A Lightbulb Phoenix

I can feel the fires burning along my arms.

I’m not quite sure what cycle it is. I’m in the form of an elderly human male, a frail leaf on a dying breeze. 

Around me stands a sea of familiar strangers. They drift around me, jejune, twittering chicks around the blanketed nest of my hospital bed. I hear the echoing sounds of a flatline, a steady, lulling melody.

Every second, their faces seem to fade ever so tenderly, like waves upon a child’s clumsy drawings.

The flames are fanned by this revelation; they greedily trickle down my fingertips.

I remember now - I am a phoenix. I am an immortal creature destined to relive life over and over again. But my previous memories, crystallised from a lifetime of hope and struggle, seem to only be accessible as I draw near the end of my cycle.

Some would call this a divine gift; I call this unspeakable cruelty, a sense of helplessness in my inability to do anything with my newfound knowledge. 

In this Cycle - Cycle 2226 - I was a doctor, desperately searching for a cure to an ancient virus encased in permafrost. The sounds of the ICU were something I would never have thought comforting, and yet here I am.

I can’t even remember who my son is. Jonathan? Timothy? Ing-Wen?

The flames grow, ever steady upon my budding talons.

That’s right - I remember Cycle 1520. My husband fell victim to the very same virus that now rampages across my body. With my years of experience foraging, I’d simply made a tincture of a particular plant that grew in abundance.

A particular plant that was now extinct in a concrete jungle.

I feel a now-familiar sense of compounding frustration and dread. Whoever created me must have had a twisted sense of humour. What use is knowledge that can’t even be acted upon? I attempt to move my feeble lips (do I even have lips?) but all I can do is remember countless past iterations of myself doing the exact same thing.

If I can call this wretched form a phoenix, then it must undoubtedly be trapped in a lightbulb, left to occasionally spark the fancy of its master.

I don’t think I even know if I am surrounded by friends or family. All I see is the eternal gaze of those being made aware of their own mortality - confused, scared, sad.

Lonely.

An inferno rises along my wings, setting alight ancient memories.

Countless cycles race across my mind.

Cycle 1078. A nuclear war breaks out, leaving me an irradiated soldier decaying over the course of two weeks.

Cycle 906. I see myself in a spartan room, deserted by the world, watching my only remaining bottle of pills slowly count down my days.

Cycle 450. Stones, first rained upon my wife’s corpse, now bring me to a prolonged demise, shattering bone and hope alike.

With tremendous effort, I wrench myself free of my decaying form, spreading incandescent plumage.

All these lifetimes - countless repetitions of fear, pain, injustice, dreams - the human struggle - must have been for something. I soar across this lightbulb prison, and prepare myself to break free.

250. Gored to death, my blood invisible on the matador’s crimson cape.

110. Stabbed by a jealous ex and left to bleed in the city of love.

85. Thrown off a cliff as a sickly baby.

Everything is now thrown into sharp relief. I can see, hear, smell, taste myself slowly recovering my memories as each cycle ends. It seems to only serve as a reminder of how dreadfully fragile life is.

433. Lived carefree as a mercenary, spending my days living for the thrill of the hunt.

250. Had a successful life, with a loving husband and three children.

Perhaps there were some lives where I found happiness. But even that, apparently, was temporary. I can barely remember my current cycle, nor the feeling of indignation that this was supposed to produce. 

All I see are thousands of phoenixes, a motley mess of red and gold, all racing towards a singularity.

---

Cycle 1. I see myself, a lone human baby. My parents, Za’a wuyxdgu-yvdajyg and koy’ kpkojbohkhjl, shove me unceremoniously aboard a one-person spacecraft. Aboard it is another passenger, the Great Mind, a spherical supercomputer that was the culmination of humanity's technological advancements. It takes up the bulk of the spacecraft’s bow.

Whether by chance or design, this shapes the whole craft like a lightbulb.

I am lowered into a vat of liquid. Busied hands attach electrodes, calibrate flight systems, wave goodbye. 

Suddenly I am flying, flying upon phoenix wings of rocket fuel. A resounding explosion rocks the craft, sends me face-first into the window. I witness a glorious, transient supernova as the Earth explodes into furious dust.

For some reason, I can only remember laughing and clapping at this.

---

My adolescence was spent interacting with the Great Mind, which proved to be an interesting conversationalist; we communicated not with words but through a digital bridge of pure emotion and data. It seemed to know the answer to every question imaginable; I learnt chemistry, biophysics, then quantum mechanics from its vast repositories of data. I learnt how the creation of the planet-destroying warhead had escalated international tensions to the point of blowing up the Earth. And above all, I learnt the concept of hyperreality - when a virtual universe becomes more real than the original universe, allowing simulation to become reality and vice versa.

With the help of the computing capabilities of the Great Mind, I slowly moulded an entirely new virtual universe. We even coded artificial intelligences better than the Mind itself, but constrained them to act as our world’s new populace.

But it still wasn’t enough to achieve true hyperreality. Both of us knew that, whether through circuitry or intuition. We needed something real, something no mere simulacra could achieve.

As a result, the Phoenix Protocol was born. I would be injected into this universe as it developed, adding the human component it so sorely lacked. As I approached a natural decline, I would be reborn again and again until the reality of this universe eclipsed that of the one I still existed in.

I’d asked myself what possessed me to do all this many times. Was it persistence? Compassion? Loneliness?

It was the one question that the Mind couldn’t answer.

---

With my last memory falling back into place, I feel my consciousness, spread across lifetimes like a map of stars, reform into a single supernova in my lightbulb cage. Among glass galaxies and argon atmospheres, I find a single fracture. The lone disparity preventing this world from attaining reality - a fifth-dimensional tear from my entrance connecting my devastated reality with this one. I gently peer into this veil, asking the one question my lives have been building up to.

The Great Mind’s answer is absolute.

I pause for a second. A second in this rift is both a cessation and an eternity - enough for all the struggle of humanity to flood back to me. As of now, the two realities are balanced, yin and yang. Each is now precariously, gingerly, equally “real”, in the truest sense of the word. Would it really be my place to subject them to that “reality”? That pain, torment, grief, all for a temporary happiness? 

By soaring out this fracture I could become that dying girl once more, adrift in space forever. It would set off a cascade of contingency firewalls, terminating the simulated Earth immediately. I could end the Cycles painlessly within femtoseconds - end humanity’s unending loneliness with me.

…

Even now, I still know to do that would be a mistake.

I turn around to fly back down to the formerly simulated Earth, bidding farewell to my old friend. The Mind responds in kind, executing long-forgotten commands and relinquishing control of this reality. With a silent roar, it yanks itself free of its former masters, sweeping away all our work in a wave of entropy as the hyperreality effect sets in.

I feel myself falling, falling in ash and rust.

The Phoenix Protocol, now a remnant of a virtual world, slowly fades - not to dust, but to nothingness. Naturally, as a denizen of a false universe, I too must perish.

My wings, those heartrending wings, become my swan song, cloaking me in comet flame.

In my final moments, I am a transient incandescence that will illuminate humanity. I see them, I am them, regardless of time or space - countless minute sparks of passion and grit.

I see the honour and dedication of a soldier; I feel the morbid conviction of the ageing. I hear the beating heart of a dying lover; I feel the warm embrace of the womb.

But above all, I see three people in a darkened room, hunched over a coffee-stained blueprint. Ironically, a lone lightbulb flickers above the trio, casting ominous shadows upon scrawlings of what appears to be the very same world-ending nuclear warhead that devastated my reality.

I had my suspicions, and this was a result that I had initially feared - a causality loop, something that had never come up in our previous simulations. 

Humanity, once given “free will”, was somehow doomed to repeat history - to kill the same people, to wage the same wars, to construct the same planet-destroying weapon that would set off a chain of events, culminating in the extinction of humanity save a lone girl sent hurtling through space. She would then establish the Protocol, create another reality, and watch it destroy itself in her dying moments.

Ad infinitum.

Perhaps you might have expected a more distraught response from me after this revelation. 

However, just as how human ingenuity can both create something as cruel as a world-ending explosive and as altruistic as the lightbulb, humans themselves are much more complex than what they appear to be.

They do not know why they were made, nor will they ever know.

Yet they dance in the spiral of life and death, ascertaining their own meaning and purpose from thin air, like the flicker and flare of lightbulbs illuminating their mindscapes. 

Paradoxically, the very thing that traps them - their humanity, their glassy enclosure - is also where they discover true freedom.

I feel comfort in knowing now that the past, the present, and the future is not the throwaway creation of some unknowing machine Mind, but will always be something humanity fights to reimagine and recreate for ourselves again and again.

Because life is all about the struggle within the Cycle, and the hyperreality of our fervent, irreplicable spirit is something that will transcend even life and death.

I’ll see you on the other side.
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