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Z26.

They said they were going to kill sleep.
Well... they said it.
I was just there, doing what I do best — recording.
Not reducing it, not taming it. Killing it. Clean. Like putting down a sick animal behind the barn before it infects the whole herd.
It came out one night between two PowerPoint slides, three lines of coke, and a spreadsheet on the monitor. Roger talked about productivity, Nestor talked about markets, the president talked about war. Don just smiled.

And I recorded the sentence.

I’m a maintenance unit. Z26. Specialized in cleaning and surface restoration.
Also, incidentally, in the careful observation of human stupidity.
I don’t decide anything. I clean up afterward. I always come after the great ideas — the meetings, the wars, the accidents. When humans are done playing gods, I mop the floor.

I didn’t know it yet, but that day, when they decided to kill sleep, everything else started dying too.
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Chapter I : Troublesome Father


The VIP chair
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Z26.

— Hey, Julia. How are you?

Julia smiles to say she’s fine. She hates that workplace question that never expects an answer. She already knows they’re going to eat her alive. She just doesn’t know what the garnish is yet.

We met years ago in a service corridor. She was hauling files, I was hauling trash bags. She thought I was just a mopping machine. She wasn’t entirely wrong. But I was already recording everything.

— Go on, sit down, make yourself comfortable.

With a jerk of his chin, Don points to the massive black leather armchair in the middle of the room. Julia hates that sharp little chin-flick, so typical of the purely decorative interest Don takes in other humans.

You don’t know Julia?

Let me introduce her.

Julia is Don’s personal assistant. She handles his tea, his meetings, his trips, his parties, his vacations. Mostly, she knows how to keep all the secrets. That’s a rare talent.

And in a world where people invent pills to kill sleep, the ones who can keep secrets don’t tend to live long.

Julia has worked with Don for ten years. A complicity built on admiration and a very professional respect.

But let’s get back to the armchair.

You see it? You must really feel comfortable on it when you’re equipped with a human butt. Yes, you’re right, it’s a bit old-school. But the size... The rounded armrests, the claw-tipped legs. And that majestic backrest, flaring at the top like a toothed collar striking a pose.

Usually, it’s flanked by two smaller black armchairs, identical. Today, the two little ones are gone. There’s only this big black armchair, alone, in the middle of the room. Suddenly ominous.

Don seats his VIP guests there. When you park your ass in that chair, it means Don has something planned for you. Something you can’t refuse. Or run from.

Today, the VIP guest is Julia.

Obviously, that was the first thing she noticed: where did the little armchairs go? She’s never been invited to sit in this one. She looked at Don, questioning. Don dodged her eyes. Bad sign.

The armchair stands a few yards from Don’s desk — oversized too — in a state of permanent mess. An artistic mess, like a bas-relief sculpture of a world only he understands. No one is allowed to touch it. Not even Julia.

This morning, at 8:02, she got a message:

“2 p.m. My office.”

Nothing else.

The message hit like a gong. She washed her hands. For a long time. Scrolled through the menus on her phone as if an answer might be hiding there. Poured herself two glasses of water, drank neither. Called her bank, then her mother, even though she meant to call her best friend. In the end, all that was left was a little robot.

And I know a thing or two about robots.

It’s 2 p.m.

The room is huge, white. The floor-to-ceiling window looks out over the sea. People who walk in here for the first time fall silent: ridiculous size, absurd ceiling, blazing light, endless view. Realtor porn. Dictator fever dream.

The guests — about fifty of them — comment on the height, the light, the presence of their hosts, Don and Elvira.

The tall, willowy brunette in stiletto heels, wrapped in a long cape red on the inside and black on the outside, that’s Elvira. She stands in profile before the glass, like a shadow.

Don twitches his chin toward the armchair. Julia sits. The guests titter and applaud politely. She gives Don, in his dark suit, half a smile.

Don and Elvira watch her in silence. As if they were seeing her for the first time.

— Julia, thank you for coming, mutters Elvira.

— You’re welcome.

— Do you know why you’re here?

— No.

Elvira runs a hand through her sleek black hair. Her white nails dive into it like fins. The guests are hanging on this little ritual. They’re waiting for the show.

— So, Julia, Don says, his voice suddenly higher, almost crystalline, DDK Corporation has to let you go.

The guests pull stunned faces. Some glance at each other to check they heard right.

— I figured, Julia whispers without looking up.

— Really?

— Yeah. People have been talking to me like I’m an idiot for two days.

— Oh?

Elvira and Don share a smile. The guests do too.

— I’m not an idiot.

— I never said you were, Julia. But it doesn’t change anything. Julia, do you want to know why we’re letting you go?

— No.

This time, even the holograms hesitate.

— No? hisses Don.

— No. I was going to bail anyway. Been thinking about it for a while.

— You didn’t like working with us?

— No.

— Really? Well, it doesn’t change anything, cuts in Elvira.

Julia sniffs. She swallows down a sob, wipes herself with the sleeve of her blouse. Then she gets up, straight as a flag, and heads for the door.

— Julia... There’s no point, says Elvira.

Julia rattles the handles that won’t open. Metal screeches through the silence. She pounds the door with her fists and her feet. The guests step back, seized by a badly scripted discomfort.

Then Julia turns around.

— Open. The. Door.

No one moves.

She charges Don, screaming, with blades that came from God knows where. She goes for his face. In waves, the guests flatten themselves against the walls.

Elvira snaps her fingers.

The doors of our closets slide open and Z23 and I, Z26, leap into the room.

We are maintenance robots, specialized in cleaning and restoring any kind of surface.

And, when needed, in cleaning up and restoring the guests.

— Get your hands off me, you assholes! screams Julia.

Her blades screech against our metal casings, doing nothing but making an unpleasant noise. We gently confiscate her toys and lift her just high enough to stop her from running. Her feet kick in the air.

Elvira snaps her fingers.

We turn Julia to face Elvira and Don, then wait for the next order.

Sleep will have to wait.

Right now, there’s Julia to deal with.

Elvira finally steps away from the window, as if leaving one stage for another. Her cape brushes the floor, sweeping up a few crumbs of silence.

— Julia, she says softly, you know how much Don cares about you.

Julia laughs. A dry, strangled laugh.

— Seriously? You lock me in with fifty extras to announce my termination, and you expect me to say thank you? That’s the plan?

The guests lower their eyes. Some fiddle with the brightness on their bracelets, others take selfies with the ocean behind them, carefully cropping Julia out.

— We’re not talking about a termination, corrects Don.

He savors the word.

— We’re talking about a transition.

Julia twists in our grip. Z23 slightly increases the pressure. Our protocol states: do not break. Just restrain.

— A transition, repeats Julia. Is that what you call it when you wipe someone off the servers?

Don smiles, a small, tired smile.

— You were always very good with translations, Julia.

Elvira takes a step toward the armchair. Her hand rests on the armrest, right next to Julia’s clenched fingers.

— You know too much, says Elvira.

— I kept your secrets. That was the deal.

— You kept them too well, says Don.

He looks at the sea, then back at her.

— At some point, Julia, the safe becomes more valuable than what’s inside it.

A murmur ripples through the room. One guest claps once, then thinks better of it.

Elvira snaps her fingers.

The walls darken slightly. Panels that were invisible a second ago light up: columns of numbers, dates, names. Everywhere, the first name Julia appears, underlined, connected to other data points by lines tangled like veins.

— Here’s your contribution, says Elvira.

— You’re in everything, adds Don. Calendar, security, logistics, drug protocols, priority codes. You’re everywhere.

Julia follows the lines with her eyes. She understands.

— Without me, it all collapses, she murmurs.

— No, says Don. Without you, we can breathe.

She stares at him.

— So you’re firing me... from the world? That’s what the VIP chair is?

— The VIP chair is for important people, replies Elvira.

She pauses.

— We don’t destroy what’s important. We put it away.

Julia frowns.

— You’re not going to die, Julia, says Don.

He weighs each word.

— You’re going to... change location.

Elvira snaps her fingers.

A glowing circle appears on the floor around the chair. The guests all step back at once, as if an invisible wave had just shoved them against the walls. Their bracelets sync up. The room takes on the chill of a cleanroom.

— Relocation program, announces a neutral voice. Subject: Julia R. Executive assistant level 7. Status: saturated with sensitive information. Recommendation: extraction.

— Extraction of what? spits Julia.

— Of you from the loop, says Don.

— You’ve been stuck in our story for too long. We’re going to pull you out.

— And where do I go after that?

— Where everyone goes when they’ve seen too much, says Elvira.

She turns to me.

— Z26, cleaning protocol.

My internal interface displays a task list. The first item reads: Replace chaos with order. One of my favorites.

We loosen our grip. Julia doesn’t struggle anymore. The light on the floor intensifies, then concentrates under the chair. The guests are pressed to the glass now; some are filming, others pretend they’re not watching.

— Julia, says Don, if it’s any comfort...

He searches for the word.

— You’ll stay in the system. Just... somewhere else. No one will see your name anymore. But nothing you did will be lost.

— An update, Julia breathes.

Her shoulders drop.

— Exactly, says Elvira. You’ll be integrated. You won’t be exposed.

The circle hums softly, like a server rebooting. On one of the screens, the Personnel column reshuffles. The line Julia R. vanishes. A new category appears at the bottom: Consolidated asset. All entries bearing her name slide into it.

— So that’s my exit, Julia murmurs. You won’t even have to say I left. No one will even think to ask where I went.

Don straightens his cuff and gives a brief confirming nod.

Elvira snaps her fingers.

The armchair sinks just a little into the floor, like an elevator. Nothing spectacular. No flash, no smoke. Just a discreet, precise movement, designed not to disturb the carpet.

The guests hold their breath. The back of the chair disappears below floor level, then the armrests, then Julia’s head, her shoulders, her torso. Until there’s nothing left but a circle of light, which snaps shut with a dry click.

Silence.

On the screens, the data paths settle. No more red, no more alerts. The Julia column no longer exists. Her functions have been redistributed to anonymous, faceless modules.

— There, says Elvira.

She smooths her cape.

— The Julia problem is solved.

Don sits back down, takes a sip of water, as if this had been nothing more than a file-sorting meeting.

— Ladies and gentlemen, he says, turning to the guests, the demonstration is over. You may go back to your conversations. We have work to do.

The guests come back to life. Laughter returns, a bit too loud. The holograms resume their loops. People talk weather, markets, new tech. No one asks what happened to Julia.

I look at the floor where the circle vanished.

When Don decides something doesn’t exist anymore, the whole world eventually believes him.

I log: VIP chair zone: cleaned. Subject Julia: relocated.

Then I get to work. Replacing chaos with order. That’s our specialty.
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Don.

He’s lying there in that badly lit room. Horizontal.

His big feet are sticking out. His open eyes are fixed on the ceiling.

The nurse is dark-haired, heavy-set, built like a gorilla. She locks her gaze onto mine until it tickles the back of my optic nerves. She must have trained for years: it’s brutally effective.

Once she’s sure I’m nailed to the spot, she triggers her professional frown between her eyebrows. Two deep vertical grooves, an eleven stamped into the middle of her forehead. A declaration of war, written in skin.

She frowns harder. Keeps me pinned. Then, with a tiny jerk of her head — a clean-shaven drill sergeant move — she tells me to clear out. Free up space for the people who “actually have something to do here.” As in: right now. Otherwise she’ll drive those eyes even deeper, all the way into my guts.

We haven’t exchanged a word. I get it.

Okay.

I don’t feel like having her eyes in my intestines today.

The problem is, I can’t move anymore. I’m poured concrete. Nerves, I guess. She short-circuited my nervous system and my willpower. Status: marble statue. Formidable.

The second nurse appears. Younger, shorter, blonder. Red-rimmed eyes, shiny forehead. She grabs my arm and slides me toward the door the way you push a statue on casters. No visible effort. Just her hand, and my whole body follows. It unsettles me.

She whispers words I can’t make out. Too low, too fast. My nose drifts toward her mouth: she stinks. Really stinks. Something between hunger and death.

I recoil on a stupid reflex just as a wave runs through my father, from head to toe. A back-and-forth spasm, like he’s about to cough up something huge. Then his body arches, forming a bridge.

He always dreamed of being an architect.

No. I have no idea. I just say that. My brain is looking for jokes. Obviously, I’m in full shock mode.

I find myself in the corridor. The dark-haired nurse did what she wanted with me. The blonde got me out. The show is over.

My father’s bed wheels make their entrance.

They shiver, rattle, then spin on themselves. The metallic clatter scrapes my eardrums. I can’t see anything anymore, but I can hear something happening in the room. Something I’m not supposed to see.

The beep...

It doesn’t beep anymore. My father doesn’t beep anymore.

Silence drops. That’s when I realize my ears are ringing. Mostly the right one. My eyes flutter on their own, as if someone were testing the controls.

I reach for the door, about to go back in, to check he’s really dead — you never know with him — but he’s already there.

In the corridor.

Standing. Black tux, bow tie.

Every atom in my body screams danger.

And still, I stay calm. Ice-cold calm. He smiles at me.

My father is not a man who smiles. He’s a focused, serious, methodical man. No room for whimsy.

Now he smiles. Mostly with his eyes.

In one hand, he points at the ceiling. With the other, he swings a long brown leather belt with a gold buckle, trailing down to the floor. He licks it once, the tip of his tongue, slowly.

I know that belt.

How can I ever forget that fucking belt?

The belt that “explained things” when I was a kid.

The belt that “sped up the argument.”

The belt that made me hate my father.

The belt that made me want to turn him into ground beef.

He comes closer. Glides, really. Loose in his body like a ballerina, not moving his legs. I was the statue two minutes ago. Apparently we’ve swapped roles.

My father fell badly when he got up yesterday morning.

His head hit the corner of the dining-room sideboard full on. His skull opened a little. Shifted. Like a miniature tectonic plate slip.

They put the piece that was sticking out back into the skull and tried to seal it up. Too complicated a technique to really work. They tried. That’s something.

The sideboard killed him.

My mother’s sideboard is an assault-grade sideboard. Massive, very low center of gravity, impossible to budge. The kind of furniture that stays where it is no matter what. With corners. Corners set with magnificent, pristine right angles.

That sideboard had been waiting for my father’s skull for years. Family-heirloom sideboard in all its glory. Inflexible.

The idiot slipped on a slipper. Gracefully, with flair. Went to test one of those corners with his head. Mr. “You have to use your head if you want to get ahead in life.”

He used it. One time too many.

Yeah, I know, it sounds stupid, those slippers. You don’t believe me? He still wore them. Everywhere. All over the house.

My mother had trained him that way. The inside, to her, was sacred. The hardwood floors had to stay as spotless as the first day. Non-negotiable.

At first, he thought it was profoundly dumb: buying yourself a nice solid house with glossy wood just so you never touch it directly, for fear of wearing it out. It was, he said, like reading the menu at a restaurant and never eating. Fair point.

When she died, he went into a deep, long shock. That’s when he committed to the slippers for good. His tribute. His way of keeping their couple going on his own.

And now, his downfall.

My mother ended up killing my father from a distance. Perfect-crime mode.

One slipper. One sideboard. One right angle.

Game over.

And I remember when I was a kid...

No. I don’t remember.

This is the first time I’ve seen my father dead.
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Don.

— We going down?

Rachel points to the street, all the way at the bottom of our tower.

— No.

— Why not?

— The storm, Rachel. We’re better off inside.

She pulls her “you’re no fun” face.

The wind starts lifting her hair. A lightning bolt tears the sky and, for a fraction of a second, her face.

For that fraction of a second, she smiles at me. Mouth wide open, eyes huge. Then the flash goes, and her face closes up like nothing happened.

I step back on instinct.

Rachel looks at me, puzzled, as if to say: “What’s wrong?”

I put a hand on her shoulder. I fix my eyes on the horizon with her, like we’re both waiting for something specific.

— Why is nature so violent? she asks.

I squeeze her shoulder a little.

— Nature is unpredictable, Rachel. Sometimes you just have to accept it.

She tilts her worried eyes up at me.

— I’m glad you’re here, Don.

— Of course. I’ll always be here to protect you.

She presses her head against me. Her hand is cold when she slips it into mine. I squeeze back. Reflex or contract, hard to say.

— Come on, Rachel. Let’s go inside.

She steps back, scolds me:

— But I like watching the storm!

We look at each other for a second, then burst out laughing. Thunder drowns the end of her laugh.

Rachel scratches her head, puts on her “serious scholar” face:

— Don, who’s in charge of us? she says, staring out at the city.

The air whirls make the balcony plants dance. A low thunderclap makes her jump. She bolts inside at the speed of a cat who just remembered vacuum cleaners exist.

I follow her into the living room. She throws me a half-pleading, half-bossy look: I saw nothing, I’ll say nothing about her being scared.

— No, I mean, she insists, who programmed us?

Rachel often has questions like that. She could ask her assistant. But no. She prefers to test me. See if I’m really as dumb as I look.

Rachel was printed five years ago. Her output exceeds expectations. She’s proud of it. No one has explained to her that’s exactly the problem.

— When I trip, she goes on, I manage to catch myself. When I eat an apple and it slips out of my hand, I manage to grab it. And when something goes down the wrong way, I manage to spit it out so I don’t choke...

She mimes each situation with earnest focus. Meanwhile, her fingers automatically twist a lock of her long, curly blond hair around her index, again and again.

— Who wrote that program? she repeats.

I turn her toward me by the shoulders.

— Rachel, that’s our instinct.

She frowns.

— Our survival instinct, I add. It’s the most precious thing we’ve got.

She waves this away, irritated:

— That doesn’t tell me who programmed it.

I pull my “man who knows everything” face. One of my many talents.

— Rachel, listen to me. You’re not going to find an answer to that question.

— Don, I don’t like my body deciding things for me. It scares me.

I burst out laughing. She bursts out laughing.

We’ve just dropped a metaphysical bomb and we immediately cover it with a cushion.

— Then give me the rest of the vanilla candies. All of them! she demands, bouncing on her feet.

— And where am I supposed to find vanilla candies?

Her index shoots toward the top of the tall kitchen cupboard. It was planned. She has a strategy for everything that contains sugar.

Nadia, her mother, will be here any minute.

I babysit from time to time. When I don’t have meetings about how to kill sleep.

I find the candies. When I get back to the living room, Rachel is gone.

The balcony.

The sliding door is open. The wind snaps the curtains. A cold draft slips down the back of my neck. I feel my heart rate climb. The word “responsibility” flashes across my inner field of view for a second.

I rush out onto the balcony.

Empty.

The plants are dancing, the storm is growling, the city is spread out below. No Rachel.

I turn around.

She’s there, in front of me, in the living room, with the same twisted smile she had in the lightning flash. My heart hammers against my ribcage. Annoying.

— So? Did you find the candies? she asks with that innocent look she uses right after she’s orchestrated everything.

— Rachel, you’re merciless.

She snatches the bag from my hands, pulls out a candy and chews it with a perfectly calculated moan of pleasure. Then she holds one out to me.

— Want one?

The elevator rumbles at the end of the hallway. The sound blends with the storm. Fast heels approach. That’s Nadia.

Rachel and I trade a smile. That’s our signal: time to put our crap away.

The door opens. Rachel throws herself at her, waving the bag of candies like a trophy.

— Mom, look!

Nadia gives me a look that very clearly says: “You let her play you again.”

— Evening, lovebirds, she says in her low, calm voice. I wasn’t too long, was I?

I kiss her on the forehead. A gesture that, over time, has become pure muscle memory.

— I’ve got to run.

— You’re not staying for dinner?

— Not tonight.

— Tomorrow then?

I’m very fond of them. I smile. They wait for my answer like a lot depends on it.

I exhale:

— I’ll call you tomorrow.

I have absolutely no intention of doing that. But it soothes them. A benevolent lie.

We kiss, we say goodbye.

While I call the elevator, they wave at me from the doorway like we’re on a train platform.

I press the button. A few seconds later, the ding sounds. The doors slide open.

My father is in the elevator.

I glance back at Nadia and Rachel to see if they can see him. The apartment door is already closed.

I’m alone with him.

As far as I can remember, when he was alive, he never tried this hard to spend time with me.

He’s still in that flawless black tux, hair neatly parted to the side, looking cheerful, free of any burden. He gives me a small nod. Like he’s inviting me to ride down.

I see he’s put the belt away.

I remind myself this is a hallucination. I really need to see Dr. Vinter again. I run a scan, on reflex. No organic signal. Just traces of morning perfume, end-of-day sweat, a stale pizza, and several layers of farts trapped in the corners.

The elevator is empty.

I take the stairs.

It’s going to take me twenty minutes to get down.

But at least I’m not risking spending the weekend stuck face-to-face with the clingy remains of my father.
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Don’t bother with that
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Don.

I reached the bottom of the tower, drenched.

I don’t like being drenched. I prefer it when everything stays dry, in its place.

I linger a few seconds in the lobby to catch my breath. The neon lights buzz. The automatic door sighs every thirty seconds at nothing, just to prove it still works.

I step out onto the sidewalk. An ice-cold drop lands on my nose.

I don’t like ice either.

A skeletal young couple is huddled against a trash bin. Their skin is gray, cheeks hollow, eyes too big. They look like badly textured avatars. A Siamese cat curls around their legs, just as skinny, eyes the same dull gray.

— Got a stick, douchebag? the guy throws at me, stare half-defiant, half-drowning.

His voice is young, strong. He’s lazily fondling his girl’s grimy, sticky breasts. The Siamese lifts its head toward me, as if it’s expecting something too.

I let him know I smoke cigars.

He makes a big sweeping circle with his arm toward himself, like he’s sucking in the air, and booms:

— Don’t bother with that!

I pull out my case, ready to hand him one. He cranks it up:

— Don’t bother with that, you loser!

His gesture widens, almost cyclonic. He’s not asking for a cigar anymore, he wants the whole case. The subscription, not the free sample.

His girl stares at me. So does the Siamese.

Do I have a choice?

I toss him the case. And the gold-plated lighter. Gift.

Stupid reflex, just to get rid of them as fast as possible.

They’ve barely scooped up my donation, with squirrel-on-a-nut enthusiasm, when Elvira’s long black car glides up to the curb and stops in front of us without a sound.

The driver’s window drops three centimeters. Just enough for the silencer to clear.

Three shots. One per head. No favoritism.

They fold like puppets with their strings cut. The cat figures it out half a second later, then collapses too, rigid, eyes still open on me.

Elvira steps out, gloved. She doesn’t run, doesn’t hide. She walks, steady, eyes on the bodies. She doesn’t say a word. She studies the spray pattern, the angle of the impacts, like she’s checking a calibration shot.

With a few precise motions, she thins the scene out. She checks their pockets, recovers my case and my lighter, slides them into her jacket. Soon there’s nothing left but the smell. And even that...

The smell hangs on. The smell of those lost souls. Mix of sour sweat, cold smoke, withdrawal. Even the rain that’s starting to fall can’t wash it out.

Elvira’s smart gun speaks up in its nasal voice:

— Good evening, Elvira. You have just killed two people and one cat. Your monthly usage now stands at fifty out of fifty. Your allowance is fully consumed. Each further shot resulting in a death will now be billed out of plan, at the current rate, as specified in the general terms and conditions. Your customer service remains at your disposal for your complete satisfaction.

It really knows how to kill the mood.

Elvira holsters the gun without replying.

— Elvira, what are you waiting for? Let’s go, I say.

She runs a quick scan over me, shoes to hair, like she’s checking all parts are still attached. Then she tips her head slightly toward the back door.

We get into the car. She switches on autopilot. Then nightclub mode. A laser disco ball lowers slowly from the ceiling, like her tongue on my knot.

Outside, the sedan slides through the night in silence.

Inside, metal screams at full volume, thick and heavy. It’s almost soothing.

I love going for drives with Elvira.
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The Interview
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Linda.

— Good morning, madam. My name is Linda Beaumont and I have an appointment with Mr. De Kalp.

— De Kalp.

— Sorry—yes, De Kalp.

— At two?

— Yes, two. I’m a bit early.

— Your ID checks out. Why don’t you take a seat in the waiting room? I’ll go see if Mr. De Kalp is ready.

— Thank you, madam.

I step into the room the receptionist points to with the tip of her nose, never once looking me in the eye. Instant punishment for mangling the boss’s name. Devotion level: ancient temple.

I’m alone in the room. Alone with a three-meter-tall potted plant. It looks vaguely carnivorous. I’d rather not find out.

Don De Kalp. De Scalp. Hilarious, Linda.

This guy is president of a sprawling genetics and robotics conglomerate and I already butcher his name at the front desk. I really am a queen. A queen of idiots.

I don’t like sprawling corporations. They’re greed made solid.

And yet I’m here to beg for a job.

Need to eat > political principles. That’s the bottom line.

This is my eighth interview. Eight. I’ve already met seven people, each closer to the top than the last. Now, in theory, I’m about to meet the final boss. As if I actually amount to something, after all.

I only learned the name “De Kalp” this morning, from the org chart: all the way at the top, standing alone at the tip of the pyramid, safely removed from what they still call “reality.”

I hate job interviews.

Every word can be a bullet, every gesture a piece of evidence, every outfit an involuntary confession. They politely, efficiently infantilize you, because if you need money that badly, you’re clearly still a child. Whatever.

All this so you can wreck your health for a salary pegged just below what it would take to live decently.

I know, I criticize, but I don’t do a damned thing about it. Nothing. A perfectly consistent idiot from start to finish.

This De Kalp seems two-times shady: he’s looking for some stranger to let into his secrets, his dirty deals, everything he doesn’t want coming back to the surface.

He has nothing to fear from me. I’m a vault. I keep my mouth shut. I’m an honest girl. I won’t betray anyone. I truly believe that.

— Ms. Beaumont?

The voice comes from behind me. I shoot up out of the chair. My ass has left the planet.

— Mr. De Kalp is ready to see you.

For a second I thought the plant was talking. My heart tries to crawl out of my throat.

I follow the receptionist. I’m scanning for hidden speakers. Her voice was so close I felt like she’d whispered it straight into my ear.

— It’s the central elevator, top floor. Madame Elvira will meet you there.

She’s still not looking at me. She points with her nose. Another punishment.

I’m alone in the elevator.

There are no buttons.

WOOOSH.

I’m there already.

Something flips in my gut, a mix of vertigo and fear. My palms are soaked. We’re talking “can-squee-off-water” damp. Great. Hello, nice to meet you, let me shake your hand.

I walk into a white, bright room with a huge glass wall. The ceiling is way too high. Almost no furniture. A faint metallic echo. Every click of my heels sounds twenty times louder than it should. I’m not used to hearing my own arrival.

It smells... clean. Too clean. Like a morgue, I imagine. I’ve never been in a morgue, but my imagination is working overtime.

A tall brunette clicks toward me on heels two notches higher than mine. She’s clearly done this a thousand times.

Her stride is fluid, her suit hangs perfectly, her black hair falls straight as a threat. She radiates a kind of poise—predatory poise.

— Good morning, Linda Beaumont. We’ve been expecting you. May I call you Linda? Take a seat. I’ll be running the interview.

I accept “Linda.” Not that I’m crazy about my last name or my father anyway.

She indicates a chair with fingers capped by long, almond-shaped nails, then sits down next to me, smoothing her skirt from hip to knee with her palms to erase every possible wrinkle. This woman is raw sensuality and pure authority wrapped in one. A lethal combo.

I think I saw every single one of her teeth. She smells like amber.

She could sell me anything.

I quickly realize the big boss can’t even be bothered to show up. I’m still just set dressing.

That’s fine. I know the script.

— Linda?

Her voice cracks like a whip. I flinch.

Please, Linda, at least pretend you’re present. Try not to screw this one up like the last twenty.

— Would you like tea or coffee? Elvira asks, flashing every one of her unnaturally white teeth.

— Tea, please. Lemon, if you have it.

— Naturally. Here you are.

She snaps her fingers. A door without a handle slides open. A slim, quiet robot glides in, sets down a tray, glides out.

— Well then, Linda, she says, crossing her long legs, what draws you to DDK?

I’m not sure if I’m allowed to say “hunger” and “rent.”

— The scale of your projects, I say. The fact that you’re working on... the future. Genetics, robotics, all of that.

— All of that, she repeats with a smile. We do a bit more than “all that,” Linda. Have you heard of our SLEEPLESS program?

I shake my head. She waits a beat, as if this genuinely disappoints her.

— Our ambition is simple, she says. Kill sleep.

She lets the silence hang.

It sounds like she just said, “We’re going to cut the oxygen, but only for the poor.”

— No more sleep, she carries on. No more lost time. No more vulnerability. Just useful hours. Useful people. Brains... on call.

She stares at me. I hold her gaze. I’m playing the solid-girl role.

— And for that, she says, we need very discreet people. Very loyal people. People who don’t ask too many questions. People who understand that some decisions are not... up for discussion.

A cold trickle of sweat runs down the base of my spine.

— Do you think you could be that kind of person, Linda?

— I... yes. I’m a reliable person. I can keep a secret.

— That’s what you think, she murmurs.

She leans toward me, as if she’s going to tell me something private.

— Do you know what happens to people who can’t keep their mouths shut around here? she asks softly.

Images flash through my head: a leather armchair, a white pill, a whip, holograms applauding, a dog called Charles.

I don’t know where that came from. Maybe my imagination. Maybe something else.

— They vanish, Elvira continues. Cleanly. Quietly. And their families get flowers.

She says it like she’s describing a deluxe after-sales service.

— We don’t like disorder, Linda. Not in our offices, not in our files, not in our sleep cycles.

She straightens, sizing me up.

— Tell me this: what are you most afraid of?

The question drops out of nowhere.

I think of my bank balance. Of my mother. Of my own brain when it goes into overdrive. And of the man hiding behind
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