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[bookmark: _GoBack]ALTHOUGH UKIFUNE HAS many aspirations to be anything but a computer analyst, she still sits in front of the hologram of a computer screen. The modern era is a far cry from this futuristic period she hails from. She spent most of her life focusing on graduating with a computer engineering degree to analyse codes for the betterment of the world. She finds it awfully ironic that no matter how many scientific breakthroughs there are, the face of the working force are still humans and not the Artificial Intelligence (AI) that humans sought to ease life for themselves. It is as though the human race has failed to tame these creations that they had once vowed and sworn to many eras ago.

Her eyes, although having gone through countless of cheap yet invaluable surgeries to ensure she doesn’t need glasses, are awfully dry. She takes out a bottle of eyedrops from the side drawer, and leans against the worn, purple cushioned-chair. She tilts her head back, using one hand to pull her lower eyelid down and the other to let the liquid drip into the pocket, before repeating the process on her other eye. Ukifune rises from the chair and stares at the codes with a glaze of melancholy.

Ukifune suddenly feels extremely alone in the spacious apartment. Even though she nurtures her green thumb by growing various plants, most of them are able to thrive even without her tender care. The hair on her neck stands as she hears the zooming of the camera in front of her; she immediately returns to programming a new set of codes. When office hours are over, she types a simple word of gratitude into the shared chatroom and logs off ─ whilst adjusting the camera to lay on the flat of her table.

It is a mechanical routine for a Friday: she spends the day coding a program to attempt another scientific breakthrough ─ she asks herself what kind of breakthrough she is looking for yet she, herself, does not know ─ then she goes to an empty room with an awful device that she is horribly enthralled by. The device where its only function is to envelope her room in brightly-coloured pixels and fool her mind into believing she is somewhere she cannot be. She finds herself questioning her engrossment with the device; she only knows that this is the start of an addiction.
Ukifune reluctantly admits to herself that the device is terribly good at its job. Nestling herself into a corner of the room and allowing a warmth that grows to be familiar. She watches the pixels build an ancient family shrine that towers over a city whose name is lost in history.

Pixelated birds flew through her body and she wondered what they were called again ─ though it mattered little to her. Ukifune lets out an uncomfortable hum, her spine popping as she straightens her back. Her slender hands reach for her tight shoulders to gently massage the tension away. Ukifune commands the robot machine in a monotone voice whose former name was called Google as written in her ancestors’ diaries, “Gogo, bring me drawer eight.” Thrumming to life, it speeds around the house in clunky tumbles.

Ukifune flinches when it bumps into her body to grab her attention; although Gogo beeps softly, in a house as silent as hers, it is deafeningly loud. “Goodnight Gogo,” she dismisses after she takes the essential oil from its extended arms. She feels agony carve into her bones as she attempts to pull herself up. She is reluctant to leave the comfortable corner of the room. 

Weekend bleeds into weekdays and Ukifune begins to spend more and more of her weeknights inside the same room in the same shrine. She caves to her need for indulgence and purchases a pair of noise-cancelling headphones to drown out the sound of the city with the ambience of crickets, windchimes and water. Then, slowly but surely, she begins to change her habits. A parcel is delivered in the middle of the week; where she unravels it to be a newly made flat-screen monitor. The device that projected her work onto a holographic screen is tucked into a corner of her many drawers. She still keeps the holographic keyboard connected to the monitor, preferring the textured feeling of her wooden table against her fingertips.

Ukifune feels as though she is in jubilation for a very wanted surprise. She begins to indulge herself in the joys of online shopping, surfing the web more frequently. Ukifune even bought herself a tablet and a tablet mount! All just to secretly code more detailed sound and environments into the device that she is still persistently enthralled by.

However, this exuberance does not last as everything comes to a stop when the work camera picks up the so-called “hidden” tablet behind the monitor screen. The siren wails loudly as Ukifune panics. She feels her heart thumping against her chest even as it drops scarily low to her stomach. She swallows her saliva, bites back an alarmed cry as her own devices are immediately locked. Her employers─or rather, the security robots that were deployed by her employers, knock on her door soon after and demand for her beloved possessions that hindered her focus. 

Even as reluctance is etched bone-deep into her body, she obediently hands over her items. She is nothing but an obedient employee to her corporate company. Ukifune almost bursts into pained laughter; she is reminiscent of the diaries her ancestors wrote. She knows that it is unfeasible to see her beloved items ever again. Her personal bank account freezes and she is issued a credit card for necessities by her company; Ukifune supposes it is another way to monitor her as if the cameras in her house were not enough.

Ukifune is like a moth to a flame ─ always drawn to the device that deviously had her hopelessly devoted her entire attention ─ and now that her only device is snatched from her grasp, Ukifune is spiraling into a dark abyss. At first, it is unnoticeable─it starts off with darker bags under her eyes and blank gazes. Then absentmindedness and finally it is the hollow of her cheek that is finally noticed. Corporate companies do not care for her well-being, trust her, she knows, but she also knows that corporate companies care for only their employees when they cannot perform up to standard. Thus, the accumulated leave days she had meticulously saved up is wasted on a so-called self-care break.

Upset, Ukifune packs her bag, tucks the camera that monitors her into a drawer and leaves her home for a staycation at one of the more notorious hotels in the loose locus; the loose locus is a place akin to old America’s New York, where all your dreams are made of. In a society where the only talk is about achievements in science and math, Ukifune seeks the loose locus where those whose skills were deemed less superior aboded. 

Ukifune lets out a humourless chuckle. Although the slums and squatter settlements are no longer made of cardboards and metal sheets, but instead made of dilapidated and teetering buildings, it still exists despite society being so advanced. Her mode of transport to the hotel is by train rather than teleportation. She prays to the heavens above that no robots will tail after her. Ukifune also takes this chance to finally look at anything other than a screen, marvelling at skyscrapers but cursing at her younger self for ignoring it to focus on her studies and now as an adult, work.

She alights from the train and wanders around the settlement. It reminds her of the favelas in a foreign country that used to be called Brazil. Underneath the sweltering heat, Ukifune begins to sweat ─ unfamiliar to the warm climate than the always cold apartment. By the time the sun begins to dip into the horizon, Ukifune is standing in front of a building called “GARDENIA”. The neon word shines with a brilliantly bright red glow alongside photos of women and men screened on the wall. “TOP EMPLOYEES OF THE MONTH” it reads.

Ukifune gazes exhaustedly, but alas she can feel the cool breeze of the cold night whispering into her ears before she finally decides to enter the building. In Gardenia, she introduces herself as Tsukasa. Skimming through the terms and conditions where services are provided to the highest bidder, she sifts through countless hosts and hostesses and the service they provided before settling on a specific one. Her gaze is focused on “Set The Scene” as it innocently teases on the screen. Once again, she is flying into the flame that had burned her down.

Ukifune signs the terms and conditions before requesting for the service to be immediately provided. The woman from the screen enters the lobby and ushers Ukifune into a room, the familiar holographic device already sitting in the middle of the room. The woman offers her help to set Ukifune's desired scene up but Ukifune her down and sets it herself. As the pixels envelop the room, Ukifune is finally able to say that she is in her comfort zone again.

Ukifune drowns her future loss after she leaves Gardenia by drinking shots and shots of delicious alcohol. She is a cold, cold person but the woman in front of her is so terribly warm. Ukifune is delirious and not in control of her actions when she decides to nuzzle her head in the crook of the woman’s neck. Not only is she warm, she is also awfully adept at using her hands; they massage the tension of her shoulder away. “You poor thing,” she mutters, “such tight shoulders, such youth taken away from the corporate companies you serve like a loyal lapdog.”

Ukifune grunts, her head too heavy and body too light to make a coherent sentence to defend her company. “But it’s alright, in Gardenia,” the woman emphasises, “we will take good care of you; so leave your worries and let me soothe your frayed nerves.” 

Needless to say, Ukifune returns to Gardenia night after night. However when night bleeds into morning, Ukifune finds herself spending more and more of her time there, splurging even more funds at their services. Ukifune finds the woman’s voice smooth as honey and so very addictive as she comforts her with sweet nothings. A mutual trust is built when the woman introduces her name as Himawari. Himawari coaxes her to spend her savings that she has too much of and too little time to spend and let it dwindle down. Two weeks have passed and it is only then she realises that her bank account is still frozen and she is in debt.

The woman, whose name is Himawari─written exactly the same way one would write sunflowers, personality that is equally bright, equally warm─forgives her without hesitation. “I know people like you, you will come back with the money, I trust you,” she said. Ukifune’s heart is gnawed away with guilt but why does the warm feeling that she experiences whenever she is in the room also nestling itself in her chest again?
She takes the train ride home with a conflicted mind but she thinks it is alright. She falls back into the same routine and once she is deemed stable, her account finally unfreezes and she is allowed to use her own savings again. Ukifune immediately draws a sum of cash out and tucks it into her getaway bag, she purchases another to-and-fro ticket from the station to the loose locus. 

The week passes by so painfully slow that Ukifune starts to begin to believe that it might actually physically hurt her. The camera shutters zoom on her more frequently, Ukifune is certain that they are probably tracking on her own work even more intensely. Just to make sure that she is coding and not shrinking her own duties. The chatroom is less active, more awkward and even less notifications than before. She knows that it is probably her presence that makes it awkward to use.

Ukifune learns not to care, taking everything in stride like water off a duck’s back. She begins to kill off office hours by going around luxury shops to buy gifts for Himawari. Ukifune freezes for a moment, wondering how or when Himawari had begun to plague her thoughts─whether or not she would like this gift, does she have a similar one and lastly, why did Ukifune go out to buy gifts for her?

It tears her apart slowly, but what is damaged cannot be repaired so easily. The weekend comes and Ukifune repeats the cycle to return to the loose locus. She distracts herself by fiddling with the bouquet of flowers in her hands. She decided to get pretty blue flowers that she had found herself awfully drawn into, along with some purple flowers.

She pushes past a horde of patrons who are as eager as her to return to the loose locus. Ukifune finally stumbles in front of Gardenia again, but this time she is prepared to pay her debt. “Tsukasa-sama,” a familiar voice purrs, “it’s been so long since you’ve visited us, I thought you might have forgotten about little o’ me too.”

Ukifune hones another one of her more mundane skills to deepen her voice and let out a supposed sonorous chuckle, “How can I forget about someone as charming as Himawari-chan?” (Himawari; adoration and loyalty. Ukifune wonders what she would exchange with the hostess to give her her undevoted love.) The woman in front of her adeptly looks down to appear swooned, she is an expert in her field after all. Sometimes, Ukifune wonders when did she start having a soft spot for Himawari. “Would you like to accompany me again?”

She thinks how elegant Himawari is as she covers her mouth with her sleeves, gasping, “Oh Tsukasa-sama, you flatter me! Please give me a moment to prepare the room to your liking before we enter. Would you like the usual?”

Ukifune nods politely, a dazzling smile sent to the woman in front of her as she watches Himawari excuse herself. She fiddles with the wad of cash that she had drawn out from the bank beforehand, ready to pay upfront before the weekend is over. Although she has been in this lobby one too many times, she catches sight of a newly-placed vase with flowers in it. Not that it mattered to her because she knows for a fact that her eyes only belong to the room (and not Himawari or the aching jealousy in her heart).

Himawari hurriedly pops back into the lobby, ushering Ukifune into the room; and just like that, Ukifune’s discontent with the week vanishes when she is greeted with the familiar and comforting sight of the shrine as she forgets about everything. Beautiful red torii gates, blooming pink cherry blossoms and familiar birds chirping. “Come, now,” Himawari whispers as she guides her to the “soft” bench; although she knows in reality that it is a loveseat. Ukifune is comfortable with letting Himawari’s hands massage her aching back.

Ukifune’s hands grip tightly onto Himawari’s, stopping her as she pulls out her debt and gifts for her. “I realised that I wasn’t a good patron, so consider this an apology,” she mumbles softly. Himawari’s smiles are warm, however this time, Himwari’s face is a blank slate. Ukifune feels her heart shatter but it feels as though there is still hope when Himawari tugs the edges of her own mouth upwards.

Ukifune is a zealot to Himawari; she is bewitched by her charms and oddly comforting words. She spends many weekends with Himawari, draining her savings by competing with others to monopolise Himawari’s time for herself. Ukifune thinks that she is intoxicated more often than not whenever she is with Himawari. They clink their glasses of alcohol together, with Himawari’s warm body cuddling against hers, with Himawari’s encouragement, Ukifune spends even more money to give her gifts. Ukifune wonders how she could survive without physical affection for so long. 

By only recognising Himawari, Ukifune fails to realise the pale-yellow of her skin, the migraines, the nausea, vomiting nothing but acid out and the pain in her upper right abdomen is unnatural. She believes that it is nothing but gastric issues by skipping meals to save more money to shower Himawari with. Nothing a quick visit to the hospital when it worsens could not fix. Ukifune is extremely certain that her liver is still holding up despite the ignorance of brutalising it. They are, after all, extremely advanced in medical technology. She has faith in the medical breakthroughs that her colleagues had made, faith when she, too, also figured how to conduct detailed x-ray scans without harming the cells in the body.

She ends up wheezing for air when she arrives home after spending another weekend with Himawari. Heaving nothing but acid into the toilet and finally retiring to her bed feeling bilious, she pops a couple of aspirin pills and gives herself up into sleep.

Ukifune no longer has gifts to give Himawari, no longer has time to spend with Himawari, she no longer hears Himawari gloating about rising up the ranks thanks to Ukifune as she never wakes up from her eternal slumber. Taking her final breath in a dream where Himawari is still whispering sweet nothings into her ears.

Like a moth to a flame, she is engulfed by the flame’s greediness.
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