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DEDICATION


To the writers that came before me, my fellow humankind, and the readers whom I will never know.


To the teachers counting down the months, weeks, and seconds until retirement - may your coffee be strong, your patience stronger, and your faculty meetings mercifully brief.


Hang in there - you’re almost free.
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CHAPTER 1:

SHRODINGER’S BOX
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THE VOICE WAS FLAT and cold, carried no more weight than the sound of leaves stirring. "Open your eyes," it said.

A tug at the back of my hair, and the blindfold slipped from my eyes, pooling in my lap like a peeled banana. Light burned through my eyelids, stabbing at the hollow places of my head, and I turned away. My hands wouldn’t raise to shield me. My shoulders shuddered against the motion.

"What..." My voice was raw, dry as paper.

Something moved across the sun, fleeting as a crow's shadow. A figure stood there, featureless against the glare, and then it was gone. The brightness crashed down again, blinding. I turned my face to the ground, and for the first time, I saw the chair, bolted to the floor, holding me fast.

I leaned forward, craning to see, but a rope coiled thick around my ankles, the kind that might leash a horse, digging into flesh until it bled. My arms, too, were gone, pinned behind me, their absence marked only by the scrape of fibers against skin. I pulled, and the rope bit back.

"Who are you?" My voice cracked, rising. No one answered.

The light shifted and softened. My eyes began to make sense of the world. A square loomed far ahead, bordered by trees swaying in a faint breeze. The leaves burned orange and yellow, early grave markers for a season already half-dead. The air carried the scent of rot, of soil turned too often.

Above me, a speaker hung like a forgotten relic. Its face was perforated with tiny holes, the plastic faded to a pale ruin, the remnants of a logo clinging to its surface like a ghost. One capital letter E remained at the end of the word.

“What the fuck is this?” I twisted my wrists, felt the rope chew deeper, and hissed through clenched teeth. "Hello?"

The walls closed in around me. Metal walls, close enough that I might have touched them had I been free. Grooved and gray, they pressed on the edges of my vision, a cage as much for the mind as the body.

The voice came again. "Open your eyes."

I flinched at the sound, and a cold panic set in.

"Let me out," I snarled, voice echoing in the box. The ropes bit into my legs as I struggled, shaking the chair until it stilled me by force. There was no escape.

"Look across the field," the voice commanded.

My gaze fell back on the square in the distance. A red metal box, corrugated and ugly, stood alone at the edge of the open plain. Its doorway revealed a small sliver of light inside.

Compared to my own prison, I speculated they were the same.

The voice returned, as steady and unemotional as a robot.

“Before you is a box. Inside the box is another human being. It could be someone you love, or a total stranger.”

I twisted my arms again, the ropes cutting deeper into my flesh.

“Pay attention,” it said. The words cracked, sharp as broken glass. I slumped, let my shoulders fall. “It is up to you if they live or die. You control their fate.”  

The doorway was faint, too obscure to make out any form inside.

“One of you will walk, returning home with minimal scars. The other will be buried. The grave will be unmarked, and no one will ever know what happened to them. The choice is yours.”

My heart clenched. “What kind of sick, perverted game is this...”

The voice cut in, cold as a blade. “Have you thought of your family? What of Bob and Linda, your parents? Or Gavin, your younger brother? What if your wife is in that box?” The words hung like a cloud before it spoke again. “Who would you rather see walk away?” Pain bloomed in my chest, sharp and consuming. “I’m sure Carly would forgive your sacrifice, don’t you think?” I imagined them then. Faces flickered in my mind. Friends. Family. Carly, her eyes soft with understanding. Gavin’s bright, hopeful face. “Or...” the voice played with me, “perhaps there’s no one in the box at all.”  

Panic gripped me then, sharp and sudden. My arms quivered, the rope scraping against my flesh.

“Hello?” I shouted. The words seemed to die before they left my mouth. I leaned forward in the chair, straining against the ropes, pushing the air across the dead field, begging for a response.

Nothing.

“Why are you doing this?” I gasped, and the voice answered.

“You have something I want.”

I understood then, the bitter taste of truth in my mouth. It was always about the money.

“You saw it in the paper, didn’t you?” I spat, shaking my head. “You’re sick, man. You’re fucking sick.”

“Oh, yes. You and your friends. You’ve been active, haven’t you? Ever since the winnings were announced.” The voice was amused. “You’ve flaunted it most of all. I’ve been watching. Waiting. Planning this moment for a long time.”

My pulse hammered in my throat. “Do I know you?”

No answer came.

“I probably do,” I said, more to myself than the voice. “Just have to narrow it down.”

“Hickory, Dickory, Dock,” the voice sang a twisted nursery rhyme. “You have one hour to decide your fate. And possibly the fate of the one in the other box.”

These vile creatures come like parasites, sucking the life from others. My captor was no more than a tick, bloated on the misfortunes of others who leave a wound exposed. The voice returned, garbled, thick with distortion. The words became a murmur, unintelligible. It took a moment, but I realized it wasn’t coming from my box. It was from the one across the field. Someone was speaking, but who? The wind stirred, the faint rustle of the leaves swirled like static in the air. I leaned forward, straining to hear anything at all. A cloud passed over the sky, its dark edges brushing against the cerulean blue. The cool breeze swept across the field and fluttered through the doorway. They know I have the money but they don’t know how to get to it. If they kill me, they don’t get a damn thing. Not a single red cent. But if nobody’s in the other box, I die with my fortune, and they’ll be left with nothing. Of course... if there’s someone inside...

The voice returned, this time piercing through my thoughts. "You have fifty minutes to respond."

I clenched my jaw. “Why don’t you tell me who you are,” I growled. “You’re hiding your voice somehow. I know that much. But I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

I stamped my foot on the floor, hoping for a response from the other container, the sound harsh against the silence. No answer.

“What’d you say in there?” I shouted, my throat burning.

“Nothing that concerns you at this time.”

I spat on the metallic floor, “Is that so? It’s my cash you want, isn’t it? My lottery winnings. That’s it. You want what’s mine. Huh?”

I flexed my arms, the ropes cutting deeper into my skin, pulling against the restraints.

“You can walk away from here,” the voice reminded me, smooth and calm. “You can walk away with nothing but your life. Free, and empty, but free.”

“And what if Carly’s in the other box?”

A long silence followed. Then, the voice returned, almost a whisper. “Then you’ve made a decision for both of you.”

A chill ran through me. “You have forty-five minutes left.”

I shouted. “Carly! Are you in there?”

No reply.

“Goddamn it, someone answer me!” I screamed, my voice raw and desperate. The field stood silent, indifferent, the wind carrying nothing but the rustle of the leaves in the trees. I stared out at the horizon, where a tower stood, solitary, like a sentinel in the distance. The hands of a clock stretched across its face, dragging time with them. Fifteen past four. The gray stone of the tower dissolved into the riot of autumn leaves, their color shifting like a dying flame. I dropped my head, looked at the blindfold in my lap. White. Empty.

“You’re standing outside this container, aren’t you?” I said, the words slow, deliberate. The truth crawling over my skin. “You’re here with me now.” The cold reality of it all clung to me. “You can stop this. Nobody has to die.”

“Someone has to.”

“No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “No, no. Nobody has to. We can both walk away from this. You can have the money. I don’t care anymore.”

“Somebody is going to die today.”

“Why?” I said. The words broke in my throat. “What’s the point? Why do you get to decide my fate?”

“Or theirs,” the voice reminded me, sharp and unwavering.

“Yes,” I breathed. “Yes. Why?”

Nothing.

The fear had come the moment those numbers flashed across the screen. The ones that matched my ticket. The world had shifted then, somehow, into something darker, something more real. A lottery win had seemed like a blessing at first. A game. A twist on a life too rigid, too predictable. But I couldn’t have known. Not then. Not until I quit my job.

“Thirty minutes remain.”

I could feel the minutes slipping through my fingers like water. “Listen,” I said, words spilling out, desperate. “We all walk away from this. I’ll split the winnings. You’ll have five hundred thousand. That’s more than most people see in a lifetime. How can you say no to that?”

I stared at the speaker again, as if it were a person. As if I could make it see reason. “Come on,” I urged, my voice thick with pleading. “Let’s make a goddamn deal.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? I know you earned more than that paltry amount. Twenty nine minutes left.”

I knew there was no promise, no guarantee, that if I gave my life, I’d save another. It twisted in my gut. Was I selfish? Was I a coward for wanting to live? I wasn’t yet forty. There was still time—time to see the world, to taste new food, to stretch out the horizon with new friends and new memories, and raise our children.

The kids.

In all this, I had forgotten about the kids. Alice, little Alice, so small. Roger too. So young, so fragile in a world like this. Their faces blurred in my mind. Would they even know what happened? Could they understand? I looked back at the other box. My gaze locked on it.

“Twenty five minutes, Jeremy.” The voice crackled overhead, colder now.

“Who’s in there?” I shouted, my voice breaking. “Who the hell is in that box?” Tears slipped down my face, hot against my skin. “You son of a bitch, tell me right now!” My fists clenched until my nails cut into my palms. “I swear, I’ll gut you like a fish.”

“Tsk, tsk,” the voice said, mockingly calm. “Such anger from a teacher. I’m surprised your students turn out as well as they do. Most of them, anyway.” A laugh, light and cold, carried on the wind, twisting with it.

Is this one of them? The faces flooded back—students long gone, some of them, others fading into the dark corners of memory. The ones who tested me. The ones who shattered in front of me. The dropouts, the ones who never even stood a chance.

“Please,” I begged.
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CHAPTER 2: the game
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Thick smoke curled like a living cloud, winding above us and clinging to the ceiling as if reluctant to leave. The air carried it, stale and acrid, through the hum of lunchtime chatter. I unwrapped my sandwich—a pale egg salad on wheat, limp lettuce pressed flat against the bread. Beside it, peeled carrots, a plastic cup of applesauce, and a pint of strawberry milk.

Luca was hunched in the corner, fiddling with the knobs on an old TV strapped down tight to a steel cart. The picture flickered and hissed, diagonal waves sliding across the black-and-white screen with each twist of the dial. A news broadcast snapped into focus, the static giving way to the tone of a reporter’s baritone voice.

The door banged open, and Coach stormed in like a windstorm. “You guys want to talk about Sam Bellamy?” he barked. “What an ass!”

“Jeremy, honey,” came a near-instant retort from the French teacher, her voice as sharp as the crease in her pleated green and white dress. Her glasses perched low on her nose, with eyes glinting like frozen steel behind the lenses. “You’ve had him what, three weeks? Wait until you’ve seen him in all his glory in another month. You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

Coach grunted, stalking over to the corner to rifle through his tiny mailbox.

The TV screen lit up with a man’s face, all teeth and earnestness. “I’m Jimmy Carter,” he declared, “and I’m running for president.”

Dick let out a mocking snort. “A fuckin’ peanut farmer... Seems like anyone can run these days. Who’s next, Warren Beatty?”

I took a bite of my sandwich and felt it before I saw it—a long red hair caught between the bread, trailing out like a thread unraveling. I leaned forward, spat the offending strand onto the crumpled brown bag, and picked the rest of it from my teeth.

“Girlfriend make your lunch again, Dennis?” Dick asked, smirking.

I didn’t answer.

The French teacher snapped her compact open, tilting it to catch the light. She dabbed at her face with one finger, more out of habit than necessity. “How much time we got left?” she asked, her tone brisk, willing the break to stretch a little further. Outside, the autumn wind pushed against the windows.

“Maybe ten minutes,” Dick said, flat and unhurried.

He was an older man, early sixties, with long gray mutton chops that tapered sharp at the corners of his mouth. He smelled of old tobacco, English Leather cologne, and coffee burnt down to sludge. The first day I set foot in this place, fresh-faced and eager, he told me to stick to my lessons, keep my head down in meetings, and always smile when the superintendent made his rounds. Advice I took and kept, though I watched him with equal parts respect and disdain—the latter reserved for how he spoke to the women who worked alongside us. He was a relic of his time, preserved like something pickled and stubbornly intact.

Jeremy, the coach, strode over with a roll of papers in his fist. “If we win tonight,” he said, loud enough for the room, “you’ll never see me in this goddamn place again.” He dropped into the seat across from me and Dick, spreading a handful of small rectangular tickets on the table like playing cards.

Jimmy Carter’s voice droned on from the TV in the corner. “There is a new mood in America. We have been shaken by a tragic war abroad and by scandals and broken promises at home. Our people are searching for new voices—”

Luca snapped the set off with a twist of the dial. The static faded, leaving only the low murmur of the room and the occasional scrape of a chair. He drifted over, standing behind the table, arms crossed.

“Cadence,” Jeremy said, turning toward the French teacher, “you still owe me a buck.”

“Oh, I got you,” she replied, snapping her compact shut and dropping it into a clutch hanging from her wrist. She smirked, pushing her glasses up with a middle finger. “Quarters okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” Jeremy muttered, holding out his hand. She counted four coins into his palm. He passed her a ticket. “Sit down a sec.”

Jeremy slid a ticket across to me, then one to Dick. Luca reached for his, but Jeremy held it back, cocking his head. “I don’t remember you paying me either.”

“I gave you a dollar yesterday,” Luca shot back, his voice rising. “In the parking lot. Remember?”

Jeremy studied him for a moment, the ticket balanced between two fingers, making Luca squirm. Then he grinned and flicked it across the table. “I’m messing with you, dude.”

Dick chuckled low in his throat, a sound like dry leaves crunching underfoot.

“Don’t let him get in your head,” I said. “He’s just greedy.”

Jeremy smiled at me, all teeth. “I really am, Dennis. You have no idea.”

Cadence sat down, her afro catching the light in soft curls. It framed her face in a way that made her look like a lollipop, though no one would dare say it. “What do we need to know? I’ve never played the lottery before,” she asked, her voice curious. “We just watch TV?”

“You just watch TV,” Luca explained. “Channel five, local news, seven thirty. They’ll pull the numbers live. Ping pong balls with numbers on them.”

The table was quiet a moment. The clock ticked on the wall. Somewhere beyond the windows, a leaf skittered across the pavement like a thing trying to escape. Cadence glanced at the clock once more.

Dick counted out loud, jabbing the air with a thick finger as he pointed to each of us. “Three, Four, Five,” he said, then tapped his chest with a stubby thumb. “Who’re we missing?”

“Where’s Vicky?” I asked.

“Took a sick day,” Cadence said softly. She reached for the pile of tickets Jeremy had drawn back toward himself. “Why don’t you hand me hers? I’ll swing by her place after school and give it to her.”

Jeremy was quick to snatch the remaining tickets, his hand closing over them like a trap. “How do I know you won’t keep it for yourself? Win double.”

“Come on, man,” I said, shaking my head. “She’s the most honest person here.”

“Do you even live in our town?” Dick asked, his voice cutting sharp through the air. His brow arched like a rifle sight. “Or do you commute in from the ghetto?”

Cadence shifted in her chair, her hands clasping and unclasping the clutch on her lap.

“You racist piece of—” I began, but the words were drowned in the sharp crack of Luca’s hand striking the back of Dick’s fat neck.

“Keep it up,” Luca said, his voice low and trembling with fury. “You’ll get another one.”

Dick blinked, his mouth opened and closed like a gaffed fish. Then the words came. “You slapped me.” He turned fully to face Luca, his cheeks coloring red. “You fuckin’ fag, you slapped me.”

The room went cold, the air heavy with what might come next. The door to the lounge swung open, and Principal Flynn stepped through the threshold. Luca’s hand vanished into his pocket as he crossed to the water cooler, his back straightened.

Dick turned in his chair, louder now, his voice full of outrage. “Did you see that? He just assaulted me!”

Mr. Flynn planted his hands on the table and leaned in, his shadow spilling over us. “No,” he said, his voice calm and deliberate. “I didn’t see anything. And I doubt anyone here did either. Got that?”

Principal Flynn was a tall man, sharp-edged and immaculately groomed. His suit was dark, his tie knotted so precisely it seemed more like a symbol of authority than an article of clothing. His hair was slicked back, and his eyes bore into Dick with something colder than contempt.

“Mike, I—” Dick began, his bluster faltering.

“Whatever happened,” Flynn said, cutting him off, “I’m sure you deserved it. Now,” he straightened and let his eyes sweep the room, “the bell’s about to ring. I’d like our teachers in their classrooms, greeting their students when they arrive. Think you can manage that?”

Dick shrank in his seat under Mr. Flynn’s gaze. “Yes, sir.”

“And the rest of you,” Mr. Flynn’s voice became friendlier, “don’t forget there’s a faculty meeting this afternoon. I trust you’ll all be in attendance.”

He waved his hand as if brushing away smoke. Dick was the first to rise, grabbing his things and slipping out the door without a word.

Mr. Flynn turned to Jeremy. “I’m sorry I couldn’t play the game tonight. Money’s a little tight. Maybe next week.”

Jeremy straightened, offering Flynn a practiced smile. “Of course, Principal Flynn. No problem.”

Mr. Flynn gave a brief nod to Luca. The room remained still for a moment, the only sound the distant clamor of lockers opening and closing down the hall.

“Luca, how’s the art display coming along? Got enough panels? Need more staples?” Principal Flynn asked, his voice calm and even.

“I have enough at the moment, thank you,” Luca replied, his tone measured, almost careful.

“Good, good. Okay, everybody, have a great day,” Flynn said, turning on his heel and walking out, his polished shoes clicking faintly against the linoleum floor.

Jeremy’s glare lingered on Cadence as she stood from her chair, straightening her skirt with deliberate movements.

“Let me walk you to your room,” I said, stepping between them before Jeremy could say anything else. I turned to him, my hand outstretched. “Give me the ticket. She’ll give it to Vicky.”

Jeremy hesitated, his jaw working like he was chewing on something bitter. Finally, he slapped the folded lottery ticket into my hand. “She still owes me,” he muttered as I passed it to Cadence.

I gestured for her to follow, moving toward the door. “Luca, you coming?”

“Yes, I think I will,” he said, his voice low but steady. He fell in step behind us, leaving Jeremy alone at the table.

We made it a few steps down the hall before I turned to Cadence. “Are you alright?”

She lifted her chin, though her cheeks were streaked where tears had been hastily wiped away. “I’ll be fine. Nothing I haven’t heard from him before.” Her hand found the small compact in her clutch, and she checked her reflection with a practiced air. “I don’t typically associate with men like that, but the lottery seemed like a fun idea. Figured, what the hell.”

“Same,” Luca said from behind us. “Though I was hoping Dick would’ve retired before this year started.”

“I’m sorry you both have to deal with this stuff,” I said. “It’s not fair.”

Cadence gave a soft, humorless laugh. “Comes with the territory,” she said. “I’ve spent years in Paris learning the language so I could teach it, traveled through half a dozen countries, seen the way so many different people live. Dick’s probably never left this state.” She closed the compact with a click and looked at me. “You want a cure for racism? Go see how the rest of the world lives.”

I nodded, her words sinking in. Luca clapped softly, a gesture of quiet admiration.

“Here,” I said, handing her Vicky’s lottery ticket.

“Thank you, Dennis,” she said, slipping it into her clutch with a sigh. “I, uh... need to find someone with a television.”

“Oh,” Luca said, glancing at me like he might offer something but stopped short.

“What about Vicky?” I suggested. “You could ask when you drop it off.”

“Yeah,” Cadence said, her voice distant, like she wasn’t sure if she believed the idea would work. “Maybe.”
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CHAPTER 3:

four floors of whores
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In the heart of Bangkok’s red light district, a gray castle loomed above the chaos. Banners swayed in the thick, humid air, their bright colors dulled by city grime. Lanterns hung from wrought iron posts, their flickering light mixing with the throb of disco music spilling out onto the streets. It was the kind of place where businessmen lost themselves in, drawn by the promise of anonymity and animalistic indulgence. The long windows on the second floor revealed fleeting glimpses of shadowy figures inside, their movements framed by pulsing neon. Passersby clogged the sidewalk, pausing for a peek, their faces bathed in the crimson glow of signs advertising pleasures at set prices.

On the steps of the castle, a man lay naked and still. His skin gleamed in the dim light, slick with sweat and something darker. The crowd pressed close, murmuring, their voices a blend of fascination and unease.

“Throw a sheet on him for God’s sake. You—hold that crowd back!” I barked in Thai, my voice sharp against the muffled bassline. Two Tourist Policemen snapped to attention, their crisp uniforms already wrinkled in the heat.

This was my first scene as detective, and it wasn’t a good one. Not here, not like this. “Where’s the Captain?” I demanded.

“He’s tied up with another case,” one of the rookies said, his voice small against the noise.

I muttered a curse under my breath. Standing over the body, I took in the scene. A poor bastard sprawled in the bedlam of his last mistake. He looked Irish. Maybe British.

“Bring me the maître d',” I said, pointing to a cluster of women lingering near the painted doorway. Their faces were plastered thick with makeup, black eyes darting toward each other. One of them, short and thin, turned and disappeared inside under the rows of glowing bulbs.

“And don’t think about running off,” I called after her, my tone cutting. “I’ve got questions for all of you.”

I checked my watch. Four in the morning. I sighed and pulled the penlight from my pocket, its thin beam sweeping across the man’s bloated form. Vomit stained the corners of his mouth, yellow and viscous, pooling beneath his head. His eyes were glassy, staring at nothing. Sweat slicked his face, the sparse remains of his hair matted down. Thick gray mutton chops clung to the puff of his cheeks.

A rookie approached with a sheet, but I waved him off. “Wait a minute.”

I scanned the body, tracing the line of trauma at his temple, subtle but telling. The rest of him was grotesque in its state—his pink belly sagged over his pelvis, partially covering his swollen purple pecker buried beneath a bush of gray pubic hair. His limbs stretched taut like overfilled balloons. His fingers jutted out, stiff and unnatural, his hands like rubber gloves pumped full of air.

“Okay, I’ve seen enough,” I said, motioning for the sheet. “Cover him up.”

The rookie moved quickly, shrouding the body as I straightened and pocketed the light. “Clear this area,” I ordered. My voice carried over the crowd, the threat of arrest scattering the loiterers. Tourists lingered a beat longer, sensing something wrong, but they moved on. The other women at the door were now gone.

Damn it.

I turned to the rookie. “Stay with the body until the Captain gets here. Tape off the area—keep it clean.” He nodded, his hands fumbling for the roll of tape at his belt.

“You,” I said, pointing at the other officer. “Nobody leaves the castle. Stand by the entrance.”

Without waiting for a reply, I stepped toward the maw of the castle, its air thick with perfume and sweat, the music muffled but insistent. Inside, answers waited—or more trouble. Likely both. The sun sat far below the horizon, its rise still hours away. The steps ahead were marked with streaks of vomit, bile dried to a sickly shine under the glow of yellow bulbs strung along the stairwell. Posters of women lined the walls, each promising a kind of salvation, their eyes painted wide and mouths parted just enough to suggest whatever dream you’d paid to follow. I gripped the cool brass of the door handle and pushed it open.

Inside, the lounge pulsed with life, a crowded den of green plastic plants and garish neon. Music thumped in waves, its rhythm a steady march against the hours. The revelers were still lost in their escape from reality, unaware of the dead body cooling on the steps outside.

A hostess stood at her podium, smiling, her face an elaborate mask of practiced charm. That smile vanished the moment I flipped my badge. She stepped back, clutching the edge of the podium like it might save her. When she made to turn, I caught her arm.

“Get your hand off me, pig!” she spat, eyes flashing.

“Relax,” I said, my voice steady. “I need to do my job, and for that, I’ve got to ask you a few questions.” Her lips twisted into a frown, arms crossing tight over her chest.

“What’s your name?”

“Lawan,” she said flatly.

“Alright, Lawan. Tell me what you know about the man outside.”

Her mouth curled down in thought, her gaze fixed on some point past me. “Not much. I’ve been working all night.”

“You didn’t see anyone carry him past you?”

She scoffed. “No way. Nothing gets by me.” It could’ve been a lie, something to shield her from trouble. Or maybe she just didn’t care to look.

“How many people are working upstairs tonight?”

“Which floor?” she shot back, her tone sharp.

“How many are there?”

“We’ve got four floors of whores, but I think you already knew that,” she said with a smirk, her defiance like a match struck in a dark room. “You’re a longtime customer, no?”

“Drop the attitude,” I said, stepping in close. Her shoulders stiffened, the neon reflecting in her wide, glassy eyes. Around us, the music throbbed on, a low pulse beneath the din of voices and laughter.
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