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Chapter One: The Shortcut
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Hank Mercer had been on the road since before dawn, the kind of start that made your bones feel older than you were. The cab hummed around him, familiar in all the ways that mattered. His Freightliner Cascadia wasn’t new, but it was his, and after forty years of hauling freight across the country, he trusted it more than he trusted most people. The sleeper behind him smelled faintly of old coffee and the wool blanket he’d had since ’98. A bag of peppermint candies rattled in the cup holder every time he hit a bump. Tex, the little ceramic armadillo with the cowboy hat, sat on the dash like always, watching the road with its chipped grin.

“Last damn run,” Hank muttered, nudging Tex with a knuckle. “Then it’s you, me, and a porch somewhere quiet.”

Dispatch had screwed him again. He was supposed to stay on I-40 all the way to Albuquerque, easy run, straight shot. Instead, the message came through the Qualcomm just past Holbrook: construction delays, take US-191 south, save time. Hank knew what that meant. They wanted him to dodge the weigh station. They always did this on his last week, like they were squeezing every drop out of him before he walked away for good.

He grumbled under his breath and shifted in his seat. The desert stretched out on both sides, flat and endless, the kind of landscape that made you feel small even inside a forty-ton rig. The sky was a hard, washed-out blue, the sun already burning through the morning haze. He’d stopped at Little America in Flagstaff hours earlier — coffee, a breakfast burrito that sat wrong in his stomach, a quick chat with a driver he half-recognised. After that, it was just him and the road.

US-191 wasn’t busy. It never was. Long stretches of nothing, broken only by the occasional ranch road or a rusted fence line. Hank kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting near Tex. The armadillo had been with him since ’84, bought at a roadside gift shop outside Amarillo. He talked to it more than he’d admit. It kept him company on the long hauls, and now it reminded him of the life waiting on the other side of retirement — a small RV park in Montana, a lake he’d only seen in brochures, mornings without alarms.

The road dipped slightly, then straightened again. Too straight. Hank frowned. He’d driven this stretch before, years back, and he didn’t remember it being this clean. The asphalt looked new, unnaturally smooth, like it had been laid yesterday. No cracks. No patches. No wear. Even the painted lines looked fresh.

“Don’t like that,” he muttered. Roads didn’t stay perfect out here. The desert chewed through everything.

Tex rattled lightly on the dash. Hank glanced at it. The truck was steady. No reason for it to move.

He slowed a little, scanning the horizon. The Qualcomm map showed nothing unusual — just the long line of 191 cutting south. But up ahead, maybe a quarter mile, a turnoff appeared. No signage. No mile marker. Just a strip of asphalt branching off into the open desert.

Hank blinked. Checked the map again. Nothing. The road wasn’t listed. Not on the GPS. Not on the Qualcomm. Not in his old Rand McNally atlas tucked behind the seat.

“Well that’s bullshit,” he said quietly. “Brand-new road and nobody bothered to tell us.”

He eased the truck forward, squinting at the turn. The angle was clean, the asphalt darker than the highway, like it hadn’t been sun-beaten yet. Something about it felt wrong, but he couldn’t place it. Maybe it was the silence. The desert was never loud, but this felt different — like the air itself was holding its breath.

Tex rattled again. Harder this time.

Hank reached out and steadied it. “Easy, buddy.”

He should’ve stayed on 191. He knew that. But dispatch had already cut his time tight, and if this was a new connector road, it might shave off an hour. He could be in Albuquerque by evening, paperwork done, keys handed in. One last haul finished.

He turned onto the road.

The change was immediate. The hum of the tyres shifted, smoother, almost too smooth. The steering felt lighter. The desert on either side seemed to pull back, the horizon flattening into a long, unbroken line. No dips. No rises. No imperfections.

Hank adjusted his grip on the wheel. “Where the hell does this go?”

The Qualcomm blinked once. Then again. The map froze. The little truck icon stopped moving.

“Don’t start that,” Hank muttered, tapping the screen. It didn’t respond.

Tex slid a fraction to the left, as if nudged by a hand Hank couldn’t see.

He swallowed, eyes fixed on the road ahead. The asphalt stretched on, straight as a ruler, disappearing into a shimmer of heat. No signs. No markers. No traffic. Just the road and the desert and the faint, uneasy feeling crawling up the back of his neck.

He’d seen strange things on the road before — mirages, dust devils, lights that didn’t belong. But this felt different. This felt deliberate.

Hank cleared his throat. “Alright,” he said softly, mostly to Tex. “Let’s see where this goes.”

The armadillo didn’t answer. But for the first time in forty years, Hank wished it would.

Hank kept driving, letting the pickup shrink in the mirrors until it was nothing but a memory he didn’t want. The cab felt different now. Not colder, not warmer — just different. Like the air had shifted in some small way he couldn’t name. He cracked the window a little, hoping for a breeze, but the desert air that pushed in felt stale, as if it had been sitting there waiting for him.

Tex wobbled again. Not much, just enough to catch his eye.

“Hey,” Hank said quietly. “You stay put. I’m not dealing with you falling off today.”

He nudged the armadillo back into place, but the ceramic felt warmer than it should’ve. Sunlight didn’t hit it directly. The dash wasn’t hot. Yet Tex felt like it had been sitting in someone’s hand.

Hank pulled his hand back slowly.

“Okay,” he muttered. “That’s new.”

He reached for the radio again, more out of habit than hope. Static rolled through the speakers, soft at first, then rising in a thin, wavering hiss. He turned the dial. Nothing. Turned it again. A faint voice flickered through — a woman, maybe — but the words were swallowed before he could catch them.

He switched it off. The silence that followed felt heavier.

He cleared his throat. “You hearing anything, Tex? ’Cause I swear that sounded like someone trying to talk.”

The armadillo didn’t move, but Hank kept glancing at it anyway. He’d talked to Tex for years, but this was the first time he felt like he was waiting for an answer.

He checked the clock again. The numbers had changed, but he couldn’t remember seeing them move. He rubbed his eyes, blaming the long haul, the early start, the burrito sitting wrong in his gut. He’d been tired before. He’d pushed through worse.

But something about this stretch of road made the tired feel deeper. Like it wasn’t just in his body.

He reached for another peppermint, unwrapped it, and let it sit on his tongue. The sharpness helped. For a moment, he felt more awake. More present. Then the feeling slipped away again, like water through fingers.

“Should’ve stopped in Gallup,” he muttered. “Could’ve had a proper meal. Maybe a slice of pie. Should’ve ignored dispatch and stayed on the damn interstate.”

Tex tilted slightly as the truck rolled over a faint dip. Hank steadied it again.

“You’re getting jumpy,” he said. “Or I am. Hard to tell.”

He tried to focus on the horizon, but the distance felt wrong. Not distorted — just... unreachable. Like no matter how far he drove, it stayed the same distance away. He didn’t mention it out loud. Some thoughts didn’t need air.

A flicker of movement caught his eye. Something small darted across the road ahead — too quick to identify. A rabbit, maybe. Or a fox. But the shape didn’t move like either. It didn’t run. It glided, low to the ground, then vanished into the scrub without disturbing a single branch.

Hank tightened his grip on the wheel. “Nope,” he said. “Not dealing with that. Not today.”

He checked the mirrors again. Nothing behind him. Nothing ahead except the shimmer of heat. He shifted in his seat, adjusting the lumbar support, trying to shake off the creeping sense that the cab was shrinking around him.

He glanced at Tex. “You ever get the feeling you’re being watched?” he asked. “Not by people. Just... watched.”

Tex didn
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