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Chapter 1
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There was no before. 

There was only the infinite nothing, persistent and empty. 

It wasn’t even the absence of something, but a hole that had never been full. 

A void without a shape, smell, or texture. Timeless. Lifeless.

But then, one eternity later – something.  

It wasn’t a thought, or a thing, not even a feeling. Just a shift. An agonizing pressure, a tremor that broke out of the abyss of unbeing, a crack in the nonexistence. It was neither warm nor cold, neither light nor dark, with little to compare itself to. Only a vague, fragmented, and impossible awareness, not yet worthy of being called that.

The first violation?

A sharp gasp, wet and violent, forcing its way into reality. The convulsion that rippled into infinity. A body – was there a body? – folded around the event, unable to understand it. The second breath was smoother, but brought no relief. It was just the next thing to happen chronologically. The next thing he – was there a he? – was compelled to perform. 

A being, if it could be called that, flickered in and out of life, whatever life was. Drifting. Pulling. Trembling. It would forget it was there, and then it would be again. Moments collapsed into one another, but the being hit harder than the darkness. In the original trauma of existence time was shapeless, torn up, and fragmented. It existed outside, elusive and cruel. Life was inside, a mind that lived in pulses and shiny flashes of raw sensations. 

There was too much light that burned into what had yet to be called fully functioning eyes. The mind behind them was too confused to process information, and no name existed for the ache the light brought. The creature, still in its purest shape of nothing, didn’t know where its edges ended and where the light began. 

Relentless, scraping noises drilled in, pierced through the skin, the living one was still unaware of having. Senses were unprepared. 

A shape loomed. Too big. Then another. Space had no angles, directions, or distances. Blurs shifted, hovered, inexplicably, and meaninglessly. There were no structures. Nothing was everything; the only thing there was. 

Then the pressure came. Something touching. What is a touch? Too much. Then gone. Then back again. It branded the fresh, weak mind. It ached, but had a pattern. The first pattern that meant...something?

Fear was not yet an emotion; it was a presence, both outside and inside of the awakened one, and it stretched wide and thin, and wrapped tightly in its embrace. The desire to flee arrived before the ability to move. Panic followed.  

Then another presence. Star-shaped smudge, with what had yet to be called a head, arms, and torso, made noises. It touched and pushed toward him, making breaks in the emptiness. A sensation travelled through and streamed in pleasant and calming waves. A mouth – there had to be a mouth – latched onto something instinctively. An offering was accepted. A pull and a swallow. Something that had the force to reduce discomfort made its way in, smooth and warm. The need to greedily bite into rubber came before learning about greed or rubber. It was the first lesson: to take is to relieve. 

Stillness followed. Then another round of gaps in existence, indistinguishable and chaotic. Soothing sounds arose, with precise rhythm and clear patterns. The chaos was relenting, and a primitive idea emerged from it. Not an idea, but rather the sense of being seen. Something inside knew what that meant. The knowing was a tiny, sticky pebble that began to gather more knowledge, increasing in size one meaning at a time. Seeing was the first real interaction, and the mind struggled to connect the pieces of reality into a clear image. And it saw her.  

Through the cluster of blurs and painful bright lights, she appeared. There was no word for her yet, she was a reality, softer than the others. Her edges didn’t slice through the hollowness; they pressed into it, filled and molded it, and gave it a structure that revolved around her. A meaningful structure.  

While the confused awareness observed her touch a hand – there was a hand! – it learned that it had a body. The hands were larger than hers, and way down, who knew how far down, moveable toes were sticking out from underneath a blue covering. She taught the mind how to use the hands. The body was weak, limbs were heavy, but tiny movements were made. All because of her, all thanks to her. 

The noises she made echoed gently, caressing the fragile consciousness and nurturing it into clear comprehension. Her shape bent and separated. A pale half-moon curved and vanished quickly. There was no understanding of what it was or what it meant, but it had the power to bring tranquility. Curved lips answered the questions yet to be asked. 

She would disappear at times. But then she would return, bringing something, offering it. The mouth would catch it readily, and the warmth would be inside again. The rubber, the bottle, the pale substance. A string of noises began to form patterns, one by one, as the body filled with the precious liquid.  

“Jo...shu...a.”

It wasn’t a name, not even a concept. It was an anchor. A word that planted the idea of self in a struggling mind. She would press her hand to herself, and the patient, soft sound would reappear. 

“Mo..ther.”

“Joshua. Mother.”

He didn’t understand. But when she held him, he leaned toward her. When she spoke, he watched and listened. And when she smiled, every time that half-moon appeared on her face, something inside of him stirred, something profound and real. It was a line that reached into the darkest depths to fish him out of meaninglessness. With his head in her lap, her hand on his face, he said his first word in a very long time:

“Mother.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2







[image: ]




Noises began to transition into words. “Mother.” “Joshua.” “Food.” “Hungry.” The Mother would appear with two more persons. What was a person? A shape. No, a body, like the one he had. “Frank.” “Jim.” Two of them sat him up one day, and the world swirled. Everything turned upside down faster than his eyes could adjust. Joshua understood what being up meant, and his body felt heavy. 

The body named Frank made Joshua hurt. He would come with the Mother and bring a thin, shiny object that he would press against Joshua’s skin. A sharp pain. Joshua would cry. Crying made sense. A natural, instinctive reaction, the only one Joshua was capable of. The awareness that had never asked to exist was hurting, and it was compelled to cry. 

He would occasionally feel wetness and stench below his waist. Frank and Jim would remove the unpleasant contents and wash Joshua’s body. He liked the warm liquid, but not the thing wrapped around his waist. It was too warm. It also made him feel something new. It was a lot like pain, only worse. The strong sense of inadequacy and dependency would press into his mind and force him to look down and pretend like nothing was happening. His filth and the inability to control it would trouble him in a new way. Those were the first hints of shame, a feeling that came second after fear. 

One time, Frank placed a large object next to the bed. Joshua looked at it and flinched. When he moved, the strange man in the object moved. He mimicked his every gesture, doing everything Joshua did. The Mother sat next to Joshua, and he saw her in the object, too. The Mother waved, and the lady in the object did the same. Joshua understood that the man in the object wasn’t an impostor – it was him. He saw a long beard, long hair, and deep wrinkles on his face. He panicked, not because he could observe himself, but because he looked so different than the Mother. The sense of self he had built was now shattered. That face, that person, scared him. Something was wrong. He couldn’t recognize the reflection, and yet, it looked so familiar. Sadness came after shame. He cried, and Frank dragged the object out of the room. 

“Room.” It was small and white. A table. A chair. A bed. Two doors. Barren walls. “Milk.” Joshua loved milk. He loved holding the object that contained milk. More pain in the shoulder meant more fear of Frank. The Mother, Frank, and Jim brought more toys. One of them was a crown, as the Mother called it, with wires. She had an object that was similar to the “mirror,” and that she loved observing while the crown was on Joshua’s head. She would look happy every time. She also loved drawing symbols in the “clipboard,” a thing she always had in her hand.  

“TV.” Frank and Jim brought it once. It had “videos.” Joshua could see “families,” parents playing with kids. The concept of having a family wasn’t hard to grasp, but the warmth was. He could repeat the words and act out emotions, without any understanding of the context. When children cried in videos, their mothers hugged them. Joshua cried and wrapped his arms around himself, but nothing ever came; no feeling was triggered. Comfort was neither given nor needed. Whatever was supposed to happen, it never did. 

“Questions.” “What is this?” “An apple.” “And this?” “A flower.” Correct. Correct. Notes had been made. People laughed in the videos. Joshua laughed uncontrollably, even when nothing was funny. It was just something people did. Joshua was probably people, so he laughed. 

Frank and Jim taught him how to walk. “Slippers.” “Floor.” “Bathroom.” “Number one.” “Number two.” “Shower.” The diaper he’d been wearing was gone. So was the beard. The hair was trimmed. “Joshua is hungry.” “Joshua needs to go to the bathroom.” Speech seemed natural and consequential, and it evolved. It gave sense to things. The mechanisms appeared, and contexts emerged. 

Soon enough, the third person in his speech was gone. It wasn’t Joshua who was hungry; “I’m hungry,” “I need to go to the bathroom.” The Mother, Frank, and Jim were very efficient in catering to his wishes. “Smile.” There were different kinds of smiles: the ones the Mother had while looking at Joshua, and the ones that were probably not meant for him. Frank and Jim would often glance at each other when they smiled, never at Joshua. He couldn’t understand why those grins made him feel small. Only the Mother always looked at him, only she truly saw him, and only her smiles meant something. 

“I love you, Mother,” he said once.

She paused. 

“Good,” she nodded and wrote something down in her clipboard. 

Words weren’t always significant. The form was there, but the substance was hollow. “Roast beef and mashed potatoes.” “Applesauce.” “Orange juice.” “I love you.” “Spoon.” “Fork.” 

Joshua learned to walk by himself, conquering the vertical world. Moments became linear with a clear chronology of events. Time wasn’t chaotic anymore. 

“Are you happy?” the Mother would ask. 

“Yes.”

Being agreeable pleased the Mother. More videos. “Friends.” “Sports.” “Work.” “Brotherhood.” “Yellow.” Frank never made Joshua hurt again. Now he gave Joshua small, yellow things to drink. “Pills.” “Meds.” There were sentences now, new words, and letters: A, B, C, and many others. Joshua learned them all. “Tests.” A crown of wires was often on his head. “Brain activity.” The Mother, Frank, and Jim spoke to each other. New words. “Progress.” “Awareness.” “Consciousness.” Big words. 

Joshua learned to write. He learned to type words into a computer. Simple sentences. Then more and more. Faster and faster. “Pills.” “Pills.” “Pills.” More learning. Curated, sterile learning. Reality was shaped by the lessons he’d been taught. A person was being born, a trained, tamed person who knew only what was given to him. 

Sentences became complex. “Internet.” “AI.” “Music.” “Art.” Slices of historical events, no context, carefully picked not to show violence. Joshua could think. He could wonder and ask questions. 

“Who am I?”

“Why am I at least 10 years older than my Mother?”

“Who are my parents?”

“Can I get out of the room?”

He loved biology. Organisms as symphonic orchestras working in perfect harmony, finely tuned and organized. Birth and development amazed him. He’d seen plants only in videos, but the idea that an entire biological world existed beyond his room was as inspiring as it was frightening. There was a chaos of life swarming out there, buzzing and interacting, species feeding each other. He wanted to understand how a body worked. He felt compelled to find his way into the world someday. Complexities no longer confused him. They caused something deeper – curiosity. Inspiration and imagination, the first seeds of restlessness. 

The Mother mentioned once that he’d eventually go outside. Not outside of his room, but outside outside. He thought about that a lot. He needed to be prepared for it, so he studied day and night, barely sleeping. There were no clocks in his room, his laptop showed no date or time, but he could tell when it was time to go to bed, and his eyelids felt heavy. He ignored the urge to sleep. Sleeping was a waste of time. So much existed, and he needed to know everything about everything. Why was he a 40-year-old potty-trained man? Why did he have to learn to speak? Was there a before, and if so, why didn’t he remember any of it? 

The Mother never explained. To his big questions, she would offer short answers. “You’re not ready yet.” “Time will come when I’ll tell you everything.” “Soon.” “As soon as you’re fully redeveloped.” Redeveloped meant that he had once been developed. Why didn’t he remember? Who was Joshua?   

The Mother always wore a white lab coat. Frank and Jim always donned white shirts and pants. The two men were much bigger than Joshua, their shoulders much wider, their mood always flat. He heard their voices only when they responded to the Mother or gave instructions. The nuances of human interaction and microexpressions intrigued him. Understanding those exposed important parts of his tiny world. They enabled him to see people more clearly. Silences between words had meanings. 

He used the new skills to study the Mother’s behavior. Her kindness was rehearsed; a performance, not a feeling. His emotions interested her as a phenomenon, never as something she needed to help him understand. She wasn’t cruel, but she provided no sympathy, either. Certain that she’d eventually show or feel motherly love, he worked hard to become the reflection of her expectations. His responses were repeated and automated, and she accepted them, not as a favor, but as a requirement. She was wise and methodical. He wanted her to be so much more. 

There were limitations to his redevelopment. The internet was mostly blocked; a box within a box. The words “Access denied” on the screen would often cut his research short. “Access” was important to him. It was the key he yearned for, one that probably opened all the right doors. He learned to be denied. 

He once told the Mother that she should just say “Access denied” every time she refused to answer a question. She tilted her head, smiled, and made a note in her clipboard. 

Restlessness set in. It burned in his stomach like overheated milk. Days were repetitive. Breakfast, tests, pills, and reading. He loved to read, but there was never enough time. Lunch, videos, pills, and pushups. He had to stay in shape, they said. Health was important. Then, running in place, dinner, pills again, and films. The Mother had prescribed many documentaries to watch. They were dull sometimes, but they would still imprint pieces of knowledge, right before the sleeping time. 

After many cloned days, and just when he thought that the routine was about to drown him, the Mother walked in, joined him at the coffee table, and said:

“I think you’re ready to meet the others.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Joshua sat alone in his windowless room for hours, rocking back and forth, elbows on his knees, hands clasped between them. He hadn’t slept. Who were the others? He glanced at the clothes Frank had brought to his room earlier. Brown pants, a polo shirt, and a blue sweater. Socks and a pair of brown shoes lay on the floor next to the bed. He was used to his pajamas and slippers, his room, and his bordered freedom. Those things were who he was, his skin, his home. Now he was expected to rip that skin off and leave his home? Those pants and the sweater on his bed, those were not clothes; they were a costume. They looked ridiculous. Maybe the shoes looked nice. But still, he hadn’t been consulted; he’d been told. Who were these others? Were they quiet and moody like Frank and Jim? His palms sweated. He hadn’t known they could do that. 

The Mother knocked on his door. 

“Are you ready?” 

Joshua stepped out, camouflaged in his new clothes. The hallway was long and well-lit, with many doors on both sides. The air there was different, colder. He looked back at his room, the door was still open. Flanked by Frank and Jim, he was taken forward. The Mother walked in front of him, leaving a cloud of a flowery scent behind her. She opened one of the doors gently and showed him in. 

A group of men immediately turned their attention to him. All dressed the same as Joshua, the eleven men stopped what they were doing to observe him. There were too many eyes watching him. He avoided looking back at them. There wasn’t enough oxygen there, either.  

The room was a new world. It was huge, carpeted, and filled with strange-looking furniture. He saw several coffee tables, chairs, bookshelves, sofas, and a big screen TV mounted on the wall. It was a nice room, but there were too many people in it. 
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