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Chapter 1

	Silver and Arrogance

	The Porsche sat in the circular driveway like a predator at rest, sleek, silver, and worth more than most people earned in three years. Marcus Hartwell circled it slowly, one hand trailing along the hood, feeling the cool metal beneath his fingertips. Twenty-three years old today, and this was what success looked like.

	"You like it?" His father stood on the stone steps of the estate, arms crossed, his expression unreadable behind expensive sunglasses.

	"It's acceptable," Marcus said, though his heart hammered in his chest. A 911 Carrera. Silver with black leather interior. Three hundred and seventy-nine horsepower. He'd dropped hints for months, never believing the old man would actually deliver.

	Richard Hartwell descended the steps, his Italian leather shoes clicking against stone. "Acceptable. That's what I get for a hundred and twenty thousand dollars?"

	Marcus shrugged, already sliding into the driver's seat. The leather hugged him perfectly. The steering wheel felt substantial in his hands. "What do you want, Dad? A song and dance? You know I appreciate it."

	But he didn't, really. Appreciation required acknowledging that something was a gift rather than an entitlement. In Marcus's world, the Porsche was simply the latest in a long line of things that appeared when he wanted them. The summer house in the Hamptons. The ski trip to Aspen. The "job" at his father's firm where he showed up twice a week and collected a salary that made his actual colleagues silently furious.

	"There's paperwork inside," Richard said. "Insurance documents. Registration. And Marcus"

	"I'll look at it later." Marcus was already adjusting the mirror, checking his reflection. Good bone structure, his mother always said. Strong jaw, dark hair that fell just right with minimal effort, eyes that women described as "intense." He'd stopped listening to compliments years ago. They were simply facts.

	"Marcus." His father's voice carried that edge it got when he was trying to parent, an unfamiliar tone that always sounded awkward. "Those roads out past Millbrook, the country roads, they're dangerous. Especially Route 47. Narrow, lots of curves. People die out there."

	"Then people should learn to drive."

	"I'm serious. I don't want you"

	"You worry too much." Marcus pressed the ignition, and the engine purred to life. The sound sent a thrill through him. Power. Freedom. The ability to go anywhere, be anyone, leave everything behind. "I'll be careful. Scout's honor."

	He'd never been a Scout. The idea of camping with other boys, learning to tie knots and start fires, had always seemed beneath him.

	Richard stepped back from the car, and for a moment Marcus thought he saw something like disappointment flicker across his father's face. But then it was gone, replaced by the mask of resigned acceptance that Richard Hartwell had worn for years when it came to his only son.

	"Your mother called," Richard said. "She wanted to wish you a happy birthday."

	"Tell her thanks."

	"You could call her yourself. She's still your mother, even if the divorce"

	"Dad. Please. It's my birthday. Can we not do this?"

	Richard sighed. Behind him, Mrs. Chen appeared in the doorway, the housekeeper who'd worked for them for fifteen years, who still left Marcus's favorite cookies out even though he never thanked her, who washed his clothes and changed his sheets and existed in that invisible space occupied by people who served.

	"Happy birthday, Mr. Marcus," she called out, her accent still thick despite all her years in America.

	Marcus raised a hand in vague acknowledgment, already backing the car down the driveway. In his rearview mirror, he saw his father say something to Mrs. Chen, saw her nod and retreat into the house. Two figures growing smaller as Marcus pressed the accelerator, the Porsche responding like an extension of his own will.

	The gate at the end of the driveway opened automatically, sensors, technology and the invisible mechanisms that made his life effortless. He turned onto the main road without looking, confident that other drivers would yield. They always did.

	His phone buzzed in the cup holder. A text from Brad: Yo is it true about the Porsche? Pics or it didn't happen. Then from Jessica: Happy bday babe. Want to celebrate tonight? Then from someone whose name he'd already forgotten: Dude your dad is INSANE. Best birthday ever right?

	Marcus ignored them all. He'd take pictures later, collect his likes and comments, let everyone marvel at his life. For now, he wanted to drive. To feel the machine respond to his touch, to prove that he deserved this, that he was special enough to command something so beautiful and powerful.

	The city streets gave way to suburbs, then to the rural routes that wound through Westchester County like ribbons. Marcus had driven these roads in his previous car, a BMW that was now embarrassingly pedestrian but never like this. The Porsche took the curves with a grace that made him feel invincible.

	He passed a small cemetery, its headstones leaning like crooked teeth. An old farmhouse with a sagging porch. A gas station that looked like it hadn't been updated since the 1970s. This was the other America, the one that existed beyond his bubble of privilege, and it might as well have been another planet.

	The sun was beginning its descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple that would have been beautiful if Marcus had bothered to look. Instead, he was watching his speedometer climb, sixty, seventy, eighty on roads designed for forty-five. The speed signs were suggestions for lesser drivers.

	A deer stood at the roadside, frozen in that moment of indecision. Marcus swerved around it without slowing, his heart rate barely elevated. Close calls were just proof of his reflexes, his superiority.

	The road ahead stretched empty and inviting. Route 47, the sign said. The exact road his father had warned him about.

	Marcus smiled and pressed the accelerator harder.

	Behind him, the sun continued to set, and the shadows grew longer across the pavement. Somewhere ahead, in the gathering dusk, a figure stood at the roadside with her thumb extended toward the darkening sky.

	But Marcus couldn't see her yet. He was too busy admiring his reflection in the rearview mirror, too absorbed in his own perfect life to notice that he was driving toward the moment when everything would change.

	The Porsche's engine hummed. The tires sang against asphalt. And Marcus Hartwell, who had never earned anything in his twenty-three years, who had never suffered or struggled or even seriously inconvenienced himself for another human being, drove toward his appointment with a curse he couldn't imagine and a justice he would never have believed possible.

	The road waited. It always did.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Open Road

	Route 47 twisted through the landscape like a serpent, rising and falling with the contours of land that had been shaped by glaciers millennia ago. Marcus took the curves with increasing confidence, each turn a small victory over physics, over the warnings his father had given, over the ordinary caution that governed ordinary lives.

	The music was loud enough to rattle the windows, some bass-heavy track that made him feel dangerous and alive. His phone sat in the center console, propped up and recording. He'd post the video later: First drive in the beast. Living my best life. His followers would eat it up. They always did.

	He glanced at the phone's screen, catching his own reflection in the glass. Still looked good. He lifted it with one hand, keeping the other loosely on the wheel, and angled it for a selfie. The road ahead could wait. Everything could wait when you looked this good in a car this expensive.

	"Yeah," he said to the camera, flashing a grin. "This is what twenty-three looks like when you're doing it right."

	He tossed the phone back onto the passenger seat without looking at the road he'd just ignored for five full seconds. The Porsche drifted slightly over the center line, but he corrected with a casual flick of his wrist. No big deal. He was a natural.

	The landscape had changed as he drove deeper into the countryside. The neat suburban homes with their manicured lawns had given way to something wilder, more forgotten. Here, the forest pressed close to the road, oak and maple trees forming a canopy overhead that filtered the dying sunlight into a greenish gloom. Between the trees, Marcus could glimpse the ruins of old farms, collapsed barns with their ribs showing through rotted wood, houses with empty windows that stared like dead eyes.

	A historical marker flashed past, too quick to read. Something about the Revolutionary War, probably. This part of New York was lousy with history, as if the past mattered more than the present. Marcus had never understood the fascination. History was just a collection of dead people who'd had worse cars and worse lives than he did.

	The road dipped suddenly, and Marcus's stomach lurched with the drop. He laughed, a sharp, exhilarated sound. This was better than any amusement park ride. This was real. The speedometer crept toward ninety.

	A sign appeared: DANGEROUS CURVES AHEAD. REDUCE SPEED.

	Marcus accelerated.

	The forest grew thicker, darker. Branches reached across the road in places, creating a tunnel of leaves that blocked out what little remained of the daylight. It should have been beautiful, the play of shadow and light, the way the leaves rustled in a wind that Marcus couldn't feel inside his climate-controlled cabin. But beauty required attention, and Marcus's attention was divided between his speed, his reflection, and the occasional glance at his phone to see if anyone had commented on his earlier posts.

	An abandoned gas station materialized on his right, its pumps rusted into sculptures, its windows covered with plywood that had warped and split over the years. Someone had spray-painted something across the plywood, words that Marcus couldn't make out at his speed. The building hunched beside the road like a sleeping animal, and as Marcus passed, he could have sworn he saw movement in the shadows behind it.

	But when he checked his rearview mirror, there was nothing. Just the empty road behind him, and the forest swallowing everything.

	His phone buzzed. He picked it up without thinking, thumb swiping to unlock the screen. A text from Brad: Dude are you seriously doing 90? That video is insane. Your dad is going to kill you lol.

	Marcus grinned. So Brad was watching. Good. Let him be jealous. Let them all be jealous.

	He didn't see the curve until he was almost on top of it, a sharp bend to the left that seemed to appear out of nowhere. Marcus's hands tightened on the wheel, and he took the turn faster than he should have, the tires squealing their protest. For a moment, the Porsche wanted to keep going straight, wanted to ignore his input and crash through the wooden barrier that was the only thing between the road and a steep drop into darkness.

	But the tires caught. The car responded. Marcus straightened out on the far side of the curve, his heart hammering now, a cold sweat breaking out across his forehead.

	"Jesus," he muttered, setting the phone down.

	Maybe he should slow down. Just a little. Just until.

	No. He shook his head, angry at himself for the moment of weakness. He was fine. He was in control. The car could handle it, and so could he. Only losers let fear dictate their choices.

	He pressed the accelerator again, watching the speedometer climb back up. Eighty-five. Ninety.

	The sun was lower now, just barely visible through the trees, a dying ember that turned the sky the color of a bruise. In the forest on either side, shadows pooled and thickened. Marcus turned on his headlights, and the beams cut through the gathering darkness like blades.

	Something moved at the edge of the road, a shape too large to be a deer, too fluid to be human. Marcus blinked, and it was gone. Probably just a trick of the light. The shadows out here played games with your eyes.

	An old church appeared on his left, its steeple tilting at an angle that suggested the foundation had shifted over the years. The graveyard beside it was overgrown, headstones leaning drunkenly among waist-high grass. A chain hung across the church's doors, and rust had turned the white paint to a mottled brown.

	Marcus felt an unexpected chill despite the car's perfect temperature control. There was something wrong about this place, not dramatically wrong, not horror-movie wrong, just... off. Like the land itself remembered something it wished it could forget.

	He accelerated past the church, eager to leave it behind.

	The road climbed now, rising toward what might have been a ridgeline. On both sides, the forest had become a wall of green and shadow, impenetrable and somehow watchful. Marcus had the sudden irrational feeling that he was being observed, that eyes followed his progress from the darkness between the trees.

	"Get a grip," he said aloud, and his voice sounded strange in the car's interior, small and uncertain in a way he didn't like.

	The music wasn't helping anymore. It sounded tinny and distant, like it was coming from very far away. Marcus reached out to turn it up, but his hand hesitated over the controls. In the sudden quiet, he could hear other sounds: the rush of wind past the car, the hum of the tires, and underneath it all, something else. Something that might have been whispers, might have been the rustle of leaves, might have been nothing at all.

	He turned the music up instead, drowning out whatever he thought he'd heard.

	The road crested the ridge and began to descend. Marcus could see for miles now, rolling hills covered in forest, small farms tucked into valleys like secrets, and in the distance, the darker line that marked where civilization began again. It would take him at least another thirty minutes to reach it at this speed. Thirty minutes of this darkening road, this pressing forest, this growing sense that he'd driven into somewhere he shouldn't be.

	Marcus told himself he wasn't nervous. He was Marcus Hartwell. He didn't get nervous. He certainly wasn't going to be spooked by some empty country road just because the sun was setting and the trees looked creepy and his father had given him a stupid warning that was probably meant for lesser drivers anyway.

	But his hands were tight on the wheel now, and he found himself checking the rearview mirror more frequently, half-expecting to see... what? He didn't know.

	The road straightened out, running through what had once been farmland. Wooden fences lined the roadside, their posts leaning and rotted. An old tractor sat rusting in a field, its tires flat, its metal body slowly being consumed by vines. A farmhouse stood dark and empty on a distant hill, every window black, the front door hanging open like a mouth.

	How did people live out here? How did they stand the isolation, the silence, the way the darkness seemed to have weight and presence? Marcus was a city person, or at least a suburban person. He liked lights and noise and the constant confirmation that other people existed. This emptiness made him feel like he was the last person on Earth.

	His phone buzzed again. Marcus ignored it this time, both hands on the wheel, eyes fixed on the road ahead.

	The sky had deepened to purple now, and the first stars were appearing. Marcus turned on his high beams, and the world beyond his headlights disappeared entirely. He was in a bubble of light surrounded by darkness, moving through

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




