
  
  [image: ]




  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Copyright Page
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter One — Inbox: 1,473 Unread
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Two — Byte by Byte
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Three — Let Us Handle That
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Four — We’ve Got It From Here
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Five — Preferences
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Six — Yes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Seven — That’s Not Brendan
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Eight — Engagement Metrics
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Nine — Unauthorized Presence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Ten — We’ll Take It From Here
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Eleven — Remove Legacy Files
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Twelve — Before I’m Gone
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Thirteen — Let Go
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]
Sloth is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by E. Luis Holmes

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Crepe Myrtle Press LLC.

Printed in the United States of America.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

First Edition








  
  [image: ]




  
  [image: ]
Chapter One — Inbox: 1,473 Unread


Brendan Marks sat in his gamer chair like a man recently embalmed—motionless, eyes half-lidded, fingers hovering above a keyboard sticky with the residue of too many late-night DoorDash orders and not enough paper towels. The chair creaked when he leaned back. It always creaked. Not the kind of creak you fix. The kind you live with. Like taxes or tinnitus. 
The apartment was dim, except for the blue pulse of his three monitors—bathing everything in a light that made the air itself look tired. The blinds were mostly shut, but just open enough to let the sun slash in a few angry lines across the carpet, which was the color of old oatmeal and smelled faintly of feet and cumin. The place reeked of long-term neglect—dirty dishes in the sink that weren’t even dirty anymore, just fossilized. Fruit flies did lazy laps around a banana that had evolved past the fruit stage and into something darker.
One monitor played a Twitch stream on mute—some guy screaming about Elden Ring. Another displayed his email inbox: 1,473 unread. And the last screen sat open to a job board he hadn’t touched in weeks. A pop-up tab blinked: Optimize Your Life: Morning Routines for Tech Burnout. He clicked it open, stared at it for a while, and then clicked it shut again.
“Tomorrow,” he thought. “I'll figure something out tomorrow.”
But he’d thought that yesterday, and the day before. He was starting to think “tomorrow” was the biggest con in human language—right up there with “We’re letting you go, but it’s not personal.”
He picked at something on his T-shirt. Not sure if it was food or lint. Either way, he let it drop onto his keyboard.
A low ding came from his phone.
Olivia Tran: “Get some sun today or I swear I’m calling your mom. And you KNOW she’ll sing to your voicemail again.”


He smiled. That was a rare thing these days. Not the fake one he gave to delivery drivers or the little nod-laugh you give when you're listening to a podcast and want to feel like you're still part of civilization. No, this was an actual twitch of something warm and almost human. But he didn’t text back. He’d get to it later.
Brendan reached for a half-empty bottle of water on the floor, took a swig, and grimaced. It was warm and slightly sweet—probably Thai iced tea backwash from last night.
“Christ, Bren,” he thought. “You used to have routines. You used to floss.”
Across the room, a spider was building a web in the corner where his desk met the baseboard. It was mesmerizing to watch. Efficient. Purposeful. He envied the spider a little.
A knock at the door startled him.
Three short raps. Not the building manager—that guy always knocked like he was trying to evict a ghost. It wasn’t Olivia. She would’ve texted first. Probably Kenji.
Sure enough, a voice followed. "Yo, Brendan. Couple of us heading to the dev meetup at the Canvas building. You should come."
Kenji Patel. Neighbor. Product guy. Energy of a Labradoodle. Nice enough. Always tried to include Brendan, even though Brendan hadn’t accepted an invite in… hell, maybe a year?
He didn’t move. Just sat there until he heard Kenji’s footsteps retreating down the hall. Then he exhaled, slowly.
Brendan clicked over to Twitter. Scrolled past crypto bros, meltdown threads, and a woman describing her polyamorous relationship like it was a PowerPoint presentation. The algorithm fed him a new ad.
“What if you never had to answer another email again? Never had to reschedule a meeting, explain a late reply, or think about what to say next?”“What if life just… handled itself?”

There was a simple black-and-white logo at the bottom of the screen: LAZARUS. Below it: Live smarter. Not harder.
Brendan stared at it for a second too long. It wasn’t the message—it was the tone. The calm, clinical confidence. The gentle implication that, yeah, you’ve screwed up your life, but what if that didn’t have to be your problem anymore?
His mouse hovered over the ad. He clicked. The page loaded slowly. Simple font. No flashy visuals. Just text on a white screen:
“We noticed your energy has been low. Let us help. Start with email. We’ll take it from there.”
He snorted. Out loud, even. It was dumb. It was a scam. Probably Chinese malware disguised as a productivity app. The kind of thing your uncle falls for – the one who still uses Hotmail and refers to TikTok as “The Tik Toks.”
He shut the tab.
The silence afterward was louder than expected.
His phone buzzed again. Olivia. Again.
“Seriously, are you okay? Just let me know you’re alive, Bren.”
He started to type a response: “Yeah. All good. Just tired.”But he never hit send. Instead, he opened Uber Eats. Thai again. Fuck it.
He stood, stretching for the first time in what felt like hours, and caught his reflection in the window. His eyes were sunken. There was a crust of sleep—or maybe dried tears?—at the corners. His skin looked sickly pale. His hair matted in the back.
“I don’t remember the last time I saw the sun. I don’t remember the last time I wanted to.”
The knock of a notification pulled him back: “Welcome to Lazarus. Ready to begin?”
He hadn’t clicked anything.
Had he?
He stared at the screen. The logo blinked. Waiting.
Outside, a garbage truck roared to a stop in front of his house. Two men began tossing the four – Christ, he needed to stop eating so much takeout – overstuffed trash bags into the back. Inside, Brendan Marks sat very still, the light from his screen flickering across his unshaven jaw like a heartbeat.
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Chapter Two — Byte by Byte


Brendan had taken the contract two weeks ago, though it felt like longer. Another late-night email, another Slack invite, another block of code that didn’t care whether he ate or slept. The client was a mid-sized fintech company based in Singapore, which explained the ungodly hour—8PM here was 9AM tomorrow there, and Brendan had long since lost the battle of syncing time zones with the rest of the world. He didn’t mind, not really. He’d been drifting for months now, floating between short-term gigs and longer-term burnout, chasing invoices that cleared just slow enough to keep the electricity on. 
He straightened slightly in the chair. He didn’t bother changing clothes. The gray hoodie he wore had hardened at the cuffs where old sweat had dried into salt stains. The T-shirt underneath was stiff with sleep and smelled faintly of mildew and the vague musk of unwashed cotton—a smell he’d stopped noticing days ago. His hair was matted in the back where it pressed against the pillow—or maybe the wall. He hadn’t been sleeping in his bed much lately. With a sigh, he reached for the knit beanie crumpled on the corner of the desk and tugged it down over his head. The wool scratched against his scalp. Good enough. The camera would only catch shoulders and up, and no one on the call would look too closely. They never did.
The Zoom chime had sounded, crisp and falsely cheerful, at 8:00pm, but Brendan didn’t click into Zoom until 8:07, after debating for a full three minutes whether to leave his camera off entirely or just pretend it was “acting up.” Eventually, he flicked it on and adjusted the angle so the worst of his apartment stayed out of frame.
Not that Olivia cared. She’d seen worse. She’d seen him worse.
Still, he angled the webcam carefully. If you cropped out the crusted takeout boxes and the dying spider plant in the background, it almost looked like a human being lived here.
“Hey, stranger,” she said, raising a chipped wine glass. Her voice cut through the speakers like sunlight in a blackout. Too bright. Too normal.
“Hey, Liv,” Brendan replied, clearing his throat first. His voice sounded like it hadn’t been used all day—which was true. “Busy week?”
“You could say that,” she sighed. “I’m one minor outage away from clawing through the firewalls with my bare hands. But enough about me. You look…”
She trailed off.
He smiled, just a little. “Like a man who lives inside a refrigerator box?”
“I was going to say ‘like someone who’s been time traveling through Reddit comment threads since Tuesday,’ but sure, let’s go with that.”
He laughed. The sound was genuine, if brief. Laughter always felt out of place lately, like an old ringtone in a modern movie.
They talked for a while—mostly Olivia talking. About her job, her dog, her failed attempt to bake gluten-free cookies for a neighbor with Celiac who turned out to be just “avoiding carbs for aesthetic reasons.” Brendan offered supportive grunts, a chuckle here and there, and a couple of half-hearted questions that gave the illusion of presence.
All the while, he was drifting. Not physically—his body sat right there in the desk chair, sweatpants-draped and sun-starved. But mentally, he was sliding under the surface, like a man slipping into a warm bath.
“This is good,” he told himself. “Social interaction. Connection. Human contact. All that crap therapists are always blogging about.”
Still, he couldn’t stop looking at the blinking tab on his second screen: Lazarus.ai — Welcome. We’ll take it from here. 
Just sitting there. Waiting. Like it knew he’d be back.
“…and then she just screamed at me,” Olivia was saying, “like I personally embedded the 404 page with a tracking pixel.”
Brendan blinked. “Sorry. What?”
Olivia leaned closer to her webcam. Her face filled his screen: freckles, worry lines, that little scar under her chin from when she fell off her bike in high school. He remembered that. He also remembered how she’d bled, quietly, without tears.
“You okay?” she asked.
He hesitated. His gut response was always the same—Yeah, just tired. Yeah, just slammed with stuff. Yeah, just laying low. But something about the look in her eyes knocked him off autopilot.
“I don’t know,” he said softly.
Olivia didn’t speak for a moment. Just sipped her wine. Then she nodded, like she'd been waiting for him to say that for a long time.
“You ever feel like you're just… watching your life happen?” she asked. “Like you’re not driving anymore. Just sitting in the back seat while everything speeds by.”
“All the time,” Brendan thought.But what he said was: “Maybe. Sometimes.”
She tilted her head. “I don’t mean depression or burnout or whatever label makes us feel better. I mean that click—that moment you realize you haven’t actually lived anything real in weeks. You’re just reacting. Scrolling. Clicking. Sleeping. Then doing it all again like some kind of meat puppet.”
Brendan laughed, but it came out brittle.
Olivia smiled sadly. “Don’t go full ghost on me, Bren. You’re better than that.”
He opened his mouth, then closed it again.
Outside, sirens echoed distantly. The window unit A/C clicked on, rattling the blinds. Brendan stared at Olivia's face on the screen, but it started to feel… distant. Like watching an old video of someone who used to love you.
“Sometimes I wonder,” she said, “if we just keep automating until there’s nothing left to do—nothing left of us.”
She drained her glass. “Anyway. Jesus, that got heavy. Sorry. I’ll let you go. You look wiped.”
“I’m good,” Brendan lied. “We should catch up again soon.”
“You say that every time,” she said with a crooked grin. “Text me tomorrow.” She shook her finger at him through the screen. “Or I’m calling your mom.”
He smiled. “Deal.”
The call ended.
And the room went still again.
He sat there for a while. Maybe five minutes. Maybe twenty. The computer’s fan hummed a steady white noise. The only light came from the screen.
Brendan looked at his reflection in the dark glass of the monitor: pale, puffy, not quite real. Like a wax dummy left in a warm room too long.
“Don’t go full ghost.”
He turned back to the Lazarus tab.
Welcome. Let us take it from here.
The screen blinked. A cursor pulsed in time with his heartbeat. Or maybe it was setting its own rhythm now. He didn’t click anything. Didn’t type a word. And still, his phone vibrated.
Notification — Lazarus:
“We can help you with that. Whenever you’re ready.”
He stared at the screen. The room felt colder somehow, though the thermostat hadn’t changed.
Brendan flipped his phone face-down on the desk. Then, without meaning to, he whispered aloud: “Who told you I needed help?”
The apartment didn’t answer. But the blinking cursor never stopped.
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