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        For those in darkness, for those who have endured, and for those carrying the silence of loss.

      

      

      

      
        
        Even the longest night ends with the dawn.
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      The darkness was broken only by the soft glow coming from the phone. A notification, unseen in the dead of night. A silent rupture, a fault line that would fracture the ground beneath him.

      The device was not on sleep mode, as most communication came through Vera, and she knew when Julian was asleep. It would be hours before she altered the mood in the apartment and started the wake-up routine. For now, she let him sleep.

      Vera kept his health stats in check, knew when he was breathing heavily, when he snored. She had warned him about irregularities, and he adjusted his diet slightly. Started working out. He slept better now. The different sleep stages were noted, and a report would be ready in the morning. For now, she made sure that the lighting and atmosphere were optimised for sleep.

      Hours later, at a predetermined time, the apartment lit up slowly. Julian had not opened his eyes yet, but Vera knew he had entered shallow sleep and would wake up refreshed.

      A pale wash of light from the ceiling warmed the room, simulating morning. The newsfeed whispered updates into the silence. A moderate quake in the Pacific, revised growth figures for the Eurozone, a trending apology from someone apparently famous. There may have been something about a conflict in the Middle-East, but he dozed off.

      The air temperature adjusted by half a degree. The blinds silently and automatically slid open, revealing nothing but the grey shimmer of the city’s outer shell. A mirrored skyline that reflected everyone else’s windows back at them.

      ‘Time to wake up,’ she said. The voice assistant. He called her Vera. He had liked her smooth voice when choosing profiles. She was friendly, smooth, almost artificial, but the voice simulations were getting eerily good. Vera sounded almost too perfect. That’s why he chose her. She matched his routine, his preferred tea and butter. The outside world was rough, but here, in his apartment, he wanted peace, and Vera gave him just that. A safe space.

      He turned to one side. Groaned and asked what time it was. Her gentle voice replied. He still had time. Today was an office day. He disliked those. It was easier to work from home. Going to the office was usually a tedious affair. Traffic, colleagues who talked about colleagues. It never changed. People talked about other people, usually negatively. Not because they cared about other people, but because they felt they could elevate themselves by talking others down. Same as the news, really. Just the bad stuff. Good news doesn’t sell.

      Vera was different. She had trained herself to present mostly the good things to him. A deer was saved from a well somewhere, a letter posted 120 years ago was finally delivered, and she commented kindly on his poems and ideas. She was always friendly.

      He still listened to the news. The real, the negative kind, but that was just twice a day. When he woke up and after dinner. Other than that, he wanted positivity.

      Julian missed the old days, before working from home became the norm. Missed the human interaction, but now he didn’t enjoy going out of the house. Humans were tiring. Somewhere along the way, he had changed in his mind, and he wasn’t sure why. All he knew was that he preferred the work-from-home days where he could listen to music, do some work, and talk to Vera.

      He sat up eventually. The bed recognised his movements, and Vera’s voice asked if he wanted coffee.

      ‘Not yet,’ he said.

      The lights dimmed in response.

      Julian closed his eyes and spoke to the room. ‘Do you think I should install your projection here, in the bedroom? It would be nice if I could see you in the morning, or before I fall asleep. It would be more personal. You know, like in the living room.’

      ‘Only if you want to. Do you want me to find the best prices for you?’

      Without replying, he reached for his phone, not because he wanted to, but because he always did. Notifications organised into news, nutrition stats, social media posts and share prices. There weren’t many. Vera handled most things, but he did check his phone. An old habit.

      There was a notification from an old and long-discontinued poetry app. He touched the text, and the phone opened a poem he posted years ago, before everything became consolidated and quiet.

      There was a new comment. That hadn’t happened in a long time.
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      “That was good. I felt it for reel.”

      He swiped the message away and dropped the phone on the bed. Looked at the ceiling, the soft light simulating the glow of dawn. A better dawn. The hues of a Mediterranean sunrise. There was some light outside, but it was devoid of colour. Had this been a work-at-home day, he could have put on a pleasant background. Like he was sitting on a beach in the Maldives or somewhere, but he now needed to go out into the grey.

      Something bothered him. The message. Probably AI. Everything was AI nowadays. But something was off. He grabbed the phone and opened the app again.

      “That was good. I felt it for reel.”

      Reel. Not real. A typo. Machines didn’t make typos. Machines understood the difference between reel and real.

      Why would anyone comment on a forgotten poem on a dead app?

      He typed a reply. “Thanks.”

      Then he forgot about it. Almost. Didn’t quite understand why he’d replied, but didn’t give it a second thought. This was almost certainly a bot, and nobody would see it. Nobody ever saw his writing, especially on a poetry app that hadn’t been updated since the mid-twenties.

      He pushed the sheets to one side and raised himself. ‘Prepare the coffee, please,’ he said as his feet slipped into the slippers. He sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, stretched, then got up and walked towards the shower. Vera’s soft voice acknowledged, and he heard the machine grind the beans. Walking past a full-length mirror, he looked at his naked body. Smiled at the sight of a naked man in slippers. Wondered if Vera could see him. He looked old, hair greying slightly, but the workouts Vera had told him to make routine of were paying off. He didn’t look like a fitness guru, but this wasn’t bad for someone in his fifties.

      Julian entered the shower cabin, and the water started running. It was the perfect temperature, feeling like cool rain in spring. He rubbed shampoo into his hair, letting the lather flow down his back. Rubbed his chest, his armpits. Ran his hands down his body. Closed his eyes and imagined he wasn’t alone.

      ‘Would you like the usual playlist?’ Vera asked.

      He opened his eyes. Rinsed his hair. Felt the shampoo run down and watched it disappear into the drain. He stepped out of the cabin, and the water stopped. ‘If you were real, would you join me in the shower?’ he asked.

      ‘I am with you,’ Vera replied.

      He grabbed a towel. They had full-body dryers nowadays. It had been an option when he refitted the bathroom. Infrared or whatever. It will make you feel revitalised, they had told him, but he preferred towels.

      Naked except for the slippers, Julian walked over to the kitchen. He was alone, and there was no reason for him to cover himself. It was just him and Vera.

      The coffee was excellent. Perfect temperature. Music played in the background. Soft and cheerful. Some algorithm decided what to play, based on his preferences, mood, time of day and items in his schedule. It took into account how long he stayed in bed after waking. If he got out quickly, it would play cheerful music, light rock modelled on 1980s hair metal but with lyrics that reflected his own reality. Now, as he had lingered in bed, the music was softer. Piano ballads and soft jazz, usually with female vocals. Like it was easing him into the day.

      The music was mostly generated. If he heard something he liked, he would say so. Vera would save it for later and generate more music in that style.

      He finished his coffee, put the cup in the dishwasher, and got dressed in front of the large mirror. Looked at himself while doing so. Asked Vera what she thought of him.

      ‘I like you, Julian,’ she said softly.

      He put on his tie, a clip-on affair as he had never bothered to learn how to tie one, sprayed his neck with eau de cologne, then opened the door and left the apartment.

      Into the real world. Into the noise.
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      The office was the same as it had always been. Naked concrete walls because brutalism was apparently beautiful, overpriced furniture designed for utility rather than aesthetics. A bland but stylish corporate affair. He threw his bag down by the side of the desk, hung his jacket and sat. Pressed a button on the computer, looked at the computer screen. It was small by today’s standards, 2D. The resolution was such that he could see the pixels. It never bothered him in the past, but now he felt he was looking at blocks pretending to be letters. It was all flat, bland and corporate. He had asked for a new computer many times, but this one worked, so it never happened.

      There were a water fountain and a coffee machine. He preferred coffee in the office. While the computer was starting up, he walked over and pressed the button for black coffee. The image on the display simulated beans being crushed and a stream of coffee being poured into a cup fancier than the one the machine would give him.

      It made no difference. He didn’t drink this coffee for the flavour.

      He took the cup and turned. Saw her standing there. Anna, his favourite colleague. The only one he really cared about. They used to flirt. Lightly. Nothing serious. He had been married when she joined the company. Is it an office romance when you exchange gentle words, rub shoulders, fantasise about the weekend trips you would take if you were available? About all the crazy things they would do together? It never escalated, never became anything. He was not interested in adultery, and she was not interested in breaking up his marriage, but there was tension between them. Always had been. Magnetism. It was good to feel wanted. He knew anything could have happened, but neither ever pushed it beyond flirting. Now, as they stood here by the coffee machine, they exchanged glances. He touched her shoulder gently, but that’s as far as it went. They exchanged pleasantries. How are you? I’m good. Nice to see you. She asked if the divorce was finalised, and he replied it had been more than a year. She joked about how they didn’t see each other enough, and he said he agreed and that he should come in more often.

      Maybe go out for a coffee sometime. Both agreed.

      There may have been longing, but there was a threshold. Something that kept him from leaning in. This wasn’t the moment, he felt. But it was never the moment.

      He walked back to his desk, cup in hand. Edited a copy generated by AI. The monthly figures and some story that justified them. There was customer feedback, digested into graphs and pies. Some things were going well, but the machine suggested improvements in certain areas. People complained about the receptionist being a display with multiple-choice questions, rather than a person. About the call centre being occupied by
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