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PROLOGUE
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There was no light.

Not even a sliver. Not the soft, grainy kind of dark you get when you pull the curtains tight and pretend the world outside doesn’t exist. Not the faint orange glow from a streetlight sneaking in through the glass. Not even the weird, shifting black when you close your eyes and press your palms into them.

Just black. Thick as tar. Heavy. Smothering.

It sat against his eyes, almost physical, like someone had wrapped his head in a blanket, or packed earth over his face. It didn’t feel like he was looking into emptiness; it felt like the dark itself was pressed against him, refusing to let anything through.

He tried opening his eyes, but nothing changed.

He blinked, slow and deliberate, feeling the lids drag over his eyes. The sensation was there, but there was no difference before or after. No shift in shadows. No suggestion of shape.

For a long moment, however long that was, he laid there, not moving.

His mind felt sluggish and heavy, like it was wading through treacle. Thoughts surfaced one at a time, slow bubbles rising and popping.

Asleep?
Dreaming?
Drunk?
Dead?
He listened for something that might tell him which answer was true.

He heard... nothing. No hum of traffic. No boiler ticking away in the background. No wind against windows. No distant voices, no TV through a wall, no creak of heating pipes expanding and cooling. Just the soft, wet tick of his own swallow and the heavy thump of his heartbeat somewhere too close to his own ears.

The silence pressed in as hard as the dark.

He tried a breath.

The air came in warm and stale, brushing past his tongue with a faint taste of dust and something metallic beneath it. It felt used, slightly thick, slightly wrong, as if it had been through lungs before and decided it didn’t fancy the job again.

He let it out. It washed over his lips, he felt it bounce off something close above his face and return, hotter now, dampening his skin.

A prickle of unease ran down his spine.

He shifted his right hand. Or tried to. His fingers moved a few inches before his knuckles struck something solid just above them. The impact was sharp, close. No space. His hand had barely travelled at all.

He froze.

Slowly this time, he lifted his hand again.

The same thing: a surface right there, inches from his nose. Rough, unyielding, with a grain that caught the pads of his fingers as he explored it. Wood, maybe. Old. Dry. The lines and ridges of it scraped his skin when he pressed too hard.  

He pressed his palm flat and tried to straighten his arm. The movement jammed at the wrist; there just wasn’t room. His elbow ground into something hard beside him.

His heart gave a single heavy thump.

He tried his left arm.

His elbow moved a fraction before it collided with another wall. His fingers met the same wood above, the same lack of space. He spread his hand as wide as he could. His thumb brushed one side. His little finger brushed the other.

The air thickened in his throat.

Carefully, he bent his knees.

They travelled a few inches before both shins bumped into another barrier. When he tried to extend them again, his toes hit the far end almost immediately. The bottom of his feet met wood. Not a bed. Not a wall across the room. Right there.

He swallowed. It hurt.

His chest felt tighter now, like the inside of his ribs had shrunk a notch. He let his head roll, just a little, to the right. His cheek met rough grain almost immediately. It scraped his skin, catching faintly on stubble. He tried turning left. The same: wood, right there, a flat plane pressed close enough that he couldn’t properly turn his face.

He wasn’t lying in a room.

He was lying in something.

The thought slid into his mind cold and inevitable, and this time his heartbeat didn’t just thump, it lurched, speeding up, climbing.

“No...” The word scratched its way out of his throat. “No, no, no...”

His voice didn’t sound like his.

It also didn’t sound like anything else.

There was no echo. No sense of his words travelling out into space and bouncing back, even faintly. The sound left his mouth, hit the boundaries of his little world, and dropped, like a stone dropped into thick mud.

He waited anyway.

No answer came.

He lay there, breathing too quickly, the way you do when you’re trying not to look down from somewhere high and you look anyway. Air moved in and out, hot, and stale and short. The space he was in seemed to contract with every rise and fall of his chest, as if the box and his lungs were arguing over who had more right to the volume.

He tried again, louder.

“Hey!”

It came out cracked and hoarse, but more forceful. It sounded wrong in his own ears—too big, too abrupt in the smothering dark.  

“HEY! LET ME OUT!”

Silence swallowed that too.

He waited again, holding his breath, listening for any sign, footsteps, muffled voices, the creak of a floorboard overhead. If there was anyone outside, they were impossibly still. Or too far away. Or there was nothing beyond these walls at all.

His breathing hitched.

He forced his hands flat against the surface above him and pushed.

The wood didn’t move.

He put more strength into it. Shoulder muscles tensed, biceps trembling, wrists straining as he tried to lift the lid, the ceiling, whatever it was.

Nothing.

He pushed harder. Every muscle he had focussed into one desperate, stupid effort—a   full-body attempt to shove his way back into a world with space in it.

His arms shook violently under the strain. Static burst in his vision, pointless white flecks against the endless black. Something in his right shoulder stretched too far and yelled in protest.

The box didn’t flex. Not even a fraction.

The lack of any give at all was somehow worse than a little resistance would have been. It felt like arguing with gravity. There was no sense of almost. No hint that the world could be different if he were just stronger.

The effort collapsed out of him all at once. His arms dropped, uselessly to his sides. His chest heaved, sharp, fast, and loud, the sound was too big for the space. Sweat trickled from his hairline down into his ears and pooled there, a warm, irritating itch he couldn’t shake away. Every sensation was magnified in the dark, every bead of sweat, every ache, every scrape of skin against wood.

“Okay,” he muttered, voice trembling. “Okay. Just... think.”

His thoughts were not in the mood for reason. They wouldn’t line up. They spun in circles, banging into each other, useless.

You’re trapped.

You can’t move.

You can’t sit up.

You can’t get out.

Can’t get out.

Can’t get out...

He screwed his eyes shut—as pointless as that was—and tried to force his attention onto specifics, onto anything he could catalogue, anything that would feel like control.

His right hand. Fingers: five. They hurt. The skin across his knuckles felt tight, like it was stretched over swelling. He flexed them carefully. Wincing as pain flared across the joints. Something sticky tugged on the skin as it stretched.

The wood.

He lifted his hand slowly. His knuckles bumped the lid almost immediately. He pressed the back of his fingers against it and dragged them a little. The surface scraped at the already-abused skin, sending a stinging burn through them. He winced again.

Blood. His own.

It didn’t take much imagination to picture the red smeared there in the dark. The thought turned his stomach.

His feet.

He tried to wiggle his toes. They scraped against the wood at the far end, nails scratching into shallow grooves. One nail snagged against something raised and tore a little, a sharp, needling pain that made his whole foot jerk. The jerk made his heel slam into the board again, a dull, bone-deep thud.

He clenched his teeth.

His legs.

Cramped. His knees were bent more than they wanted to be, thighs tight, hamstrings pinched. If he tried to shift them just a few inches higher, his knees hit the underside of the lid almost immediately. Tried to straighten them more and his feet rammed into the end.

No room. None.

His hips.

Flat against the bottom. No softness, no give under them. Just a board and his bones and a layer of muscle caught between.

His back.

He shifted the tiniest amount to assess it, and pain flickered along his spine where vertebrae and wood had spent too long together. Each ridge complained when he moved, like a line of hammers, smashing down his backbone.

He swallowed again.

His throat felt raw and dry, like he’d been shouting for hours, even though he couldn’t remember doing that, but then again, he couldn’t remember how long he’d been in there. Every swallow dragged rough along the inside.

His head.

He let it tip back carefully. The back of his skull met the wood beneath him with hardly any travel. When he turned slightly, something sharp under the surface caught his scalp. Not enough to cut deep, just enough to dig in like a small, persistent tooth.

His face.

Sweat had traced crooked paths from his temples to his jaw each one causing a maelstrom of itches. One droplet had found the corner of his mouth and now sat there, the salt burning the chaps in his lips.

He was a body poured into a mould with no tolerance.

The space was almost exact. Too exact. Someone had measured this, someone had planned it, somewhere, at some point.

The thought made his skin crawl.

He sucked a breath in too fast, and everything snapped.

Panic tore through him like a ripped electric cable, flailing and sparking and burning everything it touched. His heart didn’t just beat faster; it hammered, an animal trying to kick its way out of his chest.

“No,” he panted. “No—no—no—”

His hands shot up and smashed into the lid, fists forming before he’d even decided to do it. He pounded the wood, pain lancing through his raw knuckles. He found a rhythm without wanting one.

Bang.
Bang.
Bang.
Each strike juddered through the box and right back into him.

“HEY!”
Bang.
“LET ME OUT!”
His voice shredded itself over the words.

He didn’t care. He hit the lid again, harder, shoulder joints screaming, knuckles tearing, blood slicking the skin and making his fists slip, skid, as he slammed the lid from different angles.

“OPEN IT!”
Bang.
“OPEN IT!”
Bang.
“OPEN IT!”
The box stayed as stubborn as the dark.

He’d have welcomed even a creak. A groan. Some acknowledgment that his assault was registering, that something in the structure was straining.

Nothing.

It might have been a carved block of stone for all the good his blows did.

His kicking followed because his arms weren’t enough to hold the panic by themselves. He snapped his knees forward, driving his heels into the end panel with as much force as the cramped space allowed.

Pain shot up his shins. The underside of his toes caught the wall, nails scraping and bending, one tearing even further down. A flash of white-hot agony lit up his foot.

He swore and kicked again on instinct, eyes squeezing shut, teeth bared.

Bang.
Bang.
Bang.
He hammered with every limb he could move, every muscle labouring in the wrong kind of direction. The box punished him for his efforts, jarring his bones, bruising his flesh, splintering his skin, refusing to give him so much as a sympathetic shudder.

He shouted until the shouting turned into ragged noise. Screams. Curses. Wordless roars   that sounded more animal than human in the suffocating dark.

He didn’t know when he stopped.

The transition from frenzy to stillness was jagged. One moment he was thrashing; the next he was lying there, every muscle quivering, lungs dragging at the hot, used air.

His hands pulsed with pain in time with his heart. He flexed his fingers and felt torn skin pull at splinters lodged deep. One knuckle felt swollen and wrong, as if something inside had shifted where it shouldn’t have.

His head throbbed where it had hit the bottom, a buzzing ache spreading from a single impact point at the back of his skull. His tongue ached too, he’d bitten it, he realised. The metallic tang in his mouth wasn’t only imagined.

He swallowed. The movement burned.

His chest hurt. Not the sharp pain of a heart attack, not the crushing weight of something on him, just a tight, grinding ache across his sternum and ribs from breathing too hard, too fast, for too long.

He sucked in a breath slowly this time, through his nose.

The air tasted thicker than before. Hotter. His own sweat clung to it. His exhalations were the only breeze he had; they went nowhere, just bounced off the wood and came back to him carrying more heat than they’d left with.

“Stop,” he whispered. “Just... stop.”

His own voice sounded dull and close, like it was coming from someone else lying in another box almost touching his.

He forced himself not to move. Every impulse screamed at him to lash out again, to keep pounding, to keep doing something, but he pushed back against it, held himself rigid.

If he lay still, his chest wouldn’t have to work so hard. If he lay still, he might feel like there was more room.

He counted his breaths.

One in. One out.
Two in. Two out.    Three in. Some out...
He lost count almost immediately, numbers dissolving like sugar in hot water. His body was too busy screaming in every separate way to care about maths.

The silence pressed in again, not blank now, but dense, saturated with his own noise. It felt like the box had swallowed his panic and was simply holding it there, a charge building, waiting to see what he would do with it.

He stared up into the black that would not end.

Time trickled past him in uneven chunks. He might have dozed. He might have blacked out for a few seconds between heartbeats. He might simply have lain there, mind skipping like a scratched record.

At some point, the raw, sharp edge of the fear dulled.

Not because he wasn’t afraid anymore.

Because something heavier was settling over the top of it.

Exhaustion. Yes. That was part of it. His muscles trembled. His hands throbbed. His legs ached. His throat stung. He was tired in a way he felt in his bones.

But beneath that, under the bruises and the pain and the shallow breaths, something else had started to glow.

A slow, simmering heat.

He became aware of it gradually: a tightening down low in his gut, a warmth that wasn’t physical beginning to spread through his chest, up into his throat, his jaw, behind his teeth.

It wasn’t comfort.

It was anger.

At first it was just a small, dense knot, heavy and unyielding. The longer he lay there, breathing his own air, feeling his blood dry tacky on the wood and his skin stick to the boards beneath him, the larger it grew.

His mind looped back over what he’d discovered. The closeness of the walls. The exactness of the space.

Someone had put him here. That thought came back, clearer, sharper.

This wasn’t an accident. You didn’t accidentally end up in a perfectly fitted box.

Someone had planned this.

Measuring. Cutting. Fitting. Lifting.

He pictured faceless hands lowering a lid over him and nailing it shut. Imagined the sound each hammer blow would have made on the other side. A neat little job. A clean finish.

His teeth ground together.

“You... bastards,” he whispered. His voice had some new weight in it, even though it came out so quiet.

He didn’t know who he was talking to. Whoever had built the thing. Whoever had closed it. Whoever had walked away.

The world. The universe. Everything.

All of them.

Sweat ran down the side of his face again. This time he didn’t just feel the itch; he felt the humiliation of not being able to do anything about it. Even that small indignity poured into the growing heat inside him.

A memory tried to surface. Not a proper one, just an impression. Like viewing a silhouette through frosted Glass. The sense of open space. A railing under his hands. Wind. Headlights.

He shut it down before it could properly form. Not because he didn’t want to remember, but because the effort of chasing it was like trying to move in here: banging his head against solid walls that hurt more each time.

He clenched his fists instead, feeling the split skin protest, feeling the sting of embedded splinters. His nails dug into his palms as far as they could until they hit swellings and dried blood.

“Whoever you are,” he said to the lid, to the dark, to the nothing. “You think this is a laugh, do you? Bloody hell!”

His voice was low now. Rough. No pleading left in it.

“You think you can put me in a fucking box and leave me here?”

The darkness did what it always did. It listened and said nothing back.

A small, hysterical part of him was almost grateful. If a voice had suddenly answered, he wasn’t sure which would be worse: it being human, or it not being.

He let out a sound that might have been a laugh if it had had any humour in it. It came out thin and twisted instead.

He pressed his right hand up again, just his fingertips this time, feeling every groove of the wood. He traced the edge of one plank, then the seam where it met another. He pushed, not with any hope this time, just to feel something.

Solid. Undisturbed. Exactly where it had been before.

“You think this is enough?” he muttered. “You think this fucking finishes me?”

His hand curled into a fist slowly, knuckles scraping the lid with the movement. When he pulled it back, his skin caught and tore a little more around a splinter. Pain flared, bright and sharp.

He started to welcome the pain.

The glow inside him swelled.

He smashed his fist into the lid.

Not wild and frantic this time. Controlled. Hard.

The impact was sickening. Pain burst across his knuckles, up his wrist, up his arm. Somewhere in his hand something shifted again, something deep in the joint protesting the punishment.

He hit it again.

“You think this—”
Bang.
“—can fucking—”
Bang.
“—keep me?”
His voice rose with each word, anger bleeding into it until it vibrated in the small space.

He didn’t stop when his arm screamed. Didn’t stop when his skin split fresh and blood splashed hot against the lid before sliding back onto his face in slow, sticky rivulets. One droplet ran along the side of his nose and into the corner of his mouth.

Copper. Salt. Himself.

He spat, as much as the position allowed, and hit his own cheek. The warm smear slid sideways toward his ear. Fine. Let it.

The box was winning at everything else. It didn’t get that too.

He realised, distantly, that his breathing had changed. It was still fast, still ragged, but there was something else in it now. The sharp edge of panic had dulled; a new rhythm had taken over.

In, with a growl.
Out, with a hiss.
He bared his teeth at the black.

“You haven’t beaten me,” he rasped. “You hear me? You haven’t, fucking, beaten me.”

He thought of the people who had made this happen, whoever they were. People who chose this for him. People who decided his last view would be the inside of a box and then took even that from him. Two faces he couldn’t quite see flickered in the dark behind his eyes, two featureless shapes that he filled with malice because it was easier that way.

“I’ll find you,” he whispered. The promise came out quiet but solid. “I don’t care where you are. I don’t care what you’ve got between you and me. I’ll find you.”

His hand trembled as he drew it back again.

“And I will make you wish you’d put yourselves in here instead.”

He kept going.

Because as
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