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Deluxed

For everyone who did exactly what they were told
and still disappeared.
Anonymous.
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Waiting is not patience.

It’s refusal without witnesses.
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Prologue
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The Building That Remembers

The building is still standing because nobody bothered to knock it down.

That’s the real reason. Not heritage. Not zoning. Not sentiment. It survives the way stains survive—by being cheaper to ignore than to remove. Concrete doesn’t rot the way people want it to. It just absorbs. Water. Oil. Fat. History. You can repaint it, rebrand it, wrap it in glass and slogans, but underneath it’s the same mouth, still open, still hungry, still waiting.

They changed the name three times and the smell never cared.

Morning shift arrives at six. Fluorescent lights hum awake like tired insects. Boots hit the floor in the same rhythm they always have. The lockers clang. Someone coughs. Someone else farts and laughs about it. The jokes are always about food. Always about meat. Always about nothing.

This place eats jokes the way it eats everything else.

On the outside wall there’s a new logo—rounded letters, green leaf, promise of cleanliness. Inside, stainless steel reflects faces back at themselves until nobody recognizes anything. Mirrors without memory. Every surface shines hard enough to convince a man he’s not complicit in whatever happened before he clocked in.

The machines wake up slowly. They don’t roar anymore. They hum. They whisper. They glide. They’re polite now. Enclosed. Certified. Audited. They don’t bite. They process.

That’s the difference.

In the old days, the machines were loud. Angry. Honest about what they did. You could hear them from the parking lot. A warning disguised as noise. Now everything is padded, insulated, optimized. Soundproofed violence. Efficiency is quieter than fear.

There’s a grinder at the center of the floor, smaller than the legends but meaner in its own way. It doesn’t look like it could swallow a man. That’s the trick. It doesn’t need to. It only needs pieces. Metrics. Inputs. Outputs. Loss percentages. Waste thresholds. Numbers chew better than bodies ever did.

A man named Pavel eats his lunch near the loading dock. Chicken wrap. Sauce leaking down the foil. He wipes his hands on his pants and doesn’t notice. He scrolls his phone with the thumb of someone who’s never had to wait for anything important.

“Place used to be fucked,” he says, mouth full. Not to anyone in particular.

Another man shrugs. “Everything used to be fucked.”

That’s the end of it. No follow-up. No curiosity. The past here is just bad branding. A rumor that doesn’t even scare people anymore. Fear expires faster than meat if you don’t keep feeding it.

The drain in the corner never dries. They’ve replaced the pipes twice. New steel. New seals. New promises. Still damp. Always damp. A thin black mouth in the floor that breathes just enough to remind you it’s there. Like the building sweating through its shoes.

Nobody asks about it.

You learn early not to ask about things that don’t want to answer.

At ten thirty there’s a safety briefing. Hard hats. Gloves. Incident-free days counter blinking like a cheap casino sign. A supervisor reads from a laminated card about hygiene and protocol and mutual respect. Everyone nods. Everyone looks at the clock behind his head.

Respect is the newest ingredient. Required by law.

A forklift rolls by carrying boxed product stamped with barcodes and expiration dates. Neat little graves. Everything accounted for. Everything traceable. That’s the fantasy now—that if you can trace it, you can absolve it. That if you can follow the line back far enough, it’ll turn into paperwork instead of blood.

Outside, a truck idles. Diesel breath. White exhaust blooming in the cold. A driver leans against the cab and lights a cigarette. He stares at the building with the dull patience of someone waiting for a dentist appointment.

He’s heard stories. Everyone has. Someone always brings them up after two beers or three, when the conversation runs out of safer places to go.

“They say people disappeared here,” someone will whisper, like the walls might lean in.

Urban legend. That’s the word everyone uses now. Urban legend makes it sound like a joke someone else told badly. Like a campfire story told by a drunk uncle. Urban legend has no teeth.

What they don’t say is that legends don’t need to be true to work. They just need timing. And back when this place mattered, timing was everything.

Back when fear still did the heavy lifting.

There’s an office upstairs that used to be something else. The walls are thicker there. The windows smaller. Frosted. Someone long ago decided they didn’t want to see out—or be seen looking in. Now it’s a conference room with a whiteboard and a projector that never quite syncs right. On the wall hangs a framed mission statement about sustainability.

The nail holes underneath are still there if you look closely. Four of them. Evenly spaced. Something heavy once hung there. Something important to someone who needed to remember.

Buildings don’t forget. They just stop talking when nobody listens.

A new hire drops a glove into the drain and curses softly. He reaches for it, hesitates, then pulls his hand back like the hole might bite him. The others laugh. He laughs too. That’s the correct response. You don’t show fear here. Fear makes people curious.

Curiosity used to be punished.

Now it’s just inefficient.

The grinder hums. The belts move. Product advances. Time passes. Lunch ends. Shifts blur together. The day slides by without incident, without meaning, without conclusion. That’s the modern miracle—things happen without happening.

Once, a man stood here and decided whether another man lived or died. Not with a speech. Not with a gun. With a look. A pause. A nod. The machinery was just theater. The real work happened in the waiting.

That kind of power doesn’t survive upgrades.

Somewhere else, far from this place, a man once learned that if you don’t move, the machinery panics. It starts inventing reasons. Deadlines. Emergencies. Threats. If you stay still long enough, the knives dull themselves.

This building never learned that lesson. It belonged to an earlier chapter. When movement was currency. When saying yes was survival. When standing still just meant you hadn’t been noticed yet.

Back then, men came here shaking. Back then, this place made sense.

The lights flicker once at the end of the day, a minor electrical hiccup. Nobody looks up. Nobody stops. The machines don’t even stutter. Whatever this building remembers, it keeps to itself.

Outside, the truck pulls away. Another takes its place. Product moves. Money moves. Stories don’t.

And somewhere, years earlier, a different engine idled in the cold, leather seats creaking under the weight of a man who thought fear meant destiny.

He was wrong.

But the building was ready for him anyway.

The Audition Vehicle

A black Mercedes is a womb for idiots.

Leather smell. Warm vents. Tinted windows that make the outside world look like a documentary about someone else’s suffering. You sit back there and you start believing in fate, because the car feels like it’s doing the driving for you. You start thinking you’re important because you’re being transported. You start confusing motion with meaning.

That’s why they use these cars.

Not because they’re comfortable. Because they make a man feel chosen right before he gets processed.

Peter sits in the back seat like he’s smuggling his own heartbeat. Twenty-one. Pale. Damp palms. A jaw clenched so hard it looks like his teeth are trying to file for divorce. He keeps touching his pockets as if money might magically appear in them if he pats the fabric in the right sequence.

Debt makes you superstitious.

He’s wearing cheap cologne like armor. The kind that screams I am a man while whispering please don’t hurt me. His pants are too tight because he wants to look sharp, and his belt is strangling him like a polite noose.

In his head he has already died six different ways.

One: chopped. Two: shot. Three: drowned in a barrel of brine like a cucumber with regrets. Four: “accident” on the road. Five: grinder. Six: grinder again but this time with paprika and a smile.

He keeps replaying the sausage joke because jokes are easier than reality. If he can laugh at the grinder, then the grinder is just a concept, right? A meme. A rumor. A punchline. Not a metal mouth.

That’s his talent. Turning terror into comedy until it stops being terror and becomes his personality.

He’s rehearsing phrases the way a beggar rehearses humility.

Sir, I’m sorry.
Sir, I’m useful.
Sir, I’m loyal.
Sir, I can be a dog.
He doesn’t realize yet that the word “loyal” tastes like blood to the right people. It makes them hungry.

In the front seat, Dmitry drives like he’s late for nothing. One hand on the wheel, the other hand holding a cigarette out the window with the careless elegance of someone who has never feared consequences, only boredom. The ash falls in a perfect line, trailing behind them like a gray ribbon.

Dmitry’s face doesn’t move much. That’s what scares Peter more than any rumor. Dmitry looks calm. Calm is what men wear when they’ve already decided what you are.

Dmitry glances in the rearview mirror. Not at Peter’s face—at his eyes. He checks the eyes the way a butcher checks meat. Bright? Dull? Still fighting? Already surrendered?

“Stop doing that,” Peter says, voice cracking like a cheap phone screen.

“Doing what?” Dmitry asks.

“Looking at me like I’m... like I’m inventory.”

Dmitry laughs once. Short. Dry. Not a joke. A sound that means: you noticed.

“You are inventory,” Dmitry says. “For now.”

Peter’s stomach dips. He wants to argue. He wants to say he’s a person. A man. A future legend. Rufus the Thug. Golden letters. Big grave. He wants to say anything that would make him feel bigger than his debt.

But the word “inventory” sits in the car like a third passenger. Heavy. True. Hard to breathe around.

The highway slides under them. Moscow outskirts. Gray snow piled like old laundry. Billboards promising luxury condos and protein powder and happiness in monthly installments. Everything here is an advertisement for becoming someone else.

Peter watches the trees go by—birch, birch, birch—white trunks like bones. He thinks of his childhood, because that’s what you do when you think you’re about to lose your adulthood. You run backward in your mind like rewinding a tape. You look for a moment where you could’ve made a different choice, like the universe is a video game and you just missed the right dialogue option.

He remembers climbing a birch tree and feeling high above everything, like he could see his life from above and it wasn’t ugly yet. He remembers his grandmother shouting at him to get down. He remembers ignoring her. He remembers the wind. He remembers feeling brave without paying for it.

Now bravery has interest rates.

His phone buzzes. He flinches like the device has teeth.

A scheduled email sits in his outbox, ready to fire if he doesn’t cancel it by midnight. He set it up last night with trembling fingers, half drunk, half praying. A farewell message. Instructions for feeding his cat. Passwords. A pathetic attempt to control the only thing he can still control: the narrative of his disappearance.

He scrolls through it again.

If you’re reading this, I’m dead.
Please feed Grouchy.
He likes the fish one. Not the chicken.
Don’t let him outside.
He’ll come back meaner.
Peter stares at the words and feels something sharp behind his eyes. Not sadness. Not exactly. More like shame with a pulse. The cat is the only creature on earth that genuinely expects Peter to return. That’s what breaks him. Not the threat of death. The expectation of a small animal.

Grouchy is his last witness.

Dmitry taps the ash out of his cigarette. “You wrote your goodbye letter, didn’t you?”

Peter freezes. “How—”

“You all do,” Dmitry says, as if they’re discussing weather. “The ones who think they’re about to be turned into food always write a little essay. Like the universe grades it.”

Peter swallows. “Do... do they die?”

Dmitry shrugs. “Some. Some don’t.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you get.”

The car takes an exit. The road narrows. The trees thicken. The air changes. Even inside the Mercedes, Peter can feel it—the shift from public world to private territory. Here, the rules get quieter. Here, you don’t call the police. Here, you don’t complain. Here, you don’t exist unless someone allows it.

A gate appears, tall and black, with a camera perched above it like a metal crow. A guardhouse sits to the side, warm light glowing from inside. A man in uniform steps out, checks the license plate, nods, and presses a button.

The gate opens with a smooth, expensive motion.

Peter’s skin prickles. He feels like he’s crossing a border into a different century.

Inside the fenced roads, the snow is cleared perfectly. The trees are trimmed. The streetlights are warm and tasteful, as if even darkness has been curated. Houses appear—mansions, temples, palaces—each one a monument to someone’s refusal to die ordinary.

Rublyovka, the modern fairy tale where the wolves wear watches.

Peter looks out the window and sees a marble lion on a driveway. He imagines the lion eating him. He imagines himself becoming a footnote in some rich man’s anecdote.

Dmitry turns the wheel with casual precision, like he’s done this drive a thousand times. Like he could do it blind. Like he could do it while discussing football scores.

Peter can’t stop talking. Silence feels like surrender.

“So, uh, this Abram... what’s he like? In person.”

Dmitry’s lips twitch. “Fat.”

Peter forces a laugh. “Yeah, I got that part.”

“Loud when he wants to be,” Dmitry continues. “Quiet when he doesn’t.”

“Does he really... you know.”

“What, grind people?”

Peter nods because he can’t say the word. Grinder. Sausage. Meat. His tongue doesn’t want to be involved in summoning.

Dmitry looks at him in the mirror again. This time, longer.

“There’s a difference,” Dmitry says, voice low, almost gentle, like he’s explaining something to a child. “Some men kill you with knives and laughter. Some men kill you by deciding you were never worth the knife.”

Peter doesn’t understand the full weight of that. Not yet. He only hears the first half, because the first half is cinematic. The second half is too cold to be real.

He tries to anchor himself in something stupid. Something familiar.

“Do you think he’ll like me?” Peter asks.

Dmitry laughs again. This time it’s softer. Almost affectionate. Like you might laugh at a puppy trying to intimidate a bear.

“He might,” Dmitry says. “If you’re entertaining.”

Peter’s heart accelerates. “Entertaining?”

“Yeah,” Dmitry says. “This is an audition. You’re not here to be good. You’re here to be memorable.”

The car turns onto a private drive lined with birch trees so perfectly spaced they look planted by a dictator. At the end of the drive, the mansion rises—white marble pillars, arches, ridiculous grandeur. A Greek temple dropped into Russian forest like a drunk millionaire’s joke.

Peter stares at it and feels the insane urge to laugh.

Because it’s so ugly. Because it’s so expensive. Because it’s so sure of itself.

Because somewhere in another life—another book, another man—there was a different kind of temple. Not marble. Not gold. Just waiting. Just refusal. Just a man learning the only real leverage is not moving when you’re told to move.

Peter doesn’t know any of that.

Peter only knows motion. Panic. Performance.

The Mercedes slows to a stop in front of the steps.

Dmitry kills the engine. The silence arrives instantly, thick and terrifying. Peter’s breath sounds too loud. His thoughts sound like nails.

Dmitry turns around in his seat, finally facing him fully.

“Listen,” Dmitry says. “When you go in there, don’t be brave. Brave is cheap. Don’t be honest. Honest is suicidal. Be useful. Be funny. And if he asks you what you want—”

“I want to live,” Peter blurts.

Dmitry smiles, small and sharp. “Good. Say it like you’re ordering dessert.”

Peter’s fingers tremble as he reaches for the door handle.

He pauses.

For half a second.

A tiny hesitation. A crack in his forward momentum.

Somewhere far away, an older man would’ve made a religion out of that pause. Would’ve stayed in it until the world blinked. Would’ve turned it into a weapon.

Peter doesn’t. Peter can’t.

He pushes the door open and steps out into the cold air like a man walking onto a stage.

The boy is about to become Rufus.

Or meat.

And the mansion waits, glowing softly, pretending it’s holy.

The Ones Who Came Early

Before Peter, there were others.

There are always others. That’s the secret nobody writes down because it ruins the fantasy of uniqueness. Every man who thinks he’s arrived at the edge of destiny is really stepping into a footprint already worn smooth by someone else’s panic.

The mansion remembers them better than the building with the grinder ever did. Not by name. By posture. By the way their shoulders folded when they crossed the threshold. By the smell of fear mixed with cologne and ambition.

They came early. Too early. Before the rules were formalized. Before the rituals got efficient. Back when Abram still enjoyed improvisation.

Back when mistakes were personal.

The first one thought strength mattered.

His name doesn’t anymore, but once it did. He had a neck like a bull and hands that looked carved out of old tires. He arrived uninvited, which already told Abram everything he needed to know. No driver. No escort. Just a man who believed violence was a language spoken loudly enough to be understood anywhere.

He walked into the courtyard with his chest out and his fists loose, scanning for threats like this was a bar fight instead of a kingdom. When the guards stopped him, he smiled. That was his mistake. Smiling before permission is arrogance dressed as friendliness.

He said he could handle problems. He said he had men. He said he didn’t scare easy.

Abram listened politely. Abram always listened. He had tea poured. He offered pastries. Hospitality is a weapon when used by someone who doesn’t need to be hospitable.

Then Abram asked him to demonstrate.

The bull-necked man laughed. He thought it was a joke. Everything is a joke when you don’t understand the punchline yet.

Abram clapped once. Not loudly. Just enough.

Two guards stepped forward and broke the man’s arm without ceremony. No buildup. No threat. A clean snap. A sound like a chair giving up.

The man screamed. That was the real demonstration.

Abram watched with interest, like a child observing a bug flip onto its back. “Too loud,” he said, almost apologetically. “And you came alone. That tells me you don’t inspire loyalty. Only fear.”

The man tried to swing with his good arm. He never finished the motion.

He didn’t die. Abram wasn’t wasteful. He was escorted out, bleeding and humiliated, with instructions to never return. He told everyone he’d been spared because Abram respected strength.

No one believed him.

The second one thought intelligence mattered.

Thin. Sharp eyes. A mouth that never stopped moving. He arrived with folders. Actual folders. Color-coded tabs. Charts. Projections. Risk analyses. He believed power wanted explanations. That if he could just articulate value clearly enough, the doors would open on their own.

He talked for forty minutes without being interrupted. That was another mistake. Abram let him. Silence is a test most men fail eagerly.

The man explained logistics. Smuggling routes. Tax optimization. Shell companies. He used words like “vertical integration” and “redundancy.” He thought complexity equaled safety. He thought abstraction was protection.

Abram nodded. Asked questions. Not about the plan. About the man’s childhood. His parents. His first job. His first lie.

The man answered all of them. That was his third mistake.

When he finished, Abram smiled warmly and said, “You would make an excellent employee.”

The man beamed. Misunderstanding is a dangerous drug.

“Employee?” he asked.

“Yes,” Abram said. “Someone else’s.”

He made a call. The man was reassigned that afternoon. Not killed. Reclassified. Reduced. He ended up managing a warehouse three regions away, reporting to someone dumber and crueler than Abram. He spent the rest of his life explaining his situation to people who didn’t care.

He still tells the story differently. Says he chose a quieter path. Says he didn’t want the spotlight.

He still came early. Too early to understand the real curriculum.

The third one thought loyalty mattered.

He had already done work. Dirty work. He arrived with proof—photos, recordings, a ledger of favors rendered and bodies inconvenienced. He thought loyalty was a deposit. That you could prepay your way into belonging.

Abram flipped through the evidence with mild curiosity. “Why are you showing me this?” he asked.

“To prove myself,” the man said. “I’d do anything for you.”

Abram closed the folder. Slowly. “Anything?”

“Yes,” the man said, without hesitation.

Abram studied him for a long moment. Then he said, “Good. Go home. Wait by your phone. If it rings, answer. If it doesn’t, don’t.”

The man nodded vigorously. This sounded reasonable. Simple. Clean.

The phone never rang.

Weeks passed. Months. Years. The man waited like a dog trained to sit without being told when to stand again. He refused other offers. He burned bridges proudly. Loyalty requires sacrifice, after all.

One day, drunk and bitter, he confronted Dmitry in a bar and demanded to know why he’d never been called.

Dmitry looked at him with genuine confusion. “Called for what?”

“For him,” the man said. “I said I’d do anything.”

Dmitry laughed. “That was the test.”

“What test?”

“To see if you’d move without being told.”

The man stared, comprehension arriving too late to be useful.

Abram doesn’t need men who wait loyally. He needs men who move when terrified.

The fourth one thought charm mattered.

He was handsome. That was his entire résumé. He’d never been hit hard enough to learn humility, and it showed. He smiled like the world was a negotiation he’d already won. Women liked him. Men tolerated him. He confused this for power.

He flirted with the staff. Complimented the décor. Made jokes about the absurdity of it all. Abram watched him the way a cat watches a laser dot—amused, detached, aware of the trick.

“You think this is funny?” Abram asked.

The man laughed. “A little, yeah.”

Abram’s expression didn’t change. “Then you don’t understand it.”

The man tried to recover. He doubled down. Charm always doubles down when cornered. He talked about connections. Parties. Influence. He talked about being useful socially.

Abram stood up. That alone shut the room down.

“You mistake access for leverage,” Abram said. “Access is something I give. Leverage is something you take.”

The man was escorted out before dessert. He went on to become a minor celebrity in some other circle, telling stories about how he almost got involved with “dangerous people” and wisely chose not to.

Everyone loves a near-miss story.

The fifth one thought cruelty mattered.

He arrived already broken, already vicious. He’d done worse things than Abram had asked anyone to do so far. He thought this would impress. He thought being the worst in the room meant you belonged in it.

Abram listened to his confessions without reaction. Then he asked a simple question.

“Did you enjoy it?”

The man hesitated. That hesitation was fatal.

“I... it was necessary,” he said.

Abram waved his hand dismissively. “If you don’t enjoy it, you’ll resent it. If you resent it, you’ll betray it.”

The man was removed from the premises permanently. Not dead. Just erased from consideration. Which was worse.

There were more. Dozens. Each one convinced he understood the equation. Each one missing the same variable.

They all came early, thinking power was something you earned by performance.

They didn’t understand that performance is noise. And noise attracts attention. And attention is a liability.

What Abram was building didn’t need heroes. It needed meat that volunteered itself.

By the time Peter’s shoes touched the marble steps, the curriculum had been refined. The errors cataloged. The myths stabilized.

Abram no longer experimented. He recognized patterns instantly.

He knew the look of a man who would beg beautifully.

He knew the sound of a man about to say yes before the question finished forming.

Peter had that sound in his chest. A high, tight frequency. The hum of panic tuned into obedience.

Inside the mansion, Abram adjusted his chair and glanced at the door.

Another audition.

He smiled, not because he was pleased, but because the process was working exactly as intended.

The Contract You Don’t Read

There is a moment—short, stupid, and irreversible—when a man mistakes permission for mercy.

It happens right after the door closes and before the first question is asked. The room is quiet. The air is expensive. Someone offers you a chair. You sit. You think: I’m still alive. That means I’m doing fine.

That’s when the contract is already signed.

Not on paper. On posture. On tone. On the way your eyes keep darting to the corners like exits might suddenly appear if you look hard enough.

Abram doesn’t use documents for this part. Documents are for courts, banks, and people who believe outcomes are negotiable. Abram uses gravity. He lets the room do the talking. He lets silence lean forward until it presses against your lungs.

Peter felt it immediately. The chair was too comfortable. That’s always the giveaway. Pain warns you early. Comfort lies patiently.

Abram didn’t rush. He never rushed. Rushing is a tell. Rushing implies need. Abram had never needed anyone in his life, and he made sure every room he owned understood that.

“So,” Abram said, eventually. One word. No greeting. No preface. Just a hook thrown into water that already knew the fish was there.

Peter swallowed. He felt the word lodge somewhere behind his sternum. He wanted to talk. He wanted to explain. He wanted to justify himself into existence.

Abram raised a finger.

That finger had ended more conversations than bullets ever could.

“Before you speak,” Abram said, “I want to clarify something.”

Peter nodded too quickly.

“This is not an interview,” Abram continued. “Interviews assume mutual benefit. This is an alignment check.”

Peter didn’t know what that meant, but he nodded again. Nodding is the first form of consent men give without realizing it.

Abram leaned back. The chair creaked softly, like an old animal settling into sleep.

“You owe money,” Abram said. Not a question.

“Yes,” Peter said.

“You owe more than you can pay.”

“Yes.”

“You came here believing I might erase that number.”

Peter hesitated. That hesitation mattered. Abram noticed everything that broke rhythm.

“I... yes,” Peter said.

Abram smiled faintly. “Good. Honesty makes the next part shorter.”

He reached for the small silver locomotive on his desk and rolled it between his fingers. It was meticulously detailed. Tiny windows. Perfect wheels. The illusion of motion trapped in metal.

“This train,” Abram said, “does not care where it goes. It only cares that the tracks exist.”

Peter watched the train. He didn’t understand why, but he felt like it was important.

“You,” Abram said, “are not the train.”

Peter nodded.

“You are not the engineer either.”

Peter nodded again.

“You are cargo.”

The word landed heavy. Not cruel. Not shouted. Just placed there, like a fact that had been waiting patiently for Peter to catch up.

Cargo doesn’t negotiate routes. Cargo doesn’t ask why. Cargo is weighed, measured, and moved. Cargo that complains gets reclassified.

Abram set the train down.

“Tell me,” he said, “what do you think loyalty is?”

Peter opened his mouth and immediately regretted it. Too many answers rushed forward. All of them wrong.

“Doing what you’re told,” Peter said finally.

Abram shook his head slowly. “That’s obedience. Loyalty is doing what needs to be done before you’re told.”

Peter felt sweat crawl down his spine.

“And respect?” Abram asked.

“Fear?” Peter guessed.

Abram laughed. Not loudly. Just enough to humiliate the guess without punishing it.

“Fear is cheap,” Abram said. “Fear burns fast. Respect is residue. It’s what’s left after people stop watching.”

He leaned forward now. Just slightly. Enough to shift the air.

“You don’t earn respect by surviving,” Abram continued. “You earn it by being useful in ways that make survival irrelevant.”

Peter nodded, heart pounding. He wanted to say he understood. He didn’t. Not yet.

Abram stood. That was the real moment. Everything before had been theater.

When Abram stood, Peter stood too. Instinct. Training without a trainer.

“Follow,” Abram said.

They walked. Through corridors that smelled faintly of polish and pine. Past doors that stayed closed. Past rooms where decisions had been made quietly and carried out loudly somewhere else.

They stopped in front of a smaller room. No marble. No chandeliers. Just concrete walls and a table bolted to the floor.

Dmitry was already there.

He nodded at Peter, neutral. Not friendly. Not hostile. Like a man acknowledging furniture.

On the table sat a stack of items. A phone. A key. A folded piece of paper.

Abram gestured to the table.

“This,” he said, “is where most men start asking questions.”

Peter stared at the items. The phone was old. No touchscreen. No camera. The key was heavy. The paper looked thick.

“I don’t recommend questions,” Abram added.

Peter nodded again.

“Good,” Abram said. “Then listen.”

He picked up the paper but didn’t unfold it.

“This is not a contract,” he said. “Contracts imply rights. This is an outline.”

He slid the paper toward Peter.

“Your debts are resolved,” Abram said. “Not forgiven. Resolved. That distinction matters.”

Peter felt something loosen inside his chest. Relief came too early. That was dangerous.

“In return,” Abram continued, “you will be available. Not on call. Available. If someone asks where you are, the answer will be ‘reachable.’”

Peter nodded.

“You will not be paid,” Abram said. “You will be maintained.”

That word again. Maintenance. Like equipment. Like something expected to function as long as it was kept intact.

“You will not be promoted,” Abram added. “You will be reassigned.”

Peter swallowed.

“You will not be protected,” Abram said. “You will be buffered.”

Peter didn’t know what that meant, but Dmitry’s faint smile told him enough.

Abram finally unfolded the paper. It wasn’t long. No paragraphs. Just bullet points. Short lines. Brutally simple.

No names. No dates. No signatures.

At the bottom, one line stood alone.

If you hesitate when clarity is required, you will be replaced.

Abram tapped the paper once.

“Read it,” he said.

Peter read it. Twice. It didn’t take long.

“Any questions?” Abram asked.

Peter shook his head.

“Good,” Abram said. “Because answers create expectations.”

Abram stepped back and nodded to Dmitry.

“Take him,” Abram said. “Show him the difference between fear and function.”

Dmitry picked up the phone and the key, handed them to Peter.

“Welcome,” Dmitry said, not unkindly. “You don’t work for us. You work through us.”

Peter nodded, mind spinning.

As they walked out, Peter glanced back once.

Abram was already seated again, focused on the locomotive, adjusting a tiny wheel that didn’t quite line up.

Another piece aligned.

Another unit moved.

Outside the room, Dmitry stopped and looked at Peter carefully for the first time.

“You’re thinking you survived,” Dmitry said.

Peter hesitated.

“That’s fine,” Dmitry continued. “Everyone thinks that at first.”

He turned and started walking again.

“You didn’t survive,” Dmitry said over his shoulder. “You were accepted.”

And that, Peter would later learn, was much worse.

Training Without Lessons

They don’t teach you anything at first.

That’s the trick.

If someone sits you down and explains the rules, you can pretend you chose them. If someone trains you, you can pretend you’re improving. If someone corrects you, you can pretend there’s a version of you that could have done better.

Abram doesn’t do that.

Abram lets the environment do the teaching. Quietly. Indifferently. Like weather.

Peter’s first week passed without incident, which was itself the incident. No tasks. No instructions. No threats. Just movement. Doors opening. Doors closing. Cars arriving. Cars leaving. Names spoken once and never again.

Dmitry stayed close but never helpful.

“You’ll know when you’re needed,” Dmitry said, lighting another cigarette. “Until then, don’t invent importance.”

Peter nodded. He nodded a lot in those days. His neck was already learning the motion.

They gave him a place to sleep. Not luxurious. Not cruel. Neutral. A room that felt temporary even while standing in it. A bed that didn’t invite dreams. A window that didn’t show much of anything.

Maintenance, not comfort.

On the second night, Peter tried to call his cat-sitter. The phone didn’t ring. It didn’t vibrate. It simply rejected the action. Screen blank. Nothing happened.

He stared at it for a long time.

Dmitry, passing by, noticed.

“You don’t use that unless it uses you,” he said.

Peter put the phone down.

That was lesson one.

Lesson two came disguised as boredom.

They drove for hours some days. No destination explained. Sometimes they parked and waited. Sometimes they circled the same blocks until the city felt like a looped video with a budget problem.

Peter wanted to ask why. He learned not to.

In the car, Dmitry talked about nothing important. Food. Women. A fight he’d seen years ago that ended badly for everyone involved. He never framed these as lessons. He never pointed at morals. He just spoke.

Peter listened.

He started noticing patterns. Who Dmitry greeted. Who Dmitry ignored. How Dmitry stood when someone new approached. The angle of his shoulders. The timing of his silences.

Dmitry wasn’t intimidating. That was the scary part.

Men who threaten want a reaction. Dmitry wanted alignment. He let other people reveal themselves while he stayed still.

One afternoon, they stopped at a warehouse on the outskirts. No sign. No logo. Just concrete and frostbitten weeds.

“Stay here,” Dmitry said, getting out of the car.

Peter stayed.

Through the windshield, he watched men come and go. Boxes moved. Trucks loaded. Nothing dramatic. No shouting. No violence.

After forty minutes, Dmitry returned.

“What was that?” Peter asked, before he could stop himself.

Dmitry looked at him. Not angry. Not surprised.

“That,” Dmitry said, “was an operation that hasn’t had a problem in five years.”

Peter nodded.

“You didn’t see it on the news,” Dmitry continued. “No one complained. No one bragged. That’s how you know it’s working.”

Peter stared ahead.

“You’re waiting for something bloody,” Dmitry added. “Everyone does. Makes it feel real.”

Peter didn’t deny it.

Dmitry smiled faintly. “Blood is for amateurs and endings. We’re not ending anything.”

That night, Peter dreamed of the grinder. Not running. Just humming. Waiting.

He woke up sweating, heart racing.

No one asked him about it.

Lesson three came by accident. Or what looked like one.

They were in a restaurant—nothing fancy, nothing cheap. Neutral again. A place designed not to be remembered.

A man approached Dmitry’s table. Smiling too wide. Talking too fast.

“Dima,” the man said. “Good to see you. Long time.”

Dmitry nodded politely.

The man kept talking. About opportunities. About mutual friends. About how things could be “arranged.”

Peter watched Dmitry carefully. Waiting for the moment something would snap.

It never did.

Dmitry listened. Asked a question. Nodded. Let the man finish.

Then Dmitry said, “You should leave.”

The man laughed. “Come on, brother—”

Dmitry didn’t raise his voice. “Now.”

The smile fell apart. The man left.

Peter exhaled without realizing he’d been holding his breath.

“Why didn’t you—” Peter started.

“Hit him?” Dmitry finished.

Peter nodded.

“Because he wanted that,” Dmitry said. “Violence would have given him relevance.”

They ate in silence.

On the drive back, Dmitry spoke again.

“Everyone wants to be seen as dangerous,” he said. “Few understand how expensive that is.”

Peter absorbed that. He didn’t fully understand it yet, but it settled somewhere deep.

Days blurred. Then weeks.

No ceremony. No initiation. No beating. No oath.

Just observation.

Peter started realizing something unsettling: nobody cared what he felt. Not in a cruel way. In a practical way.

Fear didn’t interest them. Confidence didn’t impress them. Morality wasn’t even on the table.

Only responsiveness.

How fast he noticed changes. How quietly he adjusted. How little he needed explained.

One evening, Dmitry tossed him a set of keys.

“Drive,” Dmitry said.

Peter drove.

No instructions. No destination.

After twenty minutes, Dmitry said, “Stop.”

Peter stopped.

“Why here?” Dmitry asked.

Peter scanned the street. Traffic patterns. Cameras. Sightlines.

“Because no one would notice if we were,” Peter said slowly.

Dmitry nodded once.

“That’s enough,” he said. “For now.”

That night, Peter felt something shift. Not pride. Not relief.

Acceptance.

He wasn’t becoming powerful. He was becoming unobtrusive.

The grinder dreams stopped.

In their place came something worse: dreams where nothing happened at all.

No threat. No escape. Just endless corridors and tasks that didn’t announce themselves.

Peter woke up calm.

That scared him more than fear ever had.

He was being trained not to flinch.

And no one had ever told him that was the goal.

The Shape of Replacement

The first time Peter understood he was replaceable, it didn’t hurt.

That was the problem.

It happened on a Tuesday. Ordinary weather. Ordinary traffic. An ordinary day designed to leave no mark on memory. Dmitry didn’t show up that morning. No explanation. No delay message. No apology dressed up as logistics.

Peter waited.

An hour passed. Then two.

No one checked on him. No one asked if he was confused. The phone stayed inert, a small dead animal on the table.

By the third hour, Peter understood the test wasn’t where is Dmitry.

The test was what do you do when no one arrives.

So Peter did nothing.

He stayed put. He drank bad coffee. He watched people come and go through a window that framed nothing important. He resisted the itch to move, to prove relevance, to insert himself into the machinery like a loose bolt rattling for attention.

When Dmitry finally arrived, late afternoon, he looked exactly the same. Calm. Neutral. Unhurried.

“You waited,” Dmitry said.

“Yes,” Peter replied.

“Why?”

Peter thought about lying. He didn’t.

“Because if I moved without instruction,” Peter said, “I’d be guessing. And guesses create noise.”

Dmitry smiled. Not approval. Recognition.

“Good,” he said. “Most men panic and perform.”

“What happens to them?” Peter asked.

Dmitry shrugged. “They get noticed.”

That night, Peter learned the next shape of the job.

It wasn’t action.

It was substitution.

They took him to a place he’d never been before. Not a warehouse. Not a restaurant. A nondescript apartment in a block that looked like every other block. Beige walls. Fluorescent lighting. The smell of boiled cabbage and resignation.

A man sat at the kitchen table.

Mid-forties. Pale. Hands shaking. He looked like someone who had already apologized to the universe and received no response.

“This is Yuri,” Dmitry said. “Yuri used to do what you do now.”

Yuri looked up. His eyes were empty, but alert. Like a cornered animal that had stopped hoping but hadn’t stopped breathing.

“What did he do wrong?” Peter asked.

Dmitry shook his head. “Wrong is dramatic. Yuri hesitated.”

Yuri laughed softly. A broken sound. “Once,” he said. “Just once.”

“What happened?” Peter asked.

“I asked a question,” Yuri replied. “I wanted clarity.”

Peter felt something tighten in his chest.

“Clarity,” Dmitry repeated, tasting the word. “Always expensive.”

They stood there for a moment. Then Dmitry handed Peter a folder.

“Your job,” Dmitry said, “is to make sure Yuri leaves this apartment.”

Peter looked at the folder. “Alive?”

Dmitry nodded. “Alive.”

Yuri laughed again. “See? Mercy,” he said. “They’re very humane.”

Peter opened the folder. Inside were details. A location. A schedule. A name already erased from most places that mattered.

“He’s being reassigned,” Dmitry said. “You’re here to observe.”

Peter swallowed. “Observe what?”

“What it looks like when you stop fitting.”

They stayed while Yuri packed a bag. Not much to pack. Clothes. A framed photo turned face-down. A book with pages dog-eared like it had once mattered.

No drama. No resistance.

At the door, Yuri paused and looked at Peter.

“You think you’re different,” Yuri said quietly.

Peter didn’t answer.

“I did too,” Yuri continued. “I thought being careful was enough.”

“What should I do?” Peter asked.

Yuri considered him for a long moment. Then he smiled, genuinely, for the first time.

“Don’t build a life you’ll miss,” he said.

The door closed.

They watched Yuri walk down the stairwell until his footsteps disappeared.

Peter felt hollow. Not guilty. Not afraid.

Hollow.

On the drive back, Dmitry said nothing for a long time.

Finally, Peter spoke. “If I hesitate...”

“You won’t,” Dmitry said.

Peter glanced at him. “How do you know?”

“Because you’re already adjusting,” Dmitry replied. “You didn’t ask me to explain. You didn’t argue. You didn’t moralize.”

He lit a cigarette. “You noticed.”

Peter stared out the window.

That night, the dreams returned. Different this time.

No grinder. No corridors.

Just a room with identical doors. All closed. All unmarked.

In the dream, Peter stood still while others ran. Tried doors. Screamed. Banged until their hands bled.

One by one, they vanished.

Peter didn’t move.

When he woke up, his pulse was steady.

The next morning, Dmitry handed him a jacket.

“Why?” Peter asked.

“Yuri left something behind,” Dmitry said. “You fit it now.”

Peter put the jacket on.

It fit perfectly.

Too perfectly.

That’s when he understood the final lesson of the prologue.

No one here is irreplaceable.

But some shapes last longer than others.

And Peter, without meaning to, was learning how to become one.

They don’t call it a naming ceremony.

That would sound like culture. Like heritage. Like a people. Like candles and chants and someone’s drunk aunt crying into a napkin because the boy “grew up so fast.”

This is not that.

This is accounting.

This is inventory control with a cigarette.

Peter learns this in a room that looks like it was designed by a man who hated his own thoughts. Beige walls. One window. Blinds always half-closed, like the room is ashamed of daylight. A table. Two chairs. The kind of furniture you can hose down. The kind of furniture that doesn’t flinch when you talk about “accidents.”

Dmitry sits with his legs spread, elbows on his knees, cigarette pinched between two fingers like it’s part of his hand. The ash grows long and perfect. It never falls when it should. It falls when Dmitry decides it’s allowed to fall.

That’s how everything works here. Gravity is optional. Permission is mandatory.

Peter sits across from him, trying to hold his body still the way a dog holds still at the vet. His knee keeps bouncing. He hates it. He wants to murder his own knee. He wants to tell his knee to stop advertising weakness.

He presses his palm onto his thigh until the bounce slows into a twitch.

The twitch is worse.

Dmitry watches it like he’s watching a fish gasp on a dock.

“You’re shaking,” Dmitry says.

“I’m not shaking,” Peter says immediately, too fast.

Dmitry nods, as if Peter has said something deeply wise. “Good. Denial is useful.”

Peter swallows. The air tastes like old coffee and fresh smoke. Someone’s cologne hangs in the room like a dead perfume ghost. Expensive, desperate. The scent of a man who tried to smell like victory.

Peter wonders if it’s his. He wonders if he smelled like that in the Mercedes. Cheap armor. Plastic confidence.

Dmitry reaches into his jacket and tosses something on the table.

A phone.

Not Peter’s phone. Not the smart little creature that buzzes with false emergencies and tragic ads. This one is old. Solid. Heavy. The screen is small and grim. It looks like it was manufactured to survive falling off a bridge.

Peter stares at it as if it might jump.

“Pick it up,” Dmitry says.

Peter picks it up. The weight surprises him. It’s heavier than it should be, like it contains more than electronics. Like it contains a job.

“Don’t turn it on,” Dmitry says.

Peter freezes. “Why?”

Dmitry’s mouth twitches. Not a smile. A crack. “Because it doesn’t turn on for you.”

Peter feels a prick of humiliation, immediate and hot. He tries to laugh it off, but the laugh comes out wrong — like a cough pretending it’s a joke.

Dmitry lets him suffer for half a second. Just long enough.

“Put it down,” Dmitry says.

Peter puts it down carefully, like the phone is a landmine.

Dmitry flicks ash into an empty cup. He doesn’t miss. He never misses.

Then he slides a folder across the table.

It’s thin. That’s what makes it terrifying. Thin folders don’t contain nuance. Thin folders contain decisions already made.

Peter opens it anyway, because opening things is what frightened men do when they want to prove they’re participating.

Inside: a single sheet of paper.

No header. No stamp. No signature. Just lines.

Not sentences. Not paragraphs. Lines.

A list.

Peter’s eyes move down the page.

	You will answer when contacted.

	You will not ask why.

	You will not improvise unless asked.

	You will not create attention.

	You will not create noise.

	You will not create a story.

	You will be reachable.

	You will be ready.

	You will be maintained.


Peter feels his throat tighten around that last word.

Maintained.

Like equipment. Like an elevator. Like a vending machine. Like a dog that gets fed so it can keep biting.

Dmitry watches Peter read. He doesn’t rush him. He doesn’t need to. Time bends toward men like Dmitry. Time wants to be approved by them.

Peter reaches the bottom of the page.

One last line, separated from the list, as if it’s the part that matters.

IF YOU HESITATE WHEN CLARITY IS REQUIRED, YOU WILL BE REPLACED.

Peter stares at it. The words are simple. They aren’t angry. That’s the trick. Anger would feel human. This feels like weather. Like physics. Like a fact written by someone who believes facts are kinder than explanations.

Peter looks up. “What does ‘clarity’ mean?”

Dmitry smiles, finally. Not big. Not friendly. A small blade of a smile.

“It means you already know,” Dmitry says. “And you’re pretending you don’t.”

Peter’s mouth goes dry.

Dmitry taps the paper once with his finger.

The nail is clean. No dirt. No blood. That makes it worse.

“This isn’t punishment,” Dmitry says. “It’s efficiency.”

Peter wants to ask: efficient for who?

He doesn’t.

He has begun learning the most important skill of his new life.

Not silence.

Not courage.

Not loyalty.

The ability to choke on a question and swallow it whole.

Dmitry leans back, stretches his neck once, like he’s getting comfortable before a movie. “Now,” he says, “we do the only part you’ll remember.”

Peter’s heart kicks. “What part?”

Dmitry takes the folder, closes it, and sets it aside like it’s already obsolete. “The part where you stop being you.”

Peter tries to laugh again. He fails again.

“I’m still me,” Peter says, too quickly, because saying it feels like keeping oxygen.

Dmitry nods thoughtfully. “Sure.”

Then Dmitry pulls out a small metal tin and opens it. Inside: two things.

A ring of keys.

And a dog tag.

Not military. Not heroic. Just a dull piece of metal with a number and a word stamped into it.

RUFUS.

Peter stares at the tag like it’s a joke someone forgot to finish.

“That’s not my name,” Peter says.

Dmitry shrugs. “It will be.”

Peter’s face heats. “Why?”

Dmitry’s voice stays calm. That calm is violence in a clean suit. “Because Peter is a person,” he says. “A person has a mother, a childhood, a cat, a conscience, a future, a pathetic idea of what he deserves.”

Peter flinches at the mention of the cat. That little knife lands clean.

“Rufus is a function,” Dmitry continues. “A function doesn’t deserve anything. A function either works or gets replaced.”

Peter opens his mouth. A protest is already forming, dumb and instinctive.

Dmitry raises a finger.

Peter stops. His mouth closes like a door.

Dmitry sets the dog tag on the table. The metal clinks softly. A small sound. A huge consequence.

“Say it,” Dmitry says.

Peter stares. “Say what?”

Dmitry’s eyes narrow slightly. Not angry. Curious. Like he’s watching a student fail a test they didn’t know they were taking.

“Say your name,” Dmitry says.

Peter’s tongue sticks. “Peter.”

Dmitry shakes his head once. “Wrong.”

Peter feels something in him resist. A tiny stubborn animal. A last scrap of pride. It’s ridiculous. He knows it’s ridiculous. Pride doesn’t pay debt. Pride doesn’t feed cats. Pride doesn’t stop grinders.

But pride exists anyway, like a tumor you can’t talk out of your body.

He whispers, “Peter.”

Dmitry exhales smoke slowly, then leans forward, elbows on the table.

“You’re not listening,” Dmitry says. “Peter is already gone.”

Peter’s eyes sting. Not tears. Something worse — the body’s betrayal. The nervous fluid that rises when you’re trying not to be human.

“I didn’t—” Peter starts.

Dmitry cuts him off with two words, quiet as a knife sliding into a pocket.

“You did.”

Peter freezes.

Dmitry taps the dog tag again. The clink is identical. Like the room is stuck on repeat.

“You came here,” Dmitry says, “because you wanted your number erased. You wanted a miracle. You wanted to survive.”

Peter nods, throat tight.

Dmitry’s smile returns. “Survival is not a personality,” he says. “It’s an expense.”

Peter swallows.

“You’ve been paid for,” Dmitry continues. “Which means you have been purchased. Which means you have been renamed. That is how it works. That’s how it has always worked. You can call it fate if it helps you sleep.”

Peter stares at the dog tag. The letters look ugly. Too simple. Too final.

RUFUS.

He thinks of those gangster graves he daydreamed about. Golden letters. “Here lies Rufus the Mofo.” He thinks of it like a cartoon. Like a meme. Like a joke that was supposed to protect him from fear.

Now the joke is a collar.

Dmitry watches the thought pass through Peter’s face. Dmitry can read faces. That’s his gift. That’s his job. He reads the microseconds where a man decides who he is willing to become.

“Say it,” Dmitry repeats.

Peter takes a breath. His lungs feel too small. The room feels too clean. He thinks of Grouchy, alone somewhere, waiting with animal certainty that his idiot human will return.

He thinks: I have to live.

That thought is not noble.

That thought is not brave.

That thought is a leash.

Peter looks up at Dmitry.

He says, “Rufus.”

The word tastes like copper. Like old coins. Like humiliation with a name.

Dmitry nods once, satisfied in a way that isn’t pleasure. It’s confirmation. Like a lock clicking into place.

“Good,” Dmitry says. “Now you can start.”

Peter’s hands shake again. He hates it. He wants to smash his own hands against the table until they stop.

Dmitry slides the keys across.

“These open what you’re allowed to open,” Dmitry says.

Peter picks them up. The metal is cold. The cold is honest.

Dmitry points at the phone.

“That will ring,” he says. “When you are needed.”

Peter nods.

Dmitry points at the dog tag.

“That is who will answer,” he says.

Peter nods again, neck already learning the motion.

Dmitry stands. He tosses the cigarette butt into the empty cup without looking. Perfect.

“Come,” Dmitry says. “You’ve got one more thing to do.”

Peter stands too quickly, eager, terrified, performing responsiveness like a religion. He follows Dmitry down a corridor that smells faintly of polish and expensive silence.

They stop at a door.

It’s plain. No marble. No statue. No drama.

Dmitry opens it.

Inside: a small room. A chair bolted to the floor. A table. A mirror.

Not a nice mirror.

A mirror that looks like it has watched people become smaller.

“Sit,” Dmitry says.

Peter sits.

Dmitry stands behind him, and for a second Peter feels the primitive animal fear — the fear of a hand on the back of your neck, the fear of being guided into a shape you didn’t choose.

Dmitry leans down, close enough that Peter smells smoke and something else underneath — not cologne. Not sweat. Something like cold steel.

“This is the last chance,” Dmitry says, voice low, almost gentle, as if he’s offering kindness. “You can get up, walk out, and go back to being Peter.”

Peter’s heart pounds.

Dmitry continues, “But understand: Peter will still owe. Peter will still be hunted by numbers. Peter will still die poor. Peter will still die stupid. Peter will still die alone except for a cat that will eat his face two days later.”

Peter flinches. It’s grotesque. It’s funny. It’s true. That’s why it works.

Dmitry straightens.

“Or,” Dmitry says, “you can stay seated and become Rufus.”

Peter stares at his own face in the mirror. He looks younger than he wants. His eyes look too alive. Too hopeful. Hope is embarrassing. Hope is loud.

He watches himself hesitate — just a fraction. A tiny pause where a different kind of man might have turned stillness into leverage, might have refused motion, might have forced the world to blink first.

Peter does not have that kind of stillness.

Peter has debt.

Peter has a cat.

Peter has a throat full of yes.

He exhales.

He keeps sitting.

Dmitry’s hand lands on his shoulder, light as a blessing, heavy as a claim.

“Welcome,” Dmitry says.

The word is polite.

That’s the cruelty.

Outside, somewhere far away, a building hums and processes meat under a green leaf logo and a mission statement about sustainability.

Inside, in this small room, a different kind of processing happens.

A name is removed.

A function is installed.

A boy becomes a tool and calls it destiny because destiny feels better than admitting he sold himself.

In the mirror, Peter’s mouth moves.

He practices it once more, quietly, like a prayer he doesn’t believe in.

“Rufus.”

And somewhere in the dark, Grouchy waits, pissed off, faithful, and hungry—because that is what witnesses do when the world keeps moving without them.
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The Audition

They don’t call it an audition.
That’s just what it is.
The room smells like dust and boiled meat. Not fresh meat. Old meat. Meat that has already done its job and is now waiting to be forgotten. There’s a table in the center, scarred and sticky in places no one bothers to wipe. Plastic chairs. The kind that flex when you sit, like they’re deciding whether you deserve to be held.

I sit anyway.

My body arrives before I do. That’s the first thing I learn. The chair creaks slightly under my weight. Not loud enough to be funny. Just enough to be noticed. One of the men looks down. Not at my face. At the chair. At the way my thighs spread. Inventory glance. Muscle memory.

Nobody tells me where to sit. That was the test. I picked wrong.

The man nearest the door sighs. He doesn’t look annoyed. He looks tired. Like this has already happened too many times today.

“Move,” he says, without pointing.

I move. The chair scrapes. Another small noise added to my file.

There are five of them. Maybe six. It’s hard to tell because one of them hasn’t spoken and may not be a person so much as a coat draped over a body. Cigarettes burn without being smoked. Ash grows long, then falls onto the floor like punctuation.

Nobody asks my name.

That comes later. Or never.

One of them opens a notebook. Not a fresh one. Pages bent. Corners greasy. Whatever is written in it has already been decided.

I sit with my hands on my knees. They’re damp. My shirt sticks to my back. Heat without explanation. No fan. No window. The air is thick on purpose.

They let me sweat.

Sweat is information.

A man with thick fingers taps the table twice. Not a signal. Just a habit. He looks at my stomach. At the way it presses against the cheap fabric.

“You hungry?” he asks.

It’s not a kindness. It’s calibration.

I nod. Too fast.

That’s written down somewhere. Not literally. Somewhere worse.

He smiles, just a little. Like he’s confirmed a theory.

They don’t offer food.

Minutes pass. Or hours. Time here doesn’t matter yet. I shift in the chair. Bad move. The man by the door looks up.

“Comfortable?” he asks.

I say no.

Wrong answer.

One of them laughs. Short. Sharp. Not joy. Approval. I feel it land on me like a stamp.

“Good,” the man says. “You shouldn’t be.”

Someone pushes a plate across the table. It stops just out of reach. Sausage. Potatoes. Greasy. Steam still rising. Bavarian, maybe. Or pretending to be. The smell hits me hard. My stomach answers before I do. Loud. Embarrassing.

Nobody reacts.

That’s worse.

I keep my hands on my knees. My fingers twitch. I imagine grabbing the plate, shoveling it in, proving something. Hunger is loud. Hunger wants to perform.

That’s also part of the test.

“Don’t,” the man with the notebook says, without looking up.

I freeze.

He flips a page. Writes something. I don’t see what. I don’t need to.

My body betrays me in small ways. Sweat dripping down my sides. Breath too fast. Belly pulling me forward like it wants to meet the food halfway.

One of them leans back. His chair creaks louder than mine did. Dominant noise. He looks at me like he’s inspecting damage on a car he didn’t buy.

“Stand up,” he says.

I stand. Too fast again. The room tilts slightly. Hunger does that. Blood pressure, maybe. Or shame.

“Turn around.”

I turn.

They don’t look at my face. They look at my back. The curve. The softness. The way my shirt clings. One of them makes a sound through his nose. Not disgust. Calculation.

“You ever work hard?” someone asks.

“Yes,” I say.

Too eager.

They exchange glances. I don’t know what that means yet. I will.

“Sit.”

I sit.

The plate is moved closer. Not to me. Just closer. Close enough that the grease pops softly. Sound design. Cruelty with texture.

“Why are you here?” the man with the notebook asks.

I start to answer.

He holds up a finger. I stop.

“That was a trick,” he says. “We don’t care.”

He finally looks up at me. Direct eye contact for the first time. His eyes are flat. Administrative. Like a clerk deciding whether a form is complete enough to reject.

“You’re here because you didn’t leave,” he says. “That’s it.”

He closes the notebook.

The man by the door stands. Opens it. Cold air rushes in. Relief and threat at the same time.

“Take him,” someone says.

Not my name.

Never my name.

As I’m led out, I glance once at the plate. It’s untouched. Waiting. Like me.

Behind me, one of them says, almost bored:

“He’ll do.”

The door closes.

Empty noise.

The hallway is colder than the room, but it doesn’t feel like mercy. It feels like a hand wiping a stain off a table. A reset. A little clean air so you don’t faint before the next thing. The door shuts behind me and the laughter doesn’t follow, because laughter would mean they cared enough to carry it.

The man “taking” me doesn’t grab my arm. He doesn’t shove. He just walks like I’m already following orders, and my body—traitor, loyal dog—does exactly that.

He’s not big. That’s what’s funny. He’s not one of those movie wolves with shoulders like wardrobes. He’s thin, twitchy, quick. The kind of guy who survives by being early to everything and never sitting with his back to a door.

He keeps two steps ahead. The perfect distance. Close enough to hear me breathe. Far enough to pretend he’s not responsible if I choke.

We go down a flight of stairs. The building is old and trying to hide it. Paint over cracks. Cheap renovations like makeup on bruises. Somewhere below, water runs through pipes with a tired, metallic complaint. It smells like damp concrete and cigarettes and somebody’s lunch that won’t be digested peacefully.

I’m still thinking about the sausage. Not even the taste. Just the fact that it existed and they didn’t let me have it. That’s what hunger really is—knowing something is near and still being denied. Not starvation. Proximity.

At the bottom of the stairs there’s another door. The thin man knocks once, opens it without waiting, and steps aside like he’s letting garbage through.

Inside is a smaller room. Cleaner, somehow worse. A desk with a cheap lamp. A chair across from it. A scale in the corner, the kind doctors use, metal and honest. Next to it, a mirror leaning against the wall, not hung properly. Like someone stole it from a hair salon and never found the courage to make it permanent.

A different man sits behind the desk. Older. Heavy wrists. Rings. He’s eating sunflower seeds and spitting the husks into a paper cup with the calm focus of a man who has done this for decades and still finds new enjoyment in the act.

He looks up at me like he’s already tired of my shape.

“Sit,” he says.

I sit.

The chair here is sturdier. No flex. No mercy noise. It takes my weight without comment. That almost offends me. Like it’s refusing to acknowledge the only thing I know how to offer.

The older man leans back. The lamp makes his skin look sickly-yellow. Bad lighting on purpose.

“What did they tell you?” he asks.

I open my mouth.

He lifts a hand. Not aggressive. Just lazy.

“Don’t talk like you’re at school,” he says. “You talk too fast. You want to please. It’s ugly.”

My face burns. The shame arrives like heat under the skin, spreading with no place to go.

He spits a husk. Misses the cup slightly. Doesn’t care.

“Stand up,” he says.

I stand.

“Go to the scale.”

I walk to the corner. The scale is older than me. It looks like it remembers other bodies. Better bodies. Worse bodies. Bodies that screamed. Bodies that stayed silent. Bodies that became stories. Bodies that became nothing.

“Shoes off,” he says.

I bend down. My fingers fumble. Sweat makes everything slippery. The thin man behind me doesn’t move, but I can feel him watching my hands, the tremor, the hesitation. They don’t like hesitation here unless it’s theirs.

I step onto the scale in my socks.

The metal is cold. The needle jumps. It settles.

The older man looks at the number like it’s an answer.

He doesn’t write it down.

That means he remembers.

“That’s a lot,” he says, casually. No disgust, no sympathy. Like commenting on weather. “You eat like you’re trying to fill a hole.”

I want to say something clever. Something strong. Something that sounds like I’m not ashamed of my appetite. That I chose this. That I’m in control.

But my throat feels tight and dumb.

He smiles, like he knew it would.

“Turn,” he says.

I turn. Facing the mirror now.

My reflection is an insult. Red face. Damp hair stuck to my forehead. Shirt clinging to my stomach. My shoulders rounded forward like I’m protecting something precious, and the truth is I’m just protecting fat.

The older man studies the reflection like he’s buying livestock.

“Look at yourself,” he says. “Don’t look away.”

I stare.

My eyes twitch down. He catches it.

“Up,” he says. “See the whole thing.”

I lift my gaze. The mirror shows my face fully now. That’s the problem. My face is soft. My face asks for forgiveness without speaking. My face says I’m sorry for taking up space. It’s betrayal. It’s advertising weakness.

The older man clicks his tongue.

“Too much softness,” he says. “Too much mother.”

The thin man behind me makes a small sound. A laugh that stops before it becomes human.

The older man leans forward, elbows on the desk.

“You want to be a thug,” he says, like he’s repeating a joke someone told him earlier. “You’re here for that. You want to be scary.”

He pauses, lets it hang. Lets my lungs tighten around it.

“Why?” he asks.

This time he lets me answer.

I swallow. My mouth tastes like old air.

“Because I’m tired of being laughed at,” I say.

It’s the truth, which makes it pathetic.

The older man nods slowly, as if I just confirmed something he already believed.

“Good,” he says. “That’s honest.”

Then his eyes harden.

“Now shut up.”

I shut up.

He points at the mirror with two fingers.

“You think being scary means you hurt people,” he says. “No. Any idiot can hurt someone. Even you. You fall on them, they die.”

The thin man behind me laughs properly now. One sharp bark.

The older man keeps going, calm.

“Being scary means you don’t react. Being scary means you don’t flinch when the joke is on you. Being scary means you can be hungry and still sit still.”

He stands up. Comes around the desk. Walks behind me. His breath smells like seeds and cigarettes and old confidence.

He stops close. Too close. The kind of close that makes your body choose between fight and freeze, and my body, of course, chooses freeze.

“You understand?” he asks softly.

I nod.

He slaps the back of my head. Not hard. Not to injure. Just to remind my skull who owns the air around it.

“Words,” he says.

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Louder.”

“Yes.”

“Better,” he says, and it’s the closest thing to praise I’ll get today. It lands in my chest like poison candy. Sweet and rotten.

He steps back, returns to the desk.

“Shoes on,” he says.

I put them on fast, too fast, like speed can redeem me.

He sits, opens a drawer, pulls out a paper bag. Grease stains already spreading through it. He sets it on the desk.

My stomach wakes up like a dog hearing keys.

He doesn’t offer it. He just lets it exist. He taps it once with his finger.

“Here’s your test,” he says.

I stare at the bag. My mouth fills with saliva. My hands itch.

“You don’t touch it,” he says. “Not until I tell you.”

I nod, trying to look strong.

He watches me breathe.

Minutes pass.

He starts asking questions that aren’t questions.

“You got a father?” he says.

I hesitate. Too long.

He smiles. “That means yes, and he’s useless.”

I feel my face change. Anger tries to rise, heroic and stupid.

The older man’s eyes flick to my reflection.

“Don’t,” he says, bored. “Don’t do that. Don’t pretend you’re offended. Offended is for people with dignity.”

The thin man behind me shifts his weight. I hear the soft sound of something metal against his belt. A buckle. Or something else.

The older man leans forward again.

“You’re going to learn something,” he says. “Your body is loud. Your body tells on you. That’s why you’re here. Not because we need muscle. Not because we need brains. Because we need a container. A stomach. A face people underestimate. A guy who can take a joke and keep smiling.”

He taps the bag again.

“I can fix you,” he says, like he’s offering a service. “But first you have to prove you can sit with your own hunger without whining.”

I stare at the bag until the edges of my vision blur.

He finally lifts his hand.

“Now,” he says.

I reach—

“Stop.”

I freeze mid-motion. Hand suspended in the air like an idiot caught stealing.

The older man smiles wide now. Teeth like a threat.

“Good,” he says. “You almost failed.”

He stands up again.

“Back to the chair,” he says.

I go back. Sit. My hand trembles in my lap.

The bag stays on the desk. Untouched. Breathing grease into the room.

The older man sits and opens his notebook—different from the other one. Cleaner. This one is for me.

He writes one line.

He doesn’t show it to me.

Then he looks up and says, like he’s ordering a coffee:

“Tomorrow you come back. Same time. Same hunger. If you’re late, you’re dead.”

He pauses, lets the words settle.

Not a threat. A schedule.

The thin man opens the door behind me.

I stand to leave, my knees shaky, my stomach screaming.

As I step out, the
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