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Introduction: They Had It Coming
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The title of this collection is a lie.

Or rather, it is a complication. The last laugh, as the phrase is usually understood, belongs to the person who gets the better of their enemy after appearing to lose — the underdog who wins in the final round, the schemer whose scheme resolves in their favour at the last possible moment. The last laugh is vindication. It is the laugh of someone who was right all along and is only now being recognised as right.

That is not quite what these twelve stories are about. The laugh in these stories belongs to something older and less personal than vindication: the specific dry humour of a universe that has been paying attention, that has watched the con artist and the cheat and the plagiarist and the critic and the corrupt CEO and the poacher go about their business with the confidence of people who have never been made to account for it, and that has finally, in its own time and in its own manner, arranged for the accounting.

The universe in these stories is not wrathful. It is not even particularly urgent. It has the patience of something that has been watching a long time and that understands, from the watching, that the accounting will come when the conditions are right and that forcing it before the conditions are right produces a worse accounting than waiting. The con artist Vincent Caruso spent eleven years running his scheme before the universe handed him a winning ticket that was also a void ticket and a one-way door into a police interview room. The lawyer Malcolm Rees spent twenty-six years living in the space between the law’s expression and the law’s intent before a court he couldn’t find in any directory appeared with forty-seven charges and an impeccably drafted statute. The patience was not indifference. It was timing.

What interested me, writing these twelve stories, was the question of what the accounting was for. Not punishment — though punishment appears in some of them — but correction. The universe in these stories is less interested in making people suffer than in making them honest, which is a different project and a harder one. Derek Fontaine, the card cheat, is not stripped of his talent; he is stripped of the excuse that was protecting the talent from being tested. Garrett Malone, the poacher, is not killed or imprisoned; he is made to empty the trophy room with his own hands and to understand what was in it. Natalie Ward, the liar, is not exposed and shamed; she is given, permanently and without appeal, the inability to say the false version, which turns out to be less a punishment and more an extremely uncomfortable gift.

The twelve people in these stories are villains of varying degrees. Some of them did things that were simply wrong. Some of them did things that were wrong and defensible and wrong anyway. A few of them did things that were wrong in ways they genuinely could not see until the accounting arrived and provided the angle. The universe, to its credit, does not wait for clarity of culpability before making its move. It waits for the right moment. The right moment is when the action is still possible and the lesson is still learnable. These are the stories of those moments.

The last laugh, in these twelve stories, does not belong to the villain’s enemy. It belongs to the thing they thought they had outrun.

It was always going to catch up.

Ruth Ashford Vane

Somewhere on the road, 2026
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Story One: The Lottery Scam
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Consider the lottery. It is the purest of all human hopes—the dream that the universe will, without reason or merit, select you from the vast anonymous crowd and hand you everything you ever wanted. The lottery asks nothing of you except the price of a ticket and the willingness to believe, however briefly, that fortune is not merely random but personal. That it knows your name. That it has been looking for you specifically.

This hope is exploitable. It always has been. The con artist understands the lottery better than the lottery commission ever could, because the con artist understands hope—its specific texture, its particular blindness, the way it suspends the otherwise serviceable faculties of a person who wants very badly to believe. Give a person hope and they will give you their money. Give them a little more hope and they will give you more money. Give them just enough winnings to confirm the hope—just enough to make them certain they are finally on the right side of luck—and they will give you everything.

Vincent Caruso had been exploiting this for eleven years. He was very good at it. He had not yet understood that certain systems—certain very old systems, systems that predate the lottery commission and the con artist and the concept of money itself—were also very good at it. He had not yet understood that he was, himself, the most exploitable of all possible marks. He found out on a Tuesday.

* * *
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The system worked like this.

Vincent arrived in a town—always a small one, always the kind where the local paper still ran livestock prices on the front page and the barbershop was also the informal news exchange—and he established himself. Not extravagantly. Vincent understood that extravagance was the amateur’s mistake, the thing that made the marks’ eyes narrow and their hands move toward their wallets in the wrong direction. He took a room at the mid-range motel. He ate at the diner where the regulars ate. He let himself be drawn into conversation the way a man drew in a fish—by going still and letting the current do the work.

In Garvey Falls, which was the forty-third town in eleven years, he had been still for eight days before the first approach. His name, locally, was Mr. Carroll—he had a clean driving licence and two credit cards in that name, both functional, both paid on time. He was a financial consultant, semi-retired, visiting relatives in the area. The relatives were fictional. The financial consulting was a useful fiction too: it gave him the vocabulary of expertise without the accountability of a specific institution.

The approach came from a hardware store owner named Pete Dolan, who sat down across from Vincent at the diner counter on a Wednesday morning and said, with the particular combination of hopefulness and embarrassment that Vincent had learned to read as reliably as a compass, that he’d heard Vincent was some kind of financial man, and he wondered if a financial man might know something about lottery numbers.

Vincent had looked at Pete Dolan with the expression he kept for exactly this moment: not the predator’s excitement but the consultant’s mild interest. He had said that he’d heard some things about pattern analysis—actuarial work, nothing supernatural, just the mathematics of frequency distribution—and that he’d be happy to share what he knew over a beer sometime.

What he knew, in practice, was this: he had a contact at the state lottery commission, a junior employee named Dale who provided Vincent with advance information about the upcoming draw for a fixed fee. The numbers weren’t the winning numbers—Dale didn’t have access to those—but they were numbers that would produce small prizes: three matches out of six, sometimes four, reliably something. Vincent sold these to his marks as ‘pattern analysis’ for two hundred dollars a set. The marks played, won forty or eighty dollars, and came back for more. Some of them played for months before the law of large numbers caught up and the returns stopped. By then Vincent was two towns away.

The elegance of it was the small wins. He had learned this early: a mark who won nothing lost faith and stopped paying. A mark who won big became dangerous—they talked loudly, they attracted attention, they sometimes attracted the kind of attention that wore badges. But a mark who won just enough to stay hopeful—just enough to feel that they were finally, at last, on the right side of the ledger—was a mark who would keep paying indefinitely. The small win was the hook. The hook was baited with exactly enough to keep the line taut.

In Garvey Falls, Vincent had built a client list of eleven people in four weeks: Pete Dolan from the hardware store, a retired schoolteacher named Marian Webb, two farmers, a mechanic, a hairdresser, and four others whose occupations he had noted and whose money he had taken with the practiced ease of a man who had done this forty-three times in eleven towns. Eleven people paying two hundred dollars each per set of numbers, with sets sold every two weeks. He had been in Garvey Falls for four weeks. He had, thus far, taken eleven thousand dollars and produced approximately nine hundred in aggregate winnings among his clients.

It was going very well.

Then he found the ticket.

* * *
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He found it on the sidewalk outside the diner on a Monday morning, which was the kind of detail that should have been remarkable and wasn’t, because things were found on sidewalks and this was a lottery ticket and Vincent had been in the lottery business long enough to find lottery tickets unremarkable. He picked it up reflexively, the way anyone picked up a lottery ticket, and he turned it over to look at the draw date.

Saturday. Two days ago.

He looked at the numbers. He had the week’s draw results in his phone—he tracked them as a professional matter, to assess which of Dale’s offerings had landed and to calibrate his follow-up conversations with clients. He pulled out his phone and compared.

Six from six. The ticket matched every number in Saturday’s draw.

He stood on the sidewalk in the mild September morning and looked at the ticket and then at his phone and then at the ticket again with the careful attention of a man who understood that errors of this kind were possible and who was eliminating them one by one. He compared the ticket number to the draw result three times. He checked the draw date. He checked the state. He confirmed that the jackpot for Saturday’s draw had been eleven million, four hundred thousand dollars, which was a number he had noted on Monday morning when he checked the results, because eleven million was the kind of round-ish figure that made his clients’ eyes go bright when he mentioned it in passing.

The ticket was a winner. He was holding a ticket worth eleven million, four hundred thousand dollars.

He walked back to the motel with the specific quality of someone whose professional composure is performing adequately while the interior is conducting a completely different conversation. He sat on the bed. He looked at the ticket.

He was not, in principle, opposed to genuine good fortune. He had simply been in the business long enough to regard it with the same suspicion he brought to any windfall that arrived without a traceable cause. He turned the ticket over. He looked at the back, which had the standard lottery commission language about claiming prizes and tax obligations and the hotline to call.

He called the hotline.

The automated system confirmed, after he entered the ticket’s serial number, that the ticket was a valid winner and that the jackpot for the Saturday draw remained unclaimed. He would need to present the ticket in person at the commission’s regional office within ninety days.

He hung up. He sat with the ticket for a long time.

Then he called Dale.

“I found a winning ticket,” he said. “All six. Saturday’s draw. I need to know if there’s anything unusual about this week’s draw. Anything at all.”

Dale said: “Unusual how?”

“Anything.”

Dale was quiet for a moment. “I mean, there was a thing,” he said. “A batch of tickets from a machine in Weston County. The machine malfunctioned two weeks ago and they issued a recall, but some of the tickets got out before the recall. The commission flagged them.”

“Flagged them how?”

“They’re not redeemable,” Dale said. “If the serial number starts with a seven-seven, they’re from the faulty batch. The commission voids them on presentation.”

Vincent looked at the ticket. The serial number began with seven-seven.

He set the phone down without saying goodbye. He sat with the ticket and thought about eleven million dollars that was not eleven million dollars, about a winning ticket that was not a winning ticket, about the specific sensation of holding something that looked exactly like what he most wanted and was precisely nothing.

He thought: this is what they feel. His clients. This is the sensation, held in the hand, of the thing that should have been real.

He did not think about this for long. He was a professional. He put the ticket in his jacket pocket and went back to work.

* * *
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The following Saturday he sold his clients their numbers and collected his fees. He had decided, after the ticket episode, to run the Garvey Falls operation for another two weeks and then move on. The system was working. The clients were satisfied. There was no reason for the anxiety that had been sitting in his chest since Monday, the specific low-level unease of a man who had looked at something he recognized without being able to name it.

He had named it, eventually. The feeling was recognition. He had seen his own business from the outside—had felt, for approximately forty seconds while standing on the sidewalk, the specific quality of the hope that his clients brought to their two hundred dollar payments. The certainty that this time the numbers would come through. The readiness to believe. The absolute confidence, held in both hands like a winning ticket, that fortune was finally paying attention.

He did not enjoy having felt this. He put it away.

On the following Thursday, Dale called him.

“I need to talk to you about something,” Dale said. His voice had a quality Vincent had not heard in it before—a tightness, something managed.

“Talk,” Vincent said.

“Someone in the commission’s audit department has been looking at the distribution patterns for the numbers I’ve been—the numbers I’ve been passing along. They’ve noticed a cluster in Weston County. Small prizes, consistent. They’re not sure what they’re looking at yet but they’re looking.”

Vincent considered this. “How long do I have?”

“Weeks. Maybe less. I don’t know how fast they move.”

He thanked Dale. He sat in his motel room and did the arithmetic of departure: how much he had taken, how much more was available, how quickly he could consolidate and leave. He had done this arithmetic forty-two times before. He was very fast at it.

He decided to run one more week and then leave. He would sell a final set of numbers, collect a final round of fees, and be in the next state before the commission’s audit department connected its cluster to anything actionable. He had a two-week lead, probably more. He had always been fast.

He called Pete Dolan. He told Pete the pattern analysis had thrown up something significant for this week’s draw—an unusually strong signal, the kind that only appeared a few times a year. He recommended Pete buy extra tickets on these numbers. He mentioned eleven million. He mentioned Saturday.

Pete Dolan bought three sets.

He called the others. By Thursday evening he had sold seven additional sets at the standard fee. He would sell more over the weekend. He went to bed with the comfortable knowledge of a man who had managed his exit cleanly and who would be gone before the cost of that management arrived at anyone’s door.

He dreamed, once, about the sidewalk. About holding the ticket. About the automated voice saying valid winner and then Dale saying seven-seven and the specific sensation of the floor of the dream dropping away.

He woke at six and checked his phone.

Dale had sent three texts, each escalating in urgency. The last one said: *Call me. They moved faster than I thought. They know about you specifically. There’s a name they’re using. Carroll. Vincent Carroll.*

He was out of Garvey Falls by seven-fifteen.

* * *
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He drove west because west was habitual—he had always moved west in the early stages of exit, putting distance between himself and the commission’s attention before looping back to whatever direction the next town required. He drove for three hours and stopped at a roadside bar in a place called Colton Junction that had four stools and a television and a bartender who moved with the slow economy of someone who had been in one place for a very long time.

He ordered a beer. He sat. He allowed himself, for the first time since seven-fifteen, to think about what came next.

The Garvey Falls operation was over. Dale was a liability—he would cooperate when the commission’s audit department arrived, because Dale was exactly the kind of person who cooperated, and Vincent had always known this and had factored it into his timeline. The timeline had simply accelerated. This was not unprecedented. He had ended operations early before. He had the cash, the clean cards, the driving licence of Mr. Carroll which would need to be retired and replaced but which had served well. He had everything he needed.

He also had, he realized with the specific quality of a man who has just checked all his pockets, the ticket.

He took it out. The seven-seven serial number ticket, the void ticket, the thing that looked exactly like eleven million dollars and was worth precisely nothing. He had carried it since Monday without thinking about it, the reflex of a man who kept papers.

He held it. He turned it over.

On the back, where the standard lottery commission language about claiming prizes had been, there was now a handwritten note. The writing was small and neat and in a hand he had not seen before. It said: *The numbers came in. Congratulations, Vincent. You’re a winner.*

He turned the ticket over again. The front showed his six numbers. He had not checked this week’s draw. He had been driving since seven-fifteen and had not checked this week’s draw.

He took out his phone. He looked up Saturday’s results.

The winning numbers for Saturday’s draw were the six numbers on the ticket he was holding.

He sat on the barstool in the roadside bar in Colton Junction and looked at the numbers and then at the ticket and then at the numbers again with the careful attention he had brought to the same exercise the previous Monday, eliminating errors one by one.

The numbers matched. His ticket had won. His void ticket, the ticket whose serial number began with seven-seven and which the commission would null on presentation, had won Saturday’s jackpot.

He thought: how much.

He checked. Jackpot for Saturday’s draw, unclaimed as of Sunday morning: twenty-three million, seven hundred thousand dollars.

He put the phone down. He put the ticket down. He picked up his beer and drank half of it and set it down and looked at the television, which was showing a game show in which people guessed the prices of things and were wrong in interesting ways.

The bartender came over. He was a large man in his sixties with the quality of someone who had been listening to things said at bars for a long time and had developed a specific relationship with what he heard. He set a folded newspaper on the bar in front of Vincent.

“Left behind by the last customer,” he said. “Thought you might want something to read.”

Vincent looked at the newspaper. It was the Garvey Falls Gazette, which was not the newspaper of a town he had just been in by accident. He opened it.

On the third page, in the local news section, there was a brief story about a lottery winner. The winner’s name was Vincent Caruso. The photo, which was a standard file photo of the commission’s jackpot presentation backdrop, showed a man whose face Vincent recognized as his own. The caption read: *Garvey Falls man claims record jackpot. Mr. Vincent Caruso, a financial consultant, claimed Saturday’s unclaimed jackpot of twenty-three million, seven hundred thousand dollars. Mr. Caruso, who could not be reached for comment, is described by neighbours as having recently departed the area. Lottery commission officials note the claim was made by mail, with a notarised ticket.*

He turned to the front page. The date was next Tuesday.

He looked at the date for a long time. He looked at his phone. His phone said Thursday.

He looked at the bartender.

The bartender was watching the game show. “You want another?” he said, without looking away from the television.

Vincent said: “The newspaper—”

“They print them a few days in advance out here,” the bartender said. “Not much happens.” He picked up Vincent’s empty glass and replaced it with a full one. “Congratulations, by the way.”

Vincent said: “I haven’t claimed anything.”

“Not yet,” the bartender said.

* * *
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He drove to the commission’s regional office on Friday. He was not going to do this. He had decided, sitting in the bar on Thursday, that he was not going to do this—that the void ticket was void, that the seven-seven serial number was a seven-seven serial number, and that presenting it at the commission’s office was the kind of action that could produce no outcome good for him. He was going to throw the ticket away and drive west and leave the state and change the name on his licence and start again.

He drove to the regional office.

He understood, while driving, that he was doing this in the way that a person understood, halfway down a staircase in a dream, that the staircase went somewhere they had not intended. He was doing it because the newspaper had said he was going to do it. He was doing it because the ticket had shown him numbers that matched the draw before the draw existed. He was doing it because something had arranged this with the specific thoroughness of something that knew him—that understood exactly how much he wanted the jackpot and had placed the wanting in a configuration he could not resist.

He was doing it because he was, he understood now, the most exploitable of all possible marks.

The commission officer at the claims window was a young woman with the careful professional affect of someone trained to handle large amounts of money without visibly reacting to them. She took the ticket. She ran the serial number. She looked at her screen.

She said: “Could you give me a moment?”

She made a phone call. Vincent stood at the window and waited with the specific stillness of a man who had been in this situation before, not the claiming window but the moment when the professional’s expression shifted from standard to careful and the phone call happened.

Two men in suits came through the door at the back of the office. They were not lottery commission officials in the ordinary sense. They had the quality of men who had been waiting for this specific person at this specific window, which was the quality of law enforcement that had prepared.

One of them said: “Mr. Caruso. Or Mr. Carroll. We’ve been expecting you.”

Vincent said: “The ticket—”

“Is void,” the man said. “Serial number seven-seven. We issued the recall two weeks ago.” He smiled with the specific quality of a man who had been hoping for exactly this. “But we appreciate you coming in. It saves us the trouble of finding you, which we were going to have to do anyway, given the Garvey Falls situation.”

He was in handcuffs before he fully processed the transition from the claims window to what the claims window had been. He looked back at the window from across the room. The officer was still there, with the same professional affect, placing the ticket in an evidence bag.

He said: “The ticket was real. The numbers matched.”

The officer with the evidence bag looked at him. She said: “The ticket is from a faulty batch. Every ticket from that batch shows a winning combination. Every single one. That’s why we recalled them.” She sealed the bag. “Every ticket is a winner, Mr. Caruso. And every winner is void.”

He was processed, charged, and placed in a holding cell. He had been in the holding cell for approximately two hours when the officer brought him dinner. A sandwich, a coffee, a small bag of chips.

The sandwich was peanut butter.

There was a note folded under the plate. He opened it. The handwriting was small and neat, the same hand as the note on the back of the ticket, the same hand that had written *congratulations, Vincent, you’re a winner.*

The note said: *The system works like this. You sell people hope. You take their money. You give them just enough to keep them paying. This is what you do. This is what was done to you. The numbers were always going to match. You were always going to come in. You could not have done otherwise, because a man who sells hope to people who want to believe is a man who will believe, when hope is offered to him, as completely as any mark he ever made. The system is very old, Vincent. You are not the first to run it and not the first to be run. You were very good at it. You got the last laugh on forty-three towns in eleven years. Consider this the forty-fourth.*

He put the note down. He looked at the peanut butter sandwich.

From down the hall, somewhere in the booking area, he heard a sound he placed after a moment: the television above the desk, playing the draw for this week’s lottery. The automated voice read the numbers. All six of them were his. All six of them were the numbers on the void ticket in the evidence bag at the claims window.

He sat in the cell. The lottery drew the same numbers every week, or he had simply had very bad luck, or the universe was organised along principles he had spent eleven years not believing in and had spent the last forty-eight hours discovering were real. He was not sure which of these was most accurate. He was not sure the distinction mattered.

He was a winner. He was always going to be a winner. His ticket was void.

He left the sandwich on the tray and did not eat.

* * *
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Vincent Caruso—also known as Vincent Carroll, and four other names the commission’s investigators turned up over the following months—was convicted on eleven counts of fraud and two counts of conspiracy, with charges pending from three additional states. His sentencing took place on a Thursday morning in a county courthouse that smelled of floor wax and old wood, before a judge who
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