclal, at [llea[s]t [n]ot for
ClllJoud! May[b][e] [slome [p]leo][plle [c]ould! [Blut, [n]o,
njot [CllJoud. He’d i[m]agine [th]at [thlere were
Iro[bla[b]llly a [llitany of [plo[slsi[blle ways of
lelclolm]ing  [phli[llo[slo[phli[clal - [lli[kle, [flor
in[s]tan[cle, [flor the round-[flalcled al[blino chla]p],

[plerh[a][p]s [tle[l]ling [Tli[f]a that he’d [t]aken his wi[f]e’s
[l[alst n[alme, mlay][ble that could [b]le] [s]leeln as
o[s]s1[ Ily] rituallllills]tlillc] [iln a wlay], a glaltew[ay]
o [slome [slort of be[cloming [phli[llo[s]o[phli[c]al. This
was alcJtualllly [s]cien[cle, [C]lloud [tlold [hler [h]e
[thlought at [thle bar, [sluc[cle[s]sfully avoidi[ng]
[m]akliing] any eye [clon[t]alc]t with the round-fa[cled
[m]an. Was it [nle[cle[s]salr]ily [s]t[rlange at all that
[oln[cle the Glrlee[k]s [wlent extin[c]t [phli[llo[s]o[phly
went mlorle [or] [l]ess [clomp[l][e]te[l]ly] and utter[l][y]
downhill and [n]ever [lJoo[kled bla]lc]k in the [l]ea[s]t,
[th][a]t [thle [1][a][s]t group to [r][eallll]y [r][ealch much of
any [phlilllo[slo[phlilc]al [s]ulc]ce[s]s made a [slin[clere
e[fflort to [clonjoin getting [fllullclked [u]lp] with
[clon[tlem[p][l]ating in[tle[l]ligible [phle[n]o[m]e[n]a? -
[thlat [th]le]se Glr]lee]lk]s a[ttlem[p]ted [tlo [m]a[r]ry
i[n][e]b[r][iJation and [rligo[r]ous dia[lle[c]tic? [Th]at all
[thJought since - to [pla[r]a[ph][r]ase [N]orthhead - had
been a mi[n]or [floot[n]ote to [P]lato or [w]hatever? [Thle
[thling [w]as, a[c]cording to [C][lJoud, you just [c]oul[d]n’t
wli]llllly]  nfilllily] [dlelve into  metaphlylsilcs
[clomp(l][e]te(l][y] [slo[bler! [Blut that wasn’t to [slay a
[pler(sJon should [n]e[cles[s]arily [ble[clome [slome

hle
[i]n|
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dege[nle[rlate  al[cloho[lli[c] either, [ble[clause a
[dlege[n]e[r]ate [d][rlunk would in [n]Jo w[ay] [m]lalke a
glrllealt [mleta-phys[i]lc]li]st either - that was
[bla[sli[c]all]ly impo[s]si[b]le, [ble[clause, [lli[kle [C][l]loud
[s]aid, the [s]lo](l]lo] m[o]de of in[e][b][r]i]ation should
[blle] done [rlituallli[s]ti[c]

[

times. You [clouldn’t just

cla[llly, in [s]p[ur]ts, at [c]ler]tain
ble [1]ilkle h[iltt[ilng the [blottle
[a]s soon [a]s you wolkle [flrom a [s]lum[bler! - a[flter
[slaid in[e][b][r][ilation [s]essions you'd [rle[q]uire
[slo[b]lr]ilety to [plarse through [w]hatever it [wlas that
[clame to you via [s]aid [clontem[p]lation, [n]o? In f[a][c]t,
the [a]lcltual [slcience was [n]othing [bleyond this
[plar(sling thlrlough of in[e][b]r]lilation [slessions of
[rligo[rlous [clontem[p]l][altion! That was it - what
(faild [blehlilnd [llogilc] and metaphlyls[illcls, in
[Clllloud’s m[ilnd at [1]east! [BJut in[e][b][r][i]ation [c]ould
[ble anything [rleally - [C][l]Joud [c]ould en[t]er a s[t]ate of
infe]b[r][iJation in [a] [c]ar [a][lJone on [a] Tuesd[ay] [A]M,
without [clonsuming a damn thing. [Ale[r]ith [m]lor]e
[or] less ag[rleed, [aldding th[a]t on the one hand a
[phlillJoso[phlical [m][ilnd should [ble a[blle [tlo
ana(llly]ze, in[tler[p]rlet, ex[t][r]a[plo[l]ate, all of that
[slcien[t][i][f][i]c [s][tlu[f]f - but, on [th]e ofthler, i[f] you
[f]ail to [pllllalcle yourself [iln a [plos[i]t[ilon to [r]e[c]eive
[a]ln]ything  to  [a][n]a[llyze, in[tler[p]rlet,  or
ex[t]rla[plo[llate ~ then you were [blasli[cla[l]ly
[s]iclirlewed! [C]llloud mlorle [or] [lless ag[rleed [blut
[aldded th[a]t - [s]lalns this ty[ple of “in[s][pli[r]ation,”
[slo to [s][plleal(k] - they’d [b]le] [s]tu[c]k [s][i]tt[ilng at [a]
ta[b]le just [n]ood[lling [a]rfoun]d [n]lon][s]en[s]i[c]a[l]ly,
vla][clilllating [b]la]lc]k [alnd forth [ble[tlween [tlwo
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[tlypes of [n]othing[nless, and then just pr{o][bla[b][lly
k[nJlo]lclking [o]ff s[olme[olne else’s [wlork [bly
[a]lc]cident. [B]ut [n]one of this [w]as [n]ew! It [w]asn’t
(llilkle [C]lJoud [w]as [b]r][ea]lkling [n]ews i[n] a[n]y
[wllay]. [A]t this point [Ale[rlith [a]sked - you k[n]o]w,
was thi[s] [a]l[bliln][o] douche [blag, he was an e[llement
of this [a][n]a[lly[s]is? [N]o, [n]ot real[lly - a[c]cording to
[Cllloud - maybe the gluy] was [t][r]lyling a [tlad [tloo
hard? - to [pllrleslelnt him[s][e]l[f] as a [s][ple[c][il[f][ilc
ar[clhe[t]y[ple [tlo the gene[r]al [plubli
le[cllilldled to [sl[pllilt [iln the fal
Jh[r]lolmo[s]lolme [clount, [wlhich [w]as [slomething

r—v

cl, as a gluy] who

n—\

[d cle of his [o]wn
[c

[Cll]oud [pler[s]onalllly en[d]or[sled! Gran[tled [C][l]loud
[plro[blalblllly [woulldin’t [dlo it [bly [fallKling his
[wlife’s [1]ast [n][a]me, [ble[clause [Clllloud
[pler[slo[n]alllly was obviou[s][l]ly] more [plrone [tlo a
[tllyllple of [illslo[llated and over[llly] [dlramatic
[slelf-ann[ilhi[l]ation than a [slub[slervient and
[d][i][s][ilngen[uousl]y [m][u]ted [fle[mJi[n]ist
a[n]nihi[llJation, blult he wlalsn’t i[p]s]lo] [flact[o]
oplpllolsed to either! Ae[rlith ag[rleed [on]e hlun]d[r]ed
[pler(clent! But [C]lJoud [s]till would glo] a [little
[flurther, nfo]ting [th]at i[n] [th]e i[n]telligible [s][ph]ere,
as [s]lojme[olne [lli[kle, [slay, Pr[o]lc][lJus would n[o]te,
that [s]lo]-{clalled [florms were [slomehow able to
[plarti[cli[plate in [o]ne an[o]ther wliJthout mli]xing,
[wlhereas [wl][i]Jth[iln the [slen[slible realm they
[plart[illc]lillplated [i]n th[ilngs and [s]ub[sle[qluent[1][y]
got [d]irtly]. But [C][lJoud [th]ought [th]at it [w]as [w]orth
going [olne [sltep [flurther - [slince they were
[d]i[s]clulslsing a[n]nihilation [a]nd [s]tu[f]f [a]ln]yway,
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[th]at [thle [pler[c]leilved ml[ilx[ilng be[tlw[eeln [florms
that [tJook [pllace in the [s]en[s]ible a[r][e]na was it[s]el[f]
jlulst [a] [pllr]ojelc]tion of [mlixture but not a[c]tual
[mlixture. The in[tlel(lligi[b]le sphere, [bleing [plure[lly
e[mlanfajted, [plar[tli[cliip]lalted  wli]th[iln [i]t[s]elf
without [m][ilx[ilng [ilt[s]el[f], while i[n] the [s]e[n][s]i[b]le
[sllphlere [i]t [d][i][d]n’t [s]leem like that was [p]o[s]si[b]le,
that [bly [plarti[clifplating wli]th[i]n [slen[s][i]ble
[th]lilngs [thley [ble[clame e[s]sential[l][y] m[ilxed wlilth
them, a[slsuming they were [clategori[c]a[l]l[y]
[slen[slible. E[s]sential[l]ly] [n][alture was t[ailnted, which
of [cJour|s]e [C][1Joud [a]nd [Alerith k[n]ew all [t]oo [w]ell!
[Wlay [tloo [wlelll He[n]lcle theilr] shalrled
a[clquie[s]ce[n][cle toward [o][c]c[a]sio[n]al
[a][n]nihil[a]tion! [B]ut even this [s]en[s][i][b]le f[i]lth, [s]o
to [sllplealk], [Clloud [thlought, [thli[s] [p]
m[ilx[ilng ulp] [iln the [plarti[cli[plation of [slen|

—

er[cleived
[s][i]ble
thlilngs, wasn’t it [alllslo [a] [plrojec[tilon? - [a]n
[elman(a][ti]on, just as the [plar[tlicli{p][alltilon of the
in[t]elligible [s]phere was al[s]o [a]n [e]lm]a[n]ation of the
Irlilmlalrly ulnlity of all things? Which, yeah,
Irlought [C]lJoud [b]la]lck to th[a]t al[bliin]o
rlound-[flaced [flulc]k at the [blar, [t]a[k]ling his wi[f]e’s
(lJast [nJame - [ble[clause ul[t]iim]ate[l][y] the al[blino’s
[vlantage point wasn’t [rlem]ar{k]a[b][l]ly] di[v]ergent
flrlom [C][lJoud’s or Aelrlith’s, [C][lJoud thought. Thils]
allblilnlo was [pllrlolm]oting a [clertain tly]lple of
an[n][ihilation of their [clultu[r]al-[s]en[s]i[b]le [r]ealm,
[thlin[k]ing [th]at [th]e [plat[r]iar[c]hal lineage of their
[so[cliety was [b]a[sli[c]ally [slomething obje[c]tiona[blle,
[sJomething e[s]sentialllly t[ailnted, that should [ble

(p
(b
[
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a[n]nihi[l][a]ted in the [s]ervi[cle of [slomething [m]ore
pure. O[klay, well, [C][lJoud [th]ought [th]at [m][a]de a
[m]odi[cJum of [slense! [M]la]ybe t[a]lkling his wilfle’s
(lJals]t n[lalme was in a [slense a g[r]lea]ter [florm of
[plulrlity than [l]o[c]king a woma[n] i[n] a [klitche[n] and
[elxpe[clting a blowjob [e][vlery other [e]lvlening,
[Cllloud thought. Juls]t as [Plrlo[c]ljJus and
[Slo[c]lr]altles [slen[sled [th]at [thle in[t]el[lligible
[sllphlere [plarti[cli{plated w{ilth [i]t[slel[f] yet not in a
[wlay [w]here it miJxed wlith [i]t[s]elf, [th]at [thli[s] was
[dli[s]ltinct [flrom our [flurther [d]e[s]cen[d]ed,
[
[
[
[
[
[

—

slen[sli[blle [s][phlere where things [plarti[cliplated
wlith [o]ne another [blut got [mlixed ulp] in the
plrolcle[sls - well, [m]ay[ble this al[bliin]lo] [m]an was
njlolting  [thlat [th]e [plaltlriar[c]hly] was a
plar(tllilc[illplaltlo[r]ly] m[ilx[ilng that [l]eft un[sleem[l]y
clum [s]t[ailns - [flor [l]a[c]k of a better [ph]r[a]se! - on
hu[mJan ex[ple[rlience. [Plat[rliar[c]hy, in the al[bli[n]o
[m]an’s [m][ilnd, should [ble a[n]n[i]hilated [ble[c]ause of
this [slen[s][i][blle mlilx[ilng ulp], this [plult]rid
[t[lailnting of [w]hat [w]ould [ble [bletter o[f]f [pJure. And
[tlla]lkling your [n][ilce wi[f]e’s [nJame was a [p][r]o[pler
[mJode of an[nlihilation in [rles[plonse. Ae[rlith
[rle[m]ar[kled that she knew [C][lJoud would inevita[b]lly
[blrling the dis[cloulr]se [blalc]k to this [ploo[r] ch[a]p]
[c]lllosing his t[a]b, [blut, just to [ble [c][lear, [w]hat
[Cl[l]loud [w]as saying [w]as [th]at [th][i]s m[ilxing [th]at
o[clcurred in the [slen[slible [rlealm was it[s]elf juls]t a
sle[pla[r]ate [p]lrlojection - juls]t a l[e][s]ser mode of
plrojlelcting! So [while the [m]a[tlerial [w]orld [m]ay
have di[s]gu[s]ted them, [plerhalp]s [m]oving the [tlwo

—
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[tloward [slome [slort of [a]ll-en[clom[p]a[s]sing
[clon[cle[p]tual [a]nnihilation, [alnd [a]s [m]uch as the
[plalt]lrliarchy [mlight have seemed [plu[t]lr]id to the
al[blino hus[blJand at the [blJar who [lJoolkled to
an[nlihi[l]ate him[s]el[f] [bly ta[kling his [n][i][cle w[i][f]e’s
(l]a[s]t [n]ame, it [clould be wise to [clon[s]i[d]er [th]at
[thlese [d]i[s]gu[s]ting a[glg[rle[glates were them[s]elves
[slim[plly [d]e[r]lilvat[ilve [plroje[c]tions, [th]at [thley
weren’t alctual [mlixtures, [th]at [thley were just
[d]erivative e[m]anations as o[p]posed [tlo [tlat[t]oos of
what [thley [thlought [thley [d]e[s][plised. Aerith [w]as
a[wlare. She wasn’t [dli[s]tressed a[blout it, [blut she
k[nJew this poor al[bliln]o gluy] would in [t][iJme [t]a[k]e
the [blr{ulnt [o]f it from [Clloud. [C]loud [qluestioned
whether he [d]i[dn’t [d]eserve it? [P][l]us [1][ilke they’d
al[rleady im[p](1][iled - they [m]u[s]t to [pllrJo[cleed from
the ilm]mane[n]t [t]o the [t]ran[s]cende[n]t, no?

II
Total Echoes: 2,174
Total Syllables: 3,037
Approximate Self-Similarity: .716

[Cllloud [flound it a [tlad [ble[f][uldd[lling, jlulls]t
[ble[c]lau]se [Tlifa [s]aid shle]'d h[a]d [a]n [o]dd [d][r][eJam
[a][blout him the [p]r]le}Milous night, and hle]d
[rle[p]lllied [b][1Junt[l]ly] that he [d]i[d]n’t usual[l]ly] have
[dlreams a[blout [pllelo[plle hle] knew, somehow
[clom[p]ll][e]tellly] [plurging the [f]lallc]t [flrom his
m[ilnd thla]t, just that nliJght, [hle’d [h]ad a [vli[v]id
dream in[v]ol[vling one of his [fli[r]st gi[r]l[f]riends and
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he[r
[sllp
[s]l1

] [clulr]rent (to the [ble[s]t of [C][lJoud’s know[l]edge)
Jouse. [Hlow [clould th[a]t [h][alve [pllo[s]si[b][l]y
1fi[plped his [mle[m]o[r]ly], given the [vli[v]a[clit[y] of
the [d][rleam it[s]elf? [Blar[r]ett [d]i{dln’t have a [c][lJue
[elither, [rlealll]ly]. [Hlis ex and [hler [hJusband were
(1liMilng wlilth [C][1]Joud and hlils [f][i][c]tional wi[f]e in
a [m]o[d]est [clon[d]o they’d been llealsing in Up[pler
[Mlidgar, yet he [tlold [T][i]fla he “[n]ever [d]reamt”
about [pleo[plle he k[nlew, yet [plerha[p]s the [m]o[s]t
be[fluddling a[s][ple[c]t of it [wlas that [w]hen he’d said
thlalt to [hler [hle [al[c]tuall]l[y] [ble[l][ielved it! [C][1]oud’s
ex-girlfriend and hlils [f][i][c]tional [wli[f]e had [ble[c]ome
slolme[w]h[a]t [f][rliend[l]ly] i[n] the [d][r]leJam, i[n] the
[clon[d]lo], and the wh[o]le or[d]le]al, in [C][l]oud’s
[d][rleam, st[r]ulc]k him as total[l]ly] [fline [i]n[i]tial[l]y].
Hlils [f]lillc]tional [wli[f]e [w]as ob[s][clulrled, a [plulr]e
[hle’d

k[nJown [hler in the [plast, [n]ot [hJow she was [nJow
([n]ot that [hle k[nlew [hlow she was [nJow!), [blut
eventualllly [CllJoud [blegan [tlo [clome [tlo the
[rlea[llization [th]at [thli[s] was his ex-[rJoman|t]i[c]
in[tlere[s]t, and that his [clulrlrent wilfle and
ex-girl[f]rliend [ble[cloming [f][rliends was [a]n
[a][b]solutely [clata[c]l[y]s[m][il[c] deve[ll]op[m]ent for him
[slocialllly, [th]at it [w]as [thle [plro[bla[bllly] [w]or[s]t
[thling [th]at [c]ould [plo[s]si[bllly] [h]a[plpen to his
[
[

[mlirage, [w}hile his ex [w]as [a]n [i]m]age of [h]ow

mlarriage. [H]e [w]ondered [w]h[a]t the [h]lu]sband of
hlis ex [w]as thin[k]ing - [CJloud [w]as [w]ondering how
it [wlas ex[alctly thla]t he got r[o]ped into this wh[o]le
[thlin[g] as he was [e]xitin[g] [t]his a[p]art[m]ent into an
Ulplper [Mlidgar that, of [clourse, wasn’t [e]xa[c]tly
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Ulplper [Mlidg[a]r at [a]ll! Yet on[lly hours [l]ater when
[Tlifa [tlold [C][l]loud shle]’d had a [d]r[e]am w[i]th h[ilm
[iln [ilt that [nlight he [c][l]aimed to [n]ever [d]r[eJam
a[blout [pleo[plle he k[nJew. Odd! [Blar[rlett [n]lo]ted
thlat he just [d]id, [thJough, [rlight? [Th]at his
sltatement [tlo [Tli[f][a] was [f][a]ls]e, [n][o]? Um, yeah,
thla]t’s ex[a][c]t{lly what [C][lJoud juls]t [s]aid! [C][lloud
[rlefilte[r]ated that it was “[l][i]te[r]al[lly [th]at night”
[thlat [h]e’d [h]ad [thle [d][rleam, [flurther em[ph]asizing
the ab[slur[d]ilty of hlils [s]t[a]tefm]ent [tlo [Tlifa.
M]alybe, [C]lloud thought, it was [c][l][o][sler to a
cllolin[cli[d]en[c]e th[a]n [a]n alclute
mli[s][rle[m]em[blerin[g] ofr] fo[r]gettin[g]? Was that
plos[sli[b]le? [Mle[m]o[r]y was ellilptli[c]al
slome[tlimes. [Blut i[n] a[ la[s]e, he [tlold [Bla[r]rett
hle’d [h]ad another d[r]e] rllellclent(l]y - if [Bla[r]rett
was [bly any chanlcle [ilnte[r]e[s]ted [i]n [1][i][s]tening to
more [blullshit a[blout his [d][rleam [s]tates? - where
[Clloud had [d]i[s][clovered a g[llowing, f{lJuo[r][e][s]cent
iin][sllellclt in] one of the [d]rlawers on a
sliclirleened-in  patio that [dlildn’t ex[i][slt [iln
Jo-[clalled “[r]eal [lli[fle,” and [C]{lJoud to[s]sed the
Julclking thing [o]ut[s]ide [o]nto the gras[s], [k][ilnd of
dli[slguls]ted [b]ly] it to [ble hone[s]t, onllly to
dlils][clover that [s][aJme in[sle[c]t julslt a [flew
mjo[mJents [1][a]

huma(n]oid f]
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[ ter - but [nJow a[plpealrling in a
[florm, [sJtanding out[slide the
[slc[r]eened-in [platio, ho[pling to ble] [let in. Now, in
thle dr[ealm [thlere was a [llittle [g]le]t-to[g]e]ther on
I,

[
[thli[s] [plati[o], [s]lo] [C]lloud [w]as a [llittle wa[r]y of
[lJetting this [b]leling - who was female, [t]o [b][e] [c][l]ear
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- in[t]o the [plarty, [blut [cJu[rlious[l][y] [e]ve[r]yone [e]lse
at the [plo[w]-wo[w] [s][elemed total[l]ly] in[c]a[p]a[b]le of
[pler[c]leilving her, [e]ven a[f]ter [C][l][ou]d al[l][ow]ed her
in? Yes, [C][1]lou]d al[l]low]ed her in and the [florm of
[cJommuni[c]ation be[t]ween him[slel[f] a[n]d the
e[n][t][iltly] was [s][iJm[p]lly] a [s]eries of vague [fleelings,
[plerhalpls, he [thlought, [th]i[s] was [slome [k][ilnd of
[rlem[iJnder that you [clouldn’t just, you know, [c][r]eate
[thlings - [thlat [rle[f]r]lelshing [slynthe[sles are the
ble][s]t [wle [clould do? [W]ith [th]at [s]aid, [th]ey [s]tarted
[clo[plulating on the [platio. [Bllallrlrett wanltled [t]o
[c]lallr]ilf]ly] [thlat it was [th]e [blutter[f][l]ly] [w]oman
that [C][lJoud [w]as [fTu[c]king? Or [w]hatever she [w]as?
[Wlell, [C]lJoud nlolted, [o]nly [w]hen she [ble[clame a
[bleing, of [slome [s]ort, [th]at [th]at [w]as [w]hen
the [clopu[llation ofc]curred, obviou[s]l]ly]! [Blut, with
that [s]aid, it was a[c]tual[l]ly] ([klind of?) int[r]iguing [t]o
[Bla[r]rett, [t]o [ble honest? [Blut, mo[r]e impo[r]tant[l][y],
[Clll]oud [rlealll]ly] wan[tled [tlo know how [S][e]v[e]nth
Hlealvleln was [lla[s]t night, [ble[clause [Bla[r]rett
[sltoplpled [bly there, [d]i[dIn’t [h]e? [HJow was it? Well.
[Llet’s [sle[e]. [Blarrett [d]e[flinite[l][y] [flelt the [plurit]y]
of the [blooze ex[pland wlilth[i]n h[i]s che[s]t u[plon his
[flir[s]t [sli[p], and while the [bar[t]lender ([o]bvious[1][y]
[n]lo]t [Tli[f]a, [blut he [dli[d]n’t [c]atch her [n]ame) was
s[llight[l]ly] more a[f]fable than [w]hen he [w]ent there
[wlith [C]llloud, but she [dli{[d]n’t [a]lc]tualll]ly] [alsk
[what [flruit he [w]anted [iln the dr[iln[k]. [Slitting
a[l]lo]ne at [S][e]vle]nth H[ea]v[e]n Barrlett [t]oo[k] n[o]te
of him[s]elf [t]o[s]sing the [s]lingle orange [s][l]ilcle onto
h[i]s th[i]n, [n]Jow i[m]m[e]d[i]ate[l][y] [m]oist [n][a][p][k]in
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and [m][a]nual(l]ly] extr[a][c]ting the [s]ingle [s]eed th[a]t
hlald been ex[plelled [f][rJom the o[rlange [ilnto the
(lillqJuor [flrom the gflla[s]s, a[n]d i[n] doing [s]o, he

n[o]ted [th]at all [th]at he’d a[cc]ounted for [a]t the [b]ar -
the [a][flfa[b][ill[i]tly], the [f]ruit, the s[eled - that
extr(a]lclting those id[elas [oJut [o]f the air was
[bl[alls]i[clally the [s][aJme as the
[cloo[r]dinate-t[r]a[c]king [rlepo[r]ted [bly [r]emote
viewers. He gllalnced [b][allc]k [a]t the [b]ar and too[k]
[blrief note of the [blartender chlulgging [a] shot [o]f

= =

[blooze with a [c]lulstomer and was vio[llent[lly
smalclked in the [flace with an a[cJute [m]e[m]o[r]y of
[rllillplplilng [sllilm[illar shots with a [s][ple[clilflilc]
[blartender [flrom his [plast, [wlhich [wlas [bla[s]i[c]ally
julslt a[nJother [slet of [cloordi[n]ates, [blut these
[plar{tlilclull]ar [cloordinates [rle[tlurned [t]o [h]im, [h]e
[dli[dIn’t [plllJulc]k them [o]ut [o]f the air. He [d]il[d]n’t
[pllllulc]k these ri[plping shots with a bartender
[cloordinates [flrom a [r]a[plid [r]ush of in[f]ormation -
no, [s]aid [cJoordinates [r]eturned to him [a]s he [s][a]t in
[sloll]i[tlude [a]t the bar [tlotalllly in[v]o[ljun[t]ari[l][y],
[vlio[llent[1]ly] smla]c]king Blalrret in the [flu[c]king
[flalcle and [sJomewhat [r]ude[lly [c]o[l]la[p][sling time
[i]t[slel(f] [iln the [p][rlo[cle[s]s, [rlight as [Blar[rett [s][a]t
[aJt thla]t [tliny [tla[blle a[llone, [ilnn[o][clent[l]y
[sllilpping hlils dr[iln[k] [iln [S]elvlelnth Hle]av[e]n.
[Blarrett the[n] wlelnt on [t]o [tlell [C]loud how, [blefore
the [blar, he’d sleeln a [blunch of [p]leo][plle with
[M]a[k]lo] [pllolisoning that [hle [hladn’t seen in
[m]onths, and [Clloud [n]oted that’s how they k[n]ew
S[pllrling was ap[plrloaching, [rlight?! Yet, on that
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[nJote, it was [klind of [flunny be[clause [C][lloud was
a[cltual(lly thin[kling to himsel[f] [thle o[thler [d][ay] -
[whhat [wlas the exalc]t [d]e[f][i]n[i]tion of sobriety
anylwllay] - lilkle how [cJould they a[c]tually
[dli[s]tlilngulilsh [slo[b][rliety f[rlom intoxi[c]ation?
[Bla[r]rett [pler[kled [ullp] [a] [blit. [C]lloud made it
[c]lllear that, [n]o, he wasn’t [nle[cle[s]sari[lly [l]i[k]e
[tlallkling about s[m]lo][kling [clralc]k, or explo]sing
your[slelf to high in[tlen[slity [m]la]klo shards for
[dle[clades on end, [blut [m]aly[ble julslt [d]rin[kling
[wlh[ilte [w]ilne or [slomething? [Ble[clause [C][lJoud
[wlas [clr[o]lslslilng the [W]la]shlilngton [Slt[rleet
[bllrlidge [clon[tlem[p][l]ating a [plar[tli[clulllar [v]is[ilon
of [ilnd[i]lv][ilsible One[nless [thle o[thler [nlight, [a]s
[Bllalrrett k[n]Jew too well thla]t [C]loud was [a]pt [tlo do
[flrom [tlime [t]o [tlime, and [ble[llieve it [n]ot he was
a[cltualllly [dli[s]covering [a] [d]e[clent [a]lm]ount of
e[n]joylmlent i[n] the [m]a[tle[r]ial [w]orld at the [t]ime! -
dJlrlin[kling a [mlini [wlater [blottle f[illled w{ilth
MJez[c]al, [blut [a]lso [a]t[tlemp[tling to [glauge whether
hle’d [h]ave the [t]lime [t]o [g]rab just one [m]o[r]e [bleer
ble[flo[rle [TIillfla was su[plposed to ble] at his
a[plartimjent. [C][lJoud was [c]ontemp[l][a]ting the
n[a]ture of a[n] [i][n]d[ilv[i]sible [O]nenes[s], [blut he [w]as

I[s]lo] [clomforted [bly the mate[rlial [rlealm while
[cllolld[l]y [clallcJu[l]lating his odds of [bleing a[blle to
chlulg an[o]ther [bleer while still ma[kling it [bla[c]k to
his [a][plartment [ble[flore Tilfla was sup
[a]rrive. [A]nd [a]s [C][l]loud was [clontem[p][l][a]ting this
n[ajture of a[n] i[n]d[i]v[i]s[i]ble [O]lneness, [c]r[o]s[s][ilng

a [W]lalsh[ilngton [S]t[rleet b[rlidge, [d]r]in[k ]mg
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[MJez[clal from a [mlini water [blottle [Clloud
[rlelm]ar[kled to [Blalrlrett [hJow [hle’d [s]tarted to
[qluels]tion this very [d]ef[iln[i]tion of [s]o[b][rliety. [B]ut
it was here [Bla[r]rett [blegan to [qluestion - [wlell -
[wlhat did [C]{lJoud [a][c]tua[l]ly mean by th[a]t? [W]ell,
[wlhat [Clloud [w]as [t][r]lying [tlo get [a]t, Ba[r]rett, was
thlalt [slo[b]riety it[slelf was [slup[plosed to [ble a
[bla[sleline of [s]orts, no? Of [clour[s]e it was! Yet how
[clould [thley [m]easure [thli[s] [bla[s]e[l]ine exalc]t[l]y? -
was there [a] [m]easure[mJent at [a]ll? - was so[blr[ilety to
[ble deffilned [bly a l[a]lc]k of plalssion, or a vague
[slen[s]e of thle] “[elven-[k][eleled”? [Blut the pro[b][lJlem
was, in [C][lJloud’s [mlind at [l]ea[s]t, [th]at [thlere was
[n]o u[nliver{s]al e{m]otional [bla[s]eline [w][ilth [w]h[i]ch
to deffilne [s]o[blr[ilety. [Slome [pleo[plle - he [ml]eant,
even [C][lJoud [hlimself [clould be t[o]tal[l][y] un[hlinged
e[m][o]tional[l][y] on o[c]casion while [qJu[o]te-un[qJulo]te
“[clompl[1][e]te[llly] [sllo][bler”! [Flurther[m]ore, even i[f]
they - [Blarrett and [C][lJoud - [c]ould de[fline [s]lome
[bla[sle[lline e[m]otional [sltatus [a]s [a]xio[m][a]ti[c],
[thlen [thley would [s]till have to [clombat
[phlilo[slo[phli[clal[l]ly] with e[x]ternal [s]ub[s]tan[cles
that weren’t [clon[sli{d]ered int[o]xli[c]ants that would
[o]bviou[s][l]ly] shl[ilft th[i]ls] e[m]otional ba[se[lline.
What did [C][lloud [m]ean? Well, [1]i[kle, [a] [1]a[c]k of
floold [c]ould [a]lter m[oo]d. The [s]lame [c]ould be [s]aid
of [clalf]feine! [Clo[n]suming dirt would pro[bla[b]ly

shi[f]t sloJme[o]ne’s emotional [s]tate. Hi[s]to[r]i[c]al(l]y,

a[c]co[r]ding to [C][lloud, [pleo[p]le ate fu[ clking [p][l]ants
with [slmall [dlo[sles  of  plslylclhe[d][ellli][c]s
em[b]le][d]d[e]ld wl[i]th[iln them and [pllr]o[bla[b]ly
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thought ve[rly little about “in[t][o]xi[clation” [p][r][o][pler!
[Pleo[plle u[sled to fu[clking [s]ani[tlize [w]ater [w]ith
al[clohol! [S]Im]o[kling [tlo[blalclco alltlered [m]ood.
[Bla[sli[c]ally, [Blarrett, “a[n]ything we i[n]ge[s]t alters our
1[a]tent [s]t[a]te of exi[s]ten[cle and there[f]o[r]e ch[alnges
ufs] in [sJome [flo[r]m or [a]nother, wh[i]ch [i]n [m]o[s]t
[a]ll [c]a[s]es pro[bla[b]ly [f][i]lltlers [iln[tlo our [m]ood.”
[Clloud [n]oted, [f]or him [pler[slo[n]allly, a shi[f]t in his
[dliet [clould [d]Jo won[d]ers for h[i]s [ilntel[l]e[c]tual
[dli[s][plosition - [slo then [w]hat [w]as [s]o[b]riety? It
[sleemed imlplo[slsi[blle to even [thlin[k] a[blout
[slo[bl[rliety as [a] [thling at [a]lll Well, [Bla[r]rett h[a]dn’t
ex[a](cltly [clon[slidered it li[kle that and [w]asn’t sure if
he [wlould. [Blut [C]lloud [thlought [th]at ml[a]y[ble
thleyl'd t[a][klen a [flal[s]e [b][al[s]e[lline of [s]o[blriet[y]
clon[cleptualll]ly], no? Alflter all, [w]hat
tle[clh[nli[clalll]ly] [wlas an ex[tler[n]al [s]ub[s]tan[cle?
Clould they [dlig even [flurther and [clon[s][i][d]er the
dle[fl[iln]liltion of an ex[tler[n]al [s]ub[s]tan[cle? A

clonver[sation [clould [clertainly [allter [a] [pler[slon’s

— — o o/ o

tlem[plerame[n]t ex[plone[n]tialllly] as well! - but did
that [tle[clh[nli[c]alll]ly] [clount as [a]n [e]xoge[n]ous
[sJub[s]tan[cle? Did [wlords [n]ot [clarry [wleight? A
vo[cli[fle[rlous  thought or [elven a [f]l[eleting
[m]e[m]o[r]ly] - e[s][pleciallllly] in [C][lJoud’s [cla[se! -
[clould [o][flten t[o]ls]s a [pler[slon [clom[p]l][e]te[l]y
o[ f]f-[Kklilter, yet they [s]till [flor [slome
in[clom[p][r]ehen(sli[b]le [rleason [c]llung to an [i]dea of
an  objle]lcltive [s]o[blriletly], and [thlen [thley
[sJub[sle[qlulelnt[l]ly] [t]argeted [sle[lle[c]t [sJub[s]tan[c]es
as in[tloxi[clating, while deeming [s]o-[c]alled “other”
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[slub[s]tan[c]es - which [a]l[s]o [a]l[t]ered [tlemperaments
- as [t]otally fine! [W]ell, [thlis [w]as [w]hat [C][lJoud [w]as
[thlin[kling at [lleast, as he [w]lalllkled over the
[W][aJshington [Sltreet [blridge - that i[f] [pleo[plle
[dli[dn’t [v]liew [clon[sluming [f]resh [v]ege[t]a[b]les as
[s]lolmething [f][ulnda[m]en[t]ally [m]ind al[tlering, then
it was [plo[s]si[b]le, in [C]loud’s [mlind, [th]at [th]ey ju[s]t
ex[ple[rlien[cled the [w]orld in va[s]tly dif[f]e[r]ent [w]ays.
[Alnd [B]lalr[rlett [flor his [plart [flound this to [b]le]
int[rliguing yet un[clonvin[cling. [Blut [C]lloud
in[s][i][s]ted [th]at [th]ere [s][ilmp[l][y] was no [t]rue [a]nd
[elx[tlended [s]tabi[llit[y] of our men]tlal [s]tates - even if
[thley were hy[plo[thleti[c]al[l][y] de[p][r]ived of ex[t]ernal
[tlin[kle[r]ing, be[clause even thought it[slel[f] was
[flundamen(t]al(l]ly] e[x][t]ernal [t]o [sJome e[x][t]ent, was
it not? [Alnd [pleo[p]le on [a]verage were [clonstant[1][y]
a[clcosted by [s][plelclilflilc] thlou]ghts, were they [n][o]t?
Thought [a]lmost [nlever [clea[sled [a][c]co[s]ting th[e]se
[pllelolplle, [wlhich [w]ere all [pleo[plle? And even i[f]
[thley [clon[flined [thlemselves to [clommonly agrleed
u[plon mate[rlial [sJub[s]tan[c]es, [thlen [th]ere was [s]till
no [clon[sli[s]tent way to [c]al[c]u[l]ate the [d]eg[r]ee of
al[tle[r][a]tion [tlo a men][t]al [s]t[a]te a[c][r]o[s]s [pleo[p]le
of [dli[flfe[rlent walk[s] of [lli[fle, [ple[rliod. Bar[rlett
[mlight not ex[ple[rlien[cle the [slame [m]ental sh[i][f]t
a[flter the [clon[slum[p]tion of a [f][rlesh [s]t[i]lc]k of
[cle[lle[r]y that [C][lloud would, [e]ven i[f] the [c]e[l]e[r][y]
it[slel[f] [rlemained en[tlirelly] [s][tlatic. [W]a]llkling
a[clro[s]s the [W][a]shington [Sltreet [blridge, [Clloud
[dlran[k] [flrom a [tliny [w]ater [blottle [f][i]lled wli]Jth
[Mlez[clal and [d]il[d]n’t [fleel in[t]oxi[c]la]ted i[n] a[nly

119



wlay], shla][ple, or [florm - any [m]ore than [h]ad [h]e
been [d]rin[k]ing [a] [cJu[p] [o]f [c]of[flee, or [ealting a
[dlelli]c[ilous [s]n[alck, or re[c]leilving a [s][ple[cli[fli[c]
thought. [I]n h[i]s m[ilnd at the t[i]Jme there was no [t]rue
[d][i]v[i]sion [ble[tlween in[tJoxi[c]ation and so[b][rliety,
and this was [C][lJoud’s final [clon[c]lJusion -
[rlegard(l]le]ss of whle]ther or not Bar[rlett ag[rleleld -
[a]s he [slomewhat [a]nxious[l][y] [slent [Tlif[a] [a] [t]ext
mle][slsage [l][e]tting her know he was “[t]a[kling a
wal[k],” just in [cla[sle she [a]rrived at his [a]partment
be[flore he [f]liln[ilshed [s][llugging down one [l]a[s]t
[bleer [a]t the [b]ar thla]t he [w]as [w]alking to.

11
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“[Wlell, no,” [wlere the two [w]ords C[lJoud began [w]ith
as he ex[p][l]ained [th]at his [ploint was [th]at [th]ere was
a [sllilgn[ilflillclant d[i][s]t[iln[c]tion be[tlw[eeln the [tlwo,
m[eaning [d][i]nner and [d]r[ilnks! - that if you [m]a[k]e it
out [1]i[k]e it’s just [d]rin[k][s] and then [l]a[s]t [m]i[n]ute it
[ble[clomes [d]i[n]ner? - then yeah [C][lJoud’s gonna [ble a
(little [flu[clking [plils]sed offIf! E[s][pleciallly] i[f] hle]
[dlildJn’t k[n]lo]w the [flu[c]king [pleo[p]le, you k[n]lo}w
[Ale[r]ith? How did that malkl]e [alny [slen[sle? He
[flound it [a] [blit [a][b][sJurd, [f][r]an[k]ly. Sure, he’d go
[tli
flilne, but to [slit [dJown [a]nd [a][c]tually e[n]g[a]ge in a
[d][ilnner? - that was a[n] e[n]tirely [d][i][s]t[iln[c]t [1]evel

le one or [tlwo on with a [t]otal [s]tr[a]nger, that was
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of [slocia[llizing, and it [w]as [olne that, [flran[k][1][y],
[Cl[lJoud [d]i[d]n’t parti[clu[l]ar{l][y] [clare [f]or. [A]nd he
wasn’t ashamed to [aldml(i]t [i]t! - th[a]t, [flr{a]n[k][1]y, he
[flelt thli][s] [Ph][i][1][i]s]tine n[o]tio[n] of juls]t gloli[n]g
out to [d]inner with anly] and ever[y] alclquaintance,
that [ilf you [dfi[d]n’t a[c]quie[s]ce to [th]at [s]tan[d]ard
[thlen you [w]ould ble] [d]e[elmed, [w]hat? -
ant[i]-s[o]cial? [W]ell [c]o[1]or [C][l]Joud ant[i]-s[o]cial then!
[Blut Aerith n[o]ted that while, sure, to [ble [f]air, it was a
dilf]ferent [llevel of s[o]cialllization, if he trull]ly]
[d]i[dIn’t k[n]lolw the [pleo[plle, but, you k[n]lolw, if it
was helr] [ple[r][slonal[llly]? [Slu[plposing it was Aerith,
then she’d hlo][ple that it woulld]n’t [ble that [blig of a
[d]eal [tlo [Cll[ou]d? [T]o just go [ou]t to [d][ilnner? Was
she Ki][dlding him?! Oh, of [clourse not, Ae[rlith! With
her? You fulclking [klid[d]ing? [Clloud [w]as allw]ays
[dlown to g[rlab a [n]osh with s[oJme[olne li[kle her,
[n]lo], it was just [th]at [th]e hypo[th]eti[c]al [n][o]tion of
[ealting [s]ulplper with a [clom[p]l]le]te [s]tranger (“a
mo[rle ofr] [lle[s]s [clom[p][llete [s]tranger”) - [w]hat
[wlere they dis][clu[s]sing? [Clloud and the
hyl[plotheti[clal stranger? [Dlid [hle [h]ave to [cJome
[plre[plared with a [plortflo][llilo] of tal[k]ing [ploints? -
[C][l]oud [cloul[d]n’t [i]magine [th]at [thley’d ble] [sJu[pler
[ilntr{i]gued with an[y]thing [h]e [h]ad to [slay, or [th]at
[thley’d [elnd ulp] on the [plre]lclipliicle of [alny
rle]vle]lation that he’d [clon[c][llude to ble]
[plarti[clull]ar{l]ly] en[llighten[ilng [elither. [C][lJoud was
[slim[p][lly going by [eJm[pli[rli[c]al [e]viden[c]e [r]ea[l]ly.
That [wlas all. He [wlasn’t, [1][i][kle, tr[yling to be a dick
or [aJnything! Ju[s]t  that, [e]lm[pliri[cla[l]l[y]
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[sllpllelalkling, it [s][e]lemed un(l]i[kle[l][y] they’d have [a]
lot to [clonver[sle [a]lblout, [CJloud and [thli[s]
hy[plo[th]eti[c]al [s]tranger. [B]ut [Alerith [a]dded that, to
[ble fair, [w]asn’t [Clloud the [olne who [w]as al[w][ay]s
rlailling again(s]t [slo-[c]alled [s]en[s]ory data? Yet, in
thi[s] [c]lallsle, he was [a]ll [blent [ou]t of sh[a][ple
[al[b]lou]t this im[p]Jrom[p]tu [d]inner [ble[c]ause, in his
own words, [ble[clause of [e]lm[pli[rlilc]al [d]ata? Of
[plals]t [elx[ple[r]ien[cle, [w]hich [w]as [s]en[s]o[r]y [d]ata?
[Mle[m]o[rlies, [rlight? [Wlhich, [w]ouldn’t [Clloud
aglrlee, was [slome of the mo[s]t un[rleli[a][blle [d][a]ta
[a]v[ai]la[blle no? Of [clour[s]e he [d]id! Aer[i]th, evleln
[flulckling  [qluantum  [phllylslillc]s  was  [sltill
[flun[d]amentally [slen[sle-[florward, in the [slen[s]e
[thlat [thley were beglilnnlilng wliJth [slen[sle
[pler(cle[pltion - this [wlas [w]hat [clontem[plo[r]a[r]y
[slo-[c]alled [s]cien[cle had [a]chieved [o]f [clour[s]e!
[Pllalcling [slen[sle [pler[cle[pltion [al]s [aln a[plex
[p]re[d]ator un(tlil [flinally, with the [d]i[s][clove[r]y of
[qluan[tlum  [phllylslillcls, [ilt’d [rle[dJulcled the
obse[rlvable wo[r]ld to a [d]egr[ele that [elven [l]inear
[slen[s]e-[pler[cle[p]tion no [lJonger [m]ade any fu[ckling
[slen[sle in the u[plper [w]orlds! [Thlat [w]as [w]hat
[thley’d done. [Alnd [qluite [s][m]ugly [a]t [tlimes [t]]oo!
But [wlasn’t that [w]hat [C]loud [w]as [d]oing wli]th th[i]s
im[plen[d]lilng [d]lilnner? Ae[rlith [qlue[rlied him on
this] [ploint. Well, [C]loud [s]u[p]posed [th]at, [th]in[k]ing
[a]bout it [a]gain, yeah, he was [klind of a[c]ting li[k]e a
[qluantum [ph]lyls[ilc[i]st a blilt, [wlasn’t he? [W]ell,
Aerith [w]as just saying - to [thle [e]xtent [th]at his
argu[mJent was [flunda[m][e]ntally [e]mpirical. But it was
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[klind of [i]n[t]uitive [iln a [s]en[s]e [tJoo, his argument,
i[n] [Clloud’s opi[nlion. H[e] agr[eled with Ale]rith to the
[elxtent that, ye[s], he was [bla[sling his [d]i[s]gu[s]t
[plartially on [eJm[plirical [elvi[d]en[cle, [bJut he’d [a]l[s]o
[a]llle]ge that he fle]lt a[n] i[n][tuitive [d]i[s]gu[s]t with
these [tly[ples of [s]ocial glaltherings [a]s well, and then
[hle, [tlo [hler [ploint, [t]o [ble [b][llunt, [d][ild [t]end [t]o
[d]lilp i[n]tlo the world of em[pliri[clism to va[llild]ate
[s]aid i[n][tJuitive [dli[s]guls]t. Although,
[tle[chni[clal(l]ly], they should [plro[bla[bl]ly] [blle] a
(llittle [clautious to evleln [elm[p]llloy the word
[elm[pliriclism here, be[clause he [d][i[[dIn’t thliln[k]
em[plirilclism [nle[cle[s]salr]illy] [n]leleded to ble]
[rle[s]t[r]i[c]ted to [slen[s]e-[pler([cle[p]tion
[nle[cle[s]salr]illy]l, you kinJow? Ae[rlith [slu[p]posed
the[rle, ye[s], was [pllrlo[bla[blly [aln [eJm[pli[r]i[clism of
the intelllligi[b]le [r]le]lalm as wle]ll? Hone[s]t[l][y], to
CllJoud - it was [clertain[l]ly] [plo[s]si[b]le that hle]
may[b]le] wasn’t [eJven in the [ble[s]t mind [s]tate to even
[a][s]se[s]s it [olne [w]ay or [alnother. [Alerith too[K]
[aJdvantage of this [clapitu[l]la]tion to [slay sh[e]'d
[rllellclent[l]ly] had [a] d[r]lelam [a]blou]t [C]llould -
would [hle mind [h]earing [hler out? - [w]here he [w]as
emailing her a [qlues[tilon [a]bout whether [a]
[sliplelclilflilc] alclltlion was [dle[flined as ‘in[sli[d]er
tra[d]in[g]’, while she was [plroce[s]sin[g] [slome
non-[dle[s][c]ri[p]t ‘or[d]ers’ for [s]Jomething in a bath
tlulb, which [clon[sli[s]ted [o]f, for [sJome [r]eason,

wlalshing [llarge chlo][clo[l]ate [cloo[klies [d]Jown the
[d][r]ain, [w]atching [thlem as [thley [s][lJow[lly
[d][iJs[ilnteg[r]ated un[d]er the hot [w]ater. Then, after
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[thlat, [rlea[llizing [th]at [th]e [c]oo[klies
[ClllJoud’s [qlue[s]tion about in[sli[d]er [t]
[clon[tlempl[l][a]ted if [sh]e [sh]ould have [f][1lJushed them
all [dlown the [d][r]lailn be[flore an[slwe[rling the
[qlue[s]tion? [Dlid she [d]o w[rlong [bly [Clloud [bly
washing these [cloo[klies [p][rleemptive[l]ly] [dJown the
[d]lrJain? If [C]lJloud [t][r]ulllly] wan[t]ed
[plrlolclelssled,” [s]o to [s][plealk]. In a [s]le]n[s]e Aerith
[fllellt an a[flflilni]tly] [flor the [cloo[kllie]s, [d]i[d]n’t
shle], [Clloud in[flerred. [C][lJoud [plostu[llated [th]at she
[flelt [llilkle [thley were [a][c]tual [bleings [als she
[clrlum[blled [thlem [dlown [thle un[florg[ilv[ilng
[dlrlain [wlith the [s][clorching hot [wl]ater? In
[rlet[r]o[s]pelclt, [Ale[r]ith [ald[m]itted [th]at [th]at [m][ay]
have been the [c][a][s]le. [C][lJloud [n]o]ted [thlat [th]lere
was a [clertain [l]evel of g[n]lo][slis achlielved through

[rle[l][a]ted to
[r]lalding, she
]

[

ed the ‘order

[clontem[p][l]ating your dr[ea]ms - yet was there any to
[blle] gllllealned from [plartici[p]lalting in [d]ou[b]le
[d][a]te [d]inners? [Alerith [a]dmitted she’d [bleen
[c]llinging onto the falc]t of the [cloo[klies [bleing
washed [d]Jown the [d]rain, and she knew [C][lJoud had a
[plar(tliculllar  [tla[llent ~when [ilt [clame to
[iln[tler[p]lrleting [d][rleams. W[e]ll thle]n [l][e]t’s [s][e]e
here, [C][1]Joud [clon[tlem[p][l]ated, the [d]i[s]so[lJution of
a [slwlelet [flood in an [a][plpar[altuls] [u]sualllly [u]sed
t[o] [c][lJean your[s]el[f]? [B][ult with a [t]rans[a][c]tional,
a[b][ultting [c][a][plita[l]i[s]t un[d]er[t]one. [A]nd [Alerith
was [dloing it, [plerh[a]lp]s unint[entionalllly, for
[slomeone [ellse  ([C]llllould), withlou]t their
k[nJow[lledge, and [nJot on[lly [wlithlou]t their
k[nJow{lledge but [while [i]g[n]oring their [iln[qluirly] -
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a[cltual(l]ly], [Clloud guessed it [wlas hli]s [iln[q]uirly]
te[c]h[nli[c]allly], about [w]hether it [w]as [llegal, as
a[plparent[l]ly] this was [slomehow [plotentialll]ly]
‘in[slider trading’® So shle] was [r][e][pJur[plo[sling [a]n
[a]lplpalr]laltus for [c][lleansing the bo[d]y to [d]e[s]troy
(lJarge, [llife-{l]i[kle [plie[cles [o]f [ulnhealthy [flood [f]or
[Cllfould, [wlith[ou]t his [clon[s]lent, [C][l]Joud
mean[wlhile [w]on[d]ering i[f] [d]e[s]troying thi[s] jun[k]
[flood in a bla]th tub was [a][c]tuallllly] i[l]l[e]gal? Of
[clour[s]e in any [d]ream they al[s]o should [clon[si[d]er
[wlhether [wlh[alt [w]lals [rle[plirlesented [w]as [a]
[rle[plirlesen[tlation [o]f [alnother [rle[p][rlesen[tlation,
[m]ea[nJing [m]ayble] [n]ot [a]n [a]ln]a[llog[y] [a]t all? But
ilf] they [pllrlolcllele[dled as i[f] [wlhat [wl]as
[rle[plirlesented in Ae[r]ith’s [d][r]leJam a[plplelared as [i]t
was [i]n[tlen[d]ed [tlo a[plpear, [thlen [th]at would ble] a
[d]le]lclent [s]tart. [Slo, in a [s]en[s]e, Aerith [th]ought,
[th]at shle] was [c][l][e]laning [plarti[c]u[l]ar attributes of
[Cl1]lould with[oJut his [plerm[i]ss[ilon, [w]hile [C][l]oud
[wlas thliln[k]lilng - [plerha[pls [sluls][ple[clting - that
[c]lleansing him[slelf [iln th[i]s w[ay] m[ay] hla]ve
[a][c]tual[lly been a [t]y[ple of insider [t]rading, it [clould
[o]ted
Ja[l]ly
[a] [c]lrlime [a]gain[s]t [th]e [s]t[a]te [thlese d[ay]s. [N][o]
[sJurprise [thlere! AllthJough [Clloud [l][illkled a [n][i]ce
[cloolklie [elvery [nJow and thleln, he [d]i[d]nt
[n]e[cle[s]sarily [flind a[n]ything th[a]t [b]la]d a[blout
[
[
[

have been a vel[r][y] [sler[ilou[s] [c][r]ime. [C]loud [n]
that - Ae[rlith, [c][lleaning your[s]elf was b[a][si[c

ealting a [flew [c]oo[klies on o[c]casion, but [C]loud also
flound it intrli]guing that Aerith [plersonally
ildenti[f][iled with [thle [cloo[klies as [thley [b][r]o[kle
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a[plart and tum[blled [d]Jown the [d][r]ain, that she [s]law
a [clertain goodnes[s], a [s]pe[cli[fli[c] [bleing wli]th[i]n
them, and [sJu[b][s]e[qluently [flelt a [s][a]dne[s]s [a]t the
[f]lalct they h[ald to [ble washed [d]Jown the [d]rain of this
[b]la]th tub. Even what’s fundamental[l]ly] [blad for you
isn’t [nle[cle[s]sari[l]ly] [blad, Aerith [n]oted. [Blut ye[s], it
was [slad to [slee them [f][a]ll [a]part in [a] [b]ath t[u]b
[fllaullclet, h{u]h? “[E]ven the [rlunning shoes you n[ee]d
to [t]o[s]s in[t]o the [t][r]ash are e[t]ernal,” Cloud [s]aid.
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Cloud was [flor sure [f][ilne [wlith [w]h[a]tever Ti[f]a
[w]lalnted to [s]laly to him (“I al[w][alys [w][a]nt you to
[slpeak your mli]nd!”), [blut he just [w]a]sn’t going to
[black off his [w]ell-[d]eveloped (in his mlilnd) [i][d]ea
[thlat [thle [i]n[s][t]itution [i]t[s]elf (as a [clon[clept) was
ba[sli[clally [rle[s]t[r][i][c]t[ilve, [th]at [th]ey shouldn’t
ne[cle[s]s[arlily [c]lar]e what’s thle][r]e in the [clontainer
(“[Clatego[r]ly] theo[r]ly]!”), but al[s]lo] that e[r][o][s]
[wlas a gla]telw][aly. Tilfla juls]t wasn’t [clertain th[a]t
e[n]gaging i[n] [th][a]t in the bar, [a]f]ter hours - she
[dli[d]n’t kn[o]w, was th[a]t [a][c]tual(lly
aplplirllollplirliate, [Cllloud? [E]v[eln [ilf shle] wan[tled
[tlo [d]o [ilt! [Iln the [blar?! Of [clour[sle, [C][lJoud
total[lly un[dler[s]tood, [blut, again - juls]t to [rleite[r][a]te
- e[rlos was a glaltew[aly. [I]t [d][i][d]n’t have to [ble
a[blout, you know, purely that. [Wlhat? - [wlas [Tli[f]a
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[nJow  gon[n]la] [a]lllow  her[slel[f] to [b]le]
[t]y[r]an[n]ical[l][y] [rle[s]t[r]ained [bly the
[iln[s]t[i]tutio[n]al [n]Jorms of Shin[r]a, et al? [W]as that
[n]low] hlow] she [w]as go[n]na [l]ive her [1]ife? - by the
[clontem[p]uous [r]ules of [Shlin[r]a? [Shle [c]ould [plop
that [plussy [wlide o[plen [w]henever she [wlan[t]ed [t]o! -

if shle] r[e]allly] [w]an[tled [tlo, ev[e]n [i]f [ilt was ju[s]t
[slulpler [qlulillck[lly]! ((Wlhat exalclt{llly] [wlas the
tem[ple[r]ature in the [rJoom?) There wasn’t an[ylth[ilng
[ilnhe[r]entl(y] [o]ut [o]f [b]lou]nds [a][b][ou]t an[y] of that,
[a]ssuming the [clorr[e]lc]t [clont[e]xt, [ble[clause - [wlell,
no, [Clloud [wlasn’t [slaying he [wlas in [sJu[pplort of
[ilnd[ills][c]r[i]m[ilnate [plrom[i][s][cluitly] - [n]o, [n]ot at
alll It [n]leelded to ble] [r]lilgo[r]ouls] - [plerhaps [elven
[r][i]tualli][s]t[ilc, and hle] wasn’t [elven [slugge[s]ting
[T]lilfa should i[plislio] [flalc]tlo] juls]t
[qlulo]te-un[qlulo]te [plo[p] that [plulslsy [ollplen to
[sliplite the m[o][r]al n[o][r]ms of Shinra - it was a[c]tually
the o[plposite! No, [Clloud was [slim[p]ly a[s]serting [sh]e
[shlouldn’t not malkle [bleautiful [lJove in [S][e]v[elnth
Hlealvleln [slim[p]llly [ble[clause of [s]ome [s]o[clietal
Shinra [c]ode - [shle [shlouldn’t al[llow her[slel[f], Ti[f]a,
to [blle] [rlegulllated [bly a[n] i[n][s]titutional e[n]tity
Whose [plrilm]alr]y [plurfplo[sle was the
em[p][lloylm]ent of the univer[s]al [r]e[s]t[r]i[c]tion. To
[CllJoud it [wlasn’t in any [w]ay], sh[a][ple, or [f]o[r]m
Shi[n]ra’s [pllalcle to e[n]flo[r]lcle a[nly u[nliver[slal
[r]e[s]t[r]i[c]tions what[s]oever. [Flu[c]k  Shin[r]a
[sllplelc]lillf]lillclally and [flulc]k the [iln[s]t[i]tution in a
more generi[c] [slen[sle. [Ulgh, shlu]t [u]p [Clloud! He
[wlas [klidding, [wlasn’t he? Oh yeah! - [Clloud
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ad[m][iJtted [iJt was [clertain[lly [plo[s]sible he was
[e]lxaggerating [clertain [e][lle[m]ents of his argu[m]e[n]t
i[n]te[n]tiona[l]ly, i(n] terms of the [w]h[o]le - [w]ell, you
k[n]lolw - [n]lo], he [wlasn’t [slugge[s][tling [Tlifa should
“[plolp] that [pluls]sy” in the [blar! No, that [wl]as
a[b][sJurd! Unle[s]s she [w]an[tled [t]o! [Ble[c]ause if she
wan(t]ed [t]o [T]i[f]a should know that [C]loud [t]oo[k] no
olfflen[sle, li[kle, at all! [Thley both [l]lau]lghled [a]t
them(slelves, but [dli{dln’t he, [C]lloud, in the
[aJbstr[a][c]t [klind of h[a]ve a [ploint? No, juls]t [1]i[s]ten
for a [sle[clond, [C]llloud [slaid, [pll[ealse TTilf]a - hle]
knew she [flelt [a]n [a]nxiety, [fTrom [t][ilme [t]o [t][i ]me,
and alclcording to [Cllloud it was alcltuallllly]
en(tlire[l]ly] po[s]sible [th]at it was [th]e anxiet]y] of the
younger [Slo[c]rat[e]s. Namelly], it was [thlis anx[ilet[y]
[thlat TTil[fla, shle] [flelt [llilke she ml[iJght have
[flall]le[n] i[n]to a pit of “blo]ttomle[s]s n[oln[slen[sle” -
this [i]Jdea [th]at [thlere [clould be an a[c]tual
[clon[cleptual [ildea beh[ilnd all phe[nJome[n]a th[a]t
hlald e[vle[r] o[clculr]red, thla]t e[v]e[rly [a]lc]tion she
too[k] had some [clapital-[I] [I]de[a] [bleh[ilnd or [a][blove
it, that eve[r]ly] [slingle [slen[slo[r]ly] [pler[cle[p]tion,
evelr]ly] [slingle [m]o[mJent [o]f their 1[ilves [e]lm]erged
frlolm [s]loJme [clon[cleptual [I]dea [bleh[ilnd it, that
[i]deas them[s]elves [ble[clame [slu[b]-a[t]omi[c]
[plarti[clles which [blecome mullt]i[pllliled i[n]to a[n]
ilnJf[i]ln]liJte (“[sleeming!”) [nJon[slen[sle. It was [a]n
[elxt[rleme vertigo to [e]x[ple[rlien[cle that with[ou]t a
d[ou]bt! - and [C]l[ou]d was all [t]Joo [f]amiliar with that
[tlylple of [m]adnes[s] him[s]el[f]! In [f]alc]t, his [e]ntire
[elx[pllelrien[cle in the [e]ther, [slo to [s]plealk, was
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funda[mlentallly] in ag[r]lee]lm]ent w[iJth th[i]s anxiet[y]
of young [S]o[c][r]at[e]s. B[u]t wh[a]t [C]loud would [s]ay
in [rle[slponse, [tlo [Tlilfla, [tlo him[s]el[f], to
[Slolc][r]ates - [w]hat [Clloud [
exactly what [Plarmenlildle]s [slaid to this young
[Slolc]lr]atle]s him[s]elf, [th]at [th]i[s] anxiet]y] was a[n]
a[n]xiet[y] of youth (“[C][lJoud, we’re bla][sli[c]a[l]l[y] the
exalclt [s]lalme [alge . . .”), [olne that [w]ould be
ext[ilngulilshed [w]hen shle]'d “learned not to despise
any of [th]le]se [thlings.” In [sh]lor]t, Ti[f]a [shlouldn’t
a[lllow [Shlin[r]a [m]lorles - or, [fllr]lan[k]l]y,
i[n][s]titutional [m]ores [flrom anywhere el[sle for thla]t

wlould [slay in [rle[p]ly is

o

[m][a]tter! - to i[n]ter[flere with her own p[rlo[cle[ss]es.
That [wlas all [C]lloud [w]as [slaying [r][e]al[l]ly]. I[f]
[TIillfla [wlan[tled [tllo] d[o] th[a]t [a]t [S]e]v[elnth
Hle]avle]n, [th]le]n, sure, [thlat [w]as [fline! [W]ell,
T(illf][a] [allplprlelciated the [klind [w]ords, [elven [i](f]
[ilt was an [aJw[klward subject for [Clloud of all
[pllelolplle to [b]le] [blroaching, given the [f][a][c]t th[a]t it
was [k]ind of [b][l]atant[l]y obvious [th]at it was [C][lJoud
[th]at T[ilfa would [p]ro[bla[b][l]ly] do that with in the
[blar. [W]hy [w]ould they [k]id [o]ne [a]nother [a][blout
that! [Blut for [Clloud’s [plart - no he [d]i[d]n’t [c]are [olne
[wlay or the other - he juls]t [thlJought [th]at [w]hen
[slome[o]ne [s][plent a [d]e[clent [ch]unk of time in [th][e]
[ellth]er [th]at it [ch]anged [th]eir [pler[s][ple[c]tive on that
[klind of shit - what [clon[c][l]usion, after [a]ll, should
they d[r]law] f[r]Jom the [cJontem[p][l]ation of [s]en[s]i[b]le
o[blje[clts? If she [wlan[t]ed [t]o [blend [o]ver in her [o]wn
[blar, it [w]asn’t [phli[l]o[s]o[phli[cal[lly [ou]t of [b]lou]nds
to him in the [l]ea[s]t. [L]i[k]e he [s]aid, to [sJome [e]xtent
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[elros [w]as a glaltelw]laly - they shouldn’t view it
[slim[p][l]ly] organi[c]al[l]ly] or [plure[l]ly] [slen[s]i[b][1][y]
[elven [i]f [iJt was to some [e]x]tent [e][x]istent
infe][x]t[r]ica[b][l]ly] wlilth[iln those [r]ealms, at [l]ea[s]t
from their [pler[s][pllelctives in their [blodies or
[wlhat[elver. A gla]telw]aly to [w]hat though, [Tli[f]a
[wlon[dlered. [T]o a [dli[flferent [tlype of knowledge
[Clloud [clon[flirmed. Wasn’t he agai[n][s]t [s]e[n]sual
empi[rli[clism, Tilfla [qlue[rlied - [blut [C]lloud
[qluilc]kl]ly [clountered that it was [b]ly] am[plliffyling
the [slen[slo[r]ly ex[ple[rlien[cle, by [sl[pleeding it u[p]
[thlat [thle [slen[slo[rly ex[ple[rlien[cle it[s]el[f] was
t[rlan[slcended - that was the whole [g][a]tew[a]y [p]art.
Alglain, [C]lJoud wasn’t arguing for any of thlils
[ilnd[ils[c]r[ilm[i]nate[l]y! - he was in[s]tead m[a][kling the
[cllallsle [th]at [thlese ampl[i]f[i][c]ations [clouldn’t ble]
[clomp(l][e]te[l][y] [clut o[f]f! - [th]at i[f] “o[th]er [b][i]tter
and [b][illious humors wan[dJer a[blout in the [blo[d]y
and find no [e]xit or escalple, [bJut are [plent u[p]
wlilth[iln and [mlingle their own valplors with the
[m][o]tions of the [s][ou]l, and are [bllen[d]ed with [th]em,
[thley [plro[d]uce all [s]orts of [d]iseases.” That ju[s]t li[k]e
[plarti[c]les of matter [clould be s[pled u[p] to [c][r]e[a]te
anti-[g][r]avit[a]tional w[a]ves, the [s]en[s]o[r]y or[g]ans
[clould [ble [slimi[llar{lly [s][pled in order [tlo
[tlr]lan[s]cend them[s]elves, [bla[sli[c]a[l]lly]. [C][lloud
made a d[e][clent [ploint, [blut [h]ad [h]e [h]eard [bla[c]k
from [Bliggs and [W]edge - [wlere they gloling to ma[kle
it to [th]e little [th]ing Tifa was h[o][s]ting that [S]lunday?
She juls]t [n]eeded to, you kinJow, gle]t a d[e]flinite
hle]ad [c]Jount so she [c]ould k[nJow how much [flood
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shle]’d [n]leled. [CJloud [h]adn’t [h]eard balclk, and
[flir]lan(k]lly] hle] was [flinding it a lfi]ttle
[r][ild[i][c]ull]ouls] [a]t th[a]t point - be[c]ause at the ver]y]
(Hlealls]t, to [C]l]oud, they [c]ould at [l]ea[s]t R[SV]P]
one way or [thle o[thler. Sure, of [clour[s]e, eros was a
glaltew[aly - there [clouldn’t be a totally univer{s]al
[rle[s]tri[c]tion op[plr[e]s[sling [elvery [slingle mem[bler of
a [slo[cliety, [blut at the [slame time if a [pler[sjon
[clouldn’t RS[V][P] to [aln [elvent they balsli[clallly]
should [s]tart [ea]ting mud out of t[rJoughs with [pligs, in
CllJoud’s view at [1][ea]st! [P]leol[plle who [rlefused to
RS[V][P] [tlo events in a [tlimely [m]anner [r]eally had no
[pllllalcle in [plo[llite [slo[cliety! - or, for th[a]t [m][a]tter,
in any [s]o[cliety! That was [C][lJoud’s [pler[s][ple[c]tive at
(leal(s]t! And T[i][f]a ag[r]leeld! [Fllr]an[k][1][y], shle] was
getting a [llittle [f]r]uls]t[rlated with the whole
[plirlolcle[s]s. She was, in her mlilnd, doing a nlillcle
[thling - [th]rowing an Avalanche [q]u[o]te-un[qlulo]te
[Sllulnday [F]lulnd[aly, but shle] Ju[ It [n]leleded to
kinJow a head [clount [A][S[A]P]. It [w]as alreald]y
[Wlednes[d]ay [nlight! [C][lJoud [n]oted [thlat [thley’d
sent out the invi[t]ations, [l]ikle, [t]wo weeks [b][a][clk,
and they [h][aldn’t even [h]eard [b][a][c]k from [h][a]lf of
the po[tlential a[ttlend[eles, which [a][c]tuallly] [m]oved
[Clloud to [thlink [thlat [m]ayble] T[iJfa should ju[s]t
[c]laln[c]el the whole d[almn thing! [Blut, no, [Tlifa was
right - it was [t]oo [l]ate to [c]la]n[c]el, [ble[clause then
she’d [lloolk] [l]ilk]e the [a][s]shole. [C][lJoud [th]ought
[th]at [m]ay[ble that was [p][r]efe[r]a[b]le! [M]ay[ble that’s
what [nlee[d]ed to ha[pplen! There [n]lele[d]ed to [b]le]
some [r]ules to this shit, [rlight?
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[C]ll]Joud [a][s]kled [B][a][r]rett [ploint [b][
in [S]lelvlelnth Hlealv[eln: [W]hat [w]as [c]a]plita[llism
[rleall]lly? - [ble[clause that’s [w]hat he [w]as [a][c]tual(l][y]
[phlilllo[s]o[phlilclal(l]ly] o[plplolsed to [v]is-a-[v]is Shinra,

mla[s]s [plrodulc]tion of [m]ak][o] e[nlergy -

1[aln[k] [rlight

[n]lo]? The [

was that [n]ot [flunda[m]entalllly julslt [flree [m]ar[k]et
[clalplitall][ilsm at [i]ts [fline[s]t? - and there[f]ore wasn’t
[clalplita[l]ism julslt [flunda[mJental(l][y] a

[slingulllalrlitly] of [slorts, julslt a [clom[p]l]ete
evi[slce[r]ation of [mle[m]o[r]ly], to [thle ex[tlent [th]at
[mle[mlo[rly is [thle [clon[tlext in [w]hich [w]e
[clon[s]trulc]t our[slelves, our [s]o[clieties? [C][lJoud
a[s]serted thla]t [c][a][plita[l][i]lsm [d][i][d]n’t glilve a fulc]k
about thlalt [a]t all! - sim[p][lly [ble[clause [cla[plita[llism
[cloulld]n’t, [ble[clause if [cla[plitalllism [d]i[d]n’t
[rluth(l]e[s]s[lly [plur[slue [m]axi[mJum [p][rlofits, then
[sJome[olne el[s]e [w]ould. [C][lJoud eventua[l]lly] [a][s]ked
Blalr[r]lett if [c]la]lplita[llism [a][c]tual(l]ly] [clon[s]i[s]ted
of [mle[mjo[r]ly] [a]t all? [Blut [Blar[rlett [di[dn’t
[flu[c]king know. The [flu[c]k [d]id h[e] [e]
was a[ttlempting [tlo ma[kle an a[cltive [dlifference [i]n

thlilngs. No, [ilt [dll[illdln’t at all, [d]lild [il¢?

la[plitalllism was the [slingullar fo[c]u[s] [s]ans

]
]

elven [clare - he

[C
[m

e[mJory [plar ex[cle[l]len[cle - it [slought a[n]

i[n][clreals]e at whatever the [c]o[s]t, [r]egardl[e][s]s of the
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[clont[e]xt - d[r]iven by [th]e hy[p]o[th]eti[c]al o[th]er, [th]e
hyl[plo[th]eti[c]al o[thler [m]oving [cla[plita[llism to
[clom[p]1][e]te[l]ly] ignore [mle[m]or[y] ho[llisti[c]a[l]l]y].
The onllly [clontext [iln whlilch [c]a[plita[llism would
[elven [r]e[m]otelly] [clonsider [m]e[m]o[r]y was [iln [i]ts
[fluture [flore[clasts, but even those ty[ples of [rle[plorts
were [flunda[mlentally [mlyo[pllillc] [iln [c]ha[r]a[c]ter,
weren’t they? [Plluls] “[pla[s]t [pler[flor[m]an[cle [i]sn’t
ilnd[illclative of [fluture results!” And even a [flive year
flore[clast would [b][a][s]i[c]ally julslt [clover the
ajttention [s]paln] of [a] [b]le]ta [flish in [thle gra[n]d
slcheme of [thlings. No, [C][lloud [s]aid, [cla[plita[llism
]
slingu[l]arity] - and there[f]ore was [flundamental[lly an
algent of de[s]t[albi[llization [flrom a [plo[lliti[cal
sltand[ploint - hle] was ag[r]leleing with [Bla[r]rett!

cllllear(lly of[plerated [s]lalns [mle[m]o[r]ly], [als a

alrlrett wasn’t [s]lele[kling agr[element whe[n]
lJoud the[n] a[s]ked if there wasn’t al[s]o [sJomethin[g]
uttin[g] divine to that [tly[ple of [slingu[l]arity - [t]o
[Clllloud it was allm]o][slt [lliikle the r[a]di[a]tion
[ploisoning of [plure [m]a[klo it[s]elf and shit, [n][o]?
[

=
:E_

Cla[plita[llism as a [slingu[l]a[r]ity [clontained a [d]ivine
elllement, [iln [ilts [rla[dlilc]al [rle[jlection of
mle[m]o[r][y] [clapita[llism was [clertainl[y]
dlivine-adjalclent. It was [l]i[kle [cla[plita[llism [a]s [a]n
un[f]][e]ttered [s]leleking of in[clr[e]a[s]e of [e]x[p

[wlas [iln [ilt[s]el[f] [sJomething [w]orthy of [p][r]aise in
the [a]b[s]t[r][a]lc]t, but for an [a]lcltual [s]en[s]ible

Jansion

[slolcliety the em[p]llloylm]ent of unre[plentant
[cla[plitalllism was the [m]o[s]t [d]e[s]tabi[llizing and
[slelf-[d]e[s]trulc]tive [plo[lliti[clal [phli[l]o[s]o[phly you
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slub[s]lclribe to! [Clalplita[llism was
t iln] the [a]bstr{a]lc]t, [but i[f] you

[clould ever
m[a]gnilfli[cle[n
[a]lc]tually [slu[b][s][c]ribed to [thle [thleo[rly in
[plirlallclticle [th]len you would almo[s]t
[dlefliln[ilte(l]ly], in [d]ue [tlime, [tlotal[l]ly] [d]e[s]t[r]oy
your(slelf and eve[r]ything a[rJound you! Ultimate[l][y],
Balr]rett [r]eite[r]ated that he [d]i[dn’t [r]eal[l][y] have a
[tlon of [t][i]me to [d]i[s][c]uls]s these [t][y]pes of [d]e[t]ails
- [phlilo[slo[phli[clal [d]i[s][clussions woulld]n’t, a[f]ter
[a]ll]l,  [flun[d]alm]entally  [a](llter ~ the [r]apid
envi[rlon[mlental [d]e[s]t[r]ulc]tion that was ongoing at
the hands of Shinra! [Clloud [d]i[d]n’t [d]i[s]agree! Yet, at
the [slame [tlime, weren’t [thle [tlwo of [thlem at
[Sllevelntth Hlelavleln [d][rlin[kling [flu[c]king [bleers?
How many [d][r]a[f]t [bleers hlald they [d][r]laln[k] [a]t
thlalt [ploint? They weren’t gonna slow [dJown Shin[r]a’s
[dleg[r]ald]ation of the [pllanet via con[sluming [d][r]aft
[bllelers [elither! Shit, [b]r[o]. It was [llilkle - [C][l]Joud
[a][c]tual(lly wlo][kle up thl[a]t [m]or[n]ing thin[kling
a[blout [m]e[m]ory - [n]ot [c][a]pita[llism, [bJut [m]e[m]ory
at [1][e]a[s]t - [a][blout [h]ow [h][e] [clould [b][e] him[s]el[f]
[allc]ro[s]s multi[p]le [pllat[florms and shit, [blut how,
with that in [ml]ind, [m]e[m]ory [plerhalp]s wasn’t
a[tJtached to [Blleling it[slel(f] [elither. [C][lJoud [w]as

[
]

I[wlays [clon[clur[rlently multi[p]le ite[r][a]tions of
[hlim[s][e]lf, and [hle [tlo [sJome [e]xtent [plar[tloo[k] in
[Bleing a[c]ross those ite[r][a]tions, [blut at the same time
- [thle [thJought o[cclurred to [Clloud that [m]e[m]o[rly
wasn’t nelcle[s]sa[rlily [a][tt][alched [tlo [B]leling [a]t all
[tlimes [ei]ther? [B]leling and [m]e[m]o[r]y - [w]hat [w]as
their ex[al[c]t [rlelalti]lon[sh]ip? [Thlat [thle soul [c]ould
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[flun[d]a[m]entallly] [b]e] eternal, [blut [i]f [i]ts [b][eling
was [dli[s]a[s]sociated [flrom [m]e[m]or[y] as wle]
un[dJer{s]tood it then obviou[s]l[y] it would [klind of ble]
dilf]filclult to ve[rli[fly! As we [tlend [tlo [clon[flirm
expelrliences via [mJe[m]o[r]y and shit. [Blarrett gul[pled
[dlown his eighth [p]lilnt of Midgar [L][ilght [bJut that
[dli[dn’t [d]eter [C][l]oud [flrom [p][rlod[d]ing [flurther at
the [ploint - [nJame[l]ly], that [flunda[m]en[t]all][y]
[cla[plita[llism [clon[t]ained [n]o [m]e[m]or[y], and Being
itself [plerhalpls onll]ly] [plalr]tial(l]ly] [pla[r][tloo[k] in
[m]e[mlory]? Was [cla[plitalllism a form of [b]eling?
[Nlo, it [clouldn’t [b]le]! - [n]ot unles[s] they toolk] a
[slt[altilc] v[alntage [ploint on a[n] i[n]f]

iln][clrealsle and ex[pland, which, to [
wasn’t [thlat [thle [d]rive of the i[n][f][iln[i]te, [w]hich
[wlas [flun[d]ame[n]tally the transce[n][d]e[n]t, [w]hich
[wlas - [n]o [Bleing [cloulld]n’t [ble [tlran[s]cen[d]ent,
[nJot [tlotalllly, [rlight? [Clloud [dlild]n’t thin[k] [s]o.
Ba[r]rett [h]ad [h]ad enoulgh] of thi[s] [flu[c]king shit! -
[alnd he [s][1]lalmmed his [m]Jug of [Ml]idgar [Llight on
the [clounter and [m]oseyed out the [b]ar ([hle’d [h]eard
a[blout some new “[Qlueen’s [B]lood” [th]ing [th]at was
[bleing introdu[cled to [Sle[c]tor [Sleven that he wan[tled
[tlo [tlry anyway). [Tli[f]a [tloo[k] the op[plor[t]unity to
as[k] [C][1]lou]d i[f] [h]e’d [h]ad a[nly e[n][c]loulnters with
- you kn[oJw? - thlo]se [r]uth[l]es[s] ap[pla[r]itions that
[slelelmed to ble] [hlaunting [h]im in[tler[ml]ittently
[slin[cle re[tlurning [tlo [Mlidg[alr? [W]ell, Cloud [w]as
after [a]ll [a] re[m]la]de [m]an - in [m]ore [w]lalys than
[olne, but no? [W]hy? Who el[sle a[rJound the [s][ljums
had [s]lelen them rle]lclentlly]? It [w]as [w]eird to

iln[ilte urge to
slome exte[nl]t,
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[Clllloud, a [llittle [clurious, he nloJted [tlo [Tlifa,
m[o][s]t[lly be[clause it [s][e]lemed [l]i[k]e [sJometimes (a)
hle]'d slele them, yet [slometimes (b) [n]o, he wouldn’t
nle[cle[s]sarilly] [slele] them [bJut in[t]uit them, [blut
thlen ofthler [t]lilmes - I[ilke the ofthler day - (c) the
a[plpalrlitions  [wlould be [e]ve[r]lylw]here  for
[elve[rlylolne to [s]lele, and hl[e]’d whilp] out his
flullc]king Blu][s]ter [Slword with [Tli[f]a bly] his [s][i]de.
Tlilf]a a[s]ked him to ext[r][a][plolate on the [t][r]iad of
a-b-[c], if he [clould. Shle] [c]llear(l]ly] wan[tled [tlo

as[sli[s]t [C][lJoud in reaching the blo]ttom [o]f [a]ll [o]f
thils], [s]o to [s]pealk]. [W]ell, to [C][l]oud, it [w]as almost
(lli[kle the E[lleatics were [clorre[c]t [a][l]l [a][llong - [th]at
[thlis [tlype of phe[nJome[n]a - where some[tlimes (a)
hle]’d [s]lee] them and sh[e] wouldn’t, [sJometimes ([b]) he
wouldn’t [e]ven [s][e]le them [b]ut h[e]’d f[e]el them, and
[thlen ofth]er times (c) [thley’d a[pplear to the [plu[b][1]i[c]
at [lJarge, well, phe[nJome[n]a [l]i[k]e that [b]a[si[c]a[l]ly
un[dJermined the [e]nt[i]re [i][d]ea of [e]m[pliri[clism v[i]a
[slen[sle [pler[cle[pltion, no? If [slen[s]e [pler[cle[p]tion
was [slome[thling [th]at [thley [clould [rle[l]iably
em[p]llloy as a fir[s]t [pllrlin[clilplle to gla]lthler d[a]ta
[aJnd [thlen a[r]rive at [clon[c][lJusions [rlegarding the
n[aJture of the [clor[plo[r]eal [w]orld - then shit [l]i[k]e
[what [C]lJoud juls]t [d]e[s]c[rlibed [cloulld]n’t [ble
[plo[slsi[blle, [rlight? [C][lloud a[slked how [c]ould it
[plos[sli[b][l]ly]?! There had to [b][e] a [s]e[plalr]ate [flir[s]t
[p [p]
s

—

e
Iirlin[cli[p]le they’d n[eled to [r]e[f]e[r]en[c]e. Al[s]o, he’d
Iwitch to [Fler[n]et i[f] that was okay with Ti[f]a? [Blut

the plrlo[bllem with this [n]lo]tion - [b]lo]th h[e] and

Tlillfla agr]leled (Ti[f]a [rle[lluctant(l][y] ag[r]eled) - was
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[th]at (a) [thlere was no evi[d]en[c]e that he [s]aw [th]em
when o[th]ers [d]i[d]n’t, and (b) there was no e[v]i[d]en[c]e
e[vlen to him[s][e]lf that he [f][e]lt th[elm wh[eln he
[dli[dln’t [s]lee them. [CJloud [cJould [s]ee [thlem and
hle]’d ble] sure [th]at h[e] saw [th]em [e]ven i[f] T[i][f]a
[d]i[d]n’t - [h]e’d [h]ave an em[pli[r]i[c]al [d]ata [ploint that
he just [cloulld]n’t [pllrlove! - [blut when [C][lJoud
[slim[p]llly [fllellt him[s][e]llf] to [ble in [clommunion
with [sJomething [flo[rJmle[s]s and in[clo[r][plo[r]eal, then
[elven hle] [clouldn’t [b][e] sure, [fTrom [a]n [eJm[pli[r]i[c]al
[sltand[ploint, [wlhat it [wlas he ex[ple[rlien[cled,
[ble[clause his [elx[ple[rlien[cle [l]alc]ked a [florm
[entirellly - [hle [dli[dn’t [h]ave a [s]en[s]e-b[a][s]ed

em[pli[rli[c]al d[a]ta [ploint to even [p]rlove to him[s]el[f]
that he ex[ple[rlien[cled anything! Ti[f]a [ploured the
[Flernet and [slaid [slomething ablou]t wanting to
belllieve C[lloud. [A]t thla]t [ploint [C][ljoud [s]aid,
hear[klening [bla[c]k to the [ploint that [p]r[elv[i]ou[s][l]y
[claused [Blar[rlet to [s]t{oJm[p] [ou]t [o]f the [blar, [w]hat
[wlas [mle[m]o[r]ly any[wlay? - [i][f] not th[i][s] ty[ple of
[clolm]munion with a [florm[l]e[s]s and in[c]o[r][plo[r]eal
ex[ple[rlien[cle [llike these [r]uth[l]e[s]s [a]p[pla[r]itions?
[Allflter all, he [rle[m]em[blered a [b]loa]tlloald of sh[i]t
that [d][i][d]n’t ne[cle[s]salrlilly] have i{m]ages [a]tt[a]ched!
[A] [1]ot of his [m]e[m]o[r][ie]s were in [f][a]lc]t [florm[l]ess
[flee[llings, but then - [llilkle some of [C][1]lould’s other
en[c]lou]nters - [d]id in[d]eed [clontain i[m]ages, but they
[fleatured i[mlages that on[lly a[p]peared to [C][l]Joud,
just [1likle Ti[f]a’s ilm]age-[mJe[m]ories [o]nly a[p]peared
to her! S[o] [Clloud was of [th]e [a][c]ute [o][plinion [th]at
[m]e[m]ories [th]em[s]elves were to [sJome extent [l]ike
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[thlese [r]uth[lles[s]  a[plpalrlitions he’d  been
ex[ple[rlien[cling? - yet Tifa [qluilc]kllly [clo[r]re[c]ted
him, alpltly [plointing [ou]t that [C]l]lou]d’s
[m]e[m]ories, to the be[s]t of her k[nJow[lledge, had
[n]ever [slwarmed [aJround [S][ev[elnth H|[e]av[eln and
[a]ttacked i[n[no[clent [c][ilv[i]lians? [H]e [h][a]d to gr[a]nt
thlalt [a]s [t]rue! - “but you know what I m[ea]n, [T1[i]fa.”
Shle] did. C[lloud’s [mle[m]o[rlies were [sliimli[llar [t]o
those [rluth(l]e[s]s a[plpalr][iltlilons [iln [t]lerms of (a) and
([b]), [blut not in [tlerms of (c). [Clloud [clon[t]linued on
to [slay, [sllillplplilng a [flrlesh [Flernet, [thlat [th]e
[ploint [m]o[r]e o[r] les[s] [rle[m]ained, that [w]hile sure
[m]e[m]o[rlies [wlere [dli[s]tinct, these a[plpalrlitions -
these unlilldlenti[f][iled [flllyling a[plpalrlitions, they
[fTun[d]a[m]ental[l]ly] un[d]ermJined the utilllit[y] of our
[slen[s]e-[pler[cle[p]tion, [wlhich [w]as [slomething, to
[Cllloud’s orfilglilnal [ploint, [th]at [thle [E]l]eati[c]s
realllly  [elm[phlasized.  Tilfla  alc]k[n]Jow[l]ledged
[Cllloud’s point about [mle[m]o[rly - she [di[d]n’t
[nle[cle[s]sa[r]illy] [d]i[s]ag[r][e]e wli]th [i]t jus]t [ble[c]ause
[m]e[m]o[rlies, to the [ble[s]t of their k[nJow[lledge,
[n]ever [phllylslillclal{lly mani[f][e][s]ted them[s]e]lves in
[clo[r][plo[r]eal [florms, that it [s]trulc]k [Tli[fla as
[blafsli[c]alll]ly [t][rJue that [m]e[m]o[r]y was a [s]i{m]i[l]ar
[t]y[pe of ex[ple[rlien[cle, [slome[thling [th]at [th]ey
in[tleralc]ted with [sJome[t][i]mes v[ila [a]n [i]Jmage that
wasn’t [slen[slible to [alnyone [e]ls]
[vllilla] [a] [v]ague feeling [th]at [thley [clouldn’t even
[clor[r]obo[r]ate them][s]elves! -
[slome e[x]tent [clomp[l][e]te[l]
lildlea [thlat our [s]en[s]o[

I[sle, and [s]Jomet[ilmes
elven [mle[mjorly] to

[
[y] un[d]erm[ilned [thle
olrlly] fla]lclulties were
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[rlelia[b]le instruments t[o] [ul]se t[lo] [clome to
[allc]lculr]ate [clon[c]l[u]sions a[blout [what [wl]e
[plerclelive to ble] the [clo[r][plo[r]eal [w]orld.

VI
Total Echoes: 1,247
Total Syllables: 1,707
Approximate Self-Similarity: .731

[Clllloud K[nle
[shulffelrling
you k[nJow,
awlay] the [f]
[tloo st[rlong a [phlr]lalse - m[ay][ble [plassed [a]llong
was [a] [bletter wlay] to [plut it, that’s what C[lJoud
[plostull]ated at [l]east - [blut i[n] a[n]y [clase he k[n]ew
[thlat Ae[r]lith k[nlew [th]at he [flor[w]arded the
[fTllo[w]ler, [rlight? But how did she [clome to [plosse[s]s
that k[nJow[lledge exalc]t[lly? - [clould it have
[plolslsi[b]llly [bleen via the under [c][ilty [w]hl[i][s][pler
[nletfwlor[k]? Or [dlid Ae[rlith [clome to [rlea[llize
Cllloud glalve the shit awl[ay] via [slome [slort of
dJlilvine [ilntuli]tlilon? Ba[sli[cla[l]ly, [C]lloud was
a[t]tem[plting [t]o [a][s]cer[t]ain the [s][our][cle [or][i]g[iln
of [Ale[rlith’s know[lledge - was it o[plilnlion or
ilnJtufiltfilon - [w]hereas Aerith [w]as chlie][f][1][y]
[clon[clerned with [thle im[p]llilclations of [thle
knowl[lledge it[slel(f]. She a[c]tualllly made it [qluite
[c]lllear that [shle wasnt [slure if [C]lJoud’s
[plrlevalrliclations were [rlea[llly the [ploint she was
a[ttlem[p]ting [tJo ma[kle when she b[rJought the whole

|_a

ew that of [clour[sle Ae[r]ith was
flirlom this g[nlawing [iln[k][l][ilng that,
Clllloud mlay] have [glone and [gliven

— —

llower - or [plerh[a][pls thla]t was a [tlad

— —
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[f]l]lower [rle-gi[f]ting u[p] to [C][l]oud - [th]at [th]e issue
[a]t hlalnd wasn’t, [plerha[p]s, how she ob[t]ained thi[s]
[plar{tli[clu[l]lar k[n]Jow{l]edge, but in[s]t[eald wh[e]ther or
[nJot [C][lloud glalve the [f][l]lo[w]er a[w]lay], [w]hich to
[ble [flair she [w]asn’t, [l]i(kle, o[f]fended [bly - Ae[rlith
was just a [llittde [clu[rlious? Whod [C]lJoud
“[flor[w]ard” it [t]o any[w]ay? [Tli[f]a, [rlight? Of [clourse
it [wlas [Tlilfla - [wlhich [w]as [t]otal[l]ly] [f]ine! They
[wlere alcltuallllly] [flriends! [Blut [C]lJoud, i[f]
[plos[slible, wanl[tled [t]o [s]tay on this [p][rlior [ploint -
this e[pli[sltemol[llogi[clal [ploint - [ble[c]ause he [th]Jought
[thlere was a [plrletty im[plortant d[ils[t][iln[c]tion [tlo
[ble [flound there, [bletween knowing [slomething via
olplinion - [ble[clause, [flor [iln[s]t[aln[cle, [s]lome
[Sle[cltor [S]lilx d[i][plshlilt was ya[plping his f[u]c]king
glulms in the [slllulm - or [bly [clontr[a]st [ble[cloming
[flalmliliar in a [m]ore [plure [f][alshion. [Thlere was
[plure knowledge of [thlings - and [thlen [thlere was
[blull[shlit you hlear]d th[ir]d hand from dou[chle[blags
in the [Sle[c]tor [Slix [SIlJums. [C][lloud [flelt [l]i[k]e
Ae[rlith plrlo[bla[b][lly knew via [th]e [flormer me[th]od -
[clould she [clon[f]irm though? Instead Ae[rlith ch[o]se to
[pllolsit the [r]adi[c]al n[o]tion that may[ble it [c]ould have
[bleen [b]lo]th? Sure, [Clloud [thJought [th]at was
[pllo]ssi[blle (he guessed . . .) - [blut he [d]i{[d]n’t [th]in[k]
[s]o - it was [plo[s]si[b]le yet not [p]ro[bla[b]le - in [f]a[c]t,
[Cl(l]oud [flelt [1i[kle he k[n]ew that Aerith k[n]ew, [n]o,
[nJot via [slome [wlhi[s][pler [n]et[w]ork, [n]o, [n]ot [bly
o[plinion at all, [blut i[n][s]tleald [bly dir[e]ct i[n]tuition.
And it just [slo hla]p[plened th[a]t it was [b]y his own
[ilntui]t(ilve [cla[pla[b][i][1][ilties th[a]t [C][lloud k[n]ew
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[thlat Ae[rlith k[nlew [thlat he glalve [th]at [v]e[rly
[fTulc]king [f][lJower [aJw[ay] [v]i[a] her own intuli]t[i]on,
[nJot by a[nl]y [1Ju[r]id [rJu[m]or [m]onger [f][r]o[l]i[c]king
shame[lle[s]s[l]y in the [s][1Jums. Were there any [r]u[m]or
[mjongers [fl[r]ollli[c]king sh[a]me[lle[s]s[lly in the
[s]llums though? [S][plirlealdling [dli[slin[f]or[m][a]tion
[a]blou]t [Clllould [gliving [alwlay] [f]l]low]ers to a
[plllletho[r]a of wolm]en [iln [M]liJd[glar! [N]o, that
[wlasn’t the [wlay [Alerith [h]lald [allc]ce[s]sed [hler
k[nJowledge - [n]ot at all. [A]ln]yw[ay], [Alerith [th]ought
[malybe [Clloud should [clon[slider [thlin[k]ing t[wli[cle
be[flore [gliving [a]lw]ay [fllo[w]ers [a][glain. That [w]as
[alll. [NJot that she was [plar[tli{c]u[llar[l]y
[ple[r][tlu [ ]bed [Nlot in the [1][elast a[c]tua[lll[y]! [Blut
may[b]le] [C][l]oud [clould just - hy[plotheti[c]a[l]l[y] - if a
[glir] [1]i[k ]e hler] wlerle to [gllilve hlilm a [bleauti[f]ul
yellllow [f][lJower in the [ml]ilddle of [M][ildgar,
[m]ay[ble [hle should [h]old onto [th]e [th]ing! Or at the
ver[y] llealst don’t [glo and [glive it to some other
[fTulc]king chi[ck]! Was it realll][y] that d[i]lf]f[i]lclult to
just [clontinualll][y] [klee[p] a [slingle [f][lJower on your
[pler[slon? [N]ot that it was [Alerith’s [blusiness
[n]ylwlay, [ble[clause [c]llear[lly [i][f] [C][lloud
[wlan(tled [tlo g[i][f]t the [f][lJower [t]o [Tlifa - sure that
was [fline, it was totally his [o]pt[io]n if that’s [h]ow [h]e
wlaln[t][eld [tlo go a[blloult it, [blut [d][illdln’t C[l][ould
thlilnk [i]t was just a [l[[i]ttle rude? [N][o], in[s]tead he
[thlought [th]at [thlere was a [n][o]ta[b]le [d]i[s]tinction
[ble[tlween the [tlwo [tlypes of k[nJowledge - [blut if
Aelrlith [dl]id [s]o [h]appen to [hlear [i]t [i]n the [s]t[r][ee]t,
then [w]ould shle] ble] [wlilling [t]o [t]ell C[1Joud who was
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f{lJa[plping their [l]i[p]s? [W]as anylolne out in the
[s]lllums [s][ple[clifilclalllly [lloo[kling to [r]at his
[sllplilkly a[s]s out? I[n] a[nly [cla[s]e, [r]egard[l]e[s]s of all
that, [C][lJoud [t]ota[l]lly under[s][tlood whler]e Aler]ith
was [cloming [fJrom, and [hle gue[s]sed [hle ju[s]t wasn’t
[rllelally th[iln[k]lilng at the [tlime, when hle]
[r]le]-glilf]t[eld the [f][lJ]ower - [Tlifa [tloo[k] n[o]te of the
[fllllower, and he [d]i{[d]ln’t wan[t] [tlo go in[tlo the
whlo]le fllo]wer girl a[nlecd[o]te, s[o] he figured it m[i]ght
be [k][ilnd of [n]lilce to, you k[nJow, [plass a[llong the
[lJove? Aelrlith [rle[pleated the [phlrfalse [plass a[llong
the [love in [a] wlay] that, [q]uite [alm[a]zing[l][y], wasn’t
[clom[p]ll]le]te[llly] [fllillled to the brlilm with
[clons[tlern[a]tion and [clon[tlem[p]t. [T]o [C][lJoud there
was something ine[fIfa[b]llly  [tllrlue  a[blout
[clontemp(1][a]ting the [flem[a]le [florm, [i]n [i]ts [b][lJunt
[phllylsliliclal [ilte[r][altion - there was no [lu[r]id
olplinion [plrlesent wlilth[iln [i]t, although C[lJoud
[dli[dIn’t e[x][pllillclliltllly e[x][plre[s]s thi[s] [i][d]ea to
[Ale[rlith [a]t the t[ilme, given her [rleti[clen[cle to
e[n]gage i[n] the oplilnfilon [v]er[slus [i]ln][tlufi]t[i]on
di[c]hotomy he [s]tarted the [clonver[s]ation with - yet he
was [s]till [o]bviou[s][l]y [c]lo]n[t]lem[p][l]ating her [f][or]m
[a]s this blallc]k [alnd [fllorlth of[c]lcurred. Her
[tllyllpllillclal [phl[i]1]o[s]o[phllillclal d[i]s][plos[ilt[ilon
when it [c]lame to [llove triangles [w]as [wlaning just
[ llight(lly - this [l]ittle [f][llower [i]n[c][ildent [sleemed
o [alllm][o]st [r]ile her up e[m][o]tionally, [a]lthough it
was [c][llear to [C]lloud when she [rle[pleated the
[phllr]ase [plass alllong the [llove that she wasn’t
ent[iJrely rfiJled ulp]. Not yet at [lleast. Aerith [flina[l]ly
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[clon[flirmed [flor [C][lJoud that, yes, it was v[ila [plure
[ilntufilt[iJon she’d [sJurm[i]sed her f[lJower no [l]Jonger
[rles[ilded on his [p]ler]slon, and [s]ure [shle ag[rleed
[th]at [thlere was a [c][e]rtain di[s]tin[c]tion be[t]ween the
[tlwo [tlypes of kn[ow][lledge. [C][l]lould then [a][s]ked
[Alerith [w]hat she [th]lou]ght [w]as [th]e [c][au]se of each
[tlylple - well, [o]bvious[lly [o][plinion [c]on[s][i]sted of
(1[i]teral [w]h[i][s][pler [n]et[w]orks, she [s]aid, from what
[pleolplle [slaw [alnd heard [alnd [a]ll that. This
[a][lllow]ed [C]lloud to note that wasn’t eve[rlything
Shin[r]a [w]as [wlor[k]ing on - e[s][plecial(l]ly] Hloljlo] -
was that [nJot [bla[slilclallllly] a[n]other [w]hi[s][pler
[nletlwlork, that Hloljlo], de[s][plite [bleing a
[sllo]-[clalled [s]cientist, [wlas [slim[plly [w]or[kling [o]ff
[o]f [w]hat [hle and [hlis a[s]so[c]iates heard and [s]aw?
Aelrlith  was [tlem[plitled [tlo [sllay] Hloljlo]’s
olple[r]laltion was a [ml]ore [s]yste[m]laltic version of
thlalt, yes, [blut in[s]tead a[b]r[ullpltly [c]lult her[s]el[f]
o[flf, [ble[c]lause when she [clon[s]i[d]ered it [flurther she
[clon[c]l]u[dled the wun[dler [c]liltly] [w]h[i][s][pler
netfw]lor][k]s [w]erle alcltualllly [qluite [clom[p][l]ex
them[slelves! [S]lo in[s]tead she a[c]cused [C]lJoud of
changing the [slubjlelct, thleln she noted thlalt,
[a][c]tua(l]ly, [shle wan[t]ed [t]o [shlift t{o]pi[c]s, but [n][o]t
to the [slo-[clalled [w]hisper [nlet[w]or[k]s of Hlo]jlo]
versus the [wlell-k[nJown [w]h[i][s]per [nl]et[w]or[k]s of
the [Sle[c]tor [S]li]x [S]lJums, [n]o! [Nlo, [C]l]lou]ld
under(s]tood. [Elven [h]e [d]i[d]n’t [e]ven r[ea]lly want [t]o
[t]alk] ablou]t Hlo]jlo]! Maybe he was obfusc]ating.
CllJoud a[plo[logized, but Aerlith [s]aid it wasn’t
[n]e[cle[s]salr]ly, there was [nJo [s]o[rlry [n]ee]lded
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[rlleallllly] - they [plro[bla[b]lllly] shouldn’t [b]lea]t a
[dlead [h]orse, [slo to [s][pllealk. [B][u]t, [ulgh - what a
[ o[rJren[d]ous [tJurn of ph[r]ase. No, [C][lJoud agr][eeld
was a [tle[r]ri[b]le [s][ayling, a [s][cJlum[blag [s][ayling,

ea][llly - H[oljlo] plrlo[bla[b]llly would [d]o it though,
bleat a [d]ead horse? - a[n]d the[n] [flulc]king, [l]i[kle,
ilnje[c]t [i]Jt wlilth [m]a[k][o] or [sJome shit, [m]a[k]e it a

mlutant [s]teed! G[r][o][s]s! [F]u[c]king loser!
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VII
Total Echoes: 1,227
Total Syllables: 1,738
Approximate Self-Similarity: .706

[Cllloud just [a]t th[alt [m]o[m]ent had begun to
[rle[clapitull]ate, [thlis [tlime [t]o [thle [tlwo of [thlem -
[Ale[rlith [a]nd [Tlifa - how it wasn’t a[c]tually the [clase
that hlel'd sleeln the [b]leling, no, there wasn’t i[n]
[fTallc]lt a[n] [allcltual [phllylsliliclal [bleing i[n] that
se[n]se of the [phlrase - it wasn’t [l]i(k]e the me[n]i[n] the
[bllJalclk [c][l]oalk]s they’d [ble [flo[lllowing in Re[b]lirth
(were ei[th]er of [thlem [flamiliar with [th]at [p][l]ot[l]ine
yet?). He’d just [blegan to ex[p][l]ain [thlis to [th]e [bloth
of [thlem, and [C][lJoud [d]i[d]n’t [f]eel a[n]y [d]i[f]fe[r]ent
a[blout it [nle[cle[[s]sa[rli[lly - the [f][a][c]t t[h]at he was
[tlelling [thle [bloth of [th]em - [Tli[f]a was [ble[hlind the
[blar [alnd [Alerith just [h]appened to [ble there. It was
[fline. [Wlere they [flamiliar [wlith [Rle[blirth yet?
[P]lr]o[bla[b](l]y [n]ot, [rlight? [Blut [n][o], in thi[s] [c]a[s]e
[C]l]loud had [bleen fulc]king, you k[n][olw, just [slitting
on this [clar[plet in Wul[t][ai] at the [t][i]me - he [s]at on
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the [clar[plet [c]ros[s]-[llegged - and then he
[sJuld]den[l][y] in[tluited a [plure[l]ly] [d]iviln]e bleling
[elman(alting in the [t]riangle head [e]nca[p][s]u[l][a]ted
in the [plerfe[c]t[l][y] [s][qluare [d]es[i]gn that [r]e[p]le]ated
[e]nd[l]e[s]s[l]y th[rJoughout the [e]n[t][i]re [clar[p]et. This
[tlr]ilangle head [wlas [w]hat [C][lloud [c]ould on[lly
des[clribe [a]s [a] “[l]lalughing [A][l]lah”. That’s how it
[sltrulc]k him. There wasnt [rlealllly [a] [qluestion
[aJbout [i]t [iln [C]lloud’s mind and it was a[c]tuall]ly
beauti[f]ul. Yes, [a] “[1]Jau[ghling [A][1]lah” [w]as the on[l]y
[wlay he [clould [d]e[s][c]r]ibe the [d]ivine being, which

lertain(lly [cJommuni[clated with him [a]s he [s][a]t
cllrlos[s]-{llegged in [Wlutai in a [slome[w]hat
mly[slti[c]lal [m]a[n]ner, al[bleit not [qluite ver[blallly],
blut the [b][eling [clertain(l]ly] [clolm]mu[nli[c][a]ted in a
wlay] that [claused [C]lloud to [s][mlile. [C]{l]oud,
slmlile?! The [tlwo wolmlen [flound that [tlotalllly
hi[lJarious! [Ti[f]a nlea]r[l]y [fTu[c]ked u[p] the blee]r shle]
was [plou[rling she was [slo [slur[p]rlised to hlea]r
[Cl[l]oud of [a]ll [pleo[p]le [t][all[kling [a][blout him[s]el[f]
[s]mi[lling. [Blut [n][ei]ther [T][i][f]a [n]or [Alerith [flound
this [a]ln]e[c][d]ote of [Clloud’s to [ble [d]i[s]i[n]genuous
iln] anly way - i[n] [flalc]t they [bloth [flull]ly
[sluppolr]ted [C][lJoud’s [clon[flessions and mo[r]e o[f]ten
than not [e]ven [flound them [l]Jegitimate[l][y] intr{i]guing
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([bJut there were, of [clour[sle, [slome ex[cleptions!),
al[bleit they gene[rlalllly [flound the ane[c]dotes
i[n]t{rliguing [iJn a [oJne-on-[o]ne [s]etting, as [o][p]posed
to thils] [FI[FIM [a]rrangement. [Blut that was c[l]ear[lly
[fline! It just [s]lo] hla]plpened [Ale[r]ith was a[r]Jound
and she [plo[plped in the [b][a]r. N[o] [blig deal at [a]ll!
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Yet, [w]hile [clontem[p]l]ating [w]hether or [n]ot
a[nJother [Mlos[clow [M]ule was ad[v]isable or [n]ot,
[Clloud ex[pllrle[slsed [qluite [vligo[r]ou[s]ly that he
1[ay] a [s]ub[s]e[qluent ane[c]d[o]te that
ollpllols of the [c]ar[plet en[clounter, if
that was o[k]lay]? Of [cJourse! Well, [s][plec[ilf[il[calllly it
[wlas that [wlhen he [plo[lppled in[tlo his [1][o][c]al
[cllo]-o]lp] glrlloliclelrly [s]itlore that [m]or[nling, [flor
just a [flew [m][i]ln]or [i]tems, a [clou[p]le hla]nd [f][r]uits
[r]eally, [alnd the new [c][a]shier [a]sked him - [rlight as
[hle sh[i][f]ted [h][ils [h]ead[ph]ones [u]p o[f]f [o]f his ears
to [s][t]art the [flormalized [s]ales [t][r]ans[a][c]tion - [i][f]
h[i]s blr]other “or [sJomething” went there [sJome[t]imes?
- [tlo the glrlo[cle[r]ly [s]to[r]le? Did [C]lJoud have a
b[rlother [bly a[n]y chance? [Ble[clause she, the [n]ew
clashier, felt [lli[kle shle]’d s[elen him [blefo[r]e? Well,
Clloud [s]aid to the [c]ashier, thin[k]ing a[blout it [f]or a
sle[clond he [flound it [qluite [plo[s]si[b]le [th]at [th]is
a[llleged do[plpelganger was a[c]tualllly [flulc]king just
him! - [C][l]Joud him[s]el[f]! - [th]at the [c][a]shier was in
[th]at [plarti[c]u[l]ar in[s]tan[cle [clon[flusing [C][l]oud for
his a[c]tual [slel[f], [th]at [thlis [c]ashier on[l][y] bel[ielved
shlel'd [s]leeln [s]lolme[olne who [lJoo[kled just [1]i[k]e
CllJloud [blefore [ble[clause sh[e]’d, in [fla[c]t, s[eeln
Clllloud [ble[flore. He [w]alked a[wlay just
en[tla[rlily, he [tlold [Tlifa [alnd [Ale[rlith, just
his [b][a][s][k]et [b][a][c]k in[t]o the [s]t[a][c]k of
b] a][s][k]ets [blehind the auto[m][alti[c] d[oor]s. Yeah,
he’d [tla[kle one [m]lorle [M]ule, pllelase [T][ilfa? The
new [clashier was [c]hu[c[k[lling when [C][l]Joud a[r]rived
bla]lc]k [a]t the [c]he[c]kout [clounter [r]eady to [play for

wan(tled [t]o [r]e
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he [v]iewed a[p]r
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his [shlit - [shle was in the [p][rJocess of ente[rling the
item num[bler for his [r]ed [q]uinoa, [c]hu[c]k[l]ing a[llone
- “it [c]ould’ve [bleen you” she [rle[pleated, chuc[k]l]ing,
[blut then, [C]lJoud [rle[l]ayed [tlo [Tlifa and Ae[rlith,
she alcltualllly [clame a[r]loulnd to [C]l]ou]d’s
[plarti[c]ulllar hy[plothesis. The new [c]a]shier, [a]fter
thin[kling [a]bout it, [cJame to [a]gree with [C]l]oud,

thlalt she [a][c]tua[l]lly] p[r]o[bla[b][l]ly] had [s]een him in
the glr]lo]lcle[r]ly] [sltlor]e [blef[or]e, and that she’d just
[nJow er[r][o]ln]eously [fligured [hle [hlad a [blrother,
when in [f][a]lc]t this hypo[thleti[c]al [b][r]o[thler was
[allcltualllly  just [Clllloud  himsel[f]. [Tli[f]a
[clon[sli[d]ered, [allflter she’d ingels][tled the [f]ull
[a]ne[c][d]ote and [slerved [C][lJoud his [rle[f][r]eshed
[M]o[s][clow [M]ule, that it was [slomewhat [1]i[k]e[l]y
[thlat [thle [c]ashier wan(tled [tlo [qlu[o]te-un[qlu[o]te
[slulc]lk  his [clolc]k, and [C]lloud [dli[d]n’t
[nle[cle[s]salr]i[l]ly] [dli[s]ag[r]lele with the [n]otion! - he
[clertain(l]ly] [clon[slidered it [plo[s]si[blle, [thlat [thlis
[clashier [m]ay have [bleen almlena[blle to some[thling
I[i]k]e [th]at, but [th]at wasn’t [q]uli]te the [ploint! There
[wlas a tlyllple of [wlisdom [l][a]tent in the exch[a]nge,
[wlasn’t there? - regard[lless of [wlhether or not the
[clashier [w]anted to per[florm [flel[l]atio on [C][1]Joud?
Ae[rlith, by [clon[t][r]ast, [tloolk] a  more
[phlilo[slo[phli[clal [a]ngle to her [a]nally][s]i]s of the
en[clounter, [ble[c]ause shle] agr[eled with [C]loud [th][a]t
[thle [c]lalshier exh[i][b][ilted a [clertain [s][pli[r]itual
in[slight, even [i][f] [iJt was in[a]dvertent. [Alerith, [flor
her [plart, [d]il[d]n’t [pJut much of a[nly sto[c]k i[n][t]o the
[clashier’s i[n][tlentions, whether or [n]ot they were

w
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[slor[d]id, be[nlign, or [slim[p]llly in[d]i[f]ferent. Ulplon
[a]lc]k[n]ow[lledging this Ti[fla [nJoted that she
[rle[clog[nlized [Ale[rlith’s [ploint of [vliew as [v][a]lid,
thlalt it was [p][rJo[bla[b][l]ly] the “[rlight way [t]o [t]ake
[i]t [iln,” [elven i[f] shle], [T[i]f]a, wasn’t [pler[s]onal[l]y]
at the [ploint of [plarti[clilp]ating in [q]uite that [l]evel of
objelcltfiMilty (i[f] [thley [clould, in [f][allc]t, [c]all it
[th][a]t). [Clloud m[en]tioned [th][a]t, [a]t [thle [en]d of
the [dlay, [hle [cloulld]n’t [hlel[p] [ilt [i]f a [c]ler]t[ailn
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[pller][slloln ex[plerien[cled an [ur]ge to [slulck] his
[cllolick] - that [w]hether or [n]ot [s][olme[o]ne [wa]n[t]ed
[tlo [slulc]k anylolne’s kinJob [w]as [slomething
[ullltlimately [u]nk[n]Jowable, that [C][lJoud [clouldn’t
[slim[p][l]ly] [tlos[s] [plo[tlential [s][pliritual en[clounters
to the way[slide [plure[l]ly] be[clause of a [plur[plorted
[slordid [sJub[tlext or in[t]ention. Both [w]omen ag[r]eed
[w]lilth th[i]s, yet [plerh[a][p]s Ae[r][i]th just a [t][a]ld more
than [TJi[f]a? - not to [slay [Tli[fla was [slomehow
[ble[slide her[s]el[f] with jealou[sly i[n] a[n]y ma[t]erial
way - no, thlis] d[is][tlinction [ble[tlw[eeln [T]ilfa [alnd
[Ale[rlith was p[r]o[bla[b]ly [r]looted more [s]o in Ae[rlith’s
[blafsli[call]ly a[b][s]lurld [a][blilllitly] to [rle[m]ain
[phlilo[s]o[phlically undet[er]red [a][bJout other [w]o[m]en
[wlhile s[t]lee]ped i[n] a[n] obvious [l]ove [t]riangle. Did
shle] [elven [1]i[k]e [C][l]oud, r[e]al[l][y]? [Ble[clause it was
[rlealllly [qluite [elvident that [C][lloud, [Tlifa, and
Ae[rlith were [clo[l]le[c]tive[lly [e][n][t]w]ilned i[n] a sort
of [llove [t][rliangle, [blut Ae[rlith, for her part,
[ Int[ailned [qluite the wuni[qlue [a][blilllitly] to
[rle[m][ailn es[s]entia[l]l[y] [phli[l]o[s]o[phli[c]al [a][b]out it
[a]ll - she [d]i[d]n’t [s]leelm to [a]llllow flee]llings of
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jea[llou[s]ly] to over[clome her in the [l][ea][s]t when
[C][l]oud re[l]ayed ane[c]dotes a[bJout [c][a]shiers th[a]t, if
[thle [th]r[ee] [wlere [b]leling hlon]est, [c][l][ealr[lly
[w][an]ted to [w]hip the guy’s [c]o[ck] out and [s]u[ck] [on]
it for an ex[tle[n][dled i[n][tlerval of [t]ime. [D]id she
[elven rlealllllly] (1]ilkle [C]1]Joud? Hlils [iln[d][i]v[i]dual
fleellllings on the situlaltion were a [l][ilttle
am[b][ilguous, even when he was [alll [a][l]one. [C][l]oud
was of [clour[s]e in[c][a]pa[blle of as[s]es[s]ling his own
[f][eellings [flor [sJomewhat obv]iJous r[ea]sons.
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