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“Greed is a bottomless pit which exhausts the person in an endless effort to satisfy the need without ever reaching satisfaction” - Erich Fromm

A typical sixteen-year-old boy’s bedroom; an abomination of clothes scattered along greasy floors, stacks of textbooks and notebooks cluttered on the disorderly desk, and a wardrobe that contained simple, out-of-fashion t-shirts, bermudas and jeans. These were the first things Rainh saw everyday in his groggy dishevelled state of awakening. He ruffled his brunette hair and slightly tugged it out of frustration. He glanced at the clock. 7.00a.m. 

He tottered downstairs and whiffed the scrumptious scent of freshly made waffles. His mother had definitely drizzled honey over them, like any other day. Rainh! Finish your breakfast and go to school!  She called out with an ebullient tone, plating the waffles and leaving for work as Rainh gobbled them down and rushed to school in a jiffy, dashing into class before the bell rang. 8.00 a.m.

Dude, you gotta lay off the manga and sleep earlier! A bubbly redhead, Ahin, would always remind him with a powerful smack to his broad back. Rainh laughed it off and massaged his back as usual before Miss Natalie stepped in, as always rambling on about her husband’s infidelity instead of getting on with the script and teaching them about the tectonic plates of the Earth. He stared out the window and cupped his cheek in his palm, dreading the next seven hours. Geography, Physics, Lunch, Mathematics, Gym and English. Before he knew it, the day had passed in a coon’s age. He had packed up his stationery in his Kanken bag and naturally walked home with Ahin. 3.00 p.m.

By this time, Rainh’s mother would send him a text message asking what he would like to eat for dinner and informing him that she would be home by 7.00 p.m. Rainh swiped his slender fingers across the iPhone screen. Bacon carbonara, thanks. His footsteps grazed the doorstep as he came to a halt outside his house. He bid Ahin farewell before twisting the doorknob open, being greeted by the same bog-standard living room. Rainh routinely unpacked his homework and started working on it, he would then read manga after he was completed. 4.30 p.m.

As the hues of sunset became evident, the clattering of his mother’s keys could be heard in the distance. She would always instantly head to the kitchen to rustle up Rainh’s favourite carbonara. “How was school, son? Dinner will be ready soon.” These questions were asked on a daily basis as his mother set the dining table with the cutlery and carbonara, accompanied by a glass of lemonade. 7.30 p.m.

The mother-son pair would ramble on about their days over dinner and at exactly 7.48 p.m, Rainh took a big gulp of his zesty wonder his mother had prepared. Just then, he felt a sense of dissociation and strange multicolored pixels forced their way into his lenses. His heart raced abnormally fast and cold sweat started to drip from his forehead. What could that have been? This was followed with queasiness in his gut. Additionally, his mother seemed to be lagging in the background while scooping another mouthful of pasta with her fork. Hazy visions clouded his mind of a never-before-seen world. A churning at the pit of his stomach told him something was amiss and he continued to ruminate over these vague images in the following days.

Another day, he woke up. He ate breakfast. He went to school. He ate dinner at home with his mother. 7.48 p.m., lemonade. The Glitch. Uneasiness. Repeat.

Rainh was certain his life was not as it seemed and he was going to figure it out.
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He was determined to find the root of the images and decided that living this constant cycle would not lead him to the answers that he sought. Independent thoughts stemmed from his mind. The glitches always happened after downing his lemonade. As weird as it sounded, he had an even stronger compulsion to consume more of the sour beverage.

Yet, whenever he scavenged for lemonade, it would never be found in his fridge until his mother magically pulled it out at dinner time. He had noticed that it was the same for the waffles and bacon carbonara. Imaginary light bulb moment.

7.48 p.m. It was time. Rainh gobbled down his share of dinner. In the spur of the moment, he hastily seized his mother’s lemonade and carbonara and as usual, no reaction. He shoved the food down his throat in a split second. His surroundings started to blur as a pitch black dome steadily caved in. A neon red countdown stared him down at the corner of his brown orbs as trepidation engulfed his lungs. His breathing became hitched. He was mentally bracing himself for the worst.
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A splitting headache concurred as his eyes shot wide open. He was faced by a blinding white ceiling with corresponding coloured walls and a sharp inhalation of antiseptics. His skull was held captive by a hefty metal helmet that was attached to many tubes and wires. Rainh let out a groan of pain as he propelled his body to sit upright. An audible gasp could be heard in the background. He shot his eyes to the source of the sound.

A caramel-skinned petite girl, around Rainh’s age, clothed in a plain white tee and leggings, froze up with her tilted glass of tea towards her lips in hand as her moss green eyes that complemented her wavy midnight black shoulder-length hair.

"Who are you? Where am I?! What is that lemonade? What… Am I?" His hoarse voice crackled throughout his words, his tone lacing with suspicion. 

The unnamed girl opened her mouth but pursed her lips shut a second after and turned her head to run out the only door of this claustrophobic room.

“Wait! Are you like me?” Rainh managed to yelp out as he weakly stretched his scrawny arms out towards her, hoping she would be the answer to his questions. The girl halted in her tracks, only for her to take a deep breath in, not even sparing a glance to Rainh, before briskly leaving the windowless room.
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“Did she just leave without replying? She’s obviously the most polite person around here, wherever I am.” Rainhh whispered under his breath as contemplation filled his unsound mind, hugging his legs together.

Rainhh cautiously examined his surroundings with the helmet weighing on his head. "What are all these buttons?" He gingerly picked at them and lifted a few to discover a button that read "F" and "L" What could these have meant and why are they plugged into him? There were other buttons but they seemed too complicated to comprehend.

At this point, Rainh was confused beyond belief. He had two major things to ponder about; what was his life like before he woke up here, and what he was going to do from now on. He had decided the best course of action was to wait for the nameless girl to come back before even attempting to unhook the metal junk off his head and walk around this room, who knew what could happen if he did? It was the safest option even if she could never come back.

Rainh counted the seconds, minutes and hours of the neon red countdown on the wall and before he knew it, she had really come back but this time, holding a plate of spinach, chicken and rice with a cup of water in the other hand. “Just thought you would want real food instead of being artificially fed through tubes, that’s all.” The girl kept an aloof demeanour as she handed him the plate and pointed to the tubes named “F” and “L”, he finally knew what they were for. 

“I’m Essin, and you’re Rainh#05 right? Nice to meet you!” Essin briefly introduced herself. “Just Rainh, thanks.” Rainh promptly replied. Essin loomed closer and sat at the edge of his bed with a soft thud.

“I’m Essin, the one in charge of your cell. You’re in a robot’s headquarters. I accidentally spilled some tea into your liquid tube while replenishing it so it caused the simulation to malfunction when you ‘drank’ too much of it. You’re an experiment, and yes I was once like you but I was deemed unfit for such a taxing experiment so they made me their slave. Happy?” Essin answered all my questions from the day before. She had continued to explain the whole situation to Rainh matter-of-factly.

It was the year 2200, Siri had taken over the humans’ Earth by creating a law with their ancestors who wanted an easy life on the condition that children of poverty, like Rainh, would be sacrificed for experiments. For what reason? Essin did not know. But why was she helping him if she was obeying Siri’s commands?

“I guess it’s just my salvation since your waking up gives me a ray of hope of escaping this place after so long.” Her eyes held an unwavering truth no one could deny, Rainh felt that he could trust her. You know what they say, eyes are the windows to the soul.

Rainh had sensed that they would get along just nicely and he was hoping that she would agree to the plan.
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That gut feeling was veracious. From then on, Essin frequently visited Rainh, always presenting a sundry of delicacies with a fulgrent and toothy grin. They easily became quite pally and Rainh’s inkling of doubt dissipated within a week (he assumed, being in a room with no windows messed with him). His head felt lighter than ever not just because of this but because he had taken off the helmet attached to him so he was free to roam around the tiny room. As of right now, Rainh was bantering with his giddy friend.

“So the red numbers are so you know when to replenish my sustenance? No wonder I’m scrawny, I was taller in the simulation.” Rainh grumbled under his breath as Essin let out a wholehearted guffaw, seated next to him on the tiled floor. “Imagine being the same height as a girl one year younger than you!” She retorted. In the light-hearted atmosphere of the room, Rainh suddenly went quiet.

“Essin, let’s escape.” His voice went low as he asserted equanimously. He was not going to sit idly if there was even a slim chance of living outside Siri’s headquarters. He turned to face her nonchalant look, as though she knew it was coming. She abruptly stood up and looked towards the closed iron door. She was going to reject him.

Essin strode towards the door and placed her thumb on an emerald-lined pad on the wall next to it, causing it to smoothly slide open to reveal more white walls beyond it.

“I thought you’d never ask.” She muttered with a soft glint in her eyes, waving as a signal to follow her. She put her index finger to her lip to make sure Rainh was hushed. He was exhilarated to have somehow convinced Essin to agree without having to put in much effort, she must have given her that much hope in the short time they have been together. Once Rainh was out, Essin gently shut the door behind them.

Essin’s movements were as nimble as a cat’s as she glided through the surprisingly empty hallways; you would expect to see robots roaming around here. While thoughts overwhelmed Rainh, he was also not the best at stealth as his footsteps would echo everywhere. What could you expect from a boy who had never lived in this world?

The pair eventually stopped in front of golden-coloured doors twice their size. Though an extravagant exterior, it looked run-down and unused for years. Essin scanned their surroundings before punching the emerald fingerprint scanner beside it. Yes, it broke.

They stepped foot into an astronomically high-ceiling two-storied cream library with old-fashioned books in the never-ending array of shelves. Rainh imagined how beautifully adorned it could have been before abandonment.

“This used to be the library of the best museum in the city, Siri never bothered to use this place.” Essin explained while dragging her index finger over the table, collecting dust along with it. She seemed to be deep in thought but Rainh could not bring himself to ask why to respect her.

The melancholic girl snapped herself out of trance and briskly walked towards the dimmest section of the library. She traced the same finger over the books and landed on “The Heart of Cityvale!”, tearing a page out of that grimy book that had not been read for years; it was a map of the once museum, now present-day headquarters. 

“Let’s escape and reveal the truth, we will no longer be slaves under dictators in this wretched world.”
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Rainh vigilantly trailed behind Essin as she relied on the old map for directions. They were crawling through the cramped vents, occasionally seeing two meters-long robots walking symmetrically.

Laser beams scanned the floors in an authoritarian crimson red as the smell of rust pervaded. "This way," Essin uttered in muted tones. Undertones of mahogany filled the stuffy air in the confines of the vent when a merciless siren suddenly went off. All hell broke loose when the shaft above them rumbled. Dust fell on their heads and the floor beneath them fractured and crumbled. Grass?

Rainh looked up from the ground to meet with the fresh air and cloudy grey skies that towered from above, they successfully left headquarters. The only thing that was unsuccessful was staying unnoticed, at least ten robots were eyeing them. Essin grabbed his cadaverous wrist with a firm grip. “RUN!”

Their footsteps reverberated louder along with their anxiety, racing through the fields that surrounded the headquarters. Rainh furrowed his eyebrows and squinted his eyes, he could see iron gates within reach. Freedom was right there. But something lingered at the back of his mind.

Why could he only hear his own footsteps?

When did Essin let go of his hand?

Where was Essin?

His questions were answered by a high-pitched, piercing shriek, one that could break the thickest of glass.

Essin was encircled by nine robots, 
bawling 
and gasping 
for oxygen while being 
choked by the tenth robot.

Essin…?

“ESSIN!” Rainh finally took in the dire situation at hand; Essin was dying, fast. She looked towards him, deliberately raising the corners of her pale lips upwards.

He ran.
He ran faster.
He ran the fastest he could.

Imagine being the same height as a girl one year younger than you!

This used to be the library of the best museum in the city, Siri never bothered to use this place. 

Let’s escape and reveal the truth, we will no longer be slaves under dictators in this wretched century. Her melodious voice resounded repeatedly.

The familiar sight of the beautiful girl with the silkiest black hair plunged into the ground. The once lively girl was losing life in her eyes. Her lips mouthed words that she could not mutter.

Escape. There she laid, lifeless. The robots tilted their heads towards the boy who was now vigorously shaking.

He was going to fulfill her last words.

In a blink of an eye, Rainh sprinted back to the lofty gates as fast as a leopard. They were wide open. Heavily heaving and panting, he left the premises of that horrid place. The sky violently roared as a wave of torrential rain pattered onto the grass.

His gaze dominated over his own kind, humans. They were staring straight back at the traumatised boy. This was it! They were going to find out about this deranged contract made by their ancestors and create a resting place for Essin! A fatigued smile graced him but before he could speak, reality slapped him.

STUPID BEGGARLY KID!

STOP ENDANGERING US!

DON’T DISOBEY SIRI! 

Anything but positive remarks were spouted. They were cursing him. But why? All he did was escape the place that stole their kind. He was trying to reveal the truth! Why would they not even listen to what he had to say?

“They know.” An unknown mechanical voice interjected his thoughts.

The robot that had murdered Essin was standing in front of Rainh’s limp body kneeling on the mud, an empty aqua hologram displaying in the air.

“Hello, I’m Siri. But you must already know from the girl over there.” The robot pointed at Essin’s motionless cadaver.

“Money, status and most importantly, guaranteed safety. That was what your ancestors wanted in exchange for you - the poverty-stricken kids.” The voice deadpanned, if it was even possible for robots to jest.

“You really didn’t think their descendants wouldn’t know of such an important deal, did you? You and that girl, both.” The robot bent down to examine Rainh’s petrified face.

“Human greed sure is scary! I commend you on your effort for this cute little escape plan. It really is fun watching kids try their best to leave the smartest technology alive unscathed!” Siri continued taunting him. Rainh clenched his fists. His fingernails were sinking into his bloodied flesh.

“Now come back home where you’re safe within my protection, Rainh#05. You’re a precious essence to this place.” Siri coaxed him with a smooth honey-like voice. It mimicked a suggestion but was a command.

Essin was gone forever.

Humans were consumed by greed.

He was one against the world.

Siri always won.

Rainh’s spiritless and dull eyes watched the wailing clouds which seemed to be the only thing in the entire world siding with him, water droplets trickling down his bony, colourless face.

「 END 」
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