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My life was a monotonous grind. I worked from dawn to dusk, sometimes sixteen hours a day, with no steady job. The remaining hours I collapsed like a sick chicken, half-sleeping in a corner, jolted awake by exhaustion. Sleep deprivation wrecked my body’s natural clock. I was driving a taxi then; a risky gig, especially at night. Most passengers were drunks, license-less drivers, or worse, drug users. Sober, sensible ones were rare. One hot, humid night, my story took a turn.

My first passenger, a drunk, vomited in the cab minutes after getting in. When I told him to clean it, he pulled a knife. Terrified, I jumped out, and we circled the car as he chased me. I called the police, emphasising the weapon, but it took them half an hour to arrive. To them, one less taxi driver meant little; statistics showed one of us wounded or killed weekly, buried in the taxi system’s logs, never making the news to avoid public outcry. The police told the guy to “be good” and go home. No fare, a trip to the car wash, and thirty minutes wasted waiting for them. The next passenger couldn’t board a filthy cab. After cleaning, the car smelled fresh. I worked hard to avoid the cab owner docking my bond; a deposit I paid nightly to rent the vehicle, returned only if it came back spotless. I re-entered the queue system, and an address popped up instantly. A long route, promising a decent fare to cover the night’s rental and gas. If this passenger paid in full and didn’t bolt; common at night; I might break even.

At the pickup, a skinny young man with a backpack, likely a laptop bag, waited. He sat in front, said hello, and asked if I knew the destination. I pointed to the GPS. In the dark, empty road outside the city, my headlights were the only light. “Careful, bro!” he shouted. A rabbit darted under the car. I didn’t stop; couldn’t risk damaging the cab for an animal. Kangaroos were worse, often smashing through wind-shields in the dark.

“He’s not drunk,” I thought. “Maybe drugs, but he noticed the rabbit.” I kept driving, the night’s silence broken only by crickets and the hum of my engine. I switched on the radio, tuning to classical music. “Change it,” he said. “Not exciting.” “Looking for excitement this late?” I asked. “Always looking for excitement.” I glanced at him. Young, maybe early twenties; fitting for his age.

But wasn’t I, too, craving a break from my dull life? Why not question him? “What kind of excitement?” I asked. “Whatever comes, brother. I don’t plan it.” “I want excitement too, but this job’s boring, my life’s monotonous.” “You seem cool, educated even, from your speech and look. Are you?” “I studied geology.” “So why drive a taxi?” “Long story. Not in the mood.” “Look, I don’t usually chat with older folks, but you’re interesting. I studied geology too. Ever heard of the Dark Web? Know what it is?” “I’ve heard of it but never explored it. Never thought it’d interest me; I’m no criminal.” “It’s got shady stuff, sure, but it’s thrilling. I hit up an auction for weird objects when I want a rush. Win or lose, I bid and wait.” “What’s the auction called? How do I find it?” “It’s called Blackhole.”

He dove into tales of the Dark Web, his eyes alight. When he got out, he left a $50 tip. The rest of the night, I barely spoke to other passengers, my mind buzzing with our talk. The Dark Web sounded thrilling; risky, with internet police or hackers lurking, but enticing. My shift ended, I returned the cab, went home, and crashed.

I woke exhausted. My wife was on her computer, watching YouTube, as our kid was at school. I brewed a large coffee and sat at my desk. The Dark Web’s allure nagged at me. I needed something to break the monotony. Activating a VPN, I searched “Blackhole” and clicked the link. “Welcome to the Blackhole auction. Enjoy our services. No fees to use the site. Win an auction, pay in crypto, and your item’s delivery details will arrive via email. You’re responsible for all consequences. Enter if you agree.” I clicked “I agree.” A list appeared; illegal goods, strange devices, weapons. I scrolled, intrigued but hesitant. Prices were steep, and many items didn’t tempt me. Near the bottom, among unwanted oddities, was a set of Russian nesting dolls (Matryoshka) for ninety-nine cents. Its description read: “Seven nested dolls. Owning them will change who you are.” No further details. I bid a dollar, closed the page, and joined my wife in the living room. The next day, I checked the auction. My dollar bid held, with forty-eight hours left.

The anticipation was a new sensation. Waiting felt like forty-eight days. When I won, paying via crypto was a hassle, but it was just a dollar. I didn’t sweat it. Three days later, mid-shift with a passenger, my phone rang; a private number. A robotic voice gave an address, directing me to a trash can where a package awaited, to be retrieved within an hour. I dropped the passenger off quickly and sped through empty streets, running two red lights at camera-free intersections. The car’s temperature gauge neared red when I reached the bin.

A black plastic bag sat atop the trash. I grabbed it, checked my surroundings; no one; and drove off. I left the queue system, returned the cab early, and woke the owner.

“Accident?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. “No, just tired. I’m done.” At home, my wife and kid slept. In my office, I opened the bag. Inside was a plain box, like for a glass or mug, wrapped in bubble wrap with a note: 
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