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      It’s a dark, moonless July night in central Florida. Twenty miles south of the town of Tavares on State Route 561, a pair of yellowed headlights cut through the murkiness. The car is a 2010 Ford Taurus; silver, with a small ding on the rear driver’s side door. Behind the wheel is George Wilman, a chemical engineer. At fifty-three, he was closing in on a sooner-than-expected retirement with a government pension. Now, on this humid summer evening, he was on the run.

      Four hours earlier, George had been a department head at a top-secret, found on no maps government test facility. He held this position for the last six months, having moved on from an R&D position with Dow Chemical to what proved to be a “too good to be true” opportunity. George asked many questions before he accepted the offer. In hindsight, George supposed the interviewer handled most—if not all—of his questions too quickly and with a smile that was too plastic. Now, he realized how much was clear.

      George looked into the rearview mirror, expecting headlights. There were none. Unfamiliar with the area, he didn’t know what amount of traffic was normal for this stretch of road. In his state of heightened awareness, everything seemed ominous, including the absence of other travelers. A scan of the console showed it was 11:11 p.m. He had covered nearly two hundred miles without incident, a fact that did little to ease his anxiety.

      He threw another glance in the rearview, glimpsing himself. His face was as white as the elsewhere moon. His hair—disheveled and thinning—bore fresh streaks of white that appeared over the past few hours. Dime-sized beads of sweat dotted his brow. He swiped at them violently with his forearm, nearly knocking his wire-rimmed glasses onto the floor. The cabin of the car was silent, save for a bit of road noise and the dull thumping of his pulse in his ears.

      He took several deep breaths in through his nose, attempting to stave off his growing sense of panic. It worked, his heart rate slow down. He arched his back to stretch it out and let a large exhale out through his mouth, which ended with his lips flapping together. Bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbb. George erupted in laughter, his guffaws releasing some of the pent up tension that seemed to occupy every cell in his body. Some poor facsimile of relaxation washed over him.

      “George.”

      The Taurus swerved hard, first onto the soft shoulder, then into the southbound lane. George was sure that he had shit himself as he fought to maintain control of both the machine and his emotions. As the car settled back safely into the northbound lane, George began thinking. Had it been his cell phone? That he threw it out five minutes after he left the facility rendered that option an impossibility. Had he imagined it? Was he cracking up completely? Those options seemed absolutely plausible.

      Then the voice returned. “Geeeoooo-ooooorrrge.” The singsong tone deeply unnerved him. “Calm down George. Don’t have an accident.” 

      The sarcastic emphasis on the word accident unnerved him further.

      “Wha-what?” George asked. He fought to maintain his composure.

      Silence. George took another deep breath and tried again.

      “Who is this?”

      After a brief silence, George got his answer.

      “The boogeyman.”

      The response came devoid of any joviality, the tone deadly serious. There was a brief silence before a cold, joyless laugh burst through the speakers. If he hadn’t shit himself before, he sure as hell had now. George scanned the rearview again, finding no headlights, no vehicular silhouettes, nothing but the inky black night. A flicked switch turned on the interior lights. He cast a couple of quick peeks into the backseat. 

      Laughter again filled the cabin. “I’m not in the car, George.” The statement was heavy with condescension.

      “Where are you then?” George was getting angry as the question left his lips.

      The reply he got was terse. “Around.”

      George’s heart rate was up again, though this time due to anger. He decided to use it. “Fuck off then. If you work for who I think you do, you’ll be a prison pass-around soon.”

      George smiled, momentarily forgetting why he was on the run and from where. He was also trying to forget that this disembodied voice belonged to someone who wanted to stop him from running. Because of what he was dealing with, he also needed to forget that a well-funded attempt to stop him was underway, following a ‘by any means necessary’ philosophy. He took a small amount of solace in knowing that he had initiated a contingency plan before hitting the road.

      No response came, and George began another visual scan. No other traffic; sixty-one miles per hour. He had just turned his gaze back to the road when an alert started beeping in the car, drawing his attention back to the instrument cluster. There it was:

      LOW FUEL

      “Shit,” George muttered.

      “Georgie, looks like you need some gas.” Great, the voice was back. “You’re fourteen miles south of Tavares, George. There’s a twenty-four-hour Shell station on Duncan. Tell you what, I’ll send it to your navigation system.”

      “Yeah, right,” George said. 

      He shook his head and let out a brief chuckle. Fatigued from driving, he started rolling his head around loosely, sliding his right hand up to his face to rub his eyes. Through his partially closed eyes, George noticed some illumination. Thinking it could be oncoming traffic, he returned his eyes to the road. It was empty. The light was coming from the console, specifically the car’s navigation screen.

      “What the hell?” George pushed the words out with a grunt.

      “Don’t you love modern cars?” the voice asked. “Full of computerized systems with backdoors.”

      George looked around the interior, realizing the voice was correct. There was the navigation system, the computers determining engine performance, and those monitoring endless amounts of data about the vehicle. The emergency response system featured two-way voice communication. Great for getting help after an accident or a flat tire, not so much when you’re running from a top-secret government facility. Real-time GPS tracking added to that fact.

      “Okay George, here’s the deal.” The sickly humorous tone disappeared, replaced by a smooth, matter-of-fact one. “You’re going to follow the directions to the Shell station. Then you’re going to fill the tank and return to the facility. You are not to talk to anyone. Do not call anyone, do not flee on foot.” Then the campy quality returned in his voice. “You might want to grab a Red Bull or two.”

      So there it was. The instructions did not surprise George at all, however, he could not comply. He had, on an instinctual level, a vivid idea of what was in store for him if he returned to the facility. It would start with “casual” conversation, most likely with a member of the security team. Facility leadership would be there, of course. They would want to know his thoughts. Then, they would tell him he was wrong and why.

      That, naturally, would be a lie. George knew what he had stumbled upon. He had seen the documents, obtained samples, and studied them. He could lie, pretend to believe their explanations and play along, but to what end? What would his long-term plan be? Try to run again? No way. After this, his every movement would fall under intense scrutiny. He wouldn’t make it five miles. Then again, none of that mattered. He wasn’t going back, not on their terms.

      Without a doubt, George knew he would never leave that facility alive. Even if he tried to play ball with them, they would surely see through his ruse. A man in his position, privy to such damning information, was a liability. He had sealed his fate the second he skipped town. If he hadn't run, things might be different. George dismissed these thoughts. There was no chance he would return. He would take his chances.

      Guided by logic, George knew exactly what his outlook was; the word good was nowhere in the description. He accepted that before leaving earlier that evening, and nothing had changed. Danger aside, he would follow through with his plan. He had both hard and digital copies of the incriminating paperwork, composed of internal e-mail printouts, memorandums, and white pages. He had a heavy-duty case containing samples, some of which contained modified human tissue, others comprising heretofore-unknown metallic and carbon-based material.

      His plan began with that. Two weeks before, George mailed out packages to trusted associates who were far removed from anything related to the facility and the experiments conducted there. Inside the packages were more copies of the damning paperwork and samples. He didn’t believe that the samples posed any immediate physical risk to the recipients, though that did not ensure anyone’s safety.

      He sent each conferee a separate letter instructing them not to open the packages under any circumstance. They were told to destroy the packages if any suspicious characters started asking questions. The letters advised the recipients to forward the packages to a third party, one individual for each package, along with postage-paid shipping labels. In each case, the third party was a journalist; some with larger outfits, while others were independent researchers.

      With everything running through his mind, George couldn’t help but think of Edward Marsh. Edward had been in charge of what George was told were “agricultural enhancements,” though George later found out that was a vague euphemism for genetic engineering. Edward had been at the facility for six months before George’s arrival, and his superiors tasked him with researching advanced cancer treatments. The fact they recruited him under this guise became even more sinister because he lost his wife to ovarian cancer a year before being offered the job.

      Bastards.

      Two months ago, Edward stumbled upon some mislabeled tissue samples while working on a regimen that targeted inoperable brain tumors. He discovered these samples contained three separate elements: human brain tissue, an unidentified organic material, and an unknown metallic alloy. Weeks of research failed to match the organic material to any known human or animal tissue. He had metallurgists test the alloys, again yielding no known matches. A naturally curious person, he pushed forward with his search.

      Edward first went to an area supervisor who didn’t mince words in telling him to focus on his own assigned research. Shortly after his brief conversation with the supervisor, the head of research and development summoned Edward to his office. Not yet sensing anything nefarious, Edward presented his findings on the strange samples and reached out for input. He was told in no uncertain terms to drop it, forget about it, and refocus on his research. Disheartened, Edward returned to his lab.

      Soon after, both his peers and subordinates alike effectively ostracized Edward. This only steeled his resolve. If his superiors had merely indulged his curiosity, even by lying to his face, he would have moved on with his research and forgotten all about the mysterious samples. The fact he met with such abrasive resistance not only worried him, it fed his curiosity. Security had searched his lab and confiscated the samples. That sealed it. He needed to know what was happening.

      The following week, after a few more brusque conversations, Edward sought outside assistance. He kept one sample, which he relabeled as spinal glioma, lined up with empty vials in a broken centrifuge. After leaving for home on a Thursday, he placed the vial containing the sample in his left shoe. The night before, he had taken an X-Acto knife and hollowed out part of the sole and heel and lined it will a thin layer of packing foam. With the sample tucked into this hidden compartment, he headed out.

      George knew nothing else about Edward's experience at the facility. After that Thursday, May the sixth, the cancer researcher never returned to the facility. On Sunday the ninth, Edward died in a single vehicle accident on Route 561. With a shudder, George realized it happened on the same road which he had been traveling. 

      Just over a week after the accident, a clerical worker delivered several boxes of paperwork to George’s office. This paperwork—tied to Marsh’s research—should have gone straight to administration. Gotta love government fuck-ups.

      The boxes, unsealed and unlabeled, lacked any restrictive designation, so George leafed through them. Most of the paperwork detailed various tests for treatments on a wide range of brain tumors, results, and next steps. After a few minutes, George was ready to close the box up and call the area admin to retrieve it. Just as he was about to replace the lid, a printed e-mail caught his eye:

      MYSTERIOUS BIO SAMPLES ORIG DESTINED FOR CHEM ENG

      Chemical engineering (CHEM ENG) was George’s department, and he was wholly unaware of any incoming biological samples. The e-mail recipient had been redacted, leaving George no clue who the correspondence was originally sent to. What the writing laid out shook him to his core. It detailed a binding genetic sample, which contained an unknown metallic component. It reported that specific radio frequencies generated an electrical response in the metal, but the purpose was unknown. His interest piqued, George read on.

      After covering the research results, the bulk of the document speculated on a use for what Edward stumbled upon. As it continued, Edward theorized the sample represented an original set from which copies were to be synthesized. Once the facility created an acceptable quantity, they would make the material into pellets designed for use with a new water treatment apparatus that was being developed at the facility. 

      George had struggled to believe what he read.

      Upon his hiring, George was told that the extensive project his department would tackle was a new, highly efficient water treatment method. The goal was to treat larger quantities with greater efficacy in contaminant removal, rendering water unusable in current systems potable. Edward’s e-mail contained a very detailed breakdown of the “how” and it lined up with the water treatment outline almost verbatim. This sent up red flags for George, flags that were heightened as he embarked on the same path that proved lethal for Edward.

      If the thesis of the late Dr. Marsh was correct, the consequences were dire. The system George was working on used highly concentrated chlorine pellets at various stages to aid in making the large quantities of water drinkable. Due consideration to what he just read, George thought about the enormous amount of water that would flow into communities from Dade County to The Keys, water contaminated with this strange substance. The sheer scope made George’s head swim.

      George pored over all the documentation from Edward’s lab, neglecting his own work. He saw Edward’s notes about his encounters with security, with the R&D head, and the deteriorating relationships with those in his department. He purposely avoided bringing this up to anyone at the facility, knowing the end Edward met. Singular copies were made of everything deemed pertinent, which he would later smuggle out in his briefcase to make additional copies. 

      That evening, after ensuring all the original paperwork was back in the box, George called the area admin office and reported the misplaced box. He mentally rehearsed what he would say: someone left a box of reports in his office. Thinking they related to his own project, he opened the unlabeled box, whereupon he saw documents on cancer treatment research. Upon realizing they were not for him, he closed the box, contents intact.

      Within five minutes, an official from admin (accompanied by two members of security) arrived at George’s office. The official, who George did not recognize, was a young woman wearing a black suit. Her blonde hair pulled up into a bun, with tendrils spilling out on one side. She appeared somewhat bedraggled and George got a sense that it relieved her to see the missing box. She thanked him for reporting the error and apologized for the inconvenience. 

      George assured her there was no need to apologize; he understood how important it was for the research reports to get to their proper home. The young woman nodded before offering a sheepish grin. She turned to the guard on her left, a large gentleman with a thick, black mustache, and tipped her head toward the box. The man sighed, showing he didn’t appreciate the means by which she conveyed her request, and scooped the box up. He glanced at George before turning and following the woman out. The second guard gave an affirmative nod to George before heading out, pulling the door closed as he left.

      The following week, he seemed to draw extra attention from facility security. By Wednesday of that week, Timothy Hanford—the head of R&D—summoned George to his office. Hanford asked him about the project’s progress; George simply replied on schedule. Hanford nodded, producing a sound George could best describe as a hum of agreement. George felt slightly uneasy, but kept his composure. That Hanford was looking at some report the entire time elevated George’s wariness.

      George was just about to excuse himself when Hanford spoke again. “I understand we sent some documents to you in error. Is that correct?”

      On a superficial level, this didn’t worry George. This was a government facility and fuck-ups were a regular occurrence. On a deeper level, the implications of what George had seen, paired with what happened to Edward Marsh, scared him. Badly. He was certain that Hanford somehow knew everything. He was sure Hanford had long since notified the facility’s higher ups and that there was a plan to take care of the chemical engineer who knew too much.

      Hanford finally looked up from the paper and turned his gaze to George. “Well?”

      The word hung in the air, looming like the last chance for George to bare his soul and beg for mercy. Then again, maybe not.

      “Correct,” George said. His voice was calm and even. “Something to do with brain cancer treatments. At least, that’s how they labeled the reports. I glanced at them, saw they were not for my department, and called the admin for transfer, per protocol.”

      Hanford continued to eye George, silently appraising the answer. After a dozen seconds of silence, a slight smile appeared on his lips, though the smile never touched his eyes. “Good man. Well, George, you are good to go. We’re looking forward to your continued progress.”

      There was a growing silence; George wondered if that was the end of the conversation. It wasn’t.

      “Is everything ready for the first installation?” Hanford’s gaze never left George, who nodded his head affirmatively.

      He extended his hand to George, who shook it as he was standing up. As he turned to leave, he noticed the spartan decoration in the office. There were no happy pictures of Hanford with his wife and kids (assuming he had either; George did not know). No framed degrees or commendations, just four walls covered in drab mint green paint. It was the sort of color George believed could drive a man mad with prolonged exposure. He was two steps from reaching the hallway when Hanford said six words that simultaneously scared him shitless and cemented in his mind that he could not turn back.

      “Shame about Edward, isn’t it George?”

      George shuddered, praying to God that Hanford hadn’t seen it. He turned his head and saw the man at the desk had returned his attention to the report.

      “Yes,” George said. “I didn’t know him personally, but I gather he was a good man, an excellent scientist.”

      Hanford showed no sign that he registered the reply; George closed the door as he stepped out. He started back toward his own office, dabbing the cuff of his lab coat against his damp forehead as he exhaled sharply. He had everything ready he needed to send out the packages except for the one thing that would tie everything together: samples of the bio-metallic tissue. George could take care of that with a little luck.

      One page that George had copied from the late Dr. Marsh’s files was a location, offsite, that served as a storage facility for more samples. It seemed the good doctor had smuggled out multiple samples in his shoe heel leading up to his untimely death. He found this out almost by accident, as Marsh wrote it in the middle of an unsubmitted research proposal. One corner of this proposal was stuck inside the lid of the box when George first opened it, falling loose onto the floor as he removed the lid.

      George had punched the coordinates up while devising his master plan and saw that it was a field approximately twenty-two miles north of the facility. George had a shovel in his garage, and he hoped it would be the only tool that he needed. He realized there was a substantial possibility someone at the facility already knew this and retrieved the material. He also weighed the chance there would be people lying in wait for someone to come and attempt to steal the samples. George tried to push these thoughts out of his mind.

      George was about ten feet from his office door when a voice called out to him. He stopped dead in his tracks, fearing it was a member of the security team. This is it, he thought to himself. They’ll escort me out to a car, drive me out to a swamp, and make me to disappear. George exhaled as he turned toward the voice. Waving at him, clipboard in hand, was an oily faced young man with bright red hair. With a deep sense of relief, George recognized him as a clerk from logistics.

      The clerk informed him that a shipment had arrived for his department, along with specific instructions that he had to sign for it. He couldn't think of anything that the manager couldn’t sign for. All inbound containers were simply unloaded and then moved to the appropriate area with explicit instructions that, under no circumstances, were any crates to be opened prior to reaching their intended destination. The project lead had to be present for the uncrating. This was a security measure, enforced for every department in the facility.

      The two walked to the main loading dock, as the paperwork explicitly forbade the pallet to be unloaded before verification and signature. Again, this struck George as odd, but he brushed it off as he followed the young man down another cavernous hallway. As they walked, George again noted the muted, depressing coloring on the walls. Instead of the straight out of the sixties green that adorned Hanford’s office, the facade here was a dull pink. George mused cynically that it looked like they had left a gutted fish in the sun for a few days before smearing its viscera onto the walls.

      The hallway was eerily quiet. Fluorescent lights and their incessant buzzing were long gone, replaced by LED bulbs. There was very little foot traffic; George knew that it was lunchtime. Most of the employees from this area were likely in the cafeteria eating questionable cheeseburgers and warmed over french fries. They approached the end of the hallway, marked by a door leading to the primary loading dock.

      Beside the door, approximately three-and-a-half feet from the floor, was an NFC sensor that would recognize the ID badge on the young man’s belt. The clerk proceeded through the doorway, down a flight of yellow aluminum stairs, and over to bay door number three. As George caught up with him, he saw Tommy—one of the receiving clerks—talking to a man whom he assumed was the truck driver. They noticed George and the redheaded clerk approaching and put their bull session on hold.

      The driver approached George, handing him a clipboard containing a bill of lading. The scientist perused the paperwork and the driver’s uniform, noting the man was not with one of the usual carriers the facility dealt with. This driver was with LandStar, which was highly irregular based on George’s experiences. LandStar was a private firm specializing in everything from biotech to weapons guidance systems; they had developed a nasty reputation, particularly regarding ethics. Despite (or possibly because of) this, the government frequently contracted them for various jobs. George couldn’t help but wonder why they were being used for this delivery.

      Once George reached the contents section, he realized why. It was the chlorine pellets. George had what he needed.

      If Marsh’s hypothesis was correct, they laced these pellets with the strange compound from the late scientist’s notes. The reason anyone would want such a thing diffused into a major water supply continued to elude George, but he was certain it was nefarious. A realization struck him, simultaneously frightening and enraging him: the Lake Okeechobee project was the first planned installation of the system, a system that had George’s name all over it. He would be well and good goddamned if he would willingly allow himself to be associated with whatever their clandestine scheme was.

      Then he noticed the next item listed on the shipping paperwork.

      “Cleaning tablets? What are these cleaning tablets and why do I have five-hundred of them?” With his head still tilted down, he cut his eyes up in the driver’s direction.

      “I don’t know, man, I just drive the truck,” the man responded. A slight smile crossed his face; it struck George as more of a smirk. Fucking prick.

      “So you expect me to sign for something that I am not expecting, something no one has notified me about?” George asked. 

      The driver took a startled step backward, casting glances at Tommy and the logistics clerk. Both shrugged in a silent response, mouths slightly open, their faces painted with surprised expressions.

      Way to go, George thought. Cause a scene and draw some more attention.

      After a moment, the driver spoke again. “Hey, look, I just take the loads where they tell me, okay?”

      George held his hand up flat, palm facing the driver. “I apologize,” George said with feigned humility. “I’m under a great deal of stress. I had no right to take it out on you.”

      The driver scoffed quietly, shuffling his feet.

      “Hey Tommy,” George called out as he pulled a pen from his shirt pocket. “Open her up and bring me a container of the chlorine and one of the, uh, cleaning tablets.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tommy said. He went to grab a pry bar to open the shipping container, a coffin-sized box that appeared to be made of plywood.

      He signed the manifest and handed the clipboard back to the driver, who pulled out a yellow carbon copy and handed it back to George. Tommy had gotten the container open and was scouring through the contents. George sat down at one of the receiving desks, slid his glasses up on top of his head, and rubbed his temples. He knew he couldn’t leave any of the cleaning tablets at the facility. Once he followed through on his play, they would go ahead with deployment. They would undoubtedly have more ready or would synthesize more. George could only hope that his packages would reach their intended targets before then. 

      “Here you go, sir.”

      Tommy set two separate gallon-sized plastic containers, each solid white with bold, black lettering, on the desk in front of George. One said CHLORINE PELLETS, the other CLEANING TABLETS. He picked up the latter and meticulously inspected the labeling. Information was scarce. There were directions stating INSERT ONE TABLET INTO CHLORINATION CHAMBER EVERY TWO WEEKS. The only information that concerned George: QTY: 250 TABLETS. He held the container toward Tommy, the look in his eyes taking the younger man aback.

      “There should be one other container exactly like this one. Can you bring it to me?”

      Tommy nodded and walked back over to the shipping container, leaving George to think. He knew he had to take all the cleaning tablets out of the facility. He decided to take some of the chlorine pellets as well, since he could send those out with his packages. That way, the recipients could verify their composition, assuming any of them believed what he had to say. George couldn’t worry about that. He had enough to take care of as things stood. Right now, he had to figure out how to get the pellets and tablets out.

      Tommy returned with the second container, per George’s request, placing it next to the first container on the desk. George nodded gratefully as Tommy set back to sweeping up the splinters and chunks that had broken off of the plywood box. Just as George mulled over ways to get everything out, something clicked in his mind. He cut his head sharply around, pushing himself up in the chair.

      “Hey Tommy,” he said. The younger man ceased his sweeping and looked up, wearily. “Do you have any Ziplock bags?”

      Headlights cut through the cabin of George’s car, stealing him out of his reverie. He peered at the clock, surprised to see that only a minute had passed. He supposed he should be thankful that his remembrance hadn’t lulled him to the point of hitting an oncoming vehicle head on. How ironic it would be for him, rogue scientist on the run and in fear for his life, to meet his end against the front end of a Pontiac Aztek. He needed caffeine. He needed gas. By the time he entered the outskirts of Tavares, he remembered his new friend Mr. Ghost Voice, and wondered how long it would be before he heard from him again.

      It wasn’t long.

      “So George, you’re, oh, three miles from the Shell station. Have you decided to play nice?”

      A smug grin enveloped George’s face, though it was a hollow facade. In his heart, George knew he had to refuel and would be hard-pressed to get much farther than Tavares. He was planning on picking up US 441 toward Leesburg, which the signs showed was eleven miles further. His synapses began firing off as he exercised some mental mathematics, trying to remember how far he had traveled since the low fuel light had come on. It would be close, but George thought he could make it.

      During his cerebral gymnastics, George zipped straight past the turn that would have led him to the Shell station. This did not go unnoticed.

      “Sure you have enough gas, George?”

      Christ almighty, it irritated the piss out of George how this voice insisted on using his name every fucking time.

      “Oh, I’ll be fine,” George said. He gritted his teeth and squeezed the wheel.

      No response came; there was only silence as George merged onto 441 north. The traffic, while light, aroused George’s paranoia. Was the voice emanating from a nearby vehicle? With every passing car came the feeling of eyes on him, appraising him, maybe even lining him up for a bullet. It exacerbated his neurosis when he crossed a bridge and saw the road sign offering the name of the body of water it crossed.

      DEAD RIVER

      After he crossed the ominously named waterway into Leesburg, George began looking for a gas station. Luckily enough, the first sign that he saw advertised a twenty-four-hour BP. The exit, according to the billboard, was five miles down the road. George adjusted the cruise control down to conserve what fuel remained in the tank. As the Taurus regulated its speed, George alternated his gaze between the distant taillights ahead of him and the looming headlights behind.

      “How’s that gas looking, George? Not getting any shudders from the engine, are you?”

      George elected not to respond. The task at hand left him tired, agitated, and frightened. He had no desire to engage in conversation. He just wanted to enjoy a small amount of peace.

      “Hey, George.” He didn’t answer. Nonplussed, the voice continued on. “Watch your speed.”

      George glanced down at the dash. Just as he did, the cruise control disengaged, and the car began slowing from the sixty-five mph he set it at. He placed his foot on the accelerator and looked at the roadway. As his eyes flicked back to the speedometer, he saw it climb from sixty-two to sixty-three to sixty-four. As it got to sixty-five, George felt the pedal under his foot move down further, slowly at first, before burying itself on the floor.

      Determined not to panic, George pressed down on the brake. The car slowed slightly, but the accelerator remained entombed in the floorboard. Moving his left foot onto the brake pedal, George slammed his right foot down, hoping to dislodge the stuck pedal. Like a petulant child clinging to a desired toy, it stubbornly refused to budge. His pulse was hammering in his neck.

      Afraid the screaming engine would soon exhaust its dwindling fuel supply, he pressed down on the brake with both feet. The front of the car hunched down and his head whipped forward, his teeth nearly smashing against the steering wheel. The motor continued to rev higher. A small SUV buzzed by George’s window, horn blaring. The driver, probably assuming the silver Ford was being operated by a drunkard, continued down the highway.

      “Take your foot off the brake George.” The voice was calm, yet imperative. “You really don’t want to blow the engine, do you, George?”

      Relenting, George took his feet off of the pedal. The car sped up to sixty-five and held there. Shaking and covered in a viscous layer of sweat, he eased the car onto the shoulder. The wheel locked in his hands before pulling back to the left, placing him dead center in the outer lane. Concerned that continuing to battle the possessed steering wheel would inadvertently lead to him running off of the road, George simply sat back.

      “Keep your hands on the wheel, George. Nine and three, it’s the new ten and two.”

      He complied silently. The fatigue that had plagued his mind and body turned into full-blown exhaustion. No immediate instructions came. None were needed. He knew what the voice wanted, and he would acquiesce. He would get to the BP and he would caffeinate himself. What he would not do was gas up this car, which was subject to every whim of those pursuing him. He needed a new vehicle, and he needed to figure out how he would go about that.

      The Taurus eased into the deceleration lane, slowing as it reached the stoplight at the end of the exit ramp. George followed the signs to the BP station, all the while thinking about what his next move was. He didn’t have a gun, not that he wanted to relieve anyone forcefully of their car. He had to think and fast; the gas station was just past the next light. His mind racing, George guided the car into the station’s parking lot.

      As he was pulling up to a pump island, the voice returned. “Gas, caffeine, then head home, okay?”

      The tone was back to one of condescension, as though George was a child being scolded for sneaking cookies before dinner. Without uttering a word, he exited his car and scanned the lot. A rough-looking pickup truck was the only vehicle. George didn’t know cars that well, but by his guess, it was a mid-90s Dodge. Rust-flecked paint adorned the pickup, and the tailgate was MIA. The back glass featured a large decal in the shape of a deer’s head.

      Before continuing, George scanned the immediate area and saw nothing that seemed out of place. The night was quiet, save for the occasional distant hum of a traveler on the highway. The moon, absent all night, had finally come out from behind its blanket of clouds, casting a pale glow that was washed out by the artificial lights illuminating the gas station and surrounding area. Satisfied, George made his way into the store.

      The first thing that struck him was how bright the lighting inside was. It seemed to bore through his eyes, directly into his weary brain. He walked over to the coffee bar and prepared a large cup, looking around as he did so. The only other person inside was the cashier, a young man that George pegged at eighteen. The kid was wearing a camouflage shirt with the same deer’s head logo as the truck outside and sporting a very patchy beard. George had an idea. He took his coffee and advanced to the register.

      “Quiet night?” George gave a dumb, fake smile as he waited for an answer.

      “Pretty much.” Apparently, he wasn’t much of a conversationalist.

      George was about to speak again when the cashier beat him to the punch.

      “How much ya need?”

      “I’m sorry, what?” George said. He had been so concerned, thinking about what he was going to say next, that he missed the kid’s question.

      The cashier’s eyes looked dead and George got the impression that he wasn’t particularly bright. Maybe he had a chance.

      “How much gas do you need?” the kid repeated.

      “Oh, no, no gas.”

      The clerk eyed George with an expression of distrust before flicking his eyes out through the plate-glass windows that lined the front of the store. “That’s your car at pump six, ain’t it?”

      George took a moment to consider how to proceed. “Yeah, yeah, it is. You like it?”

      The kid threw another dead-eyed glance outside before looking back at George. “It’s all right, I guess, if you’re into boring-ass sedans. What year is it?”

      “Uh, twenty-ten,” George answered. The teen just stared blankly, so George pressed on. “That your truck outside, parked over at the edge of the lot?”

      The kid nodded back, his head seeming to swivel and bounce loosely on his neck. “Yup,” he said. “Bought it off my uncle Ned summer before last.”

      Thinking that the guy was about to engage him in some prolonged and uninteresting story, George got right to it. “How would you like to trade straight up my car for your truck?”

      The cashier straightened up, appraising George with his dull eyes. “Trade? Why? Why would you want to unload that car, and why pick that old beat to shit pickup? Did it crap out on you?”

      “No, it runs great. Hell, the AC is so cold you’ll almost miss this godforsaken muggy heat.”

      “Huh,” the kid said. His dull expression did not change.

      George paused, unsure what the cashier was thinking and measuring exactly which way he wanted to go with this. He decided to overload his mark with information. “I’ll level with you,” he began. “My brother is moving from Tavares down to Montverde. He’s got so much stuff, two horse trailers amongst it, and that pickup would be a big help to me.”

      The kid didn’t interject, so George continued.

      “I’ve been planning to trade that car in. Your truck caught my eye, and so I figured, why the hell not. I’ve got a company car anyway, so that one’s a little redundant. I have the title in the glove box and I’ll be glad to stop back by Monday to sign it over to you. That said, I would need the truck immediately. Of course, I would leave you the car. What do you think?”

      The kid shifted on his feet, regarding George somewhat suspiciously. “It ain’t stolen, is it?”

      George put on his most reassuring smile. “No, sir, I have the title and you’re welcome to compare it to my driver’s license.”

      The kid’s demeanor eased, though he said nothing, so George did.

      “It would be a tremendous help, plus you’re getting a fully loaded vehicle. Navigation, cruise control, Bluetooth, sunroof.” George paused for a moment. “Plus, it’s only got thirty-eight thousand miles.”

      After a little more coercion, the kid agreed to the trade, however he told George that the papers for the truck was at his house and he was working until 7 a.m. George insisted it was not a problem and that he could pick it up Monday when he returned to sign over the title to the Taurus. Of course, none of that was going to happen, but the kid didn’t know that. They shook hands and George went out to retrieve his case and the Ford’s title.

      As he made his way across to the pumps, George glimpsed something out of the corner of his eye. When he turned to look, he gasped and took a stumbling step backward, barely keeping himself from falling. Past the left end of the station, opposite from where his new truck sat, was a security light. Underneath the light was a man dressed in a black suit wearing sunglasses. The suit was completely black: jacket, pants, shirt, and tie. There seemed to be a purplish-blue glow reflecting off of his specs. The man did not move or acknowledge George.

      George turned back to the Taurus, popping the trunk with the key fob in his jacket pocket. As he rounded the back of the car, he looked again toward the security light. The man was gone. George lifted the lid, retrieved his bag, and closed the compartment. With a heightened sense of urgency, he walked over to the truck (which the kid had told him was unlocked), opened the passenger side door and put his duffel in. After closing the door, George nearly sprinted back inside.

      By the time he reached the counter, the cashier was holding out the keys to the Dodge. George accepted them before handing over those for the Taurus.

      “You okay?” the kid asked. “Looked like you nearly took a spill out there.”

      George was staring out of the front door and windows of the store, watching for the man in black. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” George said. He looked back out into the parking lot. “How much gas is in the truck?”

      “Just filled her up this evening,” the kid said.

      Distracted, George started toward the doorway before turning back to the register, never turning his gaze away from the front of the store. He put down forty dollars on the counter. “Take the coffee out of that. Use what’s left to gas up your new car, son.”

      The cashier was still smiling broadly as George walked to the door. He peered around, taking stock of everything that he could see. Apart from the Taurus, there were no cars parked in his line of sight, no pedestrians on the sidewalk. Above all else, no black-suited specters were lurking about, at least not anywhere in the open. He tilted his head slightly to left, his eyes remaining fixed outside.

      “Is there anything behind the building here, a street or anything like that?”

      The cashier looked at George, then looked toward the back wall, considering. “Nah, there’s just a small creek and some swamp, not much else. Why ya ask?”

      George had turned his head back forward as he continued surveying the immediate area. With each exhale, a narrow patch of fog would form on the glass door, only to dissipate moments later. “Well, when I went out to the car, there was a guy over there, standing up next to that light.”

      He gestured toward the far end of the lot, the security light illuminating nothing but a pothole. The cashier exited from behind the counter and walked over to George, producing a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. He poked one into the corner of his mouth as he gave the parking lot a once over, slapping his hands over his jeans. With an a ha look on his face, he dug his hand into one of his pockets and pulled out a black Bic lighter.

      Before George could think to say anything else, the cashier was pushing through the door and out toward the security light. George followed, a cloud of smoke from the younger man’s freshly lit cigarette wafting directly into his face. He noticed the cashier had brought a flashlight with him, its beam coming to life as he checked the area on the side of the building. As he rounded the corner, George saw a dumpster, some cyclone fencing, and nothing else. He noticed a faint trickle from the creek, barely audible over the sparse traffic on the street.

      The cashier walked over to the dumpster, flipped open the double lid and shone the flashlight inside. “We get homeless guys around here from time to time,” he said as he looked inside the receptacle. “Scrounging for food, panhandling, shit like that. Every so often one of the bastards will spook a customer and we’ll call the cops.”

      “Yeah,” George said. “No, this guy was wearing a suit and tie, clean shaven, neat. I didn’t see a will work for food sign either.”

      “Mmmm.” This came out as more  grunt than word. 

      After waiting a moment to see if any other grunts or utterances were forthcoming, George continued. “I was walking to the car, and I saw him. He was looking dead at me, but he didn’t move, not an inch. He didn’t say anything, either. I looked at him for a second and then I went around to the trunk. I opened it, looked back toward where he had been standing and he was gone.”

      The cashier pulled the light back out of the dumpster and dropped the lid with a wham before walking back to George, throwing down and stamping out his cigarette as he went.

      “Creepy,” the kid said. “C’mon, let’s check the other side out,” he said as he walked straight past George.

      George fell in behind, half-expecting an ambush right around the corner. A wave of guilt washed over him, guilt that he was getting this young man needlessly involved in a situation that could cost him his life. If he was totally honest with himself, George was thankful not to be out here alone, although that also deepened his sense of shame. He drew in a deep breath and held it as they rounded the side of the building. There was more fencing, ragged and rusty. Then there was the truck and another security light. 

      No boogeyman. 

      George exhaled.

      The yellowed glow of headlights bathed them, leading both men to turn toward the source. It was a well-worn Honda Civic, its body a rainbow collection of panels of several colors. The car turned away from them, easing up and stopping along the curb in front of the store. The cashier excused himself to attend to his customer, wishing George a safe trip and good luck. George thanked him and asked the young man to pop the trunk on the Taurus, which he did.

      George walked around to the driver’s door to the pickup, unlocked it, and climbed in. Its interior was exactly as he had expected: tattered upholstery on the bench seat, cracks in the dash and a few small chips in the windshield. The cab had the smell of an older vehicle, somewhat dusty with a trace of mildew all wrapped up in a veil of stale cigarettes. The only thing that concerned George was how it ran, so he slid the key into the ignition and turned it forward.

      The engine fired right up, and a smile crept across his lips. He depressed the brake, dropped the transmission into reverse, and eased it back. Once the truck was clear of the building, he shifted into drive and pulled around so that the driver’s side of the pickup lined up with the passenger side of the Taurus. He didn’t need anything from the car, but he wanted to buy some time before the young man would be to drive it anywhere.

      As he exited the pickup, he fished a small folding knife out of his right front pocket. It wasn’t a large or intimidating knife, but it could handle what George had in mind. First, he raised the trunk lid, exposing the now empty cavity. Then he lifted the thin divider, which served as both the floor and the cover for the spare tire compartment. He jammed the knife into the sidewall of the economy-sized spare, twisting it to speed up the exodus of air. With that finished, he withdrew the blade, returned the divider, and closed the trunk. 

      George then made his way between the car and the truck; he knelt down and punctured both the front and rear tire on that side. As the air flowed out, he closed up the knife and returned to the cab of the pickup, throwing a hand up to the cashier. He put it in drive, checked for traffic and eased out onto the road. George decided to avoid returning to 441, opting instead to stick to back roads. He had always had a strong sense of direction and it was about to be put to the test. George cruised along at the posted limit, keeping a watchful eye on his surroundings as he left Leesburg in the rearview.

      He had driven north-northwest for nearly an hour without incident, meeting very little traffic outside of the larger towns that he had passed through. The section of road that he was now on was narrow and winding, a less than ideal combination for the pickup truck. He spotted deer occasionally off the side of the road on either side, though he had yet to see any on the pavement. Eventually, the highway straightened out and George eased the truck back up to the speed limit as he crested yet another rolling hill.

      George continuously monitored his surroundings, not only for wildlife but also for any other vehicles. While he may have swapped out of the easily tracked and manipulated Taurus, he would not allow himself to become complacent. His level of fear had dropped off considerably, which had left ample time for him to concentrate on remaining vigilant. He picked up his nearly forgotten cup of coffee, long since cold, and drank the last of the brew. As he placed the empty cup back into the drink holder, he felt an abrupt shock of cold horror coursing through his body.

      Heatless white light suddenly filled the interior of the truck, causing George’s heart to jump up and slam hard into his sternum. He
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