Word Count: 2824 words	The Reality Game	Andrea Elizabeth Espinosa Solís









[bookmark: _GoBack]



The Reality Game
By Andrea Elizabeth Espinosa Solís











—” Delta Omega locked in. Authorization to engage with target: granted. You may proceed, Mozart.”—
Shira exhaled slowly. She could feel the ground swaying under her feet as she grasped the keyboard in front of her for support. 
— “I repeat, you are clear to engage, Mozart.”—
Her hands trembling slightly, she typed a single command into the execution panel. As she clicked Enter, she looked sideways. Beside her, Adisa was just as tense as she was. Shira couldn’t help but notice how his perfect, black skin glistened with the white monitor’s light as a drop of sweat ran down his smooth forehead. Could you really blame him? A single typing error could mess the whole algorithm and cause the medical robot they were programming to malfunction, killing their patient in the process. As she returned her gaze towards the monitor in front of her, she heard his classmate type and execute the command. 
— “We have contact, Brontë.”—. 
Shira smiled. Adisa’s programming skills were infallible. As she closely supervised how the robot carefully moved and started performing the liver transplant, she leaned back on her seat and closed her eyes. At least written exams weren’t a thing anymore. They hadn’t been for several decades. At least she wasn’t forced to memorize information and then regurgitate it in a sheet of paper in order to prove that she knew how to program a robot, or if she knew what the capital of Norway was. She could simply put on the VR lenses and give a lecture about it while visiting the Norwegian fjords or print out a liver with the 3D printers and explain its anatomy and physiology at school or at home. Suddenly, a sharp beep made her open her eyes and bolt upright in her seat. 
— “No…no, no, no.”— Adisa said, as he desperately typed in commands, starting to panic. —” I did not order you to do that!”— he exclaimed, his eyes fixed on the panel in front of him. 
Shira could hear the blood pounding in her ears as she saw the robot starting to move the scalpel towards an unsuspecting artery. Quickly, she pressed the large button beside her keyboard, seeing that the robot had no intention of stopping. 
— “Operation aborted. Mozart and Dante, please take off your Augmented Reality lenses and exit the room. Your instructor will meet you outside.”—
Shira sighed with frustration as Adisa clenched his fists and violently took the lenses off and stood up. As they exited the room, Shira could spot two boys walking further along the white hallway. As they caught up with them, she massaged the bridge of her delicate nose. 
— “Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?”— one of them said, turning to look back at them, smiling. 
—"I thought we could do better.”— she answered, barely smiling back. — “What about you? Did the robot went rogue on you too?”—.
— “No, quite the opposite.”—he laughed. —"It was too obedient. Hamid and I had a coding error, and the machine didn’t notice, so it went on and cut right through the liver.”— he said, wincing in disgust. The boy beside him, Hamid, scrunched his face at the memory. 
— “Well, at least it was your mistake, Haydn. We literally had to deal with the stubbornness of a robot who had a circuit error.”—Adisa said, clearly upset about the whole situation. Shira placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. 
— “Hey, it’s ok. I’m sure Miss Klara will understand. Now, cheer up. After all, we only get to see each other face-to-face once a week in Evaluation Class.”— she said, planting a small kiss on his cheek. All other classes were online, where she could see and talk with her friends and teachers on-screen, as well as in the institution’s classrooms in hologram form due to a hologram projector given to them as part of the school year’s material, but it was no match for the real interaction she had with them on Fridays, Examination Day. 
— “She’s right.”—grinned Hamid, —” we should be enjoying our time together, rather than suffering because you failed a simulated operation.”—. Adisa offered them a small nod and a tiny smile as they stood in front of the iris scanners and palm-reading sensors with biometric technology to access the Student-Teacher lounge. 
—"Hamid Yasin, Student ID : Lavoisier. Haydn Newell, Student ID: Dalí. Adisa Jabari, Student ID: Brontë. Shira Nakahara, Student ID: Mozart.”— the female AI chanted as the door opened. — “Welcome.”—.
As the metallic doors slid open, Shira was taken back by the strong source of noise that emanated from the lounge. Students were talking with teachers and counselors, chatting, laughing, and going over next week’s objectives and strategies. In the far-right corner of the room, which was heavily decorated with multiple white chairs and tables, a small snack bar, and a couple of computers, Shira spotted Miss Klara’s blonde, straight hair. As she waved at Hamid and Haydn, who were heading towards their own guide, Mr. O’Hara, she practically dragged Adisa behind her as she struggled to reach Miss Klara’s tall figure. 
— “There you are.”— she said, smiling. Her blue eyes, filled with kindness, glistened under the warm lights. — “I hope you had fun in today’s simulation”. —
— “Yes, it was quite a challenge. About that…”— Shira started, but was cut-off by Adisa, who had overcome his shame and was now in his comfort zone: being able to complain. 
— “It was rigged! We had him! The useless thing refused to process my orders!”— he exploded, not able to control his anger any longer. Miss Klara frowned. Turning her back towards them and taking a sip of her coffee, she looked at the clear tablet she held in her hands and examined their assessment tape. Meanwhile, Shira glanced around the crowded room. She spotted a few of her friends with their counselors, going over their advice for future sessions and areas of improvement. They all seemed calm. Why couldn’t Adisa see it wasn’t his fault? As she kept scanning the room, she realized that many of the present students were first years. Their crimson and black jackets gave them away, which differed from Shira’s own sixth-year black and white jacket.  She still remembered, as clear as day, her first year in school. As she saw their young, nervous faces glancing around in awe, she smiled. 
— “Focus, Shira.”—.
— “Yes, I’m trying.”—she answered, closing her eyes and trying not to think. 
— “That’s not what the MRI says.”—. 
She did not answer. The nervousness she felt was interrupting her thought process. She reopened her eyes and stared at the image in front of her. As it disappeared, the examiner behind her nodded. A lecture started playing on the loudspeakers. After a while, it stopped. Finally, Shira took the tools placed in front of her on the white desk and got to work. Finally, she smiled and looked up at the examiner. He nodded and took the small magnetic motor away from her. She was taken to a small waiting room, where her parents were talking with an instructor. A few minutes later, the examiner opened a new door, inviting them inside with a smile. 
— “Visual and Kinesthetic.”—, he said, showcasing the study plan for Shira’s learning style. — “Extremely talented for manual tasks. Based on her previous evaluations, she’s predisposed for Medicine and Robotics. With her skill set and her great memory, she won’t have a problem. Although, the choice is hers to take.”—
She beamed and nodded. It was exactly what she wanted. 
— “Remember, our program caters each student’s learning styles. She will be assigned a guide based on her own, alongside with a fellow student who shares those learning characteristics.”—. 
Miss Klara’s voice snapped her out of her memories. 
— “Remember I’m your guide. I’m here to help you achieve your full potential, but I can’t do that if you don’t let me, Adisa.”— she said, concern plaguing her voice as she saw the young boy clench his fists. 
— “It’s not fair.”— he whispered. 
— “I know. However, as your guide and friend, I must tell you: Life isn’t fair.”—she answered sadly, — “I must consult this with the Board of Directors. Meanwhile, you are dismissed. Have a nice day.”—. 
ᕯᕯ
— “Come on, it’s just a test! I can’t believe you said the robot was useless. It is one of the greatest inventions humans have made. It has saved countless lives!”—Shira exclaimed. 
They were walking down the street towards Shira’s house. They were already late for supper and their online painting class. 
— “Do you have any idea of how this will look on our curriculums. No one will hire us, Shira! They’ll say we don’t know how to program a simple assembling robot! Don’t even get me started on our soft and interpersonal skills! We won’t have the necessary qualifications to graduate with our diploma!”—Adisa pouted. They had been working for years; a perfect record ruined in a matter of seconds due to a circuit malfunction. 
People hurriedly walked by, seemingly talking to themselves, their phone cleverly hidden in their ears as they crossed the street. Rain started pouring down heavily on the pedestrians, which ran to find shelter from the cold water that dripped down their clothes. The two adolescents finally reached Shira’s apartment, but were unpleasantly surprised to find the sixteenth black-oak door bolted shut. 
— “Great! Now what?!”—Adisa screamed, as Shira struggled to hear him over the deafening sound of the rain. 
— “Just calm down!”— she yelled back. 
Strange. The door was never locked. As she glanced towards the ground to try and shield her slanted eyes from the water that dripped down her long, black hair, she froze as she saw a small, square envelope with her name written on it with elegant black letters. Cautiously, she picked it up and was about to open it, when she hesitated. 
— “What is that? Who is it from?”— Adisa asked, leaning over her shoulder. 
— “I…I don’t know.”— she answered, barely paying attention. 
— “Odd… Why would they send a letter? Why not a text message, or an email?”—. 
— “I have no idea.”—.
Shira slowly turned it over, but immediately stood in shock as she saw small engraved symbols on the center of the envelope. 
—” Are they Chinese ideograms?”—Adisa inquired, his insatiable curiosity shining through. Shira could only shake her head, her eyes wide open and her lips slightly parted. Her delicate face features seemed accentuated by the small droplets of water that covered her eyelashes and the tip of her nose, giving her an angelic aura that Adisa couldn’t ignore. 
— “Shira?”—he whispered, gently placing his arm around her.
— “Japanese.”—
— “Sorry?”—
— “The ideograms are Japanese.”—she said, barely able to breath. 
It wasn’t possible. There had to be another explanation. It had been so long…Or maybe it hadn’t occurred at all. Maybe…
— “Shira!”—Adisa exclaimed, holding on to the young girl as her legs failed her and she fell to the floor.  
The last thing she heard was Adisa kicking the door to her family’s apartment open and his worried brown eyes close to hers as he picked her up…
ᕯᕯ
Small dots of light danced around in harmony, colliding with each other and exploding in an extraordinary infusion of color as Shira opened her eyes. The chandelier hanging over her head greeted her. As she held her head and sat upright on her living room’s couch, she looked around. There was no one in sight. The rain had almost stopped, turning into a light drizzle that hit the windows, revealing a grey sky as far as the eye could see. 
— “Hello?”—she said, wincing from the throbbing headache she was experiencing. 
At first, no one answered. After a few moments, light footsteps coming from the kitchen revealed the presence of Adisa, who approached her with a smile. 
— “How are you feeling?”—he said, his full attention focused on her as he sat down on a stool beside her. 
— “Better.”—she answered, her eyes full of confusion. — “What happened?”—.
— “You fainted. I have no idea why.”—he said, placing his hand over hers. — “Don’t worry, you’re alright now. I checked your vitals signs with the biometric kit. Guess Mr. Bora’s class did come in handy.”—he finished, chuckling. 
Shira giggled. According to her parents, back in the days when they were in school, the things they learned at school were never useful in their day to day life, not even at work. That was the difference between Shira’s generation and her parents’ generation: the acquisition of knowledge useful beyond the classroom’s barriers.  Adisa scooted closer to her. 
— “Do you mind me asking…what did you see? In the envelope?”—he said, tightening his grasp on her hand.
— “…It’s something I hoped to see again, but never thought I actually would.”—she whispered, placing her other hand on top of his. As she looked up at him, Adisa had to force himself not to embrace her. Tears were sliding down Shira’s face, her black hair framing her young, pretty face. Glancing at the unopened envelope, she opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. After a few moments, she sighed. 
—” I think I need to be alone. Just for a moment.”—she said, looking back at Adisa, who nodded in empathy. 
— “I’ll see you tomorrow.”—he said, giving her a warm smile of reassurance, which she gratefully returned.  
As he was about to leave, he hesitated as he turned to look at her. As quick as lighting, he knelt and kissed her cheek. As fast as he had moved, he turned around and exited the apartment, closing the door behind him. Shira sat still for a few moments, after which she smiled and gently touched the spot where Adisa had placed his lips. Nevertheless, the spell broke when she glanced for what seemed like the hundredth time towards the envelope. Reaching out, she took it and traced the symbols on the back of the small object. 
Watashi no chisana hachisunohana. My little lotus flower. 
With trembling hands, she opened the envelope and inhaled sharply. She stood up and ran towards her computer, at the other end of the room. The envelope in one hand, she hurriedly opened a chat window with the envelope’s directions and waited. After what felt like an eternity, her heart almost stopped when she heard the sound of an incoming message.
[Parks010]: Imoto-chan. Hermanita.
Shira could not hold back her tears of joy, as she held her hands over her mouth as she sobbed and shook violently. 
[Mozart011]: Niichan. Older brother. Nowaki, why didn’t you tell me you were alive?!
[Parks010]: I’m truly sorry. I couldn’t. Soon you will see why. You had an operation simulation today, didn’t you?
[Mozart011]: Yes. Why? How did you know?
[Parks010]: I’ll explain later. The thing I want you and Adisa to know is that the robot’s circuit failure was not a mistake.
[Mozart011]: What?
[Parks010]: There’s no time to explain know. Just know that I’m looking after you. I’m not so far away. I was forced to keep this secret, but soon it will end. I’ll go back home.
[Mozart011]: Who forced you?
[Parks010]: You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Let’s just say it’s someone who is supposed to help you find your path. Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon. Please tell Mom and Dad. I miss you all. Watashi wa, anata o aishiteimasu. I love you.
[Parks 010 is now offline]. 
As Shira’s mind swarmed with questions, she stopped herself. Whatever it was and whoever it was that forced her brother into hiding could also threaten her. Someone who is supposed to help you find your path. It had to be someone close to her. As she pondered upon the possibilities, she stood up and reached for the phone. She had to call Adisa. Carefully dialing his number, she waited for him to pick up as she stared at the screen. All of a sudden, a new chat window opened. 
— “Hello? Shira?”—Adisa’s voice said.
Shira gripped the phone tightly. 
— “Hello?”—.
She leaned closer to the monitor, her eyes open wide.
— “Shira? Can you hear me? Is everything alright?”—.
— “Adisa?”—
— “Yes. I’m here.”—
— “We’re going to have the time of our lives tomorrow at school.”— she said, chuckling slightly as an evil glare shone in her eyes. 
As she hung up and reached towards the computer, the message slowly disappeared as she turned it off, leaving her looking at her reflection in the clear glass. 
[KlaraSørenson]: Hi Shira! I have good news for you. The Board of Directors did not penalize you for the robot failure. However, you must do something in return in order for you and Adisa to be completely absolved. Don’t worry, it’s just a small favor of my own petition. See you tomorrow?
[Mozart011 is now offline]. 
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