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			AUTHOR’S  NOTE

			

Writing a story is like painting a picture with words. You open the door to a new world by recounting scenes and characters and invite readers to come inside and explore that world. 

Under a Fallen Sun took many brushstrokes over many years for me to craft a full picture for my readers. It began as a simple short story in college and eventually morphed into a novel that will serve as a gateway into a larger fictional universe. 

			
I am indebted and grateful to many people for helping me realize this vision. Jeff Keyes and Spencer Durrant deserve special mention for their efforts in reading earlier drafts of this story and offering valuable suggestions on plot and character development. My Dad offered valuable input in crafting key scenes. Finally, my Mom read the original short story before she passed away. She offered encouraging feedback that helped me shape Under a Fallen Sun into what it is today.

			
– JC
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SCATTERED NOISES OUTSIDE the house drew Todd’s attention to the boarded-up window. He gently laid the photograph down on the end table and pressed his eye against a knothole near the middle board. No sign of anyone on the driveway or in the yard. 

			Good. The lights did the exact job they were meant to do.

			Todd didn’t feel ready for another fight with what lurked in the shadows just yet. His left arm still sported a crude splint from the last encounter. Only electrical tape held the metal, padding, and cloth strips together at this point. Much of the swelling subsided since he popped his wrist back into place. Those nerves still reminded him how inflamed they were each time Todd made the mistake of bumping against any solid object. 

			The end table captured his attention a second time. Todd picked up the photograph where he left it. He gazed at the photograph with an unbroken stare, studying it like a map to hidden treasure. His eyes traced Caroline’s red hair, freckled skin, and broad smile. 

			Todd closed his eyes and bit down on his lower lip. Only three weeks since Caroline had been stolen from him. It felt like another lifetime now. He longed to feel her breath caress his neck in the early morning hours. Her infectious laughter burrowing into his ears would offer a perfect antidote to the pain he felt right now. 

			Those monsters ripped Caroline from his life. Since that moment, they watched and waited. Their sole purpose, it seemed, centered on bringing the same fate to him. 

			One light flickered. Another did the same. His eyes snapped open. He ripped his gaze away from the photograph and glanced at the ceiling. 

			Every light extinguished with a suddenness mirroring a candle’s flame blown out. Darkness flooded the entire living room. Todd sprang to his feet. His eyes darted first to the boarded-up window, then to the front door. 

			“Damn! The lights!” 

			Scattered noises outside the house grew in strength and number. Growls soon permeated the entire living room. Those awful creatures were drawing closer. No matter how many times Todd heard it, their low shrill sounds sent a chill rippling through his entire spine. He sprinted out of the living room and through the kitchen. 

			Glass shattered, followed at once by a loud thud. Todd couldn’t help wondering how large of a stone they tossed against the boarded-up kitchen window this time. It sounded big. Too big. If he didn’t fix the lights soon, their attacks would only grow worse. 

			Todd yanked open a door leading into the garage. Banging sounds from creatures trying to break down the garage door greeted him. More unsettling growls accompanied the banging. He ripped open the circuit panel and shut off the main circuit breaker. Then, just as quickly, Todd threw the transfer switch to a standby generator. 

			Lights snapped to life on every side of the house. One light popped on inside the garage. Multiple screams ripped through the air. Todd closed his eyes and let out a relieved sigh. 

			No doubt those creatures began their retreat into the shadows where they belonged. He slumped down against the wall. Nights like this one made him wonder how much longer he could hold out. 

			This marked the second such attack in three days. Their boldness increased as they became more convinced of the weakness of his position. These monsters kept testing his defenses. Now one figured out how to cut power to the house. Todd felt fortunate this place had a backup generator. Still, it only felt like a matter of time before they pinpointed the right weakness to breach his defenses and drag him away. 

			Todd couldn’t let them do it. For Caroline’s sake. She would want him to keep fighting and hang on as long as he still possessed the strength to do it. He only wished she could be here by his side. Her spirit drove him to fight. Still, her warm body pressed against him and her voice in his ears alone could fill a chasm of loneliness carved out in his soul. 

			A spasm shot through Todd’s right leg. He clenched his teeth and rolled up his dark blue jeans. The fabric concealed a large wound. Where blood once oozed, now a scab sealed fluid inside. Pebble sized bony growths started to press against the underside of his skin in the surrounding area. 

			Todd scrambled to his feet. He stumbled again and crawled up the steps. Breaths escaped from between his lips in short heavy bursts. 

			He needed light. 

			Unfiltered light. Applied directly to the leg. 

			As Todd reached the top step, he glanced over at a shelf set against the wall on his left. He stumbled off the side of the stairs. His knees banged against the cement floor, and he winced.

			Todd crawled toward the shelf and grasped onto the side. He pulled himself to his feet and wrapped his fingers around a flashlight. Spasms kept surging through the injured leg. Each wave came in greater intensity than the one before it. 

			Now almost doubled over, Todd turned on the flashlight. He planted the beam squarely on the festering scab. Each bony growth began to twitch and shrink under the light. Todd shouted and clenched his teeth. His knuckles turned white from clutching onto the shelf. 

			Searing pain gave way to a dull throb until, at last, muscle tissue in Todd’s leg returned to normal. A cloudy fluid oozed from under the scab and trickled onto the cement. Steam arose from the fluid as it made its descent. He dropped the flashlight to his side and panted. Melting bony growths grew more difficult each time, but he had to do it. Todd had to prevent these changes from occurring as long as humanly possible. 

			Human remained the keyword there. Todd did not want to become like others he encountered in this town. Deep in his heart, though, it felt like a losing battle. 

			Hopes for escape dwindled even as days he spent trapped here morphed into weeks. Todd’s tolerance for unfiltered light grew progressively weaker each day. Searching for a way to shut off the barrier had proven too dangerous to do at night. By day, sunlight now sapped his strength much too quickly for him to cover any substantial ground. It continually forced him to return to this same spot and prepare for the night ahead. 

			Todd always wondered what Hell felt like to its inhabitants. He now had a pretty good idea. 
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STEAM RUSHED OUT once Jason popped the hood. He waited a few seconds for it to dissipate, then hunched over and unscrewed the radiator cap.

			Jason gave a low whistle. 

			“Bone dry.” 

			This wasn’t news Paige wanted to hear. Her idea of celebrating spring break with her boyfriend and their friends did not involve breaking down on an isolated Texas highway. 

			“How dumb do you have to be to let a radiator run out of coolant?” 

			Jason raised his head and peeked over his shoulder. He greeted the question posed to him with a frown and a squint. 

			“Piss off, Rich.” 

			Rich laughed. 

			“Not exactly a gear head, are you?” 

			Paige pushed back a blond lock from her eyebrow and took a turn greeting Rich with eye daggers. 

			“You heard, Jason. He said, ‘piss off.’” 

			Rich threw up his hands and smirked. “Fine.  You tell me what we’re gonna do now with an overheated car besides marinate in the sun.” 

			As much as Paige hated to admit it, Rich had a valid point. The high plains heat already beat down on her, extracting every last drop of water from her exposed arms and legs in real time. A half-full water bottle would only last so long in this situation. Her crop top and shorts didn’t keep Paige as cool as she hoped and expected.

			Jason continued to lean over the radiator. He stared at it as though fluid would suddenly condense and fill the radiator if he thought about it long enough. Paige joined him in front of the bumper and draped her arm over his shoulder. 

			“Anything I can do to help fix it?” 

			Jason shook his head. 

			“Not really. There’s not a whole lot anyone can do now except call someone to come give us a tow.” 

			Paige toyed with his cropped red hair. She trailed her fingers in a circular pattern on the back of Jason’s head.

			“It’ll be okay,” she said. “We’ll figure this out and get back on the road soon enough.” 

			Her reassuring tone did not line up with Paige’s actual feelings. She couldn’t help wondering if they created some serious trouble for themselves here. 

			“I don’t think we’re gonna find anyone out here who can tow us.” 

			Heather poked her head out of an open backseat window. She brushed back an ebony curl matching her glistening skin and held up a smartphone.

			 “I can’t pick up a signal in these parts.” 

			Paige wiped beads of sweat from her forehead and squinted at the plains stretching endlessly before her on the horizon. She wondered how far away Las Vegas was from their current location. Hell, she wondered how long crossing the border into New Mexico would take at this point. They couldn’t even make it out of West Texas without running into trouble. 

			Looking at the surrounding vista didn’t raise much hope of finding help. Dry grasses, pockmarked with scraggly bushes and sandy patches, lay in all four directions. Only a fence running parallel to the highway, along with intermittent electrical poles, interrupted an endless sea of grass on either side. 

			Paige turned to Jason again as her boyfriend slammed down the hood.

			“How far do you think that highway goes before it reaches the next town? If we start walking now –” 

			He shook his head more emphatically this time. 

			“I’m not dying to find out what dying from heatstroke feels like.” 

			“Didn’t we pass a gas station a while ago?” Heather asked.

			Paige’s eyes followed the sound of a car door opening. Heather crawled out of the backseat, adjusted her bra strap, and walked toward them. She glanced down at her smartphone and then out at the stretch of highway extending into the horizon behind Paige and Jason. 

			“I could have sworn I saw one a couple of miles back there,” Heather said. “If we start now, maybe we can reach it inside of an hour.” 

			Jason turned and gazed in the same direction. A frown became etched on his face with a depth equal to cracks in the white and yellow lines running down the asphalt. 

			“I think it’s a lot further back than a couple of miles,” he said, turning and facing the girls again. “Staying with the car is the best call.” 

			Rich barely held back a laugh as he leaned against the side of the car.

			“Best call? Not hardly. I don’t see anyone around here coming to the rescue, do you?” 

			Paige pursed her lips tight for a moment and released them into a deep sigh. 

			“This is I-40. People do travel this highway, you know. I’m sure a trucker or someone else will come along to help sooner or later.” 

			“I wouldn’t count on one of those people stopping to help us.” 

			Paige glared at Rich. He pushed away from the car and held up his hands in a defensive position. 

			“I know. I know. ‘Piss off, Rich’,” 

			Rich’s tone parroted how he thought Paige’s voice sounded when she was angry. It only made her angrier whenever she heard him do his impression. 

			Heather glanced back at Rich as well and shook her head. A deep frown also carved out a spot on her face. She turned to Paige and shrugged. 

			“As much as I hate to say it, Rich has a point about one thing. We can’t just stick around here and take our chances, hoping some kind soul will come along to save us.” 

			Jason closed his eyes and rubbed his hands down his cheeks. They popped open again and he fixed his gaze on Heather. 

			“I don’t like the idea of abandoning my car to chase down mirages.” 

			“Do you have a bottle of coolant lying around in the trunk?” 

			“No.” 

			“That settles it. This car isn’t going anywhere until we fill the coolant tank back up. Even then, you might be spending a few hundred bucks to get that radiator fixed.” 

			Jason gnawed on his lower lip. His fingers tapped the back pocket of his jeans holding his wallet. 

			“Thanks for bringing that up. Obvious information always makes me feel so much better.”  

			Heather flipped him off. 

			“No need to be an ass about it.” 

			She turned and stomped down the asphalt toward Rich. Paige licked her lips and gazed at the lonely highway. Her eyes trailed yellow and white lines, first in one direction and then the other. Her hopes some traveler would miraculously appear on the horizon, to save them in their hour of need, dimmed as the sun grew hotter and brighter. 
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IT DIDN’T SEEM fair. Todd wondered what he did to deserve this curse.

			Their original plans did not include making a pit stop after leaving Amarillo. Caroline noticed the road sign almost by accident. She decided it would be fun to take a detour and grab a bite to eat for lunch. Todd smiled when he thought back to her enthusiastic suggestion. His wife never passed up a chance to try out some local cuisine. The more off the map it was located, the more her curiosity drove her to take a “taste-cation” as she termed it. 

			Caroline’s food blog even carried that same word she coined in the title. She relished going on her taste-cations. Each blog post contained almost as many photos as actual words. She always spent a few minutes before each meal at a new restaurant snapping photos from different angles – making sure the lighting was exactly right – so her blog readers could see the true color and texture of each menu item she ordered. 

			“I hope you plan to take as many photos of our kids one day.” 

			Todd’s words from the last taste-cation they took together popped up into his mind as clearly as though he said them only seconds ago. 

			So did Caroline’s reaction. She simultaneously pinched her green eyes and crimson lips shut and gave him a broad smirk. 

			“That depends on if their behavior rates five stars or not,” Caroline said, after her lovely face bounced back to its normal sunny demeanor. Todd thought her usual smile could light up an entire room with the irresistible happiness it conveyed. “If they’re being little monsters, I might have to settle for fewer photos and a lower rating.” 

			Monsters. 

			Todd shuddered. The happy scene vanished faster than a Texas torrent in the summer. Glass tables. Cushioned chairs. Warm sunshine just outside the beige canopy shading a medium-sized patio. Like it or not, that cozy outdoor cafe had morphed back into an aging boarded-up house illuminated by every light he could scrounge up. 

			Monster seemed like such an innocent word not so long ago. If only he knew at the time what would have happened to him and Caroline, he would never have agreed to take a new job in Albuquerque. Certainly, at the very least, he wouldn’t have made a hasty decision to pack everything they owned into their SUV and drive from Humble to New Mexico – just to save a few bucks on shipping their belongings to their new place. 

			Todd closed his eyes tight, frowned, and pressed his right fist against the hardwood floor. He finally relaxed his hand and latched onto the edge of the countertop to pull himself to his feet. Todd glanced sideways at a door, only a short distance from the refrigerator. It lay open a crack. A simple crack that exposed a swath of darkness hiding behind a wooden rectangle adorned with faded off-white paint. 

			Did he have to venture into the basement again? Todd silently cursed the fact he already knew the answer before asking that question. No other choice remained. His circumstances robbed him of a better option. He had to face that thing again – whatever the hell it was. 

			Todd threw open the door. A distinct thud from the knob striking sheet rock greeted his ears. Light from the kitchen splashed on the darkened stairs. He hesitated at the top of those stairs and turned back to the kitchen. Todd scanned the countertop and spotted a UV flashlight. He snatched it up and started down the stairs again. 

			A lone wooden chair sat near the middle of a cramped living room. The flashlight beam bounced off assorted boxes and plastic bins lining the walls. No lids on any box or bin. Each one overflowed with random goods. Some still sealed in their original packaging. 

			Todd selected this house for that reason alone. He combed an entire block until he found the right place. It did him no good to hole up somewhere where without enough supplies to survive while putting his escape plans into action. No such problem existed along those lines in this particular spot. The former owner of the house stored enough water, food, clothing, tools, and other necessities to meet Todd’s needs. It gave him some leverage for dealing with monsters infesting this town stuck smack dab in the middle of nowhere. 

			The chair was turned away from him. It faced a boarded-up basement window embedded in the east wall.  Shadows shrouded the chair. An outline of an individual stood out against the darkness. Todd approached the chair from behind and held his flashlight at eye level. 

			Creaking wood and clanking metal signaled to Todd his return to the basement did not go unnoticed. A low growl greeted his footsteps when he reached the chair. A vigorous rattle of chains followed. Clanking metal reverberated through the small room. 

			“You cannot keep me locked down here forever,” Each word dripped venom as a hoarse voice spit them at Todd. “The others will come for me soon. Then I will be free to put an end to your miserable existence.” 

			Todd shook his head and shifted the flashlight beam down to the floor in front of his prisoner. 

			“Your threats mean nothing to me. Which one of us is in chains? And which one of us is free to come and go as they please?” 

			“Circumstances can change without warning.” 

			A deep frown overtook Todd’s lips. 

			“You and your kind have seen to it, haven’t you?” 

			He dragged the flashlight beam upward. It washed a distinct blue hue over the chair’s occupant. The beam revealed a naked arm. It bore pale skin that grew paler under the blue light. Todd centered his flashlight directly on the whitened forearm. 

			Soon, wisps of smoke climbed toward the ceiling. Pale pigment grew red where light met skin. A low wheezing groan greeted Todd’s ears. The metallic clank of the chains returned, soon joined by chair legs thumping against the floor. 

			“It doesn’t have to be like this.” Todd squeezed the flashlight handle harder as if this action could somehow focus the beam like a laser. “You can end it right now by telling me exactly what I want to hear.” 

			A painful groan mingled with another low growl escaped the prisoner’s lips. No words followed. Skin directly under the UV light began to blister and peel. Then, finally, his captive couldn’t hold back any longer. Groans and growls turned into an ear-piercing scream. 

			Todd immediately pressed his right palm against his right ear. Then he tilted his head downward and mashed his left ear against his shoulder. This kept him from dropping the flashlight on the ground. Todd let the screams linger for a few seconds longer until he saw tears leaking out from his prisoner’s black oval eyes. This persuaded him to swing the flashlight away and let the beam fall off to the side. 

			“You’re one tough nut to crack.” 

			Tough nut or not, Todd had no intention of admitting defeat. This wasn’t his first time dealing with an adversary who wasn’t forthcoming with critical information. 

			 His thoughts drifted back to that cramped cell in Kandahar. Todd could feel dust and sweat mingling on his face as though he still baked in the desert heat on a typical Afghanistan afternoon. 

			A prisoner lay before him on a narrow horizontal table. One set of thick ropes bound his arms to the tabletop. Another set stretched tight across his legs and held them in place. A black cloth covered the prisoner’s entire face.

			Todd nodded to another man dressed in fatigues and a bulletproof vest who stood on the other side. He grabbed a small bucket and approached the table. The other man tilted the bucket over the black cloth until a steady trickle of water splashed over the lip. 

			At once, the prisoner thrashed at the ropes holding him down. Todd silently counted off 60 seconds before finally waving off the other man. Upon getting the signal, he pulled the bucket away and backed up a few steps from the table again.

			Todd leaned forward and ripped away the now damp cloth. Widened eyes and clenched teeth greeted him. 

			“Please, as Allah as my witness, I do not know anything.” 

			The prisoner’s words exuded as much pain and fright as his face showed. Todd pressed his eyelids together for a moment and frowned. He opened them again and let out a deep sigh. 

			“Why do you insist on lying to us? We saw you transporting at least one suspected bomber to the market. Closed circuit cameras don’t lie.” 

			“I am a simple taxi driver. Please.” 

			“No, you aren’t. You’re a murderer.” 

			“I have shed no blood from another man.” 

			Todd pounded his fist on the table. It struck the wood close enough to the prisoner’s cheek to make him flinch. 

			“You’re a lying son of a bitch! Who are you trying to protect?” 

			Images flashed in his mind. 

			An explosion. Flames engulfing the lead vehicle in their convoy. Screams and smoke choking the air at an equal rate. 

			They sent two good soldiers home to be buried after that attack. Two others were discharged from their company with a single leg left. Todd ended up being one of the lucky ones. 

			“Answer me,” he demanded. “Answer me!” 

			A jolt raced through Todd. 

			He blinked. 

			That cramped cell in Kandahar faded back into the background of his subconscious. A darkened basement greeted his eyes again. Heavy breaths escaped from his mouth and his nose. 

			His current prisoner lifted his head and thrust out his chin in a defiant fashion. A thin smile crawled over his equally thin lips. 

			“I will tell you nothing.” 

			Todd answered it with a shout and struck the butt-end of the flashlight handle against his adversary’s head. Both black ovals disappeared behind a pair of pale eyelids and the head slumped downward until chin met chest. Todd flipped the flashlight back to its normal position. 

			“If you won’t talk, then you’ve lost the right to stay awake.” 

			He grasped the chains circling the prisoner’s chest and tested them to see if they remained tight against both chair and prisoner. Todd figured his prisoner would be out cold for a while, but he didn’t want to risk an escape. This one could not find its way back to the others at any cost. 

			Todd started back up the stairs. At once, a spasm shot through his right leg. His leg locked up on the stair and he stumbled forward. Todd planted his right hand on the stair in front of him to keep from falling on his knees. 

			He clenched his jaw and grunted. Todd turned around and sat on the stair under him. He yanked up his right pant leg. Bony knobs appeared again – in the same place as before. 

			Todd swung the UV light onto the bony growths below the long scab. Smoke wafted up from his leg as the beam did what it was supposed to do. He bit into his lower lip to suppress screams and grimaced while squeezing his eyes shut. When the pain finally lessened, Todd opened them again. 

			His wound still looked awful, but no trace of bony growth remained. Each one melted and gathered into a small puddle of cloudy fluid on the stair below his feet.

			This offered only a stopgap solution. Time did not favor Todd. He couldn’t prevent his body from undergoing a terrifying metamorphosis indefinitely. Todd had seen enough to understand what became of the others in this town. 

			Something needed to be done. Soon. 
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PAIGE BECAME CONVINCED her thumb had turned invisible to passing motorists. She stuck it out and waved in both directions. The effect remained the same eastbound or westbound. Half a dozen cars and trucks drove past since Paige and her friends started walking east along the highway.

			None slowed down. Not even for a second. 

			Heather and Rich finally crossed over to the narrow median. It alternated between patches of sandy dirt and grass. The median divided eastbound and westbound lanes, creating two fully separate roads from a single highway. They made a goal to draw attention from motorists traveling east back to Amarillo. This approach didn’t yield better results for Heather or Rich. If drivers in any of the vehicles whipping past the group saw or cared about the foursome, they did nothing to indicate it. 

			“Tell me again why we didn’t fly to Vegas?” 

			Paige glanced sideways at Jason and frowned when he said these words. A glare sprouted on his face after seeing yet another car zoom past. It softened once he noticed her worried expression. 

			“I know. Flying is tough for you.” Jason’s terseness softened. “I’m just feeling frustrated. I thought at least one person would have given enough of a damn to stop and help us out by now.” 

			Paige gazed down at her feet. A fear of flying didn’t keep her on ground. She wanted to share with him exactly why she insisted they spend a couple of days driving out to Nevada from Louisiana. But she convinced herself Jason wouldn’t understand her reasoning. Paige had to travel this road. Sure, it seemed like a desperate gamble. Then again, she had run out of options. 

			Nearly a month had passed since her family’s world turned upside down and inside out. Her brother had to be out here somewhere. Paige knew it. Whether or not Jason, Heather, or Rich also possessed the same knowledge did not seem as important at the moment. 

			“Have a little faith,” Paige finally told Jason. “Somebody will stop soon. I’m sure of it.” 

			Empty words. They felt empty leaving her mouth. In her heart, she had a tough time envisioning anything but a grim fate. 

			“I said no!” 

			Paige and Jason simultaneously whipped their heads toward the median. Heather shielded her face with her hands and backed away from Rich. His smartphone pointed straight at her. 

			“Get that phone out of my face,” she snapped. “I don’t wanna be in your damn video.” 

			Heather sounded exactly like she would toss a rock at him if she had one available. Rich laughed and kept his phone locked on her like a rifle scope. 

			“You’ll love this video once it goes viral.” 

			“I don’t care if you get 10 trillion views. Leave me out of it.” 

			Typical Rich. 

			All he seemed to care about these days was posting a bunch of new videos to his YouTube channel to entice more subscribers. His smartphone could be put to much better use. Like checking to see if he had a signal. Then they could call for help instead of trying to flag down random vehicles passing by the group.

			“Hey Rich, how about looking and seeing if you got any bars on that thing?” Jason had no reservation about vocalizing thoughts he obviously shared with Paige. “It would sure speed up getting out of this predicament.”

			Rich pulled down the phone and swiped the screen with his index finger. He glanced up at Jason and Paige and shook his head. 

			“No bars. No 4G. Nothing. Same as usual.” 

			Paige stopped in her tracks. She closed her eyes and lowered her head. 

			“You got a headache?” 

			Tangible concern arose in Jason’s voice. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 

			Paige nodded. 

			“Something like that.” 

			She pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers to let Jason think he correctly diagnosed her body language. Paige didn’t want to reveal what actually cluttered her head at that moment. Her thoughts focused on a desperate prayer. 

			God, if you’re there and listening, please help me out, Paige pleaded in silence. Don’t leave us stranded here on this highway. Don’t leave me to die out here. 

			Once those words rolled through her mind, Paige’s eyes popped open again. She scanned the highway in both directions. Nothing. Not even the sound of a car or truck engine in the distance. 

			Paige kicked at a patch of grass and scowled. Her parents celebrated prayer as a miracle solution to all of life’s problems. 

			“God is watching you,” her mom always told her. “If you talk to him, he’ll take on all your burdens.” 

			How would Mom feel if confronted with breaking down and ending up stranded countless miles from civilization? Would she be so quick to parrot whatever platitudes the pastor dished out in his Sunday sermon? Paige smirked while she pictured her mom sitting in the passenger seat screaming and hyperventilating. This same woman freaked out when Peanut, their family cat, scratched up a leg on a brand-new sofa – only a few hours after her parents bought it and brought it home. 

			A gust of wind kicked up from the east and sent locks of Paige’s hair into her eyes. She brushed unruly blond strands back into place. Feeling even a small breeze brought welcome relief from the sun relentlessly beating down on her. 

			Paige and Jason continued walking forward, sticking out their thumbs and waiving. Rich made random goofy comments as he kept filming. A couple of things he said made her smile. Paige turned away so he couldn’t see it. She didn’t want Rich to take it as a sign to crack more jokes. The ratio of bad ones to good ones wasn’t worth it. 

			A blaring horn pierced the relative quietness of the surrounding plains. Paige flinched and snapped her head toward the source of the sound. A semi-truck approached from the west. 

			“This one isn’t passing us. I’ll make sure of it.” 

			True to his words, Jason set himself up as a human roadblock. He strolled out onto the asphalt and straddled the white dotted line separating the two eastbound lanes. Jason waved his arms with the same vigor of an air-traffic controller signaling to a plane approaching a runway. The truck horn blared at him again as the semi-truck closed on his position. It didn’t intimidate Jason into budging from his spot on the highway. 

			“Are you out of your mind?” 

			Paige’s first instinct was to dart up, grab Jason’s arm, and pull him to safety. She couldn’t force her legs and feet into following through with that action. 

			“We’re getting someone to stop one way or another. I’m so tired of this shit.” 

			Paige swallowed hard. Her lips trembled. Why did Jason have to be this way? She desperately wanted someone to help them too, but not at the expense of her boyfriend’s life. 

			A low rumble ripped through the air. Paige plugged her ears when she heard the engine brake. The others all followed suit. The semi slowed and rolled to a stop only a few yards ahead of Jason. A husky bearded man, sporting a flat-brimmed cap, poked his head out of an open window. 

			“Damn, son! You got a death wish? You’re gonna cause an accident standing out in the road like that.” 

			Jason grinned. “I got you to stop.” 

			The trucker scratched his beard and answered with a hearty laugh. 

			“That’s just because I’m a charitable man.” 

			Rich and Heather sprinted across the median to the passenger’s side door. Paige approached the driver’s side door. 

			“Thank God you stopped.” 

			The trucker cocked his head downward and flashed a broad smile. His teeth bore the same shade as the coffee he downed at the last truck stop. 

			“You bet, honey. Now what can I do for you?” 

			“Our car broke down a few miles up I-40. We’re hoping you can give us a ride into the nearest town, so we can get a tow truck out here.” 

			The trucker glanced down at his wristwatch for a moment and then closed his eyes. Paige tried to read his lips while he mumbled a few words. He appeared to be weighing if he had enough time to make a quick detour. 

			“We can give a little money for your time if that helps,” Paige offered. “We really need your help. We’ve been stranded out in these parts for most of the day now.” 

			The trucker popped his eyes open again and shook his head. 

			“Y’all don’t need to pay me. I can drop you off in Travis. Just a few miles southeast of here. Won’t be a problem at all.” 

			Paige’s smile threatened to break out of the boundaries of her lips. She motioned to Jason and pointed toward the passenger’s side door. They finally found their lifeline out of this awful situation.

			“Thank you so much, sir. You’re a lifesaver.” 

			“The name’s Randall. And I’m happy to help.”

			Heather popped open the door and they all filed into the semi-truck. Jason and Rich joined her on a long seat in the back of the cab. The seat also flattened out into a small bed where a driver could sleep when needed. Paige took the cushioned leather seat up front. Once they closed the door, Randall shifted gears and started down I-40 again. 

			Hearing the steady hum of a diesel engine soothed Paige’s nerves. Things looked more promising now. With any luck, they would get a tow truck out to their car, get it all fixed up, and then be back on the road before dark. Paige didn’t want to spend a minute longer than necessary in Travis. They already lost so much valuable time they couldn’t get back. 

			Randall cast a glance over his shoulder at Jason’s McNeese State Football shirt. He gave a low whistle. 

			“What are a bunch of Louisiana college kids doing out in this part of Texas?” 

			Jason shrugged. 

			“Spring break road trip. We decided it would be fun to drive to Las Vegas from Lake Charles.” 

			Randall let out another hearty laugh. 

			“You’re serious? Haven’t any of you kids heard of airplanes?”

			Jason answered him with an icy stare. Heather crinkled up her nose and held the corners of her mouth tight. It was her way of restraining nasty words resting on the tip of her tongue. Rich had a much different reaction. His head bobbed up and down with extra vigor. 

			“I’ve read about them on Wikipedia,” he said, glancing at Paige and adding a chuckle. “Maybe one day, I’ll get to be inside one.” 

			Rich’s sarcasm elicited no change in expression from Randall. The trucker simply laughed again. 

			“They did it for my sake,” Paige explained, turning to face the trucker. “I don’t deal so well with flying.” 

			“Fair enough.” 

			The semi turned down a narrower road cutting through grassy plains. Paige retrieved her smartphone from her handbag. She unlocked the screen. A couple of bars finally registered. Paige swiped the screen, clicked on her contact list, and immediately dialed. 

			One ring. Two rings. Three rings. No answer. 

			The next thing Paige heard was a man’s voice.

			“Hey, if you’re hearing this message, then you know what to do.” 

			“Why haven’t we heard from you for so long?” Her words spewed out in a rushed frantic tone. “Call me. Please. We’re all worried sick about you.”

			Paige ended the call and glanced up from the screen. Four sets of eyes locked on her and faces adorned with suspicious expressions greeted her.

			“Isn’t that your brother’s number?” 

			Paige looked away and stared down at her smartphone again. She didn’t know how to answer Heather’s question without inviting other unwanted questions. 

			“Just a hunch, but I’m willing to bet that your fear of flying hasn’t got a thing to do with why y’all decided to drive to Vegas,” Randall said. 

			Paige’s eyes stayed glued to her smartphone. Her heart pounded as she searched for the right explanation.  

			“Is there something you’re not telling us?”

			 Heather reached out and touched her shoulder. Paige finally glanced up and turned to face her friend. She pursed her lips before releasing them into a worried sigh. 

			No reason to keep the truth hidden now. 

			“I thought he’d be out here somewhere.” 

			“Your brother?” 

			Paige nodded. 

			“The last time anyone heard from him he was driving down I-40 to Albuquerque. I know it’s a long shot, but I thought maybe I’d find some answers.” 

			Jason grasped the seat edge. Deep grooves formed in the upholstery around his fingers.  

			“You’re telling me the whole reason we turned this into a long-ass road trip is so you can look for your brother?” 

			His unsympathetic tone earned a fresh stony glare from Paige.

			“We haven’t seen or heard from him or my sister-in-law in three weeks. I need to know what happened to them.” 

			“So, naturally, you make up a bullshit excuse to drive to Vegas instead of flying there?” Jason’s voice climbed a few decibels while he
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