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NOTHING

IN THE DARKNESS

Alex Firefly

No one stays the same person they were in their twenties.

And that can be a very good thing.

First English Edition

By Alex Firefly, all rights reserved.
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My life... I would say I was happy. I never knew my mother; Mom was a vague idea with a long dress and a peaceful smile; she visited me sometimes in book illustrations and in anecdotes of my father. She died giving birth to me. Dad was the cowboy who comes to save you whenever things are bad and then rides off to the horizon. Yeah, he was my hero. And me... I don't know. I never felt like I was the protagonist of my own life. It was like I was looking at the world through a screen, everyone else was acting and my role was that of a spectator.

There was a time when I would often close my eyes and imagine that I was a leaf falling from a tree along with my peers and we would rest in complete peace until the next breeze blew. A blissful inevitable destiny that would suddenly lift us in flight to take us far away. Perhaps to a palace garden, to a river that would sweep me to a warm exotic beach.

I was a leaf, serene, waiting for the breeze. I liked it.

I would lie on the grass next to Rien, my best friend, and tell him to be quiet. I didn't explain why, I never felt it necessary to give or ask for explanations. Life for me was a personal experience, something between you and the universe, my father used to say that everything was possible if you wanted it with all your might; and I believed it. I never knew... I never knew what I wanted exactly, throughout my existence I only lived in the present; I imagined that one day and as if by magic something great would happen to me just because I was good and I deserved it.

The first one to criticize my daydream was Rien, he said it was silly, but I didn't pay much attention to him. He's practically my brother and brothers always say things to annoy you, what's wrong with being optimistic? Patience and optimism, nature is wise.

But then...as time went on, life taught me that serendipities in the breeze don't exist; in fact, the opposite is usually true. It is not happiness that is inevitable, but sadness, pain. When you understand this reality, it is as if you are disarmed. I don't feel incomplete, or empty, it's just....

Is this what it's like to be broken?
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ABOUT MY CHILDHOOD YEARS AND RIEN
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The event happened in 209X, my name is Joyce, I was twenty-one years old at the time. Sometimes I have to remind myself who I am. Then I feel good. It's like I reset myself, this didn't happen to me before. I guess I didn't need to then, in the beginning everything was simple and happy.

My father was a wealthy activist leader who fought against the abuses of transhumanism in technology, which in recent decades has become obsessed with the perfection of human beings even at the cost of altering their nature. Faced with the threat of seeing the essence of man irremediably corrupted, as more and more families decide to genetically modify their children to "improve" them, my father and other idealists joined together to live in a neighborhood on the outskirts of a big city where people without improvements were guaranteed not to suffer rejection; since over time being a "Natural" has become synonymous with ignorance and poverty.

There we lived isolated from the rest of the world, like the religious sects that centuries ago secluded themselves in communes away from the sinful outside, we locked ourselves in a dream bubble where no one needed body implants or genetic manipulation. Sometimes we ventured beyond our territories and I looked upon the Modifieds as fiendish creatures. Their porcelain textured skins, satiny hair and black scleral eyes with red pupils like glowing coals made me think they were dolls; synthetic beings I could hate without remorse.

It was what my father had taught me, everyone in my neighborhood thought that way.

In that neighborhood there was only one other kid my age, Rien, who arrived when he was about four years old. He was characterized by his pallor, his glasses and being scary. They said he was adopted, that his parents were our allies and had been lynched to death in some riots due to religious wars, that they had brought him from France where everyone was starving, I didn't want to ask any more questions. He never spoke and spent the whole day hugging an old teddy bear. That used to annoy me, because I would ask him to play and he would ignore me.

He had a nasty habit of taking puppies and hugging them tightly until they died. He was punished, but he kept doing it. One day he finally noticed me, I invited him to stay and play in my yard as an excuse for my father to buy me a swing that I was supposed to share with him and Rien reacted by hugging me in violent gratitude. It wasn't long before I broke a rib. After the scare, and since it was impossible to get him to let go of me, my father proposed that he sleep at my house. Since he didn't kill me and eventually stopped suffocating me, we became friends.

My relationship with him was very close, although I knew that Rien was a "half" modified child. His biological parents were not "Natural" and he, although he did not have the surgical alterations such as the horrible red eyes, had inherited their enhanced genes. He had that perfect skin and hair, he was a pretty boy, it made me jealous that he was always the one getting compliments on his looks while I was only complimented for being my father's daughter, but for several years that wasn't a big deal. I never felt any different from me until one day, when we were eleven years old and a woman surprised us when Rien was killing squirrels in the grove. Her fancy clothes and unnatural appearance disgusted me, Rien looked at her waiting for her to tell us something. Perhaps she reminded him of his mother, who certainly must have been similar. The stranger addressed only him, speaking to him with a certain maternal compassion:

–You shouldn't play with that girl, my child. Her people are opposed to science and development. A person who refuses to think is nothing but an animal.

I felt the blood in my face boil, it was as if I didn't exist for her. She didn't care at all about speaking that way in front of me, as if the effect of her words on my emotions was not something execrable. After she left, I complained to Rien for not defending me from the offensive opinions of that woman and he only reminded me that we did the same with them; that it was fair to receive the same treatment we gave to others. That was one of those moments when I disliked Rien, it happened often; it was the reason that prompted me to throw balls straight at his head when he was distracted, to put ants in his underpants if he was careless or to eat the filling of his cookies without asking his permission or warning him.

I knew that "people outside" said that my father was a foolish man who was against the controlled evolution of the human species, but I didn't care until that day. Then I understood: Rien was "superior" to me in the eyes of the majority; even though my father was the leader of our small community and said that he and I were equal. For the first time I felt resentment...

I hate to accept that I directed it at Rien, even though he had never done anything to me and was already part of my own family. The docile, shy, silent friend that all unfeminine girls have. He accepted my tyrannical attitude, my practical jokes and my bad moods with infinite patience, I think it was obvious that like all such friends he was secretly in love with me, but I was never the somewhat girl who was romantic or perceptive to other people's feelings. When it was explained to us what having a penis and a vagina was for, and our hormones began to awaken, I found a new use for Rien; but I didn't go beyond that. He was my best friend and I occasionally teased him.

Our differences reached a breaking point as we became teenagers, Rien became distant and cold. He had secrets that he dared not confess even to me, although I suspected something.

Occasionally we would escape downtown and drink with Modified or Natural kids who, like us, were moving away from their parents' beliefs.

There, they used to joke around shouting sexual things at us; they already knew that Rien and I had a relationship of friends with rights, something that the adults in our neighborhood ignored, sometimes they made fun of Rien's androgynous aspect and he, instead of being indignant, played along with them. I suspected something... Suddenly he began to like piercings, he left his hair a little long and joked that it was to be held there when he was being skewered. I knew more or less, but I never liked to meddle in the intimate affairs of others and Rien respected my way of being. It was better not to talk about things that were too complicated, we Naturals were very conservative and there were huge problems when someone did something "against nature". We had ancient values; it was our pride.

While the news announced that more and more people were deciding to modify and "Naturals" were becoming scarcer, I was absorbed in my father's war against technology and forgot about everything, until something made me suddenly return to the world of personal problems: Rien announced he was leaving, he had considered taking a path that no one would accept and ended up deciding to run away from home and abandon our ideals to avoid facing the anger of his parents. Part of me wanted to stop him because I loved him, the rest was blinded by pride and fuzzy jealousy; Rien was the cute one and I just had big boobs. He was starting to steal even the looks of the other guys and only I knew what somewhat sicko with serial killer overtones he really was. All my resentments surfaced again and I didn't think I was going to miss him, I wanted to take that moment to point out the betrayal and vanity he carried in his modified blood; I reminded him of the principles we had been raised with, accepting our limitations and flaws as the signature of a perfection beyond the fickle aesthetics of modern humanity's frivolous eyes. The perfection of nature. Rien answered me with a single word:

–Fools.

He was that blunt, he hardly spoke when we argued, but when he did, he had the virtue of choosing just the words that could annoy me the most. I hated to be called fools, to be thought fools for not accepting technology taking control of our lives. I approached him already ready to move from words to the slaps that as always, he would have to endure and exclaimed:

–You can't call a fool who fights to defend what he loves and get what he needs!

Then something happened that had never happened before, Rien caught me by the hand with which I pointed at him threateningly and the force with which he squeezed my wrist surprised me. I could almost say I felt fear, the idea of a man much stronger than me hurting me had never crossed my mind until that moment. He murmured:

–Do you love isolation? Do you need to deny reality to be happy? Come with me or wait for me. You are my family; I will never leave you.

In a last attempt to be the one holding the reins, I warned him in response:

–If you leave now, say goodbye forever. No matter if you come back, I will never take you back. Nothing will stop me from forgetting you and living without you!

–You are right.

With these words, that discussion was over. Rien took off his glasses, turned his back to me to rub his eyelids and left.

It was not the first time he left like that, crying silently, but it was the last. We never saw each other again after that.

Rien was the first big loss of my life. He ran away from home and I guess he made his own way, as he pleased, he did know what he wanted. And about me...I lost my father a year later, it was sudden, they said a small blood clot casually produced traveled from his leg to his brain and... He was gone. Many people took advantage of the moment to mock a death that presumably could have been avoided if he had modified his body. I wanted nothing to do with it.
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FIND LOVE OR GROW UP?
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After my father's death, his followers dispersed; I finally ended up alone, really alone. Isolation for the first time weighed on me; I was a wealthy young woman who could not mingle with the rest of the city's high society because of my appearance.

I would go out shopping or out to eat, and the employees of the establishments would ignore me or serve me last; they always gave priority to modified customers even though sometimes they themselves were not. I would sit in a trendy café for those with fortunes similar to the one I had just inherited and the tables around me remained empty. I noticed that the modified mothers would push their children away from me, like that woman I saw in the grove as a child, they considered me aggressive and half wild. Gradually I realized that there were no rich Naturals like me, all the others were very poor.

Then I began to wonder why my father only cared about defending the right to remain unmodified, but not about improving the lives of those who supported his idea.

I gradually forgot this question as I realized that there was a problem that directly affected me: without Rien around, with whom was I going to start a family? I used to not worry about it and was even discouraged at the thought of a boring wedding with "my dumb best friend" who would have probably spent the day angry at his parents, but finally I ended up all alone in a big empty house and I didn't even have any friends left.

I had already tried to find love in what little was left of my neighborhood, the results obtained were worth forgetting forever: casual sex that was worth thirty minutes and became a bad memory surely for the next thirty years. Then one day, I wanted to go the ways of those who were like me, but not of my own free will. And there, without my looking for him, I was approached by a man who claimed to know me by sight.

Faust was twice my age, not particularly handsome but his hairy arms and incipient beard impressed me. He smelled of fuel and sweat, he was half covered in grease, he was a technician who worked with the computerized system of large machinery. He had known me since I was a child when I would go with my father to his speeches in favor of remaining unchanged, he would see us wondering why with so much money we wanted to stay that way. Faust was always making fun of my money, my father's eccentricities and how beautiful I was. I never mentioned to him that before finishing fifth grade I had already lost my virginity playing doctor during a sleepover with Rien and thus initiating a long history of feverish sexual activity between the two of us. Nor that before him I had a brief affair with an old married man who, unlike him, I did not imagine to be so virginal. Faust saw me as daddy's little girl, I think he was more in love with the idea of stealing the pure and unattainable young woman than with who I really was; and that stimulated my vanity. I played along and when he proposed to me, I said "yes" imagining I was in a scene from a romantic movie.

Faust made me feel accompanied, he seemed to understand me in everything and he was like me. A little difficult, a little inexplicable, I wish I could tell you how I made this rebel into a loving husband who would bring an end to my days of loneliness; tell experiences that at the time seemed tender to me as he acted like the dangerous guy from the slums who was getting passionate about me, a supposedly rich and innocent young woman he didn't want to touch until our wedding night, but I don't think it's necessary. He left shortly after we were married, after arranging with a lawyer for our assets to be shared and treating me worse than a bitch. With rigged procedures he put almost my entire fortune in his name and eloped, leaving me destitute and more alone than at first.

During our short time together, he was violent with me, because of his brutality I lost my first pregnancy and was left unable to be a mother. He accused me of infidelity, he was never responsible or at least considerate with me, after starting that relationship treating me like an immaculate angel, he ended up telling me that I was an unpaid prostitute. When I gave him the news of my pregnancy, hoping that the arrival of a baby would sweeten him, he just exploded with a violent rage that I had never seen him before and concentrated in an outburst of almost homicidal fury when I was five months pregnant. Another memory I'd like to forget, that I wish had never happened. Despite everything, I felt that it, that little body he rejected that day and I refused to discard, still united us, that we would remain together beyond time and space and someday it would all make sense; but in the meantime, what was to be our daughter remained in a jar full of formaldehyde hidden under my bed, thanks to the compassion of a doctor who tolerated my whim. Who understood that this was going to be the closest I would ever come to being a mother.

In order not to starve to death, I had to get a job. I found it in a funeral home. There, where everyone saw me as a servant, I understood that I was a shadow of the past in a new world that worshipped technology. Science is a new religion that even promises eternal life. The Modifieds have absolute faith in their scientists and researchers, they support them with respect and devotion; those who in the past were dedicated to treating psychological problems have now become a somewhat priests who help the ordinary citizen to commune with the healing power of science applied to what is left of their spirit. Dressed like the Catholic religious of the past to remind us of the divinity of reasoning, they preach exhorting us to lead a positive life by regularly doing catharsis by confessing and recording their innermost thoughts so that after death, after a careful editing process of the information obtained, we become valuable archives of wisdom and messages of love for the future. Something they take literally, as I learned working in this funeral home that is also a cemetery.

These tombs are more like archives, databases. Each mausoleum contains an artificial intelligence based on a copy of the personality of each deceased, so the bereaved can continue talking to their dead now immortalized in a holographic body, in an artificial spirit. This is the heaven that the new religion of the Modifieds promises. No one rests in peace, but the pain of mourning is alleviated. Something my father would passionately condemn, puppets smiling and chattering standing on the ashes of a dead person, just so their relatives wouldn't feel the absence so much. Part of my job was to activate them every day and see if they worked properly, I think several times I saw them smile with tears peeking out of their eyes, or maybe I imagined it?

Sometimes I wished my father had chosen to anticipate his death and leave me one of those memories, to be able to talk to him again at least in this way. Although I know that

artificial funeral intelligences for him would be the same as desecrating his corpse, but I guess grief makes us selfish, the reason why victims become victimizers.

That's why I never used to externalize much my sorrows, my sadness, when you wander through the valley of the shadows you never know when you are going to accidentally take the path of evil.
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A FRIEND'S CONSOLATION
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As I spent time among those who, unlike me, had not grown up in cradles of gold, I discovered that my father was very famous among the Naturals of the city, but not well liked by everyone. Many considered his idealism as the whim of a rich man who wanted to play the hero. The fortune he retained for so many years only to have it snatched from my hands by an opportunist caused them indignation. Not envy, indignation; for many poor natives were sick and could be healed with the technology of the modified, but they had no way to pay for those services and my father, who could, refused that help.

Nobody showed me compassion for having been abandoned by Faust and I did not want to seem that I was asking for it either, telling all the evil he did to me, I endured in silence, without denouncing it, secretly wishing to be accepted by the group of Natural employees of the funeral home or at least by the Modified bosses; although that never happened. Sadness and resentment consumed me, but then came Fey, a programmer who lacked modifications like me.

Small and fidgety, she made me think of a little girl. Our relationship began distantly. I never received along well with other women, but when the romantic guy and the bad boy abandon you, female logic dictates going to seek solace in the friendship of your own gender. We became friends after a curious conversation sparked by Fey's comment about a funeral A.I. with lousy manners that she was maintaining in her mausoleum:

–Someone loved this bastard so much they wanted to immortalize him, so I think I can still find love. His information says he was "inspirational and unique". Maybe with a few adjustments, a few pounds less, don´t you think?

Her words intrigued me, so I curiously asked her:

–Wouldn't that make him someone else?

–Funeral A.I.'s are not "people," Joy, just vaguely intelligent chatbots celebrating the memory of a dead person. They're not made to keep someone's memory accurate but to preserve "a good memory", just give them an embellished personality summary and get the relatives to be happy to see it.

At that moment I felt for the first time in many years interested in something other than my own tragedy and finally expressed one of my fears about our work:

–It never ceases to make me uncomfortable to "talk" to the hologram of a dead man whose ashes are just below us. I feel that one day one will activate itself and....

–And nothing, a technical glitch.

Fey said to reassure me and added:

–What activates the projection is not the ashes, it's my "art". I design A.I.'s, although in this dreary environment I limit myself to creating copies of boring people. But look!, I've already improved him!

–I don't know, Fey, maybe there's more to it than that?

Then I could see in wonder how that hologram of a rude man had been converted into that of a man whose attitude seemed more benevolent, as if he had repented of his evil deeds and in the afterlife had reformed. After that, Fey gained my respect and I began to love her like the little sister I never had and often wanted to have when I was fed up with Rien and his boy stuff.

Fey brought me a breeze of joy and optimism, she came from a very poor family, but she was smart and ambitious. Being a Natural did not stop her from setting out to leave the funeral home to finally get her dream job in a big company. I always showed her my support and told her that I also hoped that she would soon get a call telling her that there was already an office waiting for her in a big building far away from that compound of death. But inside I ached to imagine that this would happen, then with her success would come my loneliness again, she would leave like Rien to live her dreams. While I was always stuck and alone.

Finally, after knocking on many doors and being rejected, a company focused on mental and emotional health care responded. At first Fey was beaming with joy and very excited, but soon after her happiness dissolved into sad anguish, which she told me as we worked:

–The Windbell executives are asking me for an A.I. to act as a psychotherapist in exchange for my permanent position in their offices. I took the deal, but I can't get the user interface to be human enough. My future depends on making it, I am desperate....

I, who always shied away from overly emotional situations because I didn't know how to deal with them, and especially if it involved talking about programming because I didn't understand anything about it, quickly changed the subject:

–Forget that now, they say let's take the client out of niche 758 to take him to mass grave. They cancelled the membership and the ashes were not claimed by anyone.

Fey responded in disgust:

–Hey!, I'm not touching dead people's powder!

Already having her attention on this new talk, I continued to drag it out:

–I'll do that. You uninstall the client and file it in the pit database. I was asked to tell you "Don't forget to encrypt his identity to protect his private life". That, according to the contract, if the membership is cancelled and the remains are not claimed the client is stored preserving their anonymity.

–Poor deceased, people are very cruel to those who are no longer able to defend themselves.

Fey said and together we went to "the common grave". A large cellar where hundreds of urns containing ashes with their respective databases rested perhaps in more peace than their companions the dead whose relatives had paid the monthly fee. Fey looked like a little girl in a museum, gawking at the shelves and asking questions:

– So, you're saying the database is full of A.I.'s based on forgotten people?

–Anonymous, the company will keep their files forever. Part of our job is to give them some love.

I reminded him with a wink. Those words I said, come to think of it, were somewhat ironic. For the dead and for me, feelings mattered little anymore.

Soon after, Fey received the job I so longed for and I returned to the darkness. A quiet despair, wondering if perhaps suicide would bring some relief to my life that was over before it began, so young and so aged, I never had dreams and could no longer have them. But almost a year later, during a shopping trip, I thought I heard Fey's little voice in the distance; when I turned around, I could see her shouting at the foot of an escalator:

–Invite me to dinner at your house! Guess who's the head of Windbell's programming department!

Already in the living room of my house, the only thing that Faust left me, we settled down on a sofa and drank some coffee while Fey explained to me full of enthusiasm:

–Joy, I made a revolutionary psychotherapeutic program, something exceptional, I managed to create an A.I. that satisfies practically all the support that an emotionally damaged person could desire from a therapist. Windbell Confessor is a hyper–realistic and unique confidant for each client, the user will never feel like they are receiving a mass–produced product. Each unit has been made according to a unique model. You will never have the same Windbell as anyone else and your Windbell will soon establish such a close relationship with you that more than an emotional support program, it will feel like a real friend. Even completely healthy people are buying it as a simple companion. It is designed to connect with your brain activity and trigger pleasant moods. The Windbell Confessor exists only to make you feel happy and at peace. If you feel good, so does the Windbell and it will work to continue that reward.
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