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The Sleepwell Institute looked nothing like a research facility.

From the outside, it was just another converted office block on the edge of an industrial estate, a cracked car park, a dim security light, and the faint smell of damp plaster. Inside, it hummed with soft blue light and white noise.

Sarah’s reflection in the fogged lobby mirror seemed off. Her eyes looked more sunken than yesterday, as if something had scooped out a bit more of her during the night. She blinked, and for a split second, the reflection didn’t. Just fatigue, she told herself. But the guilt from that night two years ago, the patient convulsing under her falsified care, foam bubbling from lips turning blue, whispered otherwise. ‘You let me die,’ it echoed in her mind, a voice not quite her own.

Sarah Rooke signed her name on the staff log and tried not to yawn. Her eyes burned. She’d been awake for thirty-two hours. Coffee had stopped helping sometime around midnight.

Dr Keene was already in the observation room, sleeves rolled, collar open. “Morning, Nurse Rooke,” he said, though it was nearly 9 p.m. “Our volunteers are ready for night one.”

Six of them. All insomniacs, all desperate.

She checked their wristbands, blood pressure, EEG leads, and the new neural synchronisation headsets, slick with an oily residue that smeared like sweat from a fevered brow, nodes pulsing like embedded parasites. The promotional brochure had called it Collective REM Induction Technology.

Graham Tull, the truck driver, made a joke about alien abductions. Maria Kell’s skin stretched thin over bones, her eyes hollow from nights cradling a colicky infant that screamed like it knew her secrets, postnatal whispers of harming the child. The priest muttered a prayer. His cassock hid self-inflicted scars from flagellation, penance for doubts that God had abandoned him to endless wakefulness. The teenager, Kara, filmed herself on her phone until Sarah took it away. Two others, John Montgomery and his wife Elizabeth, sat in a corner whispering together. Their posture said, do not disturb to someone on the outside. They were all ordinary, tired people clinging to the idea that science could save them.

Sarah envied them.

She’d joined the trial staff to prove she was fit to work again, to forget the patient who’d died on her watch, the falsified chart, the tribunal. One more week without sleep and she’d end up in one of those beds herself.
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