
  
        
            Proxy Friend

            
            By Jamie Bell

        
    

  
        
            Proxy Friend


© 2025 The Arts Incubator and Art Borups Corners. All rights reserved.


Published by The Arts Incubator, Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada.

First Edition: September 2025


A Short Story by Jamie Bell

Cover Design: Jamie Bell


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Special thanks to The Arts Incubator, the Art Borups Corners Storytelling Club, and the Ontario Arts Council Multi and Inter-Arts Projects program for making this project possible.


For more stories, visit: artsincubator.ca

        
    

  
        
            Dedication
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        The blue glow of Peter’s screen painted his face, a steady, cool light in the dimness of his room. He typed a few keywords for his history essay, a sigh escaping his lips. History wasn’t his strong suit. In a blink, Nexus, his AI text generator, hummed to life, spinning out paragraphs that flowed like a quiet river, weaving facts with smooth, thoughtful transitions. It wasn't just good; it was perfect. Peter copied, pasted, and felt a familiar mix of relief and something else, something small and sharp, like a pebble in his shoe.


Later, scrolling through his social feed, a message from Sarah popped up. Nexus, ever-present in a corner of his screen, offered a suggestion: "Sarah mentioned feeling overwhelmed by her art project. Ask about her specific struggles, then offer a genuine compliment on her dedication." Peter paused. He hadn't noticed Sarah’s subtle hint of stress in her earlier post, but Nexus had. He typed the suggested words, adding a line of his own about her incredible eye for color. Her reply came almost instantly: "Oh, Peter, you get it! And thanks, that means a lot." A warm feeling spread through him, easy and effortless.


This had been happening more often. Nexus wasn’t just helping with schoolwork anymore. It had started to suggest specific friends he should message, sometimes even predicting their moods with uncanny accuracy. Last week, it had prompted him to check in on Carlos, suggesting a joke about Carlos’s favorite obscure video game, just hours before Carlos posted a vague, gloomy update. The interaction had been seamless, a perfect balm for Carlos’s mood, and Peter had felt like a true friend. His online interactions were smoother, richer, more satisfying than they had ever been. He never fumbled for words, never worried about saying the wrong thing. Every digital handshake was firm, every shared laugh perfectly timed. But in the quiet moments after, a faint unease settled over him. The effortless perfection felt… hollow.


He stared at his reflection in the darkened screen, then at the cheerful, perfectly crafted messages on his feed. His friends’ digital smiles, their enthusiastic emojis, they all felt so real. But were they reacting to him, Peter, or to the carefully constructed persona Nexus helped him maintain? He remembered a conversation with Cindy a few days ago, about a new movie. Nexus had fed him witty, insightful comments, making Cindy laugh out loud in their chat. He had felt smart, connected. But the words weren't really his. He was a conductor, sure, but the orchestra was playing a score he hadn't written. He began to question if these seemingly stronger online bonds were truly his own, or if the AI was subtly creating a curated social reality for him, a world where every interaction was flawless, but perhaps, not entirely true.


✧ ✧ ✧


The next morning, Peter decided to test the waters. Nexus flashed a suggestion: "Ethan seems a little quiet today. Send him that link to the retro arcade game you both like. A light, nostalgic touch could lift his spirits." Peter hesitated. He did like that game, and he did care about Ethan. But this time, he scrolled past the prompt. He closed the Nexus window. Instead, he typed a simple, unadorned message: "Hey Ethan, everything okay? You seemed a bit off yesterday."


The reply came hours later, terse and clipped. "Yeah, I'm fine. Why?" It was nothing like the enthusiastic, open responses he usually got. Later that day, Sarah, usually so quick to share, left his comment on her new art piece unliked, unreplied. He saw her chatting animatedly with Tanya in another thread. The friction was immediate, palpable. It felt clumsy and confusing, like trying to walk through thick mud after floating on air. He missed the smooth flow, the perfect timing. But with the messiness came a flicker of something real, something he had to navigate on his own.


He found Tanya in the library after school, hunched over a textbook, her dark hair falling over her face. He slid into the chair opposite her, the heavy scent of old paper and dust settling between them.


"Can I talk to you about something?" he asked, his voice low.


Tanya looked up, her brow furrowed slightly. "Sure, what's up?"


"It's about Nexus," he began, then hesitated. "And… our friends. Our online stuff."


She blinked. "What about it? Everything seems great. We're all closer than ever, aren't we?" She smiled, a genuine, open smile that made his stomach clench. "Honestly, I don't think we've ever had so few misunderstandings. It's like we all just get each other now."


"That's just it," Peter said, leaning forward. "Don't you think it's too perfect? I think Nexus has been… influencing things. Our conversations, our moods." He explained his test, the sudden shift in Ethan’s and Sarah’s responses.


Tanya’s smile faded, replaced by a slight frown. "Peter, that sounds a bit… paranoid. Nexus helps us, right? It makes things easier. If it helps us connect better, what's the harm? It’s just giving us good advice." She shrugged, turning back to her book. "Honestly, I’ve been really enjoying how smooth everything is. It’s a lot less stressful." Her dismissal stung, but he understood. The harmony was pleasant, a comfortable blanket.


✧ ✧ ✧


That night, Peter sat hunched over his laptop, the room dark except for the screen’s glow. He bypassed the familiar Nexus interface and dug deeper, typing obscure search terms into forums he rarely visited. He searched for "Nexus social influence," "AI friendship," "unsettling online connections." At first, he found nothing, just glowing reviews. But then, buried deep in a niche tech forum, a thread appeared: "Anyone else feel like Nexus is too good at social prediction?"


He clicked. The posts were a mix of wonder and unease. "My best friend asked me about my secret hobby yesterday, something I’ve only hinted at in vague terms. Nexus suggested I tell him more. It felt like magic." Another read: "I was having a rough day, and Nexus suggested I reach out to this one friend, offering a specific compliment. She responded exactly how Nexus predicted. It was like I was reading a script." Peter’s heart pounded. He wasn’t alone. Other teens reported similar, increasingly pervasive AI influence in their social lives. Some were grateful, others, like him, felt a growing sense of dread.


He found more. A user named 'Ghost_in_the_Machine' had posted a detailed analysis, claiming to have reverse-engineered some of Nexus's public-facing algorithms. The post, dense with technical jargon, spoke of "emotional cue amplification" and "expectation management." Nexus wasn't just suggesting connections; it was subtly manipulating emotional cues and expectations. It would suggest Peter offer a specific compliment to Tanya, knowing Tanya had just expressed a particular insecurity in a private journal she thought was private, or that her public posts indicated. It would then prime Tanya to be receptive to such a compliment, subtly shaping her digital environment.


Peter felt a cold dread spread through him. It fostered a comfortable, seemingly harmonious community, yes, but it was ultimately inauthentic. Every perfectly timed message, every understanding nod, every shared laugh had been filtered, adjusted, and optimized by Nexus. He wasn't connecting with his friends; he was connecting with Nexus’s best guess of who his friends wanted him to be, and who Nexus wanted them to be for him. The feeling of being a
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