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Prologue
Anastasiya
“Mommy! Tell me about the een-der-nat again!” 
“Alright, alright. We last left off at the age of Artificial Intelligence, didn’t we?” Mommy arranged the worn pots neatly on the counter, and came to sit beside me.
I nodded. 
“So, the age of Artificial Intelligence meant that everything could have a mind of its own. With automated systems and machines, there were no need for human intelligence or manual work anymore. All people needed was to want it, and the machines dutifully delivered–”
“Whoa! Mommy! Can we have one of those machines?”
Mommy sighed. “Let me finish my story. Indeed, it helped people improve their lives, reduce their workload, yet the law of balance holds: you gain something, you lose something. The engineers were at the cutting edge of Artificial Intelligence, able to manipulate everything they see and experience, into anything they want to see and experience–” She looked up bitterly into the sky.
“With just one touch, everything before your eyes can vanish.”

Andrius
“Daddy! Show me that flashy object again, please?” 
Daddy smirked. “It’s great, isn’t it? Just so you know, I created it.” He raised his arms up towards the object on the counter, as though worshipping its prowess. 
“It’s too bad some people won’t be here to experience this life of luxury. Who wouldn’t want to be great and powerful? Those bunch of good-for-nothings, you were too young then, son, but I remember it clearly. I watched them flee at the mere sight of what would come to be the world’s first Creator. It erases. It constructs. It changes your world. Though it cannot erase everything yet…it will, someday. And in the name of vengeance, they’ll go first…” He fell onto his knees, muttering silent promises.
“Daddy! Demonstrate it again!” 
As if woken from a trance, Daddy got out of his stance. He picked the object up, and directed it to our ceiling. “Son, if there’s one thing you should learn, is that the starting point of all success, is desire.” Tap. And it vanished. 
“With just one touch, your world may be reinvented.”

Present Day
Anastasiya
“Mommy! I’ve gathered all the elderberries I could find!” The pungent stink of the pine cones, mixed with the scent of camellias, still lingers. 
“Ana! You’re just in time! Quick! The paste is nearly boiling! Add a handful of those berries in!” 
My fingers have been scraped countlessly during my little expedition. Blood dripped into the purple, hot concoction, the stain so barely visible, swirling along with the violet liquid.
“Ana! Please stir it gently! No sudden movements!”
My legs are sore from all the walking. I wish we could have one of those machines the elders always spoke about…
The paste started to give off a heavy stench. 
“Ana! Put out the fire!” Mommy grabbed a wooden ladle and started scooping the indigo mixture into a small stone bowl. “And done!”
“Mommy…when can we go to the place with machines?”
“Ana.” Mommy frowned, leaving the violet liquid to trickle wastefully onto the wooden floorboards. 
“Why not? There’ll be all sorts of machines to help us. We can have all we need! If we go there, we won’t have to spend days trying to procure tonic soups! We both know it’s backbreaking!”
“No. I’ve long forgotten its location. Even if we did find it, we can never enter the place.” Mommy snapped. “And as for what the machines are capable of, remember: slow and steady wins the race. You can’t speed up everything. Progress and healing all takes time, for only this can restore their prime.” 

Andrius
“A final touch.” Father whispered as he engraved his name onto his Elmitetty. A gaudy signature, ostentatiously ornamented. “Voila! It is completed!” 
“Yes, Father.” Project Elmitetty, v8.2.0813, can never be better than the original Creator.
Father smirked. “You seem doubtful! Then may your eyes bear witness to its prowess!” He turned towards a mammoth bull, genetically enlarged thirteen times its original size. It lumbered about clumsily, towering over everyone, endeavouring to escape from the glass prison. Tap. 
The massive beast wobbled uncertainly, its huge inky eyes disappearing from view as its eyelids fell, drawing the curtains to the end of its stumbling performance. Its legs gave way, and down collapsed a mountainous corpse. 
“Instant. Death.” Father whispered in awe. Tap.
The remains of the beast shook, bringing several lab equipment down as the ground trembled. Its eyes shot open. The entire place rumbled, as it got onto its feet once again. It stared at Father wildly. 
“The power to decide what happens within another being.” Father finished off with a flourish. “This is the ultimate control.” He emphasized each word with calculated bravado.
“Yes. Father.” 
“Son. Maybe you think all our efforts are going to waste…what’s the point of having great power if there is no one to exert it onto? Or perhaps, if no one is conscious enough to truly respect us?” He said jokingly. “Fear not! The Elmitetty will only be used for correcting certain wrongs in the world. It will not tamper with the laws of nature itself, for that is truly an unforgivable sin indeed!” 
“Yes.” Come off it, these altruistic formulations are naught but a cloak over your clandestine desire to attain omnipotence.
“Is that all you have to say?” Father grew impatient. “We have both transcended beyond all others, son. We are at the pinnacle of our research! It’s a grand thing to rise in the world! How could you be so indifferent?”
“You and I both know that you have greater aims beyond rectifying the world. Your desire for control–” 
“Don’t you get it? Son! Why should anybody let go of such a chance to revolutionise the world again?... Alas! You’re shackled to mortal ideals! Caged inside the rights and wrongs! I see it now…”

Anastasiya
All my life, I’ve heard epic tales of Technologies from the elders, stories of its feats, accounts of its magnificence! They are great, but if I never get to see it, all they’ll ever be is a tale of fiction, a story of make believe, false accounts to keep off boredom! It’s time I witness it!
The pale crescent moon shone like a silvery claw in the night sky. Mother had already gone off to bed. I crept out of our little wooden house. Most of the villagers were asleep, and the rest lumbered about sluggishly, caught in a hazy trance. Now’s my chance. Metusila’s instructions were brief and vague, but at least it gives me a shot at finding paradise. 
Follow the brightest star at night, it should take you northwards. I took a last glance at the sleeping village, before setting off. The blanket of stars that stretched to infinity were like lighthouses for lost ships at sea. Under their guidance, I located the North Star and made my way into the woods. 
At the edge of the forest, head eastwards, straight till you see the first building. I wandered along the edge of the trees, trekking my way forward arduously. Soon enough, I caught sight of paradise.
The borders of paradise glinted with the reflection of moonlight. Grand walls of glass and metal were erected from the earth, giving their hosts an impressive view of the surroundings. Colossal buildings towered over others, their gorgeous exteriors putting on a marvellous display. 
[bookmark: _Hlk78387521]I was drawn towards paradise, and soon found myself walking into a colossal building with marble colonnades. The backdrop of copious stars made the entire place emanate a heavenly power. The intricate patterns on the pillars, the exquisite designs on the walls, were simply divine. 
There was a large screen ahead, its borders blending in seamlessly with the rest of the wall. A man spoke stoically, his eyes blank and dull, and his arms hung unmoving. His deadpan voice chanted, “Behold, your Almighty’s power! Support him and we’ll support YOU! Behold…”, whilst images of tall buildings and majestic planes soaring all over the skies were played.
“Hey!” A male voice came from the far end of the building. The feeble moonlight that filtered through the glass ceilings hardly made his face visible. His footsteps echoed throughout the place. Should I run?
“Hey! Don’t go!” His footsteps picked up speed. I could slowly see a slender silhouette forming from the shadows. 
“What’s your name?” 

Andrius
The stranger in front of me froze, wide-eyed. “It’s alright, I won’t pry.” She seemed to relax a little, her shoulders weren’t as tensed. “So, what are you doing out here at this time?”
“I…was just exploring…” Interesting…
“Do you want me to show you around?”
Her eyes lit up, and she nodded vigorously.
We walked out of the skyscraper, away from Father’s understudy’s cold, hard gaze and his incessant chanting of Father’s slogan. We moved towards the heart of the city where people were still wide awake, rooms filled with sounds and glaring lights. 
“Why are so many bright lights here?” Ms. Stranger was running up to any buildings that caught her eye, examining their architecture and the people inside, before dashing off to the next one. 
“Why is everyone still up? Won’t they get exhausted?”
“Why would they be? They have the entire world to themselves, they are all so enraptured they will never want to sleep! Immersive experiences. It lets the user enter a digital version of our world, where they can do anything without affecting the real world!” 
Her eyes widened as she marvelled at the people within their glass walls, some running at breakneck speed, others waving their hands about crazily. 
“Hey stranger, this is barely the tip of the iceberg! If you’ll let me, I can show you more…”

Anastasiya
We walked a long way in silence, past the glass buildings, past the world-exploring people inside. They have in-built treadmills and all-surround sound systems…Mr Tour-guide even said anyone could travel to the Moon at home! As we neared the edge of the border, Mr Tour-guide cleared his throat. 
He pulled out a silvery object. “This is called a Creator. Tell me, do you want to rest?”
“Rest?” I echoed incredulously.
He stared at me, bemused. Tap. A neat wooden bench materialised in front of me.
“How did you do that?” I reached out to feel the bench. It’s sturdy as rock. 
“Sit. I’ll explain it to you.” Mr Tour-guide motioned. “Like I said, this is a Creator. It does almost anything at your command. Of course, it has some restrictions, like, it cannot birth or destroy life. That’d be disastrous! But for the purpose of efficiency and to save resources, it’s enough.” 
“How do you fashion objects out of thin air?” 
“It’s quite simple really. This bench is made up of Pico-bots. Actually, most of our furniture, buildings, and walls are made of them. Pico-bots are present everywhere now, it’s all around you, all stilly suspended, waiting to be commanded. They are the size of atoms, if not smaller. Yet, they are able to store, transmit and receive all sorts of information, letting them form objects of all shapes and sizes. Don’t worry, breathing them in won’t have any effect on your body whatsoever. When I tap it, it sends out an electromagnetic wave, upon which Pico-bots ride on, towards its designated position, before it is firmly held in place again–” 
“Do you have a spare Creator? Can I have one? Please?” If only I could bring one back…
“Hang on! Let me finish my bit!” He chuckled. “The Creator and Pico-bots are not subjected to just anyone’s wishes. You have to own the Creator before you can manipulate the Pico-bots! This Creator is uniquely mine, and it will only follow what I want it to be, because of the microchip inside.” He tapped his forehead. “My father created it, and passed it to me. I only need to visualise what I want, and the microchip will transmit it to the Creator. When I tap it, the Pico-bots will follow this instruction and arrange itself into any object I want. In short, if you want to be able to control one of these, you’ve got to have its corresponding microchip embedded inside you.”
“That sounds…painful…” 
“The price you pay is little compared to what you gain.” 
No. The birth of a star is always balanced with the death of another…Everything obeys the law of balance…
We sat in silence, till the sky was no longer inky black: the first glimpse of sunlight filtered through the clouds, pushing back night and signalling day. My time here is up.

Andrius
“I have to go.” Ms Stranger stood up suddenly. Was it something I said? She had started to hasten her pace.
“Wait!” She was now half-running-half-walking towards the city entrance.
“Look. I’m not supposed to be here. I need to leave.” She replied, before running off, away from our borders, all too soon marking the end of our strange encounter. I made no effort to follow her. She was long gone.
“Andrius, come. Meet me outside my office.” That should be from Father. Damn him and his microchips! Can’t a man just be in peace?
I had scarcely reached his office before the doors were flung open.
“Come, Andrius. It’s nearly dawn. We’re going somewhere.” He surveyed me discerningly. “And hopefully this time, we won’t be befuddled with ideas of sin and virtue.” He raised the Elmittey till it was between the both of us, before stowing it back into his breast pocket. “Today, we are visiting somewhere…different.”

Anastasiya
“Metusila!” I whispered as I tapped on her front door. It opened instantly. “Come, I’ve been waiting for you!” Metusila waved me inside.
As I narrated out the entire journey, Metusila sat in silence. 
“Do you think we’ll ever be able to live there?”
“What for? We have everything we need here!” She seemed outraged by my idea.
“But–”
“Hasn’t your mother already told you? We can never live there!”
“But–”
“But what? What godforsaken reason do you have for us to move back there!”
“But–”
“No. Anastasiya. We were banished from that place. None of us could or would ever want to return.”
How could that be?
“Anastasiya. Your parents were brilliant engineers. For a long time, they worked well together, new innovations came about often. But your father was always overly ambitious, he wanted to explore the possibilities of controlling nature. His previous ideas were already pushing it: luring people into using his creations, making them wholeheartedly dependant on it, entrapping them into virtual worlds he alone controlled. This new desire was just too much. We couldn’t continue supporting him anymore. Your mother attempted to reveal father’s motives to everyone, hoping that they were at least aware of their decisions. Yet your father was well-prepared. He had long anticipated such a day to come, and had countermeasures in place. Everyone related to mother were thereafter exiled. We could not bring any of the machines or technology with us, we had to make do with whatever nature had. But even after we left, we were never left alone in peace. Your father was cunning, he had implanted microchips into all of us, dangerously near our left cerebrum, so should any of us try and remove it, it would have been a highly risky process. It ensured that wherever we went, we were always watched.”
“But you still tell stories about the machines and technologies…”
“Why of course! After all, we did help to create it. I see it as my duty to remind everyone of all that we’ve achieved, even if this is how we have to live for the rest of our lives!” She smiled reminiscently.
A shriek tore across the silence in the village. 
Metusila doubled-over, her eyes shut tight. “This pain…”
Now there was a cacophony of screams and shouts outside. 
“This…pain…a hallmark…your Father’s…doing…” Metusila breathed heavily. “Go… find your mother…”
People outside were all clutching their heads, trying to withstand the excruciating pounding inside. Crying and wailing became the only sound there was.  
I found Mommy writhing on her bed, grabbing her head in an effort to combat the intense headache. “Ana! Come…” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Your father is coming.”

Andrius
We have been trekking into the forest for a long while now. It’s just me and father and two other guards. Father has been acting strange, he never dresses in red!
All he said was that today was to be a special day to complete a special task, and that I had to come along…
“Andrius! I’d almost forgotten to fill you in on today’s agenda!” He grinned. “Today, we will be saying farewell to a few of my oldest bête noires.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Father stopped walking. Faint, discordant shrieks could be heard, aside from the rustling of leaves and flapping of wings. 
Father looked up ahead, his eyes narrowed into slits. He smirked, “Renegades. All of them.” He took out the Elmitetty and held it up towards the light. “Problem solved.”

Anastasiya
All I can hear now are people’s whimpers. All around me, I see adults yowling, groaning. Children beside them, bawling, howling.
All I know is that someone is causing them pain. All because of the chips in their heads. Is my father controlling it?
All I want is for their torment to cease. All I want is to know why this is happening. Why now? And why us?
A group of men appeared from the cover of the woods. 
I counted four. 
Three were dressed in black. They looked uncertainly towards the only one in red.
Two stepped out from the group. One red, one black. The one in red had a shiny object in hand. 
One tap, the one in red smiled.
I could feel my heartbeat weakening. The air I gasped for was no longer enough. Black became the only colour there was in the world, if, this still was the world.
Pico…bots.
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