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KATE-1

Waking up inside a cramped, dark metal box is somehow even more disconcerting the second time. 

There are extenuating circumstances, I suppose. The first time I’d done this, I was full of excitement and optimism about my new job as the head foldgate tech on an entirely new planet, and while I had been a bit apprehensive about climbing into an actual fold-shielded transport crate for the rickety journey through a foldgate built with tech a full century older than I was instead of the smooth, instant journeys I was used to, I was too eager to get going to be properly apprehensive, and my destination was too busy for me to sit in the box and stress out all that much. Whereas this second journey, taking place nearly two years after the ancient gate’s foldfield had unexpectedly collapsed, stranding six of us over eighty light years from Earth with limited supplies and no hope of ever re-establishing contact,  is in somewhat more harrowing circumstances. My five companions are long dead, meaning that there’s no particular rush to get up before properly reflecting on my situation, and the fact that I made this journey through a collapsed foldgate isn’t helping. 

Also, there’s a bunch of dirt in the box with me that wasn’t here when I went in. I’m not sure what that means but it’s probably really bad.

Fortunately, I’m a fucking genius. I mean, I’m by definition the best foldgate tech on the planet, so. That has to count for something. Right?

The absurdly outdated tech of our foldgate was mandated by simple physics. Sure, we had long ago mastered instant travel; I could step out of my dormitory on Earth and into a bar on the moon for no cost higher than a few hundred ditting and some motion sickness induced by the sudden gravity change (a fair price to pay considering that low gravity was the best for getting absolutely pissed in), but that’s because foldgates already exist in those locations. Going to a planted ninety lightyears away means transporting the gate ninety lightyears through normal physical space, subject to the twin tyrants of fuel capacity and time. My great-grandparents hadn’t been born when this gate was originally built. 

Which is absolutely fantastic news for me, and the entire reason I’ve just travelled through a disconnected foldgate that can only take me to the location I started in; a poorly maintained giant dome on a faraway planet featuring one (1) living colonist. 

See, here’s the thing about old foldgates: they’re absurdly inefficient. A modern gate, you step in, you step out, it’s all smooth, no problem. You don’t need to be crammed in a shielded box or lose any time; they transmit your data and matter perfectly through the fold with very few, and very rare, errors. Old gates? Nothing like that. They hadn’t figured out informational efficiency in transmitting string field data when this thing was built. It does the job with about the same rate of accuracy, but it’s messy. It’s bulky. It holds too much data for too long, and now that the fold gate’s collapsed, it has nothing to do with that data except feed it back to itself. What’s the point of a fold gate that just pulls you apart, moves you really inefficiently in a tiny circle, and puts you back together again? 

No point at all, if your goal is transport. But if you’re a foldgate tech very highly trained on modern methods of packing data, given unrestricted access to an ancient beefy piece of shit that technology abandoned a century ago but was, at least, designed to deal with vast amounts of inefficiently packed data that required external shielding, in an environment completely free of most distractions and in a desperate race for your own survival, and, let’s be honest, an absolute fucking genius, you start to think outside the foldfield.

Or more specifically, very much inside the foldfield. Specifically, the data inside the foldfield. ‘Cause do you know what we call transport that doesn’t go anywhere?

Storage.

The error-ridden mess of a machine currently towering over my little metal box (I assume, I can’t see it right now) was a real deathbee to work with, but honestly, failure wasn’t an option. The foldfield had collapsed before any living supplies were brought through; we hadn’t had any seeds to grow, any algae to farm. We had stored, sterile food, and we had carbon and hydrogen and oxygen and the other trace elements necessary for life, and we had energy to store in it in our nuclear reactor, but no little living biomachines to turn it into life we could eat and gain that energy from. So I’d had to make my own machine, before time ran out. A foldgate picks up what goes into it, transmits the material and the data of the position of all its little bits relative to the rest to another foldgate via the field, and then it comes out the other end identical, more or less, to how it went in. Then it’s done. But what if you looped a foldfield from one gate to itself (the only option I’d had, way out here), and transmitted the data round and round indefinitely? That’s stored data. A stored pattern. 

And what if you broke a bunch of the safeties so that the data kept going round after you built it at the other end?

And what if you broke more safeties so that matter could be accepted into the field without storing the necessary data, and instead copying it from other data still in transit? Then you don’t have a transport machine at all. You have a copy machine. 

According to my calculations, there should be enough energy in the foldfield to store roughly nine thousand patterns. That’s far, far more than I need. I had transported every kind of food I had, clean water, and oxygen, and lived alone for nearly a year letting the foldgate and the nuclear reactor take control of pretty much all of my life support before realising I could push things further. 

This is a big dome, that I live in. It’s a very lonely dome. And even with the foldgate taking care of so much, the dome requires far, far more maintenance than one person has the time to give it. 

So that’s why I’m in here. Transporting myself, to make copies later. Putting my data into the foldfield, to cycle around and around and let me make as many Kates as I need. 

So you can see why I’m apprehensive. I had to break so many safeties on this thing, and its ability to deal with simple matter doesn’t guarantee that it can handle me. I’m not stupid; I ran as many living tests as I could, but as I’ve said, life is pretty rare out here. It’s me and the bacteria that came on our bodies. I cultured up some of those and ran them through and observed them for several days, but a human’s a shipload more complicated than a microbe.

I... seem to be fine. Except the dirt. I’m not happy about the dirt. That wasn’t in the box when I went in, meaning there’s something wrong with the data, meaning there could be all kinds of shit inside me. I’m going to have to run as many medical tests as possible. As soon as possible.

I push the lid of the metal box up and go to climb out into the empty, desolate transport room.

It’s not empty.

The young woman at the control terminal looks like she hasn’t slept in days. She peers dimly at me with bloodshot brown eyes under limp, tangled chestnut hair plastered to her head in some places and sticking out in others. The usual bouncy curls hang in greasy helical strings. Her eyes are so heavily shadowed that the sockets look bruised against her pale skin, and she has the look of someone who’s usually pretty well-filled-out but has missed multiple recent meals. Even her orange jumpsuit doesn’t look clean. Her eyes widen as I emerge – not with shock or surprise, she was clearly expecting me – but widen, nonetheless. 

“Holy fucking whalepiss,” she breathes. “I can’t believe that worked.”

Also, she looks exactly like me. I mean. Obviously. Everyone else is dead, remember?

I’m still adjusting to the situation as I clamber out of the box. I can’t believe I didn’t consider this possibility; I mean, the dirt in the box is a dead giveaway. If I’d been the original, going through the foldgate to make the copy data, then the gate would be building me out of the material that entered it; nothing lost, nothing gained. But when building a copy out of random materials, it’s better to oversupply than undersupply, lest your clone come out missing whatever there wasn’t enough matter to build. So, obviously, there’d be a few extra scoops of raw matter left in the box. I used to get leftovers when I was first experimenting with copying food this way, too.

Original Kate rushes over to help me, supporting my arms as I step out. “Look at you!” she breathes. “You’re beautiful!”

“I look like you, and you look like shit,” I point out.

She laughs. “But my genius is beautiful, and you’re a creation of my genius, ergo you must be, also. How are you feeling? We need to do, like, so many health tests.”

“What about you?” I ask. “You clearly came out alright.”

“Oh, that was days ago. I’ve run every medical test I can on myself, but it’s more risky for you. Because of the – ”

“Because the foldfield’s been cycling the information around for awhile, yeah. Well, apparently it can handle it, even information this complicated. We are so fucking clever. Am I the first?”

“Yes. I’m thinking that once we’ve confirmed that you’re successfully copied, we should fire it up again and make – ”

“Nine more, yes, I remember running the efficiency calculations.”

“So.”

“So.”

We look at each other.

I crack my knuckles. “A whole bunch of medical tests, and then...”

She cracks her knuckles. “And then, we get to work.”

––––––––
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KATE-6

Waking up inside a cramped, dark metal box is somehow even more disconcerting the second time. 

There are extenuating circumstances, I suppose. My five companions are long dead, meaning there’s no particular rush to get up before properly reflecting on my situation, and the fact that I made this journey through a collapsed foldgate isn’t helping. 

Also, there’s a bunch of dirt in the box with me that wasn’t here when I went in. I’m not sure what that means but it’s probably really bad.

Fortunately, I’m a fucking genius. I mean, I’m by definition the best foldgate tech on the planet, so. That has to count for something. Right?

I... seem to be fine. Except the dirt. I’m not happy about the dirt. That wasn’t in the box when I went in, meaning there’s something wrong with the data, meaning there could be all kinds of shit inside me. I’m going to have to run as many medical tests as possible. As soon as possible.

I push the lid of the metal box up and go to climb out into the empty, desolate transport room.

It’s not empty.

There are six women in the room, and except for the one standing next to the box and offering me a hand out, they’re all ignoring me. They seem pretty relaxed about the situation, most of them typing away at computers. One of them sweeps the floor. They’ve certainly all showered and slept a lot more recently than I have.

They all look exactly like me. Obviously.

“Welcome to Kateland, population: Kate,” the Kate over my box says as she helps me out. “Let’s get some food and water in you and then we can get you your tasks.”

“We need to make a new copy,” one of the other Kates says.

“We are,” another Kate says. “In fact, we’re going to make – ”

“Four more, yeah, that’s not what I meant. I mean, one of us should go through and copy ourselves.” She flicks her fingers at me. “Everyone comes out hungry and tired and disoriented, and then we have to help them recover and get them up to speed, which is a completely unnecessary waste of time. Why not copy someone who’s well-rested and knows what’s going on?”

“Who should we copy?” another Kate asks. “You?”

The first Kate shrugs. “Or you. Whoever’s in the best physical condition, I guess. It doesn’t matter. We’ve only been different people for a few days, it should all work out the same.”

“Let’s get Kate-6 up to normal,” says the Kate helping me out of the box, “and then we can spin a bottle for it.”

––––––––
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KATE-3-4

There’s dirt in the box when I wake up.

We’ve figured out the correct materials needed by now, of course, but we decided to keep putting extra in anyway – both for safety, and as an orienting aid. There’s dirt, so I know I’m not the Kate who walked into this machine to make a foldfield copy. I’m the copy.

That’s good information to have. Knowing what’s going on in advance is all good information to have. Kate-4 was right; this is much less disorienting than last time. We’d decided to copy new Kates from a few different existing Kates, so if they kept the copy order the same, I should be the last of the initial ten off the line. The eleventh Kate to exist.

Maybe earlier, if they changed the copy order. It shouldn’t matter, one way or the other. I push the box open.

There’s a Kate there to help me out, of course. Orange jumpsuit, clean hair, alert expression. Everything I expect.

Well. Except for the fact that she looks at least a decade older than me. Little crow’s feet in the eyes, grey streaks in the hair... yeah, this Kate is approaching forty.

Ah, there’s the feeling of confusion and disorientation! I knew it had to be somewhere.

She offers me a hand. “Welcome to Kateopolis, population: Kate,” she says, in the rote tone of someone who’s said it many, many times before. 

“We still haven’t come up with a
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