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         Once upon a time, I liked Tess. Many, many years ago, we used to play hide and seek with each other outside our apartments in Aspudden. She went to my school and we waved at each other across the cafeteria. Me; light and without front teeth. She; dark with a cartoon bear t-shirt. With Stockholm being a big city, people came and went, working, working, working. But through all this, Tess has circled my life like a satellite of ill omen, to beat me off-track as soon as things are good.

         Everybody knows that the position of Lucia at the Royal Opera house, which is televised live, is between me and Tess. Had this been a movie, maybe it would end with neither of us getting the part – overcoming our differences chasing it. But life isn’t a movie, life is so much simpler. Of all the things we’ve competed for – privately and out in the open – all the solo parts, every grant, Patrik (who I still don’t know if I wanted to sleep with because of attraction or as revenge for Tess receiving the solo at the European Choir Games three years past), this is the most important, the worst.

         Big but light snowflakes fall over Stockholm tonight. It’s December and I’m standing by my kitchen window, lighting match after match. Behind me, I hear the rustle of Jakob unpacking Christmas stars and cloths. When you’ve rehearsed as many Christmas songs as we’ve done, the feeling of Christmas isn’t all that present. The first of advent is just one day closer to Lucia. And today is, above all, a date in which neither me nor Tess has been chosen. I light another match as the aroma of mulled wine thickens the air. Slowly, as slowly as I can, forcing away the instinct of pulling away, I move my finger over the flame. My skin blackens with soot, the burnt part throbbing. If Tess gets this part, I don’t know what I will do. It is the first thing on my mind when I wake up, and the last thing I think of before I fall asleep. A thick, burning lump fills my chest, constantly present, overshadowing everything else. I have given so much of my time to this company, and if Tess, Tess, gets it – everything is wasted. In the end, I know it doesn’t matter. If I don’t become the Lucia of Sweden, I’ll survive. But the mere thought of her face, cracking up in that big smile, is unbearable. I wish we were five years old and neighbours again. Back then I would pull her hair, push her from the swing, and that would be it. But we’re grown-ups now, and I will have to say congratulations. The word tastes bitter on my tongue, I can physically feel it like a sodden lump of dough in my throat. Congratulations. I will never be able to say it.

         Instead, I light another match, placing the flame a few inches under my finger, taking a deep breath. The smell of smoke and cinnamon filling my lunges. Let it Snow playing from the speaker with Jakob humming along. I remove the match, lighting the candle in front of me with what’s left of the flame. First of advent, twelve days to go.

          
      

         Standing outside my vocal coach’s office by a big wooden door at the Opera, the sound of her voice makes me jump.

         “You would never make it,” she says. “No offence, you’re just… frail.”

         “What is that supposed to mean?” I sigh. Turning around, I see her leaning against the wall further down, arms crossed over her chest. The long, black hair stuck under one of her arms. I have to stop myself from leaning over to pull it out.

         “The concert is two and a half hours long, Julia. Everyone knows it’s physically demanding. Everyone would understand if you declined.

         “Decline? That means you also understand I’ll be the one they’re going to ask.”

         At this, Tess snorts like a dog, the hair falling from her grip. It’s long with a perfect lock like a G clef at the end.

         “I’m just saying, I could do it without any problems, and there’s a chance you wouldn’t. It would be very awkward for you if you were to pass out.”

         I want to be the bigger person, to be mature. Still I hear myself saying:

         “You don’t stand a chance.”

         Tess licks her lips, slowly. First the lower lip and then the upper one. Is it a conscious move? She looks stupid.

         “You wanna bet?”

         “About?”

         “The role, of course.”

         “It’s not up to us.”

         “Does that mean you don’t dare?”

         “Excuse me, but how old are you? Twelve?”

         “When does your lesson end?”

         “Eight thirty.”

         “Meet me here after.”

         As she walks past me, our shoulders graze, and I’m so irritated I can’t look at her. My body hums from excessive energy, making the singing lesson a flop. I can’t concentrate, getting irritated by how badly I’m doing, but am still not able to think about anything other than the surreal conversation I just had with Tess. What’s going to happen at eight thirty? Are we going to fight, while the other choir members stand in a circle around us? Settle it between the two of us – like men?

         When the lesson is over, she’s still – or once again – leaning against the wall, eyes on the floor. It’s quiet. I can hear Marie behind the door I just closed behind me, packing away or music sheets. As I’m nearing Tess, she lifts her gaze and we share a quiet, tense moment before she nods her head to the side. We walk deeper into the building. She’s wearing a backpack on, and her hair falls over it like a jet-black waterfall. Our heels echo in the empty corridors until she opens a door to one of the smaller dancing halls.

         Standing in the middle of the room, Tess reaches out her hand – palm up. When I do nothing, she grabs my hand in one fast movement. At first, I try to pull away, her touch warm and sudden. But at last we’re standing opposite each other, my hand open in hers, the streetlights outside casting a weak shadow of light on her face. Tess traces her finger over the lifelines in my palm, then continues up over my finger where the skin is burnt and dry.

         “Have you already jumped the gun?” she whispers.

         “Jumped the gun on what?”

         Her gaze is sharp as a knife between the long lashes.

         “The test for Lucia.”

         She looks so serious, I want to laugh and walk away. But I’m glued to the spot. It feels impossible to leave the darkness and the silence. It has me constricted to this room.

         “Close your eyes and keep your hand where it is,” she says, letting go of it. I bite my tongue to stop myself from screaming her name. I don’t open my eyes. Although it feels as if Tess might at any minute return with a sledgehammer and beat me in the back of my head. I hear a creaking sound, and then a familiar scent. A fire being lit, the dull but distinct smell of smoke. The floor creaks as Tess moves around the room. It’s getting warmer, and the smell is getting stronger. Before I can hear her, I feel her standing in front of me again. As if her aura is on fire.

         Outside the Opera, the winter winds whines, the room is cold, the air clear from the falling snow. The icy circumstances make the sudden, intense feeling in my hand strong. I gasp, opening my eyes. I have, without thinking, tried to remove my hand, but Tess has a firm grip on my wrist. The room is filled of lit candles. We’re standing in a candle-lit circle, and the flames throw a ghostly, illusive light on the stage. Standing close, Tess holds a burning white candle above my hand, making the wax drip down on my palm. It’s a burning, clear pain, radiating out in my fingertips. Different from when I, just a few days ago, had played with fire. This pain is powerful, and pure.

         “It’s going to be worse as it drips down your neck,” Tess says, her voice calm and steady. I don’t dare say anything, afraid my voice will break. “You can’t handle it?”

         The question makes me focus. How dare she?

         “Does it look as if I can’t handle it?”

         The flame of the candle flickers as she nears me. Slow but precise, she tilts the candle so that a white, thick drop falls against the thin skin of my wrist. The burning sensation feels like a blow – first crystal clear followed by a dull pulsing through my arm. Tess lets the drops form a line. It hurts as they land and a short while after. But once the wax solidifies, it’s not that bad. Her grip around my wrist has softened and feels more like a caress, following the candle’s way up my arm until her fingertips land on my elbow, tickling it, the wax burning through my skin at fold of my arm. She smells of coffee and jasmine, and her warm scent lies like a shawl around me. Her black hair frames her face, the light from the candle giving her a demonic look. Everything feels like a ritual, like a sacrifice. And the witch is Tess.

         Once she lifts her head and looks at me, her dark, big eyes shine. I’ve gotten so distracted by her, I haven’t noticed my arm until now. Some of the wax has run, some drops solidified in perfect circles. My skin is red and swollen around the white wax. I feel my pulse around every coagulated drop. My heart beating at several places at one.

         “My turn,” I say, and surprise her with my determination.

         Tess gives me a mystic smile, before giving me the candle and turning away. With a soft and gracious move, she pulls her thick hair to one side, sliding her cotton shirt down over her shoulder until she’s standing in front of me with a completely exposed neck. Parts of the shoulder blade stand out, and if I’d traced my finger there, I would feel the first vertebra of the spine. Her skin shimmers in the dark room. If I didn’t know better, I would bite her. Like a vampire, I would strike and suck all her blood. The impulse to put my lips against her throat, to feel the taste of her skin, is so strong fighting it makes my skin prickle. Then it hits me, this is Tess. Tess. The world’s most smug, spoiled and overrated person. It is with both longing and loathing I tilt the candle and watch three big drops of wax fall on her skin. Sucking her breath in through her teeth, Tess is unprepared for my enthusiasm in this task. But she says nothing. I let four more drops fall. They lay like water drops against her skin, one of them rolling down towards her collarbone before freezing.

         Outside, the wind makes the windows rattle, but the room is warm from all the candles and the boiling blood rushing through my body as I put my fingers against Tess’s head. I push it forward, exposing her entire neck, putting my fingers against the first vertebra and pulling her shirt down until as much as possible of her back is bare. It’s a beautiful back, elegant and feminine. I move the candle closer.

         “Watch the hair.”

         “Shut up.”

         This angle makes the wax run more. I can tell by her posture she is tense as the hot wax burn down her spine.

         When she turns around and takes the candle from me, she wets her lips in that languid, annoying Tess-way, making me look away. I’m so hot and she’s so close. I wonder if she’ll kiss me and if I would push her away if she did. It would be the reasonable thing to do. But in this fire ritual, reason is far gone. There’s only Tess, with the candle, saying:

         “Lie down.”

         For a moment, I wonder if we’re being filmed, if this will air in front of the entire ensemble and I will not just lose the part as Lucia, but also be ridiculed. But as I look into her eyes, I can tell it’s no joke. This is just between the two of us.

         The test for Lucia.

         So, I lie down on the cool wooden floor, in the middle of the circle of burning candles. It really is like an offering ceremony.

         “Take off your trousers.”

         “What?”

         “I won’t wreck anything. You have a boyfriend, right?”

         Right. Jakob, he’s probably at home making butterscotch, wondering where I am. I haven’t thought of him once. It was a long time since we did something that felt this way. How will I explain to him why I have wax and burn marks all over my body?

         I take off my trousers, folding them next to me. Then I lean back against my elbows, which will most definitely give me bruises, but the pain is insignificant.

         Tess crouches down in front of me, putting a hand on my knee. It’s sweaty as she strokes my thigh. It burns stronger than the wax. Radiating up to my hips, to my stomach, throbbing between my legs. Looking deep into my eyes, she softly presses my legs apart.

         “This will hurt more.”

         I shrug. I’m looking forward to it now. The pain. I need to think of something else. Distract myself from the sight of Tess between my legs. I haven’t thought about her in this way before, but now it’s impossible to see anything else. Pictures of her pulling my underwear off, putting her tongue there instead, is all I can see before me. Stop, I try to tell myself. You’re here to win.

         But Tess caresses my leg, letting her fingers land in the hollow of my knee and pushes upwards so that the underside of my thigh lies exposed. A blush spreads over my face. Can she tell through my panties how wet I am? She’s so close to my sex, and there’s no way of persuading myself, nor her, that I’m not excited. My sex screams for attention. Our eyes are locked as she lets the first drop fall on the backside of my thigh. She was right. It does hurt worse. It stings as if she’s penetrated my skin with a thick needle, the pain making my body tense up. It vibrates over my skin and I’m ashamed by my reaction. Tess drips a few more drops, even closer to my groin. The hot sensation hits my sex like a power force. Stimulating me, making the pain go away. I whimper. It’s an uncontrolled moaning. As I meet her eyes, positioned between my knees, she smiles as if she’s won.

         “So, you’re a screamer?” she whispers.

         “I didn’t scream.”

         But then Tess pushes the shaft of the candle against my sex. A few drops of wax land on my mons pubis, on my black lace panties. The round, warm staff is rubbing my lips and clitoris through the fabric. Then I scream, my head falling back as I moan loudly. A soft and animalistic “Aaah”. The contact is hard and straight, and by impulse my legs fall to the sides. It must look desperate. Slutty, greedy and unhinged.

         “Oh, Julia,” her voice is self-satisfied, and like caramel it slides over everything, making it sticky. She still has the candle pressed against my pussy, electrical and dangerous. It feels like I could come just from this, which is absurd and not at all okay. But when she says my name like that, like so many other times tonight, I want to beg her to do it again and to knock her hand away at the same time. When she once again presses the candle, now almost soft from the fire heat flame, against my clitoris, I want to cry from pleasure. My pussy is on fire. It takes all my self-control, what little I have left, lying there on my back with spread legs, to not push against it. Instead I heave up, grip her hand and look into her dark brown eyes.

         “And you would be quiet?” I say, surprised by the strength of my own voice.

         “Not a sound.”

         I wrench the candle from her hand, crouching in front of her, our knees inches from each other.

         This close, I can feel her breathing. Her sweet breath is enticing, but I don’t kiss her. Using only my fingertips, I once again pull down her shirt over her shoulder. The skin is swollen from the wax, left on her soft skin like secretion. There, I let my lips fall. Using the tip of my tongue, I lick the sore burn marks. It’s got to sting, but I take my time. I put my teeth against her exposed neck and bite. Tess gasp, and I feel how her shoulders and chest rise, soundlessly. Experimenting with my movements, I try to figure out what she wants, what would make her moan. I stroke the outside of her shirt, up against her waist to her chest. Her bra is thin, and I can feel her hard nipples under my palm. Her breathing catches as I touch her there.

         “Take it off,” I say.

         She looks at me, blinking.

         Tess must be as worried as I was, that we are pulling each other’s leg. And sure, I often do that. But not like this. So I pull my shirt over my head, and unhook my black bra. I sit in front of her, wearing only my panties. Then I take them off too. I’m completely naked in front of her in the grave-like lighting. She does the same. Tess, naked, laying down on her back – it’s a beautiful sight. Her round breasts falling to the side, the hips, big and emphasized, and then the black triangle of hair, curly and thick. I put my hand over one of the round breasts, feeling the nipple against my fingers, without any fabric between. I pinch it and see how her mouth opens. Her stomach heaves from her heated breathing.

         The floor creaks as I reach for another candle. I hold it over her body. Caressing the soft underside of her boob, down towards her stomach. With the tips of my fingers, I stroke her fuzzy, soft pubis hair, dripping the wax over it. Like dew down in the curls. Tess pushes her hips upwards, jumping from the pain. But I recognize that move. Her body wants to be touched. And I want nothing more, my fingers itching to feel her, outside and in. I want her warm, wet pussy around my fingers. And more than that – I want to hear her. Her thigh vibrates as I pour a drop of wax just on the side of her outer labia, balancing dangerously. But the candles were Tess’s idea, and I can see that it arouses her. She’s at a breaking point, one more drop and it will flood. I want to see her explode.

         “Close your eyes,” I say.

         She does as I tell her and leans her head back, the black hair spreading over the floor.

         I let my gaze wander down to her sex, with the dark lips falling outside the pussy, wetter and wetter the closer to the opening. Her clitoris, swollen and dark brown. I pour a drop of wax, big and thick, dangerously close to her clitoris. It lands right where her mons pubis ends, and the sensitive parts begin. Her ass lifts from the floor in response, her teeth digging into her bottom lip. Her fingers are white from the effort of pressing them against the floor. When I see the first wave of pain pass, and she starts to relax, I put my thumb against her clitoris, soft and moist, and massage it fast, twice. Tess puts her hand between her teeth and bites. I pull it away.

         “Cheating!”

         With glistening eyes, she watches me, a bead of sweat runing between her breasts down towards her stomach.

         “Not allowed,” I continue. To that, she rolls her eyes. A typical Tess-face, nonchalant and smug. How dare she? How dare she roll her eyes at me, when she’s the one on her back, legs spread, wet enough that I can see her pussy shimmering as the light from the candles caresses her naked body. I throw away the candle, and as Tess watches it fall, I swiftly put one finger in her wet genitals. With a fast and precise movement, I penetrate her with a bent finger – pressing against her g-spot. She’s warm and wet. I moan from the sensation. As if a weight has been lifted from my shoulders; I finally get to enter her. But my exhale is not the loudest. Tess’s body tense up under me, her vagina cramping around my finger, she moans from the chock and the pleasure. A resounding wonderful moan, light and vibrating. And right after that:

         “Fuck.”

         My cheeks straining from my big smile, I push my finger in again, hard and bent, making Tess repeat:

         “Fuck.”

         There’s another tone to her swearing now. Lifting her ass again, this time consciously, and pressing her sex closer to me, moving herself up and down my finger when I don’t continue the movements.

         “Not a sound?” I whisper, while meeting her rocking hips. The wet sound as I finger her is clear in the quiet room.

         “One-one,” she answers.

         I lift my eyebrows questioningly.

         “The score is one-one,” she repeats.

         I take my thumb to her wet opening, between her lips and up towards the clitoris. Still with one finger inside her I start circling there. I love the feel of her, rough and warm and willing.

         “So, who wins?”

         “The one that,” she swallows, “holds out the longest.”

         With that, she takes my wrist, getting up on her knees with shaking legs. We’re both crouching, mirrored towards the other. Different in body and colour, the same in stubbornness and lust. Tess gets a hold of my genitals. The relief from being touched is immense. I just want to sit down, with my whole weight, on her cupped hand – making me rock forward. Her middle finger slides in between my lips, laying there. Rocking, once again, I let the palm of her hand press against my clitoris as her fingers stimulate my opening, and the thin, sensitive skin there. Igniting every part of me, my groin vibrates, my stomach, my hips. And for the first time tonight, I lean over and kiss her. She tastes exactly as sweet as I imagined. Honey and cinnamon – feminine.

         Digging my hands into her hair, I scratch her scalp and she whimpers in my mouth. With a steady grip of her ass, I pull her towards me until our bodies press together. Her chest below mine, her nipples pressing against the underside of my breasts. Her ass is smooth as I massage it, my fingers in her soft flesh, under the cheeks to her groin, her skin hot and sticky. With her tongue, she licks between my lips, as I let my fingertip slide in from behind. Tess’s hand is still between my legs and now I spread them to give her more space. She strokes me from the wet opening, up to the top, making circles as she smudges my secretion.

         Fingering her from behind, I grip her waist to have her impossibly closer. In that movement, my finger moves deeper inside her, provoking a deep grumbling from Tess. Stroking me softer, but faster, with a perfect combination of satisfaction and not nearly enough. Her hands are skilled, she holds her fingertips just right. Letting them dance around my clitoris – hard, then soft.

         A familiar trembling feeling rests in my toes and legs. Fuck. I’m close. I take her breast and start fingering her faster. Trying to concentrate on her pleasure, to push my own insistent climax that lies like a crackling blanket around my body away. But she’s so wet, and her body so sexy. Her skin starts to moisten from exertion, which makes me even hornier. I kiss her and she meets me with passionate dedication, her tongue whirling around my mouth, greedy and exploring. The orgasm tickles my spine, up to my head as Tess with two fingers in a V-shape slide up and down the lips of my vagina. My body is ruling over my reason. Tess’s breathing is heavy. She’s also close. Every breath is a wailing sound of pleasure. Pausing to catch my breath, I pull away from Tess, my body throbbing for more skin and climax.

         “Lie down,” I say for the second time tonight, and she does as I command her. Traces of our earlier games are visible on her naked body. Most of the wax has fallen off, but in her pubis hair and on her shoulder, there’s still some left. I put one leg over her, lifting her leg and placing the hollow of her knee on my shoulder. Our pussies press against each other and together we take a rattling breath. It’s possible. I can do it. I start rolling my hips downward, rolling our swollen clitorises against each other.

         Finding a tempo that’s hard and fast, Tess’s soft pubis hair tickles my shaved pussy. She fucks upwards and we rub against each other with an aggression and determination. As if by giving our all, we could tip the other one over the line. Tess looks like we’ve been fucking for hours, with her hair like a fan on the wooden floor and her face sweaty. How is it possible that for so many years of looking at this face, I haven’t been wanting to sit on it?

         “Give up,” she says, her eyes glossy and her pupils big. For a second I stop, but then I start to rock down towards her in a circling movement. Wanting so badly to give in.

         “You won’t last another ten seconds,” I say, because I’m not going to last ten more seconds.

         “Ten,” she says, stroking her hand across my thigh, up towards my hip where she lets it rest. It’s burning hot against my skin.

         “Nine.” She keeps me in place, then she slows down and with precision starts rubbing our clits together in small thrusts. It’s slower, but harder. It’s fucking perfect.

         “Eight.” Her voice is hoarse as she hisses the number. I grip her leg pressed against my body, stroking her shin, sweaty and smooth.

         “Seven.” The orgasm is a fact, like an explosion in my body, waiting to happen. I try to take deep breaths, but my body has other ideas and continues to rub against Tess’s pussy in an animalistic way. I can feel every part of it, the wet lips dragging against mine, her oversensitive clit urges it on, the wax in the dark curls scratching.

         “Six,” she almost screams. Our breast bobbing as we rub together, she shifts her position to try and look me in my eyes, falling back with her head. I know exactly how she feels, the hairs on her body have risen from pleasure and her eyelids are heavy with lust.

         “Five.” It’s barely a word, more of a moan. Cut off in the middle to become high-pitched and intense. It’s so freaking hot, how she loses control. I barely notice how I open my mouth to uncontrollably ramble “yes, yes, yes” to the same pace as we scissor each other faster and faster.

         “Four.” Her breast jolts in my hand as I grip her, her leg burning hot against mine. Flickering in front of my eyes. Tess arches her back from the floor, her moth wide open and convulsively holding my leg.

         Instead of continuing the counting, she moans my name. The way she says “Julia” sounds like a scolding, like it’s my fault she’s going to come. My fault that she’s screaming and breaking on the floor. I rub my pussy three, two, one more time and almost laugh from relief as I lose control. My body exploding in one of the most anticipated orgasms I’ve ever had; it feels so good that I lose contact with my body. I don’t know if I’m still riding Tess like an animal or if I collapse on her warm, wrung body. My body jerks for a long time, before I exhale in a rugged, resigned and unbelievably satisfied breath.

         As I open my eyes, I meet Tess’s gaze. She looks like she usually does: nonchalant and annoyed, but at the same time different.

         “Two-one,” I say.

         “It was a tie.”

         “Excuse me?”

         “We came at the same time.”

         I’m still sitting on top of Tess, my sex so wet, I wouldn’t be surprised if a drop fell on the floor. The circle of candles has gone out and the dancing hall is returned to its usual state. On shaky legs, I get up.

         “A bet is a bet,” I say and pick up my clothes. Tess still lies there, breathless on the floor. I understand that Tess won’t decline the part, but suddenly I’m calm. It’s obvious – I’m going to get it. I won the test for Lucia.
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         I look at myself in the mirror, with a critical eye. Am I still deluding myself? My job, however, has nothing in common with physical appearance since I sell figures. Not just any figures. I mean, large corporations hire me as a financial analysis consultant to build and validate their projects: mergers, sales or business acquisitions. But to make sure that they appeal to the markets, bosses and boards of directors want more than just accurate numbers. They also, sometimes, more importantly, sell the reputation of the person who produced them. And in our business, I'm kind of a celebrity.

         When a company announces that its figures have been validated by Elsa DeMontigny, it means that all, absolutely all possibilities have been foreseen and that every single shred of data has been certified. I do not shy away from any challenge and I make no concessions to the clarity and transparency of the analyses. I am a warrior in a man's world. No matter how much pressure is put on me, all companies are treated equally and all data is analysed in the same way.

         This earned me many enmities at the beginning of my career but helped to build my reputation for being rigorously honest. It is with this reputation that I am now able to carry out the most prestigious mandates and charge the highest fees. And since the entire wonderful world of finance has forged an idea of the "Queen of the Amazons", as they call me, I have built a look for myself based on this image.

         I have ashy blond hair that I keep short, and glasses with round lenses that make me look nerdishly sexy, but cold. I'm already tall and wear high heels on purpose. I am thin and the size of my breasts continues to fascinate men and even women. I choose my suits so that they enhance me, with elegance. I don't really want to seduce men; I just want to unsettle them. I prefer my clients when they don't have a leg to stand on. That has its uses. When I sit down in front of a company director and he hands me his tables of figures. Just the way I look at him, he knows that this is the decisive moment, the one that’s going to make or break it. More than once, I've seen a CEO break down at the beginning of an interview and admit to me that his income was being doctored. In those cases, I thank the guy for his honesty and get out. I lost a lucrative contract, but it saves me from sinking his project and eventually, his business.

         It doesn't help that my name is attached to too many failed projects. In the long run, it would scare off customers. I'd rather they do the job themselves! That's why it helps to have a look to go with your reputation.

         I specialised in the technology sector, which changes all the time, projects get done, come apart, come back to life, die again, start all over again. In short, this is a field of practice where there is never a shortage of contracts.

         Though, to be honest, what I really like is the feeling of being part of a momentum, a movement, being part of building something and, I really hope, something useful and beneficial at that. There is nothing else that justifies neglecting one's personal life as I have done all these years. I am not driven by fees, but by challenges and the passion to build. On the other hand, I keep this idea to myself. There are too many who are in the technology sector strictly for the size of the stock market operations they can carry out.

         A month ago, I was contacted by Khan Artificial Intelligence or KAI for short. KAI is the most prominent and fiercest player in the field of artificial intelligence-based software exploitation. This ferocity has nothing in common with greed. KAI treats the employees of the companies it takes over well. However, it displays an extraordinary killer instinct and no company can claim to be sailing in the same waters as KAI and have a weakness. If it’s vulnerable at any point in its structure, KAI will devour it.

         The call came as a surprise to me and at first, I thought I'd refuse to work with this company. At least half of its competitors have been my clients and I don't keep any secrets from anyone, no matter how small. But it wasn't the fishing trip I was expecting. Two of KAI's vice-presidents received me in a sumptuous conference room.

         KAI is preparing not one, but several large-scale operations. So, I was offered something exceptional: a long-term contract over several months. Typically, this is not my style. I don't like to be left out of the loop because I've spent too much time at a client's site. But this was KAI, with a considerable amount of fees involved. The golden bridge, including both banks and the river in the middle. As a supreme sign of the importance the company placed on my modest self, I would have to work closely with the CEO, the original Khan himself! I don't know of anyone who has met him in my memory. Especially in technology, bosses like to appear in public and even play rock stars. Khan? So discreet, it’s unbelievable. Even in his office, no one remembers seeing him. He seems to give his vice-presidents a lot of leeway to run the company according to his instructions. Around him, a rumour floats that only a small nucleus of relatives can see him, a sort of micro elite. But if this nucleus does exist, it has never manifested itself directly in the company.
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