“My name is Connor. I will be officiating today’s exhibit.”
 
He placed the briefcase on the table and opened the latches with a soft click.
 
“You are competing one-on-one. The winner advances to the Gallery’s main tournament. The loser does not.”
 
Connor let the words settle.
 
“The game you will be playing this morning is—”
 
He opened the briefcase.
 
Inside, folded flat and slightly worn at the creases, was a board. Brightly coloured. Printed with a grid of numbered squares, illustrated with the familiar coiling forms of snakes and the blunt optimism of ladders.
 
“—Snakes and Ladders.”
 
The businessman across the table let out a short, involuntary sound that might have been a laugh.
 
Roman studied the board for several seconds, then looked at Connor, then back at the board.
 
He pulled out a chair, sat down, and waited.
Connor opened the briefcase and unfolded the board on the table with deliberate care.
“Here are the rules, gentlemen. This is a five-by-six grid for a total of thirty squares. We will not be using dice. The game proceeds in alternating rounds. In each round, one player attacks while the other defends.
 
When attacking, you choose a single number between one and six. That is how many squares you attempt to move forward. When defending, you choose either one or two numbers between one and six. If your opponent’s attack matches any number you chose, the move is blocked. They receive one dose of venom. If you defended with only one number and block the attack, they receive a double dose instead.
 
Additionally, if an attacker lands exactly on the square their opponent currently occupies, the opponent receives a double dose. Landing on a ladder advances you to its destination. Landing on a snake sends you backward and injects you with one dose of venom. Three doses are fatal.
 
The game ends when one player reaches square thirty or when the other succumbs to the venom. You do not need an exact number to finish. Any move that would take you to or beyond thirty wins the match.
 
Without further delay, let us begin.”
 
Connor produced a coin. “Who attacks first? Mr. Norton, call it.”
 
“Heads.”
 
The coin spun and landed. “Heads. Correct. Mr. Norton, do you wish to attack or defend first?”
 
“Attack,” Norton replied without hesitation.
 
“Very well. Mr. Lang defends first. Both of you, write your choices on the cards provided.”
 
Connor examined the cards, then announced, “Successful attack by Mr. Norton. He advances five squares to square five.”
 
Norton laughed, a loud, satisfied bark. “So you’re a pessimist, Mr. Lang?”
 
Roman said nothing.
 
“Ignore me,” Norton added with a grin. “Let’s continue.”
 
The roles reversed.
 
“Successful defence by Mr. Norton,” Connor said. “Attack of two blocked. Mr. Lang receives one dose of venom.”
 
The needle slid into Roman’s arm with clinical precision. A cold burn spread through his veins, as though something living had begun to move beneath his skin.
 
Norton laughed again. “See? Pessimist through and through. You probably blocked four because of the ladder on square four and six because it’s the highest. That kind of thinking made your own attack easy to read. Low number. Predictable.”
 
Round two.
 
“Successful defence by Mr. Lang,” Connor announced. “Six blocked. Mr. Norton receives one dose.”
 
Norton jerked as the needle entered his arm. “What? No!”
 
Roman spoke calmly. “Attacking with one or two would have kept you safe from any snakes on your next attack. You assumed I would defend the obvious low numbers. You are simply careless.”
 
Norton’s face darkened.
 
Connor cut in. “Continue. Mr. Lang attacks next.”
 
“Successful attack by Mr. Lang. He advances six squares to square six.”
 
Norton glared. He had defended five, terrified Roman would target his current position for the double dose. The ladder on four had also forced his hand. Yet Roman had still taken the lead by choosing six.
 
Sweat now glistened on Norton’s forehead as round three began.
 
“Successful attack by Mr. Norton. He advances three squares to square eight.”
 
Roman had defended two and four. The choice had felt safe. Two kept Norton out of danger from snakes no matter his next attack, while four accounted for Norton’s growing caution. He had not expected his opponent was so scared already that he would select three.
 
“Successful attack by Mr. Lang,” Connor said. “He advances one square to square seven.”
 
Norton’s breathing had grown heavier.
 
“Do you understand why I chose one?” Roman asked quietly.
 
Norton refused to meet his eyes.
 
“I am not particularly interested in reaching square thirty,” Roman continued. “Killing you with the venom will be far more satisfying.”
 
By round four, Norton’s hands trembled as he wrote his choices.
 
“Successful attack by Mr. Norton. He advances three squares.”
 
Roman leaned forward slightly. “Interesting fact, Mr. Norton. I have not defended a single ladder all game. Why waste the defence choice when we’re both too scared to attack a ladder?”
 
“You are lying!” Norton snapped.
 
Roman slid his used defence cards across the table. “Check for yourself. You could have won already if you had found the courage to attack a ladder. What a shame.”
 
“Shut up.”
 
Roman’s next attack advanced him four squares. The pieces were falling exactly where he wanted them. Norton was psychologically broken, his choices now dictated by fear rather than strategy. Roman knew the man would defend one and five: one to avoid the killing double dose, five because of the nearby ladder.
 
“Successful attack by Mr. Norton. He advances six squares.”
 
Norton pumped his fist. “Yes!”
 
Roman allowed himself a small smile.
 
“What are you smiling about?” Norton demanded. “I am in the lead again. You are falling behind and you find it funny?”
 
“Look at the board more carefully, Mr. Norton.”
 
Norton stared. His expression changed as realisation hit. The move had placed him in the worst possible spot. Roman’s next attack had the choice between two ladders and Norton’s square itself. He had to protect himself and figure out which ladder Lang would choose to attack.
 
Connor continued. “Successful attack by Mr. Lang. He advances one square and takes the ladder to square twenty-four.”
 
The ladder had been waiting. Roman had allowed Norton the six-square gain because he needed the man ahead of him for this exact sequence. He had two ladders and Norton in range. With Norton forced to defend his own position, Roman had chosen the shorter, safer ladder. The longer one on seventeen would have handed him an almost unbeatable position at twenty-seven. Therefore, it was clear it would be defended by Norton.
 
Norton sat very still now, eyes fixed on the board, calculating his dwindling options. He desperately wanted to attack three and take the high ladder on seventeen. Roman had never defended a ladder. The proof lay on the table. Yet the risk felt impossible. Six was blocked by the snake on twenty. Four or five seemed tempting. However, it was too dangerous; if Roman had continued to not guard ladders, then he would certainly be blocking both four and five. That left only one or two.
 
Norton scribbled his choice.
 
“Successful defence by Mr. Lang,” Connor announced. “Two blocked. Because Mr. Norton was defended against with only a single number, he receives a double dose.”
 
Norton’s face drained of colour.
 
“Who is the real pessimist now?” Roman asked softly. “If you wanted to win, you should have risked the ladder. If you were too afraid, you should have taken six and accepted one more dose. You would have lost, but you wouldn’t be a dead man. Instead, you chose the path that led to your own demise. Goodbye, Mr. Norton.”
 
Norton tried to lunge from his chair. Two security men pinned him down instantly. He screamed for help as the final needle found his vein. His body convulsed once, twice, then went limp. The warehouse fell silent.
 
Connor closed the briefcase with a soft click.
 
“Congratulations, Mr. Lang. The date for the main tournament will be sent to you in the coming days. Good luck with your future endeavours.”
 
He turned on his heel and walked out.
 
Roman remained seated for a moment longer, staring at the board and the motionless body opposite him. The venom still burned faintly in his own arm, a reminder that this had only just begun.

