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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I love the thriller genre, especially when it gets gritty and dark. When it is  more than ‘by the numbers’. The genre has expanded over recent years (or perhaps decades), separating out from crime and mystery to stand on its own.

      I like to think that these stories here straddle across those genres a little, some leaning more one way, some leaning another.

      I had fun writing them all, and it was likewise fun bringing them together in this little collection. Thanks for picking it up. I hope you enjoy the stories within.

      Cheers

      Sean
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            BREAKDOWN ON ROUTE TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel’s little old Toyota hatch finally gave up with a clunk and squeal and the stench of oily smoke blasting through the interior.

      Should have known it was coming.

      Should have done something to head it off.

      He rolled down a window.

      Night chugged its cold way in through the opening. From nearby came the bark of a dog. A stand of pine trees ruffled and rustled in a growing breeze.

      Even before Claire opened her mouth, Gabriel knew what was coming. She was—at least, had been—asleep in the back seat.

      Oil, my friend, she would say. Check the water. Check the plugs. Check the battery.

      Gabriel had been bowling along thinking it might be useful to get the car serviced sometime. Running the gauntlet of traffic stops had to be heightening his tension, didn’t it?

      License and registration please. He’d heard that often enough.

      “Turn off the lights,” Claire said. “If the engine’s not running, then you’re just using up the battery.”

      “Yuh.” Gabriel clicked the end of the stalk and plunged them into darkness. The hood ticked, cooling in the night air. He’d managed to steer them onto the rough shoulder, so at least the car was mostly out of the traffic lane.

      An old, narrow road. The quickest way back from Livingston to Apple, where Claire was living now. She had the cutest little apartment above a garage. Her freelance design business was kind of taking off. Would that his own might do a little better.

      “So now?” she said, easily climbing through between the seats and plumping down next to him. She smelled sweetly of cloves and lavender and too little sleep.

      “I guess call a truck?” he said. “To come help. Tow us back to Livingston.” Gabriel reached into the central console for his phone, somewhere in there among the burger wrappers and change and balloons and button badges.

      Claire muttered something filthy. Gabriel’s older brother had been in the army, and Gabriel had heard far worse, but not from Claire. Mostly she was a picture of decorum.

      Gabriel reached for the overhead light. Clicked it on.

      There was his phone.

      Claire sat forward.

      “Turn it off,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Turn it off.” She batted his hand out of the way and turned off the light.

      “I was going to⁠—”

      “Hush. Look.”

      “Look where? I can’t see a thing.”

      Behind them, the glow of Livingston was barely visible. This part of Kansas, it was possible to find patches of near-pure darkness. Not quite the depths of dark skies like Chile or the middle of the Nevada desert, but still.

      “There,” Claire said, doubtless pointing, but invisible.

      “Tell me,” Gabriel said. “Left, right, up, down?”

      “Two o’clock. In the field there.”

      Two o’clock? Okay. As if the car’s roof was a clockface, with twelve across the hood and six across the hatch. He looked right, as if facing the two.

      Over in the fields there was a pair of lights. Like from a parked pickup. Maybe two hundred yards off.

      The lights flickered from time to time. People moving across in front. Silhouetted.

      Men. At least two of them.

      “Shovels,” Claire said. “They’re digging a hole.”

      “Farmers, right?” Gabriel said. “That’s what farmers do. Dig holes and put up fences. Harvest the corn and slaughter the animals.”

      He could sense her staring at him. As in, staring with a withering glance.

      “What?” he said.

      Claire sighed. A tiny click came from the overhead light, followed by a quiet clunk from her door, followed by a creak as it opened.

      Gabriel’s eyes were growing used to the darkness. He retrieved his phone. How much would a tow truck cost these days? Probably two hundred minimum, just to take the call. Then mileage and an hourly rate for the driver.

      All for putting a little oil into the car.

      “Don’t,” Claire whispered. She’d gotten out of the car and was leaning back in.

      “Don’t what?” Gabriel said.

      “Don’t turn on your phone. It will glow and give us away.” That was the click from the light. She’d turned it off so it didn’t automatically light up when she opened the door.

      “That’s fine,” Gabriel said. “I want to give us away. I want to get towed out of here.”

      “Just wait.”

      “I thought you needed to get home? Don’t you have a deadline?”

      “Sure. I’ll make that. A couple of sketches and a layout draft. Do it in my sleep.”

      “Your sleep?”

      “Sure. Something’s going on over there.”

      “Farm work.”

      “I’m not so sure. Climb over and come look with me.”

      “Climb over.”

      “You’ll make noise opening your door.”

      Gabriel’s mouth was dry. What was she talking about?

      “What do you think is going on over there?”

      “I saw a body.”

      “A what? No. How could you have⁠—”

      “Just get out and come look with me. If it’s nothing, then fine. If it’s a body, then we can call the police.”

      “I thought you didn’t want me to use my phone.”

      “Don’t be obsequious. Come look.” Claire’s dim, vague shape moved back from the open door.

      Obsequious. That was a word all right. He kind of knew what she meant, but still, he was going to have to look it up. If she would let him use his phone, he could do that right away.

      Instead, he shuffled around and moved across, careful not to bump the horn in the center of the wheel.

      Gabriel was a shade over six feet tall, which was okay, just for driving the little hatchback, but clambering around the inside was a whole other bucket of tuna. Easy enough for Claire, a head shorter than he was, and lithe and slim. She had the most amazing, long thin fingers. Remarkable that she’d never taken up the piano.

      Gabriel stepped out beside her.

      The pickup’s lights flickered again as one of the group moved. Perhaps there were three of them.

      “Surely they would have seen us when we pulled up,” Gabriel said. “We were stopped with the lights on for a minute or two.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not. After all, if they’re busy with burying a body, they might not even notice.”

      Gabriel looked back along the road. Route Twenty-Nine. It ran straight as a die, all the way back to Livingston, turning into Washington Road as the suburbs sprang up. The lights of a car shone at him. Maybe two, three miles off.

      “They’ll go right by,” he whispered. “They’ll see my wreck of a car and assume it’s abandoned.”

      “Stop muttering,” Claire said. “Come along. There are some trees we can use for cover.”

      “Cover?” As if they were on some assault. A ground team, working on reconnaissance before S.W.A.T. plunged in with armor and weapons and hand-held battering rams.

      The road had barely any shoulder along here, and there was a ditch that reeked of stagnant water. Already Claire was down in it, tromping along.

      The trees were tamaracks or something. Their sweet pine scent wafted around. A row of six or ten of them. Hard to tell in the darkness. A wire farm fence ran along on the other side of the ditch, following the line of the ditch and road, with the tree trunks just on the farm side.

      This was none of their business. Why was she thinking the worst? Why was she imagining nefarious deeds taking place in the pickup’s headlight wash? Couldn’t it just be farmers. Couldn’t the body just be a pig? Didn’t they have to bury or burn infected animals? Surely that was all that was happening here.

      Why assume it was a criminal activity?

      And if it was, why go closer?

      Still, he liked Claire, and trusted her. They’d known each other since high school. He’d been dating Emily Garvin and Claire had been dating Dave Milson. Both of those sweet little relationships had broken off around the same time, and Emily and Dave had gotten together. Like, the very next day.

      Claire had shown up in her parents’ Subaru, with a six pack of Budweiser, and they’d driven out to the lake. Gabriel had never even had a sip of beer before then.

      And since then, once a year—on the anniversary, how sad was that?—they would take a six pack and drive out to the lake and watch the sunset. Even as other relationships came and went. Claire would joke about the importance of rituals, and they would never even finish their second beers.

      Now, here he was, walking along a ditch with Claire, halfway between Livingston and Apple, car broken down, off to investigate whatever the farmers were doing.

      “Wait,” Claire said, stopping.

      Gabriel came up behind her. He was trying to stay out of the water, but not succeeding. His feet were cold.

      “What?” he said.

      “Hush. They’re leaving.”

      From the pickup came the hefty clunk of a door closing. Voices too. A metallic sound. Perhaps a shovel landing in the pickup’s tray.

      Claire moved forward. Gabriel stayed close.

      The pickup’s lights dimmed a fraction as the engine turned over. It revved. Then the lights were on the move.

      They shone out across the fields. As the pickup turned, the lights swept around.

      “Down!” Gabriel said, but the lights caught them full blast. Practically stung his eyes.

      “Run,” Claire said, and raced off along the ditch, feet splashing.

      She vanished into the darkness. Gabriel’s eyes were still flaring from the headlights.

      And the headlights stayed on him.

      The vehicle edged closer. The engine growled and thrummed. The lights were up on full beam. Dazzling.

      Gabriel took a step back. Then one forward. To follow Claire.

      “Hey, fella,” someone called from the pickup. “Hold on there.”

      The pickup edged closer to the fence.

      Gabriel held on. He stepped up onto the steep ditch’s bank to at least get his feet out of the water. They were new Converse boots he’d bought at Willoughby’s a couple of weeks back. Probably ruined now. Likewise his jeans’ cuffs had been soaked, and his Mickey Mouse socks.

      The pickup came to a stop. In the glare he couldn’t see the doors, but he heard the sound of them opening. Closing again. The engine idled loudly. A diesel clatter to it.

      “How are you doing there, fella?” one of them said. Male, older probably. There was something deep and husky and worn in the voice. Like some old blues singer, struggling to make ends meet on the theatre circuit around the south.

      “Fine I guess,” Gabriel said. “My feet are wet and cold.”

      “Teach you to go strolling around in the muck there. You lost?”

      Gabriel stood in the brilliance of the pickup’s lights. It was like being pinned by the searchlight in one of those prison escape movies.

      He looked back toward the car.

      “Had a breakdown,” he said, facing them again. Two dark silhouettes. One bigger, taller, with a cowboy hat—the one who’d spoken. The other had baseball cap. Aside from that he couldn’t make out any features at all.

      “A breakdown,” the younger one said. He had a long flashlight and he lifted it, shining it out toward the road. The beam picked out the little Toyota.

      “My own fault really,” Gabriel said. He was trembling. Surely they were just regular farm workers out doing whatever farm workers did after ten PM in the evening. “I’m lousy at keeping the old thing going. You know, oil and such. People tell me, but I kind of just don’t get around to it.”

      “Head in the clouds?” the older one said.

      “That’s me. Teachers always complained that I was a daydreamer.”

      “We need the daydreamers, that’s for sure. The accountants and lawyers and politicians sure aren’t getting us anywhere.”

      They both laughed.

      “Yes,” Gabriel said. “I’ve heard that. Say, you couldn’t lend me a hand could you? I don’t know, maybe a little oil.”

      “A little oil.” The older man’s silhouette shifted, left arm bending, perhaps to rub his chin.

      “Kind of busy,” the younger one said.

      “Well now, that’s never a reason to not lend a helping hand. We’re rural folks after all.”

      “Yes we are.”

      “We might even have a gallon of oil in back of the truck. Why don’t you come on over and we’ll see what we can do.”

      “Tim,” the younger one said, “if the car’s broke down already, no amount of oil you pour in now is gonna fix it. More like he needs a tow.”

      Tim waited a beat. Tsked with his mouth. He was right up at the fence now.

      “Well,” he said. “It’s always worth a shot. Come on over, fella. What’s your name now?”

      “Gabriel.” But Gabriel was rooted to the spot.

      Tim’s silhouette revealed what had to be a gun strapped to his waist. Holster. Open carry. Not that any of that mattered out here on their own land.

      “You even know how to climb a fence?” the younger one said, shining the light onto a fat post. “Just stay close to the pole. Don’t go stretching the wires up.”

      “I know how to climb a fence,” Gabriel said, taking a step. His Converse splashed into the murky ditch water.

      What had happened to Claire? Should he call her over?

      He glanced along the road.

      “Something off that way?” the younger one said.

      “Apple,” Gabriel said. “Wondering how far along I am. Wondering if none of this works out if it’ll be easier to walk there, or to walk back to Livingston.” He started up the far side of the ditch.

      “Well,” Tim said. “What you have there is a conundrum. You’re about a mile closer to Apple, but there’s no one out there with a tow truck. Not even a repair shop that’s open. Now Livingston, on the other hand, is bigger and better equipped. But farther away.”

      “Either way, I hope the oil works, and I won’t have to worry.”

      “Nope, you won’t have to worry.”

      Gabriel was almost at the fence.

      The younger one whispered something to Tim, but Gabriel didn’t catch it. The flashlight flicked back to where they’d been. A low mound of dug-over earth there.

      Just farmers. Burying a pig or something. Fixing a water supply for an animal trough. It had to be something like that.

      He reached the fence. Put his hand on one of the uprights.

      A solid round of wood, as if cut right from a tree, with just the bark stripped off. Gabriel put one foot up on the middle wire, right in close to the wood. He vaulted over.

      Landed awkwardly. His right foot slid out on the slick grass.

      The younger of the men grabbed Gabriel’s left elbow, steadying him.

      “Watch it fella. What’ve you got on your feet there? Sandshoes? They are going to get just ruined out here.” He didn’t let go of Gabriel’s elbow.

      “I was not expecting to be out here.”

      Tim took Gabriel’s other elbow. Tugged Gabriel along a step. The younger one kept hold too. Iron grips.

      Gabriel couldn’t help glancing back toward the road. Where was Claire? If she had any sense she would be walking to Apple. Maybe she would come back with the cops.

      “Tell us what you saw here, Gabriel,” Tim said.

      “Saw?” He had seen something, then. Suspicious. Tim wouldn’t have asked the question otherwise.

      “When you broke down back there.” Tim shifted his grip a little higher. Onto Gabriel’s bicep.

      “Trees,” Gabriel said. “The ditch. The fence. The lights of your pickup. I tell you it was kind of a relief that you were right here.”

      From far off came the drone of a small aircraft. Maybe just taking off from Livingston Field. It seemed very distant, as if highlighting the isolation.

      “The lights of our pickup?” The younger one flicked the flashlight beam into Gabriel’s eyes.

      “You were parked right here.” Gabriel blinked. Turned away. “Farm work. I guess that happens at all hours. No nine to five for you all.” Gabriel tried to laugh but it came out more as a cough.

      “Shine the light down, Josh,” Tim said. He had his head turned and his right hand held up, blocking the beam.

      “Sorry.” The flashlight shone back at the ground. Then, “How long were you there?”

      “How long?” Gabriel said. They were heading toward the pickup. The lights blazed at them. Far stronger than the flashlight.

      “You broke down,” Josh said. “Did you get right out and come to find us? Or did you try and fix it yourself.”

      Gabriel snorted. “Me and cars, you know.”

      “No. What does that mean? Like, you can’t fix your own car?”

      “Exactly. I know where to put the water and I know where to put the oil. Beyond that it just looks like thoracic surgery to me.”

      “That’s funny, but I get it. You should learn. Take some shop classes. Then you wouldn’t be stuck out here on Route Twenty-Nine with a couple of strangers you probably shouldn’t trust.”

      “Don’t have to stay strangers,” Tim said.

      They were halfway to the pickup now. Ten yards off. The glare of the lights was eye-watering.

      Tim was angling them toward the side. As if heading around to the tailgate.

      When they reached the front corner, Josh tugged Gabriel to a stop.

      “What did you see?” he said.

      “Josh,” Tim said. “Leave it be. He’s just some guy who broke down.” Tim let go of Gabriel’s elbow.

      “No. He saw something. We don’t even know how long he was watching. I didn’t see him drive up. Did you? Maybe he shut off the engine and the lights a mile back and coasted in all quiet like.”

      “Let’s just give him some oil and let him be on his way.”

      “Oil ain’t gonna do squat. This guy needs to learn to fix his own car.”

      “He does indeed. Or at least to keep it better maintained. In the meantime, we can send him on his way, and he won’t even remember seeing us.”

      “Will you remember us?” Josh said. “Gabriel? Are you going to remember what you saw here?”

      “I have a pretty lousy memory,” Gabriel said. It didn’t sound convincing at all. If they’d just driven over and given him oil and been on their way, that’s all he would know.

      His eyes flicked out toward the low mound. It was just visible. Deep red in the wash from the taillights. Next to the mound was a black shape. A hole in the grass.

      A grave.

      Gabriel shuddered.

      When he’d been six, they’d buried his grandmother and he knew now it had traumatized him. The huge pile of earth. The coffin his father and uncle and aunt and strangers had carried. The mechanical whir as they lowered her, people dressed in black sniffing and dabbing at their eyes.

      Not a grave here, though. Unless the hole for burying a pig counted as a grave. Because that’s what it had to be. Livestock.

      “Lousy memory, huh?” Josh said. “Like your lousy memory about keeping your car maintained?”

      “Exactly,” Gabriel said. “Daydreamer, remember?”

      “I remember that.”

      Josh let go of Gabriel’s arm and went to the pickup. It was high, with chunky tires. A crew cab. There was someone else inside, hidden in the shadows.

      Tim looked over the tray’s side and reached in. Things clanked and bumped and a moment later he pulled out a white plastic gallon oil container.

      “Here we go,” he said, heading back.

      “Why are you doing this Tim? You hauled him over here just as much as me. You want to stick him in the hole too?”

      Tim sighed.

      “Well now,” he said. “Things were going just fine. But then you just start piping up. Making it more difficult with every passing moment. Maybe you should go in the hole too.”

      “Ah, screw you Tim.” Josh let go of Gabriel’s arm. Josh’s hand moved to his waist.

      “Josh, Josh,” Tim said. “You tell this guy he needs a better memory. Well, you need to stop being a hothead. Got us in this mess to begin with. And it’s never going to get us out, that’s the truth.”

      Josh pushed his jaw forward. The action pulled his lip back, and he ran his tongue over it.

      The pickup’s engine started. Loud and sudden in the quiet of the countryside.

      Right away it leapt forward. Chugged off toward the trees. Picked up speed.

      Josh swore and cursed. Tim stood there, open-mouthed.

      Gabriel just stared.

      Josh ran after the pickup. He would never catch it.

      “What’s going on?” Gabriel said. The pickup’s lights flared across the tamaracks. The vehicle was turning.

      Tim focused on Gabriel.

      “I...” Tim stammered. “Someone with you?”

      So that’s what had happened to Claire. Incorrigible woman. Gabriel smirked, but that vanished right away as Tim’s hand went to the butt of his gun.

      Gabriel lifted his hands. Right in front of his chest. Palms out.

      He was sweating. But he was cold.

      His feet were numb.

      He stepped back.

      “I axed you a question.” Tim’s voice had a gravelly growl to it now.

      “Just me,” Gabriel said. Great. Claire had snuck around and stolen their pickup and it was going to get him shot.

      “Just you?”

      “I...” Gabriel hesitated. “You haven’t seen my car,” he managed. “No one likes to ride with me.”

      Tim snorted. “Nice try. Who is it? Someone with more smarts than you, clearly.”

      From toward the trees came the crack of a gunshot.

      Gabriel jerked. His body felt momentarily electrical. Sizzling. Not shot. Just startled.

      “Josh, you idiot!” Tim shouted. “Don’t shoot the truck.”

      “I’m not shooting at the truck.” Josh’s voice came from the darkness. “I’m firing warning shots.”

      Another gunshot.

      Gabriel jerked again, but the sizzle was absent.

      “Josh!” Tim took a step forward. He was still holding the oil container.

      Another gunshot.

      Tim cursed. “He’s going to end up hitting someone.”

      As far as Gabriel could tell, there was no one else within miles, but the point was clear. Firing wild shots off into the dark could have all kinds of nasty consequences.

      “Josh!” Tim called again. He took another step toward the trees.

      Gabriel stepped back.

      And took another step.

      The pickup’s taillights were following the line of the fence. Heading toward Apple.

      Except not on the road. In a field.

      A field bounded by other fences. If it actually was Claire, how far would she get?

      Tim’s focus was entirely on Josh now. Gabriel took another step. Three yards between them.

      Another step. Four yards. Why did it seem important to create some space? With guns involved, a few yards didn’t make much difference.

      Handguns, though. Less accurate than rifles.

      Maybe he should get down on the ground.

      Another gunshot.

      “Josh!” Tim called.

      The pickup turned. The headlights showed the line of the fence posts and wires that ran perpendicular to the road.

      Gabriel caught a glimpse of Josh running in the backwash of the lights.

      “The man is an idiot,” Tim said, turning to face Gabriel. “I should have put him into the hole too.”

      Gabriel’s mouth was dry again.

      Tim strode toward him. Lifted the oil container. Thrust it at him.

      Gabriel grabbed it.

      “You should forget all this,” Tim said. “Go take care of your car. You might want to avoid Route Twenty-Nine for a while.”

      “I...” Gabriel swallowed.

      Tim shook his head.

      “Against my better judgement,” he said. “But get out of here. Now. Never come back. Never speak of this. Clear?”

      The pickup rumbled along. Following the fence. Another fence loomed at the edge of the headlights’ reach.

      “Clear?” Time said.

      “Absolutely. Yes.”

      Tim took another step closer. He put his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder.

      “There are sometimes things,” Tim said, “about which it is better to not know too much. Things which work best without outside interference.”

      “I understand,” Gabriel said. “You won’t see me again.”

      “Good lad.”

      The pickup had turned again. Followed the far bounding fence. Maybe it wasn’t Claire at all. Maybe it was just one of the people involved in something that worked best without outside interference.

      Gabriel began backing away toward the road once more.

      No amount of oil you pour in now is gonna fix it, Josh had said. More like he needs a tow.

      Tim started walking toward the far fence. Maybe he and Josh would just wander around like that as the pickup circumnavigated the field until the gas ran out.

      Gabriel backed slowly toward the fence where his car lay. At least Josh had stopped shooting now.

      The pickup turned again. Kind of in the middle of its route. It hadn’t reached the next bounding fence.

      It turned toward him.

      The headlights picked out the mound and the hole in the ground.

      There was something lying on the ground there.

      A hoodie. Dead and discarded. White.

      Blood on it?

      The pickup picked up speed. It bobbed and rocked on the ground.

      For a split second, the headlights shone full against the small mound of earth. Showed up the hole from which it had come.

      Something lying inside.

      Skin. An arm. A back.

      Not a pig.

      Blood on it.

      The original owner of the bloodied hoodie.

      Gabriel retched. He stumbled back.

      The pickup kept coming. Tim was watching it. Josh was circling back around.

      The headlights glared at Gabriel.

      The pickup was almost upon him.

      He wanted to run, but he was rooted right there.

      A body. A dead body. In a shallow grave.

      The pickup roared in. Close.

      The brakes jammed on. The whole thing slid. Turned slowly. The driver’s window was down.

      Claire was right there.

      Behind the wheel.

      “Get in, bozo! We don’t have long.”

      Her voice jerked Gabriel from his reverie.

      A body.

      Gabriel grabbed the crew cab’s back door. Yanked it open. He leaped inside.

      And the pickup was moving again. Even before the door had closed.

      “Are you all right?” Claire said.

      “Yes. There was a body.”

      “I saw it when I snuck around. What were you doing with them?”

      “They saw me.” Gabriel sat up. “They were trying to figure out what I was doing here. What’s the plan now?” They couldn’t just drive around endlessly.

      “Through the fence,” Claire said.

      “You can’t drive through the fence.”

      “Wanna bet? This here is two tons of sheer Detroit muscle. Put on your seatbelt.”

      “Sheesh, Claire.” But Gabriel shuffled across and pulled out the belt. It locked several times with the bouncing.

      “Slow down a second,” Gabriel said.

      “No can do. We’ll be through in five seconds.”

      Gabriel managed to get the seatbelt out. He snapped the buckle into the lock.

      “Hold on!” Claire shouted.

      They hit the fence hard. Gabriel jerked forward. Glad of the seatbelt.

      The wires made terrible scraping sounds against the bodywork.

      The engine revved. Hard. Loud.

      The tires spun against the earth.

      Claire swore.

      “We need to go,” Gabriel said.

      “I’m trying,” Claire said.

      “I mean out of the pickup. On foot.” Gabriel looked through the back window, across the tray. In the red light gloom he couldn’t see either of the men.

      Claire kept revving. The pickup rocked.

      Gabriel opened his door.

      “We need to run,” he said. “On foot.”

      “Close the door.”

      The pickup’s revs died away. Claire adjusted the gear lever.

      “We need to go on foot,” Gabriel said. “You can’t drive through a fence.”

      “They’ll catch us.”

      “They’ll catch us if we stay here.”

      “They have guns.” Claire began backing up.

      Gabriel looked again. Even with the pickup’s reversing lights on, he still couldn’t see the men.

      The tires slid again.

      Claire cursed.

      Gabriel closed his door.

      Right away it opened again.

      Tim stood there. He grabbed Gabriel’s jacket. Tried to haul him out.

      Gabriel’s seatbelt held him in place.

      The pickup jerked forward again. Twisted away to the left.

      Tim stumbled back.

      The pickup slewed around.

      The right side scraped against the fence. The squealing was terrible.

      Then they were moving fast again.

      Another gunshot cracked.

      Claire drove faster. She followed the fence. Turned again as they came toward the corner.

      “Going to just drive around and around?” Gabriel said. “Hope they don’t shoot us?”

      “I saw a gate,” Claire said.

      Claire circumnavigated the field once more. Came up to the fence by the road again. This time, beyond the tamaracks.

      There was a gate. Steel framed. Cyclone wire.

      The pickup stalled.

      “Get out,” Claire said. “Open the gate.”

      “What if it’s locked?”

      “We won’t know until you go to open it.” Claire thumbed the truck’s starter button.

      Gabriel got out. Went to the front of the pickup.

      A flashlight shone across the field. Approaching. Tim or Josh.

      Gabriel went to the latch side of the gate. The metal was cold.

      The pickup turned over. Died again.

      It was pretty new. It shouldn’t have any problems starting.

      “Gabriel!” Tim shouted from out in the dark. “Let’s call this a misunderstanding. Just don’t take the truck.”

      The gate’s latch was a just two pieces of metal. One on the other, with a pivot. It should have been simple but right at the moment, it seemed complicated.

      The flashlight was drawing closer.

      Gabriel tried to twist the latch. Tugged at it. The thing didn’t shift.

      “Where are you going to go?” Tim called. “Your car’s right there. We can find you.”

      The metal clicked. The pivot shifted. The gate released.

      Gabriel pushed on the gate. It came up on the post.

      He needed to pull it.

      Turning, he pulled the gate back. It jammed up against the pickup’s bumper.

      The flashlight was almost at him.

      “Back up!” Gabriel shouted, realizing that it applied both to Claire in the pickup and Tim with the flashlight.

      “Listen,” Tim said. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      Gabriel looked around. Where was Josh? Had he secretly snuck around the way that Claire had? Surely there hadn’t been time.

      The pickup’s engine started. The vehicle lurched back.

      Gabriel pushed the gate out of the way.

      The pickup began edging forward.

      He saw movement from the corner of his eye.

      Josh.

      Gabriel ducked. Ran back. He grabbed the passenger door handle. Yanked the door open. Grabbed the internal handle.

      Felt a hand on his shoulder.

      “Hold on!” Claire said.

      The pickup jumped forward. Just about yanked Gabriel off his feet.

      He scrambled. Clambered in.

      Then they were bumping up and out. An entryway across the ditch.

      Back on tarmac.

      Gabriel’s heart pounded fit to burst. His skin was clammy.

      The tires roared on the stone-chip bitumen surface. Cool air blew in through the vents. The interior smelled new. Carpet glue and Simonize.

      They were heading toward Apple.

      “Here’s what I figure,” Claire said. “I’ll drive home, then you can take the pickup and go to the Livingston police department.”

      “Home? You want to go home?”

      “I’m tired. Remember I was sleeping in the back of your car? And I’ve got a big day tomorrow. Contracts and deadlines, you know how it is.”

      “I do. But still, we both need to go to the police. This pickup is stolen now, even if we were using it to escape those two.”

      Iron grips on his arms, and gunshots, and a body in a shallow grave.

      Claire sighed.

      “Also,” Gabriel said. “Thanks for saving my butt back there. They were going to shoot me for sure. Toss me on top of that other poor guy.”

      “They were not.”

      “After they’d emptied my wallet and stolen my phone.”

      “You are so full of nonsense.”

      “You didn’t meet them.”

      Claire was quiet for a moment.

      Far in the distance, the vague glow of Apple showed. Just a few streetlights and a few blocks of houses, a struggling gas station, a little convenience store and a Mexican restaurant.

      “We should go to the police,” Gabriel said. “Right now.”

      He held his hands up so that he could see them.

      He was trembling.

      Claire sighed again.

      “All right,” she said, and let the pickup slow. “But if I miss my deadlines, it’s on you.”

      Which was fair enough, really. If he’d just put some oil in the car, they never would have ended up in this pickle.

      Claire swung the pickup through a K turn and started back toward Livingston.

      “I’m sorry,” Gabriel said. “I’ll take better care of my next car.”

      “Next car?” Claire said. “You have a car.”

      “No. I’m done with that one.”

      In moments they flashed by the open gate. Tim and Josh stood there, and watched them go by.

      The tamaracks stood mute, then the broken down remains of Gabriel’s sad ancient little Toyota.

      He turned and watched it recede in the taillights.

      Yep. Definitely time for a new car.
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