
  
    [image: Breakdown On Route Twenty-Nine]
  


  
    
      BREAKDOWN ON ROUTE TWENTY-NINE

    

    
      
        SEAN MONAGHAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Triple V Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY SEAN MONAGHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      SHORT MYSTERY FICTION

      Lake Summerfield Incident

      Ghost Beats

      Uninvited

      Off Into The Night

      The Man With The Hat

      98, 99, 100. Coming Ready Or Not.

      Tishomingo

      Maker of Gastropods

      Shells

      

      Visit seanmonaghan.com for more.

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 Sean Monaghan

      All rights reserved.

      Published by Triple V Publishing

      Cover images © Artushfoto | Dreamstime.com

      

      www.seanmonaghan.com

      Paperback isbn: 9798196409974

      

      Discover other titles by this author at:

      www.seanmonaghan.com

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and incidents described in this publication are used fictitiously, or are entirely fictional.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, except for fair use by reviewers or with written permission from the publisher. www.triplevpublishing.com

      No AI training: this work was entirely written by a human, and may not be used to train AI large language models, deep scraping or redistribution by any means.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Breakdown On Route Twenty-Nine

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Books By Sean Monaghan

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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
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